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Chapter 1


          

          
            This dress might have been a mistake

          

        

      

    

    
      Cooper

      

      In front of me was the eighteenth green of the most beautiful golf course in Canada, but all I could see was the arena. Overtime, Stanley Cup Final, and the puck was on my stick in the Minnesota zone. Their goalie moved to block my shot, so I passed to JJ⁠—

      But JJ was on the bench getting stitches, and my pass to Crash was intercepted. Minnesota raced to our end, and I exerted every bit of strength I had left in my legs, but I couldn’t catch them. Was I getting too old? Were my twenty-nine-year-old legs not fast enough? The goal lit up and⁠—

      “I’m going somewhere they’ve never heard of hockey.” Oppy, my teammate on the Toronto Blaze, frowned as he took a long gulp of expensive beer.

      I blinked back to the here and now. Briarwood, a week later, golfing with my teammates. Several of the men at the table agreed with Oppy’s sentiment as they unwound after eighteen holes. I raised my glass with them. We all wanted to forget that loss, but we couldn’t.

      I hoped Oppy had a great time. Me, I wasn’t going anywhere this summer, aside from one family obligation I’d prefer to ignore. My sole focus would be next year.

      Umbrellas shaded us from the noonday sun, our view from the terrace that of lush grass, trees, water hazards and foursomes still working their way through the course. Briarwood was one of the most expensive clubs in the country, and it showed. The eight of us had finished our round an hour ago, and after eating, we were enjoying beer and relaxation.

      “I’d be there now if we didn’t have this damned charity event tonight,” Oppy continued.

      “Who the hell schedules a team event after the season is over?”

      Silence fell across the table, because of how our season had ended in heartbreak.

      “Shit. Sorry.”

      It wasn’t Barnes’s fault. It was impossible to avoid hockey. We played hockey professionally, we lived in Toronto—a city that supported hockey above other sports—and we’d just lost the fucking Stanley Cup.

      That was the reason I’d invited my teammates out to Briarwood. It hit us all hard, so as captain I’d been checking in, using my membership here to tempt the guys out where I could see how they were doing after that brutal loss.

      I knew the answer to Barnes’s question. “Radner, the VP of PR, is the guy who set this up, and he’s retiring. They shouldn’t try it again.”

      The guys wanted to go to their respective homes or getaways and lick their wounds. They didn’t want to sit around tables with adequate food making small talk with people who would undoubtedly ask what happened in that last game. No one who was on the ice that night wanted to rehash it.

      “They’d better fucking not. I need a month where I never have to think about hockey, let alone talk about it.”

      I wanted to warn Oppy that it was a short summer. Training camp started in September, and our bodies fell out of peak fitness quicker than we could get it back. But the long playoff run was draining, and rest was a weapon too.

      “Am I the only one who keeps replaying that last overtime?” JJ asked quietly.

      JJ was my partner on defense. We complemented each other perfectly—he stayed back, closer to our goal while I was more often in the offensive zone, making plays. Normally, I didn’t need to look to know where he would be on the ice.

      But that last game…

      JJ had been getting stitched up because he’d fallen onto our goalie, Petrov, on a previous play. Petrov’s backup, Mitchell, let in the goal. There was a lot of blame to claim.

      “No one isn’t replaying that.” I assured him. “We just have to use it to move forward, not doubt ourselves.” It was easier said than done.

      “I’m taking a month in Fiji. Then I’ll worry about moving forward.” Oppy looked around for our responses.

      “That sounds awesome.” Ducky was our first line right winger, and hands down our most enthusiastic player as well as one of our top scorers.

      “You want to come?”

      Ducky shook his head. “I have to do something with my mom, and then I’m focusing on making this body”—he waved a hand down his five-foot-nine torso—“a lethal weapon.”

      We laughed, as he’d intended. He was the shortest player on the team, but fast, with incredible hockey smarts. He’d had a great playoff run, but he blamed himself for not scoring in regulation, before overtime started.

      “Laugh all you want, but you’ll see come training camp. Petey is gonna fear me.”

      Ivan Petrov, our starting goalie, was a Russian behemoth. He was afraid of no one.

      “I’d pay to see that.” JJ gave one of his rare grins.

      “You won’t have to pay. Just show up. What are you doing in the offseason?”

      “Some family stuff in Victoria. My grandmother isn’t doing well. The rest of the offseason I’m back here to work out—maybe I’ll become a lethal weapon too.”

      Ducky held up his hand for a high five. “You know it. Next year…”

      Next year was going to be different. Coach had told us to use the pain of the loss to push through to win next season and we were damned well going to do that.

      The rest of the guys shared their plans: family, vacations, working out. Most would be out of the city and come back in September. Our long playoff run made the offseason short. If we’d won the Cup, it would all have been worth it. Without that…it felt like a waste.

      Ducky nudged me with his elbow. “So, Captain, you spending the summer with a special lady?”

      I rolled my eyes.

      Oppy chuckled. “Nah, that would be many special ladies.”

      “They’re all special.” More laughter.

      Two guys didn’t speak up. Crash, still blaming himself for missing that pass, and Mitchell, the backup goalie who’d let in the winning goal. Those two and JJ were the ones I was most worried about. JJ had been on my radar since he was traded to Toronto, but he was so quiet and self-contained it was hard to get him to open up. I knew him as well as anyone on the team did, and on the ice we were in total sync. Not after our skates came off.

      “You’ve got your camps, right Mitch?”

      Mitchell nodded. I wasn’t sure if he was holding back because of the loss, or because he was new. He’d been called up from our farm team when we lost a goalie after the trade deadline. Now, he didn’t know if he was staying up or playing with the Inferno next season. Part of that depended on whether our regular backup was returning. Also, once the draft at the beginning of July rolled around, the Blaze could trade for a new backup, or move Mitchell elsewhere.

      “Yeah. Gonna head back to Montana with Jayna and work out and try to help some kids.”

      Mitchell hadn’t been drafted, partly because of the absence of opportunities where he grew up, so he and his new girlfriend Jayna Templin were running some free camps in small towns in Montana. I’d have helped out in person, but being so well known would have shifted the focus off the camps, so my contributions were only financial.

      “Crash?”

      He shrugged. “I’m hanging out here, family and training.”

      I’d make sure to reach out to the guys staying local. We had our own training systems and places we liked to work out, but doing some sessions together would help maintain those team bonds.

      “How formal is this thing tonight?” Ducky asked.

      “Formal,” I smirked. The kid groaned, but he knew the answer. This was a dress in a suit or tux, sit at a table with white linen and an inflated amount of cutlery while talking and dancing with the people who could afford the cost of the event thing. We were encouraged to bid on the silent auction items, but at least we weren’t being auctioned off. “And we’d better get our asses in gear. Some of you need time to look good.”

      Lots of chirping back at that, but I was the best-dressed player on the team. My looking good was a given. I’d worked on these guys, and we were finally approaching the best-dressed team title that existed only in my head. Some of the suits these guys wore when they’d started… I’d had the privilege of money growing up, so I was sympathetic to the guys who’d never been able to pay for quality tailoring. But once they were with the team, it was time to level up.

      Mitch hung back as I signed for the bill. “I wasn’t invited?”

      I’d missed that. But it made sense. He, however, was reading more into it than existed, as far as I knew.

      “This was arranged before you were called up. Don’t overthink it. You know how the PR department has been shaken up lately.”

      His eyes widened. Thanks to how the people at the top of the Blaze organization’s PR department had handled some issues with Mitchell and Jayna, we had new people being put in position. It wasn’t surprising that some things had fallen through the cracks. And the outgoing people might have been happy to “forget” updating the new staff about Mitchell.

      “Okay.” He smiled. “Sounds like I’ll have a better evening than you all will anyway.”
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        * * *

      

      Callie

      

      This dress might have been a mistake.

      I tried to slide the hem down, moving my hands discreetly under the table. That only made the fabric press against my breasts, and it was already tight enough there. Buying one-piece garments was brutal when your boobs were the size of mine.

      I glanced around the table, finding more than one set of eyes on my bustline. Shit. I was trying to make a good impression. I’d been working for Anderson, Krys and Chan for five years after qualifying, and this was the first charity event the law firm had invited me to. I didn’t want it to be the last. Invitations to events like this were a step on the path to my goal of making partner. But being conspicuous for the wrong reasons was a problem.

      For the office, I had a wardrobe of neutral, loose-fitting suits that were businesslike and functional and didn’t draw attention to my body. When I was working I didn’t need anybody talking to my boobs. But for events like this, a brown suit wasn’t going to cut it.

      The speaker was still talking at the front of the room. I shrugged my shoulders, making the dress marginally less binding about my bustline. While I was sitting down, no one would see how the dress was sliding around my hips.

      And wrinkling. Was it supposed to do that? It didn’t look great. But it was one of those designer labels, so it was supposed to be good quality. At least it was green. Lots of colors didn’t look good with bright red hair and freckles, but green was a safe color.

      Next time, even if the consignment shop didn’t have much privacy for changing, I was trying the damned thing on before buying it. And next time I’d make a note to get a dress before the last minute.

      People were applauding, so I turned forward again, clapping my hands together quietly and hoping at long last this was over. I didn’t know anyone at the table, and I wasn’t good at small talk.

      We’d all been introduced to the man and woman across from me, John Deeker, and his wife. He was a hockey player for the Toronto Blaze. There were hockey players sprinkled among all the tables. They were the bait, bringing in the wealthy donors who would pay money to the charity in order to rub shoulders with the athletes.

      Darcy was going to be very disappointed that the one at my table was married. None of the players were out, as far as I knew, so it wasn’t like I was going to give my roommate’s phone number to any of them, but he’d been pretty excited when he heard about this dinner. There was a player at the next table I could tell Darcy about—he was the only non-Caucasian on the team as far as I knew. He had an odd nickname…

      “Please enjoy dancing with the band, conversing with your neighbors, and don’t forget the silent auction along the north wall. Thank you for your generosity in supporting our world-class children’s hospital.”

      Finally!

      I stood, murmuring polite nothings to the couple who’d been seated beside me. We’d made painful conversation on the weather and how the local baseball team was doing. I stepped back, checking for the partners of my firm. I wanted them to know I was here, doing the polite, so I could make my escape.

      Before that though, the silent auction. I had plans.

      Once I was away from the table, I smiled vaguely at people I passed. There were a few other associates from the firm, but no one I knew well. I said hello to a woman I’d been at an ethics seminar with last month.

      “Nice to see you, Callie. Are you enjoying yourself?”

      An honest no was obviously not the proper response. “Very interesting. You?”

      “We were sitting at a table with Ducky, and he’s such a fun young man.”

      Ducky? What kind of name was that? “We had John Deeker and his wife at our table.”

      “She’s lovely—she did a lot of the work for this event.”

      I made note. If I bumped into her again, I’d comment on that. “Everything has gone very smoothly.”

      “It has. And it’s so fun to meet the hockey players. Are you a hockey fan?”

      Inwardly, I shuddered. “No, but my roommate is. I’ve promised to tell him about them.”

      She leaned forward. “Talk to Cooper. If anyone could make you a hockey fan, that man could.”

      That was doubtful. On the other hand, if he could help me become partner, I’d follow him around like a puppy. But I’d keep that thought to myself. “Did you meet him?”

      She sighed. “No, not yet. He’s much too popular.”

      “Well, good luck.”

      “Thank you. And that’s such a…striking dress, Callie.”

      The hair on the back of my neck rose. I hadn’t been trying for striking. “How kind of you to say. I think I’d have done better to emulate you. That’s a lovely outfit.”

      It was, but since it was pink, it wasn’t anything I’d have even considered. But it fit better with this group than what I was wearing. I made a mental note again to prep earlier. It would be good to have a few event-worthy outfits ready if I was going to get these invitations now.

      She said goodbye to join her husband, and I wished her luck on her Cooper hunt. I finally made it to the silent auction items, quickly scanning through the options. I believed in the charity, but normally I did my giving directly and got a tax receipt for the full value of my donation. These things, where one was required to pull out the personal benefit from any money given, if it was even worth trying to claim, felt like a wasted opportunity. And a headache for your accountant.

      But there, that was the thing I’d make an exception for. Ten lessons with the golf pro at Briarwood. If the bids didn’t go too high, that was what I wanted. Surely most of these people already knew how to golf. This wouldn’t be that desirable.

      I wrote down a bid that made me cringe, but if I wanted to win, I had to take a risk.

      “Learning to golf, Callie?”

      I stiffened and turned to find Benson, another associate at the firm who for some reason had taken a dislike to me. He was wearing a tailored suit, and it didn’t have any wrinkles, unlike my dress. I forced myself to smile instead of answering.

      “Is someone hoping to be invited to the partners’ tournament? Sure you want to spend so much money on a long shot?”

      Asswipe. I kept the insult inside because I wasn’t stupid, but it was tempting to let go sometimes. I reminded myself that I had been invited this year, for the first time, which was a sign of approval from the partners. It would take years to make it to partner, but there was a track successful associates followed, and I’d noted each step.

      I lifted my chin. “This is for charity. If it was just about learning to play, there are other options.”

      Theoretically, that was true. But realistically, learning to play golf at Briarwood, where the tournament was taking place? That added extra value.

      “Take all the lessons you want. It won’t help. What you need to know to fit in at the club, to be partner material, doesn’t come from golf lessons.”

      That jab hit home. There was a lot I needed to figure out, but at least if I was at Briarwood I had the chance to watch people there and learn. I’d overcome a lot of my past doing that. I hadn’t been brought up with money and country club memberships. But I’d been invited here, and to the tournament, because I did add value to the firm. “What you need to know to win cases and maintain clients doesn’t come from the country club.”

      Benson shrugged. “We’ll see.” Then he smirked and walked away.

      Asshole.

      I didn’t know why he loved to harass me. His area of intellectual property didn’t overlap with tax often. But ever since I’d joined the firm, he’d done his best to make me feel unwelcome.

      I saw a quiet corner nearby and made my way over. I preferred to watch at events like this, and I wanted to keep an eye on the bidding on the golf lessons. I didn’t know why Benson was such an ass to me. It wasn’t my gender—he seemed to get along with other women. I’d heard a rumor that he’d wanted to work in tax but hadn’t been able to keep up with the courses. He might have thought I was a threat, since I was pretty sure he wanted to make partner as well.

      Maybe it was just a personality thing. Because I disliked him more than anyone else in the office, including the man who brought in egg salad sandwiches for lunch.

      Then a voice spoke behind me. “I can help you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            That’s legal 101

          

        

      

    

    
      Callie

      

      My head whipped up to see who was talking. How had I not heard him approaching? A tall man, with blue eyes and blond hair, wearing a tux that looked made for him, hands shoved in his pants pockets. He was gorgeous and vaguely familiar.

      I narrowed my eyes. “Are you talking to me?”

      He smiled, showing a dimple, confidence oozing out of every pore. He and Benson—did they take classes to learn that? He clearly expected the smile was going to get him something. I crossed my arms and frowned.

      He waved his hand around us, since for the moment there was no one else within ten meters. “Yes, I’m talking to you.”

      “What do you want?”

      “You heard me. I want to help you.”

      Was he a client, or one of the hockey players? He was certainly tall and fit enough. Better to be careful with what I said. “What do you think I need help with?” I forced a polite smile while I tried to work it out, but I didn’t think I succeeded.

      “Golf lessons.”

      I stiffened. I could see where this conversation was going, and that was a hard no. With his large body between me and the room, he’d made a private corner for us to talk. Yeah, the dress was a mistake.

      Then he added, “And country club lessons.”

      Shit. I needed that. Benson had been right, and this guy knew it. Not hard to guess what he wanted in return. Still, in case he was a client, I couldn’t tell him to fuck off the way I’d like to. “I’m not having sex with you.”

      Instead of getting angry or offended, he just smiled more. Another dimple popped out. “See, you’ve just proven my point. Golf doesn’t include sex on the greens.” He pursed his lips for a moment, losing the dimples. “At the country club, maybe, but it’s optional.”

      Part of me wanted to laugh, but I still didn’t trust where this was going. “I’m not going to have sex with you in return for any kind of lesson.”

      Something flashed in his eyes, and his mouth turned down. “That’s not what I’m offering.”

      Oh now, with the frown, I placed him. He had a kind of sexy frown on his face in the billboards that were plastered across the city. No dimples. This was Cooper. Captain of the Toronto Blaze. The man everyone wanted to meet. I raised an eyebrow. He wanted something. No one made an offer like that out of the pure goodness of their heart. I waited, and he rolled his eyes.

      “I didn’t like the way that smug asshole talked to you. I’m offering to give you lessons in playing golf, and since I belong to Briarwood I can also show you the ropes around the clubhouse.”

      Excitement fizzled in my chest. What the— That would be perfect. I imagined Benson’s face if I showed up, competent at golf and able to navigate the club. I’d do a lot for that…

      Yeah, experience told me there would be strings. “What do you get out of it? Do you know Benson? You want to get back at him?”

      “Never met him, but I know his type. Not a fan.”

      “Then why would you do this?”

      He looked over his shoulder, but no one was that close. Looking this way, yes, but not within hearing distance.

      “I need a date.”

      I tried, really hard, not to laugh. He looked sincere, but someone that good-looking could be a serial killer and he’d still have women begging to go out with him. This guy needed a date? With someone like me? I broke into a snort of laughter and had to cover my mouth with a hand before everyone turned to look at us.

      I got myself under control. He was still smiling. Maybe this was some kind of prank?

      “No, seriously,” I said when I could finally speak.

      “Sorry to disappoint, but I was serious. I still need a date.”

      He should be giving up by now. “Is this some kind of joke to you?”

      “Why would you say that?”

      “Because you don’t need to barter golf lessons to get a date.”

      He raised his eyebrows. “So, you want to go out with me?”

      What? “No!”

      “Then I guess I do have to barter golf lessons.”

      I wasn’t laughing anymore. I crossed my arms again. “You get lots of ‘dates,’ I’m sure.”

      He shrugged. “True. But not what I need.”

      “I don’t know what you need, but the answer is no.”

      He wagged a finger at me and I wanted to snap it off. “You should hear what I’m offering before you turn down the deal. That’s legal 101. I need a date to my sister’s wedding.”

      I blinked. What the hell? “A date to your sister’s wedding. Right. Is the wedding in Antarctica?”

      “No, Connecticut. Bringing a lawyer would be perfect. But if I invite a woman to my sister’s wedding, she’s going to have certain…expectations.”

      I bit my lip. That was something I could actually believe. If Cooper wanted to avoid romantic entanglements, maybe he did want a date he could control. Make sure she wasn’t posting stupid shit on social media about them being serious together. Those looks, money, that charm he was throwing out like it was trash? Some people wanted that.

      No sex, he’d said. A date to a wedding. This sounded like one of Darcy’s romance novels. “You want me to pretend to be your girlfriend?”

      He shook his head. “No, I want you to come as my friend.”

      That made me feel…warm and sad at the same time. I didn’t have many friends. Would this guy, with his perfect clothes and perfect world, have anything in common with me? “But we’re not friends.”

      Full smile again. “We will be after I show you how to play golf.”

      Out of nowhere, an image popped into my brain. Cooper and me, on the deck I’d seen in pictures of Briarwood, laughing and talking. He’d smile, for real, and I’d…

      No. That wasn’t happening, and I should just say no, right now. That charm was potent.

      He studied me, as if he could read my mind. “How about I give you a lesson or two, you see how it goes, and then, after I’ve proved that I’m not a lunatic, we can make it official.”

      “Official?”

      “I’ll send in the RSVP.”

      This was a crazy idea, and I didn’t do crazy, not anymore. I bit my lip as I weighed the undoubted benefits against the risk to my mental health.

      Behind Cooper’s shoulder, I saw Benson, talking to one of the partners. They were both laughing. Something I couldn’t do. When it came to hard work and knowledge and ability, I was perfect partner material. But all this other networking, making-connections bullshit? I was terrible at it.

      “I should introduce myself. I’m Cooper. I play for the Blaze.” He held out his hand.

      This was the guy who was supposed to make me like hockey. I faked a smile and shook his hand, making sure my grip was firm but not so firm it was threatening. He’d have won a dominance contest, his hand callused and strong. Warm. For a moment, I forgot to pull my own away.

      I cleared my throat. “I know who you are.”

      “I don’t know who you are though.”

      I’d opened my mouth to answer when a voice broke through. “Calliope! There you are.”

      A blush warmed my cheeks. Damned fair skin and freckles. I quickly jerked my hand back. What did this look like, standing in a corner holding hands with the hockey player? “Mr. Anderson.” He was the partner who oversaw the tax department of the firm. His silver hair was perfectly coiffed, and his suit looked expensive. Like Cooper’s.

      “I didn’t mean to interrupt, but I have someone I’d like you to meet.”

      “Of course.” If Anderson wanted me, I was there. Introducing me to someone at the event? Yes.

      He waved a hand. “Finish your conversation. We’re at table three. Stop by when you’re ready. Thanks for coming tonight, Cooper. I’m sure you and your teammates are making this a success.”

      I should say…I didn’t know what. Partners normally expected associates to jump when they called. He was still smiling at Cooper though. Holy fuck. He thought Cooper and I were…something. And he didn’t look pissed. He looked impressed.

      “Of course, Mr. Anderson. I’ll be there in just a minute.”

      I was still working through that when Cooper interrupted my thoughts. “See? Just talking to me is impressing your boss. Imagine what taking lessons together would do.”

      If anyone knew how to navigate these social waters, it was this man in front of me. I still wasn’t sure what he was up to and what other motives he might have, but this, even if it ended up being just one lesson? It would be more valuable than lessons with the golf pro.

      “Okay. We can give this a try. You need a friend date for your wedding who won’t assume that means anything. I need to fit in for the partners’ golf tournament, and you won’t assume anything.”

      His grin this time was less charming, less perfect. But no less effective. “What’s your number?”

      I hesitated. This was a risk. There were too many unknowns, and I didn’t want to ignore my instincts simply because there could be a lot of upside. But one lesson…that wasn’t a lifetime commitment.

      He pulled out his phone from his jacket pocket and I gave him my personal number.

      “I’ll message you this week, Calliope.”

      I shook my head. “Callie, please.”

      “Callie.” He changed something on his phone. “Oh, and one other thing.”

      I tensed. Was this the poison pill?

      “For the wedding?”

      I nodded, warily.

      “I pick the dress. That thing you’re wearing? Is a disaster.”

      Then he walked away, leaving me to question whether I could find something else to wear before meeting this someone with Mr. Anderson. Shit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            I can’t report on his abs

          

        

      

    

    
      Callie

      

      These ridiculous shoes were killing my feet. I kicked them off as soon as I was safely in the door of my condo. Thwack. Thwack. They hit the wall and slid to the floor.

      “That you, Callie?”

      I rolled my eyes. Who else did Darcy think would be coming in the front door? “No, it’s the ghost of your last hookup.” Darcy had a much more exciting sex life than I did. I came around the corner of the living room and found him stretched out on the couch, still in his work clothes. His polo shirt had the cinema logo on it, and there was a smell of burnt popcorn. He was watching something on TV, but he paused it. “How was work?”

      Darcy didn’t even acknowledge I’d spoken. “Holy shit, Callie, is that what you wore to your thing tonight?”

      I’d had enough insults on my dress, thank you very much. “Yes, it is. It’s designer. It’s fine.”

      Darcy sat up and stared at me in horror. “Seriously, Callie, that is a fucking awful dress.”

      I looked down, trying to understand why two guys had such problems with the dress. “It’s green. That’s a good color for me, right?”

      Darcy finally closed his jaw but shook his head. “No, goose-turd green is shit for anyone. Why didn’t you let me help?”

      Because I was a grown-ass woman. I wanted to make partner, and needing someone to pick out my clothes was infantile. I crossed my arms. “I’m not a child.”

      “Sweetie, I picked out better clothing when I was a child. I mean…it doesn’t even fit you.”

      “Yes, it does. It’s my size.”

      “If it’s your size, why does it only touch your tits and ass? The rest is like a sac.”

      I blinked. This had been an important event. If I’d looked as terrible as Darcy thought, I might have hurt my chances of impressing the partners. I bit my lip. “Is it really that bad?”

      Darcy sighed. It was.

      “Why didn’t you take me shopping with you?”

      I looked at the floor.

      “Callie?”

      “IkindaforgotitwascomingandIhadtogetsomethingfast.”

      Darcy held up his hand. “Breathe and say it so that I understand.”

      I puffed out my cheeks. “I forgot it was coming up and I needed something fast. You were working, and I should be able to buy a dress. I’m thirty years old.”

      Darcy rubbed his forehead. “Where did you go? Did you go to Eaton Centre? Bloor Village?”

      I squeezed my eyes shut and shook my head.

      “Call-i-o-pe.” When Darcy stretched out my name like that, I knew he was upset.

      I gave in. “I went to that consignment shop.”

      “Callie!” he yelped.

      “I know, but I hate spending so much money on clothes. And this was in my size, and it was green…”

      I’d messed up, and it was my own fault. My own, stupid, penny-pinching fault. I had money now, but it was difficult to change after never having had it. I had loans to pay off. And a savings account to build. When you grew up with nothing, it was hard to take money for granted.

      Darcy stood. “Let’s both get into something comfy. I’ll dig out the ice cream and you can tell me all about it.”

      I felt the tension draining, leaving me loose and tired. “That would be great, Darce.”

      He gave me a push down the hallway to my room, turning into the chaos of his own.

      Darcy and I met in foster care. We were opposites in almost every way, but somehow we’d bonded and become friends. When we aged out and were on our own, we teamed up. I trusted very few people, but I trusted him.

      We’d been roommates for years. When I’d saved up the down payment for this condo, I’d asked Darcy to keep rooming with me. I charged him less than I would anyone else, and while it helped with the mortgage, I mostly wanted my friend around.  I didn’t want a roommate I didn’t know. Growing up, I hadn’t been able to control my circumstances and I’d lived with too many people who were happy to steal my stuff, or worse, when I was asleep and vulnerable. My condo was my haven.

      I curled up on the couch in loose shorts and a baggy sweatshirt. June meant the weather had warmed up, but we had AC on. Darcy had put on sweats, leaving his polo and khakis in a pile on his floor, I knew. I had no idea how he always looked so put together when he went out, since his possessions were scattered all over his room. My room was painfully tidy, and I never looked half as good as he did.

      He brought over a pint of ice cream—store brand because it was much better value, especially if you poured name-brand chocolate sauce all over it—and two spoons, as well as the chocolate sauce. He dribbled chocolate on top of the ice cream and passed me a spoon.

      “Okay, spill. You went to the big dinner with the hockey players.”

      I nodded. Invitations to the charity events, like this dinner and the golf tournament, were the first steps to making partner. I wanted a job where I couldn’t be fired on a whim, and to have my home paid off. Enough money saved up to make sure I’d always have a safe place to live and food to eat.

      Darcy took a spoonful of chocolate-covered ice cream and asked, “How hot did they look in person?”

      I considered while I licked my spoon. I wasn’t a hockey fan. I wasn’t any kind of sportsball fan. It wasn’t something I’d had time for. “We had John Deeker at our table, and his wife.”

      Darcy put on an exaggerated pout. “He’s not one of the hotties, and he’s straight. Come on, who else?”

      “I think they’re all straight.”

      Darcy shrugged. “Maybe. But if they’re not married, I can dream, right? Some of them statistically are bi or gay, but not out. It’s math. In my mind, those guys are single. So, did you meet any of the single players?”

      My cheeks felt warm. Why should I be embarrassed about whatever had happened with Cooper? Who I thought—hoped—was single since he’d talked about me being his friend date. “Cooper was there.”

      Darcy sat up, ice cream forgotten. “Seriously? Cooper? That man is incredible. So ripped, and those eyes…” Darcy pretended to swoon.

      I rescued the ice cream, only half full now. “He was wearing a suit, so I can’t report on his abs.”

      “You don’t need to. I’ve seen the ads.”

      I didn’t ask him what ads because they were everywhere. Six-plus-feet of mostly naked man reclining on something, blond hair perfect, blue eyes giving a sexy frown at everyone passing by. I hadn’t studied them but they were impossible to ignore. I didn’t remember what brand of underwear was being advertised, but I did remember Cooper. Even if it had taken me a minute to recognize him in a tux, I’d have recognized him right away if he’d been mostly naked.

      “I talked to him. A bit. And…”

      Darcy’s eyes were wide. “And what? Did he ask you out?” Before I could answer, he shook his head. “No, he wouldn’t have when you were wearing that dress. Damn it, Callie, this could have been your chance.”

      I wasn’t looking for a chance. Not with Cooper. Or any of the other players, or any guy. I was better off on my own. Safer. But part of me wanted to rub it in. Let Darcy know that even with the dress he hated—to be fair, Cooper did too—I’d gotten a date. Sort of.

      Now that I was back in my place, not staring at that gorgeous face, I didn’t really expect to get a call from Cooper. He had his choice of women, and probably did that whole golf lesson/wedding date thing to get my number as a dare or something. It had happened before. But if he’d helped me with golf and the country club…that would have been great.

      I scooped up a big spoonful of ice cream, swirled it in chocolate sauce, and spoke just before stuffing my mouth with yummy goodness. “Cooper asked me to go to his sister’s wedding.”

      Darcy was an attractive man, but the bugged-out eyes and dropped jaw did not make him look his best. It was revenge for his assessment of my dress.

      Of course, I got a freezie headache from the big bite of ice cream I’d taken. I rubbed my head and grimaced, while I pressed my tongue on the roof of my mouth. “Damn it. Why did I do that?”

      Darcy pointed his spoon at me. “That’s karmic revenge for trying to fool me like that.”

      I blinked, tears threatening. I blinked harder. I didn’t cry. I certainly didn’t cry because my best friend couldn’t believe Cooper, the hockey player, had wanted me as his date. Hell, I didn’t believe it, and I’d been there.

      It was hard to fool Darcy. He’d known me too long, too well. “Shit, that was a horrible thing to say. I’m sorry, Callie.”

      I shrugged. Just more proof that I shouldn’t expect a phone call from any hockey player. I needed to find another way to prepare for this golf thing. I’d lost out on the silent auction. I couldn’t blow all my money on golf lessons any more than I could on fancy dresses.

      Darcy stared at me. “You weren’t joking, were you?”

      “He probably was. He won’t call.”

      Darcy leaned over and grabbed my hand, preventing me from getting more ice cream, damn him. “Wait, Cooper has your phone number?”

      Now I was worried. “Should I have made one up? He’s not going to do something horrible with it, is he?”

      Darcy squeezed my arm and let go. “I don’t think NHL superstars get phone numbers to prank people.” He squinched up his nose. “Well, maybe their teammates, but not people they don’t know. That wouldn’t be cool.”

      Or nice.

      “So, just tell me what happened.”

      I relayed the story: the golf lesson auction item, Benson, the offer of help.

      Darcy’s eyes were wide and he’d forgotten to eat any more ice cream. “Seriously? What did you say?”

      I grabbed another spoonful of cold deliciousness. No sense in it going to waste. “I told him I wouldn’t have sex with him.”

      Darcy laugh-snorted and covered his mouth with his hand. “And he asked for your number after that?”

      I licked my spoon. “He said he wanted a friend to be his date for his sister’s wedding, someone who wouldn’t have any expectations about what going to a family wedding would mean.” I should have asked more questions. Now that I was telling Darcy, it seemed even less plausible. He’d said something about a lawyer, but still.

      Darcy’s eyes were a little glassy, so I waited while he considered.

      “You gave him your number, and then…” He waved his hand, ready to move on now.

      “Then I went to meet a potential new client Mr. Anderson was courting. He said some complimentary things about me, and I’ll look up some of the tax information this guy needs, see if we can help him.”

      Darcy nudged me with his shoulder. “What happened with Cooper?”

      “I don’t know. After he got my number, I went to meet Mr. Anderson’s client.”

      Darcy opened his mouth, closed it, then sat back, ignoring the ice cream. “That was…that was something. But yeah, not sure he’s gonna call after that.”

      I ignored the jolt of disappointment. Obviously, a big hockey star wasn’t going to call up and give me golf lessons. I’d take care of the golf lessons myself. But that was okay. I’d learned a lot of lessons in my life. And one I clung to was to rely on no one else. If I earned something, it was mine, and it was a lot harder to take it away. Gifts were too easily taken back.

      I’d earned my law degree. I’d earned the money for the down payment on this condo.

      I’d earn the partnership and then they’d have a difficult time getting rid of me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 4


          

          
            You could keep some clothes on

          

        

      

    

    
      Cooper

      

      “Kook!”

      A finger poked my face and I blinked out of sleep. One of my favorite people in the world was beaming at me. “Kook!” she repeated.

      I covered a yawn. “Are you poking me, Hails?”

      “You sleep.”

      Impeccable toddler logic. “That I was. Does your mom know you’re in here?”

      Her blue eyes moved around the room. Her wispy blonde hair was falling out of the ponytail on top of her head, and she hugged a striped stuffed cat closer. “Wanna play?”

      I held back the grin that threatened to cross my face. Hailey was a handful, and I knew damned well she’d been told not to wake me up. I was glad I wasn’t her parent because standing up to her was impossible.

      I pushed myself up till I was sitting in the guest bed at Hunter’s place, careful not to let the bedding slip too low. “Faith! Come get your spawn!”

      Faith’s footsteps sounded in the hall. Hailey’s eyes widened and she turned to face her mother.

      Faith stood in the doorway, arms crossed. I’d closed the door when I settled in here last night, but Hailey had obviously opened it. Toddler brain didn’t remind her to close it again.

      “Hailey! What did I tell you?”

      Hailey fidgeted. “Play with Kook when he awake.”

      Faith narrowed her eyes. “What else did I say?”

      “B’ekfas?”

      “I told you not to wake up Cooper.” Only Hailey got to call me Kook.

      “He awake, Mommy.”

      “Was he awake before you came in this room?”

      Hailey turned big eyes on me for the save.

      Faith pointed a finger at me. “Don’t encourage her or I’ll take her to your place to wake you up every day.”

      No, she wasn’t going to do that. But I got the message. “Why don’t you take your devil daughter so I can get up?”

      Faith came into the room and leaned down to scoop up Hailey. “You know, you could keep some clothes on when you stay here.” She headed out of the room, reaching a hand back to close the door.

      Hailey’s eyes stared at me over her mother’s shoulder. “Kook has no clothes?”

      “Every morning, Cooper!” Faith repeated before she slammed the door.

      I finally let the smile loose.

      Faith and Hunter were my best friends, and I adored their daughter, Hailey. I crashed in their spare room often, when Hunter and I were both playing for the Blaze and arrived back in the city late after away games or celebrated too much with the team. He’d been a little over-juiced last night after the charity dinner, so I’d brought him back. After pointing him to his own room, I’d stripped and climbed in the bed here.

      I pulled on the pants from last night and the shirt, carrying my tie and jacket with me.

      Hailey was at the breakfast bar in her seat, bright gaze on me. She pouted. “Kook has clothes.”

      Faith frowned at me. I raised my hands. “This one’s not on me. You’re the one who mentioned clothes. It’s not my fault everyone wants me naked.”

      That eye roll must have hurt her. But hey, there were pictures of me in nothing but my underwear across the city. They paid me for that for a reason.

      “Not everyone, Cooper.” Faith snorted as Hunter joined us in the kitchen.

      “Daddy!” Hailey almost knocked her stool over trying to launch herself at Hunter. He caught her, used to her enthusiasm.

      Most of the time I was happy to be Hailey’s godfather, without the constant responsibility that Faith and Hunter bore. Sometimes, though, the three of them together made something in my chest ache. This little family unit made it seem worth the effort. It would be nice to have that kind of bond. But that wasn’t for everyone. These were some of the lucky ones.

      Hunter leaned over to kiss Faith and I passed by them, opening the fridge to see what I could make for breakfast. “Omelets?”

      Faith looked over. “You cooking?”

      “Like you two are gonna? Someone has to feed Hails.”

      “Right. She’s a neglected child.”

      I ignored her and pulled out the eggs, milk and cheese. “What have you got to put in them?”

      “Anything you find is fair game. I’m gonna dress my spawn.”

      Faith took Hailey from Hunter. The girl started to tell her mother what she wanted to wear today as they headed back to the bedrooms. I heard pink and sparkles.

      Faith already had the coffee going, so Hunts took out mugs for us while I arranged my ingredients and pulled out the pan and some bowls. I knew this kitchen almost as well as my own. I pursed my lips. Cooked more in this one too.

      “Thanks for bringing me home. Oppy made us do shots while you were off doing…whatever.”

      I shook my head. “Hunts, you’re a lightweight. You have to learn to say no.”

      “Yeah, yeah. How come you brought me home? Didn’t find anyone?”

      I whisked eggs while butter melted in the pan. “No one interesting.”

      “Not even the woman in the dress?”

      I looked up at him. Was he talking about Calliope, the ugly-dress woman? “What do you mean?”

      Hunter set down his mug. “Well, after griping about that green dress forever, I saw you over by the auction table with her. She turned you down?”

      As if. She had said she wouldn’t sleep with me, but I hadn’t asked, so technically… Anyway, that wasn’t why I’d wanted to talk to her. “I didn’t ask her to fuck, no, but I have her number.”

      Faith returned, fortunately without Little Miss Big Ears. She peeked over my shoulder to see what I was making. “No single hotties for you last night, Coop?”

      Hunts pulled her back against his chest. “No, just a redhead in an ugly dress that offended his taste.”

      Faith shook her head.

      “He got her number.” Hunter had his chin on Faith’s shoulder and looked content.

      Damn it, something was wrong with me if I was suddenly getting spooked by these two. They’d gotten together back in college, thanks to me, so I should be used to them.

      “Are you gonna call her?” Faith asked, breaking out of her husband’s arms to grab plates.

      I took my moment and flipped the omelet. Perfectly. “I told her I’d give her golf lessons.”

      Faith paused while passing the plate to me. There was a moment of silence, and without looking I knew they were exchanging glances. I took the plate from her and slid the omelet on before giving it back to her.

      “Golf lessons,” Hunter repeated.

      “Yeah, she needs to play to make partner or something, and a dickhead was hassling her about it.” Silence again. I turned my head and this time I caught them carrying on their wordless conversation. “What? I can do something nice for someone. I don’t have a lot going on this summer.” Especially after losing the finals but I pushed that thought aside.

      Faith took the plate to the table and started to cut up some of the omelet for Hailey.

      Hunter put a hand on my shoulder. “You do a lot of nice things. But you’re not sleeping with her, just golfing? You don’t do that. Or is that why you’re giving her lessons?”

      I shook my head and poured in the eggs for the next omelet. “No, I’m not doing this to get her into bed. She’s a lawyer and not my type.” I wasn’t even sure what kind of body she had hidden under that ugly dress. “But we made a deal. I’ll teach her golf and she’ll go to my sister’s wedding with me.”

      I could give her other lessons that would be a lot more fun. She’d frown, and have that crease in her forehead, but when I took her apart⁠—

      “What?” Faith was staring at me like I’d grown another head. Good thing she couldn’t read my thoughts. I tried to explain. “It’s an excellent deal. I’ll take a lawyer to my sister’s wedding and freak out my family, and she won’t think it means anything serious.” They were doing the looks. Again. “Come on, spit it out. What’s your problem?”

      “She’s going to pretend to be your girlfriend?”

      Shit. I’d almost burned the omelet. I pulled the pan off the heat, checking that I hadn’t ruined it. I turned to see my friends still staring at me like I was a new zoo exhibit. “No, we’re not pretending to date. She’ll just be my plus one, as a friend. It’s a straight exchange of assistance. Come on, you know taking someone to a wedding can give that person ideas.”

      I didn’t mention that I still had to convince Callie of this plan by doing well at golf lessons. It was a technicality, after all. I’d ace that.

      I had to grab the next plate myself because Faith and Hunts were still staring at me. I slid the eggs on and jabbed the dish at Hunter who roused himself enough to take it.

      Hands on my hips, I glared at them. “Or I can just not call her and then you two don’t have to freak out about this.”

      Faith poked Seb. “No, sounds like you’ve thought this out. You’re old enough to know what you want.”

      That was a quick change. What was she up to? She avoided my gaze, carefully setting out the cutlery on the table. She was getting some kind of weird idea about this whole thing, but that wasn’t my problem.

      “Seb, can you get Hailey out to eat? She was setting up her stuffed animals to play with Cooper.”

      I let whatever Faith was worried about slide. I had my best girl waiting to play with me after breakfast. Things were good.
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        * * *

      

      Callie

      

      I jotted down a quick note. The latest CPA opinion on the appropriate presentation of tax liability for environmental obligations and the penalties for refusing to follow them was supposed to make things clearer, not add more gray areas. A noise disturbed my concentration. With an impatient huff of breath, I looked up.

      I wished I hadn’t. I set my hands on my desk, sighing internally while I kept my expression blank. Benson would use anything he could find to complain about me.

      I’d had three firms competing to hire me when I graduated. Because of that, I’d been able to negotiate a good contract for my employment here. There weren’t that many people willing to commit to the time involved in being a tax attorney. There was a lot of demand, so that was why I’d chosen this specialty. My ultimate goal of using it to become partner would take a while, but I had the brains, and the willingness to put in the time, and they needed me. My weakness was people skills, but I was working on that.

      Benson had been on my case since we both were employed  here. I did my best to avoid him and didn’t give him any ammunition to use against me. I took care of my own shit and did my best to ignore everyone else’s. He’d tried to throw shade my way in some meetings, but I’d been able to hold my own. Fortunately, he didn’t handle tax issues, so we didn’t run into each other often.

      “Did you enjoy the benefit?” he asked.

      What the fuck did he care? I didn’t need to waste valuable time chitchatting about a party, of all things. “Yes, it was fine.” I didn’t ask him if he did, because that would only encourage him to keep talking.

      “You didn’t win the golf lessons, did you? Too bad.” The fake sympathy in his voice was almost comical.

      A petty part of me wanted to tell him a hockey player had offered to teach me. But first of all, I didn’t want him to keep talking, and that would definitely have him asking questions. Secondly, I didn’t think the hockey player was going to call, and wouldn’t Benson just love to bring that up as often as he could? “No, I didn’t.”

      I looked back down at my computer, wanting to be sure I got this penalty issue right before I answered the email I was working on.

      “No golf tournament this year?”

      Why the hell did he have a stick up his ass over that? I’d shortlisted places I could get lessons. It should be a quick decision, where to learn about golf, but Benson and Cooper had made me aware that it wasn’t just the game itself that mattered. And I wasn’t sure how to add that behavioral aspect into my decision. The “fitting in at a country club” part.

      My cell phone rang, so I offered Benson a fake smile and picked up my phone. “Callie Smith. How may I help you?”

      Benson oozed out of my doorway as I spoke.
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