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To the ones who had to put on armor every day, 
no matter how heavy it was or how much it hurt—
this one is for you.




Author’s Note


This book is very special, near and dear to my heart. In these pages you will find a beautiful romance between two people who deserve the world. You will also find a few serious topics discussed.


Bennett Reiner, one of the main characters in Unbound, is autistic and deals with diagnosed obsessive-compulsive disorder. He has been in therapy since he was a child for both. During the formation of his character and throughout every draft of this book, I was able to work with Monica Rush, PsyD, on every facet of him as well as the on-page therapy scenes, in hopes to give the most accurate depiction I could. I am incredibly grateful to Dr. Rush for her guidance in every little piece. My hope is that the grace with which I approached this character allows many of you to see yourselves reflected in him. For any reader to see themselves in one of my characters is so often my greatest hope in writing.


And while my books are always romantic, there may be some themes that are triggering for some readers. If you feel trigger warnings are spoilers or do not need them, please skip the next paragraph.


This book contains on-page depictions of obsessive thought spirals, compulsive acts, and panic attacks. There are mentions and discussions of childhood trauma, child neglect, sexual abuse, and grooming of a minor.


Be kind to your brain, friends.
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Prologue


THREE MONTHS AGO: Senior Year, October


Bennett


It’s late and the party is a little overwhelming, but the beer I’ve had is slowly taking the edge off.


We won our game—hard fought, but a great win. Rhys, my best friend and our captain, has already disappeared with Sadie, his new girlfriend, up the stairs, while I meander through the irritatingly messy kitchen for another one of my carefully stashed IPAs.


“She’s so far gone,” someone mutters, stepping up beside me in the mostly empty kitchen. “But that’s usual for Paloma.”


The name works down my body like an ice cube slipping across my spine.


Paloma.


I clench my fist tight, putting the beer back in the fridge and closing the door with a stiff shake of my head. I don’t hear another word before I’m answering a call for help that she didn’t make, shoving through sweat-damp bodies and out the back door.


“Hey, Ben—”


I ignore Holden, a kindhearted defenseman from the first line, and edge around him until I spot her. Her head is lulling into her hands. Bright blond curls cascade in a tangle to cover her face.


We don’t usually do this, both accustomed to hiding our history from those around us, but there will never be a day I’ll let her hurt or suffer. The way I feel about Paloma Blake is both a leash around my heart and a noose around my throat, threatening me in every capacity.


“Hey, P,” I try, dropping to my knees in front of her. “You okay?”


Brushing back tendrils of blond, I meet her half-lidded brown eyes, my stomach in knots.


“Bennett,” she breathes, almost in wonder. Like seeing me before her is something divine.


“Let me take you home,” I whisper, body hunched to not frighten her, but shoulders hiked to block her from view as much as I can manage.


She shakes her head slowly, her plump bottom lip sticking out in a pout.


“I don’t want to go.”


A sigh works from my mouth, and I start to stand back up. Paloma’s hand reaches for me, scrambling fingers latching onto my belt loop.


“Don’t go,” she whispers, her hand flat against the fabric of my pants. Heat emanates from my face, but I bend back down to her level in the chair.


“Then let me take you upstairs.”


“I thought you said I couldn’t sleep with you anymore.” She hiccups, eyes watery, pupils blown. Her fingers move gently, grasping at my waistband.


“I changed my mind. C’mon, P.” I scoop her up and carry her inside. Halfway up the stairs, she grasps my shirt.


“Wait,” she says, so quiet I almost don’t hear her. “I don’t wanna sleep yet.”


My brow furrows. “Why not?” She shakes her head, eyes dropping. “Nightmares again?”


“Yeah.” Her soft admission brushes over my skin. I seat us on the stairs, far enough up that we’re mostly covered in the shadowed lighting of the second floor.


“We can just sit for a little then. People watch.” Paloma smiles gently at me, and I can’t help the matching grin that slips out. “Lay down if you want, P.”


She slips her head onto my lap, and my hand combs the tangles from her difficult, hair-sprayed style. Slow and attentive, I smooth the strands.


It’s much later, the party finally dwindling to nothing, when I finally maneuver her up into my arms, carrying her bridal-style up the rest of the stairs and into my room. Mere seconds after I’ve laid her down on the bed, my black lab, Seven, is whining and pressing his nose into her hair, her shoulder, anything he can reach from his patient position on the floor.


“Shh.” I bat him away slightly, but Paloma’s lips move into a gentle grin as she reaches blindly for him.


“My baby,” she mutters, and my mouth hitches into a bright smile. “C’mere, Seven.”


He doesn’t wait for my permission before hopping up into her arms to loll his head next to hers.


My dog is loyal to a fault, has protected her from the first day he met her. When I first started coming home without her, Seven whimpered and whined, echoing my own grief of it all. He still whines at least once when I show up at home without her.


Now, his tail wags happily as he snuggles into her on the bed.


“Did you want a shower, P?”


She shakes her head, eyes half lidded as she gazes up at me. “Too tired.”


I comb back a few strands of her hair, pressing a kiss to her forehead. Her fingers lazily graze the sides of my jaw where I’ve recently shaved.


“Sometimes I think you’re not real,” she murmurs, soft and sleepy. “That I dreamed you up.” Her brown eyes are burning, almost distraught as she takes me in. I feel like I’m losing her in real time, so I sink into the mattress and tighten my arms around her.


As if that might keep her here.


As if that might make her mine again. How it’s supposed to be.


The soft glow of the lamp dances over Paloma’s face as she drifts to sleep.


Once, she’d told me she didn’t like total darkness. “I don’t like finding my way in the dark,” she’d admitted softly, shrinking in on herself. “Like when I turn off the light and it’s too dark and my eyes ­haven’t adjusted. I just . . . I don’t like not being able to tell where I am.”


Now, I always keep it on for her, an amber hue to everything in my simple room. It won’t be long before she rouses, usually frightened at first, and then hungry when she realizes she’s here, safe with me.


It’s our routine now. It hurts, but I worry it would hurt infinitely worse to not know if she was okay.


To always be wondering.


So, for now, this is enough. I’ll take whatever she’s willing to give—even if it’s only this, forever.




Chapter 1

NOW: Senior Year, January

Bennett 

“Sometimes I think you’re not real,” she whispers, her hands tracing my jaw lightly, brown eyes burning enough that my throat catches. “That I dreamed you up.” 

Then she opens her mouth again. She’s asking me something—­begging me—but her words are silent screams and no matter how much I plead, I can’t hear her. 

I feel a little like I want to cry, enough that my hand reaches up to rub at my eyes.

Water—not tears.

The harsh spray of the shower turns painful. My focus shifts to the soap suds sliding down my body to swirl into the drain, shaking me from the memory.

She’s not here. I’m alone. Again, I remind myself, a harsh but necessary mantra.

I’m in the shower. She’s not here. 

I’m in the shower and she is gone. Remember. 

I press my hands to the tile, breathing harshly as I try to center myself. I count the scattered black squares amongst the gray tiles again, then reach for my body wash again—despite how inflamed my skin is from the steaming hot shower I’ve been standing in too long already.

It’s the only way to make the vision of her disappear.

Today is a game day, which means I need to get back into my routines before something completely derails my focus.

I pull on gray sweats and a Waterfell athletic tee, then let Seven meander to the door as I fold down my sheets and set my hockey bag by my desk, my lucky sweatshirt folded perfectly atop it, the chewed edge of the sleeve tucked away.

As I go to turn off the lamp, a small rush of anxiety threatens, and I decide to keep it on.

Don’t be ridiculous. Turn it off. No one needs the nightlight. She doesn’t need it anymore, just like she doesn’t need you—

I leave, the lamplight still casting an amber glow over my room.

Impulsively, I check my phone again—no new notifications. It’s not surprising, but it doesn’t hurt any less. I haven’t heard from her, or even seen her, since October.

Seven nudges my leg when he realizes I’ve frozen—just a check, to make sure I’m okay.

My hand taps his head and I start toward the kitchen, attempting to leave the memory of her behind, safe in my room. To pretend I didn’t wake up to empty, cold sheets the next morning. That I didn’t worry about her so much over the months after that I started driving through downtown Waterfell over Christmas break to make sure she was okay. That she was safe.

Checking the group chat to see if anyone is up yet, I send a quick text to Holden inviting him to our “family breakfast,” as Freddy has taken to calling it. His response irks me: Is Toren invited?

I can say yes, knowing the well-hated defenseman on our line won’t show. But the word still feels like some sort of betrayal.

Toren Kane hit Rhys on the ice during our Frozen Four game last year, ending his season as he was stretchered off. My best friend, broken and bleeding and terrified—and I couldn’t do anything to help him.

Then, our coach decided to recruit Toren—despite his history with our team and his reputation on the ice.

I was fully prepared to hate the guy when he was announced, to follow my captain and best friend’s lead and do what needed to be done to get him off Rhys’s line.

But since then, Toren has started making my job easier. He is easily the best defenseman that I’ve ever played with. That was hard to ignore, but I did, because my loyalty will always be to Rhys.

But then I saw him defend Ro—Freddy’s tutor-turned-girlfriend and Sadie’s best friend. He didn’t know the girl, didn’t care about anything other than stopping an asshole from hurting a defenseless person. After that, it became harder not to like him.

But I’m a good secret keeper, even if I don’t have many myself.

Though, I have one secret I keep above all else. The most impor­tant one.

“You’re the only thing I’ve ever cared about. Ever. And I—”

Shaking away the sound of her voice—though it’s far away and swimming in a sea of painful memories—I start to work on our usual pregame breakfast, turning my music on and letting “World Spins Madly On” by the Weepies play through our speakers in the kitchen. I check the group thread again—no one has answered Holden’s question, so I don’t either. When it comes to Toren Kane, I’ll follow Rhys’s lead.

I gather eggs for omelets, mix and buttermilk for pancakes. Plenty of meat and carbs for a late-afternoon game. A full menu spread for our very full house. It’s warm and loud with love, but it doesn’t do much to stop the constant hollow ache in my chest. A permanent scar of something missing.

A high-pitched giggle signals the end of my slower morning ritual; Liam appears first, followed by Rhys dressed only in his boxers as he scoops the seven-year-old up off the hardwood and over his shoulder.

“Morning, Bennett,” my best friend says with a smirk, speaking over the loudly screeching child. “Sorry about that.”

Rhys’s girlfriend Sadie, a figure skater at our school, rounds the corner after them, face burning red. Last summer the two struck up a secret friendship that inevitably turned into more. She was able to fix the things that were broken in my best friend more than I ever had—for that, she has my unending loyalty. She and her little ­brothers—both of whom stay with us now and again. Usually, they stay with Rhys’s parents—Max and Anna Koteskiy—but when they miss their sister and the timing works out, they stay in our spare room.

“All good. I’m making breakfast. For everyone.”

Rhys nods. “I’ll inform the lazy ones.”

“Put me down—”

“I told you, Liam, no more coming into our room without knocking or we’ll have to lock the door,” Sadie grumbles, eyes wide awake at an earlier hour for her than I’m used to.

“Oh? Did the little man see more of my captain than he should?” Freddy yawns through his joke, smacking a shoulder into the doorframe as he stumbles into the kitchen in only a pair of boxer briefs.

“He’s currently seeing more of you than anyone ever should,” Sadie snaps. “Put some fucking clothes on.”

Liam laughs louder now, face red from lack of breath because he’s so tickled. “You said a bad word, Sissy.”

“Yeah, Sissy,” Freddy laughs, hip checking the much smaller girl as he passes her. “Besides, I’m literally wearing the exact same thing as your boyfriend!”

“It’s different.” Sadie fakes a gag and covers her eyes.

“If Ro were here, she’d be very mad at you.”

Rosalie Shariff has been dating our left winger Freddy for who knows how long—though my suspicions are for far longer than they’ll admit to. She tutored him last semester, came to nearly every one of our games as his friend—since then, they’ve been inseparable. And unbearable to be around with their intense flirting and ­never-quite-hidden intimacy all over our house.

“Where exactly is my roommate?” Sadie asks.

It is strange. Ro is usually the first one up with me.

Freddy is beaming ear to ear as he starts to open his mouth—leaving both Rhys and me to groan before he’s said anything.

“Let’s just say it’s a good thing we lock our door. Your roommate is a menace, Brown. She kept me up all night—I’m exhausted—”

“All right.” Rhys cuts him off. Liam is repositioned onto his hip now, Star Wars pajama shirt stretched out nearly off his shoulder. Both of them have bedhead, messy locks brushing each other as Liam leans to rest his head on Rhys’s shoulder, like it might soften him out of trouble with his sister. “Everyone get dressed for family breakfast. Freddy—boxers do not count. You need a shirt. Liam—”

“Please don’t lock the door. How do I come in if I have a nightmare?”

The puppy eyes Liam is sending Rhys are practiced, but my captain is soft as butter when it comes to the entire Brown family. Sadie has always played parent to her brothers when she needs to, but Rhys isn’t used to being anything but a gentle friend.

“You have to knock,” he finally says, but the words are accompanied by a tight hug before he sweeps Liam up onto his shoulder.

“He must’ve walked in on something good,” Freddy murmurs beneath his breath, tapping me on the shoulder as he passes to go back upstairs.

Rhys blushed again at Freddy’s words and a chuckle works its way through my lips.

“Do I want to know?” I ask Sadie quietly, arms crossed. She looks up at me and shakes her head.

“Nope.”

They all exit to properly dress while I start on pancakes, waffles, eggs, and everything any of them has ever requested for breakfast. Once the table is full with both food and my friends, we all settle in.

Mornings are loud now, where they used to be quiet. I wouldn’t trade it for anything.

But that doesn’t mean it isn’t hard. It’s hard not to notice where I sit: at the head of the table, alone. That while Rhys watches over Sadie at his side, and Ro watches over Freddy, the one person I want to take care of most isn’t here, letting me watch over her. I worry she never will be.

It’s easy to imagine Paloma here, sitting at a chair pulled up beside me. Eating the food I made for her, warm feet tucked under my thigh, bundled up in a sweatshirt with a messy braid. Maybe she’d let me feed her. Maybe she’d talk with everyone—or she’d be like me. Quiet, just taking it all in.

But she’s not here.

“Sometimes I think you’re not real. That I dreamed you—” 

I shake my head, shoulder twitching to my ear.

Everyone thinks Paloma is the party girl. A good time, fun and drunk and smiling. They think she thrives under burning strobes and a moshing sea of bodies.

But I know her.

I know she likes quiet most, or an early morning when only the distant noise of birds chirping fills the space. I know she plays ocean sounds to fall asleep, that she’s at peace when she’s in the water. I know that she would rather sit in complete silence, in my clothes, in my room, than attend another party.

But I also know she’d willingly choose to cause herself more pain than ever allow herself to have those things.

I really know her. I might be the only one who does.

My Paloma Blake is a secret I will always keep safe, closest to my heart.





Chapter 2

NOW

Paloma

The cold night air bites at my cheeks harshly instead of relieving my overheated skin like I’d hoped it might.

“You sure you don’t need a ride?”

I’d rather gouge my eyes out with my dull kitten heels. 

“I’m fine, thanks,” I say, pretending to search for my keys while keeping a close eye on the man just feet away. Saying I’m scared wouldn’t be correct. I’m just cautious. Aware. I’ve seen enough of the malice of ordinary men that I don’t underestimate any of them.

“You did well, Ms. Blake,” he praises me. I let it bounce off me easily. He might as well have said, You didn’t scream when I put my hand on your thigh beneath the table. This was supposed to be a job interview, not an hour for him to openly leer at me. “We’ll be in touch.”

“Great.”

I hope I never see him again.

Frustrated and still a bit shaken up by the whole thing, I pretend to text on my phone and walk into the still-open Thai place next door, just to wait for my rideshare away from him.

The low ambient lighting of the modern interior is warm and comforting. The place is mostly empty this late—except for one booth near the back filled with two couples I recognize.

Sadie Brown and Rhys Koteskiy, across from Ro Shariff and Matt Fredderic.

You have got to be kidding me. 

I don’t chance asking myself if this night could get worse—there’s always room enough for that to happen—but instead duck down a little ridiculously, hoping they haven’t seen me as I squeeze back out into the frigid air.

My stomach rolls. Maybe from the constant tossing as I tried to nibble on bread through the interview, desperate to get out of there. The meeting was supposed to be a dinner with several of the hiring committee, but that didn’t happen; now I’m starving and cold.

But it’s most likely the sight of the two happy couples sharing warm food and laughing without a care in the world.

Why does she get to move on? Why can’t that be me? 

I attempt to shut down the ridiculous whiny train of thought before it can devour me or send me spiraling out of the controlled existence I’ve been working toward.

Sadie was the other half to my bad decisions junior year. I’d seen her before, at parties or in passing: a figure skater by day and a girl with a bit of a reputation by night. She had a penchant for athletes as much as I did, which meant we often ran in the same circles on accident. It wasn’t hard to switch to on purpose.

It was less lonely, for both of us.

I heard what people called us. Cleat or jersey chasers, puck bunnies . . . endless names for both Sadie and me. We didn’t let it bother us.

Though I did punch someone once for calling her a whore.

Once upon a time, we’d been close, thick as thieves, flouncing through frat house parties side by side. Sadie had my back, even if we’d never been actual friends.

But then, last semester, she and Rhys Koteskiy found each other. I figured it would be brief—the girl never did much beyond quick hookups or friends with benefits—but . . . they just stayed. Together. Happy. And despite all her usual hang-ups concerning relationships, she seems content.

There’s a flash then, of tangled wet hair, of calloused hands carefully scrubbing every piece of sand off my skin. A big, warm sweatshirt and a handful of cheese crackers pressed to my lips as I doze off slowly on a soft chest.

Stop it. I shake my head, refocusing on the couples in the window.

Rhys tucks an arm around Sadie’s shoulders and brings her closer, pressing a soft kiss to her temple before grasping her chin to direct her eyes to his. She softens for him, the angry figure skater I’m so used to gone beneath the care of the campus golden boy.

Jealousy wriggles in my gut like a fish out of water.

Sadie was stressed. She just needed help. You can’t be fixed.

The reminder strikes between my ribs, but I find my balance and force myself to the car now waiting for me outside in the cold, alone.





Chapter 3

THEN: Freshman Year, August

Paloma

Most people have difficulty sleeping in new places. I struggle with ­familiar places—a mattress in the corner of a princess-themed room, a stained floral sofa, a crowded queen bed—which might explain why sleeping in my new, empty dorm room was so peaceful.

I didn’t even set an alarm, ready to take advantage of the early move-in silence in the otherwise empty dorm.

Waterfell University. My new home.

I’d applied for other schools that were farther away from my hometown, but this was the only one that offered me a full ride, room and board, and a stipend for textbooks. Which meant it was the one I could afford.

It helps that I’m already half in love with it. The lush trees and well-kept landscape of campus, the ivy-covered red brick buildings, the quaint feel of the entire place, as if they dropped a big university into the middle of a small town. Only three hours away from where I grew up, and it feels like I’ve entered a new planet.

Which is exactly what I wanted.

I can do this. 

Renewed energy courses through my veins as I toss on shoes and head out—still in my boxer shorts and oversized tee—to my car in the slightly-too-far dorm parking lot. The sun is hot on my skin, vibrant despite the early hour, and I drive around the empty campus with the windows down.

It feels like a movie.

A little too good to be true, huh, Polly? A darker voice threatens.

I shiver, closing my eyes and tossing my hair into a messy ­ponytail after parking in front of the school athletics complex. Once I’ve signed in and scanned my brand new Waterfell ID, smiling at the chipper girl who greets me, I turn toward the nearly empty lap pool.

My stomach bubbles with happiness.

I’m used to sneaking in in the middle of the night, to swim in the light of the moon. I didn’t have money for a membership to any local pools and my dingy public school didn’t have anything like this.

Taking a moment in the locker room to change into my swimsuit, I put on my new swim cap, careful to tuck all my recently dyed hair under the tight blue latex. Dyeing my hair over a bathroom sink on my own was hard, and it’s not perfect, but I’m trying to make it last as long as I can.

Before I jump in, I shoot a picture and text it to Alessia, the woman who made this all happen. Six months ago, she’d become my lifeline, my way out of the darkness that still tried to haunt me.


PALOMA

Off to a good start!


I wait for her excited, approving text back before hiding my phone in my bag and diving in.

The water is an arctic blast against my heated skin, all at once refreshing and soothing.

Swimming has always been soothing to me. I learned on my own, accidentally, when a few older kids pushed me into someone’s backyard pool. It was a birthday party, I think; my mom was there, but too drunk or high to keep an eye on me. I’d guess that most of the adults there were the same, but I can’t truly recall.

The memory is hazy. But the water didn’t kill me.

So, I kept finding new places that were easier to sneak into. Family pools in the nicer neighborhoods that sat abandoned during faraway summer vacations. Community spaces that assumed I was the daughter of the adults I entered beside.

It didn’t matter. I made it work. I needed the water.

Now, I swim until my limbs throb and my breath is wearied, huffing through a smile that makes my cheeks ache.

This is the beginning of something new. Something better. It’s the same promise I made myself while packing up my car with my handful of belongings and driving away from the darkness that made me.

My mother is standing on the threshold of my room. Her dull eyes—brown but faded—well with tears of rage or loss, I’ll never know. They scan over me again. 

“What did I ever do to deserve a daughter like you?” She sneers. 

I can almost reshape her words in my head. Pretend she said it differently. Pretend, for a moment, that I’m still six years old and she’s braiding my hair before school. 

But that never happened again. 

“Things will be different,” I vow, toweling off and redressing. My clothes stick to the wet outline of my swimsuit, but the sun is bright and warm on my skin as I head back to my car. I turn my face toward the golden light through my window and crank my music louder.

I breathe in deep.





Chapter 4

THEN: Freshman Year, August

Bennett

“It’s a little small, right?”

Max Koteskiy’s laugh is as booming loud and animated as the smile on his face. I can’t stop my slight flinch at the sudden sound, only settling when my dad sets a heavy hand on my shoulder.

“Of course it’s small. It’s a dorm.”

“It’s an athletics dorm, Max,” my dad snips back, but his tone stays quiet and calm. “I just feel like it’s too small.”

For me, he means, because I need the space. This is where I should say that it’s fine. “It’s only a year before we move into the house.” But it’s not really fine for me. I can’t force the words out, even to help my dad.

Rhys opens the door again, his arms full of boxes and his smile wide and identical to his father’s, dimples gleaming. I relax slightly.

Rhys Koteskiy has been my best friend since literal birth—the proof lives on my dad’s desk in a photo of him and Max holding each of us as babies in the hospital, with Anna Koteskiy in the background giving a thumbs-up and a cheery, tearful smile from her hospital bed. Since then, we’ve been inseparable. Even through the more difficult years for me and my family, Rhys never faltered in our friendship. Just like his dad never gave up on mine.

Our dads might’ve masterminded the origins of our friendship, but what we built beyond that was just ours. If we were always going to be a package deal, I am thankful to call the other half my best friend.

“Bennett?”

No one can help if you don’t verbalize what’s wrong.

I shake my head. “It’s—the bathroom thing. Sorry, Rhys.”

My best friend only smiles and shakes his head. “Not a big deal, Ben. Just want you to feel comfortable.” He sets his load of cardboard onto the floor in front of him, looking toward my dad. “They’ve got six townhouse-style dorms that are technically on campus. So, we wouldn’t be breaking Coach’s rules. Think you can work your ‘I’m a Reiner’ magic?”

Dad laughs and nods, slipping his phone out of his pocket and squeezing my shoulder hard as he walks back outside the dorm, followed by Rhys’s dad.

Our new roommate stumbles in right after, blond hair sweat damp and breath heaving as he slams down what looks to be everything he owns. My anxiety skyrockets and I want to demand he grab it and take it back outside or into the room that I know we aren’t staying in. Matt Fredderic and I haven’t known each other long, but it’s clear mess and chaos follow wherever he goes, which would be hard enough on its own. However, he and Rhys are already becoming fast friends.

You knew this was coming. Rhys has always been the easy friend, the one everyone wants to be or be friends with. He will outgrow you.

Rhys shakes his head at the messy left winger, but there’s a smile on his face. “Don’t get settled. We’re getting an upgrade.”

“Upgrade?” Freddy’s brow crinkles. He wanted to be called Matty, and I would’ve obliged, but Rhys called him Freddy just like the upperclassmen all summer at our training camp. And when in doubt, it’s easier to follow Rhys’s lead.

“Yeah.” Rhys slaps a hand on Freddy’s shoulder with friendly ease. “Pays to be a Koteskiy sometimes.”

And just like that, my best friend deflects the attention off me, like always.

“All good,” my dad says as he re-enters the room with Max close on his heels. They’re like two pillars of constant strength. “Ready, Ben?”

“Yeah,” I nod, grabbing my bag and two boxes—both heavy and filled with too many books—before following him out and back down the stairs, shoulders tight.

He waits until we’re in the car again before turning to me. “If it’s not okay, you have to tell me.”

People say we look alike; they always have. Same brown hair with a few honeyed strands dancing and weaving, all soft gentle curls. Same blue eyes, same startling height and build, same dark furrowing brows that made us a little more unapproachable when standing next to the Koteskiy men. But besides the looks, we aren’t the same.

Even with as much as he tries, he doesn’t really understand.

He runs a hand over his mouth and slides his sunglasses back into place. I mimic the movement.

“I really fucking hate this,” he huffs. “I know you’re not far—I’m in Boston and Max and Anna are here now. I just . . . Bennett, you have to call me if you need me.”

A nod is all I can manage, because my throat feels a little tight.

“Promise me.”

“I promise.”

“And every Tuesday, five p.m., I can drive you to therapy, and we can have dinner after.”

“Okay.” He pulls into a small cul-de-sac, catty-corner to the rest of campus, facing out toward a row of older neighborhood houses that have mostly been taken over by students, rented and passed down to friends.

The townhouse is attached to the dorms, still in that same Ivy League–inspired style, red brick and beautiful, that’s part of the draw of Waterfell University.

The inside is much more spacious, with a vaulted ceiling in the living room because of the secondary common space upstairs, and non-carpeted floors on the first story. I inspect the kitchen first—it’s clean, with a good enough stove to work on and a spacious fridge. Rhys and his father saunter in, laughing and smiling. Freddy follows behind, a strange, hesitant, lopsided grin on his face.

“How much more expensive is this, exactly?” Freddy asks, but Mr. Koteskiy shakes his head.

“Nothing that your scholarship won’t cover—you’re fine.”

The words settle his anxiety almost immediately. A niggle of regret tugs in my stomach for being so selfish, but I can’t figure out how to apologize or offer anything to him.

“It’s a four bedroom, so you’ll end up with another roommate. No guarantees he’ll be from the hockey team,” my dad adds, crossing his arms. Both Max and my dad are usually in suits if we’re not at the rink together, but today they look younger, clad in shorts and T-shirts. Rhys’s father even sports a backward baseball cap, like he’s the one moving into his college dorm.

“We’ll make it work,” Rhys interjects, settling everyone, me included. “Bottom floor? I think the right-side bedroom and bathroom are farthest from the noise.”

I follow Rhys, like I have since day one.

• • •

First days, hell, months, in new facilities are tough—new anything is tough for me, really.

I was at Berkshire for the last four years; I adjusted there. I had my routines, my classrooms, my friends. To start over, with how much groundwork it takes me to become “adjusted,” is like watching the formation of mountains in real time.

So, between the unavoidable disruption to my routines and the embarrassing explanation that despite how state-of-the-art the facilities are, how top-of-the-line the staff is, I don’t want anyone to touch my fucking things, my anxiety has skyrocketed.

The first week, Rhys would step in for me. I didn’t have to ask; he would just stop the man who was reaching for my pads and tell him my preference with the smile that I’ve seen Rhys and his father use to soothe everyone in the room. Like a goddamn superpower.

On my own, it’s harder.

I’m last off the ice today, doing a final drill and chatting with the senior goalie. He heads to the showers, leaving his pads and practice uniform in a heap on the floor that makes me sneer a little in disgust as I step over it and start to strip off my entire uniform, gently stacking my leg pads in a pile.

I take a minute to breathe, tilting my head down and side to side three times. I roll my shoulders, left then right then both, three times over, before—

“Oh, sorry,” a gentle voice echoes in the cavernous room. “I didn’t know anyone was in here.”

I look up, breath still a little choppy midway through my cooldown. A girl, dressed in a Waterfell University long sleeve and leggings, murky brown hair high in a swinging ponytail, stands just inside the room looking toward me a little apologetically.

Her gaze drops for a second over my body—shirtless, in nothing but my black jock pants—before coming back to my eyes as pink tinges her cheeks. Mine accidentally do the same, a flush matching hers making me feel warmer in my already overheated state.

Wonderful. Now we’re both embarrassed. 

It would be easy to snap at her, my usual default setting dialed up to a thousand after being interrupted mid-routine, but I swallow the verbal assault and freeze instead.

“I’m—I just need to grab the . . .” She gestures widely to the left behind scattered clothes and goalie pads.

My brow furrows as she drags one pad in and, holding her breath, tosses the dirty laundry into the chute.

“You always do that for him?” I ask. Before she can answer, I add, “I haven’t seen you in here before.”

“Oh.” She pauses, biting down on a plump pink bottom lip. “Um, no, actually. I’m new, just started. I’m a freshman, I mean, but I’m an equipment manager—trainee, for now.”

“Me too.” I nod before realizing how ridiculous that sounds and shaking my head, skin growing warmer with the familiar heat of embarrassment. “I mean, I’m a freshman, too. Not an equipment manager.”

“Clearly.” She laughs, all low and smoky, and it makes me freeze further. “I’m Paloma.”

“Bennett.” I nod at her instead of reaching out to shake her hand.

“Nice to meet you.” She pauses, eyes wandering to my pile of pads and discarded clothing. “I can take those—”

“No,” I bite out, a little too harshly based on how quickly she shifts away from me. She almost trips over her own thick tennis shoes before nodding rapidly.

“Sorry.”

Heaving a sigh, I tuck my head into my hands. Why is everything this simple so fucking hard for me?

“No, I’m sorry. I’m just—” I cut myself off, standing and collecting all my pads like I’m protecting the sweat-wet equipment from her. Feeling as ridiculous as I look, I keep my back turned to her as I pray and hope she just leaves quietly and lets me do what I need to do.

My hands tremble as I stack them again, in the order I always do.

“Bennett?” My name rolls off her tongue, gentle and soothing against the heart-pounding anxiety growing louder and louder.

I shift, realizing she’s closer now; close enough that I could reach out and touch her, but far enough away not to crowd me. Her arms are crossed, not defiantly but more . . . self-consciously. Her hand rubs against the soft sleeve of her shirt in a rhythm my brain starts to follow.

“You like to do it yourself?”

The question is genuine, curious if anything, so I nod.

“Yes, but Coach doesn’t like it. He’d prefer I leave it. But they just . . . It’s—”

“Okay,” Paloma says, not pressing me for more. We stand side by side, surveying my neat pile of blockers and pads, my glove and stick carefully laid inside my cubby.

She’s about average height, but like most people she has to look up at me because of my height. Her skin is tanned, cheeks and nose reddened like she got a little too much sun this summer. No makeup to be seen, except black lashes that have smudged lightly under her dark brown eyes.

“What if you showed me how to do it right? Cleaning and care—exactly how you do it. And I’ll just watch you.” She chews on her lip and looks away, like my stare is a little too intense for her to gaze directly into. “Then you can watch me do it—make sure I do it right, and if I don’t, I won’t bother you again. But . . . if I get it perfect, then you let me handle your equipment from now on?”

She’s patient in the silence that follows her offer. She seems serious, no mark of teasing or innuendo. No annoyance, just acceptance. And . . . and a solution, one that has never been offered to me.

If I can watch her, see that it’s cleaned right, then maybe I can trust her to do it when I’m not watching. Maybe she’ll let me watch a few times first, just to make sure . . . 

My continuous thread of anxiety and embarrassment seems to evaporate, leaving me a little empty and exhausted without something dire to focus on. So, I focus on her.

“Just you?” It slips out.

“Just me,” she swears, meeting my gaze with a bright-eyed smile that seems to glow even in the fluorescence of the room. “Deal?”

Paloma reaches her hand out, and I stare at it hard but don’t move to take it. Eventually, she lowers it. Something tugs at my chest.

“Deal.”





Chapter 5

NOW

Paloma

“You’re the only one I haven’t placed for your practicum.”

Biting down on my lip, I nod. “I know.”

It’s warm inside the old wood-paneled office of the College of Business. My department head sighs, like he’s as irritated with me as I am with myself. I put this off for long enough, making spring semester almost ridiculously difficult.

“Paloma, I can’t just toss you anywhere. Most of the class has already chosen—even some juniors. Now, I’ll give you priority over their choices, but it has to be done now. Today.”

“Can’t you just count my freshman year experience? With the hockey team?”

“You were an equipment manager.”

I raise an eyebrow and shrug my shoulders. “Fine—then let me do an off-campus internship to replace it.”

“We tried that, remember?” he says, hands threading through his hair. “They rejected your application.”

After it became clear at the dinner that I wouldn’t be putting out in the office, which was the only reason they interviewed me at all.

“Football is taken—they barely took two people considering it’s off season. Figure skating has an opening, and hockey has a junior in there so if you want that—”

“No hockey.”

He shakes his head again. “You don’t have too much of a choice. I was hoping you’d just say yes to figure skating. You’ll have to split shifts. There’s a new coach, so they’ll only let you practice with one of them. Besides, your sport of choice when you applied was left blank, but I’m gonna take a wild guess based on your work experience and say you might love hockey.”

I don’t say a word about his guess, only asking, “What about an event team?”

“You specifically entered the coaching track.”

“Fine. Swimming?”

A deep sigh comes from his chest. “Off season.”

“They go ’til April—”

“No. They already filled the one spot they allow for. Try again.”

My stomach churns.

“Paloma, I’ve seen your résumé. You’ve excelled in all your classes. You’ve worked summers and part time for local hockey clubs—even the Providence Bruins last year. And they all have beautiful things to say about you. Why are you so adamant about not working with the hockey team here?”

His voice is still soft, kind, as he dips it even lower to ask, “Did something happen? Are you—”

“I’m fine,” I quickly cut him off. “Nothing happened.”

He breathes out quickly, a rush telling me he’s relieved. But his eyes scan me again, like they’re looking for deception.

“Okay. Fine,” I agree, head ducked.

“Wonderful. You’ll slot on and off as the ‘ice sports’ mentee. So, with—” He pauses to glance down at a few papers in front of him, searching. “Coach Moreau for pairs skating on Mondays. And Coach Harris for hockey on Thursdays. He can move you to shadow an assistant coach if he wants, but you’ll report to him as your ­supervisor.”

I nod, fists tightening on my thighs. “Anything else?”

He sighs deeply. “No. That’s all.”

I excuse myself with a sarcastic salute to cover the nausea, opening the door and striding out into the ornate dark hallway, only to slam right into a girl trying to sprint through me.

She stumbles but stays upright. She’s short, her pale face red enough to match her auburn hair. Her attire almost looks like a movie-worthy prep academy uniform—nylon tights, a pleated navy skirt and a frilly blouse, complete with a thick headband that she fixes back into place.

“You, okay?” I ask, because she seems almost out of it.

“Mmhmm,” she says, while staring unabashedly at my cleavage. I almost laugh, but manage to hold it in. It doesn’t seem like she’s trying to blatantly check me out, but her gaze is focused.

“All right.” I eye her again. As I move away her gaze stays pinned to the wall behind where I once stood. So maybe she’s just a little weirdo and not a pervert. She’s so still that it makes me pause, watching to make sure she’s okay.

A man in a crisp navy suit steps past me toward her, arms crossed as he hovers over her small frame. She’s much shorter than me, and I’m a solid five-foot-five.

“Are you finished?”

She responds with the same humming sound she made at me and shakes her head a little, like drawing herself out of a daydream. He sighs, a frustrated, exhausted noise.

“And where is everything? Your schedule? Papers? Did he not give you anything?”

“Oh—” She sprints back to the door she busted out of earlier.

I turn and head out, tucking my own papers into my backpack as I walk the mostly empty hallway.



• • •

My first day with the pair skating team is easy enough. Coach Moreau is a nice, albeit loud, French coach who mostly has me observe. I take notes when she speaks to me, but mostly I watch Luc Laroux with his new partner.

He’s the only one on the pairs team I know, because when Sadie and I were friends, we often partied with him. He’d blow insane money on overly expensive alcohol, hook up with some girl, and then cry in the bathroom or disassociate in the rideshare back to the dorms with us.

We got along great.

As they finish up, Luc skates right over to me with a wink.

“Since when did we get a hot new coach?” he asks with the same infuriatingly handsome smirk. People call him the Ice King, and he’s got the jet-black hair, pale skin, and icy blue eyes to make the nickname fit. And the annoyingly arrogant attitude to match.

Just as I open my mouth to respond, my eyes snag on a different vignette.

“Ah yes, the lovers,” Luc sighs beneath his breath, sitting on the bench next to me as we watch Rhys Koteskiy in his practice uniform, sans skates, lean over the other bench and kiss his little figure skater girlfriend.

Sadie smiles softly—something I’ve rarely seen from her—and lets him tuck a strand of hair back from her face. They’re intimate and warm in their bubble of bliss.

“Nauseating,” I sneer to Luc. He laughs and continues sliding on his guards before bidding me a quick goodbye on his way back to the locker rooms.

Sadie finally leaves the bench and heads over to our side to exit the ice. She stops by me, grabbing her own sparkly black guards and cloth, drying the blades carefully before sliding each one on.

“Got something to say?” She finally cracks, eyebrow arched.

“Seems like you’re doing great,” I say, my sarcasm a little heavy-handed. Sadie smiles, like I’ve told her I missed her and not tossed a sarcastic comment her way.

“Great to see you as always, Paloma.” She rolls her gray cat-like eyes. But then looks me over again more intentionally, and my stomach rolls with nausea. “How are you?”

Her question is genuine. I feel like a frayed nerve.

“I’d be doing better if you stayed out of my business.”

She smirks and shakes her head, standing next to where I’m still sitting on the bench—her only chance to be taller than me.

“Got it. Excuse me for even attempting to be nice to you,” she snips. There’s a niggle of regret clawing at my throat, but I manage to suffocate it back down into my usual numbness and anger.

• • •

“You can’t be serious.”

“She is,” my roommate smarts off, crossing her arms and leaning against the doorframe by her side of the apartment-style dorms. They’re the smallest ones on campus: a tiny room each with a shared bathroom and tiny living space. I’ve gone the random roommate route every year—and this year turned out worse than usual.

Taylor is about my height, but thin and objectively beautiful. She’s active on campus and nice to everyone, usually. But her annoying boyfriend has “accidentally” walked in on me in the bathroom multiple times. Enough that I keep my showers short and at odd hours.

“Felicity—”

Our RA holds her hand up, biting her lip as she avoids my eyes and hands me a paper that explicitly says I’m not allowed to live here anymore. The reasons barely make sense, nor are any of them true: partying at all hours, presence of drugs and alcohol; anything it seems Taylor could think of. I don’t try to argue, very aware of her connection with our RA.

“It’s January,” I snip. “The semester has already started. Where am I supposed to go?”

“Not our problem,” Taylor says, butting in again.

I head to my room before either of them can see the burning redness of my eyes. It only takes me a minute to pack everything into my large duffel bag.

Most of what I own in one bag. How pathetic.

Still, I’m careful to tuck my well-worn velveteen rabbit plush into my faded blue backpack.

The RA tries to stop me again as I step back into the common area.

“Paloma, you have until the end of the week—”

“Consider me moved out,” I growl, shoving past her and clipping her with my shoulder. It’s petty and rude, but I’m livid.

There’s no way I can find an apartment fast enough. I’ll be sleeping in my car tonight. I’m too poor to grab a hotel but too prideful to stay in that dorm room any longer than I have to. Another batch of angry tears threaten, but I smother them before they can fall.

I reach for my phone, tempted to no end to call him, the one person I know who will swoop in and save me—but stop myself immediately, banging my head on the steering wheel as I attempt to get my breathing under control amidst the torrent of anger and fear.

Three steps forward, one thousand steps back. The same path for me since I was six years old.

• • •

“ . . . easy, Freddy.”

“Relax, I can . . .”

The voices blur in and out of my consciousness. I try to open my eyes, but my eyelids are too heavy. So is my head—am I resting on something?

“Was she alone?” The girl’s voice is low, recognizable. A little smile pulls at my lips. Sadie fucking Brown. This has to be a dream.

“ . . . you’ve been here before?” Sadie asks, voice quiet as she approaches me.

“Yeah. Not my proudest moment,” a male voice says, irritated and jumpy. I don’t recognize it. Is this a memory? I don’t know it, at least not enough to place it. “But you’re welcome.”

“Right,” Sadie sneers.

I finally blink my eyes open. This time, I do laugh—I have to be dreaming.

Sadie Brown and Matt Fredderic are standing over my corner barstool. There’s no way this is real.

My eyes flutter again, body slumping before someone catches me.

“All right, guess I’m carrying you,” Freddy says, lifting me into his arms in a bridal carry.

“Did someone bother her?” Sadie asks. She must be talking to the bartender, but I’m close enough to hear her. “How did you even find my number?”

“She gave it to me,” the man says, his voice calm and quiet. “I asked if there was anyone I could call to help her when I realized she wasn’t okay. I don’t know who was serving her, but clearly someone was sneaking her more to drink than I would have allowed.”

“And she asked you to call . . . me?” I blink my eyes open. Sadie looks over her delicate shoulder at me. “Damn, Paloma, you must’ve been desperate.”

It’s a joke, but I can almost see the worry present in her eyes. An emotion I’ve never seen there before. She always kept things locked down tightly.

Eyes closing again, I relax at the fact that reluctantly, I trust the two people around me to have my back. At least enough that I know they won’t hurt me.

I blink, losing time, and we’re in the car in front of the dorms. My head is pressed to the cold window, a relief to my overheated skin.

“I’m gonna get out and help you in, okay?” Sadie says, turned toward me in the passenger seat. Freddy’s driving her car.

“I’m . . . I’m not allowed,” I whisper, the words difficult to push through my tired lips. “I don’t live there anymore. I’m—” Embarrassment clogs my throat even with the alcohol running through my system. “Was gonna just sleep in my car. I don’t have anywhere else. I’m sorry.”

Sadie looks at Freddy and says something quietly to him. He nods and starts driving again, slow enough not to jostle me. I fall easily back to sleep with the movement.





Chapter 6

NOW

Bennett

“I said I can’t today.”

“Ben—”

“I have to go,” I snap, hanging up and tossing my phone into my bag as Rhys exits from the showers, towel tucked around his waist. He pauses, examining my face before sitting down next to me.

“All good?”

“Mmhmm.”

“That your dad?” he asks. I can hear the reluctance in his voice. Rhys and I don’t talk about Adam anymore. He still has dinners with Max and Anna—they’re his best friends, though I’m convinced there’s much more to their relationship. Sometimes I go to dinner at the Koteskiys’, sometimes I don’t. But Max Koteskiy’s relationship with his son is different than my father’s relationship with me.

I just . . . don’t trust my dad right now. And part of me hates that Rhys still does.

Trying to talk it out with my therapist didn’t help. And then I’d tried to talk about it with my dad—resulting in the stalemate we currently find ourselves in. It hurts to feel so distant from him. It’s never been like this between us. Adam Reiner had always been the soothing lullaby in my brain. He was my defender and protector; the only person who managed to make me laugh as a kid—before Rhys—and the only person in the world who hugged me the exact right way.

And now . . . now all that is left between us is a tangled knot of blame and anger and frustration and sadness, tightening around us both like collars of iron until I can’t breathe from the strain.

“And your dad?” 

“I don’t want to talk about it.” 

“Why not?” 

“He never loved my mom. He left her. Same as he always does with everyone.” A pause. And then, “I don’t want to talk about it.”

My therapist moved on after that, but I knew I hadn’t escaped the conversation entirely. I just wasn’t ready to discuss any of it—to her or him or anyone.

Today was a two-a-day practice and it’s late as I make my way to my truck. I idle in the parking lot while I collect myself.

I check my phone. And then again, impulsively. I clench my teeth when I realize I’ve grabbed for it a third time. The compulsion has become bad enough that my therapist brought it up last year.

Paloma soothed your anxiety, and now that she’s gone, your brain is trying to find other outlets. What else could we do when you worry like that? 

I turn on my music, the soft guitar of Ben Howard comforting me as I close my eyes, lean my head back against the headrest, and massage the bridge of my nose.

She’s fine.

She’s fine. She’s fine.

But what if she isn’t? 

My thoughts start to scramble away from me, a losing battle as I try to collect myself.

“Check the facts,” I mutter beneath my breath, tapping my knee and blowing out a breath.

1. It’s a Monday night. There are no parties, and nearly all the Waterfell University bars are closed.

2. Paloma has always called me when she needed help.

“Which means she’s fine,” I grit out, grabbing for the steering wheel as I finally reverse out and force myself to drive home.

Sometimes, when my anxiety is bad enough, I drive down Greek row and through the downtown strip just to make sure she isn’t there. Cold. Waiting for me.

Maybe things are good. Maybe she doesn’t need me as her crutch and comfort anymore.

Just like Rhys. Just like everyone in your life who moves on without you and leaves you behind. 

I shake the thought from my brain as I head in from the garage, upstairs, and into my bathroom. I take a moment to breathe, turning on the shower and stepping under the hot spray.

Afterward, I make my way to the quiet kitchen once everyone has settled into their rooms for the night. I turn on my music and start to prepare our meals for the week ahead. I’ve already washed and dried the blue and green containers—for Rhys and Freddy, ­respectively—so that I can label and stack their food. It helps to follow the familiar routine.

I let it soothe me.

Once everything is prepped, stored, cleaned, and put away, I make my way to bed, praying that the quiet stillness will allow me some rest.

I turn on soft music and grab one of my notebooks, but as usual the words aren’t there. I can’t write anything. I can barely stand to read poetry now that—

Seven raises his head at the sound of the front door closing. He pushes up off the bed and pads toward my bedroom door with a whine.

“Shh,” I say, clicking my tongue and patting the space beside me on the bed. “It’s fine—it’s just Sadie and Rhys coming home late or something. Calm down.”

But he doesn’t. His paw comes to scrape at the wood on the door, making my brow furrow further. It’s not as if whoever came in so late is making a lot of noise—if anything they’re too quiet. I stand and push my ear to the door, listening intently.

I only hear Freddy’s voice, but too low for me to make out his words, before I tug at Seven’s collar to come to bed.

“Everything’s fine, Sev. Come here.”

He doesn’t and it makes my chest ache a little. What is wrong?

Everyone is home and safe. Everyone is okay. 

Except one, my mind threatens, preying easily on the slip of my focus. She’s alone and in the dark and hungry—

Stop. I turn off the lamp before Seven whines louder and I click it back on, rolling over to try to sleep.

Seven doesn’t sleep much, staying curled up by the door, refusing to come back to the bed. I don’t sleep much either.





Chapter 7

NOW

Paloma

“Good morning, sleepyhead.”

The words are low, but loud enough to have woken me if I wasn’t already awake and staring up at the ceiling.

I press up on my elbows in the bed. My chest squeezes at the sight of the disheveled bedding on the opposite twin bed, knowing full well she stayed by me all night.

“Morning,” I mutter quietly, rubbing at the bridge of my nose.

Sadie slumps against the doorframe, the gray T-shirt she’s swimming in a near-perfect match to her eyes. “Drinking yourself under the table this time, huh, Blake?”

There’s a sarcastic, equally snarky retort on the tip of my tongue—but that’s not what comes out.

I shake my head and duck my chin. “Not really doing great right now, Brown.”

Her brow furrows, teeth biting down on her lip. There’s a slip of understanding in her impenetrable gaze. “Do you want to talk about it?”

My shoulders lift almost imperceptibly. Sadie turns and closes the door. It’s hard to miss the giant letters spelling out KOTESKIY across her shoulders.

There’s a piece of me that will always envy her—that sees her relationship with Rhys and her genuine happiness as some achievement she doesn’t deserve. And maybe that’s cruel, but knowing I can’t have that, that I tried and still messed it up, haunts me. Sadie Brown was my friend, once upon a time. Now she’s a walking taunt about everything I wished for.

“Things have been rough,” I try, eyes ducked down as Sadie sits cross-legged on the end of the opposite twin bed. It’s their spare room, but with the gaming console in the corner and the scattered Star Wars toys and action figures, it’s clearly become Sadie’s little brothers’ temporary home. “My roommate hates me and got me thrown out of my dorm.”

Sadie rolls her eyes. “Want me to hit her?”

The dry tone of her voice makes a smile pull at my mouth.

“Maybe.” I shake my head. “I think I was just upset and wanted to forget for a while. It just feels like everything is spinning out of control.”

Sadie nods, chewing lightly on her bottom lip. “Yeah. I get it.”

I know she does. It might be the only reason I’m willing to talk to her about it.

“You can stay here as long as you need, but do you have anyone you can call?” Sadie asks. “I just don’t want you to be alone right now.”

For a moment, my mind flashes to blue eyes and a square jaw, fingers in my hair and a soothing, “Hey, P. You okay?” 

I rush the thoughts away and sigh deeply, pressing fingers to my temple as I begrudgingly nod.

“Yeah. I know someone.”

• • •

“This has to be a joke.” Alessia’s smoky tone reverberates out of my phone speaker next to me on the bed. “I’m being pranked, right?”

“Very funny.” I shake my head, closing my eyes as I tilt my head back. “I need your help.”

Silence—for nearly too long, chafing at my skin.

“You’re cold-calling me after three years of ignored phone calls, texts—everything—and you’re not even going to start with, ‘Hello, Alessia? How are you? I’m so sorry I blew you off and made you think I was dead or worse.’” Her voice ratchets up higher with every sentence. “Seriously? God, Paloma, I—”

She cuts herself off with a muffled shriek.

“I’m cool, I’m chill.”

“Sounds like it,” I mumble, wincing when I hear another aggravated noise from far away.

“Let’s start this over in a way that won’t have me losing my job,” Alessia says, before clearing her throat and brightening her voice. “Hi, Paloma, dear! How can I help you?”

I roll my eyes but settle back.

There’s a giant lump in my throat that makes it difficult to ­swallow—and I never know if it’s a buildup of regret or self-hatred. Or maybe the tears I’ve never shed. That I’ll never allow myself to ­release.

Like the last dregs of fuel in a junkyard car. Sometimes that tight pressure is the only thing to remind me I’m alive.

I tell her quickly, almost clinically, about everything that’s happened in the last twenty-four hours—never mind that I know she’d far rather know what’s happened in the last three years. Even knowing there is no judgment I could ever face with Alessia, I’ll never force my demons on her like that.

“I need to find an apartment,” I finish. “It’s—Sadie is letting me stay in a spare room at her . . . friends’ house.” My head spins a little at the thought of my proximity to the one constant fixation of my otherwise tumultuous life.

“I can stay here again tonight, but I just—”

My voice chokes off into nothing, a flash of blue eyes and slightly sharp stubble against my freshly showered skin.

“Does it have anything to do with Ethan?”

There’s a moment where it feels like I’m being hunted, chest tight—just from the sound of his name. “No. It’s— I can’t—”

“Breathe,” Alessia says, her voice tethering me. “It’s all right. I’ll take care of it, okay? Now, let’s run the gamut. You’ve got money for food?”

“Yes.”

“Have all your things or do you need someone to help you move?”

“I have it all in my car; it’s still at the lot.”

“Okay. Leave this with me, all right?” Her voice is calm and soothing in the same way it was when I was seventeen, sitting in her office with a small bag of my things, scared and crying. “I’ll take care of everything. Do you want me to come get you?”

“I’m okay.” As torturous as it might feel to be in this house with him, there is safety in knowing he’s here. That nothing will happen to me.

“Okay, Paloma.” She breathes, and I listen to the sound like a soft lullaby. “Take care of yourself today and I’ll call you to check in tonight, yeah?”

“Okay.”

I hang up before she can say anything else, or before I can break down in tears.

I sit in the spare room with the assurance from Sadie that she’ll only say a friend of hers needed a bed for the night—and that Freddy wouldn’t say anything either. I’d begged them both to keep my name out of it. Though they don’t know why.

Gripping the velveteen rabbit I’ve kept nearby since I was six years old, I take comfort in the plush for the first time in years—the first time I’ve allowed myself to. My stomach growls and I search my backpack for a breakfast bar I know has been stashed in there for a while.

“Chicken nuggets? Really?” I can almost hear his voice, almost see the grimace. “I said I could make you anything and that’s your pick?”

I remember my blush, warm over my cheeks as I nodded with a self-conscious laugh.

“Yes, please. With spicy ketchup.” 

His laugh was loud, more open than usual as he played lightly with a few strands of my hair. “All right. Anything for you, P.”

It would be so easy. I wouldn’t even need the usual Walk me home? text. I could slip into the room down the hall from me, the one that smells like clean sheets and sandalwood, with the lamplight on for me to sleep. He’d offer to run me a bath, braid my hair, feed me, take care of me.

If you cut open my skin, I think his name would be written across my veins, branded on the actual muscle of my heart. And I’d bleed for him over and over to keep him away from me, from the horrid, disgusting girl I became.

Still, I let the Bennett Reiner of my imagination lull me as I step into the unfamiliar bathroom to wash off.





Chapter 8

NOW

Bennett

The next morning, I start on the coffee and my own breakfast. It’s a Tuesday, which means Ro is already awake and dressed when I come down, working on her computer at the counter. Our only other morning companion is usually Oliver, though it’s a school day so he won’t be here.

It’s only quiet for twenty minutes before Freddy comes down in his boxers, half-asleep and looking for his girlfriend. I take the opportunity to step away and dress upstairs, grabbing my things.

Freddy’s still in his boxers when I come back downstairs, though his girlfriend is quietly begging him to go up and change before they’re late. He only concedes after a kiss that feels inappropriate to be privy to.

Sadie and Rhys come down soon after, both dressed and quietly talking over something that must be upsetting Rhys, going off the look on his face. My shoulders tense; the need to help is almost ­overwhelming—before it sinks away to nothing as Sadie stops Rhys and smooths her fingers over the dip in his brow, kissing him ­heartily.

He has Sadie. She’s helped him more than you ever did. He doesn’t need you—

I close my eyes briefly, taking a few long breaths.

We’re all in the kitchen; the noise is loud but it feels right. Turnover plays from the speakers in the corner and most everyone grabs something off the breakfast platter I’ve prepared.

When the house is loud like this, warm and vibrant, I think of her most. The pain of missing her hits me hardest in the shower, when the water sluices over my skin and she’s not there. But when I’m with my friends—my family—my mind floats into dreams.

Paloma in my sweatshirt, sitting at the bar top, warm brown eyes and flushed skin from an early morning shower. Feeding her. Making her coffee. Writing her a poem and slipping it into her bag before we leave. Together.

The way it was supposed to be.

Still, I smile because my friends are happy. I turn away before I can ruin it, reaching for my coffee as I back out of the kitchen area, when I stumble into someone in the hallway.

“Sorry,” a voice whispers.

A voice I know more intimately than my own. For a moment, I’m sure I’m hallucinating.

I turn so swiftly I almost trip, coming face-to-face with a piece of my soul.

The love of my goddamn life. 

Paloma Blake.





Chapter 9

NOW

Paloma

I knew I should have waited until I heard them all leave.

I want to regret it, only—I can’t. Because Bennett Reiner is in front of me, eyes wide, hand half reaching for me.

Looking just over the peak of Bennett’s bicep, I realize no one has noticed us yet. Bennett mimics my movement, checking over his own shoulder before pulling me gently away from the kitchen, down the hall, and into the garage.

“Are you okay?” he blurts out before I can say a word. His eyes scan over me once more before settling on mine, too severe and ­vibrant.

His hand is still on my wrist, hold firm and warm—not too tight. It’s almost familiar, how often he’s held both my wrists like that, above my head—

Stop.

My cheeks flush, eyes darting away from his and toward where he’s still touching me. His focus on me, waiting for my answer, is too intense. Still, he doesn’t notice my borderline inappropriate reaction to his closeness, his casual intimate touch that I haven’t felt in months.

I take him in slowly: the large set of his shoulders, the furrow of his thick brow, the concern searing in his deep ocean blue eyes. My body aches to relax into his grip, to tell him everything and just let him fix it. But I know that he can’t.

I’m unfixable.

And if this is my chance to turn over a new leaf, then I cannot use Bennett Reiner as my crutch to do it. I’ve proven time and again that it won’t work, though my heart will never listen. Even now it reaches toward him, drawing me closer.

“Fine,” I say, voice wobbly. “I’m fine.”

“Then what are you doing here?”

He doesn’t mean to be harsh—I know Bennett well enough to know that his intensity stems from care more than exasperation or anger.

It doesn’t stop me from stammering as I offer my apology. “I’m sorry . . . I should’ve said something, but Sadie and Freddy said I could stay here and—”

“Hey, hey,” he coos, putting his travel mug down and rubbing his hands over my arms. Gooseflesh rises in the wake of his touch. “You don’t need to explain. It’s fine. I just need to make sure you’re okay.”

I can feel myself drowning in his gaze, the way I always do in his presence. My body relaxes slowly, leaving the constant on-guard tension behind.

A voice booms, calling out something as they thump up the stairs—Freddy, I think. But it’s enough to have me snapping back and away from his touch.

His hands linger in the air, like he’s trying to catch smoke.

“I’m fine . . . promise.” I offer, my voice a shade darker.

Shut this down.

“Are you sure?” Bennett’s voice softens, and he steps closer, his concern palpable. He’s so big, he blocks everything else out until all I can see is him.

“Yeah.” I smirk, sinking into the only thing I know will protect me. Myself. At least, the thing that most people know me as.

Paloma Blake, party girl extraordinaire. A fucking beautiful girl and an even more beautiful fuck.

“Aren’t I always?” I quirk my lips and dip my brow suggestively. “Did you pull me out here for something fun?”

His face shutters, like he’s been hit. He’s unable to cover the pain in his face or his voice as he begs quietly, “Don’t do this, P.”

“Do what?” I ask, biting my lip, hooding my eyes. My hands land gently on his shoulders. “Don’t you want me? I can make it so good for you. Just like old times—”

“Stop,” he snaps, eyes burning, hands locking on my wrists to stop them. Even as harsh as his voice is, it’s in sharp contrast to the way he holds himself, like he’s near to crumbling. “Just talk to me. Please—”

“Drop it, Bennett,” I snap.

I turn away from him and head back inside and up the stairs before locking myself in the spare room. I don’t open the door or respond to the quiet knocks I know are him. Because if he calls me P or love one more time, I’ll fall right back into him.

And Bennett Reiner deserves worlds better than this.





Chapter 10

THEN: Freshman Year, August

Paloma

Intro to Poetry. I roll my eyes as I double-check my schedule.

One thing about being late in applications to colleges—which I was, severely—is getting the last orientation day and the leftover of class selections to go with it.

I’d take a musty art history lecture hall over the yellowed concrete liberal arts building that smells permanently like coffee and stacks of old books. And yet, as I make my way through the fluorescent halls that clearly don’t have the funding that the other side of campus seems to, I’m still bubbling with excited first-day jitters.

I’m later than I’d like to be, only five minutes early to the 8 a.m. course when I prefer fifteen. Mostly so that I can pick where I sit and get an idea of what to expect.

Clipping the corner of the door on my way in, I rock back a little and peer into the classroom. Ten desks have been configured into a semicircle, the other desks haphazardly shoved away, nearly into the walls. Half of them are already taken, but my eyes immediately lock onto one in particular.

It’s the boy from the other day. All large and imposing and sitting in a too-small desk in the classroom.

We’re both aware of each other, but neither of us acknowledges it. Maybe it’d be more normal to sit next to him; knowing one person in this tiny class should be enough for me to try—friends, community, something.

“Bennett,” he says, voice almost emotionless. But his eyes are sparkling.
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