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There wouldn't be any do-overs this time around, no matter how much Travis Bankard might wish for one.

No chance to walk away.

No chance to change his mind.

No chance to just say no.

No chance to go the hell home. Alone.

Why the hell hadn't he just gone home? If he had just gone home, instead of hanging out with his teammates at Mystic's and listening to Ben's idiotic advice, this wouldn't be happening.

Travis ran a hand over his face, the two-day stubble scraping his palm. He scrubbed his jaw again, wishing he could scrub away the girl's words just as easily. She stared up at him, her dark eyes wide with fear and uncertainty. Not fear of him—at least, he didn't think so. Hell, he hoped not. Travis didn't have a mean bone in his body, except when he was on the ice. That didn't count though—he played hockey for a living, he was supposed to get physical on the ice.

But the girl in front of him didn't know that, so maybe some of that fear he saw in her eyes was directed at him. Or because of him. Or something.

The thought didn't make much sense, but that didn't surprise him. Hell, nothing was making much sense right now. The synapses in his brain weren't firing—at all—and he had no idea what to say. He needed to say something—he knew that much. But what? What the hell did someone say when they'd been unexpectedly blindsided like this?

He glanced behind him but the only thing there was the heavy wooden door leading into Mystic's. Several of his teammates were inside, having a few drinks to dull the ache of their painful loss of this afternoon's game. He wished Aaron Malone was in there. Aaron would know what to say. 

But Aaron had gone home right after the game, to spend time with his daughters and his girlfriend. 

Was there anyone else he could talk to? Anyone else he could ask for advice on what he should be saying in a situation like this? Their names scrolled through his mind: Zach, Nathan, Kyle. Ben.

No, definitely not Ben. His advice is what got him into this mess in the first place.

Harland? Maybe. Harland was a dad, he'd know what to say or do. Except Harland wasn't here, either.

Travis was on his own. 

He took a deep breath, filling his lungs with the chilly December air. It smelled like snow, damp and heavy. Gray, like the low-hanging clouds. 

Or maybe that was just his vision swimming, which made more sense since air didn't have a color.

He pressed the fingers of one hand against his eyes and took another deep breath, then forced himself to look at the girl in front of him.

Except she wasn't a girl—she was a woman, only a couple of months younger than he was. She was more than a few inches shorter than him, small and vulnerable. Her head was tilted back as she watched him, her gaze no longer quite meeting his. Long dark hair, thick and slightly wavy, framed her pale face. She was thin, almost fragile looking—an impression made even stronger from the way she kept twisting her hands together in front of her. Large brown eyes darted to his, watching him from beneath dark lashes as she chewed on her full lower lip. He remembered those lashes, the way they swept over her eyes. He remembered those lips and the way they tasted of something sweet and fruity.

"You—" The word came out as little more than a squeak and she cleared her throat, the sound nervous. She twisted her hands together one more time than quickly jammed them into the pockets of her heavy coat. "You don't remember me, do you?"

Her words shocked him so much that he actually took a step back. Then he shook his head and started to reach for her, let his hand drop at the last minute. Should he touch her? Would that make her feel better? Maybe he should take her small hand in his. Or maybe pat her on the shoulder.

Or maybe he should just keep his hands to himself. Maybe she'd totally freak if he touched her. She looked like she was ready to bolt at any second as it was. Travis couldn't blame her—he felt a little like bolting himself. 

Except she was waiting for an answer, shifting her weight from one foot to the other. And the longer he took to say something, the more uncomfortable she looked.

He cleared his own throat and nodded, maybe a little too enthusiastically. "Of course I remember you."

A sad smile curled the corners of her mouth. "It's okay if you don't. Really. I know it was just a one-night stand."

"But it—" Travis slammed his mouth closed before he could say wasn't. That would have been nothing more than a lie, one she would have seen right through. Of course, it was a one-night stand. Had he thought of calling her since that night well over a month ago? Yeah, he had. But he hadn't, so telling her that wouldn't help anything. She probably wouldn't believe him anyway. Could he blame her?

"I do remember you." Travis winced as the words left his mouth. They sounded too forced, too desperate, even to his own ears. Like he was trying to convince himself as much as he was trying to convince her. 

The expression in her eyes matched the sad little smile on her face and he knew without asking that she didn't believe him. Which sucked, because he really did remember her.

The shy way she had come up to him that one night, right here at Mystic's. 

The way her hand had trembled just the slightest bit when she touched his arm and leaned into him.

The soft touch of her lips against his the first time they kissed. Bashful, uncertain. Tentative.

And everything else that came later—much later, back at his place, in his bed. The touch of her hands caressing him. The feel of her body beneath his. The soft moans and sighs that echoed in his ear as her climax washed over her. Again and again, as they lost themselves in each other.

And he especially remembered the next morning, waking up in that same bed. 

Alone.

Travis jammed his hands into the back pockets of his jeans and focused on a spot just over her shoulder. "You left without saying goodbye."

He heard her small gasp, the whisper-soft sound nearly lost in the faint strains of music coming from the bar behind him. He looked over at her, saw color fan across her pale cheeks. From the cold, or from embarrassment? 

"I—I didn't think you wanted me to stay."

Travis shrugged, wondering if she could see the brief flash of disappointment in his eyes. He had wanted her to stay—of course, he had. But he hadn't bothered telling her that, had just thought she'd still be there, curled next to him once morning rolled around.

Did that make him an even bigger fool? She had been right—it was supposed to be nothing more than a one-night stand. No morning cuddles, no sharing conversation over coffee. According to Ben, he shouldn't have even taken her back to his place. He should have gone to a hotel or motel. Anywhere else except his own place.

But what the hell did he know about that kind of stuff? One-night stands were Ben's thing, not his. 

The woman in front of him was just one of the many reasons why.

She reached up and tucked a thick strand of hair behind her delicate ear. Everything about her was delicate: the tiny curve of her ear; the slim fingers of her hand. Ever her willowy frame, currently draped in jeans that were just a little too big and an oversized hooded sweatshirt that threatened to swallow her whole.

His gaze drifted downward, resting on the waist hidden by the thick pocket of the sweatshirt. 

Yeah, everything about her was delicate.

Everything.

She must have noticed the direction of his gaze because she jammed both hands into that thick pocket and took a hasty step back. "I don't expect anything from you."

That's what she had said when she first told him the news. Not just once, but several times, like she was trying to convince him she was telling the truth. What really sucked—what left a sharp pain in his own gut—was the certainty that she was telling the truth. She really didn't want anything from him.

"Then why tell me?" The words came out harsher than he intended. Travis considered apologizing for his tone then quickly changed his mind. Being a little harsh was probably expected, could probably even be excused in this situation.

"I thought you had a right to know. That was all."

Travis clenched his jaw, felt a muscle jump in his cheek and vaguely wondered why his back teeth weren't cracking under the pressure. He inhaled, forced his jaw to relax, forced himself to relax. Then he nodded, not really looking at her, not really knowing why he was nodding in the first place.

"Do you know what you're going to do yet?"

She shook her head, no longer looking at him. "No. Not really."

Travis nodded again. "Will you, uh, will you let me know what you decide?"

"Sure. Yeah. Of course." The words tumbled from her mouth so fast, he almost had trouble making sense of them. Then she was stepping off the curb and hurrying across the parking lot, her abrupt departure surprising him.

He took one step forward then stopped. He should go after her. He wanted to go after her. But she didn't want him. She didn't want anything to do with him. Hadn't she said so herself, at least a few times?

I don't expect anything from you.

Travis stood on the sidewalk, watching as she drove through the parking lot. Watching as she made a right into the Sunday evening traffic and finally disappeared from sight. He stood out there a few minutes longer, until the cold air seeping through his clothes became uncomfortable. Then he turned and made his way back into Mystic's, letting the warmth of the bar wash over him.

Only it wasn't doing any good because he still felt chilled—the kind of chill that went deep into the bones and left you weak and exhausted.

He made his way back to their usual table in the corner and dropped into his seat. Four sets of eyes stared at him, all of them filled with curiosity. Ben Leach was the one who finally leaned across the table, pinning him with a questioning look.

"Well? Out with it, Banky. Who was that?"

Travis reached for the pitcher of beer and poured some into his glass, not caring if any spilled on the table. He should care, though. If he made a mess and didn't clean it up, Zach would give him hell. Or worse, he'd send Haley after him.

Maybe that would be better. Maybe Haley would smack him upside the head hard enough to knock him unconscious. Give him a concussion. Put him in a coma.

He took a long swallow of the beer then finally shrugged, not quite able to meet Ben's inquisitive look. "She's just someone I, uh, I saw once."

"Yeah?" Ben laughed and sat back. "You mean someone you slept with?"

Heat filled his face and he nodded before taking another long swallow. 

"You go, Banky. I knew you had it in you."

Laughter erupted around the table, nothing more than good-natured teasing. Only Travis wasn't in the mood for teasing, good-natured or otherwise. He wasn't in the mood for anything, not when his head was still spinning.

Ben leaned forward again, nudging Travis's arm to get his attention. "Well? What'd she want? Did she come looking for a repeat?"

"No. No, that wasn't it. She, uh, she just wanted to tell me something, is all."

"Yeah? Like what?"

Travis drained the large glass in two long swallows then refilled it. He drained the second glass as well then finally looked around at his teammates, wondering why they were frowning at him.

Ben leaned even closer, his hand wrapping around Travis's wrist when he tried to refill his glass a third time. "Banky, what the hell? Slow down. What did she tell you?"

"Nothing. Just, um, just that I'm going to be a dad, is all."
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Chapter Two
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"What the fuck?"

The startled question came at him from every direction. Loud. Angry. Disbelieving. Travis didn't bother to look at any of his teammates. Looking at them would only make things worse.

He almost laughed, swallowed it back with another gulp of beer. Laugh? How could he even think of laughing right now? There was nothing funny about this. Nothing amusing. This was...

Travis didn't know what this was, had no idea what to think. Had no idea what to say or how to act.

He was going to be a father.

He reached for the pitcher of beer, tempted to just drink straight from that. Ben snagged it from his hand and pulled it away. Passed it down the table out of his reach. Fine. He'd just go to the bar and get another drink. Maybe something stronger than beer, even though he wasn't much of a drinker. He didn't care. This situation called for something stronger. A lot stronger. Maybe whiskey.

Yeah. Maybe he should just buy everyone a round. Or three. To celebrate. Isn't that what people did when they heard news like this? Celebrate?

Except he didn't feel like celebrating. How could he celebrate anything, when all he wanted to do was crawl under the table and hide? To pretend the last thirty minutes had never happened?

Travis dropped his head into his hands, shoved his fingers through his hair. He was going to be a father.

Nausea welled in his gut, crept up his throat. Bitter. Acidic. He swallowed it back, forced himself to breathe. 

A father.

How? How was that even possible?

A hand closed over his arm, jerking it from under his head, forcing him to look up. Ben's face was dangerously close to his own, dark brows pulled low in a frown. Or maybe it was a scowl. Travis didn't know, didn't care. He yanked his arm back, gritted his teeth when Ben refused to let go.

"What the fuck, Banky? Didn't you use protection?"

Travis opened his mouth, closed it. Nodded then looked away. Protection. Yes, he'd used a condom. All four times. 

Mostly. There had been that one time, in the shower...but only that once and he hadn't...not when he realized—

He swallowed back more bile as his gaze darted around the table. He needed another drink. Now. Before he embarrassed himself and lost the meager contents of his stomach right here, in front of everyone.

Zach launched from his chair, hurrying toward the bar. Maybe he could tell what was coming, maybe he was running to safety. Then he was coming back, a large glass of something in one hand, a wet rag in the other. Travis gasped when the wet rag hit his face. Cold, so cold. It was just what he needed. He grabbed it from Zach's hand and held it in place, closed his eyes and forced himself to breathe.

"Drink this."

A glass was shoved into his hand. He closed his fingers around it, gripping it like a lifeline before finally moving the rag from his face long enough to take a sip. The ginger ale slid down his throat, hit his stomach and spread. Another sip, then another, until his gut slowly settled. The cold sweat that had gripped him minutes earlier finally dissipated, leaving him drained. Exhausted. 

Confused.

Travis sucked in a shaky breath then finally looked around the table. His teammates stared back at him, their expressions ranging from disbelief to concern to anger. The disbelief and concern he understood, but not the anger—especially since it came from Ben.

The other man shook his head, the frown deepening. "Jesus fucking Christ, Banky. Tell me you weren't stupid enough not to use protection."

"I did. We did."

"Then what the hell was that look for?"

"Nothing. It just—I mean...it was only once. Not even that. Then I remembered and I didn't—" He snapped his mouth closed as his stomach rolled again.

Ben swore then reached behind him, digging his wallet from his back pocket. He opened it and thumbed through it, then tossed whatever he had grabbed on the table. Several foil packets landed in front of Travis. He stared down at them, frowning, then looked up at Ben.

"Those are condoms. You do know what they are, right?"

"Yeah, but—"

"No buts. You use them. Every. Single. Time. No exceptions—not unless you want something like this to happen."

"I did—"

"Obviously not. And for fuck's sake, if you slipped and forgot, even for a minute, why the fuck didn't she use the morning-after pill?"

Travis dropped his gaze and shrugged. He hadn't thought of that. Hadn't even considered it. Had she? Had she even realized? He didn't know. And he couldn't tell Ben that, couldn't tell any of them that. His teammates teased him enough as it was for being young and naive. He wasn't, not really. He had just been raised differently, had been a little more sheltered than the rest of them, despite growing up playing hockey. No, he couldn't even call it being sheltered. He was just quieter than everyone else, not as comfortable with women as they were. That didn't make him naive.

Except maybe he was, because now he was going to be a father.

He groaned again and slapped the rag back on his face, only to have it whipped away.

"You need to get tested, Banky. Make sure she didn't give you anything."

"She's not—"

"And if she's going to keep it, you insist on a paternity test."

"But—"

"No buts. You don't give that woman a damn thing until you know for sure it's yours. And even then, there are things you can do to make sure she doesn't take you to the cleaners and wipe you out."

"She said she didn't want anything from me."

Ben laughed, the sound short and bitter. "And you believe that? Christ, Banky. Don't be so fucking naive. She may have said that now but trust me, that'll change. Hopefully she'll just get rid of the damn thing and you won't have to worry about it."

Ben's words ripped through Travis, shredding something deep inside him, something he never knew existed. It wasn't just the words—it was his tone of voice. Cold. Unfeeling. Like getting rid of it was no more a hardship than taking out the trash. 

Travis stilled, a seething anger replacing the chill that had been gripping him. But there was more to it than anger—there was fear there as well. Disappointment. And a sadness that nearly overwhelmed him.

He pushed all of the emotions to the side, all but the anger. Then he leaned forward and pinned Ben with a lethal stare, forcing every last ounce of that anger into his expression. "She's. Not. Like. That."

"Christ." Ben laughed and rolled his eyes then sat back. "You really believe that? Banky, they're all like that. Stop thinking with your cock and—"

Travis didn't remember moving. One second he was in chair, his hands propped on the edge of the table. The next, he was on his feet, leaning across the table, one fist curled in Ben's shirt as he hauled him out of the chair. "Shut. Up."

Hands grabbed him, pulling him away. He brushed them off, turned to stare at Zach and Nathan and Kyle. Everyone was on their feet now, bodies tense, ready to jump in and do whatever needed to be done in case Travis went after Ben again.

Travis stepped back, ran a hand through his hair, then nodded. Nobody else moved and he wondered, for a brief second, what they were afraid he'd do. Start swinging? Pull Ben from the chair once more and slam him against the wall?

He sucked in another deep breath when he realized he wanted to do just that. Wanted to grab Ben by the throat and shake him, to scream at him that he was wrong.

But what if he wasn't? What if Ben was right, and Travis was simply making excuses? Allowing himself to get too involved? Blindly trusting when he shouldn't? What did he really know about her? 

Her name was Cara.

She was a few months younger than he was.

She did something, some kind of work, with animals. 

He frowned, trying to remember more. 

Only there was nothing more to remember. He didn't know her last name. Didn't know where she lived. He had her phone number...somewhere. Maybe. He thought he did, was pretty sure he did. He had thought about calling her. He wouldn't have done that if he didn't have her number. 

Ben shifted in the chair, a cold smile curling his lips. He fixed Travis with an expression that was almost pitying. "Fuck me. You're actually buying all her shit, aren't you? What the hell do you think is going to happen, Banky? That you guys will get together and have a family and a white picket fence and live happily ever after?"

Zach shifted closer to Ben, shot a warning look in his direction. "Ben, don't. You're not helping."

"Helping?" The word came out as a laugh, one filled with disbelief. "Helping? Look at him! He's already planning the fucking wedding! And you know as well as I do that the chances of it actually being his are slim and none. If she's even pregnant. You know how this shit goes. All of you know it."

Travis glanced at his teammates, saw nearly identical expressions on their faces. Disbelief. Pity. And he knew, in that instant, that they agreed with Ben. Every single one of them. Maybe they wouldn't have used his exact words, but they were all thinking the same thing.

That he was gullible. Naive. Falling for a scam.

No. He didn't believe it. Wouldn't believe it. They hadn't seen the look on her face. The fear and uncertainty. The desolation. The loneliness. They hadn't seen the way she had stood there, so pale and fragile, her voice little more than a squeak as she forced the words from her mouth.

I...I'm pregnant.

She was pregnant. With his child. He was going to be a father, whether anyone else believed her or not. It didn't matter what they believed. He believed it, deep down in his gut.

But what if she decided not to keep it? What if she got rid of it, just like Ben had said? It was her decision, her choice. Would she want to keep a stranger's baby? Because she didn't know him any more than he knew her. She didn't know that he'd be there to support her and their child. He should have told her that, no matter how many times she said she didn't expect anything from him. He would still be there, for both of them. 

Maybe she thought she was too young to be a mother. Hell, he was probably too young to be a father. What did a twenty-two-year-old know about being a parent? Nothing, that was what. But did anyone really know how to be a parent? His mom used to laugh and tell him and his brother that it was a miracle they were both still alive because neither her nor his dad knew exactly what to do with them when they came home from the hospital. 

Then she'd laugh again and admit that at least Trent was a little easier, since he was two years younger and they had made most of the mistakes with Travis.

No, he didn't know anything about being a parent. He could only follow the example his own parents had set. That was a start—a good start. He could learn the rest. Couldn't he?

Yes, he could. They both could. 

Unless Cara decided not to keep it. If that's what she wanted, he didn't think there was anything he could do about it.

He had no idea how he felt about that. No idea what to do about it.

And absolutely no idea if there was anything he could do.
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Chapter Three


[image: image]


Cara Hudgins flipped through a magazine, mindlessly skimming the colorful ads and articles, silently holding her breath while her roommate finished getting ready. Ten minutes, maybe fifteen at the most, and she'd have the apartment to herself. Peace. Quiet. Time to just think and read and study.

And try not to dwell on this afternoon's fiasco.

What had she been thinking, stopping by Mystic's to see Travis? Had he recognized her at first? She wanted to think he had but that was probably just wishful thinking on her part. It had been seven weeks since that one night they'd spent together—the only time they had ever seen each other. Why would she think he actually remembered her? He was a hockey player. He probably had women throwing themselves at him on a nightly basis. There was no reason he'd remember her.

Then to ask him to go outside, to drag him away from his friends. She had seen the looks on their faces, felt their speculation as they studied her. But Travis had simply smiled and followed her outside, his hand placed oh-so-lightly in the middle of her back as they walked.

Until she turned and gave him the news.

I'm pregnant.

How could she have just blurted it out like that? With no warning at all. That hadn't been her plan, not even close. But she had taken one look at him, at his mussed dark blonde hair and those smoky gray eyes and that too-adorable scar in the middle of his chin, and her brain had stopped working. Just like it had the last time she'd seen him.

I'm pregnant.

She still couldn't believe she had come right out and dropped the news that way. But she had to give him credit for not turning right around and going back inside. For staying there and actually listening to her.

Unless he'd been so shocked, he hadn't been able to move. That was a definite possibility. She was still shocked herself.

And she still wasn't sure why she told him, not when she still didn't know what she was going to do. She had been serious when she said she didn't want anything from him. She didn't.

So why tell him at all?

Because he had a right to know, no matter what she decided. Didn't he?

"Are you sure you're going to be okay?"

She looked up, surprised to see her roommate, Anna Gibson, watching her. She closed the magazine and tossed it to the side. "I'm fine."

"You don't look fine. And that's not what I asked. I asked if you were going to be okay."

Cara straightened her back, resisting the temptation to sink deeper into the corner of the sofa. Anna would only roll her eyes then interrogate her some more. Cara was done with the interrogations. Done with the pitying glances. Done with the knowing looks and hidden whispers. She pasted a bright smile on her face and nodded in Anna's direction. "Of course, I'll be okay. Why wouldn't I be?"

"Um, gee. I don't know. Maybe because you got knocked up after a one-night stand?"

Cara tried not to wince at the casual words, at the coolness in Anna's voice. Knocked-up. Like someone had simply run into her by accident. Like it was no big deal. 

Like this wasn't a life-altering occasion. Like this was something she could simply shrug off and forget about.

She placed her palm against the flat of her stomach, almost protectively. Forget? Impossible. 

Anna must have noticed what she'd done because she sighed—the sound just a little impatient—then tossed her coat on the arm of the sofa and sat down near Cara's feet. This couldn't be good, not when Anna was already running late for her second date of the day.

Cara didn't want to be subjected to any more of her roommate's lectures. Hadn't she heard enough over the past week? Ever since she had made the mistake of leaving the home pregnancy tests in the bathroom. Tests, as in plural. Because she couldn't believe the results of the first one. Or the second.

Couldn't believe what she was seeing.

Couldn't believe she was really pregnant.

She wasn't in the mood for another lecture, no matter how well-intentioned Anna thought she was being. But she was already talking, one hand resting lightly on Cara's foot—like she was afraid Cara would run away if she had the chance.

"I still don't understand why you went to see him. Why you even told him."

"Because he had a right to know."

"Not if you're getting rid of it, he doesn't. It's your body. Not his. He has no say in it."

Cara inwardly cringed at the cold words. How many times had Anna repeated them? Too many. Cara answered the same way she had the other two dozen times: by remaining silent.

It didn't work this time. Maybe Anna could see something in her face, or maybe Cara had stiffened just the tiniest bit. Or maybe Anna finally took a few seconds to actually look at her and understand what the silence must mean. 

She sat back, a frown marring her perfect face, her full lips pursed in distaste. "Tell me you really aren't considering keeping it."

"I—I'm not sure."

"Cara." Her name came out in a sigh, one filled with frustration and more pity. "You need to get rid of it. Having a baby now will ruin your life."

"You don't know that."

"Don't I?" Anna sat back, ran a hand over her long blonde hair, smoothing it back in place. Not that it had been out of place to begin with. There was nothing about Anna that was out of place. She was everything Cara wasn't. Self-assured. Outgoing. Confident. Beautiful. Not that there was anything wrong with Cara—she had her own strengths, she knew that. But when compared to Anna, she definitely came in second. She didn't think that was always a bad thing, not if it meant being free of the cold shell that seemed to surround Anna.

"Let me make an appointment for you tomorrow. I'll call my doctor, she can probably get you in this week. It won't take long. I'll even go with you. We can go grab lunch afterward, maybe get our nails done."

Cara stared at her roommate, her eyes widening in disbelief, her mouth slightly ajar in shock. Lunch? A manicure? Like it was nothing more than a day out with the girls. Unimportant. Inconsequential.

She snapped her mouth closed and shook her head. "I don't think I can."

"Sure you can. It's not that big of a deal, not anymore."

"Anna—"

"We'll talk about it later. Maybe tomorrow. I have to get going, I'm already late." She pushed off the sofa and grabbed her coat, the conversation over as far as she was concerned. Anna had made the decision and that was that. End of discussion.

But it wasn't. Not really. Not even close.

Cara turned, her gaze following Anna as she moved toward the door. "I—I think I'm keeping it."

The words felt...right. As soon as they fell from her mouth, she just knew. She couldn't get rid of it. Wouldn't.

Anna froze for a quick second then turned back, disbelief and a hint of anger flashing in her eyes. She quickly schooled her face, offered Cara a smile that chilled her instead of reassuring her. "You're not thinking clearly, hon."

"But I am."

"No. You're not. You can't have this baby, Cara. Think about it. How are you going to support it? Where are you going to live? Because you can't live here. Not with a screaming kid."

Cara swallowed a gasp, blinked against the sudden tears stinging her eyes. Was she surprised? No, she shouldn't be. Anna didn't have time for anything that didn't center around her. She'd always been that way, ever since Cara had met her in college. 

But it still hurt.

Regret flashed across Anna's face and she stepped toward Cara. Stopped. Took another step closer and stopped again. "Cara, I'm sorry. I didn't mean—"

"Yes, you did. But it's okay."

"No, it's not. I didn't mean to sound like a bitch. I just—" She took a deep breath and wiped a hand across her face. "I worry about you. And I feel responsible. This is all my fault and—"

"How is it your fault?"

"If I hadn't taken you out that night, if I hadn't encouraged you...You went home with him because of me."

Cara pushed away from the sofa and hurried over to her roommate, consoling her. "You didn't make me leave with him, Anna. And you certainly didn't make me sleep with him. None of this is your fault."

Relief washed across Anna's face. "Maybe not. But still—"

"I'll be fine, Anna. I always am."

"Just promise me that we'll talk more before you make any decisions. A kid...that's a big change, Cara. I don't think you understand that."

"But I do—"

"I don't think you do. This isn't going to be like caring for any of those animals you worry so much about. And that degree you want? You might as well forget about that, too. Everything, your whole life, is going to come to a stop."

"I don't think—"

"Just promise me you won't make any decisions," she repeated. "And if—after we talk more—you do decide to keep it, promise me you'll go after him for support."

"But I told him I didn't want anything from him."

"I don't care. If you keep it, he's just as responsible. Don't let him off the hook. And it's not like he can't afford it." Anna shrugged into her coat, reached behind her and tugged the hair from beneath the collar. That previous flash of regret was gone now, replaced by a calculation that chilled Cara. She'd seen that look on her roommate's face before, and it never boded well.

"Whatever you're thinking, no. I already told him I didn't expect anything from him, and I meant it."

"Of course, you did, hon. But hormones have a way of clouding our thinking."

"Anna—"

"We'll talk later. I really need to get going."

Cara stood rooted to the spot, watching as Anna pulled the door closed behind her. Silence descended over the apartment. Peaceful. Quietly reassuring. Just the way Cara liked it.

She was comfortable with silence, always had been. She didn't need a lot of noise to be happy. Didn't need a lot of people surrounding her to be content. Anna was the one who thrived in the crowds—which only made her wonder once again how they had become friends, how they had become roommates. They were two totally different people, from two entirely different backgrounds. Yet here they were, still friends in spite of their differences.

Cara wasn't foolish enough to turn a blind eye to her faults, though. She knew that Anna always put herself first. It was just the way she was, the way she had always been. Just like a few minutes ago, when that calculating gleam flashed in her eyes. Cara couldn't imagine what she was thinking but she knew, without a doubt, that whatever it was had to be something that would benefit Anna in the long run.

It didn't matter. Anna could think whatever she wanted, she still didn't have a say in any of this. Whatever Cara decided would be her decision, and her decision alone.  

She just wished she knew what she really wanted to do. 

And a part of her—a very small part—wished she wasn't as alone as she really was.
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Chapter Four
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Practice was usually a time for Travis to relax. It sounded weird, something he fully admitted to—and something his teammates always rode him about. How could sprints and drills be relaxing? Who in their right mind could relax when pushing their bodies to the limits...then pushing them even more?

The physical exertion didn't bother him. The sweat, the burning muscles, the struggle to pull air into heaving lungs—none of it bothered him. The ice was where he belonged, where he could empty his mind and just be. He'd felt that way since the very first time he'd put on a pair of skates, when he was four years old and his father had taken him to the pond near the edge of their property back home. 

Travis only remembered a few of the most general details: the snow-covered ground; the bright sky, so blue it hurt your eyes; the cold air. Nothing more than that, nothing more than a vague sense of that day.

But he remembered how it felt when he stepped on the ice. How he stumbled at first and fell, got back up and tried again. How he struggled to gain his balance, his tiny arms pinwheeling at his sides.

And he remembered how it felt to fly. How the wind bit into his cheeks and roared past his ears. 

His dad still laughed when they talked about it, teasingly told him that he wasn't quite remembering the details as they happened. Travis didn't care if he had the details wrong—it was what he remembered, that sense of flying, that sense of freedom.

The ice had been home to him ever since that day eighteen years ago. A refuge. A place to think. To relax. To forget and just be.

But not today. Today, he felt anything but relaxed. His feet refused to find their rhythm, their stride. He kept stumbling and nearly falling. He'd dropped his stick twice already and had yet to complete a pass, let alone shoot the stupid puck anywhere near the net. 

A few teasing comments had been made at the start of practice. That had been two hours ago and the lighthearted teasing had since stopped, turning into frustration and growls of impatience. Coach Torresi hadn't said anything—yet—but Travis figured it was only a matter of time before he did. They had a game tomorrow night against Hartford, right here at home. Travis needed to get his act together before Torresi decided to shake things up and move him down to the fourth line. 

Travis skated toward the bench on shaking legs then leaned over and grabbed a water bottle. All he needed was a few minutes, just enough time to collect his thoughts and focus. A few minutes and he'd be fine, back to normal.

He shot a stream of water into his mouth, swished it around, then spat to the side. A few minutes? Who was he kidding? It would take more than a few minutes to straighten his thoughts, to get his mind back where it belonged. He'd been off-balance for the last two days, ever since Cara had given him the news.

And he still didn't know how he felt. Still didn't know what he wanted to do.

Still had no idea how to get in touch with her.

If he could just talk to her, just sit down and talk...that was all he wanted to do. She had said she didn't want anything from him but he wasn't comfortable with that. Shouldn't he be involved? If nothing else, he should at least be there to help her with whatever she needed.

Even if she didn't want—no, he couldn't finish that thought. Couldn't even think it. Not yet. Not now.

Maybe, if they talked, he could wrap his mind around everything and go from there. But how could he talk to her when he had no idea how to reach her? He'd torn his place upside down looking for her number, with no luck. He didn't have her last name so he couldn't just call information or go online to get her number. He had no idea where she worked so he couldn't track her down that way.

He was screwed.

Regret raced through him again—not that it hadn't been there since Sunday evening. He'd push it down, pretend to ignore it, succeed for an hour or two before it came racing back to knock him sideways. 

He shouldn't have let her walk away on Sunday.

He should have gotten her number then.

He should have given her his number and asked that she call him. 

He should have dragged her inside Mystic's, taken her to a corner booth, and insisted they talk.

He should have never taken her home to begin with.

So many things he should and shouldn't have done, and none of them made a difference. Not now, not anymore. It was too late for any of them.

Yeah, he was definitely screwed.

"Bankard! You joining us?"

Travis jerked sideways, jolted from his thoughts and regrets by Coach Torresi's booming voice. He nodded, ignoring the muffled laughter as he skated over to center ice, where everyone was standing.

Waiting for him.

"Way to go, Loverboy." Ben muttered the words under his breath, just loud enough for Travis to hear. He frowned, stifling the urge to whack Ben upside the head with his stick. He'd made similar comments all day yesterday, had kept them up today as well. Loverboy. Casanova. Romeo. Tiny digs that were probably meant as a joke.

Travis wasn't laughing. 

He shifted away from Ben, ignoring him as Coach addressed them, discussing tomorrow's game strategy, going over what he expected, telling them what they needed to focus on. His icy green gaze focused on Travis for a split second, just long enough to make the breath freeze in his lungs. Would Coach pull him to the side, ask him what was going on? Tell him he was being moved? 

No, nothing like that. Not yet. Torresi's gaze moved away and Travis stifled a sigh of relief. He'd been granted a reprieve—for now. But if he didn't get his act together in time for tomorrow's game, he had no doubt he'd be sitting on the bench, his ice time reduced to single digits.

He skated off the ice, following Aaron and Harland and Zach back to the locker room. Ben was behind him, but far enough back that Travis didn't have to worry about hearing any more of his little digs. At least for now. That would probably change soon enough.

He was right. Travis had just started peeling out of his gear when Ben strolled over, a crooked grin on his face.

"So how's Daddy doing today? Any more surprises you need to tell us about?"

Travis frowned, turned his back on Ben and yanked the sweaty jersey over his head. Ben chuckled then dropped to the bench beside him and nudged him in the side. 

"What's the matter, Banky? Afraid another baby-mama might show up?"

"That's enough." Aaron's quiet voice came from Travis's other side, strong and commanding. Ben chuckled and Travis didn't have to look at him to know he was rolling his eyes.

"I'm just teasing him."

"I don't think he wants to hear any more of your teasing. None of us do."

"Yeah? Well, anyone who's stupid enough to play Russian roulette by sticking his dick into everything that passes by without protection deserves a little teasing." Ben's voice changed, became just a little colder, a little more brittle. "He just ought to be damned glad a baby is all she gave him. At least that you can get rid of."

Travis jumped to his feet and spun around, blindly reaching for Ben. Hands grabbed him, yanking him back. Quiet words, strong and reassuring, came from behind him.

"Let it go. Don't let him get to you."

Aaron's words slowly sunk in, calming him enough that he was able to unclench his fists. He slowly nodded, not surprised that Aaron still had a firm grip on his shoulders while Zach led Ben to the other side of the locker room, verbally flaying him for being a fucking ass.

Aaron finally released him then motioned toward the bench. Travis dropped onto it and leaned forward, lowered his head into his hands and released a long breath. It didn't help. The anger still throbbed in his veins. Anger at Ben, anger at himself, anger at his stupidity. And underneath the anger was regret, lurking, never leaving, sneaking up on him when he least expected it.

Aaron sat next to him, straddling the bench and simply sitting there. A few long minutes went by, filled with the sounds of a busy locker room: laughter and joking; grunts and groans; the dull thuds of equipment hitting the floor; the echoing hiss of showers running in the next room. None of it seemed real. Travis was too far removed from all of it, felt like he was watching everything unfold around him from a distance. Like a movie.

Or a nightmare.

"Did you want to talk?"

Travis lifted his head, his gaze briefly meeting Aaron's as the older man watched him. There was no judgement in the other man's eyes—just friendship and reassurance.

Travis nodded. Shook his head. Shrugged. "I don't even know if there's anything to even talk about."

"You got blindsided by some major news the other day. That's enough to throw anyone off their game."

"It's not just that. I mean, yeah, it's that. But it's more, you know? I mean..." Travis sighed and shook his head. "I don't know what I mean. I just know I really screwed up."

"This is going to fall under the category of stupid question because I'm sure you've already thought of it but—have you talked to her since Sunday? I don't mean at the bar or on the phone. I mean someplace quiet. Private. Where you can just talk."

Travis looked away, heat filling his face. Not from embarrassment, but from shame. He sucked in a deep breath, held it until he thought he might pass out, then exhaled in a rush. That still didn't make it any easier to admit the truth. Would Aaron frown and lecture him? Would he be able to hide the disappointment from his face? Travis kept his gaze averted when he finally answered Aaron's question.

"I—I don't have her number." Silence, thick and heavy, settled between them. Or maybe that was just his imagination. He sucked in another deep breath and continued. "I thought I did but I can't find it. I looked everywhere at home but...it's not there."

A large hand patted him on the shoulder, maybe just a little harder than necessary. "Do you know how else to reach her?"

"No. I don't even know her last name."

"And her number isn't in your phone?"

"No. I mean, I don't think so. I can't tell."

"How can you not tell?"

Travis looked up, surprised to see Harland standing in front of him. Had he been so preoccupied that he hadn't heard the other man approach? Probably. He'd been preoccupied ever since Sunday night.

He swallowed back more embarrassment and shrugged again. "I just—I can't tell, is all."

"Banky, that makes no sense." Harland dropped to the bench on his other side, effectively pinning him in. Travis pushed away the brief spurt of panic then leaned forward and rummaged through his duffel bag, finally finding his phone. He didn't bother to look at either man flanking him when he passed it to Harland.

"There's a lot of numbers in it." The admission came out as a mumble, barely audible. He held his breath, waiting as Harland scrolled through the contacts. He saw Harland frown, heard the choked sound of surprise as the other man reached across him and passed the phone to Aaron.

More silence, followed by a surprised grunt and a deep exhale.

"This is none of my business, kid, but—shit, I'm not sure I even want to know. Have you slept with all of these women?"

"What?" Travis's head shot up so fast he nearly pulled a muscle in his neck. "No. No, of course not. I would never—I mean, only two, including Cara. But that's all. I swear."

"Then how did you get all these numbers? There must be at least four dozen of them."

"I—I'm not sure. Most of them are from last season. Girls would just show up. You know, from those social media posts Zach showed me how to do. They would show up and ask for my number then call it so I would have it. You know—their number, so I could call them. But I didn't. I didn't even save their names, just the numbers. After that one girl, I just—I don't know, I just didn't, is all."

"Is there a chance that any of these numbers belong to Cara?"

A spark of hope flashed inside then just as quickly died. "I don't know. Maybe."

"Have you tried calling any of them?"

"No. I've been afraid to. I don't want to talk to any of them and if I call, they might think—well, you know."

Aaron and Harland exchanged a quick glance, one filled with silent communication he didn't understand. Aaron placed the phone on the bench beside him then looked at Travis, his dark gaze focused and intense.

"Before we go any further with this, tell me about Amy."

Travis stiffened. Anger swept through him, quickly followed by hurt and disappointment. Amy had been his long-time girlfriend up until early last year—when she broke it off with him because he hadn't been moved up to the Banners yet, because he was still playing for the Bombers in the minors. The news had shocked him, had hurt more than he would have imagined. They'd been dating since high school and he'd been so sure they'd always be together. That they'd been made for each other.

Instead, it turned out that he didn't even know her. She'd changed in the few years since he'd been drafted, since he moved out here to York. Or maybe he was the one who had changed.

Or maybe he'd simply been fooling himself all those years. Maybe they'd stayed together because that was what he was comfortable with. What everyone expected of him.

Travis forced his hands to unclench, forced the feelings of hurt and anger and betrayal away. "There's nothing to say. There's nothing between us. It's over."

"You sure about that? Because I thought you were talking about trying to fix things over the summer."

Yeah, he had—until he'd gone back home and realized there was nothing to fix. He'd figured that out within five minutes of being home. 

He met Aaron's steady gaze. "There's nothing there." The words were short, clipped...and certain.

"And if one of these numbers does belong to Cara, what are you going to do?"

"I don't know." Travis answered honestly—he didn't know. He just knew he wanted to talk to her. Nothing else, simply talk. After that, he wasn't sure. "I'd like to at least talk to her."  

Aaron nodded then looked over at Harland. "You and Courtney feel like coming over later? Help make some phone calls?"

"Yeah, we can do that. Noah will be with us, though."

"Not a problem. Isabelle would be disappointed if he wasn't."

Travis looked first at Harland then at Aaron. The older man was already standing with a muffled groan. He paused, fixed Travis with an expression he couldn't quite read. "Do you need directions to my place or do you remember how to get there?"

"I remember. But—"

"Then be there around six-thirty."

"I don't understand. Why? What are we doing?"

Aaron glanced at the lone phone sitting on the bench then grinned. "We're going to divide those numbers up and make some calls. See if one of them belongs to Cara."

"Seriously? You guys would do that for me?"

"Yeah, seriously."

"What if none of the numbers are hers?"

"We'll cross that bridge when we get to it. In the meantime, I suggest you think long and hard about what you want to say to this girl—just in case one of those numbers is hers."

Travis nodded, watched as the other two men walked away, heading toward the showers. Hope flared, but only briefly before he tamped it back down, before reality washed over him once more.

What if they did reach Cara tonight? Then what? Yes, he wanted to talk to her.

But he had no idea what he wanted to say.

How could he, when he had no idea what he wanted?
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Chapter Five
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Laughter filled the house, drifting from the living room where Aaron's two daughters were playing with Harland's son. Travis shifted on the ladderback chair and leaned to the side, peering through the doorway that led from the kitchen to the living room. The three kids—thirteen, ten, and three—were playing some kind of game, laughing and squealing while the television played in the background. 

Travis turned back in the seat and propped his elbows on the table, doing his best to ignore the noise. It wasn't too loud, not really. But the decibels were definitely a little higher than what he was used to. Maybe that wasn't saying much, since he lived alone. And surely he and his brother made just as much noise when they were younger, probably even more.

He just wasn't used to it, that was all. And he wondered how Aaron and Harland did it, how they got used to it. Did they just develop a way to block the noise and somehow not hear it at all?

Although maybe it was different in Harland's case, since his son, Noah, was deaf. The kid still made noise though, breathless grunts and wheezes nearly as loud as the girls' laughter.

Travis reached for his glass of iced tea then nearly knocked it over when Aaron leaned to the side and yelled into the other room, telling the kids to quiet it down. Aaron's loud admonishment earned him a laughing look from Harland's wife, Courtney.

Savannah, Aaron's girlfriend, simply rolled her eyes as she pushed away from the large island counter. "You're as bad as they are."

"What? I was just telling them to quiet it down."

"Probably would have been more effective if you had gone in there and told them instead of shouting from here." Savannah pulled a pitcher from the refrigerator and brought it over, refilling everyone's glasses. "I'm just glad neither one of us was on the phone when you bellowed."

"I didn't bellow."

Savannah made a small little hum, a grin teasing the corners of her mouth before she leaned over and pressed a quick kiss on Aaron's jaw. Travis averted his gaze, feeling like a voyeur—which was ridiculous. The kiss was nothing more than a peck, certainly nothing requiring privacy. But it wasn't so much the kiss as it was the expression in Savannah's eyes—and the matching one on Aaron's face. Love. Pure and simple. Not just love, but friendship and companionship as well. And while Travis was happy for Aaron, he still felt a little like an intruder.  

So he wrapped his hands around the glass and stared into it, pretending to be deep in thought. The ruse didn't work very well because Harland kicked him under the table with a laugh.

"You're blushing, Banky."

"I am not."

"You are."

"Harland, stop teasing." Courtney offered Travis a quick smile, which made his face heat even more. "Just ignore him."

Travis simply nodded, not sure what to say. Harland muttered something under his breath with a quick laugh then slid his chair away from the table and stood up. He moved into the other room, his voice a low rumble when he spoke. He returned a few minutes later, a squirming toddler tossed over his shoulder.

"Here. Spend some time with Uncle Trav. He needs to get used to kids." 

Noah was unceremoniously dumped in his lap. Travis froze, staring down into eyes wide with surprise. Noah's mouth pursed and for one horrifying second, Travis was afraid the kid would start crying or something. Then he smiled, the chubby fingers of one hand moving as he held a small toy truck up with the other. 

Travis looked closer then had to bite back a smile. It wasn't a toy truck, it was a toy Zamboni. Of course it was.

Harland nudged him with an elbow. "He wants you to play with him."

"Play? I'm not sure—"

"Play, Banky. It's not that hard. Just get down on the ground and play. You know—move the car around and make zoom zoom noises. Play."

"But it's not a car."

"Doesn't matter, same thing." Harland leaned back in the chair, his smile softening as he watched his son. His eyes—the exact same whiskey shade as Noah's—darted back to pin Travis in place. "It'll be good practice for you. Unless you have a girl. If that's the case, you're going to need to talk to Pop because I'm clueless."

Heat filled Travis's face once more, this time from embarrassment. He tossed a glance over his shoulder, wondering if the two women had heard. Of course they had. How could they not, when they were only a few feet away? 

And even if they hadn't, it didn't matter. They both knew there was a strong possibility that he was going to be a father. That's why they were here—Savannah and Courtney were the ones making the phone calls. They were the ones going through the long list of unknown numbers in his phone, calling each one, asking for Cara. 

What must they be thinking? Travis didn't know but he was sure it couldn't be good. There was a total of fifty-one unknown numbers in his phone, each one belonging to a different woman. Did the two of them think he'd actually been with all of them? God, he hoped not. Mortification nearly paralyzed him with the thought. He liked Courtney and Savannah, even though he didn't know them that well. But he knew enough, just by seeing how happy Harland and Aaron were. He didn't want either woman thinking poorly of him, didn't want them thinking the worst.

Noah grunted then placed his small hand on Travis's face, trying to get his attention. Travis looked down, blinked at the wide eyes starting up at him. A cute grin curled Noah's mouth as he held the tiny Zamboni up. Then he jumped up and down in Travis's lap, one foot connecting solidly with his groin. Travis sucked in a deep breath, doing his best not to double over, doing his best to pretend it didn't hurt. 

Aaron and Harland both started laughing, which did nothing to relieve the dull ache he was feeling.

"You should have listened when I said to play on the floor. Those feet have perfect aim."

"Yeah. I can tell." Travis wrapped one arm around Noah's waist and shifted him to the side before standing. He took a minute to readjust, making sure his back was turned to the women, then lowered Noah to the ground. He sat down beside him on the floor and stretched his legs out, letting Noah use each one as a roadway. Or an ice rink. Or...whatever.

Aaron turned toward Savannah. "How are the calls coming?" 

"Slow. We're just over halfway through the list."

"You know it's going to be the very last number you call, right?"

"We already thought of that. So Courtney started at the top of the list and I started at the bottom."

"It's still going to be the last number. It always is." Harland turned to face Travis, a small frown on his face. "Banky, you have to make the zoom zoom noises."

"But I don't—"

"Don't care. Just make them."

Travis swallowed back a sigh then leaned forward, his voice a low whisper as he made the zoom zoom noises. More heat filled his face when his teammates laughed and he almost stopped, feeling like the world's biggest ass. What was he doing, sitting on the floor playing cars and making zoom zoom noises when Noah couldn't even hear him? Harland had probably done this on purpose, just to embarrass him or something.

He started to get up but before he could get to his feet, Noah climbed back in his lap. Wide eyes filled with innocence watched him for a few long seconds—then two tiny little arms wrapped around his neck. Noah rested his head against Travis's shoulder, made a little sigh, then curled up against him.

Travis froze, unsure what to do. Panic clawed at him for a brief second before his brain finally engaged. There was no reason to panic—Noah was simply relaxing. Or maybe he was just tired. But why was he with Travis, instead of Harland? Was this normal?

Travis released the breath he was holding, told himself to stop reading into things. Then, still hesitating, he wrapped one arm around Noah and rubbed the little boy's back. Small little circles, the motion almost hypnotic. Noah sighed, his body relaxing even more, becoming a little heavier as he settled more comfortably in Travis's lap.

A lump filled his throat and he swallowed past it, calling himself a fool. This was Harland's kid, not his. There was no reason to suddenly feel this sentimental tug. It was irrational, didn't make sense. And God help him if any of his teammates ever found about it—he'd never live it down.

A spurt of guilt rushed through him and he looked up, wondering if Harland or Aaron had noticed. He didn't think either one of them would say anything—they were the only dads on the team, they'd probably understand. That didn't mean he wanted them to witness that brief moment of vulnerability—

Too late. His gaze caught Harland's and he saw—felt—the other man's understanding. Harland grinned and nodded toward his son, curled up against Travis. "Those are the moments that make it all worth it, Banky."

"Is it? Worth it, I mean." He kept his voice low so he wouldn't disturb Noah—and so Courtney wouldn't hear.

"It's worth more than I can even begin to explain."

Travis nodded, risked a quick glance across the room. Courtney and Savannah were still sitting at the island counter, both of them on their phones.

Still making calls. 

Still trying to find Cara.

Travis swallowed and turned back to Harland. "Any regrets?"

Harland was quiet for a long time, his gaze intense as he watched his son. Then he looked at Travis, a sad smile on his face. "Only that I wasn't there at the beginning. Only that I missed the first two years of his life. Those are big enough. And I'd do anything to go back and do it over to make sure I didn't miss it."

Travis looked away, no longer able to meet the intensity of Harland's gaze. Noah had been two when Harland found out about him—not because Courtney hadn't told him, but because Harland hadn't believed her. Then he'd been called up to the Banners, where he'd been playing until his attitude and antics had gotten him in trouble. The Banners had sent him back here to York near the end of the season before last. That was when he learned about Noah—and had been ready to accept the truth.

Travis glanced down at the little boy in his arms. What would it be like to miss the first few years of your child's life? To not see their first smile or hear their first word? To miss the first time they rolled over or crawled or took that first step?

What would it be like to miss the years after that, like Aaron had? He and his wife had divorced and she moved across the country, taking his girls with her. He hadn't seen them more than a few times in the last four years. That had changed this past summer when his ex-wife passed away and Brooke and Isabelle had come out here to live with him.

And it was all well and good to be sitting here, thinking of Harland and Aaron and what they had missed. But it didn't help him at all, not when he had no idea what to do.

So what did he want? He still wasn't sure.

Aaron and Harland had both been very careful not to give him advice—but they had also been not-so-subtly letting him see what it was like to be a father.

Dustin and Kyle and a few of the other guys had simply shrugged, not bothering to hide their surprise. Not giving him advice one way or the other. And letting him know that they were just glad it was him instead of them.

Then there was Ben. Ben was dead-set against the whole thing, telling Travis more than once that he'd be better off if Cara got rid of it—if it was even his to begin with. But what the hell did Ben know? He talked a big game, always did and said the right things when they were all together...but Travis didn't buy it. There was something deeper to Ben, something he did his best to hide from everyone. Travis could hear it in the bitterness that sometimes edged his voice; he could see it in the ice that sometimes lingered in the other man's eyes.

None of that mattered, though. His teammates were his second family but, in the end, their opinions were just that: their opinions. What mattered was what Travis wanted.

What did he want?

Travis watched Noah, seeing him without really seeing him. In his mind's eye, he was seeing another child. A baby with thick brown hair like its mother's. A toddler with smoky gray eyes like its father's—like his own.

What did he want?

A steely determination settled over him. There was still doubt, still a little fear—but no more than could be expected. And Travis knew—as sure as he knew his own name—that he didn't want to miss it. Any of it. He wanted to be there for everything. All of it.

He wanted his child.

And suddenly, everything clicked, all the little pieces falling into place to make a whole. This was right, what he wanted. Maybe it wasn't the smartest thing, maybe he really was too young, maybe this would change his entire life—but he didn't care.

He wanted his child as much as he wanted his next breath. More than that, even.

Travis swallowed, clenched his jaw, felt his back stiffen as determination washed over him. Preparing himself, mentally and physically, just like he did before every game. Only this wasn't a game—this was a thousand times more important. And he'd be facing more obstacles than he'd ever faced in any game before—starting with Cara.

Because what if she didn't want the baby? What if she wanted to terminate the pregnancy? He had no say in her decision at all. But what if he could talk to her, maybe convince her to let him keep the baby after it was born? If she didn't want it. Maybe she did. Maybe she was planning on keeping it and raising it as a single mother.

He clenched his jaw again, a muscle twitching in his cheek with the pressure. If she thought she could keep him away from his child, she was going to be in for a big surprise—

Travis released the breath he'd been holding, forced himself to relax. He was getting a little ahead of himself, wasn't he? Already planning for a fight when he had no idea what Cara even intended to do. He needed to talk to her first. They both needed to talk. 

Travis looked over, trying to swallow back disappointment as he watched Courtney and Savannah make their phone calls. Doubt filled him for a brief second—how could he think he was ready to be a father when he wasn't even smart enough to get a woman's phone number? He pushed the doubt away. There was no time for it, not now. Not when Courtney suddenly jumped from the stool, excitement on her face as she turned to Travis.

"This is Cara? Seriously?...No, don't hang up. I'm sorry. I just—I think we have a mutual friend who's been looking for you. Can you hang on?" She hurried over to him, bent down and held the phone out to him. "I think it's her."

Travis stared at the phone, watching it for a long second as his heart thudded in his chest. Then he reached for it, wondered if Courtney—if any of them—saw the way his fingers trembled as he took it. Then he realized he didn't care. Let them notice, that wasn't his problem. 

Not anymore.

He tightened his arm around Noah then held the phone to his ear. He cleared his throat, tried to picture Cara in his mind. Was she at home? Working? Or was she out, maybe with friends? Or was she with a date?

A flash of jealousy erupted deep in his gut, surprising him. It didn't matter if she was on a date. She wasn't his girlfriend, they had no obligation to each other. 

That realization did nothing to ease the jealousy so he ruthlessly pushed it aside, ignoring it. Then he took a deep breath and finally spoke.

"Cara? This is Travis Bankard. We need to talk."
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Chapter Six
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The coffee shop sat in its own building, strategically placed near the edge of the large parking lot. It was busy, even in the middle of a weekday afternoon. People strolled in and out, hands wrapped around cups decorated for the upcoming holidays. Laughing and talking with friends or singularly focused on getting to their destination. From her vantage point in the parking lot, Cara could see the tables inside, most of them taken by more patrons. Laptops were opened on the tables, some forgotten in favor of smiling conversation.

Was Travis already in there, waiting for her? She couldn't see—the place was too big for her to see every table through the plate glass window—but she didn't think so. She was early, by at least fifteen minutes.

Which was why she was still sitting in her car, the heater running as she waited. That, and she was trying to work up the courage to actually go inside.

Not because of the crowds. No matter what Anna thought, she wasn't that much of an introvert. But given a choice between hanging with a bunch of noisy strangers or sitting at home and reading, she'd take reading every time. Besides, there was a big difference between being an introvert and being a recluse, something Anna simply didn't understand.

That didn't mean she was in a hurry to sacrifice herself. It was an odd word choice but she couldn't shake the feeling that's what was going to happen today: a sacrifice—namely her. Travis had sound so different on the phone. Harder. A little edgier. Determined.

Or maybe he always sounded that way and she just didn't know him well enough to realize that. She didn't know him at all, had only spent time with him that one night. And it wasn't like they'd spent that time actually talking. For all she knew, he was really an arrogant, egotistical athlete, full of himself with no cares for anyone else.

Cara didn't think so, though. She thought he was exactly what he appeared to be that night she had shyly hit on him: quiet, friendly, maybe a bit of an introvert himself. He hadn't come across as arrogant or egotistical—if he had, she would have never gone up to him, no matter how hard Anna had insisted.

Insisted? No, it had been more like a dare. A challenge to let loose and relax and do something totally out of character. Cara would have never agreed if she hadn't been drinking.

But she had. Not enough to be drunk, but certainly enough to forget about her inhibitions, at least for a little bit. And yes, maybe a small part of her had wanted to prove to Anna that she could do it. Prove to her roommate that men found her attractive, too. 

And yes, her ego had definitely been rewarded when she saw the expression on Anna's face when she found out that Travis was a professional hockey player—and that Cara was leaving with him. The spurt of jealousy. The brief flash of anger.

Not that any of that mattered now. Anna's reaction may have given her ego a boost at the time, but look where it landed her instead.

Single. Pregnant. 

Alone.

Cara placed a hand against the flat of her stomach and took a deep breath. She had an appointment Monday morning—ideally to just talk with the doctor, to discuss her options. Then she could either walk out of the appointment, still single and pregnant—

Or just single and alone.

And she still wasn't sure what she wanted to do. Not really. That was why she had agreed to meet Travis this afternoon. She had no idea what he would say, no idea what good meeting him would actually do. But he had called her, had gone to the trouble of finding her, reaching out to her. She could at least listen.

Taking another deep breath for courage, Cara finally turned the car off and got out. Cold wind whipped her long hair into her face, ripped through the jacket she was wearing over her scrubs. She could have gone home to change after she got off work but decided it wasn't worth the hassle. She didn't want Travis to think she had taken time to dress up for him—not that she would have. But a sweatshirt and jeans would have been warmer.

She took another deep breath when she entered the shop, inhaling the scents of fresh ground coffee and warm cinnamon. The interior of the shop was warm, maybe even a little humid, and she was suddenly glad she hadn't gone home to change. In five minutes, she'd be peeling off the coat and probably sweating, cursing the heat and wishing it was cooler inside. Was that simply hormones? Maybe. Or maybe it was nothing more than nerves.

She stood in line, finally ordering a hot tea—decaffeinated, just in case. Then she moved toward the tables, her eyes scanning the large room, looking for an empty spot. There were some comfortable seating arrangements in the two far corners, with overstuffed chairs instead of hard seats, but it looked like they were already taken. That was a shame, because they both would have been perfect, set far enough apart from the crowds to allow a little bit of privacy.

She sighed in disappointment then headed to a small table between a group of moms with young kids and a businessman doing work on a laptop. Not the best location but it would have to work. Maybe another table would open up, or maybe even those corner seating arrangements. She was early, she still had time.

Cara had just pulled out one of the chairs and was ready to sit when she heard her name being called. She hesitated, frowning, wondering if maybe she was hearing things. What were the chances of running into someone she knew here? Probably better than she thought.

But not today. Please not today.

"Cara!"

She looked up again, frowning as her gaze scanned the room. The breath froze in her lungs, just for a second as her heart tripped in her chest. Travis was standing, motioning to her from his spot in the corner—right by one of those comfortable seating sections.

But that wasn't why her heart was stammering. No, it was the sight of him, standing there with the sun reflecting off his lean body, that made the breath hitch in her chest. Tall, lean. The bulky sweatshirt he was wearing hid his broad shoulders and wide chest, hid the well-defined muscles she knew lay underneath. 

She remembered tracing those muscles with her finger, with her mouth and tongue as she kissed her way down his body. Remembered playing with the light spattering of hair that covered his chest and dipped down in a faint line, leading the way to nirvana. Remembered being mesmerized by the way those muscles bunched and flexed under hot skin as he held himself over her, plunging into her, driving her into wild oblivion.

She nearly dropped the cup of tea as memories washed over her. How long did she stand there, ogling him as he called her name? Probably too long—certainly long enough to look like she had temporarily lost her mind.

She forced her gaze away from him, forced herself to take a few calming breaths before she pushed the chair back in and made her way over. Slow, each step carefully placed—instead of running toward him and throwing herself into his arms like she wanted.

This meeting was a mistake. Her reaction was enough to make her realize that. Run into his arms? Why? It made no sense. She certainly hadn't felt this way the other day, when she had tracked him down to give him the news.

Liar.

That had been exactly what she wanted to do the other day: run into his arms. Ask him to hold her. Ask him to tell her everything would be okay. But she hadn't, not then. She'd been too emotional, too confused. Hurt. Afraid. Still reeling from the news, herself. 

Convinced she was alone. Convinced she would be handling this herself.

That was another reason this meeting was a mistake: it gave her a false sense of hope. Made her think that maybe, just maybe, she wasn't as alone as she thought she was.

And how senseless was that? He owed her nothing, not really. It had been one night. Nothing more than a one-night-stand. Yes, they were both responsible. On a visceral level, she understood that. But she also knew the reality was far different.

She ruthlessly pushed that little glimmer of hope to the far reaches of her heart and made her way over to Travis. The expression on his face made her hesitate again, but only for a brief second. She had only imagined the way he had shifted, as if he was moving toward her for a hug. Had only imagined the brief flare of interest in his eyes. 

But she wasn't imagining his discomfort, or the way he shifted ever so slightly, like he wasn't sure what to do now that she was standing here. 

Cara lowered herself into the overstuffed chair, moving around on the cushions to get comfortable, then took a cautious sip of the tea. Travis sat across from her and stretched his legs out, crossed them at the ankles. A few seconds later, he moved, sat up a little straighter and rested his right ankle on his left knee. One hand held a paper cup while the other curled lightly against his leg.

Cara moved her gaze away from those strong hands, forced herself to forget how they felt on her bare skin. She couldn't allow herself to remember any of that, not now. 

"You, uh, you wanted to talk?"

Travis nodded, his gaze not quite meeting hers. Fair enough, because she couldn't quite bring herself to look directly at him, either.

"How are you doing? Are you feeling okay? Did you need anything?"

They were loaded questions, with at least a dozen different ways she could answer. How was she doing? She was scared. Alone. Confused. How was she feeling? Besides the occasional bout of morning sickness when she first woke up, she was fine. Did she need anything?

The list was so long, she didn't even know where to start.

So she simply offered him a small smile and shrugged. "I'm fine. Still coming to terms with it, I guess. But fine."

"Good. That's good." He frowned, his smoky gray eyes clouding with concern as he watched her. "Have you, um, have you decided—" 

He stopped, cleared his throat, looked away for a brief second. The tips of his ears turned a little pink, the color slowly seeping into his face and fanning his stubbled cheeks. "Do you know what you're going to do yet?"

Cara was quiet for a long time, reading into the question. Wondering how to answer. Was this where he insisted on having her terminate the pregnancy? Would he become upset, maybe even a little angry, the same way Anna had? Would he make excuses and pin the blame on her, tell her he wanted nothing to do with the baby?

She shifted in the chair, her back straightening with determination and false bravado. Her voice was a little cold when she spoke, the tone sharp with an edge that surprised her. "I told you I didn't expect anything from you. I meant that. If you're worried—"

"I don't want you to get rid of it." The words fell from his mouth in a rush. Cara sat back, tried to pull air into her lungs. Had she just imagined what he said? Were her ears playing tricks on her?

No. Travis was leaning forward, his elbows resting on his knees, his hands tightly clasped together. Every line of his body was tense, tightly wound, and she had the feeling it was taking every ounce of his control to hold himself still.

To hold himself together.

She sagged against the back cushion, her own body suddenly weak and limp. It was a struggle to hold onto the cup, a struggle to take a sip of the tea as she fought to control her wild thoughts.

"I—I haven't decided yet." 

Travis nodded, the movement short and brittle. A muscle jumped in his jaw and she wondered why. Why did he look upset? Why did he seem unhappy at her brief words?

Why did he even care?

His gaze shot to the group of mothers and kids across the room, watching them for a long minute. His eyes softened and she wondered what he was thinking. What he was imagining. She could ask—but part of her was afraid of the answer.

Then he turned back to her and that softness was gone, replaced by a steely determination that surprised her. "It's your decision. I know that. I respect that. But this is my baby, too."

He looked away, the strong muscles of his throat working as he swallowed. Cara's heart tightened in her chest, squeezing with emotion at the sight of his own distress. And how silly was that? His distress? Why was he distressed? He didn't even need to be here, talking to her. He could have just forgotten about her, pretended she didn't exist. Pretended their single night together had never happened.

But he hadn't. And he was here. 

And she was helpless to stop the sympathy that welled deep inside her. She wanted to reach out and take his hand, reassure him. In fact, she almost did, actually felt herself leaning toward him. She caught herself at the last moment, curling both hands around the cardboard cup and holding it so tightly, the lid almost popped off.

He ran a hand through his dark blonde hair then curled his fingers into a fist and dropped his hand to his knee. The emotion she thought she had glimpsed, thought she had felt, was gone. In its place was that steely determination from a few minutes earlier.

"If—if you decide you don't want the baby, I'll keep it."

Cara's mouth fell open in shock. He wanted her to keep it? No, that wasn't what he said. He said he wanted the baby, that he'd keep it if she didn't want it. Like she could just give birth and walk away.

Like a baby was nothing more than a possession to be bartered for.

Anger shot through her, completely unexpected but totally welcome. "Excuse me?"

"I—I want the baby. If you don't want it. Instead of an abortion, I'll take him. Raise him."

"You think I could just give my baby away? Just like that?"

Surprise flashed in his eyes. He slowly blinked it away, his face turning a deep shade of red. "No, that's not what I meant."

"Then what did you mean?"

"I just—I meant, if you don't want to keep it, you don't need to have an abortion. There are other options—"

"So I would be pregnant for nine months and then you'd just take it?"

"I'd take care of everything while you're pregnant. Your medical bills. Whatever time you miss from work. All of it. I'd handle it."

"So you would actually pay me to have my baby, just so you could take it when it's born?" She didn't bother to hide the anger from her voice but she didn't think he heard it. Or if he did, he simply ignored it.

"It's my baby, too." His voice was so quiet, the words were nearly lost in the din of conversation and music surrounding them. But Cara still heard them. And more than the words, she heard the desperation behind them. The hurt. The anxiety and fear.

The anger burning inside her quickly faded, replaced by her own anxiety and fear. Instead of demanding she terminate the pregnancy, as she had first thought, he was asking her to keep it.

He wanted her to keep the baby.

Their baby.

She took a deep breath, swallowed back the hope threatening to spring to life. This was about the baby, not them. There was no them. That didn't matter, though. Just knowing that she wouldn't have to go through this alone—if she decided to keep the baby—moved a huge weight from her chest. There was still fear. Still anxiety. But the emotions weren't as sharp or as suffocating as they had been even an hour ago.

Cara rubbed a hand over her eyes and swallowed past the lump in her throat. Did he notice? Probably. Those gray eyes, so hauntingly beautiful, were focused on her with an intensity that made her uncomfortable. But he didn't say anything, just sat there and watched her, as if he was silently willing her to say what he wanted to hear.

"I haven't decided yet. What to do, I mean. I'm—I'm still not sure." And it was the truth, despite what she told Anna the other day. She was almost positive she knew what she wanted...but a small piece of her still worried. Still wondered if it was the right decision. "I have an appointment on Monday morning."

Travis's shoulders slumped. He blinked and looked away. Then he took a deep breath and turned back to her, nodding. She almost expected him to argue, to talk her out of going. His next words surprised her, though.

"Would it be okay if I went with you?"

"You want to go with me? Why?" She narrowed her eyes. "To talk me out of whatever decision I might make?"

"No. I wouldn't do that. It's your decision, I know that." His gaze didn't quite meet hers but she could still see the sadness in his eyes. "I just—I'd like to be there, is all. To support you. To help you if you need it."

Cara leaned forward, not questioning herself when she reached over and squeezed his arm. Not to comfort him, but because she was touched by his offer. "It's just an appointment, to discuss my options. You don't need to be there."

He dropped his hand over hers, threaded their fingers together and squeezed. "I'd still like to go."

"But why? I don't understand. I told you I didn't expect anything from you."

His gaze met hers, swirling with emotion she didn't understand. "Because this is my baby, too, Cara. That means I'm responsible for both of you, no matter what you decide. And I'm not going to just walk away and leave you alone."

She sat there for a long minute, simply watching him. Trying to decide if he was telling the truth. If he was playing a game. If he was too good to be true.

And trying to ignore the hope that once more flared to life, deep down where she had tried to bury it.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Seven
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Torresi was going off the deep-end. 

He stood at the front of the locker room, his face flashing a dangerous red, his green eyes glowing with anger. But he wasn't yelling. This would be so much better, so much easier to take, if he was yelling and screaming. If he was throwing things or having a complete meltdown.

But he wasn't.

He just stood there, staring at every single player while a muscle jumped in his square jaw.

An itch spread in the middle of Travis's back from the Velcro of his pads. It had been bothering him throughout the entire first period and was worse now, nearly driving him insane with the need to scratch. But he didn't dare move. He was almost afraid to breathe. If he so much as twitched a single muscle, Torresi would nail him to the spot. He knew it. Not because his play had been crap for the first twenty minutes of the game—it had been and he deserved to be nailed, just like everyone else in the room. No, Torresi would nail him simply because he moved. 

And everyone in the room knew it. That's why not a single person was moving. All of them, even Ben, were frozen still like statues. Waiting. Knowing an outburst was coming. 

Just not knowing when.

The suspense was almost unbearable. Travis wished Coach would just explode and get over it, let them out of their misery. Yell at them for sucking and letting Milwaukee get a three-goal lead. 

How much longer could he hold in his anger? They only had five minutes left before they needed to get back out to the ice. Five minutes. Maybe not even that long.

The silence was finally broken by a loud crack. Travis jumped, his startled gaze shooting to the metal clipboard now laying in pieces on the floor. He looked over at the wall, not really surprised to see a gouge marring the black and white paint covering the concrete.

Torresi still didn't say anything. He just looked around the room one more time, his gaze as cold as a glacier, then spun around and stormed out. The tension in the room peaked for one awful second then slowly receded, disappearing as a collective sigh echoed off the walls.

Travis muttered under his breath then twisted his arm behind him, trying to reach the annoying starp, trying to scratch. He darted to his feet and moved toward Dustin Rios. "Can you fix the strap? Please? I can't handle this anymore."

Dustin frowned, probably thinking he'd lost his mind, then lifted the back of Travis's jersey. "Fuck, Banky. How the hell did you get this damn thing all twisted?"

"I don't know. Just fix it. It's digging into me and itching."

"Yeah, no shit." Dustin tugged on the pads, readjusted the straps, then dropped the jersey back in place. Travis hissed a sigh of relief then rolled his shoulders. No rubbing. No itching.

Finally.

He reached behind him for a final scratch, froze in the middle of it when he saw Ben staring at him. "What?"

"You been to the doctor's yet? Make sure that itch isn't from something your baby-mama gave you?"

Something snapped inside Travis—anger and frustration; impatience and irritation. He lunged toward Ben, his fingers just skimming the front of his jersey. Arms locked around his waist, hauling him backward before he could swing.

"Knock it the fuck off. Now." Aaron's voice, deep and filled with anger. At Travis? At Ben? He didn't know and he didn't care, not when all he wanted to do was throw off Aaron's hold and go after Ben again.

"I'm tired of it, Pop. He needs to shut his mouth."

"Oh, for fuck's sake, Banky, get over it. Christ. You're the one who was so fucking stupid, you knocked a girl up—"

"It wasn't like that."

Ben rolled his eyes and kept on talking. "You fucked her. She got pregnant. Not sure how else it could be. And I'm fucking telling you right now, you need to get tested."

"Cara isn't like that—"

"Whatever. I'm done." Ben pushed past them, his shoulder knocking into both of them and causing Travis to stumble. He straightened and turned, ready to go after Ben, but Aaron held him back.

"Let him go, Travis."

"He shouldn't be saying stuff like that. That's not what happened, not really. He's making it sound like—"

"I know. You still need to let it go." Aaron reached down for his helmet with a small groan. He held it in the crook of his arm then fixed Travis with a serious look. "But as much as I hate to agree with him, he's right. You should get checked."

"But she's not—"

"You're probably right. But is that a chance you want to take?"

Some of the fight left Travis. They were right and he knew it. But the idea that Cara might have...he couldn't even finish the thought, not with the spurt of jealousy raging through him. He couldn't picture Cara with anyone else. Didn't want to picture her with anyone else. 

And that didn't make sense. They weren't together. What they had shared—it had simply been one night. Nothing more. She owed him nothing. And he owed her nothing.

Except now they were going to have a baby—together. Maybe.

Could that explain the unwelcome flash of jealousy? Maybe. He wished he could talk to Aaron about it, but there wasn't any time—they were lining up to head back out to the ice for the second period.

And Travis suddenly wished Cara was here to watch. Yes, they were losing, but he still wished she was here. The idea of having someone in the stands watching him, cheering him on, filled him with a sense of belonging. He had almost asked her if she wanted to come to the game. Yesterday, when they had met for coffee. But it hadn't been the right time. How could he ask her when she had been so visibly upset? Cautious and guarded? When they had been talking about something so much more important. 

But he had still wanted to ask, had been so close to getting the words out. He'd been afraid she'd tell him no, afraid she'd tell him she had other plans.

Afraid she'd tell him she wasn't interested—not just in coming to the game, but in him. That she didn't want anything to do with him. Could he blame her? Could he really expect anything different? They didn't know each other. He had to keep reminding himself of that fact.

They didn't know each other.

She owed him nothing.

That didn't stop this sudden need to see her. Be with her. The same need that had been growing inside him ever since she'd told him she was pregnant. Before then, even, if he was honest with himself.

He should have called her sooner. Should have made his way through those numbers in his phone until he found hers so he could make arrangements to see her again. To ask her out. To get to know her. He liked her—had liked her from the minute he saw her standing in the corner of Mystic's with a few of her friends. She had glanced over, did a quick double-take when she caught him staring, then quickly looked away from his gaze. A few minutes later, she had shyly looked over again, the barest of smiles curling the corners of her mouth. Thirty minutes later, he'd still been trying to work up the courage to go talk to her when she suddenly turned and headed his way.

Toward him. To talk to him.

And then he'd taken her home. He hadn't meant to, hadn't meant for their time together to be a one-night stand. But she had left before he woke up and he'd thought she wasn't interested anymore so he...

He chickened out. Convinced himself he only wanted the one night. No strings. No expectations.

He'd been an ass. And now she was pregnant and wanted nothing to do with him.

The feeling left him vacant and oddly hollow, empty except for the regret—and the need to change things.

No, it didn't make sense. Even he knew that. And if he made the mistake of telling any of his teammates that, they'd just laugh. Well, maybe not all of them but the single guys would.

And he had to put those thoughts out of his mind, clear his head of everything except this game. Here. Now. Tonight. He couldn't afford to be distracted.

Travis took his spot in the lineup and got into position, pausing to glance at the stands for a brief second. He closed his eyes, imagined that Cara was actually here, sitting up with Courtney and Noah and Savannah and Aaron's girls. With Jenny and Megan and Haley. He gave his head a quick shake then took a deep breath and opened his eyes, focusing on the ice in front of him. He bent his knees, leaned forward and placed the blade of his stick on the ice, his hands tight around the shaft. Ready. Waiting.

The puck dropped and Travis dug in with his stick, gaining possession and passing it back to Kyle. The other man spun and skated away, passing the puck to Harland just before colliding with one of the defensemen from Milwaukee.

Harland took off down the ice, Travis following him. Fast, furious, focused on gaining traction, focused on getting ahead. Travis glanced over his shoulder, saw one of the players from Milwaukee racing toward him, his head down, his left shoulder dropped as he prepared for a hit. Travis hit the brakes, spun around, and darted to the right, away from the hit.

He heard his name being called, looked up and caught the puck on his tape a second after Harland passed it to him. He spun around once more and darted behind the net for a wrap-around, sinking the puck into the net for the Bombers' first goal of the night.

He dropped to one knee for a quick celly, pumping his fist as Harland and Kyle and Zach skated in to congratulate him.

Travis searched the stands one more time, pretended that Cara was there watching him, cheering him on.

Pretended, just for a second, that they were really together.
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Chapter Eight
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Instrumental pop music filled the waiting room, pumped in through speakers discretely tucked into the corners behind lush potted plants. A flat screen television set hung on the wall, the volume just loud enough to be heard over the music. Short, five-minute informational videos were playing, discussing everything from the human reproduction system to what to expect during pregnancy to the benefits of natural childbirth. 

Cara wished they would turn the television off. She didn't need to be tutored in the human reproduction system—she was pretty sure she knew exactly what happened and how. And the parts on natural childbirth simply embarrassed her. 

No, that wasn't exactly right. They didn't embarrass her at all—but the man sitting next to her shifted uncomfortably in his chair each time they came on. Could she blame him? Travis probably hadn't expected anything like this when he had asked to accompany her to the doctor's appointment today.

To be honest, she hadn't expected it, either—not this full-blown submersion into the joys of pregnancy and childbirth and motherhood. This was the OB-GYN Anna used so Cara was expecting something a little more...neutral. More on the GYN side instead of the OB side. How did watching and listening to all of this effect the women who decided not to go through with the pregnancy?

Cara didn't know and she wasn't sure she wanted to think too hard about it. She was firmly in the numb stage—again. Or maybe it would be better to call it the denial stage, still not quite able to believe this was happening to her. When would it really sink in? What would she do when that finally happened?

She brushed those questions away then turned her attention back to the paperwork the receptionist had handed her when she came in. So many questions, not just about her health history but about the baby's father's as well. She would simply skip them—surely not everyone answered them, right? But she must have hesitated too long, or made a small noise of distress or something when she first saw them. Or maybe Travis had simply been watching her because he leaned over, gently took the clipboard from her hands, and quickly filled out that part.

No pertinent medical history. No family history of high blood pressure or heart disease or cancer. No history of drug or alcohol abuse.

He hesitated over the box for sexually transmitted infections and gave her a searching look. Heat filled her face at the silent implication. Oh God, was he going to check yes? Or worse than that, was he asking her if she needed to check yes? She looked away, letting the hair fall into her face as she quickly shook her head, almost afraid to see what his answer was.

No. He had checked no.

Relief shot through her, immediate and reassuring—until he leaned in close, his mouth brushing against her ear, his voice low enough so only she could hear.

"We should both get checked."

She was afraid to look at him, afraid to see the silent question in those smoky gray eyes. Logically, she knew he was right. They'd had unprotected sex, even if it had only been that one time. But it had been enough for her to get pregnant, which meant it was enough—

Cara couldn't even finish the thought, not when it was drowned by the embarrassment flooding her. How could she tell him he didn't have anything to worry about from her? How could she admit that she'd only been with one other man, and that had been two years ago? He'd probably think she was some kind of prude, the way Anna did.

She yanked the clipboard back from him, signed the paperwork, then hurried back to the receptionist's desk. The woman took the paperwork, briefly glanced over it, then looked up with an expectant smile. "I just need your ID and insurance card and any co-pay that's due."

Cara had already been digging through her purse for her wallet. She hesitated, chewing on her lower lip for a brief second as she pulled her license out. "I...I just wanted to pay for the visit out of pocket."

The receptionist gave her an understanding smile then told her the amount due for the visit. Cara hesitated again, wondering if the woman could see her shock, wondering if the woman could tell she didn't have the money. Not that much, not unless she put some on her credit card.

She was ready to ask if she could do just that when Travis appeared by her side, a gold credit card in his hand. He passed it over to the woman before Cara could protest. The expression on his face when he looked at her was stubborn and determined; the protest that had been building in Cara's throat died a swift death and she looked away, heat filling her face once more.

If the receptionist noticed their silent exchange, she didn't say anything. She handed the card back to Travis with a slip to sign, then told them they could take a seat until the doctor was ready for them.

Cara moved back to the upholstered chairs, trying to ignore the heat of Travis's hand in the middle of her back. She sat down, folded her hands in her lap, then leaned to the side when he took the chair next to her.

"I'll pay you back."

"No." It was just a single word but there was so much finality in it that Cara didn't bother to argue. From the hardened expression he gave her, she had the feeling arguing would be futile anyway.

Not that she had time to argue, because a nurse poked her head through a doorway and called her name. Cara rose then hesitated, tossing a quick glance at Travis. Should she ask him to come back with her? Or should she have him wait out here? She wasn't sure, could sense his own hesitation as he sat there, perched on the edge of the seat.

The nurse opened the door wider and gave them both a smile. "He can come back in a few minutes if you'd like."

Cara nodded then hurried toward the nurse. She followed the woman down a short hallway and into an examining room, where she was instructed to change into a cloth gown and wait for the doctor.

Cara went through the motions, neatly folding her clothes and placing them on the chair in the corner before climbing onto the exam table. The paper sheet crinkled under her, the noise loud in the quiet room. The nurse came back in, took her blood pressure and pulse and temperature, then disappeared once more.

So Cara waited.

And waited some more.

Her heart pounded in her chest, its beat increasing with each passing minute as the stress of the last two weeks settled over her. What would the doctor say?

More importantly, what did she want to do?

Cara looked down and placed her palm on the flat of her stomach. A baby. It still didn't feel real. It still felt like she was caught in that grayness between being asleep and being awake.

Caught somewhere between a dream and a nightmare, wanting to wake up but afraid of what would be there waiting for her when she did.

How long had she been sitting there, staring at that hand covering her stomach? Minutes? Longer? The door opened and she looked up, had to blink past the burning in her eyes to focus on the middle-aged woman entering the room. Soft blonde hair was pulled back in a careless bun; a few loose tendrils floated around a full face. Her eyes shone with friendliness and understanding as she closed the door behind her and took a seat near the short counter lining the wall.

She glanced down at the paperwork then offered Cara a warm smile. "Hi Cara. I'm Dr. DeLoskey. I understand this is your first visit. Did you have any questions before we get started?"

Cara opened her mouth then quickly closed it. Questions? She had a hundred questions but she had no idea where to start, which one to ask first. "I'm not sure. I—" She hesitated, her face warming as she looked away. "I guess I wanted to know my options first."

The doctor gave her a friendly pat on the arm then stood. "Perfectly understandable. Let's get some blood drawn first to confirm that you're actually pregnant then—"

"I took four at-home tests. They were all positive."

"Then it's a good bet you're pregnant. But we like to double-check. At-home kits are pretty accurate but there have been cases of a false positive before."

A false positive? Could that really be the case? If it was, and she wasn't pregnant—

Something slammed into Cara's chest with the force of a sledgehammer. Sharp, biting. With shock, she realized it was disappointment. But how could that be? These last two weeks, she'd been terrified about what was to come. Terrified of being pregnant and alone. Terrified of what the next few months might bring.

And terrified of what she would face after those months.

How could that even make sense? Why would she be disappointed? 

She didn't have a chance to examine the emotion because the doctor was still talking, explaining about the blood test, about the exam she would do after that. Cara simply nodded, her mind still reeling as the nurse came in and wrapped a velcro strap around her arm to draw blood. She watched as the test tube filled with dark red liquid, blinked against the wave of nausea that made her stomach clench and her head swim.

Cara looked away, wondering if it was the sight of her own blood making her queasy or if it was something else. Morning sickness, maybe? She'd been fine the last few days but that didn't mean anything. Did it? 

She winced when the nurse removed the strap from her arm, risked another quick glance down. But the needle was gone, replaced by a small square of gauze over the puncture site. Cara placed her fingers on the white square then looked over at the doctor. "How long before you get the results back?"

"Usually a day or two." The woman must have seen something on Cara's face because she leaned in and patted her arm again. "But I'll see if I can get them to run the tests today so you know this evening."

Cara nodded and tried to push the growing disappointment away. She laid back on the hard table, slid to the edge as the doctor draped a paper sheet over her waist before performing an internal exam. Cara tried to relax, tried not to wince at the intrusion as she stared at the mural on the ceiling and wondered again at the disappointment.

Then the exam was over and the nurse was helping her sit up. The paper crinkled under Cara as she shifted on the table, her hands clasped tightly in her lap as she waited for the doctor to finish washing her hands.

The woman turned toward her, a warm smile on her face. "I'm fairly certain we don't need to wait for the test results."

"Does that mean I'm pregnant?"

"It looks like it. Maybe eight weeks along, if I had to guess."

Cara didn't have to count back, she knew exactly how far along she was, knew exactly when the baby had been conceived: eight weeks and one day ago, on a Saturday night. She placed a hand against her stomach and nodded. The earlier disappointment fled, replaced by calm acceptance as the realization of the doctor's words finally sunk in. Not just calm acceptance: there was a sense of peace, as well. A sense of rightness. She was still afraid, still worried—but the terror was gone now. And she knew what her decision was.

Had known all along.

"You said you wanted to discuss your options—"

"No. No, I already know what I want. I—I'm keeping my baby."

"Are you sure you don't want to take some time and think about it? Discuss your options, just in case?"

"No, thank you. I already know."

The doctor offered her another warm smile then settled back in her chair. "Then we can discuss what comes next. What to expect. But I want you to know, Cara, that there's nothing wrong with changing your mind. If you get home and decide you want to pursue other options, all you have to do is call."

"I won't change my mind."

Another nod, another warm smile. "Is the father in the picture?"

"He's out in the waiting room." It wasn't a precise answer to the doctor's question and Cara knew it. Did the doctor pick up on it? If she did, she didn't show it.

"Would you like to bring him back to discuss what comes next?"

Cara hesitated but only for a quick second before nodding. The doctor motioned at the nurse, probably telling her to go get Travis, then they sat there in silence. Waiting.

What would Travis think? He'd been so adamant the other day, asking her to keep it, reminding her the baby was his as well. Would he still think that way? Would he change his mind and run away when he realized this was all real? She'd told him she expected nothing from him. Would he take her up on that offer now?

The door opened and Cara looked up, her gaze immediately falling on Travis as he stood just inside the room. Tension coiled inside his lean, well-muscled body. His blonde hair, so dark it was almost brown, was mussed and messy, as if he'd been running his hands through it while he waited. His face paled beneath the stubble covering his jaw as he looked at her.

Waiting.

Wondering.

But it was those smoky gray eyes that caught her attention. Wide, filled with worry and anxiety, focused on her with a silent desperation that tugged at something deep inside her.

Cara tried to smile, felt it wobble on her face as her own anxiety spiked. She started to raise her hand, to hold it out toward him, then quickly dropped it back in her lap as she cleared her throat.

"Congratulations. We're having a baby." Her voice broke halfway through, the last words ending in a choked sob. Then Travis was suddenly beside her, his arms wrapped around her in a tight hug.

Holding her. Supporting her. Comforting her. 

She gulped in a breath of air, inhaling his warm scent, then pulled away and looked up at him. His eyes shimmered with unexpected moisture and he quickly blinked, looked away for a brief second then turned back to her.

The anxiety in his gaze was gone, replaced by wonder. Replaced by what she hoped was happiness. She opened her mouth, ready to ask him if he was okay with her decision. The words never came because he suddenly leaned down and caught her mouth with his in a tender kiss that stole her breath.

A kiss that threated to steal her heart, as well.
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Chapter Nine
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Cara stopped at the top of the concrete steps then moved to the side, out of the way of the people pushing past her to reach their seats. She looked down at the ticket in her hand, studying it more closely than necessary. Not to see where she was supposed to be sitting, although that was part of it, but to take a few moments to collect her thoughts. To take a few deep breaths and calm her nerves.

To wonder, not for the first time, what she was even doing here.

Travis had asked her to come to the game tonight. She had almost said no—wanted to say no—but he had looked so excited, she found herself agreeing instead. That had been Monday, when he'd taken her to lunch after the doctor's appointment. She'd been so overwhelmed that she didn't think she would have been able to say no either way. Overwhelmed with information. With instructions. With pamphlets and an appointment schedule and a prescription for prenatal vitamins.

With the effect of Travis's kiss in the office after she told him her decision.

With how he'd sat next to her, his hand wrapped around hers as the doctor delved into their medical history. How he'd simply held her, asking questions, stopping to take notes in his phone. Thank God he had, because it was still such a blur in her mind, even now, two days later.

She was officially pregnant. Not that she hadn't been before the doctor's visit, but now it was confirmed. Could people tell? No, of course not. Other than the morning sickness and the slight tenderness in her breasts, there were no outward signs she was pregnant—not that anyone but her would be able to see those two signs. Well, Anna knew about the morning sickness. How could she not, when they lived together and shared a single bathroom in the apartment? And Anna didn't bother to hide her frustration, her impatience. There had been one or two times, since she'd come home and told Anna she was definitely keeping the baby, that she had even sensed something like anger in her friend. She didn't understand it and was afraid to question Anna about it. Maybe she was just reading into it, maybe she was misinterpreting the occasional looks and comments. Why on earth would Anna be angry? It didn't make sense.

Just like Cara coming tonight didn't make sense. But here she was, standing at the entrance to the lower level of the arena, ready to find her seat so she could watch her very first hockey game. She'd never seen one before, not even on television, and she had no idea what to expect.

The arena wasn't as big as she thought it would be. Not that it was small, not by any stretch of the imagination. But for some reason, she had been expecting something the size of a football stadium, with thousands and thousands of seats stretching high above her. And while there were definitely several thousand seats around her, they didn't go on forever as she'd been picturing.

The arena had three levels, with the middle level filled with suites of some kind. Her seat was somewhere here in the lower level. Not on the ice—Travis had apologized for that, though she wasn't sure why—but up higher, near the top of the level but in the center of the arena. At center ice, Travis had explained.

Not that she knew what that was.

What she did know was that she was sitting with some of the wives and girlfriends of Travis's teammates. Women she had never met before. That was why she was still standing here, reluctant to move. Reluctant to find her seat.

Meeting new people was always stressful for her, although she did eventually relax once she became comfortable with them. Would she be able to do that with these women? Would they know who she was, that she was Travis's...what? How would she even introduce herself? Girlfriend? No, they weren't dating. Friend? How could she say that, when she didn't really know him?

As his baby-mama?

Nervous laughter escaped her and she quickly swallowed it back. Did the women know she was pregnant? That it had been an accident? That the two of them had shared nothing more than a one-night stand until recently?

What would they think of her when they found out?

Cara almost turned around to leave right then and there. She would have, if not for remembering the excitement in those beautiful smoky eyes when she had agreed to come tonight. Travis had already done so much for her, accompanying her to the doctor's, paying for the visit and her prescriptions, just being there for her on Monday. Couldn't she at least sit through a silly game as a small way of saying thank you?

The memory of Anna's voice, harsh with bitterness, rushed back to her. Anna thought she was a fool for coming tonight. She'd told Cara that she owed Travis nothing—he was the father of her baby, the least he could do was pay for the doctor visit and the prenatal vitamins. Anna thought he should be paying for a lot more, too, and shouldn't expect anything in return. If Cara didn't want to go to his game, she didn't have to and he shouldn't make her feel obligated.

But she didn't feel obligated. Not even close. What she felt was nervous, nothing more. Uncertainty about meeting new people—women who probably knew Travis better than she ever would. Uncertainty over how they would react, how they would treat her. Would they be friendly?

Or would they ignore her? Judge her and find her lacking? Give her the cold shoulder and make her feel unwelcome?

Cara didn't know. And she wouldn't find out unless she could make her feet start moving in the direction of her seat.

She inhaled the chilled air, catching the fleeting scents of popcorn and hotdogs and beer. Then she made her way over to the usher standing at the top of the steps and held her ticket out. "I'm not sure where this is."

The elderly gentleman studied her ticket then offered her a smile as he pointed behind him. "Three rows down on your right, halfway in."

"Thank you." Cara took the ticket back, tucked it into her coat pocket, then carefully made her way down the concrete steps, counting the rows as she descended. One final deep breath for courage then she made her way to the middle, muttering apologies to the people who had to stand to let her pass. There were two empty seats together so she took out her ticket, glanced at it for the right number, then lowered herself into the cushioned seat next to a woman with light brown hair. 

Six sets of eyes turned to look at her. The woman next to her and the two girls sitting on her right, and three women in the row directly in front of her. Cara froze for a split second, not sure how to act. Not sure if she should introduce herself or get up and leave. There was nothing judgmental about the way the women were looking at her—nothing but simple curiosity. But it was still unnerving, still uncomfortable.

The woman directly in front of her offered her a wide smile before shifting the weight of a sleepy toddler on her lap. "You must be Cara. Travis said you were coming tonight."

Cara nodded, still tempted to bolt from her seat and take off running, when the woman made quick introductions, pointing to each woman as she did.

"This is Savannah Weber. She's Aaron Malone's girlfriend. Number fifteen." Cara frowned at the mention of the number, wondering what it meant before she saw the number on the sleeve of the woman's jersey. That must be Aaron's number—whoever he was. The two girls on Savannah's right had the same number on their jerseys—which made sense when they were introduced as Brooke and Isabelle, Aaron's daughters.

"This is Megan Bradley, Jason Emory's girlfriend. Number thirty-six." Cara leaned over and shook the woman's hand, surprised when she caught sight of the colorful Chucks on her feet. Cara bit back a smile, feeling a sense of connection with the woman already.

"This is Jennifer Bowie. She's Tyler Bowie's wife, number thirty. She's also Jason's sister."

"Not that we're speaking right now." A friendly blonde leaned over and took Cara's hand, offering her a bright smile that made her feel at home. "Don't ask. Long story."

Cara started to ask what the woman meant when the first one—the woman who had been doing the introductions—readjusted her grip on the sleepy toddler and offered her own hand. "I'm Courtney Day, Harland's wife. He's number twenty-one. And this sleepy little guy is Noah."

Cara leaned over, offered the little boy a big smile as she waved at him. "Hi there."

He peeked at her from his mother's arms, offered her a shy smile before hiding his face again. 

"He's so cute. How old is he?"

"Three. And don't let him fool you, he can be a little terror. Just like Daddy." Courtney raised her hand, her fingers moving between her and Noah. "Can't you? Yeah. Just like Daddy."

Cara sat back, doing her best to hide her surprise when she realized Courtney was using sign language. Did her shock show on her face? She looked down, suddenly wishing she had some way to hide, hoping she wasn't blushing in embarrassment. If the other women noticed, they didn't say anything. Not that they would have had a chance because another woman was making her way down the aisle, muttering as she threaded her way through the obstacle course of arms and legs, a cardboard tray overloaded with drinks balanced in each hand. Cara held her breath, waiting for the drinks to fall and spill everywhere, but the woman reached her seat without dropping anything.

She used the toe of a worn boot to lower the seat then turned and dropped it into it without missing a beat. And she was beautiful, with fiery red hair curling down her back and clear pale skin. Wide hazel eyes framed in dark lashes met hers a second before the woman nodded a quick greeting then pushed one of the drink trays into her hands.

Cara nearly dropped the tray, fumbled with it before righting it then breathing a sigh of relief when nothing spilled.

"Haley! Give the poor woman a little warning next time." 

"What? She had it. I knew she did."

Courtney rolled her eyes, the smile on her face letting Cara know the action was nothing more than good-natured teasing between friends. "And this is Haley Addison, Zach Mummert's fiancée. He's number seven."

"Girlfriend, not fiancée. Not until he proposes the right way."

"He's already proposed six times. How many more times are you going to make him ask?"

"Until he gets it right." Haley tossed a wink at Cara then balanced the full tray in her lap before reaching over to take the tray from her. She pulled the cups out, passing them around with a smooth finesse that surprised Cara.

"Soda for the girls. Extra caffeinated so Aaron doesn't get any sleep tonight." She handed two cups to Cara, motioning for her to pass them down. "Chocolate milk for Noah. Beer for Jenny and Megan. Wine for Savannah—although there's something fundamentally wrong with drinking wine at a hockey game. Soda for Courtney because she's being a party pooper. A beer for me..."

Haley sat her cup in the drink holder by her knee then pulled out one last cup and passed it to Cara. "And soda for the newbie. It's caffeine-free but not diet, because that artificial stuff isn't good for the baby."

For several long seconds, nobody said anything. The shocked silence immediately surrounding her was made more noticeable because of the other noise, the music and laughter and loud voices shouting around them. Cara's fingers tightened around the cup as mortification swept over her. 

The baby.

They knew.

But how? Why? Who?

Travis, obviously. He must have told them. Or told his teammates, who had turned around and told these women. But why? Why would Travis say anything to anybody? And how could she sit here with these strangers and act like nothing was wrong, when they must be sitting there, judging her? Thinking—

She didn't want to know what they were thinking. She didn't even want to look up, didn't want to catch them staring at her with pitying glances or judgmental smirks. She wanted to leave, to get up and run home. But she couldn't even do that, not without looking up.

The silence was finally broken by a sharp gasp, the sound filled with dismay. "Haley! OhmyGod, I can't believe you just said that!"

"What? It's not like we don't know." There was no judgment in the woman's voice, no animosity, just simple curiosity—like she didn't understand everyone's surprise.

"But we weren't supposed to say anything!"

Cara swallowed and finally looked up, noticed the expression of impatience on the face of the woman speaking. Megan, the one with the colorful shoes. She shifted in the seat, caught Cara's gaze and offered her a small smile. "Haley has no filter. Just ignore her. We do."

"It's okay. Really." Cara placed the full cup in the drink holder then grabbed her purse and started to stand. "I should probably go. This wasn't—"

"You're not going anywhere." Haley grabbed her arm, holding her in place before she could stand. "And you shouldn't be embarrassed. At all. Besides, Travis was bouncing off the walls with excitement that you were going to be here tonight. If you leave, it'll crush him. So just pretend I didn't say anything."

"Travis was excited? About me being here?" Cara inwardly cringed at the desperation in her voice. Of all the things she could say, of all the things she could have picked up, that was what she focused on? The fact that Travis had been excited about her coming tonight? She wanted to take the question back, to ask the red-haired beauty to pretend she had never asked it, but the other women were already talking. Answering her.

Reassuring her.

Haley leaned over, pinning her in place with those vibrant hazel eyes. "You're staying. Now stop worrying and just relax and enjoy the game." She leaned back, a frown marring her face. "Wait. Have you been to a hockey game before?"

Cara still couldn't find her voice so she simply shook her head. Haley laughed and grabbed her beer then stood. "Jenny, we need to switch. This is Cara's first game. You're going to be able to answer any questions she has better than I can."

The two women quickly switched places, climbing over the seats instead of walking around. Then Jenny was sitting beside her, giving her a crash course in the fundamentals of hockey that left Cara's head spinning. It was too much to take in all at once. All of it. The women, the realization that they knew she was pregnant, Jenny's fast recital of rules. The fact that they seemed to welcome her, that they were truly excited for her.

No, not for her. Why would they be excited for her? They didn't know her at all. They were excited for Travis. Which must mean they were all close, if he had already shared the news with them. She wondered what it would be like to be part of an extended family like this, to have more than a couple of close friends to share things with. She didn't know, had never been comfortable enough with her small group of friends to really open up. It had been like ever since her parents died, her second year in college. She'd been introverted before then, of course—for as long as she coudl remember. But for some reason, she'd become more guarded since the accident that had taken her parents' lives. 

Yes, for some reason she didn't understand, she could see herself getting comfortable with these women, could see herself opening up and—

She gave herself a mental shake, firmly telling herself to stop. She was reading into things, making more of this than it was. This was nothing more than a hockey game—a single game that she was attending because Travis had invited her. One game. She'd be foolish to think there would be more, foolish to think she would become friends with these women. Travis and she weren't together. They weren't in a relationship. There was nothing between them except that one-night stand—

And this baby.

That didn't mean they were in a relationship and she'd be wise to remember that.

Wise to guard herself—and her heart—before she got too carried away.

The thought saddened her, made her want to play what if—but only for a few minutes because the lights in the arena dimmed as loud music filled the air. Excitement spread around her as the announcer's booming voice introduced the York Bombers, calling their names one by one as they skated onto the ice. 

Cara rose to her feet with everyone else, her eyes straining as she followed each player. Jenny nudged her in the side then pointed at the ice. "That's Travis. Number twenty-four."

Cara leaned forward, her heart tripping in her chest as she watched him skate toward the middle and take his spot next to another player. Was it her imagination, or did he look up in the stands, searching? She felt his gaze on her, felt warmth spread low in her belly when their eyes met.

No, it had to be her imagination. Or wishful thinking. She would have to be careful. Very careful. If she wasn't, she could easily see herself falling for the man who captured her attention.

And that was the last thing she could allow to happen.
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Chapter Ten
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Cara covered her mouth with a hand, covering the yawn she had tried so desperately to stifle. She hadn't planned on staying out this late, not when she had to be at work first thing in the morning. Not that a little after eleven at night was really that late—at least, not for other people. 

She raised the glass of iced tea to her mouth and took a small sip, studying the large group of people at the table. Haley was here, sitting on the lap of a tatted player who—at first glance—appeared completely intimidating. That impression disappeared within a few minutes of meeting him, because Zach was nothing more than a giant teddy bear, and completely devoted to the woman curled around him.

Megan was here, too, sitting between her boyfriend, Jason, and his sister, Jenny. The tension between Jenny's brother and her husband, Tyler, was thick and heavy, creating a blanket of oppression over the otherwise happy crowd. Cara had no idea what had happened between the two men but it was obvious something had.

And it was just as obvious that everyone else was simply ignoring it, as if they were used to it and didn't let it bother them.

Neither Courtney nor Savannah were here—both women had left soon after the game ended, explaining they needed to get home and get their respective kids to bed. They had both given her a quick hug before saying goodbye, though, something that had surprised Cara. Their invitation to meet for lunch or dinner had surprised her, as well. Not just because the invitation had been issued, but because it had been sincere.

Cara had smiled and thanked them, giving them nothing more than a vague answer in return. How could she accept the invitation in good conscience, when she knew she wouldn't be around? When she knew she would never be part of the close-knit group of friends?

At least, that was what she thought—until Travis had invited her to go to Mystic's with his teammates after the game. She hadn't been expecting that, either, yet here she was, sitting with Travis and his teammates as they celebrated tonight's win.

For the most part, everyone was genuinely nice and made her feel...well, maybe not exactly part of the group, but definitely welcome. There was only one guy who seemed distant, maybe a little stand-offish. He sat at the opposite end of the table. Ben, she thought his name was. Cara had caught him watching her a few times, his dark brows pulled low in a frown, his gaze unreadable. Not enough to make her feel uncomfortable, but enough to make her wonder why he was watching her. To make her wonder what he was thinking.

"Hey, Banky, you going to get up and sing tonight?" The question came from the guy sitting next to Tyler and drew laughter from everyone else. Cara frowned then turned to Travis, surprised to see the blush staining his face. He darted a glance in her direction then quickly looked away, the blush deepening as he shook his head.

"No, not tonight."

Teasing groans of disappointment echoed around them, interrupted when Ben—Cara was almost positive that was his name—leaned forward and spoke over them. 

"Come on, Banky. Treat us to a love song. Seems kind of appropriate for the occasion, don't you think?"

The laughter and teasing groans faded away, replaced by a low murmur of surprise. Several of Travis's teammates shifted in their chairs. A few stared into their mugs of beer. Others turned toward Ben with expressions of surprise and even warning on their faces.

"Knock it off, Ben." The low command came from Zach, the words filled with a subtle threat Cara didn't understand. She glanced around the table, wondering what she had missed.

Wondering if she wanted to know.

She turned to Travis and offered him a smile, hoping to cut through the sudden tension. "Do you sing?"

Travis started to shake his head but one of his teammates spoke up before he could say anything.

"Does he sing? Hell yeah, he sings. Surprised the hell out of all of us. He's got an amazing voice."

Cara turned back to Travis, a question on the tip of her tongue—nothing earth-shattering or even important, just a question about what kind of music he liked, what kind of songs he sang. But he looked so uncomfortable and so...so embarrassed...that the question died on her lips. Had she missed something? Some kind of inside joke, maybe? Or maybe this was more than that. Maybe Travis had sung a song to another woman and that's what everyone was laughing about. Maybe that's what Ben's bitterly-laced comment had been about.

Was Travis seeing someone else? Or maybe he had been seeing someone and it had come to a bad end—because of her.

Cara swallowed back a groan of dismay. Had she been responsible for ending a relationship? No, that couldn't be it. Travis had told her that he wasn't seeing anyone. That night, right here at Mystic's. She had asked—had made it a point to ask. It was one thing to playfully flirt with a stranger, and something completely different to hit on someone already in a relationship.

So she had asked, right before they had left that night to go back to his place. And he'd told her no. Had assured her he wasn't seeing anyone.

Had that been a lie? Or had something changed since then? That had been more than a month ago; it was possible he was seeing someone now. But if that was the case, why hadn't he told her? Why was he here with her, instead of with his girlfriend?

Cara grabbed her purse from the back of the chair then slid away from the table. "I—I should probably leave now. It's late and—"

Travis reached out, dropped his hand on her arm and leaned in. "Do you have to leave?"

She hesitated, felt herself being drawn in by those smoky gray eyes. His gaze threatened to drown her, to swallow her, to make her lose herself in their warm depths before she realized what was happening.

She forced her gaze from his and nodded. "I do. I have to work in the morning."

Was it her imagination, or had that been a flash of disappointment in his eyes? Probably just her imagination because Travis simply nodded then stood, waiting for her to do the same. "I'll walk you to your car."

"You don't have to—"

"I said I'll walk you to your car."

Cara thought about telling him again that he didn't need to, then decided to drop it. What did it matter if he walked her outside? 

She said her goodbyes, waving as she moved away from the table. Her steps quickened, shortening the distance to the door. A warm hand closed around her arm, slowing her escape when all she wanted to do was run. Could Travis tell? Is that why he was holding her arm?

He pushed the door open, held it for her as she walked through. Cold air, heavy with the damp promise of snow, washed over her and stole her breath away. She tugged against Travis's hand, freeing her arm under the pretense of zippering her jacket. Then she turned toward him, her shoulders rigid, her chin lifting a notch.

"Are you seeing someone?"

His eyes widened and he actually took a surprised step back. "What? No, I'm not. Why would you—"

"It's okay if you are."

"I'm not—"

"You don't owe me anything, Travis. And I don't want to come between you and anyone else. I just want you to be honest with me, that's all."

He stepped closer, his full mouth curling in a brief grin despite the fresh cut at the edge of his lower lip. One hand reached up and for a brief second, she thought he was going to touch her. To brush the hair away from her face or stroke her cheek. He dropped his hand at the last minute and shook his head. "Cara, I'm not seeing anyone. Honest."

"You aren't lying? Just telling me that to make me feel better?"

He smiled again and drew an X across his heart. "Honest."

There was something so endearing, so sweet, about the gesture that Cara had to bite back a small sigh. "Oh. Okay. Good. I didn't want—"

"Are you?"

"Am I what?"

"Are you seeing anyone?"

"Me?" Cara almost laughed, swallowed it back when she realized Travis was serious. "No. Not even close." 

"You aren't lying? Just telling me that to make me feel better?" He tossed her own words back at her, a playful smile teasing his mouth. Cara watched him for the space of a few heartbeats. That smile tugged at something inside her and she briefly considered opening up to him, telling him how little she had previously dated.

Admitting that their one-night stand had been a one-time thing for her. 

But how could she do that? What would he think of her if she admitted that? She kept the admission to herself and offered him a smile of her own as she reached up and crossed an X over her own heart.

"Honest."

Travis chuckled, the sound dangerously warm, then reached out and took her elbow in his. "Come on. I'll walk you to your car."

She stepped off the curb and led the way across the parking lot, Travis beside her every step. He took the keys from her hand and unlocked the door, then handed them back to her. If she was smart, she'd say goodnight and climb inside. Start the engine and drive away. But she wasn't smart—wasn't her current predicament proof of that?—so she just stood there. Waiting.

For what, she didn't know.

Travis shifted his weight from one foot to the other then jammed his hands into the front pockets of his trousers. Belatedly, Cara realized he was wearing nothing more than his suit, the tie long since gone, the top two buttons of his shirt undone. 

She yanked her gaze from the sight of his bare throat. "You should probably get back inside. You don't have a jacket on and it's freezing—"

"I'm fine." He stepped a little closer, the heat from his body washing over her like a furnace. She tried to take a step back, collided with the side of the car and almost stumbled. Heat filled her face and he wondered if he noticed. He must have because his hand wrapped around her arm, steadying her.

"I'm glad you came tonight."

"Hm?" She pulled her attention from the feel of his hand around her arm, tried to concentrate on his words instead. "Oh. Me, too."

"Did you have fun?"

"Yeah. It, uh—it was interesting." Cara cleared her throat and tried not to smile. The game had been interesting. Fast and intense. Physical. Maybe a little too physical, judging from the fresh cut at the corner of Travis's mouth. "I didn't really understand it, though. Even with Jenny giving me pointers."

Travis chuckled again, the sound low and deep. Was it her imagination, or had he moved even closer? "Don't worry, you'll understand a little more each game you come to."

Hope soared in her chest and she quickly—ruthlessly—tamped it down. It only sounded like he was inviting her to more games and she couldn't read into it. She'd be a fool if she did.

Travis nodded to the open door of her car. "You should probably go before you get too cold."

"Oh. Um, yeah." She turned to the side, ready to lower herself into the car, stopped to throw one last glance at Travis. She opened her mouth, ready to thank him again for tonight's invitation, but the words stuck in her throat, disappearing at the look in Travis's eyes as he watched her.

And then he leaned forward, his mouth closing over hers in a gentle kiss. Soft. Warm. 

Intoxicating.

Cara sighed, her hand reaching up and curling around the lapel of his suit jacket. She leaned into him, a soft moan of need escaping her when his arm wrapped around her waist and pulled her closer. 

His mouth opened over hers, his tongue gently probing the seam of her lips. Seeking. Searching. Cara opened her mouth, sighed when his tongue swept against hers. Slow. Sweet. As if he had all the time in the world to do nothing more than thoroughly seduce her mouth.

Travis finally pulled away, his breath hitching in his chest as he took a step back. The corner of his mouth curled in a sexy smile that made her heart trip in her chest. He reached out, tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, then let his hand fall to the side.

"For what it's worth, I'm glad."

Cara blinked, trying to get her mind to work, trying to figure out what he was talking about. It was easier said than done, when all she could think of was that kiss, when it took all her willpower not to step forward and beg him for more.

He must have seen the confusion on her face because his smile grew a little wider as he answered her unspoken question.

"That you're not seeing anyone. I'm glad." He dropped a quick kiss against her cheek then turned around and walked away, heading back to the bar.

Leaving her standing there, staring after him with her mouth ajar as her heart beat even faster in her chest.

As her mind issued a warning to be careful—

Even though it was already too late.
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Chapter Eleven
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The apartment wasn't what he expected. There was nothing wrong with the standard two bedroom: the small living room opened onto a smaller dining room, which sat across from a functional kitchen. A short hallway led back to three closed doors. Travis assumed bedrooms were behind two of those closed doors, with a bathroom behind the third. 

Just a typical apartment, not much different from the one he'd first rented and shared with John Archer when he'd moved here after being drafted. John had been traded away a year later and Travis had finally purchased the three-bedroom townhouse where he lived now a year after that. 

But it still wasn't what he'd been expecting, not for Cara. The apartment was too busy, too cluttered with a mix of decorations that didn't fit his image of Cara. Brightly-colored movie posters framed in garish plastic frames covered the walls. Knick-knacks filled almost every available surface on the coffee table and end tables: small figurines; bowls filled with potpourri emitting a strong perfume scent he couldn't identify; candles of all shapes and sizes. An entertainment center pushed against the far wall held an expensive flat screen television. DVDs were scattered across the glass top of the center. A quick glance told him most of the DVDs were exercise programs—an observation reinforced by the presence of light hand-held weights and resistance bands piled next to the entertainment center. 

What he didn't see were books—of any kind. No bookshelf shoved against a wall, no individual books tossed on an end table or the coffee table. There were plenty of fashion and glamor magazines cluttering the surface of the glass coffee table but no books. Not even an e-reader of any kind.

Definitely not what he'd been expecting. Hadn't Cara mentioned how much she enjoyed reading? Yes, she had. They'd even discussed some of their favorite books—for maybe five minutes when they had first walked through the door of his house that one night. Maybe he had misunderstood. Maybe she really was more into the glossy fashion magazines.

Or maybe everything he saw around him was her roommate's. Maybe nothing of Cara existed in the garish clutter surrounding him. 

He shifted on the sofa, his gaze darting to the blonde-haired woman sitting in the loveseat perpendicular to him. She had opened the door and greeted him with a warm smile—maybe a little too warm. She had closed her hand around his arm and tugged him inside, her touch lingering even when he tried to pull away. She sat on the edge of the cushion, leaning so close to him that the deep V of her sweater dropped open, giving him an eyeful of ample cleavage barely covered by a scrap of sheer lace. It was obvious she was flirting with him, and just as obvious that the way she was sitting was deliberate, a calculated move designed to offer him the view.

Travis kept his gaze averted and forced his jaw to relax. This woman was Cara's roommate. Her friend. He should ignore his instant dislike of her but he couldn't. There was just something about her that put him on edge, that made him uncomfortable. Something about her that reminded him of all those women who hung around the rink, hoping to get noticed. The same women who had flocked to his first attempts at social media the end of last season.

Was that why he instantly disliked her? Or was there more to it?

He glanced over and tightened his jaw. No, there was definitely more to it. What kind of woman flirted with the man who was here to take her friend out on a date? Because that's exactly what she was doing: flirting with him.

She leaned forward, offering him another view of her cleavage, and rested her hand against his knee. Travis stiffened and shifted away, trying not to be obvious about it. He couldn't tell if she noticed or not, or if she even cared, because her hand stayed there as she spoke.

"I hope you're not in a hurry. Cara isn't really the most reliable person around. Never on time." The woman laughed, the sound fake. "She's probably struggling to figure out what to wear. She doesn't have much fashion sense."

Travis slid away, breathing a sigh of relief when she moved her hand. "I like the way she looks."

The woman raised a perfectly sculpted brow, a hint of a smile hovering around her lips. "I think that might be the kindest thing anyone has ever said about Cara."

Including you? 

Travis wanted to ask the question but bit it back at the last second. It would have come out too sharp, too angry, too judgmental. It was better not to say anything at all. Wasn't that what his parents were always telling him? Yes, it was. But for once, he wished he had Zach's quick wit and blatant way of speaking because he'd like nothing more than to put this woman in her place.

He shouldn't be judging her. He knew that. She was Cara's friend, which meant they would probably be seeing a lot of each other. Cara didn't strike him as a fool, so there must be some reason the two women were friends. He'd just have to ignore his initial dislike and learn to live with it.

A door opened at the end of the hallway and Travis turned. His stomach knotted with excitement when he saw Cara moving toward him. The sensation—that sudden excitement—surprised him. Just like the sudden nervousness filling him surprised him. Why was he nervous? This wasn't like a first date. 

Except it was. Maybe that was why he was nervous. He wanted to do everything right. He wanted to impress Cara, reassure her that she could rely on him and that he wasn't going anywhere.

He wanted her to like him.

That last thought slammed into him just as he was standing and made him stagger, just for a brief second. He wanted her to like him? What kind of thought was that to even have? He wasn't fourteen-years old, trying to impress his first real crush. He was a grown man, one who was about to become a father. Yet here he was, wanting nothing more than for the woman walking toward him to like him.

Maybe that made sense, considering she was the mother of his unborn child.

Travis swallowed against the lump of nerves in his gut then ran his hands along his thighs. Cara came to a hesitant stop a few feet away, her eyes briefly meeting his then darting away. 

They were both nervous. Wonderful. Was that a good thing—or a bad thing? Maybe both. Maybe neither. But one of them should probably say something, before the silence surrounding them stretched too tight and became awkward and uncomfortable.

"That's what you're wearing? Cara, honestly."

Travis tossed a withering frown over his shoulder then stepped forward and offered Cara a warm smile. "You look amazing."

And he meant it. Her long hair framed her face in soft waves, curling just below her jaw before falling along her shoulders. He wanted to plunge his hands into the thick strands, just to see if her hair was as soft as he remembered. Just to feel it curl around his fingers the way it had that night they were together.

He curled his hands into loose fists before he embarrassed himself by doing just that and let his gaze wander over her. 

The lightweight sweater she wore was a deep blue, the color contrasting her dark brown eyes and making them sparkle. It fell mid-thigh, revealing only a few inches of the black pants hugging her shapely legs before they disappeared into the top of her knee-high black boots. She did look amazing, self-confident and assured. Not overdone. Not like she had gone out of her way to impress him, to dress like someone she wasn't.

Like she was comfortable with who she was.

That impression faltered just the tiniest bit when Cara looked past him, toward her roommate. A frown creased her face and she started to step back, almost like she was going to run back to her room and disappear. He reached out, grabbed her hand, and offered her a reassuring smile.

"You look amazing." Hadn't he already said that? Yeah, he had. But maybe Cara hadn't heard him. Or maybe she hadn't believed him. It didn't matter because he had no problem repeating it, over and over until she realized he was telling the truth. 

Her gaze finally met his and a gentle blush colored her cheeks as she offered him a shy smile. "Thank you."

He squeezed her hand. "Are you ready?"

Cara nodded then pulled away, moving toward the coat stand near the door.

"So where are you kids off to?"

"Just dinner and a movie." Travis didn't want to elaborate, didn't want to give Cara's roommate any more details than that. There was something about the way she was looking at them, something about the calculating gleam in her eyes that made him uncomfortable.

"Really? Where? Maybe Jimmy and I can meet you there. You know, for a double date."

The smile on Cara's face disappeared, replaced by disappointment as she quickly glanced at him. He had the feeling she expected him to tell her roommate where they were going. Worse, he had the feeling that she expected him to spend the evening with her roommate if he did.

Travis moved over to Cara to help her with her coat. He didn't bother to look at the other woman when he spoke. "Sorry, but I've already made our reservations. Maybe some other time."

He placed a hand in the middle of Cara's back and gently nudged her through the door, not bothering to look back for the woman's reaction. He didn't need to: her little huff of impatience as he closed the door behind them told him more than enough.

"Is she always like that?"

"Anna? Like what?"

"Used to getting her own way. Needing to be the center of attention." Cara frowned and Travis wondered if maybe he'd said too much, that maybe he should have just kept his mouth shut instead of insulting her friend. He started to apologize then stopped when Cara shook her head.

"She didn't mean anything by it. And it's okay if you change your mind and want her to join us."

"Why would I do that?"

"I—I just thought that maybe—"

"This is our date, Cara. I don't want a third wheel tagging along. I mean—unless, you want—"

"No. No, I don't want her to join us."

"Good, neither do I." Travis smiled then reached for her hand. Her fingers curled around his. Small, almost fragile. The protective streak that shot through him surprised him almost as much as the flare of awareness, of heat and need.

He pushed all three to the back of his mind and silently warned himself to take it slow. Yes, she was pregnant. Yes, he was the father. But they barely knew each other. And tonight was just a date. It didn't mean anything, it wasn't the start of something serious. It wasn't the start of anything. 

It was just a date. Two people getting to know one another. Nothing more than that.
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Chapter Twelve
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"Favorite color."

"Easy: blue. You?"

"Anything earth tone."

"That's not a color."

"Sure it is. You've been to my place. It's earth tone."

"I think you're cheating with that one but I'll let you slide." Cara took a sip of her water then placed the heavy crystal glass back on the table. "Favorite food."

"Steak. Prime rib. Sirloin. Filet. Doesn't matter. And potatoes. Baked. Fried. Mashed. Steamed. Boiled and buttered."

"But no vegetables, right?" Cara laughed and nodded at Travis's plate—clean of everything except the steamed broccoli. A small blush stained the tips of his ears as he shrugged.

"No, I eat them. When I have to, I mean. I just usually prefer them smothered in something besides steam. Your turn. Favorite food."

"Right now? Just about anything. Obviously." Cara nodded at her own plate, completely empty of the large portion of pasta and chicken parmigiana. Not to mention the side Caesar salad and roll. Any other time, there would be food left on her plate, plenty to take home for the next night's meal, maybe even two. But her appetite had returned with a vengeance now that the morning sickness had mostly eased and it seemed as if she couldn't get enough to eat.

"A healthy appetite is a good thing, though. Right?"

"I guess. But I'm going to be as big as a house if I'm not careful."

"Somehow I doubt that."

Cara smiled and looked away, hoping the dim light of the restaurant would hide her blush. They'd been here for two hours so far, just eating and talking. They had missed the movie but neither one of them seemed to mind. At least, she certainly didn't. She had no idea how easy it was to talk to Travis, how relaxed she was around him. That one night they had already shared had been about more than talking. A lot more. Not that they jumped straight into bed that night, not really. But it was safe to say deep conversation had been the last thing on both of their minds then.

Which made tonight even more enjoyable. She'd been so nervous, wondering what to wear. Afraid she'd pick the wrong outfit. Afraid Travis would be disappointed in whatever she chose to wore. Afraid they'd have nothing to talk about.

Despite his admiring look when she first walked out to the living room, she had almost turned around to go change. Not because of Travis, but because of Anna. Her roommate didn't have to say anything, not when her thoughts were clearly etched on her face. Disappointment, surprise, impatience. She had felt Anna's silent admonishment washing over her and chasing away the brief confidence that had filled her before she walked out of her room.

Cara mentally berated herself even now. Not for her outfit, but for the brief second where she had nearly turned around to change. She would have changed, if Travis hadn't grabbed her hand and told her she looked amazing. 

Amazing. Her. And the funniest thing about it was that she felt amazing, and not just from the glances of admiration Travis sent her way when he thought she wasn't looking. 

Yes, she definitely needed to be careful. It would be so easy to fall for the man sitting across from her, leaning back in his chair with the easy confidence of someone who knows he belongs. With the easy confidence of someone who didn't worry about what other people thought.

Had she ever been that way? She frowned, thinking back. Yes, she had. When she first started college. What had happened to change that? When had she become so cautious and worried? The answer was easy, though she didn't like to think about it: after her parents' deaths. She'd been a mess, stumbling through the aftermath, trying to figure out what came next. 

But she didn't want to think about that. Not now. Not when it was so much easier to focus on Travis. On the way the soft light glinted off his dark blonde hair. On the way the candlelight flickered and danced in his smoky gray eyes as he watched her. On the adorable grin that curled one corner of his mouth when he propped his elbows on the table and leaned toward her. 

"Favorite kind of music."

"Country."

He sat back, his eyes widening in surprise. "Really? I didn't figure you for a country music girl."

"Why? Because I'm not wearing flannel and camouflage?"

"No. I just...I don't know. I guess I thought you'd be more into something like pop or Top 40 or whatever."

"Not really. I mean, I can listen to all sorts of music but I really love country. What about you? No, wait, let me guess." Cara tilted her head to the side and pretended to study him. "I know: heavy metal."

Both of his brows shot up. "Heavy metal? Um, no. Not unless I'm on the ice or working out. Although I'll take classic rock over heavy metal any day. If I have my choice, though, it's country."

"Really? Wow. We have something in common."

Travis chuckled, the low sound washing over her with a surprising warmth. She shifted in the chair and looked away, wondering if he had seen the brief flash of desire in her eyes. Hoping he hadn't.

No, that wasn't entirely true. A small part of her hoped he had—which was stupid. She didn't need him to see how much she wanted him again. That's not what this date was about. This was about getting to know each other, nothing more. 

That little voice in the back of her head warned her once more about falling for Travis. It would be so easy to do and she'd have to be extra careful. She couldn't let herself expect anything from him. They wouldn't even be here if she wasn't pregnant, she had to keep reminding herself of that. So, no, there wouldn't be anything between them, except maybe friendship. 

And something told her that having Travis as a friend wouldn't be a bad thing.

The waiter appeared at the table, deftly removing their dinner plates. If he was frustrated that they were still here, long after they should have gone, he didn't show it. His smile was genuine when he asked Travis if they wanted dessert.

Travis asked for the menu then waited for the waiter to leave before sliding it across to her.

"I shouldn't—"

"Neither should I but I'm still going to."

Cara hesitated then turned the leather pad holding the single sheet listing the desserts toward her. She scanned the offerings, her gaze immediately stopping at the third one.

"Find something you want?"

"I guess. I'm still not—"

"Let me guess: the chocolate layer cake with honey-ganache frosting."

"Are you a mind reader now?"

"No, just a lucky guess. And maybe the way your eyes lit up when you saw it."

"How do you know that's what I was looking at? Maybe I was looking at the bread pudding instead."

"Nobody gets that excited over bread pudding." 

Cara laughed then slid the dessert menu back to him. Travis glanced at it then waved the waiter over. "Two chocolate cakes. And coffee." He glanced at her. "Unless you wanted something different?"

"No, I'll have the coffee. But decaf, please." Cara adjusted the napkin in her lap then turned to Travis once the waiter left. "So why shouldn't you have dessert?"

"It's not exactly in the healthy column on my diet."

"You're on a diet?"

"Not like you're thinking, no. But I generally stick to high protein. Healthy carbs. Things like that. We burn a lot of calories when we're playing so I need to make sure I'm eating the right things. But every once in a while, I indulge my sweet tooth."

"How many games do you normally play? Is it just once a week?" Travis shook his head, his quiet laugh making her blush. "I'm sorry. I just don't know much about hockey."

"Don't be sorry. It's a valid question. We usually play at least three games a week, plus practice. Occasionally there might be four, or maybe even only two. Depends on what else is going on. I generally have games every Saturday and Sunday, and either Tuesday or Wednesday, depending on the schedule. Sometimes it's Friday, Saturday, and Sunday."

"And you play all of them here?"

"It's a mix between home and away. Tomorrow, we're playing here at home, then we have a break Sunday, Monday and Tuesday. Away games Wednesday and Thursday, then back home on Saturday." He leaned forward again, his gaze capturing hers. "Did you want to come to the game tomorrow night? I can get you a ticket again. Two, if you want your roommate to join you."

Cara pulled her lower lip between her teeth, hesitating before she answered. Did she want to go again? Yes, she did. The other night was fun, even if she didn't really understand the game. But would she look too eager if she said yes? Maybe. But Travis wouldn't have asked her if he didn't want her there, right? 

She pushed her hesitation away and finally nodded. "I think I'd like that."

"Perfect. One ticket, or two?"

She almost said one. She wasn't sure why, but part of her didn't want Anna there. She didn't want to share this part of her life—as new as it was—with her roommate. But how could she be so selfish, after Anna had let her move in? 

"I guess two."

Travis nodded and Cara thought—for just a split second—that she saw disappointment flash in his eyes at her answer. She almost changed her mind, almost told him to make it one ticket, but the waiter appeared with their coffee and desserts before she had the chance.

And then they were finished with dessert, caught up in light conversation until Travis paid the bill and walked her back to the car. Cara didn't want the night to end but they were pulling into the parking lot of her apartment complex before she realized it. She swallowed her sigh of disappointment as Travis guided her upstairs, the reassuring weight of his hand warm against the middle of her back. 

Would he try to kiss her? She thought about inviting him inside but what if Anna was there? What if she wasn't, and Travis thought she was inviting him inside for a completely different reason other than that she simply didn't want the night to end?

Not that she wasn't thinking of other things, too. That was her problem—she'd been thinking about their one night together all night long. The memory had been there, hovering just below the surface, teasing her all through dinner.

Travis dropped his hand and turned toward her, his smoky gaze focused on her with an intensity that sent a shiver of anticipation through her. He leaned forward, his gaze dropping to her mouth for a brief second. Then he stopped, moved away just the tiniest bit.

"One more question."

"Yes?" Cara's breathy voice caught her by surprise, embarrassing her. Had he noticed it? No, probably not. She wasn't sure if she should be disappointed by that or not.

"Boy or girl?"

Her head shot up, all thoughts of kissing flying from her mind at the question. She covered her stomach with her hand then looked down, frowning. Boy? Girl? She hadn't given it any thought. Hadn't even stopped to think that far ahead.

"I—I don't know."

Travis smiled and placed his hand over hers. Strong. Warm. Comforting. "Do you want to find out, or be surprised?"

"I'm not sure." Did she want to know? She had seen so many posts on social media with gender reveal parties and videos. Did everyone find out ahead of time now? Would people think there was something wrong with her if she didn't? "Do you? Want to find out, I mean?"

"I'm not sure, either." Travis smiled down at her, his smoky eyes flickering with some unnamed emotion. He moved his hand from hers, raised it to caress her cheek. Then he leaned forward, his mouth closing over hers.

Warm. Gentle. Almost hesitant.

Cara sighed and leaned into him, a soft moan escaping her when his tongue swept across the seam of her lips. Her mouth opened under his and she sighed again when his tongue danced with hers. He tasted like temptation dipped in chocolate and coffee and she wanted nothing more than to give in to him.

But he pulled away too soon, his breath catching on a soft moan. He traced her lower lip with his thumb then finally stepped back. Cold air seeped into the space between them, making her long for the warmth of his body against her.

"Sweet dreams, Cara. I'll see you tomorrow night."

She nodded and unlocked the door, still watching him as she stepped into the apartment. It would be so easy to invite him inside. To ask him to stay—

But he turned and left before she could get the words out, pausing long enough to give her a final wave before he disappeared down the stairs.

Cara closed the door and braced her forehead against the cool metal, wondering if she had narrowly avoided a mistake by asking him inside—

Or if she was a bigger coward than she first thought.
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Chapter Thirteen
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Excitement filled the arena, the same as it had the other night. Cara glanced at the giant scoreboard hovering over the ice then leaned closer to Jenny as she tried to explain something called shots on goal.

"See? We're up by one point going into the second, but they're outshooting us."

"I don't understand what that means."

"Every time someone shoots at the net where the puck would have gone in without the goalie being there counts as a shot on goal. If you shoot enough, you're going to score."

"But we're winning, though. Doesn't that mean something?"

"Yeah." Jenny nudged her in the side with a big smile. "It means Tyler is a kick-ass goalie and our defense is slacking."

"I still don't understand."

Haley turned in her seat. "You don't need to worry about all that stuff. As long as we're winning, you can be happy."

Cara started to ask another question but Jenny was already leaning forward, teasing Haley about something that had both women laughing. She turned toward Anna, ready to ask her if she understood anything Jenny had said. The words died in her throat when she noticed the stiff set to her friend's back and shoulders, and the way her foot was wildly swinging back and forth. 

"Is something wrong?"

"Wrong?" Anna's mouth pursed before she released a long sigh. "What makes you think anything's wrong? Other than the fact that these seats are uncomfortable. It's cold. It's loud. And the beer is awful."

"But I thought you were having fun."

"You thought wrong. Sitting here with a bunch of women I don't know is hardly my idea of fun. I thought you said we were going to get good tickets."

Cara frowned then looked out over the ice. They were sitting in almost the exact same spot as the other night: in the middle of the arena, near the top of the lower section. "But these are good seats. You can see everything from here."

"One of those boxes behind us would be better. Or even right down there next to the ice, near those glass windows. Why can't we sit there?"

"Travis didn't get us tickets for there, that's why. And I don't understand why you're so upset."

"Of course you don't."

"Anna, if you didn't want to come tonight, you didn't have to."

"Yes, I did. Someone has to keep you from making a fool of yourself."

Cara sat back, the hurtful words acting like a slap in her face. "I'm not making a fool of myself."

"Is that what you think?" Anna rolled her eyes. "Those women aren't your friends, Cara. They're probably only being nice to you because you got knocked up by one of the guys on the team."

Cara started to deny it then stopped. How could she deny it, when she had thought that exact same thing the other night? 

That didn't mean Anna had to be so blunt or hurtful about it. Why was she so angry? She could be impatient and self-absorbed—Cara of all people knew that. But deliberately hurtful? Not usually. And when she was, it was generally because she was in a mood and she didn't really mean it.

Tonight was different, though. Anna had been impatient and on-edge before they even left the apartment. She had taken one look at Cara's outfit of jeans and a Bombers sweatshirt then rolled her eyes. She had muttered under her breath when they were forced to sit in traffic for a few minutes as they approached the arena. She had complained that they had to pay for parking. Then she complained even more when they had to go to will-call to pick up the tickets. Everything had been an inconvenience but Cara had simply ignored it. Anna had been quiet for the first period, looking around as she drank her beer, and Cara had stopped worrying. 

Now Anna was complaining about the beer—even though she'd already had two large cups—and their seats. And even the women they were with. No, they might not be Cara's friends, not yet. That didn't mean they couldn't be. And for some reason she didn't understand, Cara was suddenly protective of them.

"That's not why they're being nice, Anna."

"Oh please. Don't kid yourself. They—"

"Anna, stop. Not tonight. I'm not—" Jenny grabbed her arm before she could finish, pulling on her until she finally stood.

"Look!" Jenny pointed at the ice. "Travis has a breakaway! Go, Trav!"

Cara's gaze danced around the ice, trying to figure out where Jenny was pointing to as people stood and cheered all around them. There he was, heading toward the net all by himself. Cara held her breath, not daring to blink for fear she'd lose track of Travis as he sped across the smooth surface. Closer, closer still, the little black puck tucked in close to the stick in his hand. 

Cheers and shouts echoed around them, growing louder with each long stride that brought Travis closer to the net. He stopped suddenly, pulled back on his stick—

Then spun around and moved even closer. Cara saw his arms move then the light behind the net was flashing as a loud horn added to the noise around them. Travis dropped to one knee and pumped his arm, then raced across the ice as several other players pulled him into a hug.

Did Travis score? Had she somehow missed it? She turned to Jenny, only to have the other woman pull her into a hug as she jumped up and down.

"Did you see that? The way he read the goalie before taking the shot? It was beautiful!"

Haley and Megan and Savannah and Courtney all reached over, patting her on the shoulder and arms as they smiled and laughed. Cara glanced around, wondering again what she missed. How she missed it.

"Did he score?"

"Of course he scored. That's why the horn's blaring. Didn't you see it?"

"No. I missed it. I was looking but I missed it." Disappointment welled in her chest, confusing her. Why was she so disappointed? It didn't make sense. Travis had scored the other night, too, and she had seen that one. So had the others. But for some reason, they seemed more excited tonight, congratulating her like she had been the one on the ice. That didn't make sense, either.

Which, for reasons she didn't understand, only added to her disappointment.

"You didn't miss it. It just happened so fast, you don't realize you saw it. Look, they're going to replay it." Jenny pointed to the giant scoreboard above the ice. Cara focused on the large screen, watching as the camera zoomed in on Travis. There he was, larger than life, moving toward the net. Only this was in slow-motion so she could actually see it.

And it helped when the camera zoomed in on the little black puck, following it as it sliced through the air and hit the back of the net hard enough to make the netting stretch. 

They replayed it two more times, showing a different angle each time. Applause echoed around them with each replay. Could Travis hear it? Unless he was deaf, he must. She looked at the bench below them, her gaze picking out the back of Travis's jersey. He was leaning forward, one arm braced against the small wall in front of the bench as he looked up at the screen. One of his teammates nudged him in the arm and he turned, giving her a view of his strong profile. Even from this far away, she could see the way the corner of his mouth lifted in an excited grin as he said something to his teammate.

Her heart tripped in her chest and she quickly looked away, trying to ignore the flash of desire surging through her. This wasn't like her. At all. The impatience over Anna's attitude. The sudden protective streak over the women around her. The unexpected need and desire warming her from the inside out.

Hormones. It must be hormones. That was the only thing that made sense.

She took her seat, shifting to get comfortable as Haley leaned back and slapped her on the leg. "Your guy did good out there, Cara."

A rush of pleasure washed over her at the words. Your guy. He wasn't, not really. But it wouldn't hurt to pretend, would it? Only for a second, while everyone was so excited over Travis's goal.

She turned to Anna, ready to ask her if she had managed to see the goal or if she had missed it, too. The smile on her face wavered, finally dying under the cold expression Anna leveled at her. "Wh-what?"

"You know you're only kidding yourself, right?"

"What are you talking about?"

"He's not your guy. The only reason he's even with you is because you got knocked up. And the only reason that happened was because I sent you over to him instead of going myself."

The excitement Cara had been feeling only seconds ago disappeared. Shock and hurt replaced it, making it hard to swallow. A loud ringing echoed in her ears, the sound separate from the din of laughter and excitement in the arena. Heat scalded her face—the heat of embarrassment, of sadness and pain.

"I—I don't understand."

Anna leaned closer, each sharp word slicing deep when she spoke. "It shouldn't have been you, Cara. I was the one flirting with him. I sent you over as a joke, never thinking he'd actually take you home. Just remember that before you get too comfortable and start thinking about playing house with him."

Cara's eyes burned and she tried to blink the moisture away. What was Anna saying? That Travis had been flirting with her instead? That he had wanted to take Anna home and only settled for Cara when she walked over? That he would have settled for just anyone?

No, that couldn't be right. He wasn't like that. 

Or was he? As much as she might want to think otherwise, she didn't really know him. There was nothing between them—nothing except the baby she was carrying. 

A baby from their one-night stand.

She turned away from Anna, tried to pretend her friend's words didn't hurt. But they did and she was as helpless to stop the pain as she was from stopping the tears burning the back of her eyes. She needed a distraction, something to take her mind off everything Anna had just said, but the only thing she could think of to do was reach for the cup of soda in front of her. She started to do just that then quickly stopped when she noticed three sets of eyes focused on her.

Jenny. Haley. Savannah.

No, they weren't looking at her—they were looking at Anna. Glaring at her with undisguised anger and impatience. 

Haley stood and slowly made her way across the row, not stopping until she was directly in front of Anna. She brushed her wild mane of fiery red curls from her face and leaned over the empty seat, her hazel eyes flashing with anger.

"Sweetheart, I hate to tell you this, but Travis wouldn't have touched you with a ten-foot pole."

A furious blush stained Anna's face, turning the pale skin blotchy. She narrowed her eyes and started to say something but Haley leaned forward, one long finger pointed directly at her. 

"Don't even think about it because you will lose. Now why don't you just scurry back to whatever hole you call home and let us enjoy the game without you fucking it up."

Anna hesitated long enough that Cara knew she was weighing her options, trying to decide if the other woman was really a threat or not. Anna's sense of self-preservation finally kicked in and she leaned down to grab her purse. She slid the strap over her shoulder then stood, giving Cara an expectant look. "You coming?"

She didn't want to. She needed time away from Anna, time to let the words lose their painful punch. Anna would apologize later, Cara was sure of it. She was simply in one of her moods, upset about something and taking it out on Cara. 

But the pain was still too fresh, the words still ringing in Cara's ears. She didn't want to leave with Anna, not when she was like this. She didn't have a choice, though—Anna had driven, she had no other way to get home.

Cara started to lean forward to grab her own small purse when Jenny grabbed her arm, stopping her. She turned to ask her what she was doing but Jenny wasn't even looking at her—she was staring at Anna.

"Cara's staying with us."

"But Anna drove—"

"Doesn't matter. We'll get you home."

The offer surprised Cara, eased some of the pain from Anna's words. But it didn't matter because she had to go home with Anna. If not now, then later, after the game. She tried to explain that to the other women but Anna was already leaving, walking away without a single glance back.

"What a jealous bitch. She's a real piece of work." Haley muttered the words as she moved back to her seat. Jenny laughed but the sound was soft, maybe a little forced. She reached out and patted Cara on the shoulder then grabbed the cup in front of her and took a long swallow.

"Don't worry, we'll get you home. And if we don't, Travis will." Jenny took another sip then tilted her head to the side and studied Cara. "You know she was lying, right? Travis would have never taken her home. He's not like that."

"He took me home."

Jenny bit her lower lip then looked at Haley, like she knew she had said the wrong thing and was now silently asking for help. 

"Yeah, but that was out of character for Travis. He really isn't like that." Haley twisted in her seat and patted Cara on the leg. "Which means he must have really seen something in you in order to take you home."

If the words were supposed to make her feel better, they failed. Cara knew what they were trying to do and she appreciated the effort, but nothing they could say would make her feel better. Whether Anna was telling the truth about that night or not didn't matter. Yes, the words hurt. More than she wanted to admit. But worse than the words—what hurt the most—was the realization that she didn't know her friend at all. Yes, Anna could be abrupt and short and maybe a little too critical, but she had never deliberately tried to hurt Cara the way she had tonight. 

Or had she? Maybe she had, and Cara simply kept making excuses for her. Blamed her behavior on her moods. Blamed her sharp tone on the drama of the moment. Blamed her biting criticism on whatever argument Anna had just had with the boyfriend of the day.

But not once had she ever realized—ever admitted—that Anna could be so deliberately hurtful.

And if she was wrong about that, what else was she wrong about?
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Chapter Fourteen
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"She said what?"

"Keep your voice down. I don't want Cara to know what we're talking about." 

Travis almost laughed when Haley glanced over her shoulder then turned back to him. Did she really think Cara didn't know? Did she and Jenny really think Cara couldn't tell something was going on as soon as they grabbed him and pulled him to the side? He barely had a chance to take off his coat when they arrived at Mystic's before both women descended on him and dragged him away. He didn't miss the flash of surprise that crossed Cara's face, or the way she dropped her head, refusing to look at anyone.

He glanced over at their table, his gut clenching at the way Cara sat there. Head down, shoulders slumped, hands folded in her lap. Sitting with the group but not really a part of it. He wanted to rush over and pull her into his arms, reassure her, tell her everything would be okay.

But first he had to find out exactly what the hell was going on because neither Haley nor Jenny were making any real sense. Did Cara's roommate actually say he had been flirting with her the night he first met Cara?

"Tell me again what she said. Her exact words."

"I don't remember her exact words. She just said something about how the two of you had been flirting and that you would have gone home with her only she sent Cara over as a joke."

Jenny nodded. "And that the only reason you were with Cara now was because you knocked her up. Um, her words. Not mine."

"Why the hell would she say something like that? Dammit! Damn her!"

Both women stared at him, their mouths slightly ajar. Haley cleared her throat and playfully nudged him in the arm. "Damn, Travis. I didn't know you had it in you."

"What?"

"You swore. I don't think I've ever heard you swear before."

Jenny nodded, a small grin teasing her mouth. "Well, they do say it's the quiet ones you need to look out for."

"True. And he is the one who had a one-night stand and ended up getting the girl pregnant."

Travis ignored the heat flaming his face, opened his mouth to tell the two women that he was hardly the only guy on the team to have a one-night stand. He slammed his mouth closed at the last second, finally remembering who he was talking to:

Tyler's wife.

Zach's fiancée. 

Keeping his mouth shut was the safest thing to do. If the two women didn't flay him alive, his teammates would. And he had a feeling his teammates would be gentler with him.

He pushed the thoughts from his mind and forced himself to focus on the immediate problem: what Cara's roommate had told her. No wonder she was sitting over there, looking dejected and alone. What he didn't understand was why she believed it.

No. What he really didn't understand was why her roommate had said it. He said as much to the two women who had him backed into the corner of the noisy bar.

Jenny exchanged a quick glance with Haley then turned back to Travis and shrugged. "My guess? She's jealous."

"A jealous bitch, you mean," Haley added with a small sneer. She ran a hand through her long hair, brushing it away from her face. "I don't know if they're just roommates or if they're supposed to be friends or what. What I do know is that whatever it is, it's toxic. Cara needs to get out of that relationship."

Travis didn't have to ask Haley how she knew. He remembered what had happened last season, how Haley's ex had stalked her and nearly killed her. She still had the scars from the encounter and Zach still hadn't gotten over it, still blamed himself for letting it happen.

Was Cara's relationship with her roommate like that? Not physically, no. But Travis had seen enough in that short amount of time last night when he'd picked Cara up to know it wasn't healthy. He didn't like the woman, hadn't liked her from the very first minute he'd met her. And he certainly didn't like the way she had talked to Cara, putting her down and belittling her.

"But why would she lie like that? I never even saw her that night. At least, not that I remember." He remembered seeing Cara, remembered exchanging a few furtive glances with her and thinking about going over to talk to her. Then she had come over to him. If she had been with anyone else, he hadn't noticed.

"Who knows why? And the why doesn't matter. What matters is that I think Cara might actually believe it."

"You need to talk to her, Travis." Jenny glanced over her shoulder then sighed. "I mean, look at her. She's such a nice girl. My heart breaks for her."

Travis looked back at the table, his jaw clenching in anger. Talk to her, yes. But what could he say? What could he do? The protective streak in him wanted to carry her off, hide her away somewhere and protect her. He didn't know Cara well but he was fairly sure she wouldn't appreciate that.

And that wasn't like him, anyway. At least, not usually. He was the quiet one. The shy one. The one who kept his head down and stayed out of trouble. 

But that had been changing, ever since he met Cara.

No, not since meeting her—since finding out she was pregnant. With his child. Was that why he was suddenly so protective?

He nodded to the two women then pushed away from the corner, his strides strong and even as he made his way back to the table. Cara glanced up at him, surprise flickering in her dark brown eyes when he pulled the chair out next to her and dropped into it. He draped his arm across the back of her chair and leaned forward, his mouth close to her ear when he spoke.

"Everything okay?"

"Yeah. Fine. Just, uh, just a little tired."

"Are you sure that's all?"

Cara's gaze shot toward Jenny and Haley. A small blush stained her cheeks and she quickly looked away, back down to the hands folded in her lap. "I'm sure."

Travis bit back his sigh of frustration. He wanted her to open up to him but he couldn't force it, just like he couldn't force her to be comfortable with him. If she wasn't opening up to him, that meant she wasn't comfortable, right? 

And he had no idea what to do about it.

He glanced around the table, silently seeking assistance. His gaze landed on Aaron and a flare of hope shot through him. Aaron would know what to do, wouldn't he? 

The older man looked over, his dark brows shooting up in silent question. Aaron glanced at Cara then back at Travis and he held his breath, waiting for advice.

And kept on waiting.

The corners of Aaron's mouth quirked with a quick smile as he leaned forward, speaking over the loud music coming from the jukebox. "Too bad it's not karaoke night. Travis could sing something for us."

Travis blinked then quickly frowned. That was his advice? It couldn't be. It made absolutely no sense. And how would singing accomplish anything anyway?

Savannah laughed then playfully nudged Aaron in the side. "Stop teasing him. And as much fun as it is to hear Travis sing, I always thought being serenaded on the dance floor would be much more romantic."

They had both lost their minds. Maybe Aaron's concussion hadn't completely healed. That would explain the older man's comment but not Savannah's—unless concussions were contagious. Which they weren't.

Which meant they had both lost their minds.

Something sharp hit Travis in the foot, making him jerk back in surprise. He frowned, noticed Aaron and Savannah both staring at him. Savannah rolled her eyes then quietly motioned to the small dance floor that was filling up with couples.

Couples who were dancing to a slow song.

Travis grabbed Cara's hand and pulled her from the chair, ignoring her gasp of surprise as he led her to the dance floor. He had no idea what dancing would accomplish but it was better than sitting there, trying to figure out how to make her comfortable, how to get her to relax.

He drew her into his arms, holding her close as they awkwardly moved in a small circle around the crowded floor. Travis muttered a quick apology when his foot knocked against hers, muttered a second one when he stumbled against another couple.

Cara's mouth curled in a small smile, there and gone in the space of a heartbeat. It wasn't much, but at least it was a start.

"Sorry. I, um, I'm not much of a dancer."

She smiled again, this one lasting a little longer than the first. "Maybe we should just stay in one spot."

"Oh. Yeah. Good idea." He tightened his arms around her waist, breathed a quick sigh when he felt her body relax just the tiniest bit against his.

"What was that comment about singing? That's the second time someone has said something like that."

"Oh. Nothing, really. It's just—I sang karaoke one night and now they won't leave me alone about it, is all."

"Oh." Cara looked away, her smile disappearing once more. Travis swore to himself then gently ran one hand up and down her back.

"Maybe we can come here the next time they have karaoke and I'll sing. Then you can see it's not really a big deal." He had hoped the offer would bring another smile to her face but she simply nodded, like she didn't expect him to follow-through. He mentally kicked himself for saying the wrong thing then searched his mind, struggling for something else to talk about that might bring a smile to her face. "Did you enjoy the game tonight?"

He knew it was the wrong thing to say, even before Cara stiffened in his arms. He swore to himself, ready to change the subject yet again when she looked up and nodded.

"The game was fun. I learned a little more tonight, too."

"That's good. Right?"

"Yeah. I guess." She looked away, pulled her lower lip between her teeth for a quick second. Travis swallowed a groan and ignored the flash of desire surging through him. He wanted to lean forward, capture her mouth with his. Pull her full lower lip between his own teeth. Taste her. Feel her body soften against his as he kissed her—

Travis groaned again and stepped back just a little, just enough to put an inch of space between them so she wouldn't feel his body's reaction to her. He didn't want to scare her off, or make her think he was only interested in having sex with her. He was—but he wanted more than that, too.

He wanted her to open up to him. Trust him. Tell him what was wrong. 

"Did, um, did anything else happen tonight? Besides you learning a little more about the game, I mean."

Cara's steps faltered. She tightened her hold on his shoulders then just as quickly let go. Her eyes darted to his then looked away. "They told you, didn't they? Haley and Jenny."

Travis reached for her hand and pulled her off the floor, back to the corner where Haley and Jenny had taken him. It wasn't private, or even really quiet, but they were out of the way and it at least offered the illusion of privacy.

"They did. A little." 

Cara's hand stiffened in his and she was going to pull away—he could sense it in the way she shifted her weight to the balls of her feet, in the slightly panicked look in her eyes. He tightened his hand around hers and dipped his head, trying to capture her gaze. She finally looked at him, uncertainty filling her dark eyes.

"Cara, I wasn't flirting with your roommate. I don't even remember seeing her that night. And even if I had seen her, I wouldn't have flirted with her."

"Why?"

"Why?" He repeated the question, not sure what she was asking. "I don't know why, I just wouldn't have, is all. You're the one I noticed. I was trying to work up the courage to go over and talk to you when you finally came over to say hi."

"Me? Really?"

"Yes, really. You don't remember all the glances I sent your way?"

"Well, yeah. Maybe. But—"

"No buts. I wasn't even paying attention to anyone else. And I know she's your friend and all but I don't like her. I don't like they way she talks to you and puts you down."

"Anna doesn't mean anything by it. She just gets in these moods and—"

"That's not an excuse. And that's not the way friends treat each other."

"You don't know her like I do. She really doesn't mean anything by it. And she helped me out in college after my parents died. And she helped by letting me move in with her. After college, I mean."

"Maybe—" Travis hesitated, knowing he might be shooting himself in the foot by saying what he wanted to say. "Maybe you should think about finding another place to stay."

Cara laughed, the soft sound filled more with sarcasm than mirth. "My job doesn't exactly pay enough for that, not when I'm still paying student loans. It's easier to share expenses with someone else."

"Then move in with me." The words came out before he realized he was going to say them. Travis waited for a flash of panic to seize him, waited for the instant regret—but they didn't come. There was no panic, no regret. Just a sense of rightness. 

At least, on his part. Cara's eyes widened and he glimpsed the panic in her gaze, felt it in the way her fingers trembled against his. Heard it in the wavering pitch of her voice when she spoke.

"You want me to move in with you?"

"Yes." Travis nodded then just as quickly shook his head as he scrambled to reassure her. "Not—not like you're thinking, though. Not...not with me."

Although the idea of Cara in his bed each night sent a small thrill coursing through him. The idea of waking up next to her each morning filled him with a need he didn't understand. No way could he let her know that, though. The thought would only scare her. 

He cleared his throat and kept talking, still trying to reassure her. "I have three bedrooms and I'm only using one. There's plenty of room. And when the baby comes—" He swallowed, pushing away the protective streak that surged through him. "We can turn the third bedroom into a nursery. For...for the baby."

"You want me to move in with you." Cara's brows lowered in a frown as she studied him. "Like a—like a roommate?"

Not quite like a roommate, no. But he couldn't tell her that. "Uh, yeah. Yeah, sure. I guess." 

Her frown deepened and she looked away, nibbling on her lower lip once more. Travis held his breath, waiting, wondering what else he could say to convince her.

Worrying that he had already said too much.

"And you'd be okay turning one of your rooms into a nursery?"

"Cara, it's my baby, too. Of course, I would."

"I'm not sure what to say. I wasn't expecting—"

"I know. Neither was I. But it makes sense, right?"

"I guess. But—"

"Just think about it, okay? And I think you should go home with me tonight. I think you need some space away from your roommate."

"Tonight?"

"Yes. You can sleep in the guest room."

"The guest room."

"Yeah. Then we can talk about it more in the morning."

"You want me to sleep in the guest room?"

"The guest room." Travis nodded then stepped back and drew an X across his chest with the tip of one finger. "I won't bother you. Honest."

"Um." Cara looked away, took a deep breath, then let it out in a rush. "Okay. Sure. We can, uh, talk more about it in the morning."

"Okay. Good. That's good." He grabbed her hand again then quickly let it go, afraid she'd get the wrong impression if he took it. "Did you want to leave now?"

"Hm? Oh. Yeah, sure. I just need to get my things."

Travis nodded and watched her walk away, wondering why she seemed a little taken aback at his offer. It was a good idea, right? And it did make sense.

Now if he could only figure out why it felt like he'd just made a monumental mistake.
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Chapter Fifteen
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"You need your fucking head examined."

Travis adjusted his grip on the double mattress then peered around the side, frowning at Zach. "What do you mean?"

"Christ, Banky, figure it out. I don't even know where to start." Zach placed his end of the mattress on the tailgate of his truck then jumped into the bed. The cold air turned his breath into a cloud of condensation as he slid the mattress the rest of the way onto the truck and braced it against the box spring. He hopped back down, the heels of his boots thudding against the concrete sidewalk. 

"Don't you think it's a little soon to be asking her to move in?"

"She needs a place to stay."

"And why the fuck are we taking her bed?" Zach ignored him and kept talking. "Why does she even need a bed if she's sleeping with you?"

"She's not. She's staying the guest bedroom."

Zach and Tyler both spun around, pinning him with identical expressions of astonishment. Heat filled his face and he looked away, suddenly embarrassed by the admission.

"Wait. Hang on. I know I didn't just hear you right." Zach leaned against the tail end of the truck and folded his arms in front of him. "What do you mean, she's staying in the guest bedroom?"

"Just what I said."

"Are you fucking kidding me? What the fuck, Banky? Why? That's all I want to know. Why?"

"Because. I mean, it's not like that. What you're thinking."

"You have no idea what I'm thinking right now."

Travis ignored him. "She just needed a place to stay, is all."

Tyler leaned against the tailgate, confusion clear on his face. "And all this since last night? You just decided to ask her to move in like that?"

"Yeah. Jenny told you what happened, right?"

"A little, yeah. But I still don't get it. Why so fast?"

"Because she needed a place to stay." How many times did he have to tell them that? At least a dozen more, if the surprise and doubt on their faces meant anything.

And maybe it was a little sudden, but it still felt right. Travis hadn't wasted any time this morning when Cara came downstairs and told him she had decided to take him up on his offer. She had been just as quiet as last night and her eyes were rimmed with red, making him think she'd been crying. He wondered if something else had happened, if maybe she had called her roommate and that had something to do with her decision. He didn't bother to ask. Not just because he was afraid of upsetting her, but because he was worried she'd change her mind if he did. Worried that maybe she'd think he had changed his mind if he asked. 

He had simply nodded, handed her a plate of scrambled eggs and toast and sausage, then grabbed his phone and called Zach and Tyler. Travis had no idea how much stuff Cara had but figured it couldn't be that much, not if everything was in one single bedroom. But Zach had a huge pick-up truck and Tyler drove a big SUV, a little bigger than Travis's. Between the three of them, he figured they'd have plenty of room.

And they did. 

Barely.

Travis glanced at the pile on the sidewalk around them. Mattress and box spring. Headboard. Two nightstands. A small bookshelf. An even smaller television set. A small upholstered chair. Two lamps. At least six boxes of books.

Still more boxes: clothes, pictures, knick-knacks. Girly stuff like shampoo and make-up and other things he didn't even want to think about. He had no idea how everything had fit into the small bedroom of the apartment upstairs. Not that it mattered, because he had plenty of room for everything at his house. 

But the bed still bothered him for some reason. He stared at it, frowning at the mattress leaning against the box spring. He had wanted to tell Cara she didn't need the bed, that she could keep using the one in the guest room. 

But that bothered him, too. The fact that she was in the guest room. He hadn't gotten much sleep last night, thinking about her sleeping in the room down the hall from his. He actually got out of bed twice, had gotten as far as the door of his room before stopping and going back to bed. What was he going to do? Barge into her room and ask her to sleep with him?

Yes. 

No.

No, he couldn't. He didn't want her to think that he expected anything from her. Not like that. 

But the bed still bothered him.

"Yo. Banky. Did you hear anything I just said?"

Travis blinked then looked over at Zach. He knocked the other man's hand away from his face and took a step back. "What?"

"Forget it, Mummy. Travis is in his own little world."

"Then he needs to snap the fuck out of it. Seriously, Banky. What's going on with you and this girl?"

"What do you mean?"

"Just what I said. What's going on?" Zach shifted, leaned in a little closer. "Do you like her, or do you just feel guilty for knocking her up?"

Anger washed over him, swift and red-hot. Travis clenched his fists then just as quickly forced himself to relax. Zach wasn't harassing him or giving him a hard time; he was just asking a valid question in his normal blunt way.

"I like her. And no, I don't feel guilty." He didn't, not anymore. He took a deep breath and released it in a rush as he uttered a small confession. "I'm—I'm actually excited about the baby."

Tyler ran a hand over his face but not quite fast enough to hide the brief smile. "Well, that's good a thing, at least."

"Yeah, but it still doesn't answer the question about why she's sleeping in the fucking guest room." Zach shook his head then pinned him with another fierce glare. "Now stop acting as fucking dense as Jason and answer the question."

"I told you—"

"Yeah: she needed a place to stay. I get it. Hell, I got it the first dozen times you said it. But why? I mean, you guys are sleeping together so she doesn't..." Zach's voice trailed off, his eyes widening for a split-second as heat filled Travis's face. "No. Fucking. Way. Seriously?"

"What?"

"Are you really telling me you haven't slept with her? At all?"

"No. Of course, I slept with her. She's pregnant, isn't she?"

"I mean besides that one night."

Travis looked away but it didn't help, not when he couldn't hide the deep blush scorching his face. Even the tips of his ears burned with embarrassment.

Zach let out a low whistle but it was Tyler's quiet voice that made Travis squirm. "What the hell is wrong with you? You seriously haven't slept with her since then?"

"I don't want her to get the wrong idea."

"And what the hell idea would that be? That you like her? Or that you don't want anything to do with her?"

"That's not it at all—"

"Then you better do something before she thinks it is. Christ, Travis. I can't believe you. What do you think she's going to think if you haven't even touched her since she told you she was pregnant?"

"I have. We've, uh, we've kissed." The words sounded lame and immature to his own ears and he wished he could take them back. We've kissed. Even he thought he sounded pathetic. But he couldn't take the words back and he didn't know what else to say, not when both men were staring at him like he'd grown a second head.

He was stopped from saying anything when Jenny rushed through the door of the apartment building, her streaked hair flying around her flushed face. "Um, guys. We might have a situation upstairs. Things are getting a little heated with Cara's roommate and—"

Travis didn't wait for her to finish. He took off at a run, brushing past Jenny and hitting the stairs two at a time. Yelling drifted from the partially open door, loud enough to be heard over the sound of heavy footsteps following him. Travis pushed open the door and skidded to a halt, his gaze quickly taking in the scene in front of him.

The last few boxes were stacked against the wall. Cara cradled a small one against her chest, holding it like a shield. Her face was a mask of anger and hurt as her roommate pointed a finger at her, screeching about something. Haley stood next to Cara, looking like a warrior princess ready to do battle. 

Zach pushed past him and grabbed Haley by the arm, pulling her against him before she could do more than gasp in surprise. Travis moved closer to Cara, ready to get between her and her roommate if the woman moved even an inch closer.

"Everything okay?" He directed the quiet question at Cara but it was her roommate who answered.

"No. Everything is not okay. She can't just leave like this. We have a lease for the next three months. I have rent I need to pay."

"You have a lease, not me. And I told you I'd pay you the first of each month. Just like always."

"That's not good enough. How do I know you won't change your mind?"

"I've always paid you. I wouldn't—"

"I don't trust you. I want it. Now. All of it."

"I don't have that kind of money, you know that—"

"That's not my problem, now is it? You either pay me now or I'll call the police. You can't—"

Travis stepped in front of Cara, interrupting the screeching woman with a sharp wave of his hand. Her threat to call the police was hollow, empty. He could call her on it but it would be easier this way. "How much?"

The woman's mouth snapped closed as she leveled narrowed eyes at him. "How much for what?"

"How much for the rent?"

"Travis, no—"

"It's seven hundred dollars a month. She owes me for the next three months."

Travis looked over his shoulder at Cara then turned back. "So three-fifty a month?"

"No, seven hundred. She pays half."

"There's no fucking way this place costs that much. Not in this neighborhood." Zach leveled the accusation at her before Travis could. A furious blush filled the woman's face, her gaze dropping to the carpet beneath her feet.

"That includes utilities and groceries."

"Cara won't be using the utilities or eating your groceries. So that's what—four hundred, then?" Travis reached behind him and pulled out his wallet. He opened it up, thumbing through the bills until he found the blank check he always carried.

"No checks. How do I know it won't bounce?"

"Anna! You can't seriously think—"

"Fine. Cash."

"Travis, no. I can't let you—"

"It's fine." He glanced over his shoulder and offered Cara a reassuring smile. Then he thumbed through his wallet and pulled out a stack of bills and started counting them out. He was short, by more than a few hundred. He looked up, ready to ask Zach and Tyler if they had any cash on them, but both men were already checking, pulling out bills until Travis held twelve hundred dollars in his hand. 

Cara started to object again but Jenny placed a hand on her shoulder, silencing her. Travis had a feeling it was only temporary, that Cara would voice her objections to him in private later.

That was fine by him.

He moved over to her roommate and carefully counted the bills out as he placed them in her open palm, one by one. "Now I want a receipt saying Cara has paid in full. And I want it signed and dated."

The woman's fingers closed over the cash and for one brief second, Travis thought she'd give him a hard time. She hesitated then looked up at him, must have seen something in his eyes because she scurried over to the end table and yanked out a pad of paper. She scrawled something on the paper, signed it, then tore it from the pad and shoved it at him.

"She's getting off easy."

Travis read the receipt, making sure it had all the information he needed, then carefully folded it and placed it in his back pocket. "You're the one who's getting off easy. And don't even think about harassing Cara and asking for more."

He turned and grabbed one of the remaining boxes next to the door then hoisted it on his shoulder. He didn't bother looking back as he grabbed Cara's hand and threaded their fingers together.

"Come on. Let's go home."
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Chapter Sixteen
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Cara was on auto-pilot, going through the daily motions of her job without conscious thought. It was easier this way, keeping the numbness wrapped around her like a protective cloak. She didn't have to think, didn't have to feel. Didn't have to do anything except care for the animals surrounding her.

Animals were easy. They loved unconditionally, without expectation. Even if they were abused or neglected, they still wanted to show love. At least, most of them. She couldn't bear to think of the lost ones, not without pain squeezing her heart. 

She unlatched a cage and reached in, scooping up the three-year-old Yorkie and cradling him to her chest. The tiny frame shook before the animal finally relaxed in her arms. He turned his head and swiped his tongue along her jaw, offering her a kiss as she checked the chart hanging from the cage.

"What do you think, Hercules? You ready to go home today? Mommy and Daddy are waiting for you and they're so excited to take you home." The words were a soft croon meant to relax and comfort the nervous dog. He shivered again then once more reached up to lick her, like he couldn't decide if he should be nervous or grateful.

Cara rubbed him behind the ear, smiling when he cuddled his head against her hand. She held him close and moved over to the supply cubby, searching for the tape that had his name written on it in big block letters. Such a big name for a little guy, she thought. Hercules. Brave and strong. And somehow fitting, despite his small size.

She grabbed his leash and the small vest his owners had left with him, juggling them and the dog until the fluffy vest was in place. "Come on, pal. Let's go say hi to Mom and Dad."

She walked out of the back room, the rubber soles of her shoes squeaking against the tile floor. Voices mingled with the sounds of dogs barking and cats hissing, the noise muted until she pushed through to the waiting room. They were crowded today, mostly because of the upcoming holiday. Being busy didn't bother her. Being busy actually made her happy. It would keep her mind from wandering, keep her focused on her daily activities until it was time to leave and head home.

Cara stumbled, caught herself at the last minute as the numbness quickly vanished.

Home. She didn't have a home. Not anymore. Maybe she hadn't really had a home for the last few years and was only just now realizing it.

She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, pulling the cloak of numbness back around her. Focus on the animals, she reminded herself. Animals were so much easier.

It was people who were complicated.

An elderly couple rose to their feet, large smiles wreathing their lined faces as they waited for her to bring Hercules over. Joy lit their eyes, replacing the rheumy shadows of gloom that had filled them when they first came in. 

Cara bent her head toward the small dog in her arms, turning him so he could see. "Look, Hercules. Here's Mommy and Daddy." 

Hercules barked, the sound coming out as more of a squeak, his little tail wagging like the propeller of a motorboat when he noticed his human parents. Cara closed the distance and gently handed Hercules over, making sure to support his bandaged rear leg while Mrs. Harris pulled him into her arms. 

"He's all ready to go home. Aren't you, boy?" Cara gave Hercules a final scratch behind the ear then handed his leash to Mr. Harris. "He's all set. Just keep an eye on him and make sure he doesn't overdo it for the next few days. No stopping trains or leaping over tall buildings."

Mrs. Harris smiled through the glaze of tears filling her eyes. "I think you have him confused with Superman, dear. But we'll make sure he behaves nonetheless."

Cara smiled. "I'm sure you will. Dr. Kincaid wants to see him back in two weeks, after the first of the year. Sandy can make the appointment for you."

"Thank you so much, dear. We already made the appointment." Mrs. Harris pulled her in for a surprise hug then stepped back. "And this is for you. For taking care of Hercules for us."

Cara looked down, surprised to see the small tin in Mrs. Harris's hand. "You didn't have to do that."

"I know. But I want you to have them, anyway. They're my chocolate chip cookies."

Cara accepted the tin with a smile, pausing to wave to the older couple as they left before moving to the check-in desk in the middle of the large room. She walked around the end, placing the tin on the edge of the counter as she studied the sign-in sheet. 

"More cookies?"

"Yes. And these are all mine so don't even think about it." She nudged the tin away from Sandy with a playful smile.

"You share yours and I'll share mine."

"What kind do you have?"

"Oatmeal raisin from Mr. Mueller and sugar cookies from the Jordans."

"No deal. These are chocolate chip."

"Selfish wench."

"When it comes to chocolate, absolutely. So who's next?"

"Nobody for you. It's your lunch break."

Cara looked at the clock on the wall behind her, frowning in surprise. "Already? It feels like I just got here."

"Don't I wish. It feels like I've been here for ten hours already. Go, take your lunch."

"Sandy, we're backed up. I can get one more checked-in with no problem."

"Suit yourself." She flipped through a few files and pulled one out, passing it over her shoulder. "Infrequent flyer. Last time here was a year ago for his shots. Dog is cute. The dad, not so much. And neither one of them seem very friendly."

"Gee, thanks."

"Hey, you wanted it. Remember, no good deed goes unpunished."

"I'll remember that." Cara opened the file, skimming over the information. A three-year old Australian Shepherd with loose stools, possibly worms. Exactly what she needed before lunch.

She closed the file and walked around the large counter, her gaze skimming the crowd in the waiting room. "Mr. Baxter?"

A large guy, maybe in his early thirties, stood. Dark hair, deep-set eyes, three-day stubble covering his full jaw. His mouth was pulled down in an angry scowl as he jerked on the leash, pulling an unkempt dog along the tile floor. 

Cara clenched her jaw, took a deep breath and forced a smile to her face. It wasn't the dog's fault his owner was a jerk. "Mr. Baxter, if you'll follow me. I need to get Bandit's weight then we can go back and get ready for Dr. Kincaid to see him." 

She reached for the leash but the man pulled it away. She bit back a sigh then motioned her head toward the back hallway. A scale was tucked to the side, the kind that you simply had to walk onto. She stepped to the side and pointed to the scale. "If you could get Bandit onto the scale—"

"Why do you need to weigh him?"

"For his records. And so the doctor knows what dosage to prescribe if he needs any medicine."

"He doesn't need medicine. He just needs to stop shitting on the floor." He jerked the leash, tugging the animal closer. The dog inched his way backward, fighting each tug with a pull of his own head.

"Dammit, Bandit. Stop fighting and get over here." He yanked on the leash harder this time, eliciting a yelp from the dog as he slid across the floor and banged into Cara's leg.

She reached down, thinking only to console the poor animal. She must have moved too fast, or the dog was too frightened. Maybe a combination of both. But the dog snapped at her, his sharp teeth grazing the flesh between Cara's thumb and forefinger. She jerked her hand back with a hiss as the man kicked at the dog, hitting it in the side.

"Stupid worthless mutt."

"Don't you dare kick him!" Cara stepped in front of the man, blocking him before he could kick out again. Sandy was right beside her, pulling her away as Dr. Kincaid and Eric, one of the other vet techs, came rushing out. 

The dog was separated from the owner and led to the back as Dr. Kincaid talked to the man in a calm voice. Cara wanted to lunge after him, maybe kick him so he could see how it felt, but Sandy was already pulling her to the back room, away from the commotion.

"Settle down, Tiger. Good Lord, I don't think I've ever seen you so riled up before. Here, sit down and let me look at that hand."

"I'm fine. There's nothing to see."

"Mm-hm. That's why you're bleeding everywhere. Now let me see."

Cara glanced at her hand, surprised to see blood oozing from the small wound. She sucked in a deep breath and quickly looked away as nausea curled her stomach. Since when did the sight of blood make her stomach twist? She had never had that problem before.

Of course, she had never been pregnant before, either.

"It's fine. Just a scratch."

"Scratch, my ass. He got a good piece of you." Sandy muttered under her breath as she moved around the room, gathering supplies. Saline to rinse. An antibacterial. Bandages.

"It's not the dog's fault. You saw it—that man was terrorizing the poor guy. And I wasn't thinking. I know better than to reach down—ouch!"

"Hold still or it's going to hurt a lot more." Sandy steadied Cara's hand over a small plastic basin before washing the wound with an antibacterial scrub and rinsing it again. "It doesn't look too bad. And the dog is up-to-date on its shots. That's a good thing at least. And you don't have any medical issues we need to worry about."

"Um..." Cara swallowed and looked away. She felt the older woman tense, glanced up in time to see Sandy straighten and jam both fists on her hips. Her blue eyes narrowed, pinning Cara in place.

"What do you mean, um? Out with it, Cara."

"It's nothing. It's just, I'm—uh, I mean." She cleared her throat and looked away as the rest of the words rushed from her. "I'm kinda maybe pregnant."

Silence greeted her confession—for maybe five seconds. 

"What do you mean, kinda maybe? You either are or you aren't. Which is it?"

"Are. I mean, I am."

"Mm-hm. And when were you going to tell me this?"

"Soon. I think."

"You think? And do you plan on telling me who the father is?"

"I wasn't going to, no. But I guess I probably should since I need to, uh, change my address."

Sandy lowered herself to the empty chair with a small grunt. Surprise? Disbelief? Maybe something else. Cara couldn't read her expression, couldn't tell if she was disappointed or upset or completely ambivalent.

"You really need to learn how to open up more, Cara. Either that, or you need to get bit more often. I don't remember the last time you ever offered so much personal information all at once."

"I'm an introvert. You know that."

"Yes. But I also know you like to keep things private." She ran a hand through her short black hair, making the spiky ends stand up. "So. You moved out of that apartment your roommate was fleecing you for, hm?"

"She wasn't fleecing—" Cara snapped her mouth closed at the look Sandy sent her way. "Yeah, I moved out."

"And you're living with...?"

Cara sighed, resigned to giving Sandy details she hadn't planned on sharing. "His name is Travis Bankard. He plays hockey, for the York Bombers."

"And I take it he's the baby's father?"

"Yeah."

"How long have you known him?"

"Um—" Cara looked away and cleared her throat again. "A few months." 

"A few months. I see. So. Do I say congratulations, or do I track this Travis down and kick his ass?"

Cara laughed, her shoulders easing as the weight of the tension she'd been carrying around for too long finally lifted. "Congratulations will work."

"Then congratulations it is." Sandy reached over for Cara's hand and rinsed it a few more times before gently patting it dry. "I think this will be fine but I want Dr. Kincaid to look at it first. And when do we get to meet this Travis fellow?"

Cara removed her hand from Sandy's and cradled it against her chest. "It's not really like that. I mean, we're not really together."

"But he's the father."

"Yes."

"And you're living with him."

"Yes but—"

"Then as far as I'm concerned, you two are together. Which means I expect to meet him, sooner rather than later." Sandy rose to her feet then leaned over to give Cara a quick hug. "Congratulations, honey. I'll go get Dr. Kincaid and send him back. But I'll leave it up to you to break the news."

Cara leaned back with a nod, knowing better than to even ask if she needed to tell him. He was her boss, he needed to know—especially since she'd been bit. She had more to worry about than just herself now.

Which made her think, once again, that animals were always so much easier to deal with than people.
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Chapter Seventeen
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Travis paused at the bottom of the stairway, his overnight bag gripped in one hand. Cara was on the overstuffed sofa in the living room, her legs curled under her as she read a book by the late morning light streaming through the French doors leading out to the deck. The sun glinted off her hair, kissing the dark waves with streaks of gold fire. She looked relaxed. Peaceful.

At home.

Travis tightened his grip on the bag—and his grip on the impulse to go over and kiss her. To plunge his hands into her hair and tilt her face up to his. To capture her mouth with his and never let go. 

He was a fool. She'd been staying here—living here—for three nights now. And she was still sleeping in the guest room. Still thinking she was just that: a guest. He hadn't been able to take that first step. Hadn't been able to follow through with the very vocal advice Zach and Tyler both kept giving him.

Talk to her. Kiss her. Let her know how you feel.

Easier said than done. This wasn't a usual relationship. They weren't dating, not in the traditional sense. Not in any sense. They had shared one night and now they were going to have a baby together. That didn't mean she was interested in him, that she wanted him. She hadn't shied away from his few previous attempts at kissing, but that didn't mean she wanted more. And Travis couldn't bring himself to push it, didn't want to take the risk of making her think he expected anything from her. Especially now that she was staying here.

He just wanted her to be comfortable. Relaxed. 

And in his bed.

He couldn't even joke with himself and say that two out of three wasn't too bad, because he wasn't entirely sure that she was completely comfortable here. She was always telling him what she was getting ready to do, even if it was something as simple as getting a glass of water to drink. Like she was asking his permission. He didn't want that—he wanted her to think of this as her own place. To come and go as she pleased. To get a glass of water or a cup of decaffeinated coffee or to even curl up on the sofa and take a nap if she wanted to.

He just wasn't sure how to convince her of that.

Maybe his leaving was a good thing. She'd have the house to herself until Friday afternoon. Would that give her enough time to get comfortable? It was only three nights, but maybe that was all she needed.

He descended the last step and dropped his bag by the door before moving into the living room. Cara glanced up then quickly straightened, moving her legs from underneath her and resting her feet on the floor. She slid a bookmark into the pages of the book then placed it on the coffee table in front of her. Just that fast, she had gone from being relaxed to being stiff and uncertain. 

He dropped to the sofa next to her, sitting on the edge as he watched her. "You didn't need to move. You looked comfortable."

"My legs were falling asleep."

He frowned, thought about calling her out on it then decided against it. That wouldn't help anything. It might even make her more uncomfortable.

"I left the numbers on the refrigerator. My cell. The team's emergency number. The hotels where we're staying."

"Thanks, but I don't think I'll need them."

"I know, but at least they're there. I included Jenny and Haley's numbers, too. In case you got bored or something."

"Oh. Um, thanks."

He nodded to her bandaged hand. "And your hand's okay? No swelling or tenderness or anything?"

She lifted her hand and wiggled her fingers at him with a small smile. "Nope. It's all good."

"Good. You'll call if there's any change, right? Or go see someone if there's any sign of infection or—"

"It's fine, Travis. Dr. Kincaid already checked it."

"Okay." He didn't know what else to say, not about that. He still couldn't believe she'd been bit, couldn't believe how casual she had been about it when she told him what happened. But he could definitely see her facing down a bully who was kicking a defenseless animal. Cara wasn't exactly the shy, quiet girl he'd first thought. Watching her eyes light up with indignation, seeing her face come alive as she retold the story—it had been like watching a different woman. Someone completely different from the quiet woman who let her former roommate talk down to her.

That wasn't the only time he had seen a different side to her. That night in the bar, when she'd come over to him and started flirting with him. Shy at first, not quite sure of herself. But later had been a different story, after they had come back here and talked, just for a little bit, before heading upstairs.

No, they hadn't even waited until they got upstairs. He had kissed her, right here on this sofa. Had felt her body melt against his. Heard her soft gasps and whispered pleas and—

He pushed the memories away. He shouldn't be thinking about them right now. Not here, when Cara was only a few inches away from him. Not when it would be so easy to reach over and pull her into his arms and—

"Travis, I was thinking."

He jerked back, just the tiniest bit, and wondered if she could see what he was thinking etched on his face. No, that wasn't possible. She wasn't even looking at him, she was staring at the hands twisted together in her lap.

He took a deep breath, mentally brushing off the last twinges of guilt before he spoke. "Thinking about what?"

"The next few nights. I don't think I should stay here. It—it doesn't feel right, being here while you're away."

"But you're living here. Why wouldn't it feel right?"

"It just doesn't. I was thinking of going to Sandy's. She's the receptionist at the vet's and—"

"Don't you like it here?"

She frowned, making Travis wonder if his question had come out as a pout. It wouldn't surprise him if it had, because that's what he felt like doing right now: pouting. 

"No, I like it. It's just—this is your house. And you're not going to be here. I don't think—"

"But you're living here, too."

"I'm staying here. Not living here. And it's only temporary. Only until I find somewhere else."

"It doesn't have to be."

Her head shot up, her eyes widening in a flash of surprise. "Doesn't have to be what?"

"Temporary. I told you that on Sunday. There's lots of room. And we can turn the spare bedroom into a nursery and—"

"But I don't want to intrude."

"Intrude on what?"

"You. Your life. Your friends. Any, uh, any people you might invite over."

"The only people I invite over are the guys from the team and you've already met them. And it's not like they come over that often anyway."

He sensed her unspoken words, her silent disbelief, as soon as he finished talking. The only people I invite over are the guys. But that wasn't the case, not as far as she was concerned. She had been here before. For that one night they shared together. Why would she think she was the only one?

He shifted closer and reached for her hand. Hesitated then finally closed his fingers around hers. "Cara, I know you don't believe this. You have no reason to. But I've never brought another woman here."

"Never?"

"No. Well, just one." He shifted, his face heating as he looked away. "But that was almost two years ago. We were dating and she came for a visit. She, uh, she lived—lives—back home. But nobody else."

"How long were you dating?"

Travis ran his free hand through his hair, wondering how to answer. He didn't want to talk about Amy, couldn't believe he had even mentioned her. Why now, of all times?

"We, uh, we dated off and on since high school."

Cara's fingers tightened around his for a brief second before she pulled her hand free. "Did you recently break up?"

"What? No. If you're thinking I had, uh, rebound sex with you, don't. It's not like that. We broke up early last year, when I went back home."

"Oh. So it's been awhile then."

"Yeah." Mostly. He didn't want to tell her about the one night this past summer when Amy had shown up at his parents' house and invited him out. He didn't want to tell her how foolish he'd been by accepting, thinking that they'd pick right back up where they had left off. That hadn't been the case at all. Amy had simply been looking for a good time, had wanted a night out. It was his fault for being stupid enough to think she wanted more.

No way could he tell Cara that, not when he was trying to convince her to stay here. Even he wasn't naive enough to expect a woman to stay with a man who might be harboring feelings for an old flame. He wasn't—not even close. Things were over between Amy and him, had been over for a long time. 

But he still wasn't going to tell Cara that. 

He reached for her hand again, breathed a silent sigh of relief when she let him take it. "You don't have to leave, Cara. I want you to be comfortable here, even when I'm gone."

"I don't want to feel like I'm intruding."

"You're not. Not even close." He reached up with his free hand to brush the hair from her face. The silky strands curled around his finger, bringing back memories from their one night together.

The way he'd curled his hands in her hair.

The way her hands had clung to him, holding him as rocked into her sweet warmth.

The little sounds she made, those breathy whimpers that drove him to the edge as her body melded with his.

He caught her gaze with his, held his breath as the memories washed over him. Did she know what he was thinking? Could she tell, simply by looking at him? Was she remembering, too? How he'd held her in his arms, right here on this very couch, as they kissed? Deep, heated kisses that seared his blood and left him wanting more? Needing more?

He wasn't sure who moved first. Him. Cara. It didn't matter. Not when their mouths met. Hesitant at first, lips brushing against lips. Then deeper, mouths opening, tongues swirling.

Travis wrapped his arms around her, pulled until she was draped across his lap. He cupped her face with one hand and deepened the kiss, swallowed a groan when her hands teased the hair at the back of his neck.

This. This is what he wanted. Cara, soft and warm in his arms. Feeling her body come to life against his. Hearing her soft little whimpers of need as he deepened the kiss even more, losing himself until there was only them.

He dragged his hand along her arm, across her shoulder. Each touch light. Hesitant. Down, his fingers tracing the line of her collarbone beneath the thin sweater. Down further, cupping the weight of her firm breast. She sighed, her back arching as he gently squeezed. The tight peak of her nipple hardened, grazing his palm through the sweater. 

Her fingers tightened against his shoulders, her bottom squirming against the rock-hard length of his erection. He swallowed another groan, dipped his hand under the hem of her sweater, dragged his fingers along the heated flesh of her stomach. Still flat, still smooth. He pressed his palm against her stomach, marveling for just a second at the life contained within, then dragged his hand up. Higher, to the edge of her bra. He slipped his fingers under the material, slid the bra up and cupped her bare breast in his hand.

Cara moaned again, pressed herself more fully into his hand. A sharp sigh escaped her when he flicked the tight peak with the nail of his thumb. Once. Twice. A sharp sigh escaped her each time, urging him on—

Until the ringing of the door bell split the air around them. Fast three times, then one longer buzz, like someone was holding the button in. The ringing stopped, replaced by the sound of someone pounding on the door.

Cara jumped back, scurrying from his lap as she pulled her sweater back down. Travis closed his eyes and swallowed back a groan of frustration—along with some muttered swearing.

Why now, of all times? Why couldn't his teammates be running late, like they usually did? Why did they have to pick now to show up?

He eased off the couch, swallowing back another groan of discomfort as he adjusted his pants. Cara was sitting in the corner, her legs curled under her, her long hair hiding her face.

"Cara—" The doorbell rang again, two quick annoying buzzes. Travis looked toward the door, frowning. Then he sucked in a deep breath and yelled loud enough that they'd be able to hear him through the closed door. "Shut up! I'm coming!"

He realized what he had just said a second later. He glanced down at Cara, saw her looking up at him with wide eyes. The corner of her mouth twitched. Once. Twice. Then she started laughing, tried to cover the sound with her hand but it was no good.

Travis laughed as well, the sound an odd mix of humor and frustration. "Well, not really. Unfortunately."

Cara's shoulders shook as she laughed even harder. She wiped her eyes, opened her mouth to say something, but the only sound that came out was another bubble of laughter. Travis leaned down and caught her chin in his hand, tipping her head back. 

"I'm glad you think this is funny."

"I don't. Not really."

"Yeah. Uh-huh. That's why you're laughing." He pressed a quick kiss to her mouth. "I, uh, I need to get going."

"I know."

"Everything's okay now? You're fine with staying here?"

Cara nodded but he didn't miss the hint of uncertainty in her eyes. He leaned down, kissed her again, longer this time. Until that uncertainty left her gaze. Until the damn doorbell rang again.

He pulled away with a soft groan, stepped away before he could lean down for another kiss. "I'll call you tonight. Is that okay?"

"I'd like that."

"Good." He nodded then backed away, nearly tripped over the coffee table and swore under his breath. "Good. Tonight. I'll call you."

He nodded once more, a smile spreading across his face in answer to Cara's own smile. Then he turned and rushed to the door, grabbed his overnight bag and tossed it over his shoulder before looking back at Cara once more.

"Tonight. Right?"

"Right."

He gave her a quick wave then yanked open the door, scowling at Zach and Tyler. They were both smiling, as if they knew they had interrupted something.

Travis pushed past them, knocking both of them in the shoulder as he made his way down the steps to Tyler's SUV.

"Both of you are assholes."
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Chapter Eighteen
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A shoulder slammed into his side, the hit coming out of nowhere. Travis swallowed a grunt, tightened his hold on the stick, and pushed the guy away with his free hand. He needed a clear shot, just a small one so he could pass the puck to Kyle Middleton.

Tonight's game against Charlotte was physical, had been from the very first puck drop. Now that they were in last half of the third period with Charlotte leading by one, the taunts and hits were coming more frequently. And every single one was taking its toll—not just on the Bombers, but on the players from Charlotte as well.

Travis's legs burned, a deep searing in his thighs and calves. Sweat soaked his jersey, his pads—even his moisture-wicking undershirt. His entire body was soaked from lost fluids. How many more minutes before their line change?

Too many. They had to clear the puck first, get it out of their zone before rushing over to the bench for relief. That wasn't going to happen if Travis couldn't make a clean pass.

Impatience surged through him, giving him a burst of adrenaline he hadn't expected. He lowered his shoulder and slammed sideways into Charlotte's defenseman, buying him some much-needed space. Travis didn't waste time, just spun around, his gaze glancing off every player until he found what he was looking for.

There—Ben, over by the boards, all by himself. Travis pulled back on his stick and sent the puck flying, held his breath until Ben caught it on his tape and took off. 

He headed toward the bench, his eyes never leaving the play as it moved down the ice. Nathan Shaw jumped the boards, officially relieving him. Travis raised one leg, caught his ankle on the top edge of the board, then essentially rolled into the box. It wasn't a graceful move but it worked.

He dropped to the bench, already squirting water into his mouth from the bottle someone tossed his way. Rinse. Spit. Rinse. Drink. Greedy gulps that moistened his dry mouth and quenched his thirst.

One last gulp then he tossed the empty bottle over his shoulder, heard it bounce on the rubber mat somewhere behind him. He didn't care about the bottle, didn't even care about getting more to drink. What he cared about was the action taking place in front of Charlotte's net.

He glanced up at the clock then swallowed a groan. Eight minutes left in the game. Eight minutes was a lifetime in hockey. Either team could score—more than once. It was the Bombers who needed it the most. Two goals to win the game. That was it. They could do it. They'd done it before, come from behind like this to win, plenty of times. 

Were they going to do it again tonight?

Travis bit back a curse when Harland's shot glanced off the post with a loud ring. Kyle moved in for the rebound, only to have Charlotte's goalie block it and send it back out. 

Now Charlotte had possession, two of their players speeding down the ice, heading toward Tyler in the net.

Travis leaned forward, one hand on his stick, the other clenching the edge of the boards. Everyone was leaning forward, shouting for their defense to move, but it was already too late. Travis held his breath, watching as the two Charlotte players passed the puck, back and forth, fast. Faster still, until one of them finally took the shot.

Tyler had anticipated wrong, struggled to get back into position. He lunged sideways, his glove hand reaching for the puck, but it was no good. The puck slammed into the back of the net and the red light came on, taunting them. The horn blared to life, accompanied by thousands of cheers and screams as the fans in the arena jumped to their feet.

"Fucking shit. Dammit. Fuck." Jason slammed his stick against the boards then sat back, his shoulders slumping in defeat. He wasn't the only one who was pissed off—they all were. Especially Coach Torresi, who simply stood at the end of the bench, a muscle jumping in his jaw as he clenched his ever-present roll of papers in a white-knuckled grip.

Travis dropped his gaze, staring at the laces of his skates instead of watching the replay. They were down by two now. Not insurmountable, not with almost seven minutes left in the game. But it wasn't the time that mattered, it was the attitude—and the attitude on the bench had just changed with that last goal.

The attitude grew worse with each passing second, finally hitting rock bottom when Charlotte scored yet another goal. Travis glanced up at the final score before heading back to the locker room with everyone else. 

Four-to-one.

Not exactly the best way to start off back-to-back games.

"I swear to fuck, the first fucking person who even thinks of saying we'll fucking get it back tomorrow fucking night will get my fucking foot up their fucking ass." Dustin Rios threw his stick toward the bench. It hit with a solid thud then bounced off, falling harmlessly to the ground. "Fuck."

"Move your shit, asshole. You're in my way." Ben nudged past Dustin, already peeling off his gear. Travis veered around both men, wanting to avoid the inevitable explosion as he started removing his own gear.

"Shut the fuck up, Leach. If you hadn't whiffed that pass, we might have had a chance."

Ben spun around, fire flashing in his eyes. "Me? You're going to fucking blame me? What about you letting them get past you twice to score? Or did you fucking forget what defense meant?"

"Everyone. Shut the fuck up. Now." Coach Torresi's booming voice bounced off the concrete walls. Silence followed—tense, oppressive. Suffocating.

Travis exchanged a quick look with Tyler then dropped his gaze as Coach started his rampage. Not one single player was left unscathed. They were too slow. They were reading the plays wrong. They weren't reacting. They weren't paying attention. On and on, until the tension in the room drew so tight, Travis expected everyone to snap at the same time.

Then Torresi's rant stopped, his last words fading into the heavy silence. He sucked in a deep breath, looked at each and every player, then gave a curt nod.

"We'll get it back tomorrow night."

Travis bit his tongue, nearly strangled on the laughter he was holding back. He wasn't the only one—he could hear small grunts and wheezes all around the room as everyone turned to face Dustin.

Who at least had the good sense to stay quiet until Torresi and the rest of the coaching staff left.

"Fuck! Shit. Dammit. Fuck. I so did not want to hear that. Dammit."

Ben clipped him on the shoulder. "Would you just shut the fuck up already?"

"Kiss my ass."

"Not unless you shave it first."

The bantering slowly faded as both men headed to the showers, pushing and shoving each other on the way. Travis shook his head then grabbed his own shower kit, only to be stopped when Tyler and Zach flanked him.

"Hey Banky. Feel like grabbing a few drinks when we get to the hotel?"

Travis looked from one man to the other then narrowed his eyes. "No. I'm calling Cara when we get to the hotel."

"Fine. You can join us when you're done talking to her."

"Why?"

"Why?" Zach repeated the question then exchanged a quick glance with Tyler. "Because we need to continue our conversation from the other day."

"No, we don't."

"Yeah, we do."

Travis pushed away from both men. "And I said no, we don't. Cara and I are working things out."

"So we did interrupt something this morning when we showed up."

Travis ducked his head, hoping to hide his blush, but the laughter coming from both men let him know he wasn't successful. Zach clapped him on the back then grabbed him by the shoulder, leading him into the shower room.

"Glad to hear it. But we still need to talk."

"About what?"

"About things. Adult things. Man things."

Tyler grabbed his other shoulder, a broad grin splitting his face. "Like how you're going to woo her this weekend when we go to Mystic's."

"I wasn't—"

"Sure you are. And we're going to tell you exactly how to do it."
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Chapter Nineteen
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"Surprise!"

Cara stood in the open doorway, shock rendering her speechless as she stared at the five women huddled on the front step. Jenny. Haley. Savannah. Megan. Courtney. She blinked, wondering if she was imagining things, but they were still there.

Still waiting on the front porch.

Cara stepped back and opened the door wider, not knowing what to say as the five women entered the house. Each woman carried a bag filled with goodies—except for Haley. She was juggling three large pizza boxes. The aroma of fresh pepperoni and melted cheese teased Cara's nose as Haley moved past her. Her stomach grumbled and she quickly placed her hand against it, hoping none of the women had heard.

"I knew the pizza would get you. Works every time." Haley winked as she turned into the large country kitchen and placed the pizza boxes on the heavy oak table.

Cara finally closed the door and followed the women into the kitchen, standing there in silence as they unloaded bags. Soda. Bottled tea. Chips and salsa. A veggie platter. Cheese and crackers. 

And the pizza.

Cara wanted to ask what they were doing here, wanted to ask why they brought all the food. She couldn't get the words out past her surprise and couldn't think of a way to ask without sounding rude. 

She also wasn't sure if they should even be here. This wasn't her house, she had no business having uninvited guests here. The thought of calling Travis briefly crossed her mind but she quickly dismissed it when she glanced at the clock on the microwave. Travis had a game in less than two hours. He was probably already at the arena, doing whatever he needed to do to get ready.

"Don't look so worried, Cara. Travis knows we're here. Zach told him we were going to pop in last night." 

"Oh. Um, okay." She watched as Haley pulled paper plates from one of the bags and sat them in the center of the table. Was she telling the truth? She must be—she certainly didn't have a reason to lie. But why hadn't Travis said something last night when they talked?

Haley pulled out a chair and waved her over. "You can come over to join us, you know. That's kind of why we're here."

"It is?"

"Think of it as a belated welcome wagon." Courtney pulled out two bottles of wine then moved across the room, opening and closing cabinets as she searched for something. "You know, I think I'm impressed. I didn't expect Travis to actually have a matching set of wine glasses. I think Harland had exactly two before we got back together."

Cara had no idea how to respond to that so she simply moved across the room and took the seat Haley had pulled out for her. A plate with a slice of pizza was pushed in front of her, along with another plate filled with veggies, cheese and crackers. A minute later, a glass filled with wine was placed next to the plates. 

Cara pushed it away, shaking her head. "I can't drink—"

"Don't worry, it's non-alcoholic. Totally safe." Courtney passed the other glasses around then took the last empty seat and raised her glass. "A toast to the newest member of the club. And to the newest Bombers' baby."

Megan waved her hand, signaling everyone to stop before they could drink. "Um, actually, this is going to the be the first Bombers' baby. Noah was already born when Harland came back. Same with Brookie and Isabelle."

"You're right. Which means this is a double-toast. Drink up." Haley raised the glass to her lips then tossed the contents back. She grimaced and shook her head, then put the glass to the side. "Ugh. That's awful. I'm switching to soda."

Cara glanced down at her own glass, frowning. Not because she didn't want to drink it, but because she still had no idea why the five women were here. Someone nudged her in the arm and she looked over as Savannah leaned closer. Sympathy flashed in the woman's eyes even as a gentle smile curled her mouth.

"We didn't mean to overwhelm you by showing up like this. We—Courtney, actually—thought you might like some company since this is the first away-stretch for you."

"Oh. Thank you." Cara tried to smile but it felt stiff on her face. She covered the awkward attempt by taking a sip of the...she frowned, trying to figure out what it was. Not sparkling cider. Apple juice? She took another tentative sip. Yes, it was apple juice. 

"And don't worry, this isn't something we do all the time. Maybe once or twice a month during the season. Just a small girls' night out when the guys are away," Jenny explained.

Cara nodded again, still not sure what to say. Haley nudged her from the other side then nodded toward the plates in front of her. "Eat up before the pizza gets cold. Unless you can't eat it. You can eat it, right?"

"Yes, I can definitely eat it." Cara's smile was real this time, relaxed even as she grabbed the slice of pizza and lifted it to her mouth for the first bite.

"What happened to your hand?"

Cara glanced at the bandage—just a small one now, more to keep it clean—then shrugged. "I got bit by a dog at work."

Five heads turned in her direction.

"You were bit?"

"By a dog?"

"Where exactly do you work?"

"What do you do that you can get bit by a dog?"

"I work at Main Street Vet. And yes, I got bit by a dog. His owner had kicked him and I reached down without thinking. It wasn't the dog's fault."

"What an ass. The owner, not you."

"That's pretty much what I was thinking, too."

Megan pushed the sleeves of her flannel shirt up then propped her elbows on the table. "Are you a vet?"

"Who? Me?" Cara shook her head. "No, I'm a Vet Tech. I prepare animals for exam and surgery. Collect and test lab samples, give shots, help with the records. That kind of thing."

"Sounds like fun. Are you going to become a vet?"

"I'd like to, one day."

"Why not now?"

"Money for school, for one thing. Not enough time for another." Cara pressed her hand against her stomach and smiled. "And I have a feeling what little time I do have is going to disappear pretty soon."

"It will." Courtney grabbed a slice of pizza then gave Cara a beautiful smile. "But you'll enjoy every second of it."

Cara glanced down at her hand, covering her still-flat stomach. She didn't feel pregnant, other than the occasional bout of nausea and the sensitivity in her breasts. Would that change? How different would she feel in two months? Four? Seven? And how would things change once she had the baby? She didn't know how to take care of a baby. Animals, yes. But babies?

"I—I think I'm scared." The admission left her in a soft whisper, uttered before she even knew she was going to say it. She looked up at the sudden silence, saw five faces watching her in sympathy.

Courtney pushed away from the table and moved to be next to her, taking Haley's quickly-vacated seat. "It's normal to be scared. There'd be something wrong with you if you weren't."

"But I don't know anything about babies. I don't even know what to expect while I'm pregnant. I have a few books the doctor recommended but—"

"I have one I can give you, if you don't already have it. And you can always ask me." Courtney reached out and squeezed her arm, the touch comforting. "And you'll have the birthing and parenting classes, too. That'll help both of you to be a little better prepared."

"Both of us?"

"Yes. You and Travis."

Cara looked away, a wave of unexpected emotion washing over her. Sadness. Excitement. Uncertainty. "I don't think Travis was planning on going to any classes."

"Why would you think that?"

Cara pulled her lower lip between her teeth, wondering how much to say. Wondering how much she could confide in the women surrounding her. She didn't know them, not really. But she was already beginning to feel the first tugs of friendship with them, was already feeling as if they were all connected somehow. 

And they were: through the men. Teammates. Family. But was she really a part of that?

Part of her wanted to be. 

Another part of her was afraid to think about it, afraid of the disappointment that would drown her if things didn't work out.

She took a deep breath and released it, slowly, then glanced around the table. "We haven't really talked much about the baby. Not recently, anyway. I'm not sure if he realizes how things are going to be. How can he, when I don't? He's been so nice—all of you have. But what if he changes his mind? What if he decides being a father isn't what he thought it would be?"

What if he decides he wants no part of any of it?

She didn't ask that last question out loud. She couldn't, not in front of these women who were part of Travis's extended family. That didn't stop her from worrying about it. Didn't stop the fear and doubt from washing over her when she least expected it.

Courtney squeezed her arm again then sat back. "I think you're underestimating Travis. But that's to be expected. You're still getting to know each other. And I could sit here all night and try to convince you how great a guy he is—we all could. But the best thing that you can do is sit down and talk to him."

"I know." And she did. But knowing it and doing it were two totally different things. 

It didn't matter. She needed to swallow back her fear and talk to him. Needed to shed her discomfort so they could have the conversations they needed to have. There were so many things they needed to discuss, including their current living arrangements. She was still so confused about what he wanted, not understanding the mixed signals he was sending. 

Yesterday morning had been the closest they'd come to doing anything more than kissing. Is that what he wanted, or did he regret it already? How could she be sure, when he kept going out of his way to let her know the guest room was hers now?

"You're going to talk to him?"

Cara looked up, saw Courtney's concerned expression and offered her a faint smile. "Yes. I'll talk to him."

"You should do it tomorrow when he gets home."

"I will."

"And then call me and let me know how it went. Or call if you need help with anything. Not just me—any of us. That's what we're here for."

Cara nodded, almost afraid to believe. But as she looked around at the women surrounding her, she felt the first cracks splinter in the shield she'd kept around her the last few years. Not just cracks—large, gaping holes.

And for the first time in a long time, she started to feel as if she belonged.
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Chapter Twenty
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The nausea that she thought was long gone returned, unbidden and unwelcome. But it wasn't morning sickness and it had nothing to do with being pregnant.

She stared at Travis, her stomach briefly twisting at the collection of cuts and bruises marring his face. His mouth—his soft, sexy mouth—had a cut on both the top and bottom lip. The left side was slightly swollen, the flesh shadowed with a purple bruise. She wasn't sure if the bruise was from the cut, or for another reason.

Maybe one that had to do with the cut beneath his left eye, the edges held together by a small butterfly bandage. She pressed a hand against her stomach to stop it from clenching and leaned closer, her lips pursing together when she realized the cut should have been stitched, not taped.

Smaller bruises shadowed the flesh under his eyes, making him look as if an amateur make-up artist had applied eye shadow on him the wrong way. A small bump bisected his nose. Broken? Probably.

"It's really not that bad."

"Not that bad?" The words came out as a squeak. She opened her mouth to ask what happened, quickly closed it when her stomach rolled in warning. She spun on her heel and ran to the downstairs bathroom, dropping to her knees in front of the toilet just as her stomach twisted and rebelled.

A gentle hand gathered her hair and held it away from her face. Another hand rubbed small circles on her back as she pulled in deep breaths, fighting to get her stomach under control.

"Are you okay?"

Travis was asking her if she was okay? He was the one who looked like he'd gone five rounds in a fight and lost. 

She grabbed some toilet paper and wiped her mouth then flushed the toilet. Embarrassment washed over her as she nodded and struggled to stand. "I'm fine. Thank you."

"Are you sure?"

"Yeah. I just need some ginger ale, that's all."

"I can get it—"

"No, I got it." Cara avoided looking at Travis as she slid past him and moved to the kitchen. Could he see how red her face was? He must, unless whatever fight he'd been in had effected his vision as well.

Travis followed her into the kitchen and leaned against the counter, his hands braced behind him as she sipped some ginger ale.

"Does that happen a lot? Getting sick, I mean. That's morning sickness, right? There's nothing to worry about?"

The worry in his voice caught her off-guard. She looked over, surprised to see the concern in his eyes, surprised at the way his fingers tightened around the edges of the counter as he watched her. She took another sip then capped the bottle and placed it back in the refrigerator.

"There's nothing to worry about, no. My stomach just gets a little queasy sometimes, that's all."

"Are you sure? Is there anything you need? Anything I can do?"

"No, not really." Cara smiled, touched by his concern and his offer. "I'm fine. Really. This is the first time I've been sick in a couple of weeks."

"I guess my face didn't help, huh?" His lips twitched into a half-smile, one that quickly morphed into a slight grimace. Cara winced in sympathy then shook her head.

"No, it wasn't your face. I happen to like your face. I think it was the blood. Or maybe the cut or something. The same thing happened earlier this week when I got bit."

Travis tilted his head to the side, a smile shining in his smoky eyes. "You like my face, huh?"

Cara laughed, started to take a step toward him, then stopped at the last minute. It would be so easy to close the distance between them, to step into his arms and just hold him. Be held by him. But she couldn't. She wasn't ready to take that first step. Not yet. Not until they talked. Not until she was sure he wanted the same thing she need.

Even if she wasn't entirely certain what that was.

She jammed her hands into the pockets of her jeans and leaned against the refrigerator. "I usually like your face. When it's, you know, not all banged up like that. What happened?"

"We lost."

"I can tell."

Travis chuckled the quickly winced. "I mean the game last night. Both nights, actually. It got a little physical after Charlotte scored their fourth goal in the first period."

"That's a bad thing, right?"

"For us, yeah."

"Does that happen a lot? Fighting, I mean. Getting hurt like that."

"Not usually, no."

"Oh. Well, that's a good thing, I guess." She dropped her gaze and pushed away from the refrigerator, suddenly unsure what to say or do. She'd had everything planned out: she was going to fix him dinner then ask if he wanted to watch a movie. Then she would ease into the conversation about the baby and what he wanted. What he had planned, if he even had anything planned at all.

Now she wasn't sure what to do. It was too early to eat and she wasn't sure he'd be able to eat anyway, not with his mouth busted the way it was. And he looked tired, too, with shadows framing his eyes.

Or maybe the shadows were nothing more than an extension of the bruises.

"Did you have anything planned for the rest of the day?"

The question startled Cara, making her wonder if he could read minds since she was getting ready to ask him the same thing. She shook her head, trying to figure out how she could lead-in to asking him to talk but he was already moving out of the kitchen. He grabbed his overnight bag from its spot by the door then glanced over his shoulder at her. 

"I'm going to go upstairs and get out of this suit, maybe take a nap."

"Oh. Um, yeah. Sure." She took one step forward, stopped, jammed her hands back into her pockets. "Did you need help with anything? Maybe an icepack or something?"

Travis hesitated with his foot on the first step and for one awful second, Cara worried that maybe she sounded too forward. Too needy. Too desperate. She started to tell him never mind when he turned around and looked at her. Really looked at her. One corner of his mouth—the uninjured corner—tilted in a brief smile.

"An icepack would be great."

"Okay. Good. I—I can do that. I'll bring one up in a few minutes."

"Thanks."

Cara held her breath as she watched him disappear up the stairs then released it in a rush. Nerves fluttered in her stomach, making her mentally roll her eyes. She was just bringing him an icepack, nothing more. She'd probably hand it to him and he'd thank her and that would be that. He'd take his nap and she'd disappear into the guest room and brood and think and wonder what she should have done differently.

Yes, that's exactly what would happen. Probably. But she needed to brush her teeth, just in case.

She grabbed two ice packs—the soft, reusable gel kind—from the freezer and wrapped each in a kitchen towel. Then she made her way upstairs, her steps quiet against the thick carpet. A quick trip to the bathroom to brush her teeth then she was standing in front of Travis's room.

The door was halfway open but she still knocked, unable to let herself just walk in.

"You don't have to knock, you know." Travis's muffled voice floated from the master bathroom. "Just give me a sec and I'll be right out."

"Sure. No problem." She crossed the threshold then stopped, looking around the large room as if she'd never seen it before.

She had, of course. That very first night she had met Travis, when they had come back here. But she hadn't paid much attention to his room, other than a quick glance around that assured her he wasn't a slob. And she'd seen it every day since she moved in here. Travis kept his door open except for when he slept and she walked by it twice a day: once in the morning, and again at night. But she hadn't felt comfortable doing more than taking a quick glance inside each time she passed. For reasons she didn't understand, doing anything more than that felt like an invasion of his privacy.

Not that there was anything unusual or out of the ordinary about the room. It was big, with cathedral ceilings making it seem even larger. Thick carpet covered the floors, the same dark cream as the rest of the upstairs, but the color in here was broken by the large area rug under the bed. The abstract design boasted bold splashes of brick red and forest green and earth brown. Those same colors were repeated in the comforter covering the large king bed and in the assorted prints covering the painted walls. 

The room was neat and tidy. Even the top of the dresser was clean, except for two framed photos and a small bowl filled with change. The only messy spot in the room was the small chair in the corner—and the several pieces of clothing haphazardly tossed over it. 

Being here was probably a bad idea. She felt like she was intruding, like she was about to dive into waters that were much deeper than she expected. She could talk to him later. Maybe tonight, maybe tomorrow. But somewhere safe, like the kitchen or living room.

Not here. Not in his bedroom, where she couldn't stop staring at the large bed.

Not now, when she couldn't stop remembering the one night she had spent with him in that very bed.

Cara started to move toward the dresser, planning on dropping the icepacks there before turning around and leaving. She waited too long, though, because Travis walked out of the bathroom and all coherent thought fled her mind. 

A pair of low-slung sweatpants, the material faded and worn, hung from his lean hips—and that was all he wore. No shirt. No socks. Just those worn and faded sweatpants. He must have splashed some water on his face because a few droplets covered his bare chest. She watched—stared—as one single drop slowly slid down his chest, following the thin line of hair that disappeared into the waistband of the sweatpants.

"You brought two of them? Thanks." He took the icepacks from her hand then moved toward the bed and sat on the edge. Cara couldn't take her eyes off him as he adjusted several pillows then stretched out on the bed with a low sigh.

She expected him to place the icepacks on his face. She wanted him to do that, so they'd cover his eyes and she could make her escape without him seeing her run out the door. He didn't do that, though. Instead, he held them loosely in one hand, his gaze on hers, then patted the bed next to him.

"Feel like keeping me company? You can tell me what you did the last few days before I start snoring." 

She should say no. Just force the word from her mouth and force her feet to carry her from the room. She did neither. For a long minute, she did nothing. Then, one step at a time, she made her way over to the bed and slowly climbed onto it then slid over until she was next to Travis. The mattress dipped ever-so-slightly under her weight then molded itself to her body. Teasing her. Enticing her to relax. Encouraging her to let down her guard.

Travis rolled to his side and propped his head on one hand. The icepacks lay next to him, forgotten. "I heard you had company last night."

"Um, yeah. That was okay, wasn't it? I didn't know—"

"Why wouldn't it be okay?"

"I don't know. I mean, it's your house and—"

"Cara, you live here, too."

Now. This is the perfect opening. Ask him now.

But Cara couldn't get the words out, not before he started talking again.

"I think it's great they came over and that you guys are becoming friends."

"Yeah, I guess. They all seem very nice."

"They are." Travis yawned, a large yawn that popped his jaw and made her sleepy just hearing it. He winced then grabbed one icepack and held it to his mouth, his eyes briefly closing as he sighed. Cara shifted, started to move away from him.

"You're tired, I should go—"

A hand closed around her arm, holding her in place. She looked over, the breath catching in her lungs at the smoldering expression in Travis's eyes. 

"Stay. Please."

Cara hesitated then slowly nodded, stiffened just the slightest bit when Travis pulled her toward him. But only for a second. His body was so warm, the arm around her shoulders so comforting. She moved a little closer, her head dropping to his chest, her body slowly relaxing.

She was in that gray void, between consciousness and sleep, when she felt the light brush of Travis's lips against the top of her head. Then, just before she finally drifted off, she felt the warm weight of his hand resting against her stomach.

As if he was holding both of them in sleep. Watching. Protecting. Her and the baby.
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Chapter Twenty-One
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A featherlight touch, like the breath of an angel, danced along his chest. Soft. Enticing. Teasing his skin, teasing him, as it traveled from his collarbone to his throat to his sternum. Travis sighed, fighting to keep the curtain of sleep wrapped tight around him. He didn't want to wake, not now. Not when that soft touch sent flames of need shooting through him. Desire banked just below the surface, smoldering embers that flamed to life with each gentle touch. Something brushed against the flat of one nipple, eliciting a soft sigh from him. The sigh turned to a strangled gasp when the touch was replaced by something hot and wet.

He reached out with his hands, his fingers tangling with the thick strands of silk covering his chest. A curtain parted in his sleepy mind, pulling back just long enough to give him a glimpse of a single memory: his hands, plunging into the thick waves of Cara's hair as he cradled her head and kissed her, his body rocking into hers.

He moaned as the sharp bite of desire shredded the last remnants of sleep. His eyes fluttered open, another moan escaping as he glanced down to see Cara sprawled across his body, her full mouth raining gentle kisses on his heated skin.

"Cara." He breathed her name, the sound rough and hoarse and filled with need. She tilted her head up, her brown eyes wide as she met his gaze.

"Do you want me to stop?"

"No. God, no." He shook his head then reached down for her, his hands closing over her arms and dragging her up his body. He cradled the back of her head with one hand and leaned up, wanting—needing—to feel her mouth under his. She stiffened and pulled away, shaking her head.

"Your mouth. I don't want to hurt you."

He frowned, the words making no sense at first. Then he remembered: last night's fight; his split lip; the other assorted cuts and bruises. 

"I don't care." The words came out as a low growl. Cara's eyes widened for a brief second, then fluttered closed when he captured her mouth with his. There was a brief second of stinging and then only Cara. Sweet. Warm. 

His.

He deepened the kiss, swept his tongue inside her hot mouth and swallowed her sigh. He ran one hand along her back, reached down to cup her firm bottom as he rocked his hips against her. 

She sighed, a breathy little moan that drove him wild. He dreamt of that sound every night, dreamt of Cara's warm body wrapped around him, cradling him, welcoming him.

Only this wasn't a dream. This was real. Here. Now. 

And he wanted her.

Needed her.

Now.

He rolled to the side, easing Cara to her back. He slid his hands down, grabbed the hem of her shirt and pushed it up. Up further, until his knuckles brushed against the hardened peak of one tight nipple. Her body arched and she gasped, the sound high and sharp.

Travis pulled away, stared down at her. "Did I hurt you?"

"N-no. I'm just—my breasts are sensitive."

He almost pulled away, started to apologize. But Cara grabbed his hand and led it back to her chest, placed it against the firm mound of one small breast. 

"Don't stop. Please."

Travis swallowed back the groan of desire and dipped his fingers under the edge of her bra. He slid the soft material up, marveling at the satiny smoothness of her breast, at the way the nipple darkened and grew even tighter under his touch. He dipped his head, pulled the tight peak into his mouth, and sucked.

Cara arched against him, her breath rushing from her in a hiss. Her fingers tangled in his hair, holding him in place as he sucked and teased. One long leg wrapped around him, her hips lifting. 

Seeking.

Searching.

Travis pulled away, pushed to his knees and fumbled with the button and zipper of her jeans. He grabbed them, yanking them and her underwear down, kissing her stomach, her hips, her thigh and calf as he peeled the denim and satin from her. He did the same with her shirt, tossing it and her bra to the floor.

Then he kneeled beside her, staring down at her beautiful body. Her wavy hair fanned around her face, wild and thick. Glazed eyes, filled with shy need, watched him from beneath thick lashes. Full lips, swollen from his kisses, parted on a sigh when he reached down and traced her jaw with the tip of one finger.

Down, tracing the length of her throat. Down lower, to swirl around the tight peak of first one nipple then the other. Lower still, to the smoothness of her stomach. Still mostly flat, barely showing signs of the life cradled within her.

He flattened his palm against her belly. Protectiveness surged through him, the force of it taking his breath away. Cara's hand closed over his, her fingers trembling just the tiniest bit. He saw the unasked questions in her eyes. The fear and doubt. 

He turned his hand over, threaded his fingers with hers, then pulled their joined hands to his mouth and dropped a kiss against her knuckles. He didn't have the words to reassure her, didn't know how to express himself in the way she needed to hear. 

So he said the only thing he could think of and hoped it would be enough—for now.

"Mine. Both of you."

Her eyes flared. With surprise? Something else? Travis didn't know. But she didn't pull away. Didn't push at him or scramble off the bed. Her hand tightened around his and she tugged, pulling him down to her. He stretched out next to her, his mouth closing over hers once more.

There was nothing sweet or warm about this kiss. This was hot. Deep. Needy and demanding. Giving and taking.

He trailed his hand along her body, down to the wet heat between her legs. Cara arched into his hand, her whimper of need filling his mouth. He slid one finger against her clit, the touch light and gently teasing. Then a little harder, a little faster. She opened her legs, her hips thrusting against his touch, her fingers digging into his shoulders as he stroked her.

Harder. Faster. Faster still.

He slid one long finger into her tight heat, felt her muscles clamp around him. He broke the kiss, eased away and gazed down at her. She was more beautiful than he remembered, from their first night together two months ago. Quiet but not reserved, not when they were together, not like this. Open. Honest in her need, even without words.

His heart squeezed and the breath rushed from his lungs. This was what he wanted. Cara—and him. Together. He'd want her even if she wasn't carrying his child.

He leaned down, caught her mouth with his for a deep kiss, then trailed his lips along her jaw, up to her ear. "Come for me, Cara. Let me watch you."

Her eyes fluttered open, her dark gaze finding his. Her fingers dug deeper into his shoulders, her hips rocking faster as he stroked her. Faster still, until her back arched and her breath escaped in a low cry.

He caught her mouth once more, swallowing her cries as he shoved his sweatpants down and off. Then he was on top of her, stretching out along her body, settling between her legs as they wrapped around his waist.

Kissing, always kissing. Deep and wet, frantic. He braced his weight on his elbows and plunged into her with one smooth stroke. Their breathy moans mingled together, lost in the deep kiss as he drove into her. Hard. Deep. Slow. Hot flesh against hot flesh.

Driving. Thrusting. Deeper and harder. Faster, until the world exploded around them in a flash of need that fused them together.

Right where they belonged.

With each other.

Together.
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Mystic's was crowded—not an unusual occurrence for a Saturday night. People filled the small tables surrounding the floor, listening to the patrons who were brave enough to go up on stage and sing karaoke. Some of them were good, some definitely needed more practice. Cara simply tuned them out, focusing on the heavy silence settling around the table. She looked around, taking in the forlorn expressions of the three women surrounding her. Was an identical expression on her face? Probably.

The Bombers had lost tonight, their last game of the year. What made it especially bitter was that this was the first loss Cara had witnessed. She knew they'd lost before—every team did. But she'd never actually been to a game yet where that happened. The entire atmosphere changed—which made sense. She still didn't like it, though. And if she felt this way, how must Travis and the others feel?

"I think I like it better when we win."

Haley laughed, the sound welcome after the last twenty minutes of depressing silence. "Spoken like a true newbie."

"I know, I know. It's stupid to say. But it's still depressing." 

"True. But unfortunately, it's part of the game. Everyone has to lose once in a while." Jenny propped her elbows on the table with a sigh. "I just wish we weren't losing so much lately. Tyler beats himself up every single time and blames himself for it."

"They all do. This just means I have to be extra creative to get Zach's mind off it." 

Cara laughed along with the others but was helpless to stop the blush heating her face. The women had somehow been able to tell when she and Travis had finally crossed that invisible barrier between them. Now, much to Cara's embarrassment, they were a little more open talking about sex. Not that she was uncomfortable with it—not really. It just wasn't something she was used to. Especially when they teasingly—and not so teasingly—asked her for details.

She had a feeling she should get used to it if she planned on spending time with them—and she did. How could she not, when they were so open and warm and accepting?

She reached for her glass of iced tea to take a sip, then set it down with a grimace before pressing her hand against her stomach. Jenny and Megan both straightened in their chairs, frowning at her.

"Why are you doing that? Is everything okay?"

"What?" Cara looked down, noticed she was still holding her stomach, then shook her head and laughed. "Everything's fine. I just feel bloated. And my jeans are starting to feel snug."

"You're pregnant. Of course they're going to feel snug."

"But now? I'm not even three months pregnant yet."

"How far along are you, anyway? I don't think you ever said."

Cara frowned, mentally counting back. "Eleven weeks." Exactly eleven weeks tonight. It was easy to figure out when you knew the exact day of conception, not that she was going to say that out loud.

"So then you are three months pregnant. Close enough, anyway. Definitely time for the baby bump."

Cara opened her mouth to deny it, snapped it shut when she realized Jenny was right. She looked down, something like shock rushing through her.

"We need to go shopping."

The statement came from Megan, which surprised Cara enough that her head shot up. "Shopping?"

"Yeah. For maternity clothes."

"Maternity clothes." Cara repeated the words, her voice a little high and shaky.

"Yes, maternity clothes." Haley laughed then nudged her in the side. "I wish you could see your face right now. You look shell-shocked."

Cara didn't disagree—she felt shell-shocked. 

Maternity clothes. 

Somewhere, deep in the back of her mind, she knew she was going to need new clothes. But she had never given it any real thought. What else had she pushed to the back of her mind? What else would need to be done in the months ahead?

She grabbed the tea and took a long swallow, just enough to push the brief flare of panic back. Haley leaned toward her, placed one hand on her shoulder, and squeezed.

"You'll be fine. You have Travis. And you have us. Nothing to worry about. In the meantime, just undo your pants. It's not like anyone is going to notice, not when the jersey hides it."

Haley had a point. The jersey Travis had bought her—emblazoned with his name and number on the back—was at least two sizes too big and hung down to mid-thigh. Cara nodded then discreetly reached down and unsnapped her jeans. A sigh of relief escaped her, which made the other three women laugh.

The players from the Bombers came in not long after, still in their suits although most of them had shed their ties. Zach. Tyler. Travis. Jason—although he carefully kept his distance from the goalie. Kyle and Nathan. And Ben, who still made her uncomfortable for reasons she didn't understand. They were smiling and joking, but definitely more subdued than she was used to seeing.

Travis slid into the chair next to her, draped his arm over her shoulder, and leaned in for a quick kiss. The nonchalant display still caught her off-guard but she was slowly becoming more used to it. The fact that it seemed so natural, so right, certainly helped. 

Had it been just a little over a week since the night they'd made love for the second time? Yes, it had. And it had only been a month since they'd been together. Well, not together—since she had told him she was pregnant. A month, yet things had changed so much in that time. She would have never imagined, the afternoon she came here to tell him, that they'd end up together. She had simply planned on telling him and then leaving, had never expected him to track her down.

Had never expected him to take responsibility.

Had never expected them to be together.

Yet here they were and part of her couldn't help but be a little afraid. Was it too much, too soon? It felt like it...and yet, it didn't. How did that even make sense? And she knew, with a certainty that stunned her, that it was already too late, that she was falling for him.

Just like she'd been afraid of doing from the very beginning. Not when she had discovered she was pregnant, not when he had tracked her down afterward. Before then. Back on that first night—that very first night together, when she had shyly gone up to him. When he had taken her home.

Warm breath caressed her cheek and she turned her head, surprised to see Travis leaning in close. Concern lit his smoky eyes as he studied her. "Everything okay?"

"Hm? Oh, yeah. Fine."

"You sure? You look a little...I don't know. Deep in thought, I guess."

"No, I'm fine. Just thinking."

"Anything you want to talk about?"

"No, just random things." Like how I feel about you. Travis was going to ask for details, she could see it on his face. But Zach saved her when he tossed something at Travis to get his attention.

"Hey, Banky. It's karaoke night."

Travis suddenly straightened, his shoulders stiff, a blush filling his face. "I don't think—"

"Don't give a shit. Go."

"I don't—"

"Want me to drag your ass up there?"

Zach and Travis exchanged a long look. Cara was positive that Travis was trying to figure out how serious Zach was, knew the exact moment when he realized his teammate wasn't kidding.

Travis sucked in a deep breath then let it out in a rush. He turned toward her, his gray eyes serious. Then he caught her mouth in a fierce kiss that was entirely too brief before he pushed away from the table and headed toward the small stage.

Cara glanced around the table, noticing the assorted smiles on the faces surrounding her. Jenny leaned forward, her eyes shining with anticipation. "You have no idea how long I've been waiting for this."

"For what? I don't understand—"

"Just wait. Wait until you hear his voice. And here," Jenny shoved some napkins into her hand. "You might need these."

Cara frowned, looking first at Jenny then twisting in her seat to look over at the stage. Why would she need napkins? Was that a good thing or a bad thing? She'd heard his teammates talk on several occasions about Travis singing, but she'd never heard the details. Now she had no idea what to expect, especially after Jenny's comment.

Travis leaned in close to the guy running the karaoke machine, pointing at something in the thick binder opened up on the small table. The guy nodded then tapped at the keys of his laptop before handing a microphone to Travis.

The lights changed, dimming a bit except for the few lights aimed at the small stage. The bar suddenly quieted, which only made Cara more anxious. Several people before Travis had gone up to sing, but there hadn't been this hush of expectation.

And then the first strains of music filled the bar, soft and haunting. Cara sat up straighter, recognition flooding her right away. It was a love song from one of her favorite movies—a cult classic that had come out before she was even born about finding forbidden first love with a bad boy dance instructor during a family vacation in the mountains.

She watched as Travis took a deep breath, couldn't help but holding her own breath as he raised the microphone to his mouth and started singing. His voice, so deep and mellow, wrapped around her as he sang the lyrics to She's Like The Wind. Each note was soft and low, emotion filling every word as emotion burned in her eyes.

His gaze never left hers, holding her captive throughout the song until everyone around them disappeared and it was just the two of them. Alone. Together. 

His voice faded, the final words drifting off with the last strains of music. There was a moment of silence then the bar erupted in applause. The noise startled her, bringing her back to the present, to the bar filled with strangers and friends.

To Travis, who was making his way over to her, his gaze still focused on her and her alone. 

She wiped at her face, surprised to feel the wetness on her cheeks. Travis pulled her into his arms and kissed her, sweet and tender and so intimate, even here, among all these people.

He eased away and wiped her cheek with his thumb. "I didn't mean to make you cry."

"I'm not. It's hormones."

He laughed, the sound just a little hoarse, then pressed a quick kiss to her forehead before pulling her into a hug. She wrapped her arms around his waist then looked up at him.

"Travis, you have such a beautiful voice."

A blush stained his cheeks and he shrugged, obviously embarrassed. "It's just something I like to do every once in a while, is all."

"You should do it more often."

"Yeah?"

"Yes. Definitely."

"Maybe I will." He lowered his voice so only she could hear him. "When we get home."

Cara wanted to tell him how much she'd like that. Wanted to tease him just a little and say she'd do whatever he wanted if he just promised to sing to her like that again. She didn't get the chance because his phone vibrated in his pocket—she could feel it, the way she was pressed so close to him. He muttered under his breath then reached for his phone, frowning when he looked at the display. The frown morphed to curiosity then concern before he looked back at her with worry in his eyes.

"It's my mom."
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"I'm not ready for this."

Travis brushed his mouth along Cara's cheek, nibbled the lobe of her ear and smiled when a small shiver passed over her. He pushed up on his elbow and stared down at her, his eyes traveling from the top of her tousled hair all the way down to the sheet covering her breasts. How had things changed so quickly between them? Had it only been two weeks since he'd asked her to move in? Two weeks since she'd been so timid and awkward and uncomfortable in his house? Yet here she was, in his bed. In his heart.

How could such a short time seem like so much longer? And yet it wasn't long enough. Not nearly enough. He wanted it all. Not just the next few months, watching her grow bigger with his child—he wanted more than that.

He wanted all of it. Everything. Cara. Their child. A future with her. Her, not just as his child's mother, but herself, with everything that entailed.

Love? It had to be. Why else would his heart slam into his chest every time he saw her? Why else would the breath freeze in his lungs every time they touched? From accidentally brushing against her when they passed each other, to something as simple as holding hands or cuddling on the sofa as they watched a movie.

He should tell her. He wanted to tell her. But he was afraid the words would scare her. Afraid she wouldn't believe him. Could he blame her? Not really, not when he could barely believe it himself. If anyone had told him three months ago that he'd be where he was right now—in love, with a baby on the way—he would have ducked his head in embarrassment, turned bright red, and stammered his way through a denial. 

There was no embarrassment now, and definitely no denial. And he wanted to tell Cara, wanted to watch the emotion flare in her deep brown eyes when she heard the words for the first time. 

But he couldn't, not yet. Not here, while they were lying in bed, enjoying the last few minutes of a lazy late morning. She'd blame it on the two glasses of champagne he had to drink last night when they were at Harland's, welcoming in the new year. Or she'd blame it on their lack of sleep because even though they'd come home early and gone to bed, neither one of them had slept.

Or worse, she'd say it was the impending visit of his parents that was making him a little crazy. That much was true—he still couldn't believe they were coming for a surprise visit. Although was it really a surprise when they called the night before last to let him know?

As far as he was concerned, yes, it was still a surprise. That didn't really matter though because he was looking forward to seeing them. Looking forward to introducing them to Cara and giving them the news, watching their faces when he told them they were going to be grandparents.

Cara, on the other hand, wasn't nearly as excited. She was worried. Anxious. Nervous. Even now, when their last round of love-making should have relaxed her to the point where she couldn't think, let alone worry.

Maybe he should try again...

He leaned down and captured her mouth, caught her sigh as it mingled with his. He shifted, started to stretch out on top of her when she pushed against his shoulder with a throaty groan.

"Travis, we don't have time—"

"Their flight doesn't even land for another hour. Plenty of time."

"I still need to take a shower—"

"So we'll take one together to save time."

"—and make sure downstairs is straightened. And the spare room. And—"

He kissed her objections away, smiled to himself when her body relaxed under his. Then she stiffened again and shook her head, pulling away once more.

"Travis, no. I'm nervous enough as it is. There's no way I'll be able to look your mother in the eye, knowing I just had sex with her son."

"She won't know."

"But I will. This is going to be hard enough as it is."

"You're worrying over nothing."

Cara sat up and slid to the edge of the bed, reaching for the oversized t-shirt she had been using to sleep in. His t-shirt, an old, faded gray one with the Bombers logo on the front. She pulled it over her head then reached behind her and grabbed her hair, shaking it out before letting it fall down her back. 

Travis swallowed a groan then moved to the edge, caught her around the waist and turned her so she was standing between his legs. "You're beautiful. My parents are going to love you."

"What if they don't?"

"They will." He pressed the flat of his palm over her slightly-rounded belly. "And they're especially going to love this little guy."

"What if they don't? What if they think I'm some kind of...some kind of...I don't know. Gold-digger or something."

"They won't. You'll see. Trust me." He pressed a kiss against her stomach then stood up, not missing the flash of heat—of emotion—that sparked in the depths of her eyes. He almost told her, right then and there. Opened his mouth to say the words. But not yet. It wasn't time.

So he drew her into his arms and kissed her instead, just a quick one, then stepped back. "Go take your shower and I'll make sure everything is straightened up—even though you went overboard with cleaning yesterday."

"I had to. They're your parents."

"I know they are but you didn't need to clean. It's not like the house was messed up to begin with."

"It doesn't matter. They—"

"I know. Now go take your shower and stop worrying." 

Cara hesitated then finally moved toward the master bathroom, giving him one last glance over her shoulder before closing the door. He waited until he heard the water running then dragged on a pair of sweatpants and hastily stripped the bed and remade it. 

He carried the sheets downstairs, detouring into the kitchen to start the coffee before heading to the laundry room in the basement. A wry grin curled one corner of his mouth as he tossed the sheets into the washing machine. 

Okay, maybe he was a little nervous, too. His parents were going to fall in love with Cara—and with the news that they were going to be grandparents. But he wasn't foolish enough to think they wouldn't have questions.

He just hoped they'd save them for when the three of them were alone, and not embarrass Cara by asking in front of her. She was nervous enough as it was, he didn't want to add to it.

He went back to the kitchen, inhaling the aroma of fresh-brewed coffee when he entered. It was decaffeinated—for Cara—but it tasted the same as far as he was concerned. Then again, he wasn't much of a coffee drinker.

He had just taken the first sip when the doorbell rang. He paused, the mug halfway to his mouth, and glanced at the clock. It was too early for his parents to be here—they'd objected when he offered to pick them up at the airport, saying they wanted to get a rental car so they could do some day-trips while they were here. He had no idea where they were planning on going, not in the cold weather of early January, but he didn't argue. His mother's voice had held that edge, warning him not to ask any questions. They wanted a rental car so they were getting a rental car. Period.

The doorbell rang again, seconds before he made his way to the front entranceway. Maybe it was Harland. Or maybe Zach and Haley. Or maybe—

It was his parents. 

He didn't bother to hide his surprise as they stood on the front step, two suitcases behind them. His mother moved first, pulling him into a big hug then stepping back and frowning.

"Where is your shirt? And your shoes?

Travis glanced down, realized he was wearing nothing but his sweatpants. Heat filled his face as he stepped forward to grab his mother's suitcase. "Upstairs. I was just about to jump in the shower."

"Then go. We know where everything is." His mom stepped past him, already shrugging out of her coat as he rolled the suitcase inside. His father followed, giving him a quick pat on the shoulder before removing his own coat.

"You guys are early. I didn't think your flight was going to be here for at least another hour."

"We decided to take an earlier flight."

"Your mother means she decided." His dad pushed the suitcases to the side then straightened, his chest expanding as he deeply inhaled. "Is that fresh coffee I smell?"

"Yeah. I just..." Travis's voice drifted off as his parents made a beeline for the kitchen. He hesitated, glancing toward the stairs. Should he run up and tell Cara his parents were here? Yes, he should. He didn't want her to be caught off-guard when she came downstairs. 

He started to turn toward the stairs when his mom called for him. He tossed one last look at the stairs, figuring Cara would hear voices and realize his parents were here, then turned for the kitchen.

"Sweetheart, are you sure it's not a problem, us staying here? I know it was last minute."

"No, no problem." Travis pulled out a chair and started to sit across from his mother then changed his mind at the last minute. "I'm actually glad you're here. I've got some news I want to share with you."

Both of his parents looked up, their faces filled with quiet expectation. He wiped his palms against his pants legs then glanced over his shoulder. He wanted Cara to be here when he told them, wanted to wait until after he introduced them. She should only be a few more minutes, right? Or maybe he should go upstairs and get her, bring her down.

"So what's this news? Or are you trying to keep us in suspense?"

"Just—yeah. No. I mean, hang on a sec. I'll be right back." Travis spun on his heel then nearly knocked into Cara when she entered the kitchen. He grabbed her arms, steadying her, trying to resist the urge to pull her against him instead. Her hair was still damp from the shower, her skin fresh and glowing. She had on a pair of sweatpants, just like him, and another one of his old t-shirts. Her mouth curled in a small smile that was part chagrin as she looked up at him.

At him. Not behind him. Not into the kitchen. She hadn't seen his parents yet, had no idea they were here. If she had, she would have never spoken.

"None of my pants fit, Travis. Do you think your parents would notice if I walk around with my jeans undone under my sweater? Just until tomorrow, when I go shopping for maternity clothes. Or maybe I can call Courtney and see if she still has some I can borrow."

A small gasp of surprise echoed somewhere behind him. Immediately following that was a loud thump, like a mug had just been dropped against the table. Cara's eyes rounded with horror, her face turning bright red as she stared up at him.

"Uh..." Travis swallowed back a groan then took a deep breath. He wrapped his arm around Cara's shoulder and held her close to his side then turned around.

Both of his parents were staring at him. At Cara. At his arm around Cara's shoulder. His mom's eyes were carefully blank, her mouth slightly parted. His father's jaw was clenched, his gray eyes narrowed as his gaze moved between Travis and Cara.

This wasn't how he had planned to tell them. And this certainly wasn't the reaction he had expected. Yes, he'd been prepared for their surprise, but not this...this cold wariness.

There was nothing he could do about it now except introduce them and hope for the best. Their excitement would come later, once they got over their surprise. Once they got to know Cara. He was sure of it.

He hoped.

"Mom. Dad. This is Cara Hudgins. Um, congratulations. You're going to be grandparents."
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Chapter Twenty-Four


[image: image]


"Travis, you hardly know her. How did this even happen?"

"Mom—"

"Not the details. I can figure that out on my own. But...a baby, Travis? With a woman you don't even know?"

Travis closed his eyes and reached up, pinching the bridge of his nose. He swallowed back the hiss of pain—the thing was still sore from the other week. But even the pain was better than this entire conversation.

He didn't want to be doing this. Not now, and especially not here. He'd rather be home, curled up in bed with Cara. Talking. Watching television.

He'd rather be home, where all four of them could sit around the living room talking, laughing. Where his parents could spend time getting to know Cara. Instead, they were sitting here, at a chain diner with a handful of hungover people, pushing food around their plates and having a conversation he didn't want to have.

Just the three of them: his mom, his dad, and him. Cara was back home, alone. Probably wringing her hands or pacing in nervousness. Probably thinking the worst. And why shouldn't she, after the reception she had received?

Yes, her parents had finally composed themselves enough to mask their shock. Had greeted her with smiles that were just a bit too stiff, too forced. Had made a brief attempt at small talk for the first few minutes.

Then his mother had looked at both of them, carefully watching with her bright blue eyes as she started asking questions.

How long had they known each other?

When was the baby due?

Were they really living together?

What did Cara do for a living?

What did her parents think?

Cara had stiffened with each question but it was the last one that left her trembling. Her voice was thick with emotion and a little hoarse when she quickly said that they had passed away in an accident her second year in college.

At least his mother had the grace to look embarrassed. Her apology was sincere but Travis had had enough. He was the one who had suggested coming here to talk—a suggestion he regretted five minutes after leaving the house. They should have stayed home. He should have dragged everyone to the living room so they could be discussing this together.

But he'd been worried about Cara, thought that maybe she'd appreciate some time alone to get over the initial shock and stress of the meeting. As much as he hated being away from her now, as much as he was certain she was worrying even more in their absence, it was probably better that he talked with his parents alone.

Especially after some of his mother's well-meaning comments.

"Travis, I just don't understand. How do you know this woman isn't after something else?"

"Mom, she's not, okay? Cara isn't like that."

"But how do you know? You don't even know her!"

"I do know her, Mom. And we're having this baby. Together. So I'd really appreciate it if you'd take the time to get to know her and make her feel welcome."

"Make her feel welcome? What are you saying? You're not actually thinking of marrying her, are you?"

"Yeah mom, I am." He hadn't been thinking that, not really. But wasn't that the next logical step? He loved her. Isn't that what you did when you loved someone? Got married? Had a family? Maybe they weren't doing it in just that order but did it matter?

"Travis, you need to stop and think about what you're saying. You're twenty-two years old. That is hardly old enough to get married, let alone have a baby."

Travis squeezed his eyes closed and counted to five, then opened them and looked over at his father. He was sitting in the booth next to his mom, his chiseled face carefully blank. He'd been quiet ever since the initial introduction, offering nothing to the conversation. 

"Dad." Travis's voice held a hint of pleading, though he wasn't sure why. His dad would surely take his mother's side in this, tell him how foolish he was being, how he was running headlong into a decision that should be carefully thought-out.

His father lifted the coffee mug to his mouth and took a long swallow, then carefully placed the cup next to the plate. He turned and fixed his mother with an expression Travis didn't understand.

"As I recall, you were only twenty when we married."

"That was different, Thomas. Things were different. And Travis has so much more he needs to worry about. How does he know this woman isn't after his money?"

"Mom, you make it sound like I'm raking in millions. I'm not."

"Maybe not millions, not yet. But I know what's covered in your contract and it's not something to shrug off. And I also know how quickly that can change if the Banners call you up."

"I don't think that's going to happen any time soon."

"You don't know that."

"Mom—"

"She has a point, Trav. Whether you think this girl is like that or not, you still need to be careful."

Travis mentally counted to ten then let out a quick breath. "Fine. I'll be careful. That doesn't change how I feel."

"You're not going to sit there and tell me you love her. I don't believe it."

"It doesn't matter if you believe it or not, Mom. I know how I feel, okay?"

"You thought you were in love with Amy, too. Or don't you remember? And look how that turned out."

Why did the question surprise him? It shouldn't have, not when he'd been expecting it. And maybe it wasn't surprise that he felt, but irritation. His mother, of all people, knew exactly how he felt about that whole situation. Her bringing it up almost felt like some kind of betrayal.

"Yeah, Mom. I remember exactly how that turned out. The fact that I was with Amy for all those years and never once thought about getting married should tell you something."

"But you loved her."

"Maybe. Or maybe I didn't. Maybe I just thought it was love, because we'd been together for so long. Maybe I was just settling because I didn't know any better."

"But you do now?"

"Yeah, I do. And what I felt for Amy? That doesn't even come close to what I feel for Cara." How could he put into words what he felt? How could he explain—to his parents, no less—when he wasn't sure he understood himself? He only knew what he felt. "Mom, I want to be with her. I want her to be the last thing I see when I close my eyes and the first thing I see when I open them. Not just for a few weeks or months or years—for the rest of my life."

"Oh, Travis." His mother's voice hitched just the tiniest bit. She grabbed a napkin and dabbed at her eyes, then shook her head. "That is such a clichéd, corny way to put it. I hope you didn't say it like that when you told her."

"I—I haven't told her yet."

"You haven't told her? So then all this talk is just that—talk? You could still change your mind—"

"I'm not changing my mind, Mom. I know how I feel, and I love her. And I'd really appreciate it if you took the chance to get to know her. She is going to be the mother of your grandson, you know."

His mother's expression went from maternal concern to something soft and warm in the blink of an eye. Her eyes brightened and a gentle smile creased her face.

"A grandson? You're having a boy?"

"We don't know. It could be a girl."

"Oh." The word came out as a soft exhalation and her smile widened even more. "A little girl. A granddaughter. That would be amazing. There's so many things we need to get."

She reached into her purse and pulled out a pad of paper and a pen, quickly scrawling notes in her tidy handwriting while she muttered under her breath. Travis watched her for a few minutes then turned to his father. He wasn't sure why. Maybe to ask why his mom's attitude had suddenly changed. Maybe to ask why she had gone from concern to acceptance so quickly. But his dad was shaking his head and smothering a smile.

"You should have started off with that, son."

Travis nodded even if he wasn't entirely sure what his dad meant. "What about you? Are you okay with this now?"

His dad shrugged then draped an arm around his mother's shoulder as she continued with her list. "I have a different viewpoint from your mother's."

Dread filled Travis. He didn't want to ask, was afraid of what his father might say. But he needed to know so he asked anyway. "Why? What viewpoint?"

"Oh, just the fact that I knew your mother was the one the very first time I saw her. She forgot to tell you that."

"She was?"

"Absolutely. I bought her a ring the day after I met her, held onto it for six months, waiting for her to realize she loved me, too. It was the longest six months of my life." He watched Travis over the rim of his coffee mug then offered him a quick wink when he lowered it. "Do yourself a favor and don't wait as long as I did."
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Chapter Twenty-Five
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Panic sliced through him, shattering his concentration. His foot slipped on the top step and he stumbled, caught himself at the last second before lurching toward the door. He hit the small button, heard the muted sound of the doorbell. Distant. Faint. He waited a single second then pounded on the door with the side of his fist, ignoring the dull pain throbbing in his hand. 

This was the third door he'd pounded on so far. First Tyler and Jenny's place. Then Zach and Haley's. 

Now he was at Harland's, beating on the door and praying someone would answer. Cara had to be here. He didn't know where else to look if she wasn't.

They'd finally left the diner—him and his parents. The mood had been lighter, his mother both excited and apologetic. She was eager to talk with Cara. To get to know her. To make plans for the baby. Travis wasn't sure why—they had six months still to wait, plenty of time. But his mother had turned a horrified expression his way when he'd said as much and told him that he was completely clueless.

And okay, maybe he was, because even his father had laughed at that. He didn't understand what was so complicated about buying a crib and some clothes, didn't know why his mother wanted to start that now, this week while she was here. 

Right after she talked with Cara and decided how to decorate the nursery.

But he wasn't going to argue the point, not if it would bring Cara closer to his mother. 

Except Cara wasn't home when they got there. Her car was gone, with no sign of her in the house. No note saying where she had gone, no message on his phone or his answering machine. He had fled upstairs, taking the steps two at a time, and checked his closet. Her clothes were still there, which was the only thing that had kept him from flying into a panic—

Until he tried calling her and couldn't get an answer. Not to his voicemails, not to his text messages.

His mom had tried to hide her concern, had done her best to assure him nothing was wrong. Maybe Cara had simply gone to the store. Maybe her phone was turned off or she was someplace that didn't have good cell reception.

The assurances did nothing to stop the knot of panic growing in his chest. He'd grabbed his keys and took off, driving aimlessly while he tried to think where she might be.

That's when he'd gone to Tyler's place. Cara and Jenny had become close. She'd become close with all of the other women, actually. But he had checked with Jenny first. Only she hadn't talked to or seen Cara since the other night at Mystic's and suggested she try checking with Haley, had even given him her number. 

He didn't want Haley's number, didn't want to call only to hear that Cara didn't want to talk to him. So he'd driven over there only to have the same results.

No, Haley hadn't seen her, not since the other night. No, she wouldn't be with Megan or Savannah—both women were out of town. Megan and Jason had gone to the Poconos; Savannah and Aaron had taken the girls on a quick trip to Orlando.

Had he tried Courtney?

So here he was. Banging on the door, his chest exploding with the need to breathe while he waited for someone—anyone—to answer the door.

He raised his hand, ready to bang one more time, when the door finally opened. Harland stood there, a frown on his face, Noah in one arm. "Christ, Travis. What the hell? You're banging so hard, Noah could hear. And I mean that literally—he felt the vibrations."

Travis grimaced and mumbled an apology before pushing past Harland. His frantic gaze swept the living room and the dining room—both empty—then landed on Harland. "I'm looking for Cara. Is she here?"

"Yeah. She's upstairs trying on some clothes."

Disappointment washed over him—until Harland's words sunk in. Cara was here. 

She was here.

Trying on clothes.

Relief made his body sag and he leaned against the wall, blinking to clear the buzzing in his head. Harland tilted his head to the side, frowning.

"Are you okay?"

"Yeah. No. I—yeah, I'll be fine."

"You don't look fine. You look like you're ready to pass out." Harland lowered Noah to the floor then made some rapid hand movements. "Go ask Mommy to come downstairs, Squirt."

Noah nodded then ran toward the stairs as Harland grabbed Travis by the arm. He steered him into the gourmet kitchen and pulled one of the island stools out with his foot. Then he pushed Travis onto the stool and leaned against the counter, watching him.

"You want to tell me why you look so panicked?"

Travis ducked his head, cursing the heat filling his face. "I'm fine."

"Bullshit. Out with it."

"It's nothing. I just thought—" He swallowed, unable to get the words out. 

"You thought...what?"

"My parents came into town this morning."

"Yeah? And?"

"And it was a little awkward so I took them out to a late breakfast and when we got back, Cara...I thought—" Travis stopped, sucked in a deep breath and closed his eyes. He had overreacted. No, he'd done more than overreacted: he'd flipped out. Totally lost it. Gone completely over the edge when he thought Cara had left.

"Travis. What are you doing here?"

He spun around at the sound of Cara's surprised voice. She really was here, standing a few feet away, her head tilted to the side as she studied him in confusion.

Relief slammed into him. Not just relief—certainty as well. He loved her. He wanted her. All of her. For better or worse. Now.

He moved from the stool, stepped toward Cara. Slow, measured steps. Her eyes flared in surprise and she backed up a step then stopped. 

"Travis? Are you okay?"

"I thought you left."

"I just came over to try on some of Courtney's old maternity clothes."

"I thought you left."

"But I sent you a text. Didn't you get it?"

He shook his head and took one more step, stopping inches away from her. "I thought you left."

"Travis, is something wrong? Did something happen?"

"Yes." He cupped her face between his hands and caught her mouth in a tender kiss. Soft. Sweet. Warm. Filled with promise. 

He lifted his head and stared into her eyes, heard the pounding of his heart as it beat heavy in his chest. And just below that was another sound, just a little softer.

Her heart. Cara's. Strong. Steady. Each beat echoing his own.

He ran his thumb across her full lower lip, bent down to taste her mouth again, just a brief taste that left him needing more.

"I love you."

Her eyes widened and a soft gasp of surprise escaped her. She blinked, started to shake her head, stopped when he placed a gentle finger against her lips.

"I love you," he repeated. "I know you think it's too soon. I know it doesn't make sense. I know you probably don't believe me. But I know what I feel and I know that I love you."

"Travis—"

"I don't expect you to feel the same way. Not yet. Maybe not ever. But that doesn't change—"

"Travis—"

"—the way I feel. That doesn't change—"

Cara placed a finger against his mouth, silencing him. Then she leaned up and pressed her lips against his, the kiss too brief. He expected her to argue with him. Or maybe to tell him he was crazy, that he was scaring her, that she didn't feel even remotely the same way about him.

But a trembling smile curled the corners of her mouth and her eyes glittered with emotion when she looked up at him. 

"I love you, too. And yeah, it is too soon, but it doesn't change how I feel, either."

The world spun around him for one wild second. He must have made a sound of some kind, he couldn't be sure, but he heard strangled laughter in the background, hushed voices and quickly retreating footsteps. Then Cara was in his arms and he was kissing her and nothing else mattered. Nothing except—

He gently broke the kiss, his arms still wrapped tight around the woman he loved. "Let's get married."

"Wh-what?"

"Let's get married. Now. Tonight."

"Travis, are you crazy? We can't—"

"Yes, we can. We can get a flight to Vegas. With the time change, we can be there this evening and be married a few hours later."

"Travis, I don't think—"

He shook his head and dropped to one knee, cradled one of her hands between his own. "Cara Hudgins, marry me. Please."

"I—" She swallowed, moisture filming her eyes as she watched at him. Then she nodded, slowly at first, then faster. "Oh God, this is insane. I can't believe—but yes. Yes, let's do it. Yes, I'll marry you."

Travis jumped to his feet then grabbed Cara and spun her around. He caught her mouth for a long kiss, swallowed back a sigh of need when he pulled away. "We need to go home. Pack. And, uh, tell my parents—"

"Oh God. Your parents. What are they going to say? They're going to think—"

"That us getting married is a wonderful idea—right after my mom apologizes to you. And asks how you want decorate the nursery."

"What?"

Travis grabbed her hand and led her toward the door, barely managing to wave goodbye to a laughing Harland and Courtney. "She wants to help decorate the nursery. And she has a two-page list of things she wants to buy for the baby but she wants to check with you, first."

"She does?"

"Yes, she does. I figure it'll keep her busy while we're in Vegas. Getting married."

Cara stumbled as he opened the door to his SUV for her. She placed her hand on his arm, her head tilted to the side as she stared up at him.

"Are we really doing this, Travis? Are we really going to fly to Vegas and get married?"

"Do you love me?"

"Yes, I do."

"Then we're getting married." He bent his head and caught her mouth with his one final time. Still sweet and warm, but different somehow. More somehow.

Filled with love. With promise. 

With a hint of the life he had to look forward to with the woman he loved.
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Epilogue
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Two-and-a-half years later

Travis held tight to Cara's hand, leading her through the thick crowds filling the Piazza di Trevi. This was such a touristy thing to do but neither one of them cared—and from the looks on the faces of the hundreds of people surrounding them, neither did anyone else.

The rush of water had greeted them nearly a block away, echoing off the stone fronts of the old buildings lining the narrow street. Or maybe it was an alleyway, he couldn't tell. And maybe it didn't make a difference. This was only their second day in Rome and he'd already decided that Italian drivers lived by their own rules—and a set of nerves that filled him with grudging respect.

Cara's hand tightened around his as he pushed through the crowd. He heard her say something but the words were lost in the sound of the rushing water, in the excited voices speaking in Italian and Spanish and German and English. He stopped, pulling her close to his side.

She gazed up at him, laughter and excitement sparkling in her eyes. "I had no idea it was going to be this crowded."

Travis laughed then leaned down for a quick kiss. "Neither did I."

"How do we get down there?"

"Easy. Just hold on tight." He tucked her hand into the waistband of his pants then started pushing through the crowd, using his size to weave through the throngs of people who were all here for the same reason. Guards—at least he thought they were guards—blew through their whistles, the shrill sound cutting through the din as they kept the crowd moving, kept the crowd under control.

Travis kept his eyes focused in front of him, watching each step as he moved them closer. A clearing opened up and he darted toward it, leading Cara down the wide steps until they finally reached the edge of the fountain. He heard her gasp, felt the same sense of awe he saw on her face.

The fountain was beautiful, and so much larger than he had imagined. A statue of Ocean on a chariot being carried by two Tritons gazed out over the crowd, fierce and majestic and breathtaking. Now he understood Cara's fascination with it, understood her desire to see it. 

The Fontana di Trevi—the famous Trevi Fountain—had been near the top of Cara's list for this ten-day trip to Italy. It was the first time both of them had been away from Tucker for more than a day or two since he'd been born, and Travis intended on taking advantage of the extended quiet time with his wife—if they didn't fall into bed exhausted at the end of each day. They had spent all day yesterday at the Vatican, and were hustling through Rome today: first the quick bus tour, then the Trevi Fountain, the Spanish Steps, the Colosseum, the Pantheon. Tomorrow was Pompeii then Sorento then the Amalfi coast. After that—Travis couldn't remember. Hopefully just a day to relax, a day to lounge around in their hotel suite—in their bed—and enjoy his wife's company.

But for now, they were here at the fountain, along with hundreds of other people. One of the guards was walking through the crowd, blowing into his whistle, hustling people along so others could make their way to the edge and toss in their coin.

Cara glanced at the guard then looked up at him. "Do you have them?"

Travis nodded then reached into his front pocket. His hand closed over three coins and he pulled them out, handing one to Cara. She laughed when she saw the two left in his palm.

"Taking advantage of it, huh?"

"Absolutely. You ready?"

Cara pushed the hair from her face and nodded. They both turned, their backs to the fountain, and tossed a coin into the clear water. Travis lifted the second coin to his mouth then closed his eyes, making a quick wish. It was one of his two lucky coins—quarters from the jackpot he'd won the day they'd gotten married in Vegas. The other one was safely tucked away at home but this one...this one he brought with him, just for this purpose.

Cara laughed then gave him a quick nudge. "Go ahead and throw it."

Travis pulled her in for a quick kiss then tossed the quarter over his shoulder. He turned, watching the sun glint off the surface as it arced through the air and dropped into the fountain.

Cara leaned into him, one arm wrapped around his waist. "Well, what did you wish for?"

He gazed down at his wife, his heart expanding with love until he thought it would burst. Would he ever get used to it? This feeling of joy? Of happiness? Of being complete? 

Cara: his heart, his soul. His wife. The mother of his child.

No, the mother of his children.

He pressed his palm against her stomach, still smooth and flat. Then he leaned down and brushed his mouth against her ear.

"A daughter."

###
[image: image]


If you enjoyed Playing For Love, I hope you'll take a few minutes to leave a review. Even a short one helps other readers discover my books—and it means so much to me! Thank you!

Want to receive updates on my releases, preorders, and sales? Then follow me on BookBub.

And be sure to sign up for my monthly newsletter, Kamps' Korner, for exciting news, sneak peeks, exclusive content, and fun, games, and giveaways! You don’t want to miss it!

Can't wait for the newsletter? Need to get your fix of hockey, firefighters, passion and shenanigans daily? Then please join me and a great group of readers and fans at Kamps Korner on Facebook.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

GAME MISCONDUCT

[image: image]


The Baltimore Banners Book 11

––––––––
[image: image]


Corbin Gauthier never expected to play with the Baltimore Banners again, not when he’d been traded away in the league expansion eight years ago. Yet here he was, three teams and a lifetime later, back where he started as the hockey team’s goalie. And back to the one woman he’s never been able to forget—the one woman who is completely off-limits.

Lori Evans isn’t the same young girl she’d been all those years ago when she first met the shy goalie. She’s older now, more mature and confident, with her feet planted firmly on the ground. Or so she thinks until Corbin shows back up. He’s not the same young man she’s dreamt of all these years: a little harder, more jaded, more cynical...and more tempting than ever. And he’s just as off-limits as before, maybe even more since her uncle is now the head coach for the Baltimore Banners.

At least, he’s supposed to be off-limits. Lori has other ideas—and she knows exactly what she wants and isn’t afraid to go after it. All she has to do is convince the straight-laced goalie that some things are worth drawing a penalty for—even if it means risking a chance of getting ejected from the biggest game of all.

Turn the page for a preview of GAME MISCONDUCT, the newest title in the bestselling Baltimore Banners series, now available.


The memory hit him from out of nowhere, the pain as sharp and biting as taking a puck to the throat. He struggled to draw breath, raised his hand and clawed at the flesh of his neck as a dozen fragmented curses fell from his lips. 

The woman standing several feet away blinked then slowly, carefully, raised her sculpted brows. In amusement? In silent question? He didn't know, didn't care, not when he was in danger of passing out from lack of oxygen.

Lori Evans. Was he imagining her? Was she nothing more than a hazy vision brought about from the sudden memory? No, it was her, the same girl he remembered from all those years ago.

The same, yet different. Not a girl—a woman. Her hair was a little longer now, the deep shades of honey blonde accented with lighter streaks that framed her smooth face. Her curves were a little fuller, a little softer where there had been dangerously lean muscle before. Gone were the scuffed leather boots he had always teased her about, replaced with shiny black heels that made her look taller than he remembered. Her mouth was the same, soft and full, the color a little darker thanks to the lipstick she wore. And her eyes...

She'd always had beautiful eyes, an unusual shade of amber that saw everything but could hide nothing. All emotion, all thought, had always been reflected in those deep eyes framed in sinfully long lashes. Those amber eyes watched him now—but he could no longer tell what she was thinking. Had she finally learned to hide her thoughts? Or was it simply because he hadn't seen her in so long? Because he no longer knew her?

Just as she no longer knew him.

He'd been dreading this moment for the last several weeks, ever since he'd been traded back to the Banners. Dreading it...yet anticipating it at the same time. What kind of masochist did that make him? What did that say about his character, about the man he'd become?

Familiar amber eyes slowly raked him, from the top of his head down to the tips of his expensive black shoes, then back up again. Her gaze finally met his and he thought he saw a flash of regret in their depths. A flash of pain and betrayal. But then she blinked and the emotion was gone, maybe it had never been there, maybe it was nothing more than his imagination or his guilty conscience—

He finally sucked air into his starving lungs, a strangled grunt of relief falling from his lips in the process. Heat filled his face and he wanted to look away, wanted to turn around and dive headfirst into the elevator that would take him back upstairs.

But the doors were already closing behind him, the quiet hiss echoing off the concrete of the floor and ceiling of the parking garage. He cursed again, in French, then bit his tongue as her brows shot up once more.

Had she understood him? No, she couldn't have. He'd always had to translate for her, and even then—even knowing she didn't understand—he'd always been careful not to swear around her. 

But that was eight years ago. A lot of things happened in eight years. A lot of things changed. People changed. Just because she hadn't understood the words and phrases back then didn't mean she didn't understand them now.

An apology hovered on the tip of his tongue, quickly dying as she moved toward him. Her eyes never left his as one hand reached out, reaching for him—

No, not him. The elevator. Her finger pressed the button then her arm dropped to her side as she took a step back. Still close enough that he could smell the faintest hint of her perfume, something light that reminded him of fresh air and bright sun. Close enough that he could feel the heat of her body through the tailored pantsuit she wore. 

Corbin swallowed, his gaze dropping to the fit of the jacket and the way it accented her rounded chest and trim waist. More heat filled his face when he noticed her necklace, a simple silver chain with a four-leaf clover pendant resting oh-so-temptingly in the hint of cleavage peeking out from the bright blue blouse.

Corbin yanked his gaze away and swallowed again, tried to work up enough spit to loosen his tongue from the roof of his mouth. He needed to do something, say something, anything—

The elevator doors hissed open behind him. Lori hesitated, one sculpted brow darting up just a fraction of an inch as she watched him. Disappointment flared in her eyes and she shook her head, stepping around him to enter the elevator.

He should let her go. He hadn't wanted to see her, he wasn't ready, not yet. He'd been doing his best to make sure he didn't run into her—which should have been easy enough, considering she worked in one of the many offices in the building that housed the Banners' practice rink. How many people worked in that building? Sixty? A hundred? Maybe more, he didn't know. And he never saw any of them, none of the players did.

And he had never expected to run into her here, at the arena after a game.

In the parking garage of the arena.

If he was smart, he'd let her go. Let her walk away, the same way he'd done that humid morning eight years ago on the sidewalk of his old condo.

The doors started their silent slide closed. Another second, maybe two, and she'd be gone, back on her way upstairs to the arena. Gone, just like that morning—

He spun around and grabbed the door with his hand, pushed it back open with a flick of his wrist then stepped into the elevator. Lori's eyes widened for a fraction of a second then quickly narrowed as she watched him.

"Forget something?"

"I—" He swallowed, heat filling his face once more under her narrowed gaze. He cleared his throat and looked away, shaking his head. "No."

She didn't say anything for a few long seconds that felt like a lifetime. Was that a small chuckle he heard? He wasn't sure, was afraid to face her to find out, afraid that maybe she was laughing at him. He waited for her to push one of the buttons but she didn't. The doors closed...but the elevator didn't move.

Silence wrapped around them, suffocating him in the small space. His lungs seized again, threatening to stop working altogether as the space grew even smaller. Was he suddenly claustrophobic? Small spaces had never bothered him before, so why now?

Because he'd never been trapped with Lori before.

Trapped? No, he wasn't trapped—he'd followed her on here of his own free will. But why? What did he hope to accomplish? They hadn't seen each other for eight years, hadn't even talked in all that time. Yes, there had been a few brief calls when he first moved to Vegas, but they were awkward, strained, filling him with remorse until he simply stopped answering.

Coward.

A fitting word, describing what he'd done. How he'd acted. It was easier to let the friendship die, easier to let his heart shrivel up instead of maintaining long-distance communication when he knew nothing would ever come of it.

When he knew nothing would ever come of them. There was no them—there could never be a them. Not all those years ago.

And not now, not after the things he'd done. Not after how he had treated her. He was a different man now—and not one the woman beside him would want to know.

"How's your leg?"

Her quiet question caught him off-guard, pulled him from the suffocating grip of a hundred different regrets. He darted a quick look at her, then glanced down at his leg. "My leg? It's fine. Why—"

"Must have been a quick recovery then." One corner of her mouth quirked in a quick smile before she schooled her face into a carefully blank mask. 

Corbin frowned then shook his head. "Recovery? I wasn't hurt—"

He snapped his mouth closed with an audible click, remembering too late. How could he forget? The game had ended less than sixty minutes ago—the game where he had feigned an injury to his leg so their unusual EBUG—emergency back-up goalie—could play. The ruse had worked—even if Coach Donovan had given him a look that clearly said he wasn't buying the act for a second.

It didn't matter because Shannon Wiley—the goalie for the Chesapeake Blades—had been put in during the third period. She had stopped all nine shots that Pittsburgh had sent her way while the Banners added two more to the scoreboard, winning the game four-to-one. But he couldn't admit what he'd done to anyone, especially not to the woman standing so close next to him.

He forced a grimace and reached down to rub his left thigh. "I'll be fine. Just a minor pull—"

"It was your other leg." She didn't hide her smile this time as she pointed to his right leg. "Nice try, though. And I'm impressed. By what you did, I mean."

Corbin straightened with a sigh, his gaze not quite meeting hers. "I did nothing. It was just a pull, eh? Nothing more—"

"We both know you're lying so don't deny it. What you did—" She tilted her head to the side, her thick hair falling over her shoulder with the movement. "That was really sweet of you. Honorable."

Corbin stiffened, her words slicing through him and leaving him chilled. He looked away, each word clipped when he spoke. "There is nothing sweet or honorable about me."

To his surprise, she laughed. Not a full laugh, just a whisper of a chuckle, but her amusement was clear. "Believing your own bad press, I see."

His head snapped to the side, his brows lowered in a frown as he stared at her. Why did a smile play around the corners of her mouth? Why did the same amusement he heard in her voice dance in the depths of those beautiful amber eyes? He shook his head, ready to deny whatever she thought she knew, ready to tell her she needed to look closer.

He wasn't the same man he'd been all those years ago. Not man—boy. Twenty-two, yes, but still a boy. Filled with hopes and dreams. Still too innocent. Still wanting to believe—

He shook his head again and reached for the control panel to his left. His finger jammed a button near the bottom. Once, twice, the air growing thicker, suffocating him until the door finally eased open. He shoved his hand through the small space and pushed against the metal panel, forcing it to open faster until he finally stumbled out. Dank air, tinged with the mingled odors of must and gasoline, filled his lungs. He pulled in a deep breath and held it, then quickly turned to face Lori. 

Corbin ignored the surprise on her face, ignored the flash of emotion in her eyes as she stared at him, her full lips slightly parted. He shook his head a final time, the movement sharp, adamant, filled with denial. "There's nothing sweet about me, ma cocotte. You'd do well to remember that. I'm not the same person I was all those years ago."

He spun on his heel, barely resisting the urge to run, to escape, to never look back. Her muted gasp stopped him and he turned around just as the elevator doors started sliding closed, their soft hiss nearly drowning out her words.

"Neither am I."
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Chesapeake Blades Book 1

Taylor LeBlanc has hockey in her blood and the trophies and medals to prove it. Her dreams of playing pro come to an end when the only place for her to go is the newly-formed not-really-pro women’s team, the Chesapeake Blades. It’s not quite what she had in mind, but it’s a start—except half the team is convinced she's receiving special treatment because her step-dad used to be the head coach for the Baltimore Banners and the team's PR Director wants to use her in his marketing campaign. To make matters worse, the PR Director is none other than her childhood nemesis, Chuckie-the-fart—who happens to be all grown-up and too gorgeous for his own good.

Charles Dawson never had the drive or the heart to follow hockey out of childhood. What he does have is ambition and passion—two things he needs in abundance to successfully market the brand-new women's hockey team to a less-than-enthusiastic demographic. He also needs patience—something that’s in short supply when he’s forced to deal with the one woman who has the uncanny ability to make him feel like the bumbling, uncoordinated, and socially awkward thirteen-year-old boy he used to be. Taylor isn’t the mouthy little tomboy he remembers and sparks fly between the two, igniting an attraction that makes both of their lives unbearable when it becomes harder to ignore. 

Taylor and Charles both want to win, but at what cost? Are they willing to trample every obstacle in their way—especially when the biggest obstacle could be the one thing they both need more than any trophy or medal?

Turn the page for an exciting peek at WINNING HARD, available now.


Winners never quit and quitters never win.

The old adage ran through Charles Dawson's mind, over and over, picking up speed and threatening to split his skull wide open. Would anyone notice? 

Considering six sets of eyes were trained on him—yeah, probably.

Not for the first time, he asked himself what the hell he'd gotten into this time. Yes, he was good at marketing. Damn good. But he wasn't a miracle worker and he was pretty sure that's what the Chesapeake Blades needed: a miracle worker. 

Not just the Blades—the whole damn league. But the league wasn't his problem. Thank God. He was going to have enough of a problem marketing the fledgling team. Let someone else worry about the league, that one wasn't on him. 

Not yet, anyway.

And not that it mattered. The two went hand-in-hand, no matter how many times he tried to convince himself otherwise.

Quitters never win.

No, they didn't. But was running for the lifeboats to escape a sinking ship really the same as quitting? Some would say it was simply a question of semantics.

And he wasn't about to split hairs with the group gathered in front of him, watching him like he was their last hope. Like he was their lifeboat.

God help them all.

James Murphy, the majority owner of the Chesapeake Blades, glanced down at the colorful presentation folder resting on the shiny desk in front of him. Bushy gray brows pulled low over steely eyes and the thin chest puffed out in importance. Charles knew he was judging the man harshly—Murphy really did have good intentions as far as the team was concerned. Although why in the hell he thought buying into the Blades was a sound investment was anyone's guess.

Money to burn, maybe? A tax write-off? Or maybe the man wanted to be part of something bigger. Hell, maybe he was just living out a childhood fantasy and nurturing dreams of the imagined glitz and glamor of owning a sports team. Charles didn't know and he didn't really care. He didn't deal with dreams and fantasies. He was here to do a job, nothing more.

Damn shame that this job was turning into a major headache that just might signal the end of an otherwise prosperous career.

"Did you have any of the girls in mind, Chuck?"

Charles inwardly winced at the nickname. Christ, he hated that name. It brought back memories of his awkward childhood, reminding him of those times when he'd been a young bumbling teenager who was a little too round and a little too clumsy to really fit in. A late-bloomer, his mother always said—usually as she was ushering him from one sport or activity to another, anxious for him to find a place to fit in and make friends. 

Charles had finally grown out of the baby fat and the awkwardness and found his own footing, one that had nothing to do with sports. At least, not the way his mother had hoped. 

The irony of his new position as Director of Marketing and Public Relations for the Chesapeake Blades wasn't lost on him. He would have laughed if anyone had told him a year ago that he'd be trying to market a women's hockey team. 

A women's hockey team. It boggled the mind. But here he was, trying to do the impossible in a market that had a real hockey team—the Baltimore Banners—playing fifteen minutes away. It was doomed for failure before it even started.

But if he could make it successful? Well now, wouldn't that be something? And that's what excited him—the challenge. That was why he'd agreed to this job, in spite of the lower salary and its dismal chance of success.

Because sometimes the challenge was everything.

Charles grabbed the last few remaining sheets and placed them in a tidy pile before putting them back in the worn leather bag he always carried. His gaze wandered around the table, knowing the faces looking back at him were still waiting for an answer.

Knowing they were all looking to him for a miracle.

He hoisted the bag over his shoulder then reached up to straighten the silk tie before turning back to Murphy. "No, I don't have any of the women in mind. I'd like to see them on the ice first. Get a feel for their presence and personality."

"I'd think that reading their bios would have helped with that."

"I didn't read their bios."

Stark silence greeted his announcement, just as he knew it would. Murphy glanced around the table then pinned Charles with his steely gaze, his eyebrows lowering even more. "You haven't read their bios?"

"No. I don't want to be swayed by words on paper. There's too much riding on this."

"I'm sorry, Chuck, but I'm a little confused. And I know I'm not alone. We made sure you had those bios two weeks ago so you could come up with a comprehensive plan. We've already lost valuable time. Do you mean to tell me you don't have any idea of which of the girls you even want to use for this marketing plan of yours?"

"You lost valuable time by bringing in someone who had no idea what they were doing. And while I might be late to the party, I can assure you—I know what I'm doing." Charles shifted the strap against his shoulder then leaned forward, meeting Murphy's stare with an intent one of his own. 

"These women can have the most spectacular bio in the world. They could have a list of world cups and trophies and medals and awards by their name. None of it means anything if they don't have that spark and enthusiasm that's going to draw in the crowds you want and need. I don't want the words, James. I want the excitement. The enthusiasm. The spark."

Had he pushed too far? Charles held his breath, waiting for Murphy's reaction. The man wasn't a fool, even if his investment in a women's hockey team was questionable at best. Would he bluster at being questioned? Or would he let Charles do the job he had hired him to do?

Murphy pulled his gaze away and sat back in the leather chair, a thoughtful frown on his face. A tense minute stretched into two, then three and four, before the older man finally nodded. "Fair enough. We brought you in to do the job because you're damn good at it. We'll let you do things your way."

Charles didn't miss the silent for now tacked at the end of the sentence. Fair enough, just like Murphy had said. They both had jobs to do, jobs with the same end goal: winning. 

"It's my understanding that the team is still downstairs practicing?"

Murphy glanced at his watch then nodded. "For another half hour, yes."

"I'd like to watch, if you don't mind."

"I'm sure that won't be a problem." Murphy pushed out of the chair, signaling an end to the meeting. He clapped his hand around Charles' shoulder then motioned toward the door. "Let's go introduce you to the girls, Chuck."

"James, do yourself a favor—stop calling them girls."

"But that's what they are. Every single one of them is young enough to be my granddaughter."

"That may be, but you need to stop. They're women. And it's a women's hockey team and a women's hockey league. I'm going to have a hard enough time getting the market to take them seriously—I don't need you making my job harder."

Charles thought maybe he had gone too far this time because Murphy straightened his lean form and leveled another stare at him. In the end, he said nothing, just clamped his mouth into a thin line and nodded before leading Charles out into the carpeted hallway.

The superficial opulence of the conference room and office came to an abrupt halt as soon as they entered the hallway leading back to the rink. The front office had been designed to impress. To scream success and assure visitors—what few there were—that the team was much more than a passing fancy. But it was nothing more than an image, one that disappeared as soon as you pushed through the second set of doors leading to the ice.

The smell of sweat and stagnant water hit him as soon as they pushed through doors. The air was damp and cold, from both the inside temperature and the large sheet of ice encased by the faded boards and scratched sheets of plexiglass. Charles halted, his eyes adjusting to the dim light as childhood memories assaulted him.

He'd played hockey for three years, mostly because his mother had been convinced he needed to play sports. Football, basketball. Soccer. Baseball. He'd done them all. But none of them had been his thing, not when he had been more interested in analyzing and studying. In trying to figure out ways to create something better out of something that was already there. In dreaming of ways to make things bigger and better. It was something his mother had never understood, not until his first job out of college. 

Maybe not even then.

But out of all the sports he'd been forced to play, hockey held the most memories. The scratch of blades against ice. The burn of muscles rarely used. The rush of wind as he raced for a puck that he was never quite fast enough to get. The smell—God, just the smell was enough to send him hurtling back in time.

He brushed off the memories and followed Murphy along the boards, the leather bag slapping against his hip with each step. Shouts and grunts echoed in the chilled air around them. Two players crashed against the boards with a hollow thud, each fighting for the puck. Charles paused, watching them. The masks of their helmets hid most of their faces, but they couldn't hide the intensity, the desire, that burned through them.

It was the same intensity and desire he'd seen on the face of every professional player in every professional game he'd ever watched, no matter what the sport. That had to be a good sign, right?

"Fuck." 

One of the girls—no, women, he was just as bad as Murphy—muttered the curse as the puck shot free. Both women tore off after it, sweaty ponytails swinging against their backs. Charles bit back a grin then wondered if he'd have to give a lecture on appropriate language before the season started. Hopefully it wouldn't come to that. And if it did...well, then he'd let the coach handle it.

Murphy paused at the end of the bleachers. "Did you want Coach Reynolds to call them over?"

"No, not yet. I just want to watch. Make a few notes." Charles headed to the top of the bleachers then took a seat and grabbed a pen and small notebook from his bag. No decisions would be made today—it was too early. But he wanted this time just to watch. To study. To see if any of the women stood out. To see if any of them had that certain spark, that little bit of magic that would pop and make them stand out.

That little extra something that he could build on and use to promote the team.

He knew exactly what he was looking for: charisma. Charm. And yes, even a little bit of sex appeal. It was sexist—he'd be the first to admit it. But physical looks would go a long way in helping to market the team, at least to start. Attractive and athletic, attributes that would entice the market's demographic. Something to hook their initial interest then keep the crowd coming back.

He hoped. A lot of it would depend on the team itself, as a whole, and whether or not they were any good.

He had a few backup plans, just in case. But he could worry about that later. Right now, he needed to get the crowd in the door. This would have been so much easier if he had been called in right from the beginning, instead of joining the front office two months before the season started. 

That just made it more of a challenge, and a challenge is what he hungered for. As long as he kept reminding himself of that, he'd be fine.

Maybe.

A shrill whistle split the chilled air, startling him from the hasty notes he was scribbling. The women skated toward the door, removing helmets and juggling sticks as they headed toward the coach. He noticed the sweaty faces, red from exertion, tired but still excited from what they were doing. Would the excitement last, once the season started? God, he hoped so. It would make his job that much easier.

He jotted down a few final notes then flipped to another page and jotted down five different numbers. He tore the sheet from the notebook then made his way down the bleachers over to where Murphy was standing.

The older man glanced down at the small sheet of paper then back at Charles. "What's this?"

"A start. I'd like to see these players once the coach is finished with them."

"We can take care of that now." Murphy grabbed him by the elbow and led him over to the crowd of players huddled around Coach Reynolds. Charles winced when the older man interrupted the coach, saying something to her in a low tone as he pushed the sheet of paper into her hand. The coach frowned, looked down at the paper, then nodded.

"Wiley, Riegler, Woodhouse, Baldwin, and LeBlanc. Mr. Murphy would like to see you. Everyone else, hit the showers."

Five women looked over with varying expressions of curiosity, their voices low and muted as they made their way over to where he and Murphy were standing. Charles casually studied them, his gaze moving from one to the other to the other, analyzing his initial gut reactions to each. 

A tall blonde with dimples.

A petite woman with a short mop of black curls and smiling brown eyes.

Another blonde, her platinum-streaked hair pulled back into a ponytail that didn't quite contain the thick waves.

A red-head, with a full pouty mouth and sculpted brows arched over clear green eyes.

But it was the fifth player that drew his attention. Number 67. Long hair, a mix of light brown and honey blonde, hung down her back, with darker strands clinging to her flushed and damp face. Wide eyes the color of whiskey. A crooked smile that made her look like she knew a secret that you'd pay anything to learn—or that she was up to no good. There was something about her—

"Girls, this is our new PR Director, Chuck Dawson. I want you to pay attention to what he says and help him out." Murphy stepped back then waved his hand, turning things over to him.

Charles stepped forward, his gaze darting back to Number 67. Why was she studying him that way? With her head tilted to the side and those clear amber eyes so intently focused on him? He forced himself to look away, told himself it was nothing more than curiosity, and pasted a smile to his face. 

"Actually, you can call me Charles, not Chuck—"

Number 67 laughed, the sound clear and musical, then stepped forward. For a split-second, Charles thought she was ready to wrap him in a big hug—one he instinctively knew he wouldn't step away from.

And then she spoke and all thoughts of hugs—and every other inappropriate thought that had been swimming around in his muddled brain—vanished.

"OhmyGod, it really is you. Chuckie-the-fart!"
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