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            1

            Jude

         

         I lock my car and make my way across the hospital parking lot. It’s a gorgeous day—the sun is shining in the cloudless sky, and the temperature is a perfect seventy-eight degrees. I’d be bitching about having to spend it indoors if it weren’t for such a good cause. Today I’m doing a meet-and-greet at the children’s hospital with a few of my teammates and the Stanley Cup, the second in a row for the San Francisco Thunder. The only thing that beats lifting that Cup above my head on the ice after our win is sharing it with kids.

         Not everyone is back from summer break yet, so it’s a small but excited group. I normally wouldn’t be back in San Francisco yet either, but this hasn’t been a normal summer for me. Nothing has been “normal” for me in a long while. It’s not that things are bad; they’re just…different. And I have been realizing I am not the best with dealing with changes on my own.

         The last big change I’d faced in my life was being traded to San Francisco from the Milwaukee Comets, but I didn’t do that alone. They traded my teammate, my best friend since I was seventeen, Levi Casco, as well. And then there was my dad getting sick, but I had my family to go through that with me.

         As I reach the sidewalk where the team is gathered, I see my youngest sister and Thunder publicity dynamo, Dixie, pacing a hole in the concrete a few feet from a bunch of guys from the team. I make my way toward her, stopping to hug and high-five a couple of the guys on my way by. Dixie’s got her face buried in her phone, which is typical when she’s working. She doesn’t look up, but somehow she knows I’m coming. As soon as I’m standing beside her, she says, “Are you sober? Are you hung over? Oh, and no hitting on the moms or nurses.”

         “Nice to see you too, sis,” I reply and roll my eyes.

         The word “sis” finally gets her blue eyes off her phone screen. They land on me with an expression that could wilt flowers. “Do not use that word in public, Jude.”

         “Sorry.” I roll my eyes again, and she frowns. “And FYI, I’m sober, and I will keep my dick out of the staff and mothers. Thanks for thinking you have to tell me that, though.”

         “Of course I have to tell you that,” Dixie replies matter-of-factly. “Unfortunately, I know your dick and your brain are mortal enemies. Anything your brain says, like ‘don’t bang people at team events,’ your dick purposely defies.”

         “You are a total weirdo,” I tell her for what’s probably the millionth time since she was born into the family. “And you need to stop saying ‘dick’ in front of me.”

         She stops pacing, just out of earshot of the team. She shoves her phone in the pocket of her off-white summer blazer and tilts her head up to hold my eye. “If it makes you feel any better, this is Dixie Wynn, publicist for the San Francisco Thunder, talking, because it’s my job to keep the dick of our best player in its pants at public events. It’s not your sister Dixie Braddock talking. That said, both of us—Dixie Wynn and Dixie Braddock—are still disgusted your Little Jude ended up on the internet.”

         “There’s no proof it’s my not-so-little Jude. And you don’t think it’s weird that your job is to keep my dick in my pants?” I can’t help but ask because, damn, she could have gotten a job anywhere else. My two other sisters, Winnie and Sadie, are living and working in our hometown of Toronto.

         “Oh, it’s weird,” she agrees and gives me a humorless smile. “But you know what’s really weird? You’re the only player on the entire team who needs to be reminded to keep his dick in his pants at team events. Not even creepy Eddie Rollins needs the reminder.”

         Ouch. I must look as wounded by that as I feel, because her expression softens for a second before her eyes dart around to make sure no one is watching. She’s ridiculously anal about keeping the fact that we’re related a secret from the rest of the team. A lot of the management is aware, but no one from the team except Levi knows. It’s kind of weird that no one has guessed. Especially since we have almost identical blue eyes and high cheekbones. We’re both blond too, but my hair is more of a sandy color than hers is.

         “We’re scheduled to be inside in five minutes,” Dixie tells me, and I simply nod as her eyes scan the players gathered on the sidewalk. “Where’s Levi? He’s never late. In fact, he’s usually the first one here. Can you call him for me?”

         “No.” She frowns at my quick and assertive response.

         “He called you a lot this summer,” she counters.

         “Yeah, because he thought my dick was on the internet, and management made him,” I reply. Her frown deepens, as does that little crease between her eyebrows she gets when she’s annoyed. The truth is Levi had called me a few times this summer, and some of the calls came before the dick pic scandal. I just ignored them because I was still pissed at him for dating my ex-girlfriend behind my back.

         In an effort to avoid Dixie’s judgmental stare, I look away, and my eyes land on Levi. I knew he’d never be late. He’s the same old calm, reliable, emotionless Levi. Only I can’t help but notice as he gets closer, he doesn’t look like that Levi anymore. His posture is loose, his hair longer than I’ve ever seen it, careless stubble covers his jaw, and his smile is light, jovial. Everything about him seems to be the opposite of the cool, emotionally detached, almost moody guy who was my best friend until two months ago. Now he looks like someone I don’t know, and that stings, like a sunburn inside my chest.

         He glances up, our eyes connect and he gives me a Levi smile I recognize—tight, small and quick. I smile back, but it isn’t completely authentic. This is what we are now. This is what we’ve become. Best friends with a deep crack running through the foundation of our friendship. One I don’t think can or will ever go away. And it’s eating at my soul to admit that. But I don’t know how to get around the fact that he started sleeping with my ex-girlfriend without telling me.

         “Hey!” Levi reaches out and grabs me in a hug. I hug him back, but it’s awkward and brief. “How was your vacation time?”

         I shrug and keep my smile light. “Fine. Not long enough.”

         We are due back for training camp in two weeks, after only ten short weeks off. Levi nods. “Yeah. It’s gonna be a long season, but it was worth it.”

         He rolls his shoulder, probably without even thinking about it. He was injured last year in the playoffs, and I’m sure the shoulder is still not one hundred percent. “When did you get back to San Fran?”

         I shrug again. “Two weeks ago. I went back to Toronto for a while, but after the picture thing happened, I came back here. Needed some alone time.”

         His brown eyes grow dark, and he nods tersely at that. I’d sworn to him it was a misunderstanding, the picture wasn’t me, and in true Levi fashion he didn’t believe me but backed me up anyway. Between his support and the fact that the dick pic taken by the puck bunny didn’t have my face in it, the team management decided not to cut me loose. Thankfully.

         “How’s your dad doing?” Levi asks, his face filled with sympathy. It’s the only unfiltered expression he gives me now. I know he truly is gutted about what I’m going through with my father, who was recently diagnosed with ALS, and I do appreciate his concern. My family is also like a family to Levi. He became an honorary Braddock the summer after high school, when he lived with us.

         But the fact he’s been like a brother to me is why the shit he pulled with my ex hurt me so much.

         “He fell this summer. Had to spend a couple days in the hospital with a fractured wrist and some broken ribs, but you know him, he’s bouncing back,” I explain quietly. I’m still having a hard time dealing with the fact my big bear of a dad may only have a year or so left.

         I pull myself together as Duncan Darby walks over, his phone to his ear. “Okay, babe. Yeah. I’ll call you when I’m done. Love you.”

         He drops his phone from his ear and pulls me into a bear hug. I hug him back easily. Duncan is a giant, hilarious man-child. He’s a defensive beast on the ice and as sweet and loyal as a puppy off. “Braddock! You Playgirl centerfold, you!”

         I roll my eyes. “Wasn’t my dick.”

         He nods emphatically. “Right. I forgot.”

         I ignore the completely un-ignorable exaggerated wink he gives me. Levi clears his throat. “Was that Carla on the phone?”

         I watch Duncan nod. He started dating Carla Soto almost a year ago. She’s best friends with Tessa Haynes, my ex and Levi’s girlfriend. Yeah, we’re one big happy family. Not.

         “Yeah. She wants me to swing by work when I’m done.”

         “I was going to swing by and see Tessa too,” Levi tells him. “I was going to surprise her with lunch. Carpool?”

         They’re like suburban husbands now. The realization makes me feel very lonely. Luckily, I don’t have to stand here awkwardly and listen to them talk any longer, because Dixie is walking toward us. She stops in front of us and claps her hands to get the group’s attention. “Okay, everyone! We’re going to go into the lounge on the main floor, and the kids will filter in a few at a time to get pictures with you guys and the Cup.”

         Everyone nods. “The PR staff will be giving out Stanley Cup cookies and little stuffed mascots. Any questions?” Dixie asks.

         No one has any questions, so she leads everyone inside. A couple minutes later we’re in the long, antiseptic-smelling room, and the kids are starting to come in. It’s brutal to see so many kids pale, frail and in some cases attached to tubes and IVs, but there’s no place I’d rather be. I always take the time to shake their parents’ hands and chat with them a little bit. Not because I’m trying to flirt with the hot moms, but because I can only imagine how hard this is on them. I’m feeling helpless and furious about my dad’s health; I assume those feelings are even deeper when it’s your child.

         As the event winds down and the last of the kids finish with the photos and make their way to the cookies and toys, I see Dixie huddled in the corner with one of the nurses. She glances at me but doesn’t really acknowledge me. That crease between her eyebrows seems deeper than normal, so I walk over to find out what’s going on.

         “He’s just devastated,” the nurse says to Dixie as I approach.

         “Who?” I ask. Dixie hasn’t realized I’ve joined them, and she jumps a little when I speak.

         “A little boy,” the nurse tells me as she smiles a big, flirtatious smile and smooths her bright pink scrubs. “Christopher. He’s a huge Thunder fan, but his white blood cells got low last night. He’s in isolation until we can pump them up again, so he couldn’t come today. I’m Kina, by the way.”

         I smile at her and shake her hand. She bats her eyelashes at me with a smile that tells me I could violate Dixie’s little rule with her.

         “He’s one of the reasons we organized the event,” Dixie explains, and her brow pinches so tight I’m tempted to press my thumb between her eyes and flatten out the crease. I decide against it, because she’d probably slap me. “His mom wrote us with a few of the other moms and asked us to visit.”

         I feel for this kid. I hate the idea that he’s going to miss us. Dixie’s expression perks up a little. “Could we have Levi hold the Cup up outside the window to his room?”

         “Why Levi?” The question flies from my mouth with a hard edge that has both Dixie and Kina startled. “I mean, I could do it.”

         “Well, you are his favorite player,” the nurse explains with that flirtatious smile, adding, “And mine.”

         I ignore her last comment, because Dixie told me to, and nod. “Well, I’d love to see him. Can’t I go in the room if I’m sanitized or whatever?”

         “You’d have to wear full scrubs and a mask and everything,” she explains. “It’s a bit of a pain.”

         “You know what’s a bigger pain?” I ask and smile. “Being a sick kid and missing your chance to see the Cup and meet your favorite player.”

         The nurse smiles; this time it’s more excited than flirty, thankfully, because I’ve never been great at ignoring a flirty woman. Dixie, on the other hand, is staring at me with a stunned and confused look rather than a happy one. I shrug at her. “What? It’s not a big deal.”

         She doesn’t respond, so I ignore her and ask Kina to take me to his room. Twenty minutes later, wrapped in a bunch of scrubs and booties and with a giant mask on my face, I’m in Christopher’s room. He’s pale and skinny, but his smile is hearty and full of life. I give him a jersey with the whole team’s signatures and I have Levi hold up the Cup outside his window and all the other guys wave at him. He’s only nine, which guts me, but I don’t let him see it. I joke with him and take pictures. We talk hockey and how when he’s better his mom is going to let him play on a team. I tell him I’ll get him tickets to a Thunder game when he’s well and take him around our arena. He’s thrilled. Then I let his mom almost strangle me with a grateful hug before I leave.

         I strip out of all the special clothes and find Dixie waiting for me by the elevators with the rest of the team. “That was amazing of you.”

         “It was nothing.”

         “Jude!” I turn as Kina jogs down the hall toward me. “Thank you so much. You’re amazing.”

         She shakes my hand and then hands me a folded piece of paper. “My number. Call me if you’re wondering how Christopher is doing or, you know, you want to hang out.”

         She flashes that flirtatious grin again before heading back to the nurses’ station. Dixie glares at me and shrugs. Duncan, Levi and the guys are chuckling as we all crowd into the elevator. “Only Jude turns a good deed into a lay,” Duncan quips, and it instantly pisses me off.

         “I didn’t do it because of that,” I say, my tone flat and even.

         “You do everything for that,” Eddie Rollins, our backup goalie, chimes in, and the elevator erupts in laughter.

         “Fuck you guys,” I mutter and storm off the elevator as soon as the doors open.

         I’m already opening my car door when I hear Dixie call my name. I want to ignore her and just drive away, but knowing her, she’ll hunt me down, so I stop and wait for whatever it is she wants to say.

         She is almost breathless when she reaches me, and I realize she must have been chasing me. She stops half a foot away and smooths her blond bob. “Thank you for doing that. You went above and beyond.”

         “It was nothing,” I reply casually, but I’m happy she was impressed enough to say something. “He’s a kid. He deserves a little above and beyond.”

         “Yeah, he does. So thank you for being an awesome human.” She lowers her voice before adding, “And I’m proud of you, as a sister.”

         “Yeah, well, you could have defended me in front of those assholes,” I reply and sigh.

         She glances over her shoulder toward the guys who are jumping into their own cars. “They were just teasing you. And besides, it’s not like it’s a wild accusation.”

         “I wasn’t nice to the kid because I wanted to bang the nurse.” I can’t believe I have to defend myself on this. “I don’t bang every girl I meet, even when I can. And trust me, I could have gotten in those scrubs with or without being nice to the kid.”

         Dixie rolls her eyes, but she’s smiling. “If you don’t bang every girl you meet, then why are you currently staying at a hotel and not your apartment?”

         “What?” Fuck. How did she find that out?

         “I was coming out of the coach’s office after a meeting last week, and I heard Duncan tell Eddie you’d moved into a hotel because too many of your prior hookups were showing up at your place unannounced trying to get another ride on the…how did he word it? Braddock-mobile.”

         She shivers—actually it’s more like a convulsion—as she says that. I clench my jaw in anger. Fucking Duncan Darby and his big mouth. She’s staring up at me with a smug smile on her face, and I know the only answer is to lie. “Darby is talking out of his ass. I checked into a hotel because I wanted a staycation.”

         “A staycation? Did you just honestly feed me that bullshit excuse with a straight face?” Dixie questions. She is the most annoying sister on the planet. She really is.

         “Yeah.”

         “So why is it that for the first time since you moved here you aren’t letting Sadie, Winnie and me stay with you for our annual girls’ weekend?”

         I wish my dad had indulged me when she was born and I requested we trade her for a puppy. “I thought I’d treat you all to a five-star hotel. It’s not like I’m making all of you cram into that shoebox you call an apartment. But if you all want to stay with me instead, by all means, go ahead.”

         “Thanks. We will. See you tomorrow night.” She turns and marches off toward her car.

         Goddamn it, I think as I watch her walk away.

         I pull the nurse’s number out of my pocket and tear it into pieces.

         The unexpected guests that were showing up at my apartment weren’t just annoying; to be honest, it was embarrassing and a wake-up call. I was way too liberal with where I put my dick. I wanted to say it was because of everything that happened with Levi and Tessa, but even I couldn’t sell myself on that lie.

         Dixie’s red Fiat buzzes by me, and as my sister catches my eye through the windshield, I stick my hand out my window and let the torn-up phone number trickle out of my hand and to the pavement. I don’t even think twice about it.

      

   


   
      
         
            2

            Zoey

         

         It’s not going to be a crappy day. It’s not going to be a crappy day. It’s not going to be…

         “Morning, Zoey. Adam Penner’s office called.”

         It’s going to be a crappy day.

         “Thank you, Anastasia.” I give the receptionist at my office a smile and wave off the slip of paper she’s trying to hand me. I know his number. I don’t need the paper, and I don’t want to see his name in front of me, even if it’s in Anastasia’s perfect penmanship.

         I continue to the back of the office, where my desk is tucked away in the corner. Next to my co-worker Marti’s desk, it sticks out like a sore thumb. Marti’s desk is the exact same dark wood as mine, but it’s covered with stacks of house listings and file folders full of pending deals. Mine is bare. Well, except for the tiny antique clock my grandma gave me and the phone, which is blinking, probably because Adam has left me a bunch of messages there too. Ugh.

         I remind myself to pick up some flowers for my desk at lunch. They might not be pending deals, but they will still bring some life to the barren surface. Marti is hunched over her laptop, a coffee in one hand while the other darts around on the mouse. “Morning, Zo.”

         I hate being called Zo. Always have. But I’m new to Golden Gate Realty, and residential realty in general, and she’s been my mentor, helping me with everything at the office and in this new phase of my career, so she can call me whatever she wants.

         “Hey, Marti.” I smile, and as I round my desk I pull my own laptop from my bag. “How’d the showing in the Presidio go last night?”

         “They made an offer by the time I showed them the master bath.” Marti smiles triumphantly. “I told them the client wanted to wait until the weekend to take offers, which made them panic about a potential bidding war, so they upped the offer to five grand over asking. My client took it instantly.”

         “Good job, rock star!” I praise her and try not to let that little ripple of jealousy poison my bloodstream. Marti’s been at Golden Gate for a year. She’s been in residential real estate for three years. She’s established. I just moved from commercial to residential last month and have only been at Golden Gate for ten days. I’ll be closing deals on million-dollar homes one day too. Hopefully soon.

         “How about you? How’d that lead in the Haight work out?” she asks, absently twisting her light brown hair around her finger.

         “They were a nice couple. I think they liked me, and I was fairly confident they’d hire me to sell their place,” I explain and pause before the bad news. “But then I saw another agent buzz their apartment as I was leaving.”

         Marti’s eyes cloud over briefly, but it’s long enough that it makes me think the confidence in her words is fake. “Well, you’ve still got that one-bedroom condo listing. I know it’s been a few weeks, but someone will make an offer soon. I know it.”

         I stare at the red light blinking on my desk phone and turn to Marti again. “I’m going to run next door for a coffee. Want another? My treat.”

         She glances at the phone and back at me. “I’m good.”

         I haven’t told Marti the dirty details of my life. She knows I’m separated and that I worked in commercial real estate at Penner Realty prior to this. She doesn’t know that my soon-to-be ex-husband is Adam Penner, owner of the company. Or that my husband isn’t signing the divorce papers, even though it was his idea to end it.

         Marti shakes her head. “One is enough for me this morning, but thanks.”

         I nod and make my way out of the office again, smiling serenely at Anastasia, who inadvertently obliterated my chance at a good day, and step back out into the warm early-September San Francisco air. I take a few steps and quickly enter Peet’s Coffee. I look around at the other patrons, mostly businessmen in suits grabbing java before hopping on a trolley to their jobs in the Financial District. I used to love a handsome man in an expensive suit. That’s what first attracted me to Adam, but now the sight almost makes my stomach churn. San Francisco is full of guys like that or men in skinny jeans, dark-rimmed glasses and ironic T-shirts who are equally rich but made their money in the tech industry. But right now neither look does anything for me, because another relationship is the last thing on my mind. I kind of feel like I am treading water, and a new relationship would be the equivalent of tying a brick to my ankle.

         I reach the counter and order a chai latte, and as I step aside to wait, I pull my phone out of the pocket of my suit jacket. Taking a deep breath and letting it out as slowly as possible, I dial Adam’s personal cell.

         He must have forwarded it to his office line because his long-time secretary, Minerva, answers in her typical Waspy voice: “Penner Realty, how can I assist you?”

         “Hi, Minerva. How are you? It’s Zoey.” Minerva has been with the company since I met Adam. She is an exotic-looking woman with wide brown eyes and sleek, rich hair that is never out of place. She has been warm and friendly toward me since the beginning. So I feel the chill when her tone goes from polite to taciturn. “Oh, hello, Ms. Quinlin. Thank you for calling me back.”

         I don’t know why she isn’t calling me Quinlin-Penner anymore. After all, I am still married, and she doesn’t know I’ve dropped Penner. “I was calling Adam back.”

         “Yes, Mr. Penner has asked me to handle this for him. He’s busy at the moment,” Minerva explains, her voice still so chilly I feel my flesh prickle. “I need to know the name of your lawyer, so Mr. Penner’s lawyer can be in touch.”

         “Lawyer?” I repeat the word in shock. “I don’t have a lawyer.”

         “Oh. Well…” Minerva seems unimpressed. “When you pick one, have them contact J. C. McGuire at McGuire, Milbury and Cherry.”

         “Adam and I decided to do this without lawyers. The paperwork is just waiting to be signed.” I tell her what was decided that fateful Sunday afternoon of the worst weekend of my life.

         “Mr. Penner has come to the realization that legal dealings should be done with lawyers,” she tells me. “So please let your lawyer know—”

         “I’d like to speak to Adam, please,” I interrupt, making sure my voice is still calm and even. “I think it’s best if we have a quick chat.”

         “As I mentioned earlier, he’s very busy right now.” Minerva’s clipped voice falters just a little, her tone warming, and she sounds almost guilty for it as she lowers her voice to add, “Zoey, I think you should hire a lawyer and discuss this with them.”

         Okay, now I’m not just annoyed, I’m scared. “It’s amicable, and the pre-nup is pretty detailed, and I’m not going to challenge it.”

         I hate that I am telling this to her. An administrative assistant. This isn’t her business, it’s between Adam and me. Why is he doing this? Is this his family putting pressure on him? I can hire a lawyer, I guess, but why? The pre-nup was fair, and I don’t want anything more.

         “J. C. McGuire,” Minerva repeats. “Would you like me to give you the number?”

         The barista slides my latte toward me. I reach for it and give her a quick smile. “No. I know the firm. Adam’s brother, Phillip, used them for his second and third divorces.”

         Phillip had been in the process of divorcing Catherine when I was dating Adam; he married Megan before the ink was dry on the divorce papers. Then, about twenty months later, Megan didn’t come on the annual family summer vacation to Tahoe. I was told later they were done. That’s all I was told, because Adam’s family doesn’t discuss their dirty laundry even among themselves. It was a shame. I had liked Megan, but Adam and I were just acknowledging our own marital issues at the time, so I didn’t even try to find out what had happened.

         Minerva’s voice gets soft and low again. “Prust and Bissonette are a reputable firm.”

         “Oh. Yeah, I think I’ve heard of them,” I mutter back, but I’m not even sure.

         “Please let me know when you have it worked out.” Her tone is back to being polite with a touch of chilly. “Have a good day, Ms. Quinlin.”

         The line goes dead, and I stare at the now blank screen. Oh my God, what is happening? Why is Adam doing this? I seriously need to talk to him, and since he clearly isn’t going to let me get past Minerva, I’m going to have to stop by the house. My house. Well, at least it will be when this is over. But I’m the one who moved out of it for now, because one of us had to go, and he was using the third floor of the house as his home office. It would have taken a long time to move his office, so I moved into my brother’s place for a month; then Adam and I agreed I could move into the Four Seasons. I thought it would just be for another month or so because we have a pre-nup and we’re both agreeing to end this, but I’ve been there for four months and he’s no closer to signing the papers.

         At first, Adam was on business trips, because before he announced that it was best we end our marriage, he’d already started working on expanding his commercial real estate business into Los Angeles. I wasn’t in a rush at the beginning. I was still devastated and confused and holding out hope that this could somehow be mended. That he’d change his mind and at least try. Try for the life we’d thought we’d have. After all, the doctor hadn’t said I couldn’t have children. She said it wasn’t going to be easy. Apparently Adam only wanted easy children.

         Still staring at my blank phone screen, I stumble toward the door and of course I walk straight into someone. Of course. Because today is going to be crappy in every possible way. Luckily, I manage to avoid getting chai latte on either of us; it barely spills over the lid and only dribbles onto my hand.

         “I’m so sorry!” I say at the exact same time she does, and I look up to see a familiar face staring back, but I can’t place it.

         She blinks azure eyes and then her whole face lights up. “Zoey? Zoey Quinlin? Oh my God!”

         She’s hugging me before I realize what’s happening. I wrap the hand not covered in latte around her back and return the embrace. She pulls back, still holding my shoulders, and smiles. “Holy crap! It’s been over ten years! Oh my God.” She pauses and glances around before adding in a softer voice, “It’s Dixie. Dixie Braddock. You used to babysit me at my family’s summer cottage in Maine. You were friends with my brother, Jude.”

         “Holy crap! Dixie Braddock?” I can’t believe it. The last time I saw her she was thirteen. Wheat hair; pink, suntanned skin; freckles across her nose and chronically scabbed-up knees from trying to keep up with her older sisters and brother, who were all daredevils on their bikes and skateboards and surfboards. Babysitting them—well, the girls, anyway—for the two years I lived in Maine was a highlight of my summers. And so was seeing their brother. Crap, I hadn’t thought of Jude Braddock in a while. I find myself smiling now that I am.

         “You live in San Fran?” she questions as she takes my elbow and leads me over to the counter and hands me a napkin for my latte-soaked hand.

         “Yeah. Stayed local after college,” I explain as I put down the latte and wipe my hand. “And you live here?”

         She nods, her sleek blond bob moving like a curtain around her face. She looks close to the tiny thing I babysat but much more refined and beautiful now. I do the math: she’s only twenty-four, but she looks more put together than any twenty-four-year-old I’ve known.

         “Yeah. I went to school for sports media, then interned with the San Francisco Thunder hockey team, and they hired me full-time this year.” Her eyes dart around, and her voice drops again. “Jude plays for them, so I use my mom’s last name, Wynn, so no one thinks he got me the job. He didn’t.”

         “Jude is in San Francisco?” I don’t know why I felt the need to say that with such breathless shock. I knew he made the NHL, but I had thought he was playing in Milwaukee. That’s where he was last time I Googled him, which was three years ago, before I married Adam.

         “Yeah. Got traded a couple years ago,” Dixie explains. “So how’s your family? Where’s your dad preaching now?”

         “He’s retired. Mom and Dad are in Sacramento,” I explain. “My brother, Morgan, is a teacher here in San Francisco.”

         “Morgan!” She laughs and her cheeks turn a little pink. “Sadie, Winnie and I had such a crush on your brother when we were little. Remember we used to keep begging you to invite him over when you were watching us?”

         I nod and can’t help but smile back. Yeah, that memory hasn’t faded. The Braddock girls wanted my brother to come over, but I never invited him. Not because he was gay, which I already knew at that point, but because if Morgan was around, he would tease me about gawking at Jude, which I always did if he happened to come home before Mr. and Mrs. Braddock’s date night ended.

         Dixie glances at her phone in her hand, and I realize we both must have been looking at our screens when we collided. She frowns. “I have to go. I have a meeting at the arena in twenty.” She puts a hand on my arm again. “But I would love to catch up with you, and I know Winnie and Sadie would too. They’re going to be in town this weekend. Would you be able to do brunch?”

         “Yeah, I can do brunch,” I reply and am shocked at how excited I am at her suggestion. I haven’t really done much of anything social since the separation. I kind of lost touch with a lot of my friends after marrying Adam and adopted his circle of friends. And they all promptly orphaned me after the separation. I didn’t care much because I didn’t feel up to social interaction, but suddenly this seems like a pleasant distraction from my reality. The Braddock family was one of my favorite parts of my childhood.

         “Amazing!” Dixie almost squeals. “How about tomorrow. Eleven?”

         I nod. “Where?”

         “You pick.”

         “MKT?” I blurt out because it’s in my hotel and I’m too flustered to think of anything else. To be honest, I don’t even know what they serve for brunch.

         “Great! Sadie loves that place, and she’s normally impossible to please.” She hugs me again. “See you tomorrow! Winnie and Sadie are going to be so excited!”

         And then, before I can even lift my hand to wave, she’s back out the door. She never even got a coffee, but she doesn’t seem to notice. I’m more dumbfounded and confused than I was from the phone call with Minerva. The Braddocks are here. Well, at least Jude and Dixie are here. In San Francisco. Where I live. When the hell did that happen?

         I look around the coffee shop to make sure there’s no one else from my past lurking around. A teacher, a neighbor, another sister of an old unconsummated love. Although Jude was my only unconsummated love, but he did have three sisters. Whom I will be having brunch with tomorrow. Crazy!

         I slip out of Peet’s and concentrate on the clicking of my heels as I make my way back over to my office. I finally take a sip of my jostled latte. It’s barely warm but the caffeine still manages to clear my head a little. Not enough that eagle-eye Marti doesn’t notice something is up.

         “Everything okay?” she wants to know as she stands at her desk, gathering things she needs for her day and placing them in her bag. “You look more out of it than you did before the coffee.”

         “I ran into someone I haven’t seen in a long time,” I murmur, and for some reason Jude’s seventeen-year-old face floats through my head, not Dixie’s from this morning. “The last time I saw her was in Maine eleven years ago, so it was surprising.”

         “Wow.” Marti takes a break from filling her Michael Kors satchel with listing flyers. “Small world, huh? I love when that happens. Unless it’s someone I hate. Was it someone you hate?”

         “No. Not at all,” I reply and drop down gently into my seat. “She and her sisters were sweethearts. Seems like they still are. I’ll definitely find out, because I’m having brunch with them tomorrow.”

         “Cool.” Marti isn’t paying attention anymore. Her eyes are focused across the room on Parker McDavid, who is the owner of our company. He’s midforties, tall with a dad bod that is oddly attractive, probably because he covers it in perfectly tailored designer clothes. His dark hair is graying in all the right places, like George Clooney’s, and his eyes are warm and his smile is kind. But he’s an astute businessman who expects a lot from his Realtors, and Marti is constantly trying to impress him. I am too, if I’m being honest, but I’m new. She’s not new, but she’s still hungry.

         “I’m going to tell Parker about the deal I just closed, and then I’m off for a condo showing,” Marti explains and barely even waves good-bye as she hustles toward the kitchen Parker just disappeared into for his morning croissant and English Breakfast tea.

         I open my laptop and pull up my email, determined to keep my mind focused on work. I need to send a follow-up email regarding the potential Haight listing, but my brain is bouncing from Adam to Dixie.

         One future encounter I’m dreading—confronting Adam—and one I’m looking forward to—seeing the Braddock sisters. But the one that isn’t destined to happen is the one that fills me with excitement I haven’t felt in a long time—the potential that since I’m meeting three Braddock siblings I might also run into the fourth: Jude.
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            Jude

         

         My head is pounding. Fucking pounding. I groan and slide deeper into my king-size bed, pulling the sheets up higher so I’m buried under them. The pounding isn’t painful but it’s annoying. It won’t go away. God, why the fuck do I drink? Seriously, why?

         “Jude Fucking Joseph Asshole Randall Dirtball Braddock, would you answer your goddamn door!”

         “Who the fuck are you?” I shout back to the voice outside my bedroom door.

         “I will call Mom and Dad, and they’ll make you do it!” the voice warns, and I know it’s Winnie. “Or better yet, I’ll answer the door myself, and take pictures of whatever horny skank is on the other side and send them to Mom and Dad.”

         “Sweet bloody hell,” I mutter loud enough for her to hear and for the pounding in my head to match the pounding she’s doing on my bedroom door. But I do what she’s asking and roll out of bed. I grab my jeans from last night off the floor and tug them on, falling over and thankfully landing back on the bed and not the hardwood floor. I zip them up, careful not to catch any important parts with the zipper, and leave the button undone as I stumble toward my bedroom door.

         I swing it open and all three of them are standing, in perfect V formation, in a variety of pajama sets with their arms crossed over their chests and angry scowls on their faces. As soon as I’ve opened my bedroom door, I can hear the incessant ringing of the doorbell. Oh. That’s why they’re bothering me. I roll my eyes at them and stumble down the long hall to the front door. They do exactly what I knew they’d do: follow along behind, cackling insults like a bunch of pissed-off chickens.

         “What self-respecting woman bangs on this jackass’s door in the middle of the night?” Sadie wonders.

         “I can’t decide if it’s more horrifying or pathetic,” Winnie laments.

         “We’ll know when he opens that door and we see her face,” Dixie explains. “If she’s gorgeous and articulate, and mostly sober, then it’s pathetic, because she can definitely do better.”

         I turn as I reach for the door and glare at all of them. “I’m right here. Maybe save the insults for later.”

         I make a shooing motion with my hand, and the sorority, as I like to call my sisters, begrudgingly takes a few steps back. I turn back to the front door, which someone is still banging on, unlock it and swing it open. I barely have time to make out a face before a warm, lithe female body is pressing itself against me. I feel lips brush my cheek and a voice I’m embarrassed to say I don’t really recognize says, “Hey, gorgeous. I’m so glad you answered.”

         My hands wrap around tiny hips and I gently push her back so I can see her face. I remember her now. Kate. Never did get a last name. I met her a couple weeks ago at a nightclub. I was on a mission that night, looking for a quick, fun fuck, and this girl was good to go. She lives in Oakland. A fuck isn’t quick or fun when it involves a long, expensive cab ride to and from, so I suggested my place. This was my chronic mistake, as it turns out. She’s the third girl to show up here uninvited in the last two weeks.

         “I kind of didn’t have a choice,” I say and try not to sound as annoyed as I am. “I was worried you’d wake the neighbors.”

         I glance past her, and thankfully the hall is quiet and empty. I live in a very high-end condo complex, and my neighbors have made it clear in the past that they’re less than impressed with my frequent visitors. Yet they haven’t hired a doorman who could actually keep these unexpected guests from making it upstairs. I’ve been suggesting it since I moved in.

         “Sorry. I just really wanted to see you. Didn’t you get my texts?” she says and smiles at me while her hands make their way up my bare chest.

         “My phone is off,” I reply, which is a total lie. I ignored her five texts asking me where I was and if I wanted to hook up tonight. I didn’t.

         “Oh,” she murmurs and rocks up on her tiptoes so her lips graze my cheek again. “No harm done. I’m here now, and I’m dying to wrap my lips around your—”

         “What the actual fuck?!” Dixie’s voice rumbles down the hallway, bouncing sharply off the walls.

         As Kate tenses under my hands, which are still on her hips, I know exactly what Dixie is doing. I’m embarrassed to say she’s done it before. She’s pretending to be my girlfriend so that Kate will freak out and leave—and never come back. Kate’s eyes slide over my shoulder, and as soon as they land on Dixie, she recoils from me.

         I glance over my shoulder, and my eyes nearly bug out of my head. My youngest sister is standing there, by the door to my bedroom, in one of my Thunder T-shirts and shorts, caressing a very round belly. Her eyes meet mine and I can tell, because I know her so well, she’s biting back a smile. But her words are angry and her eyes hard. “Jude! My water is going to break any day now and you’re still sleeping around? Are you kidding me right now?”

         Kate steps back out into the hallway. “I’m going to go.”

         I nod. “Yeah. Of course.”

         She glances past me again. “I’m so sorry. I had no idea.”

         “They never do, honey,” Dixie says, and she’s suddenly got a southern drawl. Dear God.

         Kate rushes toward the elevator but not before telling me, “You’re a dick.”

         I close the door as soon as she steps onto the elevator, and the giggles from the living room erupt. I watch Dixie pull the pillow out from under her shirt and follow her as we turn the corner into the large living room. Sadie and Winnie are both sprawled on the L-shaped couch holding their stomachs and wailing with laughter.

         Dixie throws the pillow at me and collapses onto my custom-made armchair with a gleeful smile. “I don’t think she’ll be bothering you again.”

         “Ya don’t think?” I ask and cock an eyebrow while glaring at her. It just makes the three of them laugh more.

         “Jude, you have texted me in the middle of the night and forced me to come over and play a jealous girlfriend in order to kick out clingers before,” Dixie reminds me. “The role is getting old so I thought I would challenge myself.”

         “Yeah, I guess pregnant wife is a stretch since you haven’t even had a boyfriend since high school,” I reply and grin at my own catty retort. As expected, I get an “ooh” from Sadie and Winnie, but Dixie isn’t bothered in the least.

         “I’m not trying to rush into anything I’m not ready for.” Dixie shrugs and then levels her blue eyes at me like lasers. “Unlike you.”

         The unison “ooh” from the peanut gallery gets louder. Great. As if being woken up at four in the morning, in front of my sisters, by a clingy and horny one-night stand didn’t suck enough, now we’re going to talk about Tessa. Fucking great.

         “I’m going back to bed,” I snap, and as I turn to walk back to the master, the sorority goes back to doing what they do best—talking about me like I’m not in the room, even though I actually am. Sisters. Worst invention ever.

         I close the door to my room with a bang. I make my way over to my bed and stand at the foot of it staring at my rumpled sheets as I unzip my jeans. Tessa is a great girl. She’s beautiful, kind, funny and smart. I think that’s what upsets me the most—that she literally has everything I’ve always said I wanted in a girl and yet I couldn’t take the relationship seriously. Holy fuck, I wanted to, but I just couldn’t.

         That’s what I still get angry about. That’s what stings every time I see her. Not that she picked someone else, but that she did it because I couldn’t be a fucking man and stay monogamous. And yeah, okay, maybe the fact that she fell in love with my best friend stung a little bit. At first when I was really bitter and really drunk, I thought about revenge. But I honestly wasn’t angry at her, only angry at myself. I saw the way she looked at Levi. She loved him in a way she never came close to loving me. I was angry because I would never have a girl look at me like that. I’m just not a one-woman kind of guy.

         I drop onto my bed and tuck both arms under the pillow beneath my head. I stare up at my ceiling. I just want to stop thinking about it. About her. About the personal failure she represents. I wish I could.

         I finally fall asleep a couple hours after the early-morning intrusion only to be woken up a little after nine by the sorority. They’re yakking in the living room or kitchen or somewhere and cackling with laughter. They always fucking cackle when they’re together. I’ve heard them laugh when they’re not in a pack, when it’s just one of them with me somewhere, and each has a pleasant, subdued laugh. But put the three of them in the same space, and it’s this loud, shrill cackle.

         It’s Saturday, so why the hell are they up at this hour? The one thing I actually enjoy about my siblings is that they’ve always been late sleepers, like me. When we were teenagers, if my parents didn’t have to wake us for our part-time jobs or hockey, we’d all sleep until well after noon. A few months ago, when Sadie and Winnie visited for the weekend and they all stayed here, they slept until almost two in the afternoon both days.

         The yammering and cackling aren’t subsiding and I can’t block them out, even with my pillow over my head, which only serves to make me feel like I’m suffocating. So I groan and swear and drag myself out of bed. This time, instead of jeans, I make my way to the open walk-in closet and grab a pair of sweats and a tank top, and I open my bedroom door and pad barefoot toward the incessant noise.

         Dixie is sitting on the counter next to the coffee machine. Sadie and Winnie are at the kitchen table, both holding coffee mugs, and they have their feet up on my table. I shove their feet off as I walk by, heading to the coffee machine. Dixie smiles at me and hands me her full, untouched latte. “Here you go, grumpy. I’ll make a new one.”

         I grunt my gratitude and take a sip. Sadie puts her feet back on the table, shooting me a defiant glare. I ignore her, because it’s the easiest solution. She turns to Dixie. “So eleven?”

         “Yep.” Dixie nods and puts a new mug under the spout and hits the button for another latte. The machine rumbles loudly. “I can’t believe she lives here or that I randomly ran into her. I’m hardly ever in that area of town.”

         Good. They’re going out, so I can go back to napping. I should hit the gym, but I’ll do that later. Probably.

         Winnie sits up and flips her dirty-blond hair. “Does she look the same?”

         Dixie nods. “Yep. Still has that gorgeous dark red hair and that incredible freckleless skin.”

         I stop staring at the foam on my latte and move my eyes to Dixie. She’s pouring milk into the little metal frothing cup and sticking it under the steamer arm, all while still planted on the counter. If she’s not careful she’ll fall on her face, but that’s not my concern. My concern is who they might be talking about.

         “Remember I used to say she looked like a doll? Her skin was like porcelain.” Sadie sighs.

         Porcelain skin. Dark red hair. That brings back memories. I take another sip of latte. “You guys are reminding me of Maine.”

         “That’s because we’re talking about who you think we’re talking about,” Winnie replies. I stop mid-latte-sip, the liquid scalding my lip. I pull the cup back and wipe foam from my top lip.

         “Zoey Quinlin?” God. I haven’t said her name in forever.

         Dixie just nods casually as she sips her new latte. Casually. Like this isn’t a big deal. And of course if I act like it’s a big deal—which it is—they’ll tease me mercilessly about it until the end of time. Because that’s what the sorority does best.

         “Crazy that she’s out here in San Francisco,” I say in a low-key tone, to stick with this “no big deal” façade my sisters have going on. “She’s living here? Or is she visiting?”

         Dixie ignores me. “Winnie, are you going to wear that cute blue sundress? Because, if not, can I borrow it? Blue looks better on me anyway.”

         “Fuck you. I look fabulous in blue.”

         “You look better in red,” Dixie counters with a grin. “I’ll lend you that cute red tank I have that would look amazing with your black print capris.”

         “Hello!” I bellow, and Dixie kind of jumps and then turns and stares at me.

         “Yeah? What?”

         “I asked you a question. Is Zoey visiting, or does she live here?”

         Winnie laughs as she stands up, leaving her half-empty coffee mug on my kitchen table. She gives me a cocky smirk. “Wouldn’t you like to know.”

         And then she saunters out of the room. Dixie gulps down the rest of her coffee and puts the empty mug on the counter, nowhere near my dishwasher, and chases Winnie out of the room. “Do not get in the shower first! I called dibs already, remember?”

         I hear them both running through the living room and around the corner to my guest bedroom and bath. I sigh heavily. Holy crap, they’re annoying. I run a hand over my face as if trying to scrub the annoyed look off of it and then take the final sip of my latte. Sadie watches me like I’m a caged monkey at the zoo. “What?”

         “She’s living here,” Sadie tells me as she stands and grabs Winnie’s cup off the table. There’s a wet coffee ring left in its wake. “She told Dixie that her parents retired and live in Sacramento and she and her brother, Morgan, are both in San Fran.”

         “Oh. That’s amazing,” I can’t help but confess, because of all my sisters, Sadie is usually the one who doesn’t attack me like a gleeful hyena when I let my guard down. “I wonder how long she’s been here and how I haven’t run into her before.”

         “I’ll find out at brunch and let you know,” Sadie replies and places her cup and Winnie’s on the counter next to Dixie’s. Still not the dishwasher but A for effort.

         “Where’s brunch?”

         Sadie pauses, and a smile slowly spreads across her lips. Of all my sisters, Sadie looks the most like me, her hair the exact same shade of blond, her mouth the same width, her eyes the same color. That means her smiles always look devious. She used to always get blamed for shit when the three of them got into trouble because she, like me, can never pull off an innocent face. “You still have a thing for her? After a decade?”

         “I didn’t say that,” I reply promptly. “I’m just asking a question. Making small talk.”

         She laughs a little as there’s a loud thud from the guest room and one of them swears loudly.

         “We’re meeting her at MKT in the Four Seasons,” Sadie tells me. She starts out of the kitchen but pauses and turns back. “Because it would be kind of cool if you did still have a thing for her. If she’s single and everything. And you could hook me up with her brother.”

         Sadie leaves but doesn’t head to the extra bedroom like the other two. I catch a glimpse of her heading into my bedroom at the end of the hall. Of course. She’s going to use my bathroom instead of wrestling the other two for time in the guest bath. Sadie was always the brightest. I shove their cups and mine into the dishwasher and pad down the hall, calling, “Oh, don’t worry about me. I don’t need to shower.” I leave the kitchen for the living room and drop down on the couch. I grab the remote and turn on the sound system, filling the room with some Tragically Hip so I don’t have to listen to the sorority thumping around as they get ready.

         Zoey Quinlin lives in San Francisco. Well, things just got interesting.
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