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      “Three concussions. One knee surgery. You’ve already had one lower back surgery and a dislocated shoulder.” The team doctor peered down at me as he read through my file.

      Like I didn’t already know the litany of injuries I’d had over the last few years. Hockey was a tough game. I was an even tougher player. It happened.

      But never during a freaking weekend I was supposed to spend relaxing and rock climbing with my teammate and friend, Alix Halvrick.

      I glared at him through the excruciating pain in my head while he stood, arms crossed over his chest in the corner. He was most likely taking in every single word the doctor said, every furrowed brow as he scanned my chart and the x-ray results the doctor was going over.

      If my shoulder didn’t feel like it was boiling inside, I’d tear the damn file out of his hand.

      I was fine. Or I would be. It was the very beginning of July. I could still be ready to play before the season. So my head currently felt like it was being beaten from the inside out with a mallet and every time I moved, the room spun and vomit rose in my throat.

      A minor concussion. I’d had worse ones.

      “What’s the plan then? Physical therapy?”

      The doctor glanced at Alix before meeting my eyes and when he did, I swore I saw pity in them. “You have a greater than fifty percent tear in your rotator cuff, Max. Not to mention the concussion.”

      “And?” I dared him with my glare to say it. Suggest I quit the game, the only thing I was good at.

      He blinked first. The doctor I’d always respected and now wanted to punch, dropped his file to his side and rubbed his hand across his forehead.

      Oh… was the threat of me losing my job stressing him out? Poor guy. Too bad if something happened to him, he had a college degree to fall back on. I didn’t even have that. Nothing except hockey. Like hell I was giving it up.

      “We’ll schedule you for an MRI and see how things look, but I’m not going to bullshit you. The shoulder will most likely require surgery. And recovery time, plus PT… you’re looking at a long road ahead.”

      “Fine then.” I tried to adjust the way I was leaning back in this stupid fucking hospital bed where Alix brought me after I slipped, slammed into the rocks, and screamed in agony while I’d tried to re-find my footing.

      Fucking rock climbing.

      The small movement in my bed made the room tilt, and I grabbed the damn plastic bowl before I could throw up in my lap.

      I might lose my career, but I sure as hell wouldn’t lose my dignity.

      “Let’s do the surgery. Right now.”

      It was early July. I had my brother’s wedding in four weeks. I still had plenty of time to get back into shape for pre-season in September. Worst case, I was back on the ice by Thanksgiving. Maybe Christmas. Plenty of season left.

      For now, I was going to ignore the fact this was my last year under contract and I was looking at being thirty-one, a free agent with a roster of injuries that would make anyone hesitate.

      Fuck.

      “It might not be that easy, Max. With the history of your back and shoulder…”

      “Don’t even fucking think it,” I growled at him. If I could move, hell, if I could blink without wanting to throw up, I’d lunge for the man.

      “Max…” Alix said, stepping forward. “Listen to him.”

      “Fuck that. I’m a hockey player. That’s what I do. Who I am.” Shit. My goddamn head. I closed my eyes and gritted my teeth together. “I’m not going to listen to this guy suspect what he’s thinking of saying without any goddamn proof.”

      I turned back to the doctor. “Get me the MRI. And do whatever you have to do to get me ready for the season.”

      “I’ve called Vik. He’s on his way, too. I’ll let you know when we’re ready.”

      Coach Vik was going to lose his shit. Ignoring the fact I’d most likely be fined for participating in a dangerous sport in the off-season which was already against our contract, he’d definitely be pissed about my shoulder.

      “Fine.” I practically spit out the word through clamped teeth.

      As soon as he was gone, I dropped my head to the pillow and closed my eyes.

      “Don’t say whatever it is you’re thinking, Alix.”

      Alix Halvrick was my best friend on the team. A few years younger than me, we were always together. Mostly because the majority of the team had started falling in love and getting married. The lucky fuckers. We were two of a handful of single guys on the team remaining and we liked to hang out. Today’s adventure was supposed to be a relaxing climb at Red Rock Canyon.

      “This is all your fault,” I muttered to him. It had been his idea.

      He was silent, which meant I’d hurt him.

      I opened my eyes enough to see him through the blur of my eyelashes and the disco ball of colors swimming in my vision. “Sorry. Fuck. I didn’t mean that.”

      His blond brows furrowed together and he was chewing on the inside of his cheek. All of his usual playfulness had been left at the canyon, because there was no happiness in him when he said, “The doctor is not wrong about your shoulder. Your rotator cuff, Max. That’s serious. And your head…”

      “It’ll be fine.”

      Because it’d have to be.

      I was thirty. My career only had a limited number of years left. But it was the only thing I knew.

      If I didn’t have hockey, who in the hell was I?

      No one. Just some rich asshole without a college degree and a handful of stories, meaning I could someday say, “Back when I played pro hockey.”

      Fuck that.

      I wouldn’t leave the sport until they had to drag my dead body off the ice.
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      Coach Vik swiped his hand over his bald head and stared at his feet before raising his face. As soon as his eyes met mine, my teeth ground together.

      It’d been hours. I’d sent Alix home, only to have him return showered and now pacing the small area on the opposite side of my bed, wringing his hands together so fiercely it was a wonder he had flesh left on them.

      “Surgery,” I surmised, based on the ravaged look on Coach’s face. Not because he thought of me as a son, but because I was a weapon. I was the man who helped him win games and keep him as the coach of one of the most winning teams in professional hockey history.

      “To be determined,” he said and took another swipe across his bald head. It shined beneath the harsh lights of the hospital room and he cursed. “We have some other options we can try first along with physical therapy to see if we can get it healed without surgery. If you’re careful with the shoulder, keep it in a sling and meet with your physical therapist daily, we might be able to avoid surgery altogether.”

      I’d pulled up my phone and scanned Google regarding rotator cuff surgery when Alix left after my MRI. Bad idea. Not the worst I’d ever had, but definitely not the best. Besides the fact I could barely read due to the concussion, everything I read about shoulder surgery only made my headache worse.

      “What options?”

      Our coach glanced at the doctor, his brows lined with stress. “There’s stem cell replacement where they take some cells from your hip and inject it into the site. There’s what’s called platelet-rich plasma injection. Those only take a few hours, and results can be seen in a few weeks.”

      “Great. Let’s do those then.” I looked to the doctor. “Today. Next week. Whenever.”

      “Max—” he started, but I was rolling with this idea. So they jab me with a needle in my hip, shoot it up into my shoulder. I didn’t need specifics. It’d take hours. Results in a couple of weeks. Perfect.

      “And if it works, no surgery, right?”

      “Possibly,” the doctor stressed. “If we do other therapies first and see if the tendon can heal itself, at least partly, it’ll decrease your chance of surgery, or at least rehab time after and maybe increase your chance of full recovery.”

      Coach glanced at the doctor who sighed before Coach turned back to me. He settled his hand on my good shoulder. “It’s not the shoulder we’re most concerned about. Max, we’ve talked about this.”

      “No, we haven’t. And we won’t.”

      Alix stopped his pacing long enough to scowl at me. “Listen to him.”

      “No.” My lip curled into a sneer. “I’m not listening to anyone suggesting I might not be able to play until it becomes the only option.”

      If these options worked, there’d be months to play after.

      Worst case… no, there would be no worst-case scenario.

      I would play again. Before the end of the year.

      “Get me the contact info for the physical therapist, and whoever I need to call for the other treatments. And get me the hell out of here.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Two

          

          
            Kim

          

        

      

    

    
      The drive across the island, heck, the tiny little puddle jumper I had to take from the main island to this small, private one with one resort, served to remind me how much of the world I had yet to see. Twenty-nine years old and this was my first time in two years seeing beaches so white it could have been snow and blue skies and water so bright and teal-colored, there had never been a crayon in my mega count box as a child that could recreate this.

      The sky. The brightness of the sun. Heck, even the green tropical plants and trees were so much more vibrant than I’d pictured.

      So much brighter when they weren’t under the constant smog and haze of Los Angeles.

      “We are almost there, miss.”

      “Thank you.” I grinned at the driver in the rearview mirror. The Rasta-liveried male with long dreads in his black hair smiled back at me with a happy smile and slightly yellowed teeth.

      I couldn’t fathom what it was like for him to live here. To live anywhere like this. My stress levels took a nosedive into the Caribbean Sea as soon as my puddle jumper of a plane cleared the death-defyingly short runway.

      Thank goodness because after running myself ragged for the last six years, so intent on making my mark in my law firm, and particularly the last case where I sat first chair, if I hadn’t had this chance for a vacation, I might have gone into cardiac arrest.

      My phone vibrated in my hand, and I all but rolled my eyes as my mom’s name appeared.

      “Hello?”

      “Oh thank goodness you’re alive.”

      My breath fogged the car window I had my forehead and nose pressed so close against to see the tiny, winding dirt road. In the distance was a smattering of bright yellow, tiny homes, barely visible between the thick covering of trees and surrounding foliage. Villas. Not only was I at this incredibly gorgeous location for the next week, I had my own private living space.

      This had to be heaven on earth.

      “I called you before the plane took off,” I reminded her.

      “I know. I know. But they’re so small and scary I just wanted to make sure you weren’t in the sea somewhere.”

      I chuckled. My mom was the sweetest. “I’m still alive.”

      “Well, good. Because Bridget would lose her mind if you weren’t here and threw off the numbers of the wedding party.”

      She laughed. Although it was no joke. Bridget and I got along so well because we both personified Type-A personality to a perfectly scripted T.

      “We wouldn’t want that,” I said, laughing with her.

      Since Bridget’s mom and mine were sisters and best friends, my cousin and I grew up practically sisters. Sure, our lives took drastically different turns over the years, and there were times when we had nothing in common and didn’t really get along. Like when she started liking boys and grew boobs and I was still playing with dolls.

      Fortunately, my boobs finally grew in—somewhat, anyway, and I finally started noticing boys. Since then, while Bridget and I were never besties, we were closer than most cousins I knew, even if we grew up living in Ohio and Virginia. We saw each other several times a year plus every major holiday.

      “We’ll get her sorted and relaxed. I promise.”

      “If anyone can do it, it’s you,” she replied.

      “I’ll be there in three minutes, Mom.”

      “Can’t wait to see you. Love you.”

      I ended the call, and ignored the text message alerts. This was why I understood Bridget. I was now on hour thirty of being awake,  pulling an all-nighter to ensure all my cases were either wrapped up or in good hands while I was gone. I’d worked so much on the plane rides down here, I hadn’t managed to fall asleep for more than ten minutes.

      Yeah… I needed this break. Let’s just hope I could actually relax enough to enjoy it.

      That worry fled as the car turned toward the resort.

      “Holy crap on a cracker,” I muttered. The black, wrought iron private gates of the Tunstago Bay Resort came into view.

      “Pretty place, isn’t it?” the driver asked with that same friendly smile and jovial tone in his voice.

      “It’s incredible,” I sighed, still in awe of the luscious landscaping, towering palm trees, the vibrancy of the flowers popping out of the bright green leaves. The main building he drove me toward had signs for multiple restaurants or tiki bars pointing in various directions. A private beach I’d read about. Small, secluded—and clothing not allowed—was an offshoot of the main beaches along the coast.

      I couldn’t wait to go there. Strip off society’s demands that women keep their bodies covered, but not too much or we were a prude but not so little we were a slut and asking for sexual assault. There would be freedom on that beach, with others who had no problems exposing their creator-given flesh without hesitancy or fear of being an object. Or even better, a beach to myself. I certainly didn’t need to see any of my family—or any of Marshall’s—in nothing.

      As the taxi pulled to a slow stop outside the main registration building, it came as no surprise to find my mom and dad were already there. My mom, dressed in a bright red bikini and a black flowy cover tied and wrapped around her waist, looked as stunning at the age of fifty-five as she did when she was my age and younger. My dad was no slouch either, dressed in his teal board shorts and plain white shirt. He’d been a linebacker in college, played football where they met at Ohio State, and even though he was originally from Iowa, he had no problems staying in Ohio so they could get married and live the life she always dreamed of.

      He was as head over heels in love with her as he’d always been.

      They were pretty much the only two people in the world who gave me the slightest bit of hope people could get married and still be happy thirty years later. But they were the unicorn, not the standard. I had the proof of it in piles of cases in multiple five-drawer file cabinets in my office.

      “Hello, beautiful,” my dad said, opening my door and holding his hand for me to exit. I grabbed my purse, and once I was on my feet, I was wrapped in his warmth and the fresh summer scent of coconut and sunshine. Probably the sunscreen Mom made him wear.

      “Hey, Dad.”

      “It’s been too long.”

      I hadn’t been home since Christmas. Hell, I’d barely managed to spend more than eight hours a day outside the office since then, and most of those hours were spent when I’d gone home. I patted his back and grinned into his chest at his chuckle.

      “My turn, my turn,” my mom said, practically bouncing on the balls of her feet. She was much like Dad. Full of love and kindness. Very much so like her sister and Bridget. Bubbly. Craved the small-town and stay-at-home-mom kind of life.

      We were so drastically different in that aspect of our lives, and while she’d never understood my need to have such a demanding career, I’d always had their full support.

      “Hey, Mom.” I hugged her back with the same equal vigor and excitement she threw into life and loving her family. We might not have understood each other, but I never went a day without feeling her love, even when I was twenty-six hundred miles away.

      “This week will be so much fun. We’re going to force you to relax, even if we have to tie you down to do it.”

      See? They knew me.

      “Keep my drinks filled and the rest should take care of itself.”

      My dad shot me a doubtful look, and I pushed his shoulder playfully. “Stop.”

      He threw his hands out to his sides. “I’m just sayin’… I think the last time I saw you chill was in middle school.”

      He wasn’t wrong. I went to admit it, but Dad laughed and grabbed my suitcases the taxi had left on the curb.

      “Come on. We’ll get you checked in and take you to your villa. We already have your favorite tequila in your room and wine chilling in your fridge.”

      My parents really were the best.

      An alert dinged on my phone as my dad grabbed my keycards at reception. I fought the urge to glance at it.

      Lost.

      Peeked.

      Fortunately, it was a spam risk call.

      “None of that,” my mom teased.

      She was right.

      “I know. See?” I did what I promised myself I’d do as soon as I arrived.

      I powered off my phone and slipped it into my purse. Work and real life could wait.

      At least until I’d slept and had a drink.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Three

          

          
            Max

          

        

      

    

    
      “It is so damn good to see you.” I squeezed the hell out of my parents, my arms thrown around both of them. We had no idea where my height came from, but I towered over them both.

      My dad slapped my back hard enough to leave a sting when he pulled back. “You too. You taking care of yourself?”

      His brows knotted with concern, and he clamped his hand over my shoulder. I was trying to ignore the fact that in two weeks I’d have more scans done. Four weeks into physical therapy and I still couldn’t swing my stick at full speed, and the first day I’d gone to the team’s practice arena to try skating, I’d almost doubled over in pain. It was getting better, though.

      The sling was in my suitcase for days I needed it, and that meant I’d have to be a spectator in golf instead of beating the crap out of my brothers like normal.

      Sucked, but I was focused. I was getting back on the ice by Christmas or I was fucked.

      “Of course I am.” I grinned. The worry didn’t ease in my dad’s eyes.

      “You’re lying.”

      “I’m not. I’m taking care and doing my PT and brought all the equipment I need to keep it up.”

      “Any pain?” my mom asked.

      “Only when someone touches me,” I teased, scowling playfully at my dad.

      He jerked his hand off my shoulder like I’d electrocuted him.

      “Max.” My mom laughed and slapped my chest. “Don’t tease him like that. You’ll give him chest pains.”

      “Chest pains,” my dad huffed and gave me another quick hug. My parents were the best people on the planet. “I’m too damn young for that.”

      With my oldest brother, Maxim, recently turned thirty-three, I chose not to inform my dad that at nearing sixty, he wasn’t at all too old for that.

      But Marcell was the kind of man who’d believe he was thirty until the day he died.

      “Damn straight you are,” I said and gave my mom another kiss on her cheek. They were so far away in Virginia, and most of my season kept me traveling. I could go months without seeing them. I hated it. To say my family was close was like saying the ocean was large. Massive understatement. “And I was kidding about the pain. I was joking. No pain at all.”

      He didn’t need to know the truth. That some mornings I hesitated after taking one pain pill, debating a second. That I groaned rolling over in bed and the first few days after the rock-climbing accident I’d spent drunk, pitying myself, imagining the worst-case scenarios in the dark shadows of my condo.

      Alone.

      It hadn’t at all helped the concussion recovery, so on day three I’d tossed the alcohol, chugged some Gatorade and got focused on healing.

      “Good. That’s good.” Because as much as my dad worried and cared enough to ask, he’d always left my love of hockey and the tenacity to get to the professional level up to me.

      My parents were simple people, from a small, coastal town on the Atlantic, who loved each other and everyone they met without hesitation or judgment. They lived an easy life, with little hiccups along the way, but when it came to us kids, they’d always thrown their support behind our dreams one hundred and ten percent.

      They kicked serious ass.

      My mom took my hand in hers and even though I wasn’t a kid anymore, I held her back. “Thank you so much for doing this for Marshall. He and Bridget are so excited that we get the island to ourselves. Truly, you didn’t have to do this.”

      “Sure I did. It’s what they wanted and I could make it happen.” Besides, my older brother was awesome. Only one year older than me, we’d always been best friends. I’d do anything for him, so when he mentioned his construction business had slowed in the last few months and he was worried about giving Bridget everything she wanted, I volunteered.

      “Marshall’s planning on paying you back.”

      “And I’ll punch him in the face if he says it to me. It’s their wedding present.”

      Because you know, everyone could go around renting a private island for their wedding. To me, it was nothing. I was a single guy who made millions and didn’t exactly live an extravagant lifestyle. I had my new Suburban, a fantastic condo with a view of the Vegas Strip and mountains beyond. I hadn’t yet seen the need to splurge on a home when it was just me, or fancy cars when I only had two spots allotted to me in the parking garage. Sure, someday I would. When I did though, it’d be on land. Lots of it where I could have some horses, maybe a small hobby farm to work in the off-season. Simple dreams like the kind of life I grew up with. Hell, maybe someday I’d retire and move back to Virginia and be closer to family.

      I just needed to make sure I still had a season or five left in me to make it all happen.

      Pushing that thought far out to sea, I followed my dad to the registration desk.

      Palm trees and tropical plants took the center stage. Beyond that was an inside bar, outside, another bar with covered patio dining and seating. And past that, was one of the resort’s infinity pools, and then the beach and sea in the distance.

      “Gorgeous,” I said. “Bridget has good taste.”

      She’d found the resort and island after I offered. While Marshall would want to make sure he didn’t take advantage of my money, Bridget had been so excited I heard her scream all the way out in Vegas… and not through the phone. Girl had a set of lungs on her.

      “Especially in men,” my mom said, and then cringed. “Well, at least this time.”

      Considering she had a son, Nathan, from an earlier relationship and her first husband was an epic loser, the joke fell flat. “Where are the boys? Is everyone else here?”

      “Malcolm and Shelby took them swimming, but they should be back soon. I think they’re at the east pool area.”

      Made sense. My oldest brother Malcolm and his wife Shelby had a son just a year younger than Nathan. Cooper and he were great friends. I snagged a map of the resort and met my dad at the check-in desk.

      “We gave you the largest villa on the far west end,” my dad said.

      “That was supposed to be for Marshall.” My damn family. If I couldn’t spoil them every once in a while and thank them for their unending and constant support, what in the hell was I supposed to do with my money?

      “And he insisted. Anyway, they’re tucked into a smaller villa, but he said it’s more private. Nathan is staying with Bridget’s parents for a few nights and then with us once they take off on their honeymoon, so it works. Honest.”

      My dad slapped my shoulder. I bit back my growl. Frustration with Marshall for not just letting me do something nice for him mixed with pain. Perhaps I shouldn’t have taken the sling off. It reminded people to stay away more than I needed it, but no way in hell was I wearing that thing unless I had to. Eyes were supposed to be on Marsh this week. Not me.

      I was still irritated as the concierge handed me my key and showed me on the map where my villa was. Dad marked off where everyone else was staying, including Bridget’s side of the family, most of whom were on the east side while us Mikolajczyks were on the west.

      “Is there a plan for tonight?” I asked, gathering back up my bags. I could have used the valet, but I managed my own gear while I traveled nine months out of the year. I’d be a pussy if I couldn’t handle a few suitcases on my own. I threw the duffel awkwardly over my good shoulder and grabbed the handle of my suitcase with my other.

      “Dinner at six. I think Bridget’s mom has slipped agendas for the week under everyone’s doors though. There are some large family activities we’ve reserved and then smaller options so we don’t get bored. But most of the week is ours to do as we wish.”

      Great. More time analyzing the pain in my body. Was it worse? Better? I’d gone through so many scales of one to ten every day over the last month, cataloging the severity of my shoulder, I saw numbers every time I closed my eyes.

      “We’ll let you get to your room. If you don’t want to wait until dinner to hang out, we’re going to try and find Coop and Nathan at the pool.”

      I could use a shower. Maybe a quick nap. “I’ll text you,” I told my dad.

      After another hug, and then a hug and kiss for my mom, I left them to find their way to the pool and took off toward the path where the villas were numbered and marked.

      The house, not a villa, was two stories and had three bedrooms, complete with a gourmet chef I’d scheduled to prepare my breakfasts and snacks with all my dietary needs for the week. It might have been a vacation, but I needed as much health in all forms for my body. I couldn’t afford to let a single day slip.

      The view outside my villa was insane. Bright blue water, white beaches. A line of trees provided me privacy on both sides. From the map, I knew Morgan, my youngest sibling and only sister, was next door and there was nothing on the other side. But the villas were so secluded, I couldn’t see her front door from the path.

      “Glorious,” I said and dumped my bags in the main floor bedroom. I should have kicked Marshall out of his place and forced them to take this one. Even without having to worry about Nathan for the week, he and Bridget would get more use out of this space than I would. Hell, I’d probably never step foot upstairs. What was the point when everything I needed was right here?

      An hour later, I was showered, dressed in my swim trunks, pacing my villa. Restless. So much for the nap I attempted, and the last thing I wanted was to dig out exercise bands or pain meds.

      A day off wouldn’t hurt anything. I’d been working my ass off for the last month. Hours a day, stretching, building muscle, repairing, resting.

      This week was my brother’s wedding, and I’d earned a day off, dammit. Besides, the silence and solitude would drive me insane.

      I’d grown up with too much noise, went to college and lived in a house with eight other hockey players. I traveled with a team, hung out with them as much as possible.

      I could sleep on a bus with thirty guys screaming. Hell, I could probably fall asleep on the bench during a game if I tried. Noise and activity and people were my best friends.

      Grabbing my keycard and phone, I left the villa via the sliding doors and stepped onto the beach. My slides were in one hand, phone and keycard in my other and I found my way to the pool where the shouts of Cooper and Nathan followed by deeper voices I figured belonged to some of my brothers, paved the way.
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      Birds chirping and a strange rumbling sound pulled me from sleep. I peeked an eye open and then flung to sitting, my hand to my chest as I took in the strange place.

      “Shit.” It took a moment for it all to sink in.

      The plane rides. The resort. Bridget’s wedding.

      That’s right. I was in the Caribbean at Tunstago Bay Resort for the wedding and a week of vacation.

      “Damn,” I muttered and willed my racing heart to slow. I didn’t do well sleeping in strange places. The nap must have done me in and as I glanced at the clock on my bedside table, my eyes widened.

      “Holy shit.” I’d slept for three hours. I never napped that long. A three-hour nap was close to what I got in a full night’s rest.

      I stood from the bed where I’d essentially collapsed as soon as I entered. My bags had been abandoned in the living room area where my dad set them before they left earlier. My purse was on the small dining table. For a moment, I itched to find my phone. Turn it on and scroll through my alerts and to-do list before I squeezed my hands into fists and resisted the urge.

      This was vacation. I had one week to chill the hell out before I threw myself back into work where I’d deal with nasty, oftentimes public, divorces and domestic violence cases that made me lose more faith in humanity by the day. Particularly this last case.

      A professional football player who not only cheated on his wife multiple times, but she finally left him when she ended up with a black eye and broken jaw. From my experience, it was the rare athlete who played a game based on adrenaline and fueled by anger who didn’t beat his wife at least once.

      All things I didn’t need to think about on my vacation.

      “Nope.” I shook my head and headed straight to the fridge.

      Grabbing a pre-packaged cheese and meat tray, I pulled off the plastic top and popped a chunk of gouda into my mouth before grabbing the wine bottle. I’d have a glass of wine, unpack, and then I’d go find Bridget.

      Her maid of honor and other bridesmaid, both college friends of hers and friends who had been around since the first husband, who shall never be named, weren’t arriving with their husbands until tomorrow. Knowing Bridget, she’d spend the next twenty-four hours freaking out about their flights arriving on time, their dresses and suitcases getting lost by the airlines, and anything else her beautiful, anxiety-riddled mind could conjure.

      Which meant I didn’t have time to dally. My first sip of wine hit my tongue with a refreshing, crisp taste of pear and apples. Perfection. I closed my eyes, lingered on the brief moment of relaxing.

      Then I got to work. I unpacked, pausing only long enough to trade in my travel clothes for my cobalt blue bikini and white swimsuit wrap that tied around my waist and to sip my wine and eat my crackers. Sandals in one hand, I refilled my glass of wine into a stemless steel wineglass with the resort logo stamped on it, slid my keycard into my bikini top, and headed out.

      Bridget’s nerves would most likely be unraveling, and as her bridesmaid, it was my job to help her out.

      Kimmy to the rescue.

      I snorted at the thought and at the first step outside, when the salty, breezy warm air hit my face, took another moment to inhale deeply.

      Heaven. I was in heaven, or at least pretty darn close to it.

      Since I left my phone in my villa, I didn’t exactly know where Bridget would be, so I headed in the direction of the main resort building. We had the entire small island to ourselves, so the beaches were silent, and since others hadn’t yet arrived, the villas were dark and closed up. At least those that I could see. We were all so private from each other.

      It wasn’t long until a squeal pierced the air, followed by another, high-pitched screech and I grinned, recognizing Nathan’s tiny little voice that could carry all the way back to the States if the wind blew in the right direction.

      The boy was loud. Got it from his mama. I always teased her when she’d say something about it. He was also super sweet, had a compassion for others rarely seen in kids, at least those I’d spent time around, and he kicked ass at baseball. Athletic to the bone.

      I smiled as I heard him squeal again, my steps speeding up as the sounds of funky island music and deeper voices grew louder. Following the path, I caught the sign for the pool area. Of course. Made sense.

      Stepping through the gated entrance that required my keycard, I was just sliding it back into my bikini top when a squeal that could only rival Nathan’s pierced the air and made me flinch.

      “You’re here!”

      I barely had time to glance up before Bridget slammed into me. “Oomph.” My arms wrapped around her on instinct.

      “I’m so glad you’re here! Did you nap? You look tired. And oh, shit, I spilled your drink. We need to get you a new one.”

      I pressed my hand over my cousin’s mouth and her blue eyes popped wide open. “Breathe before you pass out. I’m too small to catch you.”

      Her brows tugged in and as I dropped my hand, her lips were pinched. “You’re not small. You’re perfect. Come on. You have to meet everyone. Marshall’s entire family is here, including his brother who plays hockey,” she whispered in my ear, although it wasn’t a whisper at all.

      Bridget had a set of lungs on her that could rival jet engines at take-off.

      Thankfully, the rest of the small crowd, Marshall’s family, I figured, didn’t hear.

      “Hockey?”

      “Yes.” She rolled her eyes and wrapped her arm around my back, guiding me straight to the bar. “He plays in Las Vegas. Max. I’ve told you about him, remember?”

      “He has like eight siblings. How am I supposed to keep them straight?”

      She hip-checked me. “Five siblings. Marshall makes six. And how do you forget something like that?”

      Since I wasn’t clear if she was talking Marshall’s siblings or how his brother played hockey, I didn’t answer. I also wouldn’t waste my breath reminding her how I felt about professional athletes. Arrogant, cocky assholes, almost all of them. And that almost was only because I refused to judge an entire sect of people based on the many I’d dealt with. Before I could say anything, she propped us up at the bar and immediately ordered a refill of my pinot grigio.

      Once I had a sip, I scanned the area. The pool was gorgeous with a swim-up bar that was now closed but I assumed it was bustling when the resort was open to the public. Nathan was in the pool. Marshall and one of his brothers in there with them.

      “Damn… is that the hockey player?”

      “Max,” Bridget said and nodded her in the direction. “Sexy as hell, isn’t he?”

      He had sandy brown hair I caught right before he ducked under water. As he popped back up, the hair, longer on top, cut short on the sides, whipped back as he flipped it. Water flew everywhere and when he smiled at the boy in front of him, my uterus squeezed.

      Wow. Sexy as hell did not describe him. Full, thick lips. A bright smile that said he didn’t take life too seriously. Muscles on his shoulders and arms with veins that popped as he lifted them, ducked beneath the water and came back up. It all happened in slow motion. Large hands pushing his hair back. The sun hit his face, making him glisten. And all that water flew through the air. Rolled down his chest.

      He was… wow…

      “Hey!” Bridget squealed and jumped back right as water landed on our toes. Nathan popped up from the water and grinned back at his soon-to-be stepdad. “Again!”

      “Watch it, Marshall!” Bridget yelled, no heat in her cry.

      “You’ll live, princess,” said Max, the guy I was practically drooling over.

      I covered my hand with my laugh. “He has you pegged, doesn’t he?”

      My gaze glued to him as another boy swam right to him. “My turn!” the other boy shouted.

      “Who’s that?”

      “Cooper. Malcolm and Shelby’s son. They’re over there.” She pointed to the couple, where there were two more guys with other girls on lounge chairs. The guys all had a beer in their hands, the girls held fruity-looking umbrella drinks I’d switch to soon. “Next to Malcolm are the younger brothers, Mason and Maverick. Their dates are Abby and Anna.”

      “Sisters?” Because they looked alike, both blonde bombshells and big-boobed.

      “Not that I know of. Sweet though, I’ve only met them recently. Neither have been dating them long.”

      The boys in the pool screamed again and a splash grew closer to our feet. I swiveled back to the mayhem going on in the pool, the playful shoving around of Max and Marshall.

      And Max. Those muscles, the slight grimace he made as he threw one of the boys into the water and rolled his shoulder. When he stood to his full height in the pool, the water brushed over his navel revealing a chest I could explore for hours. With my tongue—and teeth.

      “I bet he could do things to a woman in bed I’ve only begun to dream about.”

      “I don’t need to know what you dream about in bed.” Bridget poked me playfully in the ribs and I jumped out of her way. “And if it wasn’t my wedding week, I would absolutely tell you to have fun with that beast of a man. But for me? Please don’t.”

      “I was kidding.” Even if the man looked like he could be the kind of guy to make all my fantasies come true, and I only had a week with him, I would admire him from afar. I didn’t need the headache, and that was assuming he’d even be interested in me.

      “You’re the only two single people here this week. And I know he’s sexy. Hell, I like looking at him almost as much as I love looking at Marshall, but remember Zack? I don’t need that level of drama this week.”

      My wineglass almost slipped from my hand. “You’re not honestly bringing him up. That was years ago.”

      “It was two.” She rolled her eyes. “And he ruined Christmas dinner with his massive jealous fit.”

      So my history with guys wasn’t the best. Ironic considering what I did for a living, you would think I’d have a better handle on noticing red flags as soon as they popped up.

      “That wasn’t my fault.” I’d gotten a call from an old law school friend, we talked once a year around the holidays just to keep in touch. He and his partner were in New York, and since I was in LA, we never saw each other. “And Paxton is gay.”

      “Well that didn’t stop Zack from flinging over the dining room table, smashing it into Mom’s chandelier, and ruining our dinner, did it?”

      Yeah. That’d been pretty mortifying. More humiliating, considering until then, I’d thought Zack was perfect. We’d been together six months before I flew him home for Christmas to meet my family. Later, I learned he’d been high out of his mind, which really, only made the situation worse.

      How had I missed all of that?

      “So you’re suggesting Max is a sexy hockey player with drug and anger issues and you’re concerned I’ll be the trigger that flips his switch?”

      “No.” She rolled her eyes like I was being an idiot.

      I wasn’t. Petulant, maybe.

      “Max is a great guy, but it’s a week and then what would happen anyway? I’m just saying you’re the only two single people here. You might not want to spend it alone, but I’m asking for my sake, please don’t.”

      Outside of admiring his physique, maybe a fantasy or two popping into my head, it wasn’t like I knew the guy. This whole conversation was pointless. I was here for Bridget, and to relax. Not get tangled up with some athlete whose ego was probably larger than any other body part.

      I chalked it up to her bridezilla tendencies and sipped my drink. “The only thing I’m concerned about is making sure you have the wedding of your dreams, the one you’ve always deserved to have.”

      Because God knew her first wedding and marriage exploded like a bomb and left more carnage than Hiroshima.

      “Besides, you’re forgetting my mantra. No athletes in my life or my bed. Ever.”

      She looped her arm through mine and tugged me to her. “Good. Thank you. But that doesn’t mean we can’t stand back and enjoy the beauty we’ve been blessed with this weekend.”

      “You’re insane.” I laughed.

      Max swiped at his hair again in the pool, laughing at something his brother said. And oh yeah… sexy barely described him. His shining, light brown eyes, so bright from here, crinkled at the edges. Water clung to him in ways I wanted to lick off the ridges of his abs when he jumped out of the water.

      Yeah… he was beautiful to look at.

      But Bridget was right. This week was about her, not my libido.

      Besides, I’d always promised no athletes. They were nothing but trouble.

      Even if I imagined he was trouble wrapped up in a very pretty package with a sparkly bow.
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