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      Sebastian

      

      My fingers tap on my phone’s blank screen, debating.

      Is there any point in sending my wife another text?

      My noise-canceling headphones aren’t on, but I’ve been wearing them since before we stepped on our team’s plane to bring us home from Nashville.

      We just won the first game of the year. Professionally, I’m having one of the best seasons of my career as a defenseman for the Carolina Ice Kings. Our team is having the best season we’ve ever had. We’re in first place by four games. We’re gelling perfectly both on the ice and off. Our lines are perfection.

      Our goalie, Byron Maddox, has allowed fewer goals than any other goalie in the league.

      We are on fire. On top. Psyched to finish out the season strong for a good run at the Cup.

      Personally?

      Nothing could be going worse.

      Madison hasn’t answered a text or phone call from me since she left before Christmas. Spending the holidays by myself and then with the team on the road is not how I wanted to ring in a new year, but it was better than the alternative—home alone.

      Even before she left to see her family in Minnesota, things between us were bad. In the weeks prior, she spent most of the days alternating between crying or in a zombie-like trance since we were dealt the latest blow to our medical struggles.

      Low sperm count. Low motility.

      In addition to the medical issues Madison has had the last couple of years while we’ve struggled with infertility, now I’m equally at fault. When we sat across from the doctor, barely acknowledging one another as he gave us that information, my wife’s hope deflated as fast as a popped balloon.

      I’ve promised her since we were fifteen years old I would always give her everything she’s ever wanted. And this? The one thing she’s wanted above all else… at this, I’ve failed her.

      I’m no longer certain we can come back from it. And the way she looked at me when I broached the conversation about other ways we could create our own family?

      That didn’t go so well.

      “We can do foster care.”

      “Please. You’re hardly home. Not exactly stable. And what happens if we get an emergency call for children when you’re on the road? I can’t do it all by myself.”

      “I’ve never suggested you would be.” Sighing, I scrub a hand through my hair. It’s long, but I never cut it during the season, so it flops at my shoulders and over my ears. “Adoption. We never ruled that out.”

      Tears swell in her eyes and she bites her lip. There was a time when Madison’s bright, fiery red hair and pale blue eyes were the only thing I needed to see to get my day started on the right foot. There’s still fire in her hair, but the pale blue eyes have lost their luster over the years. It kills me to see her constant sadness.

      “Madison. We have options and the means to pursue them. Please, just think about it some more?”

      “Okay, Seb. I’ll think about it.”

      Her smile is faint and disappears quickly, but I lean in and kiss her. “Love you, Mads. Always.”

      “You too.”

      She steps back and I grab the handle of the suitcase. The car service has been waiting in the driveway to take me to the airport. I leave without another word and it takes me until I reach the airport to realize that it’s the first time she hasn’t said ‘I love you. Be safe. Hurry home’ to me like she’s done before every trip since college.

      Fear edged in when I realized she didn’t tell me she loved me. I considered going back, missing my flight to the game to check on her. Instead, I brushed it off. Now, that fear is alive and thriving—that fear that if she left, she might not return.

      “Damn it,” I mutter and pull up the string of texts I’ve sent to her.

      Hey honey. Landed safely. Love you.

      Call me. Back at hotel after skate. Miss you.

      Mads? Where are you?

      Tell your family I said Merry Christmas. Hope you’re having fun.

      Tried calling. Heading to bed. Love you.

      Happy New Years, honey. Love you. Always. We’ll figure this out.

      Good morning, honey. Sleep well? Heading to rink soon. Call me.

      My knee bounces and my muscles are taut. My jaw aches from all the teeth gritting I’ve done to bite back a growl of frustration.

      Why in the hell is she not answering a single text? What is going on in her mind? I need her home, so we can figure this out.

      “Hey. You all right?”

      I turn to my teammate and fellow lineman and defenseman, Sawyer. He’s happy as a clam, recently getting married on Christmas Eve to his long-time girlfriend, now wife, Debbie. The fact they have a baby on the way hasn’t made him my favorite person lately.

      When Madison found out? She cried for a week.

      I know what the guys think.

      Madison’s a bitch. She’s rude. She hardly ever smiles and she always looks annoyed when she’s around their families.

      But she wasn’t always like this. It’s the stress. Seeing everyone we love get everything we want while month after month, we end up disappointed?

      It’s hard not to become bitter.

      “I’m good.” I turn back to my phone and the blank screen. I need to get home. Get Madison to talk to me.

      “Looks like you want to punch through the airplane’s window,” Sawyer says, grimacing. “And I’m going to have to suggest you not.”

      He shivers, giving me shit. Normally I like his playful attitude, but tonight, I’m not in the mood.

      Across the table from us are Jason and Jude Taylor. Not only are they brothers and two of not only the best wingers in the professional hockey league, they’re the best men I’ve ever met.

      Jude has his headphones on, head back, sleeping.

      Jason has his headphones on, eyes on me with brows slightly arched. Great. How long has he been watching me? He’s the only person who has any idea what we’ve been going through, and even then, he knows very little. Definitely not the most recent bad news.

      “I’m fine, Sawyer.”

      I grab my phone and pull up my music streaming app, trying to ignore both of them.

      “Really? ‘Cause you had a couple more penalties than normal today and you’ve been playing crazy aggressive, so if something’s going on…”

      “Barthol deserved it.” Drake Barthol is Nashville’s most powerful center. He’s also a damn good guy and a clean player. Which means I’m full of shit and Sawyer knows it. Someone had to be the focus of my frustration. Might as well have been him.

      “No. He didn’t.”

      I can barely hear Sawyer through my headphones, but I can’t miss the tone in his voice. I turn to him, see his rarely used serious attitude, and sigh.

      It’s not his fault he can knock up his woman and I can’t.

      Or that Madison hasn’t talked to me in over a week.

      “Just a bad game. I’ll get my head in it by the next one.”

      “I’m not worried about your game. If something’s going on…”

      “Nothing is going on,” I hiss out through gritted teeth. The last thing I’m doing is spilling my guts thousands of feet in the air.

      “All right.” He lifts his hands and shoves off out of his chair, back to where he’s been hanging with Byron Maddox and Duke Fletcher, other teammates.

      I watch him go and when I pull my focus back to my table, I catch Jason still watching me.

      “Don’t start.”

      He pushes his lips out and nods. “I’m here. You know that, right? You were there for me.”

      Yeah, when I knew he was hesitating about going for a woman he wanted who wanted him back and both were too stupid to make a move. This is different.

      I know what he wants to hear, so I give it to him. “I know. Thanks.”

      “Good.”

      An hour later, the plane has landed, I’ve grabbed my luggage and I’m in the back seat of a Town Car being driven home.

      I pull up my phone again and hit call. My knee bounces while I wait…

      “Hey, you’ve reached Madison Hendrix. I’m not available right now…”

      I end the call. Try again. Four more times only to get the same voicemail message. It’s not like her to completely ignore me.

      Which means by the time the car pulls into my curved driveway in a suburb outside Charlotte thirty-five minutes later, I’m passed the point of slightly concerned or pissed off.

      I’m getting worried out of my brain.

      What if something happened?
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      I’m attacked at the ankles as soon as I step inside the front door.

      Scooping up Bruiser, our seven-pound Maltese fur ball I bought for Madison after her second round of fertility treatments didn’t work, I slam the door closed. We have a housekeeper who helps Madison with the upkeep of the house and yard. If Madison’s not home, Bruiser’s usually kenneled in his own private dog room we made for him. I’d texted Cara earlier and told her she didn’t have to wait for me and could leave him out. The poor guy’s been kenneled way more than usual in the last week.

      Once my cheek is covered in small doggy slobber and he settles in my arms, I set him down at my feet.

      The house is quiet. Eerily so. Madison always has music on. She’s not a huge television watcher but she loves books. I usually come home from a trip to see her settled in her pajamas, a glass of wine she’s been nursing, her Kindle on the coffee table and some kind of music, either pop, country, or classic depending on her mood, filtering through our house system.

      To come into the house and have it absolutely silent is nerve-wracking.

      At my feet, Bruiser barks once, twice and then spins in three circles before taking off like a rocket for his food bowl.

      “All right. All right, little man.”

      I’ll feed the dog. Call Madison. Again.

      And then I’m fucking going to bed to figure out what in the hell is going on and deal with it tomorrow with a clear head.

      Once I’ve dished out Bruiser’s food and made sure he has fresh water, I send a quick thank you text to Cara and open the fully stocked fridge. I’m rummaging through the contents when the doorbell rings.

      Bruiser loses his shit at the sound like he always does and slips and slides on the tile floor as he races to beat me there. I scoop him up on the way, checking the clock above our fireplace.

      It’s freaking ten o’clock. Who in the hell could it be?

      A large male figure dressed in what looks like a uniform through our frosted glass front door, makes the hair on my arms rise.

      The hell?

      As soon as I open the door, a man who was facing to the side turns to me.

      Instantly, I take him in and double blink. The badge on his chest and the police car in my driveway make me freeze. In his outstretched hand, he’s holding a manila envelope.

      “Mr. Hendrix?”

      “Yeah?” In my arms, Bruiser squirms, so I set him down inside, close the door behind me, and step on the front porch before replying further. “Can I help you?”

      “Sheriff Butler, sir, and you’ve been served.”

      His words blur as he speaks. “Served what?”

      “Dissolution of marriage. Now, there’s a form on top in the envelope I need you to sign showing receipt of the papers. My suggestion, get yourself a lawyer, file a return by the date provided.”

      Dissolution… of marriage?

      “The hell?” I rip the envelope out of his hands, shaking so hard as blood rushes straight to my brain and to my ears where my heart thumps. It takes me several tries to tear open the envelope before I find the metal clasp, flip it, and take out the papers.

      “You’re kidding me.” Words stall in my throat and my chest grows unbearably icy.

      She wouldn’t do this. Would she?

      At the top of the papers is a professional-looking letterhead.

      Ritter Family Law Firm along with a second name I don’t recognize. But the one I do know is enough.

      Madison’s uncle is a lawyer. Ritter is her maiden name.

      Shit.

      Right there, in black ink. The words, Petition for Dissolution of Marriage stare back at me, growing blurrier the longer I stare at them.

      “Mr. Hendrix—”

      “Sebastian.” I glare up at him.

      This isn’t his fault but I’m pretty certain if it wouldn’t get me sent to jail, I’d punch him in the face.

      “I didn’t come here to cause problems, and I’m not the reason for your understandable anger. I am, however, doing my job. If you could sign the acceptance.”

      I bite back a growl and clamp my teeth together. I’m vaguely aware his hand is at his hip near his holster and holy fucking shit.

      She’s doing this.

      She’s actually left me and she’s doing this. My knees shake as I unfold the top sheet of paper, the acceptance the Sheriff has mentioned. Beneath it is another envelope. My name is on it, written in loopy, familiar handwriting, I want to tear it in half without reading. How kind of Madison to send me a note along with divorce papers.

      A pen ends up in my line of sight.

      “Fine.” I take it without looking, scribble my name and hand the letter back to him.

      “Thank you,” he says, folding the paper and taking the pen from me. “Take care, Mr. Hendrix.”

      He turns and heads back to his patrol car. I’m frozen to my spot on my porch until it’s far from sight.

      Then, I turn and throw up into the bushes off our front porch.
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      Sebastian,

      

      I’m a coward for this. I know this. But you wouldn’t let me leave and you wouldn’t listen to me in all these years I’ve tried explaining. I want my baby. Ours. One I carry in my body and birth into the world. Now, we know with certainty that will never happen. I understand there are options. I’ve crossed those off. Please.

      It’s over.

      Let me find my peace adjusting to the latest news. Perhaps this way, we’ll both eventually get what we want but there’s no hope of it—

      

      The paper crumples in my fist. I pull my arm back and fling it, unsatisfied it only bounces off the kitchen island before dropping to the floor. A scream tears from my throat and I look for something more substantial to throw. Something that will shatter like she’s just done to me.

      “Fucking bullshit. All of this is such bullshit.”

      The final flames of my marriage ending are going up right in front of me. I pull out the papers she had dropped off like she had it timed to do as soon as I got back home and read them.

      Every minute that passes burns the hole she’s creating brighter and bigger.

      Twenty minutes later, I am pissed.

      A few thousand dollars a month until she lands on her feet and finds a job to support herself along with the rest of her clothes and personal items in her closet and our house. She’ll arrange for movers to come pack her things. That’s all she’s asked for.

      No money for a down payment for her own home.

      No Bruiser.

      No insisting we sell the beach house on Sanibel Island where we’ve lived for thirty days every summer to relax before training camp. And she gets half.

      There’s no half of nothing.

      After all she’s been through. After all the dreams she put on hold for me, insisting it was worth it. After all the years she spent crying in my arms, hurting because she couldn’t carry our own child… and she’s asking for fucking pennies.

      It’s almost more insulting than demanding everything. She walks away with my name and the salary of what my father makes teaching and she doesn’t want a damn thing else from me except for my signature.

      And fuck this.

      Fuck it all.
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      Gigi

      

      My grandpa always said when life hands you lemons, make lemonade. When life handed me lemons, I stomped them into a pulp and bought myself a one-way ticket to Turkey where I spent a year and a half traveling Eastern Europe before spending another six months traversing through Western Europe, ending in Scotland before the weariness of traveling finally started getting to me.

      My heart started missing my dad and home.

      Despite my homesickness that took root, it still took a phone call from my aunt Pamela to tell me my dad was in the hospital with chest pains to finally get me back on the plane and on American soil. The moment I hit town, I headed to his bar to drop off my luggage in the apartment above it to clean up before heading to see him. I figured with what Pamela said, he’d be home and resting.

      Imagine my surprise when I walked into the bar to grab the key for upstairs, and there he was.

      All hefty, full stomach and thick head of graying hair and second chin, booming his standard and well-known laugh with a bunch of male customers.

      I’d leaped over the bar, not caring about the drinks I probably spilled in my wake, and slammed my much more petite arms around him in a hug.

      Since that day barely over a year ago, I’ve come to know the guys that were there that night. Most of them are team members of the Carolina Ice Kings, North Carolina’s professional hockey team.

      At one point, Dad pulled me aside and said the guys found his bar a year earlier, sauntering in after a loss at home with some of their wives and girlfriends. There’d barely been a body in his bar because most young people liked to head into Charlotte to the cooler clubs. Apparently, these guys liked the quiet so much they kept coming back. He told me I was never to tell anyone they came in. They liked it here, they tipped well and didn’t cause problems, and he liked their company.

      I know this because Dad introduced me to most of them that night in between the sassy shots he took at my colored hair, the mermaid tattoo I’d picked up in Germany, and the tiny nose piercing I got in the French Riviera.

      There was one among them who stood out. He came in with his shaggy, dirty-blondish brown hair that had a slight wave to it. It flipped over his ears and curled over his collar. His beard was scruffy, in need of a trim. But it was his smile that pulled me in. Thick, light pink lips that were almost too feminine on his buff frame. Lips that smiled easily with a top lip that often disappeared beneath his mustache when he did.

      So. Damn. Sexy.

      Seeing him, I considered ignoring my dad’s warnings about them, jumping back over the bar top and planting myself in the man’s lap when I caught sight of the shimmering black ring he wore on his left hand.

      His ring finger, to be exact.

      Sebastian Hendrix was one of the hottest men I’d met in all my travels, and he was married.

      Since I wasn’t that kind of girl, not ever, I tamped down my crush and my blooming lust for him and did my job. And I’d been doing my job for well over a year for the Ice Kings, pouring them drinks, telling them stories about my travels, some exaggerated for comedic effect.

      In the meantime, I chopped four inches off my hair, got rid of the hot pink tips and went to a deep, dark purple and then red, before going back to my current vibrant purple. The stud in my nose changed much more frequently from a tiny jewel to a silver ball to a gold hoop depending on my mood.

      Through it all, Sebastian laughed less. His smiles decreased in size to where now, I rarely saw a smile on his face.

      Which means I’m not the least bit surprised when the door opens, and Sebastian walks in, shoulders hunched, eyes so sad it almost hurts to look at him.

      A brisk breeze from the cold January air follows him. It chills me through my cardigan and George’s Bar tank top, but it’s nothing compared to the pain radiating from his posture and expression.

      He walks straight to the bar, not giving any of the few people in the place a second glance and pulls up a seat at the corner near where I am.

      He’s wearing a faded, old white ball cap with the Alabama logo on the front pulled down low. I lose his eyes as soon as he sits, but his hair would be enough to give him away from a distance. The curls flip at his neck and his ears, his beard is short but thick and I know it will only continue to grow longer through the season. The first time I saw Sebastian without a beard, my jaw dropped to the bar top. I’m not sure which way he looks better, displaying his square, carved chin or hiding it. Either way, the man simply does something to me.

      I head toward him, dropping my black towel to the counter.

      “Hey, hotshot. Happy New Year.”

      Other than his strange and morose demeanor, I’m more surprised his teammates aren’t with him. Or that he’s here at all. It’s New Year’s Day and they haven’t been in since the week before Christmas.

      “Shot of something strong, Gigi, and keep ‘em coming.”

      He doesn’t look at me. He barely acknowledges me, although I’m used to it. From what I’ve gathered, Sebastian Hendrix isn’t the kind of man to look too long at any woman who isn’t his wife. Admirable. All women want to be married to a guy who’s so devoted. With his money, his looks, and hell, even with just his personality, men like him are rarely as faithful as he is.

      I grab a bottle of Maker’s Mark bourbon. It’s not the most expensive bourbon we have, but I know he likes it.

      I fill two shots and slide them both his way.

      He takes the first, tosses it back and slams it to the counter with a heavy thunk.

      “Hey. You okay?”

      His head lifts minutely and slowly, like the small move takes massive effort. “No. Not really.”

      He takes another shot and slides both shot glasses my way. “Like I said, Gigi, keep them coming. Or better yet, I’ll take the bottle.”

      “Sebastian—” I’m not sure I’ve ever called him by his name. Not since I nicknamed him. Oddly, he’s the only guy on the team who I have nicknamed.

      “Don’t. Not tonight, k? Just want to drink my bourbon and not be alone. Can you give me that?”

      Someone at the far end calls my name and I glance their way, seeing Steve Shaw holding an empty bottle. Older than my own dad, I know him well enough to tell him to serve himself. Hell, the man changed my diapers in this very bar when I was that little. He likes to remind me of that frequently.

      I tell him I’ll be right there and look back to Sebastian. “I’ll leave you alone and get you the bottle, but only if you give me your keys.”

      “Took an Uber here.” He still reaches back into his pocket and tosses a set of keys to the bar. “But have them, in case you don’t believe me.”

      “All right.” I palm the keys and drop them by the cash register just in case he is lying. He wouldn’t be the first drunk to do so and then sneak out. There’s no way a drunk driver leaving my bar and possibly hurting someone or themselves is going on my conscience.

      That done, I slide the bottle of Maker’s Mark in front of him and grab a fresh and local Olde Meck pilsner for Steve.

      I stay on his side of the bar for a while, talking to the guys I know and watching whatever game is on television. I only head back Sebastian’s way when another customer needs something and to slide a glass of water in front of him, just in case.

      But an hour later, when the bourbon is quickly disappearing from the bottle and the water glass has gone untouched, I make my move.

      “Need me to call someone for you, hotshot? Looks like you might need to get some things off your chest.”

      He fills another shot glass, but this time he sips it slowly, sucking it in and hissing through his teeth. “No.”

      A twitch in his beard covered cheek tells me I’m pissing him off.

      “Hey.” I lean forward and rest my elbows on the bar. I’ve known these guys for a year. Granted, it’s not like they’re frequent regulars, but regular enough to know a few have gotten married, Sawyer’s having a baby. I know their stats only because I started watching hockey after the first time they came in and Sebastian grabbed my attention.

      Shameless and pathetic, maybe, but I like having something to talk to them about. Which means I’ve already checked my phone and I know they won a game earlier today so he can’t be pissed about a loss.

      “Seriously. You okay? Because this doesn’t seem like you, and if you need someone to talk to—”

      “You offering?”

      “Well.” I scan the bar and return to him, smirking. What else do I have to do? “Bartenders end up being like therapists, you know? Trust me, I’ve heard it all. Seen a lot more. Nothing you can say would surprise me.”

      “Shit day. Shit year.”

      “The year’s just getting started.”

      “It’ll be shit,” he mumbles, finishing his shot and quickly pouring another.

      I slide the glass of water closer to him and he sneers at it. “You’ve been hitting the bottle pretty hard. Take a break, yeah?”

      He glares at me, tipping his head up just enough to do so. Tortured, ragged green eyes meet mine and without taking his eyes off me, he drains the water glass.

      It’s shameful the way I watch his throat work as he swallows. My core sparks like I’ve been zapped with a live wire. Thankfully, I’ve gotten good at hiding the physical reactions I have when I’m around him.

      Although in his current state, I doubt he’d notice.

      “There. Happy now?”

      “Much.” I refill the water glass and set it next to the bottle. “Need food? Kitchen’s still open.”

      “Not hungry.” He fills another shot glass and I watch as he takes another small sip. Then I grab a lowball glass, fill it with ice, and set it next to the bottle. Perhaps if he can water down his bourbon with some ice, he won’t get so shitfaced he passes out right where he’s sitting.

      It’s a pain in the ass to handle.

      “All right, hotshot.” Not so much as a muscle moves at his nickname. I’m used to smiles. Smirks. Friendly glances. Tonight, his face is as empty as the shot glass he’s drained.

      Because I’m me, also because I’m trying not to let the guy’s blood alcohol content surpass maximum levels, I check to make sure everyone’s taken care of, and scoot out from under the bar back. I clean up empty bottles on my way to the kitchen and put in an order of tater tots and nachos. Maybe if they’re there, Sebastian will munch on them in between his sips of bourbon and scowling at me.

      Everyone needs a night to blow off steam. I get it. Hell, I’ve been there. I took two years to blow off steam after my marriage ended, even if it ended amicably. I get having a bad night. However, it’s not only my job to try to encourage responsible drinking, I like this guy and seeing him so upset upsets me.

      After I take a quick trip to the restrooms and clean up trash and wipe down counters, I swing back and pick up the food and say goodnight to Max, the last cook who will be leaving soon.

      Back at the bar, Steve asks me to tell him again about my experience in Amsterdam’s Red-Light District. I slide the food onto the bar without looking at Sebastian, but I feel his smirk as I pass him.

      It’s a common story, and really not all that exciting, but Steve likes imagining all the drugs you can buy from coffee shops and hearing about the night I spent in the Red-Light District.

      Typical man stuff when in reality, the coffee at the coffee shops is shitty, and usually in the most popular tourist areas. There were very few locals when I went into one once, and once was enough for me. As for the Red-Light District?

      It was an experience, and nerve-wracking, not because it’s dangerous but because I am a female, a relatively small one, and I was terrified something could happen to me. In truth, it wasn’t anything like I expected with the workers in windows they rent from brothels. Sure, there were workers on the street, but the ones men mostly went to see were safe behind a building’s glass window in tiny alleys that curved along canals. The area was patrolled to make me feel safe enough and even though it isn’t my thing at all, it was interesting.

      I repeat all I remember from the time there, the drunken bachelor party, or stag party, who were all escorted away for not being respectful. The women’s outfits. The music. And of course, the red lights shining from windows indicating someone was available.

      “Gigi.”

      Sebastian calls my name like a bark and I shift, arching my brows at him.

      I get a chin lift and a tip of his head in response, asking for my attention.

      I tap the bar. “Be right back, guys.”

      “Ain’t got nowhere to be, sweetheart.”

      I roll to my toes and kiss Steve’s cheek. His wife Amy died from brain cancer a couple years back and since then, he almost lives at the corner of this bar. I’ve teased him about making him a nameplate so he can have an assigned seat. Sadly, he’s here often enough assigning him a chair is unnecessary.

      Making my way back to Sebastian, I fill a glass of soda for myself and prop my hip near the cooler across from him. “Something I can get for you?”

      A ride home? Ibuprofen for the headache you’re going to have?

      He shakes his head and sips more from the shot glass. “You ever get lonely?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “When traveling. You ever get lonely?”

      There’s a strange look in his green eyes. He ditched his hat at some point so I can see him clearly. It’s almost painful to look at someone as beautiful as he is. I want to slide my hand through his hair, brush my thumb along the deep lines on his forehead to smooth away his stress.

      “If I want company, I can find it.”

      His eyes widen and it takes me a second to realize how that sounds.

      Still a true statement, but embarrassment floods my veins, heating them. He’s not flirting with you or propositioning you, dumbass. Right. Of course not.

      “I meant—”

      “I like being alone,” I cut him off. I know what he meant. “I like the quiet and the peace that comes with it and I figure if you can’t be happy alone with yourself, you’ll never really be happy around another person. You know?”

      “No.”

      He sighs and drains the shot glass. When he reaches for the bottle, I take it from him, holding it out of his reach. He eyes the bottle of bourbon like I imagine he focuses on the puck during a game.

      Softening my voice, I ask, “I know I’ve asked, and I know you lied. You can tell me what’s wrong. I won’t repeat it to anyone.”

      His thumb on his left hand twirls his black, thick wedding band, but he doesn’t take his laser-focus off the bottle in my hand. “Just a shitty time. Can I have my drink now?”

      I debate. He’s had enough. At this point, even getting his drunk butt into an Uber will be difficult. At five-two, I’m not exactly big enough or strong enough to carry the guy out if need be. Plus, who’s to say the Uber driver won’t figure out who he is and I don’t know… kidnap him? Steal his wallet?

      The poor man is screaming sadness.

      “Sure, hotshot.” I pour his glass, clean up the bar, and say goodnight to Steve when it hits one o’clock in the morning. He and his old war buddies take off with a wave and a concerned look at Sebastian still hunched over my bar.

      Then we’re left alone, which he doesn’t seem to mind ironically given his earlier question and I’m left to figure out what in the heck to do with him now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Sebastian

      

      “Fuck.” I press my hands to my temples to try to settle the thundering in my brain to no avail. Holy shit, I got trashed last night. I don’t remember much after the short conversation I had with Gigi. Like, how I got home.

      I roll over and the scent of something minty makes my stomach roll and forces me to open my eyes. Madison doesn’t wear anything minty. She’s more floral and elegance.

      Two things become immediately clear as I peel my first eye open, feeling like I might have scrubbed my eyes with sandpaper before passing out. One, the harsh reminder of Madison immediately brings to the forefront her stupid, fucking insensitive note she had delivered with the divorce papers.

      And two… I have absolutely, no damn clue where I am.

      I’m staring at some bright, psychedelic colored wall-hanging. It looks like it was tie-dyed by a small child. The sheets I’m on are most definitely not the white linens I’m used to from either my home or my experience in hotels. The lemon-colored sheets are almost blinding and with all the bright colors, I squeeze my eyes closed and roll to the other side.

      Nope. The view is no better on this side where the only thing in front of me is a dresser that looks to be fifty years old and is covered with all manner of jewelry and trinkets flung all over the top, barely hiding the thin layer of dust I can see from this angle.

      “Holy shit. What the hell happened?”

      I sit up and scrub my face.

      If I wasn’t feeling two seconds away from emptying the bottle I drained last night, I’d be up on my feet by now. Or hell, if I didn’t drink that entire bottle, I’d probably know where in the hell I was or what happened or how I ended up here.

      A scent of something else filters in and I crack open my eyes.

      Damn, I hurt.

      There’s no door to the bedroom I’m in that isn’t only full of bright colors and loud wall-hangings, but clothes and knick-knacks in every corner.

      If I was in my home, I’d think I was robbed, but since this is most definitely not any home I’ve ever been in, I cautiously peek beneath the covers. I’m wearing the same shirt I threw on last night after I worked out for hours and I still couldn’t get rid of the permeating anger coursing through my system. My boxers are on too, and I tip my head back and stare at the ceiling.

      A shaky sigh of relief flows through my parched lips.

      There’s no way I screwed some random woman last night. No way. No way I could have been that drunk and even pissed off at Madison, there’s no way I’d cheat on my wife, if I can even still call her that.

      Shit. I should probably figure this out. Apologize to the woman whose home I’m in and hope like hell she doesn’t expect anything from me for whatever fool I made of myself last night.

      Gingerly, I swing my legs to the floor and find my jeans and sweatshirt tossed in a pile on a small clean area of the floor.

      I have my back to the opening, clothes in hand, and I recognize the sounds of cooking from the kitchen. Pots clanking. Water running. Quiet footsteps…

      I pause at the sound.

      “Oh. You’re awake. How do you feel?”

      Like I got hit by a truck. I vaguely recognize the voice so I turn cautiously, shoving my arms through the sleeves of my sweatshirt.

      “Gigi,” I sigh. “Thank fuck it’s you.”

      She smirks and holds up a glass of water and a bottle of pain medicine. “You were out. I hope you didn’t have to get up for practice or anything today. I was going to leave these for you on the nightstand.”

      I peer down at the piece of furniture she’s talking about and arch a brow when I look back at her.

      She laughs, and there’s something about her voice I like. It’s low. A little husky. Definitely not high-pitched or whiny or refined. It’s nice.

      It’s at least not making my hangover worse.

      “Okay. I’m a lousy housekeeper and I despise cleaning. But do you need them?”

      “Yeah.” I shrug my sweatshirt over my head and yank it down, dodging high-heeled shoes and boots and jeans and sweaters on the floor while Gigi grins at me.

      I take the pills and water from her.

      “Thank you. I think there might be parts of the night that are hazy to me—”

      “No need to freak out. I slept on the couch. Was barely able to get you up here. And before you ask, there was no way I was putting you in an Uber in your condition. As much as I tried to get you to stop drinking, well, it seemed like you needed it.”

      “Good.” I sigh and then cringe. “Not that…”

      “You’re married and a good guy, Sebastian. Nothing happened and you didn’t try, and even if you had, I would have still slept on the couch and tossed you into my bed. No harm, I promise.”

      Something settles in my stomach. Everything she says is a relief. Except for the fact I’m not married. Or won’t be soon. “Thanks, Gigi.”

      “No problem. I’ve made some sausage and eggs and toast. Want anything?”

      My stomach turns at the thought of putting anything into it. “Actually, I could use the restroom. And then I’ll decide.”

      “Right that way.” She flings out her arm and gestures to a door beyond the curved entrance to her bedroom area.

      I step around her, scrubbing my hair and trying to clear my throat. It’s almost as dry as my eyes.

      This isn’t me. I don’t get passed out, blackout drunk with a woman who isn’t my wife. Hell, I don’t with my wife. I have an excuse, but I hate this feeling. Even more, the awkwardness of knowing for the first time since I was fifteen years old I’ve spent the night with another woman… sleeping arrangements aside, I’ve done it.

      That thought alone makes me want to puke more than the alcohol still sloshing in my gut.
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      I feel slightly better after using the restroom, washing my face with some bright orange face wash bottle on Gigi’s tiny bathroom counter and hijacking her toothpaste so I can give my teeth a quick scrub with my finger. I still taste and smell the bourbon seeping through my pores, and my eyes are still killing me. A quick dig through a basket of products she has on the floor beneath her sink tells me she doesn’t have eyedrops, so I’m out of luck there, but at least when I give myself a quick glance in the mirror I look slightly more human than before.

      All I need to do is get home and spend the day sleeping and I’ll be back and ready for another game tomorrow. Thank God I at least have today off other than a workout I’ll throw in later—puking or not.

      Heading out of the bathroom, I catch sight of her messy, open bedroom again before turning to the other direction and seeing quite possibly the world’s smallest living area that contains a loveseat and a chair.

      A bookshelf is next to the chair, filled with so many books facing every which way the shelves heave from the weight of them. There are several piles of books on the floor. A few litter the small round coffee table in front of the couch and I’m pretty sure next to the loveseat, she’s using another stack of books as a side table.

      There are more bright colors, something that surprises me about Gigi. She’s always dressed in black. The only color she wears on her is in her hair and a tattoo on her upper arm.

      With her penchant for traveling frequently, I would expect her apartment to be bare-bones, ready to empty at a moment’s notice, not packed to the gills with knick-knacks and posters and artwork and photos all over her walls… and books. So many books.

      Not that I’ve spent a lot of time thinking about Gigi and where she would live, but I’ve come to know her some over the last year since she showed up at George’s Bar and pole vaulted herself over it to hug her dad who was giving her shit, squinting at her in a teasing way and asking, “Do I know you?”

      At first, the guys on the team who were there that night braced to peel some crazy girl off him until she told him to shut up. He’d given us a round of drinks on the house, plopped his daughter on the bar, introduced her to everyone and kissed her cheek, saying, “Tell me everything.”

      She regaled us for hours that night with the Red-Light District in Amsterdam. The beaches in Denmark which brought Mikah Lutzgo, our Center who’s from there, into the conversation. They’d talked and laughed for hours, bonding over her trips through Europe. Hell, I wouldn’t be surprised if she made a pit stop in Africa or went to Asia by herself.

      She’s interesting, to say the least, and apparently, she’s nice as hell to help a drunk jackass like myself.

      It’s quiet in her living room, and while there is a small kitchen, blocked by a row of upper cabinets, I catch sight of her small frame and head that way where I find her, plating up eggs, buttering toast, and lip-syncing to whatever music is coming from the white earbuds stuck in her ears.

      Gigi notices me, tugs out an earbud, and smiles. She’s always smiling. So damn happy it’s almost offensive given my current state.

      “Feeling better?”

      “Almost.” I scrub my eyes and cringe. “Any chance you have some eye drops? My eyes are killing me.”

      Her head tilts to the side, and she says nothing for a second before dropping the knife she was using to butter the toast. I swear I see a pink fade across her cheeks before she shakes her head.

      “Sure. I probably have some in my purse.”

      I step back to give her room to get around me while she heads toward a small eating table for two with chairs that look like they could collapse under my weight. I grab the plates and silverware she already has set out and follow her there.

      To my complete non-surprise at this point, she’s digging through a purse the size of Massachusetts.

      “They’re somewhere in here,” she says, face down, purple hair hiding her face from me. I watch as papers and receipts and pens go flying. There are hairclips and sticks of gum and Chapsticks and lotions. There are other knick-knacks I can’t decipher. Business cards. I’m anticipating her pulling out a floor lamp like Mary Poppins when a condom wrapper gets tossed to the floor.

      My gaze spears that thing with eagle-eye precision. Hard to miss the bright red, square piece of foil that plops down inches in front of my feet.

      Cherry-flavored.

      The hell? There’s only one reason for a flavored condom and it’s been so long since I’ve had that done to me, my dick, I swear, against my will also notices.

      Shit. I turn and head back to the kitchen. Thank freaking hell she has a coffee maker with boxes of pods stacked next to it. Her upper cabinets aren’t cabinets but shelves, so I grab a coffee mug and hiss in a breath through my teeth.

      Do not dare think of Gigi on her knees with a dick in her mouth. Don’t even fucking think…

      “Aha! Here they are!”

      “Shit,” I whisper. Once my mug is filled, I take a healthy sip so quick it burns my throat. Which I need. The pain helps clear the completely insane and asshole-ish visual still lingering in my brain.

      I head back to the dining area, coffee in hand, keeping my eyes up so I don’t spy anything else that might be on the floor. In her small hand with dark purple fingernails are two bottles. She examines both again and holds them out to me. “I don’t think they’re expired.”

      I’m too hungover to care if they are. “Thanks.”

      She surveys the mess. “Looks like cleaning out this purse got added to my list today.” She swoops it all up and dumps it back inside.

      It’s none of my business. I definitely shouldn’t ask. My mouth moves before my brain sends the memo.

      “What else are you doing today?”

      “Ordering for the bar. Maybe a hike if I feel like it. That’s usually all I do on Sundays.”

      A quiet life. A simple one. Without traveling and hassles and constant go, go, go. I might envy her if I didn’t love my job so much.

      I put my back to her and flood my eyes with eye drops until they finally feel like they have a minuscule amount of moisture in them. Then I wipe my eyes and turn back, where Gigi is already sitting, digging into her food, acting way too interested in her toast on her plate which makes something perk up inside of me.

      Was she checking me out?

      It doesn’t matter.

      I wobble the chair across from her, testing the weight of it which makes her giggle.

      “It won’t break. Dad comes over and eats here all the time. They look more breakable than they are.”

      “Sure?”

      “I’m sure.”

      “All right.” I take a seat, not surprised at all when it creaks beneath me. “If I fall flat on my ass and bust something though, I’m telling the team trainers it’s all your fault.”

      She shoves a bite of toast into her mouth and chews. “I’ll accept that. You feeling okay?”

      “Like I got ran over by a truck.”

      “I don’t mean to pry and you can tell me to mind my own business, but last night really didn’t seem like you. You sure you’re okay?”

      “Madison left me.” It’s out before I can suck it back in and it takes me a minute to realize what I’ve said, and to register the look of surprise on Gigi’s face. “So no. I’m not really okay. And yeah, last night wasn’t me. Any of it.”

      I’m pretty low-key. Mads and I grew up in a relatively small town in Minnesota where we went to high school together. Our families went to, and still attend, the same large Lutheran Church. I’ve known her since we went to Sunday school together. The first fight I ever got in was because I beat up a kid in middle school for yanking on her bra strap. One of my oldest sisters was best friends with one of her older sisters all through high school and even roomed together their freshman year at the University of Minnesota shortly after Madison and I started dating.

      We spent our weekends fishing and swimming at our families’ lake houses, because that’s what you do in Minnesota in the summer. We spent our winters skating on the ice rink my parents built for me in the back yard every year.

      We drank some, tried pot, but mostly, ever since I was fifteen, I was focused on three things: school, hockey, and Madison. And definitely not in that order.

      “I’m sorry, Sebastian. Is it…”

      Over? She doesn’t ask. I shrug and swallow a large bite of eggs. “We’ve had problems for a while and the divorce papers made it seem pretty final.”

      Admitting it to someone else makes me feel worse and I focus on my eggs, which are really damn good, so I don’t have to see her expression. Why I’m confessing this to Gigi and not one of my friends is befuddling. What’d she say last night? A bartender is like a therapist? Maybe there’s truth in that.

      “Again, I’m—”

      “Sorry. I get it.” I really don’t want to hear apologies for things that aren’t anyone else’s fault. Or see pity in their eyes.

      “Sebastian.”

      I act like I don’t hear her and when she says nothing else, silence descends. It’s thick and it’s heavy and I have to change this subject. I gesture to the wall where she has one huge area covered with neatly arranged canvas photos. It’s vastly different from the chaos with the rest of her apartment. I can’t help but notice how precisely arranged they all are. And how vastly different all the photos are.

      “What are those from?”

      “Oh.” She smiles softly, and even her blue eyes seem to sparkle. “Dad gave those to me as a gift when I returned. They’re pictures I texted and emailed him when I was gone.”

      I stare at her for a moment. Then two. Then I realize I’m still fucking staring at her mouth and God damn it.

      I focus on my sausage and my breakfast while she babbles on about Turkey and Hungary, pointing out where some of the photos were taken and I’m glad she gives me that play, knowing I was getting the attention off myself. But truthfully, Gigi is easy to listen to. That husky voice of hers is calming, melodic with softness and it’s all things I should definitely not be noticing about the bartender who helped me to her apartment and let me sleep in her bed but it can’t be helped.

      Gigi might be the most interesting woman I’ve ever met in my life. That she’s beautiful and I’m noticing shouldn’t make me feel like such an asshole, and yet I can’t stop it.

      I finish my meal with gusto, shoving down how it threatens to revolt in my stomach and when I’m done, I stand abruptly. “I should get going.”

      For a brief moment, she looks stunned. I swear her face turns sad before she nods.

      “Sure. Okay.”

      I pat my pockets and come up empty.

      Gigi points to a spot on her kitchen counter. “Your keys and everything else are over there.”

      I remember the shit she gave me when she took them from me. Along with the question I’d asked her.

      Does it ever get lonely?

      If I want company, I have no problems finding it.

      Yeah. It’s definitely time to go.

      I’m now remembering that response with her holding that cherry-flavored condom in her hand, and I’m pretty damn certain that’s not how it actually happened. I also remember her saying something wise about needing to be happy with yourself but I was already too drunk to appreciate it.

      “Thanks for everything,” I say once I’ve slid my keys into my pocket and tugged my hat down low. I don’t look at my phone screen. I don’t want to know yet if Madison ever called me back after the dozens of messages and texts I sent last night before getting blackout drunk seemed like the perfectly reasonable solution for my problems. “Honestly Gigi. I appreciate your help last night. And this morning.”

      She grins up at me, pink lips in a tight smile. “Anytime.”

      “I’ll just…” Be awkward and make this suddenly ten thousand times worse. “Wait outside for the Uber.”

      She points to a door beyond her kitchen. There are two that are facing in an L-shape before the short hallway that leads to her bathroom. “Door on the right will take you down to the alley. Take care, Sebastian.”

      Right. Somehow, I like hotshot instead of my first name coming from her. Especially with the strange look she’s giving me. Like I’ve upset her somehow. Or disappointed her. I know the look well from the last few years of my turmoil with Madison.

      “See you around?”

      “Whenever you guys stop in, I’ll probably be here.”

      “Right. Thanks again.”

      “Like I said before, no problem.”

      She turns back to her food and grabs her phone at the table. I’ve done something wrong. Only I can’t figure out what. Which means when I leave, carefully trudging down the rickety metal steps outside to the alley and out to the street, my mind isn’t on the lack of texts from Madison, it’s on the look Gigi gave me when I told her I had to leave.

      And that’s not cool.

    


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/hardchecked-icekings-amazon.jpg
STACEY LYNN






