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      Four years ago

      Jake

      

      She’s without a doubt the most beautiful woman in the entire city.

      I didn’t come out with my teammates looking for a woman, but the blonde standing at the bar is absolutely stunning. I did a double take the moment I walked in, and my friends zeroed in on her immediately, but she brushed them all off.

      My buddies and I came to this popular Boston nightclub to let off a little steam, and though I would’ve liked to do some of that myself, the uncertain situation in my personal life leaves me unwilling to test the dating waters so soon.

      It’s a damn shame, too, because the blonde takes my breath away.

      When she fixes a pair of aqua eyes on me, I momentarily forget what I was thinking about. I’ve never been tongue-tied in front of a woman before, but this one has twisted me into knots with a freakin’ look.

      I need to get away from her immediately.

      “Are you next?” she asks, a teasing glint in her eyes.

      “Excuse me?” I have no idea what she’s talking about.

      “Your friends all took turns hitting on me. I wondered if you were next.”

      I shake my head. “I’m just here for a couple drinks. I have an early flight tomorrow.”

      “Well, that’s refreshing.” She smiles, and I’m even more enthralled. She’s the type of woman who makes smart men do stupid things, and I’m too old—too experienced—to do something stupid. One drink, a few minutes of conversation, and I’ll remember why I don’t pick up gorgeous women at bars.

      “I’ll buy you a drink anyway,” I say graciously, determined to find fault with her so I can stop staring like a lovesick teenager.

      “I don’t drink alcohol, but I’d love a Coke mixed with soda water.”

      I absently motion to the bartender and repeat her order, my eyes never leaving her face.

      “My name is Whitney, and yes, I come here often.” Her eyes twinkle with mischief.

      I don’t know how to respond at first, but then I laugh. She’s already delightful.

      “I’m Jackson.”

      I don’t know why I give her my full name instead of using the name everyone else uses, but for some reason I don’t want her to know I’m Jake Carruthers the pro hockey player—I just want to be Jack tonight. I took on the nickname of Jake specifically to keep a little separation between my personal and professional lives, but everything about this woman feels personal.

      She cocks her head. “You don’t look like a Jackson, but you sound like one.”

      “What does a Jackson sound like?” I ask curiously.

      “Throaty, kind of deep, a little on the edgy side.”

      “Close enough, I suppose.”

      “I haven’t seen you around before. Vacation or business or something else?”

      “Business mixed with a little pleasure. What about you?”

      As if road trips are like other business trips and going to a nightclub with my teammates is just another night out. My single friends on the team party hard, and I’ve never gone out with them like this since I got married in college.

      “I come here a lot because I love to dance, and the guys at the door let me in even though I’m not old enough to drink.”

      My stomach knots.

      How the hell old is she?

      “I’m almost twenty-one.” She laughs, probably at the look on my face. “I don’t drink when I’m here, just in case it ever gets raided.”

      “Good thinking.”

      “I wind up being a cheap date.” She downs her soda and flashes me another smile. “Wanna dance or are you looking for someone who’s actually going to put out? Because that’s not me and my feelings won’t be hurt either way.”

      “I’d rather dance with you knowing I’m not getting laid than sit at the bar with my friends while they make fools of themselves.” I hold out my hand and lead her to the dance floor. I have no idea what’s wrong with me, but this girl has me transfixed.

      It’s been so long since I clicked like this with anyone, I don’t care if she’s a tease, a nun, or a transvestite. Sex isn’t on my radar right now anyway.

      My estranged wife and I just had our fifth miscarriage in four years, and instead of trying to heal or recover, she immediately started talking about getting pregnant again. I tried everything to get her to relax, to understand that having a baby isn’t a priority and she should try to enjoy the life we have.

      There will be plenty of time for kids in the future and maybe giving her body a break will be beneficial in more ways than one. The doctors all said it would be best to slow down so the repeated miscarriages don’t cause permanent damage, but she doesn’t listen.

      I worked hard to show her I love her whether we have children or not, but nothing is ever enough. When she refused counseling, started doubling up on the fertility drugs the doctor had given her, and began poking holes in the condoms I had in the bathroom, I couldn’t take anymore and finally filed for divorce.

      I tried to be there for her but she pushed me away at every turn unless we were having sex, and it became exhausting. Between her ovulation schedules and a complete loss of romance and intimacy, Addy made me almost start to hate sex. I had enough and told her so, and her response was to tell me I could leave if I refused to help her have the baby she so desperately wanted.

      All of which led me to this club tonight, dancing with a gorgeous woman who might temporarily help me forget the pain and regret associated with my failed marriage.

      Prince’s “Erotic City” comes on, and Whitney turns, pressing her back to my front and lifting her arms. I follow her movements, letting her lead. I catch the faint aroma of her perfume, something feminine but not flowery or overpowering, just a hint of the scent reaching me as she moves.

      Her hair looks soft and silky, falling just below her shoulders, accentuating a slender neck that leads down to a shapely torso.

      My hands move to her hips of their own volition.

      I can’t seem to help myself.

      Touching her is like taking my next breath, and I can’t stop. She swings a look over her shoulder, a smile playing on her lips as she sings along to the song. Her movements are suggestive but not overt, somehow managing to keep a balance between sexy and platonic. She’s close, but not grinding against me, and though we dance easily, there’s no true contact beyond where my hands touch her hips.

      When the song is over she walks back toward the bar, and I follow, wondering what the hell kind of spell she’s cast on me. I’ve never cheated on my wife, but tonight I’d give my left nut to be with this girl. If I have any sense, I’ll dance with her once, pay for her soda, and walk away.

      Instead, I follow her back to the bar like a lost puppy.

      We dance for hours, to everything from pop to hip hop to rock. It’s midnight when the DJ switches to a slow song. At this point, we’re so comfortable together she moves right into my arms.

      We laugh and talk in between dances, and I discover she’s funny, bright, and engaging. She doesn’t ask a lot of questions or offer much information about herself, but tells me she goes to Harvard.

      She doesn’t know what she wants to be when she grows up but is majoring in business. That’s about all she told me, so I let it drop since I don’t want to talk about what I do for a living. My life is far too complicated, and this gorgeous woman, who wants to dance but doesn’t drink and isn’t interested in sex, relaxes me.

      “I should probably get going,” she says as the clock strikes two. “I have a nine thirty class.”

      “Let me walk you to your car,” I say.

      “Okay.” She retrieves a purse and jacket from the bartender, and I put a hand at the small of her back as we walk outside. The February air is icy cold, and she shivers against me. The need to slide my arm around her shoulders and pull her close is instinctive, and she doesn’t resist, flashing a grateful smile.

      “Thanks for spending the evening with me,” I say as she stopped in front of an old Honda. “I enjoyed dancing with you.”

      “Thank you for putting up with my prudish sensibilities and sober personality.”

      “I didn’t even notice, to be honest.”

      Our eyes lock for a magical moment, and I swallow.

      Damn,

      I want her like nobody’s business, but she set a boundary and I’m technically still married.

      Kind of.

      “What time do you leave town?” she asks softly, her gaze never leaving mine.

      “Eight thirty.”

      “I just got a notification on my phone that a storm’s coming. You may not be able to get out if you’re flying.”

      I frown, pulling out my own phone. Sure enough, there’s a message from my coach, saying there’s inclement weather on the way and we need to be on alert, waiting for a final determination from the airport on whether or not the plane could take off.

      “You’re right,” I say. “And this could be a good thing or a bad thing.”

      “Why good?” she asks, though the smile on her lips tells me she already suspects what I’m going to say.

      “We can spend more time together.”

      “And bad?”

      “We can spend more time together.”

      “Ah.” Her eyes are locked with mine, barely blinking, and I fight the urge to kiss her.

      I filed for divorce and moved out, so I’m free to do whatever I want. Still, the faintest trickle of guilt still makes me hesitate even though there’s no doubt in my mind Whitney wants me to make a move.

      “Are you going to kiss me?” she asks in a breathy whisper, her aqua eyes nearly blinding me.

      I’m in so much trouble. “Fuck. Yes.”

      Her eyes close as I lean forward, her lips parted a fraction of an inch and then we’re touching.

      Kissing.

      It’s the sweetest, most delectable thing I’ve ever tasted, and it takes all my resolve to keep from devouring her. Instead, I use just the tip of my tongue, toying with hers slowly, gently, until she opens her mouth fully and takes the lead.

      Just like when we danced, she knows exactly what she’s doing, using a combination of skill with a touch of restraint. She’s the very definition of perfection, from her gorgeous face to her sexy body, and now with the way it feels when we kiss.

      I’m in so much trouble.

      “Baby, I meant it when I said getting laid wasn’t a priority.”

      “You have a hotel room, Jackson?”

      “I do.”

      “Are we going there?”

      I look up as the first flakes of snow started to fall. “We should probably decide sooner rather than later.”

      “Then let’s go.”

      

      Whitney

      

      I don’t usually go home with men I meet in bars, but Jackson isn’t like anyone I’ve ever met. He makes love to me with the sweetest passion I’ve ever experienced, and when the call comes that his flight was canceled until further notice, we spend thirty-six glorious hours together.

      In bed.

      On the floor.

      The shower.

      The chair by the window.

      Neither of us can get enough, and by the next night, we’re physically exhausted but strangely exhilarated.

      “You’re a nymphomaniac,” he declares as we sit on the bed eating the room service we ordered.

      “Me?” I shake my head. “I’m a sweet, innocent college girl. You’re the one who seduced me and wouldn’t let me out of bed.”

      He snorts. “Says the girl who attacked me in the shower.”

      “Oh, whatever.” I laugh. “So what do you do, Jack? For real.”

      “I’m a professional athlete.”

      I shouldn’t be surprised, but I am. He doesn’t seem like the type who has a different girl in every city, but I’ve been wrong about men before.

      “You look disappointed,” he says after a minute.

      “I was hoping you were a boring accountant or something, but I guess not. You probably have women coming out of the woodwork.”

      “That’s not my thing.”

      “Why not?”

      He seems to hesitate a long time. “Because I’m married,” he says at last.

      “What?” I stare at him in shock.

      “Getting divorced,” he adds quickly. “We separated almost three months ago, and this is the first and only time I’ve been with anyone else. We’re still working out the financial details, but we’re not together anymore.”

      “Jesus.” I get to my feet and start looking for my clothes.

      “Whitney, wait. Please.”

      “You’re married.” I shake my head. “This is why I have a no-sex rule. This shit always happens to me. Fuck, I’m such an idiot.” I’m talking more to myself than to him, all while fumbling around the room searching for my things.

      “Whitney, please. I swear to you, I’m getting a divorce. We don’t live together anymore, and the paperwork is all in place.”

      I pause, turning to stare at him. “You lied to me.”

      “You never asked.”

      “That’s lying by omission.” I dig my shoes out from under the desk and put them on.

      “Babe, it’s the middle of the night and still snowing—where are you going?”

      “Home. I can walk from here. I’ll come back and get my car when the storm is over.” She picks up her purse.

      “Whitney, I’m sorry, but I swear to you, I’m getting a divorce.”

      I turn to the desk and grab the pen and notepad provided by the hotel. “When you’re legally divorced and can send me a copy of the decree, call me.” I hand him my number as I look into his handsome face. “Until then, I’m truly not that kind of girl.”
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      Present Day

      Whitney

      

      A baby’s cry wakes me from a light slumber, and I instantly sit up, sliding my feet into my slippers. Winter in Alaska is freakin’ cold, and even though I lived in Boston for five years, it’s different here.

      I pad into the room next to mine and gently lift the fussy infant. Cuddling Kelsey against my chest, I sink into the rocker and hum under my breath, hoping I don’t wake Kelsey’s twin, Hank, who normally sleeps like a rock. Just eight weeks old, both babies sleep pretty well, but if one of them wakes in the middle of the night, it’s usually Kelsey. Smaller than her burlier twin, she eats less and gets hungry sooner, so I don’t often get a full night’s sleep.

      The twins’ mother, my friend Hailey Dobson, gets up early so I can rest, but I often have trouble going back to sleep. Living here with Hailey and her fiancé, Kane Hatcher, has been great, but I’m lonely. The twins keep me busy, and I have Hailey and a couple of other girlfriends, but I don’t have much of a life. Though I ended up with a stalker, my life in Boston was fun.

      I waited tables at a popular strip club, lived in a nice apartment, and was out almost every day of the week, whether it was a baseball game, going dancing, or sneaking off to explore some historical part of town.

      A born and bred Texan, I didn’t know a lot about the Northeast and living there while attending Harvard was epic. I love Boston and everything it has to offer. It’s also a big city I easily got lost in, something important for a woman with secrets.

      Harvard was good about allowing me to use my mother’s maiden name once I presented them with the facts of my family’s pseudo-celebrity status, and I worked for tips only at the strip club, falling under their radar.

      Here in Anchorage, it’s a whole other story.

      Kelsey drifts off to sleep after finishing a bottle, and I put her back in her crib. It’s four thirty, which means Hank will be up in another hour or two, and it will probably take me that long to fall asleep. Hailey usually gets up around six, but the babies’ cries will wake me anyway.

      With a sigh, I pull out my phone and try to read but can’t concentrate and after half an hour, I get up. I pad downstairs to make a cup of coffee. The lights are on, which means Kane is probably up, getting ready for an early morning flight to the East Coast with the team he plays hockey for, the Alaska Blizzard.

      I make myself a cup of coffee and open my laptop, ready to read the news, when someone lightly knocks on the kitchen door.

      I jump, whirling around to see a face pressed against the glass.

      Jack.

      Fuck, what is he doing here at five in the morning?

      I reluctantly get up and open the door, his face mirroring my surprise.

      “Morning,” he says with a faint smile.

      Standing there in a perfectly cut suit, which is required when the team travels, his broad shoulders fill the doorway. I distinctly remember what it’s like to curl against those wide shoulders, feel the steady beat of his heart, revel in his warmth. Four long years and I’m not over what it feels like to be with him.

      “Uh, good morning.” I step aside abruptly, turning away as I reach for my coffee.

      “You’re up early.”

      “Kelsey woke me, and I couldn’t get back to sleep.” Desperate for something to do, I ask, “Can I make you a cup of coffee?”

      “I’ve probably got a few minutes—Kane overslept—so sure. Thanks.”

      I put another pod in the Keurig and pull a mug from the cabinet. My hands shake slightly, and I mentally curse myself for allowing him to have this effect on me after four damn years. It was two nights of great sex. Nothing more. Why am I still so uptight around him?

      “Look, I wanted to explain what—” he begins.

      “Hey, sorry I’m running late.” Kane comes into the room, his tie hanging around his neck, hair still wet as he flashes us a brief smile.

      “No problem.” Jake smiles back. “Just enjoying a cup of brew.”

      “Give me five more minutes,” Kane says, making another cup of coffee. “I need to grab my bag and say goodbye to Hailey.”

      “No rush. We have time.” Jake sinks into a chair as I busy myself in the pantry, looking for something to eat.

      “Whitney.” His voice is soft but firm, all but forcing me to turn around.

      “Yes?” My eyes meet his.

      “We’re going to be seeing a lot of each other. I’m sorry you’re embarrassed to be around me, but can we just forget the past and be friends? Casual acquaintances if nothing else?”

      I nod, even though I’m screaming the word no over and over in my head. “Sure. Okay.”

      “No one knows what happened between us in Boston, and my wife—Addy—doesn’t live here anymore.”

      “You’re still married.” It’s a statement, not a question.

      “On paper, yes. Divorce won’t be final until she signs the papers.”

      “Seems I’ve heard that before,” I murmur.

      “That’s not what—” He’s cut off as Hailey comes in, Hank in her arms.

      “Morning,” she says, yawning.

      “How’s my little man?” Jake reaches for Hank, holding him against his shoulder and talking to him in a soothing voice.

      Watching him cuddle Hank does something strange to my insides, as if every maternal instinct I never had suddenly came to life, blossoming at an alarming rate. This man makes me all kinds of crazy, and I want it to stop because our ship sailed a long time ago.

      Two months ago, I saw him for the first time in almost four years while Hailey was in the hospital.

      It was a shock.

      I never knew his last name and because he’d been married, I did my level best to forget him. Being in such close proximity to him is much harder than I ever imagined, though, and while I avoided him most of the time, he’s right that we’re going to run into each other.

      These weird feelings I get every time I think about him become a thousand times more intense when we’re in the same room together, so I have to make sure it happens as little as possible.

      Hailey takes Hank from him as Kane comes in, bag in his hand. He sets it on the floor to wrap his arms around his fiancée and son, kissing Hailey soundly and nuzzling his son’s tummy.

      “Be safe,” Hailey whispers, hugging him.

      “I will.” He touches her face. “Call if you need me.”

      “We’ve got things under control. Right, Whitney?”

      I nod. “Don’t worry about us—go out there and kick some East Coast ass.”

      “See you guys in two weeks,” Jake says, nodding at us.

      “Take care, Jake.” Hailey waves.

      I breath a sigh of relief when they’re gone, setting a pot on the stove to make oatmeal.

      Hailey warms a bottle for Hank, and I hope my friend is too tired and distracted to ask the obvious question, but I’m not that lucky.

      “So, when you saw Jake at the hospital, you turned white as a ghost, but then I went into labor and life has been kind of crazy. You’ve got that same look again now, and you’re going to tell me what the deal is with the two of you or I’m going to strangle you.”

      “I think he cheated on his wife with me.” I don’t turn around, focusing on the spoon in my hand and the mushy substance in the pot.

      “Holy shit. When?”

      “Four years ago, in Boston. We spent two nights together during a snowstorm and then he told me he was married. Getting a divorce but still married.”

      “So it wasn’t really cheating.”

      “I don’t know what it was. I told him to call me when he could show me divorce papers, and I never heard from him. Obviously, he’s still married so…”

      “I don’t know the details because they were separated by the time I got here,” Hailey says thoughtfully. “But I think that’s a long, convoluted story. She never got to know anyone here very well, according to Dani, who seems to know everyone. She and Jake have separated two other times, but she moved back to wherever she’s from this time, which has never happened before.”

      I let out a long breath, shaking my head. “I can’t, Hailey. My father cheated—still cheats as far as I know—on my mother. I watched it destroy her, and I’ll never be the kind of woman who falls for another woman’s man.”

      “Is that why you never go home to Texas?”

      “Texas isn’t home anymore,” I respond. “And that’s one of many reasons, but certainly not the biggest.”

      “Are you ever going to tell me about your life before Harvard?”

      “I… Yes, eventually, but I can’t right now. I—” I turn, facing Hailey. “You’re my best friend, and I love you. When the time is right, I promise to tell you everything, but for now, I need time. Can you give me a little space with this?”

      “Of course. If that’s what you need, then I won’t bring it up again, but the thing with Jake—you have to talk to him, clear the air. He’s part of our inner circle, and having you two dancing out of each other’s way all the time will be uncomfortable for everyone, especially you. Just because you slept together doesn’t mean you can’t be friends, does it?”

      I chew on my lower lip, looking at my friend sadly. “It’s the craziest thing, but yeah, it does. He broke me, Hailey. Emotionally, I mean.”

      “I thought it was a one-night stand?”

      “It was. But it was special. I’ve never had another night like that, not before and not since.”

      “I think he’s really getting divorced this time…”

      “I’m not going to be the rebound girl, either. There’s something about Jack, er, Jake, that throws me. I plan to stay as far away from him as possible. I’ll be cordial but in general I can’t be his friend. It’s too hard.”

      “It’s okay. It doesn’t matter to me. I just want you to be happy here with us.”

      “I am. Truly. I’m not staying forever, but there’s nowhere else I’d rather be right now than with you and your beautiful family. Besides, leaving these babies now would destroy me.”

      Hailey grins. “They are pretty cute.”
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      Jake

      

      I don’t have much to say on the drive to the airport. Kane  talks about Hailey and the twins for a while, but he obviously realized I’m not interacting so he’s quiet now too. I needed to say something, but it’s hard to talk about what Whitney and I did.

      Not because I’m ashamed of anything, but because she is.

      I hated the look on her face both times I’ve seen her since our magical tryst four years ago.

      “You might as well tell me what’s up with you and Whitney,” Kane says, taking a sip from his travel coffee mug. “The way she looked at you today was a cross between a scared little rabbit and a pissed-off woman who’s going to cut you.”

      I chuckle. “Yeah, that’s about right.”

      “You two have a thing during one of your separations from Addy?”

      Well, that wasn’t hard to figure out.

      “Yeah.”

      “And?”

      “And what?”

      “Were you a dick to her?”

      “No. I told her the truth, and she was pissed. Like get-up-in-the-middle-of-the-night-and-walk-out pissed. We’d filed for divorce and everything was in process, so you can make a case for cheating, I guess, if you want to be anal about it, but I didn’t. We’d formally agreed to divorce and the only reason I went back is because she was already pregnant again and went almost sixteen weeks that time—it was her longest pregnancy. After that I didn’t have the heart to leave again right away. Then we moved to Alaska and it was just easier to be married than single, even though I was miserable.”

      “I get it. I don’t consider it cheating once you’ve filed for divorce and don’t live together anymore, but to someone like Whitney, maybe she didn’t feel you cheated so much as you lied. I take it she didn’t know you were married at the beginning of the night.”

      “No, because at the beginning of the night, she made it clear there would be no sex and it was so nice to just hang out, dance, have fun with a woman without any pressure to…perform.”

      Kane winces. “Things with Addy were bad, huh?”

      “On and off, but yeah, by the end they were messed up. And then came Whitney… She was amazing. So beautiful it made my fucking eyes hurt. She had a smart mouth and this twinkle in her eye that made me laugh every damn time. The weirdest thing is, we talked and danced all night, but we didn’t talk about anything. She told me a story about her political science class, I told her about my sister’s kids flooding the toilet one Christmas.

      “We connected like we’d known each other forever, and then because of a blizzard, we spent an extra day together. Right in the middle of it Addy texted, said she needed to talk to me, she had news, and I knew right away she had to be pregnant again. I told Whitney I was married and she left. I never called her because that wouldn’t have been fair to either of us, but I kept her number. I still have it.”

      Kane cuts his eyes in my direction. “How long ago was this?”

      “Just shy of four years.”

      “And you kept her number.”

      I scowl. “Don’t do that. Beautiful girl like her must have guys all over the place.”

      “You mean like the stalker who essentially chased her out of Boston?”

      “A real stalker? When you and Hailey talked about her friend that was moving here, I thought it was an annoying guy she worked with.”

      “Who turned into a full-blown stalker.”

      “I’m assuming he has no idea where she is.”

      “I don’t think so. She shut off her social media accounts and hasn’t told anyone back in Boston where she is. At least, I don’t think she did. Like you said, she’s gorgeous, but she’s really not a partier. She doesn’t go out at all unless it’s her and Hailey running errands or something, and she keeps to herself. Hailey said she was a party animal in college, so either the stalker really scared her or something else happened. She won’t talk about her family in Texas and last I heard, she hadn’t told Hailey about what happened between the two of you, either.”

      “That doesn’t sound like the girl I met four years ago,” I murmur, “but maybe I read her wrong. It was really only about thirty hours.”

      “So you’re not going to ask her out?”

      “She told me flat out, until I had a divorce decree in my hand, she wasn’t interested.”

      “How long will that be?”

      “Depends on how long it takes Addy to sign the papers.”

      “You should get to know her in the meantime. I think she’s lonely.”

      “I don’t think I’m the right guy for the job, to be honest. Too much water under the bridge for us.”

      “Scared?” Kane teases.

      “Terrified!” I laugh.

      

      Whitney

      

      Christmas is right around the corner, and I’m dreading it. I wanted to fly to Las Vegas for the holidays to see my friend Nate, but Kane has limited time off so Hailey needs me. Which means spending the holidays here with Kane and Hailey, who are gearing up for their first holiday season as a couple. They’re good to me, and I owe them a huge debt of gratitude, but sometimes it’s hard watching them day in and day out, so in love, so happy.

      I met some of Hailey’s friends, like Dani Petrov and Sara Chandler, but none of them have much time to socialize. Dani is the Blizzard’s assistant team trainer, so she works a lot of hours and travels with the team, too. Sara is Dani’s nanny, so the only time they hang out is at group get-togethers and those don’t happen often during hockey season.

      Thanksgiving was a nice, quiet day over at the Petrov house but Christmas is going to be a lot busier. Kane and Hailey are hosting a huge Christmas Eve party since a lot of the single guys on the team can’t get home to see their families. The following day, the team’s owner, Gage Caldwell, is having a more casual event at his mansion for the entire team and their families.

      “Sara said she’d watch the twins so we could go shopping,” Hailey says that night at dinner. “And then we can watch Niko later this week so she can go.”

      “Other than you and Kane, I don’t have anyone to buy for,” I say lightly. “And I ordered your gifts online.”

      Hailey makes a face. “Wow, way to suck the fun out of Christmas, Scroogetta.”

      “I don’t talk to my family or⁠—”

      “Why?”

      “Why what?” I frown.

      “Why don’t you talk to your family? You always dance around the answer, but I really want to know more than the usual stuff about how you don’t get along.”

      “Because they tried to manipulate me, in an ugly way, and I refused.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s been six years. I’m over it.”

      “If you were over it, you wouldn’t be acting like you saw the Ghost of Christmas Past.”

      “I didn’t say I wasn’t lonely, I just said I didn’t miss my family. My father is a two-timing, lying, overbearing prick and my mother is his doormat, who drank away his infidelity and then became her own nightmare.”

      “Yikes. Makes my stepmonster sound better and better.”

      “My family gives new meaning to the word difficult.”

      “What about siblings?”

      “I thought we’d agreed you wouldn’t ask about the past?”

      “You told me you had a brother but didn’t say much else, so can’t you just expand on that?”

      “I only have one, an older brother. Five years older, to be exact. I haven’t seen him in five years or so. He’s married, lives in Dallas, didn’t respond when I told him I was going to Harvard. Didn’t respond when I told him I’d graduated. I know where I stand.”

      “It makes no sense for family to treat you that way.”

      “Not everything does.” I pick up a load of folded laundry. “So, what time are we taking the twins for their portraits?”

      We talk about the afternoon photo shoot we’re going to, and when Hailey puts them down for their nap I escape to my room to make a call. Other than Hailey, my closest friend is Nate Calloway. He plays for the Las Vegas Sidewinders, but they don’t have a game tonight, so I hope he’s home.

      “Hey.” His cheerful voice makes me smile.

      “Hey.”

      “What’s going on?”

      “Oh, same shit, different day. You know how it is.”

      “You’re bored out of your mind.”

      “Yeah.”

      We laugh.

      “You could still come for Christmas even though I’ll only be home a couple of days.”

      “It’s a long trip for a short time. I’ll be fine.”

      “You sound so sad lately. I thought you’d be happier in Alaska.”

      “Me too. But there’s been an unexpected occurrence of someone from the past.”

      “Dennis?”

      “No, no, nothing like that. Someone…good. But bad.”

      “Huh?” Nate sounds confused.

      “There was this guy…” I tell him briefly about my affair with Jake.

      “So you had a thing with some guy from the Blizzard, without knowing who he was, but he was married. Now he’s getting a divorce but you would never trust him enough to give him a second chance, right?”

      “First of all, if he’d truly been interested, he would’ve called. Second, he’s still not divorced. Hailey said this is the third time they’ve separated, and those aren’t acceptable odds to me.”

      “You don’t trust easily, and while I understand the hesitation for a guy with his track record, it sounds like you’re making excuses because, frankly, you find something wrong with every guy you’ve met since I’ve known you. What gives? If you want to play the field, that’s totally cool because I’m all about that life, but I know you and you don’t. You’re lonely.”

      “I’m lonely because I’m cooped up in a house in Alaska with newborn twins, frigid weather, and nowhere to go.”

      “It’s colder in Boston than it is in Anchorage right now.”

      I make a face even though he can’t see it.

      “Whit?”

      “I can’t get involved with anyone. My life is too complicated.”

      “How long are you going to let the past ruin your present?”

      “I wish I knew.”

      “You’re a pain in the ass.”

      I sigh. “I know. Why do you put up with me?”

      “I ask myself that every time we talk.”

      “Nice. Look, I should go. Call me soon, okay?”

      “You know you could come to me if you need anything, right?”

      “Of course.”

      “But would you?”

      “I called when Dennis was after me, didn’t I?”

      “Technically, you called Hailey, and then Kane got ahold of me.”

      “I’d lost your number, but you’re stuck with me now, don’t worry.”

      He chuckled. “I do worry, but we’ll talk soon.”

      I put the phone down and sigh. Why can’t I be attracted to Nate? He’s a great guy. Good-looking, rich, athletic, and loyal. What more could I want?

      Jackson.

      Oh, hell, that’s the wrong answer.

      But the only one that seems to matter.
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      Whitney

      

      Snow is already falling on Christmas Eve as guests start arriving at Kane and Hailey’s house. It’s cold outside but inside the fireplace is roaring, lights and decorations set a beautiful backdrop, and it takes on an ethereal glow as the house fills with friends and laughter.

      I stay upstairs a long time, listening to the sounds below and dreading my entrance. The women decided it should be a “formal” affair, just for fun, since Gage’s Christmas Day event will be casual to make it easier for everyone with kids and large families.

      Standing in front of the mirror in a form-fitting red velvet dress, I’m torn between thinking I look nice and aching to put on jeans and a sweater. I love dressing up and have more fancy clothes than any woman needs, but I keep them hidden.

      Not only has there been no occasion to wear them, I also don’t want people to see the extent of my designer labels. I’ve always loved nice clothes and have been lucky enough to afford them, but I don’t want to stand out too much. This dress is beautiful but not as over-the-top as some of my formalwear, and I hope the red make it more festive than expensive.

      “Oh, who are you kidding?” I mutter into the mirror. “You want Jack to notice you.”

      As much as I want to deny it, knowing he’s probably already downstairs makes my heart speed up. The pull to be near him is impossible to ignore, and though I know better than to get too close to him, it can’t hurt to talk to him, right?

      Hailey was right that we need to be friendly because I’m going to see a lot of him. I have to get past my feelings and keep things casual. My emotions are so disparate they’re giving me a headache, so the best thing to do is to get it over with.

      Maybe he isn’t everything I remember. If I’m lucky, he’ll turn out to be an arrogant ass in front of his friends and I’ll discover I don’t like him nearly as much anymore.

      With a final dab of gloss on my lips, I slip my feet into high red pumps that match my dress and walk out into the hall. I descend the stairs quickly, hoping not to be noticed right away, but I’m not that lucky.

      Aaron lets out a low whistle and meets me at the bottom of the stairs with a grin.

      “Merry Christmas, Whitney. You look lovely tonight.”

      “Thank you.” I hug him warmly. “You look pretty handsome yourself.”

      “Sara said I couldn’t come in jeans so I guess I have her to thank.” He glances over at Sara with a wink.

      “He’d be in sweats and a twenty-year-old Black Sabbath T-shirt if someone didn’t remind him to be a grown-up sometimes.”

      “Hey, I wear a suit for every damn game,” he protests.

      “That’s work. It doesn’t count.”

      We laugh, and I’m thankful for the reprieve.

      Jack is in the room and though I avoid eye contact, he’s definitely watching me.

      Shit!

      I hoped he wouldn’t be interested.

      Okay, that’s a lie.

      I probably would be devastated if he didn’t notice me, but this is all kinds of confusing and a faint pain behind my eyes tells me I need to relax.

      “I need a drink,” I tell them, moving off toward the makeshift bar Kane set up.

      “What can I get you?” Jack’s baritone voice in my ear raises goose flesh on my arms, and I glance over my shoulder at him.

      “I’ve got it, but thanks.”

      “Merry Christmas.” He leans against the bar.

      “Merry Christmas.” I busy myself making my favorite drink, a Painkiller. Pusser’s rum, pineapple juice, orange juice, and cream of coconut, with a pinch of nutmeg sprinkled on top, and Kane thoughtfully bought all the ingredients for me.

      “What is that?” Jake asks curiously.

      I explain it to him, and he nods. “Will you make one for me, too?”

      “Taste it first. It might be a little sweet for you.” I hand it to him, and he takes a sip without hesitation.

      “Damn, that’s good. A little sweeter than my norm, but it’s Christmas. What the hell.”

      I tell him to keep mine and make another, going a little heavier on the rum.

      I’m going to need it.

      “Do you think we could finish our talk from before the road trip?” he asks as I lift my glass to my lips.

      “Um, sure.”

      “I know you don’t like me, and I don’t blame you, but maybe we can move past what happened four years ago and just, you know, be cordial, say hello when we’re in the same room. I hate making you uncomfortable in your own home and how you never come to the games or other events. I don’t want to be the cause of that.”

      “I’m busy with the twins,” I respond automatically. “It’s more important for Hailey to go to the games, so I stay home.”

      “Are you staying home tomorrow, too?” he asks.

      “Shh!” I hiss, glancing around. “It’s a surprise for Hailey.”

      “She’s in the other room,” he says. “Don’t worry.”

      “Yes, I’m staying home. It’s too cold that early in the morning to take the twins to an outdoor game like that.”

      “You’re not a hockey fan, I take it?”

      I shake my head. “Not particularly, no.”

      “I’m sorry you won’t be there tomorrow. I think Hailey’s going to have a good time.”

      “Kane’s worked hard on the surprise.”

      Jake nods before pausing and fixing me with that same look that always makes my heart beat faster. “So…can we be friends? Let go of the past and all that?”

      Staring into the depths of his light blue eyes, I manage a bright, lighthearted smile. “Of course. I’ve forgotten all about that. My discomfort is in being the other woman; I don’t ever want that to be my reputation.”

      “You aren’t, and you weren’t. I was planning to get divorced. I realize my track record isn’t good, but when you and I met, we were on the road to divorce. She called and told me she was pregnant not long after you and I met, farther along than she’d ever gotten before, and it felt wrong to go through with the divorce at that point.”

      “But she lost it anyway?” I get no pleasure in seeing him nod; I’m not that petty. “I’m sorry.”

      “Thanks.” He looks down at me and squints slightly. “I’m glad to bury the hatchet, Whitney, but please know I wasn’t out to get laid that night and I wasn’t cheating on my wife. That’s not who I am. Even though I wasn’t planning to sleep with anyone yet, I spoke with my lawyer about it to make sure I didn’t do anything that would come back to haunt me. He said at that point in the process we were essentially living separate lives.”

      “I understand.” I look back at him, a million thoughts whirring through my brain.

      How handsome he is.

      How his icy blue eyes seem to be looking right into my soul.

      How it feels when his full, firm lips are on mine.

      Damn, I need to get away from him.

      “Then why do you look so sad?”

      “It seems like so long ago, but also like a few weeks ago at the same time. Hearing you say you were still married made me feel cheap, like I’d done something terrible, and I hated myself for a long time.”

      “I’m sorry,” he whispers softly. “Nothing that happened was on you. If anything, it was my bad, not yours.”

      “I hit on you. You were being a perfect gentleman, and I asked if you were going to kiss me.”

      His face is thoughtful as he gently runs his knuckles across my cheek. “Whitney, I was seconds away from asking you the same thing. It was going to happen.”

      I hold the gaze for another second before slowly stepping back. “Well, now that we’ve gotten that out of the way, it’s good to see you again. I’m going to go mingle, but I’m sure we’ll catch up later.”

      “I hope so.”
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        * * *

      

      I watch Jack watching me over the next couple of hours and wonder what he’s thinking.

      Is he as caught up in the past as I am, or was he simply looking for a roll in the hay with what he considers an easy target? I probably shouldn’t have dressed up tonight, seeing the way his gaze follows me around the room, but it’s been a long time and sometimes I can’t help myself.

      I haven’t gone drinking, dancing, or had sex since arriving in Anchorage, and it’s tempting to lose myself in one of these handsome, interested men tonight.

      Not with Jack, though.

      Definitely not with him.

      Unfortunately, that doesn’t leave me a lot of options.

      Logan is adorable, following me around half the night, but he’s far too young for me.

      Aaron would be perfect, but he and Jack have been best friends since college, so that would be weird and uncomfortable.

      Miikka’s cute but Hailey said he’s ready to settle down, anxious to get serious with someone, and that’s the last thing I’m looking for. A year from now, I don’t know where I’ll be living, and Anchorage probably isn’t it.

      “I saw you and Jake talking.” Hailey steals up behind me and whispers in my ear. “Did you guys work everything out?”

      I nods. “Oh, yes, absolutely. We’re good. No worries.”

      Hailey narrows her eyes. “Why am I having a hard time believing you?”

      “Everything is fine. Promise.”

      “I still don’t believe you, but I’ll let it go because I’m having too much fun and it’s Christmas.”

      I smile. “I’m having fun, too. Thanks for making me part of your family.”

      “You’re welcome. Thanks for taking care of my babies.”

      The doorbell rings then, and Hailey excuses herself as I go make myself another drink. I’ve just poured the rum when a familiar voice wafted over the sound of music and laughter.

      “Merry Christmas, Whit!”

      I look up and widen my eyes with delight. “Nate!”
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