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Maverick
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Thwack! 

“Gotcha, Roy,” Henderson guffawed as he walked behind me, having whacked my ass with a twisted-up towel. 

“Fucker,” I grumbled with zero humor, casting a cursory glance his way.

Henderson was such a douche. Even when we were on the ice, down by two and with less than five minutes left on the clock, the idiot refused to take things seriously. Everything was a joke to him. Probably because he was a joke.

Rolling my eyes, I focused back on my cubby in the locker room and grabbed the muscle balm I had specially made for me by a pain-relief wizard here in Portland. The guy infused the cream with cannabidiol, or CBD—a chemical found in the cannabis plant that’s non-psychoactive. Along with menthol, it worked wonders on the aches and pains in my back. I also made sure to pop an Aleve before I pulled my jersey over my gear. 

“Mouth like a fucking Hoover vacuum, bro. Swear to god. The chick nearly sucked off my foreskin. But it was worth it.” Garver, one of our defensemen, sat down on the bench beside me to tie his skates while chatting with his fellow womanizer in crime, Franks. 

Franks snorted. “Chick I was with last night had these long-ass, bejeweled fake nails.” He wiggled his fingers like grass in the wind before bending down to start tying up his skates as well. “Would have loved her to stick a finger in my ass, but not with those claws. She scratched up my back real nice though.” 

If I tuned in hard enough, I could pick up more conversations than just these two assholes talking trash about women they hooked up with. Even some of the married guys were laughing at the “desperate” puck bunnies they brought back to their hotel rooms on away games. 

I knew a lot of their wives and it made it tough to look these women in the eye and not say anything, knowing what I knew about their husbands. Because while I loved the comradery and brotherhood of being part of a team, being on a team was a lot like being part of a family; you couldn’t always pick who you were forced to spend endless waking hours with. And as much as I “liked” my “family”, there were definitely a few “twigs” I wished would get “pruned” or simply fall off in a windstorm.

“Hey, Mav. Saw you chatting with that big booty bunny last night. You get some?” Franks asked, his Savannah drawl extra thick as he grabbed his jersey to yank over his head. “She was fine. Had a dump truck of an ass I’d loved to take a spin in.”

Franks had a pregnant wife at home and a two-year-old daughter named Cambria, who worshipped the ice her father skated on.

I glared at him for a half a second, then tossed on a face of tolerance. “Naw, man. She’s cute, but we just chatted about the season. She does a sports podcast.”

Henderson made a disgusted face. “A chick who has a sports podcast? What does she have, like, six listeners? Do they talk about how cute our jerseys are?” His chortle made me cringe.

Thankfully, I didn’t have to rustle up a half-hearted response to Henderson because Coach Nilsson walked in and most of the chatter died down. “All right,” he said, climbing up onto the bench in the middle so we could all see him. “The Riptides have a strong defensive line. So that means we need to create space, utilize our offensive depth, and employ smart defensive strategies.” He focused on Pierre Allard, one of our left-wingers. “That means no showboating.”

Allard rolled his eyes. 

“We pass when our teammate is open. I want to see quick footwork. Speed. Good puck handling.” His gaze once again drifted to Allard. “We do not take a shot from the center line when a teammate is closer to the net, open, and has a better shot.”

“Why does he keep looking at me?” Allard murmured in his thick French-Canadian accent. 

“Because you’re a puck hog and a glory hound,” replied Woodman. 

Allard frowned but didn’t say anything. 

“What is one thing that the Riptides’ defensive line lacks?” Nilsson asked. 

“Decorum?” Garver, our team captain, said with a snort. We all glanced at Franks, who ended up with a badly sprained wrist and had to sit out for five games after the last time we played the Riptides. Barbier, their left-defenseman, hooked him hard and Franks took a nasty fall, which also landed him at the bottom of a pileup on the ice with two Riptides on top of him. He was lucky all he got was a sprained wrist.

“A defenseman with more than two brain cells?” remarked Silby, our goalie.

“Okay, besides a meatbrain like Barbier,” Nilsson said with an eye roll. 

“It’s meathead, Coach,” Franks corrected. “But I actually like meatbrain.”

Several of the guys murmured among themselves and nodded.

“They don’t always effectively back up their teammate in the offensive zone,” I said. 

Nilsson pointed at me, and his head bobbed in a silent “thank you.” Then he said, “That’s right. So when the puck is there, I want you all there too. Pounce. Overwhelm them, get the puck away and back into their defensive zone, then into the net. Swarm them like … like piranhas on a fresh piece of meatbrain in the water.”

A few guys snickered at Nilsson’s analogy. It sounded especially funny since our coach had a fairly strong Swedish accent and was prone to slightly messing up his idioms and metaphors, but always in the most endearing way. 

Nilsson gave us a few more words of wisdom. Then it was time to head out onto the ice and warm up in front of the crowd. I felt like a piece of meat getting dangled over piranha infested waters being forced to stretch and warm up with an audience, but it was all part of the deal. The fans loved every second they got to see us on the ice, whether we were playing, fighting, stretching, or spitting. 

I grabbed my mouth guard from my cubby, strapped it to my helmet, and followed the rest of the team out onto the ice. 

We were playing another away game tonight, this time in Seattle, but since I spent a lot of time in Washington state in my early career, it felt more like coming home. After getting scouted and recruited to the Spokane Chiefs when I was fifteen, I spent three years playing for them before moving to Seattle to play for the Thunderbirds. Then I left the WHL for the NHL, and have been playing in the big leagues ever since. 

I was fourth round draft pick my first year, getting a one-year contract with the Colorado Mustangs, before being traded to Vancouver and becoming a free agent, where I played two years for the Sea Wolves. I loved Vancouver and could have easily finished out my career there, but my agent managed to get me a great three-year deal with the Portland Storm—my current team—and I couldn’t say no. My only request was that I got to stay on the West Coast. I didn’t care where I played or who I played for. I just had no desire to be landlocked in the middle of the country, or on the Eastern seaboard. I grew up in West Virginia and had absolutely no desire to ever see another East Coast hurricane for as long as I lived. 

The crowd—as always—was a mix of cheers and boos. Those who came from Portland to watch us play applauded our arrival on the ice, while die-hard Riptides fans let us know we were going down. Most of the time, it was all in jest. So we ignored the boos and heckling. Every once in a while, some nutjob fan would take it a little too far and need to be escorted out of the arena. 

The stands weren’t full yet, but they would be by the time the puck dropped. 

I skated around the ice a few times to warm up, then dropped to my knees to stretch. 

“Yo,” Woodman said, coming to stretch beside me. “You okay?”

Roman Woodman was probably my best friend on the team. Like me, he didn’t air his dirty—or clean—laundry in the locker room. He had a long-time, steady girlfriend back home in Portland, and as far as I knew, he was faithful to her. He also seemed to share my opinion that a lot of our teammates were womanizing douches. The two of us would often take off and go have a beer elsewhere when the team decided to party hard with puck bunnies at a nightclub. 

I shrugged, pulling in a deep breath of the frosty air. I loved the smell of the ice. “Yeah. Fine.”

“Weird being back in Seattle?”

“Naw. I like it. It was home for a bit. Love Washington. You missing Julie?”

“She wanted to come up for the game, but got called in for a shift at the hospital. Hard to make a pediatric oncology nurse feel bad about missing my game when she’s literally putting smiles on sick kids’ faces.” He rolled his gray eyes and tossed on a crooked half-smile. 

Snorting, I leaned forward a bit more in my frog pose to help open up my hips. 

“You really just talk to that chick last night? Or were you just brushing Franks off because he’s a tool?”

“Just chatted,” I confirmed. “Jasmine is great. She played hockey as a teenager. So she really knows the sport. She asked better questions than ninety percent of the sports reporters that corner us after a game.”

Woodman nodded at the same time unease flickered in his eyes. 

“What’s wrong?”

“My agent said there’s talk of me getting traded.”

My brows hiked. “Traded to where?”

“Detroit has expressed interest.”

We both cringed at the same time. “Detroit?” While I tried my best to put a positive spin on whatever I could, it was about as tough as stale beef jerky to do so at the idea of Roman getting traded to Detroit.

He nodded. “Apparently, it’s just chatter, but … I dunno, man. I don’t want to leave Portland. I’ve got a great thing going with Julie. She can’t leave her job. Her whole family is in Portland. And it’s fucking Detroit, dude.”

With a heavy heart, all I could do was shake my head. We knew this was part of the job when we all signed up to play. Players got traded all the time. Unless you had an ironclad contract with a no-trade clause in it, it was always an option. And while Roman Woodman was a great right-winger, he was second-string and, like me, this was a contract renegotiation year for him too. 

Murmurs about contracts and trades made up a lot of the locker room chatter. Everybody who was in a contract year feared for their future. Some players were eager to move, while others—like Roman and myself—were happy where we were, as we attempted a bit of normalcy in our lives and aspired to set down some shallow roots. 

After the national anthem was sung by a local teenage girl from some prestigious choir, it was time for the puck drop. As first-string center, I took my position at center ice, ready for the face-off. 

The Riptide’s center—Maxim Hoff—joined me there. “Roy,” he greeted. “How’s it going?”

“Had a fantastic night’s sleep.”

He grinned. “Me too.”

We both put in our mouth guards as the ref skated up with the puck. “All right, guys. Let’s have a clean game, hmm?”

Hoff and I both merely snorted and glanced at the ref before focusing back on the ice. 

The puck smacked dead center in the middle of the decorative “R” and it was game on. 

Once my skates hit the ice, I thought of nothing else besides the game. Everything else in my life, everything outside the two hundred by eighty-five-foot frozen rectangle—including the crowd—got shoved to the back for later. I had a single goal for these three periods, and that was to score goals, or help my teammates score goals. 

I got the puck first and passed to Henderson, my left-winger who was open. He took it up the ice, closing in on the goal. The scrape of sharp blades and my teammates hollering at each other filled my ears. The Riptides’ strong defensive line launched themselves on Henderson. Their defenseman, Barbier, shoved Henderson hard into the boards, but I raced up and grabbed the puck before Hoff could get it. That opened me up for a shot, but before I could take it, their other defenseman, LeBlanc, hooked my skates with his stick, sending me to the ground. 

The ref blew the whistle, and LeBlanc was handed a two-minute penalty. Henderson came over and helped me to my feet. “You okay?”

I nodded, then faced off into the defensive zone with Hoff. Hoff and I played together briefly for Colorado, and he was a good dude. A bit older than me, with a family, but he tried to play a clean game. Not a lot of fighting or penalties. He was one of the good guys and I liked playing against him because I knew it would be a fair game. 

“Y’all right?” The Texas native asked me.

“Never better.”

The puck dropped again and we were off. The Riptides were one man down, which was to our advantage. We needed to use these two minutes wisely and keep the puck in their defensive zone for a better chance at scoring. 

Franks hollered that he was open, so I passed across the ice to him on the left. He launched it to Henderson, who shot it back to me. Barbier was on me again, but I handed off the puck to Franks again before Barbier could swoop in. Franks took a shot on goal, but the Riptides’ goalie, Neyman, deflected, passing it to Hoff. Hoff took it up the center, and we swarmed him. Our defensive line got ready, rushing Hoff in offense.

I was the first to catch up with Hoff, but just as I was about to swoop in to try to steal the puck before he reached the blue line, Barbier came up on my right and checked me hard from behind, sending me flying into Hoff. 

I’d been checked from behind before, but something about the way I fell sent alarm bells ringing in my head as my skull rattled in my helmet when I hit the unforgiving ice. 

A sharp, stabbing pain in my lower back had me flopping onto my belly as I tried to wiggle my toes in my skates. The din of the crowd’s gasps faded into the background. All I could hear was the deafening thud of my pulse in my ears. 

Something wasn’t right.  

The ref blew the whistle and my teammates, as well as Coach Nilsson, rushed over. 

Hoff was there too, having recovered from his bail better than me. “Roy, you okay?” he asked crouching down, concern on his scruffy face. 

“No, man,” I said, fear sending shots of adrenaline through me. “Something’s wrong.”

“Just stay still,” Nilsson said, dropping to one knee beside me. “Paramedics are coming.” He rested a hand on my shoulder and gave me his best “dad” face, since he really was like a father to all of us. Stern, but fair. Encouraging, but not demeaning. He was honestly the best coach I’d ever had. 

I swallowed and nodded, the flash of the paramedics’ red jackets coming into my peripheral vision. They had the spine board, and after asking me some questions and assessing things, they lifted me onto the board and strapped me in. My helmet was off now, and my eyes shifted over the crowd as the gurney rolled me to the exit. 

“On three,” the taller paramedic said when we reached the step to leave the ice. “One … two … three.” They lifted me, but it was a smooth transition. 

The stands erupted into thunderous applause. But that just made the pounding in my head worse. I was about to close my eyes when dark-brown, chunky curls framing a heart-shaped face, and alert amber eyes caught my attention. 

I would remember those eyes anywhere. 

Gabrielle Campbell, the mother of my hockey host family for three years, stared back at me with fear and worry. She had two children—two teenagers—with her. It’d been ages since I’d seen Damon and Laurel. They were just toddlers when I lived with them, but Gabrielle hadn’t changed a bit. She was still gorgeous. Still had that serious, guarded way about her. When we locked eyes, her cheeks pinked up in a very sexy way. They were right on the edge of the bottom bowl, against the glass for the exit. A great spot to watch the game and see the players as they entered and left the ice. 

All I could do was blink. My arms were strapped to my sides, and I was told not to move. 

She followed me with her gaze. 

“Hi,” I mouthed, offering her a faint smile. 

Her throat moved on a swallow, and the intensity of fear in her eyes increased. She mouthed “Hi” back, prompting my heart to do an extra little jump.  

And then I was gone, rushed into the ambulance and off to the hospital as my mind swirled with memories from my time spent living with the Campbells, and panic that I’d never play hockey—or walk—again. 








  
  

CHAPTER TWO


Maverick
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“If you see here, Mr. Roy, your L3 and L4 were quite badly crushed. And while you are still able to walk and move, you’re going to need to rest for them to heal properly,” Dr. Avery said, bringing up my x-rays, as well as a diagram of the human vertebral column. 

Luckily, it was just me in the hospital room with him. So we could be a bit more candid with each other than if my agent, coach, or team rep were there. 

“As I’m sure you’re aware, these two spinal segments are suffering from disc degeneration and early signs of osteoarthritis. L3 and L4 are prone to rotational strain, and given your line of work …” He exhaled loudly through his nose. “We found Naproxen in your system when we did a blood test. Have you been experiencing prolonged back pain?”

I leveled my gaze at him as I lay there in the bed. “What do you think, doc?”

He pursed his lips together and nodded. “Your nerves are being compressed, which is contributing to the pain. Have you been experiencing any numbness or weakness?”

“If I said no, would you believe me?”

Resting a hand on my shoulder, Dr. Avery’s blue gaze turned serious. “Maverick, you were lucky this time. We were able to perform a kyphoplasty, which is fairly non-invasive, all things considered. We inserted a balloon into the fractured vertebra to restore its height and shape, then injected bone cement. It should reduce your pain and improve your mobility. But honestly, I think you need to take a long, hard look at what kind of quality of life you want after your hockey career. Because if you keep going the way you are, that career is going to end sooner than you think. And you could wind up in a wheelchair.”

“How soon until I can play again?” I asked. 

He kept his disapproval to a nostril flare and nothing more. “You’d be wise to sit out the rest of the season and aim for a return in the fall.”

“It’s early February!” I exclaimed. “We still have five months left of the season. Can’t I just keep taking an Aleve before the game, then sit in the ice bath after? That’s what I’ve been doing since the start of the season, and it’s been working out just fine.”

The doctor didn’t look impressed at all. “In addition to your spinal fractures, you also have a concussion. And not your first this season. It is my professional opinion that you sit out for the remainder of the season and rest. Physiotherapy and rehab are going to be important. There’s no nerve damage—this time. But at the rate your discs are degenerating, and osteoarthritis at your young age … Maverick, you need to take this seriously.”

“Noted,” I said stiffly. 

“I’d like to keep you one more night for observation, then we can discharge you. I’ll send in a physio consult—”

“We have a team physiotherapist.”

“Who has to report everything to the coach and team reps.”

“So?”

“So, maybe you’d like to keep the true nature of your health private until you’re ready?”

I rolled my eyes. “Send them in.”

Dr. Avery nodded, his expression grim. “I recommend you go see Rolph Mazurenko. He’s out of Los Angeles, but he’s the best. Worked with the Ukrainian Olympic team, then the US Olympic team. If you can get in to see him, that’s your PT god.”

“Rolph Mazurenko,” I murmured, not liking the idea of having to find a temporary apartment in LA. “All right then.”  

The doctor gave me another one of his closed-mouth smiles, then took his leave. 

I glanced out the window at the drizzly February day in downtown Seattle. I’d been in the hospital for three days now. Of course, Coach Nilsson came to check on me, along with Woodman, and even Hoff. But the team was already in Calgary to play the Cougars tonight. 

“There he is,” came the irritating sound of my pompous-ass agent, Vance Pye. Vance turned the corner, entering my room, all smarmy smiles and buffed Oxfords. “So, what’s the diagnosis? Is it chlamydia?” He snickered at his own joke, but I didn’t find it funny. “How soon can we get my best player back on the ice?”

I met his brown eyes. “Not sure.”

“You’re not sure, or the doctor’s not sure?”

“We’re not sure,” I replied. “All depends how the healing goes. How the rehab goes.”

“This could affect you signing this year, man. We need to get you back on the ice.” He sat down on the edge of my bed near my hand, the outline of a vape pen in the front of his pants pocket. He loved root beer flavored vape juice, and it was disgusting to smell. He glanced at the open hospital door, then back to me, leaning in a little and bringing his voice down. “I know a few players—hockey, soccer, football—who just take cortisone shots. It reduces pain and inflammation so you can play.”

I glared at him. “Cortisone doesn’t cure the problem. It just alleviates the symptoms. All those players are just making things worse by playing on injuries and numbing the pain.”

Vance didn’t seem convinced and merely scoffed. “Well, we need to get you into the best rehab money can buy. Daily sports massages, maybe with a hot Swedish chick?” He bobbed his brows up and down. “Acupuncture, IMS, PT, infrared therapy, hypnotherapy. Whatever it takes.” He brought out his phone. “I’ll make some calls.”

“Actually, I think the doctor has recommended a physiotherapist I’m going to try.”

Vance’s clean-shaven jaw dropped. “What? Here? The team has a physiotherapist.”

That was precisely why I wanted to take the doctor’s advice and use someone not beholden to the multimillion-dollar team that signed their checks. And if I had to go to LA to see Rolph Mazurenko, rather than go home to my condo in Portland, then so be it. I liked Portland, but I’d much rather rent a hotel or a penthouse with an ocean view in the Golden State for a few months and maybe be able to play a few games during the playoffs.

“I’m going to make some calls,” Vance said, the look in his soulless brown eyes telling me he wasn’t on board with my decision, and he was going to see who else he could rally to his cause to get me to change my mind. The answer was: nobody. But I’d rather he made himself scarce and try, than annoy me anymore. Honestly, as much as I tried to see the good in everyone, Vance Pye made searching for his redeeming qualities like a Where’s Waldo. I kept him on as my agent because he was a good agent. A good human, not so much. 

“Can you make those calls outside?” I asked, reaching for my phone. “I’ve got a headache, and I’d rather have some quiet.”

All he did was nod, his phone already to his ear as he headed out. 

“Can you turn off the light and close the door?”

More nodding, but at least he did as I asked. 

Ah. Peace and quiet. 

I didn’t, of course, have a headache. I was hopped up on so many painkillers, a headache might as well be Mars. I was, however, unable to stop thinking about that beautiful face I saw in the crowd three nights ago, right before they shoved me into an ambulance. 

Gabrielle Campbell. 

Did I actually see her? Or was she a figment of my concussed brain? If so, why after all these years was I seeing her again?

While she had technically been my “host mom” for three years, I never really saw her as a mother. She was a fantastic mom though. To Damon and Laurel. To me, she was a woman who worked her ass off to get a college degree while recovering from a traumatic past I never figured out. But I could tell she had one. Her aunt helped her out financially, but Gabrielle wanted to bring in some income on her own. So that’s why she offered up her spare room to an out-of-town hockey player. Over the years, I’d periodically hear her on the phone with someone cryptically discussing her ex-husband, their divorce, and keeping the kids protected. I never pried, but I was always very curious. 

Her tenacity and how much she loved her kids was what stuck out to me about her the most. I never had a crush—per se—but I always found her pretty. It wasn’t until a month before I graduated high school and left their house that I started to develop feelings. I was hungry one night and came upstairs from my room in the basement and heard her moan from behind her bedroom door. 

It was all I could do to not stand outside that door and listen more—but I didn’t. 

And I never acted on my feelings, because it was no more than a boyhood crush on a nice, attractive woman who was so out of my league, not to mention older than me. 

Was she still in Spokane? Or did she live in Seattle now?

How were the kids? Back when I lived with them, Damon idolized me. Apparently, that was the other reason Gabrielle wanted a hockey player in their house. She needed a positive male role model for her son, which led me to believe her husband had been abusive. 

I punched her name into Google now, and the first website to pop up was a law firm in Spokane, which had her listed as a practicing attorney. 

Holy shit. 

The law firm’s website said they specialized in helping women. Gabrielle had become a badass lawyer fighting for women, helping them flee abusive relationships and get custody of their children.

Was she still there?

I hit the phone number on the bottom of the website and put my cell to my ear. 

“Leaena Law, how can I direct your call?” came the chipper voice of the receptionist. 

“Hi, yes, I’d like to speak with Gabrielle Campbell if she’s available, please?”

“Oh, I’m sorry. Gabrielle no longer works in the office. She handles very specific cases remotely and by referral only. Have you been referred by someone?”

“No. Thank you. Have a nice day.” Then I hung up. 

Hmm. She didn’t work in the office and only handled specific cases, and by referral. Also, remotely? So where did she live?

All other search results for Gabrielle came up empty. So I switched gears and typed in “Rolph Mazurenko.”

While Mr. Mazurenko was still a practicing physiotherapist, he was no longer in Los Angeles. 

Thank god for that. 

He now worked at a place called “Unger Wellness.” A multi-therapy healing facility on San Camanez Island, which coincidentally was just a short ferry ride from Seattle. 

That sounded way better than LA. A quiet, relaxing little island where I could rest and recoup while getting world-class physiotherapy?

Sign me up!

I called Unger Wellness immediately, only a little groggy from the pain meds, but promised to have Dr. Avery send the referral posthaste. 

Once I had my initial visit scheduled, next on my to-do list was to find a place to stay.

While several of the seasonal swankier places to stay on the island were closed down for the winter season, there was some availability in a modern, albeit small, cabin right on the beach. And these cabins were also located on the same property as the Sound Bites Pub and San Camanez Brewery. 

Maybe it was the adrenaline, maybe it was the painkillers, but excitement flared inside of me at the idea of getting off the mainland for a bit. Even though I was seriously worried about my career.

With a former NHL player for a dad and two older brothers also in the NHL, the skates I had to fill were enormous—and I never seemed to measure up. Even though my feet were the biggest of the four of us. 

San Camanez Island was touted as being this place of solace, tranquility, and respite. A little slice of heaven just outside the city. And I needed that. I needed a break. I needed to regroup and decide where I wanted my future—my career—to go. And if I was willing to sacrifice my health for that career. 

Something told me San Camanez was just the place for that to happen.








  
  

CHAPTER THREE


Gabrielle
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I was normally far more prepared for dinner than this, but Laurel—my eleven-year-old—politely requested chicken parmesan, and I never missed an excuse to add cheese to a meal. But when I went to get my dredging station ready, I discovered my house—and adjacent cousins’ houses—completely void of parmesan, not even a Kraft shaker bottle of the crumbly, fake abomination. 

It was probably Damon. That kid had the appetite of a linebacker, and I’d caught him more than once carving off a chunk of cheese—not a slice, but a chunk—and gnawing on it like a starved mouse as he played video games. 

Which was why at four-fifteen, I found myself at the San Camanez Island Town Center Grocery Store in the cheese section, and talking myself out of the round of smoked gouda that was outrageously priced at fifteen dollars for the piddly size of it. 

The things we did for our children …

I knew the parmesan was going to cost me a limb, but I was prepared for that. I also knew better than to shop on an empty stomach. I frequently boasted to my cousins that I could go to the store and not deviate from my shopping list at all; unlike Raina, who almost always came home with a new houseplant, or Naomi, who never skipped buying a chocolate bar from the checkout line. 

But damn, that brick of smoked gouda looked good. It was a weakness of mine, and I had very few weaknesses. My kids, and smoked gouda. That was about it. 

With the parmesan in one hand and the smoked gouda in the other, I sighed hard, frowned, and put the gouda back down. I spun around before I changed my mind, and smacked into the hard chest and basket of someone who smelled deliciously manly. My parmesan landed on the grocery store floor with a dull thud.

“Oh, sorry,” I said, stepping back and bending down immediately to grab my cheese. Only the brick wall I rammed into also had the same idea, and we bonked heads. 

“Ouch!” we both said at the same time, standing back up with the cheese still on the floor. 

I rubbed at the top of my head, seeing more stars and little birdies in my vision than anything else. “Are you okay?” I asked. 

“Mrs. Campbell?”

I blinked a few more times until things got less fuzzy and that’s when I realized that the delicious-smelling mountain of muscle I collided with was none other than Maverick Roy. 

My jaw dropped as my eyes raked him from head to toe and back again, lingering a little too long on the tightness of his dark-gray Henley and the way it hugged his body. When I realized what I was doing, I shook my head and blinked some more. “M-Maverick. Hi.”

The floor may as well have been made of super glue because when he smiled, I couldn’t move a muscle. “Hey. How are you?” He leaned forward and wrapped his arms around me in a tight hug. 

I hugged him back. 

Big mistake, that hug. 

Big. 

Huge. 

Because Maverick was big. Huge. The man—because he absolutely was a man now—was pure muscle, and holy hell, did he smell good. And it was impossible not to inhale. 

He held me tight, and I had to resist the urge not to melt into him. 

Physical touch wasn’t my thing, but I felt compelled to offer a hug to a man I hosted in my home for three years. And surprisingly, I didn’t hate the feeling of his arms around me. 

Uh-oh.

“I-I’m good. W-what are you doing here?” Why was I stuttering?

He released me and stepped back, then carefully bent down and picked up my parmesan, handing it to me. “I’m actually here for rehab.”

I had a terrible poker face. 

“Not that kind of rehab,” he said quickly. “On my back. After … after an injury. There’s a physiotherapist here that my doctor recommended, and they were able to get me in. So I’m here for a couple of months.”

“Really? I … we were there. At the game when you played the Riptides. We saw Barbier body check you from behind. Was it that bad?”

He lifted one shoulder casually. “Crushed my L3 and L4. Needed some minor spinal surgery where they injected bone cement into my back. It’s better, but I still have a long road of PT ahead of me.”

Holy crap. A spinal injury was terrifying.

“Concussion too,” he added. “But that’s mostly cleared up. It’s been a few weeks now. I can drive again, watch screens in moderation. It was a solid three weeks of no driving, no screens, and no bright lights though. Thought I was going to lose my mind.”

“You’ve been here three weeks?”

“No, no.” He shook his head. “I just got here today. I had to wait until they could get me in here at the clinic, and do some tests and stuff on the mainland.” A rush of color filled his cheeks. “How are the kids? I wasn’t sure if that actually was you in the stands, or if I was so concussed I was seeing things.” He chuckled awkwardly and scratched at the back of his neck. “But I guess it was. The kids are so big now.”

“Yeah, Damon is fourteen and Laurel is eleven. What’s it been since you lived with us? Eight years?”

He nodded. “Yeah. I moved in with you when I was fifteen and left when I was eighteen. I’m twenty-six now.”

Twenty-six! 

I definitely should not be smelling or checking out a twenty-six-year-old. 

“I’d love to see the kids if … if you think that would be okay?” he asked, a shy crook to his mouth. “Do you think they remember me?”

“Oh, Damon definitely does. Laurel, not so much. But Damon follows hockey.”

That brought out another one of his enormous, toothy grins that caused an involuntary shudder to whip through me. Or maybe it was that we were standing in the refrigerator section. That had to be it. 

“You should come by and see them. It’d make Damon’s day.”

“I will. Thanks.”

“You should come for dinner tonight,” I blurted out. “Tonight.” Why did I say tonight twice? Just to drive home how incredibly awkward and weird I was? Apparently. Also, my brain and mouth were no longer communicating. I always thought before I spoke, except now. Why now?

“Uh, sure. That’d be great. Thanks.”

“We’re at Westhaven Winery. Main house, top floor. Come by in like an hour?”

Like the sun was shining directly on him and rainbows were in the background, while nymphs and unicorns played backgammon or something, he lit up the entire cheese section. “Perfect. I guess bringing wine is a dumb idea though, huh? If you live at a winery?”

“Just bring yourself.” I needed to remove myself from his orbit and get some air. My face was on fire. Was I having my first hot flash? Was I starting menopause at forty-one? I gripped my brick of parmesan like it was a buoy in a tumultuous sea and headed toward the checkout. “See you in an hour or so?”

Even his wave was sexy. “See you in an hour … or so.” Then he shot me a wink, and I nearly walked into a barbecue sauce display at the end of the aisle.


      [image: ]“I can’t find anything about how Maverick’s doing,” Damon grumbled from the couch, his voice doing a hormonal squeak at the end. His finger flew across the screen of his phone. “They said he was taken to the hospital, that his injuries are severe but not life-threatening. What does that mean? Did he break his back? Will he ever play hockey again? Will he ever walk again?”

I hadn’t been home for five minutes and already my son’s mopey attitude was grating on me. I didn’t tell him that I ran into Maverick or invited him for dinner. I figured he would like the surprise. But now that we had a guest coming, I needed to get cracking on dinner. 

With a deep, weary, but also understanding sigh, I made my way over to where my eldest child was starting his panic spiral, and delicately removed the phone from his hands. “Go find your cousins and kick the ball around for a bit. This,” I waggled the phone, “isn’t going to help Maverick recover. And I’m sure, when he’s ready, there will be a press release with more information.”

Damon didn’t move. “Barbier needs to be suspended for the rest of the season for that cowardly check. Who does that? He was only suspended for five games. That’s a freaking joke.”

“Someone who knows they’re going to lose,” Laurel piped up from where she sat at our dining room table doing her homework. 

Damon snorted and finally stood up. 

“Have you finished your homework?” I asked him, returning to the kitchen to get to work dredging the chicken. “Even your required reading for English?”

With his shoulders rounded and his floppy brown hair hanging in his face, my moody fourteen-year-old grunted a “yes,” then headed for the entryway to yank on his shoes. 

“Put your hoodie on too at the very least, please,” I said, knowing that I’d lose the argument completely—even with evidence—if I suggested a coat. So I compromised by suggesting a hoodie. “It’s winter for a few more weeks, and damn cold.”

Damon, still sulking over his apparent idol being injured, grabbed his black hoodie off the coat rack and yanked it over his head. 

“Dinner is in an hour.”

He nodded and left, leaving me in the house with my slightly less moody preteen. I swear we were just days away from Laurel getting her period. I got mine just before I turned twelve, and she was only five months from her twelfth birthday. She was also a hormonal roller coaster of emotions and getting pimples. While we were in Seattle, we went and found her some deodorant she liked the smell of. Her first stick. It was impossible to ignore the pang of melancholy over my baby turning into a woman. It felt too freaking soon, and that just yesterday I was swaddling her little body and rocking her to sleep.

“Any idea why your brother is all of a sudden obsessed with Maverick Roy again?” I asked. “He was when he was little. Then when Mav first joined the NHL. But I haven’t heard him go on and on about Maverick in a long time.”

Laurel lifted one boney shoulder in a half-assed shrug, her pencil moving across the worksheet as she completed her math homework. Both my kids were smart, but Laurel was book-smart and math-smart to an almost freaky level. She could recite the digits of pi to something like the hundred and forty-eighth number. She also loved to read. The girl always had her nose buried in a book—and usually not a book appropriate for an eleven-year-old like The Baby-Sitters Club. She was reading Dickens, Tolstoy, Austen, Vonnegut, and Hemingway before her tenth birthday, and when I tried to get her to read something slightly more age-appropriate she argued with me—a lawyer—until I had to give up my case and agree that she could read them, but I had to vet them first. 

“I think it has to do with his friends at school,” she finally said, her face scrunched up as she leaned onto her hand, her elbow on the table, and studied the math problem in front of her. While I didn’t want her skipping a grade, her teacher and I agreed that she needed to be challenged more. He gave her math homework from two grades above her—just for home—to challenge and stimulate her. She didn’t want her school friends to know though, because that would just be fodder for teasing. 

“What do you mean?” I picked up the flattened piece of chicken from the plate and started to dredge it. 

“I think some friends at school were either bad-talking Mav, or maybe saying how awesome he was—I dunno. But anyway, Damon started to brag that he knew Mav. That Mav was like a big brother to him when we were kids—not that I remember him—and then that’s when he wanted to watch the games on television again. And I think what prompted him to ask you for hockey tickets for Christmas.”

“Which I only bought because I got a screaming deal, and you asked for books. Just books.”

“And I got the just books that I wanted. I am happy. Though, the game was fun to watch. I’m glad I went. I feel bad that Maverick was injured so badly and went out of the game after only playing for like two minutes.”

“Me too, honey,” I murmured, reflecting on Maverick recounting his injuries to me. They were serious, and he spoke about them like they were no more than a scraped knee. Back injuries were no joke and while I’d only ever slipped a disc once in my life because I refused to ask for help when moving an armoire, I’d been in a ton of pain just from that. So I could only imagine what kind of agony he was in after something like that tackle. And for sure, if I crushed my spine, I’d be hanging up my skates and finding a desk job somewhere. 

Slamming her math book closed, Laurel stood up from the table, breaking me out of my trance. “I’m going to go read in my room until dinner.”

“Or, you could go find your brother and cousins outside and get some fresh air, you little hermit.”

“Who’s calling who a hermit? You never leave the house either,” she challenged, cocking a hip and giving me a look way too old for her age. 

“I went outside to go to the grocery store.”

“And I went outside to catch the bus, for PE at school, and to catch the bus home.”

I narrowed my eyes at her. She narrowed her amber ones—identical to mine—right back. 

“At least I have hobbies,” she added, layering on more cheek. “I read, I do watercolor. What do you do? Work, work, Pilates, cook, work, work, and occasionally drink wine.”

“Drinking wine can be a hobby,” I teased. 

She rolled her eyes, exasperated with my lack of coolness. “Can I compromise and go read outside?”

Smiling at her shrewdness, I finally had to nod. “Fine. But put a coat on.”

“Damon only had to put on a hoodie.” Her tone was in mirth, so I just fixed her with a look. 

She grinned and disappeared into her room, emerging a moment later with The Importance of Being Ernest tucked under her arm. “Smells good, Mothership,” she said, coming over to press a kiss to my cheek. Damon was already taller than me, and it’d only be a matter of a couple of years before Laurel was my height or taller. Their father had been tall, but thankfully, height seemed to be the only genes of his that were seriously taking shape. Oh, and Damon’s gray-blue eyes, but that was about it. 

She dipped her pinky finger into the marinara sauce simmering on the stove and popped it into her mouth, humming in delight. Then she donned her Chelsea rainboots, winter coat, and grabbed a picnic blanket from the cupboard before taking her leave of me. 

I finished dredging the chicken, then put it into the preheated oven to bake. Then I got to work on preparing the Caesar salad, garlic toast, grilled asparagus, and rotini. I loved to cook; the kitchen was my happy place, and feeding people was one of my love languages. Particularly since—as my cousins liked to say—I wasn’t big on physical touch, words of affirmation, or compliments. Fair enough. We couldn’t be perfect at everything. The physical touch thing was also a trauma response. I didn’t like to be touched unnecessarily, so I never assumed others did either. 

But food? Food was my way of letting people know I cared about them. It was how I expressed my love for others when I couldn’t get my mouth and brain to cooperate to say it out loud. Even my kids were better at expressing their emotions than I was. Mind you, we worked hard on that since they were little. Just because I sucked at expressing myself didn’t mean I needed to pass on that failure to my offspring. 

Normally, I would invite one or all of my cousins to have dinner with us, but Raina and Marco were having dinner with her new boyfriend, Jagger, and Naomi and Danica said they were going to just stay home and do their own thing for dinner tonight. 

I never took offense to that. Just because we all lived on the same property and worked together, didn’t mean we had to do everything together all the time. 

We’d just have leftovers … well, maybe not if Maverick was coming over and with the way Damon ate these days. 

I unplugged my earbuds from where they were charging and popped one into my ear. I always kept one in and one out so I could hear if the kids needed me. Then I turned on my favorite kitchen playlist: a true crime murder podcast. 

I added the anchovy paste to the tall, narrow blender jar for my Caesar dressing, just as the story was getting to the part where the abused woman and her best friend hauled her husband’s corpse, rolled up in a rug, out of the back of her minivan at a construction site in the middle of the night. There was deep, wet concrete, and that’s precisely where they planned to dump the body. 

I clucked my tongue. “Not smart, ladies. You want to bury the body three feet deep, no deeper, for optimum and quick decomposition. Preferably under a protected tree and across state lines. It’s not going to decompose that way.” I shook my head. “Amateurs.”

I hit the “on” button for my immersion blender, the salad dressing ingredients swirled together to make one delicious-smelling concoction. I turned it off and scoffed. “No wonder you got caught. You need to burn your clothes and toss the weapon into deep, muddy water. Don’t throw it in the trash. Ugh. It’s like you wanted to get caught.” A snicker behind me had me spinning around. 

“Hi,” said the incredibly handsome, smiling Maverick Roy, holding a bouquet of flowers. He stood between a ready-to-burst Damon and a smug-looking Laurel. 

“Guess he’s fine, huh?” Damon said. “And he came here to see us.”

Even though I knew he was coming, I was still struck a little dumb seeing him standing there. Our meeting in the grocery store wasn’t a hallucination. “Hi,” I finally said, having to wrestle the cat away from my tongue. I shook my head and blinked a couple more times. 

Did the kids notice my weird behavior? I was stumbling over my words, and Gabrielle Campbell never stumbled—over anything.

“He’s staying in a cabin at the brewery,” Damon said with excitement. “Says you ran into each other at the store and you invited him for dinner as a surprise for me.” The look on my son’s face was reminiscent of him as a five-year-old at Christmas and he just opened up the firetruck he wanted so badly. “He’s seeing Maz at Unger Wellness,” my kid went on.

“You mean Rolph Mazurenko?” Maverick asked, handing me the flowers.

My head bobbed as I tried to keep my eyes on his face and not on the way his long-sleeve Henley wrapped around his arms like a second skin. I used the flowers as an excuse to busy myself, and showed them my back as I grabbed a vase from under the sink, filled it with water, and unwrapped the bouquet from the plastic. “We just know him as ‘Maz,’ the PT god who also sells the best free-range eggs on the island,” I said, focused on plucking the extra leaves off the stems of the dark-purple mums. 

Maverick snorted. “I’ll have to ask him if I can buy some eggs off him.”

“I can’t believe you’re here,” Damon said. “It’s awesome.” The thundercloud that my son wore as a hat when he went outside to kick the soccer ball around, had been replaced by a big ray of sunshine. I couldn’t remember the last time my moody man-boy, who really needed to wash his greasy hair, smiled like that, let alone had been so outwardly excited. 

“Yeah,” I agreed, a lump at the back of my throat. “It’ll be so great to catch up with you, Maverick.” I set the vase, now filled with pretty plum and ivory chrysanthemums, on the island and met Maverick’s gaze.  

He nodded, his blue eyes twinkling in a very disarming, flirtatious way. “It definitely will be.”


      [image: ]Thank god I made as much food as I did, because between Maverick and Damon, there weren’t any leftovers. Maverick had a very healthy appetite when he lived with us—thankfully, his parents compensated my monthly payment for his endless hunger—but it seemed like that never-ending need to eat had only intensified. 

“Still the best cook in the world, Mrs. Campbell,” he said, taking a sip of water. “This chicken parm is amazing.”

“Please, Maverick, call me Gabrielle. We’re both adults now, and while I haven’t changed my last name, I’m not a missus anymore.”

His gaze met mine and something heated flickered there. Then it was gone. 

He regaled us with tales from his NHL career, and Damon ate up every word with starry eyes and a thousand follow-up questions.

“Barbier needs to get more than a five-game suspension,” Damon said, scooping more rotini onto his plate, then ladling marinara sauce over it. “That’s ridiculous. If you’re out for the rest of the season—hopefully not—but if you are, and your vertebrae are crushed, he needs to be suspended too.” The venom in my son’s tone surprised me, and for a hot minute, he reminded me a lot of his father. Quick to anger about simple things. Things that had nothing to do with him. Things he had no control over. But Damon wasn’t anything like Cyrus, and I knew that. I made sure the gentle tingle of alarm bells going off in my head didn’t show on my face and simply took a bite of my garlic toast. 

“Barbier is a known aggressor,” Maverick said casually. “I’m sure the five-game suspension won’t be all he gets. My coach and the team manager are looking into greater repercussions.”

“Barbier has taken cheap shots at you before,” Damon went on. “He’s a meathead. I’ve heard him give interviews. The guy can barely string two coherent sentences together.”

Maverick snorted and filled his mouth with Caesar salad rather than answer. 

“So, besides rehab with Maz, what are your plans on the island?” I asked him, needing to take a sip of my water and hoping that it cooled off the heat in my cheeks. 

Maverick shrugged. “Explore? Rest. Read?” He snorted again. “My TBR pile is enormous.”

“I can recommend some books,” Laurel piped up. 

“I doubt he wants Wuthering Heights or Pride and Prejudice,” Damon teased. 

“Well, I had to read Pride and Prejudice in high school. So I think I’m covered there. Thanks though, Laurel.” He smiled kindly at my daughter before fixing his gaze back to me. “Do you guys need a hand around here?”

“Winter is pretty slow for us,” I said cautiously. “Mostly just keeping the liquor stores supplied on the mainland and getting ready for the spring and summer.”

Maverick didn’t seem deterred at all. “Not even some painting?”

“You could come to the school and meet my friends,” Damon said. “And then come over every day after school to play video games with me. My friends don’t believe that I know Maverick Roy. They’re going to crap their pants when they find out you’re on the island and that I actually know you.”

“I’d rather not be the cause of a bunch of teenage boys losing their bowels, but sure, I can come to the school. Sign some autographs or whatever.”

Damon lit up even more before reaching for the salad bowl and using the tongs to heap his plate with Caesar salad. “This is going to be so awesome.”

“So awesome,” Maverick mimicked. His gaze met mine again, and that raking twinkle was back, forcing me to look away. 

Something told me his presence here wasn’t going to be as awesome for all of us. At least not my libido. 








  
  

CHAPTER FOUR


Maverick
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Hot damn, Gabrielle was even more gorgeous up close than through my concussed, blurry eyes as I was being wheeled off on a gurney. And just like I remembered, the woman could cook. 

As I drove back to my cabin at the San Camanez Brewery, I was unable to stop thinking about her. 

Of course, saying no wasn’t even an option when she asked me to come over for dinner, or when Damon practically begged me to hang out and play video games with him afterward. While it wasn’t exactly quality time with Gabrielle, she was puttering around. So I still got to see her. 

Quality time with Gabrielle? What the fuck was I getting on about anyway?

I gave my head a thorough shake to dislodge some of those not-so-PG-13 thoughts I found myself having about my former host. 

Gabrielle Campbell, as beautiful, smart, and sophisticated as she was, was off-limits.

She probably still saw me as the hormonal, creatine-obsessed teenager she agreed to house when I moved out West to join the Spokane Chiefs.

But just like I remembered, she was also … reserved. Perhaps even standoffish a bit. If I didn’t know her as well as I did, I would have thought she wasn’t happy to see me. But that was just the way she was. Closed off from over-the-top emotion, extremely matter-of-fact, and undeniably responsible. I bet the woman hadn’t thrown caution to the wind … ever. 

And yet, I couldn’t think of a damned thing I’d change about her. To me, she was perfect. 

The years had been more than kind to her, and even though I’m pretty sure she was forty—or maybe slightly over forty—the woman didn’t look a day over thirty. I caught myself more than once staring at her ass as she cleared the table. If I was a Catholic, I’d be finding the nearest confessional to disclose my impure thoughts to the good father. 

Luckily, I wasn’t the religious type. So I’d take those thoughts into the shower with me later and deal with them the old-fashioned way. 

She was a stellar mom too. Just like when I lived with them, Damon and Laurel were polite, kind, respectful, and while Laurel was mostly quiet and darted off to her room to read after dinner, she made a point of coming out of her little cave to say goodbye to me before I left. I could tell they gave Gabrielle a run for her money with their smarts though. Especially Laurel. She was quick as a whip for eleven.

I drove through the windy roads of the island, loving how dark it was, with nary a streetlamp anywhere to light the way. The sides of the pothole-riddled pavement were nothing but a wall of trees on either side. Occasionally, a hidden driveway would appear, only denoted by a small, round, red reflector where it met the road. Once in a while, there would be an address too, but not always. I’d already checked into my cabin. So when I reached the turnoff for the laneway onto the pub property, I slowed my roll. 

It was only nine-thirty and I wasn’t ready to call it a night. If I was going to call this place home for the next few months, I needed to get to know the locals—and the local watering hole. 

I normally didn’t drink much—or at all—during the season, as I prided myself on being in peak physical condition while playing. But if the good doctor said I needed to rest, then I was going to rest with a beer in my hand. 

I parked my rental truck—a black Ford F-150—in front of my cabin, but didn’t bother going inside. My gait was still slow, and I used the light on my phone to make sure I didn’t accidentally trip on a fallen branch or a rock as I made my way back over the one-lane grassy path toward the pub. 

The sound of the kitchen staff echoed out of the open back door, along with some profanity-riddled rap music I’m sure they weren’t allowed to play at the front of house. 

Yanking open the old, weather-worn wooden door, I was instantly greeted by the much mellower sounds of classic rock at a subtle decibel, and pockets of friendly conversation. 

“Hey, aren’t you Maverick Roy of the Portland Storm?” asked the blond-haired guy behind the bar. He was probably around my age, with blue eyes, a cheeky smile, and a swimmer’s build—tall, broad shoulders, narrow waist. 

I took a seat at the bar in front of him. “I think so.”

His grin grew, and he extended his hand over to me. “Cool. Welcome to the island. I’m Logan.”

“What do you recommend on tap, Logan?”

His lips pursed. “Everything, really. But the Belgian witbier is a favorite right now.”

“I’ll have a pint. I’m staying in one of the cabins, so I don’t need to worry about driving home.”

Logan’s brows hiked until they kissed the thick, chunky curl that fell over his forehead. “Oh really? For how long?”

I shrugged. “Few months, maybe. I’m on medical leave. So …”

He nodded like he knew the rest and wasn’t going to make me relive it again. “Cool, man. My cousins own the place and they took pity on me. Gave me a job and a place to crash. I just live up the hill.” He grabbed a pint mug from behind the bar and put it under the tap before pulling the lever, filling the clear mug with a frothy honey-colored brew. 

I glanced around the big, lively place. High ceilings with dark rafters, lots of recessed lighting with warm bulbs, comfy-looking booths along two of the walls, and what I’m assuming was an outdoor patio that they probably shut down for the winter. It was modern meets coastal, meets homey-chic. If that was even a thing. Definite masculine energy with all the dark wood and some sharp angles to the metal ocean-themed artwork on the walls, but not in an off-putting or uninviting way like the way some of my teammates styled their condos. 

A white-blonde woman with gray eyes and a rebellious smirk on her lips came up to the POS machine near me. “I know you,” she said, not stopping from punching in the order. 

“You do?” I asked as Logan set my beer down in front of me. 

“Yeah. You’re that guy. That hockey player that all the girls want to bang. But some guy banged you—non-sexually—from behind, and now you’re this medical mystery. Nobody knows if you’ll ever walk, talk, or chew gum again.” Her gaze roamed me from head to toe. “I don’t see a wheelchair, and you’re talking. So I guess the only question that remains is … have you tried chewing gum?”

I tossed my head back and let out a loud bark of a laugh. 

“Ignore Renée,” Logan said, grabbing a bottle of red and a wineglass from behind the bar to start filling Renée’s order. “She gives everybody a hard time. No one is safe.”

“Not even you, lover boy.” She stuck her tongue out at him, then blew him a kiss.

He rolled his eyes, but the affection Logan had for her was clear on his face. She grabbed the wineglass he put up on the bar and took it over to a table where a couple appeared to be on a date. 

“I take it she’s yours?” I asked.

“And I’m a lucky fucker that she is.”

I snickered and took a sip of my beer, the condensation on the glass making my hand wet. “So besides drink, what is there to do on this island anyway? I’m stuck here for a while, doing rehab with Rolph Mazurenko, but that’s not twenty-four-seven.”

“I’ve only been here a few months myself—arrived in November—so I’ve been asking the same damn question for a while now. They tell me the summer is amazing, and there’s so much to do, then the island literally hibernates from November to March.”

I frowned. “There’s got to be something.”

Logan shrugged. “You interested in ordering some food, dude?”

I leaned back and patted my belly. “Wish I could. And I will, just not tonight. I had the best chicken parm of my life earlier.”

He cocked his head to the side for a moment, then started to retrieve the clean glasses from the glass cleaner and put them away. “Where? Not at the Thatch? They’re food’s okay … I mean the nachos are good.”

“No … uh, at Gabrielle Campbell’s. Do you know her?”

The man could barely contain his eyebrows at his point and nearly lost them to the ceiling rafters. “Are you dating Gabrielle?”

I was about to scoff and say, “I wish,” but I caught myself and just shook my head. “Naw, man. It’s not like that. She was my host—” I couldn’t bring myself to call her my host mom, even though a lot of my past teammates did call their host families, host dad or host mom. I never could. “When I played for the Spokane Chiefs, she hosted me for three years. I remember those kids when they were babies. And she was a great cook then too.”

Understanding dawned in Logan’s blue eyes and he nodded. “Gotcha. So she’s like a mom—”

“No,” I blurted out, instantly regretting my strong response. I cleared my throat. “Naw, not really. I mean … My parents paid for me to live there. It was like a glorified dorm room kind of thing.”

Was I protesting too much?

Logan’s nonchalant shrug and the easy way his brows settled said he believed me.

Phew.

I was a terrible liar, always had been. 

“Anyway, I’m getting PT with Maz at Unger Wellness, and literally bumped into Gabrielle and her cheese at the grocery store earlier today.”

“And her cheese?” Logan snorted. 

“Knocked it right out of her hands. But she invited me for dinner, and I probably ate my weight in chicken parm and Caesar salad.”

“As one should.”

I lifted my mug in a one-man toast. “Exactly.”

Another drink order popped up on the ticket machine from the server further down the bar, but Logan fixed the rum and coke while still chatting. “You’re from back East too, right?”

“West Virginia,” I said with a nod. “You?”

“Boston. Couldn’t get the fuck out of there fast enough. I’ve found my happy place, and it is on the West Coast. No more hurricanes for this guy.”

I lifted my beer up in another toast. “Amen to that, brother. My agent keeps trying to get me deals for a team back East, says there’s more money there, but I don’t give a fuck. I want to stay in the West. Even though Portland isn’t on the water, it’s close enough.”

“You in a contract year?” 

My head bobbed. “Yeah.” I sipped more of my delicious beer. “This injury couldn’t have come at a better time,” I said sarcastically. “Out for the rest of the season …” 

“That’s what they’re saying?”

“That’s what they’re recommending. But I’m hoping to get back for the playoffs, or at least mid-way through. I can’t miss half the season, then expect to get a decent contract when they have no idea how I’ll play after my injury.”

Maybe it was a big mistake to be telling all of this to a total stranger, but something about Logan told me I could trust him. I really hoped my instincts weren’t wrong. 

“What actually happened on the ice?” he asked. “I didn’t watch the game, but I caught the highlights.”

“Barbier checked me hard from behind. Sent me crashing into Hoff, and I landed in a fucked-up way. Got a concussion and crushed my L3 and L4.”

“Shit,” he said in surprise. “Barbier is a bulldozer. I’ve watched a few games where that guy just goes into a tight cluster of players like a fucking bowling ball. Doesn’t give a shit if it’s his teammates or the other team. He just knocks ’em all down like they’re pins.”

“Yep. We’ve had a bit of a rivalry with the Riptides this season. Barbier hooked Franks—one of our best scorers—last time we played them, and he was out with a sprained wrist for four games. So while there wasn’t exactly a bounty on Barbier’s head, we knew to keep our eyes on him.”

“And you turned your back—”

“And I turned my back. I was so focused on getting the puck away from Hoff, I totally forgot that Barbier is more brawn than brains and doesn’t hesitate to play dirty.”

And extra dirty, he absolutely did.

“Fuck, man. That seriously sucks. I’m really sorry.”

I took a long, satisfying pull from my beer. “Ah.” I wiped my hand over my mouth. “Thanks. Definitely not how I saw this season going. I was shaping up to be the team’s top scorer, top five in the league.”

“No shit.”

“Yeah, but anyway … I’m not even sure what I could do if there was anything to do on the island, since I’m supposed to be resting and shit.”

“Jagger—one of my cousins—and Raina, one of Gabrielle’s cousins, are part of a book club. You could join that?”

I snorted. 

A mischievous twinkle sparked to life in his eyes, and he snapped his finger like he’d just solved an impossible math equation. “I’ve got it. There’s a Sewing Circle that meets here every day. Sometimes they don’t even sew; they crochet, knit, embroider. In the summer they move to the flower garden at Let it Rise, the bakery. But during the shittier months, they have a standing reservation at that very table over there.” He pointed to a big booth in the corner that was currently occupied by two men in their late sixties or so. “They’ve got the thing all day if they want. It’s all ladies that I know of, but I’m sure they’d be welcome to a strapping young athlete.”

I snorted again. 

“It would mean you could see me all the time.” He laced his fingers together, then spread his arms wide and tucked his hands under his chin before tilting his head and batting his lashes. 

I fixed him with an amused look, one eyebrow raised and everything. 

“Still no?” He smiled wide. “Honestly, besides the summer months that can be filled with hiking, the beach, kayaking, and boating, I’m not sure what to do. I’m as bored as you’re about to be. If it wasn’t for this job and my new girlfriend …” He made a face. “Ah, who am I kidding? I’d still be happy to be here. I’d probably just take up whittling or something.”

Whittling … hmm. That didn’t actually sound like the worst hobby in the world.

The front door swung open and two more people entered the pub. 

Logan gave them a friendly wave and smile. “Anywhere you like, folks. Last call for the kitchen is in about fifteen minutes though.”

The couple, who were probably in their mid-fifties, headed to one of the far tables near the windows. I’m sure on a sunny day, the view of the water was beautiful. For now, with a few more weeks of winter and before we turned the clocks ahead for daylight savings time, it was an endless void of nothingness. 

“Well, if you want to … I dunno, play video games or stare at the edge of the water like Moana, give me a call. I work a lot, but not all the time. And we’re going to be neighbors, so if you don’t want to give me your number, we can always hook up one of those tin can phone systems from your window to mine.”

I rolled my eyes. “Give me your number, dork.”

Chuckling, Logan rattled off his phone number and I added it to my contacts, then finished my beer and shot him a text so he’d have my number too. 

He placed his hand on his chest when his phone buzzed in his pocket. “I swear, with the beer gods as my witnesses, that I will not share this number with TMZ or any of those other terrible gossip rags.”

I liked Logan. “Appreciate it.”

“Hey, man, you’re not the only celebrity we have on the island. You know Brooke Barker, the bombshell actor?”

I nodded. Who didn’t know who Brooke Barker was? Hermits in the woods living in their one-bedroom cabins made of logs and moss, maybe?

He hooked his thumb over his shoulder. “I live with her. She’s with my cousin, Clint, the brewmaster. And I haven’t shared her number with a soul.”

“Ah, so you can definitely be trusted,” I said sarcastically.

“Damn straight.” He took my empty beer glass from in front of me. “Another?” 

“Surprise me this time.”

“You got it!”


      [image: ]I honestly could not remember the last time I closed down a bar, pub, or even a restaurant. 

I’d been so focused on my hockey career since I was a child, and had it hammered into my brain by my dad and older brothers that those who kept their bodies and reputations clean did better and made more money. So I always went home way before the rest of my teammates from after-parties. I never drank too much, and I definitely didn’t drink so much that I couldn’t remember what happened the night before. 

Unlike some of my teammates who had blackouts and woke up with girls they had no memory of meeting, I was up at the crack of dawn and in the gym or on the ice. I did it all while remembering exactly what happened the night before and who I went to bed with—which was usually just myself.

Tonight was a bit different though. 

I didn’t have practice in the morning, and I wasn’t even allowed to go to the gym. So I sampled all the beer on tap at the pub, and let Renée mix me one of her “concoctions” which was mostly just tequila with melon liqueur and lime juice. 

Luckily, Renée and Logan were cool, and let me hang out with them after they locked the doors behind the last customer while they tidied up the pub for the night. 

Then Renée cranked the tunes, and the kitchen staff slowly trickled out, getting their after-shift drinks. They sat around at one of the tables, shooting the shit until their beverages were finished. Almost all of the kitchen staff knew who I was. I had to sign some autographs, while others said they’d be back with a jersey or something for me to sign tomorrow. So I had to promise to return. 

It was eleven forty-five by the time I staggered my way back to my cabin, not being nearly careful enough to watch where I put my feet, but I clearly had some horseshoes up my ass—finally—because I didn’t trip or eat gravel. I made it to my front door unscathed, unlocked it, and stepped inside. 

I was used to being alone. Alone in my condo, alone in my hotel room, alone with my thoughts. 

But for whatever reason, tonight I was not just alone, I was lonely. 

Being back with Gabrielle and the kids, then tonight at the pub with new friends, filled me with so much … joy. These people had zero expectations of me. They just wanted to be around me, for me. That was it. Not because I was some famous professional athlete, or their teammate who they were forced to be with. They could have told me to pound sand and fuck off, but they didn’t. They invited me in, they invited me to stay; and even more, they invited me back. 

I left a trail of clothes through the small, clean cabin until I was naked in the bathroom. I turned on the water and waited until it got nice and hot—maybe a little too hot—then I stepped inside the shower. 

Since I didn’t usually drink, I was a bit of a lightweight. Even at six-foot-four, and two-hundred-ten-pounds, the booze hit me harder than I expected it to. It all just tasted so good. I couldn’t say no. 

The water pressure in the shower was surprisingly good, and felt incredible against my back as I faced the taps and hung my head, my chin to my chest. Thoughts of Gabrielle flickered into my mind, slightly out of focus, but they were clear enough to make my cock swell. I took it in my palm and stroked myself root to tip and back, knowing full well it was wrong to imagine her this way, but unable to stop myself. Nobody had to know how I felt about her. It could remain my little secret. 

Platonic friendship during the day, and unbridled pining and lust at night. 

Until I left the island and went on with my career. 

Which would be when, by the way?

I told the sensible part of my brain to shut up and just let me have this. 

Gabrielle’s face came back into focus—sort of. Every heart-shaped inch of it. Those alert, hawk-like amber eyes—always seeing, always watching, always knowing. And the subtle way she would smile, like she didn’t want the world to see her enjoying anything but she couldn’t contain her delight, so she allowed a sliver of a smirk to break through. Even her hair was gorgeous. Dark and thick chunky curls just past her shoulders. When she hugged me—which surprised the shit out of me because she wasn’t normally a hugger—I inhaled deep when my nose briefly brushed her hair. 

Cherry and almonds, just like I remembered. 

Damon invited me back over tomorrow after school, and I already said yes, but I was beginning to think maybe being around Gabrielle so much wasn’t a good idea. 

But I couldn’t disappoint the kid. 

And avoiding them wasn’t an option. 

My lower belly tingled with warmth with the need to come, and my balls cinched up tight against my taint. 

I continued to work my palm over my cock, my strokes growing more erratic as my orgasm grew more imminent. 

Gabrielle’s face became clearer, and when she smiled, that half-smirk—in this case, it was just for me—and I exploded. 

Hot, thick spurts painted the shower wall in front of me, sliding down the tile and circling the drain. I exhaled heavy and loud, continuing to stroke myself, finishing off my release. 

When my cock stopped twitching, I grabbed the removable shower nozzle and sprayed the remaining bits of my cum from the tile. I’d sleep well tonight now. 

Seeing Gabrielle tomorrow and being normal was a problem for future Maverick. Right now, I was content, tipsy, and relaxed. 

No matter what, San Camanez was going to be a place of rejuvenation for me. I could just feel it. 

Now all I had to do was figure out how to keep my feelings for Gabrielle to myself. Otherwise, my time on the island would be shorter than I hoped. 
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