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      Matthew

      

      “Shit. I fucking hate cemeteries.” But what’s a guy to do? Without fail, I’m always compelled to come here whenever I’m back in town for the summer. Or is the only reason I even come to Pennsylvania anymore to visit her? She’s a compulsion I can’t resist.

      A soft breeze brushes across me as I climb a gentle grass-covered hill, careful not to crush the bouquet of brightly colored Gerbera daisies clutched in my hand. Pittsburgh sparkles clean after the earlier morning rain, and the humidity has dropped, temporarily anyway. Since spending well over a year in Southern California in the dry, desert heat, my immunity to the heavy, muggy air has disappeared. I can feel the sweat building as I walk. Dammit, I’ve become a humidity pussy.

      The slope levels out and I head toward a cluster of trees standing protectively over a bunching of grave markers. They flower in the spring, making the area particularly pretty. I fought my parents hard on where Sami should be laid to rest, and I won. It helped that I paid for everything. I knew my sister would prefer the outdoor atmosphere of the Allegheny Cemetery, located just ten miles northeast of downtown Pitts, instead of the sad graveyard by the small church in McCandless. Samantha loved being outside, especially hiking all over Pennsylvania and sometimes venturing into Ohio and West Virginia. Surrounded by trees, flowers, and green lawns on three hundred historic acres, I thought if she could find peace, it would be here.

      I stumble to a halt at her grave. Fuck. My fist strikes my chest over my heart. The beating organ feels like it’s about to be ripped apart every fucking time. One year, four months, and nine days. It kills me. I missed her anniversary, just as I missed her death, and I’ll never be the same. My muscles clench and my stomach roils as guilt floods my system. I fucking should have been there.

      Silly. You were there. You’ve always been there for me, whether in person or not. Stop being a douche canoe.

      A combo laugh snort escapes me. It’s either that or break down. Is it weird my sister speaks to me in my head or is it a sign I’m finally losing it? I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s haunting me. It’d be her style. Though I was her protector her entire life, she looked after me in her own way. So, it’s not entirely surprising she’s been mentally putting me in my place from the beyond. Ever since her leukemia diagnosis, she remained upbeat, probably trying to protect me from eventually having to lose her. She knew me well.

      I take a deep breath, my exhale a cross between a sigh and a sob. “Hey, Beanpole, check it out. I found purple for you this year.” Carefully kneeling, I lay the bouquet of red, orange, hot pink, purple, and white blossoms on the ground. I brush the dirt away from the built-in vase and then reach for the water bottle in my side cargo pants pocket. I crack open the plastic, fill the container, grab the flowers, and insert them. Viewing the bright explosion of color next to her tombstone knocks me on my ass, the dampness of the rain-soaked grass sinking through my pants. The wet doesn’t bother me. It’s always better to be sitting when I talk with Sami, anyway.

      
        
        Forever In Our Hearts

        Samantha Elise Holt

        January 2, 2004 — March 14, 2022

        Beloved Daughter & Sister

      

      

      I have to clear my voice to get the words out. “Hey, Sami.” My eyes fill, but I blink the tears away. She doesn’t like it when I’m sad and overwhelmed with grief. Near the end, she told me I could grieve, but eventually, she wanted me to be happy and celebrate her memory. “Perhaps you should spend less time inside my mind and continue with your journey. Spot should be waiting for you on the rainbow bridge. You shouldn’t leave him hanging.” The black cat who claimed the Holt family for himself passed a few years before Samantha got sick.

      Her snort is loud and clear in my head. I get the pearly gates, animals get the bridge, and we hook up somewhere in the middle. Have you been hit in the head too many times, Mattie?

      Shit. This is going to be one of those visits. I don’t know if it’s better or worse, hearing her so clearly. I’m sure a therapist would have a field day with me. I know it’s my subconscious coping mechanism for my grief and guilt, but is it really wrong to want to hold on to my baby sister’s voice? Threading my fingers through my hair, I push the long strands off my face.

      “So, we, um, made the playoffs. Got all the way to round three, game seven. Then the fucking Chicago Storm fucking knocked us out. At least they didn’t win the Cup. It’s the only time I’ve rooted for the Washington Red Tails.”

      Gonna win it this season, big bro?

      “I’ll do my best.”

      Go Quakes Go!

      When the Pittsburgh Emperors traded me, they were fully aware my sister was close to dying. I’d made an ass of myself, begging the GM not to trade me when he called a few hours before the deadline. He told me to get my ass on the plane to California. That’s the last time I’ll beg anyone for anything.

      The icing on the cake? They never informed my new team about my family’s situation. I thought the Quakes knew and just didn’t care. I’ll give the Bishops credit where credit is due. Horrified, they released me on a family emergency, but it wasn’t fast enough. Even with Robert Bishop having me use his private jet. I missed being at Samantha’s bedside by mere hours. She died while I was in the air, crossing the country. The Quakes’ organization is growing on me, but the Emperors are fully aware that I will never forgive them. Whenever we face each other across the ice, all the players know I’m gunning for them. Maybe I can’t take it out on management, but fuck it, someone needs to pay. I don’t even mind the game ejections or the Player Safety Commission’s fines and game suspensions.

      “Oh, one of our Quakes got a skate across his face, and guess what team is responsible?” Now there’s another team to add to my shit list. What that asshole on the other Pennsylvania team did to Luka deserves my kind of retribution.

      The Liberties.

      “Ha, you’ve been watching me, Beanpole.”

      Always.

      I rub my hands together. “Fucking Brad Cooke. I always hated that guy. I’m looking forward to our first meet of the season.”

      Don’t do stupid.

      “Never, Sami, never.” I may be the team’s enforcer, and it’s my job to go after players who play dirty against ours, but I’m smart about it. Well…unless extra measures are needed. I’m sure Catherine Bishop, who took over ownership of the team from her dad, is going to get pissed with the forthcoming suspensions, but that’s a bridge to cross later. There’s something else on my mind that involves the more immediate future.

      “Speaking of being stupid, though,” I hesitate. Does she really want to hear this? We shared everything growing up, but she’s stuck in whatever this half-life of hers is. Is it fair that I might consider dating when she’ll never have the chance? I’m no monk. I’ve fucked plenty of puck bunnies, but they meant nothing.

      Nice. You kiss your mother with that mouth? She teases, laughing.

      No, in fact, I don’t, but that’s another subject I don’t want to bring up, so I dive into what’s on my mind instead. “I kind of met someone. Caught her, to be exact.” However, if Sami’s been spying on me, she might already know about Phoebe Anderson. I laugh over the memory of the brunette with a dazzling smile and ridiculously high heels losing her balance and tumbling off the couch in the Quakes’ family waiting area. If I hadn’t been as fast as I am, the klutz would have broken her ass on the floor and that would have been a shame because it is a mighty fine ass. When she looked at me with those sparkling hazel eyes, resting so comfortably in my arms, and smiled, the block of ice that had been sitting in my chest where my heart used to be cracked a little. I couldn’t help but smile back.

      “She’s the first person to make me feel anything other than pissed off since you died, but it’s complicated. I should probably leave her alone, but you know me, never one to follow the rules.” Glancing down, I let out a breath that starts as a sigh but becomes a jagged sob despite my best efforts. “Hey, I have to get going. I’m meeting Dad for brunch at J & J’s in twenty minutes.”

      Be nice.

      I want to say I always am, but that’s not the truth. I love our father, but I don’t understand his need to keep going to church after his God took Sami before she even had a chance to live. Going to church every Sunday was a family tradition, right until the last trip we made to it with Sami’s casket. After that, I’ve never been back. Fuck Him, if he wants to talk, He knows where to find me.

      It’s hard for me to say goodbye because I’m heading home this afternoon and she’s stuck here in the ground. But she admonishes me to go to brunch and have a coffee for her, making me smile as only Sami can.
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        * * *

      

      J & J’s is in an old brick building on a busy corner intersection of our town where there’s not a chain restaurant or coffee shop for miles. There’s a round turret that joins the two sides of the building. When I was a kid, I thought the diner was in a castle, which made visits there extra special. I walk through the door under the bright green wrap-around sign that proclaims they serve breakfast all day and step inside onto the black and white tiled floor. The tile is likely as old as I am, possibly older, but it still sparkles from meticulous care. But so do the slate grey Formica tables for four and the black padded vinyl chairs that have been there as long as I remember. The front door may serve as an entrance to a time machine that transports you to a time when everything was fresh. Wouldn’t that be awesome, back to a time when we were all together? I shake my head at the childish thought and walk to where my dad sits at his usual table in the corner.

      We used to come here most Sundays after church, but back then we were a family of four and needed a bigger table. Now, he occupies one of the few tables for two, and even then, sitting all alone, he looks small. Lost. He hears me pull a chair out and looks up, but it’s almost like he doesn’t recognize me at first. Blinking at me, his face finally brightens into a smile. I wonder where his mind drifted, that it took him so long to come to that conclusion.

      “Mattie, good morning.” He stands and awkwardly does that handshake-bro back slap combo, hesitating as if he’s not sure what to do even after spending the last week together. “I got here a little early, so I ordered breakfast for you. Hope that’s okay.”

      “Early? Did Father Blowhard cut the sermon short to make it home in time to watch baseball or something?”

      “No, we had the baby priest in training this morning. Poor kid was so nervous he raced through his prepared notes.” Instead of getting angry, my father just chuckles. Because he never gets mad at anything. Not me denting his car when I tried driving it at thirteen, and not when Sami got sick. Clearly, I get my temper from my mother, who is quick to rage. At me for leaving my dirty hockey gear everywhere, at Sami for getting a B in math, and at our dad when he couldn’t stop their daughter from dying. That was the final straw that drove her to walk away six months after we buried her.

      The waitress, a girl barely out of junior high, brings over two orders of eggs benedict and refills our coffee mugs. Dad bows his head to say the blessing.

      “For fuck’s sake,” I mutter.

      Just bow your head and quit being a jerk.

      Head bowed from Sami’s admonishment, I wait for my dad to finish being grateful for his breakfast of thick bread with slices of local bacon and eggs smothered in hollandaise sauce that will likely get him to meet his maker he’s so fond of long before his time. After he’s done saying the familiar words, I add three spoons of sugar and enough cream to make my coffee a light tan color. I listen to hear if Sami is tsking at me. She preferred her coffee black, proving yet again she was the tougher of the two of us.

      “You all packed and ready to go? I can’t believe how swiftly this week flew by.” My Dad’s attempt at small talk is well-meaning, but I found this week draining. Maybe it went quickly for him, but it felt like a month of hard labor to me. First, I had to spend three days with my mom, who lives in a nearby town. Close enough, so she can visit Sami’s grave, but far enough away not to risk running into Dad by accident at the grocery store or library. Because yeah, after all the pain that broke them apart, both of them are still book lovers. Which means the one thing they can still agree on is their mutual disappointment in my nearly lethal allergy to reading. 

      “Yep, all set.” I focus my attention on my food, counting on my workouts to minimize the damage all those calories and fat will do to my body. When I first got home, to the house in McCandless I grew up in after leaving Mom’s condo, I worked hard to fill the silence with chatter. The weather in L.A., my plans for someday buying a house, maybe, once I feel secure enough that I’m going to be there long enough to move in. I even created stories about my good “friends” on the team and how they’ve welcomed me with open arms hopefully making him worry less about me. But after a while, I stopped trying. It was more exhausting than bag skates. The old man looked as relieved not to have to keep chatting as I was.

      He’d aged a lot since Sami’s death. Even more so since Mom left him. His face has gone slack, skin grayer like his heart has been physically broken by all he’s lost. His hair thinned out too. Instead of opting for a ridiculous comb-over many men his age attempt, Dad has enough dignity to shave it close. He accepts every loss with a sort of noble grace. God dammit, when I get stripped of the puck, I break my stick in two. One of us has got it all wrong.

      “You’ve been to see her, I take it?” Dad asks gently. “You two always were thick as thieves.” And just like that, anger wells inside me, rushing to explode outward like a no-longer dormant volcano. Rage at myself for not doing enough for Sami, for letting her down when she needed me most. My fist clenches as the old arguments bubble and won’t let go. I should have found a better doctor who could help her, brought her to a specialist at one of those famous hospitals.

      He reaches and pats my fisted hand laying on the table. “Son, I recognize you’re angry. It’s no way to live. You need to let it go.”

      Never. Sami’s dead because of me. I had the money to create a miracle. I let everyone down, especially my sister.

      Oh, get over yourself. There’s only so much your money could buy. It was my time.

      I grit my teeth, forcing my words of protest down. There’s no reason to look like a crazy person in front of my dad and fellow diners. I’ll never get over losing my baby sister, especially not when I know I should have done more for her. There are times when I both hate and love hockey. Because the sport I play enabled me to pay for the exorbitant medical bills, leaving my parents debt free, yet it betrayed me in the harshest way.

      “You do you, Dad. Let me be me.”

      He sighs. “Your anger is getting out of control. I see it in your play. If you’re not careful, you’ll end up injured, or worse, severely hurting someone else.”

      “Dad, enough.”

      “You are always in my prayers, Matthew. God will bring you healing and peace.”

      “Fuck that shit. Where was He when Sami was dying?”

      “He was there. She smiled as she passed.”

      I lurch to my feet, knocking my chair over. How dare he fucking throw that in my face. It wasn’t my choice I hadn’t been at her bedside. Without a word, I storm from the diner, not giving a single fuck at the scene I just caused. Everyone can go to hell.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Phoebe

      

      My grin is so wide my face might just break. I couldn’t be happier with my new apartment and, credit where it’s due, some of that is thanks to my big brother, Brian. When I unexpectedly arrived at his doorstep in L.A. a few months ago, still crying over my butt-head ex-fiancé, Chad Sandstone, he took me in without a moment’s hesitation. And yeah, I should have known that anyone with a name like Chad Sandstone was either a porn actor or a scumbag, but I was young, in New York, and had stars in my eyes. Turns out it must have been pollen. 

      So, as I’ve done for most of my life, when things got rough, I turned to my big bro. I meant for my visit to be temporary, but then I fell in love with Los Angeles and made the move permanent. After a couple of weeks of living together, even in his spacious rental house, however, we both agreed I needed to start looking for a place of my own. And I found plenty of places in my shoestring budget. I’d been working as a third assistant at a sports marketing agency in New York, so I had a little bit of money saved. Plus, I’d started looking for jobs in L.A. and figured it would be easy peasy. How hard can it be to find a job, right?

      Turns out to be a lot harder than I thought. The cliché of “it’s not what you know but who you know” came into play, and my connections in Los Angeles were limited to Brian and a few of his teammates. Then he introduced me to Catherine Bishop, his boss, and the owner of the NHL team he plays on, the Los Angeles Quakes. We got together for lunch and spent nearly two hours bonding over sports, but mostly hockey. She offered to try and find me a job in the team’s organizations, but that felt too weird. However, I wasn’t dumb enough to turn down her help altogether, and by breakfast the next day, I had an interview with Ethan Foster at the Pacific Elite Sports Agency. He’s an old friend of her brother, Josh, who runs the Quakes’ marketing department. She got me in the door, but I like to think it was my experience, knowledge, and passion for sports that won me the job. Pretty sure it wasn’t my legs since he’s happily married to a guy if the pictures in his office are to be believed. I start on Monday and am nervous but also pretty stoked.

      PESA is in Santa Monica, which considering the traffic in L.A. influenced my apartment search. After the Quakes were disappointingly out of the playoffs in round three, I asked Brian to come with me to check out my top picks. He patiently went to the first three before calling a halt to the tour of dumpy studios and dodgy roommate situations that I’d found in my budget.

      “Pheebs, I can’t spend every waking moment worrying that you’re going to be murdered in your apartment or sold to some human trafficker by that creepy landlord. Please, I’m begging you. Let me help you out until you get on your feet.”

      He wasn’t wrong about the creeper vibes of the manager in the one apartment complex. I’ll give him that. So, we sat down and designed a budget based on what I’d be making at PESA, and what I would accept as financial help for a year only and found this amazing place in Marina del Rey. It’s midway between the office in Santa Monica and Brian’s place in Manhattan Beach. Of course, L.A. public transportation not being what I’m used to, it means I’ll have to get a car, but we budgeted for that too.

      The apartment might seem small to some people, but I lived in New York, so this is twice the size of what me and my three roommates were living in. Besides, who needs more than a bed-sized bedroom when you have a communal lounge, two pools, a game room, and a rooftop patio with fire pits and grills? My smile takes over my face, thinking about it.

      “Maybe with all these common areas, you’ll meet a nice guy here,” Brian suggests.

      “No way. First, I will not poop where I sleep. Second, I’m done with ‘nice’ guys. I thought Chad was a nice guy until I caught him with one of my roommates.”

      Lincoln Cavanaugh, one of Bri’s best friends, a former legendary Quakes goalie, and Catherine’s boyfriend, is bringing in the last of my boxes when his phone rings. He puts them down with the small pile of the rest of my stuff I had shipped to me and answers it. “Go for Caveman.” He’s in player development now but still goes by his old nickname with his friends. He listens for a beat, smiles, and tells Bri, “Hey, it’s Clutch. Him and a few guys are at MacKay’s. Wants to know if we want to join them.”

      MacKay’s is the local bar near the Commerce Center where the Quakes play their games. The guys tend to hang out there after games and on their downtime, like now, before the season starts. The bar’s owners brew their own beer, make their own food, and have a great outdoor area to hang out while you enjoy both.

      My big bro looks eager for a second since his team is both his family and friends, then sheepishly says with all the excitement of someone having a root canal, “Nah, I’ll stay here with Pheebs, help her settle in.”

      Grinning even wider at the thought of going out and enjoying myself before having to embrace a typical work routine, I pipe in with, “Are you joking? I have plenty of time to settle in later. Let’s go. I’ll even let you buy me a beer.”
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        * * *

      

      It’s a Thursday afternoon, so the brewery is mostly empty except for the long table outside filled with hulking, hot hockey players. Yum. I’ve met them all before since it’s the off-season and if they’re in town, they tend to hang out with each other. It’s Connor D’Angelo and the French Canadian Connection, including Eddie Landry, the alternate captain of the team, Cory Fournier, Alex Bouchard, and his wife, Chloe. Down at the end of the table, staring into his beer, is the mysterious Matthew Holt. The Quakes’ top defensive player and known enforcer. He’s a little broader across the shoulders than my brother. I’m pretty sure the tight dark gray T-shirt that shows off his chiseled pecs and abs is no accident, but you won’t hear me complaining. Peeking out from under his short sleeves on both arms are beautifully intricate tattoos, but it’s hard to say what the designs are. I lick my lips. Yummy. Don’t know why, but I’ve always been a sucker for ink. Well, tastefully done ink, not those guys who cover their entire body with crappy mall tattoos. Brian hasn’t told me much about him since our first awkward encounter, where he saved me from falling on my butt, except to order me to stay away from him. We’ll see.

      “No Luka?” Linc asks with brows furrowed in concern.

      Eddie shakes his head and says, in that adorable French Canadian accent of his, “No, boss. We tried, we even went over to his place in person, but he said non.”

      “Hey, at least he came out and skated the other day,” Clutch gives Cavey what I guess they’d consider a pat on the back but would probably knock most guys I know to the ground. “Give him time, man. Now that he’s cleared for ice time, I bet we see more of him.”

      I haven’t met Luka Ribic, but everyone who watches hockey knows what happened to him last season. Brad Cooke, a doody-head on the Liberties, took him down with a totally illegal hit right in front of another one of his players, who didn’t have time or space to stop. I don’t know which did more damage, the concussion from hitting the ice, or the skate blade across his face. But considering he was model-gorgeous before the accident, I know which one I’d be more upset about.

      From the slump of his shoulders, Brian’s bummed that two of his BFFs, Luka, and team captain Zach Hansson, continue to be absent. Zach, also known as Sonny, has been enjoying some much-needed downtime with his wife Jenny. Between that and Linc, the fourth musketeer of their merry band, being occupied with Catherine, I think he’s been a little lonely lately. Which might be why he’s also kind of grouchy and riding my butt about every little thing. I appreciate his help, but if I wanted a mother hen, I would have moved back home with Mom. Amelia Anderson, now Powell, may be small, but she is a fierce protector. Between the two of them, it’s a wonder I had any fun at all growing up.

      Bri goes inside with Linc to order beers and pizzas, so I grab us the open seats at the end of the table near Holt. He’s brooding, his chin-length wavy brunette hair a convenient curtain to hide behind, but he wears it well. “Hey,” I give him a hip check. “What’s up?”

      He turns to me with a scowl that melts once he recognizes me. “I know that ass,” he says with a grin, pushing his mop of hair off his face to reveal deep brown eyes. “Last time I saw it, it was heading to the floor at maximum speed.” He pats the bench next to him, which I take as an invitation to sit.

      “Thank goodness some big Neanderthal stranger saved me.” I put an extra breathy sex goddess tone to my voice, which cracks him up. I like his smile. It makes him look a lot less mean. I want to see more of it, so I ask what I think is a simple question. “Where’ve you been? You missed the joy of helping me move into my new place.” And just like that, his smile flees, and he goes back to staring into his beer.

      “I had to go back to Pennsylvania for the annual visit.”

      “You make it sound like a proctology exam,” I joke, giving him a shove with my shoulder. Most guys would have smiled at that, but his smirk is humorless.

      “Something like that.” I wait, but that’s all he’s going to give me. Interesting. There’s a story there, and someday I’m going to get it out of him, but I leave it for now since Brian returns with our beers.

      Brian growls in the back of his throat. “Why don’t you sit over here with me, Pheebs? It’ll make it easier to split the garlic cheese puffs I got us.”

      Mmm. I love garlic cheese puffs and the convenience of having them so close is appealing, but not more so than annoying my brother when he gets into this protector mode. So instead of changing seats, I wriggle even closer to Matt. He looks at me in surprise, not quite smiling, but not scooting away from me either. Since Bri is holding my beer hostage all the way across the table, I take a sip of Matt’s beer and grin. “No thanks, I’m good where I am. You can put the basket in the middle, and we can all share.”

      Not being an idiot, Holt clocks the look between me and my brother and shakes his head with a huff. I remember reading somewhere that he has a sister, so I’m guessing he understands the dynamics of being a sibling. Keep poking the bear until they growl, then run for mom. He reaches across the table for my IPA, slides it over to me since Brian isn’t going to, and then reclaims his darker, amber-colored beer without saying a word. I cock my head to get a better look at him. Three days of beard stubble and dark smudges under his eyes tell me whatever happened in Pennsylvania was no fun. The smile that lit his face when he saw me was so adorable that I’m determined to do what it takes to bring it back.

      “So, where were you and all these glorious muscles earlier today?” I stroke his bicep, tracing the design I now recognize as a colorfully inked Celtic tree gracing his skin. “We could have used the help moving me into my new place.”

      He cocks an eyebrow at Brian and then me. “New place, huh? Tired of couch surfing with Mr. Sunshine and Rainbows?”

      “I have a spare bedroom, asshole. She never had to sleep on the couch.”

      We both ignore him. Linc, who sits down next to Grumpy Pants, gives him a nudge as he glances over at Matt with a look I can’t quite read. Sympathy? Sadness? Then Linc shakes his head ever so slightly, and Brian rolls his eyes. Whatever their secret message is, Matt is just as puzzled as I am and huffs impatiently. If anyone can beam “screw you both” without a sound, Matt does.

      “Sorry, Cupcake, I never got the invite, or I’d have been happy to help. Where’d you land? The McMansion next to Big Brother?”

      “No, don’t be silly.” I trail my fingers along his arm, pushing the shirt sleeve higher, ever so slightly, to get a better look at his intricate tattoo. “It’s an amazing apartment in Marina del Rey, with two pools, and so much fun stuff.” Since I do love it, the excitement in my voice is real, while the batting of my eyelashes is admittedly a bit forced.

      “It was just a few boxes,” Linc tells him. “Nothing the three of us couldn’t handle.” He says it as if that explains why he hadn’t been invited. Now that I think about it, I feel a little guilty for not having called him. And sort of bummed that I missed the chance to see a shirtless Matt Holt because then I could have seen his tattoos on full display.

      “No furniture?” His frown directed at Brian is easy to read. You cheap bastard. I know I shouldn’t do it. I owe Brian so much, but it’s just too hard to resist having a little fun after the hell Chad put me through. So, I lean in even closer, pushing my breasts into Matt’s arm.

      “Not even a bed,” I say in that same breathy sex kitten voice that got him to laugh before. It’s a close call what I enjoy more—Brian’s face turning purple or the slight upward tilt of one corner of Matt’s mouth.

      “All right, give it a rest before you kill our 2C,” Linc grumbles, shoving a paper plate with a piece of pizza and garlic cheese puffs at me. I laugh and take pity on my brother, putting some space between me and the team’s bad boy. Is that huff of sound from Matt a laugh? A sigh? Before I can study him to figure out this puzzle, Matt leaves the table and heads inside. Since he takes his glass with him, I presume he’s getting a refill, but the space next to me remains empty, bringing back a rush of melancholy.

      I met Chad during our sophomore year in college at one of those painfully awkward mixer things that rarely do much, but in our case, it resulted in six years of being Cheebs. Or Phads. Neither one sounds great, and maybe, in hindsight, that should have been a warning sign. Anyway, after six years of being half of a couple, being alone these past six months after finding him in bed with my best friend has sucked. In one horrible moment, I lost the two people who were always by my side. Brian has been great and super supportive, but for a moment, it felt nice to have someone to physically connect with who didn’t share my DNA. But Matt doesn’t return, so I eat the rest of my dinner with the place next to me vacant, feeling alone despite being surrounded by a crowd of Bri’s friends.

      A little later, I go inside to use the restroom. Brian’s not wrong when he accuses me of having the world’s tiniest bladder. On my way back outside, I spot Matt playing a solo game of darts. “Hey, isn’t that more fun when there are two people?” I tease, sauntering over to his side.

      “That could be said of many things,” he flirts back with a crooked grin, poised to throw the next dart. “But I’m a sore winner, so nobody likes to play me.”

      “You mean a sore loser?” I pluck the dart from his hand, assume the stance I’ve seen other people do, and throw it at the board. The dart goes sideways and clunks into the wall a foot away from the board. I can’t help the giggle that escapes as he makes a weird sound in the back of his throat that might be a laugh or a frustrated growl, I’m not sure.

      “No, I mean a sore winner. I’m an unbearable cocky asshole.” Then he puts a dart in my hand, keeping his own wrapped around mine softly to guide my fingers. “First, hold the dart lightly. You don’t want to screw its balance.” No one is more surprised than me when Matt steps behind me and guides my feet by trapping my legs inside his hard, muscular thighs, and turns me so I’m sideways to the dartboard. It’s a little intrusive, but I’m not kicking up a fuss. Those abs that looked delicious feel even better brushing against my back. Not wearing my normal three-inch heels, I’m feeling petite next to his large frame. Plus, he smells delicious. The man’s soap or shampoo has a fresh cedar or sandalwood scent that makes me want to inhale even deeper.

      “I prefer a closed stance but be careful not to put too much weight on the front of your feet, or you’ll tip out of balance.” This is the first major body contact I’ve had in months and my lady parts zing as he wraps his other arm around me to hold me in place. His hand leaves the one I’m holding the dart with to guide my elbow up to shoulder level. “The most important thing before you throw is to relax. Fuck, you’re stiff as a board.” He presses even closer, and I can feel his heat and hardness.

      “Not helping,” I murmur. His chuckle makes me melt into him.

      “There, that’s better.” His lips lightly brush my ear as he stoops to instruct me how to draw my arm back and release. “Release it like you’re throwing a paper airplane, but don’t drop your elbow.” He keeps a gentle but firm hand under my elbow. The one at my waist inches higher when I lean forward, dangerously climbing toward my breast. So, I lean forward a little more and almost moan when he raises his hand a bit more and presses me more tightly against the front of his body.

      “The important thing most people get wrong is you must let go with all your fingers at once, or the dart will wobble. Then follow through, extending your arm all the way out like you’re pointing at the dartboard.” Moving his hand from my elbow to the dart, he wraps his fingers around mine, so I don’t throw it yet as he extends my arm out. The friction between our bodies at that simple move makes me weak at the knees. He tilts his head, and our eyes meet.

      “Ready?” I nod, swallowing the leaden knot of emotion in my throat. His focus returns to the dartboard, although I’m pretty sure he’s checking out my boobs from the corner of his eye. The hand around the dart returns to support my elbow, and he breathes “relax,” into my ear. I throw the dart and it hits the target with a soft thunk. It’s not a bullseye or anything, but it’s in a red slot in the middle ring. Heck, it stayed on the board. That’s better than I normally do. I turn around and bounce in Matt’s arms, squealing with delight.

      “What the hell are you doing with my sister?” A barked demand sounds from the doorway.

      Everyone in the bar instantly snaps their attention toward his voice. It’s just instinctual, really. We’re fight-or-flight animals and we all require that split second of decision-making before we choose which to act upon. Most everyone in the room picks the modern-day version of flight, staring at their food or drink, some even slightly shifting their body position to try and melt into the walls. I don’t have to tell you which Matt chooses. His entire body tenses as he mutters, “Motherfucker” under his breath. As my brother stomps over toward us, the hands that still hang near my sides ball into fists. Uh oh.

      Whirling around so our eyes meet, I momentarily get lost in his brown pools roiling with emotions. So many I couldn’t identify them all, but anger, frustration, and weirdly, sorrow were definitely writhing near the top. I lay my hand on Matt’s chest and wordlessly plead with him. From his long, drawn-out, hissed, “Fuck me” he understands and backs down, fists unclenching. Foolish me, I thought the crisis had been averted. I was mistaken.

      A meaty paw thumps on my shoulder and spins me around so fast, I stumble. Ironically, it is Matt who catches me. “You need to stay away from him,” my brother commands, wagging his finger in my face. Other words follow but I only hear them as more angry noise. No one had laid a hand on me like that since I was little and now here is my protector, acting just like our father. I want to cry. I want to shout at him. But I am so confused I do neither. Instead, I fall back on my usual stance—shake it off and smile.

      “Love you, bro,” I beamed at him, “but your license to tell me what to do expired a long time ago.” Then I deliberately turn the wattage of my smile up another hundred notches and bathe Matt in all its glory. “Hey Matt, want to see the view from my apartment? I’m not sure, but I think the hot tub is clothing optional.”

      The jaws of both men hang open in shock and dismay. Matt recovers first, quirking a corner of his mouth in a cocky grin. “Sure, why not?” he lifts one shoulder in a shrug.

      I loop my arm through his and tug him toward the door. “You’re going to have to drive. I don’t have a car yet.” Over Matt’s chortle resounds Brian calling out my name in disbelief.
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      “You didn’t have to invite me in. I know you were using me to yank your brother’s chain,” I say as she gives me a tour of her apartment. It only takes thirty-five seconds because the place is so small. And yeah, there’s furniture. She was totally playing Anderson against me.

      “I feel kind of bad I used you, so I thought I could at least give you a beer.”

      I stare at her fine ass as she matches actions to words and walks into her kitchen. “You knew he was in the doorway, watching me give you that dart lesson, didn’t you?”

      “Well, yeah,” she tosses off over her shoulder. “I just didn’t know he’d react like that.” She opens the fridge and bends at the waist, delivering a beautiful display of her heart-shaped rear, making my dick twitch. With two bottles in her grasp, she swiftly rotates and allows the door to close behind her. With her next step, she trips over her own feet, flailing forward.

      I lunge for her, catching her in my arms. Straightening, I pull us upright and look down into her wide, green-brown gaze. “You okay there, Oopsie-Daisy?”

      The cutest giggle escapes her. “Thanks for the save. Again. It would have been tragic if the beers broke.” She holds up the bottles. “They’re my last two.”

      No. What would have been horrible is if she landed on the shattered pieces of glass. Phoebe is a beautiful woman in the girl-next-door kind of way. She’s slender with an athletic build. Golden and red highlights streak her shiny, soft, shoulder-length brown hair, which brightens her hazel eyes. Since the first time I caught her in my arms, I have felt a strong physical attraction toward her. There’s just something about her that draws me in.

      She hands me a beer and tucks her arm through mine. “Come on, let’s go to the rooftop.”

      I let myself be dragged along with her excitement. She’s right, the building housing her apartment is pretty cool. Her complex, located in the arts district of Marina del Rey, is covered with brightly colored murals. It makes me want to draw again for the first time since Sami died. It’s an unusual sensation, like an amputee experiencing phantom pain in a place where a limb once existed. “Nice artwork. I admire the bold color choices.” Phoebe gives me a curious look. “What?”

      “Careful, talk like that can get your Neanderthal card revoked.” The elevator stops and opens, revealing the sky lounge. There are several seating areas grouped around gas firepit tables. There’s even a long glass table with seating for eighteen. She leads us to a cushioned loveseat.

      I take a sip from the bottle and stare at her toned legs revealed by her denim shorts. When she turns toward me and bends one of her legs onto the couch, I spot her tattoo. I lean closer to read the words inscribed on her inside ankle. Embrace The Journey. Without meaning to, my finger touches her satiny skin and traces the calligraffiti lettering. Goosebumps rise on her body from my touch. I wrap my hand around her ankle, holding on, and then meet her gaze.

      “Got any other ink?”

      She hesitates, biting her lower lip, intriguing me with the possibility of what lies beneath her clothing. Reluctantly, I release my hold on her leg, lean back, and swig some more beer. I really shouldn’t be thinking about her naked. She’s a teammate’s sister. If I was her brother, I wouldn’t be happy with this situation, but damn, I’m fucking attracted to her and she’s nowhere close to my type. I don’t do good girls.

      I know some of her story, even though I’m not friends with her brother, but I listen when there’s locker room talk and conversations at MacKay’s. I know she was in a long-term relationship, even engaged, before she caught the asshole cheating. She fled New York to get away from the fucker. Brian had thought her visit might be temporary, and she’d go back to where their mom lives, but she decided to stay.

      “Heard you landed a job.”

      Her smile lights her eyes. “I did. I start on Monday. I really like the agency and my boss.” She glows with her excitement. “I can’t wait.”

      “So, I guess that means you’re sticking around.”

      “I am.” Her sparkle falls away with her frown. “New York got complicated.”

      “How so?”

      “My ex,” she sighs. “We were together for six years. Had all the same friends, the same hangouts. I kept running into him. I just…”

      “Needed a change.” I push my hair off my face. I get that. When I was traded to Los Angeles, at first, I was pissed and then grieving. Now, I’m glad to be twenty-five hundred miles away. It hurts being in Pittsburgh. Slugging back the rest of my beer, I take in her downcast gaze and slumping shoulders. I want to hear her giggle again, see her beaming smile, but fuck, I don’t know how. I’m a grumpy, angry fucker. “Your ex is a fucking asshole, and you dodged a bullet. Phoebe, you’re way too good for him. You’re beautiful, inside and out, and he never deserved you.”

      Her head whips up and our gazes lock. “You think I’m beautiful?” Her whispered words are tinged with disbelief. How does she not know?

      “You’re sexy as fuck.” Her grin lights all the way to her eyes again. Gotta say, I’m kind of proud I lit her up.

      “And you’re hot AF.” She scoots close and places a hand on my thigh.

      My dick likes her touching me and she’s playing with fire. “Oopsie-Daisy, you may want to be careful.”

      “Maybe I want a little danger.” Shit. I
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