
  
    
      Victor

      A Chicago Blaze Hockey Romance

    

    
      
        Brenda Rothert

      

    

  

  
    Contents


    
      
        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        
          Chapter 17

        

        
          Chapter 18

        

        
          Chapter 19

        

        
          Chapter 20

        

        
          Chapter 21

        

        
          Chapter 22

        

        
          Chapter 23

        

        
          Chapter 24

        

        
          Chapter 25

        

        
          Chapter 26

        

        
          Chapter 27

        

        
          Epilogue

        

      

      
        
          Author’s Note

        

      

    

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Lindy

      

      I groan softly as I peer inside the old washing machine in the basement of the Carson Center. The cleaning rags I planned to put in the dryer are floating in a giant tub full of water. This place is home to the best pro hockey team in the world, but the brass won’t spring for a decent washing machine.

      And today, that’s a big problem, because with the ICEE machine on the fritz, we’re going to have a lot of messes. Submitting a work order to have equipment fixed around here is a thing, and in the meantime, we concession stand workers are stuck using cheap napkins to clean everything.

      My dad’s a plumber, and I’ve learned a few things from him over the years. If the issue is a quick fix, I might be able to handle it.

      It takes me a little while to remove the front panel from the washer. I have to bend down and remove the screws from the bottom corners in front of the washer and pull the panel down and out towards me. I set it aside and get down on the floor to, as my dad would say, assess the situation. The floor is dirty, but I’m off in less than an hour, so it doesn’t really matter.

      “Aha,” I say to myself as I find the problem.

      The drain hose isn’t fully connected to the drainpipe. As I spend the next few minutes reconnecting the hose to the pipe, the hose material leaves a chalky film on my hands. After I’m done, I replace the washing machine panel, wash my hands in the ancient mop sink in the corner of the basement storage room, then wring out each cleaning cloth and toss them into the dryer.

      Once done, I set the washer to a quick rinse cycle to drain the water from the tub and then head back to the service elevator.

      The Carson Center is massive, and things have been moved around since it was built thirty years ago. Once I get off the elevator, it’s a hike from the storage room back to the main concession area.

      There’s a staff meeting going on in the employee break room, and I plan to sneak in unnoticed. But as soon as I walk in, my boss Bruce gives me a disapproving frown.

      “Boring,” he says sternly. “You’re late.”

      I hate—actually, it’s more like loathe—the way Bruce calls all the employees by our last names, like we’re in the military or something. Because in my case, there are inevitably snickers about my last name, which is an unfortunate one for a woman who is, in every way, ordinary.

      “Sorry,” I say, my cheeks warming from the stares of my coworkers.

      “How long have you worked here, Boring?” Bruce crosses his arms only to rest them on his ample belly.

      I glance at the wall clock. I’m not even four minutes late, and he’s going to make it an issue. Sighing inwardly, I say, “Three years.”

      “And for three years, what time have I held our weekly staff meeting?”

      “Four-thirty.”

      Arching his brows, he nods, his expression loaded with condescension. And just when I think he’s had enough of showing us all who’s boss, he keeps going.

      “Were you on a smoke break?”

      “No.” I furrow my brow, confused. “I don’t smoke.”

      “Using your cell phone?”

      My friend Ariana sighs audibly, drawing a sharp look from Bruce. I clear my throat, eager to defuse the situation before Ariana says something that will get her written up.

      “I was fixing the washing machine,” I say quickly. “And wringing out the cleaning rags so we’ll have some tonight since the ICEE machine is broken.”

      Bruce’s eyes widen and his lips part. His expression is nothing short of amused.

      “Fixing the washing machine? Who authorized you to do that?”

      I freeze, wishing I was quick and clever like Ari. “Um…”

      “What’s a nineteen-year-old girl know about fixing washing machines?” Bruce continues, scoffing.

      I’m twenty-three, but I don’t dare correct him.

      “She knows more than the rest of us,” Ari says defensively. “Her dad’s a plumber.”

      Bruce ignores her, keeping his glare focused on me. His frown is so pronounced that it disappears beneath his bushy brown mustache.

      “We call them cleaning towels, not rags, Boring,” he says. “And the ICEE machine is fixed.”

      “No, it’s not,” Ari says, shaking her head. Several of my coworkers murmur their agreement.

      Bruce turns to face Ari and I let out a small exhale of relief.

      “I closed out that work order, Gonzales,” he says to her. “It’s fixed.”

      “No, it still doesn’t stop when it’s supposed to.”

      Bruce points at the name tag on his chest. “You see the word ‘manager’ right here, Gonzales? It means the repair and replacement of equipment around here is my job, not yours. You just stick to making the ICEEs.”

      Ari opens her mouth just as I meet her eyes from across the room. She’s got a young son to support; she needs this job. And she’s the best friend I have here. Or anywhere, really. I don’t want her getting fired over Bruce’s fragile ego.

      Just as Ari closes her mouth, our coworker Shawna speaks up instead.

      “The ICEE machine wasn’t working last night, I know that. It was running all over the floor.”

      Bruce looks down at his clipboard. “I’ll look at it again. Now let’s move on to more important things.” He reads something and then looks up. “The napkin dispensers have to be filled at the end of every shift. Some of you are slacking on it.”

      There’s no need for us to have staff meetings. Every week, we all come in here and sit as Bruce reminds us of things that should be notes posted to the break room bulletin board. I’m glad he doesn’t have much on his agenda today, because I still have restocking to do before I’m off at five.

      “Everyone working the VIP event tonight needs to stay after this meeting,” Bruce says as he checks something off his list. “The rest of you can go.”

      I stand up, waiting for Ari so we can walk back to the main concession area together.

      “Boring.” Bruce points at me. “I’m gonna need you to work overtime today. Dave called in and I need you to work the VIP event tonight.”

      “But—”

      “What?” He looks up, his brows hiked up judgmentally. “You have plans tonight?”

      “No, but…I mean, not really…”

      The White Sox play the Yankees tonight, and though I usually watch baseball with my dad when it’s on, I guess that’s not technically plans. Still, I’m dirty from the washing machine repair and I’m out of tampons. I want to leave at five, when I’m off.

      “Great.” Bruce makes a notation on his list. “Have a seat, I’m about to go over tonight’s event.”

      I don’t protest. Bruce was probably counting on that. Even though this job doesn’t seem like much to most people, I love it here. I get to be here for every home game the Chicago Blaze play, and hockey is my favorite sport.

      “You staying?” Ari asks me.

      I nod, and ask in a low tone, “Can you put some tampons in my locker if you have some?”

      “Yep.”

      “Gonzales, the dishes aren’t going to wash themselves,” Bruce says sternly.

      Ari rolls her eyes and gives me a wave as she turns to go.

      As soon as the room clears, Bruce flips to the next paper on his clipboard and starts in.

      “Tonight’s event is a VIP meet and greet for players and bigwigs. We’ll be serving horse dwarves—” He pauses to cackle at his mispronunciation of hors d’oeuvres, which we’ve all heard a thousand times—“and drinks. You need to wear white dress shirts and black pants.”

      There’s a collective groan from the half dozen employees in the room. We usually wear red polos and black pants to work, and we all hate wearing white dress shirts. With all the running around we do, they get too hot. I keep one in my locker for occasions like this, complete with a yellow sweat stain around the collar no amount of bleach will remove.

      “There better not be any nonsense,” Bruce says sternly. “Keep the food and drinks coming, smile and stay out of the way.”

      I’ve been through this drill before. We’re supposed to do our best to remain invisible to the people we’re serving. That works for me, because I prefer to go unnoticed, anyway.

      After the meeting, I quickly change my shirt, put on fresh deodorant from my locker, and pack the tampons Ari left for me into my small purse. I pull my medium brown hair into a ponytail at the nape of my neck, close my locker, and head for the front concession area where everyone is meeting for tonight.

      Everyone’s gathered around the ICEE machine.

      “I told you it was fixed,” Bruce says authoritatively. He holds up the ICEE he just made for everyone to see.

      He looks over his shoulder and sees me. “Hey, Boring!” he calls. “This thing works fine, what’re you talking about?”

      I walk over and a few people move aside so I can stand next to Bruce in front of the machine, the motor humming to keep it cold.

      “It’s the blue that’s broken.” I glance at the ICEE in his hand, which is red.

      He shakes his head. “You must be using the machine wrong.”

      There’s nothing easier than making an ICEE. Pull handle down. Fill cup. Put handle back up. But I humor my boss anyway, pulling a cup out of the holder and placing it under the blue ICEE dispenser.

      When I press a button and pull the handle down, a foamy stream of bright blue liquid sugar starts filling the cup.

      Bruce grunts with disdain. “Seems fine to—”

      The blue ICEE tap starts making sputtering sounds and runs dry for a second. Then, melted blue ICEE liquid starts to flow out uncontrollably.

      Everyone, including Bruce, takes a few steps back as I cry out, arms flailing in front of me as I try to push the handle back up. The handle falls off and the Smurf-colored deluge of ICEE sludge splashes me full on in the chest.

      It takes a few seconds for the shock to register. By the time I finally step out of the ICEE’s path of destruction, everyone is staring, slack-jawed. A few glances go back and forth between me and the machine.

      Suddenly, everything stops, the machine’s humming motor going silent. Ari steps out from behind the machine, the power cord in her hand. She’s glaring at Bruce.

      “You believe her now?” she asks, a hand on her hip.

      The gazes of my coworkers are all locked on me. There’s ICEE juice everywhere. I look down. My bra is soaked, its outline definitely visible through my wet, white shirt. My hair and face are drenched and when I reach up to wipe my face, my hands are dripping, too.

      A snicker soon becomes a wave of laughter. My treacherous coworkers are getting quite a kick out of my situation. My face warms as I wish I could disappear.

      “I’ll have it looked at,” Bruce says as he places a WET FLOOR sign in the middle of the mess on the floor. “Go get cleaned up, Boring. Don’t be late for the event.”

      Ari’s dark brown eyes are big and round as she glares at our boss’s back. She shakes her head and mutters, “dickhead,” then turns to me.

      “Come on, you can wear my dress shirt,” she offers. “I’ll help you clean up.”

      I sigh softly and give her a grateful look. “Thanks.”

      “We’re gonna need lots of towels.” She opens the lid to the clean towel bucket and fishes around inside it, her brows lowering in confusion. “It’s just the sanitized water.”

      I laugh, remembering then that all the towels are in the basement dryer. When I tell Ari this, she smiles weakly.

      “Is that a ‘this is funny’ laugh or an ‘I’m about to lose my shit’ laugh?” she asks me.

      I shake my head. “I have to be at the VIP thing in fifteen minutes, and look at me.” I drop my gaze to the reddish-brown tile floor, wishing it would swallow me up.

      “Let’s get to work, then,” Ari says, opening a napkin dispenser and grabbing a giant stack of cheap, toilet-paper thin napkins.

      She’s a gorgeous Latina with big eyes, ample breasts and silky-smooth long hair—can it get any more intimidating. Ari is everything I wish I could be. But if I can’t be her, at least I can have her for my best friend.

      “He should’ve given you the night off, for fuck’s sake,” she mutters as we walk toward the employee break room, where our lockers are.

      “Ari, don’t,” I whisper urgently. “It’s not worth getting in trouble over.”

      Bruce has an uncanny knack for busting us having conversations about him. I glance in all directions to make sure he’s not listening right now.

      “Fine,” Ari says tightly. “Ese Bruce no es mas que in mama huevo.”

      She must be really pissed—that’s when she insults people in her native tongue.

      We walk into the locker area, which is safe since it’s only for female employees.

      “What’d you say?” I ask her in a low tone.

      “I called that cocksucker a cocksucker.”

      I smile as I look in the mirror affixed to the wall above the sink. My lips part with surprise as I realize I look worse than expected.

      “Oh my God,” I say, staring at my reflection in shock.

      There’s dried blue concentrate on my arms, neck and face. My hair is partially wet and my shirt—

      “Gah, crap!” I grab it and pull the soaked fabric away from my chest, because it was leaving nothing to the imagination.

      “You’ll be fine,” Ari says, wetting some napkins and wiping my arms. “Get that shirt off.”

      “What about my bra?” I give her a panicked look.

      She grins. “I can’t help you there. But I’ll give you the tank top I’m wearing to put under my white shirt. That should help enough.”

      I close my eyes. “You’re a lifesaver, Ari.”

      “You’ve saved my ass more times that I can count.”

      Taking a deep breath, I start unbuttoning my sopping wet shirt. “It’s our job to be invisible. No one’s going to notice me.”

      “Right,” Ari says brightly. “You’ll be fine.”

      “I won’t even care if people look at me, as long as—” I take off the shirt and cross my arms over my bra-covered breasts, self-conscious about even Ari seeing me semi-clothed.

      “Mama, you ain’t got nothin’ I haven’t seen before,” she says, amused.

      “I know, it’s just…how I am.”

      “What were you saying?” she asks as she wipes at the back of my neck. “As long as what?”

      “Oh. As long as Victor’s not there.”

      I practically whisper it, because no one in the world but Ari knows about my longstanding, deep-seated crush on one of the Blaze forwards.

      “You’ll be fine; stop stressing.” Ari walks over to her locker and turns the combination lock, opening it and taking out her shirt.

      “Maybe I should look at the guest list before we go.”

      She gives me a mock stern look. “Don’t.”

      “Wait, have you seen the guest list? Is he on there?”

      Ari takes off her red polo, then strips her white camisole over her head and tosses it to me. “Put that on.”

      “Just tell me,” I say as I catch the shirt. “Did you see the list?”

      My friend meets my gaze, totally comfortable wearing nothing but her pants and a bra. “I glanced at it, yeah.”

      “And?” I hold my breath.

      She hesitates for a second, and says, “He’s on it.”

      I groan loudly and consider faking an illness. Victor Lane has no idea I exist. And while chances are good he still won’t know after tonight, the way today is going, I don’t want to take any chances.

      “Ari, will you—”

      “I can’t.” She gives me a sympathetic look. “I’d cover your shift if I could, but I have to pick Mateo up from daycare.”

      I exhale deeply, looking at my reflection in the mirror as Ari passes me her clean dress shirt. It’s rare I get up-close glances of Victor. I feel a fluttering in my stomach at the thought.

      It might turn out okay. Just as long as he doesn’t glance back.
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      Victor

      

      I’m maintaining eye contact with the fat cat telling me about his latest business conquest—smiling and nodding on cue. But truthfully, I’m way more interested in the small plate of spicy meatballs I’m eating as he talks.

      “There’s a sucker born every minute, and I’m always ready to swoop in and make money off their stupidity,” Bill Something or Other says, giving me a plastic grin.

      I nod and grab the toothpick spear holding another meatball, popping it into my mouth.

      “Hey, can I get a selfie?” Bill asks, setting down his drink. “You’ve been playing like total shit lately, which means you’re on the verge of a big comeback. I want the world to know I called the resurgence of Victor Lane.”

      I pass my plate to my teammate Easy, who meets my gaze for a split second and conveys everything I’m feeling right now.

      Fuck this guy. He’s just a rich asshole with a big mouth and a small dick. Big talker, but he’d shit his pants if an NHL enforcer even looked at him across the ice.

      “Absolutely,” I say, returning Bill’s grin.

      Playing along, I wait until he’s taken a selfie he’s pleased with. He moves on to mingle with other Blaze players and Blaze Foundation contributors, not even signing off with us.

      “Food’s good, at least,” Easy says, clapping me on the shoulder as he returns my plate.

      “Yeah, I could eat about a hundred of these meatballs,” I say.

      “I’m supposed to make a joke here, right?” My teammate cocks a brow at me in question.

      I let out my first genuine laugh of the evening. It’s not so much that what Easy said was funny, it just reminds me I’m not the only one who feels out of place here.

      I’m a poor kid from Canada turned NHL player. There’s a lot of money and power at this level of the sport, which I was lucky to reach. It was only because of a scholarship program that I learned how to play hockey as a seven-year-old. That program paid my way until I was a high school player who landed a full college scholarship. Hockey’s in my blood, but wealth still seems foreign.

      But Easy? He’s a well-spoken French Canadian black man, born Erik Zimmerman, who had never touched a hockey stick until high school. He gave up a promising career as a model to join the NHL. Easy’s got an innate gift for the game, and though he’s not a natural brawler, he’s coming along. He’s also one of only a few black players in the league.

      “Um…” a soft voice says next to us.

      My gaze shifts from Easy to a woman holding a tray of drinks beside us. She’s waiting for us to take something, I think.

      “Ah, perfect.” I reach over and grab a bottled beer. Easy does the same.

      “Thanks,” I say, just as Easy says, “Merci.”

      I take a long sip of the beer, savoring the taste of the ice-cold drink. Across the room, my teammate Anton is talking to a well-dressed couple, his girlfriend Mia beside him. Our goalie Jonah and his wife Lily are there, too, smiling at the story Anton’s telling.

      Anton’s like a brother to me. He’s one of the few people I always know has my back. And even though he’s been at the top of his game for a while now, he just recently came into his own when he and Mia got together. He’s happier than I’ve ever seen him, and he deserves it.

      But me? Bill was right. I have been playing like shit lately. My linesmen, Anton and Luca, have been holding me up. There are a couple smug-as-shit sports writers who enjoy publicly reporting that I haven’t been playing the same since Kristen Moore dumped me.

      “You’re not still moping over that actress, are you?” Jackson Moon booms as he approaches me and Easy.

      I smile and do my best to return his bear hug despite the empty plate and nearly-full plate I’m holding. Jackson’s a retired Blaze enforcer. I’ve always liked and respected him—he’s old school, with a crooked nose and a full front set of veneers. But that’s why he’s beloved by every Blaze player and fan—he spent his career putting his body on the line to protect his team.

      “I ain’t moping over shit, you old asshole,” I say warmly.

      “Good. Plenty more where she came from, right?”

      “Hell yeah.”

      “You boys going out after this?” Jackson looks between me and Easy.

      “You buying?”

      I can only maintain my serious expression for a second. Jackson punches me in the shoulder, and while it doesn’t hurt, it doesn’t not hurt. Retired or not, this guy’s a bear who could probably still take me down—6’4” and burly as a lumberjack.

      “Of course I’ll buy,” Jackson offers.

      I shake my head. “I was joking, Moon. Yeah, we’ll go out with you.”

      “I can’t, actually,” Easy says. “I have to do a thing for the front office.”

      “Next time,” Jackson says to Easy. He looks at me. “You and me, then, kid.”

      I smile and hold my beer up in a gesture of approval, but really, I just want to go home after this. I feel like being alone in my apartment, maybe ordering some takeout and watching some baseball.

      Easy’s ‘thing for the front office’ is most likely dinner with the team owner and his family. I used to get invited to all those things. But with the way I’ve been playing lately, I guess I’m no longer a favorite. Easy’s a second line forward. My spot on the first line has never been in jeopardy until now.

      “Jackson Moon.” A guy in a well-cut suit approaches us, his eyes lit up as he shakes hands with the Blaze legend. “It’s an honor. I’m Cain McMillan. I remember watching you play with my dad and grandpa.”

      “Great to meet you, Cain,” Jackson says.

      “We were actually at the game in ’98 when you and Trainor had that epic fight. The one where your head was injured. Man, all that blood on the ice…and you got back up! I’ll never forget it.”

      “Yeah, that one hurt a little,” Jackson says wryly.

      “Hurt Trainor a lot more than you, though.”

      Jackson nods as Cain grabs a beer from the tray of a passing server, and Jackson does the same. Kevin Trainor wasn’t just hurt in that fight—he was never the same. After the doctors thought he had recovered, he rejoined his team, but he’d lost so much ground that he couldn’t contribute. He got injured again and ended up retiring young.

      That’s one of my fears these days—getting hurt so badly that I’m forced to retire, and on a downward spiral at that—with my numbers in the toilet and my job on the line.

      No one would guess I’m thinking these things, though. I mingle like usual, talking hockey with the guys, meeting hospital patients who were able to attend the event since the foundation is raising money for a Chicago children’s hospital; I sign jerseys and pucks, smile for pictures and represent my team well. Even though I feel like an imposter, I don’t let it show.

      When people start heading out, I see that Easy is leaving with our team owner and his wife. I don’t begrudge him that; Easy’s a good guy. But it does burn to see Anton and Luca going with them.

      So that’s what this is. A test run of sorts to warm Anton and Luca to the idea of having Easy on the first line instead of me. I exhale deeply, frustrated by this turn of events even though I brought it on myself with my shitty play.

      “Hey, man.” Jackson claps me on the shoulder. “It’s gonna be okay.”

      I nod.

      “Let’s go blow off some steam,” he says, chugging the last of his beer.

      I take out my phone to check the time, my pulse racing when I see the waiting text.

      We need to meet tonight. You have one hour to call or text back.

      

      Fuck. It’s been a few months since I got one of these messages, so I can’t say I’m surprised. Tonight of all nights, though. I’m already feeling like shit, and now I have to deal with this.

      “Hey, Jackson, I’m sorry, but something just came up that I have to take care of.”

      “You’re blowing me off?” He grins. “It better be a booty call, Vic.”

      My single note of laughter holds no amusement. “I wish. It’s nothing fun.”

      “Okay. No worries, bro.”

      “Can we do it tomorrow night instead? Dinner and drinks?”

      “Yeah, I can do that,” he replies.

      “Great. I’ll text you tomorrow.”

      Jackson’s expression turns serious. “You okay?”

      “Yeah, thanks.”

      We say our goodbyes, and as I exit through the stairwell rather than take the elevator to avoid the crowd, I loosen my tie and sigh, glad the social part of my night is over. Now I have to meet up with the only person in this world I hate. But at least there won’t be any false smiles, or pretending like everything’s great.

      I am okay. I’ve been through worse than this. But fuck, I just got cheated on and dumped in broad view of the entire Internet. The headlines were merciless and the photographers relentless. It would be nice if my career could nosedive in a slightly less public way.

      Nice, but unlikely.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Lindy

      

      I don’t miss the hot Chicago days, but there are some things about summer in the South Side that I’m feeling nostalgic for on this early October evening. The walk from my train stop to home is quieter now that kids have gone back to school. No more splashing around in pools or running through lawn sprinklers or pick-up street hockey games.

      There are still people sitting on their front porches—that’s a year-round thing here. When all the houses are narrow and stacked close together, everyone can hear the front porch conversations people have over a beer. I’ve had to listen to more than a few of the fights the couple next door is prone to having at night.

      I’m glad their house is dark as I open the gate to the chain-link fence in our front yard and walk up the stairs of the small white bungalow. I’m tired. All I want is to wash away the day and any remains of blue ICEE and then read in bed.

      I walk through the front door and immediately hear the sounds of a tirade about the Sox player at bat. I look into the living room and see the game on the TV screen.

      “Are you fuckin’ kidding me with this guy?” my dad’s friend Chuck bellows. “My grandma’s got bigger balls than Hollinsworth. The ball barely touched the brim of his helmet last season—didn’t even hit his face—and he’s out for five fuckin’ games.”

      “Hey guys,” I say to my dad and his three friends as I walk past them to the kitchen.

      “Lindy, you could hit better than this guy,” Chuck calls after me.

      They all groan in unison.

      “What kind of a fucking moron swings at that pitch?” my dad cries. “That was about a foot out of the strike zone.”

      “Yeah, hang your head, Hollinsworth,” my dad’s friend Don says. “Grab some pine!”

      “Guy’s hittin’ about a buck fifty, way below the Mendoza line,” Chuck says with disgust. “He’s killing us!”

      My dad and his friends, Chuck and Don, are die-hard Chicago sports fans. They’ve watched every televised baseball, football, basketball and hockey game that didn’t interfere with their 9-5 workdays since I was a young kid. Last year, they invited a guy about my age named Jerry, who works at a lumber mill with Don, to watch with them. So far it seems like Jerry’s pretty quiet—not that the other three give him much opportunity to say anything.

      I’m starving. I scan the kitchen counter for dinner leftovers, but all I see is about a dozen empty Old Style cans and an open bag of cheese puffs.

      “There’s pizza in the fridge!” my dad calls.

      My stomach rumbles with approval. My dad only orders pizza from Tony’s, a local place, and it’s the best. I open the fridge and crouch down to pull a big slice of New York-style pepperoni out of the box.

      “How was work, Lindy?” my dad asks.

      I’m about to mumble that it was fine, like I always do, but my dad erupts into another loud groan with Chuck and Don.

      “Fuckin’ Lowe!” Dad cries. “Guy could teach a class on how to hit into a double play! Christ! We finally get a man on base and he blows it.”

      Leaning against the aging yellow Formica counter, I eat my pizza in silence. There’s quiet in the living room, too, as a commercial break begins. The pop and hiss of cans opening sound as Dad, Don and Chuck open fresh beers.

      This slice of Tony’s pepperoni pizza is the high point of my day. My morning and afternoon were spent scrubbing floors and washing out dozens of stainless-steel ketchup, mustard and relish dispensers, the smell of them soaking into my skin. Then there was the ICEE Machine Incident. So now all my coworkers have seen what I’d look like in a wet t-shirt contest. Oh, and my obnoxious boss, too.

      And as bad as that stuff was, the worst part by far, was seeing Victor at the VIP event tonight. Just walking into the same room as him made my heart race. I’ve seen him off and on during my time working at the Carson Center, but never as close up as I did tonight. Tonight, I discovered that his eyes aren’t just blue like I’ve seen in photos, but a thousand shades of indigo, ocean, and cornflower blue, the colors melding perfectly and holding me captive.

      I knew he was tall—Victor is 6’3”—but tonight, I got to feel his height. As I looked up from the other side of my tray, nine inches shorter than him, my stomach swirled nervously as I imagined him embracing me. My cheek would rest in the most delicious spot between his chest and shoulder.

      His short, blond hair was a controlled mess, spiky in places. My hands shook slightly as I wondered what it would be like to run my fingertips through that hair.

      I was close enough to see the light, sandy brown stubble on his face. I think I may have even smelled him—I got a whiff of a faint, woodsy scent—but I can’t be sure it wasn’t one of the other two guys he was standing with.

      Whether or not it was his smell I basked in, tonight I got closer to Victor Allen Lane than I ever dreamed I would. And he didn’t even look at me.

      It took me a good five minutes to work up the courage to approach him and Easy. The first time I tried, my tray was emptied of drinks before I reached them. So I refilled, gave myself another pep talk, and went directly over to them.

      When Victor saw the drinks and said, “Ah, perfect,” I nearly dropped my tray as I imagined he was talking about me. I know his “thanks” was directed my way, but he would’ve said that to any server.

      He didn’t even look at me. I thought I didn’t want him to, because I was a ketchup-ey, musard-ey, Icee-ish mess. But it felt worse to be invisible.

      What was I expecting? I’m the help. That event was for rich, famous people who donate to the Blaze Foundation so they can meet Blaze players. My only role was to carry around a tray of drinks and not drop it.

      Victor has been the object of my affection since he was traded to the Blaze four years ago. I started reading up on our team’s new forward then, and the more I read, the more I liked him.

      He’s Canadian. An only child. Age twenty-eight. A survivor of pediatric cancer. A huge baseball fan. He eats Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups before every home game. When he lost his dog Spike three years ago, he said in an interview that he cried every day for two weeks.

      I may not know Victor, but I know a lot about him. He knows nothing about me, though, and he never will.

      I’m twenty-three years old. Too old to have a crush on someone who couldn’t be further out of my league. I should probably be sensible and accept a date with Manny, the janitor at the Carson Center who told Ari he likes me.

      Manny has yellow teeth, and he picks his nose. I just haven’t been able to bring myself to accept that this is my league.

      “BOOM!”

      There’s whooping and cheering in the living room. I lean back to get a look at the TV screen and see that the Sox just got a two-run homer.

      “That’s what I’m talkin’ about!” my dad yells, pumping his fist. “Does Clemson come through every time or what?”

      “Every fuckin’ time!” Don says gleefully. “His wife better be on her knees when he gets home tonight. My man deserves a steak and blowjob.”

      I grab another slice of pizza and a bottle of water, then head upstairs for a shower. I could easily go to sleep right after, but there’s no way these guys will be quiet enough for that until the game is over.

      I’ll just read in bed until then. I’m in the middle of a book about a female assassin who’s being wooed by a warrior king.

      It’s fantasy, but it sure beats my reality—a nose-picking janitor.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Victor

      

      “What’s going on with you, Victor?”

      Fuck. You know you’re on Coach Johnson’s shit list when he calls you by your first name. He always calls players by our last names, and if he’s yelling at you, you’re good. It’s when he stops yelling and turns serious that you’re in trouble.

      Sitting in a chair in his office, I shake my head and look at him blankly. “I don’t know.”

      It’s kind of true. I know what’s been distracting me lately, but I can’t tell my head coach—or anyone—about that. That’s not what he’s asking me, though. He wants to know why one of his first line wingers is playing like a guy any college coach would cut. And I have no explanation for that.

      “You still hung up on that actress?”

      “No.”

      He cocks his brows, skeptical of my answer.

      “You had photographers following you everywhere when you were with her, and even more of ‘em after those pictures of her with that other guy came out. You were the most famous player on our team—hell, on any team—for a while there. Don’t you miss that?”

      I have to laugh at his theory. “Hell no. I hated having those fucking photographers on my ass all the time. I was into Kristen, and it would’ve been nice of her to just break it off with me before she started fucking someone else, but it went down a different way.”

      He nods and takes a deep breath. “Think you need a break?”

      My stomach rolls with nausea at the thought. “A break” would give Coach an opening to slide Easy onto the first line, and I wouldn’t get my spot back once that happened.

      “No. Look, I know my numbers have been bad lately.”

      “It’s not just your numbers, Vic. You’re phoning it in. At this level, I can’t have that.”

      I exhale hard, my shoulders slumping as I stare at the floor. “I know. I’ll work harder. Just give me a chance to turn things around.”

      “Are you sure there’s nothing going on? Nothing I can help with?”

      “Yeah, it’s not…my mind’s been elsewhere, that’s true. But I’ll get refocused.”

      Coach Johnson’s typically hard expression softens. “You know, son, any offensive line of an NHL team is still pretty damned elite. It’s not—”

      Bile rises in the back of my throat and I cut him off midsentence. “I know, but…just give me a chance. I can turn things around.”

      He considers this while looking frustrated. “I’m under pressure. I have bosses, too.”

      “I get that. I do. I’m just asking for a chance.”

      “Two games.” He holds up two fingers to reinforce his point. “If I don’t see the best of you in the next two games, I’m moving you to the third line.”

      “The…third line?” I swallow back the queasy feeling that just won’t go away. “Okay. Thanks, Coach.”

      I stand up, hoping to end this conversation. Now that I know where I stand, I need to be alone for a few minutes. I’ve fallen hard and fast in the past six months. I know for sure that it wasn’t the breakup with Kristen that caused my game to tank, but no one else knows that.

      It was embarrassing finding out my girlfriend was cheating on me in a tabloid. But this—losing control of my whole career and having the world think she’s the reason—it makes me want to get drunk off my ass and hop the next available flight to a remote country.

      “I’m here if you need to talk,” Coach says, dismissing me.

      I laugh inwardly as I exit his office. If I hit Coach up with what’s bothering me, he wouldn’t have the first clue what to say. No one would.

      This is all on me. I have to find a way to bury the stress and figure out why I can’t seem to get to the puck or keep control of it lately.

      I haven’t been able to face my numbers, because I know how bad they are this season. Anton and Luca can only make up for my lousy play so much. The top article on a popular hockey blog last week had the headline, “Victor? Uh, not so much.”

      It was all about how I used to be a winner and now I’m just dead weight on the ice. And though I blew it off when I saw it, it fucking sucks to be pegged a loser.

      The other guys on my team all have someone. Wives, children, parents…someone. But not me. This team I’ve played on for the past four years is the only family I’ve got that’s worth a shit. And hockey’s my life. I won’t let myself fall from grace and lose the one thing I’ve ever been good at.

      I don’t have all the answers about how I lost my edge, but I know where to start. My college coach helped me elevate my game to the pro level with just one tenet—work harder than those around you. By being the first one at the rink and the last one out, I became his star forward.

      I’ll have to start drilling on my own at the rink during off hours. I can also get cleaner with my diet and ask our conditioning coach to help me train legs harder than I do now. No more drinking either.

      I’ve been lazy. Distracted. It ends now. My after-hours extra practice starts tonight.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Lindy

      

      The soft serve ice cream machine’s motor whirs and the dispenser sputters as the sanitized water starts cycling through. Two down, four to go.

      I’m working alone, pulling the once-a-week overnight shift that is spent sanitizing concession machines. No one else likes getting stuck with this job, but I do. No Bruce breathing down my neck, no long lines of customers and I can listen to music on my headphones.

      Being in the Carson Center from midnight to 8:00 a.m. was spooky the first few times I had this shift, but I’m used to it now. I keep an air horn clipped to a belt loop on my pants, and if I sounded it, security guards would come running.

      Well, hopefully. I’ve never had to test it out.

      The sound notification of an incoming text interrupts the Ed Sheeran song I’m listening to. I grab my bucket and head for the arena’s next concession area, reading the message from Ari on my way.

      Ari: Ughhhhhhhhh that date was a total fail girl!

      Me: Aw, sorry, what happened?

      Ari: I shoulda ditched him when he took me to dinner at a street cart and told me to order a hot dog so he could watch me eat it…

      Me: Ew, really?

      Ari: REALLY!

      Me: And you did it?

      Ari: I like hot dogs!

      Me: And after that?

      Ari: Back to his place, where he jackhammered the shit out of me. I thought he was gonna break my pelvis dude.

      Me: You slept with him???

      Ari: Calm your tits; I made him wrap his weiner…

      I roll my eyes, the darkened Carson Center corridor my only witness. I’m a virgin, and based on Ari’s accountings of her sexual adventures, I’m good with it.

      Me: So you won’t go out with him again?

      Ari: Hell no. I’ll buy my own hot dog next time…

      Ari: How’s work?

      Me: Boring.

      Ari: Want me to tell Manny you’re all alone there tonight? He’s got a key card; he could come keep you company…wink wink

      Me: NO!

      Ari: Lol just kidding.

      Me: Is Mateo at your mom’s? You can come hang out with me if you want.

      Ari: No, he’s asleep right next to me. My brother babysat. I better go to bed since it’s already 12:30. This boy gonna be wanting pancakes at 6:00 a.m.

      Me: Goodnight!

      Ari: Night girl, hope the night goes by fast!

      

      My song comes back on just as I arrive at the next concession area. I open the employee entrance door with my key card and walk back to the kitchen area. I see a man standing at the sink, using the overhead sprayer to clean something.

      I take off my headphones and say, “Hey.”

      He turns around and I see that it’s Domino, one of my coworkers who does everything in slow motion. And I can tell from the faraway look in his eyes that he’s high, which makes him even slower.

      “Lindy. Hey.”

      “Hey, what are you still doing here?”

      “Oh.” He looks around and I realize he has no idea how late it is. “I’m still closing down.”

      I set my empty bucket on the ground. “Okay, no worries. I’m sanitizing machines. Have you shut yours down yet?”

      Domino has to think about this for a good three seconds before shaking his head. At this rate, he’ll be here for at least another hour. I could dive in and help him, but last time I offered him help, he went outside to smoke and I ended up doing all the work.

      “Okay, so…I’ll just take a break and check back in a bit,” I say, leaving my bucket by the door as I exit.

      “Cool.”

      I usually end up with at least an hour to kill when I work the overnight shift, so I’m not stressed about the down time. Sometimes the rink maintenance crew works late at night, so I wander into a tunnel that leads to the arena, hoping to watch them work.

      Even when it’s empty, this place is magic. I run my fingers over awards and photos of past Blaze championship teams and star players on the walls. My dad took me to a game here for my seventh birthday, and I still remember the electricity in the air here that night.

      Hockey is unlike any other sport. I can feel the excitement fans have when they come here. They bring with them a deep pride in their home team, and an ambitious hope for a great game that you can feel.

      I’ve got a worn-out old Blaze shirt on tonight, actually. When I work the overnight shift, I don’t have to wear a uniform. It gets cold in here, so I’ve got on an old pair of black leggings, my faded red Team Blaze tee, and a light hoodie.

      The maintenance crew is already gone and even though I’m apparently alone in the arena tonight, I hold my breath as the rink comes into view. I can’t stop the feeling of reverence I have for this place. Since I’m always working during the games, I don’t get to watch them live. I occasionally get a peek on one of the TV screens around the concourse if I’m on a bathroom break.

      That’s why, on the rare occasions I get to sit in these stands, I always sit right behind the Blaze team bench. Cue the chills.

      I slide into a seat behind the middle of the bench and grin, closing my eyes to take in the smells of popcorn and fresh ice. Though I could never afford to sit here for a game, right now this seat—this whole arena, in fact—is all mine.

      That only lasts a few seconds, though. My eyes fly open when I suddenly hear the sound of a skate blade gliding across the ice.

      Oh, holy Jesus. It’s him. Victor Lane is less than twenty feet away, looking casual in one of those formfitting, lightweight long sleeve shirts. His is black, and it outlines his arm muscles to perfection. He’s also wearing gray sweats and hockey skates, but doesn’t have a helmet or pads on.

      I consider slinking down to the floor and crawling out of here, though I still might not escape his attention once I reach the stairs, which are out in the open.

      If I don’t move, he may not see me. I swallow carefully and slowly ease my phone out of my pocket, powering it down to avoid any notifications drawing his attention.

      Victor skates over to a small silver bucket, which looks like it’s filled with pucks. I didn’t see it on the ice before. Now that I’m looking, though, I see that the ice is carved up with curved skate blade lines. He’s been in here practicing by himself.

      My heart melts. In regular clothes, skating around the perimeter of the rink with a focused expression, Victor looks…mortal. There’s an air of vulnerability in the way he hangs his head that I feel like I’m not supposed to be seeing.

      But there’s no way I could leave now. I’m mesmerized, getting a private show from my favorite player.

      He’s out here after hours because he knows his position on the first line is in jeopardy. I’ve heard the talk. My dad and I had a heated discussion about it as we watched the last preseason game on TV. He says Victor’s gotten lazy; I say everyone has ups and downs. I’ll admit he’s been sluggish, but he’s proven himself to this team time and time again.

      I can’t look away; he’s a perfect mix of polish and power. The way his legs push forward, propelling him around the rink so smoothly and quickly, it’s obvious he’s been skating his whole life.

      Victor is one of the better skaters on the team; I’m not sure why he’s drilling on this. Maybe he’s just out here for fun, enjoying a chance to have the rink to himself.

      At 1:00 a.m., though? When rumors about Easy getting his first line position are swirling around the NHL blogs?

      A few droplets of sweat fly from his hair onto the ice behind him. He’s working hard, and the team has a home game tomorrow. There’ll probably be a pregame skate during the late morning.

      He glides to a stop near the goal and disconnects it from the ice. I think he may be done for the night. This could be my only chance to sneak out of here unnoticed; he’ll have to skate right past where I’m sitting to leave.

      But before I can make up my mind, he’s sliding the goal across the ice with one hand and carrying the bucket of pucks with the other. As he skates over to the bench, he leaves the goal on the ice and carries the bucket with him, closing in on where I’m sitting.

      I will myself to be invisible as he glances up, doing a double take when he sees me. His brow furrows slightly.

      “How’d you get in here?” he asks, sounding more amused than annoyed.

      “I…uh…”

      Come on, Lindy. Don’t be an idiot.

      Wrapping my arms around myself, I manage to say, “Work. I work here.”

      I smile nervously. Victor swings one leg over the wall and then the other, sets down the bucket, and then hefts his body over the wall separating me from the bench.

      When he sits down next to me, my heart pounds in a panicked rhythm and I get lightheaded.

      “You work here, huh?” He eyes my casual outfit.

      “Oh, uh…” My laugh is cringeworthy. “I, yeah, I do.”

      I flash my Carson Center badge on the lanyard around my neck.

      “Belinda,” he reads out loud.

      “Lindy. I’m Lindy.”

      Oh God. Please stop talking before you humiliate yourself, Lindy.

      “I’m Victor.” He holds out his hand to shake mine.

      I couldn’t stop it if I tried. My mouth just drops open. I’m suddenly sweating hard. Never did I imagine sitting here next to Victor Lane with his attention focused on me. I don’t know if I can shake his hand without fainting.

      I can’t just leave him with his hand out like that, though, so I regain most of my composure and try. It’s a quick handshake, so he hopefully won’t notice my shaking hand.

      “Nice to meet you,” he says. “How long were you watching me?”

      Well, for about four years, if I’m being honest…

      “Oh, not long. Just since you came back in and skated laps. I’m from the Concessions Department, and I’m sanitizing machines tonight, but one of the areas isn’t closed down yet, so…” I halfheartedly gesture at the tunnel I walked into the arena through.

      Stop talking, Lindy.

      Victor nods and smiles, his eyes bright. “If you watched me shooting, I thought you might have some advice for me.”

      “Me?” I squeak.

      He shrugs. “Just kidding. I’m in here trying to figure out what I’m missing lately.”

      “Well…you don’t need to drill on skating. You’re still one of the fastest, when you want to be.”

      He turns his body to face me, widening his eyes. “When I want to be?”

      My heart’s pounding so hard I have to take a steadying breath before speaking again. “Yeah. I may not have said it the right way—”

      “No, it’s not that. I guess I just…” He shakes his head. “I can’t figure out why I wouldn’t always want to be the fastest out there. I’m not saying you’re wrong.”

      I don’t know if he wants to hear my thoughts, but this is my one and only chance to maybe help him, so I muster my courage and go for it.

      “You used to be first on puck most of the time. This season you seem to count on Luca or Anton to be first.”

      He narrows his brows slightly, listening.

      “And you used to pass and shoot harder. You’ve always been a fighter. Not like a man-to-man fighter, but for the puck. This season, you seem to have lost your fight. A little. Or maybe your fight is focused somewhere else, which happens.”

      Victor looks at me in silence. Really, actually looks at me, his eyes focused on mine. I remind myself to breathe as I look back, willing myself to hold his gaze.

      This is my dream. All I’ve ever wanted was to be noticed by my crush, just one time, and here we are. Even if this place was filled to capacity with screaming fans right now, I wouldn’t see or hear anything but him.

      I commit his expression to memory. He looks thoughtful, his lips level and his eyes swimming in shades of blue. There’s a tiny crease between his brows.

      A bead of sweat drops from his hair to his face. He reaches a hand up to wipe it away, breaking our moment of eye contact. I expect he’ll stand up now, say it was nice to meet me, and go get some sleep in preparation for tomorrow.

      “You’re right,” he says softly, looking out across the ice. He slowly turns to face me again. “And you know your hockey. What else have you got for me, Lindy?”
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      Victor

      

      Lindy’s eyes have lost their shine.

      It happened as soon as I asked her to tell me more about her work here at the Carson Center. She works in Concessions and is cross-trained as an usher and can fill in as a waitress at the Center’s restaurants when needed.

      And while that’s honest work, it’s a waste of her talents. She has an infectious excitement for the game of hockey that I wish I could harness for myself.

      “So you get to watch the games sometimes?” I ask her.

      “Not really. People gotta have their beer and nachos.”

      I smile and glance at her before looking away. “So you think there’s hope for me?”

      “Not just hope.” The confidence in her voice brings my gaze back to hers. “I know you can do this, Victor. You came back from that knee injury two years ago better than ever.”

      This woman I just met a few minutes ago seems to believe in me more than I do myself. And it’s not just the blanket reinforcement all fans feel for the players on their team. She knows my strengths and weaknesses. Lindy is a student of the game of hockey.

      “I want to come back better than ever again,” I say.

      “Maybe—” Lindy stops herself and I look at her expectantly.

      “Maybe what?”

      Her cheeks flush light pink. “Nothing. What do I know? I just work in Concessions; I’ve never had to do anything like what you do.”

      “You’ve given me good advice so far. Don’t hold out on me now.”

      She smiles shyly, causing the corners of her lips to tip up as she plays with one of the drawstrings on her hoodie.

      “Well, I don’t mean to go all Dr. Phil on you, but…can you confront whatever’s taking your focus? Maybe try to put it behind you and then just have hockey to concentrate on.”

      A knot forms in my gut. If only I could. But there’s no confronting Bryan. If I push him, my whole world will probably implode.

      “You do know Kristen Moore is a complete idiot, right?” Lindy says.

      I shake my head, clearing away the anger and disgust. “Oh…it’s not her. I mean, now that the photographers have stopped camping outside my building, I’m good. Everyone thinks I’m still…pining for her, I guess, but I’m not. I thought we had something, but we obviously didn’t. Better to find out after a few months than longer down the road, right?”

      “Yes. She didn’t deserve you.”

      I shrug. “I’m done with relationships for a while. They’re just too complicated with my travel schedule. And I’m probably not an attractive prospect anyway since I’m on the verge of unemployment.”

      I try to laugh, but I can’t even pretend to feel light about all this. It’s a fucking nightmare.

      “You are not on the verge of unemployment,” Lindy says fiercely.

      I’m not sure what it is about her that makes me want to spill my guts. I can’t even bring myself to tell Anton and Luca what I’m about to tell her.

      “I’ve got two games.” I rest my elbows on my spread knees and look down. “If I don’t play like a rock star in the next two games, I’m going to the third line.”

      Lindy’s silent for a beat before saying, “The…third line?”

      “Yeah.” I sigh heavily. “The reporters will love that. My fall from the top makes for good headlines.”

      “Well, stop acting like it’s inevitable!”

      Lindy’s tone is admonishing. I turn my face to look at her. Her eyes have their shine again. They’re a pretty swirl of gold and bronze that get brighter when she talks about hockey.

      “I’m gonna do my best,” I offer, nodding at her. “I’m not giving up yet.”

      “You’re not giving up ever! You’re Victor Lane. You worked your whole life to get here. You walked three miles each way to the rink as a kid. Painted houses during summers in high school to buy your gear.”

      I sit up straight, giving her a skeptical look. “How do you know all that?”

      Her cheeks flush again as she shrugs. “I read articles about the Blaze. The whole team.”

      I groan and grin at the same time. “Not just me?”

      Her blush intensifies. “No, not just you.”

      “Damn. Thought I had a superfan. Maybe my first stalker.”

      “You have lots of superfans.” She gives me a serious look. “Kids wear your name and number on the backs of their shirts at every game. So go out there and Happy Gilmore the hell out of that puck.”

      Her reference makes me grin. “That’s one of my favorite movies.”

      “Mine too.”

      “What would Chubbs tell me to do?” I ask, lightly bumping her shoulder with mine. Hers is about six inches lower than mine, so it’s more like my upper arm.

      “Ah, you know what he’d say. It’s all in the hips.”

      I bust out laughing. Most of the women I talk to are always selling themselves. They pretend to be making conversation about how much they work out or all the places they’ve travelled, but it’s an obvious attempt to make themselves sound amazing.

      Lindy is completely down to earth. It’s damn refreshing.

      “So I should just tap, tap, tap the puck in, right?” I keep our joke going.

      She gives me a pointed look. “I suggest you slapshot it so hard you put a hole through the back of the net.”

      “Okay, coach.”

      “I know it’s one thing for me to sit here in an empty arena and say it and another thing to actually do it, but…I know you can get your mojo back and then some.”

      When I first saw Lindy sitting here, I thought she was just an average woman. Her brown hair is tied back in a ponytail at the nape of her neck and she’s wearing casual clothes. Nothing about her begs to be noticed. But she encourages me with an earnestness that feels…real. Everything about her seems authentic.

      “I think you might believe in me more than I believe in myself,” I admit.

      “That happens sometimes.”

      She puts her palms on her thighs and I see that her nails are unpolished and cut short. I’m not sure when I last saw a woman with natural nails. I think I like it.

      “Three years ago, when the Sox fell behind 3-1 in the series, my dad gave up on them,” she says. “Not me. I knew that with Latimer pitching, Game 5 was in the bag. Then they came back home for Games 6 and 7, so homefield advantage. They won it all.”

      “So you’re just an optimist. Always rooting for the underdog. Nothing wrong with that.”

      “No.” She looks over at me, her expression serious. “I’m a realist. I knew the Patriots would win the Super Bowl last year, even though I wished the Rams would have.”

      “Huh. So you’re saying we should hop a flight to Vegas right now, because you could lay some good bets?”

      She grins and the pink blush on her face deepens—it seems to be a thing with her. “That sounds a lot better than sanitizing soft serve machines.” She sighs softly. “But I’d bet my next paycheck that you’re gonna play amazing in the next two games.”

      “I’ll play my hardest.”

      “Remember. First on puck, pass hard and shoot hard. Play every game like it’s your last.”

      I chuckle and say, “Yes, sensei.”

      Her shoulders slump. “I should get back to work.”

      “Do you work this late all the time?”

      “No, only once or twice a month.”

      She stands up and tucks her phone into the pocket of her hoodie. I stand up, too. With my skates on, I tower over her by more than a foot.

      “Hey, seriously,” I say. “Thanks. What you said to me tonight…I needed to hear it.”

      Her eyes are bright as she looks up at me. “I believe in you, Victor. And I’m always right about these things. It drives my dad crazy.”

      She turns toward the end of the front row and starts walking away.

      “Lindy,” I call after her, “will you be watching the St. Louis game?”

      “Absolutely. I never miss a game unless I’m working, and I’m off tomorrow night.”

      “Okay.” I’m not sure what to say next, so I add, “And hey, good luck with those soft serve machines.”

      “Thanks.”

      She leaves then, and the arena is once again silent. I get up and head for the locker room, still thinking about our conversation. I don’t know if I can pull off this comeback, but it feels good to know someone thinks I can.

      In less than twenty-four hours, we’ll know if she’s right.
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      Lindy

      

      “Our guys better have their shit together tonight,” my dad says gruffly. “No excuse for losing to this sorry-ass team.”

      He cracks open an Old Style and sits down in his usual spot on our overstuffed sofa. The cushion on that end is worn through, which Dad says is due to years of being molded perfectly to fit his ass.

      “Give them a chance before you start bitching,” I say from the recliner I watch games in.

      “West was sloppy in the last game. Let four pucks fly right past him.”

      “Well, five of ours flew past the other goalie, so that’s still a win.”

      Dad grunts his reluctant agreement. “A sloppy one.”

      “Where are the guys?”

      Dad shakes his head. “Fair weather fans, those jokers. Don’s wife made him go to a visitation with her, Chuck has his bowling league tonight and Jerry…I dunno why he’s not here. Probably afraid to show up without Don.”

      “A visitation seems like a legit reason to miss a game,” I say wryly.

      “Depends whose it is.” Dad reaches for the bowl of popcorn I left on the coffee table.

      “You better schedule your death accordingly then. I don’t know if I’ll be willing to miss playoff games for it.”

      Dad chuckles and shakes his head. “Daughter of mine, if there’s an MLB, NFL, NHL or NBA playoff game being played during my funeral, I want it on in the background. Pop a cold sixer of Old Style into the casket with me and I’ll be a happy corpse.”

      The puck drops then, and we both turn our attention to the TV screen. My pulse kicks up a notch as soon as I see the red sweater with number 12 on the back. Victor. He’s flying across the ice with a purpose, and I’m mentally sending him every positive vibe I have.

      I spent today going back and forth between being stunned and elated. I know there’s a higher, happier place than Cloud Nine, because that’s where I’ve been since meeting Victor last night. I’m somewhere around Cloud Fifty-Seven right now.

      From now on, when I see his smiling photo on posters in the arena with the team roster, I’ll remember how it felt when he was smiling at me. Only me.

      My silly daydreams about how it would feel to actually talk to Victor didn’t come close to the reality. I never imagined him joking and laughing with me, or sharing his frustrations. But the most surreal part was him asking me for hockey advice.

      I’ve always looked at Victor from the outside and assumed he had it all. He’s handsome and rich, doing a job most people can only dream of. And even though it ended badly, he dated Kristen Moore, one of the most beautiful, popular actresses in the world. I’ve seen photos of him with models, too. I figured he was living the dream.

      But he has worries and insecurities, too. I’m not just rooting for his comeback because I have a massive crush on him; there was a raw vulnerability in Victor last night that made me see him in a new light.

      Just like my horrible boss Bruce deserves to step in a fresh pile of dog shit when he leaves his house, Victor deserves to prove himself on the ice tonight. Not for his coach, or the fans, but for himself. Karma, baby. I believe.

      “Jesus, Petrov. That was an easy shot,” my dad grumbles.

      “Maybe not so easy when there’s a 230 pound enforcer on your ass.”

      Dad gives me a pointed look. “That’s why he’s paid the big bucks. He’s gotta leave his vagina in the locker room. It takes a big nut sac to play in the NHL.”

      I roll my eyes. “I’m sure his nut sac is plenty large. He’s leading the league in goals scored this season.”

      “Yeah, but half of ‘em are because he’s covering for Victor Lane. That guy couldn’t score if the goalie took a fuckin’ bathroom break in the middle of the game.”

      “I’m so glad you’re not melodramatic, Dad.”

      He shakes his head and then tips his beer can up to his mouth, draining it. “You’d agree with me if you didn’t work where you do.”

      “I would not. I was a Blaze fan long before then.”

      “Can’t live under this roof and not root for the Blaze.”

      My eyes stay glued to the screen as Anton passes the puck to Victor, who lines up for a perfect shot and slapshots it so hard I lose sight of the puck. I hold my breath, praying it went in.

      “Fucking Dobbs,” my dad mutters.

      He throws several pieces of popcorn at the TV, disgusted that the St. Louis goalie somehow blocked the shot. Our eight-year-old bulldog, Doc, slowly gets up from his bed beneath the coffee table to eat the popcorn.

      We don’t see much of Doc anymore unless he’s hungry or has to go outside. He mostly sleeps near my dad, passing gas and snoring.

      “Doc,” I call.

      He waddles over and I feed him the uneaten crust from the pizza I just ate. I rub his back and he looks up at me, his dark eyes loaded with love and gratitude.

      When I look up at the TV screen, Victor has the puck again. He passes it to Luca, who passes it to Anton. I’m expecting Anton to shoot it when he slides it to Victor instead. Victor slaps it again and this time…it gets past Matt Dobbs.

      I cheer and pump my fist, jumping out of my chair. “Yeah! Hell yeah! Did you see that?” I point at the screen and turn to my dad.

      He shrugs slightly like he’s unimpressed, but the corners of his lips quirk up in a smile. Victor celebrates with his team on the ice and I keep my eyes locked on him, my hands clasped in front of my mouth.

      It takes me a couple minutes to relax enough that I can sit back down. I blink several times to clear away the unshed tears blurring my vision. When there’s a line change, the cameraman zooms in on Victor’s face and his relaxed, happy smile makes me smile, too.

      My dad points the remote at the TV screen. “Sox have a playoff game tonight,” he says.

      “No!” I give him a wild-eyed look. “Let’s watch the Blaze game.”

      “I can switch back and forth, Lindy. I do it all the time.”

      “I don’t want to miss any of the hockey game.” I start to get up from my chair. “It’s no big deal, I can go watch it in my room.”

      Dad sets the remote down on the couch. “Nah, stay here. Doc and I like your company. We’ll watch hockey.”

      “Okay, thanks.”

      “Everything good at work?” he asks me.

      “Yeah, it’s pretty good.”

      “Good. That creepy guy still lookin’ at you funny?”

      I shrug. “Manny looks at everyone funny.”

      “Well, that asshole gets too close, you tell him your dad’s got a pipe wrench he’s not afraid to bash heads in with.”

      “I’ll be okay, Dad. I’m sure Manny’s just desperate for attention from any woman, not specifically me.”

      “He told your friend he likes you, though.”

      I shrug off his comment. “He probably likes every woman at the Carson Center.”

      The commentators start talking about Victor then, and I focus on the game again. One of them says Victor’s been in a slump of late, and asks whether the goal he just scored is a fluke or the start of a comeback.

      It can’t be a fluke. Victor needs his resurgence to stick. And I want it for him, so badly. I’ll probably never talk to him again, but I’ll be rooting for him from afar even more so than before.

      If I had anything at all to do with him turning things around on the ice—even a tiny little bit—it’s one of the best things that’s ever happened to me.

      That conversation with Victor was the one thing I haven’t shared with my dad. I want to keep that just for myself right now. Maybe forever. There was something intimate about being alone with him. Instead of thousands of screaming fans, Victor was focused entirely on me.

      Last night was enough to sustain my crush on him for a very long time. I may tell Ari about it, but I haven’t decided yet. I trust her completely, but I know her. She’ll prod me to find a way to run into him again and lecture me on the proper way to flirt. I’m comically bad at it.

      Victor and I will never be a thing. I know that. But for a few magical moments, I got to see the side of him that his friends and teammates see. Maybe even his family. I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to think about it and not feel warm and gooey inside.

      On the TV screen, Knox Deveraux is throwing his gloves to the ice, about to fight with the St. Louis enforcer. The crowd goes wild, and Dad leans forward in his seat.

      “This is gonna be good,” he says gleefully.

      He watches the fight, but I watch Victor, standing off to the side. I’m glad he’s not an enforcer; those guys take hard, regular beatings. I couldn’t stand to see Victor knocked unconscious or watch his teeth fly out from a blow to the face.

      The fight ends with no blood drawn, and we go back to watching the game. I get up to pee during a commercial break, but other than that, I’m riveted for the entire game.

      Victor doesn’t score again, but he holds his own. And when the Blaze celebrate their 4-2 win, his expression is light—completely different than it was when he practiced on his own last night.

      He looks so happy. And in my fictional world, he’ll go have dinner with his teammates and then go back to his room, where he’ll have a thought or two about that nice woman from Concessions who gave him advice before drifting into a peaceful sleep.

      I’m not good with the nonfictional reality—that his celebrating will likely involve a woman. It’s been am amazing twenty-four hours. I want to end it on a good note.
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      Victor

      

      I survived.

      It’s been more than a week since I scored against St. Louis, and I’ve stayed hot since. I scored two goals and had two more assists in the last three games.

      Coach slapped me on the back and told me my first line spot is safe—for now. In pro hockey, that’s as much security as any of us ever get. It’s an honor to play at this level, but that honor comes with pressure that never lets up. You’re only as good as your last game.

      “You’re coming out with us tonight,” Easy says as we both shower in the Toronto locker room after a 3-2 win.

      “I just want to eat and go to bed,” I say, not even looking over.

      “Bars have food.”

      I laugh. “Yeah, and booze. And before you know it, it’s 3:00 a.m. and you can’t even remember what city you’re in.”

      “I’ll write it on a little piece of paper you can put in your pocket. Then you’ll know when the time comes.”

      Running my hands through my hair, I rinse the last of the shampoo out and run my hands down my face to clear away the lather of suds.

      “I’m tired, man.” I turn the shower handle, stopping the flow of hot water. “Another time.”

      Easy shakes his head. “You’ve been clutch lately, Vic. Let’s celebrate.”

      His smile is warm and genuine. That’s just like Easy—to be happy I got my mojo back even though it means he doesn’t get to move up to the first line. He’s a team player, and an all-around good guy.

      “I’m dying for a big steakhouse dinner. I’m starving. We can celebrate with a big-ass basket of bread. C’mon man, bread!”

      I wrap a towel around my waist as Easy turns off his shower. He gives me that trademark grin of his—perfect white teeth.

      “Mia’s here,” he says. “Anton’s not going out to dinner with you. And Luca’s got a Facetime date with his woman.”

      “Shit.”

      Easy opens his hands, still grinning. “You’re stuck with me, bro.”

      His use of the word “bro” makes me laugh. Easy attended private prep schools as a kid. He has a French accent, but he also speaks several other languages. He’s just too damned refined to use certain words, but he tries.

      “Alright, I’ll go,” I concede, “if you say ‘cocksucker.’”

      He rolls his eyes. “Really?”

      “Really.”

      “Fine, I’ll use it in a sentence, how’s that? You, Victor Lane, are a cocksucker.”

      I belt out the best laugh I’ve had in a while. With his accent, it sounds like ‘coke sucka.’ Never gets old.

      After I dress in a black suit with a white shirt and red tie, a PR person from our team gets me for interviews. I haven’t been getting interview requests much this season, so it feels pretty good.

      When I answer a few questions on camera for a TV reporter, I’m saying all the right stuff, but wondering in the back of my head if Lindy will see it.

      I’ve thought about her every day since the night we met. Her advice was good, and it was right on. But it wasn’t anything I didn’t know already. I needed to hear it, but I think what helped me the most was her confidence in me. Part of the reason I played so hard against St. Louis was that I wanted her to be right for believing in me. I wanted to make her proud.

      I’ve wished more than once that I could text her to say thanks again. When I think about getting her number somehow, though, there’s a voice in my head that says I should leave it alone. That chance encounter was exactly what I needed exactly when I needed it. I don’t want to mess with it.

      “Hey, douchebag, let’s go,” Knox says gruffly. “I need some pussy. We’re waiting on you.”

      Unlike Easy, Knox is right at home throwing around every uncouth word he knows in conversation. He’s a dark, hairy giant with a temper. We like to call him the Missing Link. Mostly because it aggravates the shit out of him.

      It takes two Ubers to get all of us to the bar we’re meeting up with some fans at. A bunch of hardcore Chicagoans drove up here for the game. I’m not planning to drink tonight, but I do like hanging out with the faithful.

      The place we meet up at looks like a warehouse, with high ceilings and sheet metal walls. It’s got a rustic vibe, with long tables made from recycled wood from old bowling lanes. There’s a crowd, and I get lots of handshakes and congratulations from the Chicago fans here.

      Easy knows I don’t want to drink, so he sets a glass of ice water in front of me as a server delivers a tray of shots to our table. I’ve been eating and sleeping well and abstaining from alcohol, and I’m not making any changes to the new routine. It’s working well.

      “To Vic,” he says, raising his glass into the air.

      Everyone drinks to me. I sip my water and look for a menu.

      Jonah claps me on the shoulder and says, “So fucking a goat before games is working for you, yeah? Keep that shit up, Lane.”

      There are cackles and comments, and I raise my middle finger to them all. I’m verging on hangry, and this place seems to mostly serve appetizers.

      “Hey, Victor, I’m Angie.”

      I look up from the menu to see a curvy blond woman holding her hand out in introduction.

      “Hey, nice to meet you,” I say.

      “You too.” She smiles and flips her long hair so it’s all down her back, her ample breasts on full display in a low-cut top.

      A waitress comes to get our orders, and I get a burger and some grilled chicken. I’ll stay here as long as it takes to get my food and eat, but then I’m out. I’m tired.

      “So where are you from?” Angie asks me.

      “Originally from Vancouver.”

      “Oh, nice. I think I knew that.” She giggles. “I’m a California girl. My dad’s originally from Chicago, though, and he’s a huge Blaze fan. I work at his company, so trips like this are a work perk.”

      “That’s great.”

      Across the table from me, Knox is grinning at a woman who’s pretty much in his lap. Looks like he found the pussy he was searching for. I used to do the same after a win—fucking is a great outlet for pent-up energy.

      And the way Angie’s brushing her fingertips over my thigh, I think I could easily get her into bed. Would it mess with my mojo? My dick, straining against my pants right now, says it would not. And it has been more than a month since I got laid.

      “So what do you do at your dad’s company?” I ask Angie.

      “I work in accounts receivable, processing invoices. Since us kids will inherit the company one day, Dad makes us all work there to learn about it.” She rolls her eyes, then immediately switches to a coy smile. “You played amazing out there tonight. It was really hot.”

      “Thanks.”

      She puts a hand on my shoulder and edges closer to me, speaking in a low tone. “I don’t know anything about hockey, really. I just know you put the little puck in the net. And that it takes a really big stick.”

      Hell. I suddenly wish I was drinking tonight. The only way I could fuck this woman while sober is if she quit talking for the duration of the night.

      I generally like puck bunnies. They’re so easy to get into bed, and they rarely have expectations of anything after. But tonight…I’m not feeling it.

      There’s nothing authentic about fucking a groupie. And I don’t know when authenticity started mattering to me, but…it does. I could take Angie to a hotel and fuck for a few hours, but I’d rather eat dinner, jerk off and go to bed.

      I must be getting old or something.

      “Hey, it was really nice meeting you, Angie,” I say. “Appreciate you coming all this way to go to the game. I need to go return a call.”

      I take out my phone and hold it up, trying to back up my bluff. Angie’s expression falls with disappointment.

      For the thirty seconds it takes me to walk outside, I feel a little bad. But she’ll find someone else. Puck bunnies aren’t usually picky.

      I look at my phone, continuing with the charade in case Angie’s watching. The message on the screen makes my heart pound harder for a few beats.

      You didn’t send the 15k, so now it’s 20k. You have until midnight to Venmo it to me or this hits the Internet tomorrow.

      The photo on the screen after the message makes my stomach churn so bad I think I might throw up. I exhale hard, then quickly swipe to erase the message and photo.

      Fuck. I was stupid for avoiding this. For thinking he’d go away. He’ll never go away.

      The high I was riding over my comeback comes crashing to the ground. No matter how it looks to the outside world, I’m not strong. I don’t have it all. What does it matter if I make millions when I’m a hostage, forced to send money to someone I’d like to kill with my bare hands?

      Clenching my jaw, I open the Venmo app and press the numbers on my phone screen to send the money. Twenty fucking grand. No matter how much I earn playing hockey, that’ll always be a lot of money to me. I grew up with nothing.

      And that’s not even the end of it. I’ll get another text when that money runs out. It might be a request for $10,000, or it might be for $50,000. I won’t know until it comes. But one thing I do know—I have to pay it.

      I have no choice. That son of a bitch on the other end of the Venmo transaction owns me.

      No longer in the mood to even feign interest in conversation, I consider bolting.  But I need to eat. I’ll have my order changed to carryout so I can get the hell out of here. I don’t want to bring down the mood inside. For the rest of the night, I just want to be alone.
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      Lindy

      

      Ari passes me a case of chicken tenders and I stack it onto the pile in the freezer.

      “I’m telling you, chica, Mateo’s the only man I need in my life.”

      I give her a skeptical look. “I’ve heard that before.”

      “I’m done with Tinder. All those guys want is tit pics to jerk off to. Fuck them.”

      “So you deleted the app from your phone?”

      She cuts open a case of bagged, frozen French fries, silent for a beat as she pretends she can’t talk and operate a box cutter at the same time.

      “I’m going to,” she finally says.

      “Ha. Lies.”

      Ari turns to me, her brows drawn together seriously. “Lindy, it’s a jungle out there. Lots of guys don’t want to date a single mom.”

      “Those guys are dicks. And why do you have to be dating someone?”

      She shrugs. “It’s no fun being single.”

      “Is it fun dating guys who whip their penises out on the first date? Or say they forgot their wallets when it’s time to pay for dinner?”

      Ari snorts out a laugh. “Ah, Alex. He actually did both of those things.”

      “Eww.” I shake my head, disgusted. “I’d scream and run away if a guy whipped it right out like that.”

      My friend gives me a sympathetic look. “You don’t understand, because you’re a virgin.”

      This time I’m the one who snorts. “It’s gross for a guy to do that, Ari, and that’s that.”

      She shrugs. “It’s kinda nice to know they’re at least turned on by me.”

      “Nope. I’ll stick with never turning anyone on, thanks.”

      We finish stocking the freezer and I close the door. Ari wheels the dolly we used to carry the cases of frozen food behind us as we walk back to the main freezer.

      “You don’t even try, Lindy. When’s the last time you even talked to a guy?”

      My heart races as I remember the last time I talked to a guy, but I don’t say anything.

      “Belinda Noelle Boring.” Ari stops the dolly and turns to face me, crossing her arms over her chest. “You’re red as a tomato. What haven’t you told me?”

      “I hate it when you call me that,” I remind her.

      “I only call you that when you’re holding out on me.” She stomps her foot impatiently. “Did you talk to Manny?”

      “Ew. No!”

      Her lips part and her eyes widen. “What? Someone else?” She shoves my shoulder, her expression hurt. “How could you not tell me?”

      “It wasn’t really…I mean, it doesn’t count. It wasn’t like that.”

      “Bitch, you better tell me right now.”

      I waffle back and forth, torn between wanting to share the most exciting thing that’s ever happened to me and wanting to keep it to myself.

      “I talked to Victor.”

      Ari’s brown eyes double in size. “Victor Lane?”

      I smile. “Yes.”

      Her shriek of excitement echoes throughout the empty concourse of the Carson Center. I try to shush her, but alas, nothing short of a muzzle will quiet Ari when she smells gossip.

      “What!” she cries. “When? How? Tell me everything, Lindy.”

      We start walking again, and I recount meeting Victor a little over a week ago.

      “Have you heard from him since?”

      I give her a chiding look. “Of course not. It wasn’t like that. We just talked about hockey.”

      “But still! This is your opening, Lindy. You have to make a move.”

      Annoyance flares inside me. I knew Ari wouldn’t just listen to me tell her about my once-in-a-lifetime encounter. She has to try to make it into something more.

      “Just talking to him was enough for me,” I say sharply. “I’m not trying to get him into bed, not that it’s even physically possible.”

      “Of course it’s possible.”

      I sigh heavily. “Right. Look at him and then look at me. You don’t need to tell me I could get any guy I wanted just because you’re my best friend, you know.”

      Ari’s eyes are swimming with emotion when she stops walking and turns to face me. “I’m your best friend?”

      My cheeks heat. “Well, yeah. I hope that’s—”

      She throws her arms around me in a hug. “You’re my best friend, too, Lindy.” She steps back, putting her hands on my shoulders. “And you’re so much prettier and awesomer than you give yourself credit for.”

      I look at the ground. “You’re only saying that because—”

      Ari gives my shoulders a gentle shake. “I’m saying it because it’s true, hooker.”

      “I’m not saying there’s no guy out there who’d be interested in me. I’m sure, if I really tried, I could get a date. But let’s be real. Victor Lane will never want to date me. He’s a rich, hot professional athlete. He could get any woman he wanted. And I smell like relish and rotisserie weiners. Plus, I’m—”

      “Boring!” Bruce’s voice booms in the cavernous arena hallway.

      “Oh, shit,” Ari mutters.

      “Gonzales,” Bruce says disdainfully, looking between the two of us as he approaches, clipboard in hand. “I expect you to slack off, but Boring, I thought I could count on you.”

      “You can. We just stopped for a second.”

      He looks at his wristwatch, and then glares at me. “I told you to have every concession freezer stocked by noon. But there are still boxes waiting in the main freezer.”

      “We’re working as fast as we can,” I say.

      “You’re standing around yapping, which is not what I pay you for.”

      Ari rolls her eyes.

      “Problem, Gonzales?”

      She shakes her head and gives him a fake smile. “No, I just feel terrible for letting you down, seeing as you’re personally paying us and all.”

      Bruce just scowls at her for a solid five seconds, and she holds his stare. I start to feel awkward, but finally, he turns back to me.

      “Get the stocking done and make it snappy. You need to wipe down all the stainless before tonight’s crew gets here.”

      “Okay, we’re on it,” I assure him.

      Ari grabs the dolly and we continue down the hallway.

      “Why is he such an asshole?” she whispers.

      “Stop, we’re not far enough away yet.”

      “I don’t care, it’s not like people are beating down the doors for this crap job. He needs us.”

      “I guess so.”

      Ari arches her brows. “We don’t come to work high, our nails are less than three inches long and we aren’t rude to customers. That puts us in the top two percent of the workforce here.”

      “True.”

      “Anyway,” Ari glances behind us to make sure Bruce isn’t following, “back to Victor. You have to find a way to see him again, Lindy.”

      “I think TV is my only option for that.”

      “Girl, you work in the same place he does. Let’s figure this out. Let’s see, you could…casually walk by the locker room when he’s leaving practice.”

      “That’s a restricted access area. My badge can’t open those doors.”

      “Huh. Okay.” She thinks for a second and says, “I bet Manny’s could. You could rub his crotch a little and get him to loan you his badge.”

      “Oh, God. No. Absolutely not. Are you joking!”

      “Over the clothes, Lindy. Just a little.”

      I cringe and groan. “No way! There will be no crotch rubbing, okay?”

      She sighs. “Okay, so...we find out when he’ll be at another VIP event and make sure you get assigned to it.”

      “I don’t know. That sounds awkward.”

      “Lindy, you think everything is awkward.”

      She’s not wrong. But the thought of standing there with a tray of drinks, wearing my stained white shirt, is just too much. I’d prefer my single perfect conversation with Victor to be the only one we ever have. That’s better than forcing another encounter with him.

      We get back to the main freezer and put our hooded sweatshirts on, then go in to load up the dolly again. We’re strapping the cases of food in place when the freezer door is pulled open and a woman sticks her head inside.

      “Hi, are either one of you Lindy?”

      “I am.”

      I shift, uncomfortable with being sought out. I hope I’m not in trouble with HR or anything.

      “Finally!”

      The woman stands aside as Ari and I roll the dolly out of the freezer.

      “Yikes, it’s cold in there,” she says, wrapping her arms around herself. “Anyway, hi. I’m Caroline, an intern from the PR division. I was told to deliver this note to Lindy in Concessions. I’ve been looking all over for you since yesterday.”

      “Oh, I was off yesterday,” I say, taking the paper she hands over. “This is from the PR division?”

      Caroline shrugs. “I guess so? All I know is my boss told me to give it to you.”

      “Okay, thanks.”

      She turns to go, waving at us. “Have a good one, guys.”

      “You too,” Ari calls back.

      “I have no idea why PR would want to send me anything,” I say to Ari, clutching the note.

      “Open it.”

      I consider giving her an excuse about how we need to finish stocking the fridges in case this note is somehow embarrassing, but curiosity gets the better of me and I open it, scanning the words.

      “No way,” I say softly.

      “What?”

      I look up at my best friend, grin, and then read her the note.

      “Dear Lindy, thanks again for being the Chubbs to my Happy. Any chance you can get a night off work to come watch a game in a box? Text me and I’ll set it up. Victor.”

      “Holy shit.” Ari squeals with excitement.

      “He wrote his number at the bottom,” I say, feeling lightheaded.

      “You look like you’re about to pass out, chica.” Ari offers me her arm to steady myself.

      “I think I might. I can’t even…I don’t even know what to say.”

      “We have lots of work to do.”

      I fold the note up and stick it in my pocket. “You’re right. Let’s finish stocking. We can talk about this later.”

      Ari starts to laugh uncontrollably. “That’s so not what I meant, Lindy. I meant your hair, and makeup and your outfit. I want to help you get ready when you go to a game!”

      “Oh.” I grin as wide as my cheeks will allow. “Okay, yeah.”

      “Oh, that was a good one.” Ari laughs again. “You thought I gave a fuck about what Bruce wants.”

      I laugh along with her, but I’m not thinking about Bruce. I’m in shock, I think. Victor invited me to a game. Wow.

      I just skyrocketed up to Cloud Ninety-Nine, and I think I’ll be here for a very long time.
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      Victor

      

      I forgot about the chicken. Shit.

      Grabbing the handle of the pan, I pull it away from the heat and pick up a spatula to flip the two chicken breasts I’m sautéing.

      The one on the left is a little…charred. Won’t stop me from eating it, though. This is what I get for trying to cook instead of ordering in. Anton’s always harping about home-cooked food being more healthy, so I’m trying that out.

      It’s harder than I thought it would be to have a protein, starch and vegetable hot and ready to eat at the exact same time. I lost track of the chicken while chopping vegetables for a salad.

      At least it’s just me I’m cooking for. If I ever had to impress anyone with my cooking skills, I’d be in deep shit. I come by it honestly—I was raised by a single mom who usually told me to find my own dinner.

      My phone dings with a text just as I’m pulling my roasted potatoes out of the oven. I set the sheet pan on the stovetop and grab a piece of potato to see if it’s done.

      “Fuck me,” I growl, dropping the piping-hot vegetable back to the pan.

      That wasn’t my smartest move. While I let the potatoes cool, I walk over to the raised breakfast bar that separates my kitchen and living room, picking up my phone to check the text.

      Hey Victor, it’s Lindy. I’d love to come to a game. I just need at least two weeks notice so I can get the night off. Thanks for asking me.

      I smile at the screen. I think this woman is truly nice. That word gets thrown around casually, but lots of people are nice when it suits them, and dicks when they think they can get away with it. But Lindy seems different—one hundred percent genuine.

      Two weeks notice, though? Fuck that. I’ve got enough pull with the Blaze team management to get Lindy a night off anytime. And I already know what night it’ll be. New York is coming to town for a game in a few days. They’re ranked first in the league, so it’ll be a well-attended game.

      I’m going to ask Jonah if Lindy can sit with his wife Lily in the family box that night. Lily West is a mother hen, and she’ll make sure Lindy has a good time.

      I text Lindy back.

      Me: Great. Friday night. Don’t worry about getting the night off, I’ll take care of it.

      Lindy: Okay, thank you. My boss can be difficult, though.

      Me: Your boss is an asshole?

      Lindy: No! I didn’t say that.

      Me: You didn’t have to. Don’t worry, your secret’s safe with me. And Friday night won’t be a problem.

      Lindy: Okay.

      Me: So what’s going on with you?

      Lindy: I’m watching SportsCenter with my dog Doc.

      Me: Nice.

      Lindy: There was a replay of your assist last night!

      Me: Never gets old making SportsCenter.

      Lindy: You’ve been on fire lately. Great job!

      Me: Thanks. Our talk was a big part of it.

      Lindy: It was all you!

      Me: You’re gonna make my ego explode all over my kitchen…and that’ll be a mess to clean up.

      Lindy: LOL okay then. So I’ll be cheering for you Friday night then.

      Me: Perfect. Plan on going out with the team after.

      Lindy: Okay. Will you be there?

      Me: Yep.

      Lindy: I’ll see you then. Thanks again for asking me.

      Me: See you then.

      

      I set my phone down and go back to the pan of roasted potatoes on the stovetop. When I pop one into my mouth, I find out they’re only semi-roasted—still pretty hard.

      Fuck cooking. This shit is ridiculous. I’m still eating it because I can’t bring myself to throw away food, but from now on, I’m ordering in.

      For a second, I indulge the idea of texting Lindy to ask if she wants to hang out and watch SportsCenter with me. I don’t find myself alone at home much, and it’s a little too quiet in my apartment.

      I’d better not, though. I don’t want to give her the wrong idea. She’s a sweetheart. I want us to be friends, but nothing more. I’m not cut out for relationships, as demonstrated by the complete failure of my last one. Kristen cheated on me, which must mean she needed something she wasn’t getting from me. I’d end up breaking Lindy’s heart.

      Instead, I text Easy. He says he’ll come over if we can play video games. After some eye rolling and swearing, I agree.

      Easy’s fucking awful at video games—he’d never played until he was already an adult. And he always pretends there’s something wrong with the game or the controller instead of owning that it’s just him.

      Better than being alone for the evening, though. And it’s also a good excuse to save my botched dinner for lunch tomorrow instead. Tonight, I’m having Chinese delivered.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Lindy

      

      “I can’t believe you did this.”

      I run my hands over my freshly cut hair again, my voice awestruck as I tell Ari for the tenth time how much I love it.

      “When you can’t afford haircuts growing up, you learn how to do it yourself,” Ari says as she packs her scissors back into a little purple bag.

      “But it’s so…pretty.”

      She hugs me from behind as I admire my hair in the hand-held mirror she gave me. “It’s not the haircut that’s pretty, chica, it’s you.”

      I can’t help my hmm of disagreement with that. “I’ve been told so many times that I was named Belinda Boring for a reason, Ari. Everything about me matches that name. Bland brown hair, average brown eyes—”

      Ari cuts me off, sounding pissed. “No hables mierda muchacha. No one talks about my best friend that way—not even you. Your hair is not…what’d you call it?”

      “Bland.”

      “I just colored it a nice warm brown with caramel highlights. It’s bonito, okay?”

      “I know! No, it is. You’re an absolute genius, Ari. I just mean my natural color.”

      She snorts. “No one’s natural color looks that great. It takes work to look your best.”

      Mateo scoots into the kitchen on all fours, pushing a small toy truck along the floor.

      “There’s a tunnel, Mateo!” Still sitting in the chair Ari did my hair in, I raise my legs up in the air. “Hurry, get through the tunnel!”

      He grins and crawls under my legs, then takes his truck beneath the kitchen table to drive it up the legs of each chair.

      “I can’t believe he’ll be three soon,” Ari says. “It’s true what they say about how fast it goes.”

      “He’s such a great kid. You’re doing an awesome job.”

      Her eyes soften. “Thanks. I don’t know how I’d make it without my mom and sister taking care of him while I work.”

      “It takes a village, right?”

      She sighs softly. “When you’re a single mom, it does.”

      “Well, I want to hang out with Mateo next time we both have a day off, so you can have a day to do something you want for yourself.”

      Ari waves a hand. “You don’t have to do that.”

      “I want to. You just gave up your whole morning to do my hair and nails and makeup. And you loaned me a top to wear tonight.”

      “That’s what friends do, Lindy.” Ari looks at me with a question in her eyes. “You’ve had friends before, haven’t you?”

      I shrug, my face heating. “Kind of. But none like you.”

      “My chica, I’ve never had a friend like you, either. Nothing’s ever a competition with you. And you don’t judge me.”

      My stomach rumbles audibly, and I put a hand over it. Not that it helps stifle the sound.

      “How about if I order us some lunch?” I say, getting my phone out.

      “Yeah, let’s do it.” Ari pushes off the counter and opens the door of the old green refrigerator in her small apartment kitchen. “Mateo’s picky, so I’m gonna make him a grilled cheese.”

      Mateo gives a yelp of approval from beneath the table.

      “My kid lives on grilled cheese and fruit snacks.” Ari shakes her head.

      Over several containers of Thai delivery food, Ari makes me cringe with her Tinder tales.

      “Oh my God, that reminds me.” She sets down her food container on the coffee table, sitting forward on the couch. “You know that usher Amanda? The one who’s, I don’t know, in her fifties?”

      “Yeah. The redhead.”

      “She told me she’s on Match and she got matched with Bruce the other day.”

      “No!” I recoil.

      “Yeah. His profile said he’s looking for a soul-deep connection.”

      “I can’t even think about Bruce that way.”

      “Can you imagine him in bed?” Ari sits up taller, puffing out her chest and lowering her voice, trying to mimic Bruce. “You didn’t spread your legs wide enough! You’re not supposed to groan, I told you to moan.”

      “Stop!” I’m laughing so hard I have to wipe my eyes. “Don’t put images like that in my head!”

      We’re both calming down from our fit of laughter when Ari gives me a serious look.

      “We need to get you set up on Match or Tinder.”

      “No.” I shake my head adamantly.

      “Come on, it’s fun.”

      I arch my brows and give her a pointed look. “So I can get matched with Bruce?”

      “You’re not in his age range, so that wouldn’t happen.”

      “I’ll leave the swiping left and right to you. I’d be terrible at it.”

      “You would not.”

      I glare at her. “Ari. I appreciate the thought, but no way. I’ve never…been on a date. I’ve never even kissed anyone.”

      Ari’s mouth drops open in shock. “Never?”

      “That’s what I said. Don’t make me feel like a weirdo for it, okay?”

      “Sorry.” Her expression softens. “But Lindy, you could get dates if you wanted to.”

      “Well, I don’t want to.”

      After a moment of silence, she says, “I guess it doesn’t matter. Victor’s into you. You won’t find anyone better on Tinder.”

      “He’s not into me. He asked me to watch a game.”

      “And then go out after. On a date.”

      I roll my eyes. “Yeah, with his entire team.”

      “You’re his date for the after party, and you know it. Why else would you let me do your hair and nails?”

      I flush and look away. “I just don’t want to look like I don’t care that he invited me or act like I get invited places all the time, you know. Watching my first, in-person, NHL game is a good enough reason to get my hair done, isn’t it?”

      Ari grins knowingly. “Lies. You’re not nervous about the hockey part, you’re nervous about the Victor part.”

      I don’t tell her she’s partially right. I’m most nervous about the Victor part, but also nervous in general about every aspect of tonight.

      Normally, I’d be serving beer and nachos tonight. That, I know. But sitting in a VIP box with people I’ve never met? People who are probably super rich and stuffy? Having to talk to them and act like I belong there?

      I’m so nervous about that. No amount of highlights and makeup can cover up the awkwardness that resides deep within me.

      And in six hours, it’ll be on full display.
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      Lily West passes me a glass and I glance at the red-colored drink. She leans in to whisper something to me.

      “It’s almost all cranberry juice. There’s like a teaspoon of vodka. I drink these so everyone thinks I’m fun, but I don’t like getting drunk.”

      I smile, relieved. “Thanks.”

      “Ready to go find our game seats?”

      “Sure.”

      Lily West is an absolute angel. As soon as I arrived, she took my arm and led me into the room where dinner was being served to the team’s families and front office employees. We sat with Mia Marceau, Anton’s girlfriend, and made conversation over our roast beef and mashed potatoes.

      Mia’s a South Side girl, too. When I told her I work in Concessions, she told me about the bar she used to work at, Lucky’s. She grew up just a couple miles from my dad’s house.

      “How’s your grandpa doing?” Lily asked Mia over dinner.

      Mia’s brows drew together in a sad expression. “Not very well. I wasn’t sure I should leave to come here tonight, but the nurses told me he’ll probably sleep the whole time, so I did.”

      “I’m so sorry,” Lily said.

      Mia met my eyes and said, “My grandpa has Alzheimer’s. His condition is pretty bad.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry.”

      “Thanks. He and my grandma raised me, so it’s been brutal to watch him suffer this way. But he’s in the best place possible and he’s not in pain.”

      “That’s a blessing,” Lily said.

      “It is. I appreciate you asking about him. Lots of people think I don’t want to talk about it, but I do.”

      And she does. Mia tells us all about her grandparents, and my heart breaks for the strong man who can no longer remember his life. She seems lighter when she talks about him, though. Even though Mia is sitting with other people in the box we’re all in for the game, I feel a kinship with her now.

      Lily leads me to two seats in the front of the box, away from the crowd.

      “Do these look good?”

      “Perfect,” I say gratefully.

      Lily snags two bags of popcorn from the server working in the box tonight. It’s Alicia, and though I recognize her, we’ve never worked together. She gives me a confused look as she walks away. I laugh internally, thinking, Girl, I’m confused by this, too.

      “I’m dying for salt,” Lily says, popping a couple pieces of popcorn into her mouth.

      She’s beautiful, with long blond hair, big blue eyes and a perfect figure. I’d never imagine her dying for anything except maybe…water?

      “Puck drops in five minutes,” she says, “which is enough time for me to tell you a secret.” She grins. “Promise not to tell anyone?”

      “Of course.”

      I’m so grateful to Lily that I’d do anything she asked of me right now. If she has any enemies she’d like taken out in cold blood, I’m her girl.

      She leans in to whisper in my ear, “Only your glass has a little vodka in it. Mine’s just cranberry juice because…I’m pregnant.”

      I break out in an excited, open-mouth grin. She brings a finger to her lips to shush me, then leans in again.

      “We’ve been trying for almost two years. I had a miscarriage last year. So we aren’t telling anyone until the second trimester. But I had to tell someone, and I felt like I could trust you.”

      “Absolutely,” I say out loud. Then I lean close to her ear and whisper, “Congratulations. You’ll be a great mom.”

      Her eyes fill with tears as she covers one of my hands with one of hers, squeezing. “Thanks.”

      Once the puck drops, our focus is entirely on the game. It’s crazy to be watching it live from a VIP box. We have a clear view of the ice, and the crowd’s energy is contagious.

      My dad and his friends are watching the game at home on TV. I feel a silly urge to wave at them, even though they wouldn’t be able to see me.

      “Come on, Jonah,” Lily says under her breath as two of the New York forwards pass the puck back and forth.

      When one of them finally takes a shot on goal, Jonah moves to deflect the puck, and it bounces off his chest guard. Lily smiles and visibly relaxes.

      “Do you get nervous for him?” I ask her.

      “I do. Every time.”

      “I can’t imagine. I hardly even know Victor, and I get nervous for him.”

      “You hardly know him?” She looks at me, brows raised. “He must really like you.”

      I blush hard and fast, realizing what must be going through her head. “No, it’s not like that. I just gave him some hockey advice.”

      “He’s a good guy. One of my favorites, actually. Victor is humble and doesn’t have a mean bone in his body.”

      I smile at that. It’s good to know my crush radar is solid. If I have to adore a man I can’t have, I want him to be a good one, not some dickhead who treats people terribly.

      Victor picks up another two assists, and the Blaze pick up another win. The mood is light as Lily, Mia and I take an Uber to an upscale restaurant to meet the team.

      I see Victor approaching us in a charcoal suit with a navy tie, grinning. Damn, he’s handsome.

      “Hey,” he says, hugging me. “You look great.”

      My heart pounds wildly as I force myself to breathe in and out. He smells divine—a light, woodsy scent—and his body is as hard as it looks. That one hug will sustain my fantasies for a very long time.

      Victor introduces me to everyone by saying, “This is Lindy,” and I can tell by the looks some of his teammates give me that they’re wondering who I am and why I’m here.

      But for the next couple hours, I don’t think about the why. I just focus on not spilling anything on myself and talking to Victor. I’m so happy I swear I could take flight.

      After our meal, we get time to talk alone as the table starts to clear out. Victor’s suit jacket is hung over the back of his chair and his shirtsleeves are rolled up.

      “We’re playing Seattle next; any advice for me?” he asks.

      “Hmm. Keep the puck away from Lancer?”

      He grins. “Good plan.”

      “She knows her hockey,” Lily says to Victor as she stands up. “She pointed out a couple things to me during the game that I wasn’t even seeing.”

      “She’s my puck whisperer,” Victor says.

      I die, just from the warmth of his tone. But I come back to life quickly, standing up to give Lily a quick hug goodbye. “Thank you,” I say in her ear. “For everything.”

      “I had a blast. Let’s get together again soon.”

      Lily turns to face the people still sitting at our large table. “We have to get home, the old lady’s tired.”

      “The old man’s tired, too, babe,” Jonah says, putting his arm around her waist.

      They say goodbye to everyone, and when they leave, Victor says, “So you had fun? Lily was good company?”

      “Amazing company. I had so much fun. Thanks again for inviting me.”

      He nudges me with his shoulder. “Stop thanking me. I’m glad you came.”

      The other players start clearing out then, some with women, some alone. Victor and I are about to be the last ones at the table when he says, “I guess we should catch an Uber home, huh?”

      My heart somersaults. I know he didn’t mean we should go home together, but I’m immediately envious of women he does invite back to his house.

      “I can call one for myself,” I offer, taking out my phone.

      “Nah, I got it. I’ll take one to your place and then go to mine.”

      “I live with my dad,” I blurt awkwardly.

      He grins. “That’s cool.”

      “I mean, not that you’re coming in or anything, I just…yeah.”

      Oh God. I want to fall through the floor and disappear.

      “Well, sometime when it’s not 1:00 a.m., I’d like to meet him,” Victor says, standing up and retrieving his jacket from the back of his chair.

      “Um, yeah.”

      Our Uber driver is a retired waiter who talks the entire way to my house. When we pull up outside my modest little white house, I’m reminded that Victor and I live in two different worlds. My four-horse carriage is officially turning back into a pumpkin.

      Victor walks me up to the front porch, maintaining a friendly amount of distance between us.

      “So you want to hang out again sometime?” he asks. “Maybe catch a baseball playoff game at a sports bar or something?”

      My pulse instantly goes into overdrive. “Yeah, sure.”

      “You like baseball, right?”

      “I love it.”

      “Okay, cool.” An awkward silence falls between us.

      “So thanks for tonight,” I say, grabbing the screen-door handle. “Last time I’ll say it, I promise.”

      Victor grins. “Yeah, I had fun.”

      “Good luck in Seattle.”

      “Thanks. I’ll text you.”

      He gives me a wave and heads down the stairs, the bottom one creaking loudly as it always does.

      I keep it cool as I walk inside, but once I close the door, I lean my back against it, smiling like a giddy girl into the dark, empty living room. I take out my phone to text Ari, as promised.

      Me: So much fun!

      Ari: Aghhhh I knew it! And it’s 1:30 am!!!! Did you guys do the dirty?

      Me: OMG no. It’s not like that, I told you.

      Ari: Hmm…did he ask you to go out again?

      Me: Not go out, per se, but we are hanging out.

      Ari: SAME THING. And wth is per se?

      Me: I’ll tell you tomorrow. I’m going to bed.

      Ari: I want ALLLLL the details tomorrow.

      Me: You got it.

      I’ll tell her everything about tonight when we have downtime at work tomorrow. For now, I just want to replay every amazing moment in my head.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Victor

      

      Luca’s snoring, his head on my shoulder and his mouth wide open. Before he had kids, he never slept during the day. But now he sacks out on every flight. And nothing wakes him up. Kids crying, people arguing, turbulence—he sleeps through it all. A woman went into labor on one of our commercial flights last year and he snored like a chainsaw the entire time.

      I’ve never been able to sleep on planes, though. And the flight to Seattle is one of our longer ones. I’ve got Wi-Fi, so I cruise through every sports site I follow, glad to see I’m no longer making headlines. Some of those sports writers are smug as shit, relishing the opportunity to kick players when they’re down.

      I try listening to an audiobook after checking sports sites, but I can’t get into it. I’m restless.

      Wonder what Lindy’s doing? It’s not the first time I’ve thought about it today. Lately, I’ve been thinking about her every day, actually. She’s warm and funny. It feels good to be around her.

      Not just good, but…effortless. Usually when there’s a woman I want to be around, I have one goal—getting her into bed. Not that I don’t enjoy the chase—I do—but it’s work sometimes. With Lindy, though, I’m just me and she’s just her.

      I think maybe we need to be friends. Good friends, who hang out and do shit for each other, like water your plants when you’re out of town or come bail you out of jail.

      Not that I have plants or have ever been arrested, but still—it’s good to have a friend like that. And while I have my teammates, there’s something different about Lindy. She’s soft and sweet. With her, I don’t think it matters how much money I make or how cut my abs are.

      I’ve never had a female friend. Never even wanted one, until now.

      I shift my shoulder, trying to get Luca to stop snoring six inches from my inner ear canal, and then text Lindy.

      Me: Hey, what are you up to?

      Lindy: Nothing much, just cleaning the kitchen. Is everything okay?

      Me: Yeah, why?

      Lindy: I figured you were texting me for a reason.

      Me: Just wanted to see what’s up with my puck whisperer.

      Lindy: Oh. Well, I wish I had something exciting to report. The sink has been scoured and the floor’s about to get mopped. That’s all I’ve got.

      Me: Hey, nothing wrong with a clean kitchen.

      Lindy: Are you on the way to Seattle?

      Me: I am, we’re in the air now.

      Lindy: Are you supposed to be on your phone??

      Me: Yeah, plane’s got wifi.

      Lindy: Phew. Can you tell I’ve never been on an airplane? LOL

      Me: Never?

      Lindy: No.

      Me: Will you be watching the game tonight?

      Lindy: I wish! I have to work.

      Me: You can come to home games anytime. Just let me know and I’ll set it up.

      Lindy: Really??

      Me: Absolutely. I take care of my friends.

      Lindy: Wow. That’s really nice, thanks.

      Me: So if you were to go somewhere on a plane, where would you want to go?

      Lindy: Oh wow…I’ve never even thought about it. Florida would be nice.

      Me: Florida? Not Paris? Bali? Shanghai?

      Lindy: Me? God no, I only speak English. I’d starve to death in another country.

      Me: Okay, an English-speaking place maybe…

      Lindy: I wouldn’t even know what to do!

      Me: Relax and eat and sightsee…vacation stuff.

      Lindy: I’ve never been on a vacation.

      Me: Really?

      Lindy: Really.

      Another text hits my phone then.

      Mom: Hi Vic, how are you? You’ve been playing so great lately, I’m such a proud mom!

      I cringe, getting a sour taste in my mouth. My light mood vanishes. My mom’s always been able to accomplish that. I text Lindy back first because I want to end our conversation on a good note.

      Me: Gotta go. Text me later if you want.

      Lindy: Okay, bye.

      I lean back against my seat, exhaling hard. I’d like to ignore my mom, but she won’t go away. I’ve been dealing with her shit since the moment the salary from my first NHL contract went public.

      Me: Hi mom, how much do you want?

      Mom: Are you trying to say I only talk to you when I need money?

      She literally only contacts me when she wants money. I’m not pretending otherwise.

      Me: You don’t want money, then?

      Mom: The roof on the house I’m renting is leaking and the landlord won’t fix it. I need to get into a new place. I’ll pay you back.

      She never pays me back. Not that it matters. I’ve got more than enough money to cover the small amounts she hits me up for. But it would be really fucking nice to have a parent—just one—who actually cared about me.

      Me: How much?

      Mom: $2500 would cover it.

      Me: I’ll have my accountant call and set it up.

      Mom: Great!

      That’s the end of our conversation. This is nothing new, but at least she can’t disappoint me anymore. My dad took off before I was born, and my mom raised me on her own, if you can even call it that. She was gone a lot, and when she was home, she was usually partying. There was a constant stream of men in and out of our apartment.

      My own mother once wondered out loud why she had me, since she usually just got abortions when she was pregnant. I couldn’t wait to grow up and get the hell out of there. Playing hockey was the only time I felt like a normal kid.

      But no matter how far I am from my mother, both physically and emotionally, there’s still a little boy inside me who wants his mom to love him. To be interested in him. Staring out the window of the plane, I let the melancholy set in. It still hurts when my mom contacts me to just ask for money, even though it happens every few months.

      Tonight, though, I’ll need a clear head. I have to keep proving my worth as a first linesman. Hell, I’ve been trying to prove my worth to someone or another for my entire life. And I’m always either completely failing or just hanging on by a thread.
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      Seattle’s arena is gorgeous—it’s one of my favorites to play in. Our pregame skate clears my head and I hang out with Anton and Luca while we eat lunch.

      Right before game time, I settle into a quiet corner of the locker room and listen to my pregame playlist. I’ve got my eyes closed and my headphones on so I can focus on finding the headspace I need to be in tonight. Someone shakes my shoulder gently and I look up.

      It’s Anton. His expression is sober. I pull my headphones out as he crouches down to look me in the eye.

      “Hey.” His voice is almost a whisper. “Jonah just got terrible news. Lily collapsed at her parents’ house this morning. They aren’t sure what happened yet, but…she’s gone.”

      “She died?” My blood runs cold. “Holy shit.”

      Anton nods. “It’s a bad fuckin’ deal. Jonah’s in the training room right now talking to Lily’s mom on the phone.”

      I scrub my hands up and down my face. “Fuck. I’m just…we just saw her the other night. She was fine.”

      “Yeah. Mia’s gonna be devastated.”

      I sit back against the wall, feeling like someone just punched me in the gut. “I better tell Lindy before it hits the news.”

      “Yeah, you should. Jonah’s out for a while, obviously. So we’re gonna have to help Baxter out by being extra sharp on offense.”

      I think I agree, but I’m not really paying attention. I can’t think about hockey now. My teammates are like brothers to me—they’re the only ones who’ve ever given a fuck about me. And Jonah’s so in love with Lily.

      I stand up, my eyes welling as I get my phone out. I exhale hard, steadying myself. Walking into the bathroom for privacy, I dial Lindy.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey.”

      “Victor. Hi.”

      I take a deep breath. “Hey, I don’t have very long, but I wanted to let you know…Lily West passed away this afternoon.”

      “What?”

      “Yeah, everyone here’s in shock.”

      “Oh my God.” Lindy’s voice breaks with emotion. “What happened?”

      “We don’t know yet. She collapsed at her parents’ place this morning; that’s all I know.”

      “Oh, Jonah,” she says softly.

      “Yeah.” There’s a commotion out in the locker room and I look around the corner to see Jonah crying in Anton’s arms, the rest of the team silent.

      “Hey,” I whisper into the phone, “I have to go. Keep this to yourself, okay?”

      “Yes…I mean, of course.”

      “Okay, I’ll talk to you later.”

      “Okay.”

      She’s crying. I hate that I had to give her bad news over the phone, and that I can’t offer any sort of comfort. But right now, I have to go see to Jonah.

      When I get out into the locker room, Easy’s hugging him. There’s not a dry eye in the house. We all loved Lily.

      Jonah pulls away from Easy and looks over at me, his expression tortured. I’ve never seen such devastation in a person’s eyes.

      I walk towards him and embrace him. He cries even harder, his whole body shaking with grief.

      “I wasn’t there.” His tone is anguished. “She’s gone and I wasn’t even there.”

      “She felt you, Jonah. You were always with her.”

      One of our assistant coaches approaches us.

      “Jonah, we’ve got a flight home set up for you. Someone from Seattle’s front office is ready to drive you to the airport.”

      Jonah stands up straight, squaring his shoulders and wiping his eyes. It’s not the right time to tell him we’ve got him covered—no matter what he needs—but we’ll always have his back.

      A numb silence still hangs over the locker room when Jonah departs. We have to find a way to focus on hockey tonight, and win this game without our starting goalie.

      It won’t be easy.
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      Lindy

      

      “You want one?” Jerry offers the three men on our couch a bottled beer from his cooler.

      “Are you shittin’ me?” Don asks, sounding genuinely offended.

      “Uh…” Jerry looks down at the cooler, then back up. “No?”

      Chuck just laughs; he’s the most easygoing of Dad’s friends. But my dad shakes his head, looking as disgusted as Don does.

      “Goose Island? What the fuck kind of name is that for a beer?”

      Don chimes in. “Goose? Sounds like the kind of shit guys who like to stick their fingers up other guys asses drink.”

      “If I wanted to drink piss, I’d turn my dick in the other direction at the urinal and drink it for free,” my dad says.

      Chuck cracks open a cold can of Old Style, just enjoying the back and forth.

      “Goose Island,” Don mutters. “You’re in the South Side, kid. Ain’t no yuppie pussies drinking that shit in this neighborhood.”

      “I drink it because my grandpa liked it,” Jerry says, shrugging as he twists the cap off his beer. “And since he died saving orphans from a burning building, it’s a way for me to remember him.”

      “Aw, shit.” My dad’s scowl drops away. “Really?”

      “No.” Jerry takes his first sip. “I just wanted to make you assholes feel bad.”

      The guys erupt in laughter, Chuck getting up from the couch to offer Jerry a fist bump. I’d be laughing, too, if I wasn’t so upset about Lily.

      I can’t stop thinking about her. She was so nice to me when she didn’t even need to be. In fact, she was nice to everyone we saw that night at the game. I admired the way she always seemed to know exactly what to say. Rich, poor, young, old—Lily was at ease talking to anyone. She was one of those people who left you feeling good about yourself.

      “Here we go,” Don says, quiet settling over the living room as the puck drops for the game on our TV.

      “Rhett Baxter is goaltending for the Blaze tonight after the unexpected death of Jonah West’s wife earlier today,” an announcer says in a sober tone. “Our condolences go out to Jonah and his family.”

      “Jesus,” Don rubs his temple. “How long’s he gonna be out?”

      “Probably a while,” my dad says, switching his empty beer can from his koozie and replacing it with a fresh one.

      I look over at my dad and he meets my gaze, holding it for a couple seconds. I know from his expression that he’s thinking of her right now—my mother.

      She died of a brain aneurysm when I was four. It was sudden, and the doctors told my dad she didn’t suffer.

      We did, though. I’ll never forget the nights my dad sat next to me in my bed as I cried for her. Inevitably, he cried, too. We held on tightly to each other as we grieved. My dad had been so in love with her, and he was completely lost when she died.

      He rose to the occasion, though, figuring out how to cook simple dinners for us, braid my hair and help me learn to read. Before, my mom had been a stay-at-home mom who took care of raising me and keeping our house in order.

      My dad became a hero to me, and I think he always will be. He’s dated on and off over the years, but never found anyone who could compare to my mom.

      And now I hurt for Jonah, knowing what he’s going through. You could just see the love between him and Lily when you looked at them.

      There’s a part of me that doesn’t want to watch this game. It doesn’t seem right that Lily’s now gone from this world, yet it keeps turning.

      The team still has a game to play, but I’m only watching to see Victor. Otherwise, I’d be curled up in bed right now, wallowing in my sadness.

      The whole team looks sluggish. Rhett Baxter gets in some good blocks, but three goals get past him. The only goal scored by the Blaze is a wrist shot from Luca, and even he looks surprised when it goes in.

      The Blaze players quietly leave the ice, most of their heads down.

      “Lindy, you okay?” Dad asks me as the guys are packing up to go.

      “Yeah.”

      I didn’t eat any pizza and I haven’t moved from my recliner once during the game. I’m covered by an afghan my mom made before I was born, my go-to comfort blanket.

      After he closes the door behind the guys, Dad crosses his arms and looks at me.

      “What’s going on? You sad they lost or somethin’?”

      I can’t help a small smile. My dad tries so hard, in his own way, to be there for me when I need him. I love that about him.

      “I knew Lily West.” I sit up, keeping the big blanket wrapped around my shoulders. “She was so nice.”

      Dad nods and sits down on the coffee table so he’s facing me. It creaks beneath his weight.

      “Jonah West’s wife?”

      “Yeah. I met both of them recently when I went to a game.”

      “A game?” Dad lifts his brows in surprise.

      “I met Victor Lane at the arena one night and he invited me to come to a game.”

      Dad smiles knowingly. “So that’s why you changed your hair.”

      I shake my head to deny it, but the blush warming my face is a giveaway.

      “Why didn’t you tell me about all this?”

      I shrug. “We’re only friends.”

      “Only?” Dad grins. “There ain’t much better in this world than a true friend.”

      “Did you see him holding his shoulder after he got run into the boards? Do you think he’s okay?”

      “Hockey players are tough as nails. I’m sure he’s fine.”

      I nod, my fingers toying with a fringed corner of the afghan. “He’s really nice, too. They all are.”

      “You met the whole team?”

      “Most of them. We went out for dinner and drinks after the game.”

      Dad grins. “My little girl’s hanging out with the Chicago Blaze.”

      “Only once.”

      “Bah. Now that they met you, your phone’s gonna be ringing nonstop. Good for you, Lindy.”

      I roll my eyes. Dad’s expression turns from gleeful to serious. He says, “You know I’m good, right?”

      “What do you mean?” I ask, furrowing my brow.

      “I mean…” He looks away, searching for the right words. “I know it’s been only you and me for a long time now. And I love having you here, don’t get me wrong. But if you meet someone, and—”

      “Dad, it’s not like that. Victor and I are just friends.”

      “You’re a great girl. You’re gonna meet someone at some point, and I want you to go for it when you do. Grab that chance by the balls, okay? Your old man’s gonna be just fine on his own.”

      “I’m good, Dad. But thanks.”

      He gets up. “Eat a little something, okay?”

      “I will.”

      “I’m goin’ to bed. Wake me up if you need anything.”

      “Thanks, Dad.”

      I know what he means—wake me up if you’re sad and don’t want to be alone. I did it after Mom died, after our dog Racer died and after Jimmy Morgan told me I looked like an ugly boy after I got a bad haircut. I had a crush on him, and I was devastated.

      I sit in the recliner a little longer, but soon I head upstairs to my bedroom. I have to work a rare day shift tomorrow, doing inventory and training a couple new employees. I’m kind of glad, because I need something to focus on other than Lily West’s death.

      I’m almost asleep when my phone buzzes with an incoming text on my nightstand. I pick it up, squinting to read the words on the brightly lit screen.

      Victor: Hey, I’m off tomorrow. Want to hang out tomorrow night?

      My heart leaps and suddenly, I’m wide awake. I text back as fast as my fingers can type.

      Me: Sure, I have to work during the day but I’m free after that.

      Victor: Great, I’ll text you tomorrow. Have a good night.

      Me: You too.

      I lay back down in bed, wondering what the rest of his night will involve. I can’t help but hope he’s not one of those men who combat heavy emotional situations with sex.

      I sigh, rolling over onto my side, and try to focus on the fact I’m hanging out with Victor again tomorrow. Ari wont have time to help me get ready. This time will be just like the first night I met Victor—what he sees is what he gets. Belinda Noelle Boring, just as I am.
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      Victor

      

      Anton’s been staring out the window for most of our flight home. He’s even quieter than usual, and though I understand why, I nudge him anyway.

      “You okay?”

      He turns to me and nods. “Just thinking.”

      “Does Jonah have people there with him?”

      “Yeah. He said he’s surrounded by his family and Lily’s. He actually wants to be alone, but doesn’t know how to tell them.”

      “I get that. Do you think we should go over to his house? Do we need to bring…I don’t know, a casserole or something?”

      He hikes up a brow. “Like you know how to make a fuckin’ casserole.”

      “I can buy one, asshole.”

      “I’m sure Jonah’s got plenty of that stuff.”

      “Yeah.” I shrug. “It’s not really about the casserole, though. It’s about letting him know we’re here for him.”

      “Okay, Dr. Phil.”

      “Go back to staring out the window, you prick.”

      His smile reaches his eyes for the first time since we found out about Lily.

      “Mia’s taking care of sending flowers from the team and our memorial contribution to the hospital in Lily’s name.”

      “Good. Let me know how much money you need. Is the foundation doing something, too? Lily was a big part of the foundation.”

      “Shit. I didn’t even think of that. I’ll talk to Mia. This whole thing is just…Lily is the one who handled all of this. Every time.”

      It’s a brutal truth that silences us both for a moment. None of us ever imagined we’d lose the vibrant twenty-eight-year-old woman who was the unofficial mom of our team family.

      Lily hosted every bridal and baby shower, sent flowers when needed, wrote welcome cards to new team members and their families. She was genuine and sweet—a lot like Lindy.

      “I’ve been thinking about me and Mia,” Anton says, sighing.

      “Thinking what?”

      “I’ve wanted to propose to her for a while now, but I haven’t because I feel like she needs more time to heal after her divorce from Adam. I don’t want to overwhelm her, you know?”

      “Yeah.”

      “But then Lily dies and…” He shakes his head. “I don’t know if I’m supposed to say fuck it, life can be short, and just go buy a ring.”

      “Why not? You guys could just have a long engagement.”

      Anton shifts in his seat, his nostrils flaring, which they only do when he’s agitated or stressed.

      “Yeah, but I don’t want a long engagement. I don’t want to lose Mia before we’ve even gotten married. I guess I’m a selfish asshole, but I want that. I want her to be mine, legally, as soon as possible.”

      I scrunch my brows together, trying to think of the right way to say what I’m thinking. “As long as worrying about her untimely death isn’t your primary motivation, I say it can’t hurt to ask.”

      Luca talked to Jonah this morning and found out that Lily died from an undiagnosed heart condition. It was sobering, to be reminded that any loved one could be here one moment and gone the next.

      “That’s not my motivation. I just want her to be my wife for about the next hundred and fifty years.”

      I grin. “So buy a ring. When you pick it out and leave the store with it, you’ll know when it’s time to propose.”

      “That’s a good idea,” he says, accepting my advice.

      I shrug. “I’m fuckin’ smart, dude.”

      “Will you come with me to pick one out?”

      “Hell yeah, I will. Then we’ll go to a strip club to celebrate.”

      He gives me a skeptical look.

      “That was a joke,” I say, shaking my head.

      “Hey, fucker,” Luca says, looking over the two seats in front of us, only visible from his eyes up. “I’ll come, too, thanks for inviting me to be part of the biggest thing you’ve done in your life.”

      Anton rolls his eyes. “I was gonna ask you to come, too, okay? We just decided to do this five seconds ago.”

      “I have great taste,” Luca says. “Abby loves her ring.”

      “I said you’re in, okay?” Anton looks between us. “Can you guys go when we get home this afternoon?”

      “Emerson’s got a piano recital,” Luca says. “You know I have to schedule shit.”

      “Fine, but I want to go soon.”

      Luca turns back around when the flight attendant brings him a snack and a drink.

      “You busy tonight?” Anton asks me. “Wanna come to the movies with me and Mia?”

      “I’m hanging out with Lindy tonight.”

      “Hanging out?” He gives me a skeptical look.

      “Yep.”

      “That’s code for casual sex. You better not be having casual sex with her, man.”

      “Why not?”

      His jaw tenses and his eyes widen. Anton’s giving me his pissed off face. “Did you?”

      “Did I what?”

      “You know what, asshole. Did you sleep with her?”

      “No. Fuck, what are you, the sex police?”

      “Don’t go there, Vic. She’s a really nice girl. And she’s got a major thing for you. Don’t use her and break her heart. She’s not someone you do that to.”

      I shift sideways in my seat, taken aback. “You don’t know shit. I’ve never touched her.”

      “Good. Keep it that way.”

      “What, because I hurt every woman I encounter?”

      “Can you see yourself marrying her? Being with no one but her for the rest of your life?”

      I open my mouth to speak, but close it again, at a loss for words. “No, but—”

      “Then keep your hands off her. I can tell from only spending a couple hours with her at dinner the other night that Lindy’s not a casual sex girl. You want casual sex, find someone else.”

      Luca turns around again and chimes in, once again only poking his eyes over his seat. “I completely agree with him.”

      “Fuck off,” I say, agitated. “Shouldn’t you be asleep right now?”

      I turn back to glare at Anton. “Look, I have no intention of using Lindy for casual sex, but thanks for the vote of confidence.”

      “I’m calling it like it is, man. You don’t usually go for women like her.”

      “What the hell is that supposed to mean? Because she works in Concessions? I don’t give a shit about that.”

      “No, because she’s nice. And she likes you. You prefer women like Kristen Moore, who you have to chase and try to impress. Women who make you feel like you’re barely holding onto them.”

      I clench my teeth and don’t respond. Instinct is telling me to argue with him, to tell him I like women who are sweet, smart and happy. But…he’s right.

      Fuck, he’s right. Not just about Kristen, but all the women I’ve had relationships with. I’ve got a thing for chasing women who seem unattainable. Models, actresses…I dated an actual Swiss heiress once.

      Why do I do that?

      “Promise me your pants will stay zipped around her,” Anton says.

      “Yeah,” I say softly. “Whatever, yeah.”

      The flight attendant comes to see if we want anything, and I order a Jack and Coke. I’m still abstaining from drinking, other than this one time. Right now, I need something to calm my nerves.

      I put on my headphones and zone out for the rest of the flight. I wasn’t expecting to find out today that I’m even more fucked up than I realized, but there you have it…I am.
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      By the time Lindy knocks on my apartment door later that evening, I’ve got my shit together. At least, I think I do. But when I open the door and see her smiling at me, I feel a hint of something.

      She’s got her hair in a high ponytail, rather than pulled back at the nape of her neck like usual. She has a light dusting of makeup on and she’s wearing jeans that hug her in all the right places.

      Fuck, I need to get laid. This is a nice girl that I refuse to hurt. I can’t get hard for her.

      “Hey, come on in,” I say, opening the door wide and stepping aside.

      “Thanks.” She holds up a bottle of wine. “I brought this, though I’m not sure if you’ll like it or not.”

      She brought alcohol. Damn. I’ve sent the wrong signals. My guilt is immediate and overpowering.

      “That’s nice, but you didn’t need to bring anything,” I say, taking the bottle and setting it on my coffee table.

      “I wanted to, since you said you’re ordering in dinner.”

      “I can take your coat,” I offer.

      She takes off her worn, lightweight black coat and passes it to me. “Thanks.”

      I go hang it up in the hall closet, and when I return to the living room, Lindy’s looking out the windows at my city view. It’s not the best view money can buy or anything, but it’s not bad.

      “This is so nice,” she says.

      “Thanks.”

      I fold my hands in front of me and then unfold them, shuffling on my feet. Damn, am I uncomfortable right now, and it’s the first time I’ve ever felt that way around Lindy.

      “Hey, can we…talk about something?” I give her a sheepish grin.

      “Of course.” She turns to face me. “Is Jonah doing okay?”

      I nod. “As well as can be expected, I think. When I find out about the services they’re holding, I’ll let you know.”

      “Thanks. I’d like to go.”

      I hold my hand out, gesturing to one of the leather chairs at the end of the couch. She sits down in one chair and I sit in the other and turn to face her.

      We look at each other in awkward silence as I try to figure out how to say what I need to say, but fuck, there’s no easy way.

      “So…I like you, Lindy. You’re just great in every way, and I like spending time with you.”

      Her cheeks turn pink as she says, “Okay,” in a tone that clearly indicates she has no idea where I’m going with this.

      Fuck it. I’ve got to rip the Band-Aid off and do this.

      “I didn’t ask you to come over here because I’m trying to get you into bed,” I say.

      Poor Lindy’s face flushes bright red. “No, I didn’t think—”

      “I know. I’m not saying this because of anything you did or didn’t do. I just want to make sure you know I want us to be friends and I’m not trying to get into your pants or anything. I really like you, and I’d like us to spend more time together. As friends.”

      “Yeah…yeah, me too.” Lindy clears her throat, somehow flushing an even darker shade now.

      I feel like an epic asshole. I embarrassed her. That’s the last thing I wanted to do.

      “Hanging out can be code for hooking up, and I just…I want you to know, I like you and respect you too much for that.”

      She closes her eyes for a second, then says, “Should I go?”

      “No!” I put my hand out, unconsciously trying to stop her. “Please don’t go. There’s Chinese on the way, and I thought we’d watch a movie. Look…” I put my hands on my knees, trying to figure out how to get back to our usual dynamic. “I’m not a bullshitter. I say what I mean. I really like spending time with you. You’re funny and easygoing and genuine. This is not some effort to blow you off, okay?”

      She takes a deep breath and smiles, the redness in her cheeks fading a bit. “Okay.”

      “Good.” I stand and offer her a hand, but she gets up on her own. “So whenever Lily’s services are, do you want to come with me?”

      “Sure, that would be nice.”

      “Any movies sound good to watch? What do you like?”

      “Slasher movies and comedies?”

      I quirk a brow at her, surprised. “Seriously?”

      “Yep. The cheesier the slasher movie, the better.”

      “Okay. So we’ll…eat some chow mein and watch people get murdered.”

      Lindy grins happily. “You ordered chow mein? That’s my favorite!”

      “Chow mein, lo mein, egg rolls and a wide selection of craft beers, if you want any. I’m probably just gonna have water, but I keep a supply of beer here for friends.”

      “You don’t drink?”

      “Not since I stopped playing like shit. I figure not drinking can only help.”

      “Speaking of playing,” she gives me a concerned look, “how’s your shoulder? It looked like it hurt when you hit the boards last night.”

      Instinctively, I reach up and rub my left shoulder. “Yeah, it’s sore. I iced it after the game. It’ll be okay.”

      The doorbell rings and I tell Lindy to pull up the Netflix menu while I pay for our food.

      The awkwardness is gone as we pass the takeout containers back and forth and watch a B-rate horror film about stupid teenagers getting picked off one by one.

      It’s good, though. Relaxing. It makes me realize I’ve never had much of a friendship with any of the women I’ve been with. It was always extravagant dates and hot sex.

      But this thing I have with Lindy? It’s easy, and it feels great. It’s something I don’t want to lose.
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      Lindy

      

      “What can I get you?”

      The man on the other side of the counter answers. “Four beers.”

      “May I see your ID?”

      He glares at me. “Really? I’m thirty-six, honey.”

      “I’m required to check ID. Sorry for the inconvenience.”

      Swearing under his breath, he gets out his wallet and shows me his driver’s license. He does not weigh 190, but whatever.

      I pour the beers and set them in a carboard carrier on the counter. “Forty-four dollars, please.”

      “Forty-four bucks?” His eyes bulge. “For four beers? Are you fucking kidding me?”

      I shake my head, even though obviously, I’m not kidding.

      “This is fuckin’ ridiculous! This place used to be nice, but it’s a rundown shithole now. And you gouge people for everything. What, like the tickets weren’t enough? I paid eighty bucks for those. Now you need…” He pauses as he does the math. “Twelve bucks for a beer?”

      “It’s eleven, moron,” the guy behind him says with a growl. “Now pay or piss off. I’m missing the concert to listen to you bitch.”

      The moron sizes up the guy behind him, decides against arguing and tosses three crinkled twenties on the counter.

      I hate working during concerts. Blaze fans come here all the time, and they know how much concession food and drinks cost. Concertgoers are overall more impatient and belligerent.

      “Break time,” my coworker Dwayne says to me, sliding into my place behind the register.

      Finally. It’s been a crazy busy night. I walk back to the employee break room and get a paper cup of water, then sit down across from Ari at a table.

      “Hey, how’s it going?” she asks.

      I shrug. “Not bad, how bout you?”

      She glares. “Bitch, you know I’m living vicariously through you since I can’t get a date with both a pulse and a checking account. How was Victor’s last night?”

      Eyes bulging, I shush her and look around the room. “Don’t say his name.”

      She looks around quickly, too, and whispers, “What, you don’t want anyone to know you guys are seeing each other?”

      “Ari,” I say sternly. “We are not seeing each other, and I don’t want people talking about me, no.”

      “Sure you’re not. He just invited you to his place for an evening of talking about the economy, then?”

      I sigh heavily. “Look, don’t. Please. He specifically said he just wants to be friends. It was awkward for both of us. Please, just drop all the talk about it being more.”

      My friend’s playful expression falls away. “I’m sorry, Lindy.”

      “It’s fine.”

      “It’s not fine. That had to hurt.”

      “I’d rather be his friend than nothing.”

      Ari’s fuming. “What a dick. You’re worth a hundred of those bimbo actresses he usually dates.”

      “We had a great time. We watched a movie and played Jenga. Ate a ton of Chinese food.”

      “Jenga?” Ari smiles. “Only you, Lindy.”

      “What? Jenga’s fun.”

      “I guess as long as he’s being nice to you and you’re okay with it, then it’s okay with me. You can keep hanging out with the team and get with one of the other guys.”

      I laugh at that. “I’m not wanting to get with anyone.”

      “That’s because you never have. You don’t know what you’re missing.”

      “From what you’ve told me, I’m okay missing it.”

      “Girl, no. Most men are assholes, but when you find one who isn’t…it’s magic.”

      “I’m happy with my life as it is.”

      “You don’t ever want a guy to hold your hand? Or kiss you? Or text just to say he can’t stop thinking about you?”

      I shrug and look down. Does all that sound nice? Sure. But I’m not a woman men can’t stop thinking about. I’m pretty sure they never even start.

      “Maybe someday,” I say wistfully.

      The break room door opens and Bruce sticks his head inside the room. “Gonzales, have we lengthened our breaks from fifteen minutes to an hour?”

      Rolling her eyes, Ari gets up. “This job sucks.”

      “Want to go to that little diner after our shift and eat?”

      “I can’t, I’m broke.”

      “My treat. I want to do something to thank you for doing my hair and makeup.”

      She waves a hand. “That’s what friends do.”

      “Friends also buy each other cheese fries with extra bacon.”

      “Oooh, I love those fries.”

      “Great, it’s a date then.” I stand up, too.

      “Your break’s not over yet,” Ari says.

      “Might as well go back; I’ve got nothing else to do.”

      When we get back to our concession area for this shift, Ari goes to an empty register and I take mine back from Dwayne. We fill beer order after beer order, our cash drawers nearly overflowing by the time the concert is almost over.

      “Should be just the encore after this,” Ari says to me as we wipe down equipment.

      There’s hardly anyone left in line, and the two cashiers that are still working are more than enough. Ari and I wanted to get a jump on cleanup before closing so we can get out of here as soon as possible tonight.

      “Hey, Lindy,” Dwayne calls out, “someone’s asking for you.”

      For me? That’s weird. I turn to look and there’s a tall, lanky guy, wearing a flannel shirt and jeans. He has short brown hair and is standing at the end of the counter where Dwayne pointed. I don’t recognize him, and as I walk over, I hope I’m not going to embarrass myself by not knowing someone I’m supposed to know.

      The guy saves me from not knowing his name when he clears his throat and says, “Hi, I’m uh…Ryan.”

      “Hi. I’m Lindy, even though my name tag says Belinda. Can I help you with something?”

      Since I’m the senior cashier, the others often refer customers to me when someone asks for a manager and Bruce isn’t around. But Ryan’s not here to complain.

      “I went through your line earlier, and I was just wondering if you’d maybe like to go out sometime,” he says.

      I stare at him a little too long, too surprised to even respond. “I…you want to go out with me?”

      He smiles. “Yeah. I mean, if you’re not seeing anyone.”

      “I’m not,” I say quickly.

      “Great.” He passes me a piece of paper. “So that’s my number. Give me a call if you want.”

      I just look at the folded slip of paper in my hand, dumbfounded.

      “She will!” Ari says from beside me. “Sorry, she’s just tired right now, but she’d love to go out with you. I’m her best friend.”

      “Oh.” Ryan looks from her to me.

      “Yeah,” I finally manage. “I mean, yes. I’ll call you.”

      He has a nice smile. “Great. I hope to hear from you soon.”

      “Okay.”

      Awkward. It’s my trademark. I feel like a fool as I wave at Ryan. He waves back, then walks away.

      Ari grabs my arm excitedly. “He’s cute, Lindy. You have a date! Right after we were talking about all this. It was meant to be.”

      “I don’t have a date yet,” I clarify, putting the paper in my pocket.

      “Shut up! All you have to do is call him. And you are so calling him, even if I have to dial the phone and make you do it.”

      “You don’t even know anything about him. Neither do I.”

      Ari scowls at me. “That’s what the date is for, Lindy. You’re going out with him to get to know him.”

      “Oh, really?” I give her an amused look.

      “Don’t you want to?”

      I think about Ryan’s shy smile and the confident way he just asked me out. I could never do that. I admire it.

      “I think I do,” I admit. “I mean, why not?”

      Ari’s got me thinking about having my hand held now, and more. She’s right. There’s a lot more that a relationship can offer and I’m missing all of it.

      Maybe my date with Ryan will be awful. But maybe not. It’s worth finding out.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Victor

      Jonah looks like he’s about to collapse. I wish there was something I could do for him, but there’s not. He had to stand there at Lily’s visitation and greet the hundreds of people who came through the line offering their condolences. Lily’s parents and sister are there, too, but Jonah was her husband. He’s the one holding it all together, his expression stoic. He’s got bags under his eyes and lines on his face that weren’t there before. I can’t imagine what the past several days have been like for him.

      Lindy stood next to me for hours at the visitation, talking to players from other teams and their wives, celebrities connected to the team and the many people, along with their families, from the front office and team ownership that came today.

      She lost it the moment she saw Jonah, silent tears streaming down her face. I slid my hand into hers and she squeezed mine like I was her lifeline, so I never let go. Holding hands led to quite a few looks and questions, most of which have left me so pissed off I can’t wait to get the fuck out of here. The funeral service is over, but I’m not leaving until Jonah does. He’s having a private burial for his wife, but still thanking all the people who came today.

      Lindy and I are standing alone, talking quietly about the service, when we’re interrupted.

      “I’m sorry, who are you?” Angelica Ford asks Lindy with a sneer, looking her up and down.

      “I’m Lindy,” she says, flushing.

      “Lindy who? Are you related to Victor or something?”

      Angelica’s the niece of the Chicago Blaze’s majority owner, and she’s an entitled brat who’s slept with several players on the team. Not me, though. I couldn’t get a hard-on for that bitch if someone put a gun to my head. My teammate, Dante, said he told her that his kink is to fuck women with his hand covering their mouths just so he wouldn’t have to hear her whiny voice.

      “No,” Lindy gives me a wide-eyed look.

      “Angelica’s related to one of our team owners,” I say. “She’s used to meeting people and getting into places based entirely on that.”

      “Fuck you,” Angelica says smoothly. “I went to Stanford.”

      “Entirely on your academic merits, I’m sure.” I roll my eyes.

      She shrugs. “I was born rich. So what?” She looks Lindy up and down again, studying her straight black pants and dark gray blouse. Then she breaks into an amused grin. “Oh my God. This is the concessions girl, isn’t it? I heard you were banging someone from Concessions, but I didn’t believe—”

      I cut her off. “Christ, you’re miserable. Go find someone else’s day to ruin.”

      Angelica’s lips part with surprise. “You’ve got a lot of nerve, Victor. Instead of focusing on things outside the rink, maybe you should focus on hockey if you want to keep your job.”

      Lindy tightens her hold on my hand, silently supporting me.

      “I was serious,” I tell Angelica, waving my hand. “Go away. You don’t even belong here.”

      She narrows her eyes. “And why not? My uncle is the team owner.”

      Mia joins us then, saying, “I think Angelica just got confused. There’s a wet t-shirt contest nearby she was planning to enter.” She gives Angelica a sympathetic smile. “It was an accident walking in here right? I mean, how embarrassing, to wear that to a funeral.”

      Lindy bursts out laughing as Angelica looks down at her very tight, low-cut black dress. Then Lindy covers her mouth, looking mortified to have laughed at a funeral. I squeeze her hand reassuringly. Lily would’ve approved.

      “You guys are dicks,” Angelica says with a huff, walking away.

      Mia rolls her eyes. “Hey, you guys want to come to Lucky’s with us?”

      “Sure,” I say.

      “Actually, I can’t,” Lindy says. “I wish I could, though.”

      “Oh, you’ve got plans?” I ask her.

      She nods silently. It’s unusual for her not to share what her plans are.

      “That’s okay, but we’ll miss you, Lindy,” Mia says. “Vic, come by if you want to, okay?”

      “Yeah, I will.”

      “What are you doing tonight?” I ask Lindy.

      “Oh, it’s not a big deal, just…a date.”

      A date? I feel…blindsided, like where the hell did this guy come from and why haven’t I heard anything about him? A sudden surge of protectiveness overcomes me, but I resist the urge to question her about him.

      People start leaving out the front doors then, and I look around and see that Jonah is leaving with Lily’s family. Lindy and I are following the crowd out and she lets go of my hand.

      “Sorry I’m so sweaty,” she says with a small smile, looking up at me.

      “I’m sweatier than you are, so don’t worry about it.”

      As soon as we get outside, the late October wind starts whipping at our faces. I take off my black wool coat and drape it over Lindy’s shoulders, but she looks down at the ground, back up at me and then laughs.

      “I’m so short it almost touches the ground.”

      “It’s okay, it’s cold out here.”

      “Yeah, it is.”

      “Make sure you wear a coat tonight.”

      She nods. “I usually do in this weather.”

      “Well, you’re not wearing one today. And your date may not be enough of a gentleman to give you his.” I can’t keep the jealous edge from my tone.

      “I don’t have any coats that I can wear to a funeral.”

      I look down at her, a little confused by her statement. “You don’t need to worry about that. Just wear a coat; it doesn’t matter what it looks like.”

      “That’s easy for you to say. You have a coat that probably cost more than I make in a month.”

      “If I’d known you needed a coat, I’d have been glad to buy you one.”

      Lindy laughs again. “Victor, I’d never ask you to do that.”

      “I know.”

      We arrive at my car, and Lindy takes off my coat and passes it back to me.

      “I can’t believe how heavy it is,” she says.

      As she gets in the car, I’m thinking about how much I’d enjoy buying her a nice coat. Something warm and tailored for her size. Chicago winters are brutal, and I know she walks to the El Train. Bet that guy she’s going out with tonight won’t give her his coat, and now I don’t know if she even owns a warm one.

      I get into the car and look over at her. “So who’s this guy you’re going out with tonight?”

      She waves a hand as I start the car and turn on the seat warmers. “It’s not a big deal. His name’s Ryan, and he asked me out when I was working during a concert over the weekend. We’ve been texting.”

      I look over my shoulder to check traffic before pulling my car out. “So he’s just a random guy? You don’t even know him?”

      “Well, I don’t know him well or anything…”

      I cringe. “Lindy, he could be an ax murderer.”

      She laughs. “You sound like me.”

      “No, I don’t.” I give her a pointed look. “Because you’re going out with him, which you wouldn’t do if you were thinking like me.”

      “But what if he’s not an ax murderer? He seems really nice.”

      “Ted Bundy seemed nice. Look how that turned out.”

      She rolls her eyes dramatically. “Yeah, but look how many guys aren’t Ted Bundy.”

      “You can’t be too careful.”

      I grip the steering wheel harder, frustrated. This hit me out of left field. Lindy’s so sweet and fun to be around, and with her beautiful smile and eyes, I’m not surprised some random asshole asked her out while she was working. But why did she accept?

      “I’ll be texting Ari where we’re going,” Lindy assures me. “She’ll definitely murder this guy back if he hacks me into pieces.”

      I let out an exasperated sigh. “It’s not a joke, Lindy. Women get raped, robbed and assaulted every day.”

      “I know that,” she says in a sober tone. “I’ll be careful.”

      “How can you be careful when you don’t know who this guy is?”

      “How does anyone know who anyone is until they give them a chance? Haven’t you ever asked out a woman you didn’t know well?”

      I shake my head. “That’s completely different.”

      “How?”

      “Because those women wouldn’t have been able to stab me and dump my body in a dark alley.”

      “I think you’re severely underestimating some women,” she says with a small laugh. “But don’t worry, I’m bringing my pepper spray.”

      My blood pressure has completely skyrocketed. I’m picturing sweet Lindy out with some jackass who has his hands all over her. Who drives her back to his place and pressures her into sex. It makes me want to punch my fist through the fucking windshield.

      “Where’s this guy taking you?” I ask, trying to at least appear calm and collected.

      “He didn’t say.”

      “He didn’t say?” I give her an incredulous look. “What kind of a douchebag doesn’t say where he’s taking a girl?”

      “He said drinks and dinner. We’re meeting up at a bar on the North Side.”

      “What a douche.” I shake my head, disgusted. “He’s too pussy to pick you up and meet your dad?”

      Lindy laughs. “It’s not meeting my dad time already, is it? I don’t know; I’ve never done this before.”

      “Done what before?”

      There’s a beat of silence before she says, “Dated.”

      “You’ve never had a serious relationship before?” I look over and see that Lindy’s face is the same pink shade of cotton candy.

      “I’ve never even had…a date before,” she says softly. “So I said yes to Ryan because beggars can’t be choosers, you know?” She smiles, trying to lighten the tense conversation with some  humor.

      “Oh, Lindy.” I sigh, my anger fading. “You are not a beggar. Please don’t say that.”

      “I just mean…no one’s ever beaten down my door? I’ve always told myself I didn’t care, and that I didn’t want or need a relationship, but being noticed by someone…it was nice.”

      We’re getting closer to Lindy’s house, and I slow down, not wanting our conversation to end.

      “Look, I get that,” I say. “But there’s no way guys have never noticed you, Lindy. You’re amazing. I just don’t want you getting taken advantage of.”

      “I won’t.”

      I’m about to crush my steering wheel from gripping it so hard. I’ve seen how men work. Hell, I am one. And Lindy’s way more than a piece of ass.

      “Be careful,” I say as my GPS announces our arrival at her house. “When you text Ari, text me, too. Only go to public places with him. Do not go back to his place.”

      She smiles as I park in front of her simple white bungalow. “Thanks for caring. I really do appreciate it.”

      “Promise me you won’t go back to his place.”

      “I promise.”

      “Let Ryan know I’ll slapshot his balls into next week if he tries anything.”

      Lindy reaches for the passenger door handle, still grinning. “Have fun at Lucky’s. I’ll text you later.”

      She gets out and walks up the cracked sidewalk that splits the tiny front yard in half and leads up to the porch, waving at me once.

      It’s all I can do not to jump out of the car and yell more advice her way. Don’t take a drink from anyone but a bartender! Don’t get into that guy’s car with him! And for fuck’s sake, don’t go out with him again!

      I go back and forth between thinking about her date tonight and how much I need a drink while I drive to Lucky’s. Fuck. I’m about to come unglued.

      Am I genuinely concerned for Lindy’s well-being? Yes. But is my concern mostly fueled by jealousy? I’d feel like an asshole admitting to anyone but myself that, yes, it is. And that sends me over left field and out of the park even more so than finding out about her date.
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      I drain my glass and set it on the table, looking around the bar.

      “Where the fuck’s the waitress? I need a refill.”

      “You need a big glass of Chill the Fuck Out,” Anton says, shaking his head. “You’ve had at least a dozen beers already.”

      “So what? Not everyone’s a choirboy like you,” I say even though I’m pretty sure I haven’t had that many…I think.

      “Yeah, but not drinking has been working pretty well for you lately, so what’s this all about?”

      My phone lights up and I grab it off the table to check it. It’s just an ESPN app notification. I set the phone back down.

      “Guess I’m just thirsty,” I say, shrugging.

      “It was a shitty day. I had a beer myself when I got here.”

      Anton and I are crammed in around a big table at the loud sports bar. Between all the regular customers and people who came here for the get-together after Lily’s funeral, Lucky’s is packed.

      My phone lights up again, and I quickly reach for it.

      Lindy: We just left the restaurant. Going to a bar called Hannigan’s for a drink before I go home.

      Me: Another drink??? How many did you have at dinner?

      Lindy: I had water at dinner.

      I pout at my phone screen while I type out a reply.

      Me: Text me when you leave the bar. I can come get you if you need me to.

      After setting my phone down on the table again, I scrub my hands down my face. It’s been a long fucking day. I just want to fall face first into bed and sleep for the next twelve hours. But I can’t do that until I know Lindy’s home safe.

      “You okay?” Easy asks from the seat next to mine, his brows arched skeptically.

      “I’m fuckin’ awesome. Just need another beer.”

      I swipe my glass off the table and carry it up to the bar, waving it in the air when I get there to gain the bartender’s attention. It takes a minute, but she comes over and pours me another beer. I’m turning to leave the bar when a guy bumps into me, spilling the beer all over us.

      “Watch yourself, asshole,” I say with a scowl.

      “I’m just sitting here. You’re the one who ran into me.”

      “I wasn’t moving…was I?”

      He shakes his head and turns away. Maybe I am a little drunk.

      When I get back to the table, I down about half the amber-colored liquid that’s left in my glass before taking my seat. I pick up my phone, hoping Lindy’s done having a drink with Lyin’ Ryan. I gave him that nickname in my head a few beers ago, and I’m pretty sure it’s gonna stick when I’m sober.

      Bryan: We need to meet tonight.

      “Fuck.” I slam the phone on the table and lift my beer for another drink.

      A message from that asshole is the last thing I needed tonight. I’m drunk enough to tell him to fuck off, damn the consequences.

      Anton grabs my glass when it’s halfway to my mouth.

      “Put the drink down and tell me what the hell’s going on with you.”

      Reluctantly, I set down my glass. “I’m fine.”

      He glares at me. “Look, I’m not much into long conversations. So I repeat—what’s going on with you?”

      “Lindy’s out on a date with Lyin’ Ryan.” I glare back at him. “Now let go of my beer, asshole.”

      He doesn’t.

      “What do you care if she’s on a date?”

      My blood pressure starts rising again. “She’s too nice and sweet for him. He’s gonna take advantage of her.”

      “Really? How do you know?”

      I point at my lap. “Because I have a dick.”

      “Have you taken advantage of her?”

      “No.”

      “So it’s not that you don’t want any other guy to have her, just not this guy? You’ve got something against him?”

      I shrug. “Any other guy would take advantage of her, too.”

      Anton gives me a look of frustration. “Go find a woman to fuck. This place is full of ‘em.”

      “No.” I try to push his hand away from my beer.

      My phone lights up with a text notification and I snatch it up before Anton can turn to look at it.

      Lindy: Just got home. Didn’t get murdered.

      I exhale hard, my shoulders sagging with relief. I have so many questions, but the biggest one has already been answered. No, she didn’t go home with him.

      “Keep the beer,” I tell Anton. “I can go home now.”

      “You’re not driving. I’ll take you.”

      “I’ll take an Uber.”

      “You sure?”

      “Yeah.”

      I need sleep. Tomorrow’s a busy day. I have to drill with our offensive coach in the morning, then there’s pregame skate, then a VIP meet and greet event before our home game.

      While I wait for my ride home, I text Lindy.

      Me: Good. Are you going out with him again?

      Lindy: Maybe. Talk tomorrow? I’m almost asleep on my feet.

      When I see her response, I want to throw my phone into oncoming traffic and watch it get run over and smashed to bits.

      I don’t, though. Even drunk, I’m logical enough to know I don’t have time to buy a new phone tomorrow.

      Me: Okay. Goodnight.

      My Uber is approaching now. As I wait for the driver to pull up to the curb, I text Bryan back, because ignoring him will only get me into more trouble.

      Me: Not tonight. Tomorrow night late or the next day.

      Today sucked enough without having to deal with that bastard. I power down my phone and heft myself into the Uber, wondering on the ride home what Lindy wore on her date with Lyin’ Ryan.
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      Lindy

      

      “Jesus, Mary and Joseph, it’s like a hot guy buffet out there. A smorgasbord with nothing but hunks of hockey-playing man meat.” Ari fans herself as we place drinks onto our trays.

      I smile. “Down, girl. You’ve seen the players before.”

      “Not like this! They’re all out there looking casual and fuckable in those hockey pants. They should hold these events before games every time.”

      “Ladies,” Bruce calls out from the other side of the room. “Can I interest you in actually working today?”

      “On our way, bossman.” Ari flashes him a smile as she picks up her tray of champagne-filled flutes and bottles of beer.

      It’s her first time getting assigned to work a VIP event, and she’s trying to make a good impression on Bruce. She even arrived early to scope out the room and get supplies ready.

      I arrived right on time, because I wasn’t looking forward to working this event. It’s guaranteed to be awkward—serving Victor drinks and snacks when he didn’t know I existed was easier than it will be now that he does.

      He was so surly about my date with Ryan, too. I figured he’d be thrilled I was going on a date since he told me he’s not interested in me that way. Instead, he was…not thrilled, to say the least.

      Victor seems to think I’m an immature child who can’t take care of myself. I didn’t let on how aggravated I was that he wanted me to text him everywhere I went last night, but it made me feel like he didn’t trust my judgment. I’m from the South Side—I may not broadcast that I’d shank any guy who tried to get frisky with me, but I would. My dad never would have let me ride the El alone as a teenager if he hadn’t taught me how to defend myself.

      “Boring! Those drinks ain’t gonna serve themselves.” Bruce gestures toward the door that leads from the small kitchen we’re working out of into the VIP event room.

      I pick up my tray and head out, glad I at least bought a new white dress shirt for tonight.

      I scan the room and my gaze lands on Victor immediately. He and Easy are talking to several beautiful women. It’s all I can do not to turn around and walk back into the kitchen.

      “Lindy, hey.” I turn to see Luca Campbell approaching. “How are you?”

      “Hi, Luca. I’m good, how are you?”

      He shrugs. “Not used to doing meet and greets before a game; it’s kinda weird.”

      “Yeah, I’ve never heard of the owners holding one before a game, either.”

      “Apparently there’s a beauty pageant going on this week, and the contestants are here to meet the players and do a small performance during one of the intermission breaks. One of them is dropping the ceremonial puck, I think.”

      “Ah,” I say, finally realizing that it’s not just the women Victor and Easy are currently talking to—every woman here tonight is crazy beautiful.

      “Why aren’t they hanging on you?” I ask Luca, puzzled.

      He holds up his left hand and I see his shining silver wedding band. He grins, and I can’t help laughing.

      “Well, can I offer you a drink?” I ask him.

      “I wish. Gotta stick to water and Gatorade before a game.”

      Bruce is walking in our direction, and I preemptively move on to avoid him calling out my last name in front of all these people.

      “Better work the room with these drinks,” I say to Luca. “Good luck in the game.”

      “Thanks.”

      Men in suits and women in fancy gowns take drinks off my tray, not even acknowledging me as they do. I shouldn’t care, I know. This is my job. But since meeting Victor, I’m getting used to not feeling invisible, and I like it.

      “Ah, you’re amazing!” a beautiful brunette woman says to me as she peruses the tray of drinks I’m carrying. “What kind of champagne is that, do you know?”

      “I’m sorry, I don’t.”

      “No worries, I’m sure I’ll like it.”

      I pass her a flute, and she meets my gaze and says thanks before taking a sip.

      “You’re welcome.”

      She probably has no idea how good it made me feel to be seen and acknowledged. Most people don’t. That, or they don’t care.

      After our encounter, my tray is quickly emptied. I go back into the kitchen for a refill, and Ari’s on her way out as I head in. I notice that she’s got another button undone on her shirt and she’s wearing fresh lipstick. Always on the prowl, that one. She winks at me as she sails past.

      Bruce passes me a tray filled with little meatballs on toothpicks, instructing me as I take it.

      “Stick to the wall and get around to the far side of the room. Everyone’s trays are getting picked clean before they make it over to the side where the general manager and owners are.”

      “Okay.”

      Great. Now I have to go work the side of the room Victor’s standing on. I was hoping to avoid him.

      Time to pull on my big-girl panties. After a deep breath, I walk out of the kitchen, tray in hand.

      “Hey, Lindy,” Anton says as I pass him.

      “Hi.”

      My coworker Dwayne gives me the side-eye when he hears the exchange. I ignore him, my focus on the other side of the room. While I wish I could just be cool, I’m not made that way, and I’m pretty much staring at Victor and the women he and Easy are talking to.

      It’s the same two as before, and the blond one now has a hand on Victor’s arm. She’s gorgeous.

      “Hey, yo.” A man steadies my tray after I run into him with it.

      “Oh my goodness, I’m so sorry.”

      “You’re okay. Just keep those meatballs safe. Can I snag one?”

      “Of course.”

      He grabs a tooth-picked meatball and nods his thanks. I have to force myself not to look at Victor—or the women he’s talking to—so I don’t crash into anyone else.

      It’s stupid for me to be jealous. Victor’s a professional athlete, and he’s crazy hot. Of course women want him. And not just average hockey fan women like me—all women.

      Even women who look like they need to lay off the Botox and eat a cheeseburger.

      Okay, that was mean. I’m never mean. But now that I’ve gotten to know Victor, I feel a little possessive of him. If he starts seeing someone, I probably won’t get to hang out with him anymore. But it’s not just that that’s bothering me.

      Truth be told, my crush on Victor hasn’t faded even a little since we became friends. If anything, it’s gotten stronger. The more I know about him, the more I like him.

      It’s a problem, because he doesn’t feel that way about me, but Ryan does. And while I had fun with Ryan last night, I didn’t feel a romantic spark.

      I stop walking and offer meatballs to the people around me, chancing a glance at Victor. He’s actually looking in my direction, and when he sees me, he says something to the blond woman and walks over to me.

      “Hey, you,” he says, smiling.

      “Hi.” I thrust my tray toward him. “Meatball?”

      “Nah, I’m good.”

      God, he looks good in those hockey pants. The players are all wearing their white pants and team t-shirts. I shouldn’t look anywhere near the direction of his crotch to see if there’s a bulge. That would be weird. And potentially awkward.

      But…

      “Are you looking at my crotch?” Victor raises his brows, amused.

      My face flames. “No. I mean, I was, but…I thought you had something on your pants.”

      “You mean in my pants?”

      “Oh my God, stop.” I shake my head. “Do you want a meatball or not?”

      “Do you?” His tone is teasing.

      I lower my voice. “I will dump these meatballs on your head right now. Stop. If you want someone to drool over you in your little pants, go back over to Anorexic Barbie.”

      Victor’s lips curve up in a smile. “You’re jealous.”

      “No, I’m not. Not at all. We’re only friends. And now that I see what kind of women you like, I see that I’m way too smart and…definitely not tan enough for you.”

      “Not tan enough?”

      My tone is nearly a whisper now, but it’s a loud one. “Those women are orange.”

      Victor whispers back. “But how do you know I like them?”

      “You were looking at them like…oh, you’re really hot.”

      I’m hopeless. I can’t even argue without being awkward.

      “Anyway,” I say, clearing my throat as I speak out loud again, “if you don’t want a meatball, I need to move on. Lots of meatballs on my tray to serve.”

      He grins and nods. “I see that. And as a matter of fact, I think I do want a meatball.” He eyes my tray. “I just need to decide which one.”

      “I had a date last night,” I remind him. “I’ve got my hands full in that area. So full. I’m not jealous of your friends over there.”

      “Yeah, how was the date, by the way? Did Ryan offer you his coat when you guys were outside?”

      “He didn’t wear one; he just had on a flannel.”

      “A flannel?” Victor laughs and rolls his eyes. “Jesus, this guy is worse than I thought.”

      “You don’t even know him.”

      He takes a meatball and I turn to leave.

      “Hold on, I want more,” he says, chewing the one he just put in his mouth.

      I narrow my eyes and hold my tray out to him.

      “Are you going out with him again?” he asks as he scans the tray.

      “Ryan? Oh, definitely.”

      Victor’s gaze immediately shifts from the tray to my eyes. “Really?”

      “Yeah, we had fun.”

      He lowers his brows and silently turns his focus back to the tray.

      “It’s not that I’m not happy for you,” he says.

      “You don’t seem happy for me.”

      “I am. I just want what’s best for you, Lindy.”

      “What do you think that is?”

      “Someone who gets you and really appreciates how great you are.”

      I sigh softly. “I’m not sure anyone fits that description.”

      “I do.”

      My heart pounds as he meets my gaze. I open my mouth to speak, then close it, sure I’ll fumble this moment. But then, words come out anyway.

      “But you…you don’t like me that way. You said you don’t like me that way.”

      “I said I wasn’t trying to get in your pants.”

      “But that’s…isn’t that the same thing?”

      A middle-aged man I don’t know comes up and puts an arm around Victor. “Vic, can you come over for some photos with the pageant contestants?”

      “I’ll be right there.”

      He gives me an apologetic look. “Can we finish this later?”

      “Yeah, sure.”

      “Are you free after the game?”

      I shake my head. “I have to work late.”

      He nods. “I’ll text you tomorrow.”

      I nod back, and he starts walking over to where a photographer is positioning a couple of the pageant contestants.

      “What’s going on with you guys?” Ari asks, suddenly beside me.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Do you think your date made him realize he wants you for himself?”

      I can’t help but scoff. “I don’t see how that’s even possible.”

      But then, I don’t see how any of this is possible. A couple months ago, I would’ve said even a conversation with Victor Lane was impossible, and I recently ate chow mein and watched Nightmare on Elm Street with him on his couch.

      “Boring!”

      My boss’s voice snaps me out of my reverie. I start moving before he even gets to me, because I know what he’s about to say.

      These meatballs ain’t gonna serve themselves.
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      Victor

      

      Finally, a day off.

      I’m not even working out today. It’s rare for me to take a day completely off, but I need it.

      Usually it’s painful to set up large payments to my mom’s former boyfriend Bryan. But this time, I just left the cash where he instructed and mentally moved on immediately. Fifty grand is a hell of a lot of money, but that’s just not where my head’s at right now.

      I’m thinking about Lindy. Last night I had a dream about her, and it hasn’t left my mind since I woke up this morning.

      We were at the VIP event, and she was holding her tray of meatballs. Not caring about any of the other people there, I took the tray from her and tossed it to the ground. Her eyes widened with surprise and she licked her lips as I stepped closer and undid the buttons on her shirt, starting at the top. One at a time, I slowly unfastened them, my gaze on her parted lips the entire time.

      Until I got to the final button. Once her white shirt was all the way open, I put my hands on her waist and let my gaze fall to her small round breasts, absolutely flawless in a simple white satin bra.

      Her nipples were swelling against the fabric, just like my cock inside my pants. Part of me wanted to rip the bra off and get my mouth on those nipples, but another part wanted to just keep looking, high on seeing this side of sweet, shy Lindy.

      She reached up and pulled her hair out of its ponytail then, shaking her hair out until it fell around her shoulders. I was mesmerized, unaware of anything but her.

      It was just a dream—other than the part about the rock hard erection. When I woke up with morning wood, I jerked off, coming quickly as I replayed the dream over and over.

      I texted her earlier and asked her to come over today so we can talk. Her response floored me.

      I have a date with Ryan tonight. I hate to cancel with no explanation, so I’m going to go. I’ll text you after.

      Once again, I wanted to crush my phone to dust in my hand. I thought for sure we were on the same page yesterday. When I told her I’m the man who gets her and knows how great she is, I saw a happy light in her eyes.

      But Lindy’s a good person. A noble one. I’m not surprised she doesn’t want to just ditch Lyin’ Ryan, but I am disappointed. I’d been secretly hoping she’d come right over when I asked her to meet me to talk today.

      Instead, I’m scrubbing my silverware tray. I tried to watch some Netflix, but I couldn’t stop thinking about Lindy, and ended up pacing around my living room.

      All this thinking has helped me figure shit out though, which isn’t a bad thing. Anton was right—I’ve always gone for women I had to chase. I’ve also always liked women who know how to give great blowjobs, and who know exactly what they want in bed. We cut to the chase and get to getting each other off—in the bedroom, everything was reciprocal.

      But with Lindy…it’s different. I can tell she’s inexperienced. The thought of that Ryan guy having his hands on her sends me into a jealous frenzy. She should discover what pleasures her sensually. Tenderly. Maddeningly slowly. With me.

      Lindy’s way too good for a guy to stick his dick in to get himself off. I don’t mind being hard for her and not being able to do anything about it just yet. In fact, I like it. It’s the strangest thing I’ve ever experienced.

      There’s a balance to us. She likes and accepts me exactly as I am. Not because I’m an NHL player, or because I’m rich. She’s fiercely loyal in her own shy way. And I like and accept her just as she is, too. I like Lindy for her heart and her mind. And falling for those parts of her first has made me want her body like I’ve never wanted any woman’s before.

      Trying to keep myself busy, I’ve cleaned and organized all my kitchen drawers, which weren’t that messy to begin with, and it’s only mid-afternoon. Fuck.

      I separate my laundry into dark and whites, start the first load, and then order groceries online. I look down at my lap after I hit the send button for the supermarket and shake my head. Ridiculous. I’m like a horny teenager today, unable to keep my dick from standing at attention.

      What’s a guy with a massive, stubborn boner to do? I get in the shower and jerk off again, this time fantasizing that Lindy will show up any moment and ask me to undress her, her cheeks stained a bright shade of pink the entire time.

      I’ve never been with a shy, inexperienced woman. Never thought I’d want to. But holy shit, do I want to. With the hot spray of water pelting my back, I come with a deep, satisfied groan.

      Now that my head’s a little clearer, I realize Lindy might think I’ve given her mixed signals. I definitely have. I cringe as I recall telling her I just wanted to be friends. It seemed like the right thing to do at the time. Then I cringe harder as I think about her going out on a date with another man.

      I text her.

      Me: I meant what I said yesterday. I asked you to come over and talk because I want to date you. I hope I’m not too late.

      I look at the screen for a few minutes, hoping she’ll respond. Nothing, though. I don’t like the way this feels. We all face rejection, but I’ve been let down hard by the people in my life who really mattered.

      I’m a twenty-eight year-old man, who looks like he has it all together. But I’m the guy who relies on teammates and their wives for a place to have Thanksgiving dinner and celebrate Christmas every year. I’ve got enough money to buy almost anything I want, but the thing I desire above all else isn’t for sale.

      Unconditional love. I’ve never had it. I thought I didn’t care, until that night Lindy looked at me with those warm whiskey-colored eyes in the darkened arena. I was down on my luck—a falling star. But in her eyes, I felt like more. So much more.

      When I get a text back from her, my shoulders sag with relief.

      Lindy: I just felt like I should explain to Ryan, it’s not a real date. Do you want me to come over when I’m done?

      My single note of laughter is filled with relief. Do I want her to come over?

      Me: Yes. Come over as soon as you can.

      My pulse races, a mixture of excitement and fear. For the first time in my life, I’m ready to go all in. I didn’t even see Lindy coming, but now I’ve got a shot at what Jonah and Lily had.

      It feels good, but there’s still a worry in the back of my mind that my darkest truth will scare her away. I’ve never even considered telling a woman about it. But all-in means all-in. Now that I see what that could feel like, I’m not settling for less with Lindy.

      I just hope that shine doesn’t fade from her eyes when she finds out where I really come from.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Lindy

      

      Taking a deep breath, I press the button in the lobby of Victor’s building to let him know I’m here. There’s a camera that shows him who’s ringing—I couldn’t believe it the first time I was invited to Victor’s apartment. This place is fancier than any building I’ve been in before.

      I take the elevator up to his floor then, my heart racing with anticipation.

      Victor wants to date me. I thought all the chemistry I was sensing was my own feelings for him; never did I think he’d actually want me back. He solidified that theory when he told me he only wanted to be friends.

      But something’s different now—I could feel it in the car ride back to my house after Lily’s funeral. It’s funny, because this is a dream come true for me, but I also worry that the dream could slip through my fingers at any moment, and leave me brokenhearted.

      The elevator doors open onto Victor’s floor, and I clutch my quilted handbag as I walk to his door and knock. When he opens the door, he stares for a couple seconds, his gaze different than I’ve ever seen it. It’s intense and almost…hungry.

      “Hi,” I say softly, my cheeks heating just from the way he’s looking at me.

      He reaches for my waist and pulls me inside the apartment and into his arms. I inhale sharply, his strength taking me by surprise. It was so smooth—one second I was standing there, the next I was in his arms, my handbag on the floor.

      His mouth descends on mine then, his lips warm as he brushes them back and forth over my own. Our bodies are melded together, his arms holding me tightly. I’m breathless as his tongue brushes across mine, my heart on the edge of bursting like a thousand fireworks at once.

      If he wasn’t holding on to me, I’d melt all over the floor right now. When he pulls back slightly, I take a deep breath and smile up at him.

      “So that’s kissing,” I say softly. “I get it now.”

      “You’ve never been kissed?” His eyes widen in disbelief.

      “Well, not until a few seconds ago.”

      “Oh, Lindy…”

      He retrieves my handbag from the floor and places it on a small table to the side of his front door. He scoots us out of the way and then gives the door a kick to close it.

      “I’m not…experienced,” I say, putting a palm on his chest. “Oh my God, that’s hard.” I press my fingertips into his firm pecs. “Is it always this hard, or are you flexing?”

      Victor grins. “I’m not flexing.”

      “Well, wow. Well done.” I clear my throat. “Anyway, I don’t date or kiss or…anything. If my date with Ryan was what made you interested in me like this—”

      “No. I guess that brought things into focus for me, but you made me interested in you like this, Lindy. Nothing else.”

      “Me?”

      He shakes his head, a smile playing on his lips. “Yeah, you. You’re sweet, humble, funny, pretty and when I’m with you, I’m really fucking happy. I can just be myself.”

      “Wow…I don’t know what to say.”

      Victor’s expression turns serious. “Say you’re not going out with Lyin’ Ryan again.”

      I laugh at the nickname he apparently assigned Ryan. “What makes you think he’s a liar?”

      “I don’t like him, okay? I’ll treat you better than he would. I’ll treat you better than any other guy would.”

      My insides are officially mush.

      “Well, Ryan did say the chili dogs at his uncle’s restaurant are the best in Chicago, and they weren’t, so…that’s kind of a lie,” I concede.

      “Worst kind of lie you can tell in this city.” Victor gives me a disapproving look. “Just tell me you aren’t going out with him again.”

      “I just met up with him and told him it’s not going to work out and that I wish him the best.”

      Victor tightens his hold on me and lowers his mouth to mine for another kiss. This one is softer, sweeter. It has the same affect on my pulse, though, sending it into overdrive. When he pulls away, I immediately miss his warmth and the brush of his stubble over my lips.

      “I guess we should sit down and talk,” he says with a sigh. “Though there are lots of other things I’d rather do.”

      Oh God. He wants to bang. Screw. Fuck. Get it on ‘til the break of dawn. Whatever you want to call it, I’ve never done it.

      “I’m a virgin,” I blurt.

      He smiles as he sits down on the leather sofa. “I figured.” He pats the seat next to him. “And I didn’t mean sex when I said I wanted to do other things. We’re not there yet.”

      “Oh.” I relax slightly. “I’m not good at other things, either, though. Just so you know.”

      “It doesn’t matter.” He pats the couch again. “Come sit with me.”

      I do, still floored by what’s happened since I got here five minutes ago. I had a poster of Victor hanging on my bedroom wall until I finally accepted that I’m too old for that and took it down four years ago, when he was traded to the Blaze.

      Okay, it was three years ago.

      And now, the guy from the poster is sitting next to me, or I’m sitting next to him. He’s wearing athletic shorts and a Blaze t-shirt, his muscular, hairy legs practically begging me to touch them. That smile from the poster where Victor was posing on the ice, stick in hand? It’s aimed at me right now. Only me.

      “There’s a lot you don’t know about me,” he says, his expression sober. “And I’m not planning to spill my guts to you for the next hour, but before we go any further, there’s something you need to know.”

      “Okay.”

      He sighs heavily. “I don’t have any family to speak of. My dad split before I was old enough to remember him. My mom’s still around, but…”

      I reach over and take his hand in mine. There’s something so raw and vulnerable about his voice right now that I just want to comfort him.

      “She’s not someone I’ll ever want you to meet, I’ll just say that,” he continues. “She left me to fend for myself when I was a kid. I walked everywhere and bummed a lot of my meals off teammates’ parents. When I got leukemia, I had to take the bus to chemo by myself, trashcan in hand in case I had to puke. I can remember the exhaustion on the walk home from the bus—I’d have to stop and sit down so many times just to make it home.”

      My heart breaks for the little boy he was. I’ve read that he survived pediatric cancer, and I admired him for that, but I didn’t get it until right now. He survived it alone. A little boy.

      “It wasn’t because she was working to take care of me.” He shakes his head, his tone bitter. “She had the occasional job, but mostly she didn’t work. She just whored herself out to men for drugs and booze.”

      “God, Victor. I’m so sorry.”

      He looks away. “I’m not telling you because I want pity. I’ve never told anyone any of this. Honestly, I thought I’d moved past all of it. But recently I’ve realized…I haven’t. I’ve never had a relationship with a woman who was nice. I’ve always gone after women who felt beyond my reach. Famous ones, usually. I guess I wanted to prove to myself somehow that I was worthy.”

      I squeeze his hand. “You’re an amazing person. Please know that.”

      He looks up and smiles at me. “No, you’re an amazing person. I’m not a bad guy or anything, but I’ve never been around someone like you. You see the good in everyone and everything. You laugh at yourself. You’re happy.”

      “I try to be.”

      Bringing my hand up to his mouth, he kisses my knuckles. “I’ve never done the relationship thing right. I was a dumbass for telling you I only wanted to be friends. I was worried I’d hurt you if we were more.” He finds my eyes and steadily holds my gaze. “I’m not anymore, though. I want to be the man you deserve, Lindy.”

      I blink, and tears fall down my cheeks. I’m emotionally overwhelmed. Everything in me wishes I could hug the little boy Victor was. He’s hurting from his past, and wants something better for his future. Can I be that something better for him?

      I want to be. God, do I want to be. But I’ve never been in a relationship. I don’t know how to navigate these types of things and more importantly, I’m not sure we’d last.

      “Any woman would be incredibly lucky to have you, Victor.” I bring his hand to my lips, and this time I kiss his knuckles. “You can’t be with me just because I see how amazing you are. There are lots of women out there who will see it, too. Nice women, who will also blow you away with their looks and accomplishments.”

      He knits his brows together. “I want to be with you, Lindy. You blow me away.”

      “When you’re on the road, and women are throwing themselves at you, do you really think you’d want to stay true to the Concessions worker back home?”

      He scowls. “You’re not just a Concessions worker. You’re Lindy. And yes.”

      “Really?” There’s genuine surprise in my tone.

      “I’m not looking for a quick fuck. I want the real deal. With you.” He puts a hand on my knee. “Let me take you out on a date.”

      Victor has always been larger than life to me. There’s a part of me, even now, that expects someone to jump out with a hidden camera and tell me I’m on Punk’d. He’s the only man in the world who has the power to crush me, and he’s practically begging me for a date.

      “I’m scared,” I admit.

      “Me too.”

      I melt yet again. Risky or not, I don’t think I’m capable of turning him down.

      “So for now, a date,” I say cautiously. “And then we’ll see what happens.”

      He grins. “I’ll take that. And can we not date anyone else, too?”

      I can’t help but laugh at his question. “Well, I’ll have a very long list of suitors to let down.”

      He turns serious. “Lindy, the only men in this world who aren’t crazy about you are the ones who don’t know you. I was just goddamned lucky to be the first.”

      I break into a huge smile. “Thank you.”

      He leans in and brushes a gentle kiss over my lips, sending a ripple of goosebumps across my skin. He cups my cheek, about to kiss me again, when I stop him.

      “You have to promise me complete honesty,” I say.

      “Of course. I promise.”

      “I mean about me. Like if I’m bad at kissing and…you know.”

      He draws back a bit, brows lowered in question. “No, I don’t know.”

      I flush. “The stuff that comes after kissing?”

      His brows drop even lower. “There’s stuff after kissing? You’ll have to tell me what all that is.”

      I realize he’s toying with me and give him a gentle shove. “Victor, that’s not nice.”

      He laughs and puts an arm around me, pulling me close. “What’s not nice?”

      “Teasing me. Embarrassing me.”

      He kisses the top of my head. “I can’t help it, you’re cute when you blush.”

      I roll my eyes. “Unfortunately, that’s about sixty percent of the time.”

      He hums a note of disapproval. “And unfortunately for me, I get hard every time I see you do it.”

      I go hot all over. “When you see me blush?”

      “Mm-hm. Like right now…very hard.”

      “Oh.”

      I’ve never even imagined that I, Belinda Boring, could give a man an erection. Unless I took extensive courses in giving blowjobs, I mean.

      “Relax,” Victor says lightly. “I’m just gonna have to live with it for now, because no clothes are coming off tonight. Let’s just order some food and watch a movie.”

      And we do. We watch the original Halloween and eat pizza while snuggled up on his couch. There’s kissing and teasing and even though our low-key night in is probably not a huge deal to Victor, it’s the best night of my life.

      And that’s a sobering reminder of how hard the fall will hurt if this doesn’t work out.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      Victor

      

      Knox holds up one of his skates, scowling.

      “What the hell is this? My skates haven’t been sharp all week. Is Larry hitting the bottle again?”

      “Larry’s been sober for more than ten years, asshole,” I say, looking up at him as I lace up my own skates. “He’s off on maternity leave.”

      “Maternity leave?” Knox scoffs. “Does Larry have a uterus I never knew about?”

      “Fine then, paternity leave. His wife just had twins.”

      Knox rolls his eyes. “Bullshit. Once he saw her push ‘em out, he should’ve come back to work. His assistant equipment manager is a dipshit.”

      Trace, said assistant equipment manager, glances over at us from a few feet away.

      “Don’t mind Knox,” I say, standing up. “He’s an asshole.”

      “Want me to sharpen your skates?” Trace asks Knox.

      “There’s no time now. I’ve got shit to do.”

      “I can do it fast,” Trace offers.

      “Forget it,” Knox clips. “If I play like shit tonight, it’s your fault.”

      Trace, who’s fresh out of college, gives Knox a horrified look. Our burly enforcer can scare the piss out of people without even trying.

      Things are a little chaotic for the team tonight in the Nashville visitors’ locker room. Anton can’t find a stick to replace the one that he found broken when we got here—another thing Larry normally handles, and Rhett’s feeling the pressure as our new starting goaltender. Nashville has a solid offense, and they also have one of the best enforcers in the league in Nero Landry.

      That’s what Knox is really uptight about, not his skates. I’ve been his teammate long enough to know he sweats going up against just one enforcer in the league, and it’s Nero.

      Nero’s no fucking joke. He delivered the blow that ended a forward’s career last year, leaving him with a significant brain injury. Knox is a badass in his own right, but if there’s anyone capable of knocking the shit out of him, it’s Nero.

      I notice the tension, but I’m untouched by it. I’m on top of the world after spending the evening with Lindy yesterday. Kissing her was like drinking an ice-cold bottle of water after a walk through the desert. I couldn’t get enough. Before, when I got a taste of a woman and wanted more, I could satisfy myself with any of them. But I only want Lindy now, which feels both frustrating and amazing.

      What I told her about my mom was only scratching the surface about my past, but I couldn’t bring myself to tell her everything. I want to take her on a real date first, and give her a chance to see what it could be like for us.

      After that, I’ll have to come clean, and I dread it. But I can’t seem to keep that part of my life buried, and I can’t risk her finding out about it some other way. She needs to hear it from me.

      I dreamed about her again last night. There was nothing tame about this one. She was straddling my lap, my hands wrapped around her ass cheeks as I rocked her up and down on my cock. Her sweet mouth parted as she moaned and gasped her way through our hard, sweaty fuck. Just as we were both coming, my shaft buried completely inside her, I woke up.

      I don’t think I’ve ever come so quickly from jerking off. And within an hour, I was feeling the urge again.

      All this pent-up sexual energy has actually been good for my game though. I pretty much fly over the wall onto the ice, and I give everything I’ve got every second I play. When I get hit, I hardly even feel it. All I’m thinking about is getting my legs moving as fast as they’ll go so I can work out this frustration.

      It pays off. I score the first goal, and Anton follows it quickly with another. Our second line pulls down another goal, and we take the game 3-2. Knox doesn’t get into a single scrape with Nero.

      I’m dead tired after the game, so I go back to my room and order room service. While I’m waiting for my food to arrive, I text Lindy.

      Me: Hey, you still up?

      Lindy: Yes, I’m reading in bed. Great game tonight! That was such a long, hard shot. My dad said your brass balls paid off. LOL

      Me: Tell your dad thanks for me. I felt so good playing tonight. I liked knowing you were watching me.

      Lindy: Well you just made that sound dirty…

      Me: Is that a problem?

      Lindy: Not at all. I like dirty stuff.

      I smile at my phone screen. God, is she cute.

      Me: Well, I’d love to watch you sometime, too.

      Lindy: Oh. That sounds fun.

      Me: Yeah?

      Lindy: Yeah, if you’re willing to teach me what you like…

      Oh fuck. I almost come in my pants when I read that. I exhale hard and text her back.

      Me: I want us to get to a place where we have phone sex. Badly. But not before our first date. And I can hardly control myself right now, so I need to let you go. I’m gonna eat some room service and go to bed.

      Lindy: Okay. I’m gonna read like I don’t have to get up early in the morning, but I do. Safe travels back home.

      Me: I can’t wait for our date.

      Lindy: I’m excited too.

      Me: Goodnight, gorgeous girl.

      Lindy: Goodnight.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Lindy

      

      Ari steps back and admires her work on my hair and makeup.

      “I feel like a proud mom,” she says, running a hand over my smooth, perfectly straight hair. “My baby’s first date with a hot hockey player.”

      I get a good look at myself in her bathroom mirror, turning from side to side to take everything in. She gave me a full makeover, and I can’t believe the final result.

      “I don’t even look like me.”

      “You do so,” she says crossly. “This is just a sleeker version of you, mama. Blown out hair and smoky eyes suit you.”

      “I feel like a clown.”

      “Well, put on some big floppy shoes and go with it, because you look hot and I’m not changing it. This was our compromise—no hoochie top, but I get to do your makeup.”

      I roll my eyes. “Why can’t I live in a world where subtle clothes and makeup exist?”

      Ari groans loudly. “This is subtle, Lindy. I didn’t use any glitter.”

      My eyes widen and my feet start moving of their own volition. I have to get out of here before she gets any ideas about adding anything else.

      “I still say you should wear this,” she says, holding up a scrap of black fabric she’s been trying to loan me for my date with Victor. “It’ll knock him off his feet.”

      “I appreciate it, but I’m going with my trusty jeans and hoodie.”

      “It’s a date. At least wear heels and a v-neck top.”

      “We’re going out for burgers and ice skating. And this is me. I don’t want him to think I’m trying to be someone I’m not.”

      Ari begrudgingly agrees. “You look gorgeous no matter what you’re wearing.”

      I glance at the time on my phone, feeling a flutter in my belly. “I have to get going.”

      Squealing, Ari grabs me in a hug. “Text me at least ten times during the date. I want to know everything. I’d prefer photos.”

      I laugh as I squeeze her back. “I’ll do my best. Thanks for today. You’re the best best friend ever.”

      “Don’t make me cry.” She pulls back and waves a hand, dabbing at the corners of her eyes. “This guy I’m going out with tonight could be the one, and I want to look my best.”

      “He’s not the one, Ari,” I assure her.

      “You don’t know that.”

      “Any guy who asks if you swallow before you’ve even met him is not the one.”

      She frowns. “We can’t all get with Victor Lane, you know.”

      “There are plenty of other nice men out there. You don’t even give the nice ones a chance.”

      Her hands on my shoulders as she stands behind me, Ari rushes me to the front door of her apartment. “Thanks, Mom. Have a good time tonight. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do!”

      Once she closes the door behind me, I take a deep breath, a wave of nervousness rising over me. The whole walk to the El Train, I think about what could go wrong tonight.

      I could trip and fall, scratching up my face as I hit the ground and then bleeding all over Victor in a most unsexy fashion.

      A fart could sneak up on me out of nowhere just as he’s about to kiss me, ruining the moment.

      I could blurt out the news that I had a poster of him in my room for years, and that I kissed it goodnight so many times you could see the wet lip prints if you looked at it from the right angle.

      Being me, I’m prepared for my goofy, awkward moments. But I’ve never had to worry about a man I’m crazy about witnessing them until Victor. I’m not sure this dating thing is my jam.

      An older guy on the El Train moves from his seat to sit across from me, and then starts rubbing his crotch as he looks at me. I mouth “pervert” at him until he at least looks in another direction. Just another ride on the El Train, it’s nothing unusual.

      It’s almost November, and the walk home is cold. I wrap my old black coat around me tightly, reminding myself again that I need to take it down to my neighbor Beth and have her sew on a new zipper. I never remember until it’s so cold that I don’t want to leave my coat with her, even for a few days.

      When I get home, I notice the unfamiliar scent of lemon as I walk through the front door.

      “Dad?” I call out as I slide off my coat.

      “Hey, in here.” He sticks his head in the doorway between our kitchen and living room.

      I walk to the kitchen and see that he’s…mopping the floor. My dad has never once mopped. I’ve been the only one to do anything beyond washing the dishes in this kitchen for the last twenty years.

      He grins at me, wiping a washcloth across his forehead to catch the sweat. “Figured I should spruce the place up a bit. It’s not every day an NHL player picks my daughter up for a date.”

      “That’s great, Dad. Thanks.” I get a bottle of water from the fridge. “Anything I can do to help?”

      “Nope, I got it. You look nice, by the way.”

      “Thank you.”

      “The guys are coming by later; hope that’s okay.”

      Oh crap. I didn’t even think about that. I manage to smile and tell my dad it’s fine, but inside I’m just praying Don doesn’t lay into Victor about a mistake he made in a game once. When it comes to his sports teams, Don neither forgives nor forgets.

      I don’t have long to worry about it. When there’s a knock on the door at 6:00 p.m. sharp, I grab my handbag and hurry into the living room. There’s no hope of scooting out of here quickly, though.

      “Nice to meet you, sir,” Victor is saying as he shakes my dad’s hand.

      “You too. Come on in.”

      Don’s the first one off of the couch, and his eyes are shining with excitement. “Victor, it’s a real pleasure. I’m a lifelong Blaze fan.”

      Victor smiles as he shakes hands with the guys. “Fantastic, thanks for your support.”

      “Hey,” I say, my coat and bag in hand.

      Victor turns away from the guys to face me. “Hi.” He grins, but makes no move to touch me. “You look beautiful.”

      “Thanks.”

      “You kids have time for a beer before you go?” Dad asks.

      It’s the last thing I really want, but I know it would mean a lot to my dad, so I appreciate it when Victor readily agrees and accepts the cold can of Old Style my dad passes him.

      “You guys are having a great season,” Dad says, gesturing for Victor to sit on the couch.

      “Hey, thanks. You must be the one who taught Lindy about hockey.”

      “Oh, yeah.” Dad gives me a warm look. “She was always my little game-watching buddy. Brought a note home from her teacher in third grade ‘cause she got in trouble for saying the Bears got fucked in the ass in the playoffs. No idea where she picked that up.”

      Everyone laughs, although mine is a half-hearted please don’t let this get any more humiliating kind of chuckle.

      “Hey, you guys got that new goalie watchin’ film?” Chuck asks Victor. “He doesn’t seem to know his forwards like West does.”

      Victor shakes his head. “Jonah’s one of the best. We really miss him.”

      “When’s he coming back, anyway?” Don asks. “We need him.”

      “Hopefully soon.”

      Victor handles more questions and advice with ease, and as soon as he finishes his beer, Dad stands up and says, “We’ll let you kids get out of here. You got better things to do than hang out with a bunch of old-timers.”

      “Bye, Dad.” I give him a quick hug. “Bye guys.”

      Everyone shakes Victor’s hand again, and we’re almost out the door when Don says, “Victor, be good to our girl or we’ll beat the shit out of you with a lead pipe.”

      There’s a moment of awkward silence before Dad laughs and says, “I’m sure that won’t be necessary.”

      “I hope not,” Don concedes. “But I do have a lead pipe in my garage. Just sayin’ is all.”

      He sips his beer, as casual as if he was discussing the weather. I grab Victor’s arm and hustle him out to the front porch.

      “I’m sorry,” I say, cringing.

      “What for? That was great.”

      I scoff. “Have you ever picked a woman up and been threatened before?”

      He waves a hand dismissively. “They’re just looking out for you. They seem like a good bunch.”

      He takes my hand as we walk down the stairs and escorts me around to the passenger side of his black SUV. After situating himself in the driver’s side seat, he looks at me with a smile and reaches into the back seat.

      “Before we go, I have something for you.”

      He grabs a big, rectangular box wrapped in shiny silver paper and a big red bow. I flush with surprise as he passes me the gift.

      “Oh wow. Thank you.”

      It’s the most beautifully packaged present I’ve ever seen. I run my hand over the smooth wrapping, admiring it.

      “Open it,” he says, giving me an impatient look.

      I tear into the paper, revealing a plain white box. When I pull the top off, I find a charcoal-colored wool coat with black buttons and a silvery-white faux-fur-trimmed hood.

      “Oh my gosh.” I take it from the box, shocked by his generosity. “This is for me?”

      “It is; do you like it?”

      “I love it. It’s…it’s absolutely gorgeous and I love it. Thank you so much.”

      “I’m glad you like it.” He starts the car and looks over at me, winking. “But you’re still welcome to borrow mine anytime.”

      I put the coat on as soon as we get to the downtown pub we’re eating at. It fits perfectly, and is hands down the most beautiful thing I’ve ever owned.

      As soon as we walk into the pub, people turn to look at Victor. A couple guys recognize him and congratulate him on his recent stats as we walk towards an open table. Women eye him like a tall, cold drink on a hot day. Instead of feeling like I don’t belong with him, I enjoy it. With my hair and makeup done, I’m a more confident version of myself. I let the excited sensation tingle down my spine, not giving the voice of doubt a chance to ruin it.

      Victor helps me remove my coat and puts his palm on the small of my back, looking down at me.

      “This place good with you?”

      My lips part and I exhale soft and slow, his touch sending a warm sensation throughout my entire body. I nod, still holding his gaze, and he seems to read my mind, pressing his palm a little harder against my back before releasing me and pulling my chair out.

      I never knew tension could feel so amazing. There’s something unspoken happening between us right now that’s making me squeeze my legs together beneath the table. How can I get this turned on from just a look?

      “Hey guys, what can I get you?” our busty server asks us.

      “Alcohol,” I blurt.

      She laughs and asks, “Anything specific?”

      “A Miller Lite would be great.”

      “I’ll have the same,” Victor says.

      As she walks away, he says, “I love that you like beer.”

      “It’s a rite of passage in my neighborhood. We pretty much have it in our sippy cups.”

      “Your dad and his friends are great. I’m glad I got to meet them.”

      “Really, though?” I arch my brows in surprise.

      “Really. I’m just a down-home boy myself. I grew up in a neighborhood a lot like yours.”

      “Did you ever get into any trouble?”

      He grins mischievously. “I might’ve.”

      The waitress sets down our bottles and I take a drink from mine. “That’s all I get? No details?”

      “Ah…” Victor runs a hand through his hair, smiling. “I don’t want you to think less of me.”

      “Oh, come on. You’ve got to give me something.”

      He takes a long pull on his bottle and says, “Okay. I was a bit of a hustler. Some buddies and I ran a kissing school when we were, I don’t know, twelve maybe? It was out of my friend’s basement while his parents were at work during the summer. We’d charge guys to kiss girls and give the girls a cut of what we made.”

      I laugh at the mental image. “What a little entrepreneur you were.”

      Victor shakes his head. “We told the girls they had to audition by kissing us for free. That was way better than the money.”

      “I bet you never had trouble finding girls to kiss. You had to be cute back then, with those blue eyes and that blond hair.”

      He shrugs. “I did okay. What about you? You’re cute as hell. You had to have guys interested in you.”

      “You’re giving me too much credit.” I think back on my adolescence. “My dad was pretty protective, especially since he was working and I was home by myself for summers and always after school. He kinda had me convinced boys were only out for one thing and I should punch anyone who tried to get frisky.”

      He gives me an amused grin. “I can see that. Did you ever do it?”

      “Oh, sure.”

      “Your dad was right, by the way. Pubescent boys have a one-track mind.”

      We order burgers and fries and talk more about our childhoods. I notice that Victor says nothing about his mom. It’s almost like he doesn’t even want to acknowledge her existence, and given what he’s told me about her, I understand why.

      I tell him about losing my mom, and he tells me about growing up without a father. Over dinner, we get back to our usual easy banter, the tension defused. After that, he drives us about half an hour to an ice skating rink on the outskirts of the city.

      “I haven’t ice-skated since I was a kid.” I tell him.

      “I’ve got you.” He winks and we get out of the car.

      He leads me around to a side door, where he uses a key to get inside. The rink is small and a little rundown, but we have it all to ourselves.

      The scents of leather and popcorn fill the air. I can feel the laughter here, even though it’s dark and abandoned.

      Victor finds the lights and we walk behind the counter to get skates.

      “The guy who owns this place is a big Blaze fan,” he explains. “I come here for open skate on Sundays to skate with the kids when I can.”

      I roll my eyes. “Stop trying to impress me, I’m not falling for it.”

      His laugh is hearty, his eyes sparkling with amusement. “I’m not bullshitting.”

      “So on Saturdays, do you rescue puppies from burning buildings?”

      “Every other Saturday; how’d you know?”

      I’m the worst ice skater ever. As I try to propel myself forward, I have to clutch Victor’s arms while he skates backwards just to remain upright. But once we get into a rhythm, it’s nice. Fun, even.

      Our blades cut smooth paths over the ice, our breath making clouds in the frosty air. We’re on the edge of a city where millions of people are laughing, working and sleeping, but I feel like we’re the only two people in the world.

      “Your cheeks are rosy,” Victor says as he leads me into a turn on the ice. “You know what that does to me.”

      I smile, every butterfly in my stomach taking flight at once. Victor slows to a stop, pulling me into his arms. My feet slide as I let go of him, and a little cry of worry breaks free as I yelp.

      “I won’t let you fall,” he says lightly.

      I want to tell him it’s too late for that. I fell a long time ago, first for the man I dreamed he was, and later for the man he is. And just like standing so precariously on a sheet of ice while balanced on twin blades, it’s scary as hell. I could wipe out at any second, and it would hurt.

      All those fears disappear when he kisses me, though. He holds me close, the air cold and my body warm as our mouths meet again and again. He kisses my lips, my throat, my cheeks and my earlobes.

      We make out in the center of the rink for a while and I never want it to end. Eventually, though, my toes get numb and my nose starts running.

      “When can we go out again?” he asks as we leave the rink, his arm around my waist to support me.

      “Anytime. I mean, as long as I don’t have to work.”

      “I’ve got a game tomorrow night and the next.”

      “I have to work the next three nights.”

      “Damn. I’m on the road the night after that.”

      “So then…Sunday night?”

      “Sunday night.”

      We change out of our skates, turn the lights off and leave the rink. On the drive back to my house, we talk about Victor’s upcoming games. He’s been playing solid, but he still worries he could start to slip again. I tell him that’s pretty much the way everyone feels about the things and people that mean the most to us.

      Once we get home, he parks in front of my house and walks me to the front porch.

      “I had the best time,” he says. “I hope you did, too.”

      “I did.” I smile up at him. “Thanks again for the coat. And for dinner. For everything.”

      “You’re welcome. I can’t wait to see you again.”

      His kiss this time is soft and sweet, without the urgency I felt back at the rink. But I can feel from the press of his body against mine that he’s plenty turned on by it.

      I’m on Cloud Ten Thousand as I walk into the house, resisting the urge to wave at him through the curtains. God, am I happy.

      A lamp is switched on in the living room corner and Don says, “How was your date?”

      I look around the living room to see that Dad is nearly asleep on the couch and Chuck is snoring in the recliner. There are empty beer cans all over the place. Don is looking at me like a detective in an interrogation room.

      “Unbelievable,” I mutter. “I’m twenty-three years old. You guys don’t need to check up on me.”

      “How was it, though?” Dad asks, his voice groggy.

      “It was good. Really good.”

      “Did he get handsy?” Don asks.

      I shake my head. “I’m going to bed. Goodnight.”

      It’s aggravating, having my dad and his buddies waiting for me after a date. But also, kind of nice. They’re like three overprotective bears, ready and willing to claw off the face of anyone who wrongs me.

      I text Ari quickly, then turn off my phone and fall onto my bed on my back, grinning as I look over at the spot Victor’s poster used to hang.

      The fantasy was nice, but the reality? It’s so crazy good I can’t even believe it.
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      Victor

      

      The night I’ve been waiting for is here, and now I’m not sure I’m ready.

      I’ve just been going through the motions for the past few days, eating, sleeping, playing hockey—biding my time until my second date with Lindy.

      I asked her to come over to my apartment tonight because I have to tell her about Bryan, and I wanted a private place to do that. It’s been hanging over my head since I first realized how much I like her and that I could potentially see a more serious relationship developing with Lindy.

      For once, I’m going to do this right. I’m gonna man up and tell her about the ugliness inside me. That’s what you’re supposed to do in a good relationship. But fuck, I’m terrified.

      Just facing the memories as I try to figure out how to tell her has made me physically ill today. I’d give anything to cut this part of me out like the cancer it is, to be rid of it forever, but I can’t.

      When I hear a soft knock on my door, my stomach churns, the food I ate earlier threatening to come back up. I take a deep breath and walk over to open the door.

      “Hey,” Lindy says, looking cute as hell in the new coat I bought her.

      She reaches forward to hug me and I pull her into my arms, seeking the familiar comfort of her scent, which I think is a coconut shampoo.

      “Are you okay?” she asks.

      “Yeah. I mean, pretty much.”

      She pulls away and looks at me, her expression worried. “What’s wrong, Victor?”

      I lead her into the apartment and close the door behind us. “I just…need to talk to you about something.”

      “You’re worrying me,” she says, her brow furrowed. “You’re pale and you look like you’re about to be sick.”

      “So much for playing it cool,” I say lightly.

      My joke falls flat.

      “Can we sit down and just get this over with?” I ask.

      “Of course.” Lindy walks over to the leather sofa while taking off her coat, sits down, and looks at me expectantly. “Listen, if you’ve changed your mind about us—”

      Shaking my head, I say, “I haven’t. That’s not it at all.”

      Her shoulders slump with relief. “Okay. Then I’ll just be quiet and listen.”

      I swallow hard, remembering the night we first met. Her eyes were so bright. She made me feel like the only other person in the world. When I was at my worst, she looked at me with kindness and affection, making me feel like the best.

      I still feel that way every time she looks at me. Like I’m enough. No matter where we are or what we’re doing, together, we’re content. I’ve never had that before, and I’m terrified I’m about to lose it.

      “This is hard for me,” I start. “As you can see.”

      “Do you want to sit down?”

      I shake my head, but move over to one of the chairs by the couch so I’m closer to her, putting my hands on the back of it. I look down, gathering my thoughts and words, but nothing comes out.

      “Victor,” Lindy says softly. “It’s okay. Whatever it is, it’ll be okay.”

      There’s a sick rolling in my gut that just won’t go away. This is the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do.

      “There’s a guy blackmailing me,” I finally manage. “It’s been going on since I signed my first NHL contract.”

      Silence falls as Lindy waits for me to say more and I try to come up with a way to do it.

      “Okay,” she says after a long minute of quiet. “I’m glad you told me.”

      The corners of my mouth unconsciously tilt up in a smile. Lindy’s trying so damn hard to support me right now, which is just like her, and I’m not making it very easy.

      “I’m sorry,” I say, leaning forward on my elbows over the back of the chair and pressing my fists to my forehead. “I’m trying.”

      “It’s okay. Take your time.”

      I take a couple more deep breaths, close my eyes and continue.

      “I told you about my mom. How I didn’t have the best childhood. But I didn’t go into further detail.”

      My muscles start to tense and my heart begins to pound, my self-preservation instincts telling me to stop. Fucking stop now, before you can’t go back. She’s gonna know forever now. She’s never gonna look at you the same.

      I lean up from the chair and walk across the room, needing to move. “My mom was a drug addict. It’s not a cheap habit. There were men in and out of our apartment all the time.”

      There’s a fire burning in my gas fireplace and I watch the flames dancing back and forth as I tell her more of my story, because even though I’m talking to Lindy, I can’t look at her right now. I can’t bring myself to watch the expression on her face change as I reveal my darkest secret.

      “Not only did she sell herself, but there were men who did things to me, too,” I say softly, ignoring the gasp behind me. “My mom told me it was okay, and that I was helping her by letting them. I knew it wasn’t right though.” My voice catches, and I close my eyes, trying to steady myself. “But I didn’t think I had any choice. I didn’t know…I was just a little kid.”

      The shame wraps itself around me hard and fast, the way a blanket swaddles a baby, but it’s not comforting in the least; it’s suffocating. I haven’t spoken these words to anyone. Ever. I told myself that as long as no one knew, the shame was only in my head. If only that were true.

      “This one guy, Bryan…my mom was with him for like a year off and on. And he…” I clear my throat, shaking inside and out. “He did the worst stuff of all, and he took photos of me. Horrible…” I can’t hold on anymore. The lump in my throat bursts and tears spill from my eyes.

      “You don’t have to say anymore.” Lindy speaks through her own tears from her place on the couch. “I’m so sorry, Victor. So very, very sorry.”

      I take a deep breath, focusing my gaze on my fireplace mantle. I still can’t face Lindy. How will I ever look at her again, now that she knows?

      “Please don’t pity me,” I say, my voice closer to its usual tone now. “I didn’t want you to know. I’ve never wanted anyone to know. But Bryan is texting me more and more now, and the amount of money he demands keeps increasing. I’m sure I’m funding his drug habit. And I don’t know, I just worry…what happens if he asks for everything I’ve got? What if his phone falls into the wrong hands and the photos get out even though I’m paying to keep that from happening?”

      I hear Lindy’s soft inhale and exhale. Other than the crackle of the flames, it’s the only sound in the room.

      “I think…we should slow down,” she says.

      I whip my head around, facing her, but not meeting her eyes. “Us? You don’t want to be with me anymore?” My tone is as anguished as I feel inside; I can’t hide it.

      “No,” she says, loudly and firmly. “That’s not what I mean. I want to be with you more than ever. I mean, slow down right now, in this moment. Instead of getting overwhelmed by what ifs, let’s just take a breath, okay? You told me, and that was very difficult for you. I’m really—” She chokes up a bit as she silently cries some more, but then pulls herself together and clears her throat. “I’m really proud of you for that.”

      “No one’s ever looked at me the way you do and I don’t want that to change. It would kill me.”

      “Can I…come over there?” she asks tentatively. “Can I hug you?”

      An immediate, powerful answer to her question rises inside me, catching me off guard. “No. I’m sorry. It’s not you. I just need a minute. I feel…dirty right now. All those feelings…they’ve been rehashed and I feel shameful; it’s fucking awful.”

      “It’s okay,” she says softly. “I’m gonna stay right here. But please listen, okay? I don’t pity you. When I look at you, I see a badass survivor. A fighter. Everything you are…you did that. All by yourself. You made yourself into a kind, sweet, hardworking gentleman and a professional athlete.”

      I let out a ragged exhale, my gaze focused on the ground. “I’ve never had a decent relationship with a woman because I don’t know how to. Before you, I never sought out the right kind of women. I don’t want to sink this relationship before it starts just because of how fucked up I am.”

      “You are not fucked up.” Lindy’s tone is fierce and rings with conviction.

      “How can I not be?”

      “You took the first step—the most important one. You told me. And it’s safe with me. Now we can start to work through what comes next together. I’m not going anywhere.”

      I finally work up the courage to meet her gaze. And I see my same sweet, devoted Lindy looking back at me, affection and, maybe something more shining in her eyes.

      “You’re sure?” I ask, letting the self-doubt creep in again.

      “You’re not getting rid of me, Victor Lane. I adore you. More so now than ever.”

      I swallow hard, trying to keep my emotions in check. Suddenly, I’m absolutely exhausted. The stress from worrying about Lindy’s reaction to actually revealing everything has mentally and emotionally drained me.

      “I’m not fucked up sexually,” I say. “I want you to know that. What happened to me…that wasn’t sex. I know it was abuse.”

      “Whatever way it does or doesn’t affect you, you’re not going to scare me away. I’m here. And I’m staying.”

      After a long, hard exhale, I say, “Thank you.”

      It’s over now. She knows the worst and she’s still here. Even though I know that what happened to me isn’t my fault and I’m not the one who should be ashamed, I’ve always known it’s a lot for a partner to accept. If those photos get out, things could get messy.

      I walk over and sit next to Lindy, leaving space between us but taking her hand in mine.

      “Please don’t tell anyone,” I say.

      “I’d never, ever tell anyone. I swear it.”

      I run the pad of my thumb over her knuckles as we sit in silence.

      “I know that was a shitty way to start the night,” I say. “I just had to get it out. I want you to know what you’re in for with me.”

      “I’m glad you trusted me with it. And like I said, I’m not going anywhere.”

      It takes a few minutes for me to want to move closer and put my arms around her. But once she’s in my arms, I cherish the comfort of her scent and her soft warmth.

      When I kiss her, there’s something new there. I kiss her hard, gratitude and arousal winding themselves around each other until I don’t know which is which anymore. I need to get back a shred of the control I just gave up, and ravaging her right now feels like the only way.

      I’ve never really felt like any woman was truly mine in every way. I want Lindy to be, though. I want it so fucking bad.

      We lie down on the sofa and I take her shirt off, only to find her wearing a white bra, exactly like my fantasy. My breath catches in my throat as I press my lips to the soft swells of her breasts, her ragged moans only fueling my desire.

      Lindy’s hands are in my hair; my mouth is on her skin. My blood is pumping hot and hard, just begging me to fuck her. What we just shared together was intimate; I want to seal our emotional connection by physically connecting with her.

      “Not tonight,” she whispers in my ear, almost as if she can read my thoughts. “I’m sorry. I do want to, but tonight…just this, okay?”

      She’s right. I don’t want her first time to be like this, driven by something so ugly. I roughly exhale, trying to get ahold of myself.

      “Of course, babe,” I say against her neck. “However much time you need.”

      Our first time will only be about us. But now that she knows about my past, I want to take that last step and make her mine in every way. I’ll wait, but when the time comes, I plan to devour her. I don’t want her to think of another man ever again. I’m a gentleman—a patient wolf waiting to show her all the ways I can make her body sing for me, and me alone.
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      Lindy

      

      I breathe in the buttery scent of freshly popped popcorn. I’m definitely devouring a bag of it as soon as I go on break. Unfortunately, we’ve been so busy tonight that I’m not sure that’s happening anytime soon.

      “Two dogs and two beers,” my current customer says, his gaze on the TV mounted in the corner of the concession area.

      The Blaze just tied the score at three goals apiece. I can’t believe people are getting out of their seats for food and drinks when the game is this exciting. I’m positive my dad has his emergency glass bottle next to the couch right now. I’m not saying he pees in it during exciting games when there are no commercial breaks, but I’m not saying he doesn’t, either.

      It’s all I can do to focus on my job and not the game. Victor scored the goal that tied the game. My Victor! Every time I hear the crowd roar, it’s my cue to sneak a glance at the TV screen and see what just happened.

      Since our conversation the other night, we’ve been inseparable. If he’s home and I’m not working, I’m at his place. We’ve been ordering in, watching Netflix and talking. We also make out a lot. I’m making up for lost time, I guess, but Victor doesn’t seem to mind introducing me to new things.

      And damn, was I missing out. Victor makes me forget everyone and everything for hours at a time with his hands and mouth. I was embarrassed when I had an orgasm during a make-out session the other day, but he told me my responsiveness is a turn-on, and then he got me off again.

      So yeah…I’d much rather be watching the game front and center on the ice right now, and then going back to Victor’s place afterwards, but instead I’m pumping cheese sauce onto nachos.

      “Boring,” Bruce says from the end of the register counter. “I need to go change out a pop tank. You’re in charge.”

      I nod my agreement—being in charge basically means listening to customers complain when they ask for a manager. It’s not my favorite part of the job.

      But honestly, since Victor and I started seeing each other, there’s pretty much nothing I like about my job anymore. I like being around Ari, of course, but working here means I have to miss almost half of Victor’s games. And worse, I have to listen to thousands of people cheering because they are watching them.

      I have no other skills, though. My dad told me he knew of an open receptionist position with a local heating and cooling contractor, answering their phones and scheduling their appointments, but I don’t know if I want to make the leap to a new job just yet.

      “Heard you’re in charge,” Ari says as she fills an ICEE cup from nearby. “Can I have a raise?”

      “Ha! I wish.”

      “Raises all around, then you should fire Bruce,” she says.

      “Hey, Lindy,” a new employee, Craig, calls out. “Someone’s asking for you.”

      I walk over to his register, noticing on my way that the customer already has his cell phone out recording. It’s crazy how many people record themselves complaining about our service, sure they’re going to become Twitter famous.

      “Hi, can I help you?” I offer.

      “Are you Lindy Boring?” a woman next to the guy with the cell phone asks.

      “Yes.”

      “Multiple sources tell us you’re dating Victor Lane, is it true?”

      Craig gives me an incredulous look and I flush deep red from head to toe.

      “Um…I’m working right now,” I say.

      “Oh, I know, I don’t need long. I’ve already got footage of you working. I just want a comment about how a woman working in Concessions became the girlfriend of a Blaze player. Did he order food from you?”

      “No.”

      “She gave him some hockey advice to help improve his game,” Ari says from behind me.

      I give her a wide-eyed look of horror and she cringes.

      “Sorry, was I not supposed to say anything?”

      “Come on,” the female reporter urges. “I really want to tell this Cinderella story for our readers.”

      “I’m working.” I give her a pleading look, just wanting her to go away. “I can’t talk now.”

      “Okay, later? We can wait until after the game.”

      “No, I—”

      “What’s going on here?” Bruce interjects.

      “She’s dating Victor Lane and we want to share this great story with our readers!” The woman offers her hand to Bruce for a shake. “Are you her boss? I’d love to interview you on camera, too.”

      Bruce’s expression is a cross between shocked and annoyed.

      “I’d love for you to get out of the way so my customers can order,” he says crossly. “Either order or get out of my line.”

      “Lindy, are you in love with Victor?” the woman asks me, undeterred.

      Bruce scowls at me. “Boring, I’m gonna have you work on stock in the back so we can get this circus out of here.”

      I’m out of there as fast as my feet will take me. I breathe out a sigh of relief when I get to the supply room, grateful to be out of the spotlight.

      I never anticipated anything like this. Victor and I are in such a good place since he shared his past with me. We’re getting closer in every possible way. The last thing I want is a spectacle being made about the fact he’s dating a concession worker. I may not be super successful, but I’m offended by the “Cinderella” label.

      I turn on the TV in the main stock room, listening to the game as I unload supplies, break down boxes and organize food items into groups. I do my own silent celebration when the Blaze win 4-3 thanks to a last-minute goal by Luca.

      Thinking about Victor, celebrating with his team, all hot and sweaty, causes a fluttering sensation in my stomach as I imagine getting sweaty with him. He’s transforming me from an ambivalent virgin to a bitch in heat.

      Since he shared his past with me, I feel closer to Victor than I’ve ever been to anyone. I want to be his shelter when he’s hurting. His peace when life is chaotic. We started as friends, but what we have now is so much more.

      Bruce comes into the stock room, glaring at me, his clipboard held under one arm.

      “I can’t believe that you, of all people, would do this, Boring.” He shakes his head with disappointment.

      “I had nothing to do with that. I didn’t know they were going to be here.”

      He narrows his eyes. “Uh huh. Figured you could just keep your little secret forever, I guess?”

      “It’s not a secret.”

      “So you are, in fact, dating Victor Lane?”

      “I…yeah, I am. Why does that matter?”

      “I can’t imagine how you pulled that off,” he grumbles, looking at his clipboard.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “I think you know.”

      I cross my arms. “I think I don’t.”

      He looks up at me with an agitated expression. “Anyway, you’re suspended.”

      “Suspended?” My mouth gapes open in shock.

      The stock room door starts to open and Bruce barks, “Not right now!”

      The door closes and he turns back to me. “Fraternizing with other employees is against company policy. It’s in the handbook.”

      “Are you kidding me? I work in Concessions, not the front office.”

      “I don’t make the rules, Boring, I just enforce them. I’ll cover your shifts so you don’t need to worry about that. I’m gonna file the necessary paperwork with HR and someone will be in touch.”

      I drop into the closest chair, too stunned to speak.

      “Obviously, this is an unpaid suspension,” Bruce says. He flips several pages on his clipboard. “I just need you to sign this form stating that you understand the terms and conditions of your suspension.”

      My head is swimming. I know this isn’t the most amazing job or anything, but it’s my job. I never even imagined that dating Victor could get me suspended or, apparently, fired.

      Bruce sets the clipboard down in front of me. “If you’ll just sign here, and—”

      “I’m not signing anything.”

      He hikes his brows up in surprise. I’ve never said no to Bruce. In all the years I’ve worked here, I’ve been a diligent employee who put up with his bullshit. But not this time.

      “I’ll need to ask you to leave the premises immediately, then.”

      “Gladly.” I walk to the break room, open my locker and get my handbag and coat, then walk out without looking back.

      My face is on fire, but this time it’s from anger, not embarrassment. That quickly changes, though, when a group of people, some holding video cameras, start running toward me.

      I turn in the other direction and run, not caring where I’m actually going. The arena is huge and I just need to find a place to lay low.

      “We just want to ask you about you and Victor!” a woman yells.

      The first restricted area I pass is a Level 3—too high for my badge clearance. I keep running, the pounding of footsteps on my trail getting louder.

      As soon as I see the Level 2 area, I grab the badge hanging around my neck and scan it, shutting the door closed behind me. Thank you Bruce for forgetting to confiscate my badge.

      “Oh, hey Lindy.” Manny pulls his finger out of his nose and grins at me.

      Ugh.

      “Hey,” I say, breathing hard from running.

      “Everything okay?” he asks.

      “Yeah, I’m fine.”

      I pull out my phone and text Victor.

      Me: I’m hiding in a cleaning supply room. Reporters are after me. And I’m suspended from my job so I’m probably not even supposed to be here.

      He doesn’t text back immediately. I look around the room, trying to find an exit.

      “Are there any other doors to this room?” I ask Manny.

      “Nope. There’s a vent.” He points at a vent cover on the wall.

      “Uh, no.”

      “Is someone waiting for you out there?”

      I look at the door. “Probably.”

      “You want me to go tell ‘em to leave?”

      “No!”

      I don’t want to be alone in this room with Manny, but I also don’t want to go back out there.

      “You want some Mountain Dew?” He offers me a bottle of soda from the pocket of his navy work jumpsuit.

      “I’m good, thanks.”

      “You’re really pretty.”

      Oh God. Why here? Why him? I try to smile.

      “Thanks.”

      My phone buzzes with an incoming text and I look down to see a message from Victor.

      Victor: Where are you? I’ll come get you.

      Me: No! The reporters will mob us.

      Victor: Okay, I’ll send security. Where are you?

      Me: Uh…second floor, by the place that sells huge pretzels.

      Victor: Sit tight babe, I’ll get someone there soon.

      Manny walks over to a small mirror hanging on the wall, gets out a comb and starts combing his slicked-back black hair.

      “So…are you off?” he asks me.

      “Yeah.”

      I put my coat on, wanting to cover every inch of skin I can.

      “I’m off at 2:00 a.m.,” he says. “Want to hang out at my place after that?”

      “Oh, I can’t. I’ve got plans with my boyfriend.”

      His expression falls with disappointment. “I didn’t know you had a boyfriend.”

      “Yeah, it’s a new thing.”

      There’s a beep outside the door as someone scans their key card. When the door opens, a security guard steps inside the room, another one right behind him.

      “Lindy?” he asks me.

      I nod, relieved.

      The guards lead me from the room, blocking the reporters with their arms out. I keep my head down to avoid the cameras and any recording devices.

      We enter a Level 5 elevator, which takes us down to a long tunnel with a concrete floor. We walk past a few people with Level 5 badges on, and when we round a corner I see Victor, dressed in a dark suit.

      “Hey,” he says, opening his arms to me.

      I practically fall into his arms, the events of the past hour fading as he hugs me.

      “What’s this about you being suspended?” he asks.

      I look up at him. “Because of us.”

      His gaze darkens. “Are you serious?”

      “My boss said it’s against policy.”

      “Fuck him. We’ll get this taken care of, I promise.”

      I sigh softly. “What about the reporters? I don’t know how they found out.”

      “So what if they know? Fuck them, too.”

      “I’m just…not sure how to handle all this.”

      Victor cups my cheeks and kisses my forehead. “It’ll be okay. Let’s get out of here and we can talk about it then.”

      I nod, wanting nothing more than to escape with him right now. But as he leads me past the other people waiting in the hallway, I hear snickers and whispers.

      “That’s her?”

      “She’s not even pretty.”

      “Yeah, Boring seems about right.”

      Victor hears them, too. He glares at them and squeezes my hand. I burn with humiliation, knowing that the news about us is out. This is only the start of people questioning why Victor Lane would ever choose me.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Victor

      

      “That’s seriously how you guys met?” Lorraine, the head of Blaze Public Relations, has her hand over her heart as she listens to me and Lindy tell her our story.

      “Yeah, that’s how we met.” I give Lindy’s hand a reassuring squeeze.

      “Wow.” Lorraine looks back and forth between us. “So that’s what your friend meant when she said you gave him hockey advice?”

      Lindy nods. “I’m a lifelong Blaze fan.”

      “I love it.” Lorraine grins. “Tell you what, guys, I have lots of thoughts.”

      Lindy and I have been in meetings with people from the team’s front office and PR department since first thing this morning. I’m actually missing practice right now. My phone buzzes in my pocket and I take it out to check the text.

      The message is from Bryan.

      Price of silence just went up to 100k. You’ve got until midnight.

      I show no outward reaction, but inside I’m losing my shit. A hundred fucking grand? His balls keep getting bigger every day. The miserable fuck is probably dead broke, jonesing for his next high while I’m busy earning the money for it.

      “First of all, Lindy, as HR said, you’re not in any trouble. That’s an old policy that still exists, but it’s not enforced. And Victor isn’t technically an employee of the Carson Center, so it wouldn’t matter even if we did enforce it.”

      Lindy nods, visibly more relaxed than she was earlier.

      “With your permission, I’d like to release your story,” Lorraine continues. “We’ll do it our way, with our own photos and quotes you get to approve. Nothing huge, just a nice little splash on our social media page that news networks can share. How does that sound?”

      I nod, but Lindy’s expression is grim.

      “You don’t want to, babe?” I ask her.

      “I just…don’t like attention. I’m not used to it.”

      Lorraine says, “Hon, you’ll have to get used to some attention. You’re dating a pro hockey player. If we do it this way, the reporters and photographers will stop hounding you. This is our way of heading them off at the pass.”

      “I get that,” Lindy says, still looking reluctant. “But how do you guys handle all the comments on social media?”

      Lorraine looks confused. “We respond and say thank you to at least some of them.”

      “What about the comments that I’m not pretty enough? Or that Boring is a fitting name for me?”

      Lorraine turns to me, her jaw dropped.

      “There will always be dicks out there, babe,” I say. “Fuck them. You’re beautiful.”

      She gives me a grateful smile. “You know what I mean. That reporter from the concession stand that night called me Cinderella. That’s what so many people will see when they look at us—a poor girl rescued by a handsome prince.”

      “I think you’ll be surprised,” Lorraine says. “You’re a lovely girl.” She quickly corrects herself. “Woman—sorry. We fifty-somethings think of twenty-somethings as girls. Lindy, you’re totally the girl next door. People are going to love this story.”

      I squeeze Lindy’s hand again. “Lorraine’s never steered me wrong. Will you trust her judgment on this one?”

      She nods. “I trust you, so if you trust her…I’m in.”

      “Perfect.” Lorraine pushes something aside on her untidy desk. “And Lindy, there’s one more thing…you know a lot about hockey, right?”

      “Kind of.”

      I nudge her gently. “You know a lot, babe. Don’t sell yourself short.”

      “Well,” Lorraine says, “you are of course welcome to say no and go back to Concessions, but I would like to offer you a job.”

      “Me?” Lindy’s eyes widen in surprise.

      “I’ve got an opening for an assistant. I’ll teach you anything you don’t know. One of your jobs would be to explain the sport to any VIPs who attend games, but don’t have much knowledge of hockey.”

      “She’d be great at that,” I say.

      “It does sound like fun,” Lindy says, “but are you sure? You don’t need to interview anyone else?”

      “I just found out I’m losing my assistant yesterday,” Lorraine says. “This could be a perfect fit for both of us.”

      “Wow, I don’t know what to say. That’s so generous of you.”

      Lorraine smiles. “I know you probably need time to think it over. Why don’t you come by in a few days and I’ll have a formal offer ready for you then?”

      “I’d love to.”

      We wrap up with Lorraine and I walk Lindy out to the parking lot, offering her my keys to drive herself home.

      “I’ll take the El,” she says, waving me off.

      “No, seriously, take it. I can get a ride home with one of the guys.”

      She smiles and leans up on her toes to kiss me. “I haven’t driven a car in a long time. I’m a city girl. I’ll take the El. Text me later.”

      “Hey,” I say, still feeling the warmth of her lips as the wind blows around us, “I’m kind of crazy about you, you know?”

      “Yeah? Ditto.”

      I kiss her one more time. “I’m going to see Jonah this afternoon. Want to meet up for dinner later?”

      “That sounds great. Tell Jonah I’m thinking of him.”

      “I will.”

      Our third kiss becomes our last as I kiss her again.
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      Jonah’s house is at the end of a suburban cul-de-sac, the long driveway leading to a secluded two-story, brick home surrounded by tall locust trees.

      Lily found this house while we were on a road trip and excitedly FaceTimed Jonah to show it to him. It was everything they’d been shopping for, with six bedrooms—plenty of space for future children and overnight guests. He told her to put in an offer then and there.

      It has to be hell living here now, with every room a reminder of what he lost. When he opens the front door, though, he looks better than he did at the funeral.

      He smiles and hugs me immediately.

      “Hey, man. I’m so glad you came by,” he says.

      “I’ve been thinking of you and wanted to come by and visit, but I actually came to ask your advice on something,” I say sheepishly.

      “Perfect. Anything to take my mind off of things. Come on in.”

      I step inside and follow Jonah into the sunny kitchen, light reflecting off the white cabinets and gray quartz countertops.

      “Water or beer?” he offers.

      “Water would be good, thanks.”

      We both twist the caps off bottles of water and I ask him how he’s doing.

      “I’m okay,” he says, shrugging. “Planning to come back next week, I think.”

      “Great. We’ve really missed you.”

      He nods. “I need something to do with myself. The hardest times are when I’m just alone here with the memories.”

      “Is it hard being here in the house?”

      “Depends what day you ask me.” He smiles sadly. “Sometimes it’s overwhelming. Other times, it’s all I have left of her and there’s nowhere else I’d rather be.”

      “She was the best of the best, Jonah. I’m so sorry she’s gone.”

      Tears well in his eyes. “Thanks, man.” He clears his throat. “Now tell me what’s going on with you. How bad can things be if you need advice from a sad bastard like me?”

      “Fairly bad,” I concede, grinning. “Lindy says hello, by the way.”

      He turns serious. “I like her, Vic. So did Lily. Don’t fuck it up.”

      “I’m doing my best.”

      “Good.”

      “I guess that’s…sort of what led me here.”

      “Let’s go sit down.”

      Jonah leads the way to his study, which is really just a man cave full of hockey memorabilia and too much leather furniture. He sits down on a navy sofa, and I take a seat on the matching one across from it.

      Now that I’ve talked to Lindy about my past, I don’t feel quite as sick with nerves about telling Jonah. I trust him; he’s like family. But he’s also my peer and teammate, and I don’t like the thought of him knowing—I’m up against a wall, though.

      “Bottom line, I guess, is that I’m being blackmailed,” I start. “I know you’re brother’s a detective for the Chicago PD and I’m wondering if he might be able to help.”

      Jonah leans forward, looking at me with concern. “Blackmailed over what?”

      I take a deep breath. “Photos.”

      “Dick pics?” He grins. “Say no more, brother.”

      “No.” I wring my hands in my lap, my tone somber. “I mean photos from when I was a kid.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      Fuck, this is hard. I wish Lindy was sitting next to me right now.

      “My mom was a deadbeat loser who needed money for drugs,” I say flatly. “She let men…”

      “Oh, Christ.” Jonah runs a hand through his hair, which has grown out a lot since Lily’s death. He does it a second time. “Vic…I…I’m sorry, man.”

      “The last thing in the world I wanted was for anyone to know.” My voice shakes as I speak. “But this guy, who has photos…he’s threatening to release them if I don’t pay him, and the payments just keep getting higher and more frequent.”

      “I hope you know this is all on him.” Jonah levels a serious look at me. “You were a victim, of both him and your mom. He deserves to have his nuts removed with pliers. You know that, right?”

      I nod. “In my head, I do. I’m working on it. Please keep this between us. Anton and Luca don’t know. No one knows, except Lindy.”

      “One hundred percent, it won’t leave this room,” Jonah promises.

      “Thanks.”

      “Logan works in the sex crimes unit. If you’re willing to go after this guy, I know he’ll help.”

      I scrub a hand down my face. “I want to, but I’m so worried about it getting out.”

      “Man, you were a kid. You’ve got nothing to be ashamed of.”

      “Yeah, but you know hockey players. I don’t want to hear trash talk about it or have people look at me like I’m a fucking freak show.”

      Jonah shifts in his seat, agitated. “I’m telling you right now, anyone who talked trash about this would feel my fucking wrath. I know you feel like you’re all alone, but lots of people have gone through this or know someone who has. You don’t realize how many people are fighting their own demons that you know nothing about.”

      I nod. “I get that, and I want to be strong enough to stand up to this guy publicly, but—”

      Jonah interrupts. “Lily was pregnant.”

      I’m stunned silent.

      “Just a few weeks along. We tried hard for so long. And I wouldn’t tell you this if I didn’t know it would be completely okay with her, but one of the reasons the doctors weren’t sure if we could get pregnant was because Lily was molested as a kid. Bad stuff. It left her scarred inside. Like physically, she suffered permanent damage.”

      “My God. Lily?”

      Jonah nods. “It was a long road for her, dealing with all of it. And the pregnancy was a big deal too, not just because we wanted kids so bad, but because she felt like she had defied that asshole who hurt her. She wouldn’t let him take what meant so much to her, and that was the chance to be a mother.” He chokes up.

      “I’m so sorry, Jonah. I had no idea.”

      “Exactly what I’m saying. You’ve got to go to Logan and get this guy behind bars, man. You don’t know who else he could be doing this to. You don’t know who will look at you and say, ‘man, if he can do it—if he can survive that and keep going, I can, too.’”

      I sit back, dumbfounded by his perspective.

      “I never thought of it that way.”

      “Look, man. No one who judges you over this is worth a shit as a human being. You’re better off without them. But I don’t think you know how many people will respect and admire you for coming forward.”

      “Even after all this time?”

      “Absolutely.”

      I nod. “I think you’re right. I want to talk it over with Lindy, but…I think you’re right.”

      “Will you stay and hang out? Watch a movie or something?”

      “Sure man, I’d love to stay.”

      I text Lindy and we make plans for later. I’m still floored after my talk with Jonah, but I’m also…hopeful. I’ve never felt a shred of hope when it comes to Bryan—until right now.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Lindy

      

      Dad peeks out the front curtains and gives me a thumbs-up.

      “Looks like even those peckerhead photographers spend Turkey Day with their families,” he says.

      I breathe a sigh of relief. It’s truly a holiday, then. A break from everything. For the past three weeks, I haven’t been able to leave my house without being photographed.

      Victor’s in the same situation, only it’s not so foreign to him. If I go to his place, photographers follow me the entire way, and within minutes of me going inside, local sports blogs show photos of me walking inside for a “romantic rendezvous.”

      They also know when I leave, because they’re still waiting outside. One blog documented my “walk of shame,” at 4:00 a.m., which was really just me leaving a lot later than planned because we both fell asleep watching a movie.

      Victor thinks it’s funny. He got used to the spotlight shining brightly on him when he dated Kristen Moore. I’m now more comfortable with it than I was when it first started. The best part about it is that Jonah said the photographers aren’t following him anymore. If we can spare him that one thing as he grieves for Lily, it’s worth it.

      As I take our turkey out of the oven and baste it, I think about Jonah. It’s his first Thanksgiving without her. He’s spending it with his family, and I know it’ll be a hard day for him.

      Most of us don’t know which Thanksgiving will be our last. Victor’s coming over to spend the day with me and my dad, and I’m excited we all get to be together. Dad and I have always made a full Thanksgiving meal, even though it was just the two of us.

      “That bird’s looking fantastic,” Dad says as he passes through the kitchen.

      “Thanks. I hope it’s not dry.”

      “If it is, we can just dump extra gravy on it.”

      There’s a knock on the front door and Dad answers it as I put the turkey back in the oven.

      I poke my head out of the kitchen to see Victor and my dad do the customary male greeting—a loud hello accompanied by back clapping hugs, and then Victor and I meet up in the living room as he’s making his way back to the kitchen, a big paper bag in one arm. He gives me a warm smile.

      “Happy Thanksgiving, babe,” he says, kissing me.

      It’s short and sweet—the only kind of kiss he’s willing to give me in front of my dad.

      “Happy Thanksgiving,” I say, still unable to believe he’s actually here in my house, and he’s all mine.

      We all walk back into the kitchen and Victor sets his bag on our small, round kitchen table. He pulls a bouquet of yellow, orange and red flowers out and passes it to me.

      “Thank you.”

      He unloads more—a giant summer sausage, a cheese tray, a container of potato salad from the deli, two bottles of wine and…

      “Oh my God.” I flush the darkest shade of red when he unpacks a giant bottle of lube.

      My dad’s eyes widen and I swear I see Victor’s murder plotted in them from start to finish in a matter of two seconds.

      Victor puts his hands up in surrender. “There were photographers following me. I figured I’d give ‘em something juicy since they’re working on a holiday.”

      Dad bursts out laughing. “Hell yeah. Let ‘em put pictures of that on the Internet.”

      They share a good laugh over it. I still want to die. Men have the weirdest sense of humor.

      “Between the lube and the summer sausage, I’ll never hear the end of this from my neighbors,” I grumble.

      Victor gets another good laugh out of that. “I swear I only bought the sausage for us to eat.”

      “I told you not to bring food. I’m making tons.”

      “I couldn’t show up empty-handed.”

      “Eh, it’ll all get eaten,” Dad says. “Victor, can I get you a beer?”

      “Absolutely, thanks.”

      Victor gives me an apologetic smile, putting his hands on my waist. “You’re not mad at me, are you?”

      I roll my eyes, unable to keep myself from smiling. “I like how you phrased that to make it sound like I couldn’t possibly be unhappy you were just photographed buying an economy-sized bottle of lube and bringing it to my house.”

      He pulls me a little closer, his eyes bright with amusement. “Come on babe, it’s funny.”

      “It’s a little bit funny,” I concede. “But I’ll still be getting teased over it in the neighborhood when I’m an old lady.”

      “And I’ll still be getting fist bumped over it, so we’re good?”

      I reach for my turkey baster, which is sitting on the counter. “Don’t make me use this on you.”

      Dad passes Victor a beer. “Want to go catch some football while we wait?”

      Victor takes the beer and thanks him, then gives me an uncertain look. “Do you need any help in here?”

      I’ve been cooking this meal by myself for almost fifteen years now. This is our tradition. And while I’m wiped out by the time we sit down to eat, I like it.

      “I’m good,” I say, waving a hand. “Go watch football.”

      He kisses me again and goes into the living room, beer in hand.

      The past few weeks have been crazy but things have been going well—I accepted the job with Lorraine and started last week. So far, I love it. Victor is still playing great and our relationship is solid. Life is great. The one dark spot at the forefront of my mind though is Bryan. I know Victor is concerned about him too.

      Victor turned his cell phone over to the Chicago PD, and we’ve been waiting to see what will happen. A detective will respond to Bryan’s messages, posing as Victor, and they’ll use the information they gather as evidence against him. They’re playing it slow, though, because they don’t know where Bryan is right now, and they can’t arrest him if he’s not in the US or if he’s sending other people to collect the money when Victor drops it off at a specified location.

      The waiting is hard for me, so I can’t imagine what it must be like for Victor. And since only the two of us and Jonah know what’s going on, he has to pretend everything’s normal.

      Well, normal for us, anyway. We’re not your usual couple, what with the photographers documenting our every move. But they don’t have access to the current scoop on us—not even Victor’s getting a bulletin on this one.

      Little does he know he may actually need that lube tonight. I’m ready to give myself to Victor. He’s been traveling a lot for away games, so we haven’t had a long, uninterrupted night together in a while.

      I’m nervously anticipating my first time as I cook dinner and listen to my dad and Victor talking football in the living room. It warms my heart to see the two of them side by side on our couch, like our family increased by one

      When we finally sit down to eat, my dad starts carving the turkey and I look around the kitchen counter, noting each dish to make sure I put everything out.

      “It’s good to have you here with us today, Victor,” my dad says.

      “I’m glad to be here.” He gives me a warm look.

      “Funny how life works.” Dad chuckles. “My daughter used to have this poster in her bedroom--”

      “Dad! The turkey! Focus!” I cry, anxiously hoping he doesn’t mention what I think he’s about to.

      “What poster?” Victor gives me a playful look.

      “Nothing! Do you want sweet potatoes?”

      He lets me change the subject—thank God—and we eat in relative peace. My dad gets a little unruly while talking about what a “piece of shit pussy” a certain quarterback is and Victor wisely agrees.

      We watch more football after eating, and Chuck arrives with a cooler in hand shortly after. Victor and I head over to his place then.

      “I went to grab that lube and put it in my purse, but it was gone,” I tell him during our drive. “Did you bring it?”

      “No, I never touched it.”

      I laugh and shrug. “Guess my dad’s not taking any chances.”

      “I would’ve gotten my ass beat into next week if he’d seen you grabbing it anyway.” He shakes his head. “You tryin’ to get me killed?”

      “No, I just thought…”

      “What?”

      “I thought we might need it later.”

      He turns to look at me, his gaze hungry. “Yeah? You want me to give you a fingering you’ll never forget?”

      “I had something else in mind, actually.”

      “Oh, did you?”

      He turns to glance out the windshield, notices he’s about to run a red light, and slams on the brakes. As we jolt to a stop, he throws his arm out in front of me, even though I’m wearing a seat belt.

      “You really are trying to get me killed, aren’t you?” He runs a hand through his hair.

      “If you don’t want to, we can—”

      “I want to! It’s all I can do not to pull over in a parking lot and do it right now.” He gives me a panicked look. “Shit, condoms.”

      “I’m on the pill.”

      “Really? So we can…oh, fuck.”

      When the light turns green, he hits the gas and we get to his place in record time. Even though he usually parks it himself, he leaves the car with the doorman this time and leads me into his building by the hand.

      We’re alone in the elevator, and Victor moves to stand in front of me, putting his hands on my hips and squeezing them possessively. His touch sends a shiver trickling down my spine.

      “What if it’s not good?” I whisper.

      “It will be, because we’re good.”

      His gaze darkens as he lowers his mouth to mine, his kiss turning deep and passionate just as the elevator doors slide open. We tumble out together, him fumbling in his pocket for his apartment key while still trying to kiss me.

      Somehow, we make it inside. As soon as he closes the door, we shrug off our coats, letting them fall to the floor. I drop my handbag, gasping as he grips my ass cheeks and pulls me against him.

      Victor makes me feel desired and I forget my insecurities as he picks me up and carries me into the bedroom, my legs unconsciously wrapping themselves around his waist. He’s hard where I’m soft, leading as I follow.

      When we reach his bedroom, he lays me on the bed and hovers above me. He slowly moves my shirt up as he plants kisses on my bare stomach until I’m writhing beneath him and whimpering for more. He unbuttons my jeans and I moan in satisfaction, certain things are about to move along, but he just kisses that one spot until I beg for more.

      He slides down the zipper and lavishes the same agonizingly slow attention on the bare skin there, before moving his tongue beneath the waistband of my panties. I arch my back up off the bed, practically panting.

      He pauses, and I realize he’s figured out my surprise for him. Grabbing the waistband of my jeans, he pulls them all the way off, then moves the crotch of my white lacy panties to the side.

      Completely bare. I waxed down there to prepare for this occasion, on Ari’s advice. It hurt like hell, but from the look on his face, it was worth it.

      “Fuck,” he whispers, running a finger over my slit. “So fucking hot, babe.”

      I want him to get naked. My body is humming with arousal, desperate to have him inside me. But he teases some more, licking me through the fabric of my panties until I’m moaning his name again.

      He backs off for a moment to remove my shirt and bra, his lips and tongue worshipping my breasts with the same torturous treatment. I’m trying to undo his pants, but he slides his hands down the length of my arms and pins them above my head.

      “Let me enjoy you,” he says, his breath warm on my lips. “We’ve got all night.”

      I moan with frustration as he lowers his lips to my neck and lightly kisses me there, the brush of his stubble igniting a wave of goosebumps over my skin.

      Every touch, every kiss, every lick feels like almost enough to send me over the edge. He keeps me so close to the edge, and I’m about to go mad with wanting more when he finally, finally takes off his own clothes.

      I run my hands up and down his arms and back, starved for the feel of his bare skin. The tip of his cock brushes against me and I rock my hips forward, trying to get closer.

      “I think you’re ready,” he says against my neck.

      “Yes.” My response comes out as a pant, and I widen my legs even further in invitation.

      Victor pauses above me, supporting himself on his elbows and knees as he brushes some hair away from my face.

      “I’m in love with you, Lindy. You’re my whole world.”

      Tears burn in my eyes. “I’m in love with you, too.”

      “Tell me if I need to stop, ok. I promise I will.”

      He eases just the tip inside, and I love the feeling of him inside me.

      I tilt my hips, encouraging him to go further. When he does, I gasp, my body stretching to accommodate him. It does hurt. I knew it would, but I had hoped it wouldn’t hurt too much.

      He kisses between my jawline and neck, back and forth, his soft lips on my skin making me momentarily forget the pain.

      “More?” he asks.

      I close my eyes. “Just do it. Do it all.”

      “It’ll hurt too much, babe.”

      He slides in just a little further and I grit my teeth together, groaning.

      “How much is that?” I ask him.

      “About half.”

      Of course, he had to be enormous. From what Ari’s told me about dick size, Victor is a couple inches above average.

      “Just do it,” I say. “Get it over with.”

      He does, and I dig my nails into his back and whimper against his chest. It hurt, but I don’t want him to know just how much.

      “I’m okay,” I say, kissing his lips, as he stills completely. “Keep going.”

      He starts to move then, slowly thrusting in and out, and it gets better as he continues. I’m sore, but definitely turned on. There’s nothing in the world like seeing him above me, his expression twisted in pleasure as he buries himself inside me over and over.

      “You feel so fucking good,” he murmurs.

      I’ve never felt so powerful, or so sexy. I wish I could come, but I don’t think it’s happening this first time. Instead, I wrap my legs around his waist and rock my hips in rhythm with his.

      “Don’t,” he pleads in a strained tone. “You’re gonna make me…”

      “Come,” I say, winding my fingers through his hair and tugging on it. “Show me how much you like it and come.”

      “Oh, shit.” His body tenses for a moment right before he comes inside me.

      Still holding himself up and breathing hard, he kisses me. I cup his cheeks in my hands, feeling warm and satisfied. He was right. It was good. Because we’re good.

      My discomfort is all but gone when he pulls out of me.

      “I wish that could have been as amazing for you as it was for me,” he says, falling onto his back and pulling me into his arms.

      “It was amazing, just in a different way.”

      He kisses me then, his fingertips grazing my jaw and moving down, stopping to tease my nipples, then trailing down my stomach before finally…

      “Oh,” I cry out as he slides two fingers over my opening, and then pushes them inside just a little.

      I was already wet; now that he finished inside, me I’m completely soaked. Victor’s expert fingertips glide in circles over my clit, his mouth on mine as he finishes me in less than a minute.

      “More,” I say breathlessly as I come down from my high. “I’m gonna need so much more of this.”

      “Good, because I’m gonna give you as much as you can handle.”

      He does, and it ends up being a night I’ll never forget.
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      Victor

      

      “Hope you guys are hungry,” Luca says, shaking his head as we walk into his house. “My wife ordered enough food to feed an army.”

      Lindy and I are the last ones to arrive at Luca and Abby’s day-after-Thanksgiving gathering for the team. It’s the first time they’ve hosted everyone since buying their new home—a multi-million-dollar suburban estate.

      “The house is incredible,” I say as I help Lindy out of her coat. “Did you guys host the family here yesterday?”

      “Thanks, man. We did. I think everyone had fun.”

      Luca takes our coats and Lindy and I join everyone in a big family room off the kitchen. There’s a massive, curved leather sectional where several people are seated. Jonah spots us and gets up from his seat to greet us.

      “Lindy, glad you’re still putting up with his shit,” he says, hugging her.

      “He’s kinda growing on me.”

      Jonah hugs me and then makes space for both of us to sit by him. Looks like the entire team’s here. The open floor plan connects the family room with the kitchen, which is filled with teammates, wives and girlfriends, and kids.

      “Look out!” Luca’s niece Emerson yells as she plows through the room on a scooter, several other kids trailing behind her.

      “Saw that you guys had a big night last night,” Easy calls out from the other end of the couch. “Flowers, wine and…lube?”

      There are cackles, cheers and offers to look up the photos for those who didn’t see them yet. Poor Lindy is the shade of an overripe tomato. I had no idea my little prank would play out like that—photos hitting the world wide web the morning after we had sex for the first time.

      “Just a prank,” I assure everyone. “Figured I’d mess with those douchebag photographers.”

      “From the look of Lindy’s face, I think you’re a lying sack of shit,” Rhett says.

      There’s more laughter, and Lindy buries her face against my chest. I kiss her forehead and say in a low tone, “This is just how they are. They’re teasing you because you’re one of us.”

      Abby comes into the room to offer us drinks. She invites Lindy to come sit with her in the kitchen and Lindy’s getting up to join her when my phone buzzes with a text. I take it out and read it.

      Hi Victor, it’s Logan West with CPD. Wanted to let you know the FBI and CPD executed a warrant on the North Side this morning and took Bryan Latimer into custody. He’s facing multiple federal charges and will be going to prison for a long time. I’ll need to keep your old phone a bit longer if that’s okay. Call me anytime if you have questions.

      I cover my face with my hands, sinking into the back of the couch. All I can see right now is the little boy I was, who knew that man was evil but had no way to escape him. The things he did to me and thought he’d gotten away with…I can’t help the emotional dam that ruptures inside me.

      Lindy must notice the look on my face because she rushes to my rescue, hooking her arm through mine and leading me out of the room.

      “Is he okay?” someone asks as we walk past.

      “He’s okay,” she says, taking me out the front door.

      There’s a big, landscaped courtyard outside, and Lindy helps me over to a wood bench near some evergreens. I pass her my phone and she reads the text.

      “Oh, Victor.”

      “Is that what I’m hoping it is?” Jonah asks from nearby.

      I nod and pass him the phone next. Jonah reads it, closing his eyes and nodding with satisfaction after he’s done.

      “My brother came through,” he says proudly. “I’m really fucking happy this part’s behind you, man.”

      I stand up and embrace my teammate. After, Jonah looks between us.

      “I’m gonna give you guys some privacy. I’ll tell everyone Victor’s fine.”

      I wipe the corners of my eyes. “Just make something up, man. Tell em’…I don’t even know…you’ll figure something out.”

      “I’ll tell ‘em you made it into the world record books for having the world’s smallest dick and you were overcome with emotion.”

      I burst into laughter, lightening the mood. “You’re an asshole.”

      “Pretty much.” Jonah grins. “And there’s no angel on my shoulder anymore to stop me.”

      He claps me on the upper arm and walks back into the house. I turn toward Lindy and sweep her into an emotional hug.

      “I didn’t realize it would feel this good,” I say in her ear. “It feels really fucking good that he has to answer for what he did.”

      She kisses my cheeks, then my forehead, then my lips. “I’m so proud of you for coming forward. I know it was hard for you.”

      “I’m not sure I could’ve done it without you,” I admit. “I was so goddamn worried about anyone finding out.”

      “It’s going to be okay.” She holds my gaze as she makes me a promise. “No matter what, we’ll get through this.”

      I nod, a lump forming in my throat. My entire life, I’ve been an ‘I’—just me, all alone. Being a ‘we’ is fucking fantastic when the other half of it is Lindy. I hold her close, my emotions threatening to spill over again.

      “If we ever have kids,” I say fiercely, my lips near her ear, “I’ll do anything to keep them safe. I’ll die to protect them. I’m never letting anything like what happened to me happen to them.”

      “I know.” She holds me tightly. “You’re a good man and our kids would be lucky to have you as their dad.”

      I pull back and look down at her. “Is it too soon for me to be bringing that up? Kids?”

      “No, I think it’s good to talk about it. I mean, we’re not talking about having them soon, or anything…right?”

      “I guess not. But if you happened to get pregnant, I wouldn’t mind a bit.”

      Lindy’s expression is both shocked and amused. “Well, let’s hope it doesn’t happen anytime soon. I like having you to myself right now.”

      “But you do want kids, right?”

      Her eyes light up. “I do. Someday.”

      I lean my forehead against hers. “I guess we should get back inside.”

      “Probably. They’ll think we’re out here using more of that lube or something.”

      “I should be so lucky.”

      I pull her against me, my body reacting to just the thought of having her again. We had sex twice last night and twice this morning, and she came both times this morning. I’m fucking dying to try every position I know with her, and maybe make up a few new ones.

      “Let’s go be social,” she says softly. “We’ll have lots of time alone later.”

      I reluctantly agree. We will have lots of time alone later, but with Lindy, it never feels like enough. This is the first time I’ve been in crazy, stupid love, and I can’t get near enough.

      Back inside the house, I keep at least one hand on her at all times. It’s not that I’m being possessive; my teammates all know she’s my girl. I just want her close to me.

      I’ve got plans for us tonight. They involve ordering in, not watching a movie and not leaving my place until I have to go to practice tomorrow morning.

      I had those plans in place before we were even out of bed this morning, but now, we’ve got something to celebrate.
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      Lindy

      

      Ari is hugging me so hard I can’t breathe.

      “I miss you!” she cries. “Nothing at work is fun anymore with you gone. And we never get to talk!”

      “I know, I miss you too…geez, let go before I pass out from lack of oxygen.”

      She releases me, putting her hands on my shoulders. “I haven’t gotten details out of you about anything in like three weeks. It’s ridiculous!”

      “I’ve been busy, I’m sorry. But that’s what tonight is for, so we can catch up.”

      Victor surprised me by reserving a VIP box at tonight’s home game just for me, Ari, my dad and his friends. I asked Ari to come an hour early so we can catch up by ourselves.

      “This is way better than the gas station shit I’m used to,” Ari says, pointing at the champagne flute in her hand. “Now that I know what I’m serving to those VIPs at events, I’m a little bitter.”

      “I don’t get to drink this stuff when I’m working, either.” I tip my glass in her direction. “Let’s enjoy it while we can.”

      She looks at the door to the suite, and seeing that it’s closed, turns back to me.

      “So you told me you guys did it, but I want details. Did you end up getting a Brazilian?”

      I cringe. “Yeah, but it was humiliating. Never again.”

      “Your vag isn’t anything they haven’t seen before, girl.” Ari waves a hand. “They wax pussies all day every day.”

      “Trust me, it was definitely humiliating.”

      She arches her brows, curious. “Well, now I need to hear about it.”

      I sigh and glare at her. “Well, first of all, you didn’t tell me it’s called a Brazilian. You just said I needed to get everything waxed down there.”

      “So what?”

      “So I walked into the salon, in front of a waiting room full of customers, and announced that I needed to get my vagina waxed.”

      Ari howls with laughter, taking a break to say, “No, you didn’t say that!”

      “Oh yes, I did. People started laughing, Ari. And then the lady hands me a paper with their services listed, and I see that vagina waxing isn’t on there, and I about died.”

      “Well, it had to be all downhill from there.” She starts laughing again.

      “Um, no. The technician told me to cover myself with a washcloth, so I did, and then she came in there and just whipped it right off!”

      “She can’t wax your downstairs if there’s a washcloth on it, girl.”

      “I know, but she didn’t warn me or anything.”

      “Oh, Lindy. This is why I love you.”

      I shake my head. “I can’t believe I paid someone ninety bucks to rip my pubic hair out. It hurt like hell.”

      “But…he liked it, right?”

      I smile at the memory. “He did.”

      “And did the cherry popping hurt worse than the waxing? What’s my man Victor working with down there?”

      I give her a playful shove. “We did the deed. I’ll leave it at that.”

      “Bullshit! I tell you everything about my sexual escapades.”

      “Yeah, and sometimes I wish you wouldn’t.”

      “Well, Douglas is surprisingly good in bed.”

      “Douglas?”

      “I met him on Match. Tinder had me feelin’ like a free hooker.”

      I nod, my glass already half empty. “And why doesn’t Douglas go by Doug? He sounds kind of uptight.”

      “Oh, he is uptight. He’s a lawyer. But he lets loose in the bedroom.”

      “Is he a good guy?”

      She shrugs. “I think he is. He hasn’t met Mateo, but he bought him one of those car-shaped beds and a bunch of toys for Christmas.”

      “Aw, he did?”

      Ari smiles. “Yeah. I like him.”

      “I like him, too.”

      She asks about my new job and catches me up on the latest with Bruce, which is that he’s still a blowhard. Then she makes me promise we’ll go order food and drinks from him during the game—and of course, complain about everything.

      When my dad and the guys show up, they’re uncharacteristically quiet. I think they’re all pretty amazed to be here.

      “Old Style can,” my dad tells the service attendant for our box.

      “I’m sorry, sir, we don’t serve Old Style.”

      Dad gives him a look. “I’ll take whatever horse piss you do have, then.”

      There’s a pause. “Yes, sir.”

      When the lights and music signifying the start of the game come on, Don rushes over from the small buffet set up in our suite and sits down.

      “This is the way to watch hockey,” he says, sounding as impressed as I was when I watched my first game from beside Lily West.

      Victor and my dad have become fast friends. They’re already talking about tearing down the broken-down one stall garage that sits behind our house and building a new one during Victor’s offseason this spring.

      I told Victor there will probably be a lot of beer drinking for every little bit of work that my dad actually does, but he assured me he’s looking forward to it. I think he likes being around my dad as much as I do.

      “There he is!” Dad yells when Victor skates out and his name is announced.

      Ari smiles at me, enjoying his enthusiasm as much as I am.

      As soon as the puck drops, the room goes silent. Everyone watches the game, Ari grumbling occasionally that the puck is moving too fast for her to see. Since starting my new job a couple weeks ago, I’ve gotten to watch nearly every home game from a VIP box. It’s the biggest perk of the job.

      Jonah picked up right where he left off when he returned, and he holds St. Louis scoreless for the first two periods. Unfortunately, the Blaze don’t score, either.

      My dad and the guys must like the “horse piss,” because they’re keeping our waiter busy just fetching the four of them beers. During the third period, we all jump out of our seats as Victor assists Anton in scoring a goal. Well, all but Don. He kinda stumbles into the wall instead of jumping out of his seat. He’s definitely gonna need to sleep this night off tomorrow.

      Victor holds his stick in the air and looks up at our box, grinning. My heart dances with happiness, which I’m pretty certain will always happen when he looks at me. He celebrates with the team and we celebrate in the box with a round of shots.

      The game ends soon after, and I stand up. “It’ll be a while before Victor’s done. Do you guys want to come see where I work?”

      “Nah, I’d rather wait here for Victor,” Dad says.

      “If he has interviews, it might take an hour or so.”

      He shrugs. “We can keep drinking, though, right?”

      “I told him we’ll meet up with him at Lucky’s. You can drink there.”

      Don pipes in. “Yeah, but not for free.”

      “They’re not even serving beer anymore, you guys,” I say. “Let’s go.”

      “I’d kind of like to stay and watch the Zamboni,” Ari says.

      “The Zamboni?” I look around at all of them. “What’s with you guys?”

      “Zamboni. It just sounds hot, doesn’t it?” Ari waggles her brows. “I think it’s ‘cause it has the word ‘bone’ in it.”

      I throw my hands in the air and sit back down, chalking the weirdness up to it being everyone’s first time in a VIP suite.

      The door opens then, and Victor walks into the room, wearing just his white hockey pants and a team t-shirt.

      “Hey,” I say, grinning and standing up. “What are you doing here?”

      A guy I don’t know walks into the room behind him. Instead of answering my question, Victor comes up to me and then gets down on one knee. His hair is still saturated with sweat, dripping onto the floor as he looks up at me.

      I yelp and cover my mouth with my hands. If this is what it looks like, I think I may ruin it by throwing up. My dad passes Victor a small black box and he flips it open, holding my gaze.

      “Lindy, you’re my everything. I know it’s fast, but when you know, you know. And I know you’re the only one for me, for the rest of my life. So…” He eyes me nervously. “Will you marry me?”

      I finally let myself exhale, and as I do, streams of tears run down both sides of my face.

      “Yes. Of course, YES.”

      I look inside the box for the first time and see a gorgeous, round diamond solitaire. It’s enormous and absolutely beautiful. A fresh round of tears hits as Victor slides it onto my left ring finger.

      “Holy shit, that’s as big as a hockey puck!” Ari cries.

      Apparently the guy behind Victor was there to take photos, and he continues capturing the happiest moment of my life as Victor wraps me into his arms and kisses me.

      There’s another round of cheering and shots passed around as everyone congratulates us.

      “He told us to keep you in the room,” Dad says, shrugging. “Ari’s pretty damn good at improvising.”

      Ari grins and Victor looks confused. I fill him in.

      “She feigned interest in the Zamboni. I totally fell for it.”

      Victor’s gaze is warm as he holds my hand out to get a good look at the ring.

      “Perfect,” he murmurs.

      I smile up at him and we share one of those long, perfect moments where our happiness can’t be expressed with words. It’s in the warmth of his touch and the gleam in his eyes. It’s in the beat of my heart, which isn’t erratic like it was the first night I met him, but steady.

      Steadiness is underrated when it comes to love. I’m not an actress or a model. I don’t turn heads as I walk down the street. But I’m quirky, loyal and loving. I’ll be Victor’s best friend and fiercest ally for the rest of our lives.

      And as he takes me into his arms and lifts my feet from the ground, I wrap my arms around his neck and kiss him, knowing he’ll be mine, too.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      Five months later

      Lindy

      “I’m too pretty for manual labor,” Ari says, wiping a hand across her brow.

      “Sit down and take a rest, babe,” Douglas says.

      I roll my eyes at them. “You’ve only been working for like ten minutes, miss diva.”

      “Yeah, but that garage is hot.”

      “When we get all the boxes out, you can sit in the shade with me and help me go through all that stuff,” I offer.

      Dad and Victor are following through with their plan to tear down the old garage and build a new one. It’s Victor’s offseason, so he plans to come over every day until the project is done.

      Well, more like we plan to come over. I moved in with him two months after we got engaged. We’re getting married next month at Abby and Luca’s Hawaiian vacation home, and I can’t wait.

      The hard part is over. Victor and I found each other and worked through my insecurities and his painful past. His past will never be fully behind us, but it doesn’t define him or us.

      Bryan agreed to a plea deal that guarantees he’ll be in prison for at least the next twenty years. An investigation into his background revealed more victims. He’s a sick bastard. Victor will be speaking against him getting parole at every future hearing.

      That’s a very long way off, though. For now, Victor is going to a support group for male survivors of childhood sexual abuse. He doesn’t talk about it much, and I don’t ask him to. The sad bond he shares with those men is something I can’t truly understand.

      He grins at me as he walks past, a big box in his arms. “Babe, you never told me you had braces.”

      I grimace and look inside the box. It’s filled with photographic evidence of my incredibly awkward adolescent years—shiny silver braces, a bad perm and even worse bangs.

      “No, don’t look at those.” I groan.

      “Too late.”

      Ari comes over and pulls a photo out. “You were cute!”

      “Not even a little.”

      She squints to get a closer look. “Aw, look at your little boobies. You were just a late bloomer, girl.”

      I close the lid to the box. “Enough of that, there’s lots of work to do.”

      Victor winks and kisses me before taking the box over to the pile of stuff we’ve unloaded from the garage. Fortunately, he already knows his future wife never completely outgrew her awkward phase.

      “Found my old racing trophies,” Dad says, carrying an old, dilapidated box out of the garage.

      “You used to race cars?” Victor asks him.

      “Oh, yeah. Had the time of my life.”

      They start talking racing, my dad reaching into the cooler for a couple beers as he tells Victor about the good old days. I knew going in that this would be a slow process. My dad says if he’s not on the clock, he’s not in a hurry.

      Douglas and Ari are teasing each other about something, and I smile at them. Victor and I have gone on several double dates with them, and Douglas seems like a truly nice guy. He adores Ari. I think she feels the same way, though she doesn’t want to admit it.

      I walk in the house to mix up a pitcher of lemonade and put up my hair. It’s a sunny, gorgeous Chicago day, but I’m sweating from moving boxes out of the garage and into the yard.

      As soon as I come outside with the lemonade, I hear male laughter inside the garage. I pour some lemonade, set the pitcher down on the patio table and have a few quick sips from my cup before I get back to work.

      Victor looks over at me, his eyes twinkling with amusement. “This may be the best day of my life.”

      I narrow my eyes, very suspicious about what else he could have found in this garage. “Why?”

      He grabs something out of a box and unrolls it, holding it up for me to see.

      “Oh God. No!”

      My face bursts into flame. It’s my old Victor Lane poster, his smiling mouth worn away to almost nothing from all the kisses I once gave it.

      “Should we put this up in our bedroom?” he teases. “Maybe above our bed?”

      I swipe my arm out, trying to grab the poster from him. He dodges me easily.

      “Someone had a crush on me before we even met.” He arches his brows playfully.

      “Is that…?” Ari laughs heartily. “I didn’t know you had a poster of him.”

      “Oh my God. It was just a phase!” I look away. “Are any of you actually going to get any work done today?”

      Victor rolls the poster back up, still smiling. “You want me to autograph that for you, babe?”

      I give him the stink eye and try to act all disgruntled, but he comes up and tickles my side, making me laugh.

      “Don’t…you’re so arrogant,” I say through my laughter.

      He pulls me into his arms, saying, “Am not. And you know, you can kiss me anytime you want now.”

      “It might be a while, if you keep teasing me.”

      Feigning a frown, he looks down at me. “Really? My badass South Side girl can’t take a little teasing?”

      “My badass hockey player can’t admit he’s completely full of himself?”

      He gives me a sexy smirk, and leans down to whisper in my ear, “I like it better when you’re full of me.”

      I snuggle close to him in agreement. “I can’t wait to see what you’ve got planned for tonight, poster boy.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Thanks for reading Victor! If you enjoyed it, I’d greatly appreciate a review. The next book in the Chicago Blaze series, Knox, will release in October 2019!

      Preorder Knox

      For the latest on my books, please sign up for my newsletter HERE
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