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CHAPTER 1


LOGAN


“SHE’S TOTALLY CHECKING ME OUT.”


“Suuuuuure, bro.”


“She keeps looking over here! She wants me.”


“There’s no way a hot young thing like her is checking out an old man like you.”


“I’m only twenty-eight!”


“Seriously? That’s even more ancient than I thought.”


I smother a laugh. I’ve been eavesdropping on this trio of stockbrokers for the past twenty minutes. Well, I don’t know if they’re actually stockbrokers, but they’re wearing tailored suits and drinking expensive liquor in the city’s financial district, so chances are they work in finance.


Me, I’m the lumbering jock in ripped jeans and an Under Armour sweater, nursing a bottle of beer at the end of the bar. I was lucky to find an empty seat; the place is packed tonight. With the holiday season in full swing, Boston bars are overflowing with patrons taking time off from work or school.


The three dudes I’m spying on barely glanced my way when I slid onto the neighboring stool, which makes it easier to listen in on their douchey conversation.


“So what’s the final score for Baker?” one of the men asks.


He and his blond friend study their dark-haired friend—the ancient one. “Eight percent,” the first guy says.


The blond is more generous. “Ten percent.”


“Let’s split the difference and give him a nine. That’s nine-to-one odds.”


Although, maybe they’re not finance guys. I’ve been trying to figure out their calculation process, but it seems completely arbitrary and not based in any real mathematics.


“Fuck you both. I’ve got a way better chance than that,” Baker protests. “Have you seen this watch?” He flicks up his left wrist to show off a shiny Rolex.


“Nine to one,” the first guy maintains. “Take it or leave it.”


Mr. Rolex grumbles in irritation as he slaps some money on the counter. The other two follow suit.


From what I’ve gleaned, their game goes something like this:


Step 1: One of them picks out a woman in the bar.


Step 2: The other two calculate (I use that word loosely) the odds of the first guy getting her number.


Step 3: They drop oodles of cash on the counter.


Step 4: The guy approaches the girl and inevitably gets rejected. He loses the money he bet, only to get it back in the next round when the next guy also gets rejected.


This entire game is both pointless and stupid.


I sip my beer, watching in amusement as Mr. Rolex saunters over to a stunning woman in a skintight designer dress.


Her nose wrinkles at his approach, which tells me that his buddies are about to win some cash. These guys might be wearing expensive suits, but they’re still nowhere close to the same league as the women in this bar. And classy women tend to have no tolerance for immature jackasses, because they know they can do better.


Mr. Rolex’s jaw is tight when he returns to the group. Empty-handed. His friends hoot and rake in their winnings.


Just as the blond guy is about to pick a new target, I set my pint glass on the sleek counter and drawl, “Can I play?”


Three heads swivel my way. Mr. Rolex takes in my casual clothes, then smirks. “Yeah, sorry, pal. You can’t afford this game.”


Rolling my eyes, I slide my wallet out of my pocket and riffle through it—giving them a clear view of all the cash inside. “Try me,” I say graciously.


“You’ve just been sitting there this whole time listening to us?” the blond one demands.


“It’s not like you were being quiet about it. And anyway, I like to gamble. Doesn’t matter what we’re gambling over—I’m there. With that said, what are my chances with…” My gaze conducts a slow sweep of the crowded room. “Her,” I finish.


Rather than follow my gaze, three sets of eyes remain glued to me.


They appraise me for several long beats, as if trying to decide if I’m fucking with them. So I hop off the stool and ease closer to the trio. “Look at her. She’s fire. Do you think a bum like me could get her number?”


Mr. Rolex is the first to relax his guard. “Her?” he says, nodding not so discreetly at the pretty girl who’s ordering a drink with the bartender. “You mean Little Miss Innocent?”


He’s not wrong. There’s definitely an air of innocence to her. A delicate profile reveals a smattering of freckles on her nose, and her light-brown hair is loose around her shoulders rather than up in a complicated style like some of the other chicks in this place. Despite her tight black sweater and short skirt, she’s more girl-next-door than sex kitten.


The dark-haired friend snorts. “Yeah, good luck with that.”


I flick up my eyebrows. “What, you think I don’t have a shot?”


“Dude, look at you. You’re, like, a jock, right?”


“Either that or he’s on ’roids,” the blond guy cracks.


“I’m an athlete,” I confirm, but I don’t offer more details. Clearly these guys aren’t rabid hockey fans, otherwise they’d recognize me as Boston’s latest rookie.


Or maybe they wouldn’t. It’s not like I’ve been seeing a crazy amount of ice time since I was called up from the farm team to the pros. I’m still trying to prove myself to my coach and teammates. Though I did get an assist last game, which was cool.


But a goal would’ve been cooler.


“Yeah, a sweet thing like that would be too intimidated,” Mr. Rolex informs me. “Odds of you getting her number are…twenty to one.”


His buddies agree. “That’s a twenty-five percent chance,” one says. Because again, their math is nonsensical.


“What if I want more than her number?” I challenge.


The blond snickers. “You want to know your odds of going home with her? A hundred to one.”


I gaze at the brunette again. She’s wearing black suede ankle boots with chunky heels, one leg crossed over the other as she daintily sips her drink. She’s cute as hell.


“Two hundred bucks says I get her to stick her tongue down my throat in less than five minutes,” I boast with an arrogant smirk.


My new friends bust out in incredulous laughter.


“Uh, sure, bro.” Mr. Rolex chuckles. “In case you haven’t noticed, the women in this joint are pure class. Not a single one would hook up with you in public.”


I’m already dropping two hundreds on the counter. “Scared of my sexual prowess, huh?” I mock.


“Ha! Fine then. I’ll bite,” the blond guy says, placing two bills on top of mine. “Go ahead and get your ass rejected, Loverboy.”


I pick up my glass and drain the rest of my beer. “Liquid courage,” I tell the trio, and Mr. Rolex rolls his eyes. “Now watch and learn.”


Winking, I amble off.


Instantly, her attention fixes on me. A hint of a smile, albeit soft with shyness, tugs at her mouth. Fuck, she’s got nice lips. Full and pink and glossy.


When our gazes lock, it’s as if everyone else in the bar disappears. Her brown eyes are pretty and expressive, and right now they’re expressing a sweet hunger that quickens my pulse. I’m trapped in her orbit, my legs speeding up of their own volition.


A second later I’m beside her, greeting her with a rough, “Hey.”


“Hi,” she replies.


She has to tilt her head to look at me, because she’s seated and I’m towering over her. I was always a big guy, but I’ve bulked up even more since I started playing hockey at a higher level. Skating in the pros is physically demanding.


“Can I buy you a drink?” I offer.


She lifts her full glass. “No, thank you. I’ve already got one.”


“Then I’ll buy your next one.”


“There won’t be a next one. I don’t trust myself.”


“Why’s that?”


“I’m a lightweight. One drink makes me tipsy.” Her lips curve slightly. “Two drinks make me do bad things.”


Damned if my dick doesn’t twitch at that. “How bad?” I drawl.


Although she blushes, she doesn’t shy away from the question. “Very bad.”


I grin at her, then flag the bartender with a fast, exaggerated gesture. “Another drink for the lady,” I call.


She laughs, and the melodic sound sends prickles of sensation through me. I’m insanely attracted to her.


Rather than take the empty stool beside her, I remain standing. But I do edge closer, and her knee lightly brushes my hip. I swear I hear her breath hitch at the slight contact.


I glance over and spot my new friends watching us with deep interest. Mr. Rolex taps his watch dramatically as if to remind me the clock is ticking.


“So, listen…” I bring my lips close to her ear so she can hear me. This time I see her breath hitch. Her perky breasts rise as she sucks in air. “My buddies gave me a twenty-five percent chance of getting your number.”


Her eyes dance devilishly. “Wow. They don’t have much faith in you, huh? I’m sorry.”


“Don’t be sorry. I’ve beaten greater odds than that. But…lemme tell you a secret…” My mouth brushes her earlobe as I whisper, “I don’t want your number.”


She jolts in surprise, her gaze snapping to mine. “You don’t?”


“Nope.”


“Then what do you want?” She picks up her drink and takes a hasty sip.


I think it over for a moment. “I want to kiss you.”


A startled laugh now. “Uh-huh. You’re just saying that because you hope I’ll do it, and then you can prove to your friends you’re not a loser.”


I look over my shoulder again. Mr. Rolex wears a self-satisfied smirk. He taps his watch again. Tick-tock.


My five minutes are almost up. My own watch tells me I’ve only got two left.


“No,” I tell her. “That’s not why I want to kiss you.”


“Oh really?”


“Really.” I lick my bottom lip. “I want to kiss you because you’re the hottest woman in this bar.” I shrug. “And anyway, it’s obvious you want the same thing.”


“Says who?” she challenges.


“Says the fact that you haven’t stopped staring at my mouth since I walked over here.”


She narrows her eyes.


“See, here’s the thing.” I lightly drag my fingertips along her slender arm. I’m not touching bare skin, yet she visibly shivers. “My buddies think you’re Little Miss Innocent. They warned me you’d be intimidated by someone like me. Someone rough and crude. But you know what I think?”


“What?” Her voice is breathy.


“I think you like rough and crude.” Once again, I lean in closer. She’s wearing a tiny diamond stud, and I can’t help but flick the tip of my tongue over the little earring.


There’s another sharp intake of breath, and I feel a tug of satisfaction.


“I don’t think you’re innocent at all,” I continue. “I don’t think you’re a good girl. I think that right now you want nothing more than to shove your tongue in my mouth and rake your nails down my back and let me fuck you right here in front of everyone.”


She moans out loud.


The cocky grin is just spreading across my face when she grabs the back of my head and yanks me down for a hard kiss.


“You’re right,” she murmurs against my lips. “I’m not a good girl at all.”


My dick is hard before her tongue even enters my mouth. And when it does, sliding through my parted lips, it’s my turn to moan. She tastes like gin and sex, and I kiss her back hungrily, all the while aware of the loud catcalls surrounding us. I’m sure some of those yells are coming from my stockbroker friends, but I’m too busy to bask in their amazement.


As my tongue slicks over hers, I gently nudge one leg between her soft thighs. Letting her feel how hard I am.


“Oh my God,” she mumbles. She breaks the kiss, her eyes gleaming with pure lust. “Let’s get out of here and finish this somewhere private?”


“No. I want you now.” My voice sounds like gravel.


She blinks. “Now?”


“Mm-hmm.” I rest one hand on her slim waist, moving my palm in a teasing caress. “I hear the ladies’ room has real big, private stalls…”


She presses her own palm to the center of my chest. Not to push me away, though. She teases me too, while her hot gaze roams the length of my body. Then she slants her head and asks, “What would your girlfriend say about that?”


I give her a dirty smile. “She’d say…hurry, John, I need to come.”


Grace moans again.


“That’s what I thought,” I mock, but my girl doesn’t look fazed.


Sometimes it’s hard to believe she was once that nervous, babbling freshman whose dorm I accidentally wound up in. That the sweet Grace Ivers I fell for is this fearless woman in front of me, the sexy vixen who’s about to let me fuck her in the bathroom.


Granted, Grace picked this bar and researched the cleanliness situation of the bathrooms before agreeing to tonight’s role-playing exercise. So, yes, she’s still that weird girl I met years ago. She just also happens to be my hot, sex-starved girlfriend.


I take her hand and pull her off the stool. I’m still hard as a rock and in need of relief. Judging by her shallow breathing, she’s as aroused as I am.


“So what do you say?” I ask, rubbing the inside of her palm with my thumb.


Grace stands on the tips of her high-heeled boots and presses her lips to my ear. “Hurry, John, I need to come.”


I swallow a desperate laugh as I follow her toward the rear corridor. Before we pass the doorway, I toss a final glance over my shoulder. The stockbrokers are gaping at me as if I’m an alien from another planet. I gesture to the money on the bar and offer a gracious nod as if to say, Keep it all.


I don’t need to win some stupid bet. I’m already the luckiest man in the bar.









[image: image]


CHAPTER 2


LOGAN


“YOU REALLY DIDN’T HAVE TO DO THIS,” GRACE’S FATHER INSISTS as I drop the hood of his SUV back in place. “Not that I don’t appreciate it, but I feel like a real goofhead for making you do manual labor on Christmas Eve.”


Dragging a clean rag over my chin to wipe a streak of motor oil off, I try my hardest not to laugh. I like Tim Ivers a hell of a lot, but there’s something very disconcerting about a grown man who uses words like “goofhead.”


In the four years I’ve been dating his daughter, I can count on one hand the times I’ve heard the man curse, a drastic contrast to my own upbringing. I grew up with an alcoholic father whose every other word was an expletive. My poor mom once had to come in for a meeting with my kindergarten teacher because I’d called another kid a “fucking shit-face.” Oh, those were the days… The very bad, unhappy days.


Luckily, everything’s changed since then. My dad has been sober for nearly four years, and although we haven’t completely mended fences, at least I don’t hate him anymore.


If I’m being honest, these days I view Grace’s dad as a father figure. He’s a decent guy, if you overlook the fact that he prefers football to hockey. But nobody’s perfect.


“Tim. My man. I’m not going to let my kinda dad pay money to get an oil change when I can do it for free,” I inform him. “I grew up working in our garage. I can change oil with my eyes closed.”


“Are you sure?” he pushes, readjusting his wire-rimmed glasses on the bridge of his nose. “You know I would never take advantage, son.”


Son. Damn, that does me in every time. There’s no good reason Tim should call me that. It’s not like Grace and I are married or anything. Back when we first started dating, I thought maybe he was the kind of man who called every younger guy “son.” But nope. Just me. And I can’t deny I love hearing it.


“I know you wouldn’t, which is why I offered,” I assure him. “And like I said before, don’t you dare go to that money-sucking dealership of yours for repairs ever again. My brother will take care of you. No charge.”


“How is your brother these days?” Grace’s dad locks his car before heading to the garage door.


I follow him out to the driveway, where the chill in the air instantly cools my face. It still hasn’t snowed in Hastings yet this winter, but Grace said the forecast is calling for a huge dump of it tomorrow morning. Perfect. I love a white Christmas.


“Jeff’s good,” I answer. “He told me to wish you a happy holiday. They’re sorry they couldn’t be here for dinner tonight.”


My brother and his wife, Kylie, are spending the holidays in Mexico this year with Kylie’s family. It’s her parents’ fortieth anniversary, so they decided to do a huge sunny destination celebration. My mom and stepdad, David, are joining us tonight, though, which should be fun. Grace and I always get a kick out of watching her straitlaced molecular biologist father converse with my incredibly bland accountant stepfather. Last year we had a bet to see how many boring subjects they could discuss in one evening. Grace won with a total of twelve. I’d guessed ten, but I underestimated Tim’s new fascination with antique milk bottles and David’s new ceramic elephant collection.


“Josie’s sorry she couldn’t make it either,” Tim says, referring to Grace’s mother, who lives in Paris. Although Tim and Josie divorced years ago, they’re still very close.


Unlike my folks, who can’t be in the same room together, even with my dad being sober now. Grace and I have had numerous conversations about what’ll happen when we get married—when, not if, because come on now. We’re end game and we both know it. But we’ve stressed about it, wondering how we’d handle the issue of wedding invites. Eventually, we decided we’d probably elope to avoid all the drama, because there’s no way Mom will attend if Dad is there.


Not that I blame my mother. Dad made her life a living hell during their marriage. She was the one who dealt with years of drunken tantrums, blackouts, and rehab stints while trying to raise two sons essentially on her own. I don’t think she’ll ever come around. It’s a miracle Jeff and I managed to find some forgiveness for him.


“Do you know yet if your schedule will allow you to go to Paris with Grace this summer?” he asks as we round the side of the house toward the wraparound porch.


“It all depends if the team makes the playoffs. I mean, on one hand, spending two months in Paris sounds lit. But that would mean us not playing in the post-season, which sucks balls.”


Tim chuckles. “See, if you played football, the season would be done in February, and you’d be able to make the trip…”


“One of these days, sir, I’m going to strap you to a chair and force you to watch hockey games on a loop until you have no choice but to love it.”


“Still wouldn’t work,” he says cheerfully.


I grin. “You need to have more faith in my torture abilities.”


Just as we reach the porch steps, a big brown van pulls up at the curb in front of the house. For a second I’m confused, thinking it’s Mom and David, until I glimpse the UPS logo.


“They’re still making deliveries?” Tim marvels. “At six o’clock on Christmas Eve? Poor fellow.”


Poor fellow indeed. The delivery man looks frazzled and exhausted as he bounds up the path toward us. He’s got a cardboard box in one hand, a bulky phone in the other.


“Hello, folks,” he says when he reaches us. “Happy holidays, and sorry to disturb you. You’re my last delivery of the day—it’s for Grace Ivers?”


“Happy holidays,” Tim says. “And that would be my daughter. She’s inside, but I can run in and get her if she needs to sign for that?”


“No need. Any signature from the household will do.” He hands over the phone and a plastic pen. After Grace’s dad scribbles his signature, the delivery man bids us goodbye and hurries back to his truck. No doubt eager to get home and see his family.


“Who’s it from?” I ask.


Tim checks the return label. “No name. Just a P.O. Box in Boston.”


The package is about two by two feet, and when Tim gives it to me, I notice it doesn’t have much heft. I narrow my eyes. “What if it’s a bomb?”


“Then it will explode and we’ll die, and the atoms of which we are composed will find new uses elsewhere in the universe.”


“And Merry Christmas to us all!” I say with exaggerated holiday cheer, before rolling my eyes at him. “You’re a real buzzkill, sir, you know that?”


“What’s that?” Grace demands when we enter the living room of the big Victorian home.


“Not sure. It just showed up.” I hold out the box. “For you.”


Grace does that cute lip-biting thing she does when she’s thinking. Her gaze travels to the beautifully decorated tree and piles of perfectly wrapped presents beneath it. “I don’t think we can put it under there,” she finally decides. “My OCD would never allow me to get through tomorrow morning knowing there’s one stupid box that doesn’t look magical.”


I snort. “I can go wrap it if you want.”


“There’s no wrapping paper left.”


“So I’ll use newspaper. Or parchment paper.”


My girlfriend stares at me. “I’m going to pretend you didn’t just say that.”


Her father laughs, because he’s a traitor.


“Fine, then just open it now,” I tell her. “We don’t even know who it’s from, so technically it might not be an official Christmas present. Fifty percent of me thinks it’s a bomb, but don’t worry, gorgeous, your father assured me our atoms will be repurposed after we explode.”


Grace sighs. “I don’t understand you sometimes.”


Then she flounces off to the kitchen to look for scissors.


I admire her ass, which looks great in her bright-red leggings. She paired the leggings with a red-and-white striped sweater. Her dad is clad in a similar sweater, but his is green and red and has a badly knitted representation of a reindeer, which I first thought was a cat when he strolled in earlier wearing it. Apparently Grace’s mom knit the horrific thing for him when Grace was little. As someone who didn’t have many good holidays with my family, I have to admit I’m really into the weird Ivers traditions.


“All right, let’s see what we’ve got here.” Grace sounds excited as she slices through the strip of packing tape on the box.


Me, I’m on guard, because I haven’t completely ruled out the notion that this could be an assassination attempt.


She opens the cardboard flaps and pulls out a small note card. A frown furrows her brow.


“What does it say?” I demand.


“It says ‘I missed you.’”


My guard shoots up ten feet higher. What the fuck? Who the hell is sending my girlfriend gifts with cards that say I missed you?


“Maybe it’s from your mom?” Tim guesses, looking equally perplexed.


Grace reaches inside and rummages through a sea of packing paper. The frown deepens when her fingers connect with whatever’s inside. A moment later, her hand emerges with its prize. All I glimpse is a flash of white, blue, and black, before Grace shrieks and drops the item as if it burned her palm.


“No!” she growls. “No. No. No. No, no, no, no.” Her rageful gaze turns to me. She jabs her finger in the air. “Get rid of him, John.”


Oh boy. Realization dawns as I approach the box. I have a pretty good sense now of what it contains, and—yep.


It’s Alexander.


Grace’s father wrinkles his forehead as I lift the porcelain doll from the cardboard. “What is that?” he inquires.


“No,” Grace is still saying, pointing at me. “I want him gone. Now.”


“What exactly would you like me to do?” I counter. “Throw him in the trash?”


She pales at the suggestion. “You can’t do that. What if it makes him angry?”


“Of course it will make him angry. Look at him. He’s perpetually angry.”


Trying not to shudder, I force myself to look at Alexander’s face. I can’t believe it’s been almost seven blissful months since I’ve seen it. As far as disturbing antique dolls go, this one tops the list. With a porcelain face so white it looks unnatural, he’s got big lifeless blue eyes, weirdly thick black eyebrows, a tiny red mouth, and black hair with an extravagant widow’s peak. He’s wearing a blue tunic, white neckerchief, black jacket and shorts, and shiny red shoes.


He is the creepiest thing I ever did see.


“That’s it,” Grace says. “You’re not allowed to be friends with Garrett anymore. I’m serious.”


“In his defense, Dean started it,” I point out.


“You can’t be friends with him either. Tucker’s okay to keep because I know he hates this as much as I do.”


“And you think I like it?” I gape at her. “Look at this thing!” I wave Alexander in front of Grace, who ducks and dodges to avoid his flailing stubby arms.


“I don’t understand,” Tim hedges, reaching for the doll. “This is phenomenal! Look at the craftsmanship.” He admires the doll, while his daughter and I stare at him in horror.


“Goddamn it, Dad,” Grace sighs. “Now he knows your touch.”


“Was this manufactured in Germany?” He continues examining Alexander. “Looks German-made. Nineteenth century?”


“I am very disturbed by your knowledge of antique dolls,” I say frankly. “And we’re not kidding, sir. Put him down before he imprints on you. It’s too late for us—he already knows us. But you still have time to save yourself.”


“From what?”


“He’s haunted,” Grace answers glumly.


I nod. “Sometimes he blinks at you.”


Tim runs his fingers over the movable eyelids. “This mechanism is centuries old. If the eyes are opening and closing of their own volition, it’s likely due to wear and tear.”


“Stop touching him,” Grace pleads.


For real. Does he have a death wish or something? I mean, I know Garrett does, because clearly he wants me to murder him next time I see him. I love Garrett Graham like a brother. He’s my closest friend. He’s a teammate. He’s fucking awesome. But to do this to us on Christmas?


Granted, I did abuse my spare key privileges a few months ago to sneak Alexander into Garrett and his girlfriend’s house for Hannah’s birthday. But still.


“Do you mind if I take photos and try to find the value of it?” Tim asks, the geeky academic in him rearing its head.


“Don’t bother. He cost four grand,” I supply.


His eyebrows shoot up. “Four thousand dollars?”


Grace nods in confirmation. “That’s another reason we can’t throw him out. It feels wrong to throw away that much money.”


“Dean bought him a couple years ago at some antique auction,” I explain. “The listing said he was haunted, so Dean thought it would be hilarious to get the doll for Tuck’s daughter, who was, like, a baby at the time. Sabrina lost her shit, so she waited till Dean and Allie were in town a couple months later and paid off someone at their hotel to leave the doll on Dean’s pillow.”


Grace giggles. “Allie said he screamed like a little girl when he turned on the light and saw Alexander there.”


“And now it’s a thing,” I finish with a half-grin, half-sigh. “Basically, we all ship Alexander to one another when the other person least expects it.”


“What did the seller say about it?” Tim asks curiously. “Does it have a backstory?”


Grace shakes her head. “Dad. Please stop calling him an ‘it.’ He can hear you.”


“He came with some sort of information card,” I answer with a shrug. “Can’t remember who has it now. But basically, his name is Alexander. He belonged to a little kid named Willie who died on the California Trail back in Gold Rush times. Apparently, the entire family starved to death, except for Willie. Poor kid wandered around for days looking for help and eventually fell down a ravine, broke his leg, and lay there until he died of exposure.”


Grace shudders. “They found him clutching Alexander against his chest. The psychotic doll seller said Willie’s spirit went into Alexander right before he died.”


Tim’s eyes widen. “Jeez. That is fucking dark.”


My jaw drops. “Sir. Did you just curse?”


“How could I not?” He sets Alexander back in the box and closes the flaps. “Why don’t we take him up to the attic? Jean and David will be here any minute. We don’t want to expose them to it.”


Nodding decisively, Tim Ivers marches off with the box in hand. I honestly don’t know if he’s serious or just humoring us.


My lips twitch with laughter as I turn to Grace. “There. Alexander’s been banished to the attic. Feel better?”


“Is he still in the house?”


“Well, yeah—”


“Then, no. I don’t feel better.”


Grinning, I grasp her by the waist and pull her toward me. Then I lower my head and brush my lips over hers. “How about now?” I murmur.


“Slightly better,” she amends.


When I kiss her again, she melts against me and loops her arms around my neck. Fuck. I miss this so much when I’m on the road. I knew the pro hockey lifestyle would be tough, but I hadn’t anticipated how much I’d miss Grace every time I had to leave town.


“I hate that you have to leave again,” she says against my lips. Evidently her thoughts are echoing my own.


“Not for a few days,” I remind her.


She bites her lip and presses her cheek against my left pec. “Still not enough time,” she says, so softly I barely hear her.


I breathe in the sweet scent of her hair and hold her closer. She’s right. It’s not nearly enough time.
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CHAPTER 3


GRACE


A FEW DAYS AFTER CHRISTMAS, LOGAN LEAVES FOR A FIVE-DAY stretch of road games on the West Coast. And of course he does, because conflicting schedules are pretty much a way of life for us now.


School’s out for the holidays and I’m home? Logan’s gone.


Logan has a couple of nights off and is home? I’m stuck on the Briar University campus in Hastings, a forty-five-minute drive from us.


We chose our cozy brownstone because it’s exactly halfway between Hastings and Boston, where Logan’s team skates. Winters in New England can be unpredictable, though, so if the weather is shit, our commutes are often double the time, which cuts into the precious time we have together. But until I graduate, this is the compromise we’ve made.


Luckily, I officially finish school in May, and we’re both excited to find a new place in Boston. Although…I don’t know what we’ll do if I land a job that isn’t in Boston. We haven’t even discussed that possibility. I pray we won’t need to.


Although it’s winter break, the campus radio and TV station is still open and running as normal, so I drive to work the day after Logan leaves. I’m the station manager this year, which means a lot of responsibility—and a lot of interpersonal bullshit. I’m constantly dealing with an array of egos and the difficult personalities of “the talent,” and today is no different. I put out several small fires, including mediating an argument about personal hygiene between Pace and Evelyn, co-hosts of Briar’s most popular radio show.


The only bright spot in my hectic morning is brunch with my former roommate Daisy. When it’s finally time to meet her, I find myself practically sprinting all the way to the Coffee Hut.


Miraculously, she snagged us a small table in the back. A huge feat, considering the coffeehouse is always jam-packed no matter the day or time.


“Hey!” I say happily as I take off my coat.


Daisy hops up to hug me. She’s nice and toasty from being indoors, and I’m an ice statue from my chilly journey across campus.


“Eek! You’re freezing! Sit down—I ordered you a latte.”


“Thanks,” I say gratefully. “I’ve only got an hour, so let’s eat, like, immediately.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


A moment later we’re seated and perusing the menu, which isn’t too extensive because the café only serves sandwiches and baked goods. After Daisy goes up to the counter to place our food order, we sip on our respective drinks while we wait.


“You look stressed,” she says frankly.


“I am stressed. I just spent the last hour explaining to Pace Dawson why he needs to start wearing deodorant again.”


Daisy blanches. “Why did he stop?”


I rub my temples, which are throbbing from all the stupidity I just had to deal with. “To protest the plastic pollution in our oceans.”


She snickers. “I don’t get it.”


“What’s not to get?” I say sarcastically. “His deodorant comes in a plastic container. The ocean is full of plastic. Ergo, to protest this travesty, he needs to stink up the studio.”


Daisy almost spits out her coffee. “Okay. I know he’s obnoxious to work with, but I mean, come on, everything that comes out of that boy’s mouth is pure gold.”


“Evelyn finally put her foot down and threatened to quit if he didn’t start using deodorant again. So I had to sit there and mediate until Pace finally agreed to Evelyn’s demand—on the condition that she donates two hundred dollars to an ocean conservation charity.”


“I had no idea he cared about the environment that much.”


“He doesn’t. His new girlfriend watched some documentary about whales last week, and I guess it was life-changing.”


Once our food order is ready, we continue catching up as we munch on our sandwiches. We chat about our classes, her new boyfriend, my new position at the station. Eventually the subject of my relationship comes up, but when I say everything’s fine, Daisy sees through my crappy poker face.


“What’s wrong?” she asks immediately. “Are you and Logan fighting?”


“No,” I assure her. “Not at all.”


“Then what’s going on? Why did you sound so…blah when I asked about you guys?”


“Because things are a bit blah,” I confess.


“Blah how?”


“We’re just both really busy. And he’s always traveling. He’s been out of town more days this month than he’s been home. Christmas was so good, but way too short. He left for road games immediately after the holiday.”


Daisy eyes me sympathetically as she takes a bite of her tuna wrap. She chews slowly, swallows, and asks, “How’s the sex?”


“Actually, we’re good in that department.” Very good, in fact. The night we pretended to be strangers at the bar flashes through my mind. The dirty memory triggers a hot shiver.


That was some great sex. Hooking up in public isn’t a habit of ours, but when we do it…holy fuck, it’s hot as hell. Our sex life has always been amazing. I guess that’s what makes this distance between us so terrible. When we’re together, everything is as passionate and perfect as it was in the beginning. Our problem is trying to find time to be together. Time is scarce in our world.


I’m not unhappy with Logan. If anything, I want more of him. I miss my boyfriend.


“The time apart is tough,” I tell Daisy.


“I can imagine. But what’s your solution? It’s not like he can quit hockey. And you’re not dropping out of college with only five months left in your senior year.”


“No,” I agree.


“And you don’t want to break up.”


I’m appalled. “Of course not.”


“Maybe you should get married.”


That gets a smile out of me. “That’s your solution? Get married?”


“I mean, we both know it’s going to happen eventually.” She shrugs. “Maybe if you guys had a more permanent commitment, it would make this stressful transitory period easier for you. Like, whenever you’re feeling the distance, you won’t have to stress about drifting too far apart because that extra-solid foundation is there to keep you stable.”


“It’s not a terrible idea,” I admit. “And I do want to marry Logan, absolutely. But our problem is time. Even if we wanted to elope, when would we have the time?” I sigh miserably. “We’re always busy and/or in different states.”


“So then I guess you have no choice but to suck it up,” Daisy says.


She’s right.


It’s difficult, though. I miss him. I don’t like coming home from class to an empty apartment. I don’t like turning on the TV in order to catch a glimpse of my boyfriend. I don’t like cramming for exams and being too tired to go out and see a movie or have dinner with him. I don’t like Logan returning home after a particularly tough game and crawling into our bed, bruised and sore and too exhausted to even cuddle.


There simply aren’t enough hours in a day, and it’s even worse now that I’m running the station. When I started college, I wasn’t sure what line of work I wanted to go into after I graduated. Originally, I thought about being a psychologist. But then I got a job sophomore year producing a campus radio show, and it made me realize I’d like to be a television producer. More specifically, I want to produce the news. Now that I’ve picked a career path, it’s harder to blow off class or call in sick to work if Logan suddenly has a free hour or two. We’ve both got other commitments that are important to us. So, like Daisy said, we just have to suck it up.


“I’m sorry,” I say. “I don’t mean to be such a bummer. Logan and I are good. It’s just hard sometimes—”


My phone beeps with an incoming text. I glance at the screen and smile at Logan’s message. He’s letting me know the team landed safely in California. He did the same thing yesterday when they got to Nevada. I appreciate that he always checks in like this.


“One sec,” I tell my friend as I type out a response. “Just sending a quick text to wish Logan good luck on his game tonight.”


He answers instantly.




Logan: Thanks, babe. I really wish you were here.


Me: Me too.


Him: I’ll call you after the game?


Me: Depends how late it is here when you call.


Him: Try to stay up? We only talked for like 2 minutes last night :(


Me: I know. I’m sorry. I’ll drink a bunch of coffee today so I’m more awake!





But although I keep the first part of that promise—chugging coffee like a fiend—the caffeine only makes me crash harder when I get home from campus that evening. I’m dead on my feet. Barely have enough energy to eat dinner and take a shower.


By the time Logan texts me at midnight to chat, I’m already fast asleep.
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CHAPTER 4


LOGAN




Grace: How’d the press conference go?


Me: It went OK. I blew it on a couple questions, spoke too long. G answers everything short and snappy. He’s an old pro, tho.


Her: I’m sure you did great <3


Me: Well, Coach didn’t pull me aside afterward to fire me, so I assume I passed the media test.


Her: If he fires you, I’ll kick his ass.





I SMILE AT THE PHONE. I JUST GOT BACK TO THE HOTEL AFTER tonight’s game against San Jose, and I’m still feeling energized. Eventually the exhaustion will crash into me like a tidal wave, but the adrenaline of a game typically takes a while to drain from my system.




Me: Anyway. EAM.


Her: EAM? I’m too tired to try to decode that.


Me: Enough about me. Tell me about your day.


Her: Can we talk about it tomorrow? I’m in bed already. It’s 1 a.m. :(





I check my phone display. Dammit. Of course she’s in bed. It might only be ten p.m. here, but it’s way past her bedtime on the East Coast.


I imagine Grace all snug and warm beneath our flannel bedsheets. It’s freezing in New England right now, so she’s probably sleeping in her plaid pants and that long-sleeved shirt with the words SQUIRREL POWER! on it. Neither of us knows what it means, because the shirt has a pineapple on it. She won’t be wearing any socks, though. She sleeps barefoot no matter the temperature, and her feet are always like little blocks of ice. When we’re curled up in bed, she presses them against my calf because she’s evil.


I rub my tired eyes. Fuck. I miss her.


I type, I miss you.


She doesn’t respond. She must’ve fallen asleep. I stare at the phone for a while waiting for an answer, but it doesn’t come. So I pull up another chat thread and text Garrett.




Me: Quick drink at the bar?


Him: Sure.





We meet downstairs and find a quiet corner in the lobby bar. It’s not at all busy, so it doesn’t take long for our beers to arrive. We tap our bottles together, and each take a swig, mine longer than his.


Garrett watches me for a second. “What’s wrong?”


“Nothing,” I lie.


His eyes narrow in suspicion. “Swear to God, if you’re about to bitch me out again about Alexander, I refuse to hear it. You broke into our house and planted him there to scare the shit out of Wellsy. If you think I’m gonna apologize for delivering him to you on Christmas, it ain’t happening, kiddo.”


Trying not to laugh, I cock my head at him. “You done?”


“Yes,” he huffs.


“Good. Because I also refuse to apologize. You know why, kiddo? Wait, are we calling each other that now? I don’t get it, but okay, sure. Anyway, we’ve all had to suffer at the creepy porcelain hands of Alexander. Hannah’s birthday just happened to be your time of torment.”


Garrett’s indignation dissolves into a grin. “Who you gonna ship him off to next?”


“I was thinking maybe a wedding gift for Tuck?” Our best friend Tucker is finally marrying his baby mama this spring, after three years of living in unwedded sin, that blasphemous asshole. I’m a bit surprised it took him and Sabrina this long to tie the knot—they’ve been engaged for-fucking-ever—but I think Sabrina wanted to finish law school first. She graduates from Harvard Law in May.


“Dude. No.” I swear Garrett’s face turns pale. “You do not fuck around with people’s weddings.”


“But the holidays are fair game?” I counter.


“Chicks are happy and agreeable during birthdays and holidays. Weddings? They turn into lunatics.” He shakes his head in warning. “Sabrina will rip your balls off if you do that to her.”


He’s probably right. “Fine. I’ll dump him on Dean. He deserves it more.”


“Truth, brother.”


A pretty, dark-haired young woman saunters past our table and instantly does a double take when she notices us. I brace myself for the wide eyes and piercing shriek, the plea for an autograph or a selfie with the Garrett Graham. But to her credit, she plays it cool.


“Good game tonight,” she says tentatively, her awed gaze shifting between me and Garrett.


We both tip up our bottles. “Thanks,” Garrett replies with a polite smile.


“You’re welcome. Enjoy your night.” She waves and keeps walking, her stilettos clacking against the lobby’s marble floor. She stops at the front desk to talk to the clerk, all the while continuing to toss quick looks at us over her shoulder.


“Aww, look at that, superstar,” I mock. “They don’t even ask you for selfies anymore. You’re old and washed up.”


He rolls his eyes. “Didn’t see her asking you for one either, rookie. Now are you gonna tell me why I’m down here drinking with you instead of getting my beauty sleep?”


I swallow another mouthful of beer, then slowly set the bottle down.


“I’m worried Grace is gonna break up with me.”


The bleak words hang between us.


Garrett looks shocked. Then, his gray eyes soften with concern. “I didn’t realize you two were having problems.”


“We’re not, really. No fighting or anger or cheating—nothing like that at all. But there’s this distance between us,” I confess. There aren’t many people I feel comfortable turning to for advice, especially about chick problems, but Garrett is a good listener and a damn good friend.


“Distance,” he echoes.


“Yeah. Literal and figurative. And it’s only gotten worse. It started when I played for Providence, but that schedule is nothing compared to this one.” I motion vaguely at our surroundings. I can’t even remember the name of this hotel. Hell, some nights I don’t remember what city we’re in.


The life of a professional hockey player isn’t all glitz and glamour. It’s a lot of traveling. A lot of time spent on planes. A lot of empty hotel rooms. And, fine, maybe this is sort of like somebody crying about how their diamond shoes are too tight. Boo-fucking-hoo, right? But great money aside, this life does take a toll, physically and mentally. And, as it turns out, emotionally.


“Yeah, it’s not an easy adjustment,” Garrett admits.


“Did you and Wellsy have any problems when you first joined the league?”


“Of course. Being on the road all the time puts a strain on a relationship.”


My index finger traces the label of my beer. “How do you unstrain it?”


He shrugs. “I can’t give you an exact answer. My only advice? Spend time together as often as you can. Go on as many adventures as you—”


“Adventures?”


“Yes. I mean, Wellsy and I barely left the house for the first few months. We’d be so tired and just sit around and watch Netflix like a pair of zombies. It wasn’t good for us, and I don’t think it’s good for any relationship, to be honest. We were cooped up at home. She’d be strumming her guitar and I’d be dead on the couch, and yeah, sometimes it’s nice just knowing that she’s there, sharing the same space as you.”


I know exactly what he means. If I’m watching TV and Grace is studying at our dining room table, I often look her way and smile at the little crease of concentration in her forehead. Sometimes I’m tempted to go over there and kiss that tiny groove, smooth it out with my lips. But I leave her to her work, smiling to myself and simply enjoying the fact that she’s near me.


“But other times you feel so apart, even though you’re together,” Garrett continues. He takes another sip of beer. “That’s when you need to inject some excitement into the relationship. Go for a walk. Explore a new neighborhood, try a new restaurant. Just keep making memories and sharing experiences. Good or bad, they bring you closer together.”


“We do adventurous things,” I protest.


“Like what?”


I wink. “Role-playing, for one.”


“Nice. But I’m not talking about sex. Sex doesn’t hurt, obviously, but…it’s a matter of making her a priority. Showing her that hockey isn’t your entire world, even when it feels like it is. And if all else fails, a week in the Caribbean does wonders.”


“Dude, when do we have time for that? We barely have a night or two off, let alone a week.”


“You can make do. We’ve got two nights off next week for New Year’s Eve,” he reminds me. “There’re lots of places to go close to home.”


“Really. In New England. In the winter.”


“Dude,” he mimics. “Open up Airbnb. You’ll find tons of little ski lodges and hotels, all within a few hours’ drive.”


“True.” And Grace does like to ski…


I think it over. We have that break coming up, followed by another long stretch of away games. I definitely want—no, need to spend some quality time with my girl before the next road trip. I’m afraid if I don’t, the distance between us will only continue to grow. Until eventually it’ll be too far to bridge.


I’m still stressing about it when we part ways upstairs a half hour later. Luckily, I’ve crashed from the high of the game and now I’m exhausted, so I know I’ll pass out the second my head touches the pillow. We have an early flight to Phoenix tomorrow.


“See you tomorrow,” Garrett says before disappearing around the corner. The entire team has rooms on the same floor, but G’s is on the other side of the elevator bank from mine.


“Later, bro.”


I slide my key card out of my back pocket and pass it over the door handle, which releases with a click. My first sense that something’s wrong? Walking into darkness. I clearly remember leaving the lights on when I went to meet Garrett. Now, shadows engulf me, raising the little hairs at the back of my neck.


The next warning bell is the soft rustling sound on the bed.


Wait. Am I in the wrong room? But no, that’s impossible. I used my own key card to get in—


“C’mon, superstar. Don’t keep me waiting all night,” coos a throaty female voice.


I almost jump out of my skin. What in the actual fuck?


A hit of adrenaline surges in my veins as I slap the wall to flick the switch. A burst of light fills the room, clearly illuminating the naked woman sprawled on my king-sized bed like she’s posing for a pinup calendar. She’s got one arm crooked behind her head, dark hair cascading over her shoulder and fanned across my pillow. Tits and legs and the curve of an ass assault my vision before I force my gaze to her face. I recognize it instantly.


It’s the chick from the lobby.


“What the hell!” I growl. “How did you get in here?”


My midnight intruder is completely unbothered by the anger coloring my tone. “I have my ways,” she says coyly.


I can’t even believe this shit is happening right now.


I rub my suddenly pounding temples. “Okay. Look. I don’t know you, lady. Whatever you thought you were gonna get out of this, it ain’t happening. It’s time for you to go.”


Her lips curl into an exaggerated pout. “You can’t be serious,” she whines. “I’m your biggest fan. I just want to show you my appreciation.”


“I’ll pass, thanks.” I cross my arms. “You gonna leave on your own or do I need to call security?”


A smug glint flashes in her eyes. “I don’t think leaving your bed is an option, honey.”


To my sheer disbelief, she lifts her head slightly to show me the arm she’d been leaning against. Or rather, the wrist that’s handcuffed to the bedpost.


You’ve got to be kidding me.


Mustering up my last ounce of patience, I ask, “Where’s the key?”


Her eyes flick down her body, and the dirty smile she gives me tells me everything I need to know.


No. Nope. Not dealing with this tonight.


Without a word, I stride across the room to the chaise where I left my coat, then grab my duffel from the floor.


“Where are you going?” the shocked puck bunny screeches.


“Away,” I answer tersely. I march toward the door, adding over my shoulder, “Don’t worry, I’ll let the front desk know you’re here.”


The last thing I hear before the door swings shut behind me is, “You come back here, John Logan!”


Un-fucking-real.


Out in the corridor, I release a string of expletives under my breath, then, bypassing the elevators, stomp toward Garrett’s room. I’m way too tired for this crap. The thought of going back downstairs and having to explain the situation to the front desk, then ask to see the manager, arrange for a new room, risk them calling Coach or someone at the franchise for a signature or some shit. Forget it. Too much effort, and it’ll cost me a solid hour of sleep.


“Are you stalking me?” Garrett grumbles as he opens the door to find me there. He’s shirtless, barefoot, and wearing a pair of plaid pants.


“I’m bunking with you tonight,” I mutter in lieu of explanation, then muscle my way into his room. I drop my stuff on a chair. “Let me just use the phone first.”


“Are you serious right now?”


I ignore his exclamation and reach for the phone, punching in the button for the front desk.


An overeager male voice slides into my ear. “What can we do for you, Mr. Graham?”
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