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        I’ve loved Henry Hensley since I was seven years old. We’ve gone from best friends to lovers to nothing.

         

        To most people, he’s the Chicago Falcons starting right winger and hot single dad, but to me, he’s my first boyfriend, my first kiss, my first love.

         

        Eight years ago, that all changed when our lives took us in two different directions. Our break-up almost broke me, so I kept my distance until our hometown called me back to where our story began.

         

        I promised myself a quick visit to help my family out, and then I’d leave town before he even knew I was back, which should have been easy. He’s way too busy being a professional hockey player and raising his son to ever find out.

         

        Of course, I’m only in town for a week before I run into him, and one thing is clear from our brief encounter—Henry wants to hash out our past, whereas I’d rather forget it.

         

        But my plan really goes up in flames when I take a temporary substitute teaching job, and on day one, his son walks into my classroom. Boom.
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      “Here you go,” Joel, my Uber driver, says, pulling along the curb.

      I glance out the window at the bar called Peeper’s Alley, but quickly my vision diverts to a giant cardboard sign on the security gate on the side of the building. “The Nest” is written in girly script with a black marker, and a bunch of notes are scattered around it.

      You’ve got to be kidding me. How convenient that the bar just happens to be on the bottom of the four-story building where Henry lives. Someone has set me up, and I’m pretty sure I know who the responsible party is.

      “If you see any Falcons in there, tell them to get their asses to bed,” Joel says.

      Two things I learned about Joel on the ride from my childhood home to this north side bar—he loves the city of Chicago and their hockey team, the Falcons. That, and he doesn’t think the Falcons get enough love from Chicago fans and knows in his gut that the Cup is theirs to win this year. It will really piss him off when all the bandwagoners start wearing Falcons jerseys around the city. I already know he’s miffed that their center, Rowan Landry, has a serious girlfriend, and according to Joel, that’s never a good thing.

      What Joel doesn’t know is that I love the Falcons too, but I haven’t watched one of their games in years. Primarily because my ex plays right wing for them, and it’s too painful to see him.

      “Thanks.” I climb out of the Uber sedan, and my gaze shifts left once more. Henry could be steps away from me, up in his condo with his son, clueless that we’re sharing space in the same city.

      I really shouldn’t be here. I don’t belong here, but when Chelsea, Aubrie’s mom, asked me to come to her birthday celebration, I felt bad saying no since I’ve missed the last eight. She’s worried Aubrie will go crazy on her twenty-first and wants me to make sure nothing bad happens to her. Chelsea has always been overprotective of her only child. Mom gave me her best guilt trip look, and here I am. I really should’ve asked for more details before I agreed.

      Everything inside me says to turn around and flag down Joel before he picks up another passenger, but eventually, I’ll have to rip off the bandage no matter how many layers of skin the adhesive takes along with it.

      I square my shoulders. I can do this. I mean, he has a six-year-old son who is surely already in bed. And he’s not the type who would leave his child sleeping in the condo and come down to the bar to drink.

      The minute I step inside, I notice this isn’t the type of bar I thought the Falcons would hang around. The music isn’t loud, but classic rock plays as background noise over the crowd. People are huddled around high-top tables, laughing with one another, and there’s a row of stools along the bar filled with older gentlemen who have eyes on the televisions above their heads.

      The walls are covered in Falcons paraphernalia, and my gut twists when I see Henry’s jersey hanging there. It’s framed with his familiar scribbled signature next to his last name stitched on the back.

      What am I doing? This is the worst idea ever. Then I remember my twenty-first birthday, and yeah, I kind of understand Chelsea’s concern.

      “Jade!”

      I glance around the room, finding Aubrie raising her hand in the back corner, sitting at a table full of girls. No Henry, thank goodness. I smile and weave through the packed tables, and she wraps her arms around me the second I reach her.

      “I’ve missed you.” Aubrie is one of those tight huggers. Like squeeze-the-breath-out-of-you huggers.

      “Missed you too,” I say, patting her back and hoping she ends the hug. But she sways us right and left instead of releasing me. “Happy birthday.”

      She lets me go, and I try to find my footing, but she’s already moved on to introducing me to her friends. “This is Jade. Our moms are best friends. She doesn’t live in Chicago anymore though. She’s been off traveling the world.” She glances at me. “I guess our dads are friends too, huh?”

      “Stepdad, but yeah.” I’m not sure why I bothered to clarify. It doesn’t really matter. But technically my dad lives in Los Angeles, and my stepdad is her dad’s best friend. It feels wrong not to mention that Reed is my stepdad even though he had a huge hand in raising me.

      She introduces me to her friends, and I slide a chair out from the table, joining them. They’re so young. Not that I’m a senior citizen or anything with my quick approach to thirty, but I forgot what it’s like to feel as though time is infinite and your exciting new life is on the horizon, brimming with possibilities.

      A waitress comes by and places a seltzer in front of me, walking away. I do love my seltzers, but I’m gonna need something a tad more potent to get through tonight.

      “Excuse me,” I call.

      “Watch it. She’s not friendly,” one of the girls says.

      The older red-haired woman stops but doesn’t spin back around at first. Instead, she purposely lets me know I’m putting her out by slowly circling back, huffing, and staring at me with exhaustion lining her expression. “Yes?”

      “I’m sorry, but can I get a whiskey instead? Neat.”

      “Go, Jade. We should all get one.” Aubrie’s gaze bounces around the table to her friends, who each raise their girly drinks to their mouths.

      There’s nothing wrong with seltzers, and most girls’ nights out, I’d choose the same drinks they’re having. But my ex is probably relaxing on his couch a floor or two above me, his large, hot body sprawled out watching the sports channel. And he’s not just any ex. He’s THE EX. So, whiskey it is.

      “Really?” The woman’s gaze coasts down my body and back up. “Come on over to the bar then.” She turns around.

      I crinkle my eyes at Aubrie. What kind of place is this?

      “Do you all want one?” I look around the group, but no one takes me up on my offer. Even Aubrie second-guesses her impromptu decision and shakes her head. “Okay, I’ll be right back.”

      I head to the bar and squeeze between two men with swollen beer bellies. Neither gives me a second glance. I like this place. If I didn’t have to keep seeing Falcons memorabilia here, I’d like it even more.

      “Falcons fans, huh?” I ask the guy to my right.

      He groans.

      The red-haired woman, who I guess is also the bartender, waves him off. “We’re all the Chicago teams’ fans.” She points at a small wall that has Chicago Grizzlies and Chicago Colts stuff. It’s not as prevalent as the hockey stuff though. “Are you a Falcons fan?”

      The woman pours my whiskey, not bothering to ask me if there’s a brand I prefer. I thought that was why she asked me to come to the bar. Guess not.

      “Yeah.” I shrug.

      “Well, if you’re here to get with one of them, you might as well leave.” She slides the glass in front of me, and I hand her a twenty. “I love that you’re not one of the seltzer girls, but I know you and your friends are just here hoping to score with one of them tonight.”

      I look to my right then left. Even behind me. What is she talking about? I should tell her I’ve already bedded one. Not recently, and not while he played for the Falcons. Rather when he was just a boy who took my virginity in my basement while my mom was three levels up.

      “Rubes is protective of the boys,” the grunter next to me says.

      “Oh, well, you don’t have to worry about me,” I say, waiting for my change.

      She tosses my change on the bar top and moves down the bar, refilling beers, disregarding what I said.

      “I’ve never felt so judged so quickly.” I pocket some of my change and leave her tip on the bar.

      The guy next to me chuckles. “That’s Ruby for ya. No one gets in that back room without her permission.” He nods toward a closed door at the back of the bar, indicating that’s where the Falcons hang out.

      “Well, I’m not interested in getting back there. Although her challenge does make me want to prove her wrong.” I raise my eyebrows and head back to Aubrie’s table.

      “Rubes, you better watch that one. She’s feisty,” the guy at the bar says loudly enough for me to hear him.

      I don’t bother looking back to see her reaction.

      I need to forget the fact that Henry could be behind those doors and remind myself that I don’t want to see him. Not after the way he left the last time we were together with absolutely no explanation. He was cruel and not at all like the Henry I fell in love with when we were kids.

      So, I’ll drink my whiskey and hopefully get Aubrie to move the party on to another bar.
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      “Bull’s-eye!” Tweetie raises his hands and circles around the room.

      “It’s only us, dipshit.” I aim my dart toward the board, hoping to keep my winning streak against him intact.

      “I need some witnesses. I’m gonna go grab some girls.”

      We’re in the back room of Peeper’s Alley, and no one is allowed in here unless they’re brought in by one of us. Ruby, the owner, makes certain and is usually the one who shoos women out of the bar if they’re looking to bother us. But Tweetie makes her job difficult.

      “I don’t want to be your wingman tonight.” I throw my first dart and hit a triple twenty. My second a double sixteen, and my third an eighteen.

      “Fuck, get laid once in a while, and maybe I could fucking beat you.” Tweetie steps up for his turn as I mark my score on the board.

      “Sorry, I don’t want my dick to fall off like some people.” I grab my beer from the nearby table and bring it to my lips.

      I’m not sure if it’s because my teammate Rowan recently fell in love with another teammate’s sister or what, but Jade’s been on my mind a lot lately. I’ve stalked her social media, but she hasn’t posted in a few weeks.

      I gave up a long time ago asking her mom how she’s doing. Her mom is married to Reed, who was my Big Brother when I was younger. We’re still close, and they watch my son, Bodhi, for me when I’m in a real bind. Sadly, they’re the only family I have besides my grandparents.

      Tweetie shoots his three darts and marks on the board that he got a fifteen and a double sixteen. “Okay, just shoot it straight.” He grabs the beer across from mine. “Who was she?”

      “Yeah, I’m not going there with you.” Tweetie doesn’t take much seriously when it comes to women, and I’m not in the mood for him to razz me continuously about how I need to put myself out there more.

      He blows out a breath, takes a hefty gulp of his beer, and rests his gaze on me. “I get it, okay? Once upon a time there was a girl in my life… so you can talk to me about it.”

      I figured there was. I’ve heard the rumors that there was a woman at some point who hurt Tweetie, and that’s when he hopped on the “I don’t want a commitment” train that doesn’t show signs of stopping anytime soon.

      “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      He arches an eyebrow incredulously, and I realize he’s right, I want it off my chest. I kind of told Rowan a bit about Jade, but it didn’t help. I hate the way she can just sneak in and overtake my thoughts without warning.

      “She was just a girl. I loved her, but this life isn’t for her.”

      He scoffs. “The life of being with a professional hockey player, you mean? Yeah, sounds awful.”

      I shrug. “She wasn’t meant to be confined, tied to one place.”

      “Ah, I get it. So does this girl have a name?”

      I never tell people her name because it brings up all this shit I don’t want to talk about—or worse, feel. Somehow, saying her name always forces a stream of memories of times when her name left my lips. The joking when I’d ask if she was ticklish, the times I’d see her across campus and shout for her to stop and wait for me. Most of all, the times I said it in a hushed whisper as I slid into her. I still miss her every day, and I still don’t know when the pain will go away. When I’ll stop feeling this void in my chest at her absence.

      “Come on. First name. It’s not like I’m gonna look her up.”

      Tweetie always presses things, but we’ve really developed a friendship since we started playing together. Everyone thinks he’s just a jokester, but the way he was with Rowan and Conor last year regarding the whole Kyleigh situation says how much he cares about us and the team. I should give him a chance.

      “Her name is Jade.” I down the rest of my beer. It’s kind of freeing to speak her name to someone who doesn’t give me a pitying look. The people who knew us as a couple. The people who knew how close we were. The people who thought we were destined to end up together.

      “How long?”

      Maybe it’s crazy that I understand his cryptic question, but it only confirms again that Tweetie was hurt by someone at some point.

      “We were together until the end of college, but it’s been three years since I last… saw her.” My admission pierces me like the flick of a switchblade. It feels almost surreal that it’s been three years since we’ve talked when she was my biggest confidant for the majority of my life. “You?”

      He throws his last dart, and it flies to the right, hitting the cork outside of the dartboard. “Sorry, this is about you, not me.” He comes back over and finishes off his beer. “Is it a never again situation?”

      “I’m not really sure.” I step up to the line to throw my dart. “It’s complicated.”

      “So uncomplicate it for me.” He sits on a stool, his legs widening, and leans back against the wall, crossing his arms.

      I throw my dart and get a triple nineteen. The next two are nothing. Heading back to the table, I linger at the edge. “She was a girl I grew up with. We dated for years and went to the same college, then we graduated and…”

      He nods. “And she wanted something you couldn’t give her?”

      I huff and run my finger along the grain of the new bar table. I miss the old, warped ones from before Ruby had no choice but to replace them. I shake my head. “She didn’t know what she wanted.”

      He doesn’t say anything, hopping off the stool with his darts in hand. “So, if she walked through those doors right now, what would you do?” He tucks a piece of his chin-length blond hair behind his ear.

      I’ve asked myself that question a million times over the years. If Jade came back to Chicago and sought me out, what would I do? Bodhi is a big factor in the answer. I’m not going to be one of those dads who brings around women he isn’t serious about. I worried last year with how attached he got to Kyleigh after she started dating Rowan. My son wants a woman in his life. Hell, he wants a woman in my life.

      “I don’t have to worry about that. She’s found herself, and she’s happy without me.”

      And that’s the truth. I hoped maybe she’d take a year or two to travel around, but at some point, she’d miss me so much she’d come back. But the longer she was gone, the more I realized I was lying to myself. She’s not meant to have a permanent address. She’s meant to wander, seeking out adventure, and I’m not.

      I just wish that late at night when I’m awake and staring at the ceiling, I didn’t question the love we shared. A love that was bone deep for me, but maybe it wasn’t for her. Maybe I convinced myself we were something we never were.

      “You’d take her back,” Tweetie says, then throws his three darts. “Fuck, I suck.”

      The doors open, and Rowan, Kyleigh, and her brother, Conor, come in.

      “It’s about time you realize it. I’ve got Henry next.” Conor holds his darts in the air. The darts he bought special last month to try to beat me. He’s got a shiny case and everything.

      “You’ve got to play the winner,” Tweetie says, sounding offended.

      “Yeah… Henry.” Conor laughs, with Kyleigh and Rowan quickly joining in.

      “I hate you, assholes. I’m getting another beer.” Tweetie walks out of the room, closing the door.

      “He loves us,” Conor says and turns to me. “Ready to get your ass beat?”

      I shake my head. As I take a seat to watch the game on TV, the memory of the first time I played flashes through my mind—Reed taught Jade and me when we were ten years old in the new basement of their house. I’m only this good because I wanted to beat Jade. Even at that age, I wanted to impress her, and that was before the hormones even played a factor in our friendship.
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      The girls are huddled together and whispering when I approach with my whiskey. The excuse of not feeling well and needing to leave early is forefront in my mind until they part, and Aubrie leans closer to me.

      “Oh my god, it’s Tweetie Sorenson.” She nods toward a table, and there he is—the Falcons’ left wing. Another player who also lives at The Nest. Of course he’s here, he lives upstairs.

      “Are you guys hockey fans?” I look around the table.

      “We are now.” One girl takes an extra-long look at Tweetie and licks her lips. With his longish wavy blond hair that’s darker at the roots, coupled with his height and his big strong body, he demands to be noticed. He’s one of the older players in the league, meaning he’s way too old for her.

      Aubrie laughs. “They wanted to bring me here because of Henry. You know?” She sips her Vesper, the drink our moms love, and gives me a look to say I know how it is when you know a professional hockey player.

      Last time I really spent any time with Aubrie was years ago when she was younger and just starting to get into boys. This is an entirely new version of her. Although I get it, and really, I have no idea how close she and Henry might be now. Then again, she clearly doesn’t have his phone number, otherwise she’d call him to say she’s here.

      “She’s got a crush on Henry,” one of her friends says.

      “I do not!” Aubrie glares at her friend then turns her alarmed eyes my way. “I promise.”

      I laugh. “It’s okay, Aubrie. It’s been years.”

      I’m not jealous, and Henry would never… well, at least the Henry I knew would never. He could’ve changed over the years. I take a quick peek at Tweetie. All I wonder is how much better he knows Henry than I do now. Could he be Henry’s best friend? Or his biggest confidant? Has Henry ever mentioned me to him?

      Tweetie glances my way as I’m about to look back at the girls. Our eyes lock, and he holds my stare with a glint in his eyes as if he’s asking me whether I’m interested. My gaze strays away so I don’t give him the wrong idea and spots Aubrie talking in hushed whispers with her friends.

      Then I hear her say, “They broke up. She went to Europe, and he stayed here.”

      I sigh and sip my whiskey. “Telling my tragic love story, Aubrie?”

      She leans back and cringes. “They asked… sorry.” Her lips twist.

      I place my hand on her knee and shake my head. “It’s fine. Yeah, I’ve known Henry Hensley since he was seven. We were best friends. We were lovers. And now we’re nothing.”

      All the girls groan and look at me as if I just told them that true love doesn’t exist. I really shouldn’t let my cynical side show.

      “Is it someone’s birthday?” Tweetie interrupts us, approaching our table and eyeing Aubrie’s birthday sash.

      “Mine!” Aubrie wiggles in her seat with lust-filled eyes for Tweetie.

      Hell no. She will not be going anywhere with him. He’d better back off. This is exactly why Chelsea sent me, and I’m prepared to play bodyguard.

      “Big ol’ twenty-one.” I sip my whiskey and give him a look over the rim of my glass.

      “Well, shit. Can’t go to jail, ladies. I’m too pretty.” He holds up his hands and backs away.

      “You should at least buy her a drink,” Aubrie’s friend says.

      His gaze falls to me.

      “I’m not her mother,” I say.

      “Yeah, but you already gave me the ‘I’ll cut off your balls’ look, and I really like my balls.”

      The girls giggle, showing their age.

      “Rubes.” He swings his arm around the older red-haired woman as she’s passing by, stopping her. “Get this table a round and put it on my tab.”

      She blows out a breath and points at me with a “I told you so” expression. Then she grunts before disappearing through the crowd.

      “She’s not very nice,” Aubrie says.

      Tweetie laughs. “She’s protective.” His gaze wanders to the closed door at the back of the bar.

      “Can I ask you a question?” Aubrie leans over the table, and I’m thankful that Tweetie’s gaze doesn’t fall to her chest that’s now almost spilling out of her low-cut top. He really must value his balls.

      “As long as it’s not the security code to The Nest gate.” Tweetie grins, eyes flashing.

      The girls giggle again, and I down another sip of whiskey, wishing I would’ve made an excuse to leave right when I sat down.

      “Is Henry Hensley back there?” Aubrie eyes the room. I guess everyone knows they hang out back there.

      Tweetie widens his stance and crosses his arms. “You like Daddy.” He gives her a wicked smile.

      A laugh bubbles out of me before I can swallow it down. How fitting of a nickname. Not because of his son, Bodhi, but because Henry always had his shit together. Tweetie’s eyes meet mine, and his eyebrows scrunch. Something crosses his face, but he says nothing.

      “I love Henry. He’s like an older brother to me. Jade and I grew up with him.” She swings her arm around my shoulders.

      Tweetie’s smile dims for a second, and his gaze floats up and down my body. Not in a suggestive appraisal, but more with a knowing look. Maybe Henry has mentioned me. “Jade? That’s your name?”

      Sourness coats my stomach. How much does he know? Is he going to get the redheaded woman to throw me out the back door into some grimy alleyway?

      I nod and down the rest of my whiskey. “Yes.”

      “And she’s Aubrie.” One of the girls points at Aubrie.

      A loud laugh bursts out of Tweetie, and he uncrosses his arms, holding out his hand to me. “Come with me.”

      “Nope.” I press my lips together.

      “Why not?” He arches his eyebrow as if in challenge.

      “We’re celebrating Aubrie’s birthday.”

      He nibbles his lower lip and looks around at the girls then shakes his head. “Sorry, girls, you’re way too young to be back there, but…” It’s as if he’s thinking on the fly. “I’ll take Jade back there, then I’ll send out some rookies.”

      The girls’ eyes light up, widening to saucers.

      “Really?” the one who has come off as the most boy crazy asks.

      “As long as Jade comes with me.” He challenges me with a look.

      I narrow my eyes. He’s putting me in a position I don’t want to be in.

      “Please, Jade.” Aubrie grabs my sleeve. “And Henry will be so happy to see you anyway. It’s like a win-win.”

      “Yeah, Jade, a win-win,” Tweetie repeats.

      I jut my jaw out at his sarcasm, but he only laughs because he knows something, and I feel as if he could be playing a game with me.

      “What a birthday gift for Aubrie,” one of her friends says.

      I glare at Tweetie, and the cocky smirk never leaves his lips. He has that whole sexy, “spend the night with me, and I’ll pay for your Uber home afterward” vibe. Not my type at all.

      “Maybe Henry can come out here with the rookies?” I ask, crossing my legs, relaxing back into my seat even though I feel anything but relaxed.

      Tweetie’s tongue slides out of his mouth and across his bottom lip. One of the girls at the table moans. He’s a player like no one I’ve ever seen. Almost as if he’s perfecting his moves in a mirror every night. “Daddy doesn’t come out of the back room.”

      “Why?” Aubrie asks, leaning over further.

      Good job, Tweetie, keep those eyes up.

      “He’s quiet.” He lowers his gaze to mine. “You know what they say about the quiet ones, but you probably already know that to be true, right, Jade?”

      The way he says my name assures me he knows something about my past with Henry.

      “Yeah, he is kind of reserved,” Aubrie says. “But I haven’t seen him in a couple years.”

      If she hasn’t seen him, where is he spending his holidays? He’s always spent them with Mom and Reed and my brothers. Usually, Aubrie and her parents come as well. He’s probably been avoiding it in case he runs into me. I hate that I have no idea what’s going on in his life. Where are his grandparents? God, I hope nothing happened to either of them. But I’m sure my mom would have told me. Then again, I told her three years ago—when I was being childish and hurt—that I didn’t want to hear anything about Henry anymore, and she’s kept her word. Probably because of all her issues with us back in the day.

      I inwardly groan. Eventually, our paths will cross, and I don’t want to spend the entire time I’m in Chicago worrying that one day I’ll come home to find Henry in Reed’s home office. I’m a big girl. I can do this. Might as well get the awkwardness over with. He’ll know I’m home, and that will be that.

      I slide off the stool and stare up at Tweetie. Shit, he’s even taller when we’re both on level ground. “Buy me a whiskey first.”

      “Done,” Tweetie says, holding his arm out for me to go first.

      I turn to Aubrie. “You don’t leave this bar without me, okay?”

      “Okay, Mom,” one girl says, but I keep my gaze locked on Aubrie. I really don’t want to be chewed out by Chelsea in the morning.

      She nods. “Okay, I’ll stay.”

      I walk toward the bar, weaving through the tables, while most eyes are on the man behind me.

      “I get it now,” he says from behind me.

      “What?” I ask over my shoulder.

      “Nothing.” He steps in front of me and leads me to the bar.

      Tweetie puts my whiskey on his tab, and I wonder for a moment how big a tab he has here. Then he walks to the door and turns toward me, his hand resting on the handle, eyeing me with a teasing smile to suggest he doesn’t think I have the nerve to go through with this. But Tweetie knows nothing about me. Sometimes I hate the side of me that loves to prove people wrong.

      I break the distance and inhale a deep breath.

      “Ready to be reunited?” he asks, laughing and opening the door.

      My eyes are like heat-seeking missiles, and I spot him immediately. The back of his head faces me, but I’d recognize that dirty-blond hair my fingers have weaved through millions of times anywhere. He’s staring up at the television, drinking a beer, and talking with friends. Hurt, anger, and guilt suddenly swamp me.

      I step back to flee, but Tweetie swings his arm over my shoulders and propels us forward.

      “Hey, everyone! We have a guest,” Tweetie says.

      No one pays him much attention, meaning they must be used to him bringing girls in here. It’s all Falcons players I recognize and a handful of women. I don’t belong here. They’re like a little family, all cozy and close, and I feel like the evil stepmother with a basket of poisoned apples about to ruin everything good.

      Tweetie moves us forward, and the door closes behind us. “This is Jade.”

      I don’t bother looking at anything but the back of Henry’s head and his dark-blond hair that’s slightly mussed. He whips around, standing. Our eyes lock, and my breath halts in my chest. The corner of his lips starts to tip up until he notices Tweetie’s arm around me.

      “Jade?” Henry asks.

      “Get your ears cleaned. I just said that.” Tweetie removes his arm from my shoulders as if his job is done and he’s brought the lost item back to his owner. “I’ll cash in my reward later.”

      “Hi, Henry,” I say.

      Everything in the room fades, and it’s only Henry and me. I realize my feelings for him never waned like they were supposed to. I’m in deep, deep trouble.
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      I can’t believe it’s her.

      Jade.

      In the flesh.

      When I was midway through turning around, I thought Tweetie was just messing with me, and I regretted telling him about her earlier, thinking he was making a joke of me. But she’s here… my Jade. She’s standing in front of me. Unless someone spiked my drink, and I’m hallucinating, but from the uneasiness in her stance, I’m pretty sure I’m not out of my mind.

      “Hi, Henry,” she says as if it’s any other day, and it hasn’t been three years since we’ve seen each other or talked.

      The room quiets, Lynyrd Skynyrd’s “Simple Man” in the background now the only sound. All attention is on us. And how can I blame them? None of my teammates have ever seen me with someone. And I’m sure it’s clear there’s more than a passing familiarity between us.

      My gaze runs down her body. She’s not the girl I first asked on a date over a decade ago. She cut her dark locks shorter so they’re only a little past her shoulders, and her brown gaze doesn’t sparkle with the same kind of uninhibited thirst for life it used to, as if life has stolen some of the shine from her.

      I step closer, unsure how to react. Shaking hands is too formal, but hugging doesn’t feel right either. “Hey,” I say softly as if the entire room can’t hear me.

      She sips her dark drink I’m fairly sure is whiskey. When did she start to drink whiskey?

      My gut twists over how many things I probably don’t know about her anymore. “What are you doing here?”

      She looks around the room, and her cheeks pinken. This is so weird. Glancing over my shoulder, my assumption is confirmed when I see the entire group staring at us.

      I take her by her elbow, guiding her to a small table along the wall, away from everyone. My teammates take the hint and talk to one another, but I still feel their glances our way.

      “I’m sorry… I shouldn’t have…” She sighs, and her shoulders drop a bit. “I’m here for Aubrie’s birthday.”

      “Aubrie?” My eyebrows draw down. Is she talking about Chelsea and Dean’s daughter, Aubrie? She must be.

      Jade nods. “She’s outside. Well, not outside outside. She’s in the regular room.” Her smile suggests she’s already noted the fact that all the Falcons hide out in here.

      “Ruby helps us to actually enjoy our night, so we don’t have to sign autographs and take selfies for hours.”

      She holds up her hands. “No. I get it. You’re a celebrity.” Something crosses her face before a sweet smile emerges. “Congratulations, you have everything you wanted.”

      My chest almost caves in. Jesus, does she really think that’s true? I run a hand through my hair. She’s so wrong, but it’s not the time to tell her. If I had everything, I’d have her.

      “Thanks.” I clear my throat. It’s unbelievably awkward, and I hate this distance between us. “When did you get back?”

      The when isn’t my business, and I need to drive down the hope inside me that she’s back for me. As if her suitcase is outside the door because she came straight here from the airport.

      “About a week,” she says.

      My heart cracks wide open. Instead of running to me, she’s been within ten miles of me for seven days. I can’t lie. The fact that she’s okay with that guts me.

      “You picked the worst time of year to come back,” I say, trying to lighten the mood and my heart. Chicago winters aren’t for the weak.

      “Yeah, I heard there could be snow tomorrow.” She sips her whiskey and licks her bottom lip after she swallows. Fuck, she’s still so mesmerizing that she captivates all my attention.

      “Hey! Alvin and the Chipmunks, get outside. There’s a table of three ladies out there, and one’s wearing a birthday sash. They want some hockey dick tonight,” Tweetie shouts across the room.

      “I’m not gonna pass that up,” Simon says. He’s part of the trio who got tagged with the nickname because they’re inseparable. It was a twist of fate that they all got brought up to the Falcons after playing junior league together.

      Jade’s eyes stray from mine for the first time since she walked into the back room, and I want to throw Tweetie to the floor for stripping her attention off me.

      “Speaking of… I should probably go. I told Chelsea I’d watch Aubrie tonight. It’s her twenty-first birthday.” She steps back, and panic squeezes the air from my lungs.

      God no, she can’t leave now.

      Jade must be following Simon with her eyes, and I’d be a moron not to figure out he’s about to walk by us. I hold my arm out to stop him before he passes.

      “What’s up, Daddy?” Simon asks.

      I turn away from Jade, and just as they always are, the trio is lined up one after the other, following Tweetie’s instructions. I stare down each of them.

      “Listen, Aubrie, the birthday girl, is really fucking important to me. If anything bad happens to her, believe me, you do not want to hear from her mom. So, you’re all her fucking babysitters tonight.”

      “Henry,” Jade says, figuring out quickly that now that she’s in front of me, I’m not letting her out of my sight. At least for as long as she’ll allow.

      “If word gets back to me—and it will—that one of you didn’t keep an eye on her, and make sure she makes it back to her apartment safe and sound—alone—you’ll deal with me.” I pull my wallet out of my back pocket and dig out a few hundred dollars. “Show her a good time.”

      Simon smiles at his friends behind him. “You got it.” Swiping the money from my hand, he steps forward, but he’s stopped by Jade.

      “When he says show her a good time, that doesn’t mean with your dick.” She raises those eyebrows that always draw up when she’s pissed.

      “I’m not sure who’s scarier,” Theo mumbles.

      They all skirt around Jade and me, disappearing through the door into the main part of the bar.

      “Want to have a seat?” I ask, gesturing to the table for two along the wall.

      “Are you sure you can trust them?” she asks.

      “Do you think I’d chance Chelsea coming at me with a butcher knife?” I swipe my beer from the big round table in the middle of the room, earning a few curious glances and one big smirk from Rowan.

      She’s already sitting on a stool across from the one I slide on. “I’m sorry.”

      That could mean a lot of things.

      “I shouldn’t have let Tweetie bait me back here, and I shouldn’t be ruining your night.” She sips her drink and stares into the glass, moving it around in her hand.

      Is she for real? Jade’s the best part of my night. She just made my mediocre night feel like we made the playoffs.

      “It’s good to see you,” I say because fuck… it is. It’s been three long years since I’ve seen those dark eyes that I swear see into my soul. But it’s the way my body feels around her. It’s not a feeling I can explain.

      She gives me a wan smile. “You look good.”

      My eyes lock with hers. “You look beautiful.”

      Her gaze returns to her glass. “I hate how weird this is.”

      “I know.” And it is, but I’m positive we can get back to being friends now that she’s here. “Listen, when I⁠—”

      “Not here.” She shakes her head and glances to where my teammates and friends are.

      She’s right, this is a conversation for another time, but I can’t help but worry that there won’t be another time.

      “Are you home for the holidays?” Thanksgiving is coming, and that will run up to Christmas.

      “No. Well, yeah, but it’s more because my mom has to have macular hole surgery, and with Waylon and Owen’s busy schedules, she asked me to come home to help. And I was… never mind.”

      I really want to ask her to keep going, but the fact she cut herself off from wherever she was going with that says we’re nowhere near where we were before.

      “And Reed’s been busy these days,” I say.

      She nods. “Yeah, that’s what Mom said. He’s got some big case.”

      “He always seems to have a big case since he became the district attorney.” There’s a bit of an awkward pause, so I add, “Waylon and Owen are playing awesome.”

      “Do you go to their games?”

      Waylon and Owen are her twin brothers and freshmen in high school. Both of them play hockey. The hockey circuit is way more dog-eat-dog than it was when I was coming up, so I feel like they’re a lot busier than I ever was.

      “Sometimes. Bodhi… my son.”

      The corners of her lips tick up for a second. “I know.”

      “I didn’t. I mean…” I take a long pull of my beer. “We haven’t talked, and I didn’t know if you’d remember.”

      She nods. “I do.”

      Of course she does. “Well, he loves Waylon and Owen, so he begs me to go to games all the time. I think it’s mostly because they parade him around the rink like he’s the next Gretzky.”

      “That’s sweet.”

      Silence descends, and both of us take a sip of our drinks. I have so many questions I want to ask her, but I fear I’m intruding on subjects she might not want to talk about. When we set our drinks back on the table, and neither of us says anything, I figure, fuck it. Who knows when I’ll have this chance to get answers again?

      “I saw you were in Hawaii.” There. It’s out.

      Yes, I stalk your Instagram like a teenage girl and her boyband crush.

      Her eyes flash up to meet mine. “I was.”

      “It looked beautiful.”

      “It was. Everything about it.”

      “And the guy? Is that your boyfriend?” I never actually saw a guy, but the signs were there in the pictures. In a way, I feel as if I’m baiting her, but my desperation pulls rank on my usual restraint.

      The way she stares into her glass confirms I’m right. There’s someone important in her life. And with that confirmation comes the feeling of a swift kick to the nuts. Shit, I am so fucking jealous of this mystery guy.

      “He was. We broke up.”

      “Oh, really.”

      She giggles for the first time, and it lessens the uncomfortableness. “Don’t sound so happy, Henry.”

      My own chuckle escapes. “Sorry, I didn’t mean…”

      She shrugs. “It’s fine. I’d probably be the same, but your social media isn’t really personal, so I can’t ask anything back.”

      So, she checked up on me too?

      “I pay someone else to do it,” I confess. I was never really into any of that shit, but I’m happy to know she sought out info on me like I did her.

      “Tell me something about your life,” she says.

      “Not much to say. I still play hockey, and I have a six-year-old son, Bodhi. They’re my life now.”

      Her smile twists into a frown, but she recovers fast, sipping her drink and setting it down.

      “Tell me about the places you’ve been,” I say, my selfishness clawing to keep her here as long as I can.

      She abides by my request, though she seems a little reluctant, and tells me about some of her travels and all she’s seen and done since we last spoke. Though she quickly turns the conversation around to ask me about my time in the league.

      Conor slips by our table with refills now and then, never stopping to introduce himself.

      As the room empties, I start to think about where we might go from here. I really want to see her again. Hell, I want to take her upstairs and really reconnect, preferably with her legs around my waist or my neck, but we’re far from that happening. Shit, we may never be there again.

      Cool your jets, man. It’s been a few hours after a long drought.

      “I should go,” she says eventually, sliding down from her chair.

      “Can I have your number?” What I’m really asking is, can I use the number that’s been stored in my phone for decades. Is that still your number?

      “You have it, Henry.”

      And I’ve been an idiot for not using it for three long years, only allowing my thumb to hover over that green circle on my phone screen while I second-guess myself.

      “Can I use it?”

      Her shoulders drop, and she meets my gaze. “You can.”

      Fuck. Finally. Something stitches back together in my chest.

      I have no idea what my plans are for when I use it, but for some reason, tonight feels a little like fate.

      “But Henry… after Christmas, I’m leaving again.”

      There goes that magic I felt, blowing away in the wind. There’s no way I’ll stop her from leaving. I’d never keep her from what ultimately makes her happy, but now that she’s in front of me, I can’t let this be the only time I see her in the next couple of months.

      “Okay,” I say, and she remains quiet. “I’ll walk you out.”

      I follow her out the door. None of my teammates who are still here say anything to either of us. I don’t spot Aubrie as we make our way through the bar. I’ll have to send the chipmunks a text to make sure they’re doing what I asked.

      Jade requests herself an Uber, and we stand close in the cool autumn air until the car arrives. I open the back passenger door for her, and she slides in.

      “It was good seeing you,” she says, staring up at me from the seat.

      “Thanks for a great night.”

      Shut the door, you idiot. But I can’t.

      “Good night.” She gives me a smile that appears half sad, half hopeful.

      “Let’s go. It’s Saturday night,” the Uber driver barks.

      “Welcome home, Jade.”

      I slowly shut the door and step back from the curb. The sedan pulls away and is soon swallowed up by the other vehicles.

      It takes every ounce of my willpower not to chase it down the block, but I remind myself that our time was a long time ago. There is no future for us. Not the kind I really want anyway.
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      The waiting room at the hospital is half full as Reed and I try to find a seat after leaving Mom before she was taken away for her eye surgery.

      “I don’t know how she’s going to keep her head down for seven to ten days,” Reed says, placing his messenger bag on the chair and going over to the coffee station.

      “It won’t be easy, that’s for sure.” I follow him.

      He prepares his coffee black while I use some of their vanilla creamer and a packet of sugar.

      “Word is Aubrie had a great birthday.”

      No sooner does he say that than we hear women talking loudly as they enter the waiting room.

      My gaze shoots to Reed’s as I stir my coffee.

      He shakes his head. “Should’ve known,” Reed mumbles, but his smile says it doesn’t bother him that my mom’s friends, Chelsea and Hannah, have come to wait with us while she’s in surgery. “Chelsea. Hannah.” He nods hello to them.

      They swarm him with a hug.

      “How’s our girl?” Hannah asks, but then she sees me. “Ah! There she is.” Hannah pushes off Reed and comes over to me.

      As usual, she’s dressed as if she walked off the runway at Paris Fashion Week. I realized a long time ago I’d never be as put together as Hannah always is.

      “Hi, Aunt Hannah,” I say as she hugs me and kisses my cheek.

      “Still gorgeous. Chelsea was just telling me how grown up you look.” She pulls back from me and takes me in.

      I’m sure she’s admiring my frumpy jeans and sweater set.

      “Your mom misses you. You need to come home more.” She studies me to make sure I understand.

      I get it, but it’s not like I don’t see my family. They just come to me now.

      I nod since I don’t want any issues. Chelsea and Hannah will grill me as to why I’m not coming home if I argue.

      “Jade, Aubrie had the best birthday. How can I thank you?” Chelsea nudges Hannah out of the way, hugging me just as tightly as her daughter does.

      I don’t have the heart to tell her the truth—that I ditched Aubrie for Henry and left three horny rookies in charge of her that night.

      When we’re done hugging hello, Reed’s already sitting in a chair, messenger bag at his feet. Hannah slides gracefully into one across from him, and Chelsea gets comfortable in the one next to her. I sit next to Reed and sip my coffee.

      “Henry is so sweet,” Hannah says out of nowhere.

      Reed’s head raises, and he looks at her as though he doesn’t understand what she’s talking about. Obviously, Aubrie must’ve shared that I saw Henry the other night.

      Henry’s parents died when he was young, so he was raised by his grandparents. They signed him up for Big Brother/Big Sister to have a male mentor, and Reed was assigned to him. The two of them have remained close all these years.

      It’s the entire reason Henry and I were best friends. Reed and my mom started dating, then their marriage solidified the fact that we’d spend a lot of time together.

      “Henry?” Reed asks, turning his attention to me then back to Hannah.

      This is Reed’s natural reaction when it comes to Henry being mentioned in my presence. The breakup was uncomfortable for all of us.

      “Yeah, Aubrie wanted to celebrate her birthday at Peeper’s Alley.” Chelsea glances in my direction. “Didn’t Jade tell you?”

      Reed swivels in his chair. “No, she didn’t. Did you know he’d be there?”

      Here’s the thing about Reed. He’s definitely more of a father figure to me than my own father. Not that I hate my dad. I love him, but he picked his career over raising me. He’s more like the fun dad, and Reed is the one who spent time with me, who knows what’s hurting me before I do sometimes. In terms of a stepdad, Reed is the best one ever. Except for times like this when he can read me too well.

      “Not until I got there and saw the sign outside the building,” I say.

      “You didn’t tell her?” Hannah scolds Chelsea.

      “I didn’t know. Do you think I frequent The Nest? I didn’t know until Aubrie told me about her night and explained the bar they went to.”

      In a split second, all three pairs of eyes are on me, filled with questions.

      “Stop it, you guys.”

      “The Nest.” Reed scoffs. “So stupid. I told him to move out of there a while ago.”

      “It’s kind of cute,” Chelsea says, and Reed frowns at her for taking the opposing side. “Or not.” She shrugs, diverting her attention to an older woman walking into the room.

      Hannah holds up her hand. “Okay, I’m sorry, someone explain this to me.”

      I take the directive since I’m sure Reed won’t, and Chelsea got the information second-hand. “The Nest is what they call the building that Henry lives in with some of his teammates. There are three different condos above the bar, Peeper’s Alley. Henry lives in one. I’m not sure who named it The Nest, but last night there was a cardboard sign with it written on it on the security gate they use to access their condos, along with a bunch of little notes I suspect are from women leaving their phone numbers.”

      “I don’t understand why these women are chasing these men around.”

      “Well, they’re hockey players.” I chuckle.

      Chelsea nods, agreeing with me.

      “But to write your name on a piece of paper and not play hard to get? How do you expect the man to respect you?”

      I laugh because Hannah is kind of old school, and I’d bet that Roarke, her longtime silver fox partner, pursued and won Hannah over, not the other way around.

      “Pretty sure they’re not looking for respect. They just want to sleep with a professional athlete,” Chelsea says. “Think back to your youth, Hannah.”

      “Even in my youth, I never chased a man.” She shakes her head.

      “How do you know about The Nest?” Reed asks, just when I thought maybe he wasn’t listening anymore.

      “You can’t look up anything about the Chicago Falcons without knowing about The Nest,” I say. “People post about how they left their number or wrote up the new sign after it had been torn down. I bet you can search for the hashtag The Nest, and you’ll see a bunch of selfies outside that black security gate.” It’s slightly embarrassing that I know so much about where Henry lives, but there are nights I’ve grown desperate to know what he’s doing right at that moment.

      “Oh, I didn’t know it was like that,” Chelsea says. “Well, whoever Alvin is, he and Aubrie really hit it off.”

      “Alvin?” Reed asks.

      “One of the rookies,” I tell him.

      “There’s no Alvin on the team.” A line forms between his eyebrows.

      “It’s a nickname. Like Henry being called Daddy,” I explain.

      He balks, turning to look at me. “They call Henry Daddy?”

      “Daddy?” Hannah says with disgust. “Is that some dirty reference?”

      “No.” I laugh, and Chelsea shakes her head.

      “Why do they call him Daddy?” Reed asks, clearly still confused.

      How have I been gone this long and still know more than him?

      “Feel like you don’t know your firstborn, huh?” I use the joke we used to have back in the day.

      Reed and Henry were much like father and son—he guided him, helped him, and I’m pretty sure paid for a lot of what allowed him to get where he is today. Hockey is not a cheap sport to participate in. Henry might never have made the league if Reed hadn’t ever come into his life. And I know Henry has always struggled with wanting to pay Reed back for it.

      “I clearly need to go to more games.” He pulls out his phone, and I peek over to see if he’s texting Henry.

      “You know Henry, guys. He’s always the responsible one. That’s probably why they call him Daddy. And Bodhi probably just cemented it. I mean, what other professional hockey player adopts a kid in the prime of their career?” I laugh, but none of them do.

      In fact, each of them barely look up from their laps. Do they know something I don’t?

      “What?”

      Chelsea is the first to look at me, and she shakes her head. “I’m sure we all have our theories as to why that happened.”

      Reed’s thumbs are moving over his screen, and I really hate that he has some kind of privacy screen thing so I can’t see who he’s messaging.

      “Like?”

      “Sweetie, I think part of the reason might have been because he was lonely,” she says a little reluctantly.

      Is she suggesting that’s because I never returned after he sent me packing? There’s so much none of them know about our relationship, but I’m not getting into it right now.

      “I think he wanted to pay it forward too,” Hannah says. “Because of how good Reed was to him. He wanted to give another child a better life.”

      “And what about you?” I look at Reed, who only glances at me before burying his head in his phone again.

      “I don’t know. That’s a question for him.”

      “But if you had to guess?”

      Reed knows Henry the best—definitely better than I do these days.

      “Wait, did you see Henry on Saturday?” he asks, changing the line of conversation.

      “I want some coffee. How about you, Hannah?” Chelsea says.

      “Nah, I’m restricting myself to one cup a day.” Hannah crosses her legs, getting more comfortable in her seat.

      “Then you can help me make mine,” Chelsea says, tugging on her sleeve.

      “Why would I—” She finally sees the look on Chelsea’s face and springs out of her seat. “On second thought, a second cup won’t kill me.”

      The two of them go over to the coffee station, huddled and gossiping the entire way.

      “Well?” Reed asks again.

      I’m baffled why he’s so concerned about this. “Is that him?” I nod at the phone.

      He places it face down on the table next to him.

      Okay, so it was.

      “Answer me, Jade.”

      I face him. “Did we just go through a time warp, and I’m sixteen again? Why does it matter?”

      “It doesn’t. But you didn’t say anything.” His shoulders lose some tension, and he places his hand over mine on the arm of the chair. “The two of you are just…”

      He doesn’t have to say it. I know what he means. And I should’ve left that bar before I ever saw him. I shouldn’t have let Tweetie challenge me, but I lose all power over my actions when Henry is involved. It’s one of the reasons I’ve stayed away for as long as I have. It’s too easy to just slide into one another again.

      “It was a coincidence. We caught up. Nothing big.”

      “Are you sure?” His attention shifts from me to his phone.

      I want to act like a toddler and steal it and read what Henry said, but I need to act like an adult. “Of course. I’m here to help you and Mom with the twins, and after Christmas, I’ll be gone again.”

      He squeezes my hand. “She really misses you. We miss you.”

      “I miss all of you, but…” I push back the tears that want to spill out of my eyes. “Chicago doesn’t seem that big of a city when Henry’s in it.”

      He nods. “Have you ever thought of⁠—”

      “No.” I shake my head. “I just need to keep myself busy for the next few months.”

      “Mom won’t need you during the day since she’s mobile and just has to keep her head down. God knows if you tried to dote on her 24/7, you two would be on each other’s nerves in days.” He chuckles. “And the boys will be in school during the day, so you might need to find something you can do to keep yourself busy.”

      I sit back, unsure what that might be.

      “Why don’t you take some photographs of Chicago? It’s a beautiful city.” I nod, and he tilts his head, seeing my lack of interest. “What am I missing?”

      I huff, but I shouldn’t be surprised he’s the first one I’m telling. Though if Henry were still in my life, it would be him. “I’m not feeling very creative lately. I keep forcing myself, and it’s not helping. It’s like I’ve lost my eye for it or something.”

      Just the thought of picking up a camera makes my stomach churn because lately, everything I produce is utter crap.

      “Well, I’m the wrong person to talk to about creativity, but maybe you need to step back while you’re here and let your creativity come back without any pressure. Do something different. I heard there’s an opening at St. Pat’s.” He laughs as though that’s absurd, and it is. He sits on the board of my old K-8 private Catholic school, which is weird, but then again, the twins just graduated from there last year.

      “You mean teach?” I ask, laughing as well because I’m no teacher.

      “You have your bachelor’s degree, and with a winning reference from me, I’m sure they’d hire you. Mrs. McConnell has to go on maternity leave soon, so it’s a short stint.”

      “I don’t know. Miss Keebler?” I cringe, thinking about whether I could handle a classroom full of kids. But it is just down the block from my childhood home, and it’s only during the day. I could keep busy and make some money. “What grade?”

      “She teaches first grade.” He picks his phone up off the table. “Just let me know. No pressure.”

      “Okay, I will.”

      Chelsea and Hannah slowly walk back over as though they’re testing the temperature of their bath water.

      The entire time we sit there and wait for news about my mom, my mind shifts to Henry. There’s no long plane ride to see him when the urge strikes. All I have to do is hop in an Uber, and bam, I could be standing in front of him. I can’t torture myself like this for the next three months.

      “I’ll take it if they accept me,” I say to Reed without thinking.

      Reed’s eyebrows rise to his hairline that now sports a few gray hairs. “Really? I’ll make the call.”

      “What’s going on?” Chelsea asks.

      “I’m going to be a teacher,” I say with trepidation because other than the twins, I don’t have much experience with children.

      “Congrats?” Hannah says it like a question.

      I just hope I survive, but I know chasing around a bunch of first graders will keep Henry far from my mind, and that’s the objective.
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      While Reed talks to Chelsea and Hannah, I tell them I’m going to take a walk. Chelsea and Hannah give me the same look that everyone who knew Henry and me as a couple does. It’s not necessarily a pitying look, but there’s definitely a “we feel bad for how things turned out” aspect to it.

      I think most people were on one of two sides watching our relationship unfold—either they thought it was young love that would fizzle out when we got to the real world, or they thought we were destined to go the distance. As if maybe fate had interceded all those years ago and sent my mom back to Chicago to run into the guy who was the best man at her wedding and fall for him. Him having such a close relationship with the boy he mentored, and Henry and I becoming fast friends before Reed and Mom ever married.

      I used to think that once too. I’m not sure what I believe now. But one thing is for sure—one of the happiest times of my life was when I was sixteen, and Henry confessed his feelings for me.

      

      
        
        We had just gotten back from him signing his commitment to Minnesota. My mom and Reed had a big cake for him, and we celebrated his accomplishment. His grandparents had left, and I was helping him set up the couch in the basement since Reed was taking him to a camp the next day.

        The twins had just been born, so Mom and Reed were busy getting them settled for the night. Up until that point, Henry and I were just friends. But I think if my mom hadn’t been going on only a few hours of sleep a night for months, she probably would have stayed up to make sure I went to my bedroom that night.

        “Want to watch a movie?” Henry asked after we put the sheets and comforter on the couch. He had grown so much in the few years before then that I wondered how comfortable it would be for him down there.

        “Oh… sure.”

        Henry was so busy with hockey that our friendship had shifted a little. I’d met Eloise freshman year, and we became instant friends. Henry had found new friends in his teammates, and most of them attended different schools, so he rarely hung out with the kids from our school. Lately, I’d felt him withdrawing even more, and I had no idea where we stood.

        “If you have plans…”

        I shook my head. “No. I just… can we talk?”

        He blew out a breath, facing me with one leg bent up and his back along the arm of the couch. Henry had come into his own. I’d been a witness to him changing from a little boy with blond hair and glasses to a scrawny middle schooler to a muscular and fit teenager. His boyish cuteness had settled into him being handsome, and his body had filled out. He towered over me now. I’d tried to push away those teenage hormones that saw him as the hot guy and not just Henry, my friend, but eventually I had to admit that I had a crush on my best friend.

        “What do you want to talk about?” he asked, as if he didn’t feel this space between us.

        “Us?”

        “Oh.” He looked down and fiddled with the hem of his khakis.

        “Things feel different,” I said.

        He nodded, but his eyes never rose to meet mine. My gut soured that maybe there was more to the change in our relationship than just finding different interests. Did he not want to be as close with me anymore?

        “I know,” he said.

        “What is it?”

        I pressed like I usually did, never giving Henry the time he always needed to think. He wasn’t like me. I was terribly impatient, and he was the most patient person I’d ever met. I tried to sit back and give him time to consider his response, but the longer the silence stretched between us, the more suffocated I felt by it.

        “Henry?” My voice held a note of desperation.

        His fingers stopped folding the leg of his pants, and his head lifted. His eyes were sad and apologetic. My stomach twisted with worry.

        “What?” I chewed on my bottom lip.

        “I’m not sure how to tell you this.”

        “What is it? Are you okay? Is it your grandparents?” I feared he’d been going through something, and because we’d been distant lately, he didn’t feel as if he could come to me.

        “No…” He shook his head again. “Everyone is fine.”

        I glanced at Minnesota that was splashed across the T-shirt. “Do you not want to go?”

        “To Minnesota?” he asked as if he didn’t understand my question.

        Maybe he had another school he’d wanted to hold out for? He and Reed were always talking about his offers, when or if they’d come. They went on school visits and talked to coaches. I’d assumed Henry hadn’t made his decision to attend there without it being his number one, but maybe I was wrong.

        “No. I think it’s a great fit for me,” he said.

        “Then what is it?” The anxiety in my body kept building the longer he kept me in the dark. I wasn’t good with guessing games, and I just wanted him to tell me what the problem between us was.

        “Just give me a second,” he said, clearly growing annoyed with my constant need for instant gratification while he had the ability to almost always stay centered.

        “I’ve given you about five.”

        “Jesus, Jade.” He stood from the couch and walked behind it, running his fingers along the felt of the pool table.

        “You’re scaring me. I don’t understand what’s wrong.” I followed him because that was just me. I’m still that way now. Act first and think later. I stood on the opposite side of the pool table.

        His head rocked back, and he stared at the ceiling. I watched his Adam’s apple bob as he swallowed. My fingers tapped the edge of the table, and when he finally lowered his head, his eyes fell to my fingers.

        “Oh my god, Henry. Tell me.” My voice rose, and although we were three stories down from the twins, I worried I could have woken them.

        “I like you,” he blurted, and his fingers wrapped around the edge of the pool table until his knuckles turned white.

        “That’s it? You like me?” It wasn’t until I processed the last five minutes that I connected the dots, but by then, Henry was already glaring at me.

        “You know what I mean, Jade. I like you.” He repeated it slower, his gaze meeting mine.

        “You like me?”

        “How many times do I need to say it?” There was a bite to his tone that I’d learned over the years was fear. Henry only became short when he feared what the repercussions might be.

        “As more than a friend?”

        “Jade.” He groaned.

        “Okay, I just wanted to clarify. Jeez.”

        “Yes, as more than a friend.”

        “Well, you took forever to tell me.”

        He tilted his head.

        I wasn’t always the easiest to get along with. Around that time, I’d had so many outbursts with my mom and sometimes Reed, only to feel guilty afterward and unable to understand why I’d gotten so mad in the first place.

        “So?” he asked.

        “So what?” I was still wrapping my head around what he’d said.

        Henry liked me as more than a friend.

        “What do you think about that?” His fingers loosened, and he stepped to the corner of the table, waiting for my reaction.

        “How long have you felt that way?” I bit my lip and stepped to the corner, leaving the width of the pool table between us. One of us had to make what felt like a long trek to the other side of the pool table or we’d have to meet halfway.

        “For a while.”

        “And is that why you haven’t wanted to hang out as much?” It wasn’t his fault alone. It was both of us, but I felt it more from him, which I chalked up to his hockey schedule.

        “I wanted to hang out, but I didn’t want to mess up and lose you.”

        “Oh.” He had been staying away because he liked me.

        “I have to know what you’re thinking right now.” He walked midway down the pool table, and I suspected he wasn’t going to put himself out there anymore until I gave him an answer. I would have to close the distance.

        “I’m thinking that…” I turned the corner of the pool table, my pointer finger running along the felt edge. “You should have told me sooner.” I met him in the middle, and my fingers covered his. “Because I like you too.”

        “As more than a friend?” His eyebrows rose and a smirk emerged on his gorgeous face.

        “Yes, Henry, as more than a friend.”

        “Just want to be sure.” He locked his fingers through mine and stared into my eyes. Had I never realized how transparent his blue eyes were? “Can I kiss you?”

        I loved that he didn’t ask me again how I felt. He took my word for what it was without second-guessing. It showed how confident he was that I would never lie to him to save his feelings. And him being unsure about telling me was only because he didn’t want to lose me, and that made all those complicated feelings that had grown inside me about what compartment to put him in settle. I didn’t have to choose if he was my friend or my boyfriend. He could be both.

        “You better.” I smiled.

        He chuckled, and his face lowered, his lips pressing to mine. Butterflies erupted in my belly. His free hand molded to my hip, and his tongue slid across the seam of my lips. I opened for him, giving myself over. A noise floated up his throat, but all I focused on was the way I stepped closer, and our bodies pressed together.

        He was only the third boy I had kissed, and none of the others were anything like this. None of them made me hunger and want other things like Henry did. Suddenly, I couldn’t get close enough, losing myself in a flood of emotions and physical reactions I didn’t know how to handle.

        His tongue stroked mine, and although I felt the kiss in every fiber of my body, it wasn’t anything like we perfected over the years that followed. It was hesitant and sloppy. There was a haze of insecurity that lingered around our movements. At the same time, it was the most perfect kiss. It was us discovering and exploring each other, which is what we’d done our entire friendship, just in a different way. The expectation of what would happen after made me giddy.

        He ended the kiss and stared down at me. “I was so scared.”

        I laughed, and he wrapped his arms around me, pulling me in for a hug. And I remember thinking it was the best place ever—in Henry’s arms.

      

      

      I touch my lips, the memory of our kiss so real that I wish there was a way for me to experience it all over again. But most of all, I wonder what he kisses like now. How many other girls or women have gotten to experience what it feels like to have Henry love you.

      “Mom’s out of surgery.” Reed’s voice draws my attention to where he stands near the waiting room doors opening to the hallway.

      I blink out of my haze of memories and smile at him. “Great. Everything good?”

      He holds the door open for me, and I walk through. “Guess we’ll find out. And hey, you’ve got an interview Wednesday.”

      “You work fast,” I say, walking to where a nurse is waiting for us before another set of doors.

      “Not in everything.” He chuckles.

      “Ew, keep your kinky stuff to yourself.”

      We follow the nurse to go see Mom, but I can’t stop recalling that night and how everything changed between Henry and me so fast after that.
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      “Daddy?” Bodhi walks into my bathroom completely dressed, with his backpack already on. “I’m ready.”

      “Good morning.” I mumble around my toothbrush.

      How does my six-year-old have a better morning routine than I do?

      Maybe because ever since Saturday night, I’ve only had Jade on my mind, and I’ve been barely getting enough sleep because I’ve been trying to think of some funny text to send to her to open the conversation between us again. These are the days I wish I was more like Tweetie.

      “I made you pancakes.” I’m trying to buy myself some time.

      “Yep. Ate ’em already. I don’t want to be late again, Daddy.”

      I have no idea when I became the “late parent.” I should probably delegate this job to Bodhi’s manny, Mack, but in season, it’s hard enough for me to find time with Bodhi. I want to be the one to take him to school when I can.

      I run the toothbrush over my teeth, hoping that not brushing them for the prescribed two minutes won’t give me a cavity like my grandma preached to me all my life. Spitting out my mouth full of toothpaste, I cup some water and rinse, then finally wipe my mouth on the towel.

      “Okay, I’m ready.” I leave the bathroom, grab a jacket, my wallet, and my keys.

      Bodhi waits at the door, staring me down. Sure enough, the pancakes are eaten, and the empty dish is in the sink. He’s way too responsible for his age, and I can’t help but worry that it’s because I’m a single dad. He doesn’t have a mom to nurture and spend time with him. Does he feel like he has to pick up the slack because it’s just me?

      “Go ahead,” I say.

      He opens the door to our condo, and a whirl of cooler air whooshes inside. Pretty soon it’ll be bone-chilling outside. I follow him out the door, locking it behind us.

      “Hold up, I’m joining the fun bus today.” Conor jogs down the stairs toward us.

      “Conor!” As always, Bodhi’s excited to see one of the guys. Even though Conor was just traded at the start of the season, he’s sparked up a friendship with Bodhi just like Rowan and Tweetie.

      “What’s up, big man?” Conor holds up his hand for a high five.

      “Why are you coming with us?” I arch an eyebrow at him.

      “Daddy!” Bodhi whines, his entire body going limp as if he’ll melt into a puddle if we don’t start walking down the stairs.

      “Whatever, let’s just go.” I follow Bodhi down the steps, and I’m thankful that I took Reed’s advice and got a specific driver to always be outside the condo ready to take us to school.

      “Mack!” Bodhi runs across the sidewalk to him.

      “Your driver is your manny?” Conor asks.

      “It’s my way of keeping him around. I need someone consistent in Bodhi’s life day-to-day, and no one is going to sign up for the job now that he’s in school all day.”

      “Just pay him a full-time salary,” Conor says, opening the passenger door and climbing in. “What’s up, Mack?”

      I get into the back seat of Mack’s small sedan, and my knees hit the back of the front seat when Conor slides his seat all the way back.

      “Thanks for that,” I mumble.

      “Let’s stop for some coffee. Bodhi, do you want a frap?” Conor asks.

      “Yeah!”

      There goes his need to be on time.

      “No, he doesn’t,” I say and look at Bodhi next to me. “You don’t want to be late, right?”

      “All the kids would be jealous if I had a frap.”

      “No.” I shake my head.

      Bodhi’s eyes go to the rearview mirror, and I catch Mack looking back at him. I roll my eyes and stare out the window, knowing Mack will get him one after school. Some battles aren’t worth fighting.

      “This isn’t as much fun as I thought it was gonna be.” Conor cracks his neck side to side.

      “You could get your own Uber and go get coffee,” I offer.

      “I could.” Conor turns to Mack. “Tell me how you got this gig.”

      Mack tells Conor how he kind of fell into the role of being a manny with another family, who was the same one that referred him to me. He’s talking about one of Reed’s friends. I tried the nanny thing many times, but it never worked out. The women were more interested in becoming Bodhi’s mom and my wife or girlfriend than just being a female figure in Bodhi’s life. So, when Reed told me about Mack searching for a job because the family had decided to move, I jumped at the chance.

      Once we hit the street that St. Patrick’s is on, my gaze strays to Jade’s childhood home. I find myself searching for her on the front steps or in the window, but she was always a late sleeper. The entire house still looks dark, although I’m sure the twins are at school already.

      “Reed and Victoria’s!” Bodhi points at the house as we pass it.

      Conor follows the direction Bodhi’s finger is pointing, now thrust in front of my face. “Who?”

      “It’s my Big Brother and his wife’s place,” I say.

      Conor whips his head around. “You have a brother? How did I not know this?”

      “It’s not his real big brother, he’s like a dad to him,” Bodhi says.

      “The Big Brother/Big Sister program? He was my Big Brother.”

      Conor still looks a little confused. Then again, I don’t wear a pin that says, “My name is Henry, and I’m an orphan.”

      “The school bell is about to ring. Better get in there,” Mack says, pulling along the curb.

      I step out of the car, and Bodhi slides out of my door. It’s amazing how much has changed and how much hasn’t. The building’s been renovated and doesn’t look anything like the school I attended, but there are still the moms and dads milling around and sipping their coffees, gossiping about all the other parents. Since Bodhi is the only kid walking to the door, I figure they’re talking about me. Probably about me being late… again.

      A car door shuts behind me, and I glance over my shoulder to see Conor striding up after us. What is he doing?

      “Henry, the team looked good last night,” a dad whose name I can’t remember says.

      “We’re doing all right,” I say, my hand on Bodhi’s back to keep him moving. “Thanks for the support.”

      “Good? We looked fantastic,” Conor says and steps over to the guy. “Hey, Conor Nilson, this guy’s pseudo uncle.”

      “I love your goalie warm-ups,” one of the moms says.

      Conor leans in until she lifts her coffee mug, and her wedding ring sparkles in the sun. He mumbles a thanks and comes back over to us.

      I chuckle. “Have a great day, bud. Mack will pick you up, and we’ll do something fun tonight. Pick a place to eat.”

      His teacher, Mrs. McConnell, stands in the doorway, her swollen belly barely contained by her light sweater. “Mr. Hensley, I just wanted to remind you about the concert on Friday night.”

      “All in the calendar, and thank you for planning it when I don’t have a game.”

      Teachers like her, who will work with me a little on my schedule, is why I changed schools this year. Yeah, I’m pulling favors by offering her husband my family tickets for two games this year, and I get that other parents don’t have the same luxury, but I’m taking what I can to be there for my son.

      “Happy to help. Once this little one comes out, my husband will probably be begging to go to a game.” She smiles and rubs her stomach.

      Bodhi hugs me goodbye and high-fives Conor before his hand slides into hers. “Can I touch your belly?”

      “Bodhi,” I say.

      “It’s okay. If it’s okay with your dad.”

      I nod, and she lifts their joined hands and places his hand to her stomach.

      His eyes widen, and his mouth opens. “I want a baby brother.”

      My stomach sinks, and Conor blows out a breath next to me. I barely have time for him, let alone another kid.

      “Let’s get to class. Everyone is already waiting for us,” Mrs. McConnell says.

      I mouth sorry, and she waves me off, taking Bodhi by the hand again and walking into the building. Conor and I walk down the sidewalk to Mack’s car.

      “That kid is dying for a mom,” Conor says.

      He’s not lying. A few months ago, Bodhi asked Rowan to share Kyleigh with me. But there’s no one in my life, and I can’t even imagine bringing in someone who would understand my schedule and fit into our life.

      “Shit, man, the moms around here don’t look like the moms when I was younger,” Conor whispers. Well, kind of whispers. “They’re all married?”

      “Most are.”

      “There has to be one for you, or are you holding out for the hot brunette from Saturday night?”

      I stop and stare at him for a moment. The thing about Conor is that he isn’t very good at keeping secrets. He actually kind of sucks at it.

      “Why are you here again?” My gut says Conor came with us today for something more than a ride to the rink for a workout.

      “Coffee?”

      I shake my head.

      “I wanted to see Mack?”

      “I don’t think so.” I place my hand on the car door handle.

      Conor cringes. “Okay, I lost at darts, so I was nominated to see how you’re handling it all.”

      “What do you know?” I ask, thankful to have friends who care. Especially Conor, who’s newer to the group but feels like we’ve known him forever. At the same time, I don’t share a lot about Jade because it’s hard to explain to someone who wasn’t there for it all.

      “Just what I saw on Saturday.”

      “And what’s that?” I open the door and slide into the car.

      He joins me in the back seat, his knee pressing into the back of the passenger seat. Now he knows how it feels since he slid it all the way back.

      He studies me with genuine concern. “That she’s really important to you.”

      Understatement of the fucking year.
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      “So, Reed mentioned that you saw Henry?” Mom asks with her head facing down, staring into a mirror that’s angled to reflect the television so she can watch the morning show.

      I knew Reed would tell her, but I don’t want to have another conversation about Henry. “It’s not a big deal.”

      The only good thing about her being stuck in this face down position is that she can’t guilt me into telling her since she’s unable to give me that look she always does that makes me cave. “That’s funny. I think if I were you, it would be a big deal.”

      “No worries, Mom. I’m not going to give up my life and stay here to be with Henry.” I cross my legs and grab the remote to turn up the volume, but her next words stop me.

      “I just didn’t want you to be like me with your father. But Henry made the right decision when you graduated college. Made me think differently.”

      I blow out a breath, my mind floating back to that moment when Henry broke me and saved me at the same time.

      We dated all through college. There were nights I was his masseuse after a hard practice, his cook for a late dinner after an away game, or the one he sought comfort from after a bad game. Sometimes I felt as if I was a spectator in Henry’s life. I was there only when he could squeeze in an hour here or there, but I never wanted to not be with him, and I loved the time we spent together. He never made me feel like second best. It was just the nature of him pursuing his dream. If he could have, he would have chosen to be with me more than he was.

      And watching him discover the player he was born to be was amazing. To be the one who saw him go from hardly playing to being the captain and star of the team. Walking hand in hand across campus as people said things to him about his performance, congratulating him on the wins. But all that made it harder to actually spend time alone with him. Everyone wanted to be his friend, and every girl wanted to steal him away from me. But I never worried about them. Henry would never cheat on me. I was his, just like he was mine.

      The Chicago Falcons drafted Henry before he could legally drink. But with Reed’s encouragement, he decided to stay at Minnesota to earn his degree. I think Henry knew that was the right decision for him long term, especially since his scholarship took care of tuition.

      When graduation came, the Falcons came calling again. Henry had already set up a bunch of coaching and training to prepare him for the national league when he got back to Chicago. We drove down, returning home, and found a one-bedroom apartment to rent.

      I had no idea what I was going to do with my Bachelor of Arts degree. I loved photography and concentrated on it during my time in Minnesota. I wanted to be with Henry, I really did, but the closer the move got, the bigger that pit in my stomach grew. I was restless and confused about the future, but nothing could have prepared me for the night he knocked on my door to deliver the news of what he’d been carrying in his heart.

      
        
        I was slowly packing my last box, watching some reality television show, taking too many breaks because of the addictive drama unfolding on screen. The knock on my door surprised me since my roommate had moved out the week prior, and Henry had said he was going to be late because he was going to get some drinks with the guys.

        When I opened the door, Henry stood there with his hands in the pockets of his worn jeans, rocking back on his heels. He was nervous, and his smile didn’t come close to the one I usually got from him. I didn’t really understand the ins and outs of how hockey contracts worked, but there was no way Chicago could have changed their mind, right? Just the thought made tears well in my eyes for him.

        “What’s wrong?” I pulled him into the apartment, shutting the door behind him.

        He looked around at the boxes, and my heart sank. Instead of excitement and anticipation that we were going to start the next phase of our lives together, I saw only sadness and trepidation on his face.

        “Henry, what is it?”

        He glanced behind me at the couch. “Can we sit?”

        “You’re scaring me.”

        I followed him to the couch, and he sat down, picked up the remote and turned off the television, then swiveled to face me.

        “Is it the Falcons?”

        He shook his head, and relief lowered the panic coursing through my veins. I could deal with anything. As long as he had hockey, we’re good. Hockey was the one thing in Henry’s life that I didn’t think he could live without. After a horrific car accident that took his parents too young, he deserved to get everything he wanted. And he wanted a career in hockey, so I wanted him to have it.

        “Then what is it?”

        He took my hands, the warmth of his covering my always cold ones. “I don’t think you should come.”

        My shoulders dropped, and I sank back into the couch, chest tight. “Come where?”

        I knew what he was saying, but I hoped so badly that he meant something different. I didn’t want it to be what I already knew in my gut it was.

        “To Chicago.” He inhaled a deep breath, his eyes never leaving mine.

        My Henry. So assured, so confident, so persistent. He must have been thinking about this for a while because Henry wasn’t a spontaneous person. He was a thinker, an analyst, a pros and cons kind of guy. He wouldn’t bring this to me unless he’d been pondering it a long, long time.

        “Why?” I tried to slide my hands out of his, but he tightened his hold, so I stopped fighting him.

        “I think you know why…” He ran his fingers through mine, as if memorizing the way our fingers locked together so perfectly. “You’ve stood by my side and watched me reach my biggest goal in life. And I…” His voice cracked as tears filled my eyes so fast that they were moments from slipping down my cheeks. “I love you too much to let you come to Chicago, Jade. It’s not where you want to be. Not where you need to be. You’d only be going back for me and…” He shook his head.

        “I don’t understand. We already have the apartment.” The thought of us parting brought with it so much fear that it almost paralyzed me.

        “And I’ll move into it. Alone.” His eyes glistened with tears.

        My heart cracked. Not splintered, but full on cleaved in two. Because a part of me knew he was right. I wanted to rail against his words, fight him with all I had, but he’d made his decision. Not a selfish decision. Not a rash decision. He hadn’t found some other woman or decided I wasn’t the one for him. The love was etched into his gorgeous face, his blue eyes overflowing with concern for me. My mom had been lecturing me for years about following Henry around. I’d chalked it up to my mom following my dad, which had ended up in a divorce because he cheated. I didn’t resent Henry, but the truth was that I was confused about what I wanted to do, and with graduation came the pressure to make a decision.

        But still… the idea of not having him by my side… “Henry, I’m good. I’m fine.”

        His head shook again, and he scooted closer to me on the couch. “I can’t do it, Jade. I want to. Believe me. I want to move you to Chicago, make love to you every night. Surprise you with dinners, Sunday breakfasts, and explore the parts of the city we’ve never discovered hand in hand. I want to give you everything… but that wouldn’t be fair… to you.”

        I stared at our hands. His knee touching mine. And I wanted to take a picture, never forget us because what would become of our future if I didn’t go to Chicago with him?

        What would I even do?

        Henry pulled out his phone and did something on the screen, then I heard my phone ding across the room. “I bought you a ticket to Holland. I just sent it to you.”

        “What?” I sat up, his hands falling to the couch. “Why would you do that?”

        “Jade, that article about your talent…”

        “Oh god, Henry, is that what this is about?”

        A couple of months ago, there was an article written about my photography for the school magazine. I had a decent following after taking some pictures of Henry, which turned into more hockey players wanting me to take pictures of them on and off the ice. I loved the sports photography, but it was the nights at dusk when I’d drag Henry somewhere remote to capture the sunset that really thrilled me. I loved the beauty around us that most people ignored—or worse, didn’t have time to enjoy. He’d been on me about that article and the compliments from the professors saying I had a rare eye since the moment it came out.

        “Yes.”

        “I told you⁠—”

        He leaned in, his palm cradling my cheek, bringing my gaze to his. “And you’re wrong. You’re so talented, but you’ll never find out just how much until you go and discover it for yourself.”

        I swallowed the lump in my throat. “But…”

        “The internet says Holland is a beautiful place. Start there.”

        I rose to my knees and wrapping my arms around his neck. My tears chased one another down my cheeks as I clung to him. “I don’t want to leave you.”

        “You have to,” he whispered. “I’m afraid if you don’t, you’ll resent me someday, and I can’t handle that, Jade.”

        I inhaled his scent of a fresh shower and him. My Henry. The boy who was my best friend and had showed me how I should be loved. I’d never find anyone like him again.

        “Tell me you’ll go,” he asked softly.

        My arms tightened, and I climbed into his lap, needing the comfort of his body. He knew me better than anyone else. He saw all of it. My fear to put myself out there. My restlessness and desire to explore, but my fear to leave him. My terror that I might be making the biggest mistake of my life. But still he pushed me, bought me a ticket, and somehow it only made me trust the fact that he had made the decision because he thought it was what was best for me. But still, I couldn’t answer him.

        He drew back and took my cheeks in his hands. We stared into one another’s eyes for a long beat as if promising without words that our time would come again. But I wasn’t so sure. Our lives were forking off in different directions, and we had no idea if they’d meet again.

        “I love you.” He pressed his lips to mine.

        He made love to me that night, and it was filled with so much raw emotion that I cried in his arms afterward and for most of the night. But Henry kept telling me that exciting things were going to happen. He told me everything he’d seen online in Holland and how much he knew I was going to love it there. I wanted to beg him to come with me. See the world together. Our life could be like those nights we’d grab snacks from the convenience store and climb up to the highest point to watch the sunset. But he had his own dreams, and I had yet to discover mine.

        He watched me pack a suitcase and drove me to the airport, assuring me that he’d take care of everything I’d packed at the apartment. So many times, I wanted to beg him to stop and turn around. His hand never let go of mine for the entire ride.

        After he parked along the curb, he got my suitcase out of his car and hugged me.

        “I don’t want to go.” My tears wouldn’t stop coming.

        “I know. I don’t want you to go either, but you have to, Jade. I’ll handle everything here, telling everyone. Go and live. Figure out what your dream is.” He kissed the top of my head and rested his cheek there, squeezing me into his large body.

        My hands gripped his shirt in the back, and I pressed my cheek into his chest, never wanting to forget him… forget us.

        “Call your mom in a few days so she doesn’t call the police thinking I did something to you, okay?”

        Only he could get me to laugh at a time like that.

        He never stopped hugging me, giving me the time I needed, before stepping back, my fingers grappling to hang on until the last inch. Our gazes snagged on one another’s, and a small smile creased his lips.

        “If you need anything, you call, okay?”

        I nodded, knowing I wouldn’t have the strength to hear his voice and not come running home.

        “I love you.”

        “I… love… you.” It took everything in me to grab my suitcase and not climb back into the safety of his car. I rose to my tiptoes, pressing a quick kiss to his lips. “I will always love you, Henry.”

        He wrapped his arm around my waist, tugging me into him, deepening the kiss, his tongue thrusting into my mouth. My suitcase slipped from my hand, and I climbed him, wrapping my legs around his waist, not caring who witnessed us.

        Panic seized me. No, I couldn’t go. What were we doing? We were making a huge mistake. We were the lucky ones who found love at such a young age. We were one of those love stories people tell each other.

        Then he closed the kiss, and my legs unwound from his waist. He lowered me back to my feet, and I saw the determination and acceptance on his face. “You’re going to kill it.”

        All of the emotions we were trying not to show couldn’t be hidden in our last look at each another, and I almost crumbled to the concrete. Somehow, I found the strength to reach for my suitcase and walk through the sliding doors, saying goodbye to Henry Hensley, the only boy I’d ever love.
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      I’m not sure if it’s because I aced my interview or because Reed has more pull at St. Pat’s than I thought, but they hired me on the spot.

      So today is my first day starting at St. Pat’s as a teacher.

      “It can’t be that hard,” my brother Waylon says to me, piling a forkful of eggs into his mouth.

      I thought taking care of my twin brothers would be easy. They’re fourteen and should be mostly self-sufficient. Sure, I knew I’d be their taxi driver, but they’re way more babied than I ever was. So instead of sipping coffee and watching my morning news show, I’m chained to the kitchen, preparing eggs and bacon because they’re “growing young boys” according to my mom.

      “You go sit in a classroom with twenty first graders.” I pick up a piece of bacon and take a bite.

      “I have to sit in a classroom with thirty freshmen.”

      Waylon has a point. I’ll take the first graders.

      “Don’t you just have to read them books?” Owen asks, pulling toast out of the toaster and buttering it. At least they can do some things for themselves. He takes the pieces back to his plate and makes a sandwich with the eggs and bacon.

      “Good idea. These eggs are dry as shit.” Waylon gets up and heads over to the toaster.

      “Language,” Mom hollers from the other room.

      “How about a little gratitude?” I say to my brothers.

      “Good thing she didn’t get a job as a chef.” Owen and Waylon both laugh.

      “Haha.” I roll my eyes at them.

      Waylon pats me on the shoulder. “Oh relax. So, what do you do with first graders?”

      I watch the twins each make sandwiches the exact same way. A little egg, a little bacon, more egg, and the last of the bacon. I wonder what it would be like to grow up with a twin.

      They have matching dark hair from Mom and blue eyes from Reed. Staring at someone and seeing yourself must be so weird.

      “Cheese!” Owen gets up and opens the fridge.

      “Grab me a slice.” Waylon continues to construct his egg sandwich.

      I have to admit it looks pretty good.

      “Henry had a killer game last night.” Waylon looks at me through his eyelashes, and Owen peeks at me from the fridge.

      Seriously, more people on the Henry train?

      “That goal in the third.” Owen lets out a long whistle.

      “His wrist shot is insane this year. I texted him,” Waylon says.

      My ears perk up more. The boys have his number? Of course they do. Henry’s practically an older brother to them.

      “He’s gonna stop by to show me some drills.” Owen tosses a slice of cheese on Waylon’s plate and sits back on his stool at the breakfast counter.

      “He should come to practice. Bring Bodhi.”

      I turn around to hide my reaction to the fact that my little brothers know a lot more than I do about Henry and his son. It hurts a little, although I have no right to feel that way. I’m the one who decided to stay away.

      “Definitely. Let me text him now.” Owen pulls out his phone.

      I told Henry he could use my number on Saturday, and here we are on Thursday, and no text from him. But he’s texting my brother. Wonderful.

      Owen’s thumbs move across the screen, then his phone rings in his hands. Since I’ve been home, I haven’t seen my brothers actually talk to anyone on the phone—they’re always texting or snapping or whatever it is they do—but Owen answers it right away.

      “Hey,” he says.

      “Hi,” a small voice says.

      “What’s up, Bodzilla?” Owen says and puts the call on speakerphone.

      “I’m ready for school, but Daddy’s still getting ready, so he said to call you.” His little voice is so cute and darling.

      I stir my creamer into my mug with my back turned so I can act as though it doesn’t faze me in the slightest to think about Henry in the shower or standing in front of the mirror with a towel wrapped around his waist. Styling his dark-blond hair or brushing those insanely white teeth. Nope, not picturing that at all. I can’t keep my back turned forever though, so I circle around and pretend I’m perfectly fine.

      Waylon leans over to be closer to the phone. “Tell him to hurry up. No one wants to be the late kid.” He takes an oversized bite of his sandwich.

      “Yesterday I was the last one there,” Bodhi says.

      Henry late? The Henry I remember was always early. But then again, he has a six-year-old to get ready now too.

      “You’re the cool kid for being the last one to arrive.” Owen nudges Waylon as if to say change the narrative.

      My heart warms that my brothers care so much for Henry’s son. That thought is accompanied with a painful tug in my chest for everything I’ve missed since I went away, but I push it back down.

      “Really?” Bodhi asks.

      “Absolutely, we’re late all the time. Except to hockey practice. We’re never late for hockey.” Waylon shoves the last bit of his sandwich into his mouth and stands from the chair.

      “No rush, Daddy!” Bodhi calls.

      Hearing him call Henry Daddy makes my ovaries ache in the best way.

      “Tell the twins I’ll meet them at the rink Sunday.”

      My heart stops, and my face heats when I hear Henry’s voice. It takes me a second to realize that my brothers are staring at me.

      “Awesome. Thanks, Henry,” Owen says.

      “Say bye, Bodhi,” Henry says in the background. There’s some noise through the speaker, then I hear footsteps running away in the distance. “Want me to bring Conor for some goalie tips?”

      There he is—crystal clear and talking right into the phone.

      “That’d be awesome. Would he do it, you think?” Waylon asks.

      “I’m sure he will. Okay, I gotta finish getting ready…”

      “Thanks, Henry,” Owen says.

      I’m thankful the conversation is ending so I can continue my day and not have to think about Henry half naked and getting ready for the day. Who am I kidding? My day will be filled with images of what I think his abs might look like now.

      “You’re welcome… um… hey?”

      I freeze, grabbing the keys off the counter so I can drive the boys to school.

      “What’s up?” Owen asks.

      “Is your sister there?” Henry asks.

      My heart damn near pops out of my chest. I swivel around and shake my head at my brothers.

      “Uh… she’s in the car waiting for us. Did you need to talk to her or something?” Owen cringes at me like “what do you want me to do?”

      “No… I just… no. See you Sunday.”

      They hang up, and I’m speechless for a moment, wondering what he wanted with me. Or did he sense I was in the room listening in? So many questions I’ll never get the answer to.

      “You two have major issues.” Waylon grabs his jacket and bag, walking toward the back door.

      “Yeah, they do.” Owen gets his stuff and walks by me, opening the back door.

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about.” I swipe my purse off the hook.

      “I know that you ignore his existence, and every time he’s over, he’s always asking about you. Seems like the two of you never got over each other.” Owen slaps his brother on the back to get going, and they walk down the stairs toward our detached garage.

      I can’t even say they’re wrong, which really sucks.
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      It’s my first day at St. Pat’s, so after I drop the boys off at school, I park back at the house and check on Mom before walking down the block to the school, just as I did for half my childhood. The problem is that I feel Henry’s absence even more because for many years, we walked this same cracked sidewalk side by side.

      The school asked me to shadow Mrs. McConnell since her due date is closing in. Which I was all for since I have no idea what I’m going to be doing. My only saving grace is they told me Mrs. McConnell is very organized, and she’s already written up all the sub plans for while she’s gone. Surely, I can follow someone else’s directions.

      Since I’ve been obsessed and nervous about today, Henry hasn’t been on my mind as often as he would be otherwise, which is the entire point. So my plan is working.

      I walk into St. Pat’s, and the office tells me which classroom to go to. I’m there before any of the students arrive to hopefully get to know Mrs. McConnell a little more. Any information I can siphon off her before she starts her maternity leave will be useful.

      When I reach the classroom, she’s sitting in an armchair in front of the window with a rug laid out in front of her. I imagine that must be where the kids sit when she’s reading to them. Her head is tilted back, and her eyes are closed.

      I knock softly and her eyes pop open, and she inhales a few deep breaths.

      “Hi. I’m Jade… Keebler.”

      Her hands run down her belly. “Nice to meet you, Jade. And I’m sorry to do this to you, but I think I’m in labor.”

      My eyes widen, and I stiffen. “Oh. Oh my gosh.” I look over my shoulder. “Should I get someone?”

      “If you could get my cell phone out of my bag and hand it to me? I have an emergency plan in motion if it happens while I’m here.”

      I rush over to her desk, finding her purse on top. It’s weird to go into a stranger’s bag, but I grab her phone and hand it to her.

      “Now can you call the office on that phone right there and tell them that I need Principal Wheatley to drive me to the hospital, please?”

      “Not an ambulance?” My forehead wrinkles.

      She waves me off. “This is my third. I’m good.”

      Okay then. Third baby, no ambulance. Got it.

      Someone answers her call, and all she says is it’s time, see you there, and hangs up. This woman is a real pro apparently. And not at all freaked out that she’s about to push a baby out of her vagina.

      I call the office, and when I tell them what’s going on, no one there sounds as though they’re in a panic. I mean, the lady is in labor. What the heck?

      A couple minutes later, I hear footsteps in the hallway before three people storm through the door. It’s a bit of a whirlwind as they help her up from the chair and walk her toward the door.

      “This is an exciting day,” Principal Wheatley says, laughing about the situation. “Congrats on your first day.”

      I nod numbly. I think I’m going to throw up.

      “My sub plans are in the top right drawer. Just follow those. I’ll touch base after she’s born,” Mrs. McConnell says over her shoulder as she’s helped out of the room. “And crap, the concert is tomorrow night. Just do your best. Talk to Mrs. Hassels, and she’ll explain how it goes. She’s great, you’ll have no problems.”

      Then they’re gone.

      I stand there stunned for a moment before a woman with curly blonde hair peeks into the room. “I’ll get your students into the room. Just get yourself situated. You’ll do great.” She gives me a thumbs-up.

      I turn to stare at my new desk. These kids are getting the short end of the stick. I sit down at the desk, where I find everything meticulously organized. Sure enough, her binder full of plans is in the top right drawer. Thank goodness she’s a planner. So unlike me.

      I’m not even going to ask the kids to refer to me the way they normally do their teachers. I’ll be introducing myself as Miss Jade. With a last name like Keebler, the cookie jokes would be endless if I asked kids this age to call me Miss Keebler.

      I read over what she had planned for today and her instructions on how to use all the techno gadgets that weren’t here when I was in school. This is going to be a learning curve, but I’ve got this. I’ll be fine. As long as I keep telling myself it, maybe I’ll believe it.

      I’m feeling a little calmer until I stand and walk between all the desks. Each one has a name written on laminated colored paper and taped to the top. The names are so cute these days. No Katies or Mikes or Billys. Even if they’re common names, they’re spelled differently. I stop when I read the one in the front row, third aisle.

      Bodhi.

      Well, there are a lot of Bodhis in the world. I’m sure it’s a coincidence. This is a city with millions of people.

      “Who are you?”

      I startle when the same voice I heard earlier this morning sounds from the doorway. I circle around to find a cute dark-haired boy with caramel-colored eyes. I guess in terms of students who attend St. Pat’s first grade, there’s only one Bodhi—Bodhi Hensley.

      And just like that, my plan goes to shit.
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      Daddy finally got me to school early. I hug him goodbye really fast and run inside so I can be the first one in the classroom.

      “Slow down, Bodhi,” Mrs. Hassels says, so I just walk really fast.

      I haven’t been first all year. Waylon and Owen made it sound cool for me to be late, but they were pretending. Everyone knows first is better than last.

      When I get to my classroom, I run in and stop by the doorway.

      That’s not Mrs. McConnell.

      Did I go into the wrong room?

      No. Mrs. McConnell’s chair is there by the window that looks out at the big brown house with all the pretty flowers.

      “Who are you?” I ask.

      The lady turns around, and I almost stop breathing.

      It’s her.

      She looks like I scared her. Then she smiles. “I’m Miss Jade. Have a seat, and we’ll talk about Mrs. McConnell once everyone arrives.”

      I walk over to my cubby and hang up my backpack and coat.

      More kids come in and ask her questions, but she tells them to sit down too.

      I slide into my seat and watch her.

      She’s really pretty.

      That must be why Daddy stares at her picture all the time.
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      “I don’t want to wear this,” Bodhi whines, trying to unbutton the top button of his dress shirt.

      “Everyone else will be wearing something similar.” I wrap the tie around his neck and lower his hands to his side.

      “It’s itchy,” he whines.

      “Come on. You’re the one who always wants to be on time. If you keep fighting me, we’ll be late.” I try to tie his tie quickly, realizing that I should’ve tied it and then put it on him because tying a tie on someone else isn’t as easy as the movies make it look.

      “Micha was jealous, Daddy. He asked if I slept at school because I got there so early again.” He laughs.

      It’s the best sound in the world.

      “I think I get dad points for being early two days in a row.”

      It wasn’t easy, but I realized I needed to stop dwelling on the Jade thing. She has my number too and hasn’t used it either. Maybe this is our new normal. Maybe we’ll be in the same city and never see one another. Not act on our longing for one another. I hate it, but addressing all our issues and realizing nothing will ever change for us isn’t a conversation I want to have.

      “For sure, Daddy.” He stares at me while I concentrate on the knot of his tie, making it as perfect as I can.

      There’s something in his eyes tonight… it’s the same look he gets when he’s pulling a prank. Like the time he was waiting for me to pee because Tweetie told him to put Saran Wrap on the toilet. But unless he decides to embarrass himself at the concert tonight, I can’t think of what kind of prank he could be planning.

      “There you go. All done.” I squeeze his shoulder then lower him off the bathroom counter. His hands immediately go to the tie. “I get it, but you only have to wear it for a few hours. Right after the concert, you can take off the tie and unbutton your shirt, I promise.”

      “How do you wear these things all the time?” He walks out of the bathroom, and it strikes me how fast my time with him is going. One minute he can barely string sentences together and now look at him.

      “When you’re an adult, you get used to it. Hey, I’m going to do your birthday invites this week. I think we should invite the whole class, so no one feels left out.”

      “The girls too?” he groans.

      “Yeah. You’re the new kid this year, so let’s make some friends.”

      He blows out a breath and sits on the bench by the front door, his legs stretched out in front of him, slouched with his head against the wall.

      “At your age, my best friend was a girl,” I tell him, hoping to get him to understand that boy or girl, a friend is a friend.

      Then again, with the predicament I’m in now, maybe I should steer him to only be friends with boys.

      “I knnnoooww.” He rolls his eyes at me as though he’s heard this a thousand times before.

      I grab my jacket, not exactly happy I have to dress up too, put my keys and wallet in my pockets, then open the door, waiting for him to leave the condo. We step into the common stairway that leads to all the condos in the building, and sure enough, everyone else is walking down the concrete steps.

      Rowan’s in slacks and a button-down, Kyleigh’s in a dress, Conor’s wearing a sweater and slacks, and good ol’ Tweetie is in jeans, casual shoes, and a white T-shirt with a jacket over the top.

      “I better keep Kyleigh close tonight,” Rowan says, grabbing his girlfriend’s hand. “Bodhi, love the attire.”

      “You look so handsome.” Kyleigh unwinds her hand, bending down to Bodhi’s level. “This tie is awesome.” She leans in. “You should dress all the Falcons on game day.”

      Bodhi beams up at Kyleigh per usual.

      “Sorry, Rowan.” Kyleigh takes Bodhi’s hand, and they walk down the steps together.

      “Your kid is a cockblocker,” Rowan whispers, following them.

      “I didn’t realize you were all coming,” I say as Conor and Tweetie pass me with pats on the back.

      “It’s Bodhi’s big night. What else would we do?” Tweetie says over his shoulder, jogging down the steps.

      “We can’t be late, let’s go.” Conor waves.

      It’s nice to have them here. Sure, I have Reed, Victoria, the twins, but they’re a family of their own. Both of them work, and the boys are busy with hockey. So, this little found family with the guys is really good for both of us. And the fact they don’t have to go, they aren’t blood-related to us, but they’re coming because they want to, means a hell of a lot. Most of all, I’m happy that Bodhi has them.

      I blow out a breath and watch them all leave through the security gate, my heart growing two fucking sizes like the damn Grinch on Christmas morning.

      A half hour later—because of Friday night traffic in the city—we all file out of our Uber XL in front of Bodhi’s school. The parents and kids trickling in keep taking quick glances at us. I’m sure we look a little odd with four professional hockey players, one woman, and a kid. Jesus, I’m probably the center of the gossip mill. Maybe they all think we’re in some gang-bang situation with Kyleigh.

      “So, Bodhi, what’s your teacher like?” Tweetie asks, and we all collectively groan.

      The last thing I need is Tweetie fucking Bodhi’s teacher. “She’s pregnant and married,” I say, stopping his mind from going to places it needs to stay away from.

      “She’s not pregnant,” Bodhi says, pushing his finger between his collar and the knot of his tie, tugging. “This thing is strangling me.”

      I decide to ignore Bodhi’s continued whining about his clothes, so we don’t get into it right before his concert.

      “Yes, she is.” I ruffle his hair as we climb the stairs to the school.

      “No, she isn’t,” Bodhi says.

      The rest of them snicker and laugh as they always do when we go at each other. I’m glad my kid doesn’t back down, but I need to keep reminding him I’m the parent.

      “Stop lying.”

      He’s not usually a liar, but he would’ve told me if she’d had the baby. That would have been the first thing he told me when he got home.

      “I’m not. She had her baby last night. I have a new teacher now.”

      “Really? Why didn’t you mention this earlier?” I ask, stopping us at the end of the hallway Bodhi needs to go down to get ready for the concert.

      I fix Bodhi’s tie since he’s mangled it with his persistent pulling and run my fingers through his hair. Shit, how did I miss the grape jelly stain from his sandwich on his face? I squat and lick my thumb and run it over the corner of his cheek to remove the jelly. It’s not like I have a wipe on me.

      “Dude, did you just lick your thumb and wipe his cheek?” Conor asks.

      He’ll understand when he has a kid. If he ever has a kid.

      “He does that shit all the damn time,” Tweetie says.

      “Wait until you’re a parent, okay?” I look up at all of them briefly.

      “I didn’t think about it.” Bodhi waves to some kid he knows. His mouth opens, and he points down the hall. “There she is, Dad.”

      My back is turned, and I’m squatted down to Bodhi’s level. I run my thumb over the persistent spot once more.

      Tweetie laughs obnoxiously.

      Conor snickers.

      Kyleigh coos.

      Rowan’s gaze moves to me and back up behind me.

      I’m guessing the new teacher is attractive. But Tweetie’s not fucking the substitute either.

      “Miss Jade, wanna meet my dad?” Bodhi raises his hand and waves.

      Jade isn’t a common name, and from everyone’s reactions, I instantly know it has to be her. A million questions fill my brain as once again, I stand and turn, coming face-to-face with her.

      “I already know your dad, Bodhi.” Jade lifts her hand, clearly not surprised to see me. “Your dad and I met when we were about your age. Hi, Henry.”

      “You can’t make this shit up,” Tweetie says.

      I’m speechless, unsure how to react. She’s a teacher? When did she become a teacher?

      Bodhi nudges my arm. “Say hi, Daddy.”

      “Yeah, Daddy, say hi,” Conor says.

      Jade’s gaze leaves mine to flit to Conor for a second.

      “We’ll get Bodhi to the room he needs to go to. Come on, bud,” Rowan says, holding out his hand to Bodhi.

      I still can’t find any words.

      Kyleigh starts to walk with Rowan and Bodhi but stops and turns around. “Hey boys, let’s go.” She motions for Tweetie and Conor to follow.

      “We don’t have to do everything together,” Conor says, staying put.

      Kyleigh walks back, grabs the sleeve of her brother’s jacket, and tugs him forward. “Right now, we do.”

      Tweetie and Conor can’t stop looking over their shoulders at us, cracking jokes and looking as if they belong in the seventh grade, and it’s my first time talking to a girl.

      “So, you’re a teacher?” I ask, finally finding my voice.

      She giggles. She fucking giggles. With no heads-up that she was Bodhi’s new teacher after Mrs. McConnell had her baby.

      “Sorry.” She giggles again. “It’s just weird. I didn’t know Bodhi went here. Since no one needs my help at the house during the day, I wanted something to do during the day. Reed mentioned this position was available, which now that I’m thinking about it, it’s odd that he didn’t give me a heads-up, too, no?”

      My first question is why she’s teaching and not doing what she’s been doing for the last few years. The entire reason she couldn’t stay here with me was because she needed to explore the world and her love of photography. So, I’m really confused right now.

      “Don’t you think?” she asks, prompting me when I don’t say anything.

      “Bodhi just started here this year. I said something to Reed, but it was brief, and he’s really been occupied with that case, Victoria’s surgery, and the boys. Maybe it slipped his mind.” I doubt Reed or anyone in the Warner house would try to set us up, knowing what the repercussions would be.

      “Oh, well, that makes sense. He’s rarely been home since I got there.” She shrugs and her laughter stops.

      She looks gorgeous in a dress that’s conservative enough for a Catholic school event but also molds to her curves. Her dark hair is a little wavy, and all I want to do is mess it up in a heavy make-out session in the storage room.

      “Are you just covering Mrs. McConnell for her maternity leave?”

      A few families walk by, taking their kids to the room where they are all convening. Some glance our way, but I’m used to the looks, as if they’re asking one another, is that Henry Hensley? Or damn, he looks familiar.

      “Yeah, it should wrap up around the time I plan to leave.” She looks behind her. “I should really get going. Second day on the job, and I’m already slacking off.” She laughs, and her hand touches my bicep, warmth seeps through the fabric of my jacket and shirt. “He’s a really great kid by the way. You’ve done an amazing job.” With a smile that doesn’t quite reach her eyes, she walks down the hall.

      Fuck, okay, I can handle this. She’s my kid’s teacher. But it’s not like I have to be in constant contact with her. It’s only going to be three months at the most. It took me a lot to make it to the national league, so surely I can get through this. In a few months, she’ll be gone, and we can go on with our lives. I just need to make sure my son doesn’t get attached. And I really need to make sure I don’t fuck the substitute.
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      “Wait, wait, wait!” Eloise stops in the middle of the sidewalk with her hand up, making the Saturday foot traffic groan and mumble curses for having to go around us. “You’re his son’s teacher?”

      I tug on her sleeve to keep walking. “Yeah.”

      Eloise and I became friends freshman year in high school when I had to leave the safety of St. Pat’s and venture into a public high school. She’s been a great friend to me, and although I’m always thousands of miles away, I hope I’ve done the same. Since I’m the maid of honor at her wedding this summer, I think I must have.

      “Okay, you’re gonna need to start over. Why are you even teaching?”

      I don’t want to get into my reason for taking the teaching job instead of spending my days wandering the city and taking photographs to sell. This is her day to go to a bridal store and try on dresses so she can get married.

      I hook my arm through hers, walking us in the direction she told me the shop was. “We’ll talk about it over lunch.”

      She blows out a breath. “I’m holding you to that. You always push off talking about anything to do with him, and I’ve been rambling all morning about the wedding, evil mother in-laws, and how my fiancé would rather watch football than fuck me.”

      I laugh and lay my head on her shoulder. I’ve missed her so much. This road to a happy wedding isn’t going to be easy with all the issues she has going on this early in the game, so I’m happy I can be here for her.

      We arrive outside the bridal shop. It’s quaint, with headless mannequins wearing beautiful wedding dresses in the shop window. One in white and the other in a candlelight ivory gown. Dried flowers are scattered around them.

      I have the brief thought that if I had returned to Chicago with Henry all those years ago, I’d probably be married to him by now, and we’d have already gone through this stage together.

      We walk through the doors to Bridal by Kyleigh and are greeted by the luscious smell of vanilla mixed with apple cider. I inhale deeply, in love with the boutique bridal salon vibe going on here.

      “I’ll be with you in a sec,” a woman says from somewhere in the back.

      There are a few lines of dresses on the racks and a three-way mirror with a pedestal in the back. Small velvet benches and plush velvet chairs are strewn around for people to sit and relax. We step in farther and see a woman in a dress standing in front of a set of mirrors while a woman with her back to us is crouched near the bottom of the dress.

      “Will you just stop fidgeting?” the woman with the pins says to a bride.

      Her dress is amazing. The mix of fabrics, the way it almost looks as if it’s been sewn to her body, it fits so well. Nothing is out of place. It’s just beautiful.

      “See why I want her to make my dress?” Eloise points at the woman now lying on the ground with pins, trying to put another in place. Her face is obstructed by the layers of what I think are silk or satin.

      “She’s the owner?” I whisper.

      “That’s Kyleigh.” Eloise pulls me over to the side and quietly tells me the owner’s story. How she used to work with her mom, who is a big deal in the industry, and now she’s an up-and-coming designer herself. Eloise swears that soon everyone will want to wear Kyleigh’s dresses.

      “You need to treat me better,” the bride says. “I demand better service.”

      “If you’d listen to my instructions, I wouldn’t poke you.” The woman stands and deliberately pokes the bride in the shoulder with a pin.

      “Ouch. Jesus.” The bride puts her hand on the back of her shoulder and inspects it as if she thinks there’ll be blood.

      “Do you want help getting out of it?” Kyleigh asks.

      The bride scoffs and lifts the skirt of the dress, stepping down from the pedestal. “I don’t need any more help from you.”

      “Ungrateful,” Kyleigh says to the bride’s back.

      “Go get some coffee into your bloodstream before you lose customers,” the bride bites back, disappearing to where I assume the changing rooms are.

      I eye Eloise while trying to appear as if I’m perusing dresses. I’m not sure she wants to use this woman. She’s got a whole mean, entitled girl thing going on.

      “Jade?”

      I swivel around and realize that Kyleigh is the woman who was at the concert last night with Henry and his friends. I’m pretty sure she’s dating Rowan Landry because she was at the bar that night too, sitting in his lap.

      “I thought that was you.” She breaks the distance, putting out her hand. “I’m Kyleigh, Rowan’s girlfriend. I wanted to introduce myself to you a couple times now, but there never seems to be the right time.”

      Eloise’s head volleys between Kyleigh and me.

      “Are you…? I mean…” Her attention shifts to my left hand.

      “Oh no.” I shake my head, placing my hand on Eloise’s shoulder. “My friend Eloise is getting married.”

      Kyleigh laughs. “I was gonna say, we might have to lock Henry up. Either that or get him really drunk.”

      Eloise glances at me.

      Kyleigh puts her hand out to Eloise. “So, you’re the bride?”

      Eloise shakes her hand, and her smile is so wide I’m a little envious. “I am.”

      The other bride comes out of the back room in joggers and a sweatshirt. “The dress is in the room, tyrant.” She stops at the sight of us and bites her lip.

      Kyleigh must see the expressions on our faces and fear strikes her beautiful features. “Oh no. You must think I’m a total bitch.” She looks back at the other bride, and both women laugh. Kyleigh recovers and gestures to the other woman. “This is my best friend, Alara, who is also getting married.”

      Alara steps forward and digs out a ChapStick from her purse, sliding it over her lips. “She is a bitch, though.”

      Kyleigh elbows her in the ribs, and Alara feigns injury. “Why don’t you get me a coffee now?”

      Alara puts her ChapStick back in her purse. “Anyone else want anything?”

      “Oh no. Thank you, though,” I say, loving their dynamic now that I know they’re friends.

      “Please, it’s the least I can do for us having a rough start, and Alara loves doing my coffee runs.” She puts her arm around her friend.

      Alara rolls her eyes. “It’s my dream to be her bitch.”

      Eloise and I give her our coffee orders, and Alara leaves the shop.

      “Okay.” Kyleigh claps her hands as she addresses Eloise. “Let’s get started. I always like to start by having you try on some simple dresses with different silhouettes so we can figure out the fit and style you like the most. From there, we’ll talk fabric and any additions and veils and all the things that will make the dress unique to you and have everyone green with envy as you walk down the aisle. How does that sound?”

      Eloise nods in approval.

      “Great, why don’t you tell me what you’re thinking you might want?”

      Kyleigh listens intently to Eloise and pulls out some dresses based on her preferences, then a few for her to try on in addition to what Eloise says her eye is drawn to in the magazines.

      “Only Jade with you today?” Kyleigh asks.

      “I’m a people pleaser and trying to make sure I don’t end up in a dress I hate.”

      Kyleigh laughs. “Good decision. I mean, you have to look at these pictures your entire life.”

      Eloise blows out a breath, and her hands stop shifting through the dresses for a moment. I worry something is going on that she’s not telling me about. “So true. Although my soon-to-be monster-in-law will be in all of them, so they’re already going to suck.”

      “That bad, huh?” Kyleigh cringes.

      Eloise nods and says nothing more.

      When it’s time for Eloise to try on the dresses, Kyleigh instructs me to sit in one of the plush velvet chairs. I don’t love the pressure of being the only one here for Eloise, but she told me she doesn’t want a million opinions, so I’m going to take my cues from her. If she seems like she loves a dress, I will too.

      “Okay, come take a look.” Kyleigh walks out of the dressing room after helping Eloise to get into the dress.

      Eloise steps up onto the pedestal in a beautiful A-line strapless dress. She’s taken out her ponytail, and her blonde hair cascades over her shoulders. The dress’s simplicity only makes her shine more.

      “I know you wanted all the tulle and everything, but my salon, my rules. I always ask the brides to try on a dress I picked out before we try on all the ones they think they want.” Kyleigh sits in the chair next to me. She winks and laughs.

      Eloise stares at herself in the mirror. No tears well in her eyes, and she doesn’t swivel right and left to get a look at the sides or back. She just straight-on stares at herself. There’s no smile. No amazement over how stunning she looks. No outward physical reaction in the least.

      Kyleigh must see what I do because she bolts up out of the chair and rushes over to the pedestal. “You hate it. It’s okay. We’ll try on one of the Cinderella ones with the big poofy skirts.”

      Still Eloise says nothing, and her gaze diverts to Kyleigh for a second, a smile creasing her lips. “I love it,” she says, although her voice is small and meek.

      The words people pleaser ring in my head.

      “Maybe you should try on another one,” I say.

      Eloise shakes her head again. “No. Just give me a minute.”

      Kyleigh turns and walks back over to me. “Everyone has a different reaction,” she says in a low voice. She pats my shoulder, and we both wait for Eloise to say anything else. The door chimes, and Kyleigh eyes me, smirking. “Finally, Alara, we’re dying of caffeine withdrawal!”

      “Good thing I know you always want an iced coffee,” a deep voice says.

      She turns around, and the smile that forms on her face… well, her eyes might as well pop out of her head with two big hearts. “Rowan! What do I owe you for this treat?”

      “I’ll tell you tonight,” Rowan says. “But a kiss will do for now.”

      I stare at the mirror in front of Eloise, and my heart skips a beat because Rowan isn’t alone. Henry stands right next to him.
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      The bell chimes again, and Alara walks in. “Oh my god, seriously? I’m the savior today, Rowan. Always stealing my thunder.” She shakes her head with a smile and walks past him. “Hey, Henry.”

      “Alara,” he says and looks away from his teammate and his girlfriend. His gaze lifts to Eloise, who is still standing stoically on the pedestal, soaking in the sight of herself in a wedding gown.

      I watch him without him knowing. The look of recognition when he spots Eloise has him shifting his attention to where I sit in the chair.

      With a stunned look, Henry propels himself forward. “Jade? Eloise?”

      Alara hands me my coffee, not paying attention to the invisible string between Henry and me. “Can I at least be your saviors?”

      “Thank you.” I accept my coffee, and she sets Eloise’s on the table.

      “You look gorgeous.” Alara sits where Kyleigh was, blowing on her coffee. “Did she make you try on the one she wants first?” Alara rolls her eyes. “First dress rule,” she says in a voice pretending to be Kyleigh.

      I’m trying not to concentrate on the fact that Henry has rounded the chairs and is sliding into the one next to me. “I would have brought you a coffee had I known you were here.”

      I beg my body not to react to his closeness, but it doesn’t listen.

      “Eloise, getting married, huh?” he asks her.

      She smirks at him through the mirror. “Henry, adopted a son, huh?”

      He laughs and shakes his head. “I guess I did do things a little backward.” His gaze shifts to me and back to Eloise. “He’s a lucky guy. You look beautiful.”

      She nods. “Thanks.”

      She stares into the mirror, her hands running down the sides of her dress. I’m sure it’s a big decision, and she’s just nervous. Plus, she’s always been one to second-guess her decisions. The whole people-pleaser thing has always been in full effect.

      “Why are you two here?” Alara asks. “I thought you were in season?”

      Henry chuckles. “We have a game on Monday.” He looks over his shoulder. “And do you even have to ask? They’re attached at the hip. We were getting snacks to watch the football game, but we had to detour here.”

      “Football?” Eloise asks with no small amount of disgust in her voice.

      “Minnesota.” Henry looks at me, and my stomach somersaults. Our alma mater.

      “Oh my god. I can’t believe I didn’t clue in!” Alara points at me. “It’s you.”

      I frown. “What?”

      “I was there that night at Peeper’s. Left almost right after you arrived, but you’re the girl who stunned a room full of hockey players into silence.” Her head rocks back. “How did it take me this long to figure it out? But now, seeing the two of you together, I remember.” Her finger shifts between Henry and me. “God, you like the hockey guys too?”

      “I’m going to get out of this dress.” Eloise steps down from the platform, almost as if she’s having an allergic reaction to the fabric.

      “I’ll help you.” I put my coffee on the table and stand.

      “I’m fine,” Eloise murmurs, dashing into the hallway.

      Henry grabs my wrist before I can leave.

      “And that’s my cue.” Alara gets up and walks away.

      “Watch the game with us,” he says.

      My shoulders slump. “Henry.”

      “Bodhi is at my grandparents’ for a few hours. And I just really want to… I don’t know. But the way we keep running into one another has to mean something, right?”

      “Only that Chicago is smaller than we thought.”

      He shakes his head. “Please, Jade. One afternoon. And we’ll have the distraction of football, and the guys and Kyleigh will be there, I’m sure.” He turns toward them. “Ky, you watching the game with us today?”

      “Of course, I love it when you guys yell and scream at the TV as if you’re on the field.” She goes back to talking to Rowan.

      “So that’s a yes.” Henry stares me down.

      “I don’t know. Let me check on what Eloise is doing, okay?” I slide my wrist out of his grip and walk into the back hallway.

      The dress lies in a puddle on the floor, and she’s half dressed, throwing her sweater over herself when I slip inside the changing room.

      She looks at me, rushing to get her clothes on. “Hey, I’m really sorry, but I have to go. You good? You can get home, right?”

      “Eloise, what is going on?” I grab her upper arms, and her body relaxes when she meets my gaze.

      “Nothing. I’m good. I just… I need some air.”

      “I’ll go with you.”

      She shakes her head. “I’ll call you, okay? I’m sorry.”

      She twists out of my hold and walks out of the changing room.

      I hang up the dress and walk back into the main area of the shop to find everyone’s eyes on me. “Um…”

      “It’s okay, I see it a lot. It can be nerve-racking and a lot of pressure once you start looking for your wedding gown. I’m sure she’s fine.” Kyleigh waves off my concern.

      She has more experience than I do with brides, but I thought there would be tears of happiness, not Eloise practically ripping off the dress and running out of the store.

      My gaze flickers to Henry standing with his hands in his pockets, waiting for me to give him an answer. I really want to accept Henry’s invitation. But my life is a mess, and Henry has his entire life mapped out and a son who doesn’t need some woman making his dad sad or giving him false hope.

      I grab my coffee and whisper to Henry, “I can’t. I’m sorry.”

      Then I say my goodbyes to Kyleigh, Alara, and Rowan before rushing out of the bridal shop like Eloise 2.0.
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      Three sets of eyes are laser-focused on me standing in the middle of the bridal shop as the woman I love runs away. I can’t be the only one who sees the irony here.

      “Why are you still standing there?” Rowan asks.

      And he’s right. I’m just letting her go. Whatever is happening here, we need to talk this out. See where we stand. Clear the air at the very least.

      “I’m out for the game,” I say, jogging by them.

      “No shit,” Rowan says.

      Alara and Kyleigh’s laughter dies when the door shuts behind me. I stop and look right and left, spotting her down by the corner, waiting for the light to change. I weave through the heavy weekend foot traffic, but the walk sign appears, and Jade starts across the street.

      Oh fuck no.

      I increase my speed, dodging people and mumbling my apologies. Thank goodness for all that extra cardio I’ve been doing to build my endurance.

      “Jade,” I say, reaching her on the other side of the curb.

      “Henry.” She looks around.

      Most people are in their own worlds, but a few guys stop and linger before catching up to their wives or girlfriends ahead of them.

      “Just lunch.” I wait for her to answer, which feels like the same torture as waiting for Bodhi to eat his peas.

      Her phone is in her hand. “Eloise isn’t answering me.”

      For a long time, I resented Eloise. She took Jade from me. Or at least that’s how I thought about it back then, but years later, I realized that I left Jade for hockey. Eloise was always supportive of our relationship, never gave Jade shit for coming to Minnesota with me like some other people did, and I hope for these past few years that she’s been a good friend to Jade when I haven’t.

      “Maybe she’s just getting nervous.”

      She exhales and purses her lips. “It’s not like her. She was so happy on the way to the shop. Like, beaming, and then she put on that dress and just froze.”

      I run my hand over her arm. Jade’s always been one to worry about her friends. Hell, I think she worried more than I did if I would get drafted into the professional hockey league I’m in now. “Give it an hour and call her back. In the meantime, you can eat lunch with me to kill time.”

      A slow smile creeps up on her perfect pink lips. “Found your angle, huh?”

      “Well, you don’t want to go all the way home just to come back here. With Saturday traffic, you’ll be in the car forever.”

      “You don’t even know where Eloise lives.”

      “I do. I ran into her a couple years ago. She’s still got that same apartment she’s had since graduating from Loyola. I even met her boyfriend at the time, Tristan.”

      She laughs. “You say that like you have an opinion about him.”

      I do, but I’m not sure I’m going to share it. I shrug. “Come to lunch, and maybe I’ll tell you what I think.”

      “Fine. Let’s go. But just something quick.”

      My heart rate picks up now that she’s agreed. “Hot dogs?”

      Her smile says she hasn’t had one since she got back. I nod to walk down the street, deciding to take her to one of Bodhi’s and my favorite places.

      She’s quiet during the five-block walk, and I let her have the time to process the fact that she’s going to share a meal with me. If I’m lucky, maybe I can swindle an ice cream afterward. Jade can become hyper-focused on her fears and never take the time to sit back and let her emotions cool.

      I open the door for her, and we step inside.

      “God, it smells so good.” She stops and inhales a second time, something she often did when she enjoyed the smell of the simplest things. Things people take for granted. Like the smell of a hot dog joint that I’ve definitely taken for granted every time I’ve been here. Her eyes slowly open and meet my gaze. “Don’t look at me like I’m weird.”

      If she was mine, I’d grab her and kiss her right now. Whisper that I fucking love just staring at her soaking in the world around her. How many nights have I wished I’d been with her when she took the pictures she has on her socials, just to see that spark in her eye right before she pointed her camera and clicked.

      “I’m not.” I smile at her, and we move up in line. I push my hand closest to her in my pocket so I don’t place it on her lower back.

      “Hensley,” a guy says from a booth across from where we stand.

      I nod. “Hey.” I give him a small wave.

      “That goal the other night in the third… Jesus, that was something,” he says, and his buddies all nod in agreement.

      “Your whole line is what we’ve been needing for years. Landry’s great, but he needs you and Sorenson to make him look as good as he does,” the friend next to him says.

      It’s a backhanded compliment for Rowan and a full-on compliment for me. I could tell him that Rowan is the best damn center in the league, and the Falcons are lucky as shit to have him, but I learned early in my career not to argue with the fans. Just nod, thank them, and move on. Everyone has their opinions.

      “Pinkie’s a real game-changer.” I only bring up Conor because I always feel like goalies don’t get the glory they deserve when they’re playing well. Conor has saved so many games this year, and people need to be looking at him for the asset he is.

      “For sure.” The guy who started the conversation sips his soda.

      “Keep it up, and the Cup is ours,” his friend says.

      I nod, and this time I do press my hand to Jade’s back to get us moving so we’re not standing here all day. “Thanks, guys. I really appreciate the support.”

      The conversation with them spurs whispers and more finger-pointing from the other people here. I worry that soon my lunch with Jade is going to turn into a signing and selfie event.

      “Do you mind if we don’t eat here?” I whisper in her ear.

      Her gaze coasts around the room, and she must notice what I do. “Since someone just took a picture, not at all.”

      “Really?” I cringe. “Sorry. It probably won’t end up anywhere.”

      “Henry, you forget, I was in your orbit a long time ago when you were the hot jock on campus. I’m used to being your…” She stops and turns her head toward the assembly line across the glass.

      “Finish what you were saying,” I practically beg, closing my eyes for a moment, wanting to hear her say it.

      “Don’t, Henry.” She shakes her head.

      “My girl,” I say in a soft voice. “You will always be my girl.”

      “I’m not sure I can do this.” She turns completely away from me, but she doesn’t run this time. And I’m so thankful because I’m fucking this up.

      We order hot dogs and drinks. I pay, and once our order is filled, the guys in the booth who would probably love if I joined them and we talked hockey for the rest of the day, raise their hands. “See you, Hensley, kick Colorado’s ass Monday.”

      “Will do. Thanks again, guys. Have a great day.”

      Jade is already on the sidewalk, having walked away from the line that’s forming outside. When I get to her, I clench the greasy bag in my hand.

      “What should I have done? Just ignored what you were going to say?” I ask, unsure how to handle this new us. This is why I haven’t messaged her in three years, and even before that, I only saw her when she came home. Who am I to her now? I have no clue.

      “I don’t know. I really don’t, but I think it’s too easy for us to fall back into who we were. I told you, Henry, I’m not here permanently.”

      I place my hand in hers, guiding her across the street to a park bench. We both sit, and I place the bag of food and my drink at my side. “You might not agree with me, but I can’t know you’re in Chicago without wanting to be with you. Not wanting to see you. I’m usually at your house a lot, but I’ve been trying to stay away out of respect for you. But most of all, you’re all I think about. And if I don’t get my shit together, I’ll never help the team win the Cup. We have a real shot this year with Rowan and Conor.”

      “I can’t leave yet, Henry.”

      “That’s not what I’m saying.” Not even close. “I’m saying let’s just talk. Have lunch and a conversation and see where it goes. I promise I won’t say anything like that again. It was wrong, but God, having you here has made me kind of crazy, and I’m really not myself lately.”

      She stares at me for a moment, and I’m shocked when she nods. “Okay. After all, I am your son’s teacher, so… we have to try something before he feels the awkwardness between us.”

      “Especially since I’m volunteering in a few weeks.” I raise my eyebrows.

      “Really? That’s… awesome.”

      I chuckle and grab the bag and hand her her hot dog. “So, lunch?”

      “Lunch.” She opens up her paper where the hot dog is covered with fries. Then she ruins everything I just said when she moans around her first bite. “Nothing like it,” she says when she finishes chewing, going in for a second bite immediately.

      I watch her, and I have no idea what I was thinking. We’re going to try to be friends? I can’t be her friend. Especially since there’s only one question I want her to answer.

      “Tell me about the guy,” I say.

      Yeah, I really suck at taking my own advice.
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      I place my hot dog on the wrapper and sip my soft drink before setting it back down on the bench. I knew when Henry said let’s just talk that this was a question that would come up, which is only part of the reason I’ve tried to avoid this conversation.

      I’m not even sure how he knows about Ramsey. And I’m sure what I’m going to say might hurt Henry because it would hurt me if he had someone serious in his life. Maybe he did, and I just don’t know it. That thought stings like the lash of a whip.

      “Really? That’s your first question. The boyfriend?” I ask.

      “Yeah, and I’m not sorry either.”

      A laugh bubbles up unexpectedly from him owning his question.

      “You sure? It might hurt.” I arch an eyebrow.

      He nods and finishes his hot dog. “Shoot, I can tolerate a lot of pain.”

      “All right. Well… his name is Ramsey. I met him in Hawaii and… I lived with him and then he cheated on me. That’s pretty much the whole story.”

      I don’t want to tell him the cute way Ramsey picked me up at the beach. I don’t want to tell him about Ramsey teaching me to surf or the way he just kind of moved in with me without much of a discussion about it. And I especially don’t want to tell him that I never took Ramsey on my photography trips. That I’ve never shared a sunset with him or any other guy.

      “Who?”

      “Who what?” I ask, picking up my hot dog again. The fact that I can eat while having this conversation probably says how much Ramsey meant to me. After I lost Henry, I could barely eat, I’d sleep for hours throughout the day, and I could barely think of anything else. All until I saw a post of Henry living his life post breakup and realized I needed to as well.

      “Who did he cheat with?”

      I finish chewing, wanting this line of the “let’s catch up” conversation to be over. “Some ex he told me meant nothing to him.”

      Henry frowns. “Fuck, I’m sorry.”

      Those are the last two words I thought I would hear from Henry on this topic. “Such is life.”

      I continue eating my hot dog, unsure if I want to ask him a similar question, but I know I do. I’ve had more than my fair share of nights wondering if some other woman was in his bed. Fair is fair, right?

      “And you? Any women?”

      He leans back on the bench, his strong, long legs stretched out and crossed at the ankles. His luscious lips wrap around the straw as he sucks another sip of his soda. “I haven’t been celibate for the last eight years, but there’s been no one important enough to talk about.”

      I’m more than a tad desperate to ask how many women he’s bedded, but I’m not sure I even want to know. When I searched out his hashtag on social media to find any information about him, it took me down a rabbit hole of other girls’ stories and how some of them throw themselves at hockey players. It wouldn’t have taken much effort on his part to get laid.

      “Why not?” I ask, continuing a line of conversation that can only lead to danger.

      “You know why, Jade. Next question.”

      Yeah, I was baiting him, as if I need him to reconfirm that his feelings for me were greater than they were for anyone else. Shame on me.

      “Why did you adopt Bodhi?” My mom had told me back when Henry first made the decision. Then my grandma died, I came home, Henry came to my hotel room, and everything between us went to shit. So, we never got to have this conversation.

      “Ah, that’s an easy one.” He sits up, placing his drink at his feet and resting his forearms on his thighs. “I was at a charity function, and he was there. He was about three at the time. He was really misbehaving, and I kept hearing the woman in charge discipling him. Not in a bad way but trying to get him to act better. So, I went over and asked him if he wanted to throw a football around. He had a really good arm, so I figured I’d adopt him, and he’d be my retirement plan. You know, make him a pro athlete in case my own career goes down the shitter.”

      I laugh and push his bicep. He pretends to lean away from me before righting himself back into position. “I want the truth.”

      “Truth is that I saw him, I knew he needed stability, and there was this pull to him that told me I was the guy to give it to him. I don’t know, something inside me just knew the two of us were meant to be together.” He looks at me for a beat, meeting my gaze, and I know we’re both thinking that we used to think the same about the two of us. Then Henry clears his throat and looks away. “It’s true about him acting out. He came from a pretty messed up home life. Drug-addicted parents who both ended up overdosing.”

      My chest squeezes thinking of little Bodhi living in that kind of environment. “It has to be hard raising him on your own.”

      “It is.” He shrugs. “I have his caregiver, Mack. And Reed and Victoria help when I’m in a bind, but I don’t want to inconvenience them too much. My grandparents take a day here or there when they happen to be in town and aren’t traveling. But they put a hold on their lives to raise me, and I can’t put the responsibility of Bodhi onto them. I want his relationship with them to be what it should be instead of parental figures like they had to be with me.” He stares at the concrete sidewalk. “I can’t lie and say it’s easy, but I love that kid. I’ve regretted a lot of my decisions in my life but never adopting him. Not once.”

      “It seems like the two of you just fit.” And I mean that wholeheartedly. Speaking as someone who once upon a time thought she would bear his children.

      “We do.”

      I don’t want to pry too much, so I crumple my wrapper into a ball in my fist. “Your turn.”

      Henry holds out his hand, and I place the wrapper in his palm. “Why don’t we walk?”

      He stands and walks over to the garbage and tosses our trash inside. I fall in line with him, but he doesn’t ask me any questions. The two of us walk in silence, and I’m surprised by how much more comfortable it is between us when we’ve only touched on a few topics. Maybe we can exist in one another’s worlds for the next three months.

      “So why are you teaching instead of doing photography while you’re here?” His voice is low and quiet because he somehow innately knows this is a harder question to answer than the one he had about Ramsey.

      “Let’s go back to talking about my cheating ex,” I say with a nervous laugh.

      He chuckles and steers us down another street, one with a lot less traffic. There are houses with cute yards and front gates and walkways leading up to the front doors. Houses I assume mostly families reside in.

      When he doesn’t respond to my question, and we reach the end of the block, I decide to just tell him. “I’m not sure I have a good answer.”

      “You don’t have to have a good answer. We can save some things for next time.”

      “So, you think there’s a next time?”

      He gives me a sad sort of smile. “I hope.”

      I don’t tell him that I hope so too. Being back around him is comforting. I feel a little more like myself than I did this morning. How could I have traveled the world all these years searching for something and never felt as found as I do right now?

      Henry shoves his hands in his pockets and sighs. “Can I explain about that night?”

      I stop us at the corner, seeing his condo across the street to the right. I blindly followed him right where he wanted me to end up. I should be mad, but I’m not. After all, the bedroom is the only place we continued our relationship after college until three years ago.

      “Did you purposely lead me here?” I point at the building that has a new Nest sign written in Sharpie displayed prominently on the security door.

      He bites his bottom lip. “I just want to clear the air. I should’ve done it that night, but… well, I don’t want to do it walking around with strangers. I think it will always be the Grand Canyon between us until we cross it.”

      I should flag down a cab or call an Uber. Get the hell out of here. The last place I should be is somewhere alone with him. In his space, near his bed, with no distractions. But I really am my own worst enemy sometimes because the light turns, the walk sign appears, and instead of turning in the opposite direction, I cross the street toward his place.

      Someone needs to save me from myself.
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        Three years ago…

      

      

      
        
        I got the call from my mom that my grandma had died in her sleep, and I hopped on a plane that day.

        I knew that me returning home meant I would probably see Henry again. Home and Henry completed a puzzle—I could never have one without the other. As with the few other times I’d returned home, I was eager to feel his arms around me and lose myself in the distraction he was sure to give me.

        The two times prior that I had returned home, I had run into Henry. Although he had gotten traded to Colorado a few years after he was drafted to Chicago, Chicago was his hometown. One thing inevitably led to another, and we ended up in bed together. It always made it harder to get on the plane the next morning, but nothing had changed with us. We were still on separate journeys, and our paths rarely crossed.

        Reed had picked me up from the airport with an arguing Waylon and Owen in the back seat. He hugged me at the trunk after putting my luggage inside. “I’m sorry, Jade.”

        Tears pricked my eyes, and no matter how hard I had tried to stop crying over the loss of my grandmother, I’d been walking around with red-rimmed eyes through both airports.

        “Let’s get you home.” He walked me to the side of the car and opened the passenger door for me.

        “I saved your ass,” Waylon argued.

        “I made the winning goal,” Owen fired back.

        “Hi, boys,” I said, but they ignored me.

        “Your goal wouldn’t have mattered if I hadn’t stopped three of their goals in the second.”

        Reed slid into the driver’s seat. “Boys, cut it out. Say hello to your sister.”

        I always laughed at his dad voice. It was like as soon as the boys were born, so was that authoritative voice he used with them. I think I was easier to parent than the twins.

        “Hey, Jade,” Waylon said.

        “Took Grandma’s death to get you to come home, huh?” Owen said, and Reed gave him a stern look in the rearview mirror.

        Owen always gave me shit when I came home for visits, but I could see that to him, I was his big sister who chose to live somewhere other than near him. So I never fought back.

        For two days, I helped Mom with flower orders, helped her pick what my grandma was to wear, and dealt with the plans for the gathering after we buried her. It all made me not want to have a big thing when I died. Why should the people grieving for me have to deal with planning so much?

        I dressed in a black dress that my grandma would have hated. My grandma was vibrant, quick-witted, and didn’t care what anyone thought. She probably would have preferred me wearing what I wanted.

        My dad wasn’t coming into town from Los Angeles. No, he told me he had a big case and that my grandma didn’t like him anyway. But it hurt that he didn’t want to be there for me.

        “I can’t wait to see you. Spend some time with you. How long will you be in the States?” he asked.

        I’d just finished a job for a high-end hotel in Bora Bora and wasn’t sure where I was going next. A hotel brand had reached out to me to go around the US and take pictures of what they considered their more exclusive hotels, but the US still felt way too close to Chicago. Being off US soil somehow made it more bearable to be away from Henry.

        “Only a little while. I have a job,” I lied because there wouldn’t be much reconnecting unless I wanted to sit in his office and refill his whiskey and cigarettes.

        I loved my dad, I really did. It wasn’t his fault my mom moved back to Chicago when I was seven. But a little effort on his part wouldn’t have killed him.

        I went downstairs in my childhood home, walking past the pictures of me growing up on the wall in the stairwell. I grew up in a house full of love. I knew I shouldn’t always be looking for my dad’s love, but somehow, that was always easier said than done.

        Reed was in a chair, the newspaper propped up in his hands, reading glasses in place on his face.

        “You do know that you can go digital with that now, right?” I asked.

        He tipped one end of the newspaper over and peeked at me. “Your generation needs to learn that not everything newer is better.” Then he folded the corner back up and went back to reading.

        I sat on the couch across from him, waiting for my mom, who was upstairs yelling at my brothers to get dressed.

        “Reed!” she screamed.

        He set the paper on the coffee table and rose from his chair. “I swear, those two.”

        As he fled from the room, I looked down to see that he had been reading the sports section. And there it was, an article about Henry being traded back to Chicago.

        No one had told me. How did I not know?

        The paper crinkled when I grabbed it, desperate to read what had been developing in his life that I knew nothing about.

        After graduation when I left for Holland, Henry started his career in Chicago. As hard as I’d tried not to look him up, I felt as though Henry’s dream had become mine over the years, and I wanted to make sure the pain I was living with was worth it. But Henry struggled, and the game announcers and the anchors on the sports channels said as much. There was some commentary about how maybe he didn’t have what it takes, and he was one of those guys who couldn’t perform at the professional level. My heart sank watching him struggle for two years. So, it wasn’t a surprise that he got traded to Colorado.

        I wasn’t sure what Colorado had brought Henry. If it was a new coach, a new team, but he just excelled. The first year was still a little wobbly, but by his second year, the old Henry was dominating again, and the announcers were eating their words about their predictions that he didn’t have it.

        I read the article before the distraction of my family came down the stairs. The assistant coach from Colorado had gotten a job in Chicago as the head coach, and he wanted Henry with him. The reporter stated in quotes from Coach Buford that Henry was the start of the dynasty he was building in Chicago. That without Henry as a building block, he wouldn’t be sure where to start.

        Down a little further in the article, the reporter reached out to Henry, and he was quoted as saying, “Chicago’s my hometown. Why wouldn’t I want to go back and prove myself? That’s what I plan on doing, and I’m thankful the organization saw my value when others didn’t.”

        Oh, Henry. He was never spiteful or mean. Just said how it was. Always able to keep his emotions in check. Maybe that was why I had fallen so hard for him. He tended to lose control of those calculated measures when he was with me.

        The footsteps barreling down the stairs made me toss the newspaper on the table and stand as if I wasn’t reading it. We filed out to the car, and I put my suitcase in the trunk since I was leaving that night and staying at a hotel closer to the airport to catch an early flight.

        I didn’t see him when we arrived at the church, and after mass, Henry still wasn’t there. I figured maybe he wasn’t coming because he was busy packing up boxes in Colorado to move back to Chicago.

        As we all stood to watch my brothers, Reed, and three other men carry my grandma’s casket out of the church, a feeling washed over me, and I knew Henry was there. The tears I’d thought were done pierced my eyes because I could always rely on Henry to be there for me when I needed him, even if we didn’t speak anymore.

        I escorted my mom to the aisle, following my grandma until they slid her casket into a hearse as everyone bowed their heads. We stood at the church’s entry and watched.

        When it was done, I stepped farther out onto the sun-soaked concrete, and there was Henry. At the end of the stairs, dressed in a black suit, his hands in his pockets and his gaze solely on me. Relief washed through me at seeing his face, feeling his calming presence surround me. He still had that effect on me after all those years.

        My mom walked down the steps, thanking everyone for coming, and I did my job of asking everyone to join us for lunch at a restaurant down the street.

        When we reached the end of the crowd, Henry hugged my mom, whispering something I couldn’t hear. He’d known death at too young of an age to understand what losing a parent meant. My mom drew back, placed her hand on his cheek, and nodded.

        Then it was my turn, and he wasn’t as gentle with me. Maybe he saw on my face that I was moments away from breaking down. No one knew or saw me the way Henry did. He tucked me into his body, his arms sheltering me from the pain that had been coming at me from all directions that past week.

        “I should’ve been here sooner, I’m sorry,” he whispered.

        I hadn’t noticed that he’d moved us into a corner on the other side of the cement stairs of the church. No one was watching. I didn’t have to be strong or pretend to be there for my brothers or my mom. All the grief, all the regret for being away from Grandma in her final years on Earth crashed down.

        He tightened his arms around me. “She loved you so much. Don’t do this to yourself.”

        I squeezed my eyes shut, hating that he knew why I was so upset. He ran his hands down my back and patiently waited for me to stop crying and calm down. By the time my back stopped racking, and I inhaled a cleansing breath, I realized everyone was gone.

        “I waved at Reed to go ahead, that we’d meet them there,” Henry said.

        I hugged him again, my fingers running down his wet button-down shirt. Wet from my tears. I couldn’t help but notice that he was stronger, more muscular than he had been the last time I’d seen him. He’d been training harder was my guess. His jaw was more defined, and his boyish good looks had turned masculine and gorgeous. All I wanted was for him to make the pain go away.

        He drove me to the restaurant, and we sheltered ourselves away from everyone as much as we could. If only Waylon and Owen would have left us alone, but they had a million questions for Henry. Reed and Henry talked at the bar, and I watched them exchange a hug, with Reed patting him on the back. I was sure he was telling Henry how proud he was of him. Henry’s life was finally piecing back together while I felt as though mine was crumbling.

        Mom had told me two weeks ago that Henry was adopting a son, and I wanted to ask him about it, but I also wanted him to tell me himself. I wanted to be invited into his life, to hear about his decision, but since we’d broken up after college, we never really talked like we used to. Since he didn’t say anything, I took it as a sign our relationship wasn’t in a place where he trusted to let me in.

        At the end of the day, I hugged my mom and my brothers goodbye. Reed was supposed to be driving me to the hotel, but Henry came over and took my suitcase from Reed’s hands.

        “I’ll drive her,” Henry said. “I have to fly out tomorrow anyway.”

        Reed nodded a thank you and hugged me before he slipped into his own car and drove away.

        The car ride to the airport hotel was quiet, and after I checked in, Henry escorted me to my room. My body was buzzing with the expectation that he’d follow me inside, strip me bare, and make me forget it all. I held the door open for him, and he hesitated in the hallway, but eventually he stepped inside and pulled me into him. His lips were on mine before the door even clicked shut.

        “God, Henry.” I panted as his lips were everywhere on me.

        This was us. This was what I had been expecting when I saw him at the bottom of the stairs. To feel his skin on mine. To feel his calloused palms cup my breasts. To feel his scruff along my inner thighs. To feel safe, and wanted, and loved.

        We pulled and tugged, undressing ourselves and each other, wanting the same thing, our connection that we both craved to feel again. As I had his pants unzipped and my hand was about to slide under his boxer briefs, he tore his lips from mine and stepped back.

        I leaned forward, not understanding why he was stopping. “Henry?”

        He stared at me, breathing hard, and the longer the seconds ticked by, the more the lust vanished from his eyes. “I can’t do this.” His expression was tortured as he zipped himself back into his pants, buckled his belt, and didn’t bother to button his shirt or tuck it in. Stepping forward, he kissed my cheek. “Goodbye, Jade.”

        He rushed out of the room and out the door while the pain and embarrassment of his rejection hit me like a punch to the face.

        And that was the last time I saw or talked to him.
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      I honestly can’t believe Jade agreed to come to my condo. Guiding her toward my place with the intention of asking her to come up and talk was taking a chance that she’d run.

      Jade doesn’t like to address anything that makes her uncomfortable, whereas I always want everything to be cleared up, or it feels as though a dark cloud looms over my head. Maybe I was born like that or maybe the deaths of my parents and always feeling as though there’s a chance I won’t get to say what I want to is the reason I hate anything to be unsettled. I still remember the first time I met Jade and told her that my parents had died in a car accident. As though if I told people right away, it wouldn’t be a big deal, and maybe they wouldn’t look at me like they always did when they heard that news.

      I walk her to the security gate and press in the code.

      “Why do you live here?” she asks, looking at The Nest sign and the notes that have been affixed all around it.

      I pull the gate open, and we both walk through, allowing it to shut behind us. The urge to take her lips grips me now that there aren’t any prying eyes. I wish I could push her up against the wall, run my nose down the length of her neck, and hear the purr of a moan in her throat, smell her perfume before taking her lips.

      “You think I’m a bad dad.” I step on the first cement stair and wait for her to join me.

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “But?”

      She shrugs, walking with me up the stairs to my condo. “It doesn’t seem very kid-friendly.”

      I laugh. There are nights it’s not, but Tweetie has been more settled since the season started.

      When we reach my door, I hear another door open above, then Conor comes bounding down the stairs.

      He stops, stares, and bites his lip to keep from smirking. “Hey.”

      He jogs down the rest of the steps until he reaches us. He’s wearing jeans and a sweatshirt with a ball cap. Now that the team is doing well, he’s getting recognized more.

      “Jade, right?” Conor asks, stopping on the landing in front of my place. He puts out his hand.

      “Yeah, hi.”

      “I’m Conor. This guy sucks at introductions.” He thumbs in my direction. “Then again, you two seem to be in your own little world when you see one another.” He smiles, his dimples indenting.

      “You gotta go, Conor? Cool, see you later.” I give him a look that says to get the fuck out of here.

      He puts up his hands and does a shallow bow. “Sorry to interrupt. I hope to see you around more, Jade.” Then he laughs and jogs down the steps, stopping right before he opens the security gate. “We’ll be downstairs watching the game if you want to join after… I mean, you gotta eat and rehydrate, right?” Without waiting for an answer, he pushes through the gate.

      “Sorry about him.” I key in the code to my apartment.

      She steps into my space, and I watch her look around the condo where I’ve made a home for Bodhi and me. “It’s very you.” She picks up a piece of mail that sits on a stack on the table by the front door and drops it on the floor, laughing. “Still organized Henry, huh?”

      I bend down to pick up the envelope and place it back where it was. “I imagine your place still has dirty dishes in the sink?” I arch an eyebrow, the corner of my lips tugging up.

      She turns around, shrugging off her coat and tossing it over a chair. Her challenging smile at me tells me she knows I’m itching to hang it in the closet. “All your cans turned label-side forward in the cupboard?”

      “Go check.” I cross my arms and watch her in my open concept kitchen, opening cabinets where yes, everything has a specific place and is front facing. “Is your bedroom floor still your laundry basket?”

      She swivels around, her hands pressed to the counter, her back slightly arched, giving me a view of her tits in the snug sweater she’s wearing. “I don’t remember you complaining when you were picking up my thongs off the floor.”

      I shake my head and say nothing.

      She pushes off the counter. “Toothbrush still have a specific compartment in the drawer? Contact lenses pulled out of the boxes, stacked and ready for the week?” She disappears into my bathroom, and I hear her opening the drawers.

      “Your toothbrush still dead since you’ve probably lost your charger?”

      She chuckles, walking out of the bathroom seeming satisfied that I’m still the guy I was when I was with her. “Still does the job.” She shrugs.

      “Just not as well.”

      She glances in my direction, and I can’t help but relate her toothbrush to me and the ex-boyfriend. I’d bet he didn’t do half the job I did in getting her off because he didn’t have years to discover all the places that drove her wild until she was begging for my dick.

      “Suits organized by color, I assume?”

      “Looking for a reason to go into my bedroom?”

      “Maybe.” She pushes the bedroom door open wider to look inside, then steps over the threshold.

      I follow her, resting my shoulder on the doorframe as she opens my closet, her fingers running along my suits that are in fact hung by color.

      “I won’t pry, but I bet all your boxers are black now. No more array of different colors that you found on clearance.” She quirks her eyebrow.

      I almost point her to the drawer she’s asking about, but I’m not sure I could control myself if she had my boxer briefs in her hand.

      She sits on the edge of my bed and pats the spot next to her. When I don’t move right away, she says, “Afraid of me, Henry?”

      “Deathly,” I admit, pushing myself off the wall and breaking the distance between us.

      I love this playful side she’s showing me, and I don’t want it to end because when it does, we’ll have to address the big ol’ King Kong-sized issue between us. I sit on the bed but not right next to her, purposely leaving space. We’re in dangerous territory sitting in my bedroom, on my bed. The same bed I’ve masturbated in to remembrances of us fucking too many times to count.

      “You want to talk in here?” I ask.

      She nods. “I think it’s fitting, don’t you? Maybe we should reenact the scene when you left me in a bedroom, turned on and wet, with no explanation.”

      I grab her hands because I knew this whole thing when she walked in was her defense mechanism. I can’t imagine how unnerving it would be if I walked into her space, the place she made a home without me.

      “You have no idea how hard it was for me that night.” I guess we’re just going to dive in. Maybe we can get this part over with and move on. I have no idea in what direction we’ll go, but I know for sure that the incident three years ago is blocking us from moving forward. “I wanted to be with you. I wanted to be the guy who swept you up and made all that pain and fear of a future without your grandma disappear. Fuck, I so desperately wanted to be that guy, but…”

      My mind travels back to where I was in my life at that time—the crossroads I found myself at.

      She doesn’t say anything, still waiting for an explanation.

      “Bodhi’s adoption was almost finalized, and I’d just gotten traded back to Chicago, which threw a bit of a wrench into my plans. I wasn’t sure I wanted to come back to Chicago after the years the town turned on me. I guess for you to understand, we have to go back to before that night.”

      “You know what? Forget it.” She slides her hands from mine and stands, but I grab her wrist before she reaches the door.

      She doesn’t turn around, and I watch her back rise and fall with a deep breath. We have to address the pain I inflicted on both of us the day I let her go. “Please. We can’t keep pushing it away.”

      Circling around, she lets me guide her back to the edge of the bed.

      “After I let you go, I thought hockey would distract me. I’d reached my goal, made it into the league. But it wasn’t enough, not without you there. I lost my passion. Lost focus. I stalked you on socials like it was my goddamn job. I was a fucking mess.” Remembering those years makes me realize the power Jade had over me, probably still has over me. “I wanted to say fuck it so many times and buy a one-way plane ticket to find you.”

      “I wish you had,” she whispers.

      A big part of me feels a massive amount of relief at hearing her say it.

      “But all the work, all the sweat and sacrifices I, and other people like Reed and my grandparents, made to get me there stopped me from running to you and telling you I’d made a mistake. That, and knowing  you needed the space but would never ask for. So, I stayed where I was when enjoying it was futile without you by my side. I went to a sports psychologist who said that I was self-sabotaging. Even to this day, I’m not sure I believe him.” I look at her and wait for her gaze to float up from her hands and meet mine. “I just missed you. Plain and simple. I lost the love of my life. Actually… I gave her up willingly, which somehow felt worse because I was the one who sent her packing.”

      A soft smile creases her lips. “Not for nothing. I promise you, Henry. You saved me. You might have saved us both.”

      My eyes squeeze shut. Those first years without her were the hardest. I hope what she’s saying is the truth.

      “The two other times we hooked up when you came home from abroad, I fell into a depression for a few months afterward. I’d second-guess all my decisions. I’d want to chase after you, then reprimand myself for not appreciating what I had. Other guys worked tirelessly to get to where I was, and there I was, wanting to give up my opportunity. I had no idea whether you still wanted to be with me, but I couldn’t tell you. I’d never ask you to give up your own dreams to sit idly by and watch me live out my own.”

      She nods with a sad sort of smile. “I understand. It was always hard to find my footing again without you as my safety net after I left.”

      I hope she understands I did what I had to do back then, but I think it’s time for both of us to let go of the past and move on. “I wasn’t going to come to your grandma’s funeral. That’s why I was late. I flew into town the night before and stayed in my hotel room. I didn’t tell my grandparents I was home. I didn’t tell Reed I was practically down the street when he called that night to ask about the trade news. For the first time in five years, I felt like my life path was making sense. I’d found where I belonged again. And I knew the power you had over me. The power of us together had over me.

      The longer I sat in the hotel room, the more I convinced myself I wasn’t that guy. I’d promised you a long time ago that you could always depend on me to be there when you needed me. And I knew I’d probably broken that promise while you had lived a life far away. A life I only witnessed through pictures. And when I saw you at the top of the stairs of the church…” I cringe. “Fuck, Jade, I knew right then the damage I’d done by choosing to come. I knew I’d console you. I knew I’d hold you. I knew that I would follow you to your hotel room, and we’d connect again. What I didn’t know was that I wouldn’t be able to go through with it.”

      “Why?” she whispers, but I sense she already knows the answer.

      “Bodhi. I was adopting him to give him a second chance at life, and I couldn’t fail him. I couldn’t let him come into my home and have me be a mess. That’s not to say that I wasn’t upset. That just those hours with you didn’t affect me, but had I slept with you and spent the night with you, I’m not sure the man I would have woken up as.”

      A tear trickles down her cheek, but she nods. “Why didn’t you just tell me that night?”

      I turn her toward me, running my thumb along her cheek, catching her tears. “It took everything in me to walk out. I had to get out of the pull of our orbit. And I’m profoundly sorry I hurt you. The willpower that I pride myself on crumbles when you’re near, Jade. And I had to choose Bodhi. He had to come first in that moment, and I had to push my own desires away. I wasn’t going to tell you that the day you buried your grandma.”

      More tears run down her cheeks. It’s crushing to have to tell the woman you’ve always loved that she’s second now. She was always my number one, the one constant, the one I lusted over, loved, but when I decided to become a father to Bodhi, I made a promise to him that I would always be the best version of myself. That I’d be the dad he deserved.

      “I understand.” She nods. “Thank you for telling me.”

      Unwrapping her hands from mine, she stands and walks toward the door. I don’t want her to leave, but I’m not sure what to say or do in this moment. So I stand and follow her. I watch her pick up her coat, shrug each arm into it, and zip it up. She steals a glance at the family room where Bodhi’s toys are neatly organized in bins. It represents a part of my life she’s never known.

      “You’ve done really well, Henry.” Her eyes glisten, and every part of me aches to take the pain away from her. I want to make it better for her, but that’s not my job right now.

      “Thanks.”

      She nods and walks to the door, picking up the piece of mail and dropping it on the floor. “I just feel like I should leave my mark.”

      Her smile doesn’t reach her eyes, and she opens the door, shutting it behind her when she leaves. I stare at the piece of mail and run my hand down my face while I blow out a breath, wondering if the need to go after her will ever stop.

      Maybe one day there will be a reset button for us.
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      My mom can finally lift her head, but she still can’t drive or do much else, so we’re just hanging out in the living room. She’s reading, and I’m pretending to watch a show, but really, I’m processing everything Henry told me.

      I think it’s the first time I really realized what opposite lives we’ve been living the last three years. He’s been building a family, and I… well… haven’t. It feels as if I was left behind, even though I wasn’t. I made my choices and Henry made his.

      “I forgot to ask how Eloise’s dress fitting went,” she says, her eyes still on her book, pretending as if she isn’t trying to bait me into a conversation about why I’m staring out the window more than at the television.

      “Weird actually.”

      Eloise called me this morning and said it was just cold feet and the fact that no one else was there with us. That once she met up with Tristan, her fears went away, and she knew she was being ridiculous. I’m not sure I believe her, but I’ll talk to her again in a few days. I didn’t tell her what happened with Henry and me because I think she has enough going on these days. But that just leaves me with Mom to talk about why my head is a mess.

      “How so?” Mom slides her bookmark between the pages and shuts the book, giving me all her attention.

      “She says she’s fine now, but she froze when she saw herself in the wedding dress.”

      “She’s been with him for a while, right?”

      I nod. “For, like, two years.”

      “Huh. Check in with her again, I guess. That’s your job as the maid of honor. God knows, mine never asked me,” she says the last sentence under her breath.

      “I was your maid of honor,” I say.

      “The second time, sweetie. Not the first.”

      I knew, but I figured if we got onto the tangent of her marriage to my father, she wouldn’t try to needle me into spilling everything I have on my mind. Even though I really want to talk to someone about all these uncontrolled emotions plaguing me, I wanted an unbiased person. Mom has her thoughts about my relationship with Henry.

      “And how’s teaching going? I heard you have Bodhi in your class.”

      When Reed came home that first day, I drilled him hard as to why he would suggest I teach a class Henry’s son was in. His pale white face said that Henry was right, it had slipped Reed’s mind that Henry was changing Bodhi’s school this year. I’m sure he and Mom had some extensive conversation afterward.

      “It’s going all right. Bodhi’s adorable and way more organized than a six-year-old should be.”

      She laughs. “One time I caught him throwing away all the broken crayons. When I asked him why, he said you can’t see their tips in the box. When I suggested we get a container to put them all in instead of trying to put them in the original box the exact way they came, he looked at me like I was the boogeyman.” She giggles again. “But he’s Henry’s son, so do we really expect any different?”

      I don’t remember Henry being that organized at Bodhi’s age. Every morning, Bodhi hangs up his bag and his coat while the other kids just toss theirs in their cubbies. When it comes time to change into his shoes for gym class, I caught Bodhi taking a piece of paper from my printer to lay down under his shoes so the floor of the cubby didn’t get dirty.

      “He’s a great dad though,” I say.

      My mom stares at me long and hard. “I wasn’t implying he wasn’t.”

      Henry always seemed to be the one subject where Mom and I misunderstood one another. I always felt like I needed to be Henry’s protector when Mom made sly comments. Or at least that was how I interpreted them.

      “Organization is good. Cleanliness is good.” I shrug.

      “I never said they weren’t.” She eyes me while her hand rests on her book. At first, I think she’s going to pick it up and end this conversation, but then she lifts her hand off the cover, squares her shoulders, and faces me. “Let’s just hash this out now. The boys are at hockey. We’re all by ourselves.”

      My stomach flips. I’m getting tired of having to acknowledge all the elephants in the room. “There isn’t anything to hash out. Henry isn’t part of my life anymore.”

      She blows out a breath. “Jade, that boy will always be a part of your life.”

      “He’s happy.” My chest gets a little tighter.

      “And?”

      “And me being here is messing up his happiness.” There. I said it. She can relax now and not worry about me throwing my life away for some guy.

      “Is that what you really think?”

      “He said as much.”

      “Or you heard as much.” She slowly gets up from the couch. “Let’s make lunch.”

      “Mom, we were having a conversation.” I stomp after her, wanting to get this over and done with now that we’re in it.

      “Are we?” she asks. “Usually there isn’t a lot of conversation with you.”

      I balk. What is wrong with her? “Why would you say that?”

      “Because all day you’ve been moping around, and I didn’t raise you to be some ‘woe is me’ person with a victim mentality.” She takes out a can of tuna and sets it on the counter with more force than necessary. Why is she mad at me?

      “Moping? I’m just having a lazy day.”

      She grabs the mayonnaise out of the fridge. “What did you expect to come back to? Did you expect him to be waiting with open arms for you to run into?”

      Her words make my eyes sting. “Whoa. I never expected anything.” I open the silverware drawer and pull out the can opener, slamming the drawer shut.

      “He moved on. And I understand that upsets you because you love him, but⁠—”

      “I loved him.”

      She glares at me, the fridge shutting behind her. “You love that boy.”

      She’s right. I’ll always love Henry. Ramsey was great, and he treated me okay until he didn’t, but he wasn’t Henry. Not even close. No one ever has been.

      “So what? We can’t be together⁠—”

      Her hands tighten into fists. “You two drive me crazy. I just can’t.” Taking the can of tuna from me, she drains the water and dumps it in a bowl.

      “I don’t think you should be so angry with your eye thing.” I watch her flit around the room, cupboards banging, utensils clanking.

      “I’m fine.” Her tone has a definite bite to it, and I try to figure out how this conversation got so derailed.

      The room is silent except for the fork in the tuna, the spoon scrapping the mayo container, the saltshaker sliding on the countertop. I’m not sure what to say. I’m not thirteen, and I don’t want to revert to acting like a teenager, but sometimes it’s hard when you’re arguing with your mom.

      “You’re the one who didn’t want me to follow him,” I say.

      She stops mashing the mayo and tuna together with a fork. If she had some kind of superpower where her glare could send me to the next galaxy, I’d already be there. “I never said that.”

      “Come on, Mom. You didn’t want me to go to Minnesota. You said I was making my life revolve around him, and you didn’t like him because of it.”

      She slams the fork on the countertop. “I love Henry. I love him like a son, Jade. It was you. You failed yourself. At some point, you allowed him to be your everything. You stopped wanting more.”

      “Oh, well, sorry for loving him and wanting him to remain in my life.” I stomp over to the fridge and take out a bottle of white wine.

      My mom closes her eyes like she does when my brothers snip at each other and drive her to her last thread of sanity. “I love Reed, but if he ever left me, I know I can stand on my own.”

      “I’ve stood on my own for the last eight years!” I pour my glass of wine. Too bad she can’t have any because of her surgery. Maybe then our heated argument could turn more civilized. More for me, I guess.

      “You ran away, Jade. There’s a difference.”

      The air rushes out of my lungs as if she threw a quick punch to my gut. Is that what she’s thought this entire time? “Ran?”

      She nods. “Don’t deny it. At first it was good that Henry did what he did. It was a selfless act, but you’re the one who chose to never come back. You had opportunities to find yourself here, but instead of facing your biggest fear head-on, you hid away in tourist towns with strangers instead of being part of this family.”

      I open my mouth but close it, afraid I’m going to say something I can never take back. But then her words run through my head again, and my anger feels like a furnace in my gut. “You ran from Los Angeles. Took me away from Dad.”

      There’s that glare again. “Really?”

      My shoulders slump. I took it too far. Her bringing me to Chicago was the best thing for me. I got to spend so much time with my grandma, and Mom met Reed, who has been a great father figure to me. That’s not even bringing Henry into the equation.

      “I’m sorry.” I sit on a stool and bury my head in my arms. “Have you ever felt like you didn’t belong anywhere?”

      I hear her come over, the stool next to me sliding across the floor, then her arm wraps around my shoulders. “I’m sorry too. I just… I don’t know.”

      I pick up my head and wipe the tears from my eyes. I haven’t cried this much in years.

      “Are you happy?” Mom asks, sliding onto the stool next to me, crossing her legs and taking my hands.

      I shrug. “Sort of.”

      “You sure have been doing a lot of sacrificing for the answer to be sort of.” There’s no more anger on her face.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Do you still love exploring the world and taking beautiful pictures?”

      “I think so.”

      She runs her hand over my upper arm. “Love is wonderful, but it can be a very scary thing. Especially to a little girl who always came second in her father’s life.”

      I shake my head, even though something in my chest pinches at her words. “But I had Reed… and Dad is Dad, we know that.”

      She tilts her head and nods. “Maybe you know that at thirty, but at eight years old, you didn’t. And Reed is a great replacement, he loves you as his own, but he’s not your dad.”

      I stare at the countertop, my finger tracing the design of the quartz. “What does that have to do with Henry?”

      “Do you think maybe you were afraid that hockey would replace you, and that’s why you hung on so tightly?”

      I open my mouth and shake my head. “I was never insecure about Henry’s love for me.”

      “I know, sweetie, and that boy loves you just as much as you love him, believe me. God, the years you were gone, he’d try to be so carefree when bringing you up in the conversation when I’m pretty sure it was the first thing he wanted to ask. But sometimes people self-sabotage things because they’re scared of what the outcome might be.”

      More tears fill my eyes. “It’s too late. He’s made his life, and he’s happy. I don’t want to disturb that.”

      Her shoulders sink, and she shakes her head. “I’m just going to say this once and then we’re going to make some tuna fish sandwiches and eat. Henry’s job is to protect Bodhi, and he’s going to hurt himself to make sure that little boy’s heart doesn’t break. But that doesn’t mean there isn’t always room for more love. But I think whoever is blessed to be in Henry and Bodhi’s lives has to love herself and know her worth. And she definitely has to make sure she knows what she wants.”

      “Are you saying I wasted eight years of my life?”

      She laughs and stands. “There are lessons learned on every journey, but I also think that’s not what you should be dwelling on right now. You and Henry are different versions of yourselves, your situations are different than when you first fell in love. You two found something rare at a really young age, and maybe you take this time to rediscover who you each are now and see where it can take you. I’m pretty sure you’ll find out a lot about yourself in that process.” She kisses my temple and wraps her arms around me. So many decisions to be made in just that one stream of advice.

      The back door opens. Waylon’s complaining to Owen about practice and what he didn’t do.

      “Will you two stop?” Reed says with no small amount of exasperation.

      “Who died?” Owen asks.

      Mom and I turn to see all three of them standing at the door, staring at us.

      Men.
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      “Okay, if I save five goals, you gotta spill,” Conor says at practice before our game against Colorado.

      “What am I missing?” Rowan comes over and pivots to a stop.

      “Nothing.” I drop a few pucks on the ice, preparing to shoot them at the net.

      “Someone had a guest the other day when Bodhi was out of the house.” Conor puts on his mask.

      “After the bridal store?” Rowan asks, looking at me.

      Tweetie joins us. “What? You fucked a bride-to-be?”

      I don’t bother to respond. It’s not worth my time.

      “Jade,” Rowan says to him.

      “Oh, I like Jade.” Tweetie pulls a puck from the pile and practices his stick work. “So did you two finally… reconnect?”

      His implication is clear, and I groan. I do my best to change the subject to anything but Jade. “Are you all coming to Bodhi’s birthday party?”

      “We didn’t need invites.” Conor laughs, sliding back and forth in front of the net, warming up his legs. “They were cute though. Did you make them yourself?”

      “Mack did.”

      “I need a Mack,” Tweetie says.

      We all stop what we’re doing and stare at Tweetie.

      “Something you need to tell us?” Rowan asks, resting his chin on his stick.

      Tweetie stops the stick work and looks over to see that we’re all staring at him. Finally, he connects the dots. “Shit, no, assholes. I just meant someone to do errands and the shit I don’t want to do. I don’t need a manny. I know how to use a condom.”

      “We know,” Conor says. “And if you could make sure they hit the trash can, that’d be awesome.”

      I think the roommate situation is probably growing old for both of them by now.

      “I could put a condom on blindfolded in the middle of a tornado while standing on one leg.” Tweetie starts back up with his stick work.

      We all shake our heads at him.

      “Not necessarily something to brag about.” Rowan raises his eyebrows at me, skating behind the pucks, obviously thinking he’s going to shoot first.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa. It’s Daddy only. If I stop five goals, he’s giving us all the details.” Conor rises up on his skates and closes the distance halfway to us. “Deal?”

      “Why do you care?” I ask.

      Conor lifts his helmet and looks almost chagrined. “Listen, I was a jackass when Magic here was getting with my sister.” He nods at Rowan. “I know that. So, I’ve decided you’re my make-up case to show you guys I’m not a complete asshole. That I care about you guys and want to learn more about your lives.”

      “What the fuck, dude?” Tweetie stops his drills and circles around us, opening his arms. “Wanna have a circle jerk while we’re at it? Maybe a group hug?”

      We all laugh, and Conor says, “Fuck no. Listen, if something else is on your mind on the ice, our winning the Cup won’t happen. So, I’m taking on the role of sounding board. Hash out the problems, get you moving toward happiness. It clearly worked for Rowan. I’m not gonna lie and say it’s still not disgusting that it’s with my sister, but he’s playing the best he ever has.”

      “I’ve always been great. Want to compare salaries?” He arches an eyebrow.

      Conor rolls his eyes. “No, shithead, but if Daddy starts sucking on the ice because his dick isn’t getting sucked by the girl he’s pining over, then we’re all going to suffer.”

      Rowan and Tweetie nod as if Conor has a point.

      “Should I get some beer and pretzels?” Coach Buford shouts from the bench. “Get your asses moving!”

      Tweetie skates a few feet away to do his stick work, and Rowan passes a puck toward me. “You’ve got five, Daddy. Let’s go.”

      “You’re on his fucking team?” I nod toward where Conor is now, back in the net.

      Rowan shrugs. “My worst games were when things with Kyleigh weren’t good. He’s got a point.”

      “You do understand I don’t have to tell you guys anything?”

      “Then what kind of teammate would you be?” Conor says.

      Tweetie puts his gloved hand over his heart. “I thought we were friends.”

      Rowan skates around me. “Time is a tickin’.”

      Fucking hell, they annoy the shit out of me sometimes. After Jade left the other day, I didn’t know what to do. To say my head is a mess doesn’t even begin to describe the clusterfuck it actually is.

      How did I get here, and how in the hell is my love for her still so fucking deep? It should have died a long time ago, but it’s still a burning inferno deep in my heart. The need to be her protector, to be her person, is so ingrained in me I’m not sure it will ever disappear.

      “See, this is why you need to spill. You’ve been standing there for, like, a minute staring at the stands.” Tweetie decides to throw in his two cents—which is ironic, given he’s still afraid to face his own past.

      Shit, is that what I’m doing? Avoiding facing the past? No, I followed Jade after she ran out on Saturday, determined to explain what happened three years ago. And I was grown up enough not to sleep with her all those years ago but pushed her away instead.

      “Let’s go!” Conor shouts.

      “Just takes one.” Rowan stands with his chin resting over his gloves that hold his stick, watching as though his money is on Conor. Well, fuck them.

      I take the first puck and skate around Rowan just to piss him off, but all he does is laugh.

      “Look at our boy,” Tweetie says, adding gasoline to my shitty attitude.

      I skate straight toward Conor, and at the last minute, I pretend I’m going around the back of the net, but don’t, shooting the puck toward the net.

      “Gotcha.” Conor deflects it by lowering on his legs to the ice. The puck shoots off in the other direction. “Four more.”

      I’m already annoyed. I need to center myself because Conor’s a helluva goalie, but I’m a better winger. He’s going to be eating his words.

      Deciding I’m better off just doing straight shots, I slap four pucks over to the left. The only thing on my side against Conor is he’s a little weaker on his left. And that’s not really saying that much.

      “Love the confidence,” Rowan says.

      Pretty soon, a couple other teammates come by, asking what’s going on. Tweetie fills them in on the bet, but not what the terms are, which I appreciate. I don’t need the entire locker room knowing my business.

      I set up my shot, and Conor’s up on his skates. He deflects it. And the next one. And the fourth one. I can’t deny I feel a little defeated.

      “Just quit now and give it up,” Conor baits me.

      I don’t want to open up my chest and let them dig out all the demons living there.

      With the last puck, I take a chance and skate toward him. I zig right then left, swinging around the back of the net, down to where I started before circling Rowan and Tweetie and send a slapshot at Conor.

      “Oh shit, maybe…” Tweetie says.

      But at the last minute, Conor uses those expert goalie skills, falling to his legs, and the puck ricochets off his guards and hits the plexiglass.

      Fucker.

      Rowan makes a loud buzzing sound.

      Conor gets up and takes off his helmet, tossing it on the top of the net and grabbing his water bottle.

      We all meet in the middle between center ice and the net.

      “We’ll do it on the flight home tonight. Be prepared.” Conor pats me on the back.

      “I thought you had him,” Tweetie says on our way to the bench to get some water.

      I can’t lie, I did, too. But once upon a time, I thought I had Jade as well. When will I learn that nothing is ever what I think it is?
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      I’m sitting at my desk Monday morning, still thinking about my mom’s advice.

      Is she right? That I maybe didn’t have to be gone for the last eight years? I did find a piece of myself, but I think I may have lost a big part of myself in the process.

      I stare at the big brown house out the window. An elderly couple lives there, and I watch one wife help the other down the stairs as I have almost every morning before the school bell rings. She holds one of her arms, and with small steps, they reach the two chairs near their garden. They’ll sit there until the kids go to music class. She’ll refill their coffees and place a sweet kiss on the top of her wife’s head.

      “Miss Jade!” Micha runs into the classroom, bending over at his waist and catching his breath. “YAY!” He does a small fist pump. “I beat Bodhi.”

      Every day, they’re coming earlier and earlier, and my moment before the day starts is growing shorter.

      “No!” Bodhi says a minute later, seeing Micha already putting his stuff away. “It’s Mack’s fault.” He stomps over to his cubby and, as always, meticulously puts away his backpack and coat.

      “I beat you today!” Micha says to Bodhi.

      “It’s because my daddy is playing in Colorado, and Mack brought me. He says this game of who is first is ridiculous.”

      I can’t say I disagree with Mack. I swivel my chair away from the happy elderly couple, unsure if I’ll ever feel as peacefully happy as they seem.

      “Okay, boys, let’s have a quick conversation since we have about ten minutes before anyone else gets here.” I walk over to the armchair.

      “You look really pretty today,” Bodhi says.

      “Thank you.”

      Micha glares at Bodhi. “Kiss-up.”

      “Both of you sit.” I lean forward, placing my arms on my thighs. “I know you enjoy being early, but it doesn’t matter who gets here first. Aren’t you guys bored having to sit here with me for so long before the other kids get here?”

      “Not me,” Bodhi says.

      “Me either,” Micha says.

      I can see I’m not going to get anywhere because their competitive nature is front and center right now. They remind me of my brothers.

      “Okay then, I think I’m going to start a new rule. If you come to the classroom more than five minutes early, we’ll use that time to practice our math. While you’re at lunch today, I’ll make up some worksheets, and we can get some extra work in before everyone else.”

      They turn to one another then look back at me. Yep, I didn’t think either of them would be thrilled about that.

      A couple more kids come join us in the classroom.

      “Good morning.” I wave and look down at Bodhi and Micha. “Go ahead and get to your desks.”

      They groan and stand, shuffling to their seats, unhappy with my new rule.

      I return to my desk and turn on the smartboard to begin today’s lesson.

      At lunch, Mrs. Hassels, whose first name is Joyce, comes into my classroom. “You should come to the teacher’s lounge during lunch,” she says, pulling out a small chair from one of the kid’s desks. “How are you doing? Need any help?”

      I put down the tuna sandwich leftover from my lunch with my mom. “I use my lunch to make sure I’m doing everything according to Mrs. McConnell’s wishes. I don’t want her coming back thinking I was slacking and haven’t hit every lesson.”

      She smiles. “They’re just first graders. Most important thing at this age is to make sure learning is fun. That’s the biggest key. But from the chatter I hear from the kids in the hallway, you must be doing a pretty great job.”

      “Thanks.”

      I’m enjoying the break from photography, but all in all, I’m not sure this teaching gig is for me. Maybe it’s too structured. How am I about to turn thirty and still haven’t figured myself out yet? Talk about feeling like a failure.

      “Can I ask you a question?” Her head tilts.

      I’ve heard that tone and hesitation before. A hundred bucks says it has to do with Henry.

      “Sure.” I put on what I hope looks like a genuine smile.

      “Someone found a picture and…” She pulls it out of her pocket and places it on my desk. “Is this you?”

      I pick up the picture and lean back in my seat. It’s Henry and me when we were in the seventh grade. I’m standing on the stage behind a podium. My hands are out at my sides, and I’m talking to the room. I look so sure and confident in myself. Henry sits in the chair behind me, along with two other students. He was growing out his hair then, the blond strands covering his right eye, but he was focused on me, and he was smiling. I always loved that smile.

      “It’s you, right? And Henry Hensley?” Joyce asks.

      I nod, unable to take my eyes off the picture. “It was the student election, right?”

      “We’re pretty sure it was. You know how rumors can fill all the nooks and crannies of a private school. Any school probably. So, someone did a little digging and found this. I hope you don’t mind.”

      “No. It was just a really long time ago.” It feels like a lifetime has passed since then, and something inside me feels disappointed when I look at that younger version of myself. Because I’m not who she thought I’d be.

      All my mom’s words flood through my brain, and I can see the truth of them now. God, she’s right. I lost myself because I was so afraid to lose Henry. Every time he was available, I made myself available no matter the consequences because I justified it by thinking he was so busy that I had to take what time I could with him, and I could get to what I wanted later. But later never really came. No wonder I’m still lost after all these years.

      “You can have it,” she says.

      I’m not sure if Joyce sees something in my expression, but I want to keep the picture as a reminder of who I was and who I need to be. My fingers run over Henry’s face, and my heart pricks. It’s time I do a little self-discovery.

      Later that day, I return to my desk after walking the kids out to their parents. I sit down to go over the lesson plans for the next day, but before I can, I find a red envelope on my desk. I pick it up and open it. It’s an invitation to Bodhi’s birthday party.

      The glimmer of excitement I feel should concern me I suppose. I really shouldn’t go, but how do I not?

      Just when I think I’m ready to figure out who I am with or without Henry, I get dragged back into his world. He was my best friend once, and now he’s decided to invite me to his son’s birthday party. Is it a peace offering? An olive branch to find some new normal between us? That’s the problem. I have no idea, but I need to decide which way I want this to go.
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      “So?” Conor sits in the aisle seat across from me on the team’s plane. “Let’s hear it.”

      I pick up my phone and roll my eyes. “We’re not doing this.”

      “You’re not going to live up to your end of the deal? That’s not right,” Conor says.

      “Then you’ll have to do a punishment,” Tweetie says, leaning forward to see past Conor. “And come on, man, you can’t let your word mean shit. What would Bodhi think?”

      I glance at Rowan, and he shrugs like he agrees.

      “Fine. You want to know what happened?” I ask.

      “Duh,” Conor says.

      “I brought Jade up to my condo to tell her why I walked out of her hotel room three years ago without an explanation.”

      “Well shit, if I had a penny for every time a woman asked me why I left, I’d be⁠—”

      “Just as rich as you are now, Tweetie,” I deadpan.

      “Yeah, I’m pretty sure the women know the score when they go to a hotel room with you.” Conor shrugs. When Tweetie looks offended, he adds, “Sorry, man, but it’s the truth.”

      Tweetie chews on the inside of his cheek and stares into his lap. “Well, this isn’t about me, it’s about Henry.”

      “That’s right.” Conor holds up his hand with his fingers spread, reminding me I couldn’t get one shot past him this morning.

      “Why did you leave?” Rowan asks.

      I don’t often open up, but the fact is, I have no one to talk to about this. I usually go to Reed when I’m trying to work something out, but he’s too close to this situation. He loves me and Jade both, and he can’t be an impartial outsider.

      I look behind me to find most of the team already asleep or close to it. The plane is dark, and if these jackasses weren’t on my ass, I’d be sleeping too. I inhale a deep breath, uncomfortable with the idea of telling these guys, but they’ve turned into the closest thing I have to brothers. I don’t want to be the reason we don’t win the Cup because I’m messed up in the head.

      So I decide to just blurt it out. “Jade’s the love of my life.”

      Tweetie lets out a low whistle and turns to stare out the window at the dark sky. I think my words hit a nerve with him.

      Conor nods. “All right, good start.”

      But I can tell Conor doesn’t really know what to say. I’m not sure he’s ever felt that way about anyone before.

      Rowan turns to face me. “Then why aren’t you with her?”

      He went for what he wanted with Kyleigh, won the girl, and is currently on the yellow brick road toward happily ever after.

      “It’s not that simple. There’s a long past with a lot of baggage on both sides, and honestly, what it comes down to is that I love her too much to keep her.”

      Conor’s eyes widen. This is definitely foreign territory for him.

      “Do you think she feels the same?” Tweetie asks, surprising me by rejoining the conversation.

      I nod. “I know she does. Our feelings for each other have never been the problem.”

      A small part of me wonders if that’s still true given the ass wipe she was shacking up with in Hawaii. I can’t deny that it hurt when she told me how serious they’d gotten.

      “Then what’s the problem?” Conor looks genuinely curious.

      I think he’s under the false belief that you meet a woman, discover she’s the one, woo her, fall in love with one another, and walk off into the sunset. I don’t think love is that simple, but maybe I think that only because mine isn’t.

      “She doesn’t love herself.” It hurts to say the words out loud.

      “Who doesn’t love themselves?” Tweetie asks with furrowed brows as if the concept is entirely foreign to him.

      “Some of us don’t think we walk on fucking water.” Conor glares at him.

      Tweetie holds up his hands, then opens his water bottle and takes a big swig.

      “Maybe that’s not it. Maybe it’s more that she doesn’t think she’s enough,” I say.

      “Are you sure she isn’t just going through something?” Rowan asks. He’s the only one I feel like I should be having this conversation with, but the other two want in for some reason.

      “I tried to let her go. When I first got drafted to Chicago after college, she was supposed to come with me, but I sent her away to find out who she wanted to be. At the time, I’d hoped she’d come back in a year or two, but she never did. Eventually I moved on, told myself she was happier living her adventures, but now, when every other facet of my life is in place except for the fact that I have no one to share my life with, she’s back. And I don’t think it’s a coincidence. But at the same time, I can’t let Bodhi get hurt. It’s one thing for me to pine away for her, but you’ve seen how badly Bodhi wants a woman in our home.”

      Rowan nods because he witnessed it with Kyleigh. The way Bodhi thinks she’s the best thing ever, always gravitating toward her when we’re all together. Before Kyleigh came around, I’m not sure Bodhi really thought much about having a mom or a wife for me. Maybe it’s just his age, I don’t know.

      “So, you’re protecting your heart,” Conor says. “And Bodhi’s.”

      I nod.

      “And your plan is to just do nothing?” Rowan asks. He gives me a look. The one that says a few months ago, I was singing a different tune when I offered him advice regarding his relationship with Kyleigh.

      But that was different. Jade and I are different.

      “Yeah, but don’t worry. This conversation really put it all in perspective for me.”

      “Really?” Conor asks, puffing out his chest.

      “No. Not at all,” I deadpan.

      “Then what?” Conor looks at Rowan and points at him. “You’re the only one attached. Fix it.”

      “Fix it? You’re the one who wanted to hash this out. I knew he wasn’t ready.” Rowan picks up his phone.

      “The man isn’t even close to ready,” Tweetie says. “This convo is premature.”

      “We’re not talking about your ejaculation, Tweetie,” Conor says.

      “What are you, twelve years old with jokes like that?” Tweetie punches him in the arm.

      “We can’t wait until we start losing because you’re thinking about her in the middle of a game,” Conor says, continuing to press the issue.

      He has no idea I’ve played more games with Jade in my head than not.

      “I’m fine. She’s been back for what, three weeks, and I’ve played fine. Better than fine.”

      “Yeah, for sure…” Rowan’s gaze diverts to his phone.

      “I mean, there was that play in the second period today…” Tweetie shakes his head.

      When I lost the puck? Hello, it’s fucking hockey. The point of the game is for the other team to try to get the puck.

      “And that easy shot you missed in the first.” Conor cringes.

      “But you do you,” Rowan says with a shrug. “They’re probably just flukes, right?”

      “Are you guys fucking kidding me?” My voice rises. “Do you want me to talk about that shit slapshot you made in the third, Tweetie, or the fact you acted like I wasn’t open in the second?” I stare at Rowan. “Or you do realize we were tied until the third because you let the puck get past your stick and let the defender get it, right?” I shift my gaze to Conor. “But let’s just point fingers at my mistakes.”

      “Do the math, Daddy. We each had one and you had two.”

      I narrow my eyes at Tweetie. “Screw all of you.”

      “We’re just saying you can’t ignore this. She’s here, and she’s very much in your world. She’s your kid’s teacher, for fuck’s sake. Deal with it. Fight for her, fuck her, or cut her loose. But this whole Romeo and Juliet bullshit is exactly that—bullshit.” Conor crosses his arms and stares at me.

      Surprisingly, he has a point. I’m sitting in limbo, and nothing gets done if you’re just standing on the ice.

      “I just said something good, didn’t I?” Conor leans over, looking surprised at himself. “Oh shit, look the lightbulb is on.” He points at my head. “Fuck, I should be a marriage counselor.”

      Tweetie chuckles.

      “Let’s not quit hockey just yet,” Rowan says, putting his phone back down. “Is he right?”

      I shrug.

      “Daddy, what the fuck? Give credit where credit is due.” Conor holds out his arms.

      “Pinkie, shut the fuck up,” one of our teammates says from the row behind us.

      “Fine. Yeah, you have me thinking,” I grumble.

      Conor leans over and pats my leg. “You have my number. Day or… well, I’m here for you during the day anytime you need me.” He winks and sits back in his seat as if he just performed a fifteen-hour brain surgery.

      Rowan’s eyes don’t leave the side of my head.

      This isn’t easy because the biggest question is where does Jade fit into my new life? I need to stop living in the past and decide whether I can chance Bodhi’s and my future.

      If it was just me, I’d run off this plane and drive to her house, use the key to her childhood home, and sneak up to her bedroom, begging her to give us another try, but it’s not only me. I have to make sure not to forget that.
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      On the morning of Bodhi’s birthday party, it’s clear I’m not cut out for this class party thing.

      “You’re doing it all wrong,” Mack says, snatching away the goodie bag in my hand. “Just let me do it.” He shoos me away with his hand. “Go get the cake or something.”

      “The cake is being delivered to the trampoline place.”

      “Then find something else to do that’s not right here.” He has a whole system laid out in front of him, getting five done to my one.

      “You know I’m your boss, right?”

      He glances at me from the kitchen table. “And?”

      I throw my hands in the air and head into the bedroom to change.

      A trampoline party with over twenty kids. What was I thinking? I definitely bit off more than I can chew.

      My phone rings, and I pick it up off the bed and see it’s a number I don’t have programmed into my phone. These aren’t my favorite calls to answer, but I figure it’s a local number, so I will.

      I slide my thumb across the screen. “Hello?”

      “Henry?” I don’t recognize the woman’s voice.

      “Yes, this is Henry.”

      “This is Trina, Micha’s mom.”

      “Oh, hi, Trina.”

      Bodhi’s taken to Micha, and the two of them like to compete to see who can get into the classroom first. Come to think of it, Bodhi hasn’t even tried to get to school early the last couple of weeks. Which is fine because it gives me an excuse to send him inside with a huddle of kids without me having to interact with Jade.

      I’m still thinking about how to handle the Jade situation. She hasn’t reached out, but why would she? I pretty much told her she couldn’t be a part of my life. Which I’m now thinking I may have worded wrong. I don’t know. I’m so fucking confused right now.

      “I heard Bodhi was having a birthday party today, and I’m wondering why Micha was the only one not invited?”

      I tilt my head, thinking I had to have heard her wrong. “We invited everyone in the class.”

      “Well, I talked to a bunch of the other moms, and they all got invitations. I’ve searched Micha’s backpack three times, and there’s no invitation in there.” I can tell by her tone that she’s the type of person I really hate to deal with.

      “Maybe he misplaced it?”

      She huffs. “Um, no, Micha is very organized. We have rules for when he gets home. We have designated boxes where he needs to put the things he’s brought home from school that I need to see. So, I’m pretty sure Bodhi didn’t invite him just because Micha beats him to school in the morning.”

      My hand squeezes the phone tighter. “Bodhi isn’t like that.”

      She lets out a sarcastic laugh. “Oh, you’re one of those.”

      My forehead wrinkles. “Excuse me?”

      “You know, the ‘my kid is perfect’ parent.”

      Didn’t she just say her kid was perfect?

      After taking a deep breath to curb my frustration, I say, “I have to get ready for the party. Micha is invited⁠—”

      “Now that I called,” she interrupts.

      This woman is really something.

      “Do you need the address?” I decide not to make a big deal of this and talk to Bodhi when I hang up.

      “No, I’m not even sure he can make it. We made plans since I knew nothing about this party. And now I’ll have to go into a toy store on a Saturday. This is a big inconvenience.”

      My head rocks back. How do teachers deal with these parents?

      “Bodhi doesn’t need a gift. I apologize for whatever the mix-up was, and I hope Micha can still make the party.” I think my reply is more than nice.

      “I’ll have to make sure he’s there, won’t I? I’ll be a monster of a parent to him if his entire class goes, and he doesn’t. You really put me in a bind here, Henry. I understand that you’re a single dad, but it’s bad enough that because you play hockey, you use that to bribe the teachers into accommodating your schedule. Now this? We aren’t all impressed that you play for the Falcons, you know.”

      I run my hand down my face before winding it around and cupping the back of my neck, squeezing. I’m ready to tell this woman off, but then she’ll probably think I didn’t invite Micha in the first place. Rumors and gossip are not my thing, especially when it affects Bodhi.

      “I’m sorry for the confusion. I have to go get ready. I hope you can make it.”

      She’s talking still when I click End on the call.

      I walk out to the kitchen again. “Mack, you made enough invites for every kid in Bodhi’s class, right?”

      He’s working on the last goodie bag. Seriously, this guy has skills I’ll never possess.

      “Yeah, and I put them in Bodhi’s bag. He told me he handed them out to everyone.” He stands from the table and places the goodie bags into a bin he brought over. “We need to go soon so I can blow up the balloons there with the helium tank I… well… you bought.”

      I gave Mack a credit card to use when I hired him, so I assume he used that for the decorations. Although I think he’s keeping the Starbucks points for himself.

      “You bought a helium tank?”

      “You only turn seven once.” He picks up the box and walks toward the door. “I parked in the alley, and Ruby said she’ll tow me if she finds me there again, so we gotta go. Bodhi!”

      “She’s not going to tow you.” I grab my jacket and wallet. “Bod⁠—”

      “I’m right here,” he says, coming out of his room. He’s dressed in the outfit I gave him, but he’s not wearing the T-shirt I bought him that says, “This is what an awesome seven-year-old looks like.”

      “Where’s the shirt I got you?”

      “Dad…”

      When did I become Dad? I was Daddy just yesterday.

      “I’ll be outside while you two figure this out.” Mack waves his finger back and forth. “And if I have a boot on my tire, you’re paying.”

      I roll my eyes, let the door shut, and crouch down to Bodhi’s level. “You don’t like the shirt?”

      He shakes his head.

      Bodhi doesn’t like to disappoint people, which I imagine comes from before I met him, when he learned that if he did something wrong, bad things happen. It’s a work in progress, but it hurts my heart to even think about.

      “Tell me,” I say.

      He hems and haws, and his shoulders slouch, and he kicks out his feet.

      “Bodhi,” I try again.

      “It’s kiddish. My friends will make fun of me. No one wears those shirts with sayings on them.” His eyes never meet mine but remain fixated on the floor.

      “Okay.” I nod and stand, taking his jacket off the hook and handing it to him.

      He looks up at me. “Really?”

      “Yeah. I understand. I was a kid once, and I had your great grandma dressing me.”

      He laughs. “Was it bad?”

      “I love her, but let’s just say I was never wearing what everyone else was.” I pick up the postcard my grandparents sent from Arizona. “This came today for you.”

      He looks at the picture, turns it around, and reads the simple message they wrote for him on the back. “Can I?”

      Mack might kill me, but I nod anyway. “Make it quick.”

      He barrels down the hall and into his room. Then I hear his drawer open, and he slides out his chair, no doubt climbing up on the desk to pin the postcard up with the others. He comes back out. “One day I want to travel to all those places. Miss Jade showed us pictures she took in Zimbabwe. Can we go there this summer after you win the Cup?”

      I ruffle his hair. “We’ll talk about it.”

      We walk out of the condo while Bodhi tells me about all the pictures Miss Jade shows the class and the stories she’s told about where she’s been. Apparently, all the kids want to be her when they grow up now. Lucky me, I get to hear about how amazing she is the entire way to the trampoline park.

      When we arrive, Mack busies himself decorating and tells me to just do whatever I have to in order to stay out of his way. Guess I’m not needed anywhere today.

      Of course, Kyleigh, Rowan, Conor, and Tweetie all show up together with way too many presents for Bodhi stacked in their arms. It warms my heart that they care, but at the same time, they’re spoiling him. But yeah, he’s a great kid, and he deserves it.

      “Bodhi!” Kyleigh calls, but all she gets is a wave and a hi before he jets off in another direction. “Okay, that was hard. You’re gonna have to adopt another kid. He’s already over me.” She sits next to me, sipping her iced coffee while the guys place the presents on the table.

      “Why don’t you work on having your own?” I eye Rowan.

      I know he would be game, but they’re taking it slow after such a quick start together. At least that’s what they say, but I bet they’re married and have a kid on the way in the next two years max.

      “Anyway,” she says dramatically, rolling her eyes at me, “the decorations look great, Mack.”

      Mack turns from the step stool he made the workers spend ten minutes looking for. Not that he didn’t have the time, what with the fifty balloons he had to fill with helium.

      “Why do you think it was all Mack?”

      Kyleigh and Mack share a look and laugh. Whatever.

      “So, this is birthday parties now, huh?” Conor looks around.

      “This is how Mack throws a birthday party, yeah.”

      Mack sticks out his tongue at me before going back to putting together a balloon arch. Why do we need one? I have no clue.

      “Who wants to jump?” Tweetie says, toeing out of his shoes.

      “I’m pretty sure our contracts states that we can’t⁠—”

      He’s already out of the designated room for the party.

      “I got a call from a mom about her son not being invited. You’re gonna deal with her when she comes.” I look at Kyleigh. “Pretend you’re my girlfriend, go crazy on her when she starts up with her attitude, then I can say that I broke up with you because you were so mean.”

      Rowan comes over and pats Kyleigh on the shoulder. “Get your own girlfriend.”

      She stands, then she sits back down on his lap.

      Conor groans and looks around. “Am I the only one who sees all the empty seats?” He toes off his shoes and places them next to Tweetie’s size fourteen ones. “I’m heading out there.”

      Slowly, the kids arrive, and I make small talk with the parents, informing them when they should return for pickup. So far, Micha and his mom are no-shows.

      I decide to hang out in the party room until all the kids have arrived, and Rowan stays with me, eating the snacks. For some reason, Mack asks Kyleigh for help, so the two of them are perfecting the custom-made banner.

      “How much did I spend on this birthday party?” I ask Mack.

      He and Kyleigh laugh. “You can’t put a price on happiness,” Mack says.

      “A.K.A. a lot.” Rowan eats a handful of Goldfish.

      “The snacks are for the kids.”

      “I’m sure Mack bought extra snacks. He’s a planner.” Rowan turns to look at him.

      Mack turns around and nods. God help me, how much is this charge going to be on my credit card bill?

      Tweetie and Conor come in, sharing a look I don’t trust. Please tell me they haven’t hurt a kid in the dodgeball trampoline section.

      “I’m thinking about taking up guitar. Take some lessons,” Conor says when they walk in.

      “You know what song has a killer guitar solo?” Tweetie asks. It’s clear whatever they’re talking about has a purpose to it. It sounds as if they’ve been rehearsing it. “Van Halen’s ‘Hot for Teacher.’”

      “Oh, I love that song,” Conor says and stares right at me. “What about you, Daddy?”

      “Ah shit,” Rowan mumbles.

      “I think he’s got it bad,” Tweetie says.

      “Definitely hot for teacher,” Conor chimes in.

      I grind my teeth together.

      “I bet the teacher wants to see him after school.” Tweetie crosses his arms and looks at Conor. Their acting is getting worse with every line.

      “Do you think he brought his pencil?” Conor asks.

      “You guys are dumbasses.” Rowan takes another handful of the Goldfish crackers. Did he not eat today or what?

      “We gotta get a good seat for this one.” Tweetie and Conor walk over to the far wall and lean against it, crossing their arms.

      “You don’t have any popcorn, do you, Mack?” Conor asks. “Because we’re about to see a show.”

      “What are you idiots talking about?” Kyleigh asks.

      I’m trying to figure out what the hell they’re up to, then the door opens. My back goes ramrod straight, expecting it to be Micha and Trina, but it’s not them. It’s Jade. With a gift bag hanging from her fingers for Bodhi.

      “Yeah, he’s hot for teacher all right,” Tweetie mumbles.

      Conor laughs until I cut them a look before standing up to go see what she’s doing here.
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      She’s here!

      She came!

      I can’t believe it. I thought for sure she wouldn’t.

      I peek around the corner, where they can’t see me.

      Daddy stands and takes the gift from Miss Jade, putting it with all the other awesome gifts everyone got me. Birthdays are so fun.

      “What are you looking at?” Micha comes up behind me.

      His mom looks like she’s mad.

      “Hi, Micha.” I wave.

      “Is your dad here, Bodhi?” She’s not smiling.

      I want to say “no, he’s busy” because I want him and Miss Jade to be alone, but I know I’ll get in trouble if I don’t tell her.

      “In the birthday room.” I point at it.

      “I’ll be back in a couple hours, Micha. Have fun.” She hugs him and kisses his cheek. “Happy birthday, Bodhi.”

      “Thanks.”

      Micha takes off his shoes and tosses them at his mom. “Here, Mom.”

      She catches them without dropping my present. Moms are so cool.

      “Come on,” I say, running toward where our other friends are.

      “Bodhi, my mom was mad I didn’t have an invite. She called your dad,” he whispers, and I stop before climbing in.

      “I told you to say you lost it.”

      “She woulda been mad at me, and then I couldn’t come. Is Miss Jade here? Did it work?”

      I nod and smile.

      He smiles too.

      We did it.
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      As soon as I walk in and see the surprise on everyone’s faces, it’s clear to me that the invitation was a formality. Do the teachers always get invited, but then they decline nicely? Man, this is embarrassing. I should’ve consulted Mrs. Hassels.

      Henry stands and comes over. “Hey.”

      Tweetie and Conor stand against the wall with smug looks while Kyleigh sits on Rowan’s lap, giving me a quick wave and a smile.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper.

      Henry’s hand lands on my wrist and frees the gift bag from my hold. I ignore the tingles that race up my arm from his touch. “Why are you sorry?”

      I look around again, and yeah, they for sure didn’t know I was coming. Even Henry looks a little wide-eyed. “I think there was a mix-up.”

      “Why do you say that?” He steps away from me to put the present on the table with the rest of them. I have no idea if Bodhi will like what I got him, but I picked something he showed a lot of interest in.

      Henry walks back over to me, but the room is small, and his friends are within earshot, so I let the subject drop.

      The door to the room opens.

      “Well, I made it.” The woman’s tone makes it sound as though she had to fly across the country with five layovers to get here.

      I stiffen, thinking Henry has invited another woman here. Someone who is more than a friend. But no, he would’ve told me by now if there was someone in his life. That’s just who he is.

      I turn around to see Trina, Micha’s mom, standing just inside the room. She volunteers once a week at the school and does a snack patrol to make sure everyone has a healthy snack. One time, she took Pringles away from a kid and handed him a bag of prepackaged apple slices. There’s an argument to be made that whatever they spray on those apples to make them last for more than a month isn’t any healthier than the Pringles, but I let it go.

      “Of course you got an invitation.” She glares at me. “If Mrs. McConnell was still their teacher, she would’ve counted the invitations and handed them out herself to make sure every kid got one.”

      “What are you talking about?” I have no idea what she’s talking about. Bodhi never told me he even had invitations. My irritation at her chastising me in front of a room full of adults as if I’m her child has lit the flame of my temper.

      “Hi, Trina.” Henry steps in front of me. “Glad Micha could make it. Is he already with the kids?”

      “Yes, he ran into Bodhi, and they ran off.”

      I place my hand on Henry’s arm, stepping in front of him. “Excuse me.”

      Henry steps out of the way.

      “Let me take those for you.” I hold out my hands, and Trina passes over Micha’s shoes and the present, which I hand off to Henry. “Mind if we have a word outside, Trina?”

      “What for?”

      “It will only take a moment.” I walk to the door that leads out to the trampoline park area and hold the door open for her.

      Tweetie and Conor are biting their lips, trying not to laugh. Henry looks as if he’s in a tug-of-war with himself on whether to follow me or not.

      “I’ll be back in two hours,” Trina says and walks past me out the door.

      I let it close behind us and walk over to a corner where there are no eyes or ears. “I understand I’m a substitute, but that doesn’t mean you can talk to me however you want. I’m sorry there was some kind of mix-up with the invitations, but I didn’t know anything about it prior to you just mentioning it.”

      She opens her mouth to give me a rebuttal, but I raise my hand.

      “Mistakes happen. And Micha is here now, so why don’t we drop it? I do not appreciate you talking to me like that in front of another parent.”

      She scoffs. “He’s not just another parent. He’s your ex-boyfriend. Do you think everyone at St. Pat’s doesn’t know who you are or how you got the job? Reed Warner’s stepdaughter. Come on.” Trina rolls her eyes.

      This woman has some nerve. I’m usually a pretty calm person, but she’s about to see a side of me I haven’t shown anyone at the school.

      “Well, Trina, since you’re only a mother at St. Pat’s, I’m not sure what business it is of yours what my relation to anyone is.” She opens her mouth, but I raise my hand again. “This is the end of the conversation. I’m sure whatever you’re about to say won’t be anything constructive, so it’s best left unsaid. Enjoy the couple of hours to yourself.”

      I turn and walk away. When I round the corner, I run right into Henry. His gaze shifts over my shoulder to where I hope Trina is walking out of the complex.

      “Shit,” he whispers. “I haven’t seen that side of you in a while. It was really hot.”

      My stomach does a little flip at his words, the traitorous thing. “She’s something else.”

      I try not to think about his last comment. I can’t deny that I loved when he stepped in front of me after she came at me in the room. But I wasn’t going to sit back and let him be my savior. Baby steps, but damn, it felt good to give Trina a piece of my mind after she’s driven me crazy for weeks.

      “I got an earful from her this morning. So, thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me, but honestly, Henry.” I place my hand on his arm. “You didn’t invite me, did you?”

      His shoulders fall, and he slowly shakes his head.

      Mortification rolls through me, and my cheeks heat. “Oh god.”

      “Maybe Mack and Bodhi talked about it. They were doing the invitations.” He steps forward as if he’s wanting to make sure I can’t get too far away.

      “I should go. I’m sure this is as uncomfortable for you as it is for me.”

      He laughs. “Are you kidding?”

      “I don’t want you to think I didn’t understand what you were telling me a couple of weeks ago. I mean, I’m not here for⁠—”

      He presses his finger to my lips and tugs on my arm, leading me down a hallway that I think is for the workers. “I’m glad you’re here. Truly. So, please stay.”

      His body is so close to mine. A lifetime ago, he would have pressed me against the brick and kissed me until I was flushed with lust, not embarrassment. But we’re not in that life anymore.

      “Come on and spend some time with my friends. They’re dying to get to know you.”

      “Why?” I ask, not going with him. “I mean… we’re not…”

      He turns with my hand in his. “Because you’re important to me, Jade.”

      I want to ask if I really am, but he’s still important to me, so I take him at his word. Maybe this is the beginning of our new normal. I don’t know what that would be, but I guess we’ll find out.
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      Jade slides her hand out of mine right before I open the door to Bodhi’s party room. I can’t say I blame her—it’s not as if we’re together—but damn, her hand felt good in mine. It felt as though it belonged.

      Mack is still decorating which is crazy since we’re talking about a seven-year-old here.

      “Have you ever thought about opening a party planning business?” Kyleigh asks him.

      “Hey,” I say and shake my head. I’d be lost without Mack.

      Kyleigh turns around. “Oh. Hi, guys.”

      “Where’s the wicked witch of the Midwest?” Rowan asks, and Kyleigh slaps him in the stomach. “You know that only turns me on.”

      Conor inhales a deep breath at Rowan’s remark to his sister but breaks the distance and comes over to us. “Hey Jade, nice of you to join us today.” He sticks out his hand, and she slides her hand into his.

      “Hi, Conor.”

      Tweetie waves from the snack table, where he and Rowan are eating as if they just got off a survival show where they were lost in the woods for a month. “Jade, my girl.”

      Rowan wipes his hands on a napkin and comes over. “Hey, I’m the only one who hasn’t officially met you. I’m Rowan, Kyleigh’s man.”

      Kyleigh beams behind him.

      “Or otherwise known as the center for the Falcons, if you didn’t know, because if you didn’t, he’ll tell you.” Conor walks back over to Tweetie and grabs a juice box.

      “Kyleigh’s man is just fine.” She walks up and wraps her arms around his waist, and he kisses the top of her head. “Hey, Jade. How is Eloise?”

      Jade steps away from me, and she and Kyleigh go over to a table and talk about Eloise and her wedding.

      Rowan leans in closer to me and says under his breath, “Maybe get her a drink.”

      “Don’t act like I don’t know how to entertain my guest.” But the truth is that I was a little awestruck she’s here, celebrating Bodhi’s birthday with us.

      “Well, you still haven’t gotten her a drink.”

      I walk past him, nudging my shoulder against his, and head over to the drink table. All I can offer her is a juice box or a mini water bottle.

      “No drinks for the adults, Mack?” I ask. “And centerpieces, seriously?”

      “Sorry, let me go get the case of champagne,” he says dryly.

      I pick up a juice box and a small bottle of water and walk toward Jade and Kyleigh.

      “I’m so proud,” Tweetie says.

      “He’s all grown up,” Conor adds.

      I flip them off behind my back, and their laughter fills the room.

      “Hey, Ky,” Rowan says from behind me as I’m about to approach.

      She puts her finger in the air as she continues to listen to whatever Jade is saying.

      “Ky!” Conor says louder and more urgently.

      Smooth, guys. Thanks.

      “Sorry, excuse me for a second, Jade.” She gets up from the table, sees me with the drinks, and fails miserably at hiding her smile, scurrying over to Rowan.

      Jade moves to turn, but I go around her back and sit at the other side of the table so she’s not staring at my buddies.

      “Water or apple juice?” I hold them up.

      Her head tilts left and right, then she points at one and then the other. “Eeny, meeny, miney, moe.” Her finger stops on the water. “I kind of wanted the apple juice.”

      I hand the apple juice to her and keep the water for myself.

      “Kyleigh’s really nice,” she says, breaking the silence because that’s the Jade I love, always uncomfortable with silence.

      “She is. What did you guys talk about?”

      She shrugs, putting her straw in the juice box without the liquid squirting out of the top. “Eloise, how she got into making wedding dresses, her and Rowan.”

      “All of that in such a short time?”

      She laughs. “It’s an inherent female talent. You wouldn’t understand.”

      “Yeah, well, if you were a man, you’d barely have to talk. You’d be surprised what you can get across with a grunt.”

      She covers her mouth, almost spitting out her apple juice from laughing but swallowing it down at the last minute. My chest feels buoyant from the sound of her laughter.

      “Don’t do that.” She playfully smacks my shoulder. “How many times do you have to be sprayed by my drinks to learn not to make me laugh when I take a sip?”

      “Nothing beats the Mountain Dew time.” I shake my head, remembering how sticky my face and arms felt for the entire concert because we couldn’t find anything to wipe me off with.

      “If I remember correctly, you shared it with me by rubbing your face all over mine.”

      “Thank god for the rain.” A shiver runs up my spine as I remember her all muddy and having to undress in the car, then sitting next to me on the long drive home from the concert in only her panties and a shirt. Fuck, how did I ever have the willpower to keep my hands off her?

      Her cheeks pinken, and I’m pretty sure she’s remembering the same thing I am. “You think the rain was a good thing, but you weren’t the one who slipped down a muddy hill on her ass.”

      “It looked fun.”

      “I had more fun when we got home that night.”

      My dick twitches. Jade is leading me down a road I shouldn’t go down right now. Especially at my son’s birthday party. But I’ve never forgotten the shower we took when we got back to her apartment. Thankfully, her roommate had gone home for the weekend because we never made it to the actual bed.

      “We should talk about something else,” I say, resituating myself on the bench.

      “Yeah, sorry, um…”

      We sit there, both trying to think of something to talk about that doesn’t include our past.

      “This all looks amazing,” she says, glancing around the room.

      “It’s all Mack’s doing.”

      “That’s me!” Mack raises his hand, finishing off the tables with an array of glitter.

      “I love it. You did a great job.” She smiles at him, and he puts his hand over his heart.

      “Thank you. And I love the sweater. Your whole vibe of not trying too hard, but…”

      “Bye, Mack,” I say.

      He chuckles and huddles with the rest of the spectators on the other side of the room observing Jade and me.

      “He’s not wrong. I think I tried on ten outfits today trying to look good while simultaneously looking like I didn’t try too hard.”

      I chuckle. “I’m sure you looked just as great in the other nine outfits.” I sip my water to cool myself down from picturing her changing.

      “I should go out and say hello to the kids.” She stands.

      I don’t want her to go, but I’m not sure how to be around her and not flirt with her.

      “Yeah, I’ll come check on Bodhi.”

      We round the tables with five sets of eyes watching our every move. Could they make it any more awkward?

      We’re halfway to the door when I see a stream of kids running toward us. One girl runs right into the door, bouncing back and falling. Micha opens the door, and Bodhi rushes into the room but stops in his tracks, staring at Jade with a huge smile.

      “Miss Jade!” He runs up to her and wraps his arms around her legs, closing his eyes.

      Conor clears his throat.

      “Someone else is hot for teacher,” Tweetie whispers in my ear.

      “Happy birthday, Bodhi,” she says.

      “I guess I’ll check on the poor girl,” Mack says, sliding by me because watching my son hug the woman I love as if she’s his, too, cements my feet to the floor.

      Fuck, he’s never even been that way with Kyleigh.

      “Thanks for coming.” Bodhi’s gaze slides my way, confirming what I suspected.

      Jade and I have been set up.
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      Everyone else’s parents have already come got them, and only Micha’s left. I don’t want my party to end, but Daddy said I could open my presents when I get home.

      “Bodhi,” Conor says, telling me to come over with his finger. He and all my daddy’s friends are at a table together.

      “Yeah?” I ask.

      “Have a seat, buddy,” Tweetie says. He’s always really funny.

      I sit next to Kyleigh because she’s always really nice, and she smells good. Except none of them are smiling. Am I in trouble?

      “It’s kind of funny that Miss Jade is here, huh?” Conor asks.

      “She’s my teacher.”

      “And apparently Micha didn’t get an invitation.” Kyleigh looks at me.

      Mack sits on my other side. “I only gave you enough for all the students.”

      “Maybe she found it and thought it was for her.” I shrug and look away from them.

      “On her desk?” Tweetie says. “Ouch.” I look back over, and he’s looking at Conor like he’s mad at him.

      “You can tell us, we understand,” Conor says.

      “Yeah, buddy, it’s us,” Rowan says.

      Mack puts his hand on my shoulder. “We’re all friends.”

      My tummy gets that funny feeling it always does when I’m excited or when I think I might get in trouble. I look over my shoulder to see my dad laughing with Miss Jade.

      “They look happy,” Conor says. “You like seeing your dad with Miss Jade?”

      I nod.

      Mack reaches for a juice box, puts in the straw, and puts it in front of me. “It’s okay, Bodhi.”

      “They’re laughing.” Kyleigh looks into my eyes. “Bodhi, did you take Micha’s invitation and give it to Miss Jade?”

      I look at all of them. They’re all looking at me.

      I nod and wait for them to be mad at me.

      But they all laugh until Kyleigh hits Rowan. Then they stop, but they look like I do when I want to laugh, but I know Daddy’s mad.

      “It’s okay, Bodhi. You want your dad to be happy, right?” Mack asks.

      “It was a cool thing to do,” Conor says.

      I smile. I don’t think I’m in trouble.

      “So, you think your dad should date Miss Jade?” Rowan asks.

      I nod. “They were friends.”

      “They were,” Conor says.

      “I saw a photo album at my great-grandparents’ house. From when they were kids.”

      “Really?” Kyleigh looks excited. I bet she wants to see it too.

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Well, we’re gonna help you,” Conor says.

      “Really?” I sit up straighter.

      “You’re right. They do look really happy together, but we think they might need a push,” Conor says.

      “More like a shove,” Tweetie says. “Ouch.” He looks at Conor like he’s mad again.

      “What do you think we can do to get them together?” Kyleigh asks.

      “In the pictures, they went to Navy Pier. And the movies. And they went to the zoo.” I try to remember everything, but there were a bunch of places I don’t know. “Oh!” All of them lean in closer. “They watched a movie outside.”

      They groan.

      “Can’t do that unless we want them to freeze to death,” Tweetie says.

      “Okay, let’s all put our thinking caps on over the next couple days and try to arrange some dates.” Kyleigh turns around to look at my daddy and Jade. “And if you hear Miss Jade say anything in class, you let us know.” She winks at me.

      Kyleigh is so cool. I really like her, but Daddy said she’s not meant to be my mommy. We can’t share her with Rowan.

      “Okay, I will.”

      “Bodhi, come here,” Micha says.

      I run over to Micha, excited to tell him we have people to help with our plan.
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      I should not be enjoying my time at a seven-year-old’s birthday party as much as I am, but Kyleigh is so easy to get along with. Henry hasn’t really left me alone with his friends. I think he’s worried about what they might say. They definitely like to razz him about us, and I wonder if that’s how they always are or if it’s because he hasn’t brought a lot of women around them before. Maybe that’s just hopeful thinking on my part.

      Trina walks into the party room, and her gaze immediately goes to Henry and me sitting alone at one of the tables. “Sorry, I’m late. Saturday traffic. I hate all the suburbanites thinking the city is their weekend playground.” She grabs Micha’s shoes from the cubby.

      “That’s okay,” Henry says, patting my hand before standing and walking over to her.

      At the other table, all his friends just stare at her.

      “The boys are just out there, so I’ll walk you out.” Henry opens the door for her, and she turns but doesn’t move.

      “I wanted to apologize for earlier. I meant no harm. I was just really flustered this morning.” She looks around the room and sets her gaze on me specifically.

      I hold up my hand. “Understandable. No harm done.”

      She nods, but still doesn’t walk out the door. Henry’s eyes seek mine out, and he shakes his head behind her.

      “You’ll understand once you have kids.” She shifts her attention to Henry and rests her hand on his bicep. “Right, Henry? It’s something only a parent can understand.” Her voice turns sugary sweet, while all I can focus on is her fingers wrapping around his arm.

      Did she just squeeze it?

      Oh hell no. What kind of game is she playing?

      “Someone’s hot for some hockey Daddy dick,” Tweetie whispers.

      If she heard him, she pretends she didn’t.

      Kyleigh rises and comes over to me. “Jade, why don’t you come back with us? Bodhi can open his presents, and we can grab some real food.”

      I can’t fight the smile tugging at my lips because I think I like Kyleigh even more now. “Sounds great.”

      Finally, Trina’s eyes stray from Henry right to us. She huffs and walks out the door.

      Henry’s smile and the small shake of his head before following her is a nice change from the awkwardness that’s lingered between us.

      “Are they all like that?” Kyleigh asks once they’re both gone.

      “No, most of the parents are really nice. But now I’m starting to think she’s mad because she thinks I’m stepping on her territory.” I fiddle with the Happy Birthday confetti Mack sprinkled on the table.

      “I can’t believe she tried to flirt with him like that in front of you.”

      Kyleigh wasn’t there. She didn’t hear what Trina said outside.

      “She kind of threw our history in my face earlier and said the only reason I have the teaching job is because of my stepdad.”

      “Ugh! I hate her for you,” she says. “Seriously, that makes me so mad. You should see the women who hit on Rowan when I’m standing right next to him. Makes me want to scream and say he’s mine.”

      “Oh, well, Henry isn’t mine.” Although I do remember a time very similar to what Kyleigh’s talking about, when girls in college would try to steal him away from me.

      “You’re kidding, right?” She dips her head to look me in the eye, her dark hair falling on either side of her face. “He’s yours. In all the ways that matter.”

      My heart skips a beat at the truth I hear in her words.

      I want to ask her a billion questions. Has he dated? Has he ever seemed happy with someone else? “How long have you been with Rowan?”

      “Only a few months.” She glances over her shoulder, and it’s as if Rowan knows it because he turns away from his teammates and grins when he sees Kyleigh looking at him. “But it’s like nothing I’ve ever felt before. It’s so weird honestly.”

      “Why is it weird?” I ask, dropping the confetti on the table.

      “That I’m with him. That we’re a couple. That it all worked out.” She shrugs.

      I’m not sure what she means about the working out part, but I focus on the happiness that radiates out of her. It certainly did work out for them.

      Henry walks in with Bodhi, and our eyes catch. As if Henry sought me out and that pull to each other is still so strong. Could we ever work out?

      “Anyway.” Kyleigh stands. “Let’s get out of here. Boys, get the presents.”

      Surprisingly, they all stand and head to the present table, doing as asked. Mack’s already done most of the clean-up, and Henry talks to another man who I assume is in charge of the facility, handing his credit card over to him.

      “Hopefully, there’s still some available credit.” Henry sends a pointed look in Mack’s direction, and he only laughs.

      “You forget that I know how much you make,” Mack says and helps the staff finish cleaning up.

      Bodhi appears at my side. “Did you have fun, Miss Jade?”

      “I did. How about you? Did you have a good birthday?” I ask, bending down so we’re eye to eye.

      “It was the best!” He looks over his shoulder. “Now I get to open my presents.”

      His smile lights up his face. Oh, to be a kid again.

      “Go get your coat, Bodhi,” Henry says, placing his hand on his shoulder.

      “Be right back.” He runs around Henry toward the hooks.

      “So, Conor ordered some food, and we’re going to go back to my place to watch Bodhi open his presents. Did you want to join us?”

      I do, even if it’s to just spend a little more time with him, but is it a really good idea?

      “I was hoping I could talk to you.” Henry looks behind him. “Not around everyone, but I’m sure Bodhi is going to crash. If not, I’m sure one of the guys or Kyleigh will watch him for a bit.”

      I bite my lip and nod.

      “Great. Let me grab your stuff.” He heads over to the hooks and almost runs into Bodhi as he makes his way back over to me.

      “Kyleigh said you’re coming over!” Bodhi’s hand slides into mine.

      “She did, did she?” I ask, realizing we have some meddlers.

      His small hand is warm and squeezes my hand tightly.

      “We’ll see you there!” Rowan waves, leaving me with Henry, Mack, and Bodhi.

      Henry walks over with my coat and purse, his eyes zeroing in on Bodhi’s hand in mine. His Adam’s apple bobs. He’s not smiling but not frowning either when our eyes meet, and he hands me my coat. “Let’s get going.”

      I have to release Bodhi’s hand to put my coat on, and I swing my purse crossways over my body. As soon as I’m ready to go, Bodhi lifts his arm, joining our hands again.

      We walk out of the room, Mack telling the workers to keep the balloon arch all day for the rest of the kids to enjoy.

      Once we’re outside, I notice Bodhi’s free hand slide into Henry’s, so he’s walking in the middle of us as if we’re a family. My chest squeezes at what could have been.

      I glance at Henry over Bodhi’s head, and my shoulders fall. I can’t break their hearts, but it feels almost impossible to fight this growing feeling inside me that really likes this too.

      Henry’s smile is soft, but I see his worry there.

      Bodhi tips his head back, smiling at both of us.

      Oh god, my heart almost stops, skipping a few beats.

      I’m not sure what Henry wants to talk about, but one thing is clear—we need to figure out our shit before Bodhi is the collateral damage.
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      This isn’t good.

      On the way to Mack’s car, we looked like a family, and I didn’t miss Mack’s raised eyebrows when I slid into the front seat of his car.

      I glance at the back seat, buckling my seat belt and making sure Bodhi is putting his on. He’s staring at Jade with big wide eyes. Fuck. I’m supposed to be protecting him, making sure his heart doesn’t get broken.

      “You’re going to have to talk to Ruby because I’m parking in the alley.” Mack pulls away from the curb.

      Parking is a nightmare near us, and there isn’t really anywhere on the street for Mack to park. I don’t actually think Ruby minds. She just likes to give him a hard time.

      “I’ll talk to her,” I say.

      “Miss Jade, do you have your camera here?” Bodhi asks.

      “Oh, no. I don’t.”

      “I want you to show me how you take pretty pictures,” he says.

      I feel Mack’s eyes on the side of my head as he turns right, and I try to act as if this is an everyday conversation. That my son isn’t completely smitten with the same woman I am.

      “I can bring it to school one day,” she says.

      “I want to be with you when you take pictures,” Bodhi presses. “Daddy, can we go with Miss Jade when she takes pictures?”

      Mack clears his throat.

      “That depends on Miss Jade, bud.”

      “Well… um… I guess we could set a date, sure.” But Jade sounds anything but sure.

      “A date?” The excitement in Bodhi’s voice is obvious.

      Mack clears his throat again and side-eyes me at the excitement in Bodhi’s tone.

      “Well…” I’m not sure Jade knows how to address him.

      “It just means we’ll figure out a time to get together.” I glance back and see Bodhi put his hand in hers again.

      It’s over. She’s won him over too.

      “So not a date.” There’s disappointment in his voice, and the dad guilt weighs down on me for getting us into this situation.

      “A date can be like what your dad said, we get together. What do you think a date means?” Jade asks.

      As we get closer to my condo, all I really want is to get the hell out of this car.

      “I don’t know, but it’s what Rowan says he’s taking Kyleigh on all the time.”

      And there it is.

      Mack pulls down the alley behind Peeper’s Alley.

      “We’re here!” I say, all too happy to flee this car and this conversation. I step out of the passenger side.

      “Oh no, you don’t!” Ruby comes out the back door.

      “It’s Saturday. All your deliveries are done,” Mack says.

      “Hi, Ruby!” Bodhi climbs out of the back seat. “Miss Jade is here!” He jumps out of the car onto the pavement.

      “Miss Jade?” Ruby asks, using her softer voice with Bodhi. “Who is Miss Jade?”

      I open Jade’s door, and she steps out.

      Ruby’s eyebrows rise. “You.”

      “Hi, Ruby.” Jade smiles and waves.

      Their energy feels almost competitive.

      “What am I missing?” I ask.

      “Come on, Bodhi, let’s get this stuff inside.” Mack hands Bodhi one of his gifts and takes the basket with the others.

      “Back room is free,” Ruby says over her shoulder before narrowing her eyes at Jade. She’s protective of all of us—makes sure we’re not bothered, makes the women who come to the bar specifically to find us uncomfortable and probably scared. But Jade’s here as my guest.

      “You two know one another?” I ask, leading Jade over to the steps by the delivery dock.

      “We met once, but…” Ruby starts.

      “Ruby didn’t want me to get into the back room that night,” Jade says, her eyes never leaving Ruby’s.

      Oh shit, this isn’t good.

      “She and her friends were looking for you guys,” Ruby says with no small amount of attitude.

      The last thing I need is for these two to be enemies.

      “Let me introduce you two properly then. Ruby, this is my old friend, Jade. She was my first friend, first girlfriend, first love.” I place my hand on the small of Jade’s back to show Ruby that she’s really important to me and not a threat. “And Jade, this is Ruby. She looks out for us, and she’s probably prevented Tweetie from becoming a baby daddy a few dozen times.”

      Jade puts her hand out first. “Pleasure to meet you, Ruby.”

      Ruby stares at it.

      “She’s good people.” We all look toward the doorway where Kyleigh leans against the frame. “Relax, Ruby. I’ve got this one covered.”

      Ruby doesn’t shake Jade’s hand. “Fine. If you say so, Kyleigh.” Then she turns around and heads back inside, sliding by Kyleigh.

      “She’ll love you. Eventually.” Kyleigh shakes her head and follows Ruby back inside.

      “Is it weird that I kind of like her?” Jade asks.

      “Yes. Very.”

      We both laugh, and I walk behind her, unable to not glance at her ass. Shit, what I wouldn’t do to have my hands grabbing that ass as I thrust into her. It’s been way too long since I’ve gotten laid. By Jade specifically.

      The back room has all the presents stacked on one of the tables when we arrive. Bodhi isn’t in a chair but on the table as well as if he’s the entertainment for the night. Which I’m sure he will be.

      Conor, Tweetie, Rowan, and Kyleigh already have some pitchers of beer, and pizza boxes are stacked on a separate table.

      “Can I start, Daddy?” Bodhi asks.

      “Go ahead.” I nod.

      He rips through the presents without giving any particular one more than a few seconds’ attention before reaching for the next. I should tell him to pause and appreciate each one, but this kid deserves to feel what it’s like to have everything, so I stand and smile, showing the same excitement he does with each gift.

      He picks up the bag that Jade put her gift in, and I’m more than curious what she got him. If she even knows about his love for building things, animals—especially elephants—and books.

      He reaches in and pulls out a rectangular box. Conor helps him with the flaps. My gaze lingers on Jade. She’s nibbling her bottom lip, watching Bodhi intently.

      Fuck, she’s worried she got him the wrong thing.

      “Whoa,” Conor says, seeing the gift at the same time as Bodhi.

      “I love it. Look, Daddy!” He takes a picture frame out of the box and holds up a gorgeous picture of a sunset with an adult elephant and a baby elephant grazing by the water’s edge, a giant tree nearby. The colors are vibrant but subdued. It’s spectacular. “It’s elephants! Did you take this, Miss Jade?”

      She nods, her cheeks pinkening.

      “You did?” Conor asks. “Shit, you’re really talented.”

      Conor looks over Bodhi’s shoulder again. Then Tweetie, Rowan, and Kyleigh join in, each of their eyes opening wider as they say how awesome the photo is.

      Why pride fills my chest, I have no idea. I didn’t take the picture. It was all Jade.

      “It’s me and Daddy,” Bodhi says.

      I hold out my hand for it. “Jade, it’s magnificent.”

      “I usually wouldn’t think of giving a seven-year-old a picture I took, but he showed so much interest in class.” She looks at Bodhi. “And I know you love that elephant book during relaxation time. I kind of thought it was like you and your daddy too.” She smiles at him.

      I wrap my arm around Bodhi’s shoulder, and we both stare at the picture for a second before I nudge him and nod toward Jade.

      “Thank you, Miss Jade. I love it. I’m gonna hang it on my wall next to my postcards.”

      I tuck it back inside the box and set it aside so it doesn’t get broken.

      “Okay, let’s have some fun now.” Tweetie claps his hands together and points at me. “Darts! Let’s go, Daddy.”

      The last thing I want to do is play darts with Tweetie right now. Not with Jade here.

      Bodhi slides off the table, and Conor helps him open up some Lego—which means there will probably be a piece missing that I’ll have to order a replacement for. But it’s his birthday, so I won’t lecture him today.

      “Darts?” Jade asks.

      Tweetie must hear what I do in her voice. “Do you play?”

      “I don’t know. Henry, do I play?” she asks me in a sassy tone.

      “Okay, change of plans. You two are playing one another because I can see there’s some kind of competitive grudge going on here.” Tweetie points back and forth between us.

      “You game?” I ask her.

      She scoffs. “Bring it, Hensley.”

      I grab the darts and hand her three. “I plan to.”

      “I’m on your side, Jade. Take him down.” Tweetie gets comfortable in a chair to watch us.

      “Nice teammate.” I pour us each a beer and wave my hand to Jade. “Ladies first.”

      She throws her first dart and gets triple twenty.

      Tweetie hoots and hollers.

      Yeah, this might be embarrassing.
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      Reed taught Henry and I how to play darts when we were young. We spent so many nights with the music on and playing darts, obsessed with getting better.

      “This is going to be fun to watch,” Tweetie says, rubbing his palms together.

      I grab my beer and wait as Henry practices with his dart a few times.

      “I assume he always beats you?” I ask Tweetie before sipping my beer.

      “Damn, I like you talking like he’s the shit.”

      I glance at Henry, and he throws his first dart and gets a bull’s-eye. Smirking over his shoulder, he winks at me and throws the next one, getting a double fifteen.

      “But yeah, he’s good,” Tweetie says.

      Henry throws his last one and gets nothing.

      “I’m better though.” I sip my beer again and walk over to my place at the line. “Good job on the bull’s-eye. Too bad you couldn’t bring it home at the end there.”

      “Playing mind games?” he asks, heading up to the board to pull his darts. I try not to notice his ass in his jeans, but it’s hard to keep my eyes up.

      “You two are fun,” Conor says, joining us.

      I see Rowan and Kyleigh are now deep into Lego, pieces spread across the table.

      “We should do a team competition after this. I get Jade on my team,” Conor says.

      Henry circles around from marking his board. “Yeah, that’s a no.”

      Conor laughs and pats Henry on the back as they head over to the table with the beer. “I like this side of you. It’s like a ‘me Henry, you stay away from Jade’ vibe.” He deepens his voice.

      Conor’s funny. Well, they all are. It’s a nice thing Henry’s got here with them. I sense that they’re all kind of welcoming me into the fold but still kind of watching me too.

      “Shut up, Pinkie.” Henry downs a gulp of his beer.

      “Tell me about these nicknames.” I throw three darts, getting a triple nineteen, one eighteen, and a double sixteen. The real fun will come when we have less to get on the board. “Why do you call Henry Daddy?” I ask, pulling my darts from the board.

      The two of them laugh.

      “Because he’s the responsible one. Case in point.” Tweetie nods toward Bodhi. “And he’s always the one to make sure we get our asses home after a night at the club.”

      Henry ignores them, stepping up to the line to take his turn.

      “He’s the one who gives advice, although I’m starting to think he needs to take some of his own.” Conor raises his eyebrows, and I can’t see Henry’s reaction because he’s behind me.

      “He’s just Daddy. Literally and figuratively.” Tweetie shrugs.

      “Let’s not forget how broody he is too,” Rowan says from the table.

      Henry walks over and puts his hand on my lower back again, sliding past me to get his beer. “Triple twenty,” he whispers.

      Goose bumps lift the hairs on the back of my neck.

      “Triple nineteen.” He sips his beer, licking his lips after. “Triple sixteen.” He sips his beer again, staring at me over the rim of his glass.

      I swipe my darts off the table and wind out of his grasp out of self-preservation.

      “Competitive girls are the best, right?” Tweetie looks at Conor. “I fucking love it when they come at you.”

      I’m starting to think that maybe Tweetie has a side that isn’t all bravado.

      “I don’t know. I like the competition, but I also love being the guy to win it all for her, you know?” Conor chimes in. “What about you, Daddy?”

      “I thought we were talking nicknames,” Henry says.

      “That was five minutes ago. Stop staring at Jade’s ass and pay attention.” Tweetie laughs, and I glance over to see Henry glaring at him.

      I have a hard time concentrating when I think about Henry staring at my ass, but I’m able to get a double eighteen to close them out, a single fifteen, and a single seventeen before grabbing my darts, marking my score, and returning to the table.

      “I’m with Tweetie on this one,” Henry says, staring at me with one hand on my hip, circling around me. “I love competitive girls.”

      My heart hammers. I probably shouldn’t have come here tonight. It was a really bad idea because I can literally feel myself falling for this version of Henry.

      “So, Jade, what kind of guy do you crush on?” Conor asks, leaning his back against the wall.

      “I didn’t realize I had applied for The Bachelor,” I say, grabbing the pitcher and refilling my beer. I understand why the guys like to hide in this back room. It allows them to be themselves.

      “Who gets the rose, Jade?” Tweetie asks.

      “None of you dumbasses,” Kyleigh says from the table, scanning for a specific piece of Lego as Rowan and Bodhi seem deep into the instruction booklet.

      “There go my fifteens,” Henry says, pulling my attention back to him.

      I see one dart on a single.

      “And here go my eighteens.” He throws his dart, but he only gets a single.

      I lean in before he throws his final dart. “Your cockiness is killing your game.”

      His last dart hits the double seventeen.

      Damn. He’s getting way too close to beating me.

      All Henry does is smile at me as he walks up to the dartboard. On his way back to the table, he circles his arm around my waist, and he tugs me toward him. “We never negotiated the stakes.”

      I glance over at Bodhi, but he’s leaning into Rowan’s body now, eyes closed while Kyleigh has taken over putting the whole thing together.

      “I thought this was for fun,” I say, grabbing my darts and walking to the line.

      “Since when do we play for fun?”

      I take my shot, ignoring everyone talking about how much better I am than Henry at darts. I’m able to get a sixteen, closing them out, then a double seventeen and one fifteen. That means I only have one fifteen left and three bull’s-eyes, which I’m never good at throwing.

      His darts are in his hand as soon as I return, and he steps to the line, not saying anything to me, but it’s his eyes. The way they coast down my body and back up to meet my eyes. The way his tongue runs along his bottom lip afterward. He didn’t need to say anything flirtatious to get my body all heated.

      “Ky, do you need me to buy you a Lego set?” Rowan asks.

      We all look over to see the assembly half done and her flipping through the instruction manual. It’s kind of cute.

      “I can’t stop.” She cringes, never raising her head.

      “This is her. The task will be completed.” Conor shakes his head, and Kyleigh flips him off.

      I throw my dart and close out my fifteens.

      “She’s going to beat you. She’s only got bull’s-eyes left,” Tweetie says.

      “And a unicorn might fly in here too,” Henry says.

      I scoff and narrow my eyes at him. He just laughs. This natural rhythm we’ve found between us again feels really good.

      “I think Rubes would kill the unicorn,” Conor says, cringing.

      We all laugh, and I throw my last two darts. Each one ends up on nothing.

      Henry pushes off the table with a smug look. He closes out his eighteens and seventeens with his first two darts, then takes an extra-long second staring at the board with his final dart pointed that way before he throws it and gets another bull’s-eye.

      “Just kick his ass,” Conor whispers.

      “I believe in you, Jade!” Tweetie shouts.

      Rowan clears his throat, and when I glance over, I see a sleepy Bodhi in Rowan’s arms with a googly-eyed Kyleigh staring at them, a finished Lego spaceship in front of her. I totally get it, girl.

      “Not a chance,” Henry says, and I shake my head.

      I throw the dart at the board and just miss the bull’s-eye. I take a deep breath and straighten my back, remembering everything Reed taught me when I was ten. I throw the dart, and it lands in the bull’s-eye ring.

      One more.

      “You’ve got this,” Tweetie says.

      “For sure. Take it all, Jade!” Conor joins in.

      “Do it for the girls!” Kyleigh adds.

      “Man, didn’t take much for you guys to turn on me,” Henry says and winks, nodding to the board. “All it takes is a double bull’s-eye.”

      He taunts me, knowing I rarely ever get those. They’re like unicorns to me.

      I stop positioning the dart and stare him down. “Give me an incentive.”

      “Why would I do that?” he asks. “I want to beat you.”

      “Then give me a consequence if I lose.” I raise my chin an inch.

      He straightens, crossing his arms, his muscles popping out of his snug long-sleeve Henley. He studies me for a moment. “You lose, and you have to bring Bodhi to one of my games. Come and see me play.”

      I tilt my head, and he raises his eyebrows. He knows what he’s doing.

      “And if you lose?” I ask.

      “You tell me.”

      It’s quiet, and I feel everyone’s eyes on us, but as weird as it sounds, it’s as if they need to see this dynamic between us to trust me with Henry.

      “You lose, and you have to volunteer for the winter party at St. Pat’s and be in charge of a craft station.”

      He blows out a breath.

      “And Mack can’t save your ass,” Conor says.

      Henry lowers his arms and steps forward, placing his hand out between us. “Deal.”

      We shake on it, and he goes back over to the table. Everyone is watching me. I haven’t felt this much pressure in a long time.

      I throw my dart, and it lands in the bull’s-eye, but only one, which means I only need one more. I jump up and scream, then quickly turn to Bodhi. Thank goodness I didn’t wake him.

      “No worries, he’s a pretty sound sleeper.” Henry replaces me at the line, and a lump forms in my throat because I know I’m losing.

      As excited as I am to only have one bull’s-eye left, this is Henry, who can score them all day long.

      “Tell me, Jade…” I can’t fight my smile because he used to do this all the time. He aims his dart and stares at me while he throws it at the board. “Which color jersey do you want? Home or away?”

      The dart hits the bull’s-eye, and the guys and Kyleigh all groan, but I can tell by their smiles that they’re happy Henry is getting me to a game.

      “You can sit by me,” Kyleigh says.

      Henry doesn’t bother throwing his other dart, coming over to me and getting into my space. “You know how much I love you wearing my jersey. It’s just too bad you’ll be wearing clothes under it this time.”

      Fuck me, is he serious right now? I don’t know how I ever thought I could resist him.
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      What I’m about to do is a really bad idea, but I’m not a guy who can sit back and just let things be. I pull my phone from my pocket outside the Warner’s house and pull up the contact that used to have Jade’s name, but now has an acronym.

      
        
          
            
              
        Want to go for a walk?

      

      

      

      

      

      I click the button and see it pop up that it’s been delivered. My stomach hollows as I wait for a response. I hope everyone else is sleeping.

      
        
          
            
              
        DDI: I’m in bed.

      

      

      

      

      

      That’s it. All she says.

      
        
          
            
              
        I get that, but I’m outside your house right now. Give me five minutes.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Henry…

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Please. I have a game tomorrow night, and I can’t leave this.

      

      

      

      

      

      That’s the truth of the matter. I need to figure out where we stand.

      
        
          
            
              
        Let me grab a sweatshirt.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Thanks.

      

      

      

      

      

      I sit on the steps of their house situated on the same street as St. Pat’s. She lived in the house next door with her grandma until Reed built this house for them. I glance over, remembering all the meals and sleepovers at her grandma’s place all those years ago. It looks as if there has been some remodeling, but not much. I’m assuming Victoria still owns it, and I have to wonder why she never sold it.

      The door creaks open behind me, but I don’t turn around because I know it’s Jade.

      She shuts it quietly and walks down the steps wearing flannel pants and a Minnesota sweatshirt. My Minnesota sweatshirt. Damn, it still looks good on her.

      “You still have it?” I ask as she sits next to me.

      “It was in my closet.”

      I nod because of course it wasn’t with her while she traveled the world so she could throw it on during cold nights or just to remember me. God, I need to stop living in the past and move forward with the way things are now.

      “Thanks for coming out,” I say, resting my forearms on my thighs and staring at the concrete steps.

      “Where’s Bodhi?” she asks.

      “Conor’s at my condo. He was happy to have a break from a night of listening to Tweetie’s headboard hit the wall.” When I messaged our group chat, I was surprised Conor was the first one to say he’d hang at my place in case Bodhi woke up. Maybe it’s just because he’s worried he got traded for nothing if I can’t keep my head together, but I’ll take it.

      “So, what’s up?” Her voice is quiet.

      I glance down the street, thinking we should walk, but for some reason, I don’t stand. I steel myself before I speak, not having any idea how this conversation is going to turn out. “I’m sick of this feeling, Jade. This hole I have inside me whenever I think of you.”

      She sucks in a breath. “I know.”

      I don’t doubt that she does.

      “So, what do we do about it?” I take off my hat and toss it next to me, needing to weave my fingers through my hair.

      “I don’t know.”

      I turn toward her, and she draws back, so I stop the line of conversation. We can get back to it. Instead, I ask another question I really want the answer to. “Why are you teaching?”

      Her shoulders fall, and she sighs. “Why do we have to go back to this?”

      “Because it’s a really big fucking question, Jade. I let you go. I let you out of my fucking grip so you could go and find yourself. And I thought you did, what with all the beautiful photos you’d post. Pictures that make people stare in awe at the magic you found in the world. But then you come back here and decide to teach first grade? I want to know why you’re hiding in a classroom instead of out on the streets with your camera.”

      She shakes her head, standing and walking down the rest of the steps. “What do you want me to say?”

      “I want you to tell me it was worth it.” My voice cracks a bit. “I want you to tell me that the decision I made eight years ago was the right one.” I stare at her while she paces, shaking her head as though I’m wrong. “Come on, Jade, tell me.”

      Silence descends over us on the dark street. It’s as if our roles have reversed, and I’m the one looking for immediate gratification while she’s the thinker.

      “Just talk to me⁠—”

      “I don’t know. Okay? I don’t know.” She stops walking back and forth and looks at me with tears in her eyes. “I don’t know. I feel more lost than ever right now.”

      Never able to see her cry and not soothe her, I rush down the stairs and wrap my arms around her, hugging her tightly, just as I did the day of her grandma’s funeral. Her hands grip my sweatshirt, sobs racking her back.

      This isn’t why I came here tonight. I didn’t want to upset her, but this back and forth between us needs to stop if I’m going to be able to help my team win the Cup and be the father I should be to Bodhi.

      “Come on.” I take her hand and lead us down the sidewalk.

      “Where are we going?”

      “I don’t know, but we’ll find out when we get there.”

      “Who are you?” she asks once we’re a little farther down her street.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Where is my usual calm and poised Henry? This demanding answers thing is new.”

      “Do you not like it?” I ask, worried that maybe I’ve changed more than I thought in the years we’ve been apart and who I am today isn’t appealing to her anymore.

      “I do. It’s just different. You’ve never been that way with me. Usually, I’m the one demanding answers.” She skips a crack, and I chuckle. “Old habit.”

      When we were younger, we wouldn’t step on any cracks on the walk to school.

      When we reach St. Pat’s, I walk us around the back of the building, but the playground is all fenced off, locked and secure.

      “What do you say?” She unwinds her hand from mine and starts to climb the fence.

      “You’re gonna get me arrested, and my name will be splashed all over the sports channels.” I follow her.

      She gets up and over with more ease than I do, which is a tad embarrassing since I’m a professional athlete. But it’s not as if my training regularly includes climbing fences. Once we’re on the other side, she walks over to the giant piece of equipment with slides and bridges and poles to climb. Instead of taking the stairs, she walks up the slide.

      I lift myself up the pole, remembering when I’d barely be able to make it.

      Jade sits at the top, her legs stretched out and her head down, staring at her entwined hands. I squeeze myself in across from her. This thing was definitely made for small bodies.

      “I… lost it,” she says, never looking at me. “My eye for the camera. My enjoyment. I just can’t do it anymore.”

      I bite my bottom lip. “Is it because… of him?” I know I’ll hate it if she says yes.

      She glances at me, and her answer is in her eyes. It usually is when she wants me to see her truth. “No.”

      Thank God. I’m not sure I could’ve handled if it was because that would’ve meant she’d loved him. For some reason, I can deal with her having partners while we were apart, but love? Yeah, I’d struggle with that.

      “I’ve been thinking a lot about it, and I think it’s a few different things. I think returning home and seeing you makes me hate my camera.” Her gaze falls to her lap. “I associate it with losing you. Like it was the other woman, and it came between us. She was fun for a while, but no replacement for you.”

      I open my mouth, but she puts up her hand.

      “Regardless, you have a life now, Henry. One I’m not a part of, and it’s been really hard to see it.” A lone tear escapes her eye and slides down her cheek. “I’m not blaming you. And I don’t think you made a bad decision sending me away, but I think maybe I did by letting you. Maybe I shouldn’t have gotten on that plane.”

      “But everything you’ve seen and experienced is amazing. Bodhi was just saying the other day how cool he thought all your pictures were, but mostly he was interested in how many places you’ve been to.” I inch forward, desperate to soothe her pain.

      She holds her hand in the air again, keeping me at bay. “I did find something while I was away, but I don’t think it’s what we thought it would be.” She looks up, nibbling on the inside of her cheek. “I found my love for my home.”

      Is she saying what I think she is? I’m almost too afraid to hope.

      “What are you saying?” My voice is a raspy whisper.

      “I’m staying in Chicago.”

      I’m struggling to find words. How long have I wanted to hear her say that? Too long. And it changes everything.
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      I can’t believe I just told him. I didn’t mean to blurt it out like that.

      “I’m not expecting anything,” I say in a rush before he has a chance to respond. I twist around and swing my legs toward the slide to make a quick getaway.

      “Don’t,” he says before I can push myself to go down. “Please don’t run.”

      I stop but don’t turn around.

      “I came here tonight to tell you something, and I want to say it. Afterward, if you want to leave, I won’t fight you.”

      I stay facing the ground, feeling as if it’s my best option if things get too hard.

      “Turn around, Jade.”

      I don’t want to look at him. It’ll only make this more difficult.

      “Please.”

      I blow out a breath and inhale another big one, then circle back and cross my legs, not meeting his eyes.

      “Look at me.”

      “You’re being really bossy,” I grumble.

      “No. We’re not doing that. We’re not covering this up with humor.”

      I lift my gaze and find him on his knees, resting back on his heels. The moonlight only makes him more beautiful, and for a moment, I see all of my Henrys. The shy little boy I guided around as my playmate, speaking for him the majority of the time. The teenager who found himself and took my hand, guiding me through house parties, proudly displaying me as his girlfriend. The new adult in college who gained all the confidence in himself and his decisions, the one who opened his heart and let me become the person he loved the most. Now, he’s all man. A capable man who holds an air that makes other men jealous. A man who isn’t mine.

      “I came here tonight because I made the wrong decision eight years ago. I thought you couldn’t find yourself with me in your life. That you had to travel far and wide in order to do it. I’m pretty sure I was wrong because of course you feel that way about your camera. How could you not? It replaced me. You found a love for photography when I wasn’t standing by your side.”

      God, he can’t be right, can he?

      “Ever since you came back into town, I’ve been racking my brain over how to keep you here. What I could say to get you to stay in Chicago. Stay with me. While at the same time telling myself I couldn’t be that selfish, nor could I try again. I thought I had to be the shield for Bodhi and sacrifice myself for him.”

      “That makes sense,” I say, really wanting to get out of here.

      “It’s bullshit, Jade. It’s all bullshit.”

      I shake my head, and my gaze lands on him again. “But⁠—”

      “I was a shit boyfriend to let you go and tell you that you couldn’t find yourself when we were together. What the hell? I should’ve made sure you did, not pushed you away to do it on your own. I should have made sure I had time in my schedule to show you how amazing you are. To go on those trips during my off season. To pick up the snacks and drive you somewhere to see an amazing sunset. To stand behind you as you pointed that camera and told you how brilliant you are.”

      I shake my head. “I’m not sure it would’ve worked. I think I was never going to put myself out there because I was scared.” I don’t want to get into all the hangups my mom decided to point out.

      He inches forward, taking my hands. “Date me.”

      I blink several times before my brain can make sense of his words. “What?”

      “Date me, Jade. I know we have a lot of shit behind us, but I came here tonight to ask you to date me.”

      “You did?” My voice cracks, and my heart just about beats out of my chest. “What if I was leaving again?”

      He stares at me for a moment, and I can’t read him. “I don’t know. I just knew I couldn’t sit back and let you walk out of my life again without trying. I want to discover you again. Find out the woman you are today.”

      “But Bodhi…”

      He nods. “Yeah, that’s a hard one for me, but what I realized today is that he’s already attached. No matter what happens, he already really likes you, and it got me thinking about what kind of dad I want to be for him. Who am I if I don’t show him to go after what he wants? That sure, it might not end up how you want it to, but you don’t know unless you put yourself out there and try. He needs to know that it’s okay to be scared, but you fight through that, hoping like hell it turns out the way you want.”

      Henry is such a good man. That hasn’t changed in all the years we’ve been apart. It just makes me love him more.

      “So… just date?”

      He chuckles, and I close my eyes briefly, listening to the sound. “Yeah. You know, dinners and movies and walks. No pressure.”

      Is he kidding? No pressure? How can we go from being everything to each other to nothing to dating? How quickly will it escalate to something more, and he’ll be my entire world again?

      “Give me a second.” I swing my legs around and go down the slide.

      I hear him follow me. As I stand, he comes up behind me, wrapping his arms around my waist. I lean back into him, turning my head so my forehead hits his chin, breathing him in. Being here with him, in his arms again, feels right. I can’t deny it.

      “Okay, one date. Give me one date,” he whispers.

      I laugh at Henry being so eager. Such a drastic difference from all those years ago when he first told me he liked me.

      I nod.

      “Say it please.” He tightens his arms and presses his lips to my temple.

      “Yes,” I answer. “I’ll date you.”

      “Jade, you just made my early morning worth it.”

      My heart shouldn’t soar, but it floats, ready to take flight right back into Henry’s hands. I tether it back down. We’re not there yet. I still love him, but those words are for another time. We need to see what this can be.

      “I’ll have Kyleigh bring Bodhi to the arena. Your ticket will be at Will Call.”

      “Wait. What are you talking about?” I circle around to face him, but neither of us inch apart.

      That cocky smile creases his beautiful face. “You owe me a game with Bodhi, but that’s not our date. Tuesday night. Sorry it’s midweek, but I’m not waiting until I have a free Friday or Saturday.”

      “You work fast, and you’re just assuming I don’t have plans.”

      He steps closer, his arms around my waist. “Do you?”

      I shake my head.

      “Then I’ll see you tomorrow night?”

      “This isn’t first date touching.”

      He shrugs, and our eyes lock. I wait for him to bend his head, to kiss me under the stars on our old playground. What would those two seven-year-olds think of us now—other than that we’re gross?

      “Tell me yes.”

      “I already did,” I whisper.

      “No.” He shakes his head, his blue eyes glowing under the moon. “Put me out of my misery.”

      “I like this begging thing.”

      “Jade,” he says with the last ounce of his willpower.

      I nod, and his head bends down, his lips meeting mine, and oh shit, my body melts. They feel so warm, so perfect. He wastes no time, licking the seam of my mouth until I open. Then he slides his tongue through my parted lips, and I moan.

      His arm tightens around my back, one hand gliding up and cupping the back of my head. I lose myself in the kiss, my stomach fluttering, my body heating even in the cool air. Everything about it is familiar but not at the same time.

      How have I not experienced this… him, in three years.

      His lips travel to cast kisses along my jaw, and I miss them on mine immediately.

      “We should stop. Tell me to stop,” he says softly, not stopping at all, and I’m not about to tell him to. “I shouldn’t have tempted myself.”

      His lips remain on me, and one hand moves under the back of my sweatshirt, his cool fingers sliding along my flesh. He runs his hand up my back then down, his fingers tracing the edge of my flannel pajama pants. Capturing my lips again, he thrusts his tongue inside with more urgency now. My fingers grip the back of his sweatshirt, just wanting to feel his skin against mine.

      Just as I think we might actually end up dropping to the ground and rolling around on the playground, a light shines on us, and we pull apart.

      “Shit,” Henry says. His lips are swollen and pink, and I love that it was me who made him so desperate.

      “What are you two doing? This is private property.”

      The cops. Of course it’s the cops.

      “Sorry,” I mumble as we walk over, my face on fire.

      One cop chuckles when he gets a better look at us, probably because he realizes we’re not teenagers.

      “Sorry, officer,” Henry says when we approach the fence.

      We have no choice but to climb up and over it, and I feel self-conscious that my ass is in both officers’ faces before I jump down onto the sidewalk.

      “Henry Hensley,” the one says when he joins me.

      “Who?” the other one asks.

      “Jesus, the Falcons. Turn on a sports channel once in a while.”

      I wait patiently, my fingers on my lips and still in shock that I just kissed Henry again.

      “Sorry, guys, we went to school here and were just going down memory lane.” Henry grabs my hand, tugging me behind him. “It won’t happen again.”

      It feels nice to be his girl again. In a way. Oh, this is going to be so confusing.

      “The neighbors across the street called.” The cop nods behind him. “Then we pulled up, and the other house told us to leave you guys alone.” He nods toward the brown house I find myself looking at from my classroom quite often.

      The other officer laughs, and I sneak a peek to where he’s pointing with his head. Two women are in the window, watching the interaction. For some reason, that warms my heart. Does true love recognize true love?

      “Good luck tomorrow,” the one says.

      “Thanks.” Henry shakes both of their hands.

      We walk home, and I don’t skip the cracks this time because I don’t want our time together to go by faster. I want tonight to last forever. I wish we weren’t adults, and I could sneak him into my basement for a few hours—or preferably, all night. But he needs to get back to Bodhi.

      “I guess I leave you here,” he says, stopping in front of my house.

      “I guess so.”

      “Do you think we could keep this between us for a while? I don’t want the outside pressure to influence our second shot.” He runs his hands down my arms then links our hands together.

      “That’s a good thought. I don’t want all the questions right now either.”

      He smiles and leans forward, placing his lips on mine again, but draws back quickly at the sound of footsteps on the sidewalk.

      “You idiot. How did you forget the key?”

      I turn to my left. “Owen? Waylon?”

      They stop and stare at us, then look at each other and back at us.

      “What are you guys doing?” Waylon asks.

      “Looks like you’re getting all hot and bothered on the steps,” Owen chimes in.

      I groan.

      “Boys, it’s late,” Henry says.

      I want to chuckle at his dad voice.

      “We’d rather talk about why you were kissing our sister,” Waylon says with a smirk.

      There’s no way they saw us kissing. They’re baiting us.

      “We weren’t kissing,” I lie, and Henry raises his eyebrows at me.

      “Then why are both of your lips so swollen?” Owen asks.

      I point at the stairs. “Just go in the house. And here.” I reach into my pocket, and shit, I forgot a key too. “Damn it.” I look at Henry, cringing.

      Waylon throws his hands in the air. “We can’t get caught. Mom will kill us.”

      “Mom? What about Dad?” Owen says.

      I gotta admit I’m not so sure I want my mom to find me with Henry either.

      “Relax, everyone.” Henry digs into his pocket and pulls out a key ring, then jogs up the stairs, inserts the key, and slowly turns the knob to open the door.

      “You have a key to my house?” I ask him.

      He turns around and nods.

      “Thank God. See ya.” Waylon runs up the stairs, but Henry stops him with his hand on his chest.

      “This stays here. We don’t say anything about you guys being out, and you don’t tattle on us. Got it?”

      Oh, I like this new Henry.

      Waylon looks at Owen, and they both nod and say in unison, “Okay.” Then they tiptoe into the house and leave the door open a crack for me.

      Henry walks back down the stairs, meeting me at the bottom. “I should go. I’ll see you tomorrow. Come with Kyleigh after the game to get to me.”

      I nod, and he places a chaste kiss on my lips, probably scared we’ll get carried away again.

      “Good night, Jade.”

      “Good night, Henry.”

      I walk up the stairs when I really want to follow him. When the door shuts behind me, I wonder what it will feel like to date the love of my life all over again.
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      I walk down the stairs of the arena, following the usher who insisted on helping me find my seat. Most of the Falcons’ fans are decked out in jerseys, and it’s odd to see Henry’s last name splashed across their backs. Odd in a really good way.

      The usher stops us at the first row. I’m not sure why I didn’t assume I would be front and center, but it still surprises me.

      “Miss Jade!” Bodhi shouts, and heads turn in my direction before he runs toward me, wrapping his arms around my legs. Just like at his birthday party, he squeezes them tightly.

      I place my hand on his back. “Hey, Bodhi.”

      He places his hand in mine, tugging me down the aisle.

      I mumble apologies to the other fans who are very interested in who I am—probably because they know who Bodhi is. He’s wearing a sweatshirt with Hensley on the back and Henry’s number twenty-three.

      “Hi, Jade.” Kyleigh stands and hugs me. “Just relax.” She runs her hands down my back. “I can feel your heart beating. But I must warn you that Henry has stopped his warm-ups, and you are now his sole focus.” She giggles and releases me.

      A pounding on the plexiglass grabs my attention.

      “Daddy! Miss Jade is here!” Bodhi shouts and points at me.

      And there’s Henry. The man I’m now dating. In secret, which doesn’t thrill me, but there’s already a lot of pressure to get this right. I don’t want outside expectations to leak into us discovering one another.

      “Wave, Miss Jade,” Bodhi says.

      I lift my hand and give him a small wave.

      Henry smiles and congregates with his teammates, skating around.

      “Sit!” Bodhi tugs my arm, and I fall into the seat.

      Kyleigh smiles at me over his head as though she wants me to enjoy how much this kid loves me. Oh boy, please let this work out. I won’t be able to bear it if this little boy is collateral damage.

      “Daddy never lets me come to games on school nights.” He wiggles in his seat then gets up on his knees, leaning over and sucking his drink up with the straw.

      “So, Eloise called me,” Kyleigh says. “She scheduled another dress fitting.”

      “Oh.” I’ve clearly missed something since she hasn’t told me that.

      “Who is Eloise?” Bodhi asks, his head volleying between Kyleigh and me.

      “My best friend,” I answer. “I’ve known her a long time too.”

      “I thought Daddy was your best friend,” Bodhi says with disappointment.

      Kyleigh frowns.

      “I can have more than one friend.”

      “Not your best. You can only have one.” He raises his finger as if he has to explain it to me. “Mine is Micha.”

      “Well, as you get older and meet more people, sometimes you can have more than one. Relationships change and morph.”

      “Morph?” His little nose wrinkles.

      I’m out of my league here. I have no idea how to answer him.

      “Do you like my daddy?”

      Kyleigh cringes, which conveys exactly what I’m thinking but trying not to show.

      “Yes. I like your dad. We’re friends.” I cross my legs.

      Someone pounds on the plexiglass, and I’m thankful for the distraction. Except it’s Henry. He holds his hand up to Bodhi, and Bodhi jumps out of his seat, slapping his dad’s hand from the other side of the glass.

      “Good luck, Daddy!” Bodhi shouts, jumping up to keep slapping the glass.

      Henry’s attention turns to me, and his eyes coast down my body and back up in a sexy way I hope no one else notices.

      Kyleigh is too busy paying attention to Rowan, lifting her hand. He’s reading something in her palm. She kisses her other fingers and presses them to the plexiglass.

      “Kick some ass,” she says, and he nods.

      Conor and Tweetie skate over, each high-fiving Bodhi.

      A bunch of fans rush over, and I hurry to pick up Bodhi before he gets trampled. He wraps his legs around my waist and his one arm is slung over my back. Henry high-fives a few fans, but his gaze never leaves us.

      “Who are you?” the woman next to me asks. “The nanny?”

      She says it with a sneer, and I want to put her in her place, but as of right now, we haven’t even gone on one date.

      “She’s my daddy’s,” Bodhi says in a tone I’ve heard him use at playtime when someone tries to take the toy he’s playing with.

      The woman doesn’t say anything, her attention going back to Conor, but they all skate away from the boards and wave one last time, heading into the locker room.

      We sit back in our seats and wait for the game to start. A short while later, the arena lights dim, and colored lights streak across the ice.

      Bodhi gets up on his knees. “It’s about to start!” His little hands come together. When Henry is introduced, he jumps off the chair to go to the glass, pounding his fists.

      I’m distracted by Henry skating up to meet Rowan and Tweetie. I forgot what it was like to watch him play, to see him in the spotlight doing what he loves. The little boy grown up into a hockey god.

      There’s a lot of back and forth in the first period, and Conor does an exceptional job of not allowing Minnesota to score. Rowan is fast and smooth like all the reporters say. And Tweetie is definitely a chirper. I see his mouth moving more than his stick at times. But seeing all three of them together is something rare. How in sync they are together, their movements flawless as they pass the puck and seem to know instinctively where the puck is going to go.

      “Impressive, right?” Kyleigh asks.

      “You’d think they’ve been playing together for years.”

      She nods, and our attention goes back to the game.

      Finally, in the second period, Henry gets a breakaway and Rowan speeds to catch up. Henry circles behind the net and passes it to Rowan, who is ready and tries the shot but misses. The puck ends up back in Henry’s possession, and he uses that wrist shot that’s been working for him all season, and he scores. The buzzer goes off, and the crowd goes wild while all his teammates huddle around him.

      Bodhi stands on his chair cheering, and Kyleigh and I both go to grab him to make sure he doesn’t fall. Kyleigh backs off when she sees me doing it.

      “Yay, Daddy!” he shouts.

      After the huddle of players disperses, Henry skates by and winks. Oh, I’m in deep, deep trouble from the way my stomach flutters with butterflies.

      “God, he’s so sexy with his kid,” a woman behind me says.

      “Is that the girlfriend or something?” The woman next to her clearly isn’t trying to keep me from hearing her.

      Kyleigh side-eyes me because she probably hears it too. It’s hard not to, now that the roars of the crowd have died down.

      “That’s Magic’s,” one woman says. “So, I assume she must be.”

      “They don’t look that special.”

      Kyleigh grits her teeth.

      I don’t react, but it really makes me wish I was wearing Henry’s jersey just to shove it in their face that I’m Henry Hensley’s girl.

      When the second period ends, I figure we should get out of here for a bit. “Bodhi, want to go get a pretzel?”

      His eyes go wide. “Yeah.”

      “I’m coming too.” Kyleigh stands, glaring at the women behind us. “I need to make sure I have a lot of energy for after the game.”

      The women scoff, and I laugh with Kyleigh once we’re at the stairs. Bodhi looks at us as if we’re crazy. His hands find their way into both of our hands as we walk through the busy area to get to the concessions.

      “I see now why Rowan keeps begging me to sit in a suite,” Kyleigh says.

      “The fans always a little brutal?” I ask, remembering college, but I’m sure the professional league is an entirely different beast.

      “Some of the women aren’t nice. We have the men they’re dreaming about in our beds.” She shrugs, and we walk up to the concession stand to buy our pretzels.

      “I have to go to the bathroom,” Bodhi says.

      We head over to the single-stall family bathroom, and after Bodhi goes in, I ask Kyleigh a question I’ve been holding on to.

      “Do you think…? I mean, do women… you know, during away games?”

      “You mean are the rumors true?” she asks, tearing off a piece of her pretzel.

      I nod. I’ve always wondered if the temptation of women throwing themselves at Henry was too much for him to say no to. I know he’d never cheat on me. I just wonder how many he has turned down. Or how many he hasn’t.

      “Yeah, they’re true, but you have nothing to worry about with Henry.”

      I shake my head. “But before I came back?”

      She laughs. “You’re kidding, right? I mean, I haven’t been with Rowan a terribly long time, but I’ve never seen Henry with someone. And that includes at the clubs. He just hangs out with the guys mostly.” She puts her hand on my arm. “But I get it. There’s a lot of temptation around them, and you’re wondering what he was like before you came along. I did for a while too, but when I’m with Rowan, he’s really good at making sure I know that I’m the only one he wants.” I don’t say anything, and she leans closer. “And I’m pretty sure Henry will be the same. You know, right?”

      “Know what?”

      She giggles and shakes her head. “That he’s been waiting for you.”

      Before I can respond, Bodhi comes out of the bathroom. “Let’s go. I don’t wanna miss my daddy’s next goal.”

      We walk back to our seats, but I can’t get Kyleigh’s words out of my head. Has he been waiting, and I took eight years to discover that I could have found myself here?

      “Hey now, let’s give Rowan a chance to get a goal,” Kyleigh jokes with Bodhi.

      I’m not sure what Bodhi said because I was so in my head.

      “Daddy told me he was going to score a lot tonight.”

      Kyleigh glances at me over Bodhi’s head as if Henry would do that to impress me.

      In the third period, Henry is everywhere and scores another goal and earns an assist. Chicago beats Minnesota three to zero. I love watching Henry play, but it’s the smile on his face after they win that I love the most. Especially when he seeks me out in the stands, and his smile only gets bigger.

      “Can we go see Daddy now?” Bodhi jumps off the seat and waits for Kyleigh and me to stand and take his hand. “Don’t worry, he showers before we see him,” he says to me.

      Kyleigh and I laugh because I don’t think either one of us minds our men a little sweaty.

      I shouldn’t be as nervous as I am to see Henry after he played such a great game, but all I can think of is that I want to give him a big congratulatory kiss.
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      “Shit, Daddy, trying to impress someone?” Tweetie slaps me on the back on the way to the locker room.

      “Just a good night,” I say, but hell yes. I wanted Jade to see me excel. I wanted her to watch that game and think to herself that’s my man.

      “Nah, it was the Jade effect.” Conor sits on the bench, taking off his equipment.

      “Are you guys suggesting I usually suck?” I take off my skates, wanting to get in the shower and out to see Jade and Bodhi as soon as possible.

      “You were just everywhere tonight, that’s all,” Tweetie says.

      Rowan sits next to me and peeks up at me as he unties his skates. He knows how it is because I saw him do it for Kyleigh when she came to her first game. He was a monster out there too. It’s something we share that Conor and Tweetie can’t understand. For their sakes, I hope they do one day.

      “I gotta hit the showers.” I drop my uniform in the wash pile and head toward the showers for the quickest shower of my life.

      I hate that we’re keeping this dating thing a secret, but I don’t want all eyes on us while we’re trying to discover what we could be. When she said she wanted to stay in Chicago, I just about pounced on her, begging her to marry me. Thank God I have some composure, and I didn’t embarrass myself.

      “Hensley, get your ass ready for interviews,” Coach Buford hollers at me. “It’s you and Nilsen.”

      Fuck, another delay.

      I get dressed, and Rowan slaps me on the back. “I’ll let her know you’re coming.”

      Conor and I head into the press room and sit beside each other. I glance at my watch, hoping this doesn’t take too long.

      They call on the first reporter. “Impressive game by both of you tonight. Did you have any extra incentive because you were playing against a former teammate, Henry?”

      I straighten in my seat. “No. I just had a good game.”

      I don’t know why the press always thinks that playing against a college teammate would increase my desire to win. I want to win every game. Plus, Greg and I were never on bad terms.

      The next reporter stands. “Pinkie, you’re having a great season. What do you attribute it to?”

      Conor clears his throat and leans into the microphone. “I’m just good?” He shrugs and earns a laugh from some of the reporters. “Honestly, there’re a lot of factors. But I love this team and my teammates.”

      It’s true. This year, we all feel something magical in the air. Everything is going our way, and I worry that it could go off the rails at some point.

      “And the Cup? Everyone says you guys have a great chance this year.”

      We look at one another.

      “Yeah, we’re not speaking on that. It’s obviously something we want to win, but we have to take it one game at a time to get there,” I say.

      We answer some more questions and finally excuse ourselves so Coach Buford can take over. He slaps us on the back.

      Once we’re in the hallway, Conor stops me. “Go see your girl. I’m not even prying into what happened last night.” He holds up his hands. “But if you want to share, I’m here.”

      “Nothing happened. We just had to clear the air. Thanks again.”

      “Anytime.”

      We grab our bags and head to the room where family members can wait.

      Tweetie and Rowan are there, talking with Bodhi while Jade and Kyleigh sit in a set of chairs, laughing together. I love the feeling of family with this group. Especially with Jade in the mix now.

      “Daddy!” Bodhi runs to me, and I drop my bag, picking him up.

      “Hey, bud. What did you think?”

      “You did good,” he says, squeezing his arms tightly around my neck.

      “Thanks.”

      Jade walks over. “Great game.”

      She looks so good in her jeans and a Falcons sweatshirt, her dark hair down and wavy with just the right amount of makeup that complements her already beautiful features.

      “Thanks.” I situate Bodhi so he’s on my hip, wishing I could wrap my free arm around her and pull her in for a kiss.

      “I’m hungry,” Bodhi says.

      “Hungry? Every time I looked over you were eating.”

      He shrugs. It’s a school night. I’m not father of the year tonight, that’s for sure. But we don’t have another home game until next week, and I really wanted Jade to come sooner rather than later. I could have had Mack watch Bodhi, but my son is my life, and if she’s going to be a part of that, it includes Bodhi.

      “We could go get some McDonald’s?” Jade shrugs.

      “Yay! Nuggets.” Bodhi squirms out of my hold and runs over to the others, telling them we’re going to McDonald’s.

      “Hey, teacher, he has school tomorrow,” I tease.

      “Come on, Henry, it’s one night.”

      “Well, it’s your punishment when you have him in class tomorrow.”

      “I’m good with that.” She gives me one of her teasing smiles.

      I lower my voice and lean in closer. “I really want to kiss you right now.”

      “I really want you to kiss me right now.” She slides her tongue along her bottom lip.

      I feel my dick come to attention in my pants. “Such a tease.”

      “Yep.” I love that she doesn’t deny it or play coy games. “Until tomorrow.”

      I scour the room and try to think of any excuse I can use to get Jade alone, but there’s nothing we could say that wouldn’t make everyone suspicious. Everyone else is huddled together, whispering. What are they doing?

      “Who wants McDonald’s?” I ask.

      Bodhi bolts up and runs over. “Me!” He raises his hand.

      “We’ll let you guys go,” Conor says. “I’m spent after all that trampoline fun from yesterday and then tonight’s game.”

      One by one, they leave, saying their goodbyes.

      As I wait for Bodhi and Jade to go first, I run my hand over Jade’s lower back and grab her ass right before opening the door for her to go through. I wish I could celebrate my win by sinking into her, but I’ll have to settle for sharing some fries.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thirty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Jade

      

      

      I step into the hotel Henry gave me the address to and see that it’s fancy. Like giant chandeliers, marble floors, doormen, and a reception staff that’s poised and polished kind of fancy.

      I read his text again to make sure I go to the right room, heading to the elevators and feeling like an impostor. This isn’t the kind of life I’m accustomed to.

      With my nerves rattling like ice cubes in a glass, I step off the elevator on the top floor and follow the signs to the room number he texted me. I knock before I second-guess my decision.

      Henry opens the door, and my nerves instantly calm. He’s in jeans and a sweater, no shoes and only his socks. “Hey.”

      “The hotel room is a little presumptuous, don’t you think?”

      He steps out of the way, and I walk through the doorway, seeing he’s booked a suite. “We’re here so no one sees us and outs us.”

      “So, I’m your dirty little secret,” I joke, but his smile falls.

      “You don’t think that, do you?”

      I shrug off my coat, and he takes it. “Of course not, but I don’t love the hiding if I’m honest.” He opens his mouth, but I put my hand over it. “But I agree it’s necessary.”

      He hangs my coat on the back of a chair and breaks the distance between us. Leaning forward, he places his lips on mine, gentle and light, but then his hand cradles my head and his lips press firmer, his tongue sliding into my mouth. It’s not frenzied, but I feel his hunger for me, how he doesn’t want to stop. And I don’t want him to, either.

      He doesn’t breach the last few inches to make our bodies flush. Nor does he nudge me against the wall. He just kisses me, and I kiss him back. I love that he’s not looking to strip me down and take me since there’s nothing stopping us right now. Instead, he kisses me as if he needs it to live, as if he’s been waiting all day for this moment, and he’s going to savor the simple act of kissing me. My knees weaken the longer I sink into the kiss. Henry Hensley is one damn good kisser.

      “Sorry,” he whispers, his calloused palm running down my neck. “I love your lips.”

      I almost say I love you, but that could put a big damper on the evening. “You don’t have to apologize. That was a helluva good welcome.”

      He chuckles, wrapping his arms around my waist. “I’m so happy you’re here.”

      “Me too.”

      I’m not sure how we’re going to take this slow—physically or emotionally for that matter.

      “Come eat before the food gets cold.” His hand grazes down my arm until he locks my hand with his.

      He leads me over to the table where two boxes are set next to one another in front of the giant window looking out over the Chicago skyline. “So, I know you’ve already had the hot dogs, but I took it upon myself to assume you hadn’t had any deep-dish pizza yet?” He cringes. I shake my head, and he blows out a breath. “Good. Spinach garlic still your favorite?”

      “Yeah. I mean, I haven’t had it for a long time, but yeah…” I’m not surprised he remembers, that’s Henry, but it’s a really nice feeling that he thought of me.

      “And I got you mozz sticks and a salad.” He signals with his hand to the table. “Just wait until dessert.” He walks behind me and slides out my chair.

      I sit, and he tucks the chair in before folding himself into his chair across from me. “This is all very thoughtful.”

      “Don’t thank me. It’s my form of bribery. Making you love this city again.” He opens his box, and it’s comforting to know he probably has the same pizza he always does—pepperoni. If only I could see under the tomato and cheese to know for certain.

      “I already told you I’m staying.” I’m still surprised by the decision I made, but I know it’s the right decision.

      “I know, but I want to remind you of everything you love here.”

      I laugh and open my box, inhaling the smell of the pizza twice and closing my eyes to always remember this exact moment. “I love the food in Chicago, but I’m not staying here for the cuisine, Henry.”

      “You know I want to ask what you are staying for.” He waits to eat his pizza until I do. Something Reed’s always been big on.

      “My mom, Reed, my brothers, Eloise…”

      He smirks.

      “I mean, Bodhi obviously,” I say, making him sweat.

      “And?” He arches an eyebrow.

      “I never thought you were insecure.”

      “When it comes to you, I am. Right now, I am.”

      “And you, Henry. I want to stay here because of you.”

      He scoots out his chair and leans over the table, pressing his lips to mine in a chaste kiss that I wish he’d deepen. But he sits down way too quickly for me.

      He must see something on my face because he says, “I have to sit, otherwise I’m going to take you to the bed I promised myself we won’t be using tonight.”

      “That’s a disappointment.” I frown, picking up a piece of pizza.

      “That’s one area where we never miss. I really want to spend tonight finding out who the new Jade is.” He finally bites down on his pizza.

      I’m not sure I’ve changed. Everything that’s important, Henry knows. He’s the one who has become a father and changed his entire life, but even with that, I feel as if I still know him.

      We eat and talk about his traveling season and how hard it is for him with Bodhi. How he feels like by the end of the season, he’s running on fumes.

      “But I signed up for it, you know?” he says.

      “That doesn’t mean you can’t complain about it.”

      He shrugs and looks down at his pizza. He wants to say something but is scared.

      “What is it?” I ask.

      He pushes away his pizza box and grabs his beer. “I’m not looking for Bodhi’s mom.”

      “Well, I hope not since we’re dating,” I say, and he tilts his head. Wrong time for humor, I guess.

      “I mean, I don’t want you to feel like I’m looking to fill that role, but we are a package deal. If you want me, you have to want him too.”

      I wipe my mouth and try to tamp down my anger at what he’s implying. “Do you think I don’t know that? I’m not venturing into this lightly.”

      I push away from the table and walk over to the window, staring at the city I’ve always loved but for some reason felt I needed to stay away from for so long.

      I hear him get out of his chair. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

      “Then how did you mean it? Did I give you the impression that I didn’t know Bodhi is the most important thing in your life? Or are you just making sure I don’t flake out on you? That I realize the importance that Bodhi’s heart not get broken? Because⁠—”

      His hands lightly grip my arms. “That’s not it.” He shakes his head and stares at me. “But it was a test. I see that now. I’m just scared. But that’s not on you.”

      “It is a little.” I cross my arms and turn back to the skyline.

      Henry wraps his arms around my stomach, and I lean into his chest. “I’m already invested, Jade. I’ve never not been invested in us. Even over the last eight years, you’re still the one I think about all the time. Day or night, it’s always you.”

      Kyleigh’s words flow back through my mind. He’s been waiting.

      I cover his hands with mine, unsure how I can convince him that I’m here and I’m not going to leave.

      “I’m scared I’m not enough,” I whisper.

      He sighs and kisses my temple. “You are. Of course you are.”

      I wish I had the confidence his tone conveys I should have. We stay there for a few minutes, just holding one another.

      “I love you, Henry, but how are we going to get past these fears and just be with one another without feeling the threat of it ending?”

      His arms tighten, his fingers weaving through mine. “I think we just need time. Eventually the scars will heal as long as we stop picking at them.”

      I nod, unsure if we can get over the wall to another life, one where we’re secure with each other. Turning in his arms, I wrap my arms around his neck. “What else do you have planned?”

      The corners of his lips tip up, and he kisses my forehead again. “Movie time.”

      He leads me by the hand to the couch, and as I wait for him to turn off the lights and click on the movie, I realize he’s right. We have to stop harping on the past and just enjoy this. Let our wounds heal. We aren’t going to have a typical courtship like two strangers. We have a lot of moving parts in our relationship, and we have to be okay with that.

      Henry pats the spot next to him, and I slide over, nuzzling his chest. I can’t deny how right it feels to be with him.

      Midway through the movie, my hand slides under the hem of his sweater, feeling his muscled chest, and his hand runs under the hem of my sweater along my side, running up and down my ribcage. Tension builds in my core, and my breasts grow heavy against the confines of my bra.

      His breath hitches when I hook my fingers into the waistband of his jeans. “You’re playing with fire,” he says.

      I draw back and lift one leg over his lap, straddling him. “I know. Do you want me to stop?”

      He shakes his head, and his hands fall to my hips, his thumbs sliding through the belt loops of my jeans, tugging me closer to him. I gasp when I feel the hard ridge of him between my thighs, then I rub my core along the bulge in his jeans.

      “I promised myself no sex tonight.” His voice is strained.

      I laugh, trailing my finger down his chest. “We don’t have to have sex.”

      “True,” he says, his fingers slipping under my sweater again, and he drags his knuckles along my ribs. “You’re so soft.”

      I do the same as him, running my fingers down his abs. “You’re so hard.”

      He teases me when his finger grazes over my breast. I suck in a breath, and he takes that as permission to dip his fingers under the cup of my bra until he secures it under my breast. Then he palms me, his thumb running over my nipple.

      “You’re hard places too.” With his free hand, he weaves his fingers through my hair and brings my mouth to his. We’re both breathing hard when he pulls away. “You’re testing my willpower.”

      “I’ll make sure there’s no sex.”

      He gets me on my back, guiding my legs—one over the couch and the other on the floor. “So that’s the deal then? You stop us?”

      “Sure.” Hopefully I have the willpower.

      He falls on me, his lips crashing to mine, and I inwardly rejoice at having his weight over me again. All the doubts of whether we’ll we make it vanish.

      Yeah, I shouldn’t have volunteered for the role of buzzkill because he feels really good. Too good.
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      Jade feels amazing. Having her under me again, raising her hips to grind along my bulge… Jesus, I want to strip her down and plunge inside her warmth. She must be soaked. I mean, I’m hard as fucking granite right now.

      It’s impossible to fight this chemistry. The need to have each other is too great for either of us to deny anymore.

      She’s still my Jade, and I have to stop thinking she’s changed over the years we were apart. The girl who has always owned my heart is here with me now. All the things I love about her are still a part of her.

      I drive my hips against her core, wishing there weren’t so many layers of clothing separating us. “Fuck,” I groan after stripping my lips from hers.

      All the control I wanted to have with her deteriorates, and we both grasp and grip, desperate for more connection. God, I’m so damn hard. I’ve never craved anyone else like I do Jade. She’s always stripped me of my valued self-control. I shouldn’t be surprised by the way I feel right now.

      Her moans drive me to kiss her deeper, grind harder, and make sure she feels every ounce of love I have for her that’s haunted me all these years. I want to mark her as mine, but she strips her mouth off mine.

      “Henry,” she pants. “I need more.”

      I rise up on my elbows and flick open the button of her jeans. My mouth waters as I unzip them and tug them down her legs, revealing her purple silk panties. “Fuck, Jade.”

      She sits up and takes the hem of my sweater, pulling it over my head before running her fingers down my chest. “Your body is… spectacular.”

      Her fingers feel spectacular, but I find the sense to strip off her sweater, revealing her matching bra. My eyes soak her in. How beautiful she is. That she’s here with me. Sometimes I can’t believe it after all those nights I spent alone in my bed, wondering where she was and what she might be doing.

      “You’re gorgeous.” I slip my hand past the elastic of her panties and bend down to kiss her. “You’re so wet.”

      She thrusts her tongue into my mouth, and I drag my finger through her silky wetness, stroking from her clit to her entrance. She writhes underneath me and reaches for me. Her hands run along my biceps, shifting to my forearms. I plunge a finger inside her and groan because I can’t wait to feel her slick heat surrounding my cock.

      Her hips buck as I push another finger inside, stretching her while my thumb circles her clit in an easy rhythm that I know will bring her to the point where she won’t be able to fight her climax. Her hands grip my wrist as if she fears I won’t listen to her body.

      “Relax, I’ve got it,” I say, and she releases her hold.

      I go easy, slowing the pace to get her there. Her body sinks into the sofa, her eyes growing heavy with lust as she stares at me as though she trusts I’ll take her where she needs to go. As though I’m the only one who has mastered her wants and needs when it comes to physical pleasure. And those doubts that I’m not what she wants crumble, leaving me with the assurance that I’m her one and only just as much as she is mine.

      I slip my fingers out and back in, over and over. “I missed the way your body glows when my hands are on you. I love watching you climb closer to your climax, notch by notch.”

      “I missed you. Your fingers, your mouth, your control.” She rocks her hips, so I press my palm down, allowing her to grind along the heel of my hand. “Your touch.” Another rock of her hips. “Please, Henry. Now.”

      I press harder on her clit with my palm, and her head falls back, eyes closed as the walls of her pussy tighten around my fingers. She’s so close. I want her to always remember the first orgasm I gave her after we got back together. Her hands grip my wrist again, and I tweak her nipple.

      “Oh my god.” Every muscle in her body is strained for a few seconds until she cries out with her head arched back as she grinds against my hand. All the tension leaves her body like a wave rushing offshore, and she sinks into the couch.

      I slip my fingers from her and kiss her briefly while she’s still recovering.

      “I haven’t come that hard in a long time.” Her eyes pop open. “Thank you.”

      I chuckle and sit up, sliding her underwear back over her mound and doing up her jeans. It’s an exercise of willpower since all I want to do is strip out of my jeans and watch myself sink into her.

      “I should thank you. You just gave me great beat-off material tonight.”

      “Since when do you assume I’m a selfish lover?” She gets up on her knees, and I commit this image of her to memory. Hair a little messy, cheeks flushed, lips swollen, and her breasts spilling out over the cups of her bra.

      “I don’t expect payback.” I raise my hand, but her thin fingers go to my jeans, and she unbuttons them, then lowers the zipper, making sure to be gentle. “Really, Jade.”

      “Hey, I missed him just as much as I missed you.” She laughs and tugs at my pants.

      I help her get them off me, leaving me in only my boxer briefs. Her tongue sneaks out of her mouth and licks her top lip. That’s a fucking turn-on. Like she can’t wait to have my dick in her mouth. Shit. It’s been a long time. I need to not embarrass myself here.

      She situates herself on the floor in front of the couch. “Hold my hair for me.”

      I almost nut right there.

      I bundle her hair in my fist. There’s just something about being with someone who knows all your turn-ons.

      She smiles up at me, tugging my boxer briefs over my length and resting the waistband under my balls. I watch as she wraps her fingers around the base of my length, stroking me hard up and down, thumb running over the tip, spreading my precum.

      Think of practice. Think of Coach Buford having sex. Think of how much I hated algebra in high school. Anything to not come right now.

      My dick twitches, and I suck in a breath, holding it as she brings her mouth to the tip.

      “You like this?” she asks.

      “Are you kidding? Feeling you touch me is unreal. Watching you touch me is… nothing I can say could describe it accurately.”

      “Good. Then sit back and enjoy.” She smirks right before her mouth covers my tip, and she slips me down her throat.

      Sadly, she works me over like a pro, and I come within five minutes. But it was the best damn five minutes I’ve spent in a long time.
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      “So, what are everyone’s weekend plans?” Miss Jade asks on Friday afternoon.

      I listen since Kyleigh told me that if I hear about Miss Jade doing something, I should tell them. She came to the game on Monday, but I heard Daddy telling Conor it was because of some deal, so I don’t know if she really wanted to be there.

      She was so nice at the game. Bought me a pretzel, and when we went to McDonald’s, she told Dad to let me have some ice cream. And he listened! He never listens when I tell him I should be allowed to get an ice cream.

      Best school night ever.

      “What are you doing?” I ask her.

      She smiles at me as she always does. She has such a pretty smile. “I’m going to Navy Pier with my friend Eloise.”

      “You’re not a kid,” Micha says.

      “You don’t have to be a kid to go to Navy Pier.”

      “But what will you do?” Katie asks.

      She laughs. She has a pretty laugh too. “There’s a lot for adults to do there. So, what is everyone else doing?” She turns to Micha. “How about you, Micha?”

      Everyone in the class says what they’re going to do, but Daddy has a game on Saturday, and it’s far away, so I’m not sure I can get him to Navy Pier on Sunday. I have to remember to tell Kyleigh. Maybe she can think of something.

      
        
        Later that night…

      

      

      “Daddy, can I go show Kyleigh my drawing?” I hope he doesn’t want to come with me. I waited for him to be busy making dinner.

      “Sure, but only straight up to them. Let me text them to tell them you’re coming.” He pulls out his phone.

      I wait by the door, ready for him to tell me I’m allowed to leave. I tap my foot.

      “Kyleigh is going to wait for you. Go ahead.”

      I open the door and run up the stairs.

      Kyleigh steps outside of their condo. “Bodhi, let’s see what you’ve got.” She smiles and holds out her hand.

      I shake my head and rush inside.

      Rowan is on the couch watching TV. “What’s… Bodhi, take a breath.” He sits up, and his feet go to the floor from the coffee table.

      I stop and try to catch my breath. “Miss Jade… is going… to… Navy Pier… Sunday.”

      “Oh.” Kyleigh sits on the edge of the couch.

      I place my pretend drawing on the table. “Can you get Daddy to go?”

      Rowan looks at Kyleigh. “We have an away game on Saturday. We’ll fly home that night, but we’ll be back late.”

      Kyleigh nods.

      “So, no?” I frown.

      Kyleigh squeezes my shoulder. “No, not no. Let me figure this out, but we have to get your dad to agree to go. But he has to think he’s going for you, not to see Miss Jade.” I can tell she’s thinking really hard. “Did she say who she was going with?”

      “Eloise?” I think that was her name. It’s kind of a weird name.

      Kyleigh nods. “Okay, Bodhi, you have another job to do. You’re going to have to beg your dad to take you. But Rowan will encourage him to go.”

      “I will?” Rowan looks surprised.

      “Yep. Bodhi, you plant the seed tonight and mention it to your dad. Then Rowan will ask him tomorrow what he’s doing on Sunday, and the guys will handle the rest.”

      I nod up and down a lot. “Okay.”

      Rowan picks up his phone when it dings. “Showtime, buddy, that’s your dad saying you need to go back down for dinner.”

      Kyleigh pats me on the back. “You got this. And if he says no, a little pouting isn’t a bad thing. This one time.” She makes this weird sort of face. “I’m earning such bad karma for our kids someday. I keep telling myself it’s for the greater good.”

      I don’t know what that means, but Rowan laughs.

      “Good luck, Bodhi,” Rowan says.

      Kyleigh watches me walk down the stairs to our place.

      When I walk in, my dad looks up from the plates of food. “Where’s the picture? I wanted to see it.”

      “I drew it for Kyleigh.” I sit in my chair at the kitchen table. “Can we go to Navy Pier on Sunday?”

      Daddy’s eyebrows rise. “Uh… let’s talk about it later.”

      “Everyone at school has all these fun plans this weekend. I know you have a game tomorrow, so you’ll be tired, right?” I make a sad sort of face like Kyleigh said I should.

      He sets his fork back down on the table and leans back into his chair. “I’m never too tired for you. Sure, but in the afternoon, so I can get some sleep in the morning, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      I try not to show how excited I am, but I did it! And I didn’t even need Rowan and the guys’ help. I did it all by myself.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thirty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Jade

      

      

      On Sunday morning, I roll over to grab my phone when I hear a text alert come through. It’s from Henry.

      
        
          
            
              
        Good morning. I really wish I could see you today.

      

      

      

      

      

      He’s been sending me good morning and good night texts since Tuesday. But other than a few exchanges about his games, we haven’t talked since our first date. I’m not sure what to make of it. I know he’s busy with his profession, or maybe it’s that he’s trying his best to take things slow after what happened that night.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me too. Tuesday feels forever ago. I’m hanging with Eloise today. Need to see what’s going on with her.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I get it. Bodhi and I are busy today too. Tomorrow night?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        And how will you accomplish this?

      

      

      

      

      

      I sit up in bed and roll my neck. It’s still weird staying in my childhood bedroom.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’ll handle the logistics, just tell me you’re game.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Now why would you think I wasn’t game?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Good. Now send me a sexy pic.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Yeah… No.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        It was worth a try. ;)

      

      

      

      

      

      My thumbs hover over the phone, unsure what to say.

      
        
          
            
              
        God, I miss you. I’m not sure how great I’m going to be at this taking it slow thing.

      

      

      

      

      

      I laugh, lying down on my bed because I feel the same way. I want to fast forward through this dating thing and have the freedom to just be in bed with him right now. Spend the day with him and Bodhi, exploring the city.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hey, I was looking at your schedule.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I like that.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Like what?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        You checking up on me.

      

      

      

      

      

      He has no idea.

      
        
          
            
              
        Next Sunday before Thanksgiving, I wanted to take Bodhi out to take some pictures. He seems really interested, and I thought…

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Absolutely. Am I invited?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Well…

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Great, cockblocked by my own son.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        If you buy the snacks, I’ll drive.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I’ll buy the snacks, and I’ll drive.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        There’s a problem with that.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ??

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        You don’t have a car.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Yeah I do. I just never drive it. We’ll pick you up for dinner.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        How many dates until we can… you know.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ??

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Henry.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        If you can’t say it Jade, then you shouldn’t be doing it.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        You’re alone, right? It’d be weird if Bodhi was next to you with us talking like this.

      

      

      

      

      

      Henry sends a picture of him in bed, the space next to him empty.

      
        
          
            
              
        Waiting for you.

      

      

      

      

      

      My stomach somersaults. He’s killing me here.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m not the one who wants to go slooowwww.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I can get a babysitter and be ready to nail you against the wall within the hour.

      

      

      

      

      

      I shake my head.

      
        
          
            
              
        You know what I mean.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Believe me, I do. I haven’t jerked off this much since sophomore year of high school.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I hear you. I’m gonna need some more toys.

      

      

      

      

      

      Shit, this isn’t Eloise I’m talking to. This is Henry.

      
        
          
            
              
        Oh, I like the sound of this. Toys?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        What do you want? Pictures?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        That WAS my original request.

      

      

      

      

      

      I could sit here and text with him all day, but I really do have to get ready. I search up the biggest vibrator I can find online and send a screenshot to him.

      
        
          
            
              
        My latest buy.

      

      

      

      

      

      He doesn’t immediately text me back like he has been, and I wait impatiently.

      
        
          
            
              
        Well…

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        No words?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I didn’t want to say anything, but it’s a little small, isn’t it?

      

      

      

      

      

      I crack up, my laughter bouncing off the walls.

      
        
          
            
              
        I have to go get ready.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Come on. Let me see that beautiful face of yours.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I thought you wanted to see more than my face.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Are you offering?

      

      

      

      

      

      I snap a picture of my leg and climb out of bed.

      
        
          
            
              
        I do love both of your legs.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Wrapped around my waist.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Spread open.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Bent over my shoulders with my face between them.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Okay you need to stop before I use the toy from the picture I sent because you’re getting me all wet. I gotta get ready.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I was just getting started. Have a great day, Jade. Know that I’ll be thinking of you about a million times today.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        A million? A little much, no?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Are you challenging me? You’re always in my thoughts. Always have been.

      

      

      

      

      

      My hand covers my heart. Oh, this man.

      
        
          
            
              
        Go have fun with Bodhi. Miss you.

      

      

      

      

      

      Henry resends the picture of his empty bed.

      
        
          
            
              
        Still waiting…

      

      

      

      

      

      I don’t text back because we could go all day doing this.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I hook my arm through Eloise’s. “So, Kyleigh said you made another appointment at the bridal shop. When were you going to tell me?”

      She sighs and rolls her eyes as we walk Navy Pier.

      It’s a warm day for November, but there’s still a chill in the air. It’s the perfect crisp fall day, and I’m not going to waste it staying inside.

      “Don’t be mad,” she says.

      I stop us and tug on her jacket sleeve to move to the edge of the lake. “Why would I be mad?”

      “I’ve decided to go by myself.” She stares at the water.

      I allow her the distraction she wants, and I do the same.

      “May I ask why?” I’m disappointed I won’t be there to support my friend in this milestone in her life, but I’ll do whatever she needs me to do. Even if it means not being there.

      She doesn’t say anything at first. “I think people expect brides to react a certain way when they see themselves in the mirror, and I clearly didn’t react how I should. I just don’t want any expectations on me.”

      “That’s not true. I was just concerned about you, but I get it, and if it’s what you want, then okay. I won’t pressure you.”

      “Thank you.”

      I hug her and feel the tension throughout her body. Is this what planning a wedding is like? If so, do not sign me up.

      Eloise pulls away and smiles at me. “Now let’s walk so you can tell me what’s going on with Henry.”

      I really want to tell Eloise, but I can’t betray Henry like that. And I figure it will be a little longer before he feels secure about this thing, and we can spill the news. “Nothing. Other than being invited to his son’s birthday party.”

      “Really?” she asks, her eyes widening. “Okay.”

      She puts up her hand as we near the end of the pier. Memories come flooding back of Henry and me chasing one another here in our youth. All the summer nights we spent watching fireworks. It makes me miss him, and for the first time, that nagging feeling isn’t in my gut when I think of him. The memories are all good ones.

      “What just happened?” Eloise asks. “You got quiet.”

      “I don’t know. Usually when I talk about Henry or remember us together, I feel this weight in my stomach over everything that happened—and didn’t—but we spent a lot of summers right here, and I don’t feel it.”

      She smiles and runs her hand down my arm. “Maybe seeing him again and being back is helping you to see that you’re finally ready to put the past between you aside.”

      I place my hand on my stomach, and yep, the feeling isn’t there. It makes me want to call Henry and tell him, but he’s with Bodhi, and I’d never interrupt their father/son time.

      “Maybe,” I answer her finally.

      “Sounds like you two are getting thrown together a lot lately. Are those old feelings returning?” She sits on a bench while I go to the railing to watch the boats.

      “I’m not sure they ever went away.”

      She nods with a little smirk as if she knows a secret.

      “What’s that look for?”

      She pushes up from the bench and comes to stand beside me, swinging her arm around my shoulders. “Because it’s Henry. He’s your one and only, Jade. And now it’s like ‘insert mother here,’ and you guys can be one little happy family.”

      “Mother?”

      She laughs. “What do you think is going to happen if you and Henry get together?”

      “Well, we’re not.” The lie tastes bitter. Fear strikes me—not because I’d have to be a mother to Bodhi, but because what if I’m not a good mother?

      “Stop it,” she says. “You’d be a great mother. You’ll be like the ‘dance around the kitchen, food fight’ kind of mother. Henry might die of a heart attack from the kids making mud pies and throwing confetti at him on his birthday, but you’ll be amazing.”

      I really want to tell her, but I bite my tongue because I can’t let it slip to Kyleigh. Not that I think Eloise would ever purposely tell her, but I don’t want to put her in the position of having to keep the secret either.

      “I’m really lucky to have you.”

      “You bet your ass you are.” She turns us away from the water. “Want to get a drink or go on the Ferris wheel? Because I can’t drink and then go on the Ferris wheel. It’ll end up as a horrible workday for the people who manage it.”

      I’m poised to answer her, but then I do a double take when I spot Bodhi running around, peeking at people and looking around the area. Is he lost?

      “Bodhi!” I shout, walking toward him, but he doesn’t hear me over the wind. “Bodhi!”

      He stops and turns around. Then his body seems to relax, and his gaze shoots to his left. I follow his sightline and see Henry with Kyleigh, Rowan, and Tweetie. No Conor? That’s unusual.

      “Daddy, it’s Miss Jade.” Bodhi points at me, then he wraps his arms around me as he always does.

      “Mama Hensley,” Eloise whispers in my ear.

      I ignore her and place my hands on Bodhi’s back. “I thought you were lost the way you were looking around.” I bend down to look at him.

      He glances at Kyleigh, who’s approaching. “Nope. Just running around.”

      “I told you not to get so far ahead,” Henry says to Bodhi, but he shifts his attention my way. “This is a surprise.”

      If anyone is paying attention, they must know about us because the smile he shoots me is so spectacular I almost step into his arms and ask him to kiss me.

      “Yeah.”

      A hand waves in front of my face. “Earth to Jade,” Eloise says.

      I blink and look around, but it’s only really Henry, Eloise, and me who look surprised. Bodhi stands between us, looking from one of us to the other.

      I think we were set up again, but I’m not complaining.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thirty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Henry

      

      

      “Ferris wheel!” Bodhi shouts, but I’m still processing the fact that Jade is in front of me.

      When I woke up this morning, all I wanted to do was roll over and find her next to me. To climb on top of her and use my thighs to spread her legs open, making room for my hips to fall between them. Then kiss her and slowly peel her clothes away. Suck on her perfect tits, feel her hand on my dick. Shit, this morning was a rough one.

      “Hi,” I say.

      “Hi, Henry!” Eloise leans her head between us.

      “Eloise.” I nod, but keep my gaze set on Jade.

      “I don’t think we’ve met,” Eloise says to someone, stepping away and leaving us alone.

      “Hey,” Jade says.

      “Daddy!” Bodhi tugs on my arm. “Can we go on the Ferris wheel?”

      Jade looks down at Bodhi. He’s the only one I’m okay with stealing her attention away.

      “Sure.”

      “Come on, Bodhi,” Kyleigh says from somewhere behind me.

      We all walk back down the pier, and I purposely allow everyone else to go in front us.

      I place my hand on the small of Jade’s back and lean in close. “You look beautiful.”

      A blush paints her cheeks, and I don’t think it’s my imagination that she inches a little closer to me. Our decision to keep us a secret really sucks ass right now.

      We head to the Ferris wheel, and Rowan and I offer to go buy everyone’s tickets.

      “Your ability to play it cool sucks,” Rowan says.

      I scowl at him. “What are you talking about?”

      “You were practically drooling when you saw her.”

      “Isn’t that a good thing?” I ask, pulling out my wallet.

      “I don’t know. Is it? You tell me.” He leans his arm on the counter of the stand and waits for me to answer.

      I glance at the group. Eloise and Kyleigh are talking with Tweetie while Jade is sitting behind them on the brick wall, staring up at the Ferris wheel with Bodhi doing the same. She’s pointing at it and telling him something.

      “Why aren’t you taking your own advice?” Rowan asks.

      Last year when Rowan had his head up his ass about Kyleigh, I talked him into taking a chance on love. He doesn’t know I’ve already taken my own advice. I could tell Rowan. He’d keep his mouth shut. But for some reason, I feel as if Bodhi should be the first to know. Although I know he’ll be more than happy, I guess I’m still guarded about involving him.

      “My situation is different.” I swipe the tickets off the counter, thank the cashier, and walk back to the group.

      “Can’t ignore it forever,” Rowan says.

      “I’m not ignoring it,” I mumble. We reach the group, and I hold up the tickets. “Let’s go.”

      Bodhi jumps off the small brick wall, and I hold out my hand, but he turns back around and holds his hand out to Jade.

      “Even your kid knows what you should do,” Rowan murmurs and walks over to Kyleigh.

      I give everyone their tickets. Bodhi is at the front of the line, and as we inch closer to the ride, I’m trying to figure out how to work it so I go on with Jade.

      As everyone hands in their tickets, I tug Jade by the back of her jacket. “Ky, you got Bodhi?”

      She turns around right before she steps inside the gondola. Her smile confirms she’d do about anything to make sure I get some alone time with Jade. “Of course.”

      “Henry,” Jade whispers.

      My hand falls to her back again as we watch them all get in before we can get into the next one.

      Thankfully, it’s not super busy, so we get our own gondola. Once we’re inside, I wait until we’re halfway up before moving to her side and capturing her lips. She doesn’t deny me, opening her mouth the minute my tongue slips along the seam of her lips. I hate that I can’t kiss her the entire time we make the three passes around.

      She ends the kiss first, pushing lightly on my chest. “My lips are going to swell, and they’ll know.”

      “I can’t seem to care right now.” I lean in for another kiss, but she presses her hand to my lips, pushing me back.

      She laughs. “I love this can’t get enough of me thing. Makes me think I should keep myself unattainable.”

      “Jade, I’ve never been able to get enough of you. Especially after eight years, I want you more than ever.”

      “You’ve got me… just in secret.”

      Fuck, I hate the hitch in her voice. That little joke she made on Tuesday floats back into my conscience. Dirty little secret.

      “Do you want to tell people?” I want Bodhi to know first, but then again, we could tell the others and keep Bodhi out of it.

      “No. I was just joking.”

      But I’m not sure she was, and I think I’d better figure this out between us sooner rather than later before I lose her again.

      “Can we change the subject? That’s one pass already.” She puts up her finger as we pass by the attendants.

      “I was surprised to see you on the pier,” I say.

      She laughs. “I think they set us up.”

      I link my hand with hers, but I feel like when we were teenagers, and I just want to make out with her the entire ride. “I meant more that I figured you’d be in the emergency room with a giant dildo stuck in your pussy.”

      Her laughter rings through the small space.

      “I mean, you’re kind of giving me a complex here.” I wink at her.

      She inches closer to me, unlinks our fingers, and places her hand over my dick. “Oh, are you feeling self-conscious?”

      I wrap my hand around her wrist and my dick twitches. Fuck, I want her so badly, but I don’t want her to think that’s the only thing I want her for. “I never did until you sent me that picture. Do women really?”

      She nods.

      “Fuck, that’s crazy.”

      “Don’t worry, I’m more of a vibrator girl.” My dick twitches again, and she looks down at her hand now gripping my bulge. “Oh, he likes that.”

      “I think he’s trying to say he’d like to see me use a vibrator on you.”

      She shrugs. “I could get down with that.”

      When you get with someone when you’re a teenager, and all your hormones are haywire, and you can barely contain yourself when messing around, you get comfortable trying new things. Most of my sexual experience—outside of the realm of different positions—was with Jade. With hockey taking all my time up until I got together with her, she was my first everything in the sex department.

      We pass the attendants another time.

      “Can I have one last kiss?” I ask.

      “Yeah.” Her breathy voice says she’s as turned on as I am.

      It’s taking every ounce of my willpower not to drag her out of here and rent the first hotel room I find. Instead, I spend the rest of the short time searing my lips to hers. It’s the best surprise of my day, having this short time alone with her. But I need to figure out how long to keep this from the others before I lose her again.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thirty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Jade

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I’ll meet you at the corner.

      

      

      

      

      

      Henry is picking me up with Bodhi today, and we’re going to go to the Lakefront Trail to eat dinner and watch the sunset.

      
        
          
            
              
        We’re picking you up. From your house.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Don’t you think that will seem suspicious?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I think you’re showing my son how photography works.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Okay, just text me then, and I’ll meet you outside.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        No Jade, we’ll come to the door.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        You’re being bossy again.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        So, I should save my bossiness for the bedroom?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Don’t do that.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Do what?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Don’t get me all hot for your dick right before you’re picking me up… with your son.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ah… you’re hot for my dick?

      

      

      

      

      

      From my room on the second floor, I walk down the stairs to pack up my photography stuff I put in the basement when I first got back.

      
        
          
            
              
        If you must know, I masturbated to visions of your dick last night.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        With a vibrator or that King Kong sized dildo you showed me?

      

      

      

      

      

      These texts are getting into dangerous territory.

      
        
          
            
              
        Just my good ol’ trusty fingers.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Tell me you imagined they were mine.

      

      

      

      

      

      I laugh as I reach the main floor. Reed and Mom glance at me from the television with expressions of interest as if they’re wondering who I’m texting that’s making me smile like a goon.

      
        
          
            
              
        First, what did you do last night?

      

      

      

      

      

      I head to the back of the house where the staircase to the basement is, happy for some seclusion.

      
        
          
            
              
        Let’s just say your hand on my dick last night felt really fucking good.

      

      

      

      

      

      Warm lava spreads through my veins, and my breasts grow heavy.

      
        
          
            
              
        For me, it was your mouth on my tits.

      

      

      

      

      

      God, my fantasies are becoming more and more detailed the longer and longer we go without having sex.

      
        
          
            
              
        Tell me more…

      

      

      

      

      

      My thumbs hover over the phone, and I wonder if we should be texting like this right before we see one another. The last thing I want is to be sexually frustrated for the rest of the day and not able to do anything about it.

      “Who are you texting?” Waylon asks, looking over my shoulder.

      The phone fumbles out of my grip and falls down the stairs to the basement, landing at Owen’s feet. Shit. It’s like slow motion as he bends down to pick it up.

      “She’s all flushed.” Waylon weaves by me and rushes down the stairs. “Who is she messaging?”

      “Henry,” they say at the same time.

      “I swear to God, Owen.” I follow Waylon, slipping on the third step but recovering before I fall on my ass.

      “So, you’re sexting someone?” Owen lifts the phone. I really hope my password protect is on. “Ew, at your age? Sexting? Come on, sis.”

      I reach to grab the phone, but Owen holds it up over his head.

      “It’s not like I’m Mom and Reed’s age.” I jump to get the phone, but I can’t reach it because they’re so tall.

      The doorbell rings upstairs, and we all stop, wondering who it could be. There’s no way Henry got here that fast.

      “Tell me there aren’t dirty pics too,” Waylon says.

      “Just give it back.”

      Footsteps sound above us, and I hear Mom and Reed talking to someone before the footsteps reach the stairs. I really need that phone back before whoever it is comes down here.

      Someone barrels down the stairs, and we turn and see Bodhi standing there.

      “Hi, guys,” he says.

      Owen glances at me, and I raise my eyebrows.

      “Bodzilla.” Owen tosses Bodhi the phone.

      “No!” I shout.

      Owen and Waylon laugh.

      “Don’t let her get it, Bodhi,” Waylon taunts, and they jet off in different directions.

      Bodhi drops the phone but picks it up. Surely my password protect has activated by now. He stares at my phone, and holy shit, I can’t imagine if he read one of those texts and asked about vibrators, dildos, and dick.

      “Hey, Bodhi,” I say sweetly. “May I have my phone please?”

      He looks at Owen then Waylon. Yeah, I’m not getting the phone.

      “Throw it to me,” Waylon says, raising his hands.

      Bodhi throws it to him. Shit, he does have a good arm because it sails past me to the other side of the couch and into Waylon’s hands.

      “Killer throw, Bodzilla,” Owen says.

      Bodhi looks as though he just got picked to be line leader at school.

      I climb over the couch. “Give it back.”

      “There’s something juicy on this. I’m wondering if we should use it as blackmail.” Waylon pretends to be thinking, tapping his lip with his finger.

      “Waylon, I swear to God.” I jump on his back, reaching for the phone, but he tosses it to Owen, who runs across the room.

      “Boys, give the phone back.”

      Owen stops, and we all look toward the bottom of the stairs. Henry wears a half smirk/half smile. My savior.

      I climb down from Waylon’s back, almost falling on my ass again. It’s slightly embarrassing to be fighting with my brothers at my age.

      “Hey,” I say.

      “Oh jeez, she’s all flushed again. Come on, Bodhi, Mom made some chocolate chip cookies.” Owen nods to the stairs, passing the phone to Henry.

      “Can I have one?” Bodhi looks at Henry for permission.

      “Sure.” He runs his hand through his son’s hair.

      The three of them run up the stairs as if it’s a competition who can get there the fastest.

      “Loosening the reins. Allowing him to have a cookie before dinner?” I ask, breaking the distance, hoping we can sneak in a kiss or two before any interruptions.

      He must have the same thought because he meets me at the edge of the pool table, handing me my phone. “I would’ve said yes to a five-scoop ice cream sundae with every topping imaginable for a few minutes alone with you.” He cages me with his hips against the edge of the table.

      “Oh.” Heat rises to my cheeks.

      “Your texts just about killed me.” He leans in, and I don’t fight his lips meeting mine.

      “Your authoritative voice when you were talking to my brothers did the same to me. It was hot.”

      He arches an eyebrow. “Really?”

      I nod. “Real daddy energy.”

      He cringes and I chuckle.

      “Please don’t.” Henry shakes his head.

      “You don’t want me to call you daddy? Daddy Henry has a nice ring to it.” I press my body into his.

      “Fuck, call me whatever you want as long as I can get a taste of you.” His voice is as rough as Lake Michigan before a storm.

      I rise on my tiptoes, wrapping my arms around his neck, and meet his fervor with the same intensity. He doesn’t hold back—lips firm, tongue searching, hands roaming. When his hands slink down, grabbing my ass and pushing my core into his hardening length, it’s all I can do not to let him take me right on the table.

      Footsteps above us running from the front room pull me out of my lust haze, and I push on his chest. “We need to stop.”

      “One more taste,” he whispers, pressing his lips to mine again.

      For another few minutes, I lose myself all over again. God, this man… he can kiss.

      More footsteps. They sound as though they’re headed toward the back of the house and the basement stairs.

      We need to stop, but it feels so damn good.

      “Okay, really.” I push him away and unwind out of his hold, breaking free. “I have to get my camera stuff.”

      “Come to an away game,” he says.

      I stop midstride on my way to the cabinet without turning around. “What?”

      “Come to an away game. Mack will have Bodhi. I have a game Friday. We’re playing Minnesota.”

      I turn around to face him. I’m not passing up time with Henry. Especially alone time. “Okay.”

      He walks toward me, his smile only growing. “I’ll take care of everything, and I’ll fly back with you Saturday.”

      “Aren’t people going to ask questions?” I let him wrap me in his arms again because it feels too good to deny myself.

      “They’ll think I’m doing what I should’ve been doing since you walked into that back room at Peeper’s Alley. Taking what I want.” He bends his head, and I place my hand over my mouth so he ends up kissing the back of my hand.

      “Nope. We can’t start up again. I have to grab my camera stuff.” I turn around and open the cabinet.

      “I don’t love that you’ve hidden it away,” he says.

      “Well, I’m taking it out now.”

      Footsteps sound down the stairs.

      “Close your eyes, Bodhi, we can’t have you scarred for life,” Waylon says.

      “Scarred?” Bodhi asks, either not knowing what that word means or not understanding the reference my idiotic brother is trying to convey.

      “Nice, Waylon,” Henry says. “How’d it go last night?”

      “We lost. Mostly because Owen couldn’t score.”

      “Me? Lancaster was on me all night. I couldn’t get a puck by him.” Owen points at Waylon. “You let three goals in.”

      Henry’s arms are crossed, and he’s now sitting on the edge of the couch with his legs out and crossed at his ankles. “Stop pointing fingers. You know the rules—you win as a team, and you lose as a team. Figure out where you didn’t contribute and try to fix it. But blaming other people isn’t going to make you better.”

      The three of them talk hockey, Owen demonstrating the way a specific play went down while Henry listens and offers some advice on how to get away from the defense. I’m so busy admiring Henry interacting with my brothers that I don’t realize Bodhi has gravitated over to me.

      “Is that your camera?” he asks.

      Bodhi’s words remind me of what today is about. I’m eager to get him behind the lens and see what he sees. So I bend down. “Let’s get out of here. All this hockey talk, right? We have pictures to take.”

      “Yeah.” His brown eyes light up.

      I want to hug and squeeze him, but most of all, I kind of want to make him mine.

      “See you, boys,” I say, taking Bodhi’s hand and swinging my camera bag over my shoulder, walking toward the stairs.

      “You’re missing your driver,” Henry says, catching us at the bottom of the stairs. “See you Thursday,” he says to my brothers.

      “Remember you have impressionable eyes and ears with you today,” Waylon shouts up the stairs.

      I cannot wait to pay them back when they bring home a girl.

      We say goodbye to Reed and Mom. Each of them looks at us a little suspiciously, but neither says anything. When I head out the front door and look down the stairs at the street, I see Henry’s old car from high school, all restored and now painted black, parked along the curb.

      I glance at him, and he presses his hand to the small of my back. “Thought I junked her, huh?”

      “I’d hoped not.”

      “Nah, I couldn’t. Too many good memories in that back seat—hell everywhere, even the hood.”

      As we walk down the stairs, Bodhi’s staring at us, but I can’t see his expression with the low-hanging sun.

      Henry keeping his car and restoring it shouldn’t mean a thing, but there’s no way he drove that car without thinking of me, which tells me he’s always kept a piece of me with him. I really like that thought.
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      I pick up tacos on the way to the Lakefront Trail, and when I get back in the car, I see Jade’s hands running over the new leather.

      My grandpa’s seventy-six Chevelle was my dad’s before I was given it at sixteen. Grandpa always kept it in great condition, but after college, it needed some work. So when I was playing in Chicago the first time, I spent weekends during my offseason with my grandpa and a few of his friends to get it up and running. I had to outsource some of the work, but I’m proud that I got to do that with Grandpa while he told me stories about my dad and him doing the same thing decades before.

      “It’s really nice, Henry,” she says, taking the bag from my hands and placing it at her feet.

      “Thanks.” I hope she hears the pride in my voice.

      I drive us to the lakefront. Parking in a garage isn’t my favorite thing to do with this car, but there’s no other option.

      “Don’t you love my daddy’s car?” Bodhi asks Jade, climbing out of the back on her side, not mine. “It’s going to be mine someday. It was my great-grandpa’s.”

      I tousle his hair and grab his hand, taking the tacos with my other hand since Jade has her camera bag. My backpack with all our other essentials is secured on my back.

      “I do love it. Do you know it used to be red?” she asks him.

      We share a look over Bodhi’s head. I hope she’s remembering all the memories we created in that car. At first, I thought it’d be therapeutic to give it an overhaul. But even after the torn leather and the old radio were replaced, none of the changes could take away the memories of her sitting next to me.

      “Really? I love the color red.” Bodhi looks up at me. “When it’s mine, can I paint it red?”

      “When it’s yours, you can do whatever you want to it.”

      “I’m gonna paint it red.” He’s so sure of himself as we walk up the stairs from the underground garage.

      By the time we set up the blanket on the grass that’s practically dead, my stomach growls with hunger. The ground is cool under the blanket, and the air is pretty crisp this close to the water, but I’m still savoring this time with my two favorite people.

      Jade sits down, immediately retrieving her camera from its carrier, and it pulls a smile from me. Bodhi is snug to her side, watching her press the buttons and get it ready. We have about another hour before sunset, and I hope that Bodhi stays interested enough and warm enough to remain here as long as possible.

      “Want to eat first?” I ask. “It’s going to get cold.”

      She sets the camera on the blanket. “Good plan.”

      Bodhi pretty much follows anything Jade wants, so he agrees too.

      We all eat our tacos, which are delicious as always. Jade and Bodhi have chicken, and I got steak. I hand Bodhi a napkin, and he wipes his mouth when he’s done.

      “Can we take some pictures now?” he asks excitedly.

      Jade laughs. “Sure.” She situates herself with her legs open, facing the lake. She pats the space between her legs. “Come sit here.”

      He jumps in the spot and extends his legs so they run along hers. Jade positions the camera in front of him so they can both view the screen, then she places his hand under hers holding the camera.

      I finish my last taco, admiring the two people I love the most working together to create something beautiful.

      “See. And then here’s the picture,” she says. “Now you point and aim at whatever you want to take a picture of.”

      She still helps him hold the camera but gives him the control to point it wherever he wants. He clicks the button, and the camera tips down, taking a picture of the ground.

      “I just got the brown grass,” he whines.

      “Let’s try again. It’s heavy, right?”

      He turns his head, and my breath stops at what I see in his eyes as he looks at her. Who am I kidding? Why would I not think that he’d become as attached to her as I am? That’s not going to change whether he knows about us or not.

      “Miss Jade?” he asks, still looking at her while she fiddles with some settings on the camera.

      “Yeah?” She rests the camera on her leg and gives him her sole focus.

      “Can I call you…”

      Oh shit. No. No. No.

      “Jade?” he finishes.

      I release the breath I was holding. Not because I wouldn’t love for him to call her Mom one day, but I don’t want to scare her off, not when I’m finally making progress.

      “Sure. But in the classroom, can you try to remember Miss Jade? It’s a school thing.” She shrugs.

      He giggles. “Yeah, I can.”

      “Great.”

      She shows him a few more times, and he eventually becomes accustomed to the weight of the camera. Once he’s comfortable with it, she allows him to walk around near us with the camera.

      “What should I take pictures of?” he asks.

      “Anything you love. Any moment you want to capture. Anything you find interesting,” she says. “It’s all about your eye. What you see.”

      She leans back on her hands, and I do the same, both of us watching him.

      “He’s so great, Henry. I know I’ve told you before, but you’ve done a great job.”

      The fact that she thinks I’m a good dad only makes my heart want to leap into her hands and say own me.

      “Thanks. He’s kind of easy, but sometimes I fear I’ve made him a tad too responsible. My biggest fear is that he’s not enjoying his childhood as much as he should be. That he’s always worried about one thing or the other. I’d like him to be more carefree.”

      “Nah. He’s perfect just how he is.”

      We watch as Bodhi takes pictures of the sky, the trees, of the bicyclists soaring by. Nothing beats seeing a kid exploring the world around them with such excitement.

      “Can I ask you something?” There’s a hint of discomfort in her tone.

      “Anything.”

      “Does he know? Or even understand about the adoption.”

      “The first few months were hard. He had a lot of nightmares. Still has some, but I’m not sure if they’re about things he saw or experienced as much as just the nightmares all kids get. Maybe it’s because my childhood blew up so young, but I didn’t want to keep secrets from him. Plus, I haven’t had him since birth. Eventually, he’d ask me why we don’t really look alike, why there are no pictures of him as an infant. I want him to know he can always trust me. But I struggled with the right decision for a long time.”

      “I’m sure you handled it great.”

      I bring my knees up and wrap my arms around them, smiling at Bodhi getting really close to a bush to take a picture. “Nothing challenges your self-confidence more than raising a child. I’ve never second-guessed myself so much in my entire life.”

      She knocks her shoulder to mine. “We both turned out okay.”

      She’s right. We survived, and we both went through devastating things in our childhood. Her parents’ divorce and the fact her dad never put her first. And obviously, my parents’ deaths.

      “I just wish I could give him more family. That’s why as much as Reed tells me to move out of The Nest, I just can’t. The guys are like uncles to him, and Kyleigh’s like a…”

      “A mom?” she asks, and I hear the crack in her voice.

      “Well, more like an aunt. They’re close, but she’s not a mother to him.” I glance over and see her eyes are only on Bodhi. “He wants a mom, though. Does that scare you?”

      She doesn’t turn to look at me. “It should.” A little giggle bubbles out of her. “I mean, I’m a mess. I’m living with my parents, and I have no idea what my future looks like, but… it doesn’t. I’m not sure I’d be the kind of mom he’d want though.”

      “Hey,” I say, placing my finger on her chin and turning her to look at me. “You’re not a mess. You’re starting fresh, and that’s okay. That takes courage. And his only expectation of a mother is for her to love him. That’s all he wants. And you’ve always been the best at loving someone.”

      She turns away from me and blinks quickly a few times, not responding.

      “Jade!” Bodhi shouts and runs over.

      “Be careful,” she says.

      “Yeah, bud, that’s an expensive camera.”

      “You don’t want to hurt yourself by falling on the camera.” Jade opens her arms, and Bodhi gets down on his knees next to her.

      She wraps her arms around his back and helps him hold the camera while he shows her the pictures he took. That’s what he wants. What he’s experiencing right now with her. I hope she can see there’s a spot for her in our lives. Our only expectation is that she loves us, and Jade knows how to love. If she didn’t, I’d never have yearned for her for as long as I have. I just need her to come to that realization herself, which I hope, over time, she will.
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      I had so much fun with Jade on Sunday when she showed me how to take pictures. I think she must have had fun with me, too, because it’s only two days later, and she came to hang out with me again.

      “I’m going to say good night to Jade, so stay here, okay?” Daddy says.

      Jade bends over and opens her arms. “Good night, Bodhi. I had a lot of fun with you today.”

      “Me too.” I squeeze her tightly. I wish she didn’t always have to leave. “When will I see you again?”

      “In two days for Thanksgiving dinner.”

      We stop hugging although I don’t want to. I want her to stay and read me a bedtime story.

      “Oh.”

      She smiles at me. I love it when she smiles at me. It makes me feel really happy. “Waylon and Owen will be there.”

      “Okay.”

      “Go get changed for bed. I’ll be right back.” Daddy opens the door.

      “Okay.”

      “Sweet dreams,” Jade says, waving as she leaves.

      “You know the rules,” Daddy says.

      Anytime he has to run upstairs to Rowan’s or Tweetie’s, I’m never to answer the door or leave our apartment.

      I nod and walk to my room, hearing the door lock behind Daddy and Jade. I pull out my pajamas and change into them really quick, then go over to the front windows.

      I tuck myself behind the curtain so I can watch Daddy and Jade. They’re at the curb in front of a car parked where Mack goes when he gets me for school. But it’s not Mack.

      Daddy puts his hand on Jade’s cheek and pulls her closer to him.

      And they kiss.

      Oh my gosh.

      It worked!

      Jade is going to be my mommy!

      Daddy says something to Jade, and he opens the door for her to get in.

      He waits until her car turns at the light and walks back toward the building.

      I run to the bathroom and grab my toothbrush, pretending I was brushing my teeth the whole time.

      Daddy peeks his head in my bathroom and pulls out his phone, messaging someone. “Hey, bud, let’s get you to bed. It’s late.”

      I hope it’s Jade.
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      I’m in my bedroom on Thanksgiving morning. Since there was no school this week, I spent Monday and Tuesday with Henry and Bodhi. We went back to Navy Pier to visit the children’s museum and did some shopping on Michigan Avenue and Watertower since the lights have been turned on. Of course, we went to see the big tree, and Bodhi’s dream is now to have one that big one day.

      I scroll through my camera, looking at the pictures Bodhi took that day at the lakefront. A lot of them are just grass, blurs. Some I don’t even know what they are. But I love to see the world through his eyes.

      My thumb pauses when I come to a series of pictures of Henry and me.

      At first there are ones where I’m smiling, or Henry is staring at me. Others where we’re in a serious conversation. Some I’m just staring at him. Last, Bodhi took one from behind us, the two of us side by side, resting on our hands and looking over our shoulders at him. And then there are ten or so of just me. Me looking at Henry, me looking toward the camera, me looking at the lake.

      I haven’t had a lot of time to think about my conversation with Henry the other day. We can’t deny that our relationship is different than most. By agreeing to see where this takes us, we have a responsibility to Bodhi. We aren’t just some couple. We’re Henry and Jade. Some would say soulmates. We’re in it for the long game, and I think we both know that by now.

      I pause on the picture I took of Henry and Bodhi. Henry has Bodhi upside down, and he’s tickling him. Bodhi’s mouth is wide open in laughter. I’ve never really felt as right as I do when I’m with them.

      All the doubts of the kind of mother I’d be to Bodhi rise to the surface, overriding that feeling of being home. I’d probably get him to school late, unfed and dirty. I’d take him to get pancakes at midnight just for fun. I’m not a checklist person, nor am I a calendar person. Most days, I don’t even know what day of the week it is.

      I had a hard time leaving them Tuesday night, and I feel as though yesterday lasted forever. Whatever. I have other things to worry about right now. I still have to tell my mom that I’m leaving tomorrow night without letting her know I’m going to Henry’s away game.

      After I look in the mirror one last time to make sure my curls haven’t fallen, I walk downstairs, hearing Mom and Reed in the kitchen. The boys are already sprawled out on the couch watching football in what looks like pajama pants and T-shirts.

      “Nice of you to dress up for the holiday,” I say, passing them.

      “Sorry, my suit is at the dry cleaner’s,” Waylon says, never removing his gaze from the TV.

      Owen piles a handful of chips into his mouth. “Boyfriend coming over?”

      “Sneaking out tonight?” I ask, implying that he’d better keep my secret or I’ll tell his.

      When I walk into the kitchen, the oven is open, and Reed is basting the turkey.

      I slide onto a stool. “Do you need any help?”

      “No.” Reed has an apron on. He and my mom have done Thanksgiving every year since Aunt Hannah’s didn’t go well the one year I was at my dad’s place in Los Angeles visiting him. That was probably the last time I spent a holiday with him. “But we have a full house today, so you can probably help out with something closer to dinner.”

      “Okay, just let me know what you need.”

      He nods, and he and my mom go about doing their thing in the kitchen, ignoring me.

      “So…” Why do I feel as if I’m a teenager asking permission to stay out past curfew?

      They grant me a second of their attention, looking up from their cookbooks.

      “I’ll be gone tomorrow night,” I say.

      There, it’s out.

      “Okay,” Mom says.

      “I mean overnight.”

      Both of them look at me at the same time. And here we go.

      “Where are you going?” Reed asks.

      I worry that he can see right through me. No one wants a prosecuting attorney as their stepparent. “Out of town.”

      Mom’s eyes narrow. “Why are you being so… weird?”

      I glance toward the living room. I’ve always been so bad at keeping secrets from my parents. “I’m not. I just feel like I should tell you.”

      “Well, you’re thirty… are you asking for permission?” Reed’s head tilts.

      “No. I’m just telling you.”

      “But not telling us where?” Mom asks. “What if I need to get a hold of you?”

      “I have my phone.” I hold it up.

      Mom puts down her measuring spoon and the spice jar in her hands and stares at me until I’m squirming. It’s her usual parenting go-to in order to figure out what we’re hiding. Panic flares inside me because I’m pretty sure she’s always been successful with her tactic.

      “Tell us,” she says.

      I look around as if I’m confused. “There’s nothing to tell.”

      Owen walks in with an empty bowl that used to have chips in it, then stops because he probably notices Mom’s eyes laser-focused on me. He won’t want to be caught in the crossfire.

      “Owen, your sister won’t be home tomorrow night.” It appears she’s just telling him, but really, she’s fishing, thinking we share secrets behind her back.

      “Cool. Have fun.” Owen grabs the bag of chips to refill his bowl.

      “Save room for dinner,” Reed says.

      Mom’s gaze meets mine, questioning if I’m ready to tell her everything. “The other morning, I woke up and there were some puddles by the front door. Do you know anything about that, Owen?” Her eyes never leave mine.

      He whips around with his mouth open, glaring at me. I want to say no, no, no, I didn’t tell, but she’s staring at me, and if I say anything, she’ll know the truth. I know she will.

      “Jade was kissing Henry outside,” Owen blurts.

      Come on. Fourteen-year-olds haven’t figured out their mom’s tricks apparently.

      “Really?” Reed asks, seeming surprised.

      “The boys snuck out.” I look at Owen. “I didn’t rat you out, she tricked you. So, thanks for that.”

      “Damn.” Owen walks over to Mom. “I’m impressed. I didn’t see that one coming at all.”

      Mom smiles at her youngest before setting her gaze on me. “So, you were sneaking out too?”

      “Is it really sneaking out if I’m thirty?”

      “When it’s under our roof, it is.”

      I turn to Reed. “Seriously?”

      “Don’t go to him, he’s always a softy when it comes to you.” Mom picks up her spice container and measuring spoon again.

      “Yeah, I wish I was his stepchild,” Owen says.

      We all turn to him, and he shrugs, taking the entire bag of chips to the other room as if he didn’t just blow up my secret to our parents.

      “Sometimes I just don’t understand him,” Reed says, lowering his reading glasses back on his nose.

      “So, am I to assume that you’re going away with Henry?” Mom asks, concentrating on her measurements.

      “Can we not make a big deal of this?” I ask.

      Reed quirks an eyebrow at me.

      “You know what I mean. And Bodhi doesn’t know, so don’t say anything in front of him, okay?”

      They both stop what they’re doing and stare at me.

      “What?” I ask.

      “Why are you keeping your relationship from Bodhi?” Reed asks.

      “We didn’t want the added pressure.” I shrug as if it’s no big deal. But the more time I spend with them, the more the hidden touches and looks and kisses when Bodhi isn’t looking don’t feel exciting, they feel deceitful.

      “Pressure? You’re kissing your ex-boyfriend, the one you share a lengthy past with, who happens to have a son, and you don’t want pressure?” Reed asks.

      “You know, what if it doesn’t work out?” Just thinking about leaving Henry and Bodhi makes me feel sick.

      “If it doesn’t work out?” Mom asks.

      “Why are you repeating everything I’m saying?”

      They look at one another, shake their heads, and go back to what they were doing.

      “What?” I ask.

      “Nothing. Have fun,” Mom says.

      The doorbell rings, and I really want to ask for more specifics about what they’re not saying.

      “Jade, your boyfriend is here,” Waylon shouts.

      I slide off the stool and walk to the front door, smacking Waylon on the back of the head. “Don’t say anything in front of Bodhi.”

      Then I open the door. Henry and Bodhi are standing there, but so are Kyleigh, Rowan, Conor, and Tweetie. I had no idea they were coming, but I guess Reed knew, and that’s what he meant by full house.

      “Happy Thanksgiving,” I say, opening the door wider.

      “We brought pie,” Bodhi holds up a store-bought pumpkin pie.

      “It looks delicious,” I say, trying to take it from his hands, but he’s already halfway to Waylon and Owen.

      “Bodzilla!” Owen says, holding up his hands. “Want some chips?”

      “No, he doesn’t,” Henry says, staring at me. “Happy Thanksgiving, Jade.”

      He says it in that sultry voice that makes my knees weak.

      “What’s up, Jade?” Tweetie says. “Missed you at the game last night.”

      I don’t say anything since I haven’t been asked to go to another one. I’m not even sure I’m attending tomorrow’s game since Henry hasn’t said anything about that specifically.

      “Sorry, my dad went to my aunt’s in Boston, and I didn’t want to do the holiday with my mom.” Kyleigh cringes. I can tell there’s a story there, but it doesn’t seem like the time to ask. “You look surprised.”

      “I called Reed, it’s fine,” Henry says. So I did assume right.

      “Please, everyone is always welcome in this house.” I close the door behind them.

      “Conor Nilsen?” Waylon says, sitting up straight.

      “Why didn’t anyone tell us?” Owen asks, looking between all the players.

      My brothers are probably in their glory.

      “Embarrassed that your suit is at the dry cleaner’s now?” I ask, and they both throw a pillow at me. “Come on in. I’ll introduce you to my mom and Reed.”

      I walk toward the kitchen, and Henry settles next to me. A million questions plague me, but the primary one is, does he still think I’m going to leave? Is that why he doesn’t want to tell Bodhi? And if that’s the case, have we really moved forward at all?
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      Jade’s acting strange today, so when Reed asks her to go downstairs to get the turkey platter he forgot, I say I’ll help with the excuse of being taller than her so I can reach it.

      Once we’re downstairs and in the unfinished storage area, I press up against her back, moving her hair out of the way and kissing her shoulder. “In twenty-four hours, I’ll be inside you.”

      My hands toy with the hem of her sweater, lifting it and slipping underneath, feeling her smooth, soft skin under my fingertips.

      Her hands stop mine right before I cop a feel. “Someone might come in here.”

      Usually once we’re alone, she’s all about how much we can get away with before someone comes.

      “What am I missing?”

      “Nothing. You don’t want Bodhi to catch us, right?”

      I place my hands on her hips and turn her around. She won’t make eye contact with me. “Jade, what’s going on?”

      She throws her hands in the air and steps out of my grip. “Why don’t you want anyone to know?”

      I shake my head. “What?”

      “About us? Why are we a secret?”

      I glance at the door and see that we did shut it. “We agreed. You said you were okay with it.”

      “What was I going to say? I… are you…”

      I step forward, not liking the space between us. “What assurances do you need from me right now?” Before she can answer, I add, “Is this about the mom thing? I knew I shouldn’t have said anything. It’s just hard, Jade. I want us to fast forward time. I don’t want to do this dating thing. I want to pack your bags and take you home with us where you belong. But I’m trying to be respectful of you.”

      She inhales a deep breath and lets it out slowly.

      “Say something.” I need to know what’s bothering her.

      “Are you afraid I’m going to leave? Are you afraid that I’ll hurt Bodhi?”

      I run my hand through my hair and rock my head back. “No… but… I mean, it’s a concern, but that’s not why I wanted to keep us a secret.”

      “Then why?” I can tell she’s losing her patience, the same way I was a minute ago when she wouldn’t tell me what was going through her head.

      “I didn’t want to scare you off. It sounds great, but it’s not easy being a professional hockey wife. Between our schedule, the press, the fucking puck bunnies. And we have all of that on top of the pressure we’re putting on ourselves to make this second chance last. We have so many people watching us, questioning our actions. I didn’t want the pressure of you possibly hurting Bodhi in the equation on top of all the hockey shit and our past. So, I figured I’d use our time sneaking around to show you how good it is between us, and it would solidify us so that we could handle the other stuff.” There. All my worries are out on the table.

      “So, it’s not because you don’t trust my decision about staying? You’re not worried I’m going to be gone one morning?”

      This is a tricky question because I don’t want her to think I don’t trust her. “I don’t think you’d ever run away in the middle of the night. I don’t think you’d ever hurt Bodhi on purpose. And I think you have figured out that home is where you need to be. The happiest I’ve seen you has been these last three days with Bodhi and me. I can’t deny there’s an underlying fear, but it’s not about you running. It’s about the possibility of having to live life without you.”

      She walks over to me, and I open my arms, bringing her in for a tight hug. “I love you, Henry, but this whole secret thing is making me feel like we’re not real. I get the Bodhi thing, I do, but…”

      “No, you’re right.” I pull back and cradle her chin in my finger and thumb. “Let’s tell Bodhi. I know he’ll be happy about it, and then we can tell other people, okay? I was wrong to make us wait this long.” I place my lips on hers, and she presses her body against mine. “I’m sorry.”

      I wish we’d had this conversation tomorrow night at the hotel so I could show her how much I want this to work. That I never wanted her to feel bad about hiding our relationship.

      Turning us around, I step us back to the wall, taking her head in my hands, and I devour her mouth. I slide my tongue between the seam of her lips, and as always, it’s only us, leaving everyone and everything else to disappear. Unable to get enough of her, I unclasp her jeans and lower the zipper.

      She strips her mouth off mine. “Henry, what if someone comes in?”

      I slip my hand in under the elastic waist of her panties. “God, you’re so wet. Always so fucking wet for me.” My finger slides from her clit to her opening and back, coating her wetness over her swollen nub. I massage her clit in slow circles. “I can’t wait to see my cock stretching your pussy tomorrow night.”

      “Presumptuous much?” Her head falls to the wall when I use two fingers and rub them against the inside walls of her pussy.

      “I know you want my dick.” I draw back and smile at her and run my fingers back up. I’m going to spend the entire day, the entire night, and tomorrow’s entire game with a raging hard-on for this woman.

      “I do, I can’t deny it.”

      I continue teasing her opening and her clit, listening to the sounds of how wet she is.

      “Henry,” she pleads, so I rim the opening of her pussy with my finger, splaying my palm over her clit, pressing her back to the wall. “Oh, god.”

      “Shh… baby.” I press my lips to hers, and she dives her tongue into my mouth.

      She reaches around the back of my head and pulls at my hair. Things get heated, and I swallow her moans, pushing my fingers in and out slowly. When I curve my fingers to hit the spot I know she loves, her legs widen, and she grinds her hips up, pressing her mound harder onto my hand.

      “I love watching you come. I love how swollen you get when you’re turned on. How wet you are right now. You’re fucking beautiful under my hand, and I can’t wait to see you with my dick inside you.”

      She grips my sweater at my shoulders and the walls of her pussy clench, squeezing my fingers as she comes on a silent cry. Then her body relaxes, and all the tension that was consuming her only minutes ago is gone.

      I kiss her one last time, slowly moving my fingers out of her, then I slide them into my mouth, tasting her and wishing we had all day to explore one another. Her eyes hood with lust watching me suck her essence from my fingers.

      “You still taste fucking divine.”

      She pushes me away. “Shit, Henry,” she says and buttons and zips her jeans. “Do you think anyone heard us?”

      I shrug. At some point, I think I was too enthralled in the act to care honestly. “It doesn’t matter because we’re going to tell everyone, right?”

      “Telling everyone we’re seeing each other and them hearing you finger-fuck me in the basement are two different things.”

      Right before we walk out the door, I run my hand behind her head and kiss one last time in secret before we tell everyone. Here we go.
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      “Where’s Daddy?” I ask Reed because he’s sitting at the table with Tweetie, Rowan, and Conor. Kyleigh’s helping Victoria, and the twins are watching football.

      “They went down to get the platter,” he says.

      I run toward the stairs.

      Conor puts his arm out to stop me. “Let’s stay up here for a bit.”

      “Why? Is Jade down there too?” I look around the room, not seeing her. “I wanted to ask if I could borrow her camera.”

      “Why don’t you help me over here?” Kyleigh says.

      “Why can’t I go downstairs?”

      They all look at one another.

      “They’re going to be right up. No need to go down,” Rowan says.

      I frown because I want to be with them. I’ve had so much fun the last few days. Me, Daddy, and Jade. I know Daddy likes her, and I think she likes him. I have a secret I haven’t told anyone because I don’t want to get in trouble for spying. But they all helped, so they should know.

      “I have a secret,” I whisper to Conor.

      He tilts his head and signals for me to come closer to tell him.

      “I saw Daddy kissing Jade.”

      Conor nods and sits back in his chair. He raises his hand for me to give him a high five. “Congratulations, kid. You did it.”

      “I did,” I say, smiling.

      “Secrets don’t make friends,” Tweetie says, punching Conor in the arm.

      Conor waves for me to tell everyone. I look around the room.

      “I saw Daddy kissing Jade,” I say and giggle, placing my hand over my mouth.

      They all laugh, and everyone high-fives me. Kyleigh gives me a hug.

      Then Daddy and Jade come up the stairs and look around.

      “What are we missing?” Daddy asks, looking at me.

      Shoot, I hope I’m not in trouble.
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      “What are we missing?” Henry asks.

      Oh god, they heard us. I want to crawl behind Henry and tell him to make it all go away. But then I also want to smack him for distracting me with such a great orgasm that I forgot where we were.

      “Nothing.” Conor shakes his head.

      “Not a thing,” Rowan says with a grin.

      “Narcissist much?” Tweetie says.

      Henry looks at his teammates, then lets it go. “Hey, Bodhi, Jade and I want to talk to you about something.”

      I didn’t know we were doing it now. I turn to look at him. Why now? It can wait until after dinner.

      “Am I in trouble?” Bodhi asks.

      I want to wrap him up in a hug. He looks so worried and sad.

      “No,” Henry says, then tilts his head. “Did you do something to get in trouble?”

      Bodhi looks at Conor. Why is he looking at Conor?

      Oh. My. God. Bodhi heard me moaning downstairs, and Conor probably distracted him.

      “He didn’t do anything. You guys did.” Conor swivels around and stands. “But that’s a convo for later. Talk to the kid first.” He raises his eyebrows as if he knows.

      I’m wondering who else overheard. Great.

      “Come on downstairs with us,” Henry says.

      Bodhi comes over, but every step is slower and slower as though he’s on a death march. He walks down the stairs in front of us, and we follow. This isn’t how I thought this conversation would go down.

      Bodhi sits on the couch, and Henry sits on the ottoman in front of him while I take the spot on the couch next to Bodhi.

      “We have something we want to talk to you about,” Henry says carefully.

      “I’m sorry! I know I wasn’t supposed to go to the window. But I just wanted to see what you guys were doing, and I saw you kiss Jade, and I told them upstairs. I’m so sorry, Daddy.” Bodhi breaks down in tears.

      I sit there in shock for a beat, but then I slide closer to him, wrapping my arm around his small body. He buries his head in my side.

      Henry’s Adam’s apple bobs, his eyes widening, and he blows out a breath. “You’re not in trouble.”

      I run my hand over Bodhi’s back. “Not at all.”

      “I’m not?” He lifts his head and looks between us. “I broke the rules. I’m not supposed to go to the window. And I shouldn’t be spying.” His shoulders sink.

      “You were curious, and that’s probably because I wasn’t being very open with you. It’s my fault too.” Henry leans forward. “I’m sorry.”

      Bodhi sits up but doesn’t slide away from me. I keep my arm around his shoulders.

      “We’re going to have a conversation, and we think we know your feelings already, but you are free to tell us how you really feel, okay?”

      Bodhi glances at me then back at Henry, nodding.

      Henry thinks for a second. “You know Jade and I were friends younger, right?”

      Bodhi nods.

      “And I love Jade.”

      “I do too,” Bodhi says, looking up at me with his big caramel-colored eyes.

      “She’s really important to me,” Henry continues.

      “Me too,” Bodhi says, his eyes not leaving mine.

      I kiss his forehead. He is such a sweet boy.

      “Jade and I are together now, and we’re really happy. We wanted you to be the first to know, but clearly that…” He lets it go so he doesn’t make Bodhi feel bad.

      I guess our secret wasn’t really a secret.

      “But you’re still Jade, right?” Bodhi asks, showing how smart he is.

      “Yeah. Just Jade.”

      Henry releases a breath but smiles when we both look over. Bodhi hugs me, and I hug him back.

      “Can I tell everyone?” he asks.

      Henry looks at me, and I shrug. It’s okay to let him have the limelight.

      “Sure,” Henry says.

      Bodhi scurries off the couch and runs for the stairs.

      “I guess that’s happening right now.” Henry slides onto the couch, putting his arm around my shoulders.

      I nuzzle into his side, feeling freer now that the news is out.

      “Guess what, guys? Jade’s going to be my mommy!”

      Henry groans. “No pressure, right?”

      I tilt my head on his shoulder and kiss his jaw. “No pressure.”

      Because for once in my life, I feel as if I’m right where I’m supposed to be.
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      I check into the hotel in Minnesota and go up to my room. Opening the door, all I want to do is nap from being up so early, but the game starts at one, so I need to take a quick shower, change, and get to the arena.

      There’s a box on the bed, so I walk over and drop my bag on the floor. Sitting on the mattress, I pry open the top of the box and pick up the note attached to the light blue tissue paper.

      
        
        I’d love for you to wear my jersey tonight so we can subtly tell the world I’m yours.

      

      

      I peel the tissue paper away and lift Henry’s jersey out of the box, holding it out in front of me. Staring at his number twenty-three with his last name over it gets me giddy with excitement. I hug it into my chest, relishing the thought he put into giving it to me.

      Saying goodbye to him and Bodhi last night was hard. Although we’re not at the point where I’d be moving in with them, I’ve come to dread the good nights and crave the good mornings with them.

      I pull out my phone to send Henry a message, unsure if he even has access to his phone right now.

      
        
          
            
              
        Thanks for the jersey. I’ll think about wearing it.

      

      

      

      

      

      The three dots appear right away.

      
        
          
            
              
        Then I guess I’ll think about giving you an orgasm tonight.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Oh, that’s how you want to play this?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Yeah, playing hard to get isn’t really my thing. When that hotel room door clicks shut behind us, I’ll be on you like fucking glue.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        There’s something odd in that sentence.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I’m tired and drunk on love. Give me some leeway.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Granted this one time. But you better not be TOO tired.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Believe me, I’d never be too tired for what’s going to happen tonight.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        So I didn’t have to bring my dildo is what you’re saying.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        That asshole needs to be burned.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        What about your vibrator?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Nah. You get me off just fine.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I never want to hear the word fine when it comes to the orgasms I give you again.

      

      

      

      

      

      I rock back and laugh, falling to the plush mattress in the fanciest hotel I’ve ever stayed in.

      
        
          
            
              
        Good luck tonight. I’ll see you soon.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Thanks. And there’s another gift in the top drawer of the dresser. I’ll meet you at the hotel after. Love you.

      

      

      

      

      

      I cover my heart since it’s the first time he’s used love you in a text. I can’t believe we’re even at this point, but who am I kidding? I’ve loved Henry practically my whole life.

      
        
          
            
              
        Love you. <3

      

      

      

      

      

      I leave my phone on the bed, knowing he’s probably getting to the rink soon. When I open the top drawer of the dresser, I find another box. I forgot how much I love surprises. It’s been a long time since I’ve gotten one.

      I lift the lid, and inside is the same blue tissue paper with a note taped to it. I can’t wait to see what he’s written.

      
        
        I hope this makes you feel half as beautiful as I think you are.

      

      

      I dig through the tissue paper, finding a sheer black negligee with lace panties that doesn’t leave a lot to the imagination. It’s beautiful, and of course I’ll feel sexy in it, but it’s the way Henry’s eyes will devour me when I come out in it that will pull that feeling from me. I forgot over the years we were apart just how beautiful he makes me feel simply by the way he looks at me.

      Leaving both items on the bed, I unpack and take a quick shower to get ready for the game.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      An hour later, I climb out of the Uber with my ticket on my phone. It’s weird being in Minnesota, especially since Henry played at the arena a few times during college for some of his games. It feels like a lifetime ago.

      I follow the usher to my seat in the front row. It’s my first game without anyone else, and it’s a little weird. I figure I already missed the warm-ups because most of the fans are filing in to take their seats. A few minutes later, the lights dim.

      Henry’s eyes find me as soon as he gets into position on the ice. Anticipation bubbles in my stomach like champagne. Tonight’s the night I get to explore his body. Feel his rippled stomach, watch him thrust into me, claim me as his. We have all night to roll around in bed and rediscover each other’s bodies.

      The first period is a battle for Henry, Tweetie, and Rowan to get anything past the defense. The lines are constantly coming on and off. Minnesota definitely wants to prove something since the last time they played them in Chicago.

      The second period starts much the same, but then Rowan gets a nice pass to Henry, who immediately passes it off to Tweetie, who scores. The entire team hugs and cheers. Tweetie does his usual celly by doing a dance on his skates while most people in the stadium boo.

      During the third period, Henry gets a little rough with one of the guys on defense. There’s a lot of pushing and sticks going between legs. He gets pushed into the glass right before he’s about to score. It’s hard to watch until Henry gets a breakaway and uses that wrist shot that’s been working all year to score a goal.

      Thanks to Conor’s great goalie skills, we win two to zero.

      I stand and pick up my snacks, but someone tapping on the plexiglass steals my attention.

      “Someone’s looking for you,” the man beside me says.

      I turn to find Henry standing there, all sweaty and delectable. His smile makes my heart float.

      “Hey,” I say loudly enough for him to hear me through the glass.

      He winks. “Hurry,” he mouths.

      I nod, and he blows me a kiss right before he skates off to the locker room.

      “He’s your man?” a middle-aged woman farther down the row asks.

      “Yep.” I think I’m probably beaming with pride.

      “Lucky. Most girls here wish they were you.”

      “You’re dating Henry Hensley?” a younger woman in the row behind us asks, eavesdropping.

      “She is,” the middle-aged woman answers for me.

      “What’s he like in bed? He seems sweet, whereas Tweetie’s probably broken a lot of furniture and headboards in his day.” The young woman and her friend lean in closer as though I’d actually tell them about how Henry is in bed.

      “I wouldn’t know about Tweetie, and none of your business on Henry.”

      She scoffs and looks at me as if I’m the garbage we’re all stepping over walking down our row to the stairs. “Some girl code,” she sneers.

      I’ve been here before. Sure, not at this level, but I’ve been the girl hated for dating someone who has a lot of attention on him.

      I don’t engage and decide to call my Uber and get back to the hotel, ready to give the man who deserves my attention every last bit of it.
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      After getting shit from the guys about taking too long to make my move, but they’re proud that I’m finally doing something, I shower and get the hell out of the arena.

      I arrive at the hotel and beeline to the elevator and down the hall to our room. I use my keycard and open the door, and my bag drops from my shoulder.

      Jade is on the bed in my jersey, and I’m pretty sure nothing else.

      “I loved the lingerie, but this makes me feel even more beautiful. Knowing I’m your girl.”

      Fuck, how long have I waited for her to say that to me? Eight long years.

      I walk in, toss my bag on the floor, shut the door, toe out of my shoes, and jump on the bed. She yelps as I press her into the mattress, kissing along her neck before sucking on her earlobe.

      “Good game, Hensley,” she says.

      “That asshole was pissing me off,” I say, continuing to kiss every inch of skin I can reach.

      “I noticed.”

      “But the real victory was finally getting past him on a breakaway. Sweet goal, huh?” He draws back. “Your boyfriend did good.”

      “He did really good, but I think he’s about to do even better.” She reaches behind me for the hem of my sweatshirt, pulling it up my body.

      I can’t wait to have her.

      She reaches back and pulls my sweatshirt over my head.

      “We didn’t have the talk. Protection?” It isn’t the sexiest conversation, but it’s one we need to have.

      “I’m still on the pill,” she says. “And I was tested when I got back, but I’ve never had sex without a condom. Except for with you.”

      I hate that I want to ask about the ex, but I decide now is not the time. I trust she’s telling me the truth. “I haven’t been with anyone since I was tested at the start of the season.”

      “So, no condom?” She grins at me.

      “If I don’t last long, don’t think less of me.”

      She laughs, then our eyes lock, both of us realizing this is it. We’re finally going to have each other after all the tension leading up to right now.

      She pushes my shoulders and rolls me onto my back.

      “This isn’t how it’s supposed to go,” I say.

      “Are you telling me that only the man can take charge?” She swings her legs over my waist, and her fingers dig into my track pants. Since I was able to sneak out to a car and not go with the team, I didn’t have to wear my suit after the game.

      “Not at all. Take charge, babe.” I put my hands behind my head and watch her.

      She trails her fingers down my chest. “All these abs. How many sit-ups do you do a day?” She palms my pecs and runs her hands over to my biceps, her touch feather-light and addictive.

      “Do you really want to talk about my workout routine?”

      She shrugs. “It’s just really impressive, that’s all.”

      “I have something a little more impressive.” I raise my hips. Fuck, maybe her panties are under my jersey but nothing else, and I grow harder.

      “You have a lot of impressive parts.” She leans forward, and I inch up to kiss her as her hands slip under the back of my track pants and she palms my ass. “Mr. Hensley, are you not wearing underwear?”

      I chuckle. “I figured it was just another layer.”

      She squeezes my ass cheeks, denying my kiss. Instead, she places a kiss on my shoulder, trailing it down to my bicep. “Where did my Henry go? So muscular. So strong.”

      “He’s still here.” I place my hand over my heart.

      “That’s your biggest muscle.” She slides her hands out from under my pants and kisses my heart. “My favorite of all your muscles.”

      “Really?”

      She sits up and runs her hips forward and back, teasing me. “It’s your heart that’s always given me the most.”

      “It’s yours. Always has been, always will be.”

      She nods, and her eyes glisten.

      Shit, what did I do?

      “Hey.” I inch up on my elbows and lift one hand to wipe the tear falling down her cheek. “What’s the matter?”

      She shakes her head. “I’m just really happy. Why did I ever leave?”

      “No, we’re not going there anymore, Jade. You’re happy. I’m happy. Bodhi’s happy. We’re moving forward—together.”

      She nods. “I know. I’m fine, but I’m crying because I’m happy. You make me so happy.”

      Shit, I’ve wanted to hear her say that so many times. “You have no idea how that makes me feel.”

      I roll her over and nudge her legs apart with my thighs, both hands cradling her cheeks, and I kiss her. I give my full self over to her without any trepidation because we’re going to make it this time. The time is ours to conquer any problems we had. I just know it.

      “I love you,” I murmur, pulling away before my lips find hers again.

      Tonight, I’m going to cement that into her, letting her know that she is my future.
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      I can’t believe I’m crying. What is wrong with me? But all the emotions are overflowing out of me. I’m filled to the brim with happiness and gratitude that we’ve found our way back to each other. We’re finally together after the long road it took to get here.

      Henry spreads my legs, settling between my hips. His hands slip under the hem of the jersey. “You have no idea how much I love seeing you in my jersey. It’s such a fucking turn-on.” His fingers trail a searing path across my skin up to my breasts, and he groans, finding me without a bra. “Shit, babe. How do you expect me to hold on when you’re such a temptation?”

      Still, he pushes the fabric up so the jersey rests at my neck, and his tongue strokes a path up my stomach to one breast before twirling around my nipple and sucking it into his hot mouth. He tugs at it, his teeth lightly scraping along the pebbled nub while his other hand cups my other breast, tweaking my nipple.

      My back rises off the bed, offering myself to him.

      “Fuck, I’m not sure I can wait.”

      With his mouth on my breast, his hands slide down and hook into the sides of my underwear, pulling them down my legs. Pop. His mouth comes off my nipple, and he sits up, shedding me of my underwear, then pushing the jersey up and over my head with my help.

      He stares at me, gaze coasting up and down my naked body. My instinct is to cover myself because I’m not the fit twenty-two-year-old he remembers. I haven’t spent time in the gym. My idea of working out is walking to St. Pat’s every morning.

      “You’re so beautiful. I know I tell you all the time, but shit, Jade, I can’t believe you’re lying here in front of me, offering me a chance to be with you again.”

      I lean up and tug down the waistband of his track pants, ignoring the fact I’ve grown softer while he’s grown harder. He shrugs them off, then his socks. God, he is so damn hot.

      “I’m gonna need you to cool it at the gym, okay?”

      He chuckles and falls to the side of me, taking me in his arms, laying us side by side. We kiss, and our legs entwine, our hands running over every inch of the other’s skin.

      We’re taking our time, but soon the kisses grow urgent and breathless. Our hips grind toward each other, demanding friction. His hand wedges down our bodies and his fingers run through the wetness between my thighs. His magic fingers hook in me, stroking my favorite spot. I lift one of my legs over his hip, giving him better access, and he takes advantage of it.

      I cling to the back of his neck, keeping his lips on mine while he eases his fingers in and out of me. I reach between us, taking his thick length in hand, and he groans into my mouth as I stroke him up and down.

      He strips his lips off me. “Fuck, Jade, your hand feels so good.”

      “Imagine what my pussy’s going to feel like.” I pant, pressing my lips to his again.

      I need more of him the longer the teasing continues. I want him inside me and the weight of his body pressing me into the mattress. He must feel my desperation because he rolls me onto my back and situates himself between my hips again. The tip of him pierces my opening, and he locks eyes with me as he slides inside. I dig my fingernails into his shoulder blades, and he curses, his eyes closing once he’s fully seated inside me.

      “You feel incredible,” I say, gasping.

      “This is so much better than I dreamed.” His lips fall to mine, and he kisses me with determination laced with love, as if he’s promising me this is just our beginning. Our new beginning.

      My hands wrap around him, running up and down his back, and we have no choice but to stop kissing to gasp for breath. I inch up and suck on his neck, earning a moan. I love the sounds Henry makes. His arm slides under my leg, lifting it to rest on his chest, and I cry out from how much deeper he drives into me.

      “Henry…”

      He feels too far away. I want his lips, but this position is too good, and I barrel toward orgasm faster than I can stop it.

      I’m so lost in the euphoria of our bodies connecting that I don’t realize he’s increasing his speed, his fingers digging into my hips with each plunge into my wetness. Then he drops my legs and hovers over me, holding himself up on his elbows.

      I grab him, and his hands tangle in my hair while he thrusts in and out. My legs wrap around his waist, my breath labored, but we’re everywhere. One minute kissing, another minute licking, another minute cursing. He devours me, and I cry out, my pussy clenching around his thick cock. My orgasm bears down on me, shooting stars filling my vision as he takes me to another world.

      Then Henry’s hand clutches my hip, and he plunges in and out of me until he shudders, panting with a curse leaving his lips. He stills and falls on me, trembling in my arms.

      I hold him tightly with a silent promise that he’s right, this is the first of many times together, but I can’t deny we both needed this to get us back to where we should be.
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      Jade is busy eating the food we ordered from room service while I’m busy staring at her. It’s as if I want to make sure I’m not hallucinating, that I’m really here with her. For a long time, I thought we’d never be like this again.

      “Are you sure you don’t want any? How are you not starved?” She holds a piece of her steak to my lips.

      I open my mouth and slide the meat off the fork. “I only feel halfway satisfied right now.”

      She smiles at me with a blush on her cheeks. “Only halfway? Jeez, you’re a machine.”

      “It’s really your fault.” We’ve spent the entire late afternoon and evening in bed. I had intentions of us going to visit our old campus, but this is so much better.

      “Blaming me on your dick not willing to go down?” She cuts off another piece of steak and brings it to my mouth.

      She’s not wearing my jersey, but she is wearing the sweatshirt I wore back from the game. And damn, she looks too good in my clothes. Possessiveness roars inside me like a beast.

      I accept the steak.

      “You have to get your calorie count in.”

      “Look who’s tracking my diet now,” I say.

      “It’s entirely for selfish reasons. It’s only eight p.m.”

      I’m already beat from the game and the sex, but I don’t want to waste any of the time we have alone. However, her words remind me of something important.

      “Do you mind if I call Bodhi before Mack puts him to bed?” I reach for my phone.

      “Of course not. Does he know we’re here together?” she asks. “I mean, I’d like to talk to him, but if you didn’t tell him, I understand.”

      I inch forward on the bed, closer to her, and kiss her temple as she stabs her salad with the fork. “He knows. We had a whole discussion about how sometimes we’re going to need some alone time and that doesn’t mean we don’t want to be with him, but adults need adult time too.”

      She frowns. “Did he understand?”

      “I’m not sure, but Mack was a good distraction when he brought over this whole tent and fort contraption he said they could build in the family room.” I lift my phone and press Mack’s number.

      It rings three times, and I worry they’re out at Starbucks or somewhere getting a late-night snack since Mack is famous for that when he watches him on the weekend.

      “Daddy!” Bodhi exclaims, and Jade smiles at me. “You won!”

      “Yeah, bud, pretty great, right? How are you?”

      “Good. Mack made a sundae bar.” I hear a spoon hitting a bowl.

      “What toppings did you put on?” Jade leans over and says into the phone.

      “Jade?” Bodhi asks. I can hear the excitement in his voice.

      “Yep. Tell me Mack has sprinkles.”

      I hold the phone out toward her.

      “Yeah, colored ones.”

      “The best.” She cuts another piece of steak and forks some asparagus before putting it in front of my mouth. I’m liking this whole her feeding me thing way more than I should.

      “And caramel sauce. That’s my favorite.”

      “Mine too,” Jade says. “Whipped cream or no whipped cream?”

      “Whipped cream. A lot of whipped cream.”

      She eyes me. “I like whipped cream too. A lot.” Her tongue slides across her bottom lip. Hint taken.

      “I miss you guys,” Bodhi says.

      “Hey, we’re having fun,” Mack says in the background. “Stop spoiling our fun.”

      “I’ll be home tomorrow,” I say.

      “And Jade?” Bodhi’s voice sounds so hopeful.

      She giggles. “I’m coming back to Chicago too.”

      “But are you coming here?”

      I have a home game Sunday, then I’m off to Toronto on Monday. We’re running into the grueling part of the season, and I worry that none of us are going to have the time we need to be together to really solidify this thing.

      I ask her with my eyes if she wants to come over, and she nods.

      “Yeah, Jade will come over, and we can go get dinner somewhere together.”

      “Yay!” he shouts. “Mack, I need more sprinkles,” he whispers as if I can’t hear him.

      Jade laughs and shakes her head.

      “Tell Daddy and Jade bye, they’re ruining our fun,” Mack says.

      “Bye, Daddy. Bye, Jade. See you tomorrow. Love you.” He hangs up before we can say goodbye too, so I figure I’ll send Mack a message to give him before he goes to bed.

      “Anyone tell you that you have one pretty awesome kid?” She feeds me another piece of steak, and I slide back against the headboard, continuing to watch her.

      “Yeah, but your opinion matters most.” I won’t mention that I hope that one day he’ll be her kid too.

      She gets up off the bed and places the food tray on the desk. “Are you sure you don’t need to eat some more?”

      I shake my head. “I’m good.” I pull open the covers. “Just need you.”

      She jumps in and slides under the covers, cozying up to me. We sit there with one another in a comfortable silence until she asks me a dreaded question. “Can I ask you about your first experience playing for Chicago? Or do you just want to forget it?”

      I lay my cheek on the top of her head and tighten my hold on her, squeezing her into my body. This is a rough story, and I don’t want it to backtrack us. “You can always ask me whatever you want. I thought I was good, and turns out, I wasn’t good enough. I cracked under the pressure. Every bad game, I spiraled further down.”

      “Was it because of…”

      “Not entirely. I mean, I really missed you, and I think I took you a little for granted before you left for Holland. In college when I’d have a bad game, I’d see you after, and you’d always pick up my spirits and help me get back into a better headspace. Or maybe it was just because I was yours that my confidence never wavered. But back then, I’d go to the one-bedroom apartment that you were originally supposed to be in with me, and I’d think about how I had sent you away. I don’t know. It was a lot of things, but you’re not to blame, so please don’t think that. Plus, that time of my life is over.”

      Her hand runs down my stomach. God, I love her hands on me. She can explore all she wants. I’m not going anywhere.

      “The coaching was some of the reason too, but in the end, I just wasn’t as ready as I thought I was.”

      She nods, and I don’t know if she believes me or not.

      “I wouldn’t trade it though. Those years taught me a lot.”

      “Like?”

      “Not to listen to the announcers for one. They’re brutal. To keep my mouth shut and not internalize it when fans talk shit or when they compliment me. Accept it and move on. You’re only one bad game from them hating you again. And I think mostly what it taught me was what I want out of my hockey career.”

      She scoots up and sits cross-legged to look at me. “What do you want?”

      “You know in Minnesota, I was pretty good and kind of the star, I guess. I thought I wanted that in the professional league too, but I see the pressure Rowan gets. I’m happy to contribute to the wins and try like hell not to let us lose. But I don’t need the spotlight. Sure, the endorsements are nice, but I don’t care to do a ton. I just want to play the game I love until I can’t anymore. All the rest of the stuff is just that—stuff. This job keeps me and Bodhi fed and housed, and we’re fortunate to have extra. I think for a while there, I forgot that I got into this because I love playing the game.”

      She grins and kisses me. “You’re so put together.”

      Except around her. All my control disappears.

      I place my hand on the back of her head to keep her lips on mine for a little longer before letting her go. “Now you get a question.”

      She chuckles a bit. “What?”

      “What’s your favorite place you’ve been?” I think this might be a sore spot for her because I think she feels guilty for the time she was away, but I really want to put that behind us.

      “Chicago,” she says and laughs, but it’s not her usual one. It’s forced.

      I grab her hands and weave my fingers through hers like I used to do, watching our hands move together. “Okay, I feel like we have to address the years you were away, so they don’t taint our future. I want you to feel okay sharing things you saw and did. I want to hear your stories about your adventures. They’re a part of you, and I want to know about them.”

      There’s a solemn glint to her eyes. “Why? It’s just time when I wasn’t with you.”

      “It makes me happy to know you were happy back then. Believe it or not, I had some fun and happiness during that time too.”

      She laughs, and her head falls to my shoulder. “I liked a bunch of different places for different reasons. Holland was amazing though.” She peeks up at me as if she’s saying thank you. “I’d love to take you there. Bodhi too.”

      “We’ll plan a trip.”

      “I enjoyed traveling around, and when I took pictures for a local hotel and then another one, finding a name for myself in that space, it was worth it because they paid all my travel costs. But eventually it’s tiring not to have a home. A place where you walk in and just unwind in your own space with your things and your memories.”

      “I get it. After a long season, it’s so nice to be home all the time.” I can’t imagine eight straight years of shifting my home base all the time.

      She shrugs. “I think that’s why when I came back and spent time at home, I knew I was done traveling. I was just worried about… us.”

      “Understandable. It was hard for me too since we were so ingrained in one another’s lives, right? I have my own relationship with Reed and your mom. I see the twins a lot. You’ve seen Bodhi with them. But I never knew where I stood, you know? After you left, I stayed away for a little bit.”

      She sighs. “When did you finally feel better about seeing them?”

      “When your mom called me one day and said she made too much mac and cheese, and she wanted to know if I wanted to come over for dinner.”

      “Really?” Her voice cracks, and she sniffles.

      “Come on, that’s not going to make you cry, is it?” I tug her to my chest, kissing the top of her head. “It was a good thing.”

      “I know, but I like the fact my mom did that on purpose.”

      “What do you mean? She just needed me to eat her mac and cheese,” I joke, and she laughs in my arms. “All right, no more serious conversations. We need to binge a show or something.” I reach for the remote, but Jade’s hand slides under the sheet and wraps around my dick. “On the other hand…”

      She lifts her gaze to me, and I bring her lips to mine.

      We never binge watch a show, and we don’t end up passing out until midnight. Life is fucking great.
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      Henry and Bodhi are waiting for me at the bottom of the security gate of The Nest. The first thing I notice is that there isn’t a sign on the door proclaiming it The Nest this time.

      “Hey, guys.” I wave.

      “Hi, Jade!” Bodhi runs over to me and then falls in line to walk with me back over to his dad.

      Henry pulls me closer when I don’t give him a kiss hello. “Close your eyes, Bodhi.”

      He grabs the front of my coat, tugs me to him and kisses me. No tongue of course. “I missed you last night,” he murmurs in my ear.

      We didn’t want Bodhi to feel as if he’s being left out, so we planned a day to spend with him since we shared our news of being together.

      “Are we ready?” I ask.

      At the zoo, they have a magical holiday lights festival, and I figured Bodhi would enjoy it.

      “Are the elephants going to have lights on them?” Bodhi asks.

      Henry rustles his dark hair. “No, just lights on the fences and stuff.”

      We get into the Uber, with Bodhi between Henry and me. This is dating like I’ve never done it before. It’s almost as if I’m dating two men with very different interests. Especially when Henry’s hand runs along my neck and shoulders, causing a rush of goose bumps under my coat.

      The Uber stops once we reach the zoo, and Henry gets out first.

      “I’m so excited. We’ve never been.” Bodhi looks up at me, grabbing my hand and Henry’s with his other one.

      I meet Henry’s gaze. “Are you sure you’re okay with this?” There’s a very real chance Henry will be recognized, and he’s not wearing a ball cap to even try to disguise himself.

      “It’s fine. Maybe in the dark they’ll think I’m a lookalike.”

      Jeez, I just love him so much.

      Henry goes to get his wallet, but I pull out my phone. “I’ve got this one.” I bring up the tickets I bought earlier and show it to the attendant.

      “You tricked me,” Henry says, coming along behind me and whispering it in my ear. “This demands payback.”

      I close my eyes because this man and his voice bring me to the edge of want.

      “Say thanks to Jade,” Henry tells Bodhi.

      “Thanks, Jade.”

      “You’re welcome. I hope it’s as much fun as they say it is. I haven’t been here in a long time.”

      Again, we fall in line, but then Bodhi sees the merry-go-round and points, jumping up and down. “Daddy! Can I go?”

      “Sure.” We head over to the merry-go-round.

      “Jade, will you come too?” Bodhi asks.

      “Of course.”

      We all get onto the ride. Bodhi gets on a horse, and Henry and I take the bench behind him.

      “Hold on tight,” Henry says.

      “He can ride on his own?” I settle in next to him.

      “Yeah, he even rides by himself sometimes. But he wants to be with you, and so here we are.” Henry puts his arm around my shoulders.

      “So… I saw you put up some photos from the Lakeshore Trail night on your website,” Henry says.

      “You did?”

      “Do you think I don’t check up on you? I get alerts when you add new images.”

      I drop my head into his shoulder and groan. “That’s embarrassing. Here I was thinking I was being sly.”

      “They’re beautiful.”

      “Were you my one sale?”

      He chuckles and puts his finger under my chin, raising it up to look at him. Then he places a kiss on my lips, and I prepare for him to say yes, which means I’ve lost the customer base I had when I stopped wanting to photograph anything. “No.”

      I kiss him again.

      “What’s that for?”

      “Because you didn’t buy my photo. Someone else did.” I kiss him again.

      “Remind me next time not to buy something.” He sounds confused, and I love it.

      “Just no pictures. If you want to buy me anything else, I’m game.” I smile sweetly.

      He veers closer and whispers in my ear. “I really wish you were naked with your pussy bare in front of me so I could lick you from top to bottom.”

      My entire body heats, and I push him back. He laughs and slides his tongue out to lick his bottom lip.

      “There are kids around,” I whisper, but he doesn’t stop laughing.

      “That’s why I whispered,” he says softly.

      The ride starts up, and I take my phone out to try to get a few good shots of Bodhi on top of his horse.

      During our walk through the zoo, Henry can’t keep his hands off me. They’re on my ass when Bodhi walks ahead of us. He sneaks a kiss as Bodhi’s enthralled with the elephants, and by the time we’re at the store, I’m ready to take him into a corner and suck his dick. Obviously, I wouldn’t since Bodhi is here. But that’s how turned on he’s gotten me while walking around the zoo in cold windy weather.

      Henry buys Bodhi some stickers and a stuffed animal before we leave, and I call up an Uber to get us. I kind of like the feeling of organizing and paying for an activity for us all.

      We arrive back at Henry’s condo, and I’m ready to say goodbye, but Bodhi asks me to come inside.

      “Can you read me a story?”

      Henry’s eyebrows lift.

      Of course I will. Anything to spend more time with them. “Sure thing.”

      Henry’s hand intertwines with mine as we walk up to the security gate that now has a cardboard sign on it again that reads The Nest.

      “They did it again, Daddy.” Bodhi rolls his eyes. “Bet it’s Tweetie.” He shakes his head.

      “Observant kid you have,” I say.

      “I’d be worried if he didn’t figure out what Tweetie was like.”

      We both laugh.

      Henry enters the code, and we make our way to their condo.

      “How about you get in the shower?” Henry says to Bodhi as he hangs all our jackets on the hooks near the doorway. “I put your pajamas for tonight on the top of the dresser.”

      “You’ll be here, right?” Bodhi asks me.

      “Yep. I promise I’ll stay right here.” I point to the ground.

      “Be right back.” He runs into his room, grabs his pajamas and then goes into the bathroom and slams the door.

      “Thank God.” Henry walks over to me, caging me against the wall, his lips smashing to mine as his fingers delve just under my sweater so he’s touching bare skin.

      I meet him with just as much fervor and feel his desire deep down in my bones. If only there wasn’t a small child showering in the other room who could walk out at any minute.

      I lightly push his stomach and slide my lips from his. “We shouldn’t. Bodhi could come out at any moment.”

      Henry ignores me, his lips traveling down my jaw as he locks me to the wall with his hips. “We have at least five minutes. I’ve been dying to get my hands and lips on you all night.”

      I close my eyes when he sucks my earlobe into his mouth and his fingers inch higher, pulling down my bra cup and squeezing my breast, tugging on my nipple.

      “Oh god,” I say, losing my willpower to stop this.

      “I want to tear you out of these clothes, spread you open, and devour you.”

      He pushes my other bra cup down and both of his expert hands play with my breasts while he sears scorching kisses along my jaw and neck.

      “I want you on your knees sucking on my cock while I fist your hair.”

      “Jesus, you’re killing me.” I grind my core against his thigh. “How long of a shower does he take?”

      He chuckles into my neck. “Not long enough for me to have you the way I want to have you right now.”

      “Then I’ll settle for a hot make-out session.”

      “That’s my girl,” he whispers, sliding his tongue up my neck.

      I wedge my hand between us and cup him over his jeans. His bulge is hard and prominent. I love that he’s just as turned on as I am.

      Then it’s game on—he groans, pushing his thigh against my pussy, and my hips rise and grind, unable to get enough friction to finish myself off. Our kiss is crazed and wild. It’s the hottest make-out session I’ve ever had until we hear a doorknob turn.

      Henry steps back and keeps his back to Bodhi.

      Bodhi doesn’t notice anything though, only rushing over to me and grabbing my hand. “Wanna see my room?”

      I accept his hand and let him lead me into his room while hoping my lips aren’t too swollen.

      The walls are painted a navy blue, and his twin bed has a plaid comforter, his dresser a walnut wood. It’s a boy’s room in all ways.

      My gaze travels to his wall of postcards. “Whoa, Bodhi, have you been to all these places?”

      He gets on his bed and crosses his legs. “No, those are from my great-grandparents. They go on a lot of trips and send me a postcard from each one.”

      “They’ve really traveled a lot.” Most of them are from within the United States, but some are international.

      “Yeah, Daddy sends them away.”

      I turn around and look to the door, finding Henry leaning his shoulder against the frame, watching us. “They always wanted to travel.” He shrugs.

      And they couldn’t because they had to raise him, are the words he doesn’t say.

      He foots the bill. Of course he does, as a way of showing his appreciation for putting their life on hold.

      “That’s really nice.” I continue my journey around his room and right next to his bed is the picture I gave him of the sunset in Zimbabwe. “Oh, you have it up.”

      “Daddy put it up right after my birthday. Oh!” He hops out of bed and out of the room.

      Henry steps in and leans his back to the wall. “I like you here,” he says, glancing around. “In his room.”

      I swivel around and arch an eyebrow. “More than in yours?”

      He grins. “Don’t put words in my mouth.”

      “I almost forgot.” Bodhi runs into the room with his bag from the zoo, dumping it on the bed and pulling out the stickers he got.

      “It’s not time for playing. Let Jade read you a story, and then it’s bed,” Henry says.

      “Just one thing.”

      He opens the stickers and pulls out the sheet with a bunch of elephants on it, taking the biggest one off. Then he perfectly positions the elephant sticker on the glass of the frame on the opposite side of the little elephant in the picture.

      “There. Now Jade’s in the picture too.”

      My heart squeezes, and my eyes water. I turn my head to find Henry with his mouth parted in awe right before his eyes meet mine, and he smiles.

      Bodhi grabs a book from his small bookcase and slides under the covers as if it’s any ordinary night, and he didn’t just make me feel like I fit, like I have a place in this little family.

      I think I like myself in this room, too. This kid has stolen my heart and made me want something I didn’t know I was looking for. Or maybe it was what I was looking for all along.
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      I hate the fact we’re stuck having to spend most of our alone time at a hotel when we want to have sex, but she’s living with her parents, and I have Bodhi.

      Jade is done filling in at St. Pat’s so I told her to pack an overnight bag, and that I’d pick her up right after I dropped Bodhi off at school. Juggling my time between them isn’t ideal, but I’d run myself into the ground to give them both the attention they deserve.

      And this thing with Jade and I is just starting up again. I don’t want to miss an opportunity for us to cross the finish line this time.

      I pull up to the curb outside her house and get out of the car to go get her, but she’s already running down the stairs with her bag slung over her shoulder.

      “Hey!”

      “I was going to come to the door,” I say, opening the passenger car door.

      She inches up on her tiptoes and kisses me, and I reach over to slide the strap off her shoulder as her lips meet mine too briefly. “We’re past that. No one is home anyway.”

      “That’s not why I do it.”

      “I know, but I was too excited to wait.” She grins up at me.

      I suck in a breath and try to act a little cooler than I’m feeling inside. I’d like to drive to the courthouse and marry her today, but I need to chill, not scare her off.

      She slides into the car, and I shut the door, putting her bag next to mine in the trunk, and then climb into the car.

      “I just love what you did to the car,” she says. “I’m surprised you’re taking it out in the winter.” Her hands run over the dash.

      “What’s the point of owning it if I don’t allow myself to use it when I need it? And it hasn’t snowed yet. Plus, there are way too many memories in here not to drive this to our first overnight getaway together since we got back together.”

      She smiles and buckles her seatbelt. I cross the center console and capture her lips again, hoping I can make the three-hour drive to our destination. Pulling over on the side of the road and asking her to straddle my lap wouldn’t be a good look when the police come knocking on our window and find the Falcons’ right wing’s dick inside his girlfriend.

      “I can’t wait to get you naked tonight.” I pull away from her and insert the car key in the ignition.

      “Just so you know, I brought that gift you gave me in Minnesota.” She flutters her eyes at me mischievously.

      Fuck, this is going to be a rough three hours.

      “You love to torture me, don’t you?”

      “Torture you? You bought it for me to wear for you.”

      “Yes, but not so I’d have to envision you in it on a three-hour car ride. We might have to make a pit stop.” I pull the car away from the curb and head down the street.

      We pass St. Pat’s, and she puts her hand on the window. “How did Bodhi take it?”

      I fucking love how much she cares about my kid. It’s a turn-on that’s hard to explain.

      “He understood, but we’re taking him to that new doughnut place when we get back.”

      She laughs but then frowns toward the window.

      “He’s going to have fun with Mack.” I place my hand on her thigh.

      Truth is, Bodhi didn’t take the news well. He actually threw a fit and said I wasn’t sharing. But I’m not telling Jade that because she’d probably tell me we should stay in town or bring him along, and that’s not going to happen. He’ll have fun with Mack and be excited for the doughnut place when we return.

      Just as I pull on the highway to head west, Jade links her fingers with mine, and I can’t remember a time I was this excited for what was ahead. Maybe when I adopted Bodhi, and I couldn’t wait to give him the life that he deserved, a life he couldn’t imagine, that was filled with love and support. The same exhilaration swirls in my stomach for what’s about to come for Bodhi, Jade, and myself.
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      Three and a half hours later after two bathroom stops for Jade and one snack run, we pull up in the driveway of the cabin I rented that overlooks a lake. According to the VRBO listing, it promises the best sunsets that we can see from the bed.

      “Henry, it’s beautiful.” Jade steps out while I grab our bags.

      “I hope so. You brought your camera, right?” I ask, walking with her up to the door.

      “Yeah. I will admit, ever since that day with Bodhi at the lakeside trail, I’m starting to want to take pictures again. Thank you for that.”

      I shake my head. “It wasn’t me. Thank Bodhi, he’s the one who showed an interest.”

      “He took this one picture,” she says. “Remind me to show it to you later.”

      “What’s it of?”

      “Us. Just the two of us talking. He actually took a bunch. It’s really sweet seeing how he looks at us through the lens. I don’t know, you know how much I love the fact everyone is looking at the world from different angles.”

      “I’ve always loved that thought. Can’t want to see it.” I pull my phone out to get the email with our door key code.

      “I’ll show it to you after we get situated.”

      I open the door and let her enter first, picking up both of our bags. The pictures online didn’t do the place justice. It’s breathtaking how the sun is shining down on the water in front of our cabin.

      There’s a small kitchen, living area, and stairs along the wall that should lead to the bedroom situated to face this magnificent view.

      Of course, Jade bypasses everything else to head into the bedroom because she’s taunting me to make sure there’s nothing else on this getaway other than us in bed and my dick sinking inside of her.

      I follow her with our bags in hand.

      When I reach the bedroom, she’s sprawled out on the bed, her head in her hands, staring out the window.

      “Henry, come. It’s gorgeous.” She pats the spot next to her.

      She doesn’t have to tell me to join her on a bed twice. I drop our bags on the floor, slip out of my shoes, and join her.

      “Too bad it isn’t fall.” Most of the leaves have already fallen off the trees.

      “No.” She shakes her head. “That’s what makes it so uniquely pretty. The branches twisting up toward the sky, their silhouettes cast down on the lake. The sky isn’t blue and vibrant but subdued and pale. I love the stillness and muted grays and white. It’s the end of something, but you know in a few months it will be the beginning of something else.”

      I kiss her on the cheek. “I’ve always loved your eye.”

      She sighs. “Will others?” She cringes. “I mean, I kind of detoured off the path for a while, and I hope people find me again.” She turns to rest her cheek on the bed, staring over at me. “There’s this art boutique where different artists can display their stuff in River North. I’m debating adding my work there. I’d have to work there at times, all the artists take turns.”

      “You should. Everyone needs your work on their walls.”

      She laughs. “Always my biggest cheerleader.” She slides off the bed.

      “You were always mine. Supported me in high school and college when I wasn’t sure of the player I’d come to be. That always meant a lot to me.” I watch her walk away as she goes to her bag.

      “It was important to you. But you know my mom thinks I didn’t find myself because of your hockey.”

      I sit up. It’s not a secret to either of us what Victoria thought when Jade decided to go to Minnesota. She once had a talk with me after Jade was off finding herself, that it wasn’t that she didn’t want us to date, she just didn’t want me to be the only thing in her daughter’s life. She wanted her to have dreams and goals of her own. Victoria thought what I did was admirable and selfless, but she wished Jade could have found herself alongside me instead of so far away. I’ll probably never tell Jade that story. The past is the past, and we can’t change it.

      “What do you mean?”

      She peeks up at me, unzipping her bag and pulling out her camera. “You know how my dad always picked work over me? Well, she thinks I gave up on what I wanted to make sure I never fully lost you to hockey. And I’ve been thinking lately that maybe she kind of has a point.”

      “Really?” Was she unhappy with me when we were together? The thought makes my chest ache.

      She comes over and sits on the bed. “I don’t think she’s completely right, but I don’t think she’s completely wrong either. I did probably cancel a lot of plans to be available for you back then. Maybe I did push my dreams aside so you could reach yours. But I was also really confused on what I wanted to do, and you had this very clear goal, this planned path, and it felt so certain. I liked helping you get what you wanted.”

      “Shit, Jade, I feel like an asshole. It was my job to do the same for you as you were doing for me.”

      She tilts her head and stares at me because we both know how lucky we were to even still be together then. How many of my teammate’s relationships did we see fall apart due to the grueling schedule.

      She sets her camera next to her and crawls into my lap, straddling me with her arms around my neck. “This is the last time we’re talking about this. Agreed?” She tugs me by the hair when I don’t answer. “Agreed?”

      “I kind of like the hair tugging.” My hands find her ass.

      “This is serious.” She gives me her sternest look which isn’t that stern truthfully.

      “Agreed.”

      Her fingers loosen, and she runs them up the back of my head. “I wanted it for you. Henry, hockey made you happy. It was yours. I’m not sure if it’s because you lost your parents young, but you were always putting other people first, and you deserved to get what you wanted for once. I was happy to support you and be there for you, and it was amazing… hell, it still is amazing to see you get yours. I mean going to your games and seeing you on the ice still makes me choke up because you look so happy out there.” She hems and haws. “Most of the time.”

      “Not when douchebag defensemen are all over me.”

      “Technically, it’s their job.”

      “Whose side are you on?” I move my fingers up her ribcage and tickle her.

      She squirms and wiggles until I have her on her back, and I’m hovering over her. “Thank you, Jade. Thank you for helping me get to where I am.”

      Her eyes meet mine. “I didn’t do much except give you great orgasms.”

      I shake my head. “We both know that’s not true.” All the late-night snacks, massages, and, sure, there were great orgasms, especially after the wins, but it feels really fucking good to know she actively wanted to be there for me. “You sacrificed yourself for me and that means a lot.”

      She shrugs. “Okay, that’s a little dramatic. The reward was worth it. You’re a Chicago Falcon and the best right wing in the league.”

      “Some would argue with that statement.”

      Her hand falls to the back of my head and guides me down to hers. “They would be wrong.” I inch closer to her. “Henry we’re in our own cabin with no little ears around. How about you do something that makes me scream your name?”

      “Oh, I intend to.”
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      “Holy shit,” I say, grabbing the back of Henry’s head and pushing it harder between my legs. “You’re way too good at this. I don’t want to know how you got so good at this.”

      He chuckles and sucks my clit into his mouth another time, not answering any of my jealous questions because seriously, I don’t remember it being amazing. Sure, he mastered my body’s erogenous zones, but this is like off the charts, sex instructor stuff.

      My orgasm is barreling down on me, and I clench the walls of my pussy around his fingers begging for just a few more minutes of his mouth’s attention.

      His large hands grip my ass, bringing my core to his mouth and the sounds he’s making. He’s moaning, groaning… growling, and he’s eating me out like someone challenged him on how many times he could get me off with his tongue.

      “Henry,” I pant, the bliss overtaking every nerve ending. My hips rise off the counter, but he only presses his palm to my stomach. “So unfair.”

      My fingers weave through his dirty-blond strands, tightening and holding. I think I can hold off a little longer until his fingers arch, and he brushes my most sensitive spot over and over again. I’m done for. Every muscle in my body tenses.

      “Oh shit!” My body warms all over right before my muscles loosen and euphoria flows through my veins. I attempt to catch my breath, but at the same time I want him to take me there again.

      My fingers slide out of his hair, and he picks up his head, my desire glistening on his chin. I’ll never forget this moment.

      “I thought you were going to suffocate me.” He winks and inches up to me.

      I fist his T-shirt, tugging him to me. “You loved it.”

      “Fuck yeah, I did. When it’s my time to go, I’d like to go licking my woman’s pussy.”

      I pull him in the rest of the way, kissing him and tasting myself on his tongue. Shit, it’s such a turn-on.

      But my muscles are languid and weak after my climax, so I release his shirt, slipping back down on the counter and resting my back on the cool countertop.

      “I love it when I make you come. Makes me feel all caveman.” He presses his lips to my stomach before getting up and going to the bathroom.

      I finally sit up and hop down, grabbing my sweatpants and pulling them on.

      “My only complaint is that your tits were covered up.” He comes out of the bathroom with his hardened dick clearly showing through his pants.

      “Hey, come here.” I walk across the room and take him by the hand.

      He allows me to lead him, and I bring him to the couch that faces our secluded view, pushing him down onto the cushion.

      “Jade…”

      I lean over him, pressing my finger to his lips. “Shh… you can’t talk until my mouth is full of your cock.”

      He inhales a quick breath, and I grab a pillow, tossing it on the floor then sliding his legs open and kneeling between them. I grab my hair tie off my wrist and secure my hair in a ponytail.

      “Getting comfortable, I see.” He arches an eyebrow, arms spread wide across the back of the couch.

      “Enjoy the view.” I point out the window.

      “Jade, if you think I’m gonna be staring at that lake while you’re sucking my cock, you’re delusional.”

      I smile up at him, hooking my fingers on either side of his sweats and tugging them down.

      He scootches up to help me, and I pull them down to his ankles. His dick springs north, glistening with precum.

      I fist his length bringing the tip to my mouth all while staring into his blue eyes that are overflowing with lust and need. Twirling my tongue around the tip, I slide the tip of my tongue down his shaft, sucking one of his balls into my mouth and then the other.

      “Take off your shirt, I need to feel you,” he says.

      I straighten up and pull off my shirt, leaving me bare chested in front of him.

      “Perfect.” He reaches forward and squeezes my tits in his palms. Once he’s had his fill, he says, “Continue.”

      I giggle and take control of his dick again, pumping the bottom of his shaft and sucking the tip.

      He starts making the same sounds he did when he was face first in my pussy, and he wraps one hand around my ponytail. “You’ve always sucked my cock so damn good.”

      “Good?” I murmur around his girth.

      “Great.”

      I raise my eyebrows.

      “Magnificent.”

      I tilt my head.

      “The best?”

      I come up off his dick. “There you go.”

      He chuckles and runs his hand down my face, his thumb running down the middle of my lips. “I love you.”

      “You don’t have to sweeten me up. I’m going to finish what I started.”

      I take control again, working him slowly, making sure to tease him over and over again. Driving him to the edge with my tongue and mouth and backing off on the pressure.

      “Shit, you’re playing games. There’ll be payback,” he says, breathlessly.

      His head has fallen to the back cushion plenty of times, and his hands don’t know where he wants them. On my tits or my ponytail. But I’m high on the control I have over him right now. And I love that I’m the one who gets to bring him to this point.

      “Jade, I’m not sure I can hold on. Just keep your fucking mouth on me.”

      I don’t deprive him anymore, taking him inch by inch to the back of my throat and then sliding his dick back out and doing it over again.

      “I’m coming,” he says, but I’m not going anywhere.

      He squirms under me, and I keep up my rhythm until he tugs on my ponytail, his hand tightening in my hair right before he comes down my throat.

      Once he’s empties himself, I lick him clean and lay my head on his thigh.

      “Nap time?” He runs his hand down my face.

      “Just enjoying the moment.”

      “No complaints if you want to do it again. Just give me a few minutes.” His joking smile shines through.

      I could pinch myself over this little happy bubble I find myself in with him.

      I rise off my knees and grab my shirt while he pulls up his pants. Once we’re both dressed, I snuggle into his side on the couch, admiring the view.

      We sit in silence for a few minutes, and maybe we’re both remembering our path here and how we didn’t know if we’d ever get back here, but look at us now.

      “You never showed me that picture Bodhi took.”

      I sit up. “Oh, I’ll be right back.”

      “I didn’t mean right now,” he says, but I’m already on my way up the stairs.

      I grab my camera and bring it back down. Sitting back down at his side, I cross my legs and scan through the pictures on my memory card until I find the series Bodhi took.

      Henry scans them and turns the camera my way. “Will you send this to me?”

      It’s of us on the picnic blanket. Me laughing and him smiling at me after he must have said something funny, but it’s the way he’s looking at me. As if I’m his entire world.

      “Okay.” My cheeks heat for some reason.

      Then he aims the camera my way and clicks a picture.

      I swipe it out of his grasp. “Hey, I take the pictures.”

      Turning the screen my way, I look at the picture, and I have to admit I like myself in it. The flush along my cheeks, my eyes and my entire face… I look… I look happy.

      Henry peeks his head into my space. “That one too.” He kisses my cheek. “Now I need to eat. You exhaust me, woman.”

      He stands and goes to the book the owners left us with all the menus for the places nearby. Originally, he told me he wanted to take me out to eat, but we both agreed that we don’t want anyone else in our bubble tonight, so take out it is.
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      It’s been six weeks, and Christmas has come and gone. When Henry said his schedule is packed this time of year, he wasn’t joking. There’re three to four games every week with barely any breaks in between.

      We try to squeeze in dates, but Bodhi comes first, so he gets our time together, and sometimes I tap out to give them time together without me. It’s been a balancing act.

      Mrs. McConnell returned to work at eight weeks, saying she didn’t need any more leave, which put me out of a job, but that’s okay because I’ve rediscovered my love for photography. Seeing Bodhi’s enthusiasm for it and teaching him about it lit up something inside me. I’ll always love my sunsets, but now there are skyscrapers in them, which I’m okay with.

      Next on my list is to find somewhere to live since Mom is back to work, and no one in the family home really needs me there.

      I’m waiting outside The Nest for Henry to return from picking up Bodhi from a birthday party, and I’m a little early. I turn toward Peeper’s Alley. I haven’t been back since we were here after Bodhi’s birthday party.

      “Oh, what the hell?” I pull out my phone to text Henry.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m at Peeper’s. Text me when you get here.

      

      

      

      

      

      The three dots appear.

      
        
          
            
              
        Sorry, I’m stuck here for a bit longer. The mom paid for another half hour without telling the parents. Tell Ruby to be nice to my girl. Actually, I’ll message her.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Don’t you dare. Take your time. I can handle myself.

      

      

      

      

      

      I tuck my phone away and walk into the bar. What a drastic difference on a weekday evening when there’s no game from the night I was here. Ruby is behind the bar and her regulars are lined up along the barstools. Only a few tables are filled.

      Ruby clocks my entrance. “Hey, you,” she says, ever the friendly one.

      I walk over to the bar, and she’s already pouring me a whiskey. I don’t really want one, but I fear if I ask her for a seltzer or a girly drink, she might kick me out.

      “Come with me,” she says, holding my whiskey and walking away from the bar.

      Great, maybe I should’ve had Henry text her.

      She leads me to the back room, which is vacant. She shuts the door after me, and I’m not gonna lie, a sliver of fear trickles down my spine.

      “So, you back for good or what?” she asks, still holding my whiskey.

      My forehead wrinkles. “I’m sorry?”

      “What’d you have wax in your ears or something? Are you back for good?”

      “Yeah.” I blink at her aggressive tone right out of the gate, though I guess I shouldn’t be surprised.

      “You break their hearts, and I have friends you don’t wanna get to know.”

      Holy shit, is she threatening me?

      “I’m not going to break anyone’s heart.”

      The door opens, and Kyleigh steps in and shakes her head. “I told you, Jade’s good people, Ruby.” She shuts the door behind her.

      “I have to see her eyes when she tells me.” She inches her face forward as if my eyes are a crystal ball. “Do you love the Hensley boys?”

      “Ruby,” Kyleigh sighs.

      I widen my eyes and inch forward. “Yes.”

      She narrows her gaze. “It’s not just him, it’s the little boy too.”

      “I know.”

      “He’s had a hard road and doesn’t need some woman not knowing what she wants out of life to break his heart.”

      “Okay, Ruby, let it go.” Kyleigh shakes her head.

      I’ve tried to hold back, but my irritation simmers over. “Listen, Ruby, I know we don’t know each other, and I’m sorry I haven’t been down here more, but I do love Henry, and I do love Bodhi. Now, you’re not privy to our journey as to how we got where we are now, but I’m here to stay. And if I leave, I’m not doing it without them. So, please. Back. The. Fuck. Off.”

      “Whoa,” Kyleigh says, looking at Ruby with wide eyes.

      Maybe I took it too far, but I feel as though Ruby will respect it. At least, I hope so.

      Ruby fights a smile but loses the battle for just one second. “Fine. Here you go.” She puts my whiskey on the table. “Kyleigh, if you want a drink, bring your ass to the bar.”

      She walks out of the room as Kyleigh laughs. “Man, I see why Henry loves you. A little bit of sweet and sassy all rolled into one. I’ll be right back.”

      I sit down, my heart racing because I didn’t know if that was going to work, but I can’t do anything but prove to Ruby over time that I’m fully in this. A piece of me actually likes that Henry and Bodhi have someone like Ruby looking out for them.

      Kyleigh joins me little bit later. “She likes you.” She sits down with a bottle of white wine and two empty glasses. “Are you a whiskey drinker or…” She holds up the bottle. “I keep this hidden behind the bar.”

      I push away my whiskey. “I usually only drink whiskey when I need a little more courage. But I’d much prefer the white wine.”

      “Great.” She pours us each a glass and sits back in her chair. “So, rumor is you guys are pretty darn happy these days.”

      I’d like to say I’ve spent time with the guys and Kyleigh, but there haven’t been that many opportunities lately. When we do find a moment to be together alone, Henry and I usually use it for other activities. “We are.”

      “Henry deserves it. I’m so happy for him. Now it’s just the other two we need to worry about.” She rolls her eyes. “Be prepared because we’re the only girls in this friendship circle.” She raises her glass, and we clink them together.

      Kyleigh and I are finishing our wine when the door to the back room opens. In walk Rowan and Henry, who’s carrying Bodhi. He has a balloon tied around his wrist, and he’s holding his goodie bag.

      “Look, our girls are becoming besties,” Rowan says.

      Kyleigh scrunches her eyebrows at him. “I think I have to cut you off from the reality TV shows.”

      “You’re the one who got me into them.” Rowan takes the seat next to her and kisses her briefly.

      “Jade, look what I got.” Bodhi wiggles out of Henry’s hold and climbs up on my lap, dumping his bag out on the table.

      Henry leans in and kisses me quickly. “Should I get a drink?”

      “Yes, you should,” Kyleigh says. “And get Bodhi his Shirley Temple.”

      “It’s late, but…” Henry shakes his head and leaves the room.

      “He’s really started loosening those sugar reins, huh, Bodhi?” Kyleigh asks him as he’s picking up each item to show us.

      “Yeah, he does anything Jade asks,” Bodhi says.

      Kyleigh and Rowan crack up laughing, and I’m surprised by his words, so my reaction is shock. Henry walks in with two beers and a Shirley Temple with a lot of cherries.

      “One, and we’re going upstairs.” He sets it on the table in front of Bodhi.

      “Unless Jade says differently,” Rowan says, unable to keep his laughter to himself.

      “What did I miss?” Henry sits down next to me, putting his arm on the back of my chair. I love this feeling of being a couple again.

      “Your son just said you’re⁠—”

      I cover Bodhi’s ears.

      “Whipped,” Rowan finishes with a grin.

      “And proud of it.” Henry kisses my cheek while I roll my eyes. “By the way, he thinks the same thing of you.”

      Rowan scoffs. “I am not.”

      Kyleigh leans forward and whispers something in his ear. Rowan stands and holds out his hand.

      She laughs. “Point proven.”

      “You can’t use…” Rowan looks at Bodhi. “That. Every guy is when it comes to using that.”

      “Let’s put all this back in the bag so we don’t lose anything,” I say to Bodhi, distracting him from what Rowan’s referring to in case he decides to ask questions.

      “Hey, wanna do me a favor?” Henry asks.

      Rowan raises his eyebrows because I’m pretty sure he knows what Henry’s going to ask.

      Henry points at the top of Bodhi’s head.

      Kyleigh, being as sweet as she is, says, “Bodhi, Rowan was telling me the other day about how he is sooo good at pinball. Want to team up and beat him?”

      Bodhi jumps off my lap and hops onto the big stool in front of the pinball machine.

      Kyleigh winks at us.

      Henry grabs my hand. “Hey, Bodhi, Jade and I will be right back. We just have to go get something upstairs.”

      He’s not paying us any attention.

      “Nice.” Rowan nods. “I’m marking down these favors for when we have kids.”

      Henry’s too busy tugging me away to respond. He takes me through some secret passageway to the back of their condos.

      “Well, look at this hidden escape.” I didn’t realize there was a back way into the building.

      We reach his condo, and the moment the door clicks shut, he grabs the hem of my shirt, pulling it off my body. “Fuck, I need you so bad.”

      I undo my bra, and we both strip on the way to his bedroom. I trip on my pants and fall onto the bed with my pants still around my ankles. “Aren’t I sexy?”

      We both laugh, but he tugs my pants off my legs, and I scoot higher on the bed. He fists his dick, pumping up and down, taking me in. Fuck, he’s sexy.

      “Let me see that pretty pussy,” he says. “Spread your legs for me.”

      He continues to make himself harder with his fist, and I’m mesmerized, growing wetter with every stroke. His thighs touch the edge of the mattress, and when he releases his dick, it springs up. He crawls up the bed and grabs my ankles, dragging me closer to him until my ass is on his thighs as he sits on his heels. His legs are spread open, dick out and looking completely lickable.

      I’m about to turn around and show him how much I love his dick, but he fists it again and runs the tip through my wetness. “So ready for me.”

      “Always.”

      He positions me closer, aligning his tip at my opening, and slowly inches in. Once he’s halfway in, he places his hands on my hips and slowly drags me toward him until he’s fully seated inside me. Shit, the way his girth stretches me gets me halfway to climax.

      As usual, he takes his time, making sure never to increase the pace until he can tell I’m close. His fingertips dig into my ass as he plunges into me and pushes me off him over and over again.

      “I wish I could suck on your tits in this position while I fuck you. Play with them.”

      My palms raise to my breasts, and I squeeze them.

      His attention is focused on my hands as he continues to pull my body to him and push it away. “Do what I do to them. Pretend it’s me touching you.”

      I pinch my nipples with my finger and thumb, and my head rocks back on the mattress, my ponytail dragging along his comforter.

      “There you go, baby. That’s exactly what I would do right before I suck on them.” His pace increases, and my body warms from within. He brings one hand to my clit and fans his fingers along my lower stomach while his thumb strokes my clit.

      “Henry…” His name is always the first word to fall from my lips. “More.”

      “Are you ready to come all over my cock, baby?”

      I’m not sure when he became a dirty talker, but I’m loving it. “Yes.”

      I fist the comforter, and he uses his hips to push in and out of me at the same speed he brings me to him and back. The rhythm overtakes any thoughts, and all I feel is him.

      It doesn’t take long before it’s all too much, and my climax rushes over me like a semi without brakes going down a mountain. He pistons his hips until he pulls out of me and strokes himself, coming on my stomach with a groan and a glint in his eye. I think he likes seeing the evidence of himself on my body. Sweat coats our bodies, and I struggle to even out my breathing. He’s barely huffing.

      “Man, your stamina amazes me.”

      “Sorry it was kind of fast.” He goes to the bathroom and returns with a washcloth. “I hate that we’ve had no time alone lately.” He cleans me up, then returns to the bathroom to clean himself.

      I scoot to the end of the bed and meet him at the threshold to the bedroom, hugging him. “Hey, we’re doing great. We’re happy.”

      “I know. I just feel like I’m letting you and Bodhi down because I barely see you these days.”

      I understand what he’s saying, but I think it’s because we live apart. But I’m not gonna say that. If he could just come home and be with the two of us at the same time and then go to bed and wake up with me, it would be different. I know we’ll get there. We will. This is just another little bump, but we’ll work through it.

      “Don’t worry about it. We both understand your schedule, and when the offseason comes, we’ll make the most of it.”

      He pulls me in for a hug, and I nuzzle my head into his neck.

      “I love you, Henry. That was amazing. Your dirty talk is on point.” I kiss his jaw and go to retrieve my clothes.

      “I could take you again, I swear.”

      I wiggle my ass when I bend over to grab my pants, but we don’t have time. Bodhi’s downstairs and will start to wonder where we are.

      “Well, I’m not going anywhere. You’ll get your chance,” I say.

      “It’s only a few more months.”

      I don’t love the way he’s almost making an excuse. I never want him to feel guilty for his schedule. I knew what I was signing up for, and I’m good with that. I just need him to be too.
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      We’re on the bus on our way back to the hotel after a morning skate before our game tonight in Tampa Bay. This is a long three-day stretch that I’m not looking forward to.

      It’s already been hard to find alone time with Jade. She seems really understanding, but I wish we would’ve started this during offseason when I could make us a priority.

      My phone vibrates in my pocket, and I figure it is Jade, so it pulls a smile out of me. But Mack’s name shows up instead. I hate that quick flick of fear that runs through me when I see his name during my away games.

      “Hey, Mack. What’s up?”

      He coughs then sneezes. “I’m sick.”

      “I can hear that.” Fuck.

      “I don’t want to give it to Bodhi, plus I can barely get out of bed without my head spinning. But if you want me to…”

      “No. I’ll get someone to pick him up from school. Thanks. Feel better.” I click End, and all the guys look at me. “Mack is sick.”

      They cringe because this couldn’t come at a worst time.

      “Kyleigh’s at a fashion thing,” Rowan says.

      “What about Jade?” Conor asks.

      Jade is the first person who comes to my mind, and I know she’d do it in a heartbeat, but are we there yet? We’re in Tampa Bay, then heading to North Carolina with no break in between to come home. “It’s three days.”

      My grandparents left two days ago for Italy, and I know Reed is in the middle of some case that’s all over the news. Victoria just recently went back to work. The twins aren’t old enough. This is when I really wish my circle was bigger.

      “She’s gotta get used to it sometime,” Tweetie says. “We all know she’s gonna be permanent anytime now.”

      Truth is, I hoped to ease her into this family thing. I’ve been trying to keep a balance. She hasn’t spent the night yet. And I don’t want to just throw her into the mother role without me being there. It’s one thing to think you’re up for it, but only a parent knows how much work goes into being a parent. The day-to-day drudgery. The moments that come when you just need a break. I still find myself wanting to shield Jade from all of it because I don’t want to overwhelm her too soon. But I really don’t have a choice.

      The bus stops, and we all file into the hotel, each of us grabbing our room keycards and heading to the elevators.

      “I could call my dad,” Conor says in the elevator to our rooms.

      “Ruby?” Tweetie says.

      Maybe if it was just the day, but we’re talking two nights. Really three by the time I get back from Carolina in the middle of the night.

      When I shake my head, Tweetie pulls out his phone. “I’m sure I have someone in my phone who can probably⁠—”

      “No,” we all say in unison.

      “My only option is Jade. I’ll make the call when I get to my room.”

      We step off on our floor, and Conor stops at my door, resting his shoulder on the wall. “I know this is scary and all, but she’s going to want to help you. She loves you, man, and she loves Bodhi. Who knows, maybe she’s been waiting for this opportunity to show you that she’s ready to step in.” He raises his eyebrows and walks to his door next door.

      “When did you become so insightful?” I ask.

      He laughs, swiping his keycard. “I’m just as surprised as you, believe me.” He holds open the door to his hotel room and looks down both ends of the hallway before leaning in. “What do you think is up with Tweetie? He seem off since we arrived.”

      Conor is right. Tweetie was quieter than usual on the flight here, and his usual banter was missing from the locker room.

      “Not sure. Maybe it has something to do with this being his old team?” I shrug.

      “Yeah, could be, I guess. Anyway, I’m gonna go try to take a nap before we have to leave. Good luck with your phone call.” He disappears into his room, and I swipe my card.

      Dropping my bag on the floor, I go to the edge of the bed and pull out my phone. My gut twists because this is a full-on test. She’s only seen Bodhi act out a few times when he was tired and cranky.

      Fuck it, I have no other option.

      I press on her name and put it on speaker.

      “Hey, you,” she answers. “Shouldn’t you be napping?”

      “We just got back to the hotel,” I say. “About to.”

      “Henry, what’s wrong?” She must hear the stress in my voice.

      “I have to ask you something, and you can say no. I’m sure I can…” Just ask her, man. This is the woman you’re hoping will be your wife and a parent with you one day. “Mack is sick.”

      Before I can even ask for her help, Jade steps up. “Does Bodhi need to be picked up?”

      “Jade, I’m gone for three days. Two nights.”

      Silence descends. Fuck, I knew it. I’m pushing her before she’s ready.

      “I won’t be home until late Thursday, probably in the middle of the night.”

      She still doesn’t say anything.

      “I know, Henry,” she says slowly. “I know your schedule.” Now she sounds weird.

      I’m fucking this up.

      “Kyleigh is at a fashion thing, my grandparents are in Italy, and…”

      “I’m your last option?” I hear the hurt in her tone.

      “I don’t want to… he’s not your… I don’t know.” I run my hand through my hair.

      She should’ve been my first option. Why am I so worried to burden her with Bodhi? She’s done nothing to make me think she can’t handle it. This is clearly a me thing.

      “I’ll pick him up. I’ll pack my bag and stay at your place. And give me Mack’s number so I can call him for Bodhi’s schedule. You’re busy, and this way I don’t have to bother you.”

      Bother me all you want, I think.

      “Did I just fuck this up?” I groan and rub my palm over the stubble on my face.

      She laughs, although it’s not the one I love. “No, Henry, but we should probably talk when you get back. I want you to lean on me for help. I want to be your first call.”

      “You do?”

      “Yes.” She sounds so sure and positive. “Now, you go nap knowing I’ve got Bodhi taken care of.”

      “Thanks so much, babe.”

      “You’re welcome. Sweet dreams. Of me, I hope.”

      My hand tightens on my phone, wishing she was with me so I could hold her. “I love you,” I say, unsure how to end this conversation.

      “I love you too. Play like the rock star you are tonight. We’ll be watching. Bye.”

      “Bye.”

      We hang up, and I stand, blowing out a breath.

      This second-chance romance while having a kid thing isn’t easy. Am I the one holding us back now?
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      I walk up the sidewalk at the end of the school day. It feels weird to be here as the parent.

      Trina eyes me while sipping her iced latte and talking to the other moms. She whispers something, but I don’t really care. I chill on the ledge in the small courtyard, sipping my own caffeine boost, trying to tamp down my fears that I actually don’t have this handled like I told Henry.

      Why does it bother me so much that I was his bottom of the barrel choice? All those deep-seated fears that live inside me have risen to the surface. I’m not as organized as him. I can be messy and not stick to a plan. I think school is really important, but I don’t think it’s everything. All qualities that aren’t prized mother material.

      The bell rings, and I stand up from the ledge and wait for Mrs. McConnell to bring the class to the doors. At least I have this part down since I was on the other side.

      One by one, the kids come out and run to their parents. When Bodhi gets to the open doors, I watch him look around.

      Mrs. McConnell waves. Henry messaged me that he’d called the school and told them I’d be the one to pick Bodhi up. Then he gave me Mack’s number, but he said to call him with any questions. As if I’m going to bother him on the road, but that’s so Henry.

      Bodhi’s eyes light up when he spots me, and he runs down the stairs and through the courtyard. “Jade! What are you doing here?”

      “Well.” I crouch down. “Mack is sick, and your dad is on the road, so it’s me and you for the next couple days.”

      He smiles and wraps his arms around my neck. “Best day ever,” he whispers, and my heart warms.

      “Come on, we’re going to get my stuff from my house before we head to yours.” I stand and take his hand, walking down the street toward my family home.

      “I wish I could walk to school,” he says when we’re halfway there.

      “Your dad and I used to walk this route to and from school, and we’d try not to step on any cracks in the sidewalk.” Which, looking down now, seems impossible. The sidewalk definitely needs replacing.

      He releases my hand and jumps over a crack. “Like this?”

      “Yep.” I skip a crack. “Watch out, it can get tricky.”

      The two of us jump from one open space to the other, and at one point, Bodhi is on his tiptoes, trying not to fall over.

      “This is fun,” he says, and it feels good to give him a first. For him to discover something he finds fun from me.

      “Well, it’s easy when you have those small feet.” I point out, and he looks down at his feet.

      “One day they’ll be big like Daddy’s.”

      I rustle his hair and stop at the bottom of my parents’ steps. “Yes, they will.”

      He jumps from the sidewalk to the bottom stair, so he doesn’t step on a crack. “Are Waylon and Owen home?”

      “No.” I give him a sad face. “They’re at practice.”

      “Oh.” There’s disappointment in his tone.

      I cover my heart with my hand. “Hey, I’m fun.”

      I insert the key in the lock, and he distracts me by placing his hand on my arm. I glance down, turning the key.

      “I’m really happy.” His smile warms every nerve in my body. Then he walks into my house, takes off his shoes, and holds out his bag. “Where do I put this?”

      “Just on the bench. Do you need help with your coat?”

      He shrugs it off and places it neatly on the bench with his bag.

      “Do you want a snack?” I ask, walking toward the kitchen.

      “Did Victoria bake cookies?” He’s so excited he’s skipping down the hall. I love this just me and him thing. We haven’t done much of that.

      I open the fridge and pull out an apple, then some peanut butter.

      “An apple?” He groans.

      “Yes, but I’ve got peanut butter to go with it. I’ve seen your dad make this for you.”

      He slides up on a stool.

      I wash the apple and grab a cutting board. “So, how was your day?”

      “Willow has a crush on Micha.”

      “A crush?” Seriously, they start with crushes this young?

      “Yeah, she wants him to take her to the carnival.”

      Oh, the St. Pat’s carnival—which isn’t much of a carnival at all, unless it’s changed since I went there. It’s just events the parents put on for the kids, and they can travel from classroom to classroom, playing games.

      “That’s not until the spring.”

      He nods. “Yeah. Guess she’s a planner.”

      I stifle a laugh and put the apple slices on the plate before spooning out peanut butter to go with it. Before I pass it over to him, I snap a picture with my phone and attach it to a text for Henry.

      
        
          
            
              
        Got Bodhi, and we’re at my house. Look, healthy snack.

      

      

      

      

      

      He doesn’t respond, and I hope that’s because he’s sleeping.

      “Did you send that to Daddy?” Bodhi scoops some peanut butter onto his apple and stares at my phone.

      “Yeah. He’s got a game tonight.”

      “Can we watch it?” he asks, and I have no idea if that’s something he usually does.

      “Do you watch them with Mack?”

      He shrugs. “Sometimes.”

      “Then let’s make some popcorn and watch the game. You are allowed to have popcorn, right?”

      He giggles and bites his apple. “Yeah,” he answers around a mouthful.

      Damn, the pressure to make sure I don’t screw this up is intense. Henry’s putting a lot of trust in me, and I don’t want to disappoint him.

      “Once you’re done, I’ll grab my bag, and we can go to your house.”

      Parking is insane over by Henry’s, so I plan to take an Uber.

      He nods, continuing to eat his apple.

      Later that night, our popcorn is popped, and we’re about to sit on the couch to watch Henry’s game when I remember something.

      “Bodhi, do you have homework?”

      His mischievous smile says he does.

      “Okay, get it out so we can get it done.”

      His body does a movement as if he lost all control over the muscles in his body, and he slides down the couch to the floor. “But Daddy’s game.”

      “We can have it on while you do it.”

      That’s probably not the best plan. Hopefully he won’t share that little tidbit with Henry.

      He groans but goes to his bag and pulls it out, dragging his feet as he comes over and drops the folder on the table. “It’s just my spelling.”

      Hopefully we can knock this out quickly, but I’m mad at myself for forgetting until now.
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      I’m in my hotel bed after the game when I dial up Jade. I’m one hour ahead of her, and that works in my favor tonight.

      “Hello,” she whispers.

      “Hey.”

      “Good game. We watched.” I hear a door shut in the background. “I was just doing some cleaning.”

      “You don’t have to clean my place,” I say, not wanting to put her out.

      “We made a mess with the popcorn.”

      I sit up to rest my back on the headboard. “Popcorn, huh?”

      “That’s okay, right?” I hate hearing the worry in her voice.

      “Yeah. He doesn’t have any allergies that I know about.”

      “I didn’t even think to ask,” she mumbles—more to herself than me, I think. “You got my text with the snack? Apple and peanut butter.”

      I push a hand through my hair. “Jade, you don’t have to send me pictures of what you’re feeding him. I just appreciate you doing this for me. It was a huge ask.”

      She’s quiet again for a beat. I feel as though I’m saying all the wrong things in this situation.

      “It really wasn’t.”

      “You’re busy.” I try to clarify what I mean when I’m really just hiding my own insecurities about us and our future.

      “It’s not a big deal. I’m just editing some pictures before putting them on my site. You know those ones I took in River North last weekend?”

      “They were great. I hearted them on your Instagram.”

      She laughs, and I’m glad to be off the Bodhi topic and on to other things. “My biggest fan.”

      “Always.” My hand runs down to my dick, and I squeeze it because it’s already half hard from hearing Jade’s voice. “Where are you right now?”

      “In your bedroom,” she says.

      “In my bed?” I ask.

      “Not yet.”

      “Climb in.”

      “Bossy.” I hear the rustling of the sheets and comforter.

      “Settle in.”

      “Your mattress is great. I can’t wait to sleep here tonight.” There’re more rustling sounds.

      “It’s torture to know it’s your first time overnight in my bed, and I’m not lying next to you.” A ding alerts me that I have a text. I open it to find a picture of the empty side of the bed she’s in. “You’re rubbing it in? I hate being gone like this.” I sound sullen even to my own ears.

      “You’ll be back before you know it. Now, Mr. Broody, where were you?”

      “Oh yes.” I scooch down the bed and shed my boxer briefs, tossing them to the floor. “Are you naked?”

      “No!” she whisper-shouts. “Your son is a room away.”

      I chuckle. “So, you’ll never be naked with him in the house?”

      “What if he comes in? I’ll just stay dressed.”

      “Jade, there will be a time I’m in that bed next to you, and I would prefer you to be naked.”

      “No, I mean, what if he heard us?”

      I’ve never had sex with Bodhi in the condo, but eventually Jade will move into our place, and we’re going to have sex with him a few doors down.

      “What are your plans right now?” I ask.

      She doesn’t say anything other than a “hmm.”

      “You were going to fake it?” No way she was going to pretend we were having phone sex and not actually be doing what she was saying.

      “Well…”

      “I demand that you slide your hand to that delicious pink pussy of yours.”

      “Henry,” she says with little fight in her tone.

      “Come on, let me get you wet with my words.” I grab my cock. “I’m stroking my cock imagining it’s your hand sinking under the waistband of my pajamas. I hope you’re bare.”

      “We’re going to pretend I’m wearing some sexy silk pajamas set, okay?” She laughs.

      I’d be cool if she’s wearing those flannel pants from that night she sneaked out. “Sure. But I’m naked already, so you can envision my fist around my hard cock.”

      “Shit, you don’t mess around,” she says in a breathy tone that makes my dick twitch in my palm.

      “Are your fingers on your clit?” I ask.

      The fact that she’s in my house, taking care of my kid has had turned me on all damn day.

      “Yeah.”

      “You know what I love best about fucking you?” I slide my precum all over the tip of my dick.

      “What?”

      “I love how you tense when you think I’m about to touch you in a sensitive area. It’s only for a split second, but I fucking love it. And then the small moans you make when I finally touch you, like it’s your way of telling me you like it and want more. The way your eyes hood with lust, but the look in them as you stare at me.” I groan deep in my throat. “Like I’m your savior and the only man to ever get you off.”

      “You know my body better than anyone.”

      “I know, baby, and I want you to remember that right now. It’s my fingers on your clit. It’s my fingers gently circling and playing with it.”

      “God, Henry.”

      “I wish I was there so I could coat my finger with your taste, tease your opening, and let you grind your pussy onto my palm, taking what you want, using me as your toy to get off. I want to see the way your breathing increases, how your lips part a smidge, and your hands fist the sheets. I want your body writhing, fighting to keep your orgasm at bay because you want to experience what I’m giving you even longer.”

      “Keep going,” she says.

      My fist runs up and down my cock faster now that I’m picturing her getting off in my bed. I use my free hand to squeeze my heavy balls. “Just when I think you’re on the brink, I remove my hand.”

      “What? No.”

      I chuckle because her voice is so damn cute. “I lie down on my back and ask you to get on top of me. Taking the tip of my dick, I run it along your wet folds, pushing it against your clit. Your fingernails dig into my pecs, and I watch you get right back to where I left you with my hands on your pussy. God, you’re soaked, baby.”

      “I am,” she confirms, and my fist moves faster along my shaft. “So wet.”

      “Are you ready for me?”

      “Yes.”

      “Grab the base of my cock and guide me into your pussy.” I close my eyes, imagining she’s really on top of me, and it isn’t my hand but her pussy clenching my dick.

      “Henry,” she says in the voice she uses when she’s about to come.

      “Do you feel how much I stretch you, how perfect I am for you? Your pussy was made for my cock and my cock only.”

      “Yes.”

      “Ride me and let me see those tits bounce.”

      “Oh shit.”

      “Bend forward so I can suck on your nipple. They look too good not to have my mouth on them.”

      “Fuck,” she says, panting.

      I keep pumping as the tingling in the base of my spine starts. “You feel my tongue swirling around your hard nipple. I suck hard and use my teeth because I’m a crazed man, desperate to have all of you. I crave you. Your tits. Your pussy. Only you, Jade.”

      “I’m coming!”

      I increase my speed, closing my eyes and envisioning her when she comes apart around my cock. I explode at the same time she does, the two of us panting over the phone as we reach our climaxes.

      A minute later, she sighs. “Shit, Henry, I think we could do a long-distance relationship if we had to. You’re so damn good at phone sex.”

      I chuckle. “Glad to hear it, since I think it might have to be our thing during the season.”

      “That was so good. I’m all tired now.”

      “I love you,” I say, tired myself. Traveling always adds to my exhaustion.

      “I love you too. You need to sleep.”

      “Thanks again,” I say, not wanting to get off the phone with her, but she has to be up early to get Bodhi to school, and I have another day of travel tomorrow.

      “You don’t have to thank me. Good night, Henry.”

      “Good night,” I say, and we hang up.

      I miss her as soon as I can’t hear her voice, and I almost pick up my phone again and say fuck our schedules, let’s talk all night like we used to when we were younger.

      I’ve been genuinely happy these last three years with Bodhi, but adding Jade to our mix, I find myself finally believing that maybe I can have everything. The family I feel like I missed out on after my parents died and my hockey career.
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      So far, we’ve made it two nights without any issues, and I’m proud of myself. Bodhi has had nutritious snacks and dinners. I packed him a lunch today that would challenge any moms on social media. Sure, I didn’t cut the fruit into shapes, but I did cut off his crust.

      I’m settling into this mom thing, and honestly, I think I’m kind of rocking it. I finish washing the dishes while Bodhi gets dressed.

      “Ready.”

      I turn to see him all dressed and ready. “Almost. Let me finish the dishes. I made you some protein banana pancakes.”

      His smile falls. “Oh.”

      “What?” The moms online said their kids love them.

      “Okay.”

      I wash the mixing bowl I used and dry it, turning around to see him chewing with his mouth open and a disgusted look on his face. Maybe I missed an ingredient because the videos all showed their kids asking for seconds.

      “Are they bad?”

      He nods. “They taste like cardboard. Can I have some milk?”

      “Oh yeah.” I never gave him a drink. Crap. Where was my mind? I know where it was. Trying to follow the recipe and mixing ingredients. Waylon and Owen are right, I’m not a cook in any sense of the word.

      I pour him a glass of milk and set it in front of him. He downs half the glass and stares at the plate.

      “You don’t have to eat them,” I say, reaching to take the plate.

      “No, I like them.”

      “You don’t. You already said they taste like cardboard.”

      He pierces his fork into one. “I was wrong.”

      “Nope.” I shake my head and take the plate. “But let’s go now so I can pick you up a muffin or something on the way.”

      “Chocolate chip?” he asks, eyes wide.

      “Sure.” I mean, I’m already failing at the breakfast thing anyway. Might as well fail spectacularly.

      We leave the condo, and our Uber is waiting for us. Jackpot.

      I ask our driver nicely if he can drive through the doughnut place and get Bodhi a chocolate muffin, and we still make it to the school early.

      “You’re gonna rock that spelling test today.” I hug him goodbye. “And we’ll celebrate tonight.”

      “Daddy comes home tonight?”

      “He does.” I run my hand down his arm. “You miss him?”

      He shrugs. I’m sure he does. Bodhi likes organization and routine while I pretty much go off whatever happens and roll with it.

      “When you wake up tomorrow, he’ll be home. And tonight, we’ll play that hot lava game you love.”

      His eyes widen, and he hugs me. “Bye.” He lets go and starts for the doors to the school.

      “Bye, sweetie,” I say.

      He stops and turns around.

      “What?”

      “You called me sweetie,” he says.

      I cover my mouth with my hand. “Oh, I’m sorry. Is that babyish?” I whisper.

      “No, I like it.” He smiles, and my heart melts, watching him walk into the school.

      “So, you’re playing mommy now?” Trina asks, coming over with her three mom gang members.

      “You’re lucky with Bodhi. He’s a cutie and polite,” the red-haired one says.

      “But that won’t last forever. Think you’ll be able to handle it when he throws himself on the ground in a fit of rage?” The curly-haired one slurps her fancy coffee drink.

      “I think that was chocolate on Bodhi’s cheek,” Trina says before sucking on the straw of what’s probably some green protein shake concoction.

      Shit, I didn’t check his cheeks or mouth for food. Did he brush his teeth before we left?

      “Relax, I’m sure you’re really good in bed. And you have that whole past with Henry going for you.” The red-haired one reaches forward to touch my arm, but I move it.

      Mean girls at this age? Seriously?

      I don’t say anything.

      “She hasn’t had kids, of course she’s good in bed. Let’s see how desirable she is with no sleep because she was up with a sick kid all night. Or when he comes home to a messy house and no dinner.” The curly-haired one shrugs with a laugh as if her point is made.

      “Yeah, I gotta go.” I walk back to my Uber.

      “Don’t worry, Jade, the chocolate thing is our little secret,” Trina says, and all of them laugh.

      I slide into my Uber, shaking my head, but mean girls know exactly where to shoot their arrows. I can’t deny they just hit a bull’s-eye on every one of my fears.
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      Later that night, we have Bodhi’s spelling test up on the fridge with a hundred percent sticker and have pizza for dinner. I didn’t have it in me to prepare another meal that he’d probably hate. Here I am after only a few days, and I’m giving up on everything I told myself I needed to do.

      Dinner is finished, and we’re in the living room playing the hot lava game where you can’t touch the floor at all, otherwise you’re dead.

      “The crocodile is coming, Bodhi, jump!”

      He laughs and hops onto the next pillow.

      I pretend to be following him through a swamp.

      “Jade, a hippo!” He points.

      I feign being scared, placing my hand over my chest and pretending to teeter on the edge of a pillow as if I might fall in the pretend lava. He jumps to my pillow and tugs me back so I’m standing up straight.

      “I saved you,” he says, and the pride on his little face fills my heart.

      “You sure did. We gotta scale the wall before that…” I’m at a loss for animals and where we are.

      “Elephant,” he says.

      Sure, we just got to the Sahara. Cool.

      “It’s an entire herd, you better hurry.” I push him.

      He hangs from the back of the couch, pretending he can’t climb up. “I need your help, I’m… not… strong… enough.”

      This kid needs to go into acting.

      I hop to the pillow and push him over the “wall.” He rolls over on the couch.

      “Phew.” I run my hand over my forehead. “That was close.”

      He pops up on his feet. “The momma is coming. She’s mad.”

      I look over my shoulder and jump over the edge of the couch.

      “Wow,” Bodhi says. “I want to do that.”

      “I’m kind of surprised I managed it.” I’m not the athletic type.

      He laughs but sobers quick. “The shark!”

      And we move from the Sahara Desert to the ocean.

      “The boat is rocking.” I use my feet to move my body back and forth as though waves are moving a ship. He does the same. “I don’t know if we’ll make it. Bodhi, a killer whale!” I place my hand on the edge of the couch. “It’s going to hit the boat, hold on.”

      He clings to the edge, but I pretend to be thrown from the “boat,” falling off the back of the couch and onto my back, the pillows not really helping as much as I thought they would.

      “Ouch.” I put my hand on my now-sore back. Shit, that hurt, but I don’t want Bodhi to think anything is wrong.

      “I’ll save you!”

      I look up to see Bodhi standing on the top of the back of the couch.

      “No, Bodhi,” I say, shaking my head, but he crouches and propels himself off the edge.

      I swivel on the floor, and it all happens in slow motion. Him flying through the air, me scrambling to catch him but not getting there fast enough. He crashes down on the floor.

      Oh shit.

      I slide over to him. “Bodhi, are you okay?”

      He’s crying, and I really hope this is a bruise or a little cut, but he rolls over holding his arm. His clearly broken arm.

      Oh my god, I broke Henry’s son.
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      We’re in the ambulance, and the paramedic hands me a clipboard. “Can you fill these out on our way to the hospital?”

      I stare at all the boxes and freeze. “Um…”

      “Jade, isn’t this so cool?” Bodhi asks, his eyes shifting in every direction inside the back of the ambulance.

      I’m sure he’s still in pain, but the paramedics stabilized his arm and gave him a basic pain reliever I’d seen Henry give him once when his throat was sore, so he’s in better spirits now.

      “The coolest,” I say dryly, and the paramedic snickers.

      “Are you still in a lot of pain, Bodhi?” he asks.

      “Listen,” I say, glancing at his patch, “Paramedic Bianco.”

      “You can call me Luca,” he says.

      “Okay, um… I’m not his mom, and I don’t have any of this information.” I bite my lip.

      “Do I need to call my brother?”

      I look at him, not understanding what his brother has to do with this.

      “Did you kidnap him? My brother is a police officer… well, detective now.” He laughs—probably at my pale face. “I’m kidding. It’s okay, just fill out what you know. So, are you the nanny?”

      “No,” Bodhi answers. “She’s my Jade.”

      Luca’s eyebrows raise, and he pauses, staring at Bodhi. “I know you.”

      “You do?”

      “Are you Henry Hensley’s son?” Luca asks.

      “Yeah. Do you know my daddy?” The way Bodhi sounds so proud warms my heart. He loves his daddy.

      “There was a fire a few months ago. My oldest brother gave you a plastic fireman helmet.”

      “That’s your brother?” Bodhi’s eyes widen in awe.

      Luca nods. “Yeah, he’s the chief.” He glances at me.

      “You and all of your brothers are first responders?” I ask, a little disbelieving.

      He chuckles and nods. “Yeah.” He points at me. “And we get a lot of those looks when people find out.”

      “Okay, well, I’m Henry’s girlfriend,” I whisper. “And this was my first time watching Bodhi.”

      His head rocks back in understanding.

      “How bad is it?” I bite my bottom lip.

      He cringes. “It’s broken.”

      Fuck. I mean, I knew it, but I was hoping that with my lack of medical training, I was somehow wrong.

      “You’ll know more when we get you to Children’s. They’ll do an X-ray.” He stops and thinks for a moment. “The Falcons are playing tonight, right?”

      I glance at my watch. “Right now.” I purse my lips. “He’s on the ice right now.” My breakdown starts with tears, but I try to keep myself composed for Bodhi. I can do this. “And I’m not sure how I can reach him, but…”

      “Is there anyone else you can call? Someone who might know?”

      I glance at Bodhi, who’s playing with a stress ball Luca gave him. “My stepdad.” When Luca’s eyebrows draw down, I shake my head. “It’s complicated.” I’m not getting into my life story in the back of the ambulance.

      Finally, we pull up to the hospital. Okay, I have to figure this out. And I have to be the one to call Henry.

      As they wheel Bodhi into the hospital, briefing the nursing staff as I follow aimlessly, my gut twists and turns with the thought of having to tell Henry when he’s so far away.

      While they move Bodhi from the stretcher to a bed, I call the only people I know can guide me through this.

      “Hello?” Reed answers. “Jade?”

      “I need you and Mom to come down to Children’s, and do you have any idea how I get a hold of Henry while he’s playing a game?” All the words come out in a rush, and I somehow manage not to break down in tears.

      He groans and sighs.

      Yeah, I screwed up.

      He puts the phone on speaker, and I tell him and my mom the entire story.

      “You let him break his arm?” Owen asks, laughing in the background.

      “I didn’t let him. It was an accident,” I snipe.

      “It happens. Okay, Reed and I are on our way,” Mom says. “And, Jade, don’t freak out. These things happen all the time.”

      “I’ll see about getting the news to Henry,” Reed says.

      “No. I want to be the one to call him.”

      “I’d dodge that bullet, sis,” Waylon says. “Let Dad take it. He’s way past his prime anyway.”

      “Excuse me?” Reed says, clearly insulted.

      “Your dad is still in his prime,” Mom says.

      “Can we revisit this line of conversation later? Just get me the number of who I need to call. I need to tell Henry myself.” Although I can’t deny I’d love to hand it off to someone else.

      “Sure thing. We’ll see you in a little bit,” Reed says.

      “If I don’t see you again, love you,” Owen says, and I click End, not wanting to hear their bullshit.

      I head into the room where one of the nurses asks me what happened, who I am to Bodhi, and where is his father. I answer all their questions. Then a doctor or intern or someone comes in and asks me all the same things again.

      “Am I going to get a cast, Jade?” Bodhi asks once everyone is out of the room.

      I track Henry’s game on my phone to see that they’re in the second period. I hate that he has no idea what’s happening right now. “I think so, but I don’t know.”

      “Willow had a purple cast. Can I get red?” He’s watching the TV mounted in the corner and not paying any attention to me.

      “I’m sure you can get whatever color you want.”

      Another nurse, or it could be social worker for all I know—there have been so many introductions, and I don’t know who anyone is—comes into the room. “So, what happened, Bodhi?” she asks, looking at me.

      Am I supposed to answer, or is he?

      “I broke my arm,” Bodhi says.

      “And how did you do that?” she asks, glancing at me again.

      “We were playing hot lava, and a killer whale tipped our ship. Jade fell in, and I dived in to save her.” Sweet Bodhi rehashes the entire thing.

      “What was a killer whale doing in the lava?” she asks.

      Bodhi shrugs with his good arm. “I don’t know. Jade said he was there.”

      She hums and lifts her gaze to me.

      “There were a lot of animals. We had elephants, hippos, crocodiles…”

      “All living in the lava, huh?” She arches an eyebrow.

      I want to bury my head into my hands from embarrassment.

      “So, we heard that your daddy plays for the Falcons?” she continues to quiz Bodhi.

      “He’s right wing.” As always, pride laces his tone.

      “Pretty cool, and who is Jade to you, Bodhi?”

      He looks at me, and his nose scrunches. “She’s my Jade.”

      “I know she’s Jade, but who is she to you?”

      “I’m Henry’s girlfriend.”

      “And my friend.” With his good arm, Bodhi covers my hand with his. “She’s ours.”

      My nose tickles, and my eyes sting, but I push back the tears. I am his. And he’s mine.

      “Oh, that’s nice,” she says. “Okay, I think the doctor is about to come in. I assume Dad is on his way since you can’t fill out the paperwork in its entirety?”

      “Yeah, can I talk to you outside?” I stand, running my free hand over Bodhi’s hair. “I’ll be right back.”

      I follow the woman who is definitely not my favorite person. Although I understand them worrying that I might have intentionally hurt Bodhi, and they only have his best interests at heart, I don’t love the feeling of being put under a microscope and judged.

      “So yeah, um… he’s in the middle of a game. Like, playing right now against Carolina. I have someone trying to find me a number, but…”

      “Jade!” Mom waves to me from down the hall and weaves through the throng of people over to me. “Is he okay?”

      “And who are you?” the woman asks.

      Mom’s back straightens. “I’m Victoria Warner, and Jade is my daughter.”

      “So still no one related to Bodhi?”

      “We are his family. We might not be blood or legally, but we are his family. My husband is parking the car. He’ll give you everything you need.” Mom turns her back and points at the room. “In there?” I nod, and she goes on in. All I hear is, “Oh, Bodhi, you tried to save Jade. My hero.”

      She’s so good with kids, you’d think I’d be better having had her as a role model.

      “I guess we’ll wait for your mom’s husband then.” She rolls her eyes.

      I’m pretty sure by the end of this, I’ll lose my patience with this woman.

      I’m in the room with Mom and Bodhi, him telling her the entire story of the animals trying to kill us and how we had to run and jump and leap. He’s still so excited even though he’s lying in a hospital bed.

      I’m tired of waiting, so I excuse myself and call Henry’s phone. It goes straight to voicemail. “Hey, Henry, it’s Jade. Could you call me when you finish your game? Um… I screwed up, and I’m really sorry. Bodhi’s fine. He’s good… well… don’t worry, he’s not in critical… oh shit. Just call me.”

      Not exactly the message I should have left him. I send him a quick text asking him to call me, hoping he gets that first.

      Reed walks in with his messenger bag across his chest. He doesn’t come over to me, but heads to the nurses’ station. He pulls out some paperwork, and they hand him the clipboard with the papers I couldn’t fill out.

      “Hey.”

      He glances at me. “I have the paperwork to act as the decision maker for Bodhi should Henry not be available. Just passed it on to the nurses.” He goes back to filling out the paperwork.

      “You do?”

      He smirks, not looking up. “Henry’s a planner, you know that. Of course, he wanted all the Ts crossed and Is dotted.”

      I nod because that’s so Henry, always prepared for the worst. He really needs someone in his life who can take that responsibility from him or at least share it. Maybe that person isn’t me.

      Reed finishes the paperwork and hands it back to the nurse. “We’re trying to get a hold of Henry. Where are we in the care that Bodhi needs?”

      “A doctor will be in to discuss it with you shortly.”

      The social worker peeks at Reed over my shoulder. Oh great, she’s back. “You’re Reed Warner, District Attorney?”

      “Yes.”

      Her gaze goes to me. “Boy, you know a lot of people.”

      “Excuse me?” Reed gives her an unimpressed look.

      “Oh nothing. Just first a Falcon and now the DA.”

      He doesn’t smile and doesn’t say anything back to her. “Where’s Bodhi?” he asks me, and I point at the room.

      We start to walk to the room, but my phone buzzes in my hand with Henry’s name on the screen. I hold it up to show Reed.

      “Are you sure? I’ll tell him,” he says.

      I shake my head. “No, I’ll be right there.”

      He squeezes my hand and nods, heading into Bodhi’s room.

      “Hey,” I say like a fucking idiot. “I screwed up.”

      “Jade, what happened?” The panic in his voice is evident.

      “His arm is broken.”

      “Fuck!” I hear a loud bang, and I assume he threw something.

      Guilt weighs like an anchor in my stomach. I did this.
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        Henry

      

      

      “I’m so sorry. We were playing a game. Remember the lava game and⁠—”

      “Where are you?” I cut her off.

      Somehow Reed got word to the team and told me to call Jade right away.

      “We’re at Children’s, waiting to hear from the doctor.”

      “Reed has permission. Fuck, I wish I was there.” I tear off my skates while the rest of the team celebrates our win.

      “He’s here and filled out the paperwork. I’m really sorry, Henry.”

      “Okay, I’m going to get out of here and on the plane. Just text me and keep me updated.” I hang up without saying goodbye so I can undress and get ready to go, just wanting to get the hell home to Bodhi and see with my own eyes that he’s okay.

      “What happened?” Rowan asks.

      “Bodhi broke his arm. He’s at Children’s.”

      Conor and Tweetie join us. Even Tweetie doesn’t say one sarcastic thing.

      “Shit, I’m sorry.” Conor puts his hand on my shoulder.

      “Just get fucking dressed so I can get on that plane and get home.” I strip down.

      “All right, everyone, let’s hurry. Daddy needs to get home to his kid. Move your asses,” Tweetie hollers to the group of players. “This is not a fucking drill. Alvin, get your fucking skates off.”

      He continues to call out people and light a fire under them to get going.

      Coach comes over as I’m shedding my pads. “The flight team is ready, and as soon as we’re all showered, we’re on the bus and on our way. You’ll be home soon. I know this is scary, but you have a great team in Chicago who will watch out for Bodhi. Just get showered and dressed.” He pats me on my back.

      He’s right. Bodhi has Jade. She can handle this, keep him distracted, and he loves her. He’s in good hands. And Reed’s got the paperwork and the authority to direct his care in case anything more happens. And Victoria surely came with Reed. Bodhi’s in good hands.

      I pull out my phone.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’ll get there as soon as I can. Thank you for being there with him.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I’d be nowhere else. Again, I’m so sorry, Henry.

      

      

      

      

      

      It was only an accident, but I just want to get home. Still, I’m worried. Will this make her run?

      Everyone moves faster than usual, and we’re on the plane within an hour. Coach Buford even declined interviews with the press, claiming an emergency without giving out any information.

      “It’s just a broken arm,” Rowan says. “Bones heal. We all know that.”

      “Yeah, I’ve broken, like, ten,” Conor says.

      “Ten?” Tweetie asks skeptically.

      “Yes, ten,” Conor says.

      I sit back in my seat as the plane taxis to the runway. I know they’re right, but it’s so hard not being there. I try to quiet the fears that say this is all too much for Jade. Shit, I forgot to message her back.

      I pull out my phone and quickly take it off Airplane Mode to type out a message before we take off.

      
        
          
            
              
        It was an accident, Jade, please don’t beat yourself up. I love you.

      

      

      

      

      

      A message pops up right before I hit Send. It must not have gotten through before when my phone was in Airplane Mode.

      
        
          
            
              
        He needs surgery. But they aren’t doing it until the pediatric surgeon is here in the morning. They’ll wait for you. I’m sorry.

      

      

      

      

      

      The plane barrels down the runway, and I feel it lift into the air as I switch my phone back to Airplane Mode.

      “Fuck!” My head hits the back of my seat, and I squeeze my eyes shut.

      It will all be okay. It has to be.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Sixty

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Jade

      

      

      “Surgery! Oh my god.” I’m in the hallway with my mom. “Henry’s going to kill me.”

      “No, he’s not. It was an accident, Jade. That’s all. Kids break bones every day.”

      I lean against the wall, and my mom takes my hand and leads me to a chair in the corner of the waiting room where we have some privacy.

      “He didn’t even answer my text,” I say, showing her my phone that’s been glued to my hand.

      “Stop it. You’ve been putting too much pressure on yourself.”

      “No, I haven’t,” I say.

      She raises her eyebrows.

      “I’m not like you. I’m not a mom.”

      “No, you’re not,” she says, leaning back in her chair.

      “Gee, thanks.”

      “I didn’t say you can’t be one, but you’re not one. You aren’t married to Henry yet. You didn’t adopt Bodhi. No one wakes up one day and is a fully capable mom. Plus, just so you know, when you have a baby, the maternal instincts don’t just click on like they’ve been dormant until the moment the baby comes out.”

      “But you do everything perfect.” My shoulders slump.

      She scoffs and rolls her eyes. “Perfect? You just don’t remember because kids are resilient.”

      On my fingers, I tick off all the things she’s amazing at. “You’re a schedule keeper, you made me eat my vegetables, I never missed a party or was late anywhere⁠—”

      “You’re delusional.”

      “Gee thanks.”

      She leans forward and takes my hands. “You want to know what Bodhi’s going to remember about breaking his arm?”

      I cringe. “The pain. The surgery. The fact that I should’ve been protecting him.”

      She laughs. “No. He’s going to remember that he was playing a fun game with you, and he’s going to remember the ambulance ride and the way the medical staff fawned over him. He’s going to remember you holding his hand, and he’s going to remember all the ‘get well’ balloons and gifts he’s going to get while he’s recovering. He’s not going to remember the pain of breaking it or the discomfort of the recovery because you and Henry are going to spoil him rotten out of guilt.”

      “So I should feel guilty?” I ask, my knee bouncing. I wish Henry could just be here.

      “You shouldn’t feel guilty for playing a fun game and having an accident happen. He’s a kid, and just because you’re not a weathered mother doesn’t mean you did anything wrong. Some days you might have caught him, and others turn out like this. Raising kids is hard, and the guilt a parent feels is a real thing. You’ll always question if you did right or if you made the right call. And it doesn’t matter how old your children are. Even now, I feel like I’m giving you good advice, but I might be home later in bed and think I shouldn’t have said this or that… it’s a curse. But I think it’s what makes a good parent. It shows you really care.” She shrugs.

      “But…”

      “No. There are no buts, Jade. The mother in me that you remember are times when you were really happy or extremely sad. You remember me taking you away from your dad and leaving Los Angeles because it made you sad. But I bet you also remember walking to school with me, us baking cookies on the first cold fall day, or me taking you to get fast food. I moved here to help my mom, yes, but also because I needed my mom’s help. It’s hard to do it all on your own. You don’t remember me running your permission slip to the school because they wouldn’t let you get on the bus for the field trip because I forgot. I could write a hundred pages front and back with the mistakes I’ve made or the times I didn’t have it all together. No mom ever has it all together. They might pretend they do, but I can assure you, they don’t. We’re all just doing our best.”

      “Do you think… I know I’m not… but could I be a good mom?”

      She smiles and squeezes my hands. “Motherhood isn’t about planning and making sure they eat their vegetables. It’s about protection and strength and love. You need to protect the child from harm, have the strength to let them fail and learn the lessons, and love them unconditionally. Trust that they’ll fall but help them pick themselves up. I know you’ll be a loving and caring mother. And I’m pretty sure that little boy already knows that, and that’s why he’s picked you.”

      Tears fall down my cheeks. “I really love him. Both of them.”

      “I know, bug. I know. And they love you.”

      “Henry is going to be mad,” I whisper.

      She laughs. “Oh no, he’s not. Jade, you’ve held that boy’s heart forever. He’s not going to be mad at you. He’s just a scared dad right now trying to get home to his son and the woman he loves. I guarantee he’s just as worried about you as he is Bodhi.”

      I suck in a breath. “Why?”

      She stares at me for a beat, and for a moment, I wonder if she’s going to continue. “I think he’s still scared that his life is too crazy. His schedule, having Bodhi. Henry’s always been guilty of worrying about everyone else first. My guess is that he probably thinks that what happened might have freaked you out. Which it did. But now is when you show him that you’re ready and not going anywhere.”

      When I don’t say anything, she leans in. “And you are, Jade. You’re ready to take this step. Everyone needs a little reassurance sometimes. Show him that you’re signing up to be his person, someone who stands by his side and makes sure he’s okay.”

      “How do I do that though? I’ve been telling him over and over.”

      She laughs. “You do it by being here when he arrives from the airport. You do it by showing up for him and Bodhi, over and over. After a while, those fears will diminish and eventually dissolve.”

      “Hey, you two.” Reed peeks his head out of the room. “Bodhi wants you, Jade.”

      Mom nods at me as if telling me now is the time.

      “Thanks,” I say.

      I stand, and she does too. We hug one another.

      “You’re going to be great. You had a great role model.” She laughs and runs her hand down my back.

      “I did. I really did. Thank you, Mom.”

      “It was an honor to see you get here.” She pulls back and runs her hand over my cheek. “Grandma would be so happy to see you and Henry where you’re at.”

      The mention of my grandma almost makes me burst into tears again, but I manage to keep it together. “Thanks.”

      “Now go cuddle that boy.”

      I smile and walk back into the room. Bodhi’s arm is in a sling, and they changed him into a hospital gown while I was talking to my mom.

      “Hey, sweetie.”

      “I’m tired, but I can’t get comfortable.” He shifts right and left in the hospital bed.

      “Here.” I crawl into the bed and put my arm behind him, careful of his arm on the other side. He nuzzles into me and rests his head by my upper arm and chest. “Better?”

      “Yeah,” he says, his voice growing heavy with sleepiness.

      My eyelids shut, but I don’t want to sleep because I want to cherish this moment. The first time Bodhi has really and truly felt like mine.
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      “What are you doing?” I ask the guys as they follow me into my Uber.

      “Going with you,” Conor says as if it’s obvious.

      Tweetie slides into the front seat. “You don’t mind, right?” he asks the driver.

      The driver shakes his head even though it looks like a clown car with all of us piled in this tiny thing.

      “Bodhi’s having surgery. We’re all going to be there for him.” Rowan pats my shoulder, sliding in next to me.

      Once again, this group of guys is showing up for me. I have no words to express my gratitude.

      The drive to the hospital feels as if it lasts forever even though we’re fortunate there’s hardly any traffic since it’s so late. I pull up to the emergency entrance and rush inside.

      After I show my ID, the guys hang back as the nurse escorts me through the doors and winds me through what feels like the maze of an emergency room.

      “Right through there,” she says and signals to a door.

      I open the sliding door and stop, my bag slipping off my shoulder. Bodhi is curled into Jade’s body, and she has her arm wrapped protectively around him, her cheek on the top of his head. They’re both asleep.

      Reed is in a chair in the corner, and his eyes spring open, so I must have woken him. He stands and signals for us to leave the room when I really just want to crawl into that bed with them. Hug Bodhi tight and kiss Jade, telling them I’m here and everything will be okay.

      “Come on a walk with me,” Reed says in a low voice.

      I start to walk farther into the room.

      “Let them sleep.”

      He’s right. If Bodhi’s having surgery early this morning, he needs his rest.

      I slide my bag into the room and follow Reed. We walk toward the waiting room, and the three guys say hello to Reed, getting relaxed on the furniture. God knows what the other people in here think.

      After the hellos are over, the two of us get cups of coffee and head into the corner of the waiting room where we have more privacy.

      “You okay?” Reed asks.

      I nod. “Just happy I’m here now.”

      “I’ll bet. So, his surgery is at seven in the morning. The pediatric surgeon has looked at the break, and he’ll explain everything to us when they prep him. Everyone has been great, but… Jade.”

      The muscles in my chest tighten. “What?” She’s in there with my son, holding him and taking his fears away. What could he possibly say to me?

      “I just want you to know that this was hard for her. She was questioned a lot about who she was, her relation to Bodhi, her relation to you, and what exactly happened.”

      “They thought she might have hurt him?” I ask, able to read the subtext of Reed’s lawyer talk.

      “Yes. Now that’s standard protocol when a kid comes in with an injury, but she’s sensitive as to where she fits in your life. And all these people asking her things she didn’t know the answers to…”

      “I was scared she wouldn’t be here.” Admitting my fear out loud makes me feel like a dirtbag. “That this was all too much for her.”

      He nods. “You know, when I first got together with Victoria, Jade scared the shit out of me.”

      I chuckle. “Why? What did you have to hide?”

      “Nothing but fear. I thought she’d sense how afraid I was. I’d never had a kid. I didn’t know how to be a parent or if that was even a role I should take on. I always toed a line with her, but now that she’s older, I think I’ve done a pretty good job. We both have, and I’m really proud of our relationship. I also have Victoria to thank for that. She never stood in the way.”

      “Are you saying I’m so worried I’m hindering the process?”

      He nods and sips his coffee. “You’re a little protective, which I get. She hurt you, and you hurt her, and you don’t want Bodhi to be hurt either. But in doing that, you’re not allowing her to figure out where she fits. I’m not gonna lie and tell you she didn’t cry tonight. That she didn’t feel so guilty I, too, was worried I’d turn around, and she’d be gone. But she’s here, and that’s what matters.”

      I hate the fact she went through all of that without me. How different it would’ve been if I had been here. But then maybe she still would’ve felt as though she was standing on the outside of a bubble Bodhi and me were in.

      “I don’t want to push her too fast, but I want it all at the same time. I want to marry her, have her adopt Bodhi.”

      He smiles then laughs and leans back in his seat. “It’ll all come in time, but I wanted to remind you of something. I may have been a rock star of a stepdad, but we do have to consider what Pete did. Victoria has always told me of her fears for Jade, especially when it came to you.”

      My forehead wrinkles. “What?”

      “You lost your parents at a young age, and that helped form who you are today. How you think you can wrap your arms around someone and take every laser strike to prevent them from hurting. That didn’t work before. Jade has come in second to her dad’s career her entire life. And because of that, she sacrifices herself to be with others. She really seems to be finding herself this time, and I don’t think I have to tell you this, but I’ve always felt like a father figure to you, and I would tell the boys the same, so I want to share it with you. I hope I’m not overstepping.”

      “You’d never overstep. I appreciate everything you’ve done for me for all of these years.”

      He sighs. “She needs you to loosen the reins.”

      “I know that,” I rush out.

      “She needs the freedom and support to find out what kind of person she’ll be—with you, to Bodhi, and in this next stage of her life. It’s not a ‘you fit here’ situation. Jade has a history of allowing herself to fall into those roles to make sure she doesn’t feel less than, which, ironically, is exactly what leads to her feeling that way. Take it from me—it’s a really fucking scary thing to come into an already existing family. If you think you have to be a certain way, that’s only going to make it feel impossible to ever fit in.”

      “But I don’t put any demands on her. I just want her. All of her.”

      He pats me on the knee. “I know. I do. You’re well-intentioned, but all I’m saying is to let her find her confidence on her own. That means you can’t save her, which I know is really hard for you. It’s not your job to save her. Your job is to pick her up if she falls and make sure she can trust that you’ll be there every time without judgment.”

      I rock back in my seat and really let his words sink in. He’s right. I’ve been hindering us this whole time, even though I was trying to help. I nod. “Thanks. I think I needed to hear that.”

      He sips his coffee. “Now go join your family.”

      Conor comes over and takes my seat when I stand. “I’m next.”

      “For?” Reed asks, eyebrows drawing down.

      “Life advice.”

      Reed gets comfortable in his seat and rests his ankle on his knee. “All right, let’s hear it.”

      I walk away shaking my head at how lucky I got when he was assigned to be my Big Brother. It literally changed the trajectory of my life, and I still have no idea how to truly thank him.

      Scratch that. Yes, I do.

      By being the man, I need to be to his stepdaughter.
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      A large hand runs down my back, and I open my eyes to find Henry standing next to me. He’s in his button-down dress shirt and slacks from his suit, looking mouth-wateringly gorgeous. In the middle of a freaking hospital.

      “Hi.” My voice is raspy with sleep.

      “Hey.” He bends down and kisses me, then kisses Bodhi’s forehead. “Hard day, huh?”

      Tears well in my eyes. “I’m sorry, Henry.”

      He shakes his head. “Stop apologizing. It was an accident, it happens.”

      “But—”

      “No. There’s no buts here, Jade.” He tucks my hair behind my ear and bends down again to kiss me, but when he’s millimeters from my lips, he stops. “Thank you for taking care of him.” He presses his lips to mine again.

      “I think there’s some room for you to join us.” I pat the other side of Bodhi.

      He walks around and gently gets on the bed. I slide over as much as I can, and he’s careful of Bodhi’s broken arm in the sling. He stares at it and blows out a breath. “It must have been scary.”

      “For you too.”

      His eyes meet mine. “For both of us.”

      I nod because it was. But I feel so much better now that he’s here.

      He takes my hand. “Jade, I’ve been going about this the entirely wrong way. I’ve only been opening the door a little bit for you instead of giving you full access.”

      “It’s okay. This is hard.”

      “Yeah, it is, but we can make it easier, I think.” He glances down at Bodhi, and so do I. “I want to do this with you, but I don’t want to overwhelm you. But I want you to move in with me, and I want you to raise Bodhi with me. One day I hope you’ll marry me, and I’d love to make another Bodhi with you. Actually, more than one. Does that scare you?”

      My chest fills with so much happiness and gratitude for having this man back in my life that it feels near bursting.

      I laugh and shake my head. “No. I feel like I’m just finding my footing though, trying to push away the nerves and fear that I’m doing it wrong. But I don’t want to find out who I am in this role with anyone but you.”

      He blows out a breath. “Thank God. That makes me really happy.”

      “So, what exactly are we agreeing to?”

      “I think you just agreed to marry me,” he says, cockiness in his tone.

      “You’re gonna need to get down on one knee with a ring, buddy. I didn’t wait this long to get engaged to have my proposal be in a hospital room, with bedhead and swollen eyes.”

      He laughs and squeezes my hand. “Will you move in with us?”

      I nod. “Yeah.” A tear runs down my cheek, and I wipe it away. “God, these happy tears are killing me.”

      He raises his hand and shoos mine away. “That’s my job.” He wipes the tears from my face as we stare at one another.

      If he’s thinking the same thing I am, he’s marveling over the fact that after all these years, we’ve finally arrived here.

      Bodhi wiggles, and his eyes open, focused on me.

      “Look who’s here.” I nod toward Henry.

      He turns his head, and a relieved sigh slips out of him. “Daddy!”

      “Hey, bud. Broken arm, huh?” Henry acts so cool about it.

      “Yeah, Jade came up with this game where she lays pillows on the ground and these animals are chasing or swimming after us. I tried to save her from a killer whale.” He frowns. “I shouldn’t have jumped.”

      Henry glances at me. “I don’t know, I’d probably dive into killer whale waters to save her too.”

      “Then you would have broken your arm,” he says.

      Henry nods. “Yeah, but I’d have it no other way. But I do think Jade’s pretty strong and could probably save herself too.”

      I smile at Henry, and he winks at me.

      “She made these protein banana pancakes.” Bodhi cringes and shakes his head as if I can’t see him.

      “Hey, you said you kind of liked them,” I tease.

      Henry laughs. “I guess I’ll make the pancakes, and Jade plans the games?”

      “Yep.” Bodhi nods and looks between both of us. He picks up my hand and places it over his stomach, then puts Henry’s hand on top of mine. Then he covers them with his own and smiles.

      I have no doubt we’re on our way to that happily ever after people talk about, but I’m also sure there will be some roadblocks or speed bumps along the way. Hey, that’s life. It’s who you travel the road with, not the smoothness of the ride.
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      “Are you all packed?” I peek my head into Bodhi’s room to find him trying to zip his suitcase closed. I wink, and he smiles, nodding.

      We’re heading to Holland because that’s the place Bodhi picked. He wants to see the sunsets there. I wasn’t opposed because I really want a do-over where I’m on that plane to Holland with Jade.

      I return to the master bedroom and find Jade struggling with her luggage also.

      “I think I overpacked,” Jade says, trying to get her suitcase off the bed.

      “What do you have in here?” I lift it for her and put it next to mine on the floor.

      We’re not leaving until tomorrow, but we wanted to make sure we had everything ready to go tonight because we’re heading to Reed and Victoria’s to celebrate the end of the season. At least that’s what Jade thinks we’re headed over there for.

      Sadly, we didn’t win the Cup like most predicted, but we made it into the final round. I know next year is ours. At least, I hope so.

      “Ready?” I ask, wrapping my arm around Jade’s waist and kissing her. “I can’t wait to travel with you. Our first big trip.”

      “Are you sure Bodhi will be okay on a flight that long?” She wipes her lipstick off my lips with her thumb.

      “He’ll be fine, and if not, I’m going to tell everyone he’s yours, and I’m the manny.”

      She shakes her head with a laugh.

      “Kissing again?” Bodhi asks, skidding to a stop in the doorway.

      I shake my head and abandon Jade to pick up Bodhi, putting him over my shoulder. “You like us kissing. You spied on us kissing, remember?” His belly laugh keeps me going.

      “Let him go.” Jade comes up and holds out her arms. I let her take Bodhi, and he wraps his arms and legs around her as she turns her back to me. “I’ll protect you.”

      I reach around them and tickle Bodhi. We all laugh, then a knock sounds on our door.

      “Saved by one of your uncles,” I say to Bodhi.

      Jade releases him, and he slides to his feet, dodging me to go to the door.

      I decided to tell Bodhi to call Rowan, Conor, and Tweetie uncles and give them the respect they deserve as important men in his life. After Reed talked to me, I realized how important it is to surround yourself with all kinds of different role models. Even Tweetie has qualities I’d love for Bodhi to replicate.

      Bodhi opens the door with me right behind him.

      “Ready?” Conor asks.

      Finally, the Chicago weather has turned warm. All the guys stand on the other side of the door, along with Kyleigh. Jade grabs her purse, and I follow her out the door.

      We arrive at Reed and Victoria’s twenty minutes later, and I’m thankful they were all able to keep their mouths shut. I was worried Tweetie wouldn’t be able to resist using some coded language that would make Jade dig into what he was talking about.

      As soon as we get there, Bodhi runs off to the basement with Owen and Waylon. The rest of the gang settles around the island, eating some of the appetizers Victoria’s placed there. I’d asked Eloise to be here, but she said something came up. I think that might disappoint Jade, but I’m still continuing on with my plan.

      Victoria comes over to us. “Can I talk to you both for a minute?”

      She sounds serious, and I wonder what this could be about. Jade and I exchange a look before we nod.

      “Sure,” I say.

      “We’ll be back, Reed,” she says.

      Jade and I each give each other a questioning look. Victoria walks to the front door and keeps it open for us to follow.

      “Mom, the party is…”

      “I know. Just humor me.” She walks down the stairs, and I take Jade’s hand, following.

      Victoria turns left on the sidewalk and heads up the walkway to Jade’s grandma’s house, where she inserts a key into the lock.

      “What are we doing here?” Jade asks.

      “You okay?” I place my hand on her back, leaning in to make sure seeing all her grandma’s things isn’t going to upset her.

      She nods.

      There isn’t any furniture in the house though. Still, it’s like a time warp. I think of all the times her grandma watched us while Reed and Victoria went out. The sleepovers on the family room floor, the late snacks at the dining room table. Jade steps a little closer to me, and I wrap her in my arms because I’m sure she’s remembering our time here as well.

      “Your grandma left me this house when she passed. It took me about a year until I was ready to go through everything, then I got to thinking about whether I wanted to sell the property. And I couldn’t do it. Couldn’t sell it to some developer who would gut it—or worse, demolish it to build a multi-unit property. I know it’s old, and you guys would probably want to do the same, but at least you’d cry doing it.” She laughs, although it sounds empty.

      Victoria steps forward, holding out the key.

      “Mom,” Jade says.

      “It’s yours. We’d love to have you next to us, but we also know the family you’ve made at the…” She rolls her eyes. “The Nest is important to you.”

      “We can’t just accept the house.” Jade shakes her head, eyes wide.

      “Victoria, it’s too much. You could get a lot of money for this.”

      She smiles. “I appreciate that, but she would’ve been happy to give it to the both of you. Seeing you two making it would have really made her believe in true love again.” She laughs.

      Jade’s grandma had been divorced a long time when I first met her and apparently had a pretty awful ex-husband.

      “Thank you,” Jade says with tears in her eyes.

      Her mom drops the key in Jade’s hand.

      “Thank you, Victoria,” I say, knowing those words alone aren’t enough.

      She opens her arms and hugs us. “You’re welcome. I’m gonna go next door to make sure everyone is handled.”

      “Hey, can you send Bodhi over?” I ask.

      “Sure.” She smiles and hopefully it doesn’t give anything away to Jade.

      Jade spins around. “A house.” Her shoulders fall. “An old house.”

      “Your grandma’s house.”

      She nods, and her gaze falls to every corner. “I loved this house.”

      “Me too.”

      She leans her head on my chest, and I tighten my arms around her. “This is where our friendship bloomed.”

      “I know.”

      She pulls back. “I’m sure we can figure out a way to redo it, but…” She stops. “Maybe we shouldn’t leave The Nest. You probably don’t want to be away from your teammates.”

      I laugh. “Last I checked, I’m a grown adult, not a frat boy. I think it would be good for us to live here next to your parents. Waylon and Owen.”

      She hums. “Do I really want to share you with all those people?” She taps her lips.

      “Plus, we’re not far from the guys. We can go to Peeper’s, and we have built-in babysitters next door. It’s really a win.”

      She nods. “I guess we can talk about it in Holland, but I do love the idea of making this our own. It feels full circle.”

      “Here he is,” Owen says and leaves Bodhi with us, shutting the front door behind him.

      “What is it?” Bodhi asks.

      I eye him because it’s time. I was going to do it in front of everyone, but it feels right to do it here now. It’s perfect.

      Jade walks into the kitchen, looking around. “There’s not a ton of space in here. It felt so much bigger when we were younger, you know?”

      “Hey Jade, I just remembered you forgot something for Holland,” I call.

      I fall to my knee, and Bodhi does the same beside me. We both pull the ring boxes from our pockets.

      “What did I forget?” Thankfully, she comes to the archway from the kitchen to the family room.

      I open the ring box to reveal a diamond ring nestled in velvet. Bodhi opens his that holds a ring with our three birthstones set along a band.

      “Say yes,” Bodhi says.

      “Buddy.” I shake my head and chuckle.

      Jade glances at him, and her eyes well with tears. Happy tears.

      “Jade, I probably first realized I loved you within these walls. You’ve always been my person. There’s never been anyone else. But this ring comes with a promise from me. A promise to be your support, your constant, your anchor. I will be your partner in every sense of the word. Please do me the honor of finally becoming my wife and marry me.”

      Bodhi clears his throat. Where did he learn that from?

      “Us. Marry us.” I wink at Bodhi, and he smiles, inching his box closer to her.

      “So, it’s a two-for-one thing?” She waves her finger between us.

      “Afraid so.” I shrug.

      “And you’re sure I can’t just take Bodhi?” She giggles and steps closer. “Yes. I’ll marry you.”

      “Both of us?” Bodhi confirms, and she steps over to him first.

      “Want to slide it on?” She holds out her right hand and wiggles her ring finger.

      Bodhi takes the ring out of the box and slides it onto her finger.

      “I love it, Bodhi.” Jade holds out her hand and studies the ring.

      “It’s my birthstone.”

      “I know, that’s why I love it.” She squats, and he hugs her tightly around her neck.

      I get choked up watching the two of them together.

      “Can I go back and play now?” he asks.

      We both laugh.

      “Sure,” I say.

      He rushes out of the house, and we hear Owen telling him to come over.

      Jade stands, and I take the diamond ring out of the box and place it on the tip of her left ring finger. “I’ve waited more than a decade to do this.”

      I slide on the ring, and she holds her hand in the air.

      “It’s beautiful. Oh my god, Henry, you spent way too much.” She leans over, and I capture her lips in a kiss that I hope cements my promise to her.

      “It’s never too much when it comes to you.”

      “I love you, Henry.”

      “I love you, Jade.”

      Pounding on the window behind us steals our attention, and we turn to find everyone watching us through the glass, Bodhi in the middle of them.

      Our family. And I wouldn’t trade any of them… not even Tweetie.
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      Three weeks later, we’re back from Holland and at Eloise’s wedding. I’m in the church pew with Rowan and Kyleigh to my left since Jade is in the wedding party.

      We were both unsure if Eloise would end up here, but supposedly the wedding is on.

      Eloise’s groom, Tristan—who feels a little like a frat guy who never grew up—stands at the front of the church with his groomsmen. I’m pretty sure they’ve been drinking based on their lack of seriousness on this important day.

      The music starts, and the bridesmaids walk down the aisle, Jade bringing up the rear in a conservative pink satin dress that hides her legs. I can’t wait to see it on our floor tonight.

      We decided to move out of The Nest and are renting a house close by while our house is being renovated. We just felt as though we needed a little more room for ourselves, especially since Jade is still weirded out at the idea of doing it with Bodhi’s room being right next door. Conor and Tweetie’s roommate situation has outlived its desirability for them both, so Conor moved into my old place.

      After lots of discussion, Jade and I decided to add an entire floor to her grandma’s place so that there’s room to grow our family. We’re interviewing contractors now, and thankfully, Reed knows some woman named Maddie who makes a living flipping houses. He thinks she’ll be perfect.

      The bridal march starts and everyone stands and turns their attention to the back of the church. Eloise stands at the end of the aisle before the white runner with flowers strewn over it, and she forces a smile. I look at the groom and find him talking to his best man instead of staring at Eloise.

      She’s not looking at him either. I’m not sure I’ll be able to keep my eyes off Jade at our wedding.

      Eloise walks down the aisle and doesn’t really look up or smile. Her gaze never falls to Tristan, and he’s too busy snickering with his friends to give her the attention she deserves. Jade bites her lip and whispers something to Eloise as she hands Jade the bouquet, but Eloise shakes her head and turns to face Tristan.

      “Everyone may be seated,” the officiant says. He begins the ceremony, and the entire time, Eloise appears fidgety, glancing at the door. Then the officiant gets to the part that always makes me hold my breath, though I don’t know why. Nothing’s ever happened. “Does anyone have any objections as to why these two shall not be married today?”

      The doors of the church burst open, and I startle with the loud boom of them hitting the walls.

      “I object!” a familiar voice shouts from the end of the aisle.

      I turn to see who it is. “Conor?”

      What the hell is going on?
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      Whoa! How does Conor know Eloise? Why is he stopping her wedding? Up next for The Nest gang is a stop the wedding, he falls first, help me cross off my list, and the swooniest Falcon player, Conor Nielsen!

      
        
        CLICK HERE if you love it when the hero is pining away for the heroine.
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      CLICK HERE to find out who wants responsibility for getting Henry and Jade back together and what Eloise asks Jade right before she walks down the aisle.

      
        
        *Please note by downloading the bonus scene you are agreeing to join our newsletter if you’re not already a subscribed member.
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      Oh, Henry and Jade… they just refused to stop talking to us. Just when we thought we had their story nailed down, it twisted and turned, and we’d discover something new about them.

       

      We both love second chance romances, but we didn’t expect Henry and Jade’s story to be so emotional and heartfelt. We definitely didn’t expect their book to be almost a hundred thousand words! That’s twenty thousand more than Rowan’s, but every scene we wrote took us to another one and kept going and going. In a great way, obviously, just not when you’re chasing a deadline. Haha. We didn’t even really write ourselves into a corner that we had to get out of. Surprising!

       

      Henry and Jade first appeared in Smitten with the Best Man (previously Manic Monday) as two seven-year-olds who became fast friends when Jade moved to Chicago. And that’s all we knew, so we had full reign to plot their story however we wanted. We wanted them to have a long and tangled past which led them to have to get through a lot of issues to get their happily ever after. Add on Bodhi, Henry being a single dad and that’s how it became such an emotional book.

       

      So, what changed from plotting to page…

       

      Originally, Jade was going to just show up with Tweetie as a girl he picked up. But we quickly realized that there was no way Jade and Henry wouldn’t have remained connected because of Reed and Victoria. So that idea was scraped and it’s probably best that it was.

       

      Second, they would have never crossed over from being just friends until the book started, but we liked the idea of this being a second chance romance, so we plotted out their dating in high school through college.

       

      Third, she wasn’t going to be Bodhi’s teacher until the end of Rowan’s book, and we realized that we needed them to be forced into proximity.

       

      Fourth, the black moment… ugh… we had a lot of things thrown around. Pete (Jade’s dad) returns, saying he’s quitting his law practice and marrying some woman which would throw Jade in a tailspin. Jade’s ex returning and asking for a second chance which would send Henry into a tailspin. Another was that Henry begins to play badly and moved to the second line and that would set both into a tailspin. But none of those felt “right” to us and as you know now, we went a different direction.

       

      New things that popped up while writing…

       

      Bodhi’s POV. Believe it or not, adding it was a debate, but it felt right. After all, this was his story, too.

       

      The plotting by Bodhi and the teammates to get them together.

       

      Henry’s dirty talk. He may not like it, but he has a little “Daddy” energy in him. LMAO

       

      Her twin brothers stealing some page time and their adorable relationship with Bodhi (aka Bodzilla).

       

      Bodhi getting hurt as the moment all their issues come to a head and having Reed and Victoria be the ones to guide them into the light.

       

      We absolutely loved writing this book and their story. And we’re eager to get to Conor’s and Tweetie’s stories. There’s been something magical with this series and this group of guys that just gets us extra excited when they all come on the page together. They’re not just teammates but a true found family!

       

      As always, we have a lot of people to thank for getting this book into your hands…

       

      Nina and the entire Valentine PR team. The organization, the promotion, the way you keep us on point with deadlines. We appreciate you SO much!

       

      Cassie from Joy Editing for line edits who once again accepted a rush from us and even then, got her some chapters late because these characters in this series just refused to stop talking to us.

       

      Ellie from My Brother’s Editor for line edits and proofing. We give you barely any time, but you always come through.

       

      Hang Le for the discreet cover and branding for the entire series, which is always top tier. Your talent and eye are unmatched.

       

      Buerosued for our illustrated cover. Your work is amazing and we’re so happy to be working with you on this series. Thank you for bringing Henry, Jade and Bodhi to life!

       

      All the bloggers who choose to read us when you have so many options out there. We’re appreciative and honored to be on your list of must-reads and love reading all your reviews, edits, and more.

       

      All the Piper Rayne Unicorns who support us every day, all day. We’d be lost without you answering our polls and telling us what you love and hate. We strive to give you the best Piper Rayne experience, and we can’t say much else except that you’re awesome and unmatched!

       

      You, the reader, who has an abundance of books to choose from—thank you for picking up one of ours. We hope you enjoyed the story and want to continue the series.

       

      And yeah, we know… that ending with Conor… did you even know Conor knew Eloise? So many questions left to be answered…

       

      xo,

      Piper & Rayne
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      Piper Rayne is a USA Today Bestselling Author duo who write “heartwarming humor with a side of sizzle” about families, whether that be blood or found. They both have e-readers full of one-clickable books, they're married to husbands who drive them to drink, and they're both chauffeurs to their kids. Most of all, they love hot heroes and quirky heroines who make them laugh, and they hope you do, too!
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