
  
    [image: Against The Boards]
  


  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    

  


  
    
      AGAINST THE BOARDS

      A PHILADELPHIA BULLDOGS BOOK

    

    
      
        DANICA FLYNN

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Author’s Note

      

      
        Playlist

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        What’s Next?

      

      
        Get The Exclusive Bonus Scene

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        Follow Danica

      

      
        Also by Danica Flynn

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Against The Boards

        Copyright © 2021 Danica Flynn

      

        

      
        This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

        All rights reserved.

      

        

      
        No part of this publication may be reproduced in any form, or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or any information browsing, storage, or retrieval system, without permission in writing from Danica Flynn.

      

        

      
        NO AI TRAINING: Without in any way limiting the author’s [and publisher’s] exclusive rights under copyright, any use of this publication to “train” generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to generate text is expressly prohibited.  The author reserves the rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.

      

        

      
        ISBN: 978-1-7342012-8-4

        Cover Art: Qamber Designs

        Editor: Charlie Knight

      

      

    

  


  
    
      For all my bi babies, out or not, you matter.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Content Warning: This book deals with some mentions of biphobia from a previous partner and parents.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PLAYLIST

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Roxanne” By The Police

        “Cold Hard Bitch” By Jet

        “King of Brooklyn” By Devil Doll

        “Sweater Weather” By The Neighborhood

        “Truth Hurts” By Lizzo

        “Elevator Love Letter” By Stars

        “I Was A Fool” By Tegan And Sara

        “Dope on a Rope” By The Growlers

        “The Suburbs” By Arcade Fire

        “Howling For You” By The Black Keys

        “Take me To Church” By Hozier

        “Are You Gonna Be My Girl” By Jet

        “Amber” By 311

        “Kiss This” By The Struts

        “She’s Kerosene” By The Interrupters

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ROXANNE

      

      

      “So, when can you start?”

      I stared at the blonde woman in front of me in disbelief. I thought the interview was going well but not that well.

      “Whenever you need me,” I said with a smile.

      When I saw the posting for the sales manager position with the Philadelphia Bulldogs, I applied on a whim. I never thought they would call me back or offer it to me on the spot. I needed to get out of St. Catharines and would have taken any job. Literally any job if it meant working for the pro league. Even if it meant leaving Canada.

      Quinn smiled at me. “I’m gonna be honest: I need the position filled ASAP. Can you start tomorrow?”

      “Tomorrow?” I choked out.

      “Do you need to give notice to your current employer?”

      I shook my head.

      After my messy break-up, I had been so gutted that I ended up quitting my job. Not the best plan when your ex-girlfriend kicked you out after you caught her cheating on you. Jobless and technically homeless, I had nothing holding me back from moving to a different country.

      Quinn flipped through the paperwork on her desk. “Shit, you’re Canadian, right?”

      “Oh, I don’t have to wait for a visa. I have dual citizenship.”

      “Oh, perfect, because I’d rather not wait. We’re not in the playoffs again this year, but there’s a lot of prep work for next season.”

      I stared at the Bulldogs’ calendar on the wall behind Quinn, and dread spread through me. This month’s photo depicted right-winger Tristan “TJ” Desjardins lobbing the puck into the back of the net. Kinda weird to be staring into the face of your twin brother during a job interview. Although, it might have explained why I applied for the job to begin with.

      “There’s something I should tell you first,” I admitted, and I pointed to the calendar behind her. “That’s my brother.”

      She stared at the photo of my brother on her wall and then looked at me curiously for a second. “Huh. Now that you mention it, I can see the resemblance.”

      “We’re twins. Is that gonna be a conflict of interest?”

      She tipped back her head and laughed.

      I raised an eyebrow in confusion.

      “Sorry. The GM’s my husband, so it’s funny you asked that. As long as we keep things professional, I don’t foresee it being an issue.”

      A lot of teams had fraternization policies, so it was interesting that the Bulldogs didn’t have one. The minor league team I worked for back home in Canada had a strict policy. Not that it ever mattered to me. I hadn’t been single. Or into douchey hockey players who reminded me too much of my brother.

      “Can you start tomorrow?” she asked again.

      “Absolutely.”

      “Perfect!”

      She went over the information I needed for tomorrow and then walked me out of the office. She shook my hand in the hall. “I can’t wait for you to get started.”

      “You don’t even have to wait a full twenty-four hours,” I said with a grin.

      She waved goodbye to me, and then I walked outside. Once there, I finally took a breath.

      Holy shit. I got a job with a pro team!

      Anxiety coursed through me when I realized I needed to find a place to live.

      I pulled out my phone and hit the only number I had on speed dial. I pressed my phone to my ear while I paced in the parking lot and waited for Tristan to answer. While everyone else referred to my brother by his hockey nickname, our family still called him Tristan. Like how he was the only person I tolerated calling me Roxie.

      “Yo, what up, slut?” Tristan teased in greeting.

      “Hoe!” I teased back.

      Your brother calling you a slut might offend other women, but Tristan and I had always teased each other this way. It was kind of our thing, and I knew he didn’t mean it.

      “What’s up?” he asked again.

      I sighed. “Theoretically, if I needed to move to Philly, where would be the best place to move to?”

      “What?”

      I dug my headphones out of my purse and popped them into my ears. I opened the web browser on my phone and scrolled through apartment listings. “Is Kensington a good area? Or Northern Liberties?”

      “Wait, time-out. What do you mean theoretically?”

      Maybe it was a twin thing, but I could practically see his brow furrowing at my question. “Okay, not theoretically. I’m moving to Philly.”

      “Okay…” He trailed off. “Okay, cool. Come down after I get back from The World Hockey Championship. We’ll go tou⁠—”

      “No, Tristan, I need to move today. ASAP.”

      “Is this because you’re homeless?”

      I squeezed my eyes shut and swore under my breath.

      My brother and I told each other everything. Although he knew about my break-up, I had conveniently left out the part about Lisa kicking me out of the apartment. I had a pretty good idea who told him, considering I had been sleeping in her guest room for the last two weeks.

      “Nat told you?”

      “I called her.”

      Shit, that wasn’t good.

      Tristan had dated my friend Natalie in high school, but she had been cruel to him. So cruel that I thought she was the reason he never let himself get close to anyone. I didn’t think they were on speaking terms. If Tristan called her because he knew I was keeping something from him, that meant my life had spiraled more out of control than I realized.

      “I’m worried about you,” my brother said in a small voice.

      “I’m fine! I just got a brand new job, and I’m gonna start a new life in Philly. So get used to seeing me a lot more.”

      “Where are you?”

      “Broad Street.”

      “What’s the job?” he asked in a huff.

      “Sales Manager with the Bulldogs.”

      “Stay there. I’m coming to get you.”

      He didn’t even say goodbye before he promptly hung up. Typical TJ Desjardins! Shoot the puck first and pray to the hockey gods it went into the back of the net.

      I scrolled through apartment listings while I waited for my brother and tried to figure out my next step. The rumble of an engine ten minutes later made me look up. I rolled my eyes when I saw the sleek black Maserati idling in front of me. Tristan rolled the window down and grinned at me from the driver’s side. I rolled my eyes at his backward baseball cap. Was it the law for hockey players to wear those?

      “Get in!” he yelled.

      I sighed and got into the passenger seat.

      He pulled out of the parking lot and sped off. “Is this because of your break-up?”

      I scowled at him. “She broke my heart.”

      “I’m sorry,” he muttered. He squinted at me, assessing my appearance for the first time since I got into his car. “Hey! You changed your hair. You look better with dark hair. Blonde was gross on you.”

      “Thank you?”

      I had been a little lost after my break-up, so Nat convinced me a change in my look would make me feel better. It had, and as much as I hated to admit it, I did look better with darker hair.

      Tristan smirked. “It was a compliment.”

      I punched him in the arm. “Don’t be a jerk.”

      “You want to talk about it?” he asked.

      Tristan didn’t like to talk about feelings. The fact he asked meant he knew how much I was hurting. I sometimes wondered if my brother had any feelings at all. Like, maybe I had absorbed them all in the womb. It would explain why I was such an emotional wreck for most of my life.

      “I needed to get out of St. Catharines,” I admitted.

      “But all the way to the States?”

      “I have no one in Canada.”

      “You still have⁠—”

      “No. They made it very clear they want nothing to do with me.”

      “Roxie, that’s not true. They’ll come around,” he reassured me. He parked his car in the garage of his condo building. “Mom just doesn’t understand bisexuality.”

      “Yeah, well, what about Dad?”

      Tristan sighed. “I don’t know.”

      “It hurts,” I muttered.

      When I came out to my family, Tristan had the best reaction. He shrugged and asked if I wanted another beer. Mom said, “Bisexuality isn’t real,” and that I needed to “choose a side.” What hurt more than her biphobia, though, was my dad’s silence. That was four years ago. I came out to them during my third year at university, and when they didn’t accept me, I never went home again. Occasionally they called me, but I had nothing to say to them, and I let their calls go unanswered.

      Tristan squeezed my hand. “I know.”

      I sighed and tried not to think about it. “So you never answered my question. Where’s a good area to move to?”

      “Okay, here’s the plan. You stay in my room while I’m overseas, and we can look together when I get back, or Kat can help you.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Who’s Kat?”

      He barked out a laugh. “The GM’s assistant. Also my goaltender’s mom, so she’s off-limits.”

      “Really?”

      He suddenly looked very solemn. “I’d never break the code.”

      I rolled my eyes. Hockey boys and their codes; it all seemed rather archaic to me. I’d never been interested in hockey players, mostly because they got mad I could outshoot them. Sorry, my dudes! When you grew up with a Stanley Cup winner for a father, not playing hockey wasn’t an option.

      “Noah won’t mind me staying at your place?”

      “No, because he already moved in with his girl.”

      “He moved in with Dinah already?”

      He nodded. “A bit soon, eh?”

      We shared a concerned look.

      Tristan’s roommate Noah had been in love with their next-door neighbor for a while. She broke his heart when she broke up with him a couple of months ago. They seemed better now, but I was protective of Noah. He was like a second brother to me, and I didn’t want to see him hurt again. Noah was way too nice, and I was afraid people took advantage of his kindness.

      “Wait, so you don’t have an open room I could use?”

      Tristan abruptly cut the engine and got out of the car.

      I followed him towards the elevator. “Well?”

      “I have a new roommate,” he said. His grim expression told me I wouldn’t like whatever bomb he was about to drop on me.

      “Tristan, who moved into Noah’s room?” I asked.

      “Benny.”

      “Benny?”

      “Yes, Benny.”

      “Like…Michael Bennett?” I asked and prayed to the hockey gods he meant literally anyone else.

      Please tell me he had another friend who went by the name Benny. Please, anyone else but the six-foot-four left-winger who took one look at me and asked me if my tits were fake. There was no way in hell I was living with Benny while I searched for a place. Even if he was nice to look at with his impeccably groomed beard that looked amazing against his brown skin.

      Please hockey gods, be on my side this time!

      “Do you know another Benny?” Tristan asked and gave me the signature Desjardins grin.

      “Oh, you have got to be fucking kidding me!”

      My twin laughed the whole elevator ride up to his floor. I didn’t understand why he thought this was so goddamn funny. This was my worst nightmare.
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      Noah screwed the last leg of the bed together, and we hefted my memory foam mattress on top of the frame. Thank the hockey gods most of my teammates were like me — over six feet tall and strong. I could have put this together myself, but Noah was good with his hands and too nice to say no when you asked him for help.

      Noah wiped his hands on his jeans. “That should do it, eh?”

      I nodded and wiped the sweat off my forehead. Moving freaking sucked. “Thanks. I would have asked T for help, but he ran out of here in a huff a few minutes ago.”

      At twenty-five, I shouldn’t have been happy about having a roommate. But when my long-term girlfriend and I broke up, I needed a place to stay, and TJ had come in clutch. His old roommate, Noah, had moved in with his girlfriend, so TJ offered me his vacant room. After our season ended without a playoff run a couple of weeks ago, I high-tailed it back to Boston to visit my abuelos, but I came back today to move my stuff in. Mostly because my ex wanted me to get my stuff out of her house.

      “Um…” Noah trailed off.

      I raised an eyebrow at the pained look on his face. He rubbed the back of his neck. I spent a lot of time with the guy; I knew that was one of his nervous ticks. You don’t spend a lot of time on someone’s wing without learning a lot about them.

      “What’s up?” I asked.

      “You don’t know?” he asked and cringed.

      “Know what?”

      Noah didn’t have time to explain what I didn’t know because I heard the front door of the condo open and TJ’s hyena laughter. Then I heard a familiar feminine voice with him, and I froze.

      No. For the love of God, no.

      I glared at Noah. “What is she doing here?”

      Noah cringed. “I thought T told you since he texted me to come over here to distract you.”

      “That’s why you came over to see if I needed help?” I asked.

      I thought Noah was just being nice. The dude was a legit Canadian stereotype; I never thought he had an ulterior motive.

      He ran a pale hand through his newly grown-out beard.

      “Noah,” I growled.

      “Rox is moving here.”

      I felt all the blood rush to my head. I hoped he meant Philly and not here as in this condo.

      Here’s the thing. I never planned on having a feud with Roxanne Desjardins. When I first met her, my brain shut off at the sight of the curvy, statuesque woman. Instead of saying, “Hello,” like a normal person, I blurted out, “Are those things real?” while staring at her tits.

      I malfunctioned when I saw a beautiful woman, and she was one of the hottest women I had ever seen. Too bad she hated my guts.

      Let’s just say the animosity between us wasn’t exactly one-sided anymore. It didn’t stop my wandering eyes from liking what they saw, though. She made my blood boil in more than one way. Dealing with Roxanne was normally only a yearly occurrence since she lived in Canada, but if she was moving to Philly, that spelled trouble.

      “Be nice, and don’t stare at her chest so much,” Noah said.

      I opened my mouth to protest, but he sent me a piercing glare. Okay, he definitely had me there. A couple months ago, when Noah and his girl were broken up, Rox came to town to check up on Noah. He may have called me out about staring at Rox too much.

      I couldn’t help it, though. She might get under my skin, but she was all long legs and curves a big guy like me wanted to get his hands on. It was too bad she wanted to murder me in my sleep. She was probably a hellcat in the sack. Not that I would ever find out.

      “Be nice,” he said again and walked out into the living room.

      I usually was nice, but she was the one who always started it, and once it started, it seemed like neither of us backed down from a fight.

      With a sigh, I followed him into the other room. Noah sat on the couch next to Rox while TJ sat in the armchair. I slid into the armchair on the other side of the room and tried to avoid eye contact.

      I peered over at TJ with a raised eyebrow. “What’s up?” I asked.

      TJ looked at me and then at his twin as if to warn us to play nice. “Roxie got a job in Philly, and she needs a place to stay for a while.”

      Oh no. This was what I was afraid of. There was no way we could cohabitate. We would kill each other.

      Rox had her arms crossed over her chest and a scowl on her face. She looked thrilled to learn that we would be roommates for the foreseeable future. What a shocker. Not like I particularly wanted to live with someone who hated me with the passion of a thousand fiery suns.

      I studied her for a second and noticed her bleach blonde hair was now as black as midnight. It didn’t come to her waist anymore either, but it still looked like hair you wanted to sink your hands into. Paired with her Snow White complexion and her signature dark lipstick, the change looked great on her.

      Too good.

      Goddamnit, why does she have to be so hot?

      My eyes tracked down her body, and I held in the groan at how sexy her long legs looked in that tight pencil skirt. At six-foot-four, tall girls did it for me. The Desjardins twins clocked in at five-foot-eleven. On T, it made him short for a hockey player, but on Rox, it made her look like a sexy Amazon.

      “My eyes are up here,” she snapped.

      I scowled and crossed my arms over my chest. I opened my mouth to retort, but Noah sent me a frosty glare, so I swallowed it instead.

      TJ kicked her foot. “Be nice.”

      “What the fuck for?” she asked.

      I scrubbed a hand across my bearded jaw and tried to be civil. “So, where did you get a job?” I asked.

      She arched a perfectly sculpted eyebrow at me. “Why do you care?”

      I sighed, and Noah gave me a concerned look. Noah was too nice, so he didn’t handle confrontation like this well. I wished I could be like him. I wished I could let things roll off my back, but I was a hothead.

      “Sorry for making conversation!” I snapped back.

      We glared at each other from across the room.

      TJ pointed at us. “Can you two stop being children and be civil?”

      Rox shook her head. At least she wasn’t glaring at me anymore. “You know what? I’m exhausted from the drive this morning. I’m gonna head back to my hotel and take a nap.”

      TJ sighed. “Okay. Let me drive you.”

      She glared at him. “I’m perfectly capable of finding my way back there on my own, thank you very much.”

      “Roxie.”

      “Tristan.”

      The twins exchanged a long look, and I swear they were communicating telepathically. Finally, she huffed out a groan and nodded.

      “Hey, you’re gonna come over later, right?” Noah asked her.

      Rox furrowed her brow. “For what?”

      “Dinah and I are having a housewarming party.”

      Rox smiled and nodded. “Yeah, bud, I’ll come over.”

      “Dinah will want to see you,” Noah said with a smile. The dude was all smiles now that he and his lady had smoothed out their issues.

      “I want to see her too. That lady gets me.”

      I snorted at that. Noah’s girl could be blunt, so it made sense that the two women got along. Rox fixed me with another glare before storming out of the condo. TJ gave me a glare that mirrored his sister’s before he followed behind her.

      I sighed when they left, but Noah started laughing.

      “What’s so funny?” I asked.

      “Benny, be honest.”

      “About what?”

      He narrowed his blue eyes at me. “Dude! You two kinda get off on it, eh?”

      I glared at him. “What are you talking about?”

      “Fighting! Sometimes I feel like I’m watching some fucked up mating ritual.”

      “We don’t get off on it,” I lied.

      Okay, he had a point because she looked hot when she was all flustered. I didn’t do it on purpose, though. Not all the time.

      Noah squinted at me for a moment. “You two should do us all a favor and finally bang it out.”

      “What?”

      He did not just suggest that.

      “You heard me.”

      “Dude, no.”

      He stroked his beard in thought. “Admit it. You’ve been circling each other for years.”

      “We hate each other. We circle each other looking to fight about nothing,” I grumbled.

      Like what were we just fighting about? Nothing! I asked her where she got a job, and she snapped at me. I was actually trying to be nice for once.

      He squinted at me suspiciously. “You realize you blatantly check her out, right?”

      I gritted my teeth but didn’t deny it. I totally did that, and she caught me doing it. Again.

      If she was any other woman, I would have put the moves on her. If she didn’t constantly pick arguments with me, it might have been a different situation. Not gonna lie, I’ve had my fantasies about getting her underneath me. Or on top of me. But they were just fantasies for when I was bored and horny.

      Note to self: never look at a beautiful woman and blurt out the first thing your sex-deprived, horny brain was thinking. I’d learned that lesson the hard way.
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        ROXANNE

      

      

      I wasn’t in the mood for a party, especially if I had to be up early tomorrow for my first day at my new job. But it seemed like it was important to Noah for me to come over, so I sucked it up and drove back to Old City after taking a nap in my hotel.

      I hoped the hockey gods were on my side this time and Benny kept his distance. I was already reconsidering sleeping in Tristan’s room while he was in Russia. Maybe Dinah and Noah would take pity on me and let me crash on their couch? A girl could dream.

      “Hey, you came!” Dinah greeted me when she opened the door.

      She handed me a beer, which I graciously took, and I bent down to hug her. “Congrats on the book!”

      “Thanks! Oh, you should meet my friend Fi. Do you like young adult sci-fi?” she asked.

      “Sometimes.”

      “She’s Riley’s wife.”

      I almost spit out my beer, and she laughed at my expression. “Aaron Riley?”

      Riley was hot if you were into beefy blonde alpha males, which I wasn’t, but I could appreciate a pretty face. I thought he was a guy who only hit it and quit it, though. He had hit on me a couple of times before I told him I was taken. We became friends when he figured out I could drink him under the table. I guess that meant he respected me. Men.

      Her smile crinkled around her emerald eyes. “I know, right? You’ll have to let Fi tell you.”

      That must be an interesting story. Aaron Riley with a wife. Wow. He was one of the last guys on the team I expected that from.

      “TJ said you’re moving here,” Dinah said.

      “I got offered a job with the Bulldogs on the spot.”

      “Oh, cool! Doing what?”

      “Sales. Same thing I was doing with the OHL. It surprised me when they offered it to me so quickly.”

      Dinah looked thoughtful for a second. “Wait, do you have to wait around for a work visa?”

      I shook my head. “Nope! Tristan and I were born in New York, so we have dual citizenship.”

      “Oh, I didn’t know that.”

      I shrugged. “After Dad retired, we moved back to Canada. I think Tristan kinda forgot.”

      “That sounds like T.”

      I smirked at her and took another sip of my beer.

      She pointed at my black hair. “Are you okay? With everything?”

      I pursed my lips in thought.

      When Lisa cheated on me, the first person I called was Tristan. The second call had been to Dinah, but only at her insistence. We weren’t that close, but close enough that I knew I could unload on her. She was a good listener.

      I shook my head and took a huge gulp of my beer. “Not really.”

      She had a sad look on her face. “I sorta get what you’re going through. It was hard to let go of Jason, and Noah…”

      “Is too nice?” I offered.

      “Yeah. I’m not sure I deserve a second chance with him. I really messed up.”

      “You crushed his heart into a thousand pieces!”

      She sighed. “I was scared.”

      I understood what she meant, but I still worried about Noah and whether she would break his heart again.

      “You and Noah are good now, right?” I asked.

      She nodded with a big smile. “Yeah! He made me promise that the next time I get scared, I talk to him like a grown-up. He’s too good to me.”

      “Who knew Noah would be the adult in the relationship?”

      She made a face at me, and I nudged her with my shoulder, so she knew I was just joking.

      Noah was an anomaly for a hockey player. Most were complete douchebags, but not Noah. He was the epitome of niceness. If I had been interested in any of my brother’s teammates, it would have been Noah Kennedy. Too bad he was like a brother to me.

      “So wait…where are you staying?” she asked.

      I groaned. “Next door until I can find a place.”

      Dinah’s eyes widened. “Really? With Benny?”

      I gritted my teeth. “Unfortunately.”

      “Okay, why do you hate him?”

      “He asked if my tits were fake!”

      “He apologized!”

      “He’s so annoying. He thinks he’s God’s gift to women. Why does he have to be so hot?”

      Dinah bit her lip and tried not to laugh. “So you hate him because… you think he’s hot?”

      “Shut up!”

      She laughed that throaty laugh of hers, but then someone tapped her on the shoulder and distracted her. I wandered off into the dining room. I finished my beer and then switched to water while I gazed out at the city skyline.

      Moving to a new city with zero plans was impulsive. What did it say about me that I was moving to a different country? If my brother didn’t live here, I might have reconsidered. But working for the league was a step-up for my career. I would have been a fool not to take the job.

      I felt a presence sidle up beside me. It didn’t surprise me when I flicked my eyes to the side and saw Benny standing next to me. Oh, here we go. I didn’t feel like fighting with him right then.

      My eyes tracked over him. He was wearing a red flannel button-down shirt that clung tight against his broad chest. He had rolled his sleeves up to his elbows, showing off his toned brown forearms.

      Oh my God, those forearms! Why did this infuriating man have to be so hot?

      “Can I help you?” I asked, with a hint of venom in my voice.

      He held his hands up in surrender. “Just saying hi.”

      “Mmmhmm.”

      “Can I ask you something?”

      “No,” I growled.

      I looked down at the floor and tried not to stare at his forearms or at how nice his beard looked. I loved a nicely groomed beard on a man; it was a huge turn-on. Benny’s beard looked so good against his dark complexion. I would have appreciated his hotness more if he wasn’t such a jerk face to me.

      I was having a hard time focusing on getting him to leave me alone when he crossed his forearms over his broad chest. “Rox?”

      I glared. “What the fuck do you want?”

      “Tell the truth. Why do you really hate me?” he asked.

      “Because you’re an asshole.”

      He smirked and stepped closer to me, caging me in against the wall. He leaned down and bent his lips to my ear. “Then why are you looking at me like you want to ride my dick?”

      A shiver ran down my spine at his breath purring in my ear. Then my brain processed what he had said.

      Wait...what the fuck?

      I pushed against his chest. “That’s why! You’re such a dick!”

      He smirked at me, and his brown eyes walked down my body. “Come on, Rox. Tell the truth. You love how I get you all riled up. You know you want to⁠—”

      I cut him off by throwing my cup of water right in his face and storming off.

      I’d admit it was an immature thing to do, but it was my knee-jerk reaction. Sometimes I was a volatile asshole, and he seemed to bring it out in me. Tristan being the person who shoots the puck first and hopes it goes into the net? Yeah, I was exactly the same way. It was great on the ice deking past a defenseman, but not so much in real life when your emotions got the better of you.

      As I headed for the door, I heard my brother calling me. He grabbed my wrist to keep me from leaving. “Roxie, what did he say to you?”

      “He said I looked like I wanted to ride his dick!” I seethed.

      Tristan tried not to laugh, but he couldn’t help himself. “I’m sorry. I made him do shots. He’s pretty drunk.”

      “That’s not an excuse!”

      Tristan sighed and pulled something out of his wallet. “Here.” He pressed the object into my palm, and I realized it was a key. “I fly out early tomorrow, so you’ll need a key.”

      I shoved it back at him. “I’m going to get a hotel until I find a place. Or maybe Dinah and Noah will take pity on me and let me stay on their couch.”

      “You can’t do that. Just play nice with Benny, okay? For my sake?”

      “You’re not gonna persuade me to stay tonight?”

      He shook his head but pressed the key back into my hand. “Nah, you’re in a shitty mood.”

      “Bye, hoe!”

      “Bye, slut!”

      I left in a huff and made the trek back to the parking garage. When I got behind the wheel of my car, I realized Benny was right. I had been looking at him like he was a snack I wanted to eat up.

      It wasn’t lost on me that the man was ridiculously attractive. If I was being perfectly honest with myself, sometimes I wasn’t sure if I wanted to punch him in the dick or put it in my mouth. Maybe a little of both sometimes. I may have thought Lisa was my endgame, but it didn’t make me any less bisexual. I still recognized a hot guy when I saw one.

      One thing was for certain: I needed to get laid. Before I did something even more reckless than moving to a different country. Like hate banging my nemesis.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        BENNY

      

      

      My head felt like someone had been bashing it with Thor’s Hammer. That’s how I always felt after I drank with TJ. I ran a hand down my face and scratched my beard. Memories of my behavior last night came flooding back to me in a rush.

      Rox was right to hate my guts.

      I couldn’t believe the shit I said to her last night. I never would have said that if I was sober, but my drunk, horny brain took over. When I saw her from across the room, all I thought about was how to get her beneath me and moaning my name.

      What is wrong with me?

      I blamed TJ for forcing me to do shots with him last night, even though I should know my limits. If Rox didn’t hate me already, she definitely did now, and I didn’t blame her.

      I picked up my phone when it beeped with a text notification.

      
        
          
            
              
        TJ: You’re a dick, but seriously please don’t kill each other while I’m in Russia. Be the big man and apologize.

      

      

      

      

      

      I put my phone down and dropped my head back against the wall. TJ was right; I owed her an apology. I had been a massive jerk last night, and she hadn’t deserved that. I knew I should be the bigger person and apologize, and I knew I should do it in person.

      Hungover and feeling like hot death, I hopped in the shower. After, I crawled back into my bed and wanted to hide for the rest of the day. I didn’t handle hangovers well. During hockey season, I limited my drinking because I was very careful about what I put into my body. I took my nutrition and my career seriously. Despite my size, I should have been able to handle my liquor, but not as much as my teammate TJ.

      My phone beeped with another notification, and I saw a text pop up from my ex.

      
        
          
            
              
        STEPHANIE: Come get the rest of your shit.

      

      

      

      

      

      I rolled out of bed with a groan and went into the kitchen to make coffee and toast. I needed coffee before I did anything else and food to soak up all the alcohol in my system. I’d probably need to rope one of my teammates into helping me get the rest of my things, too. Riley still owed me a favor, so I’d call him later.

      I had just set my plate and coffee mug down at the island when there was a knock on the door. I walked over and opened the door and wasn’t surprised in the least to find Noah behind it.

      Good. Now I was roping him into helping me today.

      “You’re a dick,” he said and walked inside.

      I groaned and sat back down at the kitchen island. I took a bite out of my toast and sipped on my coffee. I wasn’t even sure I could keep this plain toast down. I never learned my lesson about drinking with TJ. I didn’t think that dude had ever been hungover in his life. Not sure what it was with the Desjardins’ genes, but the twins could drink an entire hockey team under the table.

      Noah sat next to me and stared at me without saying a word. He was one of the younger guys on the team, and I saw his immaturity shine through when he and Dinah were going through their rough patch. However, he was always the guy to tell you when you messed up and to help you fix it. He was one of the good ones.

      “I don’t know what came over me,” I admitted.

      Noah smirked at me. “I can’t believe you said that to her.”

      I didn’t need to ask who told him. Noah and TJ were tight, and before Rox stormed out, I saw her talking to her brother. I didn’t blame her for hating me even more after last night. I acted like the dickhead she thought I was.

      “You got it bad,” Noah said with a lopsided grin.

      I grunted in response.

      “You should apologize.”

      “I want to do it in person.”

      His eyebrows shot up in surprise.

      I glared at him. “Don’t look at me like that.”

      He held up his hands in surrender. “What are you up to today? You want to get some training in?”

      “Actually, I need your help.”

      “What’s going on?” he asked.

      I laughed. “Why are you so nice?”

      “Maybe you could learn from me.”

      I ignored that, even though he was probably right. Noah was a saint. A lot of the guys gave him shit for being a ‘stereotypical Canadian,’ but I think that was just his personality.

      “I still have stuff at Stephanie’s, and she wants me to get it today. We better do it now while she’s at work. Can you lend a hand?”

      “Of course!”

      I finished up my breakfast and listened to Noah tell me about Dinah’s three older brothers grilling him last night. Dinah’s brothers were super protective of her, but she didn’t let them get away with it. I was glad Dinah and Noah had figured things out because I had never seen my linemate look happier.

      I hated to admit it, but I was jealous of what they had. I’d been happy with Stephanie, but she wanted more. A lot of women said they didn’t want marriage and kids, but in my experience, that was a lie. When Stephanie asked if I ever thought marriage was in our future, I couldn’t lie to her. I didn’t want to get married or have kids.

      Noah followed me to Stephanie’s place, and we spent a couple of hours packing up my stuff into our respective vehicles. I owed Noah one. I then left my key on Stephanie’s kitchen counter with a note that read ‘sorry’ in my sloppy handwriting. I wished things had gone differently, but there wasn’t any room for compromise when you wanted different things.

      I spent the rest of the day unpacking my stuff in my new condo, even though I was half wondering if I should get in my SUV and drive up to Boston until training camp.

      Eventually, I called my sister because I needed her advice.

      “What’s this? A call from my baby brother?” Liliana teased when she answered the phone.

      “Hi, dweeb,” I said.

      “Hey dickhead,” she joked back.

      I groaned. “I really am.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She laughed for a long time after I explained everything that had happened.

      “That was bad, right?” I asked her.

      She laughed her ass off some more. “I can’t believe you asked her that! And told me!”

      My sister and I were pretty close, so me telling her this wasn’t that weird. I was the first person she came out to. It hadn’t gone well with our parents; they disowned her, and Liliana went to live with our grandparents while she finished high school. I had wanted to go live with them, too, to escape the insufferable fights my parents had day in and day out, but Dad wouldn’t allow it. I’d have more sympathy for my mom if she didn’t look my sister in the eye and tell her she wasn’t welcome in their home. Since leaving for Colorado after I got drafted, the only home I went back to was my grandparents.

      “Why did you ask her that?”

      “I don’t know,” I sighed. “I was very drunk.”

      “Michael!” my sister scolded. “Tell the truth!”

      “Did you use your ‘mom’ voice on me?”

      “Yes! Tell the truth.”

      “I don’t know.” I paced around my room in annoyance. “She annoys me. She’s still mad about what I said the first time we met.”

      “You asked if her tits were fake; I don’t blame her.”

      “That was three years ago! And I didn’t mean to say it out loud!”

      Liliana laughed. “Oh, brother, you have it bad.”

      “I do not!”

      “You don’t? You basically asked if she wanted to fuck you. Please, explain to me how you don’t?”

      I spluttered before blurting, “I wanted to know why she hated me so much. The other part was because I drank too much tequila with her brother.”

      “She hates your guts because you ask her rude questions!”

      My sister wasn’t wrong. I knew I messed up, and I’d own up to it. I was trying to be nice to Rox last night, but when she glared at me, my lizard brain chanted, Say something really rude to her to piss her off. She’s hot when she’s mad. No other woman ever made me react that way, so out of character. I didn’t know what it was about Rox.

      “Why did you ask that?” my sister asked again.

      I sighed. “Because she’s hot when she’s mad. And maybe it’s fun to poke the bear.”

      “Jesus. Look, you need to apologize. You should make her dinner.”

      I didn’t think I heard her right.

      “What?”

      “She started a new job today, right? She’s probably super stressed from trying to learn everything at once. Make dinner when she gets home tonight and apologize. Try to bridge the gap so you can leave the past in the past.”

      “TJ said she’s going through a hard time, and Noah told me her long-time girlfriend cheated on her.”

      Liliana swore on the other line. “You remember when Kelly cheated on you?”

      Kelly had been my high school girlfriend who stayed in Boston when I got drafted by Colorado. It hadn’t lasted long. I came home to surprise her in her dorm room, and she wasn’t alone. My chest ached thinking about it.

      “It really hurt. I was miserable for months.”

      “Exactly. She’s probably really hurting. Maybe her lashing out isn’t about you right now. Try to be nice to her—and stop saying rude things!”

      My sister always had the best advice. “Thanks, Lil.”

      “Mmmhmm. Hey, make her your pozole.”

      I stroked my beard. It wasn’t a bad idea. Making pozole was kind of my specialty.

      Growing up, my grandmother made me and my sister learn how to cook authentic Mexican food in her kitchen. She wanted us to keep in touch with our mother’s roots and remember where we came from. I loved that as a kid, especially on those days when my parents’ fights got to be too much, and we retreated to our grandparents’ home for comfort. I was a pretty good cook thanks to my grandmother, and I inherited her love of cooking for others. My sister teased me and said making food for others was my love language, whatever the fuck that meant.

      “It’s not a bad idea.”

      “See, I’m always right. Make her dinner and then you two can finally get married and have cute babies.”

      “Liliana!” I scolded.

      “What?”

      My family didn’t get that I didn’t want the whole marriage and kids thing. I loved my nephews, but I never wanted kids myself. My family had a hard time understanding that.

      “You know how I feel about that. Besides, making her pozole doesn’t mean any of that will happen.”

      She laughed. “I don’t know about that one, buddy.”

      “Ugh, why did I call you? Wicked annoying!”

      “Calm down. The Masshole is coming out.”

      “Bite me!”

      “Admit that you want to have giant, hockey-playing babies with Roxanne Desjardins.”

      “I don’t!” I huffed.

      “Whatever you say!” she teased. “I gotta go; I have a client coming in.”

      “Give my love to Nina and the kids.”

      I hung up with my sister and started drafting up my grocery list for dinner. I’d hit up the local Mexican-owned grocer, so I could get the best ingredients to make my pozole as authentic as possible. Maybe if I fed Rox, she wouldn’t be as angry with me. A guy could dream.
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