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Chapter 1

I am seriously about to slap my sister, Lyndsey. She’s been screaming in my ear for the past fifteen minutes along with every other crazy fan watching the ice hockey game on the rink in front of us. I am trying my hardest to enjoy it, despite that I’m sandwiched between an overeager puck bunny baring her midriff and my horny sister who keeps squishing her face against the glass separating us from the ice. She squeals with delight and looks back at me when two of the players’ slam against the boards in front of us, tangling their sticks before clearing the puck.

Whenever a push turns into a shove or a player happens to be inches away from our section, cheers and claps echo up into the rafters and fill the fifteen-thousand-seat stadium with an absurd amount of noise. I scowl every time I get jabbed from behind or another rowdy hockey nut sways a little too close into my personal space.

It isn’t that I dislike hockey. Hell, I grew up surrounded by it. I loved watching our father, Hilton Ashby, ex-National Hockey League goaltender guard his net. The highlight of my childhood watching his team win the Stanley Cup.

He was my hero.

After he retired from the sport, he was inducted into the Hockey Hall of Fame. Until recently, he worked for many years as a Scout for the National Hockey League. Then two months ago he was promoted to President of Hockey Operations for the Santa Anna Tornados and their affiliate American Hockey League team, the Bexley Bruisers. His acquisition moved him to Santa Anna, leaving my little sister Lyndsey alone in Bexley, California. He made it up to her though, by purchasing her a condo a few blocks west of her college campus.

Until a few weeks ago, I was also absent from her life, half way across the country at the University of Pennsylvania. Over the past four years, my distance hasn’t given me many opportunities to come back home. I’ve been nothing but responsible and focused on my education, making it nearly impossible for her to be angry about my absence. I’ve put my education first and she’s always been supportive. But since my spontaneous return, I’ve done my best to make up for lost time. And it’s not that I don’t want to watch our father’s new beloved team with her. It’s just that I know we could be sitting comfortably in a corporate box, watching this nonsense from a distance like we did when we were kids.

But tonight, my sneaky little sister insisted we sit among this wild and unruly section, because the Bruisers new showstopper—and main reason this stadium is filled tonight with screaming women howling out mating calls—is about to make his appearance on the ice.

On the ride to the game, Lyndsey talked my ear off about this so-called heartthrob who was once a first-round draft pick to the National Hockey League. Cash Brooks played a full three years under a pretty hefty contract. Six months ago he was booted down to the American Hockey League for continual misconduct. I tried to pay attention when Lyndsey rambled on in hockey terms about the ins and outs of contracts and waivers regarding Mr. Brooks. My eyes glazed over. I didn’t care to pay attention to the complicated rules of why he was suddenly booted down to the minors.

What I did gather, was that his lethally sexy looks, playboy attitude and hotheaded temper have made him quite the buzz in the media and a regular spectacle at the games.

Lyndsey nudges me with her elbow, snapping me back to the game. “That’s him, at the end of the bench. Closest to the coach.” She points to the players` bench on the opposite side of the rink.

I look over in his general direction, but everyone wearing a white helmet and red jersey looks about the same to me. I nod, pretending I know whom she is talking about. My interest level in her new man-crush is about nil, considering she has a new male obsession every other week.

“So explain to me why we are sitting on the opposite side of the rink if he is over there parking it on the bench?”

She straightens up a bit and gives me a superior smile. “Because, Quinn, everyone knows that if you want an up-close and personal view of the sexiest man alive, then you have to sit next to the penalty box. Best place to see the hockey Adonis who cracks skulls and causes heavy nose bleeds.”

“Oooh, how attractive. A barbaric hockey player with rocks for brains.” I’m hoping she hears the sarcasm.

“Omigod!” Lyndsey squeals, jumping up and down beside me. “He’s about to come out! I promise you this is going to be so worth it!”

The bench door swings open, unleashing a tornado of man slicing his way across the ice. If I thought the cheers were loud before, nothing could have prepared me for the deafening shrill of hormonal women going crazy the second Cash Brooks steps onto the ice. His strong legs carry his thick athletic build effortlessly into the opposing team’s end zone.

A sudden jab to my shoulder and I am blinded by a girl waving a pair of red pompoms. I swat them away, until another swift jab attacks my backside. This time it’s a chick with a homemade sign. I spin around to scold them both, irritated by their lack of respect for my personal space, when I realize it isn’t just the two crazy girls behind us who have lost their minds. Every girl in this arena is in a heated frenzy, pushing and shoving, scampering their way down the steps to catch a glimpse of this hot headed man on skates.

Lyndsey is watching in awe, her lips parted, drool practically trickling from her mouth as he slams one of the opposing team’s defenders into the boards. The heavy bang of two professional hockey players in full gear and full testosterone-mode smashing into the glass nearly knocks me off my seat. Lyndsey’s hero skates away like a maniac, leaving his victim ass-backward on the ice. A bunch of girls to my right start screaming how hot he is. One even rips off her T-shirt, wearing nothing but a sports bra underneath, and whips her shirt in a helicopter motion around her head.

Like seriously? What the hell is wrong with these women? This goes way beyond normal fandom. Plus, ice rinks are cold. I’m glad I wore a sweater.

“This is crazy,” I shout at Lyndsey. “I hate you for making me sit down here. My God, he’s just a guy.”

“Wait till his helmet gets ripped off during a fight. Get ready for it, Quinn. He’s so dreamy.” When he ferociously digs against another player, fighting along the boards for control of the puck, Lyndsey grips my arm, her nails digging through my sweater. “He’s like an alpha from the heavens. Thank me right now for making Dad get us these prime seats.”

“No way. This is insane.” I pull my phone out from my purse to check my email. I’m done ogling a dense hockey player who thinks his shit doesn’t stink. I have more important things to worry about, like receiving my electronic offer of admission from Harvard.

I graduated a semester early with my undergrad this winter, top of my class with a concentration in marketing and communications. It’s always been my dream to attend Harvard grad school for their prestigious MBA program. I’ve already received early acceptance into Colombia University and University of Southern California, but I’ve been waitlisted for Harvard. Now I am forced to play the waiting game.

God. I shouldn’t even be in California.

Don’t get me wrong. I love California. But my original post-graduation plan was to stay in Pennsylvania with my now ex-boyfriend William; even though Lyndsey begged me to move back home. I told her I couldn’t justify moving back when I’d already secured a decent internship at a marketing firm. Plus, William was finishing his last year of pre-law and he asked me to move in with him. I felt guilty for choosing him over her, but the convenience of staying in Pennsylvania and close to Harvard tempted me to stay and domesticate with him.

Then on New Year’s Eve, I walked in on William and some girl having sex at our new apartment. Even though I was devastated, it was a blessing in disguise. Most girls would have spent days wallowing in sweat pants and eating ice cream, but instead I was relieved. It gave me an excuse to walk away from a relationship I felt was holding me back. We broke up and I re-evaluated my priorities. I moved back to California to spend time with my sister while I continued to wait on an offer from Harvard. Now all I needed was to secure another internship. That’s part of the reason why I even agreed to attend the Bruisers game tonight with Lyndsey. It gave me the opportunity to pay attention to the sponsors advertised on the boards for marketing internship ideas.

“Stop surfing the net.” Lyndsey rips my phone out of my hand. “Pay attention. The player he’s about to fight knocked one of the rookies on the Bruisers. Cash hates it when someone on the opposing team messes with his teammates. Now they’re about to fight and Cash’s helmet is about to come off. You need to look at him. You won’t regret it. He’s gorgeous.”

“Give me my phone back.”

“Not until you promise to watch.”

“Fine.” I stuff my phone in my purse and trade it for a pair of mittens.

I lift my gaze and study the guy with BROOKS on the back of his jersey. He’s over six feet tall and covered from head to toe in protective pads and gear. A hulking mass of muscle, he looks like every other hockey player to me. But Lyndsey’s right. He’s about to fight. The other player, who is about to get his face crushed in, is slightly taller with a thinner build, almost trembling as he stares back at his opponent. When Cash rips off his gloves, the crowd goes wild, screaming and cheering.

In his terrifying intensity, he doesn’t even flinch.

In one swift motion, his huge hands ball into fists, connecting with the other player’s helmet, knocking it right off his head. The sound of the bone splitting impact sends a chill right up my spine and makes me wince. The opponent swings back at Cash, who ducks the punch, yanking off his own helmet, unleashing the cold raw beauty of his perfect face.

My breath is stolen when his icy blue eyes and wavy honey brown hair are freed from underneath his helmet. I have to remind myself to breathe as I study his five o’clock shadow growing in along his tanned and flawless skin. He smirks briefly into the crowd of beauties rooting for him. I let out my first real breath of air and scold myself for being so captivated by his insanely good looks.

“Oooh! He is so fucking hot!” Lyndsey squeals. “Hit him, Cash!”

Like a roaring savage, Cash Brooks makes repetitive pounding contact with his opponent, whose jersey is pulled up to his neck, squishing up his name up on the back of his jersey. When he shoots back up from Cash’s ten or so blows, his nose is bloody and his lip is split in two. Three referees swarm their hot and thick bodies, yanking Cash and the other player apart.

Cash flicks his wavy hair out of his eyes, making my stomach do this weird fluttery thing inside. His hair is a wild mess, and his eyes are so blue that they don’t even look real, framed by his long dark lashes. The bone structure on his face is like a Roman god with high cheeks bones a tight strong jaw and a thick muscular neck.

I can’t stop myself from staring at him. He is mesmerizing and it is physically impossible to pull myself away from gaping at him. Especially when my eyes find their way to his lips, perfectly sculpted with the right amount of pout. I scold myself again, shaking away my attraction to a man who clearly doesn’t need another sex-starved fan.

While Cash is escorted by two of the three referees toward the penalty box, he grins and waves at the crowd like he’s enjoying himself. The chick behind us screams and frantically waves her red pompoms at him.

His head jerks in our direction, and his stare moves away from the crazy chick and collides with my gaze. My face flushes and my skin heats when I realize he’s caught me staring. His smile grows wider, his dimples pulling deeper into his cheeks. He skates by, studying me with a cocky grin.

I’m frozen, and not from the cold. The girl still screaming behind me leans over and waves her sparkly pompoms in front if my face, blocking my view. Thank God.

Lyndsey yanks the pompoms right out the girl’s fingers. She shoves them back at her with a scowl. “Fuck off, will you?”

The girl flips Lyndsey off.

When I look up, he is gone from the ice, but I feel those dangerous baby blues burning into me from the side. Turning my head slowly left, I find his gaze on me, that sexy grin of his curving the corners of his lips. He tilts his head to the side, raises an eyebrow and winks at me.

Why’s he focused on me and not one of the other women surrounding the penalty box, with their bodies pressed against the glass?

Their chants and hymns of praise don’t even faze him with his eyes glued to mine. I want to look away, but I can’t. The way he lets out a chuckle as he watches me struggle for air, tells me he sees exactly the way his intent, intrusive gaze affects me.

I look down and pretend to admire my leather knee-high boots and dark-wash jeans, glad my long brown curls shield my heated cheeks.

“Omigod! He’s looking at you!” Lyndsey screams. “He’s fucking you with his eyes! Cash Brooks is seriously fucking you with his eyes!”

My entire body stiffens as I shake my head at my loudmouth sister. My face feels like it’s on fire. I turn my head slowly, sure she’s exaggerating.

He’s standing up on the other side of the glass. He is gigantic and it is obvious by the way his equipment hugs his body, what lies underneath is nothing short of solid muscle. I eye his large, strong hands. My eyes travel upward—jersey spattered with blood, a hard jawline, a raw twisted smile, and finally that pair of hot, blue eyes.

I inhale another sharp breath, when he points his finger at me, calling me closer with a crooked smile. I shake my head, wishing I could curl up under my seat and hide. What does he want with me? With only one seat separating us, occupied by my horny sister, the glass between us doesn’t offer much protection from his stare. I wish I had a few less curves and was wearing a looser sweater and jeans. I glance over at him. He’s still smiling. Seriously, I’ve never been so overdressed and felt so naked. No guy has ever made me feel like this.

Again, I quickly look away, until I hear his fist pound against the glass, rumbling the entire penalty box. I gulp at how large his fist looks pressed against the glass. His hand pounds once again, until everyone in our section’s eyes avert to Cash, then over to me.

“Hey, you! Mittens! What’s your name?” he shouts, his gaze fixed on me.

I look down at my hands, covered in wool and glare back at him. What a dick. 

“None of your business, hot shot,” I shoot back. He may be downright sexy, but who does this guy think he is?

The crowd around us grows quiet as his nostrils flare and his jaw grits. His chest rises and falls, his blue eyes penetrating and probing. I focus on the game happening on the opposite end of the rink, ignoring him completely. When his fist slams against the glass a third time, my pulse picks up pace.

What a hotheaded lunatic.

“Holy shit!” Lyndsey screams in my ear.

I crank my head in her direction to tell her to stop shouting, when I see two hands gripping onto the top of the glass of the penalty box. Cash is pulling up his entire body until he's high enough to rest his chest along the glass ridge separating him from the crowd. Women are screaming and attempting to touch him, forcing themselves onto their tippy toes and extending their fingers. Some are even successful at reaching high enough to graze his jersey.

“Hey! I asked you something,” he says, his deep, dark voice sending a tingle of awareness up my spine. “What’s your name?”

“It’s Quinn!” My stupid sister shouts, looking up at him and batting her eyes. “We’re sisters.”

“Last name?” he commands, pointing a long finger at me.

I shoot Lyndsey a warning look, which I’m sure she’s about to ignore, but I’m saved when the buzzer sounds, releasing him from the penalty box. His stare burns into me while I stand there speechless, hearing nothing but the hectic pounding on my heart. Opening the gate, he never takes his eyes off mine.

He gives me a dangerous heart-thudding smile and shouts, “Next goal I get—it’s for you, Mittens.”

He tosses on his helmet, and in an instant, he is unleashed like a bat out of hell, flying across the ice. The cheers of his fans pick up and ricochet into the rafters, piercing my ears with chants of “Brooks! Brooks! Brooks!”

“Holy shit!” Lyndsey grips my arm. “Did that just happen? Did Cash Brooks just practically climb over the penalty box and ask you your name? Like really? Next goal is for you? Are you kidding me? I hate you!” She pushes me, and I fall back into my seat.

“Excuse me? I hate you.” I rise to my feet. “Why on earth did you tell him my name?”

“Have you lost your mind? When Cash Brooks, the absolute hottest guy on the planet, asks you who you are, you tell him.”

“That man is a jackass, and all you girls are out of your minds,” I mumble.

Lyndsey folds her arms on her chest. The look on her face tells me she doesn’t believe me for a second. “Yeah, right. Sex on legs said his next goal is for you, and you don’t even care.”

“He is a raging lunatic and clearly full of himself.”

“I have been coming to every game, making Dad drag me to every team event for the past few months trying to get Cash to notice me. Then you show up, dressed like a walking Banana Republic ad, and he asks you your name and he says he is going to score a goal for you and you don’t even care?” She glares at me with her big brown eyes and lets out an exasperated sigh. “Unbelievable.”

The sirens go off and the crowd goes wild, bringing our attention back to the action of the game. My eyes find Cash at the opposite end of the ice, getting smothered by a group of his teammates. His gorgeous smile illuminates the entire rink when he fists pumps the air bringing his stick above his head. The Jumbotron hanging from the rafters’ replays Cash’s spectacular goal. A well-earned top corner shot that blindsided the goalie, reigniting the cheers of the Bexley Bruisers fans.

“He did not just score that goal!” Lyndsey shrieks, jumping up and down, yanking on my arm. “What did it take, like thirty seconds? That’s what I call making good on a promise.”

Cash’s powerful legs slice across the ice in his black skates toward our section. The closer he gets, the more the yelling and the movement of the crowd escalates to a feverish pace. He slows down, his eyes tauntingly hot, his grin enticing. He lowers his victory fist from the air, thumping it once, twice against his chest, then points his finger right at me. With a wink, he skates away, leaving me in a hot mess as the sirens blow, ending the first period.

Shuffling footsteps and the buzz of excited chatter fills the arena, mingling with the techno beats blaring from the speakers. I watch tensely from my seat, as the Bexley Bruisers and their opposing team the Jersey Heat, are escorted by their coaches toward their respective dressing rooms. But something about the way Cash lingers behind, his stare fixed in my direction from across the rink, makes my knees weaken.

“Somebody looks a little hot and bothered.” Lyndsey arches a perfectly waxed brow at me. “He’s hot, right? Admit it.”

“Shut up, Lynds.” I grab my purse and sling it over my shoulder.

“Where do you think you’re going?”

“I’m changing seats. There must be some horny girl stuck in the nosebleeds dying to be harassed by Cash Brooks during the second period. I’m going to find her and trade spots.” I shuffle my way down the cramped row to the aisle.

“Come on, don’t be like that,” Lyndsey says, following me. “I don’t want to sit next to some puck bunny.”

“Then you can change seats too,” I say, marching up the concrete steps.

“Seriously?” Lyndsey whines.

“Seriously.”

I dodge every drunk and jersey-wearing fan double fisting sky-high beers. Lyndsey’s heels click behind me as I push upward through the crowds. I’m tempted to head for the exit instead of the nosebleeds.

I have never ever been so sexually rattled. Beads of sweat pop up on my brow and trickle between my cleavage, an uncomfortable side effect from being mind-fucked by Cash Brooks. I tell myself leaving our prime seats has nothing to do with the butterflies he gave me. I just need a better view of the sponsorships on the boards. Finding a seat in the nosebleeds and far away from the penalty box will help give me a full view of the arena.

Thanks to Cash Brooks, I’ll find an internship in no time.



Chapter 2

The next morning, Lyndsey and I take her bratty little Pekingese for a walk in the off leash dog park, a few blocks west of her condo. Moving along the gravel path, under the tall leafy birch trees, I carry both our hot coffees, while Lyndsey’s eyes are glued to her iPhone, researching Cash Brooks via a Google search.

I act with indifferent disinterest, by rolling my eyes and groaning every time she highlights one of his many his athletic accomplishments. But the truth is I can’t stop hanging on to every word rolling off her tongue about this bad boy hockey star.

Amazing.

Is the only word running through my mind while Lyndsey continues to ramble off his entire hockey career history. His stats are beyond impressive. He must have bookcases full of trophies and awards he’s won. And he’s only 23? Great. He’s gorgeous and talented. How does someone of that caliber even get sent down to the American Hockey League?

“And get this…” Lyndsey smirks, wiggling her brows. “He was ranked #1 Sexiest Male Athlete by Cosmopolitan last year. And he was listed by Business Insider as the #3 Most Eligible Bachelors in Sports.”

“Why are you telling me this? I already told you I don’t care,” I lie.

“Because it is obvious after last night’s spectacle that he wants your ass. He came out during the second period and body checked some rookie to get thrown back into the penalty box. Then when he saw you weren’t in your seat, he went a little crazy, shouting at the girls who took our spot, asking them where the hell you moved to. I’ve been to a lot of games Quinn, and I have never seen him do anything like that.”

“It’s all an act,” I say, even though part of me wants to believe my nosy little sister is right and what he did wasn’t some macho act to get cheers from his fans.

“Don’t get me wrong, Cash is known for his womanizing, but last night was something else. He was like a man possessed, all caveman like, picking you out in the crowd.” Lyndsey chuckles, not even looking up from her phone. “Any other vagina would be thanking her lucky stars. That includes me.”

“Alright. Enough. Put the phone away.” I grab for her phone.

“Omigod!” Lyndsey shrieks, blocking me with her shoulder. “A video of Cash leaning over the penalty box last night was posted on the Bexley Bruisers Facebook page.”

“What?”

“There are over a thousand comments on the post.” Her eyes are glued to the screen.

“Let me see that,” I demand.

“Hold on!” she says, swatting me away with the back of her hand. “I’m not done reading. The video is called Who is Cash’s Cinderella? Almost every single comment is from a woman asking who’s the mystery girl in mittens! You better watch out, Quinny, his crazy-assed female fans want your blood.”

“You can see me?” I ask in a panic.

“Hardly. The video’s really pixilated, so your face is blurred out. But with your white wool mittens and blue sweater, it isn’t hard to pick you out. Everyone else has bare hands and is wearing red jerseys.” She chuckles, flashing me the video on her phone.

The second my eyes lock on the screen to see his wavy hair and strong athletic build hanging over the penalty box, my heart starts pumping faster than I’d like. I honestly do not want to be attracted to him, or any other guy for that matter. Right now, I’ve got more important things to worry about—like securing another decent internship to enhance my chances of an acceptance into Harvard.

When Lyndsey’s phone starts ringing, it cuts off the video. She glares down at her screen and groans. “Why’s Dad calling me so early in the morning on a Saturday?”

“Do you think he saw the video?” The horrible thought makes me nearly drop my coffee. Our dad has made his position on hockey players very clear to us over the years:

Stay away. They are nothing but trouble. 

Lyndsey has never taken his warning seriously. Since our early teens she’s dated a streamline of hockey jocks. She’s the rule breaking rebel. I on the other hand, would never disobey him.

“Omigod, Quinn, relax. It’s not a sex tape.”

I hear Lyndsey give our father a warm greeting. Unlike my little sister, who can get away with murder when it comes to our father, I can’t seem to catch a break from his constant demands. Ever since we were kids, I was the one he pushed and she was the one he coddled. While I was expected to attend one of the top undergrad business programs in the country, maintaining a 4.0, Lyndsey went to a local college in Bexley, with an undeclared major, slutting it up around campus and frivolously spending her trust fund.

“Alright, Daddy. I promise we’ll be there.” Lyndsey smiles over at me. “Yup, seven o’clock.” I can hear our father’s deep voice on the other end of the line. “Okay. Sounds like fun. Love you too. See you then.”

“Okay, what’s going on?” I frown at her.

“I’m not sure I should tell you.” A devilish grin spreads across my sister’s glossy lips. “If I do, you might not go with me.”

“Go where?”

“Promise me that no matter what I say, you’ll come along.” She smiles like a gloating idiot.

“Promise.”

“Dad’s flying to Bexley and he asked us to meet him for dinner.”

“And…?”

She takes a sip of her coffee, her big brown eyes lighting up behind the rim of her paper cup. “And he wants us to meet him at The Nomad Bar & Grill.”

“And…?”

She slowly lowers her coffee. “And he’s hosting a team dinner for the Bruisers. I’m sure you’re Prince Charming will be there, Cinderella.”



For a moment, after rounding the corner leading into The Nomad Bar & Grill I lean against the concrete pillars leading up to the restaurant, hesitating. Lyndsey spent all afternoon teasing me with pictures of Cash Brooks that she flashed in my face from the Bexley Bruisers website. I have no clue what I am going to do if I see him.

Hopefully, he won’t even remember me. I mean, the man has thousands of women screaming his name when he’s on the ice. What’s one more face in the crowd?

Lyndsey taps her foot impatiently at top of the steps. “Come on, Quinn. I bet he won’t even recognize you without your thick wool mittens.”

“Shut up,” I mumble straightening out my cream-colored peplum dress.

“Who knows, maybe he won’t even be here,” Lyndsey says over her shoulder, walking up the steps. “Last team dinner, he didn’t bother showing up. He’s kind of a dick like that.”

I let out a sigh, hope she’s right, and reluctantly follow her inside the dimly lit restaurant. The hostess at the front door leads us down more steps then through a long hallway to the right. Lyndsey turns around and basks at my discomfort. She’s in a skin-tight neon pink dress that she insisted she wear, ignoring my requests that she not attract any more attention to us.

There is a low buzz emanating from behind the black lacquer doors leading into the private area our father reserved for his beloved team. The closer we get, the louder it becomes and the clearer the sound of multiple male voices is from the other side. When the hostess places her hand on the shiny silver knob, I know there is no turning back.

When the doors open, I stop dead in my tracks. The room is packed with a hundred or so men and maybe a handful of women, making it impossible to move forward. The place has the ambience of a swanky lounge. High top tables for mingling and velvet red sofas are thrown in random corners for seating. This barely looks like a dinner setting, and I am a little confused, until my eyes find three long and formal tables set up in the far back corner.

“Hey, Lyndsey, over here,” a rough, deep voice shouts from the left.

Lyndsey looks over at a tall, broad blond with hair in a wild spiky mess waving her over. He’s in a group of four guys gathered around the bar. Wearing expensive tailored suits, they all look to be around our age, in their early twenties. Based on their spectacular physiques, I assume they are all teammates on the Bruisers.

“Hi, Louis,” Lyndsey says as we approach their circle.

Louis practically blushes, taking a sip from his drink. I have to smile, noticing my sister’s oblivion to the way he keeps sneaking lustful looks at her. He’s definitely the best looking one of out the four, with his broad shoulders and soft hazel eyes. The two guys on either side of him are both a bit shorter, stocky with the same crooked nose. The fourth guy has a buzz cut and scar above his right eye.

They all must know about Louis’s unspoken claim on Lyndsey, because all three of them gawk in my direction.

“Well, well, Miss Ashby. What a pleasant surprise.” Louis smiles, draping his arm around her bare shoulders, then looks in my direction. “Are you going to introduce us to your friend?”

“This is Quinn, my sister. The other Ashby,” Lyndsey says with an adorable smile that makes Louis zero in on her lips. “She’s the one I told you about that ditched me for the past four years to study at the University of Pennsylvania.”

I give them an awkward wave, watching them study my uncomfortable presence.

“Quinn, this is Louis.” Lyndsey peels his hand off her shoulders. Then she points at one of the look-alikes. “This is Fisher.” Her finger slides over to the buzz cut. “This is Viktor.” And then she points to the other look-alike. “And this is Jeremy. They all play on the Bruisers”

“Ah Hilton’s other pride and joy,” Jeremy says with a half-smile. “When Hilton became President of Hockey Operations he told us he had a second daughter. It’s nice to finally meet you.”

“So where’s Cash?” Lyndsey interrupts.

“You’re not still into him are you?” Louis asks, sounding jealous.

“No, just curious,” she says, sending a smug look in my direction.

“Fuck, who knows where he is?” Viktor shrugs. “He’d better show up in the next fifteen minutes. Theo is going to be furious if he has to drive to his penthouse again and yank him out of an orgy.”

“He’s having an orgy?” Lyndsey asks, looking intrigued.

“When I left his place, he had two girls there.” Louis mumbles.

Great. Not only is he a goon on the ice, he’s also some sort of sex demon.

“Can we get you ladies a drink?” Louis changes the subject, with his eyes stuck on Lyndsey’s cleavage.

“Yes, I’ll have a martini,” she says. I shoot her an annoyed look. Lyndsey’s constant need to have a drink in her hand worries me. For what we’ve been though, I’d wish she would stop associating fun with alcohol.

“What about you, Quinn?” Viktor asks.

“Oh no thank you. I don’t drink.” I reply, and look over at Lyndsey. She avoids my gaze, and shrugs at Viktor like she’s forgotten why I’ve chosen to steer clear of alcohol, which only irritates me further.

“Really?” he asks in disbelief.

I nod, “Yes really. But thank you for offering.”

“Can I get you something else? A water?” Viktor asks.

“One drink isn’t going to kill you.” Lyndsey says.

“A water would be great. Thank you.” I reply to Viktor, biting back my continued annoyance with my sister.

“Wait here, ladies. I'll grab your drinks.” Viktor says.

“I’ll come with you.” Fisher follows Viktor to the bar.

The hole where Viktor and Fisher stood is replaced by a view of our father a few feet away talking among a group of men. In mid-laugh, his eyes travel over to our circle, a pleased grin on his face.

“Girls, you’re here.” He pushes through the crowd.

Lyndsey squeals, running in his direction, and wraps her arms around his neck. “Daddy!”

“You girls look beautiful.” He smiles proudly, straightening out his tie that Lyndsey ruffled. He glances over at his players. “You boys better treat my daughters like ladies or I’ll have your asses traded.” He chuckles, and Louis and Jeremy awkwardly join in, but I know from experience he isn’t joking.

When it comes to Lyndsey and me, he turns into Super Dad— a mix of protective and loving all rolled into one hell of a man. After our mother passed away, he took a very active role in raising us on his own. I’ll be the first to admit he needs to ease up a bit when it comes to men and potential boyfriends sniffing around his daughters. But I get it. After everything we’ve been through, he wants a sane, steady life for us.

“Don’t worry, old man. They’re in good hands,” Louis replies.

“They better be.” My dad pulls a cigar from the front pocket of his suit jacket. He looks over my right shoulder as a guest catches his attention. “Quinn darling, can you come with me? It will only be a second. There is someone I’d like you to meet.”

“Sure, Dad.” I catch Lyndsey wiggling her eyebrows at me.

I follow our father through the crowd, weaving through the swarm of men. We squeeze through two high-top tables, and I trip on my heels, stumbling forward into two strong arms. When I look up, two dark brown eyes sparkle in front of me with a boyish glimmer. The stranger steadies me on my feet as I note his clean-shaven face and strong jaw line. I assure myself that I’m glad this isn’t Cash Brooks.

“Are you okay?” he asks, straightening me up on my feet.

I nod, my gaze slides over his extra slim-fit, dark blue pinstripe suit. His light blue shirt and navy tie with flecks of red accentuate his polished style. His dark, curly hair is slicked back and adds another element of sophistication. He couldn’t be more than forty, and he has a smile so charming that it is hard not to smile back.

“This is Theo Martin,” my father says. “He’s the Chief Operating Officer of Marketing and Promotions for the Bruisers. He’s a Penn alum like you, and he holds an MBA from Harvard. You could learn a lot of him.”

“Your father has told me so many great things about you,” Theo says. “He says you graduated a semester early and at the top of your undergrad business school class. I hear you’re interested in marketing and communications.”

Once again I nod, confused by what my father is trying to do here.

“Are you planning on staying in Bexley for a while?” Theo asks.

“Hopefully. I’ve applied to graduate school for the fall. I’ve been accepted at a few colleges already, but I have my heart set on Harvard, I plan to get my MBA.” I feel myself ease up a bit. Talking about school, this I can do.

“You know, Theo is looking for an intern to help out in his department for the next six months,” my father chimes in. “I told him you might be interested.”

My gaze shifts from Theo to my father. Leave it to him to make sure I am taken care of and that I’m heading down the right path. He knows I’ve been applying to marketing firms all over the city. As great as my father’s intentions are, I don’t know if I want to be stuck working in promotions for a hockey team.

“Would you be interested?” Theo asks.

“In an interview?” I ask.

“No need for that. The job is yours if you want it. I need someone to help manage the Bruisers social media pages and our website. But mainly I’m looking for someone to help assist with coordinating media events for the team.”

I glance at my beaming father. The look of pride in his eyes is begging me to accept Theo’s offer. Dammit! I can’t find it in my heart to disappoint my dad. Screw Cash and my damn hormones. I need the job and the experience, so why not?

“Count me in,” I say, although my voice is a lot shakier than expected. It’s hard to fathom seeing Cash on a daily basis at the arena after being subjected to his inappropriate caveman-like attempt to make me swoon behind the penalty box.

“Wonderful!” my father exclaims, slapping Theo on the back. “You two will make a great team.”

“Can you start on Monday?” Theo asks.

“Definitely,” I say, even though I’m already starting to regret agreeing to take the job.

I feel a tug on my arm and turn to see Lyndsey holding a bottle of water out to me. Louis and his posse are behind her.

“Your water.” She peers over my shoulder and waves. “Hi, Theo.”

Does my sister know everyone? How much time does she spend with the team? She’s like the Bruisers’ goddamn mascot.

I look over my shoulder and see Theo wave back before engaging in a side conversation with our father.

“What was that all about?” Lyndsey asks.

“Theo offered me an internship in Marketing and Promotions for the Bruisers.” I take a sip from my water.

Lyndsey’s eyes light up. “No way. Please tell me you accepted it.”

“Well, I wasn’t going to let Dad down,” I mumble.

My whole life I’ve felt like I’m expected to follow the path my father has set out for me. If he’s happy, it makes my life a whole lot easier. I can’t complain too much about his interference though. Adding sports marketing to my resume would definitely add some versatility to my experience.

“You will love working with Theo. He’s super focused and on the ball. If you’re looking for a great mentor, he’s your guy,” Louis pipes up.

“I guess that means we’re going to be seeing a lot of you, then?” Viktor says with a smile. “It must be my lucky day.”

I take a deep breath and ignore Viktor’s flirtations.

“Where’s the ladies room?”

Lyndsey points the way. “We’ll wait for you here.”

I round the corner into the secluded hall leading to the washrooms, and my heart stops. Cash on the ice, sweaty and dressed in hockey equipment, was sexy, but the Cash sitting feet away, wearing an expensive modern-fit, pastel brown suit, is insanely hot. I eye the two women perched on either side of him on the red velvet chaise. To his right, a long-haired blonde with extensions rests a possessive hand on his chest. To his left, a woman with jet black hair toys with her side ponytail while running the fingers of her other hand through his wavy honey-colored hair.

His piercing blue gaze snaps to mine, and he tilts his head to the side, studying me. A cocky grin curves his full lips. I move forward, unable to breathe as his stare slides down my peplum dress, stopping once at my breasts and once at my hips. His eyes lock with mine and I fiddle with the gold-toned slider bracelet around my wrist. He pushes up from the chaise, abandoning the two women feeling him up in the corner. I turn away, and as my palm slams against the door of the ladies’ room, a big, warm hand closes around my wrist.

Cash spins me around and I press back against the wall beside the door. He cages me, his palms flat on either side of my head. He leans toward me, his mouth inches from my face, so close I can the warmth of his breath tickling my cheek. He smells ridiculously good, like honey and cinnamon.

“Mittens,” he whispers, his mouth dangerously close to my lips. “I didn’t peg you as the stalking type, especially since you took off after I scored that hard-earned goal for you.”

What an arrogant bastard!

I arch an eyebrow at him. “Excuse me? Do I know you?”

His eyes flicker, and his lips curl in amusement. “Come on, Quinn. I don’t ever forget a pretty face. I’m willing to bet you don’t forget one either.”

My heart pounds as I glare into his sharp baby blues. His sexy athletic build towers over me. He makes me feel even more petite than usual. I try to ignore the rise and fall on his muscular chest, but despite myself my nipples harden.

Even though my body is betraying me, I refuse to act like every other puck bunny, falling at his feet. “You’re really full of yourself, aren’t you?” I say. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to use the ladies room.”

He chuckles, “How about you stop playing games with me and admit you came here looking for me.”

I shoot him a disgusted look. “I’m not here for you.”

Cash smiles at me with what I am guessing to be one of his most charmingly rehearsed expressions. He cocks his head to the side then bites his bottom lip like he is thinking about something. “Alright, since you want to play it that way…” He leans in close enough that I feel his stubble brush against my cheek. “Can I buy you a drink?”

An unwelcome shiver of awareness shoots up my spine. “Listen, asshole. I am Hilton Ashby’s daughter and the newest employee in the Marketing and Promotions Department for the Bruisers. So if you wouldn’t mind stepping aside so I can freshen up, I would really appreciate it.”

Cash’s dimples deepen, and a dangerous grin pulls at the corners of his lips. “Perfect, now I know where I can find you.”

I feel myself weaken for a brief second at his smile, until I remind myself this guy is nothing but trouble. Wrapping my fingers tightly around his tie, I yank him against my chest, and whisper in his ear, “Stay away from me, Brooks. I don’t do arrogant dickheads.”

Cash looks straight into my eyes, his grin still in place. He runs a callused fingertip along my collarbone. “I’m not going anywhere.” He leans down, his lips close to mine. “I promise you, this is just the beginning.”

When he steps back, I have to press my back hard against the wall to keep myself from sliding down to the floor. He runs his thumb possessively over my lips, before he turns around and walks over to his two voluptuous dates waiting for him on the chaise.

I inhale a sharp breath, before I push open the door into the ladies’ room. I collapse into one of the stalls unable to breathe. I can still feel where Cash’s stubble touched the side of my face and wonder how I am ever going to survive this internship.



Chapter 3

Monday morning when I arrive at Arch Union Centre for my first day of work, I bump into Theo on the elevator. He looks fantastic and as smartly dressed as he was the night before in a gray suit and a crisp pale-blue shirt, making his big brown eyes pop. He greets me with a warm smile, even though he is talking on his cell phone. When a few more people jam into the already tiny elevator, I am forced up against his hard warm body. He clears his throat and shifts a bit when my backside involuntarily presses against his groin.

A few more floors before the shiny metal doors slide open to the offices of the Bruisers’ administration. Theo steps in front of me, guiding us along the corridor overlooking the ice hockey rink. My pin thin heels click along the tile floor, while Theo chats away, pointing out the General Manager’s office, the Senior Director of Public Relations office, the Chief Executive Officer’s office and so on. I am trying my best to stay focused while suppressing a yawn, but I am so tired, that it is really hard to absorb much of anything right now.

I’ve barely slept. My mind is restless. Tossing and turning all night long, unable to shake Cash’s words, repeating over and over in my head. “I’m not going anywhere. I promise this is just the beginning.”

“To end the tour, let me introduce you to your office.” Theo’s outstretched finger points to the heavy mahogany door across the hall.

My eyes shift into focus when I see a golden nameplate on the door that reads, Kimberly McMahon, Marketing Director. I shift my gaze to meet Theo’s once happy face contorted into a furrowed brow. He scoffs a bit, leaning forward, and tries to rip the nameplate off the door. Without much success, he runs his hand through his brown curls. “Sorry about this, Quinn. Maintenance was supposed to have this removed over the weekend.”

“No worries.” I shrug, placing my hand on the brass knob. “Thank you for the tour.”

Theo nods with a confident grin. “No problem. If you need anything, I’m right across the hall,” he says, taking a step backward. “How about I give you a few minutes to settle in and put your things away. When you’re ready, come to my office so we can start with the logistics of the position.” He pauses, pursing his thin lips together and cocking his head to the side. “I’m really happy to have you working here, Quinn. I think you’re going to be great.”

“Thanks, I think I’ll be great too,” I say, admiring the dimple on his chin.

“You will be.” A warm smile touches his lips and he gives me a wink. He looks away, letting his long brown lashes brush against his cheeks as he fiddles with the knob on his door. When it finally opens, he looks back at me before stepping into his office. “Can I get you a coffee?”

“Sure, that would be great. Thanks,” I respond.

“Cream and sugar?” he asks.

I nod, watching Theo close the door behind him and disappear into his office.

Stepping into my new brightly lit space, I’m immediately hit with the smell of fresh flowers and two penetrating blue eyes. My pulse leaps and my breathing quickens at seeing Cash leaning against my desk, looking all sexy and muscular. His eyes sparkle in my direction, his dimples deepening into his tanned skin as an amused grin spreads across his lips. My eyes travel downward, taking in his tight white T-shirt, tattooed forearms, and finally his dark denim jeans painted against his strong toned legs.

His smooth deep voice drips with conceit. “Good morning, Mittens.”

A shiver runs up my spine, watching him push away from my desk, taking a step forward. I instinctually take a step back. “How the hell did you get in here?”

“I heard you like roses,” he says, ignoring my question. His tanned and muscular arms extend in my direction, holding the most beautiful bouquet of lavender roses. There must be at least three dozen tightly balled into a clear square vase.

Tapping my foot on the floor, I say, “You must have heard wrong, because I prefer cupcakes.” I swallow hard, unable to pull myself away from his stare. His wavy hair looks so wild, and his smell…Oh. My. God. His smell…How is it possible for a man to smell so goddamn delicious?

Cash chuckles, his eyes sparkling. “Cupcakes?”

“Yes. Cupcakes.”

“You’re a strange duck, Mittens.” He puts the vase on the edge of my desk and tilts his head to the side, giving me his patented panty-dropping smile. His blue eyes burn into me. “Like them?”

They’re gorgeous, but I refuse to bend. “Listen Cash, I’m never going to sleep with you, so this really needs to stop. I work here and our relationship needs to be professional. Do you understand?”

“Christ, Mittens, most girls would die to have me surprise them in their office with a bouquet of flowers.” He chews on his plump bottom lip and smiles, clearly amused by my disinterest.

“Yeah, well, I’m not most girls.” I push past him, hearing nothing but my heart pounding in my chest. “I’m not a slut or a puck-bunny looking for a good time. I’m not like those girls who scream your name in the arena. I’m not impressed by your manwhore reputation, your hot temper or your cocky charm. My education and my internship are my first priority. So cut the crap because nothing is going to happen between us.” I don’t dare look back into his eyes. Instead I turn my back to him, protecting myself from his hot stare. I toss my purse on my desk and swallow under the pressure of his unwavering attention.

A spike of arousal hits me, hearing his heavy footsteps follow me around the desk. My body tenses. I inhale a sharp breath, feeling him press against my backside. He leans in so close, I can feel his breath on my cheek. “I’m sorry, Mittens…I didn’t realize I offended you.”

“Stop calling me that. I have a name.” I’m not about to turn around, in fear of his lips meeting mine.

As I boot up my computer, trying to ignore him, Cash retreats to the other side of my desk. When I look up, he’s leaning forward and grinning at me, his palms braced on my desk. The posture emphasizes his strong athletic build and arrogance. “What are you doing after work?” he asks.

“Umm, nothing…”

“I want you at the game tonight.” He digs his hand around in his back pocket of his jeans.

I cross my arms in front of my chest. “Oh, really?”

Cash smirks, sliding a white envelope across the desk. I bite my lip, staring down at it and his squiggly, messy man handwriting. I suppress a grin at his bold text that reads MITTENS.

I wave the envelope at him. “What’s this?”

“Open it,” he says like he’s daring me.

My fingers tremble a bit when I peel back the flap on the envelope. I blink a few times, staring down at four Bexley Bruisers tickets for tonight’s game, seated front row, behind home bench. I make the mistake of glancing up at him and his perfect face, feeling a prickling sensation spark behind my knees.

“A limo’s picking you up at seven.”

Laughing, I hold my hand up to stop him there, “Unlike your sex-starved fans, I’m far from impressed by a few free tickets. My father can get me tickets for a corporate box whenever I want.”

“So is that a yes or a no?” he says, a grin firmly in place.

He stares back at me, incredibly perfect and downright sexy. But I need to keep our relationship professional. I’m not planning on staying in Bexley, and the last thing I need is a distraction, especially one as lethal as Cash Brooks.

“I can’t go. I’m sorry.” I slide the envelope across the desk.

“Alright, Mittens.” He chuckles, immune to my rejection. “I’m asking you on a professional level to come to the game. Not because I’m trying to fuck you, alright.” I roll my eyes at his persistence, but he leans further over the desk. “The last thing I need is to get messed up with Hilton Ashby’s daughter. Believe me, I want back in the majors. Fucking the President’s daughter would be a career killer.”

I don’t respond feeling his eyes pierce my brave front.

“Last time you were at a game I scored a wicked goal. That hasn’t happened for me in a while. I only want you there for good luck.”

“Why don’t I believe you?” I ask.

Cash chuckles, shaking his head. “Just come to the game alright. I’ll try to score you a hat trick this time.”

“I’ll think about it.”

Theo knocks on my door, sticking his head into my office, holding two cups of coffee.

“Hey Quinn, are you ready to—” Theo stops in his tracks. The wrinkles in his forehead deepen, shifting his gaze between Cash and me. “Brooks? What are you doing here? Our meeting isn’t until eleven.”

“Really? I thought it was for nine.” Cash leans against my desk.

“No, eleven,” Theo says in a tone that’s somewhere between stern and annoyed.

Cash’s stare slides down to the two coffees Theo is holding. “Aw, Theo, you shouldn’t have.” He grins, taking a step forward. His strong tanned fingers stretch out, snaking the hot mugs right out of Theo’s hands. He passes me one with a wink. “I’m assuming this one’s for you.”

Theo shifts his gaze to me. “Quinn, I guess you’ve had the pleasure of meeting the infamous Cash Brooks this morning.”

I nod, feeling extremely uncomfortable. The tension between Cash and Theo is palpable.

“Not only is Quinn Hilton Ashby’s daughter, she is also the new marketing coordinator for the team,” Theo says, crossing his arms in front of his chest.

Cash straightens up. “Yeah, and I want her managing all my shit from now on. Not you.”

“You know I can’t do that,” Theo says.

“Don’t worry, Theo. I’ve babysat worse,” I pipe up. Theo chuckles, but there’s nothing but silence from Cash. I don’t dare make eye contact with him. I can feel his gaze burning into me.

“Listen, Cash,” Theo says. “I’m not promising anything right now, but we can continue this discussion during our scheduled meeting at eleven.”

“I have shit to do today, Theo, so you’ll have to meet with me now.” Cash crosses his toned forearms. “What’s our meeting about anyway? The Charity Skate?”

“That’s right.” Theo responds.

“Great. Then let’s get started.” Cash collapses onto the sofa in the corner of my office.

Theo’s mouth thins. “I’ll grab my files.”

When Theo turns away, Cash’s sexy blue eyes find mine. My breathing quickens when he leans back on the sofa, spreading his thick strong legs, almost daring me to follow and straddle my own legs around his waist. For a split second I actually consider climbing over his lean athletic build to bury myself against his rock hard chest and inhale his delicious scent forever.

“Have you thought about it?” he asks, snapping me out of my fantasy.

“About what?” I reply as coolly as possible, searching through the drawer on my desk for a pen and pad of paper.

Theo reappears into my office, iPad in hand, frowning. “Alright, let’s start.”

I straighten up, retorting into professional mode, walking past Cash and into the vacant chair beside him. Crossing my legs, I feel Cash’s eyes sliding down my long lean legs. I shift slightly turning my back to him, watching Theo loosen his tie, before sliding onto the sofa next to Cash.

“Alright, first things first,” Theo says, all business-like. “The Charity Skate is in a few months from now.”

My pen is scribbling away, trying to jot down every single word coming out of Theo’s mouth. I can’t help myself from being so efficient. It is my type-A personality mixed with my fear of failure. I can’t stand the thought of making mistakes or losing control.

“Uh oh, looks like you missed a word,” Cash whispers, leaning over the sofa.

I drop my pen, giving him a look of disgust. “Mind your own business and start listening.”

“That’s what you’re for.” He grins.

Rolling my eyes, I watch Cash relax into the sofa. Over the next thirty minutes, he yawns and sips on his coffee while Theo reviews every minute detail of what he wants Cash to do to help promote the event. I try my best to ignore him, but his stare coupled with the muscles bulging on his forearms makes it really difficult to concentrate, especially since a smile tugs at the corners of his lips every time he glances at me.

“You better be on your best behavior,” Theo warns Cash, shutting off his iPad.

“Aren’t I always?” he replies with a cocky grin.

Theo leans back. “Listen, Brooks, I don’t want any shit. A lot is riding on this event. There will be a huge media presence and everyone, including the league, is expecting to see the new and improved Cash Brooks.”

“As long as you promise Quinn will be there.”

“Quinn isn’t your employee. She’s mine. I decide if she needs to be at an event.”

Cash’s nostrils flare. “Is that so? Because I’m pretty sure that without me on this team, your goddamn events wouldn’t exist.”

The two of them glare at each other. Cash looks like he is ready to punch my boss in the face, while Theo looks like he’s waiting to dodge the inevitable swing.

“I don’t mind going to any team event,” I say in a desperate attempt to diffuse the situation. “But just to be clear,” I add, eager to check his ego, “Team events existed before you got here, Brooks, and will continue to exist without you.”

Cash’s lets out a deep breath. When he turns around, his blue eyes soften. He slowly sinks back into the sofa. “Hear that, Theo. Quinn doesn’t mind.”

Theo taps his pen hard against the top of his iPad. “Just don't fuck up the Charity Skate. Do us all a favor and arrive on time and sober. Try to remember it’s a family event.” He quickly stands up from the sofa. Sober? I glance over at Cash, my eyes boring into him, but he says nothing. Was there something I’m missing?

“Thanks for coming in,” Theo says, dismissing Cash. “I think we’re done here. Good luck at the game tonight.”

“I want a minute alone with Quinn,” Cash demands, still stubbornly lounging on the sofa.

Theo scratches the back of his neck. “I don’t think that’s appropriate—”

“I wasn’t asking your permission,” Cash says, this time in a harder tone.

“Quinn?” Theo asks, looking over at me.

“It’s fine,” I reply, strategically rising to my feet. I walk over to my desk and place myself at a safe distance from Cash.

Theo nods at me. “Alright, but as soon as you’re done, I’d like to speak with you my office.” He scowls at Cash and leaves my office door fully open before crossing the hallway to his office.

Cash stands and follows me over to my desk. “Are you done thinking?”

“What are you talking about?”

“Are you coming to the game tonight?”

“If I say yes, will you get the hell out of my office and stop intimidating my boss?”

“Deal.” He looks pleased with himself. “Will you wear my jersey tonight?”

I roll my eyes and flop down in my chair. “Don’t push it, Brooks.”

“What if I score a hat-trick? If I do, will you let me take you out for dinner?”

I can’t tell whether he’s joking or propositioning me. “Seriously?”

“Seriously.” He stares back at me with his big baby blues.

“Whatever.” I dismiss him, raising my hand and concentrate on my computer screen. “Just get out of my office.”

As I begin to log in to my email, Cash’s retreating footsteps echo in my ears. “You’re welcome by the way,” he says from the doorway.

“For what?” I lift my head.

“The roses.” He leans against the frame with that cocky grin.

My heart races as he turns around again, providing me with the perfect shot of his rock hard ass. I swallow hard, my mouth dry. I want to hate him. I know he’s nothing but trouble. But there’s something about the way he smiles at me that makes me realize hating him is going to be next to impossible. The chemistry between us is unlike anything I have ever experienced before.

“Hi, Cash,” coos a female voice from the hallway. A petite blonde, holding a tray of coffee, runs her free hand along his bicep as she passes him.

“Hey, Becky.” He nods in her direction.

“I hope you have a good game tonight. I’ll be there, cheering you on all night long,” She wets her lips and gives him a wink.

As she continues down the hall, Cash looks back at me and shakes his head. “I bet she would have appreciated those roses and the tickets on your desk.”

I roll my eyes and give him a dismissive wave. “Goodbye, Cash.”

The rest of the morning, I find myself stuck in Theo’s office. He is all business, taking me through a step-by-step process of posting and updating on the Bruisers’ social-media sites. Theo gives me a rundown of the Bruisers’ calendar of events and my involvement with helping promote the team. Around five o’clock, we call it quits and I make my way back into my office to grab my things. The first and only thing I see is the white envelope holding those four tickets staring back at me from the top of my desk. Which makes me do two things; the first is tuck those tickets safely into my purse and the second is call Lyndsey to round the girls up for tonight’s game.
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“You have got to be kidding me!” Lyndsey shrieks, following me into my bedroom.

“No, I’m not. I have four tickets for tonight’s game and a limo will be here any minute to pick us up.” Lyndsey’s mouth is practically on the floor.

For once my chatty sister is speechless. I turn my back to her and slide open my closet doors. I need to find something not only comfortable, but warm. Lyndsey insists the arena is far from cold, but if it weren't for those mittens last game that caused Cash to look my way, I would have been frozen solid by the end of the first period.

“Did you already call Olivia and Vaughn and ask them to meet us there?” I ask Lyndsey as she flops onto my bed.

She nods and I pull my favorite pair of jeans off the hanger. She is lying on her stomach, legs in the air, ankles crossed. Her grin takes up half of her face and her eyes twinkle with a playful glimmer. “This is awesome. My sister is totally going to bang Cash Brooks, and I am going to hear all about it.”

I roll my eyes. “I’m not going to bang him.”

“Why not?”

I slide on a white three-quarter sleeve shirt, pop my head out and scold my sister. “The only reason I agreed to attend the game tonight is because I need Cash to be cooperative with Theo. Which will only make my job a hell of a lot easier. The last thing I need is to get messed up with some brain dead jock and lose focus. We both know me staying in Bexley isn’t permanent.”

Lyndsey rolls over and sits up on the edge of the bed. “This is Cash Brooks we’re talking about Quinn. Trust me when I tell you he isn’t looking for anything permanent. The guy is known for being a womanizing party animal. Maybe that’s exactly the kind of guy you need right now. My guess is you could probably go for some really hot meaningless sex.”

I dismissively raise my hand. “I don’t do that kind of thing. You know that.”

“You’re telling me his rock hard biceps, gorgeous smile and bright baby blues don’t make your insides turn to mush?” She giggles, wiggling her eyebrows.

“Alright, you got me, okay. Yeah, Cash is insanely hot. Does that make you happy?”

“Yes.” Lyndsey proudly grins.

Damn her, cracking me like that.

Sliding on my jeans, I quickly change the subject. “What’s the deal with you and Louis? I saw the way he was looking at you the other night.”

“What about him? We’re just friends.” She coyly twirls a strand of her long brown hair, biting her lower lip.

I wrap a paisley scarf around my neck. “He seems to really like you.”

“Yeah, well, he’s cute an all, but—” A loud knock on the front door cuts Lyndsey off, and she springs off the bed. “The limo is here!”
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As we pull up to the front of Arch Union Centre my heart picks up pace, pulsing in my chest with excitement. I feel silly getting all worked up over seeing him again equipped in skates and kicking ass on the ice.

Pull yourself together Quinn. You’re doing this to improve your working relationship with the Bruisers #1 star, not to suck him off after the game. 

I inhale a sharp breath, knowing his hot blue eyes will know exactly where I’m sitting tonight. I’m nervous and aroused and hope to God he doesn’t dare pull any attention to our section. I am still recovering from last game and the embarrassment I felt knowing every single woman in the arena wanted to rip my hair out. But Cash is so impulsively fearless both on and off the ice that I wouldn’t put anything past him.

Stepping out of the limo, my head jerks up to see Olivia and Vaughn standing a few feet away on the sidewalk.

Vaughn is Lyndsey’s best friend from high school. She is a snarky red head that most women hate and all men adore. She is studying at the University of California, working hard at getting her Degree in Public Health. Olivia is petite blonde studying fashion design at the California College of the Arts and a longtime childhood friend. Our families are really close, and our fathers played professional ice-hockey together. She’s like a second sister to both Lyndsey and I, and she’s so funny and bubbly that is impossible not to lover her.

“Aw shit! Here comes trouble!” Vaughn shouts in a singsong voice, draping her arm around my shoulders. “Attention ladies, it’s the incoming Facebook craze that’s got Cash Brooks all worked up.”

“Vaughn, shut up. Do you want to get us killed?” I laugh nervously, glancing over my shoulder to make sure no one heard her.

Lyndsey giggles. “Don’t even get her started, Vaughn.”

“But he’s soooo hot,” Olivia gushes, letting out a satisfied sigh.

“Yeah, he’s also a pompous ass.” I snort and lead our way through security and into the arena.

The arena is packed tonight. The stench of beer and sweat hits my nostrils as we push through the mobs of people funneling toward the rink. I start to feel a tiny bit of affliction, when I notice every other female under the age of thirty wearing Cash’s jersey. My stomach balls in knots when I see girl upon girl by-passing us with his number (17) painted on their face.

Once we get to our seats, front row and center behind the home bench, I immediately get the chills and slip on my white wool mittens. Great. I knew we would be close, but I didn’t realize how close we’d actually be. All Cash would have to do is turn around and his face would be practically touching mine if it weren’t for the glass separating us.

“I need hot cocoa,” I say, feeling my pulse skip a beat. I need something warm, and fast if I am ever going to survive this game.

“Can you get me one too, Quinny?” Vaughn asks, and then tugs on Lyndsey’s arm. “So who else on this team is single and ready to mingle?”

Lyndsey starts rambling off every single player name and their personal history like she is some sort of dating service. Maybe if she put that much effort into her studies, she could actually graduate college on time.

“Want me to come with you?” Olivia shouts over the roaring crowd.

I shake my head. “No, I’ll be fine. Want anything?”

“No thanks.” She smiles.

As I wait in line for our drinks, the sound of females cheering and screaming causes me to jerk my head to the side and down the long stretch of hallway. The local news has blocked off a section near the elevator, where bodyguards surround the taped perimeters and cameras and microphones hang into a closed off section.

“Omigod! They are going to interview him!” Some girl behind me shouts. She pushes past me, knocking me in the shoulder.

When I look up, a spark of nervousness pierces my gut, sending my insides for a twisted turn of lust. Cash is accompanied by the Head Coach, Tony Bartley, on his left and the General Manager, Dwayne Carson, on his right. His demeanor is relaxed and he stands there all smug looking with his helmet off and his wild wavy honey hair free and unruly.

The women surrounding the perimeters scream his name, over and over and over again, making me really uncomfortable. A pretty blonde reporter asks him questions, but I can’t hear anything she asks or anything he responds over the noise. But whatever is coming out of his mouth has him smiling and showcasing his lick-able dimples on both sides of his scruffy cheeks.

“What are you getting, honey?” the lady behind the counter asks.

“Hot cocoa. Two please.”

My body feels warm and everything intensifies, from my heartbeat, to my breathing to the prickling on my skin. When my gaze finds its way back to the crowd, Cash’s eyes are on me. The intensity in his smile when our eyes meet, has me so jittery and vulnerable that when the lady behind the counter passes me the hot cocoa I ordered, the trembling of my fingers causes me to spill a few droplets down the front of my shirt. His blue eyes crinkle, and he lets out a chuckle, seeing me fumble, wiping away the wet mess. I blush, stripped by his powerful stare that even has the reporter glancing over her shoulder to search for what has Cash so captivated.

I look away, crammed within the crowd. I’m shoved from behind by some young girl screaming for Cash’s attention. Steadying myself on my feet, I am shuffled back and forth with the movement of females being ushered by security into the stairwells of the arena to find their seats. When I look back up, Cash is gone. My senses ignite, feeling his eyes, crashing into me from a few feet away. He smiles at me amid the chaos and mouths, “Nice, Mitts.”

In a blink of an eye, Dwight, the general manager, leads Cash into the elevator. When he steps onto the platform with his entourage close behind, he gives me a wink before the shiny silver doors shut on his perfectly sculpted face.



Chapter 4

The instant he steps onto the ice my heart races. When the crowd around us sees him bolt out from behind the bench, his chants of praise tear throughout the arena. The crowd goes wild when Cash slams the opposing team’s star player into the boards, cutting across the ice with the puck dancing against his stick. He’s on fire tonight. My nerves tingle and my insides burn with desire watching him carry the puck up the right side and pass it across the ice. Louis cradles the puck with his stick, pushing past an opposing defender and takes a shot on net.

The puck bounces off the red metal bars, never meeting the white mesh net, freeing the goalie from a black assault. In an instant, Cash is all over the opposing end zone, his stick connecting with the loose puck. His thick broad arms extend back, his stick high in the air ready to explode with force and capture the rebound. The second his blade connects with the puck, it pierces through the air and bypasses the goalie.

The sirens go off and flicker throughout the arena. A mad hysteria of cheers echoes into the rafters and all around the rink. Louis’s arms extend in praise and his smile is a mile long. He engulfs his arms around Cash, slamming him up against the glass. When Cash connects with the boards, eight guys in the crowd with B-R-U-I-S-E-R-S painted on their chests pound their fists against the glass and howl like maniacs. A few other teammates on the ice follow, patting Cash on the back and on the top of his helmet.

Vaughn leans over giggling. “Somebody sure likes to show off. I bet that one was for you Quinny.”

One down, two more to go…I think to myself, swallowing hard. Was he actually serious? A hat trick equals dinner? Oh God…

Cash climbs over the boards and locks eyes with me. My heart picks up speed when he smirks at me from behind the bench. The way he makes me feel is seriously overwhelming. Not only is downright sexy, but he is one hell of a hockey player.

“Miss Ashby?” says a young boy wearing a Bruisers jersey from the concrete steps.

“Yes,” Lyndsey and I both reply in sync.

The boy looks confused, and nervously glances over at Cash, whose focus is back on the game.

“I bet you’re looking for Quinn, aren’t you?” Lyndsey asks.

The boy nods and takes a step forward, looking right at me. “This is for you, from Mr. Brooks.” He reaches across the aisle and hands me a small white box.

“Omigod, what are you waiting for? Open it already,” Lyndsey shouts.

I try my hardest to suppress a smile, when I see four of the most beautifully decorated cupcakes hand frosted a vibrant purple and sculpted to resemble a rose. A little yellow sticky is stuck on the inside of the box in his messy handwriting that says, Swooned yet?

“Omigod! He sent you cupcakes? How sweet is that?” Lyndsey shrieks.

And as much as I want to admit I am more than swooned, I will never give him the satisfaction. A guy like Cash is used to getting his way using his money and charm to make all the right moves and says all the right things. Tonight is supposed to be professional business interaction so I can get him to back off of Theo. Not an attempt to sneakily win me over.

I politely close the box, when the boy pipes up again. “These are for you too.”

He reaches over a few fans, handing me four VIP passes to the team party happening after the game in the Bruisers Bar.

I shake my head. “I can’t accept these.”

I know the hockey world well enough to know that the girls invited to these after-parties are there for one reason and one reason only—to be passed around for after-game sex.

I glare at Cash sneakily watching me from the bench and then turn to face the young boy. “Please send my regrets to Mr. Brooks and have these returned to him.”

“What are they?” Olivia asks.

“Oh no you don’t!” Lyndsey shrieks, yanking the passes out of my hand.

From my peripheral vision I see the muscles in his neck tense and tighten from the bench.

“Brooks! Get ready!” Coach Bartley shouts, snapping his attention back to the game. He looks at me one last time, nostrils flaring, before he breaks onto the ice.

“Are you nuts, Lyndsey? Dad would freak if he found out we went to the team after party. It’s puck bunny central. I can’t go there tonight and then expect to have a working relationship with these guys’ tomorrow. Not one of them will respect me or take me seriously. It’s a bad idea,” I snatch the VIP passes out of her hand.

“You don’t have to go. We will.” Vaughn laughs, tugging the passes free from my trembling fingers. “I could use some hockey cock tonight. I was already eyeing up number eleven.”

“That’s disgusting, Vaughn. Don’t you have any respect for yourself? You do know what this party is all about?” I ask, flabbergasted.

“Yeah, and that’s exactly why I want to go,” she says. “A girl’s got to have some fun too.”

“Fine, you and Lyndsey can go and disrespect yourselves. I’ll catch a cab home with Olivia,” I say, looking over at her for support.

Olivia winces. “Actually, I think I want to go too.”

“Ha. Ha. Looks like you’re out numbered, Quinn,” Lyndsey says in a singsong voice. “Besides, aren’t you even a little bit curious? I’ve asked Louis a million times to get me into a post-game party and he always tells me no.”

I shake my head not at all surprised that Louis wouldn’t invite the new President’s twenty-one-year-old daughter he clearly has a crush on, to attend one of these parties.

Louis is a true gentleman, unlike Mr. Brooks.

“That’s because Louis likes you, and the last thing he wants is for you to get drunk and taken advantage of by every single player on the team,” I remind her.

“So what? Cash totally wants to fuck you and he’s letting you know it! That’s so hot. Stop being so uptight and let loose for once,” Lyndsey says.

“Are you going to take them?” the young boy shouts over the rumblings of the crowd. “I kind of have to let Mr. Brooks know if he can be expecting you.”

I look over at Lyndsey, batting her big brown eyes and giving me one of her charming little pouts. I roll my eyes. “Fine, I’ll go. But you owe me, Lyndsey Ashby.”

“Yes!” Lyndsey shouts looking up at the young boy still waiting patiently on the steps. “We’re keeping them. You can tell Mr. Brooks not to worry; his precious Quinn will be there.”

During the rest of the game, every time he scores a goal (two more to be exact, getting that promised hat trick) or finds his way into the penalty box after a fight, he never forgets to look my way and give me one of his smug smiles.

By the time the buzzer ending the third period ricochets into the rafters, the crowd goes wild celebrating the Bruisers first shutout this season with their 4 -0 win, when I hear a deep male voice say, “Miss Ashby?”

Now what?

I turn my head to see a tall and lanky man dressed in a black pinstripe suit. He stands firmly on the concrete step, staring down our row while the crowd fumbles around him, leaving the arena. He looks like he is in his mid-thirties, his copper hair short and spiky.

“Mr. Brooks asked that I escort you and your friends to the VIP area,” he says with a half-smile.

“Excuse me? Who are you?” I ask.

Taking a step forward he says, “I’m Terry Young. I’m Cash’s agent’s executive assistant. Now, if you’ll please follow me…”

Lyndsey pushes past me. “Omigod, Cash is amazing. Does he always send you to escort his ladies to the team after party?”

Terry shakes his head with a laugh. “No, this is my first. He normally doesn’t have to worry much about the women he selects not showing up for him.”

Rolling my eyes, I follow behind my sister and her two giggling girlfriends.

Following Terry along the gray corridors, we hook a left into a closed off section leading us a few more feet over to the private access elevator. He smiles back at the four of us, and swipes his key card letting the stainless steel doors slide open.

Walking through the doors of the Bruisers Bar, I feel like I stepped into the Playboy mansion. The bar is dimly lit with lights emulating a soft red glow. There are tons of girls inappropriately dressed, in barley-there outfits and abnormally high heels. Everyone is holding glass tumblers, filled with either a dark or clear liquid, and chatting over the music that some of the drunker girls are dancing to.

Once Terry leads us over to the bar, I look down at my ballet flats, skinny jeans, paisley scarf and scowl. I am so underdressed. Even the men here are formally dressed in expensive three-piece suits. Vaughn must notice my discomfort because she drapes her arm around my shoulders. “It’s your own fault, Quinny. A lady’s number one rule—never leave the house without a pair of heels.”

I roll my eyes and whisper, “Well, I didn’t think I’d end up at a high-class brothel after the game.”

Terry turns around from leaning against the bar. “Ladies, please wait here while I escort Miss Ashby to Mr. Brooks.”

Lyndsey pipes in with, “Of course, no problem.”

“That won’t be necessary,” I say. I don’t trust myself all alone against those sexy dimples. I’m not going anywhere.

“But Mr. Brooks specifically—”

“No, Terry. I’m fine here, thank you.”

“But Miss Ashby—”

“I said I’m fine here with my friends. Thank you.”

“Okay, I will let Mr. Brooks know,” Terry replies, before heading into the crowd.

“What is wrong with you?” Lyndsey hisses once Terry is out of sight. “This is Cash fucking Brooks! How many times to do I have to say it?”

“Exactly, and flocking to him like he’s some sort of God is exactly what he’s expecting. I refuse to give him the satisfaction.”

The girls happily chat and sip their drinks, ogling the players as they funnel into the party from the back door. I zone out of their conversation, letting my nerves take over. Even though I sounded strong and sure of myself in front of the girls, inside I am a wreck, because I have no idea how I will react once I see him. During the game, it was easy to keep my cool. The glass that separated us made me feel safe and in control from his gorgeous grin. But now, at this party, I’ve made myself vulnerable to his incessant charm.

I am about to take a sip from my drink when I see him. His back is to me, his wavy honey hair luscious and slick. He is wearing a dark grey, extra slim fit three piece-suit that hugs his athletic physique. His pants tighten perfectly around his behind and show off his insanely muscular ass.

He shifts to the side, revealing why his arrogant grin is so big. My heart stops, seeing two tiny blondes huddled together, gawking up at him. One of them is in a tight blue dress, golden curls flowing past her fake breasts and the other is wearing stripper heels, running her hand down his chest, dipping lower, suggestively.

My lips twitch with jealously, watching him stroke his scruffy chin, before he leans forward and whispers something in the girl wearing the blue dresses’ ear. She giggles and looks over at her friend, batting her long mascara filled lashes at Cash the whole time.

“What the hell are you doing here?” Louis’s angry voice turns my attention from Cash and back to the girls.

Lyndsey straightens up a bit. “Cash invited us.”

“What? Seriously?” Louis shakes his head. “You really shouldn’t be here, Lynds.” He takes a sip form his drink and nods at me. “And neither should you.”

Before I can even respond, two strong hands cup my shoulders, pulling me into a hard warm chest. “Hey, Quinn,” a voice whispers in my ear. I slowly turn around to see Viktor smiling down at me. “What a nice surprise. I thought I’d have to wait until the next team event before I saw you again.”

Leaning against the bar, Louis swirls around the ice cubes in his drink, staring at Lyndsey and her cleavage. “Does your dad know you’re here?”

“I don’t see why he’d care,” Lyndsey says, lifting her chin at him.

“You know this isn’t a place for girls like you.”

Lyndsey scowls and pushes his head back with the palm of her hand. Louis’s brow furrows and he straightens his tie.

“Who are your friends?” Viktor interrupts, shifting his eyes between Vaughn and Olivia.

“This is Vaughn and this is Olivia,” I say.

Viktor leans forward and shakes their hands, introducing himself, then he shifts his gaze back to me. “You look really cute by the way.”

“Cute?” I laugh uncomfortably. “I’m a little underdressed, don’t you think?”

Viktor shakes his head. “You don’t have to dress like that, to look amazing.” He motions at the two blondes hanging off of Cash’s arm.

In that instant, our eyes meet across the room and he smiles, such an arrogant pompous ass smile. His gaze shifts to Viktor and his hands around my waist. His eyes flicker with a possessive intensity, and his smile quickly fades to a fine line. He shakes the girls clean from his arms, and they both gasp and pout. He rolls his shoulders, clenching his jaw and stalks over in my direction.

He stops in front of me, staring at me in silence. A rush of arousal courses through my veins when I see the want in his eyes. Viktor’s hands drop from my waist and he takes a step back.

“Where’s Terry?” Cash asks.

“Looking for you,” I say as sweetly as possible.

Leaning down, he whispers in my ear, “Then why didn’t he bring you to me like I asked?”

“Because I’m not a prize, and I refuse to be treated like one.”

In one swift motion Cash scoops me up in his arms. Grinning, he carries me through the crowd.

“Put me down!” I hiss as Lyndsey and everyone else, all stare, dumbfounded.

My body pulses from being bound in his arms. I inhale his delicious scent, furious that he’s able to affect me like this. I can feel every pair of female eyes burning into me. I hear jealous whispers when he finally puts me down on a sofa and slides in next to me.

“Are you nuts?” I ask, shoving a few stray curls out of my face.

He sits, his hands tented in front of him. “What’s going on with Viktor?” he asks.

“Like you, he’s just a player on the team.”

Cash smiles one of his mouthwatering grins, assessing me, his eyes gliding down my body. I inhale a sharp breath, when he leans forward placing his mouth inches away from mine. “Good. Because I don’t share.”

A shiver moves through me, and I become tongue tied when I feel his thumb slowly running along my cheek.

He locks eyes with mine and cocks a brow. “Did you enjoy the game?”

“It was alright.”

“Did see my three goals?”

“Yeah, I saw them.”

“And?” he drawls.

“And what?”

He wraps one of my curls around his finger. “And what did you think?”

I shrug, not wanting to boost his already humongous ego. “Not much. That’s the point of the game, isn’t it? To score goals.”

He looks aghast at my response. “Yeah, but it’s not every day that someone scores a hat trick.”

I shrug. “It was mildly entertaining. Nothing I haven’t seen before.”

He clears his throat, leaning in closer. “A deal’s a deal, Mittens. Tell me, do you like Italian or Mexican?”

“Men?” I ask, knowing exactly what he is referring to.

“Come on, Mittens. Don’t act like you’ve forgotten our little agreement. You said if I scored a hat trick, you’d let me take you out for dinner.”

I narrow my eyes at him. “You mean a business dinner?”

“No.” He shakes his head, bringing his eyes in line with mine. “A dinner where I get to know the real Quinn Ashby.”

Before I can even respond, I spot three girls, no older than me, standing in a trio to the left of him. The first brunette slowly crawls up against his side and covers his eyes with her hands. She leans forward and coos in his ear. “Guess who…”

He grabs her hands and flips her around into his lap. Her high-pitched giggling makes me want to gag. The other two girls—a second brunette and a tiny redhead—slide their behinds onto the coffee table in front of the sofa, smiling coyly at Cash.

“Angela, can’t you see that I’m busy right now?” He places the first brunette on her feet.

“With her?” she coos, straightening out her dress. “Come on, Cash, don’t be like that. I’ve been waiting for you all night.” Her voice is so sweet it could be liquid sugar.

Cash looks even sexier as he shifts on the sofa, grinning and relaxed. The bar lights slant across his face and illuminate his flawless skin “Why don’t you get me a drink?” he asks Angela. “The usual.”

The redhead moves behind him. Propped on the sofa’s back, she massages his shoulders. The second brunette straddles his groin as Angela toddles off to the bar in her stripper heels to do his bidding. She flips her hair and smiles back at Cash and her puck-bunny friends.

I scoot to the far end of the sofa. Watching these girls paw him reminds me that there is no way I’d ever want to be drawn into this lifestyle. These girls confirm why I’m right to keep my distance from Cash Brooks.

Confusion clouds his face when I stand and say, “See ya.”

I turn my back and march for the elevator. I don’t stop until I step out into the cool night air.

Coming here was a big mistake, for more than one reason. Everywhere I see Cash, it’s like watching a soft-core porno. I know he doesn’t owe me any explanations, but the man is really messing with my head. He makes me feel things I’ve never felt before, and this whole unexpected lusting after him bit is really screwing with my hormones. It is so unlike me.

I raise my hand to hail a cab. When it pulls up to the curb, I open the door, relieved the night is almost over.

In one strong, fluid motion, I am yanked backward and the taxi door is slammed shut. Cash spins me around, pinning me against the cab. “You can’t leave yet.” His hard warm body cages me, and all I can smell is him, a sultry sexy him.

When his thumb brushes against my lips, I let out a breath. “Yes. I. Can. Now get your hands off me.”

He takes a step back, and I scoot away from him as far as my body will allow, pressing against the passenger door of the taxi.

“One of these days, you will be begging me to touch you.” He flashes his patented dimpled smile, but he’s watching each heavy breath I take, as if he’s trying to figure me out.

“I’m serious, Brooks. I’m not like those girls who were all over you tonight.”

“I know. You’re feisty, impossible and downright sexy. You’re nothing like any girl I’ve ever met.” He moves closer and trails his fingertips up my arm.

Damn him. I hate the way his touch ignites and electrifies my skin.

“Is everything okay?” The cab driver sticks his head out of his window. “Do you still need a ride?”

“No, she doesn’t,” Cash says.

“Hey man, aren’t you Cash Brooks?” the cab driver asks.

Cash nods, taking another step away from me.

“Great game tonight. I was listening to the radio on my shift. A hat trick, huh? If you keep it up, you’ll be back on the Tornados in no time.”

“Thanks. No cab needed though. I’ll make sure she gets home safely. Have a good night.” Cash smiles back, even though I can feel him watching me from his peripheral vision.

When the cab driver pulls into oncoming traffic, I sigh, exasperated. “Great. Now I need to call for one. Thanks, Brooks.”

“Don’t go.” He shakes his head. “I want to get to know you better.”

“Well, I don’t want to get to know you. You and I are worlds apart.” I say and pull out my phone to call another cab.

Cash grabs my hand, glaring down at me with his hot blue eyes. “I guarantee we’re more alike than you think.” When I don’t say anything in response, he lets go of my hand, smiling at me with an amused grin. “If you’re going to go, then let me bring you home, not some cab.”

Was he seriously offering me a ride home? Sure, I wanted to get out of here, but could I really trust myself alone with him? I look up and meet his eyes, which look intently back at me. He looks concerned, even worried that I’d refuse him. His eyes are softer than I’ve ever seen them before. It had me second guessing my callous impression of him.

“You can’t drive. Haven’t you been drinking?” I ask.

“I don’t drive. That’s what limo drivers are for, Mittens.”

Ten minutes later, I am sitting in the back of a limo, alone with Cash in complete silence. He hasn’t stopped staring at me, studying me with his eyes, while sipping on a tall glass of soda water and lime he poured himself from the bar.

As I tap out at text to Lyndsey, Cash leans over and says, “You know, you can pretend like you don’t like me, but I know that you do.” His lips brush my temple, and I feel his touch all the way to my toes.

“No, I don’t,” I insist, even though my body tingles and my heart beats violently in my chest.

“Liar.” He tucks a stray strand of hair behind my ear.

“Looks like you’re the one who likes me.” I try not to blush as I motion my head at the bulge pushing through his dress pants.

“Good eyes, Mittens.” Cash’s baby blues sparkle as he sits there, his thick, muscular legs spread.

“Typical,” I snort, taking my gaze away from his crotch.

“Typical what?” He drapes his arm behind me on the long leather seat. He’s not touching me, but I’m acutely aware his nearness.

I sit up straighter. “Typical hockey player. You guys are all the same.”

“How so?” His dimples deepen into his scruffy cheeks, but his eyes look hungry. He shoves his wavy honey hair out of his face and angles his body toward me.

I fiddle with my necklace, wishing I’d never started this conversation. “Come on, Cash. Have you forgotten who my father is? He’s warned me all my life about guys like you. You all think that because you’re ridiculously overpaid to skate around the ice bashing brains in that you’re somehow entitled to a different girl every night. Did it even occur to you that maybe I actually don’t want you.”

“So why do I make you so nervous?” He smiles smugly. “You’re messing with your necklace like it’s a cross you’re about to flash at a vampire.”

I shiver when his fingers brush my collarbone and slowly tug on the long silver chain. As he drags it upwards, the Atlas medallion pendant grazes along my breasts. I shiver more.

“That’s a nice necklace.” He twirls the disc between his fingers, studying it. “Did your boyfriend give it to you?”

“Fishing, Brooks? I don’t have a boyfriend. Not that it’s any of your business.” I snatch the necklace out if his hand and tuck the chain into my shirt. “And I don’t need a guy to buy me jewelry. I made it.”

“Really? It looked expensive.”

“Well, it’s not. I make jewelry in my spare time. It’s a hobby.” My pulse kicks into overdrive when he studies the spot where the necklace disappeared. I scoot away before he decides to reach for it again. “I make all kinds of things. Rings, bracelets, earrings…”

His eyes are on my face, studying me with what seems to be genuine interest. “Can you make me something?”

I narrow my eyes at him. “Like what? Would you like to put in an order for one of your hussies?”

“You’re too suspicious, Mittens. Can’t you make men’s jewelry? Like a ring or something?”

“I am not putting a ring on your finger.”

He laughs, and I make the mistake of shifting my gaze downward to his lips. When the heated silence becomes too much to handle, I ask, “Don’t you have any hobbies, Brooks?”

He smiles. “Define hobbies.”

I narrow my eyes at him. “Calculating the notches on your belt doesn’t count.”

He shakes his head in amusement. “Okay, well, if that doesn’t count, then I guess my hobby would be that I collect vinyl.”

“Like old records?”

He nods, inching his way closer. “Yeah, I love all kinds of music. And I would buy pretty much anything I could play on one of my mother’s old turn tables.” And before I can even comprehend what’s happening, he cradles the back of my neck in his strong hand, his eyes burning into mine. “What about you, Mittens? Tell me something else about you.”

I swallow hard. “Like what?”

Cash’s arousing smell surrounds me as he says against my lips. “Like what it’s going to take for me to have you?”

I shake my head. “Not going to happen, Brooks.”

“Why’s that?” He wraps his fingers in my curls, and a tiny sound escapes my lips. He brushes his thumb against my cheek. “You’re gorgeous and I want you. Isn’t that enough?”

“You think I’m gorgeous?” The quiver in my voice is undeniable. I fight not to melt in his arms.

Cash moves his hands down my sides and stops at my hips. “Come on, Mittens. You’re gorgeous and you know it.” He slips his fingers under the hem of my shirt, touching my bare back “I want you, Mittens. Bad.”

I shiver, feeling his strong warm hands continue to snake their way up my spine. Don’t give in! You will regret this in the morning. Clearing my throat, I wrap my five fingers around his tie, pulling him into my chest. “I’m not some puck bunny.”

His mouth is so close to mine; I can feel the heat from his breath. “Just because I invited you to the after-party and said you’re gorgeous, you think I’m treating you like a puck bunny?”

I laugh. “Yes. And the last thing I should have done was come to the party.”

Cash pauses, his hands cradling either side of my face. “Why? What’s the big deal?”

“Are you kidding? You and I both know what those parties are all about. I work for the Bruisers as the marketing coordinator, not the team escort.” Letting go of his tie, I shove him backward against the hard leather.

“Come on, Mittens, you don’t think I know that?”

“Then why did you invite me there? From what I saw there were more than enough women at that party fawning over you.”

He leans forward, touching my lips with his finger, silencing me. “Yeah, but, I don’t want those women. I want you.”

“I find that hard to believe.” I roll my eyes.

“What’s your deal, Quinn?” He grips my grin and brings my gaze in line with his. “Why are you so uptight?”

For a moment, the limo is silent and all I can hear is my heart beating loudly in my chest. And even though I barely know him, the way his eyes study me, tells me he can see right into the constant ache I have buried deep inside. But I will never admit anything out loud, because that would mean someone like Cash, a hot tempered bad boy with a terrible case of womanizing-syndrome would be the one to break me.

“I’ve had to grow up pretty fast,” I feel him wrap his free hand around my nape, brushing a ringlet of hair away from my eyes. “And if you must know, I’ve had a rough couple of weeks and a lot of people I refuse to disappoint. And as far as I am concerned, you’re a road block on my path to success.”

“Why? Because you can’t stop thinking about me?” he teases.

I roll my eyes. “There you go again with the ego.”

Cash’s hand roams slowly along my shoulder and grazes down my arm, his eyes glistening with a boyish charm. “Come on, Mittens, at least admit I’m growing on you.”

I chuckle. “Geez, you’re persistent.”

“What can I say? There is something about you I can’t seem to shake. Come to think of it…it might be your lack of manners.”

“Excuse me?” If anyone is lacking manners, it is Cash. Any guy who invites a girl to a party and then flirts with every other female except her is 100% lacking manners.

“You still haven’t thanked me for the cupcakes, and you haven’t even had the decency to tell me what kind of food you like so I know where to take you for dinner.”

I let out a low and amused chuckle. “Thank you for the extravagant cupcakes, but we are not going out for dinner, unless it’s for business.”

“Come on, Mittens.” He runs his thumb along my cheek.

The limo stops, and I glance out the window. My building is a sidewalk away, visible through the tinted glass. Within seconds, the driver opens the door. I quickly scoot down along the seat, my behind, propped in Cash’s face as I graze my way past him.

He lets out a throaty growl. “You’re a fucking tease, you know that?”

I take one step backward onto the sidewalk, putting myself at a safe distance from his frustrated stare. “And you’re a man-whore, who needs a serious reality check. Once you get one, I’ll happily take you up on a business dinner. Until then, you’ll be dining alone.”

He loosens his tie, his blue eyes hooded with desire. “We had a deal, Mittens. I worked hard for those goals.”

I bite down on my bottom lip, before giving him one final smile. “I bet you did. Goodnight, Cash.”



Chapter 5

The following Friday, I wake up to the loudest wall banging I’ve ever heard, synchronized with euphoric moans of pleasure. Throwing off my covers, I find myself in front of Lyndsey’s bedroom door, hair a mess and teeth un-brushed in my flimsy pajama. Rapping my fist in three repetitive knocks causes a seizing silence. The door hinges creak, opening to reveal my freshly fucked sister. She is wearing a man’s button up shirt, glowing, illuminated by the sun filtering in through the window behind her. Her hair is wild, her lips are red and swollen and she looks guilty as all hell.

“Omigod, did we wake you?” Lyndsey gasps letting out a nervous giggle.

I glare at her. “Could you be any louder?”

“Do you honestly want me to answer that?” She quickly glances over her shoulder.

“No, please don’t.” I try to sneak a peek at the mystery man in her bed, but she blocks my view and steps into the hallway, closing the door behind her.

I narrow my eyes at her. “Who’s in there?”

Lyndsey bites her lip. “Louis.”

My eyes widen and I suppress a laugh. “What? I thought you guys were just friends?”

Lyndsey nods, bringing her voice to a near whisper. “Yeah, we are. Jesus, Quinn, haven’t you ever heard of the term friends with benefits?” She lets out a deep breath and chews on her bottom lip. “Maybe you should try it sometime. It beats the hell out of a relationship.”

“When sex is involved, there is no such thing as friends,” I say.

“Oh trust me, we’re friends…” She giggles. “He’s the best friend my vagina’s ever had.” She leans closer and whispers, “I’ve already had four orgasms, Quinn. Four!”

When I look up, Louis is leaning in the doorway, half naked, sporting only a pair of boxer briefs. His soft hazel eyes, crinkle around the edges when he smiles a warm seductive grin at Lyndsey’s backside. Noting my gaze, she turns, beaming back at him.

“Hey, Quinn,” Louis shoves his face forward and yawns. “Did we wake you?”

I nod, smiling. “Sure did.”

Louis blushes. “Err…sorry about that.” He glances from Lyndsey back to me. “Are you hungry? I can make you girls some breakfast.”

I shake my head. “No, thanks. I’m going to grab a bite on my way to work.”

Lyndsey smiles up at him, “I’d like breakfast.”

“Do you like pancakes?” he asks, flicking his blonde hair out of his eyes.

“Love them,” she grabs Louis by the arm, tugging him back into her room. “But I’m not done with you yet.” She bats her eyelashes at him, then turns and gives me a wave. “Bye, Quinn, have a good day at work.” She blows me a kiss before closing the door behind them.

When I arrive at the arena, I move quickly, heels clicking one after another, while I scarf down a blueberry muffin. I unclog myself from the elevator, round the corner, and catch a glimpse of the rink through the windows into the empty arena. I stop mid-step, mouth full of muffin hypnotized from the sight of Cash running the stairs, shirtless, with muscles bulging and sweat dripping from his brow. He is so focused, pounding up each step. I swallow my lump of muffin unable to pull my eyes away from Cash’s bare hulk of tattooed muscular mass.

I watch him hit the top step, bend over and take a drink from his water bottle. He doesn’t know I’m watching him, but when he stretches his groin, shifting from side to side to give me the perfect shot of his ass I swear he can feel my stare fixated on his backside. He straightens up and stretches his oblique’s, placing his big hands on his powerful hips, leaning from one side to the other. I blush, jaw on the floor, entranced by the piece of pure brawn glistening and flexing in front of my eyes. And when his stare suddenly shifts upward in my direction, it’s like he senses my arousal.

He cocks his head to the side, catching my greedy eyes gawking. He gives me a wink letting a huge self-assured smile touch his lips. Caught red handed and humiliated, I flinch backward, stumbling into something strong and hard. I spin around, a brown stain already blossoming on Theo’s chest. I gape up at him. “Omigod, I’ve ruined your shirt.”

As I’m apologizing over and over again, Theo uses his tie as a makeshift cloth, dabbing the stain. “No worries, Quinn, I’ve got an extra shirt in my office.” He winks. “You know, for emergencies like this.”

I start digging in my purse, pulling out some tissues. “Here, at least let me help you dry up.” Stepping closer to dab his shirt. Theo glances down at me, watching me pat his chest dry.

“It’s okay, Quinn,” he chuckles. “How about you buy me a coffee sometime and we’ll call it even.”

My gaze shifts upwards to a smiling Theo and his warm brown eyes staring back at me, framed by his dark thick lashes.

“Okay, what would you like me to get you? I can run down the street to Starbucks right now.” I fumble my way over to the garbage can to rid my hands of the wet and brown Kleenex.

Theo laughs. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll survive for today. But you owe me this afternoon.” He gives me a wink and walks down the hallway, disappearing into his office.
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The rest of the day at work, my head is not in the game. I constantly update all the Bruisers social media sites, and organize Theo’s calendar, but I still feel like a jittery mess, letting Cash and his sexy body loop endlessly through my thoughts. With a stack of paperwork, a mile-high requiring Theo’s signature of approval for travel expenses for the Bruisers string of out of town games this month, I walk across the hall and into his office. I know I should be internally high fiving myself for my restraint against Cash’s lick able dimples and rock solid frame, but somewhere deep down inside, I can’t shake the magnetizing pull I feel towards him.

Registering that Theo is now speaking to me, I straighten up a bit, bringing him and his dark framed glasses into focus. “– the charter bus is booked. Also, please confirm with Coach Bartley that his corporate travel card hasn’t expired and that it is up to date.” I blink a few times, before Theo adds, “Oh, and your father wants to speak with you in the boardroom.”

“Sorry, what did you say?” I ask like an idiot.

“Your father. He flew in from Santa Anna this morning. He asked me to have you meet him in the boardroom.”

I swallow the nervous lodge in my throat. Why would he want to meet with me? Sure he travels back and forth from Santa Anna to Bexley on a regular basis, but why is he making our meeting so formal?

“Right now?”

Theo leans back in his chair and crosses his arms in front of his chest. “Are you okay, Quinn? You’re acting a little off today.”

“I’m fine.”

I drop the papers that need signing in front of him, exit his office and walk down the hallway into the boardroom.

My father sits at the end of the boardroom table with his hands tented in front of him. His gray eyes study me with a disapproving glare as I slide in the empty seat next to him. Once I let out a steadying breath, he leans forward, all business and no smiles.

“We need to talk.”

He watches me with a frown. An unnerving sensation coils along my skin. I am not unfamiliar with his puckered brow and what it means. He is unhappy about something I’ve done. He is about to interrogate me. I hate the deafening silence building between us. What is going on? Did something terrible happen to Lyndsey?

“Something has come to my attention,” his voice is low and authoritative. “That’s why I’m here.”

My stomach drops.

“What did Lyndsey do this time?”

He shakes his head. “No Quinn, this time my concern is you.”

“Me?”

“It’s a week into your internship. I never thought I’d have to warn you. I thought you were smart enough to know better.” He pauses again, shifting uncomfortably in his chair as he mumbles under his breath. He gains his composure then looks back up at me. “You are a beautiful girl, just like your mother. And you may be blessed with her beauty, but you have my brains, my drive, and my ambition, which is exactly why I recommended you for this internship. You have a very bright future ahead of you…and I’m warning you… do not fuck it up over Cash Brooks.”

Feeling blindsided, I blink rapidly as he stares at me. “Dad, nothing is going on between us.”

“I hope not,” he taps his finger on the edge of the table. “I received a call last night from my Executive Assistant of Hockey Operations, who said she saw you leave the post-game party with Cash. What on earth were you doing there? You should know better than to mix business with pleasure. This is something I would have expected from Lyndsey, not you.”

I swallow, regretting ever going to that stupid game and showing up at that party. Smarten up Quinn! I silently scold myself. The last thing I need is to get fired, disappoint my father and have that mistake looming over my professional future.

“I’m only going to warn you once. Stay away from him.”

“How do you expect me to stay away from him? He’s a player on the Bruisers. Why would you recommended me for an internship with the Bruisers if you expected me to stay away from your star player?”

“I expected you to get to know him on a professional level. Not leave a post-game party with him outside of working hours.” he raises his voice and slams his fist on the table. I jump in my seat. “The last thing I need is my daughter flouncing around with Cash Brooks. He’s a disaster and the last thing you need in your life.”

“Dad – “

He cuts me off, “I’m telling you this, because I love you and I care about you and your future. You are perfect for this internship Quinn. Do not embarrass me. I wouldn’t want you compromising your position with the Bruisers because of him,” he says in a hard voice.

Is he threatening me?

I’m unsure of what to say. I try not to panic, guiltily knowing I have been thinking about Cash all morning. I rise to my feet and glare down at him.

“I can guarantee that nothing is going on. Now if you don’t mind, I’d like to take my lunch now.”

My father stands at my abrupt request. I shift my gaze, staring at the floor, waiting for him to give me the okay. But silence fills the boardroom, causing me to look back up into his eyes, watching me.

His eyes soften, staring into mine. “Quinn, he knows the rules. It’s policy. And after growing up with a father in the hockey world, I thought I taught you better than to associate with a guy like Cash Brooks outside of your work responsibilities. But believe me, even if you weren’t employed with the Bruisers, I’d be damned to let Cash Brooks near one of my daughters.”

“Dad, please, I want to go for lunch,” I lie, wanting to wrap up this humiliatingly awkward conversation. “You have nothing to worry about. I accepted this job for two reasons, one; I love and respect you and two; I love the field of marketing. And the last thing I want is to compromise my future.”

He nods with a sigh. “I’m sorry, Quinn. I know I jumped to conclusions, but I have my reasons,” he rolls up the sleeves of his shirt and clears his throat. “Have a nice lunch.”

I turn around humiliated, feeling his eyes follow me all the way out the door.

The chime of the elevator signals I’ve reached the parking garage. Stepping out, I can’t help but mutter to myself on the way to my car. I can’t believe that sneaky son of a bitch pursued me knowing my job would be on the line. If Cash even thinks for a second that he might find his way into these panties, then he’s got another thing coming.

I want to ring his neck! And as that thought runs through my mind, I hear his voice. “Mittens! Hey, wait up! Where you going?”

Spinning around, it is impossible not to notice the muscles bulging on his arms tensing and flexing with every move he makes. What the hell is he doing in here? He jogs across the parking garage, in a loose fitting pair of training shorts and tight gray muscle shirt. He looks insanely sexy, all freshly showered and breathless, his brow glistening as he pulls his earbuds out from his ears.

I let out a deep sigh, turn around and unlock my car. I jerk open my door and throw my purse on the passenger seat. As I am about to slide in and drive off, a strong hand catches my door.

Feeling his hard warm body pressing against my backside ignites tingling warmth starting at my navel, spreading between my thighs. I turn around, shoving my tiny finger into his chest. “Are you trying to ruin my life?”

Cash lets out a laugh. “Ruin your life? What are you talking about? Christ woman. I was just hoping to make your day at little better by taking you out for lunch, since you still haven’t let me take you out for dinner.”

His smug smile makes my blood boil. I shove my palms flat on his chest and shove him backward. “Did you forget that I am an employee of the American Hockey League? And that when you show up with roses, send me cupcakes, or invite me to your stupid drunken sex parties, that you’ve put me in a very compromising position. My father showed up here and insinuated I could lose my job, by getting messed up with you. Do you know how humiliating that would be?” I shout, chest heaving up and down.

Cash lets out an arrogant laugh. “Relax Mittens, Daddy’s not going to let anyone fire you.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Your father is new to the scene. He doesn’t want a scandal. He doesn’t want the press riding his ass. He wants a stress free ride and all the administrative power he can get. And because of that he doesn’t want me anywhere near you. He’s still mad at me over the last intern Kimberley. She quit on Theo after I told her I wasn't interested in taking things further, if you know what I mean...”

I straighten up, refusing to meet his eyes. “He’s my father. He’s simply looking out for me.”

With a smirk to his voice, he changes the subject. “Did you enjoy your free show this morning, watching me run the stairs?”

I roll my eyes. “Did you not hear anything I just said?”

His dimples pull deep into his cheeks when he lets out a chuckle. “Fine. I’m sorry, okay. Is that what you want to hear?”

“No. What I want to hear from those sleazy lips of yours is that you’ll promise to stop blurring the lines of our player employee relationship with your inappropriate behavior. I don’t want to end up like Kimberly.”

An impish grin pulls at the corner of his mouth. “Sorry, Quinn. I don’t make promises I can’t keep.”

“What’s your angle here, Brooks?” I ask, rapping my knuckles on the roof of my car. “Are you always this irritating when you try to charm the new girl into bed?”

He shakes his head, laughing. “Christ, Mittens. I don’t have to charm the new girl into bed.” He leans in a little bit, and says in a soft, low voice, “She’s comes, willingly.”

“That’s gross.”

“Why are you so hostile?” He grins, tilting his head to the side, utterly amused at my disgust to him. “Don’t you want to learn about the all-star hockey player you’re working for?”

“I don’t work for you. I work for the Bruisers.” I cross my arms in front of my chest and follow Cash’s gaze as it wanders down to my cleavage. “Up here, asshole.”

He offers a cocky grin. “If you don’t want guys looking, then you should cover those puppies up.”

“Puppies? Really? Come on, how do you even get laid talking like that?”

He chuckles, staring at me like I’m the most amusing person in the world.

This only infuriates me more. “If you’ll excuse me, now…I’m headed off for lunch.”

“Do you like tacos?” he asks.

“I’m not going for lunch with you.”

He grins, and takes a step forward. To which I instinctually take a step back, trapping myself against my car. “If you go out for lunch with me right now, I’ll call it even, okay. I won’t bother you about dinner ever again and we’ll keep it professional, all right? You were going to grab a bite to eat anyway. Why not accept my invitation for decent taco?”

I narrow my eyes at him. “I don’t trust your ways, Brooks. That’s why.”

He presses one hand on the roof of my car, placing his lips inches away from mine. “Or maybe, you don’t trust yourself around me.”

I nervously chuckle and place both my hands against his chest, pushing him away to a safe distance. My heart flutters around a little too fast and my face gets a little too hot, knowing he is right.

I nod over to the passenger side. “Fine. Get in.”

Cash rubs his chin with his thumb and index finger, studying me. “You’re not driving anywhere.” He turns around and calls over his shoulder, “Come on, Mittens. Let’s go.”

I grab my purse and slam my car door shut, jogging slightly to catch up to him. Once I do, he glances down at me with a smile, which causes my traitorous body to heat up and send a tingling warmth all over my skin. When he stops in front of a Harley I immediately regret taking him up on his offer. “I’m not getting on that thing. Don’t you have a car like a normal person?”

“I haven’t driven a car in four years.” He pulls an extra helmet out of a hidden compartment and thrusts it into my chest. “Now, put this on. I promise I’ll go slowly.”

I put my hand on my hip, glaring at him. “I’m wearing a skirt.”

“I’m wearing shorts. What’s your point?” He climbs on seat of his bike.

Sliding the helmet onto my head, I roll my eyes and straddle the back. The streets fly by in a blurry haze, but Cash’s honors his word, stopping at yellow lights and driving the speed limit. His intoxicating scent and his rock hard body cause goose bumps to spread all over my skin from being this close to him. Fifteen minutes later, he pulls us into a parking lot of the downtown business district, where five different food trucks are set up. My hands are numb from the vibrations from the bike and from gripping his shirt with all my might. It was the only way I could stop my fingers from wandering. I try to undo my helmet, but the tingling in my hands makes it impossible to use my fingers. Cash pulls off his helmet and shakes out his wavy hair, causing his scent of honey and cinnamon to wash over me.

He turns around and catches me fumbling with the strap of my helmet.

“Here, let me help you with that.” He leans over and unbuckles the strap. Pulling the helmet off my head, he looks down at my chest and then into my eyes. “Your blouse is unbuttoned.”

My cheeks heat and I bunch my shirt above my breasts. “Thanks, pervert.”

He stares at me with an amused grin. “You’re welcome.”

We stare at each other in silence while he waits for me to button up my blouse.

“Turn around,” I order.

A small smile touches his lips, and I can tell he is trying his hardest not to laugh. When he turns his back to me I quickly pop my button back into place, then rise to my feet and move up to his side.

“Are you decent?” he asks.

I glance up at him, screwing my face into a look of impatience. “Alright, where is this amazing taco you promised me?”

He points over to a silver food truck a few feet away. “Jesus. I’ve never met a girl more eager to eat a taco.”

“Or maybe I’m just eager to wrap this up,” I say.

“Ah, come on, Mittens. Just admit I’m growing on you.”

As we join the line at the truck, I hear giggles to my right. Five girls are smiling and pointing over at us from a picnic table, one of the girls gives Cash a coy wave. He smiles back and gives them a wink, causing them all to giggle more.

“I’m pretty sure I just lost my appetite,” I mumble, hearing the sound of their heels clicking our way.

“Cash Brooks?” a tall, slender brunette asks, stepping between us. Her four friends wait behind her, batting their eyes in his direction.

“Yeah, that’s me.” He puts his arm around her. “Who are your friends?”

I glare at Cash and the brunette as she introduces her blushing friends. He looks over at me and grins. I force myself to look away, hoping the awkwardness of it all disappears.

My ears tap into the conversation when I hear, “Will you sign one?”

The girl practically flops out her boob as her girlfriend passes Cash a pen. He looks down at her tits, unaffected by the large bust inches away from his face, signing his name in a black felt tip pen.

“Thanks Cash.” She sighs.

“We’re up.” I push my way between them to the ordering window.

The girls shoot daggers at me when Cash says his goodbyes and joins me. “We’ll take two tacos dorados and two shrimp tacos.” He pulls out his wallet and places a bill on the counter. “What do you want to drink, Mittens?”

“Water, please. And I can pay for myself.”

Cash shakes his head. “I’m paying, and we’ll have two guava aqua frescas,” he says to the lady at the window. “You’re at a Mexican food truck. You can’t just order water.”

“Guess I’m not up to snuff on Mexican food truck etiquette,” I sniff.

“Hey, Cash!” the brunette calls from the distance.

Both Cash and I turn in her direction. Her bare breasts are pressed up against the passenger side window of her friend’s car as they drive off honking down the street. I wait for him to laugh, or to show some sign of disgust, but his expression is more one of smug conceit.

I raise my eyebrows at him. “You know if you’re looking to clean up your reputation for the majors you should probably stay far away from girls like that.”

“They’re just harmless fans. They come to me. I don’t come to them.”

With a smile, Cash carries our food to nearby picnic table.

“Are you jealous?” he asks, collapsing on the bench.

“Yeah, right,” I snort, taking a sip of my fruity water. “I think it’s pathetic that those girls have their panties in a twist because some hockey player beats up other guys on the ice.”

Cash shrugs, and takes a bite of his taco. “You said it yourself. I’m not the only thing that attracts the crowd.”

“People can’t wait to see the hotheaded fighter. If you want to prove me wrong, then what you should do is play a good clean game instead of beating the shit of your opponents and getting tossed into the penalty box.”

“Yeah, well, that’s the kind of player I am now.”

“And you weren’t before?”

He shakes his head. “No, I wasn’t. But we’re talking hockey, Quinn. In the majors I was a scorer. In the minors I’m an enforcer. The crowd loves it. I give them what they want. Besides, fighting will always be part of the game.”

“An unnecessary part.”

“Don’t worry. I’m not the one who ends up bloody and battered. Trust me I’ve got all my real teeth to prove it.” He flashes me a wide grin.

“You’ve got a piece of lettuce stuck in there,” I say, taking another bite of my taco.

Cash laughs. “What’s your story, Mittens? Why had I never heard about the other Ashby sister?”

“My story?” I catch his baby blues admiring my lips. “What about you? You’re the one who was a first round draft pick. Now you’re here, booted down to an affiliate instead of playing in prime time for the Tornados. I think the real question is what your story, Brooks?”

Cash raises a brow. “You Googled me didn’t you?”

I blush. “Don’t flatter yourself. I thought after I accepted this position that it might be in my best interest to find out what I was dealing with.”

“And? What else did you find?” He takes a bite of his taco and washes it down with a sip of his aqua fresca.

I shrug. “Not much really. Just that you’re a small town Canadian boy who happens to be a talented jackass with an undiagnosed sex addiction.”

He takes another drink. Watching the muscles in his throat move as he swallows is mesmerizing. He sets his drink down on the picnic table, without taking his eyes off of me. “Is that all?” he asks.

“I would say that pretty much sums it up,” I say, swallowing my snarky reaction to the fact that he is gloating. “But what I can’t seem to figure out is why they kicked your ass to the curb. It doesn’t make any sense. On paper you come across as one of the most talented players in the history of the game. And for some strange reason, not even the Internet can tell me how the world’s most sought after hockey star ended up here. Why is that?”

A strange silence descends, and for a split second I think I hit a nerve. His lips tighten, and we stare at each other, his intense eyes clouding with…. pain or maybe even guilt? Which only makes the look he gives me more complicated to decipher…have I offended him?

Cash wipes his mouth with a napkin. “Listen, Mittens, there’s a reason why I don’t let people in. I don’t hold onto anything for too long, because I can’t. I’ve got more baggage than a 747. I don’t kiss and cuddle. I fuck and I chuck. And I never share the details of my life with anybody. And I’m not about to start now.”

We finish our lunch in silence and walk back to his motorcycle while Cash sips on what’s left of his drink.

“Hey, Quinn. Is that you?” a familiar male voice shouts from behind me.

I spin around and see Aiden, an old friend from high school, cutting across the parking lot. His blonde hair shines and bounces with every step he takes. He looks quite sharp in pair of gray slacks and a checkered button up shirt as he approaches with heavy steps, eyeing Cash up and down.

“Aiden?” I ask, walking over in his direction as Cash follows me.

Aiden’s eyes brighten as I lean in and give him a hug. “Quinn, you look”—he pulls back to scan from head to my toe— “beautiful.”

“You look great too,” I say. When I glance at Cash, his eyes are narrowed.

“Vaughn told me you recently moved back to Bexley. I was wondering when I’d finally get to see you. I am interning a few blocks away at Gramercy Communications.” His gaze shifts over my head and he takes a step back when Cash places his hand on the small of my back.

“You ready to go?” he interrupts.

Aiden extends his hand. “Cash Brooks, right?”

Cash crosses his arms in front of his chest. “Yeah, that’s right.”

His rudeness makes my blood boil.

“Yeah, I go to a lot of Bruisers games.” Aiden drops his hand and shifts awkwardly. “I love watching you fight, man. You’re a maniac on the ice.”

Cash’s face is stoic as he stares Aiden down. “It’s not just on the ice.”

Aiden glances at me, then back to Cash whose asshole expression hasn’t changed at all.

“Alright, let’s go,” Cash says.

“I am not done. You are going to have to wait.”

Cash glowers at Aiden, and then looks back at me with a scowl of impatience.

“Hey, don’t worry about it, Quinn. We’ll catch up another time. Let’s plan something.” he suggests.

Cash leans in closer to me and my entire body stiffens. “You’re going to be late if we don’t leave right now.” I turn and look back at him, annoyed. He raises an innocent brow and a self-assured grin touches his lips. What a pompous ass.

“I’ll give you a call.” Aiden plants a kiss on my cheek. “It was really good seeing you.”

“Good to see you too,” I say, trying hard to not let the anger I’m feeling towards Cash cut through my voice.

“See you later, Quinn.” Aiden turns around, walking away in the opposite direction.

When he is out of sight, I narrow my eyes at Cash. “What the hell is up your ass?”

“I was pleasant enough,” he says.

I roll my eyes, “You were a jerk.”

He glances over at me for a moment with a cock-sure smile, “Who is that guy anyway? An ex-boyfriend or something?” He straddles his bike and flips up the kickstand with the top of his foot.

I slide on my helmet before climbing onto the seat. “No, he’s an old friend from high school. I don’t see how it is any of your business anyway, Brooks.”

Cash looks back at me, “I’m just looking out for you, Mittens.”

I wasn’t sure whether to smile or roll my eyes.

“I can look out for myself.” I fumble with the straps of my helmet, unable to clip them together. I let out an exasperated sigh and pull off my helmet to assess the problem. What the hell is wrong with this damn helmet?

Cash chuckles and twists his body to face me. He grabs the helmet out of my hands and adjusts the straps. He slides it onto my head and clips it together with ease. “See, I’m not that big of jerk.”

I fix my expression into a cross of annoyed and amused. He reaches forward and tucks a stray ringlet behind my ear. His simple touch causes my stomach to jump. “Then don’t be a jerk to my friend next time,” I say, and pull away from his touch.

“So there’s going to be a next time?” he asks.

I blush, “It was a figure of speech.”

“Whatever you say Mittens,” he chuckles, and turns around.

With that, he revs up the engine and pulls onto the roadway.



Chapter 6

For the past month, it’s been so amazing working for the Bruisers. Everything about sports marketing is a novelty to me – from offering exclusive content to fans or being part of a round-the-clock press, which is exhausting but exhilarating because the fans never let up on non-game days.

I’ve been so busy trying to keep up with the team’s social media, that I’ve had minimal involvement actually dealing with the players. And fortunately because the team spent extensive time on the road over the past month, it has given me time to focus. I’ve done my best to push my needs and desires for Cash and his full, sculpted lips far into a dormant part of my brain.

The clicking of my high heels is the only other sound accompanying my scattered thoughts, as I pass the windows overlooking the arena, through the double doors, and into the reception area where the secretary sits. We say a quick hello before I head to the right and down the hallway leading to my office to start working on the preparations for the next big event for the Bruisers. I peek into Theo’s office and give him a wave to let him know I’ve arrived. His phone is glued to his ear and he is diligently taking notes while he talks.

“Okay. Someone will be there right away.” Theo seems to be wrapping up the conversation. “Yes, I recognize the value of this endorsement.” He pauses and clears his throat. “Yes, I’ll send her.”

While Theo says his goodbye to the person on the end of the line, I am distracted inhaling the scent of freshly brewed coffee. I walk into the communal kitchen and pour myself a cup, before heading into my office. My jacket isn’t even off my body when Theo pops his head through my door with a furrowed brow.

“Don’t even bother taking your jacket off.” Exasperated, he pulls his cell from his pocket. “Plans have changed for today. You’re picking up, Brooks and bringing him to the photo shoot.”

“What? Why?” I ask, taken aback. “I mean; why do I have to pick up Brooks? I thought there was a limo arranged to bring him downtown.”

Theo looks me up and down, frowning. “The limo driver’s transmission blew on the way to pick him up. Apparently Brooks’ Harley is in the shop and he needs a ride. I already told him you were on your way.”

I stare at him in astonishment. I can’t believe I have to pick up Cash. How am I supposed to watch him pose half-naked alongside some gorgeous model for his full page spread in Men’s Health without fainting? I wish there were a possible way to get out of this without quitting.

“Isn’t there someone else that could go?”

“Quinn, I’m not really giving you an option here. This is a huge endorsement for the Bruisers. And he’s the player they want on their cover. If he doesn’t get there in the next hour, it will fall through. I’m counting on you.”

“But—”

“Quinn, you’re going.”

A twenty-minute car ride later and I’ve got enough sweat under my armpits to fill a child’s size pool. When I pull up to the curb, I am expecting to be impressed by his building – but I’m more than impressed. I’m awestruck. His building is gorgeous, on a corner lot, with huge industrial sized windows overlooking Carrick Park, and black wrought iron railings leading up the concrete steps.

Cash swims into focus, walking down the front steps and onto the sidewalk. I swallow hard admiring his hard taut body in a tight pair of jeans stalking towards the passenger side door. It isn’t fair how good he looks this early in the morning or how his already dark skin appears even more sun-kissed against his white shirt.

“Good morning, Mittens.” He smiles, letting those infuriating dimples do their worst. “You know, it’s easier if you take a picture, it lasts longer.”

Returning a self-assured grin, I slide my sunglasses from my eyes to the top of my head and give him my steadiest eye contact. “Don’t flatter yourself. I wasn’t looking at you. I was admiring your building.” I jerk my gaze away from his wet lips, and he slides onto the seat, running his hand absentmindedly though his hair.

“Is that so?” he asks, his voice getting closer.

Clearing my throat, I put my car in drive and pull into the oncoming traffic. I try to keep my focus on the road but my gaze wanders feeling his body permeate several more inches in my direction. What is he doing?

“Brooks, I’m trying to drive here. Keep to you side.” I manage to choke out, feeling his hand brush a ringlet of hair over my shoulder.

“Did you miss me?” He smiles.

I roll my eyes and mumble, “You wish.”

“Wow. That is quite the skirt you’re wearing.” His gaze burns into me, and I inhale a sharp breath. His eyes are on my body. This is not good. This is really not good. “And that red blouse…Fuck, you need to put on a jacket before we get into that studio.”

I turn my attention to my body and make sure everything is intact. What is he even talking about? I look like any well-dressed young professional.

“This is how I always dress for work. Most call it business casual,” I reply.

Cash’s head lowers and his mouth is way too close to my ear. “That outfit is anything but casual.”

I glare at him, annoyed. “If you don’t like it, then don’t look.”

“I didn’t say I didn’t like it, Mittens. I love it. How the hell am I supposed to focus at the photo shoot with you in that?”

I grip the steering wheel. Does he not understand how inappropriate he is being? “Stop saying things like that to me. I’m a Bruisers’ employee, not your next fuck.”

“You’ve got to stop overthinking everything, Mittens. We’re going to happen.”

“So it’s all up to you? What about what I want?” I reply.

Cash smiles his patented sexy smirk. “And that is?”

“Get into Harvard. Find a stable career. And build a distinguished reputation as a professional.” I pause, letting out a trembling sigh. “Unlike every other girl in the state of California, I have zero interest in becoming Cash Brooks’ next conquest. I have bigger wants than banging the bad boy of the Bexley Bruisers. I’m a busy, vibrant, goal-oriented woman who would rather die than wait for a man to validate my existence.”

He throws his head back and laughs, enjoying my rejection. “Nothing like tooting your own horn.”

“I mean it,” I say, when his laughter stops and he is back to his dangerously charming grin. “I’m on to bigger and better things.”

“I can guarantee you won’t find bigger.” He smirks, enjoying my discomfort as my face heats. He shakes his head laughing. “Your face is bright red. I’ve never met a girl like you, Mittens.”

“Funny, because I’ve meet a million guys like you,” I reply as I press firmly on the breaks and stop at a red light.

“I highly doubt that.”

My response falters as his hand cups the back of my neck, holding me still. His mouth presses against my ear, and my breath hitches, feeling his lips move against my skin. “The more you try to resist me, the harder it’s going to be to get rid of me.”

I manage to push him back a fraction. “I’m not resisting you. I’m just not stupid.”

His mouth breaks from my ear, and he sits back in his seat. His gaze, wild hot with lust, holds steady on mine. My heart is beating like crazy in my chest as the light turns to green.

“We’ll see about that,” he mutters.

I press on the gas, moving us forward. I have a sudden urge to drive with excessive speed and take shortcuts. I doubt the feeling is just about driving. It’s Cash I’m thinking about.

Getting him to the studio can’t come soon enough.
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At the studio, I make a point of walking ahead of Cash and straight into the building. Once I push open the double doors, Marley, the creative director for the photo shoot greets us. Her curly blonde hair falls loosely around her heart-shaped face and her smile is warm and welcoming. She greets Cash with open arms and kisses him on both of his cheeks.

“Welcome, Mr. Brooks, we are so excited to have you.” She pulls away and looks over at me. “And who is this lovely lady?”

I shake her hand in a firm grip. “I’m Quinn, the marketing coordinator for the Bruisers.”

“It’s so nice to meet you.” She smiles, giving me a once over. “You’re stunning.”

“Thank you,” I reply, feeling my cheeks heat.

She pauses and then nervously chews her bottom lip. “Quinn, can I speak with you privately before we begin the shoot?”

“Sure—” I say.

Cash cuts me off. “Whatever you need to say to Mittens, you can say to me.”

“Mittens?” she asks, confused.

I wave him off. “Cash, give us a minute.”

“We’re already running late, Mr. Brooks. Nadia will bring you over to hair and makeup.” Marley points over to a busty brunette walking in our direction. “I can assure you that you’re in good hands.”

“Don’t go anywhere,” Cash warns me. “I want you here for the whole shoot.”

I give a reluctant nod. I have no choice but to wait idly in a knotted mess while he strips down and poses for the camera.

I hear footsteps behind us. “Oh. My. God! She’s perfect! How on earth did you secure another model at the last minute?”

Cash’s blue eyes are narrowed at whoever is approaching. I turn and see a skinny man with a shaved head advancing in our direction. His big brown eyes bulge out of their sockets as he eyes me up and down. He grabs onto my wrists and spins me under his arm, assessing my every curve.

“What agency sent you?” he asks.

“Francisco, this is Quinn,” Marley interrupts nervously.” She’s the marketing coordinator for the Bruisers, not our new model. Actually, I was just about to tell her I was currently in the process of securing another model for the shoot.”

Francisco gasps, throwing both his hands over his mouth. “But she’s perfect! So you’re telling me I still have no model?” He spins me under his arm, again eyeing me up and down. “Quinn, baby, have you ever modeled before?”

Me? Model? Sure, I’m over five feet tall and have high cheekbones, but I am far from model material. I stop moving and fear shoots through me as I struggle to find my voice. “I posed once for the Penn Alumni Magazine- “

“She’ll do it.” Cash’s low and commanding voice echoes from behind me.

“No, I won’t,” I say, annoyed. “I don’t understand. What happened to the model you hired for the shoot? Can’t you call the agency to send another?”

Francisco clasps his hand around my wrist, pulling me towards the double doors a few feet away. “The damn model we hired showed up this morning hung over and spent a solid hour throwing up in the bathroom. Now I can’t get ahold of the agency and we have five minutes before the shoot starts.” He shakes his head and curses. “We had to send her home because the damn skank couldn’t pull it together. She puked all over one of our makeup artists. Desperate times call for desperate measures. Let’s get you into hair and makeup, honey. Because you Quinn, are going to rock this shoot.”

Shifting my eyes between Marley and Cash, I am expecting them to stop this insanity, but neither of them says a word. Instead Marley chews nervously on her bottom lip and taps out a text message and Cash’s cocksure smile meets my frown.

“Come on, Mittens. You and I both know that this is a huge endorsement is for the Bruisers.” Cash smirks, letting his dimples do their worst. “Didn’t you just tell me how you want to build a distinguished reputation as a professional?”

I open my mouth to snap at Cash that this is anything but professional, but Marley cuts me off. “I just texted Theo about using Quinn as our model.” She taps open his message. “He replied that he trusts our judgment and supports whatever it takes to get the shot done for the spread in Men’s Health.”

Theo, that traitor!

“See, Quinn, look at it as part of your job spec.” Francisco smiles and shoves me up a step toward the skeptical makeup artists.

Holy shit. What is happening? I don’t even want to be here. I didn’t ask for this and I definitely can’t model, especially with Cash’s hands all over my body. The memory of the dimple on his chin pulling deep into his defined jaw, every time he grins my way sends a chill up my spine. I’ve never been attracted to someone I hate so much.

But if this is what it takes to prove to Theo that I can make things happen, then I will do it for my career to show him how versatile and committed I am as an employee.

Francisco pulls me further down the hallway and we walk pass Nadia and a few other girls in hair and makeup condescendingly eyeing me.

“Francisco, you can’t be serious,” a tall and lanky redhead says, her tone annoyed.

“Oh, I’m so serious,” He pushes me through the double doors. “Don’t let these girls get to you. Cause you, girl, are going to rock this shoot.”
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I successfully survive hair and makeup and all the questions from the stylists about Cash, his lifestyle and his current relationship status. I am able to burn through most of the questions without becoming too annoyed, telling myself I will never become one of those women vying for his attention.

It isn’t until I glance over to the other side of the room and see the outfit I am about to put on for the shoot, that my stomach twists and balls in knots. I nearly choke at the sight of the short shimmering black number staring back at me. I am equally excited and terrified because I know that once I put that dress on, I will be out there, alone, vulnerable and on camera with Cash.

“Come on, honey. Let’s get you dressed. It’s show time.” Marley’s familiar voice interrupts my thoughts.

I gulp and follow her over to the skimpy outfit hanging on the rack, staring back at me.

Feeling naked, in more ways than one, Marley guides me into the studio and under the bright lights of the set. I look down at the short, sparkly, clingy, black dress I’m wearing. It dips low in the front hardly covering my breasts and wraps around my neck with an open back.

I inhale a sharp breath when Cash appears in the distance, leaning against the doorway. His casual attire is now replaced with nothing but a tight pair of black boxer briefs. My face flames with embarrassment. I quickly try to look away, but a stylist presses up behind me and guides me onto the platform, so I’m stuck, staring mutely up at Cash.

When he finally steps into the light, with those magnificently broad shoulders and that beautiful eight-pack my eyes travel downward to those narrow hips and full bulge. My breath goes and my knees weaken. His honey hair has been styled and is swept to the side, those blue eyes shining greedily as he moves closer wrapping his hands around my waist. Suddenly all the fear and insecurities I feel diminish and the excitement he causes between my thighs rushes through my bloodstream like lightning.

Without removing his gaze from mine, the stylist fixes his hair while Francisco circles the set and argues with the lighting director. With the steady movement and noise drowning out and blurring into the background, I watch Cash’s face harden and his eyes flash as he takes me in, practically naked and bound in his arms.

He reaches for the prop hockey stick on his right. My airway constricts as I watch his large bicep curl tightly as he pulls it against his chest and uses his other hand to run his fingers gently through my wavy hair.

“You smell good,” I shift my feet nervously. I hate that he makes me nervous.

Smiling devilishly, he turns to face me with his eyes weighted as he cups the back of my head, lowering his mouth so his lips rest against my ear. “So do you.” He hisses out a sharp breath, running his hand up my thigh. “You look amazing.”

“It’s show time!” Francisco shouts, wrapping his hand around my elbow and pulls us apart. “Quinn, you look fabulous. Cash, let’s get some more oil on your chest to show off those muscles before we get started.” He clears he throat and shouts out to no one in particular. “I need more oil. NOW!”

Francisco’s assistant passes him a camera as he walks over to the front of the set. He begins focusing and adjusting his lens, taking some test shots. Marley swoops in with an open bottle of oil and starts rubbing her hands down the front of Cash’s tattooed chest. My inside heats with a twinge of jealously watching her fingers dip and wander along his every ripple.

When she works her way up to his left shoulder, sliding her hands along the front of his chest I catch a glimpse of the tattoo etched across it; For You, A Thousand Times Over. I take a moment to look at the calligraphy running horizontally over his taut pecks, black and simple, but beautiful. I angle my head, trying to figure out what exactly who or what he could possibly be referring to when Cash looks up and sees my questioning look.

“What's with the tattoo?”

He turns his body and puffs out his chest looking down at the markings. “Nothing. It’s a tattoo.”

“Come on. It says ‘For You,’ so it must be for someone.” 

“What are you, a detective?” He turns away from me to let Marley run her hands down his muscular backside. She pretends that she isn’t eavesdropping by humming lightly to herself, but the way her eyes shift between the two of us tells me otherwise. 

I snort. “Ah, it all makes sense now.” 

“What makes sense?” He looks at me over his shoulder. 

“That’s why you’re such a misogynistic jerk. You’ve had your heart broken.”

He spins around to face me, almost knocking Marley over in the process. I smile at him, unable to control my curiosity, especially now that he appears agitated. His eyes meet mine briefly, before he slides them down the length of my bare legs and back up to my eyes. “Unlike your petal heart, mine’s unbreakable, Mittens. Nice try though.” 

“Really? Every other tattoo on your body is easy to figure out. They are either hockey related or a generic tribal design…this one though, it’s different.” 

He steps in front of me and points to the first word written on his chest. “It reminds me that in an instant your life can change forever. The mistakes of my past cause me to live with regret and guilt every single goddamn day of my life. For what I lost, I would relive that day a million times over to make it right. That’s what it means, okay.”

Marley snaps the lid of the bottle shut, breaking our stare, and tosses the empty bottle into a wastebasket on the ground.

With a smile, she looks up at him, batting her eyes. “You’re ready now, Mr. Brooks.”

“Places everyone!” Francisco shouts.

“Oh God,” I mumble under my breath, nerves washing over me.

Cash pulls me against his chest and whispers against my ear. “Relax. You look smoking hot. Trust me, you have nothing to worry about.”

In an instant, the flash of the camera takes over my senses while Francisco directs our movements to work out the perfect shot. Cash’s eyes burn into mine as he grips my hair, brushing our noses slightly. I feel awkward at first, but with Cash guiding every pose we take, the more relaxed I become. As he begins to sense my ease, he pulls me closer, running his hands up my thighs. I let out a tiny gasp from his warm touch against my bare skin and his gaze flickers to mine.

He gives me roguish grin, moving his hands slowly up my sides and I find myself gravitating further into him. My legs wrap around him, my neck elongates, inviting him closer – inviting the camera to capture our electricity. He playfully nips at me and brushes his lips against my chin, my cheeks, my chest and my breasts, each peck becoming a little harder and driving me insane.

“Cash—” I hope he hears the panic in my voice.

He possessively cups my ass in his hands and my head tilts and my back arches at his touch. He leans in running his nose along my rib cage, and his hands up my sides. Suddenly I am lost, taken and torturously wanting him to take me right here in front of everyone in the middle of the studio.

Flash. Flash. Flash. 

“Feel that, Mittens?” He slowly caresses the backs of my legs, awakening a billion and one unearthly prickles.

Flash. Flash. Flash. 

“Cash—” I moan again, squirming beneath him.

“Give into me,” he whispers, moving us into another pose. “You know I’m not going to stop until I get what I want.”

“Cash! I want less talking and more modeling. These shots are golden and I want more,” Francisco shouts, with another flash of his camera. “Save your conversation with Quinn for after the shoot.”

Cash breaks his stare from me and turns to Francisco, grumbling, “If you want more, you got it.” His tongue flashes out, and he licks and sucks my bottom lip, then he lets go and watches me with those fiercely hypnotizing blue eyes as he trails his fingers up the front of my chest to cup my breasts.

My heart beats a mile a minute, unable to pull myself away, wanting more. The cameras, the lights, everyone watching us coupled with his commanding hands have me so worked up I can barely breathe. He slides his hands over my breasts and along my ribs and quickly spins me around, pulling my ass against his throbbing erection, until I’m a pile of putty melting in his hands. I can feel Cash’s chin brush against my shoulder as his mouth nears my ear, then grazes to a whisper from my lips.

“Don’t you dare kiss me, Brooks,” I warn.

“Or what, Mittens?”

My response falters as his hand cups the back of my neck, pulling me closer and holding me still. He runs his free hand down my bare arm and my lips part and my breathing hitches as he moves his hand up the line of my neck then uses the back of it to run his knuckles softly down my cheek. I have no time to register my fury mixed with a heavy dose of desire that surges through me when I hear him mutter, “That’s what I thought.”

His wet and sexy lips cover mine. I push my hands against his chest, trying to resist his kiss, acutely aware of all the eyes on us. Logically, my mind is telling me to end it, but my body is begging me to lose myself in the kiss that I have been craving the moment I laid eyes on him.

Finally, common sense wins my internal feud and I manage to push him back a fraction, forcing his mouth to break away from mine. I lock my eyes with his, both of us breathing heavy with the lights shining down on us. Even though I know a million eyes are on us, it feels like we are the only two people in the room.

“Do we need to take five?” The sound of Francisco’s voice brings me back to reality. I push back on Cash’s chest, embarrassed and confused from the playful flicker in his eyes as he stares back at me in silence.

He looks so damn smug, and way to gorgeous in his conceit. A million thoughts start running through my mind and panic washes over me, feeling my perfectly constructed life crashing down all around me, because of him and his damn ego. And right now, as badly as I want to slam his lips back against mine, all I can think about is how pompous he looks and how proud he must feel knowing he broke me.

“No, we’re done here.” Staggering back, I bring a trembling hand up to my mouth to cover my swollen lips. His eyes snap up to mine, the clear blue color darkened by desire. Anger flashes through them fleetingly.

“What?” Francisco shouts. “No, you can’t be done! You two are electric!” he exclaims beaming at his camera. “Quinn darling, you can’t wrap it up because of a silly kiss. Take five, splash some cold water on your face, and we’ll get you back into hair and makeup before we take the final shots.”

“I’m sorry. I can’t.” I scurry away, feeling Cash’s eyes follow me all the way off the set and through the double doors.

Once I am safely tucked behind closed doors, I stare at myself in the bathroom mirror. My cheeks are flush and my hair is ruined from Cash’s hands running through it. I let out a trembling breath as I pin a few loose strands of hair back into place and then lean against the sink for a moment.

On the other side of the wall, I can hear the dull echo of Francisco’s voice calling for a break. Closing my eyes, a shiver moves through me, my lips still burning from our kiss. And while part of me still wants to slap him, the other part of me is so turned on from his touch, that all I want to do is yank him into this bathroom to pull down his shorts and lick.

Keep it together, Quinn. I tell myself as place my hand firmly on the door knob. Turning it, I push the door open and step out into the hallway. My eyes are met with a very pompous looking Cash, leaning against the wall with his arms crossed in front of his chest. His baby blues projecting hot lust in my direction.

“Who the hell do you think you are, kissing me like that in front of all those people?”

So much for keeping it together.

“What really scares you about us, Mittens?” His eyes darken. He slowly takes a step forward, bringing our bodies inches apart.

I stare back at him, watching a smug smile curl the edge of his lips. I inhale a sharp breath as he brushes my loose and wild curls over my shoulder. Despite my fury, feeling his touch on my heated skin triggers a rippling sensation everywhere his fingers trace.

I shove my finger into his chest. “You only want me because I’m the first female smart enough not to play your games. And deep down it’s killing you. But here’s the thing, Casanova, I know what I want and I know what I need to do to get it. And some asshole jock with a terrible track record might be able to give me temporary satisfaction, but I know that in the long run he’s a perfect fucking mess that makes no sense whatsoever to involve myself with, regardless of what I may or may not feel.”

“You’re a ticking time bomb, Mittens.” He leans in inches away from my mouth, the gleam in his eyes telling me he feels my body trembling in his arms. “And once you explode, trust me, there will be no such thing as temporary.”



Chapter 7

The following week, I attend a charity skate hosted by the Bexley Bruisers for St. Jude’s Children’s Hospital. Every year Bruisers players volunteer to skate with children and sign autographs. The event helps raise money for the hospital, while children and their families get a chance to win prizes and meet the team.

Of course, I’ll admit after the kiss I shared with Cash at the photo shoot I’m nervous as all hell to see him again, but I’ve given myself a good prep talk in preparation of his presence. Over the past week I’ve thought long and hard about my options in dealing with him, and I am pretty sure I have a solid plan.

Keep a safe distance.

Walking quickly into the arena where children are being ushered onto the ice, I check my reflection in the mirrored windows. I have on my favorite go-to little black dress that hugs my curves in all the right places, high red heels and a pair of boho-chic inspired earrings I made the night before.

“Quinn,” Theo calls out and waves me over.

I smile and I walk down the concrete steps toward the glass surrounding the perimeters of the rink. I turn my head to my left to catch a glimpse of the numerous volunteers engaging children in activities on the rink before the players are welcomed.

“It looks fantastic in here!” I turn to face Theo, a broad grin on his face. “I can’t believe the amount of people.”

“As you can see, it’s one of the major fundraising events of the year.” He motions his hand toward the throng of people filing into the arena. “I can’t wait to introduce you to some of our biggest sponsors.”

“Thanks, Theo. I’m looking forward to it.”

All the air vacuums from my lungs and my heart kicks into overdrive when I see that trademark honey hair swim into focus on my far right with his arm wrapped around a tall strawberry blonde.

Keep a safe distance. I remind myself. 

“Sorry, Quinn,” Theo says, breaking my eyes away from Cash and the mystery woman. “Coach Bartley is waving me down. I’ll be right back.”

I absentmindedly nod and Theo disappears in the crowd. I try to look away from Cash, but his broad shoulders fill his jersey in a way that would make any other man feel inadequate in his presence. His blue eyes sparkle with laughter from whatever danced out of her pretty pink lips. Strangely his demeanor is relaxed and there is little to no arrogance radiating from him while he converses with her. For a second I even wonder if she could be his sister, noticing the comfortable and familiar air between them.

When his eyes meet mine his mouth spreads into a slow, smug smile. Catching me off guard, my cell phone buzzes in my clutch. I pull it out and quickly turn it off, seeing Aiden’s number illuminated on my screen. When I look back up I see Cash abruptly excuse himself. He stalks over in my direction, geared from head to toe in his full equipment.

Oh Shit. 

All the air drains from lungs and the room suddenly becomes tenser and heavier the closer he gets. Once he is in front of me, one side of his mouth turns up as he leans against the wall and crosses his arms in front of his chest. “Where are your skates?”

I laugh once. “I’m not here to skate around with you, Cash. I’m here to make sure the event runs smoothly. It’s my job.”

He looks back at the strawberry blonde, texting on her cell and then back to me. “Who were you on the phone with?”

“Shouldn’t you be worried about who your date is on the phone with?”

His gaze flickers to my mouth and my God, the heat I feel from his subtle shift in sight, suddenly has me wishing he would kiss me. Again. The amused grin on his lips, as he watches my cheeks flush makes me almost forget where I am.

“She’s not my date.” Cash leans in so close to me that I can feel his hot breath on my mouth.

I narrow my eyes at him. “Oh, really? She’s not your date?”

“If there’s one thing I don’t do with women, it’s date them.”

“Oh, that’s right. I forgot. You just objectify them…” I lower my voice to a near whisper. “And kiss them even after they tell you not to.”

A subdued arrogance radiates from his bright blue eyes. He shakes his head and laughs once. “Come on, you’re not still angry about that kiss are you?”

“Angry? That’s the understatement of the century.” I fold my arms on my chest.

My stomach drops at the look of hunger in his eyes as he watches me with a slight smirk on his face. I immediately regret bringing that kiss up, right here and now. What happened to keeping my distance?

I quickly turn away. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to find Theo.”

His hand grips my elbow, spinning me around to face him. He nods over to the strawberry blonde. “She’s not what you think.”

I shrug him off. “Does it really matter what I think?”

“I’m sorry, okay,” he murmurs, taking one steps closer. “You’re right, I shouldn’t have kissed you. Don’t hate me for it.”

I’m not sure what surprises me more: that he looks worried about my imminent response or that he just apologized and I’m suddenly a pile of mush. “Honestly, I want to hate you, but I don’t.”

He lifts his chin, eyes shining in amusement. “Tell me who you were on the phone with.”

“Excuse me?”

“Come on,” His blue eyes burn into mine. “Just tell me.”

“It was Aiden.”

“Are you going out with him?”

“Yeah, I might go out with him and a few other friends next Friday if I’m not stuck working late.”

The sound of several players laughing their way onto the ice behind us breaks our stare and saves me from his prying eyes. Turning my back to him, I weave my way through the crowd and leave him behind.

Once I put myself at a safe distance, I watch him across the arena toss on his helmet and say something to the strawberry blonde. He hands her an envelope and she glances back in my direction with a scowl on her face. She turns back to face him, and then leans over and whispers something in his ear. All of a sudden I’m not feeling well and want desperately to escape from this room. I can’t stop the jealously I’m feeling as I watch her strut through the arena in her painted on blue jeans and tight black t-shirt that does nothing to hide the fact that she's clearly had a spectacular boob job. She glances back at me one last time and snickers, before she exits through the back door.
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It’s only been a whole fifteen minutes and I am already fighting my eyes from gawking at Cash on the ice. Luckily, Theo put me in charge of organizing player interviews with the media for post-event press, which has kept me decently occupied. I fix my face in a passable smile as I saunter down the stairs and walk around the edge of the rink to find media reporters, when I hear a praising female voice on my right.

“Thank you so much, Mr. Brooks. You’ve made his day.”

Curiosity drags my gaze to a very proud-looking mother with short dark hair, leaning over the boards to take a picture of Cash kneeling beside a little boy, no older than six or seven.

“No problem.” Cash flashes one of his charming grins and playfully pats the boy’s helmet. He kneels down and then wraps his arm around the boy’s shoulders. They both smile for the camera while his mother takes a picture.

“You play hockey, buddy?” Cash asks him, still down at the boy’s level.

The little boy nods in awe at the sound of Cash’s voice. His mother speaks up for him in his silence. “Yes, he does. And he loves coming to Bexley Bruisers games to watch you play. You’re his favorite player.”

Cash’s face softens and he relaxes, smiling at the boy. “Hockey’s a great game, kid. Work hard and prove yourself every shift, every game. Got it?”

The little boy nods, his eyes light up with such admiration for Cash that they illuminate the entire arena.

“Think you can out-skate me to center ice?” Cash asks him with a playful twinkle in his eyes.

The little boy nods again, this time with a huge grin as Cash slowly counts to three. When he shouts GO, Cash purposely hangs back for a split second and lets the little boy speed past him to center ice. The mother laughs and the boy is ecstatic when he hits the big red dot before Cash does. He squeals with delight when Cash skates up to him, pretending to huff and puff down the ice. Other children who are skating around them see Cash acting like a big goof and start begging him to race them too. Within seconds, Cash has about thirty kids lined up one after another to race him from one blue line to the other.

“What is it about Brooks that all you girls can’t get enough of?” Viktor’s voice catches me off-guard, and I jump, throwing my hand over my heart.

“Shit. Viktor,” I breathe out, blushing. “You scared me.”

He nods toward Cash and the kids, racing along the boards. “Let me guess…you’re shocked that despite his good looks, he actually has a heart.”

I turn my gaze back to Cash who is now on his backside, covered by a bunch of kids tackling him to the ground.

“He’s hardly good looking,” I lie, avoiding his eyes. "Plus he's an ass."

“Come on, Quinn, I thought a girl like you would be immune to his whole aloof and cocky persona.” Viktor watches me with a look of curiosity. The sound of skates slicing across the ice, and the chatter of voices in the background fills the overwhelming awkwardness of my heated cheeks. “You know; this event means a lot to him. Apparently, his mother was a childhood cancer survivor. Didn’t you know he’s one of the biggest sponsors?”

“He is? I didn’t see his name on the donors list,” I reply.

“That’s because he donates under his mother’s name. Take a second look for, Marie Tremblay."

"I recognize that name, she's our biggest donor." I pause, not believing for a second Viktor is telling the truth. I tilt my head to the side eyeing him skeptically. "How do you know this?"

Viktor shrugs, "Last year, Theo let it slip that Cash donated a hefty amount in memory of his mother. Cash was livid that Theo broke their confidentiality. I’m still not sure whether Brooks is modest or hiding something…He’s impossible to read.” Viktor slides his helmet onto his head then gives me a wink. “But hey, when you get bored of gawking over Brooks … you know where to find me.” He yanks open the gate and his skates hit the ice, striding alongside the kids.

My cheeks burn and I sneak another glance at Cash on the ice, my heart racing. When he catches me staring, he stops mid-skate and smirks at me. He gives me butterflies, looking at me like that, surrounded by all those kids, playfully enjoying every moment of making them happy. I can’t help but notice how sweet he is with them on the ice. Something about his modesty and generosity begins to melt my cold heart for him. Maybe there is more to Cash Brooks than seducing hot chicks into long limo rides for a quick fuck. Or maybe there isn’t, but now I’m curious to find out.
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The following Friday around five o’clock, Theo walks into my office, wearing his jacket. “I’m heading out. I have a dinner meeting with a few of the sponsors for Military Appreciation Night.” He scans the paperwork cluttering my desk. “Are you staying late?”

I blow the bangs out of my face. “Yeah, I’ll probably be a couple more hours. There’s still a ton of follow up from the charity skate. I really want to finish sending out the thank you letters to our sponsors tonight. Once that’s done, I can focus on Military Appreciation Night.”

Theo looks pleased as he nods and straightens. “Make sure you don’t stay too late. Tomorrow’s a busy day for us.”

For the next thirty minutes, I make decent progress, until I hear blades slicing against the ice and Bartley’s whistle. Spinning around in my chair, I glance out the window overlooking the arena. I immediately wish I had stuck to my computer screen. The team is skating laps around the rink, warming up for practice. With conference finals coming up next month the team has been putting in extra time on the ice.

Like a magnet, my eyes find Cash, his overbearing build explosive and distinct among the rest of the team. I take a deep breath and return my focus to my work. I’m not ready for another round of Cash. I don’t trust myself against those big baby blues.

An hour later, my phone rings, but I don’t recognize the number. When I answer, I hear loud music and a guy’s voice. “Hey, Quinn. It’s Aiden. Did you still want to meet us at Tonic tonight?”

“Umm, sure…I guess so.” I glance over my shoulder into the arena, relieved to see the empty ice.

“Quinny!” a girl screams from the phone. The phones muffles and then Vaughn in on the line. “Are you coming or what, baby doll? I want to see you! It’s like a high school reunion over here! Come and meet us! Please!” Her voice sounds high pitched and hyper. I can tell Vaughn has already had one too many drinks.

I power down my computer and fling my purse over my shoulder.

I chew my lip and contemplate my response. The thought of Vaughn already being so drunk doesn’t sound like something I’d want to be around, even though I’d love to see Aiden my old friends. I take a deep breath and ask, “Is Lyndsey with you?”

“No, she’s with Louis,” Vaughn slurs.

Part of me is relieved Lyndsey is with Louis. He’s a good influence on her. He’s given her something to do other than get drunk with Vaughn on the weekend. Although I don’t ever bail on plans with friends – or anyone for that matter – right now, I’m just not feeling it. I’d rather go home, have a hot shower, and watch some Netflix before bed.

“Tell Aiden I won’t be able to make it. Maybe next time.” I click off the call.

Heading down the hallway, I see a freshly showered Cash leaning against the wall and watching me intently from outside of the team’s locker room. He runs a hand through his thick, wet hair. “I was waiting for you.”

“Yeah, right.” I cross my arms in front of my chest. “Practice is over. You can go home now.”

“Want to come with me?” His eyes flicker with amusement.

I roll my eyes. “I don’t have time for this.” I take a step to my right, which he blocks with his athletic build, so I take another step to my left.

“Are you sure about that?” He grins down at me. “From what I just heard, it sounded like you ditched on plans. Poor Aiden, his heart must be broken.”

My heart rate kicks up, and I feel another rush of heat blossoming on my cheeks.

“Offer is still on the table,” he says with a laugh. “Limo’s already on its way.”

“Not a chance.”

“Why not?”

“Because you make me feel like I’m out of control. You make me feel like somebody I hardly recognize. I shouldn’t have cancelled on Aiden. He’s a good friend. And now I feel bad for ditching him.”

“But here you are.” His blue eyes burn into mine as he leans closer, his chest almost brushing mine. “Don’t leave.”

My breathing quickens, but I force a laugh. “I’m not interested, Brooks.”

“I’ll make you interested.” His cocksure smile widens, causing his dimples to deepen. When his lips brush against my hair, I shiver. The husky tone of his voice intensifies my urge to have his lips on mine.

My lips part to tell him to back off, but the words die as he blows soft, teasing breaths against my heated face. He strokes his hand down my neck and along the side of my breast, tracing my ribcage. His other hand slides under the hem of my dress, finding the lace top of my thigh-high stocking. Flustered and frozen in place, I know I should knee him in the balls, but his touch ignites a smoldering craving in my belly.

I’m frightened that he’s able to make me lose focus so easily. I want him. Badly.

Cash presses his mouth against my temple. “Time to make up your mind, Mittens. What do you want?”

I let out a soft moan when pins me against the locker room door. I am so turned on, feeling his erection press into me, that my insides bubble all these little heated hiccups of lust. I am helpless, fighting the urge to give into my fierce desires.

“I–I don’t know what I want…” I say.

“I know what I want.” His hot blue eyes stare down at me. “I want another taste… from these.” He drags his thumb slowly along my bottom lip. “God, Mittens, I can’t stop thinking about you.”

My heart pounds, and neither of us says anything as his hands slowly massage up my sides. He cocks an eyebrow, waiting, but I am so lightheaded from his touch I can barely breathe, let alone formulate words. It’s like he’s daring me to push him away or slap his hands off my body, but I can’t. When he touches me, I’m vulnerable, lost in reckless abandon. No man has ever made me feel this way. When I’m around him, I lose all sense of reality.

“You’re not good for me.” I shake my head. “None of this is good for me—”

Cash cuts me off, his lips covering mine in a deep and possessive kiss. His tongue probes and swirls in my mouth. He dips and moves and sucks. God, I have never been with a man who kisses like this. He’s connecting in all the right places.

I feel his finger running along the silk crotch of my panties, and instead of trying to stop him, I arch into him. I moan into his mouth, feeling an orgasm approaching—and fast.

“Cash…”

The top of my dress is torn aside, and buttons bounce down the concrete floor of the dimly lit hallway. Cash’s hand slips around to the back, and he expertly snaps open my bra. He slides it off my shoulders and down my arms, and grips it in his fingers.

I run my hands through his hair, feeling his mouth suck and tease my shoulders and neck. As he massages my breast in the palm of his hand, I groan, “Please…”

He tilts his head slightly with his gaze on me, “Locker room. Now.”

I stumble into the dimly lit interior. He slams the door behind us, his body nudging me backward while our hands fight with the clothing between us. I pull off his shirt, my hands running along the taut ripples beneath it. The back of my knees hit the back of a bench and I collapse down onto it.

Cash swings my legs up and kneels beside me, forcing my skirt up to my thighs. “Tell me you want me,” he demands, running his hands down my stockings, until he gets to the ankle straps of my shoes. “Say it now, or I swear I won’t make you come.”

“Do you want a taste of me or not?” I pant, furious that I want him so much.

“Say it,” he commands.

Who the hell does Cash think he is? And why the hell am I so turned on by his arrogance?

He tugs me forward so I’m flat on my back, resting my heels on his shoulders. His breathing gets heavier as his hands glide slowly from my ankles to my thighs. I moan when I feel him slide a finger along the wet silk of my panties. I make the mistake of finding his eyes—burning blue and heated, searching mine.

“Say it.” His finger pauses.

I writhe, thrusting toward him.

“Say it,” he demands.

“I want you,” I pant out, unable to stop myself.

“That's what I thought.” He pushes my thighs apart. “Is this what you want?” he says in my ear as he slips a finger inside me, his thumb circling.

“Yes,” I breathe, my hands on his bare chest, my palms flattened against his pecks. I can feel his heartbeat.

Cash cups my head, his thumb still circling as he kisses my neck. “Fuck, Mittens. You’re so wet for me.”

“Stop calling me that,” I moan. “Now, shut your mouth and make me feel good.”

His gaze snaps to mine, his baby blues projecting hot lust. “Oh, don’t worry. I promise I’ll make you come until you can’t breathe…” He pauses. “Mittens.”

He thrusts his fingers deep inside me as he nips at my collarbone.

“Do you like that?” He slides his fingers further into my sex, his thumb moving faster and faster.

“Yes.” I’ll admit anything if he just doesn’t stop. I swallow a cry of pleasure when I feel him pinch my nipple between his long thick fingers. I’m so close, building and tensing, unable to stop myself from clawing at his shoulders.

“This is too fucking much,” he says, before he places another deep and possessive kiss on my mouth.

I can’t control myself. A quake gathers within me, spreading around my hips, up my spine, then back into my sex. When I’m almost there, he slips his fingers out of me, teasing me, refusing to give me what I want.

“Damn you, Brooks.”

“Not like this, Mittens. I need to taste you.”

I buck uncontrollably when his mouth covers my sex, sucking and teasing my wet and swollen lips. His hands fasten tightly around my hips, pulling me hard against his mouth. I moan out his name as his licks deepen. “Cash…”

The oxygen drains from my lungs as he thrusts his fingers back inside me. My sex throbs. His tongue swirls against the perfect spot, and just like that, I am done for, quivering beneath him, letting him give me the most intense orgasm of my life.

“Fuck, Mittens,” he moans with one final lick. His eyes move up my body, darkening as they travel. “That felt good, didn’t it? I bet no man has ever made you come that hard before.”

I hate that he’s right. I could count the number of orgasms I’ve had on one hand, and not one of them has ever rocked my world like the one he just gave me.

I shrug. “I’ve had better. It was mediocre at best,”

He slowly pulls away, sliding his finger into his mouth, staring back at me with a cocky grin. “You feisty little liar.”

I open my mouth to quip a smart response back at him when I hear a female voice shouting his name and a fist pounding on the other side of the locker room door. Both our heads jerk in the direction of the door.

“I know you’re in there! We had plans, asshole!” she shouts.

“Don’t worry. I locked it,” Cash says.

Locked it? So he knew someone was going to come looking for him?

“What the fuck, Brooks?” I grab my bra and quickly hook it back together.

“Give me a minute. I’ll get rid of her.” Panic spreads across his face as he guides me into the shower room.

“You were meeting a girl. You fucking—” I raise my hand to slap him, but he grabs my wrist and pins it down at my side.

“It’s not like that,” he says. “Stay here. I’ll be right back.”

I’m trembling with rage as I watch him stalk toward her angry voice. I pull down my dress and then peer around the wall to see him crack the heavy metal door. He has it opened wide enough for me to spot her strawberry blonde hair and high leather boots. It’s the same woman he was with last weekend at the charity skate.

What the hell? 

She steps back a fraction. Cash blocks her body, but her voice, sharp as a knife, pierces my ears. “You better not be bailing. My friend Katie and I have been waiting outside in the limo for at least a half an hour. You know it’s my last night in California. You promised us both a good time.”

His jaw tightens, and he digs around in his back pocket and pulls out his wallet. He whips out a bunch of bills and shoves the money at her. “Here. Five hundred should cover the night. Please, go.”

My heart is beating so loudly I swear they must be able to hear it.

“You have a fucking girl in there, don’t you?” she shouts.

“You need to go, Dee.” He scrunches his fist by his side.

“Hey, whore!” she calls from the other side of the door. “Come out and show your slutty face. Congratulations on becoming another number to him—”

“Stop it,” Cash orders.

“I can’t believe you,” she shouts back. “You owe me.”

“Have a safe flight back to New York in the morning.” Cash pushes the door shut and turns the lock.

I brace myself against the wall. Nausea washes over me and I feel like I might throw up. I take deep breaths and listen to her heels click down the hallway. Another metal door slams shut.

Without meeting his eyes, I push past him, and head for the locker room door.

Cash catches my wrist. “It’s not what it looks like.”

I want to believe him, but my head tells me differently. I yank my hand free. “I can’t believe I was such an idiot. You’ve got not one but two girls waiting for you outside in your sex limousine.”

He stares back at me. He looks like he is struggling to speak, but after a few painful seconds, nothing comes out. His silence makes me even angrier. I feel my cheeks heat and my chest tighten. I’m intelligent enough to know that I’ve just become another one of his challenges accomplished. On what planet was I thinking I would be any different to him?

“Admit it,” I say, “you weren’t waiting outside the locker room for me. You were waiting for them.” I glare at him, but he still doesn’t say a word. Disgusted with both him and myself, I turn the lock and yank open the door.

“So you’re leaving? That’s it?” He follows me into the hall.

He can’t be serious. There is no way I’m going to be the next girl sucking off Cash Brooks.

“Oh, believe me, I’m out of here,” I say, “You win. You wanted your one night with me, and you got it.”

“Mittens—” He takes a step towards me, and I hold up my hand to halt him. He stares at me, struggling with some unseen emotion.

“I get this is what you’re used to, having multiple partners in one evening. But I’m not the kind of girl who hooks up with a guy for fun. Go score with those other two girls. Maybe you’ll get a hat-trick.”

“Mittens. Please. Don’t be like that. Don’t go.” He reaches out to touch my hair, but I slap his hand away.

“I’m done with you and your games,” I spit, using anger to ward off the hurt I feel. I’m not sure what’s worse—the fact that I’ve just added myself to his list of conquests or that I was his second choice. I’m ashamed because I know better but still couldn’t resist the temptation to be with him.

“Please, let me take you home.”

“Hell, no.” I head for the elevator and this time he doesn’t follow.



Chapter 8

The sound of my alarm makes me to groan out loud and grab my pillow from under my head, pulling it down over my eyes. My head pounds with exhaustion. My sleep was restless in scattered thoughts, my body still stinging from Cash’s touch. The memory of how he dominated me in the locker room causes a throbbing ache to build between my thighs. I slap my legs shut when I’m hit with the painful memory of that strawberry blonde barging through the door. Nauseated with humiliation, I push away any temptation to feel his touch. 

I reach my hand out and blindly fish for the cell phone on my nightstand, knocking over a picture of my mother and me. I sit up and brush my curls out of my face letting out a sigh. I reach over the side of my bed and pick up the framed photo, placing it back on my nightstand. Her once loving arms are wrapped around me, while I stare up at her, smiling. My long brown curls are pulled into a high ponytail and I have on my favorite pink knit sweater. I’m only twelve years old and have braces on my teeth. 

I smile to myself at how much we looked alike. I’ve always loved this picture because… she looks happy...and healthy—even though she wasn’t. 

I let out a sigh and place the picture back on my nightstand, and then look down at my phone to catch a glimpse of the time on my screen. I have about thirty minutes to pull myself together and get down to the arena. Today is one of the biggest marketing events of the year; Military Appreciation Night. The league raises money for military families to celebrate armed forces. Fans look forward to it all year. Following a charity game played by the Bexley Bruisers against the Providence Jaguars, three vehicles will be given away to three deserving veterans and their families. 

I have been working diligently on preparing for this event for the past few months, and I am sure as hell not going to show up late. I scramble through my wardrobe and put together a patterned blouse with a chunky necklace and an A-line skirt. I quickly apply my foundation and mascara, scarf down a piece of peanut butter toast and make my way out the door. 
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Pulling myself out of the steady movement of people shuffling under the hot afternoon sun, I move along the concrete with speed, passing the stage of local entertainment and in the direction of the red carpet leading into the arena. I spent my morning diligently ironing out the details of today’s itinerary and I am finally ready to trade in my stuffy office for some fresh air. 

Shifting my eyes away from the crowds of people tailgating in the parking lot, I stop briefly to acknowledge three girls being interviewed by the local news. All of them giggling, wearing child-sized jerseys with BROOKS on the back and his number painted on their cheeks. 

Ugh. Puck Bunnies. 

I discreetly roll my eyes and huff as I turn in the direction of the media tent. I spot Lyndsey in the distance waving her skinny arms frantically above her head. She looks like a crazy person and completely out of place wearing a pair of Jimmy Choo’s and a Cartier watch, blinding my eyes from its glimmer. I laugh out loud watching her fight the movement of the cheering crowd, thankful and relived for her lunacy to help distract me from all thoughts of seeing Cash. 

“Look at you, all cute and on the job,” she says, walking over in my direction. 

“What are you doing here?” I fumble with my clipboard. “Didn’t you have a lunch date with Olivia?” 

She flicks her long brown curls over her bare shoulder. “I did…but Louis asked me to be his date… and you know I can’t resist getting all dolled up.” 

“You better not break that man’s heart,” I say, pinning her with a glare to let her know I’m serious. 

Lyndsey laughs, throwing her head back and pressing her hand against her chest. “You make me sound like I am some sort of man eater.”

“You are.” I chuckle, pushing through the crowd. “And Louis is a nice guy…so don’t you dare hurt him.” 

Lyndsey catches up to me. “Geez Quinn, what’s with the sudden loyalty to Louis?”

Stopping dead in my tracks, I turn around and narrow my eyes at her. “A few mornings ago he made me pancakes while you indulged in some extra hours of shut-eye and skipped out on your eight-thirty class.” 

Lyndsey huffs. “Don’t get all motherly with me. You know I need at least eight hours of sleep to function. I don’t understand why classes are even scheduled that early in the morning anyway…it’s stupid.”

“No, what’s stupid is not showing up to class because you went to bed at an inappropriate hour.” 

Lyndsey rolls her eyes and shoves her clutch under her armpit.

I turn away from her to see Theo a few feet away, greeting the limos pulling up to the media tent and dropping off the players. When he sees me, he smiles one of his charming grins and waves me over to his side.

“I was about to call you cell,” he says. "Did you end up getting all the prizes for the first intermission sorted out?"

I nod, watching his gaze follow Lyndsey as she walks a few feet away to chat with some of the other player’s girlfriends. He clears his throat. “Can you take over greeting the players? I need to speak with the press. Will you be okay on your own?” 

“Yes, I’ll be fine,” I say with a smile as Theo hands me his iPad. 

"Thanks, Quinn. I promise I’ll be back shortly. If you need anything, call me on my cell." 

I look down at the document on his screen, listing each player, their guests, and their arrival time. I scan the perimeters, my eyes blurring at the sea of hockey players mixed with media personnel. I desperately search for Cash. I haven’t seen or heard from him since I left him blue-balled in the locker room, and I am beyond nervous to face him. 

Tingling warmth snakes its way up my spine when I hear his smooth dark voice. 

“Mittens.” 

Inhaling a deep and steadying breath, I turn boldly towards him. “What do you want, Brooks?” I allow the anger to cut through my voice.

He leans in close, inches away from my lips. “I want to finish what we started.”

“Maybe you should call the hooker from last night to help you out with that,” I say as sweetly as possible.

“A hooker?” He chuckles, a smug smile curving his lips. “Is that seriously what you thought?”

Straightening out his suit jacket, he lets out a chuckle before sliding his hands through his lush honey hair. I’m mesmerized as he runs one finger absentmindedly across his plump bottom lip, almost pulling down on it slightly, his eyes smirking into mine. I find myself drinking in the way his charcoal suit fits tight against his gorgeous body, especially along his arms and shoulders. 

I take a step back, flustered. Why does he always look so damn gorgeous when he’s being a complete dick?

“You paid her off, so that’s exactly what I thought,” I huff, feeling my cheeks heat. “You know what, Brooks, you need to stop trying to push this. What happened in that locker room reminded exactly why I need to stay away from you.”

“I’m not trying to push anything.”

I cross my arms in front of my chest, narrowing my eyes at him.

He lets out a nervous chuckle and bites his bottom lip. “You think I’m not serious.”

“I think you like games. And I’m not a toy. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have players I need to greet. And a job to do.” I try to turn around, but he grabs my elbow and pulls my backside into his hard chest. 

“I’m sorry, okay.” He drops his head and presses his mouth against my ear. “Come on, don’t be like that.”

“Like what, Brooks?” I hiss. “Someone who doesn’t put up with your shit?” I tremble and tears sting my eyes. “As crazy as it sounds, when I said I wanted you in that locker room, I wasn’t lying or playing a game or saying it because that was what you wanted to hear.” I shake my head. “I said it because I meant it.”

He brushes my curls over my shoulder. “If I asked you right now if you wanted me, would you still mean it?”

“I can’t do this. Not here. Not now. I have a job to do. I’m done with you.” I squirm from his electric touch, but he tightens his grip. 

“Well, I’m not done with you.”

The way he lingers, letting his free hand run along the back of my thigh, has my body flushing with heat. 

“You’re bad news, Brooks.” I take a few steps back while maintaining eye contact with the world’s most infuriating man. He smirks at me in amusement, before he shoves his hands into his pockets. When two big-breasted women cozy up to either side of him, I turn away. 

“What was that all about?” Lyndsey’s eyes are huge as she nibbles her lip. 

“What?” I ask, playing dumb even though I am still reeling from Cash and his touch. 

“You know what,” she says in a hushed whisper.

I roll my eyes and glance over my shoulder. Cash is leaning against the wall, his muscular arms crossed in front of his chest. The two women laugh at whatever fascinating bull crap he feeds them. The second he catches me in a full on stare, he gives me a wink, making my heart beat a little faster. 

I glance at my watch. “The next limo is going to be here any second. I need to get back to work.” 

“Everyone saw you two,” she says, taking a step closer. “Look around, Quinny, the claws are out.”

I see a bunch of girls standing in the corner, whispering and pointing in my direction. 

"There you are," Louis says from behind Lyndsey. 

I look up to see him and Viktor approaching us. Viktor gives me crooked grin, then takes a step forward and places his hand on the small of my back. "Working hard, Quinn?"

I smile. "Always." 

A limo pulls up to the curb and I slide away from his touch. The limo driver opens the door to let out a tall dark haired man with a stunning red head. 

"Kirky-boy!" Viktor shouts and claps at the newest arrival.

I glance at the list and see the name of the last arrival, from the Providence Jaguars, Peter Kirkland. 

"Are you Peter?” I ask.

He chuckles. "The one and only." 

His voluptuous date laughs at his attempted charm and bats her long thick lashes in his direction. He barely pays her any attention and high-fives both Louis and Viktor. 

I am about to direct them into the tent, when I feel Viktor at my backside, "Hey, if I don't see you after the game, you better come to Coach Bartley’s wrap party." 

"Oh, I’m not going,” I politely decline. 

Viktor chuckles, "Ah come on, you have to." 

“No thank you, all hockey boys are bad news.”

"You better believe it,” he says with a wink. “I’ll see you there, Quinn.” He turns and walks away with Kirky-boy and the red head.

The sound of high pitched female giggling mixed with the slapping of high fives causes my curiosity to follow the noise. I look over to see Cash bench pressing some tiny blonde in a skin tight dress over his head. When he places her down on her pin thin heels after the tenth pump, he brushes his shoulders off then flexes his biceps for his adoring female followers and team mates. His eyes briefly meet mine before I turn away, making my insides heat up. 

"Christ he is such an ass,” I mutter out loud to myself.

Lyndsey chuckles "Oh my God, just admit that you like him!" 

"I do not!" I shout back. 

She cocks her head to the side, eyeing me skeptically, "You do too. And we both know how badly he wants you. Look at all those pathetic women hanging all over him, yet he looks at you like you’re the only person in the room.”

"Is everything going okay?" Theo asks, his deep voice catching me and Lyndsey off guard. 

"Yes, so far so good," I say with a bead of sweat dripping from my brow. My sister curiously shifts her gaze between Cash and me. 

"Great. Let me know once all the Jaguars players have arrived." He gives a smile before heading back towards the entrance of the red carpet. I watch him work his way across the tent, feeling Lyndsey's eyes on me as I follow behind him. 

I cringe when I hear her shout, "This conversation isn't over, Quinn." 

Without turning around, I give her thumbs up and greet the next limo, desperately trying to stay focused on the task at hand. My heart races as I pass by Cash, hating how good he looks. His baby blues devour every inch of my body and I feel like a vulnerable mess. For a moment I absorb his intensity and the predatory way he glares at me from across the room, enjoying his mouthwatering grin and the heat it brings to my cheeks. 
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After the charity game, I walk back to my office with Theo. I grab my purse and slide on my jacket when he asks. “Are you coming with me to the wrap party?” He’s scrolling through his cell phone, and I swallow hard, trying to appear as calm as possible. 

“Do I have to come?”

“Of course you do. There are a ton of people I’d like you to meet and we both deserve a little fun after tonight, don’t you think?”

I button up my jacket and sigh. “I’m exhausted – “

“Come on Quinn, I can’t go without my favorite intern. What am I supposed to tell Bartley and the executives when they ask where you are?”

“That I went home,” I reply. 

Theo leans in the doorway of my office. “You’re coming. We can stop by your place so you can freshen up, or put on a new dress, or do whatever you girls like to do before going out.”

I narrow my eyes at him. “Fine. I’ll come for a bit, but then I’m going home. Capiche?”

“See, I knew you’d come around.” Theo laughs and shoves his phone in his pocket. “Now let’s go and celebrate all the hard work we did.” 

My phone beeps as we step out onto the pavement and towards Theo’s vehicle. I look down at my screen lit up with a text message from my father.

I heard Military Appreciation Night was a success. I’m very proud of you.

Keep up the good work, Quinn. 

I smile down at my screen and text him back:

Thanks Dad! Just heading with Theo to Coach Bartley's for the wrap party. 

“Who are you texting?” Theo asks as he pulls open his passenger door. 

“My dad. He heard the event was a success and he congratulated me.”

Theo smiles. “He should. You did a great job.” 

I slide onto the seat, and he closes the door behind me. Theo walks around the front end of his car and then opens his door and slides into the driver seat. 

My dad sends me another text:

Have a good time and tell Theo I said hello. I’m leaving on a red eye tonight. I will be in Texas on business for the week, so I won’t be able to make it. Please send my regrets to everyone. See you when I get back. 

I tap my phone shut with a smile. I finally feel like all my hard work has paid off. I am back on track, controlled and concentrated on my work, and I am so pleased that my dad recognizes it. 
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Walking up the twisting staircase, we head into Coach Bartley’s home full of men accompanied by beautiful women drinking and talking over loud music. Theo’s hand finds the small of my back as he weaves us under the dim lighting through the foyer and into the kitchen. 

“You look great tonight, Quinn.” His words are soft and warm as he brushes past me, leading the way. "That purple dress you have on really makes your eyes pop."

“Thanks,” I reply. 

I glance at my reflection in the floor to ceiling windows and admire my strappy nude heels and purple bustier dress. I love the way the padded bust and structured silhouette flatters my body in all the right places.

My entire body stiffens, when his familiar warmth surrounds me, his hands finding my hips. “Nice dress.”

Theo turns around with a scowl on his face and stares Cash up and down. He holds out his hand and they embrace in a firm shake. “Great game tonight, Brooks. Can I get you something? Like a drink?”

“Soda water and lime,” Cash says, his finger creeping along the back of my thigh and up to the hem of my dress. “Would you like anything, Quinn?” The calm possession in his voice alarms the hell out of me. I can barely let out a breath, never mind speak with his hand cupped around my ass. 

Theo locks eyes with me and waits for my response, oblivious to Cash’s wandering hands. 

“Sure,” I say, letting out the breath I’ve been holding. 

“Tell him what you want,” Cash whispers against my ear. 

My body trembles from the warmth of his breath. “A water, please.” 

Theo nods. “Quinn, come with me to get the drinks?” But his tone is all off. It’s not really a question, it more like he’s insisting. 

“No, she’ll stay here, with me.” Cash is insisting too.

“Quinn?” Theo repeats. 

“I’m fine, Theo. I’ll wait here.”

Theo looks at me one last time, lets out a deep breath, and then heads over to the makeshift bar set up in the great room. 

When he is out of sight, I whip around. “Are you crazy? This place is crawling with my colleagues.”

“You like it and you know it,” Cash says, tucking a stray strand of hair behind my ear. 

I whack his hand away. “You’re unbelievable.”

A flicker of intensity flashes in his eyes, nostrils flaring. Moving closer, his scent—honey and cinnamon—washes over me. “Don’t pretend you didn’t feel something in that locker room, Mittens.” 

“Yeah, I felt my dignity being ripped right out of me. And I don’t understand why you even care? I can already see that you’re onto the next,” I nod over at a group of girls staring us down from the corner. 

“Would that bother you?” He glances at the blonde girl he bench-pressed earlier today. “If I fucked her tonight instead of you?”

We stand there, eyeing each other up as I try not to let my real feelings for this arrogant son-of-a–bitch seep in. 

My chest twists tightly, painfully. “Alright, Brooks, I see what you’re trying to do here. But here’s the thing, I don’t give a shit what you do. Women throw themselves at you constantly and you gladly fuck them. Good for you. I bet you’ve already nailed a whole bunch since the locker room, so what’s another?” 

He shakes his head and loosens his tie. “Nope. Not one.”

“Aw, how sweet. I must have made quite the impression,” I say, turning away from his amused stare.

I can feel his eyes burning into my back with every trembling step I take. His richly worn Italian shoes pound across the hardwood floor and he catches my wrist. “Listen, the only reason you aren’t naked, bound, and fucked in my bed right now is because we’re at this shit party. But you better keep yourself good and wet, Mittens, because tonight, you’re coming home with me.” 

A shrill female voice breaks through our stare as he mutters a curse. 

“Cash, are you coming? We’re waiting for you.” The blonde girl standing at his side gives me a once-over, her lips in a valley-girl pout. “Is this your sister or something?”

“No, I’m the marketing coordinator for the Bruisers,” I say, trying to sound as sweet as possible. “Let me introduce myself. I’m Quinn…and you are?” 

“Alyssa,” she coos. 

“What a pretty name. It’s always a pleasure to meet another one of Cash’s play toys. Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to find the real man I came with,” I say, without bothering to look up at Cash who towers over me, even in my heels. 

I move with speed, searching through a sea of unknown faces before spotting Lyndsey snuggled up on a couch with Louis in a side room. I debate breaking up their make out session to hide out with them, but I don’t. Instead, I continue in a pursuit for Theo.

“There you are.” Theo says, juggling three drinks, a look of relief splashed across his face. “Where’s Cash?”

“He went off with some bimbo,” I reply, hoping the jealousy isn’t too apparent in my voice. 

Theo hands me my beer. “Whatever. Good ridden to bad rubbish.” 

“Why do you hate him so much?” I ask. 

He laughs, and then takes a sip of his drink. “He’s unpredictable, arrogant and thorn in my side. And one thing’s for sure, I don’t like the way he looks at you.” 

I tilt my head to the side and narrow my eyes at him, unsatisfied with his response. “Come on Theo, there has to be more to it than that.”

“Quinn, Theo! Glad you could make it.” Coach Bartley shakes our hands. 

While Coach Barley and Theo engage in a conversation on horseback riding, yachts, and hockey my smile falters, noticing the red headed girl that stepped out of the limo with Peter Kirkland earlier today. She stumbles with hunched shoulders and tries to brace herself against the wall to keep from falling over. She sways incoherently from side to side and won't stop hiccupping. Kirkland is a few feet away, with some of his teammates, including, Viktor, laughing at her. 

I excuse myself from Theo and Coach Bartley’s conversation and head into the next room. I’ve seen this before: a stumbling drunk, making her way incoherently though the room, a comical display for those who don’t care about her. But I do care. This kind of drunk brings back painful memories that I wish I could erase. It’s something I am unable to walk away from; I need to help. 

“Are you okay?” I drape my arm around her shoulders and guide her onto a couch. “Can I get you some water?” 

Her eyes are glazed over and she lets out a sigh. “I don’t feel good.” Her words slur together as she rests her head on my lap.

“I’m going to call you a cab, okay? We should probably get you home,” I say, until I feel a strong hand brace my shoulder. 

“Hey, newbie, why don’t you back off and mind your own business?” my eyes meet Kirkland’s. “Sarah’s fine and still good for a round. Don’t worry. I’ll make sure she gets home once I’m done with her.” 

“Are you serious? She’s practically passed out.” I glance over his shoulder and look to Viktor for back up, but he takes a sip from his drink and looks away. 

“Yeah I know.” He looks back at his teammates and a few of the Bruisers players, laughing. “That’s how I like them.” 

“You’re disgusting. She’s drunk. I’m calling her a cab,” I hiss, fishing in my purse for my phone. 

Kirkland’s hand wraps around my wrist. “Stop being a cock block and get lost.”

“Let go of her.” 

My eyes shift up to see Cash standing at my side, his nostrils flaring. 

Kirkland sneers at him before letting go of my wrist. “Or what, Brooks?”

“Or I’ll smash your fucking face in,” he threatens, jaw tight. 

Kirkland lets out an amused chuckle. “Fuck off Cash. Save your fists for the ice. It’s the only thing you’re good for anyway.”

Cash clears his throat of anger and balls his thick fingers into fists. I begin to fidget with my hair, feeling my chest tighten as the scene unfolding before my eyes begins to draw attention from others at the party.

“Come on, Kirkland, give me a reason. I dare you to touch her again.” 

Kirkland glances over at me then down at his drunken date. “What’s your problem, Cash? You have a crush on newbie or something?” He pauses with a chuckle. “You know what, I don’t blame you…with tits as fine as hers I’m thinking I may have picked the wrong girl tonight.” He takes a step closer and wraps one of my long brown curls around his finger. I instinctually place my palms on his chest and shove him back a fraction. He smirks at me, immune to my distaste for him. 

“I’m warning you. Walk away, Kirkland,” Cash replies, anger cutting through his voice.

“Are you kidding, Brooks? What are you trying to prove? That you aren’t some small town Canadian fuck up?” Kirkland laughs, then puts his face inches away from mine. “Listen sweetheart, don’t waste your time with this asshole.”

My heart is beating out of my chest as I feel his cloying whiskey breath against my cheek. The tiniest whiff causes memories of my mother to flood my mind. It makes me sick. I look up at Kirkland, a fire igniting in my belly. This is what it feels like to want to punch someone; to have every angry nerve ending rise and make you do the unthinkable. “Here’s a proposition for you green eyes. How about you suck me off tonight with those gorgeous lips of yours …at least unlike Brooks, I won’t make you blow me in the back of a limousine. Bartley’s washroom will do.”

I gear up my hand to slap him across the face when Kirkland’s body is ripped out of view. Cash pummels him to the floor with a loud thud, knocking over a planter and smashing Kirkland’s head against the wall. Kirkland wrestles beneath him and his fist flies through the air, but Cash dodges the punch, landing a bone-spitting blow on Kirkland’s face. Viktor jumps between them, just as Cash throws another fist into Kirkland’s jaw. I gasp, throwing my hands over my mouth, when Viktor slams Cash against the wall and Kirkland struggles to sit up with bright red blood dripping from his nose and lip, splattered across the hardwood floor.

“Cash! What the hell?” Viktor shouts.

Kirkland is a bloody mess and a few of his teammates help him to his feet. A girl wipes his open wound on his eyebrow covered in blood with a few bar napkins. He winces with every, dab to his broken flesh as he is lead over to an empty chair.

When Cash’s head snaps up, his cold blue eyes meet mine as his chest heaves up and down. He takes a step back, lifts his white tee shirt and wipes his mouth. “You okay?”

I stare into his apologetic eyes for a second then look away. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

With the confirmation of my sanity, Cash stalks over to Sarah who is flopped over on the couch. He helps her to her wobbly feet and then looks back at me through the crowd. “I’ll get her a ride home.”

“Wait!” I shout, pushing through the warm mass of bodies. “I’m coming with you.”



Chapter 9 

As Cash flags down a cab, amid the horns and the pedestrians, the only thing I can truly focus on is the beating of my heart. Once a cab pulls up, we slide onto the squishy leather seats with Sarah in the middle, separating the two of us.

“Where you headed?” the cabbie asks, glancing back at us through the rear-view mirror.

“Where do you live, sweetheart?” Cash asks Sarah, his eyes locked on mine.

She lets out a deep breath, slurs a street name and closes her eyes.

“Is there anyone at your place to take care of you?” Cash leans over, his tone patient, his soft blue eyes so unexpectedly concerned it warms my cold heart.

“Yeah, my roommate’s at home” she slurs again, curling up against his side.

Once we pull up to her building, Cash unlocks his door, and looks over at me. His sharp features are shadowed by the dark of the night, but his blue eyes sparkle in my direction. He helps Sarah out of the cab and I ask the cab driver to wait for us. I walk around the back of the cab and over to Cash holding up a wobbly Sarah on the sidewalk. When his eyes meet mine, they flash with curiosity before slowly cooling to gratitude. I slip my arm around her to help stabilize her other side.

“Thanks” he whispers.

In the moonlight, I can see the sharp line of his jaw and the smooth expanse of his neck. His white tee shirt is caught on Sarah’s chunky necklace and it tugs it down far enough that I can see his tattooed chest. My mind involuntarily starts undressing him until his grunt distracts me and his grip on Sarah tightens. She is dead weight as we lug her up the steps of her apartment building.

I reach forward and pull open the door to the lobby.

He gives Sarah a gentle shake. “What’s your apartment number?”

She mumbles out a number and Cash presses the corresponding button. A buzzer rings and a female voice comes through the line. Cash tells her that we have a drunk Sarah waiting in the lobby. Within seconds, a young girl with dark black hair and thick rimmed glasses steps out of the elevator and rushes over to Sarah. She thanks us for getting her home safely and Cash helps guide her in the elevator.

He exhales slowly through his nose as we step out onto the sidewalk. His expression is unreadable, but it isn’t so dark outside that I can’t see the way his shoulders seem too heavy for his frame. He opens the cab door and looks back at me. I’m unsure what he’s doing at first, then understanding dawns as he nods to the open door.

“Ladies first,” he says.

There is a lightness in my chest as I step forward and slide onto the leather seat. A distinct jump in pulse catches me off guard when I feel Cash slide in beside me.

I have to remind myself to breathe as we drive in silence.

“I’m really sorry for what happened back there, Quinn.” His soft voice murmurs from my right

I turn to face him. “I appreciate what you did, but this isn’t the ice. You can’t go around punching people out.”

I stare into his blue eyes, heated and tense. He leans forward and I watch his chest slowly rising and falling with every breath he takes. God he smells so good.

“I gave Kirkland fair warning,” he says, and drapes his arm along the seat. “I should have clocked him the first time he lay a finger on you.”

“Why do you constantly feel the need to protect me?” I ask him, wishing he would stop wafting his delicious scent my way. “I’m probably the least sexy girl you’ve ever felt the need to protect.”

“Least sexy?” he repeats with a raised brow. “Quinn, you are the sexiest girl. You’ve got brains, ambition, style, elegance and addicting lips.”

I pull back and meet his eyes before he leans back in, opening his mouth to mine. My heart races feeling the swirl of his tongue in my mouth. I sense that I should be wary of my feelings for Cash and the effect he has on me, but when he starts saying things like that my walls start crumbling. His mouth is like a magnet to mine.

“I don’t understand,” I say, slipping my tongue out of his wet lips.

“You inspire me Quinn.” His eyes darken and his gaze meets mine again, running his thumb along my cheek. “With you, it’s different.”

“With me it’s different?” I ask, my voice thick with awkwardness and my pulse heavy in my throat.

“Let me prove it to you.”

He takes my face in his hands, palms warm against my cheeks, and kisses me. His lips tease at mine, teeth gently scraping across. I feel his fingers thread in my hair and he tips my head back, pulling away just long enough to brush his nose along mine and tilt my chin up to him. I suck in a breath as the tip of his tongue pushes inside and he moans into my mouth; diminishing every feeling that tells me losing myself to Cash again is wrong. His hands slide down my ribcage and finds my hips. I respond by running my finger slowly along his scruffy jaw line.

He reaches for my hand and kisses the back of my knuckles, “I’ll ask the cabbie to drop you off at home”

I bite down on my lip, with a devious twinkle in my eye. “Or not….” I let my voice trail off.

A flicker of intensity lights up in his eyes. He grins and leans forward, placing another kiss against my lips, “Are you sure?”

I nod, biting my bottom lip. My heart beats a mile a minute, my arms instinctually wrapping around his neck.

“Where to next? Is it one stop or two?” the cab driver asks.

“One,” we say in unison.

His thumb dragging along my bottom lip as he recites an address.

In an instant, my fingers wrap around his tie and I pull him against my chest. Our lips connect and I open to his mouth, our tongues dancing together. He slams me up against the window our lips locked and his hands running along the inside of my thighs. He grips either side of them in both of his hands, holding me down, and skimming his way down to my ass and then back along the inside of my thighs. I moan when he slides deeper, my hips fighting his hold, needing to arch upwards. I wrap my legs around him, wanting his fingers inside me, feeling him wickedly tease around the edges of my damp panties.

“I can’t stop thinking about all the things I’m dying to do to you.,” he whispers as he grazes my ear with his teeth.

“This is a onetime deal, Brooks,” I moan loosening his belt.

A thrill shot moves through me as his hands travel around my ribs and unclasp my bra. I press my breasts into his palms, urging him on and encouraging this raw animalistic behavior that I’ve never ever experienced before with another man.

He kisses along my neck, his fingers moving quickly to remove my bra. He slides it out through the top of my dress. “I’m keeping this.” And shoves it into the front pocket of his jeans, sucking at my bottom lip.

“The hell you are,” I say, sliding my hands along his chest.

“The hell I am,” he murmurs, as his hand slides up the inside of my dress, gripping my lace panties in his fingers. “And I’m keeping these too.”

A shiver moves through me, as I feel him bind the flimsy material in his fingers, ripping my good for nothing panties clean from my body.

Both our chests are rising and falling, as so many thoughts run like crazy through my mind. There is nothing more in the whole entire world I want more in this moment than to feel him inside me, but I know I am going to hate both of us tomorrow when this is over, yet for some insane reason I can’t bring myself to stop it.

The cab comes to a stop, and Cash pulls out a hundred-dollar bill from his wallet and slams it in the cab drivers hand. He slides out of the cab, and I follow, scurrying along the backseat. When my heels hit the pavement, he turns around and my heart skips a beat. His wavy honey hair stands on edge, from my fingers running through it at least a hundred times. His white tee shirt is wrinkled, and my lipstick is smeared all over his neck and lips, like I’ve marked him. He looks at me with a hint of uncertainty mixed with a sliver of desperation in his eyes, which makes my heart beat a mile a minute.

Cash pulls me through the doorway, down a hall and into the elevator. The second the door closes, our lips are all over each other and it’s obvious that he can feel how frantic I am for him. All I can muster with his scalding kisses pressing against the side of my neck and over the tops of my breasts is a greedy moan, begging for more.

His fingers stroke the back of my neck while his other hand travels down to my hip, igniting a spark with every touch. He opens it on my lower back and presses me into his hard erection, with his lips all over mine. I am drowning in the sensation of him, lost and hopeless in his arms.

When the doors chime open, we step out into an immaculate penthouse surrounded by floor to ceiling windows. He whips off his tee shirt and pulls me to the last room on the right, pushing me inside, before locking the door behind us.

Cash grabs at my ass, gripping it tightly in his fingers, not breaking our kiss for a second. I gasp when he pins me against the wall. My legs tighten around his waist, my hands run up his chest. He slides the straps of my dress over my shoulders, and they fall to the sides, as he kisses along my neck. I unzip his jeans and drop them to the floor.

His groin grazes against my sex and he is so damn hard, my mouth waters. When he kicks off his pants, allowing me to see him in all his naked glory, I lick my lips unable to control my urge to finally have him. From his perfectly toned biceps to his powerful chest to the size of his thick long cock, it all takes what’s left of my breath away. God, he is crazy sexy. And the way my skin burns as his hands move their way up my body, until they are gripping fistfuls of my hair, fills me with the insane need to have him. 

He slides his hands down to my waist, picks me up and tosses me onto his bed. The next moment I am on my back, and Cash looms, his mouth curves into a dangerously sexy smile. “This isn’t a game, Mittens. This time you better be ready to finish what you started.”

“If you weren’t such an asshole last time, I would have.” I’m seething.

His eyes snap into mine, wide and thrilled, “God, Mittens, your feistiness drives me fucking wild.”

He leans down and kisses me. His taste, spearmint. His smell, cinnamon. I want his mouth everywhere, sucking, nibbling and licking. Everything feels different with him. I don’t know who I’ve become. I have never lost myself in a man before. But right now when his rough hands grip my hips I’m gone. I relish in our kisses, my pulsing clit, and his mouth so soft and urgent on my lips. I can feel his heart beating, his hardness, and his fingers teasing my swollen sex. An explosion builds between my legs. I never want him to stop. Cash kisses my neck, my shoulder, and then slowly trails his lips along the side of my body. I inhale a sharp breath, my body trembling in anticipation, my sweet spot throbbing. He slides to the edge of the bed and kneels on the floor between my thighs, spreading me, kissing me through the fabric of my underwear. He nibbles and tugs, sucking and licking impatiently before he slides my last remaining article of clothing down my legs. I gasp when he leans forward, covering my most sensitive skin in a long, slow lick. I push up, leaning back on my hands to watch him.

“I can’t get enough of you.” His palms plant further on my thighs to keep my legs open. His licks deepen, my heart races, his low moans vibrate through me.

I thread my hands in his hair, the familiar sensation of my need for Cash rocking through me. When his tongue swirls around my sensitive skin, I buck uncontrollably beneath him. I’m gasping, hoarse and senseless, offering no words, just sharp sounds. The echo of my orgasm rings around us, as I cry out his name into a whimper. I can feel his smile against my thigh as he gives me one final lick and removes his fingers from inside me. He stumbles to his feet and climbs over me with a wicked grin.

“I need to be inside you,” his voice raspy against my mouth. “Watching you come like that - I can’t take it anymore.”

In a quick blink, he grabs hold of my ankles, grabs his mammoth of a cock, and thrusts it deep inside me. Goosebumps spread all over my skin at how hot he looks riding me. His scent and heat surrounds me, his hands and mouth moving all over me. His demanding thrusts feel better than anything.

His gaze snares mine as his thumb and index finger roll over the hardened peak of one of my nipples. He starts to move slowly inside me and it’s unlike anything else. The electricity pulsating between us with his every thrust is enough to spark his bedroom into flames. I’ve never felt this type of connection with a guy our first time. I’ve never been so, responsive, so greedy so sexually aware of what I want. And what I want is Cash inside me, always. His eyes are on mine as he pulls out and then pushes back in, occasionally leaning forward and brushing my lips with a kiss.

“I’m already getting close,” he rasps.

Cash grabs my arms and flips me on top of him, his lips and tongue dancing with mine. I’m straddling him on his bed, riding his cock, feeling his hands twist and bunch in my hair. “Look at me,” he says, now gripping me by the roots of my hair, bringing my eyes in line with his. I can’t escape his hot stare, as I ride him, driving his cock deeper and deeper inside me. “This isn’t a onetime deal, Mittens. I can’t stay away from you.”

As scary and real as it sounds, I know deep down that after this, I won’t be able to stay away from him either. He’s undone me, broken down my walls and I’ve lost all control, betrayed trust and succumbed to my fiercest desires.

He lets out a throaty growl, before he flips me over and starts moving in and out of me. Licking a trail down my neck, he bites my breast, before his tongue flicks my nipple several times. He pulls it into his mouth, teasing and sucking.

“Fuck Quinn, you’re so beautiful.” He lets out a ragged moan, shaking over top of me. “This is too much.”

His continuous pumps and deep thrusts cause another rush to shiver over my trembling body. I claw at his backside, toes curling in bliss.

“Ahh fuck…I’m coming.” Cash tenses, his face hard, as with a final thrust I feel his release.

I grip his arms as he slows down, resting his forehead in the nook of my shoulder. Our breathing is heavy, our chests rising and falling together.

Silence descends and a few heart-thudding moments pass as we stare at each other, both hot and wild-eyed. While he is still in me, Cash strokes my hair and shoulders, gently placing a soft kiss on my breasts. When he lifts his head, I look back into his eyes and find them heated, searching mine.

“Stay here tonight.”

“Here? In your bed?”

Cash rolls off of me, lets out a sigh and wraps his arms around me. “Yes, Quinn. In my bed. Unless you’d prefer to sleep on the floor.”

I snuggle deeper into his arms. “No, your bed’s fine. I’m sure most women find it a much better alternative than the cold hardwood.”

“Women don’t sleep in my bed.”

I turn around to face him, and narrow my eyes conspicuously at him. “What? You actually expect me to believe that out of all of the women you’ve been with, that I’m the first to sleep in your bed?”

He nods and grips my chin in his fingers. “You’re not just some woman, Quinn.” He tucks a loose strand of hair behind my ear and pulls me close, planting a kiss on my forehead. “For any other woman it’s a cab ride home.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“You should,” he says into my hair. “You’re breaking me, Mittens.”

Suddenly everything feels too real and too intense. This was supposed to be the closure I needed to end our dysfunctional dance. Not the beginning of another twisted disaster between me and the hockey Adonis.

“I can’t stay.” I roll away from his powerful stare and mumble. “I need to go.”

Cash’s hand wraps around my waist and tugs me backward, rolling me back onto his bed. Once I’m facing him, he runs a soft hand through my hair. “I wasn’t asking you. I was telling you.”

I open my mouth to protest, but he places an index finger on my lips. “You’re staying.”

[image: img1.jpg]

I wake up the next morning to the sound of pipes whining out the pressure of a shower, naked and tangled in Cash Brooks’ sheets. I’d been so blinded by lust last night that I never even took a moment to look around his bedroom. Sitting up, I survey his impressive quarters with a curious eye. His king size bed takes up most of the space, bookended by two nightstands. A fireplace fills up the far wall, and a flat screen television hangs above it. To my right, a full length mirror stares back at me and reflects my tangled hair and smeared mascara.

His things are beautiful, and it’s obvious from the quality that he’s no stranger to money. But even though his room is well put together, I can’t help but shake the feeling that this neatly defined space doesn’t reflect the real Cash.

“Good morning, Mittens.”

I gasp at his deep voice, gathering his satin sheets up to cover my bare breasts. Cash stands in the morning sun filtering through the window in nothing but a towel and bare feet. Droplets of water drip down his taut chest and ripples. I swallow hard, tempted by the pure piece of brawn standing in front of me. I swallow the nervous lodge in my throat. I need to go home, before Lyndsey or Theo send out a search party looking for me.

Without meeting his eyes, I mumble, “You scared me.”

I grab at the sheets, twisting them around my body as the mattress sinks in. I shriek when his strong powerful arm pulls me backward onto the fluffy pillows. Cash pulls me close to him, his nose touching mine. “Sleep well?”

He plants a quick kiss on my lips, smiling back at me.

I gasp, when his hands move between my thighs, teasing and caressing them gently, causing me to become a trembling, panting mess. “You look so beautiful all twisted up in my sheets.”

Swallowing hard, I feel his hand working its way down slowly, as he unravels me from the sheets, stroking and kissing along my shoulders and breasts. I suck in air, squirming away from the delicious torment of Cash’s skilled fingers.

The moment he moves to slide over me, I pant out. “I have to go.”

He yanks me down and I moan, so wet from his touch. And as badly as I want to feel him inside me again, sweaty and breathless, I know this has to stop, for both of our sakes and our careers.

He bunches my hair in his fingers and kisses along my neck. “I’ve been dying to have you in my bed since the very first time I saw you.” He moans squeezing my breasts gently. “And now that I’ve got you here, I don’t want you to leave.” Wrapping his lips around one of my nipples, he flicks his tongue around the hardened peak before slipping it into his mouth.

I press the palms of my hands on his chest, and push him away, gently. “Cash—”

He slides a finger over my mouth, shushing me. “Will you ever stop resisting me?” He gently laughs as I watch him, struggling to catch my breath. “Come on, one more time.”

“Cash, we’re a conflict of interest…my internship—”

“You’re smart. Find another one,” he whispers, running his tongue along the lobe of my ear.

Hearing those five simple words roll of his tongue, makes quitting my internship tempting. Oh, so tempting. “It’s complicated,” I reply instead of telling him it will never happen. We could never be together. First, my father would never approve. Second, I’m leaving for Harvard the instant I get my acceptance letter. And third, I need this internship. I will not jeopardize my future for this bad-boy hockey player who is all wrong for me.

“No, it’s simple.” He runs his hands up my thighs. My body reacts before my mind can, by running my hands all over his hard muscles and warm smooth skin. My heart slams against my ribs and I take a deep breath, feeling him slide a finger along my wet slit as I try my hardest not to want more and harder. Cash moves his body back, slips his hands into my hair and again whispers, “Tell me you’ll find another internship.”

My chest tightens and I let out a sigh. I will cave and drop everything I have worked so hard for if he keeps suggesting things like that. Where has my backbone gone? I used to be more focused and controlled than this.

“Tell me what I want to hear, Mittens.”

“I can’t afford to lose control because of this, because of you,” I whisper into his mouth. “I meant what I said. Last night was a onetime deal. We both got what we wanted. But we can never happen again.”

Cash lets out a throaty growl before he grips me by the waist and pulls me onto his lap. My long brown curls cascade around my face, creating a shield from his hard stare. His hands snake up my sides, until one finger possessively brushes my lips, causing my eyes to crash into his. “Look,” he orders, turning my head by the base of my chin, to show me our entwined naked reflection in the mirror. “Do you see how perfectly we fit together?”

I stutter out a yes when he cups my breasts and squeezes them hard, running kisses down my shoulder.

He flips me beneath him. “If that’s what you want for us, to never happen again…then what I want is for you to remember this—this perfect fucking sight.” He nudges my legs apart, pressing his thick hard cock against my sex. “And when you close your eyes at night, alone in your bed because you’re too goddamn stubborn to let me into your perfectly constructed life, then I want you to ache when you remember how my cock makes you feel.” He thrusts himself inside me, and I whimper into the skin on his neck. “Because if that’s what you think… that this, that I’m not good for you…you’re wrong Quinn, because everything about the way it feels when I’m inside you feels right.”

Cash slides his hand down my side, placing it behind my knee and hitching it up to rest on his shoulder. He drives deeper and deeper inside of me, gripping my hair and moaning louder with every thrust. My hands crawl up his chest, my eyes memorizing every tattooed ripple.

“Look in the mirror.” He slides in from behind me, my hands forced against his headboard. “Now look and see how fucking perfect you look with me inside you.”

I turn my face toward the mirror, stunned at the way my back arches as I take his cock. He fits like a perfect puzzle piece against my ass.

He tugs at my hair and gropes one of my bouncing breasts. “Is your fucking desk job worth losing this?” He pounds inside me.

Unable to answer, I’m gasping with every hard thrust, loving and hating the twisted part of me that craves the way he manhandles me between the sheets. When I’m achingly close, he slows down and leans over, his chest against my back as he whispers softly in my ear, “Do you really believe you’ll be able to stay away from something that feels this good?”

“I don’t want to, but I have to,” I moan, unable to believe I’ve said so much. “You’re bad news, Brooks.”

He pulls my hair back and presses his lips to my cheek. “Do you feel that?” he asks, sliding his fingers between my legs, stroking and teasing my sensitive skin.

All I can muster is a stifled moan in response, feeling him touch me.

“Good,” he growls, and picks up the tempo of his thrusts.

My body tenses and tightens, the sensation from his movements almost too overwhelming. His words, demanding and arousing, send a thrill through me. I know I am getting close. He rolls his thumb against me one final time, and my climax ripples through me, overtaking my body and sending me into a satisfied tremble.

Cash feels my release and flips me onto my back, pinning my hands over my head onto his soft pillows. Our kisses become rough and urgent. He pounds in and out of me until he climaxes, letting out a deep moan.

Our breathing is rapid and heavy as his forehead falls to my shoulder and the weight of his body presses against me. We stare at each other in heart-thudding silence, our chests rising and falling together.

“Call yourself a cab,” he growls, pulling away slowly, before he climbs out of the bed and slides on his underwear. He looks back at me one last time, before walking out of his bedroom and slamming the door behind him.

I suddenly feel dirty and cheap. Why on earth did I let myself become lost to Cash—again! —a typical hockey player looking for a quick fuck. I knew his smooth talk between the sheets was a ploy to get another quick bang in before he sent me on my way. 

When my breathing settles, I sit up to see my dress crumbled up on the floor. I am about to get out of his bed, when a low buzzing from my right causes me to follow the sound. Turning, I see his phone on the night stand beside me. The screen is lit up with a text message, staring back at me. My eyes run over it before I can stop them.

Best limo ride of my life. Call me when you’re ready for another late night cruise. xoxo

I can’t even stop myself, when I click the photo that is attached. A pretty brunette with perky breasts and wearing a tight pink t-shirt fills the screen. She is holding a dildo up to her mouth, suggestively and tugging down on the hem of her t-shirt. Nausea twists in my stomach and jealously runs through my veins. Unable to control myself, I click through the rest of his text messages, immediately wishing I hadn’t. One after another is from woman after woman after woman begging for another night with him.

Oh. My. God. Another sense of foolishness washes over me as I drop the phone between my thighs.

I’ve ruined everything…is the only thought running through my mind when I drop my head into my hands. I’m on the brink of ruining my career over this hot shot and my integrity in the process. I’m not sure if I’m more upset at myself for putting myself in this situation or the realization that he is the only one with nothing to lose.

Grabbing the rest of my things, I leave him and his immaculate home behind, making a mad dash to the elevator, out into the fresh morning air.

A quick cab ride later, and I’m still trembling, walking through my front door and into the living room.

“It’s six in the morning! You have got some explaining to do,” Lyndsey says with a slight bit of humor to her voice. She is standing in the kitchen in her flimsy silk pajamas. I look over at her, gloating, and I immediately frown. “Where the hell were you?” she asks.

“Out,” I mumble, tossing my purse on the couch.

“Well, well, well.” She says, following behind me. I roll my eyes and make a beeline for the bathroom. I need to wash the intoxicating scent of Cash from my body. But Lyndsey cuts me off and blocks the door. “You were at Cash’s, weren’t you?”

I press my lips together. “Seriously, Lynds, what does it matter?”

“Oh, it matters. I heard you two caused quite the scene last night before you took off together through the backdoor. Thanks a lot for leaving me to deal with Theo and the aftermath. He went a little crazy when he heard what happened. He even threatened to call Dad, but I assured him I saw you hop in a cab by yourself. Could you imagine how pissed Dad would be if he knew you left with Cash?”

I can hear my dad’s voice in my head. Hockey players leave, they play out of town and there are a million and one temptations. Like me you don’t trust easily, and it will never last. I promise you that. Stay away from them. 

“Shit,” I mumble.

“I knew it. You totally slept with him. I knew something was going on. I can’t believe you weren’t even going to tell me.”

Her smugness only irritates me more. “This isn’t about you, Lynds. I’ve created a big fucking mess.”

“Admit it. You like him.” She grins like a gloating idiot. “Now, spill. I am so jealous. He’s a fucking alpha from the heavens. Was the sex with him great? Like multiple-orgasm great?”

“Move.” I say, annoyed at her nosiness.

“Was he huge? Those skates and hands look big.”

“Seriously, Lynds. Move.”

She doesn’t budge, so I study the floor, worried my eyes will tell her everything she needs to know. The last thing I need is for my sister to witness my perfectly constructed walls crumbling all around me. I’m supposed to be her role model, not her slutty partner in crime. After our mother died—and even before— I was all she had to look up to, and I’ve taken that role seriously throughout the years.

She finally steps away from the doorway, crinkling her nose. “You smell like sex. I won’t hold you up any longer from your shower of shame.” She turns her back to me and says over her shoulder, “By the way, I should probably warn you. Louis texted me around five this morning. He told me to warn you that Theo was going ballistic. There’s a video of Cash knocking out Kirkland. It’s spreading like wildfire in the Twitter-sphere. Apparently, there will need to be some serious damage control on the Bruisers end.” Yawning, she shrugs. “Anyway, you might want to call Theo. Shits about to go south fast for the team if Cash’s bad rap gets smeared all over the media.”



Chapter 10

Theo frowns when I click off the video from my computer screen.

“What am I supposed to do about this, Quinn? I’ve got our affiliate team from the National Hockey League questioning me on why the President’s daughter and newest employee of the AHL is the cause of a brawl between Cash Brooks and Peter Kirkland. Do you understand the type of damage control I’m going to have to do here to protect your father and stop the media from having a field day with this?”

“I’m sorry. I was only trying to help.”

He shakes his head and runs his fingers through his hair. “Why didn’t you come and get me?”

“It all happened so fast—”

“Fucking Brooks knows how to ruin everything.” He paces back and forth, his hands shoved in his pockets.

“Cash didn’t do anything wrong. Kirkland was being a complete ass.”

“Listen Quinn, when Brooks was sent down to the Bruisers, our job was to clean him up. Fighting on the ice is one thing, but attacking another player and having it caught on video and publicized on the web is another. The affiliates are questioning whether or not he’s abusing substances again and I don’t fucking appreciate heat under my ass from your father who thinks I’ve put his little girl in danger. This isn’t good, Quinn.”

“What do you mean abusing substances?” I feel an overwhelming trickle of forgotten emotion, as I suck a sharp breath.

He turns his head towards me, letting out a sigh. “After Brooks’ brother died in the crash, he lost it. How do you think a guy with his talent ended up playing for the Bruisers?”

My heart twists at Cash’s loss, and an aching pain spreads throughout my chest. “What kind of crash?”

Theo tucks his cell into his pocket and sits at the edge of my desk. “After Brooks was drafted, the story is that he and his brother went out celebrating with a bunch of their buddies. They started racing down a dirt road, driving real fast against a pick-up truck. A deer jumped out in front of Brooks, he swerved out of the way and he lost control of the vehicle. He flipped off the road and into the bush. The vehicle was totaled and his brother died instantly. Brooks is lucky to be alive.”

My heart pounds painfully as I let the breath I’ve been holding between my lips slowly seep out. “That’s horrible.”

“Yeah, his career was nearly ruined because of it.” Theo grabs his phone from his pocket and taps out a text then looks down at me. “But you know what’s horrible right now, is that the league is holding me responsible for Cash’s outburst, and your father is trapped in Texas dealing with questions from the media about your relationship with Brooks.”

I avoid Theo’s eyes, reluctant to even comment. I power off my computer and bend down to retrieve my purse, but when I pop back up his tapping foot tells me I am not off the hook.

“I’ve already called Cash’s agent. We’re meeting with them right now in the boardroom. It isn’t going to be easy, but we need Brooks to agree to a statement and press release. The affiliates want him to publically ensure his fans and the organization that he is not struggling with substances again. He is the National League’s number one future prospect and they need to protect him. What happened between him and Kirkland needs to be portrayed as a fight that started on the ice, and carried its way to the party. If the media uses this brawl to claim that Brooks is back on the wagon or fucking the newest President’s daughter, believe me, it won’t just be the leagues reputation one the line.” He pauses meeting my eyes, his voice faltering as he begins to speak again. “I can’t afford to lose you as an employee because of this outburst from Brooks.”

My face heats and I begin to lose my patience. “None of this is his fault. Kirkland was being a complete dick and Cash stepped in to protect me.”

He leans in, his eyes connecting with mine. “Then tell me I have nothing to worry about.”

He has everything to worry about. I broke the one rule I shouldn’t have; I involved myself romantically with a Bruisers player – and the highest profiled one at that. God. I am a terrible liar, but this is neither the time nor place to come clean. My silence engorges the room and I shift my eyes to the floor with my heart beating painfully in my chest.

I can see the muscles in his jaw clenching as I shake my head softly. “Cash isn’t as bad as you or anyone else thinks him to be -”

He lets out a heated chuckle. “Quinn, why are you defending him? I can guarantee you that Cash Brooks does not see you the way I do. To a guy like him, all you are is a brief challenge and a quick fuck. He would love nothing more than to stick it to me, the organization and your father by getting in your pants. If he even for a second has you thinking that you’re different from any other girl, you’re not as smart as I thought you were.”

“Are you done?” I stare up at him, beyond infuriated. “Brooks doesn’t have me thinking I’m different to him, I know I’m different to him. He stuck up for me when no one else did, including you.”

The chatter of voices filters in from the open door of my office and into the hallway where a bunch of media personnel have started to funnel into the main boardroom. Cash walks in followed by three cameramen, a half a dozen reporters, and his agent. The second he sees me, his tight ridged face softens and his eyes zero in on my lips. He pushes through the crowd, with his agent calling out behind him and demanding he follow him into the boardroom. But Cash ignores him. He steps in front of Theo and towers over me, smelling ridiculously good and looking insanely sexy in his backwards baseball cap and tight gray t-shirt.

He turns his head slightly in Theo’s direction. “What is she doing here?”

“What do you think she’s doing here, Brooks? She’s my intern and she’s helping me clean up your goddamn mess from last night,” Theo says from behind me.

Cash angry eyes turn back to mine, desperate. He stalks over in my direction, all the air vacuuming from my lungs watching his taut lean body in motion. He presses his mouth against my hair and whispers softly into my ear. “What happened last night is all on me, understand?”

The magnetism I feel from his presence and the sincerity behind his rough and ragged voice nearly brings me to my knees. He pulls away slowly with his protective blue eyes holding my gaze.

“Alright, you said what you needed to say, Brooks. Get in the boardroom.” Theo’s stern voice slices through our heated air.

“You’re a real piece of work,” Cash says, “involving her like this.”

“She’s my intern, and it’s her job to be involved. It’s for her own good, and about time I welcomed her to the fucked-up world of Cash Brooks.” Theo puts his hand on my shoulder and I shrug him off.

Like a flash of lightning, Cash grabs him by the shirt and slams him up against the wall, sneering through his teeth. “This has nothing to do with her.”

“Fuck you, Brooks,” Theo spits back. “It has everything to do with her. My employees are off-limits and you know it. It’s policy. Maybe you should have learned your lesson after Kimberly.”

“I wanted nothing to do with her and you know it,” Cash snarls. “You were just pissed she didn’t want you.”

“Maybe if you kept your goddamn cock under control from wanting what it can’t have we wouldn’t have to keep meeting like this,” Theo growls, his jaw tight. “And now, you’ll finally be exposed for the addict that you are. Kiss your hockey career goodbye, Brooks.”

Cash grips him harder by the shirt and balls his other hand into an angry fist.

“Quinn’s too good for you,” Theo taunts him.

In an instant, fire ignites in his eyes and the veins in his neck pop as it tightens. My heart races and as his fist twitches, I shout, “Cash stop!”

He cranks his head to the side and locks eyes with me, his chest rising and falling. His fist opens and drops to his side, releasing Theo’s collar. He takes a step back, freeing Theo from his wrath.

Muttering a curse, Cash reaches for the handle of my office door, pulls it open and slams it behind him.
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The boardroom is packed wall to wall with media personnel surrounding Cash and his agent while members of the National Hockey League ask him rehearsed questions, waiting for his rehearsed answers. Watching him lean back in his chair, with his hands tented on his chest and a perfect shot of his chiseled jaw line sends a rousing chill up my spine.

While everyone else continues to talk in circles about the damage control following his violent outrage, he leans over and a low rumble resonates from his throat. “Do you always search through someone’s phone before you leave their home?”

I stare at him, stunned, and slightly embarrassed. “It was pretty hard to look away from the fake tits filling up the entire screen.”

“Don’t be mad, Mittens. It’s no secret that I like to flirt and fuck beautiful women. But, here’s what I don’t like. When the one woman I want all to myself, refuses to accept her feelings and admit she wants that too.”

I think about replying and change my mind. I close my eyes and turn away from his stare, taking the opportunity to focus on the discussion around the table.

He leans in closer and his hand disappears under the table and wanders up my thigh. I inhale a sharp breath, when his fingers slip under the hem of my skirt, inching their way closer to my panties. I slap my legs shut, trapping his hand between my thighs. He clears his throat, and whispers against my hair. “What can I do to get you to forgive me?”

“Pay attention,” I reply in the most annoyed tone I can muster. “This is your future on the line.”

I turn my attention to the note pad in front of me, feeling his eyes burn in my direction. I inhale a sharp breath at feeling his hand slide further up my thigh. I shift uncomfortably, desperately willing my arousal away, but all I do is knock over the jar of pens in front of me. I try to stop it with an outstretched hand, but the jar topples over and the pens jet out all over the long boardroom table, some even falling to the floor. In an instant, everyone’s glare is pinned in my direction and a thin line of sweat glistens on my brow. When I look up, Theo is glaring at Cash from the other side of the table, tapping his pen with a cocked brow.

“Brooks, are you going to respond? You’ve been suspended for three games and if you don’t agree to release a statement to the press, the league will have no choice but to send you down further to the affiliate ECHL team. So answer the goddamn question. Are you willing to speak to the press today and deny that the spat between you and Kirkland had anything to do with Miss Ashby? Or that you are abusing substances again?” Theo shouts in a vain attempt to remind Cash he is in control.

Without a word, Cash leans over to his left and whispers in his agent’s ear. His agent clears his throat and uncomfortably straightens his tie. When Cash leans back in his seat, he gives Theo a stare so powerful, it sends a chill up my spine.

His agent flips open his note pad and clicks his pen, looking over at Theo. “Before Mr. Brooks agrees to anything, he’s requesting a moment alone to speak with Miss Ashby.”

“No way.” Theo arrogantly laughs, slamming his fist on the table. “Miss Ashby should be kept far away from Mr. Brooks, if the organization wants what’s best for it.” He looks over to the Bruisers general manager for support, but when his response is a shrug and a shake of his head, Theo says, “Do you really think that is a reasonable request? That Brooks have a moment alone with my intern? He’s a fucking lunatic! He threw me up against the wall before we waked in here. He’s unpredictable! I am concerned for her safety.”

The general manager clears his throat. “Theo, your accusations against Brooks are of a serious nature. May I remind you are on the record? And if I were you, I’d start paying attention to the way I was behaving in this boardroom. Now, if Mr. Brooks would like a moment to speak with Miss Ashby, it would be up to her to decide if she is comfortable with his request.”

“Quinn? You’re okay with this?” Theo spits out in anger.

My hands are trembling and I am beyond angry. I could easily tell Cash to fuck himself, and not play into his game. But that would mean he would retract his press release, hurting both the league and his future.

“You’ve got five minutes,” I say, pushing away from the table.

Theo leans back in his chair, running his hands through his hair. I hear the rumblings of Cash’s chair as I walk out of the boardroom and into the hallway. Seconds later, he appears and closes the door behind him, leaving the two of us alone and staring at one other in silence in the empty hallway.

My heart races at the realization that Cash makes me want and need and fear all at the same time. His presence makes me feel alive, his eyes make me feel desired and his lips when they kiss mine, claim me as his. I’m terrified of my feelings. They’re real, raw and I’m about to put everything on the line, for five measly minutes, because I can’t fight my infatuation with Cash f’ing Brooks.

He takes a step closer to me, and I lower my eyes momentarily to the visible beat of his pulse at the base of his jaw. “Listen, Mittens, I know it’s fucking selfish of me to want you. I know how much this internship means to you – “He leans and murmurs in my ear, the coarseness of his whiskered jaw rubbing the crook of my neck as he speaks. “But I refuse to agree to anything in there, unless you agree to something for me.”

I snort loudly, uncomfortable with his request. “Seriously? You’re bribing me, Brooks?”

My body tightens in anticipation, admiring his broad shoulders and strong chest stretching the cotton of his t-shirt. His honey hair wisps up at the edge of his ears, and I itch to run my fingers through it.

“I don’t want to want you like I do – I know I should just let you go - “He stops mid-sentence before pulling away and walking to the other side of the hallway. “Will you or will you not agree to what I am about to ask of you?”

“Christ, Brooks—” I sigh deeply, crossing my arms in front of my chest, trying desperately to find the right words. I look him in the eyes, figuring honesty is the easiest route. “I don’t understand what else you could possibly want. I’ve given you what you wanted—twice. Once last night. And once this morning.”

I can feel the blood rushing in and out of my ears from the rapid pulse from my heart. Furious he won’t back off, stop the charade and move on, like he is programmed to do. Why can’t he prove me right, break my heart and allow me the decency of regret.

“Besides,” I say, “why should I even agree to anything you’re about to propose? After seeing the suggestive message that big tits left you this morning, it’s blatantly obvious I am not the only woman in your life. You’ve made it very clear to me that I can’t trust you.”

He eyes me cautiously, his eyes blinking rapidly as he contemplates my words. I try to keep my expression impassive, but it’s next to impossible to hide the hurt I feel. “I should tell you to go fuck yourself. But if I did that, you’d refuse to agree to a press release and you know the consequence. You’ll fuck up your entire career. Is that really what you want?”

Finally, he breaks. His head drops and he sighs deeply. “I get it, Mittens. I fuck. I fight. And I can’t promise you anything.”

“Exactly, so why on earth should I trust you?”

His eyes remain on mine, silently begging me to have faith in him. He stands there, looking at the boardroom double doors, both of us silent. One look at him makes me forget my hopes and dreams and aspirations all at the same time. And it terrifies me that in this moment I am desperately searching for any excuse to agree to whatever it is he wants from me.

Finally, he says, “Because Quinn… I need you to. Now more than ever.”

“Wrong answer!” I spit back, anger welling up in the pit of my stomach.

Vague! That is all he ever is vague and mysterious! How am I supposed to trust him? I am only fooling myself by thinking I’m different from his other conquests. It’s unfair of me to want more from him. I can’t expect him to give me that.

“Believe me Quinn, I want to give you a million reasons to trust me.” His voice deepens, and a tremor vibrates through it. “But right now…” He sounds uncertain but hopeful. “Please, give me one weekend to prove it.” He steps in front of me, and my entire body trembles when his hands find my hips. “And I swear I’ll agree to the press release and I’ll do and say whatever the fuck the league wants me to.”

I lean back. The vulnerability I hear in his voice and sense in his body language shocks me. This is not the hot-tempered jock that rotates women out of the back of his limo, staring at me. He looks scared, his big blue eyes glazed with a misty haze. He stares at me, patiently, fingertips sliding warm and smooth down the sides of my face. The possibility of succumbing to his ploy and being exclusive to him for one weekend sends a thrill through me. I raise my eyes to his, trying to read the emotions flashing through his eyes. Could I be more than a game to him?

In this moment looking at him, I can see way more than he wants me to, or expected me to see. And what I see in him frightens me too on so many levels because what emulates from his baby blues mirrors exactly what I feel inside myself when I’m with him; A confusing, complicating, and consuming desire scaring me half to death.

“Say yes, Mitttens,” he murmurs with a quiet desperation as he kisses the top of my head. “I need you to say yes.”

Logically, I know this is the worst possible idea and potentially the biggest life-altering mistake I could ever make. Yet I can’t push the simplest two-letter word of rejection from my lips.

“I have questions I want answered,” I say, leaning away.

He lets out a breath. “Come on, Mittens—”

“Cut the crap, Cash. Tell me. What the hell is Theo talking about? What substances did you abuse?”

I see darkness flicker in his eyes momentarily at some unpleasant thought that it holds in his memory. His eyes shift away from mine and he mutters a curse under his breath. He pulls away and turns his back to me, pressing his fists against the wall.

“If you want my trust, answer me with the truth,” I plead with him. “I’m not agreeing to anything unless I feel I can trust you.”

He lets out a heavy sigh and mutters, “I told you. I have got a shitload of baggage. I don’t let people in.”

“That’s bullshit, Cash! How dare you even ask me to consider taking off with you for a weekend and put my internship on the line, when you can’t even be honest with me? You’ve been cagey with me since the day I started this internship over anything remotely personal and you’re even being cagey right now! You’re hiding something from me.”

“Quinn, please. Not right now.”

“What are Theo and the entire league talking about it? Why are you being so damn secretive? I can’t hold up my end of the bargain if you don’t let me in and continue to hide things from me.”

His nostrils flare and face heats. “You don’t understand what I have been through! You don’t understand what I have lost – because it’s everything and everyone that I love.” He lets out a few ragged pants, bringing his eyes in line with mine. “And I am sure as hell not ready to lose you.”

“Then let me try to understand.” I beg in a barely-there whisper.

“Fuck, Mittens.” He runs his hands through his hair. “After the accident I was in…I was in a dark place. I went off the rails for a while. I made terrible decisions and nearly ruined my career. Prescription pills and booze were my medicine.”

I feel a sharp pain pierce my chest hearing the agony cut through his voice as he relives and confronts the mistakes of his past. I’m no stranger to the power of addiction and its demons. I know its struggles, it challenges and its depths. It took my childhood as I watched my mother live and take her own life because of it.

Shaking away my own past, I continue with a trembling breath. “Please, tell me you are clean.”

He keeps his back to me and my eyes slide over his broad shoulders, moving downward to admire the way his athletic build fills out his jeans.

“Cash, answer me!” I shout, a single tear trickling down my cheek.

“I’m two hundred thirteen days clean,” he responds through gritted teeth. “I spent a year in the majors in and out of additional programming and then six months in rehab before I started this season with the Bruisers.”

I let out the breath I’ve unwittingly been holding, my voice shaky. “But I’ve seen you drinking-”

He shakes his head. “You mean the soda water and lime I’ve been guzzling at events? I’m clean.”

“You’ve been doing all this while you’ve been playing?”

“Yes.” He turns around, his eyes clouded with an unmistakable pain. “I’m not a fucking helpless soul, Mittens. Everyone goes through shit. I dealt with it the wrong way and I’ve paid for it. In more way than one. Now will you accept the deal or not?”

“Why me, Brooks? Why not call the girl in the text message from this morning to get your next fuck? Or the strawberry blonde prostitute, or any other girl for that matter?”

He shakes his head, silently responding to some internal conflict that causes a trace of a frown to play on his lips. “Quinn, when I’m with you I feel. I’ve been numb for the past four years, going through the motions and fucking up everything in my life without a conscious and without feeling until I met you. You’ve changed me. You make me want my old life back. The life I had before everything turned to shit. The real me.”

The soft hint of desperation in his voice, practically brings me to my knees, but I remain silent as he continues, “I’m not ready to stop feeling. I don’t want to be numb anymore. And I can’t promise you I won’t fuck up or that my baggage won’t destroy us. But what I do know is that I never want this feeling to go away.”

“I want to believe you.” I drop my head in my hands, unable to erase the text message from this morning out of my mind. I tilt my head back up. “But I am terrified of getting my heart broken.”

“Believe me. I want to let you in.” He curses under his breath, and his eyes briefly shift up to the ceiling then back to mine. “Listen Quinn, I don’t have a family. All I have is a dark fucked up past. When the world sees Cash Brooks, they don’t know the life outside the lights and the rink that I keep to myself and hide and protect. A life I don’t expect you to understand.”

I pull my eyes away from his, finding the floor as I feel an unwanted heat blossoming on my cheeks. Fighting with my lips I will away the urge to dig deeper - unsatisfied, confused and no right to feel that way.

“Please, Mittens, say yes.” He leans in like he is about to claim my lips, stopping just close enough that I can feel his lips as he speaks causing all conflicting thoughts to disappear at the anticipation of his touch. “Give me all of you for one weekend, no holding back. You and I both know we make perfect sense, sweetheart. If you want me, I’m yours.”

“Cash - “I am caught off guard as he leans in and kisses me softly on the lips, reminding me how incredibly perfect his lips feel on mine. My heart flutters. I feel the desperation in his kiss as our tongues dance together, slowly, until he finally pulls away and places his index finger over my lips, silencing me.

“Don’t you dare say anything unless it’s, yes.”

It’s one simple word. That’s really all it is, but in this moment I know the power of that one simple word and how it will forever change my life.

Locking my eyes with his, a quivering mess, I breathlessly respond, “Yes.”

The sound of the door crashing open causes a lump to form in my throat. Cash and I push away from each other to see an angry Theo standing in the hallway. His hair is a wild mess and his tie is loosened with the top of his shirt unbuttoned. The lines on his forehead deepen as he shifts his eyes between me and Cash inches apart from each other.

“Your five minutes is up,” he sneers keeping his angry eyes on Cash. “The National Hockey League wants their answer. Now.”

Silence fills the hallway. “I’ll agree to whatever the league wants as long as Quinn’s name stays out of it.” Cash points to me with a scowl on his face. “I want her reputation as a league employee to remain intact and her internship unaffected.”

Theo nods. “That’s all I ever wanted. I’m glad you’ve come to your senses.”

Cash pushes past Theo, knocking him with his shoulder as he re-enters into the boardroom.

Theo sighs out loud and narrows his eyes me, and my red guilt ridden cheeks. “Whatever you did or said to Brooks to have him make a statement and agree to the press release saved the Bruisers asses in the eyes of our affiliates.” He takes a step closer, then stops and bites down on his lip, pointing a finger at me from across the hall. “But I don’t like what is going on here. Not in the fucking slightest.” And with that, he walks back into the boardroom, slamming the door behind him.



Chapter 11

My sleep is restless and interrupted by confusing nightmares of Cash and Theo, with unwanted appearances from my father and flashes of DENIED letters from Harvard. I blame my sleepless night on yesterday and my continued involvement in preparing Cash’s statement to the press. I worked late, alone in my office with a very cranky Theo. Cash and I were forced apart, while the National Hockey League and the media prepared for the live midnight press release.

Beyond exhausted, I ran on three coffees and emotionally ate everything in sight, including a small tub of peanut butter. By the time the press release started, my stomach hurt and I had dismissed ten missed calls from my dad. Theo was no longer speaking with me. Cash was withdrawn and silent. And I was a nervous wreck watching him read word for word of what I wrote in front of the cameras, denying our relationship or that he was back on the wagon. The first omission a flat out lie, the second I could only hope to be true.

Rolling out of bed this morning, my mind is a scattered mess. I am irritable and aroused, anticipating the rippling effect of my deal with the blue eyed devil; Alone with him for the whole weekend.

Pushing my curls out of my face, I tell myself to get a grip, nothing bad is going to happen, and remind myself that the way I feel about him will not control me.

I am not pathetic.

I can do this.

It’s only one weekend.

I let out a large sigh and pull open my bedroom door. I follow the sound of Lyndsey’s giggles and smell of freshly brewed coffee lingering from the kitchen. My heart swells at the familiar rasp of his voice. I stop dead in my tracks, wondering if I am still dreaming and pinch my skin.

Ouch! Definitely not a dream. 

What is Cash doing here?

My legs feel as wobbly as a newborn giraffe, but somehow they carry me out of the bedroom, through the living room and right to the kitchen. Cash is standing next to Lyndsey flipping through a newspaper and sipping on coffee.

He is wearing the sexiest pair of jeans with a thick black belt extenuating his toned and inviting waistline. My gaze shifts upward to take in his tight white t-shirt covering every single ounce of brawny steel on his torso and arms. When my eyes finally find his face, I try to look beyond the handsome features that take my breath away every time I see him, but I can’t.

He is breathtaking. 

“Hey,” he murmurs, bringing his eyes in line with mine. “Rough night last night, huh?”

“What are you doing here?” I exhale, taking a cautious step backward.

“Sealing the deal.” He winks, taking a sip of his coffee. “Our flight leaves in three hours.”

“Excuse me?” I round the kitchen island and pour myself a cup of coffee. I lean against the counter and meet his eyes over the rim of my mug. “And where on earth do you think you’re taking me?”

“Top secret.” He slides past Lyndsey and presses up against me as his hand finds the small of my back. Licks of desire flicker low in my belly, travelling and burning between my thighs from his touch. “Pack your bags, Mittens I’m colleting my debt and we’re getting the hell out of here.”

I shake my head. “It’s Friday morning. Technically, the weekend doesn’t start until the business day is done.”

“Did you forget that I’m suspended for three games? My weekend starts now.” His sexy drawl has my stomach doing this weird flip floppy thing. It takes me a few seconds to respond.

“And my weekend starts eight hours from now. I was planning on going into work today.”

“You worked over twenty-two hours’ yesterday. I heard Theo tell you last night that you could take today off. A deal is a deal, Mittens.”

“You’re going to love where he is taking you,” Lyndsey pipes up over his shoulder.

“You told her about all of this?”

He shrugs. “She’s your sister.”

“No one can find out about this—us.” I glance over at Lyndsey sitting on the kitchen counter with an impish grin on her face.

“Don’t worry, Quinn, mums the word.” She hops off the counter. “I’ll take care of Dad and Theo. As far as I know, you and Olivia took off to Las Vegas for the weekend. Consider yourself officially free of their control. Don’t worry. I’ve got you back.”

“Thanks, Lynds.”

“You’re welcome.” She rubs my shoulder and walks out of the kitchen and into her bedroom.

A smile touches my lips. All my worries leave my head as I drink in Cash. Bright blue eyes and a scruffy jaw with a pair of lips I am dying to lick.

And he’s all mine for the weekend.

I place my cup of coffee down on the kitchen counter. “I’ll grab my things.”

I don’t know what he has done to me, but being with Cash brings out the rebellious and free-spirited side of me that has been missing from my life for way too long.

A slow lazy grin spread across his face. “I’ll be waiting outside. Our ride to the airport will be here any minute.”
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A stretch limousine isn’t exactly the type of transportation necessary for a thirty-minute ride to the airport. I slide my sunglasses on top of my head, pulling my luggage behind me, towards an extremely hot looking Cash. He opens the rear door and I try my hardest not to think about all the sex he has had with various women in the back of a limo. I can’t think about it and remain calm. My attraction to Cash consumes me. I want to be the only woman he’s with period. I know it’s crazy. And I know I can’t expect that from him. It would be like forcing a wild animal into captivity. The bitter taste in my mouth as I slide into the back of the limo poisons my emotions. I hate and love that I know how it feels to be touched by him.

He tosses my luggage into the trunk then slides in beside me onto the leather seat. He reaches over me – his scent like honey and cinnamon washing over me as he hits a button to my left. The driver’s voice booms through the speakers. “Ready, Mr. Brooks?”

“Bexley International Airport, Greg” Cash leans back, draping his arm along the back of the seat. My phone starts ringing and Cash’s eyebrows shoot up and his gaze narrows. “Are you going to answer that?”

I glance down at the screen lit up with a familiar number, and I swallow hard. “No, it’s my dad.” I turn my phone on silent and shove it into my purse. “I have no desire to hear him lecture me right now on everything that transpired over the past couple of days.”

He grins wickedly. “I knew you had daddy issues.”

I roll my eyes and shake my head. “You think you know everything, don’t you?”

“Am I wrong?” he says, expression smug.

“Yes and no…” I trail off, not liking where this conversation is headed. But I have the feeling I am not off the hook.

He turns his body to face me before he leans back in the seat. “It’s obvious you’re not the kind of girl who can be tamed. Hell, you’re feisty as shit and bold as a bull. So what gives? Why do you let what Hilton Ashby thinks control you?”

“Because he’s always been the only stable person in my life.”

Cash leans forward with curiosity written all over his face. “What about your mother?”

I turn my gaze to the window, watching the tree line blur together along the side of the highway. I have a decision to make. I can continue to keep my guilt and secrets buried inside, never letting anyone in. Or I can confide in Cash the real reason that I hate to disappoint my father. I haven’t talked about my mother in years.

The warm touch of his hand slipping over top of mine causes me to turn his way. “Quinn? You okay?”

Lifting my eyes, I meet his steady gaze. I see understanding, telling me he is okay with my decision whether I choose to say more or hold back. When his thumb runs slowly along the top of my hand, I shiver at his gentle touch.

“It’s not that simple to explain.”

He smiles. “Nothing is ever simple.”

My heart swirls with emotion. I want to trust him. I want to tell him. I avoid his eyes, reluctant to willingly provide him with the dark parts of my family’s past. But if I don’t open up to him, how can I ever expect him to open up to me?

“You really want to know something that personal about me?”

“Quinn, I want to know everything about you.”

I pull my hand away from his and place it in my lap. I can feel his eyes on me, but right now I’m not ready to look at him. I have no idea if I’m going to regret all I am about to tell him. Sighing sadly, I look into his eyes and then down to his mouth. “My childhood was chaotic. After Lyndsey was born my mom suffered from postpartum depression and self-medicated with alcohol. She drank…a lot. My father didn’t trust her to properly care for us while he was on the road playing hockey so we grew up with a nanny. Because he lived a high-profile life he wanted to keep our personal life private and swept my mother’s problems under the rug for years. He tried to get her the help she needed, but she was too depressed to even want to help herself. It wasn’t until I was in elementary school that she was finally diagnosed, taking the proper steps she needed to get better.” I pause, suddenly insecure with my admissions.

“Quinn, I’m so sorry. I had no idea.”

Feeling Cash’s hand slip back into mine causes me to choke back the tears. I stare at our entwined hands trembling in my lap.

Finally, I look up at him to see the questions in his eyes. But feeling his reassuring touch gives me the strength to continue. “I was so angry when I was a kid. My father was building his hockey career and I was the one stuck always taking care of Lyndsey because my mother wouldn’t get out of bed or she’d be too inebriated to even take care of herself. And things would only get worse whenever my father returned from the road or in the off-season. All him and my mother did was fight. She constantly accused him of being with other women and he always called her out on being a drunk.”

He frowns, his eyes concerned. “How old were you when all of this was going on?”

“My earliest memory of seeing my mother drunk was when I was six years old. Our nanny picked up me and Lyndsey from school. When we got home, we walked through the back door and into the kitchen to find our mother passed out on the tile floor with a bottle in her hand. I remember our nanny yelling and screaming, slapping her in the face to wake her up. And I’ll never forget the sound of Lyndsey’s crying and screaming when the ambulance showed up. We thought she was dead.”

I turn to look at him, my eyes craving understanding. He probably wants to turn this limo around and drop me back off at my condo. I’m sure he’s never given any girl the time of day that willingly aired out her dirty laundry like some sort of broken soul.

“I had no idea that you had been through so much,” he whispers.

I release a breath. “I loved my mother so much, but the older I became the reality that her drinking was taking over her life started to weigh on me. I felt like I had no choice but to protect her. I took care of Lyndsey and worked hard to hide her drinking from everyone, including our dad. I’m the one who made her take her medication and I’m the one who picked her up off the floor and put her into bed whenever she would pass out from drinking. When my father would return from the road I would lie and tell him she hadn’t been drinking while he was gone. I would tell him she was getting better. I learned very quickly how to live on my own and take care of myself. Live without a normal mother. That’s why I focused so hard on my education. I never wanted to end up like her. I wanted to make a picture perfect life for myself, so I was never anyone’s disappointment, like she was my dad’s,” I trail off, holding back the tears.

“Quinn, your dad can’t blame you for your mom’s addiction– “He reaches out and touches the base of my jaw, which causes me to shiver. I am so used to keeping things buried inside that I forgot what it felt like to be listened to. “You don’t owe him anything,” he murmurs, kissing the tip of my nose.

I shudder, pulling his hand away from the side of his face. “I know he doesn’t blame me. I blame myself.”

“For what? Dealing with a mother who was mentally ill?”

“No.” I shake my head, biting my lower lip to fight the unwanted tears pooling in my eyes. “By the time I was in high school I couldn’t hide her addiction from my dad anymore. He forced her into rehab. And on my sixteenth birthday, she was released for the weekend to attend my party. My one wish that night, when I blew out the candles was that she would get better and that rehab would work. I wanted her to be the Mom I knew she could be.” I shift my eyes to Cash who looks like he wants nothing more than to hold me in his arms.

He gives me a reassuring half smile laced with a hint of sadness. “How is she now? Has she gotten better?”

I shake my head and look down at my hands folded in my lap. “No. I’m the one that found her.”

“What do you mean you found her?”

“That night I woke up to the sound of someone ripping open cupboards and rifling through drawers. I ran down the stairs and into the kitchen to find my mother shaky and sweaty knelled over and practically collapsed on the floor. She looked up at me and her bright green eyes were vacant and scared. She was so skinny and weak, staring back at me and holding onto an empty bottle of her medication in her limp hand.” A single tear runs down my cheek. Cash’s thumb grazes over my skin and wipes the tear away. I drop my head in my hands. 

The tears I’d been holding roll down my cheeks and I start to shake at the memory. Cash’s arms pull me into his chest and my heart hurts reliving the pain. He holds me in his arms as I tremble in his arms, ready to croak out the dark parts of my past. “She overdosed. She fucking killed herself. The next thing I remember is screaming and crying in hysterics when she collapsed on the floor. Her eyes rolled into the back of her head, and she started foaming at the mouth. I don’t remember much else except the sound of my dad’s footsteps pounding down the stairs and my mom’s unresponsiveness. After the police came and the ambulance took her body away. I felt like it was my entire fault that she overdosed. I should have been paying closer attention to her. I never thought she would—” I choke on the emotions surfacing from the past.  Tears tumble down my cheeks and onto my lap. “A mom is supposed to be the one person who is supposed to be there for you, but mine just wasn’t. I couldn’t understand why she didn’t love me and Lyndsey enough to stop.”

His hands run through my hair. “It’s not your fault, Quinn. Do you understand that? You were just a kid.” He pulls me into his lap and rocks me back and forth, as my tears fall. “You can’t blame yourself.”

I swallow the nervous knot lodged in my throat. I never expected Cash to be so sincere and understanding of my past. “After she passed away, I made a point of getting out of Bexley for good. I walked away and left Lyndsey behind. I studied and Penn and worked as hard as I could to prove myself to my father. I wanted to show him that my past would not define me. I refused to let my mother and her issues weigh me down. I walked away and never looked back. And now I’m back in Bexley, the one place that haunts me.” 


 “Well, I’m glad you’re here,” Cash whispers into my hair, “So don’t walk away from me, Mittens. It would break my heart.”

I hug him harder, struck with a confusing mix of elation and an unnerving release. Something has shifted in the air between us. He leans forward and kisses my ear and my neck. I feel safe. And for the first time in my life, I don’t feel so alone.

“Sounds like a pretty awesome sweet sixteen birthday, huh?”

He moves me gently out of his lap and runs his hand through his hair, “I live in the dark too. In guilt and blame every single day of my life.”

More tears pool in my eyes, my voice a whisper. “Theo told me about your brother.”

A beat of silence passes between us. “Theo had no business, telling you my business. No matter how bad that piece of shit wants to get in your panties.”

“He’s not trying to get in my panties,” I protest, and Cash looks down at me a knowing glare.

“He’s a slimy piece of shit,” he says. “It took everything in me not to clock him in front of you yesterday. He watches you like a wolf watches his prey.” He removes his hands from my waist and slides me off his lap, his jaw tight.

“Well, is it true,” I whisper. “What Theo told me?”

His eyes are focused out the window. “My brother Cory was…” he pauses, as tears pool in his eyes. "He was everything I wasn't. He and my mom were all I had. And because of me, he's gone..." A single tear trickles down Cash's cheek and he quickly wipes it away, his brow furrowed. “I can’t go there with you, Quinn. I can’t…”

“Why can’t you? Don’t you to trust me?”

We’re both quiet for a few moments as he mulls over in his thoughts. Eventually he sighs. “My brother ain’t the first and last of my baggage.”

“I’m not scared of your past, Cash. And I’m not scared of your baggage.”

Without a word, he grabs me and pulls me against his chest, wraps his arms tightly around me and buries his nose in my hair. I can feel him vibrating from the inside out, tormented with the idea of letting me in.

He pulls away and runs his hands through his hair, his eyes darkening. “I can’t.”

I sigh deeply as I fiddle with the hem of my shirt, trying to find the right words. “I want to understand.” My eyes remain on his, silently asking for more.

“I need to protect you, Mittens.” He stops and sighs. “From all of it.” His fingers roam up my neck and into my curls, and he grips them gently at the root. He holds my head in place so I can’t escape his hot, penetrating stare.

Protect me from what? Tell me! God! What is he hiding?

“If you expect the real me… why can’t you give me the real you?” I ask, feeling a jolt of arousal course through my veins, from the possessive nature of his hold.

His pained eyes remain on mine. “If you got to know the real me, I can guarantee you wouldn’t like it very much.”

“I can’t see anything I don’t like about you.” I slide my hands up his chest.

“But you will.” He pulls away, turning his gaze to the window. “If I let you in, Quinn…” He shakes his head, struggling with some internal conflict. “I’m terrified, because I’ve never felt this way. You said you didn’t want your heart broken, but I know my past, and I know it will hurt you if I don’t keep you protected from it.”

“I don’t understand.” When things get tough, he’s the one usually pushing me away, but this time it’s me retreating to a safe distance.

I realize the only way to survive this weekend is to accept that whatever is going on between us, it’s only temporary. I can’t be with someone with secrets so deep and painful, that he can’t share them with me. How could I possibly trust him? Though God knows, I want to. When I look at him, my heart hurts. I want him. All of him.

“My life hasn’t been easy either, Quinn,” he says, his pained blue eyes on me again. “I've made a lot of bad decisions, and I’m used to losing things. First, I lost my brother. Then I lost my mother to cancer — the only person I had left. And I even came close to losing hockey.” He pauses, fighting his emotions and the memories of his past. “The year Cory died in the accident was my first full year under an NHL contract. I drank myself stupid and snorted myself numb. I fought my teammates, missed practice, showed up under the influence to games… I don’t know what else to tell you. I’m a fuck up. I get your guilt. That’s all you need to know. And right now, I need to keep you safe, protected from my shit. Please, don’t ask me again.”

“Is the accident why you don’t drive anymore?” I whisper.

His hands ball into fists, his knuckles white and his face twisted in anguish. “I’ll never put my hands on a steering wheel ever again.”

“Looks like there is some pretty dark shit in both of us.”

He gives me a pained smile, emotion swimming in his eyes. “You don’t see me like the rest of the world does, Quinn.” His hand slides up my ribcage and his hips press into mine. “When I’m on that ice, I’m someone else. I’m someone putting on a show. Some of it’s for fans of the game and some of it’s for people who love my fighting and my bad rap. But the very first time I saw you behind the penalty box in those white mittens…” his voice trails off. He smiles, a little sadly, then kisses me. “In that moment my heart never felt so alive.”

I’m speechless.

I’ve heard him say a thousand smooth things while he’s trying to woo me, but I’ve never heard anything like this, or something so real roll off his tongue.

“Me? I made you feel that way?” I whisper, turning my head and trying to breathe.

He leans forward and holds my hands in his, whispering into my hair, “Yes, Mittens. And it hasn’t stopped. It’s the best feeling in the world. You make me want to be a better man.”

When he kisses me, I’m barely aware of how fast my heart beats, the sensation of him overwhelming. The reality of what we’re about to do hits me like an enormous wave. I’ve never felt this way about a guy so soon. I’m excited and terrified all at the same time. His hand stills where he is rubbing my back, and I realize we are at the airport. The rumbling sound of airplanes launching into the sky causes us to slowly end our kiss.

Cash rest his forehead against mine, our breathing slow and steady. When the limo door opens, we step out together and onto the pavement. As his fingers thread through mine, I let them. He leans in, giving me one last kiss before leading us through the doors and temporarily say goodbye to Bexley.



Chapter 12

The plane ride is silent. Cash’s hand is entwined with mine the entire flight, but his gaze doesn’t leave the window. It was hard for both of us to open up about our past. And deep down I know there is a lot more to Cash than he has let on. I glance at him occasionally, watching the shadows and lights of the early morning sun play over the angles on his face. I know I am doing the right thing, taking a chance on Bexley’s biggest bad boy, but my heart still aches at the thought that everything I’ve worked so hard for could implode from this one choice, to be with him.

We land in St. John’s, Newfoundland, Canada, with my head on his shoulder. He kisses the top of my head when the wheels of the plane hit the pavement. I look up at him and his bright blue eyes framed by his thick dark lashes. Staring back at me, it is hard to get a read on the emotions swimming in his eyes. A mixture of fear, vulnerability and a twist with…could it be a hint of excitement?

I let out a tiny sigh as his hand finds the small of my back. He escorts me off the plane with a playful grin, which is a nice change from the sad, distant look he wore the whole flight.

“We’re here.” Cash grabs my hand. “Welcome to Newfoundland, Mittens. The home of yours truly.” He gives me a wink and leads us toward customs. We wait for what feels like forever in the long line up, pass through customs and then head over to baggage claim. Cash wheels our luggage through the airport with a smile on his face.

When we reach the exit, we come to a stop and the doors open. Within seconds, I’m hit with the crisp ocean air blowing off the east coast. “It’s windy,” I say, tugging my sweater tighter around my chest.

He chuckles at my discomfort. “You’ll get used to it.”

The mountainous landscape takes my breath away as my eyes follow the mountains rolling up into the clear blue sky. To the south of us, the rooftops of buildings banked along the ocean’s bay immediately catch my attention. The homes beneath them are painted in bright and bold primary colors, bringing an immediate smile to my face.

“It’s beautiful,” I breathe out. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“You won’t be disappointed. I promise.” He drapes his arm around my shoulders. “But we’re not headed into the city of St. John’s. We’re headed to Thompson, a town about thirty minutes north.” As we step onto the road, he places his hand on my lower back as we walk up to another limo. He guides me into the back of the limo before climbing in after me and rambling off an address to the driver.

“Is Thompson your hometown?” I ask looking up at him.

“Sure is,” he replies grinning. “And believe me, it ain’t nothing like California”
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We pull into the gravel drive that leads up to a house overlooking a large inland lake. Cash explained on the ride that we were staying in the house he grew up in. He told me that his dad was an American pilot who left his mom when Cash was only three years old. His mother moved into his grandparent’s home after his dad abandoned them. She needed the extra help taking care of Cash and his brother, Cory, while working full-time. It wasn’t until both of his grandparents passed away in his early teens that his mom inherited the home. And once she passed away, Cash inherited it.

“It’s not much.” He opens the limo door and hops out before the driver can even pull out our luggage. “But it’s mine.”

“Cash, it’s fantastic,” I breathe out in awe as he grabs my hand and pulls me onto the covered front porch. The view is spectacular and overlooks a large inland lake followed by miles and miles of trees. The house is perfect. It reminds me of one those old barn houses you’d only see in the movies, big shutters and a wrap-around porch. “I can’t wait to see the inside.”

“I’m warning you. It’s nothing special.” He unlocks the front door and steps inside. “I didn’t bring you here to impress you, Mittens, because frankly nothing about this old barn house is impressive. I haven’t changed much since my Mom passed.”

I follow him through the front door. “Then why did you invite me here?”

He turns around and tilts my chin upward to bring my eyes in line with his. “Because it’s all I have left that means anything to me. After I inherited this place, no one except me has stepped foot in it.”

I blush taking in exactly what he is saying. I am his first guest and he wants me to know it.

A few moments of silence pass between us. His hand drops from my chin and I turn my gaze into the living room. The far wall is lined with rows and rows of shelves that are filled with music records.

I run my hand along the old worn leather couch and then spin around and look back at Cash. He hasn’t moved and his soft blue eyes haven’t left me for a second. “I can see you weren’t kidding when you told me you collect vinyl.”

He smiles. “Those aren’t mine. What you’re looking at was my Mom’s record collection. When I moved to California, I left her collection here where it belongs and I started my own.”

I pull out a Rolling Stones album and smile back at him. “She had good taste.”

“Good taste runs in the family,” he says, running his gaze up my legs, stopping at my chest then meeting my eyes.

I blush and turn my back to him, admiring the vintage suitcase record player sitting on a side table. Chills dance up my spine as I hear the rumbles of Cash’s voice. “That was my Mom’s first record player. The other one I have of hers, I keep with me in Bexley. It is a little piece of her I take with me, wherever I go. She brought us up on music. We listened to all the greats.”

I like the warmth in this place and the softness I see in Cash when he’s standing in it. Suddenly I no longer see him as shallow and self-centered. He emits a different glow that causes my heart to flutter around in my chest. I like this side of him.

“This place is not what I expected or where I expected you would whisk me off to for the weekend. Not from you. But this…” I say in an almost whisper. “I absolutely love it.”

I bite my bottom lip as he moves toward me and I drink him in. His hair is a ruffled mess and his jaw sports the shadow of a day’s missed shave. My thoughts immediately focus on how much I’d love to run my tongue over his lips and fist my hands in his hair.

He leans in, stopping inches away from my lips and whispers. “Let me put one of my favorites on for you.” He pulls the record slowly from my hands and every single inch of my body trembles, aware of how close in proximity his body is to mine.

Within seconds, the Rolling Stone’s, Wild Horses is playing and I am wrapped in Cash’s arms as he sways us from side to side. His hands rest on my lower back, and I slide my hands up his arms, resting them on his shoulders. Without the extra height from my usual killer heels, I am much lower than usual to his six foot four-inch frame. He leans down until the warmth of his breath tickles my ear and neck. “I love this song,” he says against my hair.

I smile shyly at him, trying to keep my emotions under wraps. My feelings for him are moving quicker than my heart can handle. His scent envelops me and I let out a trembling breath, knowing that one kiss from his lips and I wouldn’t be able to stop myself from letting him have me right here on that sofa.

“You feel amazing in my arms,” he whispers.

With those words I look up at him. As the lyrics fill the heated air between us, I can see the feelings he has for me in his eyes. He pulls me tighter against his chest and lets out a satisfied sigh, nuzzling his chin against the top of my head.

We sway in silence until the song ends and skips to the next. Finally, I let my arms fall to the side. I shouldn’t have let myself become lost in his arms only hours into our weekend. So much for not letting my emotions get the better of me. I bend down and grab my luggage, turning away and motion over to the kitchen with a coy smile. “Aren’t you going to give me a tour?”

He gives me a triumphant smirk, and nods to my right. “As you can see, that’s the kitchen.”

I turn my head to the side and admire the old rustic charm of the cabinets, paired with the butcher’s block kitchen island. Pots and pans hang over it and the walls are painted an eggshell white.

I love how Cash grew up; simple and easy. Not was I was expecting, but I love it.

“Are you thirsty?” Cash is rummaging through the cupboards. He pulls out two short tumbler glasses and fills them with water from the tap. He hands me a glass of water with a smile.

“Thanks,” I reply as I take a sip.

“You okay?”

I shrug, chewing on my bottom lip for a few moments to think of my next words. “I’m just a little taken back all of this…this side of you.”

He winks. “You bring out the best in me.” His words make my chest swell. It feels the same for me and I don’t ever want that to change. I’ve never been with a man that makes me feel so desired or inspired me to want a chance at something real. He grabs my empty glass from my hands then places both of our glasses in the sink. “Come on, I’ll show you where you’ll be sleeping.”

I cock an eyebrow at him. “Separate beds?”

“I’m trying this new thing. It’s called being a gentleman,” he says with a wink.

“I think that would be an impossible feat for someone of your kind,” I tease.

“I’m serious.”

I laugh once. “We’ll see about that.”

Impressed by his restraint and taken aback by his sudden change in manners, I let him grab my luggage and slide past me to walk up the staircase. He pushes open the first door on the left and when I step inside my eyes are met with yet another spectacular view. The huge seated bay window overlooks the lake and trees with an old lighthouse in the distance. The room is simple, with an old wrought iron bedframe, antique side table and lamp. A taller dresser decorated in vintage hockey stickers sits on the far right wall with a mirror hanging over top of it.

“It’s the best view in all of Thompson.” He shrugs and looks back at me letting out a deep sigh. He watches me for a moment then glances out the window, staring off into the distance. “There were a lot of good times had on that lake.” He leans back against the wall, propping one foot back behind him. “My brother, Cory, and I spent our summers swinging off an old tire swing into that water and our winters playing hockey with our buddies once it would freeze over.” He looks lost in the memory. “There were a lot of fists thrown, bloody noses and fat lips. It drove our mother crazy. And when things were getting out of control, she would come up to this window, open it up and yell across the yard at us to stop dicking around and start playing some real hockey. She loved the game, but she hated the fighting.” He lets out a sigh and turns his gaze back out the window.” She would be rolling in her grave if she knew the player I’ve become. Growing up, she was what kept me grounded. She was my biggest fan.”

“She sounds like a great mom.” I take the seat across from him, on the opposite side of the window.

He nods. “Damn right she was.”

“How long ago did she pass?” My tone is careful, worried I’m asking him to share too much information too soon.

“A year ago.” He lets out a hard breath and I remain silent for a full minute before he finally continues. “When my Mom was six years old, she was diagnosed with Leukemia. She spent the next few years of her childhood fighting cancer and she won. But when I was in the eighth grade, she was diagnosed with stage one Lymphoma. Cory and I watched her suffer and fight for her life for a whole year. It was the worst fucking year of my life, but she fought it and beat it. Then one year after the accident… just when I thought things couldn’t get any fucking worse, her Lymphoma came back. This time it was a stage four. The worst stage.” His voice turns low, his eyes filled with unshed tears. He swallows hard, gains composure and looks out the window and away from my eyes. “She finally lost the battle.”

Sympathy engulfs me as I think of a talented little boy with bright blue eyes playing hockey on that ice. I think of all the love and nurturing his mother gave him and the haunted hole in his heart from her loss. Her unconditional warmth and love fills every inch of this home. From the countless family pictures hanging on the walls, to the warm and welcoming interior, I can envision her standing at this window, silently admiring her sons playing hockey on the ice below. Tears sting my eyes.

“Don’t look at me that way.” Cash abruptly straightens, putting space between us. “Those big green eyes of yours are full of pity. I’m not looking for your sympathy. Forget I even said anything about her.”

“If anyone understands how you feel, I do.” I take a cautious step towards him and he responds by taking a step back. My heart sinks in my chest. I don’t understand him. One minute he opens up to me and the next minute he shuts me out.

“I’ll let you unpack,” he murmurs and turns his back to me, closing the door behind him.
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While I’m unpacking, I watch Cash from the window walk across the yard and step into an old wooden boathouse. About fifteen minutes pass before he reappears and I’ve tucked my last sweater into the top drawer of the dresser. I scurry down the stairs, wanting to meet him outside on the porch, but by the time I step into the living room he is already standing there, smiling back at me.

“Come see my boat,” he says, opening the doors leading out onto the porch.

“I thought you weren’t trying to impress me,” I tease as I walk past him onto the deck and straight to the railing. The breeze off the lake catches my hair, and it dances around my shoulders.

“If I’d known an old StarCraft aluminum liner fishing boat was all it was going to take; I would have brought you here a long time ago.” Cash walks up behind me and wraps his arms around my waist. “God. You look so sexy when your hair blows in the wind like that.”

I turn around, letting him cage me against the railing. If I shift even an inch, my entire body will brush up against him. Before I have to decide, Cash moves closer, and the warmth from him makes me want to never leave this porch. His eyes meet mine, and he smiles—a slow sexy smile that doesn’t help my weak knees.

“Fuck, Mittens, I told you I planned on being a gentleman this weekend. But it’s becoming next to impossible. Especially with you looking at me like that.” He stokes my hip. “I’m dying to kiss you.” He brushes his finger over my lips. “Touch you.” He slips his hand up the back of my shirt. “Hear you scream my name.” His other hand cradles my cheek, his lips hovering over mine.

“Then what are you waiting for?” I ask.

He pushes me against the railing and covers my mouth with his. I open to him with one probe from his demanding tongue. Both his hands find my hips and he hoists me up on top of the railing, shifting me until his throbbing mass settles between my open thighs. His mouth tastes so good. His kiss takes my breath away.

His mouth leaves mine and I close my eyes, tilting my head back and reveling in the tiny kisses he presses along my neck. I fist my hands though his hair and he moves slowly, past my collar bone and along my shoulder. When I open my eyes, I see a blonde girl about my age with her hair pulled into a low ponytail walking up the porch steps with a guy with short, dark hair. Cash turns around to face the couple approaching us as I slide down from the railing and stand behind him. Their eyes are on us. Not moving or shifting. A small smile is on her lips, but his expression as he watches Cash looks like he’s seen a ghost.

Cash takes a step towards them. “Anna? Jake?”

“Shit, Brooks. I told Anna I saw a limo driving through town.” He cautiously approaches Cash. “God it’s been a while, eh? What are you doing here?”

Cash looks back at me, his eyes apologetic. For what, I am not quite sure. “Quinn, meet Jake and his twin sister, Anna. Jake, Anna, this is Quinn, the Marketing Coordinator for the Bruisers. I brought her here for the weekend to give her a little taste of Newfie life.”

Anna takes a step forward and holds out her hand. “It’s nice to meet you.”

I slip my hand into hers and shake it. “It’s nice to meet you too.”

“We’re old friends of Cash, you know, before he became all famous,” Jake teases, wiggling his eyebrows at him.

“It’s good to see you, man.” Cash lets out a nervous sigh and runs his hand through his hair. “You too, Anna.”

“I’m sorry we just dropped by like this, but we had to see if it was you. We haven’t seen you since Danny’s grandmother’s funeral,” Anna says in a concerned tone. Cash shifts uncomfortably and clears his throat. An awkward beat of silence descends before Anna asks. “So…how long are you two planning on staying in Paradise?”

“Till Sunday.” Cash nods over to his boat. “We were about to take a spin on the lake, cast some rods and hopefully catch some fish.”

“Do you have any plans tomorrow night?” Jake asks, oblivious to Cash’s attempted dismissal.

“Actually, we were going to—”

“You should come by Mike’s place,” Jake says, cutting Cash off mid-sentence. “Everyone would love to see you. He’s throwing one of his epic parties.”

“Who’s Mike?” I ask, intrigued.

“Another old friend,” Cash leans back against the deck, annoyed. “Do you really think that me going to Mike’s is a good idea? Will Billy be there?”

“Probably. They are brothers.” Jake inhales before blowing air out long and slow. “It’s been three years, Cash. Come by, please. Mike will want to see you.”

“I’d like to go,” I pipe up, seeing Cash’s jaw tick.

“I like this girl already,” Jake says, and a smile spreads across his face in an approving way.

“We can pick you guys up, if you want to come with us.” Anna shifts her eyes between me and Cash with a cute and convincing smile on her face. “Come on, Cash. We never ever see you anymore.”

Cash shrugs with a reluctant nod.

Anna squeals and gives him a hug. He stiffens at her embrace. “Relax, Anna, it’s just a party.” Letting out an awkward chuckle, he pushes her back a fraction.

“I know, but it’s nice to have you back.” She smiles, then looks over at me and gives me a wink. “And it’s nice to see you with someone who isn’t—”

“Alright, Anna.” Jake cuts her off and wraps his arm around her shoulders, pulling her backward. “We’ll pick you up tomorrow night at eight. Have fun on the lake. See you tomorrow.”

I wave. “Bye, it was nice to meet you.”

“See you tomorrow night,” Anna calls over her shoulder as they walk down the steps.

When they are out of sight, I turn and look at Cash. His eyes are focused and staring into the distance. His hands grip down onto the railing and his shoulders are hunched. He looks like he is in thought, mulling and reeling over something. Stepping towards him, I take a deep breath. “You okay?”

He shakes his head. “No, I’m not okay. Why did you say you wanted to go?”

I shrug. “They seemed really nice and they sounded like they really wanted you there. They are your friends, right?”

Cash turns around to face me and his hands slip around my waist, until his fingers brush the curve of my bottom. “Did you ever think that maybe I wanted to be alone with you?”

“You’re the one who said you brought me here to give me a taste of Newfie life, so wouldn’t a party with a bunch of Newfoundlanders seem like a good place to start?” I glance up at him through my long lashes with a coy smile.

He lets out a throaty growl and slips his hands lower until they are cupping my ass. “Alright Mittens, point taken. Now get your sexy little ass on my boat. We have some fishing to do.”
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Naturally, like any other city girl sitting on a boat holding a fishing rod in her hands I have no idea what I am doing. Cash sits at the bow and places a minnow on the end of his hook. He casts it into the water then takes my rod from my hands and baits it with a minnow and gives it back to me.

I will never ever get used to him as an outdoors man even though he looks extremely hot in a flannel shirt rolled up to elbows and a backwards baseball cap. My eyes absorb every inch of him from behind my sunglasses. The scruffy jaw. The piercing blue eyes. A sexy smirk. A crooked nose. He turns to me with a smile on his face, his expression telling me he’s enjoying the thought of seeing me adapt in the wilderness.

“Do you even know how to cast a line?”

My face heats when those dancing blue eyes start scanning my face, silently laughing at my inexperience. He’s clearly amused by my lack of country living.

“I’m a city girl. I know how to buy it. Not catch it.”

He climbs across the boat with fluid movement and then slides in behind me, slowly, placing his powerful legs on either side of me. His hands cover mine and his mouth presses against my ear. “Lift, pull back and release.”

Just like his words, he pushes my index finger upward to slack the line. He guides my hands as we pull back the rod and then flick it forward to release the line into the water. The air between us is charged as he pulls away freeing me from his distracting and intoxicating scent.

“Congratulations on casting your first line.”

“Thanks,” I reply.

I sit motionless in my seat, watching the line sink lower and lower into the calm dark waters. So here I am, on a boat, alone, in Canada, with Cash Brooks, my body acutely aware and my heart pounding at how surreal this is. If someone had told me yesterday that this is how I would have been spending my Friday night, I would have told them they were crazy.

“You okay, Mittens?” he asks, tossing a bunch of trail mix into his mouth from the other side of the boat. “You’re not a fish lover are you? Because we’re going to keep them once we catch them, and eat them. You know that, right?”

My mouth is dry and a thousand and one conflicting thoughts swirl in my head about how scary and real my feelings are for him. I turn to face him. And then, he’s beside me.

“I’m not a fish lover,” I ramble, watching his blue eyes studying me. “I mean I like fish. Eating it. I haven’t caught one yet. But I’m sure I’ll like it.”

He runs his thumb slowly along my cheek. “Really? Because you still look terrified.”

I helplessly let me gaze run up and down his perfect athletic form. I am terrified. He makes me want things and feel a way I’m not ready for. Suddenly, my hands are jerked forward and my rod bends, pulling me slightly off my seat. 

“Shit, Mittens. You got one.” Cash’s hands clamp around my reel and he tugs hard at the rod, mounting the fish on the end of my hook.

Seeing him so excited for me makes me want him like my next breath. He starts cheering me on and moves away from me to let me reel in my catch. The fish fights back dragging me closer to the edge of the boat. I shriek a bit from the force, but my body wakes up with sensation as his strong and powerful arms wrap around me. He tugs my rod with me, successfully reeling in my first catch. 

In one swift motion, Cash leans forward and grabs the flailing fish with his bare hands, pulls out a mallet and whacks it over the head. In its now lifeless state, he tosses it to me and I catch the huge ugly and slimy thing with a smile. 

“It’s disgusting!” I laugh. “What is it?”

“It’s a lake trout.” Cash beams at me. “And it’s huge. I can’t believe your pretty manicured hands are holding that mammoth fish right now. It’s pretty sexy if you ask me.”

I blush and toss the fish back at him. “This is fun. I want to catch another one.”

He tosses the fish to the bottom of the boat and steps forward without removing his gaze from me. My breathing hitches as I watch his face harden and his eyes flash as he takes me in, wearing an oversized sweater and one of his old baseball caps. 

He reaches for my cap and removes it from my head, and my airway constricts when I feel his large hand move around my neck as he pulls me against his chest and parts his mouth on mine. Our breaths mingle, and a delicious shiver runs through me as his lips pull me apart and our tongues flick out. He draws back with a wicked grin on his face. 

He runs his hands up my body. “God Quinn. I could watch you catch fish all day. Hell I’d watch you do pretty much anything if I could see you smile like that again.” He softly laughs and hands me my rod. 

Blushing, I wrap my finger around the rod and gently tug it from his hands. “Then move out of my way and let me catch another.” I grin and make my second cast. 

Six fish and two hours later, gray clouds start rolling in and a misty drizzle moistens my face. With our fish strung along the side of the boat, Cash begins driving us back to shore. He tosses me a bright yellow rain poncho from one the secret compartments at the sight of me shivering with frizzy hair sitting at the stern. 

“You okay?” He asks over the roar of the motor. 

I nod, feeling raindrops hit the tip of my nose.

“We’re almost there,” he says with a wink. “You’re a trooper, Mittens.”

Ten minutes later, Cash pulls us into the boathouse and docks the boat. The rain is pounding down on us and Cash is sopping wet. My poncho doesn’t cover my bottom half and my legs are freezing from being pelted by the cold droplets. We run as fast as we can up onto the porch. Cash yanks open the sliding glass doors and we step inside the warm interior, laughing. 

When our eyes lock, he pushes back my wet and mangled hair placing his hands on either side of my face. I’m dying with want. With recklessness. With anticipation. He smiles down at me and his rough voice whispers against my lips. “I’m done with being a gentleman.”

The instant he takes my lips; fireworks shoot off from my body. 

All the pent-up fear of becoming lost to him disappears in this one moment. I was never going to be able to win against this connection between us. No matter how hard I fight it, it will never go away. Everything that I have worked so hard for, is lost in this moment. Nothing could ever tear us apart. I grip his face between my hands and smile devilishly against his lips. “You were never very good at being a gentleman, anyway.”



Chapter 13

My hands roam Cash’s body frantically, reaching for the hem of his wet shirt and peeling it off in one easy swoop. He sucks on my bottom lip, kissing me with a hunger that is almost strong enough to be frightening, pinning me against the sliding doors and driving his mouth into mine. His hands run down my sides and grip my hips before he unzips my jeans and drops them to the floor. I wrap my arms and legs around him, running my hands through his wet and mangled hair. We bump into the wall, the record player and the couch, shifting and pulling at each other in desperation. Our kisses are frantic, our touches wild.

The pressure of his throbbing cock against my sex feels amazing and the way his lips and the coarse stubble on his face rubs roughly against my lips, chin and neck is overwhelming. Cash is all around me, tasting me, feeling me, kissing me, but it’s not enough. I want more. Harder.

I run my hands along his stomach and reach for his belt. I unbuckle it as fast as I can, dropping his pants to the floor before slowly sliding my hand down to his throbbing mass, stroking it. He groans into my mouth from my touch, pulls me closer and guides me onto the couch.

“I’m dying to be inside you.” His voice is rough with need. My breathing catches at feeling his finger slide along the wet silk crotch of my panties. “Is that what you want?”

I squirm against him, those words amp the fire inside of me to new heights. “Yes,” I pant out, breathless.

He slides his fingers inside my sex and leans down and kisses along my neck in a single, smooth movement. His touch sends a wave of pleasure to sizzle through me. He slides another finger inside me and all I can stifle out is another pleasurable moan, grinding myself against him.

“Promise me something,” he whispers along the crook of my neck, slowing his rhythmic movements against my clit.

“Anything,” I say, arching my back to feel him push deeper inside me.

“Promise me, you’ll never forget this moment.” He withdraws his fingers, sweeping across my sensitive skin, eliciting an involuntary shudder. I look up at him and his eyes are hooded with worry and maybe even a sliver of guilt as they stare back into mine. A tiny beat of silence passes between us as he gently places a kiss on my lips. “No matter what happens after this weekend, promise me you won’t forget,” he whispers.

His promise frightens me. The sudden panic in his voice is too bewildering and too much. I know he wants me, but deep down I know he is untamable and unconquerable. Is that what he is trying to tell me? What I already fear? Is it because deep down he knows that all we will ever be is hot sex and secret weekend getaways?

“I won’t forget,” I whisper, kissing his rough jaw and chin. My mind can’t worry about our future right now when all my body can focus on is getting its next Cash fix. “I’ve never felt this way about anyone.” I feel his hands run along the back of my thighs. His touch unleashes a million tiny prickles to radiate all over my wet and bare skin. “Nothing feels right unless I’m with you.”

He reaches up, and digs his hands into my hair. “Don’t say that.”

I lean in closer, pressing my lips against his neck. “It’s true. I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t.”

Bending slightly, he kisses my ear. “Vous etes si belle.”

My blood heats at the sound of his rough and ragged voice dissolving into a French accent. “What the hell was that?”

“I’m Canadian. French is my second language.”

“What did you say?” I ask breathlessly, unable to comprehend how Cash keeps on getting sexier.

He moves closer, his hips rolling against mine, his breath hot against my ear. “I said you’re beautiful.”

“I like it. Say something else.”

With a wicked gleam in his eye, he bends his head down and takes smalls nips at my shoulder, then looks back up at me, whispering. “Rester dans mon lit ce soir.”

“And what does that mean?” I ask, studying him. He looks nervous. Whatever he said is scaring the shit out of him to repeat.

“I asked you”—he pauses, cupping my breasts and making me ache in my sex even more— “to stay in my bed tonight.”

My heart swells. “Yes, of course.”

“Good. I want to feel you, taste you, and touch you all night long.”

My breasts heave up and down, my sensitive nipples grazing against the warm skin of his chest. I sit up abruptly, gripping the sides of his face with my hands and bring his lips to mine. He moans into my mouth, and I become lost in his urgent fingers on my hips lifting me up and pulling my entire body on top of him.

I slide my fingers down his rippling eight-pack and wrap his long hard cock in my hand. He catches my wrist and pins both my hands along the back of the sofa, causing my breathing to hitch. Before I can object, he seals his lips over mine, his tongue demanding and urgent.

“Not here,” he growls. “I want you in my bed.”

He grabs me and picks me up. Wrapping my legs around his waist I devour his mouth while he walks us up the stairs, down the hallway and into his room.

He tosses me onto the bed and climbs over top of me, kissing down my stomach until his mouth hovers over my sex. I gasp, digging my hands into the sheets, feeling his skilled tongue against my wet and swollen lips.

He slides his hand along my side, over my hip and between my thighs. His mouth covers my sex as he slips his fingers inside me. I moan when he yanks his fingers out of my sex, but then he pushes my legs apart and thrusts his cock inside me.

The sight of him unraveling almost becomes too much as I rock against him. Low growls emanate from his throat, and my God I love the way he sounds. I grab his hair, feeling my orgasm pulsing and building throughout my body, ready for its release. With every thrust and grind, he’s bringing me closer. I’m almost there and so close to toe curling ecstasy when he slows his tempo.

He brings his face inches from mine. “Tell me what you want.”

“You know what I want,” I say, kissing him again, while he slides slowly in and out, teasing me.

“This?” His mouth captures mine in a hungry kiss as his thumb finds the perfect spot, flicking and circling. He groans and my body throbs, tightening around his length. He plunges inside me, thrust after thrust.

I grab fistfuls of his hair, letting my orgasm shake me into a trembling satisfaction. Crying out into his mouth, I grab his ass and hold him inside me.

“That’s it, sweetheart.” Cash kisses me with a passion that seems to push him right over the edge. He pumps in and out of me, fast and hard, tasting and sucking my tongue into his mouth.

He shakes from his release, and we collapse on the bed together, both breathing hard in the silence. I burrow against him, and he wraps his two strong arms around me. His tender gesture brings a small smile to my lips. He traces his fingers along my skin, making goose bumps sprout up on every bare inch.

“That was amazing,” I whisper when I can finally speak.

“Yeah, it was pretty intense.” His brow crinkles. “I swear I wanted to make this weekend about more than just sex. I did, really. I just had to have you underneath me. I couldn’t resist. How could I not after watching you catch fish today like a pro.”

A huge smile hits my face. “I was pretty good, wasn’t I?”

“You were.” He runs his hand gently down my naked ass. “God, Quinn. There are so many things I want to do with you. Things I want to show you.”

I turn into him, my nose in the soft, warm skin of his neck, relishing his smell. The perfect mixture of honey and cinnamon.

“Is that why you brought me here?”

I can feel Cash’s breath on my temple, “At one time this house was my home. Now it’s abandoned and empty, full of old painful memories and no one left to make new happy ones with. Bringing you here made perfect sense to me. There wasn’t anyone else in the world I could think of to make this place feel whole again. I want new happy memories here. And I want them with you”

“Cash -” I barely get his name out before he’s kissing me deeply, lips hungry, fingers that slip down my body to brush over my nipple.

“Quinn,” he says breathlessly, running his hand through my hair. “Please don’t feel like you have to say something. All I want right now is for you to lay with me.”

I nuzzle under his arm and a comfortable silence descends between us. He fiddles with my hair and I trace random objects on his chest and arms, admiring his smooth hard curves. The time passes effortlessly. I love how safe I feel laying with him this way. I never been this intimate with a man. In the past, I felt too vulnerable being held this long in a man’s arms.

I let out a satisfied sigh at how perfect this feels and run my hand down Cash’s chest. Damn he still smells so good. My mind flips from comfort to wanting more sex as my fingers gently tease around his pubic area, suggestively.

“You know, if you keep on touching me like that, you’re just asking for trouble.”

I reach out and stroke the length of him. “Who said I wasn’t asking for it?”

The gleam in his big blue eyes, a raw and carnal need flicker with promise. “In that case, you’re going to get it. Again.”

Warmth rushes through me as he leans over and kisses me.

Tonight is going to be a long night.
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I wake up feeling refreshed with a pleasant ache between my legs. Last night with Cash was one of the best nights of my life. When he made me promise I wouldn't ever forget it, he did a pretty good job of making it unforgettable. Three rounds of earth shattering sex and multiple orgasms is a night is something I’ll never be able to erase from my mind. 

My phone vibrates on the nightstand and I reach over and turn off the ringer. I hear Cash groan from the other side of the bed and roll over, wrapping his arms around me and pulling me back onto the pillow. 

"Don't answer that,” he says. He slides his hand down my side and cups my ass, placing a kiss on my neck. 

I look down at the number on my screen. Shit. I swallow hard and let it go to voicemail. 

"Who’s calling you so early?" he mumbles in my ear. 

“My dad.” I sit up abruptly, tossing the sheets off my naked body. “And it’s not early. It’s almost noon.”

He lies there and watches me get up from the bed, his sexy smile enticing me to crawl back under the sheets. His body is so lean and cut that even his slightest movements accentuate each and every ripple. I distract myself from gawking at him by tossing on one of his oversized t-shirts. When I pop my head through the top, his eyes still haven’t left my body. 

“Don’t torture me, Quinn. Come back to bed.” 

I bend over and kiss his ear. “I have to call him back.”

“Why would you do that?” He arches his back and stretches his chest from side to side. “You’re going to have to lie to him about where you are. It’s only going to make things worse.”

“I’ve been avoiding him since the press release. We need to talk. I don’t want him to get suspicious.” 

“About what?” He grins, letting his dimples do their worst. “That you’re not little Ms. Perfect?”

I grab the pillow out from under his head and whack him with it. He laughs and snatches the pillow from my hands and pulls me down with it. 

“You’re an ass,” I mutter, feeling him playfully kiss me on my cheek. I roll away from him and sit up, tucking my knees under my chin. “Do you really think I shouldn’t call him back?”

He picks up my hand and kisses my palm. “I think you should stop worrying about what daddy thinks and start deciding what you want.”

I exhale slowly. “We both know I can’t have what I want.”

He studies me for a few seconds, his expression growing concerned. I pull my hand from his and we fall into the most awkward silence. Turning away from him, I open my voicemail. 

Quinn. Call my cell as soon as you get this message. 

I look over at Cash and bite my bottom lip. “He knows.”

He looks genuinely distressed, obviously considering how he is going to respond. “Nah, he’s probably just worried about you.” He gets up from the edge of the bed and walks his naked body around the room and pulls open the door. “Do what you need to do. I’m going to make us breakfast.” 

I nod and admire his muscular ass and broad shoulders walk through the doorway until he is out of sight. 

With trembling fingers, I dial my father’s number. My chest aches and twists with guilt. I press my phone to my ear. He picks up in the first ring and I only manage to say, “Dad, hi. I—” before he cuts me off. 

“I hope you are ready to explain to me why on earth you were involved in some sort of brawl between that idiot Peter Kirkland and Cash Brooks.” My dad’s voice is booming, always authoritative. “I pulled a lot of strings to get you an internship working for the Bruisers. I trusted that you would do your best to promote the team, not destroy its reputation.”

“I never asked you to pull strings for me.” I say, hoping he hears my irritation. 

“In case you’ve forgotten, let me remind you that you’re waitlisted for Harvard. When you decided to move back home on a whim, I made it very clear to you that you needed a damn good plan if you dropped your internship in Pennsylvania. Before I introduced you to Theo you were weeks without a decent internship. Harvard doesn’t accept foolish girls without focus on their future. Unless you don’t care about Harvard anymore? Perhaps you want to accept one of your less prestigious offers,” He says, but doesn’t wait for a reply. “Why would you toss away everything you’ve worked so hard for to run after Cash Brooks, the league’s most controversial player and biggest fucking pain in my ass? You’re acting like a heedless child. No smart and driven woman would ever subject herself to such self-destructive behavior while she is on the job and working in the public eye. What the hell is the matter with you? Then you avoid my calls? Theo told me you didn’t show up for work yesterday.”

“What?” I grit my teeth, holding my curses and insults in. I am not a child, and I refuse to be treated like one. But I refuse to disrespectful, even if it’s my dad and warranted. “Theo told me I could have the day off—” 

“Boys don’t get you anywhere. Love doesn’t get you anywhere. You get yourself somewhere. This better be the last I hear of you and Cash Brooks. I already told you, he’s trouble. Stay away from him.”

“You’re overacting. You’re not even giving me a chance to speak.”

“That’s because I don’t want to hear lies, Quinn.” His voice is sharp and stern, sending a chill up my spine. “What did I tell you about hockey players? Lyndsey already gives me enough gray hair over her choice in men. I thought you were different. You’re the daughter I can depend on to do what’s right, always.”

“I know Dad, I -” 

“Lyndsey said you and Olivia are spending the weekend in Las Vegas? I can’t believe after everything that just happened, you would up and leave your problems behind. I’m sick and tired of you thinking it is okay to walk away when things get tough. Get back to Bexley Monday morning and do the job Theo hired you to do. Start making smarter decisions. I don’t need two reckless daughters. One is enough.”

I want to tell my dad to fuck himself and to confess my feelings for Cash, but deep down I know he is right. I have lost my head. My focus is slim to none, and my libido is taking over my entire thought process. I’ve worked so hard to get where I am. I have a horrible, anxious feeling that I’ve started to lose myself in this thing with Cash. I refuse to let that happen. 

“It’s called tough love, Quinn,” he continues in my silence. “See you when you get back.” 

He clicks off from our call and I drop my phone between my knees. Part of me wants to end this thing with Cash right now and hop on the first plane back to Bexley. For a casual weekend fling I am sure risking a lot. My rash decision to whisk away with him is proving to be way more emotionally taxing than I am prepared for. I can’t afford any distractions, yet I’ve done a pretty good job at distracting myself from all reality. 

But I know I also couldn’t stop my feelings for him if I tried, despite what my dad says.

Throwing on a pair of shorts, I head downstairs. When I step into the kitchen, he throws me a smile, making my heart thump in my chest. He is standing over the stove in all his naked glory, frying bacon and eggs. 

“How’d it go?” he asks. 

I swallow the nervous lodge in my throat, taking few seconds to respond. My internal debate wants to tell him everything. Let him know exactly how I feel about him and hope he feels the same, but it is clear that after my telephone conversation with my dad I need to stop letting my emotions control me. I have to get a grip and start thinking about my future and not about my feelings for Cash. Like my father said—I need to start making smarter decisions.

But if this weekend is all Cash and I are ever going to have, then I need to immerse myself into all of him without holding anything back. 

“Good.” I finally reply and sit down on a stool. 

Cash nods, studying the twisted emotions swimming in my eyes. I look away from his invasive stare and fiddle with the hem of my shirt. He pulls a plate out from the cupboard and scoops a pile of eggs and bacon onto it. He walks over and kisses me on the forehead before sliding the plate in front of me. 

“Whatever was said, Mittens, forget about it. We’ve got a big day ahead of us.”



Chapter 14

Eating breakfast with Cash is the best type of distraction. It never occurred to me that I would start to care less what my father thinks the longer I admire Cash from the other side of the table. Watching him eat bacon and eggs, shirtless, and what it does to me, well I might as well never go back to Bexley. My mind is officially mush.

And so I spend a good part of the morning mentally blowing off my responsibilities, watching Cash clean up the dishes, take a shower, and get dressed – a white tee shirt and khaki pants. He’s completely oblivious to my struggle. He's clearly avoiding broaching the topic about my conversation with my father. I want to tell him how quickly I’m falling for him, but it takes extraordinary strength to keep my mouth shut when he opens the passenger side door of a limo and smiles at me.

“Ready for some fun?” he asks, there's a determination in the set of his jaw that says he's thinking, plotting.

My stomach twists with excited nerves. “Can’t wait.”

He wouldn’t tell me what he planned even though begged him. I hate surprises, but I love how he refused to give in. I watch him from the opposite side of the limo as he pours himself a glass of water, his mouth turns into a smile as he watches me nervously fidget with my white pyramid brass necklace.

"Did you make that one too?" he asks.

"I did."

“You’ve got real talent. Ever think of making it as a career?”

Crafting jewelry all day while drinking herbal tea? That would be my dream. Except the problem with dreams is that’s all they are. Dreams. Not reality. Sure, I love my creative outlet, but my father would never approve. It would be the ultimate slap in the face to him. He’d think of me as free-spirited hippie like my mother. Not a chance in hell I’d ever want him to see me that way. And after our telephone conversation this morning, I’m already treading on thin ice.

“I love making jewelry, but my dad would never approve of it as anything more than a hobby. It’s a nice thought though.”

He slides along the leather seat until he’s beside me. I crowd a bit closer, tucking myself neatly into his side. Exhaling, I mold my shape against his.

"So, sports marketing?” he asks, “That’s what you want to do then?"

My heart slowly melts into my gut. We’ve never talked about future plans. Cash and I seem to have what I would say is an elusive relationship — lots of unanswered questions, no promises and great sex— but talking future plans? Definitely new.

"No I’m waiting for Harvard to remove me from their waitlist. I’m waiting for an offer of admission to their MBA program. I’m not sure what I want to specialize in." I say, lifting my chin to look up at him.

He raises a brow, “Harvard, huh.”

I shrug, “Yeah.”

“That’s halfway across the country,” he frowns. “What about studying at USC?”

“I’ve already received an offer of admission from USC,” I say. “But I don’t want to go there. I want to go to Harvard.”

I think I hear him exhale in one long, tense breath.

"What about you?” I ask, “Is your goal to end up back on the Tornados?"

He nods, taking a sip of water and stretching his legs out in front of him. “Yeah, but before I can get back to the majors I’ve got to shake my bad rap. It’s not easy to convince people you’re something else other than what they want you to be.”

I chew my lip and contemplate my response, “You go along with your bad rap because it’s easier that way?”

“I’ve never had anything to make me want to change,” he says.

“And now?” I ask.

“I’m working on it.”

I can feel the way his eyes linger on me, and can't resist looking back at his face. He takes a deep breath, relaxing his shoulders, and his lips push out in an edible pout. My cheeks grow warm and pink from the soft sincerity in his voice. I’m not some conquest to him. He truly cares about me. I've never been more aware of it than I am right this very moment.

The limo comes to a stop and Cash smiles one of his most charming grins. He picks up my hand, brings it to his mouth and kisses my knuckles. “Ready?”

I nod following the path his eyes have taken. We’ve arrived downtown Thompson. It’s perched on a hill overlooking the ocean. A fishing trawler is far out on the calm waters. The sun is shining down on the pastel colored buildings and blue harbor. At the mouth of the harbor is a lighthouse in the distance. The main street is closed off to traffic, and white vendor’s tents line the sidewalk. People are walking around, and every vendor has different types of antiques, crafts, and produce for sale.

Turning to face him, I squeal and kiss him on the cheek. “A farmer’s market?”

Cash laughs, looking down at me. “You like making jewelry. So I thought you might like the farmer’s market. It’s crafty. There’s some great second hand stuff you might be able to reuse for jewelry making.”

“Cash, I’m so excited.” I say, and step out of the limo.

His hand slips into mine and tugs me forward. Time flies by as we enjoy the morning walking around and browsing vendors’ tents for cool finds. After an hour of market shopping, we approach a tent full of antique odds and ends. Cash wanders off and browses through a case of vintage records as I walk in the opposite direction toward something that catches my eye. I let my fingers run across a heavy gold plated chain hanging on a peg board. I twirl it in my fingers and find the etching on the clasp – 24k gold. My eyes widen at the price on the tag. It’s a steal of a deal.

Cash slides in behind me, wraps his arms around my waist and whispers into my hair, “See something you like?”

I spin in his arms and face him. "I do now."

There's a hint of a smirk on his lips. “Come with me. There’s something I’d like to show you.”

I follow him to the other side and over to a cluttered shelf I bypass on my first trip around the tent. My skin hums with warmth. I like that he’s enjoying this as much as I am.

He picks up an old box of odds and ends and says, “Check out this mishmash of jewelry I found.”

I peer inside the wooden box, speechless at the amount and quality of vintage jewelry staring back at me. I pick up a yellow beaded necklace with a gold patterned pendant. It’s beautiful. It reminds me of a necklace my mother wore. It’s has an element of sophistication and class, yet there is a bohemian feel to it.

“Think you could re-use some of these pieces?” Cash asks.

I nod and pick up a silver chain with a turquoise rock pendant. “Yes, everything in this box is amazing. What’s the price on it?”

Cash looks at the tag, “Seventy-five dollars for the whole box.”

“Wow. That’s a lot.” I frown and put the jewelry back inside.

He takes the box from my hands and shoves it under his arm. “Keep looking. I’ll be right back.”

He walks away from me and over to a tall thin man in a pair of jean overalls. I turn away and continue to dig through the shelves. I’m disappointed when I don’t find anything remotely impressive as the box Cash showed me. Moments later I feel a finger tap my shoulder. I turn around to face Cash. He’s holding out the box of vintage jewelry with a sold sticker on it.

“Make me something pretty,” he winks.

“You bought it for me?” I pause for a moment, but it’s long enough for him to place it in my arms. “I can’t accept this from you.”

"Yes you can," he says with a small laugh and ruffles my hair.

"You're so sneaky. I can’t believe —" I swallow — "Thank you Cash."

He smiles at me. “I would do anything to make you happy.” When he says it, I hear the sincerity in his voice. Cash takes my hand in his and guides me over to a grassy area overlooking the ocean. He stares out at the harbor and inhales the crisp ocean air.

“I can’t believe you’re here with me,” he says, smiling down at me.

“I can’t believe it either.” I tell him with a bit more mocking tone in my voice. “And yet, here I am, risking everything to spend a weekend with you.”

“It must be my good looks,” he teases.

I shake my head, laughing. “Your modesty never ceases to amaze me.”

He winks. “Of course that’s not all that makes you swoon for me. Don’t forget my kick ass hockey playing, great sense of humor, and the way I make you scream my name.”

I laugh and lean in a bit closer. “You’re right. The last reason especially.”

A beat of silence passes between us. He tilts his head, thinking. His gaze is tangible, a brush of heat across my skin. I bite my lower lip and run my hand up his chest, suggestively.

“Let’s get out of here,” I whisper, looking up at him.

His eyes meet mine and they're smiling, “And where do you propose we go?”

Nodding at him with a sexy little wink, I say, “Back to your place.” I lean in, for dramatic effect, whispering, “I’d like to properly thank you.”

Holding out his hand, Cash gives me his best smile. “Well then…let’s go.”
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By the time eight o’clock rolls around, Anna and Jake are knocking on the front door. I hear Cash greet them while I finish getting ready upstairs. Staring at myself in the mirror, I am worried I am not dressed appropriately. I am torn between dressing like I am attending a swanky party California-style or dressing casual to fit in with the Canadian country lifestyle. I eventually decide to lose the turquoise statement necklace and add a long plain silver chain making adjustments to my outfit to bring it somewhere in between. My black skinny jeans, a pair of heels, and flowing coral top should work.

I fix a few of my curls and smear a layer of gloss on my lips before heading down the stairs. When my foot hits the bottom step, I hear Anna’s voice say, “What do you mean you haven’t told her?”

“That’s enough, Anna.” I shiver from the steeliness of his voice. “Stay out of it.”

Rounding the corner, my feet cause the floorboards to creak and six eyes dart in my direction. Anna gives me a forced grin and clears her throat. Jake’s arms are crossed in front of his chest. He looks nervous. I glance up at Cash and he refuses to make eye contact with me. The lines on his forehead deepen with every awkward beat of silence.

“Tell me what?” I ask, stepping into the foyer. “Is everything okay?”

“Nothing. It’s not about you.” Cash shoots a look at Anna. “Everything is fine.”

When his eyes find mine, he freezes and slowly takes in my appearance.

“Christ,” he mutters and trails his eyes down my body once again. “You’re wearing that to the party?”

“Why don’t you like it? Is it too casual?” I ask.

Cash runs his hand through his hair and lets out a sigh that sounds both frustrated and amused.

“I think what Cash is trying to say is that you look smoking hot,” Anna gets up from the sofa, glaring at Cash as she walks toward me in a pair of tiny white shorts, a black halter top, and brown leather cowboy boots. “But you know guys, it’s hard to tell your female friend that she looks stunning.”

Her emphasis on the word friend confuses me. Did Cash not tell her what is going on between us? Is she jealous?

“Uh, thank you,” I reply, warily.

Jake stands up and twirls his keys in his fingers. “You ready, Quinn?”

I nod, shifting my eyes between Anna and Cash. The grumpy look on his face is hard to ignore. What is going on?

“We better get going,” Anna says, all smiles. “I promise tonight is going to be so much fun, Quinn.” She gives me a wink and then she glares at Cash again.

He scowls back at her and opens the door. I let Anna and Jake ahead of me because Cash is acting strange and it worries me. He seems anxious and agitated, and I can’t help but wonder if it’s something I did.

“Everything okay?” I ask. “Anna looks like she wants to kill you, and you’re not much better. Did you have a fight I missed?”

“Don’t worry about it. It’s nothing.” He turns his back to me, his shoulders hunched and body strung tight.

“What’s nothing?” I shout behind him, unsatisfied with his dismissal. There are too many things he refuses to talk about. “What are you hiding?”

He stops dead in his tracks and turns around, slowly. “Quinn, I said its nothing. Anna doesn’t know how to mind her own business. She never has. Don’t worry about it.”

My heart sinks. There it is again. He is hiding something from me, and whatever he is hiding will keep me from ever getting too close to him. Obviously it’s more important to him to keep me out than it is to be with me. My dad was right—boys don’t get you anywhere.

Expect heartache.

Defeated in my own internal battle, I let out a deep sigh. “Fine. Whatever. Consider it dropped.” I brush past him, moving down the porch, across the lawn and over to the truck with tears stinging my eyes. I blink them back and tell myself that he will not ruin my night.

Ten minutes later, we pull up to a ranch-style home situated along a large lake. Trucks are parked all over the grass, loud country music blares and the smell of barbeque and bonfire fills my nose. Anna grabs my hand and pulls me to her side. “Have you ever done a keg-stand before?”

“No. I’m not much of a drinker.” I yell over the noise.

“Well, I suggest you get ready to try one tonight,” Anna shouts back with a smile.

We walk up the pebbly driveway and step onto porch. Jake pushes open the front door and leads us into the entranceway. The home is packed wall to wall with partygoers. Beer kegs are lined up on the kitchen floor and guys are tipping girls upside down to chug.

At first no one notices our arrival, until a few guys from the party welcome Anna and Jake. Once those guys recognize Cash, they embrace him in a hug and tell him how good it is to see him. He neglects to introduce me to his old buddies and barely glances in my direction. Suddenly, people start noticing his presence and everyone turns their attention to him.

“Let’s get you some shots. We have plenty of time to introduce you to everyone at the party. I’m thinking Sambuca,” Anna says, peeling me away from Cash’s side.

I look back at him, but he is talking with some tall and lanky guy with curly blonde hair, ignoring me completely. His sudden shift in demeanor is confusing. Today he couldn’t keep his hands off me and now he is acting like I don’t even exist.

I let out a sigh. “Oh, no thank you -”

“You’re at a party. You have to drink something.”

Anna leads us over to the kitchen and yanks open the cupboard, pulling out two shot glasses. She reaches for the open bottle of Sambuca on the counter and fills our glasses to the rim.

“Ready?” She picks up her glass and grins. I watch as she puts it to her lips and tilts her head back. I hate drinking, but I will make this one exception. I don’t want to rub Anna the wrong way. One drink won’t kill me. Besides, Cash seems to be having a great time without me. Might as well show him I can have a great time without him too. Seconds later, I do the same. I put down the empty glass and smile at her.

I cough, still feeling my throat burn. “It’s awful.”

“Want to shoot another?” Anna asks.

I am about to respond with a firm no, when from the corner of my eye I spot Cash across the room laughing with a booty-licious blonde whose hand is resting on his bicep. My chest tightens and I want to take off my shoe and whip it at him…or her.

“Yeah, hit me with another.” I let Anna pour us another shot.

“Hey, Anna, aren’t you going to introduce us to your new friend?” asks a tall guy with long brown hair that is tucked behind his ears. He is wearing a red and black flannel shirt and really worn-out blue jeans. He looks like he hasn’t shaved in a few days and has one of those panty-dropping smiles. His eyes move from me to Anna, then back to me.

His friend has short red hair and a pair of really emerald green eyes. His gray t-shirt doesn’t really leave much for imagination and his broad chest is really nice to look at. A small smile is on his lips as he takes a sip from his beer bottle.

“Boys, this is Quinn. She works for the Bexley Bruisers. She came with Cash.”

The one with long brown hair holds out his hand. “Hi, I’m Greer.”

I slip my hand into his and shake it. “Nice to meet you, Greer.”

“I’m Billy. My brother Mike is the one throwing this outrageous party,” the redhead says, giving me a wink.

I nod in his direction. “Nice to meet you too, Billy.”

“Alright boys, give her some air,” Anna says in a playful tone.

“Don’t be jealous Anna.” Greer smiles and takes a sip of his beer.

Anna rolls her eyes at him.

“I’m guessing you’re here strictly on business.” Billy nods his head in Cash’s direction.

A tiny brunette is perched on the edge of the living room sofa and I feel my heart sink as I watch his finger run up the length of her bare forearm. Unease spreads throughout my stomach and insecurity pulls at my heart strings.

Old habits die hard. I think to myself, feeling my blood heat and bubble as it rushes in my ears.

I tear my eyes off of Cash and the girl’s arm and slam my second shot of Sambuca. “Yeah, something like that.”

“Come on, let’s go dance,” Anna says and leads us over to the dance floor. “You guys want to join us?” she shouts at Greer and Billy over her shoulder.

They both nod and follow us to the makeshift dance floor set up in the middle of the living room. For the next hour I watch Cash from the corner of my eye fend off girls and collect his winnings from anybody who challenges him at a game of pool. Each time he catches my eye, I look away from him, pissed that he has not once acknowledged my presence since we arrived.

The song switches to an upbeat country song and Billy lets out a ye-haw and moves in closer, placing his hand on the small of my back. I reach out for Anna’s hand and spin under her arm to slide away from his touch.

“Dance with me,” Billy says with an impish grin and his hand outstretched to me.

As I open my mouth to tell him no, I spot Cash leaning over some random girl with one too many freckles on her face, showing her how to hold a pool cue. With her backside pushed up against his crotch and the way they laugh together when she misses her shot, it makes my stomach turn. Mortified, I don’t think twice when I grab Billy’s hand and let him twirl me under his arm. If Cash wants to pretend that I don’t exist, I’ll show him what it feels like to be non-existent. When Billy brushes up behind me and starts to grind up against my backside, I let him, seeing Cash’s fists clench.

“Have you ever been to Newfoundland before?” Billy asks, lowering his head to my ear so I can hear him.

I shake my head. “This is my first time in Canada actually.”

He grins. “Do you like it?”

“What I’ve seen so far I like,” I reply.

He slips his hands further down my waist until his fingers are brushing along the curve of my bottom. Feeling a bit uncomfortable, I move closer to Anna and give her a spin under my arm. The last thing I want is for Cash to punch him out. Giving him a taste of his own medicine is one thing, starting an unnecessary brawl, another.

I search the crowd for Cash and I don’t see him anywhere. He is gone and so is the freckled face girl.

“I’m not feeling so well,” I shout into Anna’s ear.

“You know what will help with that, another drink!” She grabs my hand and then looks back at the guys. “We’ll be right back.”

“We’ll be waiting,” Greer says, giving her a wink.

Anna walks us back into the kitchen and pours me another shot of Sambuca. “I know you’re not here on business.” I swallow hard and watch her studying me as she hands me the shot. “I saw you and Cash making out on the porch yesterday. I see the way he looks at you. And the way you look at him. It’s obvious.”

“It’s complicated,” I reply.

“You know; Cash hasn’t been back to Thompson in over a year.”

We click our shot glasses together and pour the clear liquid down our throats. When I look back up, Anna cocks one of her perfectly plucked eyes brows at me. “What’s really going on between you two? Do you even work for the Bruisers or is that some sort of cover?”

I laugh. “Yes, I swear I work for the Bruisers.”

“Then you know about his brother. And Cash’s current situation with Danny? And you’re okay with that?” She cracks open a beer and passes it to me.

“I think I know enough,” I admit, feeling a bit flush from all the shots I’ve taken. “Who’s Danny? Was he involved in the crash too?”

“I shouldn’t have said anything.” Her expression shows nothing but polite concern, but her stream of questions has me back on edge. “I’m not surprised he’s been so aloof. He’s never been one to open up about much of anything. Especially after his brother died. He’s made a lot of reckless decisions. It really messed him up.”

I sigh. “So I hear.”

“You know…Cash has been through a lot, but he’s also created a lot of his own grief.”

“What does that mean?” I ask.

She lets out a sigh and bites her bottom lip. “Look, Quinn, you seem like a really nice and smart girl. I love Cash. He’s been Jake’s best friend since we were kids. And trust me, if he brought you to the one place that haunts him, you must mean something to him. Which is why I am concerned for you.” She looks around the party nervously. “I don’t know what is going on between you two, but whatever this is, you need to accept that he has walls and that he has secrets. Until he deals with his past and the mess he’s created, he’ll never be able to be who you want him to be. He will hurt you.”

I am trying my best not to take her words to heart, but as she stands there eyeing me up with worry, a lump lodge in my throat.

“Do you love him?” she asks.

I continue to stare at her in dumbfounded silence.

“Whatever you do, don’t,” she warns

“Why are you saying all this to me?” I finally breathe out, watching her for any reaction. She bites her bottom lip and says nothing more.

I start to open my mouth, but the sound of Billy’s voice and his hand on the small of my back freezes my words. “What are you two doing?” he asks “We need you out there on the dance floor.”

“Yeah, come on, Anna. You know how much I like to see your booty shake,” Greer says with a devilish smirk.

I shake my head. “No…I…uh think we are all danced out.”

“Come on, Quinn. It’s your last night in Thompson.” His hand brushes along my lower back and I pull away. “Don’t you wanna go out with a bang?”

“Get your fucking hands off her, Billy, or I will smash your face in.” Cash’s harsh tone shocks me, and I turn around to see him towering over me.

“Cash Brooks,” Billy snarls, glaring at him. “Why so pissy? Quinn said she was here on business…and you were busy feeling up Lucy as per usual, so I thought—”

“You thought wrong.” Cash takes one more step forward, putting his body between me and Billy. “Find another girl, Billy. She’s with me.”

Billy lets out a hard laugh. “You know, you’re at my brother’s party, Brooks. And if my memory serves me correctly, the last time I saw you at one of his parties I found you coked out of your mind, fucking our sister. On my bed. Then you destroyed my front door.”

Cash’s jaw clenches.

“We’re even, dick shit,” he continues. “You might have everybody else fooled, but I know exactly who you are and exactly what you are capable of.”

“Fuck you.” Cash puts both of his hands on his chest and shoves him back, hard.

I grab his arm and pull him in the other direction. “Cash! Stop it!”

“He’s all yours, Quinn.” Billy tosses his empty beer bottle onto the lawn. “Get him the fuck off our property.”

“Come on, Billy. What’s in the past is in the past,” Anna begs, glancing nervously between them. “Don’t be that way.”

“I’ll be however the fuck I want. I don’t owe him shit.” Billy walks away with Greer following behind.

Cash jerks forward and I grip his arm harder, digging my nails into his skin. Billy snickers, disappearing into the crowd. “What the hell were you doing letting that asshole feel you up?” he asks

I stand there, humiliated, feeling my cheeks heat. “I don’t know, Cash. What were you doing letting every girl at this party throw themselves at you right in front of me like I don’t exist?”

“Come on, you’re not mad are you?” He takes a step closer, leaving all but an inch between us.

I let out a hard laugh. “Mad? That doesn’t even begin to describe how I feel right now. Try furious, pissed, enraged!”

“You know how the ladies react to me, Mittens. It comes with the territory.”

I shake my head. “I can’t believe how stupid I’ve been. You know…I really thought you wanted this. But obviously you don’t.”

“Quinn, don’t be that way. I’m sorry about the girls—”

“It’s not just the girls,” I am not in the mood for his lame apology. Or the secrets surrounding him that everyone but me in his hometown seems to know about. “It’s the life I don’t know anything about. You are always so guarded and vague. I feel like you are hiding something from me. God! I can’t believe everything I am risking! I’m sick of playing house with you. I need something real. I want more than this.”

Cash staggers backward, the disbelief from my rant written all over his face.

I look over at Anna and force a smile. “Thank you, Anna, for the insightful evening. It was nice meeting you.”

“Cash, I'm sorry. Quinn, please don’t go,” she begs and shifts her eyes between the two of us. “I’ll talk to Billy.”

“Don’t bother.” I yank open the patio doors. “Tell Jake I said goodbye.”

I step out into the darkness and lean up against the side of the house. Seconds later, Cash is beside me.

“What did Anna tell you?” His gaze is fixed on my face, searching.

“You’re such a dick.” I let out a hard bitter laugh. “You’re so persistent about me telling you everything, but when it comes to you, your past is a vault under lock and key. You’re not trying to protect me. You’re just trying to protect yourself.”

“What does that mean?”

“You know exactly what that means. And apparently so does everyone else, except me. I’m sick of trying to figure you out. Let me know when you’re ready to let me in. Until then, enjoy being alone.”

I head briskly toward the end of the driveway. He shouts out my name and follows behind me, but I keep walking, tears stinging my eyes.

His strong hand wraps around my arm. “What are you trying to say?” I wrestle hard to set myself free, but his grip remains firm. “Talk to me, Mittens.”

“I’ve never felt this way about anyone before. I avoid relationships because I can’t count on them. I’ve built my whole life counting on the one thing I can control—my education and now my career. And then you came along….” I let out a bitter laugh. “I’m taking a cab to the airport.”

Sighing, he holds my wrist while I squirm, unable to free myself. “If that’s what you really want, I’ll drive you. But I’m not letting you just walk off in the dark.”

“You’re not in charge of me.” I slam my free fist against his chest. “Let go of me! I hate you!”

He closes his big hand around my fist. “Well, I love you, Quinn,” he says, his voice low and intense. “Don’t you fucking see that?”

I lift my eyes, my heart pounding.

“I love you,” he whispers, inches away from my lips. “And you’re not going anywhere without me.”

I shake my head. “Don’t you dare say that to me unless you mean it.”

“I mean it.” He runs his fingers through my hair. “How I feel about you is never going to change. I’m sorry about tonight—I freaked out. Look, you're right. I was a dick back there, but I had to be. Don't you get that? I couldn't expose us, Quinn. I can't. Most of these people aren’t my friends. I can’t trust that they won’t leak what we have to the media the first chance they get. The last thing I want is to ruin us before we even get a chance. If we were spotted together as more than work associates, who knows what the media would report. Your father is already shoving a wedge between us, and I know how much you care about your internship. I’m just not ready to lose you. Especially after everything that just happened.”

I let out a trembling breath, keeping my eyes lowered. “I want to believe you, Brooks. I really do.”

He places his hands on either side of my face, tilting my head upward. “Don’t you get it? I want to be with you. I love you.”

I meet his stare, my pulse picking up into a rapid tempo. He looks at my lips, pupils dilating. “Whatever Anna said to you…” He shakes his head. “I’m sorry. I know I fucked up tonight,” he whispers. “I swear I’ll let you in.” He takes a step closer. “I promise there will be a time when it’s right.”

My anger melts. I grab either side of his face and slam his lips against mine. From the moment I met Cash I knew nothing about us would ever be easy. The last thing I was looking for was a ridiculous, inconvenient, consuming kind of love, but the second I locked eyes with him, whether I wanted to accept it or not, I found it.

I lean forward and place my hands on either side of his face. “I love you, too.”



Chapter 15

Sitting at my desk, I doodle on my notepad drawing circles that spiral from one side of the paper to the other. Two months have flown by since Newfoundland and Cash and I have been sneaking around, hiding our relationship from the media, the league, or anyone associated with it. One part of me thinks I have lost my mind, risked everything I possibly can for him, including my relationship with my father. The other part of me knows I am madly in love, addicted to his touch, and wouldn’t change my decision to be with him over anything in the world.

The idea of telling my father my plans to have both Harvard and Cash makes my skin crawl. He would more than frown upon our relationship. He would call it impulsive, reckless and maybe even career ending. I know any loving father would want his daughter to be happy. It’s just that in his mind, no one is ever good enough for me; whether they play hockey or not. He holds a halo over my head that he’s never held over Lyndsey. Maybe it’s because I am the one most like our mother. Secretly he worries that if he’s not guiding me, I’ll end up like her.

I’m still completely lost in my head as I scroll through email, reminiscing on my time with Cash and how far we have come. We spend almost every night together at his place. We rarely go out in the public eye. The last thing we both want is the media finding out about our relationship for more reasons than one. Our confinement has led me to discover Cash’s secret talent. He is an amazing chef. His French onion soup and Caesar salad are to die for.

I’ve been pouty lately though, because with the Bruisers in the Calder Cup finals series, Cash is more tired than normal, so Chinese takeout has been our staple. I’ve grown so fond of his cooking, that takeout doesn’t quite hit the spot anymore.

Our weekends together are my favorite. We eat sugary cereal and watch cartoons in bed. Sometimes we drive a few hours outside of Bexley to shop at a thrift store or two. I’ve found a lot of great odds and ends to help keep my jewelry making going strong. I even made Cash that ring he asked me for. I haven’t given it to him yet though. I want to surprise him, but the right moment hasn’t presented itself.

The shift in our relationship has been incredible and scary all at the same time. I love the sweet and seductive side of Cash that has stolen my heart.

At the office things are finally getting back to normal between me and Theo. We’re working on our next big event and promotion for the league and its sponsors. I feel like I’ve regained control of my priorities, but sometimes, like today, my mind slips and all I can focus on is Cash and getting my next fix. For the first time in my life I am unable to push something out of my mind and only focus on work.

I jump when the computer beeps, notifying me that I have a new email in my inbox. Slowly, I raise my head up and stare at my screen.

My heart stops when I read the subject line.

Harvard University - Offer of Admission

My hands are shaking, but I somehow manage to click open the email.

I stare at the screen for a moment, wrapped up in shock and excitement.

I did it! I did it! I did it! I am accepted!

I burst into shouts of joy, shoot up from my chair and fist pump the air, dancing around my desk. My celebration subsides when it sinks in that this is real. I am going to Harvard. I flop back down into my chair, feeling a mixture of relief and bewilderment settle in my stomach.

Without hesitation, I dial Lyndsey’s number.

“I got into Harvard!” I say before she can even say hello.

Lyndsey squeals, “Omigod! Omigod! Omigod! Quinny, I am so happy for you!”

“I just got the letter. You’re the first person I called.”

“Really? You told me before you told Dad? I’m first choice! And we made a pact remember? When you got your acceptance letter to Harvard, I get to take you out clubbing.”

I laugh. “I’ll even let you pick out my outfit.”

“You’re so going to regret you ever said that.” She giggles and then pauses, changing her tone to a serious one. “Quinn. I am so proud of you. You’re getting everything that you ever you wanted.” I can hear her pout through the line. “But I’m going to miss you once you make the big move to Boston.”

I swallow hard, my mind shifting to Cash. I may be getting what I wanted, but that means leaving him behind.

“Yeah, I guess I’ll be leaving soon.” My voice falters and I take a deep breath.

“Quinn? You okay?” Lyndsey’s asks, concerned. I feel my chest tighten and silence falls on the line. “You’re not having second thoughts because of Cash are you?”

Other than Lyndsey, no one else knows that we are together.

I let out a strained laugh. “No, of course not.”

This is crazy. I know I need to be strong and my own person, to prove that I am in control of my own life path, but every part of me right now aches at the thought of telling him. Not all long distance relationships fail, right?

“When are you going to tell him?”

“I need to figure things out first.”

“Like what? By you not telling him, you are doing the exact thing you are pissed at him for doing. Keeping secrets.”

I cringe slightly. “This is different.”

Lyndsey lets out a deep sigh. “Listen, Quinn, I have to go. Louis just showed up. Promise me you will tell him.”

I let out a sigh. “I will, Lynds. When I’m ready.”

We say our goodbyes and I click off from our call. Nerves shoot through my unsettled stomach.

I have to tell him.

Tonight.
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My mind doesn’t stop racing until I get to Cash’s place and crash on his bed. I am feeling very anxious about, well…ruining everything, but I know I can’t hide this from him.

“Hard day at the office?” he says with a sexy grin.

I roll over, watching him flop down on the bed, wearing nothing but a pair of boxer briefs. He leans forward and runs a finger between my cleavage, causing me to involuntary shudder. I still his finger with my hand and move it onto the pillow. “There’s something I need to talk to you about.”

“Can it wait until after I make you come?” He uses his fingertips to draw spirals over the tops of my breasts, distracting me. “We both know how much you like that.”

My green eyes flicker down to his bulge. “Umm hmm.”

He cups my breast and a cocky grin spreads across his face. “But first, there is something else I want to give you.” He leans over, opens the drawer on his nightstand and pulls out a tiny black box.

“What’s that?” I ask, sitting up cautiously. I can feel my cheeks heat with worry.

“Relax, Mittens.” His blue eyes sparkle as he looks up at me through his long brown lashes, clearly amused. I must look like I am about to faint. He clicks open the side of the box, and a shiny silver key stares back at me—the key to his place. “You have no idea how empty my life was until I met you.”

His voice is so sincere. It makes something inside of me melt into a tiny pile of mush. I reach to kiss his lips, trying to hide my conflicted emotions. He couldn’t have picked a worse time to open up his home to me. His loving gesture makes me feel sick that I am about to ruin everything when I tell him I’m leaving Bexley. “Cash—”

“I’ve never given anyone a key to my home. Not my agent. Not a coach. Not a friend. No one, Quinn. Except you.”

Heat pulses through me as he places the key in the palm of my hand. I stare at him and he stares back, his irises burning a sharp, vibrant blue.

“Is this for real?” I breathe out.

“Oh, it’s for real, Mittens.” He pulls one side of my blouse down, kissing along my bare shoulder.

I moan, loving the feel of his lips and inhaling that sexy cinnamon smell. He tugs me down so he can nibble along my neck, shoulder and breast. I hold still, not kissing him back, guilt washing over me with every second I continue not to tell him about my acceptance to Harvard.

“What?” he asks, lifting his head.

Getting into Harvard is everything I’ve ever wanted, but I can’t tell him like this. Not after he’s given me the key to his place. This is a huge step forward for us. I can’t take a step back. Not now. This changes everything.

“I’m so happy. I don’t know what to say.”

He leans forward and kisses my forehead. “You don’t have to say anything. I promised I’d start letting you in. This is the first step.”

“You don’t have to do this.” I force myself to meet his gaze.

“I want to do this.” He looks confused. “You want this too, right?”

“I do.”

“Then what is it?” He rolls on top of me and grabs my wrists, pinning them above my head. “Don’t you dare start overthinking everything -”

“I can’t help it. You know overthinking everything is what I do,” I press against his throbbing cock. He grips onto my hips, holding them against the mattress.

“What are you thinking right now?” he says with a playful wiggle of his eyebrows.

I bite my lip and bat my eyelashes, “Guess.”

With a smug smile, he reaches down and slides his hand under the back of my thigh and hitches my knee up to rest on his shoulder. He puts his mouth inches away from mine and mimics my voice. “Please Cash, please take off my bra.” I giggle as he leans over and kisses me. His expert fingers unclasp my bra and the straps fall down the sides of my shoulders. He kicks off his underwear and I yank my blouse over my head. He growls as the sight of my bare breasts and pushes my skirt up to my hips, ripping off my lace panties in one quick snap. Before I can even scold him for ruining another favorite pair—these a blue that matches his eyes—he’s driving himself inside me.

His lips meld with mine, and his mouth sucks at my bottom lip, then my collarbone and then my breasts. I exhale his name as his hips move back and then forward, back and then forward, until our movements are so rhythmic and fluid it feels like we are moving as one.

“Your lips are the only ones I want to kiss for the rest of my life.” His face softens and he takes my bottom lip softly between his and pulls me into him. “I love you, Quinn.”

His pushes himself deeper inside of me, my legs hooked around his waist. Our eyes meet as he glides in and out of me.

“I love you too.” I grip his back, his skin slick with sweat. As the force of his thrusts spin me closer to ecstasy, I clutch at the sheets.

“Get there,” he growls, and on command, I come apart in wave after wave. He thrusts faster, tensing above me and arching his back. “Fuck, Quinn! I’m coming.”

A moment later, he’s heavy and still on top of me. I glance at the key on the bedside table, but I’m still not sure what to say. I could easily walk away from everything I worked so hard for to be with him. He’s an amazing hockey player and his career would take us all over the country. It’s a dream life, I know this. It’s just not my dream life.

The doorbell rings and we both jump.

“Must be the food.” Cash rolls off of me, reaching for the phone, and clicks to the speaker. “Come on up.”

Our Chinese takeout has arrived.

He presses his face into my neck and mumbles, “God, you smell so good.” Then he jumps out of bed and slides on his underwear. I watch him walk out of the room, my heart pounding like crazy in my chest.

I will tell him.

Just not tonight.
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The next morning, my eyes flutter open to the sound of an angry Cash. I toss the sheets off my naked body and slide on a pair of panties and bra. He’s pacing the living room, talking on the phone, staring out the floor to ceiling windows. He’s clearly agitated as he repeats the word no, louder and more irritated three times in a row. He hasn’t noticed me yet and I feel like I am more than intruding.

“I already wired you more than enough this month.” The muscles in his back tense, the angles of the early morning sun illuminating each beautifully defined ripple. “No…I will never agree to that. That’s two thousand more a month." He pauses, listening to the voice on the other end of the line. "For the last time. No. I don't want you here. And after this, I am terminating everything.”

I feel weird eavesdropping. I cough, so he knows I’m there.

He turns his head in my direction, and he smiles, but his eyes seem guarded. I give him an awkward wave. A moment later, his back is to me again. “Yes, for her,” he says into his phone. “How many times do I have to say it? Listen, I have to go.” He clicks off from the call.

I wrap my arms around his neck and smile against his lips. “Everything okay?”

“Everything is fine, Mittens.” He gives me a quick kiss.

“Everything didn’t sound fine.” My words come out more like a sigh. Since Newfoundland, I’ve been trying my hardest to not let his secretive behavior affect me. Even on weird mornings like this, when I walk in on him arguing with a mystery person, all I can hope is that soon he will trust me enough to open up to me. He promised that once he’s ready, he will let me in on his past and how it bears on his future.

And it’s not like I don’t have a secret too.

“It’s nothing you need to worry about.” He runs his thumb down my cheek and places a kiss on my forehead.

But his smile seems forced, and as he wraps me in his arms, he sighs heavily. I press my cheek into his chest, wanting to ask him more, but I’m worried that if I question every little vague or weird thing, I’ll end up pushing him further away. And the last thing I want is to come across as every other whinny and insecure girl he’s ever been with.

“But there is something I need to tell you.” He pushes me back a fraction and his smile is a mile wide, but he seems nervous. “My agent called me earlier this morning.”

“Because?” I raise a brow.

“Because, the Santa Anna Tornados recalled me back on the team. My agent told me last week he heard whispers about the majors presenting me with a deal.”

“Oh my God, Cash! That’s amazing!” I jump on him and wrap my arms around his neck and my legs around his waist.

“It’s all because of you, Mittens. You’re my good luck charm,” he says against my hair.

“I’m so proud of you.”

He laughs and kisses my lips. “Bad news is I’m leaving for Santa Anna in hour to suit up for tonight’s team practice.”

He pulls me down on the sofa to straddle him. I squeal and kiss him on the lips, tossing my hair to the side. I look up at him and he grins smugly. “Do you know what this means for us?”

“Us?”

He grabs my hands and threads his fingers through mine. “I want you to move to Santa Anna with me.”

I shake my head. “Cash”

“I’m back in the majors, Mittens. You don’t need that internship anymore. And forget about grad school. I’m going to take care of you.” His fingers tighten around mine.

I let out a hard sigh and pull free. “I can’t move with you to Santa Anna.”

“So you still don’t want to be with me?” His eyes cloud with hurt.

“That’s not it.” I shift a little, feeling all the blood in my body rush straight to my face. “I accepted an offer of admission at Harvard. I’m moving to Boston.”

He moves me off of his lap and rises to his feet, towering over me. “When were you planning on telling me this?”

I clear my throat and glance up at him through my eyelashes. “Last night. But then you gave me a key to your place and one thing lead to another…” My voice trails off. “I don’t want us to end because of this. I know the timing sucks, but this is what I set out to do and I’m going to do it. Just like you’re resigning with the Tornados. I’m not asking you to understand it and I’m not asking you to be happy about it. I’m asking you to support it.”

He exhales as if the wind has been knocked out of him. “This is our chance for a fresh start. Together.”

I close my eyes. “Cash, please. You didn’t actually think I would turn down Harvard to move to Santa Anna with you, did you? Do you know how unfair of a request that is?”

“You can get an MBA anywhere. I’m scared to lose you because you mean more to me than any other person. You are everything I think about. Everything I need. Everything I want. And I love you more than anything else.”

“Not if you don’t want what’s best for me, or want me to be happy.”

“What’s best for you is us. Together in Santa Anna.”

“There can still be us—a long distance us.” I whisper, fighting not to cry. “I can fly to California to see you on holidays and long weekends. You can visit me at Harvard during the off season. This doesn’t have to be the end of us. Can’t we talk about this?”

He lets out a hard, bitter laugh. “You’re ruining everything.”

“And you’re being selfish and unreasonable.”

“You have no idea—” He looks at me, pain reflected in his eyes. “Tell me what happens when you decide your dream job is in New York or Boston and then two years of grad school becomes forever. Can you promise me that that’s not going to happen? That once you graduate, you will adjust your career to be with me?”

“Cash, you know I can’t—”

“Because if you can’t promise me that you will adjust your career to be with me, then we should end this now. I’m not waiting around to have my heart ripped out.”

His words cut me and my chest tightens so much that is hard to breathe. I can’t promise him anything and it’s killing me.

“Can’t we take a few days to think about all of this?” I ask, looking away from his agonized expression.

“No, Quinn. We can’t. I’m getting on a plane right now. Promise me it’s not going to happen.”

I turn away from him, tears stinging my cheeks. “Then go. If you don’t leave soon you’ll miss your flight.”

He grabs my wrist, but I don’t turn around.

“Answer me, Quinn.”

My heart pounds and I can’t bring myself to look at him. He’s proving what I’ve been scared of all along. What we have isn’t strong enough to survive being apart, because when trust is involved, I don’t have faith in him. He has too many secrets. I have to accept my offer to Harvard. No matter how much it hurts. I have to do this for myself.

“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.” He drops my wrist. “The one woman I’m willing to risk everything for, doesn’t even fucking want me.”

“It’s not that I don’t want you. It’s that I have to follow my dreams too. If I don’t, I’m scared that one day I will wake up and resent you for holding me back. I love you too much to let that happen to us. Cash, please don’t do this.”

“No! You don’t do this, Quinn!” His voice is desperate and broken, matching his expression. We both stare at each other in silence, his chest heaving up and down. “Just go.”

I wipe away my tears. “You don’t understand. Going to Harvard is my dream.”

He frowns. “Then don’t let me stop you.”

I turn away from him and walk into his room to grab my things. With tears stinging my eyes, I throw on jeans and a gray sweater. The key to his place sits on the nightstand, the symbol of what we could have been and what I need to leave behind. I suck back the tears as I step onto the elevator, my body trembling.

I’ve made my choice.



Chapter 16

The next few days are like a blur. It’s difficult to focus on anything other than remembering the look on Cash’s face when I told him I chose my education over moving to Santa Anna with him.

In theory, work should be a great distraction. But in reality, when your main job is dealing with a throng of media regarding your ex and his recent NHL contract, it’s a nightmare. He is everywhere, except the one place he should be.

With me.

The internet has been my worst enemy. I even disconnected earlier today, until Theo rushed into my office in a panic because I hadn’t updated the Bruisers Facebook and Twitter feeds with the most recent article on Cash, posted by Hockey Times.

Sitting in my office, I stare at the screen, hesitant to reconnect. Because once I do, I know I will be slapped with a picture of Cash geared up in his Bruisers equipment slicing across the ice. And sure enough, the second I reconnect, there he is illuminated on my screen.

My body starts to shake as my eyes scroll through the article:

Tornados Recall Cash Brooks from AHL Bexley Bruisers

His conditioning stint is over. Cash Brooks is back with the Santa Anna Tornados.

The Tornados announced that they recalled the hotheaded winger from the Bexley Bruisers of the American Hockey League, one year after sending him down to the minors.

In 76 games with the Bruisers, Brooks had twenty-one assists and thirty-six goals. 

Brooks’ assignment to Bruisers came just a few hours after he fought with one of his Tornados teammates prior to the team’s departure to begin a four-game road trip through Arizona and California. He had previously missed the last four games with a suspected drinking problem.

With Brooks recalled, the Tornados reassigned Arnie Gibbons back to Bexley.

Substance abuse and his irate temper have played a part in Brooks’ offensive struggles of late. The 23-year-old winger has spent twice as much time in the penalty box as he has on the ice in his last 23 NHL games over the past three seasons, although his lockout-shortened campaign was cut even shorter due to a suspension after he raced across the ice to deliver a vicious, late, blindsided head shot to an opposing player.

“I know I’ve lost my way on the ice through my fists, and I know I can be better than that. I’ve come a long way since then. The game is in me to play and I will,” said Brooks, who has a cap hit of $5.25 million per season, last Monday.

The Tornados returned home from their four-game trip, with only one win and three of a possible eight points against their Pacific Division foes.

The Tornados now open up a six-game home stand, beginning Thursday against the Arizona Sharks.

Since our blowout, he has not once tried to contact me. And as hard as it is to accept that things are over between us, it is even harder to accept that he doesn’t seem to care. I am so desperately in love him, my heart hurts. Which is why I need to let him go, we both need to pursue our goals, even if that means without each other.

“Christ, Quinn. You look like hell.” I jump at the sound of Lyndsey’s voice, turning to face her. She stands in the doorway of my office with a furrowed brow, wearing a tight royal blue dress and nude wedges. “We can’t go clubbing tonight with you looking like that. Did you even brush your hair this morning?”

I shrug. “I don’t remember.” Letting out a sigh, I get up from my chair. “Why are you at my office? I said I’d meet you and the girls after work.”

“Because I’m worried about you, sitting here, everyday flooded with news about Cash.” She tilts her head to the side studying me. “Has he called?”

I shake my head. “No. He hasn’t. And why would he? He made it clear I either move with him to Santa Anna or it’s over. And I made it clear my education comes first. We both want different things.”

She yanks me up from my chair and walks me to the door. “You need to get out of this slump. We’re going shopping for an outfit that you can wear tonight. Believe me Quinny, retail therapy cures every broken heart.”
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“Holy smokes.” Lyndsey gives me an approving nod as I step out of the dressing room. “If that outfit doesn’t say I am moving on with my life, I don’t know what does.”

I give her a playful spin. “This dress is pretty awesome. For the first time in days I don’t feel like I want to cry when I look at myself in the mirror.”

Lyndsey laughs. “Give me another spin.”

Complying with her request, I spin around admiring how the red dress I have on hugs my chest and hips in all the right places.

“It’s her!” I hear a high pitched female voice, shrieking over my shoulder. “It’s the model from the pictures.”

The sound of a camera clicking photos startles me, coupled with the sound of Lyndsey’s angry voice.

“Excuse, me? Do we know you?”

Slowly, I turn around to see three young girls gawking up at me. Two of the three girls look like little Barbie dolls, petite and blonde with long lashes batting in my direction. The third girl is tall and has poker straight brown hair flowing elegantly passed her shoulders. She walks over to me and flips open the magazine she is holding in her hands. “Isn’t this you, the model in these pictures with Cash Brooks in the recent issue of Men’s Health?”

Blood rushes in and out of my ears and my heart pounds like crazy in my chest. Her finger points to the insanely hot pictures of me and Cash filling a two-page spread accompanied by his interview.

She watches me closely, waiting for my reaction.

His body, so lean and cut becomes a terrible reminder of how much I crave every inch of him. God he looks gorgeous. Like too gorgeous for someone like me to be stupid enough to let go.

“Oh God – “Are the only words I can muster. My knees quiver and my stomach drops seeing the chemistry between us jump off the page. It hits me square in the gut and temporarily knocks the wind right out of me. I am not ready to face these pictures or the memory of our first kiss during that shoot.

“What was it like touching him?” The girl sighs, looking up at me. “I am so jealous of you. You are the luckiest girl in the world. How did he smell? Were his eyes even bluer up close? He is sooooooo dreamy.”

“Alright, girls, show’s over.” Lyndsey snatches the magazine, giving me a look of sympathy.

“But that’s my magazine,” the girl whines.

“Not anymore.” Lyndsey shoves it under her armpit. “Be gone.”

The three girls look both shocked and hurt, but also too intimidated by my feisty little sister to argue with her. Hesitantly, they turn around and walk out the front doors of the store.

“I think I might throw up.” I groan and flop down on the stool outside of the dressing room door. “Do you think I made a huge mistake?”

“Quinn, we all know he’s a sexy slice of mancake. And honestly I am terribly jealous that you’ve seen every sacred and delicious part of him. But if he can’t support you then he’s not worth it.”

As reckless and floosy as my sister can be, she would never let a man stand in her way of getting what she wants. She’s right. I watch her toss the magazine into a nearby garbage can with a frown. She calmly gives me a hug and clears her throat. “Come on, he’s not worth the tears. And if there is one thing you need right now to help you cure the pain, it’s a good time with your girls.”
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As we enter the club Platinum Blonde, Lyndsey quickly notices Vaughn and Olivia talking to a group of guys. “There they are, in the corner over there.” She points to a small group in the VIP section. In an instant, Vaughn’s eyes meet Lyndsey’s frantic wave. We push through the mass of bodies and up the stairs to their group, where the drinks are flowing.

“Quinny!” Vaughn squeals, and wraps her arms around my neck. “It’s been too long, girl!”

“Move it, Vaughn. Take it easy on Quinn.” Olivia laughs. “I want to give her a hug too.”

Vaughn releases me from her death grip and tosses back her long red hair. “She’s all yours Olivia.”

Olivia embraces me in a hug and kisses my cheek. “Let’s get you a drink!” She turns to the bottle in the middle of the table and pours me a cranberry vodka. “I’m warning you, it’s a stiff one.”

She hands me a drink and I frown down at it. Normally I would refuse, but I promised Lyndsey I’d loosen up and enjoy our night out together.

“So Lynds, where’s Louis tonight?” Vaughn asks, playing with the straw in her glass.

“He went to Santa Anna with some of the guys on the team,” Lyndsey replies, warily.

“Let’s ditch this club and go meet them. I want to see Fisher again…if you know what I mean.” She gives me a wink and then laughs.

“You’re such a whore!” Olivia teases her and smacks her in the arm.

Vaughn takes a sip of her drink. “Or am I just a lady who knows what she wants?”

Hearing my name, I turn around with my drink in my hand, my long brown curls flowing down my back. Aiden rises from the L-shaped sofa in our section, wearing a pair of dark wash jeans and a tight blue V-neck shirt. His eyes smirk in my direction as he climbs over the web of legs dangling down along the sofa.

“Quinn, you look…” He passes a cool glaze over my entire body. “Amazing.” He takes a sip of his drink. “Where have you been hiding? I haven’t seen you around.”

“Working,” I reply, inhaling his pleasant scent. “The only reason I’m even out tonight is because I promised Lyndsey when I received my acceptance to Harvard I’d go clubbing with her to celebrate.”

Aiden cocks his head to the side with a huge grin. “Are you serious? You were accepted to Harvard?”

“Yeah, I got my offer of admission into the MBA program a few days ago.”

He smiles. “You’re not going to believe this…but I’ve been accepted into the MBA program at Harvard too.”

“What? Really?” I ask, shocked.

He nods. “Yeah, I’m starting this upcoming semester.”

“Wow. Congratulations. That’s great news. I had no idea you applied to Harvard.”

“You never asked.” He downs the rest of his drink and pours himself another. “Maybe if you had taken me up on my offer for a night of catch-up you would have known.”

I blush, feeling terrible for the time I stood him up. “I start this upcoming semester too.”

“Need a roomie?” he asks with a smug smile.

“Let’s go dance!” Vaughn shouts, pulling on my arm, “Olivia and Lyndsey are already dancing up a storm.” She leans over and gives Aiden a kiss on the cheek. “Come on, Aiden. You can show us your stellar moves.”

“Nah, you ladies have fun. I’m going to chill out here.” He gives me a wink and then makes his way along the sofa, high fiving the people slouched down on it before he flops down in the middle of them.

Vaughn pulls me by the arm, lurching us through a crowd into the middle of the dance floor. When we mesh beside Lyndsey and Olivia, shaking their booties, I try to let loose and have some fun. But restlessness rumbles in my gut. I glance down at the screen of my phone, still no calls or texts from Cash. I take a deep breath, feeling on edge, like something isn’t right. I take a sip of my drink and vow to divert all my thoughts from Cash.

A couple songs later, Olivia shouts that she needs another drink. The three of us follow behind her up to the bar, where she orders us a round of Patron shots. “Who’s ready for some shots?”

“Hell ya, you know I am!” Vaughn joins in.

Olivia puts them down and high fives Vaughn. She doles out the shots, one in front of each of us, a lime wedge teetering on the edge of each glass. Olivia holds hers up, signaling everyone to raise their glass in unison. “To my girls! And to Quinn getting accepted into Harvard! Way to go girl!”

She throws back her shot and we all follow. I cough and sputter, feeling the burn in my throat. When I catch my breath, I spot Lyndsey beside me glancing down at a text message from Louis on her phone.

“Everything okay?” I ask.

Lyndsey blinks at me, like she is worried and takes a step backward. “I’ll be right back. I need to give him a call.”

“Lynds, what’s going on?” I shout over the music.

“I said I’ll be right back.” With that she spins around, pushing her way through the crowd and over to the nearest exit. I take a step forward, ready to chase after her when I hear Aiden’s voice.

“Alright, girls, next round is on me. Quinn, you in?”

Four more rounds of shots later before Vaughn and Olivia hit the dance floor again, leaving me alone with Aiden who is chewing my ear off.

“Quinn, we need to go.” Lyndsey tugs on my arm, pulling my attention away from Aiden. I look up at her with blurry vision, into her anxious eyes.

“What? Why?” I slur and sway as I hop down from the bar chair, grabbing the back of it to steady myself.

Her phone is pressed to her chest, and her face is pale with a sliver of worry wrinkled into her forehead. “Quinn, we need to go. Now.”

“Nah. I think I’ll stay here and hang with Aiden for a bit longer.” I turn my back to Lyndsey.

“I said we’re going.” She yanks me by the arm and through the warm mass of bodies, without even letting me say goodbye to him. She pushes us through the heavy metal doors and out into the cool night air, waving down a cab.

“Let go of me! I was having fun. What the hell?”

“We need to call it a night. This is life or death right now.”

“Where are we going? Is everything okay?” I ask, wresting my arm free from her hold. For someone so damn tiny, she sure can hold her own.

She shakes her head. “No. It’s Cash.”
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“He was supposed to meet us at my place four hours ago.” Louis says, running his hand through his hair. “We were supposed to go with the rest of the team to celebrate Cash’s resigning at a party in Santa Anna, but he didn’t show up at my place. I called him a bunch of times. Fisher called him a bunch of times.” He pauses and scales his eyes up Cash’s building then looks back at me. “Eventually he answered, but he sounded half in the bag…”

“And you think he’s at home?” I ask as my heart pounds painfully in my chest. “What does this have to do with me?”

Louis swallows hard and shoots a knowing glare at Lyndsey. “He’s taken your breakup pretty hard.”

“You told them!” I spin around and shove Lyndsey with the palm of my hands, watching her stumble backward. I drop my head in my hands and grumble. “I trusted you, Lynds.”

“I’m sorry, Quinn!” Lyndsey shouts. “Cash was freaking out about you. I had no choice but to explain what was going on. They are worried he’s been drinking.”

“Quinn, look at me.” Louis grabs my shoulders and shakes my stare into his steady gaze. His eyes are hooded with worry. “We’re not going to tell anybody, okay. I’ve known Cash for years and I’ve known him during his good times and his bad times. He’s been sober for over a year and for him to slip like this, I just knew…” Louis pauses and looks away from me briefly. “I’ve never heard him sound as crazy as I did tonight. He was literally flipping the fuck out on the other end of the line because you two are done. I know he’s in there, Quinn. We’ll be right behind you, but I need you to calm him down. If he’s even had a drink or a snort of coke, he’s fuckin done. He’ll ruin his contract with the Tornados if anyone finds out about this. I can’t let him do that.” I stare back at him, my body vibrating from the inside out with tears pooling in my eyes. “Quinn, please.” He releases his grip and takes a step back.

I look over at Lyndsey, standing beside a very nervous Louis and then turn my eyes to a concerned Fisher leaning against the railing. I walk up the concrete steps and pull open the front door, terrified to finally face the dark side of Cash.

When the elevator pings, the doors slide open and we step into the foyer of his penthouse. I stare into the darkness, letting my eyes fall on the shadows of the room, lightly illuminated from the moonlight through the window. The living room is trashed. Lamps are smashed. The coffee table is flipped. Curtains are torn. Empty beer cans are crumpled and tossed all over the hardwood. Nausea recoils in my veins, pulsing painfully from the catastrophic sight.

Slowly, I move through the destroyed living room with Lyndsey, Louis and Fisher following behind me and step into the kitchen, flipping on a light. I hear Louis mumble under his breath this isn’t good when my eyes dart to the kitchen table, decorated with white powder and credit cards. My heart sinks when I see about fifteen copies of the Men’s Health magazine ripped to shreds and scattered all over the floor. I move slowly, toward the kitchen table and pick up an empty bottle of whiskey.

This is not the Cash I know. These drugs, this booze, this can’t be the real him. The one everyone warned me about.

I jump when the bathroom door bursts open behind me. Cash stumbles out, his arms wrapped around some trashy blonde, kissing the side of his mouth. She is wearing a black bra and tight white skirt. She holds a bottle of whiskey in one of her hands while the other is wrapped around his neck. Cash does a double take when he sees me and freezes, seeing me standing in his kitchen with Lyndsey, Louis and Fisher behind me. My heart sinks and I think I may throw up. Because despite the shock of seeing some girl wrapped in his arms, seeing him so wrecked from the booze and drugs makes him almost unrecognizable. His big blue eyes are dark and vacant with deep circles and his face is masked with a dreary, weathered glaze.

The girl looks up at us, with a smile on her face. “You guys want a drink?” she slurs.

“What the fuck are you doing here?” Cash staggers forward and puts his face inches from mine. “I thought you’d be on the next plane to Boston by now.”

The stench of whiskey blows off of his lips and an uncontrollable anger overcomes my senses and smashes into my gut. That familiar oaky scent makes me shudder with painful memories what it represents: the death of my childhood, the loss of my mother.

“What am I doing here?” I point my finger at the girl hanging off of his arm. “What is she doing here?”

And before I can even control myself, I lunge forward pounding my fists as hard as I can against his chest. He doesn’t budge a fraction, but I manage to kick her away from his body with the heel of my stiletto in a fleet of fury, until Louis and Fisher grab me by either arm. I start kicking and flailing my arms and legs screaming in my drunken state and call Cash pathetic.

“What the fuck, Louis?” Lyndsey shouts at him then glares at Cash. “This is crazy. We’re going.”

“Quinn, I’m so sorry.” Louis drags me out of the kitchen and through the living room. I fight them with every step, wanting to run back into the kitchen to continue my attack on Cash. When the elevator doors open, I almost fall backward, feeling my arms being ripped from Louis and Fisher’s hold as the back of my dress snags on something mid-step.

Cash has a fistful of my dress, and my chest tightens at his force, terrified at the glazed look of fury on his face. Louis warns him to let go of me, but one look from Cash’s raging eyes shuts him up.

“Why the fuck would you come here?” he asks, with a half-drunk, half-high look in his eyes.

“Go fuck yourself, Cash,” I yell, straightening out my dress when he releases me. “You’re a mess. Look at this place. Look at that whore you have in your house. You’re drunk and you’re high.”

“You made it very clear that we’re done. I’m free to do whoever I want, whenever I want. And I have you to thank for that.”

I feel Lyndsey’s hand slip into mine and tug me backward. I yank my hand from her grip and take a step forward, staring Cash right in the eye.

“I’m here is because Louis and Fisher were worried about you. You signed a multimillion-dollar contract with the Tornados and you’re about to fuck it all up. You are finally getting a second chance to have everything you ever wanted. And you’re acting like an idiot, fucked out of your mind with another puck bunny. You know, I don’t even know why I’m surprised.”

His eyebrows pull in. “You. Chose. This!”

My lip quivers as he releases my wrists and stares at me, his eyes piercing mine with such intensity that I avert my gaze momentarily. “What the hell did you expect you’d walk into?”

“Anything but this!” I spit back.

“You fuckin’ ruined me. I started to let you in. I wanted to tell you everything.” His hard gaze burns into mine. “You can get an MBA anywhere,” he argues, disgust rolling of his tongue. “With your brain, you could go to any school in the country. But that’s not what you want and clearly I’m not what you want. So get the fuck out and leave me in my misery.”

I shake my head. “Please tell me this isn’t the real you.”

He lifts his glass of whiskey and slams back the contents, glazed blue eyes continuing to watch me over the rim of the glass. When he finishes, he runs his tongue over his lips, tilting his head to the side with a smirk that I have to refrain myself from smacking off his lips.
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“Get a good look, sweetheart. This is the real me, baby—a miserable fucking drunk.”

“We both know that’s not true.” I fight my trembling bottom lip. “You need to take a long hard look in the mirror and see if that guy staring back at you is really who you claim you are. Because I know different. I’ve seen it.”

His mouth twists as he watches me with aloof eyes and a hardened expression. “Get out.”

The blonde emerges from the kitchen and wraps her arms around his waist. “You guys aren’t staying for a drink?” He shrugs her off of him and she pouts. “Is everything okay, Cashy?”

“Quinn, come on,” Lyndsey says.

I glare at him as humiliation seeps through me. “Goodbye, Cash.”

Tears fall down my cheeks, and I spin around, stepping into the elevator with my chin held high.

“I’m so sorry,” Louis says, as the elevator doors close behind us. “I had no idea it was going to be that bad. I thought he was drunk and upset. I would have never of brought you here if I knew he had another girl there.”

I suck back the tears, feeling the cold air nip at my ears as we step onto the pavement. “Please don’t apologize, Louis. I should have known.”

The sound of a metal door slamming and the pounding of two heavy feet behind me, cause all of us to spin around. Cash grabs me by the arm and in the same instant Lyndsey wildly attacks him with her fists. “You’re a fucking asshole! You don’t deserve my sister!” Louis pulls her off of Cash, and drags her backward in his arms. In her spastic fury, she accidently elbows Louis is the gut and the sound of his gasp from the wind being knocked out of him, echoes into the night sky.

“Lyndsey!” I shout, shocked at her sudden rage.

“He may be hot as shit, but he’s an asshole!” She points at Cash as he stands there frowning. “What has it been? Five days since you two called it quits? And you have the nerve to bring another girl into your house like my sister meant nothing to you?”

“Lyndsey! Stop!” Louis pulls her backward. “Get in the car. Now.”

“Are you serious?” she shouts, putting her hands on her hips. “You think what he’s done is okay? He’s a selfish prick!”

Louis shakes his head. “No, I don’t think this is okay, but he’s also very drunk. And right now, this is between Cash and Quinn. Not all of us.”

She scoffs. “Bros before hoes, right Louis?”

“Lynds, come on,” Louis begs, but she has already flung open the passenger side door of Fisher’s vehicle and slid onto the backseat.

“Not now, Louis.” Fisher shakes his head and walks around the front end of his vehicle. “Get in the car.”

I look up at Cash one last time, standing there half-naked and wrecked in visible pain. I love him, I know I do, but it shouldn’t hurt this bad.

“I can’t do this.” I shake my head and a single tear rolls down my cheek.

He grips the metal railing at my words, his knuckles turning white. He looks like he can barely stand. “Then walk away.” He lifts his angry eyes to mine. “We both know it’s what you do best.”

His words slice through the cold night air, leaving a damp imprint on my heart. Without another word I turn away from him, tears streaming down my cheeks. I yank open the passenger door and slide onto the leather seat, dropping my head in my hands, allowing my emotions to take over. I need to go home.



Chapter 17

The next morning, I can’t fathom getting out of bed. Instead I lay there, staring up at the ceiling fan and watch it spin around in a melodic buzz for what feels like hours. Eventually, I force myself to roll onto my side, letting a few unwanted tears fall down my cheeks. I am too weak to do anything else. Seeing Cash so wrecked last night was the most heartbreaking moment of my life.

That’s why I need to leave Bexley now. Of course I’ve loved working for the Bruisers and the opportunity it’s given me, but after last night, I’ve decided to hand in my resignation. I need to focus on me. I’m leaving for Boston early to settle in before the semester starts.

There is a faint knock on my door before Louis is standing in my doorway. “Hey, sorry to bother you, but I thought I’d come and check on you before Lynds woke up… You okay?”

I shake my head and bite my bottom lip to hold back the tears. “No, I’m not. I think it’s best if I leave for Harvard as soon as possible.”

“Really? Don’t you think you’re being a little rash?”

“No.”

“Quinn, you can’t walk away from what you need to face.”

“I’m not walking away. I’m avoiding perpetual disaster. There’s a difference.”

He takes a deep breath and sits at the edge of my bed. “You have to talk to him.”

I shake my head. “About what, Louis? If we talk, he’ll apologize and tell me how sorry he is and I’ll forgive him and then our cycle will start back up. Then the next thing I’ll know is I’ll be ditching Harvard and on the next flight with him to Santa Anna. Giving up on all my hopes and dreams to be with him on our rollercoaster of dysfunction.” I let out a sigh. “Cash is a mess. I don’t know why I keep thinking he’ll change. My delusions of who I thought he was, were shattered last night when I caught a glimpse of who he really is. He’s got too many demons and too many things to hide. And my patience and forgiveness can only go so far…don’t let me forget, I walked in on him with another girl thanks to you.”

“Listen, I’ve known Cash for years. Hell, I would consider him one of my best friends, but like every other person who comes into his life, I know very little about him. But what I do know is that if Cash has even for a second given you a tiny glimpse into his life outside of the rink, then you’re already different than any other girl or person in his life. And after hearing the pain in his voice last night before you guys showed up - He said his whole life he felt broken until he met you. He’s never been with a girl longer than a one-night stand, yet Lyndsey told me he asked you to move to Santa Anna with him. It doesn’t excuse the booze and drugs and especially not that girl…But believe me, guys are stupid. He loves you.”

I roll my eyes. Louis has a unique way of evaluating how love really works. “If he loved me, he would have supported me from the start.”

“Agreed, but we’re talking about Cash Brooks. Imagine how he must have felt knowing he was going to lose the only girl he’s ever loved. He’s lost so much already. God, if I ever lost your sister… I don’t know what I’d do.”

“Thanks, Louis, but I’ve made my decision. And right now, I need to be with me. I have to be without him. For me.”

“Quinn, please. You really need to talk to him before you go anywhere.”

“I want to. I really do. But I can’t handle it. One look at him and I’ll be questioning everything.”

Louis lets out a defeated sigh. “He’s going to freak when he finds out you’re gone. He’ll blow his contract. I’m worried, Quinn.”

“Whether he wants to accept it or not, we’re better off apart right now. I need a fresh start. I’m moving forward.”

“Neither of you can move forward unless you get proper closure.”

The word closure causes my insides to twist. Deep down, in the selfish part of my core, I am avoiding proper closure because I don’t want to let him go, but I know I have to.

“Are you sure this is really what you want?”

“Yes, Louis,” I hiss through my teeth, feeling him frown at me with skepticism. “And once I pull myself together and get dressed, I’m going to the arena to break the news to Theo.”

The sound of Lyndsey’s footsteps pattering down the hallway followed by pipes whining out the pressure of a shower ends all conversation. Louis gives me one last pained look and then pulls open my bedroom door. “You need to talk to him.”
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“Let me get this straight. You’re leaving for Boston tonight?” Theo taps his pen on the edge of his desk with a scowl on his face.

“Yes. My semester starts at the end of this month and I want to be properly settled in. I hope you can understand.” I slide my formal letter of resignation across his desk. “I appreciate everything you’ve done for me and the opportunity this internship has given me.”

His brow furrows. “Does your father know about this sudden departure?”

“Not yet, but he will.”

He doesn’t ask for any more details. Instead he nods and rises to his feet. “I wish you the best of luck in your studies, Quinn. I really do hope Harvard is the real reason you are leaving on such short notice.”

I startle at his comment, my heart racing. I stand there frozen as he slowly opens the top drawer on his desk. He pulls out a copy of the Men’s Health magazine flips it opens and slides it across his desk. Peeking up at me with a knowing look, he motions to the full page spread. “Because it would be a shame if I found out you’d been lying to me and the league this entire time.”

The atmosphere in the room begins to shift quickly, the anger on my face saying more than my words ever could. I notice that he is still staring at me. It takes all the willpower I have not to slap him.

“And I think you’ve just crossed the line,” I finally breathe out.

He flips the magazine shut. “Are you sure you’re not moving to Santa Anna?”

“Like I said Theo, thank you for the opportunity. Goodbye.” I nod and walk out of his office and close the door behind me.
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It’s been about an hour since I left Theo’s office, and my annoyance bolstered by my steady intake of determination, is my driving force to break the news to my father. We’ve ordered every appetizer on the menu and are now sharing a bottle of wine with his latest thirty-something-year-old girlfriend. I have tried desperately not to rush into telling him about my resignation from the Bruisers and sudden departure. It isn’t until the second bottle of wine is ordered and our appetizers are cleared away that I take a deep breath.

“I’m leaving for Boston tonight,” I say, and explain that I’ve already handed in my resignation to Theo.

He begins to frown at me, “Quinn, my dear, you only had three more weeks of your internship left. I didn’t raise you a quitter.”

“I’m not a quitter, Dad.”

He raises his eyebrows at me and then looks over at his date. “Amber, will you excuse us for a moment. I’d like to speak with my daughter in private.”

She nods and puts her napkin down on her plate before pushing away from the table and heads in the direction of the ladies’ room. I look across the table at my father. He has an angry, steady frown and takes a long sip of his drink.

“What’s really going on, Quinn? What did I do to make you want to leave?”

“This has nothing to do with you.”

He blows air out in a sigh and then tilts his head to the side and locks his eyes with mine. “If it isn’t me, then what is it?”

My heart is beating at a frantic pace, my skin laced with goose bumps, and all because I want to tell my father the truth about Cash, but I know that the less he knows the better.

“Dad, you have to trust me.”

“You know trust isn’t my strongest suit. Your mother made sure of that.” He stares anxiously at me from across the table, his hands tented in front of him. “Is this because of her? Was it too hard for you to be back in Bexley? When you decided to move back, I gave you the choice to live with me in Santa Anna.”

I shake my head. “No, dad. The internship was a great opportunity, but I’m ready to move on and shift my focus. Sports marketing was never what I aspired to do anyway. You have to trust I am doing the right thing.”

“I don’t like how you’re leaving out of nowhere," he replies. “It feels like a whim.”

I frown. "Can't you let me go without guilt?"

He leans forward, his tented hands against his chest. "I can appreciate your drive to keep your focus on your academic future. But I’ll be honest, Quinn, I am not happy about your resignation."

I shrug. "I am excited about Harvard. I am ready to be on my own again. I don't want to waste any more time here in Bexley."

He contemplates my words for a moment. "In my opinion there is no reason you can’t finish your last three weeks of your internship. But if you truly think this is what’s best, I suppose I trust your judgment.”

He sounds relieved, and I realize I’ve been holding my breath. “Thanks, Dad.”

“Is father-daughter time over now?” I look up to see his date standing behind him with a forced grin.

“It is.” I push my chair back and rise to my feet. “I should probably get going. I have to finish packing.”

“Have you even secured a place to live?” He rises to his feet and gives me a stern look. “You haven’t given me any details about where you will be staying.”

“I will find a place to live once I get there. I have a hotel room booked for the next few nights while I figure everything out,” I reply and take a step forward and give him a hug. He wraps his arms around me and kisses the top of my head. “I love you, Dad.”

“Call me as soon as you get there. I can have my assistant arrange a place for you to stay close to campus.”

I shake my head. “Thanks, but I want to figure things out on my own.”

“Like father like daughter.” He lets out a soft laugh and then looks into my eyes. “It’s our independence that gives us strength. It’s an Ashby family trait.”

He kisses me one last time on the forehead before we say our final goodbyes. I walk out of the restaurant ready to start anew.
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I spend the rest of the day packing and trying my best to push all thoughts of Cash from my mind. It isn’t until Louis and Lyndsey return from their dinner plans, that he tosses my luggage into the trunk of his car.

“You’re really doing this?” Lyndsey asks, her hands on her hips.

I force a cheerful smile on my face as I walk around the back end of Louis’s car. “Yes, I am really doing this.”

With a scowl she yanks open the passenger door and slides onto the seat. I take a deep breath and flop onto the backseat, and sink into it. I hate that I am leaving her like this.

“Did you talk to him?” Louis asks. He puts the key in the ignition, meeting my eyes in the rear view mirror.

I shake my head. “No, I haven’t.”

“Has he called?”

I shrug. “I wouldn’t know. I turned my phone off this morning.”

“Don’t you dare talk to him,” Lyndsey orders, glaring at Louis as he merges onto the freeway. “I’m pissed at you for leaving me sooner than expected, but you’re doing the right thing. Cash fucked up big time.”

Louis shakes his head. “Well, I think you are making a huge mistake.”

“Stay out of it,” Lyndsey turns up the radio.

The rest of our ride is silent, except for Lyndsey humming every pop tune. Once we get to the airport, Louis pulls into the drop-off area for departures and puts his car in park. Lyndsey and I hug for what feels like hours on the sidewalk, as he pulls my luggage out of his trunk.

“I’m going to miss you,” she mumbles into my hair, tightening her arms around my neck. “I loved having you back home. The condo is going to feel so empty now that you’re gone.”

“I’m going to miss you too,” I say, pushing her back a fraction.

“I’ll come and visit you soon.” She looks up at me with wet eyes. “And Louis will come too.”

I look over at Louis as he passes me my luggage. “You know it’s not too late to call him…”

“Goodbye, Louis,” I say, annoyed. I grab my belongings from his hands. “Thanks for the ride.”

Lyndsey gives me one final hug. “Have a safe flight. Call me once you get there. Love you, Quinny.”

“Love you too, Lynds.”
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After I check-in for my flight, I sit in a coffee shop sipping on a latte as I wait to head through security. I pull out my laptop and start surfing Craigslist ads to try and secure an apartment close to Harvard, when two piercing blue eyes crash into mine from across the room. Cash’s brow creases momentarily and he starts to walk toward me.

Once I open my mouth, my voice is chillingly cruel. “What are you doing here, Cash?”

“What am I doing here? What are you doing here?” His brow creases, with a genuine look of shock and confusion on his face.

Tears well up in my eyes and disappointment pricks at my skin when the realization hits me that he’s not even here to stop me. I slam my laptop shut, throw my purse over my shoulder and head straight for security.

“Quinn!” he shouts, but I ignore him and run, weaving my way through people coming and going.

I don’t dare look back as he calls out my name. My nerves feel shot.

The second I cross over through the automatic sliding doors, I hear Cash shout. “Quinn, please. Will you just fucking wait?”

I spin around to face him. “What are you doing here?”

His lack of oxygen doesn’t go unnoticed, but I suppose running like a maniac through an airport would do that to a person. The sweat running on his jaw line is distracting and the way is hair is a wild mess only makes my heart beat quicker, but I am determined to stay mad.

“Where are you going?”

“I’m on the next flight to Boston.”

All the blood drains from his face and he shakes his head. “No, you can’t go. Please. I tried calling you a million times. I was just at your place, but no one answered the door. There is so much I need to say. Things you need to hear. I know I fucked up, but I can’t stand the thought of last night being the last time I see you.”

I shake my head. “I can’t stand here and listen to what you have to say. It won’t do either of us any good by making this harder.”

He grabs my wrist, his eyes pleading. “I want you back.”

No. He is not seriously saying this to me this right now.

“I know the way I reacted when you told me about Harvard was a jackass move. And what you saw last night is unforgivable. Forgive me. Let me prove to you that I’m yours.”

“No, Cash.” I shake my head, letting the tears fall.

“Yes, Quinn. I’m yours.”

My heart splinters into a thousand pieces. Of all the lies he’s ever told me, telling me I’m yours is the worst, because in order to be fully committed to someone you have to give them all of you. He hasn’t given me anything other than what he’s thought I’ve wanted him to be, and the way his brows pull together and he steps closer, eyes anxious and searching, tells me he has no idea how much he has hurt me.

“We were a bad idea from the start. I’m doing us a favor. I was asking too much of you too soon. And right now you are asking way too much of me.”

I push past him, knocking him in the chest with my shoulder and rush down the hallway. Cash catches up to me and grabs my arm, spinning me around to face him. “You were right about leaving me, okay. I was being self-centered and chauvinistic. But there are things that you don’t understand either. Things I can never expect you to understand.” His eyes are full of tears and several trickle down his face. “I wanted to let you in, so many times I wanted to tell you everything, but I couldn’t because I was scared of losing you. I thought if you moved with me to Santa Anna, we could have a fresh start. I could finally break free from the ties of my past and it would never come back to hurt you.”

I let out a shaky sigh. “I wanted you to let me in when it mattered. It doesn’t matter now.”

“You need to understand something about me, about my past.” He breathes out, but I look away from his pained eyes, my gut twisting with a million mixed emotions. In my silence, he pulls me down a side hallway and into a secluded area.

Tears streak down my face as I stare up at him. “After last night, I understand enough. The booze, the drugs, it’s too much. It’s too much of a reminder of my mother and her struggle. And nothing you ever say will fix us. This is my education. The one thing that I’ve worked hard at my entire life. Think about what you’re asking me to consider after everything that happened. Before I walked into your building last night, I honestly thought we still had a chance, but after seeing that side of you, I don’t know what I want anymore.”

A low buzzing sound stops all conversation. He pulls his phone out from the front pocket of his jeans and winces when he looks down at the screen. He quickly clicks off the call, and then looks up at me.

“Do you need to answer that?” I ask, annoyed.

He doesn’t answer for what seems like forever and my heart starts to race. His head slowly rises and his eyes are wet with tears. “I’m sorry for what you saw. I’m sorry for my actions. I’m sorry for everything.”

He takes a step toward me and I hold up both of my hands to hold him back. I start taking deep breaths. My lips tremble. I need him to go. Anymore of this and I will be on the next flight to Santa Anna with him.

“But I will never be sorry for loving you.”

“Stop,” I warn him, taking another step back. I can’t hear this.

He grabs my wrist and his blue eyes burn into mine. “You need to hear me out. No one in my life has ever dared challenged me the way you do. You work hard. You are honest and smart. Fuck, you are the sincerest and understanding person I have ever known. After I lost my brother and mother, I wasn’t used to anyone giving a shit about me. But you do. You love me. You don’t love the idea of me like every other person that comes in and out of my life. You don’t want anything from me, except the same love and respect in return. And it kills me that I’ve hurt you. I know I’ve been guarded, but I’ve never loved anyone the way I love you. I was a coward and too fucking scared to let you in and tell you the truth about who I am and what I’ve done because I was terrified of losing you. You have to give me a second chance. I’m in love with you, Quinn.”

I cover my ears and close my eyes. “No! I don’t want to hear anymore! I can’t listen to this. Just go, Cash. Leave. It’s over. I am leaving for Harvard, right now. There is no us anymore. When you decided to bring a puck bunny into your house and snort and drink yourself numb, you made your choice.”

“I didn’t have sex with her. I was already half in the bag when she texted me and I texted her back. Next thing I knew she was at my door. And then you showed up. You have to believe me. Please, Quinn.” His voice breaks and I lift my eyes to see his wet with tears.

“Stop!” I warn him. Why is he making this so hard?

“You can’t leave like this. You need to hear me out.” He reaches forward, his fingers grazing the inside of my palm and I am unable to move.

I sniff and shake my head, pulling my hand free from his touch. “I can’t. I’ve already made up my mind.”

His phone buzzes again and without even looking down at the screen he turns it off.

“I get that you are angry. You have every right to be angry at me, but I’m still yours. Do you hear me? You are mine and I am yours. That will never change. Nothing will ever change that. Nothing.”

“Last night changes everything. It shouldn’t have to hurt this bad, Cash.”

“I’m in love with you. I have never loved anyone or anything the way I love you.”

A dozen thoughts flit through my mind as I watch him drop to his knees and look up at me with wounded eyes.

“I love you too, Cash. That’s why I need to let you go.”

He drops his head into my hands and whispers. “But I don't need you to love me, Quinn. I need you to not give up on me.”

I shrug to prevent my voice from breaking. “You think you’re ready for this, but you’re not.”

He rises to his feet, determined. “I am ready. Until I met you I was a mess. Nothing meant anything. Now everything means something. You changed me. I support you studying at Harvard. I want you to be happy. Please. Don’t give up on me.” He reaches over to wipe the tears from my cheeks and pulls me closer and kisses me. Instinctually I melt into his arms, my mouth opening to the soft familiar caress of his tongue. I lose myself in him and start to panic. I press my palms against his chest and break our kiss, pushing him back a fraction.

“My lips may have belonged to you before, but you sure as hell lost the rights to them when you kissed another girl.”

When he looks down at me, his pupils are so large his eyes nearly turn black, and he grabs my wrist and pulls my lips inches away from his mouth. We stare at each other in silence, his warm breath beating against my lips. My heart pounds in my chest as I fight the emotions swimming in his eyes. They are broken, miserable and glazed with defeat.

“I’m so fucking sorry.” His voice breaks and he lets go of my wrist. “Please forgive me.”

His phone vibrates in his hand from another incoming call. My eyes glance down to the screen, lit up with a picture of the strawberry blonde that walked in on us that night in the locker room. He catches me staring at it and clicks off the call.

“That’s why I’m here. There is something you need to know. Right now I don’t expect you to understand it, but it’s the truth. She’s what I need to talk to you about.” Panic rises in his voice.

I grab my carry-on. “Too late.”

I spin on my heel, rush down the hallway and merge myself into the swarm of people funneling through the security gates. My heart clenches when I hear an angry female voice on my right. “Cash, where the hell have you been? Why aren’t you answering your phone? I’ve been calling you.”

Slowly I spin around and see Cash’s jaw tighten and sweat forming on his brow. The leggy strawberry blonde from the picture rolls a piece of Louis Vuitton luggage behind her in his direction. She slides her sunglasses to the top of her head and gives him a forced grin. She shifts her gaze between the two of us and when her bright green eyes meet mine, I think I might throw up.

“What the hell is going on?” I watch her wrap her arm around his shoulders and kiss him on the cheek.

All the blood drains from Cash’s face as he peels her arm from him and takes a step forward. He stares at me, his eyes piercing with such remorse and guilt that my body starts to go numb.

I hold up my hand to halt him and nearly collapse when I hear her shout. “Ohmigod, don’t even tell me this is the little puck bunny who thinks she can ruin what you owe me.”

“Excuse me?” I laugh, placing my hand on my chest. “Puck bunny? Who the fuck are you?”

“His wife,” she states so calmly that I’m not sure I heard her right.

Wife?

Wait. He’s married?

“What did she say?” I shift my gaze, my pulse thundering as my eyes meet Cash’s. My bottom lip trembles. She couldn’t possibly be speaking the truth after everything Cash and I have been through. This couldn’t have been what he was hiding from me? How did no one on the team or in the league know about this? I don’t believe it. “Cash, please tell me this isn’t true.” My heart lurches in my chest. His glazed blue eyes stare intently at me, his silence confirming her claim to the only man I have ever loved. She looks thrilled at my absolute dismay. She wraps her arm around his bicep, but he shakes it off and reaches for me.

His attempt to touch me sends rage coursing through me so strongly, that before I can even stop myself, my hand swings up and slaps him hard across the face. The smack sharply echoes in the air, causing the people passing by us to stop and stare. He rubs the side of his red stained cheek, staring back at me with pain in his eyes. The imprint of my hand red and visible on his skin.

“You’re dead to me,” I say through gritted teeth. Unwanted tears fight their way from my eyes and spill over. “Once I walk through those gates, don’t find me. Don’t call me. Don’t text me. Don’t even think of stepping foot in Boston.”

“Quinn, please.”

“How could you hide something like this from me?”

“I never wanted you to find out this way.”

I gape at him, my stomach plummeting. Finally, the truth. He simply hoped he could hide her from me. “You didn’t want me to find out this way? Did you think moving me to Santa Anna was going to keep me from finding out about her?”

He reaches out for my hand, but I yank it away.

“Don’t you dare touch me,” I warn. I turn my back to him and push through the crowd in the direction of the security gates.

“Please let me explain,” he calls after me. “It’s all for my brother, Quinn. You have to understand why I’ve hid this from you, from everyone.”

I’m drowning in humiliation, forcing myself to breathe deep to prevent more tears from falling down my cheeks. As I make it safely through the gates, I turn around to face him one last time. “The only thing I understand is that this whole time I’ve been with you, everything has been a lie.”

Emotions swim in his anxious blue eyes as he stands there staring at me.

My feelings are equally confused, but I understand one thing. “You have a fucking wife,” I say, my voice as cold as the ice where we met.

“Please give me the chance to explain.”

“Stay away from me.” I fumble to the gate, my heart lodged in my throat and my head an absolute mess. Once I make it onto the plane, I drop into my seat, fingers trembling and pain radiating in my chest with each staggered breath. I dig in my purse to find my sunglasses. When my hand brushes the smooth silver ring I made for Cash at the bottom of my purse my stomach clenches. I never even had the opportunity to give it to him. I drop the ring and quickly pull out my sunglasses. I slide them on to hide my bloodshot eyes, letting my tears fall and my thoughts subside. I have no idea why he kept this from me, but I feel the shards of deception pushing deep into my lungs, making it hard to breathe. I put in my earbuds to drown out the painful pounding in my heart. I turn on my iPod and my playlist kicks in, blaring the Rolling Stones’ “Wild Horses.” I shake my head and bite my lip letting the tears continue to fall. Just like the lyrics that once brought me hope for us, they now bring me deep despair. Loving Cash has broken my faith and made me shed one too many tears. No matter how much I still love him, I have to drag myself away.

And this time, it’s for good.

Cash and Quinn’s Story Isn’t Over Yet…

Perfect Love (The Perfect Series #2) - RELEASE DATE: 2017



        
            
                
            
        

    





Also by Amanda Cowen

Between Friends

Perfect Sense (Perfect Series #1)



Perfect Love is a sequel to Perfect Sense. It is recommended, as it is a continuation, to read Perfect Sense before reading Perfect Love.







Copyrighted Material

PERFECT LOVE


(Perfect Series #2)

Amanda Cowen

This book is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or real places are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places and events are products of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual events or places or persons living or dead is entirely coincidental.

Copyright @ 2017 by Amanda Cowen All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions of thereof in any form whatsoever.





ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS





This book wouldn’t have been possible without the fantastic Karen Dale Harris. Thank you a million times over for your amazing attention to detail, exceptional input and brilliant editorial skills.




Thank you to Sarah Hansen for another sexy cover.




A special thank you to my wonderful friend and personal cheerleader, Angela P. She was the first reader of Cash and Quinn’s story and she kept me going even when I wanted to light my manuscript into flames. Thank you for your ongoing support, and for continuing to read everything I write.




Thank you to all my readers and their continued patience for the second installment of Cash and Quinn’s story! Your support means the world to me!




Finally, and above all, I must gratefully acknowledge my husband, Sean. Thank you for your inspiration for Cash and Quinn’s story. Thank you for answering every hockey question and teaching me about the ins and outs of the professional hockey world. Without your expertise and continual love and support I couldn’t’ have done it without you.







For Cash and Quinn fans



And for anyone who has ever loved a hockey player







PERFECT LOVE





Table of Contents

Prologue

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Epilogue





 Prologue


Cash

Four and a half years ago…

"You're welcome, little bro." I smile, dropping the keys into the palm of his hand.

"Cash, what the hell is going on?" Cory asks, raising a skeptical brow. "This better not be what I think it is."

I laugh. If I’d warned my brother beforehand that I was buying him a brand new pick-up truck he never would have accepted it. That's why I have to surprise him. From the time we were kids, I promised him that once I signed my first professional hockey contract, I would buy him his dream truck. And it’s already been six months since I signed my three-year, fifteen million-dollar deal with the Santa Anna Tornadoes.

"I don't make promises I can't keep, Cory. You know that." I pat him on the back.

Living in California and playing for the Tornadoes keeps me busy. I have limited time to visit my family and friends in Thompson, Newfoundland. It’s almost a miracle the team has a full weekend off. Finally, my chance to come home to Canada and honor my promise.

Besides, the rusty old car Cory’s been driving since the day he turned sixteen is a piece of shit.

"You coming home for a visit is enough of a gift, Cash. You didn't have to do this..." His voice trails off, and his eyes become teary.

"I wouldn't have made it anywhere if it weren't for you." I grip his shoulders and lock my eyes with his to let him know I mean it.

I hear the sound of a door closing and the shuffling of feet, and I shift my gaze upward to see our mother walking down the stairs.

"Cash! Welcome home." She wraps her arms around my neck and kisses my cheek. "I'm so happy you arrived safe and sound. How was your flight?"

I kiss her forehead. "It was good, Ma."

"Is this thing outside?" Cory asks, dangling the keys in front of my face.

"What thing?" my mother asks innocently, but she gives me a knowing smile.

I called her from the airport last night before I boarded the red-eye. I thought I should give her a heads-up about my arrival. I ended up caving, and I told her what I’d bought for Cory.

"Oh, you mean that shiny brand new white truck parked in the driveway?" she says.

"You knew!" Cory shouts, nudging her in the shoulder, and then he looks over at me. "Cash, you are crazy!"

"Anything for my little bro. Besides, you haven't even seen it yet. Come on." I grab him by the arm and push open the screen door. He stops in mid-stride. I have to jerk my head back to see him, frozen in place gawking at his truck.

"Holy fuck," Cory breathes out.

"It's all yours, man," I tell him.

"Cash, this is too much. This truck is top of the line. Leather seats and everything!” He shakes his head. “You worked hard your whole life to make it to the NHL. You shouldn't be spending your money on me. I can't accept it."

"I love you. You’re my little brother." I give him a hug and pull open the driver-side door. "Come on. Hop in and check it out."

I look back at my mother watching us from the front porch, smiling. Her wavy honey-blonde hair blows gently in the wind as she pulls her sweater tightly across her chest. "You like it, Cory?".

"Like it?" Cory puts the key in the ignition. "I love it!”

“Cash?...Cory?...” Daniela’s familiar voice shouts from across the driveway.

Daniela is Cory’s fiancé and our next-door neighbour. From the moment Daniela and her mother relocated to Thompson and moved in next door, Cory was smitten with her. They were always just friends, but in the seventh grade he finally grew enough balls to ask her on a real date. They’ve been together ever since.

She jogs across the driveway wearing Sorel boots and a winter jacket. Her cheeks are flush and her strawberry blonde pony-tail bounces with every step. “Is that seriously a brand new truck? We can’t afford that, Cory!” she scolds.

“Cash bought it for me…for us,” Cory says.

Of course, he would turn his gift into their gift. He is most selfless person I know.

“Wow. This truck is amazing!” Daniela gushes. “Thanks, Cash! This truck is so much nicer than Cory’s rusty old car.”

“Hop in,” Cory encourages her, and without hesitation she slides into the passenger seat. She leans over and kisses his cheek. “Get closer, babe,” he says, and she does. He drapes his arm along the back seat and she snuggles up next to him.

I’ve always thought Cory was completely crazy for committing to one girl at such a young age, but my mother calls it true love. Something I’m sure I’ll never find.

“You two look so adorable,” my mother says.

“Thanks Mama B,” Daniela smiles.

Over the years, Daniela has become the daughter my mother never had. With me not being in Thompson as often as I’d like, it’s nice to know my mother has Daniela watching over her and keeping her company.

“This is way too much, Cash.” Cory pipes up.

"Just think of it as a late engagement present," I tease them.

"If this is our engagement present, I can't imagine what our wedding present will be," Daniela says with a laugh.

"How about any house you guys want?”

Cory chuckles to himself and shakes his head. "Yeah, okay, Cash."

Little does he know, I'm dead serious.

"Are you going to come for the ride?" he says out the window. “We’re going to go for a little cruise, but afterward I have to give Daniela a ride to the dance studio. She teaches a class later.”

"Nah, just make sure you’re back for tonight. We're going out with Jake and the boys," I remind him.

“You boys better not get into any trouble tonight,” my mother says.

“We’ll be good. I promise,” I assure her.

As I look around at my mother, Cory, and Daniela, nothing feels better than coming home and seeing the people who keep me grounded. My life as a professional hockey player is fast-paced and full of teammates, tons of fans, and a parade of puck bunnies. Between daily practices and being on the road every other weekend I can barley remember the last time I was home. I especially cherish the time spent with my mother. The guilt of leaving her behind in Newfoundland for the NHL has always weighed on my conscious. Knowing she has suffered and survived cancer, always makes it hard to say goodbye when I must leave again. I can’t help but worry that once I go, it may be the last time I’ll see her happy and healthy.

"Don’t worry, Cash. I’ll be back," Cory shouts over the purring engine. Within seconds they are halfway down the snowy driveway.

_________

"Come on Brooks, shoot another one," my buddy Jake yells over classic rock blaring from the jukebox in the back corner of the bar.

Man, I love being back in my small Newfoundland hometown. I love breathing in the cold East Coast air, being surrounded by warm, friendly and familiar people, walking quiet snowy streets, and admiring the rolling landscape. Plus, I can’t forget the bars. They are all dingy and dank pieces of shit, but I love them.

"He's too much of a pussy now that he's playing professional hockey." Cory laughs like a smart-ass.

"Fuck you, Cory," I slur, slamming another whiskey and coke. "If you had to wake up every goddamn morning for dry-land training, skate all night at practice, and then play a professional hockey game every other night, you wouldn't be getting drunk like a true Newfie either." I rip the shot from Jake's hand, slam it, and mumble at Cory, "Shit head."

Cory, Jake, and the other guys laugh and then order us all another round.

"Am I seeing things, or is that the one and only Cash Brooks?" a familiar female voice coos from my right.

I turn my head to the side to see Lucy and her freckled nose walking over in my direction.

"Mmm, lucky me.” She leans in, pushing her tits in my face and trails her fingertip along my jaw line. “You really aren’t just a figment of my imagination."

"Nice to see you too, Lucy." I run my hand along her thigh.

Lucy props her elbow on the bar, her lips inches away from mine. "So...is that your new truck parked out front?"

I shake my head, "Nope. It's Cory's."

She leans across the bar and smirks at Cory. "That's a pretty fancy car for a college freshman."

Cory blushes. "Cash bought it for me."

I take another swig of my drink.

"Really?" She straddles my waist with her long, bare legs, her backside pressed up against the bar. "You've always been so…what's the word?” She pauses and smiles to herself. "Generous."  She bites down on her bottom lip, wrapping her arms around my neck.

God. I've fucked Lucy so many times that even in my drunken state, my head knows fucking her again is a bad idea.

Apparently, my dick doesn't care.

"You want to get out of here and bring this party back to my house?" she whispers in my ear.

Eying her big tits, I’m about to respond with a hell yes! when a familiar voice snaps my attention in the direction of the dimly lit hallway to my right.

"If it isn't Cash fucking Brooks, hometown hero,” says Billy Martin as he stumbles out of the bathroom. “You're a real fucker, flashing your riches for the whole goddamn town to see. Nice truck, fucker."

"Shut up, Billy," Cory warns, rising to his feet. "It's not Cash’s truck. It’s my truck."

Billy's brow furrows, and he clenches his fists. He struts toward Cory with drunken rage in his eyes.

I quickly slam the last of my whiskey and coke, and push Lucy off my lap. "You got a problem with that, Billy?" I step in front of my brother.

Billy shoves his palms onto my chest.

I grab each wrist and throw them off me. "Touch me again and you'll be sorry."

Billy scowls and glances over my shoulder at Cory. "Come on, Baby Brooks. Let's race, you little shit. Let's see how fast your fancy new truck can really go."

"I'm not racing you," Cory says. "We've all had way too much to drink. Bad idea."

"You're a pussy, Cory. Always have been and always will be. That's why your brother made the pros and you didn't." Billy laughs, like an arrogant son of a bitch.

It takes all the will power I have not to punch him in the face. The last thing our mother needs tonight is the cops showing up at her door because I beat the piss out of Billy Martin.

"I'll race you, you cock shit." I slam another whiskey and coke.

"Cash, no." Cory grips my bicep, but I shrug him off.

Cory is always the cautious one, which is why he never pursued a pro hockey career like I did. He was more than talented on the ice, but the fast-paced, competitive, rough side of hockey was too much for him. He has a soft heart. I’m the crazy, impulsive thrill seeker with a temper that could light a room on fire. And right now, as far as I’m concerned, Billy is about to have his ass handed to him on a platter.

Billy smirks and pulls his keys out of his jacket pocket. "Alright. Let's go, big-time hockey star."

I step out of the bar and into the crisp, cold air. The wind and blustery snow gushing off the East Coast nips at my bare skin and pricks my ears, but I don't give a shit. My body hums with warmth from testosterone and adrenaline. The cheers and shouts of everyone from the bar follows us and only amps me up further to show this prick he's a small town piece of shit.

I fucking hate Billy Martin. No one talks to my little brother like that.

"Give me the keys, Cory," I command, placing my hand on the door handle.

"Cash, please don't do this," Cory says. "Billy Martin is an idiot. Who cares what he thinks. Besides, you've been drinking."

I shake my head, "Five minutes, Cory. That's all I need to beat his ass down a road on a straight-away.  Nothing is going to happen. Now give me the keys. I'm fine."

“But the roads are icy.”

“Yeah, so? Your truck has top of the line snow tires. Relax.”

Cory lets out a sigh, but he shoves his hand into his pocket, pulls out the keys, and places them into the palm of my hand. "Fine. But I'm riding shotgun."

"You ready, pussy brothers?" Billy cackles like an idiot and hops up into the driver's seat of his beat-up pickup truck.

I flip Billy the finger, rev up the engine, adrenaline pumping as I look over at Cory sliding into the passenger's seat. He’s rolling his eyes at me. I honk the horn to rile up the bar crowd lined up on either side of the make-shift start line. When Lucy drops her hands, I rev up the engine one last time before we blast down the road.

_____________

I open my eyes and try to move my limbs. An intense, blazing pain engulfs my entire body. I release an agonized sound that originates from deep within my throat. Smoke, snow and dust particles spin around me in a dizzying haze. Fear twists deep within my soul as droplets of blood drip onto the steering wheel in front of me. Shattered glass digs into my skin, and blood trickles down my forearms. Disoriented and shaken, I don’t know where I am or how I ended up here. Nausea twists in my stomach and bile rises in my throat, as the bitter taste of whiskey poisons my tongue and memory.

Whiskey.

Deer.

Ditch.

The pain in my chest swells, and panic beats in every sharp and staggered breath. Blue and red lights blind me in the reflection of the shattered windshield. While sirens wail in my ears, my heart seizes with anxiety.

Cory!

I frantically push through the pain, letting adrenaline rush through my veins and take over each jagged movement. I swing my entire body toward the passenger seat and grip him by the shoulders. Blood covers my hands. His entire body is crushed, bone and flesh swallowed by the dashboard.

This can’t be happening. This can’t be real.

I scream out his name until my throat runs dry. I grab fistfuls of his shirt, watching his head loll back. Blood drips from his ears and the back of his head. My shoulders quake, and sobs violently break out of me. I cry out his name, shaking him to wake up, until his face blurs from the tears clouding my vision.

“No! No, Cory! Fucking wake up! Cory!”

I’m fighting with my seat belt and his body, kicking whatever I can to try and free us from the vehicle. Every time I move bone-splitting agony knocks the wind out of me, and tears sting my cut and wounded face. A piece of metal jabs into my leg and pierces my skin. I scream and collapse in defeat. I reach over for him and bury my head in his chest, unleashing large, ragged sobs.

A flash of light beams into my eyes. Loud voices are calling my out name. Sirens echo stridently in my ears. Everything moves so quickly. Spinning. Jerking. Pulling. Lights find my eyes again. And then all I see is complete darkness.





Chapter 1


Quinn

Three thousand one hundred and ten miles isn’t far enough. If Harvard were on the moon, I would much prefer it. I spend the entire plane ride silently sobbing and staring out the window, wishing the last six months in Bexley were a terrible, horrible dream. But they weren’t. As I grab my luggage off the carousel and hail a taxi, the reality of what transpired in the past twenty-four hours hits me harder than Cash’s slap shot. I was the other woman. He played me.

My stomach twists with a strange combination of regret and agony. I close my eyes, forcing away the image of him with her.

“Where to, miss?” the cab drivers asks.

I clear my throat, attempting to erase the trembling ache in my voice. I give him the name of a hotel near Copley Square.

He nods and pulls into a stream of cars. I can see the pity on his face as he glances back at me through the rear-view mirror. Not surprising. My eyes are puffy, my cheeks are flushed, and I’m wearing a permanent frown. This is my lowest point. This is the moment of truth I feared would crush me when and if I ever learned more about Cash’s past.

I should never have let him have my heart.

With each mile closer to the hotel, a swirl of nausea twists in my stomach as I think of how Cash hid his secret wife from me—from everyone.

I wipe away the unwanted tears trickling down my cheeks and turn my head to gaze out the window. The traffic heading into downtown Boston is thick, and the city buzzes with an artsy and historic vibe that California lacks. Every building is architecturally fascinating, and fish markets, boutiques, and restaurants line streets paved in cobblestone. Up the Charles River, my future at Harvard Business school awaits. This should be the most exciting and satisfying moment of my academic career. Unfortunately, I can’t even enjoy the thought of starting classes for my MBA.

When the cab driver pulls up to the hotel, I hand him the money without lifting my eyes from my purse resting in my lap. The cell phone inside hasn’t stop buzzing since the second I landed in Boston. Ignoring what I know are calls from Cash and pretending like nothing happened isn’t easy. But I can’t look back. I can’t hear what he has to say. I can’t trust him anymore.

“Here’s your change,” the cab driver says.

“Keep it,” I reply.

He pulls my luggage out from the trunk, and I wheel the bag towards the hotel entrance.

“I hope everything for you turns out okay,” the driver says in a gentle tone behind me.

I turn around and meet his sympathetic brown eyes. He’s a stranger who I will never see again, but his words make me take my real first calm and steadying breath since I walked away from Cash at the airport in California. For a moment I don’t feel so burdened by Cash’s lies.

“Thank you. Me, too.” I walk into the hotel lobby.

I check in at the front counter and ride the elevator up to the seventeenth floor, feeling like an absolute wreck. The second I walk into the hotel room, I flop down on the bed and lie flat on my backside. The silence presses at me, and a million and one thoughts trample though my head.

Could it actually be true? Does Cash have a secret wife? How could he have hidden her from me? How did the league not know about her? What the fuck does she have to do with his brother, Cory?

Asking Cash these questions could answer the chaos swirling around in my brain. But I could never believe a word that escaped his lips. Besides, it doesn’t matter anymore what he hid from me or why. What matters is that he did it.

I am done with Cash Brooks.

My phone continues to vibrate in my purse on the floor beside the edge of the bed. I listen to it buzz from where I lie, numb, gazing out the window at sprawling landscape of city lights. I will not answer it. I told him not to contact me. I told him he was dead to me. And I meant it.

When the phone stops buzzing, I groan, suddenly worried that it actually isn’t Cash. Maybe it’s Lyndsey or my father making sure I arrived safe and sound?

I roll over and fumble through my purse. I have a bunch of missed calls and text messages, and not one of them is from Lyndsey or Dad. I should have known better. Every message or missed call is from Cash. I make the mistake of scrolling through his text messages, each one making me angrier than the last.


Quinn, please. You have to understand why I hid Daniela from you as long as I did.




I don’t love her. I love you. I told you it was because of my brother. And you have to believe me.




Please call me back. I can explain everything.




I know you said not to call or text you, but you have to hear me out.




I never wanted you to find out this way. I was going to tell you everything. I made a mistake. Please call me back.




I will never stop fighting for you. I will always fight for us.



I let his texts echo inside my head until they are drowned out by the sound of my phone smashing into pieces against the wall. My arm reacted before my head could process the pain knotting in the pit of my stomach.

I have no idea what to think. My heart tells part of me to hear him out and that this is just one big misunderstanding. That maybe he wasn’t intentionally keeping his secret from me. That smashing my phone in a fit of rage is a terrible mistake.

But my mind tells me it’s bullshit. That I was another pawn in the womanizing game of Cash Brooks. If he truly loved me, he wouldn’t have hidden a secret wife from me. Whatever the circumstances of his marriage, he would have explained the reasons—why the media had no idea about this mystery wife, how he ended up with her in the first place, and how she was connected to his brother.

I want to scream at how naïve I was. I should have listened to my father the first time he told me to stay away from Cash. I pace the hotel room, my hands fisted in my hair. I try to breathe and wonder if this is what losing your mind feels like. My heart won’t stop pounding. I drop to my knees and pick up the scattered remnants of my cell phone. I’ve never felt so betrayed. Tears stream down my cheeks. My hands tremble. My heart feels as shattered as my phone looks.

I never let my emotions control me. I never let anger consume me. How could I snap like this?

My hands are still shaking as I carry the bits and pieces of my destroyed phone over to the bed. I set them on the night stand, pull back the sheets, and crawl under the covers, fully clothed. My rational side tells me to calm down, and get some sleep. I am here in Boston to start my new life, build my future, and focus on graduating top of my class.

I close my eyes. Each breath I take grows deeper than the last. My mind slowly begins to shut out the thoughts pounding against my head. As I drift off to sleep, I’m determined to erase Cash Brooks from my head—and heart—for good.

___________

One knock. Two.

My eyes flutter open to the sound of a third and fourth knock. I sit up, pull back the sheets and catch a glimpse of the alarm clock on the night stand. Am I dreaming? Is it seriously eleven o’clock in the morning? How could I sleep so long? It must be the maid.

“Quinn, are you in there?” A familiar male voice shouts from the other side of the door.

I push back my matted curls and stumble to the door. Pressing my palms against it, I peer through the peep hole and debate answering. I debate climbing back into bed and hoping that he goes away. But as I take my first step back, a fifth knock tells me he might be here because he’s worried. And rightfully so. I’ve been purposely unreachable.

I pull open the door with a yawn. “Yeah, I’m here.” My voice is rougher than I expected it to sound, ragged and raw. “I was sleeping.”

Aiden Harrington, an old friend from home who’s also starting business school with me, stands in the doorway wearing a backward baseball cap and a navy t-shirt that hugs his long and lean frame.

He looks down at me with worried gray eyes, and then his expression softens. “You’re okay. Thank God.”

I give him a scolding look. “Aiden, what are you doing here?”

“Lyndsey told Vaughn you weren’t answering your phone, and she mentioned it to me last night. She knew I was flying into Boston early today. I told Lyndsey I’d check in on you.”

I shake my head and stare down at the carpet, trying to understand why exactly he would decide to come to my hotel. But when I look back up into his understanding eyes, I’m happy he did. I could use a friend right now. “I feel bad that they bothered you.”

His smile is earnest, affectionate even. “Quinn, I would do anything for you. We’ve been friends since high school.”

I wish he hadn’t reminded me about our past. Right now I’m vulnerable, and his familiar face while I’m grieving is exactly how he ended up in my life years ago.

“I did try to call first, but…” His voice trails off.

I frown. “Yeah, my phone’s kind of broken.”

“Is everything okay?” he asks, looking concerned.

“I’m fine.”

His smile falls, and he searches my face for a moment, “You don’t seem fine. You look…” He pauses, carefully selecting the right word. “Rough.”

I shift from foot to foot, not sure exactly what to say. Aiden is sweet and understanding, but there is no way I am about to tell him what happened with Cash. Matter of fact, there is no way anyone will ever know what really happened with Cash. Including Lyndsey.

I am saved from answering when Aiden asks, “Can I come in?”

I take a step back and motion him inside. I close the door behind him, and follow him, watching his back and shoulders flex with every step.

He glances around my hotel room. “You haven’t even opened a suitcase. The Quinn I know would have toured the Harvard campus twice by now. It looks like you haven’t even left your hotel room.”

“I just got in last night.”

“You live by the saying ‘the early bird gets the worm,’” he says, laughing.

“Until classes start, I’m thinking of taking a more laid back approach.”

“Wow. Whatever you are going through must have given you brain damage. I’ve never heard you say the words ‘laid back’ ever.”

“People change.” I shrug and sink down on the edge of the bed. To Aiden I must be coming off crazy, because I sound crazy even to myself. I feel defeated, ruined and betrayed, and a twelve-hour sleep hasn’t helped my current emotionally erratic condition. Besides, who am I kidding? People don’t change. Once a type A personality, always a type A personality. I am lying to myself and he knows it.

“You’re not going to tell me what’s going on are you?”

“No. I’m not.” I rub my face, opting for honesty. “I’m not ready to talk about it with anyone yet.”

He fidgets with his phone, looking up at me, “I think you should call Lyndsey.”

I nod, taking the phone from him and dial my sister’s number. I stand up, turn my back to Aiden, and walk toward the bathroom. On the second ring, she picks up.

“Lyndsey, it’s me.”

“Quinn!” Lyndsey says. “Did Aiden find you?”

“I don’t need a babysitter,” I whisper.

“Aw, come on, Quinn. It’s Aiden. When he offered to see if you were okay, I thought to myself, what a perfect distraction. You should be thanking me. Now you aren’t alone and sulking.”

I peek around the wall and glance over at Aiden studying my smashed cell phone on the nightstand. She’s right—he’s a familiar face and a good friend. I could use the company, but I’m also worried he’s eventually going to break me and make me talk about Cash.

I close my eyes, press my forehead against the full-length mirror outside the bathroom. “You always think you know what’s best for me.”

“And am I not usually right?”

“This time you were wrong. I wanted to be alone.”

“Being alone would make you question how things ended with Cash.”

If she only knew the half of it.

“I can’t be there for a shoulder to cry on. You need a friend. Aiden is a perfect friend to keep you company right now. What Cash did—”

“You have no idea what Cash did.”

Of course, Lyndsey thinks I’m heartbroken over drunk, cheating Cash, not downright destroyed over married Cash.

“Quinn, I was there. I saw everything. Believe me, I’m on your side.”

“I don’t want anyone taking sides. I’m done talking about it, okay?”

“You’re going to have to talk about it at some point. I’m pretty sure Aiden is going to realize you’re a walking rain cloud.”

“Not today.” I attempt to steer the conversation to safer waters. “So…did Louis move his things in when I moved out? I can hear him in the kitchen.”

“He slept over. He’s not moving in.”

“Hey, Quinn!” Louis shouts.

“Hi, Louis,” I say into the phone.

“Changing the subject doesn’t get you off the hook on dealing with your emotions,” Lyndsey says firmly.

Her talent is reading through my bullshit. She has a sixth sense and never drops something until she finds out the truth. She is relentless, but this time I won’t budge. We hold our silence for a long beat.

“Fine,” she says. “We’ll talk about it later, but turn on your phone. It’s going straight to voicemail.”

“It’s broken.”

“How did it break?”

“It just did.” I sigh. “I should probably get going.”

“Okay, but promise me you will get it fixed so I can get a hold of you?”

“I’ll replace it, I promise.”

“Okay.” She sounds relieved. “I love you, Quinn. Text me as soon as you get a new phone. And take Aiden with you. I might need to get a hold of you in the next few hours.”

I let out my first real laugh since the airport. “You’ve gone twenty-four hours without speaking to me. I think you will be able to survive a couple more.”

“I’m serious, Quinn. I know you’re hurting about Cash.”

I swear Lyndsey never misses a beat.

“I’ll ask Aiden if he wants to go phone shopping with me, but he might have other plans.” I move back into the room and see him attempting to piece together the broken pieces of my cell phone. I swallow the lump in my throat when his curious eyes shift to mine.

“Don’t forget to text me,” she reminds me.

We say our goodbyes and I click off from the call. Slowly, I place Aiden’s phone in the palm of his hand.

“I don’t have any plans,” he says, voice deep. “I can see you did a real number on your phone.”

I stare at him for a long moment, humiliated at the memory smashing my phone against the wall. “Yeah…”

“Don’t worry, Quinn. I’m not going to ask.” He leans in a little closer to me. “But I am going to ask that you have a shower before we leave this hotel room.”

“Please don’t tell me I smell,” I say, horrified.

Aiden bites back a laugh, shaking his head. “You don’t smell. But your hair has seen better days.” He flops down on the bed, “Wake me up when you’re ready, Ashby.”

I slip into the bathroom and turn on the shower. As the warm water washes away the past few days of obsessive anxiety and heartbreak, I decide Cash’s lies will only make me stronger. It’s time to move on.

I run my hands through my wet hair, letting every thought of Cash disappear down the drain. I am in Boston. I am safe. And Cash Brooks will never have my heart again.





Chapter 2


Quinn

The light changes, and I dash across the street along with a small crowd. The buildings directly in front of me aren’t an illusion I’ve been imagining for the past month. Harvard is an architectural masterpiece, and the Business School campus is breathtaking. As I approach Batten Hall, the glare from the early morning sun bounces off the windows. I catch a glimpse of myself in their reflection and smile at my casual attire—black leggings, a cream cable knit sweater, and a patterned infinity scarf around my neck. I didn’t have time to style my hair, because I was already really late for class. I pulled it into a messy bun, and I didn’t splash an ounce of makeup on. My stomach grumbles as I pull open the door. I also didn’t have time to eat breakfast.

Normally, my roommate (a.k.a. Aiden) wakes me unintentionally when he sneaks out of our apartment to hit the gym. But this morning I slept through his early exit, and I forgot to set my alarm.

When I step into the foyer of the building, the space is open, big, and the far wall is decorated with an eclectic mix of colorful paintings. To my right, a staircase travels upward leading the way to two upper levels of modular learning classrooms developed to support the field-method courses of the MBA curriculum.

A warm breeze stirs through the hallway, carrying the sounds of student traffic. I push my way through the throng of other students and travel up the staircase focused on getting to class.

Since the start of fall term, I’ve been surprisingly punctual to every class, study group, and lecture, considering I spend my nights awake and overthinking.

It’s been over almost over a month since I left Bexley, but the questions about Cash haven’t gone away. Apparently, time does not heal all wounds, because for me, time isn’t helping—it’s slowly wrecking me. On the outside, I appear well put-together, studious, and focused. But on the inside, I am still a mess, without closure, and wondering if I’m being too harsh or if I made the right choice by leaving without hearing Cash out.

Sometimes late at night, my finger will hover over his name on my phone, until logic defeats my internal feud and I toss my phone to the side. It would be impossible to hear his voice and not want to be with him. But regardless of what he might say, it wouldn’t change the fact that he has a wife.

“Quinn!” Aiden calls, signaling me over to a table to my right in the student lounge area.

I wave and then hurry in his direction. Why is he sitting out here and not in class?

“Fancy seeing you show up late for class.” He smiles and stands as I near the table.

“I forgot to set my alarm. Why aren’t you in class?”

“Class was cancelled. Professor Markland left a note on the door. It’s rescheduled for tomorrow afternoon.”

“I rushed out the apartment for nothing?”

“Hey, I’m here. I’m not nothing. I even waited for you to show up and grabbed you a tea.” He motions toward the two paper cups on the table. “I knew you’d be pissed about class being cancelled, so I thought we could spend a couple of hours studying together.”

I sink into a chair across from him. “You’re the best roomie ever.”

“I even ordered you a blueberry muffin. You always get a blueberry muffin, right? And you like two milk in your vanilla rooibos tea?”

“Yeah,” I answer slowly. Lately, I find myself becoming irrationally annoyed by his pleasant persona, and today it’s even worse as I eye his still-damp hair and the way his sweater clings to his torso. He religiously works outs every morning and comes to class with a healthy glow, while I’m still getting very little sleep.

I pull my textbook out of my bag and flip it open, placing it on the table.

He meets my eyes, looking a little anxious. “Did you want something else? I can go back to the cafeteria.”

“No…” I take a deep breath, open my mouth and close it again. It’s such a small thing—the tea and muffin I always get, the fact that he waited for me to tell me class was cancelled. But I can’t help but feel bad when Aiden’s constantly such a great friend and I’m not. He’s always so sweet, and I can’t seem to keep up with his kindness.

He shrugs. “Quinn, it’s just a tea and a muffin.”

“Well, it is really nice of you. You are always so thoughtful, and I’m just a mess.”

He looks somewhat taken aback. “How so?”

I sigh. “You’re always looking out for me. You came to my hotel that first day and went phone shopping with me. You offered me a room in your already secured apartment, you walk me from class to class, you study with me on Saturday nights, and you get me a tea and muffin just because.”

He sits back in his chair and lets out a slow breath.

It’s clear he doesn’t like what I’m saying, but I continue on. “I just . . . I want you to know that I appreciate it. You’re a really great friend, Aiden.”

And that isn’t even stretching the truth. He is an amazing friend. Aiden is thoughtful and kind and everything an intelligent girl would want in a man.

His brows draw together, and he stares down at his coffee instead of looking at me. “Thanks. Just, you know, helping out my buddy.”

“Thank you,” I say, feeling relieved.

“You’re welcome.” He looks up, wearing a playful little smile. “Now get your thinking cap on, Ashby. We need to ace this next project.”





Chapter 3


Cash

Rotating my shoulder back and forth, it resets itself with a resounding pop but there is no pain. That’s either because there truly is no pain or I’ve blocked it out. This type of hit should’ve sent me into roaring agony, but it didn’t. Regardless, I push back from the boards during a routine practice scrimmage and wrestle for the puck against my team mate on the Santa Anna Tornadoes, Jason Garatti. We played together on the Tornadoes the first year I was drafted to the pros. I give him a hard jab into the boards and we wrestle for the puck between our legs, scrambling to flick it loose.

There’s less than five minutes left in practice and I can’t wait for it to be done. Although I’ve been loving every minute being back in the pros, it’s absolutely fucking terrible to be on the ice with a massive hangover. I could hardly pull myself out of bed this morning, and not just because my head was pounding. I can’t stop thinking about Quinn. About what I lost. What I barely had. What I never expected to find.

I’m so ready for this practice to be over. I need to get back to my bedroom and away from everyone.

My vision blurs as I give a particularly hard push back to Garatti, I’m able to free my stick from the boards and put my blade on the ice. Because we are just at practice and he’s my team mate I won’t bother hammering him further into the boards. Instead I focus on making a good impression on our Coach using my speed and accuracy to spin and skate around Jason and then grab the puck and take off for a goal.

With a quick wrist shot, the puck fires cleanly into the net, top shelf and past the goalie’s right shoulder.

That’s how you do it in the pros.

“Okay, switch it up.” Coach shouts. “Good goal, Brooks.”

And even though Coach acknowledged my hard work, I know without a doubt he’ll find something to criticize about my performance today. He ain’t making my return to the pros easy. He’s one the best coaches in the league, but he’s also a hard-ass as well. He hasn’t been shy about giving me a hard time.

Skating back to the bench, I step through the open gate and take a seat. Jason sits down beside me and gives me an elbow in the side. “Nice goal, show off.”

“Yeah, thanks.” Grabbing a water bottle, I squirt a bit into my mouth, swish it around and spit it back out.

For the reminder of the practice, I don’t watch the action on the ice. I sit on the bench and lean my head back against the glass, thinking about how making it back to the pros doesn’t even mean anything without Quinn in my life. There’s no reason to act like I’m okay. Anger from the mistakes of my past still simmers in my veins. I am starting to think I will never recover from knowing the pain I caused Quinn.

After practice in the dressing room, I strip off my equipment, not bothering to engage with my team mates friendly banter. I know I’ve been reclusive and guarded with my fellow team mates. And chances are, I probably won’t let anyone back into my life again.

“Brooks,” Coach calls out from the doorway of the dressing room. “Fifteen minutes. Meet me in my office.”

Jason glances over at me. “He’s got it out for you, huh Brooks?”

I wish I felt something, anything, when Jason stated the obvious. My mind and my body are completely numb. Coach could ream me out at the top of his lungs for all I care. I should be nervous, but I’m not. I don’t respond to Jason. I know it’s a total dick move on my part. He’s the only friend I have right now. Everyone on the team is skeptical of my return. Let’s just say I haven’t been welcomed back with open arms.

I slip on my jacket, zip up my equipment bag and make my way out of the dressing room and toward Coach’s office. None of my team mates, other than Jason, says good bye. And I don’t blame them, I’m a miserable fucking bastard.

I rap my knuckles on Coach’s office door, and he calls out for me to enter. I don’t close the door behind me, only because I could give two shits if anyone hears him tear me apart. I take a seat across from his desk, and I casually lean back in the chair.

“Good practice today, Brooks,” he says, looking up from the iPhone that he was texting on when I entered. “But you ain’t fooling me, son. You may have had your shit together on the ice this morning, but those dark bags under your eyes tell me otherwise.”

I stare at him, offering no response to ease his mind. I should really give a fuck what he thinks, but I don’t. He basically holds my professional career in the palm of his hand. I respect him as a Coach, but I don’t give a fuck what he thinks about me.

He waits for me to say something or even acknowledge that he’s said something. He gets nothing, so he sighs and continues on.

“You are on thin ice, Brooks. Your AHL coach may have put up with your shit, but I won’t. This is the pros. And your last fucking chance,” he tells me.

“Yeah, I get it,” I tell him, my face stoic.

“Do you think I’m fucking stupid, Brooks?” Coach leans forward across his desk and his frown turns into a snarl. “You’re not my first player with an attitude and alcohol problem and you won’t be my last. You look like shit. And you smell like a brewery. Go home, clean yourself up, and stay away from the bottle.”

My body is numb. I hear what he’s saying, I just don’t give a shit. Without Quinn in my life, why should I? I’ve fucked everything else up in my life so badly, why not my career too?

“Can you do that?” he shouts. “We have our first regular season game next week. Don’t disappoint me.”

“I won’t,” I say.

Coach leans back in his chair, studying me for a moment. “You know Brooks; I don’t get you.  You were the best player when you were first drafted to the Tornadoes and even after you were sent down to the AHL, despite all your issues, you still managed to make your way back here. You have the potential to be great if you actually gave a shit about yourself and your career. Instead you choose to drink and fuck your life away. You are here for a reason, Brooks. You have the talent and ability it takes to make it, but sometimes you have to make choices in life, and sometimes those choices make you. Don’t be a fuck up. Be a fighter.” Unfortunately, I don’t have any fight left in me. His words tonight are absolutely wasted on me.


“Thanks, Coach.”


Coach snorts at my dismissive response. “Get out, Brooks.”

I turn to walk out of his office, emotionless as I close the door behind me and continue down the hallway. I know I should take his words seriously. I really should do what he says; go home, take a shower and keep away from the bottle. Except I know I won’t do any of those things. Hell, I can’t even look at myself in the mirror. For what I did to Quinn and the pain I caused her… I’ve lost everything I ever let myself love. And now all I’ve wanted to do from the moment Quinn walked away from me is to punish myself the only way I know how; drink and fuck my life away.





Chapter 4


Quinn

“Come to the bonfire with us tonight.” Nadia, a fellow classmate, walks across the campus lawn with me. We’ve finished a tough group project together, and one of our classmates is hosting a party at his place to celebrate. When I hesitate, she adds, “Don’t even think of saying no. I’ll bet you haven’t been out once since orientation.”

Nadia’s the first female friend I made at Harvard. We met the weekend before classes started during an orientation event. She was standing next to me at a cocktail party and talked my ear off about her impressions of…well, everything. I immediately loved her outgoing and bubbly personality because she reminded me of Lyndsey. We hit it off right away. She is one of those girls who speaks her mind and doesn’t care what anyone thinks. She’s opinionated, ballsy, and wicked smart.

Aiden, who is walking on my other side, looks over at me.

“What time does it start?” I ask.

She takes this as a yes “Great! It’s in a few hours. How about I come to your place and hang out until then?” She turns to Aiden. “Do you have any booze?”

He nods. “Sure. I’ve got a few beers in the fridge.”

I let out a groan of surrender. “Okay, fine. I’m not staying too late though. I want to start the reading for the next case study.”

Laughing, she asks, “Tonight?”

“I know it’s dorky, but I’m excited to dive into the next topic.”

“Then you need to celebrate with us tonight,” Aiden insists, “We promise you’ll have an awesome time. And if you want to leave early, I’ll go home with you and we can dig into that reading together.”

“Think I will be the soberest person there?” I ask.

“Probably,” Aiden admits. “But I know for a fact you will also be the hottest.”

“Hey!” Nadia shoves his shoulder.

“Okay, okay, I lied,” Aiden says. “You will be tied for hottest with Nadia.”.

“That’s better.” She smirks at him.

I shrug. “Fine. You guys have yourself a deal. I’ll come.”

____________

The party isn’t exactly what I expected. It’s at a big house minutes from campus, filled with a few poverty-level graduate students but lots of younger undergrads too. Alcohol bottles litter every open surface. Music blares from two speakers on the opposite ends of a stained futon. People are everywhere holding red Solo cups. Most guys are wearing what would be considered preppy attire and most girls are dressed in what could be argued are child-sized clothes. The coffee table looks like it’s seen better days. There are dents in the wood legs, and the tabletop has water stains all over it. This party is not my scene, but Nadia is completely enthralled when she sees a group of shirtless guys doing a keg-stand.

Aiden meanwhile is more unreadable. When some guy I’ve never seen before greets him and hands him a beer, he disappears into the swarm of warm bodies.

Nadia bounces a little and then reaches for my hand, squeezing it. “I’m so glad you finally came out! I know you’re going to opt for a ginger ale, but I need something hard to drink. And fast.”

She pulls me through the crowd, and we make our way into the kitchen. We squeeze through a cluster of guys shouting at a television propped against the wall behind the kitchen table. My head turns to the familiar sound of skates slicing and tangled sticks.

I let go of Nadia’s hand and my stomach twists. There he is, covering virtually every inch of that ice in a Tornadoes jersey. Strong build, aggressively wild. Cash Brooks mocks me through the flat screen.  I played you, Mittens. Just like every other puck bunny…

I snap out of it when Nadia appears in front of me, holding out a can of ginger ale.

“For you.” She smiles at me, unaware that my heart is racing.

“Go, Brooks! Go!” yells a guy with dark-rimmed glasses and spikey brown hair. “If Brooks gets a hat-trick in his first game back in pros, all of you fools owe me ten bucks!”

Just hearing Cash’s name again is enough to make me sick. I turn away, but then the buzzer goes off and I see him with his stick raised above his head. Great. He scored a frickin’ goal. Looks like he’s doing fine without me.

Bitterness clogs my throat. Okay, Quinn, take a deep breath and get out of this kitchen.

I take a sip of my ginger ale. Nadia’s talking, and I lean in to catch the rest of what she says.

“. . . you wouldn’t believe the way these guys lay bets over hockey. Every damn party. Their latest obsession is with the comeback of this Brooks, guy. Apparently he’s the most controversial player to ever make it back in the pros. His old record was that he usually gets a goal or two a game, so they decided to bet money on his points or some shit like that. All I know is that he is a complete hottie.” she looks back at me over her shoulder, clarifying. “I’m not into hockey, but if that Brooks plays something I’ll watch.”

I’m uncomfortable, unsure of what to say to my friend whose blue eyes are now glued to the Tornadoes game flashing on the flat screen. I’ve made a point of avoiding all things Cash since Bexley. The Internet, sports networks, social media—when it comes to hockey and, in particular, the Santa Anna Tornadoes, I’ve stayed as far away as possible. That’s not so easy since my father is the President of Hockey Operations for Cash’s team, but I’ve managed to keep our conversations and texts short, sweet, and simple. The last thing I want to hear about is his beloved team. I’ve even told Lyndsey not to mention Cash’s name.

And now there he is, on the television, killing it on the ice. I can’t tear my eyes away, even though I know I should.

“I heard he was a toughie when he played in the minors.” Nadia takes a sip of her drink. “Aiden told me your dad works for the Tornadoes and that he used to be a big hockey star. Do you go to many games? Maybe we could go to one some time.”

“I’m too busy usually.” I shake my head.

The memory of the game I went to with Lyndsey where I first met Cash flashes across my mind. I imagine Nadia throwing herself at Cash, just like the hordes of other women at the rink that night. My heart clenches at the thought, and I fight the overwhelming emotional struggle swirling inside me at the realization that Cash isn’t mine anymore. Looking at the television one last time, at the very man I loved, makes me question if he ever really was mine to begin with.

Nadia laughs. “Too busy? The players are hot, especially Cash. Maybe I should come home with you at Christmas. I assume your dad knows him.”

“Of course he does. He knows all his players.”

She raises an eyebrow, sensing my discomfort. “Did you know him?”

I am about to lie and tell her no, when Aiden’s voice startles me.

“Yes, Quinn knew him…well.” I turn around to see him holding a beer. “She used to work for the Bruisers.”

“What? Seriously?” Nadia shrieks. “You never tell me anything!”

I give Aiden a scolding look. “There is nothing to tell.”

“Is there actually a chance that your dad would introduce me?”

Not a wise idea unless you’d be okay with being his part-time mistress and committing adultery. That’s what I want to say, but opt for something less telling. “I’m from Bexley, California, not Santa Anna,” I remind her.

Nadia flicks her long blonde hair over her shoulder, “Fine. But next time the Tornadoes play in Boston, I’m expecting your dad to hook us up with front row seats.” Her gaze slides over my shoulder to someone behind me. “Ohmigod! Tammy’s here! I’m going to go say hi. I’ll be right back.”

Once she disappears, Aiden turns to me. “Want to head outside to the bonfire?”

“Sure.” I follow him out the patio doors.

I’m in a far better mood at the bonfire. It’s a lot more my pace. One guy with long blond hair plays a guitar on a lawn chair, while the guy beside him keeps the beat on a hand drum. People are drinking and standing around the fire, chatting and sharing stories. It actually feels like I am at a completely different party. Aiden glances over at me as he roasts a hotdog over the fire and continues to talk my ear off about nothing of any importance. The more beers he drinks the more talkative he gets.

After he eats his hotdog, he leans in closer to me and holds his phone in front of us.

“Whoa. What are you doing?” I lean away.

“I thought we could take a selfie.” He takes a sip of his beer. “Come on, Quinn, we’ve been friends for years, and the last picture we took together was in the tenth grade.”

I laugh. “Let me put on some lipstick at least.” I reach into my purse, pull out a dark red gloss, and coat my lips.

Aiden smiles. “I didn't know this was going to be a big production. I feel honored.”

I wink at him. “Getting one's picture taken is always a big production.”

He raises an eyebrow. “I like your thinking. Now smile.”

He holds his phone out in front of us and snaps a few shots with the bonfire flickering in the background.

“I’m going to grab another beer.” Aiden shoves his phone in his pocket. “Can I get you something?”

“No thanks.”

He places his hand on my arm. “Hey, if you want to head home soon, I’m good to go after this next beer.”

“Yeah, okay. Sounds good.”

His eyes lock with mine. “When we get back, we will crack down and study hard. I promise.”

Once Aiden disappears into the crowd, the sound of Nadia’s voice in my ear makes me jump.

“Okay. Um, heavy flirt alert.” She chuckles and flops down in the empty lawn chair next to me.

“What are you talking about? We’re friends,” I grumble in annoyance.

“The eye contact. The hand on the arm. He wants to crack down and study hard with you.”

“Oh…my head is so not there right now.”

Her blue eyes take on a hesitant light. “What? Why not? Aiden’s cute. And he’s clearly into you.”

The lump in my throat gets bigger, especially when I remember the vision of Cash only a few hours ago on the television. God, I would like a distraction. I’m tired of being sad. I’m tired of wondering how Cash is doing and fighting the urge to call him. But I am definitely not ready to be dating again even if I might not want to get back together.

“I’m getting over a breakup.”

Nadia’s response is swift and scolding. “You never told me you were with someone before coming to Harvard.”

I shrug. “I’m not one to broadcast my love life.”

“Did you break up because you left for Harvard?”

“That was one reason…” I let my voice trail off.

“Wow. No wonder you couldn’t see the flirting. That was only a few months ago. You need a proper dicking, lady.” She smirks and takes a sip of her drink, wiggling her eyebrows at me over the rim of her glass.

“No,” I say finally. “I do not need a proper dicking. I really am not ready right now.”

“I refuse to accept that. You left a guy behind, but there are millions of hot, smart, eligible men on Harvard campus. And Aiden is totally into you. Plus, you live together. Easy access.”

I shudder out a breath. “Which is exactly why we shouldn’t be together. Complete disaster.”

“Or a complete match made in heaven,” she quips.

I shake my head. “No, when I’m finally ready to meet someone, I want a ‘meet cute.’”

“What the hell is a meet cute?” she asks.

I shrug. “You know, like in the movies. It’s when a couple meets for the first time in a way that is considered adorable or amusing.”

She snorts. “That is the most depressing thing I have ever heard. Nobody meets cute in real life, Quinn. Tinder ruined that ages ago.”

I frown. “Meet cutes still exist. And Aiden is not my meet cute.”

“Did you meet cute with your last boyfriend?”

“You could say that.” I think back to the very moment Cash picked me out from the crowd, climbed over the penalty box and asked for my name. Then the moment he promised the next goal he scored was for me. And then he scored, just like he said he would…

“Ooh. Aiden’s coming back. Look natural. Sexy natural,” Nadia whispers, breaking me away from my bleak memories of Cash.

“What? No.”

She slaps my slouched back, “Quinn. Shoulders back.”

“Uh…everything okay?” Aiden asks shifting his eyes between the two of us.

“Yeah, everything is cool,” I reply, avoiding eye contact with him.

“I ended up drinking my beer in the house. Did you still want to get out of here? Go back and hit the books for a bit?” he asks.

“Quinn would love to hit the books with you,” Nadia pipes up.

Aiden’s smile widens. “Okay, let’s go. I’m going to grab my jacket. Be right back.”

“I’m not hitting the books with him,” I say once he’s gone.

“Sure you’re not.” Nadia winks at me. “Don’t forget to tell me how hard he studies. He might study so hard I’ll want him as my study buddy too.”

As frustration forms a knot in my gut, I mumble, “You’re a pervert.”

I stand up, and find Aiden walking towards us.

“Ready to go?” he asks.

I nod. “Yes, let’s go.”





Chapter 5


Cash

My head’s fucking pounding. Each hammering beat is a reminder of my shitty existence. I groan into the darkness of my empty room and roll onto my backside when a vision of Quinn and her sexy as sin body weaves its way into my mind.

Fuck if I know why the very thought of her makes me want to smash something into a million and one pieces. I destroyed us. I finally regained the capacity to love and let her in, only to have it crushed the second Daniela stepped off of the plane and back into my life. How could I fuck everything up so horribly?

I stretch out my arm and fish for the bottle of Tylenol on my nightstand. Fumbling around my hand knocks it over the bottle crashes down onto the floor. Well, fuck that. I can barely move. My head continues to pound, but my brain won’t shut off.

Quinn was my first real sense of hope. A reason for me to break free from the fucked-up web of dysfunction I’ve created with the red-headed she-devil I once considered family. As the copious amounts of booze I drank last night begin to wear off, so does the false reality I’ve created. Where I didn’t hide my past from the one person who made me feel whole again.

My chest tightens with regret. It’s been over a month since Quinn walked out of my life, and I’ve been nothing but a broken wild mess. I moved to Santa Anna and started my major’s career with the Tornadoes without Quinn by my side.

On the ice I’ve been killing it, but behind closed doors I’ve been spiraling out of control.  When I’m playing hockey, my mind is on the game. I’m working overtime to focus on not screwing up my second chance at playing in the pros. But when I’m off the ice, my mind is lost in misery over Quinn. I’m a warped cluster fuck of internal agony. She won’t answer my calls. She won’t answer my texts.

A few days ago I even went as far as booking a flight to Boston. In some fucked up part of my brain, I decided showing up unannounced to beg for her forgiveness would go over well. But once reality set in, I cancelled my flight. What could I possibly say to change her mind? She wants nothing to do with me, and I’m still tied to the mistakes of my past. I’m married even if I’ve never had a real wife. And honestly, Quinn deserves better than me. She always has. I should have told her the truth about Daniela ages ago, but I never thought I would fall so hard in love with her. I never thought it would come to this. And now here I am lost without her.

You’re dead to me.

Her words ring in my ears. I’m still haunted by the look on her face when Daniela called herself my wife. I never should have hidden our arrangement from Quinn. What was I thinking? Frustration fills me. I wish I’d told her everything, but I was too fucking much a coward to do so, and now look at what it cost me.

I’m losing my mind.

To cope, I’ve turned to the crutch I know best. I’m repeating the mistakes of the past with whiskey, rum, and scotch. I use team after-parties to feed my addiction, pretending like I’m still okay, like alcohol doesn’t control my life anymore. I tell my teammates and coaches it’s just soda in my glass, while three quarters of it is filled with whiskey from a flask I’ve hidden in my vest. Chicks throw themselves at me too: tits hanging out, eyes offering to let me take them any way I want, legs ready to spread with one crook of my finger. If it weren’t for Quinn, I’d throw a different girl into the back of my limo every night and have someone to join me on this downward spiral. But I can’t do it anymore. I can’t look at the puck bunnies and want them like I used to.

Instead, I push the women away and drink until a familiar numbing sensation tingles all over my body. Eventually, I climb into a limo, stumble into my condo, and flop down on my bed. The room spins around me, I black out, and then I wake up the next morning and hit repeat.

I sit up now and look around my empty bedroom. I’m so hungover I can’t see straight, but my mind is clear, flickering with thoughts of Quinn, where she is, what she’s doing, who she’s doing it with. I think of her laying in my bed in one of my Bruisers t-shirts and panties. I remember the way it felt holding her in my arms. Then my mind flashes to her doing that with some brainy grad student guy. I imagine the reaction to her warm, inviting, tempting beauty all over Harvard campus.

My chest starts to tighten more. My pulse hammers, and my mouth craves another drink. I stagger over to the dresser on my far right and grab the half-drunk bottle of whiskey from the night before. I slam it back, feeling it burn and singe my throat, hoping it numbs the pain of what I’ve lost.

I wipe my mouth and glance down at my phone on the dresser. I click open my screen, desperately hoping to have a missed call or text from Quinn. There’s nothing but an empty message box.

Curiosity bites me in the ass, and before I can stop myself, I type her name on Facebook, stalking her like a fucking sorority girl with nothing better to do.

I haven’t looked her up in weeks. I deleted her from social media, mostly because the last time, my heart imploded at the sight of her profile picture. She was wearing a Harvard sweater, arms in the air in celebration with a huge ass smile on her face as she stood in front of a campus building. Seeing her so happy without me by her side hurt harder than someone taking a hockey stick and slashing it into my balls. I had to accept that she’d moved on. She didn’t care about me anymore. And really, after what I hid from her, why would she?

I click open her Facebook page and scroll down as images of Quinn consume me. She looks back at me with those big green eyes, plump pink lips, and curvaceous body that taunts me, telling I’ll never taste, touch or feel her again. I scroll through her photos. Quinn holding a yoga pose…Quinn with Lyndsey at Starbucks…Quinn drinking a tea with her glasses on. In each picture, she looks sexier than in the last. Just one look at her makes my heart ache. I scroll her timeline one last time and spot a recent picture posted by Aiden Harrington. My body tenses as I realize the arms around her belong to him.

What. The. Fuck?

My heart hammers in my chest.  Quivers of fury streak down my spine. Bile rises and chokes my throat at the sight of that little fucker Aiden with his arms wrapped around her. Both of them are smiling from ear-to-ear. Quinn looks stunning, the flicker of a bonfire behind her. Aiden is holding a beer. Quinn, of course, doesn’t have a drink in her hand. I glare at the photo, becoming acutely aware of his intentions with her.

I get angrier by the second. I literally shake with lust, rage, and jealousy, and my brain starts swimming with unwanted thoughts of him with her.

Touching her.

Holding her.

Fucking her.

I drop my phone, grab the whiskey bottle and slam what’s left.

How could I let this happen?

My bedroom spins around me, and I clench my chest, fighting to breathe. I rifle through the top drawer of my dresser, searching for another bottle. I need to numb the pain. Once my fingers discover a bottle of rum, I crack open the lid without a second thought and slam back as much as I can before I sputter and cough. I toss the bottle aside and stumble backward, letting my knees hit the edge of the bed, and collapse.

“Fuuuuuuucccccckkkkk!” I scream into my empty room.

I force away the image of Quinn with him as my mind races.

You’re a scumbag, Brooks. And you never deserved a girl like Quinn. You are a toxic mess. You don’t deserve happiness. You deserve the hell you’ve created for yourself. She was right to walk away from you.

So what if she doesn’t want me anymore? The room spins around me. And fuck me if I’m about to open old wounds and risk everything for her. She never wanted this anyway. Quinn never fit into my hockey lifestyle. She wouldn’t be caught dead following me around from city to city for my hockey career. She’s too driven, focused, and independent for that shit.  Which is exactly what I loved so much about her. But in the end, she was right to leave me.

And I was right to let her go and to reunite with my good old friend alcohol. I missed the old Cash. The guy who went to loud and crazy parties, and drank away his past instead of dealing with it. I missed late nights turning into early mornings and replacing one buzz with another.

Who needs a girl like Quinn, anyway? If she doesn’t want me, I don’t want her. Fuck her and that little fucker Aiden.

A few moments later, my breathing settles until there is nothing but black.

_____

“Cash?” A soft female whisper comes from my right. Disoriented, I roll my head to the side, following the sound of her familiar voice. “Nurse! Nurse!” She calls out in a panic and my eyes flutter open. “He’s awake! Nurse! He’s awake! Someone call his mother, Marie, and tell her he finally woke up!”

Daniela swims into focus at the foot of the bed. Her bright and vibrant hazel eyes are bloodshot and puffy. Her long strawberry blonde hair is greasy and matted, pulled into a low ponytail. She rushes to my side and grabs my hand.

I wince at her gentle contact. My hand is badly bruised and bandaged. My breathing starts to quicken and then I meet her eyes. Grief flashes through them fleetingly, but the hope and intensity with which she regards me is frightening. Something isn’t right. Where’s Cory? Why is she at my bed side and not his? Where is my brother?

“Cash, please say something,” she begs “Do you know where you are? Do you remember anything that happened?”

Sickness slowly spreads into my stomach as memories come crashing back into my mind and register in my brain. My fist clenches and my lip begins to tremble.

“Where’s Cory?” I cry out, forcing myself onto my elbows. I try to catch my breath; it’s not coming quickly enough. Sweat trickles down my back. Why isn’t she answering me?

I’m dreaming. I know I’m dreaming. I’m tossing. I’m turning. I’m fighting my memories.

“Wake up!”

“Where’s Cory?” I scream at her again when two nurses appear in the room.

Daniela remains silent, her eyes filled with unshed tears.

“Call for Dr. Stuart,” says the older nurse with stark white hair.

“Wake up!”

“What the fuck is going on? Someone fucking tell me that Cory is okay!” I scream again, hoping someone will relieve my mounting panic.

“Wake up!”

My eyes shoot open at the sound of Daniela’s familiar voice. Like nails on a chalkboard, it claws at my ears.

And this time it’s real. This isn’t a dream.

What the fuck is she doing here?

She looks down at me with a smug smile, standing over my bedside. My panic washes away from the horror of my dream as I glare at the nightmare before me. Daniela’s cheeks are flush and her forehead’s slick with a sweat. Her long strawberry blonde hair is pulled into a messy bun, and black stretchy pants cover her thighs. A sheer baggy t-shirt falls off her shoulder and a bright pink sports bra peeks through the flimsy fabric. Her attire tells me one of two things, one, she’s finished dance class and two, the cost of it has been charged to my credit card.

My blood boils at the sight of her, unwanted in my home.

“How the fuck did you get in here?” I growl, and sit up on the edge of the bed.

“Your front door was unlocked.” She scans the perimeter of my disaster of a bedroom. “This place is filthy.” She picks up the empty whiskey bottle and tosses it on a chair covered in dirty laundry, shrugging. “Some things never change.”

“I told you I don’t want to see you.” I stagger to the closet and grab a t-shirt. I can feel her eyes burning into my backside as I slide the shirt over my head. I want nothing more than to kick her out, but I am so physically exhausted my body couldn’t handle forcing her out right now. My muscles ache, my head pounds, and I seriously need another drink. I turn to face her. “I thought I made it clear. I don’t want you anywhere near me.”

She rolls her eyes. “Oh my god, Cash, it’s been months. Get over your little puck bunny already will you?”

“She’s not a puck bunny,” I shout, feeling the vein in my neck throb. “Don’t you ever fucking call her that again. Her name is Quinn.”

She snorts. “Whatever.”

I close my eyes tightly and mutter a curse. “What do you want Daniela?”

“I got the part,” she gloats.

“I don’t care.”

“The tour starts in New York.”

“Good.” I wave her off. “Now get the fuck out.”

She stands firmly in place not at all affected by my revulsion to her. “At least say congratulations. I’m officially a backup dancer on a major artist’s tour.”

“Wow. It’s a rag to riches story. Vegas table dancer finally gets a gig that pays in more than dollar bills,” I reply in a flat voice. I hope she hears my disinterest.

We stare at each other in the silence of my bedroom. I don’t know what she expects me to say. I want her to leave me alone. I push past her, walking out into the kitchen. I don’t want her anywhere near my bedroom. The closer to the exit I can get her, the better. I hear her footsteps follow behind me. I open a cupboard, pull out a glass, turn on the tap and fill it with water. “Maybe you can finally start to pay your own rent.” I lift my glass to her and then pour it down my throat, watching her face twist into an amused grin.

“Why you so hostile?” Daniela’s eyes darken as she takes a step forward and fiddles with the dish towel hanging on the stove. “You’re getting what you wanted. I’ll be out of your hair for at least six months.”

A mixture of guilt and anxiety shadows my thoughts. I think of Cory and our life before the night of the crash. I think of how these past four and a half years were the worst years of my life until I met Quinn. And then I look up at Daniela, and suddenly the one person I thought I could trust with the mistakes of my past has become the one person I wish would disappear from my life for good.

“Six months isn’t enough. I want you out of my life.”

“We both know you don’t mean that.” She takes another step forward as her hands slide up my sides, spreading across my shoulders before I grab her wrists and push her back a fraction. She gasps at my sudden force. I let go of her wrists and we stare at each other in an impenetrable silence.

“I mean it,” I say with a snarl, breaking the tension.

“We had a deal, Cash.” She stares at my face. Her expression turns from confident to calculating. “You can’t do that.”

“I can do whatever the fuck I want,” I remind her. “Now get out. I need to get ready for practice.”

“I thought after everything we’ve been through that you’d at least be happy for me.” Her bottom lip begins to quiver and tears starts to fall down her cheeks. A year ago, my heart would’ve hurt at the sight of her in tears. I would’ve done anything to make them go away, but now, I want her to be in as much pain as I am.

“How many times do I have to say it?” I pull open the door and wait for her to walk through it. “Get out.”

Her face is tight, jaw clenched as she pushes past me and through the door without another word. I slam it behind her, take a deep breath, and walk into my bedroom. On auto-pilot, I rifle through my drawers until I find another half-drunk bottle—whiskey this time—and take a swig, anger rising like steam in my chest. I run my hand down my face and lower myself into a chair.

My head is pounding worse than it was before.

What the fuck have I done?





Chapter 6


Quinn

On Saturday morning Nadia and I attend our usual advanced yoga class. It’s the one place I’m able to find peace with my thoughts, even if it’s only for sixty minutes once a week. The truth is, my thoughts of Cash haven’t diminished over time.  I keep waiting for my heart to feel settled or fulfilled with my new routines. But it’s not happening. I’m in a constant state of longing for him.

I look up from the downward dog position to find the entire class already twisted up into a crane pose. As if hearing my sudden lack of focus, our instructor calls out to me, reminding me to keep up, and find my inner peace. I force myself into this new and complicated pose as Nadia glances in my direction with a smirk, wearing the world’s tightest sports bra and matching yoga pants. She’s been trying to seduce a guy in our class by dressing half-naked, styling her hair, and contouring her makeup like she walked off of a runway at nine in the morning.

“Ooh, Hot Yoga Guy is looking over here,” she whispers. “Thanks for making an ass of yourself. He just smiled at me.”

“You’re welcome.” A bead of sweat drips off my brow.

“You okay today? You seem a bit distracted.” she says as we switch into another pose.

“I’m fine. Just lost in my thoughts.”

“This is yoga class. You shouldn’t have any thoughts,” she says, “That’s the point of it.”

“No. That’s mediation,” I correct her.

“Same thing,” she replies, and again glances over her shoulder at Hot Yoga Guy. “Ugh. I really wish he would ask me out already.”

“If you’re so into him, why don’t you ask him out?” I suggest. “You stare at him enough.”

“No way. In the same way you want a ‘meet cute’ relationship, I want a man who chases after me,” Nadia says.

It’s in this moment I realize how different my world is right now from Nadia’s. How much more complex. Instead of drooling over every guy with a six pack, my brain’s turned off all interest in the opposite sex. I tell myself it’s because I’m focused on my education, but I know it’s more than that. And what Nadia doesn’t realize is I’ve already had my “meet cute” relationship with Cash, and it’s entirely possible I may never fully recover.

“If you want a man-who-chases-after-you relationship, then you shouldn’t gawk at said man with your boobs hanging out,” I whisper as I toss my ponytail over my shoulder. “Why would he ask you out? He knows he can get you with one wink of an eye. He gets an ego boost and free show without having to commit to you.”

I turn away from her and twist into our next pose.

“Damn you, Quinn. I hate that that actually makes sense,” she hisses at my backside.

I feel a flash of regret, thinking about how Cash chased me until I fell for his charm, only for him to deceive me. He may be a lot of things—charismatic, elusive, attractive—but I never thought unfaithful would become number one on the list. But he did love me. I felt it even if he clearly belonged to someone else.

“Alright ladies and gentleman, great class today,” the yoga instructor says. “Time for a cool down. Please kneel on the floor with your knees together and your buttocks resting on your heels. Keep your back straight.”

Switching in the next pose, I hear Nadia whisper on my right. “So what you’re saying is that I shouldn’t push out my buttock too far to entice him?”

“Do whatever you want. But I think that if you want him, you should just grow a pair and ask him out already,” I whisper back.

The yoga instructor’s voice echoes into the studio once again. “Exhale and bend forward so that your forehead touches the floor. Keep your buttocks on your heels.”

“Does he look upset that I am not teasing him with my booty?” Nadia asks.

Slowly, I turn my neck to sneak a peek at Hot Yoga Guy. He’s staring directly at Nadia, trying to get a better look at her long and lean body. “He’s looking over at you,” I whisper and her eyes light up and she giggles. “He’s clearly into you. Stop playing games with him.”

“Now put your arms out, so that your elbows are off the floor or rest them by the sides of your feet, palms facing up.” The yoga instructor gives her final bit of instruction.

Nadia studies me for a moment. “Wow, you really don’t like the chase do you? Did your last boyfriend give you a reason not to trust him? Is that why you broke up?”

Looking down the yoga mat, I mutter. “Yeah, you could say that.”

________

After yoga we walk a few blocks west to a small café. It’s clean and bright inside, and smells like peppermint and fresh-baked goods. Cozy sofas and tall bookcases fill the tiny space, and a few steps to the left is a set of glass doors leading out onto an outdoor patio. I set down my bag at an open sofa and join Nadia at the counter.

“I’ll have a green tea and a cranberry-lemon muffin,” she says.

“And for you miss?” the barista asks.

“A vanilla rooibos tea and a blueberry muffin please,” I reply.

The barista prepares our tea and snacks and brings them out to us a few minutes later.

“Can you believe ignoring him worked?” Nadia begins, sipping her tea and wiggling her eyebrows.  “I can’t believe Greg finally asked me out after class. I owe you big time.”

“I’m happy for you. Hopefully he’s a good guy,” I say.

“Speaking of good guys, tell me, how are things with Aiden?” she asks.

“Normal. Fine,” I tell her, reaching for my muffin. “Why?”

Nadia looks at me with the most comical look of contrived innocence I’ve ever seen. “Just wondering. You’re still going with the answer that nothing happened after the bonfire?”

“Of course nothing happened. We’re friends. I already told you that.”

She rolls her eyes. “He likes you. It’s obvious.”

I shrug. “Not to me.”

“Wow, your ex-boyfriend must have done a real number on you,” Nadia says with a snooping tone evident in her voice. “You’re completely oblivious to the opposite sex. Are you ever going to tell me about this mystery man?”

“He’s hardly worth talking about,” I say.

Nadia is already shaking her head. “All exes are worth talking about.”

“Not mine.”

“Who ended things?”

“It’s a long story,” I say, a little overwhelmed and not exactly sure how to respond.

“Do you miss him?” Nadia prods. Clearly she isn’t going to give up.

“I hate him,” I lie.

“To get to the point of hate there must have been love. So what’s your mystery ex’s name?”

I take a deep breath and look out the window. “I’d rather not—”

“Spill it.”

Maybe I should tell her. Holding everything in hasn’t been good for me. Maybe it’s time I finally open up to someone who isn’t Lyndsey or Aiden. It might be the only way I’m ever going to get out of this slump.

“Fine. You want to know his name? Cash Brooks,” I say and immediately regret it.

“No flipping way!” she shouts, and everyone in the café turns their heads to look over at us. “You’re telling me you dated the hottest jock on the planet?”

My face heats. “Looks aren’t everything.”

“They are when you’re banging Cash Brooks.” She grins at me. “So that means he’s single and ready to mingle?”

“Very funny.”

“You’re messing with me, right?” She lifts her cup to her lips to sip her tea.

I sigh. “I wish I were.”

Nadia’s eyes widen. “You’re not kidding.” She puts down her tea. “Why did he end things?”

“Why do you assume he ended things?”

“Because no female in her right mind would break up with him,” she responds with a smirk. “You cannot drop a bomb like that and not tell me every dirty detail.”

“It’s complicated.”

“I’ve got nowhere to go.” She leans back in into the sofa. “Let’s start slow. How did you meet?”

I take a bite of my muffin, chew, and swallow. “At a hockey game.”

“That doesn’t sound very ‘meet cute’ to me,” she teases.

“Unfortunately, it was totally meet cute. He was thrown into the penalty box, and I was sitting on the other side of the glass. When he saw me, he said he’d get a goal for me…and he did.”

Nadia’s beaming so enormously I can count every single one of her teeth. “Wow. I’m jealous.”

“Then next thing I know, my Dad hooked me up with an internship in the Bruiser’s marketing department…” My voice trails off.

“And…?” Nadia prompts.

I throw my hands up in surrender. “And somehow I lost my head, fell in love, had my heartbroken, and ended up all alone on a plane to Boston six months later.”

I want to say something more and show her I’m not completely consumed with the pain of ending things with Cash, but I can’t summon any words to reassure her—or me.

“Was he upset you came to Boston?” she finally asks. Her voice is gentle and careful, but I can feel her curiosity.

Even though I know I can trust Nadia, I’m scared of pouring out my heart to someone. Still, I’m so done with being sad. Trying to hide my emotions is exhausting, and I’m tired of being good at it. I need to tell someone. I can feel the hurt that consumes me already clawing to escape. I need to get rid of it.

“You need to promise me that everything I’m about to tell you stays between us.” I feel every particle of air evacuate my chest in a gust when she replies with a nod.

The words pour out of me as I explain how Cash pursued me and how I tried to fight it. I tell her how things changed once I was thrown into the Men’s Health photo shoot and he kissed me. I tell her how we hid our relationship from the league and how my father told me to stay away from Cash. How Cash took me to Newfoundland, gave me a key to his place, and promised he would let me in. But then how when I told him about Harvard, he didn’t support me. I break down and tell her about the girl, the booze, and the drugs at his penthouse. How he showed up at the airport and begged for my forgiveness. Except he wasn’t there for me—he was there for his wife.

“Wow,” Nadia finally says. “That is messed up.”

“Yeah,” I say with a sigh.

“And you’re sure they are actually together, and it’s not some weird arrangement.”

“Well, no…” My voice trails off.

“I’m no detective, but I think something is missing from his side of the story.  He never even verbally confirmed that she’s his wife, right?”

“Right,” I say, wary. “But he didn’t verbally confirm she wasn’t his wife either.”

“Don’t you think if a high-profile hockey star like Cash Brooks was married people would know about it? There has to be some explanation.”

“Like what?”

“Maybe they have an open relationship. It’s no secret your boy-toy likes the ladies.”

I crumble my muffin into pieces. “Then he should have told me. I was his girlfriend. I fucking loved him and he said he loved me too. We weren’t some casual fling that met on Tinder.”

“Well, what about when he said she had something to do with his brother. Did you ask him about that?”

Here, I thought telling Nadia would help with my problems. Now her questions are creating more things on my list of worries.

“The whole situation is a nightmare,” I say. “Yes, I feel like something isn’t adding up, but I also feel like he should have told me about her. You don’t hide something like a wife from someone who loves you. Regardless of your reasons or the consequences.”

Nadia seems to consider this for a long, quiet beat. “Yeah, but the way you just rehashed it all... it sounded like he loved you a lot too. Have you thought about calling him?”

____________

Later that night, I make a bowl of popcorn, flop down on the sofa, and turn on the television.  I feel emotionally drained. Unwanted questions about Cash swirl around in my head, but I hope I’ll be able to push them away with a chick-flick. I cram a handful of popcorn into my mouth and start to flip through the channels. Yes! Success. No Strings Attached. Love this movie. I curl up into quilt and lean back into the sofa.

“You look cozy.”

I blink away from the television and over to Aiden wearing nothing but a pair of gray sweats. His feet are bare, his chest is bare, and his abs ripple like speedbumps on his stomach. He actually looks really good. Like yummy good. He used to be quite scrawny…and I haven’t seen him without a shirt on since…well…high school.

I didn’t realize how much working out at the gym has helped his physique.

When he came home a little while ago, he bee-lined it straight to the shower. Which isn’t unusual on Saturday after he gets home from touch football with a bunch of guys from our class.

He runs a towel over his wet blond hair and smiles at me when he draped the towel over his shoulder.

Why is my skin humming with warmth at the sight of him? It’s Aiden.

“Would you like some company?” he asks. “I’m too lazy to work on school assignments, and I don’t want to go clubbing with the football guys.” He flops onto the sofa and tosses his feet up onto the coffee table. “What are you watching?”

“Umm, No Strings Attached,” I say, watching his hand dig around in the popcorn bowl on my lap. I hope he can’t tell how distracted I am at the sight of him without a shirt.

He must notice because his smile widens when he catches me staring. He’s obviously pleased with the affect his bare abdomen is having me.

“You didn’t want to go out with the boys?” I ask, forcing my gaze to the bowl of popcorn on my lap. Was Nadia right? Could Aiden like me as more than a friend?

Aiden shrugs. “Meh. I was hoping you’d be home, and we could chill together.”

I don’t respond, instead I grab the remote and wave it at him. “We can change it to something else if you like.”

He shakes him head. “Nah, this is good.”

“Are you sure? It’s a chick-flick.”

“I’m sure,” he responds without a blink of hesitation.  “So, tell me…how was your day?” He sits back a little, genuinely interested. “Did you and Nadia make it to yoga this morning?”

“Yeah, we did. Hot Yoga Dude finally asked her out.”

I’d been updating Aiden on the chronicles of Nadia’s quest to take down Hot Yoga Guy over the past few weeks. Aiden always jokes that she’s so crazy horny she pursues every cute guy on and off campus. We both know she’s all over the map with her men.

“How long do you think it will take before she gets bored with this one?” he asks.

“No more than three dates.” I hold out the bowl of popcorn to him and watch as he pops a few kernels into his mouth. “How was your day?”

“Good.” He nods and leans back, draping his arms along the back of the sofa behind me. “I spent the morning lying around the apartment and watching TV. Eventually I went and grabbed some groceries and then I hit the gym. I waited around for you afterward, but when you didn’t come home I decided to go to Jeremy’s house before our touch football game.”

We settle into a comfortable silence, eating popcorn and watching television. Aiden inches closer to me, and eventually we end up side by side under the quilt. His knee brushes against mine, his bicep tickles the back of my neck, and he smells delicious like Axe body wash. We’ve never sat this close together on the sofa before. Probably because if he’s ever inched too close to me I’ve scooted away. But tonight, something tells me to stay put and enjoy his close company.

I watch Aiden out of the corner of my eye as he laughs during a goofy scene in the movie. I wouldn’t have thought it were possible for me to ever like Aiden as more than a friend, but his full bellied laugh and bare chest might be making me change my mind. And after my conversation with Nadia today, admitting my heartbreak and reliving Cash’s ultimate betrayal, opened wounds I’ve been licking for a while. I’m finally ready for those wounds to heal and disappear into scars. And even though I find myself attracted to Aiden right now, I don’t long for his touch, or daydream about having his lips on mine, or his hands in my hair, or his taut lean body over top of me, like I craved so desperately when I was with Cash. But maybe that’s not such a bad thing. Unlike Cash, Aiden’s a safe and responsible choice in a partner. He may not make my butterflies swirl around in my belly, but he’s sweet, caring, calm, and honest.  An intelligent girl would be stupid not to like him.

I look up again. Aiden is watching me.

I swallow, most definitely not glancing down at his abs.

“What?” he asks.

“You need to put a shirt on,” I blurt out.

He’s quiet for a moment, eyes searching mine, obviously confused. “Seriously? Are you—”

“I’m not kidding,” I say.

He chuckles and runs a hand through his hair. “Are these abs of steel too much for you to handle?”

I laugh as he poses like a body builder and flexes his pecks. “I’m starting to think we need to make a rule about nakedness around here.”

Aiden turns to face me with a shit-eating grin. “Maybe I like to air dry.” He shrugs and wiggles his eyebrows. “I can be naked if you want me to be.”

“No, thank you. Strictly roommates, which is why all these muscles need to be covered.” I point to his bare abdomen. “It’s distracting. I never knew you were so…” I search for the right word. “In shape.”

My phone rings on the coffee table, causing both of us to turn our attention away from each other and to the ringing. An unknown number flashes on the screen. My heart sinks a little. Could it be Cash? No one ever calls me from an unknown number. I can’t and won’t answer it. I’m way too vulnerable right now.

I look up at Aiden and he’s watching me.

“Who's that?” he asks.

“Since we are strictly roommates, why do you even care?” I tease him and pop a popcorn kernel into my mouth. “Naked smart-ass,” I grumble.

With a small, relieved sigh, Aiden takes the popcorn bowl from my lap and places it on the table. He leans forward, his face so close to mine, I can smell the peppermint toothpaste on his breath.

“Answer it,” he insists.

And ruin whatever this easy and flirty banter is between us? Not a chance. This time I’m letting my brain guide me. Not my heart.

I flip my phone over. “I’d rather not.”

“Answer it. Or I’m losing the pants too.” He winks.

“Boundaries, remember?” I say, moving closer to him. “Pants stay on.”

Aiden laughs, “Fine, pants stay on.” He leans forward, and the sofa dips as his hands move to my hair.  I close my eyes as his thumb brushes over my chin, and just like that he leans in and kisses me.

And to my surprise, I kiss him back.





Chapter 7


Quinn

“I’m so happy you decided to come home to California for the holidays,” Lyndsey calls from the kitchen.

“This place doesn’t feel like home.” I drop my luggage in the foyer of the sprawling two-story mansion that our father bought when he took over hockey operations for the Santa Anna Tornadoes.

I step down into the living room and take in the impressive view from the floor-to-ceiling windows and French doors opening up onto a huge wrap-around deck overlooking the Pacific coast. Lyndsey walks out from the kitchen area, wearing a deep-blue sundress that flows down to just above her knees. She looks, as usual, over-done and completely stunning, as she carries a tray with a pitcher of lemonade and two glasses on it.

“In his defense, he could have easily bought a bachelor pad closer to Santa Anna, but he didn’t,” Lyndsey says. “He decided to buy a beautiful home on the beach because he wants this to feel like it’s our home too. He’s excited to spend Christmas together this year, and so am I. It’s been a long time since we’ve all been together as a family for the holidays.”

“I know.” I look out at the waves crashing against the sand.

I’ve gone from light and fluffy snow in Boston to sunshine and ocean air. I almost miss the festive feel of the holidays on the East Coast. It makes the holiday season feel more real and less obligatory. I haven’t returned home to California for the holiday break since my first year in undergrad, and for good reason. The holidays always felt weird and forced after our mother passed, and now they feel even weirder without Cash in my life. This would have been our first Christmas together.

“On a little bit of a different note, I’ve got some good news.” She studies my face before deciding, accurately, that she is ready to tell me. “I started a job. And before I tell you where and what I’m doing, promise me you won’t flip out.”

My mind immediately flashes to the worst, like she’s taken a job as a stripper. All the blood must have drained from my face because Lyndsey laughs and pats my shoulder.

“Relax, Quinn. Just promise me.”

“Fine,” I sigh. “I promise.”

“Being with Louis has really made me start to think about my future. Lately, we’ve been talking quite a bit about our lives together and where we see ourselves in the next five years and all that stuff I hate talking about…stuff I never ever thought I’d ever be thinking about in my early twenties.” She pauses and glances over at me. “So with that being said…I’ve decided college really isn’t for me. I’m not you. I will never be like you; studious and focused,” she takes a deep breath and closes her eyes. “I’ve dropped out of college.”

What?! I try to keep my face impassive, but it’s really hard not to show any emotion. If she’s stripping I won’t be able to keep my cool. Then my mind flips to the next horrible alternative. She’s posing for Playboy.

“I want a job that I will love,” she continues and opens her eyes, snapping me out of my worries. “A job that will allow me to move around and give me freedom to work from wherever Louis’s hockey career could take him. I can’t work behind a desk or ever imagine myself pursing graduate level education. So when Olivia’s cousin Holly offered me a job at a local salon, I accepted. I’m apprenticing to be an Esthetician. Please don’t flip out.”

My first reaction is relief. I close my eyes and pinch the bridge of my nose. Because seriously, thank God she isn’t a stripper or posing for Playboy. When I reopen my eyes, my second reaction is a slight bit of disappointment. I can’t help but be a tiny bit unsettled with her decision to drop out of college. But when I look over at her sitting on the edge of her seat waiting patiently for my approval, my third and final reaction is ease. I am happy she’s found something she’s truly passionate about. I could totally see Lyndsey as an Esthetician. She loves makeup, beauty products, and pampering herself and others. I’m quite impressed she’s put thought into her future, even though it wouldn’t have been the future I envisioned for her.

“Quinn, say something.”

“I’m really proud of you,” I gush.

“You are?” Her smile starts at one corner and twists across her lips. Damn her and her cute convincing grin. “Ohmigosh. I was so scared to tell you. I thought you were going to disown me or something.”

“I’m not thrilled you decided to drop out of college,” I sigh. “But I can tell you really put a lot of thought into your decision. I’m actually quite proud of you. I could really see you working in that field.”

She throws her arms around my neck and squeezes me tight. “Louis told me you would understand and be supportive of my decision.”

“How does Louis feel about your decision to drop out of college and take on this apprenticeship?” I ask.

“He supports my decision. He made me write a pros and cons list and he had me meditate nightly to find my inner voice. He’s almost as crazy as you are,” she laughs, smiling darkly. “Which is probably why I love him so much. He keeps me grounded. Just like you do.”

“And what about Dad?”

“He was disappointed at first, but he’s warmed up to the idea.”

I lean forward and hug her again. “You are going to be a great Esthetician.”

After a quiet pause, Lyndsey pulls away but her dress gets caught on my necklace.

“Shoot,” I groan. “Don’t move.”

I carefully detach the necklace from her dress, able to save both.

“Good save,” Lyndsey says. “I really love this dress and your necklace. Did you make that recently?”

“Yes.” I fiddle with the turquoise beads. “I’ve been making a lot of different pieces lately. I even started selling on Etsy.”

“Quinn, that’s so awesome,” she gushes. “Any sales?”

“Yeah, quite a few actually. This month I’ve had a hundred different orders.”

“Congratulations,” she says, and takes a sip of her drink. “You’ve really come a long way these past few months. I’m so glad you’ve finally started to move on and make some positive changes, especially regarding your choice in men.”

She didn’t have to say his name to know who she was referring to. What Lyndsey doesn’t know is that I may appear happy and well put together on the outside, but on the inside I can’t seem to erase the constant ache in my heart no matter how hard I try.

“How are things going with Aiden anyway?” Her voice is curious, nosy even. “Will you see him over the holidays? Did you get him a Christmas present?”

I don’t look up and instead I mumble, “Good. Things are slow.” I take a sip of my drink. “And no I haven’t bought him anything. We’re still just friends who happen to make out every once a while. We’re not that serious.”

“I bet he doesn’t think that,” she says.

“Think what?”

“That you’re not that serious.” Lyndsey chuckles. “Ten bucks says he buys you a Christmas present.”

I shake my head. “He won’t. I told him not to.”

“Quinn, don’t you know that in girl language when you tell a guy not to, it means ‘yes, do’?”

I forgot who I was talking to, Lyndsey Ashby, Queen Bee of passive-aggressive.

“Aiden’s no stranger to girl language. He has two sisters and Vaughn is one of his best friends. He’s probably already bought you something.”

“Well, he better not because I didn’t buy him anything. When I said for him not to, I meant it.” I hope she hears the annoyance in my voice. “Trust me. He knows that.”

Lyndsey remains silent, and I pull my hair up into a ponytail and lean back in the lounger. “Where is Dad? Working?” I ask, changing the subject.

“Kind of.” She twirls a loose piece of her hair around her finger. “The Tornadoes have a home game tonight.”

“Oh,” I say, and I can feel her looking over at me. Is she waiting for me to crack and bring up Cash? No way. I won’t give her the satisfaction. Especially not after she congratulated me on moving on and making positive changes.

“Yeah,” she says, and I can hear the hesitation in her voice. I twist my head so that I can see her face, lips upside down in a frown and eyes apologetic. “He invited us to meet him at the game once your flight came in, but I figured you wouldn’t want to go.”

“You’re right. I wouldn’t.” I remember Cash in his hockey equipment on the ice. I don’t know whether I want to scream or cry remembering how he always looked so dominant and amazingly sexy when he played.

“Listen, I know you and Aiden are taking things slow,” Lyndsey says and takes a sip of her drink. “And I know he’s no sex-on-skates like Cash, but I will say he comes with zero secrets and alcoholism.”

She watches me for a minute as I struggle to not react to that. It’s a fair dig on Cash, and it’s the kind of thing sisters should be able to say to one another. But her words just kind of dissolve into an awkward silence.

“Sorry,” she mumbles. “I shouldn’t have brought him up.”

She knows better than to broach into Cash territory with me. I’ve made it very clear to her that I don’t want him brought up in conversation. Even hearing his name roll off her tongue is still too painful. An awkward silence continues to linger until she speaks again.

“If it makes you feel any better, I finally broke the news to Dad about me and Louis.” She watches me from the corner of her eye. “At first he was super pissed. He even threatened to have Louis traded, until I threatened him that I would drop out of college and move with Louis to wherever Dad traded him to.”

I look over at her and we both burst out laughing. Leave it to Lyndsey to throw a fit and get her way. He knows Lyndsey will follow through with every threat she makes. It wouldn’t be the first time she out-threatened him and I’m sure it won’t be the last.

“Just be glad you ended things with Cash before Dad found out,” Lyndsey says. “If he was pissed about my relationship with Louis, I can’t even imagine how he would have reacted if he knew the truth about you and Cash.”

I keep my face neutral, but inside I feel a jolt of resentment. Even though Cash and I are done, I feel a little jaded knowing our Dad is somehow okay with Lyndsey dating Louis. For the first time in my life, I can’t help but feel bothered by the different standards and rules he has for her and not me.

“Is Dad okay with your relationship now?” I ask, trying to suppress my inner irritation. “For you to actually tell Dad about Louis, it must be love.”

“He’s not happy about it, but he’s accepted it.” She blushes and looks down at her hands folded in her lap. “And no, it’s not love. I had to tell him because it was becoming common knowledge in the Bruisers’ circle. I didn’t want Dad finding out from someone else.”

“Sure, sure.”

“Okay Quinn, just because I had to tell Dad about my relationship with Louis does not mean wedding bells or whatever.” She waves me off.

I shrug and take a sip of my drink enjoying her discomfort. “Whatever you say, Lynds.”

________

Christmas morning comes and goes, just as fast as Lyndsey rips through her presents. Our dad overdid it with a ten-foot-tall Christmas tree, holiday music, and a stack of gifts decorated with bows. All of which I think are completely unnecessary. Even though it’s been years since our mother passed, it still feels strange making such a big ordeal about Christmas. Even more so after I open a pink Kate Spade purse followed by a brand new MacBook Air. I make a point of stating how over the top this is, only to be shushed by Lyndsey oohing and aweing over her loot. As our dad hands me another present, he says he is so happy we are all together, and that he wouldn’t have it any other way.

By five o’clock, the doorbell starts to ring. Our dad decided he wanted to host a social Christmas dinner (catered of course) with a few of his invited colleagues and friends. Olivia and her family are the first ones of arrive, followed shortly thereafter by Louis, then a few of our dad’s Tornadoes administrative staff, and surprisingly enough Theo. We haven’t seen each other since I handed him my resignation, and we didn’t leave on the best of terms. He gives me a cordial greeting, wishes me a “Happy Holidays,” and says he would love to hear all about Harvard.

While everyone settles and socializes in the living room, I slip into the kitchen and hide out with the catering staff to snack on the hors d’oeuvres and wait for the rest of our guests to arrive.

As I snack on a tray of bacon-wrapped scallops, my phones beeps with a text message from Aiden.

On my way ☺

My mood shifts immediately from festive and calm to nervous and uncertain.  I don’t know why, but suddenly it hits me that Aiden’s actually coming. And not just as my friend, but as my male friend I’ve been making out with. I hadn’t planned on inviting Aiden to Christmas dinner, but Lyndsey invited Vaughn, and Vaughn, without my consent invited Aiden thinking it was okay to extend the invitation without asking me first. I can’t help but think that Aiden coming to Christmas dinner is a huge step forward in whatever this is between us. And I’m not entirely sure I’m ready for it.

“Merry Christmas, Quinn.” I turn around, and face Louis, standing in the doorway.  “It’s been a while.”

Louis pulls me in for a hug. His big strong arms swallow me into his chest.

“Merry Christmas to you too.” I pull back and look up at him with a playful grin. “I hear you were almost traded.”

“Yeah,” he blushes. “Your dad isn’t too pleased about me and Lyndsey. I’ve tried to tell him how serious I am about her, but he won’t listen to me because he’s too pissed off to hear me out right now. I’m lucky he even let me come for Christmas dinner.”

“You’re a great guy.” I say. “My dad should be thankful someone is even willing to put up with Lyndsey.”

Louis chuckles, and I hold out a tray of some fancy-looking appetizers.

He pops a couple into his mouth, returning a pleased grin.  “Tell me, how are things going with you? Harvard treating you well?” he asks.

“Yeah, the program is quite intensive.”

“Anything new going on in the life of Quinn?” He raises a brow.

“Nope.”

“Really?” He leans against the kitchen counter with his arms crossed over his chest. “Because that’s not what I heard. I heard you already moved on.”

I absolutely refuse to look at him. Something about Louis’s light hazel eyes and knowing smile directed right at me make me feel like he’s baiting me. “I don’t know what Lyndsey told you, but I’m not dating anyone.  You could say, I’m casually seeing Aiden. That’s it.”

“Right. Casual.” He shrugs and turns his non-judgmental face on me. “Have you talked to Cash?”

“No.” I fiddle with my bracelet. “After forty-two unanswered calls, I’m pretty sure he got the message to leave me alone.”

“I hear he’s doing really well in the pros,” he says, and I can hear the smirk in his voice. “He already has seventeen goals and forty-one assists. And I heard he scored an endorsement deal with Hockey Gear Co.”

“You’ve talked to him, then?” I ask, and make a serious effort to keep my tone impassive.

“Nope. I haven’t seen or heard from him since he moved to the Tornadoes…” His voice trails off, and he shakes his head as his attention moves to a plate of cocktail shrimp. “I’ve tried calling him, texting him, but he never responds.”

I’m supposed to be uninterested, completely uninterested and over him, right? Why does it feel then like I’m sick to my stomach? And why am I suddenly so concerned? I clear my throat and swallow my sudden panic.

“I really hope Cash isn’t drinking again,” he says, studying me as I try to look like you would when they absolutely do not care about Cash Brooks. “He may be doing well in his career, but as soon as he shuts out everyone that cares about him, something’s up. I’m a little worried about him.  I know you two are done, but I was hoping you would have at least talked to him.”

Okay, either Louis is taunting me or he seriously does not know about the truth Cash hid from me. The innocent and concerned look on his face, tells me it’s the latter. I promised myself I wouldn’t get into a Cash conversation with Louis while I was back home. But their lack of contact and his oblivion to Cash’s secret has me curious and confused. Withholding everything from Louis feels like it’s choking me.  I can’t shake the thought that Louis is right and something is up with Cash. Something much darker and deeper than I know how to deal with.

The sound of the front door clicking open from the foyer and Aiden’s voice greeting my dad ends all conversation. Louis and I both turn around to see Aiden place two packages down on the entryway table before he presents my father with a bottle of wine. My father accepts the wine, shakes his hand, and hangs his coat on a hook. I can feel Louis at my side tense at their casual and easy interaction.

“Lyndsey is waving me into the dining room,” Louis grumbles.

I swallow hard and feel Louis disappear from my side.

My father beams over at me. “Quinn, Aiden is here.”

“Hey.” Aiden comes up to my side and kisses my cheek.

He looks good in a light-gray button-up shirt, and just to stand out, a teal silk tie. His hair is perfectly swept to the side, as it always is, and tonight he has a glint in his eye that I’ve never really noticed before.

“You look really nice,” I tell him.

“Thanks,” he replies, and reaches behind him for one of the packages on the entryway table. “I know you said no gifts, but I ended up getting you a little something anyway.”

I can feel Lyndsey’s eyes burning into my side from the living room. I casually turn my head and see her smirking, watching us. I can hear her voice in my head saying, I told you so.

“Aiden, you really shouldn’t have.” I sigh and feel my cheeks heat. “I thought we agreed…I didn’t get you anything.”

“Yes, I should have,” he assures me. “Because it’s Christmas, and we’re kind of, you know… I wasn’t coming empty handed. Now open it.”

“Right now?”

“Yes,” he says with a grin.

I slowly peel back the pink wrapping paper until a brown box appears. A heavy sense of anticipation pulses between us. Aiden with excitement. Me with apprehension. He watches me intently with a smile as I open it.

I flip open the box and stare down at a teal-blue teapot.

“Wow. A teapot.”

I force an appreciative smile, only now seeing how proud he looks, how much thought he probably put into this gift knowing how much I love drinking tea.

“I thought it could replace that ugly old floral teapot you use,” Aiden says. “This one is a little more modern and it makes six cups of tea.”

I nod, unable to look at him. What Aiden doesn’t know is that that old teapot is irreplaceable. It was my mother’s. I take a deep breath and promise myself I won’t let him know I how much I dislike it, not because it isn’t beautiful, but because it would break my heart to stop using hers.

Aiden brings my hand up to his mouth and kisses the back of it. “Do you like it?”

“Of course,” I lie. “Thanks.” I kiss his cheek with the sickest feeling in the pit of my stomach

Behind me I hear Lyndsey calling us into the dining room. “Dinner’s about to be served.”

There are far too many courses for Christmas dinner. Every dish is better than the last and I can’t stop eating. I’m thankful for my loose fitting dress and that I didn’t opt for a tight pair of jeans.  After dessert, Aiden and I help the catering staff tidy up while Lyndsey starts a game of Pictionary in the living room with everyone.

Carrying a stack of plates with Aiden at my side, I think about how our night was pleasant, perfect even. Everything about our night appeared right—laughter, great company, and a delicious meal. But I can’t shake the feeling that nothing feels right. Something is missing, and it is tugging at my heart strings.

We round the corner into the kitchen and find my dad pouring himself a whiskey on the rocks.

“Hey, Dad,”

“Quinn, Aiden,” he says, lifting his drink to us. “Thanks for all your help tonight.”

“No problem,” Aiden pipes up. “Thanks Mr. Ashby for having me. Not only was the meal unbelievable, I was able to have a conversation with the general manager of the Tornadoes about the team this season. It was awesome.”

My father chuckles and takes a long slow sip of his drink. “Are you a big fan of the Tornadoes?”

“Love them,” Aiden gushes.

My father nods, impressed. “Have you been to a game this year?”

“Unfortunately no.” Aiden frowns. “School has been too intense to do too much of anything else.”

“The Tornadoes have a game in Boston over Spring Break. Let me get you and Quinn some tickets.” My father suggests. “My treat.”

My chest aches, stomach twisting with frustration. Seriously, it’s not possible for my annoyance to grow any greater than it is right now.

“That’s not necessary,” I interject.

“Yes, it is,” my father says. “Expect two tickets to the game.”

“Wow,” Aiden breathes out. “Thank you, Mr. Ashby.”

“My pleasure.” My father raises his glass to Aiden. “Just keep on taking care of my Quinn.”

“Yes, of course.” Aiden glances over at me with a smile. “If you’ll excuse me for a second, I’ll be right back.”

With a small pat to my father’s back, Aiden is gone from the kitchen, and my father and I stand face to face.

“You didn’t have to do that.” I scowl at him.

“I wanted to,” he says. “I’m in good spirits and feeling quite generous. I’m very happy to have you home this year.”

I nod and heave a sigh. “Yeah, I know.”

“Everything okay?” he asks.

“Yes, I’m fine.”

“So, you and Aiden huh?” He raises a brow with a smirk.

My dad has always loved Aiden, mainly because he’s always been very studious, polite, and respectful. Aiden really is every dad’s dream come true. Which is probably why I’m so nervous. Hell, I’m terrified. Because I can’t help but think that having Aiden here as more than a friend was a huge mistake.

“He’s a fine young man. You guys were great friends growing up, and he’s brilliant and driven. For a while I was quite worried about you hanging around Cash Brooks.” He takes a long slow sip of his drink, watching me over the rim of his glass. “But I’m glad to see you are focused again and making good decisions.”

I nod, turning away from him, and pull open the dishwasher. As I start to load the dishes, he says, “Don’t worry about the dishes. Come join the party.”

“Yes, I’ll join you shortly.” I’m pretending to be engrossed with cleaning up the kitchen.

“Good,” he says, walking into the living room.

A few moments later, Aiden walks back into the kitchen, holding the second package he brought in with him when he arrived.  His eyes make the circuit of my face and down over my entire body, hidden by my flowing red dress.

I clear my throat to bring his attention back to my face because his eyes are fixated on my long bare legs. “What is that?” I ask and point to the small package he’s holding.

He shrugs, “It was delivered to the apartment after you left for Santa Anna so I brought it with me. I figured whoever sent it to you was hoping you’d get it in time for Christmas.”

I find myself staring down at the small unfamiliar package, unable to quell the unease I feel at whom it may be from. It’s such an automatic reaction, the way my stomach tightens at the thought of it being from Cash.

“Are you going to open it?” Aiden asks.

I nod and flip open the box. My nerves creep back in at the sight of an envelope placed on top of something wrapped gently in white tissue paper. Slowly, I slide a single piece of paper out of the envelope.  I read his familiar messy handwriting, begging my pulse to slow.

I know you will make something beautiful.

Cash

“Are you okay?” Aiden asks.

The question hangs between us, and I swallow back tears refusing to look anywhere but at Aiden. His knowledge about my relationship with Cash is minimal compared to the number of things he knows about me. I don’t even know how to answer his question, because I am not okay and I haven’t even seen what is inside the box.

He takes a step closer, “Quinn, who is it from?”

I stuff the single sheet of paper back inside the envelope and shove it inside the box.

“Can you give me a minute alone, please?” I ask him.

He winces. “You want me to leave?” When I nod, he swipes a palm across the back of his neck. “Yeah, for sure.”

I close my eyes and take a deep breath listening to Aiden’s footsteps disappear into the living room. Once I know I’m alone, I open the package, and unwrap the tissue paper to reveal a tiny white box. What’s inside steals my breath. It’s filled with masterfully cut and polished labradorite stones. These gems stones are native to the Newfoundland/Labrador region of Canada, and they make the most exquisite accent for jewelry. Their blue and greenish iridescent color looks almost magical. And these ones are all well-cut, beautiful, and I love them.

I can’t pretend my heart doesn’t twist painfully at his gesture, or twist with hope wondering if this means he’s okay and not using again like Louis suggested. I can’t pretend that I still don’t have feelings for him or that finally what I felt was missing earlier just disappeared and suddenly I feel whole again.

“Quinn! Are you coming to play Pictionary or what?” Lyndsey’s voice shouts from the living room.

I put the lid on the tiny white box and wipe a tear from my eye.

“Yup. Be right there.”





Chapter 8


Cash

“Brooks! Brooks! Brooks!” the crowd’s chants. Hymns of praise echo up into the rafters as I fly from one blue line to the other.

The puck dances against my stick as I weave my way past the opposing team’s defensive line. I break free and come face to face with the goalie. The crowd ripples into a heated frenzy of cheers and screams as I crack a shot on net. It slices past the goalie’s helmet and pings on the top post, tipping into the mesh.

The sirens go off. The cheers of the crowd vibrate in the ice beneath my skates and music booms through the Jumbotron. I shoot my fist in the air and slam into the boards. My teammates skate into me, patting my helmet and back.

I’ve tied up the game against the Ohio Bulldogs, the team hockey critics said we’d never beat.

The crowd goes crazy again, their cheers rising and getting louder as the replay of my goal is shown on the Jumbotron. I glance up at it, my brow furrowing. It was a wicked play and I buried the puck hard into the net, but as I watch it, I have no desire for the spotlight that will come with my game-tying goal. I’d rather not be here, pretending to be something I’m not, when all I can think about is how much I’ve fucked up my life.

The announcer’s voice comes over the PA system: Santa Anna Tornadoes goal! Scored by Number Seventeen, Cash Brooks…

We skate back to center ice, ready for the next puck to drop. Sweats drips from my brow, and adrenaline pumps through my veins. I glance up into the crowd, my breathing heavy, as I scan the sea of bodies calling my name. They roar and throb with fervor, cheering me on. I love being back up in the pros. I am exactly where I need to be. Except no matter how many goals I score, or how many fans worship the ground I walk on, it’s painfully evident that something is missing in my life. Or more pointedly, someone. My fans think I have it all together, but what they don’t know is that once I untie my skates and hang up my jersey, my life is a living hell.

For a brief moment, I feel lightheaded, my vision blurs, and my hands begin to shake. I take a deep breath and ignore my rapid heartbeat as it pounds in my ears. The puck drops, and our sticks tangle as I steal it from the opposing center man. A quick pass to my teammate on my right, sends him flying down the boards. I can hear my coach hollering my name from the bench.

Time to switch it up.

Skating back to the bench, I step up through the open gate and take a seat. Our trainer hands me a water bottle, and I squirt it into my mouth, swish it around and spit it back out. I wish it were whiskey. I’m not stupid enough to drink before a game, which is probably why my hands won’t stop shaking like a motherfucker. I can’t wait for this game to end. I need to get the fuck out of here and have a goddamn drink. My self-disgust spurs me to keep slamming more water. These tremors in my hands need to go away. Unfortunately, the only way I know to get rid of them is to slam a glass of whiskey. This water isn’t doing shit. Thank God, I’m going out with some of my team after the game.

My teammate Jason nudges me. “Nice goal Brooks.”

“Thanks,” I grumble and splash another bit of water into my mouth.

“Brooks! Get back out there!” Our coach hollers at me to make the next shift change. I grab my stick and head over to the bench door. “Get me that winning goal, Brooks,” he says, before I bolt out from behind the bench and back onto the ice.

For the rest of the game, I pass, I skate, I shoot. But I can’t catch a break. The tremors in my hands worsen by the second period, and an opposing defender is really pissing me off. With minutes’ left in the game, he slams me into the boards and I lose my footing.

Coach yells at me from the bench, “Get me that goal! Dig harder, Brooks!”

I know Coach wants that winning goal, but I want to smash that defender’s face in. Adrenaline pumps through my veins, and all the pent-up rage I’ve been suppressing over the past few months boils and steams inside me until I see red. I know I shouldn’t do it. I’ve been warned to keep my temper under control. But I want to smash that son-of-a-bitch for knocking me off of my game. The faster I skate, the harder my heart pounds in my ears.

WHACK!

I cross-check the defender. He flies into the boards, and the crowd goes wild. He steadies himself and shoves me in the chest. I whip off my helmet and toss it to the ice. My first swing hits him in the helmet with bone-cracking impact. My fist stings with pain and blood drips from my knuckles, but I don’t care. I continue to pound at him until my fist successfully knocks off his helmet. He gets a few swings at my chest, but before I know it, the referees pull us apart. He spits and spatters out blood onto the ice.

As the referees drag me away I shout at the top of my lungs, “There’s more where that came from!”

_________________

I sit in the empty locker room, head down, shoulders hunched.  I grab the nearest item— which happens to be my helmet—and hurl it at the wall. The knuckles of my right hand are cracked and bleeding, thanks to the punches I unleashed on that defender. I press my palms against my thighs and let the blood soak into my hockey pants.

I shouldn’t have done it. I’ve been warned by Coach that I’m on a short leash. The league is watching me, waiting for me screw up. I know this is my last chance. I've made a lot of gains on the ice, but I’m still fighting to tame my temper. And it doesn’t help that Quinn’s no longer mine. The slightest thought of her makes me feel hopeless, raging, and wild.

I unlace my skates and then whip them at the wall too. They thump against the concrete wall and crash onto the floor. I drop my head into my bloody hands and run them through my hair.

A glass of whiskey would be great right now; I think to myself.

If I’d had one before the game, it would have dulled my hot-temper and kept me from unloading on that asshole who decided to slam me into the boards. Instead I’m tossed out for the rest of the game. Waiting and stuck in the locker room until I get my ear chewed off by Coach.

When the rest of the team pours into the locker room after the game, my mood is foul as they strip off their gear.

Jason flops down beside me on the locker room bench. “Hey Brooks,” he says. He glances down at my bloody hands with a smirk. “Nice blow.”

“I shouldn’t have done it,” I grumble. “I’ve been warned to not lose my cool.”

“That asshole deserved it.” Jason laughs. “You did what you had to do.”

Coach debriefs the team on the pros and cons of the game. Congratulates us on the win (Jason scored the winning goal in the last thirty seconds) and then asks me to meet with him in the physio room. After he reams me out for a good thirty minutes about acting like a goon, he continues to lecture me on proper focus and not letting my temper get the better of me. When he’s done with his rant, I walk out wanting a whiskey more than ever.

“You coming out with us?” Jason asks as we hit the showers. “We’re going to Club Mirage. Nick made sure we got a section in VIP with bottle service. You in?”

I know I shouldn’t go. I’ve been going out way more often than not lately, and being out at a club in the public eye with my history is a terrible idea. But I feel like I need to go. I need to get out and go somewhere else besides my condo, locked away in my misery drinking alone. And even after Coach just warned me not to mess my future up, my need for a good night out is overshadowing my ability to give a shit.

“Fuck yes, I’m in,” I reply.

“Good. It’s good to have you back, man. I missed you, Brooks.”

__________________

The club is dark, deafening, and stuffed with boozing bodies…on the dance floor, in the VIP section, against the bar. I've been sitting on a blue crushed-velvet sofa, legs spread, arms draped along the back, with girls rotating on and off my lap. A DJ spins music from a small stage while my teammates celebrate our win with expensive bottle service. Jason and a few of my teammates dole out shots to a bunch of our female visitors. Of course, I'm not included, because I'm supposed to be sober. Luckily, I hid a flask inside my suit jacket to spike my Coke and limes. No one can come to this type of club sober.

When no one is paying attention, I splash some whiskey into my glass. One sip, that’s all it takes to steady my tremoring hands.

The tiny brunette on my lap keeps running her hand up and down my chest, suggestively. She smiles at me with her cat-like blue eyes focused on my crotch. She wants to fuck me. It’s obvious. She’s pretty, no doubt. Problem is, I don’t want to fuck her. And even if I did, I haven’t been able to get my dick hard enough to want to fuck someone, not even this cleavage showing vixen straddling my lap.

“Anything I can get you?” she coos in my ear.

How about a fucking time machine? Can you manage that?

“No.”

I take a sip from my drink, watching another seductive smile touch her wet pink lips.

“Whiskey? Rum? Scotch...?” She pauses for a moment and bites down on her bottom lip. “Sex?”

I choke on my drink and brush her off my lap. She flops down onto the empty cushion beside me with a frown. Before I would have tossed a girl like her into the back of a limo and gotten my rocks off. Now, I just want her off of me.

“I'm going to pass on the offer.” I clear my throat and look to where Jason is doling out more shots. “Although I’m sure one of my teammates would be happy to accept.”

She blinks and then blinks again. “So you’re not going to leave here with me?”

“No.”

And with that truth, I tip my drink to her, ignoring this girl’s pout about me not leaving with her, and down the whiskey-laced Coke. It’s strong, numbing, and exactly what I need to clear my head. I stand up and walk over to Alex.

“Hey! Brooks!” Jason yells over the music.

I start to reply with some similar greeting, but just behind Jason, set into the shadows of the next VIP booth, stands Theo, the Bruiser’s Marketing Manager. Also known as the biggest power tripper and dick shit I’ve ever had to work with. When Quinn was an intern for the Bruiser’s it was obvious he was attracted to her, and even though it drove me insane that he couldn’t keep his eyes off of her, I also couldn’t blame him. Who wouldn’t want, Quinn? She’s smart and beautiful. She’s the whole package.

Our eyes meet and neither of us looks away. He’s sipping a drink with one of my Tornadoes teammates, but I can tell how unsurprised he is to see me here. He would love nothing more than to see my career go down in flames. And seeing him here isn’t good.

Keep it together, Cash.

“Cash Brooks,” Theo says once we are standing face to face. He takes a slow sip of his drink and glances over my shoulder at the throng of girls and booze in our section. “Look at you, right back to where you started.”

I clear my throat, feeling that familiar distaste for Theo spread along my skin from my chest out to my fingertips. “What do you want Theo?”

“Can’t an old colleague greet another at a club without an ulterior motive?” Theo takes a swig of his drink.

“Not when that old colleague is you greeting me.”

He nods, lifting his drink and taking another sip, studying me. “Did you enjoy the holidays, Brooks?”

“Holidays are for people who have a family. I didn’t enjoy shit except an empty home and Chinese takeout.”

“Oh, come on, you're Cash Brooks.” Theo nods over to the women behind me pawing my teammates in the VIP section. “You just play more, fuck more, and drink more to make everything A-Okay.”

“Screw off, Theo.” I scowl at him, then turn away. I don’t need his patronizing shit right now. I have enough regrets, and punching Theo out at a club doesn’t need to be added to my never-ending list.

“Aren’t you going to ask how my holiday went?”

I freeze, steps away from him, waiting. The way his shit-eating-smirk carries through his voice makes me struggle to keep on walking, and I suddenly become a little overwhelmed with the enormity of the question.

He knows something about Quinn.

“I spent Christmas evening at Hilton Ashby’s place,” he gloats.

Slowly, I turn around to face him and hesitate a beat before offering. “No surprise there. You’re an epic ass-kisser.” My voice remains steady as I swallow down the taste of bile. He doesn’t have to say it for me to know he saw Quinn. I’ve never felt such a tormenting mix of protectiveness, resentment, and a blinding need to drink a bottle of whiskey to numb the pain.

“Quinn was there,” he confirms and takes a long sip of his fucking drink.

Fuck. Everything.

My fists clench as I try to shake away a memory of Quinn in late-morning sun, all sleep-warm and cheek pressed into the pillow in my bed. The image of her wavy hair a tangled mess around her head as I watched her sleep. I feel ill at the memory and the reminder that she was mine.

I clear my throat and keep my face emotionless. “Great. I hope she’s doing well.”

“She’s doing more than well.” Theo stirs his straw in his drink. His expression remains unreadable, and I can’t tell if he’s gloating or maybe even speaking neutrally. “Accepting her offer of admission to Harvard was the best decision she ever made. She looks great. She’s killing it with her studies. And she’s found herself a boyfriend. Nice guy named Aiden.”

I struggle to swallow the lump of rage in my throat. Did he just say Aiden? That slimy little fucker she was friends with? I feel lightheaded with emotions…confusion and fury and so much of everything…but I don’t let Theo see how this news is affecting me.

“I met him at Hilton’s for Christmas dinner,” he continues and watches me with a sneer. “I figure if she invited him they must be pretty serious.”

I don’t respond, don’t know what to say. I want to break Theo’s mouth for even suggesting Quinn is serious with someone else. The thought of Quinn touching, kissing or, even worse, fucking someone else makes me see red. My heart is pounding so hard it seems to blur my vision with every heavy pulse. I clench my fists resisting the urge to grab Theo by the collar of his shirt and throw him over the railing onto the dancefloor.

“Hey, Cash,” a busty blonde coos from my right. “Who’s your friend?”

“He’s not my friend,” I growl.

“Enjoy your evening, Brooks.” Theo raises his glass. “And good luck this season. Everyone’s saying you’re going to make a huge comeback, but I can see you’re already on your way to fucking it up again.”

I turn away from him, jaw clenched. The only thing on my mind right now is the thought of Quinn with Aiden—more pointedly, Quinn fucking Aiden, to be exact. It makes me sick to my stomach and green with envy. My knees feel like they might buckle at any second and my heart is pounding so hard I think it may explode. I’ve never felt anything like it.

Knocking back the remainder of my drink, I am about to push past this blue eyed babe and throw in the towel from this clusterfuck of a night, when I realize inviting her to join me in the back of a limo would be better than sitting in the VIP section bitter and sulky.

“Want to get out of here?” I ask the blonde without an ounce of hesitation.

I watch her eyes grow increasingly excited as I wait for her to attempt an answer. My eyes caress her shapely thighs and rounded hips. With legs as long as hers in a pair of sky-high heels and a dress so tight and short it barely covers her crotch, she’s about as good to go as any other puck bunny in our section.

“With you?” she coos.

The way her big blue eyes gawk at my crotch tells me she ain’t about to turn me down. I bend my head, take a deep breath and whisper in her ear, “Yeah, with me.”

“Yes,” she pants out, almost orgasming on the spot. “Let’s get out of here.”

I pull my phone from my pocket and dial my limo driver’s number. If I can’t drink Quinn away, I will just have to fuck the memory of her out of my head for good. And this long-legged, sparkly-dress-wearing blondie will hopefully do the trick. Clearly I am incapable of love.

I hate myself for what I’m about to do, but it’s the only way I know how to cope.

I give her my most charming smile. “Come on, sweetheart. My limo driver is already on his way.”





Chapter 9


Quinn

It’s been six months, exactly one hundred and eighty-two days, since the last time I saw him.  Four thousand three hundred and eight hours since he broke my heart. And attending a Tornadoes game with Aiden was not the way I thought I would see Cash again or how I thought I would start my Spring Break.

I tried to get out of it, I did, but Aiden was so persistent that I come to the Tornadoes game with him. He said he didn’t feel right accepting Tornadoes tickets from my father and taking someone else to the game. Even though I practically begged him to find any other person in the world to go with him except me, he wouldn’t take no for an answer.

And now here I am, feeling unsteady on my feet, struggling to figure out how to appear together and look like I’m totally okay and cool with being here. My heart is beating so hard I’m sure Aiden can hear it.

Coming to a Tornadoes game was a bad idea.

When I step through the automatic doors and into the arena, all the familiar sensations and memories hum against my skin. Aiden is leading the way and holding my hand. He probably thinks his hand in mine is a sweet and couple-like gesture between us. What he doesn’t know is that I’ve purposely entwined my hand with his is, because if he wasn’t holding onto to me, I know I would make a run for it.

The ticket agent scans our tickets and the smell of beer and fried food perfumes the air as we shuffle through the crowd into the concession area.

Chills shoot up my spine, and this time it isn’t from the cold. It’s from the life-size cutout of Cash in his hockey equipment beside a kiosk filled with Tornadoes merchandise. Even seeing a fake cardboard cutout of him makes me uneasy. I immediately recall the way his arms felt wrapped around me, safe and kind, the way his breath warmed my neck. I remember the feel of his hungry mouth sucking at my neck, my shoulders, and my mouth.

“Should I get one of these?” Aiden’s voice snaps me out of my thoughts and knocks me back to reality. He grabs a goofy hat off of the kiosk stand and puts it on his head. It has the Tornadoes logo on the front, but on top it has fake gray wiry hair. It must be the world’s ugliest hat-wig combo. “I’ve always wanted one.”

“Get whatever you want,” I say watching Aiden take it off his head and check out the price tag. “But if you decide to wear that thing in the arena, I’ll pretend I’m not with you,” I tease.

He laughs, already pulling out his wallet to pay the cashier. “I’m sorry, Quinn. I can’t pass up this hat. It’s on sale.” He slaps down forty dollars and meets my eyes. “Why don’t I buy you one too so we can match?”

“No thanks,” I say, laughing.

Aiden slides the hat onto his head. “It’s not that bad, is it?”

“It’s hideous.”

“You know I have to wear it during the game.” Aiden smirks at me.  “It’s called team spirit.”

“Awesome.”

Ignoring my sarcasm, Aiden grins like a giddy little boy at his first game. “Come on, let’s go find our seats.”

The arena is packed, and the air is charged with excitement and scented with beer and sweat. The lights dim, and music pumps through the speakers, vibrating through the concrete, through my feet and into my already trembling body. The Boston crowd boos when the gate flies open to unleash the visiting team, The Santa Anna Tornadoes. My heart pounds as I sit motionless in my seat, beside Aiden, only five rows away from the ice, in a perfect view from the opposing bench.

I shiver as he breaks through his teammates, flying like lighting down the boards right past our seats. So here I am, watching Cash at a National Hockey League game, my body hyperaware of his presence while he has no idea I’m only thirty feet away from him.

The speakers crackle as the announcer comes on the microphone and I almost jump out of my skin. He announces the home team, the Boston Hackers, and the crowd goes wild, screaming and cheering at a feverish pace. Both teams skate in circles around their sides of the rink, warming up. They take slap shots at their goalie, dance the puck around with their stick, and fire shots against the boards.

I slouch down in my seat, praying to God that Cash doesn’t look up into the crowd and see me sitting here with Aiden. I’m almost desperate enough to disguise myself. I think about taking that ugly wig-hat off Aiden’s head and putting it on mine. I’m that worried Cash will pick me out of this wild and unruly crowd. It’s not like he hasn’t done it before.

The cheers settle, and I watch Cash’s muscular body skate circles around his teammates as they beeline it toward the bench. One of the coaches opens the gate, and the players fly through. My eyes absorb every inch of him skating to center ice with that patented smirk of his, his bright blue eyes blazing with intensity.

“These seats are amazing,” Aiden says from my right. “Your dad is so awesome for getting us this close.”

Too amazing. And way too close.

My mouth is dry as the puck drops. The game is fast, rough, and wild. My heart whams into my chest when Cash takes his tenth shot on net only five minutes into the first period. The goalie’s stopped every single one of his shots. Luck is not on Cash’s side tonight. His eleventh shot pings off the post and the crowd cheers and hollers. When Cash slams a Hackers defender into the boards —JENKINS is written on the back of his jersey—it feels like the entire arena thunders from his force.

Beside me, a girl my age, who’s showing way too much cleavage, jumps up and down and screams like a lunatic. “Go Cash Go! I’ll let you slam me like that anytime!”

I wince, and I feel a surge of untamable jealously I wasn’t expecting. God, I hate him. And I especially hate her. And even more so I hate being here. His female fan base reminds me of my unresolved emotions for him and catapults my fears to a whole new level. I quake inside at the thought of his fake and deceitful life, too many reminders crashing down all around me.

I want to leave.

“This game is crazy intense,” Aiden yells over the noise.

Cash regains control of the puck from a quick pass by one of his teammates. As he skates toward Jenkins, the defender he slammed into the boards only seconds ago, I can see a flicker of vengeance in Jenkin’s eyes. As Cash flies along the boards, up toward the net, the energy in the room is palpable as it shifts from cheers to tension. Just as Cash attempts to crack another shot, Jenkins cross-checks him. Cash hits the boards, and crashes onto the ice.

The crowd cheers and claps at the defender’s attack. Jenkins is thrown into the penalty box.

“Cash Brooks is on fire tonight,” Aiden says with the slightest bit of strain in his voice.

I know he’s probably waiting for my reaction. Aiden has never come out and said he knows Cash was the reason he found me crying in a hotel room with a broken phone. But I know Aiden would love to ask me a hundred questions, if given the chance.

“Knock ’em dead, Jenkins!” someone yells.

“He’s just a washed-up drunk anyway!” another screams.

I want to turn around and slap them into silence. My skin burns a little at the way the crowd reacts to the hit on Cash. I have this gut instinct to protect him. Finally, when I see Cash get up, I take a deep breath to cool off as I watch him skate after the puck.

Relax Quinn. He’s not your problem anymore.

“I think I’m going to grab a beer. Want anything?” Aiden asks.

The buzzer announcing the end of the first period echoes through the rafters.

“No thank you. I’ll wait here.”

With a frown, Aiden slides past me and down the concrete steps, meshing into the crowd.

Minutes into the second period Aiden re-appears.

“I know you said you didn’t want anything, but I grabbed you a tea anyway,” Aiden says, and shuffles past me.

I thank him and take a quick sip, letting the warmth from the tea pour down my throat. Aiden smiles over at me and drapes him arm along the back of my seat.

“And I know you didn’t want to come tonight, but I’m really happy you did.” Aiden wiggles closer to me. “Are you still okay to meet up with some of our classmates after the game?”

I nod. “Yes, for sure.”

“Okay good.” He glances down at me smiling weakly. “You’re enjoying the game, right?”

“Sure,” I say, grateful that Aiden never seems to push. “It’s all good.”

Even though it totally isn’t.

With only fifteen minutes’ left in the third period, the Hackers are up 1–0 against the Tornadoes. Cash has been viscously quick and untouchable the entire game, which has really pissed off the Hackers defense. Cash continues to blow by them and fire shot after shot on net, but the Hackers goalie won’t let anything by. Aiden is loving every minute of the intense and fast-paced action between the two teams, especially the way the Hackers defense keeps on smashing Cash into the boards.

I, on the other hand, have done my best to repress my feelings for the man I once loved on the ice. I tell myself I am only minutes away from ending this silent torture and I have almost survived every second of it.

When Cash flies out from behind the boards for his last shift, I can see the fire in his eyes. I’m wildly, almost anxiously, rooting for him to pull through and tie up the game. I can see how badly he wants that goal, and I can sense the dedication in his stride.

Within seconds the puck fires across the ice from a Tornadoes defender straight to Cash’s stick. He weaves through the Hackers defense, knocking Jenkins, the same defender he’s been sparring with the entire game, onto the ice before he breaks through for a clear shot.

When he cracks a shot on net, I don’t think I’m breathing.

The puck whizzes through the air and burns past the goalie straight into the net. The crowd explodes around us into a mixture of boos and cheers. Overcome with impulse and excitement, I rise to my feet and cheer. The crowd gets even louder when the other Tornadoes slap Cash on the back and helmet as he celebrates his victory.  Nausea washes over me when his cocky blue eyes start scanning the crowd.

Please don’t look at me. Please don’t –

My insides go utterly still when Cash’s blue eyes find me. He doesn’t move a muscle, and in an instant his face changes from a healthy red glow to a nauseated pale white. I watch his gaze shift from me to Aiden standing at my side. Jealousy burns like a fire in his eyes, and a snarl of unease curls around my gut. His stick drops from his glove and it crashes onto the ice. His teammates swirl around him, his fans cheer for him in the crowd, but the only thing he is focused on is me.

“Watch out, Brooks!” someone screams from the crowd.

My eyes snap over to Jenkins, the defender from the Hackers, slashing his skates at full force toward Cash. Instinctively, I scream out Cash’s name. He spins around to face Jenkins who rams his entire body into Cash, smashing him headfirst into the boards. Cash goes down with crashing noise.

My heart stops, my vision blurs. A collective gasp spreads through the arena. The defender continues to throw punches at a motionless Cash sprawled out on the ice, until the referees’ grab Jenkins by the arms and yank him off of Cash.

The impulse to trample down the steps, push open the gate, and run onto the ice, seizes me.  My pulse is racing, my skin clammy and flushed.

“Holy shit!” Aiden gasps in complete disbelief, “Did you see that guy sucker punch Cash Brooks?”

I begin to tremble at Cash lying so still on the ice. Complete silence falls over the arena until all I can hear is my heartbeat. Jenkins is escorted off the ice as he spits and yells in Cash’s direction. Two referees drop to Cash’s side. My mind is swirling, my vision is blurring, and my legs feel like they may buckle. His body is limp, lifeless, and lying there on the cold ice with Cash. Tears prick my eyes, and within seconds the Tornadoes trainer opens the bench gate and jogs across the ice. The arena remains completely silent as the trainer bends down at Cash’s side. He looks back at the bench and waves for backup.

“Is that a stretcher?” I ask in horror, feeling a quake inside my stomach.

Aiden grabs my hand. “He’s going to be okay. Athletes get hurt.” Aiden says, nonchalantly. “You’re not worried about him are you?”

The thought of Cash hurt unearths a torturous unwanted anxiety in my soul. Anxiety that I thought would never plague me again. Anxiety that now grips me by the tummy and squeezes me like a fist.

“Of course not,” I lie.

As they carry him off the ice, I sink back into my seat. Tears prick my eyes, and Aiden sits down beside me. The crowd explodes in cheers and screams and the game picks up right where it left off as if nothing happened.

“Quinn, relax.” Aiden touches my chin, gazing down at me sweetly. “This type of shit happens. It’s hockey.”

___________

“How was the game?” Nadia asks as she waves down the bartender. She shifts on her stool, crossing her legs, and tilting her head to look at me. Her long hair falls over one shoulder. “Did you two have fun?”

Nadia hasn’t stopped prying since the second we walked into the bar. Her expression offers nothing but polite interest, but her stream of questions has me back on edge. After what happened to Cash during the game, my mind is a tangled worried mess and my heart is and pounding painfully. Coming to the bar afterward with Aiden to meet up with our classmates somehow feels like I am betraying Cash. Like I’m not doing the right thing. Or I’m not where I’m supposed to be. Cash getting thrown into the boards and knocked unconscious keeps replaying over in my head.

“What an intense game!” Aiden tells everyone and pours himself a beer from a nearby pitcher. “Cash Brooks got knocked the fuck out.”

Taking a sip of my drink, I try not to make eye contact with anyone. I’m worried—no, I am terrified—that he’s not okay. It’s all my fault he was knocked unconscious. I saw the look on his face. The emotion in his eyes when he saw me with Aiden.

Nadia jerks her head in my direction. “Is he okay?”

Aiden shakes his head. “Don’t know. He got carried off by a stretcher.”

“Hmm, I see,” Nadia says, carefully.

My phone buzzes on the table, and I’m relieved to have an interruption so I can leave this conversation. The number isn’t one I recognize, but the Tornadoes Dark Room on the caller ID catches my attention. I stop breathing as I click to the call.

“Hello?”

“Hello. Am I speaking with Quinn Ashby?” a male voice says.

My heart drops as I glance around the table at my classmates, watching me.

“Yes, this is Quinn,” I reply and push away from the table.

“Hey, Quinn, this is Gordon Keating. Assistant Trainer for the Santa Anna Tornadoes,” he says. When the line falls silent, I rise to my feet, my heart racing. “Cash Brooks listed you as his emergency contact.”

I feel faint and brace myself against the wall. “Oh God.”

Aiden’s expression falls as he catches mine across the table.

“I’m not sure how to tell you this, but Cash was knocked unconscious tonight during a game in Boston. He’s been taken to the Dark Room in the arena where the team physician will be conducting a thorough evaluation on Cash, including a SCAT 2 exam.” As he continues to speak, my heart begins to tear apart piece by piece. “He’ll also be required to perform small motor skills tests to help determine the severity of his head injury.”

I want to vomit. The only thing I know is that this isn’t good. I need to move, but before I can manage to put one foot in front of the other, Nadia is at my side, her hand curled around my arm.

“Quinn, are you alright?” she asks, but I ignore her.

“Is he going to be okay?” I say into my phone.

“I’m sorry, but I don’t have any other information on his condition right now. We can fly you to Boston.”

“I’m in Boston,” I breathe out. “I live here.”

“Are able to come down to the arena to meet with the physician?”

I open my mouth, and then close it again, shaking my head. “Doesn’t Cash have another emergency contact you could reach out to?”

“No Miss, you are the only person he has listed,” he assures me. “When can we expect you?”

I pull out of Nadia’s grasp. “I think I’ll probably leave right now.”

I click off the call, my hands trembling.  Regardless of what has happened between us, I need to know whether or not he will be okay.

“Who was that?” Aiden asks, his tone concerned.

“I n-need to go,” I say, placing my drink on the table next to me.

Aiden looks flabbergasted. “Where are you going?”

“Back to the arena.” I say over my shoulder as I weave through the bar.

“Wait. What?” He calls out after me, but I’m already running to the nearest exit. Behind me, his feet pound on the wood floor, my name echoing throughout the bar.

“Quinn!” he yells at the top of the steps as I bust through the exit. “What on earth do you mean you are going back to the arena?”

“Cash was seriously injured.” I turn around and catch my breath. “I’m sorry. I need to go.”

“Who called you?” he asks, miffed.

“The Tornadoes trainer called me. I’m Cash’s only emergency contact.” My lip begins to tremble. There are too many things I have to figure out now: How fast I can make it to the arena from here? Why, if Cash has a wife, am I his only emergency contact?

“What do you mean you’re his only emergency contact?” Closing his eyes, he takes a deep breath and then exhales opening his eyes again. “Doesn’t he have anyone else? A family member? A friend?  You’re going to run to his aide even though he broke your heart so bad I found you a mess in a hotel room six month ago?” He drags a hand through his hair.  “And yeah, I know it was because of him. Vaughn told me, okay. I never said anything to you because I respected your privacy. But we’re finally together, Quinn. And now you’re going to ruin that by running to a man who destroyed you?”

I hold up my hands to stop him. “This isn’t about you, Aiden. He was knocked unconscious, and the team physician is running tests on him right now. Yes, he was the one who broke my heart… things happened… but I can’t not go to him when he’s alone and injured. I’m not running to him. I am going because he doesn’t have anyone else and—”

“Why can’t you make the trainer find someone else?” he interrupts in a tight whisper.  “Fuck, Quinn, you aren’t even giving us a chance. I’ve wanted to be with you forever. More than anything. You need to know that. Please don’t go to him.”

“Aiden, stop this. We’ve kissed and cuddled, but that’s it.” I shake my head, and I can see in his eyes he correctly reads my gesture to back off.  “I have to go to him. I know it sounds crazy. Hell, it even sounds crazy to me,” I say in a whisper, and I hate that I know where this is going. “I love you as my friend, Aiden and I don’t want to hurt you. But I need to go to make sure he is okay.”

Aiden slams his hand against the brick wall outside.

“Don’t go! You’re making a huge mistake!” he shouts. My chest squeezes at the earnest vulnerability in his expression. “Are you still in love with him?” he asks.

I don’t answer. Instead, I walk through the parking lot and toward my car.

“You are,” he shouts.

I don’t respond. I pull open my car door, slam it behind me, put the keys in the ignition, and drive out of the parking lot.

I have to go to Cash.





Chapter 10


Cash

A flash of light beams into my eyes. Loud voices call my out name. My body is cold, weak, and sore. I can’t open my eyes. I’m fighting in and out of consciousness.

“Brooks, can you hear me?”

A familiar voice echoes stridently into my ears. Lights find my eyes again. My brain is trying to wake me up and break me out of this darkness, but I can’t snap out of it. I hear footsteps patter up to my side. Pain swells in my chest, and panic beats in every sharp and staggered breath. My mind flashes to the memory of blue and red lights blinding me in the reflection of a shattered windshield. My head pounds with the memory of sirens wailing in my ears, my heart seizes with anxiety.

Cory. His name races over and over in my mind.

I frantically push through the painful memories poisoning my mind, letting adrenaline rush through my veins and take over each jagged movement.

“Brooks, come on. Wake up.”

I groan out in pain, agony throbbing all over my limbs and head. The memory of swinging my entire body toward the passenger seat as I griped Cory by the shoulders replays in my mind. The vision of blood covering my hands and his entire body crushed, bone and flesh swallowed by the dashboard jolts me awake.

My eyes flutter open, to a foggy silhouette of Kenny Prete, the Tornadoes trainer, standing over me. My panic washes away at the sight of his familiar face. He shines a tiny light between my now open eyes.

“His pupils are unequal,” he says over his shoulder to someone I can’t quite make out behind him. My vision is fuzzy and blurred, and I need to blink a few times to regain my sight. When I sit up, an intense nausea washes over me. Panic rushes up my spine as I roll over onto my side and vomit uncontrollably into a bucket on the floor. I choke, cough, and sputter as I heave. The intensity of it rocks my entire body.

“Ah fuck,” I slur and wipe my mouth with the back of my hand.

The room feels like it’s spinning. My head is pounding. What the fuck happened to me?

“Cash, do you know what stadium you are in?” Kenny asks.

He waits for me to acknowledge him…with an answer, an eye-flicker, or maybe even an I don’t know.

“Jesus, Kenny, give me a second,” I reply, still feeling like I’m going to vomit. I take a deep breath and lay my head back on the cushion. “I’m in Boston. Dougall Energy Centre Arena.”

“What month is it?” he asks.

I stare at him, offering no response. It takes a second for me to remember. “February,” I finally breathe out.

He sighs with what sounds like relief and continues, “Who was the opposing team?”

“The Boston Hackers,” I tell him.

“Do you remember the hit?”

“No,” I reply without looking up at him.

“Nothing at all?” Kenny studies me, tapping his foot on the floor.

My brain pauses for a moment.

Suddenly everything comes crashing back in waves. My heart stops. Part of me hopes it’s an illusion, a desperate one. But deep down I know what I saw. I remember the moment I felt my heart explode in my chest. There was no mistaking Quinn in the crowd. She was there. She was actually there. She was at my game. With Aiden.

“Cash? Do you remember something?” he asks, breaking the silence.

I remember celebrating my goal, and absorbing the cheers from the fans. I remember the second I scanned the crowd and how surreal my world felt when I saw her. The noise drowned out and the faceless fans faded away. I soaked in the sight of her. Quinn completely stunning, with her long brown curls swept to the side and cherry red lips. For a brief moment, I thought I was dreaming. Fear and apprehension flashed fleetingly in her eyes when they met mine. My eyes shifted to Aiden beside her, and rage simmered inside me as I dropped my stick on the ice.

The next thing I remember was complete darkness.

“I remember,” I say, and take a deep breath. “I was hit from behind and went head first into the boards.”

But mostly, I remember Quinn.

______

As I lay in the dark room on my backside, waiting for Dr. Henderson, the team physician, to give me his diagnosis, I mentally prepare for the night ahead. Little to no sleep and a long and tiresome plane ride back to California, alone. Regardless of my diagnosis, I know I will be benched as a precaution, just not for how long.

I flex my jaw back and forth, and it moves with a resounding pop. Did that fucker Jenkins punch me when I was down?

What a dick.

A knock on the door startles me. Great. Here comes the bad news.

The door pushes open a crack, and I see Dr. Henderson with his hand on the knob, talking to someone over his shoulder. I squint at them, trying to clear the fuzzy blur wreaking havoc with my vision.

Her face appears, and my chest seems to cave in on itself. She sees me immediately, her expression transitioning in a millisecond from unease to relief to tight concern.

“Quinn,” I manage to say.

She reaches up and fiddles with a pendant around her neck. Is that what I think it is? Are those one of the labradorite stones I sent her? Hell, it is. Maybe not all is lost between us after all.

We stare at each other in a palpable silence. She looks very nervous. I don’t like that she looks so nervous.

“Thank you, Dr. Henderson,” she says softly and shakes his hand.

“I’ll be back shortly with your results,” he says to me, and closes the door behind him.

“Hey,” she breathes.

I feel a flash of panic, worried that Quinn’s an illusion and somehow I’m dreaming or hallucinating from the injury. But when she takes a step forward, I know I’m not imagining anything.

“What are you doing here?” I ask, and slowly sit up.

She pauses and glances past me toward the exit on the far wall. “Gordon called me.” Her gaze shifts back to me. “Apparently I’m your emergency contact.”

“And you came?” I watch her carefully.

Quinn remains quiet and fidgets with the pendant necklace around her neck. She always fidgets when she’s nervous. I confirm the gem stone on the pendant—labradorite. Okay, I’m sure not dreaming. And my vision is totally fucked up right now. Is it possible I’m seeing things? Christ. Maybe these painkillers are stronger than I thought.

“You were hit really hard…” She trails off and lets her sentence hang for a moment, suspended in the air while she walks over and sits down on the chair farthest from me. “I was at the game tonight. I saw when Jenkins slammed you head first into the boards. I saw you lying there unconscious, and…I came because I needed to know you if you were going to be okay.”

“I’m glad you came.” My hands are shaking, my pulse racing. “Nice necklace.”

“Thank you.” She blushes tucking the necklace into the front of her shirt.

For a beat, my eyes meet Quinn’s and I wonder if she knows what I’m thinking, that I wish I could’ve given those stones to her myself on Christmas morning, just the two of us. I’ve ruined any chance of us being together, whether I want to accept it or not.

She blinks and looks out the window, her jaw flexing. “Do you remember anything?” she asks, all business, no smiles.

I nod. “The last thing I remember is seeing you in the stands, thinking I was dreaming. That it couldn’t possibly be you, watching me, with Aiden.”

Standing she slowly approaches me as if she’s either going to hug me or punch me. “Why am I listed as your emergency contact? Why not your wife?”

I can’t look at her. I want to tell her everything so badly, but not like this—trapped in the team Dark Room with my head pounding and my mind foggy. I’m scared to explain everything to her in my current state.

My heart can’t take her leaving me again. Why I am the biggest, most self-absorbed asshole of all time?

“Quinn, I told you I can explain.”

“Is she really your wife?”

I stop and look up at her to see her bottom lip quiver as she stares down at me with sad distrustful eyes. Is that the real reason she came here? To finally hear me out? Just the memory of that night at the airport, of her finding out the truth, my worlds colliding and crashing down all around me, Daniela’s smug smile and how quickly it all unraveled . . . it rocks me. I never thought I would ever feel such excruciating heartbreak. I love Quinn so much it makes me reckless.

“Well?” she asks.

“Quinn…” I sigh, and run a hand through my hair. “I don’t even know where to begin.” I think how all I really want is to beg her to forgive me. To stay with me. To not give up on me. But I feel so damn dizzy, and my mind is a clusterfuck of confusion, clouded with nausea. I want to tell her everything, but I don’t even know if I can manage in my current state.

“Where is she now?” she asks, tone sharp.

“I am getting her out of my life. I promise.”

She scrunches her nose. “This was a mistake. I came to make sure you were okay. And you are, so I should go.”

“Quinn, please. Don’t go,” I plead, unable to control my reaction. I use every ounce of willpower I possess to not pull her into my arms.

She stands in front of me, and I clench my hands into fists as her familiar sweet scent crashes into me. So many nights I drank myself numb, fighting to accept that she would never walk back into my life. My world. And now here she is. And I never want her to leave. I take a deep breath, but the pounding in my head gets louder.

“I want answers, Cash, and I know right now is not the time or place to ask for them.” She sighs. “I’m glad you’re okay, but I should really get going.”

“Quinn, please.” My voice sounds so desperate I barely recognize it. “I’m so ashamed of the mistakes I’ve made and the lives I’ve ruined. Please believe me when I say that I wanted to tell you everything. I’ve always told you it’s not what you think, and it’s true. It’s complicated. I took Daniela under my wing because she was the closest and only thing I had left. I never wanted to burden you with my past. I never thought I would fall so in love with you. I’ve been so alone for so long…”

Quinn frowns and won’t look directly at me. “You lied to me.”

“I was trying to protect you,” I say simply.

“No, Cash. You purposely hid her from me. You deceived me. I’ll never be able to trust you. Even if I want to, I can’t.”

What the fuck does that mean? The pounding in my head grows stronger.

“You can trust me. You don’t know Daniela. You don’t understand.” I watch her intently, but my head is pounding.

“Then you should have made me understand,” she says.

A hard knock on the door breaks our stare. Dr. Henderson pushes open the door and walks in holding a clipboard.

“Your test results are in,” he says glancing down at the clipboard. “After all the tests we ran, it’s conclusive. You have a very severe concussion.”

“Fuck.” I groan and rub my face. This is going to really mess with my game.

“What does that mean?” Quinn’s small frown is back, and she won’t look directly at me. “Is he going to be okay? How long will he be unable to play hockey?”

“Rest is the most appropriate way to allow a brain to recover after suffering a concussion,” Dr. Henderson says. “Cash will need to physically and mentally rest. This means avoiding general physical exertion, including hockey or any vigorous activities, until he has no symptoms. This rest also includes limiting activities that require thinking and mental concentration.”

“I’ve had a concussion before,” I grumble. “I know the drill.”

“You’ll need to be off the ice for at least two weeks.” Dr. Henderson looks directly at me. “And you will need to be attended to and monitored for at least the first forty-eight hours.”

“No.” I shake my head, “I’m fine.”

“Cash, like you said, this isn’t your first concussion,” Dr. Henderson says, patronizing me in his most professional tone. “For at least forty-eight hours someone needs to monitor your progress. Resuming hockey too soon increases the risk of a second concussion and of lasting, potentially fatal brain injury. Multiple concussions put you at a greater risk of developing progressive impairment that limits your ability to function. You cannot and will not return to play hockey while signs or symptoms of a concussion are present.”

“What type of symptoms?” Quinn chokes out.

“After a concussion, the levels of brain chemicals are altered. It usually takes about a week for these levels to stabilize again. Since Cash came to, he’s already experienced nausea, blurry vision, slow response time, headaches, dizziness, and thinking difficulties.”

Quinn frowns, but doesn’t say anything.

“Kenny had Gordon booked you and Miss Ashby on the next flight to Santa Anna on my recommendation that you fly back home where you can be comfortable to get adequate rest in your own bed.”

I don’t look over at Quinn, but I can feel her eyes on me. It’s real hard not to meet her gaze.

“I’m a student at Harvard. I live here in Boston. I’m sorry, I can’t just pick-up and leave,” she says with a panicked look on her face.

“Your flight has already been booked Miss Ashby,” Dr. Henderson replies. “Cash can’t be left alone for at least two days. Someone needs to be with him.”

She looks like she’s about to cry, and I’m afraid to ask her if she’s okay. My hope that she might even consider coming back with me to California for forty-eight hours keeps me quiet. Seeing her hands knotted tightly in front of her bothers me. I wish she would give me a second chance to explain everything, but I can’t expect her to leave her life here in Boston for me. Especially after everything.

“If she doesn’t want to come, she doesn’t have to,” I say, unable to stop myself. My need to protect her takes over. “I can hire a home nurse to stay at my place for the next few days.”

She tilts her head to the side and looks at me.

“I can try to arrange for a home nurse on short notice, but I can’t guarantee anything,” Dr. Henderson says.

“Wait,” she breathes out. “Don’t have him call yet.”

“Are you considering going?” Dr. Henderson asks, hopeful.

“I-I don’t know.” Quinn rubs her face, and moves away from me again.

“Why don’t I give you a few minutes to talk it over,” Dr. Henderson suggests.

Dr. Henderson leaves the room and slowly closes the door behind him. I watch as she tucks her hair behind her ear, and I wonder what she could possibly say that wouldn’t make this any less awkward.

“About what you said. How Daniela was the closest thing to family you had left. I, uh, I don’t really know what to think of that. I know you’ve just suffered a terrible blow, and clearly right now is really not the time to discuss anything that could cause you mental strain. Hell, I don’t even know if I can discuss it, Cash. We’re not together anymore. I’m at Harvard. I’m trying to move on with my life.”

“You mean with Aiden,” I say, voice low.

“I’m torn.” She sounds nervous again. “I wish things didn’t end the way they did. I wish you didn’t lie to me. And I wish things were different, but they aren’t. I want us to… I wish I could find a way to forgive you... I don’t know. That sounds so hopeful. After everything. As crazy as it sounds, I don’t know if I can leave here knowing I left your well-being in the hands of some home nurse…” Her voice trails off.

I can tell she’s struggling internally with the idea of coming back to California with me. I can’t have her leave me again without her knowing the real truth once and for all.

“Please don’t leave and go back to Aiden,” I whisper, not wanting to sound too desperate. “Tu me manqué.” I watch for her reaction.

Her sad smile comes a little too slowly to put me at ease. “What does that mean?” She bites her bottom lip, watching me too.

“Well, in French we don’t say ‘I miss you,’” I look into her eyes. “We say ‘tu me manqué.’ Which means ‘you are missing from me.’”

Dr. Henderson knocks once on the door and then walks inside. “Have you decided what you’re going to do?”

“Yes,” Quinn says, quietly.

“Do I need Gordon to cancel your flight, Ms. Ashby?”

“No,” she says, watching me carefully. “I’m going with Cash to Santa Anna.”





Chapter 11


Quinn

Seven and a half hours on a plane and one awkward limo ride later, I’m standing in Cash’s new home in Santa Anna. Cash drops the keys on the little table by the door, and I look around. His apartment has two bedrooms off a large main loft area with a beautiful view over a couple of city blocks and out across the ocean. It’s messier than I expect, with clothes tossed over the back of a sofa, dirty dishes in the sink, and a fine layer of dust on the coffee table. I don’t understand…Cash was always so neat and tidy. He follows the path of my eyes and then back at me, blushing knowingly.

“Sorry about the mess,” he grumbles and I weave a little on my feet. He studies me, pushing his hat off his head and mussing his hair with one hand. “I wasn’t exactly expecting company.”

“I’m not judging,” I assure him, taking a careful step into his apartment.

I slide off my jacket and see his new life without me for the first time. It’s weird to be here alone with him and see how different and alien everything familiar looks after we’ve been apart for what feels like forever.

He walks into the living room and motions for me to follow. From behind he asks, “Are you regretting this yet?”

I start to respond to this—I mean I’ve been regretting it from the moment I agreed to it, but I’m not about to tell him that—but he keeps talking.

“If the only reason you decided to come was because you pity me, or because you feel obligated, then I don’t want you here. You barely said two words the entire flight…you refuse to look at me…You’re not exactly easy to read, Mittens.”

“Okay, Brooks.” Stopping in front of a door, I turn and look up at him. “You’re going to lecture me about not being easy to read? You’re the one who hid a secret wife from me. Is it really a shocker to you that I’m scared to get too close to you again?”

I don’t mean to sound flippant, but I do. It’s in this moment that I realize how long it’s been since I stepped on that plane to Boston. How different our lives have become without each other. Instead of a life full of passion, impulse, and excitement, my life now is structured, controlled, and focused. Yet somehow it’s emptier than it’s ever been.

He nods, and the silence stretches for a long weird beat until he says, “I’m going to take a shower.” He looks down the hall and then back to me, gaze moving from my face down to my feet. “The spare bedroom is done the hall.”

He turns, ducking his head into the bathroom before slipping fully inside, and closing the door behind him with a quiet click.

I carry my bag toward the spare bedroom, and when I walk inside, I toss it in the corner and flop on the bed. I let out a sigh and take in the white walls, tall wood dresser, matching nightstand on my right. The bedroom looks staged. It reminds me of a cookie-cutter showroom for some luxury condo. None of this feels like the Cash I grew to love. It’s cold and plain and I can’t quite put my finger on it, but something’s missing.

I notice the top drawer on the nightstand is slightly open. I spy a worn photo album tucked inside and feel my heart sink into my stomach. I’m pretty sure this must belong to Cash. I grow curious because he’s never shown me any photos of himself as a child.

I look around for a moment, debating whether or not I should look inside, or close the drawer and pretend I didn’t see anything. What I should do is keep my emotions in check and keep my head straight. I’m only here to make sure he doesn’t ruin his career by not treating his concussion, not here to look for answers in an old photo album or let my heart nostalgically swell until I’m considering giving him a second chance. But the longer I stare at the album, there’s a prodding feeling in my stomach that tells me I need to look inside.

With a sigh, I flip open to the first page.

The first photo has a glowing honey-haired woman, no older than thirty, hugging two cute little boys. I swallow hard at the realization that this woman is Cash’s mother, Marie. God, she is so beautiful. A small smile touches my lips knowing those two adorable little boys sitting on her lap are Cash and his brother, Cory. I run my finger over the photo, thinking Cash can’t be older than seven or eight. His big blue eyes are full of mischief and he is missing his two front teeth. His brother Cory looks like a mini version of Cash, but with brown eyes and no dimples.

I flip through the album, and page after page is filled with childhood photos of Cash and Cory—playing hockey, fishing off a dock, swimming at the lake, holding a toad, and playing with friends. A timeline of his life unspooling on the pages. It’s sort of strange to see this version of Cash, young and playful and goofing around with his younger brother. I can feel the happy memories pulsing off the pages and see how much they loved each other.

I flip to another page and find a picture of Cash wearing a Tornadoes ball cap on his head, with a Tornadoes jersey over a three-piece suit. He must have just been drafted to the Tornadoes. His arm is wrapped around Cory, and to the left of Cory stands Daniela.

All the air vacuums out of my lungs when I see her in the photograph. Frozen in time, celebrating the happiest and greatest moment of accomplishment in Cash’s life. She looks stunning dressed in a slim black skirt, heels, and a dark emerald silk blouse, long strawberry blonde hair brushed and smoothed down her back. She’s young and smiley and clearly proud of Cash. The glimmer of a diamond ring on her left hand catches my attention. But the way Cory’s arm is wrapped around her shoulders makes me question whether her engagement ring isn’t from Cash, but rather from Cory?

Could Cash have been telling me the truth? Was he in this relationship with Daniela because of his brother? I stare down at the photo and my heart pounds painfully in my chest. My eyes blur with unshed tears. I’m reminded just how real she is and how much Cash’s past destroyed us, and the reality of his secret relationship with this beautiful girl.

I hear the faucet turn off, the bathroom door open, and then he calls from the hallway, “Quinn?”

His voice startles me and I panic, flipping the photo album shut, stuff it back inside the nightstand drawer, and appear in the doorway. “Yeah?” I shout back.

His shoulders fill a doorway down and across the hall, and I feel oddly unsettled. He’s shirtless with only a towel wrapped around his waist. His hair is wet, slicked back, and tiny water droplets trickle down his defined chest and abdomen.

“Are you hungry?” He gives me a dark grin. Leaning back against the wall, he says, “I’m thinking I’ll run out, grab a few groceries, and make us dinner.”

“You’ll do no such thing,” I scold him.

His expression straightens, and he looks away, looking out the floor to ceiling windows.

“This is exactly why Dr. Henderson wanted me here,” I say, voice strong. “To protect you from yourself. You’re supposed to be resting.”

“Okay. You’re right,” he interrupts quietly. He looks back to me, his eyes making the slow circuit of my face. “Why don’t we order Chinese take-out? Like we use to.”

I feel the reminder of our past sink like a weight in my chest. It will never be the way it was. Cash and I will never be that couple again, and it’s hard to accept. There’s something so utterly defeating in that. A smart woman wouldn’t have agreed to seclude herself with an ex-boyfriend who broke her heart for two whole days; she would’ve let him hire a home nurse and gone back to her new life in Boston. But deep down I know it’s all the reminders—what my heart felt during our once most tender and intimate moments—that brought me here.

“No take-out,” I say. “I’ll run out, grab groceries, and make us dinner. You’re going to lie down and rest, exactly like Dr. Henderson told you.”

“You’re a terrible cook,” he says quietly, teasing but also not. He’s had a fair share of cooking fails from me, including burnt grilled-cheese sandwiches and overly salted tomato sauce.

“Can we focus on what to eat, not how terrible of a cook I am?” I ask.

He keeps his steady gaze on me and considers for a moment. “You’re actually going to return with groceries? This isn’t some excuse to make a run for it?”

The memory of me walking away from him—twice—evokes a rush of aggravation. How dare he throw that in my face right now. Why does he always have to push the limits? Or more pointedly, my buttons.

Discomfort squeezes my chest. “Don't make this about you and me.”

Cash smirks. “You and me? There's a you and me?”

“You know what I mean.”

Cash seems unconvinced, but I don’t care. I don’t regret walking away from him. After his drunken stupor and finding out about his secret wife, I didn’t have any other choice but to walk—no, wait—run away from the man who broke my heart.

“I’m here for the next forty-eight hours. I’m not going anywhere.” My heart does a painful flip. “This is your health we’re talking about. It's not personal.”

Cash bites back a smile, his green eyes doing a seductive sweep from my head down to my toes.

“I don’t want to eat Chinese take-out,” I continue to ramble. Too much like old times. “And since you’re a self-proclaimed chef, you can order me around in the kitchen from the bar stool.”

“I can live with that.” His expression straightens, and he looks into the kitchen. “I always did like ordering you around.”

I suck in a breath. I know exactly what type of ordering around he’s referring to. The kind when we were, together. In bed, curled around each other.

“I’ll be back soon.” I swallow, turn away from him, and walk out the door.

_______________

On the way to the grocery store, I can’t help but Google natural remedies to help cure a concussion. Besides getting adequate rest, eating foods high in antioxidants, and drinking lots of water, the next few suggestions include fish oil and mixing powdered turmeric in water. It doesn’t take me long before I’m checking out of the grocery store with bags full of leafy greens, blueberries, and salmon, along with fish-oil capsules, and a jar of powdered turmeric.

I walk into Cash’s apartment thirty minutes later, and when I turn the corner, I get an eyeful of Cash lying shirtless on the sofa, his perfect torso stretched out and bare. His bottom half covered only by a flimsy gray knit blanket.

“Hey,” he mumbles when he sees me and reaches up to scratch his jaw. “Did you happen to get any Tylenol? My head won’t stop pounding.”

I nod, and toss a bottle of Tylenol at him. “I sure did.”

He catches it with ease and sits up on the edge of the sofa. His approving grin shines in my direction, and I really wish he’d put some damn clothes on. He runs his hand absentmindedly through his lush honey hair and stands up. I swallow the lump in my throat and turn away from him.

“Ready to order me around?” I ask over my shoulder, and walk into the kitchen.

“Always,” he says, and I can hear the smirk in his voice.

I place the bags on the counter and begin to unpack the groceries. Cash sits on the stool next to me, bare-chested with only a pair of running shorts on. I can’t stand how good he looks, sitting there watching me.

“You look like crap,” I say, admiring his five o’clock shadow and messy honey hair.

“So do you.” He smiles and glances down at my breasts, all perky in my white tank. “I’m almost embarrassed for you.”

“I’m that hideous?” I ask.

“Repulsive,” he says with a wink.

I look away with a shaky breath, and Cash clears his throat.

“What’s that?” He stares at the bottle of fish oil capsules and the container of powdered turmeric.

I smile. “I am going to make you a drink.”

He raises a brow. “The whiskey is in the cupboard.”

I place my hands down on the counter. “Not that kind of drink. I’m making you an all-natural concoction to treat your concussion.”

“How can I be sure you’re not trying to poison me?”

“I’m not the untrustworthy one here.” I cross the room and pull open a cupboard. “Where do you keep your cups?”

I feel him behind me, reaching over my head to retrieve a cup from the shelf. I freeze, fingers gripping the edge of the countertop, before he pulls away and I finally relax. I stiffen again when he leans his chest against my chest.

“Here you go,” he says, bending to say the words against my hair.

He smells so good and his body is so warm and inviting that I have to step away before he can feel that I’m trembling. Pushing back, I turn on the tap and fill the cup with water. Cash walks back over to his stool and takes a seat at the small island. Without meeting his eyes, I break open the fish oil capsule and add a table spoon of turmeric powder into his cup, then mix it with a spoon.

When I look up, he’s watching me. Amusement flickers in his eyes and I slide the cup across the counter.

Cash lifts the cup up to his nose and sniffs it. “It smells terrible.”

“On my way to the grocery store, I did some research on natural remedies to help cure a concussion.”

Cash takes a cautious sip. I smile when he coughs a bit from swallowing his first gulp.

“What the hell is in this water?” He wrinkles his nose and then takes another gulp. “It tastes like crap.”

“It’s a secret.” I unpack the groceries onto the counter and rinse a bunch of kale at the sink, watching Cash struggle to swallow down his drink.

“Don't be drinking that on account of me,” I say, nonchalantly and shake out the wet kale, then place it down on the cutting board in front of Cash.

He lifts his chin the tiniest bit, running his tongue over his bottom lip. “I'm not. I'm drinking it for me. I’m fully aware that I need to recover from this blow. And I really do appreciate you looking out for me.”

We stand there for a moment— his hand outstretched and covering mine, my face flush from his gentle contact— before Cash seems to remember we’re not together anymore. He pulls away and I feel the absence of him immediately. My arms fall to my sides and I watch as he reaches for his cup and takes another sip.

“I’ve been thinking about what Dr. Henderson said.” I start chopping up the kale. “I really think that if you get enough rest and take care of yourself, you’ll be surprised at how fast you recover. There's no sense in dealing in absolutes.”

“There is one thing that I am absolute about,” Cash breathes out. “You. After everything, you’re still here for me, taking care of me.”

“Yeah, I am,” I say thoughtfully. “And I’m here because I want to be, okay?”

______________

After forty minutes of Cash ordering me around in the kitchen, I’ve successfully made and served us a kale Caesar salad topped with grilled salmon. I’m easing up and getting use to this new version of us—a cross somewhere between friends and necessity —as I join him on the sofa to eat dinner. He turns on the television and clicks through various show choices on his streaming device. When he finally finds a Game of Thrones rerun, he looks over at me with a knowing smile. We watched last season together when we were a couple. It’s so strange being with him like this again, eating in companionable silence and having it feel so . . . normal. But this is what I have to remember: Cash hurt me, and right now I need to be here for him, as nothing more than a friend.

“Thanks for dinner,” he says once we’re done eating and wipes his mouth with a napkin. “It must have been all my ordering around that made it taste so good.”

I roll my eyes. “You’re always so modest.”

Cash lets out a laugh, takes my empty plate, and carries the dishes into the kitchen. I sink further into the sofa, grab a blanket, and toss it over my legs. Cash reappears, yawning and running his hand through his hair.

He smiles down at me. “Mind if I rejoin you?”

“Not at all.” I lean my head back against the couch.

He sits down beside me and drapes his arm along the back of the sofa, letting out another yawn. “I feel pretty drowsy, but I really wanted to watch another episode of Game of Thrones with you. I never actually ended up finishing the season.”

“Yeah, me neither.” I take a deep breath, but it chokes halfway through. “I didn’t even bother trying.”

I couldn’t bring myself to watch it without him, even though Aiden religiously watched it alone on our sofa every Sunday night.

“Yeah, I know what you mean. I couldn’t watch it after you left. It didn’t seem right.” Cash shifts on the couch, leaning closer to me, “Although I tried to watch it once,” he admits, and I feel something tighten in my chest. “But I didn’t want to experience it without you. It just wasn’t the same, you know?”

“I do know,” I say, and without realizing it, I place my hand on his knee, squeezing it. His skin is warm beneath my palm. I move to pull away, but he reaches out, taking my hand in his while he casually studies it.

“I’m thinking two days is more than enough time to burn through an entire season,” he says.

“This may sound weird,” I murmur. “But I’m kind of glad that jackass Jenkins body-checked you.”

Cash laughs, and I rest my head on his shoulder. We fall into another comfortable silence and watch episode after episode, until my eyelids become heavy and I drift off to sleep on the sofa with Cash at my side.

__________

I’m not a light sleeper. I never wake up in the middle of the night. Which is exactly why I’m surprised when my body is startled awake out of a peaceful sleep. It’s like I could sense his warm body missing from mine. I’m alone. I sit up on the edge of the sofa hearing nothing but silence. The living room is dark, the television is off, and the only light I can see is faintly coming from under the door of Cash’s bedroom. Could he be awake?

I tiptoe down the hallway and push open his door a crack to see him sitting on the edge of his bed, an empty glass in one hand, and a picture frame in another. I clear my throat to alert him of my presence. He turns his head and lets out a defeated sigh. His eyes darken as I take a cautious step forward. He clenches his jaw and glances back down at the picture frame when I sit down next to him. I follow his gaze to a photo of him and Cory sitting on the front steps of their home in Newfoundland.

“Everything okay?” I ask, cautiously.

“I couldn’t sleep.” His voice sounds weary, and a little low, uneven. He looks at me with an intense gaze. “Watching you sleep with your head on my shoulder...I just couldn’t.”

I freeze when whiskey blows off his breath. I stare down at the empty glass in his hand.

“Have you been drinking?” My voice is stern.

His gaze is dark and distant for a moment. He nods and clenches his jaw. He stands up, moving away from me, and puts on a shirt. It’s several tight, pounding heartbeats before he says something.

“We need to talk,” he breathes out and closes his eyes, jaw tight. When he opens them again he continues, “I feel terrible seeing the hurt in your eyes and knowing I'm the one that caused it.”

I wince, looking away, and he takes a step closer to me before stopping. I want so much to reach forward and put my hands on his face and kiss him. I miss him, despite how angry I am that he lied to me the way he did.

“Cash, you should be resting. This isn’t good for your concussion. We don’t need to talk about this now.”

He can see the anxiousness in my expression, and he drops his eyes drop to the floor, running his hands through his hair.

“Quinn…” He looks at me and I can see the conflict in his eyes.

This burden he’s carried is so enormous that it’s destroyed everything between us, our relationship torn and shattered by his past. My heart turns over, pounding so hard it’s no longer a safe rhythm. He’s going to tell me everything. And I’m ready to know.

“The world thinks I’m some great hockey player with a perfect life full of money and women and things.” His voice drops to barely a whisper.  “No one knows I grew up with nothing in some dead-end town. No one knows my father abandoned us and never looked back. No one knows the reason I worked my ass off so hard on the ice was because I knew it was the only way I would finally get out and see the world. No one knows that I’m the reason my brother Cory didn’t reach his nineteenth birthday or that he never got to marry the love of his life. No one knows that the real reason I spun out of control with my drinking, partying, and drug use was because a few years after I lost my brother, I lost my mother to cancer…the only person I had left. And no one knows I’ve taken care of Daniela financially for years, or that I let her talk me into some green-card marriage. Even though we never knew our father, he was an American and Cory and I had dual-citizen ship.” He steps closer and searches my eyes frantically, pleading. “You have to understand that the thought of losing you was my worst fear. You found parts of me I didn’t know existed, and in you I found a love I never knew I could feel. You deserved the truth.”

His whiskey breath is still warm on my cheek as my brain frantically searches for the right way to respond. I’m furious that he’s been drinking. I want to scream at him. Tell him he needs help, but I don’t. He’s finally about to open up to me. I can’t risk having him pull away.

“I found an old album in the spare bedroom,” I say. “I saw a photo of you, Cory, and Daniela on draft day. And I saw an engagement ring on her finger…”

“Daniela was engaged to Cory.” He stops, and suddenly realization dawns on me. “She was the love of his life.”

“And yet she ended up marrying you,” I note.

“Quinn, I’ve known her my entire life. She was like family to me. Daniela grew up down the road from us in Thompson. She was an only child raised by her mother. Her father passed away from a brain aneurism when she was a baby. From the moment she met Cory they became inseparable. And she became the daughter my mother never had. She was Cory’s first kiss, first love, and first girlfriend. Everybody knew Cory and Daniela would end up together.”

As we stare at each other in the muted light provided by the lamp on his nightstand, the enormity of this conversation only grows more tangible. This is real.

He scratches his jaw and then tilts his chin to me. “The night of the draft…that picture you saw. It was the night he asked her to marry him.”

My stomach flips. “Okay, but I still don’t understand how -”

“The year I was drafted, the draft was held in Montreal, Quebec,” he interrupts in a tight whisper. “I flew them down to attend because he wanted to propose. She thought she was coming down to see me get drafted, but that afternoon Cory proposed to her in Old Montreal on a horse and carriage ride.”

I close my eyes. This is what I’ve wanted him to confide in me from the beginning and what I’ve been most afraid to hear. I pull my lip between my teeth biting down before I bravely ask, “How many months later did he pass away?”

“Six.” He winces, dragging his hand through his hair. “Their wedding was supposed to be in July.”

I nod, swallowing what feels like a bowling ball in my throat.

“When I crashed into the ditch, my blood alcohol level was high,” he says in a whisper, and from the slight shake in his voice, I can feel the years of guilt weighing down on his shoulders. “I saw my brother, lifeless, crushed and swallowed up by the vehicle. Blood everywhere. I shook him. I tried to wake him up…” Cash’s voice trails off. He takes a deep breath regaining control. “My agent, publicist, and the league worked with the police department to bury the fact that I had been drinking. They successfully hid the entire accident from the media. Like it never even fucking happened.” He takes a deep breath, and his bottom lip trembles. He blinks away and looks down at the floor. “My mother was destroyed. She could barely look at me, and it was never the same between us. Within months her cancer came back, and Daniela was the only person who stood by my side even though she was as broken inside as I was, if not worse, after suffering through the loss of my brother.”

He closes his eyes, rubbing his forearm across his face. My hands are shaking, my pulse racing, and Cash finally looks up at me.

“Together we learned how to grieve his loss, and my mother and I felt like I owed Daniela the world. Especially after my mother passed, I realized she was the only person I had left. Financially, I was her everything. Emotionally, I was her rock. When I left Newfoundland, she was devastated but continued to run her dance studio in Thompson. She asked me if I would marry her so she could live and work in the States as a dancer to be closer to me.  I agreed and moved her to California for a while, until she found a job in Las Vegas working in a club as a dancer. She’s obtained random jobs on the side and has worked as a choreographer on large Vegas productions. And like I told you, she’s now a backup dancer on a world tour.”

I want to reach forward and place my hands on either side of his face. But I’m still so angry at him, and yeah since the moment I attended the Tornadoes Dark Room I’ve want to hit him with something so hard it would cause him as much pain as he’s caused me. But I do care about him and I want him to tell me everything no matter how much it hurts.

“She’s fragile and she’s never fully healed from losing Cory. I don’t love her Quinn. I’ve never loved her, and I don’t want to be with her. I’ve been so blinded by guilt and trying to make it right for her that I never saw the repercussions of our arrangement. During those years I was so drunk and high half of the time, nothing mattered to me. I never thought…” His voice trails off.

“Cash, you should have told me.”

“My love for you came without warning, Quinn.” He takes a steps forward and runs his thumb along my cheek. “You had my heart before I even realized how tangled up I was in the mistakes of my past. I’m so sorry for hurting you. And I swear I’m going to make it up to you. I love you.”

“See, my problem is that as crazy as that sounds, I believe you.” I shake my head. “I believe you when you tell me something that absurd and crazy then finish by saying you love me.”

My chest squeezes at the earnest vulnerability in his expression. Being near him is so confusing. From the distance of Boston, it was easier to forget the hold he once had on me. Now, having him touch me, even if it’s just my face, makes me feel like crying. I was so scared he was not going to be okay. I’ve missed him. Everything about him. I’d be lying if the idea of being this close to him again wasn’t something I wanted.

“I broke your heart a thousand different ways, and, God, I am sorry for that. But something changed once I met you. Me. And I know how to love you now. That man you always wanted me to be, I am that man. And I can give you everything that we were always meant to have. And maybe I'm too late, and maybe I should just move on, but I can't. I've tried like hell since you left for Boston, but all that ever happens is that I only get better at lying to myself. I don't want to do that anymore. You and me, Quinn. That's how it's supposed to be. You know that. I want you. Whether you’re in Boston, New York, Paris, or even with me here in Santa Anna. I promise Daniela will be out of my life. I will do anything to make it work between us. I need you.”

I tear my eyes from his and look down at my bare feet on the floor, letting the heavy drumming of my heart take over my senses for a beat. I’m relieved, terrified…but mostly I’m confused. He just told me everything. Everything I’ve been begging him to confide in me since we met. I’m so uncertain and maybe it’s my fear again, that I can’t trust him, can’t let it go, and that I’m going back to Boston in forty-eight hours.

“Do you think you could ever”—his forehead tightens into a frown— “forgive me?”

“Cash—”

“Don't answer me now.” He pulls me closer, my head resting against his strong, hard chest. He runs a gentle fingertip along the side of my face, and then picks me up like I weigh nothing and carries me to his bed.

“I need you to lie here with me.”

With my head on his shoulder, he pulls me up his body as he turns and lies down on the bed, resting his head on the pillow, legs stretched out behind me. Cash positons me with my legs twined with his. I arch my neck and his fingertips skim along my collarbone, strong but gentle. He pulls me in closer to him. Our bodies curled around each other, he tenderly runs his fingers through my hair until I fall asleep.





Chapter 12


Cash

Quinn’s feet shuffle out of my bedroom exactly thirty-six minutes after I wake. I’m already sitting at the kitchen island, two cups of steaming coffee in hand. I thought once I poured my heart out to her and told her the truth about my relationship with Daniela I would be able to get some sleep. What I didn’t take into consideration was the effect Quinn’s warm inviting body had on me, or my nagging mind swirling that even though I knew where I stood on ending things with Daniela, the reality of Daniela letting me go without a fight was an entirely different dilemma. Quinn walks through the living room and toward me, dressed in light-blue jeans and a faded gray tank top. The same labradorite pendant she wore at my bedside in the Dark Room is around her neck. She lets out a tiny yawn and smiles over at me, before sitting down on the stool next to me.

“Hey,” she breathes.

“Good morning.” I drink in the sight of her bare shoulders. “Coffee?”

Dark curls frame her face, and she tucks one behind her ear as she stretches for another yawn, exposing her long neck. I immediately think of sucking little marks into her skin, from her ear to her collarbone.

“Yes, please,” she says. “How are you feeling today? Still nauseous?”

She takes a coffee mug from my hand and pulls back to look at me silently in response. I feel the heat of her hypnotic green eyes and the temptation of her full, pink lips. Sipping her coffee, Quinn blinks away before sitting down on the stool next to me.

“I’m feeling a bit better,” I reply. “I took a few Tylenol when I woke up. And I even made another glass of that terrible all natural concoction and drank it.”

She blinks. I lean in a little and the way she’s staring at my mouth is making my skin hum.

“Wow,” she says, smiling. “I’m impressed.”  She takes another sip of her coffee and places it down on the countertop. “Are you hungry?”

I shrug. “A little.”

She tears her eyes from my mouth and looks up at me, lifting her chin and nods toward the stove. “Oatmeal?”

“Don’t burn it.” I wink at her. She rolls her eyes at me with a tiny smirk on her lips. I take a sip of my coffee and watch her press up onto her tippy toes and reach up into the cupboard. “So I guess I wasn’t imagining things when I saw you wearing a labradorite stone in the Dark Room. You got my package, then?”

Quinn blushes. “Yes, I did. Thank you.”

“I knew you would make something beautiful.”

An awkward silence falls between us as she prepares oatmeal on the stove top.

“Have you made anything else with the stones?” I finally ask.

“No, so far only this necklace…” she tells me, turning to face me as if she’s only really looking at me now. “I haven’t had much time to focus on my own collection. My Etsy site has been keeping me busy with making my most popular jewelry pieces for clients.”

“Your Etsy site?” I ask raising a brow.

Nodding she studies me for a breath and says, “Yeah, I’ve been selling my jewelry online.’

“That’s amazing, Quinn. Show me your online shop.”

“No.”

“Why not?” I ask. “What’s your jewelry business called?”

Pushing off the wall, she takes a couple of steps closer to me. “That’s not important.”

“Come on. Tell me.”

The longer Quinn stares at me, the more my chest gets tighter and tighter and tighter.

“Wild Horses Jewelry Co.,” she finally breathes out.

“Like the song?”

“Yeah, like the song.” She blushes again and then looks down at her feet. She fidgets with the pendant. “Listen Cash, about last night—”

“What about it?”

“I’m happy you told me. I know it wasn’t easy for you to let me in and confide in me what you’ve never confided in anyone before. And when you asked me if I could ever forgive you…? Honestly, Cash…I’ve already forgiven you. I just don’t think I’ll ever be able to forget; you know?”

I can see in her eyes that she’s scared of being hurt again. And I don’t blame her, but it’s painful to hear that I’m the reason. I reach out and take her hand. I really need to touch her right now. She trembles as my fingers brush her palm. Her teeth bite down on her bottom lip the same way I want to.

“Quinn, I told you, I don't want to lie to you anymore. I want to be honest with you about how I'm feeling. I still love you.” I step forward, and she turns her face up to me, closing her eyes when I slide my hand along her neck and into her hair.

“Cash, don't do this,” she says.

“And I know that you love me. Deep down, beneath all the anger—”

She shakes her head. “This is not going to work. Regardless, Daniela is still technically your wife.”

“It will work. It can work. I’ll end our arrangement. I know it’s still there between us.”

“Of course it’s still there, Cash.” She takes a step back. “Because what we had was real. What I gave you of myself was real. And I hate it now. I hate the fact that I gave you my all, because you burned me and broke my heart into a million pieces. And now all I want to do is get on with my life. After what you did and hid from me, if I were to let you back into my life, I’d be scared you'd do it again.”

“Quinn…” I say and stop because I’m not sure what else to say. Seeing her so upset is too much right now.

She lifts her gaze from the floor, and I can see desire looming there. Her breathing becomes shallow and her chest heavy. I slip a finger up her palm and caress the inside of her wrist. She trembles from my touch, letting out a quivering breath. I step closer to her and run my hand slowly up her arm, waiting for her to push me away again and put a safe distance between us.

“I’m not going to hurt you again. I swear.” I press her backward until she’s against the cupboards in my kitchen and my chest is inches away from touching hers.

She doesn’t push me off. She remains silent and stares at my chest. Her cleavage in her gray shirt is right under my nose. Rising and falling as if she’s inviting me to touch her, hold her, kiss her. Her body is warm, her skin soft, and she smells so fucking good.

I reach forward and put my other hand on her waist and slowly slide it up her body until my thumb is tucked under her breast. She lets out a tiny moan, and her green eyes lock with mine. I ease my hand up and cover her right breast squeezing it gently. Quinn moans again and her head falls back and her eyes close. With my other hand, I cover her left breast and run my thumb over her firm nipple.

“Oh God, Cash,” she moans, opening her eyes and staring at me through her lowered lashes.

“I love you, Quinn,” I whisper in her ear.

“Cash,” she breathes and pushes her chest harder into my hands.

Her mind is fighting her body, but the hooded look of desire in her eyes gives her away. She misses me too. I’ve never been this turned on in my life. Seeing Quinn like this—the desperation in her eyes—something feels different in the way she wants me. She’s almost frantic. I can sense her fear, but her want is stronger.

“Cash…” she starts again.

I pick her up and put her bottom on the counter and cover her mouth with mine. I run my hands through her hair and nudge her legs open with my hips as I step forward. I’m already hard and the feel of the warmth of her entire body against the denim over my cock is enough to have me moaning against her mouth, pushing my hips forward.

Quinn kiss is soft and tender and deep and as desperate as I feel. I bite down on her bottom lip and pull her tongue into my mouth. I can’t get her close enough. She presses into me and I slide my hand between us, reaching to touch the soft warmness between her thighs. She gasps and grabs me by the shirt, pulling me closer.

Fuck. I’m so hard it’s all I can do to not reach for my fly, pull out my dick, and slip inside her, but instead I grab her hips and feel her unbelievably soft body. I have no idea what this kiss between us means, but I want her like my next breath. I always have and I always will. Water bubbling and splattering onto the stove top causes her to break our kiss and turn her head toward the element.

“Shit,” she says and pushes me back a fraction. I follow her eyes to see the oatmeal boiling over.  She hops off the countertop, sprints across the kitchen, turns off the element and removes the pot.

My heart feels crushed from the loss of her touch. We stare at each other in an impenetrable silence.  She shifts her feet nervously. I don’t like how she’s suddenly nervous. Like she’s come to her senses and remembers how much she doesn’t want me anymore.

“Quinn—”

“You should go lie down while I clean this up,” she says as she turns on the tap and rinses out the pot. She refuses to make eye contact with me. “It’s probably best.”

Shit.

“Quinn, look at me.” She pauses and turns off the tap. I swallow hard as she braces her hands on the countertop and stares out the window. I still love her. I need her. “Quinn, please look at me,” I beg.

Turning, she takes a deep breath then lifts her eyes to meet mine. Sadness is mixed with something else. Guilt? Fuck. I reach over and cup her face with my hand. “I’m sorry, okay. Should we not have done that? I thought…”

“No. Don’t… don’t apologize.” She drops her eyes from mine again. “This whole situation is confusing. I’m leaving tomorrow and…and… I need to tell you something.”

“Okay,” I reply, nervous as hell to hear what she needs to suddenly tell me.

“When I told you I’ve been trying to move on, it’s not solely with my studies and new life in Boston. I’ve been kinda-sorta seeing Aiden.” Having her stab at me in the chest would be less painful than hearing this. “And you”—she pauses and motions her hands between us— “this unlikely circumstance…it doesn’t change anything between us. I really need time to think. I need to be able to process it all and everything you’ve confided in me with a clear head. We shouldn’t have kissed.”

I want to pull her to me and bring her to my bedroom, claim her as mine and insist she can’t leave me. If she leaves and goes back to him…I can’t even think about it.

I let my hand fall from her face, and I step back to give her space. Quinn lifts her face to look up at me again. “I’m sorry,” she whispers.

“Don’t go back to him.” My voice comes out a lot shakier than I expected it would. “Stay the rest of the week with me. Please. It’s spring break, right?”

She whimpers, choking out. “I can’t. I’m sorry – “

“Tell me you will, please.”

Quinn glances away from me and out the window. It feels like forever until she finally responds. “One extra day. That’s it.”

“Okay,” I say. “I’ll take what I can get.”





Chapter 13


Quinn

I’m in a bad way, hard up, feeling things I shouldn’t, and I’m not even bothering with denial anymore. Being near Cash, especially after he opened his heart to me, obliterates any other wariness I had of his past, and being trapped with him in his condo makes me want to fall back into his warm familiar embrace. I can smell his sweet familiar scent—honey and cinnamon and the peppermint toothpaste on his breath. I can feel his eyes on me as I tidy his condo and make us lunch.

After he takes some Tylenol and lies down on his bed because he’s feeling weak and dizzy, I lie on his couch, thinking about our past, present mess, and maybe future. I think of how much he hurt me, but how much I’ve missed him too, and wonder if I could ever give him a second chance. I think about him pouring his heart out to me last night and then the two of us falling asleep together on his bed. After all, without Cash my sleep has been restless. God, I’ve missed the way he spoons me. While he naps, I find myself antsy and pacing around his condo, so I leave and head to Annie’s Teahouse, my favorite spot when I come to Santa Anna.

Through the front windows, I can see the tall wooden shelves filled with canisters of loose leaf tea, and the rustic counter with the same purple-haired, tattooed girl working at the till.

I’m clearly needing an escape. Somewhere to clear my head and be Cash-free. But what did I really expect would happen once I was alone with him? That somehow between six months ago and now, everything would be forgotten and we’d be back to how things once were between us?

He lives in Santa Anna. I’m in Boston. He needs to deal with the mistakes of his past, with his “wife” and their arrangement, and he needs to focus on his professional hockey career. I need to be focusing on my studies, jewelry making, and I need to stop living in a fantasy world and start being honest with myself when it comes my relationship with Cash. I love him, I do. I just don’t know how we would ever work.

But all the obstacles—the ones I thought would destroy us only months ago—don’t seem that relevant anymore. Somehow since we’ve been pushed back together, we’ve found some sort of easy peace between us. Plus, I believe him when he tells me about Daniela and how she came into his life. I sympathize with the fact that he felt the need to protect her after he lost his brother, Cory. Cash’s family is something he’s loved, lost, and been trying to protect his entire existence. And for him to finally tell me everything and help me understand his world, it’s everything I’ve wanted from him since the moment I met him.

The little bell rings when I push through the door.

“Quinn?” Vaughn’s familiar voice startles me. I look up and see her sipping a cup of tea in the back corner.

Oh crap.

She waves over at me. The look on her face both intrigued and probing.  I’m busted. Now I’ll have to pretend I’m here for a surprise visit to see my father, because why else would I be in Santa Anna? Regardless, Vaughn is going to tell Lyndsey she saw me. And Lyndsey is going to be pissed I didn’t tell her I was only three hours away over spring break. She’s also going to read through my bullshit and know I’m here for one reason and one reason only…I take a deep confidence-building breath: I can do this.

Vaughn puts her cup of tea down and grabs her purse, walking toward me. “Lyndsey didn’t mention you’d be in California.”

“Yeah,” I mutter. “Busted.”

My pulse accelerates thinking about Lyndsey finding out about me staying with Cash. She’s not going to be exactly pleased with my decision, but I feel a half-hearted spike of irritation that she thinks she knows what’s best for me. Ugh, I sound pathetic. I’m torn over Cash, but I know Lyndsey would tell me to run for the hills before I ever let him in my life again. And she doesn’t even know the half of it.

“Aren’t you on spring break?” Vaughn asks.

“Yes,” I tell her, and order my tea from the purple-haired girl at the cash register. “I’m leaving tomorrow. What are you doing in Santa Anna?”

“I came for the day to get some shopping done,” she says, smiling.

I look up, startled when Fisher, one of Cash’s old team mates from the Bruiser’s appears behind her and places his hand on her lower back, smiling at me. What the—?

“Hey Quinn,” he says, and kisses Vaughn’s cheek. I didn’t know they were together. “How’s it going? It’s been awhile.”

I open my mouth to respond to Fisher, when Vaughn interrupts with, “What brings you to Santa Anna anyway?”

“Just visiting.”

“Who?” she asks a little too quickly for my liking.

But before I can respond, Fisher pipes up. “Hey, did you hear about Cash?”

For a beat, I’m panicked, but Vaughn doesn’t look even a little surprised. Either she didn’t hear Fisher, or Aiden’s already told her and she knows exactly why I’m here. But if she knew, wouldn’t she have told Lyndsey? And if she told Lyndsey, my phone would be ringing off the hook.

“What about him?” I ask, playing along. “Did something happen?”

“Yeah, I heard he was injured,” he says, and he looks like he genuinely is concerned and not trying to break me.

When I look over at Vaughn, she’s watching me like a hawk, her eyes narrowed and lips in a fine line.

“He took a big hit at a Boston game,” Fisher explains, “and apparently he has a bad concussion. I’ve tried reaching out to him, but nothing. Cash has always been that elusive secretive type, but I don’t know. I’m guessing you probably haven’t talked to him since that night anyway.”

The way he refers to that night makes my stomach turn. The memory of pounding into Cash’s penthouse to find him drunk and high with some tramp, and having Fisher and Louis drag me out with a fight replays in my mind. How could I ever forget?

“Regardless, I’m sure Cash is doing fine and will be back on the ice in no time.” Great. Now I sound like I know something. Vaughn gives me a questioning glance. “At least that’s what I would assume.”

Vaughn frowns. “Quinn doesn’t want to hear hockey talk, Fisher. And you’re right.  She and Cash aren’t together anymore. She’s dating our friend Aiden, right Quinn?”

I feel like Vaughn is toying with me, and I don’t like it. “I wouldn’t put a label on it.” I decide to start slowly, keeping it about anything else other than Cash. “But, hey, I didn’t know you two were together?”

Fisher winks. “Yeah, but I wouldn’t put a label on it.”

Vaughn frowns and smacks him in the arm.

“Miss? Your tea is ready,” the purple-haired girl calls from behind me.

I turn around and take my take-out cup from her. “Well, it was nice to see you. But, I better get going.”

Vaughn studies me, running her finger under her lower lip. “Hey, if you’re going to be in Santa Anna for another night, we should meet up later.”

“I have plans,” I lie, feeling my face heat.

“With your dad?” she asks, laughing. “I mean who else would you have plans with?”

I tilt my gaze to Fisher, still standing obliviously beside Vaughn. “Well,” I say, and take a sip of my tea, “like I said, I already have plans. And even though I would love to meet up with you two and be your third wheel, I wouldn’t want to impose.”

“You wouldn’t be imposing,” Vaughn insists.

Fisher scowls. “Geez, Vaughn. If she has plans, she has plans. Why are you being so pushy?”

“It was really nice seeing you,” I tell them. When she looks offended, I say, “It’s not personal Vaughn. I really can’t tonight.”

Her eyes go a little too wide, and her lips go a little too fine. “Right. Of course you can’t. You’ve made your decision I guess.”

And this is when I know Aiden has told Vaughn the real reason I’m in Santa Anna. “Vaughn it’s not like that.”

“No. I think it is,” she says point-blank. “Your loss.” She forces a smile at me, and Fisher shifts his gaze awkwardly between us.

I let her words settle in for a minute. Clearly Vaughn is talking about Aiden—her best friend—and I can tell she is far from pleased with me.  I care about Aiden too, but I’m super confused, and I need to somehow sort through my feelings.

“It was nice seeing you both,” I say.

“Enjoy your night, Quinn,” Vaughn replies meaningfully

I exit Annie’s Teahouse a tea in my hand, and my heart in my throat. Am I making a huge mistake? Is spending one extra night with Cash in Santa Anna a terrible idea? Am I subjecting myself to jumping back into his chaotic life? I’ve always wanted to be with a stable, educated, and trustworthy man. But most guys who check all the boxes fail to measure up, where Cash has always fit the bill.

_______________

Clearly Vaughn ratted me out to Lyndsey, because just as I step into Cash’s building my phone beeps with five new text messages:


Quinn! WTF r u doing???

Why r u in Santa Anna???

Don’t even think of lying. I know u aren’t with Dad!!!

I KNOW YOU ARE WITH CASH!!!

R u out of your mind???



My heart slams in my chest. There are too many reasons I don’t want to talk to Lyndsey. Every word to potentially come out of her mouth would make complete sense. And I don’t want to hear it. I don’t need to be lectured or reminded right now, and especially not from her. I need to work through this on my own.  Angered, I tap out a quick response to Lyndsey’s text message.





I know what I’m doing. Yes, I’m with Cash. I need to do this. I’ll talk to you when I’m back in Boston.





I walk through Cash’s front door, and I feel like the breath is kicked out of me when I spot him. He stands in his living room, in front of what looks like a giant blanket fortress with a floor of pillows. The lights are dim and candles are lit everywhere. The smell of something warm and delicious wafts its way from the kitchen and into my nostrils, making my stomach involuntary growl. When his eyes find mine, I take a few seconds to drink it all in. Especially him.

Navy suit, white shirt, red tie. His hair is swept to the side, perfectly styled and his face is clean shaven. And although I like him with facial hair, I like seeing his dimples again. A knowing smile spreads across his face, and he hooks a finger at me, beckoning.

When I take a step closer, he finally lets out a breath. “Hey.”

Hearing his raspy voice causes my smile to grow a little as something aches beneath my ribs. “What is all this?”

My hesitation clearly catches him off guard. “I figured since I can’t take you out, I’d take you in.” He recovers with a bright smile. “Would you like to come into my blanket fort?”

I nod, oddly nervous despite the rush of heat that spreads across my skin. I can’t believe he did this all for me. I glance quickly into the fort and see his coffee table is set with two plates, two forks, two knives, and two glasses, with a single candle as a centerpiece. Pillows are scattered all over the floor for seating.

“It looks very inviting,” I mumble, turning to lead us inside when he presses two subtle fingers to the small of my back.

“Hold on,” he says, leaning forward to whisper, “there is a strict dress code for those who enter my blanket fort.”

I raise a brow trying to suppress a laugh. “Really?”

He nods down at his suit. “Formal wear only, Mittens.”

I laugh. “Sorry, but I didn’t pack a ball gown.”

“I’ve got you covered. I had my agent’s executive assistant pick you up a little something and drop it off. He put it in the spare room.” He winks at me. “You’re welcome, of course.”

“Of course,” I repeat.

He leads me toward the spare bedroom and I follow him, admittedly paying more attention to the fit of his jacket across his wide shoulders than too much of anything else.

He stops and turns to smile at me. “I’ll be waiting.”

I take a deep breath and wonder what Cash has planned and what all of this means. And more importantly what the heck did he have his agent’s executive assistant buy for me to wear?

I must look unsure, because Cash laughs softly beside me. “Relax,” he says, placing a hand on the door knob. “It’s tasteful. I promise.”

I step into the room and see a shimmering red floor length gown draped over the bed. I pick it up by the hangar and stare at it in awe. It is the most beautifully sexy dress I’ve ever seen. It has a dangerously low V-neck and when I admire the back side I see crisscrossed spaghetti straps to expose my bare back.

“I’ll be waiting.” Cash smiles and closes the door behind him.

When I slip on the dress, I smile at myself in the mirror, and I most certainly don’t care that I’m half hoping Cash will eventually ask me to take it off.

Cash puts down a large platter in front of us, with assorted Chinese take-out dishes.  This is the sweetest and thing anyone has ever done for me. We are sitting on oversized pillows in an adult-sized blanket fort, wearing formal attire, eating pot stickers and chicken fried rice with sparkling water in wine glasses. As strange as this is, it couldn’t be more us.

“Take a chicken pot sticker and tear it in two. Then put the sweet and sour sauce on the inside for optimal coverage,” Cash says, tearing a pot sticker apart and demonstrating.

I watch him drizzle the sauce over his chicken, pop it in his mouth, chew, and then smile at me. I smile back at the glob of sauce on the side of his mouth.

“What?” he asks.

“Umm…” I say, pointing. “Your mouth.”

“You like my mouth?” His tongue slips out, sweeping across the corner of his lips, and then he lifts his glass and takes a deep drink of sparkling water.

He makes me feel more than alive. He makes me feel unsettled, reckless. I curl my hands into fists beneath the table, running through the fantasy of asking him to rip off this dress, take me to his bedroom, and touch me. Other than the kiss we shared this morning, he’s barely touched me all night. I’m thinking it’s intentional. He’s trying to respect that I asked for space. But it’s driving me crazy. Because seriously, as much as I know it’s better not to complicate things, I want him.

I blink, looking down at my plate, and then do what he just demonstrated: tear apart a pot sticker, drizzle it with sweet and sour sauce, and take a bite. The chicken is sweet, warm, and delicious. I haven’t eaten Chinese take-out in, well…six months. I close my eyes and hum. “So good. I forgot how sinfully delicious this can be.”

I can feel him watching me, and when I look up, he smiles.

“What?” I ask.

“I want to be with you, Quinn.”

Uneasiness nips at my stomach, and I force down the bite of food. “It’s not that easy.”

He leans back in his chair, watching me. He looks so serious, almost perplexed. “I know I can't change the past, but I can fix it.”

“Fixing something doesn’t suddenly mean everything is okay. The cracks are still there.”

He blinks away. “We both know you’re no stranger to loving someone with cracks.”

“Which is exactly why I know once something’s broken it’s hard to put it back together.” When his face falls, I relent. “But I’m not saying it isn’t impossible.”

He looks back at me, thick, dark lashes pressing to his cheeks as he closes his eyes, thinking. He’s so gorgeous. My pulse takes over my entire head, hammering inside my skull like a drill.

Opening his eyes, he says, “Tell me we’re not done. Tell me once you go back to Boston that this isn’t it.”

I look away, feeling a little deflated. I don’t want to talk about the old us or the potential of a new us or us after tonight. I want to be in the moment. I search wildly for a new topic.

But he speaks before I can come up with anything. “You know why I’m so in love with you?” he asks, pouring me another glass of sparkling water. “Because all of the fame and all of the applause in the arena couldn't fill the void you left in my heart. And I’m tired of hiding who I really am and the woman I love. I want to be somebody who’s going to be good enough to be seen with you. I want to be able to take you out for dinner, hold your hand in public, and tell people you’re mine. I want to have pictures of us splashed over social media, the internet, and the tabloids. I want the world to know how much I love you. I’m tired of hiding behind every lie I’ve ever told about my past. And it’s all because of you that I want to be a good man. Someone you can be proud of.”





“I am.” I move closer to him, lifting my chin to bring my eyes level with his. “I am so proud of you.”

I know he’s a broken, wild mess, but I feel my heartstrings tugging and pulling at the mere sight of him, and I can’t stop it. I can’t keep my hands to myself, and I place them on either side of his face, brushing my thumbs along his cheeks. “I love the blanket fort. I love this red dress. And I love that you ordered Chinese take-out.”

I stare at him, watching his expression morph from confused, then curious, to slightly elated. And maybe it’s that expression, or maybe it’s the quiet pulsing music. Maybe it’s that I’m seeing Cash in such a new way—with real flaws, and a history of family and people he loves and tried desperately to keep close to his heart. Despite everything, I still want to be closer to him.

“We didn’t get to finish what we started earlier.” I feel my heart speed up at the feel of him holding me in his arms again.

I lean forward and kiss him, and his hands move to the straps of my dress. And then everything in the moment becomes about the feeling of his mouth on mine, and the feeling of his hair in my hands, his tongue moving over me, his lips pressing words into my skin. I feel every breath he takes and every small sound he makes. I can feel his mouth get hungrier and more urgent as he moves down my body. Slowly, he presses two fingers inside me, and I toss my head back moaning.

I only ever want to feel him.

“Are you sure you want this?” he murmurs, cupping a breast in his hand.

I nod, unable to speak real words with his fingers inside me.

“Good,” he replies, reaching for his shirt and pulling it over his head. I lift my hands to make it easier for him and he pulls my shirt off too.

“Damn, Mittens. I’ve missed you so much,” he admits before looking up at me through his lashes as he pulls a nipple into his mouth.

“Oh,” I moan and grab his head to hold him there. With each tug of his mouth my clit throbs.

Having him touch me like this again, makes that wild reckless girl inside me want nothing more than to claw her way out. I reach for his buckle and start unfastening his jeans. I want him inside me.

“Not yet.” He smiles against my lips. He pushes my dress up to my hips and disappears between my legs. He sucks and moves his fingers inside me, urging me to come. When I finally moan out in deep satisfaction, clenching all around him, he crawls over me and kisses me deeply.

“It’s crazy how much I’ve missed you too,” I say, as he kisses down my neck.

He runs his hands down my leg until he hooks his arm under my knee and hitches my leg up. “Not being able to be with you like this, was pure torture.” He pants as his arms tremble from holding back. “Am I what you want?”

I whisper, “Cash, you know what I want.”

I reach up and drag my nails down his chest, urging him to be inside me, to get what he needs, to feel everything he possibly can. I don’t want to torture him anymore. My hands move of their own accord, roaming and scratching, pulling him closer and pushing him back so I can see him when he reaches between us to position himself against me. I tickle down his stomach, feeling his muscles clench underneath my fingertips.

He groans, exhaling as he lowers his body over mine and pushes into me fully. The sensation is astounding—everything all at once—the feeling of his chest on mine, of his face against my neck, of my arms around his neck and hands diving into his hair, of his hands pulling my thighs around his waist, of his hips pivoting as he moves in me.

God, I’ve missed him. I don’t ever want this moment to stop.

I throw my head back and lift my hips. He feels amazing. I didn’t think our sex could get any better. “Oh God, you feel perfect,” I manage to say with a strangled cry.

Cash groans and plunges deeper inside me. We are out of words, and we are covered in sweat, and I’m hit with the realization that, this is what it’s like to make love. He watches my face until it’s almost too much, too intense, and I let my eyes close as I feel him moving inside me, forcing myself to clear my head and feel every ounce of this connection between us.

Cash becomes wilder now, my thighs pressed up in his hands, and his brows pinch together in concentration. He moves in and out of me, our bodies slick with sweat and hearts pounding together. Cash calls out then grabs my face and kisses me with a fierceness that sends me over the edge. Crying out in his mouth, I shake as we both find our release together. He holds me tightly, tasting me and sucking my tongue into his mouth. He falls over me, heavy. His mouth moves to mine and we hold them open against each other, breathing in hard silence.

He moves his parted lips over my mouth. “Fuck, you were wild. I couldn’t hold it any longer. God, Mittens, I want to do this all night long.”

I bury my face in his chest and laugh. I had been a little out of control. “Who said I wasn’t planning on it?”





Chapter 14


Cash

Any doubts I have about Quinn not wanting to be here, that maybe she’s just going through the motions to please me, are put to rest by the next morning. We made love a second, third, and fourth time last night before she collapsed on me grinning, then curled up at my side and fell asleep in my arms.

I look down at her now in the late-morning sun, all sleep-warm and cheek pressed into the pillow, her curly hair a tangled mess around her head. My eyes move over her body, along the side of her bare breast and down the curve of her spine, to where the sheet rests just at her hips. She’s my everything, with only the soft, measured sound of her breathing right next to me. I imagine if I wasn’t such a fuck up, this would be my morning every morning, and I’d be the luckiest man in the world.

Except the problem is, I am a fuck-up. And without her I’m a wreck. I’ve been watching her sleep peacefully for the past thirty minutes, etching every sacred inch of her into my memory, because I’m scared this will be the last time I’ll be with her like this.

She slept by my side all night long like her body depended on my warmth to survive. Her leg is still slung easily over my hip and practically every inch of her bare skin touches practically every inch of mine. And when she shifts in her sleep, she tightens her grip on the sheet at my waist. It’s almost enough to distract me from the fear of her leaving me again, to tempt me into waking her up and wearing her out one last time.

Having her in my bed like this, makes every mistake, every drink, and every woman I’ve ever been with disappear into a dark dormant part of my brain. Quinn has this incredible way of making my heart feel whole again. I have no idea how I ever lived without her, but I also know I’m not good enough for her. She doesn’t deserve my baggage and it’s more than unfair of me to weigh her down. I need to severe Daniela from my life for good. Which is why I had my lawyer serve her with divorce papers the day Quinn decided to come with me to Santa Anna.

It’s a quarter after eight now, and I trail my finger down her arm, not wanting to wake her, certainly not wanting her to leave.

The sound of a fist pounding heavily on the door causes Quinn to gently stir, but not wake. I sit up, panicked. Tossing the sheets off my body, I leave Quinn’s side, put on a pair of underwear and slide on a t-shirt. I stumble out into the living room and pull open the front door.

“Is this some sort of sick joke?” Daniela stands on the other side of the door, a frown on her lips and fire in her eyes. She holds out a stack a papers, waving them in my face.

Shit. Fuck.

I step out into the hallway and close the door behind me. The last thing I want is Quinn to wake up to this.

“What are you doing here?” I ask through gritted teeth. “Aren’t you supposed to be halfway across the country?”

“The second I was served by your lawyer, I booked the next flight to Santa Anna to tell you to go fuck yourself,” she hisses.

She tosses the divorce papers in my direction. They smack against my chest and drop to the floor, scattering at my feet. I run a hand through my hair, reminding myself that reaching out and strangling her would not help the situation.

“Go. Fuck. Yourself,” she shouts.

I look at her and wonder if she’s about to lose her sanity, because I’m pretty sure I’m close to losing mine, too. The sight of her lip trembling, eyes wet with unshed tears, and body quivering makes me feel like I might throw up. The hurt in Daniela’s voice tugs at me. I never wanted to hurt her. The past four and a half years I’ve done everything in my power to not have her hurt anymore. But I also need to accept her happiness is not my responsibility. Especially if it hurts Quinn.

“Have you forgotten your obligation to me? Did you suffer some sort of memory loss when that defender knocked your ass unconscious? I’m working off a green card, Cash. I can’t apply for permanent residency if you up and divorce me. You promised me five years. You. Owe. Me. Doesn’t Cory mean anything to you anymore?”

How dare she throw Cory in my face. I swallow down the taste of bile, fighting every muscle in my face to stay as stoic as possible. Daniela knows she has the power to guilt me into anything when it comes to Cory. She’s been doing it for the past four and a half years without a hitch. And I know Cory will always be my weakness, but what she doesn’t understand is she no longer holds my guilt in the palm of her hand.

“I understand that you are upset, but I’m not playing games with you. I want Quinn. And I’m not scared anymore to publicly endure unsavory details about my past. What we had wasn’t real, Danni. You need to accept that.”

“I’m never going to sign those papers,” she says flatly.

Realizing there is no easy way to do this, I take a step closer to her and blurt out, “I never should have taken care of you.”

“You should be in jail right now for what you did,” Daniela growls, “instead of standing here with that damn smirk on your face.”

“We've all got to live with our choices.”

“And you've got to deliver on yours,” she says.

I bend down and gather up the scattered papers. My head immediately begins thundering with frustration. When I pop back up I shove the papers into her chest. “You better sign these. Your threats mean nothing to me. You’re nothing a good publicist can’t fix.”

Daniela laughs, unaffected by my irritation. “When I’m done with you, Cash I can guarantee you won’t have a penny left to hire one.”

“Don’t come here again,” I warn her. “If you have something to say to me, you can contact my lawyer.” I turn away from her and place my hand on the door knob and exhale, my breath comes out a lot shakier than expected.

“She’s in there, isn’t she?” she asks.

I look over my shoulder to where Daniela stands. “I love her, Danni.  We both need to finally move on.”

We drown in a heavy silence until she finally looks away. I don’t even know where to start. We’ve been through so much together, and I know she’s unwell. She’s never properly dealt with her grief of losing Cory because she was always too busy helping me work through mine. But here in this hallway, she seems more wounded than I am.

“Move on?” she laughs. “How dare you even suggest such a thing?”

And with that she turns on her heel, walks down the hallway and into the elevator without looking back. I walk back inside to silence and quickly check on Quinn. Thankfully she is still sound asleep in my bed. I stand in my living room, body shaking, heart thundering, and mind racing. Suddenly I find myself in the kitchen, pouring myself a whiskey, and letting it burn down my throat.

____________

“Good morning,” Quinn’s soft voice coos from behind me.

I turn around slowly, and I feel the moment she really wants to be here, realizes that she still loves me, and wants to give us another shot.

Quinn walks over to me, and pushes up on her tippy toes before she wraps her arms around my neck and places a soft kiss my lips. She looks absolutely stunning in the morning sun filtering through the window. The shape of her body in a tight white t-shirt and a lacey pair of black underwear wakes my cock to attention. Feeling her erect nipples press against my chest through the thin fabric of her t-shirt drives me fucking wild. I grab fistfuls of her soft brown curls as I kiss her and inhale her sweet lavender scent.

“God, I want to fuck you again. It was so hard not to wake you.”

“We have the rest of the week to make up for lost time.” She laughs and sucks on my bottom lip.

“The rest of the week?” I place my hand on each of her hips. “Your flight leaves this afternoon.”

She nods, slow and sleepy. “I cancelled it this morning. I decided to stay in Santa Anna. If I leave, who will take care of you?” She gives me the cutest little pout and bats her long brown eyelashes at me.

I trace my thumbs in smalls circles over her hip bones and in, toward her navel, smiling. “That’s the best news I’ve heard in a long time.”

She rocks a bit more forcefully against my hips. I grab her butt and lift her onto the countertop.

“I was thinking of putting in for a transfer to ULCA.”

“Why would you do that?” I ask, nipping a few quick kisses along her shoulders.

Quinn’s head falls back, and the ends of her hair fall down her backside as she lets out a tiny moan. “Convenience,” she says, hitching in a breath. “If we’re going to try to make this work, I want to be closer to you.”

I know I should tell her not to throw away Harvard, and tell her the last thing I want to do is weigh her down with Daniela and dealing with my messy past, but I can’t bring myself to do it.

“Wait,” I start to say, and hiss in a breath when I feel the gentle touch of her hand on my cock. “Are you sure this is what you want?”

“I’ve never wanted anything more,” she says, grinding against me.

“I want you to be happy,” I whisper against her mouth. She tugs a bit harder on my cock and smirks up at me. I hiss out another breath and smirk back at her. “And of course, maybe get you a little bit naked.”

She lets out a laugh, but quickly becomes serious again. “Please, Cash…I need you.”

She guides my cock inside her, and I moan at how warm and slippery she feels.

“Quinn…” I hold either side of her head, watching my cock disappear over and over again between her legs. “Fuck. This is all I ever wanted. And I won’t stop until I make you scream.”

I am thrusting so hard inside her, watching her come undone as she moans and digs her fingernails harder and harder into my bare skin. I suck one of her nipples into my mouth, smiling against her skin when she makes these wild little panting sounds as I suck harder and lick.

Quinn’s hand slides down to her clit, and she starts touching herself. Fuck. It’s the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen. I start whispering the dirtiest things into her ear, telling her how wild she makes me, how sexy she looks touching herself, and how badly I want to see her come. Her entire body stiffens, and she clenches around my cock. She pants out my name and lets me know she’s coming. Her orgasm takes over her entire body, sending her into a tremble as she exhales in a satisfied release.

There is something about seeing her like this, sweaty and breathless in my arms that leaves my brain fuzzy, trying to justify why I would ever think I need to let her go.

Quinn leans forward, wrapping her arms around my neck and propping herself up on my thighs. It’s that slight movement, the tiniest change of angle that pushes me straight over the edge. And the second she hears my deep moan vibrate through my throat, her eyes lock with mine, hooded with intensity.

“Oh fuck.” I tighten my grip on her hips. I feel hot all over, feverish and hungry. It’s that familiar feeling of wildly surreal ecstasy that only Quinn could bring me to.

She moans and sinks down on my cock a little bit farther. “Come for me, Brooks,” she whispers in my ear. “I want you to come all over my body.”

“God, Mittens. You’re so damn sexy.” I take a deep breath, suddenly aware of how intimate we are. How only she knows how to touch and please every inch of my body. How she loves to watch me get off. I become aware of how open I am with her, and the way our bodies are perfectly in sync with each other. I’ve never been this connected to anyone.

Every muscle in my body is tight, and when she pushes down on my cock once more, putting the slightest amount of pressure on the tip, I lose control. Her mouth is too tempting, lips wet and parted, and I lean in, tasting her as I move wild and hard inside her. I’m too close and it’s so fast, but I don’t think either of us cares. A spark flashes hot down my spine, and I feel myself get harder, my jaw getting tighter. She gasps and pushes up onto me, and with a final groan, I pull out, hand moving over my length in a blur of orgasm.

I open my eyes to the sight of Quinn looking down at my cum on her skin. She grins up at me and runs a finger through it and around her nipple. Fuck that is unbelievable sexy. I’m so in love with her, it’s crazy.

I lean forward and press my mouth against hers. My heart is racing so fast I have to work to breathe, and I fight my arms and legs not to collapse. I nip another tiny kiss on the side of her mouth.

“Are you okay?” Quinn asks. “We probably shouldn’t have been so intense with your concussion.”

I lift my head long enough to look at her. “It was worth it, but my body feels weak as fuck.” I place another soft kiss on her lips.

“You should go lie down.” Quinn yawns, reaching for her discarded t-shirt to wipe the mess from her skin. “I’m going to take a quick shower and then run out and grab us some muffins and coffee.” She beams at me. “Make sure you get some rest. Take a quick nap even, and I’ll be back before you know it.”

I nod, kissing Quinn’s jaw and then her cheek, feeling the flush beneath her skin against my lips.

“Love you,” she says, and hops off the countertop.

“Love you too,” I say, as I pull her close, and kiss the top of her head. I’m so tired and weak and my head starts to throb. I watch her walk into the bathroom and wish I didn’t feel that familiar burden of guilt weighing me down.

_______

“Open up, Brooks. I know she’s in there!”

A fist pounding on the door, wakes me up and I sit up on the couch, disoriented.

“Open the goddamn door!”

That hard rough voice is way too familiar. I stare at the door, thinking this must be a bad dream. Then I hear his voice shout again. “Open up! I know she’s in there!”

I get up off of the sofa and pull open the door to see Hilton Ashby. His chest heaves up and down and his jaw’s tight. His salt and pepper hair is perfectly styled, but his beard is overgrown. He’s not dressed in his usual three-piece suit. It’s weird seeing him in a pair of jeans and a polo shirt. And even though we’re practically the same height, I feel like he’s grown an entire foot as he stares at me with fire in his eyes. I swallow hard, at the angry frown plastered on his face.

“What are you doing here, Hilton?” I ask, even though I already know the answer.

“You know exactly what the fuck I’m doing here,” he growls and pushes past me, walking right into my living room. He starts pacing around, looking all over the condo. “Where is she?” he shouts.

“Hilton I can explain—”

“I don’t give a shit. Where is she?”

“She’s not here,” I tell him. “I don’t know when she will be back.”

“You listen here, Brooks.” His authoritative tone catches me off guard. He stalks toward me and shoves his finger in my face. “I know exactly what you are all about, and I don’t want you anywhere near my daughter.”

I take a deep breath, trying to restrain myself from punching him in the face.

He turns away from me and calls out into the condo for her. “Quinn!”

“Hilton, she’s not here,” I fire at his backside.

Slowly he turns around, his hands clenched in fists, his face red with rage. His stares at me, nostrils flaring, before he finally speaks. “Good. Because I don’t want her knowing I was here,” he says. “Quinn has been through a lot of disappointment in her life. And as her father it is my job to protect her. That’s my little girl whose heart you’re holding. And she’s worth more than some asshole jock that’s been a thorn in my side since the day I became president. She needs a real man who can give her the life she deserves.”

There’s nothing Hilton could say that I didn’t already know. But I remain silent and wait.

“I’ve lived your life, Brooks. I lived through the glory of pro hockey and the ups and downs of that lifestyle, and hell I’ve experienced loss just like you. I fought through a wife who struggled with addiction. I’ve watched the woman I loved drink her entire life away. I was the one holding her hand through rehab, and hiding her addiction and problem from the world.  I’ve cried many tears over my wife and her addiction, so I know exactly what loving someone like that entails, and I sure as hell don’t want that for my daughter.”

He stops and looks over at me. All I can see is Quinn’s sweet and innocent face when Hilton talks about his wife. It feels like my chest might explode.

“I saw first-hand the way Quin’s mother’s addiction affected her, and I’ll be damned if I let that lifestyle affect her again. She has a real chance at becoming something, Brooks. And all you are doing is holding her back. She doesn’t belong here in Santa Anna as some hockey housewife. I raised my two little girls to become headstrong independent women so they would never end up like their mother.”

Guilt crushing anxiety trembles through my body. I’m a complete mess and everything Quinn needs to stay away from. How could I be so selfish?

“We both know that you are a boozing, hot-headed jock, who can’t keep his dick in his pants. You will hurt her, whether you think you will or not. A leopard never changes its spots. And we both know you’re still boozing and partying with the best of them. You think you’re invincible, but you’re not.  And that type of behavior is dangerous and selfish. Quinn is driven and ambitious, and has a good head on her shoulders. She’s come a long way, and she doesn’t need to be dragged down by your problems.”

My fucking heart aches. I can barely breathe.

“I know every sordid and terrible detail about your past, and you’re the last piece of shit I want near my daughter. Tell me, how do you think this is going to end, Brooks? You think she’s going to follow you around the country living off the coat-tails of your career like some sort of trophy wife and everything is going to be okay?”

“No. I don’t.”

God that hurts. I want her to be independent. I want her to follow her dreams. I want her life to be filled with happiness, but I also want it to be filled with me.  How can I give her a good life, when mine is so chaotic and messy? I want to be the type of man she deserves, but I’m not even close to being that man. If I hold her back from her potential and bright future, I’ll be riddled with guilt and pain for the rest of my life. I never want her to resent me.

“Really, Brooks?” Hilton snaps me out of my thoughts. “Because the Cash Brooks I’ve grown to hate is a selfish jock who only thinks of himself.”

“You’re right. I don’t deserve her love or forgiveness. But she needs me, just as much as I need her. And the truth is, Quinn is as lost and broken as I am. Maybe for different reasons, but we love each other. I'm not the guy you think I am. I mean, I'm just not into hooking up with random women anymore.”

“What are you saying, Brooks?”

“I mean, just that deep down, this whole playboy boozing hot-head reputation, it's not me anymore. I love Quinn.”

“And you expect me to believe that? You think I don’t know you’re showing up drunk to practice? You think I’m some sort of idiot? And for fuck sakes, Brooks, you think I don’t know about your wife?”

“I know you know about Daniela, and you also know it’s not real Hilton. And I finally told Quinn everything. She knows all about it—”

“Enough, Cash.” He holds up his hand to stop me. “I’m going to make this simple. I have a one-way ticket to Boston. I don’t give a shit how you get Quinn on that flight, but if she’s not back in Boston by tonight, she can kiss her trust fund goodbye. If she thinks she can pull the wool over my eyes and give up everything she has worked so hard for a quick thrill with California’s star hockey player, then she can fend for herself and learn to live with her reckless choices.”

He stops and runs a hand over his face, then looks over at me.

“Is that what you want for her? Because I can’t stand by and watch my daughter think she can throw her life away, and leave an Ivy League school to relocate to some shit college to be closer to you—the biggest mistake she will ever make. If you really love her, you will stay the fuck away from my daughter and get her on this flight. She deserves better, Brooks.”

Hilton’s right. Leaving me would be the best thing she ever did. I’m a shitty alcoholic with a bad temper and messy past. Even if I gave up hockey for Quinn, or asked for a trade and followed her back to Boston, I will always be that alcoholic loser who killed his brother. I don’t deserve her. I would only drag her down.

I thought I could hold her back once, and I will never hold her back again. I love her too much to let her give up everything she has worked so hard for, for me. How can I be what she deserves if I haven’t severed myself from Daniela yet? I can’t cut Daniela out of my life forever can I? But if I don’t, how can I expect Quinn to be with me?

“I know she deserves better,” I manage to say.

“Don’t you dare tell her I was here.” Hilton shoves the ticket into my hand. “Now do the right thing, Brooks.”

“Goodbye, Hilton.” I pull open my front door and wait for him to walk through it.

“Rest up, Brooks,” he says with a tight-lipped smile. “You wouldn’t want a career-ending injury before the trade deadline.”

I slam the door behind him. His empty threat means nothing to me. The last thing I care about is my career. The burden of letting Quinn ruin her dream to be with me is too fresh on my conscience.

I can’t let her stay. I need to set her free.





Chapter 15


Quinn

The house is dark and silent when I unlock the door and step inside. Why would Cash turn out all the lights? I place the bag of muffins and coffee down on the entryway table and flick on a light. Where is he? Maybe he’s not feeling well? Great. Now I feel bad because I took my sweet-ass time. I even stopped to do a little shopping a local thrift store before I went to the coffee shop. I didn’t want to rush back right away, knowing he needed his rest. It’s been a few hours since I left…could he still be sleeping?

I walk through the living room and call out his name. No response. I jerk open his bedroom door, and panic when I see his bed is empty. What the hell? I scan the room and catch a glimpse of his cell phone on the night table. I let out a sigh of relief. He wouldn’t leave without his phone. So where is he?

“Quinn?” His voice breaks the silence and the pounding in my head.

I spin around to see him standing in the doorway. His hair is a tangled mess and his tired face is perfect.

“You’re here.” I walk up to him and throw my arms around his neck. His entire body stiffens from my touch.  “You had me worried. I thought maybe you left…”

He lets out a tense breath and relaxes a bit in my embrace. His hands touch my head and he runs his fingers through my hair. “I’m okay,” he replies, hesitant.

“Are you sure?” I ask. He doesn’t sound okay.

He nods, but keeps his hands in my hair, gently stroking my head. His silence is starting to worry me. I pull away from his touch and lift my head to look up at him. Why does he look like he’s been crying?

“I love you.” The way he says it is so intense it almost sounds like he’s frightened.

A small sad smile tugs at my lips. “I know and it’s okay. I understand. I love you too. You thought you did the right thing when you decided to marry Daniela. You loved your brother, and you wanted to protect her. We are going to get through this together—”

“Quinn stop,” he says, and takes a step back. He lets out a steadying breath, and his gaze meets my anxious eyes. “Last night was great. And this morning was amazing. I’m so thankful you came with me to Santa Anna. I’ve had some time to think about things, and you shouldn’t have cancelled your flight. You don’t have to worry about me. I’m going to be okay. I’ve already put a call in to the Tornadoes trainer, and he’s coming by with the team physician for a check-up this afternoon. You need to go back to Boston. I already booked you on the next flight.”

I’m not following what he’s saying. He thinks I need to go back to Boston?

“What?” I ask, replaying his words back in my head.

“I’m sorry, Quinn. I’m so sorry.” His voice is hoarse.

I can hear the pain laced in his words, and I don’t have to ask what he means. This is it. He just can’t say it.

“I don’t understand. I thought you wanted us.”

“Not like this—it isn’t going to work. You have your whole life ahead of you. A life in Boston studying at Harvard. You were right to leave me the first time.” He digs his hand around in his back pocket and then hands me an envelope. “Here. Take the plane ticket. My limo driver will be here to pick you up and take you to the airport.”

I push his hand away. “So this is it? You are choosing her over me?”

“No. Never.” He shakes his head, still holding that damn envelope in his hand. “I will always choose you, Quinn. This has nothing to do with Daniela. The problem is, you shouldn’t want to choose me. You need someone you can run with, someone who's going to push you to achieve everything you’ve set out to do. You being in Santa Anna isn't real. These past few days we've been living in a fairy tale.”

I exhale slowly hoping to ease the tightness in my chest. “Cash, you know we have something real.”

“You deserve to be happy.”

“But I am happy.”  I need him to believe me. Even with Daniela in his life, I need him to know it doesn’t bother me. We can get through this. “Cash, please. Don’t do this. Don’t push me away.”

“That's your problem right there,” he says. “You don't believe you deserve better, but you do. You deserve everything. And you can’t stay here with me.”

Hearing his words hurt more than anything else. I feel my stomach drop out. A tear glistens in my eye, and he reaches forward and places a hand on the side of my face. I don’t understand. I thought we decided we would finally be together.

“I love you and because I love you I am letting you go. I want you to get out of life what you want. And I don’t want to hold you back from what you set out to do. You think I’m what you want, but you shouldn’t want me, or this life. You have such a bright future ahead of you.”

“What did you say?” I ask, as the words letting me go sink in. My skin goes cold, panic rising in my chest. Like hell he’s letting me go.

“You heard me, Quinn. Don’t make this harder than it is,” he whispers.

I stare at him in disbelief. He really means what he’s saying. “No. I’m not going anywhere,” I shout. My lips begin to quiver, and my face feels like it’s on fire. I take a step back, not believing for a second that he’s pushing me away. “I already made my choice. And I choose you. I told you I can transfer to UCLA. I promise you’re not holding me back. You’re what I want.”

He continues to stare at me, no reaction at all. My stomach twists.

“Cash, say something.”

“Take your plane ticket.” He holds it out to me.

I let out a short, pissed-off laugh. “Are you fucking serious?”

This whole conversation feels like whiplash. My hands are shaking and my eyes stinging with the threat of tears.

“Quinn don’t make this harder than it already is.” His face turns red and his jaw tightens. “You’re going back to Boston.”

“Do you have any idea what I sacrificed by coming here?” I gape at him. I can actually feel my pulse in my neck, that’s how hard my heart is pounding. “You know what?” I shout, reach into the front pocket of my jeans, pulling out the ring I made for Cash months ago. “Go fuck yourself!” I whip it at him, and it hits him in the chest and drops to the floor.

He bends down and picks it up, staring at it in the palm of his hand. “You made me a—”

I don’t even let him finish his sentence. “Yeah, I did. I made you a ring. And I’ve been wanting to give it to you since the day you told me you were brought back up to the pros. I thought tonight would be the perfect time to finally give it to you. But here you are, the same selfish asshole I walked away from back in Bexley. So thank you for cutting me loose before I made the biggest mistake of my life.”

He looks at me, and I can see the struggle in his eyes. “Quinn, you don’t—” Closing his eyes, he takes a deep breath and then exhales, opening his eyes again. “You’re right. And you should start packing your bags. The limo driver will be here soon.”

I look at him, flabbergasted, and storm out of his room. My eyes are blurred with tears as I pack my bags, leave the building, and find myself inside a limo on my way to the airport.

______________

Two hours later when I’m sitting in the airport, I lift my phone, and swipe my thumb across the screen and press Aiden’s name. I wipe away a few tears with the back of my hand and tap out a text to him.





Me: On my way back to Boston. I don’t have my keys to get into apartment. Will you be home to let me in?





Aiden: I’ll be home. When does your flight get in?





I let out a sigh of relief. The only thing I want to do once I get back is flop down on my mattress and go straight to bed.





Me: Tonight. Just waiting to board my flight. It doesn’t leave for another hour or so.





Aiden: Can I call you?





I stare down at my phone for a few minutes before I tap out a hesitant reply.





Me: Yes





Seconds later Aiden’s number lights up on my screen.

“Hey,” he says when I answer.

“Hey.”

“I’ve missed you,” his soft, gentle voice mumbles into my ear.

I don’t say it back, because the truth is… I didn’t miss him. Right after I left for Santa Anna, sure, of course I felt guilty and maybe I even missed him a little. But since then, things have happened. Like Cash…

When I don’t respond, he continues. “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking since you left. A lot. I don’t want us to fight anymore.”

I finally find my voice. “Good because I don’t want to fight either.”

“And it’s okay. We all make mistakes. I knew with a little push you’d come to your senses.”

“A little push?” I ask, confused. “Listen, I’m sorry for how I split on you. And of course, we’re still roommates. I don’t want things to go sour between us.”

“Me neither.” He sighs with relief. “I was thinking back to the hockey game, and I realize now I should’ve never made you come with me. I knew you and Cash had something going on before you left for Harvard. I guess I didn’t realize how much of a hold he still had on you. I’m sorry, Quinn.” His voice is earnest. “But now I know you are ready to move on.”

My throat tightens. “How?”

“Because you decided to come back.”

Aw shit. He thinks I am coming back for him.

“I’ve been crushing on you since high school.” There’s vulnerability bubbling through his voice. “We’ve been friends for so long, and when your mom passed away, I was there for you, Quinn. I didn’t leave your side. You’re so smart and driven and you know exactly what you want out of life, and that’s so fucking rare. You amaze me.” His tone grows rueful. “I think what we have works well. I couldn’t let you ruin your future. Your future is more important than babysitting some hot-headed hockey player. I couldn’t sleep knowing you chose some drunk ice-buffoon over of me. You went running the second he was in trouble. And I saw what happened to your mother. You don’t need that kind of person in your life again. You need a guy like me. Someone who is stable and educated. I’m glad you see that now.”

“Wait. What do you mean you couldn’t let me ruin my future?” I ask.

“Well…I wasn’t about to let him hurt you again.” He sounds frustrated. “I was trying to help you. And honestly, picturing you there with him made my life here unbearable. It was a hard pill to swallow, I guess. Knowing you were making such a huge mistake weighed on me. You might think my reaching out to your father crossed the line, but I feel like you gave me no choice. I had to tell him. And thank God he showed up and convinced you to come back to me.”

I’m dumbfounded. My heart is racing, and I can feel my face burning red.  Aiden told my father I was with Cash in Santa Anna? If Dad didn’t confront me…did he confront Cash? I have to brace myself against the wall so I don’t collapse. The room spins around me. I’ve never wanted to reach through the phone and punch someone so much in my entire life.

“You told my father I was with Cash?” I ask, voice shaky.

“Well, yeah. It was for your own good.”

“Where do you get off thinking you know what I want?”

“I was trying to help. I convinced myself that I was what you wanted and you wanted to be with me.”

“You’re not what I want,” I say softly. “You went behind my back and ratted me out to my father.  You put Cash’s career on the line. I thought we were friends.”

“I know, and maybe I was wrong to tell your father. I told you, I’ve been doing a lot of thinking.” He takes a breath. “Please don’t be angry with me.”

Shock hits me first. Followed by anger. Followed by deep distress, because… what the fuck was he thinking?

“Quinn, don’t be angry. Please. I didn’t know what else to do. It was stupid to rat you out. Cash is so bad for you. You need to understand that.”

Oh God. Why did I not see this before?  My father was the one who gave Cash my plane ticket. Cash never wanted me to leave. I’m so mad at Aiden. I can’t even speak to him.

I need to go.

“I’m not coming back to Boston.  I’m staying here in Santa Anna.”

Aiden remains silent. Finally, he snaps, “So that’s it? You’re giving up everything for Cash Brooks?”

“You betrayed me.” I take a breath. “And that’s the reason I’m staying in Santa Anna. I need to fix this. I’m sorry. I hope you’re able to find a new roommate.” Damn it, I’m choking up. “I really did like you, Aiden.”

He doesn’t answer, breathing heavy on the other end of the line. My hands shake as I grab my belongings and start walking toward the exit. I don’t bother telling him we can still be friends, because I know he doesn’t want to hear that right now. Besides, I’m not about to make any promises I might be unable to keep.

“Bye, Aiden.” With that, I click off from our call and hop in a cab.





Chapter 16


Quinn

My heart is beating so hard I can hear it. I hail down a cab, and thirty minutes later I’m standing in front of my father’s door, pounding my fist against it. He pulls it open with a frown. He doesn’t bother to ask what I’m doing here. He already knows. He glares at me with disapproval through his reading glasses. I push past him into the foyer through to the large main living room. He’s mad at me anyway.

He follows me over to the bay window that overlooks a large wraparound deck and ocean.

“How could you?” I spin around, cutting right to the chase. “Did you and Aiden think I wouldn’t find out? I can’t believe you went behind my back and confronted Cash. Admit you are the one who bought me this plane ticket.” I wave the ticket in front of his face. When he remains silent, I shout, “Admit it.”

He studies me with a look of frustration. “I’m your father. My job is to protect you. I simply led the horse to the water. I didn’t make him drink it.”

The bitterness from knowing he confronted Cash, purchased a plane ticket, and convinced him to push me away makes my blood simmer. I’m tired of his double standard when it comes to me and Lyndsey. I’m tired of constantly having to prove myself through self-discipline and academics to have him accept me. I’m sick of being pushed. And I’m sick of him thinking he knows what is best for me. He’s never even given Cash a chance. Yet he expects me to do as he says. I’ve idolized him from the time I was a little girl. Now, a part of me hates him.

“I can’t believe you.” Those four words go much deeper than I know he takes them.

Everything has changed. Except him. He will always want to control things, including me.

“I hope you’re here to thank me for saving you from tossing away everything you’ve worked for. You think Cash Brooks cares about you?  That’s bullshit, Quinn. I told you to stay away from him for a damn good reason. He’s a drunk. Like your mother. He’ll never change. If anyone should know that, it’s you. Did you know the night his brother died in a car cash, Cash was all hammered up behind the wheel, for Christ sake? Did he tell you that? Did he tell you he’s been to rehab and through programming? Did he? And let me guess, you’re okay with his choice to marry his brother’s ex-fiancée. You’re okay with him pouring his hard-earned money into her bank account? His life is a mess. Do you really think that is the kind of man I want my daughter to be with? No red-blooded man would be okay with his daughter being with a guy like Cash Brooks.”

He doesn’t understand that there is so much more to Cash than his past. My father is a man of surface and appearances. He doesn’t like to give people second chances. All he cares about is his image and his growing power in the professional hockey world. I grit my teeth and hold my curses and insults in. They won’t help matters now. I am so done with him.

“I love him,” I say, keeping my voice even. “And I know all about his past, and I know about Daniela too. I’m sorry Dad, but you had no right to interfere. You don’t know him the way I do. All you know is the hot-headed hockey player with a callous exterior and messy past. But what you don’t know is that he’s gentle and kind and loving and his future is bright. And whether you want to accept it or not, I love him. And he loves me.”

“He loves you? Is that what he tells you?” The amusement in his voice is lost on me. There is nothing humorous about the fact that we love each other. My father studies me and crosses his arms in front of his chest. “How many times do I have to tell you? Love doesn’t get you anywhere. It isn’t forever. It leaves you. When reality sets in and times get hard and he’s sneaking drinks behind your back and snorting cocaine in a bathroom stall because alcohol isn’t enough of a high anymore, the love disappears and resentment sets in and suddenly you are left with nothing. I lived it, Quinn. And you saw firsthand what it was like for me to love someone like Cash. It’s a disease. We know they want to change, they promise us they will, but they can’t change. They are sick. You need to be with someone who wants the same things as you. Someone like Aiden. He can push you to achieve success and live a good stable life. The life of a hockey wife is not stable or ideal. Cash is not stable. And you are out of your mind if you think I will stand by and let you repeat the past.”

“Cash isn’t Mom.” I can’t look at him. The rage burning a hole in my gut is no doubt flashing in my eyes.

“You need to get your head out of the clouds,” he barks. “Now get out of my house and get your ass back to Boston.”

My father’s footsteps move away from me and the patio doors close behind him. I don’t think I will ever be able to forgive him for this. Or Aiden.

I need to make things right with Cash.

_________

“Cash, open up.” I press my ear against his front door, listening. I jiggle the handle with one hand and rap my fist against the door with the other. It’s so quiet on the other side I can hear my pulse whooshing in my ears. When I finally hear footsteps, I call out his name again.

The door flies open.

“Quinn?” His eyes search mine. “You’re supposed to be on a plane.”

He stands in the doorway, leaning against the wall, sipping whiskey on the rocks. He’s wearing the ring I made and threw at him. It’s on his wedding ring finger. He’s staring directly at me wearing the same intense expression he wore the first night we met, as he watched me from the ice.

“I know.” Tears well in my eyes. “You can’t push me away. I won’t let you. And my father can’t make you.”

“He’s right, Mittens.” Deep lines circle his unsmiling eyes. His lips are tight and pale. He slams the rest of his drink. “Whether you want to accept it or not. You deserve better. And right now, you need to go.”

“No,” I say. “I’m not going anywhere.”

He looks up at me, eyes hard. “This isn’t easy for me, Mittens. Stop making this so damn hard. Just go already.”

I reach for him but reconsider. He looks really pissed, and my frustration with myself and him and all of it explodes. I still remember the stab I felt in my chest when he told me to leave the first time.

“I love you. And I won’t leave you.”

We drown in a heavy silence until he finally looks away.

“I don’t understand how you can be so damn stubborn.” His calm exterior cracks slightly. “You were right to walk away from me the first time. You need to go —” “”

“You’ve made your position very clear.” Him pushing me away like this sets me off. But nothing feels more immediate than my feelings for him, particularly knowing he’s pushing me away to protect me. “The last thing you need is for me to walk away right now. You’re balls deep into a bottle of whiskey. You’re still healing from your concussion. And as much as you keep on telling me you don’t want me here, I know you do, because I know you better than anyone. There is nothing more that I want than to be here with you. Have I ever lied to you, or kept anything from you? I want to learn to trust you again. I want to be with you. You act like I’ve never been hurt and that trust comes easily to me. It doesn’t.”

“I know.”

“And I know my father came here and forced your hand to give me this plane ticket and push me away. I’m not letting you do that because I know that’s not what you really want. You want me, just like I want you.” I pull out the plane ticket from my back pocket and tear it up in front of him. “It’s me and you, Cash. And I’m doing what I should have done a long time ago.” I snake the empty glass from his hand.

I push past him. Without looking back, I walk through the living room and into his kitchen. I put his glass into the sink, feeling his eyes on my backside. I grab the open bottle of whiskey on the countertop and pour it down the drain. Slowly, I turn around to face him.

“Are you done?” he asks, eyes searching mine.

“I know how hard it was for you to talk to me about your brother and mother. And I know you are ashamed about not telling me the truth about Daniela. I know you’ve been alone, struggling with alcohol, and as you might have heard, I have a little history with addiction.”

“What’s your point, Quinn?”

“I’m not leaving. And if you love me, you will check yourself into a treatment program. I am here for you. You don't have to do that part by yourself anymore.”

“I don’t have a problem. And I don't need help.”

“You are going to ruin your second chance in the pros. You cannot keep doing this over and over again. You have got to get some help.”

“I don't have to do a damn thing. There's nothing wrong with me. You’re the one who needs to get on a plane right now.”

“I watched you drink a glass of whiskey before noon, and I dumped a half-empty bottle. How can you deny you have a problem right to my face? One minute I feel like you are finally ready to choose us, and then my father says one thing to you and hands you a plane ticket and you say shit like that.”

“Quinn, I choose you. I always choose you every time, and I don't know when you're going to start believing it and stop making me try to prove it all the time. Did you think I didn’t want to tell your father to fuck himself when he handed me that plane ticket? Do you think I want him to be right about how much better off you’d be without me? Of course I don’t, Quinn. Because as much as I want you, it isn’t fair to you. He’s right. I’m all wrong for you.”

“And what was I supposed to think, Cash? You finally let me in to your past, told me about Daniela, and we didn’t just have sex these past few days…we made love over and over and over again. I’ve missed you. I’ve been miserable without you in my life. I’ve tried to move on, but I can’t because being with you again has been amazing. It didn’t seem reasonable that it was you who wanted me to leave.”

“It was amazing. Falling absolutely in love with you has been really fucking amazing. Isn’t it supposed to be that way? Just because I love you more than anything doesn’t mean I’m good enough for you. Fuck, Quinn. I’ve been wrecked for the past six months without you. Positively ruined. And forcing you out my door again...it’s been fucking torture. But it’s the right thing to do.”

I press a hand to my stomach, feeling like I need to physically hold myself together.

“I am so in love with you.” He sighs, and stares down at his bare feet, and doesn’t say anything else. “And I don't want to be this couple that pushes each other away when things get tough all the time.”

In my chest, my heart twists tightly. “I don't either.”

“I want us to be the couple that we've always been.”

“You mean me being kept in the dark and you pretending like nothing is wrong?”

“Quinn—”

“Cash. I can’t keep on being in the dark. I’m sorry, but right now I need you to prove to me that you choose me—us. Because my mother was always quick to say I was number one in her life too. So unless you show me that you choose me. Your words mean nothing to me.”

“I’ll prove it,” he says, heaving a sigh.

“Good. Because I choose you.”

He nods once, but doesn’t look back up, doesn’t even say a word. I step closer, stretch to kiss his cheek, and only make it to his jaw because he won’t bend to meet me.

“Cash, I’m not going anywhere. I know you think my father is right, but he’s not. I’m here…I’m staying…” I stop, hating how still he remains. “Look at me.”

Cash’s big blue eyes meet mine. I didn’t realize how close I’d been standing against the countertop until I’m pressed against it, Cash’s mouth is warm and sliding over mine, whispering my name over and over. I am so wrapped up in the intensity of my own relief that I close my eyes, open my mouth, and let his tongue slide across mine. He drags his teeth down my jaw, and sucks at my neck.

“Cash,” I whisper, tugging his hair to pull his head back to mine.

I can’t stop smiling. I feel like my face is going to crack in half. He looks at my lips, his eyes hooded as if he was drunk from me and not the whiskey.

“Does this mean you’re letting me stay?” I ask.

“Did I really have a choice?” He gives a rueful shake of his head, leans forward, and kisses me once more.

“We’re going to figure us out.” I pull away, searching his eyes as they grow more sober. “I promise.”





Chapter 17


Cash

Friday afternoon I’m in a crap mood. The team physician told me my skates wouldn’t touch ice for at least another month. My head is pounding, my lips haven’t touched a drink, and Quinn’s been in the shower for the past twenty minutes without me. I roll onto my side, pull a pillow over my head, and groan into the mattress. This concussion is butchering me. I can’t even get out of bed to properly fuck my wet and slippery girlfriend.

The shower pipes screech to a halt, exciting the ever-loving shit out of me as the bathroom door flies open. Her smooth, bare, and wet body strolls into the room.

Quinn leans forward, grinning. “Let me under those sheets already. I’m cold.”

It takes several seconds for my brain to connect to my mouth and my body. She looks phenomenal. I love her au-natural and without an ounce of makeup. “Shit. Yeah. Get that naked body in here.”

Shuffling over to the other side of the bed, I pull back the sheets and look over at her.

“You look a little grumpy.” She nuzzles up against my side, giving me her strange, elusive smile.

“Fucking concussion,” I say, eyeing her. “I feel super weak, and my head is killing me.”

“Poor baby. Need a cuddle?” She has a fire in her eyes I haven’t seen since the night I made her a blanket fort.

Seeing her lie completely naked in my bed and feeling her soft skin pressed up against my body is frustrating as hell. Feeling so nauseous and not being able to give her what she wants sucks. I gaze down at her left breast, so round and soft, her nipple hard and pink.

“God I love you,” I tell her cleavage. “I’m having such a bad day. Can I please bury my face in you?”

She giggles and changes her voice to some goofy high-pitched tone, pretending her tits can talk. “We would be delighted to let you rub your stubble all over us.”

“Fuck, Quinn, I wish my head wasn’t pounding like a motherfucker. I’m dying to be inside you.” I rub my face all over her tits, even giving each nipple a little lick.

Quinn giggles again and when I pull away she cuddles up closer to my side and lets out a tiny sigh.

“You look so beautiful.” I lean to kiss her.

“You always say that, especially when I get out of the shower.”

I shrug and lick her neck. Fuck. She tastes like strawberries and cream. “Let me take you out tonight.”

She shakes her head, laughing. “No. You aren’t feeling well. Not a good idea.”

“I don’t care. I want to go out in public with you. There’s nothing to hide from anymore. Hilton knows. Daniela knows. We deserve a coming-out party.”

“I don’t know.” She straightens, staring out the window, not looking at me.

I reach for her hand and slip my fingers between hers. “You said you choose me. And I said I will prove it to you that I choose you. Which means you should agree to go out with me in public tonight.”

Quinn’s eyes widen as she glances around my bedroom. “Okay,” she says quietly, her gaze searching mine. “But can I request something?”

With her hair tucked behind her ears and looking so small sitting up beside me, I feel a completely foreign panic. Was this all wrong for her? Was this not what she wanted?

“Anything,” I tell her.

She grins. “If you take me out on a real date I want the whole nine yards. You waiting patiently in the living room for me to get ready. Then you take me out for a fancy dinner where you try to impress me. Afterward, I want a stroll down the beach where you hold my hand. Finally, you drop me off at the spare bedroom and give me a good night kiss.”

I look at her fingers woven between mine and then up to her smiling face. “What Mittens wants, Mittens gets.”

“Good.” She giggles. “Because what Mittens wants right now is for you to rest up with some serious cuddling and an epic nap.”

She slides down beside me again and cozies up next to me. I smile against the top of her head and plant a few kisses on her damp hair. I close my eyes and wrap my arms tightly around her. I take a deep breath, and I am slowly lulled to sleep by the sound of our hearts beating together and all around us.

___________

By the time I wake up from our nap, the high from the thought of taking Quinn out on a real date in public fizzles into a strange ache beneath my ribs. She isn’t in my bed anymore, but I can hear her moving around the kitchen. I toss my blankets off and lean back against the headboard, looking into the inky darkness of my bedroom. My place is much smaller than my penthouse back in Bexley, but in the past week that Quinn has been here in Santa Anna, this place feels more like home to me than my mother’s house in Newfoundland.

Without turning on any lights, I strip down as I make my way to the bathroom and step into the shower. I stand under the hot spray and close my eyes, hoping the sound of water will drown out the noise in my head. It doesn’t work. My muscles are tense and sore and the subtle ache in my chest makes it almost impossible for my thoughts to not continually circle back to Quinn and what she has given up for me.

I’ve never been the type of guy to obsess over a woman, but when it comes to Quinn, she’s all I can think about. Quinn isn’t only gorgeous, she’s amazingly smart, creative and driven. From the moment I laid eyes on her, I knew I had to have her. It wasn’t until we had sex that I knew we were truly compatible. I still have a hard time wrapping my head around how someone as remarkable as Quinn has come into my life, but her unconditional love pushes me up like steam beneath my skin, warm, and comforting, and impossible to ignore. Quinn accepts me, embraces me even, as easily as she does everything else.

I turn off the water, suddenly too warm. For a beat, I regret not sending her back to Boston. But I remind myself that this is what she wants, I am what she wants, and when Quinn makes up her mind about something there is no chance in changing it.

I’ve lived without the privilege to touch her skin, taste her sounds, and feel her smooth body all night long. But when I walk into my bedroom and study my reflection in the mirror on my wall, I look suddenly unfamiliar to myself. I stand straighter, my eyes are brighter, and I smile more.

I run my fingers over the ring she made me now bound on my left ring finger and smile. Even I can see there’s some hope in my eyes that hadn’t been there before.

__________

“I wish those girls would stop staring,” Quinn says, as I press my lips to her forehead, and run a fingertip along her cheek, smoothing the skin there. I kiss one cheek and then the other, brushing my nose along her jaw on my way back to her ear. I can’t keep my hands off of her.

“Who cares,” I whisper. “Let them stare. You’re a babe, and I’m the luckiest man in the world right now.”

I lean back in my chair and smile at the sight of Quinn sitting beside me at a local restaurant, trying to calm her down as I pretend to survey the room. Moonlight shines in through the ocean side windows, casting slanted shadows across the plank flooring throughout the dining area. The furniture is very modern with clean lines, and surprisingly very stylish.

“They aren’t staring because I’m a babe,” she says matter-of-factly. “They are staring because I’m with you. Cash Brooks. Sex on skates.” She pops her last piece of steak into her mouth and then takes a slow sip of water to wash it down.

I smooth a hand down my mouth, over my chin, holding her gaze. She has no idea how beautiful she is and how much a room lights up with her presence. I may be the hockey star, but no one would stare at me this long if I weren’t with such a stunning and classy woman like Quinn. Her hair is pulled up into a sleek ponytail, and her lipstick is a cherry red. She’s wearing some sort of girly frilly skirt that stops right above the knee and shows off her long legs. Her top is tight and red, and her breasts look fan-fucking-tastic.

All I can think about is how much I would love to lift that tight-ass tank over her head and unzip that skirt to see it all fall around her waist. Or maybe drop to the floor.

“Forget them,” I say with a shrug. “This is our coming-out party. And I love being out with you in the public eye for once. And of course, I love that you’re all jealous and whatnot of those girls making eyes at me,” I tease, but become serious. “But the only girl I’m staring at is you, Mittens.”

She waits, thinking. For the first time, I realize she’s not blushing from my teasing. I can see love in her eyes—really see it, without uncertainty or distrust looming behind. I like the way she always studies things, especially me.

She finally gives into the smile she’s been fighting. “Tell me, Mr. Brooks. Is our coming out everything you’ve dreamed of and more?”

I take her hand from under the table, lift it to my mouth and kiss her palm. “I wouldn’t want it any other way.”

Click

I crank my head to the right to see some guy snapping pictures of us from outside the restaurant window. I bang my fist on the glass. “Hey, get out of here.”

The guy continues to snap photos of us, and other guests turn their attention to our table. I’m shaking inside, trying to hide how incredibly furious I am that this douchebag is ruining our dinner with his need to broadcast my love life in the tabloids. Quinn doesn’t deserve this.

“I said get out of here!” I yell again, before I feel Quinn’s soft hand cover mine.

I glance across the table at her, to see her smiling darkly at my lips. “What’s a coming-out party if you don’t give the people what they want?” she whispers.

“You’re okay with this?” I ask cautiously. “These pictures are going to be all over the internet tomorrow.”

With a wicked smirk, Quinn reaches behind me and I feel my eyes falling closed, my senses rising in anticipation of her touch. She gently runs her fingers through my hair, barely brushing her mouth against the nape of my neck as she leans in and kisses me gently on the lips. I can hear the click, click, click, of the camera outside, until Quinn pulls away from our kiss. She turns her head, so she’s facing the photographer and gives him a wave with a big smile on her face. She looks back to me with a wink, “It’s confirmed. We’re officially a real couple now, Brooks.”

____________


Couple Alert!

Cash Brooks might finally be off the market. In a photo taken last night, Quinn Ashby, the daughter of Hilton Ashby (ex-NHL goaltender and current president of the Santa Anna Tornadoes and their affiliate AHL team, the Bexley Bruisers) is seen cozying up to Santa Anna Tornadoes center-ice bad-boy Cash Brooks during a romantic dinner date at Fellinos, an Italian restaurant in downtown Santa Anna.





The two haven't come forward publicly with any announcement of their relationship—if it is, indeed, a relationship—but Ashby made it clear Brooks was her man when she planted her cherry-red lips on him for the camera. Furthermore, Ashby and Brooks posted a selfie at Flamingo Beach later that night on Ashby's Instagram, further fueling speculation that the two might be hockey’s latest item. Ashby is a Harvard Business School student, but from how friendly they looked together, it seems spring break has been pretty good to her and Brooks.





It seems like it's only a matter of time before the two officially announce their coupledom. Hopefully, Daddy approves of his little girl hooking up with hockey’s biggest headliner.



I feel Quinn smile against the side of my face as we both finish reading the article on my iPad. The bed shifts, and my breath ruffles her hair. I keep my features relaxed, my exhales even, because I don’t want her to see how worried I am that our relationship is finally out in the open. Daniela is not going to react well to the news. The only saving grace is that Quinn loves me and I can finally let the world know she’s mine.

“Well, looks like the entire world knows now, Mittens . . .”

I struggle to hide how much she affects me, how my present thoughts can barely be torn from the fantasy of my fists in her hair, the way my thumbs can completely cover her small pink nipples or how her clit is the softest part of any body I’d ever touched. All night long I wore her out with my cock, but I still want to taste her from her toes to her earlobes even though we just woke up.

“Thank God,” she sighs, and I hear the exhaustion in her words.

I’m not sure I’ve fully appreciated how difficult hiding our relationship must have been for her, to balance what she sees as her responsibility to me and to her internship and her education and even her father. I imagine it must feel like being pulled in every direction.

“I know this changes everything. I am so ready to be with you. I just . . . I don’t want you to be punished by your family for being with me.”

She laughs into my neck. “My father is going to freak. There is no doubt about that. Lyndsey is going to think I’m nuts. But I don’t care. I’m so not impulsive or reckless in my decisions, but it feels good to finally do what I want.” She traces a finger along my chest. “I can’t believe I kissed you in front of the cameras and then posted a selfie of us on Instagram.”

I lean down and kiss her forehead.

Her finger stills and she looks up at me. “All I wanted was the world to know how much I love you and believe in you. I want to be good to you.”

“I want to be good to you too.”

Our kisses between the sheets, and with her body coiled tight and sweet, sucking me in, everything else slips away. Quinn’s mine and I am hers. Her scent and the sounds she makes cloud my brain and make my thrusting erratic and hard. She’s panting, moaning, drenched, and pulling me deeper inside her. Her legs clamp around my hips and she flips me over with a laugh, riding me with her back arched away and her head thrown back, fingers digging in my abdomen, anchoring herself in me.

Her skin shines, and I sit up underneath her, needing to feel the slide of her chest over mine as she slithers and slides. I push her back again, hovering over her once more this time with her legs on my shoulders and her mouth quivering as she struggled to find words.

Her nails dug into my back and I hiss, telling her “I love you” and “yes” and wanting her to mark me, to leave something that will still be there tomorrow when she has to leave for Boston again.

She comes once, and then again, and I pull at her hair, looking at her wild and untamed. I collapse on her, incoherently stringing words together as I come, trying to tell her what we both already know: that whatever happens outside of this room is irrelevant.





Chapter 18


Quinn

Cash takes a nap while I clean his condo. With spring break coming to an end and me having to leave for Boston tomorrow morning, I want to make sure his place is spotless and his cupboards are full. With one final swipe along the countertop, I try to download every memory of this week. I try to enjoy the last few hours of ocean breeze and Cash’s soft snores carrying across the condo as he sleeps. I think about how far we’ve come and how fate brought us back together.

When I pull open a cupboard, at least five empty whiskey bottles tumble out around my feet and onto the floor.  What the…? My heart feels like a wild drum beneath my ribs.

He’s been drinking.

He’s been drinking excessively and hiding it from me. Sure, I’ve smelled whiskey on his breath on two separate occasions, but I thought those were isolated incidents. I didn’t realize it was this bad. The thought of him turning to alcohol again is painful—no, unbearable—when he could be turning to me. It makes me choke inside.

I feel my face flame with anger, and I stumble back to the kitchen table, suddenly feeling like there isn’t enough oxygen anywhere.  I stare at the empty bottles lying in front of me and somehow manage to pick them up and stuff them back into the cupboard.

Why does it feel like my stomach has dropped out, leaving nothing but a hole filled with acid?

I am reeling. My heart splinters into a thousand pieces. Realizing he’s still suffering with his addiction tells me he’s clearly not okay. His drinking is worse than I ever thought or expected. I blink and wipe my eyes as if I have something in it, and not as if I am about to break down on the kitchen floor. He’s given me so many chances to walk away, and I’ve been so sure of making us work that I didn’t even comprehend why he would want to push me away. He’s been struggling with his demons. Apparently, I’ve been so blinded with what I wanted, I never took the opportunity to appreciate that he’s been suffering silently too.

I know what I have to do.

My stomach twists anxiously.

If there is one thing I’ve learned falling in love with Cash, it’s that you don’t ever turn your back on someone you love. You fight for them. You push them to be their best. And you definitely don’t let them fall.

___________

I timed it perfectly. Greg Callohan, former NHL player and one of my father’s closest friends, was driving in from San Diego to meet us for dinner. Because it was my last night in Santa Anna, Cash and I decided we would keep our tradition alive but switch it up by going out for Chinese instead of ordering in.

No sense in hiding out in his condo now that the world knows we are together, including Lyndsey. She didn’t hesitate to call me this afternoon after she saw the article. She told me my photo was even posted to the NHL Players/Girlfriends website. I thought Lyndsey would scold me and be angry like our father about the news, but she wasn’t. Instead she asked me if I was happy. And when I told her I was, she accepted my decision. I updated her on my plans to finish my semester at Harvard with the possibility of transferring to UCLA to be closer to Cash, and of course her, which made her ecstatic.

When we arrive at Ling Lee’s Chinese Restaurant, Cash opens the entry door for me. As we walk inside my heart beats like a drum in my chest. I survey the restaurant for Greg, but he’s nowhere to be found. I nervously chew on my bottom lip as Cash follows behind me with his hand on my lower back.  The hostess seats us at a table for four in the back corner.

Cash opens up a menu and says, “Should we order the usual or should we go rogue on your last night?”

I smile at him trying to ignore the twisting pain in my chest, knowing Cash will not be pleased with what I’ve arranged tonight. He sits across from me, eyes penetrating my calm exterior.  Where on earth is Greg?

“Well?” he asks, as he lifts a hand and runs it through his hair, completely ruining the pathetic styling job he attempted.

“Let’s go rogue,” I say, letting out a tense breath.

Over Cash’s shoulder, I catch a glimpse of a tall, broad man walking into the restaurant. Greg is here.

The waitress approaches our table, and even though I know she’s speaking to me I can’t speak. Greg quickly spots us, gives me a wave and walks toward our table. He looks like he lost weight, and although he is neatly dressed and clean-shaven, his clothes hang all wrong on his tall frame. He looks much different than I remember him from when I was a teenager, but I also know he’s been through a lot these past ten years.

“Is there another person joining you?” the waitress asks as Greg appears behind her.

I swallow, looking away to the wall and beg my emotions to stay bottled up. “Yes, he will be joining us. Can you please give us a few extra minutes?”

The waitress nods and walks away.

Cash cranks his head in Greg’s direction with a scowl on his lips. “Greg Callohan?” His glare shoots back to me, unimpressed. “Quinn, what is going on here?”

“Cash…” I stand up and shift my eyes between him and Greg. “This is Greg. He used to play with my father in the NHL.

“I know who he is.” His voice is cold. “What I don’t know is what he’s doing here.”

“I invited him.” I gesture for Greg to take the seat next to me. “He is here to have a chat with you.”

“Quinn, seriously?” he asks, his voice low and demanding.

I don’t let his tone affect me and I continue on with what I set out to do. What I know is right. “Greg, this is my boyfriend, Cash Brooks.”

“Yes, a legend in his own right.” Greg leans across the table and shakes Cash’s hand. “Nice to meet you.”

“Quinn, you should've told me you invited someone to dinner with us.” Cash runs his hand across his mouth.

“She’s been a little worried about you,” Greg interrupts. “Says you've been having some troubles. Told me she found a stock pile of empty whiskey bottles in your kitchen cupboard today.”

“Are you kidding me? No. Um, I'm fine.”

The lump in my throat seems to spread both down and out, clogging my ability to breathe, pressing down against my stomach. “Cash. Please. You keep on telling me you choose me. But what I need is for you to choose you first this time.”

He winces, leaning back in his chair.

I’ve experienced a million emotions in the past six months. Plenty of anger, some regret, frequent guilt, and a steady hum of self-righteous pride. But I realize Cash needs me, and I need to be the one to confront him about cleaning up his act. He knows I’m right, even if he doesn’t want to face his demons. Because he loves me, I know he will respect me for inviting Greg to speak with him.

“Quinn invited me because she’s worried about you. She was hoping we could talk a little bit. I’m sure you’re aware of how my NHL career ended years ago.”

Cash looks over at me. “I can get back on track without your help, you know?”

“Yeah, I know. But maybe you need a little help. A little reminder.” I push the words past the wall of heartbreak in my throat. It’s taking every ounce of strength I have to not reach out and touch him. “I know you’re trying. But when I found those empty bottles I panicked. I’m leaving for Boston tomorrow. I can’t leave knowing you are still struggling. I won’t let you end up like my mom.”

He considers this, eyes moving over my face. A muscle in his jaw twitches, a telltale sign I’ve struck a chord.

“Everyone needs a little help now and then, right?” Greg asks. “If you could do this on your own, don't you think you probably would've done it by now?”

Cash swallows hard, taking a deep breath. “Yeah.”

“I remember watching you play when you first were drafted to the Tornadoes. I remember thinking I hadn’t seen real talent like yours in a long time.”

Straightening, Cash says, “You did not.”

“Yes, I did,” Greg replies. “It was only a few years before you started playing that my career ended. I wished I hadn’t picked my addiction over the pros. Watching you made me miss the game.”

“But for Greg it was already too late,” I pipe up. “He let his addiction define him and ruin his career.”

“Quinn, do you think you'd do me a favor and, uh, see if you can find the waitress?” Greg narrows his eyes at me. “And when you find her, can you ask her to bring us some water. Please and thank you.”

I swallow down about five thousand different reactions. The primary one is irritation, for shooing me away when I’m the one who invited him here. I look across the table at Cash, and he nods. I shift my eyes between the two of them and then push back from the table. But after I round the corner leading to the washrooms, I stop to purposely eavesdrop on their conversation.

“Cash, I don't even know what I need to say, all right? I can't promise you what's going to happen if you get clean. But unfortunately, I know exactly what's going happen if you don't.”

“I don't mean to be like this.” Cash sighs.

“I know that. I know a really good place, Cash.”

There is a heavy silence until Cash speaks again. “Those places don't work for me.”

“That's exactly what I said till one of 'em did. Cash, listen to me. You have a woman who loves you, and I know to you it looks like she's up on top of the world, but that girl is hurting, and she needs you. She might not know it, you might not know it, but she needs you and she needs you bad and she needs you clean. You understand that? She doesn’t need another person like her mother in her life to let her down. Okay?”

“Okay.”

Goosebumps break out along my skin. His simple response rocks me. He isn’t fighting, he isn’t denying, but he says exactly what I need to hear. He might not know I’m listening, but he’s made me so incredibly relieved and filled with hope.

“Cash, I do care what happens to you,” Greg assures him.

“But you barely know me. What do you want from me?”

“Nothing. I want you to get clean. Why would you think I want something from you?”

“Everybody I know, except Quinn, wants something from me, so…”

“That's a sad way to live.”

“Yeah, well, it may be sad, but it's true,” Cash says.

“You know, not everybody wants something from you. And if you think they do, well, maybe you need to spend some more time by yourself, you know? All these issues you got with what happened to your brother and mother and this so-called wife of yours…it’s time to forgive yourself and move on. Not only for you, but for Quinn.”

I can feel tears forming in my eyes, and I blink them back before I rejoin them. “What about me?” I ask and take the seat in the empty chair beside Cash.

He quirks an eyebrow and watches me for a moment before he slides his hand over top of mine. Just his simple touch causes my stomach to jump.

“Nothing,” Greg says. “Were you able to find the waitress?”

“No, I didn’t…” Instinctively, I relax when I look up at Cash’s affectionate grin. “Did you guys have a good chat?”

“We did.” Cash’s eyes soften, and he reaches out and pushes a strand of hair behind my shoulder. “Thanks for introducing me to Greg.”

“So?” I ask.

“Greg was about to recommend a few good treatment centers.”





Chapter 19


Cash


Cash Brooks Is Not the Only One Suffering





When Cash Brooks suffered a blow in Boston that took him out of the game, his absence was met with frustration and disappointment. With a severe concussion as his diagnosis, fans are wondering if Brooks is now damaged goods. Already dropped down to the AHL last season for continual misconduct and suspected substance abuse, Brooks was given a second shot in the pros only seven months ago. It’s rumored the NHL’s patience with Brooks is wearing thin, and when a team is frustrated with a player, other teams in the league know about it. And since Brooks has been off, he’s been rumored to have been using substances again.  Santa Anna Tornadoes General Manager claims Brooks inability to change shows a lack of character and judgement, and he has made his disappointment in Brooks clear. However, news broke Monday night that Brooks has entered Stage Two of the NHL-NHLPA joint Substance Abuse and Behavioral Health Program.





This isn’t the first time Brooks has gotten into trouble off the ice. Only six months after his debut in the NHL, Brooks was admitted to a treatment facility for substance abuse. On the ice, Brooks has been a notoriously frustrating player. Blessed with size, speed and skill, Brooks is the total package but has come nowhere close to realizing his potential. When he is on his game, he is a dominant player using all his tools to be effective. However, on many nights, he has been invisible.





With Brooks entering rehab, he is currently suspended without pay and can only play when doctors deem him fit enough to return. Recent news has linked Brooks to Quinn Ashby, the daughter of Hilton Ashby, the Tornadoes President. Quinn Ashby is suspected to be the reason Brook’s is finally seeking help. The smart and cute Harvard grad student is rumored to be a positive influence and his biggest supporter. Brooks is still a young man who has his entire life in front of him, and hockey will be waiting when he is ready. Hopefully, other players who are suffering will seek help too in the wake of Brooks’ situation.

__________



I’m detoxing now. No, I’m beyond detoxing. I’m absolutely out of my mind. My brain doesn’t work so well anymore. Hands? Shaking. Body? Aching. Head? Nauseated.

I try to sit up on the bed and the sudden movement makes my head spin. I collapse on the hard mattress and stare up at the ceiling watching the fan whirling around above me. I’m trapped in this tiny room with nothing but a bed, toilet, and garbage can. I might as well be in jail. I’m stuck here, forced to detox every ounce of alcohol out of my system.

Time passes slowly. Painfully. There is a light at the end of the tunnel though. Once I’m clean, I’ll end up in the main rehab facility ready to finally battle my demons.

__________

A voice whispers my name from far, far away. Since I moved from detox to the facility, I haven’t left my bed in four days. I’m on a major downer. All I want to do is sleep. The voice whispers my name again. I crack open an eye and see my counselor, Trina, approaching my bedside.

“Cash, Quinn is here to see you,” Trina says cheerily. “Would you like to meet with her downstairs?”

“No. I don’t want her to see me like this.” My voice sounds far away. It doesn’t even sound like my voice.

Jesus, I’m so miserable. Disgustingly, pathetically, miserable. Just the mention of Quinn has my stomach feeling queasy. Nausea sticks to my throat. I swallow. I breathe deeply.

“She’s been here every other weekend to see you—”

“I said I don’t want her to see me like this. Please get out. Tell her not to come back.”

It’s painful—no, it’s unbearable—to send her away again. But I am not ready.

“Cash, are you sure this is what you want?” Trina asks, cautiously.

“No, of course not!” I’m struggling to breathe again. There’s no use in confiding in Trina right now. She can’t help me, not when I’m such a mess. I exhale, and the air seeps out in a weak puff. “I know she’s trying to be here for me, but it’s only making things worse. We agreed we are on a break. She needs to respect that.”

Trina doesn’t respond. She nods and closes the door behind her.

The last thing I wanted when I admitted myself was for Quinn to feel tied to me. What if I didn’t recover? What if I couldn’t defeat my addiction to be the man she deserves? The guilt was too much.

I needed my space. She needed to return to Boston without the burden of my problems. She’s working on an MBA that she needs to focus on completing. I couldn’t let my transgressions become her worry. Quinn was right. I did need to choose me first.

I’ve been feeling plenty of things. Sorrow. Frustration. Anger. The image of her breaking down in tears when I told her we needed to take a break, for fuck’s sake, is the worst reminder in the world. I told her she didn’t need to be in charge of cleaning up my mess and I wasn’t sure if I could ever get over this hurdle in my life. I couldn’t live with myself knowing she was at Harvard burdened with the responsibility of being my girlfriend. At this rate I’m not sure how I will ever recover.

___________

A few days later, the door opens and I look over expecting to see my counselor.

Instead it’s Hilton.

What the hell?

“Why the fuck, are you here? You don’t give a shit,” I snarl. “If you’re here to reprimand me for my lawyer negotiating with the league to cover my bills and my mortgage for the next three months, you can talk to him. I don’t want to hear it.”

Hilton doesn’t respond. He walks over to the chair in the corner and sits down. He looks like he hasn’t slept in days, and his clothes are rumpled. I didn’t invite him here, and he’s the last damn person I want to see right now. How did he even get in here? I need to approve all visitors. The fact he’s here doesn’t sit well with me. I need to be alone.

“I do give a shit. And of course I vouched for you when your lawyer requested that the league cover your bills while you’re in rehab. You’re my star player, and you needed help.”

“And help from you always comes with strings attached. So what are you looking for this time, huh? Gratitude? Respect? Me to walk away from Quinn again? Forget it.”

“Quinn doesn’t know I’m here. She still refuses to speak with me.” His voice is hoarse. I can hear the pain laced in his words. “I’m not here to meddle, threaten, or destroy what you have going on with my daughter. But I think we need to talk.”

There is nothing Hilton can say that I want to hear, but I remain silent and wait. The quicker he gets out what he has to say, the sooner he’ll be gone.

“I know I’ve ruined any chance for her to trust me again.” He stops and looks over at me. “When her mother, Anne, was suffering I abandoned her over and over and over again by choosing my career over her and refusing to accept that she needed help. I hid her problems from our family, our friends, and the media. I was in serious denial. I left all the responsibility of my wife’s illness on Quinn. I refused to deal with it because I was so damn angry with my wife. But when it comes to Quinn’s relationship with you, I don’t want her to make the same mistakes, and I don’t want you to push her away or resent her like my wife did with me. Quinn loves you. And she’s not scared to stand by you through this darkness, like I was. It’s my fault her mother’s illness went untreated for so long. I ignored that she was suffering and turning to alcohol to self-medicate her depression. I’m the one who let her suffer in rehab, alone. Somewhere along the line, I started hurting the people closest to me, including Quinn. And I haven’t figured out how to stop.”

I shake my head. “If you want to stop being a dick, Hilton? Then just do it.”

“And if you want to do right by my daughter, then accept her love and support and clean up your act to be the man that she deserves.”

“I want to.”

His eyes go soft and he briefly closes them. I’ve never seen Hilton show emotion.

“My daughters are my life. And my wife, Quinn’s mother, Anne, was the love of my life. She was gorgeous, creative, and bold. Just like Quinn. And she looked just like her—loose long brown curls and big emerald-green eyes. That damn cute button nose and lightly freckled cheeks. I loved my wife Brooks. We met when I played in Washington, my first year in the AHL. She was the life of the party. Quinn’s mother could light up her room with her smile. But once Lyndsey was born, my wife’s mental health and addiction skyrocketed. Quinn remembers seeing her mother suffer with an alcohol addiction as a child, but she has no idea how sick her mother really was. And even though I know deep down her mother loved her girls, she ended up choosing her addiction over them. As much as I tried to get her the help she desperately needed, her daughters weren’t enough of a fight for her. I figured if I tried to control my daughters, I could protect them from ever having to live through the pain and agony that I lived through with their mother. But the funny thing is Brooks, by you admitting yourself into this place, you’re a better man than I’ll ever be and a stronger person than her mother ever was. All these years I’ve tried to shield Quinn from all that’s terrible in the world, but what I didn’t realize until now is that Quinn is capable of taking on the good the bad and the ugly all on her own because she’s a strong and independent woman and she loves you. I’ve been the bad guy for trying to control her.”

“Nah, Hilton. You’re not wrong. She deserves better,” I manage to say it aloud. Instead of just chanting it in my head.

“She wants you. Don’t you see? This is a chance, a clean break for you to deal with your demons and be the person and talented hockey player you were meant to be.”

“That will never happen.”

He wipes away the rest of his tears and stands up. “Yes it will. If you don’t take this seriously and get the proper help you need, you’ll spend the rest of your life wishing you were a different man. Don’t you dare let Quinn down like her mother did. Do what she couldn’t. Be there for Quinn. Get Clean. And when you do, Quinn and the ice will be waiting for you.”

Hilton turns and walks out without another word.

__________

Over the last two months, all I’ve done is focus on completing the twelve step program and getting better. As much as I’ve wanted to be sober for myself, knowing Quinn is waiting for me on the other side of those doors has kept me sane and determined. The doctors have finally given me the okay. I’ve been deemed fit to return to the real world—clean and healthy. For the first time in my life, I feel ready to tackle a life without alcohol. And a big part of that reason is Quinn. She is the love of my life.

Today is the first time I will see her since I was admitted into the program. Three whole months without her has been hellish, but the last thing I wanted was for her to see me struggling and at my worst. I needed her to stay focused on her studies and not worry about my recovery. The timing couldn’t be better because she finished her last exam yesterday and landed in Santa Anna this morning. She texted me an hour ago that she was on her way to pick me up and that she had good news to tell me. I can’t wait to see her beautiful smiling face.

“Congratulations, Cash.” Trina leans forward and gives me a quick hug. “You did it. I’m really proud of how far you’ve come.”

“Thanks Trina.” I peer at the entrance. “I’m so ready to get back on the ice next season.”

“Is Quinn picking you up?” she asks.

“Yeah.” I picture Quinn’s doe-like emerald eyes and seductive smile, and my heart clenches. “I can’t wait to see her.”

I just hope she hasn’t moved on…

Trina bids me farewell and wishes me the best of luck before she leaves the waiting area and walks back into the secured facility. I sit on a nearby sofa and try to wait patiently for Quinn to arrive, but I’m both nervous and as excited as horny school boy to see her. I start pacing around the waiting area, glancing at the entranceway. Every muscle in my body tenses when I finally see Quinn walking toward me. She looks beautiful, and seeing her walk through the automatic door takes my breath away.

Her face lights up when she spots me.

I freeze in place watching her run toward me. Chocolate-wavy hair, the same red lips I’ve kissed a thousand times, the same wide emerald eyes. Quinn looks stunning in a light-blue maxi-dress and white sandals that peek from beneath the ruffled hem.

When she throws her arms around my neck and wraps her legs around my waist, it takes a moment before I release a real breath of air. I bury my face into her neck and inhale her familiar scent. Her tears trigger mine and suddenly we’re both crying. Quinn buries her face against my chest as her whole body shudders in silent sobs. I don’t know who kisses who first. But when our lips lock for the first time in months my heart swells with love.

“God, I’ve missed you,” Quinn mumbles into my mouth.

I break our kiss, brushing the backs of my fingers along her arm. It’s soft and smooth, and I love the way goose bumps spread along her skin. “You have no idea, Mittens.”

She meets my eyes, sizing me up. “You look amazing.”

“You don’t look so bad yourself,” I growl against her ear. “Please tell me I’m still yours. I don’t need alone time anymore.”

“Always.” A slow smile curves her lips. “I’ve been going crazy without you. I’ve missed you so much.”

“I’ve missed you too. I can’t wait to take you home.” I thread my fingers through her hair and tip her head back, forcing her to look at me. “It’s been hell without you.”

I kiss her. Soft and sweet, no tongue. Just my lips brushing hers, over and over again. Just when I part my lips to invite her tongue, she pulls away.

“I’m so proud of you,” she says.

“Thanks, babe.”

“And to make this day even better, I have the best news.”

“And what’s that?” Placing my hand on the small of her back, I guide her through the doors and toward her vehicle.

Quinn digs around in her purse, and pulls out a folded piece of paper. “Daniela signed the divorce papers. No questions asked with all of your conditions granted and accepted.”

She holds the document in her hands, and if I hadn’t seen Daniela’s signature on the dotted line myself, I wouldn’t believe it. But something about the lack of fight in Daniela causes my skin to crawl. It worries me that she’s conceded without kicking back. That’s not Daniela’s style.

“Why aren’t you happy?” Quinn’s brow furrows. “It’s over. You’re free. We’re able to be together with no messy past.”

“I am happy,” I assure her. “But I don’t trust Daniela. She’s being too compliant. Too agreeable. It worries me. She’s up to something.”

“You’re being paranoid.” Quinn drops her hand to her side. “This is the start of a new beginning. The first day of the rest of our lives together, Brooks.”

My fingers trail down her ribs and over her flat stomach. I meet her eyes, lifting a brow as I run my hands over her thighs. “You’re right. And right now, all I want to do is go home and be with my beautiful girlfriend.”

“I like the sound of that.” Quinn smiles. “But I’ve got one more surprise.”

“What’s that?”

“We’re getting out of here for an entire week. The last thing you need right now is the media banging down your door. We’re going to Thompson. Just me and you. Flight leaves in two hours.”

“Mittens,” I say, bending to kiss her cheek, “that’s the best surprise ever.”

“Here.” Quinn places the keys in the palm of my hand. “Let’s get going.”

A beat of silence passes as we both look down at the keys, and I finally comprehend what she expects me to do with them in my palm. She wants me to get behind the wheel and drive. I reel from the knowledge that she believes I can do this. I can see it in the way her pulse beats wildly in her throat, and the confidence in her eyes.

“Quinn, you know I can’t—”

“You can, Cash. This is your fresh start. You can do this. You can get behind the wheel again.”

I stare down at the keys in my palm and feel a surge of comfort, knowing Quinn believes in me. She is right. I can do this.

“Okay.” I grin as I open the passenger door for Quinn, and she slides on the leather seat.

I sit down behind the wheel, straighten up, and stick the key into the ignition. Quinn smiles over at me. Her eyes are bright, her face a bit giddier than usual, but other than that Quinn looks completely at peace.

I back out of the parking lot, and pull onto the highway toward the airport.

I’m ready to do this. I’m ready to move forward and never look back.





Chapter 20


Quinn

I wake up the next morning to the feel of unfamiliar sheets and the smell of Cash clinging to my skin. The bed is a disaster. The sheets are pulled from the mattress and twisted around my body; the pillows are on the floor. I’m pleasantly sore, relishing the familiar ache between my legs, and I have no idea where my clothes are. By the time our plane touched down in Newfoundland, we were already an embarrassing display of public affection. We couldn’t keep our hands or mouths off each other. And by the time Cash’s limo driver dropped us off at his home in Thompson, I was practically naked and half-way to an orgasm.

We made love all night long.

Over and over again.

A quick glance at the clock tells me it’s just after nine, and I roll over, push the tangled hair from my face and blink into the dim light. The other side of the bed is empty and bears only the telltale indentation of Cash’s body. I look up at the sound of footsteps to see him walking toward me, smiling and shirtless, carrying a tray with a pot of tea and two tea cups.

“Morning, Mittens,” he says, setting the tray on the bedside table. The mattress dips as he sits next to me. “How are you feeling? Not too sore are you?” His expression is tender, a playful smile curving the corners of his mouth, and I love having him look at me so intimately. “I wasn’t particularly easy on you last night. It’s been way too long.”

I yawn, and revel in my weak legs and sore abdomen. “Last night was perfect. I’m sore in all the right places.”

He scratches his jaw, letting his eyes move over my face before dropping to my chest. “The past three months were really hard. Especially because I wasn’t able to be with you like this. I’m so happy to finally be clean and healthy—away from everything—and ready to start over with you. And of course, you’re amazing tits.”

I laugh, and he reaches for a tea cup, and hands it to me. “Vanilla Rooibos Tea. You’re favorite.”

“Nope.” I shake my head, motioning for him to put it back down. I want both hands free. “You’re my favorite.”

He grins, slowly brushing his hands through the ends of my hair, smoothing it down my spine. I shiver at the emotion in his eyes, how his fingers set off sparks that settle warm and heavy between my thighs. I reach to touch his bare chest, and press my thumb into the groove of his oblique, then down along the flat planes of his stomach and lower. He hisses in a breath when I slip a finger under the waistband of his boxers.

“Come here.” I taste his lips, sucking on his tongue, swallowing his sounds. I can feel the hard bulge between his legs against the wetness of my sex. I want to feel him all around me. I reach between us to stroke his cock. “Can we make some time for fun before breakfast? I don’t think I’ll be able to focus the rest of the day if you deny me.”

“Fuck, Quinn,” he whispers, sucking on my jaw.

“Is that a yes?”

“Do I really have a choice?” He slides his hands over my ass, his hips rocking.

“You don’t want to feel me?” I nip at his neck.

“You are a fucking devious girl.”

I reach down and move my fingers away from his length, and he takes hold of me, rubbing his length over and around my drenched skin. I groan into his neck. And then I guide him there, holding, waiting for him to move my hips. I shift forward, and back again, feeling the subtle give of his body when the head of his cock slides inside. I move deeper, the tiniest bit into him, just until I feel myself stretch around his shaft and I stop, groaning. “Fast,” I say. “Now.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

I expected to feel full from him, but I’m unprepared for how hard, how deep, how amazingly right he feels. I’m dizzy from the feel of him, the sensation of his pulse beating all around me, muscles flexing, of his low, hungry sounds in my ear telling me how much he loves me.

“Fuck,” he grunts, thrusting himself in and out of me. “I don’t…I can’t fuck like this yet. It’s too good. I’ll come fast.”

I hold my breath, hands gripping his arms so tight it hurts. “It’s okay,” I manage, as he lets out a breath in a gust. “You always hold out so long. I want it to feel so good you can’t last.”

“You’re so evil,” he hisses.

I laugh, turning my head to capture his mouth in a kiss. I’m about to come too just from looking down at where he’s buried inside me. He slides all the way out—I revel in how wet I am from him— and he inches his way back in, and then again, and again. And fuck, I’m ruined. Ruined for sex with anyone else, ruined for any other man, because I can’t even imagine being this way with anyone else. Ever.

“Listen up…” His voice is hoarse, breaths coming out in sharp spikes. “You’re my everything. You are the reason I am here and ready to live fully again.”

His voice is so faint that I press my ear to his lips to hear what else he might say. But all I can make out in my haze of sensation are broken whispered sentences with words like hard, and skin and I wish I could stay inside you when I come. It’s the last idea that did me in, that made me think about him coming inside me, kissing him until he grew fevered and urgent again and then growing hard with his tensing all around me. My body trembles and explodes into earth-shattering bliss as I moan out his name, clenching all around his cock. He moves harder, holding on to my hip, finding that perfect rhythm that doesn’t jolt the bed frame, doesn’t bounce the wooden headboard into the wall. The pace where he tries to hold on… but it’s a losing battle, and it’s barely been a few minutes.

“Oh shit, Mittens,” he groans. He pulls out, jerking his cock hard in his fist as I reach between his legs, pressing my fingers on his balls, as he comes all over my breasts.

We are both breathing heavy, recovering from the electricity and passion between us when I sit up, feeling the sheet slip down my body, the cool air reminding me just how completely naked we are. I give myself no time to think as I crawl over and straddle him, my thighs bracketing his hips. The air in the room seems to condense, and Cash swallows, eyes wide as I lean in and kiss his lips. I bit back a moan at the way he flexes his thighs and rocks his hips upward the tiniest bit. I look down, “I love your arms.” I brush my fingertips along them and down to his elbows.

“My arms, huh?” he asks, voice warm and still raspy.

I continue down his chest, biting back a triumphant smile over the way his breathing spikes, jagged and excited, under my touch. “I love your chest.”

He laughs.  “Likewise.”

I look away, not wanting him to see the thoughts simmering in the back of my mind— the us together forever thoughts. Cash was cleared by his doctors to return to everyday life, and I want to believe he will stay clean. We are perfect together. Our love is perfect. Despite what I believed only nine months ago, he’s good for me. I feel sexy and unhinged. I feel wanted. I refuse to bog down my feelings with worries of what happened in the past, or inevitably, what could happen.

From now on, we are a team and I will be here to help him through this. And if I know anything about Cash, it’s that he values family. Hopefully he is able to see how he’s become like family to me, and that I am here for him wholeheartedly.

Cash sits up beneath me and sucks on my neck before moving his mouth to the shell of my ear. “I’m loving every minute of seductive Quinn, but I’m starving.”

I let my head fall back as I laugh, “And where to you suggest we go?”

“This little diner up the road. I know you are going to love it.”

Goose bumps exploded across my body, and my tea is forgotten again. “Let’s shower up and hit the road.”

_____________

Any doubts I have about whether Cash’s choice for breakfast would be a success, that maybe what he told me in the shower was all hype, is put to rest as I walk in to the diner.

The little bell over the door jingles as I step inside, and I stop in my tracks, eyes wide at the crowd filling the small diner. And not just old people, or locals like Cash, but families with children and obvious tourists with fanny packs and cameras. There are people spanning pretty much every age bracket. The diner isn’t very fancy on the inside. It’s outdated and rather tacky. The floor is linoleum and a weird tan color. The walls are a stark white with abstract paintings in random places. Navy colored booths with brown tabletops line the perimeters. A bar flows from one side of the room to the other, just like in the movies, with a kitchen seen through a tiny opening behind the bar.

“Cash? Is that you, sweet pea?” I turn to the voice on my right and see a tall, busty middle-aged woman standing at the register. She flicks her salt and pepper hair out of her weathered face before she wraps her arms around Cash’s neck.

“Bonnie!” Cash chuckles as he holds her in a warm embrace. “I was hoping I’d see you here.”

“You look fantastic, sweet pea. What are you doing in Thompson?” Bonnie says, watching me closely.

“Thanks, Bonnie.” Cash grins. “You look fantastic too.”

“Isn’t it still hockey season?” she asks.

“Yeah, but the Tornadoes didn’t make it to the play-offs. Plus, I’ve been off the ice for the past three months-”

“Oh, yeah,” Bonnie says. “I heard some terrible news about you. You suffered a concussion and were sent to rehab? You’ve got that drinking under control, I hope.”

“Yeah, I’m doing much better,” he says, and I can see a flash of relief on her face. “But I’d like to introduce you to someone. Bonnie. This is my girlfriend, Quinn. Quinn. This is Bonnie. A good friend of my mother’s.”

Bonnie gives me a quick once-over then extends her hand, “It’s very nice to meet you, Quinn.”

“Likewise.” I shake her hand.

“And I wasn’t a good friend of Marie’s. I was her best friend. I helped raise this little toot and his brother Cory.” She maneuvers out of our handshake and then leans over to Cash. “So the rumors I heard must be true then…no more Daniela?”

“Word travels quickly,” Cash says.

“It does when you’ve got the inside scoop from Anna.” Bonnie looks back to me and nods. “Wow. She’s real pretty, sweet pea. Almost too pretty for you.”

Cash winks at me. “She’s definitely too pretty for me.”

Bonnie grabs two menus from behind the register with a smile and her gaze shifts between the two of us. “Let me get you a table in my section.”

We follow Bonnie to a spot in the far right corner near the exit.

“What can I start you off with? Coffee? Tea?” she asks, as we slide into the same side of the booth.

“Two teas, please.” Cash tells her.

We never did end up drinking the pot of rooibos tea he made this morning.

“You betcha. Coming right up.”

Once Bonnie is out of sight, I turn and face Cash. “Bonnie seems nice. Is that why you brought me here? To meet her?” I ask with a cheeky grin.

But he doesn’t smile back. In fact, Cash seems lost in thought. He fiddles with the salt and pepper shakers, looking out the window away from me. “Bonnie is not why I brought you here.”

“Spill, Brooks.”

“This diner is important to me.” He turns to face me and reaches forward to enfold my hand in his. “The last time we were in Thompson, I really wanted to bring you here, but it didn’t exactly work out. I grew up in this diner. My mother worked here her entire life, with Bonnie. I used to sit up at the bar with Cory after school, right there.” He points to the stools closest to our table and sighs, lost in the memory. “Bonnie would feed us grilled cheese sandwiches and help us with our homework when my mother was on shift. This place makes the best eggs Benedict in the entire world.”

“Wow. That’s a bold statement.” I squeeze his hand, telling him I understand.

“It’s my mother’s recipe. She was an excellent cook.” His voice is stronger.

My eyes slide over an item on the menu called Brooks’ Burger. “Is there seriously a burger named after you?” I tease, flipping the menu around and point to the item.

Cash laughs. “My mother worked here. I’m a hometown hero. Of course there is a burger named after me.”

I shake my head, laughing too. “This diner may be important to you, but I think you totally brought me here to impress me.”

“I’ve already impressed you enough.” He wiggles his eyebrows at me. “Last night…this morning… twice.”

“Two teas for the happy couple.”

I blink back up and meet Bonnie’s gaze. It occurs to me that I’m sitting with my legs in Cash’s lap, his hand resting a little too comfortably on my thigh.

Bonnie gives Cash a knowing smirk, “Eggs Benedict, sweet pea?”

“Yes, please.”

I order the same thing, and Bonnie takes the menus. “You know,” she says, “when Cash was a little boy, he was so damn sweet. Always picking wild flowers for his mother, and every day after school he’d sit up at that bar like an angel with Cory, waiting for her to finish her shift. Even as a teenager he’d come and help his mother clean up behind the bar and make drinks so she didn’t have to work so hard. You’ve got a real good man here. I’m happy to see him looking so happy.”

My heart swells. Cash blushes for the first time ever, and I register that while he might not look like he was paying attention, he heard every single word.

“Okay, Bonnie,” he says. “Thank you very much for pumping my tires.”

Bonnie chuckles. “Did he bring you to the Brooks Arena yet?”

“Brooks Arena? Is everything here named after you?” I’m the one wiggling my eyebrows at him now.

“Okay, Bonnie—”

She cuts him off. “The arena he had built for the kids of Thompson. Cash hasn’t brought you there yet?”

“Bonnie, please. Come on,” Cash begs.

“No,” Bonnie continues. “She needs to know what a great thing you did. The year Cash was drafted to the NHL he had an arena built in Thompson. Before it was built, all the kids in Thompson had to travel into St. Johns to play competitive hockey because we didn’t have an arena here.”

My eyes make the circuit of his entire flaming red face. “Why do you neglect to tell me all this stuff?” I scold him.

“It’s no big deal.” He shoots daggers at Bonnie. “The kids needed the ice, and I had the money.”

“I need to see this arena.” I close the distance between us, resting my head on his shoulder.

“Let’s get your eggs Benedict so Cash can show you what an amazing thing he did for this town.” Bonnie winks at him.

“Thank you, Bonnie,” he mutters as she disappears behind the bar.

We remain there for a moment—my lips against his shoulder, his face in my hair—before Cash seems to remember where we are. He straightens and I feel the absence of him immediately.

“Anything else I should know about?” I take a sip of my tea.

“Oh, yeah.” Cash places a kiss on the top of my forehead. “I should probably tell you… Bonnie’s a loud mouth.”

_____________

Cash’s limo driver pulls up to the arena five minutes outside of Thompson, and I’m already antsy to pop open the door and check out the inside. When the limo comes to a stop, I step out and cross the damp grass with Cash following behind me, right up to the sign that reads: BROOKS ARENA with the following quote underneath: Practice puts brains in your muscles – Cash Brooks.

I smile to myself and then turn to face him. “So this is it…Brooks Arena.”

He runs a hand through his hair. “Yup. This is it. I didn’t name it that, you know. It wasn’t a condition to get the money.”

“I know,” I say, smiling up at him.

His blue eyes dip down to my mouth, as if he’s considering kissing me. He looks giddy now, proud, and damn sexy in the sunlight. “Ready?”

“Yeah,” I say, giggling.

He nods, opens the door, and walks inside, leading me through an entryway, past a concession stand, through another set of doors and into an ice hockey rink with at least enough seating for two hundred people. I turn and look around the arena to see the wall to my right is filled with framed hockey jerseys. Each jersey belongs to Cash, for every team he has ever played on from the time he was a child to adulthood. The last jersey hung at the far end of the wall is his Tornadoes jersey.

I want to reach up, cup his face in my hands, and kiss him like I’ve never kissed anyone before. Instead I say, “I think what you’ve done for your town is amazing. You did something very selfless and inspiring.”

He shrugs. “I grew up with my mother having to drive me two hours into St. John’s for me to play competitive hockey. I know the struggle. The kids in this town deserved their own arena. I’m happy I was able to give it to them.”

When he straightens, I can see a hint of a blush on his face beneath the shadow of his baseball cap. “Since we’re here…want to go for a skate?”

“We don’t have skates,” I say.

“They have a skate rental.” He nods toward the concession area. “Come on, Mittens. You owe me a skate.”

Cash leads me to a storage room door and pulls a key out from his pocket. He disappears inside and reappears moments later with two pairs of skates and a big smile.

The arena is empty, the lights above the rink are dimmed, and the heaters around the bleachers are definitely turned off. It’s so cold, my toes are numb. Cash pulls me onto the ice, and the second the blades of my skate’s touch down on the icy surface, I wobble forward and he catches me with ease in his strong arms.

He chuckles. “When’s the last time you went for a skate?”

“When I was a child.” I steady myself against the boards.

“Your dad was a player. Her never taught you to skate?”

“I think that’s obvious. I’m scared I’m going to wipe out.”

He watches me for a moment, playfully smirking. “I won’t let you fall.” He skates to me and presses his palms down on the boards, caging me against the glass.

He kisses the top of my head, like I’m a little girl. I slide my hands up his stomach, his chest, his shoulder, pulling myself up his body until I can press a little kiss to his smiling mouth.

“Come on,” he says. “Hold my hand. I’ll go slow.”

I clutch tight, and Cash keeps his promise, as he slowly guides me around the ice. He twirls me, pulls me, and spins me, giving me tiny kisses whenever he can sneak one on my cheek.  We laugh at how pathetic I am on skates, and when he picks up speed, I squeal and he laughs, loving every minute of it. Eventually I gain enough confidence for Cash to let go of me so I can skate off on my own. I love the fun and flirty air between us, how he watches me, eyes steady and lids growing heavy.

I skate around him, shaking my booty in an attempt to tease him. Cash skates up behind me and wraps his arms around my waist. He presses a kiss to the back of my neck and I spin around to face him.

“There’s something I need to tell you,” he says.

I watch him reach under the hem of my shirt, and I close my eyes as his hand glides up the inside of my ribcage, around to my breast. I gasp when he gently caresses my breast.

“I’ve been holding it in all day…” He circles my nipple. “Waiting for the perfect moment.”

“Yeah?” I ask.

“Yeah,” he breathes. He reaches under my shirt with his other hand, and wraps his fingers around my hip, squeezing. “My agent called me this morning. Before I left for rehab, I told him to see about the possibility of a trade. The Boston Hacker agreed on a deal.”

“Seriously?”

He looks up at me, smiles a genuine smile that crinkles the corners of his eyes. “Seriously, Mittens. I’m moving to Boston.”

“Wait?” I swallow. “I don’t have to transfer?”

His expression straightens, and he blurts, “I was never going to let you transfer.”

Reeling from this, I slide my hands into his hair and pull him into me. “This is the best news ever.”

“This is a fresh start for us.” He tilts his chin to look down at me. “I’m having all my stuff shipped up to Boston as we speak.”

I squeal and kiss him. “I’m so happy.”

I bite my lip, wanting to unload of my angst about the last three months: worrying about his recovery, using school for a distraction, and then becoming so absorbed in uncertainty of our future I feared I would want so much more than either of us could manage. And now he’s telling me he was traded to Boston. I close my eyes, thinking about my education, and how much I’m ready for this fresh start, and for us to be together despite all of our obstacles. Now we have the easiest path forward. Living in the same city—it makes a real relationship between us possible.

“Will you move in with me?” he asks, squeezing his hand around my hips so I’ll look up at him.

“Yes!” I wish more than anything I wasn’t wearing skates so I could jump up and down with joy.

He kisses my jaw. “As soon as we get back, we’ll start house hunting. You can pick out whatever house you want.”

“For real?”

“Yes, for real.” Cash’s eyes seem to gleam with victory.

I feel like I’m the one who won. I pull his face to my lips, deeply kissing every inch of his beautiful mouth—and he kisses me back, passionately. I can’t wait to start our new life.

Together.





Chapter 21


Quinn

I wake to the feeling of lips pressed carefully to my forehead, and force my eyes open. The sky directly above me isn’t an illusion I’ve been imagining the past month. Our bedroom is on the second floor of our traditional Boston two-story townhouse, and a skylight over the bed lets in the early morning sun. It curls across the footboards, bright but not yet warm. Along the far wall of our bedroom are two French doors that Cash has left open to a small balcony outside. A warm breeze stirs through the room, carrying the sounds of the street below.

I turn my head, “Hey.” My voice sounds like sandpaper rubbed across metal. His smile makes my chest do a fluttery, flipping thing. I still can’t believe he’s mine, and that this beautiful townhouse is our home.

The past month has been a dream come true. Even though hockey season is over, and the playoffs have come to an end, Cash transitioned amazingly into our new life in Boston and onto his new team, the Boston Hackers. He’s been attending his post-addiction recovery program three times a week, and he’s been working with a personal hockey trainer during the off-season to improve his overall game. He’s been very focused and determined, and I am very proud of him.

I’m happy to be done my first year of my MBA program at Harvard. I’ve secured a great summer marketing internship at Gemstone Press, a jewelry manufacturer in Boston. My Etsy site keeps me really busy, and I’ve been able to support myself and pay for my education without having to rely on my father or trust fund.

Cash’s legal divorce with Daniela finalized last week. Cash told me he’s been trying to contact her to make sure she’s doing okay, but apparently she hasn’t been answering his calls. In their settlement, she ended up being able to keep her condo in Las Vegas, and with her lawyers help, she was able to secure a U.S. work Visa for an entire year.  Hopefully she’s doing well, even though Cash no longer funds her shopping habits.

“I’m off to practice,” he whispers. “A pot of coffee is on the stove.”

I smile and give him a quick kiss on the cheek.

He runs a hand through my matted curls and down my bare backside. “See you around lunch time.”

“Don’t forget Lyndsey and Louis are coming today.”

This will be their first time visiting us in our new home in Boston. I’m super excited to have family here for an entire week. I haven’t seen Lyndsey in quite some time, and even though I am now on speaking terms with my father, he still has yet to come and visit us.

“I didn’t forget.” Cash’s eyes make the circuit of my face and down over my entire body, and he says, “I’ll be home before their plane lands. I promise.”

I nod and hold on to the hem of his t-shirt, needing him to linger just a second longer. “I’ve got a bunch of touristy things planned for the day. Including dinner at Kensington Fish Market.”

Growly puppy sounds carry through the bedroom walls and break mine and Cash’s stare. We bought a Newfie puppy together a few week ago. We’ve been working hard at crate training her. She’s been sleeping in the spare bedroom. Cash has been doing really well with all this extra responsibility that comes with owning a pet. I, on the other hand, didn’t realize how much I valued my sleep.

His laugh is deep, and he bends so it rumbles past my ear as he kisses my neck. “She’s awake. And probably needs to go out for a pee.”

I groan, covering my eyes with a pillow. “I’m so sleepy.”

“What are you going to do if we ever have real babies?” He laughs quietly into another kiss, this one to my temple. “Bexley is our baby training.”

And yes, we named her after Bexley, California, the city we where we first met.

“Cool it, Brooks,” I say, laughing. “Fur babies are the only babies we will be having anytime soon.”

When I let him go, he turns to pack the rest of his stuff for the day into his hockey duffle bag. I follow him out of the bedroom, freezing as I watch him let Bexley out of her crate from the spare bedroom. Her tail wags like crazy and she paws at Cash’s leg. He bends down, and she licks his face uncontrollably.

“Are you going to bring her outside?” I ask.

His smile stretches from one side of his face to the other as he nods, slowly. He loves Bexley no end, and Bexley loves him way more than she loves me. I’m really not all that confident once he gets outside with her that he’ll make it to practice.

“Don’t make that face,” he says, lips pouting on the quiet words and then curling into a panty-dropping smile. “I won’t toss her a ball. I’ll let her do her business, and I’ll be right back.”

He tucks Bexley under his arm and hitches his bag over his shoulder. With a wink, he turns and leaves. The door closes with a quiet click.

I turn around to see our home spread out before me with a continuous kitchen, living room, and dining room. Everything still feels so surreal. The living room has dramatic oversized windows that bring in natural sunlight, and a gorgeous fireplace with custom tiles is the focal point of the room. The kitchen’s equipped with stainless steel appliances, gas range, granite countertops and breakfast bar. A separate dining room is located adjacent to a large private deck which offers plenty of serenity and sunshine.

The space is open, big, and more than anything I love that it is our home.  I walk to the one window closest to me, press my hands to the glass, and look down. In the backyard, I watch Cash playing around with Bexley. He gives her a good and loving head rub before he brings her up the steps to drop her off inside. Moments later I hear the back door click open.

“Love you, Mittens,” he says, into the back landing.

Bexley’s claws click along the hardwood as she makes her way into the kitchen and toward her food bowl. I turn and look out the window again to see Cash kick his motorcycle into gear, and pull away from the curb. Even from this vantage point, he looks ridiculously hot. I wait until I can no longer see him in the blur of traffic before looking away.  When I turn around, Bexley is wagging her tail and looking up at me.

“Alright, Bexley, time to get ready. We’ve got a big day ahead of us.”

_______________

“I freaking love Boston,” Lyndsey gushes. “And I freaking love how happy you two are together.”

Nothing is more surreal than this, I swear it. If you would have asked me a year ago if I thought Lyndsey and Louis would be visiting Cash and I in Boston, I would have never believed it. We spent the afternoon together walking Freedom Trail, stopped to shop at Faneuil Hall, and then made an appearance at the New England Aquarium. The four of us finally made it to Kensington Fish Market for a late dinner. We eat on the outdoor patio, staring out at the view— ocean and nothing but blue skies. The perfect backdrop to a perfect day.

“Yeah, Cash,” Louis chimes in. “You’ve really done a three-sixty. Good for you, man. This domestic and tamed side of Cash looks really good on you.”

“Thanks,” Cash replies and looks over at me with a pleased smile. I watch as his tongue slips out and wets his lips. He stares at my mouth, lips parted. “I’m a lucky man.”

“For a while I doubted you, Brooks.” Lyndsey points her fork in his direction.

He tilts his head, letting a tiny smile tease the corner of his lips. “I know, Lyndsey. I’ve apologized to you endlessly.”

“You know what happens if you ever hurt my sister again,” she says and takes a sip of her drink. “I’ll attack you. I’ve done it once, and I won’t hesitate to do it again.”

He laughs, shaking his head in mock exasperation, but amusement digs his dimple into his cheek and it makes my heart grow ten sizes too big for my chest. “For the hundredth time, you don’t have to worry.”

“You two seem like you’re doing really well too,” I say.

“Yeah…” Louis’s voice trails off as he shares a knowing glance with Lyndsey.

“We have some very exciting news,” she says, finishing his sentence.

“What?”

Louis bites on his bottom lip and his eyes light up. “I’ve been brought up to the pros.”

“Congrats, man,” Cash says. “When did you find out?”

“About a month ago. After Ben Darby was injured during playoffs. The Tornadoes offered to pull me up to replace him next season.”

“I heard about Darby,” he says slowly, and runs his hand along the back of his neck. “What happened to him is terrible. I can’t believe that hit from behind broke his back.”

“Yeah. He’s lucky he’s not paralyzed,” Louis says.

“But now Louis finally gets a chance in the pros,” Lyndsey pipes up. She looks over at him and rests her hand on his thigh. “You’re going to be a super star, babe.” She kisses his cheek.

“I don’t know about that,” Louis blushes. “But I’m going to work hard and hopefully it gets noticed.”

“Louis, you’re a great hockey player,” Cash tells him. “You’ll get noticed.”

“I hope so.”

Lyndsey straightens up. “And I’m moving with him to Santa Anna.”

I laugh. “Wow. This is serious.”

“He’s the peanut butter to my jelly.”

Louis leans over and kisses her cheek. I love that they are so ridiculously in love. I’m so happy she’s met her match.

“And continuing on the topic of hockey…” Lyndsey pauses for a beat. “Hockey Times Magazine contacted me.”

“About what?”

“The four of us doing an interview,” she says nonchalantly.

I swallow down my food. “Why would they want that?”

“They want to write about hockey legend Hilton Ashby’s daughters dating two professional hockey players. Especially since Cash’s exodus from the Tornadoes and of course his recovery post-rehab. And then with Louis recently signing on with the Tornadoes, there is a lot to cover. The lady who contacted me— her name is Jane—said we’d get a full page spread and tons of media coverage.”

I try not to react so Lyndsey won’t detect the judgment all over my face. My first instinct is to protect Cash from any type of media coverage that might exploit him. He’s trying hard to rebuild his professional reputation, and I don’t want to be part of anything that could destroy it.

“No,” I say.

“Quinn! Come on!” Lyndsey whines. “The entire world knows about you two. Why not?”

“Because Cash is working hard to stay out of the media right now. I don’t trust reporters to portray him in a positive light.”

“That’s why I have a publicist,” Cash reminds me. “It’s their job to deal with what can and can’t be asked by the media and to protect me from being exploited. I know you care, Mittens.” He drapes his arm along the back of my chair with a smile.

“Does Dad know about this?” I ask.

“I mentioned it to him in passing, and he seemed okay with it,” she says. “I’m pretty sure after he found out about you and Cash, nothing fazes him anymore.”

I frown. “No one needs to know our business any more than they already do.”

“It would help promote Louis’s major league hockey career. And it could help spin Cash’s reputation from ice-goon alcoholic to a successfully recovering sweetheart.” She winks at Cash.

“I’ll do whatever you want, Mittens,” Cash says. “I mean; positive media coverage would be nice for a change. And I’d get to reiterate to the world that you’re my girl.”

“Exactly.” Lyndsey smiles and then reaches across the table and holds my hand. “Please, Quinn?”

I look around the table at the three of them. Lyndsey pleading, Louis laughing, and Cash giving me another wink.

I sigh. “Fine. I’ll do it.”

“Yay!” she squeals. “I’m calling her back right now. She’ll book her flight and be in Boston by tomorrow.”





Chapter 22


Quinn

The weekend comes crashing in with a summer storm and a sky full of heavy rain clouds and lighting sheets. I run beneath my umbrella with Bexley leashed at my side to the subway station and barely make my 5:05 train. For once, there is a seat open, and I drop into it. I wrap up my umbrella, put Bexley on my lap, and close my eyes to think about everything I was able to get done today. Thrift store shopping, shipping off a bunch of jewelry orders, lunch with Nadia, and then puppy training school with Bexley. It’s been a while since I’ve felt this productive.

By six I’m home, thrilled to peel off my wet clothes, and even more thrilled at the idea of having a hot shower with Cash before dinner. We haven’t had much alone time lately. From Lyndsey and Louis’s week-long visit to the past month being consumed with Cash’s hockey training, my jewelry business, and taking care of Bexley, we haven’t had much time for us. It’s nice to be home after another busy day.

“Bexley!” Cash shouts from the kitchen, and she goes running to him with her tail wagging. “How are my girls?” he asks, as I take off my jacket and hang it up.

“Good. Tired,” I say, noticing Cash’s hockey duffle bag at the front door.

“How was puppy training school?” he asks.

“She’s getting better. Right Bexley?” I look up to see Cash walking toward me. I glare at his Under Armour jacket, shorts and t-shirt, hoping he can feel the burn of my eyes on his attire. Is he headed out to hockey training again?

“I made a chicken stir-fry if you’re hungry.” He leans forward and greets me with a kiss.

“I thought you were cancelling your ice time tonight?”

“Yeah, I was going to…” His voice trails off.

I pout. “You haven’t taken a day off from hockey training since Lyndsey and Louis were here. I thought we were going to watch a movie and cuddle in bed. The weather is terrible outside. It’s a perfect night to stay in.”

He studies me for a beat and then murmurs, “I know, Mittens, but I’m determined to get where I need to be before the season starts, and I don’t feel like I’m there just yet. And my trainer couldn’t switch my session to this afternoon.” He takes a step forward and cups my face with his hands. “I won’t be home too late, and I promise we can have our movie and cuddle session tomorrow night.”

I shake my head and sigh. “Alright.” I know he’s working really hard to stay clean and get ready for next season. All I have to do is look at his face to know he hasn’t been drinking. I’m super proud of his commitment and determination. I kiss the tip of his nose and look down to see Bexley looking up at us. “Looks like it’s only me and you tonight, Bexley.”

I flop down on the couch, and Cash flops down beside me with a smile.

“Did you see the article? The magazine came out today. You look stunning in the photo,” he says and hands me the magazine.

The picture of the four of us is totally Photoshopped. I’m not complaining though. My skin never looked so good, and Cash’s muscles are super defined.

I skim through the article as Cash continues. “The piece on us comes across on paper like we are some sort of celebrity power couple.” He laughs to himself. “Unlike the piece on Lyndsey and Louis’s relationship. It’s definitely is a little more relatable, and it captures their playfulness perfectly. They also did a pretty good job of promoting your jewelry business, and they put a really positive spin on my new lifestyle and hockey career too.”

“Yeah, the article is great. This picture of the four of us is frame-worthy.” Laughing a little, I admit, “I’m glad Lyndsey talked me into it. I was skeptical, but this turned out to be really good for your new public image. You’re such a good boy now.” I wink at him.

“Not in bed.” He laughs softly, kissing my neck.

I moan at the feel of his lips against my skin.

He pulls away with a smirk. “I better get going. I don’t want to be late.”

Two can play this game.

“I’ll see you later tonight then.” I reach inside his jacket, taking a moment to run my hand over the hard lines of his chest before pulling his phone from his inside pocket. I snap a picture of my cleavage. I can sense his amused smile without even looking up at his face. I slip his phone back in his pocket, turn, and walk away, feeling his eyes on my backside. “Have a good practice.”

I hear Cash growl in frustration and close the door behind him. Two minutes later my phone buzzes in my purse.

When I get home, I’m going to pin you to the wall and have my way with you and those fantastic tits. Think I can make you scream? Twice?

___________

After a quick shower, I slip into my comfiest pajamas, light a bunch of candles, make a pot of tea, flop down on the sofa, and turn on the television. Bexley jumps up on the sofa beside me, tail wagging, and licks my face. I pet her head to calm her down as she cozies up next to me. Eventually I find some Modern Family re-runs and drink my tea in peace. Halfway into the episode, my phone buzzes with another text from Cash.  I didn’t respond to his first text on purpose. I know how much he hates/loves it when I tease him with my lady parts before he leaves the house.





You’re in big trouble when I get home, Mittens ;)





It drives him crazy. He’s probably desperate to finish practice. As soon as he walks through our door he will be all over me. Which of course, I want badly.

I purposely don’t respond again, and take a sip of my tea with a smirk.

A hard knock at the door startles me, and Bexley goes crazy, barking. Could it be Cash? Did he actually ditch practice to come home and have his way with me? Obviously…who else it would be this late at night? A smile breaks on my face as I get up from the sofa and giddily half-skip half -walk to the door.

“Hello,” I say in a sing-song voice and pull open the front door. My smile quickly dissolves when a tall and thin shadow steps into the foyer. I step back, heart pounding. Her perky breasts, the same strawberry blonde hair . . . what the hell is she doing here?

“Daniela?” I lift my eyes to meet hers. The smile on my face disappears.

Her sopping wet hair is plastered to the side of her snide, yet pretty face. She’s wearing a black hooded sweater, dark-wash jeans, and Converse sneakers. Mascara streaks down her cheeks, and I’m not sure of it’s from the rain or tears. She’s breathing heavily as she stares me down. I can’t breathe.

“Where’s Cash?” She pushes past me into the foyer. She’s clearly furious and on a mission. Her barging into our home is not okay.

“He’s not here.” I spin around and grab her elbow, stopping her in mid-step. “Can I help you?”

“Quinn, right?” Daniela asks, as if she didn’t already know my name. “How does it feel knowing you’re the reason my life is completely ruined?”

I try to keep my face impassive. “Daniela, I—”

“You what? You’re a home wrecking whore. And because you can’t keep your legs closed I’m going to be deported.”

“Excuse me?”

“You heard me,” she says, and the hurt and betrayal flashing in her eyes cuts into me like a dull blade. “D-E-P-O-R-T-E-D.”

I fight a pang of uneasiness as we stare each other down. I don’t like being alone with her in our empty house. I wish Cash were here. My phone is on the coffee table in the living room, and I don’t want her taking another step into our home. She seems unhinged, but that isn’t what’s making me apprehensive. It’s the intensity Daniela is radiating. It’s like she going to snap, and it worries me that she doesn’t know how to contain herself.

“Cash’s address in Bexley was my permanent address with US Immigration. Once the divorced was finalized, they got wind I had a separate address in Las Vegas and I hadn’t submitted my change of address, which apparently you must submit within ten days or you get deported.” Her chest heaves up and down.  “It’s all his fault I’m in the fucking mess. Now where is he?”

Her intensity is scary enough, but as I watch the tears tumble down her cheeks, I can’t control the ball of dread that lodges in my throat. Fuck. I have a very, very bad feeling about her mental state. There’s no doubt in my mind that Daniela is desperate and frightened and vengeful. A part of me doesn’t care, because she’s legally not tied to Cash anymore, but the other part of me feels sorry for her. The knot in my stomach tightens.

I’m going to try to talk her down, but keeping my tone and words emotionless isn’t going to be easy. Why did Cash have to go to practice tonight?

“First of all, you and Cash had an agreement. Not a marriage,” I remind her, carefully. “He married you because he loved his brother and you were the only thing close to family he had left. You used him to get yourself into the United States and have some sort of dancing career while you drained his bank account and manipulated him into doing everything for you to the point where he neglected himself of finding real love. And now I think you should go—”

“I’m not leaving until I talk to Cash,” Daniela says, furious.

My throat squeezes shut. Goddamn it. She won’t go away.

“Cash loves you like a sister, Daniela.” I gulp nervously. “I understand that you loved Cory, but Cash did everything he could to try and make it up to you.” My pulse races as I step closer. I stand in front of her, knees locked, arms crossed tight to my chest, because my whole body is shaking so hard it’s the only way to stop from swaying on my feet. “Cash and I are together now. We’re happy. Clearly, you’ve never dealt with your loss. And I’m sorry that happened to you, but you’re not going to burden Cash anymore, because I won’t let you. You signed those divorce papers months ago, and your lawyer negotiated a temporary work visa for you. It’s your fault you didn’t fill out the proper paper work. I don’t feel sorry for you. It’s over, so get over it, and please get out of our house.”

“Is that what he tells you? I’ve never dealt with my loss?” Her voice drips with icy revulsion. “He killed the love of my life. And while I was suffering, dying inside from what I lost I had to be the strong one. The one taking care of Cash when he was too depressed to even live. I was the person who was there for him. The person who saw his decline, was beside him at worst lows and alcoholic benders. You think you know me, but you have no idea what he means to me. Cash is the older brother I never had. I’m an only child raised by a single mother. There’s no amount of money in the world that could fill the void he caused in my heart. From the very first day I moved to Thompson at seven years old, I loved Cory. He was the first friend I made on my first day of school and he was the first boy I ever kissed. We started dating when we were only thirteen years old. Cory was my entire life – I even gave up the idea of turning dancing into a full time career to stay with him in Thompson. And when he asked me to marry him, it was the happiest day of my life. Cory didn’t deserve to die.”

I swallow, unable to form any words. Why does she suddenly have me feeling sorry for her? She’s hurting, I get it, but something about her seems, off and insincere like she knows exactly which buttons to push, exactly how much disgust and guilt to inject into her tone in order to make me feel guilty, to make me feel awkward, to make me feel awful.

“I’m so sorry for what you lost. And I know Cash cares about you too. He cared about you enough to marry you, pay your rent, pay for dance lessons, and help connect you to build your career. I’m sorry, but it’s over. We have a life here in Boston, without you. And I think you should go.”

“I hate that he met you. We had a deal…no relationships until our five years was up, but he just couldn’t separate his dick from his heart long enough to do what he owed me,” she says, tersely. “And now I’m the one suffering, giving up everything so he can be with you. So he can finally be happy, even though he ruined any chance I had at happiness.”

I stiffen. “Daniela you need to calm down.”

“He can’t cut me out.” She moves forward.

I take an instinctive step back, but she doesn’t advance on me.

She starts pacing the hardwood floor instead, raking her hands through her hair like he’s trying to tear it out from the roots. “He needs to fix this.”

Anger rises in my throat. “You need to go.”

“I can’t go back to Canada.” She lunges forward and shoves me backward.  “You need to get out of our lives,” she shouts and shoves me again, anger flashing in her eyes.  “I want my old life back.”

Another shove and I stumble over my feet, crashing into the entryway table. I’m still trying to figure out what the fuck is happening, when she shoves me again and something hard connects with my head. CRACK. I cry out in pain before I tumble to the floor.

“I want things to go back to how they were,” she shouts, and a swift kick pounds my ribcage.

I scream out in pain again, and my bottom lip quivers wildly.

“I hate you,” she spits as pain swims in my head.

I have to fight the strangled sob that’s desperately trying to rip out of my throat as I’m moaning in and out of consciousness. I’m vaguely aware of the front door flying open, the heavy footsteps, Cash grabbing Daniela by the waist. Hauling her to the door. Hissing out a threat. Dialing 911. My head is pounding and my vision is fuzzy, making it difficult to focus on what’s going on.

I jerk when I feel a pair of soft warm arms wrap around me. It’s Cash, hugging me tight. My head drops against his shoulder and I blink away the tears threatening to surface.

“Are you okay?” he asks urgently. “Quinn, answer me.”

“No.” My response is muffled against his sleeve.

“The police arrested Daniela outside. An ambulance is on its way. Your head is bleeding, babe.” He draws me deeper into his arms and cocoons me in them.

I bury my face against his chest, and I can feel him trembling.

He kisses my nose and whispers against my lips. “Quinn. Talk to me. I need to know that you’re all right, Mittens.”

The worry and panic in his voice rises, and tears spill over and stream down my cheeks. A sob flies out as I shudder in his embrace.

This feels surreal. My heartbeat grows erratic. Sirens ring in my ears. I feel my body being lifted and removed from Cash’s warm and familiar embrace. And then suddenly there is nothing but black.





Chapter 23


Cash

“Where is she?” I muscle my way past the doctor before he can even fully open the door. My gaze darts around the waiting room, but Quinn isn’t in here.

Aiden shoots to his feet when he sees me. “She’s in the hospital room—”

I ignore him and charge forward, only to be intercepted by her classmate Nadia. “Hold on a second,” she orders, planting her palm against my chest. “What the hell happened?”

“Move it, Nadia,” I snap.

“They’re running a few more tests,” Aiden says grimly. “We’ve been told to wait.”

We? I glare at Aiden. Who does this fucker think he is? And what the hell is he doing here anyway?

“Like I give a shit,” I say. “I need to see my girlfriend.”

“We all want to see her,” Nadia says calmly. “Aiden and I rushed over here as soon as we could after the hospital called and told me Quinn was admitted. Now, please tell me what happened.”

“After hockey practice, I received a text from Daniela. She wrote me that she hated me, she was getting deported, and that she was in Boston. She showed up at our house pounding on the door and demanded to talk to me. Quinn let her in—”

“She let her in?” she asks. “Where the hell were you?”

“I wasn’t home,” I mutter. “Daniela was furious and upset and looking for me. She’s not exactly the most stable person.”

Aiden’s mouth tightens. “Quinn has an open skull fracture because of this woman?”

Fury sizzles up my spine, ripped from my throat in the form of a menacing growl. “Get out of my way.” I hate this little fucker.

“Cash!” Nadia shouts as I sprint toward the short hallway. “She needs her rest…”

The thump of my footsteps drowns out the rest. I burst into Quinn’s room, then skid to a stop when I see the bandages around her head and IVs connected to her tiny arm. She lifts her head at my entrance, and the desolate look in her big green eyes shreds my heart to pieces.

“Mittens,” I say softly. I’m on the bed before she can blink, drawing her into my arms and cocooning her close. She buries her face against my chest, and I can feel her trembling.

“You’re here,” she says against my shirt.

“Yeah, baby, I’m here. I’m not going anywhere.” A curse slips out when I remember how I found her, blood oozing from her head, her on the floor, semi-conscious.

“Daniela… she’s getting deported. She was so upset. Where is she?” Quinn asks with a quiver in her voice.

“Arrested,” I mutter. Then I take a breath and smooth my hand over her silky hair. “They brought her to the mental health ward at the hospital for further observation. She’s finally getting the help she’s always needed. I’m sick to my stomach that she hurt you. That I wasn’t there. That this happened because of me.”

“Don’t say that,” Quinn whispers.

“It’s true. She hurt you because of me.”

Quinn rests a hand on my arm. My skin is ice cold. She gives me a soft, comforting stroke.

“Cash…you showed up and protected me.” Her voice cracks. “She called me a home-wrecking whore.”

Fury slams into me like a cross-check to the chest. It takes every ounce of strength to push it away, to banish it from my body.

“You are not a home-wrecking whore.” I take another breath. “There would have to be a home to wreck for that to be true. Do you hear me, Mittens? You are not that. Ever. She was like a sister to me and nothing more. Now she means nothing to me at all.”

“She hates me,” she says, her voice barely a whisper.

“I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have gone to practice. I should have known Daniela was not okay…” My voice is low, rippling with anxiety. “I’m just so thankful I came back home when I did. If I hadn’t…” I can’t even finish my sentence.

My eyes sting with the threat of unshed tears. I kiss Quinn’s lips and then her cheek, forehead, and the back of her hand. Oh, man, what happened tonight scares me. We’ve come so far—Quinn and I—as a couple. Through all the ups and downs and pain and tears and anger, there are so many things I wish I could have done differently. Things that make me wish I knew then what I know now. I wish my past didn't have to hurt everybody.

“I’m going to be okay,” she says. “Because of you. You came home.”

“Quinn…” I swallow. “Mittens, look at me.”

She slowly raises her eyes to mine.

“Daniela is not going to get away with this. I won’t let her. I’m here to protect you. You didn’t do a goddamn thing to deserve her verbal and physical attack, you got it?”

“I love you.” She blinks rapidly, fighting back tears. “God. When you were holding me before I blacked out, I thought…” She swallows, unable to finish her sentence.

My palms grow damp. I don’t want her to continue. I’m too terrified of what she’s going to say. “Quinn don’t even. You’re safe.”

“I am now.” Quinn slowly runs one hand over my cheek, and her fingertips scrape the bristles of stubble on my jaw.

The tension in my chest lightens, replaced by a strange rush of warmth I couldn’t explain if I tried. I release her only so I can peel back the sheets and crawl in beside her. Without a word, she shifts over so there’s room for me. I slide in behind her, curling one arm around her slender body and drawing her closer. She makes a contented noise and snuggles her ass to my groin, her back to my chest. Her hair tickles my chin. I lay there listening to the sound of her soft breathing and the steady beating of her heart beneath my palm.

Time passes, and I lose track of how long I’ve been holding her.

A doctor walks in holding a clipboard. I sit up at the edge of the bed and slide over as the doctor approaches Quinn. A nurse with curly blonde hair walks over to Quinn’s bedside and switches out the bag attached to her IV.

“You must be Cash Brooks.” The doctor shakes my hand. He’s tall and lean with thick black hair. “I’m Dr. George. Hello, Quinn.” He offers her a friendly smile.

Her face pales. “Did the results from my MRI come back okay?”

He rubs a hand over his jaw, scratching the dark stubble there. “You’ve suffered a linear skull fracture. Luckily, you don’t have any bone displacement. There is a small fracture in your cranial bone resembling a thin line.”

She turns to me with sad green eyes

“Is she going to be okay?” I ask.

“The fracture could take three to six months to heal completely. We’ll book Quinn for a follow-up MRI in a few months to make sure everything is progressing properly.”

I reach over the bedside to squeeze her hand. It’s cold. Trembling. She’s scared. I don’t want her to be scared. Everything is going to be okay. She will be okay. I will protect and take care of her. I stare at the wall across from me. I start to go numb.

The nurse adjusts her pillow. “Your other guests have been patiently waiting in the lobby to see you. Did you want any more visitors tonight?”

Quinn nods. “Yes, please.”

“You will be able to go home in a few days,” Dr. George says, and then looks over at me. “Do you two live together?”

“Yes, she’s my girlfriend. We live together,” I assure him.

“She will need a lot of rest. Not strenuous activities for the next few months.”

“She will be well taken care of.” I toss a grin in Dr. George’s direction. “Am I able to spend the night here?”

Dr. George smiles. “Yes, Mr. Brooks. Of course.”

Once Dr. George leaves the room, I capture Quinn’s chin in my hand, tip her head back and press my mouth to hers.

The kiss I give her is soft and sweet. I’m not leaving this hospital room until she’s healed and with me. She needs reassurance right now and she needs to feel safe.

___________

The next day Quinn’s still a bit nauseous and drowsy. Aiden and Nadia haven’t been to visit today, but Lyndsey had a FaceTime visit with Quinn a few hours ago. I haven’t left Quinn’s side since last night. She’s sleeping now, and I’m flipping through a Hockey Time magazine for the hundredth time. I haven’t eaten since yesterday, but I hate the idea of leaving her, even for a minute.

“Cash.” Hilton’s voice startles me, breaking the silence.

I texted him yesterday to tell him that Quinn was in the hospital and brief him on what happened. He never responded. And now here her father is, standing in the doorway.

“You came,” I reply, unable to look at him. It’s all my fault his daughter suffered a skull fracture. I’m the one person who was supposed to protect her, and I failed miserably.

“Tell me she’s okay,” he says, voice strained.

“She’s still a little disoriented and shaken up, but the doctor says she’ll be discharged tomorrow.”

Hilton leans forward and grips me in a tight hug. I stiffen at his warm embrace. This is new. It takes me a second to reciprocate the gesture.

“Thank you for contacting me,” he says. “I know things between us haven’t been great, and my relationship with Quinn has been strained lately. I’ve been really hard on you, Brooks. I know you love her, and I know you feel guilty for what happened, but I promise you, you didn’t let me down as her father. You saved her. And I know I’ve made you feel like you weren’t good enough for my daughter, and I’m sorry. This isn’t your fault. You’re a good man, and you’re perfect for her.”

I don’t even know how to respond. I’m in shock. I’ve been riddled with so much guilt over what happened. I never thought of what I did as saving Quinn.

He pats me on the shoulder as tears trickle down his face. Then he walks over to Quinn’s bedside, he picks up her hand, and sits down in the empty chair. He runs a hand over his face to wipe away his tears. He kisses the top of her hand, and Quinn’s eyes flutter open.

“Dad?” Her voice breaks the silence and the pounding in my head. Her hair is a tangled mess, and her sleepy face is perfect. “What are you doing here?”

“I came as soon as I could.” Hilton’s voice is hoarse. I can hear the pain laced in his words. “Cash contacted me late last night. I took the first flight I could get to Boston. I’m so thankful you’re okay. I love you. You’re my little girl. I’m so sorry we’ve been at odds lately. You’re with a good man, Quinn.”

A small smile tugs at her lips. “It’s okay, Dad. I love you too”

She sniffles and Hilton gathers her close. He runs a hand through her matted hair, pulling her tight against him. He glances at me with an appreciative smile.

For once in my life, I know without a doubt everything will be okay.





Chapter 24


Quinn

My boots crunch against the soft blanket of snow covering the ground as I walk across the Harvard campus. I just finished an exam, and I’m pretty confident I aced it. I’ve come a long way since what Cash and I now refer to as “the incident”.  My head’s healed, my strength is back, and Cash has been my rock through everything.

After Daniela’s arrest, I decided not to press charges. Instead, I asked that she be professionally treated for her grief and any other mental health issues she may have developed. She was sent back by U.S. immigration to Thompson, Newfoundland where she spent a few months in the mental health ward and continues to attend therapy. Once she was released, Anna and Jake, Cash’s long-time friends ended up taking her in. Cash still tries to keep in contact with Daniela, calling her every few weeks to make sure she is doing well. Recently she told Cash she started teaching dance classes again. I was happy to hear things were looking up for her. I do wish the best for Daniela.

I wrap my scarf around my neck and flip up the hood on my jacket to try and keep warm. It’s cold even for December in Boston. I make it onto the T and grab a seat near the door. I can’t wait to get home.

Cash is on the road with the Boston Hackers. He’s killing it in the pros. I haven’t seen him in a few weeks. We FaceTime every night, and I watch his games on TV, but it’s not the same as having him here with me. We’ve texted a few times today, just brief exchanges of “how ya doing” and “I miss you” and not much else. He’s being oddly elusive, but he’s probably really tired from all the traveling. I’m dying to see him. Hold him. Kiss him. Make love to him. I’m picking him up at the airport in a few hours.

It’s pretty dark when I step out of the subway station. We live in the Jamaican Plan neighborhood where the housing stock is a mix of grand, old Victorians, triple-deckers and single family homes. The sprawling green space characterizes the historic area and the Jamaica Pond is a focal point for locals. It is perfect for jogging and of course, dog walking Bexley.

I pass by the usual coffee shops, restaurants and stores, enjoying every moment of this beautiful city we’ve made our home. As I walk up the steps to our townhouse, I anticipate the warm taste of Cash’s skin on my tongue. His hands weaving into my hair as I work his boxers down his hips. I even fantasize about the desperate relief I will see in his eyes when I pick him up at the airport—because he missed me. I’ll probably melt instantly from his touch.

Counting the minutes until I see him, I push open the front door into a dark and empty foyer. I flick on the light switch in the dark foyer, but nothing happens. That’s weird. The lightbulb must be burnt out.  I place my school bag down on the floor, slide off my jacket, and kick off my snow-dusted boots.

“Bexley?” I call out, padding forward in my bare feet

Strange. Usually she’s jumping up on me as soon as I walk through the door.

A soft glow crawls across the floor boards as I round the corner. I freeze in my tracks when I step into the living room. Candles consume the entire living space. Just like they would on an episode of The Bachelor. They cover the coffee table, fireplace mantel, floor, end tables, bookcases. EVERYWHERE. I look down when I feel my toes brush against velvety rose petals sprinkled all over the floor. I’m in awe. I take a cautious step forward and see a brown box tied with pink ribbon on the table. On the top of the box, I spot words in black marker in Cash’s familiar messy handwriting: OPEN ME.

What the heck is going on?

I pick up the package with trembling fingers, pulling it onto the couch with me. I tear through the brown paper wrapping and pink ribbon to reveal an old shoebox with a note on top.

Mittens, in you, I found a love I never believed could be real or I’d be so lucky to have. I can’t remember how I ever lived without you.

My heart races as my mind tries to figure out if this means what I think it does. Inside the shoebox is a single pink-frosted cupcake and another note.

I wooed you once. And I plan on wooing you the rest of our lives if you’ll have me.

I glance toward the corner of our kitchen where I see dozens more cupcakes on the countertop. They’re shaped into a giant pink heart. I reached for my cell to call Cash, but then the doorbell rings, and I rush to answer the door.

“Nadia?” I cock my head and eye the box she’s holding in her arms.

“Don’t ask questions. Just accept the box.” She holds the package out.

I grab it as confusion skates through my head. “Seriously, what’s going on?”

“I’m not at liberty to say.” Nadia gives me a big smile. “Now close the door in my face and open that box.”

“Okay…” I answer slowly, before leaving her outside and returning to my seat on the couch. I tear through the same brown paper wrapping to reveal another box with a note on top.

You are my best friend, my lucky charm, and my very own personal cheerleader. Every day I can’t believe how incredibly lucky I am to share my life with you.

I open the lid to reveal seven individually framed photos. The first two are the Men’s Health magazine photos of us. The third is the beautiful family photo from the Sports Times magazine interview with Lyndsey and Louis. He knows how much I love this photo. He chose some of my favorites of us together, the day we got the keys to our home, us fishing in Newfoundland, and us sitting on the beach in Santa Anna. I pull out the last frame, only to have the photo take my breath away. It’s a photo of Cash leaning over the penalty box glass at the Bexley Bruisers game and me staring up at him wearing a pair of white wool mittens—the very first time we met. It’s an aerial shot, clearly taken by a fan or the media. But how the hell did he manage to get this?

I hear the sound of the doorbell ringing again and jump from the sofa. I find Nadia still standing outside, with another package in tow. “Nadia, seriously. What’s going on?”

“I told you. I’m not at liberty to say.” She shoves the small box at me, and this time she steps inside.

I sink down on the bench in the entryway, peeling the wrapping back.

Your passion and drive are my everyday inspiration. You taught me to believe in myself, just like I believe in you.

Inside is a key, with a little note attached to it.

You are so incredibly talented. Enjoy this room to grow and build your business. Third door on the left.

I bolt up the stairs, put the key into the lock, and push open the door of the third bedroom that we’ve been using as a makeshift storage room. When I step inside, my heart catches in my throat. Tears spill from my eyes. He’s transformed the room into a jewelry studio. How the hell did he do this without me knowing? There is a work table, unlimited storage, an idea board, and room for all of my tools and equipment.

A quick knock on the bedroom door, and I don’t even attempt to wipe my eyes before I turn around.

“Me again,” Nadia says with a smile.

“Nadia, what the hell is going on?” I nervously laugh with the tears still rolling.

“Close your eyes,” she demands.

I laugh out loud. “And why should I trust you?”

“Because I’m your friend.” She grins. “Now close them.”

I roll my eyes before I squeeze them shut. Nadia holds my hand and guides me out of the room, down the hall and into another room.

“Don’t open your eyes yet,” she warns.

“Okay.”

I can hear her unlatch the balcony doors. Without opening my eyes, I know I am standing in our bedroom.

“One last thing,” Nadia says. “Open your eyes and take these.” She’s holding out a pair of white wool mittens.

I laugh. “Now why would I need these?” I slide them into my back pocket, skeptical.

She nudges me toward the balcony doors. “Out you go.”

When she slips away, closing the bedroom door behind her, I walk out toward the balcony overlooking our backyard. My mouth opens as I eye the ground below.

WILL YOU MARRY ME? is written in the snow. The letters are so huge you could probably see them from space.

I spin around, tears falling from my eyes.

Cash is bent on one knee, holding out a tiny black box with a gorgeous vintage glistening ring inside of it. “I feel like everything in my life has led me to you. My choices, my heartbreaks, my regrets. Everything. You loved me when I couldn’t even love myself.  You make me a better man and I want to spend the rest of my life with you.” The sound of his voice melts through my every pore. “You are my everything, Quinn. Will you—”

“Yes!”

“Manners, Mittens,” he says, his trademark dimples flashing, “Yes, what?”

“Yes! Please! I will so marry you!” I’m shaking, trembling as I take the last few steps to him, over the span of what feels like a million rapid-fire heartbeats.

He slips the gorgeous three-carat diamond ring onto my finger.

“Quinn…” He looks up at me as I step so close I can see the pulse in his throat. “I love you so much.” He stands and reaches forward, gripping my waist. “I can’t wait to spend the rest of my life with you.”

“I love you too.” I lick my lips and then bite the lower one. “I can’t wait either.”

He places a kiss on my forehead and reaches into my back pocket, pulling out the pair of mittens Nadia gave me. He slides them on my hands, covering my sparkly new diamond ring.

The room falls quiet and with a little smile, his lips pull into a kissable curve. And just like the very moment we met at the arena, he’s successfully taken my breath away.

“I love all the candles. The notes. The cupcakes. The photos. The jewelry studio. The proposal.” I gush, looking up at him. “How did you manage to do all this without me knowing?”

He holds me at arms’ length so he can look down at my face. “During exams you’re the most focused person I know. You’re oblivious to everything except studying. It was easy.”

Laughing, I agree with a nod. “You know me too well.”

“I should hope so. I’m your fiancé and soon to be your husband.”

“I like the sound of that...my husband.” I kiss him, a glancing touch across his lips. I mean it to be small, but his mouth opens and the sound that escapes is a moan.

It’s the sexiest sound I’ve ever heard him make because it’s so raw. In an instant his tongue is sliding over my lips, my teeth, my tongue and his hungry growly noises are filling my head. He slides his hands down my body and presses his palm to the front of my jeans. Under his touch I melt, needing him so much it feels like a match has been lit beneath my skin.

He’s staring right at my face, straight into my eyes. Our faces are close enough that we’re sharing a breath, back and forth. He lifts his chin slightly and he’s kissing me, and it’s so intense somehow, but I can’t look away. For as long as we’ve been together, I’ve never felt this. Like a burst of insatiable love and this overwhelming moment of clarity and peace that he is my forever. This feeling is so much larger than ever before.

“You’re my forever,” I tell him.

He smiles. “And you’re mine.”

Our crazy love hits me in a burst: I’m engaged to Cash.

We are two imperfect people who refused to give up on each other. We chose each other. And we will always choose each other over and over again. Without pauses. Without a doubt. In a heartbeat.

“I’ve got one more surprise.” He brings my hands together and kisses the top of my mittens.

Laughing, I go up on my tippy toes and kiss his throat. He smells like shampoo and the spicy smell I can’t forget in a million years: cinnamon and honey. He takes a step back and lifts up his shirt, revealing his abdomen and ribcage, with the words AMOUR PARFAIT and two dates below inked into his skin. I groan at the sight of his bare skin, golden and smooth.

He runs his palms from my hips to my breasts and back again, pulling me forward into him. “The first date is the day we met. The second one is today, the day I asked you to be my wife.” He points to a spot below the second tattoo. “And this is where I’ll add our wedding date.”

“I love it,” I say into the warm skin of his chest. I run my fingers along the words AMOUR PARFAIT, and look up at him. “What does that mean?” I ask.

He smirks, showcasing his lickable dimples. “‘Perfect love.’ Because you make my life perfect.”





Epilogue


Quinn

Eighteen months later





The wedding photographer walks past me, snapping a few photos before bending to ask, “Think I could get some shots of the whole family now?”

Cash wraps his arms around my waist and slides them over my belly. He nestles his chin against the top of my head and lets out a contented sigh.

The photographer motions us over to join the bride and groom standing on a giant rock overlooking the ocean. White-capped waves crash against it, and the sun beams fiercely around the newlyweds.

Cash kisses the top of my head. “We’d better head over.”

I slide my hand into his, but complain anyway. “This Caribbean heat makes me feel nauseous. I’m sure Lyndsey won’t mind if her pregnant matron-of-honor sits out of the next few shots.” I shift my eyes to him, hopeful.

“Have you met your sister? She’s a fearsome bridezilla. She could cross-check you at a moment’s notice if you even try to make a run for it.”

Only Lyndsey would get married on a private Caribbean beach in the height of summer. Had I known I’d be four months pregnant on her wedding day, I would have begged her and Louis to wait another year to get married or at least have suggested a much cooler destination. Like Antarctica.

“Our baby is sucking all the life out of me.” I lean into his shoulder. “You did this to me.”

“How sweet of you to remind me.” He smirks down at me, with that knowing look in his eye.

The look tells me his dirty mind is scrolling through images of us. Him tugging my hair, his body moving over mine for hours, my voice low and begging for his teeth, his nails, and his kisses. Both of us sweaty and exhausted. And then suddenly the reality that those incredibly intimate and satisfying moments as husband and wife gave us this incredible miracle growing inside me.

“I’m serious,” I say. “I think parenthood is going to be amazing, but I also feel like we’re on this crazy rollercoaster that we can’t get off and we’re headed toward a lifetime of insanity.”

“Technically, we’re not parents yet.” Cash bends to kiss my nose. “But when that baby pops out, I know we’re going to be great.”

“I hope so, but that still doesn’t help with the fact that right now I’m sweating like a pig.”

Cash rolls his eyes, pulling me toward Lyndsey, Louis, and my father. He’s become immune to my pregnancy-brain complaints. I’m lucky he’s learned to differentiate between my hormones and when he actually needs to be sympathetic.

Clearly, right now it’s my hormones talking. This day has been absolutely magical. Lyndsey is a picture-perfect bride. Long flowing hair, a gorgeous white mermaid-style gown, and sun-kissed skin. Louis hasn’t stopped smiling from the moment our plane landed on the island.  He looks handsome in his fitted light-gray linen suit, and during the ceremony, tears tumbled from his sweet hazel eyes.

“Just think, as soon as we get a few family shots, we can head up to our air-conditioned room.” Cash wiggles his eyebrows at me. “I’ll give your swollen feet a nice rubdown, and maybe we can have a quick nap before the reception starts.”

“I love it when you talk dirty to me like that,” I tease.

Cash laughs. “Oh, how things have changed.”

“For the better?” I ask.

“Nah, Mittens, for the best. Not only are you my wife. You’ve got our baby in your belly.”

A thrill runs from my chest, down my belly, and pulses in my heart. “Yes. Yes, I do.”

I close my eyes as he leans close and grazes his teeth over my jaw. “I love you so fucking much, my sexy, sweet Mittens.” He kisses me and then helps me climb up the rock, cupping my butt possessively as he hoists me to safety.

“Quinn, I want you standing beside me,” Lyndsey says, waving me closer. “And Dad, I want you standing beside Louis.”

Our father drapes his arm around Louis’s shoulder and glances over at me and Cash with a proud grin. It’s been a long and bumpy road, but Dad has totally come around and can proudly sit back, relax, and know his girls are well taken care of. In the past six months, Hilton Ashby has married off both his daughters to two amazing men and hockey players. He’s even about to become a first-time grandfather.

“What a beautiful family,” the photographer gushes.

We all smile during the repeated flash of the camera. I quickly glance around at my family— Lyndsey, Louis, Hilton, and Cash. As I stroke my baby bump, I feel this overwhelming fulfilment. Happy tears prick my eyes, and my chest is suddenly so tight it’s hard to breathe. I love them all so much. I am so incredibly thankful for each and every one of them.

“You okay?” Cash whispers.

“I’m just pleasantly overwhelmed,” I murmur.

“Don’t worry.” Cash’s smile straightens into a determined expression, and his eyes move over my face in that way that feels like a caress. “We’ve totally got this, Mittens” He taps the part of his ribcage where his Amour Parfait/Perfect Love tattoo is etched on his skin.

I lean back against his shoulder, and he wraps his strong, protective hand around mine.








THE END
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