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      I briefly shut my eyes, blocking out the noise of the campus pub, and let the soothing sound of my guitar fall over me as I strum. Most of the time I’m up here on stage, singing and playing to myself, the students crowding the place are too busy drinking, gossiping, or fighting to pay me much attention. Not that there is a lot of fighting.  The owner Jimmy doesn’t put up with that kind of nonsense, and once you’re kicked out of the campus Tap Room, you’re kicked out for the semester.

      As I finish strumming, I take a breath and open my eyes, a rare sense of peace deep in my soul—peace that’s quickly obliterated as I accidently make eye contact with some drunk guy at the bar. I normally don’t play here after a hockey game. The place is always loud and rowdy, especially after a win like tonight, but there’s no way I could turn down the gig. I need the money, and not just to pay my tuition.

      He holds his beer up to me in salute, and I set my guitar down, ready to take a break. I don’t date. I don’t have time for it. But I especially avoid drunk guys at the pub. Nothing good can come from that. I try to avert my gaze, and that’s when it lands on Matt Morgan—not that I know him personally. I don’t. But he’s the star defenseman for the Scotia Storms and his reputation precedes him.

      His gaze goes from me to the drunk guy, then back to me again as he inches forward in his chair, perched on the edge like he’s about to pounce. On the drunk guy, not me. But I don’t want him involved. While I appreciate his gallant behavior—I really don’t see much of that in the pubs where I play—I’m not worth him getting kicked off the hockey team.

      My heart jumps into my throat and I practically stumble off my chair as the drunk guy staggers onto stage, two beers in his hand. “Hey,” he hollers, and hands a beer out to me. It sloshes over the side, and I quickly move my guitar before he spills on it. “You look thirsty.”

      “I’m good. Thank you, though.” I force a smile and bend to tuck my guitar away. I’m supposed to play for another half an hour, but I want to get out of here before a fight breaks out, and judging by the way Matt and his friends all just jumped from their chairs, I’m about to be in the middle of a bar brawl, and not only do I not want to get hurt, or be the reason anyone gets hurt, I can’t lose this job.

      “What, you think you’re too good for me?” the guy says loudly, slurring his words, and he glances back at his buddies, who are all laughing. He steps closer, sets one of the drinks on my stool and roughly grabs my arm. Heat crawls into my face, and I steal a fast glance around the bar as a hush comes over the crowd, everyone interested in the scene playing out on stage—with me in the middle of it. Kill me freaking now. I tug my hand away, or at least I try. His hand is the size of a baseball glove and he’s got one hell of a strong grip.

      “Get your fucking hand off her.” My gaze flies to Matt. His murderous eyes lock on the drunk frat boy, and it’s a good thing he’s not directing that stare at me. I’d probably fall dead right before his eyes.

      Frat boy smirks as he turns to Matt. With his attention diverted, his grip loosens and I’m able to snatch my hand back. I stand there, my heart crashing against my ribs. “Please stop,” I plead, but my voice gets drowned out by the guy standing over me.

      “Yeah, what are you going to do about it, asshole?” he taunts, setting the other beer down and fisting his hands.

      “I don’t want any trouble.” I back up and stumble on the microphone cord.

      Matt cracks his knuckles. “I’d be happy to show you.”

      He stalks toward the stage, and I hold my hands out, palms toward him. “Please, I don’t want any trouble.”

      Matt jumps onto the stage and squares off against the frat boy, but it’s not a fair fight. Nope, not a fair fight at all. While the frat boy is big and tall, Matt is bigger and taller, and his body is pure muscle and strength.

      “Back the fuck off and leave her alone,” Matt says.

      Frat boy snorts. “Or what?”

      Matt turns to me, his gaze moving over my face. Something in his eyes soften as he takes in my fear. “Kennedy,” he says and the fact that he knows my name momentarily shocks me. But that’s not the only thing that has my pulse jumping. I don’t think I’ve ever seen such kindness in a man’s eyes before. “You need to get off this stage,” he tells me, before turning to his buddies and gesturing for them to help me.

      Boots hitting the stage reach my ears as Matt turns back to the frat boy. “Listen, I’m not going to fight you. You’re drunk, and you’ll only end up getting hurt. But if you bother her again, I won’t go easy on you,” Matt says and I’m grateful that he’s not going to pummel the guy in front of me. I also like that he’s not throwing around his brawn, when he so easily could.

      “Fuck you,” the frat boy yells, and draws his fist back. Only problem is, I’m standing close, and his elbow gets me in the eye.

      “Owe,” I cry out, my hand flying to my stinging eye as I drop to my knees. With my eyes closed, I can’t see what’s going on around me. I can only hear the commotion of Matt dragging the guy off the stage, Jimmy cursing as he comes running out from his office, and the crowd cheering Matt on as he drags a kicking and screaming frat boy outdoors.

      “Pack it up,” Jimmy orders, as tears fill my eyes.

      “It wasn’t her fault,” Matt’s friend, and fellow hockey player, Chase explains.

      Jimmy waves his hand around. “You know the rules. You fight, you’re out. None of you are welcomed back until the winter semester.”

      My heart falls into my shoes as my mind races. I can’t lose this gig. I instantly begin to calculate my expenses. If I cut my food bill down any more than it is, I’ll only be able to buy crackers. I swallow hard. I guess I’ve lived on crackers before, but there’s more than me to think about these days.

      “Jimmy,” I plead. “Please. I’m sorry. It won’t happen again.”

      “It wasn’t even her fault,” Matt argues as he comes back inside and jumps up on stage. He crouches down next to me. “Jimmy, it wasn’t her fault.”

      Jimmy folds his arms across his chest, a good sign that he’s not open to hearing my side of things. “You know the rules.”

      My body shakes despite my best efforts to keep myself together. Usually, I’m shivering because I’m always cold, but this time I can blame it on worry and fear. Matt’s big arm goes around me and he helps me to my feet. While it’s instinct for me to pull away, for the first time in a long time, I lean into him, let his warmth push back the cold racing through my blood—which is so not like me. The last time I relied on a man, or trusted one, it was a disaster. Why the heck am I doing it now? I can only blame it on the adrenaline dump and the fear cutting through me.

      Jimmy points to the door. “Out, now.”

      Matt’s arm tightens, hugging me to him as he leads me to the three steps leading to the main floor. “My guitar,” I manage to choke out, my throat so tight it hurts. I try to turn back. His hold tightens.

      “My buddy will get it for you.” I nod and keep my head down, completely mortified as I work to put one foot in front of the other and step into the dark night. The cool September air washes over my skin, and I take deep gulping breaths. Losing this gig might not seem like a big deal to Matt—he’s the world’s golden child who’s never had to work for a thing—at least, that’s what I heard about him. But to me, it’s food on the table, and not just for me.

      “I’m really sorry,” Matt murmurs, his gaze moving over my eye, which will likely be sporting a big bruise come morning. “I’ll talk to Jimmy.”

      I nod, but we both know he’s wasting his breath. He might forgive Matt—heck, a star on the hockey team brings in business. No one pays attention to the singer in the corner. But if I’m anything, I’m tough and resilient, and prefer to take action over feeling sorry for myself, so that’s just what I’ll do. Tomorrow, I’ll put on my big girl panties and find another job.

      “Thank you for helping,” I say, my little pep talk giving me a measure of strength.

      “That guy won’t be bothering you again.”

      “I…hate fighting.” I’m a peacekeeper, and there’s not much I can do about that. “I’m glad it didn’t come to that.”

      As my eyes adjust to the dark, and light spills out of the bar as his friends come outside to meet us, I admire the color of Matt’s eyes. I’m not sure I’ve ever seen such a translucent shade of blue before. It’s no wonder he has a harem of girls following him around. He scrubs the scruff on his chin, and oddly enough, the scratching sound does the strangest things to my insides. I reach for my guitar, needing something to do with my hands before I extend my arm and see if that scruff is as rough as it sounds.

      What would it feel like on my skin?

      Whoa, where the hell did that thought come from? I quickly shut it down, and the truth is, I’m well aware of where it came from. Matt is one hell of a hottie, and the second I saw that genuine kindness in his eyes, it tugged at something deep inside me. The simple fact is, I’m lonely. Between my home life, school, and work, there’s no time left for anything else. Not that I want anything else. I will absolutely not—I’m talking zero percent chance here—get involved with anyone. Especially an easygoing, life of the party, responsible only to himself guy like Matt. Bringing a guy like that into my life would only lead to disaster, and I have more than me to think about.

      “Thanks,” I say to his buddy Chase, and force a smile as I hug my guitar to my chest. “I…need to get going.”

      “Did you drive here?” Matt asks.

      “Yeah,” I say but quickly remember I chose to walk tonight. It’s nice enough out, and I want to save gas until I need it in the dead of winter. After losing this gig, I’m glad I made that decision. Plus, I like my car to be at home, in case of an emergency.

      Matt glances around like he’s searching for my vehicle. “I’ll walk you to your car.”

      I give a fast shake of my head, and simply say, “You don’t need to do that.”

      The pub door opens again and out walks Sawyer, who was in my English class freshman year, and her friend Daisy. There’s another couple with them, but I don’t know who they are. Sawyer gives the couple a quick hug, and they say goodbye. Once they’ve rounded the corner, Sawyer turns to me.

      “Hey,” Sawyer says. “Are you okay?”

      I nod. “I am.” It’s a lie. I’m not okay. I haven’t been okay for quite some time now, but that’s my business and I’ll get through this like I get through everything else. I’m a resilient East Coast girl.

      Sawyer jerks her thumb over her shoulder as her fiancé Chase puts his arm around her, and Brandon—another hockey player—joins the circle. “We’re headed to The Lower Deck to grab some nachos. Why don’t you come with us?”

      Longing wells up inside me. I want to go. I really do. I want to have a normal campus life, but that’s not in the cards. “I can’t…I just lost this job.”

      My gaze is on Sawyer, but I’m completely aware of Matt at my side. I don’t need to turn to him to know he’s staring at me, his intense gaze assessing everything I say and do. I slowly angle my head, and my tight throat tightens even more as my eyes meet his. Wow, I’m pretty sure no guy has ever gazed at me like this before. Being the sole recipient of his focus is rather unnerving…flattering.

      “Nachos are on me,” he says. “It’s the least I can do to make up for that asshole harassing you.”

      “None of that was your fault.”

      “Well, he’s a guy and I’m a guy and I want to make up for our kind.”

      “You’re not responsible for all mankind, Matt,” I say, a little chuckle bubbling up in my throat.

      He angles his head. “How do you know my name?”

      I arch a brow and stare at him like he might have taken one too many hits on the ice. “Really?”

      “You follow the team?”

      “No,” I say honestly. I don’t. I don’t have time. “I’ve heard of you. Who hasn’t?” I say lightly, at least I’m trying to be light. God, the last thing I want is for him to think I’m another one of his groupies. But a guy like Matt, he’s hard to miss on campus.

      “Don’t believe everything you hear,” he says, and Chase slaps him on the back.

      “Only half of what you hear is true,” Chase laughs. “The other half. That’s true too.”

      “Hey,” Matt shoots back, and pretends to punch him in the gut. Chase laughs, puts Matt into a headlock and rubs his knuckles on his head. The knot in my chest loosens as everyone laughs, the air flowing into my lungs a little easier now as the two fake-fight like brothers and best friends. I watch, transfixed, my heart squeezing a bit as a part of me longs for this kind of friendship, comradery…normalcy. Don’t get me wrong. I don’t regret the choices or my life, but this…I miss this.

      I steal a fast glance at my watch. “Okay,” I blurt out. The two guys stop playing around, and Matt fixes his mussed hair.

      “Okay, you’ll come for nachos?” he asks, like me tagging along somehow just made his day. I guess he’s really interested in making up for his kind.

      I nod. I was supposed to be playing for another half hour, which means no one is expecting me until my shift was over. What could one little plate of nachos hurt?

      “Sweet,” Matt says and takes my guitar from me. I’m about to snatch it back, until I realize he’s being gallant again. This time around, however, I’m older. I’ve seen too much and have been through too much to fall for a man because he’s charming.

      I hope.
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      We leave the campus pub, and Kennedy keeps pace beside me as we walk along the path leading to the pub with the very best nachos in town. Yes, I’ve checked out all the places. But I’m currently checking out the quiet girl beside me. I would say she’s shy, but I don’t know many people who can go up on stage and perform the way she does. Heck, just last year, my buddy Chase, in an effort to win his girl Sawyer, acted out one of her plays. If I didn’t think it was completely corny, I would probably say it was rather sweet.

      “I’m sorry about the job,” I say to her. “I feel responsible.”

      “Did you make that knuckle-dragging neanderthal drink too many beers, jump on stage and act like a complete jerk?”

      I chuckle at her apt description and her dry wit. “No, but I was ready to start a fight, and there’s a no fighting rule.”

      A small smile touches her mouth, a quick flash. If I hadn’t been looking, I wouldn’t have noticed.

      “While I appreciate it, you shouldn’t have done that. You have a hockey career to think about.”

      What? Has no man ever stood up for her before? Does she not think she’s worth it? Damned if that doesn’t make me want to keep my eyes on her from here on out, and fine, I know what you’re thinking. I like my eyes on her, with her long curls, big brown eyes and full kissable lips that look like puffy clouds, she’s pretty easy on them.

      I inhale deeply and stick out my chest, but I do hope I’m not coming off like a caveman when I say, “I wasn’t going to let him talk to you like that, and he had no right to touch you.”

      “Thank you, Matt.”

      Fuck, what is it about the sound of my name on her lips that tugs at my dick? She’s definitely not the kind of girl to go home with a guy like me, and I think I like her better for it.

      “Are you from around here?” I ask her.

      She nods. “Born and raised in Halifax.” She lifts her head a bit. “You?”

      “I’m from Alberta. Moved here for school and hockey. You should come to a game sometime.” As I consider how juvenile I suddenly sound, a frown cuts into her smile, like I might have suggested we head to one of the many oyster bars in town and slurp a few raw ones down. Bleh. A shiver races through me. In Alberta, the main protein is grade A grass-fed beef. While I love the East Coast, the restaurants go a little overboard on seafood. Maybe I’m biased because I came from a long line of dairy farmers—those cows are the milk producing variety, however.

      “I’ll try,” she says, her voice lacking any kind of conviction. I get hockey isn’t for everyone, but dammit, I don’t know why I like the idea of seeing her in the stands quite so much.

      We walk along the boardwalk, and Daisy points to the wave, an art structure that mimics a giant wave. “Who wants to race me up?”

      “I do,” Chase says, and we all slow a bit as they kick off their shoes and jump on the structure, ignoring the well-lit sign that says no climbing. It’s kind of a running joke around these parts. Chase is in the lead, until Daisy grabs his ankle. I laugh at their antics. Those two have been in competition since I met them. Apparently, they go way back. Both their fathers, as well as Brandon’s have been friends forever. When I moved here, they took me in like I was one of their own. I used to have a crush on Daisy—heck, almost every guy on the hockey team did at one point—but she doesn’t date hockey players. Crazy, since she’s on the women’s hockey team.

      A breeze washes in off the Halifax Harbour, and when Kennedy wraps her arms around herself, I instinctively pull her to me and run my hand up and down her arm. Her gaze jerks to mine. I held her earlier when she was shaking outside the pub. Now, though, I’m getting a different vibe.

      “I’m sorry,” I say quickly and pull my arm back. “I didn’t mean to touch without asking.”

      “It’s okay, it just surprised me.”

      I tug on my hoodie. “Want my sweater?”

      She gives a fast shake of her head. It’s no wonder she’s cold. A good breeze would likely carry her away.

      “Say it,” Daisy shouts to Chase as she slides down the wave after cheating to beat him to the top.

      “I won,” he shouts back.

      She tugs her shoes on. “No, I won. Say it, Chase, or I’ll tell your Dad about that time you stayed home from school pretending you were sick in bed.”

      “I was sixteen,” he calls back.

      “I know what, or should I say who, you were really doing in that bed.”

      Sawyer comes up to us, shaking her head and laughing. “You’d think they were brother and sister with the way they act.” She glances at Kennedy, who has the cute little grin on her face, like she’s enjoying everything about this. Or maybe she’s far more mature than we are and thinks we’re all idiots. “They go way back.”

      We all start toward the The Lower Deck again, passing by guests eating at all the outdoor patios, beneath the moonlight. Kennedy pulls her phone from her pocket and checks the time. Does she have somewhere to be?

      We finally reach our destination, and Chase holds the door open as we all pile in. Music reaches my ears as we grab a big table in the back.

      “I’ll be right back,” Kennedy says and disappears down the hall leading to the bathrooms.

      Brandon and Chase head to the bar to get drinks and put our food order in while Sawyer and Daisey slide in on either side of me.

      “She’s cute, huh?” Daisy grins as she flicks her blonde curls from her shoulders.

      “Who?” I play dumb and glance around like I’m trying to figure out who she’s talking about. A lot of guys are looking our way, their focus on Daisy, but she couldn’t care less.

      “You’re not a dumb-ass, Matt. Stop acting like one,” she says. Leave it to Daisy to tell me what she really thinks.

      “Yeah, okay fine. She’s cute. Lots of girls are cute.” While it’s true, there really is something different about Kennedy. I can’t put my finger on it, but she’s not like the other girls I usually hang out and party with.

      Not letting it go, Daisy suggests, “You should ask her out.”

      “Out where?”

      Sawyer rolls her eyes hard. “You’re right. She’d never go for a guy like you.”

      “What makes you say that?” I ask, even though I know exactly what she means. I’m a player, a guy who never had any kind of real responsibility. Heck, my parents run a huge dairy farm that has been in the family for generations, and my brothers and sisters all worked it since they could walk. The second my grandfather—the patriarch of the family who pays for everything, even my education and living expenses—learned I was a skilled hockey player, my only responsibility was to make it to the NHL. I became his obsession, really. He hated when I dated, or went to parties, or did anything remotely normal. Maybe that’s why I rebelled a little when I first arrived in Nova Scotia a couple years ago, hooking up with a different girl every weekend because I could, because no one was watching my every move. I’ll admit, I’m getting a bit played out. But now that’s what everyone here expects of me.

      Why do you have to live up to anyone’s expectations, Matt?

      Good question and the answer probably stems from my upbringing. Back home, everyone expected so little of me. Every time I tried to help out on our million-dollar dairy operation, I was shooed away. Honestly, I love my family, I love that they all worked hard and cut me slack so I could focus on hockey—and I’m happy that I got drafted by Tampa—but sometimes I think they only see a guy who has no life skills beyond the hockey rink. That I am a man of zero substance, who only has the ability to take care of himself.

      I became what they expected and haven’t proven them wrong, though.

      Are you capable of more, Matt?

      “So you do want to ask her out?” Daisy says loudly, too loudly. I glance down the hall to make sure Kennedy isn’t within earshot.

      “I never said that. If you’ll excuse me.” I nudge Daisy, and she shoves me back before she climbs out of the booth.

      As they guys come back to the table with a couple pitchers of beer, I head down the hall, and stop abruptly before I bang into Kennedy. With her phone pressed to one ear, and her finger plugging the other one, she gives me a nervous smile and turns into the wall to speak. Unease works its way through me, and I keep going.

      I duck into the washroom, go about my business and wash up, Kennedy still on my mind. She didn’t seem upset on the phone, and while I have no idea who she was talking to, she did seem jumpy about something.

      I head back to the table and run into a few girls who want to talk, but I’m anxious to get back to my friends—to Kennedy. Okay, so I’m being ridiculous. She’s not really my type, and probably only goes out with guys who have substance.

      As I reach our table, I overhear Daisy mention to Kennedy that she knows the owner and can check.

      “Check what?” I ask.

      Daisy shifts to let me into the booth, ever so blatantly forcing me to sit next to Kennedy. She gestures toward the guitar player. “Since Kennedy lost her gig at the pub…” Her voice falls off and she eyes me like it’s all my fault. I get it, I’m partially responsible. “We were wondering if they had any openings here.”

      “Oh yeah.”

      She nods. “Yeah, I really need the…uh, to play.” Why do I get the sense that’s what she wasn’t really going to say? “For my program,” she adds quickly, her head nodding, like she’s trying to convince me.

      “Hopefully they can fit you in. That’s great that you know the guy, Daisy.”

      Kennedy tugs her phone from her pocket, shields the screen from my eyes, reads something and quickly tucks it away.

      “Everything okay?” I ask, as she lifts her long lashes and glances at me. My God, her eyes look huge against her thin face.

      She smiles, but it’s forced. A part of me wants to press, but what would be the point? She’ll go home at the end of the night and I’ll go back to watching her from afar. Actually, now that she’s fired, and I do feel responsible, I won’t be seeing her at all—unless she can get work here. Strange how much I hate that she won’t be at the campus pub on the weekends. Jimmy told me not to come back until next semester, but he never bans the hockey players for that long. We’re too big of a draw after a game, and that means money in his pocket.

      The nachos come, and like the barn cat who always shows up at our place when Mom is cooking salmon, Beckett shoves into the booth, squishing Kennedy against me. I don’t hate the way her soft body presses against mine. Nope, don’t hate it at all.

      Her nose crinkles in apology, but I shrug it off, and don’t bother shifting to give her anymore room. I’m a douche like that.

      Beckett, our team’s goalie and an all-around nice guy, snatches up a cheesy nacho, and darts a glance my way as he says, “Dude, what the fuck did you do?”

      “Jesus, does the whole world know?” I know rumor spreads fast on campus, but Beckett wasn’t even at the pub when Jimmy kicked us all out.

      “Why would the whole world know that you fucked our housekeeper?”

      Kennedy stiffens beside me. “What?”

      Around a mouthful of nachos, he says, “Yeah, she quit, and that has your name all over it. Straight up walked out right after she made lasagna. I probably wouldn’t eat that if I were you.”

      “Shit.”

      “We need new rules,” Beck says. “The housekeepers are hands off.”

      I want to protest, tell him I never slept with her. That would be a lie, but it was ages ago and she came on to me. Not that it matters who initiated it. I have no idea why she quit, but I’m one hundred percent sure it had nothing to do with me. Okay, maybe I’m ninety-five percent sure.

      “Jesus dude, keep it in your pants,” Daisy snaps, and Chase and Sawyer agree.

      “Now what the hell are we going to do?” Beckett asks. “I sure as hell can’t cook.”

      “I can,” Daisy declares. “Not that you guys could pay me enough to clean your disgusting place and cook for you.”

      “I…cook,” Kennedy says so quietly, I almost miss it.

      “Are you saying you want the job?” I ask.

      “I mean…” She glances around at everyone as we all fall quiet to hear her. “If you’re hiring and the hours are flexible.”

      Beckett chomps on another nacho and shouts, “You’re hired!”

      “Wait, what?” I ask, this all coming at me fast. “Do you really want to clean up after a bunch of disgusting hockey players?”

      Dark, innocent doe eyes flash my way. “Is it that bad?”

      “Oh, it’s that bad,” Daisy snorts out. “But the pay is good, and this is a great way for Matt to make up for getting you fired.”

      “Just keep it in your pants this time, dude,” Beckett says and Kennedy blushes.

      Kennedy turns to Beckett. “That’s not…I mean I don’t want…I’m not going to…”

      “You say that now,” Beckett teases.

      “Shut up, Beck,” I warn and Kennedy turns my way. “If you want the job, it’s yours, Kennedy, and no, you don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do.”

      She smiles. “It’s settled then. I can start Monday and make a lasagna that you’re not afraid to eat.”

      “Sweet,” Beck says, and I sit there a little stunned. Kennedy is going to be our new housekeeper, and I have to keep it in my pants? Okay, then. Seriously though, it’s not like I had a chance with her anyway. She’s too damn good for me.

      We all fall into easy conversation, and munch on our chips and drink our beers. Once we’re done—and I don’t miss the way Kennedy keeps checking her phone, what, does she have a hot date, or a boyfriend waiting?—we clear the booth.

      I grab her guitar, and the night air is cooler when we step from The Lower Deck, and everyone says goodnight to head back to their own places. I turn to Kennedy. No way am I letting her walk the waterfront alone, not at this time of night.

      “Come on, I’ll walk you to your car.”

      She turns from me and glances into the dark. “No, it’s okay. I actually forgot I walked to the pub.”

      “Then I’ll walk you home.”

      “No, home is a little far from here.”

      “I’ll drive then.”

      “But it’s far.”

      “All the more reason for me to drive.”

      “I’m sure you have better things to do.” She reaches for her guitar and I hold it out of her reach.

      “Nope.” Honestly, I can’t think of anything I’d like more than to see her home safely. “Do you know how many crazies there are out at night?” She grins and eyes me. “Wait, are you saying I’m one of them?”

      “No, I’m not afraid of you, Matt.”

      “Good,” I say, and can’t help but think she should be. Her, alone in my room… I can think of all kinds of crazy things I’d like to do to her. I won’t, of course. I’d never do anything she didn’t want to do.

      What if she did want to do it, Matt?

      Nope, still not going to. I’m not good for her.

      Instead of walking the boardwalk, we head out onto the street where the lighting is better.

      “What was it like growing up in Alberta?”

      “It was okay. Grew up on a farm. Miss Alberta beef,” I say with a laugh. “Ever been?”

      “No. Do you have siblings?”

      “Yeah, there’s five of us.”

      Her eyes widen, like she loves that idea. “Really?”

      “Yeah, I’m the middle child.”

      She makes a face, a half cringe, half apology. “Sorry.”

      “For what?”

      “You know how needy those middle children are?”

      I laugh at that. “How about you? Siblings and if so, where do you fit in?”

      “None, just me.” There’s a longing in her voice.

      “It’s not all it’s cracked up to be.” I gesture to the path that leads to Storm House, not that I’m trying to get her to my room or anything. We cut through the tree-lined path, and she steps a bit closer to me as darkness closes in on us.

      “I really would love to go out west sometime. I’d love to see the world.”

      “You could pack your guitar, go from city to city, and play for money on the boardwalks. Busker style.” I’m joking of course, and she just laughs.

      “That’s for the young and free.”

      “Which we are, of course.” It’s not that true. We all have obligations. I’m not sure what hers are, but mine is to play in the NHL. It’s all that’s ever been expected of me. I stop walking when we come to the parking lot of Storm House.

      “So this is it, huh?”

      “Yup. I’ll give you a key so you can come and go as you please,” I say. A cool breeze blows in from the water, and she shivers. “That’s my truck.”

      “You drive a truck?”

      “You can take the boy out of the farm, but you can’t take the farm out of the boy. Come on, let me drive you the rest of the way.”

      She hesitates for a brief second. “It’s not that far.”

      “You’re not the one lugging this thing around,” I tease and lift her guitar.

      She grins. “I’m quite capable of carrying my own guitar.”

      “I have no doubt,” I say and mean it. I get the sense that Kennedy is the kind of girl who takes care of herself and everyone around her. “But come on, hop in.”

      She nods and we walk to my truck. I click my fob to unlock the doors and place her guitar on the back bench seat. She slides into the front, and I circle the vehicle and get into the driver’s seat.

      “Ohmigod, Matt,” she shrieks and picks a pair of my boxer shorts up off the floor, holds them up using two fingers, wrinkles her nose and asks. “Do I want to know?” I snatch them from her and toss them into the back. “Is your room this bad? Was Daisy right?”

      “No and no and no.” She blinks and one eye half closes as she tries to piece that together. “You probably don’t want to know, but I’m going to tell you.” I start the truck and back out of my spot. “They probably fell out of my hockey bag after our Wednesday night game in Cape Breton. No, my room isn’t that bad.” I toss her an apologetic look, because it’s not that good either. “And no, Daisy was not right. Daisy is never right.” She’s still giving me the side eye as I pull onto the road. “What?” I ask.

      “Nothing.”

      “Are you telling me I won’t find your panties in the passenger seat of your car? Like it’s not a thing?”

      This time she laughs out loud and I laugh with her. “You’re crazy, Matt.”

      “You’re probably right. Where do you live?”

      “Just off South Park.”

      I take a right and head down the street, and she guides me, telling me to stop before I pass a tiny little bungalow tucked in between two bigger houses.

      “This is me.” She’s opening her door before my vehicle is barely stopped. Is she embarrassed to be seen with me? Yeah, probably. “Thanks for the lift and nachos, and the job. I’ll stop by Monday after lunch. Will you be there?”

      “Yes.” I will be now. The door shuts, and she darts in front of my truck and into the house. I sit there for a moment, staring at the front stoop, lit under the porch light.

      As a yawn pulls at me, I step on the gas and head back to Storm House. I round the corner and that’s when I remember her guitar. She could probably get it Monday, but she probably needs it before then, and I don’t want to be responsible for it getting played or damaged by any of the guys in the house. I turn around and pull into her driveway, parking behind a car that looks like it’s held together by duct tape.

      Her porch light is out as I grab her guitar and hurry to her door. I knock, and wait a second. I knock again, and just when I think she might have already gone to bed, the door opens, and my jaw gapes open—so does hers—as I glance at the girl I just hired to clean our house. The same one I had very inappropriate thoughts about.

      At least now I know why Kennedy seems different from other girls and why she doesn’t hang out and party with us.
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      As I walk to Storm House, my phone rings, and I tug it from my pocket, half expecting it to be Matt. Although I don’t know why. He doesn’t have my number, and after finding me at my door Friday night, my daughter in my arms, there’s no way he’s going to try to get my number from someone, or try to hook up with me. The shock on his face was blatant, and I didn’t miss the way he stumbled backwards. Why wouldn’t he, though? He had no idea I was a mother. Most people don’t. I keep my private life private. But the sight of me with my daughter, who looks very much like me, totally threw him off.

      Just like everything about Matt throws me off. And maybe the chemistry between us is all in my head. Maybe when he put his arm around me to warm me, it was nothing other than him trying to make up for the near fight that got me fired. I’m certainly not his type and everyone knows his reputation with the puck bunnies.

      Heck, he had boxer shorts on the floor of his truck and I’m not sure I believe the story that they fell out of his hockey bag. I have no doubt I was sitting on the seat he had sex on numerous times, and probably within the last twenty-four hours. I should probably burn the jeans I was wearing.

      Despite all that, Friday night was weird even before he showed up at my door with my guitar. How could I have forgotten it? I guess I was in a hurry to get away from him, and get inside before he tried to walk me to the door. I’m very careful who I bring into my daughter’s world. But the truth is, I actually enjoyed his attention, and hanging out with his group of friends. I have friends of my own, of course, but most of them are in the play groups I take Madelyn too. I love my daughter dearly, don’t get me wrong, but for one brief moment, I enjoyed forgetting about all my responsibilities. God, that makes me a bad person, doesn’t it?

      My phone rings and when I see that it’s a call coming from The Lower Deck, I put on my best professional voice and answer.

      “Hello.”

      “I’m looking for Kennedy Walsh.”

      “This is Kennedy.” I stop walking, right by Matt’s truck, and I lean against it to find the engine still warm. He must have just gotten home and little butterflies erupt in my stomach as I think about seeing him inside Storm House.

      “This is Jesse from The Lower Deck. Daisy speaks highly of you and suggested I hire you to play at my establishment.”

      I smile at that. I don’t know Daisy well, but she’s a straight shooter, and I think men are rather intimidated by her. It was so nice of her to vouch for me.

      “Yes, I would love to play.”

      “How would Tuesday and Saturday evenings work? Eight to ten.”

      I swallow hard, as I mentally go over Madelyn and my mother’s schedule. Tuesdays might be a bit tough, but I’m sure I can work it out. “That sounds great. When should I start?”

      “Next week. Come in early to fill out your paperwork.”

      I agree and end the call. I’ll have to take Daisy out for a drink to thank her. But right now, I need to settle the butterflies in my stomach before I step into Storm House and see Matt. I force my legs to work, head up the stairs and knock on the front door. I wait and glance around. Maybe Matt isn’t home, and he walked to wherever he was going. I try the door. It opens. Shoot, do I enter? Maybe it was left open for me. I push it open and step inside, hoping I don’t get arrested for breaking and entering.

      “Hello,” I call out, working to sound light and cheery, not nervous—or excited—to see Matt. My voice is met with silence. I stand in the quiet for a little while longer, the scent of smelly hockey equipment filling my senses. Eww. I take in the numerous duffle bags tossed against the wall of the hall, each bag with the last name of the player on it. I hope it’s not my responsibility to wash their gear. I walk slowly, searching for Matt’s bag, and I don’t know why. Maybe I want to see if he really does keep a pair of shorts inside.

      What the hell am I doing? I shake my head, and start walking through the house, trying to gauge how long it’s going to take me to straighten up and pull together a lasagna. For the most part, the place is clean. The housekeeper only quit the other day, so that’s not surprising. I walk to the kitchen and open the fridge to find it fully stocked. I spot last week’s untouched lasagna. Surely it hasn’t been tampered with, right? Was Matt the reason the last girl quit, and possibly poisoned the food? I shut the fridge and start opening cupboards to find them completely stocked too. Am I in charge of buying groceries?

      Do I clean the bedrooms?

      I still don’t know exactly what I signed on for. I know what I didn’t sign on for, however, and that was sleeping with Matt. Nope, that’s totally out of the question, and I hope I never have to walk into his bedroom, or see the bed that a million girls rolled through.

      “Hi.”

      I spin at the sound of Matt’s voice, and there’s nothing I can do to stop the gasp when I spot him standing in the doorway, a towel knotted at his waist as he uses another small towel to scrub his hair dry.

      “Sorry,” he says quickly. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      “I thought I was alone.”

      Do not look down, Kennedy. Do not check out his abs, or anything that lies below that towel.

      The only way I can stop myself is by rushing back to the fridge and opening it. I enjoy the rush of cold air as the door blocks him from my view.

      “I just got home from practice,” he explains. “I was hoping to be showered and dressed before you got here. I heard a noise, and investigated.”

      “Just me.” My God, I sound like I’d just swallowed the contents in a helium balloon and ate it afterward.

      “I thought maybe someone had broken in.”

      “Does that happen often?” I ask, as I grab a couple big packages of ground beef and set them on the counter. I’m thankful that lasagna requires numerous items. That gives me a reason to hang out inside his fridge.

      He quietly snorts a laugh. “More often than you’d think. Sometimes it’s a rival team member looking to cause trouble. Sometimes it’s a girl looking to surprise one of us.”

      I grab an armload of cheese and veggies and deposit them on the counter. “Sorry to disappoint.”

      “Who said I was disappointed?”

      The deepening of his voice stops me and I can barely get air when I turn to him, that same genuine kindness and warmth in his eyes from the other night. There’s something else there though, something that looks a lot like…want.

      I can’t go there.

      He examines my face. “How is your eye? It doesn’t look too bad.”

      “It’s tender, and I covered it in makeup to hide the bruise. No need to draw attention and start rumors.”

      “Maybe you should see a doctor?”

      “And maybe you should go upstairs and get dressed.”

      His head angles, and a small smile flirts with his lips. Christ, why didn’t I just come right out and tell him that his near nakedness is messing with my brain…and body?

      “Right, I’m on it.”

      “My eye is okay, Matt. It’s just a bruise. I don’t need to see a doctor.” I smile at him, appreciating his concern.

      He nods and turns and yes, I stare at his backside until he disappears from my line of sight. Once he’s gone, I lean against the counter and take deep breaths until I’m almost woozy. Who am I kidding, seeing him standing there, his gorgeous, hard six-pack on display made me lightheaded. And don’t even get me started on the way his towel tented, and yes, of course I stole a peek.

      Needing to busy my hands before I follow him upstairs and help him out of his towel, I search for a frying pan and toss the meat in to brown it. I add a bunch of spices before I reach for my phone and turn on some music. I hum softly, and when footsteps behind me let me know Matt is back, I spin, but my forced smile falls as my gaze lands on one of Matt’s teammates.

      “Who are you?” he asks, his gaze blatantly moving up and down my body as he rakes his damp red hair back. He frowns, and I get it, he’s trying to figure out why a girl like me—the antithesis to the cheerleaders—would be inside this house. He probably can’t figure out which guy took me home, or why.

      “I’m—”

      “Move it, Cheddar.”

      The guy spins, and in walks Matt, looking so damn handsome in his tight-fitting T-shirt and low slung jeans.

      “Did you just call him cheddar?” I ask.

      Matt arches a brow, as he grins at me. God, does any man have a right to look that good, from a simple grin? “Yeah why?”

      I glance at the guy…Cheddar. “Is that your name?”

      The two burst out laughing and I stand there feeling like a fool as they slap one another on the back. “Oh, I get it. Your hair is orange. Wait, that’s kind of mean.”

      “Nah, it’s not mean,” Cheddar adds. “It’s a nickname, we all have one, and who doesn’t like cheddar cheese, right?”

      “I guess.” What is Matt’s nickname?  Did they secretly give me one the other night?

      “Do you like cheddar?” he asks, and I’m starting to worry he’s not talking about the dairy product and who doesn’t love cheddar. It’s only my love language.

      “Ah, yeah.”

      He smirks. “Glad to hear it.”

      “Kennedy is our new housekeeper,” Matt tells Cheddar as he cracks his knuckles. “Be nice to her or I’ll fuck you up.”

      Why is he telling him to be nice to me? Are they not nice to girls who aren’t in their house for sex? Is there something about me that says I’m not worth being nice to? I know I’m not your typical beauty, and clothes sort of hang on my body, but shouldn’t we all always be nice to each other?

      “You be nice to her,” Cheddar counters. “And you’re the one who fucks things up.” Cheddar’s long lashes wink over green eyes. “If you know what I mean.”

      Matt groans as I say, “Yes, I know what you mean.” It’s a good reminder, though. There might be this strange attraction between Matt and me—or it could all be in my mind—but Matt is Matt, and I’m not sleeping with a self-serving, pleasure-seeking guy like him. I am not setting myself up for that kind of failure, not again.

      “Then you know to stay away from him.”

      “We’re friends,” Matt says.

      “Friends,” I agree.

      “Okay, you two are friends.” He jabs his thumb into his chest. “Me, on the other hand. There is absolutely no reason to stay away from Cheddar.” He grins, and it’s hungry and wolfish as he comes closer, and looks over my shoulder as I remain forward, staring at Matt. “Whatcha making?”
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