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      “The wedding turned out well in the end,” I blurt the second the lights go off. It’s the first time I’ve been alone in a bedroom with Daisy, and to say I’m nervous is an understatement.

      Initially, I’d thought of asking one of the guys if I could crash in their room, but in the end, I wanted to share with Daisy. I wanted to show her with action that she can trust me when she’s most vulnerable.

      The bed dips as she slides under the quilt. I swallow hard and wait.

      The abuse Daisy and Sutton suffered as children is a trauma they won’t ever forget, but I hope with time Daisy will realize she can trust me in every aspect of her life. I’ve fallen in love with her. I’m sure she is aware of this unspoken fact.

      With my eyes adjusted to the darkness, I make out her figure on the edge of the bed. I need to say something to put her at ease, which isn’t easy with how nervous I am. I do not want to fuck this up.

      After sliding down in the bed, I roll to my side. “Daisy,” I whisper, “give me your hand. I just want to hold it. To feel a connection to you.”

      She turns to face me. “I haven’t slept with anyone before. I mean, Sutton would sleep in my room to protect me. But I haven’t been able to trust anyone⁠—”

      “Daisy, you don’t have to explain. I know. And I promise you are safe with me.” I give a wry laugh. “I’m nervous too. Obviously, for different reasons, but yeah, I’m scared of fucking tonight up and scaring you away.”

      “I do trust you, Noah. I wouldn’t be here with you if I didn’t. I just don’t know what you expect from me.”

      “All I want tonight is to hold you. That’s it. No wandering hands. I just want to sleep with you in my arms. I can’t promise my body won’t react to you, but you have my word I won’t touch you inappropriately.”

      What feels like an eternity, but is actually mere seconds, Daisy slides closer. Her hand lands on my shoulder, and I reach out and capture her other. The last thing I want is for her to accidentally touch the ache in my boxers.

      “You’re breathing hard,” she comments.

      “Relax, Daisy.” I remove her hand from my shoulder and place it over my heart. “My heart is racing because of you. Because you are beautiful. Don’t be afraid of that…Turn over.” I help her roll and then pull her back against my chest. “Go to sleep. I promise to look after you.”

      After a few seconds, she says, “And yes, the wedding was amazing.” Her voice has a nervous tilt.

      My mind goes back to my blurted statement. “I knew Theo would marry her in the end.”

      “Hmm.”

      I place a tender kiss on Daisy’s shoulder and feel a shudder work its way through her body.

      “I can feel how you react to me. It must hurt.”

      I want to laugh, but I refrain. Now isn’t the time. “Please go to sleep. Dream of Fudge and Maple, or the horses. Just sleep.”

      She snickers. “Night, Noah.”

      “Night, Daisy.”

      Gently moving my hips out of direct contact, I try and settle.

      It’s impossible. All I can think about is the woman in my arms and in bed with me.

      I smell strawberries as I inhale, and I force my groan down. Not quite managing it.

      Wiggling out of my hold, Daisy turns and grins. “You are not going to get any sleep with me in your arms and you trying to keep your erection”—she glances down—“from touching me. Impressive as it may be.”

      I’m left staring at her back as she snuggles down on her stomach.

      “It is impressive,” I mutter, turning over and settling in pretty much the same position as Daisy.

      “You can show it to me one day.” Her words are so quiet that I wonder if I heard her correctly.

      My dick throbs with an unbearable ache. I’d usually take care of it in the shower; however, that is not happening while we’re sharing a room.

      I close my eyes and start counting the goals I’ve scored since joining the Vikings. God! Anything to get rid of my boner.
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      I come awake suddenly, panic rapidly building in my chest. It disappears as quickly as it appeared when I remember I’m with Noah. We shared a bed. Nothing more. I concentrate on breathing evenly while I calm myself.

      What woke me in such a panic was Noah’s erection pushing against my bottom. The man himself is asleep, his breathing even and deep. He’s warm and relaxed, which helps me get my equilibrium back. I slowly move around and watch Noah’s chest rise and fall. My eyes drift over his bronzed chest and move lower over his smooth skin to the edge of his boxers. My heart races at the size of his arousal. He’s huge. I lick my dry lips and wonder how he would feel inside of me. Would he even⁠—”

      “You’re awake,” he says in a sleepy voice. His eyes search my heated face, and he stretches. All his muscles bulge. My eyes give me away when they stray to the part of his anatomy I’m scared of but also curious about.

      It twitches and grows bigger, creating a gap in his boxers. Before the head can push out, Noah covers himself with a hand, and a wince leaves his lips. “Your eyes on me are hot, Daisy. Tell me what you were thinking about when you licked your lips.”

      Swallowing hard, I stare at his hand and then admit, “I wondered if you’d fit.” I’m unable to meet his gaze as my face heats to an unbearable temperature.

      Noah reaches out and captures my face. He tips my chin upward so I can’t avoid him. “I will fit.” He moves closer and swipes his lips along mine. “Mmm, you taste good first thing in the morning.”

      “You feel good first thing in the morning.” The second the words are out, I slap a hand across my mouth.

      Grinning his head off, Noah jumps out of bed, a wince briefly crossing his features. My gaze wanders over his body.

      “Christ, Daisy,” he groans, gripping his shaft. “Cold shower!” He quickly shuts himself in the bathroom.

      I toss myself onto my back and stare up at the ceiling, wondering what came over me. My cheeks burn as I place my cool hands over them. I’m thinking that with Noah, I’m not as afraid to be intimate as I thought I would be.

      The abuse I had suffered at the hands of the man who fathered me and his brother has affected my life. How could it not? With Noah though, I feel like I’m slowly healing. Although embarrassed to the roots of my hair, I enjoyed looking at Noah. He certainly enjoyed my eyes on his body.

      I glance at the bathroom door and let my mind wander as to what exactly he is doing in there. A cold shower doesn’t necessarily mean innocent. It makes my body warm just thinking about it.

      Younger than me by a couple of years, I never thought I’d catch the eye of a hockey player. I never wanted to. I wasn’t oblivious as to what Sutton got up to when he was younger. He’d rather I had been though. Nothing gets mentioned now that he’s happily married.

      Sighing, I roll to my side and find my eyes drawn to the bathroom door again. Noah didn’t take clothes inside with him. I know this because his bag is against the wall beside mine. The shower turns off and then I hear a mumbled curse. Oh, yes, he’s forgotten clothes.

      I stare with glee as the door opens. “Forget something?” I tease him. He walks out with a towel secured around his hips. Did I say lower hips? I practically swallow my tongue. My eyes shoot upward when the towel twitches.

      “You have no idea how hot it is to have your eyes on me,” he says, bending to grab his bag, which he dumps on the end of the bed. “I’m not coming closer.” The towel drops.

      My eyes pop wide while my face suddenly feels like it’s on fire. I don’t look away as he becomes highly aroused. His hands tremble as he shoves his feet into boxers and tugs them into place.

      “That’s what you do to me. Yes, I’m attracted like hell to you, and I want my hands and mouth all over you. In you.” His eyes drop and his voice turns husky. “But I want you for the gorgeous girl you are.” He pulls jeans on next, wincing when he gets to the zipper. He leaves it open for now. “The kindness you show to others. And me. The way you smile just for me. The excitement I hear in your voice when I call you. The whole package, Daisy.”

      “I’m happy when I’m with you,” I admit softly.

      “Good.” He leans forward and picks me up, then sets me on the floor. “Your turn in the bathroom.”

      “Really?”

      Groaning, he gives me a slight shove. “Yes. You need time to think about me naked before this goes anyplace else.” He smirks and pats me on the bottom.
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      Holding my dad’s hand is about all I have done for him recently. Pneumonia really took it out of him, and not being in the best of health beforehand has flattened him. He holds no interest in anything and only wants to sleep. The college hockey game playing out in front of us on the TV is turned down. Dad stares as though he isn’t really watching.

      I wish I could be immune to what is happening to the only family I have left. But I can’t. He is my dad. He’s the man who put skates on my feet before I could walk. He’s the man who worked two jobs to pay for my hockey equipment.

      He is my hero.

      And I’m losing him.

      I want to yell at him to fight. Not to give up. But would it be selfish of me to do that? He can no longer go anywhere. He’s stuck in his room here at the residential home. And where at one time he could feed himself, that has gone now too. He can’t do any damn thing and it breaks my heart.

      His eyes light up when Daisy visits with me, but that hasn’t been as often as I’d like. Not her fault. She has a farm with horses, dogs, chickens, and, more recently, baby goats. That does make me smile. I’m a guy and not supposed to be taken in with cute animals. They’re damn amusing though.

      I’m adjusting my position in the chair before lower backache kicks in when Dad squeezes my hand. My gaze snaps to his face and his eyes are focused on mine. He squeezes again before his hand becomes loose once more. My heart thuds. He knows I’m with him.

      Dad being aware I’m here and that I haven’t abandoned him is important to me.

      “I love you, Dad,” I whisper.

      He gives me a gentle squeeze this time.

      He’s drifting off to sleep, and I’m sure I detect a slight upward tilt to one side of his mouth, as though he’s trying to smile.

      Once he’s asleep, I gently move my hand out from under his and wander over to turn off the TV.

      I grab another blanket from the windowsill and tuck it around his shoulders, then gently recline the chair so he’s more comfortable. That done, I watch him sleep for a few minutes before I become aware of tears pressing behind my eyes.

      I reach up and squeeze the bridge of my nose while hoping nothing falls. The lump in my throat grows, making it hurt to swallow. Taking a step away, I hustle to the large windows. From here I stare blindly at the garden beyond. The cool glass on my forehead as I lean forward helps settle the raw emotion that sprung up out of the blue.

      It’s this place and the fact my dad is going downhill that affects me. I’m always the one with a smile on my face for Dad. The one who acts as though his world isn’t constantly on the brink of collapse.

      I’m pulled in so many directions.

      My need is to have my dad with me. To have Daisy with me. Cracks are starting to appear as I juggle the two people who mean the most to me along with my career.

      Inhaling slowly, I start to settle and breathe easier. My mouth curves up in a slight smile as I think of Daisy. The wild beauty I have fallen head-over-heels in love with. Sutton’s sister.

      At first, she’d treated me like she did her brother, which I was okay with. I wanted her to be comfortable with me. Her brother had been surprised at how quickly she took to me, which gave me hope.

      Sharing a room after the wedding celebrations had moved our relationship further along. Only slightly though. At least I thought it had. We haven’t really spent time together since, which makes me wonder⁠—

      “Afternoon, Noah.”

      I blink a few times while my fuzzy brain comes up with a name.

      Angela! My dad’s nurse or one of them, at least.

      “Afternoon,” I mumble.

      “He’s eating better than he has been.” She smiles as she bustles around the room. “I’m hoping to get him outside for a bit of sun later.”

      I nod.

      Sensing my mood, Angela hesitates. “I’ve asked the doctor to come and have a look at him. I’m wondering if he has an infection. That can make him lethargic like he’s been. It would explain the recent change in him too.”

      I eye the nurse warily. “You think that’s what it is? Not just his…time?” I swallow around the lump in my throat.

      Angela pats my arm. “It’s difficult to tell. The doctor will know more, if you want to hang around and wait to see him.” She raises a brow.

      Nodding, I say, “I’ll be here.”

      “Your dad is a good man, and he is really proud of his son. He tells everyone he meets who his son is.” She giggles. “He has a very good vocabulary of curse words when one of your games is on the television.” Shaking her head, she moves toward the door. “I’ll bring you in some lunch with your dad, so I’ll see you soon.”

      I stare at her disappearing back and not for the first time wonder about her. I know she likes me a little too much, and before I met Daisy, I flirted with her some. She’s attractive and a few years older than me. She has a kindness about her, which is why my dad responds to her more than the other nursing staff. It had been a relief when he first moved here, and it still
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