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If you want to score, you have to get in the game . . . 

The last thing Jenna Riley needs is more sports in her life. While her brothers are athletic superstars, she’s stuck running the family’s bar, whether she likes it or not. But when pro hockey stud Tyler Anderson walks in, Jenna’s vow to never fall for a jock - even one as hot as Ty – is put to the test.

As Ty gains her trust, the passion between them grows, as does Ty’s insistence that Jenna should start living for herself. With his encouragement, Jenna starts to believe it too. But first she has to figure out what she wants, who she loves, and if she has the passion and pride to take a shot at having it all – including Ty . . .






This book is dedicated to all the amazing readers
who’ve so wholeheartedly embraced my Play-by-Play series.
Thank you for loving hot sports guys as much as I do.
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ONE


[image: ]


JENNA RILEY WANTED NOTHING TO DO WITH SPORTS.


Which was ironic considering she owned and operated her family’s sports bar. Doubly ironic considering one brother was an NFL quarterback and the other brother was a major league baseball player. And triply ironic considering her entire family loved sports of all kinds.


Personally, she was fed up with baseball, hockey, football, NASCAR, basketball, tennis, or anything having to do with a ball or a fast car—unless she was the one behind the wheel driving it. Her distaste for anything sports related likely had something to do with having sports of all kinds shoved down her throat her entire life. And now she lived with it twenty-four hours a day, hearing about it every damn night at work. The bar was constantly filled with sports.


She was in the wrong line of work. She should quit her job and be a roadie for a rock band. Now that’s something she could get behind in a major way. She snickered at the thought. Like she could ever be free from the chains of familial responsibility. Ever since her father semi-retired from the bar, Riley’s had become her responsibility, which meant, like it or not, sports had become her life. Big-screen televisions broadcast every event, blaring out the voices of obnoxious announcers calling plays behind her, in front of her and to the side of her. Excited fans filled the bar after every game, so not only did she have to listen to the games on television, she also had to bear witness to the patrons’ recaps after.


And if that wasn’t bad enough, there were the sports networks rehashing player stats and player drafts and all the game replays with analyst commentary.


For someone who hated sports, she had a head full of statistics on every player who had ever played any sport.


Which meant everyone at Riley’s loved her.


“Hey, Jenna.”


She glanced up from wiping down the bar. Steve Mahoney, one of her regulars, signaled for another beer. She grabbed a bottle, popped off the top, slid it over to him, and added it to his tab.


“You see the game tonight?”


She smiled and nodded. “Of course.” As if she had a choice.


“Two goals for Anderson. The Ice scored a winner by picking him up last year, didn’t they?”


“Yeah, he’s great.”


Dick Mayhew got into the action, sliding onto an available barstool someone had vacated. He lifted one finger and Jenna grabbed a beer for him.


“He and Eddie make a hell of a team,” Dick said. “I think they’re unbeatable.”


Steve nodded. “I think we have a serious shot at the cup this year. What do you think, Jenna?”


Jenna thought she’d like to extricate herself from this conversation and refill some of her customers’ drinks down at the other end of the bar. Instead, she did what she always did when talk of sports came up. She grinned and leaned her elbows against the bar and did her best PR. “I think you’re right. Anderson is quick on his skates and he’s magic with his shots. It’s like he knows right where to put them. I’ve never seen anyone who can shoot a puck like he can. He has no fear going to the boards. He’s as tough as they come. And we already know Eddie is a proven winner at right wing. That’s why the Ice have held on to him as long as they have. Together they make a hell of a duo. With Victor at left wing, they’re an unbeatable trio. Their combined stats on goals are off the charts.”


“Not to mention power plays. When one is down, the other two pick up the slack,” Steve said, and he and Dick launched into their own conversation, which freed up Jenna to grab a few drinks for her other customers and see to the bar orders from the waitresses who served the clients throughout Riley’s.


Riley’s always packed in people like sardines after a game, which meant Jenna lost all track of time. She’d been here since before noon and it was now midnight. Her feet hurt, she smelled like food and alcohol, and she was ready to go home, fall into bed, and sleep for twenty-four hours.


Too bad she had to be here tomorrow and start all over again.


It was mid-week. Maybe people would start clearing out soon. After all, it was a work night.


But the sounds of raucous cheers made her cringe. She took a quick glance at the door and her worst fears were realized when she saw a half dozen of the St. Louis Ice hockey players stroll through the front door.


Crap. Now no one would leave until closing time, which meant almost three more hours for her and her team. And the players were probably hungry. She headed into the kitchen.


“Players just walked in,” she said to Malcolm, her head cook.


Malcolm, who had the patience of a saint and always took things in stride, just nodded. “I’ll get out the steaks.”


She laughed, shook her head, and went back to the bar. She refilled a few drinks and decided to let her waitresses handle the players. She’d go over there and say hello when she had a free minute. Right now she was slammed filling drink orders. Something about players coming in hopped up her customers’ excitement level and made everyone thirsty.


It was good for business, though. She loved having the players frequent Riley’s. She had Mick and Gavin—and Elizabeth—to thank for that.


“You look busy.”


She lifted her head and stared into the steel gray eyes of Tyler Anderson. He wore his raven hair a little long and shaggy, just the way she liked …


No. She did not like this guy. He was a jock, a hockey player, and she most definitely did not like sports players. Especially not Ty.


“Yeah, Ty. I’m a little busy here. What can I do for you?”


“Thought you could use some help. Why don’t you have two bartenders?”


“Because I can handle it by myself. Is Lydia taking care of your table?”


“She is. We’re fine. Steaks are ordered.”


She planted her palms against the side of the bar, sucking in a quick breath. “Then what do you need?”


He came around the open end of the bar. “Nothing. I came here to help you.”


Her eyes widened. “What? Get out of here. You can’t be back here.”


“Sure I can. You need help.”


“No, I don’t.” She shoved at him, but she might as well try to move a car. “Go away.”


The crowd thickened around the bar as soon as Ty made himself at home back there. He filled drink orders while Jenna stared dumbfounded. He popped the tops off bottles of beer like a pro, poured hard liquor, fixed mixed drinks, and operated like he knew what the hell he was doing behind a bar. He then took the customer’s money or credit card and handled her cash register, too.


What. The. Hell.


He slid a glance her way. “You have customers at the other end of the bar.”


She finally gave up and took care of her patrons while Ty drummed up more business.


“Hey, Ty, your steak is ready,” Malcolm said a half hour later.


“Just leave it behind the bar. I’ll eat it here.”


“You got it.”


Jenna rolled her eyes and watched as Ty ate his steak standing up while he visited with the guys at the bar, then went back to serving drinks.


By two thirty she called for last round and everyone began to make their way out the door. Jenna started cleaning up while the last of her patrons left. She called taxis for those who needed them, helped the waitresses bus tables, and cleared her bar registers.


She let the waitresses go, locked the front door, and headed into the kitchen. The kitchen had been cleaned up, the other cooks and the busboys had left, and only Malcolm remained—with Ty—the two of them talking about football.


“What are you still doing here?” she asked, looking at Ty.


“Sorry. Got involved talking postseason with Malcolm.”


“Who is now leaving,” Malcolm said with a yawn. “Want me to walk you out, Jenna?”


“No, thanks. I’ve got a few things left to do.”


Malcolm narrowed his dark brown eyes on her. “Go home. Don’t stay here all night doing paperwork.”


She laughed. “I don’t intend to.”


She locked the door behind him, then turned to tell Tyler to go, but he wasn’t in the kitchen. She found him in the bar pouring a whiskey.


“Hey. Last call was an hour ago.”


He smiled at her, tipped the glass to his lips, and downed the drink in one swallow, then put money on the top of the bar. She grabbed the money and slipped it into her pocket.


“Pocketing the profits, I see.”


“No, smart-ass. I already closed out the register. I’ll add it in tomorrow.”


He shook his head and leaned against the bar. “This is how you talk to your customers?”


“You stopped being a customer when you came behind my bar and served up drinks.”


“You needed help.”


“No, I didn’t.”


He folded his arms. “Are you always this bitchy, or just to me?”


“Just to you. Now get your ass out of here so I can finish closing up.”


He didn’t seem insulted, just cracked a smile instead, showing off perfectly straight white teeth. Weren’t hockey players supposed to be missing teeth because of all their fights on the ice? Why did he have to be so gorgeous? The damn man made her panties wet and had a habit of showing up here fairly regularly, which did make her bitchy because he hit all her hot buttons and she hadn’t had sex in a really long time.


She needed to get laid soon. Real soon. By someone who didn’t play sports.


She hit the master light switch, bathing the bar in darkness.


“Scared of the dark?”


She jumped, not realizing he was right behind her until his breath swept across the back of her neck. She’d turned the heat down so now she was freezing, but his body was warm. She resisted the urge to move in close to him. She bent down to grab her purse and sweater, brushing her butt against his crotch. He felt solid. Hard. Yummy.


Damn. She straightened, her eyes adjusting to the lack of light. “No.”


“No, what?” he asked.


“I’m not afraid of the dark.”


He turned her around to face him. The light from the full moon cast him in grayish shadow. She could see his face, though, as he cocked a grin. “Too bad.”


“Why?”


“Then you might have to lean on me to protect you.”


She took a step back. “Why the hardcore press here, Ty?”


“Come on, Jenna. You’re not a kid. You know why. I’ve been coming to the bar a lot, hanging around. I like you.”


“I don’t like you.”


He laughed. “Liar. I see the way you look at me.”


“You are so full of yourself, Anderson. Go pick up another girl. I’m not the least bit interested in you.” She brushed past him and headed to the door, waiting for him to meet her there so she could set the alarm.


He did, his coat in hand. She had her fingers on the keypad ready to turn on the alarm.


“Wait a second,” he said.


“Did you forget something?”


“Yeah.” He hauled her into his arms before she could take her next breath, and his mouth came down on hers.


For a fraction of a second she thought about objecting and pushing him away, but hell, it had been a really long time since she’d been kissed. It was February, cold as the polar ice cap outside, and Tyler’s lips were warm. His body was hot and as he folded her against him, she felt that heat seep into her.


She dropped her purse and coat and went with it, letting his lips claim hers.


It was just as she’d imagined it would be, and okay, she’d thought about this a lot. His mouth was firm and demanding, a hint of whiskey on his lips. He didn’t kiss like a sissy, thank God. He wasn’t hesitant at all. He just took the kiss, sliding his tongue inside her mouth to wrap around hers.


She tingled all over, her toes curled, her panties got wet, and her sex pulsed with a roaring need. If he put his hands down her pants, in two or three strokes she could come. The kiss was that good.


He reached up and cupped her breast, and she moaned against his lips, pressing her breast into his hand. She wanted more, wanted it all, and wanted it right now. Her mind was filled with images of him lowering her to the floor in the back of the bar, or bending her over the pool table.


But that would be going against everything she wanted. And didn’t want.


She wasn’t going to let him have it. Not this guy. Not ever this guy. She pressed her hands to his chest and broke the kiss.


“Stop. We can’t do this.”


He stepped back, his eyes dark with passion.


“Why not?”


She fought for breath, for her bearings and some semblance of sanity.


“Because I don’t want to.” She licked her lips, bent down, and grabbed her coat and purse. She turned away from him and with shaky hands she set the alarm, walked outside, and locked the front door, Ty right behind her.


She started to walk away but he grabbed her wrist, burning her with a look that melted her to the cold cement sidewalk.


And then he smiled at her. “Good night, Jenna.”


She pivoted and walked to her car, conscious of him standing there watching her. He waited, hands in his coat pockets while she got in and drove away.


Bastard. Her body was on fire from his kiss and she was going to have to take care of herself when she got home tonight.


She was never going to let him kiss her again.


TY WAITED UNTIL JENNA PULLED OUT OF THE PARKING lot and onto the street before he climbed into his car to head back to his place.


He had known Jenna for almost a year now, had met her through his agent, Elizabeth, and Jenna’s brother Gavin.


Jenna wasn’t at all his type. Oh, she was beautiful, all right, but she was skinny with small breasts. He liked his women full and lush with big tits.


He liked his women with long hair he could run his fingers through. Jenna had short, spiky black hair that had weird purple tips at the end, which was kind of wild and funky.


Jenna had multiple piercings in her left ear and that tiny little diamond on her nose. It always made him wonder what other parts of her body were pierced. And those tattoos he’d only gotten glimpses of intrigued him. He wanted time to explore them, to study them, to strip her down and see where else she was tattooed.


But her eyes were what really drew him to her. They were an amazing sapphire blue that were so expressive and so vulnerable, even though she liked to play the tough chick.


Okay, so maybe she was a little different. And maybe he was drawn to how utterly different she was.


So he played with her, irritated her, and baited her because he knew he could get a rise out of her.


Not interested? Bullshit. That kiss had told him just how interested she really was. He’d bet if he’d gotten his hands into her panties she’d have been wet.


Just the thought of getting into her panties made his cock throb. He could still taste her on his lips—peppermint and some kind of cherry-flavored lip gloss. He licked his lips, wanted more.


Yeah, he wanted a lot more of Jenna.


And just like in hockey, when the goal was in sight, he never gave up.
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TWO
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TY FLEW DOWN THE ICE, SKATING PAST THE DEFENDER. Victor Putinov slid the puck across to him and he took a shot.


Missed. He skirted around the net and fought the defender for the puck, slamming up against the boards, their sticks in combat for the prize. The shouts from the home crowd were deafening, spurring him on to scramble.


He lost the fight and skated his ass off after that black disc. When he was on the ice it was the only thing that mattered to him.


Eddie Wolkowski went after it, skidding to a halt against the center for Toronto. Ty wanted to beat these guys badly. He liked all the guys on his former team, but hey, business was business and it was time to get down to it.


Parker took a shot against Roger “Ice-man” Rantzen, the Ice’s goalie. Roger blocked it and Wolkowski took it and sent it shooting toward the center. The left wing picked it up and Ty took the charge across the line, skating in tandem with Toronto’s center. It was a race to see who could get there faster.


Ty was a damn good skater and had the stamina to beat his opponent. When the left wing passed the puck to Ty, he took it and passed it to Victor, who fought off the Toronto defenseman, giving Ty time to get into position.


Victor slanted the puck back to Ty. He saw the opening and took a hard shot.


Ty loved when the lamp lit up. The crowd was on its feet and the roar inside the arena never failed to give him chills. He lifted his stick in the air and pumped it up high, then went over to his teammates to celebrate.


They won the game three to one. It had been close. Toronto was a tough opponent.


After the game, he showered and dressed.


“How about a steak at Riley’s to celebrate?” Eddie asked.


Ty knew that Eddie had a major crush on Renee, one of the waitresses at Riley’s, and that’s why he kept suggesting they hit the bar.


And since he liked to irritate the hell out of Jenna, he was up for it. “Sure.”


Eddie grinned. At twenty-eight, Eddie was the Ice’s golden boy, with his dark blond hair and Nordic features. He was huge at six-five, nearly imposing, but had the freckled face and wide grin of a teenager. He was as good-natured as anyone Ty had ever known. A fierce killer on the ice, Eddie was as gentle as a kitten off it. He was a mix of contradictions, which made it hard for him to get women.


Except for Renee. She’d taken to Eddie right away, and Ty had the feeling Eddie’s crush was reciprocated—big time.


They went to the bar with a few of the other guys who said they wanted to unwind with some pool.


As soon as he walked in the door he caught Jenna’s eye. She frowned. He grinned.


Game time. Only this was a different kind of game than the one he’d played earlier on the ice.


SECOND VERSE, SAME AS THE FIRST. EVERY NIGHT RAN together until Jenna didn’t know what day it was. With hockey season going on and so many rabid fans in attendance at the bar, Jenna ran her legs off serving drinks, and her waitresses were just as busy filling orders.


The logical part of her knew business was good, and in this economy that was an awesome thing. The bar was packed, her customers were happy, and Riley’s was making money. She had no business being dissatisfied with her life. If this wasn’t what she wanted to do, too bad. She was helping out the family, they had a successful business, and it kept stress off her father, who had suffered a heart attack and subsequent surgery last year. On those rare occasions when he came to the bar he was happy and smiling, and all he had to do was enjoy his friends. She was relieved he was still around after last year’s scare.


No complaints, right? Even if Riley’s was still primarily her responsibility and the family counted on her to keep it running. It could be a whole lot worse.


“If the Ice keep winning, I’m going to lose ten pounds,” one of the witnesses said. “They keep packing in here. And it gets even more crowded when they show up after the home games.”


Sure enough, they were here again. More important, Ty was with them.


There were loads of bars near the arena, many that catered to hockey fans. Why did he have to choose hers?


Renee, one of her top waitresses, leaned against the bar and gave her a drink order.


Jenna would be lost without her. Renee was bubbly and pretty in that Barbie doll kind of way—curvy and blonde and petite and all the guys loved her. She had infectious laughter, but she never encouraged any of them, though Jenna was certain Renee had a thing for one of the Ice players. She hadn’t acted on it, but there was something about the looks she and Wolkowski exchanged.


It was cute. She’d have to find out what was going on with the two of them.


Jenna grabbed the list and started making drinks. “Your boyfriend is here.”


Renee did a quick glance. “I know. I took their drink order. And Eddie’s not my boyfriend.”


But Renee’s cheeks were pink. And she couldn’t hide her smile.


“Seeing him?”


She shook her head, her curls bouncing. “He hasn’t asked me.”


“Men are stupid. He’s staring at you.”


Renee lifted her head to meet Jenna’s gaze. “He is?”


“Yeah.” She loaded up the drinks on Renee’s tray. “So ask him out.”


“Nope. If he wants me, he can do the asking.”


“You’re such a traditional girl.”


“Aren’t I?” Renee winked and sauntered off.


After Renee left, Jenna had a few moments to breathe. She just couldn’t get a freakin’ break. Ty’s gaze met hers as he pulled off his jacket and headed to a pool table. Every ounce of estrogen in her body surged with joy as his lean, muscled frame settled over one of the tables, pool cue in hand.


Her damn estrogen could just calm the hell down. He might have kissed her, and she might have tingled for hours over it, but that was as far as it was ever going to go. He was sports and that meant no.


He leaned a hip against the pool table and accepted the beer Renee gave him, his body ripped and hard all over as he relaxed and laughed with his friends.


Just the sound of his voice made her nipples harden.


Did you hear that, body? No. No, no, no.


Deciding to ignore him, she went into the kitchen and told Malcolm to start the steak orders, then busied herself with her customers. She would not be interested in Tyler, even if her libido was.


But watching him play pool was more than she could take. She wasn’t nearly busy enough. It was late, the crowds had thinned, and it was mostly him and his player buddies, and if she had to wipe down another glass until it sparkled to avoid looking at his ass she was going to hurl said glass against the nearest wall.


Escape wasn’t an option since she was still in charge of the bar, and the pool table was off to the left—in her line of sight whenever she had to grab a beer.


She tried not to ogle, but Ty had a great butt. He was good at pool, too. Of course. Jocks were good at everything, which was why their egos often went unchecked, something she found utterly intolerable about sports figures.


Which was why she never intended to date, have sex with, or otherwise get involved with one. She made a concerted effort not to watch him, instead glancing at the clock and the minutes ticking down to closing time. She decided to do hard liquor inventory to keep her mind engaged on something other than Ty.


“Can I get a beer, Jenna?”


She hadn’t realized time had passed until Ty pulled up a stool at the bar. She glanced over at the pool table. His friends were nowhere to be found. In fact, the bar was nearly deserted and it was closing time.


Renee waved to her on her way out the door with Malcolm right on her heels.


She was alone in the bar again. With Ty. How had she let that happen?


“Bar’s closed.”


He skirted around the bar and helped himself. She crossed her arms and glared at him.


“You don’t own this place, you know.”


He popped off the top and took a long swallow, then let out a grateful sigh. “Pool makes me thirsty, thanks. And no, I don’t own this place, but your parents do and they like me.”


“Finish your beer so I can get out of here.”


He went around and took his seat on the stool again. “What is it about me that you don’t like?”


She wiped down the top of the bar, ignoring his question.


“My looks?”


God no. He was panty-dropping good looking. Not that she would ever admit that to him.


“My personality.”


Utterly annoying. And charming.


“My manners.”


Perfect. He always held the door for women and the elderly. He was respectful, not too loud, and never drank too much. For every beer or whiskey he drank, he followed it up with a large glass of ice water. Some athletes wanted all the attention drawn on themselves. Ty liked to blend into the background, preferring to mix with her clientele, not be a showcase because he was a star on the Ice.


“So tell me, Jenna. What is it about me that bugs you?”


She tossed the rag into the bin and palmed the edge of the bar. “I don’t date sports players.”


He quirked a brow. “Yeah? Why’s that?”


She held her arms out to her sides. “Look at all this, Ty. I’m surrounded by it all day, nearly every day. And then there’s Mick and Gavin and all their friends who passed through the house. I’ve had sports ad nauseum all my life.”


He tilted the bottle up to his lips and drank, then handed the empty to her. She tossed it.


“I see. You’ve had your fill of guys like me.”


“Now you’re beginning to see the light.”


“So I’m damned because of my profession. Out of the running before I’ve even had a chance.”


She nodded. “Yup. You’re wasting your time on me. Might as well go find another girl to charm.”


He came behind the bar. “What if I don’t want another girl? What if I want you?”


Uh-oh. Her body was pinging like a Geiger counter and Ty was radioactive. The closer he got, the hotter she became. She took a step back. “I don’t want you.”


He stopped, his lips curving in a knowing smile. “You keep saying that, but I don’t think I believe you.”


“Arrogant men are not appealing.”


“I’m not being arrogant. I’m just good at reading signals.”


“You are so full of shit.” She bent down, grabbed her bag, and held it in front of her like a life preserver. “What signals?”


“You’re breathing fast. Your cheeks are flushed. Your pupils are dilated.”


“I’m exhausted and out of breath from running around trying to close down this place. And it’s hot in here.”


He laughed. “It’s not hot in here. And you’ve been standing still.”


He had her there. “Go away, Ty. I need to close up.” She fumbled in her bag for her keys.


“Go out with me.”


She jerked her head up. “What? No. Hell no.”


“It wouldn’t be so bad. I promise.”


“I’d rather have a root canal.”


He didn’t seem insulted. What would it take to get him angry, to hurt his feelings? To get him the hell out of this bar?


“I promise you that going out with me is way more fun than dental surgery.”


“I’m … seeing someone.”


One perfectly formed brow rose. “You’re seeing someone.”


“Yes.”


“Who?”


“You don’t know him.”


“How do you know I don’t know him if you don’t tell me who he is?”


“He’s not involved in sports.”


“I know a lot of people not in sports, Jenna.”


She was digging this hole deeper and deeper. “He’s not from around here. And I have to go.”


“Got a date?”


“Yes.” She pushed on him until he finally budged and headed for the door. She punched in the code and hurried outside, tossing on her jacket to ward off the frigid temps.


Of course he just had to walk her to her car. Damn him for being a gentleman. He’d be a lot easier to not think about if he were a prick.


“A little late for a date, isn’t it?” he asked when she got to her car.


“None of your business, Ty.”


“So, it’s a booty call.”


She gasped. “It is not a booty call. It’s a date.”


“He taking you out to dinner at three a.m.?”


She clamped her lips tightly together.


“The movies, maybe?”


“You’re an asshole.” She pivoted and got into her car.


“Good night, Jenna.”


He stepped back when she peeled out of the lot, and just like the last time, he stood there watching until she drove away.


Damn him for making her think about him, for making her want him.


She’d show him. She’d get herself a guy.


Maybe if she found someone else to go out with—and ultimately have sex with—Ty wouldn’t be front and center on her mind.
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THREE
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TY HADN’T INTENDED TO SHOW UP AT THE RILEYS’ house, but Gavin had invited him.


Sunday dinner was apparently a big deal to the Rileys. Ty had no family here, but he and Gavin had become friends over the past months, playing basketball whenever they both managed free days. That wasn’t often though, since Gavin was prepping for the beginning of the baseball season and Ty was on the road playing hockey. But every now and then they managed to hang out together, like today, though the family had held up dinner waiting for Gavin and Elizabeth to show up.


He’d actually gotten to know Gavin through his agent, Elizabeth Darnell, who was now Gavin’s fiancée. Gavin hadn’t liked Ty at all when he’d first met him, because Ty had flirted with Liz to try to make Gavin jealous. Apparently it worked since the two of them were engaged and planning to get married.


But first it was Gavin’s older brother Mick’s wedding coming up in a couple weeks if he remembered right. And judging from the frenzied talking going on between Liz and Tara, Mick’s fiancée, along with Gavin and Mick’s mother—it seemed like the wedding planning was in full force.


Ty was glad he wasn’t taking part in it. Weddings were so not his thing.


He hung out in the living room, drinking beer and talking with Gavin, Mick, and their dad, along with Nathan, Tara’s teenaged son.


This was a nice family. There was a warmth and closeness to this family that he hadn’t felt with his own. Mick told Ty that he and Tara had decided to make the permanent move to St. Louis, including relocating Tara’s business so Nathan could go to school here. Family was important to them, and even though Mick still played for San Francisco, it was easier for him to travel, and more important for Tara and Nathan to be near Mick’s family since they had all become so close.


He understood that. A tight family was a family that stayed together. He wished it had worked out for his parents, but that was a different situation.


“You’re looking good on the ice, Ty.”


“Thank you, sir.” Ty smiled at Gavin’s father, Jimmy Riley. Jimmy had heart surgery several months back, and ever since he’d been robust and healthy, had lost weight, and laughed more than anyone Ty knew. It was like getting a second chance had showed him how great life was.


“Don’t call me sir. Makes me feel old.”


“You are old, old man.” Mick, who sat on the sofa next to his dad, nudged him in the ribs.


Tyler wondered if Mick’s dad’s surgery was a motivating factor in the whole relocation thing. Almost losing someone you love could make you alter a lot of life decisions.


“You think I’m old, boy? Ha. Not too old that I can’t kick your ass in a game of Horse.”


Tara entered the room, crossed her arms, and rolled her eyes. “Here we go.”


“I’m young enough to take both of you with one hand tied behind my back,” Nathan chimed in.


Jimmy tilted his head back and laughed. “You’re teaching that boy well, I see,” he said to Mick.


Mick grinned. “Doing my best to make a smart-ass out of him.”


“Mick. Language,” Tara warned.


“And a quarter for the cuss jar, Dad,” Nathan said.


Tyler sat back and soaked it all in. The warmth, the obvious love they all felt for each other. This was what it was like when people genuinely cared for each other. No tension, no walking on eggshells, no pretending things were all right and everyone was happy when they weren’t. Because everyone in this house was happy.


“Dinner will be served as soon as Jenna gets here,” Kathleen said as she entered the room. “She’s just waiting for her relief to show up at the bar.”


Tyler had wondered if Jenna was going to be here. Now he knew.


She breezed in about twenty minutes later, tossed her purse on the table in the entryway, and flung herself onto the sofa next to her mother. Her mom kissed her cheek.


“Rough day?”


Jenna shrugged and propped her feet on the table. “Nah. Casey was late, as usual, but it wasn’t a busy day, so no big deal.”


Jenna greeted everyone, and her gaze landed on Tyler. She arched a brow. “What are you doing here?”


“Waiting to eat the great dinner your mother prepared. And Gavin invited me.”


Jenna shot Gavin a glare. Ty smirked.


“We played basketball earlier today, so I invited Ty to dinner. You have a problem with that?”


“Why would I care who comes to dinner?” She shrugged and pushed off the couch. “I’m going to get a drink. Anyone want one?”


She left the room and her mother rose, too. “I’ll go check the roast and put the potatoes on now that Jenna’s here.”


“I’ll come help you, Mom,” Tara said.


“Me, too.” Liz got up to follow, and Ty figured that was a signal for girl talk to commence, either about him or about the wedding. Or maybe both.


“What’s going on with you and Jenna?” Gavin asked.


“Nothing. I tried to get her to go out with me. She said no.”


Mick snorted. “She hates sports and any guy who plays them. Except her brothers, of course.”


“Dude. She barely tolerates us and we’re family.”


Mick nodded at Gavin. “True.”


Ty tilted the bottle of beer to his lips and took a long swallow, then nodded. “Yeah. She made it pretty clear I didn’t stand a chance.”


“Do you like her?”


Ty shifted his gaze to Nathan. “Yeah, I like her.”


“Then go for it.”


“Kind of like beating my head against a brick wall, kid.”


Nathan dragged his gaze away from the soccer game that was on to focus his full attention on Ty. “So? Dad always tells me not to give up on something I want.”


Ty didn’t plan to give up, but he wasn’t going to have this conversation with a teenager and Jenna’s brothers. “I’ll give it some thought. Thanks for the pep talk.”


“Anytime.”


Mick grinned over Nathan’s head at Ty. “He’s right. She’s stubborn, but we kind of like you.”


“We do, though I don’t know why,” Gavin added with a wink. “And God knows she never goes out. Give it a shot.”


“She said she was seeing someone.”


“She’s lying,” Mick said. “Tara said she’s not bringing anyone to the wedding. If she had a guy, she’d have a date. As far as I know she’s going solo.”


Interesting.


JENNA HID OUT IN THE KITCHEN WITH HER MOTHER until the last item had been dragged into the dining room. Then she had no choice but to join the family—and Ty—in there.


It seemed like every time she turned around, there he was. At the bar, and now at her parents’ house. What was it going to take to get rid of this guy? It was bad enough he haunted her fantasies. Did he have to stalk her reality, too?


Of course, since everyone was paired up, and Nathan had such a fierce case of hero worship of Mick that he had to sit next to him, Tyler ended up being seated next to her. The physical attraction she felt for him was intense. She tried to focus on her food, but she had damn good peripheral vision, which meant even glancing at her plate meant she could see his hands—strong and large, with dark hairs that crept up his wrists. He’d pushed the sleeves of his Henley up so she couldn’t help but notice his muscled forearms. So instead, she focused on her lap, which meant she’d occasionally steal glances at his thighs, and then her gaze would travel inward toward his—


Stop. She would not stare at his lap, would not imagine him pushing his chair back so she could climb on and rock against him.


For God’s sake. She was in her parents’ dining room. She would not have sexual fantasies about Ty.


Her cheeks burned with the visual and her head shot up, expecting to find her entire family staring at her.


They weren’t. They were engaged in conversation, everyone ignoring her.


Everyone except Ty, of course, who glanced her way with a knowing quirk of his lips.


Bastard.


Maybe she should just have sex with him, get him out of her system, and then she’d never have to think about him again.


“Jenna.”


Grateful for the distraction, she looked to Tara. “Yes?”


“We have dress fittings on Tuesday night at seven. Can you make it?”


She relaxed and smiled at her soon-to-be sister-in-law. “Wouldn’t miss it. I’ve already got coverage at the bar that night, so I’m free for the evening.”


Tara wiggled in her seat. “I know I shouldn’t be this giddy, but with the wedding under two weeks away, I can’t help it.”


“We’re all excited,” Jenna’s mother said. “It’ll be here before you know it.”


Then Tara did the unthinkable. “Tyler, will you be available to come to the wedding?”


No. Please say no. Maybe he’d have a game.


“What’s the date?”


She told him and he paused, mentally calculating the date. “That’s a Friday. There’s no game that night, so yeah, I’m free.”


Tara’s eyes sparkled. “We’d love to have you come to the wedding. I know it’s last minute, but if you’re available, please say you’ll be there.”


“I don’t want to intrude.”


Jenna bit her lip.


“Don’t be silly. It’s not an intrusion. You’re friends with Gavin and Mick, and Gavin says you don’t have family here. Mick and I would love to have you at our wedding.”


Mick cast a grin at Jenna before turning his gaze back to Tyler. “Sure. Come to the wedding. It’s going to be a great party.”


“Thanks. I’d love to come.”


Jenna had a feeling she’d just been set up. By her entire family.
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FOUR
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ON TUESDAY SHE MET TARA AND ELIZABETH AT THE bridal shop, along with Maggie, one of Tara’s best friends from her event planning business, who had flown in to spend the final week and a half with Tara before the wedding. Maggie had taken over the event planning business from Tara in San Francisco.


Maggie was Tara’s maid of honor. Liz and Jenna were bridesmaids, and they were all enjoying the final dress fitting before the big day.


“I have to say you’re being pretty cool about all this,” Elizabeth said as she watched Tara being fitted for her dress. “I’m going to be a freakin’ wreck when it’s my turn.”


Tara smiled as the bridal shop seamstresses put the finishing touches on what Jenna thought was a breathtaking gown.


“I love Mick, and I’m getting my happily ever after. Everything else is just icing on the cake. Besides, I’m an event planner. It’s in my nature to stay calm under pressure.”


Maggie snorted.


“What?”


“Just wait until it’s the day. We’ve done weddings. You know how even the calmest of brides gets. I’m going to be prepared for anything, just in case, but I think you’re a simmering volcano waiting to erupt.”


Tara lifted her chin. “I am not going to erupt. My emotions are under control.”


Liz looked at Jenna, who shrugged. “No clue. Never been married.”


“Well, I’ll tell you. I have several months to go before my wedding and I already need Valium.” Liz glanced over at Tara and Maggie. “Don’t look to me to help calm your nerves. I plan to have a bottle of Patrón in my purse that day.”


Jenna laughed. “Glad it’s you all and not me.”


“Don’t you laugh over there,” Tara said. “Your day will come.”


“Are you kidding? I’m not even dating anyone.”


“That’s not what Ty said.”


Her gaze turned to Liz. “What did he say?”


“He told me you shot him down, refused to go out with him, and then you said you were seeing someone.”


All eyes settled on her. Fortunately, it was her turn to try on her dress, so she hightailed it into the dressing room in a hurry so she wouldn’t have to admit that she wasn’t, in fact, seeing anyone. But when she came out with her dress on, Tara, Liz, and Maggie were all waiting for her.


“So who’s the guy?” Tara asked.


Didn’t it just figure they weren’t going to let that subject drop?


Jenna blew out a breath. “No one any of you know.”


“So why didn’t you tell us you were seeing someone?” Liz asked.


“Because it’s not serious. I don’t tell you all every time I go out on a date.”


Tara tilted her head. “Are you bringing him to the wedding?”


“No.”


“Why not?” Liz asked.


“We’ve only gone out a couple times. Definitely not enough to sic the family on him.”


“Does he have brothers?” Maggie asked. “Because I’m here alone. A date would be nice.”


Jenna laughed. “No idea.”


“I could set you up with someone,” Liz said to Maggie. “I know a lot of sports figures.”


Maggie batted her lashes at Liz. “Really?”


“Really.”


“You would turn my wedding into a PR fest for one of your clients?” Tara said with a mock gasp.


“In a heartbeat, sister.”


Jenna laughed.


“Hey, do whatever you want, but find me a hunky date,” Maggie said. “I’m all in.”


“Done,” Liz said.


“And speaking of dates,” Tara said, “what about Jenna’s?”


Damn. She could have sworn they’d gone off topic and this would be forgotten.


“You don’t know anything about his family?” Tara asked. “Mom won’t like that. Neither will Mick and Gavin.”


Web of lies. This is what happened when she made up boyfriends. “I don’t know if we’ll be seeing each other again. So Mom and Dad have nothing to worry about.”


“No chemistry?” Maggie offered.


“Yeah. No chemistry.” She was glad for the excuse and the out. She could kiss Maggie right now.


“Well, honey, you’re gorgeous. And sexy. I’m sure if this one doesn’t work out, there are likely ten guys waiting in line to go out with you.”


She met Tara’s confident expression and smiled at her.


She was going to have to dig up a real person to date. And by God, she would bring him to the damn wedding. One, to get her family off her back, and two, to make herself stop thinking about Ty.


For all she knew Ty might bring a date of his own. She hoped he would. That would end any residual attraction she felt for him.


After the fittings the four of them went out for dinner, fortunately not at her family’s bar.


It was nice to have a night off and actually go out. Usually on her nights off she stayed home, caught up on sleep, or watched television. And she always played music and worked on writing songs. Tonight it was good to get away.


She isolated herself too much. She knew it, realized she should get out more, but she much preferred her apartment and her music.


She didn’t really like people all that much, anyway.


Yeah, she was girlfriend material, all right.


“How about that guy?” Liz asked as they settled at a table and ordered a round of drinks.


It took Jenna a few seconds to realize Liz was talking to her. “Huh? What are you talking about?”


“That guy. The one at the bar who’s looking at you.”


She followed Liz’s head motion to a suit type leaning against the bar with a drink in hand. Outstanding in the looks department, with sandy blond hair, straight teeth, and a smile that looked like it had been bleached at the dentist’s office.


“Likely dating twenty girls at once and can’t keep their names straight. No thanks.”


“And how do you know this?” Liz asked.


“Bourbon, straight up.”


Tara frowned. “What does that mean?”


“I can tell a lot about a guy by what he drinks.”


“Occupational hazard?” Liz asked.


“Or a plus, depending on how you look at it. Between the way they scan a room, how they dress, and what they drink, I’ve got them pegged before they ever say a word.”


Liz scooted her chair closer to Jenna’s. “Oh, this could be fun. Hot stuff in jeans and black T-shirt, far left side of the bar.”


Jenna took a look. “Cheating on his wife.”


“Nuh-uh,” Maggie said. “How do you know?”


“Too easy. Wedding ring mark on his left hand. And a fresh one at that. You can still see the ridges on his finger.”


“What an asshole.” Tara sipped her drink, then looked at Jenna. “You’re good at this. I would never have noticed that.”


“Most women don’t, not on initial glance, anyway. They’re not all assholes. But a lot of them aren’t worth a second look, especially at a bar.”


“Because they go there to pick up women?” Liz asked.


“And to get laid.”


Tara shook her head. “So cynical. No wonder you don’t date much.”


“Unless I’m in the mood for sex, I don’t really see the point. None of those guys are my type. And a bar isn’t a place to meet men.”


“Oh, come on.” Liz scanned the bar. “There are some serious hotties in here.”


Training her gaze into laser-point precision, she pointed it at the male traffic. “Unemployed. Gay. Mama’s boy. Bully. Wimp.” She turned to them. “Should I go on?”


Tara shook her head. “I think you might be just a wee bit too picky. Are you certain your system is as flawless as you’d like to believe?”


“I’ll prove it to you.” She smiled at the corporate type they’d singled out for her at the beginning. He graced her with his thousand-watt smile, pushed off the bar, and headed over to them, pulling up a chair and sliding into it.


“Hello, ladies. Enjoying your evening?”


Jenna took the lead. “So far.”


“Can I buy you all a drink?”


“Sure.” Jenna told them what they were having. Without even turning around, he raised his hand and snapped his fingers for the cocktail waitress. Jenna gritted her teeth.


They all introduced themselves. His name was Craig. He was in hardware technology sales.


“Do you travel?” she asked.


His lips curved. “Quite a bit, as a matter of fact. I’m on the road a lot.”


“You must enjoy it.”


“It’s an adventure. And what about you, Jenna?”


“I’m a bartender.”


He held up his drink and tipped it to her. “Nice. I like drinks.”


She’d just bet he did.


“And what about the rest of you gorgeous women? What do you do?”


Number one sin. When you’re hitting on one woman, you don’t also hit up her friends. You ignore them. Craig was hedging his bet, just in case Jenna wasn’t the one he decided he wanted to go home with tonight.


“Engaged,” Liz said.


“Getting married in a week,” Tara said.


“Dating someone,” Maggie lied.


Smart Maggie.


Craig scooted his chair closer to Jenna’s. Ugh.


“So you’re a bartender, huh?”
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