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      Asshole. Tessa Barber pictured her husband’s face as she ordered a shot of Jack Daniel’s and tossed it back. It burned all the way down, making her eyes water and her mouth tingle, but she gritted her teeth and powered through it. She put the shot glass down on the bar and looked up at the bartender.

      “Another,” she said.

      The bartender raised an eyebrow, but did as she requested. This time, however, she put the glass between her thumb and forefinger and twirled it back and forth thoughtfully. It had been a very long couple of weeks.

      Her decision to come visit her two best girlfriends in Las Vegas had been impulsive. One minute she was folding laundry, lamenting the turn her life had taken, and the next she was on the phone with her mother, trying to make sure she had coverage for her 21-month-old daughter, Raina. Three hours later she was on a flight to Las Vegas.

      She hadn’t told anyone she was coming, and realized too late that neither of her friends would be home. This was opening night for the Las Vegas Sidewinders, the NHL team both their husbands played for, so they were at the arena. She could have called or texted and met them there, but the truth was that she wasn’t ready to sit with their close-knit group of friends and listen to how wonderful their lives were. She loved her girlfriends, and wanted to see them, but tonight she needed a little time to herself.

      Fucking prick. Picking up the second shot, she poured it down her throat and was surprised it didn’t burn as much this time. That might be a good thing. It had been a long time since she’d gotten drunk—probably too long.

      She ordered another shot and looked around the bar. It was a fairly busy place, with a mixed crowd, including twenty-somethings, married couples and middle-aged men ogling the twenty-somethings. A handful of young women stood around a high-top table flirting outrageously with everyone in sight. A young couple was slow dancing in the middle of the room, despite there not being a dance floor, and a group of men were watching a football game on one of the big TVs.

      The bartender leaned over the bar with a smile. “The gentleman at the other end of the bar wants to buy your next shot—you ready?”

      Tessa glanced over and gave a brief nod to the young man smiling at her from the other end of the bar. She raised the shot in his direction before tossing it back. It stung again, and she winced, afraid her stomach might revolt. She’d never been a big fan of whiskey, but tonight it seemed almost necessary. Her entire life had been turned upside down and she wanted to let go of everything that had happened for just one night. Was that too much to ask?

      She took her time drinking a glass of ice water before making her way to the ladies’ room. After taking care of business, she washed her hands and stared in the mirror. She looked good for thirty. She still wore the same size she’d worn in college, and her face really hadn’t aged, except for the dark circles that had recently appeared under her eyes. Of course, if she could just sleep through the night, those might actually go away.

      Her curly blond hair fell below her shoulders, soft and silky, and her makeup accented big blue eyes with long lashes. Eyes that had been tear-filled for two weeks, she thought, making a face in the mirror. She pulled out her lipstick and reapplied it, carefully outlining her lips in pink. They were full and round, with her lower lip slightly bigger than the top. Once upon a time, guys had told her those lips were incredibly sexy. Lately, not so much.

      Just thinking about her husband’s words made her furious all over again, and she’d been pretty furious the last couple of weeks. You’re too pretty. There’s so much pressure to be with you. What did that even mean?

      With a scowl, she turned and headed back to her seat at the bar. It was getting late and starting to get really busy. Her friends, Erin Riser and Kate Martensson, were probably home by now, but she wasn’t ready to face them. They’d been friends since college, and Tessa and Erin had gotten married almost immediately after they graduated. Erin had gotten married for the second time only nine months ago, and was having her first baby any day now. Kate had just gotten married in July, and the two couples lived together in the condo their husbands had shared before they married. Somehow, the idea of moving before the baby came was too much for Erin, so they’d decided to wait. It was sweet, but it made Tessa feel even further away from them than she already was.

      Sighing, she mindlessly ordered another shot as her thoughts raced back and forth. She’d gone home to Chicago after college, while Kate moved to Manhattan and Erin joined the military. After an ugly divorce, Erin met her current husband, Drake, and Kate promptly fell in love with his roommate, Karl. Suddenly they were both married and not just living in the same city, but in the same condo. Tessa had been happy for them until her own life had gone to hell in a handbasket three weeks ago. She’d been so overwhelmed she hadn’t even been able to bring herself to tell them what had happened.

      “So, what’s your name?” The guy from the other end of the bar sidled up to her, leaning so close she could smell the peppermint from the gum he was chewing.

      “I’m Tess,” she said softly, wondering why he made her uncomfortable. He was cute, but something about him put her off.

      “I’m Pete,” he said, grinning. “Do you live here or just here on vacation?”

      “I’m here visiting friends.” She glanced around, wishing he would go away. Her eyes settled on a tall blond guy who’d just walked up to the bar and ordered a drink. He was cute in a casual way. Not the best-looking guy in the bar, but he had a fantastic body and muscular arms. His butt wasn’t bad either, she thought, watching him take his beer to a table with a couple of other guys.

      “How long are you in town for?” Pete wasn’t deterred by her reluctance to look at him.

      “A few days,” she murmured. Another asshole.

      “We should hang out!” he said happily, continuing to chatter.

      Tessa nearly groaned. She was a little tipsy and his voice grated on her nerves. She instinctively sought out the blond man and let out a little sigh of delight when he laughed at something his friend said; he was adorable when he smiled, despite crooked teeth. When he leaned on his elbows on the table, she saw the ripples of the muscles in his forearms and nearly sighed again. Imagining those arms wrapped around her, she closed her eyes for a moment, lost in the fantasy.

      “Hey, are you okay?” Pete was asking her as he snapped his fingers in front of her face.

      “I’m sorry.” She tried to smile through her annoyance. “It’s been a long day and I’m tired.” The truth was that she was thinking about sex, but she’d never picked up a guy in a bar before. The blond guy with the nice ass and muscular arms was not her usual type, but something drew her to him and she couldn’t look away. His short hair was spiked on top and his whole face lit up when he laughed. A smooth, angular jaw made him ooze masculinity, something that made her insides jiggle a little.

      “You want to get a booth?” Pete was still talking.

      “No, thanks. I’m going home soon.” She looked at the bartender and motioned for another drink.

      “You want to share a cab?” Pete wasn’t giving up.

      “I’m having one more and going to meet my friends,” she said. “But thanks anyway.” She glanced back at the blond, noting that he looked at her briefly and then turned away again.

      “Are you blowing me off?!” Pete demanded.

      “I’m sorry, I really wasn’t looking for company.” She couldn’t help but glance at the blond guy again and suddenly he turned, meeting her gaze directly. She blinked, silently willing him to join her as she took in the intense look he pinned on her.

      “Seriously?!” Pete was obviously annoyed, and Tessa finally frowned at him in irritation.

      “I said I was sorry,” she said quietly.

      “Bitch!” He grabbed the shot the bartender had just poured for her and dumped it out all over the bar before turning and stalking away.

      Tessa closed her eyes, shaking her head in frustration.

      “That was rude.” A deep voice spoke beside her and Tessa’s eyes flew open, startled to see the blond man looking down at her with clear blue eyes that appeared able to see right into her mind. “Can I buy you another?”

      “I, um, sure.” She swallowed, liking the lilt of his voice and the trace of an accent she couldn’t quite place. “Thank you.”

      The man motioned to the bartender and then leaned against the bar, looking her over slowly. When their eyes met again, something sparked between them that made her swallow hard. God, he was better looking up close. Despite somewhat crooked teeth, he had nice lips and chiseled features. His nose had a slight bump if you looked at his profile, but his chin was firm and his cheekbones high and distinctive. More than that, though, was his incredible body. With a flat stomach, great ass and muscular arms, she had to stop herself from staring. The alcohol was probably making her less inhibited than usual, but the urge to kiss him was almost overwhelming.

      “What are you thinking with such a serious face?” he asked softly.

      “That it’s been a while since anyone’s kissed me and I wish you would,” she said, the words slipping out before she could stop them.

      He stared into her eyes for so long she didn’t think he was going to do anything. Then he leaned forward and gently brushed his lips across hers. Tessa felt heat shoot down from her lips to the tips of her toes; damn, that was the sexiest kiss she’d had in years, and he’d barely touched her.

      “Wow.” She blinked and licked her lips, tasting a trace of his beer. “That was nice.”

      “I liked it too.” His smile made her heart beat a little faster.

      Suddenly self-conscious, she reached for the shot in front of her and swallowed it quickly, before she lost her nerve. She was going to regret these shots tomorrow, but right now she didn’t care. Meeting men had never been a problem for her, yet once they started talking, she tended to lose interest quickly. She had a feeling that wasn’t going to be the case tonight.

      “How many of those have you had?” he asked after a moment, watching her intently.

      “Too many,” she admitted. “It’s been a shitty few weeks, so I am allowing myself one night to get drunk and be an idiot. I’ll go back to being a grown-up tomorrow.”

      “So you’re not a grown-up tonight?” he asked, lightly running two fingers along her forearm. His touch made her shiver.

      “Tonight I’m pretending I’m back in college, before I had responsibilities or commitments or…anything.” She watched his fingers move along her arm, her brain slowly getting fuzzier as the Jack Daniel’s made its way through her system. Her natural tendency to be cautious nagged at her, but she firmly pushed the vigilant side of her away. For one night, she didn’t want to be careful; she wanted this gloriously sexy man to keep touching her.

      “I think we all have those periods of time,” he said. “But Las Vegas isn’t the kind of city you can completely lose control in. There are a lot of people who would take advantage of such a situation, bad people.”

      “Are you one of them?” she asked, looking up into his face. “Are you going to take advantage of me?”

      He seemed surprised by her question but he smiled. “I wouldn’t mind taking advantage of you, but I’m not a bad person.”

      “I guess that idiot who poured out my drink is probably someone who would take advantage of me in a bad way.”

      “Most likely.” He nodded.

      His gaze was unnerving and she tried not to stare; what the hell was wrong with her tonight? Was she really that drunk or was it that this particular guy had her stomach in knots?

      “I’m glad I met you then.” She smiled, leaning forward to rest her hands on his strong chest. “I’ve always been the mature one, the designated driver, the one who makes sure everyone else is okay—but not tonight. Tonight I don’t want to be any of those things.”

      “What, exactly, does that mean?” he asked, his hands closing over hers.

      “I don’t know,” she admitted. “You want to hang around to find out?”

      He chuckled. “Sure.” He waved off his friends who were grinning at them, and turned back to her. “So, are you visiting Las Vegas?”

      “Yes. I live in Chicago, but I have friends here and I’ll see them tomorrow.”

      “And tonight?”

      “I’m hoping you’ll kiss me again at some point.” She looked into his face expectantly.

      He smiled faintly, leaning over so that his lips found hers, parting them just enough to make a tiny moan of delight escape her. “Like that?”

      “Yes.” She wasn’t sure what was wrong with her, but right now, with this guy, she barely remembered what she’d been so upset about or all the craziness in her life. All she could think about was listening to his slightly accented voice, watching his handsome face and feeling the heat of his body inches from hers.

      “I don’t know if I’m the right guy for what you have in mind,” he said after a moment.

      Tessa cocked her head, curious. “You don’t?”

      “I’m not a one-night stand kind of guy.” He sighed regretfully, reaching out to tuck one side of her curls behind her ear.

      “Are you married?”

      “No.” He shook his head. “No girlfriend either. I just think maybe I’ve had more than my share of one-night stands and now that I’m a little older, I don’t like the game.”

      “I’ve never had a one-night stand,” she admitted, turning back to the bartender and motioning for another drink.

      “You say that like it’s a bad thing.” He seemed curious.

      “It is!” She frowned, her eyes narrowing in frustration. “You don’t know what it’s like always doing the right thing, always being a good girl! And for what? So that someone you thought you could trust tells you that you’re so pretty it’s too stressful to be with you?” She snatched the shot from the bartender and swallowed it in one gulp, grimacing.

      “Someone told you that?” he asked softly, his fingers toying with hers.

      She nodded miserably.

      “If a beautiful woman like you were mine, I would never say something so stupid.”

      “I bet you wouldn’t.” When her eyes met his, she slid off the barstool and slowly moved up against him. “Couldn’t you break your rule tonight?”

      He hesitated. “It’s not really a rule,” he murmured.

      “If you’ve had so many one-night stands, will one more really make such a difference?” she coaxed, moving her hands to his chest.

      “Probably not.” He caught her hands in his, bringing them down to their sides as his lips found hers. This time his kiss was hot, demanding, his tongue seeking hers and slipping inside her mouth without hesitation. She sighed against him, responding easily. His tongue flicked against hers, exploring her mouth as one arm snaked around her waist possessively.
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      Heat so intense she almost couldn’t move shot through her and her fingers curled around those biceps she’d been thinking about. He was rock-hard all over, she discovered quickly, and she’d never experienced anything quite this heady. Whatever else happened this week, a kiss like this couldn’t possibly be a mistake. She refused to feel guilty for allowing herself something this exquisite.

      “Are you sure about this?” He pulled away slowly, his eyes hooded, searching her face.

      “Yes.” She opened her purse, digging for her wallet.

      “I’ve got it.” He motioned with his head at the bartender, who nodded as if he knew him. “Come on.” He took her hand as he drank down the last of his beer and set it on the bar.

      She pulled a small tote bag out from under the bar and let him pull her along. He glanced back at her curiously. “I came here straight from the airport,” she explained.

      “So you just picked a random bar and a random guy?” He looked at her with confusion on his face.

      “Random bar, but not an entirely random guy. Dozens of guys came in and out all night—you’re the only one I wanted to talk to.”

      He seemed torn again and she reached up to rest her palm on the side of his face. “No regrets. Just a fun time, and then I walk out of your life so you can go back to whatever it is you’re looking for. Deal?”

      He squinted, shaking his head. “I’m not sure I’m getting the better end of the deal.”

      “Why not?” Even in her drunken haze, she focused on what he was saying.

      “The last time I had a one-night stand I got crabs,” he grunted. “The time before that, I wound up with a son.”

      Her eyes widened. “Oh, no. I don’t have anything like that—and I don’t want another baby right now at all!”

      “You have children?”

      “A little girl.”

      “And you’re married?”

      “I’m a hundred percent separated!” she said firmly. “He filed for divorce three weeks ago. I’m not cheating and I never did once in nearly ten years. Unlike him.”

      He met her gaze. “So you want me for revenge.”

      “You’re someone I want to be with tonight,” she amended softly. “No matter how things were in my marriage, I stayed faithful and tried to make him happy. He did whatever he wanted and filed for divorce while he was out of town on a business trip. I’m done with marriage and all that traditional white picket fence bullshit. I don’t think it’s too much to ask to want to feel alive again.”

      The blond man—she still hadn’t even asked him his name—listened attentively as she spoke, watching her face. For a while they didn’t say anything, simply stood there looking at each other. With her right hand in his left, he continued to study her face, and she watched the play of emotions moving across his. Finally, after what seemed like a long time but was probably only a few minutes, he tugged her gently towards the door.

      “I don’t know why I’m afraid I will regret this,” he murmured. “But damned if I can say no to you!”

      She hesitated when they got outside, shivering slightly though it was fairly warm. He turned to her, sliding an arm around her shoulder.

      “You’re cold,” he said, rubbing his hand up and down her arm.

      “I’m drunk,” she murmured. “And leaving a bar with a guy I’ve known, like, ten minutes. I’m either really lucky or really stupid.”

      “I don’t think you’re either,” he said. He stopped in front of a big, black SUV and gently pushed her against it, resting his hands on the vehicle on either side of her shoulders. “Look, I can drive you wherever you want to go or leave you here or put you in a cab. Nothing has to happen. Sounds like you’ve had a rough time and I’m not the kind of guy to—” He stopped abruptly as her eyes widened and she clapped her hands over her mouth. He grabbed her around the waist, pulling her hair away from her face just before she bent over and emptied her stomach.

      “Shit,” she muttered. “This is so embarrassing.” She groaned as another wave of nausea hit her and she heaved again. He let go of her and she heard him opening the door to his SUV, rustling around. She wanted to panic, wondering what he was doing and positive she’d made a terrible mistake coming out here with him, but then he was behind her again, handing her something soft.

      He put a small towel in her hand and she gratefully wiped her mouth. “Where can I take you?” he asked softly.

      “I guess I have to find a hotel,” she sighed. “I don’t want to call my friends this late, and then show up with some guy and…” She leaned back against his SUV and fought off tears. “God, I can’t even get laid on my own terms!” Eyes closed, she held the towel against her face to hide the tears slipping down her cheeks.

      “It’s okay,” he whispered, sliding an arm around her, his voice warm and comforting. “Come home with me—I promise I won’t hurt you. You can rest, clean up in the morning, and I can drop you off with your friends, okay?”

      She swiped at her face and looked at him wearily. “You’re really nice.”

      “I know.” He smirked at her before winking. “Come on. Let me have your bag.”

      Suddenly exhausted and unable to think about what she was doing anymore, she did as he suggested. She leaned back against the soft leather seat and breathed in what seemed to smell like his aftershave. It was so comfortable she relaxed. Closing her eyes, her mind going back to that stupidly hot kiss back in the bar, she drifted off to sleep.
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      The next time Tessa opened her eyes, it was dark. She was lying on a soft, comfortable bed and there was someone breathing softly beside her. She turned, startled, and could just make out the blond man’s profile. He was on top of the sheets, wearing nothing but a pair of shorts. She glanced down and saw he’d put her in the nightgown she’d brought with her. With anyone else, it would have been creepy that he’d gone into her bag and changed her clothes, but somehow this wasn’t. He didn’t scare her, not even now that she was sleeping in his bed and had no idea where she was.

      As her eyes adjusted to the darkness, she could make out a faint light coming from under the door, and moonlight from the windows. Squinting, she saw an alarm clock that said three twenty-three.

      “It’s okay,” he whispered in the darkness as his hand gently rested on her hip. “Go back to sleep. You’re safe here.”

      She closed her eyes, instinctively moving against him. He turned on his side so he spooned her from behind. One arm draped casually over her waist and she basked in the strength he exuded. Years of marriage hadn’t ever been this comfortable; before she knew it, she was asleep again.

      When she woke again, it was light out and she turned to the clock. It was just after nine and this was the latest she’d slept in a long time. Of course, it had probably been after one when she’d passed out, and she’d had a lot to drink. As the events of the evening before came back to her, she groaned with disgust. She’d hit on a perfect stranger, practically begged him for sex and then puked all over the parking lot in front of him. Wow, that was a major fail even for her, whose record with men had never been great.

      Sliding out of bed, she grabbed her bag and slipped into the bathroom as quietly as she could. She relieved her aching bladder before washing off the makeup she’d slept in. She brushed her teeth and ran a comb through her tousled hair before tying it in a ponytail. She looked an absolute mess, but didn’t harbor any illusions that this man wanted to have sex with her now that they were both sober. All she wanted was to save any shred of dignity she had left and see Erin and Kate.

      Padding back to the bedroom, she was surprised to see him awake, lying in bed looking at his phone. He glanced up and smiled when she came out. She couldn’t help but smile back; even in the light of day he was incredibly hot, and nice to boot.

      “How are you feeling?” he asked. “Did you sleep okay?”

      “I slept pretty well for someone who made a fool of herself,” she murmured. “But thank you. You’ve been very sweet.” She reached into her bag and dug out a pair of shorts and a clean top.

      “Do you want to shower?” he asked.

      She hesitated. She desperately wanted to shower, but standing here in the daylight, without alcohol for courage, she had no idea how to handle this situation.

      “I wasn’t going to join you,” he chuckled. “I could have had my way with you last night, you know.”

      “Did I totally embarrass myself?” she asked, wincing.

      “No. You were completely adorable.” He stood up and walked over to her, leaning down to look into her face as he put one of his big hands on her waist. “I know the evening didn’t go the way you planned, but maybe there will be a next time, when you’re not hurting so much? Then it would be better for both of us.”

      She nodded slowly, unable to tear her eyes away. “You’re probably right.”

      “Go ahead and take a shower. I’ll make breakfast.”

      “Okay.” She nodded again and slipped back into the bathroom, finding it easy to do what he suggested.

      

      Thirty minutes later she sat outside on a beautiful patio that overlooked a pool and a nice fenced-in yard. There was a steaming mug of coffee in her hand, a plate of eggs and bacon in front of her and one of the hottest guys she’d ever met sitting beside her. In spite of making an utter fool of herself last night, this was turning out to be a much better morning than she’d expected.

      Neither of them spoke, enjoying the peaceful sound of the pool water running, and Tessa glanced at her phone. The battery was almost dead and she needed to charge it soon. Seeming to sense her thoughts, Hot Blond reached out his hand.

      “Do you need to charge it?” he asked. “It’s an iPhone, right?”

      She nodded, handing it to him. He disappeared inside the house and came back without it. “It’s charging in the kitchen,” he said. “You should have some juice by the time we leave.”

      “I didn’t even ask you if you had to work today,” she frowned.

      “Not until eleven,” he said. “Which means we need to go in about fifteen minutes. Are you ready?”

      “I can grab my stuff,” she nodded. She glanced around, thinking he had to have money to live in a house like this. It seemed massive, with expensive leather furniture and beautiful hardwood floors. Feeling a little out of place, she gathered their plates and moved into the kitchen, rinsing them in the sink.

      There were steps down the hall and she looked up into the face of another blond, this one covered in tattoos. His hair was long, reaching his shoulders, but had a few inches shaved off above the ear on one side. He also had bright green eyes that met hers in surprise.

      “I’m sorry,” she murmured. “We were just getting ready to leave.” She hurried back to Hot Blond’s bedroom to grab her purse and tote bag. Damn, Hot Blond had an even hotter roommate, although he seemed kind of young to her, probably not even twenty-five.

      She heard voices in the other room and cringed as she listened.

      “You brought home that chick from the bar?!”

      “Yeah, so?” Hot Blond sounded annoyed.

      “Dude, seriously? We’ve lived together a year and you’ve never brought anyone home!”

      “So?”

      “Wow, she must have rocked your world!”

      “Shut up and behave!”

      Tessa stepped back into the hall just as he was reaching his bedroom. “I’m ready,” she said as bravely as she could.

      “Let me get my keys,” he said.

      “Bye!” Not knowing what else to do, Tessa wiggled her fingers at the roommate and followed Hot Blond out to the garage, feeling like a moron.

      They drove in silence after she gave him the address, and she hated the awkwardness. She wished she could be confident and secure, as if she did this kind of thing all the time, but she’d lost the carefree version of herself after she got married and she’d never experienced anything like this before anyway. As they pulled up in front of Erin and Kate’s building, she glanced over at him gratefully, a little bit sad she would never see him again. It was on the tip of her tongue to ask him his name, but remembering her behavior from the night before, she figured she was better off just walking away.

      “Are you sure your friends are home?” he asked, giving her a look she couldn’t quite decipher.

      “I just texted them and they’re here.” She reached for the door handle. “Thank you. I’m really sorry about the way I…threw myself at you last night.”

      “It was kind of cute and a little refreshing,” he said softly, reaching out to touch her cheek. “I’m sorry things didn’t go the way you wanted.”

      “Wrong time, wrong place,” she shrugged sadly. She opened the door and slid out, clutching her bags. “Thanks again.”

      “Tell me your name,” he said suddenly, his eyes meeting hers.

      She smiled faintly, lowering her gaze. “Tessa. Contessa Barber.” She shut the door, strolled up to the building and rang the buzzer without looking back. As soon as she heard the SUV pull away, she turned to stare as it disappeared down the street. Damn, she hated seeing him drive out of her life.
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      Erin opened the door to her apartment and Tessa couldn’t help but grin at her very pregnant friend. “Surprise?” she said, holding out her arms.

      “Oh my God! What are you doing here?” Erin hugged her tightly, her large baby belly pressing against her petite friend.

      “I came to surprise you.”

      “Where’s Raina?”

      “With my parents.” Tessa slipped past her to hug Kate.

      “I can’t believe you’re here!” Kate was grinning too. “If Erin doesn’t go into labor by Thursday, they’re going to induce, so you’ll be here for the baby!”

      “I was hoping so.” Tessa put down her bag. “Where are the guys?”

      “They have practice at eleven so they just left.” Erin linked her arm through Tessa’s. “Come on, let’s sit down and you can tell us what you’re doing here.”

      Practice at eleven. Tessa suddenly had a bad feeling; two extremely well-built guys living in a nice house, at least one of which had to be at work at eleven? Crap, she thought. She couldn’t possibly have been that unlucky, could she?

      They sank onto the couch and Tessa temporarily forgot her problems. “You are so adorable—definitely the cutest pregnant woman I’ve ever seen!”

      “I’m pretty sure you were cuter,” Erin laughed, rubbing her hand on her belly.

      “I was round! You’re a stick, with a bowling ball in your belly.”

      Kate giggled. “She definitely is.”

      “Okay, stop changing the subject. What’s going on?” Tessa could tell Erin didn’t believe that she had come all this way just on the off-chance Erin might go into labor. The three friends knew each other so well, and it was definitely out of character for Tessa to drop everything like this, even with Erin past her due date.

      Tessa sighed, looking from one friend to the next. “Well, for starters, I’m getting divorced.”

      “You left Bobby?” Erin gaped at her.

      Tessa scowled, narrowing her eyes. “Why does everyone say that?! Why does everyone automatically assume that I left him? How come no one asks if he left me?” Clearly startled at her outburst, no one spoke and Tessa glared at them.

      “Did he?” Kate asked after an awkward silence.

      “Yes. As a matter of fact, he did. He served me with papers three weeks ago!” Tessa got up, hands on her hips. “And even my best friends don’t believe me. What does that mean?!”

      “Why are you mad at us?” Erin asked softly, gazing at Tessa with worry in her eyes.

      “Because every single person I’ve told I was getting a divorce, from my parents to my best girlfriends, seems to have a hard time believing he left me. And somehow, it doesn’t feel like a compliment.”

      “But shouldn’t it be?” Kate reached out her hand. “I mean, why would he leave someone as wonderful as you? Sweetie, tell us what happened.”

      “There is nothing to tell,” Tessa cried. “He served me with papers and his mom came and got his clothes for him. I’m completely overwhelmed and confused, and everyone just looks at me like you are right now, as if I somehow must have done something to make him leave. I mean, why would the dork leave the pretty cheerleader if she hadn’t done something wrong, right?”

      “Wait, no.” Erin got to her feet and put her arms around Tessa. “You know that’s not what we think. It just doesn’t make any sense.”

      “Not to me either.” Tessa looked at her skeptically, her feelings raw after dealing with this on her own for the last few weeks.

      “Have you talked to him?”

      “Just once,” Tessa sighed. “He said it was too stressful being married to me, that there was so much pressure on him because I’m so pretty. I don’t know what that means—can one of you tell me what the fuck that means?!”

      “Okay, you need a drink or something,” Kate said, heading for the kitchen.

      “I don’t need a drink,” Tessa started pacing. “I need my life back! I need to figure out what the hell happened to my marriage.”

      “Did anything change?” Erin asked her, frowning slightly. “Did you have a fight? Did he start traveling more? Something has to be different?”

      “I don’t know,” Tessa stared out the window, trying not to let her emotions get the best of her. “I mean, our sex life never really bounced back after Raina was born. I was tired and sore in the beginning, and then it never seemed like a priority.”

      “And you were busy flying back and forth to see me,” Erin said quietly.

      “It wasn’t about you,” Tessa protested. “If that’s the reason my marriage ended, then I can live with that. If he couldn’t handle a few months of me being there for one of my best friends while she went through hell—”

      “It wasn’t just a few months,” Erin objected. “You spent almost a year with me, on and off, when I first got back from Afghanistan, and then even more time after the surgery last year.”

      “He was the one telling me to go,” Tessa insisted. “He was the one who said you needed me and that he would be fine. It was his idea to find you that plastic surgeon in Chicago, so you could stay with us! If this was all because of you, we had much bigger problems.” She’d gone over this in her head so many times, she just wanted to scream.

      “So what does he want?” Kate asked, coming in with a tray of lemonade, glasses and a plate of cookies. “Will he try counseling?”

      “He has a girlfriend,” she said quietly. “She lives in Houston and he’s going to transfer there.”

      Erin gaped at her. “Seriously? What about Raina?”

      “He said he’ll see her regularly since he’ll have to come to the office in Chicago at least once a month.”

      “That’s crazy!” Kate’s voice was tinged with disbelief. “She’s not even two years old—he won’t mind being that far away from her?”

      “Apparently not.”

      “And that’s it?” Erin asked with confusion in her voice. “He met someone else, served you with papers and moved out? No therapy, no lawyers…no anything?”

      Tessa shook her head. “Nope. He was very fair in the proposed settlement. I can keep the house, which has quite a bit of equity, and do what I want with it. He’ll keep me and Raina both on his medical insurance through the end of next year, and then Raina indefinitely. He’ll pay the mortgage on the house for a year, to give me time to find a job or whatever. We don’t have much debt, but he’s assuming what little there is. I keep my car and everything in the house except some personal things, like his exercise equipment and golf clubs. He’s basically erasing himself from my life.” Tessa picked a cookie up off the dish and took a bite, realizing she couldn’t really taste it.

      “What are you feeling?” Erin asked after a moment.

      “Numb,” Tessa admitted, turning to look at them. “I was angry at first and then hurt and confused. Now I don’t feel much of anything. I waffle between angry and hurt, but mostly I feel nothing at all. I left yesterday and haven’t even checked on Raina—”

      “You left yesterday?” Kate interrupted, frowning slightly. “When did you get here?”

      Tessa shrugged. “Last night. You guys were at the game, and I couldn’t deal with putting on a happy face in a big crowd of people, so I sat at a bar and drank.”

      “And you stayed at a hotel?!”

      “No, not exactly.” Tessa had never been a good liar, and keeping secrets from her two best friends was almost impossible.

      “Did you go home with someone?!” Kate stared at her, her brown eyes big and round.

      “Kind of.” Tessa was uncomfortable. “It wasn’t a big deal. He was nice. I drank too much, puked in the parking lot and he came to my rescue. He was a perfect gentleman. I already know it was a dumb thing to do, but it’s done, so lecturing me now is a waste of time.”

      Erin and Kate were just staring at her, their mouths hanging open. Tessa knew Everything she was saying and doing today was completely out of character for her, and though they loved her to death, it was obvious that they weren’t sure how to react. Tessa saw the confusion in their faces and took a deep breath.

      “Look, you guys, I could really use some support right now. You’re staring at me like I’ve grown a second head, and I get it, but I don’t need a mom or a lecture—I need my two best friends.”

      Erin immediately reached for her, wrapping an arm around her shoulders and pulling her close. “You were there for me when I got back from Afghanistan, and through everything that happened when Drake and I got together last year so you know I’m here for you. It’s just taking a little time to process everything—I never imagined Bobby was capable of this.”

      “I know.” Tessa sipped her lemonade and leaned back against the cushions of the couch. “And last night I totally screwed up.” She wound up telling them every detail, smiling wanly as she described Hot Blond.

      “Hot Blond?!” Kate demanded incredulously. “You didn’t even ask him his name?! How dumb is that? I mean, we’re way beyond worries about serial killers or safe sex—that ship has sailed—but what were you waiting for? Why didn’t you go for it?!”

      “He asked me my name as I got out of the car,” Tessa said softly. “So who knows? Maybe he’ll look me up on social media or something.”

      “He sounds dreamy,” Kate chuckled. “Only you could try to have a one-night stand, fail miserably, and still meet an awesome guy!”

      “I don’t have a lot of faith in my taste in men these days,” she said. “I thought Bobby was the perfect guy—and look how wrong I was.”

      “It’s his issue,” Kate said firmly. “Whatever it is that went wrong was not because of your taste in men or something tangible. Obviously he isn’t comfortable in his own skin, and that’s not your fault.”

      “Guys.” Erin said.

      “I think we should go back to that bar and see if your hot blond comes back!” Kate giggled.

      “I don’t even want to look at a bar,” Tessa groaned.

      “Guys!” Erin sat straight up, her eyes wide. “I think my water just broke.”
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      Sitting on the bench at practice, Anatoli Petrov stared out at the ice without really seeing it. He was tired after his unexpected overnight guest last night, and his roommate, Zakk, had been giving him a hard time about it since he’d arrived at the arena for practice. Though he rarely let his personal life invade his thoughts when he played hockey, today was an exception. Contessa Barber had been on his mind ever since he’d dropped her off, and it bothered him she’d gotten under his skin.

      He’d honestly never had an experience quite like the one he’d had last night, and it was unnerving. He’d always been sexually active during his breakups with Tatiana, the woman he’d dated on and off for nearly twenty years, yet no one had ever been quite like Tessa.

      Just thinking about her soft pink lips and firm, round ass made him hornier than hell. Undressing her last night, without really touching her, had been one of the hardest things he’d ever had to do. She was beautiful, with round breasts, shapely thighs and a flat stomach. When she’d snuggled up against him early this morning, he’d had to start imagining sex with a crocodile to keep himself from getting an erection against her back.

      Granted, it had been a long time since he’d had sex, but it was more than that; she was beautiful, sweet and bashful enough for him to sense she didn’t usually pick up guys in bars. He’d spent the rest of the drive to practice after dropping her off repeating her name so he would remember it and could look her up on Facebook and Twitter; he absolutely had to see her again.

      “Dude, snap out of it!” His good friend and teammate, Dom Gianni, nudged him. “Did you really bring some chick home last night?”

      Toli sighed. “Why is this a big deal? Toli has had sex before.”

      “But Zakk said you didn’t have sex,” Dom pointed out. “And now you’re all moody and distracted—Coach is gonna have your ass if you don’t get your head in the game!”

      “Is just practice.” Toli had known Zakk would tell their friends and they would give him shit, but that wasn’t what was bothering him. Something about Contessa Barber seemed familiar, and dropping her off in front of a building that two of his friends lived in meant he very well might have inadvertently gotten involved with someone they knew. He wracked his brain trying to remember if they’d ever talked about someone named Contessa, but nothing came to mind.

      “What is it about this chick that’s making you crazy? I know it’s more than not having sex.” Dom and Toli were close, and after watching Toli’s longtime girlfriend marry his brother over the summer, Toli knew Dom was worried about him.

      “I don’t know,” Toli admitted. “She was different.”

      “Different than what?”

      “Other women I’ve dated. She did not recognize me from the Sidewinders. She wanted sex, but was unsure how to seduce me. She was drinking like someone who could party, but she couldn’t hold her liquor. Everything was strange.” He tried to shake off his melancholy mood. “I have to go.” He saw their coach motioning him onto the ice and he took off, skating fast and hard into the play. Hockey was the most important thing in his life, other than his family and friends, and it had kept him sane over the summer as he’d watched the woman he’d loved almost all of his adult life marry his younger brother.

      The truth was, he was happy for them—happy that Sergei had finally found the woman who would fill the hole that had been in his life for so long after the heartbreaking end of his senior year of college. Toli was even happy for Tatiana. After so many years together, while the magic had died in their romance, he still cared for her. The problem was that he was now unexpectedly single and unsure what to do next at this stage in his life. He and Tatiana had broken up enough times over the years to have gotten meaningless sex out of his system, and though he wouldn’t announce it to the world, he really wanted to be married. He wanted more children and the same woman to lie beside him each night. He just hadn’t met anyone he liked enough to make that happen. Until last night, anyway.

      He took a pass from Zakk and shot it towards the team’s backup goalie, Karl Martensson. Karl caught it in his glove with a smirk that made Toli shake his head. Switching direction, he headed up the ice, chasing the team’s captain, Cody Armstrong, as he expertly guided the puck away from the net.

      Once on the ice, Toli tended to forget everything, whether it was personal or professional. At thirty-five, he’d been playing hockey for nearly thirty years and was aware that the amount of time left in his career was negligible. Though more than a few players these days played into their late thirties, that didn’t happen for everyone. He was healthy, strong and relatively injury-free, but that could change at any time. That was part of the reason he tried to stay focused when he was on the ice; distractions could end badly.

      “Heads up!” Cody shot the puck and Toli felt the sting as it hit him squarely in the unprotected part of his bicep.

      “Shit!” Toli murmured the curse under his breath, knowing the hit would leave a bruise.

      “Sorry, man.” Cody skated up to him and stopped. “Didn’t you see me coming?”

      Toli shook his head. “No problem. I’m good.”

      “Your head is somewhere else,” Cody said, a look of amusement on his
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