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      To my beautiful cousin, Diana, on the eve of her wedding.
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      There are worse things than getting trapped in a cabin during a blizzard with her best friend's big brother, hockey star, Elio!

      

      Gianna, queen of to-do lists, clean freak, organizer extraordinaire, has her future all figured out. Dream job at twenty-four, engaged at twenty-six, married at twenty-eight, first baby at thirty. And she’s on her way to achieving that…sort of. She has a job, though it’s not a dream, and she even thought she had her guy. Until he dumped her just short of that engagement ring deadline.

      

      Enter Elio Moretti, king of the ice, the playboy hockey star who lives his life just one day at a time. When Gianna and Elio are trapped in his family’s cabin during a blizzard, the concept of opposites attract is put to the test. Until the tequila comes out.

      

      Their steamy one-night stand throws Gianna’s original plan out the window—and now she only has nine months to come up with another one. Lucky for her, Elio is very good at thinking on his feet and calls a play that just might give her everything she wants.
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      Gianna was late. She’d debated not coming at all, but in the end, she decided she’d be better off spending this evening with her friends versus sitting in a too quiet, too empty apartment, alone with only her thoughts. Besides, there wasn’t a damn thing left in her place to clean.

      She’d scrubbed every single solitary inch of it over the past three months. Ever since Sam Mannarino, her boyfriend for the past eleven—ELEVEN—years told her he thought their relationship had run its course and they should call it quits.

      For the first couple of weeks after he’d packed up his stuff and moved out of the apartment they’d shared, she’d thought maybe he was just blowing off steam. After all, you don’t date someone for eleven years and not have a few fights or “we were on a break” moments that never lasted more than a week or two. But when he didn’t come back, didn’t respond to her occasional texts, and sent her one phone call straight to voicemail, she didn’t get depressed—she got fucking pissed off.

      And that anger hadn’t abated until…

      Until tonight.

      “You late too?”

      Gianna jumped slightly, so lost in her thoughts, she didn’t hear one of her best friends, Liza Moretti, walking up the porch steps behind her.

      “Sorry,” Liza added, when she realized she’d scared her. “Thought you heard me.”

      “I got held up. Last-minute shopping,” Gianna explained lamely, as Liza opened the front door to the house without knocking. Not that anyone would hear them if they did. The music emanating from the living room had hit a volume level that had the windows pulsating in time with the beat.

      Gianna’s girlfriend, Keeley Gallo, had moved into this mansion with her boyfriends—plural—Gio and Rafe last fall, the three of them so over-the-top, sweetly in love, it gave Gianna a toothache.

      Rafe had inherited the huge Gothic monstrosity—one they were all convinced was haunted by the ghosts of Rafe’s grandparents—and he and Gio were currently renovating it. They were living here while they did the work, but Keeley had eventually put her foot down, saying the mansion was too damn big to make their forever home.

      So Gio and Rafe had formed a partnership and decided to go into business together. Their plan—a brilliant one, in Gianna’s mind—was to turn the mansion into an inn. Once it was ready to open for business, they were hoping to buy a reasonably sized house to settle down in.

      Gianna had a degree in hotel management and, while she hadn’t brought up the subject yet, she was hoping to convince Gio and Rafe to let her run their haunted inn. She just needed to clean up her resume, practice her pitch, then pray they went for it…because her current job at a basic close-to-the airport hotel was mind-numbingly tedious and boring to the extreme, presenting her absolutely zero challenges.

      She’d spent the better part of two hours this afternoon adding more twinkle lights to the foyer because there’d been nothing else to do. Too many more months there, and she would turn into a legit zombie.

      A few weeks ago, Keeley had decided to throw a Christmas party, and it had been all her girlfriends had been able to talk about since she’d set the date for the bash. Keeley, a party girl from way back, loved nothing more than planning a menu, decorating, creating a guest list and a music playlist, then dancing the night away.

      Gianna could get behind the lists part of the planning process because there was nothing she loved more than a good list. She currently had at least five different lists she was working off, at work and at home. But the rest…well…all she could see at the end of this event was a shit-ton of cleaning to do.

      Which might not be a bad thing, now that she thought about it. Maybe she’d volunteer to come back tomorrow morning to help Keeley put the house back to rights.

      “You made it!” Keeley yelled excitedly when she and Liza walked into the grand foyer. “Here,” she said, arms outstretched. “Give me your coats. I’ll stash them in the office.”

      Gianna and Liza took off their coats and handed them over, both shaking a few flakes of snow from their hair. It was only flurrying, though weather forecasters were predicting a very snowy Christmas season.

      Just the thought of the holidays made Gianna feel unnaturally tired. Maybe she was coming down with something. The idea of getting a cold felt more reassuring than admitting that what was really wrong with her was most likely depression.

      This holiday was going to be a rough one, the first she’d ever had to spend alone. Growing up, she had always celebrated Christmas with Grandma Mary, who’d raised her. She and Sam had been seriously dating when her grandmother passed away, so since then, her holidays had been spent with his family, who’d always embraced her with welcome arms.

      “Hey. I was starting to worry you two weren’t coming,” Penny Beaumont said as she ventured into the foyer.

      “Oh my God. Don’t even get me started on why I’m late,” Liza said dramatically, flipping her chestnut-colored hair over her shoulder. “Matt Russo is a zit on the ass of humanity.”

      They all might have laughed if Matt’s brother, Gage—and Penny’s fiancé—hadn’t chosen that moment to walk in.

      Gage grinned. “I always figured he was a zit on the ball sac, but I like your version better. Allows both genders to feel the pain.”

      Liza grimaced, her look only slightly apologetic.

      Liza was a Moretti, Gage a Russo. Putting those names together was basically a recipe for disaster because the two families had hated each other since the beginning of time for some long-past slights. The current crop of Morettis and Russos were sort of hanging onto the grudge but only half-heartedly.

      As evidenced by Gage’s presence here at the party.

      Liza’s father, Cesare, and her nonno would flip their lids if they knew Gage was in attendance, which was why they hadn’t been informed. If there was one thing the Moretti kids were experts at, it was avoiding the wrath of the older generations.

      For her part, Gianna didn’t give a crap what anyone’s last name was. She’d gotten to know Gage over the past few months since he and Penny became a couple, and she really liked him.

      “So what did my dear big brother do?” Gage asked.

      Liza scowled. “The Grinch insisted on a meeting with me. This evening. Like it couldn’t wait. FYI—it could have fucking waited. There was nothing he wanted to discuss that couldn’t have been said in January. Or in a stupid email. It’s the goddamn Saturday before Christmas. What’s wrong with that guy? Did he misplace his soul somewhere?”

      Liza, typically good-natured, fun, and kind, had one hot button, and its name was Matt Russo, though her anger toward the man had nothing to do with the family’s war and everything to do with the man himself. Liza had recently landed her dream job as Executive Director of the Philadelphia Initiative—a foundation that worked to increase philanthropic donations in the city. Her friend loved everything about the gig, except Matt Russo, who served as the chairman to the board for the same foundation. It placed him and Liza in similar circles far too often for her friend’s comfort.

      Gage lifted his hands in a “what can I say” manner. “Matt doesn’t do holidays. Or weekends. Every day is a workday in his world.”

      “That’s sad,” Gianna mused as Keeley returned to the foyer.

      “Why’s everyone still out here when the party’s in there?” Keeley pointed toward the living room, which was bursting at the seams with people.

      “This is the only place we can talk and actually hear what the other person is saying,” Penny pointed out.

      Keeley snorted. “I told Gio the music was too loud. Hey, Gio!” she yelled into the living room.

      “Yeah?” he shouted back.

      “Turn the music down. Nobody can talk.”

      Gio shouted something in reply, but Gianna couldn’t hear it. Regardless, the volume of the music did dip down. A little bit.

      Keeley’s eyes widened in exasperation. “I swear to God, the guy’s hearing is shit. Doesn’t bode well for the ‘growing old’ part of our relationship. I’m a brilliant conversationalist. How is he going to appreciate that if he can’t hear me?”

      “Is it the conversation you want him to hear or the nagging?” Liza teased.

      “I don’t nag,” Keeley replied. “Much.”

      Everyone laughed. Gianna joined in, but her laughter was forced. She was rethinking her decision to come. Socializing, smiling, faking happy was going to take more energy than she had to give.

      “Now…what were you guys talking about?” Keeley asked.

      “We were just explaining why we were late,” Liza replied. “Or at least I was, and I can sum it up for you in two words. Matt Russo.”

      Keeley groaned. “Ugh. What a douche.” Then she also recalled Gage’s presence. “Sorry,” she murmured.

      Gage just grinned, unoffended. “I’m well aware of my brother’s reputation in this particular social circle.”

      “Yeah, but…still.” Keeley quickly changed the subject. “Soooo…why are you late, Gianna?”

      Gianna considered brushing the question off but decided against it. The reason she’d come to the party tonight was because she needed her friends. “I had to stop by the mall to pick up the last part of my boss’s Christmas present after work and I ran into Sam.”

      “Oh,” Penny said, sympathetically. “That couldn’t have been easy.”

      Gianna nodded, briefly glancing at Gage, who must have sensed her unease with his presence. She really liked Penny’s fiancé, but this conversation was going to be hard enough to have with her girlfriends.

      Gage, mercifully astute, gave Penny a quick kiss on the cheek. “I’ll let you women chat. Toby and Rich have been holding up that back wall long enough, studying the damn quarters game. By now, they’ve probably worked out the physics behind it and are itching to give it a try. Time to draw my posse into the game.”

      “You just called the nerd circle your posse,” Penny teased, grinning.

      “That’s right,” Gage said unabashedly. “And I stand by it. Twenty bucks says I can have Toby rolling quarters off his ass into the glass by the end of the night.”

      “Behave yourself.” Penny swatted her soon-to-be husband, looking at him with so much love, it physically hurt Gianna to witness.

      Had she ever looked at Sam like that?

      She and Sam had fallen in love in high school during their sophomore year. Gianna suspected that at some point, she had stared at Sam like he hung the moon, but after so many years together…the rush of first love had given way to comfortable companionship, something she’d, well…liked.

      Sam hadn’t just been her boyfriend; he’d been her best friend. So when he left, he took a hell of a lot more than just his clothes, his old-school record collection, and stupid Star Wars Legos models. He’d taken her heart and her sounding board.

      “You haven’t seen Sam since he moved out, have you?” Keeley asked, though Gianna’s friends all knew that. Somehow, Sam had found a way to erase himself completely from her world, ghosting her by not texting, not calling, and avoiding all their usual stomping grounds.

      “No. I haven’t,” she confirmed.

      No-nonsense Liza sliced one hand through the air. “Well, good then. It’s done. The Band-Aid is ripped off, so you don’t have to dread the first meeting anymore. How did it go?”

      Gianna swallowed deeply. “Fine. I mean…” She shook her head. “Not fine. He was with a woman.”

      Keeley’s shoulders fell. “Aw, babe. It’s been three months. You had to know he would move on.”

      Her friends had been encouraging her to do the same. Trying to convince her that Sam’s leaving was a good thing because they’d been fighting too much and neither of them had been truly happy the last several months of their relationship. All of that was true.

      But her being alone didn’t feel like a better thing. Not at all.

      “I get that,” she said. “I really do. It’s just…”

      This.

      This was the part that was going to be hard to say. The part that had taken the anger she’d felt the past few months and morphed it into hardcore devastation. She could almost hear the shattered pieces of her broken heart crashing against each other inside her.

      Which was weird. Because even she could admit that tonight should have only fueled her ire more.

      “I was playing it cool,” Gianna said. “Proud of how strong I sounded. I asked him how he’d been, he said fine and introduced me to Emma. Then stupidly, for some reason, I asked if they were on a first date. I don’t know why I asked that, but I guess I was just looking for something to say.”

      “What did he say?” Liza asked.

      Gianna sighed sadly. “He didn’t answer because Emma beat him to the punch. She said no. Said they’d been dating since July.”

      Liza frowned. “July?”

      “But you two didn’t break up until…” Penny stopped talking.

      “September,” Gianna finished for her. “Apparently Emma didn’t know about me, either.”

      “He was cheating on you!” Liza said hotly. “The deceitful, no-good, piece-of-shit motherfucker. Did you call him out on it? Please tell me you fucking lit into him.”

      Gianna shook her head. “I was too…God…stunned. I think I was waiting for Sam to correct her, but when I looked at his face, I saw it was true. Emma seemed to realize she’d said something wrong, but I could tell she didn’t know what. After that, Sam was anxious to get away, so the two of them said goodbye and that was it.”

      While the anger Gianna had been carrying around since Sam dumped her had vanished, Liza appeared to have found plenty of it. “I can’t believe he did that to you. What the fuck is wrong with him?”

      Gianna had no reply to that. She’d loved Sam with her whole heart. But more than that, up until this afternoon, she would have called him the most trustworthy guy on the planet. Even after the breakup. In eleven years, he’d never lied to her. Not once.

      Or maybe the truth was, she’d never caught him in a lie.

      He’d made a fool of her, and she hated him for that. But perhaps what hurt more was that she hated herself more for being so gullible, so stupid, so blind. If she told her friends how she felt, they’d tell her she was wrong, and maybe they’d be right.

      It didn’t matter though.

      It was still the way she felt. Right or wrong.

      Emotion was rarely intelligent.

      “You’re better off without him,” Keeley said. “I never liked him.”

      Gianna couldn’t help it. She laughed. The first real one of the night. “You loved Sam. You spent years telling me how lucky I was to have such a great guy.” Keeley and Liza had spent most of their early twenties sludging through the online dating swamp, while Gianna had been shacked up in what she’d genuinely believed was premarital bliss with the man she was going to spend the rest of her life with.

      So much for her Great Life Plan.

      Sam had thrown a major monkey wrench into Gianna’s perfect life list.

      Dream job at twenty-four, engaged at twenty-six, married at twenty-eight, first baby at thirty.

      Sure, she didn’t exactly have her dream job, but at least she was employed. Now, here she was at twenty-six, and she sure wasn’t admiring the engagement ring she’d hoped Sam would give her on her last birthday. Instead, he’d given her a new Roomba vacuum cleaner, which probably should have shown her the handwriting on the wall.

      And maybe it would have if she wasn’t such a clean freak and if her previous Roomba hadn’t gone on the fritz. At the time, she’d thought it was a great present, thoughtful, perfect.

      She was an idiot.

      “All this tells me,” Liza said, placing her hand on Gianna’s forearm, “is it’s time.”

      Gianna shook her head, perfectly aware of what Liza was referring to. “No. My life is just fine the way it is.”

      Liza had been trying to drag Gianna out ever since Sam had dumped her. Of course, she knew that was only because Keeley had fallen madly in love with Gio and Rafe around the same time, leaving Liza without a wingman at the nightclubs and bars.

      Liza scoffed. “Gianna, dammit. What you’re currently doing doesn’t classify as a life. You go to work. You go home. You clean. You sleep. Then the next day is just rinse and repeat.”

      Penny, who was the quietest—as well as the newest—in their group of girlfriends, uncharacteristically chimed in. “I’ve been where you are, Gianna, and trust me, while it might feel easier to avoid the dating game, in the end, it’s just lonely as hell. I spent a decade of my life living on my own with only my cats because I was too afraid to take a chance on something more.” Penny leaned toward her, her voice lower. “Take the chance. It will be the best thing you’ll ever do.”

      Gianna didn’t know how to respond to that. Because it sounded like very good advice. “That’s easier said than done.”

      Penny gave her an understanding smile. “Tell me about it.”

      “You’re going to have to kiss a lot of frogs, none of us is denying that,” Keeley added. “And there are going to be a lot of disastrous dates, but when you find the one or ones,” she amended, grinning like the Cheshire Cat, “you forget all the pain in an instant.”

      “You thought Sam was the one,” Liza said. “He wasn’t. But that doesn’t mean there’s not another—better—guy who will be absolutely perfect for you.”

      Keeley nodded. “Exactly. But you’re not going to find your Prince Charming by hiding inside all the time. You’re going to have to put yourself out there and look.”

      “I know it’s not easy.” Liza, at twenty-nine, was the single-woman record holder in their girlfriend group. “And there are going to be times when you’re going to want to pack it in and adopt a cat.”

      “Or four,” Penny said with a laugh.

      Liza chuckled. “Your self-confidence will most likely take a beating, but just consider it paying your dues.”

      “I…I’m not ready,” Gianna repeated, though even she could hear her weakening resolve. She’d been on her own since September, hating every minute of it, and part of her wondered if she hadn’t run into Sam, would tonight have been the night she’d given in to Liza’s demands that she set up Tinder and Bumble accounts?

      Maybe.

      Actually probably.

      But then she’d seen Sam, and any healing—she could admit there’d been minimal—vanished in an instant, and once more, she was left nursing the big gaping wound in her heart.

      “Okay. But just so you know…I’m gonna keep inviting you out with me. Maybe you’re not ready to date, but dammit, you can still have some fun. What are you doing for Christmas?” Liza asked.

      Gianna had managed to keep at bay the tears she’d been fighting since leaving the mall, but Liza’s question struck hard. She blinked rapidly, hoping her friends wouldn’t see them.

      Of course they did, all three women instinctively shifting closer.

      “Gianna,” Keeley said softly. “You didn’t think we were going to let you spend it alone, did you?”

      Gianna hadn’t really considered spending it with her friends, though she wasn’t sure why not. She had the greatest friends on earth, and they never failed to include her.

      “You’re spending Christmas Eve with the Morettis,” Liza said, as if it had all been prearranged for months. “Ordinarily, I wouldn’t throw someone into a Moretti Christmas Eve unprepared, but you’ve been to more than enough of our parties over the years to know exactly what you’re getting yourself into. Just understand that we only give it about fifty percent of effort during those other celebrations. We really turn it up at Christmas.”

      Gianna just barely managed to hide her horror. She’d grown up an only child in a house that contained her and her grandma. She remembered being shell-shocked the first time she’d attended a Moretti family summer picnic, stunned by the sheer number of people and the volume, everyone seemingly talking at once. There was no way that was only fifty percent.

      It belatedly occurred to Gianna that it was no wonder Gio’s hearing was crappy. It had probably been impaired by a lifetime of Moretti parties.

      Penny shuddered at Liza’s warning, while Keeley grinned. “Kayden and I have been spending Christmas Eve with the Morettis since our parents died. It’s a great time, but yeah…it’s a lot.”

      Keeley had been raised by her older brother, Kayden, after their parents died in a plane crash. It made sense that she and Kayden would be included in the holidays, given Kayden and Liza’s brother, Aldo, had been best friends since birth. And even more so now, considering Keeley was dating Gio, Liza’s cousin.

      “Are you going?” Gianna asked Penny, who quickly shook her head.

      “Dear God, no. I’m spending Christmas morning with my very quiet, non-Italian family, and Christmas Eve at some bougie restaurant with Gage and his brothers.”

      “It doesn’t matter if Penny is there or not,” Liza said assuredly. “You will be. I have spoken, thus it is so.”

      And that was when Gianna realized arguing would be futile.

      That was also when it occurred to her…she didn’t want to argue.

      “Thank you,” Gianna said, truly grateful not to have to spend Christmas alone.

      “Alright. Let’s get this party started. Our girl Gianna needs wine, and lots of it,” Keeley said, leading them into the living room. “It’s in the kitchen.”

      Penny glanced across the room. “Damn. Gage did exactly what he said he’d do.” They all looked and saw Penny’s two IT workmates, Toby and Rich, bouncing quarters off the coffee table with several Moretti men. “I’m going over there. Don’t want to miss it if Toby does try the ass-bounce.”

      Keeley laughed, until she spotted a nearly empty platter. “Better top up the plates before Joey starts a mutiny. I swear to God that guy’s stomach is a bottomless pit.” She started to grab the platter, but she was intercepted by Gio, who’d pulled her into a circle of people who were dancing their asses off.

      Gianna looked at Liza. “I’m going to pour myself a glass. You want one?”

      Liza nodded. “Yeah. In a minute. I want to finish our conversation.”

      Gianna didn’t realize they hadn’t finished. “What’s left to say?”

      “I’m worried about you.”

      Gianna was touched by Liza’s concern. “I appreciate that. I really do. I just…I know it’s been three months, but after tonight, after hearing that Sam…” She couldn’t make herself say the words.

      “Cheated on you.” Liza, meanwhile, had no problem speaking the truth.

      “It’s going to take me some time to wrap my head around that.”

      “Maybe so, but in the end, what would wrapping your head around it change?”

      “Not one damn thing. God, Liza, I’ve been with one guy my whole life and that relationship started when I was fifteen years old. I might be the most clueless woman on the planet when it comes to the dating scene.”

      Liza gave her a sympathetic grin. “So let’s take the first baby step tonight.”

      “How?”

      Liza gestured around the room. “You are surrounded by at least a dozen hot, single guys. Tonight, you practice flirting in a secure environment.”

      Gianna laughed. “You call the Morettis secure?”

      Liza didn’t share her humor. “Actually, yeah. They’ll flirt back without letting it go too far, and they’ll keep an eye on their buddies at the same time.” Her friend looked around the room, her gaze landing on Joey and a man Gianna didn’t know. “Joey’s home, and the guy with him is his cohost from ManPower, Miles. I went out to dinner with them last night and had a blast. Miles is funny, nice, and really hot.”

      Gianna agreed. “He is super-hot. Maybe too hot for me to start with?”

      Liza dismissed that argument with an irritated sniff. “Girlfriend, I’m going to let you get away with that this one time because you took it on the chin tonight, thanks to that dick of an ex. But you’re going to have to accept that you are gorgeous. Period. End of discussion. So go flirt with Miles. Then…” Liza spun around, exploring the rest of the available men. “Flirt with Toby and Rich, Penny’s IT buddies. Give the nerd circle a thrill. And finally, I think you should wrap up the practice session with a couple of the guys Luca brought from the construction team. Check out the guy in the blue flannel shirt.” Then, after a pause, “You know what, leave him for me. I wouldn’t mind running my hands over those muscles.”

      “Jesus,” Gianna muttered. “You seriously expect me to spend my night flirting with all these guys?”

      “Yes.”

      “You’re not asking for much, are you?” Gianna said sarcastically.

      “Just do it. And then, right after Christmas, we’ll go out and⁠—”

      Gianna cut Liza off before she got too carried away. “I took the week after Christmas off from work. I had so much unused vacation time, my boss pointed it out. I was thinking I might go somewhere. The walls of my apartment are starting to close in on me.”

      “Hey, that’s a great idea. If I didn’t have two can’t-miss meetings at work, I’d go with you.”

      Gianna gave Liza a sad smile. “I’d be shitty company.”

      “You’re never shitty company. Where are you thinking of going?”

      Gianna shrugged. “Somewhere cheap,” she joked. She had money in the bank, but she was by no means rich. Even less so, now that she was paying the rent on her own instead of splitting it with Sam.

      Liza considered that for a minute, then lit up. “I have just the place.”

      “You do?”

      “Yep. My family owns a small cabin in the Poconos. It’s nothing fancy, and when I say small, I mean tiny. The whole cabin is just one big room, if you don’t count the bathroom. When we were kids, my parents took us there once every couple of months. In the summer, we would fish in the pond, hike the surrounding trails, make s’mores over the firepit. In the winter, we’d all snuggle up in front of the fireplace, play games, ice-skate on the pond. It is, hands down, one of my favorite places to be.”

      “How in the hell did six of you sleep in a one-bedroom cabin?”

      Liza was the youngest of four kids and the only daughter in her family. Two of her brothers, Aldo and Elio, were here tonight. Bruno, the oldest, was married with kids of his own.

      Liza laughed. “That was the magic of it. My brothers and I all piled into the middle of the living room area with sleeping bags, while my folks slept in the bed. We would tell scary stories, joke around, and wrestle, until my dad would finally lose his shit and threaten to whoop our asses. He never did, but the way he said it usually had the desired effect, and we’d all calm down and go to sleep.”

      Gianna had to admit, the way Liza described the cabin did make it sound awesome. Of course, there was a big difference between going there with a huge, rambunctious, fun family and going alone.

      “Bruno used to take Vivian out there when they were just dating, for romantic getaways, and then even after they got married. I’m pretty sure my nephew Billy was conceived in the cabin. I’ve gone there a few times alone, usually whenever I’m stressed out as fuck and just need to get out of the city. It’s so peaceful and beautiful. I take a stack of romance novels, a few bottles of wine, a ton of comfort food, my hiking boots, and by the end of the trip, I always feel a thousand times better.”

      Gianna had a bunch of books she’d been wanting to read, as well as a couple of puzzles she’d been meaning to put together. She loved puzzles, the more challenging the better. While she’d taken the time off with the intention of getting out of town, she hadn’t put any serious thought or effort behind making the plans, too worried about spending the money.

      What Liza was offering sounded like the answer to a prayer. She’d go to the cabin for a few days, take long walks in the woods, read in front of the fire, and figure her shit out. “Are you sure your family won’t mind me staying there?” Gianna asked, aware that she was starting to get excited about the prospect.

      “My parents will be glad someone’s using it. As we’ve all gotten older and busier with our jobs, we don’t go there as much as we used to. Go to the cabin. Clear all the Sam bullshit out of your head. You should shine at that. You’re an excellent cleaner. Then come back with a blank slate, ready to be filled with my stellar advice and dating expertise. Okay?”

      Any regret Gianna harbored about coming to the party tonight was gone in an instant. Liza had offered her a plan, and she loved having a plan.

      And while she was away, she intended to make a new life list. She could do this.

      Gianna nodded. “Okay.”

      “Good,” Liza said, pointing to Miles. “Now, go flirt.”
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      “How much longer until you can lose the damn sling?” Aldo asked him.

      Elio sighed heavily. “I have an appointment two days before Christmas down in Baltimore. I’m hoping the team doctor gives me a clean bill of health so I can get rid of it. It’s seriously cutting into my fun time.”

      Aldo laughed. “I forgot you were left-handed. You know, sometimes I like to use the less dominant hand. Feels like a piece of strange.”

      Elio narrowed his eyes. “You’re hilarious.”

      “You’re a creative guy and in good shape. Are you telling me you can’t figure out how to fuck a woman with your arm in a sling?” Aldo asked.

      “This thing has the wrong effect on women. Makes them want to take care of me, not…take care of me,” he said, wiggling his eyebrows as he emphasized the last reiteration.

      “Been a long time?”

      “Nine brutal months.”

      “Jesus.” Aldo frowned. “You realize you’ve only been in the sling eight weeks.”

      “I’m aware.”

      “What happened with Paula? Thought she might be the one.”

      “No. We were cool when it was a no-strings-attached thing, but toward the end, she was hinting that she wanted more. A hell of a lot more. Something that began with a ring and ended with vows. I’m not stepping into that trap.”

      Aldo rolled his eyes. “Never met a guy more averse to commitment than you.”

      “Says the guy who’s five years older than me and still a bachelor.”

      “It’s not for lack of trying, believe me,” Aldo insisted. “Besides, how do you know that’s what she wants?”

      “For a year or so, we only contacted each other when we were horny and wasn’t like it was an exclusive thing. The last six months, she’s started texting at random times, just general chitchat. And she has this annoying talent for ‘running into me,’” Elio finger-quoted, “at all my usual hangouts.”

      “So that’s it? No more hookups?”

      Elio shrugged. “Yeah. I broke things off. She knew going in I wasn’t looking for a relationship, and she assured me she wasn’t either.”

      “Sounds to me like she thought she could wear you down,” Aldo said with a grin. “Woman doesn’t know just how stubborn you are.”

      Elio lifted his red Solo cup, toasting to the truth of that statement.

      “Bet you’ll be glad to get back to work,” Aldo said, changing the subject.

      Elio nodded because that was the response his older brother most likely expected, but the truth was…he wasn’t in any big hurry to return to the team. Which was probably the answer to a question Elio had been turning over in his mind for the better part of a year.

      He’d signed with the professional hockey league when he was just eighteen, though he spent his first year playing in the minors before being drafted to the Baltimore Stingrays.

      Eleven years—ELEVEN—spent on the ice, on the road, riding in busses and planes, rooming with other players in the big league.

      Always in motion.

      Constant motion.

      The last two years, he’d suffered some injuries—a couple of concussions and this damn broken collarbone. After each injury, he’d been placed on the reserve list, forced to slow down.

      His family, teammates, and friends all assumed he’d hated the downtime because in truth, the old Elio would have been climbing the walls, bitching and moaning and chomping at the bit to get back on the ice.

      But that hadn’t been the case at all. He’d been shocked to discover he loved having the time to stay home and simply sit still.

      More and more, he found himself jealous whenever he spoke to someone in his family, and they shared all the stuff happening at home. He’d missed over a decade of birthdays, holidays, picnics, fall firepits, and parties like this one tonight. All because he’d been out on the road. None of that had ever bothered him…until recently.

      “I have to admit,” Aldo said, “it’s been cool having you around more the last couple of months. Going to miss you when you rejoin the team. I’m running out of single guys to hang with.”

      Elio glanced around the room, acknowledging the truth of his brother’s statement. It seemed that in the last year, quite a few of his cousins and buddies had found love and settled down. Tony and Rhys had fallen hard for single mom, Jess, while Gio and Rafe had shocked the hell out of him when they admitted their love for Kayden’s little sister, Keeley.

      Elio had made more than a few jaunts to Philadelphia during November and December, something he’d never had the opportunity to do before. When the team was home, he remained in Baltimore with them, working out as much as he could with his injury, but when they hit the road, he did too, traveling to spend time with his family. In a lot of ways, the broken collarbone had felt like a blessing.

      He hadn’t mentioned his changing attitude toward his job to anyone, but now…it felt as if his brother had opened a door he didn’t want to close. “I liked being back here too. Been thinking maybe I’d like to come back to Philly permanently.”

      Aldo’s brows furrowed, either in shock or confusion. Elio hadn’t given any indication of the idea before now. “You mean you could transfer to the Flyers? Or you want to quit altogether?”

      “The latter.”

      Aldo didn’t bother to mask his surprise. “Wow. I gotta admit, I didn’t see that coming. Is it because of the injuries? You are better, right? Concussions are nothing to fuck around with and if you’re having issues with headaches or⁠—”

      “I’m not,” Elio interjected. “Not at all.”

      “You still get a lot of playing time,” Aldo mused, and Elio hid his grin. Aldo tended to think out loud, talking his way through things in a way that didn’t require responses. “So it’s not like you’re bored as a benchwarmer. Hell, even after a couple months out, you’re still one of the scoring leaders on the Rays.”

      “I’ve spent a lot of years on the road, away from home,” Elio said. “At what point should I just say I’m getting too old for this shit?”

      Aldo scowled. “You’re nowhere near too old. There are some guys who’ve played the game into their forties. You’re only thirty, for God’s sake.”

      “I’m going to be thirty-one next month. And while I know that realistically, I have at least a few more good playing years in me; it’s not a question of the body being able.”

      “You’re not sure the mind is willing.”

      Despite the five-year difference in their ages, Elio had always felt closest to Aldo, who’d never treated him like an annoying little brother but had instead taken their sibling relationship and expanded on it, offering him close friendship as well. Sure, they still gave each other shit, teasing, wrestling, blackmailing whenever a situation called for it or if it was just funny.

      Elio had his own apartment in Baltimore, which had been his home for over a decade, but when he came back to Philly, his “room” was in Aldo’s apartment, the two adding roommates to the brothers-and-friends relationship.

      “Is that what’s been curtailing your extracurricular bedroom activities, prior to the busted collarbone?”

      “Probably,” Elio admitted. “I’ve been distracted and out of sorts. Debating whether or not I want to keep playing the game.”

      “Are you talking about hockey or booty calls?” Aldo joked.

      Elio chuckled. “Maybe a bit of both. It might shock you to know…I haven’t really missed not having sex. It was starting to feel like more hassle than it was worth.”

      No muss, no fuss. That had been his dating motto up until last summer, when he realized he was bored with…fuck…with everything. Hockey, sex, his life.

      “What are you thinking about doing? Quitting right now?”

      Elio shook his head. “Hell no. I’d finish the season. There’s no way I’d screw the team like that.”

      “Then what?” Aldo asked.

      Elio shrugged with his good shoulder. “That’s the million-dollar question, isn’t it? All I’ve ever done is skate, play hockey.”

      Aldo took a sip of beer. “Would you want to coach or something?”

      “I don’t know. Not professionally. Because that would defeat the whole purpose of quitting so I can finally come home.”

      “You’re a young guy, Elio. Smart, driven. I don’t doubt for a second you could find a second career, something you might even like more than hockey. Besides, it’s not like you’re hurting for money. I know you’ve been socking away a shit-ton of that very healthy paycheck of yours.”

      “I have. I wouldn’t have to find another job for a long time if I didn’t want to, if ever.” Elio appreciated Aldo’s support and encouragement. “Hey, listen, man. Right now, this is all a hypothetical thing. I’m not a hundred percent sure I want to hang up my skates. Do you mind keeping this just between us?”

      “Of course. But don’t you sort of have to decide soon? Let management know?”

      Elio nodded. “Yeah. The clock is definitely ticking on that.”

      “When do you have to go back to the team after you get the clean bill of health?”

      “Two days after Christmas,” Elio lied. He wasn’t due back quite that soon, but he wanted to take some time for himself. He planned to go to his family’s cabin in the Poconos for a couple days, but he was keeping that information on the down-low because he knew if he told his brother, Aldo would take some time off and join him. Hell, knowing Aldo, he’d invite the rest of the guys, and suddenly Elio would be in a sleeping bag on the floor surrounded by a bunch of bourbon-swilling, cigar-smoking cousins, friends, and brothers. Ordinarily, he loved the camaraderie, but not now.

      What he needed now was peace and quiet and a chance to sort out his thoughts. Things always had a way of becoming clear after some time in the crisp mountain air.

      His brother caught sight of someone over his shoulder. As Elio turned, Aldo called out, “It’s about time you got here.”

      Elio smiled as their kid sister Liza approached.

      “I was starting to wonder if we should send out a search party,” Elio said, bending over so Liza could give him her standard kiss-on-the-cheek greeting. “You’re usually first to arrive, last to leave when it comes to parties.”

      Liza offered the same buss to Aldo, then launched into a long-winded complaint about Matt Russo.

      Ordinarily, Elio was all in on the Russo bashing, but it felt like lately, all Liza did was bitch about Matt. He was trying to convince himself the “she doth protest too much” vibe he was starting to get wasn’t there. Because God help her if it was, given the way their family felt about the Russos.

      He glanced across the room at Gage, begrudgingly admitting to himself that the second Russo son was a decent guy. He was obviously head-over-heels devoted to Rhys’s sister, Penny, something that would have had the old Elio cracking the imaginary whip above his head, complete with sound effects. But tonight, he wasn’t feeling it. Gage looked happy. And that was an emotion Elio had been struggling to find for far too long.

      Liza continued to bitch, and Elio decided Gage Russo was one thing.

      Matt was another thing entirely.

      He tuned out Liza’s complaints as he studied the other party guests. It was just as Aldo said. Lots of love in the air. Tony and Rhys flanked Jess on the couch, the three of them bent close, talking like they were the only ones in the room. Gage was standing behind Penny, one hand on her waist, the other on her wrist as he tried to teach her the proper way to bounce a quarter into a glass. Keeley was slow dancing with Gio in the corner, while Rafe leaned against the wall, drinking a beer and chatting with Luca. He could tell Rafe was only giving the conversation about ten percent of his attention, the rest locked on Keeley and Gio.

      Elio was starting to feel like the odd man out surrounded by all these happy couples.

      “So what were you guys talking about?” Liza asked, drawing his attention back to her.

      “Life, death, taxes,” Aldo teased. “The usual.”

      “Actually, Aldo was going on and on about how much he’s going to miss me when I go back to Baltimore. You know our brother can’t function a single day without me around,” Elio joked.

      Aldo rolled his eyes. “Yeah. That’s what I was saying. More like I’ll be glad when you and your smelly running shoes vacate the apartment again. I’m going to have to fumigate the place.”

      Elio lifted his cup and drained it. “I’m going to go get a refill. You guys need anything?”

      Aldo shook his head as he tilted his cup slightly, showing him it was full.

      Liza glanced around. “Gianna was supposed to grab me a glass of wine, but it looks like she took my advice. Homegirl is getting her flirt on.”

      Elio looked across the room and spotted Gianna Duncan talking to his cousin, Joey, and his cohost, Miles. “Her flirt on?”

      “I’m determined to drag her into the dating scene with me, but she’s got zero experience. Thought tonight might be a good place for her to practice her flirting skills. I gave her a list to work from, eligible guys to bat those baby blues of hers at.”

      Elio frowned. “Jesus, Liza. Why would you encourage her to do that? What if she gets the wrong idea and thinks I’m interested when⁠—”

      He stopped midsentence when Liza laughed loudly. “Dear God, El. I didn’t put your name on the list.”

      He frowned harder. “Why not?”

      His question only made her laugh harder. “Sorry,” she said between giggles. “You’re going to have to choose a side. Are you pissed that she might flirt with you or pissed that I told her to steer clear?”

      “You told her to steer clear? Of me?” Elio wasn’t really sure why that bothered him so much.

      Liza shook her head, looking far too amused. “No. But I’m thinking I should have. I only included the names of guys she might stand a chance with. There’s no way in hell I’d send the queen of committed relationships—you realize she dated Sam for eleven years—to flirt with the world’s biggest commitment-phobe. Give me a little credit, bro.”

      Elio looked back at where Gianna stood with Joey and Miles. Both guys were talking at the same time, clearly telling one hell of a story. Gianna was laughing and, at one point, she reached out to put her hand on Miles’s forearm. It was a casual touch, one that could pass as friendly or, as Miles appeared to take it, flirting. He shifted a bit closer to Gianna, and there was no denying the guy was interested.

      “Damn,” Liza murmured. “Maybe she doesn’t need the practice after all.”

      Elio watched Gianna interact with Miles for a minute longer, aware his sister was right.

      Gianna had been friends with Liza for years, but his path didn’t cross hers very often. Regardless, Elio felt as if he knew her fairly well, simply because his sister was a fan of long phone conversations, and for some reason, she felt it was her God-given duty to share all the news of home with him whenever they talked.

      He used to find those long-winded calls annoying, but like everything else lately, his attitude on that had changed. Nowadays, he enjoyed hearing the gossip from home. And as such, he knew that Gianna had been dumped by her longtime boyfriend, Sam, whom Elio had met a handful of times over the years.

      “She ran into Sam tonight. Found out he’d been cheating on her,” Liza said, still observing her friend’s interactions with Miles and Joey.

      Aldo frowned. “Seriously? What a dick! And to think, I actually liked that guy.”

      Liza shrugged. “He had us all fooled.”

      “She looks like she’s doing okay now,” Aldo said.

      Liza shook her head. “She’s faking it. I can tell. But sometimes you just have to fake it ’til you make it.”

      Elio considered the truth of that statement, surprised to discover it described his actions of late. His family only knew the Elio who lived and breathed hockey day and night, and who’d never had a relationship because he was fully focused and wholly committed to just one thing—his career. As his love of the game began to fade, he found himself struggling to figure out who he was without it…without letting anyone realize.

      Watching Gianna put on a brave front felt a bit like looking in the mirror, and he experienced an unexpected connection with the woman.

      Elio shook off the heavy feelings. It was a fucking party, and he was getting too bogged down in his shit. He’d always prided himself on his ability to go with the flow. So it was time for that guy to take the wheel. “Red or white?” Elio asked, ready to turn things up a notch and join the quarters game. For that, he needed more beer.

      “Red,” Liza said. “I’ll be over there,” she said, pointing to the same game he’d been eyeballing. “Teaching those guys how it’s done.”

      Elio shook his head, amused, as he walked to the kitchen, filling his cup from the keg in the corner with one hand, thanks to the damn sling. “Mad skills,” he said, when he saw Keeley watching him.

      “Impressive,” she acknowledged with a snort. “Came in to reload the food platters.” Keeley took a tray of bacon-wrapped hot dogs from the oven.

      “Hot damn,” he said. “I was hoping there were more of those. What the hell are they and why are they so good?”

      Keeley laughed. “Jess shared the recipe with me. I’m not sure who thought wrapping hot dogs in bacon, stabbing them with a toothpick, sprinkling with brown sugar, then baking them was a good idea, but whoever it was is a genius as far as I’m concerned.”

      “Amen.” Elio grabbed one of the bite-sized treats off the platter and popped it into his mouth. “Heart attack on a plate. And I’m still going to eat a half dozen more.”

      “Need any help?”

      Elio turned toward the doorway at the sound of Gianna’s voice as she walked into the kitchen.

      Keeley shook her head. “Nope. Got it all well in hand.”

      “Oh, hi, Elio. Nice to see you again,” Gianna said with a smile that was nothing but friendly. Liza really had left him off the flirting list.

      “Same,” Elio said. “How are you doing?”

      “Fine,” she replied, giving the standard answer, even though Elio sensed she was anything but. Gianna reached for a glass. “I came for wine. Got waylaid by Joey and his cohost, Miles. He’s a really nice guy. He and Joey seem thick as thieves already.”

      “That’s good to hear,” Elio said. “I haven’t had a chance to meet him yet. Need to go introduce myself.”

      “I just opened a new bottle of red,” Keeley said as she ripped into a bag of potato chips and filled a bowl.

      Elio looked around the kitchen and chuckled at all the food. “I can see Gio’s Italian roots are rubbing off on you, Kee. You’ve got enough food in here for an army.”

      “You Morettis are a bunch of vultures,” she joked. “You’d think half the people out there hadn’t eaten in weeks.”

      Gianna poured herself a glass of pinot noir. “It’s the holidays. The one time of the year when the word ‘diet’ is deleted from everyone’s vocabulary.”

      “Only to return in January with a vengeance,” Keeley said.

      “Diet, you say? Can you define that word?” Elio asked, popping another of the hot dogs into his mouth. “I’m not familiar with it.”

      Keeley laughed. “You don’t have to be. For one thing, you skate about a gazillion miles a week, and for another, you have the Moretti genes.”

      Elio shrugged casually. “We like good food. No crime in that.”

      Keeley, who begun stirring meatballs in the Crockpot, pointed the spoon at him. “You’ve been spoiled by your aunt Berta and Nonna.”

      “And the other aunts and my mom as well,” Elio agreed. “We Morettis learn from the cradle that food is love.”

      “That didn’t hold true in my home,” Gianna said, taking a sip of her wine. “Food was sustenance, nothing more. If we were hungry, we ate, and sadly it was nothing special. Since it was just me and Grandma, we pretty much lived on soup and sandwiches.”

      “That sounds terrible,” Elio said, suddenly aware that he knew very little about Gianna’s childhood. Liza was a few years older than Gianna, who’d been friends with Keeley in high school. After Keeley’s parents died, she began hanging out with the Morettis more, dragged along for the ride by her brother Kayden.

      But Gianna’s friendship with Liza didn’t really begin until after he had joined the NHL, so apart from the occasional socializing when he was home, they hadn’t spent much time together, and all of that had been amid family or their large group of friends.

      She smiled, though it looked forced. “It wasn’t so bad.”

      Elio recalled he was supposed to grab a glass of wine for Liza. Gianna must have remembered the same thing as she picked up another glass and filled it.

      “For Liza?” he asked.

      She nodded. “She’s probably wondering what’s taking me so long.”

      “Joey has the gift of gab,” he said, walking back toward the doorway that led to the living room.

      Gianna followed, laughing. “You’re not kidding. How’s your collarbone?”

      He drew her attention to the cup he was holding with his injured arm by lifting it slightly. “Almost completely healed. Hoping to get out of this sling right before Christmas.”

      “That’s great news. I can’t imagine it’s been comfortable wearing it all this time. We were here the night you got hurt, actually, watching the game,” Gianna said.

      Liza had called him shortly after he’d been helped off the ice, after he’d gotten word from the team doc that his collarbone was broken. She’d told him about the hockey viewing party, and he’d hated knowing that most of his family had watched him take that hit.

      “It’s a rough game,” Gianna added.

      “It can be.”

      “Guess I’ll go deliver this wine to Liza,” she said. They’d paused in the threshold between the kitchen and living room, both about to return to the party when Keeley stopped them.

      “Freeze!” she yelled, capturing their attention.

      “What’s wrong?” Gianna asked.

      Rather than respond verbally, Keeley pointed to a spot above their heads.

      Gianna and Elio looked up at the same time.

      “Seriously, Kee?” Gianna said. “Mistletoe?”

      “You know the tradition. Don’t bring bad luck into my house by snubbing your nose at it.”

      “You don’t consider a haunted house bad luck already?” Gianna joked.

      Keeley snorted. “We have friendly ghosts. And I’d like to keep it that way.”

      Gianna gave Elio an apologetic look that he didn’t understand. “Sorry,” she muttered.

      He tilted his head. “Why?” He could see his question had taken her aback.

      “I…” she started. “Well, uh…I’m sure you don’t want to…um…”

      “Kiss you?” he finished for her.

      She blushed, the innocent look surprisingly endearing.

      Elio’s teammates claimed he had a type, but they’d been wrong about what it was. They’d made their assumptions based on the women he always went out with, but his dates weren’t driven by genuine attraction so much as by…well, availability. He was no stranger to beautiful, bold, sexually experienced women, the rink bunnies who went out of their way to attract the attention of a well-paid professional athlete. Paula had definitely fit that mold.

      He was used to being sought after and approached by the fairer sex. The women he slept with almost always made the first move, and he was fine with that. It meant he didn’t have to work that hard to get laid. A woman would flirt, bat come-hither eyes at him, and he’d take her to bed.

      For one night. He never stuck around for sleepovers, never got phone numbers, never pursued anything more than the sexual release.

      The only reason Paula stuck around as long as she had was because she’d played the game better. Until she didn’t.

      Gianna, however, was not that type. And there were too many parts of him not only noticing that fact but appreciating it.

      “I’m just saying,” Gianna stammered, none of the casual flirting he’d seen her laying on Miles apparent at the moment. “It’s just a silly tradition, so…”

      She planned to walk away. He could see it.

      And for some reason…it pissed him off. “Gianna?”

      “Yeah?”

      “It’s not silly.”

      Before she could protest, he lowered his head, intent on following through on the mistletoe tradition, on wiping away some of the vulnerability he saw in her eyes.

      She raised her face, clearly ready to offer him a quick, platonic kiss. In fact, that was exactly what she gave him, but just as she began to back away, Elio wrapped his free hand around her waist and pulled her closer.

      “I think we can do better than that,” he murmured—before giving her a much less platonic kiss.

      Her lips were soft and warm against his, and she startled briefly when his tongue made an appearance. He stroked it along the seam of her lips, inviting hers to come out to play.

      Elio wasn’t the type to do anything half-assed. Not hockey and certainly not kissing. And while he could tell she wasn’t as experienced as his past lovers, she was certainly making up for it with enthusiasm.

      She parted her lips, offering him entry, and he didn’t hesitate for a moment, his tongue darting out to meet hers. She tasted like the wine she’d just taken a sip of, sweet and tart at the same time.

      He was sorry her hands were occupied, holding the two wineglasses. He wouldn’t mind having them on him, feeling her fingers stroke his chest, maybe wrap around his shoulders. It had been too long since he’d had a woman in his arms, and he wasn’t sure he’d ever had one whose kisses impacted him quite like Gianna’s. Though he couldn’t put his finger on why.

      There was an openness to her that he found himself responding to. Which was strange. He’d always felt like the one Moretti who didn’t quite fit, the one the stork most likely dumped at the wrong house. His family was tight knit, always together and in each other’s business, and while he was feeling that pull to belong lately, it hadn’t been very powerful the first thirty years of his life. Unlike his brothers and cousins, he’d also never felt the need to exert that overprotective gene around the women in his life. Probably because he hadn’t been around enough to see all the shitheads Aldo claimed Liza seemed to attract.
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