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Chapter 1


Ryan


I’m not a dreamer. Not in the traditional sense, at least. My dreams are within reach, attainable moments in time, not romanticized notions of the impossible.


Grown men fall to their knees and pray to their gods over these forty-eight minutes of basketball. Me? I don’t glamorize fate or leave things to chance. I believe in hard work and dedication. My life has a plan. Opportunities are in my path because I’ve willed myself in their direction.


The rest of my teammates, however, have certainly romanticized the idea of a championship if they think they can walk into the first week of practice as out of shape as they are.


“Dom, you need to roll off that screen twice as fast. You’re slow as fuck right now. What the hell were you doing all summer?”


“Living my life, Shay. You should try it sometime.”


Dom Jackson, our big man, slumps over, his palms on his knees, trying to catch his breath along with every other guy I call my teammate.


I use my practice jersey to swipe sweat from my brow as one of the rookies passes me the ball at the top of the key.


“Let’s run it again.”


“Ryan, practice was over an hour ago. Some of us have wives and kids we need to go see.” Ethan Jeong, our veteran shooting guard, stands with his hands on his hips in the corner of the court.


“Yeah, and some of us have dates with . . .” Dom looks over to one of the young guys on the sideline. “What was her name?” he silently mouths. “Raquel! Some of us have dates with beautiful women named Raquel.”


My eyes wander around my teammates, everyone exhausted but me. “Fine,” I resign. “We’ll call it.”


“Thank God!” Dom turns around, throwing his hands up and slipping his sweat-soaked jersey over his head. The rest of the team quickly follows to the locker room.


“It’s still pre-season, Ryan.” Ethan puts a comforting hand on my shoulder. “They’ll get it together.”


“I’m tired of losing. We can’t even win a wildcard game to make the playoffs. I spent my entire summer running two-a-days to get in shape for this season. Everyone else needs to get on my level.”


“They’ll never be on your level. That’s why you’ll be one of the greats, but as a new captain, you need them to respect you, and I’m not referring to the way you play.” He backs away, following the rest of the team. “Besides, I don’t want you tiring yourself out too much. I need you to carry me on your back and get me a ring so I can retire.”


Ethan’s lips slide up in a smile before he ducks into the locker room.


He’s a good guy. Family man. Father of three children and long-time NBA vet. He was the team captain for the last seven years until he asked to step down this season, wanting to have a better work-life balance.


And as of last week, I earned the title and am now the newest captain of the Devils, Chicago’s NBA team.


I knew it’d happen one day. I just didn’t know it’d be when I was twenty-seven and before my fifth season in the league. I still have a lot to learn at this level, and now I have the weight of being the team leader, on and off the court.


The General Manager of the Devils was against the promotion, but that’s not how it works around here. Our captain is determined by a team vote, and after unanimous support by my teammates, I was given the title.


I want to be good for my guys, but I want respect for more than the way I play. I get plenty of it for my talent throughout the league. I’ve dedicated my life to my craft, sacrificed relationships and most of my twenties for this game and it shows.


Year after year, I’ve beat my own records on my path to greatness, not letting distractions get in the way of what I want—to be one of the best to ever play the game.


Though, I have quite the shoes to fill, seeing as my home court is the same as the GOAT himself. The championship banners that hang from the United Center remind me of the greatness that came before me and the gaps in years since we’ve had one, taunt me to earn my own.


I need my guys to take this game as seriously as I do. I need them to live, eat, and breathe it the way I do if we’re going to have a shot this season, but how do I voice that without sounding like the controlling point guard they’ve come to know me as? Now, as the team leader, I need to figure out how to communicate with them in a way I haven’t been able to before because “listen to me, I’m the best player you’ve ever shared a court with,” doesn’t exactly work when you’re the team captain.


I’m not particularly close with any of my teammates besides Ethan, so the vote was a bit surprising. My game has always spoken for me, and I got away with being domineering on the court, but now I have another title to wear and I’m not sure how to adjust.


“Casey!” I call out to one of the interns as he quickly scurries my way. “That’s your name, right? Casey?”


“Yes, Mr. Shay.”


I roll my eyes. “Call me Ryan or Shay or literally anything other than Mr. Shay. You got plans? I need someone to rebound for me.”


“I uh . . . I . . . well, my mom . . .”


“You got plans or what?”


“Nope.” He quickly shakes his head. “I can rebound for you, Mr. Shay.” His eyes go wide. “Ryan! I can rebound for you, Ryan.”


His nervous strides take him to the net where he stands underneath it, wearing a pair of khaki cargo shorts and a polo shirt with our team logo. He can’t be older than eighteen or nineteen, but the staff has him dressing like he’s in his mid-forties.


I take my spot at the free-throw line where I plan to stay until I get at least a hundred shots up, but by shot number seventy-six, the doors to our private practice get thrown open.


“Ry!” my sister calls out. “Practice was over two hours ago. I went by the apartment looking for you.”


“Hey, Vee!”


Shot number seventy-seven barely touches the net as it floats through the hoop. Casey cleans up the rebound and passes it back.


“You already worked out this morning. What are you doing?”


“Getting my free throws in.”


My twin sister stands a few feet away from me with a hand on her hip. I don’t look her way, but in my periphery, I can see her shaking her head at me, her curly hair bouncing with the movement.


“What’s your name?” She directs her attention to the intern.


“I’m Casey.”


“I’ll take over for you, Casey.” Stevie intercepts his pass to me and steals his spot under the net.


The intern’s nervous gaze bounces between my sister and me.


“Do you have a ride home? It’s late.” My twin is as sweet as can be, and unlike me, I didn’t even realize the kid might not have a ride home.


“Yeah. My mom is parked out back waiting for me.”


“Ryan!” Stevie scolds. “His mom has been waiting for him.”


“I didn’t know!” I throw my hands up. “Sorry, man.”


Casey quickly shakes his head. “It was an honor, Mr. Shay.”


My eyes narrow at him.


“Ryan, I mean. It was an honor, Ryan Shay. Anytime.” Casey awkwardly waves before scurrying out the main doors.


Stevie turns back to me, standing under the net. “His mother was waiting for him,” she laughs. “How fucking adorable is that?”


“Adorable,” I deadpan, clapping my hands together and asking for the basketball that’s resting on her hip.


“How many do you have left?” She passes the ball, perfectly nailing it in my shooter’s pocket.


After twenty-seven years together and her rebounding for me more times than I could count, my twin sister has it down.


Sinking another shot, I tell her, “Twenty-two.”


She passes it back.


“What’s up? Tired of Zanders already? You ready to move back in?”


“Ha-ha,” my sister says dryly. “Not a chance. I’m obsessed with that guy.”


My lips quirk in a proud smile. Evan Zanders, who I thought was going to be an absolute piece of shit, has turned out to be anything but. He plays professional hockey for Chicago, and my sister met him last year when she was a flight attendant on their team’s plane. Their relationship was under wraps until early this summer, and the past four months have been a nonstop public love fest between the two of them.


Stevie moved in with him, which is thankfully just across the street from my place, and as much as I like to be right, when it comes to Zanders, I’m happy I was completely wrong about the guy. He lights my sister up like I’ve never seen before, allowing her to own who she is with confidence. Hard to hate the guy when he’s the best thing to happen to your favorite person.


And I’m not going to lie, he’s become a good friend of mine as well.


“Well, I’d say he’s equally obsessed with you, if not more so.”


My sister rests the ball on her hip. “I know. Isn’t it great?”


Lightly laughing, I shake my head and clap my hands together, needing the ball back.


There’s no denying I’m a different guy around my sister. I’m the man I was before the fame and fortune. Money has never gone to my head in the way you’d expect it to for a young first-round draft pick, but it has made me more wary and paranoid than most people realize. Stevie is the only person I unequivocally trust with my life and having that freedom, not watching my every turn, allows me a moment to relax. To be myself.


“So, what’s up?” The ball slips through the net with another made shot. “What’s so urgent you had to come down here and rebound for me?”


Stevie doesn’t pass the ball back. Instead, she holds it in front of her with her arms across her chest. “I have a favor to ask.”


I hold my hands out for her pass, but she refuses.


“What is it?”


“Well, you remember how I moved out?”


“Yes, Vee. I’m pretty sure I remember I live alone now.”


“In your huge, beautiful, empty-when-you’re-on-the-road apartment.” Her eyes sparkle.


“And?”


“You know my friend, Indy, right? My old coworker.”


“The chick who showed up at our apartment and sobbed all night, then puked on my shoes in a bar the only other time I met her? Hard to forget.”


“Because she caught her long-term boyfriend with someone else,” she reminds me. “You see, her parents moved to Florida—”


“No.”


“Ryan,” Stevie protests. “I haven’t asked anything yet.”


“I know. And I’m stopping you before you do. You know I’m terrible at saying no to you, so I’m not going to let you even ask the question. She’s not moving in with me.”


“Ry, she has nowhere to go. She got promoted at work, and she’s going to have to give it up if she can’t find a place to live in the city. You know how little we make.”


“You make enough to pay for a place to live.”


“She’s . . .” My sister hesitates. “She’s going through some financial stuff and can’t afford to live alone here. Chicago is expensive.”


“Then she can find a friend to mooch off. I don’t even know her other than she got cheated on and can’t hold her liquor.”


“Ryan, don’t be like that. You have a huge apartment and you’re on the road for work half the time. Indy travels for work as much as you do. Hockey is the same season as basketball. You’ll barely see each other.”


“No.”


“Why not?”


“Because it was one thing when you lived with me. You’re my sister and my best friend, but I don’t want a roommate. You know how sacred my time at home is. End of discussion.” I clap my hands together, needing to get the ball back from my twin so I can finish my daily shots.


Instead, Stevie’s shoulders drop in disappointment before she turns on her heel and heads to the exit, taking my basketball with her.


“Vee, what the hell? I need to finish shooting.”


“You can rebound for yourself then.” She continues towards the exit, not bothering to turn around.


“You can’t be mad at me for saying no.”


“Not mad. Just disappointed. Would it kill you to care about someone or something other than this orange ball?”


“I care about you,” I remind her, but she charges through the double doors leading towards the hallway, dropping the basketball in the corner before she goes.


Fuck.


I try not to give a shit if I disappoint people. Their standards are never as high as the ones I hold for myself. However, my twin sister? Her opinion is the only one I care about besides my own.


I jog after her.


“Vee,” I call out as I open the doors to the hallway. She’s almost to the exit but turns on her heel to face me. “Tell me why I have to do this. Are you really that upset? Why does this matter so much to you?”


“You don’t have to do anything, but she’s my friend. She was my first friend in this city. You know how hard it’s been for me to make friends that weren’t just looking for a way to get closer to you. Well, Indy has been that friend, and if she can’t find a place she can afford, then she’s going to move to Florida so she can stay with her parents. I don’t want her to leave Chicago, and I don’t know how else to help her. The guy she was planning to marry cheated on her and she was the one who had to move out. She needs a win.”


Why does my sister have to pull at my goddamn heartstrings all the time? Someone else could give me this same exact speech and I wouldn’t blink an eye, but with Stevie saying it, my resolve is crumbling, wanting to give her anything she asks for. I’m the reason my sister has had a hard time making real friends, and now she’s giving me an opportunity to make it up to her, even just a little bit.


“I trust her,” she continues. “You can too.”


I care about Stevie’s happiness far more than my own. In fact, I’ve given up on that idea for myself, which causes the next thing to slip out of my mouth.


“To make it clear, I don’t want to do this.”


“I know.”


“There needs to be a move-out date.”


Stevie’s lip twitches as her eyes begin to sparkle.


“I want some sort of makeshift leasing agreement, and she’s paying rent. This is not a free ride.”


“Of course, she will. But could you make it affordable? It’s not like you need the money.”


Here I am doing her a favor and she’s making special requests. “This is temporary. She’s not staying with me forever.”


“Got it.” Stevie’s smile is unable to hide. “Have I told you that you’re my favorite person in the entire world?”


“Yeah, yeah.” I turn back to the gym. “Come rebound for me. I have fifty free throws left.”


“You said you had twenty-something.”


I continue to the free-throw line, not bothering to turn around. “Looks like I lost count while I was letting my sister talk me into having a random chick move into my apartment.”


Stevie’s beaming smile radiates in her tone. “Fifty it is.”










Chapter 2


Indy


“No.”


“What do you mean ‘no’?”


“I mean no. I’m not moving in with your brother.”


Stevie’s eyes narrow in confusion. “Why not?”


“Hmm, let me think. Because it’s a terrible idea.” Yes, moving in with my best friend’s brother sounds like a plot pulled straight from one of my favorite romance novels. Not to mention, said brother is Ryan Shay—basketball superstar who looks like he just walked out of one of my wet dreams. But more important than all that is . . . “Because he hates me.”


“He hates most people.” She pops her shoulders, and the casualness of her tone is a bit alarming.


“Really selling him, babe.”


Stevie takes a seat on the hotel room’s couch as I finish cooking my breakfast on the single burner stove. My vegetarian sausage looks like dog shit thanks to this god-awful cooking pan the hotel provided.


Extra-flavor, I tell myself, hoping I can put up with living in this hotel for a bit longer.


“I know Ryan is my brother, so I’m probably biased here, but he’s great. Sure, he may come off cold because he doesn’t exactly wear his emotions on his sleeve, but he’s a good guy. I love you and you’re my best friend. Ryan and I share the same DNA which means he’s going to love you too. Eventually.”


“Nice logic, Vee.”


“It’s science.”


I don’t honor that with a response, so she continues. “You both travel for work so much that you’ll barely cross paths. Plus, he doesn’t date, so you don’t have to worry about random girls coming in and out of the apartment.”


A single brow raises. “Just because he doesn’t date doesn’t mean he doesn’t sleep around. Have you seen the man?”


“I don’t want to think about that, thank you.” Her face scowls with a bit of disgust. “All I’m saying is he never had anyone over, and I lived there for almost a year.”


Probably saves his hookups for the road. Smart. And it would be nice not to worry about finding random girls in my home for once.


“I’ve offered our place, but you don’t want to move in there either. Zee has two extra bedrooms,” she continues.


“Vee,” I sigh. “The last thing I want to do is play third wheel and I sure as shit don’t want to hear the two of you going at it like a couple of rabbits every time we come home from a road trip. Really, I’m fine.” I take a seat on the ottoman next to the coffee table with my breakfast in hand. “Look at these places.” I toss the stack of printouts across the table, hoping my future home is in that mix, seeing as they’re the only places I can afford in this city.


The more papers Stevie flips through, the harder it is for her to hide her disbelief. “Indy, no. You can’t live in any of these places. Some of these are sketchy as hell and look at this.” She begins reading one of the descriptions. “Fifty-something-year-old male looking for a twenty-something year old female roommate.”


“I’m a twenty-something year old female and that place is only five-hundred bucks a month!” I take a bite of my veggie sausage, but it’s burnt to shit so I spit it back on my plate.


“Yeah, probably because you’d have to pay the remainder of rent in a different way.”


“Okay, gross.” Pulling that page from the stack, I crinkle it up, adding it to my plate of inedible garbage.


“Indy,” Stevie sighs, dropping the papers on her lap. “Please move in with Ryan. If not for you then for me. I wouldn’t be able to sleep at night knowing you’re staying in one of these places. You can text me daily updates of how it’s going, and I can keep Ryan in check if I need to.”


Pulling out my phone, I decide to send her one now.


Me: Daily update—if you make me move in with your brother, I will sexualize him every chance I get. I will text you every single day and remind you that he is the hottest man I’ve ever laid eyes on. Daily, you will hear just how badly I want him to do dirty, dirty things to me.


She pulls her phone out, a grimace forming on her lips.


Stevie blinks rapidly as if she were clearing the image from her mind. “I’m going to gamble here and hope you’re bluffing.”


“Well, this is going to be fun.”


“If you move in with Ryan, we’d be neighbors!”


I can’t help but allow the smile to pull at my lips, thinking of living across the street from my old coworker and her boyfriend. I love them together, and I got a front-row seat to watch their relationship unfold last hockey season. As much as I’m going to miss having her on the road this year, I’m glad she and Zanders don’t have to hide their relationship any longer. Love like that shouldn’t be hidden away.


“That would be fun,” I agree.


“See! Plus, your favorite coffee shop is two blocks away and Ryan’s doorman is an absolute gem. You’re going to love him.”


While the idea of living in a luxury apartment in downtown Chicago stacked with every imaginable amenity sounds like a dream come true, I can’t help but hold back from saying yes.


I guess in part, I’m still convincing myself that being back in Chicago is a good idea. Every corner, every building, every street reminds me of him. That’s what happens when you spend your entire life loving one person. Every memory includes them.


And now I’m left grieving a version of my life that no longer exists.


It took everything in me to finish out the hockey season last year after I walked into our apartment and found Alex with someone else, but as soon as the Raptors won the Stanley Cup, I threw my shit in storage, packed a bag, and followed my parents to their new beach-front retirement home in Florida. Spending my summer there was a nice reprieve from the heartbreak, but being back in this city, where my entire life fell apart, it’s like I’m starting the healing process all over again, regardless that the initial shock occurred six months ago.


And after living in this hotel for a few weeks and training two new flight attendants to work under me, I can’t say for sure that I made the right choice by coming back here.


As if she could read my mind, Stevie shifts the subject. “First road trip of the season starts in a few days. Are you ready?”


“Ready as I’ll ever be with a completely green crew. Watching hockey boys strip down every flight won’t be the same without you.”


She tilts her head, shooting me that sweet Stevie smile. “Part of me will miss flying, but mostly I’ll just be missing you and Zee while you’re on the road. Though, I am excited to catch all of Ryan’s home games this year. How does it feel to be the new lead flight attendant and boss everyone around?”


“Weird. I never thought I’d be in charge of the Raptors’ plane in my second year, but I’m excited. And unquestionably stoked that Tara is gone for good.”


“Fired for fraternization,” Stevie laughs. “The irony.”


There’s a strict no fraternization rule as far as flight attendants spending time with our passengers—the Raptors, Chicago’s NHL team. And last year, Tara, the previous lead flight attendant, made sure to rub that in Stevie’s face as much as possible, but part of accepting my promotion was getting those rules to bend a bit. There’s still a strict no dating, no sleeping, no fucking around with the team, but we are allowed to be friends now. Kind of had to change the rules when my best friend’s boyfriend is the alternate captain, and we see each other around too much to pretend as if we’re not friends.


“It’ll be good to get away from Chicago for a few days too,” I add.


“What are you talking about? You were in Florida all summer. You’ve only been back here for a couple of weeks.”


A long stretch of silence lingers between us as I keep my eyes down on my lap.


“Oh, Ind. I’m an idiot. This has nothing to do with living with Ryan, does it? If you don’t want to be in Chicago, I get it. Trust me, I get it. I was trying to help you stay in town by finding you a place to live, but I didn’t even think about the fact you might not want to be here.”


“You’re not an idiot. You’re a good friend. It’s just kind of hitting me, you know? Being back here, knowing I could run into Alex at any moment has me sick to my stomach, but at the same time I’m tired of his decision ruling my life.”


I was days away from taking a job in Florida and making the move a permanent one before I got the call about the promotion. Alex took everything from me that night—my future, my apartment, my friend group. I wasn’t going to let him take this too.


“Indy, I get it,” she says gently. “Sometimes leaving is easier. Are you sure you want to be here? In Chicago.”


“I want to feel better.” I hold my head up high. “Maybe being back in Chicago, where everything went down, will force me to face the situation and heal quicker.”


“Well, if you change your mind and decide Florida is a better fit for you right now, I’ll help you pack your bags, but I hope you take Ryan’s offer. He won’t charge you more rent than you can afford. You can save this way. Things will be different for you, but I think they can be better.”


“You didn’t tell him anything—”


“Of course not,” Stevie interjects.


Looking around, I take a quick inventory of my hotel room. A mini-fridge so mini that I have to go grocery shopping every three days because full-sized items won’t fit inside. The suitcase I’m living out of because there aren’t enough hangers in the closet for my exorbitant wardrobe. Towels so tiny they barely wrap around my hair.


I miss having a home base, even if said home base is shared with one of the most attractive men I’ve ever laid eyes on. I’ve only met Ryan Shay twice in all these months, but you don’t forget a face or body like that. However, if I could have one wish right now, it’d be that we could both forget our previous encounters.


“If I knew I was going to live with the guy one day, I would’ve made a better first and second impression.”


Stevie’s blue-green eyes shine as she mashes her lips together, holding in her laugh. I was waiting for her to ease those worries and tell me her smoking hot brother doesn’t remember me at all.


“He hasn’t forgotten, has he?”


“Not even close.”


 


It took all but ten minutes to move out of my hotel room and another twenty to empty my storage unit. The U-Haul was embarrassingly bare. It’s sad, that twenty-seven years of life can’t even fill half a U-Haul.


Every piece of furniture or kitchen appliance that was bought during our six years together is still at our apartment. His apartment, and I’ve succumbed to starting over and trying to be okay with that. I didn’t notice the absence of my things when I moved in with my parents for the summer but having next to nothing is becoming blatantly obvious as I sit in Ryan’s apartment.


My apartment.


Though, this apartment is so bare it feels like I’m sitting in the middle of a museum more than anything and maybe that’s why my lack of things is evident. He doesn’t have much either.


His place is spotless and minimalistic. Black and white with no pops of color in sight—besides my wardrobe currently skewed across his living room as I attempt to organize. Attempt being the key word here.


I’ve been to this apartment a handful of times since I met Stevie, but it never looked this empty and . . . lonely. Stevie is as bright as I am. I guess all the color left when she did.


However, the view is breathtaking, the city skylights and the sunset over the Navy Pier distracted me for the first hour I was here.


My self-guided tour takes me to the kitchen. A single-cup coffee maker with one mug nestled underneath, ready for tomorrow morning, I guess. Dishes—four big plates, four small plates, and four bowls—all in black, like they came in a set, as if he’ll never have more people in his home. Not so surprising, when I open the first drawer—four spoons, four knives, four forks, most likely purchased in a small set.


I get that he travels for work as much as I do, but what if he wants to have friends over? Or what if he brings a woman home one night and she’s hungry, but he hasn’t done his dishes from the previous day yet?


Seems impractical to me, but something tells me that Ryan Shay thinks having just enough to get by is completely practical.


Back in the living room, my finger trails over his bookshelf, praying, hoping it picks up a layer of dirt or dust. Something to tell me this guy is human and not a robot as the rest of his apartment suggests.


There’s not a single photo in his home, but countless books. Every kind of motivational or self-help book you could imagine lines the shelves and they’re organized by . . . Are you kidding me? Alphabetical order of the author’s last name. This guy is a monster who probably runs marathons for fun and passes out nutrition bars on Halloween.


Lifting my finger from the shelf, it comes up clean. Not one speck of dust.


I hate it here already.


The click of the front door halts my movements.


He was supposed to be gone all night at some fancy event for the city. I was supposed to have time to clean my mess, get my clothes hung in the closet and my books picked up and piled neatly before he came home. This place is a disaster, and I was hoping to make a better third impression on Ryan Shay.


Kicking my piles of clothes into one, I try to take up as little space as possible, hoping he might not notice the bomb that went off in his home since I moved in two hours ago.


“What. The. Fuck?” His tone is dry and even.


Attempting to get myself together, I brush the stray, wispy hairs away from my face and plaster on my most charming smile. It works every time.


“Hi—” I turn around with a wave, but it dies in the air when I see the owner of this apartment standing inside the doorway.


I’ve met Ryan twice. Once he was shirtless and the other time, he was in casual clothes at a bar. But right now? In a fitted suit? Jesus Christ, I can’t live here.


It’s black with a subtle pinstripe throughout, and the dark color somehow makes his blue-green eyes that much more vibrant. His light brown skin and freckles match his twin sister, but I can guarantee I’ve never looked at Stevie the way I’m staring at her brother right now. Licking my lips, my eyes wander over his hair—chestnut and freshly faded on the sides with a bit of the Shay signature curls on top.


Ryan and Stevie’s mom is a white woman with freckled skin, blue eyes, and copper hair. Their dad is a black man, tall with a head of dark curls. The Shay twins are a combination of both their parents, but Ryan and Stevie seem to have inherited all the same attributes.


I’ve blurted it out both times we’ve met, but Ryan Shay is hot. He might be a robot, but he’s the sexiest robot I’ve ever seen.


“Indy.” He snaps me out of my trance.


Closing my mouth and crossing one leg over the other, I meet his eye. “Hmm?”


“I asked what the hell happened to my apartment?”


“Oh.” I awkwardly laugh. “You see, I’m organizing.”


“Organizing?”


“Yep.” Motioning to the chaotic mess I made on his living room floor. “My clothes.”


“If that’s your version of organizing, I don’t know if this arrangement is going to work out.”


I laugh at his joke before realizing, unfortunately, there’s no teasing in Ryan’s tone. He’s serious.


He hangs his keys on the small rack by the front door like the organized monster he is before quickly taking off to his bedroom without giving me a second glance.


This third impression is going to shit just like the last two.


“I was thinking maybe we could have breakfast tomorrow,” I quickly interject before he hides himself in his room for the night.


He doesn’t spare me a look as he reaches his door. “No.”


“It’d be nice to get to know each other, you know, since we’re living together now.”


“No.”


“Okay, no breakfast. You’re a busy man. Maybe lunch? Or maybe you don’t eat. Robots don’t eat.”


“What?”


That finally earns his attention as his head snaps in my direction, his aggressively ocean eyes locked on mine.


I swallow. “Kidding. It was a joke.” Another awkward laugh. “Coffee? It’d be nice to get to know the person I’m living with. Who knows, maybe we’ll even be friends?”


His eyes narrow.


“Okay, no friends.” I hold my hands out in defense. “No friends. No food. No fun. Got it.”


A soft chuckle vibrates in his chest and at first, I enjoy the sound, thinking he might find me funny, but then I realize the laugh is condescending.


“Let’s get one thing straight. I don’t want you here. I didn’t ask for you to move in, and the only reason you’re here is because you’re my sister’s friend and I’m the reason she doesn’t have very many. I like my space, and if it were my choice, I’d be living alone. So, no, Indiana, we’re not going to be friends. We’re going to coexist in the same apartment until you can find yourself a different situation while I fulfill my brotherly duty.”


He closes the door behind him a little harder than necessary.


Fucking ouch.


The third impression was worse than the first two.










Chapter 3


Ryan


Fuck.


Sinking my forehead to the back of my door, I close my eyes with regret.


That was mean and I didn’t intend to be. In fact, the entire walk up here I kept reminding myself to be nice, trying to come up with some stupid greeting to say to her for the first time.


Welcome home. No, that makes it sound like our home.


Happy you’re here. That’s a lie. I’m not.


Anything you need, let me know. Don’t let me know. Get it yourself.


Every phrase I rehearsed sounded exactly like that . . . rehearsed.


The plan I came up with was a simple, “I’ll get a spare key made for you,” before walking to my room where I could have a moment alone.


But then I saw her standing there barefoot in the middle of my living room, wearing a sweatshirt so oversized I’m still not convinced she’s got anything on underneath. Her blonde hair was in a braid flowing over her shoulder, but most of the pieces were pulled out in a frazzled mess. Her brown eyes were softer than I remember and that just pissed me off.


All night long, my teammates gave me shit about her moving in. They’ve met her once, about five months ago and I thought the lasting impression she left on them was because she threw up all over my shoes that night. But unfortunately, the only memory they have of her is that she was an absolute smoke show.


I knew she was pretty. I’m not blind, but there’s no way she was as beautiful as they recalled. I was certain they played it up in their minds.


They didn’t.


I walked into my apartment and realized my mistake. They were right—she’s stunning, and I hate it.


I’m not easily distracted, but if I could manifest my perfect distraction, it’d look a lot like her.


I can’t have someone like that living here. I don’t want anyone living here. I need my space. This apartment is my one reprieve from the outside pressures. I need to concentrate on my first season as Captain, and I don’t know how I’m going to be able to do that when my roommate looks like she just stepped off the beach with her sunkissed legs, golden hair, and her colorful clothes strewn around my apartment floor.


Fuck this. I need to go to the gym.


Maybe I’d be a little calmer if I had a moment to relax and prepare to come home to a new roommate, but I didn’t have a single calm minute tonight. I was being watched and therefore on edge every moment of the evening.


Typically, the stares are from fans and reporters, observing my every move, but ever since my promotion, Ron Morgan, the team’s General Manager has been watching me with more disdain than normal.


Ron liked me for the first three years I played for him, or at least he liked me as much as an employer can like an employee whose salary takes a large chunk of their yearly budget and has yet to lead the team to a championship, let alone the playoffs.


But Ron’s evident distaste for me really began last winter after I escorted his niece to a movie premiere as a favor to him. His niece, who is practically his daughter, had gotten in some trouble with the law and what better way to clean up someone’s image than to call in good guy Ryan Shay?


It was one night, one event, but the real problem began when more than one night was asked of me. It’s been constant, and I’ve turned down his request to take his niece out every time since, using my sister as some kind of Morgan family shield.


“You should take Lesley to that charity gala.” Can’t. I already invited my sister.


“End of the year weekend on the lake. Everyone is bringing someone. You’ll bring my niece.” Can’t. Stevie already snagged my plus-one.


“Lesley is really smitten with you. You should invite her to team dinner on Friday as your plus-one.” Ah. Damn. Wish I could, but my sister is really excited to go, and I can’t bail on her.


It’s worked well all year, using Stevie as my pseudo-date, but then she had to go ahead and fall in love. And with not just anyone, but someone who is at ninety percent of the same functions as me because he’s an equally big name in Chicago sports. Without her help, my motive became clear that the real reason I couldn’t continue seeing Ron’s family member was simply because I didn’t want to, and that’s when his indifference turned to blatant dislike.


That aversion was aggravated at the end of the season when Ethan stepped down and the team named me Captain despite Ron’s vocal disagreement. But I don’t date, haven’t done it since college, and I’m not going to change simply to appease the man who signs my paychecks, especially when it’s regarding a woman who I’m genuinely not interested in.


You’d think Ron would appreciate my ambition. My mind is on a single track and that’s winning Chicago their first championship in decades and topping it off with an MVP trophy for myself. That means no women, barely any friends, and keeping my eyes on the prize. Not letting anyone take advantage of my name or who I’m going to become in the sport of basketball.


It’s happened before and I’ll never make that mistake again.


I need a fucking workout. Clear my mind from the mess my night was and the disaster my apartment turned into while I was gone.


Slipping off my suit jacket, I hang it in the closet where it belongs—between my black jacket and the dark gray one. Unclasping my watch, I carefully lay it in my nightstand drawer, back in its velvet box, exactly where it goes every time I remove it.


Getting some shots in will calm me down now that my apartment seems to have the opposite effect on me. But before I can slip out of my suit and into gym shorts, a soft whimper from the living room stops me.


This must be a joke.


Why the hell did I agree to let this girl live here? Oh, that’s right—Stevie. I need to learn to start saying no to my sister, because not being able to just earned me a crying blonde in my living room.


I’ll ignore it. It’d be more embarrassing for her than anything if I went to check on her. Was what I said really all that mean that she’s crying over it? I’ve only seen this girl cry or drink herself into oblivion, so I guess it’s not so surprising she’s emotional once again.


Another whimper and another muffled weep punch through my closed door and invade my chest.


You don’t owe her anything.


Ignore. Ignore. Ignore.


I can’t. As much as I’d love to be that guy, I’m not.


Taking a deep breath, I open my bedroom door to check on my new roommate.


Little miss blondie has her knees tucked into her chest as she sits on my couch, hiding her face in her crossed arms, and I don’t know what the fuck to say to get her to chill out. How am I supposed to get her to stop? I don’t even know the girl.


Say something nice, something comforting.


“You’re emotional.”


Her head snaps up from her arms, brown eyes bloodshot and swollen. “Thanks for the observation, Ryan. You’re real perceptive.”


Okay, clearly that was the wrong thing to say.


“Why?”


Her brows furrow. “Why what?”


“Why are you so emotional?”


“Why are you so cold?”


I switch gears because she’s not getting that answer so easily. “What’s wrong?”


“What’s wrong?” She laughs condescendingly. “What’s wrong?!” Her voice rises with her as she stands from the couch. I let my wandering eye trail down those mile-long legs, and I can’t help but wonder how they might feel wrapped around my waist.


Not the fucking time, Ryan.


She’s tall for a girl. And at this moment, she’s a little scary too.


“What’s wrong is my life has gone to absolute shit, okay? Sorry, I can’t control my emotions because my shitty boyfriend of six years cheated on me with some chick from his office! And I was the one to lose my apartment because of it. I can’t afford to live on my own in this city, and now I’m sitting in my best friend’s brother’s apartment who doesn’t want me here either! Do you think I want this? I don’t! I want my old life back.”


I stay casually leaning on my bedroom doorframe, watching her mini meltdown.


Mini might not be the right word.


“What the hell am I doing here?” she quietly asks herself.


She stares at me, expecting me to respond, but I have no clue how to act around someone so sensitive. She’s quite frightening.


“You’re right,” she says. “I am emotional. But at least I’m not a fucking robot!” She motions towards me. “At least I feel things. When’s the last time you felt something?”


“Well, currently I’m feeling amused.”


“What the hell is wrong with you?” she spits. “You’re a monster. And reorganize your goddamn bookshelf. Author’s last name? You’re sick.”


I try to bite back my smile, I really do, but it lifts on one side of my lip.


“Do not laugh at me!”


I shake my head. “Not laughing.”


She inhales a deep, centering breath as she runs her hands down her sweatshirt that looks about five sizes too big on her. “I’m going to move out. We don’t know each other, and you’re right. You didn’t ask for me to be here and that’s not fair to you. I leave on a work trip tomorrow night, but I’ll be back in a few days, and I’ll get my stuff out. I’m leaving Chicago.”


“No, you’re not.”


“Excuse me?”


“You’re not moving out. I’ll have a spare key made for you, Indiana.”


I close my bedroom door behind me, finally saying the line I rehearsed all night.


She’s right, I don’t really want her here. But she is wrong about one thing—I’m not a monster. She’s clearly going through shit—shit I find myself having a weak spot for and I can’t toss her out on the street. I’m not that kind of guy as much as I’d love to be at this moment.


A loud thud hits the back of my door. A shoe perhaps. “My name is not Indiana!”


Yeah, I’d really love to be that guy right about now.


 


I wake before my alarm, and as I reach my doorway wearing only my boxers, it dawns on me that I can’t exactly walk around my place naked anymore.


After slipping on a pair of basketball shorts and an old tee, I step into the living room. Indy’s mess is cleared out, but the apartment feels different than it did a couple of days ago.


I’ve been alone for a long time. Having Stevie live here for the nine months she did was a nice reprieve from the quiet, but the silence returned when she moved out. I like my alone time, thrive on it really. But the difference in the air this morning, having someone else here, doesn’t feel like the worst thing to happen to me. It’s not as alarming as I assumed it would be.


The door on the opposite side of the living room is cracked slightly. The sliver of pale-yellow paint burns my eyes as the morning Chicago sun bounces off the walls. There are no drapes or blinds in there anymore. Stevie used her own funky curtains for the time she was here, but before and since her living here, I’ve kept that room shut.


But Indy’s new bedroom won’t close completely because of the books and clothes thrown about her floor, keeping the door from shutting.


I learned another thing about the girl during our third meeting. Not only is she emotional and can’t hold her liquor, but she’s messy. Real messy.


She’s colorful too, I remind myself. It’s glaringly obvious around my black and white apartment. The dresses shoved in her doorway are shades of light purple and floral prints, but I think the biggest culprit of the doorjamb is the strappy pink heel sticking out from under the vibrant fabrics.


Maybe that’s the shoe that left a scuff mark on my bedroom door last night.










Chapter 4


Indy


“Are you kidding me?” I bury my face in my pillow, trying to shield my eyes from the blaring morning sun pouring into my bedroom windows. “Why are there no blinds?”


The sun beats off the yellow walls of my new room. I need to ask Stevie why the hell she painted this room such an obnoxiously morning color because I know there’s no way in hell Mr. Doesn’t Like Color did.


I don’t know what time it is. I didn’t set up anything in my new room, including my alarm clock and only God knows where my phone could be, but I can tell by the obscenely bright sunrise filtering into my room, it’s too goddamn early to be awake.


I have an overnight flight to work tonight, our first of the season, and I need my sleep. I’m not a morning person regardless, but especially not on days I have to fly all night.


I slept like shit. On the floor with a single pillow and two throw blankets. I don’t have a bed or mattress yet and my stubborn ass refused to crash on Ryan’s couch after last night’s debacle.


I need to go shopping for some things. It feels weird starting over, but no part of me wants the mattress or bedding from where I found Alex with someone else.


Thinking of his name alone reawakens the ache in my chest that likes to hide for periods of time until a simple reminder brings a tsunami of pain along with it.


Finding my phone digging into my back, I squint my eyes, careful not to blind myself with its bright screen.


Me: Daily update—why the hell is this room the color of a baby duckling?! I wish your bed was still here. Zanders is rich enough to buy a different one for your guest bedroom. Oh, and your brother is a dick.


Stevie: Well, at least that’ll keep you from wanting to sleep with him!


Me: When did I say that? I’m a romance reader. I have a thing for assholes.


She doesn’t respond and I wonder just how many daily updates it’ll take for her to block my number.


Burying my head, I use my pillow to blind my eyes, hoping to get a few more hours of precious sleep, but as soon as the waft of fresh coffee filters into my room, I’m on high alert. The smell is enticing as it is, but couple that with some crackling bacon and I’m out of bed and stumbling over my clutter to get to the kitchen. I don’t eat the stuff, but God does it smell amazing.


“Morning,” Ryan says, not bothering to turn around as he faces the stove top.


“Yes, it is,” I mumble, taking a seat at the kitchen island.


A cutoff T-shirt and basketball shorts grace his body, but his outfit doesn’t give off the frat boy vibes you’d expect. His shirt seems so old and worn that he had to cut the sleeves off simply because the fabric was garnering too many holes—surprising for someone as clean as him. Regardless, I’m not complaining because his sleek, curving oblique muscles peek out perfectly from the deep cut sides and his bulging quads make my imagination dance with all the things those powerful legs could do.


God, he’s cut.


Ryan finally turns to face me, catching my admiring stare before his eyes flicker to my chest. I probably should’ve thrown a bra on. Thanks to this thin, smiley-faced tank top, I’m not the only one greeting my new roommate this morning.


“We aren’t into bras?”


“We? I personally don’t love wearing one with my pajamas, but you do you.” I hold my hands up in surrender. “Judgment free zone.”


He shoots me an unimpressed glare before placing a piping hot mug of black coffee on the counter in front of me, followed by a plate of scrambled eggs, bacon, and wheat toast.


I pull my gaze up to meet his. Blue-green eyes bore into mine, waiting for me to say something, but I can’t. The edge of frustration he wore last night has washed away slightly and he looks softer, kinder.


“You wanted to have breakfast together,” he reminds me, nodding towards my plate.


He remembered, although I forgot all about that after my little meltdown. I figured I would be greeted with an eviction notice after last night, not with a homemade breakfast.


This meal is an olive branch. And even though he was a royal jackass, I did throw a shoe at his door, so I don’t know that he’s the one who should be apologizing.


“Was it the bright pink ones?” he asks, pulling my stare away from his bedroom.


“Hmm?”


“The shoe you threw at my door. Was it your pink heels?” He motions to the mess in my doorway.


I guess I should be embarrassed, but I’m not. “Probably. Those are my I-don’t-take-shit shoes.”


A slight smile tugs at the corner of his lip, but I don’t get my hopes up for a genuine grin. I’ve quickly learned that Ryan Shay finds me neither funny nor charming.


He holds a fork out for me as he stands opposite the island, but before he begins to eat his breakfast, he cleans the two pans he used, dries them, and replaces them to their rightful home.


“Sorry about last night,” I finally apologize with my mouth full. “I’ll scrub that scuff off your door.”


He doesn’t respond, shifting his attention to his plate as he begins to eat his breakfast.


“You don’t like bacon?” He points his fork at my plate.


“I’m a vegetarian.”


His eyes bounce to mine with horror before he swoops up my bacon and slips it between his deliciously full lips. “And you don’t drink coffee?”


“I love coffee. But I don’t drink hot coffee. I’m waiting for it to cool down, then I’ll add some ice. And creamer. Lots of creamer.”


His brows furrow, probably wondering how he landed the world’s most difficult roommate. “You only drink iced coffee? What about in the winter?”


“It could be negative twenty, and I’ll hold an iced coffee in my hand while I wear my winter gloves.”


“Are you a Starbucks girl? A bit basic don’t you think, Indiana?”


My eyes narrow at the name. “Ever hear the phrase ‘she’s not like other girls’?”


He gives a small nod of his head.


“Yeah, that’s not me. I’m just like every other chick. As basic as they come. I had an Uggs phase. I had a skinny jeans phase. I like my books with romance, my coffee with more creamer than caffeine, and I even take aesthetic pictures of my food anytime I’m at a restaurant.”


His chest moves slightly, and I give myself an internal pat on the back for pulling the smallest silent laugh from Ryan Shay.


We finish our breakfasts in silence. Ryan doesn’t look up at me, but I can’t stop my wandering eye from falling over him as he eats. He really is a beautiful man. Square jaw with a light dusting of scruff. Lips a bit full that I can’t help but wonder how soft they feel. Eyes that are light and bright, alluring even if he doesn’t mean to be. He’s not the nicest, not the most outgoing, but attractive, nonetheless. The oddest thing about him might be that he doesn’t realize this.


“What?” he asks without looking up at me.


I’m not embarrassed being caught red-handed, so I keep my attention locked on him. “Do you have any friends?”


“Yes.”


“You don’t have much in your kitchen. What if your friends come over for dinner and there are no extra plates or silverware?”


“I don’t spend time with my friends here.”


“Where do you spend time with them?”


“At practice or at our games.”


“Your teammates, you mean.”


“I work too much to not consider my teammates my friends. Stevie’s my friend, too.”


“Your twin sister.”


“And Zanders.”


“Your probable future brother-in-law.”


“What’s your point, Indy?” His tone is laced with exasperation.


I casually pop my shoulders. “No point. Just trying to get to know you. What’s your favorite color?”


“Black.”


“I kind of thought robots would be more into silver.”


He offers me a fake smile. “Cute.”


“Why don’t you have a dog or a pet to keep you company? It’d be lonely living here by yourself.”


“I’m allergic to dogs. And I’m not lonely.”


“Ah, that’s right. I forgot about your allergy. Really pissed off the big guy upstairs to earn that allergy, huh? What about a cat then? Something to take care of.”


“I don’t need anything or anyone to take care of, and I don’t need added company. I like being alone.”


“I love flowers. I could get you some. Or a plant. Maybe you’ll feel more masculine with a plant. Something that will thrive in the bitter coldness of your personality.”


“You’re pretty . . . bold for someone who just got here yesterday and still hasn’t signed a lease. And you ask a lot of questions.”


“You think I’m pretty?”


“You heard the first two words and tuned out the rest, huh?” He raises an eyebrow, unimpressed.


“Just trying to get to know you.”


He eyes me for a moment, studying. “Fine. My turn.”


I sit up straighter. “Oh, this is fun! Roommate bonding. Shoot.”


“Tell me about your ex and why you don’t have a place to live.”


Well, fuck. Starting off real strong, I guess.


“My favorite color? So glad you asked. Lavender.”


“That wasn’t my question.”


Exhaling a deep, resigning sigh I ask, “You already think I’m a mess. Are you sure you want the details?”


“I do.”


He holds my stare, unwavering. Realizing this honesty might be a non-negotiable to living here, I tell him. “My ex and I lived together for a long time. We dated for a long time, and that all ended about six months ago when I came home early from a work trip and found him in our bed with someone else.”


Ryan’s jaw tics as if he’s grinding his molars together. “I know most of that. How long is a long time?”


“Six years.”


Blue-green eyes widen. “You were together for six years?”


“Yep, but we’ve known each other our entire lives.”


“Six years and you weren’t married or engaged yet?”


“We were getting there. He had the ring. I was waiting for him to be ready for the next step.”


I keep looking down at my plate because this is humiliating. I used to love our love story. It made us unique, connected. Childhood friends getting married. I was excited to display our kindergarten pictures at our wedding one day.


But now? Now, it’s mortifying. We’ve known each other twenty-two years, dated for six of them, and I still couldn’t get the guy to marry me. I couldn’t even get him to remain faithful.


“You should never have to beg someone to be ready for a future,” he says, and the words come out more tender than I think he anticipated.


“Regardless of your apartment décor, life isn’t always black and white, Ryan.”


“It is when it comes to love. Either you want each other, or you don’t. Six years and a lifetime of memories is more than enough time to figure it out. He was stalling. You need to move on.”


“Jesus. A little harsh there. I’m trying.”


“No, you’re not. Not really. You were crying last night because of him. You can say it was because I’m an ass and what I said was mean, but it was because of him. You’re living here because of him and that hurts your feelings. He didn’t want you. He proved that by waiting six years to propose, and he practically screamed that from the rooftops when he decided to fuck someone else in your bed. So, yes, Indiana, it is black and white. You need to move on. He doesn’t deserve shit from you, including your tears.”


Ignoring the nickname, anger bubbles inside of me. “Maybe work on a softer approach there, Roomie. You have no idea what it feels like to have your entire future ripped out from under you, forcing you to start over.”


He swallows, eyes staying locked on mine. “Trust me, I know better than anyone.”


Shit. The vulnerability covering his annoyingly beautiful face tells me I struck a nerve.


I soften my tone. “My name isn’t Indiana, you know. So the nickname makes absolutely no sense. Not to mention it’s longer than Indy.”


“Your real name is Indy?”


“Indigo, actually. But I prefer Indy.”


“Indigo? Like the color?”


“Yes, like the color. My parents had an interesting phase when I was born. They had one kid and went with ‘Indigo.’ ”


“So, your name is Blue?” He genuinely laughs and it’s the first time I’ve heard it. Regardless that he’s laughing at me and not with me, I like the sound.


“My name is Indy,” I remind him. “So, can we stop with the Indiana nickname that makes no goddamn sense?”


He smiles. Wide and perfect, not holding back. He’s even got dimples, lucky son of a bitch. “Sure thing. I’ll stop with the nickname, Blue.”


“No. Absolutely not. It’s Indy, just Indy.”


He takes my now room temperature coffee and pours a bit in the sink before turning back to the fridge and filling my mug with ice. Pulling a small carton of milk from the refrigerator, he sets them both down in front of me.


“I don’t have any creamer, so hopefully milk will do. You’re not lactose intolerant too, are you?”


There’s a nervous bounce in his eyes as he looks at me, as if he can’t handle another thing I won’t eat or drink. “Milk is great. Thank you.”


“Let’s talk about your lease.”


“You still want to let me live here after I threw a shoe at your door and told you what a colossal clusterfuck my life is?”


“I don’t know if I’d use the term want, but it’s only temporary. Until you’re back on your feet.”


Temporary. I’m over my entire life being temporary. I want stability and a future, but I’m one hundred percent fine with this living situation being temporary. Ryan won’t be able to handle me for long anyway. I can tell.


“Okay, let’s talk about the lease.”


He takes my now empty plate along with his own and begins washing them in the sink. “How much can you afford in rent?”


I don’t get embarrassed often, but two of my more embarrassing moments have occurred with Ryan Shay so let’s add this to the list. How am I supposed to tell one of the most attractive men I’ve ever met how much money I make? Looking around his apartment, it’s clear he’s never felt financially strapped, at least since he was drafted by Chicago. His place is phenomenal, and I don’t make enough money to even rent the linen closet.


Keeping my eyes down, I ask, “My max budget, or how much I can afford while still eating and putting gas in my car?”


“How much could you pay a month that you could still save money for your own place and feel comfortable with all your other expenses?” Ryan puts our plates and forks on the drying rack next to the sink.


“A thousand?” It’s a question, not a statement. That’s stretching it while having only seven months to save, but I could eat ramen packets and survive.


He raises a questioning brow. “My sister said you were having financial issues. You could find somewhere else to live for a thousand. That’s the whole point to you being here, to save money.”


Fourteen thousand. I have seven months to save fourteen thousand dollars and that’s if everything goes smoothly.


I knew fertility treatments were expensive, and I was aware that they were most likely in my future. What I hadn’t planned was that I would be paying out of pocket to get my eggs frozen at age twenty-seven after my life-long love and who I thought was going to be the father of my children decided to sleep with someone else.


My doctor warned me we should’ve started trying years ago, but Alex wasn’t ready. I don’t blame him because I wasn’t ready either, but he continually made it a point to dangle the whole “I want to start trying soon” thing in front of me. Which is why I didn’t seek out egg freezing sooner while I was still on my parents’ insurance. No, he had to wait until I was a year too old to be covered by them to put his dick in someone else.


Diminished Ovarian Reserve—such a formal phrase to say my ovaries are aging more rapidly than the rest of my body.


Even though my body is in its late twenties, my eggs are on the brink of retirement thanks to my mother’s genetic line. If I want to keep the option of biological children someday, I need to do something about it yesterday, and seeing as I can’t afford to take time off work, my plan is to save, save, save until next summer—hockey’s off-season.


Ryan grabs a notepad and pen from a drawer. I’d assume this is his “junk drawer” but the guy has pens lined in a row and every little thing has its specific place. Psychopath.


He writes Blue’s temporary leasing agreement on the top of the pad of paper.


He underlines temporary twice.


I don’t know what’s more annoying—the blatant reminder he doesn’t want me here or the nickname I earned over breakfast.


He writes his first line item—Rent.


“How do you feel about five hundred bucks a month?” He hovers the pen over the page as he leans on his forearms.


I try my very best not to stare at the bulging veins running down his muscular arms as I go over his offer, but he sure is distracting.


Five-hundred bucks a month? That’s nowhere near enough to charge me. That might not even cover the extra utilities I’ll be charging to his bills.


Maybe he really does want me here and this is his way to get me to stay? I can afford five-hundred bucks a month.


“Only . . .” he continues while my mind is still reeling over the possible hidden meaning behind his words. “If you take another five-hundred dollars a month and put it in a savings account for your own place.”


And never mind. He’s going to charge me next to nothing in order for me to leave as soon as possible. It’s generous nonetheless and I’m no martyr. If he wants to pay my way, I’ll gladly let him. He clearly has the money. Little does he know that though my savings account will be filled, it’ll be allocated in a different way.


“Deal.”


His eyes lighten, the skin slightly creasing around the corners, but he doesn’t fully smile. “You’re not going to fight me on it? You’re not going to offer to pay me more?”


“Nope.” I pop my shoulders. “I think you can afford to house me just fine, Ryan Shay.”


His attention falls back to the pad of paper and the corner of his lips lift as he writes $500 + $500 in savings next to Rent.


Next line item—Rules.


Here we go. “Let me guess. Quiet hours start at 8:30 PM, and you conduct a small human sacrifice before every home game that no one can find out about.”


“Cute.”


I lean my cheek on my palm with a smile. “You keep saying that, Shay, and I might get a big head over here.”


“No guests,” he says as he writes the same thing.


“I can’t have friends over?”


“Stevie can come over.”


I lightly laugh in disbelief.


“And Zanders,” he offers as if he’s giving me more options. “A couple of my teammates too.”


My brows lift excitedly. “An apartment full of NBA boys? Sign me up.”


“Not for you.”


“You’re no fun.”


“I don’t want strangers here,” he continues. “So, no overnight guests.”


“You’re really no fun. Are you jealous already, Ryan? We’ve only lived together for twelve hours, and you can’t stand to see another man with me. Is that it?”


He motions with his index finger, circling in my general direction. “This thing works for you? You get through life this way?”


“The charming thing, you mean? Twenty-seven years, baby.”


Another light lift of his lips. Well, if that’s not the most addicting thing I’ve ever seen.


“I’m not cockblocking you. Do what you want,” he says, and the words don’t sit well with me. I liked the idea of him being my over-possessive roommate who couldn’t stand another man to be near me because he wanted me for himself.


“Just don’t do it here,” he continues. “I don’t want strangers here. Not to sound like that guy, but I can’t go anywhere without being recognized. My apartment is my safe place, my only true moment of privacy, and I’m not willing to lose that. So no guests. This is non-negotiable.”


“I get it,” I brush him off. “I work with a professional hockey team, remember? I understand the spotlight thing.”


“No, you don’t get it. This is different. More extreme than anything the guys on the Raptors have experienced.”


A moment of silence lingers between us as he holds my stare, unyielding. I hadn’t done my typical internet stalking session on Ryan Shay, but maybe I should’ve. There seems to be more that he’s trying to say without coming off like a cocky pro-athlete and now I wish I understood the unspoken words.


When I met Stevie’s brother six months ago, I had to keep myself from searching his name on the internet. He was unquestionably the most attractive man I’d laid eyes on, but more than that, he didn’t like me. And that bugged me more than I’m willing to admit. I didn’t want to know about him because he didn’t want to know about me.


“No guests,” I agree.


“Promise?”


Apparently, it’s a big deal for him to allow a total stranger into his home. I didn’t realize. I’d taken this living situation lightly, but clearly, he hadn’t.


I sit up straight, hoping he can see how serious I’m taking it now. “I promise.”


His chest deflates as he writes No guests next to Rules.


He follows that up with No friends. No food. No fun, referencing a line from my terrible third impression.


Well, I’ll be damned. Ryan Shay has a sense of humor.


“What about your guests?” I ask before we can veer too far off that subject. “Where do you . . . entertain your guests?”


His eyes lift to me before they trail down my face, glide along my neck, and linger a little longer on my chest. He takes his bottom lip between his teeth, and my nipples harden from the attention, straining against the thin tank top.


He smirks at that, and fuck, is it gorgeous.


“What are you asking?”


Jesus, his voice got husky.


I swallow, crossing one leg over the other to dull the sudden throb from his panty-melting grin. “I’m asking . . .” I hesitate, as if the thought of knowing where Ryan Shay has sex isn’t making the spot between my legs painfully ache. Clearing my throat, I begin again. “I was wondering—”


He leans in closer across the island as he keeps his eyes locked on mine. “Are you asking where I fuck, Blue?”


No. We aren’t doing this. He’s not the one that gets to be in control here. I get to make him uncomfortable with my outgoing personality. He doesn’t get to slide in here with his weird, control-freak thing and that sultry voice and ask if I’m curious about his sex life. I am, God, I am, but no.


“Actually, no.” I straighten. “That doesn’t seem like something I want to know.”


“You sure about that?” He nods towards my breasts.


My nipples sure as shit want to know where Ryan Shay fucks. They’re practically ripping through my tank top, wanting to find out. Two smiley faces on the fabric are perfectly lined up, and they’re puckered so far out from the rest of the shirt, they’re practically screaming at my roommate to find out where he has sex if it’s not here.


Huffing, I rub my palms over them, trying to get them to stand down. “What the hell, Ryan? You’re supposed to be shy when it comes to talking about girls.”


“I’m not shy. You just surprised me with how goddamn blunt you were the first couple of times we met.” He straightens. “But I don’t have overnight guests here. I think that’s all you need to know.”


Well, okay then. Clear line drawn.


He adds the third line item which seems like the final one—Signature. Sliding the notepad across the island to me, he holds out the pen.


“That’s it?” I ask with skepticism. “Pay you five-hundred dollars a month and don’t have guests over?”


“Plus make sure you’re quiet when you come home late from road trips, and I’ll do the same. Be nice to my doorman, and maybe we can work on the messy thing.”


I raise a brow. “Now you’re asking for too much.”


Shifting my attention to the pad in front of me, I decide to sign before he adds more rules that I won’t be able to get on board with. So far, these are tame, and I’d like to keep it that way.


He peels off the top paper and uses a magnet to stick our lease agreement on the fridge for both of us to see. Every day. For as long as I live here.


“I’ll see you when you’re back from your road trip.” He takes a fresh coffee with him to his room.


“Wait, that’s it? That was only thirty minutes. You don’t have to hide in your room.”


“I’m good.”


“I could . . . I could make us lunch!” I quickly suggest, and the desperation for quality time is seeping from my voice. I sound pathetic.


“I have practice.”


“Oh, okay.”


Stopping in his doorway, he turns on his heel to face me again, looking me up and down as I sit on the stool, desperate for some attention. Can he sense how reliant I am on someone else’s company, or does he assume it’s his time in particular I want? Because it’s not about him. I just don’t want to be alone.


His lips tilt again, but this time there’s no amusement in his slight smile. He pities me.


And for the third time since I’ve met Ryan Shay, he hides in his room, away from me.










Chapter 5


Indy


“Indy, I’m just saying, if you need a place to crash, my bed is available.” Rio, a third-year defenseman for the Chicago Raptors sits in the barstool next to mine, facing me and ignoring his two teammates across the table. “You don’t have to pay rent. I’d be happy, thrilled, to have you.”


“Jesus, Rio,” Zanders laughs. “Let it go. She’s got a spot. Indy isn’t moving in.”


Rio’s face falls as the rest of us laugh at his disappointment, but he’s known my answer since he offered his bachelor pad to me last June.


“Thanks, Rio.” I sling an arm over his shoulders as I sit next to him at a local bar in downtown Edmonton. “But being roommates is tricky business and I don’t want to ruin our friendship.”


I emphasize the word friendship.


His green eyes begin to sparkle. “You know what they say about friends. Some of the best relationships start as—”


Curling my hand around his neck, I silence him with a palm over his mouth. “Not gonna happen, buddy.”


I feel his cheeky smile stretch against my palm. “A man can dream, Indigo.”


Regardless that nothing would ever happen between me and Rio, I wouldn’t risk our friendship. Rio is too young, too sweet, and too naïve to be anything more than my friend, but even if he were my age and his house wasn’t filled with parties and late nights on the Xbox, I truly love having him as a friend.


Besides, I have nothing left to give someone else. Alex took it all. The only thing I could possibly offer is a physical relationship, something to add that last piece of separation between my ex and me, but there’s no way I’m letting Rio know that’s where my head is.


He’ll offer and I’ll say no . . . again.


He checked in on me all summer after he went home to Boston. And even though last year I wrote him off as childish, goofy, and overexcitable, I didn’t realize over the four months of off-season that he would become such a great friend. Rio genuinely cares about me, regardless that he’s joking around 99% of the time.


“I’m kidding.” Rio’s shoulder nudges into mine. “I’m happy that you’re getting settled.”


“How do you like the building so far?” Maddison, Captain of the Raptors, asks me as he sits across the table with Zanders.


“It’s extravagant and beautiful and I’m trying not to get too used to the luxury lifestyle, but I’ve only slept there for one night and I have an attachment growing.”


Maddison smiles. “It’s cool you’re close by. Ryan is a good dude.”


Maddison and his family live on the penthouse floor of Ryan’s building, and Zanders and Stevie are in the building across the street. Rio’s house is about twenty minutes away, but Maddison is right; it is nice to be surrounded by friends, and takes the edge off the idea of being alone, even if I did just move in with a stranger.


“Are you doing okay over there, Zanders?” I ask the defenseman across from me as he nurses the warm beer in his hand, pouting.


“I miss Stevie.”


We try to hold it in, we really do, but a small laugh settles among the table.


The boys played last night in Vancouver and tomorrow night in Edmonton. This is the first night off while on the road, and it looks a whole lot different than it did last season for Zanders. A year ago, he was on the prowl. Tonight, he’s moping at a bar about missing his girlfriend who he hasn’t seen in forty-eight hours.


“But she got to go to Ryan’s home opener tonight which is awesome.” Zanders holds out his phone to show me a picture of number five on the basketball court, but I make sure not to linger my stare too long. “How was your first night in the apartment with him?”


“I cannot believe you live with Ryan Shay,” Rio whines, his forehead lightly banging on the tabletop in front of him. “How am I supposed to compete with that?”


I roll my eyes at his dramatics.


“To be honest, Ind, I don’t know who I’m more jealous of. If this were any other guy, I’d hate them, but this is Ryan Shay we’re talking about. I wish I were you.”


I turn back to Zanders. “To answer your question, he made me cry.”


“I’ll kill him,” Rio decides.


“Settle down there, tiger. I don’t know that it was necessarily Ryan’s fault. I think I’m just having a tough time in general.”


All three guys know why, and they shoot me with pity smiles in apology. I hate it.


“What did he do?” Zanders asks.


“He said something to the effect of ‘I don’t want you here, and I’m only doing this to fulfill my brotherly duty’ or something like that.”


“Ouch.” Maddison winces.


Zanders cuts in. “Ryan is a good guy, but he’s not like you. He’s not the most welcoming to new people and he thrives on doing his own thing. He pretty much only cares about basketball and Stevie. Give him a chance. He’ll come around . . . hopefully.”


“He likes you.” I motion towards him. “You guys are close. How’d you get him to like you?”


“He hated me, remember? It wasn’t until he realized that I was in love with his sister that he was cool with me, but even then, it took some time to get to know him. He’s admittedly guarded.”


“I get that he’s doing this for Stevie, and it has nothing to do with me, but I’m living with a guy who wishes he were living alone. It’s awkward and uncomfortable.”


“You know what,” Zanders continues. “I thought this was going to be a disaster, the two of you under the same roof, but you might be good for Ryan. Force him out of his shell. Make him spend time with someone who isn’t a teammate or his sister. Maybe having someone normal around will give him a little hope in humanity.”


“Aw, Zee. You think I’m normal?”


“You teeter the line.” He smiles into his glass as he finishes off his beer.


“He told me I couldn’t have people over. That’s weird, isn’t it?”


“Ind,” Rio cuts in, eyeing me suspiciously. “How much do you know about your new roommate?”


Clearly, not enough judging by the three pairs of eyes cautiously watching me as if I’m missing a huge piece to the puzzle.


Over the last few nights, I’ve attempted to do some internet sleuthing on Ryan, but every time his handsome face filled my screen, I got too nervous to know more. I’m not sure what I was looking for or what I expected to find, but part of me wants to learn about Ryan organically and not through the headlines that litter the internet.


“What do you mean?” I look around for the answer. “Because he’s a professional athlete? I get it. I’m friends with you three, aren’t I? I know there’s a lot of attention on you.”


Zanders shakes his head. “This is a little different.”


“A little?” Rio scoffs. “Ryan Shay was the number one draft pick out of North Carolina—a team who won back-to-back national championships under him. He’s . . . what do you think?” Rio shifts his attention to Maddison and Zanders. “Top five, maybe top three players in the league? And he doesn’t even have a ring or an MVP yet. It’s impossible for him to leave his house without being recognized, I’m sure. These guys are big in the NHL, and they’re known throughout the city”—he motions across the table towards his teammates—“but it’s nothing in comparison to what Ryan Shay experiences.”


“You remember my little media debacle with Stevie last spring when everyone found out I had a girlfriend?” Zanders asks me. “Well, when Ryan makes headlines, we’re not talking national news. It goes worldwide. He keeps his image squeaky-clean for a reason. All eyes are on him.”


Swallowing down the thickness in my throat, I ask, “He’s really that well-known?”


“I feel for the guy.” Maddison shakes his head. “We’re both captains of our respective teams and we’re in the same city, but I’ll never have to experience the kind of pressure and attention he lives with.”


“Zanders, how much money do you make?”


“Really, Rio?”


“I can look it up online. I’m trying to prove a point.”


“Eleven and a half.”
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