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High Stick: Jarrett

Nashville Sound, Book 3

Alicia Hunter Pace
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Avon, Massachusetts


For Joe and Daniel, my #11 and #39, who had to eat way too much Buffalo Wild Wings at deadline time.


Chapter One

Though saying that she knew how to tend bar when she didn’t wasn’t the worst decision of Merry Sweet’s life, it definitely did not make the top ten list of her Best Laid Plans.

It had seemed like a good idea at the time. After all, this wedding at Beauford Bend Plantation was a onetime thing, it was only about forty minutes from Nashville where Merry lived, and the money was good.

The I dos were over now, as was the sit-down dinner that had followed. Now the dancing was in full swing in the ballroom of Beauford Bend, an honest to God, made it through the Civil War plantation that also served as the venue for their event planning business, Around the Bend.

This soirée was a far cry from any wedding Merry had ever attended back home in Alabama. She was used to the fellowship hall of the Beaver Crossing Baptist Church, with friends of the bride who hadn’t made the wedding party cut serving cake, nuts, little chicken salad sandwiches, and a big crystal bowl filled with punch that matched the bridesmaids’ dresses. If there had been such a bowl of punch here tonight it would have had to be blue.

On the one hand, the winter theme decorations were breathtakingly beautiful, but on the other, there sure were a lot of crystal snowflakes, silver glitter, and blue, blue, blue.

And right in the middle of it all was an eight-foot tall ice sculpture of a hockey player and a bride. It didn’t look much like the couple, but still. A chunk of ice made to look like people—any people—was impressive. Merry knew the bride—Amy—from Foolscap and Vellum, the fancy paper store where Merry worked part time. Amy was a bullet journaler and, apparently, a generous gift giver, judging from the amount of wrapping paper she bought. She’d married one of those Nashville Sound pro hockey players tonight.

The bride was how Merry had come to be standing behind one of the bars at this party three days before Christmas. Amy had mentioned in passing that the event planner was having a tough time finding enough staff for the wedding since the college students who made up the bulk of their regular temporary help would have already left to go home for the holidays. Amy had given Emory Beauford’s business card to Merry, and Merry had called the next day. Though she was on winter break from Vanderbilt Law School, Merry couldn’t go home anyway, because she had to work.

She had expected to secure a job serving or washing dishes, but Emory needed a bartender and Merry had said she could do it. Probably because Merry knew the bride, Emory hadn’t questioned her very much. Merry had been grateful. Her second job was ice suite attendant for home hockey games at Bridgestone Arena, but the Sound was on hiatus for five days, which meant no income from there. She had the tuition for the upcoming semester covered between working all she could and loans (mostly loans), but she still had to pay for books, food, and living expenses.

There were three bars at this party, and Merry’s was one of two in the ballroom. She’d been relieved not to be assigned to the parlor downstairs, because she figured the older set would hang out there where it was quieter and they’d be a cocktail crowd. She’d guessed that the younger folks would be thirsty from dancing and lean toward beer and wine. That had been mostly true, with only a few straight bourbons, vodka rocks, and rum and Cokes thrown in.

“Scotch and water, please,” said a male voice.

Another easy one. Good, excellent, in fact. Having been raised by a fire-and-brimstone, fundamental, teetotaling preacher, Merry had had little exposure to alcohol until college, when she had found she disliked the taste. After taking this job, she’d thought she would be able to study up on how to make cocktails, but there were so many and she’d had final exams. The best she’d been able to do was memorize a few basic drinks—martini, margarita, daiquiri—and stash a bartender’s guide under the bar. But there was no need for the book to mix plain old scotch and water. She reached for the Glenfiddich and looked up to meet the bright gray eyes of the scotch and water drinker.

Some might have said those eyes were silver—pretty, but they put Merry in the mind of a vampire. The color was at odds with his caramel-streaked brown hair. Good-looking, though. He had the kind of look her father would have approved of—short hair, clean-shaven, and no visible tattoos. He wore a flower in the lapel of his tuxedo jacket, so he must have been a groomsman. Judging from his size and age, he was probably a teammate of the groom. Not that she watched hockey, despite working most home games. On the rare occasions when she had a break from fetching and toting for people who could afford to sit in an ice suite, Merry studied.

“Rocks?” she asked.

He looked slightly amused. “No. No rocks. Thank you.” She got the feeling she’d said something wrong. She’d been proud of herself for calling ice rocks, thought it sounded bartender-ish. Did people not say that anymore? She poured the glass half full of scotch and finished filling it with water.

“There you are.” She handed him his drink along with a cocktail napkin embossed with Amy and Emile. December 22. If he’d looked amused before, he looked slightly horrified now. “Is that not all right? This is the only brand of scotch we have.”

“No. That’s very good scotch. It’s fine.” He took a sip, but he didn’t move on. “Do I know you from somewhere?”

Unholy hell!

That could only mean one thing, since it was unlikely that he would have looked up from the ice during a game to see her serving nachos and beer.

He’d seen the online topless calendar. It had been out of date for almost two full years now—not that anyone looked at it to schedule appointments. It had been six months since anyone had recognized her from it, and she’d begun to think it was behind her. But it looked as though it was going follow her for the rest of her life—and she should have been prepared for that. She’d had all the information. The online calendar, put out by the most widely read men’s magazine in the country, sold millions of copies every year. They’d told her that before she’d posed, had been proud of it, but she’d fooled herself into thinking no one would ever recognize her. Why, why, why, had she posed bare breasted for that damned calendar?

Never mind. She knew the reason and it wasn’t even a good one. She hadn’t needed the money to pay for an operation for a relative and, since she’d had a great job and full-ride private scholarship at the time, certainly not for tuition. Life had been good, but had it been good enough for her? No. She’d wanted to go on a stupid skiing trip with some rich classmates who turned out to be assholes, so she’d posed to earn the money thinking no one who mattered would ever find out. And they hadn’t for a long time. It was May, right after the close of her 1L year, when the wrong person had found out, and she had paid with her job and scholarship. Stupid, stupid, stupid. It wouldn’t have been worth it even if the ski trip had been the acme of all trips, but it had been nothing short of misery.

At least the pictures had not become mainstream common knowledge and no one back in Beaver Crossing knew about them. They didn’t even know she’d had to take last year off to regroup and save money or that she was in the middle of her second, not third, year.

But occasionally, someone like this good-looking maybe-hockey-player would recognize her. She knew the drill. Pretty soon, he would realize where he’d seen her and react in one of two ways—depending on if he was single. She glanced at his hand. No ring. Still, he could have a girlfriend. He would either pretend he’d been mistaken or he’d leer at her and make some disparaging remark.

He continued to study her. Finally, he nodded, like he was almost remembering.

Well, bring it on, pal. It’s my body and if I want to bare it, it’s my business. I knew going in what I was risking. When they gave me that private full-ride scholarship and a part-time clerical job, I knew Chassen, Hendrix, and Lee, Attorneys at Law, didn’t take their morality clause lightly. They couldn’t—not with LifeRock megachurch as their biggest client. Like Mr. Chassen had said—it was just business. I gracefully took my medicine, but I won’t take your condemnation. It’s not like you stumbled onto my pictures when you were surfing the net looking for Bible verses. You had to willfully put in your credit card information and swear you were over eighteen. Asshole.

He snapped his fingers and smiled, showing his white, straight teeth. “I know where I’ve seen you. You work at that store in Sound Town that sells birthday cards and has a coffee bar. I went in a few weeks ago to get a card for my mother. I got a latte. You made it for me.”

Oh. “Foolscap and Vellum.” She felt like a fool—a very relieved fool.

“What? Fools who?”

“That’s the name of the shop. And those are words for paper. We sell all things paper—wrapping paper, invitations, bullet journal supplies.” Merry held up the custom printed cocktail napkin. “We did these napkins. The bride is one of our best customers.”

He nodded. “Amy. I live not far from her and Emile in Sound Town.” Sound Town was the area of downtown Nashville informally called so because of the location of the Sound practice rink and the number of players and team-connected people who lived there. Merry lived in Sound Town, too, in a carriage house a few blocks from Foolscap and Vellum.

“Can I get you anything else?” she asked. It was time he moved on.

He frowned at his drink. “No. You’ve done enough.”

What? If he hadn’t wanted scotch and water why had he ordered it? Maybe he had expected it to taste like a butterscotch Lifesaver, like she had the first—and last—time she’d tried scotch. That had been back when she’d still been trying to learn to drink. Now she just got a sparkling water with lime and called it done.

“Would you be kind enough to make me a Long Island iced tea?” said a cultured, feminine voice—a voice dripping with money. The older woman who’d spoken looked the part too—perfect hair, champagne-colored silk dress, and pearls that had probably been buried in the back yard with the silver when Sherman marched through. That is, if Sherman had marched through. Not that it mattered. Someone had.

What did matter was that Merry’s luck had run out. That did not sound like an easy drink, and she had no idea how to make it. Her hand closed on the little cheat book under the bar, but it wouldn’t do any good. There was a carafe of coffee for Irish coffee, but no iced tea. Gwen, the Beauford Bend catering manager, had impressed on Merry that it was Around the Bend’s policy to bend over backward to accommodate the guests.

“Of course. Long Island iced tea. Coming right up.” Maybe there was tea lurking somewhere. There had to be. Gwen had assured her that she had every liquor and mixer known to Bacchus.

“Hello, darling,” the woman said to the hockey player. Winston Churchill could have had this woman in mind when he’d said, “The most beautiful voice in the world is that of an educated Southern woman.” How are you, Jarrett, dear?” So his name was Jarrett.

Hey, Jarrett. Got any iced tea in your pocket? It won’t do to deny this woman Long Island iced tea, even if I have to run all the way to Long Island to get it.

But maybe she wouldn’t have to. She’d been looking for a pitcher, but maybe it was the canned kind and would be in the cooler with the soft drinks.

“I’m well, Mrs. Davenport. Are you all set for Christmas?” this Jarrett asked.

Davenport! Hell. This was probably Pickens Davenport’s wife. They owned the Nashville Sound and forty-three other things in Nashville. Come on, Lipton iced tea in a can! Be here. If she failed to produce this drink, not only would she be fired from this job and sent away in shame, she’d probably be thrown out of Nashville and excommunicated from Vandy Law School. She didn’t belong there anyway. Her mother had tried to get her to go to Auburn and major in elementary education. But too late for that. Now, she had to find that tea. There was Coke, Sprite, ginger ale—

“Excuse me.” Great. Now this Jarrett was going to play the gentleman and demand to know why it was taking so long for the lady’s drink. And still no iced tea. Not that it mattered. She didn’t know the difference between Long Island iced tea and Beaver Crossing, Alabama iced tea anyway.

“Yes?” She was going to have to admit it. “I’m sorry. You see—”

“I have a favor to ask,” Jarrett said. “Please let me make Mrs. Davenport’s drink.”

“What?” Had she heard him right?

“Yeah. I used to bartend in Wisconsin. Still do sometimes when I’m home. I make a really special Long Island iced tea, and I’d love to make it for my boss’s wife.”

Mrs. Davenport laughed. “You, Jarrett? A bartender?”

“I, uh—” Merry said. Surely, there was some food safety law against letting guests make drinks, but did it trump Gwen’s directive to make the guests happy?

“I can always fall back on bartending if this hockey thing doesn’t work out.” And with that, he removed his coat and cufflinks, rolled up his sleeves, and came behind the bar without waiting for permission. His forearms were corded and strong-looking. Tan, too.

And then he loosened his tie and collar, exposing his neck, and cold chills followed by a hot glow washed over Merry. There was no denying it. She wanted to kiss that neck, wanted to taste the place right above where it joined his shoulder. It looked soft, warm, and . . . well, kissable. What was wrong with her? It wasn’t like she went around wanting to kiss random necks, so why now? He was good-looking, sure. She’d already established that, but good-looking men were a dime a dozen. Kissable necks, not so much.

Mrs. Davenport laughed. “I would say it’s highly unlikely that hockey will fail you at this point. I saw last night’s game. Two goals and an assist. Not too shabby.” So he was a really good hockey player, maybe one of the stars. Merry put her hand in her apron pocket to keep from touching his neck.

“You never know.” After Jarrett, the bartender turned hockey player, selected a tall glass, his hands began to fly over the liquor in a blur—a little of this a little of that—vodka, rum, sweet and sour mixer. He was so fast, so precise, that she wasn’t sure what else he put in. Pretty soon, he was going to discover there was no iced tea. Maybe she could get some, but, meanwhile, she had to tell him.

“There’s no—” she began.

“Do you have a Coke open?” he quietly interrupted her.

Coke? “Yes.” She handed him the can. He poured in a little of the soft drink, added a straw, and garnished it with a lemon slice. “For you, madam.” He handed Mrs. Davenport the drink and a cocktail napkin.

“Lovely, Jarrett. Have a wonderful holiday.” She gave Merry a smile and nod as she walked away. “You too, my dear.”

“There was no iced tea,” Merry said after Mrs. Davenport had faded into the crowd. Merry might be a fool, but she wasn’t stupid. For whatever reason, this hockey player had saved her.

He shook his head. “Long Island iced tea doesn’t have tea. It has rum, vodka, tequila, gin, triple sec, sweet and sour mix, and Coke.”

No tea? “Then why?”

“I don’t know. Maybe because it looks like iced tea.” He emptied the drink she had made him, poured two fingers of fresh scotch, and added a tiny bit of water.

“So I guess you don’t like your scotch and water half and half?”

“No. Nobody does.” He sipped the drink and, dear God, he reached up and rubbed his neck.

“Thank you.” Better to be thankful than to think about his neck.

He raised his glass to her. “My pleasure.”

“But you can go now. If Gwen or Emory Beauford catches me letting you mix drinks, I’ll get fired for sure.” Go. Take your neck with you.

He barely smiled before it was gone. “If I don’t help you, you’ll get fired for sure—unless it’s only scotch and water and Long Island iced tea you don’t know how to make. If I were to guess, I’d say you know more about making lattes than mixing cocktails.”

“Most everyone has wanted beer or wine.”

“But only most and the party’s just getting started.”

“Maybe not,” Merry said hopefully. “As I said, I know Amy a little from Foolscap and Vellum. She doesn’t strike me as the party type. She might want to leave pretty soon.”

“She might,” Jarrett agreed. “But she won’t. My friend Emile loves a good time only slightly less than he loves to be the center of attention. Many dances will be danced and much liquor will flow before the rice flies.” He lined up some glasses of different shapes and sizes and began to mix drinks—fancy, elaborately garnished drinks in different colors.

She watched silently for a few minutes. Amazing. She wouldn’t have been surprised if he’d pulled a rabbit and a bouquet of roses out of the tequila bottle.

“You’re really good at that. Best parlor trick I’ve ever seen. Way better than hanging a spoon off your nose.” She was pretty sure the other bartenders at this soirée didn’t have flashing hands and the ability to make a bird out of an orange peel with two swipes of a knife. “Where did you learn that?” He’d said he used to tend bar in Wisconsin, so presumably there, but this wasn’t ordinary bartending. It was better than a Japanese steakhouse hibachi show.

“Have you ever been to a supper club?” He was buzzing something up in the blender now.

“You mean where people get together at each other’s houses once a month? No.”

He shook his head. “Not that. Supper clubs in Wisconsin are like restaurants, but with a different atmosphere. There are hundreds of them. My grandparents own The Shooting Star. Like ours, most are family owned and have been around for a long time. We only serve dinner and people come for the entire evening. We don’t take reservations, and people start out in the bar where they order their food and have drinks while they wait for it to be prepared. Brandy old-fashioned sweets are traditional.”

That sounded tasty, but it wouldn’t be. Maybe Jarrett’s neck wouldn’t be either. Maybe it was like liquor; it would fool you until you actually had it in your mouth.

Jarrett went on talking. “Customers don’t leave the bar and go to their tables until their food is ready and waiting for them. After eating, most go back to the bar for ice cream dessert cocktails like grasshoppers or golden Cadillacs. My job was to escort people to their tables and pour water until I got old enough to tend bar. My grandfather taught me. I’m not as good as he is, but I’ll do in a pinch.”

“And this supper club has been in your family for a long time?”

“Since the 1930s. Descendants of some of the first patrons still come.”

“And you have to be a member? Like at a country club?”

“No. There aren’t any members. Supper clubs have their differences, but that’s something that’s common. No members. Some are fancy, some casual. The Shooting Star is nice, but not overly posh. Comfortable, and there’s live music on the weekend. ” He raised a blue drink in a martini glass in the air. “Emory! Come have a blue lagoon. It matches your dress.” He turned and said out of the side of his mouth to Merry, “Matches the whole room.”

She might have laughed under different circumstances, but he’d actually called Emory Beauford over here. Merry was sunk. Emory was coming toward them with her husband, country music star, Jackson. Emory had been friendly when Merry had met her briefly earlier, but Merry hadn’t been letting a guest do her job at the time. Though Emory owned Around the Bend, tonight she was a guest. Emory smiled, but looked confused. Not only was Merry going to get fired, it was going to be in front of two famous people—a hockey player and a country music star.

Emory took the drink. “I don’t believe I’ve ever had a blue drink before.”

“How about you, Jackson?” Jarrett held up a tall apricot-colored frothy drink covered in whipped cream. “Frozen bourbon creamsicle?”

The man laughed. “You’re kidding, right?” He turned to Merry. “Can I please get a Sam Adams? No cherry, no whipped cream. And don’t bother with a glass. I like the bottle.”

“Of course.” At least she was able to illustrate her ability to use a bottle opener and wipe away the condensation from the bottle before putting it in Jackson Beauford’s superstar hand.

Emory sipped her drink. “Mmm. This is good.”

“Thank you,” Jarrett said.

 “So, Jarrett, how did you go from groomsman to bartender?” Emory asked. “Are you on my payroll?’

And here it comes. Merry might as well turn in her apron and look for her coat.

“You couldn’t afford me, Emory,” Jarrett said lightly and began to mix a pale green drink. “My bartending skills far surpass my hockey playing. That’s why I decided to bulldoze my way in and donate my talent for the good of the drinking community. I want to raise the consciousness of imbibers so they may think beyond the margarita and the Moscow mule.” He cut his eyes at Jackson Beauford. “Beyond the Samuel Adams.”

“A noble pursuit, for sure,” Emory said. “What does Merry have to say about your invading her territory?”

Merry’s heart rate picked up. She didn’t even care if she earned any money tonight—at least not very much. She was no stranger to Ramen noodles. She didn’t even dislike them. If she could avoid humiliation, that would be enough.

“Well, you see, Emory, here’s the thing. I didn’t so much ask Merry as I just busted up in here and started making drinks. I couldn’t help myself.” He smiled and made exaggerated puppy dog eyes at Emory. “Please don’t take this from me. I haven’t felt this useful in years.”

Emory turned to Merry. “Is he annoying you?”

“No. I don’t mind.” No, Emory, he’s saving me. Talk about an understatement.

“All right,” Emory said. “I don’t care if she doesn’t. But Merry’s the boss. If she tells you to scram, don’t make her have to say it twice.”

When they’d gone, Jarrett turned to her. “So, Merry, are you going to tell me to scram?”

“More likely, I’ll beg you to stay. I owe you.”

“No payment required.”

 “How did you know I was in over my head?”

“No rocks for fine scotch, no mixing it half and half with water. But don’t worry. I’ve got your back.”

“Why are you helping me?”

He closed his eyes and sighed. “The truth or the noble answer?”

“I think I’d like to hear both.”

“The noble answer is you needed help and I wanted to practice my skills since I’m going to Wisconsin tomorrow for Christmas and I’ll be tending bar while I’m there.”

That was nice—that he still helped out with the family business. “And the real answer?”

He took a sip of his drink. “I had to have a sanctuary or I had to leave this party. Leaving is out of the question. Emile is one of my best friends.”

“But why?”

 “My teammate’s wife just followed me into the restroom, put her hands on me in an inappropriate manner, and told me in no uncertain terms what she was going to do to me. And that is never going to happen.” He began to mix another drink—purple this time.

“That’s terrible!” she said like she’d never heard of freewheeling sex. Every once in a while, Beaver Crossing snuck up on her.

“It is terrible. There are some things I can’t learn to be blasé about.”

“There are things no one should be blasé about. It seems like your truthful answer is also a noble one.”

He nodded. “Thank you. That she hit on me doesn’t make me special. Her husband is a nice kid. One of the youngest on the team. We try to protect him, but it’s going to end nasty. However, that ending won’t be tonight, at this wedding, three days before Christmas. Not if I can help it. Of course, there’s plenty of other fresh meat here tonight, so her work may not be done.”

“We could tie her up and throw her under the bar.”

He laughed. “You’re fierce.” He put an umbrella in the purple drink and set it on the counter with the others. “I’m scared of women with headsets and clipboards and there’s one headed this way. Should we run?”

“Maybe. That’s Gwen, the catering manager. Emory might own the business, but I don’t think Gwen answers to anybody.”

“Well, if it’s not The Saint mixing up a rainbow of drinks,” Gwen said. “Emory told me but I had to see it for myself.”

The Saint? What did that mean?

“I couldn’t stop myself. Sorry.” He started mixing another drink. “If you had ice cream, I could make some fine Wisconsin supper club-style dessert drinks.”

“No one seems to be drinking the ones you’ve already made.”

“We should send them around on a tray. Are you here to shut me down?”

“Yes, but only temporarily.” Gwen turned to Merry. “Take a break, Merry. Get something to eat in the staff break room. The boys will restock you and bring up the Champagne for the toast. Come back in a half hour so Morgan can take a break.” She gestured to the bar across the room. “When he gets back, they’re going to cut the wedding cake, so be ready to pour the Champagne for the servers to pass.” She looked at the growing cocktail smorgasbord. “Meanwhile, I’ll get someone to pass these drinks.”

“Would you like me to do it?” Merry offered.

“No,” Gwen said. “Take your break. I’ve got it. The break room is the third door on the first floor north hall.”

This would be the part where Jarrett would go back to the party, Merry would go eat some cold, congealed wedding leftovers, and then she’d be on her own with the drink mixing. Probably for the best, what with that luscious looking neck. There was no time for men with kissable necks in her life. She reached under the counter and put the bartender’s guide in her pocket so she could study it during the break.

“Thank you for your help,” she said brightly.

“Do you have a good sense of direction?” he asked. “Enough to know which way is north?”

What was that about? “Yes. Why?”

“Because I have no sense of direction. If we have to depend on me to find the north hall, we’ll never get fed.”

So he was going with her. That was more pleasing than it should have been.

“You’ve already been fed.”

“I’ve never let that stop me from eating again.” He looked dead serious. “I love to eat.”

“Follow me, then,” Merry said.

“Do you want to go out and smoke first?” he asked.

“What makes you think that? I don’t smoke. And I surprised you do, since you’re an athlete.”

“I don’t smoke. I was just trying to find out if you do. I don’t like to kiss women who smoke.”

Unholy hell! “It’s irrelevant. I’m not going to kiss you.” Tempting, but he wouldn’t want it to stop there, and she always stopped. Her body, her business, but it pissed men off.

He grinned. “Are you in a relationship?”

She nodded. “A very serious one.” Was it her imagination or did he look a little disappointed? “With Vanderbilt Law School and my two jobs. Three if you count bartending tonight.”

He smiled a big white smile. “I wouldn’t want you to cheat on Vandy and all that work ethic, but if you won’t kiss me, will you eat with me?”

“Yeah. I can do that.” But I wish you’d cover up your neck.

She hurried across the room and down the stairs without looking to see if he was following.


Chapter Two

What had he been thinking—flirting with and threatening to kiss a woman whose last name he didn’t know?

As he followed her down a long hallway, Jarrett MacPherson tried not to enjoy the sight of Merry’s swaying bottom, but only so much could be expected of a man who hadn’t had sex in almost a year, and he’d already had to physically remove a woman’s hands from his private parts tonight. The Saint, his teammates called him because he was known for being a straitlaced rule follower.

They’d be surprised if they knew just how un-saintly his thoughts were right now. There was something about a redhead—especially that soft, coppery color—that set him on fire like nothing else could. Of course, these days it didn’t take much. The wood was stacked, soaked with gasoline, and just waiting for a spark. Wood stacked. That was funny. And people said he wasn’t funny.

“What?” Merry turned and looked at him, eyes wide. He’d never seen eyes that color—like the skin of a lime. Maybe she wore colored contacts.

“What about what?” he asked.

“You’re laughing. What are you laughing at? It had better not be me.”

“No. I was laughing at something in my head.”

“What? Tell me.”

“No. It wasn’t nice.”

“Here’s the break room.” She turned into a small room with a row of chafing dishes on a long table and a round table with chairs around it. “Are you always nice?”

“I’m the nicest person on the team—maybe in the entire world.” They were alone in the room. He was surprised no one else was taking a break. Maybe they were outside smoking. Or kissing. Or smoking and kissing—smokers kissing each other. That’s how it ought to be. “My teammates call me The Saint. Also, I’m tight with Mickey Mouse.”

She shook her head. “Mickey Mouse? I don’t understand.”

Didn’t she watch television? Read magazines? “I’m the celebrity spokesman for Disney World. You have to be nice to get to do that.”

“Wow!” Good. She was impressed. He was all set to bask in that, when he noticed that she had lifted the top of a chafing dish and was looking at the contents with rapture. “This looks fantastic.” She walked down the length of the table inspecting the contents of the other dishes and announcing the contents. “Salmon, prime rib, and some kind of yummy-looking chicken. And it’s fresh. I thought we’d have nasty, cold leftovers.”

So much for being the Mouse Ambassador. But he could understand. It was hard to compete with prime rib. She was already loading her plate up. He picked up a plate and followed suit.

“This is the same thing we had for the wedding dinner. Emory wouldn’t give her employees nasty, cold food.”

“So you know Emory well?” she asked

“Not well, but some. You know our team captain, Nickolai Glazov? His wife, Noel, is a friend of Emory’s. I first met Emory when we were in Nickolai and Noel’s wedding. I’ve seen her a few times since. If you like blue cheese, be sure and get some of the pork medallions and pasta. It’s really good.”

“I do like blue cheese. I like everything except Cheez Whiz and licorice. But there’s no more room on my plate.” She took a seat at the round table.

“Really? You like everything? His plate was full, too, but he shoveled a scoop of the pasta on top of his salmon anyway. “How about liver? Do you like liver?” He took the seat next to her.

“That doesn’t count. Nobody likes liver, except fried chicken livers—which I like.” Merry looked at his full plate. “Did you not eat at the dinner?”

“Sure. I eat every two hours. And I like liver, especially with Cheez Whiz.” She didn’t laugh, but he was used to people not laughing at his jokes.

“I assume you were in this wedding, too.” She gestured to his lapel. “Since you have a flower.”

“Oh, yes. I’m practically a professional.” Always a groomsman, never a groom.

In his twenty-seven years, Jarrett had wanted to be a lot of things—garbageman, dump truck driver, fireman, and—finally—professional hockey player, but maybe what he’d wanted most of all was to be a husband. He didn’t trot that out much, as it didn’t seem to be a popular desire among his friends—which was puzzling, considering the number of weddings he’d been in.

Merry took a bite of her chicken and closed her eyes, concentrating. “I’ve been a bridesmaid twice. But I’ve minded the guest book and served the wedding cake more times than I can count. Back in Beaver Crossing, that’s supposed to be a big honor, but it’s really just for women who don’t make the bridesmaid cut.”

“I guess men who don’t make the groomsman cut are guests.”

“So how many weddings does it take to make one a professional?”

“How many? Good question.” He counted silently. “I guess this is my seventh. There was my older sister’s. Then, a high school friend and two of my college teammates. And three more since I’ve been with the Sound—Glaz’s, Sparks Champagne’s—that one went bad—and now Emile’s.” And there was sure to be an eighth one coming up. Bryant Taylor and Emile’s sister, Gabriella, were just holding off on announcing their engagement until after this wedding—something about not wanting to steal Emile and Amy’s thunder.

For the life of him, he couldn’t figure out where he’d gone wrong. Jarrett prided himself on his good values and morals, and actually longed for a wife, children, and settled life. Yet he remained a professional groomsman.

 He couldn’t think of a reason to not want to be married and have a family. Before his father died, Jarrett’s parents had been dancing in the kitchen, blissful. Everything about that life had been warm, secure, and happy for him and his sister. He most remembered how much they had laughed. It had just run out too soon. Life with his grandparents in Wisconsin had been a good life, too. The big log cabin where his father had grown up had always been a second home, and there had been plenty of room for him, his mother, and his sister. But there had been a hole where the bigger-than-life Scott MacPherson had been. Jarrett wanted that complete life back, and the only way he knew to get it was to create his own family. He wanted a wife to dance in the kitchen with and children to teach to skate on a pond.

He needed that, had been looking for it for too long.

Meanwhile, his friends all slept around, raised hell, and claimed they had no interest in giving up the single life and then—boom—not only were they married, but married to good, smart women—even Emile, who had been the one most likely to end up with a puck bunny.

It wasn’t as if Jarrett hadn’t tried. He always went into relationships with an eye toward forever—even at sixteen, maybe especially at sixteen since that’s the age when his parents had fallen in love. Kristen had been his high school sweetheart and receiver of his virginity. He would have waited for her and married her, but she had broken up with him when he left for the University of Wisconsin. He was pretty sure his parents had only ever had sex with each other, and he’d thought to follow in their footsteps.

In college, he’d almost learned his lesson the hard way about puck bunnies. It was during his sophomore year when Lorelei, the second prospective Mrs. MacPherson, had broken his heart that he’d gone off the rails and decided to hell with relationships, he’d just have freewheeling sex like everybody else.

Sherry. He’d barely known her, but when she’d claimed she was pregnant, he’d been willing to marry her right then and there, no questions asked—though not because he’d wanted to, but because it’d been the right thing to do. Good thing his mother had intervened and insisted on a paternity test. Turned out, Sherry wasn’t even pregnant. Finally, someone had wanted him forever, but only because by then it was clear he was going to the NHL.

After that, he’d sworn off puck bunnies forever—swore he’d never have sex with anyone he wouldn’t be happy about marrying. And he never had.

After a year of the life of a monk, others had followed. Every time he’d been sure it would work out, but it never did. Chloe had proven to be a liar and a gold digger. Kara had called him by the wrong name in bed. He’d been close to buying Joy, a sweet pediatric nurse, an engagement ring, when she announced her plans to go into the mission field. Things had gone well with Thea, so well that he’d taken her home to meet his family over a three-day break last February. Then he’d overheard her making fun of the supper club’s retro menu and his grandfather’s corny jokes.
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