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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      “Whas’ good here, doll? Sides you, a course.” A drunken customer leers at my tits as he slurs his words.

      “The water’s delicious,” I respond.

      He cackles and leans over the bar. “Gimme ‘nother Mich Ultra.”

      “Another pussy beer, comin’ up.” I grin at him.

      He lowers his brows. “What’d you say?”

      “I said coming right up.”

      “Mia, I need that mojito!” yells Lana, a waitress at Lucky Seven, the bar I’m tending singlehandedly on a busy Friday night.

      I ignore her and get the Mich Ultra. I always serve my customers first, because they’re tipping me, not their waitress. Lana’s a bitch, anyway, and mojitos take forever to make.

      After filling two more orders, I start the mojito. I’m crushing the mint when a loud wave of laughter pours into the already loud bar, bringing with it a burst of chilly November air as the door is held open for a dozen women to walk in.

      It’s a bachelorette party, the bride decked out in a crown of bows and a hot pink boa. I can’t help smiling at the look of absolute joy on her face. It reminds me of the way I felt before my own wedding eight years ago. Little did I know then what I huge mistake I was about to make.

      A fresh-faced woman from the party approaches the bar and asks for ten shots of Fireball. When she reaches into her purse, I stop her.

      “First round’s free for bachelorette parties,” I say.

      “Are you serious?”

      “Yep.”

      “Oh my God, that’s so nice!”

      I just smile because I can’t tell her the real reason the owner of the bar, Janice, gives the first round free to bachelorette parties. Janice was the seventh wife of Mike McGill, an obnoxious dick who owned a sports bar in the south side of Chicago called The Penalty Box. I never knew him, but from what I’ve heard, he regularly beat the shit out of her. When he dropped dead of a heart attack, Janice burned all his prized sports memorabilia and renamed the bar Lucky Seven. Janice says the least she can do for a woman about to get shackled to a man is give her a free drink. Can’t say I disagree.

      “Hey, can I get some service?” a woman yells from the end of the bar.

      I look up and then walk in the other direction to help someone else, because fuck her. Janice told me on my first day here eight months ago that she wanted me to be salty. Pushover bartenders lose her money, she said. And again—works for me. Nothing turns my stomach like letting someone walk all over me. My husband has done enough of that to leave me feeling ground into the dirt.

      As soon as two people get up from their seats at the bar, a tall man in a suit grabs the back of one and pulls it out. A pretty brunette slides onto the seat and he hangs her coat on the back of her chair before sitting down himself.

      “What can I get you guys?” I ask them.

      “What would you like, babe?” he asks her, his eyes warm.

      As she thinks about what she wants to order, I look at them both during the few seconds of silence. He’s handsome—clean-shaven with short blond hair and crinkles at the corners of his eyes. She sits close to him, her dark hair over one shoulder.

      “I’ll have a margarita, please,” she says. “On the rocks.”

      “Guinness for me,” the man says.

      I nod and as I’m turning to fill the order, she leans over to kiss his cheek. They seem so happy. He seems thoughtful. I’m guessing they haven’t been together very long.

      I’m working from 6:00 p.m. to 2:00 a.m. tonight. At ten o’clock on the dot, Janice comes out from her office in the back and joins me behind the bar.

      “Take a break,” she says, pulling up the sleeves of her shirt.

      “You sure? I’m slammed.”

      “I’ve got it.”

      “Damn, girl.” A male voice says from the other side of the bar. “You’re like a fresh Oreo cookie, ain’t ya? Double stuffed.” He eyes my tits and grins.

      Being biracial, I’ve heard all types of words meant to denote my skin tone, even if in this case he’s commenting about my breasts more so than my mixed skin tone—a combination of black and white.

      I’m damn proud of my heritage though and as I’m about to tell him to fuck off, my boss beats me to it.

      “The fuck is wrong with you?” Janice demands, eyes narrowed. “Get your ass out of my bar!”

      He draws back, shocked by her reaction. “Hey, I didn’t mean—”

      “Well then you shouldn’t have opened your redneck mouth! You’ve got ten seconds to move your ass before I grab my shotgun.”

      His mouth drops open and he takes off. Janice shakes her head.

      “Prick,” she mutters.

      I know better than to thank her. I have before, and she silenced me with a sharp comment every time.

      “Sure you want me on break?” I say instead.

      “You already wasted your first minute standing here.” She glares at me and then takes an order from one of the waitresses.

      I walk back to the supply room where employees take their breaks. The wood-paneled walls are lined with cases of alcohol, but there’s a space carved out for a small table with three chairs around it. Janice’s late husband didn’t allow breaks, and that was one of her first rule changes when she took over.

      My green canvas backpack hangs from a hook on the wall, my worn, wool winter coat over it. I fish through the bag until I find my macroeconomics textbook and the Ziploc baggie with a peanut butter sandwich inside.

      I’ve got fifteen minutes to read up on how interest rates affect the economy. It’s not remotely interesting, but I have a test tomorrow. I’m twenty-nine, but it’s nights like this I feel nineteen again, holed up in my dorm room studying while others are partying.

      If I could go back, I’d do things much differently. But like my grandma always said, life only has one gear—drive, so I keep moving forward, the only way I can go.
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      Anton

      My brother’s a fucking asshole. I’ve known this since I first learned how to walk thirty years ago. My mom loves to tell the story about me taking my first tentative steps across our tiny Saint Petersburg apartment, my lips pursed in concentration. That is, until my twin brother Alexei crawled up behind me like a bat out of hell, laughing as he upended me and I fell on my ass.

      “How’s that water?” He grins obnoxiously at me from across the table at our favorite Chicago steakhouse, his first glass of Heineken nearly gone already.

      “Water’s water,” I say, shrugging. “How’s your liver?”

      “My liver’s a fucking champ. It’s scrappy. If there was a Hunger Games for livers, mine would definitely be the winner.”

      “You think?”

      He arches his brows. “You only live once, man.”

      Our server ends the conversation as he approaches with our dinner. Even though I devoured a salad already, my stomach growls as the plate with double portions of grilled chicken and steamed vegetables is set in front of me.

      Alexei looks just as famished as he eyes his sixteen-ounce filet mignon and an enormous baked potato loaded with butter and sour cream.

      “Another Heineken, sir?” the server asks him.

      “Yeah, thanks.”

      “I’ll bring more bread, too.” The server picks up the basket Alexei emptied, slathering each piece with butter as I ate my salad. “Anything else I can get you?”

      “I think we’re good, thanks,” I say.

      We both eat in silence for a couple minutes, until my brother sets down his fork and gives me a stern look.

      “You do realize I had the game tonight, right? If Lenz hadn’t been fucking asleep in front of the net, we’d have won. Easily.”

      “Here we go.” I roll my eyes.

      “Don’t start that shit, Anton. You know I’m right.”

      “I know you lost.”

      “Lenz practically escorted you to the inside of our net, man.”

      “4–2.” I remind him of the score. “A decisive win, I’d say.”

      “We’ll have a new goalie by Monday, guaranteed.”

      “We smoked you, Lex. The big talking Comets got shut down.”

      He glares at me as he puts a giant bite of steak into his mouth and chews it slowly. This is his old trick for thinking of a comeback when he’s got nothing.

      My brother and I played on the same team from the time we immigrated to the US from Russia at age five until we both graduated from Boston College, where we played hockey on athletic scholarships. My full-time job in college, in addition to playing hockey and studying for class, was keeping my hard-partying brother out of trouble so he wouldn’t lose his scholarship.

      After college, we entered the NHL draft and signed with different teams. There’s only room for one Petrov brother on an NHL team, because while our personalities are like night and day, we’re very much the same on the ice. We’re both first line centers who fight hard and never quit. Both team captains who accept nothing less than one hundred percent. And we’re also both stubborn as hell.

      Alexei started out playing for Minneapolis, but now he’s with the Austin Comets and I’m with the Chicago Blaze. No one gives me more shit than my brother, but no one loves me more either. I know for sure he’d walk through fire for me, and I’d do the same for him. Dinner at Robertson’s Steakhouse is our tradition after every game we play against each other in Chicago, no matter how pissed off or beat down the loser feels.

      “You could pick up some speed if you cleaned up your diet and quit drinking so much,” I say.

      Alexei scoffs. “Which of us is leading the league in goals scored? It ain’t you, fucker.”

      My brother was born with a natural talent for the game of hockey. When our parents sent us to Detroit at age five to live and train with a top youth ice hockey coach, Martin Carr, Alexei took to it right away. He was skating circles around me within the first week. The stick seemed like a natural extension of his arm, doing exactly what he wanted right when he wanted.

      Training was mandatory six mornings a week, Monday through Saturday. And every Sunday morning, while my brother slept in and watched cartoons, I trained anyway. I had to bust my ass to master every skill, practicing harder and harnessing my frustration over falling short to Alexei.

      The tide turned in high school, when my dedication in the weight room helped me become faster than my brother. We competed like never before over the first line center position on our team, him constantly bitching to me about actually having to train for once. The position went back and forth between us all four years, our coach thrilled at the good fortune of never having to ask us to work our asses off.

      Hard work is in our blood. It’s the Russian in us. Our childhood there wasn’t easy, but it toughened us both up.

      “Why settle for less than your best?” I ask Alexei.

      It’s a familiar refrain. I’ve never been able to hide my frustration over my brother’s lackadaisical attitude. He drinks like he has a hollow leg and eats like a death row inmate every day.

      “Fuck off, Anton,” he says. “You won. Enjoy it and quit bitching at me like a mother hen. And again,” he points at his chest, “leading the league in goals scored.”

      I point at myself. “Highest paid.”

      My twin turns his finger and points it at me. “Biggest asshole.”

      “Biggest dick, too.” I look down at my crotch and grin. “Literally.”

      He snorts. “Yeah, but is it doing you much good, Father Anton?”

      I shake my head at his use of my teammates’ nickname for me. Not sure why they’re all so fixated on my sex life. Or lack thereof.

      “I’m in a dry spell,” I admit.

      “By choice. You can get ass anytime you want.”

      “So why does it matter whether I want to?”

      Alexei shrugs and lifts his empty glass, signaling to the server for another beer. “Why wouldn’t a man want to get laid? You having trouble getting it up?”

      “Hell no.” I glare at him.

      “Well then…?”

      “Back off.”

      I look from side to side, tense about our conversation being overheard. I get plenty of shit from my teammates over not being with a woman in so long; I sure as hell don’t need other people hearing about it.

      Alexei looks amused as he speaks to me in a low tone. “This is the most private table in the place, Annie.”

      “Don’t call me that, shithead. I’ll beat your ass.”

      He puts up his hands, conceding. “Fine. Sorry. And look, it’s not the sex itself I’m wondering about. It’s the why. Knox told me you haven’t been with anyone in more than a year. What’s going on with you?”

      I make a mental note to tell that second line center to fuck off. “Knox needs to shut his trap.”

      “Are you with someone?” Alexei’s amusement seems to grow. “Look, I know I talk a lot of shit about commitment, but man, you are tailor made for it. If you’re in a relationship, you don’t need to hide it from me.”

      “Christ, you’re a narcissist. Not everything is about you.”

      “Well then…? This conversation is starting to feel like asking a woman where she wants to get dinner. Will you just answer the fucking question?”

      “Maybe I don’t want to.”

      My brother scoffs with annoyance. “That doesn’t work with me, prick. We tell each other everything. I even told you about that rash I got on my junk after I went scuba diving.”

      “Yeah, and I’m so glad you did.” I roll my eyes.

      “Just spill it, asshole.”

      I get a brief respite when the server brings a fresh beer for Alexei and fills up my water. But as soon as he leaves, Alexei’s expectant expression returns.

      “Look, I don’t want you telling Knox or—”

      He turns serious. “I’d never tell anyone. You know that.”

      I nod. I do know that. And while my brother and I keep in close contact by phone and text, this dinner is a rare chance for us to catch up on stuff that matters in person. The staff at Robertson’s always saves us this back corner table, where no one approaches for autographs or eavesdrops on our conversations.

      “There’s someone I’m interested in,” I admit.

      Alexei brightens. “Good. What’s the issue, then? It’s not like you’re shy.”

      “It’s complicated.” I take my time eating a bite of chicken, trying to figure out how to placate him without actually saying too much.

      “Don’t give me that bullshit. Spell it out. What’s complicated about it? Is she underage? In prison? Actually a man?”

      “Jesus, Alexei. She’s married, okay? Now will you drop it?”

      His easygoing demeanor fades as his smile flattens and his brows drop down, giving me a seriously disappointed look. “You’re seeing a married woman?”

      “No. I wouldn’t do that. You think I’d do that?” I scowl at him.

      He shrugs. “Well, from what you said…”

      I lean my elbows on the table. “Look. She’s off limits. But that doesn’t stop the way I feel about her. God knows I’ve tried everything I can think of to get past it. But it doesn’t even matter because she doesn’t know how I feel. No one knows but me, and now you.”

      “So you just…?”

      “I just…focus on other things.”

      Alexei’s expression is so confounded it’d be comical if I wasn’t wound so tight right now.

      “Okay,” he finally says, clearing his throat. “I can help with this. You need to fuck this woman out of your system.”

      I shake my head and then drop it into my hands. “I don’t need your help.”

      “Just hear me out. I caught feelings for a woman a few years ago and this is how I got rid of ‘em.”

      I glare at him. “Because feelings are such a bad thing?”

      “We’re only thirty-one, man. I’m not even considering settling down ‘til I’m forty.”

      “You’re like an overgrown frat boy. I’ve been over mindless fucking for a while now.”

      For two years and seven months, actually, but I’m not telling him that. From the first time I laid eyes on Mia Marceau, nothing’s been the same for me. For the first few months, the guilt alone made me try hard to find another woman I could fall for.

      I went on dates. I posed for a Sports Illustrated shoot that had women tossing their panties onto the ice at games with my name and their phone numbers written on them. I picked women up at bars after games. Hell, I even let myself be auctioned off for an evening out to benefit charity.

      Nothing. Just looking at Mia got me more worked up than anything else I did with other women. So I quit dating, because it wasn’t working and it also wasn’t fair to the women I was going out with.

      “C’mon, let’s go get a drink, Gramps,” Alexei says, signaling for the check. “After the higher-paid brother picks up our check, of course.”

      I can’t keep the grin from my face as I take out my wallet. “You gonna buy my water at the bar, high roller?”

      “I’d buy you whatever you wanted if you’d pull the stick out of your ass and order a real drink.”

      If I could drink and play like Alexei, I would. But if I slide on my diet, I’ll be slower. More sluggish. I can’t afford that. The older I get, the harder I have to work to stay at the top of my game.

      And even though my life’s damn good, the game of hockey is about all I’ve got.
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      Mia

      The bar is louder and more rowdy when I return from my break. Janice nods at me as I take over, wiping her sleeve across her brow to clear away the sheen of sweat.

      Being on my feet all night here is physically exhausting. I can’t complain, though. It gets crazy busy, especially on weekends, but I’ve done way worse jobs for way less money.

      I’m a Southside girl. When I was a kid, I delivered newspapers, did yard work and babysat for my neighbors. I was thrilled when a neighbor offered me six bucks an hour to help take care of her grandma when I was thirteen. Watching game shows and playing cards with an old lady sounded much better than chasing toddlers around all day. But I soon found out I was in for more—I had to help her take showers and wipe herself in the bathroom. I had to rub her feet and cook her liver and onions.

      The money got better when I turned sixteen. I started waitressing then, stuffing tip money into my grandparents’ coffee can savings account when they weren’t looking. I did odd jobs with my grandpa for extra cash, too. We shoveled snow, scrapped metals and fixed up cars. We didn’t have much, but now I know we had everything that really matters.

      “Two cosmos, a white Russian and a Bud Light bottle,” a waitress named Cara calls out to me. I meet her eyes to let her know I’ve got it.

      “What do you guys have on draft?” a man at the bar asks me. I rattle off the list, take his order and dart to my mixing station before anyone else can stop me.

      I love being this busy. When orders are flying and it’s all I can do to keep up, the night goes by fast, I make great tips, and I feel outside of myself. I’m not Mia Marceau, a broke twenty-nine year-old college senior with an estranged husband. I’m just Mia the bartender, filler of drink orders who smiles, makes change and wipes down the bar.

      You can’t think about your problems when your mind is this busy. On my nights off, I sometimes wish for the escape I get here.

      “Hey, you got a boyfriend?” a customer calls out to me, belching and grinning.

      “Yep.”

      “He’s not here now, though, is he?” He waggles his brows at me.

      “Nope, he’s in prison.” I lie with a straight face.

      “No shit?”

      “No shit. He beat a guy to death for hitting on me.”

      I turn back to the tap and draw a couple beers. The guy’s gone when I turn back around. That one works every time.

      I can’t help glancing over at the bachelorette party again. The laughter between them makes my heart happy, but it also makes me miss the girlfriends I’ve lost. Once I started dating the man I later married, I slowly lost touch with every friend I had. Eventually there was no one in my life but him. What a fucking fool I was.

      A few women from the bachelorette party get up and walk over to two guys at a nearby table. When I look over at them, my heart pounds so hard I get lightheaded.

      Shit. It’s Anton and Alexei Petrov, both dressed in dark suits minus the ties. I don’t think Alexei would recognize me, but Anton might. I freeze for a couple seconds, fighting my urge to dive under the bar so they don’t see me. The women are laughing and one is trying to slide onto Anton’s lap while another is asking Alexei to sign one of her boobs.

      I’ll have to beg Janice to cover for me until they leave. Even though I knew this would happen eventually, I’m flipping my shit. Things are finally going well for me—Anton seeing me is likely to ruin everything.

      He turns my way in that moment, doing a double take before shock registers on his face. Fuuuuuck.

      I swallow hard, trying to get ahold of myself.

      “Mia, a Guinness draft and margarita rocks,” Lana calls out.

      I turn in her direction, my heart still hammering hard.

      “You waiting for an engraved invitation?” she snaps. “Get my drinks!”

      I put my hand up, silently asking for a shred of grace. Then I take a deep breath and go get her drinks. By the time I return to the bar, Anton is standing there.

      “Mia?” His tone implores me to explain myself.

      “Hey,” I say with a weak smile.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Please don’t tell Adam you saw me here. Or saw me at all, actually.”

      He brushes a hand through his shaggy dark blond hair. “But…you work here?”

      I understand his confusion. Most wives of NHL players don’t tend bar on Saturday nights. But then, most wives of NHL players also don’t live apart from their husbands and pray nightly to find a way to divorce them.

      “Please don’t say anything,” I beg.

      “I won’t,” he assures me. “But does Adam know?”

      Hell yes, he knows, I think. And he revels in me earning money one dollar at a time.

      “Hey, can I get some help?” a customer calls from the end of the bar. Another one is eyeing me like he’s ready to place an order.

      “I have to…” I gesture toward the customers.

      “When can I talk to you?” Anton asks me.

      I shake my head. “Just…please, forget you saw me, okay?”

      Without giving him time to respond, I turn and walk to the other end of the bar. My hands shake as I reach for a bottle of Stoli to mix a drink. My world is almost completely peaceful these days, and if Anton tells Adam he saw me here, it won’t be anymore.

      I don’t know Adam’s team captain well. The Blaze traded for Anton Petrov around three years ago, making him their star center and highest-paid player. I used to see him at team parties and fundraisers. Other players’ wives told me he’s strict about his diet, sleep and workouts.

      One player’s wife, Marla Lansing, said she tried to set Anton up with her sister, who was Miss California at the time, but that Anton wasn’t interested. Apparently he used to date women, but he hasn’t for a while. Maybe he realized he’s gay, I don’t know.

      I don’t really care, either. I just need him to forget he saw me here tonight.

      “Heard we had two NHL players in here tonight,” Janice says to me as she closes out one of the registers at the end of the night.

      We’re closed, but I still check our surroundings to make sure no other employees are nearby before I respond.

      “Anton and Alexei Petrov,” I tell her. “Fraternal twins. Anton’s the captain of the Blaze and Alexei plays for the Comets.”

      “Huh. Don’t think we’ve had any NHL players in here since before Mike died.”

      “Hopefully it was just a one time thing,” I say softly.

      Janice is silent, but she has to know what I mean. I had to tell her who I am when she hired me, because I had to give my legal name and social security number to be paid. But to all the other employees here, I’m Mia Brown—my maiden name.

      “Head home, kid,” Janice says. “I’ve got it from here.”

      My shoulders sink with fatigue. “Okay, thanks.”

      I button up my coat and pull my stocking cap down over my ears before leaving the bar. The walk home, in the dark, is always cold.

      A few random snowflakes float down around me as I make the familiar trek past closed-down shops and businesses, passing the occasional homeless person huddled beneath a blanket.

      There’s no place like Chicago. The bright lights and city smell are a comfort to me. With my grandma now gone, and my grandpa sick, I don’t have the house I grew up in to call home anymore. The city itself feels like a longtime loved one to me.

      It’s after three in the morning when I walk up the two flights of stairs to the apartment I share with a single mom and her young son. I unlock the deadbolt with a key on my ring, sighing softly as I close the door behind me.

      I’m home. Well, home-ish. Anita was looking for a roommate nine months ago, at a time when I was flat broke and desperate to find a place to stay. She’s working her way through law school and was struggling financially, so the room I rent from her is actually her son Dre’s. Now Dre sleeps in her room.

      When I drop my backpack on the table and walk into the darkened kitchen for some water, I see a note on the fridge, the words written in bold black caps:

      GROCERIES ARE NOT INCLUDED IN YOUR RENT!!! DON’T TOUCH MY CHEESE! BUY YOUR OWN CHEESE!

      Rolling my eyes at the note, I take a glass from the dish drainer and fill it half full of tap water, drink it, and then rinse out the glass and return it to the drainer.

      I didn’t touch Anita’s fucking cheese. I don’t even eat here. Last week she accused me of stealing her toothpaste, which I also didn’t do. Her kid hides shit and we both know it.

      But at least when I close the door to my bedroom, I have a spot that’s just mine. It’s maybe eighty square feet and the radiator makes clanging noises that wake me up, but it’s mine.

      Adam has never come here. I hope he doesn’t even know where I live.

      I’m too tired to brush my teeth and wash my face. Instead, I crawl into bed still wearing all my clothes and fall fast asleep within minutes.
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      Nothing compares to the adrenaline rush of game days, but I’ve got a thing for practices, too. When the rink is quiet, and you only hear the whoosh of skate blades on ice and sticks hitting the rink, it’s pretty damn zen to me.

      Then there’s the occasional eruption from all of us when someone makes a nice play, like just now when Victor shot the puck across the ice like a bullet.

      Vic and Luca are my wingers, and I hope like hell they both stay healthy, because we work together like a well-oiled machine.

      On our break, we all grab water bottles and sit down.

      “How’s it going, man?” I ask Luca.

      “Okay.”

      “Kids doing good?”

      “No one’s in juvie yet.” A smile tugs at the corners of his lips.

      The past year has been a crash course in fatherhood for Luca. His brother died serving in Afghanistan a couple years ago, so Luca moved his sister-in-law and his brother’s three kids into his house so he could help. Not long after, his sister-in-law was diagnosed with an aggressive pancreatic cancer and she passed away within a year. Luca was granted custody and is raising the kids now.

      “Hey man, that’s something,” I tell him.

      “How come you never ask us to babysit?” Vic elbows Luca as he asks. “We’re fuckin’ awesome babysitters.”

      I nod. “I could teach ‘em all how to make torches out of aerosol cans.”

      “We’ll juggle knives and brew beer with ‘em,” Vic adds. “Maybe watch some porn.”

      Luca can’t help laughing at that. “I’m good, thanks.”

      “Seriously,” I remind him for at least the dozenth time, “let us know if you need anything.”

      There’s a collective yell as Adam and Knox battle for the puck, both of them giving it everything they’ve got. Seeing Adam makes me think of seeing Mia last night—not that I’ve stopped thinking about it for more than a minute at a time since then.

      “What’s going on with Adam?” I ask Luca and Vic.

      “What do you mean?” Luca turns my way.

      I shrug and come up with something. “He just seems off.”

      “He banged two strippers last night,” Vic says. “Probably tired.”

      A wave of disgust hits. I’ve always known Adam didn’t deserve Mia. He cheats on her like it’s nothing. But I never knew whether she knew about it. Now, for the first time, I have hope that maybe she finally left him. And that means…

      I shut the thought down immediately. It’s a cardinal violation of the bro code to lust after your buddy’s wife or ex-wife. Even worse when he’s your teammate. I’m the captain of the Chicago Blaze and I have to stay above reproach. If it even got out that I have feelings for Mia, whether I ever acted on them or not, it would divide our team in an ugly way.

      Our team is a family. Most of the time, we see each other more than the guys with wives and kids get to see their actual families.

      My folks will never leave Russia, even though Alexei and I have the means to give them a better life here. We visit them there, but they’re afraid to step outside their comfort zone and take a vacation here. They’ve been repeating the same day for the past forty years, and they’ll never stop.

      Work has been engrained in me from birth. And while the American family that hosted my brother and I think of us as family, they’re not blood. Working hard is my way of honoring my parents and the sacrifices they made to get me here.

      My brother’s my only blood relative I see more than once a year, so my team family is that much more important to me.

      I’m just stepping out of the shower after practice when Adam approaches me, wearing a shit-eating grin.

      “Bless me Father, for I have sinned,” he quips. “One for me and one for all the ass you’re missing out on.”

      “Fuck off,” I growl.

      “What crawled up your ass and died?” he demands.

      “You’re an asshole.”

      He advances on me. “Watch your fucking mouth.”

      Knox steps in between us. “Walk away, guys.”

      “Go home to your wife,” I tell Adam.

      I know it’s not a comment I should be making, but I can’t help it. It just comes out of me, same as my feelings for Mia. Right or wrong, my logic disappears when she’s involved.

      “Who the fuck do you think you are, mentioning my wife?” Adam pushes past Knox.

      I was hoping he’d say she’s not his wife anymore. Damn, I was hoping hard.

      “You know my car,” I say. “You got a problem with it, come find me in the parking lot.”

      One of our coaches, Larry, steps in then.

      “What the fuck is wrong with you two? You’re both right. Marceau, you are an asshole and Petrov, you are not his mother. And you both get paid too goddamned much to be getting injured fighting in the parking lot. Petrov, you’ve got ten minutes to get in your car and get the hell out of here. Marceau, you put your ass on that bench for the next ten minutes.”

      I feel like an asshole. Larry’s right. And I’m never one of the guys the coaches have to yell at.

      But I glare at Adam anyway before going to my locker to put on some clothes, grab my phone and keys and take off.

      It’s such bullshit that a guy like him even got a second look from Mia. I don’t have to know her well to know she’s way too good for him.
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      I hear an old man bitching about something before I even unlock the door to my Lakeshore Drive apartment. His voice gets louder as I open it.

      “What are you, stupid?” Uncle Dix shouts. “Did your nursing degree come from one of those online outfits? You could’ve killed me!”

      “Mr. Dixon, please settle down,” a female voice urges. “This isn’t good for you.”

      “You know what’s not good for me? A twelve-year-old nurse that doesn’t know shit from shinola.”

      I toss my keys on the table and walk into the living room, which has a great view of the lake, a pissed-off nurse on one side of the room and my Uncle Dix in a recliner on the other side, scowling.

      “Did you find her number in a Cracker Jack box, Anton?” Uncle Dix demands.  “Did you even ask to see her nursing degree?”

      I turn to Leah. “What’s going on?”

      “I took away his cigarettes.”

      “Seems reasonable.” I look over at Uncle Dix.

      “You can’t just take a man off his smokes cold turkey! I’ll have withdrawal symptoms. The shakes. And the stress isn’t good for my blood pressure.”

      “Mr. Dixon, you’ve had two strokes,” Leah says. “You can’t be smoking.”

      “Eh, what do you know? I’m seventy-eight goddamned years old. I served in combat. If I want to have a smoke—”

      I cut in. “Uncle Dix, where’d you get the cigarettes? I told you, no more having shit delivered when I’m not here.”

      He curls his upper lip at me. “Am I in prison? Last time I checked I wasn’t in no fuckin’ prison. If I want to have a smoke—”

      “I’ll talk to the front desk again,” I tell Leah. “I told them no deliveries get past the front desk without me signing for them, but obviously he found a way around it.”

      “I found a bottle of whiskey in his nightstand, too.”

      “You better not’ve touched my whiskey, you bitch!”

      Uncle Dix presses the button on his recliner that eases him up into a standing position. It moves slowly, his crippled body at the mercy of the special chair. I can’t help feeling sorry for this man who’s not actually my uncle. Strokes have taken away much of his physical control.

      “Mr. Dixon!” Leah rushes over to get his wheelchair in position.

      “Don’t Mr. Dixon me,” he grumbles, looking at me. “She calls me all kinds of names when you aren’t here. Dickhead, asshole, cocksucker…”

      Leah’s mouth falls open with shock. “I do not!”

      “She does!” Uncle Dix insists. “And she plays with my balls when she’s giving me a bath.”

      Leah shakes her head. “I would never.”

      “Look, it’s not you,” I tell her. “He’s this way with all the nurses I’ve hired.”

      “Mr. Petrov, I don’t think this is going to work out.”

      My heart sinks. “No, please don’t go. If you can just ignore his mouth—”

      “Don’t let the door hit you on the way out!” Uncle Dix barks.

      Leah holds onto the handles of the wheelchair until he’s situated, then wheels him over to me.

      “I’m sorry,” she says.

      I just shake my head. She’s the fifth nurse I’ve hired in the four months Uncle Dix has been living with me. He’s the brother of Laura Carr, the wife of the coach Alexei and I moved in with as five-year-olds. Martin and Laura are traveling the world, and their daughter Lindsey took in Uncle Dix for a couple months, but she’s got a family and he was teaching her kids words she didn’t want them to know.

      And Alexei? Hell, he’d party so hard with Uncle Dix the poor old guy wouldn’t last a week under his roof. Lindsey and I are the responsible ones, so now I’m stuck with Uncle Dix.

      “I understand,” I tell Leah. “I’ll have my accountant send your last paycheck.”

      She puts her coat on and heads for the door.

      “Hey, do you know anyone else who might be interested in the job?” I call out.

      She laughs humorlessly. “Try to find a hearing-impaired nurse for him.”

      “You’re a fat cunt,” Uncle Dix says to her.

      “Shut the fuck up,” I snap.

      “She is. Bet my whiskey’s in her purse right now.”

      Leah gives him an exasperated look. “It’s on top of the bookshelf in your office, Mr. Petrov.”

      When she closes the door behind her, I walk around Uncle Dix’s wheelchair to look him in the eye.

      “You know what? She deserves all the whiskey she wants for putting up with your bullshit. What are you doing? That was the fifth nurse.”

      He growls at me. “The first one was a goddamned man, Anton. I’m not having a man wash my dick and balls.”

      “Anna wasn’t a man.”

      “No, but she looked like one. And she treated me like a child.”

      “Well, you act like one most of the time.”

      He waves a hand and gives me a look. “Well, I liked the third one.”

      “Yeah, but you kept talking about her tits and ass. You can’t do that, Uncle Dix.”

      “In my day, women knew how to take a compliment.”

      I squat down so we’re at the same level. “Look, I have to work. And you can’t be here alone.”

      “The hell I can’t! I told you, get me one of those necklaces I can push if I need help.”

      “No way. The doctors told us you can’t be home alone. You could have another stroke and not be able to push a button.”

      Uncle Dix’s brown eyes flood with emotion. “When my time’s up, my time’s up. I want to live life my way ‘til then.”

      I’d feel the same way. But I can’t let Laura’s brother die on my floor while I’m playing hockey.

      “Look, your options are living here, with a nurse when I’m not around, or a nursing home.”

      “I’d rather be dead than in a nursing home.” Uncle Dix shakes his head.

      “As you’ve said. So that means a new nurse.”

      “Find a decent one this time, would ya?” he grumbles.

      “I’ll do my best.” I give him a wry look. “Now I’m gonna go make us some dinner, and then we can hang out and watch Jeopardy. After you go to bed, I need to go out, so I’ll have the front desk send someone up to be here while I’m gone.”

      “I don’t need a fucking babysitter, Anton.”

      “You want chicken or turkey for dinner?”

      “I want a fat steak and a cold beer, but I’m living with a diet Nazi.”

      I pat him on the knee and stand up. “Chicken it is.”

      I’m starving. I’ll have to grill several chicken breasts and roast two sheets worth of vegetables tonight. And even though Uncle Dix will bitch the whole time, he’ll eat it.

      And later, once he’s asleep, I’m going back to Lucky Seven to look for Mia. I know I shouldn’t, but I can’t help myself. If she and Adam are still together, I need to know why she was bartending last night while he was out banging strippers.

      And if they’re not together…

      I may have a hard time doing the right thing.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Mia

      

      Mac Brown was once a giant. Standing 6’3”, with broad shoulders, a strong back, and black skin that glistened when he was working hard, my grandpa was my idol growing up. When our neighbors needed help moving furniture or unloading a truck, they always knocked on our door and asked for my grandpa. I felt a surge of pride every time, certain there was nothing he couldn’t do.

      And now it hurts my heart to see him so much smaller. At age seventy-five, he’s lost a lot of weight and is a shadow of his former self. The outline of his legs beneath the white bed sheets is nothing compared to the tree trunks he used to have.

      “Who are you?” he asks as he stirs awake from a nap.

      “I’m Mia.” I set my textbook down and stand up.

      “What are you doing in my house?” He looks from side to side uncertainly.

      We’re actually at Goodman House, a high-end long-term care facility for people with Alzheimer’s disease. But I learned the hard way that correcting my grandfather only agitates him.

      “I just like spending time with you,” I tell him.

      He gives me a skeptical look. “Did you steal my wallet?”

      “No, but if it’s missing, I’ll help you find it.”

      I don’t know what I’ll be in for when I visit my grandpa on my two days off work. Sometimes he’s happy and content, and other times he’s sullen and paranoid about the people around him. But his disease has reached a point where one thing is always certain—he no longer knows who I am.

      “These damn people are always taking my wallet,” he mutters.

      “Can I tell you something?” I sit down on the end of his bed. “I admire you and your wife very much.”

      “My wife?” He looks surprised.

      “Well, she’s gone now. Her name was Clara and she died of a heart attack five years ago. But many years ago, your daughter had a little girl and she wasn’t ready to be a mom. The baby’s father didn’t want anything to do with the baby, either. So you and Clara raised her as your own. You loved her very much and gave her a wonderful life.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes. You’ve always been a very good man, Mac. Someone others look up to.”

      He mulls over my words, then says, “I have to pee.”

      My grandpa has changed a lot. Sometimes I only see glimpses of the man who raised me. But whoever he is, and whatever he becomes as this horrible disease progresses, I’ll love him.

      “Want me to help you get up?” I ask him.

      He prefers to be asked, rather than have people just take over and make decisions for him. He swings his legs over to the side of the bed but falters when his back doesn’t have the support of the mattress.

      “Can I help?” A nurse peeks in at us through the open doorway.

      “I guess so,” my grandpa says gruffly.

      At Goodman House, there are silent alarms everywhere. One sounded at the nursing station as soon as my grandpa’s back left his bed. And every time he moves around or gets agitated, a nurse is there within seconds. This place is expensive, but the peace of mind is worth every penny.

      “What are you up to today, Mia?” the nurse, Susan asks as we help my grandpa up and out of bed.

      “I went to the laundromat this morning and studied while my laundry was going. And then I came here to see Mac.”

      “He’s looking good, right? He’s even been sleeping at night a little bit.”

      “That’s great.”

      Alzheimer’s changes everything. My grandpa was always up at 5:30 a.m. and in bed by 10:00 p.m. But now he has trouble sleeping at night and often sleeps during the day. It causes him to miss a lot of his therapies, but the doctors have assured me this is common.

      Susan takes my grandpa into the bathroom and then he insists on getting dressed, so we help him into a pair of canvas pants and a flannel. He doesn’t like that he needs help, and my heart breaks at the way his brow furrows as Susan buttons his shirt for him.

      She tries so hard to distract him by talking about the weather and football, but there’s still a part of my grandpa inside him that knows he used to be able to do these things for himself.

      “We could go get something to eat and then sit in the library,” I suggest to him.

      His eyes light up. “Sure. Maybe Millie will be there today.”

      His enthusiasm stings a little, even though it’s irrational. He’s forgotten his wife of forty-nine years and the granddaughter he raised, but he remembers the woman here he’s got the hots for.

      Poor Millie doesn’t deserve my jealousy. She also has Alzheimer’s, and she seems like a sweet woman who loves life’s simple pleasures. But sometimes I shake my head inside, because while I know my grandma would want my grandpa to be happy, she’d be heartbroken to know he’s forgotten her.

      “Do you work?” Grandpa asks me over lunch of chicken and noodles and mashed potatoes.

      “Yes, I’m a bartender.”

      He nods his appreciation. “Nothing better than lying down after a hard day’s work.”

      “I think so, too. And I’m also in school, finishing up a business degree.”

      “Good for you.”

      My throat tightens with emotion. Whether he knows it’s me or not, my grandpa’s approval means everything. He dropped out of high school, and on my graduation day, he and my grandma hosted a party and invited the entire neighborhood.

      “Our Mia’s a smart girl,” he bragged to anyone who would listen. “She’s gonna be the next Oprah, just you wait and see.”

      I dropped out of college to marry Adam, the hockey player who swept me off my feet. Why finish when I’d be spending my life with a rich husband, I thought. My days would be spent cheering him on and raising our future children.

      How wrong I was. And I can’t put any of the blame for that bad decision on him—it was all me.

      Millie is in her usual chair in the library, in front of the big picture window where bird and squirrel feeders can be seen. Once my grandpa sees her, he loses all interest in me.

      I love seeing him so happy.  I just hang out with Grandpa and Millie for a couple hours, the two of them hardly noticing me. Still, it feels good to just be with him. To see with my own eyes that he’s being cared for so well.

      “I’m going to head home,” I finally say, stretching as I stand up. “Thanks for spending time with me.”

      “Of course, dear,” Millie says warmly.

      “What’s your name again?” Grandpa asks me.

      “It’s Mia.”

      “Mia. Come see us again sometime, okay?”

      “I will.”

      I want to hug him, but he turns back to Millie, so I put my bag over my shoulder and walk to his room, where I left my coat. I’m passing the nurses’ station when Susan calls my name.

      “Hey, sorry,” she says sheepishly. “The billing department asked me to pass this on to you.”

      “Thanks.” I take the envelope and meet her eyes across the desk.

      We both know what it is. It’s a late notice for my grandpa’s bill, and it’s not the first one I’ve gotten in the past eight months. I sigh inwardly.

      “He’s doing well here,” Susan says softly.

      “You guys do a great job. I’m grateful.”

      I can tell she wants to say more, but she just smiles. How do you say what she’s obviously thinking?

      Sorry this place costs fifteen grand a month, but at least he’s getting good care.

      Before, it wasn’t an issue. But now…

      I button my coat and sit down on a bench outside the main entrance, tears filling my eyes as I take out my phone. I’m filled with dread as I pull up the contact for the last person on Earth I want to call.

      But what’s stronger—my contempt for Adam or my love for my grandpa?

      I push the button to make the call.

      “Hey,” Adam answers. “You ready to come crawling back?”

      I close my eyes, my tears now falling onto my cheeks. My voice stays steady, though. I won’t give him the satisfaction of knowing I’m crying.

      “My grandpa’s bill is due.”

      “Better find a corner to work, whore.”

      He’s been a dick to me for a long time, but still, it hurts every time.

      “Adam, will you please give me a divorce? Neither of us wants to be in this marriage anymore.”

      “I never said that. You’re the one who left.”

      I shake my head. “How could you still want to be married to me? It wasn’t good.”

      “My offer stands. I’ll give you a divorce if you agree that you get nothing. I’m not giving you a dime, bitch.”

      “I only want enough to pay for my grandpa’s care. That’s it. You know I could get more.”

      “Go for it, then.”

      His tone is smug, because he’s got me right where he wants me, like he has for the past eight months. He froze all our bank accounts when he found out I was leaving him, and opened new ones in his name only. If I file for divorce, which I can’t afford because attorneys are so expensive, I can get what’s coming to me, but it’ll take months, maybe longer, for things to get settled. And in that time, my grandpa will lose his spot at Goodman House.

      “I need to pay this bill,” I say, feeling defeated.

      “You know what to do. Earn it like the whore you are. I’ve got a check waiting—you just need to come blow me for it.”

      My stomach turns. I hate Adam. I hate what I’ve become because of him even more. I was so stupid, so completely blind. I thought his possessiveness when we were dating was sweet. I thought it was love. A big, strong alpha wanting to make me his forever.

      Now I know, though. He’s a control freak who gets off on making me beg and demean myself to pay for my grandpa’s care. He can’t control me anymore if we get divorced.

      “I’ll do anything else, Adam.” I can’t help the shaking of my voice as I speak. “I’ll clean your house, cook for you…”

      “You get the check when you swallow my load.” He hangs up on me.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Anton

      

      The first night I came back to Lucky Seven to see Mia, she was off. The night after that, I had a game. So by the time I’m able to return the third night, my anticipation is off the charts.

      I swear my blood heats up as soon as I see her. She’s got her dark brown hair in a bun tonight and she’s wearing a white V-neck shirt that stands out against her caramel-colored skin.

      After approaching the bar, I sit down on an empty stool to wait until she sees me. She’s drawing beer from a tap, listening for another order at the same time.

      “Hey, I know you,” a female voice slurs next to me. “Petrov, right?”

      “Yep.” I give her a polite nod.

      She leans closer. “My ex was a huge hockey fan.”

      “That’s good.” I don’t look her way this time, because I’m not taking a chance on Mia seeing me and thinking I’m hitting on her.

      “You here alone?” the woman asks.

      “Meeting someone.”

      Mia glances over then and our eyes meet. My cock starts to stiffen and my heart races with arousal and awareness.

      Almost every time I’ve seen Mia, she’s been at an event with Adam. I never allowed myself to really take her in then, to physically react the way my body craved. But this time, I give in and release my inner restraint.

      I’ve got a good poker face; no one but me knows what I’m thinking and feeling but me. And when Mia walks over, my hidden longing for her intensifies.

      “What’ll it be?” she asks, her bourbon-colored eyes studying me.

      “Water with lemon.”

      “You didn’t tell him.”

      I shake my head. “And I won’t. But how do you know I didn’t?”

      She looks down. “He’d…I would’ve found out.”

      She can’t seem to look me in the eye again as she turns to get my water. When she returns and sets it on the bar, she says, “Thank you.”

      “I need to talk to you. When are you off?”

      “Late.”

      I nod. “I’ll wait.”

      Mia furrows her brow. “Don’t you go to bed really early?”

      “Most nights.”

      A couple of drunks start pounding their glasses at the end of the bar, yelling for refills. I turn their way and scowl as Mia dashes off.

      If Mia’s heard I go to bed early, I wonder what else she’s heard about me. I’m known as a guy who eats clean, doesn’t drink, gets his sleep and doesn’t fuck around with women.

      In major league sports, I’m an anomaly. I’ve got some married teammates who don’t fuck around on their wives, but no one’s as strict as me about sleep, diet and weights.

      Some guys assume I think I’m somehow better than them, but I don’t. I just know this is what it takes to keep me in shape, especially as I get older.

      Mia gives me a look every time she refills my water, and once she even tells me she’ll be going straight home after work so I might as well leave. But I stay until last call, and as people are streaming out of the bar, I tell Mia I’ll be waiting out front.

      “It takes at least forty-five minutes for me to close,” she says, exasperated.

      “Okay, see you in forty-five minutes.”

      It’s more like thirty minutes later that she comes out the front door, locking it behind her and putting a key ring into her backpack.

      “Anton, it’s not good for me to be seen with you,” she says, pulling a stocking cap onto her head and over her ears.

      “You need a lift home?”

      She shakes her head. “I walk.”

      “In this weather? How far?”

      “Don’t worry about it.”

      I rub my hands together, wishing, I’d brought gloves. “You don’t need to be on your guard around me. I won’t tell Adam anything. I don’t even like the bastard.”

      “That makes two of us.” She looks away.

      “Are you guys divorced?”

      I silently pray she’ll say yes, but she shakes her head. “I left eight months ago, but he won’t give me a divorce.”

      “Fuck that, why’s it up to him?”

      “It’s complicated.”

      “Try me.”

      She pulls off the bright blue stocking cap, unwraps an elastic band from her bun and lets her hair fall loose around her shoulders. Again, my cock hardens at the sight of her. She’s the most stunning woman I’ve ever seen. She has the exotic look of Rihanna, but there’s also something soft and sexy that’s all her own.

      “Keeps we warm while I walk,” she explains.

      “You don’t have to worry about that because I’m driving you.”

      “Anton—”

      “Mia.”

      “Look, the less you know about me and Adam, the better. You guys are teammates and you have to be on his side.”

      “No, I don’t.” I shove my hands in the pockets of my coat. “I can’t stand that asshole. I’d release him right now if I had the power. And I know he wasn’t good to you, so as of now, I’m on your side.”

      Her eyes widen in alarm. “How do you know that?”

      Before I can answer, she relaxes, seeming to come up with the answer herself. “Oh, the cheating, you mean?”

      I nod, wishing I could kick Adam in the face.

      “Yeah, if only it was just that,” she says softly.

      Now I want to do more than kick him in the face. “What else did he do to you?”

      She shakes her head and looks at the ground. “Your concern is really nice, Anton, but—”

      “You’ve got it covered?” I offer. “Don’t need any help from me?”

      “Exactly. But th—”

      “I’m not buying it,” I cut in. “If you had even one good friend in your life right now, you wouldn’t be walking home through a shitty part of town at 3:00 a.m. in the freezing cold. How far is it?”

      She sighs softly. “About three miles.”

      I cringe. “And if you had the money, you wouldn’t be walking, either.”

      Mia bristles. “I grew up on the Southside, Anton. I can take care of myself.”

      “Yeah, I know it. But I’m not getting in my car and driving home when this whole situation is complete bullshit. Adam froze you out on the money because you left him, didn’t he?”

      “Pretty much.”

      “Fuck that. I’m parked around the corner. Let’s go warm up in my car and I’ll drive you home.”

      She hesitates. “You promise this stays between us?”

      “I do.” I take off my wool coat and wrap it around her, because her coat is a thin piece of shit. “The only way you’re able to trust a person is by trusting them. I keep my word, so give me a shot, okay?”

      She exhales a breath into the cold winter Chicago air, and then falls into step beside me as I walk to my car.

      When I unlock the passenger door to my Range Rover and open it, she gives me a skeptical look. “Just a ride. I’m not fucking you.”

      “Jesus, what kind of guys have you been hanging out with?”

      She steps up into the car and I close the door. I wonder as I walk around the car to get in if she’s seeing anyone. I really hope not. Not that she necessarily wants to date me, either, but…fuck, I’d do anything for a chance.

      I can hear Alexei’s voice in my head reminding me that she’s not just married, but married to one of my teammates.

      I start the engine and turn on the heat and the seat warmers.

      “I haven’t been in a car for a while,” Mia says.

      “Do you walk everywhere?”

      She shrugs. “I don’t go many places. I walk to work and the grocery store, my classes are online this semester, and I take the train to see my grandpa.”

      “Where’s he live?”

      “In a nursing home.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry. Is he there long-term?”

      “Yeah. He has Alzheimer’s.”

      “Damn, I’m sorry.”

      She shrugs. “He’s in a good place. I get to see him twice a week.”

      “So you left Adam and he wouldn’t let you take anything, and you tend bar to make ends meet?”

      Mia nods. “But I’m not complaining. I’m happier than I’ve been in a long time.”

      “Do you want to divorce him?”

      She scoffs. “More than anything.”

      I’m letting out a battle cry on the inside, but I don’t let my happiness show.

      “So why don’t you?”

      Her shoulders slump. “I’ve already said more than I should’ve.”

      “He’s trying to fuck you over.”

      Mia smiles sadly. “Pretty much.”

      “So get a good attorney and take that fucker to the cleaners.”

      “Bartenders don’t make good attorney money.”

      “I’ll give you the money.”

      Mia leans farther back against the car seat. “You don’t even know me, Anton.”

      “I know enough. Besides, Adam deserves a solid ass fucking.”

      She laughs at that.

      “Sorry,” I say sheepishly. “Sometimes I open my mouth and the hockey player in me comes out.”

      “I get it. And thank you for the offer, really. But I’m okay. I’m finally away from him. I’m just going to keep doing my thing and hope that at some point, he wants to marry one of the women he fucks.”

      “That’s not fair.”

      “Life’s not fair.” After a pause, she says, “Can you take me home? My roommate’s son will be waking me up at seven this morning.”

      I put the car in drive and pull out from my parking place. I’m not sure how to feel about what Mia’s told me tonight. I’m so fucking pissed at Adam I’m not sure how I’ll keep from beating his ass when I see him next. And I’m frustrated for Mia.

      But I’m no longer turned on. Mia may be in a bad marriage, but it’s still a marriage. I’d never put the moves on a married woman. And I can tell that’s the last thing on her mind right now, anyway.

      “Anytime you need a friend, call me,” I tell her as I take the nearly deserted route she’s navigating to her place. “You can put my number in your phone if you want.”

      “That’s nice, but—”

      “I know, you’d rather be walking right now, but some asshole’s driving you home in his warm car. Fuck friends, right?”

      With a light laugh, Mia takes her phone out. “Okay, what’s your number?”

      I give it to her, warming as she inputs it.

      “Will you text me so I have yours?” I ask her.

      “Sure. But if Adam finds out about this, he’ll sucker punch you.”

      I laugh. “That motherfucker wouldn’t know a fair fight if it came up and grabbed his nut sac.”

      “It’s true.”

      I turn to her with a serious look. “Has he ever hit you?”

      Mia looks at her lap. “He’s too smart for that. Hitting leaves bruises.”

      “Has he ever hurt you? In any way?”

      “Nothing physical,” she assures me.

      The pain in her voice makes me want to weep and fuck Adam up at the same time. How could any man do anything but revere this woman?

      “I’ll fight Adam any day of the week,” I tell Mia as I pull up in front of her building. “Just because I don’t fight a lot on the ice doesn’t mean I don’t know how.”

      “Thanks for the ride.” Mia unbuckles her seat belt and I do the same, getting out of the car to see her to the door of her building.

      “Call if you need anything,” I remind her.

      “Thanks, Anton.” She hikes her canvas bag onto her shoulder as she unlocks the front door to the building, walks in and then locks it behind her.

      I look up at the crumbling three-story building. It’s dumpy. We lived in a worse place in Leningrad, but we didn’t know back then that anything better existed.

      Since the day I saw her, I’ve been dreaming about Mia Marceau. Even if I can’t have her the way I want, hopefully I can be her friend. That’s what she needs. And being needed by her is more than I ever thought I’d have.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Mia

      

      I spot Anton immediately when he comes into Lucky Seven a few nights later. It’s almost as though I sense him, goosebumps erupting all over when I confirm he’s here.

      An internal conflict starts. My first reaction is that I’m happy to see him. He was right the other night—I don’t have a single good friend in my life right now. I have Janice and my co-workers, who I don’t even know outside of work, and Anita, who accuses me of stealing her food and messing with the thermostat.

      But I’m also painfully aware that Anton is one of the worst people for me to become friends with. Adam and I have found a semi-peaceful coexistence. I get to live apart from him as long as I give him what he wants when my grandpa’s quarterly nursing home bill is due.

      I cried as I gave him a blow job last week. And damned if that bastard didn’t get a little harder in my mouth when he saw it. He enjoys humiliating me.

      I’ve done it twice now since we separated, both times when my grandpa’s bill was overdue. And while I’m not sorry I did it, I am ashamed. My grandpa worked hard his whole life, but he and my grandma never had much to spare. If Adam didn’t pay for Goodman House, I wouldn’t be able to afford my grandpa’s care anywhere else. I can’t take care of him at home because, well, I don’t even have a home. And if I did, I’d have to leave him for work.

      Grandpa sold his house to pay for grandma’s care when she was sick, and for her burial. It bankrupted him in every way. And I vowed then that I’d do whatever it took to make sure he’s well cared for forever.

      Some people at a high-top table recognize Anton, and he stops to talk to them and take pictures. I sneak glances at them as I dry glasses with a worn white towel.

      He has an easy smile. He looks people in the eye when they’re talking, never looking bored and always giving them time to finish before he speaks. When a guy’s phone dies just as he is about to take a selfie with Anton, Anton waits for him to borrow a friend’s phone and they pose again.

      By the time he finds a stool at the crowded bar, I’ve got a glass of ice water with lemon waiting. He smiles as I set it in front of him.

      “Thanks.”

      “Good game last night.”

      He arches his brows, looking impressed. “You watched?”

      “Caught the highlights.” I shrug.

      When I met Adam at a coffee shop near the campus of the college I was commuting to, I didn’t know anything about hockey. I learned by watching, and from wives of other players, and I came to love the game. This season, I’ve paid attention to games other teams are playing when they’re on at the bar, but I can’t bring myself to watch a Blaze game. Seeing Adam makes my stomach roll nervously.

      A man I’ve already served eight beers to pushes his way up to the front of the bar.

      “Another one, sweetie, and I’ll give you an extra tip if you shake ‘em.” He cackles and reaches for his wallet.

      Anton bristles and turns toward him, about to say something when I beat him to it.

      “I’ve got a tip for you,” I say. “Quit being an asshole.”

      He laughs again. “Feisty, I like it.”

      “Go sleep it off, dickhead,” Anton tells him with a glare.

      He raises his hands innocently, takes his bottle of beer and lays a bill on the counter.

      “Do you get that shit all the time?” Anton asks me.

      “All the time. Goes with the job.”

      He shakes his head. “You shouldn’t be leaving here alone when you’re off.”

      “I can take care of myself.”

      “If a bunch of guys jump you in a dark alley, it could turn bad, Mia.”

      I can’t help smiling at his concern. “I stay away from dark alleys. Don’t worry about me.”

      “Can I give you a ride home later?”

      A customer gestures to me and I hold up my finger, telling him to wait one second.

      “I’m not off ‘til two again,” I tell Anton, looking over at the clock that reads 9:45 p.m.

      “No problem. I’ll be waiting.”

      I notice him get up and leave after he finishes his water, setting a twenty on the bar. I think about him as I eat my peanut butter sandwich on my break, though I’m supposed to be studying.

      Why is he being so nice to me? Does he want something more than this?

      I can’t give him more. Even though Adam and I will never live together or be a regular couple again, technically, we’re still married. I’m not a cheater. Sometimes I wonder if I’ll be stuck in this limbo forever—married, desperate to escape, but unable to.

      I’m not the Mia my grandparents raised anymore. She was fierce. Strong. She once saw a boy being bullied because he was gay and took on both boys who were beating him up, coming home with two black eyes, a fat lip and a huge smile.

      Now I’m pretty much alone and barely getting by. I’m chronically exhausted and afraid that Adam will track me down at Anita’s and get me kicked out. Then where would I go?

      I can almost hear my grandma saying, “But what do you have, Mia?” She’d always ask me that when I was complaining about not having a date to a dance or not making a sports team.

      I have food and a roof over my head, and I have school, which gives me hope of making a better life for myself someday. I have peace, now that I’m not being called a worthless whore by the one person who was supposed to love me most.

      Work is steady after my break, and I end the night with enough cash to buy my grandpa something for Christmas and get the new shoes I desperately need for walking to work. When I lock the doors after the last customer leaves, I don’t see Anton standing outside.

      Maybe he’s not coming. I think about it as I wipe down the dark wood bar and wash up the last glasses of the night. That would be for the best. While my new, almost people-free, life is lonely at times, it’s also simple. Predictable. Stable.

      The key to un-fucking your life—get rid of the people. I smile about that as I leave Lucky Seven, locking the door behind me. Janice is still inside closing down the business end, but I learned the hard way that if I say goodnight to her, she just glares at me like I made her lose count of the cash she’s tallying, and then dramatically starts over.

      A dark Range Rover pulls up to the curb, and I instinctively take a few steps away.

      “Hey, it’s me,” Anton says. “Got your seat warmed up and waiting.”

      I smile in spite of myself. People may be complicated, but heated leather seats in downtown Chicago during late November are not. And it’s kind of nice to have an attractive man offer me a ride while knowing he’s not expecting sex.

      Anton does know that, right?

      “You look deep in thought,” he says as I fasten my seat belt.

      “Oh…it’s nothing.” I clear my throat. “I mean, I was just thinking it’s nice of you to do this when you aren’t getting anything in return.”

      He laughs, and it’s a deep, sexy sound. There are lines at the corners of his eyes when he turns to glance at me.

      “That’s your nice of way of telling me you’re not fucking me?”

      I nod and grin sheepishly.

      “I don’t expect anything in return for doing something for a friend,” he says.

      “Are we friends, then?”

      “I hope so.”

      I swallow hard, working up the courage to ask him something that’s been on my mind.

      “Look, I know this may sound crazy, but I need to put it out there. Did Adam put you up to any of this?”

      Anton lowers his brows and turns to me. “Up to what? Giving you a ride home?”

      “No…into being nice to me. Making me trust you. Maybe trying to get me in bed.”

      I know the answer from the flash of hurt in his blue eyes. Still, he confirms it as he rolls to a stop at a red light.

      “Hell no. Like I said, I can’t stand Adam. He’s an arrogant prick. He’s also a sloppy player. And he…” He shakes his head. “Nevermind.”

      “I know about the cheating; it’s okay to say whatever it is. Honestly, Adam’s beyond disappointing me.”

      He taps a thumb on the wheel as he considers what I said. “Yeah, I just don’t fucking get it. Especially when he had you at home.”

      I laugh softly. “Well, that’s nice of you to say.”

      The turn he takes isn’t the most direct route to my place, but I don’t mind.

      “It’s true,” he continues. “I hope you don’t mind me saying so, but I’ve wondered how Adam ended up with you since the first time I saw you.”

      “When was that? Must’ve been right after we moved here.”

      “Yeah, at the welcome reception for him. You had on this green dress and…yeah, let’s just say I noticed you.”

      I look over and see that he’s avoiding eye contact with me. While I find his confession cute, it also reinforces what I already suspected—Anton’s friendship with me is based on attraction.

      “Look, what you see when you look at me is nothing but wrapping paper,” I say. “It’s how I look. Nothing more. It’s not who I am.”

      He cringes. “I wasn’t trying to…I probably said that wrong. I shouldn’t have even mentioned it.”

      “It’s okay. I haven’t gotten a non-creepy compliment in a long time. It’s just a sensitive area for me.”

      “Why, if you don’t mind me asking?”

      “Men have never cared what was inside the package, I guess. Adam didn’t. It was all about how I looked. I gained twelve pounds once and he flipped his shit. Told me that wasn’t what he signed up for.”

      “Jesus, what a dick.”

      “Yeah.”

      Anton finds a parking place not far from Anita’s building and eases his car into it.

      “Well, I have a confession to make,” he says as he double checks his parking job in the rearview mirror.

      “Here it comes.” I roll my eyes playfully. “There’s a body in the back of the car right now, isn’t there?”

      “Nope, I dumped the body before I picked you up.”

      “Thanks for that.” I say with a light laugh. His response was unexpected for someone I’ve only seen as serious, but I can appreciate anyone with a dry sense of humor.

      He turns to face me. “I noticed how attractive you were when I saw you at events with Adam. I’m only human—I thought you were stunning every time. But you really got me at that Christmas party the team had for foster kids.”

      “Two years ago?” I ask, not remembering any details.

      He nods. “All the other wives were handing out presents and posing for pictures, chasing after the celebrities who were there. And when I looked for you, I thought you hadn’t come at first, because you were nowhere to be found. But then I saw you at a table in the corner, coloring with a kid who was too shy to sit on Santa’s lap.”

      “Bryson.” I smile. “I remember.”

      Anton’s gaze softens. “See that? You even remember his name. That’s who you are, Mia. And it sets you apart from all the other women I see with nice…wrapping paper, as you call it.”

      I’m so embarrassed by the lump in my throat that I look away, trying to gather myself. It’s been so damn long since anyone said something like that about me. Years. I think my grandparents are the only ones who have ever made me feel like Anton just did. Like I’m a good person who deserves…better.

      He seems to sense how I’m feeling, and he fills in the silent gap.

      “I’m traveling tomorrow for a game, but I uh, got you this…”

      He reaches onto his dash and hands me a gift card. I look down and see it’s for Uber, and it’s for $100. I give him a puzzled look.

      “To get you to and from work,” he explains.

      I set it back on the dash. “I can’t take this.”

      He tries to hand it back. “Yes, you can. Please.”

      I take a deep breath and face him. “Listen. I used to be an independent person. I didn’t have much, but I took care of myself. And then I met Adam, and over time I became someone I didn’t recognize anymore. I’m getting back to who I was.”

      “It’s not about making you dependent on me, Mia. It’s just about you getting home safe and warm. I’d drive you myself if I was in town.”

      I push away his hand with the card in it. “The offer is appreciated, really. But I’ll be fine.”

      Anton opens his door at the same time I open mine. He walks around the car and meets me on the sidewalk.

      “You’re not coming in,” I tell him, my eyes wide and my tone firm.

      He smiles. “I’m walking you to the door.”

      “Oh.”

      I fish my keys out of my backpack and unlock the building’s front door.

      “Have a good trip,” I tell him.

      “Thanks.” He clears his throat to get my attention. “I’m gonna leave this right here.” He sets the Uber card down on the wide concrete railing to the front steps of the building. “And you can either take it, or leave it for someone to find.”

      “Anton.” I turn to glare at him, but he’s already down the stairs, pulling his black wool coat closed.

      “Mia.” He gives me a warm smile and then walks to his car.

      I pick up the gift card and slide it into my pocket, because my grandparents didn’t raise a fool.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Anton

      

      For a few seconds, I can’t even look. My teammate Zack Werner is lying motionless on the ice and the trainers are all rushing out there.

      Motherfucking John Hanlin. That guy’s a known headhunter. He hits dirty and spends more time in the penalty box than anyone in the league.

      “Doesn’t look good,” Luca says under his breath.

      Zack’s taken a lot of hard hits in his career. He thought about retiring last year, but couldn’t bring himself to leave the game he loves.

      Hanlin’s standing off to the side, running his mouth to a teammate who’s putting a hand out and telling him to shut up. When you just knocked a guy out during a game, it’s a good fucking idea to stay silent, but Hanlin’s a prick.

      He’ll get his. One of our defensemen, Nick Price, threw his gloves down right after the hit but backed off when he saw that Zack wasn’t getting up.

      Zack stirs a little, and I finally let out the breath I was holding. The trainers help him up and off the ice. Hanlin gets ejected and his own home crowd cheers loudly.

      “That fucker’s got it comin’ now,” Vic says to me.

      “Fuck yeah he does.”

      Our enforcer will handle it, but there’s not a man on this team that wouldn’t like a go with Hanlin right now. Illegally checking an older player who’s had countless concussions is just fucking sick.

      “My shoulder was down!” I can hear Hanlin grousing to his coach on the other bench.

      The guys on our bench yell back at him, and Hanlin is quickly led back to their locker room.

      Our team is fired up after that, and Hanlin’s teammates pay the price for his aggression. We smoke them 6–2.

      “You wanna come out for dinner with us, padre?” Knox asks me after the game.

      Eh. Not really. I want to go see if there’s any place in Phoenix that can deliver a decent meal to the hotel at this hour. But I hardly ever go out with the guys, and as captain, I should make an appearance sometimes.

      “Sure.”

      He arches his brows, surprised. “Really?”

      “Yep.”

      Once our post-game interviews are over and we’re all showered and dressed in suits, seven of us go to a local steakhouse. I’m not thrilled that Adam’s with us. He hits on our waitress and it’s all I can do to stay quiet.

      I take out my phone and text Mia.

      Me: Hey from Phoenix. How are you? Working tonight?

      She writes back soon.

      Mia: Yep, but I’m on a break. Did you win?

      Me: We did.

      Mia: I heard some guys talking in the bar about Zack taking a bad hit. Is he okay?

      Me: He’s at the hospital getting evaluated.

      Mia: Hope he’s okay.

      Me: I’ll let you know when I hear…got plans for Thanksgiving?

      Mia: Ha, no! I didn’t even realize it was coming up. I’ve been busy working a lot.

      Me: It’s two days away.

      Mia: I’ll probably catch up on sleep and go see my grandpa. Are you doing a family thing?

      Me: Yeah, I’m having it catered at my place and the family’s meeting there. You’re welcome to come by.

      Mia: Thanks.

      Luca’s giving me a look from the other side of the table.

      “What?” I ask him.

      “Who ya texting?”

      “My accountant.”

      “Is she a hot blond?”

      I laugh. “No, he’s a bald guy with a beard.”

      Luca shakes his head. “You got my hopes up there for a second. I thought you might be leaving your celibate life.”

      I just grunt in response.

      “Did you say Anton’s getting laid?” Vic turns to me, grinning.

      “No,” I growl. “And Luca’s not either, so don’t give me any shit.”

      “Yeah, but I’ve got three kids at home,” Luca says. “What’s your excuse?”

      “My uncle is a bigger pain in the ass than any kid.”

      I turn back to my phone and see another message from Mia.

      Mia: Back to work. Have a good night.

      I set my phone on the table, disappointed our short conversation is over.

      Our food is delivered and I’m about to dig into my steak when my phone rings. I drop the fork and grab the phone, hoping it’s Mia but not wanting anyone to see my screen.

      “Hello?”

      “Mr. Petrov, it’s Marjorie, Mr. Dixon’s nurse.”

      The new nurse has only been on duty for a few days. My stomach drops with worry over the late-night call.

      “Is he okay?” I ask.

      Her laugh is humorless. “I tucked him into bed and went to take a shower. A Chicago PD officer knocked on the door as soon as I was done and told me Mr. Dixon was urinating off of the balcony.”

      “Oh, shit.” I close my eyes.

      “I can’t even trust him long enough to use the bathroom. And his language…”

      “Marjorie, I’m sorry.”

      She sighs heavily into the phone. “I know you told me he’s a challenging patient, but I can’t take care of someone who doesn’t want the care.”

      “Please tell me you’re not quitting.”

      She lowers her voice. “He’s the most foul-mouthed, ungrateful old grouch I’ve ever met. You couldn’t pay me enough to keep doing this job.”

      I rest my elbow on the table and my forehead on my hand. “Yeah, I understand.”

      “Look, I know you’re in a tough spot, being out of town for your job right now. I’ll stay until you get back, of course. And I’ll work a couple days after that if you really need me. I just wanted to give you as much notice as possible.”

      “I appreciate that. Thank you.”

      “I convinced the officer not to press charges, but he told me if it happens again, they won’t be so lenient.”

      I shake my head as I imagine Uncle Dix out on my balcony taking a piss over the edge. He pushes me to my limit, but he’s family, so I’ll never turn my back on him.

      “Okay.”

      “Goodnight, Mr. Petrov.”

      “Night.” I end the call, sigh softly and cut into my steak.

      “Everything okay?” Vic asks me.

      “Another nurse quit.”

      “Ah, shit. So that leaves you to line another one up from the road?”

      “Pretty much.”

      “Dude, your uncle needs a drill sergeant, not a nurse.”

      “Something like that.” I shake my head.

      I finish my dinner and pay, then take an Uber back to the hotel and call my brother.

      “My older, wiser brother!” His voice is too loud when he answers, which means he’s been drinking.

      “Really, asshole? I need to have a serious conversation with you and you’re drunk?”

      “Nah. I don’t get drunk.”

      I let out an exasperated breath. “The new nurse quit.”

      “Christ, Uncle Dix is a diiiiiicks.”

      “Speaking of dicks…”

      “Wha, me?” I hear female laughter in the background. “You love me, Anton.”

      “So I guess I’ll just hire another one,” I say.

      Alexei turns serious for a second. “One of these days, one of them nurses gonna sue the shit out of us.”

      “Can’t say I blame ‘em. They’d win.”

      “Didn’t he grab somebody’s tit once?”

      I purse my lips at the memory. “He claimed it was an accident.”

      Alexei laughs. “Thas right. Said her tit was flopping around and it just landed on his hand.”

      “Okay, well…guess I’ll take care of this myself. Again.”

      “Cool. Send him to live with me, you know? If ya want.”

      “Lex, he’d die in your care.”

      “Yeah, but he’d die happy.” A woman squeals in the background and Alexei laughs.

      “You guys lost tonight,” I remind him. “Get your shit together and earn your money.”

      “I did my part. Thompson was asleep at the post.”

      “You’re a lost cause. Go get some sleep. And don’t bring any strippers to Thanksgiving dinner this year.”

      “Hey, Candy was…what was it? An exotic dancer.”

      “I’m hanging up, asshole.”

      “Byyyyyye.”

      I toss my phone on the bed and lie back. I have a sudden urge to call Mia and talk to her about this. I can’t, though. She’s working. Instead, I send a text urging her to take an Uber home tonight, and I crawl under the covers and turn off my bedside lamp.

      I’m not letting Martin and Laura down. They gave me, Alexei and their daughter a great upbringing, then nursed Martin’s mom and dad through terminal illnesses. They deserve this time to travel.

      I’ll try to lecture Uncle Dix, but it won’t work. It never does. That old bastard knows I can’t do anything about his outlandish behavior.

      Hopefully the home health place has another nurse with nerves of steel and a high tolerance for bullshit. I’ve got a feeling it’s going to cost me more, but if it solves my Uncle Dix issues, I don’t mind.
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      Mia

      

      Dre’s ball bounces off my door for the hundredth time, and I pull the covers up over my head.

      Fuuuuuck. I’m trying to study for finals on four hours of sleep. I go back and forth between nodding off and being woken up by the loud four-year-old playing outside my door at 8:00 a.m.

      “Ee-ya, come out,” Dre says.

      He can’t pronounce my name right, and I fall for the cuteness of the way he says it every time.

      “Ee-ya has to study,” I tell him. “I’m sorry.”

      “You make me tea.”

      When Anita is making his dinner, I play with him and we make pretend tea and desserts. He always gets a huge kick out of me pretending to eat and drink our made-up creations. Anita’s too busy to have much time to play with him.

      “I can’t right now, sweetie,” I say half-heartedly.

      “Ee-ya.” His voice sounds different now. I look over at the closed door to my bedroom and see his little fingers wiggling at me from beneath the door.

      I can’t help it; I roll out of bed and open the door. Dre grins and runs into the room, crawling into bed beside me.

      “This my room,” he says as he pokes me in the stomach playfully.

      “I know, thanks for sharing it with me.”

      My eyelids slide closed as Dre gently jabs my tummy. I feel like I’ve been asleep for a long time when I feel him patting my cheek.

      “Ee-ya, you wake up,” he says.

      “I’m trying.”

      “You make tea.”

      “Can you make me some?”

      Dre pretends to pour an invisible cup of tea into my mouth.

      “Mmmm, so good,” I mumble.

      “Dre, get in here and eat your eggs before they get cold!” Anita calls out.

      Thank God. Maybe I can go back to sleep for another hour. All the studying and getting by on four or five hours of sleep a night is catching up with me.

      “No mama, I want tea!” Dre yells.

      It’ll be less than ten seconds before Anita is in this room telling Dre what’s up. She doesn’t put up with backtalk. My grandma and Anita would’ve gotten on well.

      She doesn’t show up, though. I throw the covers off to make sure I won’t go back to sleep and force myself into a sitting position.

      The apartment is freezing, as usual. Dre is wearing sweats and a sweatshirt, and little furry boots. I’ve learned to bundle up, because Anita keeps the thermostat at 65ºF in here during the winter.

      I slide my feet into slippers and put a cardigan sweater on to go into the kitchen.

      “Anita?” I say from the hallway.

      It’s a quick trip because the apartment is very small. When I turn the corner and walk into the kitchen, Anita is standing in front of the sink, her back facing me and her head bowed.

      “Everything okay?” I ask.

      She silently nods. That concerns me, because Anita is never silent.

      “Hey,” I say softly, approaching her. “What’s going on?”

      Her shoulders are shaking. I lay a hand on one and she bursts into tears, still staring into the sink.

      In the eight months I’ve lived here, I’ve never seen Anita like this. She runs a tight ship, keeping track of Dre while working and going to law school. Everything in her life is controlled—she gets groceries on Saturday afternoons, carrying her file folder of coupons, and she does laundry at the place down the block on Tuesday evenings.

      I gently guide her shoulder back, peeking around so I can see her face.

      “Hey, how can I help?” I ask.

      She shakes her head. “You ain’t got no way to help me.”

      “Let’s talk about it.”

      “Mama?” Dre comes into the room, looking at Anita with concern on his little face.

      I steer him over to the kitchen table, where I pick up his plate of scrambled eggs and his fork.

      “Mama said you can eat these while you watch cartoons today,” I tell him, setting the plate and fork on the small crate that serves as our coffee table.

      “Yeah!” Dre pumps his fist as I hand him the remote and he scrolls through the channels.

      Anita rarely lets Dre watch TV, and never while he’s eating. Her lack of protest tells me she’s really not feeling like herself.

      When I get back into the kitchen, Anita takes a deep breath, wipes her cheeks and starts scrubbing the kitchen sink with a steel wool pad.

      “Hey.” I reach out and touch her arm. “Let’s talk.”

      “Everything’s fine.” She’s focusing all her energy and attention on scouring the sink, which isn’t even all that dirty.

      “Anita,” I say firmly. “Everything is not fine. What’s going on?”

      She tosses the steel pad into the sink and turns to me.

      “It’s nothing new! I’m broke. Not just poor, Mia, broke. The rates at the daycare are going up, and my subsidy doesn’t cover that. My friend Jackie, who watches Dre on Wednesday evenings so I can go to my night class, is moving. That means one more evening I need daycare and I already can’t afford it. Groceries just keep getting more expensive, Dre needs a new coat…” She throws her hands in the air, tears glistening in her eyes. “What the hell do I do? Do I rent out my own bedroom and sleep on the couch with Dre?”

      I lean back against the counter, knowing she doesn’t really want me to answer that question.

      “I was a damn fool thinking I could get through law school,” she says bitterly. “It’s just a stupid dream that’s putting me in the poor house. I need to be working another job to take care of my son instead of going to school.”

      “No.” I shake my head. “Anita, no. You are not quitting. This is your last year, isn’t it?”

      Her shoulders slump. “I just can’t keep all the balls in the air anymore, Mia. I’ve tried too hard. I’ve borrowed all I can borrow. Shuffled the bills around every way I can. I can’t do it anymore.”

      “Yes, you can.” I reach out and take her hand in mine. “You can, and you will. I’ll switch my night off from Tuesday to Wednesday and I’ll take care of Dre that night. There’s one problem solved.”

      “It’s not just that, though,” she says sadly.

      “I’ve been making great tips lately and I’ve got some extra money put away. I’ll buy Dre a coat and help more with the bills.”

      Tears overflow Anita’s eyes. “Why would you do any of this? I haven’t even been nice to you.”

      “Girl, you ain’t got time to be nice to me. You’re a working single mom going to law school. Law school, Anita. You’re gonna be an attorney, making a difference in people’s lives. What kind of law do you plan to practice?”

      “My dream is to work at the Southern Poverty Law Center.”

      I take her other hand and squeeze both of hers in mine. “Listen to me. That would be a dream for me, but for you, it’s a goal. You can do this. We’re getting you through law school. I’ll help with laundry and cooking and Dre. You just need to tell me what you need, okay?”

      Anita pulls her hands from mine, covering her face as she weeps.

      “Mia, I don’t know what to say. I didn’t think there was any way…”

      “We can do this,” I tell her.

      “My own family won’t help me like you are.”

      I step forward and wrap my arms around her in a hug. “You took me in when I needed a place desperately. You trusted me and gave me a place to live. I owe you.”

      “You pay your way and you know it.”

      I laugh and hug her tighter. “You’re just a little stubborn, you know that? You remind me of my grandma.”

      Anita laughs. Just a bit, but it’s a laugh. And I think it’s the first one I’ve ever heard from her.

      “Thank you, Mia.” Her voice cracks with emotion, and I almost lose it.

      “I want a ticket to your law school graduation,” I say. “Dre and I will be there. You think about that as you grind out this last year, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      “I’ll make some dinner before I go to work,” I say. “Dre can come to the store with me.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Completely sure.”

      Anita looks a little bit lighter as she washes the dishes. I’m not sure who feels better—me or her. It feels really good to be needed, and to be helping someone who deserves it.

      Guess I’ll be putting on more pots of invisible tea.
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      That evening, I step out of my Uber and make it into the bar just as my shift is about to start.

      “I was getting worried,” Janice says as I tie on my black bar apron. “You’re always early.”

      “Yeah, I was busy today.”

      Busy is an understatement. Dre wore my ass out today. It was fun, though. We played, walked to the store, took a forty-five minute nap, played some more and made dinner together. He’s a sweet boy who loves helping. Any form of attention lights him up.

      I’m leaving my phone in the break room before my shift when I look down and see a text.

      Anton: Hey, hope you’re good. No Uber tonight. I’m in town and will be there to get you at 2. And just so we’re clear, I’m not fucking you.

      

      I smile, warming from head to toe. Wise or not, I’m definitely getting attached to Anton. Tucking my phone into my backpack, I head for the bar, a guy reaching out to grab my arm on the way.

      “Hey, sexy! What kind of bourbon you got?”

      I look down at my arm. “Excuse me?”

      “Come on, just havin’some fun.” He rubs his crotch with his free hand.

      I scowl and pull my arm away. “Go fuck yourself, dickhead.”

      Fortunately, he’s my most obnoxious customer of the night. And one woman gives me a $20 tip on a $60 tab, which is great.

      I’ve just returned from my break when I look over at the door, hoping to see Anton. He usually comes in for water around this time when he’s giving me a ride that night.

      But instead, I see Adam, and a wave of nausea rolls through me. He looks back at me, unsmiling.

      I can’t believe I ever thought he was attractive. His short black hair and intense dark eyes only look ominous to me now.

      My stomach is in knots as Adam makes his way over to the bar. I have to steady my breathing as I pour drinks, reminding myself I’m safe here.

      I think that’s why I feel so violated right now. Lucky Seven is my place. It’s part of my new life, without bad memories. Adam shouldn’t be here.

      Dashing into Janice’s office, I ask if she can cover me.

      “Sure, what’s wrong?” she asks as she gets up from her leather chair.

      “Just…someone came in and I don’t want to make a scene.”

      She nods and heads out to the bar for me. I approach Adam.

      “What do you want?”

      His gaze moves up and down my body. “I just came in for a drink.”

      “Yeah, right. There are lots of places you can get a drink. Did you just want me to know you know where I work? Message received. You can go.”

      “You always were a mouthy bitch.”

      “Maybe you should divorce me.”

      He narrows his eyes. “No one else would ever want you, Mia. I’m the only one who really knows you.”

      I’m lightheaded as I wonder what Adam would say in front of all these people. Anything that humiliates me gives him pleasure.

      “We can talk outside,” I say, leading the way out the front door.

      As soon as he steps outside, I ask him again, “What do you want?”

      “Just wanted to see my wife. You look like shit, by the way.”

      “Thanks.”

      He shifts on his feet. “I’ve about had it with this shit, Mia. You need to come home.”

      “I don’t want to be with you anymore.”

      His jaw tightens and I freeze, steadying myself for the onslaught I know is coming.

      “You were nothing when I met you. Nothing. Just a Southside street rat without a penny to your name. I made you into what you are.”

      “Clothes and manicures are just things. And Adam, you don’t want me anymore. You cheated on me—”

      He leans in closer, and I instinctively step back. “I’m a professional athlete. I was blowing off steam. None of those women meant anything to me.”

      “It’s not just the cheating. It’s everything. We’re better off apart, and you know it.”

      He scoffs. “Fuck that. You’ve always been dependent on me and you still are. It’s gonna take more than a blow job to keep getting my money. You need to move back in and be the wife you agreed to be when we got married.”

      “I don’t want—”

      “You’re damaged goods, Mia. Second rate. No man wants a woman who can’t even give him children, and I’m willing to take you back. You should be on your fucking knees thanking me.”

      “No. I told you a year ago I was done, and you just won’t listen.” I turn to open the door and Adam grabs my wrist.

      “Let go.”

      “Hey,” a guy in a group of college-aged guys walking into the bar says to me. “You okay?”

      “I want to go inside,” I say to him, trying hard to keep my voice steady.

      “You heard her,” the guy says to Adam. “Let go.”

      Adam drops my hand and I hurry into the bar, practically running to the break room, where I cry for a good five minutes.

      I feel dirty. Damaged. Deeply ashamed. Adam makes me hurt like no one ever has.

      I’m not in a good state to see Anton. It’s a dangerous game I’ve been playing, texting with him and letting him drive me home. If Adam finds out, I suspect things will go from bad to worse.

      I get my phone and type out a text to Anton.

      Me: I have another ride home tonight, don’t come. Thanks anyway.

      I wipe my face off then and go back to work, telling a man who asks what I’m doing later to fuck off.

      It’s all an act, though. I’m not one of those strong, take-no-shit kind of women. I’m a joke, barely even holding it together. Adam’s right—if Anton knew who I really was, he wouldn’t want anything to do with me.
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      Anton

      

      Mia’s bare shoulder is soft and warm beneath my lips. She moans into my ear, sending a shockwave of arousal that hits every nerve ending in my body.

      I’m so damn hard. I ache with frustration and desire for this woman. And even though I know this can’t be real, I let myself live out this dream, clinging to every shred my subconscious comes up with.

      “Anton,” Mia says, her voice soft and distant. “I want you.”

      I want to smell her, taste her, lay eyes on her perfect, naked skin, but the dream won’t give me any of those details. The thick weight between my thighs tells me this is enough, though.

      “Anton! I need to take a piss!”

      The dream ends abruptly when Uncle Dix summons me.

      “Fuck,” I grumble. “I’m coming, okay?”

      Not in the way I want, of course. My hard-on is the only part of the dream that was real, and I’d love to linger in bed and imagine the end of my dream, getting satisfaction the only way I have for almost three years now.

      Instead, I have to start this day at 4:20 a.m. by helping my cranky uncle out of bed and into his wheelchair.

      “Why don’t you just use the bedpan and go back to sleep?” I mumble.

      His groan is dismissive. “Ah, fuck that thing. I can’t get my piss in there. I have to bend my dick over the edge and piss runs all over me. It’s not a damn garden hose.”

      I exhale deeply. “Okay, no big deal. I was gonna get up at five anyway.”

      I take him into my bathroom, pull his pants down and lower him onto the toilet seat, grabbing my toothbrush.

      “Can you get the hell out, Anton?” he barks. “Give a man a little bit of privacy, would ya?”

      “I shower with men every day; this is nothing. It’s not like I’m watching you piss.”

      “Get the fuck out, sonny!” Uncle Dix waves toward the door with his good hand. “I can’t go with you right there. Go start some breakfast, or are you planning to starve me again today?”

      Rolling my eyes, I grab my toothbrush and toothpaste and leave the bathroom.

      “I didn’t starve you; I just refused to give you beer and pizza for dinner,” I say over my shoulder.

      “That turkey burger smelled like you took a big shit on a plate!” Uncle Dix grouses. “It’s a hell of a note, treating an old man this way. Can’t even get a decent meal.”

      I sigh heavily, knowing it’s a waste of time to argue with him. I pad into the kitchen in the darkness and reach for the coffee canister, just getting the lid off when he yells again.

      “Anton! You just gonna leave me sitting on the pot ‘til I die in here?”

      I’m gonna kill the old bastard. This new setup is stressing me the fuck out. Since Marjorie left, I’m taking care of Uncle Dix all the time when I’m home. I talked to the manager of my high-end apartment complex about getting some emergency help while I’m working until the nursing agency finds a new nurse. Doormen from my building are taking rotating shifts with Uncle Dix for me, and I’m paying them very well for it. They aren’t nurses, but all he really needs is a babysitter to keep him in line.

      I get Uncle Dix from the bathroom, pull his pants back up and try to help him wash his hands, but as always, he refuses.

      “My own germs aren’t gonna hurt me, you snowflake,” he snaps.

      He’s unbearable. I don’t know how any of the nurses lasted as long as they did.

      I get the lights on and settle him into his favorite recliner with the tablet he likes to use, then help him get his glasses on.

      “The Comets lost again,” he says as I’m starting the coffeemaker in the kitchen. “Alexei better get his shit together.”

      “They still have a good standing in the league,” I say.

      My automatic response is always to defend my brother. I can call him on his bullshit, but I don’t like other people doing it.

      “He needs to get his thumb out of his ass,” Uncle Dix says, disgusted.

      “Why don’t you call him and talk to him about it?” I suggest. “He was just telling me he’s hurt that you never call him.”

      “Alexei?” Uncle Dix sounds shocked.

      “Yeah. Don’t tell him I told you, though, he’d be pissed. He said he loves the way you call it like you see it.”

      “Huh. Guess I’ll call him later.”

      I’m celebrating inside. Alexei didn’t really say that, but he deserves a nice long phone call with our uncle after what I’ve been dealing with. Uncle Dix will criticize his game, his life choices and even his hair in ten minutes or less.

      “We’re having oatmeal with fruit today,” I say as I set a mug of coffee on the table beside his chair.

      I found him a Yeti mug with a lid that has a slot to drink out of, because he sometimes spills coffee on himself.

      “What the fuck is this?” he demands when he sees it. “A goddamned sippy cup?”

      “It’s to help you not spill it, you grouchy bastard.”

      He peers at me over the lenses of his glasses. “Anton, I already need help wiping my ass, now I can’t even drink coffee out of a normal goddamn coffee mug?”

      “You want a regular mug?” I reach for the new cup. “I’ll get you one, but don’t come crying to me when you spill it.”

      He gives me his trademark groan of disdain. “This one’s fine, just go make my breakfast.”

      That’s as close as I’ll get to “thanks” from him. I go back to the kitchen and start the oatmeal, pulling up my workout for today on the tablet I keep on my kitchen counter.

      It’s back and shoulders day. I’m looking forward to my workout more than usual. I’m very much about my routines, and taking care of Uncle Dix has thrown my sleeping schedule off kilter.

      It was off kilter before, when I was picking up Mia on nights I was in town, but I had no regrets. Seeing her for a few minutes was worth giving up sleep. But I haven’t seen or spoken to her in almost two weeks, since she texted me and told me not to come that night.

      I don’t want to ask the doormen to come cover me any more than I have to, and I’d feel guilty as fuck if I came home at almost 3:00 a.m. after taking Mia home. Then they’d know I was out doing something personal.

      I miss her, though. Even though I didn’t spend a lot of time with her, I felt myself falling for her with every second. Making her smile lit me up in every way. I knew she was compassionate and gorgeous before, but now I know she’s so much more. She’s strong and savvy. Hard-working.

      It stung when she told me not to pick her up that night. I was only trying to be a friend to her. I’m pretty sure I was her only one, too, and she still didn’t want me around.

      She’s married. To my teammate. And those are both lines I can’t cross. Of all the women in the world I could burn night and day for, why Mia Marceau?

      “Anton!” Uncle Dix yells. “I gotta take a shit!”

      I shake my head, forced back into my new reality. I can’t fucking wait for the doorman to get here at 5:30.
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      On my way home from practice later in the morning, I can’t help changing my route home. I park across the street from Mia’s building, seeing it in the daylight for the first time.

      I don’t even know which one she lives in, so it’s not like I can knock on the building door. And if she walks out, she’ll think I’m stalking her or something.

      My urge to sit on the front steps and wait for her is strong. But I have to get back to Uncle Dix, so instead, I take out my phone and text her.

      Me: I’m always here if you need me.

      As I pull away from the curb, I can’t believe how much I want her to text me back.

      I’ve got it bad for Mia. And though I can’t act on my feelings for her, they’re always present, coursing through my veins every minute of the day.

      If only I’d met her before Adam did.
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      Mia

      

      There are big, fat snowflakes in the air on my walk to work on the first day of December. Even though it’s cold, there’s something very festive and pleasant about walking in the city with my fellow Chicagoans today.

      Christmas is this month, and even though I have almost nothing, I’m looking forward to it more than I have since I was a kid. Helping Anita out is taking all my extra money, but I’m so damn happy. The tension has lifted in the apartment and now the two of us talk often. She and Dre are the closest people I’ve had to family besides my grandparents.

      My nose is pretty much numb by the time I’m two miles into the walk. I ran out of credit on the Uber gift card, so I’m back to hoofing it every day. I miss the extra time I had in my days when I had a ride to and from work. It’s almost two hours both ways.

      Walking’s not so bad, though. What I miss most is getting a ride home from Anton. Knowing he cared enough to stay up late and see me home safe was a nice feeling. One I’ve never gotten from a man before.

      Anton’s very handsome; it’s impossible not to notice. But I never felt an attraction before because of Adam. Now, though, I find myself thinking about him often. He has a quiet way about him that I like. The stubble and longish dark blond hair seem out of character for him at first, but now that I know him a little better, I get it. He’s just not all that into his looks, which makes him that much more attractive. And those blue eyes…

      I take a deep breath as I wait for the walk signal at an intersection, shaking off my thoughts of him. No point in daydreaming about someone, and something, I can’t have.

      Adam’s visit to Lucky Seven a couple weeks ago shook me up. I know he didn’t just come to talk to me—he has my number. He was letting me know that he knows where I work, even though I never told him. That he can keep tabs on me anytime he wants to.

      My grandfather told me hate is a waste of time. It eats away at the goodness inside us, he said. But I don’t know how else to describe the way I feel about Adam. He has me in a chokehold I don’t know how to find my way out of.

      When I get to work, I take a small bag of cookies out of my backpack and set them on Janice’s desk. She’s not in her office, but she’s in the bar somewhere.

      Dre and I baked cookies while Anita was studying and Dre asked if I’d bring some to Janice.

      She had surprised me by inviting me, Anita and Dre to Thanksgiving dinner. I didn’t know before, but she closes the bar that day and has a meal catered in for the staff and their families. We ate like kings that day, and Janice gave all the kids a nice blanket and some candy to take home.

      My finals are coming up, and I’ve been studying with every free moment I have. Since I can only go to school part-time, it’ll take me another year-and-a-half to finish my senior year, but I know I can get there. Encouraging Anita has reminded me of that.

      “You look happy,” my least favorite waitress Lana says with a smirk. “Did you get laid or something?”

      “No, I’m just not a bitch.” I give her a sweet smile as I arrange the glasses the way I like them before my shift starts.

      “You reconsider my offer of marriage, Mia?” a regular at the bar named Lenny asks from his usual stool. “You can get me a discount on drinks and I can get you discounts on all the plumbing supplies you’ll ever need.”

      “That’s tempting.” I take his empty bottle and pop open a new one for him. “I think I’ve gotta pass, though.”

      The evening crowd hits soon, and I get lost in pouring, mixing and serving. I’m keeping a mental tally of my tips, hoping to take Dre ice skating and shopping for a Christmas gift for his mom this week. Since I’ve started helping Anita with money, I’m wearing lower cut tops, smiling bigger and telling fewer customers who hit on me to fuck off. It’s kinda like what I do to pay for grandpa’s care—the ends justify the means.

      I’ve got a momentary lapse in drink orders later in the night when I look up and see Anton walking toward the bar. I feel butterflies in my stomach, which I’m not sure I’ve ever felt in my life.

      “Hey,” he says, the corners of his lips slightly turned up.

      “Hi.” I sound breathless. Fuck.

      “How are you?”

      “I’m okay. You?”

      He shrugs a shoulder. “Not bad, other than my pain in the ass uncle.”

      “Can I get you a drink?”

      “I’ll take a bottle of grey goose.” He sits down on the stool in front of him.

      “Really?”

      He breaks into a smile. “Nah. Water, please.”

      He’s cute. I’ve missed him. I try to keep those feelings from my expression as I get his water and set it in front of him.

      “On the house,” I say adamantly. “You can’t keep paying $20 for a glass of water.”

      “I’m pretty sure I can.” He arches his brows and takes a sip. “That’s damn good water.”

      There’s an awkward silence. Then Anton breaks it by asking, “Why’d you tell me not to come that night?”

      The hurt in his eyes reaches straight into my chest and twists my heart. Anton has never been anything but good to me, and I hate that I caused him even an ounce of disappointment.

      “I’m sorry.” I look down at the floor.

      “I just need to know if it was something I did or said.”

      “No,” I say quickly. “No, not at all.”

      “I’m not trying to get with you, Mia. I’d never do that while you’re still married.”

      “I know.”

      “Then what happened?”

      I sigh softly. “Adam came in that night.”

      Anton’s gaze darkens. “What did he want?”

      “Just…to make me feel like shit, I guess. It worked.”

      “I’ve been thinking about things, Mia. I want us to be friends. And I don’t care who knows about it or approves of it. Adam’s my teammate, but there’s nothing wrong with me being friends with you.”

      His expression is so earnest. So sincere. I’m embarrassed by the tears clouding my vision.

      “I’d like that,” I manage to say. “If he finds out, it won’t be good, but as long as you know that.”

      Anton shrugs. “I don’t just know it, I like it. I’d love to throw down with that fucker. I’m pretty sure I’ve got plenty of reasons, from the look on your face every time his name comes up.”

      I look away, uncomfortable. “I don’t think he shows his true colors to many people.”

      “You don’t have to tell me anything you don’t want to tell me. But I’m here, if you want to talk or if you need me to handle him. Anytime, day or night.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I’ll take you home tonight.”

      I curb my instinct to tell him he doesn’t have to, or it’ll be too late. He’s my friend. I do want a ride home from him.

      And I don’t have to worry about the shame Adam reminded me of recently. Anton and I are only friends. He doesn’t care whether I can have kids.

      “That would be great,” I say.
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      My seat is warm when I step into Anton’s car and sit down. His car still smells like leather, but there’s another scent in the air tonight.

      “Ribs?” I ask him.

      He grins. “Yeah. I got a sitter tonight and got carryout ribs from my favorite place.”

      “A sitter? Do you have kids?”

      After a single note of laughter, he says, “No. The sitter was for my seventy-eight-year-old uncle who lives with me. He’s had two strokes but still thinks he’s fucking Evel Knievel.”

      The visual cracks me up. “Wow. Just two bachelors living the dream?”

      “Something like that.”

      “I’ve been doing some babysitting myself,” I say.

      “Oh yeah?”

      “For my roommate Anita’s four-year-old son Dre. He’s a riot.”

      “I didn’t know you lived with anyone.”

      “Yeah, she rented me a room when I first left Adam. I didn’t even have enough money for the first month’s rent, but she let me pay it after I got a job.”

      “And you guys get along pretty well?”

      I smile. “Yeah. It was rocky at first, but things have been good lately.”

      “Well, you look good. I mean, you always look good, but you look happier than before.”

      “Thanks. I feel happier. I think it’s just…time, partly. Finding myself. That sounds so cheesy.”

      “No, I get it.”

      Our conversation is flowing so easily that I’m bummed when Anton parks in front of my building. I stifle a yawn.

      “Better get some sleep,” he says.

      “Yeah, Dre will be waking me up at seven.”

      “I’ve got a home game tomorrow night, can I pick you up from work after?”

      “Actually, I’m off.”

      Anton nods. “Want to come to a hockey game?”

      I consider it for a second, thinking I could take Dre, but then I shake my head. “Thanks, but no. I can’t risk Adam seeing me, and…I just think him being there would ruin it for me.”

      “I understand.”

      “Thanks for the ride.”

      I open my door to get out of his car, and he gets out to come around and walk me to the door.

      “Text me tomorrow if you want,” he says. “Or call, if you’re feeling old school.”

      “I will.”

      “’Night, Mia.”

      “Goodnight, Anton.”
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      Anton

      

      Vic snatches up the open packet of peanut M&M’s from beside me on the bench and empties the whole thing into his mouth at once, then tosses the bag back onto the bench.

      “You’re lucky I already got mine out,” I mutter.

      He responds even though his mouth is still full of candy. “I think I taste a red one in here, Reverend.”

      “Fuck you.”

      My teammates hound me not just over my celibacy, but also my pre-game ritual of eating only the red candies out of a small bag of peanut M&M’s. I started doing it my sophomore year in college and I set a Boston College record that season. Ever since, it’s been all about the red peanut M&M’s.

      I’m also a left to right dresser. Everything—my shin pads, socks, elbow pads and even my skates—goes on left side first, right side second.

      This season I’m also listening to Coldplay before games, and I’ve increased the carbs and decreased the protein I eat on game days. I’m always trying to find the balance my body needs to perform at its best.

      I didn’t get my pre-game nap in today because Uncle Dix didn’t approve of the soup I made him for lunch and I had to go pick up something from the deli he likes. Before he moved in with me, I never missed a nap on game day. Fucker’s messing with my nights and my days now.

      I finish getting dressed and look up to see Adam in my line of vision. Skates laced, he’s sitting up to stretch his arms and shoulders. I want to go shove him off the bench and tell him he’s not fooling me.

      He let the woman he vowed to love and cherish forever walk to work in the freezing cold and hustle for tips to feed herself. He won’t accept that she doesn’t want to be with him anymore and give her the divorce she wants and deserves. And from the look on her face when she talks about him, he made her feel like shit, which is inexcusable.

      He’s standing in the way of me and Mia. I know it’s wrong to want my teammate’s wife, but if they aren’t married anymore, I won’t give a shit who she used to be married to. Nothing will stand in my way if I have a chance to be with Mia.

      “What?” Adam asks me as he stands up.

      “That itch any better?”

      He lowers his brows. “What itch?”

      “Heard you caught something from a stripper.”

      “That’s bullshit.” He scowls. “Who the fuck told you that?”

      “I don’t even remember. Heard a bunch of guys talking about it.”

      “They’re fuckin’ liars, then. Probably just jealous. I use rubbers.”

      I laugh. “Yeah, ’cause it’s so hard to get with strippers.”

      “I don’t see you getting laid. What, you like dick now?”

      “I just don’t need to tell the whole fucking world my every fucking move.”

      Adam laughs and turns to Luca. “You notice he didn’t deny liking dick?”

      Luca gives him the side-eye and ignores him.

      “Asshole,” I mutter.

      Adam walks over to my bench. “What’d you say?”

      I raise my voice so I’m almost yelling. “I said you’re an asshole. ASS. HOLE.”

      He shoves me. I fall back against the lockers but end up using them to rocket forward, pushing his chest so hard he falls to the ground.

      By the time he gets to his feet, our teammates have us surrounded, trying to prevent an all out brawl.

      “Break it up, ladies,” one of our assistant coaches barks.

      “The fuck’s your problem?” Adam says, two teammates still trying to steer him away from me.

      “How much time you got?” I respond.

      Vic nudges me. “Get your shit together; it’s almost game time.”

      I don’t look away from Adam as I put on my helmet. I’ll take any excuse to jump his ass. It’s not like me to get pissed at a teammate over anything but sloppy play, but I can’t stem the flow of anger anymore when I see him. He hurt Mia. That makes me want to hurt him back the only way I know how—with my fists.

      Right before we hit the ice at game time, I’m usually in a completely different headspace than I am right now. I stay emotionally level—cool, calm and focused on the game ahead. I’m mindful of the quirks of the opposing team’s goalie and defensemen.

      But all I can think about are Mia and Adam. I’m not just furious at my teammate, I’m also jealous. It hits hard and fast, almost knocking the wind out of me.

      He’s kissed her. Seen all of her. Fucked her. Proposed to her. Woken up next to her. And the fucker doesn’t deserve any of it.

      Vic’s giving me a questioning look, but I ignore him. He and Luca know me better than anyone on the team, and they know I don’t like to talk about personal things unless I initiate the conversation. Even then, I’m guarded.

      I grew up keeping everything close to the vest. My parents were so busy trying to keep us fed and warm enough that there was no time for talking about frivolous shit like our feelings. And then when we moved in with the Carrs, Alexei and I both took a while to adjust. We worried that if we didn’t play well enough, they’d kick us out, though I know now that wasn’t the case.

      In our five-year-old minds, though, everything was riding on how we played hockey. Our parents’ dreams, the  generosity of the Carrs…whether or not we’d be able to stay together.

      I never vocalized that the main reason I worked so damn hard at hockey as a kid was that I feared my twin would outpace me and get moved to a better league, which could result in being housed with a different family. Losing my brother would have crushed me.

      When I hear the pre-game music, I roll my shoulders, close my eyes and force myself to focus on hockey. For me, focus is every bit as important as the physical skills that have been drilled into me since I started playing. If my head’s not in the game, I’m slower and I don’t always make the right split-second decisions. Others may not notice, but I do.

      It’s a fast-paced game against a hungry opponent with a new coach trying to turn around a losing record. Our goalie Jonah has an off night and the puck gets past him. We score three goals but it’s not enough and we drop the game 5–3.

      Coach has a lot to say about the loss. I get it. It wasn’t just Jonah; our defense looked like shit tonight, too.

      “Get your goddamned shit together,” he says as he finishes yelling at us.

      I’m not surprised when I get called into his office after my shower. He’s a lot more relaxed by then, sipping a fresh cup of coffee. Gary Pickney is a coach known for drinking black coffee around the clock, not sleeping much, and winning.

      “We haven’t talked in a while, Anton,” he says, sitting in his leather desk chair. He motions for me to take a seat. “How are things?”

      I shrug. “Not bad. Some things going on. My uncle’s running off every nurse the agency sends, so I’m taking care of him.”

      Gary nods. His wife Sherry went through treatment for breast cancer last year and Gary took care of her as much as he could, but still had to hire extra help.

      “Anything I can do?” he asks. “I can have the front office make some calls to help you find someone.”

      “I’ve got it covered, but thanks.”

      “What’s going on between you and Marceau?”

      There it is. The real reason I’m in here. I shift in my seat and decide against diplomacy.

      “The guy’s a total dick,” I say.

      “We’ve got our share of personalities on this team,” Gary concedes.

      I shake my head. I like playing for Gary for many reasons, but the main one is that I can always level with him and trust that he’ll do the same with me.

      “This isn’t about conflicting personalities.” I sigh heavily. “Luca busts his ass every night and is raising three kids on his own. Ellison and his wife just adopted two foster kids. Vic never misses a shift volunteering at the children’s hospital. The first thing out of my mouth about every guy on this team would be something like that—something good. Except Marceau.”

      “Is there something going on I need to know about?” Coach gives me a concerned look.

      “You already know what kind of guy he is.”

      “But he’s always been that way. Why is it bothering you now?”

      I’m definitely not gonna tell him about Mia. It isn’t my place.

      “I’m just fed up with his shit. Always running his mouth, cheating on his wife. I’ve got no respect for him.”

      “You don’t have to respect him.”

      “Yeah, I know that.”

      Coach just looks at me from across the desk for a few seconds before saying, “Adam’s not going anywhere and neither are you. And you’re the last man on this team I expect to be fighting a teammate.”

      I scoff and smile at the same time. “So you’re saying you expect better of me, but not him.”

      “Exactly. We all know who you are and who he is, Anton. And character aside, you’re the highest-earning player on this team and our captain.”

      My shoulders tighten with tension. I don’t like being lectured. No one on any team I’ve ever played for has worked harder than me. It’s rare for me to get called out on anything. Gary just wants me to play nice and win games. And that’s exactly what I did…before I saw Mia that night at Lucky Seven. But things aren’t quite so simple anymore.

      “I don’t need to be reminded of my salary. I’m worth every penny. And with all due respect, you’re our coach. Maybe you need to have the guy who runs his mouth and bangs strippers in here for a talk instead of me. Just sayin’.”

      Gary’s expression goes from surprised to sheepish. “Point taken. But I can’t police my players’ sex lives, no matter how disgusting I find infidelity.”

      “Are we done?” I ask him. “I need to get home to my uncle.”

      Gary gives a slight nod. I get up and leave the room without looking back. No one will ever convince me to play nice with Adam.

      I grab my phone from my locker, steeling myself for bad news before I look at it. Uncle Dix has behaved for the doormen so far, which makes me feel like I’m overdue for news that he pissed where he shouldn’t or called someone a dickless moron.

      But instead, I have a text from Mia. My heart pounds as I open it and see a selfie of her and a little boy with a sweet smile, his skin a shade darker than hers. Their cheeks are pressed together and they’re surrounded by unfolded towels.

      Mia: Laundry night!

      I swallow hard, struggling to get ahold of myself. This picture means more to me than she knows. It means she was thinking of me tonight. She’s opening up to me and sharing parts of her life with me.

      But what hits me the hardest is seeing her with the little boy, who must be her roommate’s son she’s babysitting. I’d do anything—anything in this world—to get a photo like that of Mia and a child who was ours.

      I’m way ahead of myself, and I don’t think my mind would have gone there without seeing that photo. But now, I’m more determined than ever to wait as long as I have to for her to be single.

      I’ve never taken a selfie. I guess I’m too serious for that kind of thing. But for Mia…

      I look from side to side to make sure no one’s looking at me, then snap a quick pic of me smiling. I send it to her with a message.

      Me: Nice! Hope you had a good night off work.

      I leave the locker room and only have one post-game interview to do. After, I call the front desk of my building and ask to have dinner delivered to my apartment. When I get there, the doorman tells me Uncle Dix just watched Jeopardy and napped all evening.

      I help Uncle Dix to bed and sit down to eat dinner, listening to a voicemail I got earlier.

      “Mr. Petrov, it’s Linda from the nursing agency. I’m sorry, but we can’t help. I can’t keep sending nurses to a job site where they’re sexually harassed. It’s a liability—for you and for us. I hope you understand. Good luck with your uncle.”

      I rub my forehead, tension settling into my shoulders once again.

      Luck? I need a fucking miracle to solve my Uncle Dix issues.

      Or maybe I just need to think outside the box. He doesn’t actually have medical issues that require a nurse; I just hire nurses in case something requiring medical care happens.

      All I really need is a babysitter, like what the doormen are doing for me. Someone to keep him in line, help him out when he needs it and make sure he’s safe.

      I set down my fork and sit back in my chair. A babysitter. Someone I’d pay extremely well. This could solve two problems at once.

      Why didn’t I think of it before?

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Mia

      

      Anton gives his uncle a wary look before introducing us.

      “This is my uncle, Jerry Dixon, but everyone calls him Dix. And Uncle Dix, this is Mia. You either treat her right or I’m putting you out to pasture.”

      Dix grunts in response to Anton and then turns to me.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Mia. Hopefully you have more respect for the elderly than my nephew does.”

      “I told her about you,” Anton says.

      “Lies, all lies.” Dix waves a hand in response.

      He’s thin and wrinkled, a few lonely white hairs combed back on his scalp. I’m pretty sure Anton was exaggerating about how insufferable he is—Dix seems like a nice old man who probably just wants some company.

      “Call or text if you have any problems,” Anton tells me.

      “We’ll be fine.”

      He gave me a tour of the apartment when I got here at 5:30 a.m., before Dix was awake. After getting ready to leave for practice, he helped his uncle to the bathroom and into his favorite recliner.

      I couldn’t say no to Anton’s job offer. He’s paying me almost three times what I made bartending, even with tips. The money will allow me to help Anita and also save money for a divorce, though that’s going to take a while.

      But still. I have hope now. I can keep going to school, too. And all I have to do is take care of Anton’s uncle, who’s slow moving due to a couple strokes he’s had and cranky when he doesn’t get his way. It requires some overnight stays when Anton is traveling, but he said I can bring Dre to his apartment with me anytime.

      I already know that this will be a much better situation than the similar job I had when I was a teen. I talked to my grandpa when Anton made me the offer, and though he didn’t know who I was, he said it sounded like a good thing.

      Anton gives Dix a warning look as he grabs his gym bag.

      “We’ll be fine,” I repeat. “Have a good workout and practice.”

      He finally leaves, and I take a deep breath as I look around his apartment. It’s spectacular—dark hardwood floors, lots of space and walls of windows overlooking the lake. The furniture is all dark leather and the walls are plain white, but there is a bookcase. I take in the books in English and Russian, and several framed photos, which give his place a little more character.

      He and Alexei are smiling little boys in one picture, an ice rink in the background. Anton’s hair was a lighter blond as a boy. The way he has his arm around his brother tugs at my heart—there’s love and pride in his tight hold.

      “Ready for some breakfast?” I ask Dix. “Anton said you like oatmeal.”

      “I like bacon and eggs better.”

      “I can do that.” I move into the kitchen and take a package of bacon out of the fridge.

      Dix looks surprised. “I like you.”

      “I like you, too,” I say, laughing. “And what about dinner? Any requests? Anton didn’t tell me to make it, but I think I’ll order some groceries from that place he has an account with and make something for you both.”

      “Fried chicken,” Dix says.

      “Oh, my grandma made the best fried chicken.”

      “Nothing compares to homemade fried chicken. I’ll take that and potatoes and gravy.” Dix reaches down to pull his blanket up to his lap. “And a six pack of cold beer. Not the cheap shit.”

      “I’m thinking Anton won’t care for this idea. He said you’re supposed to be on a heart healthy diet.”

      “You know what makes a man’s heart healthy?” Dix says sharply. “Happiness.”

      “Bacon’s your source of happiness for today. I’ll make salmon for dinner.”

      Dix makes a sound of disgust. “Gross. That shit smells like a dirty pussy.”

      My lips part with amusement and surprise. So this is what Anton meant. But I’m a Southside girl—I’m not easily offended.

      “I’ll make some steamed veggies to go with the dirty pussy, sound good?” I say with a grin.

      Dix is taken aback. He mumbles something about doing whatever I want and focuses on his TV show.

      I check out Anton’s kitchen as I wait for the bacon to cook. He has lots of cooking stuff and it’s all super organized. His refrigerator is loaded with fruits and veggies, all of the labels turned to face forward.

      Wow. I have one tiny bedroom to keep straight, and it’s sure as hell messier than Anton’s kitchen. But in my defense, I don’t have a cleaning person who comes in weekly like he does.

      “Breakfast is ready,” I call over my shoulder as I pour two glasses of orange juice for me and Dix.

      “My TV tray is right here.”

      I look over and see he’s pointing to a folded-up tray leaning against the wall. I frown at it. My grandma always had a rule against eating meals in front of the TV.

      “Nonsense,” I say. “Come sit with me and enjoy this fantastic view. We can get to know each other better.”

      I walk over and push his wheelchair next to his recliner, putting the brake on so I can help him out of the chair. He’s scowling up at me from beneath his afghan.

      “I’ll eat right here, got it? I’m not missing these fools on Let’s Make A Deal just so I can listen to you go on and on about your favorite hairstyles.”

      “Come on, Dix. I made you a nice breakfast; let’s sit together and eat.”

      “Piss on that.” He waves a hand. “I’m not getting out of my chair.”

      I shrug. “Have it your way.”

      I walk back to the table in the kitchen and sit down, adding some pepper to my eggs. The apartment is an open-floor plan, so Dix can see me.

      “Are you special?” he barks. “Bring me my plate before it gets cold.”

      “Mmm, this bacon is perfect. If you’re not gonna come over here and eat, can I have yours, too?”

      “Who said I’m not eating! You’re getting paid to cook my breakfast, so bring it over here, you dimwit.”

      I set down my piece of bacon and meet his surly gaze. “Actually, I’m only getting paid to make sure you don’t get hurt or into trouble. This,” I gesture at the food on the table, “was just me being nice. And I’m not nice to people who call me names. You can just wait for lunch.”

      Reaching across the table, I move his plate over next to mine and grab a piece of bacon from it.

      Dix howls. It’s all I can do to keep a straight face.

      “That’s my bacon, you bitch! Put that down!”

      “This is the good stuff,” I say, taking another big bite. “I’ve never had such delicious bacon.”

      “I’m telling Anton about this,” Dix huffs.

      “Please do. Did I mention you’re having tuna and veggies for lunch while I have a gooey grilled cheese? We’ll start fresh tomorrow and if you don’t call me any names, you can join me for bacon and eggs then.”

      “You hag! You’re not even a real nurse!”

      “Never said I was.”

      “Hell of a note, treating an old man this way.”

      I give him a pointed look. “Hell of a note, calling a woman who cooked you the breakfast you asked for a bitch.”

      He grumbles that he’s not hungry anyway and I go back to eating the bacon. For the rest of the day, he doesn’t speak to me unless he needs help going to the bathroom.

      I’m fine with that. I study in silence, and actually get a lot done.

      My grandma used to say, “Ain’t no man got a right to disrespect you, Mia. Not ever.” I grew up believing that, and I’ve never been afraid to push back against anyone treating me like shit. Anyone except Adam.

      For whatever reason, coming from my husband, the criticism cut deep and made me ask what I’d done to deserve it.

      You don’t have the face for that haircut.

      Have you put on weight?

      You probably can’t get pregnant because you don’t eat well enough.

      How the fuck am I supposed to be turned on when you’re wearing that?

      I never pushed back. I let the shame wash over me and I stayed silent.

      Never, ever again. He may be holding me hostage over my grandpa’s care, but I will never let a man cut me down again.

      Dix may have scared away the other nurses, but he’s the one in for a rude awakening this time.
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      Anton

      

      My teammate Knox looks from side to side, making sure we’re alone in the weight room before he leans in to say something.

      “Hey, you heard anything about Adam and his wife splitting?”

      My pulse speeds up slightly, but I don’t let it show. “Uh-uh, why?”

      “Someone in the front office told Dmitri’s wife they called Mia and asked if she wanted to hand out gifts with the wives at the charity thing this year and she said no because she and Adam aren’t together anymore.”

      I finish my last rep and drop the bar to the floor. “So what?”

      Knox shrugs. “She’s smokin’ hot. How long do you think I’d need to wait before making a move?”

      “Don’t go there.”

      “What? It’s not like Adam’s all broken up about it.”

      “I said don’t go there.” My tone is sharper than I intended, but I can’t hide the flare of possessiveness I feel for Mia.

      Not that I have any right—she’s not mine, and she may never be. But no way am I putting up with a manwhore like Knox going after her.

      I’ve been on autopilot all day—going through the motions of practice and working out while my mind’s on Mia.

      She’s in my apartment right now. Walking around my kitchen and sitting on my sofa. I wish I was there with her.

      When I made her the job offer, I was honest about what she’d be getting into. I told her how many nurses had quit. She accepted it, though, and I was pretty stoked. I put the Uber app on her phone and linked it to my bank account, telling her rides to and from my place are included.

      I love my family, and I’d spend my last dime taking care of any one of them if they needed it. But with Mia, I find myself wanting to take care of her in a different way for the first time ever.

      I want her to be warm when it’s cold outside. Well fed. Comfortable. Happy. I want to be the person who gives her all those things while making her smile day in and day out. Actually, I want to make her do a lot more than just smile, but I have to start somewhere since she’s technically still married.

      Uncle Dix better not be an asshole to Mia. I know the chances are slim that he’s behaving himself, though. When I wheeled him into the living room this morning and he saw her in the kitchen, he whistled under his breath and asked me if he could “get chocolate milk from those titties”. I just about lost my shit on him.

      It’s not like me to cut out early from my post-practice workouts, but today, I do. I have to get home and see how things are going. When I get back to my building and step off the elevator, I approach my apartment door and take a deep breath, preparing myself.

      The apartment is quiet when I walk inside—either a great sign or an awful one.

      “Hey, guys,” I call out tentatively.

      “Hey, we’re in here,” Mia calls.

      I drop my keys and equipment bag by the door and walk into the living room, where afternoon sun is streaming through the windows. Uncle Dix is sitting in his recliner watching Jeopardy with a sour look on his face. Mia’s sitting in a corner of the couch, reading a textbook.

      “How’d it go?” I ask Mia.

      “Like shit,” Dix snaps before she can answer. “She’s starving me!”

      Mia smiles up at me from the couch. “It was great. A quiet day, mostly.”

      “Quiet?” I arch my brows in surprise.

      “Yep. Oh, and I prepped some foil packets of salmon and veggies for you guys to have for dinner.”

      She gets up from the couch and gathers her textbooks from one of the cushions.

      “Here, I’ve got it,” I say, taking the stack. “Do you want to stay for dinner?”

      “I told Anita I’d make dinner at home, but thanks for the invite.”

      “Bet you’re not making any smelly pussy,” Dix grumbles.

      I shake my head. “Ignore him.”

      “He can be really nice,” Mia looks over at him, “when he wants to.”

      “I have yet to see him want to.” I walk across the room and set the books on the kitchen table. Mia loads them into her backpack, one at a time.

      “So you need me here at five tomorrow morning, right? And you’ll be back Wednesday afternoon?”

      “Right.”

      She opens her mouth to say something, but hesitates.

      “What is it?” I ask.

      “I take care of Dre on Tuesday nights. Is it okay if I send an Uber for Anita to bring him here and then pick him up to go home?”

      “Of course.”

      “Thanks.”

      She smiles at me, and I swear I feel my fucking body temperature start to rise.

      “How old is Dre?” I ask her.

      “Four.”

      “We should, uh…have some toys delivered for him. To play with when he’s here.”

      She shakes her head. “Don’t worry about that. He loves playing with pots and pans and laundry baskets. I’ll keep him busy.”

      “I’ll just have a few things brought by. Maybe a nice toy drum set. Uncle Dix would love that.” I wink at her and she laughs.

      “That’s really sweet of you, Anton.”

      I’m so fucking hooked on the way she says my name. More emphasis on the An- than the -ton.

      Christ. I’m like a teenage boy with a raging crush. It’s a good thing no one can tell what I’m thinking.

      Mia meets my gaze and smiles again, then takes a step closer and wraps her arms around me in a hug.

      “Thanks,” she says softly. “I’m really grateful for this job.”

      She’s in my arms. Mia Marceau is in my fucking arms right now. She’s soft and warm and she smells like sunshine and coconut. I can’t even speak.

      “Uh…” I manage.

      My cock is more than willing to communicate for me. I can’t control the immediate hard-on I get from Mia’s closeness.

      And, of course, she notices. Fuck me. She steps back suddenly, eyes wide.

      “Uh…I’m sorry about that,” I say. “It’s just, uh…you know, long-term celibacy and all…”

      “Oh. How long term?”

      “Um…more than two years.”

      Her lips part with surprise. “You? Why?” She cringes. “Sorry, that’s none of my business.”

      “It’s okay.”

      “Is it…” She lowers her voice. “I mean, you can, right?”

      I curl my lips up, grinning at her hush-hush tone. “I think you can see I have no problems there.”

      Mia glances at my crotch, then cringes, embarrassed. “Geez…sorry.”

      I’m not. She’s the only woman in the world I want looking at me this way. Her eyes dart up to mine and I get lost in their gold-flecked depths.

      “You know,” she says, her voice almost a whisper. “If I weren’t…” Her words trail away, but I’m rock hard again just knowing she’d think of me this way.

      “Yeah, I know.”

      After a few seconds, she breaks my gaze and clears her throat. “Can I ask…why?”

      “Why…”

      “Why more than two years?”

      “Oh.” I glance down at the ground, then back to her eyes. “You.”

      Her eyes widen. “Me?”

      “Yeah, I saw you and…yeah.” I look away. “I tried to date other women, but…it didn’t work.”

      Mia’s eyes are the shade of melted caramel as they fill with tears. “I don’t know what to say. No one’s ever…I wish…”

      She blinks and the tears slide down her cheeks, knifing my heart.

      “It’s okay. Don’t cry, Mia.”

      I fight my urge to take her back into my arms and comfort her. It’s all I want—to feel her body against mine like I just did for a few brief, incredible seconds.

      “They aren’t sad tears.” She smiles at me.

      Sad or not, seeing her cry is shredding me. I want her to put her backpack down and stay. For dinner, for the night…forever.

      “See you in the morning.” She grabs her coat and goes to the door.

      I follow her and hold the door open. “I’ll have coffee waiting.”

      I can’t help it; I peek out the doorframe and watch her ‘til she steps on the elevator. Then I close the door and walk back into the living room, sitting down on the couch.

      “So you wanna bang my nurse,” Uncle Dix says.

      I glare at him. “Funny how you’re hard of hearing when I tell you to wait for one goddamn second, but you can hear whispered conversations across the apartment when you’re eavesdropping.”

      “You want some of that chocolate milk.” He laughs and slaps the arm of his chair.

      “Fuck you. Don’t talk about her that way.”

      “She’s a pistol.” Uncle Dix sounds impressed.

      “You better treat her right.”

      He puts up both hands. “She don’t need you lookin’ out for her, Anton. That girl’s gonna make sure I treat her right.”

      I give him a skeptical look.

      “She wouldn’t give me any bacon cause I called her a bitch!” he says with a cackle.

      “Mia? You called Mia…you son of a bitch.”

      “She ate my bacon!”

      “You shouldn’t be eating bacon anyway.”

      “So instead of getting me a real nurse, you’re just paying the chick you want to bone.” He shakes his head. “Hell of a note.”

      “I can’t find a single nurse willing to put up with your bullshit. The agency even called and said they weren’t sending any more nurses over. And Mia is more than capable. Plus she needs the money.”

      “To get all dolled up for you to bang her?”

      “Will you stop saying that?”

      Dix shrugs. “It’s true.”

      “I’m not trying to bang her. She’s married.”

      “Oh.” His eyes light up. “My choirboy nephew’s tryin’ to bang a married woman?”

      I point at him. “You’re an asshole. Keep it up and I’ll stop DVRing Jeopardy.”

      “Now you sound like your girlfriend. Denying an elderly man his few pleasures in life.”

      “She’s not my girlfriend.”

      “Well, she missed her calling as a prison guard,” he grumbles.

      My phone buzzes with a text, and I look down at the screen. “Huh. Looks like Alexei’s gonna be here for Christmas.”

      “Tell him to bring me a bottle of good bourbon. None of that cheap shit.”

      I toss my phone onto the couch. “How about a walk before dinner?”

      Dix scowls. “I’m in a wheelchair, numb nuts.”

      “I’ll push you. Unless you piss me off, then I’ll just leave you on a corner.”

      “Bah,” he waves a hand dismissively. “It’s winter, I’ll freeze my balls off.”

      “I’ll put a blanket over you. Come on, the fresh air will do you good.”

      “Fresh?” He balks. “It smells like car exhaust and old sausage out there!”

      “You haven’t been outside in a while.” I get up and roll his wheelchair over.

      “Bunch of bullshit,” he mutters. “Don’t be surprised if I die of hypothermia.”

      “Quit your bitching and I’ll order you some of that pistachio ice cream you like.”

      He’s silent after that. Uncle Dix is a surly old bastard, but he loves ice cream.
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      Mia

      

      Grandpa’s eyes light up when he opens the big tin of chocolate covered peanuts I bought from his favorite candy shop.

      “Thank you, young lady,” he says, setting the box next to the one he just opened that contains a new scarf and pair of gloves.

      “You’re welcome. I thought you might like to share those with Millie.”

      “Oh, I will.” His smile fades. “But I didn’t get you anything for Christmas.”

      “I have everything I want already. Just getting to spend time with you is the best gift anyway.”

      He smiles and shakes his head. “I’m just an old man. You should be out having fun with your friends.”

      “I want to be here.” I reach across the table we’re sitting at in the Goodman House lounge and cover his hand with mine. “You’re very important to me.”

      “I am?”

      I want so badly to tell him why.

      Because you never saw me as a burden. You raised me as your own daughter, playing with me and helping with homework on evenings when you were probably exhausted from days of manual labor. You taught me how to ride a bike and throw a punch. You loved me and grandma with your whole, huge heart.

      I can’t say those things, though. It’ll confuse and upset him.

      “You remind me so much of my grandpa,” I say instead. “He was the best man I’ve ever known.”

      Our lunch of roast beef, mashed potatoes and green beans is delivered to our table right then. I asked the staff on the way to Grandpa’s room if they’d deliver it to us here in the lounge so I could have some time alone with him. But he immediately picks up on the change in his routine and gets agitated.

      “No, I don’t eat here,” he tells the woman trying to unload our plates from a rolling cart. “Where’s Millie? I always eat with my Millie.”

      “It’s okay,” I tell the woman with the cart. “We’ll go into the dining room and sit with Millie.”

      “Someone got confused,” Grandpa says to me. “I don’t eat here.”

      “We’ll move.”

      He gives me a wary look. “Don’t you have family you should be with today? It’s Christmas.”

      My heart aches. I feel the actual, physical soreness of it. The grandpa I knew and loved so fiercely isn’t here anymore. But I have to make due with what’s left—it’s better than nothing.

      “I’m just staying for lunch,” I tell him. “I have plans later for dinner.”

      “You got a fella buying you something pretty for Christmas?”

      I shake my head and offer him my arm as he eases up from his seat at the table. “No. My husband and I aren’t on good terms. I wish he’d give me a divorce for Christmas.”

      Grandpa’s face falls. “I’m sorry about that.”

      “It’s okay.”

      “No.” He shakes his head adamantly. “The measure of a man is in how happy his woman is. You can take that to the bank.”

      I smile at the glimmer of the grandpa I know and love. He said that often, telling his friends to man up and apologize to their wives to restore peace to their households. And there was never a happier woman than my grandma.

      Millie is waiting at the usual table she and my grandpa share in the dining room. She’s beaming, dressed in a sparkly red sweater and Christmas tree earrings. When grandpa kisses her cheek, I get a warm sense of peace.

      He’s happy here. Well-cared for. Whatever I have to do to keep him at Goodman House is worth it. He sacrificed much more for me than I ever will for him.

      After my visit with him, I pick up a few last-minute things and then Anita, Dre and I take an Uber to Anton’s. I still feel wary about us being here—it’s Anton’s family, after all.

      I think Anita must feel the same way; she’s clutching Dre’s hand and cautioning him about breaking things the entire elevator ride up to Anton’s floor. I didn’t tell her about the literal mountain of toys Anton bought before Dre came over here for the first time.

      When Anton opens the front door, though, my worries vanish. Christmas music and laughter float out of the apartment. He looks relaxed and happy in a blue and grey flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled up, worn jeans and brown boots.

      “Merry Christmas,” I say, smiling awkwardly.

      I want to step forward and hug him, but the last time I hugged him, it affected us both. Anton and I need to stay hands-off.

      “Merry Christmas, guys,” he says, reaching out to take the bags I’m carrying.

      He steps aside and Alexei approaches immediately, taking Anita’s bags. I introduce everyone and Alexei gives me a knowing look as he greets me, making me wonder what Anton said about me.

      “We brought mac and cheese,” I tell Anton. “And cookies.”

      “Perfect.”

      He told me we didn’t need to bring anything, but Anita wasn’t having that.

      “You should’ve called me; I would’ve come down to the car to carry all this up for you,” he says.

      “Nah, we had it.”

      A girl and a boy, both older than Dre, sweep him away to play in another room. Anton pours drinks for me and Anita and soon I find myself sitting at the end of the long sectional, next to Dix’s recliner.

      “Merry Christmas,” I say.

      He groans in the way I’ve come to expect. “Suppose you brought me some watery oatmeal to eat during dinner.”

      I roll my eyes and laugh. “I think we both know you’ve been eating quite well.”

      He quirks his lips up in a rare smile. Since that first day, Dix hasn’t called me a foul name even once. We’ve had bacon and eggs—and once, donuts I snuck past Anton in my bag—at the kitchen table every morning.

      Laura Carr sits down next to me and pats my knee. “I can’t thank you enough for putting up with my brother,” she says.

      “Dix?” I smile innocently. “He’s been a perfect gentleman.”

      She laughs at that. “Oh, I know him better than that.”

      She’s a petite woman with short silver hair and a warm smile. Her husband Martin is tall, with broad shoulders and a baseball cap that boasts two side-by-side NHL logos—the Blaze and the Comets.

      They’re both every bit as proud of Anton and Alexei as they are their biological daughter; I can tell that right away. If I didn’t know Anton and Alexei weren’t their children by blood, I’d never guess otherwise.

      And Alexei is every bit the polar opposite of his brother. He throws back eggnog, many shots of Grey Goose and several beers. He’s irreverent and jolly, trading dirty jokes with Dix and playing on the floor with the kids.

      It’s seeing Anton on the floor with Dre, though, that gets me. Dre asked him to join us for tea, and Anton looks serious as he accepts a pretend cup from Dre.

      “Is it still hot?” he asks him.

      “No, you dwink,” Dre responds.

      Anton pretends to lift the mug up to his lips and sip. Then his eyes widen and he howls.

      “It’s too hot! Oww, my tongue is on fire! Get me some ice water, Dre, quick!”

      Dre’s giggle turns into a belly laugh as he pretends to pass Anton another cup.

      “This one’s too cold!” Anton protests. “You just froze my lips together, man.”

      He tries to talk through pursed lips and Dre laughs harder than I’ve ever seen him laugh.

      The other kids, Julia and Connor, run over to join in the fun. They’re Martin and Laura’s daughter Lindsey’s kids, and when they start climbing on Anton and Alexei and calling them “uncle,” I almost feel breathless.

      This is what’s been missing from my life for so long. Warmth. Love. Joy. I see all of those things in Anton’s eyes as he interacts with his family.

      And as amazing as it feels, it makes my heart hurt so badly I have to get up and go into the bathroom. I lean against the walls and take a few deep breaths.

      If I can ever get out of my marriage to Adam, which won’t happen anytime soon, I can see myself with Anton. If we were single at the same time, I’d be very interested in dating him.

      But if he knew the truth about me, he wouldn’t see me the way he does now. The shine would fade from his eyes if I told him I can’t have children. And after seeing him with Dre and his nieces and nephews, I’m sure he wants a family.

      How could he not? He’s worked hard for everything he has; now he can give his children the world. Anton is so big-hearted. I have a feeling he’ll be a great father one day.

      I dab the corners of my eyes with a tissue and pull my emotions together. I’m walking down the apartment’s main hallway to return to the festivities when my phone buzzes in my pocket with an incoming text.

      Anytime I get a call or a text, I check it immediately in case it’s about my grandpa. This one isn’t, but it knocks the wind out of me all the same.

      Adam: Where the fuck are you? I know you quit your job and you’re not at your shithole apartment either.

      I just stare at the screen, the all-too familiar sense of dread racing down my spine. He just never quits. Adam started to get off on being mean to me a few months after we got married. I still remember the first time so clearly. I’d gone to one of his games in a Blaze sweatshirt and jeans and he confronted me late that night, after he got home from going out with some teammates.

      “You looked like you took a break from cleaning the goddamned house to come to my game tonight,” he said. “It’s embarrassing. Spend more than five minutes getting ready next time.”

      I was so ashamed. I’d felt like a cute, supportive wife in my new jeans, my hair back in a ponytail. Knowing he was embarrassed by me made me want to crawl away and hide.

      Another text comes in.

      Adam: I’ll find you, and I’ll beat the shit out of whatever guy you’re fucking. You’re my wife.

      Bile starts rising up the back of my throat. Just the words “I’ll find you” make me want to run. God, taking this job was a colossal mistake. If Adam finds out I’m working for Anton—coming to his apartment and staying the night sometimes—I’m afraid of what he might do. He won’t care what the truth is.

      “Hey,” a soft, deep voice says.

      I look up from my phone screen and see Anton approaching me. As soon as he sees my face, his expression changes from happy to concerned.

      “Hi.” I quickly wipe the corners of my eyes again.

      He puts a hand on my back and guides me down the hall and into a room. His bedroom. I’ve peeked in the doorway a couple times since starting work for him, but never stepped inside.

      After closing the door, he walks me over to the bed and gestures for me to sit down. It’s a massive king-sized bed with a charcoal-colored comforter. His bedroom has the same gorgeous view of the lake as his living room.

      “Adam?” he asks, sitting down beside me but leaving a couple feet between us.

      “Yeah, but I’m okay.”

      “You say that all the time, Mia. ‘I’m okay. I’ve got it. I’ll be fine.’”

      I shrug, my throat tightening with emotion. “What choice do I have?”

      He hesitates. “Are you upset because it’s Christmas and you guys are having problems?”

      “No.” I scoff. “I’m upset because he’s a controlling asshole who’s making it impossible for me to get a divorce.”

      “It’s not impossible.”

      I shake my head and look at the floor. “I can’t afford my grandpa’s care. He knows that.”

      “You can get enough in the divorce to cover it, though.”

      “He’s told me he’ll fight me with everything he’s got, Anton,” I say fiercely. “And I can’t afford an attorney. Definitely not one like he can. He took away my access to the bank accounts. What am I supposed to do?”

      He reaches a hand over, like he wants to touch my knee, but then pulls it back. “Let me help you with the money.”

      “No. I’m not going from being beholden to one man to being beholden to another.”

      Anton’s note of laughter is unamused. “You think I’d hold it over you like he does? I don’t want the money back, Mia. I just want to help you.”

      I’m almost afraid to say the words, but I have to. With Adam, I didn’t say things he might not like. I’m not doing that anymore.

      “But you don’t just want to help me.” I turn and face Anton. “You want me to get divorced so I can be with you.”

      A flicker of hurt passes over his face. “Not entirely. Would I love a shot with you at some point? Yeah. But right now, I’m just your friend. I have the means to help you. Let me do it.”

      “Anton…you don’t know what you’re saying. He’s your teammate. You can’t—”

      “I can. And I will, if you’ll let me.”

      I scrunch up my face and cry, wishing it were that simple. Anton has already done so much for me. But if I’m able to get a divorce, I don’t want to dive into another relationship immediately, no matter how much I like Anton, which is a lot. And if I took his money, I’d feel like I needed to try.

      My phone buzzes with another text. I ignore it.

      “Let me see it,” Anton says.

      “You don’t want to,” I say numbly.

      “Let me see it,” he repeats, putting his hand out.

      I sigh heavily, take out the phone, and glance down at the screen.

      Adam: I want to choke you ‘til you have no more voice to lie to me you fucking bitch. Where are you?

      I pass my phone to Anton.

      “Jesus,” he says as he reads the messages. “Mia, why didn’t you tell me?”

      The dam breaks then. I put my elbows on my knees and cry into my hands. Anton puts his palm on my back as I cry out my pent-up feelings.

      Finally, I sit up and shrug. “I’m ashamed. I know it’s an abusive relationship. And I always thought I was a strong woman.”

      “You are.” Anton slides closer to me. “Listen to me—you are strong. This is all on him, not you.”

      “But I stayed longer than I should. I’m still not out of it.”

      “Because he’s holding you hostage, Mia. It’s not right. You have to let me help you out of this.”

      I take a deep breath. “Can we talk about it another time? I feel like we should be out there with everyone else. It’s Christmas.”

      Anton nods. “Yeah. But I’m not dropping this. We’re talking about it tomorrow.”

      “Okay.”

      “Also…” He clears his throat, looking nervous. “I want you to know, I got you something for Christmas, but now’s not the right time to give it to you. I just didn’t want you to think I didn’t get you anything.”

      The line of concern between his brows makes me smile. “You’ve already done enough.”

      He puts his big hand over my much smaller one on my knee. “You’re my friend, Mia. I’ve got a few other friends I’d go to bat for, too. They just don’t happen to be so beautiful I can hardly breathe around them. But you’ll find out there’s more to me—more to us—than attraction. When you get ready to admit you’re not okay, call me and you’ll see what a fierce friend I am.”

      I just nod, unable to speak. Adam has been the darkness in my life for a while. The universe gave me an unexpected counterbalance in Anton. He’s the light. The hope. The joy. No gift that comes in a box could compare to that.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Anton

      

      The coffee shop at the end of my block isn’t very busy the morning after Christmas Day. I’m having a strong cup of black coffee as I wait for Mia, and it’s already hitting me hard. I’m tapping my foot on the floor and shifting around in my seat.

      Scrolling through my phone was pointless. Nothing—from social media to ESPN—could hold my interest. All I’m thinking about is how much I want this conversation to go well. Martin and Laura are spending the day at my place with Uncle Dix, so all my focus is on Mia.

      Adam’s treating her even worse than I thought. When I saw his message to her yesterday about choking her, I wanted to choke him. He’s an inconsiderate asshole; I knew that. But to threaten her that way, to scare her and insult her, is crossing the line.

      It makes me wonder what else he’s capable of. I was up late last night, worrying that Adam will find Mia and wondering what he’ll do when he does. Whatever it takes to get her away from him, I’ll do it. Not for myself and my own selfish wants, but for her.

      When Mia walks in, I stand up and wait for her to make her way over to the small table for two. She’s wearing a green canvas coat and a matching cream-colored stocking cap and scarf. The color of the hat and scarf accentuate the dark bronze of Mia’s perfect skin. I can’t stop staring at her.

      “Hey,” she says, smiling and taking the scarf off as she arrives at the table. “Am I late?”

      “No, I was early.”

      “Ah.” She pulls off the hat and shakes out her loose, long dark curls. “Are we eating?”

      “Yeah, definitely.”

      I already ate, but I’m not passing up a chance to share a meal with Mia. I flag down the waitress and she gets Mia a coffee.

      “You look tired,” Mia says, frowning.

      “Yeah.”

      “Did Dix have a bad night?”

      I shake my head. “He slept like a baby. I couldn’t sleep because I was worried about you.”

      “Oh, Anton. Don’t worry about me. I’m okay.”

      A corner of my lip turns up in a half-smile. “No, you’re not. Didn’t we just have this conversation yesterday?”

      “It’s nothing that worrying can help, though.”

      “I was worried he’d be at your apartment when you guys got back. Or that he’d be drunk and beating down the door in the middle of the night.”

      Her eyes darken. “He gets angry when he’s drunk. Me or Anita always lock the deadbolt.”

      I shift in my seat, filled with a nervous and helpless energy that’s making it hard to sit still.

      “You’ve got to get out of this marriage, Mia.”

      “I wish I could find a way.”

      “That’s actually why I wanted to talk to you.”

      She shakes her head. “I appreciate your offer so much, Anton, truly, but—”

      “Just listen, okay?”

      She leans on her elbows and hides her pursed lips behind her folded hands, apparently realizing that I won’t let this go.

      “I made a call last night to an attorney I know, Kevin Landis. He’s a top-notch family law guy here in Chicago. He represents a lot of celebrities and athletes.”

      “But I’m not letting you—”

      “I’m not done.”

      “Okay, sorry.”

      I kind of love how impatient she can be, even if it makes it tough to finish a conversation with her.

      “Anyway, he also happens to be a Blaze season ticket holder. Huge fan. And he agreed to take your case pro bono.”

      Mia’s eyes widen with shock. “Pro bono? Why would he do that?”

      “I offered him upgraded playoff seats and said I’d go to his fourteen-year-old son’s birthday party.”

      “You did what?”

      “It’s nothing, seriously. I like cake. It’ll be fun.”

      She can’t keep the smile from her face. “You do not like cake.”

      “I actually do like carrot cake. Anyway, problem solved.”

      The waitress approaches the table and we both order breakfast—an omelet and cottage cheese for me, pancakes for her. Once the waitress is gone, Mia dives right back in to our conversation.

      “That’s really nice of you, Anton, I appreciate it, but I still have my grandpa’s care to pay for. Once I file for divorce, Adam won’t help with it anymore. And I don’t know how long the divorce would take.”

      “I talked to Kevin about that. He said he can help with Adam freezing your joint bank accounts—he can’t get away with that, Mia.”

      “Really?” Hope flickers in her eyes.

      “Yeah. And in the meantime, I’ve got your back.” I reach into my coat pocket and take out my checkbook. “Tell me how much you need.”

      “I don’t want any more money from you.” Her tone is serious.

      “You won’t even need it if you let Kevin help you.”

      I look on as she thinks this over in silence. “Why are you doing this?”

      “To help you.”

      Tears well in her eyes. “If you really knew me, you wouldn’t feel the same about me.”

      “You don’t think I really know you?”

      “Not everything, no.”

      “Do you think you ever know everything about anyone?”

      Mia takes a deep breath. “Look. There are things about me that, if you knew the truth, would change the way you look at me.”

      “I’m not Adam. I’m not some selfish asshole who only thinks of myself. I’ll never make you feel less than perfect, because I’ll never see you that way.”

      “Of course you will. Would.” She looks down at the table, then back up at me. “Anton…”

      No matter how many times she says my name, it never gets old. Her attention on me is like a drug I can’t get enough of.

      I wait for her to speak as she looks from side to side and behind her, making sure no one is listening. Still, she lowers her voice.

      “Adam makes me blow him to get the money for my grandpa’s bills. I’ve done it twice now. I feel sick as I’m doing it, but still…”

      I wince as I take in her words. My gut clenches with anger and disgust.

      “It’s pretty much prostitution,” she practically whispers, tears spilling down her cheeks.

      I reach across the table and take her hand. “Mia, no. Adam’s abusing you. You see that, don’t you?”

      “I guess I do. But I’m the one allowing it by doing what he wants.”

      “What’s your alternative? Putting your grandpa out on the street?”

      She looks out the window, her tone sad. “I’d do anything for him. And I know if the tables were turned, he’d do the same for me.”

      I squeeze her hand gently. “What you just told me says more about Adam than it does you. I still think you’re strong and compassionate and the most beautiful woman I’ve ever known. I wouldn’t look down on you for doing what you have to for your family.”

      “You’re so incredibly nice. Are you for real?”

      “Damn right I am. And there’s more than this for us, Mia. I know it. But first, you have to call Kevin and get this divorce going.”

      She nods. “He’ll do the whole case for free?”

      “The whole thing.”

      “Promise me you aren’t paying for it.”

      “I’ll never lie to you. I told you the deal I made with him.”

      Mia exhales and slowly nods. “Okay. I guess…I’ll call him, then. I can’t pass up this opportunity.”

      “Good girl.”

      She gives me a wide smile, her shoulders sinking with relaxation. “This is really happening.”

      “It really is.”

      “If Adam finds out you’re helping me…”

      “I sincerely hope he does. I can’t start an altercation, but I want to punch him so fucking bad I can hardly stand it.”

      Her eyes widen a bit. “Please don’t tell him. I’m afraid of what he might do.”

      “I won’t volunteer the information. But if he comes to your apartment, you let me know. I’m not gonna let him bully you anymore.”

      “You don’t have to take care of me, you know.”

      “What if I want to?”

      She just looks at me for a few seconds before saying, “If we were together, I’d want to take care of you, too. I’m never having it any other way again.”

      “I never thought that would even be an option for us,” I admit. “I figured I’d have to continue wanting you from afar. But if we can get there, Mia—if we can actually get to a point where we’re together—I promise you’ll be everything to me.”

      “I don’t know when I’ll be ready. When I am though, I want it to be you. I want that so much. But, Anton, once you learn everything about me, you may change your mind.” Her voice trembles with emotion.

      I shake my head. “That’s not gonna happen. And I don’t care how long it takes ‘til you’re ready. I’ll wait. I’ve been waiting and I’m not going anywhere.”

      Our food arrives and I pretend to focus on eating, but really I’m watching Mia put syrup on her pancakes. She drizzles it on in a little line, zigzagging it around the pancakes, but she keeps pouring until the pancakes are drenched. It would’ve been simpler to just dump the syrup on, but I find her way of doing it endearing.

      “Do you always eat healthy, or do you have guilty pleasures?” she asks me as she raises a forkful of pancakes to her mouth.

      “I stay on track during the season, but I indulge a little during the offseason. Ice cream is a vice for me.”

      “What kind do you like best?”

      I grin. “Anything Ben and Jerry’s.”

      “Ohh, I’m with you there. Cherry Garcia is life.”

      “Yep, love that one. And there’s this oatmeal cookie one I love. I’d eat it in the car right outside the grocery store if I had a spoon.”

      “What else, besides ice cream?”

      “I got a thing for nachos,” I confess. “With all the good shit on ‘em. Cheese, sour cream, meat, tomatoes, those little jalapenos, chili…”

      “Yes.” Her honey-colored eyes are bright with happiness. “Maybe we could make nachos sometime. Dix would absolutely love it.”

      “He would. Let’s do it. Beer and nachos. How ‘bout Friday night?” I run through my schedule in my head. “Shit, I’ve got a game that night. What about Saturday night? We can all watch a movie.”

      “What about your diet, though?”

      I shrug and repeat her words from earlier. “I can’t pass up this opportunity.”

      Her smile widens. “With the tomatoes, it’s pretty much a salad anyway.”

      “Agreed. And we’ll add some steak for protein; it’s all good.”

      Mia’s expression fades into seriousness and she says, “If I’m able to reach Kevin, it can even be a celebration of sorts.”

      I put down my fork, take out my phone and text her.

      “I just sent you his contact info. Call him when we’re done here.”

      “In a hurry?” she asks in a teasing tone.

      “Very much so. The further you get from Adam, the closer you are to me.”

      Her lips curve upward in a smile, causing my pants to tighten in the crotch area.

      She wants me closer. And fuck, do I want it, too. I want her bad. My cock’s not just hard for her anymore—it actually aches for her touch. I still can’t believe I’m getting a shot with her.

      Marceau may not want Mia to divorce him, but it’s happening. If I have to serve him the fucking divorce papers, walk into the courtroom with her, and move her shit out of his house, I will.

      It’s.

      Happening.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      Mia

      

      I glare over at Dix as the closing credits to The Shootist start rolling.

      “That was the saddest movie ever,” I say.

      “It’s a classic,” he counters. “John Wayne’s last movie.”

      “Yeah, but…it’s so sad.”

      Dix shrugs. “Sometimes life’s sad, too.” He tips a bottle of beer to his lips and finishes it.

      “Believe me, I know. That’s why I like my books and movies to be happy. They’re an escape.”

      Anton pats my knee briefly from his spot beside me on the couch. “Next time we’ll watch The Notebook.”

      “No, we can’t watch that!”

      He lowers his brows, confused. “Isn’t that a chick flick? I thought all chick flicks had happy endings.”

      “Some people would tell you The Notebook has a happy ending, but I’m never watching it again,” I say adamantly. “It made me cry.”

      Dix groans, disgusted. “Life ain’t all roses and sunshine, Mia.”

      “Yeah.” I give him a wry look. “You’re really roughing it in that fancy motorized wheelchair.”

      He cracks a rare smile. “I won’t argue with that. See how pleasant the beer and nachos made me, you two? Get me some porn and a bottle of lotion and I’ll be the jolliest fuckin’ old man you ever seen. I’ll have sunshine comin’ out my ass.”

      “Not happening,” Anton says, standing up and reaching down to take my empty plate.

      “I’ll get them,” I say.

      “Just sit, I’ve got it.” He takes my plate, then Dix’s.

      “Hell of a note,” Dix mutters. “Makin’ an old man go to his room, while you two will be out here doing a live action porno. I can’t even get a goddamn nudie mag.”

      My face warms and I stand up immediately. “Actually, I better go.”

      Anton stops halfway across the living room and looks back at me. “Ignore him.”

      “Believe me, I do. But I really should go before it gets late.”

      “You sure?”

      His expression is disappointed, and I want to sit back down and stay so badly. I can’t, though. The more I’m around Anton, the more attracted to him I am, and the less I trust myself to be alone with him.

      “Yeah.” I walk over to the chair I left my coat on and grab it, putting it on.

      “Let me put these in the kitchen and then I’ll see if the doorman can come up so I can drive you home.”

      “I’m not gonna die if you leave me in bed alone for an hour,” Dix says gruffly.

      “I’ll just take an Uber,” I say.

      “No, let me drive you.”

      I really want to. I like being next to him while he’s driving, sneaking the occasional glance down at his big hands, which really turn me on. I like the way there are no distractions—just the two of us alone, talking.

      And that’s exactly the problem. I feel guilty over how much I like being alone with Anton. I shouldn’t have come here on a Saturday night; it’s not like this is a night where I’m taking care of Dix.

      Kevin dropped everything to start my case when I called him. He asked me to come into his office immediately and told me he filed the paperwork to start the case rolling already.

      I was relieved, anxious and thrilled all at the same time. I can’t believe I’m actually getting divorced. My marriage to Adam has been an emotional prison for such a long time. Being free from him was a dream I didn’t even dare consider.

      It’s happening now, though. I’m going to end our marriage in the only way it still exists—the legal one. In the meantime, I’m not going to be a cheater. And it’s not about being true to Adam, but to myself.

      If Anton wants to be with me—which is a very big if—I want him to know exactly what he’s getting into, and I don’t want to start anything with him until I’m completely free of Adam.

      I can’t tell him the whole truth about me though. Not yet. No one’s ever looked at me the way he does, with a gleam in his eyes that tells me I’m beautiful and worthy. That shine may fade when he discovers who I really am, and I’m not ready for that.

      “Anton,” I say, my tone soft but firm. “I’ll take an Uber.”

      He nods, his shoulders dropping a little as he turns to put the plates in the sink.

      “I’ll walk you downstairs and wait with you,” he says.

      He stands next to me in the elevator, both of us leaning against the back wall.

      “Tonight was good,” he says, clearing his throat. “For me, I mean.”

      “It was good for me, too.” I smile and stare straight ahead, unable to look at him because I know I’ll think about moving closer if I do.

      “Just good?” There’s laughter in his tone. “It wasn’t the best you’ve ever had?”

      My cheeks warm as I answer. “The nachos were, but I can’t say the movie was.”

      “Hmm. We’ll have to work on that.”

      I glance over at him and he winks. My stomach does a quick flip before the doors open and I turn to face forward again. Anton doesn’t usually flirt with me, and I find I like this side of him.

      “Uncle Dix really likes you, you know,” he says as we wait in the lobby of his building for my Uber to arrive.

      “I like him, too.”

      “I like him about ten percent of the time,” he cracks.

      “He’s really proud of you. You should hear him when we watch your games on TV.”

      “You watch them, too?”

      “Yes. I like watching with Dix. He knows his hockey.”

      “He played in high school. He wasn’t the best from what I’ve heard, but he had to be the all-time chirping champion.”

      I laugh hard at the visual. “Can you imagine?”

      “Bet he told every single opposing player, individually, about the filthy things their mothers did to him the night before.”

      When my Uber driver pulls up, Anton glances in the car at him and apparently approves because he opens the rear passenger door for me to get in.

      “Let me know you made it home okay,” he says.

      “I’ll be—”

      He cuts in. “I know, fine. Just text me, okay?”

      I nod.

      “’Night, Mia.”

      “See you in the morning.”

      I feel warm during the ride home. I never would’ve thought I’d feel so at home spending a Saturday evening with one of Adam’s teammates and his curmudgeonly uncle, but I did. Anton is nothing like Adam. And I sense that Dix wears his armor for a reason. Maybe someday he’ll want to tell me why.

      It’s bitterly cold on this late December night, and I hurry into my building and up to the apartment, quickly locking the door behind me.

      It’s quiet inside. I peek in the door of Anita’s bedroom since the door is open and see Dre curled up under the covers, asleep with the soft glow of a bedside light illuminating his face.

      I’m getting really attached to that kid. But the closer we get, the more I mourn the fact that I can’t have babies of my own.

      “Mia?” Anita calls from inside the bathroom.

      “Yeah, it’s me. I just got home.”

      “I’m just getting out of the shower,” she says. “There’s mac and cheese on the stove if you’re hungry.”

      “Thanks, but I’m good.”

      I head into the kitchen to see if there are dishes to wash. Anita’s usually a dishwashing ninja—they barely even hit the sink before she’s scrubbing them clean—but occasionally I manage to wash some for her.

      There’s a knock on the door before I even make it all the way to the sink. I go look through the peephole and see our neighbor Lilian from across the hall. She’s an older woman, and she looks upset.

      “Anita, it’s Lilian,” she says in a rush. “Can I come in please?”

      I unlock the deadbolt and open the door.

      “Lilian, are you—”

      My heart falls to my feet when I see Adam next to her. He wasn’t visible from the peephole. His dark eyes are bloodshot, which means he’s probably drunk. The blackness of them projects pure hatred towards me, and terror races through my veins.

      “Mia, I’m sorry,” Lilian says tearfully. “He was going to hurt my dog if I didn’t do it.”

      “Get out of here,” Adam says to her, his gaze on me. “And if you call anyone, I’ll come back and break that fucking dog’s neck.”

      Lilian is weeping as she shuffles back to her apartment door. Adam lunges toward me, forcing me to take a few steps back. He slams the door and stalks forward, shoving me toward the kitchen so hard I fly across the floor and then land in a heap.

      “You’re fucking Anton Petrov? Really, Mia?” His tone is loaded with fury.

      “I work for him,” I say weakly.

      The strong, confident Mia is nowhere to be found. When Adam gets angry, I revert back to the terrified woman he made me.

      “Don’t fucking lie to me.” He draws back his foot and kicks me hard in the stomach. The force of it leaves me gasping for air. “I started following you after my attorney got the divorce papers. That fucker’s bankrolling you, isn’t he?”

      He reaches down and grabs a handful of my hair, jerking my head up. “Isn’t he?” he yells in my face.

      “No. Adam, stop,” I beg. “You’re hurting me.”

      “We’re even then, bitch. You hurt me, too. You were nothing but a ghetto whore when I met you. Guess you never changed. But I’ll be damned if you get half my money. Not when you’re fucking around on me with Anton.”

      Before I have any time to react, he climbs on top of me, his weight pinning me to the floor. He’s straddling my chest and I can hardly breathe.

      “Stop,” I cry, trying to push him off me with flailing arms.

      He’s so strong, though. It’s no use. I’ve never been so scared in my life as I am right then, when Adam wraps his hands around my neck and starts to squeeze.

      “You fucking whore.” His voice is a calm rage as he tightens his hold.

      I can’t breathe. I’m getting lightheaded already, the fear that I’m going to die only making it worse. I’m kicking my legs and hitting him with my hands, but nothing happens. Adam’s hands are locked around my throat and I know he won’t let go until I’m dead.

      I feel a sudden warmth in my pants as I lose control of my bladder. The urge to breathe is so overwhelming, but I can’t get any air in my throat.

      Fuck.

      I think of my grandpa. Who will take care of him now?

      Grabbing hold of Adam’s shirt, I try to pull on it, but my strength is fading. I lose my grip on the shirt’s collar just as a cracking noise sounds.

      The pressure on my neck is gone immediately and my throat burns as I try to inhale. Adam falls off me like a sack of bricks, dropping to the floor. Anita is standing behind him with a wooden bat. She looks like a baseball player who just took a mighty swing—because she did, at Adam’s head.

      “Breathe slowly, Mia,” she says. “You’re okay.”

      Air fills my lungs, but it doesn’t seem like enough. I gasp, trying to get more in.

      “Slowly,” Anita says. “Go lock yourself in the bedroom with Dre ‘til the police get here. I already called them.”

      I shake my head and manage to stand up, tears blurring my vision as I reach for the bat.

      “No, honey,” Anita says softly. “You don’t want to do that.”

      I do. I want to beat Adam’s unconscious body so hard he’ll never wake up. But Anita is refusing to give up the bat.

      Instead, I walk to the butcher block of knives on the counter and pull one out. My throat still burns and my stomach aches, but I’ve got it in me—the hatred that drives people to do bad things. I feel it now, in this moment, as I look at Adam’s body on the floor.

      “Mia, look at me,” Anita orders.

      I turn to face her, my hand wrapped around the handle of the gleaming silver knife.

      “You don’t want to do this,” she says. “He’s unconscious and the police are on their way. If he wakes up before they get here, I’m gonna knock his ass right back out again. He will be arrested. You’re safe now. Put down the knife and go into my bedroom.”

      Tears fall to my cheeks.

      “It’s me or him,” I say. “He was gonna kill me.”

      “And he’ll go to jail for it. You don’t want to end up in jail, too.”

      I loosen my hold on the knife. “But Anita, if you hadn’t been here…”

      “I know, baby. This motherfucker’s a cold-blooded murderer. But you’re not. Let the police handle him.”

      “Mama?” Dre calls from the bedroom.

      “It’s okay,” Anita calls back. She nods toward the bedroom. “Go, get in there.”

      Numb, I nod and set the knife on the counter, then walk back to my bedroom. Mechanically, I change into dry underwear and pants, then go into Anita’s room. I crawl into bed next to Dre and hold back my urge to sob, because I don’t want to scare him.

      “Go back to sleep,” I say softly.

      He’s out within a minute. I slide out of bed then to go get my phone, and I text Anton.

      Me: I’m not okay. I need you.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Anton

      

      I’m about to jump out of my skin by the time I make it to the stairs in Mia’s building. I take them two at a time, knocking on the door as soon as I get to it and then knocking again three seconds later.

      “Mia,” I say, laying a palm on the door. “Are you here?”

      After the text saying she needed me, she texted her apartment number. She didn’t respond to any of my frantic messages after that.

      Finally, the door opens, but it’s Anita on the other side, her expression sober. She steps aside to let me in and when I walk into the small living room, I see Mia sitting in a chair in the corner, bent over with her forearms on her thighs.

      “Is she okay?” I ask Anita, not giving her time to answer before I rush to Mia’s side.

      I drop to the floor on my knees, trying to see her face.

      “Are you okay? What happened?”

      Anita disappears into a back room as Mia raises her face to look at me.

      “Adam.”

      Her neck has dark bruises encircling it. My urge to break something—preferably him—is overwhelming.

      “Where is he?” I ask.

      I’ll do so much more than just punch him. This goes beyond anything I imagined he was capable of. He choked Mia. I’ll crush his bones. Break his fucking nose. Knock every one of his teeth out.

      “The police took him,” she says numbly.

      “Tell me what happened.”

      I cup her face in my hands and look into her eyes, trying to reach her. I know she sees me, but the trauma seems to have made her retreat into herself.

      “I got home,” she starts in a soft tone. “I locked the door. I went to check on Dre. And then my neighbor Lilian knocked on the door. I could tell something was wrong, but…I thought something was wrong with her, you know?”

      “So she knocked on the door, then what?”

      She wraps her arms around herself. I take off my coat and wrap it around her.

      “I opened the door. That was stupid, wasn’t it?”

      “No. You opened the door, and your neighbor Lilian was there?”

      Mia nods. “And then I saw Adam. He told her he’d hurt her dog if she didn’t knock on my door.”

      “Jesus.”

      “He pushed his way in, and…” She shakes her head. “He was following me. He knew I was at your place, and…”

      “Fuck. Mia, I’m so sorry.”

      “He got the divorce papers and he accused me of fucking you.” She looks at me blankly. “But I didn’t. I wouldn’t cheat.”

      “I know, sweetheart.” I rub her upper arms. “I know. It’s okay.”

      “He kicked me. He pushed me down and kicked me in the stomach. And then he got on top of me and…I couldn’t breathe.” Tears fill her eyes. “I thought he was going to kill me. He was squeezing my throat and I thought I was going to die right there on the kitchen floor.”

      I lean my forehead against hers. “I’m so sorry I wasn’t here. I swear to you, I’ll make him wish he never even thought of coming here.”

      “He was going to kill me,” she says softly. “He said I’m a ghetto whore and he would have killed me, but Anita knocked him out with a baseball bat.”

      I’ve never felt this kind of anger before. It’s a helpless, all-consuming rage. If I could find Adam right now, I could easily kill him with my bare hands.

      “Thank God she was here.” I slide my arms around Mia and hold her close.

      The tears she cries against my neck and the steady thump of her heart reassure me she’s still here. Still alive. She’s safe now.

      “He’s staying in  jail,” she says.

      “He better fucking hope so. Jail’s the only safe place for him, because I can’t get to him there.”

      “Anton?”

      “Hmm?”

      Mia’s soft sigh is warm against my skin. “He was right. I am a ghetto whore.”

      “Don’t say that. Don’t you ever say that again. Adam’s a fucked up piece of shit. He just says things to hurt you.”

      She squeezes me a little tighter. “What did I ever see in him? How did I not know it would end up like this?”

      “You couldn’t have known, Mia. I’ve spent lots of time with Adam; I thought I knew him. And I never would have thought he could do this.”

      “I…I…wanted to kill him. I grabbed a knife and I just wanted to stab him a thousand times so I never have to feel this way again.”

      “I know.” I rub a palm over her back. “I want to do the same.”

      “Maybe I’ll crawl into bed and never leave.”

      “Can I come visit you?”

      She gives me a tiny hum of amusement. “Sure.”

      I lean back and look into her eyes. “Let’s get you to the hospital to get checked out.”

      “I’m okay,” she insists. “I told the police I didn’t want to go.”

      “We’re going.” I stand up and reach for her hand.

      “I’m fine, Anton. Honestly. I’m a Southside girl; I’ve gotten my ass beat a time or two.”

      “I just want to get the all clear. I can call the team doctor and ask him to meet us at the hospital so you don’t have to wait.”

      She shakes her head adamantly. “I don’t want to.”

      “I get it, but you need to. We need to have your injuries documented. Once the media gets wind of this, Adam’s gonna get shit-canned. You need to stand up and get what’s yours while you can, and this will help.”

      I take out my phone and text Kevin, Mia’s attorney, to let him know what’s up. He writes back immediately.

      “Kevin says we have to go,” I tell Mia.

      “Dammit, who put you in charge, anyway?” she snaps. “You didn’t even ask me if you could tell him.”

      “This ends right now,” I tell her, crossing my arms over my chest. “You’ve got a chance to nail his ass to the wall, and you’re taking it. I’ll fucking carry you kicking and screaming to the hospital if I have to.”

      She just looks at me for a second before bursting into tears. Covering her face with her hands, she sobs until her shoulders are shaking.

      “I know,” I say softly, getting back to my knees on the floor in front of her. “I know this is hard, but—”

      “No you don’t.” She takes her hands away from her face, her eyes wide and her cheeks wet with tears. “You don’t know, Anton, because you’re strong. You take no shit. But this is just another time I fell fucking victim to Adam. I don’t want to go to a hospital and have pictures taken of the bruises on my body. I’m so…ashamed.” She weeps again. “He treats me like a worthless piece of shit and it makes me feel like a worthless piece of shit. He hurts me over and over, and every time, he gets away with it and I end up crying and ashamed.”

      I put my hands on her thighs. “He’s not getting away with it this time.”

      “I wanted to fight back so bad, Anton. So fucking bad. I wanted to put bruises on his skin. I wanted to make him hurt. Show him how it feels.”

      “You’re gonna hurt him in a different way. You’re upset and I get that, so let me help you. We need to do this, Mia. I’ll be with you every second we’re there.”

      She sighs heavily and nods. I tell Anita we’re leaving and get Mia’s coat. And in the quiet moments on the drive to the hospital, when she’s silently staring out the window and hardly moving, I think about her words and vow to do what she couldn’t.

      I’ll bruise him back. I’ll make him hurt. I’ll show him how it feels. And then some.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Mia

      

      I’m sweating through my nightshirt when I wake up at 4:00 a.m. three days after the attack. I shove the down comforter in Anton’s guest room aside and go into the kitchen for some water.

      My heartbeat is just now returning to its normal pace after I dreamed about Adam breaking into Anita’s apartment with a butcher knife, telling me he was going to finish the job he started.

      I sit down on the couch with my water and click the remote to turn on ESPN, hoping to catch hockey highlights. Dix and I watched Anton’s game last night, but I’d like to see replays of the two goals he scored. One was a shot across the ice that sent the crowd to its feet.

      Adam was suspended from the team, and Anton told me he’s likely to be released. He’s out on bond, but I got a restraining order against him.

      Not that it’ll stop him from coming after me if he wants to, but he won’t be able to get to me now. I’m staying at Anton’s apartment, and he hired around the clock security to sit in the hallway outside his front door.

      He also offered to pay for Anita and Dre to stay at a hotel, but she declined. She carries her bat with her every time she leaves the apartment now.

      Dix will be up in a couple hours, if not sooner. He went to bed right after the game ended last night. Since Anton told him what happened, he’s been taking it easy on me. No complaining or excessive swearing. I miss the old Dix and hope he doesn’t plan to keep this up for long.

      Hockey highlights aren’t on, and since it’s winter break, I don’t even have any studying to do. I’ve gone from falling into bed after shifts at the bar and waking up with drool on my pillow and a headache from not sleeping enough to not having anything to do.

      I go into the kitchen and dig through the fridge and pantry for ingredients to make my grandma’s banana muffins. They were my favorite smell to wake up to as a kid.

      Dix eats two muffins after he wakes up, commenting on how nice the sunrise is as he takes a sip of coffee.

      “I’m fine, you know,” I say in a cross tone.

      “What’s that s’posed to mean. I never said you weren’t.”

      I shake my head as I wipe down the table. “You’ve been super nice to me since the other night. I don’t want you feeling sorry for me.”

      “I don’t feel sorry for you.”

      “What’s with you, then? You haven’t bitched about my cooking once. You haven’t called the people who make your word search books cocksuckers or asked me to get you booze.”

      Dix rolls his eyes. “You never do it anyway so why would I keep asking?”

      “Because that’s you. I’m not some damsel in distress, you know. Getting choked by my soon to be ex-husband sucks, but I’ve taken my knocks before. Maria Pelini busted up my face real good when her boyfriend dumped her to ask me out sophomore year.”

      Dix’s eyes soften. “Did you know I was once married, Mia?”

      “No.” I’m taken aback by this news.

      “Yeah.” He smiles sadly. “Her name was Eileen. I loved her more than anything. We got married a couple weeks before I had to ship out with my military platoon, and those weeks were the happiest time of my life.”

      I sit back down in my chair at the table, focusing all my attention on Dix. “I didn’t know you were in the military. What happened?”

      He looks out the window at the lake. “Back then I would’ve told you we just grew apart while I was away. But the truth is, war changed me. I came back a cynical man. Eileen did everything she could to get things back to the way they were before I left, but…” He shakes his head.

      “I’m sorry.”

      Dix clears his throat and turns back to me. “I can be a mean bastard, but I never would’ve laid a hand on Eileen. Or any other woman.”

      “Not all men are so noble,” I say sadly.

      Dix lays his good forearm on the kitchen table as he speaks. “Actually, most of us are. You got paired up with a bad fuckin’ egg, Mia.”

      “I was so blind. So stupid.”

      “See, there’s where you’re wrong.” Dix’s voice is uncharacteristically earnest. “You know what I see when I look at you?”

      “What?”

      “Me.” His eyes narrow. “And that’s a load of horseshit.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “You’ve turned cynical, based on this one asshole. Telling yourself and the rest of the world you’re stupid when he’s the stupid one. You doubt yourself when you’ve done nothing to deserve it.”

      I look down at the table, his words taking me by surprise.

      “You do realize my nephew is in love with you, right? Ass over teakettle. Ain’t no hope for that boy, he’s got it bad for you.”

      I smile, warming inside. “I’m lucky. And when I’m single—”

      Dix slaps the table so hard I jump. “No, you’re not lucky! Stop that shit.” His trademark growl is back. “Look at you. Pretty, smart as a whip, funny, kind. You’re a shit cook but he’s rich so it don’t matter. Stop telling yourself you’re stupid. That you’re somehow responsible for your asswipe husband’s inexcusable behavior. And that you’re lucky a man like Anton would want you. He’s lucky, you hear?”

      My nose burns as tears flood my eyes. I can’t help it—they spill over.

      “Oh, don’t start that,” Dix grumbles, rolling his eyes.

      I shoot toward him and wrap my arms around him in a hug. He lets me embrace him for a few seconds before grunting. I pull back and wipe my cheeks.

      “My grandpa is all I have left,” I say, sniffing. “He and my grandma raised me. And now he has Alzheimer’s. He doesn’t know who I am anymore. And what you said just now,” I well up again. “It was like I could feel him here with me. I needed that more than I can tell you. Thank you, Dix.”

      “Just telling it like it is,” he says gruffly.

      “Well, I love you for that.”

      He looks startled, and then gives me a small smile.

      “I won’t tell anyone you were nice to me,” I say. “Promise. As far as I’m concerned, you were a surly bastard today.”

      “Well…those goddamned muffins were overcooked.”

      “You ate two of them,” I protest.

      “What the hell was I supposed to eat? Your other food’s not so hot, either. A man’s gotta have something, even if his choices are undercooked bacon or burnt muffins.”

      I shake my head. “I was planning on taking you to that bar you like for lunch after your doctor’s appointment, but I guess you can just eat burnt muffins for lunch, too.”

      He groans. “You’re killin’ me, Mia. Forcing an old man to exist on your hockey puck muffins.”

      “Alright, I’ll take you to the bar. But you only get one beer.”

      “Three and a shot of whiskey.”

      “Two beers, final offer.”

      He nods. “Done.”

      I stand up and gather our breakfast dishes. “You keep complaining about my cooking and I’ll tell Anton you’re actually a sweetheart.”

      He gives a long groan of disgust.

      I grin. “I think we understand each other.”

      I turn toward the kitchen and he calls my name. I look back at him.

      “You better treat him right. He deserves for you to either open your heart all the way to him, or walk away. I walked away from Eileen, and I’ve missed her every day since. But she deserved better.”

      His words reach a place deep inside me. I nod and say, “I understand.”

      As I take care of our breakfast dishes, I think about what Dix said. He’s absolutely right. I’ve never been with a nice guy like Anton before. I don’t always know how to accept his kindness. But I want to figure it out. I want to leave my past far behind, and have something truly good in my life. Someone truly good.
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      Anton

      

      Adam jogs down the stone front steps of his apartment building, and my blood immediately starts pumping. I push off the wall I’m leaning against and start following him, a baseball cap pulled down low to conceal my face.

      It’s been a long damn time since I was in a premeditated fight. On the ice, fights break out in the heat of the moment. It’s gloves off right now. But I’ve had four days to think about confronting Adam. Four very long days.

      Mia’s expression when I got to her apartment that night will be burned in my mind forever. She didn’t look scared or sad so much as defeated. Adam will pay for her forlorn expression.

      I trail a good distance behind Adam for a couple blocks, biding my time ‘til he gets to a place with fewer people.

      At first, I couldn’t get to him because he was in jail. Then I had to travel with the team, which he got suspended from. But now I’m back in Chicago, he’s out of jail, and it’s on.

      Mia’s doing okay. I’ve been calling and texting her often to check on her. Yesterday she sounded almost happy, and she told me she appreciates knowing she’s safe at my place.

      I hated to leave town so quickly after her attack, but I had to. There’s been news coverage of Adam’s suspension, and reporters have been asking his teammates how we feel about it.

      What the fuck do they think we feel? It’s not like any of us can be honest. “I think he’s a piece of shit I’d like to murder with my bare hands, John, thanks for asking.”

      Coach was diplomatic, telling a reporter he plans to let the police do their work and then make a decision about Adam’s future with the team. But I already know Adam’s fucking gone. I came clean to the entire team about what’s been happening with Mia and what I saw the other night, and I let them know then that it’s either me or him. I’ll never play on a team with him again.

      Not that it’ll probably even be an option for him. If Adam gets convicted of a felony, he won’t have a job on any NHL team ever again.

      He meets up with a woman at a deli and they have lunch together. I wonder if she knows who he really is. When he leaves the deli alone, I close some distance between us, not wanting to miss my opportunity.

      I’m not waiting even one more day to exact my revenge. As soon as Adam gets to a building with a long alley, I approach him from behind and grab the collar of his coat, dragging him into it.

      “The fuck?” He turns and sees me, his gaze darkening. “You. You dirty motherfucker. Or should I say wife fucker?”

      I’m not in the mood to trade verbal jabs with him. I shed my coat and shove him further into the alley. Not gonna risk the chicken shit running away on me.

      “How could you, Anton?” He sneers at me. “She’s my wife. And you—”

      I silence him by barreling into him, shoving his back against a brick wall. He launches himself back at me and I crouch, landing an uppercut to his stomach.

      It feels good. Kicking Adam’s ass feels really fucking good. Every blow I land, every crack I hear, is for Mia. He gets a few good shots in on me—one to my eye and several to my ribs—but this fight’s mine.

      I’m driven by something more powerful than Adam ever will be. It’s my love for Mia that fuels every punch that doubles him over, every kick once he’s on the ground.

      There’s no trash talk. No threats or insults exchanged. Adam’s gasping for breath, on his hands and knees on the ground, which means I need to keep sending him my silent message.

      Never come near her again.

      I grab his coat and use it to send him flying into the alley wall, satisfied by the way his head knocks against it. And then I wail on him some more, punching until my fists are sore and a few knuckles are bloody.

      He’s a fucking mess, curled up in the fetal position and struggling to breathe. Both of his eyes are swollen and there’s blood coming from his nose and mouth. I bend down over him.

      “Anyone asks, we were together and got jumped and robbed. Don’t make me come find you again or you won’t walk away.”

      I spit on him and wipe my sleeve across the cut above my eye, reaching down for my coat as I turn back towards the street.

      My mind finally settles as I walk the few miles home. I needed to confront Adam. I needed to release the anger. It was one thing to want Mia from afar while thinking she was happily married to Adam. But to see her hurt by him in every possible way?

      Since I saw her that night at Lucky Seven, I’ve changed a lot. I’m no longer strictly devoted to hockey. I’m off of my routines with sleep and diet. Hell, I even had a rule about keeping my mind focused on hockey, and my head’s been nowhere near the game unless I’m on the ice.

      I’m still playing strong, though. I’ve got a new fire in my belly now—to have it all. I want hockey and a relationship with Mia. I want more nachos and movies and late nights spent together.

      Mia makes me feel stronger. I’m focused on something besides my game now. I’ve actually got something, and someone, to play for.

      I want to make her proud. When we’re finally able to be together, I want her to know she’s with a real man now. A man who will protect her at all costs. Who’s not afraid of anything—even crazy, gut-wrenching, all-consuming love.

      By the time I make it back to my place, I’m fucking tired. I haven’t slept well since before Mia was attacked, and the fight used up my remaining energy. I take the elevator to my floor and I’m greeted by a security guy I haven’t met yet.

      “I’m Anton Petrov,” I say, extending my hand for a shake.

      He shakes my hand, his other one on his waist where his gun is holstered.

      “I’ll need to see your ID,” he says.

      I take out my wallet and pass him my driver’s license. He nods in approval.

      “Sorry about that, Mr. Petrov.”

      “Hey, no worries. You’re just doing what I asked you guys to do. Thanks.”

      I unlock the door and walk inside, shrugging off my coat and setting it on a chair.

      Uncle Dix is snoring in his recliner, his favorite afghan covering him from chin to feet. Mia walks in from the hallway, a stack of folded laundry in her arms. She immediately sets it down and walks over to me, gently brushing her fingertips over my swollen eye.

      “Thank you,” she says softly.

      I love her completely in this moment. She understands. She doesn’t ask if I’m okay or tell me I didn’t need to do it; she knows I had to do it. And she knows why.

      “My pleasure,” I murmur back, giving her other hand a quick, gentle squeeze.

      “I’ll get some ice.” She turns.

      “I need to lay down.”

      She faces me again. “Go ahead. I’ll bring the ice in.”

      In my bedroom, I strip off my shirt and lie on my bed gingerly, my ribs aching with the movement. Mia walks in soon with a bag of ice and a wet washcloth.

      She sits down on the edge of the bed and uses the cloth to wipe the blood from my brow and cheek. I watch her as she works, noticing the small crease of concentration between her brows.

      Her dark hair is loose around her shoulders; I like it this way. I take the end of a loose curl between two fingertips and feel its softness.

      “If we were together,” she says softly, “we’d have amazing sex right now, wouldn’t we?”

      I move my fingers from her hair to her jaw line, grazing it gently. “We would.”

      She brushes a few loose strands of hair back from my face. “I’d undress for you, very slowly. You’d watch me, and I’d like that.”

      My cock stiffens and my blood pumps. My fatigue is forgotten as she holds my gaze. There’s something new in her expression—something bolder, more assured. It makes me ache for her.

      “Then I’d take my pants off and lay you on this bed,” I say, continuing our fantasy. “You’d spread your legs wide for me and as soon as I was inside you, neither one of us would feel like I could get deep enough. We’d hold on to each other tight while I fucked you so hard you’d be begging me to stop and keep going at the same time.”

      “I’m not the best with words, but if I was inside you…” I cup the side of her neck. “I’d make you understand. You’d feel my feelings for you.”

      She takes my palm and presses it to her heart. “I feel them,” she says, her voice ragged.

      “You’d feel more. More than you thought you could stand. More than you knew was possible. You’d feel me worshipping you and loving you and making the two of us into one, for just a few perfect seconds.”

      She closes her eyes and murmurs, “Please don’t stop.”

      “I want your nipples in my mouth and your pussy wrapped around my dick, Mia. I want it so fucking bad it’s making me crazy. I haven’t been touched by a woman in so long, because the only one I wanted touching me was you.”

      “I’d try to make it worth your wait.”

      “I already know it will be. I’ll show you how real men fuck. I’ve fantasized about having you in every imaginable position and a few you’ve probably never even imagined.”

      She’s still pressing my hand to her heart. “If I had you that way…I’d hold on to you so tight. I’d never want to let go.”

      “You never have to, Mia.”

      Her eyes flood with tears. “I’m broken. So imperfect, but still here and still fighting. And for me, love means letting you see those imperfections. Thank you for accepting them.”

      “I want all of you.” I put my hands on her waist, fighting the urge to pull her on top of me. “All the little pieces that make you the person you are—I want all of those. And I want you to see all my little pieces, too. I’m not perfect, either, sweetheart. You’ll see.”

      She smiles. “You’re perfect to me.”

      “Lie down with me.”

      She looks over at the empty side of my king-size bed. “Okay, but we have to be good.”

      “I will be. It’s you I’m worried about.”

      She laughs and gets up to walk to the other side of the bed. “You should be worried. It’s getting hard to do the right thing.”

      I cringe as I turn to lie on my side so I can face her as she lies down. “Yeah, but soon the right thing will be to fuck long and hard.”

      “How soon?”

      “I guess that’s up to Kevin. Maybe if I offer to go to his kid’s next twenty-five birthdays he’ll speed this divorce up.”

      Mia pulls a fleece blanket up from the foot of the bed and covers me with it from the waist down, her eyes lighting up as she notices my tented crotch.

      “The rest of me has to stay cold?” I ask, amused.

      “For now.” She gives me a coy smile. “I’m enjoying the view.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      “Mmm-hmm.” She gives me a hesitant look before saying, “I looked up pictures of you online.”

      I arch my brow. “What for? The real thing’s right here.”

      “Well…I was just curious.”

      “About?”

      She gives me a look. “You know…there was that photoshoot you did in your underwear a couple years ago for that sports magazine. The body issue.”

      I haven’t thought about those in a while. I grin at the look on her face. “And?”

      “Let’s just say I liked what I saw.”

      “Huh. Good. And where are my photos of you?”

      “You’ll just have to wait for the real deal.” She reaches down for another blanket and covers herself up. “But I was wondering about the ink on your leg. It’s beautiful.”

      “Oh. Thanks. I’ve had it for a while. I guess…eight years now.”

      “Is there meaning behind it?”

      I try to stifle a yawn. “I wish. Truth is, I was out with my brother and some friends in the offseason, had too much to drink, and ended up telling the artist to give me something special.”

      “Well, he did.”

      “Yeah. I do like it, thank god.”

      Her eyelids slowly close. I can barely believe she’s here. In my fucking bed. I don’t want this time with Mia to end. I hope like hell there are moments like this ahead, where we can just hold each other. And even better, times when we don’t just talk about what we want to do in this bed, but actually do it.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Mia

      

      Three months later

      

      I open the blinds of the living room window in Anita’s apartment and immediately smile at Dre.

      “Sun!”

      He jumps up and down and dances in a circle, making me laugh. Poor kid’s stir crazy. The April rain has been keeping us inside all week, both here and at Anton’s.

      Anita is studying for her finals, and I offered to take care of Dre all week so she can focus. It’s Friday, the last day of our week together, and I really wanted to take him to do something fun.

      “Let’s get dressed and go out for breakfast,” I say.

      “Pancakes?”

      “You know it, kid.”

      He dances back to the bedroom he shares with his mom. She left at 6:00 a.m. to go study at the campus library. Even with my help, I don’t know how she does it. Every minute of the day, she’s working, studying, taking care of Dre or catching a few precious hours of sleep.

      Dre and I take an Uber to our favorite little diner and sit at the breakfast bar, playing I Spy while we wait for our pancakes. And when they arrive, my mini-me douses his with syrup just like I do. I have to clean his face in the bathroom before we move on to shopping at the little boutique stores in this neighborhood.

      I need to keep busy today, because I’m full of nervous energy. Tonight is my first date with Anton. A little over two weeks ago, my divorce from Adam was finalized. Three days ago, Anton played the last of his eighty-two games for this season. Tonight, we finally get to focus our full attention on the attraction between us that’s been brewing for all these months.

      The day the divorce was official, I wanted to run over to his apartment and kiss him. I took an Uber instead, because it was faster. But when I got there and breathlessly gave him the news, he surprised me.

      Instead of us rushing into mind-blowing sex like I thought we would, he just looked at me with hungry eyes and stayed in his spot, leaning against the kitchen counter.

      “Will you go on a date with me?” he asked.

      At first, I hoped the date would be in his bedroom five minutes later. But then I realized he was serious. Anton’s got an inner wolf, I’m sure of that. But he’s also patient and a gentleman. I don’t know if the burn of wanting and waiting is as delicious for him as it is for me, but damn…I hope so.

      I can tell what he wants by the way he looks at me with fire in his eyes. The way he stands as close as he can possibly get without touching me. The way he speaks into my ear in a low tone, his breath warm against my skin.

      His patience is sexy, but I still enjoy testing it. For our date, I splurged on a V-neck black dress with an open back and a pair of strappy heels. I plan to curl my hair, paint my nails red and break out the free sample of an expensive perfume I picked up at a department store.

      Dre and I cover lots of ground—we window shop, hit up story time at the library and play at a local indoor playground. By the time I put him down for a nap at 2:00 p.m., I need one, too.

      I’m woken up two hours later by the sound of the front door being unlocked. Anita walks in, a bag of groceries in her arms.

      “How was he?” she asks me.

      “Great. We had fun.” I sit up on the couch and yawn. “I need to shower.”

      “I’m making beef stroganoff for dinner if you want to eat a little something to calm your nerves,” she offers.

      “Thanks.”

      It’s been a while since I had an occasion to dress up. It takes me almost an hour and a half to get completely ready. When I finally emerge from the bathroom and walk into the kitchen, Anita gives me a huge smile.

      “You look great, Mia.”

      Dre looks up from the picture he’s coloring at the kitchen table.

      “You a fox,” he tells me.

      I laugh as Anita scolds him—probably not the best idea, but I can’t help it. We saw someone say that on a TV show recently and now Dre won’t stop repeating it.

      I pace around the small apartment, nervous for no good reason. This is Anton. I already know him well. He’s pretty much become my best friend in the past five months. Why am I so nervous?

      I think it’s because we have each other on very tall pedestals. We’re both completely smitten with the idea of us, but will the reality live up?

      When Anton looks at me, I feel like the most beautiful woman in the world to him. Like I’m the only woman he has eyes for. It makes me feel warm and bubbly inside.

      Will he still look at me that way after we’ve kissed? After we’ve slept together? I’ll be crushed if he doesn’t.

      I sit down on the couch with my phone and text him.

      Me: What if the fantasy of me is better than the reality?

      Anton: It’s not.

      Me: But what if it is? What if you kiss me and I taste like sardines or slobber all over your mouth?

      Anton: I’ve got breath mints and a handkerchief, chief.

      Me: Wait, why are you texting me right now? Aren’t you driving?

      Anton: I’m parked outside your building. Got here early.

      Me: Okay, be right out.

      Anton: No. I’m coming to the door. I was just waiting ‘til six in case you weren’t ready yet.

      Me: Been ready for a few months now…😉

      Anton: On my way.

      He’s knocking on my door within the next couple minutes. I take a deep breath and pull the door open, grinning with nervous excitement.

      “Wow,” he says as his gaze roves up and down my body. “You look amazing.”

      “Thanks. Come on in and I’ll grab my jacket and bag.”

      He steps inside and I check him out from the corner of my eye as I get my stuff. He’s wearing a charcoal suit with a light blue dress shirt open at the collar, no tie. It fits him perfectly. And the contrast of the suit with his shaggy hair and dark blond stubble is hot.

      “Anton, you a fox!” Dre calls out from the kitchen table.

      “Thanks, man.”

      Anton walks over and gives him a fist bump. Then he reaches into his suit jacket and passes him a bag. From Dre’s excited expression, I know what’s inside. There’s a little candy shop next to Anton’s apartment building, and Dre loves their chocolate stars.

      “Mama!”

      Dre shows Anita his candy and she smiles for just a second before saying, “Gotta finish your supper first. And what do you say?”

      “Thank you,” Dre says to Anton.

      “Sure thing.”

      Anton walks back over to me, and after we tell Anita and Dre good night, he puts his palm on my back and opens the door for me.

      I walk through, my jacket over my arm and bag in hand.

      As soon as he closes the door, Anton drags his fingertips up and down my exposed back. I shiver with pleasure from the unexpected touch.

      “The back of this dress is fucking criminal,” he says in a low tone.

      “You gonna arrest me?” I tease.

      “You bet your ass. Handcuffs and all.”

      “And here I thought you were a nice guy.” I cock a brow.

      He laughs and puts both arms around my waist, pulling me close. “You won’t complain about the way you’re treated in my custody, ma’am.”

      Finally. Fucking finally, there’s nothing in the way of me and Anton.

      Adam pleaded guilty to a misdemeanor, paid his fine and went to play hockey for a European league. No NHL teams wanted him. Every time I look up game highlights just to make sure he’s still there, I breathe a sigh of relief. It gets easier every day.

      When Anton takes my hand on the walk to his car, it feels good. Warm and secure. No man has ever held my hand before.

      He opens the door and makes sure my dress is all the way in the car before closing the door. I think of all the other “dates” I’ve gone on with men who didn’t even pick me up, let alone open the car door. Meeting up at a restaurant, splitting the check and then having a man ask if he’s getting a blowjob doesn’t exactly make a girl feel special.

      As soon as Anton gets in the car, I smell his intoxicating, woodsy cologne and get nervous about how good this feels. Is it too good to be true?

      “I’ve got huge nipples,” I blurt out, cringing as the words leave my mouth.

      Anton’s lips part with shock, his eyes dancing with amusement. “Uh…okay?”

      “I just wanted to put it out there. I used to see all the white girls’ nipples in gym class when we were showering and they were teeny tiny. I don’t know if you’ve been with a black woman before, and I just didn’t want you to be surprised. I mean, my nipples are nice, you know, but…they’re big.”

      “Oh, Mia.” Anton laughs and takes my hand, bringing it to his lips to kiss my knuckles. “You turn me on harder than any woman ever has. I’ll love your nipples when the time comes. Stop worrying.”

      He looks over his shoulder and pulls out of his parking spot. I sneak a glance at his profile. Damn, Anton’s sexy.

      “You hungry?” he asks me.

      I clear my throat. “Yes.”

      “I hope you like what I planned.”

      “I’m sure I’ll love it. Where are we eating?”

      “You’ll see.”

      I give in to my sudden urge to reach over and slip my hand back into his. His hand is resting on his thigh, and his leg is solid with muscle.

      He tells me about his afternoon playing darts with Dix as he drives to a building downtown. A valet meets us out front and takes the car, and Anton leads me by the hand through the glass doors of the ornate old building with marble floors and an art deco style.

      “Is there a restaurant here?” I ask, somewhat confused.

      He smiles and says nothing as we step onto the elevator and he pushes a button. Reaching into his pants pocket, he pulls out a black strip of cloth.

      “You trust me?” he asks.

      “Yes, but…why?”

      “I want to blindfold you.”

      My lips part with surprise. “Blindfold me? Are we going Fifty Shades already?”

      He hums with amusement. “We can later, if you want. But this is just so I can surprise you.”

      My heart beats rapidly in my chest. “Where are we going?”

      “Turn around so I can put this on you.”

      I do, and he puts the blindfold over my eyes and ties it behind my head. My pulse is pounding from the mystery of it all, and then Anton only takes it further when he moves my hair over one shoulder and kisses my exposed one. His lips are warm and his stubble tickles my skin. I inhale sharply as his lips gently graze my neck and collarbone.

      When I hear the elevator doors open, he pulls back and I miss his closeness immediately.

      He takes my hand and leads me out of the elevator. We’re outside, I know that from the slight chill in the air and the familiar smells of the city.

      I feel Anton’s warmth return as he leans in to speak next to my ear.

      “If I have anything to say about it, this’ll be your last first date, Mia. So I wanted to make it memorable.”

      He takes off the blindfold and I’m floored by what I see. We’re on the roof of the building, a table for two set with china and glass bowls of hydrangeas. The table is inside a “room” made from potted trees and bushes, floral arrangements, and strands of white light bulbs strung between stakes.

      “Anton,” I say breathlessly. “It’s the most…it’s so beautiful.”

      “I’m glad you like it.”

      A gray-haired man in a tuxedo approaches us with a silver tray holding two glasses of champagne. He nods as Anton takes them both and passes one to me, then silently disappears.

      “To new beginnings,” Anton says, holding out his glass for a toast.

      I clink my flute against his. “To new beginnings,” I echo.

      We both take a sip of the bubbly, sweet peach champagne. I’m still taking in our surroundings when the sound of music makes me jump. I turn to see a three-piece orchestra on the other side of the roof.

      “Are you fucking serious?” I cringe at my profanity in such a romantic moment. “I mean, serious?”

      Anton tips back his head as he laughs. “I’m fucking serious, babe.”

      “I don’t know what to say. I’m just…amazed.” I squeeze his hand. “Thank you.”

      “First of many. I think you and I can have it all someday, sweetheart.”

      I lean in to him, laying my head on his shoulder.

      “Can you see us with a bunch of little kids someday?” he says, his voice warm and deep near my ear. “I’d like a half dozen little girls who look just like you. Maybe one badass boy.”

      I choke out a note of laughter, but my heart constricts in my chest. This is the fear that has been keeping me up at night—Anton is in love with the idea of me, and he doesn’t know how different the reality is.

      As we sit at the table and get served several courses of my favorite foods—including pancakes and nachos—my joy is bittersweet. Anton is everything I could ever want in a partner and so much more. I’d be happy sitting on his couch with a pizza watching a movie, but he’s wooing me instead. Trying so very hard to make me feel special.

      And I do. But the nagging doubt is still there in the back of my head. How will I tell him I can’t have children? And when?

      I don’t want this magic to end.

      After dinner, Anton invites me to dance with him as the sun sets. Space heaters on the roof warm the air as we sway in time to the music, my head on his shoulder. There’s a lump in my throat as I silently wish I could find a way to tell him that even though I’m not the perfect woman he thinks I am, I’ll always remember how he made me feel tonight. For the first time in my life, a man made me feel cherished.

      We dance for what feels like minutes and hours at the same time. It’s fully dark, just the strands of white lights casting a glow over the rooftop, when Anton reaches into his pocket and pulls out a little black box.

      “This is the gift I got you for Christmas,” he says, flipping open the top of the box.

      It’s a necklace—a sparkling silver chain with a pendant that looks like a jagged line encrusted with diamonds.

      “I had it made for you,” he says softly. “It’s supposed to be lightning, because when I saw you for the first time, I felt like lightning had struck.”

      All the emotions I’m feeling overwhelm me at once. This whole thing—him, the rooftop, the necklace—it’s too good to be true. If Anton wants children with me someday, he’ll be disappointed to find out I can’t give him any.

      And he deserves to know. This incredible man who’s come to mean so much to me deserves to know my deepest truth—the one I’m most ashamed of.

      But I can’t tell him tonight. When he fastens the necklace around my neck and I stutter out a thank you, a tear slips down my cheek. It’s half happy, half heartbroken.

      He cups my face in his hands then and lowers his lips to mine, kissing me softly. Pressed against his chest, I can feel his thundering heart as he slides a hand around the back of my neck and deepens the kiss.

      It’s just long enough. Just intense enough to take my breath away and leave me wanting more. It’s absolutely perfect. Just like him. Like this night. Like everything here except me.
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      Anton

      

      There’s a homeless man with his hand out on my block-long walk to Mia’s apartment for our second date. When I pass him a ten, he thanks me and shoves it in his pocket.

      I probably look like I’m starring in a music video for a guy having the best day ever—carrying a bunch of flowers and smiling like a damn idiot. I can’t help it though; I’m happy.

      It’s only been a few days since Mia and I had our first date, but Alexei’s in town for a visit, so I’m taking advantage of my free night while he hangs out with Uncle Dix. This is going to be the first time Mia and I have been completely alone at either her place or mine. Anita and Dre are staying with her cousin in the suburbs for the night.

      Mia and I spend lots of time together at my place, but it’s different when Uncle Dix is there. Even if he stays in his bedroom and watches hockey on his tablet, it’s hard to set a romantic mood when there’s an old guy yelling, “Cocksucker!” every five minutes. Or worse, grumbling that he needs to “drain the main vein.”

      Alexei is in charge of all that, starting tonight until noon tomorrow. He’s got a date tomorrow night with a flight attendant he met on the flight here. Wastes no fucking time, that one.

      I’m about to climb the stairs to Mia’s building when a male voice calls out to me. I turn to see Troy Walker, a Chicago sports reporter.

      “Hey, man,” I say, extending my hand for a handshake. “How’s it going?”

      “Are those flowers for Mia Marceau?”

      I meet his eyes and exhale hard. “What do you want, Troy?”

      He gestures at Mia’s building. “You’re standing outside Mia Marceau’s apartment with a bouquet. Sources have told me your relationship with her is the reason Adam Marceau was released from the team.”

      “Again,” I say in a level tone, “what do you want?”

      “Is it true? Can I get an exclusive?”

      Fucking vulture. I’ve given him every interview he’s ever asked for. Even gave him my cell number in case he needed to reach me in a pinch.

      “If you want to talk to me about hockey, I’m game anytime,” I say.

      “But an affair with a teammate’s wife that he gets released over is about hockey.”

      I want to say many things, but I’ve been burned in the past by having things taken out of context, and I’m careful now.

      “If you need anything from me, you’ll need to go through the front office,” I say.

      “Come on,” Troy says. “Can I just get confirmation you and Mrs. Marceau are in a relationship?”

      It grinds my fucking gears hard to hear him call her that. He must notice, because he takes a step back and puts his hands in the air.

      “Okay. I’ll just wait and ask her instead.”

      I shake my head and look away. I know Mia can handle herself against this punk, so I climb the stairs and leave Troy behind.

      When I get to the second floor and knock, Mia opens the door right away and my aggravation fades away. I pass her the flowers and she smiles.

      “They’re beautiful, thank you.”

      She brings the bouquet to her nose, closes her eyes and inhales the scent. Damn, she’s beautiful. As I step inside, I lean down and kiss her. Her lips taste soft and sweet—I immediately want more. And then I know I’ll want more after that, too.

      Better not dry fuck her in her front doorway, though. I pull away and see that her eyes are sparkling with happiness.

      “Hey, there’s a reporter in front of your building,” I say as she closes and locks the door.

      “Oh shit, really?”

      “Yeah. He’s asking about us and if our affair is the reason Adam’s ass is in Europe now.”

      Mia sighs heavily.

      “You know what to do if he asks you questions, right?” I ask.

      “Tell him to suck my tit?”

      I grin. “Yeah, no.”

      “Kiss my fat black ass?”

      “Mmmm, might not wanna say that.”

      She arches a brow in amusement. “Okay. I’ll just tell him to fuck off.”

      “Repeat after me.” I approach her and put my hands on her waist. “No comment.”

      “No fucking comment, dickweed.”

      I tighten my hold on her waist and pull her closer. “No. Comment.”

      Her eyes widen as she looks up at me. “No comment, mother—”

      I silence her smart mouth with a kiss, pulling her hips toward mine. My cock, thick and hard already, presses against her belly. The way she sighs into my mouth when she feels it makes me want to rip her clothes off right here and now.

      She pulls away and says, “Okay, I think I see what you mean.”

      “It’s just…different with me than it was with Adam. I’m the captain and first line center.”

      She nods. “I know. You’re the star of the team.”

      “I don’t mean it like that. I’m just…more high profile, I guess.”

      “I promise I won’t comment.”

      “It’s better for both of us to say nothing and refer all comments to the team PR people.”

      “Done. Now let me put these in some water,” she says as she lifts the flowers a few inches into the air. When she brushes the fingertips of her free hand across her plump, still-wet lips, it’s all I can do not to throw the fucking flowers on the ground and grab her.

      While she’s getting a vase and some water, I get ahold of myself. It takes thoughts of elderly nuns holding kittens to calm my erection. I hope Mia and I will get to a place where we fuck like rabbits as soon as we see each other sometimes, but for now I want to be a gentleman.

      “You want me to order some Chinese for dinner?” I ask.

      “That sounds great.”

      “What do you like?”

      She considers. “Beef fried rice. Extra soy sauce.”

      I sit down on the couch and order the food with an app on my phone. I’ve decided to keep letting my diet slide for the first month of the off-season, so I also choose some mandarin beef and seafood delight for myself.

      Mia sets the vase down on the coffee table in front of us and then sits down next to me.

      “How’s your visit with your brother going?” she asks.

      I shrug. “The usual. We ordered in a bunch of Russian food that we love and Uncle Dix hates. Talked hockey for hours yesterday. Played poker and Alexei won Dix’s fucking wheelchair.”

      Mia laughs and lowers her brows with surprise. “How is that gonna work?”

      “Alexei makes Dix rent the chair back when he has to use the bathroom.”

      “Ooh.” The ‘O’ shape of her lips gives me dirty thoughts. “I bet Dix is pissed.”

      “Yeah. It’s a dollar a minute, so some of his shits get expensive.”

      Mia frowns and laughs at the same time. “He’s an old man with constipation. It should be a flat rate, at least.”

      “Alexei loves getting under his skin.”

      Mia touches the lightning bolt necklace I gave her, which she’s still wearing.

      “I love this,” she says softly. “Thank you again. I feel bad that I only got you socks for Christmas.”

      “I love those socks.” I take her hand and squeeze it.

      “I missed you.”

      Fuck, it feels good to hear her say that. I’m trying hard to start our relationship right by not coming on too strong. My balls were Smurf-colored by the time I got home from our first date, alone, unless the bottle of lotion on my nightstand counts.

      “I missed you, too.”

      She looks like she’s going to say something, but then she stops, an uncertain look crossing her face.

      “What?” I ask her.

      “I’ve been thinking.”

      “Okay.”

      She turns to face me on the couch, legs pulled up to her chest. “So you know how I’ve struggled with worrying that the fantasy of me is better than the reality?”

      “Uh-huh, but I don’t know why. Your imperfections make you even better in my mind. More real.”

      She arches her brows and gives me a look. “What imperfections might those be?”

      “Well…your muffins might not be my favorite.”

      “That’s my grandma’s recipe.”

      “Yeah, but…did your grandma cook them for as long as you do?”

      She rolls her eyes. “What else?”

      I answer quickly. “That’s it, babe. You’re perfect to me other than the muffins.”

      “Hmm. Not sure I believe you.”

      “Anyway, you were saying?”

      She clears her throat and starts again. “Anyway, I don’t want to do that anymore. I’m not perfect, but I’m me, and it’s taken a lot of hard work and perseverance to become me, you know?”

      “I do. I’m glad you’ve come around.”

      “The thing is…there’s one thing I still need to tell you.” She looks down at her hands and twines her fingers together nervously.

      “It’s okay, Mia. Just say it. I’m not going anywhere.”

      “I need a little bit more time. This thing…it’s something Adam gave me a lot of grief over. I feel…shame, I guess, when it comes to this. And I should also tell you I’m not ready to sleep with you yet.”

      There’s a moment of disappointment, but I swallow it. I want this thing with Mia to last, and I know I can’t rush it. She just got out of a shitty marriage, after all.

      “We’ll wait until you’re ready,” I say. “However long that takes.”

      She glances up at me with a relieved smile. “I do want it, you know, physically. I just want to be ready emotionally.”

      “I want that, too. You don’t need to explain.”

      She sighs softly. “And this thing I need to tell you…I’ll do it soon. Before we sleep together for sure, because I feel like that’s a commitment, you know? To me it is.”

      “To me, too.”

      “But even if we don’t have sex yet, we can still…you know.”

      I feign confusion. “No, what?”

      “Anton…”

      “Mia…”

      “Maybe I should just show you what I mean,” she says.

      “Yes.”

      A thousand fucking times yes. My dick pulses with awareness of her as she stands up in front of the couch, grabbing the bottom of the long-sleeve T-shirt she’s wearing and pulling it up over her head.

      Her rounded breasts are visible through the white lace cups of her bra, the nipples dark and—as promised—large. The real Mia is so much more perfect than I ever could have fantasized, I can hardly breathe.

      She goes to toss the shirt on the ground, but then holds on to it at the last second, saying, “I should have waited until after our food gets here.”

      “Just give me five seconds,” I say, grabbing my phone and typing out a frantic text to the delivery service I called. “And…okay, done. I just paid the guy extra to leave it outside the door.”

      “You must not be very hungry,” Mia says, biting her lower lip as she drops her shirt to the floor.

      “Oh, I’m fucking starving. Just not for Chinese. Please don’t stop.”

      Her eyes don’t leave mine as she unfastens and lowers her jeans, revealing tiny, lacy panties that match the bra. My dick strains against my jeans as my gaze roams over her body. I’m overwhelmed with conflicting urges—to keep looking, to touch her bare skin, to kiss her in places that will make her moan.

      Instead, I stand up and pull my own shirt up and off. Mia’s gaze turns sultry as I step closer, putting my hands back around her waist. This time, though, I feel the soft lace of her panties and the smooth warmth of her skin beneath my fingertips.

      She puts a palm on my chest, running her fingers across the dark blond hair on my chest and down to my abs. A shiver passes through me. It’s been so long since I’ve been touched this way. And for the dry spell to be broken by Mia is fucking incredible.

      “Bedroom,” I murmur.

      She leads the way to a tiny room, my gaze locked on her round, perfect ass the entire way. I take off my pants in two seconds flat and kiss her, putting a knee on the bed and a hand on her back as she lies down on the mattress.

      I unclasp her bra, releasing her firm, flawless breasts. The little noises she makes as I run my fingertips and the tip of my tongue over her nipples threaten to unravel my control.

      It’s so fucking good. My mind and body are at war, though—my mind wanting to go slow and savor every second, and my body fucking desperate for more, more, more.

      She slides her nails over my scalp, her fingers raking through my hair, and when she tugs, I give in to my body. I ease her panties off, and just her scent makes my cock throb with desire.

      But she’s not ready for sex, so tonight my mouth gets to have all the fun. I kiss her stomach and thighs, making her whimper and spread her legs wider.

      She’s a goddess. Her long, caramel legs are sculpted and smooth, her stomach soft and feminine. Her pussy is bare, with nothing but wetness on it. I run my tongue along her seam and she lets out a strangled cry of pleasure.

      I should toy with her for a little bit, but I’ve waited too fucking long for this. So instead, I feast. She’s soaked and writhing, and begging for more.

      I’m pretty sure I’ve died and gone to pussy heaven. I could spend hours bringing her to the edge and back if she keeps moaning and bucking her hips like that.

      But then I’m shocked when she wriggles away and presses my chest until I fall back on the bed. She tears my underwear off in no time and then turns around and climbs on top of me, her pussy now just inches from my mouth.

      Sixty-nine. Thank Sweet Baby Jesus, I’m with a woman who’s initiating the sixty-nine position. Mia is sexy as fuck, and as she teases the tip of my cock and then deep throats me, I groan hard, already feeling like my dick’s about to shoot into her throat with the force of a fire hose.

      Focus. Fucking focus, Petrov. I return my attention to her clit, licking and sucking as she bobs up and down on my cock like she’s lost in a desert and there’s water in the base.

      Thank fuck, I get her off first. Her legs shudder and there’s a gush of her juices into my mouth as she practically screams, the vibrations setting me off and making me come, too.

      It’s the longest, hardest orgasm I’ve ever had. It just goes on and on, Mia sucking me dry until we both collapse onto the bed.

      “Holy shit,” I say breathlessly.

      She turns around and curls up next to me and I pull her close.

      “Wow,” she says softly. “So we’re definitely compatible in bed.”

      I kiss the top of her head. “Fuck yeah, we are. I hope you don’t actually want to eat that Chinese food, ‘cause we’re gonna be here for a while.”

      “Perfect. I’ve waited a long time for this.”

      “Me too, babe.”

      More than three years, to be exact. That’s how long it’s been since I felt myself falling hard for my teammate’s wife. But back then, I never thought anything would ever happen between us.

      Mia was well worth the waiting and wondering, though. I’d do it all over again, ten times if I had to, for her.

      I can’t wait very long before my hands start exploring her body again. Tonight I plan to show her that I was worth the wait, too.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Mia

      

      I keep my head down on the walk from a bakery back to Anton’s apartment. The photographer following me isn’t as stealthy as he seems to think.

      These are the photos they like best—me coming in or out of his building, or the two of us out together. The reporter stopped approaching me after I declined to comment four days in a row, but the photographer is still hanging around.

      Anton’s fired up about the rumors and stories posted about us online. He thinks the reporters have unfairly characterized me. They’re accusing me of “trading up” to a Blaze player with a higher salary and better standing on the team.

      But me? I don’t give a shit what they say. I’m happier than I’ve been in a very long time—maybe ever—and that’s all that really matters. Anton and I have had several dates now, and the closer we get, the more I want to be with him. In two weeks, I have school finals, and then I’m looking forward to a summer spent with Anton.

      When I walk past the security guard and into the apartment, the scent of cooking veggies and eggs fill the air. Anton’s making omelets.

      “Hey,” he says, giving me a quick kiss as I walk into the kitchen.

      “Cranberry muffins,” I tell him as I set the bag from the bakery on the counter. “Dix’s favorite.”

      “He actually wanted to lie back down after he got up this morning.”

      I pour myself a cup of coffee and give him a concerned look. “Is he feeling okay?”

      “He said he’s okay, that he’s just tired.”

      “I’ll heat his food up later.”

      Anton slides three perfect omelets from their pans onto plates, and the two of us sit down to eat.

      “I might have to stay an extra day in New York,” he says. “My agent emailed me this morning and said he’s trying to book a meeting for Thursday.”

      “We’ll be good here.”

      He looks at me across the table, his blue eyes bright in the morning light and his hair still damp from the shower. I love these moments, when our eyes meet for a few seconds and I can feel his warmth seeping into me.

      “Lindsey and Alexei said they’ll both come for four days next month to hang with Dix so we can go on a trip,” he says.

      “A trip?”

      He nods. “Is there anywhere you’d like to go?”

      “Maybe somewhere with a beach.” I bite into a cranberry muffin, which is admittedly much better than the muffins I make.

      “Done. I’ll call my travel agent later today.”

      He’s leaving after breakfast for New York City, where he has a few days of business meetings scheduled. I know I’ll miss him, though I’m planning to keep busy with Dix. I found a restored movie theater in the city that plays old westerns. That’s my plan for today, plus dinner at a pub he likes.

      Anton kisses me several times before leaving, his roaming hands making me wish we could sneak off to the bedroom for a few minutes.

      He groans with disappointment as he finally pulls away.

      “Don’t wanna miss your flight,” I say, my fingertips skimming over the bulge in his pants.

      “I do, though,” he says, his gaze dark with desire. “I really do want to miss my fucking flight.”

      “Go.” I smile and kiss him one more time. “I need to check on Dix, anyway.”

      Anton leaves, and I find Dix sleeping soundly when I peek into his room. I sit down at the kitchen table to order groceries on a tablet, and then pay some bills on my phone. I start some laundry and it’s almost done drying by the time I see that Dix is awake when I look in on him.

      “Good morning, sleepyhead,” I say, coming into the room.

      He just looks at me silently. I walk across the dark wood floor and open the blinds, letting the morning sunlight pour into the room.

      Dix still hasn’t responded, so I approach his bedside.

      “You feeling okay?” I ask him.

      “I…dunno.”

      Something’s not right. His words are much more slurred than usual. My heart beats rapid fire with worry as I get his wheelchair from the corner it’s sitting in and push it to his bedside.

      “Let’s get you in here,” I say, pulling down his covers.

      He’s looking at me like my grandpa sometimes does—with no awareness at all of who I am. I need to get him to his doctor as soon as possible, but I’m afraid to drive him in the van Anton keeps in the parking garage to transport him and his wheelchair. I don’t want to leave his side.

      I rush to the kitchen and grab my phone, texting Anton. When he doesn’t respond right away, I check the time and realize his plane is already in the air.

      Dix’s condition is unchanged when I return to the bedroom. He lets me get him into his wheelchair, but I sense it’s because he couldn’t object even if he wanted to. I hope I’m not overreacting as I dial 911. I can tell by the blank look in Dix’s eyes that he’s in bad shape.

      As we wait for the paramedics to arrive, I crouch down next to Dix’s chair and talk to him.

      “We’re going to watch some western movies today. And I got you those cranberry muffins you like. When you feel better you can have one.”

      It’s just nervous chatter, getting more nervous with each passing minute. Dix is starting to slump down in his wheelchair. I try to hold him up, a tear sliding from the corner of my eye.

      “Hang in there, please. Help is on the way.”

      When a knock sounds at the door, which I already unlocked, I yell for the paramedics to come in. I weaken with relief when a woman and two men walk in with a stretcher. They start assessing him and I tell them what little I know about his medical history, before remembering that Anton left me a card with his history written on it in case of emergency.

      As I pass over the card, they’re putting Dix on the stretcher. One side of his face is drooping now and there’s a panicked look in his eyes.

      “It’s okay,” I say, sounding stronger than I feel. “I’m here. We’re going to the hospital to get you some help.”

      The medics let me ride in the ambulance, even though I can’t be right next to Dix like I want to. I type out a quick, frantic text to Anton about what’s going on and where we’re headed.

      I cry silently as the ambulance siren wails. I’ve grown attached to Dix, and it’s hard to see him suffering. But it’s the same as my grandpa’s situation—all I can do is look on, helpless.
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      By the time Anton bursts through the door to Dix’s hospital room, my eyes are swollen and my head is pounding from hours of crying.

      “Sorry babe, I couldn’t get a quick flight out,” he says, wrapping me in his arms as he looks at Dix. “Shit. How is he?”

      “Not very good,” I murmur.

      “Martin and Laura are on their way. Alexei, too.”

      He rubs my upper arms and then walks to his uncle’s bedside.

      “Hey, Uncle Dix. I’m gonna make sure they take good care of you, okay?”

      A sound comes out of Dix’s mouth, but he can’t seem to form words and we can’t understand him. It hurts my heart to see him this way. I go to the other side of his bed and smooth a hand over his forehead.

      “We’re both staying here,” I say softly. “We won’t leave you, Dix.”

      He keeps trying to talk. I take his soft, fragile hand in mine.

      “I’ll get the nurse,” I tell him. “We’ll find a way to communicate with you and see what you need. And Dix, you have a catheter in, so you don’t need to get up to use the bathroom.”

      His eyes are forlorn. We don’t know how much of his mind is still intact yet, but his body is in bad shape. The doctors know he had another stroke, and we’re waiting on test results to find out more.

      Over the course of the day, Martin, Laura, Alexei and Lindsey come, and though it’s nice to see them, the worry on their faces underscores how serious things are. When I look into Dix’s eyes, sometimes I feel like he sees me, and other times, not so much.

      Dix and Anton have quickly come to feel like family to me. I spend more time with Dix than anyone. And even though I knew his body was broken, I’ve been able to help him do what he wants since the day I met him. Some days I’m his legs, or his arms. I support his frail body as he gets in and out of the shower. I keep him safe and comfortable. But as I see him lying in the hospital bed, unable to talk or move, sadness grips me.

      There’s nothing I can do.

      When a doctor comes into talk to us about Dix’s condition, the news is devastating. He’s unlikely to make a recovery this time. The young male doctor describing the test results and statistical averages is addressing Martin and Laura only.

      “I don’t know that therapy will even be an option for him this time,” he says soberly.

      My grief breaks out unexpectedly in a verbal outburst.

      “He’s right here,” I say from his bedside, my voice breaking. “Stop talking about him like he’s not here. You don’t know that he can’t understand you, even if he can’t respond. He’d want you to tell him what’s going on.”

      The doctor’s expression of surprise quickly turns into contrition.

      “You’re right. I apologize.”

      Anton approaches behind me, wrapping his arms around my waist. I hold Dix’s hand as the doctor explains his condition. I want to sob, but I manage to cry silent tears instead.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Dix’s condition worsens over the next couple of days. The doctors tell us he’s not stable enough to be transported to a nursing home, which is actually a blessing.

      Dix doesn’t want to go to a nursing home. He’s told me several times, in colorful terms, that he’d rather be dead than live at one.

      Alexei, Martin, and Lindsey spend their nights at Anton’s apartment. I can’t leave Dix, though, and neither can his sister. Laura and I get to know each other as we keep vigil at Dix’s bedside. I think Anton would love a decent night of sleep and a shower, but he stays at the hospital to be there for me. He doesn’t have to say it; I know that’s why he won’t leave.

      It’s just me, Dix, Anton and Laura in the room one evening when I refresh my email for what feels like the thousandth time since we got here. My heart pounds with happiness and disbelief when I see that the message I’ve been hoping to get is in my inbox.

      Dix is starting to drift off for the night. The rest of us are watching the news. I jump out of my chair and turn on the lights.

      “Dix,” I say, trembling with excitement. “She wrote back. Eileen wrote you back.”

      “Eileen?” Laura says, disbelief etched on her face.

      Dix’s eyes are open. Whether he can hear me or understand me, I’m not sure. I just have to pray he can.

      “I found her through her granddaughter on Facebook,” I tell Laura. “Dix had me write her an email a couple of weeks ago.”

      Anton comes to my side, putting his palm on my back as I look into Dix’s eyes.

      “Just listen, okay? Eileen wrote you a message, and it doesn’t say, ‘fuck off, asshole,’ like you thought it would.”

      I take a deep breath and read it.

      “Dear Jerry,

      I can’t tell you how happy I was to hear from you. Even after all of these years, I think of you. I’m sorry it took me so long to respond. I was traveling in Europe with my daughter and two of my granddaughters. We went to Iceland two years ago and I thought of you so much since we dreamed of going there for our belated honeymoon.

      I have nine grandchildren now; can you believe that? Even as they reach adulthood, they are the light of my life. My husband passed on four years ago, and the grandkids soothed my sadness like nothing else could have.

      Your apology was not needed but was appreciated. I know more now than I did then, and there’s nothing to forgive. You are one of many men who came back from war deeply affected. Even when our marriage was crumbling, I never doubted that you loved me. And I loved you, Jerry. In some ways I still think of you as the love of my life.

      I’m thrilled to hear you’re living in Chicago with your nephew. One of my granddaughters lives in Naperville. I live with my son in Boston now, but I’m overdue for a visit to see Vanessa and her family in Naperville. When I come, can we meet up for lunch? I’d love to catch up with you more.

      With love,

      Eileen”

      I can’t help it—I’m weeping by the end. And from the way Anton’s clearing his throat, I think the letter got to him, too.

      I lean over Dix and cover his hand with mine.

      “Did you hear that?” I ask, looking into his eyes. “She wants to see you.”

      He’d never want Eileen to see him this way; I know that. Catching up over lunch will never happen. But still, I know how much this message means to him. He asked me every day for the first week if I’d gotten a response, and then he gave up, assuming she’d gotten the message and didn’t want to write back.

      I wipe my hand over my cheek and take a tissue from Anton to blow my nose. Laura is standing on the other side of Dix’s bed now, and she whispers, “Mia, look.”

      I focus on Dix’s face and see that tears have fallen from his eyes, leaving trails of wetness. I well up all over again.

      He heard me. He knows Eileen doesn’t hate him, and that he’s the love of her life.

      I think this is as close as he’ll get to a happy ending.
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      Anton

      

      Dix’s funeral service is a small, somber gathering at a local church. It’s mostly friends of the family and Anton’s teammates in attendance. I wasn’t sure about standing next to him in the receiving line at the visitation. It seemed like such an intimate, formal acknowledgement of our relationship.

      I’m crazy about Anton and I love that he’s proud of our relationship. But I was already an emotional mess over Dix being inside a casket just a few feet away; I didn’t know if I could also face the stares and whispers we’d inevitably get from the other Blaze players.

      Lily West, the wife of defenseman Jonah West, doesn’t even whisper. She hugs Anton, then me, and then holds both of my hands in hers.

      “Mia, Jonah and I are so happy for you and Anton,” she says warmly. “I hope you’ll come sit with me at games when the season opens.”

      I’m stunned—unable to speak past the lump in my throat for a few seconds. Lily was always nice to me when I was with Adam. She’s kind of the queen of the Blaze wives and girlfriends. Her acceptance of me means a lot.

      “Thanks,” I say, squeezing her hands back. “I’d really like that.”

      I hear another female voice in the line. “I’d really like if she stayed the fuck away from my husband. He’s not gonna be third in line.”

      Lily’s nostrils flare with aggravation. Clearly she heard the comment, too.

      Anton fills the awkward silence, saying, “Thanks, Lily” and patting her on the shoulder. Jonah hugs him and extends his condolences then, and the line moves on.

      As I greet the other wives and girlfriends who come through the line with the players, I wonder which one—or ones—are giving me fake smiles. One of them made that shitty comment. The Southside scrapper in me wants to put whoever it was in her place.

      I can’t, though. I hold in the resentment and think about Dix instead. Today is about him.

      He slipped away quietly, which felt very un-Dix to me. If he’d had his way, he would’ve exited this world with some colorful words followed by something he chose. I can picture him saying, ‘fuck you motherfuckers!’ and then extending both middle fingers as he jumped from a cliff.

      Dix would’ve wanted a memorable death. Something that made the world say, ‘that was one badass old man’. Instead, his body wasted away over hours and days, his flesh sagging and his strength failing. Watching him struggle for breath at the end was one of the hardest things I’ve ever done. I wanted to breathe for him, console him, tell him it was okay to let go. Anything but just look on helplessly as my dear friend slowly left me.

      I cried buckets when Anton and I had to return to his apartment without his uncle. His wheelchair sat empty in a corner and his favorite afghan was still draped across the back of his recliner, just waiting for him.

      Dix would’ve told me not to give a second thought to what the other girlfriends and wives think. And he would’ve been right. I often repeat his advice to me about Anton: he’s the lucky one.

      I know in my head that I have a lot to offer Anton. But the bruises Adam put on my heart with words like whore and worthless are still there.

      Finally, the line of visitors reaches its end. A funeral home employee leads us to a private back room for some quiet time before the funeral starts. Martin, Laura and Lindsey sit together on a couch and Alexei goes outside to make a phone call.

      Anton and I are alone in a corner of the spacious room. He takes off his black suit coat and lays it over the back of a chair, then sighs heavily and reaches for me, holding me close.

      The faint woodsy smell of his cologne has become familiar to me. I close my eyes and breathe it in, pressing my cheek to his broad, solid chest. Comfort envelopes me.

      “Thanks for standing with me,” he says in my ear, his tone low.

      “I’m glad you wanted me there.”

      He pulls back a little and looks down at me, one hand low on my waist and the other cupping my cheek. “You belong there.”

      His eyes are warm and his tone earnest as he says it, his gaze not wavering from mine. I nod, and his brow furrows with concern.

      “Don’t you believe that, Mia? Are you not sure if you want to be beside me? I can tell something’s going on with you.”

      I lay a palm on his chest. “I do want to be there. I just hate the stares and the judgment.”

      “Fuck ‘em. All that matters is you and me.”

      I exhale softly and look down. “I want to be with you, Anton. Very much. But I need to take care of myself financially. That’s important to me.”

      Understanding dawns on his face. “You’re worried about money now that Uncle Dix is gone.”

      “I’m not worried…yet. I’m still in shock that he’s gone. But the time will come when I have to get another bartending job.”

      “We’re together, though. That should mean I can take care of you. I have more than enough, Mia.”

      “I know you do. But I’ve been down a road like this before. I got swept off my feet by an NHL player who said he wanted to take care of me forever, so I quit school. That was a big mistake.”

      Anton keeps his tone low since our conversation is private, but there’s aggravation in his voice now.

      “You haven’t been down a road like this before. Don’t fucking compare me and Adam. I’m nothing like him.”

      “I know that. But I never want to be completely dependent on a man again. Any man.”

      “So you want to keep me at arm’s length because Adam was a sonofabitch?”

      “No,” I say firmly. “I want to finish school and support myself financially. I didn’t feel like I was taking a handout from you when I was taking care of Dix, it was a job.”

      “And now you’re off my payroll?” he says with a note of bitterness.

      “So to speak.” I shrug. “I’ll never be any man’s little woman, okay? I want to do things by myself, for myself, that I’m proud of. Just like you do with hockey.”

      “What if we get married and have kids?”

      My heart fills with lead. I have to tell him I can’t have children, but not here and now.

      “For now, I want to finish school. It’s important to me. And I want to do it on my own. Can you support me on that, emotionally?”

      “Sounds like it’s the only way you’ll let me support you,” he says gruffly.

      “Look, Anton. I love you. I want to be with you. But I’m never having my hopes and dreams steamrolled again.”

      His expression softens and he leans his forehead down against mine. “Did you just say you love me?”

      “I guess…I did, yeah.”

      “Was it an accident?”

      I laugh softly. “No.”

      “Say it again.”

      I whisper it against his lips. “I love you, Anton Petrov.”

      He brushes a kiss across my lips, then plans soft ones on each of my cheeks, my nose and my forehead.

      “I love you, too, Mia. So much. You’re my world. And as long as we’re together, I’ll support you in everything that matters to you. I want us to be partners, in every sense of the word.”

      “I want that, too.” I close my eyes and wrap my arms around his waist.

      “So I’ll make a deal with you,” he says softly. “You keep your financial independence for now. If you need anything from me, ever, it’s yours. But I won’t give you anything you don’t ask for.”

      “Deal,” I say.

      He hums softly. “I wasn’t done.”

      “Oh.”

      He continues. “And when we get married, which is happening at some point, we pool everything. I don’t want any separation at all between us then.”

      Married? I’m not sure he’ll still want that once he knows I’m infertile, but for now, I go along.

      “Okay.”

      He kisses me tenderly, then says in a teasing tone, “See how much easier it is when you just let me make the decisions?”

      “Uh huh.”

      “Repeat after me: yes, Anton.”

      I whisper, “Eat shit, Anton,” and he cracks a huge smile.

      His expression turns serious then and he says, “I like your fire, Mia. Don’t ever be afraid to tell me what you need from me. Even if you need me to back off.”

      “Thank you.”

      Alexei comes back in the room and walks over to us.

      “Hey, did you ever hear back from Eileen?” he asks me. “Is she coming?”

      “Shit,” Anton mutters. “I meant to send a car to the airport for her, I completely forgot.”

      “She’s not coming,” I tell them. “She emailed me this morning and said she was at the airport yesterday afternoon to board her flight and she just couldn’t. She said she’s too heartbroken.”

      “Damn,” Anton says. “I guess I get that. She just heard from him after all these years, and now he’s gone before they even got to see each other.”

      “I never even knew Uncle Dix was married,” Alexei says, shaking his head. “Did you?”

      “He mentioned her to me once,” Anton says. “But he didn’t say much. He told Mia more about her than anyone in the family knew.”

      Alexi nods at me, impressed. “You must be some kind of dickhead uncle whisperer.”

      “Don’t talk shit about the man at his funeral.” Anton lowers his brows in judgment.

      “Eh, he wouldn’t give a shit,” Alexei says, shrugging.

      “Well, it’s my call, because I was his favorite.”

      Alexei’s eyes widen. “Bullshit. Uncle Dix loved me.”

      “Yeah, but I was his favorite. He told me.”

      “You are so full of shit,” Alexi mutters. He turns to me then. “You heard Kingston’s ugly ass girlfriend make that comment about you, I saw your face. I’m gonna lay him on his ass for it next time we play the Flamers.”

      Anton’s eyes narrow and his jaw tightens, but I don’t know if it’s over what Alexei said about Kingston’s girlfriend or his nickname for the Blaze.

      “What did she say?” Anton asks me.

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      Anton answers instead. “That Kingston’s not gonna be Mia’s third.”

      “Really?” Anton turns to me, obviously pissed off.

      “Don’t worry about it, she’s just a bitch,” I say.

      “No, I’m not having that. I’ll take care of it.”

      The sense of shame I felt over the comment earlier fades away. Anton means too much for me to let stupid stuff like that affect my mood. He knows who I truly am. Any of the wives and girlfriends can assume I cheated on Adam and that he’s the victim. I don’t fucking care. If Anton’s willing to face the judgment, so am I. He’s well worth it.
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      Mia

      

      “You’re back ‘cuz you missed me, ain’t ya, dollface?” a burly man with many chins asks from the other side of the bar.

      “Yep, that’s it…what’s your name again?”

      He scowls, looking hurt. “Robert.”

      “You’ve got about two seconds to order, Robert, I’m crazy busy tonight.”

      “Bud Light bottle.” He glowers. “And you ain’t getting a tip.”

      I pop the top off the bottle and slide it to him. “I’ll recover. The beer’s five bucks.”

      I’m back at Lucky Seven. Janice actually smiled when I came in and asked if she needed bartending help. I felt slightly bad that she fired my replacement to bring me back, but hey—circle of life. Or whatever.

      I’ve been back for almost two weeks. Since it’s Anton’s off season, he brings in dinner for me every night at ten and we eat together on my break, and then he picks me up at the end of my shift.

      Most nights, we go to his place. I still spend a couple nights a week at Anita’s, though, because I know she needs my share of the rent.

      I didn’t come back to Lucky Seven for a couple weeks after Dix passed away. I needed time to mourn. I didn’t know Dix for a long time, but he meant a lot to me.

      He’s been gone for a month. Anton’s apartment feels emptier now. I sit in his chair sometimes, working on the word search books he used to do. I brought him a stack one day and he told me they were stupid and pointless. When he started working on them, I didn’t call him on it.

      The cursive notes he wrote in the margins make me smile, and occasionally tear up. They’re classic Dix, things like politicians are fucking babies and I’d give my left nut for a smoke.

      My grandpa has been declining, and I ache at the thought of losing someone else I love. I got a good chunk of money in the divorce, and I also get monthly maintenance, but every penny of that goes into an account for my grandpa’s care.

      In between customers, I wipe down the bar and polish already-dry, gleaming glasses. I’m really fucking nervous, because I decided when I woke up with Anton wrapped around me this morning, his dick like a steel rod, that it’s time.

      We’re both beyond ready for sex, and I promised myself I wouldn’t go there until I told him my truth. I should’ve told him already. It’s terrifying to be in love with him and still have this secret that could ruin everything.

      “You’re jumpy tonight,” Janice says to me as I carry glasses back to the kitchen after we’ve closed.

      “I’m okay.”

      “Your boyfriend’s not being a dick, is he?”

      To others, her gruff tone could come off bitchy. But I know Janice—she’s being protective of me. And I appreciate it.

      “No, he’s great.”

      “Good.” She turns to go into her office and I say, “Hey—there is something.”

      “What is it?”

      “My grandpa is sick. He has Alzheimer’s. He’s started going downhill, and I wanted to let you know that if things take a bad turn, I’ll need to be with him. I don’t want to leave you high and dry, especially when I just came back.”

      “I get it. Just keep me posted.”

      She retreats to her office then, and I go finish my end of the night cleaning. When I walk out the front door, Anton’s waiting nearby, leaning against the passenger side door of his Range Rover. When he smiles, I smile back and throw my arms around him.

      “Hey, babe,” he says softly. “Miss me in the past few hours?”

      “Yes,” I admit.

      It kinda sucks working during his off season. But I know I’m doing the right thing for myself this time, and that feels good. He’s adjusted his schedule around mine and put up blackout curtains in his bedroom so we can sleep ‘til noon, which is necessary when we make out until the sun rises.

      I don’t say much on the ride back to his place. I’m trying to find the words to tell him I can’t have kids. Every idea I come up with feels wrong.

      “Are you okay?” he asks as he pulls up to the front door of his building.

      “Yeah.” I give him a reassuring smile as the valet comes out and takes the car.

      “You sure?”

      I slip my hand into his. “Yeah. I just want to take a quick shower when we get upstairs.”

      “Want some tea?”

      “That would be great.”

      I take a hot shower, wishing I could wash away the mistakes of my past. And if not the mistakes themselves, the shame some of them seem to have saddled me with for life.

      Everything’s still the same once I’m dried off and dressed in clean clothes, though. I know what my grandparents meant now when they talked about getting older and wiser. You can’t change your past, but you can learn from it. I know I’ve at least gained wisdom from my screw ups.

      Anton’s waiting on the couch when I walk into the living room, two steaming mugs of tea in front of him. He takes his unsweetened; I like lots of sugar in mine.

      “What’s on your mind?” he asks, picking up one mug and handing it to me.

      “Thanks.” I take a sip, then another.

      “Sit with me,” he says, patting the spot next to him on the couch.

      “I need to sit here.” I walk over to Dix’s recliner and set my mug next to it.

      “You don’t want to sit by me?” Anton sounds a little hurt.

      I take Dix’s afghan off the back of the chair and sit down, unfolding the blanket in my lap.

      “You know the big thing I wasn’t ready to tell you at first?” I say. “I want to tell you now. I’m dreading this conversation, and Dix’s chair is comforting to me. I also just want to talk instead of doing anything physical during this conversation.”

      Anton nods and turns to face me. “Okay, babe. Whatever makes you comfortable.”

      I take a deep breath and offer a small smile. “You make me comfortable. But this is still going to be hard for me. I just need to get it out, though.” Laying my palms on Dix’s worn, soft blanket in my lap, I continue, my heart beating rapid-fire. “When I was seventeen, I got pregnant.”

      Anton arches his brows slightly. I’m sure he wasn’t expecting this.

      “I was terrified,” I continue. “And so ashamed. I got good grades and my grandparents were proud of me. I couldn’t tell them. I just couldn’t.” Tears flood my eyes as I remember. “My mother was seventeen when she had me, and she wasn’t ready to be a mom. My grandparents worked so hard raising me, and I knew they’d see her in me if I told them. I mean, I saw her in me. I’d spent so long hating her and thinking she was just stupid and irresponsible.”

      I see emotions swimming in Anton’s eyes, but I can’t place them. I’ve already started, though, so I continue.

      “I wasn’t ready to be a mother. The father of the baby, he freaked out when I told him. I’m not…” I take another deep breath. “I’m not telling you any of this to make excuses. Just trying to give you the full picture. I guess, the part that matters the most is…I got an abortion. I didn’t have much money and I didn’t know where to go, so I went to this guy a friend told me about. And…” I swallow hard. “It was horrible. I cried the entire time because I felt so sad and it hurt so much. I was there by myself. I bled so much…”

      “Oh, Mia.” Anton stands up and walks over to the recliner. “I know you said nothing physical, but I have to.” He gets down on his knees and puts his arms around me.

      I hug him back, relieved for the chance to take a breather from the bad memories.  His chest is warm and firm against mine, his arms strong and comforting. But after a minute, I put my palms on his chest and ease him back.

      “I was taking the El train home and I bled so much I passed out. People on the train called 911 and an ambulance came. So as badly as I wanted to keep it from my grandparents, I couldn’t. I was hospitalized. The guy who did the abortion wasn’t even a real doctor and he messed me up pretty bad. And the reason this matters now is because…” I look down, unable to meet his gaze. “I can’t have kids.”

      He cups my cheeks and raises my face until we’re eye to eye. “I’m so sorry. I can’t imagine how hard that was.”

      I swallow hard, fighting back tears. “I told Adam when we were dating and he said it was okay, but then…he brought it up after we got married. It’s the reason he called me a ghetto whore. He told me I was damaged goods and I was damn lucky he still wanted me.”

      “He’s a mean fucking bastard. Adam’s good at finding people’s weak spots and exploiting them.”

      “But in part, it’s true,” I say sadly. “I am damaged. Literally. My uterus was ruined. It’s not just that it would be hard for me to have babies, there’s a one hundred percent chance I can’t.”

      My emotions spill over from saying the words that will haunt me forever. Tears fall from my eyes onto Anton’s hands, still cradling my face.

      “Mia, you’re not damaged,” he says firmly. “What happened to you is tragic, but it wasn’t your fault.”

      “But you want babies.” I can’t seem to stop crying now. “And I can’t give you babies.”

      “There are other ways.” Anton brushes my tears away with his thumbs. “I don’t care how we make it happen, as long as we both want kids. Do you want kids?”

      “Yes. Not anytime soon, but someday, yes.”

      The corners of his lips turn up slightly. “I’m sorry you felt like you needed to hold that in, babe. I’m really glad you told me.”

      “And…you’re sure this won’t be a problem later?”

      “I’m positive.”

      He puts his arms around me and pulls me close again. I sink against him, weak with relief. I was prepared for how badly things could go; I didn’t want to even hope the conversation would go okay.

      After a couple minutes, Anton pulls away, stands up and reaches for my hands to help me up.

      “I want you to do something for me,” he says.

      “Should I sit back down so I’m in the right position?” I crack.

      He laughs and kisses my forehead. “Funny girl.”

      I smile up at him. “But seriously, I hope this thing is in the bedroom, because I wanted to wait for sex until I told you my thing and…now you know.”

      His brows practically hit the ceiling. “Oh fuck. Now? You mean now?”

      “I’m thinking now, again tomorrow, and maybe twice the day after that.”

      “Uh…yeah. Absolutely, yeah. I just forgot about everything but that for a second, what was I gonna say?”

      “You wanted me to do something for you.”

      “Oh, right. I want you to go to counseling if you need it. Consider it an early Christmas gift from me. You’re carrying around some heavy stuff, and I think you need help forgiving yourself.”

      “Forgiving myself?”

      “Everyone makes mistakes. Every. Single. Person. It’s not just you.”

      I nod. “I know. But my mistakes feel so big.”

      “I’m really fucking proud of you, though, Mia. I’m proud of every last part of you. No matter what, you keep fighting. You’re fierce and compassionate and strong. You should be proud of who you are, too.”

      “I want to be. I’m proud of some things, and I want to work on being proud of everything.”

      “I’ll help however I can.”

      I kiss him then. It’s soft and slow and filled with all the things I can’t put into words.

      “You already are,” I say. “I don’t know how to tell you how much you mean to me, but if we go into the bedroom, I think maybe I can show you.”

      His gaze darkens. “Let’s not waste another minute, then.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Anton

      

      I’ve already seen and touched every inch of Mia’s body. She’s a mystery I’m slowly figuring out, my reward her moans and gasps of pleasure.

      She likes it when I take my time with her pussy—teasing her and bringing her to the brink and back again. When she’s close to coming, she gets there instantly if I finger her ass. Her nipples are hands down the most sensitive spot on her body.

      But this is uncharted territory for us. I’ve never been inside her. I want her so much my entire body is humming. As I strip away her clothes and both of us pull mine off in a frenzy, my cock drips on her belly, almost driven to the edge just knowing what’s about to happen.

      No protection. We’ve both been tested for STDs and since pregnancy isn’t a concern, there won’t be anything between us this first time.

      She’s finally mine. Completely mine. I’ve never felt this way before—surrounded in every way by what a woman does to me. Mia is everywhere. She’s my first thought in the morning and the last before I fall asleep.

      Her breath is warm on my lips as I finally, finally push inside her. Her lips part with pleasure as I sink in, inch by inch. It’s fucking heaven. It’s been three years since I’ve had sex, and I’ve never had it with a woman I revered as I do Mia.

      “Yes,” she whispers. “More.”

      Her hips work in time with mine as I fuck her. It’s intense, her wet pussy and heavy breathing making my balls ache for release. All the times I fantasized about this, I never really thought it could happen.

      It’s so much more than my fantasies. Mia is warm and soft and perfect beneath me. She’s moaning my name and wrapping her legs around my waist.

      I pump my hips and sink deep inside her.

      “Oh God, Anton.”

      I fuck her harder, going a little further.

      “Ah…don’t stop,” she cries, her nails digging into my back.

      I give her everything, my balls slapping against her and sweat dripping from my brow to the pillow.

      “I’m coming…oh shit, yes.”

      Her pussy contracts around my cock, milking me so hard my groan echoes through the room. I thought I’d given her my whole heart already, but as our bodies become one for just a few perfect seconds, I swear I feel something lodge further into my heart than before.

      We lie together in silence for a few minutes, our legs entwined. But it’s not long before I kiss my way from her chest—taking my time on each nipple—to her stomach, hard and so fucking ready to be inside her again.

      “Me on top this time,” she murmurs.

      Fuck. Yeah. I’m on my back in a second flat, and when she straddles me, I’m awed by the sight of her on top of me. Her round, firm breasts are perfect and her hair, loose around her shoulders, is tousled.

      I want to tousle her hair in bed every day for the rest of my life. I groan as she sinks onto my cock, sheathing me in her tight, wet warmth.

      She rides me, her hands braced on the headboard. I hold on to her hips, forcing myself not to come. Just seeing her on top of me is enough to do it; she looks like a golden goddess, her tits bouncing and her hips grinding.

      And the sounds she’s making—fuck me. She makes hot noises when I’m giving her oral, but this is next level. She’s crying out with pleasure as she works her clit up and down my dick. Nothing exists for her in this moment except using my body to get herself off.

      She gets there fast, riding out every last second of her orgasm with no inhibition. It’s sexy as hell, and as soon as she’s done, I pull her hips down and come inside her again, shuddering with satisfaction.

      She slides off my lap and snuggles into my side, damp with sweat and slack with satisfaction.

      “That was exactly what I needed,” she says.

      “Yeah, me too.” I kiss her temple. “I feel like a dick for not asking before, but with what happened to you, does sex hurt?”

      Mia hums with amusement. “Did it seem like I was in pain?”

      “No, but…I need you to tell me just so I’m sure.”

      “It doesn’t hurt at all.”

      I pull her closer. “You know, the team does a mentoring program with foster kids. I got paired with a great kid a few years ago and it made me think maybe I’d like to be a foster parent someday.”

      “Really?” she asks hopefully.

      “Yeah, maybe that could lead to kids we’d adopt.”

      “I would love that. We lived next door to a couple who fostered kids when I was growing up and I felt so sorry for those kids. My grandma would offer them food when they were playing at our house and they’d eat tons and thank her over and over. I got the impression they weren’t getting enough to eat.”

      “That’s shitty. People like that give good foster parents a bad name.”

      We lie in silence for a few minutes, Mia’s breathing evening out. I’m more content than I’ve ever been. Maybe the drive I’ve been feeling for so many years to be the best in hockey was actually about more than just the game.

      I never realized there was a hole in my heart until Mia filled it. And now, I want more than just hockey in my life. I also want to keep playing at a level that will make her proud. Hopefully our future kids will feel the same.

      “I love you,” she murmurs against my chest.

      Kissing her on the forehead, I say, “Love you too.”
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      Much later that same day, Mia and I walk into Lucky Seven. It’s her night off, and we’re meeting Luca and Vic for a drink and then dinner.

      “Hey, man,” Vic says, clapping me on the back and then hugging Mia.

      “Hey,” Luca says, doing the same.

      “You look beat,” I tell Luca.

      He’s got dark circles under his eyes and looks like he hasn’t shaved in days.

      “Yeah, Emerson got the flu and then Cora got it. I’ve never seen so much puke in my life.”

      “You didn’t have to come, man. Are they feeling any better yet?”

      “I needed to get out of the house, I’ve been there alone with the kids for days. My parents drove in today to help out.”

      “Let us know if there’s anything we can do,” Mia offers.

      “Thanks. I just hope Jack doesn’t get it next, or I’m fucked.”

      Bree, a Lucky Seven server, comes to our table, her gaze bouncing between me, Vic and Luca.

      “Damn, Mia, you gonna share?” She gives Vic a flirty grin.

      “You know which one’s mine,” Mia says, leaning close to me. “The other two are all yours.”

      Vic’s sizing her up. I know him well enough to know what he’s thinking: he finds her fuckable, but doesn’t know if he wants to create drama with someone who works with Mia since he’s not up for a relationship.

      Luca doesn’t even bother looking; the poor bastard’s probably too tired to think about sex, and the kids keep him busy all the time.

      They both order beers and Mia asks for an iced tea. I get my usual water.

      “When are you leaving for your trip?” I ask Vic.

      The hockey offseason is short, so most of us cram it full of all the things we don’t have time to do during our 82-game season. Travel and relaxation are always at the top of everyone’s list.

      “Next week. I can’t fucking wait,” Vic says.

      “Where are you going?” Mia asks him.

      “Montana. I’m staying at a lodge with a few guys. We’re gonna fish every day.”

      “Sounds like fun.”

      “You guys going anywhere?” Vic asks us.

      Mia gives me an apologetic look. “Maybe something short. I have a summer class and work, so I can’t get away for long.”

      “We’ll fit something in.” I wink at her.

      I already booked us for a week at an all-inclusive resort in Hawaii. It’s the week after her class ends, and I asked Janice if she could give Mia the time off but not tell her yet.

      While I love that Mia wants to take care of herself, I need to be able to do things for her, too. I think a week alone with her sounds like paradise, no matter where we go. No one’s ever spoiled Mia like she deserves. I plan to make up for it.

      “How about you?” Vic asks Luca, tipping his beer bottle back for a drink.

      “I’m taking the kids to Disney for a week.”

      “How fun,” Mia says, grinning.

      “Yeah, there’s this great program for kids who have lost parents in combat, and they’re sending a bunch of families down there. We’re going at the same time.”

      “That sounds like a great program for the team to raise money for,” Mia says.

      “They’re fantastic. The kids have all made friends with other kids who have lost parents.”

      I give Luca an appreciative nod. “You’re doing a great job with them, man. I know it’s a lot of work, but you should be proud.”

      Luca sighs softly. “Thanks. I do the best I can. They’re great kids. I just feel spread really thin sometimes. I don’t think I’m enough to make up for their mom or their dad, let alone both.”

      “Don’t think of it that way,” Mia says. “No one can replace their parents. Just take the challenges one at a time and celebrate the small wins.”

      “Yeah, I will.”

      “Hey Luca,” Vic says, tipping his head toward Bree. “You gonna get with her?”

      Luca lowers his brows in disbelief. “Are you fucking kidding me? The only thing I want to get tonight is a decent night of sleep.”

      “Just asking.” Vic puts his hands up innocently. “I didn’t want to beat you to it if you wanted her.”

      Luca laughs. “Yeah, if I wanted her, she’d drop your ass in a hot second anyway.”

      “Bullshit.” Vic turns to Mia. “Which one of us would you rather get with?”

      “Neither.” She rolls her eyes.

      “But if you had to pick—” Vic prods.

      “Nope.” She shakes her head firmly. “Not going there.”

      We finish our drinks and Vic picks up the check, probably so he can leave Bree a note with his number. Mia gives me a quick kiss as we’re leaving the table and I feel like the luckiest man in the place. Hell, in all of Chicago.

      The night I came into Lucky Seven with Alexei turned out to be lucky indeed. I stumbled across Mia by chance, but I’ll be deliberate about making her so happy she’s mine forever.
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      Mia

      

      Four months later

      

      The Chicago Blaze home crowd is more fired up than I remembered. Everyone is wearing red and quite a few people have hand-lettered signs ready to wave in the air. It’s the home opener, and these fans are ready for some hockey.

      I am, too. Anton’s been working his ass off training to get ready for the season. He indulged in all our favorite foods with me for the first few weeks of his break, but then he went back to his usual diet.

      We eat so much grilled chicken that I swear I’m going to start clucking soon. And I eat more vegetables in a day now than I used to eat in a week. I feel like Dix as I scowl at my plate sometimes. At least now that I’m in school again, I can snag doughnuts on my way to class.

      “Hey, Mia,” Lily West says when she spots me. “I’m so glad you came! I saved you a seat.”

      She moves her bag from the seat next to her in the Blaze’s friends and family section. I smile at her gratefully as I sit down.

      “How was your summer?” she asks me.

      “It was great.”

      “I hear you moved in with Anton, that’s fantastic.”

      “I did.”

      I was spending most of my time at his place, so I let Anton persuade me to move in. Anita found a new roommate who’s a close friend in her law school class. I still stop over and see her and Dre at least once a week. As he grows and changes, I feel pangs for kids of my own.

      After a long discussion, I agreed to live with Anton without paying him. He was adamant that I keep my money for my grandpa’s care. Since I only need to make spending money now, I’m down to working two nights a week at Lucky Seven.

      With some of my extra time, I’ve started volunteering at a local homeless shelter. I discovered a passion there I never knew I had. There are so many single moms whose stories are just like my own. They feel ashamed and powerless because of abusive relationships.

      I mentor women at the shelter, and I’ve found that empowering them empowers me. When I hear their stories of being controlled and put down, it’s eye opening. Many people don’t want to admit they’re being abused because it feels like they knew and made a choice to stay, at least for a while. As I sit in group sessions with the women I’m mentoring, though, I see the truth lighting in their eyes when they’re told how abusers work.

      They manipulate. They lie. They offer hollow apologies and promises to do better.

      I thought I wanted to work in event planning when I finished my degree, but I’ve found my true calling. I want to work at a homeless shelter for women and children, helping them find a way forward after abuse and other hard situations.

      The arena darkens as the Blaze’s pre-game video show starts. The crowd roars as they watch this season’s presentation for the first time. When a picture of Anton comes up on the Jumbotron, I feel a swell of pride. He’s got an intense expression that definitely turns me on.

      Lily leans over to me, hand over her mouth as she confides, “If Jonah keeps the other team from scoring any goals tonight, I have a looong night ahead of me in the bedroom.”

      I laugh as she offers me her popcorn and I take a handful.

      “He likes to make bets,” she says. “Does Anton do that?”

      “No, but he definitely has his rituals.”

      “Oh geez, tell me about it! Last season Jonah’s lucky socks got so rank I threatened to burn them when he was sleeping.”

      “But you didn’t do it?”

      She shakes her head. “I didn’t have the heart. I did make him start leaving them outside, though. He wouldn’t let me wash them because that was part of the luck.”

      When Anton’s name is announced and he skates onto the ice, I jump out of my seat and cheer for him. I still have memories of being here for Adam’s game, but this is different.

      Anton’s been at the arena for a while. The team does a pregame skate and other things to prepare for games. He asked me to come meet him outside the locker room as soon as I got here so he could give me a kiss and make sure I was doing okay.

      I was, and I still am. I’m here to watch the Blaze play, but only because Anton plays for them. Supporting him isn’t the same as supporting Adam was. Adam made it an obligation—he said his wife belonged in the stands at his games. Anton has never insisted. He just said he’d love it if I ever wanted to come to his games.

      He actually talks to me about his teammates. I feel like I’m starting to get to know them and their quirks, even the ones I don’t see regularly like Vic and Luca. And I talk to him about my volunteer work at the shelter.

      Anton looks up at the family and friends section, and I know he’s looking for me. I don’t know if he can see me, but I wave and blow him a kiss just in case.

      The Blaze come out fast and strong against the Phoenix team. Anton charges down the ice and slides the puck over to Vic, who fires it into the net in the first two minutes of the game.

      The crowd loves it. They cheer wildly for their team, and I’m right there with them. The guys gather into a group and celebrate the goal.

      Once the fanfare dies down, Lily leans over to me and says, “I loved your Hawaii pictures. It looked like an amazing trip.”

      “It was. I had never been anywhere tropical like that.”

      “We should plan a weekend trip for the four of us sometime, when the guys get a couple days off in a row.”

      “I’d love that.”

      “I could use your help putting together the fundraiser I’m working on, too.”

      “Oh!” I turn toward her. “For the group for kids who’ve lost parents in combat? Luca’s thing?”

      “Yep.” Lily gives me puppy dog eyes. “You’re really good at these things, I remember the casino night you did that one time. I want this event to be great.”

      “Of course I’ll help. Anything you need.”

      “You’re the best.” She puts her arm around me and gives me a squeeze.

      I happen to think she’s the best, because many of the Blaze wives and girlfriends still haven’t warmed up to me being with Anton. It’s ridiculous, and I don’t care if they ever like me. But it’s nice to have one friend I can sit with at games.

      “Block that net, baby!” Lily yells, her hands cupped around her mouth.

      Jonah uses his body to stop the puck mid-flight, keeping the other team from scoring. Lily cheers, pumping her fists in the air.

      As the game plays out, Jonah only allows one goal and the Blaze score four. Lily assures me with a wink that Jonah will still have an excellent night later.

      I wait with her near the locker room until the players are all showered, dressed in suits and finished with post-game interviews. I got up early this morning to help serve breakfast at the shelter, and I’m stifling a yawn when Anton walks out of the locker room.

      There’s no way I can feel tired when I see him in a black suit with a white shirt and red tie, his hair damp from a shower. He smiles at me and I run to him, throwing my arms around his neck.

      “Great game,” I say in his ear.

      “Thanks.” He pulls back to look in my eyes. “Your voice sounds different, you feeling okay?”

      I put a hand on my throat. “I think I’m just a little hoarse from cheering.”

      Anton’s eyes soften. “That’s…it means more to me than you know. I’m so glad you’re here tonight.”

      He rests his forehead on mine and I say, “Me too. There’s nowhere else I’d rather be.”

      “Thanks for the gift,” he says in a low tone. “I can’t believe you did that. It totally made my night.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      I asked Luca to sneak something into Anton’s locker for me—a glass jar full of only red peanut M&Ms, which he always eats before games. Beneath the lid, there was a folded up note that said, All my love, Mia.

      “Some of the guys want to go out, but I don’t know,” he says. “I’m kinda beat. And I’m traveling tomorrow.”

      “We can just go home if you want.”

      He takes my hand, grinning. “I’m never gonna get tired of hearing you say that.”

      “What?” I pinch my brows together, confused.

      “Home. Our home. Where we live together.”

      He so damn cute. I still don’t know how I got so lucky.

      “I think going home sounds great,” I say. “Maybe we can watch an episode of our show.”

      “Perfect. I’ll order in some food.”

      I give him a pleading look. “Babe, please. Not chicken.”

      He kisses me, looking amused. “We can have anything you want tonight.”

      “Nachos. For sure nachos. And ice cold beer. None of that cheap shit, either.”

      Anton smiles. “Uncle Dix would approve.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading Anton. Some people think that as a self-employed author, I work for myself. That’s not really true. I work for YOU. Readers decide whether I get to keep writing books by buying and reviewing them. There are so many options out there, and it means everything that you choose to support me.

      If you enjoyed Anton, I’d greatly appreciate a review on the site you bought it from.

      Up next in the Chicago Blaze series is Luca. I’ll also be writing a book in the Austin Comets world called….OMG I’m so excited I can hardly stand it!!!....Alexei! Yep, you get to spend a lot more time with Anton’s twin brother soon.
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      ***Read on for Chapter One of Toni Aleo’s brand-new hockey romance Juicy Rebound!
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      Chapter One/Chandler

       

      The puck stays at the end of my stick as I move it through my legs, back and forth. I’ve been doing this since I was a kid. It’s almost how I move, in a way. When I was younger, my mom would be scolding me for something—laundry, my room was dirty, hockey shit everywhere—and while she talked, I was moving the puck across the hardwood. There wasn’t a moment when I didn’t have a stick in my hand and a puck at the end of my blade. Dad had to replace the floor four times while I was growing up. I always felt bad for that, so when I was signed to the South Carolina IceCats, I made sure not only to give them new floors, but I also bought them each a new Lexus since my hockey gear had stunk up their cars too.

      I pass the puck up and against my goalie’s pads. My eyes aren’t on my buddy, Nico Merryweather, as he speaks, but he knows I’m listening. He doesn’t even seem to mind that I am using his pads as a bounce board.

      “So she’s going to town on me. My cock is so far down her throat, and I’m almost gone.” I quirk my lip at the side as I lift my eyes to meet his gaze. He’s got this euphoric look on his face, but then it turns to disgust as quickly as my puck comes off his pad. “Then she farts.”

      I miss the puck as I gawk at him. “No way.”

      “Dude, I shit you not. I guess she thought it was going to be silent, but it was loud. Her ass clapped, and I couldn’t help it, I started laughing.”

      I explode with laughter. “Shit, what did she say?”

      “She kept going until the smell hit us.”

      I almost fall on the ice. “You’re lying,” I somehow get out between my laughs.

      “Dude, she left. I don’t even think she wiped her mouth. She just walked out. Worst hookup ever.”

      I lean on my stick and shake my head as our laughter fills the Malcolm Peterson Arena. Yes, our owner named the place after himself. I guess if you throw a couple hundred million into an arena, you have that right. “That’s what you get for using Tinder. I’ve told you a million times, stop swiping right.”

      He chortles as I skate out to get the puck I’d let get by me. As I round it, the crunch of my skates on the ice is welcoming. We’re the only ones here. Practice is over, the guys have hit the showers, but I wanted some extra time on the ice. It’s better than going home and doing a whole lot of nothing. I do need to get Sadie from my parents’ house since I’ll be home for the next four days, but for the time being, I need to unload a bit.

      I go to the blue line, and thankfully, Merry knows to set up. He’s a huge goalie, 6’9” and built like an agile bull. Not sure those exist, but if they did, they’d look like Merry. I use my stick to dump out the bucket of pucks, and then I line them up to shoot. I square up, pull back, and use all my momentum to shoot the hell out of the puck. This is what I’m known for. My hard-as-hell shot that makes it through the defense and, more than once, through the goalie. This is why the scouts wanted me for the IceCats. I’ve been here for five years, and things are good. Real damn good. I love it here, and most of all, I love being a franchise player.

      The pucks come for Merry with no mercy whatsoever. Some go through; some come off his pads. He is like a wall, and I have to find the cracks and holes in it. Fifteen minutes and over fifty pucks later, I feel way better. I reach down for the bucket and start for Merry as he pulls up his mask.

      “So what did she do now?”

      Funny he asks. I try not to roll my eyes as I lean back on the boards, playing with a puck as I meet his concerned gaze. “She feels I should keep paying her rent until she is fully on her feet. She’s apparently between jobs.”

      Merry raises a brow. “What part of prenup doesn’t she get? The fact that you paid for the divorce and let her keep her car andall that sparkling shit you kept buying her, in my opinion, is enough.”

      I shrug. I hate when he reminds me of that. I feel like an idiot. “It was her shit. I didn’t want it.”

      “Still. What did you say?”

      “I told her no. Told her I’m not paying shit, and that’s that. She left me, not the other way around.”

      Merry nods his head. His long blond hair falls from his mask into his face. He pushes it away, annoyed. “Exactly. Good for you. But then, why are you all brooding and butthurt?”

      “I’m not.”

      “You are.”

      “Okay, maybe a little bit.” I groan as I shake my head. “I don’t know. It pisses me off that it’s been over a year since she left me, and she’s still bothering me.”

      “Well, she’s a complete psycho, so what do you expect?” He says it so calmly and with no-holds-barred as he gauges my reaction. “And you know it’s true.”

      I do. Everyone warned me not to marry Lana, that we were too young and didn’t know each other well enough, but I didn’t care. I’m not one of those guys who runs from relationships. Many of those guys play for the IceCats, Merry being one of them, and I don’t hate on them for it. I went to college with a bunch of guys who did the same. But I actually want the wife, the dogs, and the kids. I want a life with someone who loves me and whom I love. I want what my parents gave me. I thought I had it with Lana… Come to find out, I did not.

      Lesson learned.

      “Mom thinks I should block her number.”

      “Mom is a genius,” he says genuinely. “You should listen to her more often.”

      I chuckle a bit as I throw my gloves into the bucket and begin to pick up all the pucks. Merry starts pushing the goal toward the boards so the Zamboni can come through. “You just want my mom to keep cooking for you.”

      “Always.”

      We share a laugh as we head off the ice and into the showers. I squirt some body wash on my puff that is a manly green and start washing myself. From beside me, Merry asks, “You don’t miss her, do you?”

      Even though he can’t see me, I shake my head. “I don’t. That ship sailed when she set my house on fire with my dog in it.”

      Merry snorts before he jokes, “But remember, Moon? It was an electrical fire.”

      I roll my eyes. I still don’t understand how she got away with that. If she hadn’t had my dog in her arms when I pulled up, I probably would have been sent away for murder. My poor Sadie would be parentless. “She’s a crazy person.”

      “I told you not to let her back in.”

      “My parents were out of town, and I needed someone to feed Sadie. I thought she would go in, do the task, and leave. Not try to move back in and freak when I told her no.”

      When he starts humming the music from Psycho, I laugh. “You’re an ass.”

      “I still think you should set that as her ringtone if you don’t block her number.”

      I shake my head as I wash myself free of soap and then turn off the water. After drying myself and getting dressed, I sit down while he finishes up. I lean back into my locker with my Gatorade in hand as I say, “Women are crazy.”

      “Preach, son.”

      “But damn it, if I don’t want me a good one.”

      “Man, I don’t know. If her profile says ‘Comes hard and loud,’ beware. She could mean that she farts hard and loud.”

      Of course he would say that as I’m taking a long pull of my Gatorade. When the yellow liquid comes out my nose, he laughs hard as I flip him off. “I dislike you greatly right now.”

      “In other words, I’m an asshole.”

      “All day. I was trying to be kind.”

      “Such a good guy,” he teases, wrapping his arm around my neck and squeezing it hard. “Want to go get a cup of coffee?”

      “There is that place by my new house I haven’t tried.”

      “Cool, let’s go. And then I can go lie on the beach and see if I can find a sexy little honey.”

      I side-eye him. “You know all women fart, right?”

      He scrunches up his face. “Yeah, but isn’t it supposed to be like fairy dust or something? That chick was rank.”

      I picked a great friend with this one.

       

      ***

       

      We get to Perk Me Up about thirty minutes later. Malcolm Peterson Arena is built in the middle of fucking nowhere. Only thing out there is the training facilities. Not even a Walmart. It’s sort of inconvenient. The town I live in, Molten, which is where most of the team lives since it’s the closest city to the arena, has everything I need. After living in Nashville, Tennessee for almost my whole life, I was nervous to come to an area so new. Thankfully, because I might be a mama’s boy, my parents came with me. 

      What? I need someone to do my laundry and cook for me. That’s all changed now, especially after my shitshow of a marriage, but they’ve stuck around.

      After only a month of living in South Carolina, we learned Molten was the place to be. Small-town living in a big city. It’s nice. I used to live on the west side so I was the closest I could be to the arena since I am there almost every day. But when Lana burned down our house, I decided I needed a big change, so I moved to the east side. The east side has a beach, and man, is it gorgeous. After moving in to my little bungalow four days ago, I can’t help but think I’d rather have started taking the extra fifteen-minute ride to the arena a while back. The ocean alone is worth the time it takes to get there. 

      Since I haven’t been on this side of town long, I haven’t had a chance to hit up Perk Me Up. I love me some coffee, and so does Merry. We head inside, and it’s got a groovy kind of feel to it. Very hippie-dippie.

      “They probably have specialbrownies.”

      He’s such a dork.

      As we head to the counter, though, something catches my eyes. Better yet, someone. Someone I know. Her long brown hair flows down her back in beautiful, thick curls. Her arms aren’t as toned as I remember, and I need to know if she still has those thighs and ass that do not stop. Her lashes are long, kissing her rosy cheeks, and she speaks quickly into her phone. Her lips are thick and a nice glossy pink color that has me tight in all the right places. She’s in a pair of hip-hugging jeans and a weathered teal Bullies tee. The shirt has seen better days, but it looks awesome on her and brings back crazy memories of my time on the Bellevue Bullies. All that should be enough to stun me in place, but it’s her bright-blue eyes that do just that. My heart starts to race, and shit, my palms are sweating. The memories from college come back tenfold. Almost like taking a puck to the ribs, right where there isn’t any padding.

      Good Lord, it’s Amelia Justice.

      My best friend’s sister.

      

      To read on, click here to buy!
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