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      To Youngest,

      Watching you from the sidelines will forever be one of my greatest joys. My heart just about bursts.

      Love,

      Mawmmy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        “Isn’t it better to have your heart broken than to have it wither up? Before it could be broken it must have felt something splendid. That would be worth the pain.”

        L.M. MONTGOMERY
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      Beau picked Davis’ pocket and stole the puck away from him. I turned immediately and headed down to the other end.

      Two defensemen swarmed his ass, so he passed the puck across the ice to me.

      I received it and one second later shot the puck straight to the net.

      Except it wasn’t anywhere near the net when I looked.

      Nope.

      I fanned the fuckin’ thing.

      “Jesus Christ,” I swore under my breath, embarrassed at leaving the puck behind for Evans to swipe.

      I swung around the net and Isaac said, “Wow, you really fucked that one up.” He shook his head and shot me a look.

      Even so, he was right.

      Evans made it all the way down to the other end. Took a slapshot—and the puck sailed in.

      “Fuck.” I sighed and rolled my eyes. And that hurt. They felt as dry and cracked as my mouth at the moment.

      After I’d left Jillian’s last night, I might have gone back to my place and finished off my bottle.

      Not like I had anything else to do.

      Nope.

      Jillian had confirmed that she was indeed marrying that fuckin’ douche canoe.

      And when I’d actually heard the words come out of her mouth—it was just like being on the set of Single Girl all over again. On the very last day, that is.

      The day that she gave that goddamn rose to that goddamn douche canoe.

      Instead of me.

      She did that to me once.

      And then I’d bent over and let her do the same fuckin’ thing to me for the second time.

      I still couldn’t believe it.

      I’d felt our connection.

      We had this instant bond that seemed to link us together, no matter where we were.

      What we had was indescribable. Whether we were at the country bar—or on the ice.

      Or if I had her pushed up against the wall—making her scream out my name.

      Had I dreamed all of that shit?

      Was I fucking delusional?

      Before I could ask myself one more pathetic question, Beau stopped right in front of me—with a spray of snow—enough to hit my face, too.

      “Asshole.” I skated backward and gave him a dirty look.

      He jerked his head to the right and said, “Over here.” I watched him glide to the boards. I inhaled a deep breath and followed like I was the bad kid in class who didn’t do his homework.

      He turned around and leaned against the boards. “Do you need some time?” he asked in a low, patient tone. To any normal person, that would have sounded kind and understanding.

      To my ears, it sounded like he was calling me an incompetent loser.

      “No, I’m fine,” I told my captain. Even though I was anything but fine. I couldn’t exactly tell Beau that. Not that I wanted to.

      “You don’t look fine,” he replied back, and to be quite honest—that ticked me right off. A lot of things irritated me at the moment, but right now, Beau was at the top of my list.

      I leaned on the boards and turned my head toward him. “Yeah, well, you don’t look fine out there, either, Captain.” I glared at him. “Neither does Trey.” I jerked my head in Trey’s direction. “You know it. I know it. Everyone fuckin’ knows it.”

      Beau clamped his lips together and stared back at me. Then he sighed and shook his head. He glanced down at the ice and said, “I know that. I’m not an idiot.” His eyes shifted to the other end of the ice, where our coach was busy lecturing the team. “I just don’t know how the hell to fix it.”

      I nodded, appreciating his honesty. A lot of guys would have dumped all the blame on me. But Beau was one of the good guys. He was honest and unbiased—which made him an excellent leader.

      “Do you?” he asked and tapped his stick on my skate.

      Jillian’s suggestions popped into my mind. At the time, some of them had seemed pretty outlandish and useless. I’d appreciated her input. However, putting any of her ideas into practice—well, that was the tricky part.

      Convincing two other pro-hockey guys to take part in some—questionable—team bonding activities definitely wouldn’t be easy.

      Beau looked at me with a serious expression on his face. He really wanted to fix whatever was wrong with us. So did I.

      I pushed off the boards and skated backward down the ice. “Let me think about it and I’ll get back to you.”
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      “Ah, my boys,” Angelique cooed as she greeted us in the front room of their mansion. We rose from our seats and waited for her to hug us and give the fake double-cheek kisses she always gave.

      “Bienvenue, Cash,” she said when she came up to me. “It’s so lovely to see you again.” Her French accent was more than apparent as she spoke. Angelique and Marcel were straight from Quebec, so this wasn’t surprising.

      I smiled and nodded. “Nice to see you as well. Thanks for the invite,” I said, even though I was more than a little suspicious about why she and Marcel had called the three of us here.

      Beau and Trey didn’t know why, either. But, I guess we were about to find out.

      “Merveilleux,” Marcel entered the room and clapped his hands. “Everyone is here, ma chérie.”

      “Oui, mon amour. Let us address the boys here before we eat,” Angelique suggested, and Marcel nodded and strode further into the room. We all sat down—Marcel and Angelique sitting on a couch at the end of the room.

      Beau spoke first. He was their godson—not that many people knew that. His fiancée, Gigi, was their goddaughter. Most people didn’t know that either. But, if you looked on Marcel and Angelique’s fireplace mantle—you’d see pictures of Beau and Gigi—and Beau’s twin boys.

      “What’s up?” Beau asked bluntly and I had to stifle a chuckle. “I know, we’ve been playing like crap—” he took in a deep breath, “but we’ll get there.”

      I let out a sigh and settled into my chair. Beau was putting it mildly. We weren’t—getting there. Not at all. In fact, I think we were playing worse than ever.

      Marcel grabbed Angelique’s hand, and he gave her a look before he turned fully to us.

      “This is only our third year. We understand that. But we expected—”

      I leaned forward, elbows on my knees, and gazed at the owners. “You’re right. We’re playing like—crap. Things should have improved by now. But they haven’t.”

      Angelique caught my eye, and she nodded. “Oui, Cash, I agree. You all have such potential. Such—talent. I don’t know what the issue is. Do you?”

      I looked over at my teammates and then lowered my eyes to the immaculate wooden floors for a moment.

      I needed to be honest. But not in a way that hurt the guys I played with.

      I peered up at the owners.

      The owners who’d put a shit-ton of cash down to create not one—but two new league teams. That was no small order. These people had put their necks—and their wallets out for us.

      And we needed to give them our best. Which was not happening at the moment.

      “I think I have an idea of what’s going on.” And I did.

      Ever since that night, Jillian had pointed everything out in black and white—I knew she was right.

      And it wasn’t just me.

      It was—us.

      Trey and Beau certainly had their issues. And so did I.

      One of mine being the fact that I still had to see Jillian several times a day. And every time I saw her—I died a little more inside.

      She’d been straight with me.

      She was definitely—one hundred percent, marrying that douche canoe.

      And not me.

      Everything we’d shared in the past—and everything we’d shared since the beginning of the season—had been a lie.

      She didn’t love me.

      She loved Stuart.

      The douche canoe.

      I still couldn’t believe it. She’d dumped me—or re-dumped me—two weeks ago. And every night, I’d have to fight myself from going over there and tapping on her door. I missed her so goddamn much.

      My heart ached.

      My balls ached.

      And my fuckin’ head ached from drinking too much—and not sleeping.

      I couldn’t sleep without that woman beside me.

      I was such a sucker.

      I’d fallen for her womanly wiles.

      Again.

      “S’il vous plaît, tell us what it is?” Angelique tilted her head and gave me a sincere look.

      Suddenly, two French bulldogs came barreling into the living room. “Ah, mes bébés.” Angelique smiled from ear to ear, and she and Marcel reached down for the dogs. “How was your walk?” Angelique asked the dog with the pink collar. Then she looked to the front entrance doors where an older man stood. He was the guy who’d let us in. He addressed her in French, and they had a short, quick discussion about something. I assumed he must be their butler.

      “Bien, Henri. Merci.” Angelique dismissed him, and he turned to leave.

      The dogs were more than happy to see their parents and the dark, furry creatures licked and whined to their mom and dad to show how much.

      “Shush,” Angelique said to her babies, and finally met my eyes. “Je suis désolé—I am sorry for the interruption, Cash. Please continue.”

      I felt my teammates’ gazes, and I turned my eyes to them for a moment. They both had confused looks on their faces—and I knew if I said much more to Angelique and Marcel—that I’d betray their trust.

      Trey had been through the wringer for the last year. Overcoming everything he had was no small feat. And I knew he worked daily to keep himself in check.

      He didn’t need me reminding him of everything that had gone on in his life. Because he was living it.

      Nothing good would come out of pointing fingers.

      And if Jillian was right, and Beau was really “skating around on eggshells,” between us, trying to pretend everything was all right—well, then he was going to have to stop doing that.

      Just like Trey and I were going to have to stop relying on him so much.

      Telling the owners all of our garbage wouldn’t do any good. The only thing that would do is drive a wedge between me and the guys. That wasn’t going to get us to the finals.

      I looked back at Angelique and Marcel. “I’d rather talk about some ways to improve.”
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      “Isn’t it kind of late in the season to be fishing?” Beau’s annoyed voice spat out. He held the pole as though it might explode at any moment.

      It was more than a little comical to see him so uncomfortable. Normally, Beau Moreau was calm, cool, and collected at all times. Seeing him out of his element was an eye-opening experience so far.

      “He’s right, it’s fucking cold out here,” Trey added his two cents in, not looking pleased with his current situation.

      “We fish on ice-covered lakes. This is a lot warmer.” I pointed out the truth. I’d been ice fishing many times in my life. And yes, it was colder than this. A lot colder.

      Trey frowned. “You Canadians have issues. It’s cold as balls out here.” He shivered and pulled his hat further down.

      Now it was Beau’s turn to frown. “I think the expression is ‘hot as balls.’ Not ‘cold as balls.’”

      I couldn’t stop myself from laughing at the direction of the conversation.

      Trey rolled his eyes and shook his head. “Who cares? It’s goddamn cold out here, and I don’t think I have any balls left. They’ve either retreated or frozen right off.”

      I reached forward, and the boat swayed from side to side. My fingers grasped a tag on Beau’s fishing waders and yanked it off. “You forgot to remove this.” I handed the price tag to Beau.

      “Wait, those are new?” Trey’s voice rose a few too many octaves. “I thought you said you’d fished before?”

      Trey and I had a good chuckle at Beau’s expense.

      Beau frowned at us. “I couldn’t find my fishing supplies. Gigi must’ve moved them around somewhere. So I had to buy new stuff.”

      That made Trey and I laugh even harder. When I was finally able to speak, I said, “First, it’s called gear. And if you’d ever fished before—you’d know that.”

      Trey burst out into another laughing fit. “And second, Gigi is the most organized person I’ve ever met. If you can’t find your crap—it never existed.”

      Beau set down his fishing pole—that looked suspiciously new. He grumbled something inaudible under his breath.

      When Trey settled down, he looked at our captain. “We’re just bugging you, man. I can help you bait your hook if you want?”

      Beau’s eyes narrowed slightly, and he tilted his head. “Umm, okay.”

      Trey shot me a look, and I smirked. “Who’d have thought our Canadian captain had never been fishing before?”

      Beau shook his head and ignored our next few jabs at him and his inability to fish.

      “Do you fish very often?” Trey asked me while we got Beau set up and his line in the water.

      I nodded and looked at him. “Every chance I get. Which isn’t often enough.”

      Trey nodded and started baiting his own hook. “Yeah, I hear ya. It seems like I go less and less every year.”

      Beau cut into our conversation. “I honestly don’t get the appeal. If I wanted to sit and stare at something, I could have stayed home. And bought a salmon at the grocery store.

      Trey and I stared at him with our mouths open.

      “Some people just don’t get it.” Trey sighed and cast his fishing rod.

      I raised my eyebrows and did the same with my own rod, but on the other side of the boat. “Fishing is a lot more than just sitting and staring.” I gave my captain a bit of a side-eye. “Give it a bit. You’ll understand soon enough.”

      Or he wouldn’t.

      Trey was right.

      Some people just never understood the allure of fishing.

      A few minutes later, a country song blared out, startling the hell out of me. “What’s—” was all I got out when I spotted Beau scrolling through his phone.

      “What are you doing?” Trey asked and swiped Beau’s phone from him. He turned off the music and gave it back.

      “Why’d you do that?” Beau asked and possessively grabbed his phone and stuffed it in the front pocket of his brand-new waders.

      “You’ll scare all the fish away,” Trey told him the truth. “How do you not know that?”

      Beau shook his head and shrugged. “This wasn’t really my scene.”

      And by that, we knew what he meant.

      Beau had been brought up in a huge mansion in Quebec. His father traveled a lot for work—he’d told me that years ago. His mom had been the more present parent.

      I’d grown up in a big house, too. But my dad had loved the outdoors. He took me out to the cabin a lot. Mom rarely came along on those trips.

      When I was young, I thought she was just disinterested in the whole outdoor thing. But as I grew older, I thought it was probably her way of letting Dad and I have time together. And while I missed my mom during these adventures—I also loved being with Dad. After he died, I was even more grateful for every fishing trip and camping trip he’d ever taken me on. Even though I didn’t have him anymore, I’d have those memories forever.

      “Well, it’s a good thing you have a couple of pros to show you the ropes.” I peered over at our fishing-challenged friend.

      After we set Beau up again, Trey and I followed suit. It didn’t take us long.

      For a while, no one spoke—and for me at least, the silence was welcome. However, it seemed that poor Beau couldn’t stand it.

      “Why isn’t anyone talking? Are you guys mad that I can’t fish?” Beau asked in a low voice. Trey and I immediately looked at him.

      Trey frowned at Beau and said, “Nah, we were just bugging you, man. And silence is the best part of fishing.”

      From the look on Beau’s face, he wasn’t buying any of this. “It is?”

      I chuckled and threw in my two cents. “Fishing calms your mind. You listen to the sounds of nature instead of those in your head.”

      Beau’s head cocked to the side. “All I can hear are Trey’s teeth chattering together.”

      That made all of us laugh a little too loudly. “I can’t help it. You took me out of hot Vegas and dumped me in freezing cold Michigan.”

      He was right. The Upper Peninsula was plenty cooler than Vegas. But it still wasn’t cold-cold.

      “Try to concentrate on the sounds of the birds and the wind and the water,” I suggested to Beau. He again gave me a look that said he didn’t understand. But he shut up anyway.

      It didn’t take me long to zone out. I loved fishing, and it had been way too long since I’d been out on my boat.

      The conditions here weren’t exactly ideal—and my fishing partners were acting more like hostages than friends.

      Still, I was able to reach the point where my mind was truly focused on nothing else except the water, the boat, and my rod.

      It was a great ten minutes.

      Trey’s voice took me completely out of my Zen moment, being one with nature.

      “Would you stop sighing? You’re supposed to be relaxing.”

      Beau sighed louder. “I can’t help it. This is boring as hell. How much longer do we have to be out here?”

      Now it was Trey’s turn to sigh. “We just got out here. Usually, I fish for hours—but it’s cold as balls out here. How about you, Cash?”

      I chuckled at my teammates and shook my head. “It’s not cold as balls. It’s hot as balls. You need to stop saying that. And yeah, I usually fish for a couple of hours for sure. How about we go in as soon as one of us catches a fish?” I figured that would be a compromise for all of us. Trey and I would get some time out here, and Beau would have a goal to set his mind on.

      “I can live with that,” Beau said with a small smile on his face. “How long does it usually take to catch a fish? Fifteen minutes? Twenty?”

      Trey and I laughed as we looked at each other. “That’s the whole point of fishing. You don’t know when—or if you’ll catch anything,” Trey informed him.

      Beau’s hopeful expression fell from his face. “Jesus. You mean we could be out here all day and not catch a thing?”

      I shrugged and gave him the bad—and the good—news. “Yeah, or you could catch something in the next minute.”

      “Sounds risky. All the show let us bring were three cans of beans,” Beau stated what we already knew. The show not only insisted on having their cameras present—they also gave us limits on food.

      Not that I completely listened to their rules.

      Fishing was risky.

      I knew that.

      So, I’d packed several bags of jerky along for the trip. That way, we’d have beans and jerky if nothing out here was biting our hooks.

      “Then I guess we need to get to work and catch our lunch. And supper,” I told our newbie fisher.

      He nodded and went back to being silent.

      For a short time.

      Suddenly, a loud blaring noise filled the air. My eyes dashed around until I saw Beau smiling goofily at his phone.

      “What the fuck, Moreau?” Trey poked Beau’s arm. Are you trying to give us all heart attacks or what?”

      Beau barely budged. All he kept doing was staring at his phone. “Gigi taught the boys a new song. In French.”

      The pride he held in his heart was written all over his face at the moment. Beau didn’t find out his twins existed until they were four years old—and he was engaged to Gigi, who was not his baby mama.

      That revelation had been broadcast all over the fuckin’ world at the time. I remembered hearing about it because it was on every goddamn television channel and radio station.

      I didn’t know Gigi then, but I knew Beau. And I was one hundred percent certain that if he’d known about his kids—he would have been involved from day one.

      What I wasn’t sure about—was how his new, much younger fiancée would take the news.

      Luckily, it all worked out.

      Eventually.

      But I didn’t envy what it must’ve taken to get to where that new little family was now.

      “Gah, fuck it. Show me. I love those little boys.” Trey held his rod in one hand and reached for the phone with his other.

      Beau turned it up—and then handed it over. I could see the screen over Trey’s shoulder, and those kids were cute.

      Loud.

      And definitely off-tune.

      But absolutely cute.

      “You’re one lucky fuck, Beau Moreau. Great kids who look exactly like you, and a fiancée who stays with your sorry ass for some unknown reason.

      The smile on Beau’s face grew exponentially. “Yeah, I know.” He took the phone back from Trey and turned the volume up even more before he gave the phone to me. I chuckled and watched—and listened—to the boys’ performance. “They’re great, man. Trey’s right, you are lucky.”

      And I knew he was.

      But I also imagined how much work he and Gigi—and the boys—and the boy’s mom—had to put in to make everything okay.

      “You guys want more kids?” I asked Beau as I returned his phone.

      His eyebrows rose and he shrugged. “Hopefully someday. Gigi’s still young—and she’s got big plans.”

      The happiness my friend beamed back made me smile. It told me he was exactly where he wanted to be. And I couldn’t be happier for him.

      “What about you guys?” I asked Trey, making him grin like a huge dufus.

      “At least a dozen,” he said, and we all laughed. “Or whatever Lexi allows. We’re not in any hurry. It’s nice just being the two of us right now.”

      I nodded and said, “You guys aren’t getting any younger, though.”

      Beau stuffed his phone back in his pocket. “Tell me about it, asshole.” I watched him turn around and stretch his leg slightly. A move that would be imperceptible to most people. But I knew he’d been suffering with his knee again. I’d seen him with the physio after every practice and every game.

      Hockey wasn’t exactly kind to your joints. I had my own issues. The worst being my stupid shoulder. Some days I’d like to just remove it from my body.

      “What about you?” Trey shot the question over his shoulder.

      My stomach immediately tightened into knots. Because—yeah—of course I wanted kids. But I wanted them with a woman who didn’t want me.

      Therefore, having those kids would be impossible.

      “Uh, yeah, sure,” I answered back, cursing myself for bringing this subject up. Every minute of the day, I did what I had to do to keep that specific woman out of my head.

      And every minute—I failed miserably at it.

      “You got anyone in mind?” Trey asked with a tilt of his head. I had the sudden urge to dive into the lake and swim for shore.

      “I’m very single, Trey. You know that.” What he didn’t know about was the affair I’d had with Jillian. The one that left me reeling out here on a ledge.

      After she’d sent me packing, I hadn’t so much as said one word to her. And I still didn’t have a clue why she’d let me back into her life with a bang—only to kick me out with a bigger bang.

      Not that we’d talked about much of anything during our—affair.

      Jesus.

      I can’t believe I was considered a cheater, now. I never did any of that crap in my life.

      If a girl I was interested in had a boyfriend, I never pursued the matter. Even if she looked interested.

      Especially if she looked interested.

      I wasn’t that kind of person.

      Until now.

      And it made me feel like a real fuckin’ heel.

      Even though Stuart was a douche canoe. He still didn’t deserve me stepping in and fucking his girlfriend.

      Fiancée.

      Fuck.

      That killed whenever I thought about her marrying that idiot.

      “What about that movie star you were seeing a while back? I can’t remember her name?” Trey asked, and I wanted to punch him right in the throat.

      “We broke up months ago,” I told him a half-truth. Yes, we did break up. But we were never really together.

      My publicist had fished around for someone to be my girlfriend. After Jillian gave Stuart the rose—and not me—he said my reputation was shit.

      Not that I cared at that moment.

      All I cared about was going out to my cabin and hiding there for as long as I could. I didn’t want to talk to anyone. Let alone start a new relationship.

      Jillian’s actions had made me question my sanity. For real.

      What we had together—fuck. It had been like nothing I’d ever felt before in my life.

      And I knew she hadn’t invited anyone else over to her place during the Single Girl show—because I was in her goddamn bed every night. I would have noticed if she hadn’t come home. Or if she’d brought someone else home with her.

      But, no.

      It was just me.

      Every night of the show.

      Until the last night.

      When she gave fucking Stuart the fucking rose.

      “Oh, yeah. Marissa. I remember seeing you guys on social media,” Beau said as he nodded. “What happened?”

      I was about ten seconds from jumping into this lake. I shut my eyes and took a deep breath. Then I turned and gave them a brief glance. “I don’t know. I’m not the easiest guy to get along with.” That was the only excuse I could come up with. I wasn’t going to tell them the truth.

      That lying and being fake had slowly chipped away at my soul. And even though Marissa had been kind and understanding—she’d hinted a few times about wanting things to go further.

      Well, more than hinted.

      And I didn’t enjoy fucking around with other people’s hearts. Not like Jillian did. Yeah, that woman was making a whole sport out of jacking my heart around.

      But I on the other hand didn’t have the stomach for it. As soon as Marissa started asking for more—by slipping into my bed, naked—I called the whole thing off. She was too good of a human—I couldn’t hurt her like I’d just been hurt.

      It wasn’t fair.

      So, against the advisement of my P.R. guy—who went ballistic when I informed him Marissa and I would no longer be pretending to be a couple—I called the fake relationship off.

      Marissa had taken the news fairly well. Aside from saying some shit about me in social media, and in interviews. But that I forgave her for. I assumed it was likely her P.R. people’s doing.

      She had to save face. And I understood that. If it meant making me sound like the bad guy, then so be it.

      “Uh, actually, you are the easiest person in the world to get along with,” Trey stuck in, and I chuckled.

      I turned to him and shook my head. “Depends who you ask, I guess.”

      We all laughed at that, and I hoped the conversation would end. Or at least change.

      “You and Jillian seemed to be getting along,” Trey said, but this time I didn’t turn around.

      No.

      This time I was ninety-nine percent sure I’d jump into the lake and swim for shore.

      “Would you shut it?” Beau cut in, and I was grateful.

      “What? I’m just saying—” Trey started explaining but Beau jumped in.

      “I know what you’re saying. But maybe he doesn’t want to talk about—her.”

      Trey huffed loudly. “I thought this was supposed to be a bonding opportunity. If we don’t talk about the difficult stuff, then how are we supposed to bond?”

      Beau sighed and said, “We talk about everything else. And if Cash happens to bring—that situation up—then we talk about it.”

      Trey’s voice lowered. “Everyone’s thinking it. We might as well address the elephant in the room. My therapist says avoiding shit only makes things worse. We should always look the elephant directly in the eye and deal with it.”

      Beau’s tone changed on a dime. He was pissed off. “You can’t force people to share their feelings. Give him a minute to—”

      Oh, fuck me.

      “You guys, I’m good. Jesus, that was—” I stopped myself for a second to think about how long ago that stupid show had been on. Fuck. Years. Two? Three?

      Christ.

      A long fuckin’ time.

      I filled my lungs with air and thought.

      I thought about how it could be possible for my heart to still feel so—raw, even after all this time.

      I thought about how it felt like Jillian had just given Stuart the rose. And left me in the dust.

      But that was fucking years ago.

      And here I was.

      Still here.

      Stuck.

      I hadn’t even dated since then. Not including my fake relationship, that is.

      I was fucking pathetic.

      Jillian had made it abundantly clear that she didn’t want me.

      Not for anything more than a good fuck and great orgasm.

      And here I was.

      Waiting in the wings like she’d change her mind at any minute.

      When she obviously wasn’t.

      Not ever.

      I was the chump.

      The cheater.

      Christ.

      Just when I thought I couldn’t feel worse about myself—I hit an all-time low.

      I let out the breath I was holding. “That was years ago. I’m fine. Jillian and I are—fine.”

      I saw Beau and Trey glance at each other. “Whenever Lexi says she’s ‘fine,’ I have to think real hard about how I fucked up,” Trey said straight to Beau.

      Beau reeled in his line and said, “Yep, that’s the one word you never want to hear. I agree.”

      I rolled my eyes. These idiots didn
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