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To all the Hallmark movie lovers who want some smut with their stories, this book is for you.


book excerpt


Norah

“Ugh!” I smack into something that’s solid and at least eight inches taller than me. The collision knocks the air out of me and is followed by the clatter of something heavy and a litany of muttered curse words.

What in the fuck? I step back as my eyes travel up a man with coal-black hair and piercing blue eyes. Piercing blue eyes that are staring death daggers.

“Watch where you’re going.” The hard angles of his cheeks flex as he barks at me. “Irresponsible, incompetent staff.” The muttering starts again as he rights the piece of luggage that fell off the portable silver rack. The onyx leather luggage has a gold-plated insignia with cursive initials that are indistinguishable from where I’m standing.

“Excuse me.” I straighten my back and tip my chin upward. Here’s Clarissa’s rich fish. He straightens another bag. The man’s hands are freaking huge. Holy cow. I thought Marco’s hands were big. “You came out of nowhere.”

“No.” His eyes snap in clear irritation. “You came out of nowhere. I was on my way to the elevator, and you plowed into me.”

“I’m sorry. I must’ve been thinking about something.”

The man’s chest fills the black ski jacket until it almost bursts at the seams. And those thighs. Holy hell. Don’t look.

“Well, don’t because you obviously can’t think and walk at the same time.”

Asshole. His thighs aren’t worth the attitude coming out of his mouth. I cross my arms over my chest. “Seriously? Are you going to use that line? You probably use ‘Are you a campfire? Because you’re hot, and I’d like s’more’ to pick up women.”

“What?” The muscle in his jaw ticks as the lines above his eyebrows deepen. “What does that even mean?”

“It means you’re old and predictable.” What’s wrong with me? The man is probably only in his early 30’s, but it was all I could think of to insult him. It’s not like I have experience being catty. I typically get along with everyone.


[image: ]


one
NORAH



As I load boxes of cookies, pastries, and cupcakes into a moving cart, my mom walks through the door. At nearly 55, she looks young, there are some silver streaks in her short hair and the wrinkles on her face have grown more prominent over the last few years.

“Good afternoon, dear.” She marches over and kisses my cheek. She’s lost weight since I took over ownership of the bistro after she and my dad retired, leaving her quite fetching in her jeans and dark blue puffer jacket.

Clearly, she’s not sampling the products as frequently as she used to, and I might’ve taken over that habit as well as the shop.

“Good afternoon to you, too, Mom.” I smile as I breeze past her, adding another white box, labeled Lips & Hips Bistro, on top of the other containers.

The eatery was named Evergreen Bistro, but when I brought it out last year, I changed it to Lips & Hips Bistro and redesigned the logo. It went from a simple gray rectangle to a black oval with ornate hot pink lettering and the silhouette of a sexy female chef.

“On your way to the lodge?” My mom leans against the island and watches me.

“Yes, I’m on my way out the door.”

When she doesn’t say anything else, I turn and study her. Her eyes fill with worry. “What’s wrong?”

She sighs and unzips the front of her jacket to the base of her neck. “We made a mistake selling you the bistro.”

“What?” My heart skips a beat. “Why? I realize I’ve changed some things and added some new menu items, but business is going well.”

I rotate my shoulders as tension shoots down my spine. Not that everything doesn’t ache at this point as I’ve been baking since 3 o’clock this morning and barely had any sleep. “And the shop at the lodge is selling amazingly. It’s only been three months, and I’m making a profit.”

“That’s what’s wrong.” Her face is pink as the heat in the kitchen tinges her cheeks. But she’s in Mom Lecture Mode, so she doesn’t have time to walk to the other side of the kitchen and hang up her coat. “You’re too busy. All you do is work. When your dad and I retired, we anticipated grandchildren to babysit.”

“Well, that’s not happening anytime soon.” I ache to rake a hand through my hair, but I need to get on the road, and with another box left to fill, washing my hands would take too long. And from the sound of this conversation, I’m losing a good ten minutes already.

Unless I can distract her.

“You and Ethan broke up almost two years ago.” She unzips the jacket the rest of the way and sheds the outer garment to expose a thick sweater. The temperature the week before Thanksgiving at Evergreen Lake is cold on the outside and warm on the inside, so it’s prudent to dress in layers. “He was such a good boy.”

A good boy? Seriously? I fight not to roll my eyes and fold my arms over my chest. “He was the one who refused to move back here after college. Did you want me to stay in Las Vegas?” As we talk, I fill the last box with premade sandwiches, soups, and containers of pasta.

“No. No, of course not.” She marches to the wall and hangs her coat on the hook beside mine.

“Besides, he’s married, and they’re expecting a baby.”

“That’s the problem. You should be married and expecting a baby. Eden is married with a one-year-old.”

You’ve got to be kidding me. After all those years of, ‘If your best friend jumped off a bridge, would you do the same thing?’ and now, she’s using peer pressure to force marriage and children on me?

God, my neck hurts. I rotate my shoulders and drop my arms to my sides. “Maybe marriage isn’t for me.” I stomp across the floor, toss my clear plastic gloves into the trash, and shove the hot water on. The water splashes into the stainless-steel sink as I wait for it to change from cold to at least lukewarm before using it.

While I understand her desire for grandchildren, there aren’t many prospects for baby daddies at Evergreen Lake. I’ve known all the men in this town since grade school, and the only one that appealed to me was Ethan McDaniel. We dated from sophomore year of college to our senior year, but he had different goals in life. I missed the quaint small town we grew up in, and he’d rather have bamboo shoots shoved under his fingernails than show up for more than Christmas.

“How about Sawyer?”

I pump the soap lever with so much force that the bottle slips out of my hand, dropping into the sink with a clank. Sawyer Mitchell? He ate glue in kindergarten. Gross.

Okay. Fine. He likely hasn’t eaten glue in twenty years, but still. “That’s not happening, Mom. Just because you’re friends with Sawyer’s mom doesn’t make us a love match.”

As I scrub my hands, I sigh. Maybe that’s what I need, a matchmaking service. Is there a matchmaking service for men looking to start over in a scenic mountain town in Nevada with an ambitious cook? One who loves cream cheese pinwheel pastries of any flavor, cranberry chicken salad sandwiches…and is ten pounds overweight?

And let’s not forget dealing with a future mother-in-law who’s obsessed with her daughter and having future grandchildren.

“He’s a nice guy.”

I glance at the clock above the sink. Shit. I’m late. I should’ve been at the lodge five minutes ago. “We can talk about this later. I need to get to the lodge.” I march over to her, kiss her cheek, and smile. Without my parents, I’d be stuck flipping burgers at a fast-food restaurant. “I love you and Dad. Thank you for always being in my corner.”

Her shoulders relax as she wipes her hands on the front of her jeans. “We’re the lucky ones.”

I scurry around, collecting the last of the merchandise that needs to go to the shop, and toss on my plum-colored coat. The one that makes my mom’s jacket look in style as she shrugs on a spare apron.

“I’ll help Maddie out front.”

“Mom, you don’t have to do that.”

“I want to.” Her eyes narrow slightly. “I might as well work since I’m never having grandchildren.”

Ugh. “Fine. Have fun.” I wave, wheel the cart down the ramp, and load it into the van. The outside of the van boasts a huge replica of my logo which glows with frost under the crisp morning sun that’s breaking over the horizon.

Ten minutes later, I’m climbing the swerving road that leads to the lodge. It’s beautiful. And cold.

I twist the knob for the heater and shiver. It’s always 10 degrees colder up here than it is in town. The lodge is over 150 years old but new owners came along and completely rehabbed it from new electrical wiring to updated windows and refaced logs.

It probably would’ve been easier to tear it down and rebuild from the ground up, but they wanted to stay true to the past.

I ease through the parking lot, which is already filling up for the upcoming holiday, and stop in the unloading zone in front of the lodge. Most of their supplies come in through the back, but my shop is off to the side of the main lobby.

After shutting off the engine, I pocket the keys and open the side door. A blast of cold air whips my ponytail, causing it to smack my cheek. A hat and snow pants would’ve been a good idea. I wheel the first cart to the sidewalk with my mom’s voice still rattling in my ear.

As I travel through the lobby, I wave at Tucker, who’s manning the front desk, and smile at Clarissa, one of the women who runs my shop.

“Hey, Norah.” She grins and moves around the front counter, taking the cart off my hands. “I was about to give up on you.”

“Mom stopped by.”

“Oh….” Her brows arch upward as she chuckles. “That explains it. Did she want to tell you about a new recipe she found for you, or was it the husband thing again?”

I brace my hands on my hips. “Which do you think?”

“Husband.” Her eyes danced as she grasps the cart handle. “Doesn’t she know finding a guy in Evergreen Lake is impossible?” She smirks and waggles her eyebrows. “That’s why I’m up here at the lodge where I can hook a big spender, or just a guy I don’t already know.” She raises one shoulder. “I’m not picky.”

“Right.” I shake my head and turn on my heel. “I’ll be right back.” Clarissa isn’t a gold digger. She’s a sweet, practical girl two years younger than me and knows that the prospects in this town are as rare as finding a specific grain of sand in the desert.

“Ugh!” I smack into something that’s solid and at least eight inches taller than me. The collision knocks the air out of me and is followed by the clatter of something heavy and a litany of muttered curse words.

What in the fuck? I step back as my eyes travel up a man with coal-black hair and piercing blue eyes. Piercing blue eyes that are staring death daggers.

“Watch where you’re going.” The hard angles of his cheeks flex as he barks at me. “Irresponsible, incompetent staff.” The muttering starts again as he rights the piece of luggage that fell off the portable silver rack. The onyx leather luggage has a gold-plated insignia with cursive initials that are indistinguishable from where I’m standing.

“Excuse me.” I straighten my back and tip my chin upward. Here’s Clarissa’s rich fish. He straightens another bag. The man’s hands are freaking huge. Holy cow. I thought Marco’s hands were big. “You came out of nowhere.”

“No.” His eyes snap in clear irritation. “You came out of nowhere. I was on my way to the elevator, and you plowed into me.”

“I’m sorry. I must’ve been thinking about something.”

The man’s chest fills the black ski jacket until it almost bursts at the seams. And those thighs. Holy hell. Don’t look.

“Well, don’t because you obviously can’t think and walk at the same time.”

Asshole. His thighs aren’t worth the attitude coming out of his mouth. I cross my arms over my chest. “Seriously? Are you going to use that line? You probably use ‘Are you a campfire? Because you’re hot, and I’d like s’more’ to pick up women.”

“What?” The muscle in his jaw ticks as the lines above his eyebrows deepen. “What does that even mean?”

“It means you’re old and predictable.” What’s wrong with me? The man is probably only in his early 30’s, but it was all I could think of to insult him. It’s not like I have experience being catty. I typically get along with everyone.

“I’m telling your boss.” He twists on his heel and freezes as a little boy I hadn’t noticed before jumps from sofa to sofa in front of the stone fireplace that takes up the end wall of the lobby. The opposite wall is glass and overlooks the view of everything from the mountain to the lake in the valley below.

“Gino!” The man barks louder at the kid than he did at me. The boy jumps off the sofa and lands on the floor with a howl. “Stop jumping and get over here. Now.”

What an ass. The kid is probably three years old, and this asshat isn’t even concerned about him. I rush over to him, crouch down, and pull the boy to his feet. “What hurts?”

His bottom lip quivers. “My butt.”

“Gino, get over here.”

I whip around and glare at the man. “Wait a second. Let me make sure he’s okay since you don’t have the emotional capacity to show concern for your child or have concern for anything but yourself, for that matter.” A tear slips down the boy’s cheek. They resemble each other but one has emotions and the other is a heartless joke of a man.


two
GABRIEL



Perfect. My head is pounding, my knee has ached all the way from the airport, and now it feels like a jagged hunting knife has been jammed through it after Ms. Graceful here knocked into it. To top it off, Ms. High and Mighty is questioning my parenting skills.

She can’t even walk and not knock someone over.

“Get your hands off my son.” I march toward the sofa she’s sitting on, but each step sends pain shooting through my right knee where the luggage rack knocked into it. “I’m capable of taking care of him.”

“Are you?”

“Yes, I am.” I snatch him off the cushion and wait until he settles against my waist. “Hey, Buddy, are you okay?”

“Yeah….” He nods and wipes snot and tears from his face with the back of his arm. Between that and the applesauce caked on his dinosaur T-shirt, it’s no wonder she’s questioning whether I can care for a three-year-old. “The sofa bounce.”

“Yes, they do.” I tilt my head and give him a stern look. “But we aren’t to bounce off the sofas.”

He raises his hand with the palm facing upward. “I okay.”

I bite back a chuckle. “I see that, but we don’t jump on the furniture. Especially furniture that doesn’t belong to us.”

“Oh….” His bottom lip trembles as he fights back tears. Shit. Do. Not. Cry. Just hold it together for a few more minutes.

“Come on. Let’s go to our room.” We both need a shower. I hitch him higher on my hip and glance over at the woman who tosses out barbed insults better than Gunner Sinclair zings a football.

After I collected Gino, she stepped back, but she’s still studying me like a bug on the sidewalk with her phone clutched in her hand, ready to hit dial. That’s just what I need–someone to call the Children’s Division to declare me a worthless father. “Thank you for checking on my son, but he wasn’t supposed to play on the furniture.”

“Okay.” She waits as if she expects me to say something else, and her finger remains poised on her phone.

Fuck. I’m too tired for this. I’ll talk to the manager later about her flippant attitude. She has no business greeting guests like she did.

Without a backward glance, I straighten my back and ignore the pain. I need to get to my room and elevate my leg. The hairs on my neck stand as I push the luggage cart to the elevator, but I refuse to turn around. The last thing I need is more disapproval in my life.

The second the elevator door dings, I hop on the lift with Gino and our gear. Why didn’t I stay in Kansas City for the holiday?

Because you have nowhere else to go.

Thanks for that. But the negative voice in my head isn’t wrong. The guys are at an away game and don’t need a useless player taking up space on the sideline. My parents are back in Texas. Or would be back in Texas if they weren’t traveling. My ‘wife’ is in Florida, and well, that’s not a welcome place at this point. And my brother and his family live here. So here it is.

I sag against the elevator wall and drop Gino down to the floor. As we go higher to the lodge’s top floor, Gino jumps up and down while laughing and yelling ‘jump’. What would it feel like to be that happy and carefree again? If I ever was, I can’t remember it. Or that quick to overcome an injury. I glare at my knee.

The elevator door slides open, and I lead Gino through the hallway and into our room with my hand resting on his silken curls. When I stop, he squeals while running around in circles and clapping.

“A tree. We have a tree in our room.” Except room sounds more like woom.

In front of the wall of windows that overlook the view of the valley is a 10-foot-tall Christmas tree decked out in old-fashioned ornaments, lights, and tinsel. Gino grabs a handful of the silver strands and tosses them into the air.

“Don’t touch that.” I race over to him and yank the remaining strands out of his hand. Isn’t this shit illegal? Who would put poison on a tree in the room of a little kid? My jaw flexes as I mark down another issue to discuss with the manager.

It’s bad enough we’re in the middle of nowhere. The last thing I need is for my son to need a hospital. Where in the hell is the closest hospital, anyway?

“I sorry.” He jumps back and stands stiff as a board. Shit. I’m racking up my own points for Worst Father of the Year.

“It’s okay, Buddy.” I ruffle his hair and scan my phone for the closest ER. Twenty minutes. That’s twenty minutes too long.

The suite is gorgeous. It combines modern and masculine leather with an overhead chandelier, a black pit sofa, and a full kitchen and dining room.

On the table is a tray of fruit and cubed cheeses with a large bouquet of brightly colored flowers behind it. The cut strawberries are so red they almost bleed with color. Beside them are green grapes and slices of yellow, red, and green apples. Tucked next to the vase is a bottle of champagne in a golden bucket with a smaller container of iced apple juice beside it.

I must give them credit; this place is nice.

A set of stairs leads to the upper level of the suite, where the bedrooms and bathroom are presumably situated.

I lift Gino off the ground and wrap my arms around his small frame. “I’m sorry I yelled at you, but I need to ensure those silver things are safe to touch. The government made some of this old stuff illegal.”

“Ill-egal?” His eyes are wide as he stares back.

“Yes.” I grin despite every single ache in my body. “Some tinsel….” When he frowns, I say, “The silver stuff….” He nods as if he understands what I’m talking about. “Is poison.”

“Oh….” Those big blue eyes get even wider. “Like Cin-rella and the apple?”

“Yes, just like Cinderella and the apple. So please don’t touch it until I find out if it’s safe.”

“Yes, Sir.”

Damn kid. I give him a quick hug and set him back on his feet, and off he goes, snooping into everything. He dodges from the tree to crawl under the coffee table and races to the table, snatching a strawberry off the tray.

As he chews on the fruit, he pulls out a chair.

“Be careful.” I rub my fingertips on my forehead. At this point, I don’t know which hurts worse, my head or my knee.

“Yes, Sir.” He scrambles onto the black cushion and leans over the table, yanking open a lid. The box is white with a black and pink logo, like the truck out front–Lips & Hips. He pulls out a cookie and laughs. “Yum.”

Just as fast as he dashed away from me, he comes back. “Here a cookie.” He shoves it into my hand and runs back to retrieve another one.

The cookie is a masterpiece. It’s a perfectly decorated melted snowman and smells like heaven. I sniff it again–butter, sugar, and vanilla. I savor the scent and frown. And something else. Probably the secret ingredient.

I take a bite, and my eyes roll back into my head. Delicious. The cookie is soft and holds together without flaking. And the frosting…. I need to walk away from this thing.

The doorbell rings, causing Gino to run to the door at full speed with his cookie in hand. “I get.”

“Be–” Fuck it. I’m tired of always telling the kid to be careful, like I’m a broken record. I take another bite of cookie and sit the rest on a black napkin.

Gino yanks the door open to my brother, Marco, and his son, Angelo.

“Hey, Gino.” Marco laughs as he walks inside the suite, shuts the door, and wrinkles his nose. “You look like you’ve been on a month-long bender. Is that apple sauce on your shirt?”

“Kiss my a….” Little ears. Little ears. “Mind your own business.” I flop onto the oversized sofa and pull my pant leg up, exposing a jagged crisscrossed scar with red puffy skin and black stubble where the hairs are starting to grow back in. I shift my leg from left to right and back again, looking for any new injuries, but it looks fine. The scars are tender, which is likely what was hurting when the woman ran into me.

“Like your new accessory? It probably gets you all the women since they love the wounded, alpha hero with an adorable kid.”

“I don’t have time for women.” I yank the fabric back over my leg.

“Be good, baby.” Marco kisses Angelo on the top of the head and calls Gino over to play. This is going to end badly. My kid is a wrecking ball, and Angelo is barely over one.

“I don’t think you should–”

“Gabriel, kids aren’t as fragile as you think.”

“How would I know?” I slump farther into the cushions and drop my head back.

“Brother, you’re going to figure it out. You’ve kept him alive, and if the food on both your shirts is any indication, you’re feeding him.”

“Thanks.” I close my eyes and sigh. I don’t have enough energy to laugh at his attempt at a joke.

These last ten weeks have been hell. I broke my knee during the last pre-season game on the first play. My wife just flew in from Florida and dropped our kid off, and then returned to her non-injured lover. The one she’d apparently started hooking up with when I was traded to Kansas City. She had said it would be better if our son stayed with her while we sold the house.

The house never sold, and I’ve barely seen either of them in close to two years. Every time I had a break, she had something planned and couldn’t fly in, or Gino was sick, and she didn’t want me to get his germs and miss a game. Yeah, I was stupid and fell for it. Or maybe I was relieved when I didn’t have to see her. But now, I don’t know my own kid and suck at being a dad.

“I’m sorry Sloane left you.”

I open one eye and smile. “No, you’re not.”

“Fine.” He laughs as Gino chases Angelo around the table. One of them is going to fall and bust their chins. If I had any energy left, I’d tell them to stop but I can’t get the words out of my mouth.

Marco says, “She was a snake in the grass who got knocked up by a player to ensure her life was easy.”

“Why didn’t you say that at the time?”

He shrugs. “Angelo, why don’t you grab your toolbox from my bag so you and Gino can fix the table.”

Fix the table? I close my eyes again. This isn’t going to turn out good, either.

Once Angelo drags the cloth box out of the diaper bag, he opens it and pulls out a fabric screwdriver. Thank God. They shouldn’t get into too much trouble with soft tools. The boys drop to the floor. Distraction. I should do more of that.

“You already knew it, but you were too responsible not to take care of your obligations, so there was no reason to kick you when you were down.”

“Responsible? That’s a joke. My responsibility was to not get drunk and have a condom malfunction, but I failed miserably at that mission.” Mr. Responsible. First to Succeed. Mr. All Work and No Play. I don’t make mistakes. Until I met Sloane.

“For some reason, I don’t believe that.”

“What?” I eye him in confusion.

“Ten to one odds are that she got pregnant on purpose.”

Fuck. He’s right. She’s just that conniving. Gino points at the hammer, showing Angelo how to use it. I might suck at being a parent, but I love the kid. Somehow, I’ve got to figure out how to raise him on my own because Sloane walked away, and I’m going to ensure she stays that way. I’ve already read countless parenting books, and surely one of them has the magic answer inside.

I glance over at the tree. “Is that the illegal tinsel?”

Marco frowns and squints as he studies the silver strands hanging from the fake tree. “No. They make a new type of tinsel now.”

“Are you sure?”

“Dude….” He glares. “This place isn’t as backwoods as you think.”

“I wanted to make sure. The closest hospital is like twenty minutes away.”

“It’s not any farther than it would be in the city. The only difference is here, you see trees on your way, and in the city, you deal with bumper-to-bumper traffic.” He leans forward and clasps his hands together. “How was the flight?”

“We got stuck for three hours in Vegas and just got here about thirty minutes ago. When I got to the lodge, some irresponsible maid ran into me and knocked my knee into the luggage cart. It was hurting like a…. It was hurting.” I bend my leg and test my knee for twinges of pain, but nothing happens. “I think it was the scars that got struck.”

“Are you okay?” The worried expression on his face makes me feel like shit. I’m his older brother. The one he’s supposed to look up to, and here I am whining because my wife left me, I’m figuring out how to have a relationship with my son, and I got bumped into by a 120-pound girl.

You collide, for money, with 250-pound men every Sunday. Stop being a pussy.

“Yeah, I’m good.”

He grins. “Good. I’m glad you came out here. This place is great. You’re going to love it.”

Right. I’m a city guy, not a nestled-in-the-mountains kind of guy. This is Marco’s life. Not mine. But for a visit? It has its charms. “The suite is amazing.”

“Yes, it is.” He relaxes back into his chair. “Eden wants you to come over for dinner. She’s cooking.”

“Sure. When?” Marco’s wife is a gorgeous woman with the sweetest soul. Talking with Eden is a great idea. She’s a first-grade teacher, who knows how to keep 15 7-year-olds alive, plus a baby.

“Tomorrow night at 7 o’clock?”

“We’ll be there.”
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The Next Day

The chimes above the bistro door sound, alerting me to a new customer. I glance up from the computer and wave at Sawyer. For a previous glue eater, he’s not a bad-looking guy. He’s almost 6’ tall with brown hair and green eyes. “Hey, Sawyer, how’s work?”

“You know….” He shrugs and unzips the top of his jacket. We’ve been friends for years, despite the glue episode. “Same as usual, which is why I’m here for a pick-me-up.”

“I’ve got just the thing for you.” I slip on a pair of plastic gloves, open the back of the display case, and snatch out a frosted cookie decorated with a lake and a dock.

“Perfect.” He grins. “Now I can spend today wishing I was fishing while stuffing my face with the best cookie in town–”

“Best in town?” I arch an eyebrow while adding the cookie and two others into a small box.

“Best in the state.” He leans his hip against the counter.

“I’ll settle for that, but I’d prefer the best cookie this side of the Mississippi.”

“You know everything you cook is the best.” He snatches up the box as some regulars step into the bistro and grab two chairs at a table near the door. Men like to pretend they aren’t gossiping. That’s the farthest thing from the truth. These two will sit by the window and talk about everyone who walks by for the next hour.

“Usual?” I step over to the industrial-sized espresso machine. Sawyer works for his father at his car dealership. We’re a small town but the three closest towns come to Evergreen Lake to get their vehicles–unless they want to drive to the city.

“Yes, please. If I must work through another vehicle loan without caffeine I’m going to go face-first into a pile of paperwork.”

After I grab Sawyer’s drink, a vanilla latte, and snap on the to-go lid, I study him as I tug off the gloves and toss them into the trash. The short beard he’s grown over the last few months is attractive. And he has a decent sense of humor. But there are no sparks. Even when our hands touch while passing his purchases or accepting his money. Nothing happens.

He reaches for the cup, which I expertly hand to him, but at the last second, I lightly brush one of his fingers. Nope. Nothing. Nothing at all.

“Guess what.”

“What?” I cross my arms over my chest as the holiday music plays in the background. Thanksgiving isn’t until this weekend, but we’re big on the Christmas holiday season here in Evergreen Lake, so most of us have already broken out the decorations or started playing the cheerful tunes.

“My mom–”

My phone rings before he can get the rest of what he’s going to say out. “Hold that thought.” I snatch the white corded phone off the wall and press the receiver to my ear. “Lips & Hips, this is Norah speaking.”

“Hey girl, I’m sorry to call you at work,” Eden says in a rushed voice as she speeds on without taking a breath, “But I only have a second between classes. I forgot to tell you that Marco’s brother was coming to town for Thanksgiving. He’s made it, and we want to introduce the two of you.”

“Of course. When?” I shut the door to the glass case.

Sawyer sits at one of the circular tables and scoots the black chair forward while chatting on his cell phone. Few of the tables and chairs in the café match. I enjoy the eclectic vibe of mismatched furniture, which gives it a quaint and homey feel.

“Is tonight at 7 o’clock too soon?”

“Tonight?’ I click on the mouse to save the program I was on before Sawyer came in and shut down the screen. I’m nearly done with my supply order, and I don’t want to lose my progress.

“I’m sorry I didn’t call last night but things were crazy at home. Angelo was fussing all night, and when he crashed, so did I. I think he was exhausted and fighting sleep. He was fine this morning.” Their son is a doll but when he’s tired or teething, he’s cranky with a capital C. He took after his mom in that, she’s a bear to wake up in the mornings.

“No, that’s fine. I understand. I can be there at 7 o’clock.” Eden’s brother-in-law plays football, which I had a vague understanding about until Eden met Marco. Her husband played the sport until a couple of years ago when he retired.

Now, I have more than a passing knowledge of the game, but I’ve never met his brother. Eden and Marco wed in a small private ceremony at the lodge, but he was out of the country, and he was at a game when Angelo was born. They’ve gone to see him, but he’s never made it out here.

“Thank you so much. I appreciate you dropping everything for me.”

“It’s fine. Remember, my offer is still open. If you and Marco need a break, I’ll gladly take the cutie off your hands for the night.”

“You’re on. We’ll plan it sometime.”

Before I can hang up the phone, the doorbell jingles again. I frown when I don’t see anyone. Then, I look down. The little boy from yesterday.

“Maddie?” I call toward the kitchen. “Can you watch the counter for a few minutes?”

“Sure.” Maddie breezes into the room with a tray of freshly cooked treats: blueberry, lemon strawberry, and raspberry and white chocolate scones. The adorable blonde with a bubbly personality graduated this past year and is taking online college classes. “These just came out a few minutes ago.”

“Thank you.” The lunch crowd is not as bustling as the breakfast rush when I do the most business, but the older ladies enjoy tea and scones each afternoon, especially the G-team–Bernice, Mildred, and Sheila.

“Hey, Gino.” I rush around the counter’s edge while scanning the front window for his parents. Father. “What’re you out doing today?”

“Seeing.” His wide eyes dart from one counter to another as he takes in everything from the cookies to the dipped fruits. My shop at the lodge is small compared to the main operation.

“Sightseeing?”

“Yep.” His chubby cheeks bulge as he grins. “Seeing.”

I grasp his hand. “Where’s your mommy?”

“She left.” Okay. That explains some things. If…he means what he’s saying. That’s always a crapshoot with a toddler. But it would explain why the man is so testy.

“Where’s your daddy?”

“He’s outside.”

“Let’s see if we can find him.” I grab his hand in mine and shove the door open.

When we step out on the sidewalk, the man rushes up to us, snatches Gino off the sidewalk, and shudders while holding him close to his body. “You scared me to death.”

Interesting. He does have a heart.

“I sorry. I saw cookies.” The little boy wraps himself around his father.

“Don’t take off on me again.” His eyes are stern but remain swirling with torment. “Do you understand?”

“Yes, Sir.”

The man stiffens but doesn’t say anything.

“This is a safe town. My shop and all the others are safe havens.” I point to the sign in the window.

“That’s a piece of paper. It means nothing,” he snaps, and I envision squeezing his head until it pops.

“You’re the one that lost your son. You should spend a little more time keeping an eye on him and a little less time snapping on the person who found him and came looking for you.” I spin on my heel and stomp into the bistro. Asshole.

“Are you okay?” Sawyer asks as he stands and walks toward me.

“Yeah, I’m fine. I met this jerk yesterday at the lodge, and that was his kid. This is the second time he’s gotten onto me when he should’ve been focused on his child.” My face heats as anger percolates inside me.

Damn it. There’s no need to resort to his level. I slowly exhale while counting to five. I did nothing wrong. He’s the one at fault.

“What a jerk.” He takes a sip of his coffee. “Tourists.”

“Exactly. Now that our distractions are gone, tell me about your mom.”

One corner of his mouth arches upward. “She was pushing for us to date again.”

The door swings open, and the man and his son come inside. “Listen….” The man’s face is flush as he stiffly stands inside the building while Gino runs from one counter to another. “Don’t touch.”

Gino runs between the coffee drinkers and an empty table. “Yes, Sir.” He puts his arms behind his back as the man’s jaw flexes.

“I apologize for snapping at you a minute ago. That was uncalled for.”

“Yes, it was.” I cross my arms over my chest and tap the toe of my shoe on the floor. “And?”

“And, what?” He stares in confusion.

“Yesterday?” I unfold my arms and wave my right hand in front of him as an invitation to continue with his apology.

“Yesterday, nothing. You weren’t watching where you were going and ran into me, hitting my bad knee.”

Okay. Fine. He has a point. I wasn’t looking, and he did appear to be in pain. “Is everything okay? You didn’t injure it more, did you?”

Now I feel like an ass. I didn’t even ask if he was hurt, just kept yelling at him about how he was acting toward his kid. Which wasn’t a big deal. He was correcting his child, which is completely understandable and appropriate. I cringe as I replay our first encounter. Then, the second.

“It’s fine. Thank you.” He frowns. “Well, as fine as it can be…” Something dark passes through his eyes as he trails off.

“I apologize for not watching where I was going and running into you.” I drop my arms to my sides.

“I’ve got to go.” Sawyer rushes to the door. “Call me later so we can dish about this dating thing.” His eyes dance with laughter as he disappears out the door. This is probably the 10th time one of our parents has brought it up, but neither of us is interested.

The man straightens his back while keeping an eye on Gino. “Is he allowed to have anything?” I ask, pointing to his son.

“Lake cookie!”

“Sure.” He marches to the counter and stops in mid-step, spinning around to face me. “You don’t work at the lodge, do you?”

“No. I own the shop there, and this is my café.”

“It’s nice.” His face is tight as if it’s hard for him to compliment me. Not that I care if he respects me or not. I’m not interested in guys who aren’t emotionally available.

Tourists are also out. I learned that the hard way last summer when I dated a guy who was here for a month. I don’t know what I hoped for. A rebound? Him to stay? Whatever it was, it should’ve been nothing. He was good-looking but completely unavailable. I did all the pursuing until I felt sick over my weakness and broke it off.

That leaves me the bistro spinster at 24 years old.

“Thank you.” I dismiss him to help his son and ring up their order. “That’ll be $4.50.”

He reaches his arm over the counter and hands me his card. When our fingers brush, the hairs on my arms stand, and I lock my knees to keep from dropping to the floor. What in the fuck? I force back a shudder and shove the card through the reader. My face heats but I refuse to indicate that I felt anything.

I feel him everywhere. The scent of his cologne mixes with vanilla and bacon, and my head spins. What’s happening? This is not happening. The receipt spits out, and I meet his gaze. His eyelids are hooded, shielding me from what he’s feeling, but the color creeping up his neck tells me he’s not unaffected.

A tourist. You know better.

“Here you go.” I straighten my back, slap on a fake smile, and keep my fingers back so we don’t touch again.

“Thanks.” His eyelids droop lower, but if I’m not mistaken, his eyes watch everything as I nervously bite my bottom lip.

“Daddy, let’s go.” Gino grabs his hand and tugs.

The man’s entire demeanor changes as he accepts Gino’s hand and turns on his heel, listening to what his son wants to do next.

Father and son walking together. Smiling at each other. The man’s shoulders are more relaxed than when he came in. They laugh at something, and the man pulls him to his side and ruffles his hair.

With the next step, the man’s hips shift as he walks, and my gut twists. Holy fuck. The man has swagger for days. He was just hiding it because of the corncob stuck up his ass.

Forget about him. I grab the next customer’s order. The door jingles again as the man reopens the door. His face is relaxed, making his face appear fuller. “By the way, your cookies are delicious. Gino shared his melted snowman cookie, and it was the best cookie I’ve ever eaten.”

I sink against the cabinet as he disappears. Fuck me. The man who walked out the door was larger than life and handsome as sin. And I don’t even know his name. Girl, you don’t need to know his name. If you did, he’d be your next mistake, and you aren’t making any more mistakes.
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My brother’s house is warm and comfortable, but it’s not just the popping fireplace and the scent of crackling wood that give it a cozy feeling. It’s everything they’ve done, from the decorative throw pillows to the family photos on the walls. The oversized living room furniture made with plush fabric makes the memory of my buttery-soft Italian leather sofa and recliners feel stiff by comparison. To top it all off, my nephew’s toys are tossed around the room.

Granted, some things in Evergreen Lake are not warm and comfortable. The girl who runs the Lips & Hips Bistro still grates on my nerves. I don’t need someone implying that I don’t know how to raise my son. I’ve already beat my head with it enough as it is.

But when he called me Daddy versus, ‘Yes, Sir,’ for the first time as we were leaving, I about dropped to my knees, which moved me to compliment her on her culinary skills. Call it a weak moment on my part.

“You look great.” Eden holds my upper arms after hugging me. “I’m so happy you could come for the holidays.” She groans as her cheeks tinge pink. “I don’t mean I’m glad you were injured.”

“Or that my wife skipped town, leaving me alone with no one to celebrate with?”

Her face scrunches from her forehead to her nose. “Yeah, something like that.”

“I’m teasing.” I draw her back to my chest and squeeze. “I’m glad my brother found someone awesome like you.”

“Thank you,” she murmurs and pats my back. “You’ll find someone better than Sloane.”

“I couldn’t find someone much worse.” I chuckle and release her, stepping back and watching my brother walk into the room with his son on his hip. When the boys see each other, they wave, and Angelo wiggles against my brother, trying to get down.

The second Sloane discovered the severity of my injury, she’d been out the door faster than Devin Grant runs down the football field anticipating a pass from Gunner. And left Gino behind. Apparently, her new boyfriend doesn’t like other people’s kids but somehow doesn’t mind fucking other guy’s wives.

She steps back and surveys me from head to toe. “How’re you feeling?”

“Good.” I stretch my knee and shift my leg up and down. “It feels good. Even after a two-hour workout this morning. When the cast came off two weeks ago, the muscles were weak, but I’m building them back up as I increase my stamina.”

Sloane’s boyfriend’s team is the second to the last game of the season, and I’d love to be back on the field to smoke past the asshole. Hell, maybe it’s not his fault. Sloane could’ve told him we were separated and forgot to give me the memo.

“That’s great.” She beams.

“I’m hoping to get back onto the field this year.”

Marco raises an eyebrow. “Is that possible?”

“Babe….” Eden wraps an arm around his waist. “I’m sure the doctors know what they’re talking about.”

“Are you sure it’s safe? I was expecting you to be out for the season and possibly done for good.”

I gawk at Marco. Why didn’t he say anything when he was at the lodge yesterday? His doubt in my abilities has thrown me for a loop. We’ve always been close, and for him to put me on the shelf already is a blow to my confidence.

“That’s up to the doctors and trainers.” I shrug. “But I’m feeling closer to normal every day. I think I’ll be back on the field by the end of the season.” I straighten my back. Positive thinking, determination, and grit. “I know I’ll be back on the field by the end of the season.”

“That’s great news.” Eden looks up at my brother. “Isn’t it?”

“Yes, it’s great news.” My brother drops his arm from Eden’s shoulders and pats my back. “I’m just glad you’re not wallowing over Sloane leaving.”

I cross my arms over my chest. “I don’t wallow. Things between us were never great. We barely knew each other, and she ended up pregnant. Before I knew it, Gino was born, and a year later, I was traded to KC, but they stayed behind.”

But I’m filled with regret as I watch Gino play with his cousin. I was too busy to do much more than hold him a few times a week and missed most of his firsts. Even if Sloane wasn’t who I envisioned marrying and having children with, I should’ve done better for my son.

“Hey, Daddy.” Gino grins and holds Angelo’s hands as they clap together. “Ang-lo can clap. I teach him.”

“Yes, you did, Buddy. Good job.” Gino’s smile grows wider.

My parents assured me it wasn’t too late to bond with him, but I didn’t believe them. Of course, it didn’t help that our first opportunity happened when I was in pain and pissed that I wasn’t at the game.

“Brother, seeing you and Gino growing closer is good.”

“Thanks. It does feel good. Earlier today was the first time he called me Daddy. We were at this little shop in town.”

“Oh….” Eden’s eyes light up as she claps her hands together. “What do you think of Evergreen Lake? Don’t you just love it?”

What do I say? It’s like stepping into Mayberry when I love the city. I’m not sure she’ll appreciate that comparison.

“It’s nice.” Gino helps Angelo stand, and they walk together to the open toy box.

Marco laughs and smacks his thigh. “I told you he’d hate it. Gabriel is a city kid through and through. The first chance he could escape country life, he sped away with dust kicking up behind his tires. If he could’ve squealed the tires on gravel, he would’ve.”

Eden frowns. “What’s wrong with small towns? You don’t have to own a country estate to enjoy a small town.” Her small hands curl into fists on her hips.

“Don’t get upset. I didn’t say I hated the town. I said it was nice. I can appreciate the quaint shops, the friendly faces, and the small-town charm. But I prefer the standoffishness of the city where everyone isn’t talking about your business 24/7, and I can get a caramel macchiato delivered to me.”

“Norah sells caramel macchiatos.” Marco shoves his hands into his jeans’ pockets. “They’re delicious. And–”

“And she delivers to the lodge, so it’s like having an Uber driver bringing you a treat. I bet she’d bring you a steaming hot cup tomorrow if you asked nicely. She’d already be on her way up the mountain anyway.” She shrugs like the idea makes perfect sense. “What’s adding one more item to her delivery?”

Marco walks over to the toy box and removes a block set for the boys to play with.

“Thanks, Unc Mar.”

“You’re welcome, little man.” He ruffles his dark hair.

“Lips & Hips?” I only stopped at one, take that back, two places yesterday, but there was only one that served coffee items. Lips & Hips. And there’s no way she’d deliver coffee to my hotel room.

The woman’s face flashes through my brain. Soft, full lips. An upturned nose. Enormous blue eyes that studied me like a science experiment. Curves that beg to be touched and explored. Those hips and thighs. Norah, she’s as different from Sloane as day is to night.

What’s wrong with me? The woman can’t stand me.

“Yes, that’s her.” Eden rubs her hands together.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea. She’s–”

“She’s what?” The sound of the voice that woke me from a dead sleep this morning now causes the hairs on the back of my neck to stand.

I clear my throat and turn to face her. “Hello, again. Norah, I presume?”

“That’s me.” Her eyes dance as she bobs in a small curtsy. “Norah Stone at your service.”

Once she’s standing again, she tilts her chin upward and those eyes stay trained on me. “And you must be Gabriel, the long-lost brother who missed his brother’s wedding and the birth of his first nephew.”

Jesus. The woman won’t stop with the low blows. “I was at a game and couldn’t get away when Angelo was born, and out of the country when they got married.”

“Norah….” Eden’s voice is sharp. “Gabriel can’t plan his life around us. He’s a busy man, and we knew he couldn’t be there for either event.”

Norah returns her attention to me. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t aiming to put you down.”

Marco groans, “Don’t apologize. Gabriel has thick skin. He’s fine.”

Do I? The muscles in my back feel like someone’s twisting a knife into them and cranking the wheel. I could’ve made the wedding, should’ve made their wedding, but Sloane wanted to go to the Caribbean instead. She wanted to go somewhere exotic on the bye week. Somewhere to show off her bikini body, and Finn Reid, her current lover, was there with his friends.

That should’ve been a red flag.

And when Angelo was born? I could’ve flown out on Monday to meet him.

“Gabriel, this is Norah, my best friend since school. She runs–”

“Lip & Hips.” I bite my bottom lip and nod. “We’ve met a couple of times already.”

My heart thuds in my chest. When she’s not looking disapprovingly at me, she’s gorgeous. The curve of her jawline sets off her perfect features, and the slender column of her neck makes my fingers and other parts twitch.

What in the fuck is wrong with me? I haven’t wanted a woman in years. I was obsessed with football. Playing my best. Being the best. And Sloane and I were going through the motions.

“Oh, yeah?” Marco asks with an arched eyebrow.

Norah lifts Angelo off the ground and kisses the top of his head. “How’s my favorite, kiddo?” His face lights up as she holds him close. “Yes, we’ve met,” she says against Angelo’s temple while kissing him again. “He was a total….”

Her voice trails off as she glances over at my son, who’s snatching a stuffed rabbit out of the toy box. “He was angry with me because I accidentally ran into him while delivering at the lodge.”

“Angry, how?” Eden taps her toes on the rug.

Great. Now, it’s two against one.

“He was rude.” Norah flushes and wrinkles her nose. “And I was rather rude back, accusing him of being a crappy parent.”

The first time we met and the second, those black lashes hood her crystal blue eyes, which remind me of the nearby lake. I’d apologize again in hopes of seeing her eyes dance but that’s stupid. This is Norah, Eden’s best friend. The woman is unimpressed that I’m a football star. Hell, she’s unimpressed that I’m alive.

Not to mention, she’s a small-town girl. And I’m the big city guy.

Dude, she thinks you’re a loser. She’s not going to have sex with you.

“Nice.” Marco whistles while enjoying the show. “Hit him below the belt. Right at his greatest weakness. It’s always good to see people who don’t kiss my brother’s ass. He deserves it.”

“Daddy?” Gino glances up with a quizzical expression while handing me a rabbit. “Where, rabbit eye?”
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What’s wrong with me? Every time I see this man, I cut him down. Why? It doesn’t make any sense. I don’t know him. I harbored no ill will toward him until I met him. It’s not like I was upset when he didn’t come to the wedding. Or that he missed the birth of his nephew. I was too busy celebrating both events for his absence to register.

As they all walk to the kitchen, I stand back to watch the kids. Gabriel is good-looking, but I’ve seen good-looking guys before. He’s larger than life, but we’re in the mountains. I’ve met lumberjacks. He’s grumpy or was grumpy after I hit him.

After you hit his injured knee. The one that has him forced onto the sidelines.

But Delbert Baxter is the worst grump I’ve ever met, and he growls and grumbles at everyone. It’s not like I let him ruin my day. So why am I tossing out landmines left and right for Gabriel to step on?

“Here.” Gino hands me a storybook, and I drop down to the floor.

“What do we have here?”

“Read.” He climbs into my lap as Angelo crawls over to us.

“Ah. I love stories about animals.” The boy is adorable.

No, it’s because he’s all those things. All those unattainable things. I’m stuck in Evergreen Lake with guys I’ve known forever, and he’s the pretty boy who can get a different woman in each city the team plane sets down in. Not to mention, he’s married. Divorcing but still married.

And…. He’s fucking hot. The total package. The total package I’ll never have.

I flip the pages and exaggeratedly tell the two cousins the story of a bear and a mouse. Their eyes widen with delight at each bright-colored page.

Damn it. I’m jealous. I’m jealous that my best friend found an amazing guy, who gave up everything to move to Evergreen Lake and raise a family with her. I want someone who looks at me like Marco looks at Eden.

Please. It takes everything I have not to groan and roll my eyes. And you decided this person should be Gabriel? The guy who is days away from leaving and going back onto the football field and never coming back? He didn’t even come to his brother’s wedding, his nephew’s birth, or his first birthday.

“Good story.” Gabriel rests his hip against the doorframe.

“Oh….” Once again, my face flames with heat. “I didn’t know you were listening.”

“I was quiet.” One corner of his mouth arches upward.

Gino grabs the book and climbs onto the sofa as Angelo rushes to join him. I boost him onto the sofa, and they settle beside each other. God, they’re cute.

“So….” I wipe my palms on my jeans and face him. “I’m sorry I was rude.”

“No.” He raises his hands in defense. “My attitude was uncalled for. But you hit a nerve.” He chuckles derisively. “Two nerves. I’m concerned about my knee and my future, and my parenting skills are crappy at best.”

Gino points to a picture. “This is Sam. He’s a bear. He naughty.”

“I think you’re doing pretty good. Your son is adorable. He’s clean, at a healthy weight, has good manners, and is smart.” I shrug and jerk my attention away from the boys. Don’t fall into the hype of wanting something you can’t have. You’re going to be stuck being a godmother, and that’s it. “Besides, all you were doing was trying to keep him safe.”

“Thank you.” He avoids my gaze by looking at something behind me and shifts his weight from one foot to the other. “It’s not been easy. I put everything before him and his mother, and when she left him with me, I didn’t know what to do.” He licks his lips and bites the bottom one. “And I’m not a natural like you.”

“I….” Lord, I don’t know what to say to a compliment. “Thank you. I like kids.”

“I can tell.” He rolls his shoulders and finally meets my gaze, causing my stomach to flip. “No kids?”

“No.” I rush to the toy box, picking up toys along the way and dumping them inside with a clang and a plop. Somehow, telling him about my pathetic love life seems worse than getting a pap smear.

“That’s too bad.”

What’s too bad? That I don’t have kids? That I don’t have a guy who I can have kids with? Or just is it just too bad because now he knows I’m his sister-in-law’s best friend, and he must pretend to like me? Or even worse, he feels sorry for me?

“Let’s eat, guys.” Marco bounds into the room with a platter and nods toward the adjoining dining room. “After you.”

“I’ll help.” I rush into the kitchen, desperate for something to keep me busy.

“What do you think?” Eden marches toward me with a basket of rolls in her hands.

“The rolls look delicious.”

“Pl-l-e-e-ase.” She rolls her eyes. “I’m not talking about the rolls. But thank you, I followed your recipe.” She looks at me pointedly. “I want to know what you think of Gabriel.”

“He….” He’s sexy? That’s obvious. He’s nice? We’ve already established we’ve argued more than once. I clear my throat and snatch a stack of plates off the island. “He’s more pleasant than I thought.”

Eden laughs with a snort. “That’s a classic. I love it.”

As she brushes past me, she leans over and whispers, “When you two get married, I’m going to tell this story to the wedding party.”

“Stop.” I pin her with a glare as heat creeps up my neck. Shit. My objection would have more standing if I didn’t turn red as a beet.

“What’s wrong, ladies?” Gabriel ambles into the room with a boy on each hip, looking more at ease with each second.

“Nothing.” I march past him and ignore the tightening in my gut when I inhale his cologne, citrus, with some type of wood. The best combination in the world. Of course, he smells good. He’s rich and can buy the most expensive brands on the market. It has nothing to do with his underlying scent. It doesn’t.

“Don’t mind, Norah,” Eden says in a sing-song voice. “She’s usually Ms. Suzie Sunshine, but for whatever reason, she’s in a snit this week.”

If he asks if I’m on my period, or if she says I’m on my period, I’m going to punch her. Neither says a word as I force myself not to stomp to the table.

The table is laden with food trays–grilled shrimp cocktail, tomato basil soup, Ceaser salad, roasted chicken with vegetables, and chocolate lava cake. My mouth waters. I’ve been too busy to cook lately.

Once I get done at the bistro, I’m too exhausted to make a meal for just myself. Maybe Mom is right. Maybe I should date Sawyer. Are sparks even necessary? As long as we don’t have sex, sparks are unnecessary.

He’d eventually want to have sex.

Thirty minutes later, I’m full and slightly relaxed from the glass of wine. The kids have fallen asleep on the sofa, and we remain gathered around the table. Marco is at the head of the table, with Eden seated next to him. They’re holding hands, looking as happy as ever. While Gabriel and I are seated on opposite sides of the table

Eden leans forward and rests her elbows on the table. “What did you think of the lodge?”

“The place is top-notch. Good quality construction. Solid amenities. And the welcome package was Gino’s favorite. He devoured the cookies, leaving me only one. And everything else from the fruit to the cheeses were fantastic, so I’m not surprised that it’s a popular destination location.”

“Thank you. Lips & Hips provides the welcome package.” My neck heats as his eyes never leave mine. I need a fan. Or some ice water. Or a dip in the lake.

“Have you seen Gabriel play football?” Marco jumps from his seat and grabs the remote.

“I….” I cough and clear my throat. “I’ve seen a little bit, but not enough to recognize him.” Without his helmet and uniform on.

“Marco,” Gabriel groans and flops against the chair’s back. “She doesn’t want to watch me play football.”

“What woman doesn’t want to watch a good-looking guy play football?” Eden raises her hands, palms upward in question, and turns to me. “Right, Norah?”

Lord, she’s laying it on thick. Now my ears are burning. If they were trying any harder to throw us at each other, we’d be playing a game of Naked Twister.

“Eden, you realize your brother-in-law doesn’t live here, right? And I run a business here?”

“Whatever do you mean?” Eden clutches her chest in mock surprise.

“I mean, I don’t do the tourist thing. I’ve tried it before, and it blew up. I don’t do guys who have both feet out the door because that works even less, and you’re shipping us together like packages on a freight barge.”

“So, you noticed, too?” Gabriel rakes a hand through his hair, leaving the strands flicked in different directions. Like he needed to do something else to look hotter.

“It’s hard not to.”

The TV blares to life. It only takes Marco a second to have Gabriel’s image fill the enormous screen. He’s flipping hot. I’m not going to deny that. I’d be a fool to do so.

Eden smacks her hands on the table. “You’re not settling for some guy who doesn’t light your world on fire. Some guy like Sawyer. He’s nice enough, but not right for you. And we love you and Gabriel, so what’s the harm in wishing you’d decide to become a couple?”

“Sixteen hundred miles, his wife, his career, and if I had to guess, he isn’t a fan of small towns,” I mutter. Shit. Did I say that out loud? “And we’re not interested in each other in that way.”

If they wouldn’t notice, I’d crawl under the table and disappear.
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The Next Day

After parking in front of the lodge, I collect the stock for the shop and brace against the cold chill. As we inch closer to Thanksgiving, the temperatures are dropping, and the threat of snow is increasing.

Even though the wind whips and swirls around the cart, the day is beautiful. The sun beams off the snowcapped mountain top blinding my eyes. But the swooping bald eagle that flies around its nest, with white puff clouds in the background, caps off the majestic view.

Why would anyone not love it here? The doors slide open, and I rush inside to avoid the cold. Okay, maybe if you aren’t a fan of bone-chilling cold and snow sledding, you might not love it. I shiver as the warmth of the lobby seeps past my winter coat, scarf, and fuzzy earmuffs.

“Morning, Norah.” Rose waves from the front desk.

“Good morning. Sold out?”

“Of course.” She beams and taps her nails on the keyboard with a click, clacking sound and returns her attention to the headset, speaking into the microphone.

When I pass by the seating area in front of the oversized fireplace, I grin. Gino is plopped on a sofa with his legs poked out in front of him. The boy is adorable. His father…not so much.

Although, I can’t complain about his behavior last night. He was pleasant and didn’t freak out over Eden and his brother trying to set us up. Those are points in his favor.

Where is he? I glance around the lobby’s seating area, taking in the sofa, recliners, and non-decorated evergreen trees. Surely, he didn’t leave Gino alone. Again.

Gabriel walks around a pole in the center of the room, shoves his cell phone into his pocket, and approaches his son. Gino shows him the book he was flipping through as his father joins him on the sofa.

Do. Not. Swoon. I jerk my head around and deliver my goods to Clarissa, who chatters about lodge business. As the manager of the shop, I leave her in charge and only bring deliveries and random spot checks of services. Clarissa is good at her job. She’s friendly and up-sells more frequently than not. But she can be a busybody.

As I hand her the last tray of scones, she leans across the counter. “Did you see Mr. Hottie over there?”

“Which one?” I spin around but only find Gabriel with his son. He glances up as I stare at him. Shit. I shift my attention back to Clarissa.

“You saw him. The man is dreamy. I heard he’s Marco’s brother. There’s a decent resemblance between them. Did you know his wife left him for another football player? Can you imagine? Who would leave that guy for someone else?” She rocks back onto her heels. “Why am I telling you this? Of course, you know. You’ve been best friends with Eden for years.” She rolls her eyes and rests her hip against the counter. “So, tell me about him. Is he available?”

I straighten my spine. “That isn’t appropriate. You’re here to conduct business and not gossip about the guests.”

“You’re right.” Her cheeks tinge with pink. “But he’s a sexy one. And that little guy, he’s sweet enough to eat.” She pretends to zip her mouth shut. “But I’m minding my own business.” Her eyes twinkle as she puts away a tray of baked goods. “For now.”

Damn her. I close the cart buckles with more force than necessary.

She arches her eyebrow. “Unless you’re staking your claim on him.”

“I’m not staking a claim on anything. It’s just rude to talk about people like they’re objects.” Lord, who am I talking big shit, when I drool every time I get near him.

“Duly noted.” She returns to her work as I push the cart into the lobby.

What’s wrong with me? Yes, I don’t like my staff gossiping when they should be working, but getting irritated at Clarissa? That’s a bit much.

Fine, I feel responsible for ensuring Gabriel gets a warm welcome and talking about his wife leaving him is not something he probably wants people whispering about behind his back. But I only care because of Eden and Marco. He’s not my responsibility.

“Norah.” Gino launches off the sofa and runs full speed to me.

“Hey, Gino.” I stop pushing the cart and grab him into my arms, swinging his feet off the ground. “How’re you today?” This little guy has been through a lot, and while I don’t know him well, it’s clear he has a big heart and didn’t deserve his mother leaving him behind.

“I good.” He pulls back and grins. “You?”

“Yes, I’m good. Thank you for asking.” I set his feet on the ground and ruffle his hair as Gabriel approaches us.

“Hello, Norah.” Gabriel’s deep voice sends my stomach flipping and heat settling in places best left to the imagination. Especially since I just got onto Clarissa one minute ago for objectifying him.

“Hey.” I give him a half-wave.

His dark gray T-shirt stretches along his biceps and hugs his abs. The shirt is combined with a matching pair of jogging shorts. I fight not to swallow my tongue. It’s hard to believe I didn’t notice he was drop-dead gorgeous the first time I ran into him.

“Bringing another delivery?”

“Yes.” That’s it? Yes? That’s all I can say? My mind is blank. I swallow hard over the dryness in my mouth. This conversation is as awkward as last night’s dinner. I’m usually not this horrible at small talk.

“I saw you this time, so I stayed back.” He folds his arms over his chest, and my gaze stays rooted on his forearms. They’re massive and corded with thick veins. Where else is he this stacked?

Oh, my God. I jerk my attention back to his eyes. “What?”

“I saw you this time and stayed out of your way so you wouldn’t run into me.”

“Oh….” My cheeks heat as I swipe my hands on my jeans. Wake up. “That was a good idea. I wouldn’t want to hurt you again.”

“I was jarred more than hurt.” He unfolds his arms and rakes a hand through his hair. “I wasn’t on my game that day.”

“It’s fine.” I shrug. “You don’t have to explain to me.”

He glances over his shoulder at Gino, who’s back on the sofa, this time with a tablet on his lap. As if he’s satisfied his son is occupied, he returns his attention to me.

“It isn’t fine. I was rude, and it was uncalled for. Even if you weren’t Eden’s best friend….” He grins, and the hairs on my arm stand. Thank God I still have on my coat, or there’d be no mistaking that I’m lighting up around him like a Christmas tree. “It would still be uncalled for. I’m not usually impolite.”

“Not good for the reputation?”

He chuckles. “You don’t hold back, do you?”

Yes, I typically do. But for some reason, this man puts me on edge.

“Yes and no. I try to keep a solid reputation because of my career. But I’m typically not an ass.” He shoves his hands into his pockets. “Or at least I didn’t think I was, but when Sloane left Gino with me and took off, I realized I’d treated him like an afterthought. And I had no idea how to be a parent.”

“I’m sure that’s been rough.” Gino pumps his arm as he wins something in his game. Who wouldn’t want to raise this kid?

“Don’t pretend you approve. I disapprove.” His face is serious as he says, “Sloane was a cleat chaser. I fucked up, got her pregnant, and did the right thing. But not for the right reason. Anyway, until we got here, he called me, ‘Sir,’ which I deserved, but it grated on my nerves.” He shrugs. “Adding to my already shitty time of being injured and itching to get back with my team. I know that doesn’t mean anything to you or excuse my attitude, but I wanted you to know. I’m trying not to be an asshole, and it had nothing to do with you.”

“Thank you for telling me. Even though none of that is any of my business.”

He nods stiffly. “Yeah.”

I grab his bicep. “I’m sorry. Everything I say to you comes off as holier than though, and I don’t mean that either. I’m not a judgmental bitch.” The heat from his skin singes everything from my fingertips to my belly. But I can’t let go. “You’re doing great with Gino. You might not have always been there for him, but you are now. That’s what’s important.”

“Thank you.” Some of the stiffness in his shoulders eases, but his body remains on edge.

I’m still holding his arm. I drop my hand to my side, instantly missing his heat. Now what? We’ve both apologized. And…. Now what?

Nothing. He’s Marco’s brother, and he’s headed back to the pros as soon as he gets the green light.

“I need to get to work.”

“Oh, right.” He jumps back, putting more space between us. “I’ll see you around.”

“You, too.” I grab the cart handle.

Clarissa yells, “Norah?” I spin on my heel and cringe as she says, “Duly noted.”

Fuck. I look like such a hypocrite.
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The Next Day

It’s stupid, but since seeing Norah at the lodge again, I’ve been on edge.

Nothing good can come from an infatuation with a woman who’s married to the town of Evergreen Lake. I don’t belong here. This might work for my brother, but I’m used to a faster pace and the ease of getting whatever I want delivered to me. I wouldn’t miss the party life. I gave that life up when I got Sloane pregnant. There was no way I was getting shitfaced celebrating a win again and getting someone else pregnant.

I glance in the rearview mirror at Gino. He’s a gorgeous kid. He has soft dark curls, bright blue eyes, and dimples when he grins, which is becoming more frequent by the day. And it’s not like he’s hard to entertain. He’s a happy-go-lucky boy, not at all dramatic like his mother.

“Daddy, see Unc Marco soon?”

“Yes, he’s meeting us in town and taking us for a tour.” Starting with Lips and Hips.

Stop. You’re going to see your brother not make eyes at Norah. But God, she’s gorgeous. I don’t know how I missed it the first time I saw her. Long dark hair, bright blue eyes, perfectly plump lips that don’t need filler injections to keep them puffy. And curves in all the right places.

Don’t, Son. I hear my father’s voice in my head. You’ve already made a big enough mistake with Sloane. You don’t want to start something with Norah, walk away without looking back, and piss your brother and sister-in-law off because all you wanted was a piece of ass.

Yeah, for once, I need to listen to him.

The road down the mountain bends around its last curve, and we’re near the Evergreen Lake Inn. It’s a quaint-looking place that fits in with the rest of the town. Even without being decked out in Christmas decorations, this town screams Hallmark Movie set.

After pulling into a parking space near Lips & Hips, I put the Jeep into park and check my messages.

Baron


Call me.




My fingers fly over the phone to return my attorney, Baron McGregory’s call. After greeting each other, I ask, “How’s everything progressing?”

“Everything’s on pace for a January court hearing. I wasn’t sure if you wanted to postpone it until after the season was over or not. The judge said he’d push it back to March if you’d prefer.”

“What day is it scheduled for?” The last thing I want to do is prolong my marriage to Sloane.

“Tuesday.”

“January is perfect. The sooner, the better. I’m hoping I’ll be back on the field in a few weeks, and Tuesdays are optimal. What date?” I listen as he relays the date. “The game should be a home game the weekend before, I can fly out of KC that night and come back on Wednesday for practice.” We were married in Florida, so I must return there for the divorce.

“I’ll call and let them know.”

I shift in my seat as the man I saw talking to Norah the other day slips into the bistro. Is that Sawyer? It probably is. The man is always dropping by to see her. Buttering her up. He’s not a bad-looking man. Trim brown hair and beard, physically fit, straight nose, average height. The other day, he was wearing a non-descript shirt and pants. Today, I can’t tell what he has on under his ski jacket, but he’s wearing baggy jeans.

I tap my fingertips on the steering wheel. What does she see in him?

“Are you still there?”

“Yes.” I shake my head and refocus on the conversation. “Have you heard from her attorney?”

“Yes, she’s claiming emotional and financial neglect of her and Gino.”

“That’s….” Bullshit. I clear my throat. “That’s not true. She’s the one that chose to stay in Miami when I was traded and refused to let me take Gino.” Not that I would’ve had any idea how to take care of a 1-year-old and train for the upcoming season, but I would’ve found a way, just like now.

“It’s posturing. We have her messages saved from that time. There’s nothing to worry about. Added to that is her leaving Gino with you and returning to her boyfriend. I’m still shocked you got her to admit it on the phone after she’d returned to Florida.”

“She doesn’t think things through. She’s an impulsive woman who sees something she wants, goes and gets it, and a few days, weeks, or months later, depending on what it is, gets bored and moves on to the next shiny object.”

I glance back at Gino again, but he’s none the wiser. He’s playing one of his educational games and repeating his ABCs. The woman is worthless. First, refusing to keep Gino with both of us, and then leaving him without a backward glance. The sad fact? He only cried for a day and rarely asks for her.

After hanging up, I gather Gino and step into the warm bistro. I don’t see another customer in the busy space as I instinctively locate her, chatting in the corner with the guy. Son of a bitch.

“Daddy?” Gino tugs on my hand.

“Yes, Son?” I jerk my attention from them and meet those big blue eyes.

“You’re squeezing my fingers.”

Fuck. I lighten my grip and lift him to my hip. “Sorry, Buddy.” It wasn’t hard, but noticeable.

“Are you okay?” He places his hand on my cheek, and my heart squeezes tightly. Screwing Sloane was a mistake. Marrying her was dumb. But having this kid in my life is worth all of it.

“Yes.” I kiss the top of his head. “Yes, I’m good.” And I am. I have him, a great family, and a team waiting for me back home. There’s no reason to get jealous of a guy talking to a girl I barely know.

Norah pats the man’s arm and rushes over to us. “Hey, Gabriel.” She tips her head toward me. “Gino.” She smiles and ruffles Gino’s hair as he reaches his arms out to her. She pauses and looks at me in question.

“Sure.” I nod in reply and instantly regret it. They look good together. Like a mother and son are supposed to look.

She pokes him in the belly, causing a fit of laughter to erupt from his lips. “Guess what?”

“What?” He stares up at her in awe, as if he finds her as pretty as I do.

“I’m taking you to Santa’s Closet.” She winks. “Right after I grab you a cookie. Do you want one that’s shaped as a candy cane or as a reindeer?”

“Candy cane!”

“Good choice.” She grins at him with a conspirator’s smile.

I grab her arm before she disappears with him. “I thought Marco was taking us.”

“He called a few minutes ago. He said he had to work and asked if I minded taking the two of you on a tour.”

“You don’t have to. I’m capable of walking a block down the street and going inside of a shop.”

“I’m sure you’re capable of a lot of things.” Her cheeks tinge pink, and a surge of adrenaline kicks my heart into overdrive. She gnaws on her bottom lip and shifts Gino’s weight on her hip. “Specifically, walking and opening doors.”

“Santa’s Closet.” Gino bounces on her hip.

“I don’t mind taking you.” One corner of her mouth arches upward. “I never pass up the opportunity to convert a city slicker into becoming an Evergreen Lake Ambassador.”

“I don’t know that you can convince me to give up the conveniences of the modern world.”

“Please.” She rolls her eyes. “You act like Evergreen Lake is back in the 1920s. We have modern amenities. We even have Wi-Fi and Caramel Mocha Cookie Crumble Frappuccino iced coffees.” She smirks. “And we left behind the outhouses and lanterns for walking last year. They were too dangerous for us. Those cold winds going up your bum and the possibility of accidentally lighting one of these historic buildings on fire was too risky.”

The line between teasing and being insulted is crossed with every word.

“I didn’t mean anything by it. I’m just used to living in towns with hundreds of thousands of people in them. Not a town of a few thousand.”

She shrugs. “I’m used to it. We’re good enough for a holiday adventure, but not the long-term type. I’ll grab the cookie, and we’ll walk to the shop.”

Without looking at me, she weaves through the tables, stopping to talk to her customers, and disappears into the kitchen.

“Sawyer Mitchell.” The man shoves his hand out. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. Norah explained who you were.’

And who did she say I was? The elitist asshole that hates everything small-town and can’t wait to get out of here? It sucks, but it wouldn’t be an inaccurate description, minus the elitist asshole. I don’t look down on other people. Do I?

I grip his hand in mine. Soft but firm. “It’s a pleasure meeting you.” It’s not. I grasp tighter, tighter than I held Gino’s hand earlier, causing him to cringe.

“Thanks.” He jerks his arm, and I let go. “Damn football players.” He chuckles halfheartedly. “Tell Norah I’ve got to get to work, and I’ll stop by and see her later.” He tips his chin outward and surveys me. “So, we can finish our conversation.”

I bite my tongue to keep from telling him to disappear–forever–as he exits the shop.

Is she thinking about marrying this guy? I bet he can’t even bench 150 pounds. How’s he going to save her in a blizzard? Hell, he doesn’t look like he knows how to change a tire.

Buddy, when was the last time you changed a tire? You call someone to do that back home. Well, if I was living here, I could do it–to take care of her and Gino.

What in the fuck? You don’t live here.

Gino bites into his cookie and grins. But all I see is her standing by the counter. Her face is flush, probably from the ovens in the kitchen, which only makes her look more stunning. She glances around the dining area, causing her hair to shine under the lights.

When she licks her lips, I bite back a groan. You’ve got to get your head out of your ass.

After she approaches me with Gino trailing behind her, she frowns. “Where did Sawyer go?”

My hands ball into fists, and as much as I want to tell her he ran off with a 20-year-old co-ed, I relay his message. Her eyes dance in response. “Good.”

Great. She can’t wait to talk to him.

“Are you ready?”

“Yes.” Gino pumps his arm in the air. Glad someone’s happy.

She grabs her coat off the hook by the door. “Let’s go see some toys.”
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I squat in front of Gino, zipping his coat to his neck. “It’s cold outside, but the two stores I want to show you are warm, okay?”

“Ready.” He beams, making my heart flop in my chest. I’ve always wanted kids, and with Eden having Angelo, that only increased the ache in my chest. But my prospects for marriage and a family flew out the window when my ex refused to come back. It’s either marry Sawyer, move away, or have a meet-cute up at the lodge with a gorgeous stranger who can’t get enough of me and sacrifices everything to stay in Evergreen Lake for eternity.

“Let’s go.” I rise to my full standing position to find Gabriel watching us with his hands shoved into his pockets. Okay, I’ve already had the meet-cute with the gorgeous stranger, but the likelihood that he’s going to become obsessed with me is miniscule, so miniscule that he didn’t want me to walk down the street with him and his son.

As if he’s coming out of a haze, Gabriel slaps on a smile. “Where to?”

“Turn to the right when we go outside. I want to show you something.”

I make a move toward the door, but he rushes past me and opens it. “After you.”

As I brush past him, I inhale the scent of his cologne and shiver. I thought freshly baked cookies and scones smelled delicious, but they aren’t the only things I’d like to slather in icing and devour.

He’s leaving town. He can’t wait to resume his career. His wife was a model. Long legs. Thin. Big boobs. Enormous green eyes. And blonde hair. I should know what she looks like because last night I searched for him and his wife on the internet and nearly cried. They looked perfect together on the beach in Florida. A guy like him is not going to go from that to me.

We’re silent as we trudge toward the first place I want to show them. If it was Gabriel and I alone, I’d take him to the Sips on Main, a couple of streets away, for a more adult conversation, but we have Gino with us. Gabriel’s jaw flexes as he strides beside me. “Is your knee, okay?”

He shifts his head around to face me. “Why do you ask?”

“You look like you’re in pain.” Either he’s hurting, or he’s miserable that he’s having to spend the day with me. Remember that when you go to sleep tonight so you don’t wake up from dreams of rolling around under a Christmas tree with him with wrapping paper stuck to your ass.

“I’m fine.” He relaxes his shoulders.

The sidewalk is clear except for a few streaks of caked-on snow, but the ground is hard under my boots. When we step down to the street, our footsteps squish in the slushy tire tracks. At night, the remaining snow freezes, and during the day, when the sun warms the snow, everything turns to dirt mush.

“Gino.” I grab his shoulder to gain his attention.

“Yes?” His inquisitive eyes search mine.

“I have a surprise for you.”

“What?” He claps his hands and hops up and down.

“There’s a pond just over here.” I point past the edge of the road to a slight incline. The pond isn’t visible unless you’re in a vehicle. “It’s used as a skating pond in the winter. The hockey coaches use it for skating practice and games, but it’ll open for public use on December 6th.”

“See it?” He switches his attention from me to his father.

“I don’t know.”

“It’s fine.” I place my hand on the coat covering his forearm. “It’s safe. I saw some of the teams practicing last weekend. The water is frozen, and his boots aren’t too slick. If you’re worried, he can stay near the edge.”

“Okay, but be careful.”

“Yes!” Gino pumps his fist in the air again and runs over the berm.

“He’ll be fine.” I squeeze tighter. “Come see. I’ve been skating on the pond since I was barely older than Gino.”

“Fine,” he huffs as if it’s against his better judgment. “I trust you.”

And with those words, my knees buckle. He grasps my gloved hand in his and drags me in Gino’s footsteps. Although ours are four times his size.

My boot slips, causing me to lose my balance, but Gabriel saves me from falling. “Sorry.”

“It’s fine.” His eyes are hooded as they meet mine.

Once again, I’m close enough to inhale his scent, only this time, I’ve not recovered from the first time, and the hairs on my arms and my nipples war with each other to see who can stand more erect.

I step back, breaking the connection. This is your best friend’s brother-in-law. He’s not a free ride at the carnival. I nearly snort. The rides at the carnival aren’t even free. You must pay too much to buy those stupid bracelets to have unlimited rides or run out of tickets after ten minutes.

When we reach the top, we find Gino safely skidding from one section of the pond to another, Gabriel winks. “I trust you as long as I can see him.”

“Understood.” Everything from my fingers to my toes is on high alert. Even though our palms aren’t touching, I feel his heat as his covered hand engulfs mine, leaving me feeling small and dainty.

“Be careful, Gino.” I shake my hand to loosen his grip. I need to step back and stop with the childish schoolgirl fantasies that’re threatening to make me look like a fool.

“I will.” He doesn’t bother looking up as he spins in a circle near the edge.

“What’s up with you and Sawyer?” His voice is tense as he zips his coat higher up his neck.

“I’ve known him since grade school.” I chuckle. “He used to eat glue in kindergarten.”

“Sounds like a good catch.” He shoves his hands into the pockets of his ski jacket.

“He’s not that bad.’ The instant he tosses out an insult, my back and shoulders stiffen. “Sawyer is a good guy. He’s kind to his mother. He works as a loan officer at his father’s car lot. And he lives here in Evergreen Lake.”

“And that’s your criteria for a man?” He pauses for a second and waves. “Gino, come back this way.”

“Yes, Daddy.” Gino’s eyes twinkle as he nears the edge. Not that he’s been any farther than a couple of feet into the pond.

“My checklist for a man isn’t your business.” Irritation surges through me. I know he’s not impressed with our town. Or me, for that matter, but hearing him vocalize his distaste irritates me. “But yes, that’s my criteria. I love it here. This is where I grew up and where I run a business. My ex-boyfriend was from here, and he broke up with me because he didn’t want the quaint and comfy life. He wanted me to stay in Vegas after college, but I refused. And tourists, who can’t wait to leave….” I shrug my shoulders. “They’re also out. I dated a guy who was here to visit his aunt last year, but he stuck to his word and left.”

The longer I talk, the more depressed I become. My life is pathetic. I’ll never be enough for a man to choose first.

“I’m sorry.” He squeezes my shoulder.

“Don’t.” I glare and grit my teeth. “Your pity is not part of my long-term goals either. I’m happy.” I wave my hand around me. “I’m fulfilled, and I don’t need advice from a man who’s only going to be here for a few weeks, and you….” ‘Care nothing about me’ is on the tip of my tongue but I shut it down before I look like a neurotic flake. “Don’t understand anything about living here.”

I’m an idiot rambling on. Who am I trying to convince? Him? Or myself? “Marrying Sawyer wouldn’t be that bad.”

Darkness weighs heavy on me even though the sun shines on the snow-covered pond, making it hard to see without squinting. A deer jumps out of the thicket of evergreen trees, stands motionless as it watches us with weary eyes, ducks its tail, turns, and runs back into the woods.

He faces me and arches an eyebrow. “Does he make your heart skip a beat? Does his touch make your knees buckle? How about the hairs on your arms? Do they stand when he touches your cheek?” His blue eyes bore into mine as he shoves off his glove and cups my cheek.

My entire body trembles as his thumb brushes over my cheekbone. I swallow over the dryness in my throat as I bite back a whimper. It’s been so long since I’ve been touched by a man. “If the answer is no, can you spend the rest of your life settling for second best?”

The rough pad of his thumb strokes my cheek, and it takes every ounce of strength I have not to melt into him. This would lead to the same place my time with Brad did. Alone and miserable.

Only I never felt a spark to my toes when Brad touched me. He was a rebound from getting dumped by Ethan. Some fun and if I’m being honest, I didn’t cry one tear when he left. This could destroy me. This could destroy my friendship with Eden.

I clear my throat and step back, causing his arm to drop to his side. “I don’t think I should listen to advice from a man who’s only here for a visit. A married man who’s only here for a visit.”

“Point received and taken.” His shoulders are stiff as he steps back, putting more distance between us than is needed and causing a cold chill to skate down my spine. Somehow, it’s even colder now than it was, and there isn’t a hint of breeze today.

“Gino, let’s go.” Gabriel’s voice is gruff as he calls his son over.

“Toy store!”

“Yeah, Son.” He grips his shoulder. “Let’s go. Norah is going to head back to the bistro. I think we can handle the tour on our own, from here.”

His dismissal cuts me to the core. What did I expect? I insulted him and pushed him away. Of course, he’s going to push back. His comments were probably out of respect for his brother and Eden anyway. He wouldn’t want to hear from them that I was miserable.

“Ah….” Gino’s bottom lip pokes out and wobbles as he grips my hand. “Don’t go work. Go play with us.”

My heart drops at the anguish on Gino’s face. “I’ll go with you.” I squeeze his hand. I’m not going to disappoint him. He’s been through enough already.

“Yes!” He swings his arm, causing mine to sway in front of me and then behind me. “Daddy?” He reaches his other hand out and waits.

“Sure thing, slugger.” He grips his hand and winks at him. “Anything for you.”

Football tight ends with adorable three-year-old sons should be illegal.
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Gino beams as he slips down the slide at Santa’s Closet. The slide comes off the chimney of the miniature house and lands in a pile of foam boxes in the design of brightly colored packages. The playroom has been his favorite activity in the store, but that doesn’t mean he doesn’t love the shelves of toys and stuffed animals. He’s the same as every other kid in that regard.

“Daddy, watch,” Gino calls out as he runs to the ladder at the other end of the playhouse and climbs the rungs.

“Good job.” Watching his excitement as he encounters every new thing or the same thing twenty times leaves me with the same feelings–pride, love, and regret. I missed so much when he was a baby.

My head was so stuck on football and being the highest-paid tight end. There wasn’t room for anything else. I woke up to work out. I worked out to work out. And followed the same pattern on the way to bed. My entire world was centered around training, video breakdown, ingesting proper nutrients, and practice. Whether it was mid-season or two weeks after the season ended, it never changed.

If I could do it all over again…. I’d do what? That was three years ago when I was busting my ass to get a contract. A player’s time is limited. We’ve got to make bank while we can, to prepare for the future. But for what? If I hadn’t gotten hurt, I’d still have my head focused on one thing. My next contract.

“Norah.” Gino’s eyes dance as he waves at her and flops into the padded boxes.

“I’m watching.” She grins widely at him and returns his greeting.

What in the hell am I going to do with Gino when I get back on the field? All the other guys with kids have wives or significant others who take on that responsibility. I straighten. It doesn’t matter how hard it is. I don’t need Sloane’s help.

“Gino, I’ve got another place for you to see. Are you ready?” Norah walks over to the storage cubby and grabs his boots and coat.

“I ready.” He runs to her at full speed, dodging another little boy on his way, and launches onto her legs.

“Bud, be careful.” I’m over to her before she tumbles to the ground, griping her upper arms and holding her to my side.

“Are you okay?” Her heat instantly curls around me, reminding me again how long it’s been since I’ve had sex. She smells like spicy vanilla. I take in her scent again and hold it in my lungs.

“I’m fine.” She glances up, and my heart thuds. The yearning to wrap both arms around her and kiss those plump lips until her toes curl drums through my veins. Her eyes drop to my lips as if she’s thinking the same thing. “Thank you.”

The moment is broken when she chuckles and shifts her attention to my son. “You pack a punch, slugger.”

“I sorry.” His bottom lip quivers.

As if she senses he’s upset and afraid he’ll get into trouble, she ruffles his hair. “Who knew you were so strong? Have you been eating spinach?”

“No….” He laughs and flexes his biceps as I drop my arm to my side to keep from making the situation more awkward than it already is. “I work out with Daddy.”

“You do a good job.”

Once he is seated on the red bench, which is designed like a sleigh, she helps him put on his boots.

The ease with which they’ve connected with each other makes my heart feel tight. It could be with anyone. It’s not her. I love seeing my son happy and content. The first few weeks when he came to live with me were tense and a clusterfuck.

When he yawns, I grab him under the armpits. “Come here.” I boost him up and settle him on my hip. “I need to bulk up.”

“No, you don’t.” He giggles but relaxes against me.

When he closes his eyes and lays his head on my shoulder on our way to the door, I fight the instinct to lace my fingers through Norah’s. Maybe it’s not anyone. Maybe it’s Norah.

With every step, I feel her presence–the graceful way she holds herself, the soft curves of her breasts as they lift and fall when she breathes, and the way her hips sway when she walks ahead of us.

“Later, Beth.” She beams at her friend, who we met on the way in.

“Bye, Norah.” The blonde woman smiles and waves. “Gabriel, you’ve got an adorable kid. Not only is he cute, but he’s also well-behaved.”

“Thanks.” That has nothing to do with me. He sighs and snuggles closer. Or maybe it does. For some reason, I don’t think Sloane watched him much while she was with Finn since he doesn’t like kids.

Once we’re outside, we walk in silence for several steps. “Do you want to take him back to the lodge?” She stops in mid-step. “We can go back and visit Read Between the Wines another time. I mean, you can go there with Marco and Eden sometime if you want.”

As Gino’s weight shifts against me, I shake my head. “No, I want to go.”

The desire to spend more time with her overwhelms me. It’s not just anyone–it is her. I’ve been around countless beautiful women in my life, but no one tugs at me like she does. What is it? Why am I attracted to her when there’s no point? She belongs here, and I have a team to get back to. But it doesn’t seem to matter, I can’t push these feelings away. I’ve been trying.

“Good.” Her mouth widens into a smile. “I think you’ll like it. They have books, wine, a seating area, and a section for kids to read books and do activities. I think Gino will like it when he wakes up.”

Ten minutes later, we’re seated on a sofa drinking glasses of sweet red wine as Gino lays along the edge of the cushion, pushing me closer to Norah, who’s seated sideways facing me and waves a golden blonde-haired woman over to us. She’s wearing a light blue sweater with a pink skirt.

“Gabriel, this is Ruby Olsen, the owner. Ruby, this is Gabriel, Marco’s brother.”

“Ah…. It’s nice to meet you.” She tucks a strand of hair behind her ear.

“You have a nice setup here.”

“Thank you.” She beams. “This place is my pride and joy. I always love seeing new customers giving us a shot. And our little slice of heaven can always use some new blood.”

“I’m only here for the holidays.”

“We’ll see.” She winks and takes a step back. “We tend to grow on people.”

Once she’s gone, Norah arches an eyebrow. “So, what do you really think?”

“It’s nice. I’ve seen places like this in the city. Actually….”

She arches an eyebrow. “You didn’t think we were sophisticated enough to pull it off?”

“I didn’t say that, but I’m surprised by the conveniences here. I saw some white truffles at the market yesterday.” I lay my arm along the edge of the cushion and angle my knee toward her.

The pull to get to know her better crashes down on me in a wave. To explain my past. To stay close to her. She’s attractive, but it’s more than that. She’s smart and different from the women I typically run into. She’s not obsessed with her looks. But she’s beautiful with or without make-up. She’s not looking for a hook-up with a player just to tell her friends about it. She’s wholesome. The kind of girl I wanted to settle down with when my football career was over.

But it’s not over. I should get up and leave because leading her on is irresponsible, making me no better than my ex.

Her eyes twinkle. “So, we’re not as backward as you thought?”

“This place is nicer than any other bookstore I’ve been inside. I also haven’t heard any strange banjo music when I’m driving around the corner on my way to the lodge.”

Her laughter curls my gut. “Funny, neither have I.”

“Thank you for giving me a chance. I know I was an ass when we first met, and you were under no obligation to be nice to me afterward.”

She takes a sip of wine. “What about my best friend being married to your brother?”

“Fine. You have an obligation.” That realization does nothing to make me feel better. I don’t want her to only hang out with me because of them. Or to be nice to me for them. I want her to feel the same magnetic pull to be with me, that’s getting stronger for me every time I see her.

“I’m teasing.” She sits down her drink on the coffee table and swats my arm. “Once you get past the asshole layer, you’re not half bad.”

“Thanks.” I grab her hand and squeeze it, letting it go before it feels awkward or forward.

But the quick inhalation of her breath causes my body to tighten. Keep the conversation going. Keep it light. She gnaws on her bottom lip.

I’m not sure how long I can keep that promise to myself. But this is where she lives, and I don’t want her to feel uncomfortable.

I take a drink of my wine and study the contents. “When I met Sloane, I was drunk. We’d just won our division championship game, and several of us went to a familiar nightclub in Miami. It’s one the guys went to a lot.” I set the drink down. “I rarely drank at the time and now even less. Sloane set her sights on one of the guys, me, or whoever else she could get.” I lick my lips and pause. Talking about how stupid I was, isn’t high on my list of fun activities but I need her to know.

“You don’t have to tell me.” She reaches over and pats the hand I have resting on my leg. This time, I lace my fingers through hers, and she doesn’t move.

“Yes.” I hold her gaze. “Yes, I do.”

“Okay.” Her eyes grow darker, and I fear I’m on the edge of doing something reckless. But this time, I’ve only drank half of a glass of wine.

“I have no doubt that she intended to get someone drunk and get pregnant. That night, I was the lucky one.” I laugh divisively. “And I did the right thing and married her. We barely knew each other, and that never changed. I was already obsessed with football, and she was enchanted with having and spending money. When I was traded to Kansas City, she said she didn’t want to move and uproot Gino. At least until the house sold. And I went without a fight. I was glad to be away from her. But I left Gino behind without a backward glance.”

“Don’t beat yourself up. You were placed in a bad situation, did the right thing, and you’re great with Gino now.”

“Thank you.” The earnestness in her eyes, paired with her praise, sends me spiraling further down the rabbit hole.

“I mean it.” She smiles and tilts her head, taking us both in. “He adores you.”

Fuck. I’m going to race down the rabbit hole. I stroke my thumb over her hand, causing her breath to quicken. A jolt of electricity goes straight to my dick. “My divorce hearing is in six weeks.” I lean forward almost on instinct, cutting the distance between us. Her eyes bore into mine.

“Daddy.” Gino scrambles to a seated position with wide eyes as he takes in his surroundings. “Where are we?”

Norah jerks her arm back, dislodging my hand, and clears her throat. “Gino, come with me. I want to show you the children’s book’s section.”

Thank you, Gino, for stopping me before I did something stupid. Again.
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The Next Day

The second Eden opens the door, the scent of pumpkin pie and homemade bread fills my senses with delight. Delicious comfort food is one of the reasons I’ve always loved the holiday season.

Yes, I’m always surrounded by baked goods, breakfast foods, soups and sandwiches, but this is different. This is Thanksgiving food. The food you gorge yourself on once a year. I should’ve tossed on a pair of leggings instead of jeans.

Eden smiles widely with Angelo on her hip. “Come on in.”

“I’d love to.” I shiver as she shuts the door, and I unwind my scarf, quickly disrobing my outer gear.

“Are you ready to impress me with your baking skills?”

“Of course.” I toss my coat, scarf, and gloves onto a nearby chair and clap my hands in front of Angelo. “Right after I see this adorable little guy.” He giggles and lifts his arms toward me.

Once he’s settled against my chest, I sigh. Life isn’t fair. Eden didn’t want kids when we were younger, and it was my perpetual dream to find Mr. Right, get married, and have three kids. My Leave it to Beaver moment. Okay. I didn’t want to be a stay-at-home mom, and I cuss too much to be June Cleaver. But the idea stays the same.

I wanted a dream relationship with a man who adored me and our children. At one point, I was even going to be a teacher because I loved kids so much–until a student-teacher episode turned me in another direction. I want my own children–not the weird ones that wiped their noses on my sleeves and coughed with their mouths wide open. My 17-year-old self was unprepared for that dive into reality.

I kiss his cheek loudly to a peal of laughter and follow Eden to the kitchen. Where she has his highchair decked out with snacks and toys.

Nothing turned out how we expected. Eden became the elementary school teacher, married a man she met at a charity golfing match, and is living my dream life. But being jealous of her good fortune doesn’t accomplish anything.

She crosses her arms over her chest as I continue to rain kisses on him. Angelo is different. I don’t care if I get his germs.

“Enough.” She rolls her eyes. “You spoil him with attention.”

“And you don’t?” I arch my eyebrows and give her a look.

“Fine.” She laughs and waves her hands in the air. “He’s spoiled with attention. Neither Marco nor I let him be, and his parents are on their way to town, so it’s only going to get worse. He rarely walks unless someone is holding his hand.

“He’ll be fine.” I nuzzle the side of his neck and inhale his sweet baby scent. If I don’t find Mr. Right, I can adopt or do in vitro fertilization.

After depositing Angelo in the highchair, I wipe my hands on my jeans. “Let’s get cooking.”

We chatter about town gossip as we gather the ingredients for the apple pie. Eden can cook most things, but make a homemade apple pie with flakey crust and melt-in-your-mouth apple filling? That’s my specialty.

As we peel apples to boil, she glances over at me. “You aren’t thinking about dating Sawyer, are you?”

“No,” I sigh and drop the knife to the table. “I’m not. Even if my prospects of ever getting married are as dire as being lost in the Sahara Desert, I’m not dating Sawyer. I was feeling sorry for myself.” I straighten my shoulders. “But it’s fine. I’m content being Auntie Norah.” I’m not about to bring up having children on my own. Not when we’re getting ready for Thanksgiving dinner.

I freeze and forget how to breathe. Am I considering this? “Besides….” I give her a cheeky look. “I’ve forgotten what it feels like to be with a man, so I’m not missing anything.”

“That’s bullshit.” She slices into the apple with force.

“Be careful. We don’t want a trip to the ER to brighten the holidays.”

“Well.” She glares. “You’re full of shit.” She quickly flicks a glance at Angelo, who’s distracted by his toys and is probably a year away from repeating everything he hears, unlike Gino.

My heart skips a beat at the memory of Gabriel dropping me off at the bistro before he and Gino returned to the lodge. He thanked me for the short tour of the town and bent closer.

For a second, I thought he was going to kiss me. But when I licked my lips, he stepped back and grabbed Gino’s hand. Not that I blame him. I don’t look like his ex or any of the wives or girlfriends of the other players. I’m too plain. Boring. Unsophisticated. Hell, I’m not a model or a social media influencer. I work in a kitchen over a hot oven. My hair smells like bacon and cookies.

“You’re 24 years old, not 40. There’s plenty of time to find Mr. Right.” She pauses for a second and clears her throat.

“I heard you and Gabriel hung out in town yesterday.” She rests her hip against the island. “What do you think of him?”

My entire body stiffens. What am I supposed to say? He’s not what I thought? He’s better than I thought. He’s…. Sexy. He is good with his son, despite what he thinks. And he’s got both feet out the door.

I inhale and slowly exhale. Answer truthfully but vaguely. “He seems like a great guy. He loves his son and is a good parent. Better than he thinks he is. And despite our first encounter, he’s not nearly as grumpy and rude as I believed he was.”

“Really?” She arches an eyebrow.

“Yes.” I tip my head sideways and wait.

“So….” Her eyes sparkle. “Do you think he’s cute?”

“Are we in fifth grade?” Deflection seems like the only suitable answer.

“Don’t be sassy.” She smirks and waggles her eyebrows. “It’s a dead giveaway.”

“Fine.” Damn it. This is Eden, my best friend. She’s been there for every crush I’ve ever had, so there’s no point in lying to her, despite it being dangerous territory to discuss the assets of her brother-in-law and not look like a foolish cleat chaser with no chance.

“He’s good looking. Too good looking. And nearly perfect.”

Her face is serious as she kneads the pie crust. “What would you change about him?”

“Don’t get mad. There’s nothing wrong with him. But there’s no point in exploring anything with him. He’s visiting you and Marco. He’s not here for something long-term, and I’m not looking to hook-up with another out-of-towner. It’s too depressing. Even if the sex would be phenomenal.”

My cheeks heat until I’m sure I look like a lobster. Somewhere along the way, my vagueness went a little too descriptive.

She bites her bottom lip as Angelo shoves a handful of Cheerios into his mouth, leaving one stuck to his chin. “So, you’ve thought about sex with Gabriel?”

“Of course….” I shrug. “I’m female, and he’s a sexy-as-sin football player. Every woman that meets him thinks about having sex with him.” Thought about it. Dreamed about it. Woke up in a sweat, wishing it was true. “It’s the hands, arms, and thighs.” I smirk, “And, of course, that tight end, but it’s stupid to think about it. He’d never be interested in someone plain and boring like me. And his life is in Kansas City.”

“I’m going to ignore every comment you made about you not being good enough for him.” Eden lays the crust in the pie pan. “This is the last year of his contract.”

“So?”

“He could retire. What if he decides to move here to be closer to us?”

My heart lodges in my throat. “Why would he do that?” The blood pumping in my ears makes it hard to hear her response. Is he planning to retire? Would he move here? That would change everything.

“Marco says he’s hurt his knee several times, and it’s about time for him to think about his future. Especially after what Sloane put him through. He’s going to push him to consider it while he’s here. The last thing we want to see is him permanently injured. He’s made decent money, and this is a great place to live.”

Never mind. It’s not Gabriel who wants to hang up his helmet. It’s his brother, and we know how well family interference works at getting someone to do something. My momentary, soaring heart crashes to the ground.
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After laying Gino down for his nap, I ring my agent, Hudson Tate, hoping to catch him before Thanksgiving break, and before my parents arrive in town. I’m excited to see them but also not looking forward to the grilling over Sloane and I’s relationship.

“What’s up?” My agent’s voice greets me warmly and pushes away the thoughts of twenty questions.

“Good. Here in Evergreen Lake visiting my brother and his wife.” And Norah. The words are on the tip of my tongue, but I bite them back just in time. Norah isn’t part of the equation, and I can’t afford for her to be.

“Sounds like a beautiful place.”

“It is.” I pause.

I’m not speaking in platitudes. Evergreen Lake is beautiful, and the locals are welcoming. I see why my brother visited and decided to stay once his football career was over. The view from the mountain of the town below is breathtaking, and the small-town vibe is like stepping into a painting and living in a place where violence and crime don’t exist.

But I’m not Marco. I’m not giving up my career for a woman. Granted, he never loved football with the same passion I did, but to retire instead of seeking out that last contract? Foolish.

“Great news.” A small doe darts across the road below the lodge. Its brown fur glows in the bright sunshine. Has Norah already delivered goods to the shop? Gino had a fitful sleep, so by the time he was up, and I finished my workout, it was too late to try and catch her.

Maybe I should call her and see what she’s doing today? We could walk to Read Between the Wines again or stroll to the lake. Gino would enjoy that. What’s wrong with me? I’m not her responsibility to entertain.

“The team looked at your last doctor’s visit report and said it’s time for you to come in and visit with the team’s doctors. They didn’t say it, but I think you’ll be back on the field by the middle of December. Maybe even as quickly as next week.”

Before Christmas? Next week? My stomach clenches as I rake my hand through my hair. When did I start envisioning spending Christmas here and not back in Kansas City with the team? My goal from the second my injury occurred was to get back on the field as soon as possible. If not sooner.

“That’s great news.” Shit. What am I going to do with Gino? Mom and Dad are taking a cruise Sunday afternoon, so they can’t follow me back. My gaze lands on my son, who’s peacefully sleeping on the sofa. I was a selfish jackass not to demand Sloane move with me. She probably would’ve still cheated on me, but I’d have been able to watch Gino grow.

“Yes, it is. I need you there on Monday morning at 9 o’clock for the visit. The doctor will look you over, and you’ll receive word on your return date.’

Sweat pops on my back as I pace in front of the floor-to-ceiling window, turn, and march back to the Christmas tree. I have no one to watch Gino when we move back, and he’s been tied up in knots about the Christmas festival that starts on the 6th. He can’t wait to see Santa, skate on the pond that Norah took us to, and fully expects presents to be piled up under this tree on Christmas morning.

Hell, I don’t have anywhere for him to go on Monday when I fly into Kansas City for the day. Fuck. It’s not that I want Sloane around, but if she lived in the city, it would be easier to co-parent. Remember, she skipped town and hasn’t been in touch. She doesn’t appear all that into co-parenting.

“I’ll be there.” What in the fuck am I supposed to do with a 3-year-old when I’m back with the team. Even during home games, we stay in a hotel the day before to avoid the distractions of friends and family so we can focus solely on our upcoming opponent.

I shove my cell phone into my pocket. Things are about to get complicated.

A knock at the door gives me a momentary reprieve from figuring out what in the hell I’ve gotten myself into. Gino stirs in his sleep, slinging his arm over his face, and my heart skids to a stop.

I’ve woken up in that same position more times than I can count. My son. He’s my son, and I’ll figure it out. There are nanny companies, who only hire professionals and lots of the guys have kids. I’m not one man on an island. I straighten my shoulders and track to the door as the knocks continue. I’ve got this.

When I swing the door open, I’m greeted by my parents, who weren’t due for another couple of hours.

“Hey, Son.” My dad beams and encircles me in a bear hug.

“Hey, Pop.” I clap his back and take in the familiar scent of his aftershave. The same one he’s used for as long as I can remember.

Tears fill my mom’s eyes as she clutches her chest. “It’s so good to see you.”

I let go of my dad and envelope my mom to my chest. She’s right. It’s good to see them. For a moment, I close my eyes and drift back ten years to when I still saw them all the time. I was prepping for college graduation, and Marco was following two years behind.

Then I was drafted to Chicago, and they all stayed in Texas. I was the oldest, and he was the baby. I was supposed to know what I was doing. I had no idea.

I step back, and she clutches my face. “You’re so freaking handsome. How did you become so beautiful? How are you?”

The couple staying in the next suite steps outside, and gawks at us. “Let’s go inside.”

“Yes. Yes.” She hastily follows my father, who’s carrying their luggage into the main room. Once they’re inside, I snap the door shut.

“Oh….” My mom places a hand over her mouth and sets a familiar white bag with a black and hot pink logo beside her feet. They must have stopped at the shop downstairs. “This place is gorgeous.” Her eyes dance as she surveys the room. “We’ve always stayed at the Evergreen Lake Inn when we were in town to see Marco and the baby.”

“This place is nice.” My dad nods. “Good quality construction to last through the years. And they’ve done a good job of renovations. Keeping the old with the new isn’t easy.” You can take the land developer out of Texas, but you can’t force him to forget everything he knows.

My mom spins on her heel to face me. As usual, she’s well-dressed in pants and a silk top. Not that she dresses for fashion over comfort. She’d rather breathe than be unable to sit down. “What do you think of the town?”

“It’s nice. I can’t complain about the scenery, and everyone is pleasant in town. The shops are good quality.” Lord, I sound like my dad.

My mom arches an eyebrow as she retrieves the bag. “Have you been to Lips & Hips?”

“Yes.” The muscles in my jaw tighten. This was not the twenty questions I expected. I anticipated they’d push for reconciliation between Sloane and me, not that they adored her or anything, but because of Gino and tradition–the Roman Catholic tradition of no divorce.

My parents are still married, and both sets of grandparents stayed true to each other through all sorts of difficulties. Although my grandmother has remarried, that didn’t happen until years after my grandfather passed. Ranch life in Texas isn’t easy. Nor is moving from Italy to the United States.

Gino sets up on the sofa cushions, and his eyes widen. “G-ma?”

“It sounds like you’ve met Norah.” My mom rushes over to hug and kiss Gino, who laughs and latches his arms around her neck.

Once they’ve both done fawning over him, Gino asks to see inside the bag.

“What do you think of Norah?” I glare at my mom as she hands Gino a cookie and gives him the twenty questions I was expecting.

“She great. She took us to a skate pond, a toy store, and books. She nice.”

“Good.” She ruffles Gino’s hair and looks up expectantly.

“Mom, don’t get any ideas.”

She raises her hands in question. “Whatever do you mean?”

“You know what I mean.” I stomp to the adjoining kitchen and grab a beer from the refrigerator. When I turn around, my dad is standing on the threshold with a frown.

“You aren’t thinking about getting back with Sloane, are you?” He keeps his voice low as my mom entertains Gino.

“No.” I twist the cap off and take a large swig of the beer.

As it drains down my throat, I groan and set it on the table. Drinking my problems away is what got me into this mess in the first place.

“Good. She was never the right woman for you.” He raises his hands in defense. “Not that we don’t love Gino, we do. He’s an amazing kid. But Sloane was selfish and high maintenance. She wanted the fame of being a football star’s wife and didn’t care which football star it was.”

“Yes, I know.” Even though hearing him say it makes me sick. “I wasn’t expecting you to be so supportive of the divorce.”

“Son, we might be stanch Catholics, but we aren’t so steeped in tradition that we want you to be miserable. It’s not healthy for you or Gino.” He marches into the room and clasps my shoulder. “We’re proud of you for working so hard on your career. For doing what you thought was right by Sloane and for stepping in and raising Gino on your own.”

I swallow over the lump in my throat. “Thank you.”

“But it’s time for you to find a nice girl. A wholesome girl with good morals. A woman who loves children. Someone like Norah.”

I cringe. Norah would hate to hear my parents pushing us to get together. We’ve already explained why it’s impossible to Marco and Eden. “I don’t need to find someone to be Gino’s mom.”

Even if Norah would make a wonderful mom. She instantly took to Gino, and he adores her.

Just because it’s convenient doesn’t make it something we want. She wants Evergreen Lake. I want…. Fuck if I know what I want. Would I say no if she threw herself at me, worshipped me, and begged to fly back to Kansas City with me?

Fuck. Get your head out of the clouds.

“No, Son, you need someone like Norah for you. Someone who wants you for you and not the number on your shirt or the number in your bank account. Someone kind and sweet.”

I bite back a chuckle. Norah is kind and sweet, but it’s underneath a lot of layers of snark, at least around me. But what he’s saying holds more appeal than I dare to admit. Norah would be the perfect wife and mother. Except I’m not in the running for perfect husband material.
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Thanksgiving Day

After I pick up my parents in my SUV, I back out of their driveway and turn right. Eden’s place is only a few blocks away. Everything in Evergreen Lake is only a few blocks away. My dad sits beside me, always ready to help me navigate, while my mom is tucked in a back seat with a cake container on her lap.

“What do they even have for an Italian Thanksgiving dinner?” My mom pats her hair. “I suppose it’s lasagna and bread.”

“Don’t fret, Mom. There will be a turkey.” I fight back a smile at her obvious trepidation. Eden wanted to impress her parents-in-law by adding some of their dishes to the Thanksgiving feast, but my parents won’t need to revolt. There will be plenty of traditional ‘American’ meal choices as well.

“Good. I don’t mind switching things up a little, but no turkey or stuffing….” She shakes her head. “I’d have to draw the line there. The Mitchells are having dinner at 3. We can always leave early and go there if we’re starving.”

My mom and Sawyer’s mom grew up together, so we wouldn’t be unwelcome guests if we showed up there unannounced.

“It’s going to be fine.” I flip on the blinker and turn to the right.

“Cordelia, stop fussing.” My father glances at her in the rearview mirror. “You act like you’ve never had Italian food before. It’s not raw fish.”

“Please.” She rolls her eyes. “It’s not like you weren’t bellyaching this morning while getting out of the shower. You were as worked up as I was about the menu.”

“Okay, you two.” I tap my fingertips on the steering wheel. “Stop fussing and worrying. The food will be delicious. I was there yesterday and helped Eden finalize some of the desserts. All of it smelled delicious.”

The closer we get to her house, the harder my stomach churns, and it has nothing to do with the food choices. I can’t get Gabriel out of my head, and the thought of seeing him again has me in knots.

Logically, I know there’s no chance of a relationship because after Christmas, he’s going to fly back home, and I won’t see him again for two or three years. But the foolish side of me wants to see him again. To feel the butterflies fluttering in my belly. To lose my breath when he looks at me. To feel my toes curl when he brushes against me. To….

Stop. You sound like a silly schoolgirl. But that does nothing to erase the fact that last night’s dreams were filled with him. His hands caressing me. His tongue and mouth devouring me. Heat curls in my core until it’s a steady drumbeat. The way his body slammed into mine, our gasps filling the room.

I woke up in a sweat, and the only relief I experienced was my fingers caressing and teasing my clit until I bucked wildly on the bed with his name falling from my lips. I count to ten as I navigate the next street.

Don’t get your hopes up. He doesn’t belong here. And I don’t belong there. We don’t fit together no matter how exquisitely he fills me in my dreams.

“How are the new business ventures progressing?” My father taps the toe of his shoe on the floorboard. The man refused to branch out when he owned the bistro, so every change I’ve made has been met with… Not disapproval. That’s too strong of a word. More like apprehension. Or questioning.

“It’s going well. The specialty coffees are a hit at the bistro, and the lodge sales show a profit.”

“Well done, dear.” My mom smiles in the rearview mirror. “I repeatedly told your father to do something different over the last twenty years, but would he? No. He always frowned and looked at me like I was growing wings out of my shoulder blades. He had to do everything the same. Morning. Noon. And night.”

“Cordelia,” he says with censure in his voice. He swings his head around to face her. “I like things the way they are.”

“Yes, I know.”

“If something’s working, why change it up? It’s not like you complain about some of my tendencies.”

My mother’s cheeks darken. “You’re right.”

I cringe as the tension in the vehicle intensifies. Ugh. They’re no longer discussing how the toilet paper goes on the holder or where he takes off his shoes.

“I know I am.” He arches an eyebrow.

“Don’t.” I glare at them both as I approach Eden’s house. “I don’t want to hear it.”

My parents aren’t old, but I was a surprise. They tried for several years to get pregnant, gave up, and surprise, here I came. In their early fifties, they still have plenty of life left in them. But do we have to talk about the life part they’re discussing?

Gabriel holds the vehicle door open for his mother in front of Eden’s house, and there goes the butterflies. The fluttering makes it hard to catch my breath.

“Who is that?” My father cocks his head and frowns. “Is that Marco’s brother and their parents?”

“Yes.” My voice is stilted to avoid giving anything away.

“The football player?” His hand is on the door handle. My dad loves football. When Eden started dating Marco, he was in heaven, pelting him with questions and hanging on his every word. We even caught a few of his games before he retired. Now, he has a new victim.

“Yes, that’s him, but you wait until we stop before you accost him and ask for his autograph.” I roll to a stop as he and his parents turn to see who’s arrived. Gabriel’s gaze meets mine, and my chest tightens even more.

Before I turn the engine off, my dad is across the sidewalk and pumping Gabriel’s arm up and down in an enthusiastic handshake.

“This is going to be fun,” my mom mutters as she climbs out of my vehicle with the container in her hands. She’s never been a big sports enthusiast.

Once they’ve introduced themselves, my dad pulls Gabiel to the side. “So, tell me about Gunner Sinclair. Does he really have a slingshot for an arm? Or is it all an illusion?”

“He’s that good.” Gabriel is dead serious as Gino latches his arms around his grandfather’s neck and watches my dad like a hawk.

“Damn.”

“Dad.” I chastise him because of little ears and nod toward Gino.

“Right, sorry.” My father shoves his hands into his pockets. “I haven’t been around little kids for a few years. I forget we need to watch what we say.”

“He’s a little mimic.” Santino laughs and pats his grandson’s back with his free hand as he walks past his wife. “Teresa, let’s go inside.”

“Norah!” My dad calls out as Gabriel’s parents go inside while chatting with my mom. “Have you met Gabriel?”

“Yes, Dad, I’ve met him.”

My father spins on his heel and glares. “And you didn’t say anything on the ride over? I thought I raised you better after all those years of Sunday football games.”

One corner of my mouth arches upward. “And Monday night. And a few random Thursdays.”

“Thank God.” He clutches his chest. “I thought you’d forgotten our ritual of yelling at the TV and talking….” He glances toward Gino as Santino opens the front door. “Crap about the referees.” He shivers hard at a gust of wind. “I’ll see you inside. It’s freezing out here.” He ambles to the door but swings his head around as Santino holds the door open for him. “I’ll catch you later.”

He’s right. It’s cold. Too cold to stand out here. At least, that’s what I tell myself. It has nothing to do with the fact that as soon as the door shuts, Gabriel and I will be alone outside.

Gabriel grasps my upper arm and arches an eyebrow. “I had the distinct impression you didn’t care for football.” His eyes bore into mine, and I swallow hard. The man is too good-looking to be real.

“I never said that.”

“So….” He pauses. “You only disliked me?”

“I didn’t say that either.” My heart clamors in my chest like a hummingbird trying to break free.

He clears his throat. “Have you watched me play?”

That’s a loaded question. It’s on the tip of my tongue to lie, but the truth comes out instead. “Yes, I’ve seen you play.” I shrug. I’m not sure how I didn’t recognize him the first time we met. Maybe it’s because he had such a cranky expression on his face. And I had no idea he was coming to Evergreen Lake for a visit. “You’re good. One of the best.”

“Really?”

I cock my head sideways. “I’m fairly certain you know you’re good and don’t need to seek my opinion to validate your ego. Your team pays you a lot of money because you’re good.”

His eyes narrow, but not in an irritated way. I blink. How did he get so close? His body heat mingles with mine, yet we remain far enough apart that we aren’t touching. The butterflies flutter again when his gaze dips to my lips. His voice is low when he says, “I like knowing you’ve watched me play and approved.”

“You beat our team 31 to 17 last year and scored two touchdowns.”

His eyes widen. “Were you there?”

“Yes. You ruined my date. My date pouted the rest of the night, and I went home early.”

“Good,” he growls, sending a shiver of heat straight to my core. I’m in dangerous territory here, but I don’t seem to care.

My mouth widens into a smile. “He didn’t like that I cheered when you scored.”

“You just made my day.” His eyes dance with humor and unmistakable desire as Eden opens the door.

“Come inside, guys, before you freeze to death. I wouldn’t want you to use body heat to revive each other.” She winks and swings the door wider for us to enter.


thirteen
GABRIEL



Norah’s arm brushes mine, causing a host of alarm bells to go off. I’m attracted to her. There’s no denying that. It doesn’t seem to matter to my libido that it’s a fool’s errand. Each time I talk to her, the pull grows stronger.

She glances at me out of the corner of her eye. “Sorry.”

“No, it’s fine.”

The small smile she gives me, has the hairs standing on my arms. The second she said she’s seen me play, and in person, my heart skipped a beat. If I would’ve known….

What? What would you have done? Nothing. She was on a date with another man. Probably this Sawyer guy.

Anger fills my veins as images of her and another man floods my brain. It’s stupid, and nothing can come of it. She belongs here. And I don’t. At best, I’ll visit a few times a year. And what? She’s supposed to stay virginally pure while I’m gone, putting her life on hold only to hook-up when I show up?

That’s selfish. I need to walk away and let whatever this is go. That’s what a man would do. A responsible man. An honorable man. The man I want to be for my son. I straighten and shift my chair away from her to give us more room.

“There. Now you have more space.”

“Right.” She nods curtly and shifts her seat as everyone continues to eat and chatter around us. “This should give you more room. I wouldn’t want to invade your space.”

“Norah, that’s….” I trail off as she shifts to face Marco and asks him about work as a fitness coach in a nearby town.

Well, that went smoothly. Now, we’re back to the beginning when she couldn’t stand me. Remember, it’s better this way. You’re done with random hook-ups. You’re a responsible adult who makes sound decisions.

[image: ]


Twenty Minutes Later

My stomach groans as I push the plate away. I’ve never had pies this good. “Eden, the food was delicious. Especially the tiramisu. I haven’t had tiramisu this good since Grandma Lilliana cooked for us. And the apple pie…. I probably gained 10 pounds today.”

“Thank you.” Eden’s cheeks pinken as she lays her napkin on the table. “But I had little to do with the apple pie. Norah helped cook the pies.”

“Well done, Norah.” My mother looks at Norah expectantly. “You’ll have to show me how to make them.”

When is she going to have time to do that? They leave Sunday morning for their cruise.

“Thank you.” Norah beams at her. “I appreciate it, and I’d love to teach you sometime.”

“Perfect.” My mom’s eyes glow with excitement. “Gabriel’s right, Eden, the dinner was amazing.”

Eden smiles as she lays a hand on Marco’s forearm. “Thank you, but Marco helped as well. He did most of the authentic Italian foods, which were all delicious, and Norah helped with some of the traditional side dishes. It was a group effort.”

“Thanks, love.” Marco’s face flames with heat.

“Dude, where did you learn to cook like this?” My brother in the kitchen? Who would’ve thought?

“It’s my retirement hobby. When I’m not working at the gym, I’m attempting to recreate Grandma Lilliana’s favorite dishes.”

I don’t remember eating this much in my life. Not even a Thanksgiving as a teen. We were always in the middle of football season, and I couldn’t afford to put on any weight. And considering I’m headed back to Kansas City on Monday, eating this much was a mistake.

Our mom clutches her chest. “That’s so amazing.” She grasps my dad’s forearm as tears well in his eyes. “Isn’t that amazing?”

“Yes, it is.” He swallows hard, making his throat bob.

“I’m thinking about opening a restaurant here in Evergreen Lake.” Marco shifts in his seat as everyone stares at him. “Gabriel and I used to talk about it when we were kids.” He studies me and arches an eyebrow. “You’re welcome to join me.”

“We talked about this when we were in high school.” I stare at him in shock. “I have a career back in KC. I can’t open a restaurant with you here.”

“You could if you retired.” Marco lays his hand on the table. “You’re one injury away from a knee replacement at 32 years old. You need to give it up before you’re permanently in pain.”

It’s a little late for that. My knee hurts when the wind blows. But giving it up? To run a restaurant in the middle of nowhere?

“Yes, you should retire, move here, and raise Gino.” My mom picks up her water glass as Norah’s parents hang on to our every word. “This is the perfect place.”

My hands ball into fists as Norah stiffens beside me. “Maybe we should talk about this–”

“I don’t want you to regret spending too much time working and on the road. You’ve already lost so much time with Gino.”

Seriously? They’re going to gang up on me? And in front of Norah and her parents? This is going too far. I love my brother and my parents. I love their concern about my health and Gino’s wellbeing.

But this? I hate being pushed into a corner and forced to do what everyone else thinks is the right thing. That’s how I ended up in a loveless marriage to a selfish woman. I did what society expected me to do. Not that I wanted to do.

“I appreciate the offer and your concern,” I say firmly as I push the chair back. This time, I’m not going to let them interrupt. “But I’m on my way back to KC on Monday with the team and should be back on the field within a week or two.”

My brother’s eyes flash with anger. “That’s a mistake. It’s too soon, and you know it.”

“It’s my mistake to make.’’ I stand and step out from behind the chair. “My knee is fine. My relationship with Gino is better than ever. And I don’t intend to quit football and start some business we dreamed of when we were teenagers, playing video games and eating Cheerios out of popcorn bowls. We were stupid kids.”

Marco stands and tosses his napkin on the table. “And you’re stubborn and hardheaded. You’ve shown me your medical reports, and you know I’m not lying. It’s time to consider a different future before your hardhead lands you with a permanent limp and the inability to get down on the floor and play with your kids.”

“You don’t know everything.”

“I know about this. My body hurts every day. That’s why I quit before it was too late. I wanted to enjoy a family.” My brother spins on his heel and marches toward the kitchen. And this is why we don’t have large family gatherings with outsiders. Italians have big emotions, fiery tempers, and explode at will.

“Boys!” My dad’s voice is a loud boom that makes everyone jump. “That’s enough.”

“I’m not done.” I look pointedly at my brother’s back as everyone shifts uncomfortably at the table. “Marco, you’re an ass.” He rotates his neck from side to side and turns back around to face me. “Just because the game got to be too much for your body doesn’t mean I’m experiencing the same thing. I’m fine. As a matter of fact, I plan to go for another three-year contract after this year. I guess I’ve got more in the tank than you.”

He points at me. “Listen here, big brother, I can still get you down and whoop your ass.”

“Boy, stop!” My mom also stands and slaps her hands on her hips. “You’re acting like preschoolers. Do I need to grab you both by your ears and drag you to different rooms?”

“No, Ma’am.” We both say in unison as the anger eases from my body, leaving me feeling weak.

Eden pulls Norah’s parents into another room under the guise of a tour. Even though it’s clear they’ve seen the house before. It’s clearly to save them from seeing us come to blows.

“Now, apologize.” Our mother taps the toe of her shoe on the floor as Norah scoots her chair back slowly as if she hopes no one notices her. Maybe no one else does, but the frantic beat of her heart jumping at the base of her neck and the shaking of her hand has my stomach doubled over in knots.

“Norah.” I grab her shoulder. “I apologize that Marco, and I had a disagreement in front of you and your family. It was uncalled for. I let him push my buttons and snapped.” I attempt to smile, but it falls flat. “As Italians, we love and fight big.”

“We need to go.” She turns on her heel and marches to the living room, snatching up her coat and purse.

I catch her in two steps, grabbing her arm and turning her to face me. “Norah, I’m sorry. I truly am. We yell, but we love each other. In a few minutes, we’ll start laughing and hugging like it never happened. We’re passionate people. I love Marco, and he loves me. I know he wants what’s best for me, but I’m not done yet.”

“Yes.” She swallows hard and shifts backward. “I think we all got that.” Her eyes are shuttered from me as she shakes her head and marches to the front door. “Tell my parents I’m waiting in the car when they get down with the tour.”

The door snaps shut, and I cringe. Yeah. That was a big fucking mess. Heat crawls up my chest, creeping up my neck, and settles on my cheeks. If I wanted to add to my already craptastic horrible first impression, I just managed to slather frosting on top of the cake.

“Gabriel….” Norah’s father steps into the room and grins. “Don’t let them get to you. I’m rooting for you.”

“Thanks,” I mutter, but without any steam behind it.

“Don’t worry.” Cordelia follows behind him. “Norah has a fiery temper as well.” Her eyes dance. “Every time we tell her to marry Sawyer, she has a hissy fit.” She chuckles. “And when we told her expanding at the lodge was too soon and a mistake, she slammed the door and didn’t speak to us for a week. She’s far from a weak woman.”

I roll my shoulders. That sounds more like the feisty hellcat I met rather than the meek woman who just walked out the door. But her disappointment in me was palpable. Shit. I deserved it. I acted like a child in front of her and her family.

Once they leave, Marco stands in the doorway with his arms crossed over his chest. “You’re an idiot, but I still love you.”

“You’re an asshole, but I still love you.”

The corners of his mouth arch upward. “The offer still stands when you decide to stop being pigheaded.” He presses his lips together. “Actually, us working together? That would be a mess. Of course, I’d be the boss as the younger but wiser brother. You’d have to lean on me to understand the basics of running a business and cooking. Actually, you’d be a total liability. I should probably reconsider my offer.”

“Dude, I’m not working for a pussy like you.” I amble to him and punch him in the gut as he grasps my head in a headlock and draws me to his chest. “I’m going to make you, my bitch. Just like always.”

I reach back, hooking my arm around his head, and yank. Seconds later, we’re wrestling on the ground, and my heart skips a beat as my knee hits his. Fuck. I cringe inwardly, but I ignore the pain. The last thing I need is for him to think I hurt my knee again.

“You two are ridiculous.” Eden stands in the doorway, shaking her head. “Kitchen. Dishes. Now.”

“Yes, Ma’am.” We scrambled to our feet, following behind her.

Marco slings his arm around her shoulder and kisses her temple. “Babe…”

She elbows him in the ribs. “Don’t, babe, me. You’re sleeping in the doghouse tonight.”

“Babe….” I smirk and hit Marco in the back.

“Gabriel.” She spins on her heel and stabs my chest with her index finger. “Don’t you start, or I’ll let him finish you.”

“Please….” I roll my eyes.

“Don’t test me, pretty boy.” Eden tips her chin out. “You two made a mess of my Thanksgiving dinner, and you’ll both pay for it. That I can promise you.”


fourteen
NORAH



After taking a shower and putting on comfortable clothes, I hop on the sofa with a warm blanket wrapped around me and grab my Kindle. Dealing with fictional men is easier than real men. If they do something stupid, I swipe pages until they get their heads out of their asses.

Real men? Not so much.

On the way to take my parents home, they kept reminding me that I had a hot temper as well. And brothers will be brothers and all that. I agreed with them but didn’t feed into their conversation. That wasn’t the problem. The problem was he’s on his way back to Kansas City, and I’ll never see him again. That’s what’s wrong. The fight? Not that big of a deal. The topic of the fight….

I sigh and drop the Kindle to my chest, staring up at the ceiling. What’s wrong with me? Why do I keep doing the same thing repeatedly? Falling for unavailable men is like a sickness, or maybe all men are unavailable. At least as far as I’m concerned.

When my phone rings, I snatch it up, eager to avoid feeling sorry for myself.

“Hey, Norah.” My best friend’s tentative voice fills the air. “I’m sorry for today.”

There’s a rustling sound and Marco’s voice breaks in over Eden’s. “It was all my fault. I should’ve never confronted Gabriel in front of an audience.”

“Don’t you think you should apologize to him, not me?”

“I’ve apologized to everyone. Including my brother.”

“It’s fine.” I rotate my neck and massage the muscles between my shoulders and neck. Actually, I enjoyed the banter between the brothers. As an only child, I didn’t get to experience that growing up. I just didn’t enjoy the words Gabriel was saying.

Somehow, I’d already managed to weave a story in my head that Gabriel would retire after the season, decide he adored Evergreen Lake, come back or never leave, and profess his undying love for me. Yeah, I’m pathetic and a hopeless romantic. It’s stupid.

“You missed the ending where they wrestled on the floor like 12-year-olds do.”

“Hey, I won,” Marco pipes in.

“Did you?” The question in Eden’s tone is clear. He either didn’t win, or it was a tie.

“I’m going to eat a piece of pie.”

Seconds later, Eden lowers her voice. “So, if you weren’t upset that my Neanderthal husband showed his ass in front of guests and ruined Thanksgiving–”

“I heard that.”

“Go away, I’m talking to Norah.”

“Fine.”

I chuckle at their teasing play-by-play. The love they have for each other is that special kind of love. The kind that makes your heart swoon and your belly flop. I’m so happy they found each other, even if it depresses me at the same time.

“Okay, he’s gone. What’s going on?”

“It’s nothing.” I toss the cover to the foot of the sofa and sit up.

“No, it’s not.”

“Fine,” I sigh with exasperation. “It’s stupid, but over the last few days, I started seeing Gabriel in a different light and foolishly hoped something would happen between us. When he dropped the bombshell that he was leaving in the next week or two, my stomach sank. And it kept getting worse the longer he talked about returning home and re-signing another contract. I know it’s foolish. We just met, and we’re complete opposites, so it wouldn’t work anyway.” I roll my eyes even though she can’t see it. “It’s probably my biological clock ticking and nothing else. My prospects here are slim to none, so the first good-looking guy to show up, I’m ready to pounce on him and make him stay. And that’s not going to happen with Gabriel.”

“I can’t tell you how happy that makes me.”

“That I want something I can’t have? Gee, thanks. With friends like you, I don’t need enemies.” I shove off the sofa and pace the floor.

“Don’t be ridiculous, you know what I mean. Marco and I would love it if the two of you got together. Gabriel deserves someone who cares about him for him and not who he is, and you 100% deserve a happily ever after.”

“But it’s not going to happen. He’s adamant he’s returning to Kansas City for at least another three years.” I rake a hand through my still-damp hair. “He’ll find someone else in three years. Probably lots of someone else’s.”

“Don’t give up on him.”

“Eden, I have to. It’s more of a fantasy at the moment than reality. If I keep wishing for things that won’t happen, it’s only going to hurt worse.”

My doorbell rings. “Eden, I’ve got to go.”

“Keep an open mind. You never know what the future holds.” The phone clicks dead in my ear.

Yeah, I do. Cats and books. That’s my future.

I swing open the door and nearly swallow my tongue. Gabriel stands on my front porch with a container and a wry smile on his lips. “I’m here to give you a peace offering.”

I arch my eyebrow. “What’s the peace offering?”

“Dessert.” He lifts the container higher. “Mine and my brother’s childishness had you rushing off before you had dessert, and I feel awful.”

“You should.” I cross my arms over my chest and block his entrance. Not that he’s indicated he wants to come inside. Damn it, my foolishness knows no bounds. I’m still hoping he sweeps me off my feet. I straighten my back and shove all those teenage girl fantasies out of my head. Happily ever afters happen to someone else.

“Again….” His eyes are solemn as the humor drops from his face. “I apologize. I’m sorry. I hate that I ruined your Thanksgiving.”

“It’s fine,” I sigh and shake my head. “It wasn’t ruined. The meal was delicious. My parents enjoyed meeting you.” One corner of my mouth rises. “Especially my father.”

“Can I come in?”

I glance at his Jeep, not seeing Gino tucked inside. “Where’s Gino?”

“Marco and Eden are watching him for a few hours.”

A few hours? Sweat pools in my armpits. What is he doing for a few hours? Panic swirls through me. “Uhhh….”

His lips purse together. “You’re seriously going to leave me out here in the cold?”

“No, come in.” I step out of the way, take the container from him, and watch as he shuts the door with a snap. This is a mistake. I’m supposed to be standing resolute in my defense of staying away from him and moving on from foolish fantasies. But here I am…. Weaving all kinds of dirty scenarios of things we could do. Sex against the wall. Sex on the sofa. Sex…. Well anywhere.

“Are you okay?” He cups my cheek and studies me.

“Why do you think something’s wrong?”

“Your face is flushed, and you were staring at the wall.”

“Oh….” My face grows even hotter as I spin on my heel, letting his arm drop and place the dessert on the table. The table isn’t big or sturdy, but I’d let him take me on a test drive on it as well.

“Have a seat.” I snatch the blanket up, fold it, and deposit it on the sofa arm along with my Kindle. Maybe I’m just horny. It’s been months since I’ve had sex with anyone or anything besides toys.

He settles on one end of the sofa with his arm along the back of the cushions and waits. His eyes bore into mine, and my stomach flops. Shit. Of course, it’s because I’m horny. This is not good.

“I should get us something to drink.” I step toward the kitchen, and he grabs my hand, running his thumb in a circle over my pulse point. The small touch sends a shiver along my spine.

“Can we talk instead?”

Talk? He wants to talk?

“Sure.” I plaster a smile and return to my seat, putting ample distance between us. “What do you want to talk about?”


fifteen
GABRIEL



Coming here was a bad decision. That’s not entirely true. I need to apologize for my behavior this afternoon, but I did that on the other side of the door. Asking to come in was the bad decision. I need to stay away from her. I’m due to return to Kansas City on Monday and my entire focus needs to be on football and getting back to my team.

That’s all I’ve ever done. But somehow, my head is spinning, and I don’t know which way to go. Do I focus on Gino and retire from football? Can I play football and be a good father? What happens if I injure my knee again? What happens if the team doctor says I’ll never step foot on the field again?

My stomach churns as these thoughts wash over me one by one. Three months ago, I didn’t worry about anything besides getting 10 yards down the field, juking a guy, and turning to my left to catch a pass from Gunner. Now, my entire world is in a tailspin, and the only thing that feels right is Norah.

I swallow hard as she stares with worried eyes. “I shouldn’t have come.”

She licks her lips. “Why did you come?”

I rake a hand through my hair and meet her gaze. “When I first met you, I didn’t think I liked you.”

She laughs and relaxes on the sofa cushions. “Funny, I didn’t like you either.”

“I know.” I inhale. “But somehow you’ve grown on me.”

“Grown on you?” She nods. “Nice. That’s a compliment.”

“You’re welcome.” My heart skips a beat as I move closer and tuck a strand of hair behind her ear. The dilating of her pupils and the fluttering of her skin as her heart beats erratically, giving me hope that I’m not off base and about to make an ass of myself. “My world is kind of a mess, right now. But it seems a little less chaotic when I’m with you.”

“Yeah? Well, it’s the opposite for me. My world is all planned out, and you come along and mess it up.”

“Is that bad?”

“It’s not good.” She shrugs. “I’m attracted to you, but I shouldn’t be. We don’t fit together. You love the city, and your heart is on the field. I’m a girl who loves serene lakes, baking, and hanging out with my friends. Here in Evergreen Lake.”

“You’re right.” I have enough turmoil in my life, and asking her to wait three years for my world to straighten out is selfish, but what else can I offer her? A week of pleasure? Two weeks at the most? That is even more selfish.

I rub my hands on my jeans and stand. “Forget I said anything. It was…. Thoughtless.”

“What do you want? Honestly, what do you want?” She stands and stops a few inches from me. Her chest rises and falls as she breathes, and my entire focus shifts from everything weighing down on me to the only thing that feels right. Her.

I cup her face and run my thumb over her cheekbone. “I want you. I want to get to know you better. I want to kiss you until nothing else matters in the world. I want to sweep you off your feet and forget everything else.”

“That’s not how it works.”

“I know.” Darkness settles around me as I step back and drop my arm to my side. “I understand why you’re not interested, and I don’t blame you. My divorce isn’t final until January, I have a kid, I’m currently on injured reserve, and I repeatedly act like an ass when I’m around you.”

Her lips curve upwards as she walks to me and places her hands on my chest. Her fingers shake, so I clasp them to keep them steady. “I want you, too. But you must agree it’s only until you return to Kansas City.”

My stomach cramps. That’s not long enough. “I go back on Monday for a check-up.”

“When you go back for good….” Her eyes are serious. “This ends. Let’s not pretend we can make anything else out of this other than a couple of weeks of fun.”

Every instinct inside of me rebels at her words. Isn’t it the guy who’s supposed to say, ‘Hey, let’s hook-up while I’m on vacation?’ But instead, it’s Norah demanding that I promise something I don’t want to.

“We both know this isn’t going to work long-term. You have plans for your future, and I have plans for mine, and they don’t go together. So, to avoid any hard feelings or disappointment, we’ll get it out of the way now. This is a vacation fling between two adults who’re attracted to each other, and that’s it.”

No, that’s not it. I want…. I want what? She’s right. Despite my brother’s insistence that I retire, and we open a restaurant together, I don’t belong here. What’s he even thinking? He doesn’t know the first thing about running a business. I’m the one who went to college to study business management.

And it’s clear she’s not leaving. Hell, next year, she’ll probably marry Sawyer and have two kids before I retire from football. Uncontrolled rage settles in my chest as I envision them walking down the streets of Evergreen Lake together.

That’s complete and utter bullshit. She doesn’t love him. Dude, she doesn’t love you either. People in love make sacrifices for each other. They compromise. Fuck. They know each other. I don’t even know Norah’s middle name.

“What’s your middle name?” The words fly out of my mouth.

“What?” She blinks at me like I’m crazy.

“What’s your middle name?” The panic swelling inside of me is impossible to tamp down.

“Abigail.”

The tension eases as the word plays in my head and I lean down until our foreheads touch. “Norah, will you let me kiss you?”

Her nod is barely perceptible. I cup her face and stare into her crystal blue eyes. Her eyes swirl with a mixture of emotions I can’t identify. Because I don’t know her. And never will.

Fuck. Anger licks at me, spurring me forward.

When my lips land on hers, she whimpers, but rather than baulking at my vicious attack, her arms go around my neck, and she plasters her body to mine until our chests heave in unison and my dick presses into her belly. She feels perfect against me. Soft curves against my hard body.

I suck her bottom lip into my mouth and flick my tongue over the plump flesh. I want to devour her. I want her to eat her words and beg me to never leave. My heart drops to my feet. Where did that thought come from? Is that what I want? I shove the thought back into the recesses of my brain as her nails dig into my skull, and every inch of my restraint dissolves.

After I let go of her bottom lip, I dive inside her mouth, loving the feel of her tongue thrusting against mine. She arches against me and moans, sending a quake throughout my body. Her desperation seems to match mine as I shift her stance until her thighs are squeezing my leg.

She rocks against me as I caress her body, exploring her back, her waist, and finally grabbing her ass. She gasps, and I suck down her pleasure with raw determination. I’ve never wanted anyone like this. Hell, I’ve never wanted to want anyone like this. It’s dangerous. It’s reckless. It’s pure magic. I trail my mouth and tongue along her jaw and down the slender column of her neck.

“Please, don’t stop.” She arches her neck toward me and grinds on my thigh.

I flick my tongue over the sensitive hollow and growl as her eager movements make my balls ache. “Slow down, baby. It’s been a long time for me.”

She shivers but doesn’t stop. Rather than stopping, she slips her hands under my T-shirt and scrapes her nails down my back. “I don’t want to stop. It feels this good. You feel this good.”

I suck down her essence and seal my fate. She’s going to destroy me, and I’m going to let her. I’m afraid I’d gladly walk with the devil to please this woman.
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What am I doing? Every word out of my mouth has been laced with foolishness. Have a vacation fling with him and feel nothing? Bullshit. I’m already wrapped up tight in my own web of lies. I feel things for him that I’ve never felt before.

Which was the purpose of the lies. If I say them enough, I might believe my own words. But at what cost? Proving that I can have endless pleasure with this man and walk away?

If I do, what would that mean about me? It would mean that my heart was so callous that I no longer felt anything. Surely, that can’t happen in a couple of weeks. I rub his cock through the rough denim, causing him to hiss.

“Slow down, baby. You’re going to end things way too soon, and I don’t want to miss a second of enjoying you.” He slides his hands under my sweatpants, and my clit twitches with desperation. I’m already slick from grinding on his leg. With one touch, I’m going to orgasm. Even though that’s a feat that never happens without a sex toy.

I block out his words. They’re too–not sweet. Or romantic. No, they’re too intimate. Like he knows me deep into my soul. And that can’t happen. I’ll never survive. This is two weeks. Three weeks at the most, and I’ll return to normal. I’ll bake cookies and scramble eggs. I’ll deliver my products to the lodge for Clarissa to sell. And I’ll forget the gorgeous tight end that stole my breath and made me wish for things that can’t happen.

“Are you wet for me, baby?” he growls against my ear and slips his hand between my thighs.

“Yes,” I whimper and widen my stance.

There’s no use pretending I’m virginal and fighting him. I want his hands on me. I want him to finger fuck me. I want him to make me come so hard I scream. And then, I want him to do it again.

My clit twitches in frustration as he avoids my sex and rubs my inner thighs instead. Not good enough. I unfasten his jeans and grasp his cock in my hand. He’s hot, thick, and big. Just like everything else about the man, he’s over the top.

“Jesus, baby, your hand feels so good wrapped around me. So, fucking good.”

“Oh, my God.” My eyes roll back into my head, and his fingers shove my panties aside and dive to the hilt. “Yes, please. Oh my, God, yes.” I rotate my hips and ride his fingers as I stroke up and down his thick flesh. The swollen veins feel luxurious against my palm.

I grip the back of his neck and smash his mouth against mine. Our tongues and breath mingle in desperation as we pleasure each other. With each lashing of his fingers, my sex quivers and desire coats his digits. The sound of his fingers driving in and out of me spurs my franticness on his erection.

He growls into my mouth, eliciting a shiver of excitement. I want to make him lose control. I need to make him lose control. If only to right the ship. I don’t want him to forget about me when he leaves. When he’s getting off the bus at the next city, and some cleat chaser is shaking her tits in his face, I want him thinking about me.

His fingers squeeze and tug on my clit before returning to my sex and flicking my G spot. He pulls back and stares into my eyes. “Your pussy is so sweet and hot. You feel like pure heaven wrapped around me. I can’t wait to have my dick sucked by your perfect body.”

“Oh, my God.” I shiver and run my thumb through his sticky pre cum and slip down to his tight balls. If I could think of something original to say, I’d say something else besides, ‘Oh, my God,’ but he not only steals my breath, but he also wrecks my brain.

“You’re a dirty tease, aren’t you?”

“No.” I shake my head as his words lodge something free in my head. “I aim to follow through with every dirty thing you desire.” I stare into his eyes as they flare with desire.

“You’re so fucking perfect.” He flicks harder, and the quaking deep inside of me starts. I moan and close my eyes as the waves of pleasure threaten to take me under.

“Open your eyes. I want you to see who’s making you come.”

My eyes snap open, and the feral possessiveness on his face tips the scales to oblivion. My sex squeezes his fingers as I shake uncontrollably, bucking against him. “Yes. Yes. Don’t stop. Don’t fucking stop.”

“I’m just starting.” He spins me around, shoves my pants down to my knees, and fills me with his heat. This time, when my eyes roll back into my head, there’s no stopping them. He holds me up with an arm wrapped around my waist and one gripping my hip while fucking into me like a machine that won’t ever break.

In and out. Deeper and faster. My mouth hangs open as endless gasps spill from my lips. I can’t stop. One orgasm turns into another until I feel weak and spent.

“One more, baby. One more,” he growls and teases my clit while never stopping his assault on my pulsating sex.

“I can’t.”

“Yes, baby, you can, and you will. You’ll come for me so many times, you’ll forget what it’s like not to break for me.”

My head spins until darkness dances at the edges of my consciousness, and another orgasm takes me under. “I can’t–”

My entire body convulses until I’m shaking uncontrollably, and he stiffens behind me and stills. He slips from my sex and spins me around. My eyes pop open. Shit. What’s wrong?

His eyes are dark and filled with desire, but it’s mixed with something akin to incredulousness. “I swore I’d never have sex with another woman without a condom on. You made me forget my promise.”

“I’m sorry.”

He bites his bottom lip and stares at my mouth. “Finish me off. I want that hot, sexy mouth surrounding me.”

“Yes, Sir.” I smile and drop to my knees as he threads his fingers through my hair. His scent, mixed with mine, his lust filling my veins again, and I eagerly cover his cock with my mouth. The steel hardness of his erection jumping against my tongue makes my heart race in my chest.

“Look at me. I want to watch you suck my dick.”

I follow his command and eagerly devour him, not minding at all that his desire mingles with my own.

“Fuck, baby, that’s it,” he grunts and spills his seed in my mouth.

Once he stills, I expect him to collapse on the sofa or disappear. Instead, he pulls me to my feet and kisses me slowly and deeply as our tongues slide in his come. I wasn’t a virgin, but nothing has ever felt like this. Orgasms aren’t something that happens to me. At least not during sex. And to respond to him like this? It doesn’t make any sense. His tongue strokes mine, making my toes curl.

“Turn around.” He spins me around and braces my hands on the back of the sofa. “I’m not done with you.” He drops to his knees, spreads my legs wider, and devours me until I scream his name while tears slide down my cheeks.

Holy hell. What in the ever-loving fuck is this?
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The Next Day

With my parents watching Gino for a few hours, I wander aimlessly around our suite. The place has grown on me over the last several days. I’ve never been into rustic charm, but the second Gino and I plugged the lights in, the entire living area brightened, and it’s impossible not to feel the excitement of the holidays.

Or maybe it’s the hangover effect of being with Norah. Touching her was an adrenaline rush that topped even the biggest football games I’ve ever experienced.

I rake a hand through my hair. I shouldn’t have done it. I should’ve left it alone and never gone to her place. My intention was to apologize for my childish behavior and leave.

Bullshit. Your intention was exactly what happened. You wanted her, and you took her. But now what? She’s given you the perfect out. A holiday fling with no strings, and then–it’s over.

I walk to the lodge window and look out at the town below. It’s late afternoon, and the streets are mostly empty. The crowds will pick up again later tonight, and in a couple of weeks, they claim there will be people milling around at all hours of the day and night.

The Christmas festival. Gino will love it if we’re still here. Is it wrong to hope the doctor recommends another month of strength building before I step foot on the field again? When I booked this place, I expected to be through Christmas, and now, I could be back on the field in a couple of weeks. A week even.

Fuck. I want to see the place lit up with holiday lights and explore the charm of a small-town mountain Christmas. For Gino, of course. He’ll love it, but he loves everything. The smile that curves up my cheeks solidifies it. At the very least, we’ll remain here through the festival’s opening week so he can experience everything.

My phone rings. It’s Gunner Sinclair. After greeting each other, he asks, “How’s the recovery coming?”

“Good, man. I feel great.” I blink and realize there isn’t any deceit in what I said. My leg feels good. My relationship with Gino is going amazingly well. He fell asleep in my arms last night in front of the tree as I told him stories about Christmas when Marco and I were kids. And Norah….

It’s a fling. That’s it. Don’t put more meaning into it than it warrants. Even if it was hands down the most intoxicating experience of my life.

“That’s great to hear. I heard you are due back in town on Monday. The guys and I are rewatching the game Monday night, and as always, you’re welcome to come over.”

It doesn’t matter that he watched the game on the flight home or that on Monday morning, our coaches will break down the tape so that each personnel grouping can study their plays. Gunner will drag everyone out that he can to critique the entire game before turning to focus on our next opponent.

Panic swells in my chest at postponing my flight back even a few hours. “I need to get back to Gino.” It’s not a lie, but it’s not the entire truth either.

“So, you’re returning to Evergreen Lake?”

“Yes, until I’m cleared to play.”

“I bet it’s beautiful there this time of year.”

“It is.” But it’s not the deer traipsing through the woods or the clear mountain lake that fills my brain. “I’ve got to go. I’ll stop by and see everyone when I’m at the stadium.”

“Perfect. Take care and get your ass back on the field.”

“On it.” I chuckle at his command. Gunner is the best. I’ve played for other QBs, but none had his talent caliber or capability to lead a team.

The second I shove my cell phone into my pocket, I snatch up my jacket and keys and march to the door.

Minutes later, I pull into a parking space in front of Lips & Hips. Talking about leaving and never seeing her again or only seeing her every couple of years when I fly in to see my brother has the muscles in my back tied up into knots.

Through the window, I watch her smile at someone and hand a white bag with her black and pink logo on the outside to the person. Her hair is pulled high on her head, and the flush on her cheeks enhances her beauty.

My eyes narrow on the guy who’s taking the bag. Sawyer. My teeth grind together. Son of a bitch. The mere thought of her dating him once I leave has my fingertips digging into the steering wheel.

Not on your life. I slam the door shut and march to the front door of her shop. The light coating of snow deadens the sound of my boots as I traveled the sidewalk. The door flies open, and a young boy and his mom step outside.

“Oh!” Her eyes widen as she grasps the door and holds it for me. “I didn’t see you there.”

“Thank you.” The words come out as a bark while my gaze never leaves Norah. She leans against the counter and says something to Sawyer. The way her eyes dance as they laugh about whatever she said leaves a hollow feeling in my chest.

Does she like this guy? Has everything she said about not wanting to date or marry him been a lie because she’s worried that he doesn’t share her feelings? Is she waiting for him to ask her out?

Her gaze catches mine and she stills. She doesn’t blink or breathe until she bites her bottom lip. The heat in the room makes my entire body burn or maybe it’s the quick inhalation of her breath when she remembers to breathe that has my body igniting.

Sawyer turns on his heel and studies me. On instinct, my hands ball into fists to keep from shoving him out of the way and claiming her with a searing kiss. But she’s not mine. She’s made that clear.

When I go home, it’s over. She’s not waiting for me or flying back with me. Her gaze flicks from my mouth to rove over my body and back to my eyes in seconds. She’s gorgeous. Beautiful blue eyes. Slightly upturned nose. Plump lips that taste like heaven.

But she’s not mine. And I don’t like it.

“Hello, Gabriel.”

“Norah.” My voice comes out more like a bark than a cordial greeting. I don’t want him here. I don’t want him talking to her. Looking at her. Making her laugh. Asking her out. My nails dig into my palms.

“I wasn’t expecting to see you until next week.”

That was her other stipulation. We needed space. Fuck space.

“I needed some scones.” I stalk toward them as Sawyer backs up a step. Luckily there’s no one else here to see my caveman routine besides Sawyer. And he doesn’t count. I want him to know who she belongs to.

She frowns and picks up a notepad to write on. “Is the lodge out?”

“I have no idea. I didn’t stop by there when I left.”

Sawyer steps back again. “I’ll see you later, Norah.”

I bite back a growl as I glare at him.

He clears his throat and speedwalks to the door. “Later.” He’s not moving fast enough.

The second the chime rings and the door slams shut from the perpetual breeze off the lake, I round the corner of the counter, cup her face with one hand, and grip her hip with the other. “I missed you.”

“Yeah?” Her eyes twinkle as she tilts her head up to study me.

“Yes.”

One corner of her mouth arches upward. “What about space?”

“I don’t want any space between us.” I haul her to me until her body is flush against mine and revel in the way we fit together. In the way her eyes light up.

She rests her hands on my chest. “I think it’s prudent we don’t see each other to avoid any hurt feelings when you leave.” Her eyes trail down to my lips as the pulse point at her throat bounces in time with her erratic heartbeat.

“Too bad.” I lean down until our lips nearly touch. “When I’m here, you belong to me. I don’t want space between us, and I sure in the fuck don’t want any man in here flirting with you.”

Her eyes dance with merriment as she bites her lips together and laces her arms around my neck. “He wasn’t flirting with me.”

“Your face was flush,” I growl while yanking the clasp out of her hair, letting it bounce off the floor and fist the flowing strands. “And I don’t like it.”

She licks her lips and grinds against my thigh. “It’s warm in here.”

“I don’t care. You’re mine.” I smash my mouth against hers and groan. I should say while I’m here, but I fucking want it to be true.

I swipe my tongue between the seam of her lips and greedily steal her breath. Her hands lace into my hair and tug on the strands, sending me instantly into overdrive. I press her backside into the counter and rake my hands over her back, exploring and forcing her closer.

Our lovemaking last night was intense, but the desperation surging through my veins is unsurpassed. I want her to be so desperate for me that every rational rule she wants to throw out disappears before the words come out of her mouth.

I’ve never felt this out of control. This obsessed. This…. Everything. She has me spinning out of control, and I don’t want it to stop.
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The road winds in front of us as Gabriel steers the Jeep toward the lodge. This has always been one of my favorite places to observe wildlife. A squirrel sprints across the road, stops, and waits on its haunches as we drive past. This is their land, not ours. That’s what I love about Evergreen Lake. The community is small, so we take up less space, leaving the animals ample room to roam.

Out of the corner of my eye, I watch him. His hands grip the steering wheel at the nine and three o’clock positions, likely because there’s more snow covering the roads the higher elevation we travel. Even under his coat, I sense his hard muscles flexing as he steers. His jaw is covered with a 5 o’clock shadow as if he woke up and stumbled out of bed.

I know that feeling. After he left last night, I wandered through the house wondering what in the hell I was doing. Not ten minutes, hell not five minutes before we were making out, I was declaring the possibility of a hook-up off-limits, and with one touch, I threw in the towel at standing strong.

There’s something about him that demands my attention, and it’s going to be my downfall.

Even today, I’m breaking my rules. I told him we needed space so that we didn’t confuse a vacation fling with anything else, specifically so I could build up my walls and protect myself from falling for him. And he barges into my shop, growls at Sawyer, and sweeps me off my feet.

Mine? I shift my attention out the window. He doesn’t mean that. Okay, fine. He means for the next week or two, he doesn’t want me running off with Sawyer so he can indulge in no-strings sex. No strings-hot as a fucking inferno-sex. But that’s where it ends.

“Norah?” His voice is a deep rumble.

“Yes?” I turn my head to face him.

One corner of his mouth inches upward. “Do you know you’re beautiful, when you’re fretting.”

I roll my eyes and cross my legs. “You’re full of shit.”

“No.” The stern cadence of his rebuttal draws my attention again. His jaw is tight as he shakes his head. “I’m not. You’re beautiful whether you’re stomping out of my brother’s house pissed off at me or pondering how to get rid of me.”

“I’m not….”

His eyes meet mine for a second, and I swear there’s a flicker of hurt before it flashes away as fast as it appeared. “Yes, you are. You’re sitting there trying to figure out your next move to blow me off, but it’s not going to work.”

That’s what I’m afraid of. The words fly through my head, but I keep my mouth shut. He flips on the blinker and turns into the lodge’s parking lot. “What exactly are we doing here?”

“In this car or at the lodge? Or as a couple?”

My eyes narrow into slits. “At the lodge?”

Not that I want his answer. It’s bad enough he’s tossing us out as a couple when he’s been adamant that he has no intentions of settling down in Evergreen Lake. He has both feet outside the door to return to Kansas City, and he knows this is where I want to be.

But I’m not sure I want to know what we’re doing at the lodge either. If it involves him trying to convince me to get naked, my clothes will be off faster than a cheetah runs. He makes me weak.

“Nothing dirty.” He shoves the gearshift in park and leers at me. “Unless you beg me.”

“You’re a ridiculous tease.” Damn him anyway. He’s hot as sin and backs it up with both words and deeds. I’ve never had someone openly flirt with me this way. And I’ve sure never had multiple orgasms in one sex session. More like one every three months if I had enough to drink and there was a full moon.

He grabs my hand and laces our fingers together. It shouldn’t feel this perfect. “I have a private dinner set for us in the restaurant. Champagne and lobster.”

“Why?”

“Because I want to spoil you. I don’t think you’ve had nearly enough of that in your life. Let’s go.” He grins and squeezes my fingers. When I grab the door handle, he clears his throat. “I’ll get the door.”

“If you insist.” I rest my hands in my lap and wait.

When I step outside, a cool, brisk wind whips at my hair, and then his hands are on my face, and his lips cover mine. I whimper and step into him, pretending to myself that I’m using him to keep warm. Lies. All of it is lies. I kiss him back as his strong arms encircle me. His solid body pressed into mine.

Shit. I’m in so much trouble.

He pulls back. “You’re beautiful with your eyes shining as they look up at me. With your perfectly kissable lips swollen from my kiss,” he growls. “And that whimper. Fuck if it doesn’t make me want to take you right here and make you forget your own name.”

Space. My heart hammers in my throat. I need space. This may be how he talks to all the women he beds, but this is not reality to me. I can’t survive him paying this kind of attention to me and not fall in love with him. And then what? He happily returns to his carefree life, and I’m left miserable and alone in the cold with only my log fireplace to warm me at night.

I step back. “Let’s eat. I’m starving.”

“As you wish.”

For fuck sakes, he did not just quote my favorite movie. I knew he was an asshole when I met him. I walk briskly to the front entrance as he trails behind.

After stomping my feet on the lobby rug, he whisks me away from the direction of the dining room and leads me down a hallway and to a private room. The space is warm and inviting but only big enough for an intimate party.

The one table is laden with a bucket of ice and champagne. Two flutes with silver covered patterns. “Get comfortable so I can feed you.”

I stop with my hand on my coat’s zipper. “You aren’t feeding me.”

“No?” His eyes dance. “Too bad.” He chuckles as he discards his outwear and removes the dome lids from the stainless-steel platters. The lights are low but bright enough to make out everything in the room.

My mouth waters as lobster, shrimp, steak, steamed vegetables, and salad are uncovered. Who does this? Who woos a lady he has no intention of seeing again. Tears prick my eyes. Son of a bitch. I straighten my spine. This is all a game to him, and I’m not falling for it. For him. I’m stronger than that.

I pull out my chair and watch silently as he fills my plate and prepares his, joining me across the table. “Why Lips & Hips?”

The small fireplace in the corner dances with flames and crackles, adding to the ambience.

My hand freezes on the fork. “It was called Evergreen Lake Bistro when my parents ran it, but I wanted something more fun and trendier.”

“Like you.” He nods and opens the bottle of champagne, pouring each of us a glass. “It fits the place. Cute, smart, and easy to remember.”

“Thank you.” Heat covers my cheeks again.

“Do you want to expand more than to the lodge?”

“I hope to. There’s a few towns close by that typically don’t come here to do their business, so they would provide solid opportunities for expansion.”

“Are they large enough to support your business and the others already established?”

We eat between questions as some of the tension eases from my shoulders. I can talk about business strategy any day. “Yes, at least two of them would.” I shrug. “The third, I’m not sure about. They have mom-and-pop places that do both breakfast foods and baked goods. Not as many options as I provide, but I’m not sure there’s room for both without one running the other out of business.”

He rests his elbow on the table. “How many people in the town and surrounding area?”

For several minutes, he peppers me with questions as we toss over the pros and cons. It doesn’t take long to discover that his love for business management wasn’t something he did just to play college football. He took his studies seriously.

“Not that I’m in any rush. If I expanded, it’ll be first at one of the other two larger towns.”

“Tell me about those locations. Do they have empty buildings? Are they solid construction?”

Thirty minutes later, I’m stuffed and buzzing from the two glasses of champagne.

“I’m sorry.” I glance outside as the shadows grow in the room. Maybe it was longer than I thought. I glance at my watch. An hour? How did we talk about my business for over an hour? “You must be bored.”

“Bored?” He frowns. “I was the one asking the questions, and when I retire, I’d like to do something with that business degree of mine.”

Right. When he retires. My shoulders sink. Don’t get wrapped up in something with an expiration date. Remember the reason you can’t be together. Or one of the reasons. “What drew you to football?”

“I was athletic as a kid. Everything came easy, so I played all the sports. It wasn’t until high school that I focused on football, track, and weightlifting. I was obsessed with improving every week, and Marco followed in my footsteps.”

“It must’ve been nice to have someone so close to you doing something you loved.”

“Yes.” His eyes grow distant for a second, and then, as if he shook the past away, he smiles. “It was. It was fun, and I loved beating him.”

“Did you miss him when you went to college?”

He winks. “Until he got there. Then he was following me around again.”

“I didn’t realize you went to the same college.”

“We lived together for the two years we were on campus together. Then I was drafted.”

I lay my forearms on the table. “That’s nice. I always wanted a sibling. That’s why I want a….” I snap my mouth shut. He doesn’t want to hear about my desire for a large, close family.
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I grab her hand and squeeze it as my phone rings. My parents’ ringtone. “I need to get this.” I snatch my cell phone out of my pocket. “Hello?”

“I hate to bother you when we told you to enjoy your afternoon and evening, but Gino is burning up with a fever and–”

“I’ll be right there.” I scoot my chair back and catch Norah’s gaze. This was not how I anticipated ending the evening, but it can’t be avoided.

“I’m sorry, Son. I hope we’re not ruining anything.” My mother’s voice holds an edge of concern.

“It’s fine. I know you’re leaving on Sunday. I just hope you don’t come down with whatever he has.”

Norah stands and wipes her hands on the white napkin.

“I hope so, also. We’ve been planning this trip for four months.”

“I’ll be there in a second.” After I click off the phone, I walk around the table and stop in front of her. “I’m sorry. Gino isn’t feeling well, and my parents are going on a cruise on Sunday.” Now what? Call her an Uber? Ask her parents to come up to the mountain and pick her up? Drag Marco into the cold to drive her home? Shit.

“It’s fine. Dinner was delicious. Thank you so much for inviting me. I enjoyed both the meal and your company.” The sincerity in her eyes knocks the breath out of me.

“I enjoyed it as well.” I cup her cheek and swallow. I don’t want the night to end. But maybe she’s right. We need distance between us before things get out of hand. “I realize it’s selfish and irresponsible to ask but would you….” I rub my thumb over her cheek, loving the feel of her skin against mine. “Never mind.”

She licks her lips. “What?”

“I was going to ask you to come up to the suite and hang out with Gino and me, but if he’s sick with something, I don’t want you to catch it.”

Her eyes widen. “I’m not sure there’s much chance of avoiding it. Were you around your son today?”

“Of course.”

“Yesterday?”

“Yes.” I chuckle and rest my forehead against hers. “I get what you mean, if he has a virus, I’ve already gotten it and likely given it to you.”

“Most likely. It’s the fun of kids.”

I thread my fingers through her silken hair and place a chaste kip on her lips. “Well….” I grin. “Can I entice you to an evening of my son potentially vomiting? And the anticipation of feeling like shit in a couple of days?”

“That’s probably the most romantic date invite I’ve ever received.” Her eyes dance as she runs her hands over my chest. “How could I turn you down?”

“Yes, indeed.” I pull back, wrap my arm around her shoulders, and walk toward the exit.

As we walk side by side, I marvel at how right we feel together. How can something feel this perfect and be wrong?

Or is it the thrill of doing something I shouldn’t? Is this why people rob banks? And run from the police? Maybe that’s why Sloane cheated. She liked the adrenaline rush of doing something forbidden and teetering on the edge of getting caught.

That’s bullshit at least in Sloane’s case. She didn’t care if she got caught. She found another player with good knees and the potential to make twice as much money.

When we make it to my floor, I walk her to my door. “This is my suite. My parents are at the other end of the hall. If you want, you can go on inside unless you want to see my parents.”

She wrinkles her nose. “And tell them what? We’re hooking up on your vacation?”

“If that’s what you want to call it.” I call it convincing her not to put labels on things and see what happens. But she’s not ready to hear that, and I don’t blame her. I’m not sure what I’m doing right now, either.

“I’ll go inside.” She waits for me to open the door and gasps. “It’s beautiful.” She walks inside and straight to the glistening tree and the twinkling lights of the town down below.

“Yes, it is.” Seeing her standing in front of the tree takes my breath away. She’s stunning. She’s everything I was looking for before the rug was pulled out from under me. Is it too late to start over?

She turns to face me. “Go get Gino and see how he is. I’ll be here enjoying the view. I think I made a mistake living down in the valley. This is divine.”

I leave before I say something crazy. Would it be horrible to live here? No. Everything I’ve needed, I’ve found. But give up football? It’s been one of the things that’s brought me joy since I was a kid. My shoes sink into the thick carpet with each step closer to my parent’s door.

I love playing with the guys and miss the team. And another three-year contract? That would set me up for life, and I’d still be young enough to enjoy a second career. Running a restaurant with Marco? It’s not the stupidest idea I’ve ever heard. Even if he doesn’t have a head for business.

I tap my knuckles on the door. My mom answers with Gino in her arms. His head is on her chest as he looks up at me with glazed eyes.

“Hey, Buddy.” I snatch him to my chest and rub his back. “I’m sorry you feel bad.”

“I sick, Daddy.” He sags against me.

“I know, Buddy. Daddy will take care of you.” My heart swells as I inhale the scent of his shampoo and hold him closer. Playing a game doesn’t compare to this. This is real life, and nothing compares to earning my son’s trust. I don’t deserve it, but I’ll damn sure take it.

“Thanks, Mom. I appreciate you watching him, and I hope you don’t get sick.”

She waves her hand in the air. “I think he has an ear infection. Or he’s teething. Those three molars are bears when they come in. I remember how fussy you and your brother were.”

“Thanks. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

She shuts the door behind us as I hitch Gino higher on my chest.

“Where does it hurt?”

He points to his ear. Well, that’s one point in my mom’s favor. Maybe it’s not a virus. As I walk, he rubs his head against me and closes his eyes while mine fills with stupid tears.

I fucked up not being there with him from day one. Whatever I do in the future, he’s not getting tossed aside again.

After swiping the passkey over the lock, I open the door and swallow hard. Norah looks at me over her shoulder, a smile playing on her lips, and the ground shakes. I want her, but it’s more than that. I don’t want to toss her aside, either. She’s already working her way into my heart–one smile at a time.
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Two Days Later

I wave at Maddie and shut the kitchen door. Moments later, she navigates the van out of the driveway and disappears down the street. She’s taking the order up to the lodge for me. Again.

You’re a coward.

Fine. I am. I knew I was in trouble the second Gabriel walked in the door holding Gino. His strong arms cradled his son against his chest, and my heart dove to my feet. It didn’t help when Gino noticed me by the tree and smiled. The smile was weak due to his hurting, but it was there none the less.

In that instant, I saw a future with Gabriel and his son. A future where we were together as a couple. Gabriel would give me a cocky grin when he came home, and Gino would jump down from his father’s arms and rush to me. But that future isn’t a possibility.

We want different things and continuing to pretend spending a few days together won’t have an impact on me is something I can no longer lie to myself about.

My cell phone rings. Is it him? My shoulders tighten while my heart thuds in my chest. How can I dread something and be thrilled at the same time? Gabriel was disappointed when I called for an Uber soon after they returned and yesterday, I’d pled a headache to put some distance between us.

I drag my phone out of my back pocket and frown. Eden. I groan and shake my head. When have I ever been disappointed that my best friend was calling? Never.

“Hello?”

“Hey, girl.” Her voice is upbeat as I walk through the kitchen, pointing to a tray of muffins that need to be placed into the oven.

“One second.” I cover the receiver. “I’ll be in my office for a few minutes. Do you mind putting the muffins into the oven?”

“No worries, Boss.” Brooklyn nods as she retrieves the tray and opens the large oven.

It’s hard to believe that all the staff my parents employed stayed on when I took over. And they’re still here. And thanks to the modifications I made to the menu and the expansion at the lodge, I’ve hired an additional five staff to the payroll with Brooklyn being the newest recruit.

Brooklyn graduated from high school last year and is taking a break before figuring her life out. Hell, I don’t have my life figured out either.

“Thank you.” I squeeze her shoulder and maneuver to the office door. My office holds a large wooden desk with a computer on top, a couple of bookcases, and a four-drawer filing cabinet with a plant and a chef figurine nestled beside it. I’ve not had time to decorate the space and make it my own. Maybe I should. It could use some more flare, and I love the little figurine. “Thanks for waiting. I was out in the kitchen.”

“No worries. So, tell me about you and Gabriel.”

“There’s nothing to tell.” Heat floods my face. “Okay, that’s not true. When he came over Thanksgiving night to apologize, things got a little heated. A lot heated,” I sigh. “It was like nothing I’d ever experienced before. Then, he picked me up Friday and took me to the lodge. We had dinner. A private dinner that was nice. But not long after that, Gino got sick, and I came home.” I fall into the chair in a complete non-boss-like motion and sag into the cushions. Life was so much easier when we were kids talking about the boy who sat next to us in class.

“When are you seeing him again?” Angelo jabbers in the background, and my heart pangs again. I’ve never had this strong of a reaction to children before, but once I met Gabriel, my libido and biological clock kicked into overdrive. It’s like my body is chanting–‘marriage and children’, ‘marriage and children’.

Stop. Your body is not in charge. You can make sound decisions and.… I pinch the bridge of my nose. I must make sound decisions before I fall for a man who’s leaving me behind in a few days. Just the thought has a veil of depression lurking around the edges.

“I’m not.” I straighten in the chair, causing it to squeak, and inhale in the faint scent of leather and frosting. Someone should bottle that combination. They’d make a killing.

“What do you mean, you aren’t?”

“I’m not. I told him that I’d see him in a few days, but I’ve decided not to see him again. It’s not a good idea.” This is the right decision, isn’t it? “Being around him makes me want things that are impossible and….” I clear my throat after swallowing over the lump in it. “And that’s not a good idea.”

“You’re right,” she sighs.

My stomach cramps. She agreed? Shit. A large part of me had hoped she’d beg me to see him again because he’s in love with me, and we’d be perfect together. But no, she only confirmed what I already knew. He’s a football player and one-night stands happen for them all the time. Sex with no strings. And apparently, I’m a strings kind of girl.

“It was too good to be true for Marco and me to wish you’d see each other and fall in love. Life doesn’t work that way.” She chuckles halfheartedly. “Despite what we want.”

“Yeah, you’re right about that.”

“Before I get off here, Marco wanted to know if it was okay if he stopped by tomorrow and grilled you about running a business. Gabriel may think he’s joking, but my husband is serious about opening a restaurant. He may not have the business background that Gabriel has, but he’s a quick learner and determined.”

“Absolutely.” I smile and rise from the chair. Wallowing time is over. “Tell him to come by anytime. I’ll be here all day.”

“What time do you go up to the lodge? Hey, shouldn’t you be on the way by now?”

I trudge to the door. “Yes, but I’m putting distance between us. I know it’s ridiculous to avoid him because he’s not obsessed with me. I probably wouldn’t even see him, but being that close, I would’ve been thinking about him.” Like you aren’t thinking about him now, and every second since you left his suite Friday night.

“Maybe he’ll surprise you.”

I twist the knob. “Do you honestly think that’s likely to happen?”

“No.” Her voice is devoid of positivity and fills me with dread. “I guess not.”

For the next hour, I ignore my thoughts and focus on baking. Baking has always filled a void inside of me. The void that was seeking validation from other people. Being an only child sucked. There was no one to go with to school events. There was no one to argue with about who got favored treatment from Mom and Dad. There was no one else to blame when I ate the last of the chocolate chip cookies or returned the empty carton of milk to the refrigerator.

I’ve always yearned to fit in and never felt like I belonged. Thank God for Eden. She sought me out on the first day of kindergarten, and we’ve been inseparable since. Well, until she met Marco, and he became her person.

Is that what’s wrong? I’m desperate for someone to put me first? Someone to replace my best friend?

Lord, I roll my eyes and pop open the oven, pulling out a tray of perfectly golden-crowned muffins. I’m not that pathetic. I refuse to be.

When my phone rings, I ignore it until it rings through a full cycle and begins to ring again. The butterflies in my belly flutter when I glance at the screen. This time, it is Gabriel.

“Hello?”

“Are you feeling better?” His deep baritone voice causes the hairs on my arms to rise to attention. “I hope you didn’t get anything from Gino. I’ve been worried all night that you caught something from him, and it wasn’t teething.”

“No, I’m fine. Thank you for asking.” I lean my hip against the island.

“I’m glad.” His voice goes even lower and my core instantly heats. What power does this man hold over me? I’ve never been this impacted by someone. Not even my other holiday fling.

Holiday fling. The mere thought of those words has the butterflies scattering into hiding.

“How’s Gino?” I cross one arm over my chest and prop the elbow of my other arm on it. “And your parents?”

“Gino is fantastic. He bounced right back, and my parents headed off on their cruise with no signs of sickness.”

“That’s good.” I should’ve never lied to him. “And you?”

“Physically, I’m fine, but emotionally, not so good.”

“Is something wrong? Are you worried about your physical tomorrow?” I don’t want him to leave, but that’s selfish. This is his career, his future, and I’d be an idiot to wish he was hurt more than he’d let on.

“No, like I said, physically, I’m fine. I anticipate a return-to-work date. What’s wrong is that I miss you. I came down earlier, but you weren’t making the delivery to the lodge. I’m fairly sure the woman thought I was a stalker.”

“You came down to see me?” I shove off the counter and pace the floor.

Is it wrong to avoid him? What if he falls just as hard for me as I do him, and we live happily ever after? What if you fall head over heels in love with him, and he never looks back?

“Yes. I know you said you wanted distance, but I want to see you tonight before I go. We don’t have much time to be together, and I feel like the clock is ticking.”

I swallow hard over the lump in my throat. We have an expiration date, and that’s not changing at all for him. Sadness weighs heavy on my shoulders, dragging me down like a wet blanket has been thrown over me.

“I’m sorry, Gabriel, I should’ve never agreed to see you while you were here. It was unfair to both of us. I think it is better if we don’t see each other again.”

“That’s….” he pauses as if he’s holding his tongue, and says, “Fine. If that’s what you want.” His voice is filled with granite, and the phone clicks in my ear.

Fuck. Tears sting my eyes as I march to my office and shut the door. It’s what had to be done, but that doesn’t make it any easier.

I lean with my back against the wall. Someday, I’ll find a man who makes me feel like Gabriel did but who doesn’t consider me a hook-up on his way to finding the woman he falls in love with.

I shove off of the wall. If he ever falls in love. Maybe he’s too set in his ways for that. Maybe he’s still hung up on his ex. Maybe he didn’t want to say she broke his heart by cheating. I swipe a tear off my cheek with the back of my hand.

Maybe when they see each other for the divorce, they’ll realize they both made mistakes and stay together. Or decide that Gino is more important than their wants and needs. Somehow, none of that makes me feel any better.
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The second I step into the weight room, I’m greeted by three songs blasting from different corners of the room. Home sweet home. I chuckle and pass by players on the defensive side of the team. We greet and talk shit for a few minutes before I see Gunner and his wife, Dani, standing outside her office and make my way to them.

“I promise to be back on the field soon.” I hardily shake Gunner’s hand and give him a bro hug.

“It’s good to see you.” He pats my back.

“You, too.” Once he releases me, I give Dani a quick hug. “Are you keeping the big man in line?” Dani is one of the best physical therapists in the business. We’re lucky to have her on the team.

“Of course.” She laughs and crosses her arms. “But he’s fairly docile at this point.”

“Woman…. Watch your mouth,” he growls at her, causing her to roll her eyes.

It’s impossible to miss the faint tinting of her cheeks. Even though they’ve been together for years, their chemistry remains electrical, and there’s no doubt she’s got the upper hand at work. If I had to guess, she wears the pants at home as well.

“What will you do about it, if I don’t?” She winks and turns on her heel. His dark eyes narrow as his hands clench into fists. He’s going to make her pay when they get home.

A pang of jealousy flows through me. It’s so fast that it catches my breath. When I was newly drafted, I expected to have this type of relationship. Or at least, I wanted one as soon as I was settled and playing up to the level, I knew I could achieve.

But I got caught up in honing my skills and didn’t look up until it was too late. Then I was married to Sloane, and there wasn’t a teasing aspect to our relationship. Or a loving one.

I rake a hand through my hair. Is it too late? Could I find that with someone? Norah’s face flashes in front of me. Her easy smile. Her twinkling eyes. The way her face lights up when she’s happy. Or when she’s pleasured–by me.

Forget it. She broke things off and doesn’t want to see if there’s a chance that we could be good together. Focus on what’s important. Football and Gino.

“How was the check-up?”

“On my way to meet with the doctors when I leave here.” I nod while meeting his gaze. “But I should return to the team in a week or so.”

“Excellent news.” He grins and slaps my upper arm. “We need you for the playoffs.” I love his optimism. The playoffs don’t start until January, but he doesn’t question whether he’ll be there or not. And why should he? He’s led the team there, time and again.

His face grows serious. “How’re things on the home front?”

“Better. Gino has taken to me. We’re closer than ever. He’s a great kid, and I love him to pieces. I can’t say that I’m glad I got hurt, but I also can’t say I’m sad about it. Sloane’s true colors came out, and my son is finally with me. And he adores Evergreen Lake and my family.” I leave out his connection to Norah because why bring it up?

The sound of clacking weights fills the air around us.

Fuck. Now, I’m picturing them together and how perfectly they fit. It was a mirage. Quit trying to make something out of nothing. You have Gino and that’s enough. It must be. Because I can’t trust someone to come into my life and be there for the right reasons. Sloane proved that.

Women want me for the clout or my money. I’ve seen enough cleat chases to know except Norah. She’s the opposite. She doesn’t want me for those reasons.

“That’s fantastic news. And the divorce?”

“Next month. I can’t wait.”

“Perfect, and perfect timing.” He doesn’t have to say anything. I know what he means.

My contract is up at the end of this year, and negotiating a new one must come after the divorce. My attorney and private investigator have all the dirt on her, but I’ll still be paying alimony. It’s worth it if it gets her out of our lives. But my next contract should be bigger, and avoiding paying based on that price point, is not on my agenda.

“Do you know of a sitter service I can use? I need someone to watch Gino when I’m at the stadium and for away games.”

“Jackson’s wife was a nanny for years. You can ask him.”

“I don’t want a live-in nanny. When I’m at home, I want to focus on Gino, and not have someone else shouldering the responsibility.”

“Let me check around. I’ll find something for you this week. I’m sure Jackson knows someone or a service that’ll work.”

I glance at my watch. “I need to get over to the doctor’s office.”

“It’s great to see you.” He smacks my upper arm again as the cacophony of three songs blaring from different speakers stops at the same time. The room is silent, except for the clanging and grunting. And then, the music blares to life again. “I’ll let you know something soon.”

“I appreciate that.”

As I make it through the weight room, I must stop at every station and chat with someone. I congratulate different guys on plays during the season and slip out the door. The hallway is quiet. And empty.

The silence is a relief. Before my injury, I was used to all the noise, but after weeks holed up at home and hanging out in Evergreen Lake; the speed and franticness of Kansas City is chaotic.

What’s Norah doing now? It’s 2 o’clock here, and it’s noon there. My teeth grind together. Sawyer is probably hanging out in front of her, pretending to be innocent as he sets his sights on my woman. Asshole. What’re you going to do? Kidnap her and drag her here?

No. I want her to come here willingly.

I stop in mid-step. I want her to come here. Shit. I do. I don’t want a vacation fling. Or a fucking hook-up which is all we are at this point since she refuses to see me again. I want a relationship with her. I want her to cheer for me in the stands because we’re a couple. Not to piss off her date.

But how? How do I convince her to give me a shot? And to give up Evergreen Lake.

A door opens, and a television reporter and cameraman step out of the PR director’s office. Head down and keep walking. Better yet, turn the other way and run.

The woman’s head jerks up as she spots me, causing my skin to tighten. This part of the game I’ll never love. I hate the prodding for answers we’re never going to give. The twisting of words for clickbait. And the additional scrutiny of football fans.

I know her. She’s a reputable television journalist, but she never shies away from juicy stories. The light on the camera flashes, and I cringe from head to toe. Fuck my timing.

“Gabriel, can I have a word with you?”

I shrug. “Sure.” Like I can answer anything but the affirmative. I’m caught out in the open, and if I say no, I’ll be on the news looking like an ass.

“Are you back with the team?”

“No. The doctor hasn’t released me.” The blinding light stings my eyes.

‘Sorry,’ the camera man mouths and steps back, putting additional space between me and the camera.

Lyla McCray arches an eyebrow after the cameraman pans to include us both in the footage. “Soon?”

“I hope to be back on the field before the end of the year.”

“Excellent.” She tips her head sideways. “So, is it true?” In the second before she speaks again, my life flashes before my eyes. There are so many loaded questions she can ask me about and I don’t want to answer any of them. “That you’re looking at a big contract after this season?”

Fuck. That’s not a topic I want to discuss either. I don’t want to discuss Sloane or a contract on the news.

“My only focus is healing my knee and getting back onto the field this year to help the team make it to the playoffs. Everything else will take care of itself.”

“Spoken like a true player.” Lyla grins, and the cameraman shifts the focus entirely to her. “This is Lyla McCray, signing off.”
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Once I leave the gym, I travel through the hallways to the team doctor’s on-site office. He’s also meeting with a couple of other players today, making it easier on me not having to go to his downtown office and then over to the stadium.

The walls are lined with team memorabilia and accolades of successes throughout the years. However, the accolades mostly came from when Coach Slater and our QB came on board several years ago. Since then, we’ve racked up the wins.

I step through the lobby door to find Dr. Daughtery waiting for me.

“Hello, Gabriel.” He smiles and offers his hand. The room smells faintly like antiseptic, muscle rubs, and antibacterial soap. “You’re my last victim today.”

“It’s good to see you.” I clasp his hand in mine. Dr. Daughtery is a thin, older man with a trim, muscular build. Back in his youth, he played multiple sports and focused on sports medicine once he chose his profession.

“You look good.” He eyes me up and down. “Decent gait when you walked in, no wincing or hesitation, and your weight looks nearly the same.” He meets my gaze. “Dark circles under your eyes. I thought you were on vacation with your son and family.”

He ushers me into the adjoining exam room. It’s twice the size of a typical doctor’s exam room with an oversized bed, workout equipment, and space for athletes to move around. Dr. Daughtery doesn’t just pop a knee with a tiny rubber hammer. I’ll be expected to simulate workout positions and repetitions.

“I am. The mountain air is fantastic.” But being blown off by Norah is eating me alive. It shouldn’t. I’ve only known her for less than two weeks, so I should be able to walk it off without a backward glance.

However, that message isn’t getting through my thick skull. She’s shoved her way through my defenses, and I don’t know how to get her back out.

I rotate my head in a circle to ease the tension. And that has me pissed. Almost as angry as her rejection did. “And spending time with Gino, my brother and parents on Thanksgiving was great.”

“Good. Good.” He nods and asks me to be seated on the bed.

He goes through a series of checks and peppers me with questions. Am I getting enough calcium and protein? How about other vitamins? How long do I work out? When was the last time I felt pain in my knee? Are there any exercises I’m unable to do? When was the last time I worked out?

The questions continue to come as he checks mobility and for tenderness. “You look good. Let’s get you up and run you through the paces. Start at 50%. I don’t want you to re-injure anything.”

Thirty minutes later, I’m back on the exam bed as the blood rushes through my veins. It feels good to be back at the stadium working out. The cool air fills my lungs as I hold it in. I love football. I’ve always loved football.

But what am I going to do when it’s all over? Go into business with Marco? Sure, we talked about it years ago, but I assumed he’d moved on from that plan. A restaurant? An Italian restaurant in Evergreen Lake? It’s a beautiful place. Lots of tourists for skiing, golf, and sightseeing. So, the location is viable. But is that where I want to live?

I tip my head back to ease the tension balling between my shoulder blades. It’s not like I have any ties to here outside of the team. Sloane is in Florida, and I don’t want to live anywhere close to her. My parents live in Texas and travel a lot. That leaves Gino and me in Kansas City by ourselves. But Evergreen Lake?

Dr. Daughtery examines my knee as he adjusts my leg into different positions and glances up. “It’s looking great if I do say so myself.” He grins and rises from the rolling chair he’s used to following me around the room. He should know as he performed the surgery. “I see some slight swelling, but it should resolve itself over time. You’re progressing ahead of schedule and should be able to play in two weeks.” He slides his mobile workstation in front of himself and taps on the keys.

Two weeks. Remember, your entire goal was to return to the field, not spend the holidays in Evergreen Lake. Yes, it’s beautiful. Yes, Gino loves it and has never been happier. And… Don’t. She broke up with you. Or told you a vacation fling was out of the question.

After Sloane, I promised myself I’d never have another hook-up. At least this time, I wasn’t drunk and knew what I was doing. Unfortunately, neither situation was a lesson in listening to my brain instead of my dick.

“Thanks, Dr. Daughtery.” I straighten my back and rotate my shoulders in a desperate attempt to reduce the stabbing pain shooting through me and swallow hard. There’s one question that hasn’t been answered. “How do you think it will hold up?”

He shoves the computer back and leans his hip against the cabinet. “Short term?” He arches an eyebrow. “Or long term?”

My stomach clinches, dreading that Marco’s right. I focused solely on getting back into the gym and avoided asking any questions I didn’t want answers to.

It’s time. “Both.”

He crosses his arms over his chest, bunching up the top button on his white lab coat. “Short term, you’ll be fine. But this is the third time your knee has been operated on and the most structural damage to date.” His gaze is intense and unwavering. “If you injure it again to this level, you’ll need a knee replacement by the age of 35.”

Fuck. I’m 32. That’s only three years away.

“If not at the time.”

I hold my breath deep in my lungs. The truth. That’s not what I wanted to hear.

“But…. The injury was a fluke. I’m not worried that you’ll injure it again. The healing is fantastic. You’re in excellent shape, and the training you receive is state-of-the-art. There’s no reason to worry about it when you’re on the field.” He winks. “I’m that good.”

Thank God. My shoulders slump as the unease rushes from my body. “I’m relieved to hear that.”

“Good.” He shakes my hand again. “Two weeks, report back, and we’ll get you cleared to play.”

“Perfect.” I return his handshake with enthusiasm and hop down off the bed. “I look forward to getting back onto the field.”

I’ve got to start making plans for Gino when I return here.
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As I flip the sign to closed, Sawyer waves from his pickup. I hold the door open for him as he approaches. The sun is setting, so he’s cast in shadows.

“Hey, Sawyer, what’s up?” His feet crunch on the fresh snow. We didn’t get a lot down in the valley, but they received nearly a foot up at the lodge.

“I got held up at work today and couldn’t get away.” He trudges inside and stomps his feet, leaving chunks of snow on the rug.

“Busy day?” I flip the lock closed and pull out a chair. When Gabriel gets back, he’ll be surprised. It was nearly 40 degrees in Kansas City today. Stop thinking about him.

“You have no idea.” He groans as he removes his coat, hooks it on the chair back, and sits across from me. “There’s under 10k people between here and the surrounding towns, but half of them need a new vehicle.”

I chuckle and lean back into the wooden chair slates. His flare for exaggeration is one of the things I enjoy about him.

“How’re things here and at the lodge?”

“Surprisingly busy.” Sometimes, the weather cuts down on the foot traffic, but everyone is gearing up for Christmas, so I’ve not seen a downturn yet.

“That’s good.” He rests his hands on the table as nervous energy seeps out of him. I bite my bottom lip. His gaze darts to mine and then settles on the counter of baked goods behind me.

“Is everything okay?”

“No….” He swallows and finally meets my gaze. “You know how our mothers have been pushing a relationship for some time now.”

“Yes?” My voice is laden with tension as unease settles around me. I don’t want Sawyer to have developed feelings for me. That’s the last thing I want or need.

I’ve always enjoyed our friendship but adding that layer would make things awkward. We’ve always laughed at the absurdity of their desire.

“Hear me out for a second.” He clears his throat as his cheeks pinken, lays his hands on the table, and I drop mine into my lap. There’s no way I want to accidentally allow our hands to brush.

My stomach churns with anticipation. I wish it was the good kind, but it’s not. When I’m around Sawyer, I feel none of the desire and longing that I’ve experienced since the second I met Gabriel.

“Over Thanksgiving, my mom was harping on endlessly about getting married and starting a family.”

“Okay….” I’m going to be sick.

“And I know we don’t have those types of feelings for each other, but I see the appeal of getting married and having kids.” He chuckles. “For one thing, my parents would shut up about it.” The humor drops from his face. “And for another, my dad says he won’t give me the dealership if I’m not married and producing grandchildren.”

“That’s archaic.” I cross my arms over my chest. “And blackmail.”

“And my dad isn’t old-fashioned and high-handed?” He raises his hands in question as he asks the question.

“No, you’re right.” I rolled my eyes. “He is. But putting that stipulation on you is ridiculous.”

“I know,” he sighs and sags into the chair. “But I don’t know what else to do.”

I lift my hand and cover his. “You tell him to get over himself and that you’ll get married when the time is right.” I study him as he nods and presses his lips together.

“Thank you.” He squeezes my hand and stands. “I needed to hear that.” As he rakes his hand through his hair, he smiles. “Thank you for letting me down gently.”

I laugh as I join him and shove the chair under the table. “You’re my friend, and I’ll always be here to talk sense into you. You don’t want to marry me. You want to marry someone who makes you light up inside. Someone who turns your world upside down. And….” I wrinkle my nose. “And someone who’s in love with you.”

“You’re right.” He tilts his head sideways. “I had to ask so I can tell my dad that you turned me down.

“No problem. That’s what friends are for.”

“So, are you seeing Marco’s brother? I heard the two of you were together up at the lodge the other night. After he nearly bit my head off and sent me on my way for talking to you.” There isn’t an ounce of jealousy on his face. Just curiosity.

“No….” A ball of sadness swells in my throat. “We want different things, so it would never work.”

“I see.” He frowns and pats my shoulder. “I’m sorry to hear that.” One corner of his mouth arches upward. “For two reasons. It would completely end my father’s harassment if you were married to someone else, but in a non-selfish way, I’d love to see you happy.”

“Thanks.”

I wander toward the door, following behind him. I’d love to see me happy as well. But why does the only possibility of that happiness have to live 1,600 miles away? Long-distance relationships never last, right? Well, saying never is a little extreme. I’m sure a few long-distance relationships last. But even if he retires in three years, that doesn’t mean he’ll come here.

Sawyer twists the lock and gives me a wry smile. “We make a pair, don’t we?”

“Yeah.”

He opens the door as Marco lifts his hand to knock. My stomach clenches at the similarities between the brothers. Blue eyes and black hair. Same cheekbones. Similar builds. The lump in my throat grows larger. I’m fucked. Even when he’s gone, I’ll have a permanent reminder.

That’s when Gino steps around him. “Norah!” His eyes light up as he runs to me and throws his arms around my legs. Fuck me. This sucks.

“Hey, Buddy.” I raise him off his feet and give him a hug. His soft body sags into mine as he clings to me.

“I better. I miss you.”

I inhale the scent of his shampoo while blinking back a tear. “I missed you, too.”

“Sawyer.” Marco eyes him up and down while waiting for him to leave. The tension that eased a few moments ago returns.

“Norah, later.” Sawyer brushes past me, leaving the three of us alone.

“Are you seeing that guy?” Marco’s face is tight as the words come out clipped. “He’s not right for you.”

“Really?” I raise an eyebrow.

“Really. You wouldn’t be happy with that guy. My brother, on the other hand–”

“Is moving back to Kansas City.” I spin on my heel and drop Gino down to his feet. “I left a box of crayons and some coloring pages at the front table.” I pause for dramatic effect. “And some cookies.”

“Yes!” He pumps his little arm into the air, and my heart cracks. It’s not just Gabriel that’s pulling at my heartstrings. It’s also Gino. I want the entire package. The hairs on my arms stand as my breath catches in my lungs.

As much as I fought against it, it was fruitless. I want what I can’t have–Gabriel and a happily ever after. But I can’t have what I want. He promised me a vacation fling. A no-strings-attached vacation fling with an expiration date.

I shove my hands into my pockets. Would I leave here if he asked? Gino shoves a reindeer cookie into his mouth and fists a blue crayon. I spin away from him and steel myself against Marco’s similar appearance. He’s not going to ask you to move in with him. “Let’s talk business.”

“You’re right.” Marco’s face is flush. “I shouldn’t have said anything. We Italian guys are passionate and overbearing. It’s both charming and annoying.”

I laugh and turn to the front, where I set up paperwork for us to go over. But I don’t disagree with him. Part of Gabriel’s charm is his passion and his overbearing attitude. The way he burst in here and got rid of Sawyer, whisking me off to an intimate dinner for two.

It was possessive and romantic. And I loved it.

For over two hours, we discuss business plans, locations, supply and demand, expenses, staffing patterns, and everything else restaurant-related we could think of. He asks questions and I deluge him with answers until we’re both yawning. Marco might not have a business degree, but he is street smart and has clearly researched the ins and outs of operating a business.

“So….” He leans back into the chair. “What do you think?”

Gino has long given up on coloring and flies around our table, asking for his car tank to be filled before zipping off and dodging the other tables while lapping imaginary cars on a racetrack.

“I think it’s a solid idea, and we could use a high-end restaurant.”

“And the land beside you is unoccupied.” His eyes twinkle with excitement.

“Yes. Yes, it is.”

“I’m going to move forward. Tomorrow, I’m talking to the bank.” He jumps out of the chair, and I can’t help but feel excited for him.

“I can’t wait to tell Eden.”

“Are you going to mention it to Gabriel again?”

“No.” his back stiffens. “I’ll do it on my own. It’s a small restaurant. I don’t need his backing with my own money. I would’ve enjoyed doing it together. But….” He shrugs.

I get it. He’s on his way out of town. Maybe the doctor cleared him today. He might pack up and go as soon as he returns.
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The moment I get on the plane, my head hits the seat rest with a thump. Today has been the longest day ever. Flying in before dawn, the anxiety of the doctor’s evaluation, talking to Gunner about returning to the team, and not getting any sleep last night.

It doesn’t help that everything I do, Norah’s face swims in front of my vision. She’s like a prize that’s always out of reach, yet I ache to win it.

My cell phone rings as the pilot prepares for takeoff. It’s my attorney. “Hello?”

“Gabriel.” His voice is serious. “I’m sorry to call so late, but I’ve compiled everything from the security team and wanted to get it into your hands as soon as possible.

“Thank you, Baron.” The last person I want to think about is my ex. But if Norah is the fantasy that won’t go away, Sloane is the nightmare that lurks on the edges of my consciousness.

“The report was sent to your email….” He pauses for several seconds. “Are you in the position to discuss the new findings?”

“Yes.” The interior of the private plane is empty except for two flight staff up near the cockpit. They tried to engage me in a conversation, but my sullen frown sent them scurrying in the other direction. “It’s safe.”

“Truman indicated that Sloane was seeing Finn before you left town and was living there with him while you were gone. She only returned to your house a few days a week.” Likely to coincide with my phone calls to Gino.

“Where was my son during this?”

“She took him to Finn’s house with her.”

“Go on.” He may think his words impacted me, but they don’t. I expected nothing different. Although it does anger me that she dragged our son to this man’s house–this man who doesn’t want or like children, which was why she left him with me. Exactly who watched him for the last two years?

He clears his throat and says, “He was able to get a couple of her friends to admit that she had sex with several different players and other wealthy men during the period before Gino was conceived. All hook-ups where she used tampered condoms.”

“I used my own condom.”

“Which this one friend said happened intentionally because the men weren’t stupid. But she’d get around that by insisting on providing oral sex and switching out the condoms when the guy was…. Preoccupied. And there were a few times she slipped drugs in the drinks.”

Son of a bitch. Now it makes sense. The eagerness she expressed to put the condom on. How she managed to get pregnant with protection.

“Thank you.”

“I think you should get a DNA test done.”

“I did when he was born. I received my own test, took the sample without her knowledge, and the results were conclusive. I’m Gino’s father.” And he looks just like my side of the family, making the test unnecessary.

“Good. I was concerned that she was attempting to pass off someone else’s child as yours.”

“I thought of that from day one. The other….” I rotate my shoulders to ease the stabbing pain in my back as the engines fire to life. “I’m not surprised but couldn’t figure out how she pulled it off.”

“About Gino….”

“What?” My stomach cramps. If she thinks she’s getting him back from me, she has another thing coming, I’ll fight her for eternity on that. Making sure he stays with me is my number one priority and why I hired the top divorce and custody lawyer in Florida, and Truman Security to investigate everything about Sloane.

“An older woman who works for Finn has been watching him since Sloane started living there. This woman says that Sloane ignored him for days at a time, and he basically lived with her in her quarters.”

“Son of a bitch.” I lurch upright at the same moment the pilot announces to fasten our seatbelts and prepare for takeoff. That bitch. If she wasn’t going to take care of him, she should’ve sent him to live with me in the first place.

“I know these are not things you want to hear, but they all help our case.” I’ve not known Baron for long, but he’s a standup guy and a cutthroat lawyer. I know if there’s any chance of keeping Gino full-time with me and paying the least amount possible in alimony, he’ll come through for me.

“Thanks, Baron. I appreciate everything from your thoroughness to your insistence on keeping me informed.”

“You’re welcome. Are things going well with your son?”

“Yes.” For the first time, I smile. Nothing else may come from our trip to Evergreen Lake, but I’ve increased my bond with my son. The most important thing that I could’ve accomplished.

The blonde flight attendant stares at me like I’m a piece of chocolate. Not interested, so don’t even try. I shake my head and turn to face the window.

“At the end of the month, I’ll need you to take him to see a therapist and a pediatrician. I’ll set up the appointments.” Another part of his thoroughness is insisting that everything is documented.

After hanging up and taking off, I read every detail of Truman’s file. The more I read, the angrier I become until it feels like my brain is pounding out of my skull. My son was raised by Havana Lopez. She’s an unmarried, older woman, originally from Cuba, who adored him. I didn’t think reading it would leave me feeling like this.

Before I realize what I’m doing, I ring Norah’s number.

“Hello?” Just hearing her voice soothes some of my irritation.

“Hey.”

“I thought we weren’t seeing each other.”

“You said we weren’t seeing each other. This is a phone call, and I don’t have you on video chat.”

“You have a valid point.” When she doesn’t hang up on me, one corner of my mouth arches upward. “How was your day?”

“Busy. Very busy,” I sigh and sink into the seat. The pitch-black sky makes it feel like I’m encased in a void. A void with just me and Norah’s voice. I’d settle for that if it was my only option.

“Your knee?” Her voice is hesitant as she asks.

“It’s good. I know Marco is worried about my long-term health, but the doctor said it’s good to go, and there’s no increased risk of reinjuring it.”

“I’m glad to hear you don’t have permanent damage.”

The flight attendant glances at me and looks away as if she senses I’m taken. I’m taken? I swallow hard over the lump in my throat. I’m not taken, but I want to be.

How did that even happen? And what in the hell am I going to do about it? How can I convince her to agree to a long-distance relationship? It would only be for a few years, and I’m only required to be in Kansas City for half of the year. A lot of the players and coaches live somewhere else during the off-season.

“When do you go back?”

“A couple of weeks.” Would she come to my game? She could bring Gino. To have them both in my corner for my comeback would be perfect.

“I see.”

“I talked to Gunner about getting someone to watch Gino when I’m back in KC. He’s going to mention it to Jackson. His wife was his nanny for a bit before they got together.” But I’m holding out for my other plan to come through. It would be perfect for Gino.

“Okay.”

Each of her statements has grown shorter and more distant the longer we talk. Not that I blame her. We’re talking about me leaving. At least, for several weeks. The season is over in under two months, depending on how we do in the playoffs, and then Gino and I can stay near Norah.

“How was your day?”

“It was fine. I met with Marco to discuss business plans.”

“Is he thinking rationally?” The first time my brother mentioned our plan from years ago, I thought he was crazy, but now… Now, I see the appeal. It’s a great plan for retirement. “Yes, but you’ll have to discuss it with him. Gino was with him.”

My heart warms at the thought of Gino and Norah together. “Was he happy to see you?’

“Yes.”

Seriously? That’s all I get from her? It’s like pulling teeth. “Anything else interesting happen?”

I rake a hand through my hair as tension settles in my bones. The longer we talk, the more distance between us I feel. Even though I’m only twenty minutes from touching down in Nevada and then another thirty-minute drive to her place.

“Sawyer proposed.”

The laptop flies off my lap as I straighten in my chair. I had to have heard her wrong. My heart hammers in my chest.

“He did what?” My voice is a low growl as the words are forced from my lips.

“Sawyer asked me to marry him.”

The cabin spins in front of me. The fuck if she’s marrying that douchebag. What in the fuck is wrong with her? My hands ball into fists.

“Can I have your attention, it’s time to put down our electronic devices, snap on our seatbelts, and prepare for landing.” The pilot’s voice breaks through my hysteria, saving my cell phone from being crushed in my hand.

“We’ll discuss this later,” I bite out through clenched teeth. “I have to get off the phone to prepare for landing.”

“There’s nothing to talk about.”

“Yes, Norah, there is.” I jam my finger into my phone and stab out a message to my brother. Marry, Sawyer, over my dead body.
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“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.” I stomp through my living room to the kitchen and yank open the refrigerator door. The condiment bottles in all shapes and sizes clink together. I yank out a carton of eggs, two sticks of butter, and the remaining half gallon of milk.

How dare he mention hiring a nanny for Gino in the same breath he mentions one of his friends married their nanny. I slam everything on the counter not caring if the eggs crack.

“The nerve of that asshole.” I march to the cabinet and drag the remaining ingredients for a chocolate cake out of the cabinets. Some people drink when they’re angry. I bake. And this is going to be the most delicious and smoothest fucking chocolate cake that’s ever been made.

Why did I pick up the damned phone? I swing open the lower cabinet door and jerk out a white mixing bowl, allowing a handful of containers to clatter to the floor.

Why did I answer his call? Because I’m stupid and weak. And I missed him.

As I contemplate smashing my fist into his face, I bake. The muscles in my back and shoulders scream as I whip the ingredients together with more fervor than the recipe calls for. What is it about Gabriel? Why am I drawn to him? Why in the fuck do I care who Gino’s nanny is?

I swat at a strand of hair that flips over my shoulder, slinging it back out of the way.

Yes, it was petty to throw out that Sawyer asked me to marry him, but if there was ever one ounce of hurt that he could experience, I wanted him to feel it.

Selfish? Yes. Bitchy? 100%. But the second he called, my heart skipped a beat, and a smile crossed my face. I was giddy as a schoolgirl despite the warnings I’d told myself. I was tired of denying what was happening. I’m falling for him. It doesn’t matter that I know it’s pointless or that I should stay away. My body and my heart aren’t listening.

And what happens? He pulls the rug out from under me. I pour the sweet-smelling batter into the pan and stop. A nanny? Some gorgeous college coed with long legs, perky tits, and endless games to entertain both the son and the father. And what am I left with? My shoulders sag. A battered heart and baked goods.

I sag against the counter and stare at the pristine white stove. Is this all I want? To stay in Evergreen Lake and cook? To spend the rest of my life alone? The green clock light ticks to the next minute as the internal temperature hums from preheat to ready.

No, it’s not. I want a man who worships me. A man who puts me first and makes my knees buckle when he looks at me. I want to be a mother. Gabriel and Gino’s faces flash before my eyes. But they’re going to find their own happily ever after with some perfect woman who doesn’t fight Gabriel for everything.

Tears sting my eyes. Why did I push him away? What if he could’ve learned to care about me? Three years isn’t the end of the world, and the football season is only half of the year. The oven buzzes, causing me to jump. It’s not like I don’t enjoy football.

Damn it. It’s too late. He’s excited to meet some new girl that drools over him and follows him around everywhere. I lift the first pan off the counter as the doorbell rings.

My heart lodges in my throat. Is it him? Please, let it be him. I step toward the door and stop. Unless he’s coming to tell me how he kept swiping until he found the perfect nanny for both him and Gino. Women can’t help but throw themselves at seeing single dads with adorable kids.

I drop the pan with a thump onto the island and march to the door, swinging it open. His eyes glitter with anger as he stalks into the room, slamming the door shut behind him. “You’re not marrying that guy.”

“Who I marry is not any of your business.” Despite my statement, my eyes rake over him, drinking everything in at once. His tossed hair. The dark circles under his eyes. The way his T-shirt sticks to his chest like a second skin. What woman turns down a man that looks like this even if it’s only for a couple of weeks? A stupid one.

He grips my chin, forcing my gaze to return to his face and stopping my lustful wandering. “You’re not marrying Sawyer. You don’t love him, and…,” He sighs as his jaw slackens. “It would be a mistake.”

I shove my hands on my hips. “How does that matter to you? You’re moving back to Kansas City and hiring some stunning beauty to nanny for Gino, and she’s going to fall all over you while sinking her talons into you.”

His thumb caresses my jawline. “And you’d rather sink your talons into me?” His eyes drop to my lips as my heart thunders in my chest.

It’s time for honesty. “Yes.”

He closes the small distance between us and holds my face in his calloused hands. “Tell me you told him no, so I don’t have to tell him for you.”

“I told him no.”

“Good.” His mouth lands on mine, and my knees shake. Why did I fight this? He tilts his head and slides his tongue along the seam of my lips.

When I moan, he takes that opening and dances into my mouth, lazily but thoroughly tasting and teasing me until I’m aching for more. “You fucking taste like chocolate.” His hands curl into my hair, tugging at the strands until my mouth opens further to him, and my body presses against his like a cat begging to be petted.

His hands drop from my hair and caress every inch of my body until they reach my ass, and he grinds his hard cock into me.

I want this. I want this so bad. I dig my fingertips into his skull and demand the pace of our embrace intensify.

The groan that slips past his lips sends my sex into overdrive. Without breaking our kiss, he presses my back against the wall and grips the thighs of my leggings. The thin fabric rips as he shoves them down and steps on the crotch until the material lays at my feet.

It’s only then that he pulls back. “Stop pushing me away.”

I lick my lips as my chest heaves, and my hands still in his hair. “I don’t want to fall for you and get hurt.”

“Then don’t get hurt.”

“I can’t.” I shake my head and fight the tears that threaten to unravel me. “I can’t promise not to fall for you.”

One corner of his mouth rises upward. “I didn’t stay not to fall for me. I said, don’t get hurt. Let me in. Don’t push me away. Just because you live here, and I play football in Kansas City, doesn’t mean we can’t be together. It just means it takes more work.”

The ball in my throat intensifies rather than releases. He’s offering me a dream come true. A dream that I didn’t even see as possible. The mixing of both worlds into one. I swallow hard. “Is that what you want?”

“I want you any and every way I can get you.” He raises the hem of my T-shirt and hauls it over my head. “I don’t care where it is. Here. There. Somewhere else. I want you with me as often as possible. The only thing that matters is that we’re together.” His heated gaze sears my flesh until every inch of me is on fire.

It doesn’t matter that I’m naked and he’s fully clothed. Okay. It matters. My heart skips with happiness. Everything that I thought was out of reach is being given to me. I bite my bottom lip and tilt my head. “I pick the nanny.”

He smirks and tosses his T-shirt over his head, letting it fall into the pile of clothes at our feet. “I’ve already picked one, and you’re going to adore her.”

“I bet.” My teeth grind together as he grasps his belt.

When my bottom lip pokes out, he drops his belt and grasps my chin. “She’s 55, watched Gino when he was in Florida, and she loves him dearly. I contacted her before I called you but hadn’t heard back from her until the drive here.” His face is as serious as I’ve ever seen it. “I’m not going to do anything to lose you, because now that I have you, I’ll fight until my dying breath to keep you.”

Oh, my God. My knees buckle, and I’m only saved from falling on my ass because he grips my waist and holds me steady.
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Norah stands in front of me in all her naked glory with those enormous eyes drinking me in, and my heart stutters. When she said Sawyer proposed to her, I was out of my mind with jealousy.

The feeling swarmed over me with an intensity that had my hands shaking with fear. And anger. Anger at myself for letting her go. Anger at her for settling for someone she tolerated but didn’t love with passion. And then back to anger at myself for not punching the guy in the face when he was hanging all over her at the café the other day. I should’ve told him then that she was mine and to back off.

She arches an eyebrow. “Well?”

My eyes narrow into slits as I grasp my belt. “I was envisioning bloodying his face.”

“Don’t.” She slightly shakes her head and places her hands on my chest. “He doesn’t love me and wanted me to say no so he could tell his father I refused.” Her soft, warm palms feel amazing against my skin, and what little blood is remaining in my brain travels farther south. “He and his father are in an epic battle over his inheritance.”

“I don’t care.” I raise her arms above her head and hold them in place with the belt stretched across them. “He tried to take what’s mine, and I’m not letting him. You’re mine, and I told you that the day I saw him hovering around you like the last piece of cake on a platter, and he was starving.”

Her eyes dilate until it’s impossible to see the ring of her irises. “You have a way with words.” Her chest heaves as she arches her pelvis into me.

I lean down and inhale her scent. Norah and baked goods. Her scent swirls in my brain, imprinting on every fiber of my being. “They’re not words. I’m obsessed with you and have been since the day I met you. You caught me when I was feeling down and incompetent, but having you fight back and not back down sparked something I didn’t think still existed inside of me. Hope for a future.”

Her eyes swim with emotions as she twists her hands around the edges of the belt. “Your pretty mouth pissed me off. I’d never met someone who both turned me on and made me want to punch them in the mouth at the same time.”

“Babe, consider me always at your service.” I drop the belt, letting her take control of it, and slide my lips along her jaw.

“I do like the sound of that.” She slides her hands down my body, gripping the buckle of my jeans, yanking the enclosure open, and grasps my cock inside her dainty hand.

“Fucking heaven.” I claim her mouth, this time, my tongue against hers, and steal her whimpers of approval. Why did I question whether we belonged together? I should’ve known the second I sought her out and kept seeking her out. She drew me like a moth to a flame.

My hands caress every inch of her glorious skin as she takes me higher and higher with her eager exploration of my lower body. Her nails and the belt scrape along my abdomen and thighs, and then her thumb strokes the sensitive spot below the head of my cock as her other hand caresses my tight balls. My eyes roll back into my head. “That feels so good.”

“Does it?” Her voice is husky and filled with lust. “How about this?” She wraps the belt around my dick and strokes up and down. Leather and a tight fist.

“Baby, you’re killing me.” I rip the belt from her hand, dropping it to the floor, and raise her leg, impaling her with my dick. Her molten walls cradle my body as she gasps. The sweet inhalation of her breath has me losing control. I almost lost her tonight.

That’s never going to happen.

“You’re mine.” I grasp her thighs, lift her up with her back pressed into the door and fuck her with an intensity that drowns everything out. Sloane and all her drama disappear. Norah saying she didn’t want to see me again, my knee, the possibility of further injury, all of it is forgotten. The only thing remaining is her clinging to me and begging me to go harder. Deeper. Faster.

The world spins around us but all I see is her face. Her flushed cheeks. Her gaping mouth. The pleasure in her eyes. God, I want this forever.

She grasps my face. “You feel so good deep inside of me. I love how full you make me feel.” Her words are mixed with moans as she digs her heels into my ass.

“That’s my good girl. Tell me how good I make you feel.”

“So good.” She rotates her hips and grinds her pelvis into me, ensuring I don’t go far when I lunge backward. “Please, don’t stop. It feels so good. Right there. Just like that.”

“Yes, baby.” My mouth smashes against hers, and our tongues join in our frantic mating as the sounds of our bodies crashing against each other fill the room.

Nothing has ever felt as intense as sex with Norah. It was never this intense. This soul-searing. It was a means to an end. This is–everything.

When I look at her, I see the future. Norah cheering me on in the stands with Gino at her side. Gino and I traveling to Evergreen Lake and teaching him to fish in the summer. Running this crazy restaurant with my brother. Norah’s face flushed with joy as she grows big with my baby in her belly. I want it all. I want what I should’ve had from the beginning if I wouldn’t have been stupid and fucked some random woman at a club.

My thighs sting as I continue to pummel her molten heat. But I’m not stopping. Not until she’s screaming my name and is forever seared into my soul. I need reassurance that when I leave, she won’t forget me. That she’s as impacted by this as I am.

She pulls back and digs her nails into my shoulders. “I’m so close. It feels so fucking good. I don’t want it to ever stop. But….” She shudders, and her pussy quakes around me.

Fuck. My balls tighten as sweat slides down my forehead. “I can’t stop. Not when your pussy is sucking me.”

“God, yes.” She clenches her walls and stares into my eyes as my thrusts become so erratic that it’s like someone else has taken over my body.

“Fuck!” Her glassy eyes widen as her entire body shakes. “Fu-u-u-u-ck!” She gasps, “Come with me, please.”

“Jesus.” I grunt as spasms of semen spurt from my dick, filling her core with my seed. I stiffen and quake as her sex squeezes every drop of cum from my balls. It’s so intense it feels like she’s pulling it from my toes.

When I inhale, her eyes blink open. A condom. Again, I forgot to put on a condom. Only this time, the panic doesn’t overcome me. I caress her hips and rest my forehead against hers. “Are you okay?”

“Okay?” She looks at me incredulously and threads her fingers into my hair. “Okay is such a small word for what I feel. I feel happy, content, satisfied.” She licks her lips. “I feel like the world lit up with light and shone down on me. Just for me. And you put that light there.”

How could I have let this woman walk away from me? I’ll never make that same mistake again.

After disengaging from her sex, I swing her into my arms. “Where’s the bedroom? I’m not even close to being done with you.”

She frowns. “What about Gino?”

“Marco and Eden are watching him tonight.” I grin as her eyes light up with anticipation. “So, you get me all to yourself for tonight.”

“That sounds like heaven.”
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When I wake up the next morning, I groan over the soreness in my muscles and shift my right leg, bumping into something. I bolt upright in bed with my heat thudding erratically in my chest. Gabriel. Oh, my God. I clutch my chest and suck in a ragged breath.

“Seriously?” He opens an eye and arches his eyebrow. “It was that bad that you’re going to run in horror?”

“Stop.” I roll my eyes and snuggle next to him until he wraps his arms around me, pulling me to his warm body. He smells like my soap with a hint of masculine musk that hits my pleasure center with happiness. “You know it wasn’t horrible. Maybe it bordered on atrocious, but not horrible.” I can’t stop the giggle from erupting from my lips.

He growls and flips me onto my back. “You’d better watch your words, or I’ll make you eat them.”

The humor evaporates as I study his face. Bright blue eyes stare down at me, and my stomach flips. I’ve fallen in love with him. It can’t happen that fast, can it? Yes, I understand we’re talking about a long-term, long-distance relationship, but love? I swallow hard over the dryness in my mouth.

His body settles on me as his chest rises and falls like he’s been climbing a set of stairs. “What’s wrong? Did I hurt you?”

“No.” I raise my arm, cup his cheek, and smile. “I was admiring your handsome face and how well it goes with your smokin’ hot tight end.”

“Well….” he drawls and kisses my lips. His mouth is soft but firm against mine, and another butterfly flutters in my belly. “Thank you, Ma’am. I happen to adore your sweet ass as well.”

I stretch under him and sigh. I’ve never felt this content in my life. I could spend every day curled up next to him, surrounded by his strength, and loving every second of it. But it won’t be every day. In less than two weeks, he’ll be gone, and who knows when he’ll return.

“Don’t.” He leans his elbow on the bed until his hip is propped on the mattress, depositing some of his weight off me. I instantly feel colder and pull the covers up to trap in the warmth. “There’s no expiration date. Yes, I must return to my job, which will take me away for several weeks, but I’ll be back. And I hope you’ll come and see me and Gino during that time.”

I lick my lips as some of the anxiety melts away. “I’d like that. Are you going to give me a ticket to your games?”

“Absolutely. I expect you to be in the suite wearing my jersey and screaming my name. And if you aren’t, I’ll be disappointed.”

I wrap my arms around him, one around his waist and the other around his shoulders. “Thank you for coming here last night. Thank you for not letting me push you away.”

He kisses the tip of my nose. “I don’t think I could’ve physically survived without seeing you again.”

“You’re too much.” Who is this guy? The first time I met him, he was prickly as a porcupine, and now, he’s sweet, attentive, and a beyond generous lover. And I almost pushed him away out of fear.

How could I have thought settling for a life without romance, love, affection, friendship, all of that was a worthwhile choice? Because you didn’t know. How could you know? You’ve never experienced anything like this. Yes, you’ve had other lovers, but they didn’t feel like this. This is the real thing.

His fingers trace my face. “I’m not exaggerating. When you said you didn’t want to see me again, I was angry. But more than that, I was hurt. Hurt that you didn’t feel anything when you looked at me besides a one-night stand or a holiday fling.” The hint of vulnerability in his eyes indicates that he’s still haunted by my words.

“I was scared that I’d feel too much for you and lose you. I thought I’d be better off if I pushed you away so I didn’t get hurt, but I was wrong. I was gutted by the thought of you and some gorgeous nanny falling in love and living happily ever after.” I swallow over the lump in my throat. “I was a fool to push you away.”

“For a second, I thought about telling you to kiss my ass, but I’m glad I came to see you instead.”

I smack his bare backside. “It’s a tempting ass.” We’re together now. I don’t want to think about what could’ve happened.

His eyes twinkle. “Someday, when you’ve been a good girl, I’ll let you kiss it.”

“Hmm….” I hook my leg around his thigh as heat floods my core. All it takes is one good girl and a growl, and I’m ready to spread my legs. I’d feel weak if the man didn’t make me feel so powerful.

“What’re you doing today?”

“Besides you?”

“Yes.” He chuckles. “Besides me.”

“I need to go to the café for opening and take the baked goods up to the lodge. After that, I can probably get away.”

“Good. I need to grab Gino and go to the lodge to work out. I’ll be busy for four or five hours.”

My mouth drops open. “You’re going to work out that long?”

“How do you think I got these thighs and ass?”

I press my lips together. That’s a lot of working out. But it’s for his job, and he’s good at it. “I’m just surprised it takes that long every day.”

“It’s not every day, but I’m out of shape after surgery and being immobile for several weeks. It’s going to take a lot of effort to return to football shape. Especially since I have no intention of getting hurt again.”

“How did the injury happen?”

“It was a freak incident. Dillion, one of the defensive players, had his legs cut out from under him by a rookie that didn’t know what he was doing, and he landed on my knee. I saw it coming, but there wasn’t time to straighten it to avoid the collision.”

My stomach clinches. “And that won’t happen again?”

“I can’t promise it won’t.” He tucks a strand of hair behind my ear. “But I’m going to be in the best shape I can be, and at this point, the teams are only playing the best of the best.”

“That’s good.”

“When you get off work, would you mind coming to the lodge? I’d love to spend time with you and Gino today, and I’m going to call Marco to stop by. I want to talk to him about the restaurant.”

“He’ll love that.” I wiggle under him to adjust, slightly pretending I’m uncomfortable, but mostly because I want to arch against his solid frame.

Heat flares in his eyes. “I know something you’d love even more.” He slips down my body, nipping and licking my flesh as he goes. Once he’s at my sex, he spreads my thighs and crawls between my legs.

The second his tongue flicks my clit, I spread wider, arching into him and fist his hair.

“That’s my good girl. I love to see you demanding what you want.” He twirls his tongue around the tight nerves, causing me to whimper and rotate my hips.

“But I want you to tell me what you want.” His hot breath fans over my thigh.

“I want your mouth on me and your fingers buried in my pussy.”

“Jesus, Norah, you’re a better dirty talker than I am.” His fingers trace my slick seam but don’t penetrate into my heat.

I raise my head off the pillow and glare at him. “Do it now.”

“Yes, Ma’am.” He slides two fingers into my sex and holds my gaze. “Now be a good girl and hold those legs in the air, nice and wide, while I fuck my sweet pussy.”

“Oh, God.” I shake from head to toe but follow his command. He’s dead wrong. He’s the king of dirty talk, and I’m just racing to catch up.

The sound of my walls sucking his fingers is only drowned out by my moaning and his tongue flicking my clit. He curls his thick digits and flicks repeatedly over my G spot as my orgasm builds.

Flicking fingers. Sucking clit. Pussy filled by sweet thickness. Swipes over my G spot.

“Oh, my God, yes!” I crash with a litany of fucks and oh, Gods, as he continues to drive into me.

“That’s my good girl. Come hard on my fingers.” It’s as if my body does exactly what he says as my walls clutch down on him again and again.
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As I work out, Gino jumps from machine to machine, chatting about them and showing me how to use them in his own unique way. “This one goes like this.” He crouches in front of a leg lift and struggles to get the footrest off the ground. When it doesn’t budge, he falls to the floor and uses his foot to press upward.

With a hearty grunt, it moves upward and then back down as he shifts his feet out of the way. “Good job, Gino.”

He beams as I release and press the weight inward. “Good job, Daddy. You’ve got this.”

God, I love this kid. How did Sloane leave him with Havana and never see him? And then drop him off with me without a backward glance. A little more than a stranger at that point.

He’s moved from playing in the attached playroom, to watching TV, to playing on his tablet, to working out almost in the same circuit I’ve completed when changing machines.

“Daddy?”

“Yes, Buddy?” I inhale as I bring the two arm presses inward and hold for seconds. The arm press machine is my fifth machine today, and it continues to amaze me that Gino entertains himself. He’s a great kid with a natural curiosity for how things work.

“Going to slide.” He sprints to the playroom and climbs the ladder to the slide. I won’t abandon him again. No matter what, I’ll be the best father I can possibly be for him.

My cell phone rings. I move off the machine and grab my phone. It’s my agent.

“What’s up?” My breath is slightly labored as I answer.

“You, if I had to guess,” he says.

I frown. “What does that mean?”

“Your stock is up. Word is out that you’re about to be cleared for a return to the field this year. Why didn’t you call me?”

“Shit, man, I had too much going on.” I glance over at Gino to ensure he wasn’t listening. I’m trying my best not to curse in front of him.

“Too much to call your agent so that I can put pressure on the team for your next contract? Bro, this is the big one.”

He’s right. If I stay healthy for the remainder of the season, I should be looking at double what I made this year. But…. There’s Sloane to consider. I don’t want word to get out to her that anyone’s going to offer me a big sum, or she’ll be on me in seconds.

“Don’t rush things. I don’t want to discuss contracts until the season is over.” I run a white towel through my hair and stand. After last night and this morning, I’m shocked I was able to have enough stamina to finish my entire workout. A smile plays on my lips. I’d do it all again, waking up with Norah in my arms and no threat of her disappearing was the best morning of my life. Who cares if my arm was asleep, or I had to use the massage chair to loosen up before my workout. It was all worth it. All six times.

“I know. I just wanted to check in on you.”

Hudson has represented me since my first rookie contract, and I wouldn’t trust anyone as much as I trust him when it comes to my career. “I’m great.”

“I haven’t heard you great for years. It’s good to hear that positive tone in your voice again.”

“Thanks.”

“The mountain air must be the magic elixir.”

“Yeah, that’s it.” I chuckle but don’t entirely disagree. The mountain air, the view, the laidback pace, all of it is great. I understand why Marco stayed here when he returned.

“Girl?”

“I’ve met someone, and she’s perfect. The kind of girl I should’ve gone after from the beginning. Or more like the girl I should’ve gone after years ago, but I didn’t know her until now.”

“I’m happy for you. Now, let’s get rid of Sloane, get that hefty new contract, and invite me to the wedding.”

“You’re on.” After hanging up, I’m grinning and didn’t flinch at all over the mention of marriage.

For the guy who swore off any future relationship, Norah has opened my eyes to possibilities I didn’t believe in.

Three Hours Later

Gino drives a truck along the sofa cushion as I toss garlic and basil into a skillet to season the sauce. Homemade spaghetti sauce. My brother is not the only one that can cook. Our mother insisted on teaching us how to use everything in the kitchen. The same as her mom taught her. I might not be as skilled as Marco or Norah, but I’m no slouch, either.

The doorbell rings and Gino runs to answer it. “Gino.” My brother lifts him off the ground and tosses him into the air.

“Unc Marc.” He giggles and waves at Eden, who’s standing behind him with the baby in her arms.

“Hello, Gino. Gabriel.” She waves.

Once they’re settled into the kitchen with the boys playing with their toys, Marco crosses his arms over his chest. “What did you want?”

“To give you the opportunity to apologize again for your behavior at Thanksgiving.”

“Keep waiting.” His eyes narrow as he flips me off.

“You’re so easy to rile up.” I laugh and twist the stove knob to the off position.

“What’s up your ass?”

“Marco.” Eden grabs his arm and gives him a stern look.

“Eden, don’t worry. I’m not offended by the big ox.” I pour the sauce over the homemade pasta, filling the room with the delicious scent of Italian herbs and spices.

Eden watches me with her hawklike gaze. I won’t be able to keep anything from her long. She’s more observant than Marco. But Norah wanted to tell them together that we’re seeing each other.

“The appointment went well. Doc says I’ll be back with the team, likely within two weeks.” I still hate missing Christmas here, but there will be other years.

“I see.” Marco’s jaw flexes.

“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Eden rubs Marco’s back in slow circles.

“Yes, it is. I love football and want to get back to my team. Doc agrees that the injury was a freak accident and won’t happen again.”

“There are no guarantee,” Marco bites out.

“You’re right. There aren’t. There are no guarantees with anything, but I trust myself.”

“Fine.” Marco uncrosses his arms and flings them in the air.

“I know you’re worried about me, and I appreciate it.” I walk over to him and squeeze his shoulder.

He sighs as some of the anger disperses. “I just want you to be happy. It’s been forever since you’ve been yourself.”

“Yeah, since the day I met Sloane.”

The doorbell rings, and Gino runs at full speed, swinging it open. “Norah!”

She breezes into the suite, snatching him off the ground and giving him a loud smack on the cheek. When her eyes meet mine, my heart squeezes inside my chest. I’m in love with her. That all-encompassing love that yanks the rug out from under you and makes you do stupid shit.

“Hi.” Her smile is tentative.

Before she can come to us, I’m in front of her, and her smile widens along with the twinkle in her eyes. “Hey, babe.” I kiss her lips, savoring the softness and how she yields to me.

When I pull back, Gino’s eyes are wide. “Daddy?”

“Norah is my girlfriend. Are you okay with that?” She’s so much more than that, but first, I need to finalize my divorce from Sloane. Then all bets are off.

“Yes, she’s nice.”

“Good.” I wink at him, snatch him from her, and wrap my arm around her shoulders. After I kiss her temple, I return my attention to my brother and his wife, who are gaping at us like we’ve grown horns.

“I thought you were still in KC last night?” Marco growls.

“I lied.” I can’t keep the smirk off my lips.

Eden slaps her hands on her hips as I drop Gino to his feet. “I thought you said you weren’t going to see him again?”

“I lied.” Norah bites her lips together and giggles.
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My best friend crosses her arms over her chest and stares Gabriel down. “So, what’re your intentions with Norah? You know your brother and I would love to see the two of you together, but not if you aren’t both on the same page with…” She waves a hand in our direction as I settle into his heat and inhale his scent. Just those two things alone are enough for an endorphin head rush.

“We don’t have everything worked out yet, but we’re together.” His arm tightens around me. “As a couple.”

Eden’s eyes dart to mine. “And this is what you want?”

“I wouldn’t be with him if it wasn’t.”

He kisses the top of my head, and warmth floods through me. There was always a part of me that wanted more than a hook-up with him, but I was afraid to hope for it. I run a bistro, and he’s a football star with a soon-to-be ex-model wife. How do those things work together?

But my best friend is an elementary school teacher, and she’s married to an ex-football star, so the impossible is possible.

“And what’re you going to do?” Marco’s voice is gruff, and his stance mirrors his wife’s.

“Seriously?” Gabriel glares at his brother. “We’re getting the third degree. We’re adults who’re capable of making our own decisions that don’t need to run past you for approval. Mom and Dad won’t be this ridiculous.”

Marco inhales, causing his chest to expand, but doesn’t break Gabriel’s gaze until Eden smacks him on the upper arm. “Knock it down a notch.”

“Yes, Ma’am.” Marco’s shoulders loosen as he pulls Eden in front of him and wraps her into his body.

“That’s better,” she sighs and gives us a smile. “No more questions.”

I poke Marco in the ribs. “Fine. I do intend to continue playing football for another one to three years. That’s not changed, but I understand Norah’s connection to here, and I won’t ask her to leave.” He shrugs. “That leaves us going back and forth to see each other as much as possible.”

Marco glares. “You’re willing to do that again?”

Fuck. Why didn’t I think about that? Sloane chose to stay in Florida and look what happened. Now they’re getting a divorce. Anxiety swells inside of me. What if…? I swallow hard over the lump in my throat.

Gabriel spins me around and cups my face. “Don’t let him scare you. I trust you. You’re a loyal, devoted person and nothing like Sloane. I don’t question for one second if you’ll stay true to me while we’re apart.”

The way he looks at me, the trust in his eyes, it floors me. No one has ever looked at me this way which eases the fears swelling inside of me–most of them.

“You believe me, right?” He strokes his thumb over my cheekbone.

“Yes, I do.”

“Good.” He kisses my lips. The combination of his soft but firm mouth caressing mine feels both exciting and comforting.

When he pulls back, he brushes a strand of hair behind my ear. “And you don’t have to worry about me. I was faithful to a woman that I didn’t choose.” He gives me a wry smile and cocks an eyebrow. “Can you imagine how I’ll treat the woman I do choose?”

I shudder from head to toe over the wild heat in his eyes. Yes, I can thoroughly imagine it. As a matter of fact, I’d like Gino to go to bed and my best friend to leave so he can show me. Right now.

“Let’s skip the show and tell. I think we have a pretty good idea of how Gabriel will treat you,” Marco mutters as Eden turns to face him and encircles her arms around his neck.

“You need to learn some romantic gestures from your brother.”

“I’ll show you romantic gestures,” he growls and swats her ass, causing her to yelp.

“We need to talk about something before you run home and prove to your wife that you’re half the man I am.”

“Do you need me to take you down and kick your ass again?” Marco asks as he flips Gabriel off.

“No.” Gabriel chuckles as his eyes dance with humor. “I’m good.”

“We should sit down.” Eden steps out from Marco’s arms and leads us to the dining room table after checking on the kids, who’re quietly playing with blocks and cars.

Once we’re settled across from each other, I squeeze Gabriel’s knee, and his body relaxes. Although I haven’t been around them much, it’s clear they love each other dearly and fight like cats and dogs. But in a good way. They want the best for each other.

“I want to reconsider your offer for the restaurant. You took me off guard. There was so much going on between my injury, the divorce, meeting Norah, and building a relationship with Gino that I wasn’t prepared to think about the future.” He grabs my hand and laces our fingers together. “But I’d like to partner with you on the restaurant.”

“Okay.” Marco lays his arms on the table and clasps his hands together. “I would like that. I spoke with Norah yesterday about the plan and went to the bank today. The bank needs a full business plan.”

“Then, let’s plan it.” Gabriel’s cocky grin makes my knees weak. “Where do you want to build?”

“The lot next to Norah’s is available. It’s not for sale, but I’ve spoken with the owner.”

“You’ve talked with Owen Shelton?” Eden’s head whips around. “How did you get him to even consider it?”

“I’m an ex-football star....” He opens his hands like his upcoming answer is a no-brainer. “Of course, I’m capable of charming an old quarterback.”

“Right. Of course, you can.” She rolls her eyes and leans into her seat.

“I charmed you, didn’t I?”

“Yes.” The blush on her cheeks makes me happy. If they’re this good together after three years, Gabriel and I will surely be as well. “It’s a great location for a restaurant.”

“Good.” Gabriel leans back and unlaces our fingers, sending an instant chill through me over the lack of contact. Only to sling his arm around my shoulders. “Tell me about your thoughts on size, staff, menu, everything.”

Two hours later, we’ve eaten, and the boys fell sleep, but Gabriel and Marco are still pouring over details. Seeing this side of Gabriel is eye-opening. There’s no question in my mind that he can do anything he puts his mind to, including opening a business when he’s 1600 miles away. He has a brilliant business mind to go with phenomenal attention to detail.

When Eden gets up to check on Angelo, Marco joins her, and I shift in my seat as Gabriel holds my hand. “Wait a second before we join them.”

“Okay.”

He smiles, and my heart thuds in my chest. “Are you good with all this?”

“Of course.” I shrug and study him in confusion. “Why wouldn’t I be? And it’s not like my opinion matters. This is your money.”

“Someday, it’ll be our money, and if you don’t want me to open a business that could put our future at risk, I won’t. Even if it pisses my brother off.”

I forget how to breathe and bite my lips together. This is real. He’s not just playing a game for a holiday. My leg bounces as my foot goes up and down. “You don’t need my permission.”

He grips my jaw, but his fingers remain soft against my skin. “Yes, I do.”

It’s on the tip of my tongue to tell him I love him, but I bite the words back. His brother and my best friend are here, and I need to make sure what I’m feeling is real and not just because he’s the first man to treat me like I’m the most important person he’s ever met.

“I have no objections to you opening a restaurant with your brother. I think it’s a fantastic idea.” I wrap my arms around his neck and slide closer until his knee is between my thighs. “And I love the idea of it being next to my business.”

“Good. I was hoping you’d say that. I have another question for you. How would you feel about Marco being your manager? It would allow him to learn more about running a business. He’d be right next to the construction project, and …” He arches his eyebrows. “And it would free you up to come stay with me more during the season without worry.”

Work with Marco? I adore him. Be able to see Gabriel and Gino more? The best sales pitch he could have ever given me. “If Marco agrees, I’m all in favor.”

He boosts me onto his lap and places his mouth against mine. I shiver when his tongue slides against the seam of my lips and dives inside when I whimper. I tip my head, allowing him to deepen the kiss as his tongue strokes and caresses mine. The speed with which he has my walls quivering and my panties soaked is ridiculous. But we have company.

The movements are thorough and deliberate as he coaxes more from me. I grind against his erection and smile against his lips when his grip tightens on me.
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A Few Days Later

“Why am I standing on the edge of a pond in 15-degree weather with snow up past my ankles?” I may be bitchy, but the sunrise mixed with the beauty of the mountains in the backdrop is almost worth it. Almost. It’s fucking cold.

Marco glances at me over his shoulder. “You know why. I’m coaching hockey.”

“Yes, I know why you’re here, but I still don’t understand why I’m here.” I stomp my feet to keep them from freezing inside the fur-lined boots.

“Because….” He chuckles and smacks my shoulders with his gloved hand. I can barely make out his laughter under the tied hood with the mock fur fringe around the edge. “You need to experience the beauty of Evergreen Lake.”

“I experienced the beauty of Evergreen Lake last night.” One corner of my mouth arches upward as I envision making love to Norah. The woman’s body and spirit are awe-inspiring.

“Smooth.” Marco laughs harder.

I can’t get enough of her. My heart clutches at the thought of having to leave. I want to say fuck it and retire, but I also want to ensure we’re financially prepared for the future. And with my greedy ex waiting around the corner, I can’t afford to mess up anything. I’d love to walk away without giving her a dime, but that’s not how the world works. The most important thing is to end our marriage and keep Gino with me.

“But it’s good to see you happy. I know things with Sloane were never good, and I was relieved when you said you were divorcing her.” His face sobers. “Be careful with that one.”

My gut is tight as I nod. “I am. I have an attorney and a security team dragging all her dirty laundry to light.” My hands ball into fists. Or at least into as tight of a fist as I can make with padded gloves on my hands.

“Good.”

While we talked, several cars pulled up with kids piling out to join us at the pond. They lace up their skates and glide out onto the pond. As they pass the black puck around the smooth ice, they laugh and bounce into each other, knocking their opponents out of the way as the different groupings attempt to drive the puck into one of the two portable nets.

“You know I don’t know the first thing about hockey….” I steal a glance at him. “Right?”

“Yep.” He directs me out onto the ice. “But you know athletes and gamesmanship, and it’s not that different from football.”

“Fine,” I grumble and join him on the ice. Norah is keeping Gino while I watch Marco coach his hockey team. A blue-colored bird swoops down through the sky and dives back up before getting too close. We’re likely disturbing her home, and she’d like nothing better than for us to disappear so she can return to bed.

“Guys.” Marco rests his hand on the shoulder of one of the boys. There are 12 boys, all around 12 to 14 years old. Some still have baby-fat faces, while others are showing signs of more permanent cheekbones. “He’s going to take the six of you….” He points to the grouping that’s on the right, and I’m going to lead Jack’s team.”

What in the fuck? “Marco, I don’t–”

“You’ve seen hockey before.”

“Yeah, a few times, but we grew up in Texas. It’s not like we played hockey on the ponds down there.”

“You’ll be fine.” One of the older boys with bright green eyes shoves his gloves on tighter. The edges of the gloves overlap his jacket by several inches. “We’ve been playing since we were four.” He shoves out his covered hand. “By the way, my name is Aiden.”

“Nice to meet you.” I study him for a second as the other kids gather around. He’s clearly the leader of this group. His eyes are sharp as he looks me over. “You Coach Marco’s brother?”

“Yes, my name is Gabriel.”

One corner of his mouth jerks upward. “You’re the tight end for Kansas City.”

“Yes.” I nod.

“We also play football during the summer and fall. I’m the QB, and Henley here….” He points out another boy who’s wearing a red coat and black gloves. “He’s the tight end for the team.”

“Coach Marco also coaches our football team. He didn’t want anything to do with hockey, but we begged him to coach us. Our last coach didn’t know a hockey puck from a football.”

The boys brief me about the rules and strategy for several minutes, leaving my head swirling. But honestly, it’s not that different than football. Well, maybe mixing football and basketball together, only the puck stays on the ground.

Basically, there’s one scoring device players pass back and forth to each other. While avoiding the opposition from stealing the puck and trying to get it into the opponent’s net. Nothing hard about that.

Marco leans down and whispers something to his team, and I grin. We may not be playing the same sport as we played as kids, but I know my brother’s tendencies.

“Gather in,” I tell the guys. They lean in, reducing the distance from each other. “My brother is predictable. He’s going to try to take the puck straight to you and shove it down your throat. He’s always been a brute player. If his team gets the ball,” I roll my eyes, “the puck first, take the puck away from the lead player.”

“Got it, Coach,” Aiden says as they all nod in unison.

“If we get the puck first, Aiden, I need you to come in from the side, swat the puck to Henley, and pass it back and forth amongst whoever can get into range, going closer but not too close to the net. We’re going to pass until we get within striking distance.”

Aiden grins from ear to ear. “You know your brother well. We’re known for shoving the puck down the opponent’s throat.”

“Good.” I chuckle and pat Aiden’s shoulder. “It doesn’t matter what we played. He always thought he could out-strength me, but I could always outmaneuver him.”

Moments later, the players take the center of the ice as my brother, and I regroup on the edge near the snow-covered grass. “You’re going down.” He elbows me. Obviously, he feels confident that he has the upper hand.

“Not so fast.”

The hocking sticks smack at the ice as my brother’s team slashes down the middle of the pond. Aiden swipes the puck, just as I instructed. “Damn you.” Marco glares.

“Watch it, little brother.”

“Screw you.” His eyes narrow into slits as Aiden leads the team down the ice swishing the puck back and forth between them.

“Jack!” Marco yells from beside me. “Get between Henley and Aiden, he’s going to shoot the puck back to–”

But before the words are out, Henley swats the puck, slamming it into the net, past the goalie.

“Baby brother….” I clutch his shoulder with a wide grin, splitting my face. “You might want to branch out your playbook.”

“Asshole.” He glares before breaking into a smile. “I knew you’d enjoy it.”

He’s right, I did. I watch as the sun jumps over the horizon and bathes us in light. “When I retire, be sure to save me a spot on your coaching staff.”

“You’ve got it.” Marco shoves me as we both go out to the center of the ice to critique what went down in the last set of plays while the boys listen with rapt attention.

When I’d considered retiring before, it had been a big black blob of nothing. I was in a loveless marriage with no real connection to my son and no plans for a career outside of the game.

The thought of giving it up and moving on after playing the sport since I was 5 years old was depressing. But now, I’m excited about the future–Gino, Norah, a restaurant, coaching with my brother. It’s like the mountain air has given me a new life.
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A Few Days Later

When I arrive at the lodge, I hop out of the van and rush around the front of the vehicle. As usual, it’s colder with a stiff breeze up on the mountain. The first gust of air whips my unbound hair around my face, but the freezing temperatures do nothing to hamper my good mood.

Being with Gabriel makes me want to spin in a circle and sing at the top of my lungs. I choke back a laugh while striding to the side door. Maybe I don’t want to go that far and scare the guests.

An older woman steps out onto the circular drive and shudders against the wind, pulling her coat to her chest. She’s probably in her early 70s with white hair that still holds a hint of the black it likely was in her youth. The wind straightens the ringlets as they billow in the air. Her face is pale as she studies her black boots and the snow-covered parking lot.

“Ma’am?” I rush over to her with my hands outstretched. “I don’t want to alarm you, but if you need help getting to your vehicle, I’d be happy to help you.”

Her gaze jerks to mine, and she smiles in return to my greeting. “That would be so sweet of you. I didn’t realize it had snowed overnight. Of course, I saw snow from my window, but without looking down at the road, I didn’t realize there was more.

“It’s no problem.” I stride closer to her with the snow crunching under my boots.

She purses her lips together as she studies the van behind me. “Lips & Hips?”

I laugh at her confused expression. “I own a bistro in town that’s a parent company for the shop at the lodge.”

“Clever.” Her mouth arches into a grin. “I like smart females. There are so few in the world nowadays.” She lifts the hood and pulls the drawstrings tight with her gloved hands.

“Thank you for including me in the small ranks then.” I loop my arm through hers. “Are you in town long?”

“No….” She shakes her head. “I’m only in town for the week. My grandson moved here recently, and I’m visiting him and his wife. My grandson is an ex-football player. Well, actually, my other grandson is also a football player, and he’s also in town for the holidays.”

My heart skips in my chest. Did Gabriel know she was coming to town? “Are you talking about Marco and Gabriel Romano?”

“Yes.” She stops in the middle of the parking lot and studies me. “Do you know them?”

“Marco is married to my best friend.”

“Oh, really? Then you must be Gabriel’s girl.”

Gabriel’s girl. Somehow, that makes my insides warm and fuzzy even if it’s 10 degrees outside. “Yes, I’m dating Gabriel.”

“That’s so sweet. He’s such a good boy.” She frowns and shakes her head. “And that awful ex-wife of his, she’s no good. Called that one right from the start.”

I don’t say anything else. It’s not like I know Sloane, and I’m certainly not unbiased. I’ve heard stories and want nothing to do with the woman, which might be impossible in the future if Gino stays with her sometimes. But the sounds of how she treated him, that’s the last thing that needs to happen.

As we carefully maneuver across the parking lot, she says, “I love these little towns.” Her face tinges pink as the heat builds under her hood. “Everyone is so nice.”

“That’s what I love about this place myself. That and the view.”

She glances around the lodge. “You’re right. It’s a gorgeous place.”

I retrieve the keys from her after she takes them out of her clutch and unlock the door for her. Once she’s safely inside with the engine running, she grasps my hand. “Thank you for helping an old lady in her time of need. I appreciate it.”

“You’re welcome. Where are you headed?”

“To the little bookstore in town.” She frowns. “Read Between the Wines, I think it is. I saw it on my way in, and what two better things than wine and books to pair together?”

I sigh as memories of Gabriel and I’s trip to the bookstore replay in my head. Even that day, I knew there was something between us. But at the time, I’d been afraid nothing could come from it, or if it did, it would end in an epic disaster. “Enjoy.” I step back so she has room to shut her door. “If you’re hungry when you get done, stop by Lips & Hips. I’ll be back to the shop after I make my delivery. Your meal would be on me.”

“Thank you. You’re a doll.” She beams as she shuts the door.

Once she’s safely on her way, I gather my supplies and step through the sliding glass doors.

“Hey, Norah,” Tucker calls out from behind the front desk and waves.

“Hey, yourself.” I stop for a second with the rolling cart poised in front of me. “How’s today’s business?”

“A lot of the Thanksgiving holiday travelers have checked out, but we’re already seeing people piling in for the Christmas festival. It’s going to be a busy season this year.”

“Yes, it is.”

After telling him goodbye, I travel to the shop where Clarissa is busy removing the old, unsold content and boxing the items up. We take the leftover goods to the food pantry in town. All the food shops do. The items may not be fresh, but they’re welcomed, nonetheless.

When she sees me, she frowns and crosses her arms. “I thought you weren’t dating the big, hot football player brother of your best friend’s husband.”

I park the cart inside the shop and kick the brake down. “I wasn’t at the time.” I shrug. “And now, I am.”

“Lucky dog.” She glares and then smiles. “You two looked good together that first day. Even when you were snipping at each other. It’s good to see you happy.”

“Thank you. Tucker said business is getting ready to pick up. Do you think we need to increase any of the stock?”

“I’m seeing large numbers of the pre-made sandwiches going quickly.”

For several minutes, we discuss the upcoming season, which items to increase in inventory, and what to pull back on. Clarissa has been with me since I took over the bistro and was the first person I thought of when expanding to the lodge. She knows what she’s doing.

I gnaw on my bottom lip. I shouldn’t have given her a hard time the other day. She didn’t deserve it. She’s been an excellent employee and a good friend. If I’m going to visit Gabriel and Gino, she should be able to handle everything.

It’s not like I do anything outside of delivering the supplies and controlling the schedule and hiring. Someone else could make the food deliveries and Clarissa can handle those tasks. She’s the one working with them anyway.

“Clarissa?” The central heat kicks on, swirling the already delicious scent of baked goods around the room and causing my mouth to water.

“Yes?” She glances up from the binder on the counter in front of her.

“Would you be okay if I put you in charge of scheduling for the lodge? And conducting interviews with new hires?”

“Of course,” She shrugs. “I can handle it. If you need me to do anything else, let me know.”

“Thanks. When Gabriel returns to Kansas City, I’ll be going there to see him, so I’ll need you to take a bigger role here. I won’t be gone all the time, and I won’t leave you without guidance.”

“It’s fine. I’ve got it handled.” She raises her hands palms facing outwards as she reassures me. “Do you need more help at the bistro?”

“No, I’ve got plans in the works for there. I appreciate it. And of course, I’ll compensate you accordingly.”

We discuss pay for a few minutes and settle on an increase that satisfies us both. “You do a fantastic job. I’m sorry I was snippy the other day.”

She grins and waggles her eyebrows as she reopens the sliding glass door to the pastry display. “No worries. You were distracted by a handsome man who knocked you off kilter.”

I laugh and unlock the cart, standing behind it as I maneuver behind the counter. “After I knocked him off his feet.”
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The second I step inside Lips & Hips, my gaze darts around the room, searching for her, but she’s not behind the register or mingling with the customers. Which means she’s in the kitchen. My heart thuds in my chest. I’d love to see her splayed wide for me amongst a bunch of cupcakes and frosting.

Behind me, the door shuts, and the chimes signal a new guest has entered the store. I glance behind me. “Grandma?”

My grandmother, Lilliana, my mom’s mother walks toward me. “Hello, Gabriel.” Her eyes twinkle as she opens her arms.

I step into her, envelop the older woman with the Texas twang into my arms, and inhale her scent–coconut with a hint of pineapple. “What’re you doing here?” I gently squeeze her and step back.

She grins. “I came to see my two grandsons.” She unbuttons her knee-length coat. “Your mother was overjoyed when Marco called her and shared the good news. So, I’ve come to see this girl you’re dating. She sent me on my way to watch Gino so you and this woman can have more private time together.”

I shake my head. Leave it to my mom. She’s in the middle of the ocean and still orchestrating my love life.

“Come on over and have a seat.” I lead her to an empty table, but there’s still no sight of Norah in the room. After I scoot the chair back under the table, I join her. “It’s good to see you, but you don’t have to watch Gino.”

“Yes.” Her eyes narrow into slits. “Yes, I do. Your mother has high hopes for this one, and I met her by accident this morning. She didn’t know who I was and offered to help me get to my car.”

One corner of my mouth arches upward. “And you let her?”

“Why not? It’s not often that you meet a beautiful girl who’s kind and helpful to a complete stranger.” One of her eyebrows arches upward. “Her eyes glowed when she talked about you.”

“I’m glad.” I lean back into my seat and smile. She’s happy. Even when I’m not around her, I still make her happy, and she’s kind to strangers. Elderly strangers who play games for fun. What more could I ask for? Absolutely nothing.

“Did you tell her who you were?”

“Who my family was? Yes? Who I am? No.” She laughs as one of Norah’s staff takes our orders. The chimes of the door opening and closing continues behind us. We order drinks and nothing else. As my grandmother’s gaze travels the room, she places her hands on the table. “This place is nice. I like it. I should invest.”

No, my grandmother is not the wife of a rancher. She’s the spouse of an investment banker. A wealthy investment banker in Texas. He’s her second husband. A man she met after my grandfather passed.

But she’s been with him since I was in grade school, so I barely remember my grandfather. Silas was the man. Not only did he know finance, but he also played quarterback in high school and college when he was a kid. He taught me how to invest my allowance, and how to catch a perfect spiral.

“What do you think of the town?”

The waitress brings our drinks. “Actually, I love this town. It’s perfect. Small, majestic views. Quaint shops. It’s a wonderful tourist attraction.”

I tap my fingertips on the table. “Marco and I are thinking about opening a restaurant here. What do you think?”

“It’s a great idea.” She tilts her head as the door jingles and clanks shut, but I don’t look. My grandmother’s keen eyes have me invested in her take on the town. “So, this is serious between you and the girl?”

“I think so.” My heart skips a beat. “Check that. I know so.”

I glance over at the register as if I sense her presence, only to find Norah laughing as Sawyer says something to her. Seriously? My hands ball into fists. Can’t the guy ever take a hint?

“Excuse me for a moment.” I slip out of my seat and march around the nearest table, stalking toward the cash register.

Norah’s eyes catch mine, and she smiles. For a second, I forget to breathe. That smile is just for me, and it’s beautiful. As I continue to stride forward, her smile falters, and she bites her bottom lip. The second she realizes my intent, her eyes widen. “Sawyer.”

“Yes?” He rakes a hand through his hair.

“Um….” Her eyes never leave mine.

Sawyer spins on his heel and flinches when he sees me. He raises his hands, palms facing outward. “We’re friends, nothing else.”

I lay my arm over Norah’s shoulders and haul her tightly to my side. “I know that, but do you?”

“Yes.” His head moves up and down. “I wouldn’t have asked her, even in jest, if I knew the two of you were together.”

He’s not a small man, but he’s not decked out in muscles, either. And to my 6’ 5” height, he’s nearly a head shorter. I believe him. I don’t think he’s dumb enough to intentionally mess with me.

“Gabriel.” Norah straightens and gives me a look. “Be nice.”

“I am nice.” I twirl my finger in one of the curls that escaped her ponytail. “I didn’t punch him for asking my girl to marry him. I consider that amazing restraint on my part.”

She laughs and rests her head on my chest. “I agree. Your restraint is impressive.”

I envelop her in my arms and inhale her musky scent mixed with sugar, butter, and flour. How long is it to closing time?

As if she senses my train of thought, she wraps her arms around my waist and bites her lips together. I sense the moan that threatens to escape her lips and nearly shudder. But instead, I return my attention to Sawyer. “I expect you to never ask her that question again.”

“I have no intentions of doing so. It was more in jest than anything else.”

“In jest or not.” My jaw tightens. “Don’t do it again.” The jealousy flowing through me is a new emotion. I don’t know what to do with it.

“I understand.”

Norah pulls back and places a hand on my cheek. “You don’t have to be jealous.”

“I’m n–” I cut off my own words, groan, and seal her lips with mine. I might as well eat my own words before they come out. I don’t want another man touching her, kissing her, asking her to be their wife. Not when she’s mine. Mine.

Fuck it. “I’m not jealous. I’m possessive. It’s way more than jealous.” I stroke her back, but I’m careful to keep things light since we’re in her business. Even though it takes every ounce of restraint to control my instinct to take her against the counter.

“Well….” Sawyer coughs and clears his throat. What was he thinking asking her to marry him before I got the chance to?

Marriage? I’m going to ask her to marry me. There’s no question in my mind whether it’s the right thing to do or not.

I step back, putting space between us, and turn to speak to Sawyer. He’s gone, but my grandmother beams like a Cheshire cat. “What time do you get off?”

“Maddie can handle the shop today. Why? Did you want me to take you and Gino somewhere?”

“No.” I grit my teeth to contain my appetite for her. I can control myself. I’m not a brute. “No, I’m taking you back to your place and making love to you unless you have an objection?”

She shivers. “What about Gino?”

“My mother so wonderfully sent me a gift.” I cup her face and drown in her eyes. “She sent her mother to watch Gino so we can have some alone time to get to know each other better.”

She slips her arms around my neck and slightly arches into me as the remaining guests return to their meals. “I have some places I’d love for you to get to know me better.”

“Yeah?”

“Yes.” She almost purrs, and my cock twitches.

“Grandma Lilliana?” I don’t bother looking behind me as I clasp Norah’s hand and drag her toward the kitchen. “Marco is dropping Gino off at 5.”

“I’ve got him.” Her cheerful voice follows us. “Just focus on having a good time, and we’ll talk about your plans later.”

“Grab some cupcakes.”

She blinks and wrinkles her nose. “Are you hungry?”

“Famished.”
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The scent of cupcakes in my car as I drive to my house hits differently today. The feral heat in his eyes when he demanded I bring some and said he was famished nearly brought me to my knees.

Once I’m parked in the driveway, I retrieve the box of baked goods and wait for him to pull in behind me.

The door bangs shut as he stalks toward me, and my toes curl. “Kitchen. Now.”

“Yes, Sir.” I bite back a giggle and follow behind him.

The muscles in his back ripple with each movement. Damn. He has a nice ass. I’m glad, beyond glad, that he’s not done playing football. I want to watch him play. I want to cheer him on. I want to get so hot and bothered watching him play that I don’t care if he’s covered in sweat when I jump him in a room that still echoes the sounds of a cheering crowd.

I hand him the key, and as soon as the door is unlocked, he swings me into his arms and stops. “You’ve got to promise me when I’m gone and you’re still here that you don’t fall for him.”

The flash of fear in his eyes makes my stomach cramp. “I won’t.” I shake my head and cup his jaw, savoring the feel of stubble brushing against my palm. “I promise. I don’t want anyone but you.”

“Good.” He manages to cradle me to his chest with one arm and drops the cupcakes on the counter. “Since the second I smelled all that flour and sugar mixed with you, I’ve wanted to smear you in frosting and make you scream, but I assumed you’d frown on that with people still eating.”

“Yes.” I chuckle and struggle against him, trying to get down. He’s not the only one who has frosting fantasies. Rather than depositing me on my feet, he sits me on the island, lifts the lid to the box, and swipes his finger over a pink frosted cupcake. The frosting covers the tip, nearly dripping it onto my lap.

“Suck this down.”

When I swipe my tongue over his finger, he growls and slides his hand into my hair, slightly tugging on it and forcing my mouth to open wider. “That’s my good girl.”

Oh, my God. I suck down the frosting and stare into his eyes. The way he looks at me is indescribable. It’s everything.

And then, his mouth is on me as he slips his tongue past my lips and strokes mine. He hums in pleasure, which sends an electric current straight to my pulsating clit. His other hand cups my face as he deepens the kiss. My whispers join his hums of pleasure, and I nearly come undone with just a kiss and nothing more.

But it’s not enough. I wrap my leg around his waist, drawing him tight to my core, and rock against the hard steel in his pants. I was not going to give this guy a chance? What is wrong with me?

His hands stroke over my body and dip under my sweater, lifting it up and out of the way. It takes little prodding from him to convince me to remove it and discard my bra.

His eyes are dark as he studies me. “You’re beautiful. Your eyes are glowing. Your cheeks are pink.” He shakes his head. “And that mouth…. Perfection.” He licks his lips, grabs a cupcake from the box and grins. “I think it’s time I put these to good use.”

My mouth hangs open as he smears frosting on my tight, swollen nipples and feasts on them. I shove my chest into his face and shudder. More. I want more. His tongue bathes me and then sucks me into his mouth. With each flick of his tongue on my tits, the walls of my sex convulse.

He pulls back and caresses my chest, smearing what frosting remained. “You’re perfect.”

“You’re delusional. I’m not perfect.”

His eyes narrow into slits. “Don’t ever say that again. You’re perfect.” He hauls my ass over the edge of the counter, hooks his thumbs in the waistband of my leggings and panties, and yanks them down as I kick at my boots and socks. He’s delusional, but I’m not going to piss him off. He might leave in a snit, and this is the most erotic experience I’ve ever had.

“Be a good girl for me and spread your legs apart. I want to see what I do to you.” My face flames, but I follow his direction. His dilated pupils show his approval. “Not enough.”

He lifts each leg and props them on the counter, leaving me fully exposed. He leers. “Now, that’s better. Your pretty pink pussy on full display for me.” He swipes his fingertips along my seam, dancing in the gathered nectar. I moan and arch toward his touch. “Not so fast, baby. Not so fast. I want you begging and screaming for me.”

I pant in desperation as he spreads my lips apart. “So wet and swollen.”

“Please.” I whimper, not even recognizing my own voice.

“This is my perfect pussy.” He tips my chin up and stares into my eyes. “Say it.”

“It’s yours.”

“No….” He shakes his head. “Say it.”

“Yes, it’s your perfect pussy.”

“Good girl.” He smiles in satisfaction and thrusts a finger into my heat.

“Yes.” Tears spring to my eyes.

“So beautiful.” He inserts another finger and works in and out of my sex. The sound of my slick heat sucking him fills the room.

“I love the feel of your pussy wrapped around my fingers. Sucking and squeezing against me. Begging for more. Begging for my cock. Do you like me playing with your pussy?”

“God, yes. Please, don’t stop.” My entire body shakes as the first quiver shoots through me.

“Wouldn’t dream of it.” He turns his hand to strike my G spot while threading the fingers of his free hand into my hair, pulling my head toward his. Our eyes lock together as we breathe the same air. The intensity of the moment curls my toes. No one has ever looked at me like he does. No one has ever….

“I want you to be a good girl and come on me. Baby, show me how much you want me.”

“I want you,” I gasp as his inward thrust fills me, and the flaming in my core ratchets up until it’s an inferno that can’t be stopped.

“Say it again.” His jaw flexes, and his thrusts intensify in speed and depth.

“I want you. I’ve never wanted anything this much before.”

“That’s it, baby.” He flicks my clit with his thumb, and I writhe over him.

“Yes, please, yes.” I gasp for air as my hips rise from the table, meeting him thrust for thrust.

“So sweet, but not sweet enough.” He removes his fingers and snatches a cupcake out of the box. “Take a bite.”

I follow his command, moaning as the decadent sugar coats my tongue. He swipes a dollop of frosting off the top, deposits the cupcake next to me on the counter, and drops to his knees. I swallow the frosting as his tongue spreads the frosting along my slit, diving into my pulsating pussy, and driving me from one orgasm to the next.

My body shakes as I gasp for air, but he doesn’t stop. He lashes and fucks my sex and then grabs my ass, yanking me off the counter and feasts. Over and over until tears stream down my face, and I scream his name.
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Watching her in the throws of passion sends a possessiveness through me that I’ve never experienced. I was already jealous of Sawyer, but now even the thought of another man touching what’s mine fills me with rage. It won’t happen. This isn’t a now thing. This is a forever thing. She belongs with me, and I’ll do whatever it takes to keep her.

“If you want me to retire now, I’ll do it.” The words are out of my mouth as I stand and draw her to her feet.

“What’re you talking about?” She stumbles and braces her palms on my chest.

“If you want me to retire now and move here permanently….” I cup her face. “I will. Just say the word.”

“No.” Her eyes flash with irritation. “You’re not retiring unless you’ve lied to Marco and me.”

“I haven’t lied. The doctor isn’t worried about another injury. That’s not what’s bothering me.” I tighten my grip on her hips. “I don’t want to do anything that drives a wedge between us. If you want me to hang it up, I’ll do it. I’m not losing you.”

Her hands slip up my chest and around my neck, until we’re encircled in each other’s arms. “I want you to finish out the season.” One corner of her mouth rises upward. “And I would like to see you play another season or two. Just so I could watch you in person and know all those women calling your name aren’t going home with you.” Her cheeks brighten. “I realize that sounds catty and high school, but it’s true nonetheless.”

“I like you jealous.” I kiss her lips. “By the way, my grandma wants to invest in your business and Marco and I’s restaurant. She’s married to a billionaire in Texas and loves to spoil people she cares about.”

Norah’s mouth drops open as she gapes. “That’s crazy. I don’t–”

I place my index finger on her lips. “Don’t fight it. You won’t win with her.”

“We’ll discuss it later.”

“Yes, much later.” My lips find hers again.

The longer we kiss, the less words feel necessary. We’re together, and nothing can stop that from happening. She nips my bottom lip and pulls back. “I think we’ve had enough talking for now.” Her hands unclasp from behind my head and travel down to my belt. “I have an ache that you started, and it can only be eased by you filling me and driving me insane.”

“That I can do.”

“You have on too many clothes.”

“I couldn’t agree more.” I chuckle and yank off my T-shirt as she removes the belt buckle and draws down my jeans with swift hands.

Before I can say anything, she swipes her finger over the top of the cupcake, drops to her knees, and snags the leg of my jockeys. My cock bobs angrily once released, which is only intensified as she licks her lips.

She glances up from her knees. “How bad do you want my mouth on you?”

“Jesus,” I groan as my eyes roll back into my head and will my tightening balls not to betray me. I shudder and meet her gaze as she smears frosting over the head of my dick. “I’ve never wanted anything more.” My voice is rough and filled with desperation as I repeat the words she used earlier.

“Good.” She grins, leans up, and swipes her tongue along my flesh. Tasting and teasing. Flicking and moaning. It’s too much. Her fingernails dig into my thighs as she swallows me deep into her mouth and gags.

The sound of her pleasing me sends goosebumps along my skin. Don’t come. Focus. Think about anything other than her mouth sucking me. But her enthusiasm nearly drops me to my ass. Down to the base of her throat. Out to the edge, where her pretty tongue dances across me. Back inside her hot mouth.

Her palm cups my balls as the other hand grasps the base of my cock and works over me in time with her ferocious mouth. I’m going to fucking die. I groan as my hips buck. Fuck. I grip her head, dragging my nails into her skull, and fuck her gorgeous face until my thighs twitch and the first pulse of orgasm twitches my dick.

No. I gasp for air and pull back, not like this. I pull her to a standing position and turn her to face the island. “Inside you. I’ve got to be inside of you.”

“Please. I want that, too.” She spreads her feet apart and offers her ass to me.

In one stroke, I’m buried to the hilt, relishing her slick core and the clenching of her walls as she cradles my erection. I inhale, steadying my breath, and then lose control.

Seconds pass as I slice into her. Each thrust is highlighted with a gasp and a moan until I’m not sure which of us is doing what. The sounds fill the room as sweat trails down my back. And to think I was worried about my knee. It feels great. Everything feels great.

Her fingertips cling to the slippery surface. “Gabriel, right there. Just like you’re doing. Don’t stop. It feels so good.”

“Yes, baby, fucking you feels good. Like heaven. I fit perfectly inside of you. It’s like you were made for me.”

“Yes.” Her voice cracks as she slams back into me. “Harder. Fuck me harder. Make me come, please.”

“Baby.” I shudder as I fight back my release to please her. “I’m going to fuck you so deep; you’re going to see stars.”

And I do.

Her screams fill the air, spurring me on. “I feel you about to come. Your pussy is jumping, squeezing me. I want that pretty pink pussy to soak me with your cum.”

“Oh, my God. Jesus. Fuck. Yes. Oh, my fuck. Fuck. Fuck.” Her entire body shakes as the walls of her sex bite down, making it nearly impossible to move inside of her. Fucking heaven. Better than heaven.

I grunt as spasms rack my body, and my seed spurts deep inside of her. I want her to be pregnant with my baby. She’s the woman I want to spend the rest of my life with. Loving. Laughing with. Raising a family.

My heart skips a beat. I can’t lose her. I spin her to face me and slam my mouth over hers.
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A Couple of Days Later

Gabriel was right. There’s no point in arguing with his grandmother. When I first saw her, she looked frail in the cold, brisk wind. There’s nothing frail about her. She’s bossy, demanding, and fucking smart.

Marco, Eden, and I have been seated around a table with Lilliana at the helm for three hours. There are papers everywhere, and this is just for my business. She’s already made multiple comments about adding Gabriel to our table to discuss the business plan that Marco’s been working on, but Gabriel had to fly back to Kansas City for his last doctor’s appointment before returning to the team next week. He messaged me as soon as the appointment was over with a clean bill of health. Not that I’d expect anything different.

My stomach clinches a bit as the reality of our relationship changing has me in knots. It’ll be fine. Nothing’s going to change. Yes, he’ll be in Kansas City, and I’ll be here, but it won’t be forever. His first game back is a home game, and I’m scheduled to fly out on Friday morning to watch the game. Gino will be with him as his new nanny, Havana, has already made it to town.

He’ll introduce me to Havana, and we’ll spend the evening together. Then, he’ll join the team on Saturday at the team hotel. Once the game is over, we’ll go back to his house until I fly back here on Tuesday while Clarissa watches the bistro, and Marco takes the helm at the lodge.

I rub my neck. Everything aches from leaning over spreadsheets until my eyeballs are nearly bleeding. It’s not forever. Depending on how long the team remains in the playoffs, worst or best case, depending on how you look at it, they’ll be back here by mid-February until July. I purse my lips together.

What about Havana? Will she come here? My house isn’t that big. It’s one thing being quiet around a 3-year-old who has no idea what daddy is doing when he’s asleep, but Havana? There’s not going to be any fooling her.

“I’m satisfied.” Lilliana leans back and claps her hands. Her eyes shine as she studies us. “This is so much fun.” She tilts her head. “I’m going to move here.”

“Okay.” Marco eyes her warmly. “What will Silas say about that?”

“Oh….” She waves her hand dismissively. “Don’t worry about Silas. He’ll be fine. Besides, he’s been wanting to slow down. This will give him the perfect opportunity to shift more responsibility to his second.”

Eden’s eyes are pinched as she squeezes Maco’s thigh. “To live in the cold? He’s going to want to stay in Texas.”

“It’ll be fine.” She straightens the pile of papers in front of her.

I’d come to her defense but I’m already figuring out where to put Havana in a two-bedroom house.

Marco swallows hard. I nearly laugh at their matching concerned expressions. They’re worried about the same thing I am. Where’s their extra guest, or in their case, guests going to stay and not hear them in the bedroom. Or in the kitchen. Shit. That’ll soon be out of the question.

“Don’t fret.” She pats his forearm. “I’m not moving in with you and Eden. You’re still newlyweds and likely plan to expand your family. You don’t need two old birds listening in.” Her eyes dance. “Although we are hard of hearing.”

“You aren’t that hard of hearing, and Eden can be pretty loud.”

“Marco,” she growls.

I laugh despite the look of horror on her face as I rise from the table, preparing to refill our drinks.

The door chimes and Gabriel walks in with Gino on his hip. I nearly swallow my tongue. He’s all man–broad shoulders, 5 o’clock shadow, cocky grin. He’s nothing like I imagined when we first met and he’s all mine. Mine.

My heart skids to a stop. He watches me as if he feels the weight of my thoughts. When he blinks, my heart sputters back to life. I love him. Like love, love him. Like I can’t breathe without him. I swallow hard. This is it. This is the man I want to spend the rest of my life with. The lines around his eyes crinkle as he grins widely. And he knows it. Cocky bastard.

Gino’s eyes light up when he sees us at the table.

“Hey!” Gino scrambles to get down. God, he’s adorable. He runs through the room with black curls flying in his own breeze. But instead of heading to the table, he runs to me and raises his arms. His gorgeous blue eyes meet mine with expectation. I boost him up and squeeze him to me.

“Hey, Buddy, I missed you.” Tears sting my eyes. I want to be the woman he looks to as his mom. The one who tucks him in and reads him stories, but I’m not his mom.

“I missed you, too.” He cups my face with his pudgy hands and gives me a loud kiss on the lips. And I don’t care at all that it comes with wet lips and a hint of chocolate. He’s perfect. As perfect as his daddy.

“What did you do today?”

“I went with Daddy to see Vana.” His eyes are serious. “She’s moving in with us.”

“Yes, I know.” I arch an eyebrow as my attention shifts to Gabriel. “Is she all settled in?”

“She’s getting settled in.”

Gabriel talks with the rest of his family as Gino tells me about Havana. “I lived with her.” His face grows anxious. “In…. Before.”

I kiss his forehead, and he beams, forgetting about the past and moving back into the present. “When you moving in? Daddy said you together?” Together sounds so adorable on his lips in his little kid voice.

“I’m….” I swallow as heat fills my face.

“Remember what I said. Norah will visit us every week until we move back here for the summer.”

“Right.” He shakes his head and wiggles to get down.

My hands shake so badly that I nearly drop him to the floor. Gabriel told him we’ll be living together.

Gabriel swaggers over to me as the others fawn over Gino. “Hey, baby, did you miss me?” He wraps his arms around my waist and cocks his head sideways.

“Yes, yes, I did.”

They left last night, so it’s been over 24 hours since I’ve seen him. I wrap my arms around his waist. “I did miss you.”

“Good.” He leans back and places his lips on mine. The kiss is slow and gentle, but with enough heat, my toes curl in my shoes. He pulls back. “So, what’s this about a tree lighting tonight? Are you inviting me to watch it with you?”

“Yes, I am. All the Christmas festivities start tonight. Gino will love them. The tree lighting. The cookie decorating. Seeing Santa.”

“Santa?! I want to see Santa.”

Right. I need to remember little ears because even though he’s six feet away and chatting with someone else, he’s still listening.

I spin around. “Are you ready to go? The activities started thirty minutes ago?”

“Yes!” He runs to me and throws his arms around my legs. His squeeze is as strong as two steel bands around me. This kid is going to be an athlete. Not that it should come as a surprise.

He lifts his head with eyes that glow in excitement. “Love you, Norah.”

Oh, my God. Tears fill my eyes as I swallow over the lump in my throat. I drop down to my knees and hug him. “I love you, too, Gino.”
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Once Gino is bundled up, we take off toward the Mr. and Mrs. Claus cookie decoration stand. Our movements are slowed due to the crowded streets and Gino asking an endless stream of ‘what’s that’ for nearly everything he sees.

He holds her hand and points at a girl dressed like an elf. “What’s that?”

“That’s an elf. They help Santa by making presents for all the kids.” Her face is open and welcoming without a tinge of irritation.

“Oh.” He nods even though he only understands a portion of what she says. But he trusts her, so that’s enough for him. Watching them together fills a part of me that’s been empty for years. Maybe it’s always been empty. Empty and waiting for them to fill it.

They stroll ahead as I watch them. Norah will make a wonderful stepmother to Gino, and when we have our own children, she’ll continue to blossom and fill those cracks.

I shake my head. I can’t believe he told her he loved her before I did. I dropped the ball on that one. My biggest fumble to date.

After I catch up with them, I sweep Gino off his feet, setting him against me, and wrap my arm around Norah’s shoulders. She smiles and drops her head to my chest. “Let’s decorate some cookies.”

“Yes!” Gino giggles as I kiss the top of his head.

The wooden outdoor structure holds rows of picnic tables lined under the canopy. The space is bustling with customers–kids decorating cookies, parents cringing as trees are frosted red and yellow versus the preferred green and laughing children pouring leftover sugar glitter into their mouths.

Norah laughs as if she senses my apprehension and slips from my arm, grasping my hand and tugging me inside.

“Hello.” Mr. Claus waves and motions us to join her. “Come on in, the cookies are over there, and all the toppings are on the table with mini cups and spoons to scoop up what you need.”

“Yes.” Mrs. Claus grabs my forearm. I have no doubt that Norah knows who they both are, but I’ve not been around enough of the locals to identify them. “Let’s get you set up.”

The two of them are wearing the typical Christmas garb–red velvet costumes with faux white trim and ruddy red cheeks. That might not even be makeup. It’s hard to say with the biting cold outside.

We stop at the table with rows of Christmas cookies on long silver cookie sheets. Gino scrambles down and studies each one.

“What would you like, Gino?”

His head snaps back as he studies Mrs. Claus. His eyes narrow as if he’s trying to figure out if he knows her. He blinks and points to a tree. “I want that one.”

“Absolutely.” She beams. “Amazing choice.” The woman snatches up a napkin and collects the cookie he requested. The scent of cookies and frosting is muted outdoors compared to Lips & Hips.

After Gino collects his cookie, Mrs. Claus shows us the decorating items and moves on to the next customer. Norah helps Gino gather the supplies he wants such as green frosting, yellow sugar glitter, and blue icing, to complete his project.

I rotate my head from side to side, easing the tension from the long flight. Gino managed to fall asleep, but I was awake the entire time. Not that I’d skip this moment for anything.

Gino takes his items and rushes to a nearby table, squeezing into a spot between two other kids who’re licking the frosting off their masterpieces. The space is loud from all the chatter, but the laughter and overwhelming sense of joy is more than I expected.

I wrap my arms around Norah with her back to me and inhale her scent, letting it seep through me. “Thank you for bringing Gino here. It’s amazing.”

“You’re amazing.” She glances up from under her lashes. “Are you okay?”

“Yes.” I kiss her temple and sigh, “It was a long day.” I cup her cheek as dread settles in my gut. “I’ll have to return in a couple of days to start practicing with the team.” She spins around in my arms and bites her bottom lip. The same worry I’ve been feeling is mirrored on her face. I press my forehead against hers. “I know this isn’t the time and place….” One corner of her mouth arches upward. “But Gino beat me to it anyway, so I’ve already screwed everything up.”

“You’ve screwed up what?” Her brows are furrowed as she searches my face for an explanation.

I pull back and cradle her face. “I love you, Norah. I realize this is complicated with living in two different places, and my divorce isn’t finalized, but I need you to know that I want you in my future. Hell….” My voice is gruff as I swallow. “You are my future. You and Gino.” I shrug as I go on. “And any other children we might have together. When I return to work, nothing changes, we’re together. We just work in two different locations.”

Her eyes glisten under the lights as she wraps her arms around my neck. “I love you, too, and I love everything you said.” She sobers. “I’m not going to pretend I won’t be sad when you and Gino go back, but I’ll survive, and the reunions will be that much sweeter.”

I kiss her lips chastely so as not to offend anyone in the cookie decorating station. It’s soft, tender, and over too soon.

Gino chatters to the kids next to him, swipes his finger through the frosting, and sucks it off his fingertip. Here it comes. The sugar rush. But it doesn’t stop the smile from forming on my face.

Norah leans forward. “Why did you put blue on your tree?”

He spins around and looks at her like that’s a dumb question. “Because you have blue eyes.”

Lord, save me. My heart pangs in my chest. Could Baron bump up the divorce? I want to get rid of Sloane so I can ask Norah to marry me. The thought smashes into me like an avalanche. A few weeks ago, I was determined to live a single life once the divorce was finalized. Falling in love again? That was out of the question. Marriage? No fucking way.

Then, I ran into a spitfire of a woman who knocked me off my feet and changed my entire world. We were destined to meet. There’s no question that she’s the woman I’m meant to be with.

I need to call Baron. Tomorrow. I’ll call him tomorrow. Tonight is for the three of us.
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After the tree lighting and a sleigh ride through the countryside, we make it back to the lodge with a tired Gino sagging in my arms. He yawns and adjusts his head on my chest.

“And you were worried about a sugar rush.”

“I forgot about the other activities. The adrenaline rush of being up close to horses and riding in a sleigh zapped that sugar right out of him.” He scoops Gino from his arms. “I’ll put him to bed and be right back.”

I nod and turn to the tree, studying the twinkling lights, old fashioned ornaments, and silver tinsel. The tree is gorgeous with its nostalgic presentation, and fits the theme of the lodge to a T.

Once I walk to the window that overlooks the mountains and valley down below, I sigh. How lucky am I to have found an amazing guy with an adorable son who loves this place where I grew up? Beyond lucky. My ex hated Evergreen Lake. I grin as Gabriel’s reflection grows in the windowpane. Masculine. Sexy. A feral leer on his face.

I spin on my heel. “I must be an amazing tour guide.”

“As a matter of fact, you are.” He pulls me flush against his body. “I think you’re a witch because a few weeks ago, I thought this place was ridiculous with its lack of amenities. I never thought for one second that I’d be eager to finish a football season to rush back here to see my woman.”

I arch an eyebrow and rock into his tight abs and jutting erection. “Your woman?”

“Yes, baby, you’re my woman, and it’s about time I showed you that.”

In seconds, our clothes are tossed onto the floor, and he lays me down beside the tree. The lights flash, leaving rings of red, blue, yellow, and green on the side of his face that is closest to the tree. I trail my hands along his sides and relish the groan that emits from his lips.

He cups my face. “Norah, I love you. Thank you for not flipping me off and dismissing me because of my shitty attitude when we met.”

I open my legs to him and arch against his body. His weight on me and the sincerity in his eyes drive a wildfire through me. “Your son made up for it. He was cute enough for both of you.”

He chuckles low in his throat, sending a vibration to my core. “You’re horrible.”

I caress his back, content with the understanding that he means what he’s saying. He wants to be with me. I’m his choice. I’m not someone who trapped him. He chose me. “I love you.”

And then words aren’t necessary. He slides inside of me slowly and thoroughly. With each inward thrust of his cock, I gasp and mewl my pleasure. The friction builds as he moans my name. I wrap my leg around his back and tip my lower body upward.

From this position, the head of his cock; slices against my G spot, and stars fill my eyes. “That feels so good.”

His control breaks, and he pounds into me. I gasp as spasms rock my body.

“Norah,” he groans my name and jerks against me, stilling and grunting as he orgasms deep inside of me.

We make love until the clock above the mantel chimes 2 a.m. Then, he carries me upstairs, and we make love again until my muscles are sore, but in the sweetest way possible.

He cups my hip, rolls me over, and settles me against his side. “Not good enough.” He adjusts me until I’m half-sprawled across him. “That’s better,” he says into my hair.

And it is. I close my eyes and inhale his musky scent. Of us. Life can’t get any better than this.
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The door smashes against the wall, and I shoot upright on the bed. Gabriel’s bed with the comforter kicked off the edge and the white sheet wrapped around our legs.

A blonde woman with a pinched face stands in the doorway, and the faint sunlight from the window bathes her in light. “Well, look what we have here. My husband has managed to find himself a cleat chasing ski bunny to screw while his wife cries alone waiting for him to return her call.”

I yank at the sheet, trying to cover my breasts, but Gabriel’s weight still holds it down as he blinks awake and sits up. My heart thunders in my chest. I’ve never been the other woman. I’ve never been cornered by a scorned lover.

My stomach rolls as horror floods through me. When Sloane was on the other side of the country, it was easy to pretend she wasn’t real. But now, she’s here, and I’ve spent the entire night fucking a man that isn’t mine. What was I thinking? I yank harder and fall back as the sheet comes loose.

“Sloane,” Gabriel growls, but it doesn’t discourage his wife.

She stomps into the room while slapping her hands onto her hips and glaring at me with disgust. “My son is in the other room, and you’re naked in my husband’s bed. You should be ashamed of yourself.”

She shifts her attention to Gabriel. “And you need to apologize for taking up with another woman so we can return to normal.” She clasps her hands together in front of her. Her red suit jacket and skirt fit perfectly, even though they’re way too skimpy for Evergreen Lake in the middle of winter. “I miss you, and we owe it to Gino to work things out. He deserves a mother and a father. Together.” Her eyes flash over me. “A biological mother and father, not some two-bit–”

“Sloane!” Gabriel’s voice is sharp as he rises from the bed. He doesn’t bother pulling on anything as I cower in the bed calculating the distance to the door. “You say another word about Norah, and you won’t see Gino again. Or my money.”

Her lower lips pop out. “Don’t be like that, baby,” she purrs as her eyes rake over him. “You look good.”

His jaw flexes as he glares at her, and I scramble off the bed. “I need to go.”

“Good.” Sloane smirks. “Go. My husband and I need to talk.”

Gabriel’s chest rises as he inhales. “Yes, we do. We need to have a long talk.” He strides to the dresser and slips on a pair of shorts.

My stomach churns for not only the realization that I’m the most horrible woman in the world but also that he wants to talk to her. I fight the curling of my shoulders. They’re married. They have a son together. Surely, it wasn’t as bad as he said.

If they talk, they can work things out. I swallow over the lump in my throat. I clutch the sheet around me, take a step toward the door, and stop. Sloane laughs, the sound is shrill and catty.

Don’t. You’re the slut that eagerly spread her legs for a married man. Heat creeps over me from head to toe. She has every right to be angry. Maybe even a little unhinged.

“Norah,” Gabriel’s voice is low.

Rather than look at him, I rush past Sloane, jog down the stairs, and have my clothes in my hand before Gabriel can reach the door. I blink hard to keep the tears at bay, gasping for air and hating myself with each step.

“Norah,” Gabriel calls from the top step.

“Don’t.” I raise my hand to ward him off. “You need to work things out with Sloane.”

I don’t stop when he calls to me again, dragging on my clothes as I walk and leaving the sheet in a pile on the floor. This time, I make it to the door and jerk it open. The hallway is eerily quiet in the pale morning light. My head pounds with each heartbeat.

Shit. I’m at the lodge without a vehicle. Eden is on this side of town. I ring her number and wait. Seconds later, her groggy voice answers.

“Can you come get me at the lodge?”

“What?” She clears her throat. “Never mind. I’ll be there.”

The phone clicks in my ear, and the first tear slides down my cheek. Go. Go now before you unravel. I rush to the elevator and slump inside as it descends to the bottom floor.

Before the doors open, I scrub my face and slap on a ridiculously fake smile. The last thing I need is for the person at the front desk to realize I’m a fucking cheap whore. I slide past the front desk and drop into a chair while waiting for Eden to arrive.

It feels good that my best friend is willing to drop everything to save me. No questions asked. At least there’s one thing right in my life. Except…. A ball of tears closes my throat. Except, Eden is Gabriel’s sister-in-law.

I should’ve stayed away from him. Another tear slides down my cheek. Why didn’t I stay away? Now, I stand to lose my best friend also.

Fifteen minutes later, my phone dings.

Eden


I’m here in the front.




I jump up, not looking in either direction, and nearly run outside.

The second the SUV door opens, I drop inside and gasp at the heat flooding over me from the vents.

“What happened?” Her gaze skates over me looking for injuries or whatever else she can see.

I spill everything in gasping, ragged breaths. How Sloane showed up. What she said. What a horrible person I was for being with a married man. Everything. As Eden slowly goes back down the mountain.

When we reach the streets of Evergreen Lake, she pulls over and clasps my hand. “Norah, listen to me. Gabriel doesn’t love her. He never has. She’s a manipulative, conniving bitch, and there’s only one reasons she’s here. Not to see Gabriel. Or to tell him she loves him. Or to see Gino. She’s here for money. There’s no other explanation. Gabriel knows she’s greedy. Give him a second to deal with this and everything will be fine.”

“I’m a homewrecker.”

“Honey….” Eden smiles weakly and pats my arm. “You’re not a homewrecker. That home was wrecked before it was ever bought. They’ve not ever loved each other. They haven’t lived together for over two years, and he filed for divorce months ago. Before he ever met you. They’re married by law, but that’s it.”

I wrap my arms around myself and shiver before shaking my head. “I hope you’re right because I couldn’t live with myself if I was….” I swallow. “What she said I was.”

“You’re not that person,” she bites out. “You’re not wrecking anything, and that’s the last time I want to ever hear you say that. Gabriel loves you, and don’t forget it.”

It’s not that easy. Yes, her pep talk made me feel better, but she wasn’t there.


thirty-eight
GABRIEL



I wait outside the bedroom, not speaking to Sloane to give Norah enough time to leave without having to see her again. She has done nothing to deserve spending another second with my ex. Anger rolls through me as my fingernails dig into my palms.

The desire to lash out at her is so strong that it takes all the will I possess not to unleash on her. But playing cool with Sloane will get me farther than shouting things I can’t take back. I don’t care if I say them, but a judge would, and I have no doubt that she’s recording whatever I say. She may be here under the guise of getting back together. But she’ll have more than one plan in motion. My responsibility is to be a step ahead of her. And this time, I’m determined to win.

The second the door snapped, I strode toward her. “Let’s go downstairs and have this talk.”

Her eyes narrow into slits. “You want to talk to me?”

“That’s why you’re here, isn’t it?” I brush past her without inhaling. I don’t want her scent mingling with Norah’s.

She follows me down the stairs and studies the suite. When she’s not looking, I slide my hand into my pocket and hit the record button.

“How’re you staying here? It’s too rustic and primitive.”

“It’s rustic. I’ll give you that, but it grows on you.” I settle on the sofa and motion for her to join me.

As she lowers down beside me, I tilt my head. “What happened to Finn?”

Her mouth forms a solid line, and she bounces back up to a standing position. “He was nobody.” Her eyes meet mine. “I didn’t love him. I was using him to make you jealous. You were so busy….” Her bottom lip pops out. “You were so busy, and then you took the job in KC.”

My fingernails dig into my palms. “It’s part of the career as a football player. You play where the league puts you.”

“Yes.” She paces a few feet and then spins on her heel. “I know that’s part of it.”

“You didn’t answer the question. What happened with Finn?”

“Nothing.” She grits her teeth together.

“I see.” I pull my cell phone out of my pocket and type his name into the search engine.

“What’re you doing?” She bites out and then relaxes her shoulders. “I’m sorry.”

I ignore her as the result pops up.

Finn Reid was seen out on the town with a new love. A much younger love than the soon to be ex-wife of Gabriel Romano that has been seen with him in recent months.

Ah, so he’s found someone else. I stare at the screen. Aurora Baker. My heart skips a beat. The woman who claimed Sloane tricked me into getting her pregnant. Interesting. Oh, what a tangled web we weave.

“I broke up with him last week.” Her face is hard and unyielding. “When I realized you weren’t going to come down to Florida and drag me back home.” Her eyes fill with unshed tears. “So, I had to figure out where you were, book a flight, and fly here, only to find you in bed with another woman.”

“That must’ve come as such a disappointment,” I murmured while typing my name into the search engine. I know why she’s not with him. He’s done with her, but why did she choose me when she was adamant months ago that she didn’t want anything to do with me.

Gabriel Romano is set to return to the league next week.

Okay, that’s the reason.

And everyone knows he’s due for a new contract at the end of the year. With his level of production over the last several years, it’s expected that his contract numbers will double per year. It’s not impossible to see him get a 30-million-dollar contract over a three-year period. That will make him the highest-paid tight end in the league.

Yeah, that’s the rest of it.

“So….” She settles next to me, angling her leg and arm until she’s facing me. “I want us to get back together.”

“I know you do.” I nod as she smiles. “But I’m not interested in rehashing something that should’ve never happened in the first place. We’ve moved on. And you’ll find someone soon that you’ll fall in love with. I know you never felt that way about me, and it was only because of Gino that we got married. It’s time for you to find happiness.” I rake a hand through my hair. “You deserve to be happy.”

I need her out of here without telling her anything my attorney is working on for the divorce because I’m not risking my son’s future by tipping her off and giving her a chance to maneuver out of the corner she’s found herself in.

“But I want you,” she whines and scoots closer.

“No, you don’t.” I launch off the sofa, putting space between us. “We were never a good match. You were happier with Finn.”

“Damn it.” She jumps up and glares with rage-filled eyes. “You just want this other woman, don’t you?” Her nostrils flare. “Well, I’ll make sure that doesn’t happen. I’m going to get Gino and leave you miserable.”

“You won’t take Gino from here. Or anywhere.” I met her stare, and she looks away. “I filed for divorce when he was with me. After you dropped him off, saying you didn’t want to be a parent anymore.”

“So….” Her hands fly in the air. “Like that matters. Mothers always get the children. Just watch and see. I’ll win him in court and take him away from you.”

“Why?”

“Why, what?”

“Why do you want him?” My voice is low and filled with anger.

“Why do you think?” She flips her hair over her shoulder. “To get more money. Because if I don’t get you back, I’m taking you to the cleaners.” She eyes me up and down. “Just how much will you pay to keep that kid with you? I’m going to enjoy finding out.”

“Leave.” I point at the door.

“Gladly.” She smirks and spins on her heel, swinging the base of her skirt around her legs. “Your little whore is going to leave you high and dry when I take all your money.”

Fucking cunt. I bite my lips together to keep from blurting out the words.

She grasps the doorknob, glances over her shoulder, and smiles. “Nothing to say?”

I don’t speak. Seconds pass as blood rushes in my ears. “Do you want to see your son?”

“No.” Her voice is curt and unemotional. She pauses and clears her throat. “I’ll have him soon enough.”

When the door slams shut, I stop the recording, send it to Baron, and hit the call button.

He answers in one ring. “Get Truman on the line. I’ve sent you an audio of Sloane, but I need it authenticated.”

“On it, but you know the court won’t allow the audio.”

“I know, but I don’t intend to need it.”

Once I hang up, I make another call.
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The night sky darkens the living room as I aimlessly putter through the house. It’s hard to believe that last night, Gabriel and I went to bed happy and sated. Only to wake up to whirling chaos.

I rotate my shoulders and neck. Eden was right. Gabriel had filed for divorce. He was adamant they weren’t getting back together again. And Sloane validated the divorce was pending. I wasn’t some homewrecker who intentionally set out to split them up.

If he’d have still been in a relationship with her, I wouldn’t have looked at him twice. Okay, maybe I would’ve looked, he’s a gorgeous man, but that would’ve been where it ended. Gabriel isn’t a cheater and I’m not a cleat chasing ski bunny. My teeth grind together as I spin on my heel and stomp to the kitchen.

Then, why hasn’t he called?

My stomach rolls. What if she convinced him to take her back? What if he’s taken her back to give Gino the two-parent home he deserves? An aching hollow pit fills my chest. I left his bed thirteen hours ago, and nothing. Nothing.

I yank open the refrigerator door and stare at the contents. Like my non-ringing phone, the interior of my refrigerator is barren of prepared food, and I’m too exhausted to cook.

After a good cry, I’d gone to work, only to find Marco camped out on the front step. He’d taken Angelo to the sitter and was ready to talk business. What business? It’s not like I needed him if Gabriel ends things between us.

I slam the doors shut, causing the ketchup bottle to tip over and block the door from securing. Once I straighten the container, I re-shut the door with less force. Just as I suspected, I will grow old–bitter and alone.

No. I stop in the middle of the room and slap my hands on my hips. I won’t be bitter. Life is too short to pout and feel sorry for myself. I fell in love with him and with Gino. I should be glad I met them. And if they belong with Sloane then that’s what’s supposed to happen. I’ll survive. Somehow, I’ll keep putting one foot in front of the other and keep going.

The doorbell rings, and I jump, letting out a soft shriek. I march to the front entrance with my head held high. If he’s breaking things off with me, I’ll survive. I open the door to find him leaning against the door jamb. The dark circles under his eyes make me want to stroke his face and reassure him that everything will be all right. But I don’t know what alright is.

He arches an eyebrow. “Can I come in?”

“Sure.” I nod and step aside, letting him through.

I swipe my hands on my leggings. Now what? He shifts his stance uneasily as if he’s waiting for me to speak first.

Seconds pass, and he licks his lips. “I need to apologize for this morning.” His eyes bounce to mine. “Everything Sloane said was uncalled for, and none was true.” He steps forward and clutches my upper arms. “You aren’t a homewrecker or easy or a cleat chaser.”

My teeth grind together as the memory of her attack weighs heavily on my mind. “A cleat chasing ski bunny.”

“Right.” His gaze darts from mine as he steps back, dropping his arms to his sides. “I understand if you can’t forgive me for her insults and especially for her walking in on us like that. I know it had to have been embarrassing and insulting.”

“Yes.” I nod as I cross my arms over my chest. “It was. It was embarrassing and humiliating. I’ve never even kissed a guy that was dating someone else. Let alone had sex with a married man. She knew where to hit.”

He glances at me with sorrow-filled eyes. “The last thing I wanted was for you to feel….” He rubs his hand over his face. “Cheap or trashy.”

The sorrow in his eyes makes my chest hurt. “I know that. I didn’t say you wanted it.” I swallow hard. “But I’ve spent a lot of time thinking about it, and it’s not true. You and Sloane were no longer together. At least not at the time…” I swallow harder and raise my hand as he opens his mouth. “And you’d filed for divorce. She was living with someone else and having your son watched by a nanny because the guy didn’t want kids.”

Gabriel rakes a hand through his hair, leaving the strands standing on end. “Finn, the guy she was living with has gotten another girl pregnant, so that might not have been entirely true.”

“That’s unfortunate for her.” I inhale and straighten my back. “I’m not going to own those labels because they aren’t true.”

One corner of his mouth rises. “Good. You don’t deserve any of it.” He walks toward me and cups my face. “I’ll always feel guilty for putting you through that.”

“You didn’t.” I lean into his touch, aching for everything to return to the way it was, but too afraid to hope for it.

His thumb strokes my bottom lip. “Norah, I love you, and that’s not going to change. Nothing about what I said before this morning changes. I still want you in my life, which will remain a constant.” My bottom lip trembles as he says, “I’m sorry I didn’t come any sooner to see you. I had to get rid of her and talk to my attorney. And then Gino got up and kept me busy between other phone calls.”

“Okay.” My heart surges back to life.

“That’s it?” He arches his eyebrows and studies me. “Okay?”

I chuckle softly and step closer to him as happiness is resurrected inside of me. “I love you.”

“You’d better.” His eyes gleam as he presses his lips to mine, causing my stomach to flop. This kiss is tender and slow as he wraps his arms around me and lazily swipes his tongue along the seam of my lips before delving inside. I wrap my arms around his neck and lean into him, suddenly feeling like my knees will give out.

What about Sloane? And Gino? The intrusive thoughts swirl in my head, and I pull back.

His eyes narrow in anger. “I hate that she’s put this look of worry on your beautiful face, but rest assured, I’ll do everything I can to fix it. I won’t let her waltz in and ruin everything I’ve fought for.”

He grabs my hand and leads me to the sofa, pulling me down to his lap. When my legs are straddled around him, I lay my hands on his chest, loving the feel of the steady beat of his heart under my palms.

“The security firm I’ve hired has found a lot of information that can be used against her.” He clears his throat. “She poked holes in the condom when we had sex that first night. The night Gino was conceived. She’d done this with several other players, other wealthy men, trying to trap one of them into getting her pregnant and sliding into the easy life.”

My stomach clenches as his words sink in, but he doesn’t give me the chance to speak. “One of her friends shared with my investigator that she would get the guys drunk, some high on date rape drugs, and then offer to assist with putting on the condom.” His eyes darken, making bile rise in my throat. “I feel like a fool for falling for it.”

“Don’t.” I cup his cheeks as the stubble from his 5 o’clock shadow pricks my palms.

He licks his lips. “Thank you, but I still feel like a fool. Anyway, I questioned Gino’s paternity when he was born and had his DNA tested. He’s mine, and I plan to keep him that way.”

“Good.”

His arms press around me, pulling me closer. “She showed up today because the other guy dumped her for his pregnant girlfriend, who is one of her friends, and the news is reporting I’m due for a lucrative contract.”

“I’m sorry she’s so conniving.” The woman’s audacity to trick him like that is unfathomable.

“I’m willing to do anything to keep Gino.”

“I support you completely in that. He has no business seeing her again.”

“I’m going to report her actions to the press. I was originally only going to use the information as leverage, but she needs to be stopped from doing this again to some other unsuspecting man. Finn said she tried it on him, but he’d heard about her and made sure he stayed in control of his protection. Another of her girlfriends shared that she’s already been trolling the bars since the day Finn broke things off with her. I’m sorry if that–”

“Don’t be sorry. I’m proud of you.”

“It’s what I need to do.” He shrugs. “I don’t care if sharing it with the world makes me look foolish, and I’m going to take her to court for fraud and sole custody of Gino.” His eyes are solemn as he continues, “Someday, when he’s a few years older, I’ll tell him the truth because I don’t want him reading it online or have one of his friends shove it in his face that he was conceived against my will. I’ll make sure he knows that I love him unconditionally.”

My heart swells with pride over this man and his love for his son. Sharing these accusations with the public when he’s in the national spotlight is a big risk, and few men would willingly take that risk.

“I wanted you to know before reporting everything.” Anger flashes over his features. “She didn’t even want to see Gino today. I can’t forgive her for that or for how she talked to you this morning.”

“You’re the most amazing man I’ve ever known. Thank you for telling me. And, of course, I support you every step of the way. No matter what.”

“Babe….” The anger fades from his eyes as relief and happiness overtake his features. “I’m the luckiest man in the world to have you in my life.” One corner of his mouth arches upward. “And if you’d be willing, I’d be happy to show you.”

“Yeah, I think you should.” I wink. “At least here, no one else has a key.”

“That’s a low blow.” He lowers me to the sofa and kisses every inch of me as he removes each piece of clothing until I’m a melted puddle of ecstasy.
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When I told Coach Slater I wouldn’t arrive until the next day, he was concerned but understood once I explained the situation. Norah flew down with me to Florida to provide moral support and to watch Gino while I met with my attorney and Martin Truman from Truman Security.

Because of the allegations of drugs for some of her encounters, my attorney called in the Chief of Police, who interviewed for three hours straight.

Then, he met with the other witnesses to different conversations Sloane had held about Gino’s conception. Finn and his new girlfriend, Dakota, were informative regarding the other men she slept with, specifically those she drugged.

It’s now six hours after we arrived, and a police officer is on his way to pick up Sloane for questioning. It might not turn into anything, but it’ll be another nail to hammer into her coffin when I speak with the press.

I step into the hallway and call Norah.

“Hello?” Her voice is soft and reassuring, and once again, I thank God or my lucky stars or whatever I need to thank for having her in my corner.

“Hey, baby, how’s it going?”

“Good. Gino and I played at the pool for several hours, ate lunch, and now, he’s taking a nap on the sofa. He’s been great as always, so don’t worry about us.”

Knowing that she’s taking care of my son reduces some of the day’s stress. Not that I was worried about her. Gino loves her and is always on his best behavior when she’s around. I lean my back against the white brick wall as an officer escorts a handcuffed man in cutoff shorts and no shirt past me.

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” She pauses for a second. “How has today gone?”

“Long,” I sigh as the minutes tick. “Baron called in the police to hear the story, and they’re bringing her in for questioning. They told me I could leave if I wanted, but I wanted to see her at the station. The fraud charge might not land, but I want her to know I’m calling her out and have no qualms about doing so. She’s not holding anything over my head.”

“Once I see her, I’m headed to the hotel.” I even filed a report back in Evergreen Lake for trespassing and voyeurism for breaking into my suite. If I could’ve convinced them she was planning a crime, I would’ve gone for robbery. I’m not playing any more games with her.

“I missed you today.”

“Did you?” My voice lowers as a smile curves up my cheeks.

“Yes, I did. I need to remember to thank Marco and Clarissa for jumping in so soon and watching the shops so I could be with you.”

“You deserve a mini vacation, and I can’t wait to introduce you to the team back in KC. Thank you for agreeing to spend these extra few days with me.” The thought of leaving her abruptly had me in knots. And when she agreed to come to Florida with me and return to KC until after the game, I couldn’t have been happier.

Three more years of this? I pull away from the wall. After the divorce hearing, I’m asking my agent for a one-year deal. I want that last bit of security for our future, but after that, I’m good. I want to retire and spend time with my family.

The door opens, and Sloane stomps into the hallway. Her eyes dart angrily around the space. The officer with her, places a hand in the middle of her back and enters the room.

“I’ve got to go, babe, she’s here.”

“Be safe. I love you.”

“I love you, too.” I shove the phone into my back pocket as Truman saunters toward me in his tight black T-shirt that shows off his bulging muscles. He’s paired the outfit with matching BDUs and combat boots. It takes no imagination to see him leading a team of Navy SEALs in his past life. Now, he runs a security firm that can find dirt on anyone. He stops to stand beside me.

When she sees me, her eyes narrow into tiny slits. “You fucking bastard.” The officer follows directly behind her as she makes her way to us. “How dare you accuse me of forcing you to get me pregnant. There’s no proof.”

“I’m sorry, Ma’am.” Truman stands with his hands loose, and his knees bent as if he’s ready to strike. “But there’s plenty of evidence.” His jaw is tight. “More than enough evidence.”

“Who’re you?” Her eyes flash to him. Without makeup on, there are dark circles under her eyes. They’d caught up with her after she’d taken out her hair extensions, so her blonde tresses are limp and thin. Her clothes are sporty yoga pants and an oversized jersey. Her ex’s jersey. Not mine. Her other ex.

“I’m Martin Truman. I own Truman Security.”

“Whatever that means.” She dismisses him as irrelevant and returns her attention to me. “I’m going to sue you for defamation.”

“Try it.” I cross my arms over my chest. “I’d love to see you try it.”

“How’re you going to prove I tricked you into getting me pregnant? And why would the police even care?” The police officer grabs her upper arm. She glares at him and tugs on her arm as Truman hits play on his phone.

“What did you do?” Dakota’s voice is clear as it comes out through the speakers.

“The same thing as always. I got a whale drunk, convinced him I’d be happy to put on the condom….” Sloane laughs with a conniving tone. “With my mouth, of course. Those fools fall for that every time. And when I was on my knees, I switched the package to a tampered condom. And this time, one of those swimmers worked. Gabriel Romano is going to marry me or lose his pristine, good-boy reputation. I’m going to be Mrs. Romano, living in a beach house and spending money hand over fist.”

“Gabriel Romano?”

“Yes. I know it was him because I tested for ovulation that morning. And then I had the flu for five days and didn’t go out. Remember?”

“Yes, I remember.”

“Did you use the Rohypnol?”

“No…. Not this time. I didn’t have any with me.” Sloane laughs again. “But I managed to hook me a whale without it.” Her voice trails off as Truman shuts off the device.

“That’s bullshit. Those charges won’t stick.” She lurches toward me with her fist raised, and Truman steps to the side as she breaks free from the officer’s grip. “Fucking asshole.” Her palm hits my face with a resounding smack as she hits me with her full weight, knocking me off balance.

Truman and the officer grab her from either side.

I grin as my last deed is complete. “Let’s add assault to the list. And you have charges in Colorado pending for breaking and entering, trespassing, and–”

“Fuck you.” She thrashes against them as she attempts to get away.

“Ma’am.” The officer gives her a stern warning, which she blatantly ignores by elbowing him in the gut and stomping on his foot. The room erupts as officers come from all directions until she’s restrained and unable to move. “You’re under arrest for assaulting a law enforcement officer. You have the right to remain silent….” He hitches her upright and shoves her toward a holding cell.

I turn toward Truman. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” He slings his arm around my shoulders. “All in a good day’s work. Let’s get out of here.”

“You’re on.”
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A Few Days Later

Havana and I are making Gino a snack in the kitchen when I glance at the clock above the stove. 3 o’clock. Gabriel’s practice should be done, and once again, I’m sending up a quick prayer that everything went well. I trust him about his knee, but I don’t trust everyone else around him.

I grab some yellow crackers and place them on the blue plastic plate while Havana cuts the cucumber slices and cheddar cheese. Gabriel has a meal service that brings him food, but we haven’t decided whether that will change when I’m here. I envision the trays of smoked beef ribs and vegetables prepped for the oven in the refrigerator.

There are some perks to having someone else cook for once. I can focus on Gabriel and Gino rather than cooking and cleaning.

“You’re much different from Ms. Sloane.”

“Yeah?” I tilt my head and study the older Hispanic woman who previously worked for Sloane’s ex-boyfriend and raised Gino for the past two years.

“Yes.” Her eyes are hard as she slices off a piece of cucumber. “She was rude and dismissive of both the staff and Mr. Gino.” My heart aches for Gabriel’s son. Her jaw flexes. “I’ll never understand a woman like that. Always shifting to the next best thing without regard for others.”

“Well, I’m not sure how this Finn was better than Gabriel and Gino.” The woman needed her head examined.

She glances over at me. “Money.”

“Bitch,” I growl under my breath. What a bitch. I inhale and count to five. Don’t think about her. She got what she deserved. At this moment, she’s in jail for assaulting both Gabriel and a law enforcement officer. She’s right where she belongs.

“That….” Havana smiles as her eyes lose some of their hardened glint. “Is a true statement. I’m glad Mr. Gabriel called me. Mr. Gino is such a sweet boy, and I missed him.”

I place my hand on her forearm. “Thank you for loving him when you didn’t have to.”

She presses her lips together for a second. “Same to you.”

Tears fill my eyes, and I blink them back. “I hope I’m good enough for him.” I inhale to steady my breath. “Especially with going back and forth–”

“Don’t fret, dear. He knows you care about him. Even if you leave him for a few days. Kids are smart. They know when people care and when they don’t. Here….” She hands the plate to me. “The snack is done.”

As I leave the kitchen and walk into the living room, her words fill my head. I pray she’s right because I don’t want to cause Gino anymore sadness.

He glances up from the toy car he’s driving between the rugs and furniture legs. “Watch.”

“Of course, I’ll watch.” I settle on the sofa, letting the buttery-leather cushions suck me in and nearly whimper at the soft comfort.

Gino takes the car and vrooms around the table leg, through the chair legs, and back out from under the table. “I fast.” His eyes dance with joy.

“Yes, you are. The fastest car in the land.”

At my praise, he increases his speed until he’s nearly a blur of movement. Each time he passes me, he grins and gives me a high five.

“Good job. You’re an expert driver.”

“I am.” He points at his chest and returns to his game.

I’ve not spent a lot of time around kids. As an only child, I don’t have nieces or nephews, and Angelo is only a year old. But Gino is a joy to be around. Maybe it’s because he has Gabriel’s eyes and complexion. Gino laughs, sets the car at the finish line, and claps. “Norah, watch.”

“I’m watching.” He beams when he looks over to ensure I don’t have my phone in my hand.

Twenty minutes later, he climbs onto the sofa and snuggles next to me. “I tired.” He yawns as his black lashes flutter down and frame his cheeks.

“Come here.” I pull him onto my lap and sigh as his weight sags into me. I can’t stop the desire to be a mom, to be Gino’s mom, if Gabriel will let me. I wrap my arms around him and take in his scent. It’s a mixture of baby shampoo and cucumbers. It’s perfect.

He glances up with his head on my chest. “I love you.”

“I love you, too, pumpkin.” I kiss his forehead and settle into the feeling of contentment.

Moments later, or thirty minutes later, I’m roused awake by Gabriel standing at the threshold watching us. I struggle upward and stretch as Gino mumbles in his sleep. Gabriel is wearing shorts and a T-shirt, but they’re clean. It’s not the same outfit he wore when he left. And his hair is curled and darker from his shower at the stadium. His blue eyes travel over us as he strides through the room. “You’re beautiful together.”

My body heats as his predatory gaze sends my heart thudding in my chest. “You look pretty fine yourself.”

“Thank you.” His lips rise into a grin, and he stops a few feet in front of us. “How was today?”

“Good. Havana and I got along great. Gino adores her.” I haul him closer to readjust on the sofa.

“I think he adores you.”

I glance down at him. His features are soft with sleep. “He’s just like you. Perfect.”

He groans, takes him into his arms, and holds him tightly to his chest. “How long has he been asleep?”

“About thirty minutes.”

“Good,” he growls. “That gives me thirty to forty-five minutes to thank you for being here.”

I shake my head and stand, limping slightly because my leg went to sleep. “You don’t have to thank me. There’s nowhere I’d rather be.”

He readjusts his son in his arms, causing Gino to wrap his arms around Gabriel’s neck. “I know, and I don’t know how I got lucky enough to get you. Especially with my amazing skills at first impressions.”

I brace my hands on my hips. “Yeah, you suck at first impressions.”

“It takes a certain skillset to pull off prick, but it takes even more talent to pull off sexy prick.” He waggles his eyebrows and holds out his hand. “Come on. I’m going to put Gino to bed, and then I’m going to worship you.” A flash of guilt flips across his face.

“What?” I eye him with trepidation. I’m not worried about anything in particular because Gabriel is loyal to a fault and won’t ask me to do anything I don’t agree with.

“The guys are coming over in a couple of hours.”

My heart pounds in my chest as my palms sweat. “I anticipated meeting some of the team this weekend, but that would be outside the dressing room as they rushed home. I’ll hide up in the master suite and let you all–”

“No.” His eyes narrow. “You will not. It’s only three of the guys and their wives, and they want to meet you and welcome you to the family.”

I cock an eyebrow. “Really?”

“Yes.” He wraps his free arm around my shoulders and kisses the top of my head. “They want to meet the woman I can’t stop gushing about.” He winks. “So I’m going to ensure all your nervous energy is depleted and then fawn all over you in front of them.”

“Stop.” I laugh and swat his chest. But that doesn’t halt the butterflies from swarming my belly.

“Daddy?” Gino blinks and lifts his head. “Daddy!” He grins and wraps his arms and legs around his father, squeezing him with happiness.

“Hey, Buddy.” Gabriel closes his eyes and hugs him back.

“It’s okay, slugger.” I pat his back and laugh. “You can make it up to me later.”

His eyes snap open. “Oh, I definitely will.”

“I can wait.” The savage heat in his gaze elicits a shiver to rake down my spine. He bites his bottom lip and gives me a smoldering look. Damn it. “Never mind. I can’t wait. I have one of those rose things in the shower that might help me relax.” The walls on my sex clench in anticipation.

He grasps my arm. “You will–”

“Oh, there you are.” Havana breezes into the living room, collects Gino from Gabriel, and backtracks toward the kitchen. “Let’s get you cleaned up and ready for the evening. How about we play a game of Candy Land?”

“Yes!” He pumps his arm into the air.

Gabriel leans down and nips my neck. “How about we play a game of Ring Around the Rosie?”

I should laugh at his joke, but I don’t. “Parents don’t get two free passes.” I grab his hand and march up the stairs.

On the third one, I stumble as I realize what I said. Heat covers my face until Gabriel grabs my chin. “Baby, you’re a better mother to Gino than he’s ever had. He’s lucky to have you.” He lifts my hand and kisses the back of it. “I’ll make things official between us, but I can’t say how long that’s going to take until I can. But as far as I’m concerned, you’re Gino’s mother and my future wife.”

My knees buckle as I sling my arms around his neck. “No one has said anything that sweet to me before.”

He smirks. “Besides Sawyer.”

“Stop,” I growl and smash my mouth against his. I’ve never been happier in my life, and I can’t imagine how I could ever be happier.
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Warmth crawls along my skin as I shut the door with a snap. “Where’s this rose thing?”

I can’t decide whether I’m intrigued or offended that she packed a vibrator to come with me on a trip. There’s a part of me that fears I’m not good enough at pleasing her, and there’s another side of me that’s equally excited to use it on her and watch her use it.

“It’s in the shower. On the ledge by my razor.” She wipes her hands on her jeans. As soon as I retrieve it, I stalk back into the bedroom.

“Why did you bring a vibrator?” The red object is light against my palm.

Her eyes dance as she brushes a strand of hair behind her ear. “Why? Are you jealous?”

“Of course, I’m jealous. I’m jealous of anything that takes your attention off me.” I stop in front of her, taking in her scent and letting it fill my lungs. And it doesn’t bother me that I’m speaking the truth. I’ve never wanted anyone like I do her and seeing her curled up on the sofa with Gino has ignited a flame inside of me. A determination to finalize my divorce and make her mine. Permanently. The need thrums in my veins.

Her lips curve up at the corners. “I have a shave balm that’s the same shape and color, and I grabbed the wrong one when I was rushing to pack.” She rests her hands on my heaving chest. “It wasn’t an intentional slight.”

“Hmm….” I cock my head sideways. “I hope so because I’d hate to think that I wasn’t pleasing you enough.” I clasp the vibrator in my hand and wrap my arms around her, pulling her flush to my body. “If I’m not doing something you like, please tell me.” Seriousness settles over me. “I’m serious. The last thing I’d want is for you to be unsatisfied.”

Her hands slowly flow up my chest, and then her arms loop around my neck. “You satisfy me completely.”

“Good.” Relief washes over me. A relief that I didn’t know I needed. “I don’t want you to think I’m opposed to sex toys when we’re together. Or even when I’m gone, but the thought of you choosing a sex toy over me….”

“Hush.” She stands on her tiptoes and places her lips against mine.

I groan and pull her tighter. I love the feeling of her lips against mine. The soft sweetness of her. Her tongue swipes the seam of my lips, and I open greedily, meeting her tongue with my own as the need between us ignites with one touch. Our hands make quick work of our clothes, and we tumble onto the bed.

When we break apart, she stares with a mixture of love and desire. “I love you, Gabriel.”

“I love you, too.” I crawl down her body and shift her legs upward and apart until her sex is exposed to me. “You look beautiful like this. Spread wide open and ready for me.

She wiggles her ass on the comforter and grasps handfuls of fabric between her fingers. Her eyes sweep over me as I remain poised in front of her, rising up on my knees.

“No.” Her head shifts from side to side. “You’re beautiful. The way you look at me sends shivers through me.” She licks her lips. “I don’t need a toy. I think I could come just by having you stare at me with that greed in your eyes.”

“Fuck,” I growl and rotate my neck, making it pop. “I’m supposed to be seducing you. Not the other way around.”

She giggles as heat covers her cheeks. I want this. I want her hair framed around her head on my pillow. No. Our pillow.

I thumb on the rose and watch as her body convulses. As if the memories of all the pleasure this device has given her have her primed for release. Her scent surrounds us as the centerpiece of the rose flicks back and forth.

“Let’s see how quickly I can make you come.” She bites her bottom lip and whimpers. “Jesus, baby, your eagerness brings me to my knees.” I grab her thigh with one hand, yanking her closer until she’s wide open for me. “Look at that sweet, pink pussy.” I crawl off the bed, dropping my knees to the rug. “You’re soaked.”

“Please,” she whimpers and rocks her hips in a circle, trying to ease the tension in her sex.

I don’t make her beg as I place the rose against her clit and devour her sweet nectar. Her pussy is wet and warm against my tongue. As she gasps and shakes, I swipe my tongue over her sex, tasting her, only to have my mouth flooded with a new wave of her desire.

I want this. I want this as often as I can get it. I’d walk away from the game today to keep her in my bed from this moment forward, but I need to secure my future. Our future. I need to ensure neither she nor Gino ever want something. And if that includes getting a lucrative contract to pay Sloane to stay out of our lives. I’ll do it.

“Yes, please. Oh, my God.” Her hips buck off the mattress as an orgasm overtakes her body. She moans in a hoarse voice, but rather than stopping, I crank up the speed a notch and thrust two fingers inside of her.

“Look at that gorgeous pussy sucking on my fingers. There’s nothing better than watching you come. I could do this every day.” I pump in and out of her, loving the sounds she’s making. “All day.”

I lick the dampness from both thighs as I continue to pump in and out of her while still using the flicking tongue of the rose to bathe her clit. “So tight,” I mumble against her skin. “So fucking tight. It feels like your pussy is sucking me off.”

“Yes, oh, fuck yes. Oh, my God.” The sucking of her pussy on my fingers breaks my resolve. I toss the rose down, still vibrating on the floor, and grip her hips.

Her mouth drops open as I sheath myself inside of her. “My good girl takes me so good and deep.” My thighs shake as I gulp down gasps of air. I’m not going to come with one thrust. I’m not a virgin having sex for the first time. Her walls flex as she rotates her hips. The fuck of it doesn’t feel like I am.

I grip her legs, laying them along my body with her heels over my shoulders, and lose myself in her body. The world spins as I piston in and out of her, with my balls slapping her ass.

“I can’t last much longer.” My voice is gruff from strain as sweat trickles down my back. Her tits sway with each movement, and my brain freezes. I can’t wait until she’s pregnant with my baby. To watch her full breasts grow. To see her belly swell and tighten from stretching with my baby inside of her. Our baby.

My eyes sting as I blink. She deserves that. Hell, I deserve that. I deserve to choose the woman I want to spend the rest of my life with. I deserve to choose who becomes my wife and the mother of my children.

As my balls tighten, I fill her deeper and faster. The sucking of her pussy around my cock makes my eyes roll into the back of my head. “Be a good girl and pinch your nipples.” Her eyes widen, but she obeys. “Tighter. Tug on them.”

“Jesus.” Her face contorts with pleasure. “I’m coming.”

“Yes, baby. Come all over my dick. Milk my cock. That’s it.”

She screams with pleasure.

“Fuck,” I grunt as spurts of semen erupt from me and coat the inside of her sex.

Our breathing is ragged as we both try and regain some semblance of control. I slowly slip out of her and swipe the white stream back inside her as it slips from her sex. She bites her bottom lip as my gaze meets hers. “I want a baby with you. I want to do it right this time. I want to do it with intention.”

“Okay.” She nods as a flush settles over her cheeks. I take her hand and raise her to a seated position, our faces inches apart.

“It doesn’t have to be today or next week. Or even two months from now but when you’re ready, I want to have a baby with you.”

She wraps her arms around my neck. “It would be an honor to have a baby with you.”

I cover her lips with mine, ignoring the still-vibrating rose on the floor.
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Meeting Gabriel’s friends was a shock to my system. I’d seen the three men on television, and once at the stadium in Vegas from the stadium but in person? In person, they’re larger than life. Like Gabriel, they were tall, all over 6’3”, lean, and the muscles…. Lord, there were a lot of muscles in the living room.

Gunner and his wife Dani were the first to arrive and were the couple I was most familiar with via social media. Together, they look like royalty. But I wasn’t expecting them to be so nice. They’d immediately engaged me in a conversation about Evergreen Lake and how Gunner had played a golf tournament there the year before but never made it to the bistro.

Devin and Vee were next. Vee is Gunner’s sister, and it was easy to tell that these two couples are together all the time–until Tony and Jenna joined us, and they all took over the living room. Tony is the oldest player on the team. Even though he has the most kids, he doesn’t have a dad bod roll anywhere on his body.

“How’re you enjoying KC?” Jenna crosses her legs and eases under Tony’s arm as they snuggle on the sofa together.

“Well, I haven’t seen much of it.” All I’ve seen is Gabriel’s bedroom. Visions of endless orgasms fill my head. The rose. Gabriel’s fingers. His tongue. His hard cock, filling me to perfection.

I shiver as Gabriel’s fingers thread through the loose curls dancing against my neck. Gabriel’s sofa is soft with deep cushions, so leaning against him is easy. Not that it’s ever hard. Hard. My mouth goes dry. How soon do they leave, and when will Gino go to sleep? I’ve become a slave to my body’s response to him, and I don’t care one bit.

Lord. I inhale and push the thoughts away. “But what I’ve seen, I’d have to say I love it so far.”

“Thank you.” Gabriel winks.

Tony barks out a laugh and kisses Jenna’s temple. “Be careful, or you’ll end up with four kids running around the house, and you’ll never have time to explore….” He pauses for a second as Havana and Gino walk into the room. “The city.”

“Daddy. Norah.” His eyes light up as he sees us and runs at full speed, ending with a launch into our laps.

“Hey, Son.” Gabriel ruffles Gino’s soft curls and dismisses Havana for the rest of the night.

“Dude.” Gunner shakes his head. “It’s good to see you like this. Happy. Settled. Comfortable with your son.”

“Yeah.” Gabriel’s face is grave as he hugs Gino. “I messed up with this guy, but luckily, he’s a resilient kid.”

My heart swells seeing them together like this and watching the transformation of their relationship over the last few weeks leaves me feeling blessed. Gino leans over and grabs my face. “Kiss?”

“Of course.” I kiss his perfectly bowed lips and lean back into the cushions.

“Lord,” Jenna sighs as she watches us.

“Don’t.” Tony drops his arm from around her and blocks her view of us. “No, you don’t. I’m already overrun by females. I can’t risk another girl taking over my home.” He shudders forcefully. “Can you imagine the teen years?”

“Shut up.” She elbows him in the side. “You know you love tea parties, tutus, and dance parties.”

His eyes slide to hers. “We need testosterone.”

“Then go to a clinic and make male embryos.” Devin rests his ankle on his knee.

“Devin.” Vee glares at him. “Do you realize injections hurt? And all the hormones needed to produce the eggs?”

“Exactly.” Jenna scoots upward on the cushion. “I’m a nurse, so I’ve seen how difficult it is to prepare for egg harvesting and–”

“Seriously?” Gunner raises his hands, palms facing upward. “The first conversation we’re going to have with Norah is about in vitro?”

“Right.” Devin wrinkles his nose as Gino climbs off Gabriel’s lap and makes a beeline to the toy box. “Sorry if we made you uncomfortable.’

“Well….” I lick my lips. “I can’t say I’m uncomfortable, but I must admit, this is not the conversation I anticipated when Gabriel told me a few of the guys from the team were coming over tonight.”

“You probably expected burping, beer, and endless talk about football.” Dani lays her hand on Gunner’s thigh. “Sadly, they’re domesticated now and no longer the cocky football gods who only know how to flex their muscles and run their mouths.”

“I was expecting more football talk.”

Gabriel kisses the top of my head and brushes his lips over my ear. “They can go on like this for hours.”

“Speaking of football.” Gunner leans forward, causing Dani to groan.

“Do we have to? I spend all day at the stadium in the training room, and when we go home, we talk about the opponents. I’d rather talk about babies.”

Gunner eyes her sideways. “Why do you want me to take you home and get you pregnant again?” Her eyelids lower. “You’re pregnant again, aren’t you?”

“Maybe.” Her lips curve upward as congratulations fill the room. “I found out this afternoon.”

As they continue to chat, I turn my head toward Gabriel after he rejoined me on the sofa. “This is nice. I’m enjoying your friends. I understand why this is hard to walk away from. The comradery. The team concept of working together. The competitiveness.” I straighten and turn to face him. The night we left Florida, he’d told me he was seeking a one-year deal. “Do you think you can play more than one year?”

“Sure.” He shrugs. “Physically, I’m capable of playing for the foreseeable future.”

“Then do it. We have our entire lives to live in Evergreen Lake, but this is your one opportunity to do a sport you love.” Adrenaline fills me as a new future spreads before me.

This wasn’t even on my radar, but now that I’ve seen it, I can’t get it out of my head. “I want to come to your games and watch you play. I want to bring Gino and let him see his father snatch passes out of the air. And…. I want to bring our baby to the stadium and know that he or she had the opportunity to be there, even if they’re too young to remember. We’ll know, and you’ll have the rest of your life to run a restaurant with Marco and to coach little league hockey and football.”

He cups my cheeks. “Are you sure that’s what you want? Because I’d gladly finish this year and call it quits if you wanted.”

I shake my head. “Finish this year and try for a two-year contract. Then when Gino starts school, we’ll be in one place all year.”

His thumbs run over my cheeks as his friends, soon to be my friends, chatter and laugh in the background. “I love you.”

“I love you.” I throw my arms around his neck and sigh.

When I met him, I swore I didn’t want to travel away from Evergreen Lake, and while I love it there, and that’s where I want to raise our children, I want to experience the thrill of cheering Gabriel on when he knows I’m in the stadium for him.
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Two Weeks Later

The flight to Florida with Truman at my side had me on edge. Not that I’m uncomfortable around him. It’s actually the opposite. Working with him over the last couple of months has given me a different view of the strong, silent retired Navy SEAL commander. He’s not as grumpy as he seems and loves a good football game.

The issue is that I left Norah at home with Gino to make the trip. Over the last couple of weeks, we’ve grown closer, and I hate being away from them. I snap on the waistbelt as the pilot announces we’re prepping for landing.

What seemed impossible at the beginning has turned into a seamless schedule. Once I returned to the team, I’ve not been able to go back to Evergreen Lake, but we FaceTime when she’s back home. A smile tugs at my lips. FaceTime watching her use the small rose vibrator happens to be my favorite way to go to sleep.

She and Marco have settled into their own pattern when he takes care of the bistro from Thursday to Monday afternoon when she returns. It isn’t easy, but it’s worth it. Seeing her at the stadium cheering me on from the jumbotron when I catch a pass is the best thing ever.

Coach Slater intends to give us an extra day off at Christmas so I’ll be able to return to Evergreen Lake and experience the holiday with them in the mountains. The only problem in my otherwise perfect life is Sloane.

“Are you ready?” Truman closes his laptop and deposits it into his briefcase.

“Yes, I’m ready.” I don’t want to see her, but I want this done.

Thirty Minutes Later

We enter a conference room where Sloane is already seated, wearing an orange jumpsuit and silver bracelets on her wrists–not the kind she used to wear.

Her hard eyes meet mine. Just get it over with. Do whatever it takes to ensure she can’t hurt Gino anymore.

“Sloane.” I nod at her, the attorney on her right and an officer on her left.

“Take a seat.” Truman points to the chair opposite of the attorney and lowers to the one opposite of Sloane. His eyes are hard as they sweep over her. “Sloane.”

“Asshole.” She grinds the word out between clenched teeth.

“Make sure your client doesn’t do anything she’ll regret,” Truman warns him without taking his attention from Sloane. She clasps her hands together to keep them from shaking.

“Don’t–” The man cuts himself off and clasps his hands together to mimic Truman’s posture. I bite back a laugh. They’re both intimidated by him, which is why I brought him rather than my attorney. Sloane’s attorney turns his attention to me as the jailer remains alert to everything going on around him. “We want you to drop the fraud charges and the charges back in Colorado.”

“Why?”

“That’s fucking stupid. I want to reduce my charges. Why else would I want you to withdraw them?’

“What’s in it for me?” She’s so easy to bait. And I’m dick enough to stick in the screws and tighten them.

“I’m your wife.”

My eyes narrow into slits. “You’re not my wife. You are the woman I married under duress at your trickery. That’s not a wife.” I’m going to choose my wife. I keep the words to myself.

“Gabriel.” Her eyes turn pleading as she leans forward. “Please drop the charges. If you ever cared–” Clearly, my look of disdain is written on my face.

“Fine,” she growls. “What do you want?”

That’s better. “I want you to sign the divorce papers.”

“That’s bribery.” The attorney pipes up, and Truman and I study him.

He cowers back in his chair. Public defender. Not even a defense attorney. Truman researched the man down to when he last paid his electric bill before we left Missouri.

“It’s not bribery.” Truman’s jaw flexes. “The woman asked what he wanted, and the divorce has been on the table for several months. Did you hear Gabriel ask her to do something for signing the papers?”

“No.” His shoulders sag lower.

“Give me the papers.”

Truman opens the briefcase, retrieves the divorce papers, and sets them in front of her. He glances at the officer, arching an eyebrow. “Pen?”

“Security pen.” The jailer takes an ink pen that’s only about 4” long with no case from the pocket of his white polyester button-up uniform shirt.

For several minutes, Sloane reads the paperwork in front of her and swallows. “This is generous.”

“You’re welcome.” I’m making it easy for her to sign. Giving her money that she doesn’t deserve in exchange for her to disappear from our lives.

“What’s the catch?” The attorney snatches the paperwork from her.

“There isn’t a catch. I want the divorce done. Now. And I don’t want you around Gino. That’s it.” She wants money. She can have it. To get rid of her, I’d pay more. But this is a reasonable amount that a judge would feel is appropriate for her.

She drops the pen down on the table. “No.”

I smile as Truman snatches out file after file, displaying our evidence in front of her. “If you take it to court, you won’t get anything. We have corroborating witnesses who state you intentionally got pregnant by Gabriel for money and status. We have evidence you were cheating on him before he even left Florida. We’ve even contacted the men who you drugged and had sex with. Additionally, we have evidence that you were having Havana Lopez raise Gino. You have charges against you in two states. You won’t get Gino back. Not that you want him anyway. And the alimony we’re offering is off the table the second we walk out of the room.”

“Fuck you.” She stabs the pen into the page, scribbling her name with enough force that it’s surprising the pages aren’t shredded.

My hands shake with each signature. This. I want this. I need this. My head throbs. Don’t change your mind. Don’t change your mind.

“There.” She shoves the pages toward Truman without looking at me.

Her attorney straightens his spine. “Now, drop the charges.”

I glance at the attorney. “I’m sorry, Sir, but I don’t participate in bribes. If I sign to drop the charges now, it’ll look like I forced her to sign the divorce decree. I can’t do that.”

“You fucking asshole.” Sloane jumps up, causing the chain to scatter to the floor behind her as the jailer jerks to his feet and grasps the belly chain. “I can’t believe you tricked me. You fucking asshole.”

My jaw is tight as I stand. “I didn’t trick you. You were the one who poked pins into the condom you switched out when we had sex. All I’m doing is ensuring you’re out of my life.” I spin on my heel and march to the door.

Truman pats my back. “Good job. I’ll get these filed immediately before we leave for the airport.”

I rake an unsteady hand through my hair. “It’s over.” My knees shake. Within a couple of weeks, I’ll be divorced, and my life can finally start.
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Christmas Eve

Sitting with Gabriel beside the tree while wrapping presents for Gino fills me with such happiness–a happiness I can’t begin to describe with words but feel it deep in my soul.

We flew back to Evergreen Lake as soon as the game was over. Thankfully, they won, so the coach was generous and gave everyone two extra days to top off the already planned day for a win, giving us extra time together before Gabriel flies back for practice tomorrow night. It’s not much time, but I’ll take it. Soon, the season will conclude, and we’ll have more time to settle into a routine.

If he can get out of here. There was a blizzard that started as soon as we reached Evergreen Lake.

Once I wrap the toy I purchased from Santa’s Closet and deposit it under the tree, I turn around to find Gabriel studying me. He smiles and lifts his hand, grabbing mine and tugging me until I’m settled on his lap, facing the glowing tree with his arms wrapped tightly around my waist. “Thank you.” He nuzzles my neck as he speaks.

“Thank you, for what?” I twist my head to look at him.

“For being an amazing girlfriend.” He kisses my lips slowly and pulls back.

My body remains limp from his kiss. The man takes my breath away over and over again. I lick my lips and open my eyes. “You’re welcome, but I’m the one that’s blessed.”

He shakes his head. “No, I am. You took a chance on me. A man with baggage in the form of an ex, a son, and a job that pulls him away every week.”

“You aren’t the only man in the world with a job in another state. We aren’t rewriting the history books here.” The corners of his mouth arch upward.

“Fine, but I still love and appreciate you.”

I cup his face as the butterflies flutter in my belly. “Thank you for not giving up on love and giving me a chance.”

“Every day.” His lips cover mine again, and its minutes before we come up for air.

“My attorney called.”

My heart skips a beat. “What did he say?”

After Gabriel’s trip to Florida, things have been quiet. The twinkle lights send a glow over the gold foil wrapping paper.

“Good news. The paperwork has been filed, and the judge has contacted both attorneys. There’s no need to show up in court. Next week, the divorce will be finalized.”

“Oh, my God.” My mouth goes dry as blood rushes in my ears. It’s almost done. “Are you sure this is what you want?”

“Norah….” His eyes narrow into slits. “Do not ask that question.”

“No.” I swat his chest. “I know you want the divorce. Are you sure you want to give her so much?”

“It’s only a fraction, and as much as she doesn’t deserve it, it’s more than she’d get if we drug everything out in the open, and she knows it.” His jaw flexes. “But I’m not waiting six months to a year to finalize this divorce. I want it over now so we can move on.” He shrugs. “Besides, I was the one that was stupid and deserve the consequences.”

“You do not.” Anger swirls inside of me that he still feels foolish for having sex with her. “We’ve all done things we regret. No one deserves to be tricked by a manipulative woman hellbent on finding a free ride.” The fact he still blames himself for being tricked by her pisses me off and re-ignites the desire to see her suffer for her criminal acts.

“Babe….” His eyes dance as he turns me around to face him. “I love seeing you get all feisty.”

With my legs wrapped around him, it’s easy to discover his love of my feistiness as it rests against my now humming sex. I bite my bottom lip. “I didn’t bring my birth control pills.”

“Hmm….” His eyes dance with happiness. “Intentionally or on accident?”

“On purpose.” We’ve discussed starting a family soon but haven’t settled on a date. Besides, it’s not like the first time will take, and practicing until we get it perfect sounds like a good way to spend our time.

I bite my lips together as he twists me onto my back and lays over me, my thighs encircling his hips and drawing him to my apex. “It’s my Christmas present to you.”

“Then let me unwrap my present.” He makes quick work of removing our clothing.

When we’re naked under the faint lights of the tree with presents all around us, he snatches a red foil wrapped box out of his jeans pocket and leans up on one elbow, giving me room.

“Merry Christmas, love.”

My hands tremble as I take the box from him. The box is small. That is kind of small. I pull off the lid and stare at the black case tucked inside.

He taps his finger on top of it. “Open it.”

I slowly flip the lid open and expose the contents. The diamond nestled inside glistens amongst the black satin interior. I scramble upright as my chest heaves from trying to catch my breath.

Gabriel raises to a seated position beside me, retrieves the ring, and holds it between his fingers. “Norah, I love you. I told you I would wait until the divorce was final, but I can’t wait. This place. This beautiful mountain. This town. Everything about Evergreen Lake is perfect, and when you combine that with Christmas, the lights flashing behind us, and my gorgeous love naked in front of me, I can’t pass up the opportunity to beg you to marry me and make me the happiest man alive.” The laugh lines around his eyes deepen. “Not that I’m not already the happiest man alive.”

A tear streaks down my cheek as I watch the most beautiful man I know pour his heart out to me. How could I say no? Not that any part of me wants to say no.

“Yes, Gabriel, I’ll marry you. I can’t wait to marry you and raise our family together.”

“Good.” He slips the ring on my finger and puts in a herculean effort to get me pregnant.
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Seven Hours Later

Gino’s feet thud up the stairs. “Santa was here. Santa was here.”

I smile against Gabriel’s chest. His covered chest. After making love under the tree, we’d showered and made love again before dressing in matching Christmas pajamas–red and white with a large Rudoph complete with a furry red nose on the front of the shirt. The same one that Gino is wearing as he bounds into the room.

“He was?” Gabriel chuckles and slides off the bed, catching Gino as he jumps up and down in the middle of the room.

“Yes!” He points to the doorway. “Go see.”

“Come on, love.” Gabriel motions with his index finger at me, and heat floods my face. At the same time, a visceral glint fills his eyes. I can’t count how many times he told me to come last night. I stand and the slight soreness between my thighs proves that it is more often than ever before.

I groan inwardly and follow behind them. The man was relentless in his quest to fill me so full of cum that it dripped down my thighs when he lifted me into his arms and carried me to the shower, where he thoroughly cleaned me. Soiled me again. And rewashed everything he dirtied.

Before I make it to the bottom step, Gino is tearing the bow off the present in his hands. The present I bought at Santa’s Closet. “I hope you like it. That one’s from me.”

Gino plops down on the floor as Gabriel comes to stand by my side, wrapping his arm around me and tucking me against his chest. I inhale the scent of his cologne and soap. Life is perfect. But each day, I say the same thing, and the next day he does something that makes the previous day pale in comparison.

He kisses the top of my head. “With you by my side, every day will get better.”

How does he do that? It’s like he has telepathy.

Gino tears the paper and squeals with delight at the construction equipment inside. “I love it.”

“I don’t know how, but somehow, I believe you.”

Gino’s eyes dance as he snatches the next present and destroys the wrapping paper until it’s all around him with the pile of toys, books, and clothes.

Finally, he runs to us and slings his arms around our thighs. “Thank you.” He glances up at the ceiling. “Thank you, Santa.” His gaze meets ours. “I was a good boy.”

“Yes, you were.” I ruffle his hair, causing the lights to dance on the black rings.

Gino grabs my hand and blinks. Then looks up at us. Gabriel drops down to a knee and puts his hand on Gino’s shoulder. “I’ve asked Norah to marry me. When we get married, she’ll be your new mommy. I know you don’t know Norah well–”

“Mommy?” His attention shifts to me.

“If you’ll have me?” My stomach rolls with apprehension. I love both my guys, but if Gino doesn’t approve, then what?

“Mommy.” He smiles, shifts out of Gabriel’s grasp, and lifts his arms.

Oh, my God. Tears slide down my cheeks as I boost him off the ground and give him the biggest hug. His chubby arms wrap around my neck as he sags into me. “I love you, Mommy.”

Jesus. I’m dying. I hiccup as the tears stream down my cheeks. Damn it. It does keep getting better.

Gino wraps his arms around us both as we stand before the twinkling tree and the window overlooking Evergreen Lake.
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One Month Later

The atmosphere of the playoff game is electric. The crowd stomps, claps, and chants in unison in the freezing cold, with plumbs of steam rising above their heads. It looks bone-chilling, but I don’t feel anything as every ounce of my awareness is focused on Gunner as he calls the play.

His face is as serious as I’ve ever seen it but that’s not unusual. He’s the ultimate competitor and we’re on the biggest stage–at least the biggest stage to date for the season. If we make this play, we’ll be making an appearance in two weeks for the championship game.

There are fifteen seconds left, and we’re on our opponents’ 35-yard line.

Gunner claps me on the back. “Bro, it’s do-or-die time.”

“Yes, it is.”

I line up and glance back at Gunner who’s in the shotgun position, ready for the snap. The game has been a clash of wills with our opponent chasing back to go in front of us each time we’d willed our way ahead.

But there’s no time left. We either score here, or we go home. In another time, I’d be devastated at the thought of another year done. Endless days wasted waiting for pre-season. This year, I have something to look forward to.

Not that my competitive edge is gone. It’s only been honed by Norah being in the suite, watching and cheering me on. She’s been featured on the jumbotron more than once with the other wives and family members. The sight of her with her hair piled high on her head, wearing my jersey, still makes my chest ache.

“Hut!” Gunner yells, and center snaps the ball to him. A clashing of colors flashes in front of me as the offensive and defensive lines charge into each other. Tony and Jeremy sprint down the sideline, with Devin taking the outside, and I cut in front of the safety on my way to the endzone.

The sounds and smells of the stadium disappear. I don’t hear the crowd or smell the lingering scent of BBQ, popcorn, and spilled beer. It was just me and the safety, who spun around when I went past him, crossing the plane and watching as the football zings in the air.

The corner jumps as the ball nears, but I jump higher, snatching the ball into my hands, and tumble toward the ground. I ignore the impending pain and crash onto the frozen ground. Jarring pain flashes through my body from my hip to my shoulder, but I grip tighter as the defender falls down on top of me. My bones bark as the air is knocked out of my lungs.

Slowly, the crowd around me reappears. Gunner and Tony are yelling something as they drag me to my feet with my hand held high above my head. The ball remains steadily in my grasp. Holy shit. I toss the ball into the air as I’m swarmed by the rest of the team. We won.

Fuck, yes. We won. The crowd screams and chants to the victory music piping through the overhead speakers.

The chaos continues as interviewers shove their microphones in my face and ask about the last play. My head is pounding by the time I step through the crowd and smile. There she is. Her eyes shine brightly as she launches into my embrace. “Amazing job, baby. I’m so proud of you.”

I hold her tighter as my throat closes with emotion. My entire world has changed in this football season. I was injured and didn’t know if I’d ever return to the field. My son was dropped off on my front step, forcing me to learn to be a father and a better man, and I met this amazing woman. I swallow hard and clasp her face. “I love you so much.”

“I love you.” Lights flash around us as the reporters and their film crews get their first pictures of us since our engagement was announced. She’s right. Life can’t keep getting better. She places her hand over her mouth and whispers into my ear, “I’m pregnant.”

My head snaps back as I gape at her. Holy shit. I laugh and lift her feet off the ground, kissing her soundly on the lips. I’ve got to stop thinking life can’t get any better because, at some point, I’m going to explode with happiness.

Thirty minutes later, my agent catches me as I’m coming out of the dressing room. I didn’t intend to take this long, but Gunner doused us in champagne before launching into a speech about our mission not concluding yet.

“Hell of a game.” Hudson claps my back.

“Thank you.” My damp hair curls around my ears.

He shoves his phone in front of my face. Two years for 34 million dollars. I snap my mouth shut and blink. “Are you serious?”

“Yes, I’m serious.”

I lick my lips. That’s more money than I hoped for, but where is the offer from? I scan the rest of the message. Mr. Welker, the owner. Thank God. Not that it wouldn’t be nice to be closer to Norah, but I don’t have any intention of moving to another team. Learning a new system. Getting into a rhythm with another offense. Two years for 34 million dollars here at this stadium. Life can’t–nope. Not saying it. I clap Hudson’s back. “Do it.”

“Yes, Sir.” He winks, slaps my back again, and disappears into the crowd.

When I see Norah, I grab her hand, lead her down the hallway and into a small breakroom that the coaches use for all-night planning sessions. It keeps getting shoved off the renovation list, but it’s not like they care if the place only has beaten-down furniture and an espresso machine. By the time they break from an intense meeting, all they want is a nap to recharge before starting back in again or driving home.

I snap the door closed. First things first. I rest my hand on her flat belly. “You’re pregnant?”

“Yes.” Her hand splays over mine. “I found out this morning but didn’t want to distract you during the game.”

“I can’t believe it.” I shake my head.

She gives me a wicked grin. “Remind me to stay away from you the next time I’m ovulating. I’d like a break between pregnancies.”

I laugh and lift her off her feet, swinging her in a circle. She has a point, though. Sloane got pregnant with one non-try on my part, and Norah likely got pregnant over Christmas. We’ll need to be careful.

“I have some good news.”

She arches an eyebrow but remains inside my embrace. “Besides winning the game for the team and getting me pregnant?”

“Yes, besides those things. Hudson is finalizing a two-year, 34-million-dollar deal.”

Her mouth drops open as she steps back to see my face. “For you?”

“Shit, Norah.” I laugh at her incredulous look. “You’re great for my ego.”

“Stop.” She swats my chest. “I’m just shocked we were thinking thirty for two years.”

“I know. But–” I step back and flex my arms, my muscles budge under my jersey. She crosses her arms over her chest.

“You’re too full of yourself.”

I stalk toward her. “I’d rather you were too full of me.”

Heat flashes across her cheeks as she surveys the room. “Here?”

“What better place?” I cage her against the door. “You’re here. I’m here.” I drop my hand to the knob and twist the lock. “And the door is locked.”

She bites her bottom lip. “Well, when you put it like that, who am I to deny you? You’re about to be worth thirty-four million dollars.”

I strip her bare faster than I’ve ever removed her clothes as she unfastens the laces of my pants and unleashes my cock. Her eyes glow as she wraps her hand around my flesh and pumps while I stroke between her thighs, reveling in her wetness.

“I want you. Here. Anywhere,” I growl, lifting her up and sheathing myself inside of her in one stroke. She gasps and digs her heels into my back.

Our movements are fast and furious as our ragged breaths and moans fill the space around us. My thighs shake from the exertion of warmups, four quarters of a game, and holding her up as I drive into her, but it doesn’t matter. Nothing matters as long as she’s looking at me with lust-filled eyes.

She screams my name into my mouth as her body tightens and spasms uncontrollably.

I suck down her breath and shatter inside of her.

For several seconds, I hold her, worshiping the feel of her around me. Until my thighs quiver. “Shit.”

“Don’t drop me.” She giggles and slides her feet to the floor. “That was….” She tilts her head. “That was a 34-million-dollar performance both on the field and in here.”

“Do you think I should tell Hudson about your grading system? Maybe I could finagle more money from him.”

She rolls her eyes. “Not unless you were inviting him in here for a demonstration.”

I purse my lips. “Marco has been eyeing a commercial range for the restaurant. I could use a little more money. I believe he’ll have big eyes when it comes to this project of ours.”

“Luckily, your grandma has deep pockets, because I have a feeling if you offered to show him your skillset you might lose the entire contract.”

I clutch my chest. “Woman, you wound me. Who doesn’t want to be tangled up with this tight end?”

“Clearly….” She stands on her tiptoes. “Not me.”

Seriousness settles over me as I lay my hand on her belly. “I can’t believe we’re having a baby.”

Now, for the longest wait of my life.


epilogue
NORAH



Three Years Later

As I walk into the restaurant, several of the regulars wave at me. For a Friday night, the place is packed with a mixture of locals and visitors to the area. It smells like heaven–garlic, basil, and oregano. My mouth waters as I tug off my coat. A large Christmas tree presides over one corner as other decorations take up positions in other open spaces.

Eden rushes over to me and throws her arms around my shoulders. “It’s Christmas break.”

I laugh at her dramatics. “I hope you’re enjoying your break from the classroom.”

“Yes.” She nods enthusiastically. “Yes, I am.” Her eyes glow, and her cheeks are flushed. I frown, taking in her appearance. Either she’s drinking or pregnant.

I grab her shoulders, causing her eyes to sparkle in the dim lights. “Are you?”

“Yes.” She laughs and her arms are back around me. This time, close enough to press into my stomach.

She and Marco have been trying to get pregnant for the last year. I was about to send some of Gabriel’s soldiers to help solidify the deal because clearly, all he has to do is look at a woman and, she’s pregnant. He’s not allowed to look at anyone but me. Three kids under six. I pull back to put distance between us. My protruding belly gets everywhere before I do.

Gabriel breezes through the door and saunters toward me. When he approaches my side, he cradles my belly with both hands. “Hey there, love.” And just like that, I’m a puddle of Jello. His eyes travel past my large breasts and to my eyes. “Are you sure you’re feeling okay?”

“Yes, I’m fine.” I shift from foot to foot as he arches an eyebrow. “Okay, my back hurts, and my feet are swollen, but I’m fine.”

“Good.”

As Gabriel greeted me, Eden retreated to the kitchen to find Marco.

My husband wraps his arm around my waist and leads me to the office. Once we’re alone, he cups my face. “Is everything okay? The baby looks like it’s dropped.” The expression of panic on his face is my undoing.

I encircle his waist and drop my head to his chest. “I’m fine, but I think our girl is coming sooner than we anticipated.”

His warm hands caress my back, stroking slowly up and down. “I’ll tell Marco to be prepared to keep the boys. You don’t have to worry about a thing. I’m here, and I have everything under control.”

And he does. He’s the best husband and father a woman could ask for. He was there every step of the way for Stefano’s birth, and I have no doubt he’ll knock this delivery out of the park as well. Or catch the winning touchdown in his case.

He drops to his knees and caresses my belly. “Hello, baby girl. Are you ready to meet Mommy and Daddy? We can’t wait to meet you.” He kisses my stomach as my heart swells bigger than my ankles.

The man is a miracle. I thank my lucky stars every day that Marco came here to play golf and met Eden because that started the domino effect to this moment. I slide my fingers through his hair. “I think we have a couple of days left.”

He smirks. “I could speed things along. They say sex is a good stimulator for birth. It seemed to have done the trick the last time.” He looks stunning on his knees before me. “And it’s not like I can knock you up again. Today.”

“Come here, big boy, and show me what you’ve got.”

“Oh….” He grabs the waistband of my leggings and shoves them down to my feet. “I think I’ll start here.” He kisses my thighs. “And here.” He trails his tongue toward my sex. “And here.” His fingers trail between my thighs and swipe along my slick folds.

“Yes, please,” I gasp as his fingers slip inside of me. I grip his shoulders and hold on as he twirls his tongue over my clit. Rubbing and flicking as he devours me.

In seconds, I’m panting and gasping for air as the sweet sounds of his fingers driving in and out of me makes my toes curl. My eyes flash to the door. Shit. There’s an entire room full of customers on the other side. Heat floods my cheeks.

“Baby, eyes on me.” His voice is a needy, low growl. “I don’t care who hears you come, as long as it’s my name on your lips.” His fingers curl, and I gasp out his name as my thighs quiver. We never break our eye contact. “That’s it, baby. I love watching you come. There’s nothing better in the world than your pussy wrapped around me. Hot. Wet. Perfect.”

“Oh, my God, Gabriel.” I bite my bottom lip as my release floods through me, easing the tension from the day.

Moments later, he stands, returning my leggings to their proper place and grins. “Feel better?”

“Much,” I murmur and blink. “Do you want to–”

“Shh….” He shakes his head. “I can wait three months.” He tips his head toward the sofa, and my eyes widen. There on the coffee table is a silver-colored platter with an envelope on top of it. “What’s that?”

“Open it.” He leads me to the sofa and waits as I settle in. The man is forever giving me presents. When all I need is him.

I slide open the envelope and retrieve the pages. My mouth drops as I read them, flipping faster and faster until the end. Tears blur my vision. Sloane signed over parental rights and Gabriel’s attorney has prepared adoption papers for me to be Gino’s legal mother.

I stare at him as tears slip down my cheeks and drop on my chest. “How?”

He clasps my hands and slips to the floor, kneeling in front of me. “It’s been in the works since my first visit to see her in Florida, but I didn’t know if she’d ever do it. Until this week.” Gabriel has had legal custody of Gino since the divorce, but Sloane remained his legal mother until now.

“I can’t believe it.” My heart squeezes in my chest. He rests his hand on my stomach again. “You’re his mother and have been since the day we met you at the lodge. He loves you. We both love you and want this no differently than I wanted my name on Stephano’s birth certificate and on our new baby’s birth certificate. We’re a family already, but this makes it permanent. For the world to see.”

“Thank you. I don’t know what else to say but thank you. I love Gino the same way I love Stephano and would be honored to be his legal mother. Not that it makes a difference. I’d lay down my life for him.”

“I know.” His eyes glitter with happiness.

Life can’t get any…. Well, you know.

[image: ]



Didn’t get enough of Norah and Gabriel? Grab a copy of Gabriel’s side of the Epilogue here.
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book review


If you liked this book, I’d be honored if you would write a review. I’d be forever grateful.
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