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To those with fragile hearts who still dream of romance. 
Don’t stop looking for love in everything that you do.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE



Dear reader,


As much as this book has all the sweet and swoony elements of a romcom, it also balances some harder topics that could be sensitive to some readers. These themes are so important to me as someone whose life can be very messy at times and who finds nothing more comforting than picking up a book and feeling seen. This book is also intended for mature readers as it contains sexually explicit content and language.


Some potentially triggering content includes:


• The death of a loved one (occurs off-page)


• Grief


• Main character dealing with anxiety and depression


• Strained family dynamics


I hope I have handled these topics with the love and care they deserve. If you, or anyone you know, are struggling, please don’t hesitate to reach out for help.










CHAPTER ONE: WREN



“Do you think anyone would notice if I dropped out right now?” I ask, my knee bouncing as I look around at my teammates in the locker room.


Eva Kotesky bumps her knee into mine, laughing. “Bit dramatic, don’t you think?”


“Well, if I’m going to get kicked off the team, I might as well help speed up the process.”


Coach Darcy, a tall woman with black hair, pushes herself off the wall across from us and folds her arms against her chest. “No one is getting kicked off the team,” she says, giving us all pointed looks. “And no one needs to drop out.”


We all nod, but Eva asks what everyone is thinking. “Then why does the AD want to talk with us?” And then she adds in a small, sinister voice, “Is it because of regionals?”


A pit forms in my stomach as Coach’s face drops. I look to her as if to say, aren’t you supposed to be on my side? And she paints on a confident smile. “It has nothing to do with what happened at regionals,” she says, but I can hear it in her voice that that’s not the case.


Everyone on the figure skating team can pretend that I didn’t get dropped on my ass at our big competition last year, but we were all there, watching in 4K as my ex-partner, and now ex-boyfriend Augustus Holden, broke up with me and dropped me mid-lift. I thought that moment was my rock bottom, but I’m starting to think I was wrong. Maybe this is it.


“Your mom didn’t tell you anything?” Eva asks, biting her bottom lip. I shake my head. “What’s the point of having the Athletic Director as a parent and she doesn’t even clue you in when we’re getting the program cut?”


“The program is not going to be cut,” I say, shaking my head with a sharp laugh.


Even I know that’s crazy.


North University is known across the country for its hockey and figure skating teams, despite being based in Salt Lake. Our team enters the National Skating Championships every year, but we also host seasonal events for the students and the wider community. It’s a good way to recruit high school students and get people excited for competition season. But over the last few years, figure skating has become less popular, and the hockey team has taken the spotlight. A lot of the skaters on this team came here on scholarships, and it’s been nothing but disappointing for them since they joined. I’ve tried to reason with my mom and suggest new approaches to get morale flowing again, but there’s no use. Not when I’m talking to Melanie Hackerly, famous NU alumni and the top figure skater class of ’93.


The doors to the locker room burst open and I swear the air is sucked out of the room immediately. My mother is a force—all freshly blow-dried blonde hair, ice-blue eyes, and a permanent scowl on her lips. I’ve seen the woman make grown men cry, and I’d be lying if I said I didn’t admire her for it.


She holds her laptop to her chest, chin raised high as she says, “Let me keep this short. The program is being cut.” The room erupts in protest, and I wince. Maybe I should’ve rationalized our situation more before convincing Eva this would never happen. My mom waves her hand around the room, gesturing for us to quiet down. “Unless you, as a team, can find a way to boost national interest and donations before the Winter Showcase in December. Enrollment is low, and we’re at risk of getting budget cuts. We’ve had very little public support over the last few months, and after regionals, that support has shrunk even more.”


A few of my teammates cut a glance my way and I slump a little in my seat. I get it. I was one of the best—if not the best—college figure skater in our country, and I let North University down over a boy. A boy. I’m disappointed in me too, and I can tell my mom is by the not-so-subtle look she gives me behind her glasses.


“How exactly are we supposed to do that?” one of the girls asks, everyone nodding and humming in agreement.


Mom shrugs. “You’re all creative. You’ll think of a way.”


Eva snorts, shaking her head. “I’m pretty sure none of us study business here, so what you’re saying is we’re fucked.”


“You’ll find a way,” my mom says simply, in that cool but harsh way she does. More shouts of disagreement ring across the room and I hang my head. I shouldn’t feel relieved right now. I should be yelling and screaming like the rest of them. But after what happened last year, this might be more of a blessing than a curse. It would save the humiliation of something like that happening to me again.


What happened to making it to the Olympics, Wren? an inner voice, that sounds a lot like five-year-old me, asks me.


Right. The Olympics. The dream.


“Is this seriously happening, Darcy? Our program can just be cut?” Madelyn asks, running a nervous hand through her hair.


“Unfortunately, yes,” Coach explains, her shoulders dropping with a sigh. “Especially after recently losing one our biggest sponsors, we need to get back in their good graces. We’ve done all we can from our side, but people love to hear about how good the program is from the students. You all have social media. I’m sure that could help in some way.”


More glances are thrown my way. We were all advised to make our accounts private after my public humiliation at regionals. People are way too comfortable hiding behind a screen, and I became an easy target for people who would comment on my looks and blame me for costing our school the title. I wasn’t that active on social media before then, so it’s not a big deal for me, but it feels like I’ve just stripped away the dream of all my teammates becoming famous influencers.


As Darcy tries to talk most of the girls off a ledge, my mom gestures toward me, a determined look in her steely blue eyes. She nods toward the door, and I follow her out the room, weirdly feeling like I’m in third grade all over again getting told off for talking in class.


“You know what this means, right?” she asks.


“Uh . . . I might be able to focus more on my creative writing degree outside of skating?”


She scoffs, shaking her head. “No, this is your chance to redeem yourself, Amelia. I know you took what happened really hard over the summer, but this is your chance to prove to everyone that you’re more than what happened to you.”


It’s honestly funny that she thinks the way I didn’t leave my apartment for three weeks was just “really hard,” and not possibly the worst time of my life. She spent every day during the summer sending me clips on how to improve, articles to read that are supposed to magically cure my humiliation and to get me back on the ice. It’s hard enough being a student at NU, but being a student-athlete feels like I’m just setting myself up for failure. But I’ve never backed down from a challenge, and I doubt that’s going to start now.


“I’ll do what I can, Mom,” I say, lifting my chin high as she smiles at me.


“That’s my girl.” She gives my shoulder a squeeze before nodding toward the locker room. “Go grab your stuff. I can hear Kennedy and Scarlett murmuring around the corner.”


I laugh, running back into the locker room to grab my pink duffel bag and sling it over my shoulder, escaping the meeting early.


Just as I expected, my two best friends are waiting for me down the hall. I told them I had a team meeting after training and that they didn’t have to wait for me, but being friends with them is like trying to train puppies.


I run through what happened as we make our way to our apartment off campus, and they wrap their arms around my shoulders like I just got out of a ten-year prison sentence.


“They can’t do that, can they? Just cut the whole program?” Kennedy asks, still clinging to me, her curly brown hair tickling my shoulders. Scarlett hasn’t said much since I relayed what happened, but she doesn’t have to. I know how her business student brain works—she’s probably going over plans in her head.


“Well, apparently, they can,” I mumble, kicking the crunchy leaves beneath my boots.


“What are you going to do?” Scarlett says, her voice calmer and more rational that Kennedy’s. “There must be some loophole.”


“I have no idea,” I say, rubbing my temples as we rush up the stairs to our apartment. Early September in Salt Lake City is no joke, and I’d much rather be spending my time snuggled up in bed with a book than be outside or at the rink. “I might have to start a petition or something,” I suggest, waving my hand vaguely in the air when we reach our door. Kennedy hums in agreement, unlocking the door, and we slip into the warmth.


I turn back, and Scarlett is still in the doorway, arms planted by her side, her normally neat dark hair a mess from the breeze. “Scar,” I coax slowly, gesturing to the apartment like she’s a pet that needs luring inside with treats. “Are you going to come inside?”


“You cannot petition,” she says sternly, starting to walk in. Ken and I exchange a glance before turning back to her as she kicks off her shoes at the door. “Take it from the girl who wasted her entire final project last year on a petition that landed her a B. A fucking B for collecting over twenty thousand signatures.”


“A B isn’t bad, Scar,” Kennedy says, shrugging.


Trying to argue with Scarlett about grades is like trying to argue with a cat about the benefits of a bath—completely futile and likely to end in scratches. Scarlett is a lot like a cat in many ways, always with her claws out, and a fiery attitude to match. Unlike Kennedy and I, who each have only one sister, Scarlett is the youngest and only daughter of five, so she’s constantly trying to prove herself. You wouldn’t need to look at her twice to realize she’s smarter than all of them combined.


“It’s bad for me,” she argues, shuddering as she walks into the living room and kitchen. “A B is like asking for a grande latte and getting a tall black coffee—close, but not quite what you were aiming for.”


I huff at her response, and Kennedy giggles to herself after getting a rise out of her. I throw myself onto the couch piled with cushions, ready to make this my bed for the next few days. “I need to think of something to help the team, like, yesterday. If I can’t skate, I have to stick with my creative writing degree with no other outlet. I’ll go crazy.”


Kennedy hums. “You know, you can still skate for fun. You don’t have to compete.”


“Competing is the fun part,” I say, probably sounding a lot like my mom when she was my age. I love the feeling I get when I’m on the ice, the way the adrenaline pumps through my blood, and there’s nothing like hearing a crowd react to how you move on the ice. The sharp intakes of breath. The sighs. The cheering. And then getting a medal out of it? I’d be lying if I said it didn’t do wonders for my praise kink.


I throw my head back onto the headrest, trying to organize all the thoughts and ideas whirling around my brain. I’m going to need to find a way around this. We might have been losing support for years now, but I know Augustus’s stunt at regionals didn’t help and my mom is clearly counting on me to figure something out.


I don’t know how long I stay like that, but when I open my eyes, Kennedy is wheeling in The Whiteboard—a staple in our household. After Scarlett got two large whiteboards for Christmas, she dedicated one to her studies and the other to the crises we have each week. It’s come in handy for our pros and cons lists for dates, breakups, changing shampoos, or trying to find a place to eat that isn’t Nero’s Pizzeria. If we didn’t have The Whiteboard, our lives would have completely gone to shit by now.


“Scarlett, would you like the honor of being our scribe?” Kennedy announces, holding out the oversized whiteboard pen to her as if it’s the Holy Grail.


Scarlett’s face lights up and she flashes me a toothy smile. “Oh, I would love nothing more!” She starts to scrawl words across the board, dictating them as she does. “Operation ‘save Wren and the skating team even though she secretly hates that it sucks all the fun out of her,’ is underway.”


I gasp, throwing a cushion at her. “Rude.”


“Maybe we should just paraphrase?” Kennedy suggests, unimpressed as she returns to her seat in the beanbag.


“That was me paraphrasing,” Scarlett mumbles, continuing to write it out on The Whiteboard.


“Or, maybe, we could stop assuming how much I hate skating altogether,” I counter. As if they planned it, they both turn around, frowning at me like bratty children.


I can tell this is going to be a long night, and it’s only four in the afternoon.










CHAPTER TWO: MILES



The second my skates hit the ice, I forget how to breathe.


Have I ever really learned how to breathe or is it only something that’s become difficult recently? Either way, I need to get that fixed. Fast. Right now, preferably, so one of my teammates don’t knock me clean on my ass.


I feel my chest rise and fall beneath my jersey, but it still doesn’t feel right. Nothing feels right or steady other than the rapid thump of my pulse against my forehead as I whizz up and down the ice, following the drills Coach Tucker set for us.


This is supposed to be the easy part. Settling into a routine pre-season is supposed to be where we get all our nervous energy out, train like our lives depended on it and then we start the season in October with a bang. But I can’t get my brain to work. Can’t get my body to function like it used to before he—


“Davis? Where the hell are you? Because you definitely aren’t on my ice right now,” Coach Tucker yells across the ice and I almost fall. “Get your head in the damn game.”


“Yes, Coach,” I shout back, focusing on my breathing and adjusting my stick in my hand.


I struggle my way through the rest of the drills, and by the time Coach calls time, I’m panting as I make it off the ice. I knew coming to training today would be a bad idea. I’ve been avoiding it for weeks, but I thought it was about time I show my face after what happened. Everyone else seems to be handling it fine, but I’m just . . . not.


My teammates each clasp me on the shoulder on their way off the rink and I follow them out, waiting by the boards and hanging my head low. Once the ice is cleared, I need to go back out there. I need to figure out a way to stop feeling like I’m about to throw up every time my helmet is on.


“Davis. A word?” Coach asks, tapping on the Plexiglas and jerking his head to the side. I nod, slipping on the guards for my skates and following him toward his office. The door opens and the last person I’m expecting to see is Miss Hackerly, the Athletic Director, sitting there. I stop short, debating making a run for it. Coach urges me forward. “Miles, take a seat.”


This is bad. The energy in the room feels off immediately and the fact that Hacks is in here isn’t a good sign.


“What’s going on?” I ask slowly, watching Coach Tucker take a seat beside Miss Hackerly. “Am I being kicked out? Because if I am, I do want to make it clear that I only took the snacks from the vending machine because it was broken. They were spitting Cheetos at me, so the only thing I could’ve—”


“You’re not getting kicked out, Miles,” Miss Hackerly says, cutting me off with a wave of her hand. She shares a look with Coach who nods at her to continue. “Mr. Tucker and I were thinking that it might be best for you to stay off the ice for a while and hand over your captaincy to another player.”


My stomach sinks. This might be worse than getting kicked out and I just confessed to petty theft. Miss Hackerly takes my silence as a cue to continue talking and she lets out a deep sigh. “We’ve noticed a slip in your grades and in your performance since . . .” She hesitates, but we all know what she’s about to say, so she doesn’t.


I don’t know what I would do if I heard someone say his name again, soaked with remorse. I remind myself how to breathe, but it only makes the gnawing feeling worse, my jersey suddenly feeling tight around my neck. I’ve done everything I can to avoid these feelings all summer, but when I least expect them to, they always come creeping back up on me.


I clear my throat. “I said I would get back into playing when we last spoke, and I meant it. I really am trying.”


The words feel bitter coming off my tongue because I know I’m not being 100% honest with them. If I was really trying, I wouldn’t be sitting here right now. I’d be putting my all on the ice, staying behind for extra training sessions, and trying to get my mind in the place it needs to be so I can play this season. I’ve always been a hard worker and prided myself on being North University’s hockey golden boy, but now I’m the furthest thing from the person I was when Coach Tucker reached out to me in high school and offered me a scholarship to play hockey here.


“Listen, Miles, we know that you miss Carter. We all do. We hoped you’d get back into playing, but we’re almost a month into the semester and I can’t help but notice how difficult you’re finding it on the rink,” Coach says.


I swallow the emotion lodged in my throat. “It’s just hard, Coach,” I admit, a lot less ballsy than when I started out. “I swear, I am trying.”


Try, try, try. It’s all I’ve been doing lately. Clearly, it’s not getting me anywhere.


“I know you are, Davis, but I need healthy players on my team. We just want what’s best for you. When you’re in the position to come back, there’ll be a spot waiting for you.” His blue eyes meet mine and he offers me a sad smile. “I’m sure you don’t mind Xavier taking over your captaincy in the meantime.”


I sigh at the mention of my friend. “Of course not. No one deserves that role more than him.”


“I’m glad you agree,” Coach says. “We’ll be in touch soon. Just focus on yourself for the time being, and your classes, too.”


I nod, trying to keep my head held high.


I needed a reality check. As soon as I can get Carter and what happened to him out of my head, finally carve away the infection that has been festering in my heart, I might be able to get over it.


People do this all the time. They lose someone, grieve, and they get over it. I have no idea how they do it, but I’m going to find out, and soon. Hockey is the only thing keeping me at North University, and I’ve worked way too fucking hard for it to go down the drain now.


The second I walk through the doors to my house after hitting up the gym, I question every good reason I had for moving in with Xavier Dawson and Evan Branson.


At the start of freshman year, it was bliss with just me, Xavier and Carter. We were all on the same hockey team and spent most of our time at the rink. When we heard someone was looking for somewhere to stay a few weeks into the first semester, we decided to help them out, not knowing that it would be Evan Branson—the son of a literal millionaire. Apparently, a big scandal blew up his reputation at his old school in Colorado, and his dad shipped him off here for a taste of responsibility. He majors in fashion and business, probably so he can take over his daddy’s company when he’s old enough.


“You can’t put this cheese next to my shakes,” Xavier yells. “It’s disgusting!”


“Where else am I supposed to put it when your boiled eggs take up every inch of the fridge,” Evan shouts back.


As expected, Xavier is standing in nothing but his sweatpants, and Evan is casually wearing a suit and tie on a Friday night. I’m convinced he either has nothing better to do or he’s on his way to one of his family’s galas.


When Xavier’s eyes meet mine, his shoulders relax, and he no longer looks like he is about to murder Evan. “Thank fuck you’re home. I was about to strangle him,” he bites out, making his way over to dap me up.


“Don’t let me stop you,” I tease, bowing down to Evan, knowing it’ll get a rise out of him. “What’s the problem in the palace today, Your Royal Highness?”


He flips me off before brushing an agitated hand through his blond hair. If he thought the royalty jokes were over by now, he has another thing coming. He’s never really fit in with this household, especially when Carter was still here, and we outnumbered him three to one. Evan is quieter and more reserved than us, often sneaking out to do whatever weird shit his family does. I have to give it to him, though. He’s probably the only reason why this house is still standing.


“I’d be fine if you could tell your friend to stop putting eggs in the fridge,” Evan says with a groan.


“This might not be my house anymore, so I shouldn’t be barking out orders,” I reply, trying to make light of my situation and the worst-case scenario as I pluck a beer from behind him.


Xavier’s eyebrows furrow. “Is that why you had to go with Coach? Are they kicking you out?”


“Almost,” I say, winking. He doesn’t buy my bullshit, and he stares me down, waiting for a real answer. “He and Hacks decided I can’t play until I’m doing better in my classes, and overall.”


“Shit. That sucks,” Evan says, dipping a cracker into his weird cheese. Xavier and I look at it, and our eyes connect, but I look away quickly, so I don’t laugh.


“Well, the good news is you’re taking over my captaincy,” I say to Xavier and his eyes go wide. He shouldn’t be surprised. He’s been my co-captain since last year, and he’s one of the best players this team has. We might’ve both been selected on scholarship, but unlike Xavier, if I fail my classes and my scholarship is removed, I can’t afford to stay here.


“Still sucks that you’re being benched,” Xavier says, shaking his head.


I shrug. “I’ve been slacking for a while now; it’s about time they noticed.”


He hums in response, folding his arms against his chest. “I was going to ask if you wanted to go to Ben’s party tonight. Last one before all classes officially start. But if you’re bummed out, we can just chill here.”


I think about it for a minute.


I could go and enjoy myself and stop overthinking my entire life, or sit at home, wallow in my own pity and think about Carter for the rest of the night.


I know which one will be more fun.










CHAPTER THREE: WREN



“I can’t believe you’re forcing me to go out tonight,” I say to Scarlett as she adjusts her dress behind me in the mirror, practically pushing her tits up to her chin. At least someone’s planning on having fun tonight.


“We’ve been brainstorming all day. I think we all deserve a break,” she says, leaning forward to tug on my bangs. “You more than anyone, Wrenny.”


“I can have a break in bed with a pint of ice cream,” I argue, and I’m this close to stomping my foot like a child. “I don’t understand why I need to socialize too.”


Scarlett scoffs, applying her dark red lipstick as she mumbles, “God forbid you make a new friend and enjoy your college experience.”


“This is my college experience,” I say, gesturing to our fall-themed apartment and Kennedy as she sits at the breakfast bar. “With you two, watching movies, and reminiscing about the good ol’ days.”


Scarlett scowls at me. “Cute, but that’s not going to cut it.”


Ken sighs, her long brown legs swinging. “Scar’s right. You need to, like, breathe the outside air, Wren. You either live at home, the rink, or the library. It’s not healthy.”


“Neither is you eating Cheerios like fruit, but you don’t see me complaining.”


“They’re high in fiber!”


“Whatever,” I mumble, smoothing out the skirt of my yellow dress. “You two are going to owe me for this. If I have to watch a frat guy do a backflip into a pool of dirty water, I’m leaving.”


They both exchange a look before Scarlett beams at me. “Deal.”


Maybe I was being a little harsh. The frat house we end up at isn’t actually too bad.


Whoever is hosting is clearly recycling decorations from Labor Day last weekend, and we’re lucky enough to still have some sun and enjoy the warm weather. The second we got to the house, Kennedy ran into some of her friends from class, Scarlett ditched me when she saw a cute guy and I’ve been walking around with a half-eaten hot dog for the last thirty minutes.


I’ve never been a party person. After spending so much of my childhood at skating or dance competitions, partying never appealed to me as a way to relax. I spent every free moment I could with the girls watching stupid comedy movies, going for walks at sunset, or reading the Twilight books together. That’s my idea of fun. Not whatever this is.


Even when I was dating Augustus, we never attended many parties together. We weren’t an outdoorsy type of couple, and we were way too busy with our skating schedules to spend any free time getting drunk. We’ve always put work first and now, looking back, it makes me realize that I’ve always been the boring one of my friends, and I’m not too sure I want to be that anymore just because I’ve got so comfortable with it. Scarlett’s right—I don’t have many other friends, and it might not be the worst thing in the world if I made one.


Maybe I spoke too soon because as I go to grab a bottle of water from the cooler, a guy in a black hoodie starts choking as he sips a beer. I forget about my water and stand beside him, rubbing firm, awkward circles on his back as he splutters onto the grass. He’s a few inches taller than me, but I try my best to reach between his shoulder blades, so he doesn’t die.


“Woah, take it easy, big guy,” I say when the spluttering doesn’t stop. It takes him a few more seconds to breathe again, and he sighs. I drop my hand. “I honestly would’ve preferred it if you had done a backflip,” I mutter under my breath, finally reaching over to grab my water.


The guy turns to me then, weirdly familiar dark brown eyes staring into mine. “I’m sorry?”


“No, I’m sorry.” For more reasons than one, I almost say. Beer-choking guy is handsome. In a rough-around-the-edges-could-probably-crush-me-with-his-bicep kind of way, and I just made fun of him for almost choking on a beer. Perfect. “I shouldn’t have said that out loud,” I explain. He still looks confused, so I add, “It’s just . . . My friends dragged me to this party, and I said I’d leave if I saw some frat guy do a backflip into the pool, so . . .”


He chuckles deeply. “Do you have something against backflips?”


“I have something against frat guys.”


“Well, I’m not a frat guy.” He grins easily, holding out his hand to me. “Miles Davis.”


I take him in for a second longer and it clicks where I know his face from. It’s that annoying face I couldn’t escape around campus last year. It was plastered onto every poster in the hockey and figure skating facilities. My teammates have joked too many times about ripping down the photos of all the hockey players, but I’m not too sure my mom would approve even though she too isn’t the biggest fan of their team either. There’s nothing wrong with them, per se, they’re just so . . . much. They take up a lot of space in our side of campus, and trying to escape them is a lot harder than it needs to be.


“Ah,” I say, giving him a curt nod. “Hockey player. That’s somehow . . . worse.”


“Do you always say what you’re thinking or are you just trying to hurt my feelings?”


“Both . . . ?”


“Well, I’m into it.” I scoff, rolling my eyes. I shouldn’t have expected anything less of a flirt. He tilts his head toward me, dropping his hand when I don’t take it. “What’s your name?”


I hold my chin up, trying not to be slightly insulted that he doesn’t recognize me. We might not have banners with our faces on them, but I thought the skating team were at least acknowledged by the hockey players. “Wren Hackerly,” I say.


“Hackerly.” He nods slowly. “So you’re a hockey player hater because of your mom, then?”


“Like mother, like daughter, I guess.”


Silence washes over us for a second, and something in me is telling me to stay when I know I should go. I don’t know Miles Davis personally, but I’ve heard a few things here and there. I try not to get myself involved in any drama or gossip—mostly because I’m too afraid of catching wind of anything about myself—but that just means I’m in the dark about a lot of things I should know more about. Like if he is just a flirty hockey player or if there’s something more to him.


“So . . .” He whistles, shoving his hands into his pockets and rocking back on his heels. “Your friends dragged you here. Not a party person?”


“God, no,” I say, shaking my head. “I just got some pretty bad news earlier, so they thought this would cheer me up.”


“Is it working?”


“I haven’t decided yet. I’m—” A loud screech pierces through the music and I turn toward the other end of the backyard where a flatscreen has been wheeled out and a very intense game of Just Dance is being played by my two best friends. “Oh my god.”


“Are those your friends?” he asks, laughing as he gestures toward them. Neither of them are following any of the instructions—because, of course, they’re not—and both of their faces are flushed with laughter.


“Unfortunately,” I mumble, snapping a few pictures of them when the embarrassment dies out. “They really shouldn’t be allowed outside the house, let alone anywhere near alcohol.”


Miles bumps his shoulder into mine, and I can’t tell if it’s the heat from the sun or some other reason why sparks crackle on my skin. “Well, if it makes you feel any better, those idiots that are checking them out are my friends, Harry and Grayson. I’d much rather have them dance like your friends than be the weirdos in the corner daring each other to do stupid shit.”


I snort, covering my mouth when the sound slips out. “Right. So, what’s your excuse for coming here and not hanging out with your friends? You seem like the type to . . . What the fuck are they doing? Are they trying to drink beer through spaghetti?”


“Not trying, Wren. They are mastering the art of Spaghetti Straw,” he says, and I blink at him. Someone’s got to tell him that it’s impossible, but something tells me he wouldn’t take that as an answer. “It’s the same reason as yours actually. My coach benched me, so my friends thought this might cheer me up.”


I turn to him, echoing the same question he asked me. “Is it working?”


He shrugs, a grin creeping up on his face. “Now that I’ve got someone to talk to, yeah.”


This should definitely be my cue to leave. The last thing I want to do is to be sucked into whatever playboy ritual he has going on. I’ve been avoiding men since Augustus and Miles Davis should not be an exception to that rule.


“Do you wanna dance?” he asks out of nowhere.


“What?”


“You got taken out to have a good night, didn’t you? If us silently standing here while we watch our friends have a good time is what you call fun, then we might be the most boring people on the planet,” he says. God, he sounds just like Kennedy and Scarlett. Just how they sound when they complain at me for wanting to stay inside and study instead of getting high with them. Miles sighs when I just stare at him. “You’re going to have a good night, Wren. I promise you will if you dance with me.”


I scoff. “Is this your thing? You just go around finding girls who need a good time?”


He tilts his head to the side playfully. “Well . . . you said it.”


“I didn’t mean it like that.”


“Sure, you didn’t,” he says, and he slings one arm over my shoulder, pulling me into his side with little effort. My skin sizzles with the warmth of him, the proximity doing weird things to my insides. He smells good in an annoying way that should not be making me shiver. He points at my friends who are now arguing with the two of his friends. “Let’s play and see who wins. Me and my friends against you and yours.”


“What’s the point? I’m going to win,” I say, grinning.


“You are, huh?”


“Yeah. I’ve been taking dance classes since I was four, and I’m a figure skater. It’s practically in my blood.” I tilt my head up to him in challenge, but he doesn’t back down, matching my intensity. I’m a competitive person—always have been, always will be.


“Well, I’m captain of the hockey team, so I’m a pretty good dancer,” he says.


“You just said you were benched. So ex-captain, but sure,” I laugh when he frowns. “And those two things don’t relate to each other, like, at all.”


“Wanna make a bet?”


I tilt my head to both sides like I’m weighing my options. “That depends.”


“If you win, I’ll go to a dance class of your choosing. I’ll do pole dancing if you want, ballet, hip-hop. I don’t care. Anything you want, I’ll do it.” I can’t help the slightly evil laugh that slips out of me. That does sound like fun. “And if I win, I get to take you out on a date.”


Okay, that sounds less fun.


I fold my arms against my chest. “And why would I agree to those terms?”


“Because you’re going to win, remember?”


Miles winks at me before calling out to Harry and Grayson and I pull Scarlett and Kennedy to the side, letting them know we need to win this thing. Separately, we’re pretty good dancers, but together, we’re a mess. I learned that the hard way when I thought we could win a talent show in the eighth grade doing a dance routine we saw on Dance Moms.


Miles and his friends are up first, and we watch from the sidelines. Harry—the taller one with brown slightly curly hair—is surprisingly good, nailing almost every move. Grayson is all over the place, and Miles is even worse than I imagined. He’s all long limbs and jerky movements, missing nearly every beat and falling behind in last place out of his trio.


I almost laugh in his face as I walk past him and get into position with my girls. The dance is ridiculous and over-the-top, but I know I look good doing it. Scarlett and Kennedy aren’t bad either, and we have the whole crowd cheering along with us as we dance our little hearts out.


I come first out of the three of us and then I’m up against Harry. I never would’ve expected to be in competition with an Australian hockey player who is at least six-foot-six, but here I am. I can feel Miles’s eyes on me from the side, grinning at me like an idiot, and I stumble a little.


It’s only for a second, and I recover quickly, shaking my head to try to get back in the game, but I’m still falling behind slightly. There are only a couple seconds left and Harry dances like his life depends on it, taking the lead.


I blow out an annoyed breath when the game ends and Grayson and Miles tackle Harry to the ground in celebration. I walk over to the girls but before I can apologize for losing, Kennedy is brushing past me, dragging Harry up from the ground and demanding a rematch.


Miles stalks toward me, a proud grin on his face. “Now what?” I bite out the words like they’ve personally offended me.


He smiles even harder. “Now, you give me your number and I’ll pick you up on Friday at five.”


My eyes widen. “Are you being serious?”


“As the plague.” He pulls out his phone, handing it to me and I blink at it. I honestly thought this was some big joke where the date would be me sticking around him for the rest of the night. I didn’t think I’d actually have to go out with him.


But then I think about what my friends would say, how they’d probably pout at me for the rest of my life for not going on a date with a conventionally attractive guy.


“I can’t believe I’m doing this,” I mutter, typing my number into his phone.


“You better believe it, Wrenny. I’m going to rock your world.”


I swat him on the arm. “Don’t call me that.”


He ignores me, nodding at his friends as he backs away from me. “Friday at five, princess.”


This time I actually gag. “Don’t call me that either.” I run a frustrated hand through the ends of my hair, shaking my head at him as he points finger guns at me. “Y-You don’t even know where I live!”


“Friday at five, Wrenny. I’ll see you,” he says, and he continues walking back into the house.


What the hell did I just sign myself up for?










CHAPTER FOUR: WREN



The next week flies by so quick I’m pretty sure I’ve missed half of it. The usual chatter with the girls has been reduced to nothing more than half-asleep grumbles, so tonight, we’ve reunited on the couch, ready to watch a movie.


I settle into my seat, locking my phone away after ordering our favorite pizza from Nero’s and Matilda begins to light up the flatscreen.


“Wait!” Kennedy’s voice cuts through the opening credits, pausing the movie as she swivels in her spot on the floor, directly below where Scarlett and I lounge on the couch. “Before we start,” she begins, pointing dramatically at each of us, “We need to give our two updates.”


After a snafu with Kennedy’s schedule in freshman year, we had to find a new plan to share updates on the rare occasions when the three of us were able to meet up. She suggested we each share highlights from our separate college experiences to keep everyone looped in and it’s become the highlight of my week whenever the three of us manage to hang out all together.


“Okay, I’ll go first,” Scarlett says, and we turn to her. “I no longer have that horrible UTI, and I finally beat Evan in the class quiz on Monday, so a win’s a win.”


“Two very disconnected but clap-worthy updates, I have to say, Miss Voss,” Kennedy says, and I hum in agreement, clapping too.


“I try.” Scarlett sighs, her body melting into the cushions beside me. “What about you, Ken doll?”


Kennedy frowns at the nickname. “Can you stop trying to make that nickname happen? It’s not going to happen.” Scarlett just shrugs, reaching forward to pick out all the purple candies from the bowl on the coffee table. “Well, I finished our portraits, but before you can ask, no. You can’t see them until they’re ready.”


“Which isn’t going to be for another year,” I mutter under my breath and Scarlett snickers.


“I heard that, you impatient bitch. True art takes time,” Kennedy replies proudly. “And my second update is that I finished the latest season of The Crown.”


“What? Without me!” Scarlett exclaims, throwing a pillow at her.


“I had to! You’re the worst person to watch a TV show with because you spend most of the time googling the actors.”


Scarlett sulks. “Well, you can’t spoil it for me now.”


“It’s literally history. Just pick up a book and read it, you nerd,” Kennedy argues, rolling her eyes. She turns to me, her expression relaxing from their short-lived argument. “What about you, Wren? You’ve been quiet.”


“I’m just thinking about my updates,” I say. “Nothing exciting has happened.”


Besides trying to make different posters for the Winter Showcase and giving up, I’ve spent most of my time in the library, the rink, or at the gym, hoping that my problem with the team with magically fix itself.


The only thing remotely interesting that I can think about is Miles Davis and his stupid fucking face and his stupid fucking voice and his stupid fucking teasing. And the stupid fucking date he has been hounding me about since last weekend.


As much as it sucks to admit, that party was the most fun I’ve had in a long time. Even after Miles left, the girls and I stayed for a while longer, dancing to the music and shoving our faces full of shitty food. It was nice to just relax and for once, I don’t feel guilty about doing so.


Kennedy leans into me, her eyes drilling into mine like she’s about to unlock my deepest darkest secrets with a stare. “Oh my god, spill it. Right now.”


“Spill what?” I deflect, reaching behind her to snag whatever snack I can find. I shove a handful of chips into my mouth, hoping it’ll stop any actual words from escaping.


“It’s definitely about a guy. I can tell,” Kennedy says, jabbing a finger at me.


Chewing loudly, I ask, “How can you possibly know that?”


“Because you’re blushing like you’ve just run a marathon in the Sahara,” Scarlett chimes in, grinning. “Come on. This is a safe space. You can tell us anything.”


I bite my bottom lip, knowing I’m going to need to give them something so they don’t pin me to the ground and demand answers from me. “My first update is that I finished another chapter of Stolen Kingdom last night. It’s messy and needs a lot of work but—”


“Hell yeah! Finally,” Kennedy screams in excitement, pulling on my arm. “Tell us everything.”


“Uh, no. We can circle back to this later once you tell us your second update,” Scarlett says, gesturing at me to continue.


“And my second update . . .” I hedge, not sure how to say this without making them freak out. I get it out in one go, hoping that the word vomit will do the trick. “So, that dance-off at the party wasn’t just a silly game for the funzies. I met Miles, like, ten minutes before that, and we accidently made a bet that if his team won, he could take me on a date, and if I won, he would go to a dance class of my choosing. Somehow, Harry won, and now I have to go on a date with Miles.”


They both blink at me for a second, neither of them saying a word.


Scarlett narrows her eyes. “How do you accidentally make a bet with someone?”


“I don’t know. It just . . . happened,” I say pathetically. “If anything, it’s your guys’ fault for leaving me unattended at a party I didn’t want to go to.”


“You’re a big girl, Wren. You were fine.” Kennedy laughs and I frown at her.


“But lucky you, I guess. Miles is a hot commodity,” Scarlett says, rolling her eyes. I had figured all the skaters knew who he was, but I’m surprised Scarlett knows. She registers the confusion on my face and says, “Do you remember Jake? That dickwad I dated for a few weeks last year?” We both nod. “Well, he’s on the hockey team too. He and Miles are friends, I think. And Miles is Evan’s roommate.”


Kennedy’s eyebrows perk up. “It’s interesting how you hate Evan so much, yet this is the second time you’ve mentioned him.”


Evan Branson is two things: filthy rich and blond. He’s incredibly handsome, but his personality is where the faults lie. He’s managed to get a rise out of Scarlett every day for as long as I can remember. Scarlett isn’t afraid of competition, but there’s something about Evan that makes her skin crawl.


I look over to her and she hisses at Kennedy before turning to me. “Anyway, he’s a hockey player, so I’m sure he’s just doing his playboy ritual.”


I hum in agreement. “That’s what I thought too, but he’s . . . different to what I thought he would be like. He didn’t really give off dickish energy. He was just really flirty. Funny, too.”


“Hot,” Kennedy murmurs, giggling.


Scarlett nods slowly. “I mean, he was the nicest out of Jake’s teammates, but he’s probably mellowed out after losing Carter.”


My stomach sinks. I can’t believe I forgot. Too caught up in not wanting to be there, I forgot that he recently lost one of his teammates. The sports department held a memorial assembly for him before we broke up for summer, but I was too caught up in Gus-related things to even think too much about it. I can’t imagine how Miles must feel. It’s not like he was going to bring it up at the party, but I regret not saying something.


My phone pings beside me on the couch, and I flip it over to see Miles’s name flash across the screen. He’s been texting me non-stop since the party, and I’m running out of things to say. He sends me random memes and songs he’s listening to and I have to reply with a thumbs up or a GIF for him to know I’m paying attention. It doesn’t feel like much, but there’s something about these little snippets that make my heart jump a little, looking forward to a text from him. The only other people I text are Scarlett and Kennedy, so a new name in my phone feels like a win.


This time, there’s no text, just a video. I shake my head before it even starts playing. Miles backs away from the camera, and it looks like he’s in a dance studio with three poles in the middle. A few older women are in the background, cheering him on before Needed Me by Rihanna starts playing in the speakers.


No. Way.


I watch Miles back up to the center pole, wearing the most ridiculous neon-pink gym shorts and a tank top that says, “Pole Legend in Training.” The bass drops, and he starts his routine, a series of awkward shimmies and spins that have me gasping for air. His hands clutch the pole, his feet trying to find a rhythm where there’s none. As the song hits the chorus, he attempts to hoist himself up the pole. Then, with a grunt, he manages to lift himself off the ground for a brief, glorious second before sliding down with a thump that probably didn’t feel as funny as it looks.


The camera shakes a bit—probably because the person filming is laughing—and Miles looks directly at it, blows a kiss with a huge grin and says, “For you, Wrenny.”


I’m laughing so hard that tears are streaming down my face. I ignore the looks Scarlett and Kennedy are giving me and type out a message to him.
















	Wren:


	What the fuck is this???? I’m CRYING.







	Miles:


	In a good way, right?







	Wren:


	In a ridiculous way, yes.







	Miles:


	Luckily for you, my friend’s mom owns a dance studio. She let me go in for a taster session. I could pick any style of dance I wanted.







	Wren:


	And you landed on POLE DANCING?







	Miles:


	Yeah, it suits me, don’t you think?







	Wren:


	It’s . . . something!







	Miles:


	If this is what gets you hot under the collar, Wren, just say that.







	Wren:


	It’s doing the opposite, actually.







	Miles:


	Sure it is.







	Miles:


	Are you going to send me your address or what? I’m trying to play the patient nice guy, but it’s really fucking difficult.







	Wren:


	Why?
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