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Chapter 1


Rio


“I prefer an emerald cut.”


With my fork and knife in hand, I slice my steak. “I don’t know. This porterhouse cut is cooked to perfection.”


“Diamonds, Rio.” Chelsea’s tone holds no patience. “Not meat.”


No shit, she’s referring to diamonds, but I’m trying my best to play dumb because preferred ring style is the last thing I want to talk about on a second date. I’d like to know if she’s a kind person. If she and her mom are close. If she enjoys traveling. Shit, I don’t even know if she has any allergies.


“I’m lactose intolerant.”


Her face morphs into confusion at my sudden change in subject. “What?”


“Dairy.” I take another bite of my steak. “It fucks me right up. Sometimes I take a pill beforehand and sometimes I just raw-dog it and deal with the consequences.”


“Did you just say you raw-dog it when referring to your dairy intake?”


“Yeah. If there’s ice cream and I don’t have a pill on me, I’m not going to not eat it, you know? Are you one of the lucky ones with a stomach that can handle dairy?”


“I was asking what kind of rings the wives from the team have.” She swerves the conversation right back to where I don’t want it to be, but I keep eating and refuse to answer. “Do any of them have to work?” she tries instead. “Probably not.”


“Some of them work, yeah. One of my closest friends is married to my teammate and she works for a senior dog rescue.”


Chelsea’s nose scrunches up before she schools it and forces a smile back on her face. “Well, that’s nice. I guess.”


“What do you do for work?”


A quick moment of worry passes through me that maybe she’s already told me before and I’d forgotten.


We had gone to dinner shortly before I left for the summer, but it had been so long ago, I couldn’t remember anything bad about the date. So when she asked if I was interested in going out again, I figured why not give it another go?


Well, it wasn’t exactly an ask. The text read, “When are you taking me out again? I’m free on Friday.” But same thing, I suppose.


“I create content,” she answers without missing a beat. “Influencer-type stuff. Mostly fashion and lifestyle.”


“Very cool. So you work for yourself. Do you like it?”


She shrugs before polishing off her glass of chardonnay and waving it in the air to silently ask our server for another one, lifted brow and expectant stare included.


Don’t like that, I think to myself.


Maybe she doesn’t realize it’s rude, I try to justify.


“I like the perks of it,” she continues. “I make my own schedule. I’m given free products. That kind of thing.”


I almost expect her to ask what I do for work, but she knew before we ever went on our first date.


“Do you have any pets?” I ask.


“No. Too much responsibility.”


“Are you close with your family?”


“Not particularly.”


Are you close with your family, Rio? Why yes, I am. I just got back from three months in Boston, spending quality time with my ma during the off-season. Thank you so much for asking.


Her chardonnay is set on the table before our server clears our now empty plates and I’m that much closer to this being over.


I scold myself for feeling that way.


For always feeling that way.


I can’t remember the last time I even made it to a second date, so I should focus on that small victory I suppose. But this is what tends to happen. I’m eager to meet someone, desperate, you could say. We go on a first date, I don’t feel that spark, and that’s where the connection dies.


Try harder.


“What do you do for fun?” I continue.


“I’m almost always out with my friends. I get invited to a lot of events, so that keeps me busy. I enjoy working out. I like trying new restaurants—”


“I love trying new restaurants!” I sit up, way too stoked about finally finding some common ground.


Chelsea eyes me, thoroughly unimpressed by my excitement. “Cool.”


Shit.


“Do you like music?” I try again.


“Doesn’t everyone?”


“We should pick a song.” Pulling out my phone, I begin to scroll through my music library.


“Pick a song?”


“Yeah, you know, since it’s our second date. We should pick a song to remember it by. That way, when we hear it, it’ll remind us . . .” My words die when I see her face.


Her eyes go wide, practically screaming how fucking weird she finds me, and when she opens her mouth to respond, it quickly closes without anything to say.


Because she’s not her. No one else has been.


“Or not,” I decide.


That forced smile is back. “Let’s not.”


Chelsea looks around the restaurant, for the exit I would presume, and I don’t blame her.


“Do you want to get dessert?” I ask.


It takes a moment for her to decide until eventually she surprises me by leaning over the table and slipping her hand over mine. “Actually.” Her tone has gone all soft. “I was thinking we could do dessert back at your place.”


Oh.


That is . . . not what I was expecting.


“I just got back today from spending the summer in Boston, so unfortunately, I don’t have any groceries right now.”


She smirks seductively. “That’s not the dessert I’m referring to.”


Yeah, it’s perfectly clear that’s not the dessert she’s referring to, but I was hoping for a “he’s fucking clueless and has no game, so never mind” kind of outcome.


But it’s once again one of those situations where it doesn’t matter if I say all the wrong things, or hell, if I don’t say anything at all. At the end of the day, I’m a professional hockey player and that alone gets me more first dates and overnight invites than I let anyone know about.


But I know what I’m looking for and this connection isn’t it.


“Chelsea, I’m—”


“It’ll be fun.”


I chuckle. “Chelsea.”


“You’re really going to say no?” She smiles knowingly. “Rio.”


She says “Rio” in a tone that may as well mean “you’re out of your goddamn mind to turn me down,” and I’ve gotten that tone from more women than I’d like to admit.


There’s no denying she’s a beautiful girl, and if I were the type to bring someone home without seeing a future, maybe I would.


But I’m not.


I discreetly pay the bill when it’s set on the table before saying, “Thank you for coming to dinner tonight.”


It’s then she realizes I’m serious about this date ending here. Her eyes slightly roll, but I don’t let that change my mind, and when she pulls out her phone, she types away at the screen without answering me.


“Should we get going?”


She doesn’t look up from her phone. “No need. I’m going to meet up with friends at a party around the corner.”


“Oh, okay. I picked you up, so I thought the least I could do would be to—”


Her smile turns pitying as she stands and slips her arms through her coat. “I made backup plans but have a good night alone, Rio. Thanks for dinner.” She waggles her fingers in a careless wave before slipping out of the exit she was eyeing earlier and leaving me alone.


Maybe I should feel shocked or offended, but it’s not the first time I’ve been left at a table by myself after deciding not to continue the night back at my place, and I’m sure it won’t be the last.


But fuck it, this glass of red wine I’ve been nursing all night is delicious and I’m not embarrassed enough to let it go to waste. So instead, I sit back in my chair at my solo table and enjoy it while fishing out my phone, only to find it flooded with texts.


 


Zanders: Rio, did you make it back?


Indy: Please say yes! I miss you!


Stevie: Taylor asked where Uncle Rio was every Sunday dinner this summer. It was very sad. You should never leave again.


Kai: Welcome back, man!


Miller: Girls’ nights were not the same without you!


Kennedy: Is this the first Sunday dinner we’re all going to be at since May? Looking forward to seeing everyone.


Isaiah: But is Rio back? He’s not answering.


Zanders: He better be back. We have our first practice of the season tomorrow.


Me: I will not answer until every single person has asked about my well-being and I’m waiting on one . . .


Zanders: �


Kai: Some things never change.


Indy: Baby, that’s your cue.


Ryan: I’m not doing this.


Miller: He could be hurt or lost or stranded without food and water and we would never know because you won’t ask a simple question, Ryan.


Isaiah: I didn’t know the group adopted a puppy.


Stevie: He’s our puppy.


Kennedy: Our sweet little puppy that just wants to know if Ryan cares about him.


Me: . . .


Ryan: Fine. Rio, you back or what?


Me: Your care and concern for me hold no bounds. Honey, I’m home!


Ryan: I hate this.


Me: I know. The distance was hard for me too, Ryan.


Ryan: I’m leaving this group chat.


 


He does for only a split second before his wife adds him back.


 


Indy: See you all at our place on Sunday!


 


Regret churns in my gut that one of their houses wasn’t my first stop when I got back to town. Instead, I was home only long enough to drop my bags before picking Chelsea up for our date.


Part of me thinks I should stop trying. I’ve looked nonstop for years, ever since I moved to Chicago, and I’m starting to believe the real thing doesn’t exist anymore.


Then there’s the reminder that I got to watch eight of my friends find it over the years, so I know, firsthand, that it’s still out there.


I finish off my glass of wine before texting Indy separately.


 


Me: I’m stopping by on my way home.


Indy: Yes, please! Missed you. Don’t leave home for so long again.


 


“I take it the date didn’t go well?” Indy surmises as we sit on her couch in the living room.


Ryan comes back from checking on their sleeping two-year-olds before joining us for my debrief.


“Do they ever?” I ask in return.


“Where did you take her?”


“Sullivan’s on Eighth.”


Ryan stiffens in his seat and a playful smile tilts on Indy’s mouth. “Oh, I love that place. I’ve been there on a da—”


“Watch it, Blue,” he says gruffly, pulling her onto his lap.


They grin at each other as if they’re sharing a secret and maybe I’d find the whole thing a little too sickeningly sweet if I didn’t want it so badly.


But also, there really is no secret. We’re all aware that before the two of them were together, Ryan pulled Indy out of a date from the same restaurant I was at tonight.


Indy was a flight attendant for my hockey team years ago and she’s been my best friend since. She met her now-husband when Ryan’s sister offered Indy his spare room to live in, and the rest is history. Ryan is the captain of Chicago’s basketball team and even though I’ve been a massive fan of his for years, he’s also become a good friend of mine.


“What was the issue?” Indy asks me.


“She . . .” I hesitate. “Wasn’t into it. Not interested. You know me. I either friend zone myself or scare them away.”


Not a complete lie. She wasn’t interested in what I’m looking for.


But I don’t fill my friends in on how often I don’t scare them away. I don’t tell them just how often I try to friend zone myself and that doesn’t work. I let them believe that I’m some hopeless idiot with absolutely no game because that seems easier to explain than the fact that I’m twenty-seven years old and have never once hooked up with someone that I didn’t have a deep connection with.


I’m a slow burner. Always have been. Shit, I didn’t lose my virginity until I was nineteen and even then, it was to a girl who I had known since I was twelve.


“Sorry, man,” Ryan says. “It’ll happen.”


“Yeah, maybe.” I stand and stretch. “Well, I’m heading out. Just wanted to pop in and say hi. Love you guys.”


“Love you, Rio.”


“Did you hear that, Ryan?” I ask from the front door. “Did you hear how easily she said that?”


He shakes his head at me. “Never going to happen.”


“Never say never, Shay!”


It’s late by the time I pull into my driveway, but my neighbor’s new front yard lights illuminate the house next door plenty for me to see it’s not the same house I lived next to three months ago.


“Has your house always looked that much better than mine?” I ask, getting out of my car.


Wren laughs from her mailbox, looking over her shoulder at her place. “No. I spent the summer having it renovated, but for a poor grad student, I do have a much prettier house than the pro hockey player living next door, don’t you think?”


We meet on the sidewalk, halfway between our houses, and I bend to give her a hug.


“Good summer?” I ask.


“As good as I could’ve asked for my last summer before graduation to be, which means I lived in a classroom, never saw the sun, and spent my weekends studying in a construction zone. Yours?”


“It was good. Nice to spend some time with my family. Nice to spend a few months in Boston, too.”


She gets a knowing look on her face. “How much are you hating the idea of leaving another Northeastern fall behind?”


“Let’s not talk about it.”


She gestures to my house. “I left your mail on the kitchen island. Opened the windows a couple of times a week to keep it from getting stuffy inside. Your one and only plant is thriving, so you’re welcome for that.”


“It’s a succulent, Wren. All you have to do is leave it alone.”


She nods approvingly, clearly proud of herself. “Well, I did a great job of that.”


Wren has been my neighbor for years. Her brother bought the house directly next to mine so she had a place to live while in school, and we’ve been good friends since.


“Good friends” as in we talk shit about our other neighbors over a beer every once in a while, or offer a cup of sugar if the other is out. Or in this case, we look after the other’s property if one of us is traveling out of town.


Her brothers are professional athletes, so she’s never once batted an eye at me or my teammates who come over, and I always liked that about her.


We’re the only two who live alone on the street, all the other homes filled with families. Which makes a lot of sense, seeing as all the houses are massive and sporting four or five bedrooms. There’s a university nearby, so a few houses rent rooms to graduate students, but they’re so busy studying I never see them.


Wren’s older brother, Cruz Wilder, is a big-name basketball player who bought the place next to mine so his sister could live rent-free during school. They always had a plan that they would customize the builder-grade house and sell it for a profit when she graduated. He calls it an investment, but I’ve met Cruz. He simply didn’t want his sister stressing about finding a good living situation while in school.


I like to tell myself that I too was making an investment when I purchased this new-construction home at twenty-one years old and not because I was a fucking idiot. My rookie year, not a single guy on the team lived outside of the city. They all had apartments. Some of the guys with smaller contracts roomed together, but they were a quick drive, walk, or rideshare to the arena.


But my dumbass thought it was a great idea to buy a four-bedroom house twenty minutes outside of town. As if I thought I would be settling down with a family and not a still single twenty-seven-year-old all these years later.


At least I have a bit of space, a nice yard with a hot tub, and I will say, my house has become the go-to place for the team to hang, mostly because it actually fits everyone.


And who knows? Maybe my investment will end up paying off next year.


I point to Wren’s house again. “So, you redecorated? Like you got the walls painted?”


“Something like that. You want to see?” She checks the time on her phone. “I have exactly five minutes left on my study break.”


“We’ll make it a quick tour.” I follow behind her. “Next time you have a study break, dinner is on me. I’ll get takeout from that Greek place you like, and you can fill me in on all the neighborhood gossip I missed out on.”


Over her shoulder, she lifts a brow.


“The next two times?” I try again.


“I did watch your house for three months and you’re filthy rich.”


“Fine. Three nights of takeout and I’ll take your trash out to the curb every week for the next month.”


“And this is why you’re my favorite neighbor.”


That’s all we’ve ever been to one another—platonic neighbors. Don’t get me wrong, Wren is great, but I’ve never looked at her as more than a friend, and I know she feels the same way about me. I have a lot of friends who are women and she’s one of them.


She opens the front door—the freshly painted front door. It’s a deep brown that contrasts nicely against the new sage-green siding and crisp white trim.


Her flooring is the first thing I see. Brand-new hardwood in a light but warm shade. Accented walls, some covered in modern wallpaper, others painted in subtle yet inviting colors. Her stairs sport a new banister, the kitchen cabinets got a fresh coat of paint, and the countertops have been upgraded to something that feels a bit more custom. Even her light fixtures are shiny and new and seem to pull the whole space together.


“Jesus,” I exhale, spinning in a slow circle and taking it all in. “I hardly recognize the place.”


“She did an incredible job.”


“And who is she?”


Typically, I ask my friends that question in a way that silently adds: Is she single? Is she nice? Would she be interested in someone like me?


But right now, I’m more so wondering who the hell turned this plain house into a magazine-worthy home and if she’s available to do the same to mine.


It’s a far cry from the builder-grade box Wren’s brother originally bought, and if I end up putting my place up for sale at the same time as him next summer, I’m going to be fucked. No one is going to take a second glance at my house when his looks like this.


Wren gives me a tour of the second story. The loft is now configured to be a game room or a potential playroom, depending on the buyer. The upstairs bedrooms all have their own unique designs that breathe that same luxury and custom feel as the rest of the house.


But as she walks me down the hallway, I stop when I find a bed in one of her spare rooms. The upstairs rooms have always been empty, unlike the guest room downstairs where her brothers crash when they’re in town.


I point to the bare mattress sitting on a bed frame. “Are you getting a roommate or something, Wilder?”


“Actually, I am. Once her current lease is up in October.”


That’s surprising to hear because for years now it’s been the two of us living alone in our stupidly big houses. Though, the reasons for our empty homes could not be more different.


Wren studies too much and never wanted roommates, and her brother is loaded enough to make that happen for her. While I’m the sad fucking sap that was waiting for someone who never came along.


“Why?” is all I can think to ask.


“Why am I now getting a roommate? Because she needed an affordable place to live, and we get along well. She’s actually the lead designer on the house. She was here every day this summer and we became friends. Plus, she works all the time and will only really be here to sleep.” She nods down the hallway. “Come on. I’ll show you the rest.”


The bathrooms are redone with fresh tile and modern fixtures. There are fancy picture lights hanging over framed photos along the hall. Even the fucking laundry room is cool and dark and moody.


“Well, I’m screwed,” I state plainly. “My place is never going to sell when it’s competing against this.”


“Cruz wasn’t messing around when he said he wanted a return on his investment.” She swats me on the shoulder. “You could do the exact same thing, you know. Hire a designer. Upgrade that hockey frat house of yours if you’re serious about selling.”


Am I serious about selling? I’m not sure yet, but I didn’t sign my early contract extension with the Raptors last season for a reason. I wasn’t sure I was ready to sign six more years of my life away from Boston. Away from my hometown. Away from my family.


This is probably the last big contract of my career and I’m at a crossroads that I need to decide if I want to spend the entirety of my hockey years playing for Chicago or if I want to try to test free agency and fulfill my childhood dream of playing for the Boston Bobcats.


My mom sure as fuck wants me back home and if it were up to her, I’d be selling my house and moving the day this season and my current contract ends.


Wren is my only friend who knows about the possibility of me selling because as soon as she graduates in the spring, she’s doing the same damn thing. Moving home to be close to family.


“How’d you find her?” I ask. “The designer, I mean.”


“Have you ever heard of Tyler Braden? He’s a famous interior designer. Local to Chicago.”


I shoot her a deadpan glare.


“Well, I don’t know. He’s got a line in Target and his own show on HGTV. You have a mother and about a thousand friends who are women. I thought maybe you have.”


“That’s who you hired? Cruz threw down that much cash for a flip?”


“Well, I wanted to because I’m obsessed with Tyler Braden and that would be a dream, but the budget my brother gave me was definitely not a Tyler Braden budget. However, it was enough for me to hire one of his interns and as it turns out, she’s amazing at her job and now my new friend who I will absolutely bribe into taking me to the Tyler Braden Interiors holiday party this year. So, it’s a win-win.”


I chuckle. “And how do I go about hiring her?”


“I’ll send you the design firm’s contact.” She pulls out her phone to text me. “Shit. Study break is over.”


“I’ll let you get back to it. Good to see you, Wren. Thanks for taking care of my place all summer.”


“Of course. So, are you going to do it? Hire the same designer?”


“I just might.”


There are two outcomes here. I’m putting my house on the market next summer or I’m planting long-term roots. Either way, the house isn’t ready to sell and if I happen to meet someone serious, it sure as hell doesn’t look like the kind of place I want to bring a woman home to.


“Oh, hey!” Wren smacks my arm. “How’d the date go?”


And then there’s that. The reminder that I’ve been in Chicago for six years, and there’s a good chance my person isn’t here.










Chapter 2


Hallie


“And you remember where the laundry room is?”


“Wren.” I chuckle. “I only stopped working on your house a couple of months ago. Of course I know where the laundry room is.”


“You’re right. I don’t know why I’m being so weird. It’s just that I haven’t lived with someone else in a long time and I want to make sure you’re comfortable.”


If she saw the state of the apartment I’m moving out of, she wouldn’t be worried about my comfort. Before it was renovated, this house would’ve been a major step up from my previous living situation, and now that it’s had a makeover . . . well, now it’s far nicer than what Wren’s brother is charging me for rent.


“And are you comfortable?” I ask, setting my duffel bag on my new bed. “I know you don’t need or probably want a roommate, so if this is making you—”


“I’m happy you’re here. Truly. It’ll be fun.”


I offer her a grateful smile as I unpack my clothes. “I think it will be too. And shoot, if we end up hating each other by the end of it, at least it’s only temporary. You can forget I ever existed come May.”


Wren laughs. “I don’t think that’ll be an issue. And besides, I need a Tyler Braden introduction, so if worse comes to worst, I’ll just fake as if I like you.”


“Works for me. I have a feeling you’re going to be the best fake friend and roommate I’ve ever had.”


The truth is there’s nothing about Wren that’s fake. She’s a sincerely nice and thoughtful person. She always provided coffee and homemade desserts to the contractors who were working at the house this summer. She’d offer me rides when my car was acting up, which was initially embarrassing, seeing as I work for a luxury interior design brand and my vehicle doesn’t exactly scream “extravagance and style.” And when she learned about my second job and the hours I was pulling just to make ends meet, she offered me a room to rent in a price range that was much more manageable than what I was paying to live downtown.


Over the months, we learned that we both have brothers—her three to my one. We bonded over the fact that we’re both transplants to the area—her from the West Coast and me from the East Coast and a different part of the Midwest, depending how you look at it. And we quickly learned that we’re both so busy, between her school and my work, that living with each other will probably feel a whole lot like living alone.


So no, there’s nothing fake about our friendship. And it’s been a bit of a confidence boost knowing that as a twenty-five-year-old, I was able to make a new friend in a new city. I was quick to make friends when I was younger, but that’s not always easy to do as an adult.


Even though Wren is moving back to her hometown after graduation, Chicago is where I’m planning to stay long-term, and I’m hopeful that she’s simply the first in a long line of new friendships I make here.


“Hey, did my neighbor ever reach out to the firm about hiring you?” Wren asks.


“He did! Thank you so much for the referral. I need one more big project before my internship is done, and living so close now, this will be perfect.”


“Glad to hear it. His bachelor pad needs an upgrade. When do you start?”


“Soon, I hope. I’ll get the project overview during our staff meeting on Monday.”


She gestures to the bag on my bed. “Can I help you with anything?”


“I’ll be okay. I still need to grab the last of my boxes from the apartment when I’m downtown tonight.”


“Oh, are you working at the bar?”


“No, unfortunately. I tried to pick up a shift, but my manager denied the request. Said I’d have too many overtime hours if I worked tonight. But I do have a date and we’re meeting at the office downtown, so I’ll grab the last of the things from the apartment afterward.”


Wren perks up, leaning off the doorway. “A date? Hallie Hart, way to bury the lead.”


“Don’t get all excited.”


“Who is he?”


“A new client of Tyler’s. He recently bought a condo that Tyler is designing for him, and we crossed paths at the office a couple of weeks ago.”


“Well, don’t you sound overjoyed that a wealthy guy with great taste is taking you out on a date.”


I chuckle. “I don’t know. I’m flattered, but I’ve been out of the dating game for quite a while and frankly, I’d rather catch up on sleep. But Tyler asked me to go and I’m trying to kiss his ass so he hires me full-time when my internship is over next spring.”


“Seems like sound reasoning to me. Worst-case scenario, you meet someone new and get a free dinner out of the whole thing. Where are you guys going?”


“I’m not sure where he made reservations, but he told me to dress warm.”


“Weird.” She pushes off the doorway again, this time to leave. “Well, let me know if that shitty car of yours breaks down and you need a ride home. I’m happy to come pick you up.”


“Hey, don’t hate on my car. She’s doing just fine, thank you very much, and I don’t need her to hear you talking shit about her.”


“Hallie, I can practically smell the oil leak from here. Promise me when you get that full-time position, the first thing you’ll do is buy yourself a new car.”


 


I parked my “shitty” car in the farthest spot in the employee parking garage, hoping no one will notice it. Wren wasn’t entirely wrong. It’s run-down and definitely has an oil leak.


It has an everything leak, if I’m being honest.


I told Brian I’d meet him at the restaurant, but he was adamant about this being a one-car parking situation. He offered to pick me up at home, but this is a first date, and I don’t know the man, so there’s not a chance in hell I was going to give him my address.


The design firm is common ground.


He seems normal. He’s a handsome guy, a bit shy and nervous, but that’s okay, I think.


Truthfully, I don’t really know what my type is or if I even have one. It’s been so long since I’ve even been interested in someone that it almost seems like I’m starting from scratch and figuring out what I like. I’ve been a bit too preoccupied the last few years to think about dating.


But if I want to get all honest with myself, the idea of trying to get to know someone again sounds terrifying, and maybe that’s partly why I’ve busied myself so much over the years—as an excuse to avoid it.


So, this shy and nervous thing Brian has going for him seems safe to me.


“Are you moving here to Chicago?” I finally break the silence while he drives. “Tyler said you bought a condo here.”


“I won’t be living here full-time, no. I’ve got a place in South Florida and a house in Arizona, but I’m planning to be here every few months.”


“That’s a lot of properties to manage.”


He chuckles to himself, some of his nerves dissipating. “I have someone who takes care of them when I’m away.”


I pause. “And who is that someone?”


He doesn’t answer and my attention immediately darts to his left hand, looking for a wedding ring indent or a change in skin tone from the lack of sun. There’s neither, but my woman’s intuition is on high alert.


This is what I hate about dating, trying to learn as much as possible by not only listening to what they say, but reading between the lines. It’s a whole lot easier when you grow up with the person and innately know their character inside and out.


Brian takes a right onto another block, and it’s the same route I use when going from the design offices to the bar I work at.


“Where are we going to dinner?” I ask.


“It’s a surprise.” His eyes flit to me, a mischievous grin on his lips as he leans back, driving his too-expensive car with one hand. “You look nice tonight, by the way.”


That shy façade is quickly slipping into charming territory.


I return my attention to the passenger window. “Thank you. So do you.”


“Do you like sports?”


“Playing or watching?”


“In this case, watching.”


“Sometimes.” I glance back at him suspiciously. “Why do you ask?”


His smile turns proud, not an ounce of shyness to be found. “Just curious.”


Brian’s speed slows as we edge into a line of traffic, and I watch as the sidewalks fill with pedestrians all moving in the same direction we’re headed. Restaurants and bars along the block are packed with patrons, the excited energy palpable even from inside the car.


Music is blasting from down the street, buildings are illuminated with red-colored lights, Chicago team flags are hung in their windows, and up ahead there are traffic monitors ushering cars into certain lanes and parking lots.


Anxiety prickles my skin. That intuition I was referring to is now buzzing with alarm.


“Brian, why did you ask me to dress warm?”


He chuckles but doesn’t answer. Instead, he rolls down his window to talk to a traffic monitor, and this time when I watch out the passenger side and take a closer look, I realize all those people outside are wearing red, black, and white.


And they’re all headed to the United Center on the next street over.


No. No, no, no. We can’t go there.


“Are we going to the United Center?” I ask, the nerves now evident in my voice.


Once again, he doesn’t answer me, smiling smugly as if he expects me to be thoroughly impressed. But I’m not. I’m terrified.


All I can do is pray that tonight is a Devils’ game. Basketball . . . basketball would be fine.


“My buddy has season tickets and couldn’t make it tonight,” he explains. “Hope you like hockey.”


Fuck my life.


I take a closer look at the crowd swarming the arena. Most are wearing Raptors jerseys. His jersey.


My mouth goes dry. “We could’ve walked from the office.”


And I could’ve run in the opposite direction as soon as I realized where we were going.


“I wanted to give you an opportunity to ride in this car.” Brian turns into a private parking lot. “It’s pretty sweet, isn’t it?”


That shy front is long gone. He’s fully smug now.


Brian is speaking to me as we go through the private security and scan our tickets, but I’m not listening. I’d blame it on the rowdy crowd in the halls as soon as we enter the arena, but if I’m being honest, the only thing I can hear is the ringing in my ears.


My entire body is intensely aware of my surroundings because I shouldn’t be here. I’ve avoided this building since moving to Chicago six months ago. I wouldn’t even dare walk the same street, and now here I am, inside.


Brian leads the way to find our section and I follow behind, eyes nervously tracking the area around me. This arena is huge. It’s got to sit, what? Twenty thousand? He’s never going to see me in the crowd of this many people.


But they’re not just people. They’re fans . . . wearing his jersey.


We round a corner, and my heart drops, halting me in place, when I come face to face with him.


Well, a twenty-foot version of him, printed onto a sign and hung from the rafters for all his fans to see. There’s another on the wall in a different pose. A life-size cutout version that kids are taking pictures with down the hall.


I can hear my blood pumping in my ears as I look at that face. Those green eyes. That sneaky smile.


I’ve seen it too many times to count.


“Hallie.” My name brings me out of my daze to find Brian waiting by an older gentleman, holding out his phone to show him our tickets. “Let’s go. We don’t want to miss puck drop.”


Yes, I do. Truthfully, I’d like to miss the whole game.


A large velvet curtain blocks the walkway from the seats. “Have fun,” the older man says as he holds it open for us to enter.


The ice is blinding white. The music is blaring. The chill is sudden.


Brian puts his hand on my lower back, ushering me to walk ahead of him. So I do just that, holding on to the stair railing and climbing up—away from the ice.


He laughs, nodding in the opposite direction. “Our seats are down there, Hallie.”


Of fucking course they are.


Head down, I don’t look at the ice as I follow him. I watch the back of Brian’s feet, willing him to turn into an aisle soon, but he doesn’t. He keeps climbing down, closer to the rink.


I feel eyes on us as we pass loyal fans. Neither of us is wearing team colors or jerseys yet we’re closing in on the seats by the ice.


I’d give them my seat if I could.


The air is noticeably colder the further down we go. It’s too close. Way too close, and still Brian doesn’t stop walking.


“Are you sure we didn’t pass the row yet?”


“Positive.”


I risk a glance up at the rink and God, it feels like I’m practically on it. No players are currently skating on the ice, so I allow myself a moment to take it in.


He’s everywhere.


From the player intros on the jumbo screen to the jerseys surrounding me. It’s a different number than he used to wear, but I knew he changed it when he got drafted into the league.


“This is us,” Brian says, edging his way through the fans that have their hands and noses pressed to the glass, hoping for a closeup glimpse of one of their favorite players when they skate out.


Because that’s where we’re sitting. On the glass. Row one.


“Chicago defends twice on this side,” he continues as if it’s the best thing in the world that we get to sit behind their goalie for two of the three periods.


But he plays defense.


I need to get out of here. Fake sick. Lie about an emergency, but if my heart keeps pounding at the rate it is, I might not have to fake much.


“Thank you for coming out with me tonight,” Brian says, palm meeting my knee. “I was so happy when Tyler told me you said yes.”


God, I’m the worst. This guy is trying to impress me and I’m over here having an existential crisis.


Before I can decide if I should stay or leave, the lights drop low and the music hums. The in-arena announcer riles up the crowd while everyone finds their seats just as the team flies out of the locker room and onto the ice, red jerseys zooming past our seats.


I don’t dare look for him. I keep my eyes down on my lap.


It’s been so long.


He’s got a game to play. His focus will be on the ice. It’s not like he’s going to come out here and scan the crowd. Plus, my hair is so much shorter than it used to be, so even if he did take the time to look, there’s no chance he’d recognize me.


He’ll never know I’m here.


This is fine.


“Thank you for inviting me,” I say to Brian. “Sorry if I’m a little off. It’s been a while since I’ve dated.”


“Don’t worry about it. It’s been a while for me too.” His smile is kind before he nods towards the ice. “So, hockey is made up of three periods. Offense is split into four lines. You’ll see them swap out by the bench and it’ll look like chaos.”


He continues on about the rules and I turn to face him, nodding along as if I don’t already know these things from attending a certain player’s games too many times to count.


Brian’s phone dings in his pocket, but he ignores it and resumes. “Zanders is their captain now. Number eleven. He’s a defenseman. Cocky son of a bitch, but insanely good. His blue-line mate is DeLuca. He’s—”


“Water!” someone yells right next to my ear. “Ice-cold water!”


The concessions guy continues to shout, and it thankfully drowns out everything Brian was saying about the player I know more about than any random stat line he could spit out.


After the anthem and customary puck drop, the game starts, but I barely watch. I keep my attention on my lap, on the crowd, on literally anything other than the ice in front of me.


The first period drags on for too long. I hear his name cheered too many times. I know he’s on this end of the rink, and all I can do is pray for the second period, so he’ll finally switch sides.


Would it be rude if I cut out after two periods? Maybe I can convince Brian that I’m not feeling well, and we should reschedule.


His phone pings again, but he ignores it.


“I can’t believe you haven’t watched a second of this!” he shouts from next to me.


“I’m not feeling great.”


That’s it. Lay the groundwork.


He doesn’t hear me, just like he doesn’t hear his phone that won’t stop going off with back-to-back text messages.


The Raptors are on defense, causing the crowd around me to ramp up their cheers.


It’s loud, but I still hear Brian’s phone go off again.


“Your phone is blowing up right now.” I raise my voice this time so he can hear me.


He keeps his eyes on the game, the action happening right in front of us, as he pulls out his phone to mute it, but that’s when I see the screen. There are endless texts from the same person. I don’t know what they say, but whoever it is, their contact name is only an emoji. The diamond ring emoji.


Brian glances down at the screen and immediately tries to hide the phone away in his pocket, but it’s too late.


I saw it.


“I thought you said you haven’t dated in a while.” My tone is accusatory.


He won’t look at me. “I haven’t.”


“Are you married?”


He does that annoying thing again where he doesn’t answer me, and now I realize that shy, nervous energy from earlier was because he was out here going on a date with someone who isn’t his wife.


My disbelieving laugh is a bit manic, but that’s how I feel right now. “I’m leaving.”


I stand to do so, but the game is still in play, so I quickly sit back down and wait for a whistle.


“Hallie, it’s not what you’re thinking. We’re in an open relationship. It’s just that it’s newly opened, so I haven’t dated in a while.”


“And you don’t think you should’ve told me that you’re married? Come on. Get so fucked right now.”


An impossibly loud bang rattles the glass in front of me, stealing my attention to find a player from Tampa pinned against the boards after an excruciatingly painful hit. The player slumps to the ice, giving me a perfect view of the man who delivered the blow, only to find him.


Rio DeLuca.


Number thirty-eight glares down at his opponent as the crowd bangs their fists against the barrier, shaking the glass to celebrate the big hit.


He moves to skate away, but as he shifts his weight on his blades, his eyes flit upward.


To me.


He freezes in place, and I watch as both recognition and disbelief dawn on him. His lips slightly part, those green eyes tracking every inch of my face, and I try to look away, but I can’t. I’m too locked in, too focused on the man in front of me who is hardly recognizable from the boy I once knew.


He’s so close. Only a piece of plexiglass separates us, and I want to run away. He blinks quickly, dark brows cinching in confusion before his attention ticks to the guy I’m next to for hardly a breath before refocusing on me. Cataloging me. Studying me.


The arena has emptied out.


It’s completely silent, only him and me.


I remember the first time I ever saw him. He was playing hockey that day too, but so much has changed between then and now.


Now, he’s the one person I’ve actively worked to avoid since moving here. The one person who almost kept me from taking the internship in the first place, simply because I knew he lived in this city.


My heart flutters like it used to before I remember everything that happened.


Because I may have loved Rio DeLuca once, but I don’t anymore.










Chapter 3


Rio


Age 12


“You need to keep working on your balance,” my dad says, helping me up from yet another fall. He makes sure I’m steady on my rollerblades before letting go of my arms.


“My coach said—” The wheels of my skates fly out from under me before I can finish my sentence.


I fall right on my elbow, but my dad made me put on my pads before coming out to practice so the impact doesn’t hurt that bad, and I try to get up as quickly as possible so I can keep practicing with him. He works a lot but will help me practice a couple of times a week and I do my best to impress him each time.


With my hands on his arm, he helps me wheel from the driveway to the grass where I drop onto my butt to sit.


“My coach said the dance classes I’m taking are helping with my coordination.”


He chuckles. “I bet they are. Hey, I got to go help your mom with dinner, so let’s call it a night for the skates.” He bends to make himself eye level with me as he unclips my rollerblades. “Are you still enjoying hockey? Because if you’re not having fun, we can try football or baseball or even soccer. There are a lot of other sports where you wouldn’t have to skate, you know.”


“No, I like it. I think I’m getting better. I want to keep playing.”


He unhooks my helmet, tossing it to the grass. “Okay. Then we’ll keep playing. Be inside and washed up for dinner soon, yeah?”


My dad ruffles my messy hair before jogging into the house to help my mom.


He’s always helping her. He’s always kissing her or dancing with her in the kitchen. It’s pretty gross, but all my friends say I have the best parents, and I totally agree with them. They met when they were my age, which is so weird to think about.


Pulling my feet out of my rollerblades, I unfasten my elbow and knee pads. I grab my hockey stick and gather my pucks in a pile in the middle of my driveway. The net is centered in front of our garage where I always practice. The garage door is peppered with plenty of dings and dents from my missed shots, but I’m getting a little better at making them in the net.


With my socks on, I shoot, but it goes wide, bouncing off the hanging light on the front of the house.


Thankfully, it doesn’t break. My mom would be pissed. She’s already upset that the garage door got dented, but she also didn’t tell me to stop practicing either.


I wish I had a friend on my street who I could play defense against, or they could play goalie while I shoot, but there are no other kids around here.


Everyone on our block has lived here forever. That’s just how it works in this part of Boston. Our house is the same house my nonna grew up in. She raised my mom here, and now I live here. I’ve had the same neighbors my whole life. Some have kids in high school and others are having babies now, but no one is my age.


Last night at dinner I asked my parents if our new neighbors had kids, and my mom said she wasn’t ready to think about someone moving into Cecilia’s house yet, so the conversation ended there.


Cecilia was my nonna’s best friend and had always lived in the house right next to mine, but she died a couple of months ago and her family didn’t want to live there, so they sold it.


I didn’t bring it up again at dinner, but when I went to bed last night, I prayed that my new neighbors would have a kid my age.


I work on the stickhandling drill we learned at practice this week, moving the puck back and forth along my driveway before shooting it at the net.


I miss again, and when I turn back for a new puck, I watch a car pull into Cecilia’s driveway and park in front of the house.


It’s a normal car like my dad has, but this one is dark green and looks new.


Standing in my driveway, I watch as a lady gets out and looks up at the redbrick exterior of the house attached to mine before rounding the trunk to lift out a small moving box, carrying it into the house Cecilia used to live in. The lady has dark hair and looks around my mom’s age.


A man gets out next and carries in a bigger box behind her. Then the back door of the car opens and a blond boy steps out. He’s holding a lacrosse stick and he’s my same height.


He looks up at his new house before noticing me standing next door.


I wave. “Hey.”


He waves back. “Hey. Do you live here?”


“Yeah.”


He walks in my direction, gesturing to Cecilia’s house. “I’m moving in there.”


“That’s cool. I’m Rio.”


“I’m Luke.” His eyes are trained on my hockey stick. “You play hockey?”


“Yeah, but I’m not very good.”


He holds up his lacrosse stick. “I play lacrosse, and I’m really good.”


“That’s cool. How old are you?”


“Twelve.”


“Me too.”


He smiles. “Cool.”


My attention returns to the car to watch a girl climb out of the back seat too. She’s shorter than me and Luke but her hair is dark brown and wavy like mine. She’s wearing jeans that flare out at the bottom and a pink sweatshirt with a big yellow smiley face on the front.


She doesn’t look over in our direction. Instead, her eyes are locked on her new house. She’s got headphones over her ears and a cassette player in her hand.


“That’s my sister,” Luke says. “You don’t have to be friends with her since she’s a girl.”


“I have a lot of friends who are girls. And they’re all really smart and funny. I take a dance class and there are only girls there.”


“You take a dance class?”


“Yeah. It’s helping me skate better.”


“That’s weird.”


Luke’s sister is still staring up at the house next to mine. Her eyes follow the roofline, watching where her roof connects to mine until finally, she looks down and her attention lands on me and her brother.


“Hallie!” Luke shouts, waving her over.


She holds up a finger, silently telling him to wait before refocusing on her house.


Luke shakes his head. “She’s so annoying sometimes.”


I don’t have a sister, but a lot of my friends think their sisters are annoying, so I guess that’s a common thing. But I’d love to have a sister. Or a brother. I don’t care. It’s lonely being an only child.


Finally, Hallie pulls off her headphones, draping them around her neck, and joins us on my driveway.


She looks exactly like the woman who walked into the house earlier, but a younger version.


“Hi.” She grins at me. “I’m Hallie Hart.”


Luke groans. “You don’t have to tell everyone your first and last name.”


She simply shrugs, completely unbothered. “I like it.”


Luke rolls his eyes at his sister.


“I’m Rio DeLuca,” I say, giving her my last name too.


She smiles bigger.


“Luke!” their dad calls from the front porch. “Come help your mom get the dishes unpacked.”


Their dad waves at me and I lift my hand to wave back. He seems nice.


“You don’t have to help too?” I ask Hallie.


“Nope. I packed them. Luke has to unpack them. How old are you?”


“Twelve.”


“I’m eleven. Today.”


“It’s your birthday?”


“Yep. March eighth. When is your birthday?”


“August third.”


Her brows turn in, her head tilting to the side. “So, you don’t get to have a birthday at school?”


“No. It’s always right before school starts.”


“I usually get to have a birthday at school, but not this year. We drove here today from Minnesota.”


“That’s pretty far away, right?”


“It’s so far away. My friends are all there. But my mom said I get to paint my new room any color I want, so it’s okay, I guess.”


“That’s awesome. My room is just white.”


“I think I’ll do yellow. Do you like yellow?”


I shrug. “I guess so.”


“Yeah, I think it’ll be yellow.” She points up to a window facing my house. “That one is my room. Luke got to choose first and he picked the bigger room.”


I point to the window on my house that faces hers and shares a roof. “That one is my room.”


“You can watch me paint my room from your room!”


“Okay. That sounds cool.”


“Do you want to be friends?”


Well, that was easy. Just last night I was praying for a new friend, and here she is. “Sure!”


“My brother will probably tell you not to be my friend.”


“I don’t care. I’m friends with a lot of people. I can be his friend and your friend. Or we can be secret friends.”


Her smile grows. “Okay.” She looks down at my feet. “Where are your shoes?”


“I was practicing my skating, but I had to take them off because my dad went inside, and I fall too much. But I’m getting better at skating.”


“Do you like music?”


“Yeah.”


“Me too. I love music.” She presses the rewind button on her cassette player.


“CDs are way better than tapes,” I tell her. “You should start buying CDs.”


“I like tapes. CDs scratch too much when you rewind them and then they don’t work right.”


“What are you listening to?”


“I don’t know the name. I just picked a song to remember the moment.”


Huh?


She must realize how confused I am because she adds, “I pick a song when something cool or important happens so I can remember it. Then when I want to relive a moment, I rewind it back and start the song from the beginning.”


That’s kind of weird but I don’t tell her that. I also don’t think it’d bother her if I called her weird. I think she’d keep doing what she’s doing.


And that makes her pretty cool.


“Are you trying to remember moving?” I ask.


“Yeah. And meeting a new friend. You should try it sometime.”


“Okay. Maybe I will.”


Her smile turns proud.


“Rio!” my mom calls from the front door. “Dinnertime, Tesoro.”


She glances at Hallie quickly before peeking out the front door to look for our new neighbors. My mom gives her that signature kind smile she always wears and goes back inside.


“I have to go,” I tell my new friend.


“Okay. See you later.” She waves as she skips back to her house.


I stop on the front step of my porch as she does the same, looking over at me. “Happy birthday, Hallie.”


Her smile is so big I can see all her teeth. “Thanks, Rio.”










Chapter 4


Rio


Was that her?


It had to be her. I’d recognize that face anywhere. Those hazel eyes. That wavy hair, which is so much shorter than it used to be. It may have been six years since I last saw her, but I’d never forget.


I’ve thought about Hallie Hart more times over the last six years than I’ll ever admit, and yeah, there’s been a few instances where I let myself believe I saw her. Where I mistook someone else for her, as if my imagination was playing tricks on me.


Tonight though, I’m positive that was her.


At least, I was positive in the moment, but then Zee yelled my name loud enough that it finally broke me out of my daze and forced my focus back into the game. I stayed on the ice for the rest of my shift, but as soon as I was back on the bench, my attention went to find her again . . . only for that seat to be empty and to remain that way for the rest of the game.


So, I’m a bit less confident that I wasn’t hallucinating her.


Pulling into my driveway at home, I cut the engine and sit. It’s late, close to midnight at this point, and my body is exhausted and ready for bed thanks to the overtime win. But I don’t get out of the car. I sit and replay every detail of seeing her.


God, she looked good. She always looked good, though, so that wasn’t much of a surprise.


I still remember the first time I ever saw Hallie Hart, with that unbothered smile on her face, completely confident in who she was. But she wasn’t wearing that smile tonight.


Fuck, was that her? The further I get from that fleeting moment, the more I second-guess myself.


I just need to go inside and sleep it off, get my mind off whoever it is I saw tonight. But before I can get myself out of my car, my attention is drawn out the passenger window to watch as someone pulls into Wren’s driveway.


And once again, I’m asking myself if I’m hallucinating.


A dark green Nissan Altima parks in front of my neighbor’s house. It’s the exact same car that parked in front of my neighbor’s house the day the Harts moved next door to my family home in Boston. Same make. Same model. Same year.


A woman gets out and rounds the car to lift a box out of the trunk.


Goddamn. What is wrong with me? I’m having the worst case of déjà vu right now, picturing Mrs. Hart carrying the first moving box into their new house. The one that had all the dishes that Luke had to unpack. It feels like yesterday and a lifetime ago all at the same time. But it’s also happening right now.


This time, there’s no Mr. Hart following behind. There’s no blond boy with a lacrosse stick or a hazel-eyed girl with her headphones covering her ears, sitting in the back seat.


I open my car door, not tearing my focus away from her because that’s not Mrs. Hart. Yes, her hair is shorter now, but besides that, she’s the spitting image of her mom.


And then I hear myself say a name I haven’t spoken in six years. Because this time, I know for sure I’m not hallucinating.


“Hallie?”


Box in hand, she whips her head in my direction, eyes going wide as she assesses me, her gaze halting me in place. When I was a teenager, I remember feeling like I’d kill to have her eyes on me, but I don’t let myself want that anymore.


Slowly, I cross the lawn in her direction, her gravitational pull on me as strong as it’s always been.


“Rio.” She swallows. “Hi.”


Oh, it’s her all right because I’ll never forget the way my heart used to skip a beat when she’d say my name. It takes everything in me to keep my arms at my side instead of wrapping them around her shoulders and pulling her into my chest like I used to, just to make sure she’s real.


Chocolate hair, with shimmers of lighter brown painted throughout, cuts bluntly below her chin. She used to keep it long, but it suits her this way. Now, it shows off that stunning face of hers. Soft freckles dot along the bridge of her nose. Her eyes that I remember being bright and kind now watch me with unease. Her mouth that used to beam with a smile no matter the situation is now turned down in the opposite direction.


Regardless, she’s somehow even more beautiful than the last time I saw her, and that pisses me off. Because first off, how is that possible? And secondly, she fucked me over. Shouldn’t karma come into play here and give me a win?


She sets the box on Wren’s front step before facing me again, arms crossed at her middle as if she were using them as a shield against me.


But she’s not the one who needs a shield. I am. It may have been six years ago, but I haven’t forgotten what happened.


“What are you doing here?” There are no pleasantries, no softness in my tone.


Her brows furrow in confusion as if she’s asking herself what I’m doing here.


I throw my thumb over my shoulder, pointing at my house. “I live here, Hallie. So again, what are you doing here?”


Her eyes go impossibly wide as she takes a step back. “But I live here.”


“No, you don’t? Wren doesn’t—”


Her new roommate.


You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.


I take a step closer, panic taking over. “Did you know I live next door? Is that why you’re here?”


She scoffs, arms unfolding, hands anchoring at her hips. “Are you joking? I’ve tried to avoid you since I moved to Chicago. You think I’d purposefully move next door? To what? Be close to you? Relive our childhood? No thanks, Rio. I’m good off that.”


There she is. I remember that ferocity.


Since I moved to Chicago.


“When did you move to Chicago?” I say it as if I have every right to know the answer, and a part of me feels like I do. She knew I lived here. She should’ve warned me.


Her chin tilts up defiantly. “April.”


She’s been here for six months?


“And you didn’t think you should tell me?”


“And say what?” She exhales a laugh. “ ‘Hey, remember me? That girl you hate. Yeah, I moved to Chicago! Let’s get drinks!’ It’s been six years, Rio. You don’t own this city, and I don’t owe you a phone call. And besides, even if I did, I lost your number years ago.”


That feels like a fucking punch to the gut and hurts more than I want to admit. No, we haven’t spoken since I left Boston, but there were a few times in my first year here that I may have tried to call Hallie, but her line was disconnected.


I hadn’t allowed myself to try again since.


Tension lingers between us, neither of us knowing what to say.


“You can’t live here,” is what I finally decide on.


“I don’t have much of a choice.”


“The city is fucking huge. There are other options rather than the house ten feet away from mine, Hallie.”


Her lips purse in anger, her jaw setting in place. Oh, she’s fuming now.


“I don’t have other options. Not all of us get to make millions of dollars a year playing a game, Rio. Some of us are just trying to survive paycheck to paycheck. So yes, I will be living next door and trust me, it’s not because I want to be anywhere close to you. I’ll be here until May when Wren’s brother sells the house, and if that’s going to be an issue for you, you can go ahead and take some of those millions of dollars you have and buy yourself a new place to live.”


She wants me to buy a new place? That’s my plan. That’s exactly why I hired—


Wait.


No, she can’t be.


Everything clicks. The roommate. The designer. Hallie always wanted to be an interior designer. She was going to school for it the last time we saw one another.


“Are you the one who renovated Wren’s house?” I ask, accusatorily.


Her face balls in confusion and I watch as the realization dawns on her the same way it did me. Head falling back, exposing that pretty throat, she squeezes her eyes closed. “And you’re the neighbor.”


Fuck.


“Well, that’s not going to work,” she decides.


“Yeah. No shit, that’s not going to work.”


She jolts back slightly, as if my words hurt her. We were always careful with each other until we weren’t. Hallie is a soft soul with a tough shell, and that exterior seems harder than it used to be.


Regardless of our history, I never wanted to see her hurting.


She hurt you.


“You know that wouldn’t work, Hal.”


“Don’t call me that.”


I hold my hands up in surrender. “Hallie. We both know it wouldn’t work for you to be at my house every day. I cannot hire you.”


A beat passes between us.


“I know.” Her tone is defeated.


The silence is thick again, every part of this interaction feeling fucking surreal. I never thought I’d be standing in front of her again.


She’s so goddamn beautiful. So hardheaded still. For a moment, I let myself remember how overwhelming it felt to be near her. She used to steal all my thoughts. She used to occupy my entire existence.


I almost forgot what that felt like.


I’ve spent six years subconsciously comparing every date to her. Comparing their laugh to hers. Their kindness to hers. Their confidence to hers. Their taste in music to hers.


I haven’t spoken Hallie’s name in six years, but she has been living rent free in my mind while I try to replicate what we had before everything went to shit.


I need to walk away. Go pack a bag and move in with Ryan and Indy until May.


“Let’s just stay out of each other’s way,” she says, breaking the silence. “You’ll hardly even know I’m here.”


“No chance of that happening,” I mutter under my breath.


“What was that?”


“Nothing.”


My eyes find hers, unspoken words passing between us. There’s too much history between me and the girl next door, and there’s something else that my friends don’t know.


That thing I’ve been looking for since I moved to Chicago? That connection? That one person some search their entire lives to find? I had already found her when I was twelve years old.


At least, I thought I had.


I know what I’m looking for because I had it once, and now the only girl I’ve ever loved is moving into the house next to mine.


Again.


I turn back, headed straight for my place, needing to put a fucking door, wall, anything between us. I’m halfway across my lawn when a visual of her at my game tonight pops into my mind. I didn’t miss that she was there with someone.


“The guy you were with tonight.” I slowly shift back to face her. “Who was he?”


The set in her jaw is evident even from here. “Not your job to worry about.”


Nodding, I turn back to my house, hands casually tucked in my pockets as I continue to walk. With my back to her, I make sure my words are loud enough for her to hear them.


“Lose him.”










Chapter 5


Hallie


Lose him.


Lose him?


Where the hell did he find the audacity to say that to me after six years without seeing each other? Without speaking to each other?


Rio DeLuca can go ahead and fuck himself.


I mean, I did lose Brian, but not because I was told to. As soon as I could, I ran out of the arena and got a rideshare back to my car. Then I gave Tyler an earful this morning about doing his research before thinking of setting me up again.


But Rio believing he has any right to tell me who I can and can’t date? It’s clear now that sometime during the last six years he lost his goddamn mind.


He lives next door . . . again. What the hell did I do to earn this kind of bad luck? I’ve been overextending myself, trying to make ends meet financially, and now that I’ve finally found a place I can afford enough to keep from falling farther into debt, he ends up being the neighbor.


Yesterday was spent paranoid, periodically watching out my new bedroom window to make sure I wasn’t coming or going at the same time as him.


And I have to do that until May. How the hell am I going to avoid him until May?


“Hallie,” my name rings somewhere around me. “Did you hear me?”


I blink out of my daze to find the entire design team staring at me from their seats around the conference table.


“I’m sorry.” I sit up, adjusting in my chair. “What did you say?”


Tina shoots me a look from the front of the room, notepad in hand. She’s Tyler’s right-hand woman. She’s not a designer, by any means. There’s not a creative bone in her body and she’d tell you that herself, but she’s the organization and business brain behind Tyler Braden Interiors.


Even though I’ve been zoned out and not listening to a word of the meeting she’s facilitating, I like her.


“I was congratulating you on your next project,” she says. “A full house renovation and the client requested you specifically. Said he loved what you did to his neighbor’s home and put a deposit down on his project the same day as his inquiry.”


The entire team claps for me and I’m certain I can’t turn a deeper shade of red. My eye catches Tyler’s, sitting at the head of the table in his three-piece suit, beaming a proud smile and clapping for me along with the rest of my peers.


Well, they aren’t my peers per se. They’re mostly full-time designers who make a shit ton of money working for Tyler Braden. Then there’s me and the three other newbies who started working here this spring with the promise of a one-year internship. Tyler doesn’t always hire his interns full-time, but from what my coworkers have told me, if he’s impressed by my work, he most likely will.


Unfortunately for me, he’s not going to be very impressed when I tell him this project fell through.


“With how large this renovation is,” Tina continues, “it should take up the rest of your internship. Two full home renovations in your first year is impressive, Hallie.”


My attention falls on Silas, another one of the interns. He couldn’t look more annoyed with me, and I completely get it. He hasn’t had a solo project yet, and instead spends most of his days fetching coffee, shredding documents, and cleaning up after client meetings. If I didn’t have Wren’s house to work on this summer, I would’ve been there right along with him.


“This week, I’ll go over the client profile with you, and next week, you can meet with him face to face,” Tina says. “He’s a professional athlete, so he travels quite a bit. I know you can’t work evenings, but you may need to be flexible with your schedule on this project.”


I can’t work evenings because I’m already working . . . at my second job that no one here knows about.


“Oh, a professional athlete.” One of the designers whistles. “Which sport?”


Tina looks down at her notepad. “Hockey.”


“Hot.”


“Jealous.”


“I’ll be your second assistant on the project,” all echo around me.


Swallowing, I keep my eyes on the pen in my hand that I can’t stop tapping against the table. “Actually, that project fell through. For me, at least. There’s a . . .” I hesitate, still unable to look at anyone, namely Tyler. “Conflict of interest. I’m sure he’ll be calling soon to get someone else on the renovation.”


The room is silent around me, tension and judgment swirling around. It lingers that way for at least ten seconds, though it feels more like an hour, when I finally risk a glance in Tyler’s direction. Disappointment is written all over his face.


“That’s a shame to hear,” he finally says. Breaking eye contact with me, Tyler redirects his attention. “Tina, make sure we don’t lose that project, even if that requires me to be the lead designer on it instead. Find out who he’s comfortable working with, but we aren’t losing this client.”


“Of course.”


Shit.


I can feel the disappointment suffocating the room. I truly think if the entire design team started screaming at me about how much I suck at this job, things would feel less awkward than they do now.


I’m equally disappointed, but it’s out of my hands. This felt like my shot, my big opportunity to show Tyler what I’ve got, but I couldn’t have planned for Rio, of all people, to be the homeowner. What am I supposed to do?


I just need to find another renovation to finish out my internship, but when I glance up and catch Silas’s smug little smirk, it acts as a reminder that projects like these don’t come around often. And like him, I’ll be sitting around, twiddling my thumbs, and fetching coffee instead of stretching my design muscles if I don’t land another one.


The meeting goes on, but I’m only half listening. I’m too busy racking my brain for any contacts I might have that could potentially hire me. The stylist who cut my hair this summer said she’s going to open a new salon location. Maybe she needs a designer, or maybe she has a client who is in search of a new home office. Maybe I’ll get lucky and overhear somebody at the bar say something about building a new home they need help with. I need to get out of here and start hustling.


“Great meeting, everyone.” Tyler stands from his seat. “Let’s get some good work done this week and remember, I’m always here to bounce ideas off of.”


The rest of the team stand from their seats, chatting with each other as they exit the conference room. I get a couple sympathetic smiles on their way out, an encouraging squeeze on my shoulder.


None of it helps.


Tyler, fashionable motherfucker that he is, takes a seat on the conference table in front of me, long legs still firmly planted on the floor. “I don’t love that you just lost a major project.”


I shrug, attempting to act unaffected. “And I don’t love that you set me up with a married man this weekend, but here we are.”


Tyler narrows his eyes, staying silent for a beat. “Touché. I take full responsibility for that one.” The tension dissipates a bit. “Hallie, you’ve done such a good job so far and I’d love for you to be part of this team permanently, but I can’t hire you based on one renovation. I need to see more.”

OEBPS/OPF/toc.xhtml


  Rewind It Back



  



  



			Cover



			About the Author



			Also by Liz Tomforde



			Title Page



			Imprint Page



			Dedication



			Contents



			Playlist



			Chapter 1



			Chapter 2



			Chapter 3



			Chapter 4



			Chapter 5



			Chapter 6



			Chapter 7



			Chapter 8



			Chapter 9



			Chapter 10



			Chapter 11



			Chapter 12



			Chapter 13



			Chapter 14



			Chapter 15



			Chapter 16



			Chapter 17



			Chapter 18



			Chapter 19



			Chapter 20



			Chapter 21



			Chapter 22



			Chapter 23



			Chapter 24



			Chapter 25



			Chapter 26



			Chapter 27



			Chapter 28



			Chapter 29



			Chapter 30



			Chapter 31



			Chapter 32



			Chapter 33



			Chapter 34



			Chapter 35



			Chapter 36



			Chapter 37



			Chapter 38



			Chapter 39



			Chapter 40



			Chapter 41



			Chapter 42



			Chapter 43



			Epilogue



			Acknowledgments



			READ THE REST OF THE WINDY CITY SERIES NOW!



			BookDrop











  



OEBPS/OPF/cover.jpg
g . s
_ IITOM 22 3M0)

MEORDE

o ET 0

e

¢





OEBPS/OPF/hs_new_logo.jpg
HODDER &
STOUGHTON





