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Chapter 1

Miranda

Of course it’s raining. My L train stop is only a quarter of a mile away and I’m actually having a good hair day. Karma is laughing at me as I pull the hood of my sweatshirt up over my head, because this is one of those downpours that will soak through my clothes in a matter of seconds. And thanks to the biting late October downtown Chicago wind, I’m also freezing.

“Damn it,” I mutter as I duck to keep my face out of the pouring rain. Tony’s already going to be pissed that I look like a drowned rat—I don’t need to add rain-smeared makeup to the visual.

I work in housekeeping at Dupont Tower, and yeah, it’s a swanky hotel, but still. You’d think I was posing for a magazine spread for the place by the way my boss, Tony, expects the staff to look every day.

“Are you a clean-cut, polished ambassador for the Dupont?” he always asks us with his well-groomed brows arched. If we can’t say yes, we’re written up and sent home without pay. It already happened to me once when I spilled coffee on my uniform and didn’t have a spare to change into.

Tony’s a real prick, but even he can’t fault me for getting rained on while walking to my train stop.

On the bright side, I was dragging ass when I woke up at six-thirty this morning to get ready for work, and this icy rainstorm has me feeling wide awake. Hopefully with the help of another strong cup of coffee I can stay this way. I was up studying for an exam until two A.M.

Chemistry is the hardest college class I’ve taken so far. It doesn’t help that I’m twenty-five and haven’t even thought about science since high school.

My exam is this evening, and when I finish it I’m going to cook myself the cheesiest grilled cheese ever and sleep hard. I’m only taking two classes this semester, but between working forty hours a week at the Dupont and tending bar on Friday nights, it’s all I can do to keep up.

At this rate I’ll have my bachelor’s degree in…six more years. Hopefully then I can get a job that pays enough for me to stop scraping by and eating peanut butter sandwiches the last few days of every month.

Not having to clean other people’s pubes off hotel bathroom floors would be a bonus, too.

I think the rain’s gotten heavier and now I can hardly see where I’m going. A guy passing me on the sidewalk bumps into my shoulder and doesn’t even apologize. Asshole. I encounter plenty of them on my L train commute every day. My plain gray housekeeping uniform draws plenty of condescending looks from people in business suits. Some of them even assume I don’t speak English. Again—assholes.

It’s a good thing I’m looking at the ground, because that’s the only way I realize I’ve made it to the curb. I look up at the light and stop, pulling my soaked coat around me tighter.

Eye makeup stings one of my eyes and I cringe. I only have lipstick in my purse, so hopefully Tony will settle for a fresh face today. Wiping off the mess that’s running down it will be the best I can do.

The light turns and I’m about to step into the crosswalk when a taxi flies past, its tires skidding through a huge puddle and splashing me.

“Nice, asshole!” I yell after the cab as it cruises through the red light.

I look down at myself and groan as people walk around me to cross the street. Mud and bits of soggy leaves are splattered on the skirt of my uniform.

If I show up at work like this, Tony’s more likely to just fire me than write me up. I’m still in my probationary period, and I need this job.

This means I have to go home and change clothes, and I don’t have time for that. I’ll have to take a cab to work to make it on time.

“Shit,” I mutter.

I can’t afford a cab. I’ll have to use the money I’ve been saving for new work shoes. And even then…I’ll barely make it.

I jog the whole way home and I’m panting and sweating when I reach the top of the third flight of stairs to my apartment. I throw a dry work uniform, makeup, and a towel into a bag, grab the cash I have stashed in a coffee mug in a kitchen cabinet and run back downstairs.

Once outside, it takes me five minutes to get a cab to stop. On the ride, I use the towel to dry my long, dark hair and then I wrap it back into a bun. Then I wipe off and reapply my makeup.

Traffic makes for a long trip to the Dupont, and it’s 7:59 when the driver pulls up to the back entrance. I don’t even care about the $32 I have to pay for the ride—I just hand over the cash, get out of the car and run in the back entrance.

I frantically change into the dry uniform and stuff my wet one into my bag. It’s 8:04 when I walk into the room for our shift meeting. My shoes are still soaked, and they make a squishy squeak with every step.

Real stealthy.

“Miranda,” Tony says in his fake pleasant tone. “Nice of you to join us.”

“Sorry I’m late.”

“You can stay after your shift to sign your written warning. And please tell me you don’t intend to work in those shoes.”

My forty co-workers turn to look at my wet, black shoes.

Shit.

“No, sir,” I say with a smile. “I have dry ones in my bag. I intend to be a clean-cut, polished ambassador for the Dupont.”

Tony loves it when we repeat the stupid phrases he uses. He nods at me and continues his talk about the new linens the Dupont will be switching to.

Like it matters. It’s our job to change the sheets, not know their thread counts. Tony says we should all feel like we have an ownership stake in the hotel. I say he should stop yapping so much and let us get to work.

Finally, he claps once, his signal for us to get our assignments for the day. I look over the paper he hands me and force myself not to groan.

Miranda Carr: Penthouse suites.

The Dupont has three huge, high-dollar suites, and making them immaculate takes an entire shift. Tony often inspects the rooms after they’re cleaned, and he marks us down if the Dupont logo on the bars of soap isn’t positioned correctly. Every little thing has to be perfect.

I wait for the chatter to pick up and cover the sound of my squeaking shoes, and then I grab my housekeeping cart and stock it with everything I’ll need.

My wet shoes are still squishing through the carpet in the hallway. Fortunately it’s dark so you can’t see any footprints. I’ll have to figure something out when I clean the rooms, because they have cream-colored carpet.

When I get to the first suite, a do not disturb sign is hanging from the doorknob. I’ll have to go back to this room later. I push my cart down the hall to the door of the next suite and knock. No answer.

I run my key card through the magnetic lock and the door clicks open. I push it ajar a few inches.

“Hello?” I call inside. “Housekeeping. Housekeeping coming inside.”

It’s silent. I step out of my shoes and and tuck them on a shelf on the cart. I look ridiculous cleaning with bare feet, but at least I won’t leave wet footprints on the carpet.

The penthouse suites are about three times the size of the apartment I share with my sister, Paige. The first room is a massive living area with a bar, two couches, a big screen TV and a library area stocked with classics and a chaise longue. It looks untouched, other than a couple of empty glass tumblers on the bar.

I walk through to the bedroom to strip the linens from the king-size bed. Before I reach it, I have to bend down and pick up a condom wrapper from the floor. Gross.

When I stand up, I see a naked blonde walk out of the bathroom. My mouth drops open in horror.

Fuck! What should I do? Seeing a guest naked is surely going to get me fired.

I’m standing there in horror when she sees me and lets out a high-pitched squeal.

“Oh, shit,” she says with a deep sigh. “You’re the maid. Sorry, you scared the shit out of me.”

“No, I’m sorry,” I say mournfully. “So sorry. I thought the room was empty.”

“Oh, I was in the shower.” She shrugs. “And I’m leaving anyway.”

She doesn’t even seem to care that she’s naked. From what I saw, she’s got nothing to feel ashamed of, but still…naked. In front of a stranger. I’d be dead right now.

“I’ll go,” I say, staring at the ceiling in an effort to avoid looking at her.

“Sweetie, it’s no biggie,” she says. “I’m a stripper. My goods aren’t exactly a secret.”

She slips a tiny dress on over her head and wiggles it down past her enormous round tits, the silver belly ring on her super flat stomach and then her completely hairless crotch.

“Is Jake still here?” she asks me with a smile.

“Jake? Um…I don’t think there’s anyone here but us.”

Her face falls. “Oh, I was hoping he’d ask for my number. You think I should leave it for him?”

“I don’t know. Maybe?”

She’s so tan and so blond. Her hair is so platinum it’s nearly white. I feel like I’m having a conversation with an actual Barbie doll right now. But she’s not pissed and I’m not getting fired, so that’s something.

“I mean…I think I should, right?” she says. “It’s not every day you hook up with a guy like Jake Birch.”

She scrawls her name on a piece of paper next to the bed and then grabs her bright pink purse from a chair.

“Hopefully he’ll call,” she says with a smile.

“I’m sure he will.”

“Really?” She sounds so thrilled by the prospect. I remember a time when I felt that way about men, and I’m really glad I got over it. The entire male sex is overrated if you ask me.

She puts on her tall, strappy shoes and heads for the door, her grin never wavering.

“See you later!” she calls as she opens the door.

“I…okay,” I say, letting out a deep breath when the door closes.

Well, that was definitely the most awkward encounter I’ve had at the Dupont. I laugh nervously and then strip the linens from the bed, not looking too closely at the sheets, and start cleaning. It goes quickly. I’m guessing this Jake guy and his Barbie date got here very late last night and spent most of their time in bed.

A glance in the bathroom trash can confirms my theory. There are three—I crane my neck for a closer look—no, four used condoms in there.

Impressive, Jake. I see why Barbie hopes you’ll call.

I’ve got the room spotless in an hour, which is great time for a penthouse suite. I just need to replace the decorative pillows on the chairs and then I’ll be done.

There’s a crisp white men’s dress shirt lying over the arm of the wingback chair next to the bed. I lay it on the perfectly made bed and adjust the pillow on the chair so it’s just right. On my way to get the shirt I see a couple specks of dust on the nightstand.

I forgot to dust the nightstands. Shit. It’s almost like I’m unconsciously trying to get fired today. I just can’t stop fucking up.

I look down at the pad of paper as I pick it up from the nightstand. Brandi left her number with a huge heart beneath it. I shake my head as I set the pad and pen on the bed and walk out of the room to grab my feather duster from my cart, which I already moved into the living area.

Table dusted, I reach for the pen and paper again and I actually shrink back in horror. The pen exploded and the white dress shirt has a huge, inky black splotch on it just beneath the collar.

I can’t even. I just stare at it for a few seconds. How will I get out of this one?

I carefully pick up the pen and pad of paper, setting the pad back on the nightstand. When I pick up the shirt, I’m relieved to see that at least the ink didn’t bleed through to the bedspread.

But still. I just ruined a guest’s shirt, and I’m guessing it’s not a cheap one.

Think, Miranda. But the only word I can think of is “fuck.”

I’m fucking dead.

Tony’s going to flip the fuck out.

I’m going to be short on my share of the fucking rent if I get fired.

In a flat-out panic, I do the only thing I can think of. I ball up the shirt and stuff it into the dirty towel bag on my cart. I’ll dump it in the trash.

Sorry, Jake. If you can afford this room, I know you can afford another shirt more than I can afford to lose my job.

I put the pillow back on the wingback chair and push my cart to the room’s door. The cart is so big it’s all I can do to get it in and out of rooms and I bump it against the doorframe a couple times, muttering a few choice words. Finally I make it through the doorway, and put on my shoes.

This day just can’t end soon enough.


Chapter 2

Jake

I shoot the puck and it flies toward the net, missing it by a couple inches.

“Fucking piece of shit,” I mutter.

“You’re supposed to aim for the inside of the net, Birch,” my coach, Gene Thompson, yells across the ice in disgust. He’s been busting my ass the entire two-hour practice.

“He’s in a hell of a mood,” my left winger, Tony, says under his breath.

Before I can even respond, Gene’s yelling at me again. “On the line, Birch!”

I freeze along with all my other teammates. He has to be fucking joking. Players are rarely asked to skate line drills in the NHL, and when we are, it’s as an entire team after a terrible game.

Singling out your star center for line drills is…nuts. Not to mention completely offensive.

“The line?” I yell back. Even the defensive coach’s mouth is gaping open with surprise.

“Did I fucking stutter?” Gene roars. “Get your ass on the line!”

I swallow the retort I want to fire at him. He’s my coach, after all, and respect for coaches has been drilled into me since I started youth hockey twenty-two years ago at age four.

I skate to the line and wait for the blow of his whistle. When it sounds, I start skating. It fucking sucks doing line drills when I’m already wrung out from an exhausting practice.

Everyone’s watching, probably getting a kick out of this. I have been a bit of an asshole lately and I’m sure Gene wants to put me in my place in front of the whole team. Remind them all who’s boss.

Asshole. I skate as hard as I can to spite him, sweat rolling down my spine beneath my practice jersey.

He draws it out as long as possible, letting everyone else go shower while I keep skating back and forth between the lines. My thigh muscles are burning with exertion by the time he blows the whistle. I drop to my knees and take in several deep breaths.

“Five minutes to shower then get your ass into my office, Birch,” Gene snaps.

I narrow my eyes at his back as he leaves the ice. Obviously he’s trying to punish me, but for what, I have no clue. I’m the team captain, first line center and the team’s leading scorer. The league’s leading scorer. I was just profiled in Sports Illustrated. Am I an arrogant bastard at times? Hell yeah, but it’s not like I’m all talk.

Hockey is my life. I eat, breathe and sleep this sport, allowing very little distraction. Gene could use a whole team like me, players who aren’t soft.

The locker room is empty when I walk into it. I’m glad, because I don’t feel like talking to anyone. I strip down and step into a steaming shower, letting the water soothe my sore muscles. Looks like I won’t be working my legs in the weight room this afternoon.

I dress in shorts and a T-shirt and knock lightly on Gene’s door before opening it and walking in.

“Sit,” he says, looking at me over the top of his dark-rimmed glasses.

I lower myself into the chair in front of his desk and look at him, brows arched.

“Been having some fun at the bars after games?” he asks.

“Yeah, I guess. No more so than usual.”

“You are so fucking lucky you’re great, Jake. I wouldn’t go to bat for one of my players who was just good. Wouldn’t do it for someone who was just a nice guy, either. Which you are not, just so we’re clear.”

I roll my eyes. “I’m nice.”

“Yeah, as long as everything’s going your way.”

“That’s not true,” I say, shaking my head.

“Did you not throw a plate into the locker room wall recently when someone brought you the wrong sandwich?”

I lean forward in my seat. “It was creamy peanut butter on some whole wheat shit. I eat a crunchy peanut butter sandwich on white, cut in half, thirty minutes before every game. Everyone knows that.”

“Well the new intern didn’t, and you scared him shitless when you threw that plate.”

“He needs to nut up,” I mutter. “My mojo was off that whole game over that sandwich.

You know how I am about my pregame rituals.”

With a heavy sigh, Gene reaches into a folder on his desk. He takes something out and slides it across the desk toward me.

I look down at the photo of a smiling brunette and furrow my brow. “What’s this?”

“Does she look familiar?”

I shake my head. “Maybe a little, but I can’t place her.”

“Picture her on her knees.”

I meet Gene’s gaze across the desk. He’s not a trash talker. I can’t come up with where he might be going with this conversation.

“You met her three weeks ago,” he says. “At Jimmy’s place.”

I reach a hand around the back of my neck and study the photo closer. “Maybe…yeah. Why?”

“She says the two of you kissed in a back room and things got pretty hot and heavy.”

I remember her now. We were making out when she dropped to her knees and started licking and biting my erection through my jeans. That shit with her teeth hurt, so I resisted her efforts to unbutton my jeans. She pouted, but got over it.

“Yeah, that happened,” I say with a shrug. “But why—”

Oh shit. It hits me all at once and I can hardly breathe. This girl knows who I am and she’s either trying to bring me down or get a big settlement check.

“What is she accusing me of?” I ask, my whole body tensing nervously. “Because, Gene, I swear to you, it was consensual. No clothes even came off. I know I can be a dick, but not like—”

He puts a hand up to stop me. “She says it was consensual and that there was no sex.”

I sigh deeply, weak with relief. “Well then, what’s the problem?”

“Apparently you asked for her number and never called her.”

I narrow my eyes, feeling myself on the edge of laughter. “Yeah…? So she called you? And you give a shit because…”

“I actually don’t give a shit. I have film to watch and it’s my wife’s birthday tomorrow so I’m supposed to be out shopping for her right now. But instead I’m here, dealing with this bullshit, because your dumb ass messed around with the wrong girl.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Did she tell you her name?”

I grin sheepishly. “Probably. But I’m bad with details like that.”

“It’s Hailey Hampton, Jake.”

I shake my head. “Still doesn’t ring a bell.”

“Hailey fucking Hampton!” Gene jumps up from his seat, his face red with anger. “As in, George Hampton’s daughter. Our team owner?”

I sit back in my seat as it sinks in. “Oh, shit.”

“Yeah, oh shit is right! She went crying to her father and he wants you…well, he wants you dead, Jake, but that’s not really feasible, so instead he wants you off his team at any cost.”

“But…it was no big deal. Just a drunken make-out session. Why is she so upset?”

“Apparently it was more than that to her.”

I rub my forehead. “Why didn’t she tell me she’s Hampton’s daughter?”

“Why do you think, genius?”

“Fuck.” I slam my palm on Gene’s desk. “She knew I wouldn’t go near her knowing that. She played me.”

“Oh, she’s only begun playing you, Jake. I had to stake my fucking job on you this morning. I told George there had to be some misunderstanding.”

I furrow my brow. “A misunderstanding?”

“Right. I told him you’d never deliberately get up his daughter’s hopes and then not call her. I told him you must’ve lost her number.”

“Lost her number?”

I hadn’t asked Hailey for her number. That was something I rarely did, and only if I really planned on calling a woman. She’d insisted I take it and I’d pitched it as soon as she was out of sight. Dick biting is an automatic three strikes, you’re out.

Gene slides a piece of paper across his desk. “Here’s her number. I suggest you use it.”

I just stare at him in disbelief. “You’re saying I have to…date this woman? Even though I don’t want to?”

“You want to stay on this team?”

“Hampton can’t just get rid of me like this. Not because I don’t want to date his daughter. I have a contract. I have rights.”

Gene nods. “I have a contract, too. And I’d like to keep it. So either play ball or that practice was just a taste of your new reality. And don’t expect any ice time.”

“Are you fucking serious?”

“Stop with the goddamn questions, Birch. Just pretend you’re a decent guy and call the girl.”

I sit back and narrow my eyes at him. “Pretend? What’s so wrong with not wanting to let a woman lead me around by the nuts? I tell women the truth about not wanting anything serious.”

“Just fix this,” he says through gritted teeth. “And keep your dick in your pants or so help me I will make you sorry. I put my neck on the line for you. No fucking around with other women when you’re dating Hailey.”

I cringe. “Dating her? This is fucking nuts.”

“I couldn’t agree more,” Gene mutters. “Now get the fuck out of my office, Birch.”

I glare at him and take the paper he slid across the desk. What a load of shit. I have to pretend I actually like George Hampton’s spoiled brat of a daughter.

When I walk back through the empty locker room I want to punch the wall so much my hand twitches a little. I close my eyes until the urge subsides. I’m so pissed I could explode. I can’t afford to injure my hand, though. I’ll just have to drown my sorrows this evening.

Or not. I remember on the drive from the gym to the Dupont that I’m having dinner tonight with my agent and the marketing team of a shoe manufacturer about possibly signing on as a spokesman. It’s a high-dollar deal so sloppy drunkenness is out.

The valet at the Dupont takes my car and I ride the elevator up to my penthouse suite. This is home for the next six weeks while my new downtown apartment is being renovated.

I watch SportsCenter in the shower, making a note to add a TV to the master bath shower in my new place. By the time I’m done I only have twenty minutes to get dressed and out the door for a pre-dinner meeting with my agent, Cal.

I left a white dress shirt over the back of a chair, but it’s not there now. I look under the chair, behind it…nothing.

Where’s my fucking shirt? Most of the clothes I’m bringing for my stay at the Dupont haven’t been delivered yet, but I made sure I had a suit, shoes, shirt and tie ready for this dinner.

“Damn it,” I mutter.

I search some more and come up with nothing. I grab my phone and text Cal.

Running late. Can’t find my shirt.

He writes back immediately.

Nice. We’re not showing up late for this dinner. Figure it out and get your ass over here.

I dig through my bag of clothes, tossing shirts and socks out on the floor. There isn’t a single dress shirt in this room and I’m down to ten minutes before I have to leave.

Quickly, I slide into a pair of sweats and put on a T-shirt. I take the elevator back down to the lobby and approach the concierge desk.

“Yes, sir?” the man behind the desk asks.

“Yeah…I need a dress shirt. Do you guys have any extras lying around?”

He lowers his brows in confusion. “Dress shirts? I’m sorry, sir, but we don’t.”

I rub my temple and sigh deeply, then mutter, “I know I brought a fucking dress shirt.”

“I’m sorry, sir?”

“Look, I’ve got an important meeting to get to. I have to get my hands on a dress shirt.” I look over his outfit, but it’s just a gray uniform. “Do any of the staff people here wear dress shirts?”

He clears his throat and looks at the front desk. “Just the managers, sir.”

“Where can I find one?”

“Anton is up there right now. He’s the tall gentleman on the end.”

I nod my thanks and walk over to the front desk, where I explain my dilemma to Anton. He’s about my height and kind of heavyset. His white dress shirt won’t be a perfect fit, but I’m short on options.

“Are you…asking me for my shirt?” he says.

“I’m asking you for your shirt right this minute. I’m in a penthouse suite for the next six weeks and I’ll tip you well.”

He looks from side to side. “Certainly, sir. I don’t have any other shirts here, but I’ll figure something out.”

“I’ll give you my T-shirt. Let’s go make the exchange in the bathroom.”

He follows me to the men’s room, where he takes off his jacket and tie and then his shirt. I can already see how much this is gonna suck. His shirt has wet, yellowish armpit stains.

I offer him my T-shirt and he takes it, leaving me to put on his disgusting dress shirt with nothing between it and my skin. The wetness makes me cringe. Anton’s sweaty pit hair was just all over this thing.

“It’s too big,” he says, gesturing at my stomach. “You must not eat quite as many doughnuts as I do.”

“It’ll work.” I clap him on the shoulder, reminding myself that this shoe endorsement is a seven-figure deal. I can wear any shirt a few hours for that much money. “Thanks, Anton.”

He squints at me. “Wait a minute…you’re Jake Birch.”

“Yeah. You want some hockey tickets?”

“Hell yeah.”

“I’ll have the front office set you up, man.” I open the bathroom door and look at him over my shoulder. “Thanks again for the shirt.”

“Hey, sure thing.”

I hustle to get my suit, tie and shoes on but I’m still running late. The shirt smells bad and looks worse, but fuck it. It’s the best I can do for now. I still want to know where my shirt went—the one I left on the chair in my room this morning.

I’ll have to figure it out later. And if I don’t get this endorsement deal because of the nasty shirt I’m wearing, someone’s gonna be at the top of my shit list.


Chapter 3

Miranda

The splash of ice cold water on my face makes me scream and bolt upright in bed.

“What?” I cry, looking around frantically.

My sister, Paige, is standing next to the bed, a smirk on her face and an empty cup in her hand.

I narrow my eyes at her. “What the fuck was that?”

“Your alarm. You keep going back to sleep when I wake you up.”

I groan with disappointed realization. “I have to go to work.”

“Yes, you do.” She steps aside so I can get out of bed. “What time did you get in last night?”

“Two-thirty.”

Paige cringes. “Sucks to be you. You should have told that guy you wouldn’t cover his shift at the bar.”

“I need the money.”

“I don’t have class ’til eleven, so I’m going back to bed.”

I glare at her again. “I hope you dream about that guy at the gym and he can’t get it up.”

Her mouth drops open in surprise. “Now that’s just mean.”

Fatigue hits me all at once and I sigh deeply. “I have class tonight and I have to go to the library after work to finish a paper for it. I’m so tired. Why do I keep doing this to myself?”

“You shouldn’t have taken that shift last night. Go get in the shower and I’ll put on some coffee.”

It’s only a few steps to the tiny bathroom in our very tiny apartment. The entire place is about five hundred square feet. Paige and I get along well, though, and we both work or have class so much that we’re never able to get on each other’s nerves from too much togetherness. She’s in veterinary school, so studying is her second job. Her first job is waitressing at a sports bar.

After a hot shower and a cup of coffee, I’m ready to face the day. Paige hands me a travel mug full of more coffee on my way out the door.

I walk to the L train and slide into a free seat. The guy in a suit across from me checks me out over the top of the newspaper he’s reading, his gold wedding band visible on the side of the paper facing me. I give him my best “fuck off” glare.

It’s not that I don’t like men; I just prefer to appreciate them from afar. Relationships are hard, and at this stage of my life I don’t have the energy. There’s all the groundwork to determine if a man is crazy, married and lying about it, or both. And if he passes that test, he’s most likely a narcissist, a mooch or a deadbeat. Been there, done that.

The walk from the L stop to the Dupont is short, and I’m actually early to work for once. I pull my hair into a neat bun and stock my cart before the shift meeting.

Tony doesn’t have much to say this morning. He dismisses the staff and I stifle a groan when I look down at my assignment sheet and see I’ve got the penthouses again.

Crap. I still feel guilty about the shirt I ruined in one of the penthouses yesterday. I also don’t want to run into another naked woman.

I roll my cart of cleaning supplies onto the service elevator and debate whether I should knock out Jake the stripper fucker’s room first or put it off ’til last.

Might as well get it out of the way. I knock on the door and announce myself more loudly than usual.

“Housekeeping! Housekeeping coming in. Are there any naked people in here? Hello?”

Nothing. I stood in the middle of the massive suite and look around. There’s a glass on the counter and a gray sweatshirt thrown over the back of a chair.

“Hey.”

The sound of a deep male voice makes me jump and screech. I actually screech, the cry caught in my throat before it escapes sounding more like a loud wail than a scream.

A tall, well-built man is leaning backward out the bathroom door, just his head and shoulders showing.

“What the hell?” I put a palm on my chest and will my heart to resume its normal pace.

“This is my room,” the man answers.

“Yeah, but…didn’t you hear me announcing myself?”

He steps out of the bathroom wearing nothing but a white towel around his waist and I see that “well built” doesn’t even begin to describe him. His arms, chest and stomach are ripped. I didn’t even know it was possible to have so much definition on ab muscles.

“You like the view?” he asks, giving me a cocky grin and glancing down at his bare stomach.

“Uh…” I clear my throat and look up at his eyes, which are a bright gray-blue. “No, I just…”

His smile slips away. “What?”

Apparently it’s been too long since I saw a man in a nothing but a towel. I can’t even think straight right now.

“No,” I repeat, clearing my throat.

“No, you don’t like the view?”

“It’s okay, I guess.” That’s a lie, but I’m pretty sure this guy’s self-esteem will survive.

He hmm’s with amusement. “Want me to drop the towel so you can get a closer look?”

“No. No, definitely…no.” I shake my head for emphasis.

“Okay,” he says, arching his brows and giving me a look that makes me sure he thinks I’m crazy. “Yes, I heard you announce yourself, but I need to talk to you so I didn’t want you to leave.”

Oh God. He knows I stole his shirt.

I give him an expectant look, trying to decide if I should own up to it or deny it.

Deny, deny, deny. I can’t afford to lose this job.

“You guys fucked up the stuff I requested,” he says, walking over to the suite’s kitchen area.

I follow him, not noticing the outline of his very nice ass against the towel. Not noticing it at all.

“I don’t want liters of Evian,” he says, gesturing at the bottles of water on the counter. “I want normal sized bottles. Sixteen ounces or whatever. And this”—he holds up a bottle of amber alcohol—“is not gonna work. I’m not a frat boy. I asked for Evan Williams 23 and I want Evan Williams 23. I drink a shot of 23 after every win. This is really important.” Not missing a beat, he moves on to the next thing. “I also need Irish Spring soap.”

“Irish Spring?”

He gives me an annoyed glare. “I’ve used that soap since high school. I hate that flowery shit you guys have in your bathrooms.”

“And you want us to get these items for you?”

“Right. I’ll pay for everything, plus your time. I’ve got a rigorous schedule and I don’t have time to run around shopping. My housekeeper usually takes care of this stuff.”

Wow. I can see why this guy hooks up with random strippers. What woman would want to put up with him long term?

“Okay. Hang on.” I go into the bedroom and pick up the pad of paper there. The top page has Brandi’s number, so I rip that page off and take it back to the kitchen area with me. “I need to write this stuff down. Here’s…something for you.”

I pass Jake Brandi’s number and he sighs with disgust, crumples the paper into a ball and tosses it into a trash can.

I shouldn’t say anything. I should ignore what the prima donna just did and write down the list of items he “needs.” But damn it, no.

“She’s hoping you’ll call,” I say, meeting his eyes.

Jake just gives me a confused look. “What are you talking about?”

“Brandi.” I gesture at the trash can. “The woman whose number you just threw away. She thinks you’re interested in her, which I can understand since you fucked her.”

There’s a mix of surprise and confusion on his face. “Are you a friend of hers?”

“No, but I might as well be. We have to stick together against the arrogant, thoughtless male sex.”

“Ah, so you’re a man hater?” He leans a hip against the kitchen counter, the corners of his mouth tugging up in an amused smirk.

“Not at all. I’m an asshole hater. They just happen to be one and the same all too often.”

The smirk disappears. “Are you calling me an asshole?”

I shrug, feeling myself slide closer and closer to being fired today. I’ve survived on ramen noodles before, I can do it again. “You treated Brandi like crap and I sense you think the world revolves around you, so…yeah.”

Jake holds up a hand. “I didn’t treat her like crap. I seem to recall she had a pretty amazing night, and that’s all it was. Men don’t go to strip clubs looking for long-term relationships.”

“You could at least call her so she knows you aren’t planning to call.”

He runs a hand through his wet hair and a droplet of water falls from his thick, dark hair to the floor. “You want me to call her and say I’m not gonna call?”

“Yes.” I cross my arms over my chest. “So she’s not waiting to hear from you.”

His expression is pure exasperation. “Look, I can’t make up for the wrongs of all your past boyfriends…what’s your name?”

“How generous of you to ask,” I say sarcastically. “It’s Miranda.”

“Miranda.”

“That’s not what this is about.” I pick up a Dupont pen from the kitchen counter. “Okay, so you want…Irish Spring soap. Liquid body wash or bar?”

“Bar.”

“And sixteen ounce bottles of Evian, because God forbid you pour it into a glass,” I mutter. “What was the other thing?”

Jake’s smirk is back. “Evan Williams 23.”

“Anything else, Your Highness?”

“Do you talk to all the hotel guests this way?”

“I usually don’t talk to guests.”

“That’s a good call by the management.”

I stare at him impatiently. “I need to clean the room. How long will you be in here?”

“I just need to get dressed and head to practice,” he says, pushing his hip off the counter. “I’m not an anal bastard, okay? I’m a hockey player. We’re ritualistic. There are things I always do on game days and doing them helps me keep my cool.”

“Ah, professional athlete. That explains a lot.”

Jake arches his brows. “Meaning?”

“The attitude about women, lavish hotel suite, sense of entitlement…”

“Miranda, I know what you need.”

I’m going to need a new job by the end of this day, but I don’t think that’s what he means.

“What do I need, Jake?”

“You know my name.”

“Brandi told me.”

“Oh.” He smiles sheepishly. “What you need is to have a shot of Evan Williams 23 with me after my game tomorrow night.”

I roll my eyes. “No, thanks.”

“Because you think I’m a womanizer?”

“No, I know you’re a womanizer. I’m just not interested.”

“Are you seeing someone?”

“No, and I don’t have time to. I have two jobs and I’m in school.” I look around the suite. “Seriously, I have to get cleaning. When are you leaving?”

“Five minutes.”

I turn for the door. “I’ll take your list down to the concierge.”

“Hey, Miranda?”

I look over my shoulder and get my first glimpse of Jake’s back. Holy hell, that’s a lot of muscles.

“Did you see a white dress shirt when you were in here before?”

My heart rate kicks up. “A dress shirt? No.”

“Huh. Maybe Brandi took it.”

I just shrug and silently walk to the door. I’m not sure how I’m still employed, considering I stole a guest’s shirt yesterday and called him an asshole today.

I’ll have to be a better ambassador for the Dupont when I see Jake again, because I’m not really okay with getting fired. Ramen kind of sucks.


Chapter 4

Jake

I take my time getting dressed because I want to run into Miranda again. Not just because she’s beautiful, either. There’s something else about her that intrigues the hell out of me.

The frumpy maid’s uniform concealed her tall, slender body, but I could still tell it’s amazing. Lots of women out there with amazing bodies, though, so wanting to see her is more than just that.

Her face is very pretty, with a perky little nose, soft pink lips and eyes the same golden brown shade as Evan Williams 23 bourbon.

When she was in my room, her dark hair was pulled back in a bun and she didn’t smile at me once. I’m a sucker for a gorgeous smile.

I think it’s her fire that turns me on. She’s not a woman who will just fall into my bed, which makes me want her there that much more. Most women don’t care that I’m a prick because I’m a rich, famous one.

So yeah, my interest is definitely piqued. I just have to brush that chip off her shoulder. I love a challenge—it spurs my competitive side.

I’m sitting on the couch, scrolling through my phone, when she comes back into the room fifteen minutes after she left.

“Oh, you’re still here,” she says, definitely less than thrilled about the prospect.

“Yep.”

“Do you need something else? Perrier? A foot massage? A hand servant to feed you grapes?”

I smile wryly. “I’m good, thanks. Unless you’re offering to feed me grapes.”

“No. I have work to do.”

“You can’t work while I’m in here?”

“I’d rather not. You seem like the sort to complain because I didn’t smooth your pillowcase just so. I thought you said you were leaving anyway.”

“I am. I have practice.”

I catch the slight arch in her brows.

“What?” I ask, getting up from the couch.

She shrugs. “Sounds like you’ve got a rough day ahead. Better grab your stick and get to work.”

“It’s not all fun and games if that’s what you mean.”

“You poor thing,” she deadpans.

“I take it you’re not a hockey fan?”

“I’m not an anything fan, unless it’s work, school or sleep.”

“What are you going to school for?”

“A business degree.”

She walks past me into the bedroom and I can hear her pulling the covers from the bed. I want to stay and talk to her, but I really have to get to practice.

“See you around, Miranda,” I call back to the bedroom.

“Have a good day, Mr. Birch.” She says it in a crisp, professional tone.

“It’s Jake.”

She doesn’t respond to that, but I’m envisioning her rolling her eyes at me. I’ve never had a woman despise me so openly and immediately. It’s kind of refreshing. Usually women kiss my ass.

I leave the room and head for the parking garage where my black Escalade is parked. Miranda’s still on my mind as I drive to practice. I want to make her smile. A real, genuine smile. If I can do that, I’ll know I’ve got a shot with her.

After I park, I stay in the driver’s seat and stare at my phone for a few seconds. Fuck this. I cringe as I write out a text to Hailey.

Hey, it’s Jake. How’s it going?

There. I made an effort. I ignore my phone after that, setting it in my locker as soon as I get in the locker room.

My practice equipment is stacked in front of my locker so I get ready and skate out just in time to lead warm-up drills.

The guys look sluggish. It’s too easy to get that way at practice when your team’s on top. I skate hard during shooting drills, snow flying up from the blades of my skates.

“Pick it up, prick,” I yell to my teammate Alex, who’s my left winger today.

My usual winger is at the hospital with his wife waiting for her to have their baby. Ugh. Poor bastard. He’s about to spend his Saturday nights wiping a shitty ass instead of getting ass like he used to do when we went out together.

Being a hockey player is like a golden ticket to Pussytown. Women who know what I do for a living spread their legs without me even asking them to. I’m not much on puck sluts, but I’ve done them in a pinch.

After practice, I lift weights and take a shower, thinking about what I want for lunch. I’m always ravenous after practice. I decide on a sushi place near the Dupont.

When I get out of the shower and take my phone out of my locker, there’s a waiting message from Hailey on the screen.

I’m good!! When can we go out?

I’m thinking never, but I respond otherwise.

Me: Maybe this weekend? I’ll check my schedule and let u know.

Hailey: Yay! I can’t wait to see u again!

I’m not pretending to be excited about it. I toss my phone in my bag without responding, wondering how the hell she thinks a guy she whined to Daddy about is actually into her.

On my way back to the Dupont, I stop by the drugstore for a box of condoms. Economy pack. I want to be ready for Miranda when the time comes. Or should I say, when the time comes for her to come. Because it will. Sooner rather than later.


Chapter 5

Miranda

When I reach over to turn off the alarm on my phone, I don’t even consider hitting the snooze button. I finished studying at nine last night and went to bed right after. I haven’t felt so well-rested in a long time.

It’s a good thing, because it’s Friday. I’ll have an hour to come home and change clothes between jobs tonight, and it’s always crazy busy at the bar on Friday nights.

After I shower, I dry my hair and smooth it into big waves with my flat iron. I still wrap it into a bun for my shift at the Dupont, but it’ll look much better when I take it down to bartend tonight.

Paige is already gone for the day when I walk into the kitchen, but there’s a waiting pot of coffee and a shoe box on the table. I open it and see a new pair of black tennis shoes with a note on top.

USE ME :)

I smile and take the shoes out of the box. God, I love her. Money’s tight for her, too, but she knew how much I needed new shoes for work.

It’s funny how small things can make a big difference in my outlook. I’ve gone from feeling exhausted and overwhelmed to happy and hopeful, just from a great night of sleep and a thoughtful gift from my sister.

After I pour myself a travel mug of coffee, I bundle up in my old but warm quilted coat and set out for the walk to the L. Chicago is bustling this morning, everyone lost in their own world as they make the trek to work.

Paige and I grew up in a small town in downstate Illinois. We moved to Chicago two years ago when she finished her undergrad and started veterinary school here. I was a twenty-four-year-old college dropout then, with no idea what I wanted to do with my life.

I’m still not sure, but I feel a sense of excitement about whatever it is. Our parents raised us to work for what we have, and I’m proud that I’m making it in a big city and putting myself through school.

A well-dressed middle-aged woman standing next to me on the train sweeps a disdainful glance down my worn-out red coat and gray hotel maid’s uniform. Bitch.

But I won’t let her dampen my mood. I get off at my L stop and walk into the Dupont determined to stay upbeat today. I’m stocking my cleaning cart when Tony walks over to me, his lips pursed.

“Miss Carr.”

“Yes?”

“Just what kind of services are you providing to Mr. Birch?”

Shit. Jake must’ve complained about my rudeness. Though I’d characterize it more as honesty than rudeness.

I’ll play dumb. The Dupont is short-staffed on housekeepers and hopefully Tony will write me up again instead of firing me.

I smile at him. “Housekeeping services. I did forward some requests on to the concierge, though. That seemed like the right thing to do, rather than send him there himself.”

His stare is unnerving. “Miss Carr,” he says crisply, “you are certainly not my best housekeeper. In fact, you may be my worst.”

“Oh, come on.” I give him a doubtful look. “Tatiana leaves dirty sheets on beds. I’m not worse than her.”

“She was disciplined for that.”

“Listen, I know I’ve been late a few times, but I work hard. I always do a good job on my rooms. I feel like it’s me you don’t like, not my work.”

“They’re one and the same.”

I bite the inside of my cheek to keep from arguing with him. He stares for a few more seconds before speaking again.

“Your vacuum lines are sloppy and you often forget to spray room freshener in your rooms.”

I don’t forget. That shit stinks. It smells like tropical-scented vomit. But I hold back the truth and just give Tony my most contrite smile.

“Nonetheless,” he says, pausing to sigh heavily, “Mr. Birch seems to approve of your work, because he has requested that you clean his room for the duration of his stay.”

“Duration?” My stomach sinks. “How long is that?”

“I believe he’s scheduled here for at least six weeks during renovations of his apartment.”

“Six weeks?” I roll my eyes. “You don’t want me doing the penthouses for six weeks.”

Tony nods in agreement. “Trust me, I asked him to repeat himself when he said he wants you. I’m sure it’s not actually about your cleaning skills.”

I hold his stare, a flare of anger rising through my chest and then spilling out my mouth. “Excuse me? What exactly are you saying?”

“You are aware that fraternizing with guests is grounds for termination.”

I glare at him. “I didn’t fraternize with anyone. I cleaned his room and forwarded his requests on to the concierge.”

“I just want to make myself clear,” Tony says in a cool tone.

Other housekeepers gathered for the staff meeting are listening in on the conversation. I know I should just stop talking, but I’m not letting him off that easy.

“I didn’t do anything to deserve that accusation. I work hard. You’re easier on the people who look up to you and we both know I’m not one of them.”

His face reddens. “Just do your job and you’ll be fine, Miss Carr.”

“I already do.”

“You’re assigned to the suites for the next six weeks.”

“I understand.”

He straightens the perfectly straight knot on his tie. “Those guests can be high maintenance.”

No kidding. I already got a taste with Jake.

“I know how to handle high-maintenance people,” I say, giving him a fake smile.

He narrows his eyes ever so slightly and steps away to start the shift meeting. I tune him out and make sure I’m the first one out of the room when the meeting is over.

Today I start with the other two suites. One wasn’t used last night so I just dust it. The guests checked out of the other one, which is trashed. Looks like a bachelor party was hosted here. There are dozens of empty beer bottles lining the counters and tables and empty pizza boxes everywhere—even in the bathroom.

I’ve worked up a sweat stripping the beds, hauling trash from the room and wiping up all the messes and I’m down to vacuuming when I see the glitter all over the carpet.

“Are you fucking kidding me?” I mutter.

The vacuum picks up a little of the glitter, but I have to get on the floor and lint roll most of it up. It takes forever, and I silently curse whoever thought glitter was essential to the party last night.

When I knock on the door of Jake’s suite, I’m prepared for our inevitable verbal sparring match. There’s no answer so I run my key card through and let myself in.

The suite is empty. No strippers or hot, towel-wearing assholes in here today. I clean in silence, surprisingly feeling slightly disappointed Jake isn’t here.

His trash cans have no used condoms and the place is nearly spotless. There’s a towel hanging over the shower door in the bedroom and the bed was slept in, so I know he was here.

I smile when I see a bottle of his fancy bourbon on the kitchen counter, an empty shot glass next to it.

A life like Jake’s is foreign to me. I’ll never be able to afford a suite like this, even after I finish school. I was a little unfair to him, insinuating that he doesn’t work. I could tell from the lines of muscle up and down his body that he works hard. He just does a different sort of work than I do and he gets paid a hell of a lot more.

He doesn’t have to be an ass, though. If I were rich, I wouldn’t bitch about the size of my bottled water.

When I’m done cleaning, I take my bag of dirty linens down to the laundry and return my cart to the housekeeping storage room. Fortunately, I don’t run into Tony.

When I’m done with work I clock out and walk to the library, glad I threw my accounting textbook into my bag. I study for a couple hours and then head home to change clothes for my shift at Lucky’s.

In theory, I’m opposed to wearing a low-cut shirt to get more tips. But in practice, I’m broke, so I wear a black scoop neck T-shirt that’s respectable but still shows a little cleavage. I slide into my favorite, most worn-in jeans and dark ballet flats, take my hair down and put on makeup.

Lucky’s is only a little over a mile from home, so I always walk there. When I arrive, most of the customers in the bar are eating dinner. I won’t be busy for another hour or two.

With wood planked walls covered in framed news clippings of old Chicago news and other throwback memorabilia from the city, Lucky’s has lots of regulars. It’s got a good atmosphere. The owner, Gary, only has music from the ’80s and ’90s in the jukebox, so I spend my nights here listening to Bon Jovi, Debbie Gibson and Michael Jackson.

I head behind the bar to make sure I have plenty of clean glasses and a full stock of ice to start my shift.

“Hey, Miranda,” another bartender named Tommy says.

“Hey.”

“How’s it going?”

“Fine.”

I have to be careful not to be overly friendly with Tommy or he’ll ask me out. It’s happened a couple times already. He seems like a nice guy, but I’m just not interested.

“You got a boyfriend?” he asks, brushing his shaggy blond hair out of his eyes.

“No, I’m not dating right now. Too busy with school and all.”

He nods and doesn’t press it any further. I’m relieved when he leaves and I take over the bar. Traffic picks up around seven and I get into a rhythm of making drinks and keeping track of who needs a fresh one.

I’ve just finished making six strawberry daiquiris for a group of women when I look up at the next customer and my eyes meet a familiar gray-blue gaze.

“Hey, Miranda,” Jake says.

I lower my brows, confused. “What are you doing here?”

He shrugs. “Came by with a buddy for a drink.”

“We don’t have Evan Williams 23 if that’s what you’re planning to order.”

“Can I get two Heinekens?”

“Sure.”

He’s wearing a black baseball hat with his team’s logo on it, a plain gray T-shirt and an unbuttoned flannel. For some reason I never pictured him looking so ordinary. Probably because I know that underneath his clothes, Jake’s anything but ordinary.

“How’s your night?” he asks when I set two opened bottles of Heineken in front of him.

“It’s good. You want a tab or should I close you out?”

“A tab would be good.”

His eyes stay on me as he takes a swig from one of the bottles. I feel a stirring sensation in my belly. Apparently my body didn’t get the memo from my brain about not liking Jake Birch. Worried he’ll see interest in my expression, I turn my back to him and go to the other end of the bar to clean up empty bottles.

I sneak a few looks around until I see him standing at the end of the bar with a tall blond guy. He looks like he’s in his twenties, too. Jake is broader in the shoulders than the other guy.

A couple women start talking to them and I sigh inwardly. It’s that easy for a man like Jake. Just show up somewhere and here comes the pussy.

I force myself not to look at them again, sure Jake plans to shoot me a smirk as he’s leaving with one of the women. But fifteen minutes later, two barstools clear and Jake and his friend sit down on them.

“Another Heineken?” I ask, looking back and forth between them.

“Miranda, this is my teammate Tuck,” Jake says. “Tuck, Miranda.”

“Hey.” Tuck gives me a small smile and a wave.

“Hi,” I say, caught off guard by the introduction.

“So…busy night here,” Jake says.

“Yeah.” I grab a bar towel and wipe at an invisible spot on the bar top. “How did you know I work here?”

“You think I only came to see you?” Jake shakes his head. “Pretty damn cocky, aren’t you?”

“Please. You wrote the playbook on cocky.”

Tuck laughs and Jake shoots him a look.

“I asked around,” Jake says.

“Why, do your sheets need changing?”

“Don’t be so defensive, Miranda.”

“My boss accused me of doing sexual favors for you today.”

Jake chokes a little on the sip of beer he was swallowing. “Is that right?”

I nod.

“Because you couldn’t stop chanting Jake’s fucking hot?”

A smile sneaks onto my face as I roll my eyes. “If I was going to chant about you, that’s not what I’d be saying.” I stop wiping the non-spot on the bar top. “Because you requested me as your housekeeper.”

“Are you down with that?”

“Does it matter?”

“Why doesn’t he think I’d request you for something besides your looks?”

“He doesn’t like my work. Apparently my vacuum lines aren’t straight enough.”

Jake sets his bottle down on the counter and gives me an incredulous look. “You’re joking, right?”

“No. He really said that about my vacuum lines.”

“What a prick.”

I shrug. “I’m used to dealing with pricks at work.”

Jake’s eyes dance with amusement. “Do you get a break?”

“No.”

A loud whistle from the other end of the bar makes me turn. A man is waving his empty beer bottle at me.

“Duty calls,” I say.

I deliver a round of fresh drinks and close out some customers, wondering in the back of my mind if Jake is still there. I have an excuse to go find out because I need to see if they want more drinks.

There’s a woman standing between Jake and Tuck, her hip resting against the bar as she faces Jake, her eyes wide with adoration. She’s twirling a lock of hair around her finger and her breasts are mere inches from Jake’s arm. So cliché. I guess some things never fail, though. She’s attractive, so the old here are my tits, take me right now game will probably work.

I don’t want to look at Jake to see if he’s enjoying the attention. I kind of hate that I even want to look. The guy’s a pretentious asshole.

But I swallow my pride and look anyway. My breath catches in my throat when I see those eyes the shade of the sky before a summer storm, because he’s not paying any attention at all to the hair twirler.

He’s staring at me.


Chapter 6

Jake

I guess it’s time to admit I like Miranda. That’s not something that happens to me much. Physical attraction, sure. But I normally don’t even think about whether I like the women I fuck. It’s not like we spend much time talking.

The lurch of excitement in my chest when she locks eyes with me, though…What the hell is that? I take a long swig of my beer, finishing it. When she sees me set the empty bottle on the bar, Miranda gets two more Heinekens and walks over.

Her brows are arched in question. I nod and look over at the blonde loaded down with cheap perfume next to me.

“Can you move?”

“Like…closer?” She smiles seductively.

“No. Like farther away.”

She scowls and pushes off the bar, mumbling about what an asshole I am.

Miranda’s smiling as she opens the beer and slides it across the bar toward me.

“I didn’t think I liked her until just now,” she says.

“I’m an asshole because I don’t want a woman grinding on my thigh while I try to drink a beer in peace?”

She considers. “No, you’re an asshole for other reasons.”

“Your hair looks really good down like that.”

“Is this where you offer to pull it as I’m screaming your name?”

My cock twitches to life in my jeans and I shift on the stool. “Hey, if that’s what you want, I’m game.”

“No.”

“Well, it’s a standing offer. Or a sitting-on-my-face one. Or from behind.”

“I’ll pass.”

I take a pull on the fresh beer, my eyes never leaving hers. “You’re attracted to me, though.”

“Oh, I am? Thanks for letting me know.”

I shrug. “I can tell. The way you looked at me when I got out of the shower the other day. The way you looked at me just now.”

She narrows her eyes slightly. “You have a nice body, yes. A woman experiencing a sexual drought as long as mine can’t help but see that. But you ruin it with your arrogance.”

“I like to call it confidence.”

“I’m sure you do.”

“Miranda, I like you, too.”

Tuck laughs next to me. “He does. And this motherfucker doesn’t like anyone. Not even his own mother.”

A surge of anger rolls through me, canceling out everything else. “You’re a fucking asshole, Tuck. Fuck you.”

I take out my wallet and pull out two twenties, not even looking at Miranda as I slam them onto the bar top. I have to get out of here.

Tuck can find his own goddamn ride home. I push through the crowd in the bar until I get to the front door.

“You’re Jake Birch!” A guy standing right outside the bar grins at me and claps my shoulder. “Holy shit!”

I put a hand up to stop him. “I’m sorry, man. I can’t right now.”

I walk down the sidewalk with no idea where I’m going, my muscles tense with the urge to lash out. I need to hit something—pound it into oblivion to work out the rage inside me.

Why the fuck did Tuck mention my mother in front of Miranda? He knows me well enough to know what a hot button it is.

I stop walking and cover my face with my hands. What if he’s planning to try to get with her? He wouldn’t do that, would he? He knows I like her. He’s my teammate. My right winger.

He better not fucking try it, or it’ll be his face I pound into oblivion. I know it’s unlikely because he’s happily married, but right now I’d take any excuse to kick his ass.

It’s so cold I can see my breath, and I pull my flannel around me to warm up. It’s been a long time since I felt this uncontrollable anger. I have to flush away all thoughts of my family. The only things that help when I get this way are destroying something, running about five miles at my top speed or getting falling-down drunk.

The answer appears before me in the form of a flashing neon sign for a bar. I pull my hat down to cover my face as much as possible. When I open the bar’s front door I find a dark, crowded dive. Perfect.


Miranda

I stayed ahead all night, cleaning up after myself so I didn’t have any work left after closing time. As soon as the last patrons clear out, I leave Lucky’s, locking the door behind me.

I’m beat. Sleeping in is going to feel so great. It was a good night for tips, though, which makes the exhaustion worth it. Paige’s birthday is coming up and I want to get her something nice.

Not far from Lucky’s, I move from the sidewalk to the road to avoid a bouncer throwing a rowdy customer out of another bar.

“I’m going!” a man yells in a belligerent tone. “Fuck you.”

“Fuck me?” The bouncer steps closer to the stumbling man. “You want some, asshole?”

“I want it all,” the man slurs. “Even wasted I’ll kick your chubby ass.”

I know that voice. I look closer and see it’s Jake about to get into a fistfight with a bouncer. Before I have time to think about it, I rush in between the two men.

“Hey,” I say to Jake.

“Miranda?” He squints at me. “Or is it Riranda?”

“It’s Miranda. You’re wasted.”

He gives me a goofy grin. “Kinda.”

I turn to the bouncer. “I’ll take him home.”

The man just glares at us.

“You must be new here,” I say shortly. “You have to let stuff roll off when people are drunk or you’ll be getting in fights every night.”

“Is that right?” His voice is loaded with sarcasm.

“Yeah, it is. Go ask your bartender.”

Jake laughs at the bouncer like it was the funniest thing he’s ever heard. “Oh, she told you, bish! I knew you were more balls than dick.”

The bouncer scowls and I wrap my arm around Jake’s waist.

“All right, Jake. Let’s not invite trouble, okay?”

We walk away from the bar and Jake puts an arm around my shoulders.

“I like you feeling me up, Riranda,” he says. I can smell the alcohol on his breath as he speaks.

“This is me trying to keep you from falling on your face. I’m not sure why, though.”

“It’s ’cause you like me.”

I mumble my disagreement and reach up a hand to hail a cab. When a driver cruises to a stop, I open the backseat door, line Jake up and then shove him inside.

“She wants me bad,” he says to the driver as I slide in next to him and close the door.

“The Dupont,” I tell the driver.

“I need a drink,” Jake says, giving me a serious look.

“That is the last thing you need, actually.”

“Why’s this car moving?”

“We’re taking a cab to the Dupont. I’ll make sure you get back to your room okay.”

“You’re so nice.”

I laugh at that. “You don’t think so when you’re sober.”

“Yeah I do. And you’re pretty.”

I’m not thanking him for that like it was an actual compliment. He can’t even pronounce my name right now.

“Dudes hit on you at that bar, don’t they?”

I shrug. “I’m kind of a pro at shutting them down.”

“Damn straight.”

The cab stops in front of the Dupont and I reach into my purse for some cash.

“Get my wallet,” Jake says, leaning forward in the car. “It’s next to my ass.”

Jesus. The guy is rip-roaring drunk.

“I’ve got it,” I say, passing the driver a twenty, waiting for my change.

“I will repay you with…sexual flavors, Riranda,” Jake says.

I roll my eyes and reach for his flannel, hauling him out of the cab.

“We need your room key,” I tell him.

He reaches for his back pocket and misses it by a lot. His second attempt is worse. I have to guide his hand to the pocket.

When he draws out his wallet, I open it and take out his key card. I don’t want to be seen by any of the hotel staff, so I lead him around to a side entrance and scan the card at the door.

Only the main elevator goes to the penthouses, though, so I slink across the lobby with my head down, blocking the front desk’s view of me by staying on the other side of Jake.

We get to his room and I scan his card and we walk inside. I set his wallet and room key on the desk and lead him back to the bedroom.

“How ’bout a drink?” Jake says.

“How ’bout no. You need to go to bed.”

“With you underneath me?”

“Just lie down.”

He arches his brows and grins. “Oh, me underneath you? I like.”

When his back hits the mattress, I untie his Doc Martens and set them beside the bed.

“You know about me now,” Jake says. “You know I’m a piece of shit.”

I’m about to fire back a response, but something in his tone stops me. There was nothing playful there. His voice was sorrowful.

“I stopped talking to them after Dustin died,” he says, meeting my eyes. “Couldn’t do it anymore. Mom was with me when he died. It wasn’t right.”

I sit down on the bed next to him. I didn’t expect to see this side of Jake, and I’m sure he didn’t mean for me to, either.

“It’s okay,” I say softly. “Just rest, Jake.”

“Don’t let me puke on you,” he says.

“I’m an expert puke dodger, don’t worry.”

“Stay with me.” He says it so softly I almost don’t hear him.

I think about taking the couch in the other room, but quickly decide against it. We’d both be uncomfortable in the morning and I’d have to sneak out of here in daylight.

“Sleep,” I say, brushing the hair back from his forehead. “It’ll all feel better tomorrow.”

He doesn’t respond, and within a minute he’s snoring softly. I take a few more seconds to look at him. Even with his gray-blue eyes closed, he’s beyond attractive. The boots, jeans, flannel and dark stubble are a delicious combo. Jake would make a sexy lumberjack.

I carefully get up from the bed and walk to the door, turning off the lights in the suite on my way out. I keep my head down until I’m out of the Dupont, hoping none of the security cameras caught my face.

Once outside, I breathe in the cold night air and realize I’ll have to catch the L to get home. Great. The three A.M. crowd on the train is pretty spectacular.

I’m glad I was there to help Jake. I felt an attraction for him since I first saw him wearing nothing but a towel, water dripping off his hard muscles. But getting a glimpse of him unguarded tonight made me see that the playboy routine is just a cover. There’s more to Jake Birch than most people ever see.

And I want to see more.



Chapter 7

Jake

A loud pounding on the door of my room the next day wakes me up.

“Housekeeping!” a throaty female voice calls out.

I sit up in bed and groan. Shit. My head is throbbing and my mouth feels like it’s full of cotton. I haven’t been this hungover in years.

I hear the door to my suite opening and I scramble out of bed. That voice didn’t sound like Miranda’s, but she’s supposed to be the one coming. Or is she already here?

Last night comes back to me in a blurry rush. Miranda brought me home. She sat next to me in bed. Holy shit, what did I say to her?

From the doorway of the bedroom, I see a short, round woman with a graying bun pulling her housekeeping cart into my room.

“Who are you?” I ask.

She lets out a yelp of surprise and turns around. “I’m sorry, sir, I didn’t know you were here.”

I must look like hell. I’m still wearing my clothes from yesterday. I remember drinking an obscene number of shots at that seedy bar.

“Where’s Miranda?” I ask the older woman. “She’s supposed to be the one who cleans my room.”

“She’s off today, sir.”

“Oh.” I exhale deeply, disappointed. “I don’t need the place cleaned today, then. Will she be back tomorrow?”

She shakes her head. “She’ll be back Monday.”

“No cleaning until Monday, then.”

“Do you need fresh towels?”

“No.” My answer comes out harsher than I meant it to, but I want this lady gone. I don’t feel like seeing anyone but Miranda.

She nods and pushes her cart out the door. As soon as she’s gone, I flop down on the couch and turn on ESPN. I like the background noise, but I’m not paying attention.

I’ve got that “date” with Hailey Hampton tonight. How the fuck did I get myself into this mess? Part of me wishes I would have told Gene I’d rather ride the bench than pretend to date Hampton’s daughter. If they’re stupid enough to put their top-dollar man on the bench over that, let ’em.

But I can’t, because it would hurt like hell to watch my team play without me.

After some Tylenol, two bottles of water and a hot shower, I’m feeling more like myself. Damn, that was cheap shit I got drunk on last night. I wish I’d gone for a run instead.

I dress in a T-shirt and shorts and drive to the arena, where I work out in the team weight room. It’s rare to have a Saturday off. The guys with families are at home today, so I’ve got the place to myself.

Lifting heavy weights and running clears my mind. I work out for almost two hours and then take another shower and go back to the hotel. Tuck texts me at three.

U alive?

The bastard won’t apologize because it’s just not him. It’s not me, either. He’s my friend, though, and I know he didn’t set me off on purpose.

Me: Yeah

Tuck: Heard you’re going out with Hampton’s daughter tonight…wtf, dude?

Me: Yeah

Tuck: Soon as u piss her off you’ll be in deep shit with Daddy. U know that, right?

Me: Yeah

I don’t tell him I’m already in deep shit with Daddy. My plan is to convince Hailey I’m not her type. Hopefully tonight will do it.

I scroll through my phone until I fall asleep on the couch. When I wake up, it’s five-thirty—only thirty minutes until I’m supposed to meet Hailey. I take my time, though.

It’s almost six-fifteen when I walk into the bar I’m meeting her at. It’s on the other side of the city from Lucky’s, where Miranda works, but I still think of her when I see the rows of alcohol lined up behind the bar. She must get hit on nonstop at that job. I don’t like the thought.

“Jake!” Hailey squeals, sliding down from the tall chair she’s sitting on. She crushes her body against mine in a hug and I tense. “I missed you.”

“Yeah.” I run a hand through my hair and sit down on the other chair.

She’s wearing a low-cut dress and way too much makeup. I see her mouth moving, but I have no idea what she’s saying. I’m too focused on how much I don’t want to be here.

“I mean, right?” she says, giggling.

“Listen, I have to cut out around eight-thirty tonight because I have a conditioning day tomorrow and I need to get to bed.”

“Oh.” Her expression falls. “Well…okay. I thought we’d go meet up with some of my friends for dinner.”

“Ah…maybe another time. There’s a place a block away with great pasta. I like to eat pasta before conditioning.”

“Sure. And, Jake…” She pushes her chest out toward me a little. “I can help you condition anytime. You know, work up a sweat.”

My dick is as limp as a dishrag. There’s nothing hot about a woman who whines to Daddy until she gets what she wants. Doesn’t she realize I’m only here because I have to be?

My thoughts drift to Miranda, and the way she smiled at me last night. It wasn’t a full-on, Julia Roberts kind of smile, but it was a smile for me, and it was a start. I hope I didn’t ruin my chances with her by storming out of the bar like I did.

“You ready for dinner?” I ask Hailey.

She nods and drains the rest of her drink. I leave money on the table for it and we walk down the block to the Italian place.

Hailey knows her hockey, which doesn’t surprise me since her father owns an NHL team. Once she starts talking about our season and the depth on our team, I’m finally able to carry on a conversation with her. There’s nothing else I’m interested in talking about with her, though.

I’m relieved when I check my phone and see that it’s 8:27. Close enough to 8:30 for me.

“I need to go,” I say, standing up from my seat at the table.

“Oh. I cabbed it here, can you give me a ride home?”

“I would, but I took a cab myself.”

Her expression turns coy. “Share a cab?”

“Uh…I’m at the Dupont, so…”

“I love that place.”

She’s fishing for an invite back to my room, but it’s not happening.

“So I’ll see you around.” I give her a tight smile.

“I had fun. Text me.”

For a split second, I almost feel sorry for her. I want to tell her she should be spending time with a guy who’s really into her instead of with me. But I’m walking a tightrope, and I can’t risk telling her how I actually feel.

Back at the Dupont, I watch an action movie and my thoughts drift to Miranda again. I wonder what she’s doing and wish I had her number.

I was telling Hailey the truth about tomorrow—I am conditioning. And then Monday morning I’m flying to Winnipeg for a game. I’ll be out of here before Miranda comes.

I can’t stand the thought of not seeing her again until Tuesday. I’ll have to go back to Dennis, who works in the Dupont’s restaurant. For twenty bucks, he told me Miranda works at Lucky’s every Friday night. I’m willing to pay more to get her number.


Chapter 8

Miranda

When I find Jake’s suite empty Monday morning, I’m actually disappointed.

My disappointment grows when I see that he hasn’t even been here since the room was cleaned Sunday morning. The place is spotless, the bed still made and vacuum lines visible on the carpet.

If he didn’t sleep here, he slept somewhere else. With someone else.

It shouldn’t surprise me. He probably spent the weekend shacked up with a random hookup.

I thought about him over the weekend. I can’t stop wondering who Dustin is and why Jake’s mother was with Jake when he died. It’s obviously something painful to him.

My parents live four hours downstate, but Paige and I usually see them once a month. They mean the world to us, quirks and all. I can’t imagine not speaking to them.

I turn on the bathroom light and glance inside to make sure it’s clean. There are some used towels in the corner. I walk in to get them.

This bathroom is larger than my bedroom. It has a massive garden tub, a walk-in shower that could easily fit six people, two sinks, a flat-screen TV and a separate room for the toilet.

My gaze lingers on the tub. Someday I’ll have one. For now, Paige and I just have a shower stall so small I bump my elbows on the wall while washing my hair.

I pick up the towels and I’m halfway back across the room when I see a piece of paper folded in half on the counter. Garbage? I should probably just leave it there in case it’s not.

It looks like a note. I bend down until I’m eye level with the counter and try to peek inside. Normally, I wouldn’t look at a guest’s personal note, but with Jake…I’m just too curious to ignore it.

I can’t read it. Damn it. I drop the towels, pick up the note and open it. It’s handwritten.


Are you snooping, Miranda? Of course you are, because you’re intrigued by me. The feeling’s mutual. I think we need to discuss the sexual drought you mentioned the other night, so here’s my number. I wish we could talk in person, but I’m in Winnipeg.

Waiting most impatiently,


Jake


PS You’re probably thinking about putting the note back on the counter in the exact position you found it so you can pretend you didn’t read it, but what fun is that? I know you’re reading it. So call me.


I smile and set the paper on the counter. Who is this guy, spending the night with someone else and then leaving me his number?

He’s a total player, that’s who. I’m just another piece of ass to him.

I shake my head and bend down to get the towels.

But wait—he said he’s in Winnipeg. Maybe that’s where he’s been all weekend.

I stand back up, my arms empty.

Ugh. I kind of hate that I want to text him right now, but I do. This is how it begins. Smart Miranda, who remembers how awful it feels to be used, dumped and/or cheated on gets overridden by Stupid Miranda, who gets all hot and bothered over some abs and a little witty banter.

I take out my phone and message the number on the note before Smart Miranda can intervene.

Hey, it’s Miranda.

I immediately see the three dots that signify he’s writing back, and my heart beats faster as I wait.

Jake: Hey. I’m at the airport. Flying out for a game tonight. Was hoping to hear from u.

Me: Were you traveling over the weekend?

Jake: No, just today.

Me: Why is your room so clean then?

Jake: U don’t think I can clean up after myself?

Me: Isn’t cleaning up after yourself for mortals?

Jake: Are u saying I resemble someone immortal? Like a Greek god maybe?

I roll my eyes at the screen.

Jake: U just rolled your eyes, didn’t u?

Well, that’s freaky. I turn and look around the room, wondering if there’s a camera in here.

Me: How did you know?

Jake: I just knew u would.

Me: Huh. Well aren’t we just bffs?

Jake: With benefits, I hope?

Me: Ha! Cleaning your toilet is all the benefits you’ll get from me.

Jake: Ha? Wtf? Like sleeping with me is laughable?

Me: You’re an STD vending machine.

Jake: Never had a single one. I use condoms every time.

Me: Still a no. Besides, didn’t you just get laid last night?

Jake: Only if my choking my own chicken counts.

I laugh at that, but then remember how clean his suite is.

Me: I know you didn’t sleep here last night.

Jake: Did too.

Me: Why would the guy who can’t buy his own bottle of Evian clean this place?

Jake: Okay, so I had a little help.

Me: Help?

Jake: I hired someone to clean it, okay?

Hired someone? I just stare at the screen, shocked, before I regain my senses.

Me: Was it my vacuum lines?

Jake: Pretty much.

Me: Really?

Jake: I did it so u could put your feet up and text me instead of working.

I look up from the phone screen and see myself smiling like an idiot in the bathroom mirror. It was an oddly sweet gesture. I’m trying to decide how to respond when another message from him comes through.

Jake: Have to go, it’s boarding time. Text later?

Me: Ok.

—

I tuck the note into my pocket and consider putting my feet up as Jake suggested for a couple seconds. But I wouldn’t feel right about it. I’ll go restock down in the supply room and maybe I can get out of here early to study for my exam tonight.

And maybe I’ll be checking the NHL schedule to see if I can catch a certain game when my exam is over.


Chapter 9

Jake

I listen to my chill playlist on the flight to Winnipeg. This is the start of my routine for away games. I can’t spend any emotional or physical energy right now. All my focus is on conserving myself for later.

Dave Matthews and Ed Sheeran will keep me relaxed for the whole flight. None of the guys will talk to me today unless I talk to them first. They’re all used to my game-day idiosyncrasies.

I’ve got lingering feelings over Tuck’s mention of my mother Friday night. I’m not so much pissed at him for bringing her up, but I’m angry at myself. Also resentful and guilty. Those feelings are a bitch until they pass. I’ve felt enough of those things to last me a lifetime.

Knowing my parents, I have to think they understand, at least in part, why I haven’t talked to them in so long. I just can’t. Maybe someday it’ll change, but I don’t think so.

I’m wondering if I said anything about my family to Miranda the other night. I was a mess and it was weighing on me. I might have let something slip, but I don’t want to bring it up in case I didn’t.

We hit some turbulence and I close my eyes, zoning out to the music. I can’t let anything reach me right now. No stress, no worries.

My mind wanders to Miranda. I probably would have gotten her number from someone else if I’d had to, but I like that she reached out to me instead.

Good thing she’s not pissed about the other night. I wanted to thank her for getting me back to the Dupont, but nice gestures don’t come natural to me. I’m awful at that shit.

Having the room cleaned was the best I could think of. I spent an hour with Linda from the cleaning service Cal recommended. He was not getting a thank-you for that one. They needed to rename the place Hairy Maids. Linda had a full beard that rivaled the one I grow every year during the playoffs.

I’m so relaxed I sleep for the last half hour of the flight. When we land, I check my phone and see a text from our team trainer, Carlos.

Carlos: How’s the shoulder?

Me: Fine, just a little stiff.

Carlos: Want me to work on it b4 the game?

Me: No, I’m good.

Carlos is on this flight with me, but like my teammates, he knows not to talk to me before game time on a game day unless it’s an emergency. I hit the wall hard during our last game and my shoulder took all the impact. He iced it after the game and now it doesn’t hurt that bad.

Aches and pains are part of this game. They’re a part of it I don’t mind. I’ve gotten so good at shutting out all the emotional stuff that sometimes the physical hurt is all that reminds me I’m still alive.

When we get to the arena, I change from my suit and tie into sweats and a long-sleeve T-shirt for the pregame skate. I do my usual four laps around the ice and then go back to the locker room.

Some of the other guys are getting worked out by Carlos and his assistant and others are warming up. I put on a dark gray hoodie and find a corner of the locker room where I can be alone.

Time to switch to my pregame playlist. The music of Eminem, AC/DC and Three 6 Mafia fills my ears as I lean forward on the locker room bench, elbows resting on my knees. I pull the hood over the top of my face and close my eyes.

I always spend this time feeling the music and visualizing what I want to make happen on the ice. I’ll hit my hardest and push my legs to skate fast. I’ll get dirty if that’s what it takes to get the puck in the net.

I’ll remind this team who’s fucking boss. We’re the reigning champions. The Winnipeg captain, Bobby Viola, is a quiet, calculating motherfucker. He checked Tuck in our last game for no reason and I filed it away. He’ll get his tonight.

Tuck taps my shoulder and I turn off the music. It’s time to get dressed.

One of the team interns is waiting by my locker, holding a sandwich wrapped in a paper towel and a blue Gatorade. I take the sandwich and pull up a corner of the white bread to check the peanut butter. Crunchy.

I nod. This kid’s not getting an ass chewing tonight.

“Is this the right Gatorade…sir?” he asks, swallowing hard.

I just nod again. My teammate Mark tells the kid, “He’d tell you if it was wrong.”

The intern sighs with relief and walks away. Mark gives me a wry smile.

It’s not that I’m a complete bastard before games, I just need things the way I need them. If even one thing gets messed up, my mojo is fucked for the whole game.

I eat my sandwich and drink some of the Gatorade. After that it’s time to focus on the equipment on the floor in front of my locker.

My left shin guard goes on first, with two wraps of tape around it. Then my left sock. I repeat the process on the right. My pants are next. I put on my left skate after that, then my right skate and then my shoulder pads. Left elbow pad, right elbow pad, then sweater.

I take my black tape out of my equipment bag and tape my stick from heel to toe.

“Listen up,” Gene says from the other side of the locker room.

I turn my attention to him out of respect, but I don’t listen to his pregame talk. I have to stay in my solitary mental zone. It’s nothing I don’t already know, anyway. Gene wants solid line changes and puck control.

I tune everything out until it’s time for me to say something to the team as their captain. As always, it’s short and to the point.

“Let’s remind them who we are tonight, boys. We’re the champions.” That draws lots of yelling and fist-pumping.

We huddle up, some of the guys still yelling. As soon as we break, it’s ice time.

Winnipeg’s crowd is on fire tonight. I have to shut out the noise and focus on the face-off.

“Wussup, pussy?” Viola says to me under his breath as we wait for the puck to drop.

“My dick in your girlfriend’s ass,” I murmur back.

His eyes narrow. He’s getting pissed, and the second he spends thinking about it gives me an advantage when the ref lets go of the puck.

I hook my stick around it and slide it to my left winger, Alex.

Chad comes on fast and strong, and we score our first goal right away. Winnipeg fires back with a cheap one that bounces off the goalpost and then into the net.

I move up and down the ice, keeping the puck in sight. I shoot what would be a goal, but the Winnipeg goalie blocks it.

After the line change, I have some water and watch the game. The cycle repeats itself until the second line scores another goal at the end of the period.

In the second period, one of our defensemen gives Viola the body check he’s got coming and ends up in the box for it. During the ensuing power play, Winnipeg scores again.

I’m completely immersed in the game and it flies by. In the final minute of the third period, I score. The guys gather around me in celebration.

That’s the last goal of the game, so we’re in high spirits over our win in the locker room. When I check my phone, hoping for a text from Miranda, there’s one from my agent, Cal, instead.

They came up. We’ve got a deal.

I grin at the phone, a little surprised. I told the marketing team of the shoe company trying to sign me that they needed to up their offer by twenty-five percent. Cal told me privately that I was crazy.

Shoe companies don’t often give hockey players big deals because we don’t play our sport in shoes. But they have clothes and other shit, too, so I’d figured they’d pay.

Me: Good.

Cal: Nice game tonight.

Me: Thanks man.

—

Now that the game’s behind us, I can relax. Once we’re showered and dressed, a bunch of us go to a steakhouse for dinner. They go out drinking after, but the memory of my recent hangover is too fresh for me to even want a beer. The victory shot of Evan Williams 23 at the steakhouse is all the alcohol I’m drinking tonight.

I wonder what Miranda’s doing. I text her on the cab ride back to my hotel.

Hey, how are u?

It’s almost a minute before she responds.

Miranda: Hey. I actually fell asleep reading my Econ book.

Me: Maybe it’s bedtime?

Miranda: Maybe. How was the game?

Me: It was good. Thanks for asking.

Everywhere I go, I get asked about hockey. How’s the team shaping up this year, Jake? Think you guys will go all the way again? How’d you manage to get that goal in the net? Sometimes I wish people saw me as more than a hockey player, but then I remember that’s pretty much all I am. I like that Miranda remembered I had a game tonight.

Miranda: Economics just might bore me to death.

Me: U prob just need some sleep. Have u been studying all evening?

Miranda: I picked up a shift at the bar and just started studying when I got home 30 minutes ago.

Me: You’ve been on your feet all day. Get some rest.

Miranda: I will. Have a good night.

Me: U too.

I sit with my phone in my lap, staring out the window as the cab driver makes his way to my hotel. What was with me just then? No playful banter or sexual innuendo. I could tell she wasn’t up for it, but it was more than that.

Miranda has to be exhausted. It’s impressive, the way she works two jobs and goes to school. Working at hockey is different. It’s physically demanding, but I’ve never had to balance as much as she does.

The more I get to know her, the more interested I get. Beneath the sass and spark I like so much, Miranda is a strong, driven woman. Before meeting her, I couldn’t have put into words exactly what I wanted in a woman.

I can now, though. I want her.


Chapter 10

Miranda

I don’t see Jake again until Wednesday. When I push my cleaning cart into his room that morning, he’s sitting at the desk in his suite, wearing athletic shorts that give me a nice view of his muscular legs, a T-shirt and dark-rimmed reading glasses.

The glasses are unexpectedly hot.

“Good morning,” I say, feeling awkward. “Want me to come back later?”

“No, come in. I’m just reviewing a contract before I go to practice.”

“You have to do that yourself? Don’t you have an agent or an attorney?”

“Yeah, but I like to read through all my contracts myself. It’s the only time I get to put my business degree to use.”

I look at the screen and see he’s marked several questions on the document.

“Business? That’s what I’m studying.”

“What are you hoping to do when you’re done?”

I shrug. “No idea. Just something besides this. I won’t be done for four or five more years anyway because I can only afford to go part-time.”

I pick up a dirty T-shirt from the couch and an empty water bottle from the coffee table. His room service tray from breakfast is sitting off to the side of the room. Just once in my life, I’d like to get room service. I can’t even imagine having a tray of food delivered to the luxurious suite I’m staying in.

“Just one sec,” Jake says, his eyes fixed on his laptop screen. He saves the document he’s working on, closes the computer screen and gets up, taking off his glasses and leaving them on the desk.

I want him to put them back on, but I don’t say so.

He pushes the room service cart to the door, opens it and leaves the cart in the hallway, then comes back in and picks up a pair of pants from the floor.

“You don’t need to do any of this,” I say. “I’ve got it.”

“I don’t mind.” He gives me a serious look. “Hey, there’s a pair of socks in the bedroom that I need kept out of the dirty laundry until we lose.”

I give him a puzzled look. “Your team, you mean?”

“Yeah. We won Monday night, so I need to wear the same socks I wore that night for every game now.”

“Because…it was the socks that did it for you?”

“I’ve got my superstitions.”

“You’ll change your underwear, I hope?”

He grins. “Who says I’m not freeballin’?”

“I don’t even want to know.”

“It’s just the socks,” he says. “And I also won’t shave during our streak.”

“Really?”

“Just wait ’til the playoffs. I’ll have a caveman beard then.”

When are the playoffs? Will he still be around here then? I don’t want to ask, but at the same time, I do.

“So…” He clears his throat. “Speaking of my superstitions, it’s game day, and I’ve gotta get to the rink to start my pregame stuff.”

“Is that why you’re nervous?”

He lowers his brows, considering. “I wouldn’t call it nervous, exactly. I just have a game-day mindset. It really starts when I get to the rink, but I kind of start getting myself mentally prepared when I first wake up.”

“Oh.”

I don’t understand any of this, but then, I’ve never played a sport. And Jake plays at the highest level. I never considered that he doesn’t just play hockey, he’s expected to play it well. That has to be nerve-wracking.

“So I wanted to ask you,” he says, clearing his throat again, “do you have plans tomorrow night?”

My heart stops beating. I swear it does. I can’t even breathe for a couple seconds. Is he asking me out?

“I have to study for a test I have coming up.”

Nice, Miranda. You could have made something up so it at least sounds like you have a social life.

“Can you maybe study another time?”

“Why?”

Ask me out, please. Even though I should say no, I want to remember what it feels like.

“I need to pick out flooring for my apartment. The contractor’s leaving some samples for me, and I wondered if you might help me pick one.”

“Me? I know nothing about that stuff.”

He shrugs. “There’s no wrong choice. It’s just a bunch of different shades of hardwood.”

“Oh.”

“And I was thinking we could get dinner, too.” He meets my gaze seriously. “I feel like a real asshole over Friday night. You must’ve paid for the cab. And God knows what I said in my drunken stupor.”

I smile at him. “You admitted that you have an unusually small dick.”

“Bullshit,” he scoffs.

“No, it was fine. We had a moment over it. The cab driver said he’s got one, too.”

Jake rolls his eyes. “Stop or I’ll whip it out right now and prove you wrong.”

My cheeks warm at the thought. I kind of want to not stop, but I do.

“It was fine, really. Helping out the occasional drunk is part of a bartender’s job.”

“Yeah, but—”

“Jake, you don’t need to take me out to dinner to thank me, okay?”

He sighs softly. “You’re not making this easy.”

“I just made it super easy. We’re square, okay? Just hold back some of your bitching when I clean your room and I’ll be forever grateful.”

“I want to take you out to dinner,” he says, his eyes holding mine in a serious way that makes my stomach flip. “And I want to show you my place. It’s not about repaying anything. I want you to see that I’m not just an asshole.”

“So you admit that you are, in part, an asshole?”

He grins sheepishly. “I do.”

God, I want to say yes. I want to fix my hair and have a reason to wear Paige’s Dior perfume that I love. I want to feel pretty—maybe even sexy for the first time in forever. I want to talk to Jake while I’m not cleaning his suite and feel like we have more than a guest-maid flirtation happening.

But I swore off dating. I promised myself I’d focus on school and work free from the distractions and emotional ups and downs caused by men.

“Just say yes, Miranda.”

“I really can’t.”

“Sure you can.”

Reluctantly, I meet his cloudy-sky eyes across the room. “Jake…”

“You want me to end up with shitty floors? I’ll think of you every time I look at them, you know. About how you couldn’t spare one evening for your favorite drunken neurotic.”

He can be so charming when he wants to. Dangerously charming. And really, what’s one evening?

“Okay,” I say softly.

“Okay.” He grins and picks his car keys up from the coffee table. “I have to go, but I’ll pick you up at six tomorrow night. Text me your address.”

“I’m not sleeping with you.”

He quirks a brow, looking amused. “Did I ask you to?”

“I just want to be clear.”

“Noted. Now send me your address.”

He walks back to the bedroom and returns with a pair of worn socks. I wrinkle my nose.

“Those are going to smell so gross, Jake.”

“Not today they won’t. Trust me, you can’t smell anything over hockey funk.”

“Hockey funk?”

“Yeah, our gloves and pads get sweaty and it’s not a pleasant smell.”

“Well, good luck at your game,” I say, suddenly feeling self-conscious. “May the socks be with you.”

His lopsided grin is both boyish and sexy. “Thanks. I’ve got an early meeting in the morning so I won’t be here when you come, but I’ll see you tomorrow night.”

“Okay.”

With a slight nod, he turns and leaves. I clean the suite on autopilot, thinking about tomorrow night.

It’s not really a date. At least, I don’t think so. But it’s definitely the closest thing I’ve had to a date in a very long time.

Since Nick.

I was in a relationship with Nick for almost six months when I found out, through Facebook, that he was also seeing someone else.

It sucked so hard, seeing him tagged in a status update from the woman he’d sent roses to. Especially since he’d told me he wasn’t “a flowers kind of guy.”

Liars gonna lie, though, right? I broke up with him nearly a year ago and haven’t even considered going on a date since. Dating is just a dance we all do to get laid until we figure out the nature of the other person’s crazy.

Now that I’m in a committed, monogamous relationship with my Magic Wand, I don’t have to worry about that stuff anymore.

Is he a cheater? Does he live in his mom’s basement? Does he have a fetish involving blow-up dolls? Let some other woman worry about it. I don’t need a man.

Occasionally I want one, like when I saw a guy give his girlfriend his coat on the train this morning. But when that happens, I repeat Nick’s name in my head until the urge passes.

And now, not only am I going out with a man, I’m going out with a hot, narcissistic NHL player who likes to bang strippers and not call them after.

Great idea, Miranda. What could go wrong?

At least I know what I’m getting into. I can’t get attached to Jake. It’s just one dinner, after which he probably thinks I’m going to come back to his room for sex.

I’m not, though. I can’t go there. There’s a strong possibility I’ll have to empty his trash can of used condoms from a night spent screwing some other woman’s brains out very soon. That would hurt if I was attached to him.

I’ll just see tomorrow night for what it is—a chance to dress up a little and have a nice dinner. Any place Jake takes me will beat the hell out of the frozen dinners and peanut butter sandwiches I’m used to eating at home.

I hear the beep of a key card being scanned through the door and I smile. Jake must’ve forgotten something.

But when I look through the bedroom doorway, it’s Tony I see standing in the suite. He’s scanning the room like a hawk, probably trying to bust me for missing something.

“What’s going on, Tony?” I ask, walking into the living area.

“Just looking in on you. I’m told Mr. Birch is often in the room while you’re cleaning. You know that’s against policy, Miranda.”

“I wouldn’t say it’s often,” I say with a shrug. “He’s not here now, as you can see.”

Tony arches a dark brow skeptically. “There is no personal relationship between yourself and Mr. Birch, correct?”

“No, there isn’t. Do you need anything else?”

Tony walks back to the bedroom and looks around, then comes back out to the living area and gives me a pointed look. “The sconces need dusting and the wood furniture needs a coat of polish.”

He walks out of the suite without another word. I mutter a few choice words I wish I could say to his face, and then dig through the supplies on my cart until I find furniture polish.

Karma takes care of us all, and when it gets to Tony, I only hope I’m there to watch and laugh.


Chapter 11

Jake

Cal’s about to finish his second cup of coffee and our breakfast hasn’t even come yet. I’m scrolling through the middle of the night texts Hailey sent me last night, each one making me cringe harder than the last.

Text me back boo

I miss u

Where are u?????

Are u ignoring me?

Jake I miss u so bad…txt me pls

Cal’s been my agent for two years, and we hang out often. He doesn’t get offended by me checking my phone.

“I agree with all your comments on the contract,” he says, sliding his coffee mug to the edge of the table as our waitress passes.

She refills it and he immediately takes a sip.

“Do they just have great coffee, or do you have a problem?” I ask.

Cal shrugs. “Both.”

I sigh heavily, Hailey’s texts still on my mind. “I need to talk to you about something.”

“Shit.” Cal rubs his shiny bald head, his nervous habit. Dude’s only about forty, but he shaves it. “I know that tone.”

“What tone?”

“That was the same tone you used when you told me about taking a shit in Lancaster’s equipment bag. And when you got busted with your face under a woman’s skirt at the Hockey with Heart fundraiser.”

I shrug. “We were just sneaking off for a quickie. I had no idea that photographer followed us.”

Buying those photos had cost me. Cal had a point, it was bad for my image to be caught getting ass at the biggest NHL fundraiser of the year. Worse since I’d just met the woman at the bar fifteen minutes before the photos were taken.

But the Lancaster thing I have no remorse about. The guy is a douche of the highest order. He was the captain of an opposing team at the time, and he made a pass at one of my teammate’s wives. Then he ran his mouth on the ice about her wanting to suck his rod.

It wasn’t actually my shit, it was my teammate Konstantin’s. Not that I wouldn’t have done it, I just didn’t have the urge when we snuck into their locker room while they warmed up. But it seemed only right for the team captain to take responsibility when we got caught.

“And those things both happened more than a year ago,” I tell Cal.

He gives me a wry smile. “Are you saying you’re due for a fuckup?”

“I keep your job more interesting, man.”

“You keep my life more interesting, Jake. I’m just a boring married guy.”

Cal married his longtime partner, Denny, last year in the Bahamas. He’s the only openly gay agent representing anyone in the league. Not that it matters to me. I hired him for his skills. We’ve become close friends since, though. Hell, I was his best man at his wedding. And if anyone gives him shit, they’re asking for trouble with me, too.

“This one’s pretty bad,” I admit, finishing my coffee.

The waitress delivers our food and refills my cup. I have a few bites of my omelet before continuing.

“I made out with a woman at a bar a few weeks ago. It was nothing, man—nothing. Just kissing and over the clothes groping. She bit my dick and I wasn’t letting her anywhere near it after that.”

“Bit it?” Cal’s mouth falls open with shock. “Bit? Through your clothes?”

I look side to side to make sure no one can hear. “Yeah. Said she was hungry for sausage. So fucked up. I got out of there fast, but she forced her number on me. I never called.”

“Okay.” Cal’s measured damage-control tone instills confidence.

“I didn’t know who she was. If I’d known—”

“Just say it, Jake.”

“Hailey Hampton.”

Cal shakes his head.

“I know.”

“Damn it, Jake,” he says softly.

“Yeah.” I sigh deeply. “So a couple weeks went by and she went crying to her father, who told Gene to bench me until they can dump me.”

“Bench you? And dump you? You’re his star center.”

“Gene talked him down. Told him there had to be some mistake. So guess who I’m now ‘dating’?” I use air quotes for emphasis and Cal cringes.

“Are you serious?”

“Unfortunately, I am.”

“Has she been hungry for sausage again?”

I glare at him. “She’s never getting near my crotch again.”

“She’ll expect to if you’re dating.”

“I’ll have to find a way to work around that.”

“Tell her you have an STD.”

I groan. “Not happening. Shit like that gets around.”

“No way she’ll believe you’re waiting for marriage.” Cal laughs heartily.

“Yeah, that’s…unlikely. And what makes it even worse is that I met someone I really do want to date. Gene told me no other women while I’m pretending to date Hailey, but…”

“But you’re gonna dig your hole deeper and do it anyway?”

“I have to, Cal. There’s something about her.”

He finishes off his third cup of coffee. “Does she know about Hailey?”

“No. I just barely convinced her to go out with me, I can’t drop that on her.”

Cal’s lips quirk with amusement. “Barely convinced her?”

I give him a sheepish grin. “For some reason she’s under the impression I’m a narcissistic playboy.”

“Imagine that. But usually your seven-figure salary and washboard abs make the panties hit the floor anyway.”

I laugh. “Not Miranda’s. She doesn’t put up with any bullshit. I don’t think she dates much. Probably because she’s working two jobs and going to school.”

“How old is she?”

“A guy in the kitchen at the Dupont told me she’s twenty-five.”

“How does he know?”

“She works in housekeeping there.”

“You’re trying to get with your hotel maid?”

I shake my head. “It’s not like that. I really like her. So much that I almost didn’t ask her out.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t want her to get hurt.”

“You don’t really like her if you’re already thinking of hurting her.”

“I do. But I’m not ready to get married and have kids. It’s just…” I sigh deeply. “I see her worn-out coat and the dry skin on her hands and it hits me how little she must have. How hard she must work. No matter how much I like her, I’ll never be a man who sweeps her off her feet and changes the rest of her life, you know?”

“If you can already see it ending, don’t begin it.”

“I can’t see it ending because I wanted it to. I like her a lot and I’d love to date her and only her. But you know my schedule, Cal. I travel all the damn time. I could get traded down the road. What if she wants more than I can give her?”

He shrugs. “Maybe no-strings sex is best for you right now. Just be honest with her about that.”

“She’s better than that.”

After a few seconds of silence, my phone buzzes on the table with a text from Hailey.

I’m worried, Jake. Txt me or I’m coming to the Dupont.

Oh, fuck no. She can’t do that. I grab my phone and write her back.

Me: Hey, in a meeting with my agent.

Hailey: When can I see u again?

Just the thought makes my dick shrink up inside my body. But I don’t have much choice unless I want to be at the top of George Hampton’s shit list.

Me: How about lunch tomorrow before I leave for my game?

Hailey: Perfect! In your room?

Christ, no.

Me: The deli on Franklin. 11:00.

Hailey: See u then, sexy ;)

“From your expression I’m guessing that’s Hailey you’re texting?” Cal asks, sounding almost amused.

I just grunt and set my phone back down. “You get a huge bonus if you can find me a way out of this one, Cal.”

“Be the most annoying asshole on the planet. Take all your ritualistic bullshit and multiply it by ten.”

I nod, considering. “Make her end it, then?”

“Everyone wins.”

“It’s worth a shot, right?”

Cal looks at his watch. “Sorry, man. Gotta run for a meeting.”

“So you’ll send me a new draft of the contract when you get it?”

“Yes.” He takes out his wallet but I shake my head.

“I’ve got it. Tell Denny I said hi.”

“Will do. Keep me posted on Miranda. And the sausage lover.”

“I live to amuse you.” I flip him off just as he turns to leave.

I’ve got to get rid of Hailey. I can’t risk Miranda hearing I’m dating another woman, even though I’m actually not. Somehow I don’t think she’d be very sympathetic if I told her the truth, given the way I got myself into this mess.

It’s pretty crazy that I’m feeling predate jitters. I need to burn off some of this nervous energy between practice and weight lifting.

Usually I’m the one in control. I keep myself on a schedule on practice days, game days and sometimes even off days. I know what I’m going to eat on a given day before I even wake up. Hell, I’m practically OCD on game days. Even with women, I set the rules. We always go to my place and there’s no morning-after cuddle session. I don’t kick them out of bed after we have sex, but I do expect them to leave the next morning.

With Miranda, though, it’s different. I’ve never chased a woman the way I feel myself starting to chase her. I have no idea what I want with her, I just know I want it really fucking bad.


Chapter 12

Miranda

I’m pacing—not an easy task in our tiny apartment. It pretty much consists of walking around the couch a thousand times.

“Will you relax?” Paige grumbles from the couch, where she’s scrolling through her phone. “You’re making me nervous.”

“I can’t help it. What was I thinking saying I’d go out with him? I should be next to you right now in my favorite sweats.”

She glares at me over the top of her phone as I pass through her line of sight. “Right. Because my night of mac and cheese and Gilmore Girls will be so much cooler than a date with a hot NHL player.”

“Emphasis on the word ‘player,’ ” I mutter.

“At least you’ll get a great dinner out of it. And you look gorgeous.”

I look down at the dark skinny jeans and dark heels I haven’t had a reason to wear in a very long time. I borrowed a black V-neck wrap shirt and some silver bracelets from Paige. It did feel good to have a reason to dress nice and wear makeup. Paige put my hair up in a fancy twist, and I actually feel slightly sophisticated.

“Thanks. I don’t know why I’m so nervous. This isn’t even a thing. We’re picking out flooring and getting something to eat.”

“It’s a thing, Miranda.”

I stop pacing and take a deep breath. Pacing in heels was a stupid idea. It’s making my feet sore.

“Oh, I know!” Paige sits up straighter on the couch. “Let’s play Drinking Up with the Kardashians.”

I roll my eyes. Paige is so proud of the drinking game she invented. We turn on the Kardashians and every time someone says the word “like,” we have to take a shot. The one and only time I played it with her, I had a hangover that lasted two days. Never again.

“I’d rather not be falling-down drunk when he gets here,” I say. “And let’s pay the water bill before we spend any money on alcohol.”

“Yes, Mom,” she says under her breath.

“How’s school going?” I ask her, hoping a distraction will help calm my nerves.

“It’s hard. This is the hardest semester yet.”

Unlike me, Paige has always known what she wanted to do with her life. We came to Chicago because it’s where her veterinary school is. She works her ass off to keep her grades up while holding down her waitressing job.

“Maybe you should study tonight,” I suggest.

“I’m going to. And I’m doing a study group meeting tomorrow.”

There’s a knock at the door and I swallow hard. Paige leaps off the couch to answer it.

“No!” I hiss. “I’m not ready.”

“Yes, you are,” she says with a glare.

She looks through the peephole and turns toward me, her mouth hanging open. “Holy ball sacs, you didn’t tell me he was that hot.”

“Don’t let him hear you,” I mumble. “He’s an egomaniac.”

She gives me a huge, excited grin. “I’m so damn happy for you, Miranda.”

When she opens the door and I see Jake standing there, I have to remind myself to breathe. I don’t want him to know how nervous I am.

“Hey,” he says. “You look great.”

“Thanks.” He walks in and I wait for him to look around our closet-size home and judge it.

He doesn’t, though, because he’s looking at me.

“Jake, this is my sister, Paige. Paige, Jake Birch.”

“Nice to meet you,” Jake says.

“You, too.”

Paige still has that goofy grin on her face. I grab my purse and coat and head for the door.

“Have fun,” she says.

“Happy studying,” I say to her as I close the door.

Jake’s wearing jeans, too, and a plain dark T-shirt beneath his black leather jacket. When I see his Doc Martens, it reminds me of taking them off the night I found out what a happy drunk he is.

I slide on my coat, which is actually Paige’s. It’s white and down-filled, and it’s a little too sporty, but it was this or my long, ugly old quilted coat.

“So how’s it going?” Jake asks as we start down the first of three flights of stairs to the main floor of my building.

“Good. My boss was gone today so that was nice.”

“The asshole who bitches about your vacuum lines?”

“Yeah. Tony.”

I pick up on a hint of his clean, manly scent. Every time I take the sheets off his bed I notice they smell faintly of his Irish Spring soap. Clearing my throat, I look over at him.

“What about you? How was your meeting this morning?”

“It was good. Met with my agent, Cal. Then I had practice. Exciting stuff.” He grins.

When we get to the bottom of the stairs, he takes my hand. It’s been a long time since a man held my hand. I’m immediately self-conscious about how dry my hands are. I wash them so often at work that no amount of lotion seems to help.

He leads me to a black Escalade parked down the block from my apartment. When he opens the door and I get in, I’m greeted by the smell of him mixed with the leather interior of the car.

Jake drives toward downtown and I ride with my hands clutched in my lap.

“You okay?” he asks.

“Fine.” It comes out in a croak and I clear my throat, my cheeks warming.

“You’re not nervous, are you?”

“No.” I wave my hand and scoff. “We’re picking out a floor color and eating some dinner. Nothing to be nervous about.”

When I look over I see the corners of Jake’s lips tugging up in a smile. “Well, I’m kinda nervous.”

I give him a skeptical look.

“I am,” he says. “You’re different, Miranda. I like that. You’re the one woman I know who will call me out if I’m an asshole.”

“Is it really that hard not to be one?”

He shrugs. “Sometimes. I’m not used to caring what people think of me.”

We’re waiting at a stoplight and I see the people in the car next to us looking at Jake. Do they recognize him? If they do, he’s oblivious.

“I think I’m nervous because it’s been so long since I’ve been out on a…” I catch myself and scramble for word.

“A date?” Jake finishes for me.

“I mean, I know this isn’t a real date.” My face is on fire with embarrassment.

“It’s real to me.” Jake turns to enter an underground parking deck. “But listen, don’t be nervous, okay? I really like that you’re not starstruck by me, so don’t let my Escalade and North Side apartment change that.”

“It’s not that.”

“Is it my sex appeal? Are you intimidated by it?” His dramatic smolder makes me snort-laugh.

He parks in a spot near an elevator, which we step onto. When he takes my hand again, I cringe. It has to feel like sandpaper.

Jake pulls a key from his pocket and inserts it into a slot on the elevator’s keypad panel. A round yellow light next to the slot turns on and the elevator starts moving up.

“You like Italian food?” he asks me.

“Yeah.” I keep myself from telling him that women who survive on ramen and cereal are very unpicky.

The elevator stops and we step into a small entryway. Jake lets go of my hand and digs a keychain out of his pocket. He unlocks the dark wood door and opens it, nodding for me to walk in first.

When I do, I’m in awe. His apartment is spectacular, even in its under-construction state. The whole place is empty, but enormous.

“Looks like they’re all done with the demo,” Jake says.

“They took out everything?”

“Yeah. There was a reclusive heiress who lived here alone for the past thirty years. Everything was outdated, but when I saw that view…” A grin spreads across his face as he looks out the floor to ceiling windows with an expansive view of the lake.

“It’s incredible,” I say. Before I can turn on my internal filter, I add, “God, my place must have seemed so awful to you.”

He turns to me, his brow furrowed. “What? No, Miranda. I didn’t think anything like that.”

“I’m not ashamed of it or anything, I’m just saying…we’re from opposite ends of the pay scale, Jake.”

He walks over to me, an intense look in his blue-gray eyes. “You know what I thought when I saw your place?”

My heart is pounding as he studies me. “What?”

“I looked at your bookcase full of books and your plants and the paintings on the walls and your gray couch and I thought, ‘Damn, this place looks like a home. I wish I could lay on that couch with her and watch a movie or something.’ ”

“Really?”

“Ask me over to watch a movie and find out.”

I can’t help but smile. “Jake, do you want to come over and watch a movie sometime?”

“You mean like a porno? You dirty girl.”

I shrug. “I do have a couple of those.”

“You’re my dream woman.”

My laugh dies down quickly when I see how serious his expression still is.

“I mean it, Miranda. You’re like…this freight train of amazing that just came flying toward me out of nowhere.”

“A train? I’m like a train?”

He looks up at the ceiling. “Yeah, I’m shit at sweet-talking, okay?”

“Well, try again.”

“Try again?” He meets my eyes, his brows arched with surprise.

“Yep. I go on a date about as often as I get a pelvic exam, so I need to cram lots of goodness into this night. Give me a real, actual compliment, Birch.”

“Okay.” He nods slightly, considering. “You’re probably thinking I’ll go with the obvious and tell you how beautiful you are. Or tell you how much I admire you for working two jobs and going to school.”

When he steps closer to me, I inhale sharply as I feel the heat of his body near mine.

“So here it is, Miranda,” he says in a low, husky tone. “My real, actual compliment for you. When I’m with you, everything else melts away. I don’t obsess about hockey or get irritated by anything. There’s just you, and that gorgeous smile I’m hooked on. I think I could have fun with you anywhere.”

I swallow hard, taken aback by his words and the warm look in his eyes.

“You do?” I say softly.

“I do.”

I can feel his breath on my lips as he leans closer. My already-racing heart kicks up a notch when he puts a hand on my waist and closes the last inch of distance between us.

He’s an amazing kisser. He takes his time brushing his lips over mine softly before his tongue teases mine. I’m warm all over from the way he tastes and feels. He likes cinnamon breath mints, and I find that charming for some reason.

I don’t know if it’s me or him who moves—maybe both of us—but in an instant our bodies are pressed together, my soft lines molding perfectly against his hard ones.

His other hand comes up to cup my cheek as he deepens the kiss and I moan softly without even realizing I’m doing it. That seems to do something to him, because within a couple seconds I find myself backed up against the wall of windows.

Jake takes my hands in his and raises them up, pushing them against the glass. I gasp and close my eyes as his mouth dips down from my lips to my neck.

He traces the line of my collarbone with his lips and then kisses my neck all the way up to the spot beneath my earlobe that sets me off. God, it feels amazing.

When I wrap a leg around the backs of his thighs, he groans against my skin.

“I’d love to fuck you up against this window right now,” he says in my ear.

When he nips my earlobe, it sends a charge of arousal through my entire body.

“I think…I’d love it, too,” I say breathlessly.

That gets me another groan. Or it may have been because I’m grinding myself against him. Either way, this is the best first kiss of my life.

He kisses me on the lips one more time before stepping back.

“Another time, gorgeous,” he says, his gaze full of hunger.

“Another time?” I furrow my brow in disbelief and point at his rather impressive erection, which is straining against his jeans. “What are we gonna do about that?”

He gives me a wicked grin. “You don’t know how bad I wish we were going to address this situation. But we’ve got a dinner reservation.”

“Okay.” I tuck a loose strand of hair behind my ear, still on fire from the feel of his body against mine.

“You’re better than this,” he says, gesturing at the window. “At least for our first time.”

I give him a playful smile. “Who says I’ll give you a second chance at a first time?”

“You will.”

He runs a hand through his hair and turns toward the fireplace, which is currently nothing but a hole in the wall. “Now let’s get rid of my boner by picking out a floor for this place.”

I follow him across the expansive room to the fireplace, where several wood samples are spread out on the floor. There are four, all in medium to dark tones.

“I like that one,” I say, pointing at the cherry sample.

Jake gives me a puzzled look. “That’s it? You decided already?”

“Yeah. It has the most warmth. But they’re all nice. You can’t go wrong with any of them.”

He shakes his head and smiles. “Okay, the cherry one it is.”

“Because you like it, right? Don’t choose it just because of me.”

“I like it, too.”

I give him a skeptical look. “Since when are you so agreeable?”

“Since that kiss. You can ask me for pretty much anything right now and I’ll say yes.”

I can’t help smiling, but his gaze is just too intense, so I have to look away.

“Let’s go get dinner,” he says, reaching for my hand.

He drives us to a quaint Italian place downtown, where we’re led to a private table in the back. There’s a curtain and everything so no one can see in.

We both order the lasagna. I’m not so nervous anymore, but now I’m feeling something else. There’s a hot, restless ache inside me thanks to Jake’s kiss against the window of his apartment. Can women get blue balls? I mean, without the balls part?

“You okay?” he asks me.

I gulp down some water and nod.

“So where’d you grow up?” Jake asks me.

“O’Fallon. It’s in Southern Illinois.”

“Any siblings besides Paige?”

I shake my head. “Just us. We were really close growing up.”

He looks away. “That’s good. And your parents?”

“My dad’s an electrician and my mom works for an insurance agent in town. They both grew up in O’Fallon, so they were pretty surprised when Paige and I wanted to move to Chicago. My mom was sure we’d be mugged weekly.”

I think family is a bad subject for him, but I’m curious about him. I tread lightly, figuring he can shut me down if he wants to.

“Where did you grow up?” I ask him.

“Minneapolis.”

“Do you have brothers and sisters?”

His expression hardens. “Not anymore.”

“Because…they’re out of your life like your mom or…?”

“No.” He sighs deeply and runs a hand over his face. “I had a younger brother, Dustin, but he died four years ago.”

“I’m so sorry, Jake,” I say softly.

“Thanks.”

The pain is still fresh for him—it’s etched all over his face. I don’t want to push a difficult subject on him, so I move to something else.

“So how long have you been playing hockey?”

“Started when I was four.”

“Wow. I switched sports every year when I was a kid. Did you ever get tired of hockey?”

His expression is relaxed now, and there’s even a hint of a smile there. “Never. My dad coached Dustin and me. I was always happiest on the ice with them.”

“How old were you when you went to the NHL?”

“I was drafted right out of college.”

“To Chicago?”

He nods. “It’s a good fit for me. The coach and owner have high standards. They’re in it to win.”

“You’re competitive.”

“You have to be when you’re playing at this level.”

“Do you still have all your teeth?”

He grins. “Want me to take out my dentures?”

My look of horror makes him laugh.

“I’m kidding. I broke a tooth in a high school game, but the dentist fixed it up. I wear my mouth guard religiously so I can keep my teeth.”

Our food comes, and it’s amazing. He insists we share some tiramisu for dessert and I’m very full by the time we leave. But it was good. Relaxing. We both let our guards down and I liked that.

During the drive home, I admit to myself that if Jake asks me to come back to his room for sex, I’ll say yes. If he wants to come in when we get to my place, hoping to have sex there, I’ll be up for that, too. I want him so badly, especially after that panty-wetting kiss.

Hell, if he wants to pull over on the side of the road for a backseat quickie, I’ll take it. The beggar that is my libido knows it can’t be choosy.

But I end up getting none of the above. Jake doesn’t even accept my invite inside when we get back to my place. He gives me a few kisses in front of my door, his hands on my waist making me burn hotter for him than ever. My bed is only about twenty short steps away.

“Can I see you again soon?” he asks.

“You’ll see me when I come clean your room,” I remind him.

He arches his brows, looking amused. “Another date, Miranda.”

“I’ll have to check my schedule.”

His hands grip my waist a little tighter and it’s all I can do not to moan.

“How can I persuade you? Do I need to kiss that spot beneath your earlobe again?” he asks playfully.

Hell yes. There are lots of spots he needs to kiss. I am completely without chill tonight, and I force myself to get it together.

“Yes, we can go out again soon.”

“Thursday night?”

“I have class.”

He considers. “Sunday night?”

“I think so. Unless I get below a ninety on my Economics exam, then I have to study.”

He kisses me again. “Let me know. I had a great time.”

“So did I.”

I unlock my door and go in, giving him a final smile before I close the door behind me and lean up against it. And then, I smile even wider. I can’t believe I just had an amazing date with Jake Birch, president of the Jake Birch Fan Club. And I can’t wait for the next one.


Chapter 13

Jake

I tap my foot on the floor beneath the booth at the deli and sigh heavily. Everything’s off. Game days aren’t supposed to be this way.

Our plane to Nashville for a game tonight leaves at one P.M., and I already feel edgy from not being in my game-day zone. I don’t even have the energy to be a level ten asshole to Hailey as Cal suggested the other day. I just want to get this bullshit lunch date over as quickly as possible.

Hailey walks in wearing a short dress and a huge smile.

“Hi, baby,” she gushes, standing at the end of the booth.

“Hey, have a seat.”

“I want a kiss first.”

I cringe inwardly. When I stand up and give her a quick peck, she wrinkles her nose at me.

“Where’s the Jake Birch I made out with at that bar?”

I force a laugh. “This is a deli and it’s eleven in the morning, Hailey.”

She slides into her side of the booth, pouting. I ask myself for the five hundredth time why my stupid ass got drunk and made out with her that night. Why did she have to be Hampton’s daughter?

I should be at the Dupont right now, seeing Miranda before my road trip. I haven’t been able to stop thinking about her since our date. But once I get on the plane to Nashville, I’ll have to.

“Do you have a personal Facebook?” Hailey asks me. “I need to tag you in my relationship status, but I can’t tag your official page.”

“I don’t, no.”

I do. But it’s under Jake Ryan since Ryan’s my middle name, and I limit it to close friends and family. I’m definitely not letting Hailey into that circle.

“Really?” She narrows her eyes. “Frank told me he thought you did.”

“Frank’s a dumbass.”

The waitress comes to the table and Hailey orders a Long Island Iced Tea.

“We don’t serve alcohol,” the waitress says.

“What kind of place is this?”

“It’s a deli.”

“I know that.” Hailey rolls her eyes dramatically. “But if a girl has an early date with her hot hockey player man before his road trip, what’s she supposed to drink?”

“We have Coke products, sweet tea, lemonade and water.”

“Ugh. Water, I guess.”

When the waitress leaves the table, Hailey gives me a sly smile. “I have good news, baby.”

I really wish she wouldn’t call me that. “Oh, yeah?”

“I’m coming to your game tonight. We can hang out after.”

“What?”

She nods enthusiastically. “And I had the intern who books all the team travel get me a room at the same place the team is staying tonight, so you can stay in my room.”

There are a few seconds of silence as I scramble to figure out how I can get out of this.

“That’s…great,” I say weakly. “I might be tired after the game, though.”

“I know how to keep you up.” She giggles and bites her lip and I swear my dick groans in protest.

Fuck this. I’m not getting anywhere near her room tonight. I’ll feign an injury and go back to my room after the game for room service.

We order sandwiches and Hailey tells me about her plans to work at an art gallery when she finishes her graduate degree. I smile and nod when I’m supposed to, but I’m thinking about Nashville’s defense.

They’re a team of street fighters, and I love playing them. Hell, I very well might be injured in tonight’s game. I can only hope.

As soon as we’ve both finished our food, I leave some cash on the table and get up.

“Have to go. Catch you later,” I say.

“Jake,” Hailey whines. “I want a kiss.”

When she stands, I give her a quick peck on the cheek.

“I can’t wait for tonight,” she says in a low tone.

I try to smile.

“Text me where to meet up after so we can go out after the game.”

With a nod, I turn toward the door. This was supposed to be a quick, easy lunch date to get Hailey off my back for a while, and now I have to deal with her being in Nashville tonight.

I can’t keep up this charade much longer. I’ll have to talk to Gene. Surely there’s a way out. Gene can’t know I’ve found someone I actually do want to date since he told me not to be seen with other women, so I’ll have to try something else. I’ll tell him my focus on my game is suffering. It would be more convincing if I played like shit tonight, but I can’t bring myself to do that. I’m too much of a competitor.

On the walk to my car, I glance down at my phone screen and stop walking as soon as I see the date. November 3. Air whooshes from my lungs in a deep exhale.

How the fuck could I forget? This is one of the days I dread all year long. In part, I welcome that dread. The pain I feel over losing my brother is only a fraction of the pain he suffered. His death was slow and merciless.

But after just four years, I forgot. I woke up this morning completely focused on my game and the situation with Hailey.

I finish the walk to my car, burying my face in my hands as soon as I’m in the driver’s seat. It all comes back in a wave of emotion so powerful I think it’s going to crush me.

Four years ago today we celebrated Dustin’s nineteenth birthday at the hospital. He was in bad shape, the cystic fibrosis making every breath he took into a fight. But he’d smiled and celebrated with us, knowing it would be his last birthday.

Hoist the cup for me, Jake. I know you will one day.

His words had been ringing in my ears last year when we won the Stanley Cup. I’d wept as I held the cup in the air, thinking of my brother.

I despise myself for forgetting Dustin’s birthday. No matter how hard I try, I won’t be able to get into my game-day mindset today.

—

When I crack my stick in half and hurl it across the locker room, my teammates fall silent.

“What the fuck was that?” I yell, looking from face to face. “We just bent over and spread our assholes out for them!”

A couple guys have the decency to hang their heads.

Nashville destroyed us. 6–1. But really, we beat ourselves with shitty defense and an anemic offense.

Gene’s standing in front of a row of lockers, his arms crossed in front of his chest.

“Birch is right, boys,” he says. “That was piss poor.” He turns to me. “And you fucked up plenty, so direct some of that anger at yourself.”

He’s right. But little does he know that I’ve been directing anger at myself since this morning, and that’s part of my problem. I’m still entirely focused on Dustin.

I sink down onto a bench and hunch forward. Gene lays into us hard, detailing our mistakes and our inability to shake them off. He yells for so long that I find myself mellowing. I’m physically and emotionally drained.

It’s been a long fucking day. When I get in the shower, I stand and just let the hot water run over my shoulders and down my chest and back for a couple minutes.

All I want to do is go to Dustin’s grave and apologize for forgetting. I want to tell him how much I miss him. He told me and our parents that his greatest wish was for us to go on without him and be happy, but I just can’t. Every time something good happens in my life, I think about how it will never happen for him. He’ll never land his dream job. He’ll never meet a woman like Miranda.

And the hell of it is that he deserves those things more than I do. Dustin was one of the best people I’ve ever known. He was laid back, funny and generous. Cystic fibrosis stole a man who would have made the world a better place.

My teammates are going out for dinner, but I turn down their invite to join them. I need to be alone tonight. I’m rooming with Tuck, but he’ll just come in later and go to bed. He knows to steer clear of me right now.

I dress in a black suit with a white dress shirt and red tie. I’m not up for interviews, so one of our PR people sneaks me out a side exit of the arena and I get into a waiting taxicab.

My thoughts wander to Miranda on the ride to the hotel. I take out my phone and text her.

Me: U free for a date Sunday night?

Miranda: I wish I could, but I got an 82 on my Econ exam. I have to study Sunday.

Me: Come on, blow it off.

Miranda: I can’t.

Me: Fine.

Miranda: You texted that in a petulant tone, didn’t you?

Me: If petulant means pissed off, then yes.

Miranda: You’re pissed at me?

Me: Not at u, just pissed I can’t see u.

Miranda: Are you okay?

Me: Of course. Why do u ask?

Miranda: I worked at the bar tonight and your game was on TV.

Me: Not my best one for sure.

Miranda: Do you take losses hard?

Me: U might say that. So what are u doing?

Miranda: Just finished cleaning up the kitchen and I’m going to bed.

Me: Okay. I’ll see u Friday when u come to my room.

Miranda: See you then.

For just a second, I consider calling her to talk about Dustin. But it would probably make me feel worse to admit to her that I forgot his birthday.

The cab arrives at my hotel and I pass the driver some cash. When I get into my room, I take off my tie and call in a room service order. As soon as I hang up the phone, Hailey walks out of the bathroom wearing just a black bra and panties.

“What the fuck are you doing here?” I stand up from the bed I’m sitting on.

“Relax, baby. Tuck won’t be back for hours, I talked to him. It’s just you and me.”

She licks her lips and starts walking toward me. I shake my head and put up a hand to stop her.

“You need to go, Hailey.”

“I know you’re down about the game. Let me make it better.”

“I’m not just down. You don’t want to be around me right now.”

She keeps walking my way. “I do, though. I’m your girlfriend. It’s my job to be here for you.”

Her words are like nails on a chalkboard. My muscles tense as I glare at her.

“No. I’m not up for sex right now. I don’t want anyone even touching me.”

She sighs softly. “I can just keep you company, then.”

“I don’t want any fucking company. I’m a moody, miserable asshole when I don’t play well. Ask any of the guys, they’ll tell you. I can’t be around anyone right now.”

“Not even me?”

“No. I’ll be in a mood for days. This is the way I am.”

Hailey sticks out her lower lip. “Well, what am I supposed to do, then?”

“I don’t know. Just something that’s not here.”

“I came all this way for this?”

I shrug. “I didn’t ask you to come.”

“You’re being an asshole.”

I scrub a hand down my face. “Seriously, Hailey. Get out.”

She goes into the bathroom and walks back out wearing a tight black dress and heels. After giving me a dirty look, she walks out of the room, slamming the door behind her.

At least my dark mood had one upside. I remind myself to channel this mindset the next time I want to get rid of Hailey. Which will be the next time I see her.


Chapter 14

Miranda

It’s a cold, overcast Friday morning in downtown Chicago, and the mood on the train seems to match the weather. People are pushier and crabbier than usual. A couple guys nearby in the car I’m riding in sound like they’re about to throw down over who shoved who when the train doors were closing.

“Douchebag,” one of them mutters.

“Real classy,” the other one says back.

I turn away from them and watch the passing scenery instead. I’m so glad it’s Friday morning that I don’t think I could get mad at anyone today. This week I’ve been studying for both my classes—Economics and World History. Between that, working at the Dupont, and the couple shifts I picked up at the bar for a co-worker whose mother is sick, I’m beat.

I’m going to sleep so hard when I finish my shift at the bar tonight. I may just spend Saturday in my pajamas. Sunday it’s back to studying. Hopefully I’ll have a kickass job one day and all this exhaustion will be worth it.

I’m bummed about missing out on a date with Jake Sunday night. I wanted to blow off studying and go out with him, but I can’t let myself fall behind in Economics. If I get a 4.0 this semester, it will raise my cumulative GPA high enough to qualify for a scholarship for next semester.

I’ll have to settle for texting with Jake. It’s not the same as seeing him, but it’s better than nothing. We haven’t seen each other this week. He told me he’s leaving for practice this morning at nine, so if I clean his room first, I can catch him.

Just the thought of seeing him gives me butterflies. I never felt this way with Nick or any of the other guys I’ve dated. I didn’t feel it for Jake, either, until after that kiss at his apartment.

Once the train gets to my stop, I’m one of the first ones off. I walk briskly to the Dupont, knowing I don’t have any extra time.

It’s my lucky day—Tony’s off. The staff is relaxed as we stock our carts, some people even smiling and laughing. That doesn’t happen when the boss man is here.

I’m planning to start my day in Jake’s room so I can see him, but I change my mind on the elevator ride up to the penthouse level. I hurry into another suite, hoping I won’t run into him in the hallway.

It’s not that I don’t want to see him. It’s that I don’t want to see him while wearing my drab, matronly Dupont uniform. The thought of flirting with him and then changing his sheets and rounding up his dirty underwear to send down to the laundry is…well, it’s weird.

He keeps the room picked up, but still, I’m required to make it spotless every day. I’ve never seen myself as a shabby hotel maid, but I can’t help wondering if Jake sees me that way when I’m in my uniform.

Is he used to women with soft, supple skin and perfectly manicured nails? Probably. I haven’t had a professional manicure or even a haircut in almost a year. Our mom took me and Paige to the salon when we were home last Christmas.

The first suite needs a top to bottom cleaning. It looks like a large group stayed in it last night. I’ve worked up a sweat by the time I knock on Jake’s door at almost ten A.M.

He’s not there, of course. I sigh deeply as I roll my cart into his room, wondering why I’m suddenly self-conscious. I was fine about the uniform until the date. But I’ll have to get over it, because it’s not like I won’t have to see Jake while wearing my uniform.

There’s an envelope on the desk with my name on it. I smile as I pick it up and open it. There’s a note and two tickets inside. I read the note.


Miranda,

Missed you this morning. Hope you can use these tickets to my game tomorrow night. You’ve been wanting to see how big my stick is for a while, so here’s your chance.


Jake



I roll my eyes and laugh. The man has a shit ton of confidence, and there’s something I like about it.

After I’ve tucked the note and tickets into a safe spot on my cart, I set to work cleaning. Jake’s not a slob, so his suite is usually one of the easier ones to clean. When I strip his bed, I catch a hint of his clean, woodsy scent. And by “catch,” I mean I bury my face in his pillowcase.

I wish it was me covered in that heavenly smell. Jake has awoken my libido, and I find myself wanting sex for the first time in a while. Watching him play hockey probably won’t help with that situation. I don’t follow the game, but anything that involves him working up a sweat will likely get me going.

Maybe he’ll want to go out after the game. Paige will flip if she gets to meet some of his teammates, especially single ones. If she doesn’t have to work, we might as well go.

And if it leads to wild, hair-pulling sex, well, I won’t complain.

—

The arena is a sea of red. It’s much bigger than I was expecting, and it’s filled with thousands of fans decked out in jerseys and hats. It’s surreal to see “Birch” on the back of so many jerseys. Kids are bouncing with excitement, matching how I’m feeling inside.

“Holy shit, nachos cost how much?” Paige says from beside me.

“I brought a bag of popcorn. It’s in my bag. And some bottled water.”

“Okay, good.” She gives me a mischievous grin. “I’m totally imagining you wearing Jake’s actual jersey every time I see one with his name on it. And nothing else.”

“Oh, jeez.”

“It’s happening. You’ll wake up in his suite one day wearing just that jersey and a huge smile, I’m telling you.”

“We’ll see.”

“He invited you here, and that’s a big thing.” She hooks her arm around mine as we walk. “I bet we’re sitting with wives and girlfriends of the other players.”

I blanch at the thought. “I’m not his girlfriend or anything. I wouldn’t know what to say if anyone asked me about him.”

“You’ll be his girlfriend soon.”

“I doubt that. I think once we’ve done the deed he’ll lose interest.”

She gives me a puzzled look. “Why do you say that?”

I shrug. “It’s the kind of guy he is. I mean, I met a stripper in his room the first time I cleaned it.”

“Just because he didn’t want a relationship with her doesn’t mean he won’t want one with you.”

“I’m good with what it is, Paige. I’m not looking for a relationship, either, after what happened with Nick. I like Jake’s attention and I wouldn’t mind some amazing sex as long as we’re safe. But this is only happening because I clean his suite. He’s not staying at the Dupont forever.”

“Just take it slow and give it a chance, okay? I think he really likes you. We wouldn’t be here if he didn’t.”

I give her a skeptical look, but inside, I feel a twinge of hope. I guess if Jake only wanted sex, he would have tried to get some after our date, but he didn’t.

“Where are these seats?” I look at the tickets. “We may need some help from an usher.”

We locate one and he nods with appreciation when he scans the tickets.

“Two hundred level center,” he says. “Best seats in the house if you ask me.”

He leads us down near the ice. There are some seats in front of our section, but we have a great view of the entire ice rink.

“We’re the only people not wearing red,” Paige murmurs to me.

“I painted my nails red. Hopefully that counts for something.”

We’ve only been in our seats for a few minutes when a woman in a business suit approaches us.

“Mr. Birch asked me to welcome you,” she says with a smile. “I’m Jana and I work in PR for the team. Please let me know if I can help in any way.”

“Thanks,” I say.

“This section has a waiter who will be coming by soon. Everything is comped tonight, ladies. I hope you enjoy yourselves.”

The man in front of us turns around, his brows arched. “Did she mean Jake Birch?”

I nod and his face lights up. “You know he’s the top scorer in the league right now, right?”

“I didn’t know that.”

He drops his brows down low. “You must not follow the game.”

“Not really, no.”

“It’s all right. I got you. Just tell me if you have questions. And tell Birchy to keep it up. We wanna keep that cup.”

“Thank you.”

The massive overhead scoreboard at center ice lights up with a video showcasing the history of the team. A clip of Jake smiling makes my heart flutter. The crowd gets louder and more excited, cheering wildly and whistling through the singing of the national anthem.

When they introduce the players, the fans go crazy. The noise peaks when the announcer calls out, “Center and Team Captain Jake Birrrrrrrch!”

He skates onto the ice and I feel as giddy as a girl with a crush. He’s wearing a focused expression, seemingly oblivious to the noise. I guess this arena is his office, and it’s time for him to go to work.

And he does. Jake brings an intensity to the ice that no other player does. The crowd’s mood seems to shift into a higher gear every time he climbs over the wall and skates out.

I can’t keep my eyes on the puck because it’s so small and fast, so I watch Jake instead. He always drinks blue Gatorade as soon as he sits down on the bench, and he doesn’t seem to talk to teammates during the game. He just watches the game, always with that serious expression.

“I have to go to the bathroom,” Paige says, standing up.

I get up to follow her and feel something light hit my face. It’s popcorn, and soon it becomes an onslaught.

“Sit down!” someone yells out, aggravated.

“I have to go to the bathroom,” Paige says with a glare.

Our friend in front of us turns around. “Not while the puck’s in play.”

“Oh.” I sit back down and Paige follows, stopping the popcorn assault.

We wait until the puck is out of play and then hurry to and from the bathroom, because those superfans are probably timing us. Once we’re back, the energy in the arena has picked way up. People are on their feet yelling and cheering.

There’s a fight on the ice. Two players are punching the crap out of each other. Jake isn’t one of them. Both guys fighting get sent to the penalty box and the crowd stays loud when play resumes.

Our team is up 3–2, and I’m actually sitting on the edge of my seat as the clock ticks down the final seconds of the game. When it’s over, the fans in our section include me and Paige in the high-fives and hugs. This section feels like one for very devoted fans, and I’m glad Jake gave us seats here.

“What should we do now?” Paige asks me. “Are you seeing him after the game? I can catch the train home.”

I shrug. “He didn’t say anything about it.”

“But of course he wants to see you. At least for a drink.”

“Maybe he has to do stuff, though. Interviews and that.”

“Yeah, but I think they wear suits after games. You need to get a look at him in a suit, Miranda.”

Damn. With his body I bet Jake can wear the hell out of a suit.

“Why don’t we go get a drink nearby and see if he texts?” I say.

I do want to see him. Now that I’ve been to one of his games, I feel like I know him a little better. I just got a look at the biggest part of his life.

We walk to a small bar nearby, which is crowded. We took advantage of the free food and drinks at the game so we both just get a soda. After about twenty minutes, Jake texts.

Jake: What did u think?

Me: It was fun. Exciting. :)

Jake: Glad u came. I wish I could get together now, but I have other plans.

I feel a drop of disappointment in my stomach. Buy why? It’s late and he’s probably tired.

That’s just an excuse I’m making for him. I’m a pro at that. I made excuse after excuse for Nick’s behavior when he was cheating on me. Jake and I aren’t even together, and he said he has other plans, which probably means he’s not going back to the Dupont to sleep.

Me: I’m almost home anyway. Good night.

Jake: Night.

“We can go,” I say to Paige, putting my phone into my purse and sliding off the barstool.

She just nods, but I see the disappointment in her expression.

Men. Every time I expect the slightest thing from one, I end up feeling let down. And even though this was a stupid thing to expect from Jake since it’s late and he just played a grueling game, I’m bummed.

“I’m tired anyway,” I say to Paige.

It’s a lie and she probably knows it. But it stings to feel blown off by a man when I vowed not to let myself get hurt again. At least no one witnessed it but Paige. My sister doesn’t judge.

We’re both quiet on the train ride home. When we get back to our apartment, I take a hot shower, put on my flannel pajamas and settle into bed to read my Economics textbook. It’s not an exciting end to my Saturday night, but it’s a predictable one. I’ll take predictable over exciting any day of the week.


Chapter 15

Jake

My Sunday morning workout is light—just a run at the lake. I nod at a few other runners devoted enough to dress in layers and endure the cold November weather.

I woke up early after a restless night. I hated that I couldn’t go out with Miranda and her sister after the game. They must think I’m a huge asshole for giving them tickets to the game and then not making time for them after.

I would have invited them out with me and some teammates, but Hailey was hanging around as usual. Though I strongly considered going out with just Miranda and Paige, I decided it was too risky. After a big win like last night, I was more likely to have fans approach me for photos, and I couldn’t afford for Hailey to see I’d gone out with someone else. It was go out with the guys and her or not at all. So I’d seized the chance for her to feel like we’d “gone out” even though we were in a large group. Now I could avoid seeing her for at least a week.

She’d hung on me obnoxiously all night. I could tell my teammates knew something wasn’t right, probably because I can’t even bring myself to look at Hailey without cringing.

But Gene had no sympathy for me. I’d approached him about the Hailey charade affecting my play and he’d told me to suck it up. So for now, I had to keep up the pretense.

My feet pound the pavement in a rhythm as I try to think of ways to make it up to Miranda. Maybe I should send her flowers. Or get her a gift certificate for something relaxing like a massage.

I picture another man putting his hands on her bare shoulders and nix that idea. Hell. What I really want is to take her out tonight. I can’t fault her for needing to study, though.

It impressed me that she wouldn’t blow off studying for me. Miranda is interested in me, I can tell, but she doesn’t have stars in her eyes over me. She still puts her classes and other responsibilities first.

I once had a waitress quit her job on the spot to go out with me. I was in LA and I asked her out. She wasn’t off work for several hours and my plane was taking off before then, so she told her boss she was leaving. When the boss told her not to bother coming back if she did, she left anyway.

We only went out the one time, and it was partially because she’d quit her job. I love a woman who can say no to me. Miranda says it more forcefully and often than any woman ever has, which is probably why I’m so crazy about her.

Suddenly it hits me—I’ll help her study. Nothing says I’m a good dude to be with like that does. I aced Economics in college, so I should be able to help.

I pick up my pace in the homestretch of my run, breathing hard. I’m liking this idea more and more. I’ll get to see Miranda after all.

When I get back to the Dupont, my laundry has been delivered to my suite. I put it away and take a shower, dressing in jeans and a flannel.

After that, I don’t know what to do with myself. I know I should wait until this evening, but I want to see Miranda sooner than that. I pick up my phone from the coffee table and text her.

What are u doing?

It takes her a couple minutes to write back.

Miranda: I was carrying groceries up the stairs.

Me: Yeah? What’s for dinner?

Miranda: Mac and cheese. We’re pretty gourmet.

Me: When do u have to study?

Miranda: I’m starting when I get the groceries put away.

Me: Want some help?

I feel a little nervous as I wait for her to write back.

Miranda: From you?

Me: Yes, from me. I was a business major, remember?

Miranda: Sure, help would be great. It’ll be boring, though.

Me: I’ll be over in a few.

I feel a surge of something as I get up from the couch and grab my car keys. It’s unfamiliar and warm. This is the best I’ve felt since Dustin’s birthday. There’s something about Miranda that’s just good. I want to be near that goodness, even if I have to relive Econ 101 to do it.

—

It’s actually Econ 220—American Economic History. I didn’t take it in college, but it’s pretty interesting. Miranda is knee-deep in notecards about the economy during World War II. We’ve been studying for three hours when my stomach growls loudly.

“Are you hungry?” She looks up from the notecard she’s reviewing. “Want me to make some mac and cheese?”

I smile wryly. “Yes to the first question and no to the second.”

“You think you’re too good for mac and cheese, Birch?”

“Not at all. I think it’s the shit, actually. But I’m fucking starving and I need something with meat. How about Chinese?”

She bursts out laughing.

“What’s funny about that?” I ask, furrowing my brow.

Her cheeks are pink and she covers her mouth with a hand. “Sorry…no, nothing.”

“What?”

“I was just being silly, I guess. About you saying you need meat.”

I put my hands around her waist and pull her to my lap. I’m sitting on the couch, and once she’s straddling me, all traces of amusement vanish from her face.

“You didn’t tell me you’ve got the sense of humor of a teenager,” I say teasingly.

“Sometimes,” she says, smiling.

I grip her waist, my cock getting hard beneath her. “Are you hungry, Miranda?”

Her cheeks darken from pink to red. When she nods, I know she’s not thinking about dinner.

“You know, you’re very sexy when you describe the ways World War II helped end the Depression,” I say, sliding my hands from her waist around to her ass.

Her honey-colored eyes shift from wide and tentative to warm and confident. She puts her hands on my shoulders, her fingertips grazing the back of my neck. “You like it when I talk economic recovery?”

“Very much. I pretty much like everything that comes out of that gorgeous mouth, though.”

She smiles and leans closer. “Even when I call you an asshole?”

“Even then.” I squeeze her ass and smile. “You say it with such tenderness.”

Her hum of amusement ends abruptly when I slide my hands from her ass up the back of her shirt. I move slowly, relishing the soft warmth of her skin. The goosebumps tell me she hasn’t been touched this way in a while, and that really gets me going.

I move one hand up to her neck, pulling her close and stretching up until our lips meet. She tastes like the coffee she’s been drinking. I kiss her deeply, keeping one hand on her neck and wrapping my other arm around her back to pull her close to me.

She weaves her fingers up into my hair and tugs. I groan, desire for her coursing through me.

When she breaks away and leans back, smiling down at me, I look at her in confusion.

“I felt that,” she says, arching her brows with amusement.

“Well, yeah. I haven’t had sex since before we met. You could probably feel it even if I had several pillows on my lap.”

She laughs. “Not that, Jake. I felt your stomach growling.”

“Oh. Ignore it.”

With a soft sigh, she says, “We have to study. I have a scholarship riding on my GPA for this semester and I have to get an A in this class.”

“I’ll give you five thousand bucks to make out with me instead of studying. Will that help?”

“First of all…I’m worth more. And second of all, no. I’m putting myself through college.”

I lay my head back against the couch and groan. “All right, blue-baller. I’ll order some dinner. Is Chinese okay?”

“It’s great. I’ll take some vegetable lo mein.”

She slides off my lap and I miss her warmth immediately. I sigh and stand up, getting out my phone to call for food.

“I’m gonna ask you to list four ways World War II helped end the Depression after this,” I say to her. “Be ready.”

She grabs her notecards and starts reading.

I don’t know how she does it all. Working two jobs and going to school has to be exhausting. She doesn’t even complain. And while I wish I could do more to ease her burdens, help studying is all she’ll take from me.

She’s a strong woman. My mom always told me to make sure I found a strong woman when I decided to settle down. Thinking of her makes my throat tighten, so I focus on the Chinese order instead.

“You just ordered enough food for ten people,” Miranda says when I hang up the phone.

“I thought you might like to try some other stuff besides what you wanted. And I’m hungry.”

“Me, too. It all sounded good.”

I sit back down on the couch. She wraps a blanket around herself and sits down on a small, threadbare chair. It’s cold in her apartment, probably because she keeps an eye on the thermostat to save on the electric bill.

“Okay, tell me about the causes of the Great Depression,” I say, putting my feet up on the coffee table.

“You said you were going to ask how World War II ended the Depression.”

I give her a sly smile. “This is how I keep you on your toes.”

Her eyes sparkle as she grins. Damn, I wish I was under that blanket with her.

“All right…causes of the Depression,” she says.

I sit back and listen to her answer, feeling more content than I can remember ever being. This is what an off day should be like. I usually spend off days alone, eager to get back to hockey, but it’s the farthest thing from my mind right now.

What the hell is happening to me? This is more than just attraction. I prefer Miranda’s tiny, drafty apartment to my suite at the Dupont, and I prefer her company to anyone else’s.

Before this thing with us goes any farther, I need to get out of my fake relationship with Hailey. Miranda won’t put up with deceit, and if I’m lucky enough to make her mine, I won’t do anything to ruin it.


Chapter 16

Miranda

I like having Jake at my place. When I watched him kick off his Docs and put his feet up on my coffee table, I knew he was comfortable here. He doesn’t seem to care that it’s small or that my couch is so worn out it sags when he’s sitting on it.

And I have to say, he’s a great study partner. He remembers the things I don’t know and circles back to them. I never imagined I’d be studying with a hot, wealthy professional athlete, but it feels comfortable.

“What are you thinking?” Jake asks me just before he bites into an egg roll. “Do I have sauce on my chin or something?”

He swipes at his chin and I smile. “No, you’re good. I was thinking…” I tuck my hair behind my ear, trying to decide how to phrase what I’m thinking.

“That you’re ready to quit studying and show me your bedroom?”

I give him a stern look. “No. I was thinking that it’s kind of surreal to have you here in my apartment eating Chinese takeout at my coffee table with me.”

“Why?”

“Because last night I saw you as a hockey star for the first time. Thousands of people were cheering for you.”

“That’s not why I gave you the tickets, you know. I wasn’t trying to make myself seem like a big deal.”

I can’t help laughing. “Jake, you are a big deal.”

“Not really. I don’t want you to look at me that way.”

“Right now I just see the guy who forgot to shave this morning and has a hole in his sock.”

He runs a hand over the dark stubble on his face. “I can’t shave—we won last night, remember?”

“That’s right. And no changing your socks, either.”

“Just my game ones.”

I wrinkle my nose with disgust. “They must get so sweaty.”

“They smell like a rose garden. You can sniff them when you come to my room tomorrow.”

“I’ll pass.”

“And did you have your victory shot of your favorite drink after the game?”

I kind of hate myself for fishing this way, but I’m curious about his “plans” last night.

“Yep. Always.”

“Do your teammates have the same stuff after a win?”

“Sometimes. If we’re all out together I usually buy a round for everyone.”

“So that’s what you did last night, I take it?”

“Yeah.” He uses his plastic fork to point at the spicy pork I’m eating. “How is that?”

“Good.” I slide the dish toward him. “Try it.”

He slides the dish of General Tso’s chicken he’s eating my way and takes a bite of the spicy pork.

“This is amazing,” I say as I chew a bite of the chicken. “The food at the game last night was great, too, by the way. I never thanked you for the tickets and special treatment. We had fun.”

Jake grins. “I figured the 200 Center crowd would take good care of you.”

“Something like that.”

“Anytime you want to come to a game, just let me know.”

We finish our food and he puts the leftovers in my fridge while I go back to studying. By eleven that night, I feel well prepared for my exam but mentally exhausted. I’m about to fall asleep on the couch when Jake takes the blanket hanging over the back and covers me up with it.

“Good night,” he says, kissing my forehead.

“Thanks for helping me study.”

“Anytime. You want me to lock up?”

“Mmm.” My eyes start to slide closed. “Sure.”

The sounds of him turning the lock on the door and then closing it are the last things I hear before I’m fast asleep.

—

When I knock on the door to Jake’s suite the next morning, he opens the door.

“Good morning, Mr. Birch,” I say with a smile.

“Good morning.”

He holds the door open and I push my cart through.

As soon as the door closes behind me, Jake wraps his arms around me from behind. “You sleep well?” he asks, his arms warm and strong beneath my breasts.

“Yes. How about you?”

My heart is racing from the feel of his body against mine. He envelops me; I feel like the whole world melts away as I sink back against him.

“I slept okay,” he says, kissing my jawline softly. “Had a dream about you.”

“Oh, really?”

“Yeah. You stripped off your uniform for me as soon as you walked into the room and got in bed with me.”

My stomach swirls with excitement. He’s excited, too, based on the feel of his erection against my ass.

“And then what?” I ask.

“I kissed every last inch of you and we made love for hours.”

I’m glad he can’t see the huge grin I break out in. No man has ever described it that way to me, and I love the sound of those words from Jake’s lips. We didn’t “fuck” or “screw”—we “made love.”

Well, in his dream, at least.

“That sounds nice,” I say.

“Nice?” His arms tighten around me. “It was a lot more than nice.”

I put my palms on his muscled forearms and tip my head back against his shoulder. He kisses my neck and earlobe, then groans with frustration.

“You have no idea how much I want to stay, but I have to go,” he says, sliding his arms out from around me. “I can’t be late for practice. If I wasn’t team captain, I’d say fuck it.”

I turn around and look up at him. “Have a good practice. I’ll try out that stripping thing when you leave and let you know how it goes.”

Jake puts his hands around my waist and pulls me against him so hard I inhale sharply with surprise. He crushes his mouth against mine in a kiss, his tongue hot and hungry against mine.

When he pulls away, I’m breathless. This is a guy I could fall hard for if I’m not careful.

“Send pics,” he says in a low tone.

He leaves the room and I just stare at the door, raising my fingertips to touch my swollen lips. I still haven’t caught my breath. And I’m pretty sure I know what I’ll be dreaming about tonight.


Chapter 17

Jake

The next couple weeks are busy. Between games, practices and an ad campaign photoshoot for the athletic brand I’m the new spokesperson for, I’m away from the Dupont more than I’m there. And when I am there, I’m pretty much just sleeping.

Miranda and I get an occasional few minutes together when she comes to clean the suite if I haven’t left for practice yet, but it’s nowhere near enough. Texting keeps us in touch, but it’s just not the same as hearing her voice and seeing her smile.

The only good part about being this busy is that I don’t have any time for Hailey. It’s been nice not having to go on fake dates with her.

It’s the Monday before Thanksgiving and I’m about to get in the shower when Miranda knocks a couple times and announces loudly that “Housekeeping” is here.

She pushes her big cart through the door and I meet her in the suite’s living room, waiting until the door closes to wrap her into my arms.

“You know, you don’t need to do that,” I say, kissing her temple.

“Do what?”

“Tell me you’re here and you’re coming in. Just come in.”

She rests her head on my shoulder and I feel the soft brush of her lips against my neck. “It’s just habit, I guess. And if Tony found out I just came in, he’d know something was up.”

“You okay?”

Her sigh is warm on my skin. “Yeah. Just tired.”

“You need to stop picking up shifts at the bar.”

“I also need to pay my bills, though, and those shifts help with that.”

I pull back and look down at her. “Will you please take some money from me, Miranda?”

Her expression darkens. “No. Stop bringing it up.”

“I just hate seeing you so tired all the time.”

“The semester is almost over.”

“But then there’ll be another one. Whatever you make at the bar in a year, I’ll write you a check for right now. Just give me a number. You know I can afford it, so just let me help.”

“No.” She steps away from me. “I can take care of myself.”

Every time we have this conversation, whether it’s in person or by text, she frustrates the hell out of me. Miranda is stubborn and proud.

“I never suggested you can’t. Just take the money, would you? It would make me happy.”

A smile tugs at the corners of her lips as she bends down to get something from a shelf on her cart. “Thank you for offering, Jake. But that’s just not me, taking money from a guy I’m…” Her voice trails off and her cheeks flush.

“What? Dating?”

She shrugs and meets my gaze. “I don’t know. Are we dating?”

“Yeah, we are. Look, I know we’ve both been super busy, but we’ll both have more time soon. It’s not that I don’t want to see you. I miss you.”

When she stands, I think she’s going to fall into my arms, but she just says, “I miss you, too.”

“If you quit the bar, we’d have more evenings together. Lately I’ve either got a game or you’re working at the bar or studying every damn night.”

“That’s just our lives. This is why I don’t date—because I’m genuinely too busy for it right now.”

“So let me help.”

Her eyes darken to a deep shade of amber. “Stop, Jake. I don’t want your money. This is what it’s like to date a woman in the real world.”

I arch my brows at her. “As opposed to what, the women I’ve dated from fake worlds?”

“Yes. Models and actresses and heiresses don’t have second jobs at bars or night classes or worn-out hands.” Her tone is laced with anger, but tears glisten in her eyes.

I take a deep breath. “You’ve been Googling me, haven’t you?”

“Maybe. And there are like a thousand photos of you out there. If you aren’t in your hockey uniform, you’ve got a different beautiful, famous woman on your arm in every one.”

I sit down on the arm of the couch so I’m facing her. “You can’t blame me for women I dated before I met you.”

“I don’t blame you!” Her eyes are wide and her voice is rising. “What man in your position wouldn’t date those women? I’m a hotel maid, Jake. And while this is convenient on mornings I walk into your hotel room, you won’t be here forever.”

“I still want to see you when I move out of here, Miranda.”

“It can’t work. We hardly have time to see each other now. Next time a supermodel catches your eye, you won’t even remember my name.”

“You know that’s not true.”

She rolls her eyes. “Okay, so you’ll remember my name. But you know what I mean.”

“I know what you mean, but you’re wrong.”

“It’s driving me out of my mind, Jake.” Her voice breaks.

I stand up and go to her. “What’s driving you out of your mind? Tell me exactly what’s going on in your head.”

She takes in a deep breath and lets it out. “I like you. Despite the arrogance, the extensive history as a playboy and—”

“You like me,” I finish for her, smiling wryly. “I get it. Continue.”

“And you’re rich, famous and hot. Women have some seriously devoted fan pages about you, Jake. They write fanfic. Do you know that?”

“All right, you need to stop with the Googling.” I put my hands on her shoulders. “Stop trying to find reasons to doubt this, okay?”

“You’ve dated some of the most beautiful women in the world. I’m not like that, nor will I ever be—don’t you see? We’re from two different worlds.”

“I think you’re one of the most beautiful women in the world. And you’re also much more.” I brush my fingertips across her bare neck, which is exposed since her hair is up in a bun. “You’re smart and tenacious. Sweet. Funny.”

When I lean in and kiss her neck, she moans softly. I’m rock hard within two seconds. It’s been a long fucking time since my dick has gotten attention from anyone besides me.

“What are you doing for Thanksgiving?” she says in my ear.

My whole body stiffens. Shit. When Hailey texted me about Thanksgiving, I told her I already have plans. That’s sort of true. But I want to be straight up with Miranda.

“I’m, uh…hanging out here. I might go over to my agent’s place in the evening.”

Miranda puts her palms on my shoulders, pushing herself back until we’re eye to eye. “Alone? You’re planning to be here alone?”

I shrug. “Yeah.”

“No. Come home with me and Paige.” Her gaze is warm, her tone imploring. “Not like a meet the parents thing, just a casual thing. My mom makes lots of food and our whole family comes over. Grandparents, aunts and uncles, cousins. But they’re all pretty cool.”

I take one of her hands in mine. “Thank you for inviting me. But I can’t go.”

“Why not?”

“I just…” I drop her hand and look away.

“You’re planning to be here alone, Jake.”

“Because I want to.” I meet her gaze again. “I’ve got places I could be that day, but I prefer to be alone.”

“On Thanksgiving?”

“Yeah.”

She furrows her brow. “Is it because of things with your mom?”

I’m tense all over; everything in me wants to lash out and tell her this is none of her fucking business. That’s what I tell everyone who tries to go there. But I don’t want to hurt Miranda.

“Look…family gatherings, and holidays in general…they’re just not my thing.”

“Bullshit. Eating pie and watching that dog show is everyone’s thing.”

I sigh heavily. “Miranda…this time of year is hard for me.”

“Why?” she asks softly.

I just shake my head, my throat tight.

“Because of your brother?”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“You don’t want to now, or…ever?”

I turn away, overwhelmed by the emotions coursing through me. “I have to go to practice.”

She’s quiet as I walk over to a table and pick up my car keys and wallet. When I look at her, I see disappointment and doubt. Disappointment in me and doubt in us. Both caused by me.

“I have a home game tomorrow night,” I say. “Will you come?”

“I have other plans.” Her tone is steady.

It’s like she just put up an invisible shield, and I can’t really blame her for that.

“Miranda…”

She goes to her cleaning cart and takes off a stack of white towels.

“Wednesday night,” I say.

“Paige and I are leaving for home as soon as I get off work.”

“Fuck.” It comes out louder and angrier than I meant it to. “When will you be back?”

“Saturday.”

I just shake my head. I have to fly out for a road trip that morning.

“I need to work, Jake. Just go.”

I don’t want to go, but what else is there to say? It’s not like I’m going to spill my guts here and now. Even though I care about Miranda, there are parts of myself I don’t share with anyone.

I open the door and walk out, closing it softly behind me. The tension and anger press down on my chest even harder now, because I think I might have just ruined things with the best woman I’ve ever known.


Chapter 18

Miranda

Paige drives us home in the beat-up Honda she’s had since high school. She gives up on conversation after about half an hour and turns on music instead. I’m not ready to talk about the way I left things with Jake because I’m still replaying our conversation in my head and thinking about it. But even after a few hours, I’m still not any clearer on anything.

It had seemed like a good time to put our cards on the table. I figured if he met my family he’d find a reason to bolt, but I hadn’t expected him to say he’d rather not meet them at all.

“Not a word about Jake,” I tell Paige as she pulls up in front of our parents’ home.

“Got it.”

She doesn’t press me, probably because she knows I’ll tell her about things in my own time.

My mood lightens as soon as we walk inside the house. It feels good to be back at the home I grew up in. I’ve missed my mom’s warm laugh and my dad’s corny jokes.

Jake creeps back into my thoughts, though. As my family gathers around the table in my parents’ tiny dining room, sitting elbow to elbow, I think about Jake alone in his massive suite at the Dupont.

We haven’t spoken since our argument Monday. He texted me yesterday but I didn’t respond. I decided I need some distance. If I open myself up to a man who doesn’t want to open himself up in return, I’ll end up hurt again.

“Are you girls seeing anyone?” my aunt Maryanne asks me and Paige.

I shove a roll into my mouth and look at Paige expectantly. She kicks me beneath the table.

“No,” she says, drawing a collective groan of disapproval.

“Are all the men up there sickos?” Uncle Jerry asks.

I’ve swallowed my food, so I clear my throat and take this one. “No, they’re not all sickos. I mean, some of them are, but—”

“Has anyone gotten fresh with you?” Uncle Jerry demands. “Because if they have, I’ll come up there and—”

“No,” I assure him. “We’re fine. Both of us are in school and working, you know. We just don’t have time for dating.”

Grandma Sandy throws her hands in the air. “Well, you girls aren’t getting any younger! Your parents want grandbabies.”

“Someday,” my mom says. “We’re very proud of the girls for working their way through school.”

“Not in my day,” Grandma Sandy says, shaking her head so hard her gray curls bounce. “No, thank you. I was proud to be a wife and mother. That should be enough.”

Paige sighs heavily.

“Is there pecan pie?” I ask.

Mom is trying not to smile at my effort to avoid this conversation with her mother-in-law.

“Yes. And pumpkin and cherry, too.”

“One of each for me,” Paige says.

“Are you girls eating enough?” Grandpa Will asks.

“Of course,” Paige tells him. “Don’t worry about us.”

I pick up an empty bowl from the table and follow my mom into the kitchen. After I set it on the counter, I stare out the window over the sink for a couple minutes.

“What’s on your mind, Miranda?” Mom asks, cutting the pumpkin pie into neat slices.

I turn toward her and shrug. “Just a guy I’m sort of seeing.”

Her face lights up and I put my hands up. “It’s nothing big. Don’t say anything to anyone else.”

She sets the knife down and focuses on me. “You seem troubled about it.”

“I guess. I just worry that I’m setting myself up for heartbreak.”

“Why?”

“He’s not like anyone I’ve ever dated, Mom. He’s famous. He’s a professional hockey player. Women throw themselves at him.”

“And does he respond?”

“How can I know? I’m at home with my nose in a textbook while he’s on the road.”

She furrows her brow. “Well, has he given you reason to distrust him?”

“Not exactly, but…come on, Mom. A hotel maid and a hockey player? You have to admit that’s an odd match.”

“How did you meet?”

“He’s staying at the Dupont while his apartment is being renovated.”

She cups my cheek in her hand, her gaze warm. “You’re not just a hotel maid, sweetie. You’re Miranda Carr, a beautiful, smart and talented woman.”

“You sound like him.”

She arches her brows. “He tells you you’re beautiful, smart and talented?”

“And tenacious. And stubborn. Oh, and funny.”

“All true. I like him.”

I sigh softly. “Me, too. But he doesn’t speak to his parents. He’s alone at the Dupont today, and he didn’t want to come here with me when I invited him.”

“Maybe it’s too soon.”

“Maybe.”

She leans a hip against the kitchen counter. “Why doesn’t he speak to his parents?”

“I don’t know. But it has something to do with the death of his younger brother four years ago.”

“Oh no. How sad.”

“I know.”

She pats my upper arm. “Give it time, Miranda. And let him know you’re there when he’s ready.”

“But what happens when he moves out of the Dupont? We hardly have any free time to spend together.”

“Does he prioritize you with the free time he does have?”

I look down at the floor. “Yes. He studies with me if that’s the reason I can’t go out.”

“That’s a man who’s really interested in you.” At the sound of a voice approaching the kitchen, she says, “I’ll send a plate of food with you for him. Then he’ll at least know he was thought about today.”

“I need pie,” Paige says as she walks into the kitchen.

Grandma Maryanne isn’t far behind her. Soon the kitchen is full of relatives laughing, scraping plates into the trash and eating pie.

After the cleanup is done, we have our annual Pictionary tournament, followed by the decorating of my parents’ Christmas tree. This is the kind of family gathering I always imagined hosting myself one day. Cozy and casual. With a steady, good-hearted man by my side.

But those aren’t the words that come to mind when I think of Jake. He’s sexy, mysterious and sweet but sometimes angry and unapproachable.

It’s crazy for me to be considering any sort of family life with Jake Birch. I’ve only known him for six weeks. And seriously, like Chicago’s star hockey player is going to have a committed relationship with his hotel maid?

I take the plate my mom offers me and sit down at the kitchen table to mull my situation over a piece of pecan pie. Homemade pie is my alcohol—it makes all my problems fade to the background.

By evening, I’m still feeling unsettled. Even though I’m busy with my family, Jake is still on my mind. I know I’ll feel this way until we resolve things. I put on my coat and hat and go out to the front porch to sit on the swing. It was always my favorite spot to be alone when I lived at home.

I sit down and hear the familiar creak of the chains the swing is hanging from. My exhale makes a cloud in front of my face and as it clears, I see a man standing on the sidewalk facing the house. Squinting in the moonlight, I see that he’s well-built and his hands are buried in the pockets of a long, dark wool coat. My heart pounds furiously.

“Jake?”

I get up from the swing and as I walk toward him, he comes toward me, too.

“Hey,” he says when we’re just a few feet apart on the sidewalk leading to my parents’ front door. “Happy Thanksgiving.”

“Why didn’t you tell me you were coming?”

He shrugs. “It was kind of an impulse thing.”

His boyish smile warms my heart.

“You drove four hours on impulse?”

“Not exactly. My agent Cal’s husband is a pilot. I asked him to take me for a spin.”

“A spin, huh?”

He takes his hands out of his pocket and wraps his arms around me. “I thought I’d come by and meet your family. If you still want me to.”

“I do.”

He looks at my parents’ modest home, his brow furrowed nervously. “I have to be back at the airport in an hour. I don’t want anyone to think I’m an asshole for coming late and leaving so fast.”

“Stop it. My family’s not like that.” I hook my arm through his and we walk toward the house.

As soon as we walk through the front door, the crowded living room falls silent and everyone turns to look at us.

“Jake came by for a bit,” I say.

“Jake Birch!” my uncle Jerry cries. “That right there is the best center in the NHL! How do you know him, Miranda?”

He bounds over to shake Jake’s hand.

“We’re, uh…sort of dating,” I say.

Grandma Sandy gasps dramatically. “Why didn’t you tell us?”

“I just did.”

She gives me an admonishing look. “This is a big improvement, Miranda. He’s so much more handsome than that Randy fellow with the…hair.” She winces and waves her hands around her own hair.

“Grandma, that was in high school.”

“Jake, we’re so glad you’re here,” my mom says, hugging him.

He stiffens uncomfortably and I immediately feel protective of him. Mom doesn’t seem to notice.

“Can I take your coat?” she asks him.

“Yes, ma’am.” He takes off his overcoat and I smile as I see he’s wearing khakis, a dress shirt and a tie. “Guess I’m a bit overdressed.”

“Not at all,” my mom says. “Have you eaten? Can I make you a plate?”

“Thanks, but I already ate.”

“Did you eat at Cal’s?” I ask, leading him toward the kitchen, where I hope we can have a little more privacy.

“Yeah. He’s kind of a gourmet. And he wants to meet you.”

We sit down at the kitchen table to talk. The food has all been moved in here, though, and my family members keep sneaking in to snoop under the pretense of eating.

“So you grew up here?” Jake asks me, looking around.

I nod, wondering what our home looks like to him. Does it seem shabby? I don’t know how he grew up, and I’m curious.

“What were you like as a kid?” he asks.

“She was a handful,” my grandma answers. “Had an opinion on everything, our little Miranda. And she always wore her hair in those cute little pigtails.”

“Pigtails?” Jake grins at me.

I shrug. “I made them look good.”

“I bet you did.”

Grandma Sandy just won’t stop. “And she had the chubbiest little cheeks. She’d run around wearing her Wonder Woman outfit—”

“Grandma.” I meet her gaze, hoping she’ll take a hint.

She sighs heavily and leaves the room.

“Wonder Woman?” Jake nods with appreciation.

“Yes, I was a fan.”

“I’ll be a fan of you if you wear that outfit for me,” he says in a low tone.

“Won’t you at least have some pie?” my mom asks Jake as she walks into the kitchen. “It’s all homemade.”

“Thank you, but I’m full,” he says. “Maybe if there’s any left, Miranda will bring me a piece.”

Mom’s face brightens. “Of course, we’ll have plenty left.”

“I should probably get going,” Jake says, looking at his watch. “Cal and Denny are waiting on me at the airport.”

We both stand up.

“I’m glad you came,” I say.

“Me, too.”

It takes five minutes for him to get his coat and say goodbye to everyone before I can get him out the front door. When we’re out on the front sidewalk, he gives me a short kiss, probably because he assumes my family is watching from the window. And they are.

“See you when you get back,” he says.

I see the knot of his tie through the open collar of his coat and reach for him, throwing my arms around his neck.

We hold each other for a few seconds before I let go and stretch up to kiss him again.

“Bye, Jake. Your visit meant a lot to me,” I whisper. I know we’ll talk more about it later, but for him to have done what he did…well, it means a lot and I want him to know that.

He takes my hand and brings it to his lips, holding my gaze as he kisses it.

And then he leaves, but I still feel his warmth long after he drives away in the car he arrived in.

—

Jake’s decision to come to my parents’ house after all inspires me to be impulsive, too. The next morning, I pause outside his room at the Dupont, my hand in the air to knock on his door. I wonder if this was the right decision.

My co-worker Sheila was thrilled when I called to tell her I’d work for her today. No one wants to work the day after Thanksgiving. But now the what-ifs are flying through my mind.

What if Jake’s still angry? What if he put up that do not disturb sign because he’s got a woman in his bed right now? What if he’s allergic to pecans?

I take a deep breath and, remembering what he said about not knocking, take out my Dupont key card and slide it through the key pad. When the light turns green, I push open the door and take my cart in.

It’s quiet. I wonder if Jake’s even here. That would be classic Miranda, coming home a day early to see a guy who isn’t even here.

The curtains in the bedroom are drawn. I walk back there and see Jake sprawled out on his stomach top of the covers, wearing nothing but boxer briefs.

Even in the darkness, I can make out the lines of muscle on his body. His big arms are wrapped around the pillow he’s snoring into.

“Jake?” I say softly, tiptoeing toward his bed.

He doesn’t even move. When I’m standing beside the bed, I reach out and touch his shoulder.

“Huh?” He jumps to attention mid-snore.

“Hey.”

“Miranda?” He squints at me.

“Yeah.” I sit down on the edge of the bed.

“You’re here.” Jake rolls onto his back and then sits up. “I thought you weren’t coming back ’til tomorrow.”

“I changed plans.” I look down at the bedsheet, suddenly nervous. “I brought you some of my mom’s pie.”

He takes hold of my waist and pulls me toward him. I climb onto his lap and we wrap our arms around each other, holding on tight.

“It’s good to see you,” he says against my neck.

“You, too.”

“I missed you.”

“Me, too.” I squeeze my eyes closed, loving the feel of being pressed against his bare body.

Jake slides his hands down to my thighs, pushing up the skirt of the Dupont dress uniform. My legs press against his, only the fabric of the dress on my chest and arms separating us. His erection is pressed perfectly against my core, tempting me to press myself against it harder.

“I’m sorry I hurt you by not coming home with you,” he says, his tone tender. “The problem has nothing to do with you, I swear. This is just a hard time of year for me.”

“It’s okay. I’m glad you came later.”

“Me, too. It meant a lot that you invited me.”

I feel his hands in my hair and I realize he’s trying to undo my bun.

“How the fuck do I get this?” he mutters.

I sit up, moving away from his chest, and reach my hands back to unfasten the pins holding my long dark hair in place. It falls around my shoulders in waves and Jake puts his hands in it, running big sections through his fingertips.

“Your hair smells so good,” he says. “It feels good, too.”

He puts his hands on my shoulders and then brushes a thumb across my lips. Everywhere he touches me, a warm trail of desire follows in his wake. My neck, my cheeks, back up into my hair. I bask in the feel of him exploring my body.

“What did you mean about your hands the other day?” he asks.

“What?”

“You made a comment about other women having better hands than you. Why’d you say that?”

“Oh. It’s just that my hands are always dry. Especially in the winter. I have to wash them all the time and I can’t afford manicures. I actually just have the lotion I snag from the Dupont and it’s kind of shitty.”

He reaches down to my sides and takes my hands in his. My breath catches in my throat as he places my palms on his chest, guiding them up and down. Up and over his shoulders. To his face.

“Your hands feel perfect to me,” he says.

He brushes my hair back over my shoulders and his hands find the top button of my uniform. I feel him unfasten it and my pulse races. Dammit. If only I’d just snuck in here instead of working.

“Jake.” I put my hands on his wrists. “We can’t. I’m supposed to be working.”

“Shh.” He unfastens the next button, and then another. I feel cool air between my breasts.

“Jake…”

“I just want to see you.” He unfastens the rest of the buttons to my waist and then opens the top of my dress, baring my white bra to him.

He runs his fingertips from my throat down, his thumb brushing my breast as he trails his way down to my stomach.

“I promise I’ll stop,” he says, pushing the dress down my shoulders.

I’m not sure I’ll be able to, though. As he slides my arms out of the sleeves and I’m left in just my bra and underwear with my Dupont uniform bunched around my waist, I’m thinking I can find another job if we get busted. His hard, powerful body beneath me and his gentle touch on my skin are absolute heaven.

It’s all I can do to keep breathing as he wraps his arms around my waist and draws me closer, kissing my bare shoulders and my neck. He goes deliciously slowly, making me gasp every time his lips move to a new spot.

When he kisses me between my breasts, I do more than gasp. I make a breathy ahh sound that makes his cock twitch beneath me.

He kisses, licks and even nips at my nipples until I’m panting for more. The straps of my bra are resting on my upper arms, and when he reaches for them, I’m sure he’s going to take my bra off. I think I could possibly come if he treats my bare nipples the way he’s been treating them through the cotton of my bra.

But he slides the straps back up on my shoulders and kisses my jawline.

“I want more,” he says, his voice still deep from sleep. “But not like this. Not ’til we have a whole night together.”

“I’d like that,” I say, feeling suddenly shy.

“Soon.” He kisses my lips lightly. “But for now, have breakfast with me.”

“I can’t.”

“Yes, you can. As far as anyone else knows, you’re in here cleaning.”

“But I’m not supposed to clean while you’re here.”

“I’ll ask room service to leave a tray outside the door. No one will know you’re in here.”

I slide my arms back into my Dupont uniform and button it, considering.

“Miranda, please. I really want to have breakfast with you.”

“I guess I could clean until it gets here and then eat with you really quick.”

“Fuck cleaning. You’re staying right here with me until the food comes.”

I give him an admonishing look. “I have to keep your suite up, Jake. If Tony finds out it’s a mess, it’ll be my ass.”

“All right. I’ll help you.”

“Jake Birch, cleaning is for mere mortals,” I say, arching a brow. “The president of the Jake Birch Fan Club shouldn’t have to stoop to such levels.”

“Careful,” he says, his lips curling into a smile. “Keep teasing me and I’ll spank that gorgeous ass.”

I scoff. “You certainly will not.”

“You’ll like it.”

“I seriously doubt that.”

He groans. “It’s so fucking hard to wait with you. I can tell you’ve never had anything but vanilla.”

“Are you a kinky fuck?”

He laughs hard at that. “Depends on your definition. I can promise I’ll make you come harder than you ever have.”

“By spanking me?”

“No.”

I stand up and smooth down the front of my uniform. “Then how?”

“I’m not telling you my secrets. You’ll have to wait and see.”

“Okay. But seriously, Jake, I can’t get into whips and chains.”

“I’m not into that, either. I won’t hurt you. I don’t need anything but my mouth, hands and dick to get you off.”

I sigh deeply. “On that note, I’m really horny and now I have to clean. Thanks for that.”

“I’ll make it up to you,” he says with a smirk.

I pull my hair back into its bun and walk into the living room.

“I’m putting the pie I brought into your fridge,” I call back to the bedroom, retrieving the covered dish I brought from my parents’ house from its hiding spot on a shelf of my cart.

Jake helps me clean up the suite and I hide in the bedroom when I hear the room service cart being dropped off. There’s no one there by the time Jake opens the door to get it, but I’m paranoid.

We eat bacon, eggs and blueberry pancakes at a small table in the living room with a great view of downtown Chicago. It feels so normal, like we’re just a couple having an intimate breakfast at a hotel.

But then I have to get up and return to my cleaning cart, and my fairy tale ends for the day. Jake kisses me at the door and asks me to see him again tonight.

“I called Lucky’s on my way home and told them I’d work,” I say.

He groans with frustration.

“I need the money,” I tell him. “Christmas shopping and all.”

“I’ll come in and see you, then. And drive you home when you’re off.”

“Okay. See you then.”

He kisses me again and I open the door, forcing away my stupid happy grin. But when Jake smacks my ass as I’m pushing my cart out the door, the grin returns, and I can’t get rid of it.


Chapter 19

Jake

Miranda’s wearing dark jeans and a dark green V-neck T-shirt. It’s a simple outfit, but it hugs her luscious curves in all the right places. Her hair is down tonight, dark waves tumbling down her back. She’s sweating so her hair is damp at her temples. It’s damn sexy.

I’m nursing a Heineken, because I don’t want to be drunk or even tipsy tonight. Even though it’ll be late when Miranda gets off work, I want to spend time with her.

She’s hardly had a second to talk to me in the hour I’ve been here because Lucky’s is so busy, but I don’t mind. I like just looking at her. And the guys in here can try to hit on her all they want, but she’s leaving with me. I’ve seen her brush off several advances already.

The other guys at the bar are looking at her ass as she bends over. I mean, who can help it? She’s beautiful. I’ve got no issues with any of them as long as they don’t touch her.

Only I get to do that. Touching her in my bed at the Dupont earlier changed things for me. I already knew I liked her—a lot—but hearing her soft inhales and breathy moans as I touched her drove me into a frenzy. I’ve never burned this hot for a woman before.

When Miranda holds a fresh Heineken in the air and arches her brows at me, I shake my head. She gives me an amused look and walks over.

“Come on, Birch. How can I take advantage of you later if you’re not drunk?”

I’m about to respond when a guy nearby yells, “Jake Birch! I knew that was you!”

He and his buddies slide down from their stools and come over, clapping me on the back and all asking me questions at the same time.

“You guys gonna go all the way again this year?” one of them says.

“That’s the plan.”

“Hey, can we get a picture?” another one asks.

“Yeah, of course,” I reluctantly reply.

Miranda takes a photo of the four of us and the guys talk hockey with me some more. I keep an eye on Miranda, hoping we just look like some guys shooting the shit. Having fans approach me isn’t helping her see me as just a regular guy like I want her to.

“Hey,” one of the guys says, lightly punching my arm and nodding at Miranda, “you hittin’ dat tonight?”

I look at the spot he punched me and then meet his eyes. “No.”

“She said she wanted to take advantage of you, man. Let her. She’s fuckin’ hot.”

He’s half-drunk, but I’d love to knock the sneer off his face anyway. But it’s not worth a conversation with the cops and the potential that the asshole will sue me for damages.

“Good to meet you, guys,” I say evenly. “I’m gonna get back to my drink now.”

They go back to their seats and I meet Miranda’s gaze across the bar. I want to walk behind the bar, throw her over my shoulder and take her back to the Dupont for the night. If I did, I’d be the one making drinks for her. And I’d be delivering them to her in bed.

A waitress approaches the end of the bar with an order and Miranda walks over to meet her. When her back is turned to me, I reach into my pocket and then shove a bunch of ten dollar bills down to the bottom of her tip jar.

The bar stays busy until after one A.M., and once it slows, the owner tells Miranda he’ll close up. She washes some glasses, cleans out her tip jar and meets me on the other side of the bar.

“How bored are you?” she asks.

“I’m not bored at all. But let’s get out of here anyway.”

She gets her coat from a hook nearby. I take my black leather jacket off the back of the tall chair I was sitting in at the bar and put it on.

“You tired?” I ask as we walk outside.

“Not too bad,” she says, yawning.

“Liar.”

“I feel bad about you sitting there all night just to drive me home.”

“I don’t mind. Want to come back to the Dupont with me for the night?”

Her brows shoot up with surprise.

“Not for sex,” I say, taking her hand. “Just to sleep. You can stay there after I leave in the morning if you want. Order room service and watch movies all day.”

She laughs. “I can’t go to your suite unless I’m in my uniform cleaning it, Jake. There are cameras in the lobby and hallways. They’ll fire me if I get caught fraternizing with a guest.”

“So we can get a room at another hotel if you want.”

“Why don’t we just stay at my place? I know it’s small, but—”

“I’d love to.”

Her eyes remind me of butterscotch when she looks up at me in the moonlight. “My bed is small and kind of lumpy. And it’s cold in my apartment.”

“You trying to talk me out of it now?”

“No. I just…don’t want you to get a bad night of sleep before your game tomorrow. You’re used to your bed at the Dupont. My entire bedroom is the size of that bed.”

“I want to stay. Is there room for both of us in your bed?”

“As long as you don’t mind being right on top of each other.”

I can’t help smiling down at her. “You think I mind?”

“I hope not. I definitely don’t.”

When we get to my car, I drive us back to her place and Miranda takes a quick shower before bed. When she climbs into her bed and settles her back against my chest, I close the covers around her and take in her sweet, soapy scent.

She’s soon snoring quietly, but I fight to stay awake because her soft body feels so good against mine. My dick is hard—I can’t help that, but I realize my happiness is partially from the fact that Miranda and I haven’t slept together.

She cares about me. Not Jake the hockey player, but Jake the man. When she knew I’d be alone on Thanksgiving, she asked me to come home with her. I’ve been asked to meet many women’s parents, but I haven’t done it before her. It’s usually just women trying to cement themselves into relationship status with me. But not Miranda. She’s different.

Not only is she different, though, what we have is different. I realize for the first time how it’s different just as the radiator in her bedroom kicks on loudly.

We’re friends. We matter to each other in ways that have nothing to do with sex. I’ve never had that with a woman.

Since I’m out of contact with my parents and have no other family, I have almost no close relationships. And now that I know what it’s like to care about someone this way, I can’t lose it.

She wasn’t kidding about the bed being small and lumpy. But still, I’m more comfortable now than I can ever remember being.

—

The next morning, I wake up with just enough time to make my flight. I don’t bother Miranda because she needs to sleep after her long day yesterday. I cover her up, get dressed and swish some toothpaste around in my mouth, then head for the airport.

While waiting to board the plane, I check my phone.

Fuck. Another round of frantic text messages from Hailey.

U should come over to my place.

Jake…???

Are u ignoring me?

We need to talk. CALL ME.

I shake my head at the phone and reply.

I was busy last night.

She writes back immediately.

Hailey: Doing what? With who?

Me: I don’t owe u any explanations.

Hailey: The hell u don’t! We’re together Jake. U can’t be with other women.

I look up from my phone and meet Tuck’s gaze as he hunches forward in the row of chairs across from me.

“Hampton’s crazy daughter?” he asks, looking amused.

I don’t even answer, because he knows he’s right. And I’m done dealing with her craziness. If Gene wants to bench me, so be it.

Me: We aren’t together like that. We’ve been out a few times, that’s it.

Hailey: R u seeing other women?????

Me: Look, I think u r a nice person, but it’s not gonna work between us.

Hailey: OMG I’m crying.

Me: It’s not a big deal. I have to go, my flight leaves soon.

Hailey: Will u be at the fundraiser tomorrow night? We need to talk in person.

I rub my forehead, taking a deep breath before I respond.

Me: That won’t change things.

Hailey: Is there someone else?????

I turn off my phone and shove it in my bag. Hailey’s really fucking bratty and immature for a twenty-two-year-old.

“That good?” Tuck asks, still wearing a shit-eating grin.

“It’s like we’re having two different conversations. She can’t handle not getting what she wants.”

Tuck looks from side to side to make sure no one can hear our conversation. “Man, what the hell do you see in her, anyway?”

“Nothing. I’m done.”

“Did you fuck her?”

I shake my head. “Not even close.”

His shoulders drop with relief. “Good. It’ll blow over, don’t worry.”

Eventually, it’ll have to. I can’t see Gene benching me when we’re leading our division. But if he does, I’ll have to deal with it.

I want to move things forward with Miranda. My apartment will be ready soon, and I’m already imagining us waking up there together on mornings I’m home. I can’t have a relationship with Miranda while this shit with Hailey is going on.

We get called to board the flight and I look at my bag, consider taking out my phone to send Miranda a good morning text message. But I decide to wait until later. Hailey’s probably blowing up my phone with texts and I don’t even want to see them.

It’s game day. Time to get focused and forget the rest of the world.

—

We lose our game, which means I’m clean shaven at the fundraiser for our team’s foundation the next night. I’ve got my tux on and I just got a haircut, too. I’m looking pretty damn good and I wish Miranda was here to see.

She’s at a study group thing, though. Her final exams are this week and she’s busting her ass to prepare for them. I’ve been trying to think of ways to celebrate when her semester is over, but it’s tough with my game schedule. I’d like to take her away for a weekend somewhere, but my weekends are booked with games until Christmas.

Mary Jane Paulson, the wife of one of my teammates, is walking toward me with her arms open and a giant smile on her face.

“Birch,” she says warmly, hugging me. “How are you?”

“Not bad,” I say, hugging her back. Mary Jane is a motherly sort; she likes to check up on all the unmarried guys.

“What’s this I hear about you seeing Hailey Hampton?” she asks in a low tone. “I mean, I’m not trying to be nosy, but…”

“We’re not seeing each other,” I say, nodding with appreciation when a waiter brings me the beer I ordered.

Mary Jane lets out an exhale of relief. “Good. I knew you were too smart for that. One of the rookies, maybe, but not you.”

Her husband, Don, joins us and we’re all talking when Hailey appears out of nowhere, grabbing my biceps with both hands.

“There you are,” she says, grinning. “I saved us some seats in the dining room.”

She’s wearing a tight black dress and sky-high heels. I almost feel sorry for her, because her expression is so hopeful. But I can’t pretend anymore. Hell, I wasn’t even doing a good job of it when I was pretending.

“Hailey, I’m not sitting with you,” I say.

“Yes, you are. We need to talk.”

“He already has a seat at our table,” Mary Jane says.

Hailey shoots her a pissed off glare.

“My father wants you to sit with us,” she says to me, gripping my arm tightly.

“No.” I say it slowly, hoping it will sink in this time.

Tears glisten in her eyes. “I didn’t even do anything to make you mad at me. This isn’t fair.”

Don and Mary Jane slip away and I’m left alone with Hailey.

“Look, it’s not your fault,” I say in a low tone. “It was nothing you did. You’re great. It just didn’t work out.”

“You’re seeing someone else, aren’t you?”

She’s being loud and now she’s full-on crying. People start looking at us.

“Hailey, we never really even had anything.”

“There’s a connection between us, Jake. We’re meant to be.”

The frantic note in her voice unnerves me. Something tells me there’s no getting through to her and that my staying here will only lead to a scene.

“I’m leaving,” I say.

“I’ll come with you.”

“No, you won’t. I don’t want to see you anymore. At all. I don’t want to be a dick about it, but you’re just not listening.”

She swipes away the smeared makeup from her cheeks. “Okay, so you need some time. We can—”

“I don’t need time. There was never anything between us.”

“But you asked me out.”

I sigh deeply. “I know. And I’m sorry about the whole thing, Hailey. I really am. If I had known who you were that night at the bar, this never would have happened.”

Her expression brightens. “It’s because you’re worried about my dad? That’s why you’re afraid to get serious with me?”

Fucking hell. “No, that’s not it. That’s not it at all. I just don’t feel that way about you.”

“Maybe we just need—”

“Listen, I have to go. I wish you luck, Hailey. I hope you find someone amazing. But it’s not me.”

I turn and leave, cringing as I hear her wailing behind me. People are staring.

I toss my beer in a trash can and pick up my car from the valet. Then I head for Miranda’s. We don’t have plans, but I need to see her.

When I knock on her apartment door, she answers it wearing leggings and a baggy sweatshirt, her hair up in a messy bun.

“Jake.” She smooths a hand over her hair self-consciously. “Come on in.”

From the doorway, I reach for her and wrap my arms around her in a hug, lifting her feet from the floor.

“I missed you,” I say.

“I missed you, too.”

She puts her hands on my cheeks and kisses me.

“Damn, girl,” someone says from the living room. “Is that your man?”

I set her down and look over at the couch. Two women are sitting there, textbooks and notecards spread out on the coffee table in front of them.

“Jake, these are my classmates Teresa and Maggie,” Miranda says. “Guys, this is Jake.”

“Nice,” one of the women says softly.

I slip out of my tux jacket and take my tie off, tossing both of them on the back of a chair.

“Don’t let me interrupt the studying,” I say. “How ’bout if I order some pizza?”

There’s a chorus of yeses. I order some pizzas and then sit down in a chair in the living room, pulling Miranda into my lap.

Of all the places in the world, I’m exactly where I want to be. We eat pizza and the women study until Miranda starts nodding off against my chest. Once her classmates leave, I carry her to bed and undress, climbing in beside her.

And then we talk for a few minutes. I’ve got a raging hard-on for her, but she wants to talk about how nervous she is about finals. She wants to hear about my game, too.

By then it’s after midnight, and she slips off to sleep. I’m feeling so content that I’m not far behind.


Chapter 20

Miranda

The bags under my eyes are finally gone. I finished my finals three days ago and have been working and sleeping since. Jake’s been on the road for games and meetings about his endorsement deal.

Being well rested is nice, but I wouldn’t mind some late nights in bed with him, even if it means having bags under my eyes again. We haven’t slept together yet, but I can tell from the way he touches me and kisses me that when we do, he won’t disappoint.

I’m walking home from my train stop after my shift at the Dupont when my phone dings with a text. I pull it out of my bag and see a photo of Jake. He’s wearing hockey uniform pants and nothing else, holding on to a hockey stick and radiating swagger with his wicked grin and well-defined muscles.

It’s hot. I stop walking so I can just stare at it for a minute, thinking about how that dark scruff on his face feels when it scrapes my bare skin as he’s kissing me.

They’re putting this in magazines and billboards for the ad campaign. U like?

I arch my brows and laugh nervously. Like? He knows I do.

Me: Eh, it’s okay. ;)

Jake: I miss u.

I smile, because he’s already texted me this message twice today. From him, though, I never get tired of it.

Me: Miss you too. Are you coming over when your flight gets in?

Jake: I wish. I have to do dinner with some execs about this campaign and another meeting in the morning. Had to reschedule the flight for noon tomorrow.

Me: Damn.

Jake: I know. But tomorrow I’m all yours.

Me: I was thinking we could get pizza to celebrate my grades.

I’d just gotten my final grades this morning, and I’d gotten the A’s I needed to qualify for the scholarship. I was so happy after reading the email that I’d gone into the bathroom at the Dupont and cried.

Jake: I was thinking I’d take u out.

Me: That sounds nice.

Jake: Heading into a mtg. Txt later.

I put my phone away and zip my coat all the way up to my chin, then pull the hood up over my head. My hands are freezing, so I bury them in my pockets and put my head down for the last of my walk.

When I get to my apartment, Paige is lying on the couch looking at her phone.

“Hey,” she says.

“Hey.”

I turn toward our kitchen and see the most enormous floral arrangement I’ve ever laid eyes on sitting on our table. A huge glass vase is filled with blooming roses, carnations, daisies and other flowers. My mouth drops open as I walk over, smelling the sweetness of the blooms from a few feet away.

My name is on a small envelope on the table.

“I wonder who they’re from,” Paige says playfully.

I tear into the envelope and my heart melts when I read the message.

I’m proud of you.—Jake

“He’s in love with you,” Paige says, her tone implying she knows something I don’t.

“He just sent me flowers, Paige. He knows how hard I worked for my grades.”

She puts down her phone and looks at me. “It’s not just the flowers. He spends the night here all the time in your shitty bed and I know he’s not even getting laid.”

“So what? That doesn’t mean he loves me.”

“Are you in love with him, too?”

It’s only been two months. He’s moving out of the Dupont in a few days. And he’ll still be traveling all the time. There are so many reasons I want to protect my heart from the feelings I have for Jake.

“I don’t know. I mean…I might be.”

Paige sits up on the couch. “Why don’t you sound happy about it?”

“Because I’m afraid of getting my heart broken.”

She stands up and walks into the kitchen. “Miranda, he’s not Nick. Don’t blame him for the mistakes of the men you’ve been with in the past.”

“I don’t want to, but it’s hard. I mean…” I get my phone out of my bag and pull up the photo of Jake, turning my phone toward her. “Would you want to be dating him if this was on billboards and in magazines?”

“Not only yes, but hell yes.” Paige is looking at me like I’m crazy.

I set the phone down on the table, sighing with frustration. “It’s only going to inspire more fanfic and women throwing themselves at him.”

“Poor, poor Miranda. Her boyfriend is a rich, sexy hockey player.” Paige pretends to cry and I shove her shoulder.

“You know athletes have groupies all over them,” I say. “And when they’re apart from their wives and girlfriends, temptation takes over sometimes.”

“You either trust him or you don’t.”

“I’ve trusted in the past and been burned.”

Paige pulls a chair out at the kitchen table and nods at it, urging me to sit down. I do, and she sits down across from me.

“I’ve never seen you so happy,” she says, leaning her elbows on the table. “Don’t blame the poor guy for being attractive and successful.”

“We aren’t together, though, Paige. I feel myself falling for him and we haven’t even slept together or talked about whether we’re exclusive. It’s not even a relationship. What if that’s not what he wants?”

“You need to talk to him about it.”

I groan. “I was against getting into a relationship when I met him.”

My sister laughs. “Yeah, but you didn’t know you’d be considering one with Jake Birch.”

“Neither one of us has time for this.” I wave my hands with exasperation. “I have two jobs and I’m in school. He’s on the road all the time.”

“So you want to find a guy without a job?”

“Shut it, smartass.”

She stands up. “I have to go to work. And if a guy like Jake walks into the restaurant while I’m working tonight and wants to woo me, I won’t question it.”

“You think he’s wooing me?”

She points at the flowers and glares.

I smile sheepishly. “Okay. I get it.”

“Good. When are you seeing him again?”

“He’s taking me out tomorrow night to celebrate my grades.”

“Oh, go check out my closet. I just went to Nordstrom and found some great stuff on clearance.”

“I will, thanks.”

When she leaves for work, I look around the apartment and feel an unfamiliar sensation. I don’t need to study, don’t have to go to work and I’m not completely exhausted. This is weird.

I guess I’ll…relax tonight? Maybe I’ll do some laundry downstairs in the building’s laundry room and read a book while I wait for it. Or I could pass the time downstairs by looking at a certain hockey player’s photo on my phone a few dozen times. Yeah, I might do that instead.

—

I panic at the last minute, looking down at the black dress and tall black boots I’m wearing.

I’m overdressed. Jake’s going to show up in jeans and a flannel any minute now and I’ll have to change. I went a little overboard raiding Paige’s closet, because I haven’t dressed up in so long.

I’m about to swap the dress for jeans when there’s a knock at the door. Paige is gone, so I can’t ask her to let Jake in while I change.

When I open the door, Jake’s smiling. God, he’s sexy. He’s wearing gray dress pants, a blue dress shirt and a black wool coat.

“Hey,” I say, relieved I’m not actually overdressed. I love the way my legs look in this dress.

“Hey.”

Jake walks in and wraps his arms around me, kissing me softly and deeply. He kicks the door closed with one foot.

Fuck my perfectly applied pink lipstick. I can fix it later. He feels so good pressed against me, all hard muscles and warmth.

When he pulls away, he looks down at me, hunger swirling in his cloudy-sky eyes. “You’re so fucking beautiful.”

“Thanks,” I say, my stomach fluttering from the intensity of his gaze.

“I missed you bad, Miranda.” He runs his fingers over the end of one of the loose curls on my shoulders.

“Paige is gone for the night,” I say softly.

His brows inch up. “Remind me to send her flowers for that.”

“Have I told you it’s been a year since I had sex? Thirteen months, actually.”

“You hadn’t mentioned that, no.” He wraps his hands around my waist and rests his forehead against mine. “Does that mean you’re nervous or eager?”

“Both. But more eager than nervous. Lots more.”

“Are you eager for sex or eager for sex with me?”

I lean back and meet his eyes. “What’s with the questions, Birch? I thought you were easy.”

His smile is both wicked and amused. “You mean now, don’t you? You want me to take off this sexy little dress and fuck you right here.”

“And you want the same thing,” I say, sliding my hand over his erection.

He groans. “Ah, fuck.”

“That’s right.”

When he squeezes his hands tighter around my waist, I inhale sharply.

“We’ve got a reservation at Halo in thirty minutes,” he says.

“Or we can just order some pizza in a few hours.”

He closes his eyes and groans again. “I really want to take you to Halo. I had a hell of a time getting a reservation there.”

“Okay, sure.” I tuck my hair behind my ear and force myself to smile.

“It’s not that I don’t want you, Miranda. I just think that with us…I want to wait. I don’t want casual sex with you. I want relationship sex.”

My heart stills in my chest, waiting on a signal from my brain about whether it should be happy or disappointed right now.

“And we’re not in a relationship,” I say, nodding.

Wait—we’re not in a relationship?! Maybe he’s not, but I sure as hell am. This is just what I was trying to tell Paige I’m worried about.

“Not…” He looks away and runs a hand through his hair. “It’s really hard for me to make that kind of commitment. It’s been years since my last relationship. It tends to change things. I don’t want things to change with us.”

“I understand.”

I don’t fucking understand. He’s been reeling me in this whole time, and I’m not even sure why.

“Fuck.” He sighs and takes my hand. “I didn’t mean to upset you.”

“No, I’m fine.”

He arches his brows. “You’re not fine.”

“Just…” I force myself to hold his gaze. “I need to know if you’re sleeping with anyone else right now.”

“No.” He looks pained by the idea. “Absolutely not.”

I nod slowly. “Okay. I guess, if you’re just dating other women and not—”

“I’m not. I don’t want to be with anyone else. I’m just…still trying to figure out if I can do this. If I can be enough for you. I’m not good at emotional stuff. And I’m on the road all the time.”

“I know. And I’ve got work and school.”

“Not tonight, though. Tonight you’re mine.”

A shiver of excitement passes through me and I mentally kick myself. He just told me we aren’t in a relationship. I need to dial back my attachment to him.

I pick up my coat from the back of the couch and put it on. Jake takes my hand and nods toward the kitchen table.

“Those are the flowers I sent?”

“Yes. Thanks again, they’re beautiful.”

“Glad you like ’em. I don’t know the first thing about ordering flowers so I wasn’t sure how they’d look.”

“Did you order them yourself?”

“Yeah. They asked me what I wanted and I didn’t have a fucking clue, but the lady from the shop helped me.”

I find myself softening toward him again. It takes almost nothing for that to happen, though. Jake can look at me a certain way and I melt into a puddle.

We walk down to his Escalade and he opens the door for me. It’s only a fifteen minute drive to Halo, which I’ve never even heard of but is apparently the hottest new restaurant in the city.

Halo is super modern, with glass walls and even a glass ceiling; we can see diners on the second level through from the main level. The finishes are a mix of stainless and wood and there’s a heavenly orange-ginger and beef scent in the air that makes my stomach rumble with approval.

It’s not a place we order food from. Instead, the chef sends out different dishes, all small and beautifully plated. It’s like the fancy cooking shows I’ve seen on TV—everything looks too perfect to eat.

Jake doesn’t think so, though. He finishes dish after dish and encourages me to dive into mine.

“You like it?” he asks.

“I do.” I smile at him across the table. “Much better than the Cap’n Crunch I had for dinner last night.”

He looks horrified. “What? That’s not dinner.”

“It was on sale,” I say, shrugging. “And it’s actually pretty good.”

He reaches for my hand across the table. “I want to take you out every night I’m home. If I don’t have games, I mean. We can go out to eat after games, but I know that’s late for you.”

“Since I got this scholarship, I can cut back on shifts at the bar.”

“Good. Maybe you can make it to more games.”

I nod, reminding myself to stop feeling so giddy. But I get mixed signals from Jake. His words tell me he’s not sure about us, but his warm, affectionate gaze tells me he’s all in.

After several courses, we finish our meal with a crème dessert topped with warm raspberry sauce. I feel full and happy, if not a little more reserved than I was earlier when I proposed that we ditch dinner for sex.

“So I bought you a present,” Jake says as we’re walking back to his car. “To celebrate your grades.”

“The flowers were enough.”

“No, they weren’t.” He slides his hand around mine. “The present was delivered to your place while we were here.”

“How?” I furrow my brow, curious how he got around my locked door.

He shrugs. “I may have gotten help from your sister.”

“What is it?”

“You’ll see when we get there later. But first we’re going somewhere else.”

“Where?”

He pauses before answering, looking a little nervous. “I asked my teammate’s wife what women like to do on dates. Mary Jane suggested this. I hope you don’t hate it.”

“What is it, Jake?”

“The ballet.”

I don’t know what to say for a second. The first thing that comes to mind is that I can’t picture the strapping man next to me enjoying the ballet.

“I’ve never been,” I say. “But it sounds like fun.”

His expression relaxes into a smile. “Good.”

The ballet is fun. It’s more elegant and beautiful than I could have imagined. And Jake keeps his arm around me throughout the performance, so I’m snuggled against his big, warm shoulder.

I bug him for hints about my gift the entire way back to my apartment.

“A French maid outfit?”

“No, but if you’re game, that’ll be your next gift.”

“I’ve had enough maid uniforms to last me a lifetime.” I snap my fingers and point at him. “A dog. You got me a puppy, didn’t you?”

“No. Do you want one?”

“No, not at all. I mean, I do, but I’m never home to take care of one.”

I’m out of guesses when we get back to my place. I don’t see any packages so I assume the gift didn’t come, but Jake slides my coat off and leads me to my bedroom.

I squeal when I see it. It’s a new double bed, which is the same size as my old one, but this one is tall and smooth and outfitted with a beautiful silvery gray comforter and loads of fancy pillows.

“A new bed? You got me a bed?”

“Don’t say no. You needed one.” He takes off his coat and tosses it to the floor since I don’t have any other place to set it in my tiny bedroom.

Then he pulls me onto the bed with him. It’s firm and so comfortable.

“Thank you, Jake.”

“You’re welcome. It’s a gift to both of us, really, because I’m hoping you’ll want me here a lot when I’m home.”

“Will you want to stay here when you move into your apartment? It’s so much bigger and nicer.”

“We can go back and forth.” He cups my cheek and kisses me.

I let myself be melted by him. It feels too good not to. His lips trail down from my lips to my neck and he slides a hand up my thigh beneath my dress.

“I fantasize about you all the time,” he murmurs against my lips. “Your body drives me crazy, Miranda.”

He squeezes my ass and my squeal ends in a moan. It’s scary how fast he can turn me into a panting, desperate mess.

Clothes come off as we discover each other’s bodies with our mouths and hands. Jake’s touch is tender as he grazes his fingertips up and down my body. I shiver as he runs the tip of one finger in circles around my nipple.

It feels so good, this slow, sweet exploration of each other. I finally get to feel every ridge and valley I’ve seen on his body, and I discover some new ones, too.

But we stop short of sex. My body may want it, but my heart knows it will lead to an even stronger attachment to Jake than I already feel.

I’m not willing to risk it. As I fall asleep in Jake’s arms several hours later, I remind myself how much easier it is to fall in love than it is to recover from love gone bad. This time, I’m going to protect myself.


Chapter 21

Jake

I’ve become adept at blocking phone numbers. Hailey’s was first, and now I’m blocking every new number she texts me from.

It’s fucking insane, the way she’s acting. I may have to change my number. I haven’t told Gene I’m not pretending to date her anymore, but if he finds out and bitches, he can cut me for all I care. It’ll cost Hampton a hell of a lot of money to get rid of me under the terms of my contract and I’ll take it and move on if needed.

The only tie I’m completely unwilling to cut in Chicago is Miranda. I don’t want to move to play for a new team because I want to stay close to her, but I’m not pretending I can stand Hailey for another second.

It was hard to unwind my limbs from around Miranda early yesterday morning so I could leave for my road trip. We played Winnipeg and won. I slept like shit at the hotel last night because Tuck was sick and he kept getting up every hour to hit the bathroom.

Now we’re waiting for our mid-morning flight and Tuck seems to be better. He’s scrolling through his phone when he stops suddenly and gives me a strange look.

“The fuck is this, Birch? You been holding out on me?”

He flips the phone around so I can see the photo he was looking at. It’s me and Miranda walking out of Halo the other night. My arm is around her and we’re looking at each other. There’s a headline beneath it.

JAKE BIRCH GETS COZY WITH MYSTERY WOMAN

“What?” I ask Tuck.

His eyes bulge. “You’re seeing someone new? So you cut it off with Hampton’s daughter?”

“Yeah.”

“Yeah to which?”

“Both.”

“Who is she?”

“Her name’s Miranda.”

He turns the phone back around and studies the picture again. “Wait, she’s that bartender, isn’t she? Birch, I’ve never seen you look at a woman that way.”

“I really like her.”

He nods with appreciation. “She’s hot.”

I smile. “Yeah. There’s a lot more to her than that, though.”

“What’s her deal?”

I smile sheepishly. “She’s, uh…my hotel maid.”

Tuck rolls his eyes and laughs, but I stop him.

“It’s not like that. That’s how I met her, but I really like her. It’s been two months and I haven’t even slept with her yet.”

He looks at the picture again and furrows his brow. “Why not?”

“She’s not like other women. I’m trying to do this the right way for once. Miranda’s got a cynical streak and at first I worried about letting her down.”

“When am I meeting her? I mean for longer than a few minutes while she’s working at the bar.”

I shove his shoulder. “Why would I introduce someone I really like to a douchebag like you?”

“I mean it. I can tell from the way you’re looking at her that you’re serious about her. You and Jackson were the first to meet Carrie when I started dating her.”

“Yeah, soon. You’ll meet her soon.”

“Don’t fuck it up, Birch.”

“I’m trying not to.”

“Have you told her how you feel?”

I shrug. “I’m not a feelings guy. You know that.”

“You’re fucking it up already,” he says, shaking his head.

“She knows how I feel.”

Tuck leans closer to me, his expression so serious there’s a crease between his brows. “Have you fucking told her?” he asks, pronouncing each word slowly.

“No. I mean, I’ve told her I like her.”

“Have you told her about your family?”

I give him a warning look. “Don’t go there, motherfucker.”

“I went there. Someone has to, you asshole. I hear the words coming out of your mouth, and I see the look on your face in this photo and it doesn’t match what I know you’ve told her.”

“Since when are you such a fucking woman?” I ask, shaking my head with disgust.

“Do what you want,” he says, shrugging. “But I tell Carrie how I feel about her all the time. Every day. Because I know if I don’t take care of her in every way, some other dude will knock me over for the chance to. I love her and if that makes me a woman, I don’t give a fuck.”

I put on my headphones and hunch forward, planning to lose myself in the music. But instead, I’m lost in thoughts of another man taking Miranda from me. Some guy who isn’t emotionally crippled like me.

I meant it when I said I wasn’t sure I could be enough for her. My specialty is keeping people at arm’s length. Not just women, but everyone. After Dustin’s death, I kind of retreated into myself and never came back out.

Tuck is slouched down next to me, his hood pulled over his face. Fucker’s probably sleeping. I take out my phone and send Miranda a message.

Hey, u at work?

She writes back about thirty seconds later.

Yep. Cleaning a certain hockey player’s suite.

I stare at the phone for a few seconds, about to type out that I just wanted to say hey. But Tuck’s words are still fresh in my mind.

Fuck it. I type out what I’m really thinking, my pulse pounding with every button I push.

Me: I don’t just like u. I care about u more than I’ve ever cared about a woman. U mean a lot to me.

Miranda: Are you ok?

Me: Yeah, why?

Miranda: I feel like you’re about to give me really bad news and you’re trying to cushion the blow.

Me: No bad news. I just want u to know I’m invested in u. I was a dumbass the other night when we talked about a relationship.

Miranda: It’s ok. We don’t need to rush things.

Me: I want to be in a relationship with u starting right now. Starting a while ago, actually.

Miranda: You’re sure?

Me: Completely sure. I want u to need things from me.

Miranda: I don’t understand.

Me: When I get back from a road trip, I always need to see u. I want u to need me too.

Miranda: I do. I’m crying right now because you make me feel so good.

There’s a call to board our flight and Tuck gets up.

Me: I have to board. My apartment is ready. Can I pick u up after work? We can stay the night there.

Miranda: Yes.

I’m about to get up when I remember the photo Tuck showed me. I write out another message.

Me: Hey, we were photographed at Halo the other night and our photo is online. U may be approached by the media about me.

Miranda: FUCK! I’ll be fired if Tony finds out.

Me: Don’t stress. It’ll be ok. Promise.

Now that we’re officially together, I hope to hell she’ll take money from me. I could write her a check that would allow her to focus on nothing but school for a while.

I know she’s opposed to that kind of support, but we’re going to have to discuss it anyway. And we’ll continue discussing it until I get my way. There are perks to being a stubborn prick.

And if Miranda doesn’t come around, I’ll just have to stuff her tip jar at the bar with hundreds until she quits working at the Dupont.


Chapter 22

Miranda

Jake’s apartment looks incredible. The walls of windows let in tons of light and showcase the view of the lake, which is sparkling in the late afternoon sun.

“Wow,” I say softly.

It’s like a spread in a home décor magazine, with modern leather furniture, side tables and perfectly positioned throws in the living room. The floor plan is open and I can see into the kitchen, which has white wood cabinets and dark granite counters.

The smell of fresh-cut wood from the cherry floors fills the apartment. I breathe it in as Jake pops the top of a bottle of champagne his contractor left in a bucket of ice to celebrate completion of the project.

“My agent, Cal, and his husband want to come by for dinner soon,” Jake says. “Some night when you can make it, too.”

“Okay. I’ll help you cook.”

He walks toward me, two glasses of champagne in hand, and passes me one. Together we gaze out at the view from the living room.

“To new beginnings,” he says.

My heart flutters as he clinks his glass against mine and we both sip the sweet, bubbly drink.

I’m still in my Dupont uniform, which probably has some nice armpit sweat stains. The service elevator broke down today and I had to haul my vacuum and all my other supplies up and down thirteen flights of stairs. I probably smell pretty fantastic right now.

“I need to take a shower,” I say, passing Jake my glass.

“I’ll order some dinner.”

We stopped by my apartment so I could pack a bag for the night. I take my bag into his bedroom and am again struck by how beautiful this place is. Jake’s king-size bed has a cherry headboard and is covered with a white down comforter and loaded with pillows. Like the living room, his bedroom has a full wall of windows overlooking the lake.

And the en suite bathroom is even nicer than the one in his suite at the Dupont. It has a huge, tiled walk-in shower, two sinks and an extra deep bathtub. Cabinets and open shelves are loaded up with fresh, fluffy white towels and Irish Spring soap.

There are three showerheads in the shower, and each one has different settings. I twist one of them and end up with water shooting into my face like a high-powered water gun.

Once I figure the damn things out, I take a hot shower, basking in the water pressure and hugeness of the shower. It even has a TV and a big seat built into one wall. I sit there while I shave my legs, which is much better than nearly falling as I balance with one hand on the wall like I do at my place.

I know money can’t buy happiness, but it can sure buy comfort.

By the time I finish drying my hair and putting on a little makeup and some jeans and a T-shirt, the sun is starting to set over the lake. Jake is on the couch watching ESPN on the large flat-screen TV hanging over the fireplace.

“Don’t you have unpacking to do?” I ask him, sitting down on the other end of the couch.

He shakes his head. “I hired people to move everything. They did it today.”

“So you’re officially out of the Dupont?” There’s a note of disappointment in my voice.

“Yeah.”

“It’ll be weird having other guests in that suite.”

“I still plan to see you every morning I’m home, either here or at your place.”

He sets his glass on the coffee table and moves toward me. I lay back and he climbs on top of me, kissing me gently. I run my hands from the middle of his back up to his shoulders and his muscles don’t yield enough for my fingertips to sink in a bit.

I’ve never been with a man who has a body like this. It’s a bit unnerving.

I pull my mouth away from Jake and meet his eyes. “Show me a part of you that’s not perfect.”

He furrows his brow with surprise. “Not perfect? You already know I’m plenty flawed, Miranda.”

“I mean on your body. Are you self-conscious about anything?”

After considering for a second, he shakes his head. “Kind of the opposite, I guess.”

I laugh as he sits between my legs on the couch. “Overconfident to the point of arrogance?”

He gives me a sheepish look. “I work on this body every day. I mean, I’ve got some scars.” He pulls up one leg of his sweatpants and points to a jagged pink line next to his knee. “Took a skate blade to the leg right there.”

“Ouch.”

“But I even like my scars,” he says with a shrug. “They remind me how I got here, you know? And I don’t mean to sound preachy, but a body is never something to take for granted. A healthy one, I mean. Watching Dustin’s body fail him slowly was…” He shakes his head. “Brutal.”

“I can’t imagine.”

“It took years for the cystic fibrosis to take him from us. When he was first diagnosed, you could hardly even tell there was anything wrong with him.” He takes a deep breath, his expression clouding. “By the end, I prayed constantly for him to die. For his misery to end.”

I take Jake’s hand, my throat tight with emotion.

“One of the hardest parts about it was that he was on the transplant list. For new lungs. There was a while when we thought he had a chance of surviving. But he developed an infection…” Jake takes a deep breath. “Anyway, yeah. That didn’t work out.”

“What was he like?”

The storm in Jake’s eyes clears. “Dustin was funny. Clever. He had a gentle soul. He was my brother, but he was also my best friend, and I haven’t had a best friend since then.” He bows his head, his voice thick with emotion. “Until…you.”

I can’t hold back my tears anymore. They spill onto my cheeks silently and I squeeze Jake’s hand. It’s so hard to see him hurting.

“You’re my best friend, too,” I say, my voice so low it’s nearly a whisper.

When Jake meets my gaze again, I see tears pooled in his eyes. “I know we just decided to move forward with a relationship, and it’s early to be telling you this, but…” He sighs heavily. “There are lots of reasons I’ve been against relationships in the past. I mean, there’s the obvious emotional stuff—fear of losing someone I love again, but there’s something else, too.”

He looks down at the couch and I wait. When he looks up again, the dark, cloudy look is back in his gray-blue eyes.

“I’m a carrier of the CF gene. A child has to inherit the gene from both parents to get the disease. So if I ever had children with a woman who was also a carrier…and I can’t, Miranda. I won’t go through it again.” His voice breaks and I squeeze his hand.

“I know, Jake. It’s okay.” I wrap my arms around him and hold him close to me.

He buries his face in the crook of my neck and clings to me for dear life. For a few minutes, we just sit that way and I stroke one hand across his back, trying to soothe him.

When he sits back against the couch, I see weary relief in his expression. He’s been holding this pain in for a long time.

“If we decide to get married and have kids, and I know that’s a long way off,” he says, “you’d have to be tested for the gene and if you have it, I’d get a vasectomy. I’m not willing to risk it. And I know that’s a big thing to hit you with.”

It’s a lot to take in, and I wasn’t expecting any of this. But Jake is so emotionally fragile right now that I have to stay strong.

“I understand,” I say. “If we were in that situation, I’d feel the same way.”

His shoulders sink with relief. “I was afraid it would be a deal-breaker for you, finding that out about me.”

“No. There are other ways to become parents. As long as you’d be open to adoption—”

“I would.”

“And like you said, it’s a long way off.”

“I’ve never even considered telling a woman about this before, though. The fact that I wanted to tell you…well, it’s because you’re different to me. I guess I kind of needed to know that”—he looks away—“it’s okay for me to fall in love with you.”

My heart is so full I’m not sure I can stand it. I put my hands on Jake’s cheeks and turn him to face me.

“It’s okay to fall in love with me, Jake. I’ll take you and love you back just as you are.”

He closes his eyes and a tear falls onto one cheek. I climb onto his lap and bury my face against his neck, taking in the scent of his soap on his skin.

“And this is why you don’t talk to your parents anymore? Because of Dustin?”

Jake’s shoulders stiffen. “Yeah. I’ll tell you about it sometime, but…not now. I’m kinda maxed out on emotions.”

The doorbell rings and I slide off his lap to answer it. It’s the delivery of the dinner Jake ordered. The guy holding the bags tells me it’s paid for, tip and all, so I take the bags, close the door and walk into the kitchen.

I’m unpacking the Chinese carryout on the island when Jake walks into the room. When our eyes lock, I see peace in his. He’s been struggling alone for so long with the things he just told me.

The apartment is wired with a sound system, and Jake turns on soft music while we eat. We share a bottle of red wine and eat slowly, savoring our first meal at his new place.

Thanks to paper plates, we don’t have dishes to wash. After I throw away our trash, Jake surprises me by wrapping his arms around me from behind and then spinning me around to face him.

“Let’s dance,” he says, his voice low and husky.

I didn’t realize Jake Birch had a romantic side, but he does and I’m powerless to resist it. Now that the walls between us are down, there’s a new closeness between us.

We dance slowly, Jake’s hand on my ass making me wish he’d dance me over to his bedroom.

The sun is all the way down now. The fall of night makes me relax into Jake, excited about what’s to come, yet not ready to leave this moment.

“How’s my bedroom look?” he asks, his lips against my ear.

“It looks good.” I stop dancing and step back, looking up at him. “Come see.”

A seductive smile plays on his lips as he leads me to the bedroom by the hand. And once we walk in, it’s not the room he’s looking at, but me.

He traces a thumb over my lips, his fingertips grazing my jawline before roaming down to my neck.

In the course of a second, the air in the room becomes charged with something electric. Jake crushes his mouth against mine and we kiss each other with a passion I’ve never known. He grips my ass and pulls my body against his and I gasp at the feel of his erection against my lower belly.

This time, nothing will stop us. He slides my clothes off and backs me against the end of the bed. As I fall back onto it, he’s unbuttoning his jeans and sliding off his T-shirt, his eyes dark with hunger as they roam up and down my naked body.

He worships every inch of me with his mouth, my gasps and moans sounding each time he explores a new spot. My ankles get sweet, tender caresses of his lips, but my nipples get sucked and nipped so hard I shiver and cry out loudly.

I’m already on the edge when Jake reaches down to his jeans on the floor and takes a condom from the pocket. I watch as he opens it and sheathes his long, thick erection.

Damn. After my thirteen-month dry spell, that’s going to—

“Oh, God!” I gasp, gripping his shoulders hard as he slides into me.

“You okay?” he asks, kissing me softly.

“Yes. It’s good. I’m just—”

He moves out of me and then back in, his long, satisfied groan fuel on the fire of my arousal.

I wrap my legs around his waist and meet his thrusts, the call of the pleasure stronger than the pain. It’s not even a hurtful pain; Jake just fills me more fully than other men have.

Our heavy breathing and moans fill the room as I reach the point of no return. I cry out Jake’s name when the waves of an orgasm wash over me.

“Fuck,” he says in a strained voice. “You feel so good, Miranda.”

His lips hover over mine as he comes with a deep groan that vibrates against my chest. When he rolls off me and pulls me against his side, I close my eyes, utterly content.

“Not bad, Birch.”

“Not bad?”

“Maybe a notch above not bad,” I say playfully.

“Maybe I’m about to turn you over my knee and spank your ass ’til you stop questioning my prowess.”

“Your prowess?”

“Damn right.” He kisses my temple.

I’ve never felt closer to another person. And while it feels amazing, I see what Jake means about it being scary. I feel myself falling hard for him, and I don’t want to be cautious about it anymore. Jake’s walls were stronger than mine, and if he was willing to break them down for me, I want to give him everything I am in return.

Who am I kidding? I already have.


Chapter 23

Jake

I growl and pull away when our team trainer, Carlos, reaches for my shoulder.

“I saw you hit the boards at the end of the game, Birch,” he says with a stern look. “And you’ve been babying it ever since.”

“Yeah, well, it fucking hurts. But I don’t need you messing with it. I’ll ice it after I shower.”

“Sit your ass down and let me assess it.”

“Leave me alone.”

Carlos narrows his dark eyes at me. “You only act this way when you know you’ve injured yourself badly.”

“I’m fucking tired,” I snap. “You know how many minutes I just played? Just let me get a shower.”

“Your shoulder might be separated.”

“Tell me something I don’t already know.”

“Ice isn’t the right treatment for that.”

Gene is standing nearby. He walks over, pointing at me. “You let him look at that shoulder, Birch. That was a hard hit.”

I sit down on the bench and let Carlos do his thing. I got slammed into the boards shoulder-first by two players running into each other. The pain was immediate and much sharper than what hits usually cause.

“We’re going to the hospital for an X-ray,” Carlos says.

“You better call ahead and ask them to get me in and out,” I say. “Last time we waited three fucking hours.”

“I’ll do what I can.” Carlos looks down at me, his brows arched. “Hey, at least we won the game, right?”

Easy for him to say. It’s my damn shoulder on fire right now, not his.

“Jake!”

The hair on my arms stands up as I hear a female voice calling out to me. Not just any female—Hailey Hampton.

She’s in the fucking locker room? My night just got a whole lot worse.

“Good game, baby,” she says, squealing as she reaches me and sinks her hands into my arm.

“Fuck.” I growl and turn away as fresh pain stings my shoulder. “Don’t touch me.”

“Oh, you big baby.” She slides in close and I feel the entire team looking at us.

“You can’t be in here,” I say, scooting down the bench to escape her.

“But I am. No one told me no. I needed to see my man.”

I give her a serious look. “You better be talking about someone else in this room, because we aren’t together. And your inability to understand that is fucking disturbing.”

There’s a flash of anger in her eyes, but her smile doesn’t even fade. “Let’s not bring our lovers’ quarrels into the locker room, Jake.”

“We’re not lovers, Hailey. Never have been, never will be.”

Gene approaches, looking uncomfortable. “Everything okay here?”

“It’s fine,” Hailey says.

“It’s not. I don’t want her in here.”

“Hailey, maybe you and Jake should catch up later,” Gene says.

“Sure,” she says brightly.

“I’m taking him for an X-ray,” Carlos says.

Hailey jumps in. “Oh, I’ll come with you.”

“No,” I say forcefully. “This has gone on way too long. I want you to leave me alone. How much clearer can I be?”

“Birch.” Gene lowers his brows at me. “What are you doing?”

“I already did it. I told her there isn’t going to be anything between us and she won’t fucking accept it. I’m not having her chase me down in my own locker room like this—it’s bullshit.”

Hailey’s eyes are huge and teary. “But, Jake…”

“I’m with someone else,” I say, ripping off my pads with the only hand I have that’s not attached to an aching shoulder.

“You’re cheating on me?”

“We’re not together,” I say again. “For fuck’s sake, leave me alone.”

Gene asks an assistant trainer to take Hailey out of the locker room. She reluctantly goes, her head bowed sadly. As soon as the door closes behind her, Gene lays into me.

“What the hell was that, Birch? You and I had an agreement.”

“I’m done. Been done for a while. I can’t pretend to like her, Coach. She’s unbalanced and like I said, I’m with someone else.”

Gene’s face is flushed with anger. “I put my ass on the line for you.”

“Bench me,” I say flatly. “Trade me. I don’t care anymore.”

My teammates are trying to look busy, but the room is silent other than my conversation with Gene.

“I assume you’ll be benched for a few days with this injury,” Gene says. “We can revisit this situation after that.”

“I’m done, and I suggest you tell Hampton his daughter needs professional help.”

There are a few gasps in the locker room. No one bad-mouths the Hamptons—ever. But my shoulder injury has me so fired up that I’m finally unloading on Gene. And no matter what the consequences are, I know I won’t be sorry.

Gene heads for his office, his lips set in a thin line. Carlos won’t even make eye contact with me as we head for the hospital in a team SUV.

I text Miranda.

Me: Have to go get an xray. Ok if I’m later than planned?

Miranda: Of course. You ok?

Me: Yeah, just a shoulder thing.

Miranda: There’s spaghetti in my fridge if you’re hungry later.

Me: Thanks. Don’t wait up. I’ll see u soon.

Miranda: I’m waiting up.

I smile at the phone. Even if I’m in a shoulder sling later, I’d rather climb into Miranda’s small bed beside her and be a little uncomfortable than stretch out in my big bed alone.

It’s an adjustment, having someone care about me this way. But it’s a very good one.


Chapter 24

Miranda

The next couple weeks pass idyllically. Jake is benched with his shoulder injury so he doesn’t have to practice, but he still watches his team play from the stands. He seems a little moody about it, but that’s likely just the competitor in him. I have to mind his shoulder injury in bed, too, but that works for me because I just fall asleep snuggled into his good side.

It’s been a while since I’ve gotten to hang out with my sister and I’m making up for it today. I pet the basset hound puppy in my lap as Paige tries to navigate the parking deck of the children’s hospital.

“Short-term parking?” Paige says. “Is a couple hours short-term?”

“For parking, yes.”

She turns into the lot. A golden retriever sticks his nose between us from the backseat and sniffs us for the dozenth time.

“Thanks for helping me with this,” Paige says. “I should have known Henry would flake at the last minute.”

“No problem. It’s nice to have time for things like this since I’m on winter break from school.”

She’s bringing dogs from the shelter she volunteers at to visit patients at the hospital. I agreed to help even though she told me I may get peed on.

“Is Jake out of town for a game?” she asks, swinging her Honda into a parking spot.

“No. I asked him if he wanted to go see a movie this afternoon, before you said you needed my help, but he told me he has plans.”

“Plans?”

“Yep.”

Paige gives me a skeptical look. “Like the night we went to his game and he had ‘plans’ after?” Her air quotes and sarcasm make me sigh heavily.

“I don’t know. Just because we’re dating doesn’t mean he has to tell me about every move he makes.”

“I know, but why wouldn’t he just tell you what he was doing?”

“I don’t know.”

“Did you tell him what you’re doing?”

I glare at her. “Let’s just take the dogs in.”

“Okay. You carry Sherlock and I’ll get the three in the backseat.”

Last night was the first big snowfall of the year. Back home, that meant fields of sparkling white snow, but here it means sludgy gray heaps of plowed snow.

We trudge through the gray mush on the ground and into the hospital’s main entrance. Even though Paige does this monthly, it takes a while to get the animals cleared by security.

“Maybe you’ll meet a hot doctor here,” I say as we walk to the elevator.

“They’re all too old for me. Trust me, I’ve looked. For now, I have to keep living vicariously through you.”

“You’ll meet someone great when you least expect it.”

She smiles as the elevator doors slide open and we walk on with the dogs. “And when I do, I hope he bangs my bed against the wall so hard that the books on the shelf above your head fall on you in bed and scare the crap out of you.”

“Oh, no.” I feel my face flush. “Did we…?”

“You did. I mean, he did. I could tell it was him on top from the things you were saying.”

“I’m so sorry. God, this is embarrassing.”

“Hey, don’t apologize. If I could get what you’re getting, I’d be all over it.”

I shift the puppy in my arms. “We just got a little carried away that night. He’d been gone for several days and…”

“Miranda.” My sister grins at me. “I get it.”

The elevator doors open and Paige leads the way to a large, sunny playroom. There are bright murals on the walls, beanbag chairs in a reading area, toys and videogame consoles attached to flat-screen TVs. A clown is making balloon animals in one corner of the room.

As soon as we walk into the room, children in hospital gowns squeal with delight and head for the dogs. I set Sherlock the baby basset hound on the floor and smile as kids pet and coddle him.

I’ve never seen such sweetness. It brings tears to my eyes. I’ll come back here with my sister anytime she asks me to.

“Miss Paige, read us a story,” one of the little girls says, sliding onto her lap.

Paige reads several, and I play blocks with a little boy who’s too shy to touch any of the dogs. Just when he works up the courage to pet Sherlock, Sherlock pees on the floor and the boy pulls back his hand in horror.

“There’s cleaning stuff for that,” Paige says to me. “Just ask one of the nurses for it.”

Ugh. I guess it was bound to happen. Sherlock’s giving me sorry eyes, but then, I’m pretty sure his big brown eyes look like that all the time.

I go out to the nurse’s station and wait for someone to come back so I can ask about the cleaning supplies. I’m leaning against the counter when a guy in an EMT uniform approaches.

“Hey there,” he says with a smile.

He looks like he’s maybe thirty, and I can tell from the unnatural set of his shoulders that he’s flexing his arm muscles right now.

“Hi,” I say, looking side to side for a nurse.

“I’m Logan,” he says, holding out a hand. “Haven’t seen you here before.”

“Oh, I’m just…” I point at the big window showing activity in the playroom. “I’m a volunteer here with some dogs. Have you seen any nurses nearby?”

“They’ll be back soon. Something I can help you with?”

“We had a pee incident in there. I need some paper towels and cleaner.”

Logan grins. “How ’bout you tell me your name, pretty girl, and I’ll see what I can do?”

I sigh inwardly. I need those paper towels, but I don’t want this guy to think I’m interested in him.

“How ’bout you back off her and get some paper towels?” a male voice says.

We both turn to see the clown from the playroom stalking toward us in floppy red shoes. He has a painted-on smile, but it doesn’t match the set of his lips right now.

“Uh, what’s your deal, clown?” Logan asks.

The spark of recognition I feel immediately turns into confusion when the clown’s gray-blue eyes lock onto me for a second.

“Jake?”

“This is my girlfriend,” Jake says to Logan. “Now go make yourself useful and clean up the mess in there.”

Logan eyes Jake for a few seconds, then nods reluctantly and walks away.

“What in the world are you doing here?” I ask Jake.

He’s got a red rainbow wig and a fully made-up, multicolored face painted on. I can’t decide if I’m more surprised he’s here, or that he’s dressed as a clown.

“I volunteer here,” he says simply.

“This is what you meant when you said you had plans? Why didn’t you just tell me?”

He shrugs. “Nobody knows about this. I don’t do it to seem like a hero or anything.”

“I wouldn’t have thought that.”

A nurse walks behind the station and Jake leads me away to a quieter spot in a hallway.

“I wasn’t even gonna say anything ’til that douchebag started hitting on you,” he says, glowering.

I can’t help smiling. “You probably shouldn’t be standing here looking ready to punch someone and calling people d-bags in that outfit.”

Jake shrugs. “The kids are used to it. I’m Artie the Asshole Clown. I use colorful language and make them dirty balloon sculptures.”

I gasp in horror. “Are you serious?”

“No.” Now he’s the one grinning.

“I hate you,” I say, shaking my head but still smiling.

“Now it’s my turn to ask what you’re doing here.”

“Paige needed help. She brings dogs in here with one of her vet school classmates once a month and he flaked on her.”

Jake nods. “I wasn’t trying to keep anything from you. This is something I do just for me.”

“How long have you been doing it?”

“Couple of years.”

There’s something undeniably sexy about this side of him. It reminds me of his efforts to be sweet to me, despite how awkward and unnatural it sometimes feels to him.

“Do you and Paige want to go out for dinner and drinks later? We can try that Italian place by my apartment if you want.”

I smile sheepishly. “Yeah, we do kind of owe her.”

“Why?”

“You, um…” I look from side to side to make sure the coast is clear, but still whisper. “We, uh…knocked some books off a shelf in her room onto her head the other night.”

He grins. “Guess I should feel bad about that.”

“She’ll forgive you.” I take a step toward the playroom. “I should get back in there.”

Jakes leans in close. “Hey, Artie could use a sexy assistant if you ever want to join me here.”

“Oh, could he?” I laugh.

I’m about to grab him in a side hug when I stop myself. “Hey, where’s your sling?”

“I took it off. Nobody wants to hang with a clown who’s got a bum shoulder.”

“Does anyone here know who you are?”

“The nurses do. I had to do a background check when I started.”

I arch my brows at him. “I’m sure you’ve been hit on a time or two yourself. I had that situation covered, you know.”

“I couldn’t help it. If that paramedic had touched you I would have drop-kicked his ass, floppy shoes and all.”

I laugh at the visual. “Jake, you’re impossible not to love.”

He gives me a warm look. “When I saw you playing with that boy in there…” When he pauses, we stop walking and I look up at him. He clears his throat and continues. “Dustin was in and out of children’s hospitals a lot. I spent time there with him. It means a lot to these kids, things like the dogs you guys brought in.”

“I’m having as much fun as they are.”

“I love you, Miranda. With all of my beat-up, imperfect heart, I love you.”

I blink away the tears threatening to spill over. No one has ever made me feel so cherished.

“I love you, too,” I say, wrapping my arms around his neck.

He pulls me close and kisses me gently, some of his makeup transferring to my face in the process. But it doesn’t matter. This is a moment I’ll hold in my heart forever, and when I look back at it years down the road, I know it will still feel as perfect as it does right now.


Chapter 25

Jake

That night I take Miranda and Paige out for dinner at a steakhouse and dancing at a club. In the past I would’ve been searching the club for the most gorgeous woman so I could take her home, whether she’d gone to the club with another man or not. But I don’t need to look this time. I’ve already got the most beautiful woman in the place.

Miranda wears a short, sleeveless black dress that covers her all the way to her neck but is completely open in the back. We spend much of our night on the dance floor, my sore shoulder forgotten as I let my hands roam up her bare thighs and down her back. When I trace my fingertips down her spine, her eyes light up and her tongue slides out to lick her lips.

I fucking love working her up over the course of several hours. The feel of her sweaty skin and her curves pressing against me as we dance keep my dick hard the whole time.

Paige spends her night on the dance floor, too, having no trouble finding guys to dance with. She’s a younger version of Miranda, though she has lighter hair and is a couple inches shorter.

It’s after midnight when we drop Paige off. We see her all the way into the apartment, because she’s a little tipsy. Once in the living room, Paige flops back onto the couch.

“I’m staying at Jake’s,” Miranda says as she hands her sister a big glass of water.

“My head thanks you, Jake,” Paige murmurs.

I laugh as I remember what Miranda told me happened with the books and her sister’s head.

“Your head’s welcome,” I say. “It’s gonna be another one of those nights, so we definitely need to be at my place.”

“Stop flaunting your couplehood in my face.” Paige waves a hand toward the door. “Get out of here. Go knock a hole in your bedroom wall, champ.”

I need no further encouragement. I take Miranda’s hand and head for the door, both of us calling out goodbyes to Paige on the way.

The ride back to my place is torturous. Miranda’s hand is in my lap the whole way, stroking my throbbing erection through my pants. I’m about to explode by the time I park the Escalade in my underground deck.

I take her by the hand and lead her toward the elevator, her heels clicking on the pavement as she hurries to keep up with my big strides.

I bypass the elevator, though, instead walking her behind a giant, concrete support post next to the wall of the parking deck.

Her eyes widen as I back her against the beam and slide my hand up her thigh, wrapping my fingers around the waistband of her tiny, silky panties. I slide them down her thighs, using my other hand to work them past her knees and around her shoes before stuffing them in the pocket of my jeans.

“Jake…” she whispers tentatively. “Here?”

I nod and take a condom from the other pocket of my jeans. “The cameras can’t see us here, don’t worry. I couldn’t wait another two minutes.”

The tip of her tongue darts out to moisten her lips. Damn, I love it when she does that.

“Pull your dress up,” I say as I unfasten my jeans. “Show me what’s only mine to see.”

Her chest rises and falls with a heavy breath as she takes the hem of her short dress and slides it up her hips. With her back pressed against the post and her thighs slightly spread, she’s the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen.

As soon as I see her short, perfectly trimmed dark thatch of curls, I’m done for. I slide the condom on and wrap my arms around her back, preparing to slide into her hard and fast.

I’m too tall for that position, though, so I move her around and put my back against the beam, then cup her ass and lift her in the air, lowering her onto my rock-hard erection.

She sucks in a breath and her mouth remains frozen in an O as I pump her up and down my shaft. I close my eyes because it’s almost too fucking good. She’s so wet I can hear myself sliding in and out of her.

My arm muscles bulge and tighten as I push off the concrete post and stand up, allowing me to thrust my hips up against hers in the same rhythm I’m moving her.

Miranda’s eyes close and she starts breathing heavily. It’s so fucking good, being this deep inside her. When a small moan escapes, she bites down on her lip and forces herself to keep it in.

This is love. Having just one woman in the world I want to do this to. Feeling like my very manhood depends on the pleasure I’m giving her in this moment. I may be fucking her as hard as I’ve ever fucked anyone right now, but with her, it’s love.

She’s close to coming and I’m right behind, my balls tightening with anticipation. But the sound of a car driving into the garage makes Miranda freeze in place.

Shit, she mouths.

I hold her in place on top of me, my cock throbbing. The car’s engine stops and two doors close.

It’s a couple talking about the movie they just saw. They’re walking toward the elevator near us, their voices getting closer.

It’s almost painful, having to hold still when I’m so close to the edge. I put a finger over my lips and Miranda nods slightly.

“Remakes are never as good as the original,” the woman waiting for the elevator says. “And why even try to remake a classic movie?”

“The special effects were a lot better this time around,” the man says.

I hold Miranda’s gaze, hoping that fucking elevator’s about down here. I see a gleam of something in her eyes before she holds tightly to my shoulders and slides herself a couple inches up off my dick and then back down on it again. Her heels sink into my ass as she does it again.

Fuck. I’m so close, and I can’t take this right now. I silently shake my head and squeeze her ass hard, hoping she’ll stop, but she continues.

“This one will make less at the box office than the original,” the woman says, her voice rising in challenge. “Mark my words, Eric.”

Miranda’s nails sink into my shoulders and her pussy clamps down on my cock. I feel her shuddering as she comes, somehow staying silent.

Instinct makes me bury myself deep inside her so she’ll keep coming, but that sends me over the edge, too. I hold my breath and close my eyes as I come, the agony of not being able to make a sound intensifying my orgasm.

I’m light-headed as the elevator doors slide open and the couple steps on. As soon as I hear the doors close behind them, I lower Miranda to the ground and let out a huge exhale.

“You’ll pay for that one,” I tell her.

“You liked it.”

“My balls were about to explode.”

I rub my palm over her bare ass and kiss her. No woman has ever taken the lead with me sexually. And now that Miranda has, I’m ruined for all others forever.

“Let’s get up to the apartment,” I say, pulling her dress down to her thighs. “I’ve got plans for you.”

Once we’re inside, I strip her naked and keep her on her back in my bed for the next hour. I tease her with my tongue and hands, her clit swollen and soaked as she writhes and begs for release.

But she’s not getting it that way. I get on top of her, hold her ankles in the air and fuck her without mercy. Her back is arched and her nipples are hard as she cries out my name when I finally let her come.

Sweat drips from my brow into her hair as I bury myself in her one last time, groaning from the force of my orgasm.

“You were better than not bad that time, Birch,” Miranda says playfully.

She takes a quick shower and I join her at the end, too spent for more sex. She tells me to sit on the seat in the shower and she shampoos my hair, her tits perfectly positioned in front of my face.

It’s more than just sexual, being with her like this. It’s intimate, and I’ve never had that before. I still have a fear of losing the best thing that’s ever happened to me, but having her is so sweet that I’m willing to risk it.

I could be back on the ice—my shoulder is healed enough. Gene’s keeping me benched over the Hailey situation. Normally I’d be in a pissed-off rage over it, but I’m feeling pretty mellow. If they’ll bench their million dollar man because I won’t date the owner’s daughter, they’re fucking stupid. I’ve got something more than hockey in my life now.

Miranda slips on one of my T-shirts and I put on boxer briefs. We get into our preferred sleeping position—her back to my chest and my top leg wrapped around both of hers, and I know one thing for sure. Today was the best day of my life.

—

The next morning I’m reading email on my tablet, waiting for bacon to cook for breakfast, when my phone buzzes with a call. I see Gene’s name on the screen and answer it.

“You’re dressing for the next game,” Gene barks.

After a pause, I respond. “Okay, Coach.”

“Hampton talked to his attorneys about the cost of getting rid of you.”

“He already knew how much that would cost him. He’s hands-on in his contract negotiations.”

Gene grunts in response. “Well, you’re staying for now. But I can’t help once your contract’s up.”

“I think I’ll manage,” I say wryly.

“You know I never wanted any part of this, Birch,” Gene mutters. “I’m just here to coach hockey.”

“And I’m just here to play hockey.”

He grunts again. “Good to have you back.”

“Good to be back.”

With that, Gene hangs up. He’s not much for phone calls.

I go back to my tablet and soon Miranda walks into the room and wraps her arms around me from behind, laying her cheek on my back.

“You got up early,” she says, yawning.

“Couldn’t sleep. I worked out and now I’m making breakfast.”

She walks over to the coffeepot, her brow furrowed with surprise. “You worked out? God, I can barely even walk right now.”

“Oh, really?”

“Yes, really. I see that smirk, Birch. My whole lower body is sore.”

I shrug. “I’m used to using all those muscles, though.”

“You did use them quite well.”

She sits down at the island and I look her over appreciatively. Her hair is wild and wavy and her face is fresh and pretty without makeup.

“What would you like to do today?” I ask her.

She smiles. “We get two days together, back-to-back?”

“Yep. I don’t get two days off in a row often during the season. And I’m dressing for the next game so I have to go back to practice, too. But today I’m all yours.”

“I kind of feel like staying in and watching movies.”

“Sounds good,” I say, sitting down next to her at the island. “You know, I don’t think I’ve ever felt so relaxed.”

“Me, either.”

I stare out at the skyline for a couple minutes.

“What’s on your mind?” Miranda asks softly.

I want to tell her and yet I don’t. Talking about Dustin with her has brought the past back to the front of my mind and now I’m battling old demons again.

“Can we sit on the couch?” I get up and scoop the bacon from the skillet onto a plate.

Miranda is already on the couch when I get there. We sit at opposite ends facing each other. I love that I only see warmth and confidence in her eyes as she looks at me. My cynical girl knows me well enough to know I’m completely in love with her and that whatever I’m about to say, I’m not having doubts about our relationship.

“I’ve never talked to anyone else about Dustin,” I say. “After he died, that became my way to cope. I put it behind me and focused completely on hockey and myself. I tried to forget.”

Miranda nods silently.

The pain of the past has been simmering at my surface since I first told Miranda about Dustin. Putting the loss of him into words has been hard. I have to stop and get my emotions under control.

“There’s something I still haven’t told you,” I say, staring at the fireplace mantel because I can’t bring myself to look at her right now. “And it’s probably…the worst part.” My voice shakes on the last few words, and Miranda moves closer to me, taking my hands in hers.

“Whatever it is, it’s okay, Jake. I promise. I’m not going to judge you.”

I take a deep breath and force myself to continue. “At this time four years ago, we knew Dustin was near the end. I was trying to be there for my family and my team at the same time. Every day I was a wreck. I felt guilty if I left my family and guilty if I left my team. I could’ve taken a leave, but we didn’t know how long it would be, because Dustin was otherwise healthy. His heart was strong. Only his lungs were failing him.”

My throat burns with pressure as I recall one of my final conversations with my brother.

“We played hockey together, have I told you that yet?” I can’t hold it together anymore. My voice breaks and tears slide onto my cheeks. “For years. He got too sick eventually, but the NHL, it was our dream. Not just mine, ours. And Dustin…he told me to keep playing. He wanted me playing hockey, not sitting beside his bed waiting for the machines to be turned off.”

Miranda’s crying now, too, and I squeeze her hand.

“I still planned to be there. But he signed a do not resuscitate order, so…anyway, I was going back and forth, either playing hockey or at the hospital. My parents never left the hospital when Dustin was at the end. And then one night in a game…” I shake my head at the memory, then hunch forward on the couch, my elbows on my knees.

Miranda rubs her palm in circles on my back until I can continue.

“I took a hard hit. The hardest of my career. I got knocked into the air and I landed on my head. It knocked me out. They took me off the ice on a stretcher and rushed me to a hospital. Since I was unconscious, they didn’t know if I was paralyzed. They had to do all kinds of tests and…they called my parents.”

I hang my head between my knees, tears falling onto the wood floor below. “I was at a different hospital than Dustin, and when they called my parents, my mom came to be with me. And then Dustin…he died.”

Miranda wraps her arms around my shoulders as the memories overtake me. Waking up in that hospital room to see my mom doubled over, sobbing. It haunts me.

“She was with me instead of him. And I was fine.” I wipe my palms across my wet cheeks. “All those months she stayed by his side, and because of me…”

“Jake, no. Not because of you.”

I look up and meet her eyes. “Yeah. Because of me.”

“Because of your injury. Because your parents had two boys they loved. Because of cystic fibrosis. There are so many reasons for that awful night, but none of them are anyone’s fault.”

I sigh deeply, my shoulders falling. “I know that in my head, but in my heart…I have so much guilt it’s hard to breathe sometimes. It’s why I can’t see my parents anymore. After Dustin died, every time I looked at my mom, all I saw was her crying in that hospital room.”

Miranda gets down on her knees in front of me, looking up into my eyes. “Because he was gone, Jake.”

“And she wasn’t with him.”

“Have you asked her? Does she think it was your fault?”

I shake my head. “No.”

She wipes the tears from my cheeks with her fingertips. “It means a lot that you told me this, Jake. I think the fact that you did means you want to forgive yourself.”

“There’s no forgiveness for something that terrible.”

“It wasn’t your fault, Jake.”

I hang my head again. “And then to turn my back on my parents that way, right after they’d lost their only other kid. What kind of asshole am I?”

“You were grieving. And, Jake, it’s not too late. What would your parents say if you called them right now? If you showed up at their front door?”

My throat tightens again. “I don’t know.”

She wraps her arms around my back and I bury my face against her neck. I feel worn out, but lighter. Miranda knows everything now, and she’s still here in my arms.

“I love you,” she says in my ear. “And I hope you know you don’t have to hurt alone anymore.”

Her goodness is a soothing balm on my aching spirit. I’ve never felt like there might be an escape from the darkness that’s been inside me since Dustin died, but there is. Miranda is the light, helping me find strength I never knew I had.

As she holds me and murmurs comforting words in my ear, my love for her grows deeper.


Chapter 26

Miranda

Downtown Chicago’s sidewalks are filled with holiday shoppers, their arms loaded with bags as they power walk to get out of the cold.

Paige and I are part of the crowd, both of us hunting for perfect yet economical gifts for everyone on our Christmas lists.

“Are we still going in on that fancy new blender for Mom?” she asks me.

“I hope so, because I already ordered it.”

“Perfect. And what about Dad?”

“I was thinking we could get him a gift certificate to that sporting goods store he likes in town. And Jake brought me team sweatshirts and T-shirts to give them, too.”

Paige rolls her eyes playfully. “God, the two of you are too much. So he didn’t just dress you in all the spirit wear, he brought more for your parents?”

“And you.”

“Tell him to bring me an actual hockey player next time, not just a shirt.”

“I’ll see what I can do,” I say, pulling my new stocking cap with Jake’s team logo down over my ears.

“You’re seriously too cute with all the hockey stuff on,” Paige says. “If I didn’t already love you, I’d hate you.”

“What should I get him for Christmas?” I ask, staring at an elaborate Nutcracker-themed window display as we pass it.

“Get him the gift every man wants—a blow job.”

“I’m serious. What do you get for the guy who has everything?”

“Something sentimental, I guess.”

I move aside my coat sleeve and look at my watch. “We should get going so we have time to get ready for the game.”

Paige agrees and we cross the street to walk back to the car Jake loaned me for the day, which is a fully loaded Mustang I’m terrified I’ll wreck or scratch. I’ve never driven a new car, but he insisted. I didn’t even realize the shiny black car in his parking deck was his until he led me to it and handed me the keys.

“Are we sitting in the same place we sat at the last game?” Paige asks. “I don’t want people throwing popcorn at me.”

“Then pee before the game starts,” I tell her. “And no, we got moved to season ticket seats in another section.”

“Season tickets?”

“We’re going to be hockey experts by April.”

“Hey, are you bringing Jake home for Christmas?”

I shrug. “Maybe. Holidays are hard for Jake. He lost his younger brother right before Christmas.”

“That’s awful.”

“It really is. I don’t want him to be alone on Christmas, but I can’t skip out on Mom and Dad’s, either. We’ll see when it gets a little closer.”

“Well, it’s less than two weeks away.”

We make it back to the car and load our packages into the trunk. I’m quiet on the trip back to our apartment because I’m thinking about tonight. I’ll be meeting some of Jake’s teammates, and I’m nervous. I know how important they are to him, and I want to make a good impression.

He told me to wear jeans and one of the shirts he brought me, because that’s what the long-term girlfriends and wives wear. Short-term girlfriends wear sexy dresses and heels to games.

I choose a red T-shirt with a three-quarter sleeve and dark jeans, styling my hair in big, loose waves. Paige wears one of the shirts Jake gave me for her and we look like legit fans.

I guess I am a legit fan at this point. I’m slowly learning about the game of hockey and the more I know, the more I like watching it.

It’s a slow game, the puck making lots of trips up and down the ice but very few into the nets. Jake’s team loses 1–0, but he still seems to be in good spirits when he finds me waiting with someone from the PR department outside his locker room after the game. She’d come to my seat when the game was almost over and said Mr. Birch asked her to bring me to him. I’d said goodbye to Paige then.

“Hey,” he says, kissing me. “You look good.”

“You look…more than good,” I say, smiling.

He’s wearing a light gray suit with a white dress shirt and a pale blue tie that brings out the blue of his eyes.

“I already did my interviews so we’re good to go,” he says, putting a hand on my lower back to lead me toward a hallway. “We’re going through a side exit.”

His Escalade is parked right outside the door we leave through and we’re soon on the road. We go to a steakhouse, where Jake’s teammates Tuck and Don are already waiting with their wives, Carrie and Mary Jane.

Everyone is so nice that my nervousness disappears. They put me at ease with questions about school and my family, and they don’t seem fazed when they find out Jake met me when I was his hotel maid.

“She’s no groupie,” he tells them with a serious shake of his head. “I had to beg her to go out with me.”

“We like anyone who makes Birch beg,” Carrie says approvingly.

I’m pleasantly buzzed from wine and full of amazing food when we close down the steakhouse. Jake drives us back to my place, where we’re staying for the night.

He raids the fridge and does his usual grumbling over the lack of food.

“I’m setting you up with grocery delivery tomorrow,” he says.

“You just ate a huge steak and three sides, how can you be hungry?”

“I’m starving after games.”

“We can stay at your place more if you want.”

He shakes his head. “I like your place, but I am setting up the grocery delivery.”

Paige has an early, important exam, so I tell Jake he has to be more reserved than usual in bed. He surprises me by undressing me, then himself, and then laying down and sliding me up onto his lap.

Every time with him is incredible. The way he looks up at me as I move against him is reverent. He holds my hips, guiding himself inside me deeply and slowly.

When he looks like he can’t hold on much longer, he presses his thumb against my center and I come apart in a matter of seconds, biting my lip to keep from screaming. He’s right behind, his arm muscles flexing as he holds himself deep inside me for a few final, blissful seconds.

He’s leaving in the morning for a long road trip. I soak in as much of his warmth and closeness as I can now, knowing I’ll miss falling asleep beside him for the next three nights.


Chapter 27

Jake

We win both road games, putting us back on top of our division. Spirits are high on the flight home, and even better, I get to celebrate with Miranda later.

I had groceries delivered to her place and mine, and we’re cooking a chicken and pasta dish together at my apartment for dinner tonight.

My kitchen should now be stocked with a dozen bottles of wine and staple ingredients for lots of main dishes. I told the grocery delivery place to load me up with everything, because while I like taking Miranda out, my favorite thing to do is stay in and cook with her. It’s more intimate, and I get to make out with her while the food’s cooking.

As soon as I walk into the apartment, I untie my tie and toss it on a table. Then I unfasten the top button on my shirt and the ones on my sleeves and roll the sleeves up.

Better. I’ll change later, but first I want to make sure everything we need for dinner was delivered.

The refrigerator is fully stocked, and so is the small wine fridge in the island. I locate everything we’ll need for our meal, then wash and slice several lemons, adding them to a pitcher of water so it can chill for later.

Miranda was hoping to get off work early and I’m hoping she does because I’m starving—both for dinner and for her.

I’m about to go shower and change when I hear a knock on my door. Weird, because Miranda has a key. When I open the door, I’m smiling at the thought of seeing her in the stocking hat with my team logo and a fuzzy ball, but the smile slides away when I see who’s standing there.

“Why are you avoiding me?” Hailey demands, shoving her way past me. “I’ve called you hundreds of times, Jake.”

There’s no trace of the smiling, overeager young woman I met in the bar several months ago. Hailey looks frantic, the dark circles under her eyes telling me I’ve got a much more serious problem on my hands than I realized.

“We aren’t together, Hailey.” I say it slowly, hoping it will finally sink in.

“No.” She shakes her head wildly. “No, two people don’t break up just because one person says so. It’s a mutual decision, Jake, and I didn’t say it was okay. It’s not okay.”

I decide to try a more sympathetic approach. “I’m sorry you’re upset. Is there someone you can talk to about things? Your parents maybe, or a friend?”

“The only person I want to talk to about us is you.”

“There is no us, though.”

Her eyes are wide and tearful. “Things were going so good, though. You finally wanted me. I’ve had a crush on you for years, Jake. Since you first came to my dad’s team.”

“You deceived me that night at the bar, because you knew I’d never go near my team owner’s daughter.”

She sighs deeply. “Yes. I did. But I knew that once we were together, you’d see…and it would all be fine. It’s all fine, Jake. I need us to get back together.”

“You need to get help. I can tell there’s a struggle going on inside you, but it’s not something I can help with.”

“But you’re the only one who can help.”

She comes toward me and it’s all I can do not to back up. I don’t want her touching me, but I’m not going to do anything that might injure her if she does. It’s a scary feeling, wondering what she might do next.

“Please,” she begs. “Please give me another chance.”

When she throws herself against my chest, I stiffen. It’ll put me in a shitload of trouble with Gene, but I think it’s time to call the cops. This has gotten too out of hand for me to deal with on my own anymore.

“Jake?” Miranda says from the doorway. “What’s going on?”

“Who are you?” Hailey says bitterly. “Are you the one he’s been cheating on me with?”

Miranda looks unsteady for a second, like someone just punched her. I feel the same way.

“This isn’t what it looks like,” I say.

“Well, it looks like I caught you with another woman,” she says, the betrayal on her face like a knife to my gut.

“We were never together,” I say, gesturing to Hailey. “It was all in her head.”

“You lying bastard,” Hailey says in a low, ominous tone.

“If it was all in her head, what’s she doing here in your arms?” Miranda asks, her voice unsteady.

“I’ll explain everything.”

“You’re a whore,” Hailey says, advancing on Miranda. “He was mine and you took him.”

I run over and stand in front of Miranda, not trusting Hailey.

“We were never together,” I say to Hailey again, my heart racing furiously.

“But I went out with you and the team and sat by you. And we went out on all those dates.”

I turn to Miranda, who looks crushed.

“That night you invited me to your game and you had plans after—you had plans with her, didn’t you?”

“No. I mean, not really. I figured she’d be there but we weren’t together, Miranda.”

“I have to go.”

“No, you can’t go.” I follow her to the doorway. “This is not what you think, I swear it’s not.”

“Move,” she says, her eyes locked on mine. “I’m leaving, Jake.”

“We just need to talk.”

“Let her go,” Hailey says, pulling on my arm. “We can work things out.”

What a fucking nightmare. It’s like a soap opera playing out in my living room, only I can’t turn it off.

Miranda walks out and it’s all I can do not to yell at Hailey to get her ass out of my apartment. But I’ve tried to get rid of her on my own enough. I dial Gene and tell him I need his help fixing the problem he helped get me into.


Chapter 28

Miranda

I’m not surprised Jake talked Paige into letting him in the apartment. He can be charming when he wants to. Obviously—he charmed his way past all my defenses.

Now he’s outside my locked bedroom door, where he’s been begging me to listen to him for more than an hour now.

“This isn’t how people who love each other handle their problems,” he says, switching tactics. “And I love you, Miranda. You know I do.”

It’s all I can do to keep from responding. I’ve come close to engaging in a debate with him in the time he’s been here, but I’ve managed to say nothing.

“God dammit, open the door, Miranda!” He punches something forcefully. I think it’s the floor because I feel the vibration.

I’m sitting on the floor, my back to the wall, next to the locked door. My eyes are swollen and I’m feeling cried out.

“Fine, I’ll just tell you through the door,” Jake says. “Before I met you, I made out with a woman in the back room of a bar one night. No clothes came off. It was just kissing and groping. I didn’t know then that it was Hailey Hampton, the daughter of my team owner. She ended up going to her father, who went to my coach, and I was told I had to date her or get benched.” He sighs deeply. “So I took her to lunch a couple times. Nothing where she could get too close to me. I hated every second of it. And then things started up with me and you, and…” I feel something pound against the door and I cringe, sure it was his head. “I knew something like this might happen, where you thought I had something real with her, so I cut it off. I told my coach to bench me if he had to. But Hailey’s not right, Miranda. She’s been texting me night and day and showing up places, acting like we’re together. But we never were, I swear to you. I’ll take you to talk to my coach if you want, he’ll tell you. Or my agent, Cal. He knows the truth.”

My anger boils over at that and I can’t hold back any longer. “You talked to your agent about it, but not me?”

“I know it was fucking stupid. I’m sorry. The whole thing just sounds so crazy. Being forced to date someone. I wasn’t sure you’d believe me.”

“I do believe you, but I’m still pissed.”

“Open the door and say it to my face, then.”

“No. You’ll turn on the charm.”

His single note of laughter doesn’t sound amused. “Babe, I’m a lot of things, but charming isn’t one of them.”

“You charmed your way into my pants, didn’t you? Sharing intimate things with me and telling me you were in love with me.”

“I fucking am, Miranda! Why else would I be begging you to forgive me right now?”

“You should have told me about her.”

There are a few seconds of silence. “Yeah, I should’ve.”

“And part of the reason you didn’t is because you’re ashamed of your behavior.”

“You’re right.”

I put my palm on the door, more tears sliding down my cheeks. I’m relieved he didn’t cheat on me, but still hurt.

“If you love me, open the door and let me apologize to your face,” he says.

Clever bastard. He knows I love him. I stand up and unlock the door, slowly opening it. When Jake sees me, his face falls.

“Damn it. I’m so sorry. I fucked up, but—”

“No,” I say loudly.

“No, what?”

“Apologies don’t have the word ‘but’ in them when they’re sincere.”

I see a tiny smile tugging the corners of Jake’s lips. “You’re right. I’m sorry.”

I sniffle and wipe my nose with the rumpled tissue in my hand. “You were an inconsiderate asshole.”

He nods.

“Not just with my feelings, but hers, too.”

“I never would have done what my coach asked if I’d known any of this would happen. I agreed to do this before I met you.”

“Swear to me you told me everything there is to know about this.”

He puts his hands in the air. “I swear. I wouldn’t lie to you. Miranda, I’ve never begged anyone for anything in my life, but I will get down on my knees right now if I have to. I can’t stand seeing you so upset.”

“Then don’t be such an asshole again.”

“I won’t.”

I exhale deeply, a headache brewing from all the crying. “I’ll probably forgive you.”

Jake arches a brow. “Probably?”

“Yes. I need to be alone tonight. We can talk tomorrow.”

His gaze is imploring. “Let me stay with you tonight.”

“I need to be alone for a night.”

“Fucking great.” His tone is practically a growl. “Just leave me worrying about you all night when I have a big game tomorrow.”

He can be so exasperating sometimes. I’m not sure if I want to strangle him or hug him.

“I never asked you to worry about me,” I say angrily. “And there’d be nothing to worry about if you hadn’t been such an asshole.”

“Are we okay?” He puts his hands on his hips and looks at me expectantly.

“Probably. We can talk tomorrow.”

“I have to leave for the rink at nine.”

“We’ll talk after the game, then.”

He throws his hands in the air. “How the hell can I focus on my game when this is going on?”

“You’ll figure it out.”

“No, I won’t. I need things just so on game days and this will wreck everything.”

I narrow my eyes at him. “This isn’t about you.”

He runs a hand over the scruff on his face, considering. “Why don’t you stay with me tonight and I’ll sleep on the couch? Then you can still be alone.”

“That’s not alone, Jake.”

“Yeah, it is. Alone in the bedroom.”

“Until you come in and persuade me we need to have makeup sex.”

He grins. “Well, we kind of do.”

“Come over here after your game tomorrow night if you want to talk.”

“Fine.”

“And, Jake, if I ever see that crazy chick or any other woman all over you in your apartment—”

“You won’t. Cal is hiring private security for me and I talked to the security in my building. No one is getting close to us until this thing with Hailey is dealt with for good.”

“Us? What do you mean ‘us’?”

“There’ll be someone tailing you because I don’t trust Hailey. She’s unbalanced, Miranda.”

“Great.” I sigh heavily.

“I love you,” Jake says, stuffing his hands in the pockets of his leather jacket. “And I’ll be here tomorrow night as soon as I can.”

I nod, too weary for anything more. Jake walks to the door and leaves. As soon as it closes behind him, Paige comes out of her bedroom and gives me a questioning look.

“I can’t right now,” I say, going back into my bedroom.

I flop down on my bed and close my eyes. The past few hours felt like an arrow that narrowly missed my heart. It was hard enough finding out other men had cheated on me, but the very idea of Jake doing it rips me apart.

I get up later to eat a bowl of cereal that doesn’t compare to the dinner Jake and I were going to make. Then I crawl into my bed and spread out, enjoying the extra space I have without Jake’s huge frame wrapped around me.

Well, I tell myself I’m enjoying it, anyway.


Chapter 29

Jake

I can’t get lost in my game-day playlist. Instead of firing me up for the game, the music makes me pace around the locker room like a caged beast.

Tuck says something to me and I pull an earbud out.

“I asked if it’s true about you and Gene hiring security because of Hampton’s crazy daughter.”

I narrow my eyes at him. “Since when is it a good idea to chat me up before a game?”

“A yes or no will suffice, asshole,” he mutters.

“Yes, it’s true.”

“You okay?” he asks. “Usually you’re hunched over in the corner right about now.”

“No, I’m not okay.”

“I’d ask if you want to talk about it, but you’re you.”

“What I want is my motherfucking tape. I sent one of the interns to find me some about half an hour ago. How long does it take to find a roll of black tape?”

Tuck shrugs. I kind of envy him. He rolls with the punches on game days, not letting anything faze him.

I pace some more, and soon a pimply intern runs in, breathless. He’s got my tape, my sandwich and my Gatorade.

“About fucking time,” I snap, reaching for the tape. “What the hell is this? It’s not the brand I asked for.”

“There were no other brands in the supply room.”

I give him an incredulous look and he mumbles, “Sorry.”

“Borrow mine, Birchy,” Don says, throwing me his tape.

“It needs to be a new roll,” I grumble.

“Just tape your fucking stick,” Tuck says.

The intern swallows hard and hands me my sandwich. “Crunchy peanut butter on fresh white bread…sir.”

“You don’t need to call me sir,” I say, taking the paper towel–wrapped sandwich from him.

I open it and look up at him. “This is supposed to be cut diagonally.”

The intern closes his eyes. “I didn’t know.”

“Do you care if we win tonight? You’ve completely fucked my mojo not once now, but twice.”

“Aw, lay off him, Birch,” Tuck says. “Your mojo wasn’t looking so hot before he got here.”

“My stick is gonna accidentally impale your ball sac tonight if you don’t shut up, Tuck.”

I open my Gatorade and drink some, then sit down to eat my sandwich. Hopefully they’ll pick me up a little. I’ve been dragging all day because I didn’t sleep for shit last night.

Though I like that Miranda doesn’t put up with my bullshit, it’d be nice if she’d put up with just a little today. I need her to tell me we’re good. Until she does, I can’t focus on anything else.

Gene’s more mellow than usual. When he got to my apartment yesterday and saw how erratic Hailey was acting, he finally understood what I’ve been trying to tell him. Now he has to talk to Hampton about it, which I don’t envy him for.

When it’s ice time, I start to level out a little. I get paid too much not to go out there and give my all in every game. During the player introductions, I look at the season ticket holder seats I bought for Miranda. They’re empty.

It’s a tough game, fighting through to find my focus. It reminds me of having to play when Dustin was sick. I made a new place in my mind where nothing but hockey existed during games back then. It was my escape from the horror of what was happening to my brother.

I don’t want to escape this thing with Miranda, though. I want to fix it. The adoration was missing from her gaze on me last night, and I need that back.

We keep our streak going, pulling out a 4–3 win. I drop my gear and shower as soon as I get to the locker room. I can’t get out of post-game interviews, so I keep them all short.

It’s late by the time I’m on the road to Miranda’s. I’m about to jump out of my skin, every red light making me swear with frustration.

When I get there and park, I run into her building and take all the flights of stairs two at a time, even though I’m wearing a suit. I knock on her door and brace my hands high on the frame as I wait for her to answer.

She opens the door wearing gray sweats and a white T-shirt, her hair damp from the shower. When she steps aside, I walk in.

“Hey,” I say.

“Hi.”

I tear off my suit jacket and wrap my arms around her. “I missed you, Miranda.”

“I missed you, too.”

“Tell me we’re okay.”

“We’re okay.”

I let out the breath it feels like I’ve been holding for more than twenty-four hours. Miranda pulls back and looks up at me seriously. “It hurt that you didn’t tell me about it, Jake. You should have.”

“I know. It won’t happen again. I’m new to the committed relationship thing, so cut me some slack.”

Her amber eyes are solemn. “I want something from you, Jake. It’s something big.”

“It’s yours, then.”

“I want you to go see your parents for Christmas.”

I reel back a little with shock. “I wasn’t expecting that.”

“What were you expecting?”

“I thought you wanted a ring.”

She smiles. “No. I wouldn’t dream of it after just a couple months.”

“My parents?”

“Yes. I know it’ll be hard, but sometimes healing hurts at first.”

I shake my head. “Some things can’t be healed.”

“Just try. Try to let go of the guilt. It’s just weighing you down. You know they’d love to see you. You’re their son. Their only child.”

It’s just like Miranda to ask for something that’s not even for herself. It’s one of the reasons I can’t say no to her.

“Okay. If you want me to try, I’ll try. Will you come with me?”

“Are you sure you want me there?”

“I’m sure I need you there. When you’re beside me, anything feels possible.”

She nods. “I’ll go, then.”

When I kiss her, she presses herself against me and wraps her arms around my neck. I’ve gotten used to the way she fits against me, but the feel of her breasts against my chest still stirs my hunger for her every time.

I walk her over to the couch and am about to lay her down when she moves around me and pushes my chest, making me lay down. She climbs on top of me and straddles me, the ends of her long, dark curls brushing my cheek.

“I want to take care of you,” I say, reaching up to cup her soft cheek.

“You do.”

“I mean my money.”

“I don’t want your money.”

“I know, but I’m in love with you. And I have so goddamned much money, Miranda. If you want me to share everything I am with you, you’ll let me take care of you.”

“It’s only been a couple months, Jake.”

“I’d marry you right now.”

Her cheeks flush and she smiles. “You’re more romantic than I gave you credit for.”

“Please think about it. I’m leaving my comfort zone for you by reconnecting with my parents. You can leave yours by letting me do this for you. I want you to quit the Dupont.”

Her wide eyes tell me she thinks I’ve lost my mind. “I can’t quit, Jake. That job pays my rent and provides my health insurance.”

“We can get private insurance. I’ll write you a check for however much it takes to make you comfortable quitting the Dupont.”

“I’ve never been dependent on anyone. That would be hard for me.”

“Just consider it, please. It can be my Christmas gift to you.”

A few seconds pass before she begrudgingly agrees to think about it. This is another reason I know she’s the one: she doesn’t want my money. And that’s why it’s so important to me to share it with her. I don’t just want Miranda to be my girlfriend; I want us to be partners at life.

I slide my hand to the back of her neck and pull her down to me, kissing her with all the hunger I’ve been feeling for her all day. Things soon grow heated, but her couch is too small so we move into the bedroom, leaving a trail of clothes behind us.

When I finally slide into her, she moans my name. The sound of it sends me into a frenzy, and I’m soon pumping my hips against her hard and fast.

“I love you so much,” I say in her ear.

She’s holding me tight, her whispered words a mix of love and desperation. She needs this release as much as I do—it’s the final piece of our reconnection.

We’re clinging to each other as we come together, and we don’t let go when it’s over. I’m reminded again that every time I think I can’t fall any deeper in love with Miranda, I somehow do.


Chapter 30

Miranda

Jake’s sitting in a room alone, hunched forward, elbows on his knees and chin in his hands. His brow is furrowed skeptically. He doesn’t think this will work, and from what he’s told me, I agree.

But George Hampton wanted to see for himself what Jake meant about his daughter, and Jake was hard pressed to say no. So he’s waiting in a room at a private investigator’s office and I’m standing behind a glass window that looks into the room but looks like a mirror from inside the room.

Jake’s coach Gene and George Hampton are beside me, and things are awkward, to say the least. But Jake wanted me here, so I came.

When the door opens and Hailey walks in the room, Jake stands. She flies toward him, grinning excitedly. I feel a stir of jealousy but then remind myself he wants nothing more than to be rid of her.

“Jake, I knew you’d come around,” Hailey says tearfully. “We’re meant to be together.”

“We’re not, though. It’s like I told you—there was never anything between us. I want you to find happiness, but it won’t be with me.”

She shakes her head, still smiling. “You don’t mean that. We have something special, Jake.”

Before coming here, Jake and I talked to a counselor about how he should handle this conversation, and I see him moving on to the next stage of the counselor’s advice.

“I’m with someone else,” he says firmly. “Someone I’m very much in love with. She’s the only woman in my life.”

Hailey’s gaze darkens. “That whore you cheated on me with?”

Jake rubs his forehead. “We were never together so I couldn’t cheat on you.”

“But you asked me out. You texted me and asked me out.”

“Only because you went to your father about it. I was forced to do that.”

I put a hand over my mouth, nervous. The counselor didn’t recommend that Jake tell Hailey that part.

“You’re just a lying bastard,” she says, dark eye makeup running down her face as she cries. “And if we’re over…I have nothing left.”

“You have your parents. They love you and they want you to be happy.”

“How can I be happy without YOU?” she screams. “You’re all I ever wanted!”

George Hampton buries his face in his hands. I feel for him, because he obviously didn’t know about this side of his daughter.

“I’ve seen enough,” he says to the private investigator in a weary tone. “I’ll go in and get her.”

Gene gives me an uncomfortable look. We’re alone in the listening room now, watching an ugly scene unfold. Hailey is fighting off her father’s efforts to take her out of the room, screaming and clawing at him.

Jake’s a powerful guy; I know he could subdue her easily without injuring her. But he stays off to the side, head bowed. The counselor told us it’s important that he not do anything Hailey could perceive as interest. He can’t put his hands on her, even to save his team owner from being assaulted.

The private investigator steps in and the two men drag Hailey from the room. A minute later, Jake walks into the room I’m waiting in with Gene.

“Thanks for doing that, Birch,” Gene says, standing. “I apologize for how out of hand this whole thing’s gotten.”

“She needs psychiatric help,” Jake says. “I can’t be the one to help her see reality.”

Gene nods.

“If she comes near me or Miranda again, I’m calling the cops, and I’ll press charges,” Jake says.

“I understand. I think the Hamptons will be admitting her to an inpatient facility.”

“Good.”

“See you tomorrow, Birch.” Gene turns toward me and touches the brim of his baseball cap. “Miranda, good to meet you. Sorry it had to be under these circumstances.”

“You, too.”

Jake puts his arm around me and we head for the door. We’re silent on the walk to the car, but once we’re inside, I look over at him.

“I’m sorry I doubted what you were saying about her. I see now what you meant—about how she sees things how she wants them to be.”

He rubs a palm over the dark stubble on his face. “I hate that I did anything to feed her alternate reality. I never intended to.”

“That’ll teach you to make out with a random woman at a bar,” I say pointedly.

“Never again,” he says, taking my hand. “I know athletes are known for infidelity, but you have my word that I won’t ever step out of line.”

“I trust you.”

He starts the car and I remember the call he took outside when we were here waiting for the others to arrive.

“Hey, how did that call with your parents go?”

He nods slightly. “Good. They were really glad to get my message. Said they’ve missed me a lot and would love to have us for Christmas.”

Warm happiness floods my chest. I lean over and kiss Jake.

“Thank you,” he says, looking at me for a second before focusing on the road as he pulls out of the parking lot.

“You did the hard part. All I did was encourage you.”

“I needed it. I’ve been a selfish asshole for too long.”

“Don’t be so hard on yourself. Just move forward.”

He shakes his head, a crease of worry between his brows as he stares out at the road.

“What’s wrong?” I ask him.

After a heavy sigh, he responds. “It’s December 19. This is the day Dustin died four years ago.”

“Oh, Jake. I’m so sorry.”

He turns to face me. “You’re off from both jobs today, right?”

“Yes. I’m all yours today.”

“I had a crazy idea,” he says, shaking his head.

“What?”

“I thought we could go raid a toy store. Fill up the Escalade with presents to take to the children’s hospital. Dustin would like that.”

Happy tears pool in my eyes. “I can’t think of anything better.”

“We can get stuff for the parents, too. And the nurses.”

I laugh as his excitement grows. “We may need a moving van.”

“I can call Tuck and have him bring his Expedition. Don’s got a big SUV, too.”

“And then maybe dinner at your apartment? I can call and get something catered in.”

“Yeah.” He squeezes my hand. “I’ve never talked to the guys about Dustin. I think I might like to.”

I can hardly contain my happiness as we both make calls on the way to the toy store. I’ve been thinking more and more about his offer to support me while I finish school. He’s right; that is the kind of thing life partners do for each other. And I know for sure that he’s mine. Today, tomorrow and forever.

His support would allow me to finish school faster and move on to a job I like. I’ve had my fill of scrubbing the same toilets and vacuuming the same carpets day in and day out.

But that’s a conversation for another day. Today is about honoring Dustin. And I couldn’t be happier about how Jake chose to do that.


Chapter 31

Jake

When my childhood home comes into view, I choke back tears.

It’s not easy. But I knew it wouldn’t be.

The closer I get to the house, the harder the memories hit.

There’s the tree I fell out of when Dustin and I climbed it chasing after a squirrel. I cried from the ground and he cried from the tree, upset that I was hurt so badly.

And there’s the driveway where we parked the Camaro we shared. Dustin lost his virginity in the backseat of that car. Hell, so did I, but I was a couple years ahead of him since I’m older.

“Let it out, Jake,” Miranda says softly, her hand on my back.

And I do. I let the tears come, relieved I don’t have to try to hold them back anymore. She sniffles and I realize she’s crying, too.

Once we’re parked in the driveway of my parents’ one-and-a-half-story Cape Cod home, I smile and pat her knee. “We aren’t even out of the car yet, and look at us.”

She takes a mirror out of her purse and fixes her makeup. I take a deep breath and swipe the tears from my own cheeks.

“Ready?” she asks me.

“Yeah.”

I don’t know why I even bothered to clean up, because when I see my mom running out the front door, tears streaming down her face, I lose it again. She grabs me in a fierce embrace.

“Oh, my Jake,” she says, crying hard. “You’re home. We missed you so much.”

“I missed you, too, Mom. I’m sorry it’s been so long.”

She pulls back and looks me over, beaming with pride through her tears. “Well, you’re here now. That’s all that matters.”

Her hair is streaked with gray now, and it makes me realize how glad I am that Miranda pushed me to do this. Life can be all too fleeting, and I need to have a relationship with my parents again, even if it’s painful at times.

My six-foot-three-inch dad is crying, too, but he’s also smiling. He crushes me to him in one of the hugs I remember from childhood. We pat each other on the back really hard to make up for the crying.

When Dad stands back to look me over, he nods with satisfaction. “Looking great and playing better hockey than ever. We’re so proud of you.”

I didn’t realize how much I missed him saying things like that until this moment. I just nod, too choked up to respond.

Before I even have a chance to introduce Miranda to my mother, Mom wraps her up in a hug.

“We’re so happy to meet you, Miranda,” she says. “And thrilled you’ll be staying with us for Christmas. I hope you like baked goods.”

Miranda grins. “I love baked goods.”

“Oh, you’re such a pretty girl,” Mom says, turning to Dad. “John, isn’t she beautiful?”

“She is,” Dad says, hugging Miranda. “You did good, Jake.”

“Well, let’s head inside,” Mom says. “I’ve got cranberry muffins and coffee waiting.”

I grab our bags from the car and carry them inside. They’ve remodeled; the carpet is new and the living room walls are painted bright yellow now.

The walls still have pictures of me and Dustin. Seeing us in our peewee hockey uniforms and school pictures doesn’t hurt, though; it actually makes me smile.

“You guys look so much alike,” Miranda says from beside me.

“We had different personalities, though. I was the adventurer and he was the one who kept my feet on solid ground.”

She slides her hand into mine.

I walk through the house with Miranda and find that my childhood bedroom is now a guest room. That’s where we’ll be staying while we’re here.

My parents made Dustin’s bedroom into a sewing room for Mom. There are a few family photos of him on the walls, but otherwise it’s like a different room. The walls are pale pink now and the floor has new beige carpet.

There’s something comforting about seeing this room. It reminds me that there’s still life to be lived outside the shadow of my brother’s death. I’ve always known he’d want us to be happy, but it was hard to figure out how to do it.

A few days before Christmas, our extended family descends on the house. My grandparents, aunts, uncles and cousins are a friendly bunch, all interested in Miranda and how we ended up together.

She charms them with her story about being the hotel maid to a somewhat difficult hockey player who was really a diamond in the rough. I like seeing her smile as my mom and aunts tell her how romantic the whole thing is.

My cousins have kids who are racing around the house and begging me to play street hockey with them. Back when I last saw them, Dustin was sick and we didn’t do fun things like that because we were always at the hospital.

It’s cold outside, but I can’t say no. My parents still have all my old hockey equipment, so we set up and play street hockey. Miranda even gets in on the game.

“Come at me, bro,” she says, meeting my eyes in challenge.

“Your trash talk needs some work,” I say.

“What do you guys say when you trash talk during games?”

“Uh…nothing I can repeat at the moment.”

“What do you say?” one of my cousin’s kids, Bryant, asks me. He tugs on my sleeve impatiently.

I shrug. “You know, things like, ‘You aren’t very nice.’ ”

“Liar!” his sister, Amelia, cries. “You guys say the F-word and the A-word. And the K-word, too.”

I arch my brows with amusement. “I actually don’t know the K-word, Amelia, what is it?”

Her cheeks darken with embarrassment. “I’m not telling you.”

“Come on, what is it?”

“Well…maybe it doesn’t start with a K,” she admits. “Maybe it’s a C.”

“Yeah, we won’t talk about C-words.” I tug lightly on her blond ponytail. “You guys ready to go in, or you want to play some more?”

They about knock me over with the force of their yelling to play more. Neighbor kids see us playing and get in on the game, too. It reminds me of the days me and Dustin played street hockey right here with our friends, often until it was too dark to see the puck anymore.

When we finish playing, it’s late afternoon. I tell my parents Miranda and I are sneaking away for a bit, and we drive to the cemetery where Dustin is buried.

After I park my car, I just sit in the driver’s seat for a minute, not sure I can get out. But Miranda opens her door and smiles at me. I can’t say no to her when she smiles like that.

His rectangular headstone is made of dark granite. As soon as I read the engraved letters that spell Dustin Patrick Birch, I feel a swell of emotion.

The top of the stone has a hockey puck on it. It must be one of some significance to my brother because my parents put it there. A Christmas wreath with a bright red ribbon sits on a stand right next to his headstone.

A few tears spill onto my cheeks. It’s the first time I’ve been back here since his funeral service. I thought it would hurt too much, but it feels the opposite.

This is the place in the world that belongs to Dustin, and it always will. I feel a closeness to him here that I’ve missed.

I brush the light coating of snow off the top of the headstone and put my hand on it.

“Brought my girl here to see you, D,” I say softly.

Miranda tucks herself into my side, wrapping her arms around my waist. I wrap my arm around her and pull her close.

We just stand for a few minutes in silence. It’s peaceful. Therapeutic, even.

When I turn and lead Miranda back toward the Escalade, I remember that none of this would be happening without her. I stop walking and pull her close to me in a tight embrace.

I don’t have the right words, so I kiss the top of her head and eventually, we let go of each other and walk back to my car.

I never would have thought I’d come to a cemetery and feel reborn. But I do, and I want to spend every day of this new life with Miranda. And finally, I feel worthy of this happiness.


Miranda

After spending a few days with Jake’s parents, I call a co-worker from the Dupont and convince her to trade shifts, giving me an extra day off. I have to work New Year’s Day now, but it allows me and Jake to go see my parents for Christmas. Going to see them was his idea, and it’s a better gift than the fancy MacBook I opened from him on Christmas morning. Though the computer is amazing and will help a lot with school. He also gave me a key to his new apartment. It was on a keychain with his team logo alongside the key to his Mustang, which he says is mine now. I prefer to say I’m borrowing it on a long-term basis. I got him a new white dress shirt for Christmas and we had a good laugh when I told him what happened to the shirt I ruined when I first cleaned his suite at the Dupont.

We have a nice day alone with my parents and Paige and they’re able to get to know Jake better. He’s more peaceful and relaxed than the first time he was here.

After that, we both return to work. I’m still assigned to clean the suites, and it’s strange going into the one I think of as Jake’s and not seeing signs of him. His lucky socks are gone now, and so is the bottle of cologne I used to sneak smells of when I was cleaning his bathroom.

I get to smell the real thing now almost every morning when I wake up, though. If Jake returns late from a road trip, he always comes to my place when he gets in and slips into bed beside me. I gave him a key to my place, too.

It’s New Year’s Eve now. We’re going out with some of Jake’s friends tonight. It’s early afternoon when I step out of the shower, about to dry my hair when I see a missed call from the Dupont.

I have a text from Tony asking me to call him immediately, so with a roll of my eyes, I do.

“Miranda,” he says when he answers. “I need you to come in to work.”

“What?” I shake my head with disbelief. “But it’s New Year’s Eve. And I’m working tomorrow, which is also a holiday.”

“Yes, I’m aware. And we just lost a longtime customer over your shoddy work. You need to get in here so I can teach you—again—how to vacuum.”

“I know how to vacuum.”

“The lines weren’t straight.” His tone is loaded with disdain.

“Are you telling me a customer left the hotel over crooked vacuum lines?”

“No. They left over the bathroom being a disgusting mess.”

“Well, I don’t see how that’s possible,” I say sharply. “I cleaned all my bathrooms thoroughly.”

Tony sighs deeply. “Miss Carr, while I’m really enjoying this conversation, I have work to do. If you want to keep your job, you’ll be here within the next thirty minutes.”

He hangs up then. I flip off my phone, set it down and return to drying my hair.

I so want to not show up. Or show up and tell him to shove my job up his overly tight ass. But I can’t. I’m already using Jake’s car and I won’t let him support me. Not right after we became serious. As much as I hate it, I need my job.

I text Jake that I’ll be late tonight and put on my gray Dupont uniform. Fortunately, I get to use the Dupont parking deck free since I work there, and using Jake’s car does save me time on my commute.

By the time I walk into Tony’s office, I’m pissed.

“When I tell you I cleaned the bathrooms thoroughly, you ought to take me at my word,” I say from his doorway, skipping the greeting.

“Miss Carr.” He sets down the paper in his hand. “Let’s go have a look at what you call ‘thorough.’ ”

Tony gets up and walks past me, leading the way to the supply elevator. As always, there’s not a wrinkle to be seen in his suit and his tie is perfectly knotted.

“It’s New Year’s Eve,” I hiss, not looking at him.

“I’m aware.”

“You know guests lie about their rooms not being clean just to get them comped.”

He rolls his eyes. “With you, I have a tendency to believe them.”

“Why are you so mean?” I turn toward him, unable to stop the words from flying out of my mouth. “You get off on being a mean asshole.”

The elevator doors slide open and he leads the way toward Jake’s former suite.

“Oh, hell no,” I say in a low tone. “That suite was spotless.”

Tony runs his key card through the lock and the light turns green.

“This is total bullshit,” I say as he opens the door. “Being called in on a holiday over this is just unfair. If I was one of the employees who kisses your ass—”

I stop when I see Jake standing in the suite, wearing a suit and smiling.

“What’s going on?” I ask, looking at Tony.

He nods at Jake and closes the door behind me. I close my eyes, horrified that I just called my boss an asshole when he was apparently just helping my boyfriend.

But that thought leaves my mind—along with all other thoughts—when Jake gets down on one knee. My mouth drops open and I swear my heart stops beating.

“Miranda, I know it hasn’t been very long, but you’re the one for me. The one who makes me want more than just hockey in my life. The one who helped bring me back to my family. The one I want beside me forever. Will you marry me?”

I just stare at him, my hands over my mouth as I process what he just said. It’s hard to believe the hope shining in his gray-blue eyes right now is for me. For us.

I nod, but it takes me a couple seconds to get out a shaky “yes.”

“Yes?” He stands up and sweeps me off my feet in a hug. “You’ll marry me?”

“Jake, I can’t believe this…I had no idea.”

“I wanted you to be surprised.” He sets me down and shows me the ring in the black box in his hand.

It’s a stunning round solitaire with a platinum band. My hand is shaking as he slides it on my finger.

“We’re engaged,” I say, and it’s a surreal feeling.

Jake takes my face in his hands and kisses me. “We’re engaged,” he says softly. “I love you, Miranda.”

“I love you, too.”

“I think Tony might know about us,” he says with a wry smile.

“I’m probably fired anyway for calling him an asshole.”

“Nah. He knew you’d give him an earful over getting called in today.”

He kisses me again and then leads me back to the bedroom, where there are at least fifty vases of blooming red roses. They cover every surface in the room.

“Jake, this is a dream. I’m the maid who cleaned this suite earlier and now…” I shake my head with disbelief.

“Now you’re mine.”

I look at the diamond shining on my finger and then back at him. When he pulls me close, I hold on tight and let it sink in: this is the beginning of our forever. And I’m pretty sure forever will be everything I’ve ever hoped for and so much more.



Epilogue

Jake

FIVE YEARS LATER

My wife never stops amazing me. When I walk in from my road trip, she’s working on her laptop with our eighteen-month-old son in her lap, bouncing him and singing a song.

“Daddy!” Dustin slides down from her lap and runs toward me.

My heart melts freshly every time he calls me that. Dustin has my blue eyes and dark hair and Miranda’s big heart and fiery personality. He’s the light of our lives.

And the light will get brighter in seven months, when Miranda has our second child. She’s dealing with morning sickness and taking care of Dustin by herself when I’m on the road, plus balancing her workload at Kiss My Sass, the cosmetics company she started last year.

Her company is small, but it’s growing. She directs part of her profits to The Birch Foundation, which we started to raise money for families of critically ill children. We donate from my salary, too, as do all my teammates.

It surprises me how cathartic it is to talk about Dustin all the time. I thought ignoring the pain would dull it, but it just made it grow. Sharing the story of his loss with donors to the foundation and families going through illnesses of their own is therapeutic. My parents are on the foundation’s board of directors and it’s given them new direction, too.

Once we found out Miranda wasn’t a carrier of the CF gene, I couldn’t wait to start a family. She wanted to finish school first, but as soon as she graduated, we fucked like rabbits until I’d knocked her up. My appetite for her never fades. It actually got even more voracious after she had Dustin. The way she loves our son is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.

I pick him up and swing him upside down the way he likes, and he squeals happily. Walking across the room, I lower him a little as I bend down to kiss Miranda.

“How’s it going, babe?”

“Oh, it’s good,” she says, furrowing her brow at her laptop screen. “Just looking over sales numbers.”

She’s wearing her reading glasses and her hair is piled on top of her head in a loose bun. I love that she has no idea how gorgeous she is. She’d call herself frumpy right now, wearing a big old T-shirt of mine and a pair of gray sweats. But I notice her exposed shoulder and the line of her slender neck. I was gone for two nights, and I’m eager to get my mouth on that neck.

“When’s Dustin napping?” I ask her.

“Hour and a half,” she says absently.

“Daddy!” Dustin cries.

“Sorry, buddy,” I say, turning him right side up again.

“Puck,” he says, wiggling out of my arms.

“All right, man. We’ll play.”

I take him to the kitchen, where we get on the floor and push a puck around. There’s no point to this game, but as long as the puck’s moving, he’s happy.

We play for a while and then have a snack. After that I read him stories in his room until he falls asleep. I ease him into his crib, kissing his dark hair.

After that, I head for Miranda’s office, taking off my shirt and shoes on the way.

“Hey,” she says softly, doing a double take when she notices I’m shirtless.

“Are you in the mood? If not, I can get you there in less than five minutes.”

She laughs lightly. “Sure. I missed you, Jake.”

“I missed you, too. So bad. I’d spend all day in bed with you if I could.”

She stands up and I wrap my arms around her, hard and ready before we’ve even touched. Miranda’s curvier since she had Dustin, and I like it. I don’t think I’ll ever be able to keep my hands off her.

We’ve learned to get right to it since becoming parents. A crying baby during foreplay always ends with blue balls. Within five minutes, we’re naked and I’m sitting on the couch in Miranda’s office with her on my lap riding me.

Her belly has a slight swell now and I swear she’s hornier with this pregnancy than I’ve ever seen her. It’s pretty fucking awesome.

As soon as I feel her coming, I let myself go. I’ve been waiting for this moment and it’s everything it always is with my wife. I come long and hard, Miranda’s tits bouncing against my chest.

We’re both breathing hard as we hear the tiny sound of Dustin’s voice calling out for Mommy. I kiss her quickly and then get up and put my pants on.

“I’ve got it,” I tell her.

“Thanks.”

“Put those down,” I say.

She looks at the panties she was about to step into, her brow furrowed.

“I’ll be back, and when I get here, I want you to be naked. Just the glasses on.”

“Okay,” she says with a smile.

I head for Dustin’s room, already thinking about all the positions I plan to fuck my wife in when I get him back down.

When you’ve found the woman of your dreams, do you ever get enough of her? I don’t think so. But it’s a hell of a lot of fun to keep testing out my theory.

I plan to do it for at least the next fifty years.


To Janett. I love you, my friend.
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Chapter 1

Max

I stick the nozzle in my gas tank, depress the handle and flip the catch down to hold it in place. Letting the petrol flow on its own, I head across the nearly empty parking lot to the gas station that is lit up like a bright beacon out here on Possum Track Road. I’m starved and I know my fridge is empty at home, so I’m going to break down and buy some junk food for my dinner. I just won’t tell Vale about it as I don’t feel like listening to her bitch at me.

Vale Campbell…pretty as hell and nice to look at but I dread having to hang out with her. That’s because she’s one of the assistant athletic trainers for the Cold Fury and, most importantly, working with me on my strength and conditioning. She would most certainly say Snickers, Cheez-Its, and Mountain Dew are not on my approved list and then she’d have me doing burpees, mountain climbers, and box jumps until I puked.

So I won’t tell her about this little cheat and I’ll gladly take whatever she hands out to me during training camp. I’m committed to starting this season as strong as I have ever been, and I’m going to get the coveted starting goalie position, which became available when Ryker Evans announced his retirement this summer. The Cold Fury has been a championship team and I smell another one in the making. I’m not about to let two major injuries in as many years get me down.

No, I’m coming back with a vengeance and a need to prove myself to my team and fans.

Watch out hockey world…Max Fournier is back.

Pulling the door to the convenience store open, I immediately see two guys at the cooler checking out the stock of beer. Both wearing wife beaters stained with grease and faded ball caps. I, myself, pull my own hat down farther to hide my face to avoid getting recognized tonight. It’s late, I want to get my junk food and get gone. We’ve an early morning practice tomorrow and I just want to get home.

I turn right down the first aisle, which merchandises the chips and other snacks, slightly aware the other two customers are heading to the counter to check out. I keep my back to them just to be safe and peruse the options.

Funyuns. Potato chips. Doritos.

Corn nuts.

Reaching for a bag of salt and vinegar potato chips, I hear one of the guys drawl in a typical North Carolina redneck accent, “Hey sweet thang. How ’bout a pack of Marlboro Reds and how ’bout handing me that there box of condoms. The extra large size.”

The redneck’s companion snickers, and then snorts. I turn slightly to see them both shoot conspiratorial grins at each other, and one guy nudges the other guy to egg him on. While the clerk turns to get the condoms, the redneck leans across the counter and stares blatantly at her ass. The other guy says loud enough that I hear, “Mmmmm…that is a fine ass.”

Turning my body full so I face the counter, I see the woman’s back stiffen and she turns her face to the left to look at a closed doorway beside the cigarette rack. I’m wondering if perhaps a manager or another employee is in there and she’s hoping for some help.

But she doesn’t wait and turns to face the two assholes, squaring her shoulders.

And goddamn…she’s breathtaking. Looking past the polyester red and gold vest she wears with a name tag—clearly a uniform—her face is flawless. Creamy skin that glows, high cheekbones, a straight nose that tilts slightly at the end, and a sexy as hell mouth that I bet would be full and lush were her lips not flattened in a grimace. Her hair is not blond, but not brown. I’d describe it as caramel with honey streaks, and it’s pulled back from her face in a ponytail with long bangs falling from left to right across her forehead.

While she faces the two men resolutely, I can see wariness in her eyes as she sets the cigarettes and condoms on the counter in front of them. “Will that be all?”

Her voice has a southern accent but it’s subtle. She looks back and forth between the two men, refusing to lower her gaze.

Redneck number one nods to the twelve-pack of beer he had previously placed there and says, “That was the last of the Coors. You got any in your storage room?”

“Nope, that’s it,” she says firmly, and I can tell it’s a lie.

“Are ya sure?” he asks, leaning his elbows on the counter and leering at her. “Maybe you could check…I could help you if you want, and we could make use of them condoms there.”

I’d roll my eyes over the absurdity his attempt to woo a girl that is, obviously, way out of his league, but I’m too tense over the prospect that this could be more than just some harmless goofing by two drunk rednecks.

“What do you say, sweet thang?” he says in what he tries to pass as a suave voice but comes off as trailer trash.

“I say there’s no more beer back there,” she grits out, gives a look over her shoulder to the closed door, and then back to the men.

And that was a worried look.

A very worried look, so I decide that this isn’t going any further. Grabbing the closest bag of chips, I stalk up the aisle toward the counter as I pull my hat off with my empty hand. I tuck it in my back pocket, and when I’m just a few feet from the men, the woman’s eyes flick to me, relief evident in her gaze. I smile at her reassuringly and drop my eyes down to her name tag.

Julianne.

Pretty name for a really pretty girl.

The sounds of my footsteps finally penetrate and both men straighten to their full heights, which is still a few inches below mine, and turn my way. My eyes move to the first man, then slowly to the other, leveling them both with an ice-cold glare. With the power of my gaze, I dare both of them to say something else to the beauty behind the counter.

Because I suspect the only sports these guys watch are bass fishing tournaments and NASCAR, I’m not surprised neither one recognizes me as a goalie with the Carolina Cold Fury. Clearly the lovely Julianne doesn’t either, but that’s also fine by me.

The sound of fingers tapping on the cash register catches everyone’s attention, and the two men turn back to her. “That will be nineteen dollars and eighty-six cents.”

One of the guys pulls a wallet out of the back pocket of his saggy jeans and nabs a twenty, handing it to her wordlessly. Now that they know there’s an audience, neither one seems to be intent on continuing the crass game they were playing. At least I think that was a game, but I’m just glad I was here in case their intents were more nefarious.

Julianne hands the guy the change and they gather their purchases and leave without a word.

As soon as the door closes, her shoulders drop and she lets out a sigh of relief. Giving me a weak smile, she looks at the bag in my hand and says, “Is that all?”

“Uh, no actually,” I say as I give her a sheepish grin. “Got distracted by those assholes. I need a few more things.”

“Yeah,” she agrees in a tired voice, brushing her long bangs back before turning away from me to an open cardboard box she has sitting on a stool to her left. She reaches in, pulls out a carton of cigarettes which she efficiently opens and starts stocking the rack of cigarettes behind the counter. I’m effectively dismissed and there’s no doubt in my mind she doesn’t know who I am.

I head back down the chips aisle, take a bag of corn nuts and continue straight back to the sodas. I grab a Mountain Dew, never once considering the diet option because that would totally destroy the point of having a junk food night, and then head straight to the candy aisle. Two Snickers in my hand and I’m set. When I get to the counter, she must hear my approach as she turns around with the same tired smile. Walking to the register, her eyes drop to the items that I set on the counter, robotically punching in the price of each one. I watch her delicate fingers work the keys, taking in her slumped shoulders as she rings in the last item and raises those eyes back to me.

They’re golden…well, a light brown actually but so light as to appear like a burnished gold.

A piercing shriek comes from behind the closed door, so sharp and high-pitched that it actually makes my teeth hurt. I also practically jump out of my skin, the noise was so unexpected.

The woman—Julianne according to that name tag—does nothing more than close her eyes, lower her head, and let out a pained sigh. It’s such an agonized motion that for a brief moment I want to reach out and squeeze her shoulder in sympathy, but I have no clue what I’m empathizing with because I don’t know what that unholy sound was. I open my mouth to ask her if she’s okay when the closed door beside the cigarette rack flies open and a tiny blur comes flying out.

No more than three feet high, followed by another blur of the same size.

Then another piercing shriek from within that room, this time louder because the door is now open, and for a terrible moment I think someone must have been murdered. I even take a step to the side, intent on rounding the counter.

Julianne moves lightning fast, reaching her hands out and snagging each tiny blur by their collars. When they’re brought to a full halt, I see it’s two little boys, both with light brown hair and equally light brown eyes. One holds a baby doll in his hands and the other holds what looks to be a truck made of Legos.

Looking at me with apology-filled eyes, she says, “I’m so sorry. This will only take a second.”

With firm but gentle hands she turns the little boys toward the room and pushes them inside, disappearing behind them. Immediately, I hear a horrible crash, another shriek, and the woman I know to be named Julianne curses loudly, “Son of a bitch.”

One more screech from what I’m thinking might be a psychotic pterodactyl and my feet are moving without thought. I round the edge of the counter, step behind it and head toward the door. When I step over the threshold, I take in a small room set up to be a combo office/break room. There’s a small desk along one wall covered with papers, another wall with a counter, sink, and minifridge under it, and a card table with rusty legs and four folding metal chairs.

It also suddenly becomes clear what manner of creature was making that noise that rivaled nails on a chalkboard.

A little girl, smaller than the boys, is tied to one of the chairs with what looks like masking tape wrapped several times around her and the chair, coming across the middle of her stomach. Her legs are free, and the crash was apparently a stack of toys she had managed to knock off the top of the table.

“Rocco…Levy…you promised you’d behave,” Julianne says in a quavering voice as she kneels beside the little girl and starts pulling at the tape. The little boys stand there, heads hanging low as they watch their mom attempt to unwrap their sister.

I can’t help myself. The tone of the woman’s voice, the utter fatigue and frustration, and the mere fact that these little hellions taped their sister to a chair, has me moving. I drop to my knees beside the woman, my hands going to the tape to help her pull it off.

Her head snaps my way and she says, “Don’t.”

My eyes slide from the tape to her, and I’m almost bowled over by the sheen of thick tears, glistening but refusing to drop.

“Please…do you mind just waiting out there. If any customers come in…just tell them I’ll be out in a moment,” she pleads with me, a faint note of independence and need to handle this on her own shining through the defeat.

“Sure,” I say immediately as I stand up, not meaning to further upset this poor lady with the beautiful tear-soaked eyes. She clearly has enough on her plate without me adding to it.

She turns back to tearing at the masking tape, being extremely gentle, I notice, to the pieces on the little girl’s arms. I glance to the two little boys, and although I see their heads are bowed down in what looks like apology, they both have slight smirks on their face.

Little hellions for sure.

I back out of the break room and consider just leaving my snacks on the counter, but I dismiss it. I want to make sure everything is okay, because unless I’m mistaken, that beautiful lady is on the edge of a serious meltdown.

She doesn’t keep me waiting long, just a few minutes before she’s backing out of the door and pulling it shut behind her. She gives a final plea to the kids inside: “Will you please just behave for the rest of the night, and if you do, we’ll go shopping for a new toy for each of you this weekend, okay?”

Nice. Bribery usually works with kids.

I don’t hear any type of response from the inside, and with a mighty sigh, she pulls the door shut and turns to me. She jumps slightly, maybe so lost in her thoughts that she forgot I was there, but then her eyes dart down to the items on the counter.

“I am so sorry you had to witness that,” she says as she rushes to the register, then rings up the rest of my purchases, which she hadn’t gotten to before the hellions busted loose.

“Not a problem,” I say with a chuckle. “You handled it well.”

She blows out a gust of frustrated air upward from her mouth and her bangs lift slightly before falling down. “They can be trying at times.”

Finally, she looks me in the eye and says, “That will be seven dollars and fifty-nine cents.”

Wordlessly, I pull my wallet out, grab a ten and hand it to her. She just as wordlessly takes it, makes my change, and then quietly puts my purchases in a plastic bag. It gives me an unfettered moment to study her face more carefully, which looks not only pale from what might be exhaustion, but with a blue tinge underneath her eyes clearly denoting lack of sleep.

I’m not sure why, but this tugs on my heartstrings a bit and I open my mouth to ask if she’s okay, but the glass door to the convenience store flies open and two teenagers walk in, one of them laughing loudly at something the other said.

The crinkle of plastic gets my attention and I turn back to find the woman behind the counter holding my bag of purchases across to me.

“Have a good night,” she says with a tired smile, and when I take the bag from her, she immediately dismisses me and her eyes go over my shoulder to watch the teenagers as they peruse the sodas in the glass coolers at the back of the store.

“Yeah,” I say slowly. “You too.”

She never even gives me a second glance, and I’m not being egotistical when I say that I usually get a lot more attention from the female persuasion than what I’m receiving right now. Mostly because I’m in the media a lot with the Cold Fury, but also because I’ve been told on more than one occasion that I’m hot.

Whatever.

The point being, this woman doesn’t give me a second glance, and I find that I…

Well, fuck…I like it a lot.

I think I might be a bit of an oddity. While a lot of the single guys on the team revel in bachelorhood and the never ending supply of puck bunnies who gladly give it up so they have a chance to be with a hockey star, that’s not my way. Never has been. I get nothing out of a shallow woman throwing herself at me, with no real care as to who I am as a person. They see a hot goalie who makes millions, and well, that’s all they see.

But this woman…she doesn’t see anything but an ordinary guy who is easily dismissed, and yeah…I totally dig that.

I turn from the counter and walk out the door, making a mental note to myself to stop back in the near future and see if I can talk to her some more. Unpeel a few layers. Maybe ask her on a date.

I chuckle.

Max Fournier—professional hockey player and one of the team’s most eligible bachelors—wanting to flirt with a convenience store cashier who couldn’t give a rat’s ass about him.

Totally like it.
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