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            Prologue

            Devin

            Five years ago

         

         I walk toward the barn eager to steal a little solitude for a few minutes. The day has been a whirlwind. I’m happy—and I’m happy that everyone who loves me is happy for me and here to show it. Everyone wants to talk to me, shake my hand, hug me or—in the case of all the local girls—flirt with me. I guess signing a seven-million-dollar contract and winning the Stanley Cup in the same year will do that. I’m grateful for the attention—from all of them—but it’s exhausting. Especially the girls, which I know sounds crazy. I swear to God every girl in Silver Bay showed up to this barbecue—even ones who never gave me the time of day in high school. Seven of them have already given me their phone numbers and four more have subtly offered to “show me a good time” while I’m home this summer. I really wasn’t interested in that, which Jordan loved to point out made me insane.

         I was only twenty-one and most normal guys my age weren’t looking for serious relationships yet. But I wasn’t a normal guy. I was a guy who had worked with insane focus to reach all my goals since I was a toddler—and I always reached them. I wanted to be in the NHL, and I was drafted in the first round. I wanted to win a Stanley Cup, and I won one. I wanted a big contract, and this week I signed one with the Brooklyn Barons. I got what I wanted—and now I wanted a serious relationship. Something with hope of a future—like a family of my own. It was weird, maybe, but I loved my large, tight-knit family, and being away from all of them for nine months of the year, I realized how badly I wanted one of my own. The way I saw it was my parents married in their early twenties and they were still madly in love. I could have that too if I worked hard enough at finding the right person to have it with.

         As I reach the barn door I realize it’s half open. As I slide inside, I hear a giggle. I know it’s Callie. After years of her family mixing with mine for holidays and meals and everything else, I know her laugh as well as I know my mom’s or Jordan’s.

         It’s still bright outside but in the barn the light is so low it seems like dusk. Still, I find her form quickly—she’s up against the wall in the far corner of the barn near the apple-red vintage tractor my dad uses during farming season. I take a few more steps and realize she isn’t up against the wall, she’s up against Owen Kaminski, one of my buddies from my junior hockey team. He’s a big guy, almost as tall as me but much heavier, and he’s all over her like a fat kid on the last piece of cake.

         I clear my throat loudly. He jumps and turns. When he sees me, he looks instantly guilty. I give him a stern look and then give Callie a disappointed one. As Owen starts to walk away, she rolls her eyes.

         “See you back at the party,” I say to Owen firmly.

         “See ya there.” He nods and disappears, closing the door behind him.

         Callie doesn’t move from her position leaning against the far wall. Annoyed, she has her arms crossed over her chest.

         “Are you drunk?” I can’t help but wonder aloud.

         “I tried to sneak a beer—twice,” Callie explains unhappily. “Both times Wyatt caught me and took them away. He said if it happens again, he’s going to lock me in Cole’s room until the party is over.”

         I laugh and walk toward her. “Thank God for you Caplan girls. You make it a lot easier for us boys.”

         “How do you figure?”

         “Well, with you sneaking alcohol—and boys,” I tell her and raise my eyebrows judgmentally, “and Jessie running away, my dad is probably more grateful than ever he has boys.”

         “Jessie didn’t run away,” Callie replies in a sad but stern voice. “We know exactly where she is. She’s just…never coming back. Thanks to Jordan.”

         I don’t say anything to that because there is nothing to say. I was in Brooklyn when most of the drama unfolded between my younger brother and her older sister and I still don’t have all the details. No one seems to want to talk about it. Jordan is miserable this summer—his first summer back from playing hockey in Quebec—and Jessie isn’t coming back to Silver Bay for the summer. Rumor has it she’ll never come back here again.

         I get back to the subject at hand. “Kaminski, Callie? Really?”

         She shrugs and smiles a little self-consciously. It’s a rare moment to catch Callie Caplan insecure about something and it makes her more pretty than she normally is—which is very.

         “He’s had a crush on me for years,” she tells me and shrugs again, letting her arms fall to her sides. “And he has no hope of being a professional hockey player now. Just a regular boob like the rest of us.”

         “Is that a requirement for you?” I question as she pushes off the wall and walks closer to the tractor. “That they’re hockey failures? What are you, some kind of consolation prize?”

         “Ha. Ha,” she says sarcastically before she climbs the giant piece of machinery. She doesn’t sit but leans forward, hands on the steering wheel as she stands in front of the seat. “I just wouldn’t want to deal with the drama of dating a pro hockey player. All the away games, and cheating, and puck bunnies, and egos.”

         I laugh and decide to climb up on the tractor with her. It’s weird to have to look up at her. “It’s not nearly as salacious as you think.”

         She gives me a disbelieving stare and swipes my half-empty beer bottle from my hand, taking a swig. “Okay,” I admit. “It can be like that…but it doesn’t have to be like that. I’m not like that.”

         I slip past her and drop down into the driver’s seat. She turns to face me and sits on the engine casing. She’s essentially straddling the engine, her bare legs dangling on either side. Her sundress is bunched up around the top of her thighs. She looks like a naughty girl from a country music video. It’s beyond hot.

         “You’ve never banged a puck bunny? Not once in the two years you’ve been pro?” Callie asks me skeptically.

         “Every girl I’ve slept with, I’ve gone on actual dates with. No random hookups,” I explain with a shrug. “I want something real. Something that leads to something more than sex.”

         “Oh my God, you’re such a chick.”

         I smile lightly at that. “And you’re such a dude.”

         She puts her hands on the metal engine casing in front of her and leans forward on them, her brown eyes staring right into mine. “You’re a catch, Devin Garrison. It’s such a shame you’re going to deny the world that.”

         “What makes me a catch, my big paycheck?” I say, feeling sorry for myself.

         Callie gives me a look like I’m an idiot. “I’m not going to lie—that’s a bonus to some girls because most twenty-one-year-old guys can’t afford a used car, let alone much else. But screw the money. You’re good-looking. You come from a loving family. You’re built like a fucking Greek god and you’re a sweetheart when you aren’t so focused on overachieving…or cock-blocking my hookups.”

         I laugh out loud at that. It echoes off the barn walls. She’s grinning widely. “What were you going to do, Callie? Bang him right here on the tractor?”

         “No, but there’s nothing wrong with a little harmless groping on the tractor, is there?”

         I smile despite myself and shake my head.

         “Not all girls have to be about romance and soul mates and all that crap,” she contends, pulling her legs together to dangle off the front of the engine casing.

         “How old are you again?”

         “Eighteen.”

         “How many guys have you been with already?”

         Her big brown eyes flare in shock at that question and then she looks at the floor of the tractor, embarrassed. I instantly feel like shit. “Contrary to popular belief, I’ve only had actual sex with one guy. Sure, I like to make out a lot, and maybe fool around, but there are tons of ways to get a guy off without actual sex.”

         There is something very wrong, yet very accurate, about that statement. A hundred things run through my head—blow jobs and hand jobs being at the top of the list. And as I think about Callie doing those things, I feel my shorts getting tight. I have always thought she was hot as hell.

         “I’m sorry, Callie,” I say and I mean it. “It’s not that I think you’re easy or anything. I just…you’re wild. And I guess I just don’t want you to get hurt or anything.”

         She looks at me now with a confused expression, and I lean forward and grab her hand as if to prove how sincere I am. “You worry about me?”

         “Yeah. Of course,” I reply and tug on her hand. She slips off the engine casing and stands in front of me once again. It’s weird to have her looming above me, so I stand up too.

         “See, the cool part about being wild, as you call it,” Callie says, tilting her head to look up at me, “is that I never get all emotional over some stupid guy, so I don’t get hurt.”

         “How do you not get emotional? How do you not fall for someone?” I can’t help but ask because every girl I’ve hooked up with I’ve dated. I don’t just screw for the sake of screwing. It’s never been something I’ve tried.

         “Just never go for the ones you know you could really like,” she explains with a small smile.

         “So you hook up with people you hate?”

         She laughs and squeezes my hand, which I just realize is still holding hers. I also realize it feels good. “No, you don’t hate them, dumbass. You’re just in lust with them instead of in like with them.”

         I don’t know if I get it. It seems ridiculous. My face must reflect my confusion because she continues to try to explain it. “Devin, have you ever seen a girl and just thought, man, she’s fucking hot?”

         I nod. “Yeah.”

         “Who?”

         I think about it. There’s obviously been more than one hot girl I’ve admired in my life, so I’m trying to narrow it down. And then I decide to do something really dumb and also very honest. “You.”

         She blinks and her mouth drops open the slightest bit. She turns her hand around in mine so now we’re full-on holding hands. “So have there been times when you just thought, man, I would love to bang Callie?”

         Holy fuckballs, she did not just say that!

         “Callie…”

         “No, seriously,” she insists without any embarrassment visible on her pretty face. “Hypothetically. Have I ever come over in, like, a short dress, or a tight pair of jeans, and you’ve just wanted to give it to me, hard?”

         I swallow but there’s barely any saliva in my mouth suddenly. I use my free hand—the one she isn’t holding—to take back the remainder of my beer and finish it off in one gulp.

         “Yeah. Of course.” There. I finally answered. She smiles.

         “So if you were like me, Devin, you just go for it. You just do it,” she explains like she’s giving me the recipe for a peanut butter sandwich or something equally mind-numbingly simple.

         “Just…have sex with you?” I never blush—ever—but I’m blushing now.

         She giggles. “Well, I’d start with something simple, like a kiss.”

         It takes me about thirty seconds to absorb what she said and then realize that I should act on her words. Or rather, enact them. I bend my head and kiss her. I’ve thought about doing it on and off for years. Callie is gorgeous and sexy and wild—everything I am not. Not the type of person I ever thought would be attracted to me, but the kind I’d always kind of secretly wanted to attract. Still, I knew we had nothing in common and that she didn’t want anything I wanted in life, so pursuing something seemed futile.

         But now that I’m kissing her…I can’t believe how fucking hot it is. Within seconds of our lips connecting, the kiss intensifies. She slides her tongue out to tease my bottom lip. I open my mouth and her tongue finds mine and I grab the back of her head, tangling my long fingers in her silky hair.

         “Fuck,” she gasps when we finally pull apart.

         “Yeah,” I breathe back and kiss her again.

         This time she moves her hands down my chest to the front of my shorts and I know she can feel my dick hardening. Instead of giving in to embarrassment, I put a hand on her ass and push her into me. I don’t know what the fuck I’m doing, but I don’t want to stop doing it.

         “Who’s the wild one now?” she whispers against my ear before she kisses the sensitive spot right under it.

         “Just following your lead,” I remind her, biting her earlobe gently.

         She shudders and pushes me down into the seat of the tractor. Before I can do anything, she’s straddling me and kissing me blind again. My hard-on is at full mast now and aching.

         Callie holds my face in her hands and grinds herself against my crotch. My hands grip her thighs as I fight the urge to come in my pants. Her sundress is bunched up around the top of her thighs; my fingers slide under it and I feel the elastic edge of her panties.

         Her tongue dances with mine. I feel disoriented. I don’t know how we got here. What the fuck am I doing? A few minutes ago—or was it seconds ago?—I was thinking about wanting a wife and a family and Callie was ready to jump Owen. And now we’re making out and dry-humping each other on my dad’s farming equipment.

         I may be disoriented and confused, but I am also horny and needy. Callie Caplan may not be wife material, because she always says she’d rather die than be someone’s wife, but she was fantasy material and I had fantasized about her, a lot. So I don’t stop her as she undoes the button and zipper on my shorts and slides her hand inside.

         “Holy fuck, Devin, you’re big,” she murmurs in shock, and I fight a smile.

         I kiss her hard again and slip my tongue back into her mouth. My hands slide up her taut little body and cup her breasts through the top of her dress. I’m never this forward. Never. But then again I’ve also never slept with a girl I wasn’t dating, either. This is a whole different world on every level. She pulls my cock right out of my underwear, shocking me. Her hand wraps around the base and she rubs me—long, firm, perfect strokes.

         I wish I were the type of NHL player she talked about earlier. Then I would have had way more experience with girls’ hands on my dick and I wouldn’t be so close to blowing a load right now. Fuck.

         “Is this what you do, Callie?” I ask, softly kissing a trail down her neck. “You like to jerk a guy off?”

         “Yes,” she replies breathily as I fondle her breasts. “You like getting jerked off, Devin?”

         “Yeah…”

         “You like sex more, though, don’t you?” She breathes against my ear as her hand continues to pump me. “You like to fuck?”

         “Yeah,” I all but grunt at her. Holy fuck, this is as close as I’ve come to dirty talk in my entire life and it’s making me hot and crazy.

         “If you had a condom, Devin, I would let you fuck me,” she promises as her hand trails up my dick and her thumb glides over the tip.

         “Back pocket.”

         She freezes. Her hand stops moving. Her lips stop kissing. Her mouth stops speaking. I open my eyes and she’s looking at me. It’s hard to focus and gauge her reaction because she’s so close.

         “I have a condom in my back pocket,” I repeat quietly. I always carry one—ever since high school. Because as much as I want a serious relationship and a family, I don’t want one accidentally.

         I pull back and can finally focus on her face. I think I may see panic or even fear in it. I can’t be sure, because I’ve never seen those emotions before on Callie. Before I can figure it out, or decide what to do next, she’s in control again. She pulls herself off me. Now I’m just sitting there, the cool air swirling around my exposed dick, and she’s staring down at me with her big chocolate brown eyes.

         “Take it out,” she tells me softly.

         “It’s okay if you don’t…there’s a bunch of people just outside and…”

         “Take it out,” she repeats firmly as her hands drift under the hem of her tiny sundress.

         A second later I watch a pair of tiny white panties with red and pink hearts drop to her ankles. She steps out of them. I hurry to pull the condom from my back pocket. As soon as it’s out, she tells me to put it on, so I do. And then she’s standing with one leg on either side of my lap and she bends over and kisses me hard and wet. Our tongues meet and it’s a full-on battle for dominance. My hands drift up her thighs and over her bare ass. Boldly, I move my fingers to the inside of her thigh and let three of them brush her slit, one after the other. Her breath audibly catches and then she kisses me even harder and starts to drop lower. I use one hand to hold my cock out, in the right place for her descent. She buries her face in my shoulder as I feel my tip enter her.

         “Don’t move,” I command and grip her hip tightly.

         She freezes, and with my other hand firmly on my base, I slowly drag the head of my dick across her opening once and then twice.

         “I need your wetness,” I tell her softly and kiss her cheek. “It’ll be easier.”

         I glide across her once more and she shudders and then pushes down again. It’s so warm but so tight. I swear to God she’s almost too small. It almost hurts, but not quite. I know she feels it too because she sucks in her breath and doesn’t exhale.

         “If it hurts, you can stop,” I promise her but I really want to keep going. “It’s okay. Just stop.”

         “No,” she pants in my ear, her hands gripping the back of my neck as she leans back a bit and continues her descent.

         I push up the hem of her dress. I want to see her take me in. I still can’t believe we’re doing this. But we are, and a few seconds later I’m completely inside her. Our eyes meet as she sits perfectly still. My dick is throbbing inside her wet, hot walls.

         “I can’t believe you fit,” she confesses shyly. “I didn’t think you would.”

         “Are you okay?” I ask tentatively.

         She nods and, as if to prove her point, pulls herself up a tiny bit and then back down. The friction is the most intense feeling I have ever felt in my life. She does it again, moving higher so more of me is exposed, and then slides back down more quickly.

         “I like this,” she sighs and does it again.

         I kiss her shoulder and then bite down on it lightly as her next movement is faster and harder than the last. And then I hear Jordan’s voice.

         “I’ll check the barn, Dad!”

         The sunshine slices across the room as the heavy barn door is flung open. Callie flies off my lap. I’m too stunned to react right away but Jordan isn’t.

         “Oh crap!” he bellows and turns away from us, shielding his eyes with his forearm.

         I shove my condom-covered cock back into my shorts and half jump, half trip off the tractor, zipping myself up as soon as I land on the ground. Callie is just standing there with her hands over her face. Thankfully, her dress conceals her lack of panties from Jordan. He obviously knows what’s going on and probably saw my dick hanging out of my pants, but she wasn’t exposed, and for that I’m thankful.

         “Dad was wondering where you went,” Jordan mumbles, still hiding his face. “And I don’t want to tell him now. Can you just go out there? Please.”

         I glance back at Callie and she nods emphatically and makes a shooing motion with her hands. I grab Jordan’s arm and drag him out of the barn, sliding the door closed behind us to give Callie privacy.

         “Dude!” Jordan says with wide, horrified eyes. “You’re sleeping with Callie?!”

         “No.”

         “I saw your dick, Devin.”

         “Lucky you,” I snark, because I don’t know what else to do.

         I start walking back toward the house and the party. Jordan grabs my arm and stops me. “So what the hell?”

         “Look, we’ve been drinking. We were just messing around. Not a big deal.”

         “It’s…she’s like family. It’s a big deal!” Jordan argues and I give him a hard, pointed stare.

         “Unlike you, Jordan, I’m not going to cause a Caplan sister to leave town with a broken heart,” I snap at him harshly and turn away, but not before seeing the hurt pass through his eyes. I ignore the guilt that drops like a stone into my gut and leave him standing in the middle of the lawn. My dad calls me over to pose for a picture with my cousin, his wife and their newborn. It’s going to be an awkward picture because my smile is strained. All I can think about is getting the condom out of my underwear.

         I excuse myself, head into the bathroom and clean up. When I get back outside a few minutes later, guilt gets the better of me and I look around for Jordan so I can apologize. But instead of finding him, once again someone is waving me over. Kayleigh Ratford, whom I’ve known since elementary school, is smiling broadly at me. She introduces me to her sister Ashleigh, whom I don’t ever remember meeting before, even though Silver Bay is so small I must have.

         We walk over to the picnic table filled with food, and I watch them fill their plates and I suggest things for them to try, like my mom’s bacon and blue cheese potato salad and my dad’s ribs. I chat with them as they eat but can’t stop glancing around trying to spot Callie.

      

   


   
      
         
            Prologue

            Callie

         

         Where did you go?” Rose asks me when I walk into the living room, where she and Luc and some of Devin’s cousins are playing video games. I open my mouth and then close it. I can’t tell my little sister—in front of Luc and all these people—that I was just in the barn fornicating with the reason for today’s shindig.

         “I was wandering around.” I simply shrug and sit down beside Rose on the wide ottoman.

         I pretend to be completely absorbed in Luc’s character in the video game as it shoots its way through the levels against some pudgy, sunburned Garrison cousin I haven’t officially met yet. My eyes are glued to the TV screen but all I’m really seeing are the images in my mind of what just happened in the barn. Devin’s lips on mine, his hands on me, his huge dick—inside me.

         “Are you feeling okay?” Rosie asks, suddenly pulling me from those glorious visions. She raises a hand to my forehead. “You look flushed, like you have a fever.”

         I realize I’ve been blushing. I smile self-consciously and swat her hand away lightly. “I’m fine. I’m going to get food.”

         “Bring me back some!” Rose calls out, because she’s clearly not willing to leave Luc’s side. I have a feeling she’s starting to develop a little crush on him. I’m totally going to have to talk her out of that later. I can’t believe watching Jessie fall apart wasn’t reason enough to deter her feelings for one of these idiot hockey players.

         Outside, the first thing I notice is Devin, standing by the big oak tree, with Kayleigh and Ashleigh Ratford hanging all over him. He notices me watching them and his face contorts with guilt for a second.

         Oh no, I think as dread fills me. I don’t want him to feel like that! I look away and walk swiftly to the food table. As I fill two plates—one for me and one for Rosie—I feel him come up behind me.

         “Are you okay?”

         “Yeah. I’m great,” I say firmly. “And look at you with the Ratford babes all over you. Way to go!”

         “They weren’t all over me,” he argues quietly.

         “Dude, they both want you. I can tell,” I tell him confidently and give him a smile before turning back to the food.

         “Callie…listen…I…”

         I interrupt him before he can continue. “Devin. It was fun. I’m glad we messed around, but that’s all it was—messing around. I don’t want anything from you.”

         I glance at him. He’s standing there blinking his big hazel eyes at me. He’s clearly confused but I can also see relief there.

         “I’m not Jessie. I’m not going to get all heartbroken or anything,” I reconfirm and pat his chest with my free hand. “I don’t want what she wants—to have a Garrison fall in love with me. I don’t want anyone to fall in love with me. I just want to get Rosie through school and get the fuck out of this town. That’s it.”

         “I just don’t…I don’t do things like that with anyone,” he explains, telling me what I already know. “I just want you to know I didn’t…I don’t regret it but I…”

         “Enough,” I say, raising a hand to get him to stop talking. “It was fun and fucking hot. Let’s just leave it at that. I don’t want what you want, Devin, but there are a ton of other girls who do, and two of them are standing over there. Go show them what a great dick you have.”

         He blushes at that. It makes me feel victorious. I love making boys blush. It means you’ve taken away their control.

         “You’re something special, Callie.” He bends down and kisses my cheek lightly. It makes me feel warm. Just before he walks away I grab his hand and give it a quick squeeze.

         “If you ever stop wanting one of those silly, suffocating relationship deals, call me and we’ll finish what we started.”

         He laughs and nods. “Deal.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 1

            Devin

         

         The porch light is on as I walk up the front stairs. I can see a faint glow behind the pale curtains in the living room. Conner is still sobbing in my arms. I sigh heavily. “It’s okay, slugger. It’s okay. You’re home.”

         “Mama,” he bellows and my heart breaks. Before I can knock, Ashleigh has the door open and she’s reaching for her only child.

         “Mommy!” Conner wails and wraps his tiny, chubby arms tightly around her neck.

         We stare at each other. For a second—but only a second—I see sympathy in her eyes. Ashleigh hugs him to her chest and runs her hand over his hair. “It’s okay, baby.”

         “I didn’t know what else to do,” I confess, feeling helpless and angry all at once.

         “It’s going to take time, Devin,” Ashleigh replies as she places Conner on the ground. He wraps his arms around her leg, not wanting to let go of his mother, but at least his sobs are slowly halting.

         “Maybe,” I reply and catch her eye. “But maybe it’s a sign we shouldn’t be doing this. We shouldn’t be putting our son through this.”

         “Devin, please,” she says in her frustrated voice—the only one I’ve heard come out of her mouth for months. She presses her lips together in a tight line and bends down, rubbing our son’s back gently. “Conner, honey, can you go into the den and play with your Legos?”

         He sniffs but nods and untangles himself from her legs and shuffles off. He glances back at me and gives me a wave and a feeble smile. My heart starts to crumble once again and I run a hand through my hair in aggravation.

         “He just isn’t adjusting,” I say firmly and lean on the doorframe, because she hasn’t invited me in—to my own fucking house. “If you let me stay in the fucking guest room, like before, he would at least be able to sleep at night.”

         “He sleeps fine here,” she counters, but I know that’s not completely true. She’s had to call me several times at night to talk to him over speakerphone and calm him down. He wants his daddy to tuck him in when he’s with her and he wants his mommy to tuck him in when he’s with me. “And you moving back in defeats the purpose of giving each other some space to figure this out.”

         “Space isn’t going to figure this out,” I shoot back harshly. “Counseling and effort and compromise is what’s going to fix this.”

         “Callie called.” Ashleigh changes the subject abruptly, tucking her long hair behind her ears. “She took a job on a show that’s going to film here.”

         “What?” I’m stunned.

         “She’s moving here. New Jersey area, I think. And she wants to see us,” Ashleigh continues.

         “When? For how long?” I’m even more aggravated than before. This is not what I need right now.

         “I don’t know. She didn’t say in the message and I haven’t called her back,” Ashleigh replies, crossing her arms over her chest. “I’m not going to lie anymore, Devin.”

         I want to punch the shit out of something—not her, of course, but a wall or a door or something. I haven’t told my parents or even my brothers that Ashleigh asked me to move out for a bit. I didn’t want to tell them either. They would make a big deal out of it. Or, more accurately, they would make me face the reality that it was, in fact, a big fucking deal.

         “I’ll handle it,” I say swiftly.

         “Devin…”

         “I should go before Conner comes back,” I say flatly, holding back the anger and pain that’s building inside me. “I have an early practice tomorrow, and if he sees me leave, he’ll flip out again.”

         Ashleigh does nothing but nod her head gently. I turn and head back down the stairs. I call Callie on my cell as I walk back toward the three-bedroom brownstone I started renting a few weeks ago when Ashleigh told me she needed space for a while. Callie’s voicemail picks up and I curse, but I curb my frustration when I hear the beep.

         “Hey, Callie! Ashleigh mentioned you called. You’re coming to Brooklyn?” I swallow and work hard to keep my voice cheerful. It sounds forced, even to me. “Why don’t you call me back on my cell and we’ll make plans to hang out. Make sure you call my cell, okay? Thanks!”

         I disconnect and sigh. How did my life end up here?

         I wander the streets aimlessly. Brooklyn is quiet on this fall night with only a few people walking by me. A block before my rental home, I turn left and head for one of the busier commercial streets toward a place I’ve been going a lot lately—a pub. I can’t go back to that townhouse. I hate it there as much as Conner does. Maybe more. If I could get away with throwing a fit and crying my eyes out—if I thought that would make Ashleigh stop this bullshit—I would.

         Does she really not love me anymore?

         She has to still love me; otherwise, she would just ask for a divorce. She never would have come back here with me this season. She would have stayed in Silver Bay…right? But even if she loves me, does it even matter at this point?

         Do I still love her?

         I love the child she gave me and I love the vision we both once had for our life together. I wanted that vision to be a reality. I always wanted that. But can I say, without a doubt, that I still love her? No. But I want to love her again and I want to make it work, because divorce is failure, and I’m not ready for failure. That’s all I can say right now.

         I walk in and take a seat at the glossy, dark wood bar. Vinnie, the bartender, gives me a friendly smile. It’s sad that I know his name. It’s sadder that he pours me a Sam Adams lager without me even having to ask. I smile gratefully and take a sip.

         I still blame myself a lot for ending up here. I knew Ashleigh’s first year in Brooklyn had been rough. She hated how big the city was and wasn’t comfortable being left for road trips. She missed her family and friends like crazy. I’d spent thousands of dollars flying her loved ones out to spend time with her, but it wasn’t enough. She wanted me to be there more and there was just no way I could make that happen.

         She’d worked through it. I’d made a point of calling her a few times a day from road trips and emailed and texted her constantly. It was the best I could do. She didn’t like a lot of the other hockey wives either, so the fact that, when I was home, there were a lot of team events they wanted us to attend didn’t help matters. She complained constantly that we didn’t have enough alone time.

         After our first year in Brooklyn, I was honestly panicked at how strained our relationship had become. She told me flat out she didn’t think she could return to Brooklyn next season. Desperate, I had taken her away to Europe—just the two of us. The trip did bring us closer. We went back to the way we were when I asked her to marry me—in love and happy and devoted to each other. She got pregnant with Conner on that trip. That was the happiest we’d ever been. Maybe the happiest we would ever be. God, I fucking hope not. I don’t want my marriage to end. I really don’t. I am not ready to fail.

         “Captain!”

         I recognize the voice before I even turn around. Tommy Donahue is standing at the other end of the bar, waiting on Vinnie to pour him a pitcher of beer. He smiles at me happily. The kid is always happy. He just recently turned twenty-one, but with his freckles and dark red hair he looks more like a teenager from a cheesy sixties sitcom—if they’d made one about a kid with a killer wrist shot.

         “Hey, Boy Band,” I say casually, but somehow I feel embarrassed about being caught drinking alone.

         He rolls his eyes at the horrible nickname the team gave him—insinuating he looks more like a goofy boy band member than an elite athlete. The moniker stuck like glue since he came up from the minors last year.

         “Are you waiting for your wife?” he asks, and I realize I’m great at keeping secrets. The team doesn’t have a clue what’s going on—well, except for our goalie, Mitchell Lupo, whom I told outright because I crashed at his house when Ashleigh first asked me to leave.

         “Nope. Just some alone time,” I reply with a forced smile. “You take it easy. We have practice early tomorrow.”

         “Yeah, of course.” He nods and pays Vinnie, then hesitates. “You want to join? We’re at the back watching the Winterhawks game on the big screen.”

         I think about it. Watching my brother Jordan’s team play and hanging out with some teammates is definitely better than sitting alone stewing in my frustrations. I nod, hop off the stool and follow him back to the seating area with the TVs on the wall.

         At the table are three other guys I play with: Todd Anderson, Zach Klaussner and Riley Adams. There are also three girls—all of them wearing too much makeup and not enough clothing. The boys all call out jovial greetings to me as I sit down at the end of the table next to Tommy and turn my eyes to the big screen against the far wall.

         The Winterhawks are playing the San Francisco Thunder. The guys talk through the game. Tommy critiques the plays the coaches are calling. Zach makes snarky comments about the players, calling every single one of them a pussy. Riley explains the game to the girls—using layman’s terms and the salt and pepper shakers as makeshift players for visual cues. Halfway through the second, I watch Jordan deliver a solid hip check, sending a Thunder forward to the ice on his ass. Our table cheers and whistles its appreciation.

         “I taught him that,” I joke cockily and they laugh. It feels good to have an authentic smile on my face. I order another round for everyone and add shots of tequila to the mix.

         When I get up to take a leak between second and third period, one of the girls from our table is walking back from the restrooms. She smiles at me and licks her lips. “So you’re the captain of the team? That means you’re the best, right?”

         I chuckle and shrug. “It means I’m one of them, I guess.”

         “You look like you’re the best,” she says coquettishly and rests her hand on my shoulder. “At a lot of things.”

         She drifts past me, continuing down the narrow hall and back to the table, her tight ass swinging under her short skirt. I feel my dick twitch in my pants. It’s not that I think she’s all that pretty, or that I’m actually attracted to her. It’s that I haven’t had sex in a long time. Way too long. Well before Ashleigh asked me to move out.

         Back at the table I order another round and Tommy gives me a cautious stare, though he’s still smiling. “Garrison, you told me to take it easy, remember? I can’t take it easy if you keep buying rounds.”

         I shrug. “You can handle it, Boy Band.”

         In the dying seconds of the third, Jordan is battling for the puck in the corner. He gets it and makes a sloppy pass, which is intercepted by the Thunder’s biggest star, Theo French. French gets a shot off, which sails by the Winterhawks’ goalie but, luckily, hits the goalpost and stays out of the net.

         “I didn’t teach him that,” I remark and the guys laugh again.

         “You know him?” the eager blonde from the restroom incident asks me, leaning over to touch my arm.

         “One of my brothers,” I reply and finish my beer.

         “And he’s a professional hockey player too?”

         “Yep.” I always find it amusing when a girl is so starstruck she wants to fuck a player of a game she knows nothing about. How does that happen?

         This woman, whose name I don’t know, turns to me and lets her eyes sweep the whole length of my body without even trying to hide it.

         “I’m from a hockey family too,” Riley says, obviously desperate to get her attention. “My dad played.”

         She nods, her eyes never leaving me. “Are all your brothers dirty blond and beautiful, like you?”

         I chuckle at that. “They’re all involved with someone—like I am.”

         “Oh.” She doesn’t even attempt to hide her disappointment.

         About an hour later I decide I should go. The game is long over and I’m pretty drunk. I decide to call an Uber so I can get home quickly. When I’m drunk, I can usually sleep through the night—something that hasn’t happened a lot since I moved out. So I don’t want the cool fall air or the long walk ruining this buzz. I use the app on my cell and lean against the brick building as I wait.

         I smell her even before she reaches out and touches my hips. Her perfume is overpowering and sickeningly sweet. My eyes open and I find her standing inches from me, grinning.

         “You look sad,” she announces and gives me a pouty bottom lip.

         “I am,” I tell her honestly, because what can it hurt? I will never see her again and I don’t care what she thinks.

         “I can make you happy,” she says softly and steps into me, so our bodies are pressed against each other from chest to hips.

         “I’m involved,” I remind her.

         “Not with the right person if you’re so sad.” She pushes up onto her tiptoes and now her face, her lips are much closer to me. Much too close. Or not close enough…depending…

         “I’m married.”

         “I don’t care,” she whispers and leans in. Her lips make contact with mine and I feel a lightning bolt of guilt shoot through me, followed by panic. I firmly but gently put my hands on her waist and push her backward. She takes a step and then another, and I slip away from the wall and take several steps into the center of the sidewalk, away from her.

         “I’m married,” I repeat a little harshly. “And I don’t cheat.”

         She makes a face like I’m overreacting. Like I’m the crazy person here. “Okay. Whatever.”

         With that, she stalks back into the bar, and thankfully, I see the Uber pull up to the curb. I jog over to it and jump in the back. I tell the guy my address, close my eyes and pinch the bridge of my nose. I just turned down sex. Free, easy sex with a girl who wants me because I’m fighting to save a marriage I’m not sure I even want. Life fucking sucks.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

            Callie

         

         The afternoon sun is bright and I actually get a little itchy as I drive slowly down the narrow tree-lined street with the picturesque brownstones lined up like a wall on one side and the scenic park on the other. It’s not quite full-on suburban hell, since Park Slope is still in the middle of a bustling urban jungle, but it’s the New York version of that existence, and I swear I’m allergic to it.

         As the street curves left, I see the numbers I’m looking for carved into the thick stone above one of the doors. I parallel park between a silver Mercedes and Ashleigh’s Range Rover and tell my little 2009 Volkswagen Bug convertible not to feel inferior, before getting out and stretching. I had opted to drive here from California, which had been grueling. And New York isn’t a city that makes driving easy or even necessary, but I like the sense of security and freedom my car gives me. I can just jump in it and drive away, from anything and everything, if the need arises.

         I glance at Devin and Ashleigh’s home. It is the typical Brooklyn house, well, for the wealthy, anyway. Three narrow stories, all stone, with a bay window to the left of the stairs leading up to the double oak doors, which have leaded glass and wrought iron inserts. It looks exactly the same as the ten beside it, and when I step onto the sidewalk and glance down the block, it almost makes me feel like I have double vision—I just keep seeing the same thing, over and over.

         As I walk to the door, I try to picture Devin and Ashleigh’s existence. I bet he comes home from practice and plays with Conner in the big park across the street while Ashleigh scurries around the kitchen making pot roast and cookies.

         I stand on the wide front stoop with the oversize black lacquer planters filled with colorful flowers, and ring the doorbell. It’s a long few minutes with no response, but I know that’s Ashleigh’s Range Rover because it still has Maine plates. She must be home. I turn and scan the park across the street to see if maybe she’s there with Conner. Finally, seconds before I’m about to give up, the door flies open and Ashleigh is standing there in a bathrobe looking irritated. When she realizes it’s me, her face morphs to shock and…guilt? Why would she look guilty?

         “Callie!”

         “Yeah,” I confirm like an idiot and step across the threshold to hug her.

         She hugs me back, halfheartedly at first, but then her shock wears off and she hugs me more tightly.

         “Devin was supposed to call you,” she stammers, releasing me and adjusting her robe, tying it tighter.

         “He did,” I say and smile, hoping it makes her smile and removes the awkward look from her face. It’s making me uncomfortable. “I didn’t talk to him. He just left a message. Is he on a road trip?”

         “No. He’s…” Ashleigh falters and then shakes her head. “You should call his cell.”

         “Why?” I ask. She glances up the staircase toward the second level. “Ashleigh…what’s going on?”

         “Callie, you know I love you but…this is something you should talk to Devin about,” Ashleigh tells me quietly. “Call him.”

         “I could just hang out with you and Conner until he comes home,” I suggest.

         “Conner is with Devin. And I’m busy. Can you just call Devin?”

         “Ashleigh…” My mouth stays open but I stop speaking as I hear her name.

         A male voice I don’t recognize is calling it from somewhere behind Ashleigh, inside the house. I glance over her shoulder and see a guy—stocky, brown eyes, brown hair, five o’clock shadow—standing in the archway to the kitchen. He’s wearing an untucked dress shirt with a tie loosened around his neck. I take a step toward him.

         “Who the hell are you?” I demand. He looks nervous suddenly. Ashleigh swivels to face her male guest.

         “You need to go,” she tells him flatly. He simply nods and starts toward us and out the front door.

         “Call me if you need to talk some more, Ash,” he says firmly as he passes me on the stoop.

         Stunned, I watch him get into the Mercedes parked near mine and drive away. I turn to Ashleigh, not even attempting to hide the shock and suspicion covering my face. “Who the fuck was that and where is your husband?”

         “Devin is at his place across the park,” Ashleigh spits back hotly.

         I blink. My heart stops beating momentarily and all the blood in my body seems to plummet into my Converse-covered feet. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

         “Devin and I are separated,” she says in a hard voice.

         “You are fucking kidding me.”

         “Callie, can you just please go?” Ashleigh asks in a strained voice. “Just go and call Devin.”

         “And say what?” I ask her, and suddenly I’m not shocked anymore—I’m furious. “Hey, Dev, was just at your house but there’s another guy there. What’s up?”

         “I would appreciate it…” She shakes her head and there are tears in her eyes. “I would appreciate it if you didn’t jump to conclusions here and run and tell Devin things you don’t know.”

         “I’m not a Sherlock Holmes, Ashleigh, but you’re in nothing but a bathrobe and there was a man here with you,” I reply fumingly. “And last time I checked, separated didn’t mean divorced. Separated doesn’t mean you fuck random Mercedes owners!”

         “It’s complicated, Callie,” Ashleigh insists. “If you want to hurt Devin, then go ahead and tell him what you think you know. But if you care about me—or him—at all, you’ll keep quiet until I can discuss things logically with my husband.”

         “You have a man who loves you and wants to take care of you and helped you create a beautiful son and a perfect life,” I explain to her in a low, even tone. “There can be nothing logical about a conversation explaining why you’re throwing it away.”

         I turn and storm down the steps and to my car. I glance back once and see her on the stoop looking distraught. I get four blocks away and pull over, parking at the curb as I dig my cell out of my purse. I can’t believe what just happened. What the fuck is Ashleigh doing? Poor Devin. Holy hell. Does anyone know what the fuck is going on with him? Did he tell Jordan or Cole or his mom or Luc? Anyone?

         I dial his cell and he answers on the second ring.

         “Hey, Cal,” he says in a tone I realize is forced lightheartedness. “I’m glad you called me back. When do you arrive?”

         “I’m already here,” I say quietly. “And I know.”

         There’s a brief pause. I hear him sigh.

         “You went to the house?” he asks.

         “Yes. Now where are you? We need to talk.”

         “I’m at the park across the street from my rental. Conner loves it here,” he says in a defeated voice and gives me the address.

         “See you soon.” I hang up the phone, punch the address into my GPS, and follow the directions.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

            Devin

         

         Ten minutes later, as I wait to catch Conner at the bottom of the corkscrew slide on the jungle gym, I see a car pull to the curb and Callie get out. As she puts money in the meter, I catch Conner and study her. She looks exactly like she did this past summer: tall, lean, curvy with that long brown hair and her full, pouty mouth. Callie’s beautiful and wild; everything about her has always exuded those two qualities. She has always annoyed, amused and terrified the crap out of me, usually in the same instant. My brain darts back to that time in the barn a million years ago and I chew my bottom lip. Fuck, that was something. I knew right then and there, without a doubt, she was more than I could ever handle. But, as she slipped down around my cock, I also toyed with the idea of dying trying.

         Now she walks swiftly and with purpose—it’s almost more of a march. I feel a humiliated flush hit my cheeks. She knows Ashleigh left me. She knows I’ve been rejected. She knows I failed. I don’t know what to expect as she approaches. I put Conner down and he runs for the swings a few feet away. When Callie reaches me, she immediately throws her arms around me and traps me in a bear hug.

         She’s so warm and soft and I’m overwhelmed by how badly I’ve been missing human contact. It occurs to me that the only touching I’ve had in my life since Ashleigh and I started having issues was body checks on the ice. Suddenly, I can’t take a deep breath.

         I drop my head to her shoulder and bury my face in the crook of her neck. Her hand smooths my hair and lovingly holds the back of my neck. It’s the same gesture my mom used to do to me when I was Conner’s age. Oh God, it feels so good.

         “Devin, you don’t deserve this,” she says in a throaty whisper.

         “It is what it is,” I tell her with as much confidence as I can muster, which is hardly any. “I’m trying to get it back on track. For Con’s sake, if nothing else.”

         She hugs me harder.

         “Daddy!” Conner calls as he toddles back toward us. “I want swing, please!”

         We pull apart and Callie turns to my son. She smiles brightly.

         “Hey, Con!” she calls out excitedly and jogs over to him with her arms out.

         “Callie!” he shouts with a grin, and I’m happy he remembers her. They did spend a lot of time together at my youngest brother Cole’s wedding last summer. She scoops him up in her arms and swings him around, causing him to burst into a fit of giggles. I smile as I watch Callie drop him into a junior swing and start to give him small pushes. He kicks his feet as he grins. God, I love my kid.

         “What happened?” she asks me softly as she pushes and Conner starts humming to himself. “I know you guys were having issues this summer but I didn’t know they were this big.”
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