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            Chapter 1

         

         I guess there are worse things than finding out you’re married.”

         Ben Westmore nearly choked on his beer. “Do you not hear something wrong with that sentence?”

         His brother Asher drained the contents of his own glass and set it on the table. “Look, man, I think you’re sweating this whole thing for nothing. There’s no way that marriage certificate is real.” He flagged their waitress and put his baseball cap on as the final boarding call for his flight was announced. Airways, the restaurant inside the Colorado airport, was quiet that afternoon, and the brothers had enjoyed a rare meal where they weren’t interrupted by hockey fans.

         “You think it’s a joke?” Ben studied the blurry image on his iPhone. The spirally signature at the bottom looked a lot like his.

         “Of course it’s a joke. This is you we’re talking about.” Asher reached for his jacket.

         “Asher’s right. It would take a gun to your head to get you down the aisle,” Mia, their waitress, said, leaning over Ben’s shoulder to take a peek at the marriage certificate. She handed him their bill with a grin. “Besides, you wouldn’t break my heart like that.”

         Ben ignored the teasing and waved the bill at Asher. “I’m paying?”

         “It’s the least you can do after taking me out of the playoffs.”

         He reached for his wallet, but Mia shook her head. “It’s been taken care of.” She rolled her eyes as she nodded toward several women sitting at the bar.

         The ladies had been smiling at him since he’d walked in with Asher. Captain of the Colorado Avalanche and MVP in the league that season, he was one of the more recognizable hockey players, and his reputation as a playboy was one he didn’t even try to dispute. Getting a pretty woman’s attention was easier than winning a game of pick-up hockey against eight-year-olds.

         He glanced back at the phone. Had he inadvertently, unknowingly gotten married? This copy of a marriage certificate, forwarded to his personal email from the team’s fan mail site, seemed to indicate as much. December 31 was listed as the nuptial date, and unfortunately New Year’s Eve wasn’t ringing so clearly in his memory. He’d been in a bad place at the time. And far too much alcohol had gone into easing his pain.

         Enough to make him lose his mind and get married? Impossible.

         He handed Mia several bills anyway. “Cover their tab, please.”

         She shook her head. “This could cover the tab for everyone in here.” She tried to hand him back the money, but he refused it. He knew she worked three jobs to support herself and her two kids. One of whom had a birthday in a few days and was a huge hockey fan. “And I’ll have those game tickets at will call for you next week.”

         The look of appreciation in her eyes made him uncomfortable. “Thanks, Ben. You know, if you were going to marry someone…”

         He grinned, kissed her cheek, and followed Asher out of the restaurant, before the women at the bar delayed their exit.

         “Sure you can’t stick around for a few days?” Ben asked.

         Now that the New Jersey Devils were officially done with their season, his brother was free, unless he got an invitation to play in the World Championships scheduled to start the following week. Which Ben suspected he would. Out of the three hockey-obsessed Westmore brothers, Asher was arguably the best. Not that Ben would ever admit it.

         “I’ll be back in a couple of days. I just need to wrap up some things in Jersey,” he said, slinging his hockey bag over his shoulder.

         “Like getting rid of that crap on your face?” His brother looked more like a bushman than a hockey player the further his team had advanced and his playoff beard grew longer.

         Asher ran a hand over it. “Don’t shit on me just because I can actually grow one.”

         Ben laughed. It was true. A thin covering of stubble was all he could hope for, even though he hadn’t shaved since the start of the playoffs four weeks ago. “Anyway, clean yourself up before Mom sees you.”

         His brother shot him a look. “When she finds out the mess you’re in, I’ll be able to do no wrong. Later, man,” he said with a wave as he headed toward security. “Make sure to bring home the cup.”

         That was the plan. After successfully taking his own brother out of the running for the Stanley Cup, no one else stood a chance of getting in the way.

         At thirty-four years old, he’d been in the NHL playoffs twice before. This was his year to win. The Colorado Avalanche’s year to win. This year, nothing was going to keep him from reaching the goal.

         His cell phone rang as he headed out of the airport. “Call from Kevin Sanders…” the tone revealed. The team’s lawyer. Finally. He’d forwarded the marriage certificate email to him earlier that week and had left several voicemails. He needed to know if this thing was joke…or something to worry about.

         “Hey, Sanders.”

         “How the hell did you get yourself into shit this deep, Ben?” Kevin said.

         Obviously he needed to worry. “Fucked if I know, man. I would have had to be unconscious or drugged to get married.” Full stop. He didn’t mean just to get married to a stranger or to get married drunk in a chapel in Vegas. He meant to get married. Period. The cool, early spring mountain air made him shiver as he stepped through the revolving doors, and he raised the collar of his leather jacket higher around his neck.

         “Well, you look conscious in the video.”

         “What video?”

         “The one I just received from Happy Ever After.”

         Ben’s gut tightened. There was footage of him in a chapel in Vegas?

         “And unfortunately, if you were drugged, the evidence would be out of your system, so we will be submitting a drunk and stupid plea and filing for divorce right away,” Kevin said.

         He thought he was going to throw up.

         “Unless, of course, you want to stay married,” the lawyer said in his silence.

         “Like hell,” Ben grumbled. Crossing the airport parking lot, he unlocked his Hummer, climbed in, and slammed the door. “What do we do?”

         He sat quietly as Kevin took him through the divorce filing procedure step by step, making sure he was aware of the predicament he found himself in. For four months, this Ms. Kristina Sullivan—the woman’s name didn’t even sound familiar—had remained quiet; now she’d resurfaced to ruin his life, claiming she wanted a relationship with her “husband.”

         “This is bullshit. I don’t even know this woman.”

         “Since when has that ever mattered to you?” Kevin asked.

         Ben ran a hand through his hair. It was true; he liked the company of women, but marriage? No. Right? Damn, he wished he could remember that night clearly—or at all.

         “Ben, this is not going to just go away,” Kevin said when he didn’t respond. “I’ll file the required paperwork to start the divorce process, and we’ll pray that this Kristina Sullivan chick doesn’t contest it. In the meantime, we should find out who her legal representation is and request a mediation session. Find out what her angle is. If we can keep it out of the courts, we have a better chance of keeping things quiet.”

         Fantastic. He wouldn’t have been able to pick out his new “wife”—he cringed—from a police line-up if his life depended on it, and now he would have to sit across from her and ask that she be reasonable enough to let him out of this mess without too much headache? He had his doubts the meeting would go smoothly. “Fine. Let me know when and where.” He stabbed the button to start the vehicle. He didn’t have time for this. In four days, he planned to lead his team to a four-game, shut-out victory in the semifinal round of the playoffs; he couldn’t afford stupid distractions.

         Ms. Sullivan better prepare herself for a battle, because he was pissed. He didn’t know what kind of game she was playing, but he wanted nothing to do with it.

         “Hang in there. Keep breathing and we’ll figure this out,” his lawyer said through the speakerphone.

         Where was that note of optimism two minutes ago when the man was explaining in fine detail the shit-storm Ben’s life was about to become. “Can we figure it out quickly? Like before the next playoff round?”

         “I can’t work miracles, Ben. Talk to you soon.”

         Disconnecting the call, he swore under his breath. This was the last complication he needed right now. But one thing was for certain: there was no way he would let a little thing like marrying a woman he didn’t know in a ceremony he couldn’t remember prevent him from hoisting the Stanley Cup that season.

         No way in hell.

         
            *  *  *

         

         She had good eggs. Not perfect eggs. Not young, ideal eggs, but not bad eggs for her thirty-six years, according to the evaluation of her ovarian reserve at the Glenwood Falls Fertility Treatment Center, and for now Olivia Davis would count that as a win.

         Of course, if she’d gotten the nerve to make the appointment earlier and hadn’t had to sit on a waiting list to see fertility god Dr. Mark Chelsey for over a year, the eggs might have been three to six percent better…

         She shook her head and lowered the visor. She retrieved her sunglasses, sliding them on as the sun broke through the clouds. She wouldn’t do that. She wouldn’t play the what-if game. It only led to more indecision and doubt. What mattered was that at thirty-six, she was starting the process of having a family.

         The family she wanted.

         The mid-April sun warmed her face and the mild, cool breeze whispered a promise of summer as she exited the highway. She hated to raise the top on her BMW convertible as she pulled into her office parking lot.

         Life was good. She had good eggs.

         She was going to have a family. She bit her lip.

         Nope. No more second-guessing. This was what she wanted.

         Or at least the next best thing. Her passion for her career as a top divorce attorney had left little time for her to have one the traditional way. But these days, a single career woman had choices.

         She’d made hers.

         She took several deep breaths, letting thoughts of that morning’s fertility clinic appointment take a backseat and switching gears. She had a one o’clock with Kevin Sanders and his hockey player client, and she needed to be on her game. She’d only gone up against him in a divorce case once before and he was tough. It didn’t help that she couldn’t fully wrap her mind around this particular case. A playboy getting married in Vegas to a woman he claims not to know? Really?

         Her client swore they’d known one another for years. Someone was lying, and Olivia would bet her fertility treatment down payment that it was Ben Westmore.

         Representing the soon-to-be ex-wives of professional athletes for ten years, she’d seen her share of bullshit. She suspected this guy was regretting his impulsive decision and was desperate to get out without losing his shirt—or hockey jersey, as the case may be.

         Well, he couldn’t just skate away from his mistakes this time.

         She sighed as she approached her reserved stall. Parked next to her was the biggest cobalt blue eyesore she’d ever seen. The tires on the right side of her tiny car scraped against the curb of the sidewalk as she carefully squeezed into the tight space made even smaller by the gas-guzzling, environment-destroying tank crossing the yellow line into her spot. Tinted black windows and silver rims completed the “I’m owned by a douchebag” look of the vehicle, and a Colorado Avalanche license plate that read MVP 1 confirmed the owner. Her opposition’s client—Ben Westmore—had arrived.

         She cut the engine and peered through the window, eyeing the distance between her door and the lift kit of the monstrosity blocking her in.

         Her size eight hips wouldn’t squeeze through there. She’d be lucky to open the door wide enough to push her overstuffed briefcase through.

         Glancing toward the passenger side, she decided to take her chances with the cherry trees starting to bloom on the office building’s lawn. Their bud-covered branches might scratch her when she opened the door, but they would be more forgiving than the tank.

         Unbuckling her seatbelt, she slid the fabric of her pencil skirt a little higher over her thighs and then swung one leg over to the passenger side. The gearshift pressed into her butt and her hair caught static along the soft top. Sometimes, she wished she had a bigger car. Holding the passenger seat headrest, she awkwardly swung her other leg over, and the sound of tearing fabric made her cringe.

         She glanced down, grateful to see just a tiny rip in the back of the skirt where it was slit to allow movement. Sighing, she collapsed onto the seat, pulling the skirt back into place. Then lowering the visor, she used the mirror to smooth her flyaway strands back into place and reapply a pale nude gloss to her lips.

         She squared her shoulders and lifted her chin. “I am a successful, strong, confident woman,” she told her reflection. The daily affirmation was part of her routine before every face-to-face with an opposing lawyer. “I can achieve greatness. I can be the best version of myself.” She smiled, then added a new one. “I have good eggs.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         Was the woman talking to herself?

         Ben had been about to enter the law offices when he saw the tiny convertible wedge itself into the space next to his Hummer. Before he could get the attention of the woman inside the car, she was already climbing over the gearshift. He waved as he approached and hesitated when she noticed him outside the passenger window.

         The daggers coming from the woman’s dark, coffee-colored eyes gave him a chill, despite the uncharacteristically mild weather. He’d seen pissed-off women before, but usually after he’d slept with them, not before. “Sorry about the parking. This thing is a little big,” he yelled. He’d signed an endorsement deal with GM years before, and he was under contract obligation to drive the beast. He’d asked for a truck, but they’d insisted the Hummer better suited his image. “Just give me a second and I’ll move it.”

         The woman opened the door, pushing through tree branches. “Don’t bother. You’ll be leaving before me,” she said climbing out, ducking to avoid the pointed twigs and leaves.

         “Can I help you with your things?” he asked, as she bent to retrieve her briefcase and a stack of file folders. Out of habit, his eyes shifted to the long, shapely legs and sexy ankles, and he had to remind himself why he was there. His weakness for hot women had landed him in enough trouble.

         “I got it, thanks,” she said, tightly, avoiding his gaze as she struggled to close the door. She was taller than he’d expected, her three-inch heels putting her head just below the line of his jaw.

         The perfect height to kiss. The perfect lips, too. The full, pale nude glossed mouth would be incredibly tempting…under different circumstances.

         She cleared her throat loudly and his stare snapped back to hers. “Excuse me,” she said, moving past him.

         As she did, her long, dark hair snagged on a tree branch, yanking her backward. Her eyes widened and her cheeks flamed with embarrassment.

         “Hold on, just stay still. Don’t make it worse,” he said, stepping forward.

         “Don’t,” she said quickly. “I got it.”

         He held his hands up. “Sorry, just trying to help.”

         “If you’d parked in a space that could accommodate your vehicle, I wouldn’t be stuck in a tree in the first place,” she said, readjusting her files in one arm as she reached back with her hand to free her hair.

         “I offered to move it.” He folded his arms and continued to watch her fumbling. “You’re making it worse.”

         She shot him a look, then not having any success, she sighed. “Fine.”

         “Fine what?”

         “You can help,” she said through clenched teeth.

         He was tempted to say his offer had expired, but this was technically his fault. “Okay, hold still.” Trying to avoid the scratchy tree branches poking him, he stood in front of her and reached around. As predicted, the top of her head fit nicely under his chin. His chest brushed against hers, but he kept his focus on the tangled hair, relying on every ounce of gentlemanly manners not to sneak a peek down her blouse. The smell of her jasmine-scented shampoo competed with the cherry blossoms, and he held his breath as he untwisted the strands from the tree. Delicious, intoxicating-smelling women were another of his weaknesses.

         Her hair was thick and soft and the natural golden highlights reflected the sun. He resisted the urge to let the locks run through his fingers as he unwrapped them from their snag on the twigs. She was perfectly still, her eyes staring straight at his chest, her breath warm against his neck as he worked. He could hear the dull throbbing of a heartbeat, but he couldn’t be sure if it was his or hers. The close proximity made him suddenly uncomfortable, and after freeing the last of her locks, he moved away quickly. “There.”

         “Thank you,” she mumbled, but it sounded more begrudging than grateful. Avoiding his gaze, she smoothed the hair back in place and stepped around him.

         He rushed to match her pace as she headed toward the building. “Do we know each other?” She looked familiar, and the knot in his stomach had him questioning whether he’d had the pleasure of meeting her before. It might explain the way she was acting.

         “Not yet,” she said.

         At the office doors, she reached for the handle, but he stepped quicker. Holding it open, he gestured for her to enter. “After you.”

         She sighed as she went inside.

         “Look, I apologized about the Hummer.”

         “It’s fine.” She hit the button for the elevator. “If you like destroying the environment,” she muttered.

         “What was that?”

         “Nothing.” She checked her watch, as the elevator light lit up and the doors opened. Everything about her, from the dark gray charcoal suit jacket and pencil skirt to the red leather briefcase, screamed lawyer, and when she pressed the button for the ninth floor, he suspected they were headed to the same place.

         “You work here?” he asked.

         She turned to face him, and he remembered exactly where he’d seen her before—she’d represented his soon-to-be sister-in-law in her divorce case the year before. Shit. His palms started to sweat. “I’m Olivia Davis—the lawyer representing Ms. Sullivan, or should I say ‘your wife’?”

         His stomach dropped as he realized just how screwed he was. “If I’d known that, I would have left you stuck in that tree.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Did he have to be so gorgeous?

         Embarrassing herself in front of the opposition’s client wasn’t the way she’d hoped to start this process. Especially not when the man had sent her pulse racing while he’d rescued her hair from that stupid tree. Tall and muscular, with dark brown hair and clear blue eyes, a chiseled jawline lightly covered in stubble—it was almost as if he’d stepped right off her wish list.

         It figured that the same day she officially decided to take herself off the market—for at least nine months—she experienced an overwhelming pull toward a man she not only couldn’t have, but shouldn’t want.

         Pro athletes were on her “no dating” list. She’d had one athlete-induced broken heart, and that was enough for one lifetime. Of course, that was high school, and by now she should have gotten over being dumped by the captain of the basketball team a week before prom, but her career choice suggested she was still holding a grudge. A tiny one.

         There was just something about Ben that was irritatingly tempting. Despite his reputation. Despite his unconscientious preference of vehicles. And despite the way his gaze taking her in in the parking lot had made her knees feel slightly unsteady. It no doubt had everything to do with his unexpected friendliness as he’d apologized for the parking situation. Or more likely, it was the biceps straining against the navy suit jacket he wore and the glimpse of his muscular neck and chest beneath the open collar of his shirt, which should have been wasted hotness where she was concerned.

         Hotter the man, deeper the cut.

         She suspected her client’s scar would take quite a long time to fade.

         Her client who’d yet to show up. Olivia glanced at the clock on the meeting room wall. Eleven minutes after eleven. Her chest tightened in an involuntary twist.

         Eleven eleven, make a wish. Her mother’s voice echoed in her mind.

         She swallowed hard. Right now, she wished Ben Westmore would stop staring at her. The look of nervousness on his face made her want to reassure him everything would be okay. What the hell was wrong with her? She cleared her throat. “Let’s get started. I’m sure my client will be here shortly,” she said, opening her briefcase and removing the paperwork.

         Across from her, Kevin Sanders put his cell phone away and opened his laptop. “First of all”—he turned the screen to face her—“this footage of my client is inconclusive.”

         She stopped him with a cock of her head. “It might not be a clear shot of your client’s face on the chapel’s security cam footage, but any hockey fan would recognize the man in this video as Mr. Westmore.” Westmore. Even his name rolled off her tongue like honey.

         “It’s inconclusive,” Kevin repeated.

         “It’s him.” She reached for her list of Ben’s teammates. “But if you insist, I’m happy to subpoena the guys from the team who were with him that night. I’m sure someone can verify the footage.”

         “Not necessary—it’s me,” Ben said. “Don’t drag the guys into it.”

         Admirable and honest. She really didn’t need him adding any more to the “pro” column. Her job was much easier when the soon-to-be-ex-husband was an asshole.

         “Ben, as your lawyer…”

         The player turned to his counsel. “I don’t want all of this affecting the team or getting back to Coach,” he said. “Everyone is stressed enough with the semifinals starting.”

         If Ben thought he was going to be able to keep this divorce case private, he was delusional. She was surprised that the media hadn’t grabbed hold of it already. They would. Especially now that the Avalanche had made it into the semifinal round of the playoffs. She didn’t follow hockey, but her boss was a sports fanatic. Last week he’d shown up at the office wearing his Avalanche jersey and a big foam finger, not having made it home to change after a night celebrating the series win. He was going to be pissed when he found out who her opposition was in this case.

         She’d applied for the position at the firm ten months ago, when her aunt got sick and she moved to Colorado to take care of her. Her boss, Lyle Kingsley, had hired her, expecting she’d develop her client list on the other side of the proceedings—representing the athletes. But so far, only their spouses were interested in her services. And he’d reluctantly agreed to allow her to accept the cases she knew how to win. But sliding this one past him would be a challenge.

         “I admit that it is me in the video,” Ben said, breaking into her thoughts. “But I’d like to keep this quiet.”

         “That’s not my job nor my concern,” she started.

         “Please, Ms. Davis.”

         The gaze locked on hers was free of any pretense, any cockiness, of anything other than desperation. So unexpected, so different than most arrogant, cocky athletes she sat across from that it caused her to stumble slightly. Looking away quickly, she flipped through her file. “I won’t leak information, but I can’t promise my client will stay silent throughout this process.”

         He nodded. “Okay.”

         “So, moving on,” Kevin said, oblivious to the slight ground shake she’d felt in that odd moment with his client.

         It had to be the hormone injections the fertility clinic had given her. It was the only logical explanation for the unhealthy, unsafe attraction she was experiencing for a man completely off-limits for so many reasons.

         “As per my client’s statement, before the night of December thirty-first, he had never met Ms. Sullivan. Therefore, her statement that they have known each other for over twenty years is ridiculous.”

         Olivia reluctantly turned her attention to Ben. “So, you’d never met this woman until the night you married her?” She slid a photo of her client toward him, forcing her hand steady.

         He glanced at it and shook his head. “Never.”

         Wow. That almost sounded truthful. But it had to be a lie. How drunk would a person have to be to marry someone they’d just met? The thought helped to dampen the intensity of her attraction. Good. Focus on his perceivable flaws—lacks good judgment and drinks too much. “She claims you two met in school years ago.”

         He repeated her name several times and shook his head. “We had a small class in Glenwood—maybe twelve students. I don’t remember her because I’d never met her before.” His voice took on more confidence now. “Obviously she recognized who I was, saw that I was shit-faced drunk, and took advantage of the situation.”

         “Exactly,” Kevin jumped in. “And if she wanted a relationship with my client, why did she wait four months before coming forward?”

         “That’s not accurate. Ms. Sullivan”—who still hadn’t shown up—“attempted to contact Mr. Westmore numerous times over the last few months.” Pulling out her client’s phone and email records, she slid them across the boardroom table.

         Ben’s eyes scanned quickly. “This email address is monitored by the team. It’s screened for weirdos before legitimate fan mail is forwarded on to players or their fan club managers,” he said, reading the emails supposedly for the first time. “I’ve never seen these before, and I’m pretty certain they wouldn’t have been forwarded to me anyway.”

         Unfortunately, that all made sense. “What about the telephone calls and texts?”

         He glanced at the phone record. “Shortly after Vegas, I had to change my phone number.” He shifted in his seat.

         “To avoid my client’s calls?”

         “No. Because an angry one-night stand tweeted my phone number.”

         Wow. “Can you prove that? Can your cell provider confirm the number was changed?”

         He nodded.

         Next to him, Kevin made a note to get the evidence.

         She sighed. This wasn’t going exactly as she’d planned or hoped. Being able to validate his silence throughout her client’s attempts at contact didn’t go in her favor, but she still didn’t believe they didn’t have the shared history her client was so adamant about. She glanced toward the boardroom door again. Where the hell was Kristina? “Okay, so according to you, alcohol was to blame that night? You have no recollection of that evening’s events, and you had no former connection to Ms. Sullivan other than a hook-up on December thirty-first of last year?” She was stalling, but until her client showed up she had little else to try to nail him with to further their case. Nail him. The choice of wording in her thoughts made her blush.

         Ben’s intense gaze locked with hers and made her cheeks feel like they were on fire. “I don’t know this woman.”

         Damn. Had someone turned up the heat in there? She resisted the urge to remove her suit jacket. “Well…”

         “Call from Rebecca, red head, long legs…Call from Rebecca…”

         Ben quickly silenced the call coming in on his cell phone.

         Obviously he’d dared to give out his new number. “As opposed to Rebecca with short legs?”

         “What? He knows more than one Rebecca—hardly a crime,” Sanders said.

         Ben released a breath. “She put her number in my phone that way…It was joke.”

         The door opened and her assistant, Madison, poked her head inside. “Ms. Sullivan is here,” she said.

         Thank God.

         She saw Ben sit straighter, clenching his hands together in front of him. “Let her in, please.”

         Kristina looked just as nervous as she entered the room and approached the table, clutching her purse strap. “I’m sorry I’m late,” she said. “I had to drop my son off at school.”

         “You have a kid?” Kevin asked.

         Ben’s knuckles turned white.

         Olivia usually loved the element of surprise, but today it made her stomach turn. Dragging a kid into this mess only made things more complicated. “Yes. Your client has a new stepson,” she said, the words tasting sour on her lips.

         “Fuck,” Ben muttered, not quietly enough. Then leaning across the table, he glared at Kristina. “Look, I don’t know what you want. But I don’t know you. So whatever game you’re playing needs to end.”

         Kristina’s expression was slightly embarrassed as she retrieved an old elementary school class photo from her oversized purse. She slid it across the table toward him. “Clueless Kristina, Tubby Tina?”

         Ben’s mouth dropped at the mention of the nasty nicknames. A look of recognition registered on his face.

         “Care to retract your last statement, Mr. Westmore?” Olivia asked.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

         

         Three hours later, Ben swung open the door to his family home in Glenwood Falls. The familiar smell of homemade bread, fresh from the oven, reached him, but today he found no comfort in it. Little had changed in the house over the years—from the lace curtains his grandmother had made hanging in the living room windows to the family pictures they had taken each fall lined up on the wall in the hallway. The hardwood floor still held the evidence of indoor hockey games played when their parents weren’t home, and the furniture had been reupholstered so many times his mother could have refurnished the entire house for the amount she’d spent holding on to the old stuff. Coming home was usually a far too rare occurrence, and one he looked forward to, but today he was on a mission.

         “Mom!” he called as he made his way toward the kitchen.

         She collided with him rounding the corner. “Ben? What are you doing here?” She wiped damp hands on her apron and reached out to pull him in for a hug.

         When she held on a little too long, he pried himself away. “Hi, Mom.”

         “I didn’t think you were coming by until family dinner on…”

         The last Sunday of the month. The one day he and Asher both made an effort to be in town, so the entire family could get together. “I know. I just needed to get something.”

         His mother’s perceptive eyes bored a hole through his. “What’s wrong?”

         “Nothing.” Too quick.

         “Right. Because you always drive out here just to visit during playoff season.”

         “You’re not happy to see me?” Okay, now he was stalling.

         She swiped a dishtowel at him, zapping his arm.

         “Ow! That’ll leave a welt,” he said, massaging the spot.

         “I’ll be happier to see you when you’re carrying a big silver cup,” she said with a look.

         “That hurts even more,” he grumbled. His family certainly kept him humble. Being so close to a cup win twice before and not hoisting it in victory, he’d never live it down if it happened a third time. Oddly enough, the family didn’t put the same pressure on Ash. Curse of being the oldest son.

         “You know I’d welcome a visit from my favorite son anytime…”

         He scoffed. She gave each of his brothers the same story. To claim the title of favorite son, he just needed to be the one standing there.

         “But I know you’re supposed to be at practice right now, so what are you doing here?” She placed her hands on her hips and waited.

         She still knew how to make him feel guilty for skipping practice with a simple look. The one that said, I’m not mad, I’m disappointed. Disappointed was always so much worse…and his latest antics were sure to earn another disapproving look. “I just wanted to take a look through some of the boxes in the attic.” He knew his mother was the one person besides his lawyer he could trust with the knowledge about his current mess, but he also knew she was the one person on the planet who didn’t believe his “I’m never settling down” story. The last thing he needed was his mother getting excited for absolutely nothing. He had no intentions of staying married to Kristina Sullivan.

         He still couldn’t believe the woman who had sat across from him in the boardroom hours before was Clueless Kristina, Tubby Tina, and countless other mean-spirited names he knew her as—a girl he’d gone to school with when his family still lived in Denver. He’d attended kindergarten through grade three at Red Oak Elementary, before his parents moved the family to Glenwood Falls and he’d switched schools.

         When the lawyer said they’d been classmates years ago, he hadn’t even considered that far back.

         “So, who the hell is she?” his lawyer had asked as they’d left the law office.

         “Some girl I went to elementary school with. She was quiet and shy and everyone teased her…”

         “Let me guess—she struggled in class and was a little chubby?” Even his lawyer looked annoyed by the meanness of kids.

         He’d nodded.

         “So, what? It’s a revenge thing?” Kevin had asked, coming to the same conclusion Ben had.

         “I guess so.”

         And unfortunately, he wasn’t sure he didn’t deserve it.

         Which was why he needed to find the boxes containing his old school memories to try to figure out just how much trouble he was actually in.

         “The old boxes?” his mother asked now, raising an eyebrow. “Since when are you sentimental?”

         Since never. This trip down memory lane was simply to save his ass. He was going to have to be straight with his mother. “Do you remember a girl I went to school with in Denver—Kristina Sullivan?”

         The old-fashioned kettle whistled on the stove, and she waved a hand for him to follow her down the hall. “Kristina Sullivan from Denver,” she repeated. “It doesn’t sound familiar.”

         It hadn’t to him at first, either, but as Kristina had recounted stories of their past in the conference room, old images of schoolyard bullying had his stomach in knots. Kids hadn’t been kind to Kristina. But he took comfort in the fact that he didn’t recall participating in the teasing and taunting. Did she remember things differently?

         She hadn’t seemed angry or vengeful in the boardroom that morning, but that might be because she knew her lawyer would make sure he paid for any forgotten past mistakes—financially and with his reputation.

         An image of Olivia Davis’s piercing dark eyes flashed in his mind, followed by the same gut-twisting sensation he’d felt untangling her hair from the tree.

         His mother snapped her fingers. “Was she the little girl who lived in the trailer park just outside of town?”

         He nodded, a memory of her rundown home appearing in his mind. Every Christmas, their local church sponsored less fortunate families in the neighborhood, and most lived in Pine Oaks Trailer Park. Kristina’s family always refused to accept the donated hampers of food and toys, so the family would leave them on the broken front step. He remembered looking in the side mirror as they drove away and seeing Kristina and her brother bringing the box inside once they left.

         The lesson on kindness and giving back to the community hadn’t been lost on him. The three children’s charities he supported now were a testament to that.

         “Why the sudden interest? Did you see her recently?” his mother asked, pouring a cup of chamomile tea. The soothing scent filling the kitchen did nothing to soothe his frazzled nerves.

         “You could say that,” he mumbled, lowering his gaze to the floor when she swung around to face him.

         “Oh, Ben—what did you do?” she asked, shooting him her best I’m-your-mother-and-I-can-still-ground-you look.

         “I might have married her.”

         Luckily his instincts were as sharp as his reflexes, otherwise he’d never have caught his fainting mother right before she hit the floor.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “Damn,” Olivia muttered as the stack of folders the medical clinic had couriered over fell across the tiled office floor. She hoped nothing in them was loose. Mixing up the contents of these files could make the selection of a sperm donor a little trickier.

         Setting her coffee on the reception desk, she readjusted her purse and bent to pick up the files.

         Madison came to her aid.

         “It’s okay, I got this,” Olivia said, quickly, gathering them. She’d only been working for the firm for ten months; she had no intentions of telling anyone about her plans until she could no longer hide a pregnant belly behind a banker’s box.

         Unfortunately, despite her scramble to reach the files farthest away, she wasn’t fast enough.

         She should have requested the files be sent to her home, but she had a two-hour gap between appointments that afternoon, and she was eager to start the selection process.

         Madison studied the files in her hands and shot Olivia a wide-eyed look.

         Deep breath. There’s no way the young, twentysomething paralegal would recognize the fertility clinic logo on the corner…

         “You’re planning to have a baby?”

         Oh my God. “Shhhh…” She sighed, taking the folders from her and standing. “Please grab my coffee and follow me.”

         Inside her office, she set them near her purse on the floor and took her coffee from her. “Thank you. Um…when you were hired you signed a confidentiality agreement, right?”

         Madison nodded, her asymmetrical pixie cut hair falling in front of her eyes. “Yes. And believe me, it’s so hard to keep quiet about some of the…”

         Olivia held up a hand. “Don’t admit that to anyone.” Though she got it. The high-profile clients and their often sensitive situations made for some pretty juicy gossip…not that she had many girlfriends to spill to anyway. Moving around a lot with her aunt as a child, after her parents died, Olivia had never bothered to make lasting friendships—a trait she’d carried into adulthood. And was starting to regret. With her aunt gone now, she was feeling the loneliness even more.

         Was she hoping a baby would fill that gap?

         Across from her, Madison’s perfectly applied fake lashes met her thin penciled-in eyebrows. “Oh, I swear, I’d never say anything.”

         “Good. Well, this information needs to be kept to yourself as well, okay?”

         She nodded again. “No one knows?”

         “Not yet.” And hopefully not for a while. She wanted to prove herself with a few more cases before requesting a maternity leave from the company. She wasn’t even sure what she would do after the baby was born—the temptation to return to L.A. was strong now that her aunt was gone. In fact, she might have already, had she not discovered the fertility clinic in Glenwood Falls.

         She sat and wiggled her computer mouse until the Hawaiian sunset screensaver disappeared. It was the default on the computer, and she’d never changed it to a personal picture, like most of her colleagues. No selfie shot with a significant other or recent vacation picture. Her dating history was laughable, her career demanded all of her time, and she couldn’t remember the last vacation she’d taken. And even if she had a pet, she’d refuse to post pictures of it everywhere. She kept her professional life professional and her private life private, though lately she’d been wondering where that left her.

         Instead of leaving, Madison sat. “Those were sperm donor files, right?”

         How did she know so much? She simply nodded, opening her email.

         “Have you chosen one yet?”

         “Not yet,” she said, scanning the 164 emails appearing in her inbox. By the look of all of the urgent flagged ones, she probably wouldn’t get to the files itching to be read until midnight.

         “Have they harvested the eggs?” Excitement was evident in Madison’s voice. “When is the implantation?”

         Wow. Did the girl specialize in this field? “I really need to get to these emails.”

         Madison looked disappointed as she nodded. “You’re right, you’re busy. Sorry. I just find it fascinating.”

         What was fascinating? That she’d let her window to conceive naturally slip by and was now feeling the desperation of a ticking biological clock? “It’s okay,” she said simply, then quickly added, “but this stays between us.” Though it did feel oddly comforting to not be keeping the secret exclusively anymore.

         Madison stood to leave. “I was conceived through in vitro.”

         Olivia’s head snapped up. “You were?”

         She nodded. “My parents were older when they decided to have a family.”

         Older. Right. At thirty-six, she wasn’t exactly considered a geriatric mother, but she wasn’t far off.

         “I think it’s really awesome. If you want to talk to someone about it.”

         She didn’t. “I’m good. Thanks. Just remember not to say anything.”

         Madison made a zipping motion with her lips as she left the office and closed the door behind her.

         Slumping back in her chair, Olivia sighed. Seeing the Sullivan v. Westmore file on her desk, an image of Ben appeared in her mind. That man would make gorgeous babies. If he’d marry a woman he barely knew, she couldn’t help but wonder if he’d donate sperm to one.

         
            *  *  *

         

         The asthma-inducing layer of dust on the boxes in the attic made Ben hesitate. Did he really want to send all of that settled, heavy protective coating spiraling into the air around him? He was currently being haunted by one ghost from his past; he wasn’t sure he could handle any more.

         He scanned the small space above the garage. Christmas decorations, old quilts from their childhood, boxes of family photos up to three generations back, some of his father’s old tools. He moved along the beams, and insulation immediately clung to his pants and shirt. He wasn’t dressed for this.

         He rolled the sleeves of his shirt. When he spotted boxes labeled with his name in the corner, his stomach tightened. The memories of his elementary school days were coming back slowly; though they were faded, they offered him no sense of peace.

         Neither had his mother’s words when she’d regained consciousness only to slap him on the side of the head. “What the hell were you thinking?” she asked now, joining him in the attic.

         He hadn’t been thinking. He’d been piss-ass drunk. Unfortunately, that didn’t take much as he wasn’t a heavy drinker. He treated his body with respect, knowing it was his greatest ally in prolonging his time on the ice. “I told you, I don’t remember that night.”

         She eyed him. “Vegas…New Year’s Eve?” Realization dawned on her still pale face. “Tell me this isn’t about Janelle’s engagement.”

         He should have known his mother would have heard. One of his brothers had probably mentioned it. More than likely Asher—the guy was glued to every sports news station app possible. And Ben’s ex-girlfriend’s public engagement had been splattered all over Sports News Vegas.

         He glanced around. “Are those my only boxes?”

         “Ben, honey, it’s been years. It’s time to move on.”

         He nodded. The thing was, he thought he had moved on, but seeing Janelle’s surprised, glowing expression as her co-anchor had dropped to one knee on set had been like a bullet to his chest.

         It had reminded him of another New Year’s Eve, when their own three-year relationship had ended just before the countdown. Only shot after shot of Jose Cuervo had been enough to dull the ache.

         “Well, you know I’d love nothing more than for you to settle down, but this isn’t ideal, and I know you don’t want to stay married, so what are you going to do?” his mother asked.

         “My lawyer has filed for divorce, and we’re trying to keep all of this out of the media.”

         She raised an eyebrow.

         “Trying being the operative word. In the meantime, I need to remember the deal with this Kristina woman and figure out why the hell I married her. And why she’d want to marry me.” The idea that this was a revenge thing made him shudder.

         He grabbed a blanket and, turning his head away, shook it free of as much dust as possible before laying it across a box labeled with Asher’s name. He sat and reached for the closest box of his own items.

         “Good luck,” his mother said, starting to descend the ladder.

         “Not going to help?”

         “Nope.”

         Great. He might get out of there by midnight. He blew the dust away before opening the flaps and looking inside.

         Old hockey trophies and medals, team photos…He sorted through them quickly, not needing to see the items to conjure memories. Hockey had been his life for so long, every moment of his twenty-eight years on skates were etched in his mind.

         As a kid growing up in Glenwood Falls, every day had been spent outside as much as possible. The only question was whether the lake was warm enough for swimming or frozen enough for ice hockey. For a young kid in love with the sport, there was no better experience than a game on an outdoor rink in the cold fresh mountain air. The large ice surface didn’t restrict the number of players, and they’d play with the neighborhood kids until the last signs of daylight disappeared over the mountains, even forgetting to eat. Their parents’ “Be back before dark” was often forgotten as well, resulting in their fathers’ arrival at the lake long past curfew, where they’d stay and play just a little bit longer with his warning not to tell their mothers.

         He closed the box and moved it to the side, noticing his first pro-scale hockey stick on the floor. He smiled as he reached for it, wiping it free of dust. He stood and flipped the stick over in his hands, still loving the feel of it, or rather the memories the feel of it evoked.

         The stick had been a Christmas present from Jackson when he was twelve—the year they’d both made the AAA Junior league. His brother had wanted the high-scale pro-caliber stick, from the moment they’d seen it inside Rolling’s Sports before the season started.

         Of course their parents couldn’t afford to buy one for each of them, so Jackson knew that if he wanted one, he’d have to get a job and save for it. And he did. Every morning for three months, his brother would climb down from the top bunk in the room they shared and head out to deliver the daily paper before the school bus picked them up. He saved every cent he made, kept it in a Mason jar under the mattress, where he thought it was hidden, but Ben could see it above his head through the metal bedsprings, filling up each week after collection.

         Seeing the cash his brother was earning tempted Ben to get a part-time route as well, but he’d liked his sleep a little too much. Besides, it wasn’t the stick that made the player, but what he could do with it.

         Waking up Christmas morning to see the stick under the tree with his name on the tag had surprised him, and now he wondered if Jackson had known even then that he lacked whatever special quality Ben and Asher seemed to possess—the drive or the determination or just sheer will to make it to the big leagues.

         Ben sighed, playing with the edge of the fraying red tape. He still couldn’t believe Jackson had turned away from the opportunity of a lifetime: a second chance to play in the NHL.

         Ben liked his brother’s fiancée well enough, and they seemed happy together, but he couldn’t shake the feeling of disappointment that Jackson had chosen the quiet, simple life as Junior league coach over the dream.

         He wondered if his brother would ever regret it.

         Setting both the stick and the thoughts aside, he resumed his mission to find the old elementary school yearbook. Three boxes later, he found it.

         The spine on the thin, forever-closed hardcover yearbook creaked as he flipped to the page of his third grade homeroom class. His goofy, toothless grin and long, disheveled hair (hockey season playoff hair) smiled back at him, and he shook his head. Thank God, he’d filled out in his teenage years. At age nine, he’d had only his fast skating and puck handling to carry him through the various leagues.

         His gaze scanned the page for Kristina and his chest ached when he saw the sad smile on the little girl’s chubby face. Memories of the teasing chants he’d heard following her down the hallways of school and the way she’d eat lunch alone, or didn’t eat lunch at all, which was far too often the case, made him close the book abruptly.

         Damn. Kids were cruel sometimes, and he hated that he may have played a part in that little girl’s pain.

         And shit, if she was out for revenge now, who was he to stop her?
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