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  About This Edition


This novella was first published under the title  Sunsets, Stick Saves, and a Honeymoon in the Love in Destiny Series. It’s now being re-released as Slapshot Summer in my hockey romance series, The Playmakers Series®, so fans of both worlds can enjoy it. If you’ve read the previous version, you’ve read this one too. 






  
  Chapter 1
Honeymoon for One

[image: image-placeholder]

Lexi Campbell stepped from the shuttle bus and took a deep breath. The place was exactly as she’d pictured, right down to the lustrous open-air lobby, the swaying palms, and the sparkling blue water. So different from her home state of Colorado, yet equally breathtaking in its own way. She’d certainly hit it out of the park when she’d chosen the Sapphire Hotel as her honeymoon destination. Too bad she hadn’t done as well picking the man who was supposed to be here with her. 
Closing her eyes, she let the sea air caress her skin and wash away the pieces of Conrad that still stuck to her like staticky bits of plastic wrapper.
“Uh, miss?”
Lexi turned toward the deep voice that reminded her of gravel. Agitated gravel—to match the annoyance in the man’s light eyes as he peered at her over mirrored sunglasses. This was the same guy who’d sprawled his big frame across an entire seat and had promptly fallen asleep, not only missing out on the beautiful tropical scenery sliding past the window but also making it impossible for anyone to sit beside him had they chosen to—not that the bus had been full, but still.
Lexi reminded herself—again—that not all men were insensitive narcissists who didn’t flinch at breaking a woman’s heart, and that she shouldn’t be passing judgment on a stranger.
A different remarkable feature about this particular man was his shirt. It was covered with magenta flamingos against an eye-popping cobalt sky. Added to the mix were parrots in various shades of garish against electric green palm leaves. Lexi was as guilty as the next person when it came to questionable wardrobe choices, but if this guy had dressed to impress, he’d missed the mark. And that wasn’t a judgment call—it was a fact.
“There’s a bus full of people who’d like to get off and enjoy the view too,” he informed her in a voice as dry as the crackers they’d passed out on the plane, “but they can’t because you’re holding up the line.” A fake smile pulled the corners of his mouth and immediately dropped into a sour expression.
Clearly, she’d given this guy more benefit of the doubt than was merited. She was about to tell him where to shove his attitude when her gaze was pulled to the unhappy faces staring down at her from the shuttle’s windows.
Oh God!
Mortified at her own insensitivity, Lexi quickly stepped aside. It wasn’t like her to be so thoughtless, though Conrad would have argued otherwise. “I swear, Alexis, sometimes you go through life as if no one else existed.” Funny. Her ex could have been looking in a mirror when he’d hurled that admonishment at her.
The arrogant guest stepped off the bus and shoved his glasses back up the bridge of his aquiline nose. Sun glinted off his haphazard chestnut locks, lighting them with a hint of gold. 
“Thanks,” he tossed out, though there wasn’t a single note of gratitude in his voice. He breezed past her without a backward glance.
Clutching her purse and carry-on in one hand and her suitcase handle in the other, she scurried toward the check-in desk as gracefully as one could with their hands full and a sandal missing its heel. Terrible Hawaiian Shirt Guy had beat her there. As she lined up behind him, she stumbled on her uneven shoes, falling against his muscular back before dropping to the floor like a sack of new potatoes. At least it felt muscular through the fabric of his short-sleeved kaleidoscope of a tropical button-up.
“Of course I trip and face-plant into a human wall,” she muttered to herself.
He turned, slid his sunglasses down his nose again, and blinked. “Technically, I think I broke your fall. You’re welcome.”
Lexi peered up at him—way up. “Oh goodie. A hero and a smartass.” Oh Lord! Lexi’s mom would be horrified at her mouthing off to a stranger. She’d been taught better. Heck, she didn’t even give her friends lip! A twenty-nine-year-old woman should have better control of her snark, but something about this guy stirred up her sassy side.
He didn’t seem fazed by her sharp tongue, though. “Former hero, current beach bum. Smartass is permanent, though.” He offered his hand, which she ignored, instead climbing to her feet with the grace of an elephant.
Gathering her dignity, she apologized. “I’m sorry. It’s my shoe.” His eyes traveled down to her feet and back up again. “I lost the heel on the airport people mover. There was this older woman, you see, and she was having a hard time getting off—you know how those things sort of throw you at the end. Anyway, I tried to help her and—”
He grunted and turned back around, pushing his sunglasses back into place and showing her his broad back. Damn it! She always babbled when she was nervous, though why this guy made her nervous was a mystery. Ever since Conrad dumped her seven months ago, her confidence had taken a plunge off the high dive and splatted at an all-time low. She used to be able to carry on conversations with attractive men without getting rattled. As a bridal magazine copywriter and sometimes-assistant to the magazine’s photography department, she had been around some of the most beautiful humans on the planet. They were everywhere—even in Colorado. Talking to gorgeous men had been a common occurrence and, ironically, necessary mostly to put them at ease.
But like everything else in her life, that part of her had been broken too.
“You’re not broken,” her bestie’s voice echoed in her head. “So you were fooled and fell for the wrong man. It happens. He didn’t deserve to lick the dirt off your shoes. You just need to get back in the saddle and get in touch with your inner Wanton Woman so she can use the hell out of a man. Many men!”
Ha! Easy for Anna to say. She had her man, though Lexi wasn’t too fond of him at the moment. He’d knocked up her best friend, which had kept her from taking Conrad’s place on this all-expenses-paid honeymoon—the honeymoon Lexi had foolishly paid for a year ago, when she’d been positive she was getting married on New Year’s Eve in Colorado’s cold climate. A beach getaway had sounded like the perfect honeymoon. And sure, it had been a great deal … because it had been nonrefundable. The hotel had taken pity and bent their rules, letting her postpone the stay for a year from the time she booked it—which explained why she was vacationing in the beach resort town of Destiny, Florida, during one of the hottest months of the year. Only after Lexi had locked in the new date did Anna learn she was pregnant. There was no backing out.
“Miss?” a clerk beckoned from the concierge’s desk. Apparently, she had beckoned for a while because Mr. Smartass was being checked in by a different clerk.
He spared her a glance and a smirk. “Looks like you’re holding up the line again.”
Fuming, she hobbled to the counter. As she pulled out her driver’s license, she repeated a mantra to stay calm and chive on. She was one step closer to a fabulous ocean-view suite and a week of tropical drinks and beautiful sunsets. Nirvana was near. Life was about to take a turn in the right direction. All she had to do was sit back, relax, and let opportunity in when it knocked.
Easy peasy, lemon squeezy.

      [image: image-placeholder]Lexi unpacked, working out any wrinkles as she hung her clothes. She carefully laid her expensive lingerie into drawers—the luxurious bits of finery she’d purchased  before Conrad dropped his bombshell. In the bathroom, she arranged her cosmetics and grooming essentials in the same neat order as at home. A place for everything, and everything in its place. Conrad used to laugh at her organization OCD, but she couldn’t unwind until she’d put everything away. She’d always been wired that way. Work before pleasure. Except she didn’t have any work anymore, but she wasn’t going to think about that right now. No, she had earned this vacation, damn it, and she was going to let herself—er, Wanton Woman—enjoy it. First, though, she and her alter ego needed to become acquainted—assuming she even existed.
When the first bars of Bruno Mars’s “Count on Me” chimed on her phone, she quickly answered and plopped into a cushy lounging chair.
“Hey, girlfriend, I was just hearing your voice in my head urging WW to come out of her shell.”
“Good! I hope she listens to me. So how was the travel? What’s the suite like?”
“The travel was uneventful, but the suite! Oh God, Anna! The view of the infinity pool and ocean is to die for. The mattress is thick enough that the princess wouldn’t feel an entire peapod, and the bathroom reminds me of a Roman bath.” Lexi let out a wistful sigh. “I wish you were here to enjoy it with me. I swear, there’s enough room for your entire family in here.”
Anna came from a large Polish family. An only child, Lexi loved hanging around them so she could soak up the chaos, so different from her own life growing up. Her parents were professors, and dinner discussions had been quiet affairs that centered around the cerebral. Not that there was anything wrong with that—Lexi adored her folks—but she reveled in the banter and the unabashed affection Anna’s family lavished on one another.
“So have you met any of this week’s one-night performers yet?” Lexi could practically hear the waggle in her friend’s eyebrows.
“Well, there was this guy on my shuttle.” The image of a tall, dark-haired man with chocolate eyes and a brilliant smile floated through her head. 
“Did you talk to him?”
“Well, no.”
Anna sighed. “Lex, Wanton Woman’s not going to have anyone to play with unless you put yourself out there. Promise me that as soon as we hang up, you’ll throw on that slinky white sundress we picked out and take yourself to the bar. When you get there, you’re going to sit at the bar—that’s a neon sign that says ‘My hoohah is open for business’—and order yourself an umbrella drink.”
Lexi burst out with a laugh. “My hoohah is open for business? Anna, I’m not selling the goods.”
“Well, you’re advertising them. Especially after getting that Brazilian.”
“It wasn’t a Brazilian. It was a French bikini wax.” And it hurt like hell.
“Okay, how about this for your delicate sensibilities? ‘Down for love with the right slab of man meat. Applicants apply here.’ Does that sound better?”
“Not by much,” Lexi snorted. God, she missed her friend!
“That way you can interview the best candidates and pick from the bunch,” Anna reasoned. “Or, if you have multiple choices that are too yummy to resist, schedule one for each night of the week. Better yet, set yourself up with a reverse harem.”
“You’ve been reading too many smutty novels,” Lexi deadpanned.
“Something you should consider, my friend, instead of your syrupy sweet historical romances, where the heroine faints the moment the hero dares to kiss her gloved hand. Real people don’t behave that chastely, you know.”
“They did in the nineteenth century,” Lexi sniffed. “Besides, I don’t remember how to flirt.”
“Watch a YouTube video.”
Lexi’s heart sank. “I wish you were here. I need you to hold my confidence up.”
“I wish I could be there too, sweetie, but you don’t need me to hold up your confidence. Lex, you are an incredible woman who simply needs to find that gear inside herself and get it rolling again. And you know what? You took the first step by going to Destiny on your own. I’m really proud of you for that. And I believe down in my bones that good things are coming your way.”
“Thanks, babe. You’re the best.”
“Now stop stalling and get down to the bar! Wanton Woman is on tonight!”
“Yes, ma’am,” Lexi chuckled.
“And send pictures!”
“The only pictures I’m sending are of the delicious fruity drinks.”
They hung up, and Lexi piled her hair on top of her head before taking a quick shower to wash off the stickiness of travel and the humid air. In the drawer she’d designated for underwear, she pulled out the beautiful black lace thong and bra set she had planned to wear on her wedding night. She forced back a surge of regret. She’d cried a river over Conrad, and he hadn’t deserved a single one of her tears. Nor did he deserve the head space she was currently giving him to rain all over her idyllic honeymoon for one, so she banished the jerk.
As for the sexy undies, she didn’t plan on showing them to anyone, but she wanted to feel beautiful and feminine.
After reapplying her makeup and spritzing on some perfume, she shimmied into the dress and slipped on her backup pair of high-heeled sandals. Not as practical as the first pair and probably too fancy for the hotel’s laid-back vibe, but they added length to her legs and pushed her height from five three to five six. She was practically an Amazon.
Yeah, you keep telling yourself that, and maybe you’ll believe it.
It was time to hit the meat market and fortify her nerves with some liquid courage … and a nudge from Wanton Woman.






  
  Chapter 2
I Am That Guy

[image: image-placeholder]

Josh Wylder peeled off the hideous shirt his mom had given him. It looked like flamingos had mated with palm trees and barfed out parrots against a neon-blue ocean. He loved his mother, he really did, and he would never be able to pay her back for all he and his brother had put her through even if that aim was his sole focus for the rest of his life, but this shirt … Maggie Wylder was an amazing woman with countless strengths, but fashion wasn’t one of them. 
“Ooh, the colors really bring out your eyes, Josh,” she’d gushed. Then she’d added, “You’re going to steal some girl’s heart when you get to that fancy hotel.” More likely scare her away, but he wasn’t looking to attract anyone this week anyway.
He hadn’t bothered asking exactly which colors Mom thought went with the hue of his eyes, unless she was referring to the hot pink and was ribbing him about being hungover a few mornings ago. Never mind that he’d had a really good reason to get wasted.
He held the shirt at arm’s length, pondering whether to drop it in the trash and tell her it had been stolen. No, she’d only go out and replace it, and he didn’t want her spending her dough that way. She’d spent plenty on him and his brother growing up. He and Bradley shared a love for ice hockey, and without any contributions from their absentee dad, that passion had strained their little family’s meager reserves. Mom had always made sure her rambunctious boys had what they needed, though, even if the secondhand gear didn’t fit quite right.
He and his brother had been fattening her bank account since their first big paychecks, but her single-mom frugality was so ingrained in her that Josh understood what it cost her mentally to splurge on this shirt—and “splurge” meant she’d bought off the full retail rack at Walmart.
Yeah, he owed her a fuck ton of good deeds, and he was woefully behind on the paybacks. He would do anything for her—like embarrass himself by wearing the damn thing. It seemed a minuscule price to pay for Maggie Wylder’s endless selfless acts.
He riffled through his bag until he found his favorite T-shirt. Soft and gray—and probably a truer match to his eye color—it sported his brother’s bicycle shop logo. Josh had worn it so many times now the logo was practically unreadable. Mom wouldn’t be a fan of this particular wardrobe choice, but she wasn’t here to judge, and he wasn’t here to impress anyone. He didn’t even want to be here. Why not be comfortable while he spent the week wallowing by himself?
Shucking his jeans, he pulled on an old pair of board shorts. A shove of his fingers to tame his hair and a pair of flip-flops later, he sauntered down to the bar, where he expected to spend the majority of his time for the next seven days—unless he got lucky with some nameless hottie looking for a no-strings fuck. Surprisingly, that didn’t hold a lot of appeal, which was further proof of how down in the dumps he’d let himself sink. Then again, it had been a long time since he’d met a woman who got his motor revving. They all seemed to be … the same. Hooking up had become monotonous. Downright boring. And since he’d gotten away from clubbing and partying, fewer interesting possibilities crossed his path anyway. Not that he was looking, but as he watched one buddy after another fall hard—and seem happier for it—Josh sometimes wondered what he was missing.
His brother’s voice bounced around his brain. “Think of all the beach babes at the resort in string bikinis everywhere. Just tell them you’re a pro hockey player, and you won’t be able to peel them off you fast enough. You might even be able to get yourself a twosome … a three—” Josh had cut him off there. Bradley had been living vicariously through Josh since his own career had stalled in the minor leagues, and his brother’s imagination had far outstripped Josh’s reality. Sure, he’d been dubbed “Wild Man” by his teammates for more than his acrobatic, unorthodox saves, but the moniker simply didn’t fit his life off the ice anymore. And he was fine with that, even if Brad wasn’t. At thirty-two, those days were in his rearview mirror—especially now that he found himself without a contract or a team.
And there it was again, reality staring him down. He’d worked his ass off to be the best goalie he could be, but it had garnered him a glove full of nothing.
Could he even call himself a professional goalie anymore? Philly hadn’t renewed his contract, even for a backup role, which he would have groveled for had they given him any indication they wanted him. No other teams were trying to punch his dance card either, whether as a starter or a backup.
“Give it time,” his agent, Herb, had told him when they’d spoken the week before. “There’s always a lull right after a Cup run. Things’ll pick up as we get closer to training camp.”
Training camp for most teams started in early September—only six weeks away.
“Shouldn’t they want to lock me up now?”  he’d argued. “GMs and coaches want their rosters set before camp, right?”
Herb had waved him off, and for an instant, Josh had felt like he’d been marooned alone on Crazy Island. “You’re making a mountain out of an anthill, son.” But Josh wasn’t convinced his agent was right this time. He hadn’t been without a team since he’d first been drafted fourteen years ago. The fact that he didn’t have a landing place for the upcoming season fucking sucked balls.
He needed to lock the thought away in a compartment for now—which meant it was cocktail time.
The bar was an indoor-outdoor space, an extension of the lush grounds beyond, where sun played on glossy palm fronds ruffled by a warm breeze. Josh picked a barstool with a panoramic view of the gardens and the bar area itself, which was filled with people seated at scattered tables. From his perch, he had a perfect front-row seat to human dramas and foibles—and he delighted in the fact that he was merely a spectator.
Happy hour had just started, so he ordered two rum old-fashioneds from a friendly bartender—Matt, according to his name tag—and settled in. A guy about Josh’s age sidled up and pointed at the empty barstool beside him.
“Mind if I—”
“Go for it,” Josh invited.
The guy extended his hand. “Neil Afton. Didn’t I see you on the shuttle?”
Josh shook the dude’s hand. “Josh Wylder. Maybe. I slept the whole way.” Something about riding on a bus always made him fall asleep quickly, even when he wasn’t tired—a habit he’d developed after years of team travel.
Neil looked around, a wolfish grin plastered on his face. “Really enjoying the scenery so far.”
Matt delivered Josh’s drinks and took Neil’s order.
Josh tasted his cocktail. Damn, that was good! “So, Neil, what do you do?”
“I’m the chief financial officer for HelpFirst Healthcare.”
A sign on the boards at Josh’s home rink flashed in his mind. “No kidding? Aren’t you guys one of the sponsors for Keystone Arena?”
“Yeah, that’s us. I take it you’ve attended an event there?”
“I am one of the events there.” Chuckling, Josh shook his head. “What I meant was I play for—”
The guy’s eyes lit with recognition. “You’re the goalie for the Philadelphia Forge, right?”
“Yep.” Was the goalie.
“Sorry about your team’s early exit from the playoffs. That had to be rough, but you’re probably used to it after missing out the last bunch of years.”
Josh was a competitor. He never got used to defeat. It left a bitter taste, and he downed half of his drink to wash it away. This was his first day of vacation, and he didn’t have to drive anywhere, so why not?
“Yeah, winning is always preferred,” he muttered. Losing was the norm when you played for a bottom feeder—which made them not extending him even more puzzling. He had the experience. He was a great goalie in the prime of his career. He was a leader in the locker room. And hadn’t he put in the grueling rehab work after his injury? No matter what the coaching staff said, he was back to his old form, damn it. Why wouldn’t they believe him?
So much for leaving it all behind.
Neil nodded. An awkward beat passed before Josh added, “Getting an early summer break has its perks, though.” He gestured around the expansive space.
Neil readily agreed. “Can’t argue with that. And if action’s what you’re after, there should be plenty to go around.” He threw back his tequila, set the empty shot glass on the bar, and signaled Matt for more. “And speaking of action …” Neil’s eyes darted to the opposite side of the bar.
Josh followed his gaze and narrowed his eyes on the redhead who had blocked everyone on the shuttle and slammed into his back. She looked different. Maybe it was the off-the-shoulders gauzy white dress she’d changed into. It hit her mid-thigh and hugged her in all the right places—and she had all the right places for it to hug. Sandals with high heels accentuated shapely legs, and long auburn hair he hadn’t really noticed before was brushed back, skimming her shoulder blades and revealing a heart-shaped face.
“Do you know her?” Josh asked.
Neil shrugged. “Not yet. I’m not into redheads, but I could make an exception for that one.” He pointed toward a different woman who stood off to one side, seeming to survey the clientele. “That one’s more my speed.”
Unlike Red, this woman was a long cool customer with dark brown hair and eyes to match. Her tanned body was impeccably displayed in a red-and-white tropical number that exposed cleavage—cleavage that looked manufactured. She was gorgeous in an exotic sort of way, but an invisible sign flashing “High Maintenance” over her head was a turnoff. Josh had sampled his share of high-maintenance women, and the clues were unmistakable. No thanks.
Neil ogled her shamelessly, his grin exposing his pointy white eye teeth, and Josh nearly laughed out loud. “The redhead’s all yours,” Neil offered.
“No thanks, man. I’m looking for a quiet week. No drama.” Josh wasn’t going to touch this week, but look? Oh yeah. He could look plenty. Didn’t cost anything and would definitely lift his black mood.
The redhead zeroed in on a table for two, where she took a seat, crossing her smooth legs and tugging at the hem of her skirt. She looked uncomfortable doing it, as if she wasn’t used to wearing short skirts, though with those legs, short everything needed to be her go-to.
Neil’s eyes remained pinned to the dark-haired woman. “You here alone?”
Josh nodded. “My brother was supposed to join me, but he came down with COVID and had to bail.” Probably better that way because Brad would have been trolling hard, despite the fact his divorce wasn’t final. Josh had been his unwitting “fishing” companion in the past, and it had caused friction between them when Josh had pointed out that Brad had a lovely wife at home. Might’ve explained why said wife was divorcing his brother’s ass.
Their father’s abandonment and the demise of his brother’s perfect union were two of the main reasons Josh didn’t believe in happily ever afters.
Neil yanked him back to the present. “I’m by myself too. If I can’t convince that stunner that I’m the only man for her tonight, maybe you and I can have dinner together.”
Why the hell not? “Sounds good.”
Neil chuckled. “Hopefully luck’s on my side.”
Something told Josh Neil didn’t need it. He polished off the rest of his drink, started on the next, and signaled the bartender to bring another round. As he did so, he felt eyes burning into him, and he looked up to find Red’s gaze pointed his way. Not at him, though. She was lasered in on Neil. Josh stared at her a few beats, but her gaze didn’t waver. If he could read a woman’s mind—and he’d proved time and again he couldn’t—he would’ve guessed she wanted to get to know his new companion.
The seat across from her remained empty. Maybe she was alone too and hoping someone—Neil?—would fill it.
Huh.
Tossing back what was left of his second cocktail, he scanned the rest of the crowd, purposely avoiding Red … until his eyes ignored him and wandered back to her.






  
  Chapter 3
Bait and Switch

[image: image-placeholder]

Lexi took a picture of her piña colada and sent it to Anna so her bestie would know she was putting herself out there and having a spectacular time. Well, at least she was putting herself out there and enjoying her tropical cocktail. 
Wearing her singlehood like a bright neon-pink sign was so awkward. She stood out like fireworks in a snowstorm. Anna would argue Lexi should own it, at least for one night, so she could experience the same kind of scorching-hot sex the characters in Anna’s steamy novels enjoyed. The thought tickled Lexi’s tummy—with excitement or indigestion, she wasn’t sure.
Her sex life with Conrad had been … passable. He wasn’t the adventurous type, and he’d preferred blow jobs over intercourse, which had been fine at first because she had enjoyed giving them to him. Not because he’d tasted good, but because she’d loved giving him pleasure. He, however, hadn’t been so eager to reciprocate. Consequently, she’d spent much of their three-year relationship frustrated, though she’d gotten really good at giving head. So there was that.
The few times he’d put his face between her legs, he’d stopped short and raised his head with a sour look. Didn’t matter how much she’d washed beforehand. And using his fingers? He’d scrub them raw with a manicure brush afterward. His reactions should have been her first clue … her fifth, her tenth. But she had been inexperienced, and she’d been in love.
Could she have sex with someone she didn’t know on this trip? One-night stands and anonymous hookups had never appealed. There had to be a strong attraction and some kind of heart connection. How could you forge an intimate link, even a weak one, in only a few hours?
Don’t overthink. Go with the flow. If he’s hot, jump his bones—or let him jump yours. Don’t even ask his name! Anna goaded her.
Pulling out the umbrella skewer, she slid off the pineapple chunk with her teeth. The juice burst in her mouth. So good. Pineapple in Colorado was a luxury Lexi rarely allowed herself, and even on the few occasions when she did, the flavor simply couldn’t compare to the fresh, tropical stuff she was currently munching. A sudden idea struck: Maybe she could get a job writing copy for the Sapphire about their delicious drinks. Of course, she’d have to sample them all, multiple times, to get the details just right. She was good with details, which was one of the traits that made her a great employee.
She executed an inner eye-roll and reminded herself she was on vacation; this was no time to wallow. She needed to let that part of her life go, just as her employer had let her go.
She panned the room filled with couples exchanging flirty looks and smiles. Had she and Conrad ever looked that way? She recalled staring at him with adoration, but she couldn’t remember him looking at her like that. Had he ever loved her? It didn’t matter now, except she wanted to glean something positive from her heartbreak. Learn from her past so she would be aware the next time around—if a next time came—and avoid the same mistakes. Protect herself from being so utterly blindsided.
Looking back, she could see the many cues she’d missed. The way he never called simply to hear her voice. The way he forgot her birthday or the anniversary of their first date. The cavalier way he shifted his plans with her for a golfing buddy but never rearranged a tee time to be with her.
Conrad had been her second—her first had been her high school boyfriend the night before he left for college, and it had ended way too soon after much fumbling—so she wasn’t sure she had a great frame of reference for what fantastic sex actually was. From the steamy bits Anna would read aloud from her romance novels, there was a whole other world behind closed bedroom doors, and Lexi was curious about that world. She longed to break out of her shell and discover other … possibilities.
Her gaze strafed the bar for eligible men—that’s where single guys usually hung out, right?—but unfortunately snagged on Mr. Smartass minus the sunglasses and the riotous kaleidoscope previously covering his torso. Naturally, he was single. Who’d want to spend time getting quilled by a porcupine? He had exchanged the cacophony of color for a faded sage T-shirt with some washed-out logo on it, board shorts in subtle shades of blue, and worn flip-flops. His untrimmed golden-brown hair curled over his collar, and days of dark stubble dotted his square jaw. He looked borderline unkempt. How had he described himself? “Current beach bum.” Yes, that fit. He’d also referred to himself as a former hero, and she’d detected a hint of melancholy there—not that she wanted to find out why the label was “former” and why it evoked sympathy.
Mr. Smartass was definitely not bed-partner material. But when he turned and smiled at his buddy, Lexi’s heart stopped. He was the gorgeous man she’d told Anna about. All dark wavy hair and chocolate-brown eyes and smooth olive skin. Oh mama, that man was going to the top of her prospects list—assuming he was available, of course, and had a decent personality. Maybe Mr. Smartass could share some intel. From their easy exchange, they were obviously friends.
For the next fifteen minutes, she kept her eyes on Mr. Dark-and-Handsome, ducking whenever one of the two men looked in her direction. Mostly, it was Mr. Smartass glancing her way, with a disapproving frown creasing the spot between his brows. What was the guy’s problem?
Sometime during her focused study, her empty piña colada was replaced with a fresh one. Lexi attacked the pineapple before sampling the drink. The cocktails grew more delicious with each sip, and she told herself to slow down. The bartender probably used some sort of magic swizzle stick. Oh yes, she certainly could pen a piece for the resort.
Mr. D-and-H downed the rest of his shot and slid from his barstool, laughed at something Mr. Smartass said, and cut through a swath of people on his way out of the bar. He seemed to be on a mission, and he never glanced her way.
With him gone, though, she got her chance for a little research. She sucked down the rest of her drink and headed toward Mr. Smartass. He watched her the entire way with an intense gaze that had her thinking twice about the wisdom of her mission, but she soldiered on. When she took the barstool Mr. D-and-H had just vacated, Mr. S. reared back. The ghost of a smile played on his full mouth.
“Don’t worry,” she assured him. “I have two perfectly even shoes, and I don’t plan to hold you up in a line or stumble into you.”
He smirked. Of course he did. “Things are improving.”
“I’m also not here because I’m interested in you for … you know.”
His brows flew to his tousled hairline in surprise. “Good to know. I’m not interested in you for ‘you know’ either.” He air-quoted the “you know.”
Ha! As if he could talk a woman into bed in his current state of dishevelment and smartassedness.
“Good. Now that we’ve gotten that out of the way, we both know we’re on equal footing here.”
“Especially now that you have both heels.” He made a big show of leaning over and checking out her sandals.
She let out an errant giggle, remembered herself, and yanked on the hem of her too-short dress. Mr. Smartass’s eyes—they were greenish gray, like his T-shirt—drifted down to where she tried to turn a short skirt into a longer one. Why had she let Anna talk her into this micro dress? Her friend’s voice chirped in its usual unfiltered way: “If you want a penis tickling your lady parts anytime this century, you have to show it where to go.”
She cleared her throat, and Mr. Smartass’s eyes snapped back up to hers. Maybe he liked what he saw—not that she wanted him to like her bare legs, but it boded well for her chances with his friend.
The cute bartender—Matt—appeared with a questioning lift of his brow, and Mr. Smartass asked Lexi what she was drinking.
“Penis coladas.” Horror flushed her face, and she covered her mouth as if she could reel the words back. Meanwhile, both men’s eyes went wide, and choked laughter soon followed. She was too mortified to look at either of them.
Omigod. I can’t believe I just said that!
Matt recovered
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