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      There’s not much I can do to repay you for your love and support right from the start. Dedicating a book to you will have to suffice for now, lol.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        The higher we reach for the stars, the deeper our roots must burrow into the soil.
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      “What is your problem?” I shoved Gigi’s shoulder.

      She’d checked me—hard—into the boards.

      Twice.

      “Me?” she asked with a smug look on her face. “I don’t have a problem. What’s your problem?”

      I threw my stick down, completely done with her crap. I figured she’d be mad at me—but I didn’t think it would be this bad.

      “My problem? Well, I have a few. Right now, though? It’s you.”

      “Grow up, Lexi.” She narrowed her eyes at me. “This is where the big girls play.”

      “Then why are you acting like a screaming baby? If you have a problem with me, then spit it out. Otherwise, you,” I said and moved closer to her, “grow up.”

      It had been like this for a week.

      Ever since I packed up and left Trey.

      Gigi had asked me privately—not with cameras around—what had happened between us.

      I loved Gigi.

      We’ve been friends forever.

      Trey’s issues were—Trey’s.

      I was not going to be the person who ratted him out. Not to anyone.

      Not even Gigi.

      I wasn’t surprised she didn’t have a clue about his pill problem. Trey did a darn good job at hiding it.

      If anyone knew the warning signs—it was me.

      And I’d overlooked them.

      The man talked a good game. And I wanted to believe him.

      Now that I was away from that situation—my mind flashed back to many instances where I should have known better.

      The irritableness.

      The quick temper.

      He’d retreat into the bedroom and say he needed some quiet time. Or to rest.

      Then he’d come out a while later—a completely different person.

      I didn’t see it.

      Because I didn’t want to see it.

      I’d been beating myself up about it every minute since I walked out of his apartment.

      I should have known.

      If anyone in the freaking world knew the signs—it was me.

      Gosh, I couldn’t believe how stupid I’d been.

      “Okay then,” she glared at me, “I do have a problem with you walking out on Trey. He’s one of my best friends and you’ve made him miserable.”

      I lowered my voice to a whisper. “I told you I can’t talk about that.”

      Her face got that mean look that she saved for an opposing team.

      My breath hitched when I suddenly realized that—in her eyes—I was now the opposing team.

      And that freaking stung.

      After everything Gigi and I had been through—I’d been ousted from friend status—to enemy.

      “Yeah, that’s what you’ve been saying for a week, now. It’s a pretty weak excuse for stomping on someone’s heart.” Somehow, her expression got even meaner. “You hurt my friend,” she slid closer so we were skate to skate, “and I want to know why.”

      I inhaled a ragged breath. “That’s between me and Trey. It’s nobody else’s business.”

      The real kicker of all this BS—is that I did nothing wrong.

      Except for falling in love with the wrong guy.

      And staying with that guy even when I knew I should leave.

      “Nice, Lexi. That’s real nice. I had no idea you could be like this.”

      That hit right to the very core of me.

      I loved Gigi.

      And we’d been friends for freaking ever.

      She knew me.

      If anyone in the world knew me—it was her.

      Yeah, I partied too hard sometimes.

      Yeah, I got myself into more binds than the average bear.

      But I never hurt anyone.

      Gigi knew that.

      The stupid crap I did only ended up hurting me.

      No one else.

      Not on purpose, anyway.

      Instead of accepting the fact I couldn’t discuss my personal business—she’d written me off as a horrible person.

      Yeah, that stung like a mother.

      “Looks like you already know everything,” I snapped at her more harshly than I meant to.

      I let my frustration get to me.

      “Yeah,” she said and looked me up and down, “I guess I do.”

      After that, the coach called us back to start running drills again.

      This time, Gigi ignored me.

      I couldn’t decide whether I preferred it that way or not.

      At the end of practice, Jillian held me back. “Come over tonight. I have a new flat iron I want to try out on you.”

      Was she only doing this because she felt sorry for me?

      Absolutely.

      Was I that desperate for the camaraderie that I’d accept her offer anyway?

      You bet.

      “That sounds like fun. Thanks, Jillian.”

      I showered, changed, and hurried out of there as fast as I possibly could.

      The other girls acted—weird to me. And it had only gotten worse with each passing day.

      Stupid, stupid, stupid Trey.

      Stupid, stupid, stupid me for allowing myself to get caught up with someone like him.

      Trey was outside with the puppy when I walked into the courtyard. She came running up to me and asked for pets.

      Which I always gave her.

      It wasn’t this poor puppy’s fault that her parents weren’t together anymore.

      “Hi, little girlie,” I said before I scooped her fluffy body up. “How are you?”

      “She misses her mommy,” Trey said, startling me a bit.

      He’d moved over to me quickly, and I hadn’t paid attention.

      I kissed the sweet puppy and ignored her daddy. She nestled herself into my neck, and I gave her a hug.

      “I miss you, too, Lex. Can we talk? Please?” he said in a low, whispered voice.

      I shook my head and gave the puppy one last kiss. “There’s nothing to talk about. Here.” I handed the puppy back to her daddy.

      She whined and started putting up a fuss.

      Her crying broke my heart.

      “Lexi, come over for five minutes so we can talk.” Gosh, his voice sounded so comforting and—if I let myself—I could almost believe it would be worth it to talk to him. What I wouldn’t give to have things back to the way we were.

      Because I was weak—I stared at him for longer than I should have.

      His eyes looked tired.

      Otherwise, he was just as handsome as ever.

      Whereas I felt like a soggy, wet towel that someone had left out in the rain.

      Coincidentally, most of the team was also treating me like that towel.

      I guess I couldn’t really blame them. From the outside, they saw me giving up on a good guy.

      Part of me wanted to scream out the real reason.

      Tell them exactly why I’d left.

      But, I couldn’t do that to Trey. Even though we hadn’t been together long, I still couldn’t out him like that.

      If he wanted the world to know about his problem—he’d have to tell them.

      Of course, with the amount of denial he was currently in—that was extremely unlikely.

      If he wasn’t ready to admit it to himself—he certainly wouldn’t admit it to anyone else.

      “Have a nice night,” I said to Trey and the fuzzy puppy. She tried to jump out of his arms—and it made me feel so guilty.

      I turned and rushed to my door.

      “Lexi, come on,” Trey complained behind me, “stop with this bull already.”

      I took a deep breath and ran into my apartment.

      A short time later, I heard a gentle rap on my door.

      Skeptically, I tiptoed to the door.

      If it was Trey—I wouldn’t answer.

      If it was Gigi—well, I didn’t know what I’d do.

      Luckily, it was just Jillian.

      “Hey, are you ready?” she said in a cheery tone. Her smile looked genuine and—gosh, I was lonely.

      “I have to eat. Do you want to come in and I can make something?” I hoped she’d take me up on my offer.

      It would be a nice change to have someone around to talk to instead of these same four walls.

      “Too late,” she grinned, and pointed toward her place, “I made food already.”

      I locked up and walked with her across the courtyard.

      When we passed by a group of players sitting and chatting—they suddenly stopped.

      Gosh, it was freaking uncomfortable being the outcast.

      “Don’t mind them,” Jillian whispered to me and grabbed my arm. She pulled me to her door.

      Once we were inside, I felt immediately at home.

      First off, Jillian always played great music. She had Jann Arden’s, “Could I Be Your Girl” playing.

      It made me homesick to listen to her, but I did it anyway. Where I was from, Jann was a hometown hero.

      She was also talented, strong, beautiful, and completely hilarious.

      I’d grown up with my mom playing her music around me.

      So—yeah.

      Happy/sad memories.

      Secondly, Jillian had pictures on her walls that drew you in.

      I was in more than a few of them. Even when we weren’t on the same team, she and I always kept in touch.

      The last couple of years had been more difficult to get together.

      She was always busy with her side hustles.

      Being an influencer was no joke.

      The number of hours she put in creating content, filming, editing, and uploading was insane.

      Plus, she also designed and made bikinis—and sold them on her website.

      Jillian was well known.

      But I knew one day she’d really explode onto the scene.

      “It smells so good in here.” I inhaled deeply and let myself relax a bit.

      “Thanks. I felt like salmon, I hope that’s okay?”

      I smiled at her.

      She knew darn well that I loved salmon.

      “Your salmon is the best, Jillybean.”

      I helped her get everything out of the oven, then we sat down.

      “I’m glad you could make it,” Jillian said, and it nearly choked me up. She was one of those people who made you feel instantly at ease. And the fact that she hadn’t given me the cold shoulder meant everything.

      “Thanks for the invite. My social calendar’s been a bit bare lately.”

      She chewed on a piece of baked asparagus. “I know,” was all she said and nodded her head. “You’re always welcome here.”

      “Thanks.”

      There was a camera on us. At least for the next couple of hours.

      Jillian still had hers installed just like everyone else—except for Gigi and Beau’s, and Trey’s.

      I wondered if they’d reinstall Trey’s camera now that we’d broken up.

      I felt a wave of fear for him. What if the cameras caught him taking his pills?

      My mind went to bad places while I thought about how his addiction would progress over the coming weeks and months.

      And how much of that might get caught on film forever and ever.

      “Hey, are you okay?” Jillian asked, breaking me out of my scary daydream.

      “Yeah, sorry. I spaced out for a minute.”

      We ate and talked about hockey, and the next set of away games.

      We discussed which stores were having sales this week.

      And who was doing what back home.

      Nothing too deep.

      Which suited me just fine.

      After we ate, I helped her clean up. She turned up her music and we danced around as we put the extra food away and did the dishes.

      When everything was done, she said, “Hair time.”

      I followed her into her bathroom. She had it set up with a chair and a couple of small roller carts.

      “Shut the door behind you, okay?” Jillian asked and pulled out the chair for me.

      The music from the living room was muted considerably when I closed the door.

      “The camera can’t hear us in here.” Jillian looked at me with warm, caring eyes.

      I sat down and she picked up a silver flat iron. “They sent this to me yesterday. I haven’t had a chance to use it yet, though.”

      Volunteering to be one of Jillian’s test subjects could be fun.

      Or it could be disastrous.

      Some of the products that beauty companies sent her were one hundred percent awesomely fantastic.

      Others?

      Not so much.

      I crossed my fingers that this flat iron worked well—and didn’t melt my hair or something.

      She brushed my hair out, then grabbed a small section.

      I literally held my breath.

      With the expert movements of a pro—she twisted the iron and dragged it down my hair.

      I breathed a sigh of relief when my hair came out not only unscathed—but also fantastically curly.

      “Love, love, love this,” Jillian said happily. She gently touched the curl with her fingers.

      “That is cute.” I smiled at her in the mirror.

      Her head tilted and she gave me a sad look. “That’s the first time I’ve seen you smile in a week.”

      My gaze dropped to the floor, then back to her. “You’re probably right.”

      She stared at me for a few seconds. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      I took a big, deep breath. “You’re a great friend, Jillybean. Always have been. But this—” I tried to think of how exactly to express what I wanted, “this mess is—a freaking mess. I want to confide in you—” I kept my eyes glued to hers in the mirror, “but I just can’t. Not this time. I’m sorry.”

      Her face fell, and she nodded. “I get you, honey. Just know,” she said, sectioning out another part of my hair, “I’m always here for you. Even if you can’t say anything. Okay?”

      I swallowed over my dry throat. “Thanks.”

      Jillian had curled about half my head—and it looked amazing.

      I mean, so, so, so cute.

      Like I wanted to go put on my pretty, pink sundress and strappy sandals. Then head to the nearest beach.

      “Can I ask you something?”

      Jillian looked at me. “Of course.”

      “Why aren’t you mad at me like everyone else?”

      She sighed. “Oh, Lexi. Not everyone is mad at you. I think most people are just a bit—confused. That’s all.”

      I thought about that for a second. “And you’re not?”

      She shook her head and kept on curling my hair. “No, I’m not confused. I may not know what’s going on—” she held my eyes for a second before she continued, “but what I do know is—everything is not always as it seems. I’ve known you for a long time, honey. And I know what kind of person you are.”

      “I’ve known Trey for a shorter time. But I also think the world of him.”

      “And, what I see happening between you—seems a whole lot deeper than anyone probably thinks.”

      Jillian was one of the smartest people I knew.

      Also, the most kind.

      That was why when she got asked to be on the reality show, Single Girl, and she gave the rose to the wrong guy—the stupid guy—Stuart, and not Cash Clemens—pro hockey star hunk, who I happened to know she’d been crushing on for at least a dang decade and who was also clearly made for her—I knew something had to be off.

      I’d watched her with Cash the whole season, and it was obvious to me and the other gazillion viewers all over the world—that they should both quit hockey immediately and have a dozen adorable babies.

      STAT.

      They were seriously the coolest couple I’d ever seen in my life.

      Every time they were on TV—the magic they created oozed out of the screen. I don’t know how many times I swooned.

      Like—swooned.

      So, when she picked Stuart—and not Cash, the most perfect man in the world for her, bar none—I curled into the fetal position on our couch—and scream-cried for at least an hour.

      My dad thought I was nuts.

      And I was.

      The kind of pain I felt—and let’s face it, I didn’t even have a horse in this race—had been excruciating.

      Just thinking about that heinous event brought it all back.

      When I saw Jillian a few days later—I didn’t quite know what to say.

      So, I said the only thing that really mattered, “Are you okay?”

      And—that—was all it took.

      She’d nearly collapsed in my arms and bawled her eyes out for two hours.

      Not once since then had she mentioned a thing about it, though.

      And, to this day, she was with Stuart.

      Which no one understood.

      They were clearly wrong for each other.

      But, Jillian had her reasons. And no matter what they were—I stuck by her side and supported whatever she did.

      Even when it wasn’t what I thought she should do.

      “And besides, my mom always says that you never know what goes on behind closed doors.”

      I shook my head back and forth. “He’s never hit me or anything like that,” I whispered to her. “I don’t want you to think he hurt me.”

      She shut her eyes briefly. When she opened them, she said, “I’m here for you. Don’t hesitate to lean on me, kid.”

      It always made me laugh when she called me kid.

      Jillian wasn’t that much older than me. Only a few years.

      Which was practically nothing. “Thanks, Jillybean. You’re the best.”
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      A few days later, things weren’t any better.

      Some of my teammates glared at me.

      Some of them ignored me.

      Some of them out and out hated me.

      Gosh, how I wanted to walk over to Trey’s place and punch that jerk right in the guts.

      It seemed more than unfair that I should get punished for something he was doing.

      And something I couldn’t talk to another soul in the world about.

      Yeah, I was definitely going to punch him.

      Jillian took me out shopping earlier. Then we ate bad comfort food at the food court.

      I came home, prepped my breakfast and lunch for tomorrow—and sat around.

      I’d given up on scrolling my social media. Last week there’d already been reports of us breaking up.

      Neither of us had responded to anything.

      Well, I hadn’t.

      I wasn’t sure if Trey had or not. I figured if something got leaked—I’d hear about it eventually.

      Thank goodness for romance books. They’d been my only saving grace.

      The only thing that made me happy these days.

      As soon as I woke up in the morning—I grabbed a book—after the crappy reality of my life came crashing back in.

      I loved those first few seconds of the day when I was happy, and anything seemed possible.

      Until I remembered all the awfulness that was now my life.

      Gosh, not even my dad had so much as called or texted.

      That was weird.

      He must be too busy being blissfully happy with Marianne to notice what kind of new hell I was living in.

      Part of me wanted to call him up. Ask him to fly down. And hug the crap out of him while I cried.

      The other part of me was genuinely happy that he’d found Marianne again. They were starting their new life together. The last thing they needed was more of my drama to deal with.

      I mean, yeah, they were old. But they probably still felt the same giddiness Trey and I had.

      Right? Just because you were old didn’t mean your emotions quit.

      Or at least I hoped not.

      And just because you were old, didn’t mean that newlywed excitement wasn’t just as strong.

      So, yeah.

      I did not want to be the person to rain on their parade.

      After Mom died, Dad had been in relationships.

      None of them were terribly serious, though. Even I could tell that.

      For him to marry someone—yeah, that meant something to him.

      Something big.

      At first, I thought them meeting up after all these years and getting together was kind of gross.

      But, after seeing how they were with each other—hearing the warmth in my dad’s voice and watching how his face softened when he talked about Marianne—it kind of made my heart get all mushy inside.

      So, yeah, they were old.

      But they’d also found love.

      And that was pretty cool.

      Even at their age.

      No, especially at their age.

      I think I saw stats on it once saying that older women had a higher chance of getting struck by lightning than getting married.

      I wasn’t sure if that was true or not—but in any case, good for Marianne.

      I, however, wasn’t old.

      And more than a few times over the last week and a half—I’d been fairly sure I’d take the lightning strike over the marriage.

      Any day.

      What a freaking mess I’d made.

      Good grief.

      I hadn’t been to morning yoga since Trey and I split up. He’d been a regular there since the beginning, so I figured it was only fair that he got to keep that.

      It wasn’t fair.

      Not at all.

      But yoga to me was not only an exercise, it helped calm my mind and my spirit.

      And to be honest, doing yoga with a bunch of people who hated me wasn’t exactly my idea of finding inner peace.

      Luckily there were some great resources online.

      Jillian even had some videos up.

      I was in the middle of one such video when there was a knock at the door.

      I knew Jillian had work to do at home tonight, so it wouldn’t be her.

      And nobody else knocked on my door.

      Well, except for one, annoying person.

      I tiptoed to the door, hoping it wasn’t who I thought it was.

      Darnit.

      It was.

      I slowly backed away from the door, hoping he’d give up and move on.

      “I can hear you, Lexi!” he called through the door. “The floor creaks right in front of the door. Open up, I need help with something.”

      Darnit.

      I strode back to the door and swung it open. “Fine, you’ve got ten seconds. What do you—” was all I got out before he shoved the puppy into my arms.

      “Oh, hi, my baby. How are you?” I asked the smooshy puppy as she licked my face.

      “I need someone to babysit. Can you watch Hayley tonight?” Trey’s voice was curt and to the point.

      And wow—did he look good.

      Yummy.

      He wore a white, long-sleeved shirt—with the first couple of buttons open.

      It really accentuated his broad shoulders.

      His dark dress pants fit him perfectly. Even though I couldn’t see his ass, I knew it would look great.

      And—also yum—he smelled extra good.

      He’d transferred some of his delicious, spicy cologne scent to the puppy’s fur.

      Which I might have sniffed again.

      “Hayley?” I asked and kissed the puppy again.

      “Yeah, Hayley. After one of the best women’s hockey players of all time.”

      Huh.

      That was a really great name. And a really great namesake.

      “Unless you had something else in mind?”

      I shook my head. “No, that’s a perfect name for her.”

      “Good. So, I can ask Gigi to watch her, but they’ve got the kids tonight at the house.”

      “Umm,” I said, suddenly feeling more than a little overwhelmed.

      What the heck was I supposed to say to that?

      The dog was Trey’s.

      I’d bought her for him.

      Yes, it sucked big hairy giant donkey balls that when I’d gotten her—I thought we’d all be one big happy family.

      And that we’d spend eternity together—or at least the next fifteen to eighteen years—playing with her and loving her up.

      But, shit happened.

      And part of that shit meant I lost the puppy.

      “I mean, Hayley is half your responsibility, Lexi. I’ve been taking care of her by myself since you—left. It would be nice if you stepped up to the plate for me tonight.”

      Yeah.

      I was for sure going to punch him.

      If I didn’t have my hands full of cute, furry puppy—he’d be going down.

      My responsibility?

      That was rich.

      I couldn’t exactly tell him I’d bought the puppy for him.

      Because he still thought I’d found her by the dumpster.

      What an idiot.

      Honestly.

      She was clearly a purebred dog.

      Any idiot could see that.

      The fact that he didn’t, really said something.

      And who in their right mind would pay thousands of dollars for a puppy and not even look for her?

      Gosh, I wanted to punch him.

      Of course, none of this I could shove in his face.

      Being the bigger person sucked.

      “I can watch her,” was all I said. Mostly because if I said one more word—it would lead to more words.

      Which would lead to even more louder words.

      The irritability on his face left and was replaced with something else I liked a lot better.

      Only, I wasn’t allowed to like that look.

      Not anymore.

      His gaze trailed down my body, then back up again.

      Thankfully, I was holding the puppy, so he couldn’t see the effect his eyes had on my nipples.

      He looked at the TV, then back to me. “Yoga?” He frowned at me, then said, “Why don’t you just go to Jillian’s classes in the morning?”

      Oh, the big stupid, hunky jerk.

      “Do you need anything else? I have things to do?”

      Which was an absolute lie. I had nothing to do except finish yoga and go to bed.

      Tops, that would take me a half hour at the most.

      He sighed, then handed me a plastic container. “This is her food, just in case. Keep an eye on her for when she has to go out.”

      I’ve had dogs before.

      I knew all of this.

      I wanted to tell him to stop bossing me around.

      But, I wanted him to leave me alone more.

      All I said was, “I’ll do my best.”

      “Great.”

      “Great.”

      He stared at me.

      Unmoving.

      I stared at him.

      Also unmoving.

      Finally, I snarked at him, “Are you leaving? Or are you going to stand here all night?”

      His eyes slowly scanned my face. Then they swept down my body.

      Again.

      “I’m really not sure.” His eyes found mine, and he still didn’t move.

      Gosh.

      He looked so freaking dreamy right now.

      The testosterone practically dripped from every one of his pores.

      His few days old scruff was neatly trimmed, and I wondered how that would feel on my face.

      And other places.

      I wanted to sneak my hand inside the open buttons on his shirt and feel his hard, tanned, muscular chest.

      Mostly, I wanted to jump into his arms and kiss him.

      Have him hold me like he used to.

      Have him make love to me like he used to.

      The way he was looking at me right now—I think he’d be up for all of those things.

      And—it would be wonderful.

      I also knew exactly what giving into him meant in the long run.

      And that was not somewhere I was willing to go.

      “Bye, Trey. Have a good night,” I said, even though I hoped he’d have a bad night.

      A very, very bad, boring night.

      Thinking of him having a good night gave me a stomachache.

      The expression on his face changed again. This time he shot me a blank look. “Yeah, night.”

      Then, he turned around and left.
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      I was sleeping so hard I didn’t notice the banging until the puppy started growling in a low, angry tone.

      I startled awake and my pulse immediately quickened.

      I listened carefully for any sound—ready to jump out of bed in a second.

      Bang bang bang.

      “What the heck?” I asked absolutely no one in the dark quiet of my bedroom.

      I slipped out of bed, careful to take Hayley with me. She might hurt herself if she tried to jump off the bed.

      More banging.

      The tile was cool on my warm feet. I peered through the peephole.

      “What the heck?” I blinked and looked out again.

      It was Trey and two of his teammates. I could hear Trey laughing loudly through the door.

      I opened it a crack. “What’s going on?”

      The teammate on Trey’s right said, “Just bringing your man home.” Both the players on either side of him were rookies.

      They were laughing like they thought Trey was hilarious.

      Trey’s arms were around their shoulders—because the men were obviously supporting him.

      Because he couldn’t stand up by himself.

      Wonderful.

      “His home is over there.” I pointed across the courtyard to Trey’s apartment. Of course, they’d know that, though.

      “Uh, Lexi, he’s not exactly—okay. I don’t think he should be alone tonight. Someone should watch over him.”

      I turned the light switch on and then it became clearer.

      Trey was blitzed.

      “Hey, thweethurt,” Trey slurred. He tried to focus on me, but from the look of things, he wasn’t having too much luck.

      Despite the help of the two strong, young men—Trey was swaying dramatically.

      Wonderful.

      “Fine,” I said and almost immediately regretted my decision when the strong smell of alcohol hit my nose.

      They quickly deposited him on my couch, then left with parting laughter.

      The only one who wasn’t laughing was me.

      And the puppy.

      She wanted out of my arms and to go see her daddy.

      I set Hayley down, and she raced to his feet. She whined for his attention.

      “Aww, commere.” Trey reached down to pet her, but he lost his balance.

      The idiot lost his balance from a sitting position.

      He tried to stop himself. Instead, he fell forward in slow motion.

      It was pretty freaking pathetic to watch.

      And I’d seen plenty of pathetic before.

      Part of me wanted to rush over to him and attempt to help him.

      To break his fall somehow.

      I was strong.

      I could at least assist.

      But—I wasn’t going to.

      The puppy backed up and howled at Trey as he toppled over.

      “For fuck sakes,” he swore after landing on the floor. His hand went up and he tried to push himself to stand.

      Wow.

      The way he struggled was even more pathetic than watching him fall.

      “Lex, some help here, please?” He waved his hand at me and called me over.

      “Looks like you’re doing great on your own there, big fella.” I grabbed a pillow off the chair and tossed it to him. Then I pulled the fuzzy throw off the couch.

      “Have a good sleep.” The blanket sailed in the air. Trey’s reaction time was so slow it landed on his face before he knew it.

      I called the puppy—the very awake puppy—to come outside with me.

      It had taken me forever to get her to sleep, and now she was hyper as ever jumping on Trey to get his attention.

      However, I had treats.

      “Come here, baby,” I called to her. When Hayley finally listened, I took her outside.

      Mostly, she wanted to play.

      Mostly, I wanted to sleep.

      Our goals at this point in time were incompatible.

      Much like my marriage right now.

      I walked the puppy around and when I was in danger of falling asleep mid-stride—I picked her up and took her back home.

      The smell of booze and—“Oh, no.” He’d gotten sick.

      I rushed Hayley to my room and shut the door.

      Then I hurried to where Trey was lying on the floor.

      Still breathing.

      Thank goodness.

      I checked him over, and he seemed otherwise okay.

      The dog whined the whole time I was cleaning up after the passed out hockey star on the floor.

      “I swore I’d never do this,” I muttered to myself. I felt hot tears burn behind my eyes. “I promised myself.”

      I shook my head and continued chastising my poor choices. “Never, as in ever.” I looked up as though I had a straight line to Heaven. “And I promised you—” my voice hitched, “I promised you I’d never do this. Not for anyone. And now look at me.”

      The tears came hard, and they came heavy. “I’m so sorry. If you were here I’d be embarrassed at the huge disappointment I turned out to be.”

      I wiped my eyes with the back of my arm. My throat dried out and constricted as I sobbed.

      “Maybe it’s better you’re not here to see me like this.”

      My heart broke in half, but I continued cleaning up after my blitzed out husband.

      When I was finished cleaning around him, I started cleaning him.

      I leaned over Trey and caught a strong whiff of perfume.

      A heavy, flowery, musky scent.

      My stomach sank.

      And I started to feel ill.

      A ringing in my ears deafened me.

      I looked down at Trey’s shirt and realized it was buttoned incorrectly.

      Off by one.

      On each notch.

      He’d definitely not started the evening out like that.

      Nope.

      The image of him from hours ago, standing in my doorway, looking hot as heck was burned into my mind.

      So, sometime between leaving my doorway, and returning to my floor—he’d gotten himself covered in perfume.

      And his shirt had been unbuttoned.

      And rebuttoned.

      Yeah.

      This sucked big huge hairy donkey balls.

      I stood and shuffled to the closet for a washcloth. I always made sure to buy the
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