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Chapter 1


          

          
            A Naked Russian Standing in Front of Me

          

        

      

    

    
      Josh

      

      The locker room was always crowded in the preseason. It was noisier too—players chirping over each other while skates and sticks hit the floor. Also, lots of sweat. That was kind of gross, but it was part of the game. The air buzzed with the bodies and noise and something that was just hockey.

      I grinned, still standing in my skates, because this was fun. So many guys, all excited about the possibilities ahead of them. I remembered when I was one of the hopefuls in preseason games. Playing my ass off, trying to impress the coaches and the other, established players.

      My first training camp had been in Nashville, with the team that drafted me, and I’d been sent down to the farm team after. It had been a big disappointment. I was one of the shorter players, and all the pundits had questioned whether I could make it with the larger guys, so I’d had some doubts. Then, halfway through the season a couple of injuries to players on the big team got me called up, and the time I’d spent on the farm team had upped my game. I’d stayed up, and never looked back. A year later I was traded to Toronto. Now I was one of the established players, not one of the wannabes.

      Training camp and the preseason were way better this way.

      I’d gotten to know most of these new guys and kinda wanted them all to make it, but we weren’t allowed that big of a roster. Thank all the hockey gods I wasn’t in charge of making the decisions. Word had come down that some of those cuts were coming through tomorrow. We were a week into preseason games, and the coaches had to let some players go.

      “Hey, we should go out tonight!” I yelled into the noise.

      A couple of the new guys looked at me, eyes kind of big like they weren’t sure I was talking to them.

      “Anyone who wants. Let’s go out and enjoy that we’re here.” I got a few yeahs back, mostly from the newbies.

      Fitch, whose stall was down one from mine, asked, “Is that a good idea?”

      I didn’t care. “We don’t have to go crazy. Like, maybe not a club. But we can go out to a bar, meet some people, do something more than watch hockey tape and worry.”

      That had the new guys nodding. I wasn’t worried, at least not about whether I’d make the team. I played right wing on the top line last year, and at the end of the season, the second highest point scorer on the team was me. This summer I’d worked hard with the teammates who’d stayed in town to prep for this year. I’d have to majorly screw up to miss making it, and I wasn’t doing that.

      Fitch shrugged. “Okay, I’m in.”

      I was surprised he wanted to come. He’d been traded in from Edmonton over the summer. Cooper had suggested Fitch and I could be roommates and he’d moved in a couple of days ago, but I didn’t know him very well. He was older and didn’t talk about himself much, but he gave off quiet vibes. Nice, but not a guy who’d party much. Maybe I was wrong.

      I circled my hands like a megaphone in front of my mouth. “Okay, who’s in for the Top Shelf tonight?”

      About five of the new guys raised their hands. So did Royster. He was one of the regular players, part of our shut down line. With Fitch and me, that made eight, which was probably a good number. The three of us could watch out for the others.

      “This is not good.”

      Oh fuck. I had a naked Russian standing in front of me with his arms crossed.

      Petey, or Petrov to his face, was our starting goalie and, as far as I was concerned, a cyborg. He never lost his temper, never shirked a practice or workout, and never had fun. He’d been part of the group training together this summer, so I’d spent a lot of time working out with him and yeah, perfect cyborg.

      “We’re not going to do anything crazy. Just go have a few drinks, meet people we haven’t been sweating with all day, and clear our heads for a bit.”

      Petey frowned. “Not late.”

      I wanted him to move, because if I sat down, his junk would be in my face. “No, I promise.”

      He jerked his head in a nod. “Okay, I come.” Then, thankfully, he stalked off.

      I dropped on the bench to unlace my skates. Petey coming with us would certainly keep the rooks in line, but I wasn’t sure it was worth it.

      “Is he always like that?” Fitch asked.

      I looked up. “Like what? Naked? Or the cyborg thing?”

      He grinned. “Both. Either.”

      “He might be a Terminator, except he stops goals instead of killing people. The other thing? My guess is that his family back in Russia are nudists. Because he never bothers with a towel when he’s walking around the showers and locker room.” I straightened up to work off my skate. Didn’t want to give Fitch the wrong impression. “He’s always dressed anywhere else though.”

      “Good to know. I’ve got some stuff arriving at the condo from the freight company, so I’m not staying for lunch. I’ll see you later?”

      “Later!”

      He headed for the shower while I pulled off my jersey.

      “So, ‘meeting people’ is hooking up, right?”

      I looked up at…Foster, I think his name was. One of the new guys. He’d taken off his pads but still had his underlayers on. “Yeah, I guess, but be careful.”

      He nodded. “I carry protection.”

      “That’s good, but I meant be careful that no one gets hurt, right?”

      He narrowed his eyes at me. “Hurt?”

      “Don’t promise shit if you don’t mean it. Don’t say you’ll call when you won’t.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Yes, Dad.”

      Like that, was it? “No means no.”

      He shrugged. Fine. I’d tell Petey to watch out for him, and I couldn’t imagine a better cockblocker.
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        * * *

      

      The nine of us had snagged the usual tables at the back, under the second floor of the Top Shelf. The bar was close to the arena downtown, so we usually met up here after games.

      The place was popular with the local athletes since there was a sign out front: No selfies, no autographs, or no service. Management kicked out patrons who bothered us. Not that we didn’t do some pics and stuff, but people were discouraged from crowding us.

      That didn’t include the puck bunnies though. There were now fourteen people squeezed around our tables. One brave woman had tried flirting with Petey, but that didn’t last long. Royster was cozied up with another. And two of the newbies, not Foster, were flirting with a couple of cute blondes.

      Fitch was talking hockey to the other wannabes who’d come out with us, and some of the girls were listening in. Fitch wasn’t wearing a wedding ring because he was almost divorced, but he somehow deflected the women without saying anything. Awesome superpower. I had a woman sitting tight beside me, leaning over so her boobs were right there. A sure thing, a nice way to end the day.

      But my dick just wasn’t interested.

      I hadn’t hooked up much over the summer. I’d been training hard, but it wasn’t just that. Maybe it was the end of last season. Losing in overtime in the Stanley Cup finals had kicked us all in the balls, and something, I dunno what, had just taken away my urge to hook up as frequently as I used to. Maybe I was getting old. I was twenty-four now.

      In any case, this woman wasn’t doing it for me.

      “Uh, I’m going to—” No, I couldn’t say go to the head, or she’d offer to blow me back there. “The bar. Can I get you something?”

      She looked over. It was crowded and it didn’t look fun. Normally I’d wave for a server, but the puck bunny didn’t know that. Fortunately, she didn’t offer to follow me.

      “A cosmo?”

      “Sure.” I’d bought a few of those over the years. I wouldn’t have trouble remembering her choice.

      I slid out of my seat, a little faster than was probably polite, but I needed some space. From her. It wasn’t like I would get space at the bar, but I wouldn’t be pressed up against someone hoping to bag a hockey player for the night. Hopefully.

      There was a reason I normally flagged down someone to take my order: I wasn’t tall. Officially I was the shortest guy on the team, but I think Barnes fudged his height. It took a few minutes before I got close enough to ask for a cosmo and a Keith’s ale. The bartender recognized me and promised to add it to my tab.

      “I didn’t take you for a cosmo drinker.” The voice beside me was husky, feminine and amused.

      I turned to see a redhead sitting at the bar. She was hot, but older, watching me with a little smile. “It’s not for me. It’s for⁠—”

      “Your date?”

      I shook my head. “Someone I’m trying to get rid of, honestly.”

      The woman laughed. “Not sure buying her a drink is going to do that.”

      I sighed. “It got me away from the table though.”

      She leaned forward so we didn’t have to speak so loudly. “What’s your plan?”

      I looked over my shoulder. Cosmo Girl was moving in on Foster now. “If I wait long enough, she’ll go for someone else.”

      “Waste of a cosmo.”

      “Worth it. Um, do you want it?”

      “Not my drink, but thanks.”

      The bartender was still working on the pink concoction. I tilted my head. “You don’t look like someone who hangs out in a sports bar.” She was wearing a suit, an actual skirt and jacket that looked expensive as shit.

      “I’m not.”

      “Got lost?” I grinned at her.

      “No. I was meeting someone and he picked the place. It didn’t work out.”

      Now my dick perked up. She was something different. Maybe I was just bored with the usual choices. “His loss.” The cosmo was set on the bar in front of me with my beer. “Sure you don’t want this?”

      “You’re welcome to it. I’m Madeline, by the way.” The redhead held out her hand. It was smooth, not like my callused palm.

      “I’m Josh.”

      She dropped my hand after we shook. “Here’s what I’m looking for. It’s been a long couple of weeks, and I just want someone to fuck me. Then I’ll kick him out. I won’t call and I don’t do repeats. Are you good with that?”

      My dick now lost interest. What was wrong with me? I wasn’t looking for a girlfriend. One night was all I wanted.

      A sudden crash when a server dropped a tray of drinks attracted my attention. I caught a glimpse of light brown hair on a short woman and something inside me leapt. Katie?

      She turned around, and no, it wasn’t Katie.

      Was that my problem? I’d heard from friends of friends that Katie was going to school in Toronto this year. Was I hoping to see her again? Ugh.

      Losing the Cup. Losing Katie. I had to get myself together and out of this funk.

      I turned back to the redhead. She was attractive and knew what she wanted. I could get my dick onboard, and better her than the bunny back at the table.

      “That sounds great. Just let me tell my group that I’m leaving.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Like a Hobbit after an Extended Visit to Mordor

          

        

      

    

    
      Katie

      

      Staying up to watch one more episode of Outlander was a mistake. The hall light almost blinded me, dragging me out of Scotland and back to the condo. Madeline was home. I quickly hit pause and pulled out my headphones. Someone crashed into the wall, and I heard the sounds of kissing and moaning.

      Shit. She’d brought someone home, and here I was, sitting in the living room like a voyeur. If they took some time—another moan—I could still make my getaway. I quietly closed my laptop and pulled out the power cord. With my free hand I pushed back the afghan I’d been curled up under. I shoved my feet into my slippers.

      “Katie?”

      Damn. Not quick enough. I looked up at my roommate/landlord, a half smile on her face, hair mussed and lips kiss swollen. She was standing at the corner where the hallway reached the kitchen, open to the living room. No sneaking away now. Her hookup stood in the shadows behind her. Not my business and I’d intruded enough, so I dropped my gaze. Laptop in my hands, I stood, ready to hide out in my room. With earphones in.

      “Sorry, I should have been in my room already. I’ll just—” I threw a thumb up in a dorky move toward my room.

      “Katie?”

      I froze in place. This voice wasn’t Madeline. It was male and impossibly familiar. I never thought I’d hear it again in this lifetime. I’d been counting on that. My eyes opened so wide I must’ve looked like Bambi. What the fuck?

      Hookup guy stepped around Madeline and I immediately regretted every life choice I’d made that brought me to this moment. Most especially the ones that resulted in the hobbit slippers and baggy sweats I was wearing, as well as the hair that needed washing and the lack of makeup. Damn it. If I was going to meet Josh again, I was supposed to look hot, in a skintight dress with heels, perfect hair and makeup, not like a hobbit after an extended visit to Mordor.

      And damned if that devastated, heart-ripped-out feeling wasn’t trying to make a replay in my chest. Fuck no.

      “You two know each other?” Madeline leaned back against the breakfast bar. Even tousled, she was sleek and put together. Josh was wearing a short-sleeved button-down with jeans, his brown hair a mess. He was taller than I remembered him, and the shirt didn’t hide how broad his shoulders were or the biceps stretching the sleeves or the sweetness in those brown eyes…

      Ugh.

      I needed to salvage this situation. I’d only been rooming with Madeline a couple of weeks so far, and I liked this place, especially the discounted rent. Housing prices in Toronto were stupid. If Josh messed this up for me, I’d throttle him with my power cord.

      “Yeah. We knew each other in high school.” There was no reason to tell her that we’d dated for two years.

      “We went out for two years and then broke up.”

      Thanks, Josh, for making it as awkward as possible. Madeline looked between the two of us, eyebrows raised. I, however, got stuck on that phrase. We broke up.

      I didn’t want to drag this out. I wanted to hide in my bedroom and try to pretend he wasn’t about to hook up with my roommate. But some things I couldn’t let slide. “No, Josh. We didn’t break up. You broke us up. I didn’t get a say in it, remember?”

      His brow scrunched in his I’m thinking expression. I snorted.

      Madeline chuckled. “Oooh. Drama. I’m here for it.”

      I didn’t know her that well, and I didn’t want to air my dirty laundry in front of her. I took a step to slink away, but no. Josh was busy rewriting history and not thinking about my situation at all.

      “Katie, it was the right thing to do.”

      I exerted admirable control by not throwing my laptop at his earnest, confident face. It was a close call though. My knuckles showed white as I reminded myself of the cost of a new laptop.

      “Was it, Katie?” Madeline asked.

      I couldn’t let him congratulate himself on his wisdom. I’d just clear that up so I could leave, Josh and Madeline could get back to what they’d been doing, and I wouldn’t find myself looking for a new place to live.

      I narrowed my eyes at my ex, hoping to laser my displeasure into him with my glare. “Josh thought so. He was being scouted for the NHL draft, so I guess he didn’t need his tutor anymore.”

      He made a hurt noise in his throat.

      Madeline turned to him. “Wanted to be free to fuck around, Josh?”

      I could have cheered. Madeline was on my side, even though I wasn’t the one planning to give her orgasms. Maybe I should, because right now I loved my roommate.

      “No!” He almost shouted, which was pretty rich. He was here precisely to fuck Madeline.

      The only reason the two of them weren’t already naked was because of Claire and Jamie and my stupid decision to watch one more episode. “Oh, really?”

      With me and Madeline staring at him, he finally realized just how precarious his position was. He ran his hands through his hair and rubbed his face. I didn’t let the familiar gesture fool me into lowering my guard. Or my laptop.

      “Okay, this looks bad. And yeah, I’ve hooked up. But that’s not why we—” A growl from me had him course-correcting. “Not why I broke up with you.”

      Madeline looked like she only needed popcorn to be having a full movie experience. “Why, then?”

      He looked at me, as if asking for permission. I lifted my chin. Up to you, buddy.

      He turned back to her. “It was our senior year of high school. Katie was accepted to a bunch of schools, and some of them were offering her scholarships. I didn’t want her to make a decision on a school because of me.”

      There was a moment of silence. Madeline looked at me, and I nodded. “Yep, that’s what he said. In a text.” The pain of reading that still hadn’t faded as much as I wished.

      Madeline’s eyes rounded.

      “Because obviously, having a vagina, I couldn’t have made a decision in my own best interests.”

      “Oh, Josh. You didn’t.” Madeline shook her head at him.

      Josh’s cheeks flushed. “I— Okay, yeah—I should have talked to you. I was afraid I couldn’t go through with it if you were right there.”

      Now I was really angry, and all that hurt and rage could finally be unleashed on the guy who was the source. I no longer cared that I looked like I spent my free time reading romance novels and accumulating cats between visits to the shire.

      “Yeah, Josh, you should have talked to me. It’s not like I didn’t know you were going to be drafted. And maybe we could have decided on a long-distance relationship, or maybe we would have broken up. But you could have respected me enough to let me have a say in a decision that affected me.”

      Josh’s jaw fell open. He swallowed. “You would have wanted to break up?”

      I rolled my eyes so hard it hurt. “We’ll never know because you didn’t bother to talk to me.”

      I reminded myself that Josh wasn’t cute, he looked like a goldfish. “I just— I never thought⁠—”

      Before I could explode again, Madeline patted his arm. “You’re not irresistible.”

      His cheeks heated up as he stared at the floor. “I know.”

      That seemed like my cue. “Well, I’m going to my room. Have fun.”

      “Katie?” Josh was wearing his kicked-puppy expression. “I’m sorry.”

      I stopped in my tracks. I deserved an apology, damn it, but the right one. “What are you sorry for, exactly?”

      “That I didn’t talk to you. I thought I was doing the right thing.”

      “Really?” I wanted to cross my arms or put my hands on my hips, but I was still hanging on to my laptop. Instead, I let my tone show just how much I doubted that. “And that’s why you started going out with Rhonda?”

      He looked down again. “Mom said I needed to make it real.”

      “What a bitch!” Madeline said the words, but they were exactly what I was thinking.

      “Yeah, I knew she never liked me.” There was an unsettled feeling in my stomach. When he took Rhonda out, I’d been angry and hurt and mortified. Convinced he’d really wanted to fuck his way through the puck bunnies when he got to play hockey. Not that his “best for you” argument was any better. I didn’t want to think his mother had manipulated him, that maybe he’d really believed breaking up was in my best interests. I wanted to keep hating him.

      “That’s not right. She liked you.”

      I rolled my eyes again. Madeline tilted her head in a question. I shook mine. “You dodged a bullet, Katie.”

      There was an awkward pause. I wasn’t going to discuss Josh’s mother, and Madeline was waiting for us to entertain her.

      “Uh, I’m going to go.” Josh’s eyes were flicking from me to Madeline to the hallway.

      Madeline nodded at Josh. “Good idea.”

      “And again, I’m sorry, Katie. I didn’t want to be an asshole.” He turned and headed to the doorway.

      Madeline followed and locked the door behind him. “Wine?” she asked when she came back.

      I nodded and finally set my laptop down.

      She pulled a bottle out of the fridge and reached for the corkscrew. “They never want to be an asshole, and yet…”

      “Exactly.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            I’ve Lost the Story Here

          

        

      

    

    
      Josh

      

      I was still thinking about Katie when I opened the door to my condo. She was here, in the same city as me, and now I knew where she lived. That gave me ideas. She’d blocked me back in high school, on her phone and social media, so I’d had no way to get in touch with her. Now I could find where she lived again… But the way she’d looked at me?

      I’d never seen that expression on her face before. After we broke up—no, after I broke up with her—she’d moved to stay with her grandmother and attend another school. I’d been glad I didn’t have to see her again, because it hurt too much, but I’d missed her. If I hadn’t had hockey to focus on, I don’t know what I’d have done.

      If she’d stayed around, I wouldn’t have been able to resist trying to make up with her.

      Damn it, I’d messed up so bad.

      There were lights on in my place, which worried me for a moment till I remembered my new roommate. Fitch sat at the kitchen island, drinking a beer and scrolling through his phone.

      He turned and raised a brow. “That was quick, Ducky.”

      I frowned, working through my conversation with Katie. “What are you talking about?”

      “The redhead you left the bar with. I thought you’d be gone for a couple of hours.”

      “What? No, I mean…what?” I’d been so focused on Katie I’d forgotten about…what was her name again?

      Fitch got up and opened the fridge. “We should talk—I’ll get you a beer. The way to make a woman happy takes more than ten minutes.”

      I stared at him. “I know that. Well, unless it’s a quickie. But I know how to get someone off. And make sure it’s good. Tonight was different. Things happened.”

      He passed me a bottle. “It happens to everyone, is that what I’m supposed to say? I wouldn’t know myself, but⁠—”

      I swallowed a mouthful of beer, ignoring my roommate and his chirping. I needed to figure out how badly I’d screwed things up with Katie and how to fix it. Back in high school, I’d done what everyone said was the right thing. But she was still super pissed, and maybe she was right.

      “Ducky?”

      I blinked at Fitch, who was smirking. What had he been talking about? Right, sex. But that hadn’t been a problem. It never had, unless you counted tonight, but that wasn’t a performance thing. “I have no problem with my sex life. It’s just, when we got to her place, her roommate was there.”

      He kept his mouth straight, but I could tell he was having fun because his eyes were smiling. “Don’t tell me you said no to a threesome.”

      For a moment, that idea bored into my brain. The roommate was hot, obviously, since I’d gone home with her, but it was thinking of Katie that got my dick perking up. “I didn’t say no. I didn’t say anything but hi to Katie.”

      Fitch took the beer away from me. “I’ve lost the story here. Tell me what happened.”

      I grabbed for my beer, but he kept it out of reach. No problem. I swiped his instead and took a long swallow.

      He rolled his eyes. “You’ve heard of germs?”

      I shrugged. “I’m thirsty. And I’m trying to figure out what happened.”

      Fitch sat down again and set his chin on his hands. “Okay, tell Dr. Daniel the problem.”

      Who? Oh, right. Daniel was his real first name. I wanted to tell him there wasn’t a problem, but I needed to get someone else’s take on what had gone down. I was good at hockey, but I’d never done well in school or other things that smart people did. And tonight? I’d never had a hookup go sideways like that. The last time I ran into a roommate when I went home with someone, we’d gone the threesome route. It had been a lot of fun. But that wasn’t what I wanted with Katie.

      “So, the redhead and I got to her place, and we were making out. Like, kissing, and I was getting my hand under her shirt, and she was rubbing my dick. But her roommate was there, and she said she’d go to her room and leave us and that’s when I realized she was Katie.”

      Fitch held up his hand. “Let’s see if I’ve got this straight. The redhead’s roommate was Katie, and you know her? Previous hookup? Did things not go well with her? That would be awkward.”

      I shook my head. “Katie wasn’t a hookup. She’s my ex.”

      He stared at me like that was a hard concept to understand. Not sure why, because he’d said he was getting divorced so he now had an ex, if he hadn’t before. I shrugged and tried to remember anything my mother might have said to show she didn’t like Katie and that I’d missed. Why hadn’t I known?

      Fitch snapped his fingers in front of my face.

      “What?”

      “Finish the story. What kind of ex is Katie? Wife? Fiancée? Girlfriend?”

      People didn’t know about her because it had been a long time ago. Fitch wouldn’t know anyway, since he was new to the team. “Girlfriend. We were together for two years.”

      “Sorry, Ducky. I didn’t know. I thought you were one of the fuckboys on the team.”

      I shrugged a shoulder. “Well, yeah, but that’s because I didn’t have Katie.”

      Obviously. If I had a girlfriend, I didn’t cheat. Those were the rules.

      “How long ago did you break up?”

      “Senior year, high school.”

      “And you’re what, twenty-four now? So six years ago? You haven’t had a girlfriend since?”

      I shook my head. It was five years ago. His math was off because I’d had to repeat a grade, but it didn’t matter. I’d never been serious about anyone because I hadn’t found anyone like Katie.

      “Huh.” Fitch took a swig of my former beer. “So, you saw the ex and that killed the mood?”

      “Well, yeah. Especially when they were talking about me and all the things I did wrong.” I picked at the label on the beer bottle. That was the part that had me stumped. I’d been sure I was doing the right thing.

      “What did you do?”

      I gave Fitch a quick recap of everything I remembered. When I looked up, he was shaking his head at me. My beer was empty but I didn’t think I should get another, even though it was an optional practice in the morning.

      “When you want to end a relationship, you need to talk.”

      I let out a long sigh. “Yeah, I get that now. I was just afraid that I couldn’t do it if I was looking at her.”

      “Why did you have to break up? And why then? You could have waited till you were drafted, in case you ended up somewhere near her. Or broke up then if you didn’t think long-distance would work.”

      “So she would pick a school for the right reasons. Her parents said⁠—”

      “Wait, her parents were in on this?”

      Oh yeah. They’d asked to talk to me and explained that Katie had to make important decisions and I was a distraction. They were afraid she might decide not to go to school until I was drafted so she could follow me.

      Fitch frowned when I told him. “Seems they didn’t like you. Or that Katie was easily influenced.”

      “I thought they liked me.” Had I been wrong about that too? “And no, Katie can be a hard-ass. She wouldn’t do my homework for me, always insisted I could do it myself if we found a way for my brain to figure it out.” And she did. She was brilliant.

      “Then maybe they were wrong. Sounds like Katie could have decided on her own.”

      Fitch made a good point.

      “I messed up, really badly.”

      “I’m afraid you did. That’s too bad, because it sounds like you really cared for her.”

      I did. In high school, there had only been two things that mattered to me: hockey and her. “Katie—she’s the best. She’s so smart, and I don’t know what she saw in me.”

      Fitch fought back a grin. “Me neither.”

      “And she said my mother didn’t like her, and I’m trying to see if I missed something. If Mom didn’t like her. I mean, Mom always said she did, but people lie.” I’d always respected my mother and other adults. That was how I was raised. I never thought Mom would lie to me. But damn, these people had played me.

      “That is true.”

      “Yeah, I’m going to have to figure that out.”

      “Good to know before you get serious about someone else.”

      I picked up his empty bottle and crossed to the recycling. “What do you mean?”

      “Well, if your mother interfered with Katie, she might do it again. And if you find someone else, someone you want to be with, you don’t want your mother to cause problems.”

      “Why do you keep saying ‘someone else’?”

      Fitch threw his empty bottle into the recycling. “Don’t you want to have a girlfriend again? You’ve obviously blown it with Katie. And with the redhead.”

      “I wasn’t serious about Madeline.” I frowned. “And she wasn’t serious about me. But I’m going to get Katie back, now that I know I made a mistake in high school.”

      He turned around slowly. “I don’t think that’s on the table. Sounds like she’s still pissed at you, with good cause.”

      “But that’s a good sign, right?”

      He blinked at me. “You think it’s a good sign that she’s pissed at you?”

      “Yeah. Because that means she didn’t forget me. And she’s still thinking about me.”

      “That’s—well, that might be a good point.”

      I nodded. I wasn’t a genius, but I wasn’t stupid either. Well, not always. “I know it won’t be easy. But I’m used to working hard. I didn’t get to play hockey by taking things easy. I’ll just have to work on getting Katie to love me again.”

      “How do you think you’re going to do that?”

      “I don’t know. But I did it once. I’ll just have to find a way to do it again.”

      It would be harder this time. Katie was pissed at me, and she wasn’t my tutor so she didn’t have to spend time with me. Or maybe…no. No way I could convince her I needed study help now.

      But I wasn’t the kid who hoped to make it to the NHL anymore. I was here. And in Toronto, where people loved hockey. I had money, and I had connections, and all the determination in the world. That should make up for everything else.

      I was going to find out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 4


          

          
            Cool Was Not in My Wheelhouse

          

        

      

    

    
      Katie

      

      I woke up, light sliding into my room around the edges of my blinds. Memories of the night before flooded my brain. I cringed. How embarrassing. Josh. Fucking Josh.

      How was I going to face Madeline again, after last night’s drama?

      This condo had been an incredible score and I wanted to keep it. Originally, before I’d moved here, I found a couple of women to room with through an online site. That didn’t work. Turned out they were looking for a roommate because no one would stay with them.

      One of the first people I made friends with at the University of Toronto was Andrea. She was a second year TA and was kind enough to take me under her wing. Andrea had been roommates with Madeline last year before moving in with her girlfriend. Madeline was a special auditor, worked for the federal tax department, and traveled across the country to work on cases. A lot of the time her condo was empty. She liked to have someone there to keep an eye on things and preferred grad students since they were past the partying stage.

      Andrea had sent her a message on my behalf to see if she was looking for a roommate. Fortunately for me, she was. Madeline and I met at her condo to discuss rooming together. As soon as I walked in, I hoped we could make it work because the place was amazing. Not a student apartment, but a real home—expensive furnishings, security at the doors, and it was right downtown, making commuting a breeze.

      We’d sat at her dining room table to discuss the details. She liked her place to be tidy. I did too, so that wasn’t an issue. She worked long hours, and didn’t need someone to chat with or plan her life with. She didn’t want to be set up with nice guys or told she worked too much. Just someone to keep the place occupied, keep on top of the garbage and take deliveries if needed.

      I was tidy, didn’t want to get involved with anyone either, and would be happy to do a lot of my studying here, so there’d be someone around.

      She cautioned me that she was likely to bring home her hookups, but they wouldn’t spend the night. I had no problem with that. And if it hadn’t been for Josh—fucking Josh—there would have been no problem ever.

      I pulled on my housecoat, shoved my feet in my fuzzy slippers, and left my room quietly, aiming for the coffeepot. I didn’t want to talk about last night or remember it if possible. With any luck I could avoid Madeline until her next trip. And after that, hopefully enough time would have passed that this became a funny story.

      Madeline was already up. Damn it. She was dressed in yoga wear that looked expensive, with her hair pulled back in a smooth ponytail. And was that makeup? On a Saturday morning when she wasn’t working? Life goals, right there. But not till I had coffee.

      “Coffee’s ready.”

      Okay, having a roommate with her life together wasn’t always a bad thing. I pulled out my Second Breakfast mug, dumped milk and sugar in the bottom, and poured coffee into the cup.

      “No wonder you don’t care what kind of coffee you drink. There’s hardly any coffee in there.”

      She sounded amused, and I refrained from giving her the finger. I liked my coffee sweet and creamy. Take me to Tim Horton’s for a double double and I was happy. But my roommate? “Do you even drink Timmy’s?”

      She shuddered. “Sometimes it’s all I can get.”

      I swallowed a mouthful of caffeinated goodness and did my best to keep my moan inside. Madeline bought expensive coffee and included it with the rent. She might ruin me for bad coffee.

      With the caffeine hitting my veins, I began to qualify as awake. I tried a pleasant smile. “I want to apologize.”

      “What for?” She was holding back a smile.

      Damn it. She knew that this was about last night. “I’m sorry I messed up your plans for the evening.”

      She waved her free hand. “Not a problem. He’s a little young for me anyway, and he was more interested in you.”

      Well, it wasn’t because of how I looked, that was for damn sure. “I knew he was playing in Toronto. Anything he does is news back home, but I thought in a city of six million I’d be safe.”

      She rested her hip against the countertop. “Safe? Was he abusive?”

      “No, no. God no. I just didn’t want to run into him.”

      “The odds of the two of you meeting up like last night were pretty low. But if you really want to avoid him, skip the Top Shelf, especially when the Blaze play.”

      “That’s where you…” I wasn’t sure the right way to say picked him up.

      “Yeah. I had a date there.” My mouth dropped open and she laughed. “Not Josh. It was a setup by a coworker. I wanted something short and sweet. But he told me he was looking forward to kids—lots of kids. So that wasn’t happening. I bumped into your hockey player at the bar, and he was cute. I asked if he wanted one night, and he was down for that.” She shrugged. “Wasn’t my night.”

      “You’re not upset?”

      “Why would I be? There are a lot more men out there.”

      I felt like a country rube around Madeline. She was the definition of sophisticated. “I’ll make sure to be in my room when it gets late.”

      “Don’t be silly. The place is yours to use. I’ll send you a text if I’m bringing someone back next time, okay? Maybe you can do the same if I’m in town.”

      “Sure.” I hoped my cheeks weren’t red. This casual talk about bringing a guy home for a night wasn’t something I was used to. Until my senior year at Dalhousie, I’d lived at home, and there was no way I’d bring anyone back there. Even at university, I’d only slept with guys I was dating, and that just seemed so unsophisticated next to my roommate’s style.

      Ah well, I was a geek. A math student with a Lord of the Rings obsession. Cool was not in my wheelhouse.

      “And just to let you know, if you wanted to call Josh, I’d…” I’d what? Hide out in my room? Find somewhere else to stay for the night? Josh and I were so over but being in the condo while he and Madeline had sex would still hurt. Logically, I had no reason to feel that way. We couldn’t be more over, but I’d been with him longer than any boyfriend since.

      She shook her head. “I don’t even have his phone number. I think I can survive without getting involved with my roommate’s ex.”

      That was nice, but I didn’t want to set down rules for her.

      She moved over to a stool at the island. “I’ve never met anyone who was close to one of the city’s hockey players before.”

      If she thought I had some kind of connection to local athletes, I needed to set her straight. “We went to the same high school. I lived in the same place my whole life, but he was drafted to the city’s junior hockey team, and he and his mom moved to just outside Halifax. I was one of the smart kids, especially with math. My parents wanted me to concentrate on my grades instead of having a part-time job, but they were okay with me tutoring. Josh was already some kind of hockey prodigy, but he was struggling to keep up in class. It just happened that I became his tutor.”

      We had nothing in common—I wasn’t athletic, and he wasn’t a keen student. But as we spent time together, we found common ground. He loved Star Wars, I was a Tolkien fan, and we were willing to share each other’s interests. For a long time he made me believe I had more to offer than my brains.

      Oh well.

      “Then we started dating, until he broke it off. That was hard. I really loved him. I refused to go to school and see him with Rhonda, or anyone else. I planned to homeschool myself to finish the year. My parents finally sent me to my grandmother’s for the rest of senior year. I was moping around like my life had ended, and the school near Gram’s place had a good AP program. They were distracted with some stuff going on with my older sister, so it worked out.”

      “And that was it?”

      “He was drafted and went away to play hockey, and I went to university. I hadn’t seen him for five years till last night.”

      And what a way to run into him again.

      Madeline watched me, using that analytical brain of hers. I wished she’d focus on something else. “I’m trying to picture the two of you together.”

      Not necessary, since we were so not together now.

      “You’re smart. Intense. He’s pretty laid-back. I would have said he was not very bright, but…”

      I frowned. People always thought Josh was dumb. He didn’t do well on tests, and wasn’t a great reader, but he wasn’t stupid the way people assumed. There was more to him than hockey. He had other things he used his brain for. He loved Star Wars, and on that, he had opinions. Very well thought-out and endlessly argued opinions.

      Plus, he was hockey smart. I had never been a big hockey fan and avoided the sport altogether after Josh and I broke up— Damn it, now he had me doing it. After he broke up with me, I avoided hockey. But before, when scouts were watching him and people wanted to talk about Josh and hockey all the damn time, they talked about his hockey intelligence. He understood the game on an intuitive level. I did not. Which was fine, because I was done with hockey.

      “He’s not just a dumb jock. Ask him about Revenge of the Sith. He’ll give you a dissertation.”

      Madeline frowned, and now I knew she didn’t use Botox. Just looked naturally perfect. “What’s that?”

      “Star Wars movie. Josh had big opinions on that.”

      She fought back a smile. “Hmmm.”

      Thanks to Josh, I loved Star Wars too. For a while, after he’d cut me off, I’d had to set aside my love of the Force because it reminded me too much of him. But time passed, the hurt faded, and I’d reclaimed Star Wars. I’d even stopped my stupid tendency to rehearse conversations with him about some of the new shows. In my head, obviously, since he was gone, but he’d been my Star Wars and Lord of the Rings buddy. Not relevant here, obviously.

      “Two years,” she said. “Was it just tutoring and sex?”

      The coffee flew out of my mouth and over the counter as I choked. “Gghh.” I tried to speak but coughed instead.

      Madeline laughed and grabbed a cloth to wipe up what I’d spewed out. “No sexy times?”

      I grinned at her. “Two horny high school kids? Oh, we made time for that.”

      “Did you make him study? Or just do the work for him so he’d pass?”

      I almost swallowed more coffee. “I did not do his work for him! He needed to know this stuff.” I’d warned him that hockey wasn’t a sure thing. He could get injured. He might not make it. And shockingly, he’d been willing to put in the work.

      “Maybe he needed that. Someone who didn’t let him get by on his athletic skills.”

      I bit my lip, letting my brain return to a time I’d mostly blocked out. “Maybe that was it. Most people only talked hockey to him. I knew some, but my family had never been big hockey fans.”

      “I’m sure, if he was talented—and he must have been to be where he is now—a break from that was good for him.”

      “Well, Dr. Madeline, I think you’ve now figured out why we lasted as long as we did. But we had different paths to follow. We’d have broken up eventually. Though it would have been nice to have some say in that.”

      “You absolutely should have had a say in that decision. If Josh hadn’t cared about you or didn’t want the relationship to continue because he didn’t want to, then he has the right to initiate that discussion and make his own decision. But to decide for you? I’d be furious.”

      She would. She was angry on my behalf, five years later.

      I should have pushed, five years ago, and asked questions. I’d been so insecure that Josh breaking up with me had seemed inevitable. I hadn’t asked why or demanded answers. I thought I knew them—I wasn’t pretty enough, fun enough, any kind of enough except smart.

      He hadn’t needed smart to get drafted.

      Had I learned? Gotten any better? Did I think I was enough now?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 5


          

          
            So, What’s my Play?

          

        

      

    

    
      Josh

      

      “Hey, Mom.” My mother and I talked a few times a week, and for this phone call I had something to ask.

      “Josh, how are you? How is training camp going? Did management make the final cuts?”

      I sat on a stool at the breakfast bar. “I’m doing okay. We’re playing preseason games, and the last cuts are coming. I’m glad that’s not up to me. But the team looks good. We should go all the way this year.”

      “I’m sure you will, hun. We’re all rooting for you. I wish you could have been home for longer this summer. I miss you.”

      I rubbed the back of my neck. Yeah, Mom always wanted me at home, but it wasn’t the same now. A lot of people had moved away, the ones I knew, and the rest were interested in Ducky, the hockey player, not Josh, the person I was when I wasn’t playing hockey. They wanted to talk about hockey all the frickin’ time and expected me to pay for everything. I didn’t mind, but it would be nice if maybe someone just had me over for beer and talking about Star Wars or something like that.

      This summer, we all, the whole team, had promised to work hard and be in great shape so that this season we could go all the way. Losing in overtime at home in the finals had been super shitty. I knew Mitchy, our backup goalie, thought it was his fault for letting in that goal. He was in net because of an accident with Petey, our starter, and JJ blamed himself for running Petey down. Petey thought he’d have stopped the shot if he’d been playing, and Cooper and Crash missed a pass that led to the goal—hell, if I’d scored when we’d been down in Minnesota’s end, we wouldn’t have needed Mitchy to stop anything. Lots of blame to go around.

      “Josh?”

      “Uh, sorry, Mom. Got distracted there.”

      “I asked how things were going with your new roommate.” Her tone was disapproving. She didn’t think I needed a roommate; I was an adult and it was my condo. But I liked having people around so I didn’t feel all alone. Plus, with someone in my spare bedroom, I put Mom up in a hotel when she visited a few times a season. She’d been a single mom, and I appreciated how hard she’d worked to raise me. I just needed some space.

      “Fitch is great so far. He’s kinda quiet, but he’s nice. He’s going through a divorce so sometimes he gets a little down, but I help cheer him up.”
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