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      “Did you get married?”

      As I stand near the boards watching all the kids from our Boston Bucks family skate swirl around me, I glance down to see Stella glide toward me. I stiffen, because sweet little Stella—Tanner and Maeve’s five-year-old daughter—is utterly ruthless, has zero filters, and calls anyone out on their shit. I find her staring at my hand. Specifically, the college ring I’m twirling around my finger.

      I chuckle and hold it out for inspection. “Nope. Not a wedding ring.”

      She scrunches up her nose, eyes narrowing as she flawlessly skates around kids twice her size. I immediately know I’m in trouble. The serious kind. She doesn’t even slow down. Just carves a tight circle around me, edges clean, posture perfect.

      “Are you not married because you have a beard?”

      Interesting theory.

      I rub a hand over the scruff on my jaw. “No, I don’t think that’s it. Lots of the married guys grow beards during the season.”

      She switches direction without breaking eye contact, because apparently intimidation is easier at full speed. “That’s true. Uncle Conner looks like a grizzly bear.”

      Fair.

      She stops on a dime in front of me, a sharp spray of ice dusting my shins. The other kids are wobbling into the boards behind her. Stella stands there like she owns the rink. Her gaze drops to my hand again, now resting on the boards. She leans forward, inspecting it like a jeweler evaluating a flawed diamond.

      “Is it because of that ugly wart?”

      I nearly swallow my tongue. “Excuse me?”

      She points. Not aggressively. Just…clinically. “That. The wart. It’s kind of ugly. Is that why you’re not married?”

      Wow. Good thing I don’t hinge my self-worth on the opinions of small, future PWHL hall of famers.

      I rub my thumb over the thick callus. “It’s not a wart. It’s a callus.”

      She slowly straightens, one hand sliding to her hip, blades rocking gently beneath her with effortless balance. “That’s what a wart would say.”

      I snort. “Oh really? And how many warts have you interviewed?”

      She gives me a look that suggests I’m the dumbest man alive. Then she pushes off, skates a tight, perfect loop around me, and stops again, this time even closer.

      “I had one on my toe,” she explains.

      Of course she did.

      “You interviewed it?” She purses her lips at my question, like she’s exhausted by my existence. “Come to discover it was pretending to be a callus, did you?”

      “You ask a lot of questions, Uncle Tuck. It’s tiring. Maybe that’s why you’re not married.”

      I ask a lot of questions?

      “Jesus,” I mutter under my breath. Am I really being cross-examined by a five-year-old and losing spectacularly?

      I search for a reasonable rebuttal and begin to shoot back a response. “That’s not…”

      What are you doing, dude?

      She tilts her head, helmet slightly askew, curls bouncing. “So it’s true then. It’s the wart.”

      I sigh. “Maybe. I don’t know. The verdict is still out.”

      She nods thoughtfully, then glides away from me—backward—smooth as anything.

      “You should get some of that stuff Mommy put on mine,” she tells me. “Then maybe you’ll get married.”

      And then she executes a perfect little spin in the middle of the ice. Meanwhile, I’m left standing near the boards, with an alleged wart and no defense.

      Or self-respect.

      “Wait!” she calls, carving a clean arc back toward me. She stops so sharply, ice sprays my skates again. Her blue eyes go wide and I brace myself. “Are you not married because you’re not in love?”

      Well.

      I nod solemnly, shoulders finally relaxing. “Yes. That’s it, Stella. I’m not in love.”

      And that should be the end of it. Except my gaze drifts across the rink to Lucas and Josh as they fire pucks at the net. Maria’s boys.

      And yeah…Maria. Who manages our favorite café, The Nook. Who smiles like she doesn’t realize it wrecks me. Who I may or may not be in love with.

      So.

      There’s that.

      Ice sprays again when Tanner comes to a stop beside us. It’s easy to see where Stella gets her mad skills.

      “Do I even want to know?” he asks, eyeing me like he’s walking into the aftermath of a bar fight. He rests a hand on his daughter’s shoulder. “Things looked intense over here.”

      I tap Stella’s helmet lightly. “She was just asking why I’m not married,” I explain, holding up my college ring like it’s evidence in my favor.

      “Daddy,” Stella says, eyes narrowing like she’s about to deliver her final judgement. “He’s not in love. That’s why he’s not married. It’s not because of that ugly wart.”

      “Stella,” Tanner groans. “That is not a nice thing to say. And it’s not a wart.” He throws me an apologetic look. “It’s a callus.”

      She huffs dramatically. “That’s what a wart would say, Daddy.”

      Mortification crawls across Tanner’s face. “I don’t…why…she…”

      I just grin. “Mouths of babes.”

      Hell, I might be battle-scarred from the game, cuts and bruises here and there, but that’s not why I’m not married—and not why I avoid the puck bunnies. Still, it’s good to be humbled by someone who needs bedtime stories.

      Ignoring us entirely, Stella clasps her tiny hands to her chest and gazes dreamily across the ice at Noah and Brighton’s son. “I’m in love with Tate. We’re going to get married.”

      “I’m never surviving her teenage years,” Tanner mutters.

      “Five going on fifteen?” I offer.

      “More like five going on terrifying,” he says, spinning her gently toward center ice. “Come on, Stella. Let’s leave Tuck alone so he can go find someone to fall in love with.”

      “Uncle Tuck?” she calls over her shoulder.

      I glance down and she beams at me like she’s about to gift me with life-changing wisdom.

      “When you do find someone, make sure you don’t have broccoli in your teeth when you smile at her.”

      I nod gravely. “Yeah, that’s probably the best advice I’ve ever received. I’ll always do a broccoli check.”

      Seemingly satisfied, she glides away with her father—then promptly starts skating tight, flawless circles around every other kid on the ice.

      Yeah. Tanner’s in trouble. But one day she’s going to be a phenomenal hockey player, and probably a killer captain.

      I push off the boards and do a quick lap, offering tips as the kids scrimmage.

      “You guys good?” I ask Lucas and Josh.

      “We’re good, Captain,” Lucas says with a grin.

      I might be the captain of the Bucks, but out here with the kids, I’m just Tuck. Or Uncle Tuck, and sometimes that hits me right in the chest, because yeah, I don’t have kids of my own, and that’s not something that’s going to ever happen.

      Josh takes a hard shot, clearly trying to impress me. I study his stance.

      “Nice, Josh. But leave the wrist-breaking clappers for the NHL, yeah?”

      He grins, then rubs his hand. “It was good though, right?”

      “Yeah, it was good, but your mother would kill me if you go home in a cast. Here, try this.” I bend beside him. “Eyes on your target, not the goalie. Bend your knees, like you’re sneaking one of your mom’s cinnamon rolls off the bottom rack.”

      His eyes go wide.

      I laugh. “Relax. Your secret’s safe. Now keep the puck on your stick. Quick snap of the wrists. Pop.” I demonstrate. The puck slaps clean into the net. “Fast. Controlled. Aim small, miss small. Got it?”

      Before he can answer, Stella appears at my elbow like a very fast, very judgmental litigator. I brace for an attack.

      “Uncle Tuck, why are you here if you don’t have kids?”

      Dear God. Has she not brutalized me enough today?

      “Because I’m part of the team,” I tell her.

      “He’s the captain, Stella,” Josh says proudly.

      She studies me for a long moment. Then nods once. “Okay. You can stay.”

      And just like that, the tiny tyrant—clearly on a mission to figure out my purpose in life—has granted me permission to stay. “So kind of you.”

      She turns her attention to Lucas and Josh. “He’s not in…love,” she nonchalantly chants, putting a weird spin on the word love. “That’s why he’s not married.” The boys turn questioning eyes my way.

      “Don’t ask.” I put my hand on Josh’s shoulder. “Okay, Josh, you got that.”

      I’m about to ask Stella if she’d like a shot on net, but she looks like she’s headed toward Nicklas, who also isn’t married. But no worries, she’ll let him know why. She stops first and whispers something to Everly, one of Conner and Dani’s twins. They both glance my way. Crap. Then Everly skates off to say something to Zoe, who then skates to her mother Gina, and I can only imagine what’s churning in the rumor mill.

      I glance back at Josh, and he gives a curt nod. “Got it, Cap.” Then his eyes stray…to Camryn. Noah and Brighton’s daughter. Do I see love blossoming there?

      “Stella,” Tanner calls out and she skates away. After helping them with a few more shots, I make my way to the gate and plop down into a seat next to Jaxon, who’d just been chatting with Gina.

      With his eyes still on the kids playing he says, “Heard you were ugly.”

      I laugh. “Wow, word gets around fast, huh?” Words also get twisted, clearly.

      He laughs with me. “Man, they sure have their hands full with that little girl.”

      I begin to untie my skates. “She’s going to be a heartbreaker.”

      “Poor Tate,” he shoots back and shakes his head. “He has no idea what’s in store for him.”

      “No idea at all.” I can relate. Sometimes life hits you in the face harder than a hockey puck, but fortunately most times those scars are hidden.

      Jaxon leans in and bumps his shoulder against mine, the way he’s done since we were rookies and he needed something.

      “Come for dinner tonight?” he asks casually. Too casually. “I could use a hand putting the crib together.”

      I eye him, not sure I believe that. He’s a handyman, and a skilled woodworker who can put a crib together with his eyes closed. What is he really up to?

      He must sense my skepticism, because he continues with, “Rowyn would love to see you. You haven’t been around much.”

      There’s something in his eyes—something that resembles concern—and I hate that he recognizes the storm inside me.

      But why wouldn’t he? Especially after I spent the summer laying low and I have been keeping to myself more often than not. He’s the guy I confided in all those months ago. I needed to talk to someone, so I told him about Maria and me, and how late one evening back in her kitchen, things heated up between us.

      But then, they cooled just as quickly. I never really told him why, and let him believe it was just a quick hook-up, even though he’s smart enough to know I’ve got more going on with me. Too bad I wasn’t smart enough to stop myself from getting involved with a single woman raising two teenagers.

      “So yes to dinner?” he asks, breaking my painful trip down memory lane.

      I give him a shove. “What do you mean you never see me? I’ve seen you every day for the last two weeks.” The season is just beginning and we’ve been in training camp every day.

      “Yeah, but Rowyn hasn’t seen you. Not that she’s missing anything.” He mock shivers. “Not with an ugly face like that.”

      “Fuck off.” I shove him and he laughs. “Wait. She’s not trying to set me up, is she? I heard rumors about Jaylynn trying to set up her friends Sloane with Nicklas.”

      “That’s a losing bet there,” Jaxon says. “And no, Rowyn doesn’t have the energy for that.”

      “How many months along is she?”

      “If you ask her, she’ll tell you twelve. But it’s five.”

      “Yeah, dinner sounds great. What can I bring?”

      “Just your appetite, bud.” I’m about to protest when he holds up a hand. “Tuck, I’ve tasted your food and trust me, no need to bring anything.”

      “Hey, I take offense to that.”

      “Just like my stomach took offense to that pasta salad you brought to the potluck last summer.”

      “Who knew mayonnaise went bad?”

      “Everyone, Tuck. Everyone knows mayonnaise goes bad. You need to check the date on things.”

      As we both laugh, I spot Elena and Grant. Elena is Maria’s mother and Grant is my buddy Ash’s dad. They have the cutest later-in-life romance. I guess there really is someone for everyone. Maybe just not for me. Or rather, there is someone for me, I just can’t have her.

      Elena and Grant walk close, his hand hovering near her back like she might tip over at any second. That’s when it hits me—her skin is ghostly pale, and my body stiffens, spine locking into protective mode.

      It’s not just because I’m team captain, trained to watch for risks and anticipate every move of those around me. It’s deeper than that. I notice. I act. I step in. Because that’s who I am. I take responsibility—for my team, for my friends, for the people who exist in my little universe.

      And maybe most of all it’s because I’m a nurturer by nature. It’s in my DNA. I can’t help it. I watch, I worry, I want to make things right. Keeping an emotional distance from Maria’s boys goes against everything I am, everything I’ve been built to do.

      “Hey,” Grant says. “Jaxon, do you think you could give Lucas and Josh a drive home? Elena’s not feeling great.”

      Right on cue, she sneezes, and sags against Grant. My heart pinches tight, because Elena reminds me of my own grandmother, and makes me miss having my family around.

      Makes me miss having my own family.

      Sure, I have my hockey family, but I don’t have anyone to go home to, anyone to kiss good night, or more importantly kiss good morning.

      Grant’s arm slides fully around her shoulders. “Poor thing’s been fighting something all afternoon.”

      “I would if I could,” Jaxon says quickly. “I came with Noah and his kids.”

      And then they all look at me.

      My heart slams into my throat.

      Absolutely not.

      As captain I’m the leader, the one who gives advice and is there when anyone needs anything, but taking care of Maria’s boys…I don’t think I can do that. Partly because I want to keep a measure of distance from them, and partly because it means going to Maria’s house. Which means possibly seeing Maria. Which means reliving everything we did in her kitchen that night, and how I quickly pulled away afterward. We both did.

      “Tuck?” Grant prompts gently. “I asked a couple of the other guys, but they all carpooled.”

      “Um…” I rake a hand through my hair. I can’t say no. Not to them. Not to the boys.

      Elena sneezes again, and the sound is small and miserable. Guilt punches me square in the chest.

      Wait, are they trying to set us up?

      Grant had played matchmaker with his son Ash and Gina. Sure those two really were made for each other, and are now happily married but that can’t happen with Maria and me. I narrow my gaze slightly, but Elena looks genuinely unwell. And now I feel like a complete asshole for even thinking they were up to something. Maybe the world doesn’t revolve around my drama.

      “Yeah. Sure,” I say. “No problem. You guys head home. Get some rest. Hope you feel better, Elena.”

      She gives me a grateful smile and leans more into Grant. “Thank you, Tuck. And please give my daughter a hug for me.”

      My spine goes hockey-stick straight.

      “What?”

      She laughs, waving her hand. “Oh, I just mean, tell her I say hello. And tell her I’m sorry I couldn’t stay for tea and muffins after I dropped the boys off. I hope she didn’t go to too much trouble.”

      Right. Tea. Muffins.

      “Yeah. Sure. I can do that.”

      “You good?” Jaxon asks quietly as they walk away.

      “Peachy.” I shove my feet into my boots as Lucas and Josh skate toward us, still shoving each other like they’re four and six instead of fourteen and sixteen. Jaxon stands and I cast him a fast glance. “See you tonight.”

      “Where are Grandma and Grant going?” Josh asks as Grant and Elena head out.

      “I’m giving you guys a ride home,” I tell them. “Your grandmother isn’t feeling well.”

      They nod and drop onto the bench, unlacing their skates.

      “I’m starving,” Josh groans. “Can we stop for burgers?”

      “If it’s okay with your mom,” I say carefully.

      Lucas is already pulling out his phone. Efficient. Responsible. A lot like his mother. Josh, though, he’s staring at me, and I’m not sure I like the look in his eyes. It reminds me of the way Stella was watching me earlier.

      “What?” I ask.

      He shrugs. “Just…Stella.”

      I groan. “Don’t listen to anything she tells you. I’m pretty sure she’s out to get me.”

      He chuckles. “I was just thinking…why are you single?”

      I blink. “Ah, what?” I ask, for lack of anything else. Why is everyone so interested in my love life—or lack thereof—today?

      He snorts. “If I had all those bunnies crawling over me…”

      “I’m not interested in any of the bunnies,” I cut in.

      He pauses, considering that. “You like them older?”

      “There’s nothing wrong with maturity,” I mutter. “Or someone who wants to settle down.”

      Lucas stands, slinging his bag over his shoulder. Josh mirrors him, stick propped against one shoulder like he’s posing for a hockey trading card.

      Then Josh says it.

      Casual. Deadly.

      “I think my mom might like you?”

      Oh no he fucking didn’t.

      A grin tugs at the corners of his mouth. “Okay, well, I don’t really know if she likes you but I’m sure she doesn’t think you’re ugly.”

      “Josh,” I begin, but my brain scrambles for oxygen. I blink once, twice. Maybe I heard him wrong. Maybe he wasn’t suggesting I ask his mother out.

      Ah, but he was, Tuck.

      He absolutely was.

      What the hell am I supposed to say to that…
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      I just finish pulling the last of the muffins from the oven when I hear car doors slam outside, followed by the boys’ voices echoing up the street. My hands are still dusted with flour, and a faint warmth from the oven heats my face. Between work and my new college classes, I haven’t had much time with Mom—especially since she moved in with Grant—and I’ve been looking forward to tea and treats, a few stolen moments of calm.

      Not that we’ll really get a lot of that. Once the boys come home…chaos.

      I smooth my hair back and turn the burner on to boil my old-fashioned kettle just as footsteps start racing up the steps. Ever since escaping California and making a home here in Boston, we’ve lived above the café, thanks to Gina and Ash’s generosity.

      They gave me a job and a place to live, and while this place is small, we’ve made it our home. With Mom no longer living here, the boys finally have their own tiny rooms. Someday I’d like to move somewhere bigger, somewhere I can stretch out a little, but that day is still far on the horizon. Especially now, with college classes eating up what little free time and money I have.

      I glance at my books on the table. It feels surreal, honestly. After all these years, I’m doing something just for me. Beyond the boys, beyond Mom, beyond the café, no one, outside of my small family, even knows I’ve gone back to school. I’m not sure why I’ve kept it a secret. I suppose part of me is embarrassed, going back in my thirties. And part of me is scared I won’t be able to do it, that I won’t have what it takes to actually finish an undergraduate degree and get into law school.

      The voices outside grow louder. I pause, trying to figure out if they’ve taken the long steps around the side of the building, or slipped in through the café. The inside stairs make my morning commute down to the café easy—I don’t even have to step outside. Right now it sounds like they’re using those inside stairs. Probably so Josh can sneak one of tomorrow’s cinnamon rolls. I’m onto him. My boys are always starving and I’m sure they’ll come barrelling in here looking for snacks even after stopping for burgers.

      The door swings open, and I walk to the doorway, reaching for the ties on my apron. But my hands, and my heart, freeze when I see who’s here.

      Tuck Delray.

      Barely a step inside my place, filling the doorway with that broad, solid presence I’ve been struggling so hard to avoid. I try to draw in air, but fail miserably as my lungs betray me. His scent hits first. Warm, faintly woodsy, lingering in a way that makes my knees feel weak. I remember that scent from that one night months ago, the way it had clung to my skin, the way I hadn’t wanted to wash it off in the morning. And the memory that comes next…well, I shove it down, hard.

      “Hi,” I manage, a tiny voice struggling against the thrum in my chest.

      Lucas and Josh don’t even pause. “Hey, Mom,” they call as they blur past me. Lucas heads to his room, likely to call his girlfriend, Ari. Josh goes to the kitchen. I try to speak, to say something normal, something about homework, about muffins, anything, but the words crumble.

      My gaze keeps flicking the length of Tuck’s tall hard body. It finally stops at his broad shoulders, and I take in the sexy way he casually leans against the doorway like he owns it. The way he owned me that night. The way his teasing grin made me melt…

      Stop thinking about him, Maria.

      I clear my throat, trying again. “Hi,” I repeat, firmer this time.

      “Hey,” he says, and then we just stand there, heat arching between us, taking up space in the silence. My chest tightens despite myself, and—of course—my mind drifts. Back in time.

      To that night.

      After months of tension, it had all come to a peak one late night in the café. By the next day, reality had hit us like ice water. A mistake. One that can’t, won’t, ever happen again. He knew it just as clearly as I did. We might have this undeniable pull, this crackling chemistry, but I’m a mother of two. Random hook-ups are a luxury I can’t have. Not when every choice I make ripples through my boys’ lives.

      At least with Tuck, I quickly learned who he is, what he wants, and more importantly, what he doesn’t want. And that’s a ready-made family.

      How do I know?

      Sure, he’ll help when needed. Show up to family skate. Give the boys a ride home. Maybe toss a puck or two their way. But anything beyond that is out of the question. I learned that the night after…well, you know…when he strolled back into the kitchen the next day, confident, casual, probably expecting a repeat of the previous night.

      And while I’d be lying if I said part of me didn’t want it too, I had Josh’s high school hockey game to attend. I invited him along, thinking he might enjoy it, considering he’s in the NHL and all. His reaction was instantaneous—a sharp, fast “no”, and the pale flash across his face hit me like the cold slap I needed. The word no was followed by, “I’m not looking for more…a family.”

      It was the moment we both understood. What had barely begun was over. And it wasn’t just about desire—it was about boundaries, about the lives tangled in ours, about what I owed my children.

      My life isn’t just mine anymore. Every decision is filtered through the lens of my sons’ well-being. Sure, I’d like to love again, maybe even marry. But it has to be with a man willing to take the boys under his wing, someone they can look up to and learn from.

      Tuck isn’t that man.

      He can only ever be temporary. A thrill. A lesson in what can’t work. Because I’ve been burned, duped by an unfaithful husband who wanted more on the side. Not chancing that again.

      I glance past his shoulders, half-expecting to see Mom and Grant come up the stairs behind him. Wait, why is Tuck even here? “Where⁠—”

      “Your mom wasn’t feeling well,” he explains, voice low and measured. Heck, maybe he’s not as in control as he appears. “Grant took her home and asked if I could give the boys a lift.”

      “Oh…is she okay?”

      “She was pale, and she wanted me to tell you she was sorry she couldn’t make tea.” A beat passes, and he shifts from one foot to the other, just slightly…nervous. Then, “She told me to give you a hug from her.”

      An unwanted wave of heat moves through me. “A…hug?”

      He gives an awkward laugh. “I think she just meant to say hello.” His arms spread a little. “I mean, unless you want a hug.” His eyes go wide, like he’s suddenly questioning every word, every action, he’s uttered since stepping into my house.

      “That’s grandma’s hug,” Josh calls out, reminding me he’s still in the kitchen, no doubt watching me salivate over Tuck. “You have to take it.” He gives me a little nudge, and pushes me off balance. I wobble and yelp, and fortunately—or unfortunately—Tuck is there in an instant, his big, strong arms catching me.

      “There you go. Grandma will be happy,” Josh adds, like he’s oblivious to the tension crackling between us.

      Or maybe he isn’t.

      “You okay?” Dark eyes lock on mine.

      “I…don’t know,” I answer honestly, feeling lightheaded.

      Tuck pulls me in tighter. His head dips slightly, his lips brushing dangerously close to mine, and all at once my body remembers—the warmth, the scent, the way those lips had left me weak, trembling, aching. The memory of that night hits me like a spark across bare skin.

      But no. This is Tuck. He’s not mine, and I’m not going to let myself forget that. We want different things. My boys—after everything, after their father’s selfish choices—need stability. And Tuck…he’s not that man.

      Why do I have to keep reminding myself of that?

      I push back gently from his embrace. “Thanks for the hug,” I say, trying to sound light but sure I’m failing. “I should give Mom a call and make sure she’s okay. Thanks for dropping the boys off.”

      The kettle whistles, and Tuck looks like he’s about to leave as I hurry to the kitchen. But my hands are shaky as I turn off the burner and reach for the handle. Steam curls up and burns my palm. I yelp, jumping back, and of course, Tuck is there again, body so close that my heart is racing for reasons that have nothing to do with a burn.

      “Are you okay?”

      “I…yes,” I say, trying to steady my voice.

      “No, you’re not. You have a steam burn.” Tenderness moves over his face. “Here, sit.”

      “You okay?” Josh asks from the doorway, as he stuffs his face with a muffin.

      Before I can answer, Tuck takes charge. “Josh,” he asks, switching into ‘Captain’ mode. “Do you have a first aid kit?”

      “Yup.”

      Josh disappears for a moment, returning with the small box in his hands. He sets it on the table and the smell of antiseptic makes me flinch, but I focus on not letting him see how flustered I am.

      “I’m okay, really,” I protest weakly, fumbling for the words that don’t make me sound like a damsel in distress.

      He kneels slightly, his hands expertly tending to my burn. I feel the heat of his fingers against my skin and try not to shiver. I’m just grateful the boys are home. For months I’ve made sure never to be in a room alone with the man I can’t seem to resist.

      “You’re trembling,” he murmurs, eyes locking on mine with that impossible intensity. “Relax. I’ve got this.”

      I swallow hard. I want to argue, to tell him I don’t need him hovering over me, but the truth is, part of me wants exactly that. The closeness, the care, the way he makes me feel wanted… alive.

      But I have more than me to think about.

      I take a shaky breath and pull back. “I really am fine. You don’t need to…do this.” I glance at my son. “It’s okay, Josh. Go get started on your homework.”

      He shrugs and a moment later his bedroom door clicks shut. I turn back to Tuck, who’s examining my hand like it holds all the answers to the universe.

      “It’s not too bad, but we need to get this under cold, running water.” He gently pulls me to my feet and I dig in my heels.

      “I can call Gina.” She might own the café now, but when she was in California—unknowingly involved with a married man who happened to be my husband—she was a practicing nurse.

      “I’ve got this, Maria.” He guides me to the sink and turns on the cold water.

      “So you’re a nurse now, are you?”

      “No but when I was a kid, I played doctor.”

      “Tuck,” I murmur, as he stands behind me, his body pressing against mine, as he turns the tap on low and puts my hand under it. It does little to cool the burn in my body.

      His voice is as shaky as my body, when he asks, “Does that make it feel better?”

      “Yes,” I murmur.

      God, just the sound of his voice—his tender touch—makes everything better. Well, maybe that’s not entirely true. It does make one part of my body ache and that part is deep between my legs.

      Lord help me.

      Nothing but the sound of the water, and my heart pounding against my ribs fills the space, and when a soft moan catches in my throat he turns the water off and guides me back to my chair. I drop into it, staying perfectly quiet and he sits next to me. Our knees bump.

      “Oh, sorry. This kitchen it’s so small.”

      And getting smaller by the moment.

      “It’s okay.” He doesn’t move his knee, instead he opens the first aid kit.

      “Someday I’d like a bigger kitchen, a bigger home.”

      “You like cooking? Even after working in the café all day?”

      “I do. I’d love a big executive kitchen.” My laugh is gravelly. “Honestly, I love cooking for people. I guess it’s my love language.” His fingers linger on my flesh and I struggle not to concentrate on his touch. “Do you like to cook?” Before he can answer, I blurt out, “Oh right. I remember that pasta salad you made last summer.”

      That brings on a small chuckle.

      “So you’d like to get a bigger place?” he asks.

      I nod. “The boys are bigger now and we’re really starting to outgrow this space. Don’t get me wrong, I love that Gina lets us stay here, but someday.”

      Stop rambling, girl.

      “This bigger place…you’d stay in Boston?” he asks.

      “Yeah, the boys like their school, and I wouldn’t want to take them away from their hockey family.”

      “Your hockey family too.” I shrug and he eyes me for a second, then glances into the kit. “Okay, let’s see what we have in here.” He pulls out an ointment, reads it and sets it on the table. Next he pulls out gauze, tape and scissors, lining them up in a neat row. I grin, loving how meticulous he is.

      “Something funny?”

      “No, just noticing how you like to organize everything. Is that what makes you good at…ah, being a leader. Team leader?”

      “Probably.” He shrugs it off, and takes my hand again, laying it on his rock-hard thigh.

      Oh boy.

      He carefully opens the ointment and squeezes from the bottom until a cool blob lands on the tip of his finger. “This might hurt.”

      Something is hurting all right.

      With a slow, gentle touch, he lightly rubs the soothing ointment onto my palm and while I don’t make a sound, he winces.

      “Does that hurt you?” I ask.

      He chuckles. “No, I was just worried it was going to sting when it touched your palm. It was a sympathy wince.”

      My heart should not be tripping over his thoughtfulness. “I’m okay.”

      He winks. “Tough, huh?”

      “Probably,” I joke. When he grins, I ask, “You learned these skills when you played doctor?”

      The corners of his mouth twitch and it does crazy things to my insides. “Not really. I was a boy scout.”

      “Little Canadian boy scout. I think I can see that.” I don’t know a whole lot about Tuck. Other than he’s the team captain, and grew up in Nova Scotia, and well…he’s good with his hands in so many ways.

      “Really, what do you see, Maria?”

      God, something in the way he just said my name makes it hard to keep a focused thought.

      “I don’t know,” I manage to get out. “I guess I see a tough little boy. Determined. Focused. Kind…” His eyes lift at that last word, and linger on mine for a second before reaching for the tape. “Getting badges for being organized and a great leader.” I continue. “Maybe even a first aid badge. Tuck Delray always taking care of others.”

      His smile falls, a strange kind of hurt in his eyes before he quickly blinks it away. Whoa, I clearly triggered something. He cuts the tape, and when he wraps it around my hand, his rough calluses scrape my skin.

      He finishes taping and I reach for his hand, spreading his palm open. “Did you get these from…?” I begin, as I lightly trace the calluses. My head lifts and I watch the intense way he’s following the movement of my finger over his palm. “Hockey?” I finally manage to push out.

      “No…” His breathing changes, and I feel the hot puffs on my face. “Handling…uh…wood.”

      “Handling...wood?”

      His head lifts to find me biting my bottom lip, and I can tell from the gleam in his eyes the second he realizes how sexual that sounded. He chuckles and I’m happy that brief moment of hurt has passed, although I am curious. Not that I’d ask, it’s not my business.

      “Not like that.”

      “Not like what?” I ask, feigning innocence. “Wait, what do you think I mean?”

      “Maria,” he breathes out, his head dipping, his eyes now on my lips. “I’m not talking about handling…” He wets his bottom lip, and a little noise escapes my throat as I find myself inching closer. “…my wood.”

      “You have wood? What on earth do you mean?”

      “Jesus,” he curses. “I was at Noah and Brighton’s cottage. Noah and I were cutting wood for his fireplace.”

      “That was nice of you.”

      “I can be nice,” he murmurs, and jumps back when a door down the hall flings open hard enough to hit the wall. “Shit,” he curses, guilt all over his face when his eyes meet mine. “Sorry about that. I shouldn’t have…”

      He stops talking and I nod, once again grateful that we’re not alone.

      I glance at the bandage. “Thanks for taking care of my hand.”

      “What’s this?” he asks, his attention going to the textbooks on my table. I gulp, jump to my feet and quickly begin to gather them up. “You’re taking classes?”

      I try to brush his question off. “I…uh…yeah, it’s nothing.”

      His hand touches mine, stopping me. “It’s not nothing, Maria.”

      Something in his voice, something warm and understanding, and maybe even gentle pride, stops me. I drop back into my chair and take in his suddenly hurt look as he gives a fast shake of his head, like he just realized my life was not his business. “Never mind. You don’t have to tell me anything.”

      “No, it’s okay.” I lightly touch his hand, and when his eyes lock on mine, I pull it back. “You just…you don’t think it’s crazy?” I ask, my gaze searching his face. “Going back to school at my age?”

      “Hell, no. It’s never too late to go to school, or pursue your dreams.”

      I glance down and toy with the pages. “I just…I haven’t said anything to anyone, other than my family.”

      “Don’t worry, your secret is safe with me.” Our eyes meet, and our words fall off. Silence hovers again, as we just look at one another, but this time it’s comfortable, easy, as familiar and welcomed as the quiet that enveloped us after that night in the café. I don’t remember the last time I’d ever felt so at peace…content.

      “What are your dreams, Maria?”

      I swallow and think back to California, to my husband, a prominent doctor with a lot of pull and influence. I ran away to Boston with the boys, getting nothing in the divorce—other than peace of mind, and full custody. I want to be there to help other women when life knocks them on their ass.

      “I’d like to go to law school someday. Help the underdog.” I force a smile and he returns it gently

      “I think that’s a great idea. My sister is a lawyer. I think you two would hit it off.”

      That takes me by surprise. “No way.”

      Honestly, it would be nice to have a friend, someone with the same interests as me. While I love the WAGs with my whole heart, and they’ve readily brought me into their circle, I still feel like I don’t truly belong. Maybe that’s why I don’t join in the family events, and ask Mom and Grant to help out. Gina’s daughter Zoe is Lucas and Josh’s half-sister, and I want them to feel a part of the hockey family.

      “Does she live here?”

      “No, she’s back in Nova Scotia. She’s a bit younger than I am. Practicing family law. I might live in Boston now, but we’re still close.”

      I groan as I think about his younger sister, an already established lawyer. “Maybe this is all crazy.” I wrap my arms around myself and hug tight. “I mean, I have two teenage boys who have school functions and hockey and I work full time. Sure, I have Mom and Grant to help with their activities, like today’s family skate, but they’re getting older and I don’t want to put a lot of responsibility on them.”

      I go back to flipping the pages on one of my books. Another big reason I want an education is so I can carve out my own identity, my own independence. Not that I’ll ever be blindsided by a man again—lessons learned and all—but I want a life that’s mine, something that can’t be swept away in the blink of an eye. I owe my boys stability, and a house of our own, eventually.

      “Maria…I…I can help you out. I mean. The boys. I don’t know...”

      There’s fear in his eyes as those words leave his mouth, and I inch back. “God, no,” I blurt out with a laugh, and the wave of pain that moves over his face makes my blood run cold. That pain…I don’t think it’s from my fast refusal…I think it’s from something else. Something from the past. This man has secrets and he holds them close.

      Not your business, Maria.

      “Hey Mom,” Lucas calls out from the hall, and we both inch away from each other, like kids caught with their hands in the cookie jar.

      I clear my throat and try to sound normal. “In here.”

      The room cools, the energy between Tuck and me shifting, as Lucas pokes his head into the kitchen. His gaze goes back and forth between the two of us, like he can feel the dissipating heat.

      He jerks his thumb over his shoulder. “I finished my homework, and I’m going over to Levi’s to game. What time is dinner?”

      “Oh, uh…” I glance at the clock. “Be home by six.”

      “Thanks for the ride, Tuck.” Before Tuck can even respond, the door slams shut and feet pound down the outside stairs.

      “That reminds me. I owe you for their hamburgers. That was nice of you to take them. You didn’t have to do that. When Lucas called, I thought he was with Mom.” Am I rambling again? God, why am I rambling?

      Oh, you know girl.

      He snorts out a laugh. “I know what it’s like to be a teenage boy and hungry all the time.” I reach for my purse but he stops me, his hand closing over mine. “It’s okay, Maria. I can buy the kids some food.”

      I don’t pull away. Instead, I let his hand hold mine, let his warmth linger on my skin. “Come by the café tomorrow, we’ll work something out.” He takes a fast breath and this time, I’m the one saying things that sound sexual. “I mean, a meal.”

      “I know what you meant.” A beat and then, “We both know…”

      As his words fall off, my mind races. What exactly is it we both know? Oh, just that we can’t ever be more. That we have this crazy heat between us. That the sex was so good, and this man is still so tempting, I can’t, under any circumstances, be alone with him again.

      “Mom, I’m going to Trey’s place to game,” Josh calls out before the door opens and closes with a thud.

      And just like that…we’re all alone.

      Heat blooms, and his eyes focus on my mouth as he inches closer. The room closes in on me, my body about to give in until one working brain cell kicks in, warning me that this is a very bad idea.

      “Tuck?”

      “Yeah.” The huskiness in his voice nearly undoes me. My hands shake and my body quivers, wanting his touch again, but no, I can’t do that.

      “Heard you were ugly.”
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      Heard you were ugly.

      I shake my head at my kitchen sink, those words still running around in my brain. Jesus, they’ve been on replay since I left Maria’s place this afternoon. Sure, those words were twisted and misconstrued by the time they reached Maria’s ears, and who she heard it from I’ll never know. What I do know, however, is that I’m glad she said them and doused the room in cold water.

      Sort of.

      No. No. No.

      You needed that cold water, dude.

      Because the truth is, I was two seconds from ignoring every rational thought, from pressing my lips to hers, sliding her back against the counter, and losing myself in her sweetness.

      What is it about us and kitchens anyway?

      Is it the closeness, the heat, the smell of baked goods and something homey in the air that makes everything else disappear? I make a mental note to never, ever step foot in a kitchen with her around again.

      What the hell was I thinking? Getting involved with Maria the first time was a mistake—no matter how much I’m drawn to her. I knew better than to have a casual hook-up because deep inside, I suspected one kiss, one touch and I’d want more. Knew I’d want the chaos and laughter in her home, the boys and the noise, the way she makes any room she’s in feel like home.

      But I can’t be the guy she needs. Not now. Not ever. She has two teenagers and they have to come first for her. And after what she went through with her ex—after the secret baby she discovered, the betrayal, the heartbreak—she can’t afford to let anyone close who isn’t rock-solid, reliable, permanent.

      And I…I can’t do that.

      I know what it’s like to lose someone you love because life moves faster than your heart can catch up. Before the NHL, back in Nova Scotia, I was in love with Suzanna and her two-year-old son, Ben. That little boy meant everything to me, and I treated him like my own. I loved him. Raced home to him at the end of the day. But then, I made it to the NHL, and that’s when everything changed. She didn’t want to move to Boston—couldn’t leave her work, or her support system behind. Didn’t want to be alone when I was on the road, even though I explained she’d have the other WAGs. Then I pivoted, understanding and supporting her need to be around her friends and family. I was sure long-distance could work. I believed it could. I was wrong.

      I flew back to Nova Scotia one weekend, hurried home to our shared house buzzing from winning our away game, expecting smiles, hugs, normalcy. Instead, I walked in to see her packing. Ben came running to me, arms wide, eyes full of love. I picked him up and before I even realized what was happening, she tore him from my arms, told me how badly I’d failed him and if I kept it up, I’d ruin him for good.

      That cry. Jesus that cry. The way he sobbed—because even at two years old he understood the world he knew was collapsing—still haunts me. I wanted to scream, to beg, to fight for her, and Ben, but all I could do was break down and cry alongside him.

      To this day, I can’t forgive myself for hurting him like that, for failing him. For not being the man he needed. Honestly, kids don’t get over something like that. It stays with them, ruins them.

      And that’s why I can’t.

      Why I won’t.

      Kids, heartbreak, chaos—it’s a weight I can’t risk carrying again. Because with kids, there are no do-overs. No stats sheets. No fresh starts. When you fail them, you fail them. End of story. So after that night with Maria, a woman I want so much more with, I stepped back quickly, before it could go any further because some fires aren’t meant to burn.

      I turn the tap off, realizing it’s been running the whole time I took a trip down memory lane. I grab a towel and dry my hands, still feeling the weight of those old memories pressing at my chest. A glance at the clock
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