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      My best buddy from high school is marrying my ex and I’m the best man. Talk about awkward. The silver lining is I’m paired for the wedding with the groom's little sister Chloe. She’s always been adorable...also, off limits - because I’m the small-town bad boy, now an NHL star, and she’s the pastor’s daughter. 

      

      But weddings make people do crazy things and we end up doing each other. It’s our little secret and we’re never repeating it.

      

      Except it’s hard to keep an accidental pregnancy secret for long- and when she shows up on my doorstep, I know I’ve messed up her whole life. Is it bad that I’m not upset about this baby?

      

      As the only kid of a single mom, I’m going to do whatever Chloe and the baby need me to do, and if that means a fake relationship to keep her family happy, then I’m all in and my hockey family is on board to help me. If only the lines between fake and real weren’t so fucking blurry.

      

      I never wanted a family but I’ve always wanted Chloe. Now I just have to convince her that this reformed bad boy is good enough for her and our child...
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      I stood on the altar waiting for my high school sweetheart to walk down the aisle.

      It was weird AF because I was not the groom. Nope. My best friend from high school was marrying my ex and I was the best man, forced to stand there with a fake ass smile on my face and my tie strangling me.

      I wasn’t jealous; high school was a hundred years ago--go Demons! --and the bride was at least as many women ago for me. But things still felt strange today. Probably because of the audience. They were all waiting for me to do...something. I had no clue what though.

      The eyes of the whole town stared at me from the church pews. Baited breath and all that shit.

      What did they think I was going to do? Shove Chris aside and beg Annie to be mine again? First of all, I didn’t beg, ever, and secondly...he was my best friend and he and Annie were actually perfect for each other.

      Like, literally perfect.

      Those two loved this town and had never left. Me, well, I was out of here the summer after high school and I’d barely been back since. Every so often I came home for a holiday with my mom, but I made sure to lay low. More often than not, I brought her to me. She’d often meet me at a game in New York or Florida or come stay with me at my place for a long weekend.

      A perfect plan because she got to travel and I got to see her without coming back here. Win win situation for everyone, right? And it wasn’t like I didn’t have the money to lavish on the mother unit. She deserved every bit of extravagance I could afford and then some.

      I’d done the same thing with Chris Whitlock - aka the groom- over the years. In fact, I flew Chris and a few of his better buddies out to my area for a hockey game and booze filled bachelor party a few weeks back - Go Raiders. I’d assured Chris again over that weekend that there were no hard feelings between us, because there weren’t. I’d well and truly moved on from Annie but that didn’t make it not weird right now.

      Definitely it was the audience.

      And it was weirder than weird because generally I was used to people staring at me. I played professional hockey for a living. There were always eyes on me. Except these were the eyes of my childhood peers and their families and none of them had ever given a crap about me before.

      Layer on the fact that Chris’s Dad was a pastor, so he was officiating, and it took weird to a new level. I squirmed under the heat of Pastor Whitlock’s stare now, feeling the gaze on my shoulder and on the many tattoos peeking out from beneath my suit. The man had never liked me. His stares seemed to be extra heavy. Never mind that from age five to eighteen I’d had his son’s back and kept the bullies at bay. I was the child of a non church-going single mom, which meant I would never be good enough for the people here.

      Well.

      Whatever.

      Like I gave a shit what Pastor Whitlock thought of me. His son’s opinion mattered, though.

      Thank goodness the music started and the bridesmaids began making their way toward us at long last. Chris’s sister Chloe was the maid of honor. She led the procession with a smile on her face, a smile which clearly matched my own in terms of strain and discomfort.

      She was so beautiful, always had been, and she looked distinctly uncomfortable in the stiff pink bridesmaid dress she’s been forced to wear. Her strawberry blonde hair, which was usually soft and sleek, seemed to be a mass of stiff curls today, staying in place around her head like a helmet.

      What had Annie been thinking, forcing these women into mannequin-like identical outfits and styles? Chloe Whitlock was a natural beauty; she didn’t need to be changed. In fact, all the women should have been allowed to keep their locks flowing free. I had a feeling whatever had been used on the ladies was going to keep the hair in place until next week.

      I had only arrived just before the ceremony this morning because I’d had a hockey game the night before, so I had barely spoken to anyone except the groom and groomsmen. Talk about waiting until the last minute, although I hadn’t had a choice. It was the life I’d chosen for myself.

      I hadn't even asked who was in the bridal party, but I was pleased to know I’d be spending the day paired up with Chloe. Thank fuck. Someone here with half a brain and an open mind. I gave her a wink as she made her way down the aisle and she faltered in her too high heels. Chloe was more of a flowing skirt and flip flops kind of a gal. A free spirit. She didn’t belong in a tight-fitting tube of heinous pink fabric.

      At least she looked as grateful to see me as I was to see her.

      Before Annie came down the aisle, I glanced around the church and spotted my mom, Jessica, looking uncomfortable as well. And Mom makes three. She hadn’t been to church in years and I hoped the place wouldn't burn down with us both here. My mom was a free spirit too; she ran a local women’s shelter and planted herbs for health and good luck in the front garden.

      I guess I preferred my women like that. Annie was a great chick, but she had always cared way too much what people thought. She liked to do things based on how they would reflect on her versus what she actually wanted. What people thought mattered. Such as this extravagant wedding with most of the town invited held in Bismarck’s biggest church.

      I tried to focus on the ceremony without staring too much at the bride, because all eyes were on me yet again. Annie and I had had our run way back in the day, the cheerleader and the jock. Everyone thought it was a good match and I guess in some ways it had been. Except now, looking back, I was pretty sure she’d only wanted to date me because of status. One of those “people expect the head cheerleader to be with the football captain” kind of deals.

      It didn’t matter how bad my reputation was at that point.

      She was still beautiful now, with long brown hair looped around her head in a crown to compliment her veil, but honestly, she didn’t hold a candle to Chloe. Chloe, who was patting back tears, her large eyes wet and shiny.

      Good to know the two ladies got along well enough, since they’d be stuck with each other until the end. Or until divorce do us part. Whichever came first.

      I was happy for Chris, too. He and Annie had come together a few years after graduation thanks to a shared love for kayaking and they’d never looked back. Chris was my bestie no matter how far away I moved. He deserved all the happiness in the world. And I guess Annie did, too. Good to know there were no hard feelings between us, although I had a feeling more than a few people expected them and had shown up today solely for the show. A show they wouldn’t be getting.

      The ceremony ended with a bang, or rather, kissing and applause, and I looped my arm through Chloe’s to leave the church with the Wedding March playing loudly on the pipe organ. The guests cheered for the newly married couple.

      “You look gorgeous and awkward, Tiger. Although that dress does not exactly scream Chloe,” I said softly in her ear, using the nickname I’d given her as a kid.

      She laughed at the joke and her mother scowled at her. Even at her son’s wedding, Bebe looks miserable.  I often wondered how such miserable parents got happy kids like Chloe and Chris.

      “Just the look I was going for. Awkward Anti-Chloe. Couldn’t have anything detract from the bride’s big day, right?” she joked in return.

      “Nailed it!” I exclaimed, giving her elbow a squeeze.

      She smiled at me and my heart did something. Something I was going to ignore as I always had because she was my friend’s little sister and off-limits to me in every single way. Not like I’d actually go for her, either.

      The truth was, I’d had a thing for Chloe when we were kids, but I was the town bad boy and she was the sweetheart. Opposite ends of the spectrum. I was a brooder, and she was sunshine. Mostly, my part was an act.

      I was a big guy so people picked fights with me, and I defended myself. Inside, I was a gentle giant. I hated bullies so I never started anything, but that didn’t mean I wouldn’t finish it. The fights earned me a reputation.

      I didn’t care enough to change people’s minds.

      It also earned me a reputation on the football field and on the ice. People knew to stay out of my way.

      Still, I cared about Chloe, so I wasn’t going to do anything to tarnish her name. I had her back always, just like I had Chris’s, and no misplaced feelings of lust about her seriously sweet ass was going to change my mind.

      We stepped out into the bright daylight and Chloe stayed glued to me. The other bridesmaids were friends of Annie’s and at least, in the past, they hadn’t been Chloe’s type of girls. I wasn’t complaining about her proximity. We were the two odd men out and I planned to enjoy her company. Especially with Chris distracted by the festivities.

      The photographer wanted the bridal party to pose for more and more photos and so Chloe and I stood to the side, waiting to be told what to do.

      Damn this tie, I thought, tugging at it. I’d be red faced and lacking oxygen by the end of the hour.

      “So, Wayne,” she began. “How do you feel?”

      I answered her honestly. “A little tired. We had a tough game last night and then I got a red-eye flight out here. Barely got any sleep.”

      She shook her head and I couldn’t help but notice her hair didn’t move. Not one bit. “I mean about Annie and Chris, smart ass. Trust you to take my question literally.”

      “Despite my repeated reassurances to your brother that I don't have feelings for Annie anymore, you’re asking too?” Chloe didn’t look at me. She shrugged. “I actually feel annoyed that people keep asking me and staring at me like I’m about to go bat shit crazy and smash the cake or something.”

      She rested her hand on her hip like a school marm as she spoke. “Well, they’re staring at you because you’re huge, you’re tatted up, and you're actually here, as well as the whole wedding drama bit. They are always going to stare, Wayne Havel.”

      I scoffed. “I don’t have to like it.”

      We were interrupted when my mom came up and wrapped her arms around me. “My baby!”

      Chloe let out a laugh. “He’s one big baby.”

      “True, but he’ll always be my baby,” Jessica said. She grabbed my chin and squeezed for good measure.

      I kissed Mom’s head as I hugged her back. I may never have had a dad, but I won the mom lottery well and truly. She tilted her head up to grin at me.

      “Good game last night. Chloe, honey, you look…” Jessica trailed off. “Well, like a bridesmaid.”

      Chloe smiled at my mom. “Thanks. You two are hilariously honest. I’ve always liked that about you.”

      The photographer was rearranging the bridal party for photos and our turn was coming up.

      “Honey, you are always beautiful, but I prefer you when you look like you,” my mother added. Was it my imagination or was she infinitely happier now that she was out of the church? The apple didn’t fall far. “Just like Wayne looks fine in a suit, but I prefer him in jeans. When he’s his authentic self.”

      My mother loved a good self-help book. And she was big on authenticity. Being true to you and whatnot. I wore suits a lot for work; we suit up to fly between games and for press conferences, but she was right, of course.

      I wouldn’t do it if it wasn’t part of the job.

      If I had my choice, I’d live in a pair of sweatpants.

      Mom untangled herself from me but I kept my arm around her shoulder. We may not live near each other, but we were close. Tight. Jessica was young when she had me, she was still young I guess, and our relationship wasn’t exactly like everyone else’s.

      I wouldn't change it for the world.

      I hoped I would be close with my kids, if I ever had any. In the way distant future after I had time to actually live my life.

      I looked at Chloe and I wondered if her kids would get her red hair and then jerked to face forward. I shouldn’t be thinking about Chloe and her kids. None of my business. Whatever she chose to do with her life was on her dime, not mine.

      “Are you coming to the reception?” I asked Jessica.

      Now the photographer was looking at Chloe, snapping his fingers to get the two of us in line with the bride and groom.

      Jessica glanced out toward the parking lot. “No, I’m heading back home.”

      “Why not?” Chloe asked.

      “I wasn’t invited,” Mom replied simply.

      Chloe’s brow crinkled. “That can’t be right. I know Chris put you on the list, Jessica.”

      “Well, I guess my invitation got lost in the mail. Don’t worry honey, you know how I feel about the country club. Not my scene.” I knew from the look on Chloe’s face she was worried about it, that something was up. Mom turned to me. “I’ll see you for breakfast, honey. You two have fun, but not too much. Remember, today is about Chris and Annie.”

      And then she was gone and it became Chloe and I alone again. We shifted onto the step just behind the happily married couple and Chloe leaned close to whisper to me, “I don’t think her invite got lost.”

      “Tiger, don’t stress. Mom is smart enough to know that and she’s also smart enough not to care.”

      “I care. Chris loves your mom. I wonder if it was Annie or my mom…” Chloe trailed off, forced to put on a happy face for the camera.

      In all honesty, it was probably the two of them in cahoots together. Jessica had never been a fan of Annie’s back in the day. Annie was pretty and she’d been happy to go out with me. More than happy. My bar had been low, to be fair, and my hormones had been in charge. I liked the way she looked in her cheerleading skirt. And out of it.

      We joined the others for what felt like a zillion photos until finally we were done with the shoot and ushered out of the frame to make room for the next pair.

      I put my arm around Chloe’s shoulder, just in a friendly way, like I did with my mom. Except it didn’t feel the same. Not even a little. Chloe felt good there and she smelled like cookies. I fucking loved cookies. “Let it go,” I told her. “Let’s not poke the bear. Mom is probably much happier to be going home.”

      Before she had time to worry, we were dragged away for even more photos. Not done apparently, and it felt like hours and hours of playing the part, mainly because I had to stand wrapped around Chloe for many of them.

      “Hands off my sister, dude,” Chris growled at one point. “You’re getting a little too chummy, there.”

      “Grow up!” she chided him. Rolling her eyes for good measure. “I’m just following orders; you got an issue, talk to the dude with the camera.”

      Still, it irked me that he didn’t think I was good enough to touch Chloe. Or whatever his objection was. He’d never explicitly stated. He was right to think it, of course, but not for the reasons he thought.

      That didn’t mean I wanted to hear him say it out loud. I wasn’t good enough for Chloe because she was picket fences and bake sales and I just wasn’t that guy. Too rough and tumble and fly by the seat of my damn pants.

      I kept things simple and surface level with women for a fucking good reason.

      “He’s ridiculous,” she said when Chris moved away, shaking her head and pressing closer to me out of spite. “I’m going to die alone if he doesn’t stop running off any man that comes near me.”

      “He still does?”

      Okay. I may have helped him a time or two back in high school. Chloe was younger than us by a couple years and needed our help to keep away the scum. Still, it made me feel better to know it wasn't just me he didn’t want feeling her up.

      And truthfully, I didn't want any other guys touching her either. She was young and innocent and good.

      “Yep, he does. Meanwhile, my mother tries to set me up with every single man at church. I have a line of bachelors outside my bedroom window.” She mimed the trail by walking her fingers through the air.

      “So you won’t die single, then,” I said.

      “Oh yeah I will, none of those guys are my type. Do you really think I want to end up with some goody two shoes choir boy?” Chloe scoffed again for good measure. Her hair still didn’t move. “No, thank you.”

      I wanted to ask what her type was, but we were loaded into a limo and taken to the country club for the reception. Maybe we’d get on to that later.  

      For now we had to line up and enter the reception arm in arm before they announced the bride and groom. 

      “Are you ready for this?” I asked.

      “Not even a little bit. I really don’t like the staring, either.” 

      “We’re in this together, Tiger. You and me against the world.” I liked the sound of that a little too much. 

      She grinned at me. “Chlo-ayne for the win.”

      “That’s our shipped name?” Had she come up with it on the spot? “Or would you rather Way-loe…?” I trailed off.

      I didn’t like either.

      “You’re ridiculous. But Chlo-ayne for the win.”

      The wedding reception seemed to move slower than molasses. Over-cooked chicken and beef was served out as if it was perfection. At least it was an open bar. I made sure Chloe’s wine glass remained full and I had a beer handy at every turn.

      We were wedged so close together my thigh kept pressing against hers under the table. I was a big guy on a small chair. I couldn’t help it, mostly. She was close enough that I could see the flecks of gold in her eyes and the small laugh lines around her eyes when she smiled. I made sure to keep her smiling as much as I could. The more she smiled, the more her mother frowned. It was almost a game to me. If her mama hadn’t left mine off the guest list I might have felt more inclined to behave.

      Too late now.

      Chloe’s mother Bebe was the sort of do-gooder who only helped people she approved of. She was the worst kind of hypocrite. My mother helped everyone. Sure, she’d had me at a young age, but she’d managed to leave my deadbeat dad, get her degree and spend her life helping other women in need. She wasn’t the kind of person anyone should shun.

      “Your mama doesn’t look happy with me, Tiger,” I said, topping up Chloe’s glass.

      “Don’t worry about it.” She smiled at me, licking her lips after sipping her wine. Those lips, Jesus. I wondered what they tasted like. “You’ll be gone tomorrow and you won’t have to incur her disapproval.”

      I felt bad about that. I didn’t want to make Chloe’s life any more challenging by giving people ideas. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s fine. She’s not going to be happy until I’m married to a nice guy from church and have three kids.” She took another sip of wine. “Which means she will probably never be happy. Her loss.”

      “You don’t want to be married with kids?” That was how I pictured her life, too. Was I wrong?

      “You know, I’d like an adventure or two that takes place more than a hundred miles from here. I feel like there's a whole world out there and I’ve seen none of it,” she said.

      I could see her going on an adventure, too. My career had taken me all over the country and my wealth had allowed me to visit far flung places like Europe and Australia.

      “Well, it’s not exotic, but you’re welcome to come visit me anytime,” I offered.

      Chloe laughed, tipping her head and considering my offer. “It would be exotic to me. Maybe I will one day.”

      “Anytime,” I said, “but maybe don’t tell your mom. If my sitting next to you brings on the scowl, I don’t think a vacation with me would meet approval.”

      She leaned in and the smell of cookies wrapped around me, causing my stomach to tighten. Or maybe it was the chicken. “Pissing her off just makes the idea more appealing, don’t you think?”

      Sweet little miss sunshine had a naughty side after all. Damn if I didn’t I want to see it.
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      There was a lot of pink in the ballroom at the country club. It was pink on pink on pink. If I ever got married, there would be no pink. Not a hint of the damn color. Anywhere. If anyone showed up wearing even a pale blossom pink, I was going to have them kicked out on their ass.

      Only a few more hours to go and then my maid of honor duties would be officially done and I could get the hell out of this dress.

      Not that Annie and her wedding planner had done a bad job. No, the place looked great, and the food was decent, if not a little bland. But the dress...the dress needed to be burned. There was no way to breathe comfortably in it and my breasts were pushed practically up my nose.

      I glanced over to where my partner in crime stood talking.

      Wayne Havel was still the sexiest man in the room. Any room. Wayne looked hilarious surrounded by pink. He was currently at the bar cornered by half the men in town, all keen to ask him about life in the NHL, playing for the Minnesota Raiders. It wouldn’t surprise me to learn half of them were hitting him up for tickets to see if they could get something for free.

      I rolled my eyes. People were ridiculous that way. Why should he give some guy he hasn’t seen in years free tickets? Talk about acting like charity cases. Or acting like they were owed something just because they used to go to high school with the man.

      Until today, I hadn’t seen him in a few years myself. But I volunteered at the shelter with his mom, and he and I were friends on social media, so I shouldn’t have been surprised at his still potent personality.

      Except I was.

      Seeing him in real life, he was so much larger than his online persona, or the man I remembered.

      Wayne had a gregarious personality and he was always too much for this town. Too large for the tiny little confines everyone wanted to impose on him, telling him who he had to be. He was the outgoing one and my brother Chris was his quiet buddy. Hell, even at this wedding, Wayne outshone the groom. Maybe it was something about the cut of his suit or the hint of tattoos I saw peeking out above the collar of his dress shirt, I had no clue.

      Wayne also had a booming laugh that he was happy to let loose. I liked a sense of humor in a man; we’d laughed a lot already today. It was super important for a potential mate, too, I thought as I continued to stare at him above the rim of my champagne glass.

      Not that I wanted to date him.

      The man was easy company as well as easy on the eyes. I couldn’t help but notice the disapproving glares my mother gave me every time I went anywhere near “that boy” as she had always referred to him.

      Like it didn’t matter how good a friendship Wayne had with my brother.

      Sigh.

      I hadn’t paired “that boy” and I up for this wedding. I was just a puppet in this particular show and had to dance along to someone else's tune. Okay, well, I didn’t dislike my new sister-in-law, but we didn’t have much in common.

      I was her maid of honor because she was trying to ingratiate herself with my parents and get on their good side. I wasn’t stupid, I knew her game plan. I also knew she’d tried to talk Chris out of having Wayne here at all, let alone as his best man.

      Those particular conversations hadn’t been for my ears; I’d listened anyway. Thank goodness my brother had held his ground on that one. If Annie was embarrassed she’d dated Wayne and then Chris, well, that sounded like a personal problem.

      Ugh, thinking about Annie and Wayne gave made me sick to my stomach.

      She had been hot and heavy for him back in high school, I remembered. I’d literally hated watching them together because I’d always had a thing for Wayne. So sue me!

      He was fun and he was kind and he was unapologetically himself. He didn’t take anyone's crap and didn’t give a damn what people thought of him. In this town, that was rare. We’d hung out quite a bit, but I was Chris’s little sister, and Wayne would not, could not, see me any differently.

      Annie, on the other hand, was a perky cheerleader who threw herself at him, and he’d caught her for a while before bolting from town and leaving us all in the dust.

      He and Chris stayed close, but he didn’t visit like I wished he would. I suppose being an NHL star was time consuming, as was building a whole new life. A life on his town terms.

      I wondered what it would feel like to escape. It had been my dream for so long; Wayne had actually done it. Maybe he had a few pointers for me.

      We sat next to each other at the bridal table. His frame was so big! Larger than I remembered, with shoulders big enough to give two adult men a ride. Sitting in his chair, his leg pressed against mine, and I didn’t mind at all.

      He leaned in close to talk to me a lot and he had a lot of questions about my life. The truth was, my life wasn’t interesting. Being me wasn’t interesting. Also, being me, I kept trying to volley the conversation around to ask him questions, but he didn’t seem overly keen to talk about his own life.

      “Chloe, I’ve been talking about myself all damn day, to every damn person here,” he griped, reaching for his own champagne and taking a swig. At least it gave me time to study his profile. His sexy ass profile with his strong nose and chin, thick lips, long lashes and blue eyes. “Tell me about you.”

      A demand. I liked it when he got demanding.

      So I told him about my graphic design business, and helping at the shelter, and the art program I ran at the church. It paid to keep busy because then I didn’t focus too much on how stuck I felt.

      Bless him. Wayne seemed genuinely interested, or at least he faked it well. I chuckled to myself. I had learned quite a thing or two about faking it over the years.

      “You still read tarot cards, Tiger?” he asked, nudging me.

      “Not lately. Why? You want a reading?”

      He shook his head. “I already know what my future holds, beautiful. Play hockey. Have fun. Make lots of money. Travel the world.”

      I don’t miss the fact he called me beautiful. “Well, your future doesn’t sound too bad. A bit lonely, maybe.” What I wouldn’t give for travel. The money, well, I could take it or leave it, although I knew it was instrumental in the travel bit.

      He barked out an attention-grabbing laugh and winked at me for good measure. 

      “I assure you. I’m never lonely unless I choose to be,” he said.

      Which has me shaking my head. Men. Why did they always like to brag about their sexual conquests?

      “Seriously, get that mind out of the gutter. I was referring to my awesome team mates,” he continued. “They’re like a family. It’s the first place I truly feel like I belong.”

      Ah, maybe he hadn’t been talking about other women after all. I calmed down a bit. Although it made me sad how he knew he didn’t belong here, how he was never meant to stay. You couldn’t live in North Dakota and play for the NHL. 

      I didn’t get to ask more because he was called to give his speech.

      “Let’s hear it for the best man, Wayne Havel!”

      “Pray for me,” he muttered in my ear as he rose to take the microphone from the perky bridesmaid.

      Wayne cleared his throat, glancing around the room. “Hey guys, I’m not much of a public speaker and as happy as I am to be Chris’s best man, I’m not going to lie, I tried to get out of this bit.” The crowd snickered at his honesty. Swoon. I loved an honest man. Especially one with a voice like melted butter.

      “Chris and I met on our first day of grade school,” Wayne said. “We were instant buddies and we’ve been there for each other, even at a distance, ever since. Our lives might be very different now, but that doesn’t matter, because we’re still friends. I’m happy that Chris has found someone to make him happy. He’s always been a romantic, more of a happily ever after guy than I’ll ever be, and I’m glad to see he’s going to get that with the beautiful Annie.”

      There was a beat of silence then as everyone waited for him to say something else.

      “I’m thrilled you two are together and I wish you all the best for a long and happy life. Now raise your classes to Chris and Annie,” he finished with a smile.

      We all toasted and the boys did that backslapping man hug thing men are so fond of before he took his seat next to me once again.

      “Were you going for awkward, too?” I leaned close and asked him with a sneer.

      He laughed loudly and my mother glared again. Why does she disapprove of people laughing at a wedding? Or is it just him she disapproved of? “Of course, you can’t hog all the awkward action. You have to leave some for me.”

      I hadn’t planned on it, but I guess there was enough to go around. Pausing to scratch at my ridiculously prickly hair, I glanced around the room. It was not just my mother who kept watching us, I realized. I wasn’t stupid; every single woman here wanted Wayne and some of the married ones, too. I’d had plenty of practice watching people to recognize the fascinated looks on more than a handful of faces. Mrs. Meyers practically fell out of her seat to get a better look at him, while Gwen Statler needed a napkin to wipe the drool off of her chin.

      He was handsome and wealthy and talented. Sure, he was also a total bad boy with all his tattoos, but who doesn’t like a bad boy? This girl certainly does. 

      So for once, I ignored my mother’s disapproval, and I decided to let myself enjoy being the one he wanted to dance with, and enjoy the wine he poured for us. I enjoyed the laughter and the good conversation.

      When he wrapped his large arms around me for the slow dances, I absolutely enjoyed the feel of his firm chest against mine. And when he spun me around for the fast ones, I allowed myself to just feel joy. Nothing more and nothing less.

      I’d already done a damn tarot spread for myself before the wedding. The six of wands and the emperor. So, a celebration and a man taking control. What a potent combination!

      We laughed and danced and drank. Okay, I didn’t usually drink much, but tonight I went for it. Why not? Weren’t people supposed to drink at weddings?

      Night fell and although my feet hurt in my heels, I knew I wasn’t allowed to leave the reception until the bride and groom did, no matter how I wanted to. I didn’t want to think about the cleanup involved afterward.

      Toward the end of the night, with alcohol buzzing in my veins, I tried my best to navigate another awkward moment when Chris asked to dance with me, leaving Wayne to dance with Annie. 

      “Interesting move, bro,” I said to my brother. “Very interesting.” I drew out the first word.

      “Everyone needs to move on from the past.” Did my ears mistake me, or was he grumbling?

      I shook my head. I loved my brother but he was so naive. “Good luck with that. Congratulations again, though. I hope you guys have a great honeymoon.”

      ‘“Can’t wait.” He leaned in conspiratorially. “There have been times in the past couple of weeks when it’s the only thing that’s gotten me through. Thinking about our trip to the Florida Keys and all the damn food I’m going to eat. I’ll come back fat and tan and happy, Clo.”

      We both knew Annie had been a... well, no need to say it out loud. “I hope you two have fun,” I replied.

      “What about you? When are you going to find Mr. Right? The next wedding we plan is going to have to be yours.” I didn’t let my eyes leave his because I knew if I did, they’d fall to Wayne and that would not be good. It would give me away! Wayne wasn’t interested in me, but I didn’t want to create friction between Chris and his bestie, either.

      “I’m not sure,” I answered coyly. “I don’t think Mr. Right is in this town. Believe me, I’ve looked. I might need to finally make a move and branch out.”

      Chris’s eyes went wide. We were two of a kind, with the same strawberry blond hair and bright blue eyes. People mistook us for twins all the time even though we were two years apart. “Really, you’d leave?”

      Why did he sound so surprised?

      “There’s not a lot holding me here. Yes, mom and dad and you, but not much else…” I trailed off.

      It was true. I’d come home after college and hoped to settle in my hometown, but as time went on, the fantasy and the reality hadn’t meshed together the way I’d hoped. I was bored and I felt like life was passing me by. Whatever I wanted didn’t seem to be here. It didn't seem to matter how hard I’d looked or how hard I’d tried to make it work. It felt like I was trapped in some box with the walls slowly closing in on me, by the day.

      “Wow, that's a revelation. Maybe we can talk it through after my trip.” My brother sent me sad eyes.

      I nodded. It wasn’t like I was fleeing town tomorrow, but maybe it was time to start planning. He had always been really good about letting me work through things in conversation, too. I’d give him credit. Chris was a damn good big brother. Not everyone got so lucky with their siblings.

      The song ended and I was mercifully out of my brother’s arms and back in Wayne’s a moment later.

      “That was torture,” Wayne whispered in my ear.

      I patted his rock-hard chest. “Poor baby.” 

      “That’s right, poor me.” His eyes went dark. “Maybe you can kiss it and make my wounded heart feel better.”

      I knew he was joking and forced a laugh for his benefit. He wasn’t wounded and he didn’t want me to kiss him. “Can you imagine?” I glanced over my shoulder. “My mother would probably die on the spot. Heart attack.”

      “It would certainly change the narrative.” Wayne winked. “How much longer do you think this shindig will last?”

      “Why? You got plans?” 

      He nodded once. “Yep, I plan to drive my rental out to the river, crack a bottle of moonshine and stare at the stars. I haven’t done it since high school, and who knows when I’ll be back again.”

      I shouldn’t have said it but somehow I couldn’t stop myself from asking, “Do you want company?”

      A slow smile spread across his handsome face. “If the company is yours.”

      Well, fuck me. I wasn’t about to turn down that invitation.

      That’s precisely how I found myself sitting in the back of the flatbed truck he’d rented, staring at the stars. We’d swung by my place to grab a quilt and so that I could change out of the god-awful bridesmaid dress and into something way more me.

      I was in leggings and a sweater, comfy socks and boots to protect me against the chill of the night, feeling much more like myself as we sat side by side sipping raspberry moonshine he’d picked up somewhere in Bismarck. He’d lost the tie and jacket and his dress shirt was rolled up in an excellent display of arm porn, which I was trying not to notice.

      Arm porn. I’d never really been one ogling over arms on a guy, or muscles in general, but for some reason looking at him had my mouth going dry.

      I was failing at the not noticing part, epically. I was acutely aware that Wayne’s thigh was pressed against mine and his masculine scent was almost as intoxicating as the liquor burning my throat.

      “How do you have a moonshine supplier?” I asked him. “Because this is seriously good shit.”

      With the company and the sky overhead, I couldn't think of another place I’d rather be. This was the life, man.

      “Weird thing about being an NHL player,” he said. “You can get almost anything you want, anytime.”

      His eyes were on my mouth and I licked my lips before I spoke. “Only almost everything?”

      “Some things you can never have.” He glanced away from me then. “No matter how much money or fame you get. Probably good to remember that.”

      I laughed. One of those full body laughs starting in the belly. “Well, I get almost nothing I want most of the time, so I can live without the reminder.”

      He brushed his thumb along my cheek. “What do you want, Chloe?”

      Sparks trailed from his touch and lord help me, if he kept touching me that way, I was going to go up in flames pretty soon.

      A smart girl might have played this differently, I’d think later. The problem was, I was sick of being smart, because smart Chloe wasn’t making any progress in life. She needed a night of something wonderful. Something she wouldn’t forget.

      I turned to stare at him, drinking him in. My brother’s friend. My friend. “I want some fun.”

      “Fun?” he repeated.

      “Yep. No strings attached, honest to goodness naked fun. With you.”

      Had I really said it out loud? Somehow I couldn’t find it in myself to be embarrassed. Not even when Wayne stared at me like I’d grown a second head. Then, I don’t know. Maybe it was the stars. Maybe it was the moonshine. Maybe it was the hours of dancing and talking and laughter we’d indulged in earlier. His expression changed and suddenly I didn’t feel like his best friend’s little sister.

      I felt like a damn woman.

      A sexy, desirable woman.

      “Tiger…” he growled out my name.

      Oh yeah, he was interested.

      I decided to take charge so I swung my leg to straddle him, wrapping my arms around his waist. The cool bottle of moonshine pressed between us, but it wasn’t the only hard thing. At least, it certainly wasn’t the one hard thing that made my nipples pebble hard.

      Holy erection, Batman. Was he really packing so much in those jeans? I was about to find out, damn whoever tried to stop me.

      Before he could speak, I placed my raspberry flavored lips on his and kissed him. If I was only getting one chance at this, if Wayne shut me down, which likely he would, then I was at least getting one epic smooch out of it.

      And lord did the man know how to kiss. It didn’t take him long to respond.

      I felt the bottle slide from between us and his hands travel up my back to lace through my hair. My wholly immoveable hair. He took over the kiss from there. His tongue met mine in a hot, wet dance as he cleaved my body to his until we had to come up for air breathing. There were sparks. Damn me to hell, there were sparks between us, the something special that had been missing from every other relationship I’d had in my life. You know, the zing. It was so important and up until this point, I hadn’t known what they would even feel like.

      Now I did. Now I needed more.

      Wayne pulled back then, gasping. “Chloe. You do know this is a fundamentally bad idea.”

      I nodded. Yeah, probably. “Don’t care.”

      He didn’t look like he really wanted to stop, either. At least not from the expression on his face. Those lips...I glanced down at them. Plump, perfect for kissing, for biting.

      Wayne was ready to say something, so I bent down to trail kisses down the side of his chin and neck, feeling him shiver.

      Yes, try to stop me now. If you can.

      “We can never tell a soul,” he finally said out loud. “For your sake, not mine.” He was right about that; this town would not celebrate the pastor's daughter banging the reformed bad boy.

      Yeah, well, people didn’t know that the pastor’s daughter read tarot cards and tea leaves either, but she did.

      Just like she was about to have a night of sex with Wayne Havel.

      “I’m fine with that. I mean, I understand.” Okay, I wasn’t fine with it, exactly, but I understood where he was coming from.

      “And it’s a one-time deal,” he clarified.

      “Wow. You talk a lot.”

      He stopped talking and kissed me again with another growl. Oh yes, it was on! His hand slid up under my sweater and when he realized I was braless, because the wedding bra had been torture, he moved his palm around to cup my breast, tugging at my nipples. Heat pooled at my core.

      Rough palms, soft skin...was there anything hotter than that?

      I had a feeling he was about to show me.

      “I have always wondered what color your nipples were.” Always? Wayne peeled my sweater over my head and pulled one nipple between his lips. My hands fell to his head, holding him there. His mouth was magic.  “If we’re only doing this once, Chloe, we’re doing everything.”

      “Everything, huh?”

      Apparently that meant divesting me of all my clothes and bringing me to an orgasm rather quickly with his very talented mouth. It meant whispering dirty talk in my ear before removing his own clothes. It meant me taking him in hand before rolling a condom on him and it meant him sliding deep, deep inside me while I rode him hard. It meant him upping the dirty talk, speaking to me like no one ever had before. It meant me discovering I liked being told to come on his cock, and when I had, it meant him taking me from behind again a few minutes later as the stars shone down on us and an owl hooted as if endorsing our behavior.

      It meant him fucking me until my legs were quivering and I wasn’t sure I’d be able to walk a straight-line tomorrow or maybe ever again. It meant so many things I’d only dreamed about until now.

      When he dropped me off at home in the dead of night, I thought I’d feel odd or maybe even embarrassed, but I didn’t. I felt amazing and exhilarated instead.

      “This may be my best memory ever in this town, Chloe,” he’d said before slowly kissing me goodbye. “Out of anything else. This moment with you.”

      When I leaned against the door of my apartment, all I knew for certain was Wayne had given me a taste of what I’d been missing in my life, and even if I couldn’t have it with him, then I needed to get myself in gear and find my bliss.

      Until now, I hadn’t known this version of me had been lurking just below the surface but now that I did, I wanted to get to know her.

      I hadn’t wanted to miss this once in a lifetime chance to be with the man I’d always wanted. And now that I had I didn’t regret a damn thing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            Wayne

          

        

      

    

    
      I couldn't believe what I’d done.

      Weeks later and I still couldn’t believe I’d driven Chloe out to the lake and fucked her.

      Okay, I thought with a shake of my head, it hadn’t exactly been fucking. It had been passion and heat and life, yeah, but there were emotions involved too.

      That was the worst part for me.

      The emotions based on our history and who she was as a person. Chloe was amazing in every sense of the word and being with her physically had been nothing short of the fulfillment of quite a few childhood fantasies. Seeing her strawberry blond hair wrapped around my wrist as I took her from behind, her sweet ass--

      I slapped myself in the face to get rid of those thoughts. Memories, I corrected. Now they were memories because I’d gotten a taste of just how sweet she was, and nothing compared.

      Man, Chris would murder me if he found out what we’d done. Not just murder. Torture. Disembowelment. All kinds of gnarly things because I was the guy who’d had sex with his sister. Repeatedly. And I’d loved every second of what we’d done.

      Sure, Chloe wasn’t a virgin, but having sex with her went against some kind of guy best friend code of ethics or something, I was sure.

      I finished lacing up my skates and got on the ice for practice with the rest of the team. Going through the motions along with the guys, although my mind was a million miles away. Back in the bed of the truck, diamond-like stars overhead and a hot mouth tasting of raspberry moonshine--

      I hadn’t even been able to get interested in any other woman in over a month. Dammit to hell, Chloe Whitlock had broken my dick.  Maybe that was the punishment for my crime. She’d ruined me for anyone else and trust me, there were puck bunnies galore for me to choose from. Especially with the number of single team members dwindling down over the last year, it seemed like every hot woman even vaguely interested in the NHL was now turning up in spades to watch us train.

      I could have a sexy as fuck puck bunny hanging off me any time I wanted. 

      Except I didn’t want.

      I wanted that helmet-like hairdo, blue eyes, and wicked sense of humor.

      I wanted my best friend’s baby sister.

      I was so fucking screwed.

      Instead of feeling down on myself, I followed my neighbor and buddy, Seamus, out to our teammate’s place for poker night once practice ended. It didn’t matter that Dominik James was soon to be a married man. He still maintained his weekly poker night ritual in the basement turned man cave of his house.

      Thank god. I lived for these nights, even though I always ended up losing more money than I made. Didn’t matter. The guys were great company and I could use a little razzing, even if sometimes it hurt to stand the heat. I could use Seamus’s clear head, Mitch’s disgusting jokes, Alexi’s grumpiness, Dom’s teasing and Lucky’s strange kind of optimism.

      Not to mention my captain, Grant’s, steadfast nature.

      He was the rock we all clung to, and for good reason. Coach Winston had made a damn good decision when he promoted Grant to captain all those years ago.

      “Dude, why are you always late?” Dominik groaned when I knocked on the lower-level entrance to the basement. He drew me inside and instantly there was a beer in my hand. I hadn’t even had to ask. “Come on in.”

      The lid was popped and everything.

      A few hours later, Alexi was the only one who seemed to notice something was irritating me. Our grumpy left defenseman eyed me over his own hand of cards.

      “Dude, there is a bug up your ass,” he grumbled, attention on the table. “Stop bringing down the vibe.”

      Mitch wiggled his eyebrows in retort to Alexi’s observation. “Is it a girl? Is a girl driving you nuts, Wayne?”

      He and I had shared plenty of sex stories over the years, tales of our conquests discussed over beers. Sometimes with Seamus and most times not, because until recently my bud had been a married man. And Mitch, our rookie even after a couple of years on the team, always had a good story to tell.

      “I’m not going to discuss it,” I grumbled, channeling Alexi. “It’s nothing.”

      “He hasn’t been the same since he went up to bumfuck nowhere for his friend’s wedding,” Lucky commented.

      “That’s bumfuck, North Dakota, asshole.” The correction went right over Lucky’s head. He just kept laughing.

      “Anyway, it’s not a girl,” I insisted. Hoping they all believed me.

      Mitch held out a hand for me to fist bump. “Good! You and I are some of the last dudes standing, dude. We have to be careful and stick together. Single guys for the win.”

      “Be careful of what?” Grant, our captain, wanted to know. He threw a couple of chips into the growing pile in the center of the table for his bet.

      “Be careful we don’t end up like you lame assholes with a ring on our finger.” Mitch started to chuckle. “Besides me and Wayne, here, we’ve only got David and Liam left. We are the last guard.”

      “It’s not a girl.” I threw in my own bet. “Now let’s get back to the game.”

      No way was I bringing Chloe’s name anywhere near these guys, especially given Mitch’s latest insistence on remaining single. I liked the single life, too. If I mentioned Chloe at all, they would probably all start teasing me about it and making assumptions. Assumptions I tried really hard not to think about on a daily basis unless they change my goals for the future.

      I didn’t win at poker night. Again.

      I wasn’t even close, but I didn’t lose my normal amount of cash, either. I also didn’t drink as much as I normally did because I’d been too wrapped up in my own thoughts to think about finishing my beer.

      Dom lived in my neighborhood, but he was on the complete opposite side, and it was too damn far to walk. I’d driven over and felt comfortable getting behind the wheel of the car, despite the late hour. I wasn’t even buzzed.

      If anything, I was excited to get home. A pair of sweatpants--which may or may not have a hole in the crotch but were too damn comfy to toss--my bed, and some late-night stand-up comics and I’d be golden.

      My place wasn’t as large as some of the guy’s homes in the area, but it was mine, and had a sweet ass lake down a little sloping hill. I’d mostly bought the place for the water views. I liked the lay of the land. I liked the cute little cottage accents like the copper pipes and shutters.

      I liked the sexy woman waiting on my front stoop for me.

      The...holy fuck!

      I pulled up short, the brakes squealing. Sure enough, I caught a glimpse of Chloe’s ridiculous van that barely ran since high school. It was parked right in front of my garage doors. How had I missed it?

      And why was Chloe here?

      I cut the engine and opened the door, staring at her. She remained seated on the front porch with her chin resting in her hands and her elbows balanced on her knees, wearing a pair of loose-fitting jeans and sandals.

      “Clo?” I called out. “This is one hell of a surprise.”

      She glanced over at the sound of my voice and tried to smile. I saw the effort on her face. “I know. I’m sorry. I should have called but--”

      “It’s fine. Come on in.”

      Had she made the drive in one go? The closer I got to her, the more her dark circles stood out to me. It looked like she hadn’t slept in ages.

      Hmm. Interesting. This was unexpected, but maybe she couldn't stop thinking about me, either. The thought caused an interesting swirl of heat to burst to live in my stomach.

      “I didn’t mean to barge in on you like this, but we needed to talk and I’d rather it be done face to face,” she told me as I unlocked the front door.

      “I always hate it when conversations begin that way.” Except the joke felt dry and stale.

      I finally got the damn door unlocked and stood aside to let Chloe in first. She stepped past me without even a purse to her name. Did women not carry purses anymore? I really had no clue.

      How had she found me? She must have gotten the address from Chris, because I did not remember giving it to her.

      She paused long enough to stare up at the massive chandelier in my entryway.

      “Do you want something to drink?” I offered.

      She nodded, her eyes darting my way before returning to the light. “Some water would be great, actually. No, scratch that. Do you have any soda?”

      “I, ah, don’t think so. I definitely have wine. A little moonshine, perhaps.” Ah, I was a cheeky bastard. I definitely took delight in bringing up the memory of our night together. The one I wasn’t supposed to talk about.

      When I turned around, Chloe looked a little green in the face. “Wayne…”

      “No on the moonshine, then?” I said with a smile. Did she regret what we’d done? The look on her face had me suddenly unsure how to proceed.

      “I’m pregnant, Wayne. And it’s yours.”

      She was...what? She...no. No, no way. It was impossible.

      Well, shit.
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      I’d stopped to throw up three times today. Maybe more. I’d stopped counting because it was too disgusting to think about, and these days I pretty much stayed nauseated, especially in the mornings. It might have been the baby or it might have been the nerves plaguing me since I decided to make this trip.

      It had to be done, I reminded myself, no matter how it made me want to crawl in a hole and die. Okay, so, Wayne was not exactly the guy I’d pictured having a baby with. He was all about his career and if his Instagram was anything to go by, he liked to party.

      A little too much for my liking.

      I mean, I was all about seizing the opportunity and having fun, but did he really have to drink so much? Did he really find something worthwhile in all those late-night throwdowns with people doing drugs and stuff?

      I didn’t know the details and I didn’t want to know. I was here for one reason: to tell him the truth about what had happened between us.

      But I’d managed to tell him. And he hasn’t passed out.

      Yet.

      I still might, because it wasn’t off the table. My head spun toward the ceiling in time with my swirling gut. Being pregnant wasn’t for the faint hearted, I thought.

      “You’re serious?” he asked me. His eyes were dark and probing. Wanting me to tell him everything.

      “I didn’t drive all the way out here to tell you a story, dude. If I wanted to lie, then I could do it on the phone.”

      He tossed his key from palm to palm. “Yeah, you did drive out here.”

      Probably should have called. “It seemed like the right thing to do,” I said. “You deserved to know in person.”

      A phone call had felt like a cop out. Not to mention I’d have to ask Chris for Wayne’s number and that would have given me away. I’d managed to find the address among the pile of thank you cards from the wedding.

      “I’m surprised your van made it the whole way without needing a complete overhaul.” He was trying to turn this into a joke to lighten the mood. While I appreciated the attempt, now wasn’t the time.

      I got the feeling he didn’t believe my claim.

      “I might have lost a few pieces along the way, okay? It’s fine. I finally got here. Surprise.” I waved my hands in front of me like a disappearing magician. Wishing I actually could.

      “Yup. What a surprise.” His tone was hard to read.

      What if the guy didn’t even believe me? There were some men out there who would do anything to shrug off their responsibilities. I’d had brushes with a few, in a much less serious capacity. I’d dated this one guy once who decided he didn’t want to help me make dinner or fold his laundry because he worked a full-time job and, since I stayed home to work, it was pretty much my responsibility no matter the circumstances.

      Okay, Wayne wasn’t the kind of man who would refuse to make dinner, or take out the trash. But what if he questioned things? What if he wanted to make a fuss about the baby not being his?

      Except it was his without a shadow of a doubt.

      I didn’t sleep around on principle. I definitely hadn’t wanted to have sex with anyone else since getting together with Wayne. Our one and done had done a number on me.

      Ugh! I might puke again.

      Stomach was swirling.

      Skin felt hot.

      Fingers snapped in front of my face to get my attention. I blinked at Wayne, wondering how long he’d been trying to talk to me while I blanked out.

      His gaze turned plaintive as he stared down at me. “We used protection, Chloe. Didn’t we? I mean, I distinctly remember…” he trailed off, running his hands through his short hair until his ears stuck out.

      Yeah, well, welcome to the club, buddy. I wasn’t exactly thrilled about this latest development either. I’d cried for a solid two days after reading the results on the pee stick and I felt like crying now.

      The hormones were a bitch to deal with. They were only going to get worse.

      I remembered rolling the condom down his massive cock too. A faulty condom, apparently.

      “Yep, we did. I guess we’re in the small percent of people who have a malfunction with the rubber.” It was the only explanation. I’d been skirting the line toward drunk, but I wasn’t stupid. We’d been cautious. “You must have some strong swimmers.”

      “Damn straight.” Wayne puffed up before realizing the implications of what he’d agreed to. Then his expression dropped right into depressed. Or maybe crestfallen would be a better description. Like he suddenly realized how it might sound to me.

      “It’s fine,” I hurried to say. “It’s true. There are just sometimes where the condoms don’t work the way they need to. I read all about it.”

      I’d scoured online articles since peeing on that damn stick. Of course, it had taken me all this time to realize what was wrong with me, and I hadn’t been to a doctor yet. Too awkward. Too embarrassing. And I could not see anyone in my town. They all knew each other.

      People talked,

      People judged.

      People didn’t know when to mind their own fucking business.

      “I’m sure there are times when things go wrong. It’s the same on the ice. Can’t help injuries,” Wayne said.

      My gaze turned hot. “You’re comparing our baby to an injury, Havel?”

      “No, ah, I’m sorry. I’m trying to keep up here and I’m not exactly sure…” He looked at a complete loss for words.

      We stood in his front hall, staring at each other with nothing to say. I shouldn’t have come here without warning him. It had been stupid because A, I wasn’t thinking, and B... was it too early to blame the brain fog on the baby?

      The word, even in my mind, brought me back to a present with a jolt. Baby. Christ, Wayne and me were going to have a baby together.

      How had things gone so wrong?

      This was not the path I’d wanted for myself. Children weren’t in the immediate picture for me. Hell, I wasn’t even sure if they were in the far distant future. I always thought I could be perfectly content never contributing to overpopulation.

      Yet here we were.

      I placed a hand on my stomach and fought off the urge to puke for a fourth time.

      Finally he came out with, “What did your family say?”

      My family, right.

      It was a legitimate question. My parents were very conservative and I knew, when the time finally came to tell them, that it wasn’t going to go down well. Surely this news would bring the apocalypse down on us all. My father would probably have a vial of holy water ready to spray me down.

      He’d need a garden hose.

      “I haven’t told anyone but you,” I said, fiddling with the hem of my shirt. “I wasn’t exactly sure how to go about it. And since you’re the dad, and--”

      I wasn’t handling this well. Exhaustion fell hard on my shoulders after my hours of driving and even though my stomach demanded food, at the same time, I was too queasy to eat anything. Too keyed up.

      He hadn’t even asked to see proof. Not like I brought the pee stick with me or anything. I threw it out the second I saw the double pink lines. Then promptly took the second test I’d bought to make sure the first one wasn’t a fluke. Of course, I’d had to drive to the next town over to get it, and make sure no one saw me out.

      I took a deep breath. “You’re the dad, Wayne. I swear to you, I haven’t slept with anyone else. I might be single but I’m not the kind--”

      “I know you’re not,” he hurried to say.

      “And I’m always super careful when I do have sex.” I curled my toes for a second, feeling the tension, then released them. “I’m always careful. This is so crazy.”

      And if I looked at Wayne right now, I was definitely going to cry. Fuck these hormones. A month and a half into this adventure and I was going out of my mind already. It didn't bode well for the rest of this pregnancy. Did it?

      “Hey. Hey! None of that, now.”

      Wayne must have seen the tears ready to burst out of me, because he stepped forward to hug me. He’d always had the best hugs. The first time he hugged me for any great length of time, I was sixteen, and he was eighteen. My boyfriend had just dumped me and called me a freak because he found out about my tarot cards. My closet hippy ways had always been a bit at odds with the general demeanor of our small town. I happened to know that Wayne also went and taught the jerkoff some manners afterwards...although he denied doing a thing to my ex.

      That was the thing about Wayne; he had always accepted me for who I was, even when no one else did.

      I wasn’t the wildest person in the world. Skirts, cards, and a few botanical remedies for what ails ya, and suddenly I’m the weirdo in town.

      “Don’t cry.”

      “I’m not going to cry,” I insisted.

      I was totally going to cry. My eyes were burning already and the longer he held me, the easier it was for those tears to slip down my cheeks, absorbed by the black cotton shirt he wore.

      We were still standing in his entry hall and it wasn’t the strangest thing happening by far.

      “We’ll figure it out, Chloe,” he said. His hand rubbed calming circles along my spine. “We’re gonna figure it out together. You don’t have to do this alone.”

      He seemed strangely calm about the whole deal. As though I hadn’t just turned his world upside down.

      “Come on.” He turned and steered me toward the kitchen in the rear of the house. Even through the tears I saw nothing but white and gold, appliances and handles and kitchen faucet. The countertop was an unbroken span of snow-colored quartz. “Let’s get you that water.”

      I was an ugly crier. No sense in denying it. And I knew that if I started down the serious path with the water works now, they wouldn’t stop soon, and then I’d be snotting and ugly crying all over Wayne, which I didn’t want to do. Not now, not ever.

      “I really am sorry to spring this on you, because I know it was the last thing you expected to hear. We fucked up,” I told him with a sniffle. “It was supposed to be one night of no strings attached fun and these are the biggest damn strings there are.”

      Did he hear the guilt in my voice? I tried really hard to hide it, but it was there nonetheless. I mean, I knew logically that neither one of us were responsible for a condom malfunction, but it was sure hard trying to convince myself that I hadn’t ruined the man’s life.

      “These are serious strings, I agree.”

      Then why was he acting calm about it?

      “You’re not mad at me?” I asked, staring agape at him.

      “Why would I be mad at you? It wasn’t like you got in this state on your own. It was both of us, and honest to god, it was an accident. Accidents happen. What matters now is how we go forward and make the most of it.”

      I wasn’t sure how to make him understand the severity of this. “Our lives are about to change forever.”

      He filled up a glass with water and handed it to me. When I finally managed to drag my gaze away from my feet, the man was smiling.

      What...the hell? Smiling?

      Then he crushed me to his chest and I nearly spilled the glass of water. “This is amazing,” he whispered into my hair. “With our genes, this kid will be amazing.”

      And I couldn't help but smile at his optimism.

      “My mom is going to be so happy. And my buds. And, well, me. I’m happy about this, Chloe.”

      “How can you be happy about this?” I just didn’t understand. I stood there stiff in his arms and let him hold me because, well, I needed the touch. It was my love language.

      “This is a good thing,” he said again. “Soon you’re going to see. Then we’re going to throw a huge party to celebrate.”

      Eh, I doubted it.

      At last I returned the hug. He better not be putting on an act for my benefit. Because I was hanging by a thread as it was.
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      Chloe was asleep in my spare room. She’d crashed with me last night because it was a long drive from Bismarck and it had come out during our conversation how she’d made the trip straight through.

      Straight. Through.

      The woman was a goddamn beast. And obviously the whole pregnancy thing and coming to tell me about it was a huge stress to her. I wasn’t exactly sitting in joy land right now, either, but I didn’t seem to be nearly as upset as she was.

      Talk about a fucking punch to the gut. I’d had softer injuries on the ice.

      I don’t know how she expected me to act when she told me. Her face had been unreadable, her eyes boring into mine although I had no clue what to say. What was the right thing to say?

      Well. I hope I didn’t screw it up in my shocked state. Shocked was putting it mildly.

      I mean, I was happy to see her, and deep down I was happy about the baby. There were just a lot of variables to consider.

      With morning light streaming in through the window, I stood in the doorway to the guest room, watching her sleep. Not because I was a creeper (okay, maybe a little, because she looks so beautiful with her long red hair fanned out around her) but because I was trying to process this. I wasn’t sure why I thought looking at her would suddenly help me piece it all together. For some reason, I wanted to see her. I wanted to listen to the deep, even sound of her breathing and know she was alright.

      To say I hadn’t imagined Chloe in my bed in the past would be a lie. I’d wanted her there plenty of times, especially after my first and last taste of her. We’d agreed to one night and one night only. We hadn’t agreed on a future.

      The circumstances of my fantasies were never quite like this.

      I’d brought her a coffee because I had no idea what to do with myself. I had no idea if she could even drink coffee. Or liked it. My experience with pregnant women was zero. I’d spent a lot of time with women in general, as I was raised by a single mom, practically lived at the shelter growing up, and I dated a lot.

      A lot.

      Pregnant women were not in my wheelhouse because babies were, as Chloe said, ties. The biggest and most serious kind of tie you could make with another person. I didn’t get into those deals because I needed things to be on my terms. And here we stood on the verge of parenthood together.

      I shook my head, cupping the hot mug in my hands. 

      I didn’t want to disturb her. She was beautiful lying there, her lush lips slightly parted, long lashes resting on her cheek bones, but I needed to wake her and let her know I was off to training. No sense scaring her when she woke up to an empty house.

      At once, fear turned my stomach.

      I was going to be a Dad. With Chloe Whitlock.

      The weirdest part was how I wasn’t really freaked out at all, not when I stopped to think about it. The fear was for her, for what she was going through and what her family would say when they found out.

      It felt weirdly right to be in this position with her, and I knew that was all kinds of wrong. Chloe and I were barely friends. We weren’t in a relationship. I couldn’t even say for sure what we were.

      And yet none of those things seemed to matter. I was kind of excited about the whole idea. For me, this would be an adventure. I had the means to support Chloe and the baby and I was happy to do it.

      I liked children, when push came to shove. They liked me, too, and I was pretty decent with my buddies' kids. They liked to call me Uncle Wayne and hung all over my arms expecting me to swing them around. The little ones did, anyway.

      I kept my chuckle to myself when Chloe snorted in her sleep, shifting her position slightly and opening her mouth wider.

      Her family, right. Because when it came down to it, the Pastor and his wife were not the most understanding people in the world. They didn’t even come close. Once they found out what Chloe and I had done together…

      The shit was going to hit the fan back in Smallville, USA or Bumfuck, as my buddies referred to my hometown. I didn’t know how to protect her from the fallout.

      It was the 21st century and we were both consenting adults, but in her family, her sinner status has been sealed. Neither of us intended this to happen, but I wasn’t ashamed of her or the baby she was carrying, and I never wanted her or our child to feel that way.

      Our child. Holy crap, we were having a kid. I was about to join the ranks of the Single Dad Hockey Players Club...whether I’d planned on it or not!

      What was the right thing to do here, to protect her?

      Even if I married her--and that’s a whole other ball of wax because I barely knew her and until the wedding last month, I hadn't seen her in years--they would still disapprove of me. Her parents had spent years disapproving and this certainly wasn’t going to change their minds.

      I’d impregnated their daughter. And telling them how the sex had been her idea wasn’t going to win me points. God, when Chris found out, I was dead.

      While I stood there pondering the strange turn of my life, Chloe stirred awake and blinked me into focus, those big baby blues staring. Christ, she was beautiful.

      “Room service,” I said with a smile.

      Then I wondered again if she could have coffee. I needed to learn a thing or two about this situation, that was for certain. Pregnancy books were about to become my new best friend. Thank goodness The Raiders were just going into the off season. It meant I had more time to be around her and help her through this.

      I must have looked nervous standing there because she told me she’s allowed a cup a day and she held her hands out. “Gimme. I like it hot and black.”

      “Down, Tiger,” I replied, handing her the cup and taking a seat on the edge of the bed. I turned to face her. “How are you feeling?”

      “Too soon to tell. I slept like a log, at least. Comfy bed.” She took a sip of the coffee and sighed, her eyes closed. “Damn, this is the good stuff. How much did you spend on this nectar of the gods?”

      I tried not to stare at her too hard. I didn’t want to make an already awkward situation even more difficult for her.

      “A very beautiful log.” I tried to keep my tone even, deadpan.

      She shook her head. “No need to flatter me, Wayne. No one looks good in the morning. Eye crusties, morning breath, you get the picture.”

      “I only speak the truth. Listen, I have to go workout with the guys. It’s part of our summer training. Will you be okay here alone?”

      “I don’t know, your place is pretty terrible.” She matched my tone, taking a sip of coffee. “I might not survive.”

      Tapping her on the thigh, I said out loud, “Smartass.” Then I stood to go, pausing to explain a few features of the house she might need to know about. Most things were electric and automated so I didn’t want her struggling with that.

      “I’ll be fine, Wayne,” she insisted. “Go do your thing. I’m not going anywhere. I’m not going to disappear or run away.”

      I did do my thing because there was no putting it off, making her promise to call me if she needed anything. Anything at all. My mind raced on the drive to the rink.

      First thing I’d need to buy were the pregnancy books. Then a whole new outfit for the baby’s room. I mean, kids had a lot of needs. And where would the thing stay? Was Chloe planning on moving in with me? I really didn’t want to move back to Bismarck.

      I slammed on my brakes harder than I intended as the yellow light shifted to red.

      I had a lot of questions and not many answers. The baby itself aside, I wondered what this meant for Chloe and me as two adults. We’d agreed to be one and done, no second chances, but that wasn’t because I wasn’t attracted to her or didn’t like her.

      She was attractive as hell, and I liked her plenty! It was because of our different lives and her family. Her brother was very likely going to kill me because of this, so maybe that line of thinking was irrelevant.

      I didn’t have a future anymore. Chris would make sure I went six feet underground.

      Practice always got my full attention, but I struggled that day to keep my focus.

      No one called me out on the weirdness because it was so rare for me. They cut me slack on my one bad day, but I felt bad for the disruption. I couldn’t continue to play like this and I wasn’t going to have solutions to some of the issues with Chloe instantly.

      From the first time I put on skates, hockey had been my life. I played baseball too, and football, and I did my school work. But hockey became my thing. I didn’t know where I got my talent from or my drive. My mother never talked about my father, but I assumed it was him being a total fucking asshole.

      I wondered what he’d think if he knew his son was in the NHL, or if he’d care. I wasn’t going to be that kind of Dad and now, with a kid to provide for myself, focus was even more important. There could be no reason for my contract with The Raiders to come into question.

      I needed some Dad advice, I thought as I looked around the locker room after training. Plenty of the guys had sons and daughters, but Grant seemed like the most likely guy to turn to. He was the Captain, and he had three kids, so he had the most knowledge.

      “You got a few, Cap?” I asked as the room began to clear out.

      Grant turned to me, his brown hair slicked to his forehead from sweat. “Sure. You want to grab a coffee?”

      I really appreciated that he was so willing to talk to me, and didn’t ask questions. He must have seen the desperation on my face.

      Good. He’d be the calm presence I needed to get me through this situation with grace. Chloe needed me to be calm. She needed me to be a rock for her, and I had to tap every resource at my disposal.

      We agreed to meet at Flanagan’s Bar, which was right around the block from the arena. Usually, we managed to nab a booth in the back and avoid the autograph hunters and puck bunnies there. I wasn’t in the mood for any of that today. Hopefully our luck held out. If one more person stopped to ask me what I thought about next season, I was going to flip my shit, no joke.

      Grant beat me there and was seated when I arrived. Our usual waitress came over and we ordered enormous breakfasts befitting enormous hockey players before I leaned forward on my elbows to share my news with Grant.

      “So, this isn’t bad news so much as an I don’t know how to handle it situation.” I didn’t want anyone, ever, to say I didn’t want my kid.

      I didn’t know what I was doing, but I did want this baby. I wasn’t lying to Chloe when I told her that. She might not believe me yet, but I planned on proving it to her one of these days.

      “Okay,” Grant said. He gave me one of his serious stares, the kind where he didn’t break eye contact and might have been weird if you didn’t know the guy. “Spill. I have the very distinct feeling this is female related.”

      Wasn’t it always about a woman?

      I shrugged. “Well, you’re not wrong.” I gave him the abridged version of the situation. Obviously the guy didn’t need to know the whys and hows of the impregnation itself, but a little background information was warranted.

      “So to be clear, you knocked up your best friend’s totally off-limits sister who happens to come from a very religious family and oh yeah, they already thought you were the devil incarnate.”

      Grant looked a little peeved and I wondered if this situation reminded him of what had happened with his own baby sister, falling for the Raiders’ resident bad boy. Or at least, Lucky Price had earned the reputation of being a ho bag before he fell for Sophie. Then he was a changed man.

      “That pretty much sums it up.” I leaned back to let the waitress top up our coffees and put our heaping plates of food in front of us. 

      Bacon and eggs and hash browns, oh my.

      We burned up a lot of calories on the ice even between seasons and I’d eat every bit of this and probably a snack on the way home. Maintaining my muscles took a lot of work and a lot of food.

      Grant shook his head at me before diving into his own meal. “She’s at your place now and you’re here eating eggs with me?” he asked. “Are you out of your mind, Wayne? You need to be with her!”

      “Yes, because I want to have a plan when I see her again. I can’t show up and act like an asshole. She’s already feeling so bad about what happened.” I paused, fork hovering over my eggs. “I don’t want to mess this up, Grant. I can’t. She’s not just my baby mama. She’s my friend and I want her to know I don’t think this is a bad thing.” I took a fortifying sip of coffee as I pressed on. “I was raised by a single mom who liked being single so you know, I don’t want Chloe alone and of course I’ll support her and the baby. No question. But this is different.”

      Was it different? I hadn’t talked to Chloe about her romantic plans. I figure the pregnancy puts any kind of dating life on hold for a little bit. And good, because she needed to be careful out there. There were a lot of wackos and players and shitheads.

      “Am I supposed to propose to her? To make it right? What should I do?”

      If anyone had the answers, it was Grant. He’d weathered his fair share of storms with his family, from his wife dying to raising his kids alone to falling for his hot nanny and going forward with her in a relationship.

      He ate for a moment before answering; it was a lot to process, believe me I knew, so I took the time to enjoy the omelet before me and all its cheesy goodness. This place might be kind of dive bar-ish on the outside, but it had damn good food. Cheap, tasty, and enough to satisfy two full grown NHL players.

      “Have you talked to Chloe about her plans going forward?” Grant asked.

      I glanced up. “In terms of?”

      “In terms of getting married or not. Maybe she doesn’t want to get married at all. Maybe she doesn’t want to marry you.”

       “She likes me well enough to have sex with me.” To make a baby with me. Even if it had been an accident. I scowled.

      “I’m telling you this. Ask her what she wants. Let her take the lead, be supportive.” Grant looked over at me with a half-smile. “You’re a team now, but she’s the captain of the pregnancy, man. It’s her body making an entirely new life and going through changes. My guess is that she’s freaked out and scared. She has a lot at stake, you don’t.”

      “You’re right, I don’t,” I agreed.

      “Well, your buddy who is going to punch you, but…”

      I’d deal with Chris when the time came, and I’d take the punch and whatever else he wanted to dole out, because I deserved it. But Grant was right. I didn’t have nearly as much to lose as Chloe did. I had money and a bad reputation. It put me in a position to do pretty much whatever the hell I wanted, and I didn’t give a shit what anyone thought of me.

      Chloe was not in the same boat.

      Okay, go team, go. I could work with that. I’d been a team player my whole life, from one sport to another.

      If that’s what was needed in this situation, then I was going to be okay. “He’s an accountant,” I told Grant, smiling. “I highly doubt he has the upper body strength to take me on.” 

      “He’s still going to want to land a couple, I guarantee,” Grant said. “Anyway, she came to you for support. Be supportive but don’t take over. Okay? It has come to my attention that women don’t like mansplaining. And they certainly don’t like it when you act like an overbearing grump.”

      He shook his head, looking surprised to have access to this new knowledge.

      I barked out a laugh. His lady was a straight shooter sometimes and you needed to be with Grant. He had the tendency to get overbearing. “Esther has been so good for you.”

      “Be that as it may, listen and then do. If you’ve learned anything from me, learn that, and you’ll be golden.”

      Grant held up his fork, stabbed through a piece of bacon, and I tapped my own against his in the weirdest toast ever.

      I was the luckiest man in the world right now, to be fair. I had a sexy lady at home--okay, not my lady--who was carrying my child, a great captain, and a team I could rely on to help pull me through the hard times.

      What more could a man ask for?

      I only hoped to convince Chloe to see the blessing in this situation, rather than the curse.
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      Waking up to Wayne smiling down at me, cup of coffee in hand, wasn't a terrible way to start my day. Odd, yes. Terrible, no.

      Could a girl get used to the attention? Absolutely, and it scared me to death.

      I didn’t want to become dependent on his kindness and start expecting it. Not from him, not from any man, because once you began to expect something from someone, they inevitably disappointed you. It had been a hard lesson to learn and ultimately I credited my mom and dad for helping teach me.

      Better to hope for the best and expect the worst.

      I ended up staying in bed after he left, getting up only to use the bathroom--aka toss my cookies thanks to the morning sickness--then snuggled beneath the sheets to watch the sun rise fully over the backyard.

      It was a nice place. Homey in a way I hadn’t expected from Wayne. Masculine, though, from the bold colors in the guest room to the clean, contemporary kitchen.

      What a twist.

      There were birds singing in the backyard.

      I’d contemplated Wayne’s reaction from the minute I saw those two pink lines, and I’d never really expected easy acceptance as a potential outcome. And that seemed to be where he landed. Easy acceptance. He hadn’t freaked out on me or judged me; he’d just smiled and said we’d figure it out.

      Yes, a twist indeed.

      No one would blame me for being skeptical, because this kind of crap only happened in romance novels and fairy tales, none of which accurately described my life.

      Maybe I shouldn’t have been as surprised as I was. Despite what they thought back home, Wayne was a good guy. He had a kind heart and was always willing to step in and do the right thing, damn what other people thought of him for his actions.

      His mom was all kinds of awesome and she’d raised him to respect women, so I guess he was doing just that now.

      I finally dragged myself off of the insanely comfortable mattress around ten and decided to snoop around, I mean, look around the house to acquaint myself. He hadn’t said anything about putting me up in a hotel for my visit so while I didn't feel comfortable making myself at home, I definitely wanted to get a feel for the place.

      Get myself another cup of coffee, too, coffee that I shouldn’t have.

      The caffeine.

      I didn’t know much about pregnancies, but I knew there were certain things I needed to cut out of my life.

      Such as any and all fun or hope for finding a decent man in my future. You know, small things.

      As I wandered around his home, I couldn’t help but feel like I’d stumbled into an alternative universe. I knew Wayne was a success, but this house was epic. I was pretty sure my van lowered the value of the neighborhood just by sitting in his drive.

      And this place was actually smaller than most of the other houses on the block. What kind of mega mansions were there on other streets? Last night I’d seen a little as I’d sat on the steps anxiously waiting for Wayne to get home.  Maybe I’d take a small walk around later to satisfy my curiosity.

      He’d told me to make myself at home and so I’m free to wander. His mansion is quite the contrast to my one-bedroom apartment over a shop on the main street of Bismarck. And I’d felt lucky to find a place in such a good location for a pretty decent price. At least having my own place helped me feel a little more like myself. Staying at home with my parents after graduation hadn’t been an option.

      Wayne’s house had three floors, one of which was a basement that opened up onto a stunning flagstone patio and a rolling backyard. A little lake...the man had a lake! All to himself!

      There was a game room and a home gym, for goddess’s sake.

      And the view over the water was nothing short of magnificent. I considered myself a freelance graphic designer. I’d been building my business and I’m doing just fine and I have savings and my student loans were paid off, thanks to my frugal and boring lifestyle, but this was next level.

      The second floor held a large but cozy living room, a dining room with a round table--did he entertain much? -- and a den done in shades of black and green that shouldn’t have worked together, but they did. He’d lined the walls with pictures of his team and his mom. I even saw a few photos of Chris in there and a few other people I recognized from back home.

      When I finally started to feel too much like an intruder, I went into the kitchen.

      I rummaged through the world’s biggest fridge and pantry before I found some crackers. My stomach was still way too queasy for actual food. I kind of hoped that was the stress of telling Wayne about the baby and not full-fledged morning sickness settling in.

      I'd been decently lucky so far.

      Then I took the crackers out to the back deck and sat down on a lounge chair to ponder my reality.

      The absolute insanity of my reality.

      I’d as good as run away from home, which didn’t make me feel mature at twenty-six. Was I even mature enough to have a baby at this point in my life? It didn’t matter because that was what was happening. I was having a baby with Wayne, my high school crush.

      Not that he’d ever known, of course. I kept my feelings for him locked down tight inside.

      I hugged my arms around my body, the information like a little ball of warm light in my chest. I’d gotten my wishes when it came to him, every fantasy fulfilled and more. Now I remembered the feeling of him between my legs with his hard girth filling me up.

      Yeah, look where it got me. To this place.

      Looking back at the house, a thought struck, and my chest felt tight. I hope he doesn’t think I got pregnant by him for his money. Other people would think it, surely, once they found out. I wasn’t well off and he was a multi billionaire or something exorbitant like that.

      I knew I couldn’t control what people were going to say, but I didn’t like the thought of it regardless.

      Independence was something I prided myself on. My parents weren’t wealthy but more than that, by being independent, they didn’t get to tell me what to do.

      Something about me: I fucking hated being told what to do. I tried to live my life on my own terms.

      A baby changed everything.

      They had tried, of course, to alter my path. My folks had an opinion on everything I did from my clothing to who I hung out with, even though I was a grown woman. They saw everything I was as a reflection of them. Usually it seemed I disappointed them. Being self-supporting meant they could be disappointed but they had no control.

      I liked it better.

      Clutching the crackers on my lap, I slipped one from the package and bit into it, shaking off the thought.

      I didn’t want to picture their disappointment when I told them about the baby. They’d be livid.

      I rested my hand over my belly. It was odd to think there was an actual human being growing inside me. A child that was half me and half Wayne. I didn’t know much, but I did know this child would be loved, and I hoped my parents could get beyond their judgement to be one of the people that loved this kid.

      Once my tummy settled a little, I grabbed my duffel bag and laptop from the van and brought them inside, deciding to make a to-do list. I was a free spirit who loved a list, what could I say? I referred to my life as organized chaos. It was the Virgo in me. Sagittarius sun and Virgo rising, Capricorn moon. It meant I had a lot of fire in me but I was organized out the ass. Structure was my middle name and a clean house practically made me come in my pants.

      So I got out a pen and paper to start my list. I was also an artist, I mused with a chuckle, and I made sure I got all the gel pens ready to make it pretty. 

      Baby Prep List 

      Find doctor

      Decide where to live

      Tell Wayne’s mom (he’s right she will be supportive, she’s such a cool lady)

       Break it to my family...yikes

      Talk to Wayne about how we handle this

      It wasn’t exactly a small, or easy, list by any means. In fact, most of the things outside of finding a doctor seemed life shattering in an all too real way.

      I must have lost myself again because before I knew it, there was commotion inside the house and when I spared a glance through the sliding glass doors, I saw Wayne stroll into the kitchen with a smile on his handsome face and a duffel bag slung over his shoulder.

      My heart did a little dance. My stomach was trying to decide if it needed to throw up again.

      I wasn’t sure which one would win out in the end.

      He gestured something about going upstairs and I nodded, unsure what he wanted from me because I was terrible at reading lips. But he came outside a few minutes later looking fresh from a shower. He smelled amazing, as always. The black shirt clung tightly to his ridiculously muscled body, showing off his tattoos, and the gray athletic shorts were comfortable and left a good amount of leg showing.

      I might have made a mistake or two along the way, but I’d given my future child some excellent genes. Silver lining.

      “World's fastest shower,” I teased. “How was practice?”

      He gave me a shrug, his eyes landing on the box of dry crackers beside me. “Fine. How are you? Feeling okay?”

      “Not bad. I think maybe I’ll feel better when we have a few details ironed out.”

      “You tell me what you need and I’ll do it,” he replied as if it was simple. Simple. “Anything at all. We’re going to get through this together, Clo. I meant what I said.”

      I showed him my list.  “I’ve just started. It’s not much right now. I’m sure it will grow as time goes on.”

      The same way my belly would grow.

      I didn’t like the thought, really.

      “Okay, well--I have lots of buddies with wives who’ve had babies, so I can get you a doctor no problem.” He pressed a meaty finger to the first item on the list and slowly moved down to the next one. “You can live here with me. Simple. Telling my mom will be fun, because I know she’ll be over the moon at the thought of a grandchild, and of course I’ll come with you to tell your folks.” He smiled and tapped his finger against the last item. “There. Feel better? We’ve taken care of everything on your list.”

      No, not really. Except I hated dimming his optimism with my negativity so I forced a tiny smile to lift my lips. “These are things we need to discuss.” I sighed. “Yes, to the doctor part.”

      It was a typical man thing. Solving all the problems of the world in a blink.

      “If you want to cross that off right now, then go ahead. I know we’ll be able to find a great doctor. Also, add on there buying some books about babies, setting up a nursery…” I felt my eyes bug out at that and Wayne laughed. “Wherever you live, the baby needs a room, right?”

      I nodded and added to the list in a flourish. We came up with a few other items as well like swaddling clothes, diapers, etc. Things I didn’t want to think about right now and knew I had to.

      “Which one bothers you the most?” Wayne wanted to know, sitting across from me in his own lounge chair. “From the list?”

      Did he really have to ask? I’d think it was obvious. “My parents...and maybe Chris. He will blame you, when really we were two consenting adults.” I knew there wasn’t a good way to make him understand, either.

      He’d always been really adamant about keeping Wayne and me part when we were younger. Must have sensed some of the chemistry between us. I remember a few times when Chris would make an aside comment on how I deserved a good man, rolling his eyes at Wayne in the other room like he didn’t count. Things like that. It was nothing outright stating Wayne was off limits, but I wasn’t stupid. I got the message.

      “It’s fine. I can take it,” Wayne insisted.

      “I don’t want to come between you two.” I was afraid I already had. Would Chris consider what Wayne had done with me to be an unforgivable act?

      He covered my hand with his. “Tiger, you and the baby are what matters the most to me. Chris will be mad and then he’ll simmer down. Eventually he’ll get over it entirely. He’s been my friend for a long time and I know, despite everything, he’ll see reason. It’s not like we planned any of this. It’s a fire I’m just going to have to walk through. I meant it when I said whatever you needed.”

      Oh, goddess. He was going to get me all emotional.

      I blinked back a tear. And there I went with the ugly crying again. Nothing was there to stop me now.

      Sniffling, I turned to Wayne, feeling the weight of his hand on mine. It was steady. Exactly what I needed to make sure I didn’t go flying over the edge into the deep end. I was super good at it, too, so I needed someone to help hold me back.

      Because once my parents--

      Jeez, my parents. And there I circled right back to the problem at hand.

      I really couldn’t tell them we were having this baby unmarried.

      Groaning, I let my head tip back. “Can we just tell them we’re engaged?” I joked. “It would make my life a whole lot easier.”

      I didn’t expect Wayne to laugh. I definitely didn’t expect him to agree. “Of course we can.”
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      Okay, so Chloe and I were getting fake engaged. No problem.

      At least, that’s what I tried to tell myself. She laughed me off when I originally agreed to her joke, thinking it a legitimate idea, but she wasn’t laughing now. Now she understood a thing or two about me.

      I was serious.

      If getting a ring on her finger was going to save her a lot of grief, then I’d do it. What else did I have going on? What had Grant just said to me? Chloe was the captain of the ship and deep down I knew, she thought getting fake married would make things better. So I’d do it.

      Whether or not we actually went through with a wedding was a problem we could deal with later. Divorces were common enough, but I honestly didn’t see a reason why it would come to such a harsh outcome. The marriage was purely for Chloe’s benefit and not mine. This way, I’d be able to take care of her and our baby without too many questions raised. She’d have the freedom to build the life she wanted and I’d have the freedom to go my separate way.

      I’d never planned on marrying, anyway. It wasn't like I’d find another woman I’d want to put a ring on. Right? This way, Chloe would have her security.

      It mattered to me.

      Except she didn’t actually plan on going through with a wedding. Or a legally binding document of any kind. At least, not with me.

      “What’s the problem, Tiger?” I asked her.

      “The problem is I was joking,” she tried to insist. “We’re not actually going to get married.”

      I gaped at her on the adjacent lounge as she fiddled with her crackers and gel pens. “Won’t they kind of notice if we never go through with it, honey? We’re going to have to do something to make sure it’s believable.”

      She noticed my forced use of the word and smirked. “Well, a fake engagement might just ease the blow, dear,” she countered. “And just so you know, I was joking. Like I’d want to marry you. Gross.”

      Chloe always gave as good as she got.

      Or, and this was a distinct possibility, her dad would try to marry us on the spot once he finds out. Not what I had in mind. Although it looked like I was going to have to do some convincing to get Chloe on board with an actual marriage.

      “If I didn’t know any better, Wayne, I’d say you actually want to go through with this sham of a marriage. The only question I can’t answer is why.” She took a sip of water and regarded me skeptically as she set it down on the little glass patio table. “I mean, I already told you, this baby is yours, but you’re under no obligation to include me in your list of priorities. I came here to tell you about it, pure and simple. I didn’t come to get anything out of you.”

      My eyes wanted to bulge.

      Was she serious right now? She didn’t want me to take care of the mother of my child and make sure she had every luxury in the world?

      My baby momma must be a psycho.

      I set her with a stern look. “Listen here, Tiger. We’re going through with this marriage because I am a thorough man and I plan on making damn well sure you’re provided for, for the rest of your life. You and our kid. You better get used to being spoiled.”

      Chloe pretended to fan herself. “My, my. You sure know how to get a girl going. Don’t you?”

      “Oh, you have no idea.” Only she did have a pretty good idea about my various skills. At least, a few of them.

      And in the future if she wanted to find someone else, well, we’d cross that bridge then. Except I hated the thought. Of anyone around my kid, at least, I tried to clarify internally.

      “This is a lot for you to deal with,” she said. “I get it.”

      “You have no idea. You showed up last night. We’re still working out the kinks of actually being alone together, let alone figuring things out. We’ve got time,” I replied.

      It was a nice day, and so we sat outside for a bit longer.

      Chloe stared off past the edge of the deck toward the tree line and the lake below.

      “You really have made a nice life for yourself here, Wayne,” she said under her breath.

      “And you’re acting like you’re about to mess it up.”

      Those big blue eyes met mine. “Aren’t I?”

      I shook my head. “No, you’re not.” I knew I couldn’t make her see she was actually making my life better.

      Okay, it was a lot to take in, true. And a baby and a family wasn’t in my plans. Like, ever. For some reason, I wasn’t mad about it. It was like a second chance for me. A second chance to have the family I’d been denied.

      “I’ll be out of your hair soon. I didn’t mean to come here and spring this on you. I’m not a charity case.”

      “Have I ever acted like you’re a charity case?”

      “No.”

      “Then I don’t want to hear you say it ever again,” I demanded.

      She held her hands up in front of her. “Alright, fine. Bossy Pants.”

      “Mr. Bossy Pants to you and me, love.”

      We talked about logistics, but I was starving, so I dragged open the fridge and made us both enormous deli sandwiches. I lived on sandwiches. They were my fave things. I always seemed to think a little better, a little clearer, with a sandwich in my hand, and I always sprang for the good bread. Thick, homemade. Delicious.

      Chloe hasn’t even touched her sandwich and I’m halfway through mine, chewing like an animal.

      “Your father isn’t going to accept some long and drawn-out engagement, you know,” I tell her through a big bite. “Because he hates me. He’s going to make sure I do the honorable thing the moment he finds out, so we’ll need to be prepared. He’ll probably go behind us and check that everything is legitimate. You understand what I’m saying?”

      Sadly, she did know, because she’d had to live under the man’s roof until she turned eighteen and went away to college.

      Chloe sighed. “Yeah, you’re right. I know you’re right. I just hate the idea of trapping you. I never meant for any of this to happen. You have to believe me.”

      “I know, honey.” I slipped right into the little pet names. Easily. Like I’d been doing it for years. “Trust me. And how do you feel about living here?” My stomach soured. “Or would you rather go back home? I’m open to discussing whatever you want.”

      Please let it not be North Dakota, though.

      I hated the thought of her being so far away, and stuck in a place like Bismarck. There were better opportunities for her and the baby here, in Minneapolis. Better schools. Open minded people.

      I was sure if Chloe tried to get a job here, she’d be snatched up in a snap. Whatever she wanted to do.

      She pursed her lips. “I don’t know, buddy. I don’t think you have enough room for me here,” she quipped. “The house is a little small.”

      Okay, my house is OTT, it’s true, but my manager had said it was a good investment. Bottom line, it was a gated community and it meant I was safe from puck bunnies or overzealous fans and media. Sometimes a man needed a place to avoid them.

      A few of those girls were ravenous.

      “I mean, I can work from anywhere these days as I mostly deal with my clients remotely, but…” Chloe trailed off.

      “But what?”

      “It’s too much. For you. Too big of a change. You’re going from a single guy to a dad and to be honest, I don’t want to be around when you bring girls over.” She shook her head. “The only thing worse than a third wheel is a pregnant third wheel. Who knows what my hormones might make me say or do?”

      “Well, we’re having a kid together. Maybe we should get to know each other and see where we end up. I mean, one way or another, we’re going to be in each other's lives forever, and it will keep you away from your folks. Help us make our fake engagement look legit.”

      I wasn’t sure why I was so adamant to convince her of this. She was right. I was used to having my own space and doing what I wanted when I wanted, without having to ask anyone else for permission. Still, I think if I had to live with anyone, Chloe would be in the top five choices.

      “They won’t approve of us living together,” she insisted. “You know them. Even after we’re married--I mean, if we go through with it-- my father will find something to complain about. This is a no-win situation no matter how we look at it, so I don’t want to drag you down in the dumps with me.”

      I finished the rest of my sandwich and swallowed before saying, “You’re already pregnant, honey. I think that horse has bolted.”

      Chloe worried her lip and finally nodded. “Okay, well. There’s no convincing you otherwise. Let’s try it. I can always move home if we decide it’s a complete disaster.”

      “Your optimism is astounding,” I said dryly.

      “Hey, I’m a realist by nature. I’m trying to prepare you for the possibility of hating me after a week.”

      “Why don’t you consult the cards?” I asked her. “See what they have to say. I bet you they’ll say what a great time we’ll have and how you’ll never want to leave.”

      Instead of falling for the joke, she actually looked a little startled. “I’m not asking the cards,” she said way too quickly.

      But I could tell from the way she spoke, I was too late. “Ah! You already did. Didn’t you?”

      “No.”

      Chloe took a bite of her sandwich at last and damn it, I know she did. I wondered what they’d said to her. Did they have a good message or a bad message? 

      I was not letting her parents shame her for what happened between us. I was also not letting her move back to Bismarck, I decide on the spot, because I don’t want my kid growing up 8 hours away from me. I had a crap father myself AKA absent. And judging from the things Mom told me about their night together, I didn’t want to know any more, because he was scum.

      I don’t want my kid to have the same experience I did growing up. On that point, I was adamant.

      With Chloe still telling me why marriage was a bad idea, I walked around the kitchen cleaning up, only half listening to her arguments.

      I also didn’t want my kid near her judgy mom. There were worse things than an absent parent, I decided. One of them being a parent who hates everyone else around them. Luckily I’d escaped my own father and the horror stories mom used to tell me about. Only when I’d asked, because she believed in never hiding anything from me.

      Things were going to be different for us, for our kid, because I had the means to make it so.

      “I mean, I just think—"

      “It’s going to work out just fine,” I interrupt, flashing her a signature grin that’s always gotten me what I want. “Will you trust me?”

      Chloe looked decidedly undecided. “I’m not sure yet. You are the Bad Boy of Bismarck. Maybe it’s against my better judgement to trust you.”

      “Too damn late, Tiger. Because you’re about to be married to the Bad Boy of Bismarck.”

      And there was no going back.
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      I'd been living with Wayne for a week and I never realized what a control freak he really was. From the outside, he always seemed calm and collected, yes, but more of a go with the flow kind of guy.

      Wrong.

      Dead wrong.

      Or maybe he’d been go with the flow until he realized he was about to be a dad, then things changed.

      Not only had he been doing an insane amount of research into pregnancy and living with babies in general, but he’d found me a local OB-GYN and today, we were off to the doctor’s for a checkup.

      Woohoo. I wasn’t feeling it. In fact, I was actually dreading the visit because any number of things could go wrong.

      I drummed my fingers on the side of the door as we drove, listening to some rock station playing all the classics. Wayne definitely struck me as a classics guy.

      Was it weird to have a baby with a guy when you didn’t know his favorite type of music? His favorite song or food or color? I guess there were deeper ways to know a person, but those things seemed to matter.

      My phone rang and jolted me out of my head.

      “Are you going to get that?” Wayne kept his eyes on the road, but I heard the smile in his voice.

      “I don’t want to,” I answered honestly. “I know exactly who it is. She’s been calling all morning.” And I’d been ignoring her all morning. The same way I’d been ignoring her for the week I’d been gone. Because Bebe was insistent and she didn’t believe my emails where I told her I was fine.

      “Then it’s about time you pay the piper and get this over with. Otherwise she’s going to hound you through our appointment.”

      Yup, Wayne knew who it was too. And Jesus. Our appointment. I was not sure what I expected Wayne to do when he found out about the baby, but becoming Captain Dad was not in my mind, at all.

      It was about as far from the bad boy image of him I’d lived with growing up as one could get.

      I knew I’d have to suck it up and answer my mom’s call, but talking to Bebe Whitlock always drained me of any good feelings. Especially when she was mad about something, as she surely was by my disappearing act.

      I forced myself to smile as I answered. She’d hear it in my voice otherwise and cause a fuss. “Hi, Mama.”

      “Chloe.” Bebe’s voice was stern. “Where are you? What’s going on?”

      Right to the point, that one. “I’m on a road trip,” I told her. “I’m sure you went by the apartment and noticed my van was gone. It’s hard to miss. You’d know exactly what was going on if you’d read my emails. Did they somehow get sent to your spam folder?”

      “I need your help for something at church and you’re off on a road trip? Are you kidding?” she asked. AKA she wasn’t checking her email or she was ignoring mine.

      I bit the inside of my lip and said, “No need to sound incredulous. Stranger things have happened. I decided to take a little time for myself and get out of town. It’s no big deal. Between the wedding and work I’ve been under a lot of stress lately.”

      Yeah, putting it mildly.

      Stress was an understatement these days.

      “It’s irresponsible and reckless is what it is,” Bebe insisted.

      Like I wasn’t some kind of grown woman who wanted to live her own life. I mean, really, who else had to deal with a hovering mother like mine?

      “When are you going to understand you can’t always bounce around doing whatever you fancy? It’s time to settle in. Settle down.”

      “Please, Mama.” I rolled my eyes. “Not another lecture. I’m not sure I can handle it today without barfing.”

      It was always another lecture. You’d think at this point I’d be used to her. But no. She liked to switch things up. Keep me on my toes. Some days she’d be super accommodating about everything, only to turn it around and stab me when I least expected it.

      Really, my mom should have worked for the Pentagon interrogating terrorists.

      “Honey, I think it’s time for you to think about getting together with one of the nice boys from church. There are a few great candidates who are more than willing to take you out,” Bebe said. “Just the other day, Robert’s son, you know, the one with the lisp? He was asking about you.”

      Oh yeah, the eyes were definitely rolling now. This wasn’t a new argument of hers by any means, but she wasted no time before diving in today.

      Ha, if only she knew.

      “Wow, the one with the lisp. Is he also the one with the mole above his left eye? Or is that the older son?”

      “Chloe.” This time Bebe was done with my attitude. “Stop it. There’s no sense in you being mean to your potential suitor.”

      “I’m so sorry I’m a disappointment to everyone,” I replied a little snarkily. “I highly doubt any of your church boys are going to want to be with me.” Especially when I started asking them what time they were born and where. People didn’t really take kindly to me putting birth charts together for them.

      And damn, my parents didn’t even know about the baby yet. She was going to flip her fucking lid when the truth came out. I wouldn’t’ be able to hide it for long though. 

      Listening to my mother sigh, I knew how badly she’d feel once she learned the truth.

      “You know I didn’t mean it like that.” She spoke like she was trying to soothe the ruffled feathers of a bird and hadn’t insulted me. “You’re a great person, sweetheart, and everyone loves you. You know your daddy and I just want you to be happy. We’ve only ever wanted your happiness.”

      Sure.

      “Which is why you get butt hurt whenever I wear one of my strapless tank tops down the street?” I asked.

      “I don’t like you using that language and you know it.”

      “Or how about any time I wanted to go out of town for a day and you always made up some kind of plan that required me to stay home with you?”

      “I’m not sure what you’re talking about. But you certainly decided to take off on me this time, didn’t you?” she asked.

      I knew she was about to launch into a guilt trip of epic proportions about me taking off. I hurried to get ahead of her in conversation. “Listen, we can continue this later. I’ve got to get off the phone. I’m meeting a friend for something very important. I’ll call you tonight, okay?”

      I also didn’t wait for her to say anything before hanging up, because I knew my mom, and I knew she’d launch into a whole new story just to keep me on the phone. One of her things.

      “Wasn’t so bad,” Wayne said almost nonchalantly.

      “This time.”

      Bebe didn’t give up easily and although she wasn’t normally on my back about getting a nice church going boyfriend, I had a feeling since seeing Wayne and me together at the wedding, she’d be increasing her efforts.

      Wow, if she only knew the half of it.

      I was saving details of what we’d done together for whenever she really got under my skin. It was the perfect ammunition. Like acid. It would burn through her.

      “Don’t you worry. We’re going to get this fixed. Trust me.” Wayne spared me a glance. “Don’t you trust me, Tiger?”

      It wasn’t a matter of trusting him, and we both knew it. “Whatever you say,” I grumbled.

      We pulled into the parking lot of the clinic a few minutes later and Wayne parked, walking around to open the door for me once he cut the engine. It was tough not to stare at him.

      Wow, I wasn’t used to being waited on like this. Not at all. Normally the guys I saw didn’t want to open doors or ask me if I minded if they drank a beer. I mean, they weren’t exactly the scum of the earth, but the dating pool was small in my hometown. Wayne had always been considered one of the bad ones. He was the one people knew to stay away from and most people muttered under their breath about how lucky Annie was to get away from Wayne and on to someone nice and kind, like Chris.

      No one seemed to make mention of how Chris and Wayne were good friends.

      It seemed, once your name was tarnished, that was the end of it.

      I knew it was a reputation he’d worked to cultivate, but damn. He was throwing me for a loop and I wanted to know why.

      Why was he being so nice to me?

      The OB here was recommended by a friend of his, whose girlfriend was also a doctor. Good to know we’d have the best available. It made me feel a little better about this whole thing.

      After filling out paperwork, we waited only a short time before a nurse came to take us into one of the back rooms. The nerves were there, eating away at me. The decor was purposefully peaceful in Zen colors of light green and gray and white. There were pretty flowers in vases scattered around the room, but to be fair, they weren't making me feel better, I thought as I changed into the hospital gown.

      We went through the rigamarole and Wayne was there to hold my hand. Sweet, sweet Wayne. Acting like a fool and actually literally holding my hand through the ultrasound.

      The doctor pointed out the pertinent areas we needed to be aware of. “You see? Your baby. You’re right around six weeks and right on schedule.”

      Holy fuck. Six weeks. Our baby was tiny, a little smaller than a kidney bean, and had a strong heartbeat.

      I couldn’t help it. I cried like someone turned the faucet on inside of me. Happy tears, honestly. Because I feel much better to have Wayne here. He might have shoved me aside or refused to take responsibility for what we’d done together.

      Yet there he stood, staring down at me with an expression I swore was pride. Like he actually gave a shit about me and our kid.

      He didn’t question it. He didn’t try to push my concerns off on someone else.

      He might be the Bad Boy, but he had a heart of gold, and I wondered why he didn’t want anyone to know.
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      I’d kept Chloe to myself for long enough now. Sadly, I knew our little slice of heaven wasn’t going to last, especially once those hormones of hers started raging. But dammit if I didn’t want the kind of routine we’d built to end.

      We were starting to find a rhythm between us, which unfortunately meant I wasn’t acting like myself in front of the rest of the Raiders. They were starting to notice my unwillingness to stick around after practices. Especially Seamus.

      I tended to bolt whenever we were done with our cool downs and I’d also said no to a few poker nights now.

      No matter how I told myself to act casual, I just couldn’t, because I wanted to be home with Chloe.

      In fact, I was pretty sure I saw Seamus and his kids walking down the block past my house. He’d yet to ask me about the junky van parked in front of the garage, but it was coming.

      So...

      It was high time the guys met my fake fiancé. I wasn’t good at keeping secrets in general, and definitely not from the team. A baby and a fiancé seemed like at least two too many secrets to me. Two very big secrets that were aching to come out of me.

      I wanted to claim both of them anyway. The sexy mother of my baby and the child growing inside her were both amazing to me in every single way. No way did I want either of them feeling like I was anything but in awe of them.

      It wasn’t the life I’d chosen, but it was my life, and my mother always told me to look for the blessings in life. What was this strange twist of fate if not a blessing? A baby with the girl I’d never been able to get out of my head?

      Chloe deserved to know exactly how I felt about having her around, which included a healthy desire to show her off. I didn’t want her to think I was keeping her at home because I was embarrassed.

      Not only was she going to be a kick ass mom, but she was hot as hell. She was smart and funny and a great conversationalist.

      So yeah, I wanted to show her off to the guys. And in my mind, the best way to do that was...

      Chloe looked a little skeptical when I told her, over breakfast on Friday, that we were having the whole gang over for a cookout on Saturday night.

      “Surprise!” I told her with a big ass smile. “It’s going to be so much fun.”

      “The place will be full of NHL players,” she gasped. She wore a pair of sleep shorts and a cami that hugged her curves and left little to the imagination. Her sleepy eyes were now wide and she stared at me like she couldn’t believe what I said.

      “Babe, I’m an NHL player.” I puffed up my chest. “So the house is going to be filled with guys like me. It’s not a big deal.”

      She waved me away. “You’re you. I don’t think of you that way. Not really anyway. These guys are big league sports players. They’re practically movie stars to a small-town girl like me. They won’t want to be around me.”

      Um, what now?

      That had my curiosity piqued. I ran a finger down her arm and couldn’t help but notice a trail of goose bumps followed. And those nipples beneath the cami perked right up at my touch. Mmm, much more interesting. “What do you think of me, Tiger? If I’m just me? I want to know.”

      She bit her plump lower lip. “I think of you as my protector. And my friend…” Her voice trailed off as if she had more to say.

      “And?” I pushed when no more words were forthcoming.

      “Well, my brother’s best friend and my high school crush. Okay?” That last part was barely a whisper.

      I pursed my lips as I considered the words. Even more interestingly, Chloe was not looking at me any longer.

      “You had a crush on me?” I asked, tipping her chin up so she had to meet my eyes. “You’re serious?”

      She shrugged and seemed a little angry. “Maybe a little one. I guess that’s part of why I slept with you after the wedding. I’d been curious for a long time. It was kind of a wish fulfillment for me. I’d always wondered what you would taste like.”

      Her words sent fire through me now and my smile turned vulpine.

      “Ah.”

      We’d both been busy skirting around the way we’d gotten ourselves into this situation. Hadn’t we? This was the first time either one of us had actually brought it up: our hot as hell post-wedding sex.

      But the crush part had it making a lot of sense. Did she understand how I had felt the same way about her? How I’d gone over to Chris’s house a few times over the years just to see her?

      Now I needed to know. “Did I live up to your fantasy, baby?” 

      The way her pupils dilated gave me my answer. Still, I waited for her to verbalize it, watched as her tongue darted out to lick her lips. “You didn’t disappoint me, if that’s what you’re asking, Wayne.”

      Oh, I wanted more than just a lack of disappointment. I wasn't sure if she was willing to give me all the details I wanted or not, but I’d push the point until I got something out of her.

      We had time, I tried to tell myself. I’d get her to admit everything to me soon.

      “Hmm. Well, I’m pleased to hear that.” I gave her hand a squeeze, even though there were plenty of other bits of her I’d rather get my hands on. “Good to know I’m not a disappointment in bed.”

      I wondered how that would go for us, a purely platonic relationship when there was clearly a spark of desire between us. A zing I didn’t often feel with women, now that I had to admit it. Of course, I was no stranger to being intimate. I’d had plenty of ladies in my time. But to have one who complimented you, who stimulated you, mentally and physically and emotionally?

      It was a killer combination.

      I wasn’t about to let Chloe know.

      And we were getting away from the topic at hand and I wonder if Chloe knew it as well as I did.

      “I’m sure if you think of my teammates as a bunch of dudes you went to high school with, it’ll all be fine,” I told her. “They’re just like me. A little loud, a little crude, and all beefy.”

      “I just…” she trailed off again.

      I considered her for a few seconds. “What is it, Tiger?”

      This was clearly a sensitive subject and she didn’t really want to talk about it, but she knew I was a dog on the bone when it came to things I want. I wasn’t about to leave her alone until she spilled.

      “Not everyone likes me, you know. I often don’t quite fit and I know these guys matter to you. I’m fine with it, honestly,” she hurried to say. “I don’t need or want everyone to like me. I’m unique. I just don’t want to blow it with your friends. After all, I’m going to be a part of your life until we die.”

      That had me laughing my ass off. “I think if anyone knows what it’s like to not quite fit, it’s me, and I can assure you this mob will adore you. They’re a great bunch and their women are awesome too. If you’re going to be here with me, it’ll be good for you to have friends,” I said. “These are people you can count on. Okay? They aren’t going to judge you.”

      I hadn’t really given her a choice about the cookout either, not really, as the invites were already extended. That little bit of information I kept to myself. Chloe was under the impression it was a spur of the moment get together and not something I’d carefully planned for about a week because I wanted it to be special.

      “I’m not so good at making friends,” she argued. “I’ve got, like, two good girlfriends at home and the rest are people I talk to online.”

      “A lot of the guys have kids,” I cajoled. “Think of this as an opportunity to pick their brains. See how they feel about raising kids and then you can school me on it.” I walk my fingers across the table and poke at her. Teasing again.

      “You want me to ask your friends for advice only to rub it in your face later?” Chloe sounded skeptical.

      Perfect.

      Skeptical meant she wouldn’t wonder about how fast I’d been able to put this together.

      “I do, honey. I absolutely do.”

      Because I had some big things planned for tomorrow.

      I spent most of Saturday getting myself and the house ready. The lake would be used to my advantage, of course. We had a jetty and canoes and a huge floating island for the kids, big and little. I got out all the toys plus extra chairs and tables.

      I also had the food delivered, which flummoxed her.

      “I assumed I had to get the food ready,” she said, watching the caterer unload my order. “That’s why I woke up early. And here I find you already have everything done. I guess I’m not in Kansas anymore.”

      “You thought I’d invite a bunch of people over and expect you to cook for them?” My eyes bugged out. “Are you kidding me? I mean, I love to grill, but even I know better than to think I can handle the appetites of all my teammates and my families. Ordering food is way easier.”

      When I turned to Chloe, she wore a pretty blush-colored sundress that should have looked ridiculous with the red tones in her hair. Somehow, it didn’t. The shade brought out the color of her eyes and my mouth went dry. No shoes, either, just a couple really cute silver rings on her toes.

      She had her hands on her hips as she stared me down.

      “Wayne, you don’t understand. That was my entire life at home. My mother organized a church event and I did half the work. She never did squat in the kitchen and always left the details of it to me. Which was a bad idea because I’m a terrible cook. A whiz at box mac and cheese, but not much else. Okay?”

      She cooked for everyone? For which she never got credit, I was sure. “Well, that’s not how it is here,” I said. “I mean, if you want to make something, no one’s going to stop you, but I know some smells set you off.” Besides, we really didn’t have enough time for her to do anything in the kitchen. The guys were known for arriving early.

      Besides, we were learning together that garlic in particular triggered her nausea. 

      “It’s all up to me?” She even sounded skeptical. “Are you for real? Nothing is up to me. Nothing.”

      “I’m for real,” I insisted. “I want you to sit back and relax. This whole night is for you, after all. For us. It’s the perfect place to deliver the good news. I want all the guys here for it.”

      Much to my surprise, she stood up on her tip toes and kissed my cheek. Warmth spread through my body at her touch.

      “You’re spoiling me. You better stop it.”

      I looped an arm around her and kissed the top of her head, inhaling her sweet scent just because I could. “No, you better get used to it,” I told her. “Because it’s going to happen a lot more often.”

      We were interrupted by Seamus and Nicole letting themselves in with their kids.

      “Hello!” There was Doc Nic, calling out to make sure I didn’t take her arrival as rudeness. “Anyone home? Are we the first to arrive, baby?”

      She muttered the last part to Seamus as the kids scuffed around the front entryway.

      “Doesn’t matter. Wayne’s got some explaining to do.”

      “In the back,” I replied loudly.

      “Ah ha! Now I see how it is,” Seamus declared. When I finally saw my beefy brawler of a teammate, he had a cooler under one arm and Nicole ticked under the other with the kids trailing behind them. “We wondered whose van was out there.”

      They both had eyes only for Chloe, but neither one of them would press the issue until I made the introductions.

      “Everyone, this is Chloe Whitlock. We grew up together. Clo, this is Seamus and his girlfriend, Nicole. Their kids Savannah and Sampson.”

      I purposely introduced them as Nic’s kids, too, because I knew how close they all were to each other, and I loved the way she blushed at the mention.

      Nic was the first to move, of course, walking forward and holding out a hand before Chloe drew her forward in a hug. That was my girl, I thought with a flash of pride. She might have felt uncomfortable, but she wasn’t about to let that stop her from being cheerful. Nicole looked surprised for a second before returning the hug. Our doc wasn’t exactly known for her outstanding people skills, being locked away in a small office all hours of the day. But we loved her anyway.

      I made introductions several times over as the house began to fill with people. Chloe looked overwhelmed and happy, which to me seemed like an odd combination, but it worked for her.

      Everyone hugged her and welcomed her as if, like me, they’d been waiting for her to make my house a home. None of them seemed the least bit inclined to give her a hard time for being here or delve into her appearance in the first place, although I knew they’d be curious.

      And none of them would take my claims about Chloe just being a friend at face value.

      Grant slapped my shoulder when he came in, smiling across the room where the women gathered. “Well, you have excellent taste at least.”

      Chloe was in an adorable baby doll dress that gathered under her lush breasts and hung loose around the rest of her. Her hair flowed around her shoulders held back by the large sunglasses perched on her head. Her arms were covered in an array of bangles and she looked amazing. Then again the woman looked amazing in and out of anything.

      “Yes, thank you.” I decided to accept the compliment.

      “When were you planning on springing this surprise on us?” Grant continued.

      “Today. Thus the insane amount of food waiting for us all out back.”

      Then Chloe laughed at something and my attention focused entirely on her.

      Mitch the Rookie wasn’t happy at all. “Oh, jeez. Not you too, man!” I didn’t blame him. Apart from our mascot, Mitch was running out of wolves to run with.

      “I’m sorry, dude,” I replied, because that’s what he wanted to hear, not because I was actually sorry. If anything, I felt sorry for him, because he didn’t know the absolute joy of being around a good woman.

      Maybe he would one day, maybe he wouldn’t, but I didn’t have the brain to spare to worry about him.

      I handed Mitch a beer instead to get him to stop before he said something regrettable.

      “Well, she is beautiful,” he conceded before going off in search of more to eat.

      He got that right.

      She was beautiful on every level, not just on the surface, and I watched her talking with Tori and Fia as I loaded my arms with trays of food the caterers had dropped off. Grant followed me outside and shut the door behind him, moving forward to help me organize.

      Despite the food ordered, I had the grill cranked and a few things to reheat. Not to mention I had a butt ton of hotdogs and burgers in the freezer begging to be used.

      “Hometown girl, huh?” It was Nicole’s turn to question me, apparently.  She moved behind me with the stealth of a ninja. Curse her tiny frame! “Is that where you were hiding her all this time?”

      “You could say that.”

      “Where are you from again, Wayne?” she asked.

      “Bumfuckville,” I answered smartly. “No, Bismarck, North Dakota. Known for a whole lot of nothing.”

      Nic took a seat and reclined on one of the chairs as she braided Savannah’s hair, craning her head to get a glimpse of Chloe in the kitchen.

      “We reconnected when I went home recently,” I told them all.

      “You ever connect before?” This from Seamus.

      I gave my head a firm shake. “Definitely not.”

      “Okay. Why now?” There was something in the way Nic looked at me, like she could read my mind. The Doc was smart but I hoped not that smart.

      “It wasn’t the time,” I said, because I didn’t want to get into it now.

      Grant started to laugh as he helped me load some of the burgers on the grill to reheat. “And now is, apparently.”

      I shot him a look to keep him from spilling the beans early.

      “Or maybe, you took some of your own advice and realized you were good enough and deserved good things,” Nicole added with a chuckle.

      Okay, nope, definitely not a mind reader because I wasn’t, but I was going for it anyway.

      The rest of the team arrived along with their significant others—for the no longer single—and their kids—for the previous members of the single dad hockey players club—and soon most of the food was gone. There were squeals from the lower lawn and a couple of guys watching the lake to make sure none of the kids got in trouble.

      I narrowed my eyes at Mitch to make sure he didn’t go hog wild and start streaking. The man tended to rip his clothes off when he had too much to drink. I’d have to keep an eye out for him more than any of the kids.

      After everyone had eaten, I dinged my fork against a glass to get their attention. Chloe was across the deck looking like perfection and she looked at me like she wasn’t sure this was a good thing.

      My smile warmed.

      “Well, I don’t normally give speeches, but today is special.” I glanced down at my feet. My second speech in as many months. Who would have guessed? Maybe I’d get better as we went along. “What I didn’t tell you was that today is actually Chloe and my engagement party.”

      The whole place gasped, including Chloe, who I swore asked me what the fuck I was doing under her breath. “I thought today might be the perfect time to give you this, Tiger. You deserve it.”

      I dropped to my knee in front of her as she held her hands over her mouth. Surprise. Shock. I wasn’t sure which. Probably a messed-up mixture of both.

      “Wayne…” she began in a threatening tone. “What are you doing?”

      “I know you already said yes in private, Chloe. You remember? But will you very publicly make me the happiest man I know? I can stay down here forever.” That was big talk given how happy my teammates were.

      Most of them were holding their breath ready to explode into cheers at any second, and not just the ladies. A few of the guys were too.

      Chloe glanced around at the rest of the people she’d only met hours before. “You don’t have to do this.”

      “I know I don’t, but I want to. And you deserve it. Chloe Whitaker, be my wife. Please.”

      She was about one second away from rolling her eyes at me and I might have deserved it. Her bangles jingled as I reached out to grab her hand away from her mouth.

      “What do you say?” I pressed.

      She was really drawing this out and my breath caught in my throat. What if she said no? In front of everyone? I’d never be able to live it down. Not that I really thought she would say no. Chloe wasn’t cruel. If anything, she’d say yes now and break my heart in private, although the odds of that were--

      “Yes.” Finally, she nodded, and I slid the very large diamond ring onto her slender finger before standing up and covering her mouth with mine. I hadn’t even kissed a woman since I was with Chloe. Of course, she wasn’t expecting this kiss. It didn’t stop her from responding to it though.

      She didn’t know I’d been completely celibate since her when my hands weaved into her hair holding her to me. She wasn’t aware that my broken dick came back to life the moment my tongue swept into her mouth. He worked now, only for her, which meant I needed to make the most of this moment kissing Chloe while I could.

      She sighed against my mouth and even though this kiss was probably beyond what was decent in front of my buddies’ kids, I didn’t stop because I had no idea when I’d get this chance again.

      The rest of the world faded away under the feel of her, her scent--like fucking cookies—and the way her mouth pressed perfectly against mine. The sensation wrapped through me and around me. It went to my head until I knew I could be anywhere and it would be perfect as long as I had her with me.

      Eventually I came back to myself and the sound of clapping, cheering, and wolf whistling. My head leaned against Chloe’s and I blew out a breath.

      Right in time with her.

      “Holy wow, Wayne,” she whispered. 

      Holy wow, indeed. I held her super close as I spoke again. Oh yeah, one more thing. It was past time for everyone to know. “By the way,” I said, raising my voice and casting a gleaming smile out toward my friends. My family. “One more thing. This magnificent woman is also having my baby.”

      Nicole burst into spontaneous tears even as Tori clapped her hands to her mouth. “Oh my god! Congratulations,” she cried out.

      From the smug way he smiled and the wide smile from Esther, I knew Grant had already told her the secret.

      There was cheering and back slapping and more damn hugging. A proper celebration for a young couple in love, I thought, so filled with love and pride I wanted to explode.

      This was how it should be. This was how people should celebrate one another and the people they cared about. My guys didn’t disappoint and soon the ladies crowded around Chloe like a goddamn cheer brigade.

      Champagne appeared, glasses were raised in a toast, and I couldn’t help the grin that I knew split my stupid face. For one day I let myself believe Chloe was really mine, not because she had to be but because she wanted it as much as I did. For one day I didn’t let the harsh truth of our reality and differences get in the way of my fantasy that I could have a perfect life like this with Chloe, my kid, and all my friends around us.

      One day.

      And I’d cherish it forever.

      I captured her around the waist an hour or so later, watching her look out over the water where the kids were playing in the water, despite the sun having begun its descent. I rigged up lights out there so they could still see and be seen. The backyard glowed like a football stadium and no one seemed to be in any hurry to leave.

      It was a rare quiet moment for us since the chaos descended, and I wanted to make sure she was okay.

      “How are you doing?” I asked as she turned her face to mine. “This isn’t too much, is it?”

      She sighed, her lips pursed and her eyes distinctly misty. “Your friends are amazing, Wayne, and they really care about you. You have made an amazing life here for yourself.”

      It was true. I’d worked hard to put the past behind me and become the man I was. Here I was a respected NHL player, a valued team member, a friend. I wasn’t the black sheep or the outsider. Here I belonged.

      “These people will love our baby, and you too, probably more than me once they get to know you.” I winked. “We all know I’m the one who is rough around the edges. It’s why I get paid the big bucks.”

      She smiled up at me. “They’ve already been amazing. I’ve got lunch dates and baby advice and... the whole bit is just overwhelming.” She pressed a hand to her temple. “How can they be so nice to me when they don’t even know me? I don’t get it. Is it a game?”

      “At the risk of sounding like an ass, you think that’s the hormone’s talking?”

      “You are an ass, but you’re also my ass now, it seems. And maybe it is a little bit of the hormones, but mainly it’s just unusual for me to be in a place of acceptance.” Chloe sniffled and wiped at her eyes, stopping for a second to stare at her new engagement ring. “Sorry. I’m being a big wet baby about this. I know it’s nothing to cry about.”

      I pulled her to me and kissed her temple. “Whatever happens, you and our kid are always going to be accepted here.”

      Here being the operative word. And damn if that ring didn’t look perfect for her finger. I’d gone for big and flashy but unique, something I knew no one else would have. Chloe had delicate fingers but the size of the stone didn’t overpower her in any way. If anything, she’d needed something large to balance out the strength of her personality.

      Hopefully she liked it.

      “Are you ready for tomorrow?” I asked.

      We’d been planning the trip before she knew I was going to spring this surprise party on her.

      Tomorrow we were flying to our home town. We were about to face down people who weren’t known for their acceptance. Not even a little bit. But at least we were doing it together.

      This was a storm I’d weathered before and I would have to be strong enough to weather it for the both of us now. 

      “No, and I’ll never be ready, but I think having this kind of get together beforehand was perfect. I needed the bolster to get me through what will come.” Chloe squeezed my side once before stepping forward. “I needed it.”

      “Come on, let’s rejoin the party and bask in the accepting afterglow,” I said.

      “Sure.” She nodded as we went to the others and I pulled her down to sit on my lap. It felt so right having her here and I wanted to sit here in this bubble as long as possible.
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      I couldn’t stop staring at the mother of all rings. Like, seriously, this thing was huge. When had he bought it and how had he managed to keep it a surprise until now? I should have been used to it considering how his behavior about the baby had been a huge surprise, not to mention the cookout engagement party.

      A party. To celebrate me, of all people. To celebrate us, I corrected, because it wasn’t just about me anymore.

      The ring Wayne gave me was beyond beautiful and I refused to even let myself think of what it must have cost him. Or what it meant. If I tried to think about either, my mind would get carried away in all the wrong directions and I lost myself in the mess of it all. 

      Fuck, I wished it weren’t that easy for me to overthink. I wished I were one of those people who were able to compartmentalize instead of fixating on certain thoughts and rehashing for days. Weeks. Years.

      That part of me knew the ring meant more than he wanted it to mean, on some level.

      He had proposed to me for real in front of his friends and kissed the stuffing out of me to boot. Holy wow, the chemistry. I was talking about off the charts chemistry, the kind you couldn’t fake.

      Except it must be fake, because Wayne wasn’t the marrying type. He’d only agreed to the charade for my benefit, knowing the crap my family would put me through. He was a decent enough guy to do that. He wasn’t the kind to get married.

      He’d made his stance on the whole business known plenty of times before. Fuck ’em, enjoy ’em, leave ’em. It wasn’t pretty but it was the truth and he’d never tried to hide his outlook from me or anyone else.

      Until now? It didn’t make sense.

      And the party he’d put together had been everything to me. I didn’t have to do anything but show up and mingle. I was not used to being treated like a queen and it was not a bad experience at all. Normally, I was the hired help. Worse, because my mother expected me to do the brunt of the work without any of the pay.

      Familial obligation, she called it. Doing my part to help her and the church community that would rather see me shunned than accept me for who I am.

      They did their best, of course, to make room for me, even when we all knew I wasn’t a part of their little tribe. But I knew people talked about me behind my back. They knew I wasn’t one of them.

      Wayne’s people, on the other hand, made room for me with open arms. Talk about a kick in the teeth. These people who didn’t know me had accepted me without question, without hesitation, and without issue. They didn’t know me from Eve and yet there I’d sat with the ladies, chatting away like we’d known each other forever.

      They’d asked me about my job, my hobbies, my tarot reading. No one had a problem with the card reading or my interest in astrology. No one cared how I had gel pen ink all over me or enough bracelets on to drown myself if I went too deep in the lake.

      So strange.

      I really did have two lunch dates lined up, one of them with Fia and the other with Sophie, who was apparently the younger sister of the hockey captain? She and I had bonded over our shared love of photography. She even had a book of her work set to publish soon!

      Wayne had been sweet and attentive, and his friends were welcoming. I’d met so many players and their girlfriends and wives and kids. It felt like our little peanut was being born into a ready-made family who couldn’t wait to meet him or her.

      That alone made my heart swell with gratitude. 

      We’d been offered so much advice, and I had a feeling Doctor Nic, as the guys all called her, and I were going to be great friends soon.

      Turns out, her boyfriend was Wayne’s closest neighbor and she was set to move in with him in the next few weeks. Which meant she’d be practically right next door to me. Offering to babysit the peanut, too.

      I might have cried a little at the offer. I’d be honest.

      The other women were equally friendly, asking me how it felt to work from home and how long I’d known Wayne and where I’d gotten my cute dress I wore, as if my being there was natural, and that was before the baby and engagement announcements.

      They had been genuinely interested in me and my life because they thought I meant something to Wayne. Thought I was more than just his high school friend, or his friend’s little sister.

      Boy, were they surprised when he popped the question. Not nearly as surprised as me. He hit me with the proposal out of the blue, no matter that we’d talked about it before. And what could I say? No way would I turn him down, even though I knew it was all a lie.

      Now, though, I put my hand over my stomach to quell the butterflies because all the happy feelings from the weekend were gone.

      It was chaos in there today.

      We were on a plane to our home town and I didn’t think it was going to be anything like the crazy bliss bubble I’d been living in at Wayne’s place. Anxiety and nerves were doing battle with the butterflies and I was pretty sure they were winning the war.

      We’d planned to visit my family first because, as Wayne said, “Let’s get the bad stuff over with.”

      The bad stuff. That’s what I looked forward to going home. Hiding my truth from them in order to keep the peace. I really hated that I had to consider my family the “bad stuff.”

      I’d wanted to put this visit off until the end of eternity. Nothing good was going to come of giving over the good news to my parents. Neither of us was under any illusion that this was going to be a smooth encounter, at least. There were no words of false hope or false optimism.

      I’d told my mom on the phone I’d be home for lunch, but I didn’t say Wayne would be with me. It wasn’t that I wanted it to be a surprise so much as I was a coward and was putting off the inevitable.

      She’d be flat out pissed when the two of us showed up at the door, but Bebe would know better than to refuse Wayne anything. He was still Chris’s best friend. In honor of the happy occasion of my return home—she didn’t know it was only for a short visit to talk to the fam and get some of my things--she’d invited Chris and Annie over to eat with us.

      Yippee. The more the merrier, right?

      She’d alerted me via text right before we boarded the plane and I’d had to step out of line to throw up, which may or may not be related to the news.

      When we switched to our rented car, I noticed Wayne visibly tensing up, and more so the closer we got to our home town. Once we crossed over the town line, he was practically shaking but I couldn’t tell why.

      “Are you always this reluctant to go back? Or do you have ants in your pants?” I asked.

      “Not always as bad as this, but I don’t go back for a lot of reasons. One is, it doesn’t make me happy. I tend to keep away from things that don’t make me happy.”

      His honesty shocked and delighted me, although I hated his answer.

      “Was it really that bad for you here?” I leaned my back against the door so I could look at him.

      He was handsome but he looked tough, all sharp angles and muscles. He didn’t look like the kind of guy who easily shared his emotions. Especially not to a person like me. Then again, we’ve been nothing but honest with each other until this point.

      “It wasn’t terrible, Clo. I had sports and I had Chris…” Wayne trailed off. “Let’s just say I had outlets for my frustration. And my mom always let it be known that I had her to talk to when I needed it.”

      Okay, that made me feel bad, like maybe I really was ruining their friendship by what I’d done.

      “You and Chris were really close. You did everything together.” Why did I have to sound so morose?

      “And to think it all started with a bully,” he said.

      I scoffed. “People always thought you were the bully.”

      “Yeah, well, you see your friends get the shit beat out of them a few times and you start going to the gym. Better to be the intimidating one than to let people walk all over you. Isn’t it? The moment I discovered there were people out there who wanted to intentionally hurt people and I could do something about it, I did. I became the biggest and baddest motherfucker in the room,” he said.

      “And you never let anyone see what a closet teddy bear you are.” I reached up to pinch Wayne on the cheek.

      “Make no mistake, Tiger. I am the biggest and baddest motherfucker wherever I go.” He sounded proud of himself. “But I also take care of the people I love. Remember that.”

      I sighed and turned to look out the windshield at the mountains. I’d seen first-hand how well he took care of me. Except I knew for a fact he didn’t love me.

      I hoped Chris would behave well at this little family luncheon, but I wasn’t exactly optimistic about it. My brother was a good man but if someone wronged him, or he felt the least bit slighted in any way, he got snippy. He got butthurt. Typical man, I’d always thought, and I’d learned to navigate his little mood swings. Wayne deserved better.

      “But after I left, and people started to treat me like I was someone...and I don’t mean in the fame and money sense either...they judged me on who I was in the moment. About that time I realized people hadn’t ever really given me a chance in this town. I was shoved in a box because my mom was young and single and, you know, a non-conformist. I wasn’t someone worthy of their attention, so no one wanted to get to know me,” he said. “And once I started to work out, because I was big and strong, then I was a brute. I could never win.”

      I nodded at the statement. I knew a thing or two about how it felt to be the odd man out. “So why go back and let those people get in your head?” I asked. “I hate seeing you bothered.” It made me want to beat up anyone who had ever hurt him. Which would have been really funny considering my size in relation to him.

      There were little lines on his forehead that hadn’t been there when we left this morning. No matter what he said, I knew he was ruffled by this trip.

      “Exactly. Why let it get in your head?” He turned and looked at me. “My advice is to try not to let them get in yours, either. You’re a good person and this baby is completely innocent. No matter what they try to say, try and remember. Neither one of us did anything wrong and neither did our child.”

      Oh goddess, there he went again with our child bit. It was so easy to pretend all of this would actually be my life, instead of a show we were putting on.

      I reached over and took his hand in a show of solidarity. “You shouldn’t take it to heart either. It’s clear to me from how you’ve treated me and how you are in Minnesota that you’re a very good person. Everyone who thinks otherwise can shove it.”

      “That’s my girl,” he muttered.

      When we turned onto the street where my parents’ home and church was and he cut the engine in front of the house, a wave of nausea washed through me. I had a feeling it wasn’t morning sickness. It was more.

      I looked at the ranch style blue clapboard house I’d grown up in with a bit of nostalgia and double the dread. I couldn’t help but notice how austere it looked from here. A chain fence and a few shrubs in the yard but not much else, not even a tree.

      Despite my parents having lived there for nearly thirty years, it didn’t look all that homey or inviting. It looked the way others expected a preacher’s house to look, complete with a wooden cross hanging on one of the porch posts and the house numbers clearly displayed.

      People in town mostly assumed it was because Bebe and Tom were so busy with church work. Au contraire. It was more that the home was a reflection of them and their styles. It was solid and utilitarian. There were no frills or excess outside those doors or within the home.

      I thought about my own apartment, only a couple of miles away, full of plants and color as a contrast. None of the throw pillows matched and the rugs were all finds from different thrift stores around the area.

      This house was where I came from, but it wasn’t who I was. I was an artist. I liked beautiful things despite this upbringing, and I’d decided once I moved out that if I wanted to purchase a plant or a crystal for purely my sake, then, I was going to do it.

      I’d gone into graphic design for my job but I’d always wanted to paint and I still did for joy. I wasn’t very good at painting actual art pieces, to be fair. I did so now for my enjoyment only.

      “What are you thinking?”

      I turned to Wayne as he spoke. He wore dark pants and a navy-blue Henley today, looking delicious. I was in a pale blue dress that fell to my knees and a white cardigan with daisies embroidered around the collar. We were dressed to meet approval, not out of any sort of comfort.

      It only vaguely crossed my mind that we matched the damn house color.

      I remembered his mother’s comments the day of the wedding, how she liked us best when we were our authentic selves. Funny that wasn’t who we were now. Now we were putting on a show, the same way we had yesterday when he proposed. The engagement party was the opening number. Now we were in act one.

      I wondered how long it would take before we reached curtain call.

      “It’s fine,” I assured him. “I’m mentally preparing for this fuckery.”

      As he opened the car door for me and took my hand to help me out, he gave me one more reassurance along with a squeeze. “We’re a team, Tiger. I’ve got your back. You’re not in this alone anymore.”

      Yeah, not alone right now. Who knew what would happen down the line?

      He dropped my hand as we walked up to the door and I wished I could take it back, for the sense of security alone. Plus, I actually liked having his beefy digits laced through mine.

      My whole family was there for Sunday lunch as expected, including Chris and Annie, who I’d avoided seeing when they returned from their honeymoon and before I left town. It wasn’t that I didn’t like Annie: I thought she was fine. She and I simply didn’t mesh on a few levels. She’d never once complained about me though. At least, not to my face.

      I didn’t want her to complain now, but I had a bad feeling she’d have plenty to say before the day was done.

      I knocked on the front door and didn’t wait for an invitation before waltzing inside. Pretending I owned the place instead of having bolted the second I was able to.

      The table was set in the dining room and I smelled pot roast as we walked toward the kitchen. Everyone would be not long home from church and no doubt unimpressed by my lack of attendance. It was sure to come up in conversation sooner rather than later.

      One thing I hadn’t missed while being in Minnesota. Having to pretend to be a regular attendee at Sunday service.

      To say eyebrows were raised when I walked in with Wayne would be an understatement.

      “Hi, everyone. I’m back,” I said with forced cheer.

      Oh no, the room went dead. Everyone stilled and my mother stopped stirring the pot of gravy she warmed on the stove. All eyes moved to us and stayed there.

      Something inside of me wanted to literally die at the attention. I might have squirmed. I would later block most of this lunch from my memory.

      “What is he doing here?”

      That was the first thing my mother said.

      Not hello. Not how was your trip. Not a hug.

      “He’s with me. I invited him.” I flicked my hair over my shoulder and tried to muster some attitude. Do you have a problem with it?

      “Whatever for?” Bebe wanted to know.

      Dad kept his newspaper open in front of him, his fingers bunched on the paper, but he didn’t add anything to the conversation.

      I felt Wayne beside me and I didn’t need to look to know his jaw would be clenched.

      Annie and Chris were at the table as well. At least Chris offered up a small smile for my benefit. 

      “I’m sorry you take offense to my guest, but he’s here for a reason.” I tried to smooth out the wrinkles before things got worse. Wayne was standing back and letting me take the lead, letting me figure out what to do.

      I didn’t get to say anything more because my new sister-in-law spotted my ring. Annie’s eyes just about bugged out of her head and she was on her feet in an instant, grabbing my hand in her clawed grip so that her fake nails dug into my skin. “Chloe! Is that an engagement ring?”

      All hell broke loose. Literally. If I’d thought the initial quiet of the room disconcerting before, now it was an outright explosion of sound.

      Out of instinct, I pushed toward the fridge to move out of the way. People were yelling and Chris lunged at Wayne, who to his credit just held a hand to my brother’s chest keeping him at arm's length. Chris didn’t have the physical strength to fight Wayne, but he tried. Damn, did he try. He was practically foaming at the mouth and doing everything possible to outmaneuver Wayne’s outstretched arm.

      My father was screaming. “I forbid this!”

      Mom dropped the spoon and sent bits of gravy flying across the stove as she dropped down to her knees on a sob.

      A fucking sob.

      It was pandemonium. My aunt and uncle, who I hadn’t even known were here and must have materialized out of nowhere, retreated to the living room to escape, and I wished I could too.

      Wayne must have noticed the look of panic in my eyes. Fight or flight? Yeah, I wanted to bolt. No doubt about it.

      “How about everyone calms down and lets Chloe speak?” Wayne’s deep rumbly voice cut through the chaos. Didn’t help my mom stop sobbing, though. She was still on the floor with a towel pressed to her breast like I’d just broken her heart.

      I appreciated that he wasn’t speaking on my behalf, however.

      Tom was still holding the newspaper and looking red in the face. I wondered if he’d gotten a breath in at all, or if he was about to pass out. Chris soon tired of taking swings at Wayne and was staring at his friend with a look of abject betrayal.

      This was going well.

      After a couple of minutes, everyone finally calmed down to the point where I felt comfortable speaking without having to screech to be heard. I looked around the room. Annie’s eyes were on the prize: not Wayne, who was the real prize, but my ring. She was glued to the stone like she wanted to rip it off my finger.

      Chris’s eyes were narrowed to slits and my parents were now holding each other as if someone had died.

      “Chloe.” Bebe’s voice sounded wobbly. “What’s going on? Please tell me this is a joke.”

      “Wayne…we are together,” I told her. Bracing for impact. “Oh, and I’m pregnant. He’s the father and we’re engaged.”

      I decided to pull that band aid off fast.

      “You’re what? You sonofabitch!” Chris roared.

      He launched forward again, but Wayne was faster. He stepped out of the way at the last second and my brother careened into the cabinets. He righted himself fairly quickly and kept swinging for Wayne. To his credit, my fake fiancé didn’t even break a sweat.

      He was handling this much better than I was, because I was sweating and feeling gross. My dress clung to me in an unnatural way.

      “Chris, Wayne is your best friend.” I had to raise my voice to be overheard above Bebe’s keening wails. The woman was literally wailing because of my pregnancy. Way to make a girl feel good. “That is no way to speak to him! Stop trying to break his nose!”

      “You slept with my sister!” Chris was beyond saving at this point. “You fucking slept with my sister.”

      The mention of it had my parents clinging together as Tom moved to help Bebe. Shipwreck survivors.

      Chris worked himself up to such a point that he had to stop and try to breathe. Wayne’s hand fell to the small of my back and I glanced up at him, determined not to cry. He had my back and I had his. Right?

      “Did you sleep with her because of Annie? Because I married Annie and you’re…what? Upset by that? Jealous? Did you take advantage of my sister to get back at me?” Chris asked. He had his hands on his knees, bent over as he struggled to breathe.

      Wow.

      Fucking wow.

      I actually couldn’t believe he’d said that. I wasn’t under any illusion of Wayne being in love with me when we slept together, or even now, but I knew for certain he didn’t have feelings for Annie. I felt the blow of those words land on both of us.

      Wayne had been nothing but supportive of him and Annie being together.

      “Wow, real nice, man.” It was the first time Wayne had actually sounded angry since we arrived. “Why don’t you just insult your sister a little more? Say everything that’s on your mind.”

      He finally had something to say and I wasn’t sure I wanted to stop the tirade surely bubbling up inside of him. More like I felt the volcano about to erupt.

      “I’m with Chloe because of Chloe. Your wife has nothing to do with anything, as far as I’m concerned,” he snapped. “I could care less about her.”

      Annie flinched a little at the last statement. If there was one thing I knew about her, it was that she didn’t like being dismissed. She wanted to be the center of attention.

      I blamed it on her former stint as head cheerleader.

      “This is not happening,” My mother swooned a little. Dad placed an arm around her torso and helped guide her into the living room, where she flopped in her recliner. “How could you do this to our family, Chloe?”

      I followed her, leaning against the doorjamb and wondering how she thought this was acceptable behavior for an adult. Looked like I’d be in prime position to care for a baby because I’d been dealing with her bullshit for way too long.

      I’d be a pro by the time I gave birth.

      Wayne kept going, storming into the room and looming over everyone. Chris and Annie followed a second behind, because one of them at least didn’t want to miss this show. “I wouldn’t be marrying her if that was the case would I, Chris. Out of revenge?” He shook his head, disgusted. “I can’t believe you think it’s okay to say these things. You know me, and you know Chloe.”

      When he held up the big ass ring and kissed the back of my hand, I saw Annie’s eyes widen. It was impressive, for sure. Her reaction was such a huge contrast to the party yesterday. This whole scene was.

      I wondered briefly if maybe she had married Chris for revenge. There definitely seemed to be wheels turning in her head when it came to Wayne. I saw it on her face now. She wasn’t happy about the news at all, and she had no personal stake in this beyond my connection to her husband.

      Nausea swirled in my gut. I was too far away from the bathroom to make it in time and bit my tongue to keep from yacking right there.

      “We’re taking this outside. Right now,” Chris announced and I shook my head. “Just the two of us, Wayne, and I am going to kick your ass.”

      “For goddess’ sake.”

      I couldn’t help my exasperation. Their reaction was nuts. Absolutely bonkers.

      “Chris, stop it,” Wayne said. “This isn’t you.”

      My brother pointed a finger at Wayne and I noticed his arm shaking. “You betrayed me, dude. You betrayed everything we’ve ever had together by doing this. You stepped over the line.”

      I prepared to launch into a huge debate on my own bodily autonomy when Wayne beat me to the punch.

      “Chris, I’ve never done anything but fight for you my whole life.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “I haven’t fought off countless bullies only to beat the shit out of you myself, and I will if you disrespect Chloe again. I don’t want to hear you talking about her like she’s not an adult who knows her own mind. She said yes to me. She didn’t have to. And I don’t deserve her.”

      Chris paused a beat, clearly considering how much damage Wayne could inflict in a short amount of time and not the truth of his statement about being a loyal friend.

      There was a beat, a pause, where the six of us tried to decide who needed to speak and what to say. Mom’s sobs had quieted, but Dad still looked ready to burst. He’d keep his thoughts to himself until we were alone because he still didn’t consider Annie family. He would never let his true thoughts be known in front of Wayne.

      “You impregnated my daughter,” Bebe finally said. She glowered at the two of us.

      He stood still under her scrutiny. Waiting for her to finish.

      “Well, I guess you are just like your father, Wayne. A bastard creating another bastard.”

      My stomach dropped to the floor. I literally could not believe my mother just said that and the silence was palpable for a moment. Wayne tensed, his muscles bunching in fury, and I reached out to clutch his hand tight.

      That was a really low blow, because we all knew Wayne and his mom came to town to escape a violent father and they landed at the shelter. Also…who called their own grandchild a bastard?

      I pressed a hand to my stomach defensively.

      My own father looked like he was about to speak and intervene, but my mother cut her eyes to him and he zipped the lips shut. Maybe his reaction disappointed me more than anything.

      “Daddy—” I began.

      “For the record,” Wayne interrupted, “I’m with Chloe. She’s smart, beautiful, and funny. I agree she’s too good for me, but I’m going to be a great husband and father and we will have a great life. I’m well aware I’m lucky to have her and the baby. And I’ll spend my life showing her. And for the record, I’m nothing like my father.”

      I was at a loss for words but I needed to find some. They bubbled up inside of me all vying to escape my lips. For a moment I stood there holding Wayne’s hand like I’d die if I didn’t.

      Then I groaned.

      “You’re a bunch of dirty hypocrites. So much for all your talk about how every baby is a blessing. How many times have I heard you say that?” I met my mother’s gaze. “And Chris, Wayne has been your best friend for years, so your reaction is ridiculous. I’m sorry you can’t be happy for us, because you know family is supposed to be about unconditional love, but this is happening with or without your blessing. You can either fall in line or you can get used to a future without me in it. I don’t need to stand here and take your abuse. Neither does Wayne. We have better places to be with better people than you. Annie…” I glanced over at her where she nibbled her lower lip. “Thanks for nothing.”

      At last I tugged Wayne’s hand and we went out the door, down the pathway, and back to the car.

      They could take their pot roast and shove it up their asses for all I cared. I knew the talk wouldn’t go well. I expected backlash and a bad fall out. I hadn’t expected any of this.

      “The longest half hour of my life,” I said as he took his seat behind the wheel.

      We each just sat there and tried to catch our breath. Neither one of us was calm. Neither one of us was steady, and my nerves made my mouth taste funny. Maybe I should have puked in the front lawn.

      “You’ve never been in a Stanley Cup final, huh?” He gave me a wink with forced laxness. “Truly, though, this was worse. I’m sorry.”

      “I guess the engagement did nothing to soften the blow.” I sighed, going to slide the ring off my finger. “You can take it back if you want.”

      “I’m not taking anything back. Not the ring. Not what I said. You and I and the Cub are going to be a family, Tiger. It might not look the way they think it should, but it’s real. We’re in this together.”

      Finally the tears came. He was so nice to me in the face of my family’s hate. What had I ever done to deserve such kindness? I’d gotten him into this mess.

      “Don’t cry,” he said. “I’m not good with tears. They’ll come around eventually. No need to be upset.”

      “I don’t care about them. Okay, well I do a little, but you’re too good to me. I’m not used to having someone be so kind to me.”

      He took my hand kissing the back of it that sweet way he did. “Not too good, but hopefully good enough. And I think we can be good together, Chloe. Never doubt yourself.”

      I hoped he was right. I had a feeling he was the one who was too good for me but the waterworks were flowing and I was ugly crying once again.
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      Okay, that visit home was much worse than I’d imagined. And trust me, my mind could come up with some pretty abysmal scenarios. I’d known her folks would be pissed at me for what happened; I guess I never expected them to guilt trip her the way they did. I also hadn’t expected Chris to go bat shit crazy on me.

      My hands clenched on the wheel of the rental car with my teeth echoing the motion, grinding together like they'd turn to sand at any moment.

      I absolutely fucking hated the way they had judged Chloe and spoke to her like she wasn’t a real human being with feelings. Like she wasn’t going through something life altering but had instead done this as something to reflect badly on them.

      And what the fuck was Chris’s problem?

      I was his friend, and, hello, if this were real then he’d know I was giving his sister and the baby a very nice life. I planned to do it anyway. I wasn’t some bum. I didn’t deserve to be treated like a second-class citizen who destroyed everything he touched.

      When I glanced over, Chloe was crying. Not loudly, but tears streamed down her cheeks and I hated the way her lower lip trembled. She was trying to hold it in and failing miserably.

      And we were supposed to be at my mom’s place soon. I’d given her a large window to expect us, not knowing exactly how long lunch with Chloe’s folks would take and whether we’d be eating or not.

      Not.

      “Hey,” I said to get her attention. “Is it my fault?”

      She sniffled. “What?”

      “The tears. I’d hate to think you were crying because of something I said or did. I tried my best.”

      But she knew that already.

      “No, Wayne, it’s not your fault. I’m crying because those awful people are my family, and the baby’s family, and they’re supposed to love me unconditionally.” She sank down into the seat with a moan. “Did any of that look like unconditional love to you?”

      No, it didn’t. Not by any stretch of the imagination.

      I shook my head and took a left turn onto the street adjacent from my mom’s, knowing we’d probably have to pull over before we got there to pull ourselves together.

      Then I reached out and squeezed her knee. Not too tightly. “They’ll come around, honey. Try not to let it worry you too much. They’re just shocked right now.”

      Okay, so I wasn’t entirely sure about the truth of the statement.

      Her people weren’t exactly known for being willing to change their minds. But I thought Chris was different. He’d always seemed...I don't know, better than where he came from. He’d gone to church with them, sure, but then we laughed and talked about all kinds of things they wouldn’t agree with in private. When it was just the two of us.

      Was this the kind of man he was now? The kind who said hurtful things to his younger sister instead of supporting her the way she deserved?

      Hopefully it was all shock and not his real opinions.

      They’ll come around, I told myself again. If I repeated it enough, then maybe, I’d be able to believe it.

      I pulled off to the side of the road to give Chloe a little time to get herself in order. She fiddled with her hair and wiped beneath her eyes to make sure her makeup was in place. The woman didn’t need makeup, in my opinion. She was drop dead gorgeous on her worst days. And her hair shone, liquid flames in the sunlight.

      Pregnancy had given her a glow as well. Her eyes lit from the inside like a fire burning in her soul and her cheeks were a warm peachy pink color. How did she not see how worthy she was of good things? How did she not see how absolutely worthy she was of everything life had to offer?

      Her parents could go to hell for all I care. Chloe was supposed to be the lucky one. She grew up with both parents. It was the dream, right? The perfect nuclear family unit? Especially when Papa Bear was a pastor.

      Except it didn’t work that way sometimes.

      My kid was never going to have to go through what Chloe and I did. Never. I made a promise right then and there.

      “Are you ready?” I asked her.

      She nodded slowly. “Yeah, of course. It will be nice to see your mom.”

      “Can't go much worse than what we just lived through.” Hopefully she understood what I was really trying to say. My mom’s house was a safe place. There was no need for either one of us to go in with our backs up.

      Chloe knew, probably better than I did. She worked at the shelter with Jessica, after all.

      I pulled away from the curb and took the next turn toward the house.

      The first thing I saw when we parked were the flowers. Dozens of pots and beds lined with mulch, every color imaginable and little gnomes and fairy statues stacked between. It looked like a garden center exploded in front of the place.

      It was a huge difference from the neat and orderly shrubs in front of the Whitlock place.

      I walked around the side and held Chloe’s door open for her, making sure she was fine one last time before we approached the front door. It opened without us having to knock and Jessica ran through with a squeal of delight. Much to my surprise, she hugged Cloe first. I stared at the two squealing women both wearing flowing hippie skirts and finally had to shake my head.

      “Wayne, baby, get in here.” I barely saw Jessica gesturing for me to join the hug pile.

      But it wasn’t good for a man to say no to his mother, so I did what she asked. “It’s good to see you, Momma. How have you been?”

      “Mmm I’m good, honey, I’m good. I’m better now seeing my two favorite people in this world,” she said. Somehow she maneuvered in between me and Chloe and looped her arms through both of ours, drawing us up the front porch steps. “When you called and told me you were coming, I couldn’t believe it! Two times in less than three months? I mean, it’s unheard of.”

      “I know. I’m glad you took some time off today for us.”

      Jessica blew a raspberry. “For you? What are you saying? You’re crazy out of your mind, honey. I will always make time for you.”

      She closed the door behind us and drew us toward the kitchen.

      “How are things going at the shelter?” Chloe asked.

      “It’s not the same without you there, of course. But I know you’re out there doing what you need to do. Things are the same as when you left, with one notable exception.” My mom paused and grabbed Chloe’s face in her hands before kissing her on the forehead. “I’ve missed you.”

      “I’ve missed you too.”

      “I hope you both brought your appetite because I’ve got lunch ready. Odd to see the two of you together but good. Very, very good,” Jessica said with a laugh.

      “Well, that’s kind of why we’re here, Momma,” I told her. She pointed to the giant couch I’d bought her--large enough to accommodate five of me and comfortable as hell--and the look on her face said I better have a seat. “We’ve got some news for you.”

      “Lemonade? Water? Something to drink?” Momma looked between us.

      A glance at Chloe showed me she still looked a little nervous, a little pale and a little green around the edges.

      “I’m good, thank you,” Chloe answered.

      I reached out and rubbed her wrist and palm, not missing the way her pulse jumped. “Might as well dive right into it. Huh? Mom, Chloe and I are engaged.”

      Jessica paused on her way into the kitchen, her hands on the doorframe. She whipped around, her eyes darting between the two of us and a low moan escaping her throat. “You...you’re putting me on.” Her smile looked hopeful. “Aren’t you?”

      “Not at all, Momma. And there’s more.”

      Her hand went to her heart and she stumbled back a step. I hadn’t even told her the best news.

      “Wayne, baby, I’m not sure I can take more. I didn’t even know you two were an item. I mean, I’m not surprised. The chemistry between you is electric. I saw the way you were with each other at the wedding.”

      “Speaking of babies…” I trailed off. My smile widened at the shock I saw.

      Her legs began to tremble right along with her lower lip, tears forming at the corner of her eyes. “You’re going to have a baby together. Chloe?”

      Oh, like I was lying? Jessica glanced over to Chloe, who nodded. Tearing up, too?

      They were both squealing again, the two women racing forward and hugging like they were each other's ports in a storm.

      My mom’s reaction couldn’t be more different from Chris and Bebe’s. Miles apart. It was joy, and hope, and excitement. Everything Chloe and I deserved.

      “You’re going to have a baby.” Now Jessica’s hand pressed not to her heart but to Chloe’s belly, massaging the area gently. “When did this happen? This is wonderful!”

      Forget lunch. I wasn’t even hungry anymore. Every single butterfly in my stomach thanks to our previous visit now disappeared, replaced with solid calm. A grounded feeling.

      “Chloe came to visit me to tell me about the pregnancy,” I filled in. “I’m not even sure how her van made it the whole way, but she’s been staying with me while we figure things out.”

      “What is there to figure out? You’re obviously perfect for each other. You’ve had your eye on her since grade school.”

      I stilled. “Momma, not cool.”

      “It’s true.”

      And there was no arguing with her stern Mom-knows-best look.

      Even if what she said was true, I didn't want Chloe knowing how I’d felt about her. How I’d always felt. I wasn’t helping her or going along with this fake engagement to somehow get the girl in the end.

      I was doing it so she’d have the freedom to be with the guy she wanted.

      He wasn’t me.

      “It’s fine,” I told Chloe. “Chemistry, right? Which is why we’re engaged and having a baby right now.”

      “Please tell me you’re engaged because you actually want to be with each other and not out of some sense of obligation for this baby. I’m prime proof that one does not need to have a husband to raise a good child. If your parents--”

      “It’s not my parents,” Chloe interrupted with a wide smile. “Although they are not pleased by these latest events.”

      No, displeased was putting it mildly.

      Jessica waved her hand. “They’ll come around. No one can stay upset with a grandchild around.”

      I wasn’t so sure.

      Either way, lunch went well, with huge sandwiches--just for me, I had a feeling--and a side of homemade potato salad. No one made potato salad like my mom. She finished the meal with a salad and homemade apple pie with vanilla ice cream.

      After we finished eating, Clo and I got back in the vehicle to head to her place. She had stuff she needed to retrieve, and honestly, it was time to clear it out. She wasn’t coming back to this place.

      “I’m warning you right now,” she said as she walked up to the back door with her key in hand. “It’s not much. I mean, compared to your place, it’s practically a dump. Please don’t judge me for this.”

      I shake my head. “You don’t need to warn me. It’s your place. I’m sure you made it into a little slice of heaven.”

      “Jeez, man, you have a nice thing to say about everything,” she grumbled. “And everyone. Don’t you?”

      “You don’t need to sound so surprised,” I grumbled.

      “Goddess knows you’re a rare breed. I’m trying to figure out if it’s real or a game.”

      It wasn’t a game, but I had a feeling it wouldn’t matter what I said. I had to be the kind of guy to prove my words with actions. Luckily, I was.

      The lock clicked and we walked up the rickety back stairs to the apartment. The first thing I saw when we made it inside were the plants. Just like Mom, I thought, glancing around with a grin. There were crystals hanging from the window and a colorful tablecloth on a nearby table set with candles, cards, and yes, more crystals. Her altar, I realized with a start, because she had several boxes of tarot cards stacked there as well.

      “I like it,” I told her. “It looks like you.”

      “A little bit of a mess? Yeah, it’s me,” Chloe agreed. She tossed the keys down on the table and turned in a circle. “But it’s been home for a while. More of a home than I had with my parents. Which I know makes me sound like a god-awful person.”

      “It makes you sound like a human being. Don’t worry about anything. You’re on your way up.”

      Chloe stopped turning and stared at me. With the light streaming in the windows behind her, illuminating the red hue of her hair, she looked like she was an angel bathed in fire. My cock twitched at the image. Oh boy, not good. She probably wouldn’t take kindly to me standing in her living room with a massive hard on.

      Or maybe she would.

      Fuck, I liked the thought way too much.

      “What?” she asked, tilting her head to the side. “What are you thinking about?”

      “Nothing. Am I not allowed to look at you?”

      “Not like that, you aren’t.” It was a scold and I liked it.

      Well, fine. I rubbed my hands together, pointedly looking everywhere but her. “Fine, I won’t look at you. How about we get a little packing done, grab some dinner, and then we can be on the road in the morning.”

      Chloe nodded. “Sounds good.”

      “Where am I going to sleep? The couch looks a little small for me. You’ve got a guest room. Right?”

      It was a two-seater, a loveseat, I thought they called it. Either way, it would make for a cramped night.

      “Um, yeah. No.” Chloe looked uncomfortable.

      “Which is it? Yes or no?”

      “No, I don’t have a guest room. The apartment only has one bedroom,” she said, pointing to a bed in the corner I hadn’t noticed before. “You’re going to have to share with me.”

      Oh. Fuck. I had two choices, now. I could pay for a hotel room and give everyone in town something to talk about. Or, I could share a bed with Chloe and not sleep a wink because I had to work hard to keep my hands off of her.

      Looks like it would be option B, because there was nowhere else to sleep.
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      Let me preface this by saying that I don’t like sharing beds with men. Not only do they always inevitably end up falling asleep first, but they snore, they drool, and they roll around like they have a case of the wiggles.

      My bed was big enough for me and I didn’t need anyone else trying to touch me while I slept. Yuck.

      Unfortunately, Wayne was a bed hog. The moment we laid down--and he didn’t look too happy with the arrangement--he passed out. Typical guy. He passed out and went full starfish on me, spreading out his arms and legs like he was king of the mattress and left no room for me.

      I had no choice but to use him as a pillow. If he wanted to be a hog, then he was going to have to suffer the consequences. AKA me, spread out on top of him, getting all up in his grill.

      He was going to have to deal. And let me say, it wasn’t so bad for me, either. He was handsome as sin in his sleep. Some of the lines of tension smoothed out when he slipped into dreams. His jaw relaxed and I took the opportunity to run my hand along the stubble.

      The baby was lucky to have him.

      Hell, I’m lucky too. No other guy would be this kind to a woman he’d knocked up after only one night together. They definitely wouldn’t propose fake marriage and escort said woman home to put on a dog and pony show for her parents.

      They also weren’t fucking millionaires. Or was he a billionaire at this point? I didn’t know and I didn’t want to ask.

      It was really hard to keep feeling sorry for myself in this situation. I almost felt guilty for the guilty feelings. A shame circle if I’d ever seen one.

      Eventually I fall asleep, because I have no choice. My body needed rest and I was seriously starting to consider the benefits of a daily nap.

      I don’t have any curtains on the windows and the morning sun woke me up at dawn. Or maybe it was the hand snuggled beneath my tank top, gently caressing my breast.

      I don’t hate it. I don’t hate it one bit. Somehow during the night, we’d switched our positions so that Wayne was snuggled up behind me being the very big spoon. From there, I could feel his morning wood pressed happily against my rear.

      “Don’t move. I’m in my happy place,” he muttered in my ear.

      His happy place, huh?

      “A bed hog and a horn dog,” I whisper in response. Taking the opportunity to wiggle closer. “What are we going to do with you?”

      He tightened his grip on my boob and squeezed once, shifting until he had my nipple between his thumb and forefinger. His cock twitched in response to the touch.

      “I have a pretty good idea of what you can do with me.”

      Yeah, I did too. Except…

      “Are you sure? This might be a bad idea.” But I don’t stop wiggling. If anything, I push a little closer to him, arching my back.

      Wayne responds with a growl. “Worried I’ll knock you up?” he teased. Then gives my boob a squeeze that sends tingles all the way down to between my legs.

      “Ha ha,” I said dryly. “I don’t know. This whole thing is confusing.” The admission was one I’d been marinating on for a while now. “I don’t know what’s real and what’s not.”

      I knew he wanted me. The desire was real because I felt it trying to nudge its way between my legs. Except I already knew that he wanted me. He’d made it plainly clear the night of the wedding. Physical desire meant nothing really. Plus, he’d also made it painfully clear that it was a one off. He’d said he had no plans to revisit sex with me.

      I’d agreed.

      Was it wrong to change my mind?

      “We’re engaged,” Wayne reminded me. Suddenly I felt the weight of the ring on my finger. “We’re engaged, we’re having a baby, and we both have needs. Right?”

      He continued to caress my boob, keeping me pressed tightly against him with the other hand. It landed on my hip.

      Yeah, I really needed that hand of his to start heading south. Would it be so wrong?

      I really didn’t know anymore.

      I mean, I wanted him. I’d always wanted Wayne. Having a taste of him once was definitely not enough for me. The feeling of him between my legs haunted me in only the best way.

      “Mmm, I’m not sure…” I trailed off and shifted my hips again, listening to Wayne groan. His fingers dug into my hips.

      “Chloe, you’re killing me,” he managed to get out.

      Good. The feeling was mutual. I knew exactly what he could do with that raging hard on of his.

      “Fine,” I ended up saying. “Just while we’re fake engaged.”

      I had to remind him. Fake. The engagement was not real. But maybe I’d be able to settle for the very real lust burning between us.

      Who was I kidding, though? I wanted him no matter if we were fake engaged or not. And the pregnancy hormones, yeesh! A day didn’t go by when I looked at Wayne and didn’t want him. It made all the years of longing ten thousand times worse.

      Then he slipped a finger inside of me and I groaned, arching my back against him. His free hand rested on my hip and began to massage in time with the motion of his finger. He squeezed and touched and tickled and with his mouth on my throat, I was about to explode.

      He kept moving against me with his dick hard against my ass. I bet he could feel how much I wanted him. It didn’t take long for me to get wet. My mouth dried up with the need to feel every inch of him inside of me.

      I let him remove my panties while he kept up his torment, those fingers giving me the tiniest taste of him. I was a willing participant in every way. I tried to turn around to kiss him but he kept me in place, shoving my panties down as he lined himself up behind me.

      Holy fuck, this was hot.

      I panted eagerly, forgetting for a second that this wasn’t real. It didn’t matter.

      Wayne claimed me with a single hard thrust of his hips, sliding inside and groaning. “Shit, you’re so tight,” he murmured.

      I cried out as he filled me. Like he needed any more encouragement. Wayne drove his hips home again and again, gripping me to keep me in place while each thrust forced a moan out of me. The sounds had him swearing under his breath even as he fingered my clit. Driving me closer and closer to the climax my body has been desperate for all these weeks.

      The headboard slammed against the wall and I clung to the mattress to keep from falling off the side of the bed.

      I grit my teeth to keep from screaming out. Because I definitely didn’t want anyone out on the street to hear me. I sucked in a breath as he drove me toward orgasm. His thrusts kept a perfect rough rhythm while he circled that sensitive spot at my center. 

      “Are you going to come for me, Tiger?” he managed to get out.

      With a little more pressure, absolutely. He read my thoughts and his fingers pressed a bit harder. I could barely even meet his thrusts. He slammed into me a final time and sent me right over the edge into pleasure at the same time. I came with a cry, accompanied by his own groan of release as he followed me.

      Wayne shifted forward to cradle me against his chest for a moment, pressing kisses to the back of my neck and shoulders. Shivers ripped through me because I was super sensitive right now and I felt every single one of them.

      For the longest time neither one of us moved. It took everything for me to catch my breath, although I felt oddly empty when Wayne eased out of me and drew me up into his arms.

      “You are amazing,” he said, punctuating the statement with kisses. “Do you even understand what you do to me?”

      It vaguely crossed my mind that we hadn’t used a condom. Oh well. What was the worst that could happen? He’d get me pregnant?

      I laughed against his mouth as he slid his hand into my hair and kissed me sweetly.

      I wanted to say this was only the beginning for us. It was a gut feeling that we were on the path, getting things started.

      But I couldn’t shake the fear that I better enjoy it while it lasts.
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      Chloe lay in the bath with her back to my front while I soaped her skin, my hands gliding along her arms. She was slippery from the bubbles and my large palms rested on her growing belly for a second. I loved that belly and the little cub my Tiger was growing inside of her.

      Too much time had passed since we’d let ourselves have an afternoon off, just the two of us. It wouldn’t be the two of us alone for much longer.

      We were months into this and things had been progressing so smoothly I felt like I’d stepped into an alternate universe.

      Today she’d had her second trimester ultrasound and everything was looking good in there, according to the doctors. We saw the baby pretty clearly and the heartbeat was solid, which was a weight off my shoulders.

      It was exciting and nerve-racking all at once. I had tried hard not to break her hand because I was squeezing it so hard. I hadn’t realized how anxious I’d been to hear that beating heart. For once in our time together, I was the one on the verge of ugly crying.

      According to the baby books, the kid was as long as a banana right now. When we got home a while ago I’d held a banana up to her stomach.

      “It feels like a lot of change for just that,” Chloe had remarked, looking down at the fruit against her small baby bump.

      “Do you mean the bigger tits? Because I don’t hate those.” I eyed them closely, because they’d definitely been a star player in a lot of my fantasies lately.

      She’d swatted me for that. “Of course you don’t. You’re such a guy.”

      “Yes, yes I am,” I replied proudly. Then, since we were apparently going with the consistent sex now--and I was always happy to help her out when those hormones struck-- I’d carried her up to bed, peeled off her clothing and played with those tits until she begged me for more. 

      She’d come on my mouth before I ran the bath for us. I loved taking care of Chloe, living with Chloe, being with Chloe...pretty much anything having to do with the woman. Being the guy who could make her come was just an added bonus.

      Did it make me kinda pussy whipped? I mean, I guess so, but since I didn’t mind it, then I tried not to think about it.

      Having her living with me had been a lot less of an adjustment than I expected, too. My mom was the only woman I’d lived with to date and so I thought, having Chloe become a permanent resident of the Havel household, I’d end up pissed with having another person in my space.

      It wasn’t the case, which shocked the shit out of me.

      We actually got along. She wasn’t one of those girls who constantly wanted my attention. Chloe was a free spirit.

      With my traveling for work and training, plus her own clients, we didn’t live in each other's pockets. But more often than not we ate together when we were both home, and we hung out a lot.

      Oh yeah, and she was in my bed every night, even when I was travelling for games.

      Couldn’t forget the most important part.

      “You’re quiet,” she said, bringing me back to the present.

      “Just thinking about you being here and how much I like it.” I kissed her just beneath her ear. “Even when you have clothes on.”

      “That’s very kind of you.” I heard the amusement in her voice. “I like you with your clothes on and off too,” she added.

      “One more thing we have in common.”

      It turned out we had loads in common. Much more than either of us would have expected. We both loved true crime podcasts and reading thrillers. We both preferred waffles to pancakes. Neither of us could use Excel or read a spreadsheet and we both loved writing lists. They were small things for sure, but the list of them kept growing. Like us.

      “You know what else we have in common?” she asked, turning on my lap so her butt peeked above the water and she was eye level with my cock, which was standing firm and proud under her attention.

      “What?’

      She licked her lips “We’re both horny.”

      It was obvious I was, the evidence was clear. But for her--“Again? Woman, you just had an orgasm.”

      Didn’t mean I wasn’t about to deny her another. I reached out and cupped her face, kissing her in a slow lazy fashion befitting an afternoon bath. Who knew I’d be so into kissing? Never had been before, if I was honest.

      Another thing I didn’t think I’d like so much was seeing her ringside at the games. I fucking loved watching Chloe cheering and yelling for us along with Fia and Esther. Apart from my mother's visits a couple of times a year, I’ve always done everything solo and it turned out I liked having my own one woman support crew there wearing my number.

      It did something to a man to see a sexy woman screaming his name and wearing his jersey. I played harder, I skated better, and I got done what needed to get done so we could go home and “celebrate.”

      There was nothing like it in this world. And for all the times I’d told myself I wasn’t a one-woman kind of guy...okay, maybe I was. I might have been lying to myself.

      Chloe had really connected with the girls and I knew it was helping her transition to life in Minnesota. They’d taken her under their wing but I also knew, although she never said, she was still homesick.

      I wished I could fix that for her, but there was not a thing I could do about her family. They were, very sadly, stuck in their own little Wayne hating world. I’d caught her on the phone trying to talk to them several times, only to have them hang up on her.

      Eventually we were down in Florida this past week for an away game when I got a call from Mom.

      She wanted to tell me she had reached out to Chris and had a coffee with him to try and facilitate a reunion. He was still steamed at me, which made me mad. Luckily he’d been nice to Jessica. Otherwise we might have really had to come to blows. No one disrespected my mom.

      “I told him to get his head out of his ass,” Jessica informed me on the phone while I took a break from practice.

      “How’d that go?” I asked through a smile. I loved that woman.

      “He told me I didn’t understand and I told him I knew how it felt to be a pregnant woman without family support so I understood better than most. And I also told him he’d been more than happy to let you be his friend, fly him around and foot the bill for him so he had some damn nerve now.”

      Only Mom, Chris, and I knew I’d paid for half of his stinking wedding to my ex. At the time I’d thought why not? His girl had extravagant tastes and he didn’t want to disappoint her. Now I wondered why I’d bothered. I must have been taking “Nice Guy” to a whole new level: it was called “Shmuck.”

      “And?”

      She sighed. “He did that nodding and grunting thing men do when they know they’re in the wrong but aren’t willing to concede.” That sounded right.

      “Thanks for trying,” I told her.

      “I think he’ll come around.”

      “I hope so, for Chloe.”

      She needed someone to give a little. One of them had to budge, because otherwise she was going to break.

      “And for you?” Jessica asked.

      “It’s safe to say he’s burned a bridge with me. I can fake it for Chloe and the baby if needs be, but personally…” I trailed off.

      There was a beat of silence before she spoke. “You know, I need to apologize to you, son. I got comfortable here as time went on and even though I knew it was hard on you, I didn’t move us along like I probably should have. That wasn’t great parenting.”

      What? No way was I having her bear the burden for the small-mindedness of these people.

      “Don’t even, Mom. You’ve done amazing work, and helped a lot of women. I'm Wayne freaking Havel, NHL star for the Minnesota Raiders. I’m doing just fine.”

      She laughed at that. “My bad, I forgot who I was talking to! How’s Chloe doing?” My mom and Chloe had been close and I knew Jessica missed having her helping at the shelter.

      “Good, I think,” I said, waving Mitch away when he tried desperately to get my attention for something stupid. “Making friends and, you know, growing a human. She’s busy.”

      “That’s good.” I knew by her tone she had more to add. “Just remember, this was a huge change for her. And I don’t mean her body but her life. She’s kind of just moved into your life but she’s left a lot behind. It’s a big adjustment on a lot of levels.”

      I knew that, of course, but Chloe didn’t seem too keen to talk about any kind of deep emotion. “I’m doing my best. And my friends are really working to include her.”

      That was the truth. I tried really hard to make sure Chloe felt at home with me. We’d set up an office for her to work out of and we'd chosen a room for the nursery. I definitely had the room to spare for her.

      In fact, the night before we’d left for Florida, Chloe had hosted a Painting and Pinot night at our place for the ladies. That’s how I thought of it, our place, and I hoped she did too. All the girls came over and she spent the night teaching them to paint.

      I went out and bought easels and brushes and pinot and champagne, including the best non-alcoholic stuff I could find.

      It all looked amazing set up in the living room. I’d told them to go wild: she’d taken me literally.

      “You did an awesome job getting what I needed.”

      “You’re not the only one around here who likes a list, you know,” I’d informed her. 

      “This is kind of over the top for a one off,” she’d said, surveying what could have passed for a professional art studio. Her hands were on her hips. The captain of the ship!

      “Who's to say it's one off? I bet you have so much fun it becomes a regular thing. Maybe you can even give art classes,” I’d suggested.

      The truth was, Chloe was so talented. I knew she liked the graphic design work well enough, but she did that for money. It wasn’t her passion. She loved to paint and draw. That was another thing I loved, finding her half-finished sketches and watercolors around the house. I wanted to tell her she could quit her job and pursue her art. I'd take care of her now, but she was stubborn. She hated me paying for things. She insisted on paying for groceries, for heaven's sake. I made millions a year, but there was no arguing. It was pride and I understood that.

      “Let’s just see how we go tonight before you get carried away,” she said, nudging me back to reality.

      I’d been right, of course. The women had all left the house declaring this was happening every month. I’d hidden out in the kitchen, my sole purpose to top up the drinks and food, so I’d overheard the laughter and seen the positive energy.

      Naturally Tori had told me I had to go away so they could talk about me and I may or may not have overheard a bit of the conversation.

      “You two are adorable,” Nicole had said. 

      “I bet the sex is great, right?” That sounded like Esther. “The quiet broody ones are usually good in the sack.”

      Naturally I couldn’t walk away then. I mean, I thought the sex was off the charts, but I wondered what Chloe would say.

      “You guys are very open.” Her voice was quiet. “We did not discuss sex at the church potlucks.”

      “Sorry, tell us to tone it down. We don’t want you to feel awkward.” That was sweet Nicole, of course.

      “No. It’s all good. The sex is epic. I mean, I had a crush on Wayne forever, so that’s probably a factor, and pregnancy hormones...but yeah…”

      “Lucky he wasn’t a disappointment after all those years waiting.” That was Tori. I’d bet my life on it. She also knew a thing or two about waiting. She and Alexi had skirted around each other for nine long years.

      I’d decided I'd heard enough at that point but when I had her in bed later, I couldn’t help but press her a little. 

      “Those women talk about sex a lot, huh?”

      “You overheard that?” She’d covered her face with her hands. She was adorable. Her naked body was pressed against mine and yet she covered her face.

      “Only a little...well, enough..

      “Did that embarrass you?”

      That’d had me laughing. “Why would you saying our sex life was great be embarrassing?” I’d asked.

      “I don't know, it’s private.”

      “Yeah, well, don't put it on social media, Tiger, but talking to your friends is fine,” I’d said, pulling her close to kiss her. “And don’t worry, I didn’t hear any details, so if there’s anything extra saucy you told them you liked, you’ll have to tell me yourself.” 

      “I do like that thing you do with your tongue.”

      “Which one?” I’d asked, curious to know.

      “All of them.” Needless to say I’d slept on the flight down to Miami because we hadn’t gotten a lot of sleep last night.

      So I hoped we were okay. 

      I know she spent the time I’m away working on the mural in the baby’s room that she’s designed. 

      Still, I hated leaving her alone. Our fake engagement feels very real to me, but is it?  We haven’t talked about what happens when the baby is born. We can’t stay in this limbo state forever, although I would if that’s all I could get. I’d take it, though I’d have been lying to say I didn’t want more.  I loved having her with me...my big ass house now feels like a home.

      Her family hadn’t been in touch. My mother’s account of her meeting with Chris left me feeling unsettled.

      I don't want her to be ashamed of us or the baby and I’m worried she is. It hits a hot button with me. As a kid I was ashamed of my own father and I don’t like the way it makes me feel. I never want my kid to feel shame because of me.

      “Anyway,” I told Mom, back in the present, “I want to thank you for reaching out to Chris. It means a lot to me.”

      “Of course, honey,” she said.

      “No, I mean it. You have a lot going on and I know that you had to push a few things aside for it. Thank you.”

      I heard her scoffing. “Please, child, don’t thank me. You and Chris have been friends for a long time. This is just me being a concerned mom and trying to help you smooth out the kinks in your friendship.”

      Kinks, sure. More like a giant fucking avalanche. I said goodbye to Mom and went back to practice, warming up for tonight’s game.

      I called Chloe after the game because apparently I can’t keep myself away from her. And worry clenched in my gut because I felt like she was pulling back. But I didn’t know what to do about it. 

      “I’m just tired,” she assured me.

      I wasn’t so sure. 

      We were away for five days total and when we returned, I felt the distance between us. She wasn’t cold so much as ambivalent. When I tried to get her to let go and have a little fun, she turned me down, claiming she wasn’t in the mood.

      Okay, hmm. For a time it was curious to me, but I didn't want to push her. I tried to give her space and get my own by kayaking on the lake or going for runs. It looked like training, but really it was for me to clear my head.

      Neither one did anything for me because my thoughts continued to spin.

      She was still in my bed, but something was different. Maybe she was like me, wondering where the line between co-parents, lovers, and roommates fell, and what we should do about it.

      It was hard to say without her actually talking to me.

      Seeing the baby together had relaxed us both and when she was wrapped in my arms at night, it was easy to believe maybe I was just imagining that distance, overthinking it.

      Or maybe not.

      There in the bath, I reached out and cupped her breasts that were slippery and wet from the bubble bath. One touch and she let out a little moan.

      She took my cock in her palm, sliding her hand up and down. Man it felt good. Everything about Chloe felt good. 

      She licked her lips. “I need you, inside me Wayne.”

      If she wasn’t pregnant, I’d have pulled her onto my lap, but she was, so I lifted her from the bath, turned her towards the mirror, her hands on the vanity, and took her from behind.

      “Watch Chloe.” I commanded. “And touch those tits.”

      I cupped her mound, as I pounded into her as she fondled her breasts with one hand, holding herself up with the other. The bathroom was steamy and the only sounds were her gasps and the sound of wet flush hitting wet flesh. Our eyes met in the mirror. I leaned in and nipped her earlobe.

      “Fuck you’re beautiful.” I felt her tight channel clench around my cock and I nipped again. “And your pussy. So damn good, every time.”

      Turns out Chloe liked the dirty talk, another thing we had in common because she gasped. “I’m going to come, Wayne.”

      “Come on my cock, baby. I want to hear you scream my name as you do.”

      And just like everything else with Chloe, she didn’t disappoint.
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      I needed to come clean with Wayne, I thought, rubbing coco butter on my growing stomach because fuck if I was going to let my poor skin suffer. While he was away, Chris had called me a few times. I didn’t bother to answer the first couple of times because I didn’t want to deal with him going on a rampage.

      My parents had stopped answering my calls. They were content to let me fall off into obscurity. I hadn’t even tried with Chris, too scared to talk to him. Eventually, because I was pretty lonely, I broke down and answered.

      It hadn’t exactly been pretty.

      I replayed the conversation in my head as I got to work on the baby’s mural. The paints were all there and I mixed a few colors to get the exact right shade while I ran back over the words.

      Should I spend all this time decorating a nursery in a house where I was basically a squatter?

      I was more than that, of course, but was this my home? I had no idea anymore.

      And dammit, Chris...

      Wayne had given me no indication he wanted me to leave - ever. But what were we even doing together? We were burning up the sheets, we were decorating a nursery, we were toasting marshmallows over his fire pit and laughing our asses off.

      I didn’t know what that meant for us. For me. Not that I told Chris any of that when I finally decided to talk to him.

      “Hey sis.” He’d sounded like he hadn't been as good as calling me a tramp and labeling Wayne some kind of opportunist the last time we spoke.

      I’d rolled my eyes and taken a seat on the very comfy living room couch. Comfy womfy.

      “Chris,” I’d said stiffly.

      He had waited a beat before coming out with, “Are you doing okay? I saw you on the sidelines of one of the games on ESPN. At least, I thought it was you. No one else has hair like you do.”

      Was he seriously trying to compliment me now? “I’m good.” 

      “Ah, okay. Good. I’m glad to hear that. Well...I wanted to talk to you.”

      I’d very nearly snapped so talk but I’d held my tongue.

      “Annie and I are coming to Minneapolis this coming weekend. I thought maybe we should catch up.”

      “We?”

      “Well, I guess all of us, if you and Wayne are still together.” 

      That caused a flash of anger and my stomach muscles clenched like the baby had felt the same way, too. “Of course we are!” I’d exclaimed. What an ass.

      He’d grunted in response. “Well then, both of you.”

      Wow, just wow. So not only had he insulted me in front of everyone and tried to punch Wayne in the face, now he was coming for an unexpected visit and wanted to get together? I’d never been this upset with my brother and no, it wasn’t the pregnancy hormones.

      I slashed paint across the wall in a sharp line and instantly loved it. It gave the mural life and balance. And it was a damn good way for me to get my anger out there.

      I knew Chris had stayed at Wayne’s place before, but no way was I offering him and Annie a bed here. Not on my watch. I’d just told Chris to come over before dinner on Saturday night and we’d see what would happen.

      It was Friday now and I wouldn't be able to put it off any longer.  I looked over my shoulder at Wayne when he entered the baby's room. He was freshly showered from practice and looked amazing. My mouth went dry again. I never got sick of the sight of him or the way he smiled when he saw me.

      “It’s looking great,” he said, leaning on the door frame and surveying my progress. You really are talented.”

      I turned back to the mural. “It’s not a big deal.”

      “I hate when you dismiss your talent like that,” he replied, all grumpy and growly.

      “Sorry.” It was now or never. I had to tell him what was going on because he was a part of this. I drew in a deep breath. “Hey...we need to talk.”

      “Are you breaking up with me, Tiger?” He was smiling like he didn’t really think so.

      “Yep, you’re so dumped,” I said with a wink. It helped loosen the anxiety knot currently blocking my ability to breathe. “No. Not really, though you may want to dump me when you hear what I agreed to.”

      I turned back to the mural because I didn’t want to see his face when I told him this next part.

      “Unlikely,” he said dryly. “What did you do?

      “Chris called. He and Annie will be in town this weekend. I said we’d have dinner with them tomorrow night.” I paused my brush strokes for a second, before resuming like I hadn’t dropped a huge bomb in the middle of the room.

      “He called today for tomorrow?” Wayne sounded surprised by that. 

      Ooh, called out immediately. How did he always know? “No, he called while you were away. I just didn’t know how to broach it. You can totally not go,” I hurried to tell him. “I mean, he’s my brother, and I’m the one who agreed to dinner. It’s totally fine if you don't want--”

      I broke off because Wayne started to laugh. Fucking laugh! Whirling around angrily, I stared at him practically crying in laughter.

      “Is this why you’ve been distant this week, because you thought this would upset me?” I nodded and he closed the space between us at last, crouching down so we were eye to eye. There was a hint of mischief in his eyes. “Chloe, I wouldn’t let you face Chris alone after last time and I understand how you couldn’t say no, even if maybe you’re not sure about this.”

      “I just...I wasn’t sure if you would rather not…” He pinched my chin between his finger and thumb, tilting my head to look at him. And there were the sparks between us. The same sparks that always fly when we’re together.

       “I’m not exactly excited about it but we’re a team, remember? We talk to each other and we face things together.” He sighed. “I thought there was something seriously wrong between us. I should spank you for making me worry.”

      I felt my eyes widen. “You wouldn’t dare!” Oh please, I wished he would. That would definitely get me going.

      “Maybe I should--” He broke off and winked. “Let’s leave that on the table for next time you’re a naughty girl. For now, no more secrets. I’m going to make BLT’s, come find me and the bacon when you need a break.”

      He gave me a slight swat on the booty before disappearing down the hallway with a whistle. Okay, I thought, blowing out a breath. Maybe that didn’t go down as badly as I’d thought it would. Because he’d been super chill about the whole thing. I guess I’d expected him to be like Chris when we dropped the good news and freak out.

      But nope, he just went to the kitchen in search of his one true love: the sandwich. Maybe what we had wasn’t love, at least not as far as he was concerned, but it was good, and I was thankful for that.
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      I couldn’t believe how nervous I was when Chris and Annie were due to arrive. This was my brother, who until recently had been one of the closest people to me in my life. We had breakfast together a couple of times a week and survived all our family events together.

      I didn’t like this new way he made me feel. Things had never been weird between us before but now I knew how he really felt, not just about me being pregnant, but about Wayne as well.

      It changed things.

      When the doorbell rang, Wayne made a point of answering. He dropped me a look telling me to keep quiet for the first bit to see what would go down first. I liked that approach. Although if he expected an apology from Chris, I thought he was going to be disappointed.

      “Hey. Come in,” he said, stepping aside to allow them entry.

      I stood in the hallway like a human blockade to the rest of the house. My sister-in-law was in a dress that looked as if it was sprayed on her body and sky-high heels. Wow. And I meant that sarcastically.

      This was not her Sunday school look.

      Her brown hair was teased and big. She looked ready to go clubbing, not out for a nice meal. She swept past Wayne as if she couldn’t wait to check out the house and I could tell by her expression she was impressed.

      Well, yeah, duh, of course. It was a beautiful place, but I could almost see the dollar signs in her eyes as she appraised not only the house but the furniture inside of it.

      Chris paused at the door, but neither man offered the other his hand. At last my brother’s eyes fell on me and went wide.

      “Wow, you really are pregnant.” Chris said it as if I had made that up. But he did at least come and hug me where I stood awkwardly in my maxi dress and bangles, looking nothing like his wife.

      Wayne slammed the front door so hard it shook the wreath I’d hung up on the inside. Okay, this visit was not off to a great start. 

      “This place is huge!” That was Annie’s first comment. “You actually live here? I mean, my god!”

      “Did you think I lived in a slum, Annie?” Wayne asked sourly. 

      She turned to him and shook her head so hard her earrings slapped against her skin. “No, but I mean...look at that view and the ceilings. I am a realtor, you know. Houses are my specialty. I can tell how much this one set you back.”

      “Right.” He nodded. “Well, this one is Chloe’s and mine. I’m sure she can give you the full tour. Chris has visited before. In fact, he used to visit so often, he could probably give you the tour himself.”

      Annie looked at a loss for words, glancing between Wayne and Chris.

      “He's treating you right?” Chris asked, tipping his head toward Wayne like his friend hadn’t even spoken.

      Wow. The fucking audacity of my brother. His words sat heavily on me and I didn’t want to know what other thoughts were bouncing around that tiny brain of his.

      “What a stupid question,” I said. I stepped away from my brother with a grimace. “Of course he is. Do you guys want a drink?” Because I needed to get out of the room before I punched someone.

      Somehow we managed to serve drinks and the tension eased some once that little bit of alcohol started flowing. Not that I could have any, of course, but I liked to pretend with a glass of sparkling apple juice. I also didn’t want to leave the guys alone because I had no idea what might happen when I did, but Annie was insistent on taking a tour.

      “Please?” She shot me a little pout, the same one she always used when she wanted to get her way. And it always worked.

      “Go on, Tiger,” Wayne said, kissing my temple and speaking softly to me. “I promise not to pummel your brother until we’ve at least had dinner.”

      That was reassuring. Not.

      “Okay fine.” I hoisted myself up and stood for a moment to get my bearings, my hands on my hips.

      Annie was wide-eyed as she toured the house. Oohing and ahhing about everything from the fireplaces, which had impressed the heck out of me too, to the marble bathrooms. She fawned over the gold faucet in the kitchen sink and although I hesitated before showing her the master bedroom, she pushed through the door anyway. Staring at the massive bed I shared with Wayne for the longest time.

      Anger pulsed through me at the sight of her standing there, wide eyed, because I knew what she used to do with the father of my child. I knew how she used him and fawned over him because of his football status.

      When it ended, she hadn’t taken it well. I remembered that clearly, because I’d seen her in the high school girl’s room with her mascara dripping down her face. That was, before she screamed at me to get out and to stop looking at her.

      For some reason, the memory had always stuck out to me.

      Stupid high school crushes. They turn good people into fools. Surely I had better things to store in my mind than a mental picture of Annie crying.

      I took her to the nursery and she looked around the half painted, half decorated space. She had been holding her wine this entire time, but she placed it on the windowsill and leaned back to survey the room, and me. Her gaze went from the top of my head to the tips of my toes. And she shook her head.

      “I owe you an apology,” she finally said.

      I tried not to let my surprise show. Damn straight she owed me an apology, and she wasn’t the only one.

      “All these years I dismissed you as a bit of a flake.” Her lips lifted in a smile. “But girl, I didn’t know underneath that hippy shit, you had game. “

      “Excuse me?” I managed.

      “Good for you, trapping a wealthy guy. I thought you were just a flake.” She shrugged.

      “A flake?”

      Wasn’t I eloquent?

      “Turns out you’re a mastermind.”

      What a biatch. First of all, that wasn’t an apology, it was just another insult. And secondly, this woman was practically asking for a beat down. Pregnant or not, we were alone in the room. Which meant I was in a prime spot to give her exactly what she deserved.

      Long overdue as well.

      “That is not what this is, Annie,” I said defiantly. I expected a few people to think that, but my own sister-in-law? Shouldn’t she know me better by now? Or had all these years of being around me been her pretending?

      Annie held her hands out in front of her. “Hey, no judgement. Good for you, girl. I mean it! I just didn’t think you had it in you. I knew you had a thing for Wayne back in school. The heart shaped eyes when you looked at him were pretty obvious,” she said, rolling her own. I’d never wanted to pluck someone’s eyeballs out the way I did hers right then.

      “Oh, really?”

      There I went being eloquent again.

      “I never thought you’d go for it and trap him like this. Props!” She gave me a light little golf clap, then looked over her shoulder like she was making sure no one had overheard her.

      Then she’d picked up her glass and left me standing there, stunned. Of course she hadn’t said that in earshot of the guys. There was way too much for me to unpack in the statement, a wealth of meaning behind it and multiple conclusions. And now was not the time.

      I stood in the nursery for a long time, not knowing whether I needed the time to process or I just didn’t want to be around my brother and his wife. Finally I heard my name being called and knew the clock had run out. Time to hustle.

      Except I didn’t want to hustle. I wanted to talk to Wayne and see what he made of this whole deal. See if Annie was really the type of person who would think I’d trap a man in a pregnancy for his money...or if she just wanted to hurt me.

      Wayne drove us to dinner at a restaurant that Annie had chosen because she’d heard it was amazing. Le Petit Escargot or some kind of fancy shit.

      It was the sort of place we tended to avoid because Wayne preferred to spend his time away from the rink under the radar.

      In fact, until now he and I haven’t been seen in public together, on purpose. The truth was, as soon as I was made public, people would be all over social media with their opinions of Wayne and me. Not all of those people were going to be kind. Wayne’s image as a single guy was a big part of how he was marketed by the team management, or so Tori had told me at the party, and some women would be very jealous and catty if they thought he was off the market.

      Which he was and he wasn’t. This was all very confusing and not something I really needed to unpack with Chris and Annie in tow. Of course, I had a bad gut feeling tonight would be the night it all exploded in my face. Call it intuition. I’d drawn the High Priestess, after all.

      As we approached the restaurant, he squeezed my hand. “If there’s media,” he told me in an undertone, “stay close to me. I don’t want you or the baby getting jostled.”

      AKA there was going to be media and I had to be prepared. I drew in a deep breath and held it to the count of seven before releasing slowly. I could do this. Right? I mean, this was what happened when you got involved with a big wig in any capacity. The cameras were a part of the package and one I needed to accept tonight with grace and dignity.

      No middle fingers.

      Especially not in front of my brother and the hell beast, as I liked to call her since her bullshit comment.

      Luckily, the way in was all clear. One photographer spotted us from the sidewalk and snapped, but it wasn’t bad. I could easily handle one guy.

      Once inside, Wayne made sure to have us seated in a back corner where velvet curtains separated us from the crowd and the management knew what to do when they handled players like Wayne.

      Annie’s expression told me that wasn’t what she had in mind. Ah, so she wanted the attention. That helped me understand a few things clearly.

      “You chose the restaurant, Annie. I’m choosing the seat,” Wayne had said when she’d protested. “We don’t want our evening interrupted by autograph hunters. Do we? This is family time.”

      I put my menu up to hide my face--and my snort--and then blanched at the price list. A steak here was almost as expensive as my rent back home. Seriously? How did people get away with these kinds of prices? How did anyone afford to eat here, for that matter? I glanced up at Wayne, who perused the menu like he was trying to decide what meal to get at a fast-food joint.

      Yeah, he wasn’t bothered.

      My brows narrowed at Annie, who was happily pointing out entrees she’d like to get to Chris, and my brother, who looked about half a second away from a major pulmonary episode.

      That was another reason Annie had picked this place, and I had no doubt she expected Wayne to pay. Chris was probably hoping for that outcome, too. I really resisted the urge to growl at them.

      The whole thing irked me, to be frank. Unless Chris had apologized sometime while Annie was with me on the tour, then it was beyond rude to expect someone you’d insulted to pay for your meal.

      Did I hope he’d made his amends? Well yeah, sure, this was my brother. Did I think he had? Hmmm...remained to be seen. He’d have to have a firm talking to either way.

      I felt Wayne’s hand on my thigh, giving it a squeeze. He had his oversized menu up too so it was like a privacy wall between us and the others. And he clearly had something to say to me.

      “You okay?” he whispered.

      “Kind of. Is Chris behaving?”

      “Define behaving.” He winked. “It’s okay, I’m a big boy.”

      “Yes you are.” I winked in return.

      His eyes went hot and an answering fire kindled in my belly. “So naughty.”

      We were interrupted by my brother’s impatient voice. “Are you two making out back there?” Chris snapped.

      “So what if we are?” I pulled my menu down. “How many hours have I had to watch you two play tonsil hockey? Eh?”

      “That’s different,” Chris mumbled, glancing away.

      I rolled my eyes. “Not really.” 

      The waiter came and took orders and I was right in thinking they didn’t intend to pay based on their extravagant choices. Annie had apparently told Chris not to worry about it and my brother took her words to heart. Both of them ordered off the wall steak and seafood options for entrees as well as plenty of appetizers “for the table.” Or so Chris tried to assure me when I stared at him, flabbergasted.

      Nothing really sounded appealing to me, but I knew the chef was a big hockey fan and I didn’t want to insult him by getting a salad. Instead ,I let Wayne choose something for the two of us because I trusted his judgement.

      “So when’s the wedding?” Annie asked over her expensive cocktail. Did I see flakes of solid gold in there? Probably.

      Never wasn’t the right answer, but it was the one on my lips until Wayne stepped in to answer for me. “We’re waiting until after the hockey season and the baby comes,” he said firmly. “There are too many other plans up in the air at the moment. Too many things fighting for attention to plan a proper wedding.”

      “Yeah, well, Mom and Dad are not impressed with that kind of a plan.”

      “It’s not actually up to them. Is it?” Wayne pinned Chris with a glare. “It’s not as if they’ve bothered to check on their daughter, either, so we haven’t had a chance to discuss it with them. We’re also adults. What we do with our lives is our own business,” he said firmly.

      Then Wayne stretched his arm across the back of my chair and caressed my shoulder lightly with his fingers. I liked that feeling of being enveloped in his warm scent and leaned closer to him, trying not to purr at the contact. Actually, so what if I did? It would serve Annie and Chris right for barging in on us and insisting on this ridiculous restaurant.

      “It just looks bad,” Chris continued. He took a long sip of his old fashioned. “They have a reputation to uphold, you know, in the community.”

      “I guess they’re going to do what they’re going to do,” Wayne replied, his voice even. “Just like we have to do what’s best for us, for our family.”

      “You shouldn’t put Chloe in a position of having to choose…” Chris trailed off.

      Finally I’d had enough of the macho bullshit back and forth.

      “It wasn’t Wayne who put me in an awkward position. It was them,” I insisted. “And when we get organized, we’ll let you know about the wedding.”

      Hopefully that put an end to the discussion, although Annie looked as though she were dying to say something.

      The rest of the meal was awkward but not awful. We talked a bit about old times but Wayne was largely silent. He looked relieved when the chef came out to say hello and grabbed him in for a man hug.

      Someone who didn’t want to use him had finally shown up. They chatted for a bit about the meal and sports in general before both of them dove into a recount of the Raiders’ last game.

      Annie went all fan girl over the chef and insisted on a picture with him and Wayne. No doubt at all that was going on her socials. I sliced into my own steak and chewed thoughtfully as I watched her.

      The hypocrisy was nuts. The whole affair left me exhausted and I found myself willing to stick my butter knife into someone's throat just for an excuse to get out of here. I knew I could blame it on the pregnancy and cut the evening short if I wanted to, but I’d never been that kind of girl.

      We made it through dessert, some kind of triple chocolate confection I dove into like a starving maniac, before calling it a day. I’d never felt so relieved when Wayne helped me out of the chair and held my purse out to me.

      Unfortunately, there were cameras outside the restaurant when we were done.

      “Dammit,” Wayne growled beside me. “You know the drill, stay close. I don’t want anything happening to you.”

      “Got it,” I said firmly.

      “What’s going on?” Annie asked. All false innocence. No doubt she had her own cell ready for pics, so she could tell everyone all about being accosted by the paparazzi.

      We walked out with his arm snaked around my shoulder and made a beeline straight for the car, which thankfully had a valet standing beside it, ready to open my door. It really wasn't a long walk, but with the media yelling out and the camera lights flashing, it sure felt like one. 

      “Wayne, who's the girl?” Flash.

      “Wayne, is this your baby mama?” Flash. 

      Flash. Shove. “Wayne, why so secretive? Why keep the main woman in your life a secret?”

      “Is there something wrong and that’s why you’ve been hesitant to grant an interview?”

      Wayne used his body and shielded me as best he could. I knew he was mad, but he just plastered on a smile for the press and waved. 

      “No comment tonight, guys.” Flash. “Talk to Victoria Newhouse and I’m sure she’ll be happy to schedule an interview soon.”

      Sure, blame it all on Tori. Then again, it was kinda her job.

      As soon as I was in the car, the door slammed shut, helping to block out most of the noise. Even then there were faces and cameras pressed up to the glass. Annie climbed in the back far more slowly than me, and at one point turned around to grant a smile to the crowd.

      Admittedly the media weren’t too interested in that, and Chris had probably been blocking their view, but I think by the look on her face she'd loved it. 

      "What a rush! How fun!” she exclaimed as the guys climbed in. “That’s the most excitement I’ve had in years.”

      "That wasn't a rush. It was dangerous and stupid,” Wayne said, pulling out into the crowd who parted just enough not to get run down. “You never stop to talk to the press. You get the hell out of there before they swarm.”

      "You never used to be such a grump,” Annie whined. I saw her pout in the rearview mirror and almost groaned out loud.

      "Yeah, well, I was a teenager back then. I wasn't worried about my livelihood, my team, my baby, or my woman,” he growled back. Eventually the path to the road cleared thanks to the very brave valet (who I’m sure Wayne tipped well) and we were pulling away from the restaurant and onto the road for home. "The stakes are a little higher now.” 

      His woman. Had he really said that?

      God, it was sexy when he defended me. Annie ignored him and turned to her phone because I bet she was getting straight on her socials. Soon those pictures would be all over.

      I turned my head to look at Chris as we drove through the quiet streets. No doubt Wayne planned to drop them off at the hotel first. It was only a few blocks away from the restaurant and if I’d been in a bitchier mood, I might have insisted they walk. Or pay for their own taxi. I’d have loved to get a picture of Annie teetering in those heels, waiting for her to slip and fall right on her ass.

      "Pity we didn’t decide to stay with you, instead of the hotel,” Chris said. 

      “Next time we will. Because you guys totally have room,” Annie agreed. “I never believed your house was that big, Wayne. Chris told me how great it was, of course, but I didn’t really think you lived in a mansion.”

      Neither Wayne nor I responded to that. He reached across to take my hand and I kept them both on my lap.

      Eventually we pulled up beneath the hotel portico and I finally replied, "We'll see you at the game tomorrow. Don’t be late. The box office will have your tickets there.” 

      They hopped out of the car with a muffled goodnight for both of us and I let out a sigh as Wayne tugged on a strand of my hair. At long fucking last we were on our way home and I wanted to kick up my feet and veg. Maybe take a shower to wash the grossness of my sister in law’s company away.

      “Are you okay? After the media scuffle?” he wanted to know.

      “I think that was the least harrowing part.” I gave him an eye roll. “Wouldn’t you agree? I'm so sorry, though, really Wayne. I don't think either of them apologized for what they put you through and then they stiffed you on the bill. Talk about rudeness.”

      He was probably pretty pissed about being saddled to me for the rest of our lives. No doubt he might have found someone a little better or easier to have a baby with instead of Chloe Whitlock, with her kooky family and her weird hobbies. 

      He smiled at me and leaned in and brushed a soft kiss on my lips before returning his attention to the road. "None of that is your fault.” 

      Okay, good. At least he didn’t sound pissed.

      "He's my brother.”  I shrugged. “I don't know what I expected but better than his current behavior, that's for sure.” 

      “He’s still upset,” Wayne said, like it was somehow an excuse.

      “Not good enough. If anyone has a reason to be upset, it’s you. Or me! Has he even once taken my feelings into account before he boarded the self-righteous express into asshole town? No, he did not.”

      Chris had always been a good guy. Was it Annie's influence making him act this way now? Was it small town life turning him small minded?

      I wish I had an answer.

      We used to laugh off our parent's narrowmindedness together because we’d seen our fair share of hypocrisy with them and their church crowd. Neither one of us had really fit in but Chris always handled it better, despite his long-standing friendship with the town’s black sheep.

      Now it seemed he'd switched sides.

      I wished I'd spoken up more and called Chris on his crap, but honestly, this whole new version of him was so unexpected. It threw me for a loop and I still wasn’t sure I’d completely processed it.

      For goddess’ sake, he and Annie used to go at it like rabbits long before they were married. I’d caught them in the act several times all over the house after Sunday brunch. Once I’d even walked in on the two of them hell bent for Saturday with her bent over the washing machine. That was before he’d decided to put a ring on her finger.

      Hell, I knew for a fact Annie had dated half the single men in the state before she and Chris hooked up. During, even, because I’d been out a few times and seen her getting a little overly friendly with several guys despite dating Chris.

      The woman wasn't a vestal virgin just because she'd walked down the aisle in a white dress. Not that I cared about any of those details. Just like they shouldn't have judged Wayne and me. But they did. And here we were. And I had no clue how to change any of it.

      I also didn’t do too well with turning a blind eye to the injustice of the situation. After everything Wayne had been through in his life, he deserved better than to get shit on again. Especially by someone who always claimed to have his back.

      "Baby, don't sweat it,” he said. Pulling up to the gate house and waving at the attendant there, who let us inside immediately. “I wasn't expecting your brother to suddenly be cool about us. Once he sees the peanut in real life, he'll change his tune...I hope. Now I need to call Fia and Tori and give the gals a heads up about the media. They’ll be expecting an interview ASAP.”

      “Ugh!” 

      I didn't think she'd really want to hear from us late at night, she was probably snuggled up with Dom about then but Wayne dialed her, popped her on speaker phone and gave her a brief run-down of the situation.

      “Think you can help us?”

      “It was bound to happen. You couldn’t keep Princess Chloe locked in your castle by the lake forever. Someone was going to notice her eventually.” 

      "Someone has been reading too many romance novels,” Wayne teased. “And I wasn't hiding her; we were just not looking to buy any trouble.” 

      “It's no big deal,” Fia insisted. “Honestly. You guys have nothing to hide, although I'm sure the whole under the radar thing has been fun while it lasted. Hopefully it doesn’t set the press off on a wild goose chase wondering why you’ve wanted to lay low. I'll set up an interview for the next couple of days. Give someone an exclusive and then hopefully the curiosity will die down. In the meantime, Chloe, I'll come over before the game tomorrow and escort you to the arena myself. But maybe stay off social media for the time being. I can tell you from experience they'll rip you apart for a while and they are not things you need to hear. It's just jealousy, but you definitely shouldn't read the comments or try to search for yourself online. Okay?”

      “She gets it, Fia, enough with the horror stories. Tell Dom and Erik goodnight for us, and we’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “Will do, Havel. Behave,” she warned. 

      He signed off and picked up my hand, kissing the knuckles. It was like, these days, the man couldn’t stop touching me. Not that I was complaining about it. I loved the attention on a good day. With the pregnancy, I couldn’t get enough.

      “Fia will handle it,” he assured me.

      At long last he turned to the right and pulled up beside my beat up, crusty van in our driveway. “I don't know if I’m cut out for a life in the spotlight.” 

      “Look, I know it's tough. No one wants that kind of scrutiny on them, but Fia will spin it as some kind of beauty and the beast shit and you'll be fine.” 

      “You are not a beast.” I hoped he didn't see himself that way. “Although hopefully no one tries to lead in with the whole Stockholm syndrome bit.”

      “I'm a beast on the ice, ask anyone. They’ll back me up.” 

      I sighed. “Yeah, but not off. You're one of the good ones, Wayne.” 

      “I think that's the pregnancy hormones, honey.” He cut the engine and walked around to my side to open the door for me.

      Yeah, no. It wasn't the hormones. He was legitimately a good guy.

      I just wished everyone, including him, saw him the way I did.
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      Dammit anyway. Dinner had been super awkward and now Chloe was on edge. I’d do whatever the fuck it took to make sure that she remained calm and relaxed. Annie stressed her out to the max and adding the media into the mix? Not a good idea.

      She wasn’t prepared for what a shit show the press could be. How they hounded and pressed and made everyone feel generally uncomfortable. And with the game coming up tomorrow…it was going to be a lot to process. Chloe was going to need her girl crew around her and I knew she wouldn’t mind if I gave Tori a heads up about the need. Even though I’d have Chloe tucked away in the friends and family box during my time on the ice, I’d feel a whole lot better if she had an escort to and from.

      What else could I do to make this whole situation better for her? I wondered as I snuggled her tightly that night, happily taking my place in the bed as Big Spoon. Not a whole lot. I wasn’t equipped for this kind of thing. Not really. In all likelihood, the media would paint me as some kind of beast or brute who had knocked up a woman and then kept her cloistered away. I’d meant what I said. On the ice, I became that guy.

      I kicked ass and I didn’t care who got hurt as long as we won and I didn’t break the rules.

      I didn’t want Chloe to have to pay for my reputation if things got spun in a dark direction.

      She was the beauty here. No matter who tried to tell her otherwise. I’d kick ass to defend her reputation.

      It was only too bad I hadn’t gotten a chance to knock her parent’s heads together when we were in Bismarck.

      I had to wake up super fucking early to get a head start on the day, with warm up exercises slated before the game. Pressing a kiss to her forehead, I left Mama Bear sleeping open mouthed and snoring while I grabbed my gear bag and headed out.

      She wouldn’t be alone for long.

      Fia would be there to bring her to the game and once she was safely tucked away with all her friends, her brother, and --ugh-- Annie, then I’d breathe a sigh of relief.

      Today we were going up against a team from California and I eagerly waited next to the other guys in our team box. Ready to use some of this adrenaline and anger to win rather than maim. The guys must have felt the same way too, because not a one of us paid attention to Coach Winston’s pep talk. Seamus was practically chomping at the bit to get out there and show off for Nicole. The only one of us who sat still in his seat was Alexi, with his arms folded over his chest.

      “Now let’s get out there and show them who's boss!” Winston finished.

      We all leaped off the bench with a howl, our mascot Foxy the White Fox (who raided the hen house) waving his hands in the air and drawing the crowd into a bloodthirsty frenzy. The buzzer sounded and with the announcers ready to comment on every move, I followed Grant and the guys onto the ice, mouthguard in place and mitts laced tight. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Chloe’s bright strawberry blond hair like a beacon, standing out from the rest of the bodies in the family box, with Chris beside her. Both of them were screaming my name and she’d once again worn my jersey with a long-sleeved shirt underneath to keep her warm.

      Amazing.

      My skates cut deep into the ice as I moved into the first position. The rest of the game was a blur of sound and movement. My body went into hyperdrive, muscles straining to make sure I performed to the best of my abilities. This kind of shit was in my blood. I lived for every moment in the rink and didn’t want to think about what would happen once age forced me into retirement.

      Just like I’d never wanted to think about having kids before. Until it happened.

      The final buzzer sounded and when I glanced at the scoreboard I saw the Raiders ahead by three. We’d won.

      I mean, I didn’t doubt our victory, because the Raiders were on a roll. We were steadily winning because it seemed like lately, the last few seasons, we went out onto the ice with this unstoppable attitude. I refused to speak for the rest of them, but did my own attitude have something to do with seeing Chloe cheering for me?

      Damn right it did.

      I had the girls call in the rest of the cavalry because now it seemed like the perfect time for a distraction. Er, a celebration, rather. After our win, I invited the guys and their families back to our house for a party. Partly because we deserved it and partly because I knew Chris and Annie would be coming over to our house before they left for North Dakota and I wanted them to feel uncomfortable.

      Unlacing my skates, I thought about it for a second. I’d automatically thought about it as our house. Not my house anymore. It most certainly belonged to both me and Chloe at this point.

      Interesting.

      Plus, on a whole other level, I wanted Chris and Annie to see that the life the two of us were building together was real. It wasn’t all for show, although Chloe still insisted it was. To me, it was not all fake. I just wasn’t sure how to convince her otherwise.

      Exhaustion might have been a real thing after the adrenaline left, but I was also fucking excited for this party.

      I walked into the house about ten minutes before the rest of the guys were set to arrive and Chloe immediately blasted me with a glare. “When were you going to tell me we were having a party tonight?” She shook her phone at me. “Esther just texted that she was on her way? Along with Sophie, Tori, oh, and Nic. Except the last one was pretty much all Batman emojis culminating in a giant heart?”

      I approached her carefully because you don’t mess with a pregnant woman. “I take it you’re not happy with the texts?”

      “I mean, I am, but this is ridiculous.” She held up her phone a little higher like she wanted to smash me in the face with it. “I got four texts, actually, all saying how excited the girls are to come over tonight. I’m the size of a beached whale and you want me to throw together a last-minute cookout—”

      I managed to shut her up with a well-placed kiss, my breath catching in my throat and heat building between us immediately as I slid my tongue between her lips.

      “I don’t expect you to cook for everyone, remember?” I murmured once I broke contact. I smoothed a hand down the long waterfall of glossy hair at her back. “I thought we’d been over this already. I’ve got the food handled. I already called in a few favors on the drive home. All you need to do is sit back and relax and enjoy being around people who love you.”

      She scoffed, which ended up more as a snort than anything else. God, the woman was fucking adorable.

      “Your brother will be here soon too, with Annie, you realize.” I hurried to finish speaking before she had a chance to say whatever surprised thing was about to come out of her mouth. And from the look on her face— “I know, I know. I want them to see the house and get to know your new family better. I want us all to get along. They were going to come anyway.”

      Chloe slapped me on the chest regardless. I tried to adopt a hurt look even though I’d barely felt the contact. “You’re impossible.”

      “That’s why you wanted to have my baby,” I said with a wink.

      She walked out of the room with her hands in the air and another snort purely for my benefit. Going to change, more than likely. It didn’t matter. I had about a thousand pizzas ready to be delivered and soon there would be so many people in the house she’d forget all about being pissed at me. 

      A few hours later I stood on the back deck with a bottle of beer in hand and Chris standing next to me. He still wasn’t acting one hundred percent back to normal with me, but he also wasn’t making sounds of disgust under his breath whenever I was close enough to hear them. So I considered it a win.

      “This…is nice, Wayne,” he finally admitted.

      Sounds of laughter filled the air and although the days were starting to get darker earlier, all of the lights were on in the backyard and their reflection in the lake sparkled. It was a great night with a slight breeze rustling the trees and plenty of food to go around.

      Another win, I thought.

      “Thank you,” I said dryly. “It means a lot to me.”

      “I’m serious. I probably never said this enough, but things have really come together for you, from the place to the people…” Chris broke off and shook his head. “I didn’t realize this was the kind of life you were really offering my sister. I thought you were doing it because you felt like you had to. Be with her. Propose to her. Whatever.”

      My gaze hardened. “I would never treat her that way, like she was some kind of obligation or responsibility. You know that, and honestly, I’m still pissed you would think it about me. You know me in a way no one else does back home.”

      Chris had always been my one constant no matter what. His reactions to all this had made a mess of our friendship and I wasn’t sure if I could have done anything different. The mistake was made. Not that I regretted our little oops. Not by a long shot. I was a firm believer in everything happening for a reason. I’d even come to terms with not having a father growing up.

      But the way Chris and the Whitlocks treated Chloe because of all of this? If I had a chance to make that better, I’d have taken it.

      Chris shook his head. “I know, I know. Okay? You want to hear me say it. I messed up.”

      “Of course I want to hear you say it.” I gave him a nudge with my shoulder like we were still preteens. Although it wasn’t exactly an apology, now, was it? I was still waiting on those words and now I had a gut feeling I’d be waiting an eternity.

      “I’m happy to see that Chloe looks so happy,” Chris finished, chugging the last sips of his beer. At long last he glanced over at me with a genuine smile, and it was the first hint of my friend I’d had since all of this started.

      Okay, baby steps. I’d take what I could get out of him. “Because she is happy,” I agreed. “I’m doing everything in my power to make sure she gets everything she deserves. I mean, look at her?”

      Chris chuckled, Chloe was laughing her ass off at something my buddy Mitch had said. He was a joker so that made sense. “I am looking at her. Who can ignore her with that obnoxious laugh of hers?”

      I joined him then, saying “Yeah, it is obnoxious and cute, isn’t it? But don’t insult her.”

      With anyone else who didn’t know me, they might have taken the words as a threat because of my size. Chris just looked relieved. Especially when Chloe joined in the giggles on the lawn and started to chase Alexi’s son Adam like she was some kind of tickle monster. The little boy screeched and did his best to try and outrun her. It wasn’t hard to do these days, because she wasn’t moving very fast anymore.

      “There really is something to this,” he repeated.

      “There is,” I told him.

      Maybe now he was finally getting it all through his thick skull. None of this was a joke. This was a legitimate life, and one I offered his sister without hesitation.

      Chloe was well and truly a part of this world. It was obvious to anyone with a pair of eyes. I didn’t lie on principle and it was a relief to know that Chris finally saw the things I’d been telling him for the truth.

      One of the kids spilled an entire pitcher of lemonade on the deck in a matter of seconds. I should have known it would happen and been prepared for it. Guess I was going to have to get used to the messes. Soon I’d have my own kid tottering around spilling and breaking things.

      Groaning, I walked into the mudroom to grab some of my old, dirty towels I kept around for outdoor adventures because I didn’t want to ruin any of the good ones. Specifically whenever I decided to take a dip in the lake and came out covered in yuck.

      I didn’t expect the door to close behind me. I definitely didn’t expect to find Annie with her back pressed to the door and her hand on the knob. She bit her lower lip as she said hello in a low undertone.

      I paused with a stack of towels in hand. “I don’t need help.”

      “I’m not here to help you.”

      I swallowed a laugh despite a growing pit of anxiety in my stomach. Something about this didn’t feel right. “Sure, I don’t doubt it. Did you need something, Annie? I’m sure Clo would be happy to help you, or one of the others. They all know their way around the house.” I scoffed. “Sometimes it feels like the place belongs to all of us instead of my name on the deed.”

      “Why did you choose Chloe?” she burst out. “Of all the people in this world, why did you go for Chris’s little sister?”

      The question surprised me, shooting like a flaming arrow through my system. “I’m not exactly sure what you mean.”

      “I mean, what was it about Chloe that finally got you to commit?” Annie sounded incredulous.

      “I feel like you’re expecting a specific answer out of me, Ann, and I don’t know what it is,” I said.

      “I mean, she reads tarot cards! It’s one step away from black magic, Wayne. She isn’t the type of girl you settle down with, especially someone like you.”

      I narrowed my eyes at her. Daring her to say anything else. Something about this situation struck me as being entirely wrong, but I wasn’t sure exactly what. Which was probably part of the reason why I stood there like an asshole waiting to see what else she would say.

      That, and curiosity.

      “You cornered me to insult the two of us?” I asked.

      “That’s not what I’m saying, Wayne. You’re not listening.”

      “Oh, I think I'm paying enough attention to you.”

      “You deserve better than some small town no one who thinks she’s someone.” Annie took a step closer and held out her hands to me. Mine were full of towels so I stayed rooted to the spot. Finally she ran her palms down the front of my arms for contact and her gaze turned hot when she craned her face up to look at me. “You wanted to settle for a nobody when you could have had something special with a real go-getter. I’m trying to understand why.”

      What the fuck? Was she serious right now? “Please don’t tell me you’re talking about yourself.”

      I didn’t move away from her. Yet.

      Annie offered me a smile. “What if I am, Wayne? What if I remember everything we used to be in high school? Everything we used to do?” Her tongue darted out to lick her lips and my stomach flipped. Not in a good way, either.

      I was about a second away from being sick. She was practically offering herself to me right here in the damn mudroom.

      “Don’t you think about it sometimes?”

      “Annie, we were high school sweethearts and we ended it because we wanted very different things, I was hardly going to commit at eighteen” I reminded her. “Not to mention you’re married to Chris.”

      She pressed closer yet and even with the stack of towels between us I can feel her breasts. She molded her body against mine, taking it further yet by lifting up on her tiptoes to kiss the side of my neck. I stiffened at the contact. “So? What he doesn’t know won’t hurt him. He never understood what we had together, anyway. It isn’t the same between you and--”

      “That’s a great way to talk about my brother, you fucking bitch.”

      I dropped the towels in shock at the sound of Chloe’s voice. Annie stayed where she was, AKA clinging off of me like a damn monkey.

      “Clo—” I began.

      She was out of the room faster than a speeding bullet. Fuck me, this was about to turn into a shit show, surely.

      Annie had most definitely done this on purpose. But I knew the motives weren’t going to help me smooth things over with Chloe anytime soon.

      I pushed the other woman out of the way and hurried out after my baby momma, catching up to her halfway down the hallway and dragging her into my study for a word. At least there we’d get a little privacy.

      She spoke before I even had a chance to open my mouth, her hands up like she was shielding herself from me. “Please don’t tell me it isn’t what it looks like. If I have to hear that cliched line out of you then I will literally vomit,” she burst out.

      “Fine then, I won’t tell you. Because you already know. Annie did that on purpose,” I said. My skin still crawled from the way she’d tried to touch me and it was taking my mind a little too long to catch up and process what had just happened.

      “It doesn’t matter.” Chloe ran her hands through her hair until those strawberry blond locks fanned out around her face. “It doesn’t matter who did what because I needed the reminder.”

      “The reminder of?”

      “How you’re only with me for the baby.” She whirled around, the dress she wore emphasizing her growing belly. “Which is really admirable, but I need to keep my place in mind. It’s obligation. It’s not actual feeling. It’s about time I remembered what’s really happening here instead of allowing myself to be deluded by fantasy.” Chloe tried to muster up a smile for my benefit and failed.

      Yeah, my stomach was flipping again. Definitely a bad way this time. How had such an awesome day turned into a nightmare? “Honey, no. It might have started out with me stepping up because of the baby, but that’s not how I feel now.”

      Wow, can I just blurt that out?

      “Stop using lines on me, Wayne,” she snapped. “It’s a crap move and it’s beneath you.”

      Except it wasn’t a line. I’d also never told Chloe that I’d had a crush on her back in the day. How she’d always lived in the back of my mind like an itch I couldn’t get rid of. Judging from her reaction, she’d never believe me if I brought it up now.

      She’d think I’m nuts.

      Or trying to play her.

      Except I didn’t play those kinds of games and I had no good way to convince her otherwise.

      “Tiger, please. Just listen to me--” I took a step forward and she moved away.

      “Keep the lines and shove them up your ass. That's all I’m going to say.” She kept insanely calm as she stalked off and out the door.

      I didn’t try to stop her.
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      Wayne had told me it was nothing when I walked in on him and Annie, with her tongue practically trailing a long line up his neck. Talk about fucking disgusting. It was like I could see the saliva left behind, glistening in the overhead light. Like a trail of slime behind a snail.

      The bitch. I mean, I guess a part of me had always expected her to try and make a move on Wayne again, because I’d gotten the sense multiple times she wasn’t over him. Plus, the cards didn’t lie. I’d drawn them this morning for myself when I’d felt drawn to, before the game.

      Seven of swords and Knight of Wands kind of deal. There was always something fishy going on with Annie, no matter how much my brother claimed they were perfect for each other. And I’d forced myself to believe him because I’d seen how happy she made him. The rest of the town saw it, too, and soon the lie spun in the spider’s web became the truth.

      Now I knew better. They weren’t perfect. Chris was a pushover and Annie was a player. She played the game to get what she wanted.

      I didn’t like thinking about games because it reminded me of Wayne.

      I wiped beneath my eyes when they began to burn and gasped. No! No ugly crying. Not today with everyone around. There were too many people here who would notice the change and act all concerned.

      Nothing going on, right, I told myself. I know Annie was probably the one at fault, but the whole thing just hurts, because it really was a wake-up call for me. Or more of a reminder of what I already knew. Wayne was a nice guy. He always wanted to do the right thing and the right thing in this case was making up for the mistakes of his own father and doing right by me.

      I stared down at the ring on my finger, the one that fit me perfectly and glimmered in the sunlight when I painted the baby’s mural. None of it was real. Not the house, the engagement, none of it. Only the life growing in my belly was real. Wayne didn’t choose me and I didn’t even know what I was doing here.

      I wasn’t ready to rejoin the party yet, and so I sneakily made my way back upstairs and closed myself in our bedroom. Wayne’s bedroom, I mentally corrected. He might have moved me in there, but not for any good reason other than wanting me close to make sure I didn’t go into spontaneous labor or some crap.

      Maybe I needed to go back to Smallville—gag—and try to build a life there. On my own terms. Or maybe I was just a fluke and Wayne was way out of my league.

      I mean, no duh there. He was definitely in a way better position in every aspect of life. Much better than me.

      He had a great job that he loved. He had money in the bank, a house of his own, friends who loved him. Wayne had fame, fortune, and friends...the most important F’s. And I’d given him a fourth one by jumping into his bed almost every night. He’d been way too nice to turn me away, probably thinking I’d do something bad if he hurt my feelings.

      I was clearly kidding myself that his kindness was anything more than obligation. And trust me, I’d been over it enough times in my head to know the truth. There was no way he was interested in me at all. No matter what I said to convince myself of it otherwise.

      And no matter how many times the damn Two of Cups decided to make itself known in my deck. My deck was a liar when it came to me and my relationships.

      True love, right. True love didn’t exist. Marriages were a sham.

      Sinking down on the bed, I let out a low moan and flopped back on the pillows, rubbing my belly. I had one very serious problem now, though. I’d fallen hook, line, and sinker for Wayne.

      I’d definitely crushed on him back in the day—I wouldn’t have slept with just anyone at my brother’s wedding. I’d never been that kind of girl. I slept with Wayne because I wanted him. I wanted to experience being with him for once in my life before reality came crashing back down on me. Except we’d had an oops.

      This might not be real, what we had together now, but my feelings were. A sharp pain ricocheted through my chest that had nothing to do with the pregnancy and everything to do with my emotions.

      I didn’t know how my heart was going to survive this break.

      I wouldn’t be the same once this ended, physically or mentally. This was one of those situations that changed everything. Not only in the present but in the future as well.

      Who would I be without Wayne in my life? I didn’t know. He’d be there for the baby, but I had to make sure that there were lines drawn. Walls in place to keep me safe. He didn’t want to be with me. He’d never wanted to be with me.

      Our initial coming together had been nothing but moonlight and moonshine. It was a killer combination and I never expected him to turn me down.

      I sat up on my elbows, looking around the room. The first step had to be moving back into the guest room, because I’d need some space.

      The second step? Going back to the party and acting like nothing was wrong. Acting like I was still having fun and hadn’t just seen my brother’s wife making the moves on my fake fiancé.

      Yeah, super gross. I didn’t want to think about it. I still hadn’t decided if I was going to tell Chris about it or not. Yeah, he deserved to know that his wife was a lying, cheating scumbag, but was it up to me to tell him?

      I moved a few things out of the master bedroom covertly, mostly clothes, then went back downstairs and busied myself with the girls and their kids until the party ended. Honestly I was the one who called time, because a few more hours of chaos and I was exhausted. My feet always hurt these days and I spent more time sitting down and cradling my pillow than I did walking.

      Wayne didn’t ask questions when I abandoned the cleanup after the party. He did, however, glower at me when I moved the rest of my clothing into the spare bedroom and locked the door behind me. He could very well break down the door if he wanted to.

      “Are you going to talk to me?” he’d asked through the wood.

      I hadn’t answered him because I wasn’t sure I’d have the right words to say without turning it into an argument.

      I slept alone for the first time in months and I hated every second of it.

      The next day, bright and early, I painted on a happy face—which had become one of my specialties over the years—and sat down next to Wayne for a Tori approved media interview.

      She and Fia had set this up way fast and although I shouldn't be surprised at that, the speed kind of threw me for a loop. Two days after the press mess at the restaurant and we were already forced to get comfortable for the interview.

      We were the newest happy couple of the Minnesota Raiders with a baby on the way and a wedding in the works. It was big stuff, Fia had assured me. Doing the interview would help us get some good press on our terms. She’d fussed over me for several minutes before helping me sit down with a sad smile that almost felt like she was feeding me to the wolves.

      I hated every second of that, too.

      Especially Wayne’s refusal to let go of my hand once the interview began.

      “This is a real treat for me,” the reporter, Jonah, said with a smirk. He was a gossip columnist to the core, but Tori assured me it was going to be fine. It showed diversity on the part of the Raiders that we were willing to play ball with these kinds of people.

      I wanted to smirk right back to him but held myself in check. Wayne squeezed my hand like he expected me to do the exact same thing. The man knew me too well.

      Time to keep him on his toes, too.

      “For us as well. My first official interview,” I replied, grinning widely.

      “The world is dying to know all about your relationship. In the past, Wayne has always been quite vocal about being a perpetual bachelor and now he shows up not only with a fiancé but a pregnant one as well.” Jonah craned forward to stare down his nose at me. “Why?”

      Tori had helped me dress and I wore a dress designed to show off my growing bump. Beached whale, indeed. How was I going to handle the next few months? How much bigger could I get before I wasn’t able to walk anymore? These were serious questions!

      “No one can resist me,” I said before Wayne had a chance to speak.

      Jonah let out a short bark of laughter. “I can see. You are an absolutely gorgeous little thing, aren’t you?”

      Ugh. I did not like being referred to as a little thing. I crossed my legs at the ankles. “You want to see gorgeous?” I hold out the engagement ring for him to see up close and personal. “Take a look.”

      “Ah, yes. The infamous ring. I’ve heard a lot about this bad boy.” Jonah grabbed my hand and dragged it closer to him. A real up close and personal look, apparently, I thought dryly.

      “I don’t cut corners when it comes to the love of my life,” Wayne snapped.

      I fought the urge to roll my eyes at him. I definitely wasn’t the love of his life and I hated that he was forced to say those things for the reporter’s benefit.

      We managed to get through the interview by the skin of my teeth—and some of the literal skin from my lips because I couldn’t stop worrying them—and by the time Wayne helped me into the car, I was ready to pass out.

      Jonah had poked and prodded into every aspect of my life and there were a few times I almost forgot the prep Tori had put me through beforehand. She’d made sure I knew what to say, what to avoid, and how to act. But none of those things were front and center in my mind when the man decided to get in my face and ask me how many men I’d been with before Wayne.

      To be fair, Wayne got the same question I did, and immediately my face pulled into a scowl at the thought of him with anyone else.

      Like him with Annie last night.

      Ugh, I wanted to scream.

      “You did really well,” Wayne said. He took a left turn out of the arena parking lot and shot toward the nearest fast-food place because the man must be a mind reader. I was starving.

      I hated it. Not the hunger, but him knowing exactly what I wanted. It would be so much easier for me if he actually was a prick and I could move on gracefully.

      “Thanks?” I said dryly. “I’m not exactly sure what to say or if you expected me to fuck it up or not.”

      He shook his head. “Never thought you’d mess up,” he said. “I only say you did well because I remember my first interview and I bungled it. Jonah especially can be a little bitch to deal with. I’m not sure why Tori wanted us to deal with him specifically, but you made it and you were kind and gracious.”

      “Two words people do not use to describe me.”

      “Two words I would definitely include in the list right behind smart, considerate, funny, and sexy as hell.”

      “You are seriously laying it on thick,” I said, shaking my head. “You don’t need to say anymore. And I don’t need compliments.”

      He spared a quick glance at me before returning his eyes to the road. “I’m not sure what you mean, Tiger.”

      “I mean you don’t have to try and get on my good side because of what happened last night.” Did I need to spell it out for him? I was a grown ass woman and fully capable of accepting the truth of my situation.

      “You slept in the spare room last night,” he replied slowly.

      “Yes? And?”

      “And I can tell you’re upset. I want to try and talk about it.”

      “How about you try not worrying? I get the deal. I know exactly what’s on the table between us.”

      He finally pulled into the drive thru and ordered a big lunch for us. Something greasy and gross and absolutely delicious. Cheese dripped literally all over my lap and there were grease stains on my nice dress by the time we got home.

      It didn’t matter.

      Before Wayne had a chance to corner me for another round of conversation—a burger was a handy thing to shove in your face when you wanted to avoid talking—I was up the stairs as fast as my waddling legs could carry me and locked in the spare room again.
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      Mitch had insisted I go to dinner with him after practice, and when that guy wants something, well, he doesn’t exactly take no for an answer. He’s the type who would nag you until your ears start to bleed, so I figured I may as well go without putting up a fight.

      Besides, Chloe was avoiding me and she hadn’t been at today’s game. As a result, I played like shit. Pure and absolute shit. Coach Winston even had a few things to say about my performance and normally he was decent about the compliments.

      This time I got a “Havel, pull your head out of your ass!”

      Yup, not so good.

      Well, it wasn’t just that she’d chosen not to attend the game. It was everything.

      The situation with Annie was eating at me.

      The fact that Chloe had believed Annie’s shit for even a minute was eating at me.

      And now, after everything we’d been through together, she was back to this is all fake and you’re just the baby-daddy. The woman was butthurt, I got it, but guess what I was too?

      Yeah, a little fucking butthurt. What was it going to take for her to believe I wasn’t joking about my feelings? Or about the engagement?

      I wanted to put my fist through the wall.

      I was the goddamned victim here, not that I liked thinking about it like that. Thinking about it made me feel like an asshole. But fuck, I didn’t impregnate her with intent. I didn’t drive a wedge between her and her family. I didn’t come on to Annie. In fact, I’d been nothing but a fucking prince since Chloe had shown up at my door and here I was months later, still trying to prove myself.

      I’d given her my word and it might not mean a lot to other people, but to me, my word is a promise. If I told her that I was serious, then I was serious. Deadly.

      If she wanted to cast me as the villain in this story, then that was up to her. I wasn’t, and it made me hopping mad she’d gone that route. She was real, I was real, the baby was real, the ring was real...there was nothing fake as far as I could see.

      Again, my word and my sight meant shit these days. I’m not sick of proving myself, because I get where she was coming from. But how many times did she have to throw my word back in my face?

      My father had been a fucking nut job. I wasn’t him. And I hated how Chloe’s denial of what was between us made me feel like him.

      Mitch had decided against one of our usual hangouts and instead was dragging me to a club. I used to love clubs before Chloe came into my life. I had often found a woman at the club and taken her to a hotel after. I never took those women home, not once.

      I didn’t want them to know where I lived and I didn’t want to create the idea that what we were doing was more than a one-night stand. A little release on both of our parts.

      Sex.

      Lust.

      No emotions and no ties.

      If the ladies wanted a night with an NHL player, then, I was their guy. If they wanted more, I wasn’t.

      Until Chloe.

      Mitch and I were seated in the VIP section with Liam and David and Marc, our mascot. We were the last of the single guys, according to Mitch, and he had to drag his wolf pack close to keep us from the ball and chain.

      The guy could be a real cocky dick sometimes but hey, he was fun. 

      “I thought you said dinner,” I grumbled to Mitch as I sat.

      Looking around the club, it was a typical weekend night. Lots of booze. Tight dresses. Dark lighting and a hint of smoke in the air. Music with the bass turned all the way up.

      “They’re bringing food, big guy, don’t worry.” He patted me on the arm. “I’m glad you came out. I’m happy for you and Chloe, but I miss you as my wing man. You’re the best one.”

      The Rookie was many things and honest was one of them. It was one of his best qualities, which helped make up for the streaking, the hardheaded charisma, and the other crazy he also had in spades.

      I felt bad that I had kind of abandoned him. I shoot him a wide smile and clap him on the shoulder while the rest of the guys get settled and order their drinks.

      “Sorry, bud. Life kind of took a turn there,” I said. “I’ve been a little distracted for the last few months.”

      He nodded before taking a long drag of the beer a server dropped off. “Yeah, dude, I can see that. I like Chloe actually. And I get it, babies are a big deal. Still, you can come out now and then. We can still have play dates.”

      Was it my imagination or did he sound a little butthurt too? Man, I’d been so distracted I didn’t realize how I was ignoring my friends. A part of me kind of thought getting on the ice with Mitch counted as quality bro time.

      I sipped my own beer, letting the cooling ale calm me. “I’m here, aren’t I? I’m here now.”

      The way Chloe was acting at this point...well, I was free to do whatever I wanted. Not that I would. She wore my engagement ring and as far as the world knew, we were together. The only one who didn’t think so was her.

      Soon we were joined by a group of women. A couple were regular puck bunnies I’d seen around, and a few were women I didn’t know. They sidled up to the table in their tightest outfits, designed to put all of their assets on display and high heels that looked like they’d impale a man.

      I was happy I hadn’t slept with any, but that didn’t mean at least one of them hadn’t tried in the past. And fuck me, I thought as I squeezed into the booth to make room for them, they were trying now.

      Brandy, not her real name I assume, was pushing her fake tits my way with serious intent. They were spilling out of her top and she was licking her lips as she spoke to me, implying she’d rather be licking me. It wasn’t going to happen.

      “So, Wayne, we haven’t seen you out much with Mitch lately,” Cara, one of the regular bunnies said, squeezing my knee.

      How had they managed to get on either side of me? It was a Wayne sandwich in the worst way. No matter where I moved there was either a breast or a bare thigh.

      “Yeah, I’m engaged. Got a woman at home. Sorry.”

      “Well, where is she now?” Brandy, AKA Tits McGee, pushed in closer and the cloying and a little obnoxious scent of her perfume made me a little sick to my stomach. “Hmmm?”

      “She’s pregnant so she’s resting up. Growing my spawn,” I teased.

      “So you’re a devil, huh?” Brandy leaned in and whispered in my ear, “You wanna get wicked with me?”

      As far as lines went, it wasn’t the worst I’d heard. I still wasn’t tempted, even if she was as good as lying in my lap. Her friend took a photo at that moment, a snap on her phone and I caught the echo of the flash out of the corner of my vision.

      I narrowed my eyes. “Hey, I didn’t consent to that. No photos,” I snapped. “Delete that right now.”

      The rest of the guys were no help right then. Either they were so wrapped up in their own bunny adventure or they were well on their way to getting drunk.

      “You used to be fun,” Cara chastised me.

      “Yeah well, sorry but I’m not anymore.” I clenched my jaw and stood abruptly, poor Tits McGee nearly falling off the velvet couch as I did so.

      “Hey, Wayne. You okay man?” Liam asked. He glanced up at me with dark eyes.

      “Not really.” I stalked to the edge of the VIP area and looked down at the dance floor.

      I didn’t belong on the dance floor, I didn’t belong at home and I sure didn’t belong here in this VIP suite being mauled by Brandy. This wasn’t me anymore. This wasn’t my scene and if I was being honest with myself, I wasn’t sure if it had ever been me. It had been a distraction. To stop me from really sitting down and thinking about how empty my life had become.

      A large hand clapped down on my shoulder. Mitch, of course.

      “Sorry man, I thought it would be fun to let off some steam,” he said. “I didn’t realize it was going to end up pissing you off this much.”

      It might have sounded like a smokescreen, but I knew the Rookie. Beneath the rough and scrappy exterior he had a heart of gold that he didn’t often put on display. He was genuinely worried.

      “Well, it’s not fun having women all over me when I have Chloe.” That was the truth. She might not trust me or want me, but it didn’t change how I felt about her. “Look, I’m sorry dude, but I’m going to head off home. I’m really not feeling this scene.”

      Not tonight. Not ever again.

      Mitch eyed me up and down for a long moment before nodding. “Sorry man, we should have gone for pizza. I’ll know better next time. Just don’t...hold this against me. Please?”

      I didn’t want to be a buzz kill. “You have fun. Not too much though. I’ll see you at training. One of these days we’ll head out to the bar and have a couple cold ones, just us.”

      Mitch liked the sound of that, apparently, and grabbed me in a manly hug before releasing me with a whoop to return to those fucking bunnies.

      Swear to god, in the five minutes it took me to exit the club, Brandy and Cara had posted that photo on their socials and tagged me because the goddamned paparazzi were there waiting to hound me as the valet brought my car around.

      So much for deleting that picture.

      “Aren’t you engaged?” The nearest reporter asked as they pushed a microphone in my face.

      I shielded my eyes from the damn flash of their cameras. “Where’s your fianceé, Havel? Did you leave her at home while you decided to come out to have a little fun at the club?”

      “Do you have an open relationship?” another asked.

      I didn’t answer any of them. Tori and Fia had trained me well, but that didn’t matter. If the media knew about this, there was no way Chloe wasn’t finding out. Probably sooner rather than later. The woman had a way of sniffing out all the worst news no matter the circumstances.

      Her tarot cards were probably reading me to filth right now.

      Great. Just fucking great. Chloe might have believed that Annie was nothing, and cool about trusting me with my ex-girlfriend, but this sure looked like something now. And how many puffs of smoke would she ignore before yelling fire?

      I wouldn’t blame her one bit if the roles were reversed.

      I drove home with my heart in my mouth. I was the stupidest man in the universe because I’d played into her fears. I’d willingly put myself in a position where I’d now have to get down on my knees and grovel in front of her, to try and prove myself when I said I only wanted her.

      She thought I was with her for the baby. She’d convinced herself of it. So how did I try and show her that wasn't true? By being caught with a half-naked woman on top of me. Great job, Havel. I’d well and truly screwed the pooch on this one. And this time in public. I had no goddamned idea how to fix this.
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      I knew Fia was trying to help me, but I wasn’t sure that sending me a picture of Wayne at the club with a sexy and definitely not pregnant chick was helpful at all.

      Not even a little bit.

      Especially not when I’d already been up pacing the lengths of the guest room wondering what the hell was going on at the club and why I hadn't heard from Wayne. Normally he was Johnny on the spot when it came to texting me. Checking in at all hours of the day to make sure I was safe and comfortable and most importantly, happy.

      Love bombing, maybe. Did it make a girl feel better about herself? Well...this is probably messed up for me to admit, but yes. Yes it did. No one else had ever taken the time out of their day to see how I was doing. Now I see the tables have turned. He was only checking in because he was bored, and the second he got out on his own with the guys, well, he was off doing whatever and whoever he wanted.

      I typed out a hasty reply to Fia telling her I was clearly not bothered by this. She must know me well enough by now to know that I was lying.

      Fia assured me that Wayne was already on his way home and as soon as the woman took his photo, he’d left the club. She was trying to say there’d been no hanky panky but it looked like there was.

      It looked like it.

      I can’t dismiss what my eyes already saw and his hand was clearly on the woman’s very naked thigh. Her breasts pressed to his chest and his lips were about six inches from hers. Four. Maybe three.

      To the normal person, it seemed like Wayne was flirting with a buxom blonde while engaged to me. It looked like he was cheating and I came off as the world’s biggest fool. My parents and brother were very normal people and when they saw this…

      Damn, when they saw this, it was going to be all over for me. Whatever progress I’d made with my brother during his visit would be practically erased now. Every inch of goodwill I’d clawed out for both myself and for Wayne would be gone in a blink.

      There was no way for me to smooth this over. Even if it wasn’t the truth, which the sinking feeling in my gut told me...it was.

      I heard my mom’s voice in my head, her screeching tone telling me how she’d been right about Wayne this whole time. How he was just like his father and was only out to hurt me.

      Great.

      This made her right.

      Shoot me now.

      She was never going to let me live this down.

      I settled against the couch and ran a hand over the large bump of my belly. All this agitation meant the baby was doing the samba inside of me. Kicking me everywhere it counted until I had to go to the bathroom every five minutes. What was the kid doing in there?

      Punishing me from the inside.

      Too bad, little peanut, I thought. You can’t punish me more than I’m already doing to myself.

      Wayne came crashing through the front door like a bull at a gate about forty minutes later. He looked good in his dark Henley and jeans. He also looked mad as hell. As if he got the right to be mad. “Chloe!”

      He called my name in a sharp booming tone and I heard him shuffling down the hall before he poked his head into the living room.

      I hadn’t wanted to stay in my room. Couldn’t, feeling trapped within those four walls. The living room was an open massive space at least, the night too cold for me to sit outside for more than a few minutes, so now I sat on the sofa in my pink pajamas trying not to cry.

      “I see you’ve made it out of your room,” he said with a nod. “That’s good. It’s not healthy for you to hermit away.”

      I couldn’t even look at him. My hands were shaking and I wanted to bury them beneath me. “We need to talk.”

      Better to do this like a bandage and rip it right off.

      “Clo, I’ve been trying to talk to you for days. You're the one who went silent. Not me.”

      He was right about that. But I hated the flush creeping from his neck to his cheeks and I hated how he stuffed his hands in his pockets with a distinctly embarrassed air.

      Oh yeah, he had some things to answer for.

      I held up my phone where the picture of him with the bimbo was front and center. It was a car wreck and I couldn’t look away. “So your response is to hook up with a bimbo?” I asked. “Seriously?”

      Wayne lowered himself into an enormous armchair across from me, elbows on knees, and hands clasped. He sighed and the sound broke my heart. “That was not my response. I went out with my guys and the woman threw herself at me. Where the Raiders go, the puck bunnies follow. I thought you understood that.”

      “It happens to you a lot.” The sarcastic tone in my voice was clear. “Doesn’t it? Women just throwing themselves in your arms and begging you to take them? More than it happens to any ordinary person. You poor thing. Do you really expect me to feel sorry for you, Wayne?”

      He glanced down at his hands for a second. “As a matter of fact it does happen a lot, Chloe. Part of being an NHL player is that people want a piece of you. They see you as someone different from who you are. A meal ticket. Someone to brag to their friends about. A way to get some publicity. Someone to fund their wedding to your ex. You know, that kind of thing.”

      Well crap. I leaned back on the couch with shock settling in my chest and lodging there, my heart aching. Crap, crap, crap. He'd paid for Chris’s wedding. How did I not know that? And then almost immediately, Chris cast him aside.

      That was bad, very bad.

      “I’m sorry…” I trailed off. “You...you didn’t tell me. No one told me.”

      Wayne held his hand up to stop me and then clutched them together again, as if he was worried what he might do with them if he let them loose. Those massive hands. I remembered exactly how they felt on my skin. I remembered how they clasped mine when we went to the baby doctor and he sat by my side.

      “Don’t be sorry, Chloe.”

      “I am. I had no idea you paid for my brother’s wedding. Did he even thank you?” How could I be so pissed at Chris and ready to jump down his throat when just a second ago I was ready to rip Wayne a new one?

      I was just furious in general.

      “Be sorry for not believing in me. Be sorry for thinking the worst of me. Be sorry for not having my back,” he said harshly. “You know, you’re right about this not being real but that’s because of you. It’s always been real to me.”

      Wayne had never lashed out at me, never even said a cross word to me before. I felt the tears sting my eyes and I wasn’t sure if it was anger or guilt or something else. “You don’t get to be mad at me because you were caught in a compromising position. That’s all on you,” I said.

      A small part of me recognized this as our first official fight.

      I told that part of me that we had more important things to worry about. Like dealing with the issues right in front of us.

      “You’re right, Chloe. What happened tonight is on me. I own that. But don’t forget, Annie was here in my house, and I let her gawk and ask her stupid questions, for you. I ate shit from your family, for you. Whatever you’ve asked of me since the day you showed up here, I’ve done it, because I care about you.”

      I swallowed over a lump in my throat. “Stop.”

      “I think I’ve been a pretty stand-up guy in all this. In fact, I’ve done everything in my power to make you happy. And I’ve never judged you. I’ve taken you at your word in everything. I believed in you and in us, Chloe”

      Finally, he stood and I felt the intensity of his stare. Now it was my turn not to look at him. Those tears were ready to fall at any second and it took everything in my power to keep them at bay.

      “I can’t believe in us,” I told him in a whisper.

      “Why not?”

      Because...if I believe it’s real, then it’s all going to end. It hurt to admit it. It hurt to reveal the resentment in my heart. I couldn’t give in to the expectation that you’ll end up really loving me one day because the second he left me, it was going to hurt me so badly I’d die.

      But I said nothing to Wayne. I kept it all locked inside even as he stared at me expectantly. Waiting for me to answer.

      “I really do believe in our relationship,” he said at last. “It’s just a pity you can’t say the same thing.” 

      And then he stalked off and left me alone in the living room, reeling.

      We weren’t together. It was better this way, I tried to tell myself again. Better for me to put the distance between us and remind myself that this was fake.

      Fake!

      Yet as I made my way upstairs and cleaned my teeth, I thought about what he’d said. Everyone else had painted him as the bad guy, for years. That wasn’t who he’d been with me.

      All he’d wanted from me was for me to see who he really was. He’d let me into his life, opened his home, shared his mom and his hockey family and I still hadn’t stood by him. I hadn’t thrown Annie and Chris out, no, I’d pushed him away instead. I’d made Wayne the bad guy because I didn’t think he was offering me anything real.

      He was right...I’d messed up everything. I hadn’t believed.

      And there I was ugly crying until I fell asleep. This was going to be the most painful thing I’d ever have to deal with in my life, because I had to say goodbye on a personal level to the only man I’d ever loved.

      No matter how many times I told myself it was okay, I knew deep down that it wasn’t. I wasn’t.

      Spasms wracked my body and by the time I woke up, I was covered in sweat and it was black outside. The pain came again, shooting through me from my core to my sternum. Groaning, I rolled over onto my side.

      The pain didn’t subside and by the time I turned on the bedside lamp, the sheets were covered in blood. Everything inside of me went cold.

      “Wayne!”

      I screamed for him. Over and over above the sobs of agony as my body tried to tear me apart from the inside. I couldn’t get up to unlock the door for him. This time, he really did break it down, and the sound of splintering wood echoed in my ears. I had my eyes squeezed shut.

      “Chloe, what the…oh, fuck. Fuck!”

      His arms came around me, but I couldn’t see through the tears. I didn’t know what was happening.

      I just didn’t want to lose this baby. Based on the blood on the sheets, I had to realize it was a distinct possibility. And now I finally understood the real meaning of terror.
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      I was losing my mind. Going absolutely bonkers and I wasn’t sure what to do with myself. Chloe was in hospital strapped up to monitors to keep an eye on her and the baby. I’d gotten her there as fast as humanly possible and had her admitted, even though I couldn’t form a complete sentence. I’d just stood at the front desk like a bumbling idiot, cradling her in my arms.

      I had no idea how I let this happen, but I knew somehow it was my fault. I’d yelled at her, and upset her, and now this. I was an asshole and this was my punishment.

      Pacing up and down the corridors outside of her room became my reality. I focused on one step in front of the other, forcing my breathing to slow, to calm although my heart nearly beat out of my damn chest. Sweat beaded along every exposed bit of my skin and then some.

      The two people I loved more than anything in this world were at risk—because that baby was a real person to me, not just a heartbeat. A living breathing entity as far as I was concerned. Okay, I knew logically that I had to add my mother to the list of people I loved more than anything, but out of the three people on there, having two in jeopardy felt like I was trapped in a nightmare.

      I couldn’t believe this was happening.

      Chloe had looked terrified as I’d driven her to the emergency room and I’d tried to keep my shit together, because that was my job. Seeing her covered in blood shot straight to my heart, fear seizing it until I wanted to pass out. I could hardly breathe. Everything inside of me jettisoned into GO mode until the adrenaline took over and I ran on auto.

      I’d called Doc Nicole as soon as Chloe was admitted, because I’d hoped she'd be able to get me some intel. It was four in the morning and I gave zero fucks about the time. We were talking about the love of my life and our child.

      "She'll be fine, Wayne,” Nic assured me in a sleepy voice. "They'll run some tests and check on her and the baby just to make sure. But breakthrough bleeding is to be expected at this point in the pregnancy.” 

      I’d pressed the cellphones to my ear. "How can you be sure? It was a lot of blood, Nic. You can’t even imagine. Like a pool of it.” 

      “I mean, I can't be one hundred percent sure but that is the most likely outcome. It'll take a few hours for all of the tests to happen but I'll come in and check on you guys if it will make you feel better. Okay?”

      I still wasn’t sure if it was going to be okay while I waited for Nicole to arrive, but it was a little bit of a relief.

      Knowing I had someone in our corner helped the outright panic. Of course, the nurses and Chloe’s OB/GYN cared deeply about their charge, they were amazing, but I didn't trust them to be upfront with us. They saw me and they cringed because I must have looked like a fucking crazy man. They weren’t going to tell me the nitty gritty truth.

      Nicole arrived a little while later and I had a feeling Seamus was waiting outside in the car for her. Dark hair in a messy bun and her glasses slightly askew, she flashed her ID badge at the nurses and hurried along the hallway nearly soundless. Her eyes widened when she saw me.

      Yup, I looked bad.

      “Wayne, don’t panic,” she said right away.

      “Yeah, too late, Nic. I thought the middle of the night phone call probably gave that away.”

      “Let me take a look and try to assess this situation for you.” Nicole placed her hand on my shoulder, looking absolutely tiny next to me. “Calm your tits.”

      Neither one of us had the tits to calm, but I didn’t correct her. I let her do her job and tried to accept when she told me that everything was going to be fine.

      Was it, though? Anything could happen.

      Hours later and Chloe was dozing on and off as the baby's heart blipped steadily on a monitor.

      I sat there holding her hand, mostly because I needed the contact. Contact she wouldn’t let me have outside of duress. These days, she didn't want me to touch her, at all. She was so closed off since the incident with Annie, who I would like to murder, but she and Chris had left the morning after the party. I still had no idea if he knew about Annie coming on to me and I didn’t care. That fell squarely in the not my problem category. Chloe was my problem. The baby was my problem, no one else.

      I wasn't sure Chloe would even let me touch her anymore. Now I took advantage of her state and did it anyway. It was just her hand. And I might have brushed some of her gorgeous hair off her forehead. Okay, and I did kiss her temple, but that was it.

      No way could I sleep yet. My mind circled again and again to finding her in the bed covered in blood.

      Her eyes flicked open and she looked confused, as if she'd forgotten where she was and I saw the moment reality came into focus.

      “Wayne,” she began.

      "Hey.” I smoothed her hair back from her face with my free hand. My stomach did a series of flip flops at the paleness of her skin, those dark pupils. "Nothing's changed. You’re alright.” 

      She nodded before sinking back into the hospital bed. “I'm scared. I don’t know what to do,” she said.

      “I’m scared too, but you and the baby are just fine, Tiger.” She nodded gently, accepting what I told her. Or pretending to accept it. I wasn’t sure. “I'm so sorry I caused this...” I trailed off. “I didn’t mean—"

      Chloe cut me off before I could finish. "You didn't cause this. I agreed to meet with Chris and Annie and the interview guy, Jonah. I invited my brother and his wife to your home. I’m the one who made a big deal when she cornered you in the mudroom.”

      I corrected her the second she stopped for air. “Our home,” I corrected. “Come on.”  

      A small smile tugged at the corner of her lips as she spoke again. “Okay—our home.”

      “You’re actually admitting that you should have stepped in when Annie tried to make a move on me?” I asked. Partially teasing. Mostly wanting to know the truth.

      “I mean…what you do and who you chose to do it with isn’t any of my business,” Chloe hurried to say. Pain flashed through her eyes. “But I know the truth. It was Annie and her manipulations that caused this. You know she congratulated me on getting knocked up by you. Called me clever.” Chloe scoffed. “I wanted to punch her in the face then. Now I could strangle her. Don’t leave me alone in a room with her in the future.”

      I didn't know Annie had said those things to Chloe. What a bitch, the capital B kind, the ones you want to cuss out. “I have never for one minute thought you did this on purpose, Clo,” I told her. “Not once. And I know it feels hollow right now, but this kid is the best thing that's ever happened to me. You and the baby...you're everything to me.”

      How did I make her understand my sincerity? I wasn’t the family kind of guy because I’d never had one before. My mom was an only child and her parents died early. My father was lost to the annals of history and better left there. The guys and their wives and kids were my family now, but they wouldn’t exactly be okay with me barging in at all hours of the day. They had their own lives. Their spaces. Their rituals.

      I wanted those things for myself and I knew this opportunity to build something with Chloe had happened for a reason. She was the everything girl. She was the one I hadn’t been able to leave behind no matter how hard I tried.

      I lifted her hand and kissed her knuckles. I needed more, craved more Chloe. And she didn’t believe me.

      “I know. I probably overreacted when I saw you together. But I'm pregnant and fat and I was feeling so judged. I... I didn’t know if some part of you still wanted her, too.” 

      I stood from my chair and climbed onto the bed beside her, scooting her over and snuggling into her sweet body. I needed to touch her. I needed to make sure she was physically here with me and nothing else would go wrong for us.

      The monitors beeped steadily. I tuned the rest of the world out and focused on the woman at my side. The baby she was growing inside of her.

      "You are beautiful and sexy as fuck,” I said. “She's the one with issues, Clo. Don’t let her upset you anymore. Easier said than done, I know.” I rested my hand on her belly as I kissed her temple. “We're a team, but we let our opponents get inside our heads and that fucked with our game.” 

      She smiled up at me as I smoothed the hair out of her face. “Our game?”

      "Sports analogy, yeah...our game. The game of making our family. The game is our life, so it’s very, very high stakes.” 

      "The highest,” she said, tilting her face up to kiss me. Thank fuck she wasn’t mad at me anymore.

      God I'd missed her lips in the last couple of days. Shit like this would not happen again, I vowed silently to both of us. I'd thought I'd been doing okay without Chloe, but this had shown me I hadn't by a big stretch.

      What had I been doing with myself all this time? Running far away from any kind of serious romantic commitment because…what? Was I trying not to make the same mistakes my mom had and get involved with a bad person/?  Was I trying to keep any attachment from ever forming?

      Or had I been waiting for Chloe?

      That could be a problem on several levels.

      The woman I loved didn't believe I loved her. I knew now without a shadow of a doubt what her issue was without her having to speak it out loud. To be fair, I hadn't said it out loud to her, and my actions hadn't shown her either. She'd doubted herself, me, and us. Now I needed to get her home safely and prove to her that this thing we had going on was one hundred and fifty percent real.

      What could I do?

      I had to think of something big, because I didn’t want to let her go another day without feeling this love. Especially not after what we went through tonight.

      The doctor kept her in bed for further studies before concluding she was fine to be released.

      Twenty-four hours later we were finally home. Chloe was tucked up in my bed, where she belonged. Forever. She wasn't on bedrest, but the doctors had told her to take it easy and try not to stress. She was exhausted, so I'd insisted she snuggle down and take a nap. 

      I took the chance to call my mom because I needed advice from the smartest woman I knew. Creeping down the hallway as silently as I could, I stashed myself in my office so I wouldn’t disturb the sleeping woman upstairs.

      "Hey honey,” Jessica began immediately. “One of the ladies here showed me the article about you and Chloe. I bet that was fun! Did you enjoy doing it?” 

      She knew I hated talking to the press. “We had a blast,” I said dryly. “Wouldn't have had to happen if Chris and Annie hadn't blown into town and tried to screw up our lives, but yeah. And then we ended up in the hospital.”

      “Oh my god! Is Chloe okay? What happened?” I hadn't called Mom while we were there because I didn't want her panicking if it weren’t something serious.

      Her panic mirrored my own and I talked her through the shit storm of the past week, sparing her nothing. She’d see right through me if I did. Sighing, I turned round in my office chair, resting my ankles on the desk even though I shouldn’t.

      “Well, my goodness, I need a lie down after just hearing that story,” Jessica exclaimed. She whistled low. “That Annie was always a piece of work. I never guessed she would have tried to corner you—no, scratch that. I actually can. She never liked to share.” 

      “Everyone else likes her.”

      It was true. Somehow, the woman was like Teflon: shit didn't stick to her. Everyone seemed to congregate around her and always applauded her for having a good attitude. I wonder what people would say if they knew what she’d done.

      "She has no backbone. She changes like the wind. And she's unoriginal. Not what I look for in people,” Jessica replied.

      Of course it wasn't. My mom was a good judge of character and she liked people with some grit. People who were in it for the long haul without any kind of pretense.

      I leaned back in the chair far enough that I’d have to be careful not to fall over. “Anyway, I wanted you to know the truth.” I ran a hand through my hair. “The truth about the engagement, what’s been going on, everything.”

      “Honey, you know I want you to be open and honest with me about everything.”

      “I didn't mean to mislead you about Chloe and me. The pregnancy wasn't planned.” 

      Jessica laughed. “I figured all of that out all by myself. Chloe volunteered here with me, remember? I know she never visited you. I know the only time you saw her was at the wedding. And you know what, I don't care.” 

      She…what? “You don't?” I asked.

      "Baby, I watched you two growing up together dancing around each other like two little moths on the wind. You were both crushing on each other and not wanting to do the wrong thing. And then when you moved away she always tried to ask about you without actually asking, if you know what I mean?” 

      I knew exactly because I’d done the same thing with Chris about her. “I think so.” 

      "You spent years trying to not let the inevitable happen and I guess the universe had other plans because bam,” she announced, “like Emeril cooking. It happened anyway.” 

      I let out a low laugh “I guess it did.” The woman wasn’t wrong. It felt to me like Chloe was meant to be mine, all this time. It just took a little longer than I thought, and happened in a way I’d never imagined.

      "So now you're together.” 

      “I don’t know what to do,” I told my mom. “I feel like I've been living here with her for months and yet I'm exactly where I was when we started.” 

      “Of course you know what to do, honey. Show her this is real.”

      Jessica always had great advice. It came from dealing with so many people in and out of the shelter she ran. She knew how to listen, and better yet, she heard. Whatever I said and didn’t say. I’d have to take her advice—which I already knew, okay, I admitted it—and start proving to Chloe how serious I was about her.

      About us.

      I was still thinking about that when my home was invaded by my teammates and their women.

      They came in without knocking, filling the house with sound and noise like a bomb exploding. I launched out of my chair and around the corner frantically.

      "They said no stress!” I exclaimed as they all marched in with covered dishes and a bunch of kids following along. “What are you guys doing?”

      "We're not stress!” Fia as good as shouted. "We're the support crew.”

      I groaned, hands back in my hair again, tugging at the short strands. “No one wanted to let me know what was going on?”

      Lucky shrugged, his dark hair askew and his different colored blue and green eyes sparkling with mischief. “I think the ladies wanted it to be a surprise for Chloe. Nicole let us in on what was going on and we rallied.”

      “I mean, of course I appreciate it—” I began.

      “Wayne?”

      I turned to see Chloe standing at the top of the stairs staring down at the chaos in our living room. Her eyes locked with mine. Messy bun, a pair of my oversized sweats and a jersey, and she was the most beautiful woman I'd ever seen. A broad grin split her face. They were right, she needed this. The last few days had been alienating and divisive. We both felt shattered and alone. We needed this laughter and community to help us heal.

      Shrugging, I said, “I had nothing to do with it this time.”

      “It’s not a problem. I look like a hot mess but I’m happy to see everyone.”

      She and Nicole greeted each other with a squeal and it was like last night never happened. Completely erased, all the worry and the stress…this was the power of community and the power of family.

      It was amazing.

      I hit the kitchen to get drinks and the women swarmed Chloe as she descended the stairs. 

      Seamus followed me closely. "How are you holding up, buddy? You scared the fuck out of me when you called Nicole in the middle of the damn night.” 

      "Yeah, well, I’m sorry. I was pretty scared myself,” I said, turning to hand him a beer from my fridge as I pulled out a bunch more. This was definitely an occasion for alcohol. No doubt about it. I’d been holding off to talk to my mom, but the time was here.

      “I'm also glad you called and glad she's okay,” Seamus finished. He held his bottle up to mine and we clinked them together.

      I nodded. “It's been a rough week.” 

      “When is it not? I got the distinct impression there was an undercurrent between you and her brother,” he said as Mitchell and Mark joined us.

      "Well...” I raked my hand through my hair. “He doesn't approve of me.”

      "Weren't you his best man?” the rookie asked. He helped himself to everything in my damn fridge and turned around with not only a beer but some leftover chicken salad as well. Holy shit.

      “And aren't you Wayne Fucking Havel, NHL player? What's not to approve of?” Seamus looked genuinely perplexed.

      The four guys took a seat at the bar and stared at me like three little stooges. I might have laughed about the visual if I didn’t think this was an ambush waiting to happen

      “Apparently that's not enough.” I sighed and braced for impact. This was the part I hadn’t wanted anyone to find out about, and the part I felt they had to know now. “Also his wife, my high school girlfriend, hit on me while they were here and Chloe saw that. She saw the two of us together in the mud room. It’s been nothing but a problem for us since.”

      "Small town life is so messed up.” Mark wasn't wrong. He shook his head, lips pursed.

      “So now I need to win back Chloe's trust. I'm all she has, well, me and the baby. Her parents are clearly a waste of space and they have no plans to change their attitude now.” 

      "Go look in the living room. That's not all either of you have,” Seamus corrected me. "But you're right. You do need to dazzle her. A woman like her deserves the world. The question is, are you man enough to step up and give it to her?” 

      "Hell yeah!” I said. “I resent you thinking otherwise.”

      “If her choice is a life with you and your baby here or small-town life, maybe you need to show her just how awesome a life with you can be,” Mitch advised. “I mean, the whole relationship thing isn’t for me, but you seem to be happy.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “You all seem to be happy.”

      He said it like he couldn’t understand it.

      "Money isn't really her thing.” I remembered her pained expression as she looked at the prices on the menu at Le Petit Escargot. “She’s not the kind of woman to be impressed with gifts and glitz and shit.”

      “Of course not, idiot.” Seamus looked disgusted with me. “A woman like her wants to be seen. For who she is. She wants to be valued for exactly what she has to offer, that no one else has.” 

      "Like you going to Comicon as Batman with Nic?” Mark asked with a snicker.

      We'd given Seamus so much shit for that little escapade and he didn't care. It made his woman happy and her happiness was all that mattered to him. Nic had been over the moon when Seamus announced their plans to go and I remembered her glowing for weeks afterward.

      Our doc, the closet nerd.

      “Precisely,” Seamus answered as though none of our razzing phased him. It usually didn’t. “Chloe's moved into your life. Show her you embrace her life, her thing, too. Go on out and buy yourself a pair of sandals or something. Go buy some incense.” 

      Seamus was right on every level and I fucking knew it. He and Jessica, man. They just knew. Chloe needed to see how I could change for her, or adapt for her. I didn’t really want to change. She'd upended her whole life for me. I needed to do something for her. 

      That didn't sound too hard at all, in fact an idea formed as we all sat around laughing eating Nicole's cornbread and Esther's chili and Fia's fried chicken and Sophie's mashed potatoes. It was family style dining in every sense of the word and soon the afternoon became one of laughter, joy. Excitement.

      If Chloe didn't believe I cared for her beyond being the mother of my child, then it was high time I went all out to prove her wrong.
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      I’d been home from the hospital for two days. Finally, I was starting to feel confident again that the baby would be okay. Nicole had been checking in and reassuring me to trust what the doctor had said and to just try not to freak out. Easy advice to give. Much harder to follow. Still, I was grateful to have a doctor at my beck and call. Especially one who I knew would never lie to me. Nicole would always go above and beyond to have my back and tell me the truth even when I didn’t want to hear it.

      Those kinds of friends were rare. Not to mention she was super smart and we’d bonded over a shared love of anime.

      I'd been doing lots of sketching in the days since my release because it kept me calm and was almost like meditation for me. The pile of pages on the floor of our room was growing ever bigger and they seemed to fascinate Wayne. 

      He'd pick one up, stare at it with crazy intent and then compliment me. "You're such a talented Tiger.” 

      I liked that one.

      I liked the fact that he was being sincere. A lot of people back home looked at my art, and trust me, I knew art was subjective, and had a hard time understanding it. They wanted to know why I didn’t draw sweet things like flowers and hearts and shit. My drawings were real. They were raw, and a part of me.

      I wasn’t the flowers and hearts kind of girl, apparently.

      Wayne had been sweet and attentive and we hadn’t talked about the elephant in the room (That was not me, the elephant shaped woman) but rather the fact that I didn’t know how we would move forward. It was one of those touchy subjects you avoided because you didn’t want to really know the answer.

      Once I heard the answer coming from his lips, it destroyed any idea I might have formed over this last debacle, ideas where he really loved me.

      I didn't really believe he wanted to run away with my brother's manipulative wife, not really. Seeing them together had just thrown me for a loop.

      Still, her actions had shone a light on the insecurity I was feeling about us. An anxiety I hadn’t wanted to acknowledge because it meant I wasn’t confident in myself. Our engagement had been to appease my parents and it hadn't even done that. We were more than friends, our sexual escapades over the past few months had proven it to me, but what were we? I didn’t know.  

      I couldn't get past the fact that I'd shown up here pregnant and Wayne had moved me into his life, which he wouldn't have done without the pregnancy. I was living my dream life under false pretenses and at some point I had to wake up from the dream and smell the coffee.

      The really delicious and expensive coffee.

      He had very reluctantly gone away overnight for a game. At his insistence, Fia was here, as Dom's son Erik was with his mom for a few days. I felt bad that Fiadora had to uproot her life but truthfully I hadn’t wanted to be alone. Her company was unexpected and exactly what I wanted right now.

      Wayne had been gone less than five hours and he'd already called ten times to check on me. Talk about an ego boost. The first five calls really did it for me, but the next five were bordering on annoying. 

      The last time, Fia took the phone. 

      “I'm cutting you off, big guy,” she said with a wide smile painted on her red lips. She had her dark hair loose and flowing over her shoulders. “Do not call until after the game. You're making my blood pressure rise. No one knows what you're doing to Chloe.” I couldn't hear what he said but he wasn't happy with her intercession. “I'm here for a reason, the doc is literally like next door. Go win a hockey game, dude. Don't make me call Tori and have your boss haul you over the coals. I’ll do it.” 

      With that, she'd hung up on him. Poor guy.

      I shot an equally large smile to Fia. “You mean business.”

      She shrugged delicate shoulders. “You can’t take shit from these guys because they will try to get away with anything they can. I’ve learned quite a lot living with Dominik.”

      We high-fived each other and went back to talking, even though my attention splintered.

      I missed Wayne. Chris hadn't called since the weekend and it felt like the more time I spent here, the farther away I got from my family. The alone time made me wish my own mother hadn't decided to give me a full shunning. I really needed her right now. 

      Wayne's mother, of course, had taken a different tack. She’d called me the second Wayne left for the airport and kept me on the phone for hours.

      “I’m mad at you for not letting me know you were in hospital but I'm going to forgive you because I don't want you worrying about anything but yourself and that baby,” she'd informed me. If only it was that easy. 

      “I miss you,” I'd told her in earnest. 

      "Me too. I'm saving all my leave and vacation time so I can move in before the baby's due. I know no one wants their mother-in-law in their pocket, but that house is so damn big you won't even know I'm there,” she'd assured me. “I want to help you out in any way I can.” 

      The truth was, I wanted to know she was there. “I can't wait!” And I’d meant every word.

      "Me either. Although I will apologize in advance. If that baby has a head like Wayne...well, let's just say we'll blame his father for the damage it can do to you.” Jessica had moaned loudly. 

      She never talked about Wayne’s father. Not in all the years we’d worked together. I didn’t even know the man’s name. “Oh really? I've never seen a picture of the man.” 

      "That you know of.” Ooh boy. That was cryptic. 

      "Was he like Wayne?” I’d asked.

      "Maybe physically, though my boy has my eyes.” He certainly did. “His father was great on the ice too. Other than that, not at all. Thank the heavens for it.” 

      “I didn't know he played hockey.” Wayne never talked about his father, I didn’t even know if he knew. It seems like one of the things he would have let me know about. Not that I wanted to butt my nose in his business, but this conversation had weight to it. A heaviness that told me I should pay attention to what was said.

      "Yep, big time NHL asshole. He was a big deal. He also likes steroids, which did nothing to improve his personality or his temper,” she’d said.

      It was hard to picture a young Jessica scared and pregnant and then with an infant and a violent partner. “I'm sorry.” I’d meant it.

      “It's a long time ago. There's a reason I moved to this sleepy obscure hollow and stayed. Luckily he retired from the NHL before Wayne came up.” 

      "Does he know who Wayne is?” Did he know about Wayne’s career at all? Or anything about the son he hadn’t wanted to see?  

      "Maybe, I don't know. Havel is my mother’s name so if he dug around I'm sure he could have figured it out. Probably though it would have looked bad for him. Claiming Wayne would mean his story would come out. Not sure how his current wife would feel about that.” 

      "Does Wayne have siblings?” I was so curious about this. 

      “A couple. I asked him once if he wanted to meet them, and he didn't. I think he would have felt responsible for them once he met them.” That sounded exactly like Wayne. “What I will tell you is that Wayne is the most loyal person any of us will ever know. If he's in your life he's all in. He doesn't trust easily and he doesn't let that many people in but you, me and the team, we're his family.” 

      “And Chris?” 

      "He's been fiercely loyal to Chris.” She sighed. “Chris has a lot to answer for.” 

      That was certainly true. And it made me sad. “I don't know how he and Annie will go.” 

      "Listen, sweetie. You just worry about yourself right now. They're old enough to figure out their own crap.” 

      After he was cut off from the phone calls the deliveries began. 

      Flowers, art supplies…those came first before the others began to arrive. 

      Not just a small bunch of flowers, either, but enough blooms to fill the very large living room. And the art supplies were amazing. Pastels, charcoals and oil paints as far as the eye could see. 

      Next came the food. My favorite soda, a donut delivery, and Mexican from a hole in the wall place we'd discovered together that had the best salsa we'd found, at least in this town. I secretly thought Nicole and Seamus might have given Wayne the idea, since she’d told me a bunch of times about one of their dates to the place, but I didn’t care.

      The salsa and the queso were worth it.

      "He's not doing it by halves,” Fia acknowledged as she munched down on a tortilla chip. “I mean, this is nuts. Maybe Dominik should take notes on how to spoil a girl.” She shook her head, then took another bite of queso and moaned.

      "He's just taking care of the baby, that's all,” I tried to tell her. But honestly, I was enjoying the gifts. Especially when they all felt so personal. The flowers were similar to what I had in my apartment back home--the ones I’d brought with me when I moved to make sure they wouldn’t die--and the paints? I mean, Wayne knew me. 

      “If he was doing this for the baby, he'd send vitamins. This is all about you, honey.” She paused for a minute. “Are you two okay? I couldn't help but notice how things were a bit off with your brother here.” She held up a chip in her defense. “It’s not on me to judge. If you’d seen me when I first got together with Dom, I was a bit of a jerk. I’m just a journalist by nature so I know what to look for.”

      I sighed, staring at the ridiculous amounts of food on the table in front of us. 

      "My family is very religious,” I finally told her, “and my being pregnant and unmarried is causing a rift there. They don’t understand and they’re not willing to listen to me.”

      I needed to talk to someone who wasn't Wayne about us; maybe Fia was the right choice. 

      “That's tough. But isn't your brother tight with Wayne? Shouldn't he be cool with it?” she asked.

      "Can you keep a secret?” 

      She nodded, leaning across the table. “Oh I love secrets, of course.” 

      "We were not together. Before we had a baby, I mean.” I looked down. I didn't need another person judging me. “We hadn’t seen each other in years until he came back for my brother’s wedding. We just...clicked, and one thing led to another. We had both agreed it was a one and done and we wouldn’t speak about it again.”

      "Really?” Her eyes went wide. "That...makes a lot of sense actually. I know his movements, because they are the same as Dom's and the rest of them, and he stayed here for most of the off-season. And you weren't here--”

      "We had history,” I said, cutting her off, “but we hooked up at Chris's wedding for the first time. I'm only here because of the baby. I hadn’t meant for it to happen and I didn't want to ruin his life, but I didn’t know where else to go. He didn’t have to let me stay, or go through with this silly engagement just to try and appease my parents.” I fiddled with the ring. “Which didn’t work, by the way.”

      Fia gave me a look that said she wasn't buying my lines. "No way what you two have is platonic. The way he looks at you is hot enough to melt ice cream. Don’t you understand?” 

      “I didn't say that.” I laughed. “It's just, well...if it weren't for the baby, I wouldn't be here, and I don't know what it all means long term. He'll get bored and move on and where does that leave me?” 

      "What makes you say that? Wayne is no saint, but he would not cheat on you. He's always been a one and done guy. This relationship looks very real to me. I’m telling you from an outsider’s perspective on the relationship and an inside perspective on the man.” Fia flashed me a smile. “I’m new here, by all accounts. The guys and their women accepted me into the fold the same way they did for you, and I’ve gotten close with most of them. I can tell you that Wayne is a good guy and he’s not going to lie and say he has feelings if he doesn’t have them.” 

      “I don't know,” I insisted. “I'm just a small-town girl--” 

      That earned me a scoff. "Please. Look at you. Smart, super talented, sweet and pretty. Not to mention, you're not a gold digger. You like Wayne for Wayne, am I right? All those things matter to a guy like him.” 

      I wasn't at all sure if she was right, but it did feel better to talk about it. I liked the way her words made me feel when I finally let them settle. Pressing a hand to my stomach, I groaned. “I guess it’s all because of how we started. I tend to suspect he was only there for one thing so there’s no way he’s offering anything real now.”

      “Look, Clo. I don't think Wayne does anything lightly,” Fia said. “If you were off-limits because of your brother, then he slept with you because he wanted you. It wasn't random for him. You have to believe me when I say it seems that you mean more to him than you think you do.” 

      I was going to protest when another delivery driver knocked at the door. “Ugh. Hold on. I’ve got to get that.”

      Fia held out a hand to keep me seated. “Stay where you are, mama. I’ve got this.” 

      This time it was an invitation attached to a box. 

      Meet me at the Main Entrance to the Walker Art Museum at 7pm tomorrow.  

      The note was written in Wayne’s almost illegible scrawl, but I managed to get the gist of it with Fia’s help.

      Inside the box was the most beautiful silky green dress I'd ever seen. And that was saying something, considering it was maternity fashion. It looked like it was made of pure silk. It was smooth and soft as I ran my hand over it. There was also a pair of gold heels to go with it. Fia and I oohed and ahhed over it for the longest time before I’d even taken it out of the box to hold against my body.

      “Are you still seriously questioning the way this man feels about you?” Fia asked as she read the invitation. “Jeez. What I wouldn’t give to have a little bit of this romance back in my own relationship.” She rolled her eyes but I’d seen the way Dom looked at her, too.

      And I was still doubtful, but maybe I didn't need to be quite as unsure as I thought. 

      When the other girls came over the next day to help me get ready, I didn’t go into any details, just that we’d had a fight before I landed in hospital and this was an attempt to make it up to me. They spurred into action like an invading army and I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been surrounded by so many women who just wanted to see me happy.

      "You guys, I don't know what all this means,” I said as they fixed my hair and makeup in Wayne's enormous marble bathroom. It was large enough for seven of us to be comfortable.

      “It means a hot date and make-up sex,” Tori assured me. She dabbed a bit more of the peachy blush on the high points of my cheeks. Hmm. That didn't sound so bad. 

      “I’ve never had make-up sex before,” I informed my friends. 

      "Well, girl, you are in for a treat. Make up sex one of the greatest joys of life.” Tori fanned herself, which had us all laughing.

      Sophie reached out and patted me on the hand, reminding me to relax while she finished painting them.

      Man. I really liked these women and being included in their circle. It was a different kind of feeling than anything I’d ever had in my life before. How had it taken me this long to find my soul sisters?

      "Tori and Alexi had a love-hate thing going for years. If anyone knows about that kind of chemistry, it's her,” Esther told me. "But that's a story for another time. One where you aren’t going to be late for a very important date.” 

      She was right. When they finally got me ready for the evening, I took a driving service to the museum, feeling both beautiful and self-conscious in my new dress. There was no hiding the baby bump in this fabric that fell over my belly like a waterfall.

      It was a lovely evening, warm enough that I needed only a slight jacket. And when I stepped from the car my breath caught at the sight of Wayne in his suit. I'd seen him in one before at the wedding and of course after matches, but there in the moonlight, he was devastating. 

      He reached out and took my hand. His thumb moved across the back in lazy circles. 

      “Incredible.” He kissed my cheek. “I've missed you, Tiger.”

      I really didn’t want to admit it but...I’d missed him so badly.

      "Same,” I said.

      The truth was that I had it so bad for Wayne, every minute I wasn't with him felt like torture. When we sat together, I was home, no matter where we were.

      "Are you feeling okay?" He placed his hand on my belly. “You look a little pale.”

      "You worry wart. Nervous, but healthy.”  

      "Don't be nervous. It's just you and me,” he said, tucking my hand into the crook of his elbow.

      I looked at the museum. “Isn't the place shut for the night?” 

      “Not for us, babe. It’s a special showing.”

      He led me to the door, where a security guard admitted us and then a docent welcomed us and led us through the foyer and up a marble staircase to a room full of impressionist paintings. Monet, Degas, Manet and Sisley – my favorite artist – were all represented.  

      “Enjoy your evening,” she said, turning to leave us. 

      "What's this?” I asked Wayne, gesturing around. “What did you do?”

      "This is our first date,” he said, indicating a table for two set in the center of the room. “I wanted to take you somewhere that I knew you'd love and this seemed like a good choice. Do you like it?”  

      I turned around and took in the space. The table was set with candles and silverware. It was like something from a movie. He’d really put a lot of thought into this, Fia was right. He’d done what he thought I would like. 

      “I do like it.” I nodded. "But you didn't need to do all this, Wayne. We have been living together for months. One might argue we have a different date every day.” 

      "We have been living together,” he agreed, pulling me in close so my baby bump rested against his front. "I just realized we missed some steps. Some very important things, like dating and wooing.” 

      “Do people still say wooing?” I teased.

      He leaned in to brush a ghost of a kiss across my lips. “The romantic ones do. And I want to be that guy. You deserve a guy like that.” 

      “I do?”  I narrowed my eyes at him. What was he getting at with this kind of talk?

      “You do. I get the feeling you think I'm only with you because of the baby. And that certainly is what brought us together, but that isn't why I'm with you.” His eyes bore down into mine with such intensity it made my stomach begin to swoop and my pulse quicken.

      “It's not?”  

      "Nope,” he said, rubbing his nose along mine. “I'm with you because I want to be. You were always off limits, forbidden fruit if you will. But ever since I had a taste of you I haven't been able to get enough. I don't think I ever will. And I think I need to prove that to you.” 

      I really liked the sound of that, even though it wasn’t necessary. Or was it necessary? Did I want it? Hell yes I did. “Oh yeah, with wooing?” 

      "With all the wooing. So I propose we date. Do things we both enjoy doing and get to know each other, like properly get to know each other while it's just you and me, before the little cub makes an appearance. I don't want you to think you've moved into my life and your things don't matter. If you want to go to art galleries or farmer's markets or volunteer at soup kitchens we'll do it. I want this to be our life.” He paused his mouth a mere breath from mine. "I want this to be real between us, because it’s already real for me. What do you say, Tiger?” 

      Despite the fact that it felt too good to be true, I wanted all that, too. I wanted Wayne and the baby. I wanted picnics and BBQs by the lake. I want nights out with our friends and I want to be cheering him on at his games, but I also want to go to galleries and time to paint and I want it all with him.  

      “I say yes.”

      And then his mouth was on mine, his tongue delved between my lips and he kissed me like he'd been deprived of me not just for a few days but for a lifetime. I broke the kiss for a moment. "Does that mean we get to have epic make up sex too?” 

      "Whatever you want.”

      He cupped my ass and pulled me closer to him, covering my mouth with his. We stood there for a long-time kissing, surrounded by some of the world's most amazing art. I couldn't help but wonder what they'd say if the paintings could talk.

      They better keep their mouths shut. 

      When we broke apart he poured me a sparkling cider. “I would like to peel that sexy as fuck dress off you right here and make you come on my mouth Chloe, but I know for certain there are security cameras here, so we're going to have to wait until we get home.” 

      I felt my cheeks pink at the very idea. "Pity.” 

      “Oh, there she is, my dirty girl. How about you divert some of that energy into explaining these paintings to me. I'm no expert but I'm more than willing to learn.” 

      And so I did just that as Wayne stood behind me nuzzling my neck and cradling our baby beneath his hands. For the first time since I'd seen the pink lines on the pregnancy test, I felt like maybe things were going to be okay. 
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      I needed to get this out in the open before I lost my goddamn mind. Chloe was so sweet and beautiful…and she’d agreed to date me. Really date me and not just because we were having an oopsie baby together. But because she wanted to be with me.

      With me.

      It felt like a dream because I wasn’t the kind of guy women wanted to date. Have sex with, definitely. Fuck and then see what they could get out of me, sure. Not date me because date meant they had to accept every piece of me and not just the pieces they wanted to see. AKA the money, the prestige, the giant—

      No, Chloe wanted to be with me and she knew me inside and out.

      Which was why I planned a romantic night for the two of us. Just the two of us, and it wasn’t for show or for the cameras. It was for her because she needed to know I was serious about this.

      Chloe eyed me skeptically, scraping her paintbrush across the palate I’d gotten for her. The mural in the baby’s room was really coming along and she spent more time than not in there, wanting to make it perfect.

      “You want me to do what?”

      “I want you to put on that sexy dress and meet me downstairs,” I said with forced innocence. Blinking at her like I wasn’t planning a surprise.

      “Okay, well, I’m not sure if you’ve seen this.” She drew a circle around her growing bump. “But I can't wear a sexy dress anymore. I look like a beached whale.”

      “Well, first of all, I think anything you wear is sexy. You could put on a paper bag or a potato sack and look out of this world.” I ignored her scoff. “Secondly, stop talking badly about yourself. You’re not a whale. You’re a beautiful pregnant woman.”

      But Chloe doesn’t seem inclined to stop the painting. “I’m busy, Wayne. In case you haven’t seen what I’m doing.”

      I groaned and slouched against the door. “Please! We’re going out.” If she didn’t agree to me, then I fully planned on scooping her up fireman style and carrying her out the door. Whether she agreed or not.

      Eventually I wore her out and Chloe caved. Score one for me! I narrowly resisted pumping my fist in the air in victory. She should have known I would eventually. I’m Wayne Havel. I always got what I wanted.

      I took her out to our kind of place, nothing fancy and stuck up. It wasn’t exactly a hole in the wall, but I knew they served killer Indian food. I nixed the idea of Italian because of Chloe’s aversion to garlic.

      She was so sweet and beautiful and she had to agree to date me. Actually date me.

      I didn’t wear her down in that regard until we were in the car.

      “Chloe, I’m serious,” I told her.

      She stared solemnly out the window with one hand stroking her stomach. “I know you think you’re serious, but you don’t need to pretend with me.”

      I’d thought her agreeing to the date meant that she was caving on some level. Maybe not. Maybe Chloe was the one playing me.

      “I’m not saying it just because I think you want to hear it. You know that’s not the kind of man I am. I’m serious when I tell you I want to try this for real. You and me, baby. You and me are endgame.”

      “What are we, teenagers? You don’t need to call us endgame. Just because I’m wearing your ring.” Now she fiddled with the blasphemously large diamond I’d bought her.

      “When have you ever known me to bullshit anyone?” This time my voice turned hard. “Tiger...I don’t live my life for other people. I live my life for me. I also don’t do anything out of obligation if I don’t think it’s the right thing to do. Would you agree?”

      So fucking slowly, she nodded. “Yes, I’d agree.”

      “Okay, build from there. I can talk to you all day and you won’t believe a word. Judge me by my actions. I’m here with you, and I want to be with you. End of story.”

      “Endgame of story,” she corrected with a snigger.

      “I love how you’re not taking this seriously at all,” I said dryly. “After the lovely evening I’ve planned for us.”

      “The night is over, Wayne. My feet hurt, I’m tired, and I’m going home to sleep. Alone.”

      Uh, no. Not going to fly for me. “We’re going home, yes. I’ll rub your feet when we get there.” And then a whole lot more for her.

      The romantic evening was far from over.

      I made sure she was comfy and cozy on the couch before pushing that sexy dress high to eat her out. I made sure Chloe got exactly what she needed from me, which included multiple orgasms until she was flushed and pink and keening beneath me. She was a little too far along for me to feel comfortable with the actual penetration part, but I could definitely make sure she was pleasured and satisfied.

      Which I did. Repeatedly.

      ***

      A knock on the door forced me out of a sound sleep and I blinked awake trying to figure out what the hell was going on.

      Chloe groaned, shifting closer so that the baby bump pressed against my side. “Make it stop,” she muttered.

      “I’ve got to figure out who it is first,” I replied.

      A glance at the clock showed it was seven in the morning. I wasn’t exactly a late sleeper but damn, wasn’t this a bit early for company? And there were no texts on my phone to tell me who it might be, which indicated that it was none of the guys.

      I grab a pair of shorts from the floor and hustle to drag them up over my hips to cover the goods, then leave Chloe sleeping. No doubt as soon as she woke up a little more, she’d be hot on my heels. Well, as fast as she was able to walk.

      A knock on the door sounds again along with the ringing of the bell like someone had their finger pressed to the button.

      “I’m coming!” I yelled, trying to get them to shut it down.

      Finally I grab the doorknob, flipping the deadlock and yanking it open.

      “Oh, fuck.”

      Not eloquent and definitely not the right thing to say to Tom and Bebe Whitlock. But finding them on my doorstep was a surprise.

      What were they doing here? Had they ever told Chloe they were planning on showing up?

      Bad timing.

      Bebe glared at me like it would somehow cause me to crumble into dust in front of her. “May we come in, Mr. Havel?”

      Ooh, she wanted to bring out the last names? Fine, I could play the game as well as anyone else. I stood there in all my partially nude glory—outside of the boxers—and stepped back to allow them both entry to my home without even flinching. “Absolutely, Mrs. Whitlock. Please come inside and make yourself at home. Pastor.”

      Tom nodded as he carefully moved around me and into the front hall.

      “The living room is to the left. Grab a seat and I’ll get Chloe for you. Would anyone like a cup of coffee?” I asked.

      The last thing I wanted to do was give these people something to drink, but my Mom raised me right and I wasn’t about to give them any more fodder to use against me.

      Bebe offered me a stiff bob of her head while Tom thanked me. At least someone remembered their manners.

      I was in the middle of getting a pot of the good stuff going when Chloe shuffled into the kitchen with a wide yawn. Bare footed. Barely dressed. The bottom of her swollen stomach poking out of her shirt.

      She’d never looked sexier.

      “What’s going on, Wayne?” she asked. Leaning forward to offer a sweet peck on my chin.

      “You’re going to want to go upstairs and change, love,” I told her. “Your parents are here.”

      She jumped back like I’d scalded her. “You’re kidding me.” She looked ten seconds away from beating me up. “Wayne, stop it. Stop joking with me.”

      I kept my voice low to avoid being overheard. One of the perks of having a kitchen at the back of the house. “I’m very serious. They showed up. Did they tell you they were—”

      “No,” she interrupted with a snarl. “No, they didn’t tell me they were going to show up. This is ridiculous.”

      Chloe turned on her heel and marched toward the living room. Without changing. Without looking over her shoulder to make sure I was following. I did anyway, having to scurry after her to keep up.

      “What are you doing here?” she came out with immediately. Her hands went to her hips as she stared her parents down.

      Bebe stood up but she didn’t reach out for a hug. Smart woman. Well, maybe not so smart. She’d come here for a confrontation, I was sure of it. 

      “We came for you,” Bebe snapped. “I need you to come home with me now. This charade has lasted long enough and it’s high time for you to come back where you belong.”

      She shot side eyes at me like I’d somehow kidnapped Chloe and forced her to be here with me. Um, negative.

      Chloe shook her head. “I’m not going anywhere. This is my home now.”

      “Your home? Darling, this is all fake. This is nothing but a move for the press.” Bebe’s lips formed a thin straight line.

      “Fake?” I said low and slow. “You have to be kidding me.”

      Chloe held out a hand to me to let me know she had a handle on this. Immediately, I stepped back. Well, figuratively I stepped back. Physically I didn’t move, only crossed my arms in an X over my chest.

      “I think you both have a lot of nerve coming into this house and being not only exceptionally rude to Wayne, but treating me like I’m an idiot who doesn’t know her own mind.”

      Her father cast a glance down at her widening stomach. “You clearly do not make the right choices in this life, Chloe. You’re here shacking up with this ruffian who has fallen from grace. I’ve seen what the news says about him. He’s using you and this baby to clean his tarnished image.”

      “Wow.” Her lips rounded as she said the word. “I guess I never realized what a hypocritical person you are, Dad. Disrespectful, rude, and hypocritical.”

      I lost track of the situation because I saw red. The Whitlocks were saying horrible things to Chloe, and to me. I don’t care about that. I do care about her. I know she told me to let her handle it, but I was a step away from tossing both of them out on their asses and telling them not to come back again.

      Finally the raised voices were starting to feel like needles driving right into my eardrums and I couldn’t take it anymore.

      I swipe my hand through the air like I’m trying to call time with a bunch of rowdy teenagers.

      “Okay, enough.” I have to raise my voice to be overheard above the din. That’s when I notice Chloe has stopped talking. It’s mostly her parents doing the screaming.

      “Enough!” This time they listen to me, and three sets of eyes turn toward me. I point to the door. “You need to get the fuck out of my house. Now,” I tell them. The tone of my voice leaving no guesses as to how I feel.

      “You’re being ridiculous,” Bebe said.

      “I don’t care what you think of me, but I’ve had enough whatever it is you’re trying to do.” I walked toward Tom, who scrambled to get out of the chair where he’d been sitting like a king on his throne. Ready to lecture anyone who didn’t fit into the narrow view of how things should go in life.

      Chloe wasn’t mad at me, either. She was nodding along with my every word. “Let me show you out, in case you’ve forgotten where the door is. And if you can’t treat Wayne and the baby with the respect they are due, then you don't need to come back. I’m done with you,” she told them.

      Well, fuck. I’d never had anyone stand up for me like that (except my mom) and my heart swelled, filling my chest with heat. It meant everything to me.

      Chloe chose me. She chose us.

      Bebe makes a fuss about being hustled out like a stranger but Chloe is just shaking her head, finished with listening to their drivel.

      “I’m sorry. You want to talk to me like an adult, then I may be open to listening. I may not,” she said, using her body to block the door. I stood behind her, ready to lend support either way. 

      “You’re my daughter.” Tom tried one last time to appeal to her.

      “Yes, I’m your daughter. I’m also a human being. I’m a woman and I’m someone and I know my own mind. I think it speaks volumes about you that you are alright coming into this house and insulting the occupants like this. Now please get off the porch. I would rather not look at you anymore.”

      Chloe didn’t say goodbye. She closed the door and locked it behind them with the deadbolt clicking home with a sense of finality I wasn’t sure I had ever seen matched. When she turned to me, there were tears in her eyes.

      “Jesus, Wayne.”

      I reached forward to grab her as she collapsed in my arms, giving into those ugly tears. I loved her ugly tears.

      “I know, it’s a lot,” I told her.

      “I can’t believe—” she broke off on a sob.

      Poor thing. I hated seeing her this way because I knew how much her family meant to her. And to have them saying those things to her…all because of me.

      I rubbed my hand in a circle along her back and kept her pressed close. “Tiger, we’re a family now. We’ll get through this together.”

      I just had to hope she’d start to believe me.
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      I’ve got the paintbrush in hand and a small amount of color mixed for the final details. Almost at the end! The mural in the baby’s room looked amazing, if I do say so myself, and I definitely do. Muted, subtle, but full of life and movement. It wasn’t the typical baby décor, but it was perfect for the kiddo. For my baby.

      Our baby, I mentally corrected for the hundredth—thousandth—time, because I was making a distinctive effort to include Wayne more. To include him in a way I hadn’t before because I’d been convinced he was doing this out of obligation instead of a genuine desire to be with me.

      I knew better now.

      The thought sent a flash of heat through me and I paused to rub a hand over my massive stomach. I loved how it felt to know, to realistically know, we were on the right path with a relationship and come hell or high water (serious hell if my father had his way) we were in this together. Hell yes!

      Stepping away from the small ladder, I looked at the masterpiece finally coming together. Swirls of gray and sage and navy blue interspersed with mustard yellow. The effect was soothing without being overpowering. I was thrilled!

      Covered in paint, yes, but thrilled.

      Since we didn’t know the sex of the baby I tried to keep the tones neutral so the mural would work for either a boy or a girl. We wanted to be surprised and it made the control freak in me want to spiral into a panic. Wayne assured me it would be better to find out once the peanut popped out.

      I tried to take his lead on this but damn, it went against every bit of my nature.

      At least Jessica was here now. She was the soothing presence we both needed because I knew myself, and I knew Wayne. Upon the arrival of B day—birth day—we’d both be freaking out. She came for baby watch and I couldn’t be happier. It was why we’d gotten along so well at the shelter when we worked together.

      She was going to make up for my family. I knew that. Plus, we had the whole of the Minnesota Raiders family to love this baby. Peanut wasn’t going to lack for anything in this life. Which was as it should be! I didn’t want the baby to have to go through anything I did with my parents, making me feel like I wasn’t good enough just for being me.

      No apologies. No regrets.

      “It’s looking really good.”

      Jessica came up behind me and placed her hands on my shoulders as she took in the mural. I brushed the last of the paint off the brush and called it a day. “Thank you,” I said. “I really like the way it came out.”

      “You’re a real artist, Chloe. You’ve always been skilled. This takes things to a whole new level.” She gave me a final pat before walking over to the windows and opening them up wider. “Let’s get some fresh air in here so that we can get rid of the paint smell.”

      Wayne had splurged for paint without any of the harmful chemicals but yeah, it did still smell a little. “Good idea. Then maybe some lemonade outside?”

      Jessica placed a finger to the side of her nose. “Yes, you read my mind.”

      “Call it a sixth sense,” I joked, because between the baby brain and everything going on, I wasn’t firing on all cylinders these days.

      Together we closed up the paint cans and stacked them in the hallway for Wayne to take outside. We were halfway down the stairs when a sharp pain ripped through me and I doubled over. Wincing. Gasping for air.

      “Chloe?” Jessica had her hands on me in an instant. “What’s going on?”

      “I don’t know.” The pain passed in a few seconds and I managed to stand up straight, stretching.

      “Labor?” She sounded excited.

      I wasn’t excited. More like irritated.

      I shook my head. “Let’s just go get our lemonade. I’m sure it’s a muscle cramp.”

      A muscle cramp, yes. Followed by excruciating pain and my water breaking right there in the foyer.

      “I’ll call Wayne,” Jessica said as I struggled to breathe through it. Tuning out everything else.

      Doubling over, I focused on drawing air into my lungs, because this shit wasn’t for the faint of heart. It felt like every muscle in my body was beginning to spasm at the same time. Or maybe it felt like being stabbed with a pitchfork. Either way, it wasn’t fun.

      I was vaguely aware of Jessica coming back and guiding me into the living room, telling me Wayne was on his way and cutting practice early. We had a birth plan in place, didn’t we? I couldn’t remember at this point.

      It took Wayne close to thirty minutes to get home. In a distant part of my mind, I knew he must have gone way over the speed limit.

      “You should have taken her to the hospital!” He immediately set into admonishing his mom. “She’s in pain.”

      “The contractions are so far apart, she’s not even close. She wanted to wait for you.”

      Had I? I didn’t remember.

      The pain was enough that I felt disconnected to my body. As though I've somehow taken a backseat to all of this, my physical self knowing what to do when my mental self was completely gone. All I know is that we are in the car on the way to the hospital, and Jessica has a hold of my hand.

      “Hold on, Tiger,” Wayne said. He kept his eyes on the road, but I know he's worried about me. I could see it in the lines of his face.

      I didn't remember much from that point on. I remember him screeching into the parking lot of the hospital, both of them on either side of me whisking me through the front doors, and an orderly bringing around a wheelchair for me to sit in. I remember the excruciating pain as my body fought to eject the baby. I remember the needle with the epidural sliding through the skin of my back. And then blissful nothingness while everyone around me told me to push. Then it was over. Hours of labor done in the blink of an eye. Thank God, because I'm not sure I would have been able to stand it if I were not given the meds. 

      Looking back, I know I would cherish this moment for what it represented: an entirely new chapter in my life. Wayne was at my side, holding my hand and helping me through this major push. Literal major push.

      Then my baby was in my arms.

      “Congratulations,” the doctor said. I couldn’t see his face through the surgical mask he wore, but I swore he smiled. “It’s a little girl.”

      “A girl,” I whispered.

      Wayne kissed the top of my head, totally sweaty and gross by the way, and our little girl’s cries filled the air.

      “What do you want to call her, baby?” he asked me.

      Ha. Didn’t he know? I wasn’t the baby any more. Now the entire world centered around the perfect tiny girl in my arms. She waved pink fists at the two of us, screaming and red faced. I’d never seen a more beautiful sight.

      “Daisy,” I told him. The name came to me in an instant and settled between us, absolutely right. The same way she was absolutely right.

      “Daisy.” Wayne agreed, moving his lips down the side of my face to capture my own.

      I turn away with a groan. “Don’t, I’m gross.” I clutched Daisy tighter to my chest like I was unwilling to let even an inch of distance separate us.

      “What? You don’t want me to kiss you?” He did so anyway, probably out of spite. Because I know I’m looking like a hot mess and not feeling the best. At least the pain has gone.

      The doctors and nurses set about cleaning up the room and me, I guessed, but my attention was completely focused on my family.

      “Wayne?” I glanced up at him, catching his gaze. “We did it.”

      He shook his head. “I’m giving you all the credit on this one. The only thing I did was become a human pincushion. I think you broke a few bones in my hand.”

      I chuckled and said, “Isn’t it a small price to pay for this?”

      But he didn’t have an answer for me. Because despite my assurances that I was well and truly disgusting, he was kissing me again.

      “I’m so proud of you.”

      “My body knew exactly what to do,” I insisted.

      “It doesn’t matter. You made it through, you made it look easy, and I am so happy to be here with you. There’s no one else I’d rather do this with. I hope you know that by now.”

      I knew from the look on his face right then: he was telling the truth.

      “I know, honey.”

      It was the first time I’d used any cutesy pet name on him and I was not ashamed to see his eyes turn just a little bit wet at hearing it.

      A little bit later the whole team, including wives and Jessica, piled into the room to meet Daisy. It was hectic and chaotic. It was noise and shuffling and way too many hands trying to reach out to not only hold her but to smooth my hair back and whatnot.

      None of it mattered to me, if the big ol’ smile on my face meant anything. Because this was what family was supposed to be.

      And right in the middle of it? That’s where I was supposed to be.
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      It was as perfect a day as I’d ever seen. The sun was shining and dancing across the water on the lake outside our home. Yup, our home. It didn’t sound strange to me anymore. At least, I’d had more than enough time to get used to the idea. And Chloe took every opportunity to not only remind me but to bring in pieces to make it hers, too.

      Birds sang and I feel like some hero from a fucking movie who was about to burst into song. I was not going to do that, because I was a badass hockey player, but the feeling remained.

      No, what I was going to do instead of sing was hold my shit together and wait for Chloe to walk down the aisle we'd created on our deck. I wore some kind of button-down shirt she’d picked out and a pair of pressed black pants. Oh, and sneakers. I’d insisted on the sneakers and luckily for me, my soon to be wife was a kick ass kind of lady and wanted me to be happy. Although she’d drawn the line when I wanted to wear sweatpants.

      I didn’t blame her for that.

      I'd wear anything my bride wanted right now. If I had to stand here naked to marry this woman, I'd do it.

      My best buddies were there surrounding me, Seamus standing up as my best man, and I was almost bursting with pride. They’d all shown up for this special day without hesitation. Okay, maybe a few plans to be worked around with the last-minute wedding invitation, but none of it mattered. They were here.

      My mom also stood beside me. Jessica had gone and gotten herself a license so she could officiate at our wedding. I loved that woman with all my heart and today she looked radiant, wearing a long flowing dress and beaded necklaces. Until Chloe and Daisy, I hadn’t really understood how your heart could expand to make room for all the people you loved.

      It was just my mom and me for so long I hadn't realized that, but my heart is beating large in my chest right now and I'm so glad my mom was here.

      She has taken to being a grandma like a duck to water. She had me at twenty, so she's one young nana and she loves it. Right now she's wearing a white suit not dissimilar to mine, except she has a yellow shirt on, not the black one like me and the guys.

      “I'm so proud of you,” she said when I met her at the altar. "You're the best son a mom could want.”

      I admit I got a little misty. Maybe real men really did cry. “Thanks Mom, must be because you were such an awesome mom.”

      “You give me too much credit baby, but today I'll take it.” I know she feels bad I never had a dad, but I didn't need one. That doesn't mean I'm not giving myself one hundred percent to fatherhood.

      Night time feeds, nappy changing, bath time - I'm in for all of it. Not that I'm doing it alone. Between me, Chloe, and my mom, Miss Daisy is one spoiled little bug, and I wouldn't have it any other way.

      It has been six month since she completed our family and right now her mom and I are finally going to make it official.

      The music started and Fia headed down the aisle towards us. She was paired up with the Rookie for today and he's been threatened with his life by Dom to behave. And then Nicole walked our way. I barely saw her because I caught sight of Chloe. 

      She balanced Daisy on her hip and Chris stood by her side. The woman was breathtaking in a full-length gown that dipped low between her luscious breasts where a row of tiny buttons started and traveled all the way down her center. She had a wreath of daisies on her hair, which was loose and flowing. That was my hippy chick right there. Daisy was dressed in a little yellow dress and she looked as cute as a button, but her mama had all my focus right now.

      I was happy for Chloe that Chris was here. Her parents hadn’t bothered to come around and that made me sad as well. But truly, I was more upset for them. I couldn’t believe they would miss out on this out of stubbornness.

      Chris shot me a nod. He had apologized many times over the past few months, to the two of us. It didn't take Annie long to show her true colors and their marriage crumbled away to dust. Another thing their parents didn't approve of: the divorce.

      Did they really expect their son to stay with a woman who cheated on him? I didn't think I'd ever understand their moral code no matter how hard I tried.

      Still, today he was here with his sister, standing beside her where he belonged.

      They made their way toward me down the aisle and I know I'm grinning like a fool. Except I'm not one. Today I know for certain I'm the smartest man on the planet, because I'm marrying the girl of my dreams.

      When they reached me, Chris shook my hand and handed Chloe off to me.

      “You are stunning,” I said, running my hands down her arms because I couldn’t help it. I had to touch her.

      "You don't look too bad yourself,” she replied. She tipped her head to take me all in. “Mmm yes, I think you’ll do. Very nicely.”

      Of course, Daisy wanted in on the action and reached her chubby arms out for me. I took her from her mom and kissed her sweet head. I'd never not love that sweet baby smell.

      "Shall we do this?” Jessica asked.

      I nodded and handed Daisy over to Mitch. It was weird, but for some reason my daughter had a mild crush on him. Maybe because she could see he was a kid like her. It didn't matter if she was fine with him and Chloe and I could focus on each other.

      We wanted a short, sharp ceremony, followed by a big party here at the house, and that was exactly what we had.

      Hours later she was wrapped in my arms on the makeshift dance floor and I'm rock hard from wanting her for hours. She turned in my arms and her butt pressed against my cock as she swayed there teasing me. She leaned her arms back and looped them behind my neck. It's sexy as fuck, from this angle I can see those breasts I love so much and her pebbled nipples beneath her dress. I wasn't the only one turned on.

      “Watch out, woman. Last time we danced together at a wedding, you ended up pregnant,” I warned her as she teased me.

      She spun around and looped her hands back behind my neck, facing me this time. “That would be just fine with me,” she said.

      “Seriously?” God I loved this woman. I reached down and kissed her because it was my damn wedding and I could do what I liked.

      “I'll have a whole hockey team with you Wayne, if that's what you want.”

      I did want that. I wanted us to build a big robust family so that our kids never had to worry about being alone like I had. “What do you want?”

      “You. Daisy. A family.”

      “Well then, we better get started.” I bent down and nipped at her earlobe before lifting her into my arms.

      “You don’t think we should wait until after the reception?” Her eyes were wide, but I could tell she was equal parts amused and turned on. 

      “Is that really necessary?” I was pretty certain I'd seen several of my teammates and their women disappear at various times today and reappear a little disheveled.

      “I guess it depends how quickly you can work?” she teased me, licking her pretty pink lips.

      “Is that a challenge, Mrs. Havel?”

      I didn't wait for her to answer. I just whisked her inside and up to our room, hoping no one would notice the bride and groom were missing for a few minutes. Hours. Whatever.

      Not that I cared if the whole world knew I was with Chloe. In fact, I wanted the whole world to know she was mine. Now and forever. Body and soul.
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