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          Joey

        

      

    

    
      Dude. Get your ass here. Everyone’s heading to Malley’s.

      I shook my head at Alix Halvrick’s text. He was one of my best friends on the team, but as single as they came. When he said everyone, he meant every single guy looking to score. I hadn’t been that kind of guy in years, really never, considering I was drafted to the Las Vegas Vipers when I was twenty and started playing as soon as I graduated from college.

      I wasn’t surprised the guys were headed out to celebrate. We were headed into late November, the trade deadline was over a month away, and we were killing our division, currently up by three games. The team was incredible, all of our lines working together like we practiced twenty-four-seven, even in our sleep. I was on top of my game, scoring a hat trick earlier in our road game to Arizona.

      I was also exhausted, my ribs aching from one too many slams into the boards by their defenseman who should have been a football linebacker.

      I’m out. Next time, I texted back and shut my garage door before entering my home.

      Lenora had a matinee earlier where she worked as a burlesque dancer for Las Vegas’s premier show on the Strip. I wanted a drink, my wife, and a few hours of catching up on our lives while I’d been on the road for the last week. Some sex. And a long night of sleep.

      Although that sex part could have been in any order.

      God, I missed my wife. We both led crazy lives, but when we were home together, she was the calm to my constant rush.

      Tucking my phone away, I entered our house, a gorgeous six-thousand square foot home, all modern and bright, but with finishing touches Lenora had made over the years. She’d turned the behemoth structure from a house to a home. Careful not to leave anything out where she’d trip over it, which drove her crazy, I dropped my bag into the mudroom and kicked off my shoes.

      The house was quiet, but that wasn’t unusual. Lenora lived a lifestyle that involved so much loud music and constant flashing lights she said it overwhelmed her senses and she craved the quiet when she was out of her performing mode.

      Which meant since she wasn’t on the main floor, in the kitchen, or reading a book in the family room, she was probably upstairs. Maybe napping.

      Hopefully soaking in our bathtub.

      Her car was in the garage, so she was home. A bath would explain why she hadn’t answered any of my texts after we landed letting her know we won. She might have been married to a pro hockey player, but when it came to the game, she gave no fucks about it. Barely watched it, occasionally came to my games, but never really enjoyed them. I didn’t fully blame her. Some women could be judgmental bitches when they heard what she did for a living, but I’d always been damn proud of her and impressed.

      She was incredible on stage, even if I didn’t love the fact she did it with barely anything left to the imagination. Guys got hard-ons to my wife’s moves and tits and her abs she worked hard to maintain, but only I saw the person she was outside the performer.

      And she was fucking awesome. Captured my attention the moment I saw her grabbing a coffee. I was a young, cocky little shit who’d recently moved to Vegas. I took my shot, got shot down, and continued to get right back up. For weeks I stalked her at the coffee shop, made her laugh. Once I realized she ordered the same thing every day, a skinny caramel latte with no whip, I’d have it waiting for her when she’d walk in.

      The third time I had her order ready, I’d already been sitting at a table, two cups of coffee in front of me. As soon as she entered, she didn’t even look toward the line. Her gorgeous blue eyes scanned the small shop, landed on me, and she came straight to me.

      She sat down, grabbed her coffee and said, “One date, you crazy man. I’ll give you one date.”

      I was done for. Now, every time I was on the road, all I wanted when I got home was to fall into my wife’s arms, talk about our lives, and then spend the rest of the night making love.

      Soft music filtered down the hallway from our bedroom. A light jazz. Her favorite.

      I picked up my steps, thinking of finding her in the tub, bubbles surrounding her full breasts that would already be peaked and hardened. I’d tear off my shirt, and she’d begin grabbing her tits, playing with them so I could watch her get herself turned on while I finished stripping.

      Oh yeah. Fuck Malley’s and spending time with the guys. I saw them enough. All I needed was my wife.

      I worked at the belt of my dress pants, yanking it through the loops and undid the button. The sooner I could join her, the sooner I’d have everything I needed.

      With my belt in one hand, I pulled off my shirt and reached for the door handle and opened it slowly, softly, so I could surprise her.

      Instead, it was me that was fucking surprised.

      My jaw might have slammed into the floor and I blinked several times, trying to make sense of what I saw in front of me.

      Because my wife wasn’t in the bathtub.

      And her hands weren’t on her own tits. They were on another woman’s, who was sitting on my wife’s face, her back to me.

      “What in the fuck?”

      “Oh shit!” Lenora screamed and the woman who was on top of her jumped to the side, grabbed the sheet from our bed and tangled it around herself.

      “Are you…” I blinked, trying to clear my vision. “Are you fucking kidding me?”

      Pain like I’d never known before slashed right through my chest. I might as well have been shot at point-blank range with my dad’s hunting rifle.

      “Joey. I didn’t know you were coming home yet.”

      Was she fucking high? “To my own home? What in the fuck is going on?”

      I mean, it was obvious. I’d just walked in on my wife, not only fucking around on me but fucking around with another woman. Pissed. Hurt. None of those words described what I was feeling. A roar rushed through my ears and I locked my knees so I didn’t collapse. Was this seriously happening?

      “Fuck, Lenora.” If the person she was cheating on me with was a man, I’d probably deck his ass. Instead, a quick glance told me it was Rhianna. Fucking Rhianna. They were friends. Had been for years.

      And Lenora hadn’t held secrets from me. At least I hadn’t thought so. Not until now. “How long?”

      Lenora blinked at me, eyes shimmering with tears. She’d told me early on she was bi. I’d worried about it for months. It’d taken a lot to be confident in what we had, Lenora assuring me she just loved everyone, regardless of gender. She wouldn’t leave me just because she got sick of dick and wanted variety. It wasn’t like that.

      Which meant I never, in my wildest dreams, even when I knew she thought Rhianna was attractive, could have imagined walking in on this—with Rhianna still currently scurrying around my bedroom, grabbing clothes and apologizing.

      Yeah.

      Me too.

      “How long?” I asked again. Lenora stayed on the bed, a pillow in her lap. and for the first time since I met her, I had no desire to glance at her breasts.

      “A couple of months.”

      A couple of months.

      Four small words.

      And my marriage imploded.

      I spun on my heels, threw my shirt back on, and grabbed my phone from my pocket.

      I’ll be there in fifteen minutes, I texted Alix. Because fuck this. If I stayed, I’d yell. I’d punch a wall or hell, I… I had no idea what to do with what I just saw. Heard.

      Halfway down the stairs, I shouted back up to them, “I’m heading out. Get your shit out of this house and be gone before I get back or we have problems.”

      She listened.

      I returned home the next morning after crashing on Alix’s couch, calling an Uber to take me back to the bar to get my car.

      By ten the next morning, my house looked like she’d never lived there.

      I cracked open a bottle of whiskey and got trashed.

      Again.
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      Champagne fell from the air like rain, the shouts of my teammates as loud as a roaring thunderstorm. The floors shook from our jumping. The screams of men and women so damn jubilant I almost forgot. For a moment, I almost forgot I was there alone.

      Arms were thrown over my shoulder. Alix, my best friend, yanked me to him and shoved a bottle of champagne in front of my face.

      “Drink up, motherfucker! We’re champions!”

      And I’d helped take the team there. A hat trick in game five of the playoffs where we won the series four to one. At home. The arena was still trembling either from fans refusing to leave or the ground shaking from the hoards making their way down the ramps to exit.

      I grabbed the champagne, tugged down on the Stanley Cup Champion hat I’d already had tossed at me, and chugged.

      Around the locker room, it was a haze of bubbly being shaken, confetti sticking to everyone’s uniforms, and wives. Girlfriends. Family members. My parents were there, my brothers and their wives and their kids. Lizzie was holding on to Garrett’s waist and Katie, her best friend and my brother Jude’s wife, was clinging to her arms, laughing so hard she was using Lizzie to hold herself up. In Jude’s arms was his baby daughter and my newest niece, Marissa, looking adorable and ridiculous with noise-canceling headphones over her ears that were twice the size of her tiny, seven-month-old head.

      And there I was.

      Chugging champagne, seething with jealousy at the guys who had their women with them.

      It’d been seven months since I kicked Lenora out of our house. Five months since our divorce was finalized. Three months since she started posting pictures of her and Rhianna on her social media pages.

      Three hours since she sent me a text, texts that started coming once we reached the playoffs.

      Good luck tonight. I know you’ll do great. I’d love to talk when you can. Followed by a kissing emoji that’d made me want to smash my cell phone into my locker and then slash it to pieces beneath my skates.

      Every time her name popped up on my screen my gut rolled. They weren’t personal. No questions asked. No hellos. A simple good luck text like we were still friends and they kept coming even though I hadn’t responded to any of them.

      Partly because I couldn’t figure out why she’d start texting me now. Asking me to call her? For what fucking purpose?

      Lenora never gave a shit about hockey. One of the things I loved most about her. Once I got over my own insecurities with her, there was no doubt she was with me for me, not the game or the excitement or the money. At first, she’d tried to understand the rules. She’d listen while I talked about the game or my team. She came to the occasional game, but outside my family who liked her, she never fell into the whole hockey wives and girlfriends’ traditions of watching games together. She’d had her own life, one she loved.

      I’d always thought her independence and confidence was sexy as hell—until that life of hers ended up naked and riding my wife’s face in my own fucking bed. One I burned as soon as I was sober enough to do so without setting my backyard on fire. I’d slept on my couch for two weeks before my new bed was delivered.

      Possibly—not my greatest moment in life but whatever.

      Alix went to take the bottle out of my hand and I grabbed it back. “It’s mine now.”

      He threw his head back and laughed. “Damn straight.” He just shook his head and grabbed a bottle from Max, one of our defenseman, next to him.

      As soon as he did, Max hip-checked him, shoving Alix into me so hard I almost stumbled on my skates.

      “We’re getting fucked up tonight, boys!” Max shouted.

      “Hell yeah!” Alix screamed right back, waving the champagne bottle in the air and drenching us further. He turned to me. “You in?”

      How I wanted to. Badly. “Can’t.” I shook my head and pointed the tip of my champagne bottle toward my mom and dad.

      John Taylor Sr. was surrounded by our coaching staff and veteran players. Everyone flocked to him. As a man who was now in the NHL Hall of Fame, I didn’t blame anyone for their interest in him. Hell, he was still one of the best men I’d ever known. “My parents insisted we all had dinner tonight first, win or lose. Johnny and Jason and their families head back home tomorrow.” Had we lost, we would have hit the road and headed back to Boston for game six. Johnny had planned to watch us there, since they lived in New York, but Jason and Tessa couldn’t handle all the traveling, not since we just learned she was pregnant. The Taylors procreated like bunnies. My parents had been thrilled. I’d left the room, burning with jealousy.

      “Fuck. That sucks. Meet up later? Kane just got word Lavo’s shut down the terrace for us tonight and opened up the VIP section. We’re busing it there.”

      “I’ll be there,” I assured him.

      The last place I was going was home tonight. Not to an empty house since my parents and family had suites in a downtown hotel. I’d told them all they could stay with me but Dad didn’t want to interfere with my traveling and need to focus. Silly, since the entire team was required to stay in a hotel the night before games on lockdown for the same reason.

      I might have been twenty-six years old, but I’d long since learned that arguing with my parents was useless.

      Coach Vik shouted out and the room went silent as he praised us on our wins, congratulated us on an amazing season and told us to stay strong in the off-season. Then, like Coach tended to do, he shouted for us to stop acting like Neanderthals, get dressed and get the hell out.

      An hour later, I was pulling up to the restaurant where my parents had reserved a private room, to find it packed.

      Garrett and Lizzie were already there, along with his mom and sister who’d been staying with them for a few months. At the sight of Gabby, my chest did that strange tightening thing it’d started doing lately whenever I saw her. A few months back, she and I had spent an hour in a waiting room together where she’d lost her shit thinking of Lizzie losing the babies she was still currently carrying. I’d brought Garrett to the hospital the moment we arrived back from an away game after he’d received alarming texts when our plane landed. While he went to be with Lizzie, it’d been me Gabby had turned to.

      “I can’t… what if she’s in trouble. And God, I barely know you. You don’t need this.”

      “Hey.” Without thought, rhyme, or reason, I draped my arm over her shoulders and pulled her to my chest. “It’s okay. You’re allowed to be worried and if I didn’t want to be here, I wouldn’t be.’’

      She cried softly, knee bouncing as it continually brushed against mine, and I focused on the medicinal smell  of the hospital instead of the minty scent of her shampoo.

      God, she was gorgeous, and if you put Gabby and Garrett next to each other, no one would ever suspect they were siblings. His lighter hair and blue eyes were the exact opposite to Gabby’s chocolate brown hair, thick, piled on top of her head right now but there was so much of it, I couldn’t help but wonder how long and thick it’d be when it was down.

      Holy shit. Where’d that come from? Not only had I never seen her that way before, but she was also my teammate’s little sister—my friend’s little sister.

      “Thanks,” she said, and pushed off me, as she did, my fingers didn’t loosen on her shoulder and I didn’t let her go.

      Not in time for her to almost brush her lips over my jaw as she tried to sit up.

      And shit. Her eyes were golden, so bright and beautiful with flecks of coal that sparked from her irises and out.

      “Joey,” she whispered, and I swore her hand hit my knee. Trailed to my thigh.

      Shit. What was I doing? But I couldn’t pull away. For the first time in months, my heart was hot, my chest heaving, and where her hand was at my thigh, applying pressure, the heat from her touch was shooting higher, straight to my dick.

      It was then I realized her hand wasn’t on my leg holding me to her but trying to push me away. I released her like I’d been burned and cleared my throat.

      What in the hell was happening to me? “You good?”

      “I’m okay.” Her dark brows, thick and perfectly shaped, furrowed. “Are you?”

      “Yeah.” I wiped my hands down my thighs. “Of course I am.”

      But I wasn’t. I was anything but.

      I lusted after my teammate’s little sister. It might have only been for a few seconds, but those seconds were everything.

      For the first time in months, I actually envisioned myself with someone other than Lenora.

      Talk about shitty timing and the worst person to suddenly find myself attracted to.

      I shook off the memory, the sensation that made my chest grow warm every time I saw her now.

      The rest of the team had begun filtering into the waiting room then, allowing me to put space between us. Lots of space. Space I’d kept up since then.

      Until now, because surrounding the table were my brothers, their wives, a handful of kids and babies in the mix, our parents… and the only empty seat at the table?

      Right next to Gabrielle Dubiak. My teammate’s sister. My friend’s little sister.

      And the woman who admittedly, since that night in the hospital, had been someone who’d been both unwelcome and welcome in my nightly dreams.

      I’d also been right, with her hair down and curled, it was long. Thick. Luscious.

      Hair I wanted in my fist and on my pillow.

      Fuck.
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      Hair spiked at the back of my neck and tingles created an unwanted, full body shiver as they danced down my spine. I didn’t have to turn to know who’d I find entering the private room.

      Joey was here.

      Joey who’d held my hand and looked at me like he wanted to kiss me months ago.

      Joey, my brother’s teammate, and great friend and all-around sexy as hell but also incredible guy. The guy I couldn’t stop thinking about since that night he’d held me. Comforted me. Looked at me like he’d wanted to slip his hands into my hair and press his mouth to mine.

      The guy who’d been able to make me think Kurt who? whenever Garrett or Lizzie asked about my ex-boyfriend and if I was still hiding out in Vegas so I didn’t have to deal with him.

      Joey Taylor, the king of the ice who’d scored a hat trick in their final game tonight to help his team win the Stanley Cup.

      Joey, who was saying hello to everyone but me because he’d barely looked at me since that hour we spent alone in the hospital months ago. Who was now pulling out the chair next to me, settling his hand at the back of mine and leaning in.

      “Hey Gabby,” he said, and his lips moved so perfectly, slightly hidden behind his dark, thick scruff. His matching black hair was long, in desperate need of a cut. And God how I’d love to get my hands in his hair—in a way that had nothing to do with my chosen cosmetology profession.

      Joey Taylor might have been the youngest Taylor brother, the youngest guy in this room, but he was hands down, the star of all my recent fantasies, so much so my mouth went dry at the sight of him, the fresh scent of his cologne he must have applied after his shower, the glimmer in his piercing dark eyes and the way his lips moved as he asked me something.

      “Huh?” I asked, like a complete fool.

      Oh God. How long had I been staring at him?

      He blinked, gorgeous dark lashes fanned his lids and then those full, pink lips of his with the perfect bow at the center top, kicked up at the corner.

      Amusement lit up his eyes. “I said hello. And how are you?”

      “Oh. Good.” I reached for my water. The icy condensation on my glass chilled my palms and fingertips. Did nothing to squash the heat pulsing in other places. Places that pulsed with need whenever I thought of him. I took a sip then chugged half the glass and as I licked my lips, cursed myself.

      “I’m good,” I repeated, because he’d stolen my brain cells. “Congratulations. You should be proud of yourself.”

      He leaned back, away from me, but I could still smell him. Still feel the warmth from where his hand brushed against my shoulders. “Had a great team working with me.”

      “You can’t be that modest. You played awesome.”

      His hand reached up, ran beneath his bottom lip, tugging it to a corner like he was thinking, but then he was jostled from the other side and his hand fell.

      “Thanks,” he murmured before turning to the interruption, his brother Jason, messing his hair at the top of his head.

      “Damn good game, kid.”

      He smirked and shook his head, clasped his brother’s hand in his, and yanked Jason down to slap him on the shoulder. “Not a kid.”

      “Aw. Come on. You’ll always be our kid brother.”

      His features twisted into an arrogant smirk. “What can I say? Mom and Dad had to keep trying until they reached perfection.” He shrugged his shoulders and tossed his hands up in a what can you do gesture that had Jason throwing his head back and laughing.

      “Sure thing. You keep telling yourself that, runt.”

      I forced myself to turn back to the table, to where Lizzie sat across from me, barely able to squeeze herself close to the table due to her rapidly growing belly. She and my brother got married only a few days ago, right before this final series started.

      I couldn’t be happier for them.

      I also couldn’t stop the tiny green-eyed monster who lived deep inside my gut when I caught the way they were smiling at each other. Googly-eyed barely described the way they looked at each other as Garrett rested his hand atop her belly, carrying their twin boys.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      “I’m good. Promise.”

      He kissed her cheek. “We won’t stay long. I think it’s time we start planning that honeymoon.”

      Her cheeks turned pink, and her smile widened. This was what I wanted. Thought I had with Kurt. Stupid me for thinking I’d find it with him, though. I’d fabulously ignored all the red flags he’d waved like a matador in my direction.

      I reached for my water, drinking the rest of it when the servers assigned to our room returned with trays filled with drinks we’d already ordered, and appetizers Garrett and John Taylor Sr. requested ahead of time.

      Soon, the table was filled with food, alcohol flowing.  Laughter bounced off the walls, and through most of it, I was an outsider.

      Until my mom reached out and set her hand on my forearm.

      “So, honey. What are your plans now?”

      My mom was wise. She was smart beyond smart. A single mom since my dad died when I was five, she was a detective with our local police department back in Washington. I loved her with my whole heart, but when we were around each other, we were oil and water. I couldn’t remember a time when we’d truly gotten along, or when she hadn’t condemned one of my current life choices. She had a very linear way of believing how life should be lived.

      Like making plans. Sticking to them. Never deviating. The very idea of such structure was enough for me to break out in hives.

      I took a sip of my red wine and slid my arm from beneath her soft touch, settling it into my lap. “I haven’t thought about it much.”

      She was famous for looks that spoke a million words with her eyes and mouth alone. Currently her look was full of disapproval, bordering on losing her shit with frustration. Thankfully we were in a room filled with people she’d in no way make a scene in front of.

      “You don’t actually think you can keep living off your brother and staying with Lizzie now that they’re married, do you?”

      Of course I didn’t. “Knowing what I can’t do doesn’t mean I’ve decided what I want to do.”

      She rolled her eyes, her lips thinning as she brought her gin giblet to her lips.

      What my mom didn’t know was that I had plans. Lots of them.

      Okay, so maybe they weren’t plans necessarily. But thoughts. Dreams. Ideas. They were plans in a hazy, I should go do this, kind of way. I had mountains of those. Just none I’d ever actually done before.

      But now?

      I could do them, right?

      I could do anything. I had no job. No man. Few friends back in Seattle mostly because I’d met Kurt shortly after I started my new job at the salon and while my coworkers were great, I spent most of my free time with Kurt and his friends. Fortunately for me, and because my big brother was the most awesome man I’d ever met, he’d insisted on paying for my apartment so I could save my income until I had a decent enough clientele to live off of comfortably.

      Sure I’d argued about it. I’d outright refused. Then, I figured what the hell. If my brother wanted to give me a few grand out of his millions to ensure I was taken care of, what was the harm? After all, that meant I could save my income for all those dreams of mine.

      Now, what was stopping me?

      “Gabrielle,” my mother sighed. “We’ve talked about this.”

      Technically, she’d talked about it until she was blue in the face. I settled in for the lecture I’d heard a half dozen times in the last week alone since she’d been in town and cupped my wineglass in both hands.

      “I don’t know how you think you can continue to keep living like this. Letting Garrett fund your lifestyle when he has his own family to provide for now, jumping from one job to another. You’re twenty-three, almost twenty-four years old. Don’t you think it’s time to start finding some stability? I mean, for God’s sake, look at your brother—”

      “Hey, Gabby, can you pass me the salt?”

      I jumped at Joey’s voice, the way his shoulder nudged mine.

      My mom, just getting started in her why can’t you be more like your brother rant that began filtering in one ear and out the other before I was eighteen, still had her mouth slightly ajar.

      “Sure, Joey.” I reached for the salt he could have easily grabbed himself and when I handed it to him, I swore his hand held mine longer than necessary.

      “Thanks.” His head dipped in my direction. Dark eyes met mine that sent a swirl of something warm straight to my stomach. “You okay?”

      “Fine.”

      His eyes scanned my face, tiny little lines dug in at the outer edges of them. He’d heard. Awesome.

      “Sure?”

      “Sure I’m sure.”

      “What are you doing after this?” He set down the saltshaker, not bothering to use it. Awesome, he really had asked for it just to interrupt my mom’s rant. How much he’d heard, how humiliated I was, were questions I wasn’t willing to ask.

      “Sleeping.” Finding a new place to go, because really, my mom was right. The season was over, Garrett and Lizzie were married. I couldn’t use the excuse to stay in town because he was on the road so much. I could go back to my Seattle apartment, but then what? I hadn’t wanted to live in Seattle since high school, but I kept staying. In part because I didn’t want to leave my mom there alone. Mostly because I had no idea where else I wanted to live.

      “I’m meeting the guys at the Venetian where they’ve shut down the outdoor terrace at one of their clubs for the team. Want to come?” He glanced at my mom, my brother, and then his brothers and family. “I think they’ll all be headed back to their hotels early.”

      I hadn’t planned on doing anything, but Joey was right. Lizzie would be home and asleep and the last thing I needed now was to be suffocating in their home with my mom on a roll of let’s get Gabby’s shit together for her since she can’t do it on her own spiel.

      “That sounds like fun,” I lied. “Thanks.”

      “Should be a blast.”

      Somehow, he didn’t exactly sound like it would be fun for him, either, but what the hell.

      He’d saved me when I needed it. I’d make sure we both had an epic blast.
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      My eyes were so dry I practically had to peel them open with my fingers. As they unstuck, a groan fell from my sandpaper scraped throat. Holy crap. Had I swallowed sand last night? Chugged saltwater by the gallons? Every bone in my body ached as I rolled over, groaning again, and then squinted.

      Where in the hell was I? The bedroom walls were a dark, rich gray. White woodwork surrounding them. The dresser along the wall held a variety of mishmash items. Cash. Coins. Bottles that looked to be cologne or perfume. My body screamed in agony as I tried to sit up, grabbing the white, and comfy as hell duvet cover covering the silkiest sheets I’d ever touched, dragging it all up and over my chest.

      “Holy shit,” I whispered, scanning my surroundings and freezing as I saw the bundle of covers next to me. The shape of a body beneath them with only a shock of dark hair visible.

      My pulse raced and I quickly dipped a look beneath the covers. I had on a shirt. But not my shirt. My legs were bare. Underwear on. As panic bubbled and my heart sped, at least there was the familiar, physical proof that nothing had happened down there the night before. But as I tried to figure out how in the hell I got to this strange room, memories of last night were a large, black and blank slate.

      “Oh fuck,” I whispered.

      Joey and I had left the restaurant and headed toward the Venetian. On the way, we’d grabbed drinks outside, in those long bottleneck things that were draped around necks with a lanyard. I laughed so hard at one point I bumped into him and told him I had to pee. We had to find a bathroom, and as we stumbled through a casino I couldn’t remember, there were muted lights and the ringing of slot machines.

      And then… nothing.

      But I’d been with Joey the entire time. Right?

      I swung my head in the direction of the body next to me. Dark hair. All I could see. A quick glance again at his hair, settled me further.

      Joey.

      It was him sleeping next to me.

      At least I didn’t hook up with a random in Vegas. God, but still, how embarrassing.

      Somehow, we must have gotten back to his house. He was a good guy. My brother’s friend. He wouldn’t have taken advantage of me.

      Nothing happened. Of course nothing happened. We probably got drunk, came home and crashed—at least, I was assuming we were at his home.

      As I tried to convince myself, I swung my feet over the edge of the bed. Huge mistake. The bedroom spun and the bed tilted and wavered.

      “Oh shit,” I groaned and palmed my forehead until the room settled. As I did, a scrape of something hard and cold scratched across my forehead.

      I pulled my hand back, frowning, and… oh hell no.

      Oh hell no. I jumped out of bed so quick and spun around, faced Joey, still sleeping, his back to me. His muted snores ratcheted up my panic level so much I almost collapsed back onto the bed, but despite the room going topsy-turvy and my stomach threatening to upheave, I couldn’t stop gawking at my hand.

      The sharp object? A ring. And on the top of that ring? A diamond. And bling put the size of the rock on my finger to shame.

      “Holy shit,” I gasped, right as my stomach flopped again.

      I turned, raced toward one of the closed doors, and covered my mouth. Thank God I guessed correctly. I ended up in the bathroom and sprinted toward the small door at the end.

      Please dear sweet heaven in all things holy, let it be the toilet.

      I fell to my knees right as neon colors from last night’s last remembered drink ended up splattering all over the toilet.

      I puked until there was nothing left in between, staring at the ring on my finger. My ring finger.

      Left hand.

      There was no way.

      This had to be a joke. Right.

      Had to be. There had to be some explanation. Maybe we’d been joking around. Maybe he won this for me in an arcade. Maybe he struck it huge playing poker or something and bought this for me as a prize for patiently standing next to him.

      Not that I remembered any of those things. But I sure as hell didn’t remember him sliding a rock the size of Mount Rainier on my finger either.

      “Fuck,” I moaned and once I was certain I’d emptied my stomach of last night’s contents, I scrambled off the floor and headed toward his bathroom that was almost the size of my living room apartment back in Seattle. All white. Stark. Marble counters, a shower with seven jets from multiple directions, and a bathtub that could possibly fit four. For a moment, I thought of climbing into it. Filling the tub and passing back out in the enormous thing. I swayed on my feet and made my way to the sinks where I splashed water on my face, used the hand soap—gross—to wash my face and remove mascara and makeup, and then found his toothpaste on the counter where I did a quick cleaning with my finger.

      What in the hell was going on?

      There was no way we got married. Not in Vegas.

      A laugh bubbled from my throat as quickly as the thought hit my mind. No freaking way.

      There had to be another explanation. Along with one of how I ended up in his room. In what I assumed was his shirt.

      Because absolutely, one hundred percent, there was no way I got married to my brother’s teammate. Not Joey. Not the guy who’d never once looked at me with anything but mutual respect despite the flutter my heart gave every time he was near me. Except, there was that one time…

      No. Stop it. I kicked thoughts of the night he’d gazed at me in the hospital, me sick with worry, Joey quick to comfort. He’d pulled me to his hard chest like he was built for being the protector and as soon as my heart had fluttered, I’d stopped it.

      No, that wasn’t true. As soon as I noticed how sharp his jawline was, how close I was to it. As soon as I inhaled the mild scent of his cologne, that hint of campfire and spicy man dressed in plaid carrying an ax. That’s what made me pull back from him, push him away.

      He’d been too damn tempting and I had to have been imagining all of it.

      But this?

      Oh dear God. “My mom is going to kill me.”

      A scattered, nervous, and almost hysterical laugh bubbled in my throat. So much for not living off my brother anymore like she’d accused me of. Nope. Classic Gabby. I jumped right into a freaking marriage with another rich man to cover my bills.

      Oh God. Tears burst into my eyes. My mom would kill me for this. Shoot disappointed daggers so deep into my eye sockets I’d die on the spot. I sniffed, splashed more water on my face, and forced down that image.

      We didn’t get married. Sure, I wasn’t a planner and I was more dreamer than foot settled firmly on cement, but to do something this extravagant?

      I wouldn’t.

      “Right?” I asked the reflection in the mirror. My skin was pale, a slight green hue to it. My brown eyes were dull, but that wasn’t shocking. My body felt like I’d drained it of ninety-eight percent of the fluid it typically contained.

      As I scanned myself in the mirror, looking for any signs of anything that could make this make sense, my reflection had no answer.

      Not helpful.

      But surely Joey could figure this out. He’d remember.

      Right?

      Right.

      I turned and opened the door slowly. It was silent, and I took a second to inhale a deep breath. This had to be a misunderstanding. Of course it was.

      Instead of Joey sleeping, his back turned to me with that quiet—and adorable, in retrospect—snoring sound, he was sitting up in his bed. Back to the pillows, scrubbing his hands down his face.

      And on his left hand?

      A fucking matte black band on his finger.

      “Oh fuck,” I said, and his gaze snapped in my direction.

      His hands fell to the duvet and eyes widened as he took me in right before his head thunked against the headboard and his eyes closed. “Thank God it’s you.”

      Not comforting. If he didn’t know who he was in bed with, did that mean he didn’t remember anything either?

      “Um.” I stepped into his room. “I think something happened.”

      “I know. We must have drunk every fucking bottle of alcohol in Nevada last night if the way I feel is any indication.”

      Despite myself, a quiet laugh slipped from my throat. He was joking. This was good. At least, not horrible.

      But did he not know? Had he not seen the ring?

      “Um. This might be the dumbest thing I’ve ever asked in my life, but did we get married last night?” As I asked, my knees wobbled. His eyes had still been closed, but at the mention of getting married, they flew open and his jaw fell.

      “What?”

      I gestured to his hand. Held up mine. “We have rings.”

      As he glanced at his own hand, his lips pressed together. Slowly, taking several long minutes, his gaze lifted. Tortured, pained dark eyes swept over my face before settling on my left hand, still in the air, ring and diamond so big it’d be visible from a mile away. “What the fuck?”

      “That’s exactly what I thought.”

      “No.” He shook his head, swung it side to side and groaned as he flung himself out of his bed. He was wearing shorts. Athletic ones that hung low on his hips and nothing else. I couldn’t help it. He was ripped. Everywhere. That V-muscle of his on display and his chest heaving.

      Fuck. Don’t check him out!

      He’s your husband, the stupid part of my brain whispered.

      He’s not! my more rational side screamed. I whipped my gaze to the wall behind him, and tears burned my eyes.

      “I don’t remember anything,” I said and my chin wobbled. Goddamn. I was not this girl. I didn’t cry. I didn’t cry when Kurt was banging his bimbo assistant when I showed up at his work twenty minutes early for a lunch date. “I can’t… I remember the drinks. I know we walked toward the Venetian, but after that…”

      “Fuck. I can’t be married to you.” He was right. Of course we couldn’t be. Still, a pain whipped through me at his words. He started and must have seen my expression. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

      I waved him off. “I get it.”

      “Lenora and I have only been divorced a few months.”

      “I said I get it.” The words came out harsher than intended and I took a step back even though we were so far apart it wasn’t like I had anything to be concerned about.

      He hadn’t touched me last night. That I was certain of.

      “Shit.” His hands dropped to his hips and his head fell forward, staring at the gleaming wood floor beneath our feet. “This isn’t… I can’t…. Fuck.” He laughed and lifted his head. “I don’t even know what to say. I don’t remember. You don’t remember. I mean, hell, maybe we just fucked around at a jewelry store or something?”

      I shrugged. His guess was as good as mine. “That’s what I was hoping for.”

      “Maybe that’s all we did.”

      “Sure.” Because how could I argue. He could be right, but even as I tried to agree, there was a niggling memory in my mind, like a finger tapping glass, trying to break free. And there was me on the other side, a white dress, a clump of pale pink flowers in one hand. And I was walking…

      I shook that out of my head. Wrong. I didn’t get married.

      No way.

      No how.

      “I need food,” I blurted, and Joey’s pale, stunned, and regretful expression changed. Lips kicked at a corner. “I need to piss and shower. But I can show you where the kitchen is?”

      At least he’d confirmed we were in his home, not some hotel, although I’d already gathered that. Couldn’t be too sure these days. His bedroom was twice the size of my brother’s. Decorated like it could be a hotel outside the clutter all over the dresser top, but who was I to judge?

      I was a shit housekeeper.

      “I think I can find it, but um, do you have a pair of pants or something I can wear?”

      Outside the clutter on his dresser, there were no clothes on the floor. Especially nothing of mine. Most definitely not Garrett’s jersey I wore last night with jeans. Where in the heck were my clothes?

      A pink stain rushed to Joey’s olive-colored cheeks, making me fidget where I stood. He really needed some clothes, too.

      His nakedness could distract me when I was running on full throttle. I couldn’t handle him while I was running on empty.

      Crap on a cracker. How did I get into situations like this?

      Joey moved to his dresser, shaking off whatever thought he had when I asked for pants and set a few things on his dresser.

      “I’ll be down in a few minutes,” he muttered, not looking at me.

      Once he was gone, I dashed to the dresser, grabbed a pair of flannel pants, pulled them on and tied them around my waist, rolling them several times so I didn’t trip over the length. Dressed, still nauseous, needing caffeine and for someone to walk me through last night, I made my way down his hall to a grand staircase, wide enough for the entire first line of his team to stand shoulder-to-shoulder on. The house was enormous, all of it looking professionally decorated with natural hues and small pops of color that made it feel more homey than bare and cold, but there were few personal touches.

      Not that it mattered. I didn’t care about Joey’s house, his life… or I shouldn’t have, but I found my steps slowing once I hit the main level. The tiled floor chilled my feet, but I still gazed around. There were two small sitting rooms, a closed door with glass panes that looked like it led into an office, Joey’s most likely based on the sports jerseys framed on the walls and a few different baseball caps set on shelves. The only personal items in the whole house were in that room I figured, while I found the enormous living room, a vaulted ceiling that was at least two-stories high with wood beams. A ceiling fan hung in the middle, swirling slowly and silently. It did nothing for the airflow, or the nerves pressing down on me.

      If we’d done something so ridiculously stupid as to get married, how did we fix it?

      He was a good guy, but practically a stranger. I knew him through stories and secondhand information, enough to know he’d been with Lenora for years. And obviously he wasn’t over that…

      I can’t be married to you.

      He’d spit it so angrily.

      I finally found the kitchen beyond the main living area, but it took another minute to find the coffee pot, tucked into a mini kitchen behind his behemoth of a professional kitchen that looked industrial and cold, through a walkway, around a corner, that took me to a smaller area where there was a stainless-steel pot on the counter along with a microwave.

      Who in the hell had two kitchens right next to each other?

      I shook my head.

      Again, who cared?

      Joey had to make millions. He was one of the fastest wingers in the league. His parents and family came from money. A dynasty of Taylors whose father had played pro hockey and all four sons followed in his footsteps.

      Thankfully, the coffee pot looked simple enough and after a quick search of cupboards above it, I found mugs and more boxes of coffee pods than a grocery store contained. I grabbed one, not bothering to see if it was flavored, desperate for something normal. For caffeine. For something to erase the headache and if possible, the decisions of last night and as it brewed, I explored a little more. Around a different entrance to this mini kitchen, my eyes popped when I found another staircase. Narrowed, more normal, it led straight up to the second floor.

      A door behind me showed the garage, four stalls, two empty.

      The gurgling sounds of my coffee quieted and I moved that way, slid the coffee mug into my hands, and blew on it before my first sip. As soon as the heat hit my tongue, my eyes closed and a quiet moan escaped.

      Coffee. Almost everything I needed to erase this hangover.

      I headed back to the kitchen, hearing footsteps sound almost above my head and a few moments later Joey appeared through the mini kitchen and into the eating area where I was seated.

      His hair was wet, dark locks swept to the side and he was scratching his beard while thumbing through his phone almost maniacally. I’d never seen fingers move that fast.

      My phone.

      Where in the hell was my purse?

      I set my mug down and the noise must have startled him because his head whipped up. Dark, tortured eyes almost burned my skin with the intensity in his look.

      And then he dropped the bomb.

      “We are married. I want to stay that way.”
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