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          Chapter One

        

      

    
    
      KENNEDY

      

      Everyone has a ritual. Today was no different from yesterday or any day before that, apart from the interview I had with the Capitals. For a no name sports reporter like me, that was a huge score, a chance to help build my paper into a more reputable source for sports news.

      After a long drive back from DC to Philly, I walk through the door and throw my messenger bag onto the dining room table. Per the usual, I unhook my bra next and fling it onto the couch. My girls hate boob jail, and it has been a long ass day.

      Feeling free, I head into the kitchen of the one bedroom apartment I moved into last month. The paint on the cabinets is cracked and peeling. And if you look close enough at the floor, the linoleum tiles are coming loose. I found the place on Craig’s List. It was one of those looks better in the picture type of deals. Everything seemed fine at first. Until I unpacked, and then the appliances and fixtures started showing their age.

      The only thing that works right is the coffee maker. And that’s because I brought it with me from home. Everything else is on its last leg or unsalvageable. Even the hot water lasts for about two minutes before it turns ice cold, leaving me screaming out in pain.

      After I add the filter and grounds to the coffee maker, I hit a few buttons until it starts brewing. Then, I walk into my bedroom to change into a pink tank top and boy shorts. I live alone, the cramped space just enough room to house my stuff.

      While I grew up in a huge house, I prefer the comfort this small apartment provides me, but I wish it were in a better neighborhood. My dad would kill me if he knew I was living in this building or on this side of the city. I lie to my father and tell him I live in Center City, up in a high-rise building I cannot afford just so I can avoid the same conversation we have every week. Crooks squandered our family fortune, and my dad had a hand in that. Now, I am stuck living in this dumpy apartment, living off leftover takeout and coffee.

      I stir cream and two sugars into my mug and head straight to my desk. My dining room doubles as a makeshift office with little space away from the living room. In an apartment this size, the rooms bleed into the other. There’s no difference between them other than the chandelier that hangs from the ceiling and over my dining room table.

      I have a view of the street through the window in front of me though I’m not so sure it’s the kind of view anyone would want. Even in the darkness, the street is depressing, rundown and full of dilapidated rowhouses.

      After I settle into my chair, I call my best friend, Sydney Carroway. My daily habits always remain the same and calling Sydney as I sit down to work is one of them.

      I punch the speed dial on my keypad, and Sydney answers on the first ring.

      “I need another word for cock,” Sydney says into the receiver, her tone serious.

      What may appear to someone on the outside as one of the weirdest conversations of their life is in fact just an average day with my best friend.

      I chuckle and switch my cell phone to my left ear, attempting to open my beat up Macbook to type up my notes from the interview. “You’re such a perv, Syd…but a loveable one.”

      “Don’t laugh.” Her voice squeaks on the other end of the line. “It’s for research purposes.”

      “Writing smut,” I deadpan.

      “Hey, that smut pays the bills, baby!”

      Sydney is a romance author and my co-blogger at Long Sticks and Hard Shots, the sport- themed sex advice blog we write together. I talk about my experiences with professional hockey players and love of their sticks. Sydney uses her way with words and obsession with sex to make our readers swoon.

      Bizarre conversations are par for the course. After all, she writes romance for a living and has her brain conditioned to write sex all day. Conversations that are sexual in nature are expected and often welcomed when it comes to Sydney. She has a way of talking about topics that would make most people uncomfortable. Somehow, she finds a way to get our readers to open up and interact.

      “Maybe you should poll our followers to see how many words for cock they can come up with. I don’t have the time to sit here and ramble off all the naughty words your skanky brain wants to hear. Some people have to work for a living.”

      “I might have to reevaluate our friendship,” she jokes, breathing hard into the phone. “What happened to ovaries before brovaries? We’re a team, and those hockey dudes can wait.”

      I roll my eyes, a smirk forming. “I work with more than hockey players. I just happen to prefer the sport best.” Knowing she will never let me get off the phone without answering her question, I sit back in my chair and stop typing for a second. “Fine. I’ll start you off, but then I have to get back to work. Unlike you, it takes me more than twenty minutes to write a good story.”

      “I’ll have you know that it takes me more than twenty minutes to write a story. I pour my heart and soul into those raunchy taboo novels.”

      “True.” I set the notepad on my desk and take a sip from the oversized coffee mug that says I’m Smutty and I Know It. This is one of the many strange gifts Sydney has given to me over the years. It even has a pink lipstick smudge through the center of the mug. “But just because I’m the owner doesn’t mean I can take the day off, now does it? I’m barely keeping this paper afloat after everything that has happened with my father’s company.”

      “Yeah, babe, sorry about all that. I’m sure things will turn around for you soon. You just need to get your foot in the door with the right people.”

      “Easy for you to say. You write a book, and it sells ten thousand copies in one week.”

      She laughs. “What can I say? Sex sells. I have to give my readers what they want.”

      I glance at the clock on the wall in front of me, one of the few things that work in this place other than the coffee pot. “I need to make this deadline, so maybe we can talk about cocks later.”

      She huffs, pretending to be annoyed, a tactic she uses every time I want to get off the phone, and she still wants to chat my ear off. “You own Sports Buzz. It’s not like you have to kill yourself to make it to print, and besides, it’s an online newspaper.”

      “I’m the owner, but my bank account says otherwise.” That much is true. If I don’t land a few more interviews for the month, I will have to tap into what’s left of my savings. I haven’t made a cent from the paper, still hanging on by a thread.

      The call waiting beeps in my ear. I glance down and see a local 215 area code, unsure if I want to pickup at this hour. But what if it’s work related. I cannot afford to pass on a story.

      “Hey, Syd, I have to take this call.”

      “Oh, bullshit.” She grunts in mock irritation. “You’re just trying to get rid of me because you don’t want to answer my question.”

      “No, I am not. Look, I will call you back later. I promise.”

      “But I’m stuck on this scene and need your help,” she whines. “I need another word for cock. You can only use the same words so many times before they all start to sound the same. So, will you help me with this scene or not? I am so close to finishing up Nate and Ashlyn’s story, and I need the Kennedy touch to do it.”

      Sydney does this every time she’s stuck and on a tight deadline with her editor. “A guy and girl meet, they have hot sex, they fall in love. The end. There you go. Write that.”

      “Blah! That sucks! Thank God you don’t write romance novels. You’re awful at this.”

      The other line stops ringing since Sydney keeps jabbering on and will not let me go. But whoever is calling is persistent, because another call beeps in my ear, and this time I have every intention of answering.

      “I promise I’ll call you back in a little bit. We have to talk about the next few blog topics, and I’m sure you have better things to do. Like, figure out five different ways to write about men who make your ovaries explode.”

      “Baaha! Fine, go back to being an adult. Later, K.”

      I switch over to the other line before the caller hangs up again and get my pen and notepad ready. “This is Kennedy Lockwood.”

      “Hi, Kennedy,” he says, his voice thick and modulated. “This is Alex Parker. We met in the locker room at the Wells Fargo Center a while back. You gave me your card and said to call if I found something news worthy.”

      I am relieved but a little nervous for this call. Maybe I can get an exclusive interview with the former King of Scandals. That would help rake in a few bucks to keep Sports Buzz afloat for at least another month before having to dump more cash into this sinking ship.

      “Of course. What can I do for you, Alex?” I keep my tone calm and cheerful, hoping he has something big for me to write about.

      “I know Charlotte Coachman has you keeping tabs on me. She admitted it to me last night.” He laughs into the phone. “My girls is protective of me.”

      Hello, awkwardville.

      “I’m not sure what you want me to say, Alex.”

      A few beats pass between us before he says, “I have a story for you. I was hoping you were available tomorrow afternoon.”

      “What kind of story? About you?”

      “Yes…sort of. Charlotte is co-hosting a Youth Basketball Skills Clinic with Philly Clean to raise money for drug awareness and research. But I plan to surprise her at the event.”

      Sinking my elbow into the refinished wood, I prop myself up while holding the phone to my ear and start scribbling notes about Charlotte and the event. “Surprise her how? Charity events like hers are news worthy, but I’m not so sure how I would fit in. You can try the Philadelphia Inquirer or the Northeast Times.”

      “No, I think you are perfect for the job. Sports Buzz is the only paper that hasn’t trashed me, and I know you have an understanding with Charlotte. She seems to like you. I’m sure you already know her boss and my godfather, Mickey Donoghue, kept us apart for months, all because of his no dating clients rule. Well, I found a way around his rules, and I’m getting my girl back. For once, I want someone to write an article about me being decent and not another scandal. Plus, it will give her clinic and the charity exposure. It’s a win-win for everyone.”

      I knew Charlotte, aka Coach, had it bad for Alex after she had asked me to tail him and make sure he was staying out of trouble. But I had no idea they were so serious. I assumed she was asking as his agent, which is not unheard of when it comes to star players. Alex Parker is the King of Scandals in the hockey world—or at least he was before he met Coach. The last incident involving Alex the news outlets named Puck of Shame, and he sure earned that reputation.

      But, if there’s one thing I have learned from Sydney, it’s that even smutty books have a happy ending. “Sure, I’d love to help you, Alex. When and where is the event?”

      He breathes into the phone, sounding relieved. “Thank you, Kennedy. The Skills Clinic starts tomorrow morning at the event center on the Strickland University campus. I was planning to surprise Charlotte in the afternoon, but if you can meet with my teammates, Tyler Kane and Carter Donovan, beforehand, that would be great. They’re helping me organize everything with Charlotte’s clients. I’ll give them your phone number if that’s okay.”

      Tyler Kane is the star center for the Philadelphia Flyers. He’s also the highest paid player in the NHL with the ego and looks to match. He’s a mega babe—short blond hair, sun-kissed skin, and wide blue eyes that jump off his face during every interview. I have a slight crush on him from watching him play. He sure knows how to tear it up on the ice, which makes me wonder what he’d be like in the bedroom.

      And Carter Donovan is nothing to sneeze at. He’s bigger, more toned and taller than Tyler Kane, but he oozes just as much sex appeal with his scruffy dark beard and rugged good looks. For most of the season, he’s been sporting the lumberjack look that a lot of guys do because of superstition though I have never understood that tactic.

      Alex is new to the team, but I have a serious fangirl, freak out moment knowing that Alex wants me to meet with his teammates. I’m dying on the inside, so excited I have trouble forming actual words for a minute.

      “Yeah, that works for me.” My voice is level and calm, unlike how I feel on the inside. “Just have Donovan or Kane call me to setup a time for us to meet.”

      I squeal on the inside with delight, the prospect of one of them calling me too much to handle after such a long day on the road. And to think I almost missed the chance because of Sydney blabbing about cocks.

      “And just so you know, Charlotte’s entire client list will be there. You can have all-access exclusives with whoever you want.”

      Some players are near impossible to get within a five-foot radius. I have been dying to get an interview with NBA hotshot Dante Fisher, for over a year. Even after helping Coach out with Alex, I still haven’t been able to touch him. It also doesn’t help that he plays for the Chicago Bulls and is only in town a few times per year. I sure as hell can’t afford to fly out there just to stalk him. The opportunity Alex is giving me is like hitting the sports lottery.

      “Count me in.” The childlike excitement is evident in my voice.

      “Great. Thank for doing this, Kennedy. Well, I better let you go. It’s Friday night, and I’m sure you have other plans.”

      Nope, not even close. I have the dating life of a sixty-year-old woman. My life is nothing but work. The last sex I had over the past few months was with a vibrator or vicariously through one of Sydney’s books. She writes some real steamy stuff.

      “Thanks, Alex. I’m looking forward to the clinic. Have a good night.”

      After I hang up with Alex, I write down a few questions I want to ask tomorrow. This event will be the talk of the sports world. Sports Buzz needs a boost now that people are comparing it to the TMZ of sports. I take my career serious, and comments like that offend me. I did not spend four years studying journalism at NYU to let it go to waste.

      Despite the late hour, I make another pot of coffee, because I need to finish my articles by morning. The worst part about being a writer is not having the words to put on the page. Sometimes, I stare at the screen for hours until I find inspiration, and thinking about the event tomorrow has me so distracted.

      I turn on the radio and sink into the high back comfy chair, staring out the window that overlooks the noisy street.

      My neighbors are blasting music from the house a few doors over. The same people sit on their front steps every night to deal drugs and throw wild parties. If I were smart, I would have gone apartment hunting at nighttime instead of the day. I had no idea what I was in store for until my first night living in this neighborhood. Most nights, I fall asleep to the sound of cop cars and ambulances.

      Between the rent and upkeep for the apartment, I am barely making ends meet. My new lifestyle is much different from the one I had grown accustomed to as a child. Most people talk about rags to riches stories. Mine is more like riches to rags except my rags say Prada and Chanel. Or at least they do until I have to sell them to pay bills.

      Within minutes of chugging coffee and reading through my notes, I find the right words to use for my article, adding some of my own flair to the story. News articles are boring, but I try to liven them up and do my best to make them sound less dull. Writing about a player with a torn rotator cuff or the Sixers practice report is not by any means the highlight of my life.

      Where my writing really shines is on our blog. Our readers enjoy some of our features such as live Q&As where they can send us questions about love and sex that Sydney answers on Facebook and YouTube. Fans of her books and our blog followers love having the chance to ask a romance author for sex advice.

      By the time I finish my story and add it to the queue for Monday, my phone rings again. Well after midnight, I assume it can only be one person and answer the phone without looking at the Caller ID.

      “Syd, I told you I have to work on my piece. If you want another name for cock, you will have to Google it.”

      A man laughs on the other end of the phone. “I think I can help you out with that. You have to start with the obvious—penis, dick, one-eyed monster—”

      “Okay, that’s enough. Who the hell is this?” I yell into the phone, irritated. “You don’t go rambling off words like that to a lady.”

      “Does a lady talk about cocks on the phone with strange men?” He has me there.

      “You never answered my question. Who is this? Speak now, or I’m hanging up on you.”

      “Tyler Kane. I assume you have heard of me since you’re a sports reporter. Parker gave me your number.”

      He has such an arrogance about him that gives me the impulse to smack him through the phone. Sucking in a deep breath, I realize he makes me nervous, which is weird. I have fantasized about Tyler on more than one occasion while watching a hockey game.

      What do I even say to him?

      Somehow finding the words caught in the back of my throat, I speak, and with an intentional attitude. “Yeah, I know who you are, Tyler. Why are you calling so late?”

      “Because I’m about to get shitfaced, and I plan to sleep in late tomorrow. I thought we should get this over and done with before I down a bottle of whiskey.”

      “Right,” I snort. “You guys lost your wild card spot for the playoffs. Tough break. I guess a few drinks are in order.”

      He sighs. “Yeah, thanks for reminding me, as if I wasn’t already trying to forget.” I note the irritation in his voice and hope that he doesn’t take what I said the wrong way, but he recovers fast. “We’ll get there next year, one step at a time. Anyway, tonight we’re celebrating Parker and Coach getting back together now that Parker is going over to the dark side and shacking up with Coach.”

      I lean back in my chair and kick my feet up on the desk, trying to think of how to rebound from this conversation. We are already off to an awkward start, thanks to Sydney and her stupid questions. With the downfall of my father’s company hanging over my head, this paper is one of the last pieces of Sentry Publications, the multi-million dollar company my grandfather had built from the ground up, only for my father to destroy our family legacy by getting into business with the wrong people.

      “Have fun. I’ll be working,” I mutter under my breath.

      “You should come out with us tonight…if you want. A bunch of my teammates and me are hanging out at this new club on the river. It’s pretty sweet.”

      “Thanks for the offer but it’s getting late. I have work to do, and you don’t even know me.”

      “What’s there to know? If your body matches your sexy voice, tonight could be fun for both of us.”

      I pretend to gag into the receiver and stick my finger into my mouth. “Yeah, I don’t think so. I have to hang up now. When and where am I meeting you tomorrow?”

      “You’re no fun.” He breathes into the phone. “I’ll meet you at two p.m. at the event center on the Strickland University campus at the back entrance.”

      “Sounds great.” I slide my feet off the desk and stand with the mug in my hand because this conversation requires a shot in my coffee. I need to find that bottle of vodka I hid. “I’ll see you then.”

      Without giving him time to say another word, I hang up and open the freezer. Tomorrow is going to be a long day if this talk with Tyler is any indication. But I need the press for my paper.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    
    
      TYLER

      

      We lost to the same assholes that always make our team look like we’re still in youth hockey and trying to compete with the pros. Except we are professional hockey players, who should be able to compete at the same level. Going into our final game, we knew we were out of the playoffs, but that didn’t make our last loss any better. As the team captain, I was expected to give a motivational speech to rally the troops and make everyone feel as though we didn’t suck dick all season.

      Every word I spoke was a load of crap. Gretzky could have been in our locker room earlier, giving a speech about teamwork and the guys still would have went to their respective corners and moped. The tone after the game was somber, to say the least. What was I supposed to say that would help pull any of us out of our funk? Sometimes I hate being the team captain. The guys look to me for guidance, when in all honesty, I don’t know any more than they do about how to get our shit together.

      Before we lucked out with Alex Parker having another scandal that got him traded from the Capitals to the Flyers, we were on a ten game losing streak. We had zero chance of getting into the playoffs, let alone winning the Cup. With Alex, maybe next season we will have a real shot. But he spent most of our season wallowing in his depression over Coach. His game suffered. Our mojo suffered. Any team spirit we had gone down the fucking toilet.

      Growing up in South Jersey, I watched the Flyers religiously. My life consisted of eating, sleeping, and breathing hockey. I was the local kid who busted his ass and lucked out, somehow managing to find an agent who signed me to the team I have loved my entire life right out of high school. But that agent couldn’t even get me a sponsor deal, so I had to replace him with Coach, a sexy female sports agent who Parker scored. I tried hard to hook up with Coach our first year together, but she had rules that Parker talked her into breaking. Lucky bastard.

      Now, we’re at Club Rave to celebrate Parker handing over his balls on a silver platter to his girl, and I’m doing my best to drink away another loss. Bringing the glass to my lips, I look up at the girls dancing in cages suspended from the ceiling, knocking back my third Jack and Coke since I talked to the sports reporter with a sexy as fuck phone operator voice.

      “What are you doing out here?” Donovan yells over the thump of the bass. “I’ve been looking for you for the last hour.”

      “I went outside to call that reporter for Parker. Then, I got a little distracted.” I point at the girls dancing in slutty costumes on the bar in front of me, my eyes traveling up to the cages above.

      My teammate and best friend, Carter Donovan nods. “I can see why.” He licks his lips, making eye contact with a girl who has long, dark hair pulled into pigtails over her shoulders wearing a Catholic schoolgirl uniform. “We thought you left. Now that Parker doesn’t drink anymore, I look like an alcoholic doing shots by myself. Let’s go back to the VIP room. The next show is about to start.”

      “If they’re not flashing their tits this time, I think I’ll stay right here.”

      He clamps a hand on my shoulder, pinning me in place. Donovan is a big ass dude. Even at six feet two inches, I seem small in comparison to his giant frame. “It’s not that kind of club, bro. We can go down to Scores after Parker leaves.”

      “Nah, we can stay here for now.”

      My cell phone vibrates in my pocket, sending a tremor up my leg combined with the house music pumping through the speakers. Expecting it to be the reporter from Sports Buzz, I get a little excited as I pull the phone from my pocket. Until I check the Caller ID.

      Then, my heart plunges into my stomach like an anchor hitting the ocean floor. The one person who has the ability to ruin my night in an instant has the nerve to text me. What does she want now?

      Her message reads, Just a heads up. The Hudsons said we can come over to see Blake next Saturday instead of Sunday. I let your parents know about the change earlier.

      I want to crush the phone and Hulk Smash it into a thousand pieces. She did this to me. She made me this way. She broke my fucking heart and gave away a piece of us that I wasn’t ready to give. I hate her. I hate that I still love her. I hate myself for letting her convince me that we did the right thing for us, for my career. Now, all I have is hockey and the pain I carry because of her conniving.

      “You okay, man?” Donovan says with a concerned look on his face.

      I shake my head, unable to look him in the eye, feeling ashamed. She opens up old wounds every time she calls, every time we have to be in the same room together.

      “It was Payton. No, I’m not okay.”

      He places his big hand on my back and shoves me toward the bar, like the ogre he is, and calls out to the hot bartender dressed in black spandex and leather, her cleavage spilling out of her corset.

      “Can I have a bottle of Johnnie Walker and two glasses?”

      The girl raises an eyebrow at him. “We only have bottle service in the VIP rooms. You’ll have to book one if you want to order a bottle.”

      He removes his wallet from his pocket and slides his American Express black card across the bar with his finger. “Now, do you have bottle service?”

      A tiny smile crosses her full lips. “Sure. Coming right up.” She takes his card and slides it through the register, ringing up one of the most expensive bottles of whiskey they have, before standing on a stool, giving us a nice view of her perfect ass, to grab a bottle from the top shelf.

      I bet she’s already counting the tip in her head as she climbs down from the stool. She lines up two glasses in front of us, her tits shaking out of her top. We chug down the amber liquid in one sip and slam the glasses down, waiting for her to pour us another one.

      After that text, I could pound the entire bottle, and it still wouldn’t be enough to erase Payton from my brain.

      I lean over the bar so the bartender can hear me better. “What are you doing later?”

      “Closing down the bar and going home.”

      “You should come back to my place,” I say, slipping my fingers through my short blond hair and giving her my best crooked smile, the same one that makes girls drop their inhibitions along with their panties.

      She looks to Donovan first, biting the inside of her cheek, before shifting her gaze back to me. “Depends on if you will both be there?”

      I get close enough that she can feel my breath on her lips. “No, just me.”

      “Shame,” she says, brushing her hair over her shoulder, “but I guess you will do.”

      “You guess I will do,” I challenge.

      She takes a step back from the bar and winks, her attention landing on the opposite end of the bar as people call out their drink orders. “I have to get back to work. I’ll meet you out back around three if you decide to show.”

      “Oh, I’ll be there.”

      After she walks away, Donovan hands me another shot of whiskey, and we toast, the glasses clinking loudly in the noisy club.

      “To the women who break our hearts,” he says. Donovan has his own issues just not the same kind as me.

      “And to the ones who help us forget them.”

      We suck down our shots. The liquor burns my throat, but that little sting feels good. Soon enough I won’t be able to feel my face, too drunk to give a fuck about Payton and the shit she has done to me. I want to forget her—even if it is only temporary.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I wake to the sound of my alarm blowing up on my phone, having no idea where the annoying sound is coming from. Opening one eye wide, I peek at the girl next to me. Her long hair frames her cupid shaped face, and with her lying on her stomach with her ass sticking up, my dick gets hard. But I can’t stand the damn ringing. Glancing around the room, I crawl out of bed and check the nightstand, the floor littered with our clothes, and the armchair in the corner that has my pants slung over it.

      I fish my phone from my jean pocket and turn off the alarm. It’s only nine a.m. and way too early for me to function after drinking myself to death. Last night was a fucking blur. We polished off the bottle of Johnnie Walker right before closing with the help of some of our teammates.

      How am I not in the hospital with alcohol poisoning?

      She turns on her back with her legs spread open wide and her nipples pointed at me, rubbing her eyes with the back of her hand. “What was that noise?”

      “Just my alarm, sweetheart.” I wish I could remember her name, but that part of the night is also a blur. “I have to get going. This was fun.”

      As per usual, I do my stop, drop, and roll style sweep of her bedroom, gathering my clothes and putting them on so fast I almost fall over and onto her bed. Attachments are not my thing, and neither are dates or anything that could give a chick the idea I am interested in anything more than sex.

      I don’t hide it. I make no promises. I have no regrets. Living this way, after what happened between Payton and me, is the only way I know how to live. Because the one regret I have is allowing her to destroy me.

      I leave without getting her number, knowing I will not call even if I had it. We had a mutual understanding that this was sex and nothing more, and she doesn’t put up a fight as I walk out the door.

      The glare from the sun forces me to shield my face with my arm as I scan the busy city street for my car.

      Where am I?

      While the streets are all similar, I’m smack dab in the middle of a block with no street signs visible from this angle. Parked in almost every spot along the one-way street, I have trouble finding the Beamer. My car stands out in a crowd with the San Marino Blue that sparkles in the sunlight.

      So, where the fuck is it?

      Either I am too drunk to see ten feet in front of me, or my car is nowhere in sight. Just fucking great. Stumbling down the street, I take the keys from my pocket and hit the alarm button, hoping that will help me locate my car. Nothing happens. All I can hear are the sounds of cars whooshing past me.

      I remove my cell phone from my pocket and hit the speed dial for Donovan.

      “This had better be good, fucker,” he says after a few rings, his voice sounding rougher than normal.

      “I can’t find my car and don’t be a dick about it. I am not in the mood.”

      “Are you still with the bartender?”

      “No, I just left her apartment.”

      “You went home with her. How could you forget, dumbass? She drove. Your car is still parked in the lot at the club.”

      “Come pick me up then,” I spit back, annoyed.

      “No can do. Call Uber.”

      A girl laughs in the background, and now I see the source of the problem. I’m so pissed that he’s choosing a girl over me that I hang up, like a child having a temper tantrum, and kick my heel to the ground, causing myself more pain than I had intended.

      “Fuck,” I yell, twisting my fingers through my hair. By the time I reach the corner, I take a seat on the curb and open the Uber app on my phone to type in the details.

      Ten minutes later, a young boy in a black Honda Accord pulls up next to me. I get in the back seat, exchange pleasantries, and he drives in almost silence until we get close to Club Rave. He keeps looking at me in the mirror, his face lighting up in acknowledgment when he realizes who I am.

      “Are you?” His voice trembles for a second before he continues, “Are you Tyler Kane? You sure look an awful lot like him.”

      I nod. “Yes, I am.”

      He slaps his hand down on the steering wheel in excitement. “No fucking way! My friends are going to be so jealous when I tell them you were in my car. Wow! This has to be the best day of my life. They’ll never believe me.”

      My fans are what make losing not so bad. Every pro athlete, no matter how successful, had at least one player they looked up to as a kid. Mine was Gretzky, of course, because who wouldn’t want to be like him? And the fact I play the same position only made me want to aspire to be like him even more.

      “They will believe you if you give them proof,” I tell him.

      Confusion scrolls across his face. “Like what?”

      I have nothing of value to give him, not unless he wants me to sign a condom or the crumpled hundred-dollar bill I have in my wallet. But I would need a pen to give him an autograph. “How about a picture?”

      As he pulls into the parking lot at Club Rave, his eyes grow as wide as his smile. “Yeah, that would be awesome. Can I share it on Facebook?”

      “Sure. Share it wherever you want.”

      We both get out of the car and shut the doors behind us. He stands next to me, and I move closer, staring at the camera on his phone as he snaps a few pictures.

      “Man, this is so awesome. You made my day, my week, my month.” He runs a hand through his shaggy brown hair and scans his phone for a second before he glances back up at me. “You have no idea.”

      I had the same fan moment once when I was younger with a retired player from the Flyers. It was the best day of my life, or at least it felt that way until the Flyers selected me in the first round of the NHL draft after high school.

      “My pleasure.” I take out my wallet and hand him a one hundred dollar bill, saving the condom for later. “Have a good day.”

      He thanks me several times before I walk toward my car that sits all by itself in the vacant lot, lucky the police hadn’t towed it in the middle of the night.

      “Go Flyers,” he says once I reach my car door.

      I turn around, my hand held up in the air and balled into a fist. “Go Flyers!”

      He smiles and gets into his car, reminding me that the fans are the best part of the game.

      Now, it’s time to go home so I can shower and shave and look somewhat presentable for Coach’s basketball skills clinic this afternoon. The event means too much to both Coach and Parker for me to fuck this up. And I have to meet the reporter, the one who I’m hoping is just as sexy in person because I could use another distraction for the night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Three

        

      

    
    
      KENNEDY

      

      Sydney hovers over me as I add the final touch to our latest blog post and hit publish, her sweet perfume filling my nostrils as she flips her long, black curls over her shoulder. She showed up at my apartment this morning, dressed in the tight skirt and top she wore last night, to bring me breakfast on her way home from some random dude’s house. Instead of preparing for my big interviews this afternoon, we ended up working on our weekly feature together.

      Tilting her head back, she laughs so loud it pierces my eardrum. “This is a good one, K. It might even be one of your best articles. What do you think? Should I read this one live for our Facebook fans?”

      I shrug against my chair. “Up to you. We could get a lot of hits, but you know I’m not getting in front of the camera.”

      Her eyes and mouth widen at the same time. “Ooh, how about this…what if we did a reenactment of what happened to our follower?”

      “That would look more like a porno than anything. Plus, who would do the reenacting? I’m broke, remember? I can’t go shelling out money to hire actors.”

      She lifts the coffee mug on the desk in front of me and chugs the rest of the liquid before slamming it back down with a thud. “No, silly. We would get one of our local followers to do it.”

      I swivel in my chair, and Sydney takes a few steps back and into the living room. My apartment is so small that my office and living room occupy the same space, but I have a fabulous bedroom closet.

      “Yeah, right,” I shoot back. “Try finding a man who will get on camera and pretend he has a baby dick. Good luck with that.”

      “But,” she counters, holding her finger out in front of her, something she often does when she’s thinking of her next move. “What if the guy didn’t know what we were planning to do with the video? I could go outside now and grab a hottie off the street, flash some cleavage and a smile, and get him to come up here and stand in front of me while I open my mouth in shock. That’s all it would take. You could film the entire thing.”

      “Why don’t we just stick to you reading the article live on Facebook for right now and call it a day? I have to get in the shower and get ready to meet Tyler Kane for that charity event I told you about.”

      “Fine.” She sticks her tongue out at me and grabs the handwritten article from my desk, before plopping down on my couch with her cell phone in hand. “You’re no fun anymore. All business and no pleasure.”

      “My business is business, and your business is also your pleasure. There’s a huge difference between our work. Just be quiet over there and tape your video.”

      Sydney nestles against the couch pillows and gets comfortable in the corner of the sofa, clearing her throat as she holds her phone in front of her. I turn around to close out the apps on my computer as she begins her introduction.

      “Morning, Puck Bunnies!” She beams, her skin radiant even after a long night of drunken sex, a natural beauty who shines in front of the camera. I am a bumbling, awkward idiot in comparison to Sydney. There’s a reason I write sports articles instead of attempting sportscasting.

      Sydney glances over at me with a wide grin as she looks into her camera.

      I give her the thumbs up.

      She continues, and I watch in awe of her ability to connect with our readers. I need more readership for my paper to keep it alive. And I could use her skills to do it.

      Today, Kennedy and I have another edition of Measuring Sticks, a recurring feature on Long Sticks and Hard Shots where we ask our readers the age old question: Does size really matter?

      You bet your ass it does. The evil grin on Sydney’s face as she says the words makes me laugh, forced to hold my hand over my mouth, so I don’t disrupt her reading.

      One of our puck bunnies, Amanda from Michigan, sent us an email about a recent incident with a guy. After a few dates, Amanda decided to score with her man candy, only to find out his stick wasn’t all that. Her reaction to his stick is the reason for this post.

      With that being said, how do you react when his stick ain’t all that? In our experience, seeing his stick for the first time is like unwrapping a Christmas present. You know that nervous anticipation that creeps up as people watch as you open the gift, secretly hoping Aunt Mary didn’t get you some hideous sweater you will have to pretend to like and hide in the back of your closet?

      Well, the same goes for undressing your man. Whether you realize or not, your man is reading your facial expressions when he takes off his pants. He needs that thumbs up or a pat on the back he would get from his teammates to let him know the puck is in play and you’re fair game.

      If you do what Amanda did and cover her mouth and laugh, which Kennedy and I think is hilarious, then your relationship with your man will end up offside. And who likes a stoppage of play? Definitely not your man. If he’s ready to tape his stick and you give him the slightest indication his equipment isn’t the shit, you will end up with a limp puck, and let’s face it, ladies, this isn’t football where balls deflate, and we like our pucks the way we like our men—hard.

      Sydney finishes up and sets the paper on the coffee table, saying her good-byes. Eying up her screen, her mouth opens wide before she makes eye contact with me.

      “Guess what, babe? We got over four hundred hits on this video already.”

      Shocked, I get up from my chair and walk over to the couch, plopping down next to Sydney so I can see for myself. “I don’t believe it.”

      She shows me the number of views and likes on the Facebook video, both of us surprised by how well it has done in such a short amount of time. “But how? We have over thirty thousand likes on our page, and we’re lucky if one hundred of them clicks like on the post.”

      “It’s all the shares.” She points at the screen with her long, manicured nail, painted hot pink to match her shirt. “We had over a hundred shares already, and the numbers keep going up by the minute. “I guess I was meant to be a star after all,” she jokes, laughing.

      “The last feature of Measuring Sticks had about half those numbers in forty-eight hours. This is crazy.” I tug at her shirt. “You have to record more videos.”

      “I do them all the time for my books, and I get way more likes and shares than this, but for our blog…this could be huge. We need to think of our next topic right now.”

      She grabs her coffee mug from the table and raises the ceramic to her lips to take a sip, staring into the bottom once she realizes she has emptied the last drop.

      “Would you be a doll and get me another one?” Sydney hands me the mug with a pouty face, the same one she always gives me when she wants something and is too lazy to do it herself.

      “Sure,” I mutter and take it from her hand, “but only because I need a refill.”

      We have been inseparable since we were in middle school and she saved me from getting bullied by Ava Prince, heir to Prince Cosmetics and an all around bitch that tried to make my life miserable while I went the prep school my father had forced my sister and me to attend. But Sydney saved me from hell at the school, and we bonded over our mutual hatred of the nasty bitches who had made Regina George from Mean Girls look like a saint.

      After I pour two cups of coffee and take my seat next to Sydney, we curl up together and go over our next blog post ideas.

      She bites down on the bottom of her lip, mulling things over and staring up at the ceiling. “What if…” Her attention shifts back to me before she takes a sip from her mug. “What if we do a feature about running into your ex boyfriend?”

      Her idea reminds me of a funny incident one of our readers had mentioned in the past, and the light bulb in my head goes off. “I have a better one,” I announce with pride. “Running into a one-night stand in public. Do you remember when Carrie from New York told us about her run in with that guy in a Starbucks?”

      “Oh right.” She lifts one leg over the other, sitting cross-legged and shifting her weight to get comfortable. “We could start it off like this.” Taking one more sip from her cup, she readies herself and begins, “You know the joke that starts with a priest walks into a bar, and the punch line is something stupid but still funny? Well, how about a romance writer walks into a coffee shop and runs into her one-night stand? What do you—“

      I hold out my hand to silence her and interrupt her train of thought. “You’re pretending this happened to you for the article?”

      “Don’t act so surprised, K. It’s not like I haven’t had enough awkward encounters with men I had sex with. I just didn’t have the misfortune of sharing the same morning coffee shop with them.”

      “Carrie had to change Starbucks to get away from him. How she hadn’t seen him before they got it on is beyond me. I mean, seriously. How do you both get your morning coffee at the exact same time every day and not run into each other at least once until a week after they had sex?”

      “He forgot to call,” I snort. “More like he had never planned to call. Guys almost never call after you sleep with them on the first date.”

      “Not true,” Sydney interjects. “I’ve had plenty of guys call me the next day or at least within three days of hooking up.”

      “But you’ve also had your fair share that,” I say this part in air quotes, “lost your number.”

      “Maybe I didn’t give it.” She turns her head away from me, her tone defensive. “If you ever put yourself out there, you would see for yourself how hard it is to find a decent man in this city.”

      Sydney is the kind of pretty you stop on the street to take a second glance. And she’s one of those lucky girls who’s curvy and thin with big boobs and the whole package. If we weren’t friends, I would probably want to add food dye to her shampoo or do something to make her less amazing. But I bet she’d still be pretty even with rainbow colored hair and food stuck to her face. As if her looks weren’t enough to sell you, she has the kind of personality that fills an entire room, captivating everyone in it, her presence felt by everyone around her.

      I always feel as though I am the weird friend because I’d rather stay in on the weekend and marathon Harry Potter movies and read a book than going to a club. With Sydney in the same room, it’s not easy to stand out, especially when men are around. They flock to her, enamored by her witty, funny banter, and she flirts with anyone who will talk to her—women included.

      As another light bulb goes off in my head, I turn to face Sydney. “What if we did a little experiment for our followers?”

      She arches an eyebrow at me. “What kind? Like a dating experiment?”

      “Yeah. You’re a knockout but what if you were less appealing? Would you have a harder time finding a man?”

      Laughing, she brushes her curls over her shoulder, perfection in every way. “I am not a knockout. You just don’t let men see you. You’re always hiding behind a notepad or a computer screen because you had no idea how pretty and desired you are to men.”

      I roll my eyes and blow out a puff of air. “That’s a complete lie, and you know it. If a man saw the two of us walking down the street together, they would come over to me first to test the waters with you. Trust me. I have been there more times than I can even count. Guys always act like they like me when they’re trying to get to you.”

      She shakes her head, frowning. “That’s a lie. Do you remember Justin Marks from high school? He talked to you because he liked you, but you wouldn’t even give him the time of day.”

      “He was trying to steal my chem notes and find out info on you.” My tone is more defensive.

      “Nope. He wasn’t sure how to approach you, so he thought using school would work and—”

      “But you dated Justin for six months, which proves he was using me to get to you.”

      She narrows her eyes at me. “You wish. We had gotten together because you blew Justin off so many times. I had no idea he was into you at first, not until right before we broke up. After he had told me, I felt like I was breaking our girl code and dumped his sorry ass.”

      Justin was our star quarterback and one of the hottest guys in our class. Shock doesn’t even cover the emotions I feel over Sydney’s revelation. I never gave him a chance to utter more than a few words because I thought he was trying to get in her pants. “How come you didn’t tell me?”

      She shrugs and sinks deeper into the couch cushions. “I don’t know. I was afraid you would think I was a man stealer even though I had no clue that he liked you. He would joke around with you, but he did that with everyone, and I guess I never read much into it until he confessed. He said he was glad that liking you led him to me. That didn’t sit well with me, ya know? I don’t mean that in a negative way. It’s just our relationship, and his feelings for me all of a sudden didn’t seem real to me anymore.”

      “I still don’t get why he liked me over you.”

      “Are you that oblivious?” She flashes a wicked smile in my direction. “You were the super smart girl who knew the answer in every class, but you were also on varsity field hockey and softball. Whether you realize it or not, most guys, especially those that play a sport, would rather hook up with the sexy, sporty girl than the airhead. With you, they can have an actual conversation and not want to blow their brains out.”

      “But you’re smart, Syd, and you’re a famous romance author with millions of fans. You didn’t get there because you’re a dipshit.”

      “I love it when you talk dirty to me,” she says, laughing. Everything is always a joke with her even her success. She still thinks someone is punking her and that all her literary appeal will disappear over night. “I guess my brand of smut is just right.”

      “Anyway,” I say, changing the subject, “what do you think about the experiment idea? Our fans would eat that shit up.”

      “It’s a brilliant idea, but I think we should use you as the test subject. What if we tested out whether men are more attracted to inner beauty over outer beauty?”

      I sit up straight on the couch, interested in what she has in mind. “Keep going. This I have to hear.”

      She scoots closer to me and leans back so that our shoulders are touching and locks onto me with her bright green eyes. “Okay, what if we made you an ugly duckling?”

      I glance down at the frumpy sweatshirt I have on and the baby blue pajama pants with yellow ducks on them and laugh. “Yeah, I don’t think we’ll have a problem there.”

      Smacking me hard on the arm, she scalds, “Stop that! I hate when you get down on yourself.” Then she regains her composure. “Just let me finish, and then you can interrupt all you want. “You are beautiful, the kind of beauty you don’t even realize you have, and that beauty has power over men. Here’s my proposition. For the next week, I want you to dress as if you don’t own a closet full of designer clothes and shoes. We need to find you some mom jeans and loafers.”

      I gasp, holding my hand over my mouth, my eyes open wide in mock surprise. “Mom jeans! How dare you?”

      “Ha! Whatever, bitch, you’re wearing those mom jeans, and you’ll like them.”

      We both laugh uncontrollably.

      “I have a few pairs somewhere in my room,” I confess.

      “Say it ain’t so.” She winks at me and continues, “I guess it won’t be too hard to find you an ugly sweater or two. What are you going to wear today?”

      “Shit!” I hop off the couch, shaking Sydney in the process. “I almost forgot about the event. See what happens when you distract me.”

      I walk away from her and into my bedroom and Sydney follows behind, making a beeline to my closet. One nice thing about the walk-in closet is the built in wooden shelves and cedar drawers for my sweaters, which is where she goes first.

      She plops down on the carpet and digs through each drawer, handing me the few choices she finds before moving around hats and tees on my shelves.

      I stand over her as she hums to herself and tears apart my closet. “These are all great, Syd, but I need something a little more professional to wear to the event today, and I don’t think to start this project when I need professional athletes to talk to me is going to help my paper.”

      She stops what she’s doing and looks up at me, dumfounded. “You’re crazy! This is the perfect time to do it. Pro athletes are not like other men. They’re like gods among men, making them a perfect test case to start with. If you tried to this on Bob the IT guy, he will think you’re nerdy cute and be interested in you right away because he would see how much you guys have in common, but a guy like Dante West is looking for tits and ass. You can give him that just in a different package.”

      “Dante will never want to do an interview with me if you have me dressed up like some old lady.”

      “You won’t be complete road kill, babe. Just let me do my magic. Get in the shower. I’ll have everything ready for you by the time you’re all cleaned up.”

      “Fine,” I grunt, “but you better be right about this. I cannot afford to ruin my career over our experiment.”

      “Give men more credit. Not all men are shallow pigs.”

      I chuckle. “Yeah, right. We’ll see about that.”

      Once I’m inside the bathroom, I peek into the mirror, still not seeing what Sydney sees or even what Justin saw in me years ago. I guess it’s time to put this theory to the test. Nerds for the win!

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Four

        

      

    
    
      TYLER

      

      I had fallen asleep after my shower, only to wake up right before the Philly Clean Skills Clinic because Donovan had called me to see if I was on the way. I should have been here an hour ago to discuss the specifics with Parker and Donovan, but after last night and a rough morning, I had trouble keeping my eyes open. So, I rolled off the bed, kissed Roxie, my German shepherd puppy, good-bye, and hopped into my car with a few minutes to spare.

      I made it over the bridge from my house in Cherry Hill, New Jersey and into Philly in time and right before the congestion worsened with the Sixers playing at home today. We share the Wells Fargo Center with our pro basketball team, but with our practice facility located in Voorhees, New Jersey, and my family right next door, it made sense to buy a house there instead of Philly.

      As I park out back of the Strickland University event center, I spot a woman with blonde hair waiting by the back entrance. She seems lost, staring into space and glancing up at the sky. I doubt she’s Kennedy Lockwood, the reporter I am meeting before the clinic. No way would she be this unfortunate in the looks department with a voice like that. She sounded like a phone sex operator with her sweet, sultry bedroom voice.

      I turn off the ignition and step out of the car, and she turns in my direction as I shut the door and lock it. She raises a hand to her forehead to block the sunlight, pinning me down with one look. Then, she does something strange and waves to me.

      I wave back, assuming she’s Kennedy, and stalk toward her. She closes the distance between us, her blonde hair pulled into a ponytail over her shoulder, bobbing against her breasts. Bouncing with each step, she stops and extends her hand to me.

      “Hi, Tyler. I’m Kennedy Lockwood.” And there’s that sexy as fuck voice I heard on the phone.

      I shake her hand and then shove my Flyers jersey up to stick my hands in my jean pockets. Alex Parker had insisted we all wear our jersey for the day, which made sense since we are attending a sports charity event to raise money for drug and alcohol addiction in the city.

      Philly Clean is a local charity that all our sports teams support, and with my agent’s background, the charity means a lot more to her than just another fundraiser.

      “Nice to meet you,” I say, appraising her odd choice in outfit. “You’re not what I was expecting.”

      That was rude. I should apologize.

      I notice a slight frown scroll across her face for a few seconds before she perks up, recouping from my stupidity. “Maybe that’s a good thing. Sometimes what you expect the most turns out to disappoint you more.”

      She has me there. Payton was everything I had thought I ever wanted in a girl—beautiful, smart, funny, and charismatic—until she ruined my life and destroyed my relationship with my parents.

      Upon further inspection, Kennedy is better looking close up than from afar. The problem is her clothes. She has flawless skin, like smooth porcelain, wheat blonde hair, similar to mine, except hers has flecks of dark blonde mixed throughout, and a smile that reaches up to her blue eyes.

      But her clothes…what on earth is she wearing?

      She’s dressed as if she raided her mother’s closet. Judging by her face, she can’t be older than twenty-five. In tight black leggings that leave no room to the imagination, it’s obvious she has nice legs. But the pink polka dots on them make her look about ten years old, especially when combined with an oversized old lady sweater in the same color and a black scarf with the same pink dots. What surprises me most is that she’s a reporter.

      I have yet to see a female sports reporter wear something so ridiculous, knowing she has interviews lined up with half of Coach’s client list after the event.

      Taking far too long to answer her, I don’t even realize the awkward pause I created by checking her out until she clears her throat to get my attention.

      “If it’s all right with you, I would like to go inside and get setup. I will need to talk to whoever is handling the PR along with the Director of Donor Relations for Philly Clean before we even start with interviews.”

      “No problem.” I open the door for her, and she steps into the quiet hallway. “I guess you need a press badge, too.”

      “Yeah,” she smiles at me as we walk down the long tiled hall, similar to the one at the Wells Fargo Center, “that would be great. I know how you athletes like to avoid interviews when possible, but Alex promised me exclusives with the players.”

      “You can start with me,” I offer.

      She shrugs, not even giving the slightest indication that she wants to interview me, which strikes me as odd.

      “What is there to know about you that I don’t already? You’re the starting center for the Flyers, you ended this season with seventy-one points. Congrats, by the way, that’s impressive. Shame, you guys, still couldn’t make it into the playoffs. Let’s see. You’re from Cherry Hill, so a local boy who made it big. With your stats and agent, you could play for a much better team, but you stay here out of what….loyalty? Home town recognition? That’s the one thing I don’t get about you. As far as your personal life, I never see you with girls, maybe a puck bunny here and there but nothing like what I saw from Parker or Donovan. I know your professional life—stats, position, all the basics—but that’s not the story worth writing.”

      I’m impressed that she knows so much about me even though as a sports reporter it’s her job to know these things. When she speaks, she carries herself like she’s the only person in the room and everyone should stop to pay attention to her. Too bad she hasn’t learned how to dress. She could be super hot given better attire.

      But Kennedy is not the kind of woman you chase after because of her looks. No, she’s the girl you admire because of her brain, and I like that about her. I can already tell she’d school my dumb ass.

      “So, you want to write about my personal life? Is that what you’re saying?”

      We reach the end of the hall, and I open the door to the main entrance, allowing Kennedy to go before me. Loud cheers greet us from inside the event center, which tells me Parker and some of the players have already made their entrance. I’m the asshole who woke up late and couldn’t make it here on time for Kennedy to get her photo op. Walking faster, I steer her toward the gym where all the cheering is coming from so we don’t miss another minute of the action.

      “No offense, but I don’t know if your personal life is what I would call newsworthy. What Alex is doing for Coach will get a lot of press. Just not so sure anyone will care about what girls you hook up with outside the rink.”

      “There’s more to me than hockey,” I spit back, defensive.

      She flashes a sexy but arrogant smile. “I don’t doubt that. Care to share?”

      I look away from her and into the expanse of the gymnasium, searching for Parker and finding him and Coach together. At least a dozen, if not more, NBA players huddle around them as Alex says something to Coach I can’t make out from a distance with all the fans cheering in the stands.

      “I didn’t think so,” she says, answering her own question before I have time to answer.

      My personal life is off-limits to anyone outside my inner circle. Even Parker doesn’t know about my family and all the drama that comes with Payton and my parents.

      Ignoring her statement, I guide her to where Mickey is standing with Donovan, trying to put Payton behind me for the next few hours.

      [image: ]
* * *

      After the event ends, with Parker and Coach leaving to go live happily ever after, I introduce Kennedy to the players she wanted to interview and wait for her on the sidelines as she makes her rounds. I feel responsible for her today though I’m not sure why. Parker insisted that I help her out with the guys because some of them can be a little grabby and obnoxious, especially the players she had in mind.

      She had a lady boner over Dante West, and I guess I can see why seeing as he’s hands-down the most dominate player in the NBA with the championships and stats to back it up, not to mention that fucker rakes in over thirty million dollars per year. I love hockey but damn if I didn’t wish I was better at basketball or football because those dudes make a killing compared to what we make in the NHL.

      As the highest paid player in the league, I still pull in fifteen million a year, but that’s nothing compared to other professional sports. Coach landed me a sweet deal with Under Armour that she negotiated right before she handled Parker’s trade to Philly. Sponsors add a nice chunk to my salary. Growing up in a middle class neighborhood in New Jersey, my parents never had any money with two girls and me running around.

      Ever since I was a kid, I had wanted to become a pro hockey player. That dream had carried over into high school, and since I wasn’t eighteen yet at the time of the draft, I went to Rutgers for a semester before I was selected in the first round by the Flyers. But life had other plans, and those plans almost derailed my entire career.

      “I’m all done,” Kennedy calls out to me with the wave of her hand as she makes her way toward the bleachers. I get up from the bench, and she stands next to me, her eyes pointed at the basketball court as she speaks. “This was a successful day for my paper. Dante West did an interview with me. How about that? I never thought I would see the day.”

      “That’s because Dante loves the shit out of Coach.”

      She turns to me, the corner of her mouth curling up into a smile. “I can tell her clients really love her. She’s an awesome agent. The deals Coach has made in the past few years are impressive for someone so young.”

      “Are you kidding me? Coach is my girl. I remember the day she tried to steal me away from ASG like it was yesterday. She has some moves when it comes to dealing with athletes. I found it impossible to say no.”

      She smirks. “Yeah, I’m sure it was a tough decision for you. I bet you hit on her the first time you met.”

      I look away from her, somewhat embarrassed at the memory. “Yup, she turned me down hard. And she did it in front of my teammates.”

      Kennedy tilts her back and laughs. “I would’ve paid good money to see that. I knew there was a reason I liked her.”

      “Doing it in front of my team made it even worse, but I respected the hell out of her the way she handled the situation. She has that killer instinct that makes her the best.”

      Despite her frumpy and bizarre wardrobe choice, I kind of like her and don’t want this conversation to end. I like talking to Kennedy because I can actually have a real conversation with her and not have to put on the Tyler Kane show, the image the rest of the world expects of me.

      “I’m starving,” I say, shoving my hands in my pockets. “Do you want to get something to eat with me?”

      She glances down at the notepad in her hand before meeting my gaze. “No, I have to get home and work on these articles. I was hoping to get at least two of them finished by Monday. Thanks for the offer.” Her tone has a finality to it, which makes me want to change her mind.

      “Don’t take this the wrong way, but it’s just food, not a date. And I kind of want to pick your brain.”

      My last statement catches her attention, and she perks up. “What could you possibly want from me?”

      “I want to know more about your paper and sports reporting. Is that all right with you?”

      She shrugs, nonchalant, and swipes a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “I suppose so. But I’m not having dinner with you. How about coffee? You can get something to eat at Broad Street Beans. It’s just down the street.”

      She’s referring to the coffee shop on the Strickland University Campus located at the corner of Broad Street and Greek Row and within walking distance from the arena.

      I offer my arm out to her. “We can walk together. Are you ready?”

      She raises her eyebrows in confusion. “What are you doing? You don’t have to escort me down the street on your arm.”

      Unsure of why I made such an odd gesture, I try to shake it off, laughing and pretending like I didn’t just offer to escort her like we are going to the damn prom together.

      It has been a long time since I met a girl who I want to spend time with for more than a booty call. Kennedy is the complete opposite of the usual puck bunnies. Well, because she’s not a puck bunny.

      I was nineteen when Payton and I split, only for us to go back and forth for months, maybe even years, before her games and torture became too hard for me to bear after a while. Our relationship was killing my career. The choices we made were destroying me though I doubt I will ever come to terms with our actions. We were toxic together.

      When she broke my fucking heart, she took more than a piece of it with her, before giving away the one thing we shared together, the one thing that could have kept us together. Instead, we let it tear us apart. I haven’t been in a relationship since because I still carry the pain with me and the anger I have over allowing her and my parents to help me make a horrible decision. But I still made that decision, one I will regret for the rest of my life.

      There’s something about Kennedy that gives me a sense of home, makes me comfortable around her. The feeling is nice, welcome even.

      “C’mon, let’s get going before they close. I’m a growing boy who needs to eat.” I rub my hand over my stomach, and she laughs.

      “Well then, I guess we better get you fed.”

      I nod, and a tiny smile plays on her lips as she falls in line with me as we exit the gymnasium.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Five

        

      

    
    
      KENNEDY

      

      Tyler Kane has to be one of the most annoying people I have ever met. No, scratch that. He’s one of the most infuriating men I have ever met. After coercing me with his sex god body, blond hair that always falls perfectly back into place and blue eyes that make me forget to breathe, Like an idiot, I agreed to have coffee with him.

      What was I thinking?

      At least he did the proper thing and offered to buy my caramel macchiato. I let him, of course. After all, he asked me out. But once we sat down at our table by the window that overlooks Strickland University’s pristine campus, girls had come over to our table about six times, and they are not even the worst ones.

      The men who stopped by to have their fanboy moment with Tyler and ask for his autograph were out of control. Grown men turn into thirteen year old boys around him. That was interesting. What pissed me off was his response to the girls who threw themselves at him, one after another without any consideration I am here with him. I guess they dismissed me because of the hideous outfit Sydney made me wear as part of our experiment.

      Tyler is playing right into my research. I knew he would. Men are so predictable. The worse part about this ordeal is that he acted as though I was some homeless person he found on the street and felt sorry enough to buy me a coffee.

      Now, I’m stuck sitting across from Douche Impossible, hoping Bimbo Barbie and friends will hit the road so I can bow out of this coffee date from hell and get back to work on my interviews. Despite this waste of an hour, the day was a success. I scored interviews with every player I had on my list. Between Coach, Alex, and Tyler they made sure of it.

      One of the girls hovering over Tyler shakes her tits in his face and giggles, brushing her fingers along his jersey. “Oh, Tyler, you’re so funny,” she coos, sounding like a baby.

      How can men find that appealing?

      “Do you mind?” I spit out. “Don’t you have somewhere else you could be other than interrupting our date?”

      Tyler snaps his head in my direction faster than I can say skank, his eyes widened in shock, but I don’t miss the cocky smirk forming, the corner of his mouth turned up, making him look even hotter. He oozes sex appeal, but his personality…The man drives me insane and not in a good way—or at least for the most part.

      “You’re on a date with her?” Blondie points her finger at me and scrunches her nose in disapproval as if I am the scum she just scraped from under her shoe.

      I squirm in my chair, my eyes narrowed at her, giving Tyler a look so hard it could cut through steel. Reading my body language, he sits up straight and shakes the girls away from him, scooting his chair further into the table and locking eyes with me.

      “Yes, I’m on a date with her.” He holds my gaze for a few seconds before glancing up at the three girls. “You ladies should go now before you get me in trouble.”

      “Oh, you’re already in trouble,” I mutter under my breath.

      They walk away in a huff, their trail of fragrance leaving the intoxicating stench of the makeup department at Macy’s in my nostrils. Taking a sip from my mug, I glance over at Tyler from beneath my brows.

      He watches me, his eyes never leaving mine as we enter into a silent stare down. Underneath the boyish good looks and perfect smile, there must be an actual person. I know nothing about his personal life other than he is from New Jersey and lives in a house not much different from what I grew up in, a house that has since gone into bank auction and was sold to the highest bidder.

      “So,” he says, dwarfing the chair with his muscular body, attracting more attention as he crosses his arms over his chest. I can imagine what’s under that jersey, and I hate that my mind went to that place with Tyler. He’s my favorite player in the NHL, I have a tiny crush on him, but that persona I had built up in my head has since deflated.

      “So,” I add, irritated, “thanks for the coffee, but I have to get going. You wasted enough of my time for the day.”

      He holds out his hand when I reach for my purse draped over the back of my chair. “Please. Stay for a little bit longer. I’m sorry about all the fans. This is part of the job. I’m sure you understand that.”

      “I get it. I do.” I try my best to keep my facial expressions relaxed even though I am beyond pissed. “But I have sat here for far too long while you fondled women and had men drool over you. Like I said earlier, I have work to do. I’m a reporter, remember? I have news to report. Sitting in a coffee shop with you is not news worthy.”

      “Please,” he begs, giving me his best puppy dog eyes. Damn him if those baby blues don’t make my insides melt just enough to give him another chance. “I don’t want to go home yet.”

      “Why not? I’m sure you have other things you could be doing besides sitting in a coffee shop on a college campus with me. You have more than your fair share of women who are willing to hang out with you.”

      He shakes his head, frowning. “Nope. I have my dog Roxie to go home to, and that’s about it, but tonight is her play date with the neighbors’ dogs.”

      I chuckle, thinking he must be joking and his frown turns into a mixture of anger and irritation. “Don’t laugh. Roxie a baby, and she still needs her mom and siblings.”

      His tone is so defensive, and my God, if those words don’t make me want to melt on the floor.

      “I have to say I was not expecting you to be the baby daddy of a puppy. How do you even have the time with your schedule?”

      “You, of all people, should know that people are not always what they seem.”

      Tyler knows how to hit all of my buttons at the same time. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      He uncrosses his arms from his chest and places his hands flat on the table, his body and smoldering good looks suffocating me as he closes the distance between us. “You’re wearing an outfit that looks like you dug it out of a bin at Salvation Army, yet your shoes cost about a thousand dollars. Something doesn’t add up with you.”

      “How would you know a thing about the price of my shoes?”

      “I hooked up with a model who did some ads for Christian Louboutin, and she wore shoes just like those all the time. The red soles are kind of memorable since you don’t see them that often. I’m not as clueless as you think.”

      “These are last season, anyway,” I say, dodging his question. “Enough about my shoes, tell me about Roxie.”

      He smiles at the mention of her name, which I find so adorable. “Well, she’s a four month old pure bred German Shepherd, she likes long walks in the park, chew toys that squeak a lot, and sleeps next to me every night.”

      “Aww,” I say, without even realizing I said it aloud. “That’s…so cute.”

      “I hate leaving her behind when I’m working.” His guilt is evident in the way he glances away from me and then down at the ground, before turning back to me, his expression now unreadable. “My neighbors’ wife breeds dogs. Their house is huge and a lot bigger than mine. She setup a doggy daycare on one side of the house where people in the neighborhood can bring their dogs in the daytime. At least Roxie can spend time with her brothers and sisters. I like that she has family right next door.”

      His frown returns as he utters the last part.

      “You have family in New Jersey, right? I think I read you have two younger sisters.”

      “Had,” he corrects, “I had a family.”

      “Oh, I’m so sorry for your loss.” I bite down on my bottom, lip, feeling stupid and unsure what to say next.

      “They’re not dead.” He grinds his teeth, his words coming out as if he were chewing glass. “You have no reason to be sorry. We just don’t talk anymore.”

      “After going through some issues with my father over money, I know how hard it can be after you hit a rough patch.”

      “What we went through was not a rough patch.” He sits back in his chair and turns his head toward the door, his profile stunning from this angle. “It was a deal breaker.”

      He has a lot of mood swings for a man. One minute, he acts as though he’s about to hit on me, and then the next, his eyes darken and his mood changes. I feel sorry for Tyler and whatever happened between him and his family, except I have no idea how I should act without knowing what caused the rift.

      “If it makes you feel any better, you were right about my shoes.”

      He turns to face me and pins me down with one look. “So, why are you wearing them with your mom sweater?”

      I roll my eyes at his comment. “I’m wearing my mom sweater because I felt like it. I chose these shoes because I might as well wear them before I’m forced to sell them to pay my rent.” His confusion forces me to continue, “I used to be rich, like Rockefeller rich. Well, I wasn’t rich per say, not unless you count my trust fund, but…”

      It seems wrong to share this part of my life with a stranger, and this is Tyler Kane, of all people. “How about I answer a question if I get one from you in return. Deal?”

      Apprehensive, he looks everywhere but at me before he nods his head. “Deal. Now, finish your story.”

      “Have you heard of Sentry Publications?”

      “The big company that owns about half of the news papers and channels in the U.S.?”

      “My grandfather had started the company when he was twenty-five with a few business partners from law school. He bought them out and over the years, my father had taken over. Too bad my dad is an idiot and made a lot of decisions that cost us our company, my legacy. I almost lost my paper.”

      “No shit,” he whispers. “You were like Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous kind of rich, huh?”

      I take a sip from my mug and nod before I raised the cup to my lips again to finish it off.

      “Is that why those interviews were so important to you?”

      “Yes. Do you have any idea how much an exclusive interview with Dante Fisher is worth to a small paper like Sports Buzz.”

      Stretching his hands over his head, he yawns, drawing my attention to his six-pack as his jersey creeps up just enough to give me a nice view. “How about an interview with me?”

      “Are you offering?” An interview with Tyler about more than his career could be worth decent money.

      “Depends on what you’re asking, I guess.”

      “Tell me about your family.” Crossing my legs, I clear my throat and continue, now feeling brave enough to ask the hard questions, the kind that earns journalists a reputation in this business. “I know everything about your career, but I want to know the real Tyler Kane. What makes you tick? What do you do in your spare time? What are you like outside of hockey? Did you play other sports growing up? What was your childhood like? I just told you about my family drama. I want to hear about your life.”

      “My family is off-limits.” Judging by the venom in his voice and the scowl on his handsome face, I should leave him alone, but I prod anyway.

      “You promised me one question,” I counter.

      “Anything but my family. You can’t write about them.”

      “Fine.” I take a few seconds to compose myself, giving him enough time to settle down. “Why have I never seen you in public with a woman?”

      He blows out a puff of air. “Try again.”

      I note the irritation on his face. It’s obvious he has both family and girl problems. Now, I’m dying to know the reasons behind them and not just because I’m a reporter but because I’m genuinely interested. “Bad break up?”

      His mouth twists in disgust. “You could say that. Next question.”

      “At least tell me her name.”

      An awkward silence passes between us as he mulls it over. “Payton. That’s her name. I think we’re done with question and answer time for today.”

      Jotting down her name in my head, I make a mental note to look up anyone named Payton who lives near where Tyler grew up, where he lives now. With his track record of never having a girlfriend, the list may be a mile long and impossible to narrow down. I have my work cut out for me. But whatever he is hiding might make for a good story, and when you’re writing about one of the NHLs biggest bad boys, a top story could lead to bigger and better things.

      “Would it help if I tell you something else about myself?” I need to keep him talking.

      “I write a blog with my friend in my spare time. She’s a romance author, and we write a sex advice blog.”

      His expression turns from grim to elated in a split second. Tyler leans forward, resting his elbows on the table and shakes my side in the process. “You write about sex? Get out of here!”

      “Yes,” I say, defensive, “does that surprise you?”

      “Ugh, yeah. You do not look like the kind of girl who would write about sex.”

      Sensing my irritation at his comment, he rebounds from his mistake. “I mean…you have an innocence about you. I wouldn’t have pinged you as the type to write about sex and share it with strangers on the Internet.”

      “I’m full of surprises,” I say, resolute.

      “I see that. So, what’s the name of your blog?”

      Debating whether I should tell him, I pause for a second to think it over, deciding he will never bother to check it out anyway. “Long Sticks and Hard Shots.”

      He laughs, flashing a set of white teeth, his smiling reaching up to his eyes. “Get the fuck out of here. You named your sex blog after hockey?”

      I shrug, giving him a goofy look to hide my embarrassment. “I’m a big fan. What can I say?”

      “Interesting choice of name for a sex blog.”

      “The name of our blog is stupid and over the top—like Sydney. Have you heard of Sydney Calloway, the big romance author?”

      “Yeah, my sisters like her books. I can’t say I approve of their reading material, though.”

      “Sydney was the youngest romance author ever published. We were in high school when her first book got picked up by a big publisher.”

      He tips his head in approval. “That’s pretty impressive.”

      “Very. I’m always Sydney’s shadow wherever we go. It was always like that when we were younger, but ever since she made it big, I swear we can’t leave the house without causing a scene.”

      “Imagine being me,” he says, serious. “How many people stopped by our table tonight?”

      “At least ten.”

      “Right,” he finishes, “and that doesn’t even include the people who stopped us on our way here.”

      As he glances across the room, a hint of sadness creeps behind his eyes, his facial features matching. He does not hide his moods well.

      “There’s a price that comes with fame. Look what happened to Parker with his puck bunny scandals, and Donovan has had his fair share of public incidents. Coming into the league at such a young age, I was not prepared for the fame. I only wanted the money and recognition that comes with it. But after my entire life had changed and I had nothing but people around me who were after my money or to use me to achieve their own fame, the shit got old fast. I cut everyone out of my life except Donovan.”

      “I can tell you and Carter are close just from what I’ve read in the papers. That’s why I asked about women. I have only ever seen the two of you together in pictures outside the rink.”

      He shoots me a repulsed look. “I’m not gay. We’re not…no, you have the wrong idea.”

      I laugh so hard I snort, thankful my mug is empty, or I would have spit macchiato all over him. “I never said that. No, I do not think you are gay, Tyler. Trust me. You inspected every pair of tits and ass that has walked into the café since we sat down over an hour ago. A gay man would not do that.”

      He flashes a shit-eating grin. “Not every pair. I can’t see what you have going on under that sweater. Did your grandmother knit that thing for you so men couldn’t figure out how to take it off you?”

      This time I spit when I laugh, and he leans back in his chair to get away from the Slobber Queen. “No, my grandmother didn’t knit me this sweater. Sydney dressed me today I will have you know.”

      “Nuh-uh. I’ve seen Sydney around, and she dresses like a runway model.”

      “Enough about my clothes. You seem to have a hard on about it for whatever reason, and I haven’t finished answering your question about the blog.”

      “I have a hard-on all right.” He smirks. “For the record, I hate the sweater because I have to imagine what’s underneath, and it does not suit you at all.”

      Ignoring his comment, I decide to continue our conversation. “Anyway, Sydney wanted to name our blog Sex and Syd in the City, and of course, I vetoed that from the start. Originally, Sydney had planned to write on her own as part of her author branding until I agreed to be her co-blogger to fill in for her when she was on a tight deadline. The closer she gets to her pub dates she gets whacky. Writing alongside her happened to work out well for both of us. For me, it helps me keep my word counts up each day, and the same goes for Syd, but it ended up being a really great marketing tool for her books.”

      “Long Sticks and Hard Shots,” he mumbles to himself as he removes his phone from his pocket.

      I hold out my hand to stop him, mortified of what he will say when he reads our latest article. “Stop! Whatever you are doing just stop right now. Don’t even think about it.”

      “Think about what?” He gives me a mischievous grin, his fingers moving at a rapid pace along the keyboard. After he stops typing, his eyes widen as he scrolls down the screen.

      “What?” I am dying to know what he is reading on our site that has him so intrigued.

      “How to react when his stick ain’t all that?” He bursts into laughter, his voice so loud in the quiet café that the few people who are left, including the staff, are now staring at our table.

      “Stop making a scene,” I say, keeping my voice low. “Everyone is staring at us.”

      “So what. Let them stare.” Without looking up from his phone, he settles down for a few seconds before he has another outburst. He finds my article entertaining.

      “You know this is the exact reason why I never tell anyone about the blog.”

      “This is good stuff.” He points at the screen, still focused on the page. “You’re funny. Who would have known?”

      “If you knew me, then you would know that I am not all business and no pleasure.”

      He glances up, one eyebrow arched. “Is that so? Prove it.”

      “How do you expect me to do that?”

      “Go out with me, live a little, but please don’t wear that sweater.”

      I roll my eyes at him, and he smiles in response. “How about I wear black leather pants and a mid-rise tank? Or maybe I will wear a bandage dress so tight I can’t breathe when I sit down. Would that be sexy enough for you?”

      “Ah, yeah, that would do it.” Lowering his voice to a near whisper, he locks eyes with me. “My dick is getting hard just thinking about you in a dress.”

      “And there you go ruining the moment.” Grabbing my jacket and purse, I push my chair out and stand. “Thanks for the coffee and shit conversation.”

      Tyler hops out of his seat so fast he kicks the table with his foot, causing the mugs to clang as it rocks forward and back into place, setting down with a loud thud.

      “Please don’t go. I shouldn’t have said that. I can be a jerk sometimes.”

      “I would say that is a factual statement.” I slip into my jacket, trying my best to hold back from saying too much. “Do you even think before you speak or do you just shout the first thing that comes to mind like a child? You can’t go around talking to a lady like some hooker on a street corner.”

      “Would a lady talk about cocks on the phone with strange men?”

      “You will never let me live that down, will you?”

      He grips the zipper of my jacket, our bodies so close we are almost touching, the heat from his lips brushing against mine as he bends down to my height. “No. Torturing you is part of the fun.”

      I suck in a deep breath. My body is too aware of our close proximity. “Well, I’m not a toy you can play with.”

      “Neither am I, but I have something else you can play with. Do you want an interview or not?”

      He still hasn’t let go of the zipper. His fingers linger and almost graze my breasts. I can hardly formulate a single thought with Tyler invading my personal space, let alone come up with a decent retort. A few beats pass between us before I regain normal brain function and have enough oxygen circulating through my veins that I can pull myself together and act like a professional. After all, I need to save Sports Buzz from going down the drain.

      “Of course, I want an interview, but will you tell me the truth? I want to know more about your personal life.”

      “Why are you so interested in my personal life? There’s nothing to tell. Apart from the occasional model or puck bunny, I don’t do a whole lot outside of hockey. My entire life revolves around practice, training, and games. When I’m home, I watch Game of Thrones and Netflix just like everyone else. I go for runs in the park with Roxie. I am not as exciting as you may think.”

      “I want to see where you live and where you grew up. To get a sense of what you’re like, I need to experience a day in the life of Tyler Kane.”

      “You want to come to my house?” He hooks his arm around my back, and we walk to the door. “I hope you decide to wear that dress if you’re coming over because I sure as hell want to be the one to take it off.”

      The sad part is I want to wear it for the same reason because Tyler is working magic between my legs with his sexy smile and modulated voice. Somehow, this weird as fuck conversation just took an odd turn, and over the course of an hour, I am starting to like Tyler Kane, which shocks the hell out of me.

      “Not gonna happen,” I say, as he holds the door open for me, his hipbone digging into my stomach as we squeeze through the door together.

      “We will see about that,” he challenges. “I have a few ways to change your mind.”

      “Bring it, Kane,” I deadpan.

      “Oh, it’s been brought, sweetheart. Just you wait and see.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Six

        

      

    
    
      TYLER

      

      “What are you doing over there?” Donovan calls out to me from across the other side of the living room.

      My house is so big this place makes some of the episodes of MTV Cribs look like a rowhouse in comparison. Because of the size, the vaulted ceilings and open concept floor plan make the room appear four times the size of the entire house where I grew up.

      I look up from the laptop rested on my thighs. “Nothing. Just fucking off on the Internet.”

      “Porn,” he says as if that is the only thing I do on my computer, which is half right. “You can’t watch the good shit without me.”

      He gets up from the lounge chair closest to the fireplace and hops onto the couch, rustling the cushions as he plops his big ass down. With his sudden movements, Roxie looks up at me with those big doe eyes and jumps off her doggy bed to join us. She nuzzles next to me, poking me with her cold, wet puppy nose and licks my forearm.

      I pat her back and kiss her on the head. “Good girl.”

      “Hand it over,” Donovan says, holding out his palm, “or throw it up on the flat screen. Sharing is caring.”

      Donovan is one mammoth of a man with a dark, grisly beard he plans to shave now that our season is over. Despite being well over six feet and pushing two twenty, his boulders for arms and tree trunks for legs make my eight-pack and muscular build seem average. And there is nothing ordinary about me.

      While this exchange between us may be somewhat strange, it’s not all that weird. Donovan snatches the laptop from me, peeking up from the screen his eyebrows arched. “This isn’t porn. What the hell are you reading?”

      “It’s a blog I heard about.”

      “Long Sticks and Hard Shots.” He tilts his head back and laughs. “That’s a good one.” Scanning the page, his eyes glaze over, and his mouth opens wide as he continues to annoy me. “You’re reading articles about sex. Aww, man, I can’t wait to tell the guys about this.” Taking his cell phone from the pocket of his gray sweats, he types on the keypad. “Man, I need to tell Parker about this.”

      “Don’t you fucking dare.” I steal the computer back from him, and he scoots closer to sneak another peek. “And it’s not like Parker will care now that he’s almost married to Coach.”

      He nods. “Yeah, but what a score with that one.” Gripping the laptop with his bear hands, he tugs it away from me. “At least let me finish the article I was just reading. That shit was funny.”

      ‘Fine,” I snort, leaning over the computer as he places it on the couch between us.

      Kennedy published an article this morning titled One-night stands: What the puck! She’s funny, I’ll give her that. Her use of hockey and sex to entertain her followers is much different from anything I have ever seen before online. Most blogs follow the same format, but her blog is original, unique—just like Kennedy. Based on her appearance alone on Saturday, I never would have pegged her as a funny, sporty, sex writer. Some people take you by surprise. In this case, it was a good one.

      “Good morning, puck bunnies!” Donovan laughs at Kennedy’s use of the term for her followers and continues reading to me even though I have already read the post twice.

      You know the joke that starts with a priest walks into a bar and the punch line is something stupid but still funny? Well, how about a puck bunny walks into a coffee shop and runs into her one-night stand? What do you do when that happens? Well, one of our bunnies had a run in with some hottie she took home one night, only to creep out of his bed in the wee hours of the morning to avoid the awkwardness later. But her plan backfired. Oh, yes, it failed miserably.

      She bumped into him at her local Starbucks not long after getting it on. But what if you don’t live in a big city where the next Starbucks is only a few blocks away? What if you live in a town that has two restaurants and one coffee shop, and you’re stuck seeing this person every day? To be honest, I think you are screwed if that’s the case.

      So, ladies, what do you do when you bump into a one-night stand? How about an ex-boyfriend? Exes are tricky because of the potential feelings that might still be there. Your feelings toward a one-night stand might be something along the lines of, Oh God he was horrible in bed or Why did I have sex with this idiot?

      The worse is when you have a good buzz going, and the beer goggles are thick. Waking up next to a troll could give a girl a panic attack or maybe even a heart attack. That’s what happened to our bunny.

      She woke up a few hours after their horrific sexual encounter, still drunk and disoriented, and ladies, he had a case of the baby dick. Need I say more? I don’t think so.

      But our girl went through with it instead of pretending to have her period or making up an excuse. Anyway, so our bunny snuck out of his apartment, left her cell phone behind like Cinderella, and as if he were her Prince Charming, he somehow managed to track her down and find her at the local Starbucks where she gets her morning coffee. Her reaction was hilarious.

      Our busy bunny told him to keep the phone and ran out of the coffee shop. But here’s the best part. He showed up every morning for three weeks until our follower had taken the phone from him.

      If it were me, I would have done the same thing except I would have snatched up the phone. Is that the most mature response? No, probably not but it sure beats him asking you for another date. All I know is I would have been out the door faster than you can say, What the puck!

      Donovan laughs and slides the computer back toward me on the couch. “Do you know this girl?”

      “She’s the reporter we met a few days ago at Coach’s skills clinic.”

      He raises an eyebrow at me. “The girl you had coffee with?”

      “Yeah, her name is Kennedy. She’s beautiful, smart, and likes sports. I had fun with her.”

      “You’re not into her.” It’s not a question, and his tone makes me a bit defensive. I feel protective for some reason.

      I shrug against the couch cushion and lift the computer back onto my lap. “So what if I am. Do you have a problem with it?”

      His mouth twists in disgust. “It’s just…she’s not your type. That girl is kind of homely, not a bunny or a model.”

      “Really, dude? Homely? That’s harsh.”

      Propping my feet up on the coffee table, I sink into the dark leather and scroll through Kennedy’s blog post, reading it one more time before I decide to do something crazy and comment, ignoring him as he speaks.

      “You know what I mean. Just not the kind of girl you’d go for. That’s all I’m saying.”

      Laughing to myself, I type out, You talk about cocks way too much for a lady on Kennedy’s blog and hit submit. I made the screen name Kanenoshame07, making sure to use my last name and jersey number, so she gets the hint. I would love to see her live reaction as she reads my comment.

      “She’s different, but maybe that’s a good thing. Bunnies and models just want to be famous. A girl like that wants nothing from me. And it’s not like that between us. She intends to write a story on me. I’m pretty sure she can’t stand the sight of me, thinks I’m a pig, blah, blah, blah…”

      “She wants something from you alright. What kind of story does she want to write about you?”

      “About my personal life.” I cringe at the thought of exposing my life to the world, knowing I can never let her write the story she needs to make headlines. “She wants to come see my house and where I grew up. Not a big deal.”

      His jaw drops in shock. “You’re kidding me. What did you say?”

      Roxie licks my face, and I wipe away her slobber with the my hand, running my hand down her back to massage her thick coat. “I said okay. I like her. She’s…interesting. I don’t know why you are getting all upset about it.”

      “Because…” He hesitates for a second, his gaze shifting to the pictures on the mantle above the fireplace just below the massive flat screen TV hung on the wall. “Are you going to tell her about Payton and Blake?”

      Looking at Blake’s picture, I shake my head. “No way. I already told her Payton and my family are off-limits. The last thing I need is everyone feeling sorry for me over the past, and it’s also none of their damn business.”

      “She might expect more from you, and when you don’t give her what she wants, she may end up digging for it on her own.”

      “If no one else has been able to find it after all these years, I doubt she will. She’s not the first reporter to want an exclusive about my personal life.”

      “All I’m saying is be careful around her.”

      Feeling left out, Roxie climbs onto my lap and barks at Donovan as if agreeing with him, crushing my computer and forcing me to set it aside to make room for her. For four months old, she already weighs a ton.

      “I’ll find other ways to keep her occupied,” I say with a wink.

      He laughs, settling into the cushions. “I’m sure you will.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seven

        

      

    
    
      KENNEDY

      

      On my way into New Jersey, my father calls me for our weekly chat about how I should get a real job, quit wasting money on Sports Buzz, and find myself a news anchor position. Because Lockwood’s are winners. And winners don’t waste their time on silly things like online newspapers that don’t even break even each month.

      “Dad, I understand what you are saying, but this is my paper, and I will do what I want with it,” I say into the speakers of my car, a dark blue BMW coupe my father had bought me before the shit hit the fan.

      “You are spending a lot of money to travel and maintain the paper, sweetie. I am trying to look out for you and your best interests.”

      “Thank you for your concern.” I check the GPS, making sure I am heading in the right direction as I cross the bridge. “I can handle myself. If it becomes too expensive, I promise you I will shut it down.”

      Funny how he squandered his own money and allowed his corrupt business associates to talk him into deals that bled his companies dry, forcing him to sell them off to the highest bidder. That bidder was Rinaldi Holdings, a global company with their headquarters in downtown Philly. Savannah, my younger sister, had tried to weasel her way into getting information on the people who had bought the company. She had found out that the Philadelphia Mafia had their hand in the entire thing.

      Since then, my sister and I have been playing it off as if we still have money, mostly because of our clothes and accessories. But that charade will soon die off, and people will realize whatever money my father had is almost gone once we’re forced to offer our Fendi and Chanel bags on consignment just to pay rent. Not that anyone would feel sorry for us.

      My mother still hasn’t accepted that we are soon to be broke, drowning her sorrows in the bottom of a wine glass until the bank comes to throw them out of the house I grew up in off the Mainline, an area outside Philly where all the wealthy Philly suburbanites live.

      I was hoping my father was one of those tycoons who was smart enough to hide money in offshore bank accounts. Nope, my grandfather was the real brains behind Sentry Publications, and after he had died, my father was in over his head and desperate for help. Too bad he sought the wrong help. His business partners somehow squeezed every penny from not only our accounts but also those left in a trust from my grandfather.

      “Have you spoken to Savvy?” My father sounds more upset than normal. “She hasn’t been answering my calls. They go straight to voicemail.”

      “She’s fine, Dad. Just give her some time. This transition is not easy on any of us. She will come around.”

      “You were always the tough one,” he says with pride. “Your sister was too spoiled and wanted everything handed to her, but you…you were always a hard worker.”

      Irritated, I spit back. “Then why don’t you believe I can turn this paper around and make it a success? A little more faith in me would go a long way. It’s bad enough Savvy and Mom think the paper is a joke, but you, of all people, should understand what it’s like to try to make something from nothing. You’re starting over at sixty years old.”

      He sighs, his heavy breaths carrying through my car, the speakers creating an echo. “I named you after a great man, Kennedy. You have never disappointed me. I’m sorry if I have been too harsh on you. I don’t want to see you fail the way I did. I am trying to protect you.”

      “The only way to succeed is to let me try, Dad. If I never try, then I won’t know if I can make it work.”

      “You’re right, sweetie. Well, your mother is calling me for lunch. If you hear from your sister, please have her call me. I am worried about her. Ever since graduation, she has spent most of her time in Europe or in New York, charging up her credit cards, and I can’t afford to cover her expenses anymore.”

      “I’ll let her know, Dad. Like I said, just give her time. At some point, she will come to terms with everything.”

      Following the navigation prompts, I turn down an empty street that appears to be a dead end, assuming the car is wrong until I see the monstrosity of a house on the corner, situated next to an even bigger house. Can I even call it a house? These mansions make the one I grew up in seem small in comparison.

      “Have a good night, Dad. I have to run. I’m meeting a hockey player for the paper. Tell mom I say hi.”

      “Will do sweetie. Love you.”

      “Love you, too,” I say, before hitting the end call button on the steering wheel.

      After I pull through the tall, wrought iron gates and drive up and around the spiral driveway, I have no idea where to park. Situated near the back of the house is a four-car garage, but without a single car on the property, I almost wonder if I am at the right house. It’s too desolate for anyone to live here.

      The grounds are cared for, the lawn pristine, the hedges trimmed and sculpted, but it’s missing the personality that comes with the owner of a house. Every house has its own character. This one has…nothing. For someone full of life, Tyler sure lives in a sad house, despite its many architectural charms.

      I park in the circular driveway, closest to the front of the house, sucking in a deep breath as I prepare myself for what may turn out to be a very long afternoon. Sydney had insisted I keep up the charade of dressing as if I rolled out of bed. So, I threw on the first outfit I could find that looked frumpy enough to wear for the interview.

      Man, I’m slumming it today in this oversized jumper dress and matching black leggings. That part of my outfit is semi-normal it’s just not the boho chic look most people would expect when talking about a jumper dress. The pink and multi-striped UGGs are what make this outfit a real train wreck. You can spot me a mile away in these boots. I even paired it with a hot pink jacket with fur around the collar that was part of Sydney’s pimp costume for Halloween one year.

      After seeing that Tyler had commented on my blog post the other day, I was afraid to write about our little experiment out of fear he would figure out that I’m testing this theory on him. I cannot have him back out of the interview. I need the money that could come from an exclusive too much to screw this up. My one-on-one with Dane Fisher saved my ass for the next few months with all the ad sponsors he drew into Sports Buzz. But that money will run out in no time.

      Walking up to the door, I slide the messenger bag up higher on my shoulder and think of all the questions I want to ask Tyler so I can make this as painless as possible. If I’m lucky, the interview should last no more than an hour, and I’ll be home in time to eat takeout with Sydney and plot our blog posts for this week.

      Before I can knock, the front door swings open. Looking hot and well put together, all ripped muscle and broad shouldered in a fitted gray tee and black track pants that hang from Tyler’s narrow hips, he is fucking perfection. I hate myself for thinking of him in any way other than a subject I am here to write about, but he is so damn sexy without even trying.

      As our eyes lock, he smiles wide, revealing a set of perfect white teeth. His gaze lowers and travels down my body, a frown crossing his lips as he appraises my body. I feel exposed with the way he stares at me, not speaking a word until he takes in every inch of me.

      “I have to say I’m disappointed you didn’t wear the bandage dress you promised. Instead, you chose…” He doesn’t even finish his thought, the disgust evident in his expression. “Somehow you still look kind of hot in this.”

      I fold my arms across my chest, annoyed. “Are you going to let me in or stand there like a jackass and ogle me all day and make stupid comments about my clothes?”

      The corner of his mouth turns up into a cocky smirk. “I like it when you’re mean. I’ll consider this foreplay for later.”

      Moving my hands to my hips, I sigh in frustration. Tyler makes everything so much harder for me. “How about you just consider it me being mean and let’s get to the reason I am here. Sound good?”

      “Sure thing, sweetheart.” He steps to the side, holding out his hand and allowing me to step in front of him and into the monstrosity of a house.

      Tempted to yell something to see if it will echo off the vaulted ceiling, I hold back my childish instinct. I used to do the same thing in the house where I grew up all the time. My mother hated it, and once I started, my younger sister would join in on the fun, the two of us saying random things just to hear our voices reverberate through the house.

      Tyler shuts the door and escorts me down the long white-and-gray marble hallway, the house as cold on the inside as it appears from the outside. No one lives here that much is clear.

      “What do you need such a big house for when you live here by yourself?”

      “Who says I live here alone?”

      We walk into the living room, the open space light and airy with an enormous flat screen TV hung above a brick fireplace. Several sets of couches and lounge chairs are scattered throughout along with a few tables containing electronic devices on them. It’s the ultimate bachelor pad.

      “Considering we already established that you do not have a girlfriend over coffee, I assume you live here alone.”

      “Well, you assume wrong. If you recall, I also mentioned Roxie lives with me.”

      “Oh, right.” I nod and take a seat on the black leather couch closest to me. “You have a puppy.”

      “Roxie,” he corrects.

      “Where is she?”

      “In my bedroom.” His eyes drift over to the black, fluffy doggy bed on the other side of the room. “I wasn’t sure if you like dogs.”

      “I love them.”

      “Wanna come up to my room and meet her?” He says this with a snicker.

      I roll my eyes at his comment. “Um…no. Stop trying to trick me into sleeping with you.”

      He moves closer, his body blocking my vision. “Is it working?”

      I shake my head. “Nope.”

      “Shame,” he mutters under his breath.

      Setting my purse on the floor, I dig through my messenger bag for the tape recorder, notepad, and pen before looking up at Tyler who has decided to position himself in front of me.

      Until now, I hadn’t had a good enough look at him, because, in these pants, I can see the outline of his dick, and it’s resting against his leg.

      Does he wear underwear? Jeezus.

      I am almost wet in anticipation. Scratch that. I am fucking wet from the sight of his massive bulge, which means I need to rush through this interview as fast as possible and get far away from him.

      Why do his pants have to be so damn tight? And why does he have to be so fucking sexy?

      I swear he did this on purpose. He wants to kill me. I might die from lack of oxygen to my brain if he doesn’t move.

      When was the last time I even had sex?

      The thoughts running through my mind are driving me insane. I write about sex all the time for the blog, but I have been so busy with work it must be at least six or seven months since I broke up with my ex. And now, I have some serious man candy with the stick to match, shoving his manhood in my face and loving every second.

      “Could you move? Is there some reason why you are hovering over me?”

      In answer, he plops down on the couch next to me, his big body taking up way too much space. He slides around to get comfortable, his muscles flexing beneath his shirt, drawing my attention to every movement he makes. Tracing the lines down his arms with my eyes, I think about reaching out and doing the same thing with my finger. I bet his skin is soft, smooth. Oddly enough, I want to touch him, explore his body with my hands and mouth.

      “See something you like?” He says with a hint of a smile on his lips.

      “I was just thinking about something.” I try to play it off, nonchalant as if I wasn’t two seconds away from licking him.

      “I’m sure you were.” He scoots closer to me, our bodies a few inches apart, the heat from his limbs making me all too aware of how close we are to one another.

      Gripping the pen tighter, my hand hurts from squeezing it so hard, crushing the bones. My pain makes me more aware of my sexual desire for Tyler and how wrong it is for me to have such thoughts. I shouldn’t want him. But he makes it so damn hard when he oozes sex, shifting his weight so that his leg is propped up against the cushion, my gaze seeking out the giant cock in his pants.

      If you could bottle up his sexual appeal, women could orgasm for the rest of their lives without ever needing a man. He runs a hand through his short blond hair and licks his lips. This motherfucker is trying to torture me. Someone with his looks, talent, and money has had his share of women eyeing him up, and I am no different from those women. Tyler doesn’t miss a beat, all too aware of my physical response to his closeness.

      “You should take a deep breath,” he whispers against my lips, “because you look like a fucking corpse right now.”

      His laughter snaps me out of my trance. Now awake from my sex daze and afraid to make direct eye contact, I squirm in my seat and flip open my notebook, needing a distraction from Tyler.

      “Why don’t we start the interview? I’m sure you have other plans for today.”

      “Nope. I was planning on doing you, but otherwise, my schedule is wide open.”

      I keep my eyes on my book and flip through until I find a blank page. He will not deter me from my mission. I came here to get the story no one has on Tyler Kane, not hop into bed with him.

      “I’m glad you don’t have a life,” I say, scribbling the date at the top of the page, “but I have things to do later, and no, they don’t involve you, in case you are wondering.”

      “Damn, babe. That was harsh.”

      “Don’t call me babe.” I glance up from the book for a brief second, his eyes slicing through me with one look. “You should get used to disappointment. Not everyone will hand you life on a silver platter just because you’re wealthy and famous. Sometimes, you will get a dose of reality and have to learn how to deal with it.”

      He opens his legs wider as he leans in to me, the heat from his breath on my skin going straight to my core. “So, now that we established my bedroom is out of the question, how about I show you another part of the house? I have lots of rooms. We can do something in each one, and you can write a story about it.”

      Narrowing my eyes at him, I try to keep my shit together, forcing myself to hate him, so I don’t make the mistake of brushing my lips against his. He’s way too close to me and putting me out of my comfort zone.

      “You do realize that makes you sound like a child when you ask questions like that, right? I mean, what’s next? Are you going to ask me if I want to jump on the bed with you or see your game room?”

      “You are an interesting woman, Kennedy. I like you.” His fingers travel up the length of my arm as he speaks almost against my lips. “What did you want to ask me?”

      My panties are soaked, dripping fucking wet. Afraid my juices might slide down my thigh any minute, I close my legs. Of course, Tyler notices and clamps his other hand down on my knee, his palm still cupping my shoulder.

      “What are you doing, Tyler?” I don’t even have the willpower to move away from him.

      “Giving you something to write about.” He slides the bizarre pink jacket off my shoulders, exposing my bare arms to the cold room, sending chills through me. The jacket bunches at my elbows, and instead of helping me out of it, he runs his hand across my skin and bends forward to kiss my shoulder, making his way to my neck.

      My skin pricks with goose bumps, and although part of it so from the temperature inside the house, the other half is from Tyler.

      “Tyler,” I moan, having trouble controlling my breathing. “We can’t do this.”

      “Give me one good reason,” he mumbles as his lips travel up to my neck.

      “It’s unprofessional,” I spit out, unable to concentrate.

      He slides my dress up, still kissing my neck. My ovaries are ready to explode. There’s too much happening between us without it actually happening. He either needs to do something about the aching between my legs or get the fuck off me and let me go home and take care of it myself.

      “We don’t work together.” His voice is low and sensual. “So, I don’t see how this is unprofessional.”

      “I’m a reporter. It’s my job to report the news. What would people think of me if you gave me an interview because I had sex with you?”

      “Who said you’re getting an interview? Maybe I just wanted you to come over so we can play.”

      I cover his hand with mine, and that gets his attention enough to stop kissing my neck to look up at me. At this moment, I don’t care about the interview. I care about having the hottest hockey player in the NHL getting me off. It’s not like I haven’t watched him tear it up on the ice over the years and think how hot it would be to have my own puck bunny moment with a guy like Tyler.

      Spreading my legs, I place his hand on the inseam of my thigh. “If you’re not giving me an interview, then you better make me come, or I’m leaving.”

      His wicked smile reaches up to his eyes. “I knew there was a reason I liked you.”

      Before I can say another word, his lips are on me, and his tongue slips inside my mouth, tangling with mine. Our kisses are animalistic, rough and hard, like two enemies trying to fight each other off. I want him, but I don’t. I should leave, but I won’t. I’m an idiot for not resisting him. My head spins from the passion behind each kiss, unable to get enough.

      Once he has my dress pushed up my thighs, exposing black lace panties, he glances down and licks his lips before looking up at me beneath his brows. “You were hiding these under this ridiculous outfit.”

      “What’s wrong with what I have on?” I whisper, still trying to catch my breath.

      “It just doesn’t match you at all. If I didn’t know any better, I would think you were wearing this on purpose to distract me. Sort of like how girls will wear an ugly sweater to break up with a guy just so they don’t want to fuck them when all we can think about is what’s under the fucking sweater. So, if that was your angle, it didn’t work. You’re sexy, and I still want to fuck you.”

      Gripping his shirt in my hands, I pull him to me, our lips almost touching. “Then shut up and fuck me already.”

      He pushes my legs together to slide my panties down to my ankles and throws them behind him. The look in his eyes is primal, devouring every inch of my semi-naked body. I’m still wearing my dress with the jacket bunched at my elbows, but I feel so exposed with my dripping pussy on display.

      Without another word, he tests my slickness before he plunges two fingers inside me. “So wet,” he groans. “I can’t wait to fuck your tight pussy.”

      I bite down on my bottom lip to stifle my moans. At first, Tyler starts slow, his pace quickening with each second. My mind spins into a frenzy of sexual bliss, consumed by the high that Tyler has given me as my muscles tighten around his fingers. I am so close to finding my release, and I think he knows it, because without stopping, he lifts my leg over his shoulder, leaving a few kisses on my skin, before he bends down to suck on my clit.

      I. Could. Die.

      Tyler’s lips, his mouth, the tiny bit of stubble all rubbing against my pussy, feels so good I want it to last forever. Tyler Kane is as good with his hands and mouth as he is on the ice. Not that I ever doubted that. I shouldn’t have let him touch me. I never should have let him kiss me. And I should not have let him finger and lick my pussy. But…and this is a big but, I don’t want him to stop.

      “Tyler,” I scream, gripping a fist full of his hair in my hands as my entire body trembles, the heat spreading from my cheeks to my toes.

      After my body stops convulsing and my moans die off, he slides his fingers out of me and looks up at me, his lips covered in my juices, looking sexy as fuck. “Damn.” That’s all he says but the cocky smirk says it all. He owns me now, and I want him to own me—or at least until after he fucks me.

      “I just gave you some new material to write about,” he says, playful, “and we haven’t even started.”

      Then he stands to take off his shirt. He raises it over his head and drops it on the floor. I can’t stop staring at his eight-pack abs, tracing the curves of each muscle. But the real muscle, the one that makes my mouth open wide and my pussy do a happy dance is the one in his pants. Because when Tyler pushes his track pants over his hips that he had on without any underwear and drops them to the floor, I need to wipe the drool from my chin. As if I thought I knew how big it was from the outline I saw earlier, my mind did not do it any justice.

      He steps out of his sneakers and pants, kicking them behind him. I bite down hard enough to draw blood as I stare at his massive erection, giddy but somewhat nervous. Will the whole thing even fit? I guess we will find out. That could be another blog article. Instead of How to react when his stick ain’t all that, I should write How to react when his stick is so big you want to scream, cry, jump up and down, but are scared to death that you may never walk straight again.

      My ovaries are like yeah, bitch, ready to give me a high-five because they are going to be on overdrive tonight. Giving himself a few strokes, Tyler stalks toward me and lowers himself between my legs. But for whatever reason, I don’t want to have sex with him on his couch even though I had no problem with him going down on me a few seconds before. It makes me feel…cheap, which confuses me even more.

      I write about one-night stands and every type of sexual encounter imaginable, most of which I have experienced for myself or vicariously through Sydney or our viewers. With Tyler, I want this to be right—no, perfect.

      “Do you think we can move this to your bed? The couch isn’t all that comfortable.”

      He shoots me a confused look and sits back on the sofa. “If you don’t want to do this anymore, I understand. I don’t want you to do anything you’re not ready to do.”

      I hold out my hand to him. “Oh, I’m ready all right. Lead the way, handsome.”

      Jumping up from the couch, he pulls me up and into his chest in one swift scoop and wraps his arms around me. I think how nice this is for a second before I realize his massive cock is digging into my stomach. It needs its own zip code.

      He bends down to kiss me on the lips, softly this time. I almost miss the rough kisses, but the sensual, passionate ones cause my toes to curl just as much. After he releases me from his grasp, he catches me from falling forward, my body and mind too disconnected to function at the same time.

      “Take me to your lair,” I say, laughing.

      “You’re such a smartass.” He shakes his head and pulls down my bottom lip with his thumb.

      I stick out my tongue to lick his skin. He does something I least expect and picks me up like a ragdoll and slings me over his shoulder, smacking me on the ass as he walks out of the living room.

      “This ass is mine,” he says, pushing up my dress and biting my skin.

      I smack him in the arm, still feeling the sting from his teeth on my ass. “You’re a bad boy, Tyler.”

      He laughs as we descend the stairs. “You have no idea, baby. I’m about to show you just how bad I can be.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eight

        

      

    
    
      TYLER

      

      Before I’d bought Roxie from my neighbor, my friends would tell me how much I’d score if I had a dog. Not that I needed a distraction to get laid, but shit, they were right. Women love seeing a man with an animal. But no one ever told me my dog would end up being the biggest cock blocker.

      When I kick open the door to my bedroom, Roxie nibbles at my ankle and jumps up to lick Kennedy before I have the chance to set her down on the bed. Sliding Kennedy down my chest, I lower her to the ground in case Roxie also wants to take a bite of her perfect ass. For someone who dresses as if she stepped out of another decade, she has a smoking hot body underneath all those layers.

      I haven’t even seen her tits yet, too busy licking and fingering her pussy. The way she screamed my name when she came was so fucking hot I’m surprised I didn’t nut in my pants. Now, I’m sitting on the floor while Kennedy plays with Roxie, laying flat on her back as Roxie jumps on her chest. She might be a puppy in the sense of her age, but my dog has been growing like a champ and way too heavy to be pouncing on her stomach.

      Kennedy doesn’t seem to mind, and I like watching the two of them together. This is the first time I invited a woman into my bedroom. I usually have sex on the couch or in one of the spare bedrooms. But I never invite them to where I sleep. The house is so unlived-in from me never being home that women never seem to notice they’re not even in my bedroom—if we even make it that far.

      With Kennedy, I found myself walking to my room without a second thought. Not until Roxie cock blocked me did I regret my choice.

      Kennedy has her legs spread open wide, giving me a nice view of her wet pussy. I stroke my cock a few times, so fucking hard I am in physical pain. Needing to be inside her, I crawl across the carpet to close to the distance between us and lift Roxie from her chest.

      “Hey, what are you doing? Give her back. I’m not done loving her.” Kennedy holds out her hands to take Roxie back as if she weighs five pounds and could fit in the palm of her hand.

      If I didn’t already like this woman more than any woman I’ve been with in a long time, her love for Roxie only added to what I’m feeling. She’s cool, smart, funny, loves sports, and has a mouth on her that makes my dick hard every time she gets wise with me.

      “She’s getting in the way of me and your pussy,” I say, setting Roxie down to slip between her legs.

      Roxie licks the side of my face at the same time I lean down to kiss Kennedy, killing the moment. Nothing is more unappealing than trying to have sex with a girl when you have slobber on your cheek. Like I said, Roxie is a cock blocker.

      “Rain check,” she asks, running her hands through Roxie’s dark coat. “I think this one has other plans for us.” Kennedy nuzzles her face against Roxie’s, the two of them adorable together.

      I nod, unable to hide a smile. “Of course.”

      After deciding I should get dressed, I get up and open the drawer behind Kennedy to pull out a pair of mesh basketball shorts and a black and orange Flyers T-shirt. “Are you hungry?”

      Roxie jumps up and barks, thinking I am talking to her. I make a goofy face at her. “I’ll feed you too, girl, but I wasn’t talking to you.”

      Kennedy looks up, her eyes darting straight to my erection and bites down on her bottom lip. She stares at me for a few seconds before she snaps out of it. “Yeah, I guess I could eat.”

      “I’ve got something you can eat,” I quip.

      She blushes, turning her head away from me to play with Roxie. “I meant food, stupid.”

      I slip into my boxers and pull them over my hips, peeking down at her and that pouty lip, which is not helping me get rid of this hard-on that will not quit. “I don’t often cook so your options are limited to pizza, frozen burritos, and Gatorade or water. I can order us something. What are you in the mood to eat?”

      “Pizza is fine with me. Whatever.” She shrugs her shoulders, nonchalant. “I’ll eat just about anything you put in front of me. I’m not picky.”

      This woman is so low maintenance. And I like that. I have trouble remembering the last time I was with a woman who didn’t expect me to wine and dine her as if I need to pay for pussy. Models and actresses are worse than puck bunnies. They expect the world served to them on a silver platter.

      At least with bunnies, I can go into it knowing they only want to fuck me because I play hockey. Some of them have been more clingy than others, but they’re a lot easier to deal with if I’m looking for a booty call than some prissy model who eats celery sticks and water and still expects me to take her to a Michelin-starred restaurant just because I can afford it.

      After I finish changing into my shorts and shirt, I help Kennedy to her feet, her tits pressing against my chest and making me hard all over again. I want to bend her sweet ass over the bed right now and fuck the smile from her face. But Roxie is too obsessed with her new friend to give me a second to touch Kennedy before she’s already rubbing her wet nose against her bare leg for attention.

      “Let’s take this downstairs,” I say, releasing her from my grip and wishing I could spend five minutes alone with her without Roxie interrupting us.

      As we descend the stairs, Roxie forces her way between us, almost knocking Kennedy over and taking the stairs so fast she’s already at the bottom landing and barking at us by the time my feet hit the middle of the long staircase.

      I lead Kennedy into the kitchen and hit the buttons on the oven to preheat. Frozen food directions are about all I know how to follow when it comes to cooking. I have fancy pots and pans the interior designer I hired hung from the ceiling on metal racks. At the time, I had assumed it was for decoration, and since I don’t cook, I left them in the same exact place she had left them.

      Like the rest of the house, the kitchen has high ceilings, marble floors, a long wall of windows with plenty of light, and large cabinets that reach up so high I have never even bothered to put anything on the top shelves. And it’s not like I had put anything inside. There might be a bag of stale chips or canned soup in there somewhere but nothing that will save us from the apocalypse. I have a poor man’s pantry inside a rich man’s house.

      Most of the time, I reach into the drawer where I keep the menus and call the first place I can find that will deliver.

      Hoping to catch a few minutes alone with Kennedy while Roxie eats, I open a can of dog food and empty the contents into her bowl on the opposite side of the room. She dives right in without acknowledging me. Roxie is taking to Kennedy in a way that I haven’t seen before with anyone other than Donovan. She loves him to death, but that’s also because he was with me when we picked her out from the litter.

      Our last twenty games of the season were hectic. I didn’t have much time for a personal life outside of hockey, but the few women I brought home with me Roxie either growled at until we went upstairs or had their shoes bitten.

      The Louboutin model was not thrilled about her limited edition runway shoes ripped to pieces by my jealous puppy. That was the reason I knew about Kennedy’s shoes the day we had coffee together. The girl gave me a lecture about her shoes until I called a car to take her home.

      Kennedy helps me unwrap the pizza and organize it on the tray, offering to put the baking sheet into the oven, all while giving me a perfect view of her ass. After she spins around, my hands are all over her body. Slurping her water and chomping down on her food, I know we have about another minute or so before Roxie finishes eating. If we’re lucky, she’ll be full and tired and go lie down on her doggy bed in the living room.

      She rests her palms flat against my chest and looks up at me with those beautiful blue eyes I could stare into for hours. I want to kiss her, but after being licked by Roxie, I don’t want to gross her out, so I reach around her and grab a paper towel from the roll on the counter, pressing her back into the island as I turn on the faucet and wet the paper.

      Kennedy slides her hand up my chest and hooks her arm around my neck, standing on her toes to kiss me. But she’s not tall enough, so I wipe my face with the towel and throw it on the marble, making sure my face is dry before I bend down to scoop Kennedy in my arms and kiss her.

      She moans against my lips and slips her tongue into my mouth, her fingers digging into my hair as she pulls me closer to deepen the kiss. Fumbling with my shorts, she stops teasing me and pulls them down just far enough to slip her hand between the slit in my boxers, taking my cock in her hands.

      “It’s your turn,” she says, using both of her hands to jerk me off.

      It feels so fucking good I doubt I will last long after being tortured. Kennedy makes eye contact with me the entire time, and after Roxie makes her way into the living room to take her after dinner nap, she drops to her knees in front of me. Continuing the same motions as she opens her mouth, she fits as much of me as she can manage, not stopping until I can feel the back of her throat.

      “Jesus, woman,” I say, grabbing her head and planting my other hand on the counter to stabilize myself.

      Kennedy peeks up at me, still stroking my length with one of her tiny hands as she moves the other to my balls to massage them. “Shit, Kennedy.”

      Words that make any sense fail me. Everything that shoots out from my mouth sounds like I am gurgling mouthwash, choking on my words. My body trembles, causing me to hold on tighter to her head, tugging at her hair as I come. I mutter a series of random crap in the process.

      She lets me come in her mouth, which is ten times hotter and makes this one of the best blow jobs I have ever had. Her performance deserves a fucking standing ovation. I want to give her a high-five, a slap on the ass, something that says good fucking work.

      After she swallows and wipes her mouth with the back of her hand, she stands with her eyes fixed on me. Her eyes have not left mine since the minute she got on her knees. There was something about the way she looked at me the first time we met that had helped me to see past her odd choice in clothing, and this look, the one she’s giving me now, is the reason. It’s innocent but playful, sexy but cute.

      She giggles when I lift her up by her tight ass and set her down on the counter, her legs spread open and her pussy glistening with her juices.

      Kennedy leans back on her palms and lifts her hips. “I think it’s about time you fucked me, Tyler.”

      I smile and slip between her legs, running my hands up her thighs as I lean in to kiss her lips. “Are you planning to write about this on your blog?”

      “I don’t know.” She tilts her head to the side, a tiny smile forming on her beautiful face. “I must say you have given me a lot of material to work with today.”

      “Well, I already know you won’t be writing about how my stick ain’t all that.”

      “No. Your stick is a lot bigger than the average stick. Maybe I’ll write about how you killed me with it.”

      We laugh.

      “I like you,” I blurt out because it’s the truth.

      “I like you, too,” she says, almost sounding confused.

      “I want to see you again, but first, I’m going to fuck you.”

      She wraps her legs around my back, pulling me closer. “Then stop talking about it and just do it already.”

      And that’s when I realize the pants I had on earlier had my wallet in them…and condoms.

      I have to move out from between her legs to get to the drawer on the island where I keep takeout menus and random things and hope for a condom. Sifting through the drawer, I can feel her watching me as I look through the junk. When it comes to women, I am always prepared, and for the second time today, the mood is somewhat killed because I have to excuse myself from the kitchen and head into the living room to find my track pants.

      But Roxie, the Queen of the Cock Blockers, leaps off her bed the second she sees me, her mouth hung open and panting hard with excitement. If I ever plan to have sex with Kennedy, we may need to find another location. Because as long as she knows Kennedy is in the house, we will never have any peace.

      Roxie jumps up for me to pet her. I tell her she’s a good girl and that’s enough to break away for a few seconds to find my pants and dig through the pockets before she follows behind and rubs her side against my leg. I pull out my wallet to remove a condom, about to go back into the kitchen when Kennedy walks into the living room.

      She has her dress hiked up her thighs and a black potholder in her hand. “Pizza is ready.”

      Annoyed by another interruption—like eating—I drop my pants onto the couch, sighing. But I like the sight of Kennedy, looking sexy and domestic in my house. It has been far too long since I have had this type of attraction to a woman, which also freaks me out. The last one ruined my life.

      After she cuts the pizza, we take our plates into the living room to eat on the couch. Roxie has to squeeze herself between us to ensure she is always the center of attention.

      “This didn’t go as planned,” I say to Kennedy and nodding at Roxie.

      She finishes chewing her slice and wipes her mouth with the napkin on her lap. “I came over here to interview you. I’d say this wasn’t what I had in mind either. I didn’t even like you very much before you kissed me.”

      “But you didn’t push me away.”

      “Nope,” she shakes her head, “but I should have.”

      Somewhat deflated, I sink into the couch and shove the rest of my slice in my mouth to hide my disappointment.

      We eat for a few minutes before she speaks again, breaking the silence. “You offered me an interview, and I plan to collect on that offer, so you better spill your guts and give me something to write about.”

      “You mean my stick isn’t newsworthy enough for you?”

      She smiles. “On my blog, maybe, but not on Sports Buzz. I need a real story to report, and while fitting your dick in my mouth was a challenge, I’m not quite sure how I’d write about it unless I plan to write an advice article called, Deep throating: Taking one for the team.”

      Her comment takes me so off guard that I laugh, hard, and end up snorting, which is somewhat embarrassing. “Shame you can’t write that article. I would love to read it.”

      She rolls her eyes at me and sets her empty plate on the coffee table. “Sorry to disappoint. I’m serious about the interview. After all, that is the reason I came to your house, to begin with.”

      “What we did was better than a stupid interview,” I interject, running my hand down her bare arm.

      “Yeah,” she blushes, “it was pretty damn good.”

      “Pretty good? Nah, babe, it was fucking incredible, and you know it.”

      “I guess it was,” she agrees, smiling. “Now, it’s time you start talking to me.”

      “What do you want to know?”

      “Anything…everything. I want to write about the Tyler Kane that no one else gets to see and not just the player.”

      “I already showed you that side of me.”

      She reaches across Roxie to touch my forearm. “You’re holding back from me. When I asked you about your family, you acted weird. When I asked about girls, you shut me down.”

      I look away from her, unsure what to say next without pissing her off. My personal life, at least the parts she wants to know about, is off-limits to anyone outside of my inner circle, and by the inner circle, I mean Donovan. He’s the only person who knows about my parents and Payton.

      “This is what I’m talking about,” she says, but her voice is soft and quiet, not an ounce of irritation. “Something is there. You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to. It’s not like a blow job warrants me an all access pass to your life.” I thought she would be pissed, but instead, she seems to understand.

      “Trust me, babe, that blow job was worth a lot more than an interview, but I’m just not…”

      “Ready,” she finishes.

      “Yes, I guess you could say that.” I squeeze her hand, turning to face her so I can look into her eyes. “But I’d like to see you again. I can’t give you what you want, but maybe I can help you in other ways.”

      “What did you have in mind?”

      “How about a tour of the Wells Fargo Center? I could arrange a meeting for you to meet with Mike Turner.”

      “Yeah, that would be great.” She’s radiant, glowing as she speaks. “I’d love to talk to your GM about some of the trades last year and how he thinks it will impact your next season. I have so many questions I’d love for him to answer.” Kennedy leans over Roxie to hug me, but with my dog in the way, it’s more like a pat on the shoulder. “Thank you, Tyler.”

      “I’m sorry I can’t give you more.” And I mean it. I wish I had the guts to tell someone other than Donovan about my past. But I’m afraid no one will understand the way he does. I don’t want to be judged by a woman I am beginning to like.

      “It’s a start, a compromise, right?”

      Roxie hops off the couch and does her pee pee dance in front of the coffee table, spinning around in circles and chasing her tail.

      “I need to take her for a walk. Do you want to come with us?”

      She shrugs against the couch, a tiny smile on her lips. “Sure.”

      Roxie runs across the room and jumps up in front of the fireplace, not yet tall enough to reach the leash dangling from the corner of the mantle.

      “Calm down girl,” I say, reaching for the dog collar.

      Excited, she clamps down on the black fabric, knocking a picture frame from the mantle that crashes to the floor, the glass shattering into tiny pieces.

      “Damn it, Roxie. Look what you did.”

      She steps forward, her head lowered in apology, but I have to move her out of the way before she steps in the glass.

      “Here, let me help,” Kennedy says, sinking to the ground to pick up the frame along with the bigger shards.

      She flips over the picture and studies it for a few seconds. Something flickers in her eyes as she glances up at me, her gaze flipping back and forth between the picture and me. Smart women are always a problem. And Kennedy is not just smart, she’s a reporter who I assume has put two and two together with one look at Blake’s picture.

      She comes to a standing and notices the rest of the frames of Blake. “Who is this boy? You have a lot of pictures of him.”

      “That’s Blake.” I have no idea what to say because no one ever asks me about him and because no one knows he exists except for Donovan.

      “He’s adorable.” She holds the picture up next to my face, inspecting it. Her mouth widens when she makes the connection, but she’s not sure if her assumption is correct, so she keeps digging for information. “Why do you have so many pictures of him?”

      “I just do. Can we leave it at that?” I walk away from her, calling out for Roxie to follow behind, not giving a shit about the mess on the floor. I need to get out of this room, away from her questions.

      Before I reach the end of the huge living room, her words cut through me like a blade slicing into my chest. “The boy is your son.”

      I turn on my heel, angry, frustrated, and no longer wanting to be around her. “I think it’s time for you to leave, Kennedy.”

      “I’m…” She’s at a loss for words, and I feel horrible, but I need to be alone. Just the mention of Blake already has my stomach in knots and my entire body on high alert. I want to sink to the ground, curl up into a ball, and try to forget about my life, the secret life I live that Kennedy does not need to know about. All of this is too personal for me.

      “Tyler, I didn’t mean anything by what I said.” She sets the broken frame on the coffee table, closing the distance between us. “It’s just he looks so much like you. If he’s not your son, then he must be related to you somehow.”

      “I thought we had a deal.”

      She reaches out for me, but I take a step back. “We did. We do. Look, I’m sorry. Can we pretend like this never happened?”

      “Easier said than done, babe. Consider this forgotten.” I am such a fucking jerk. But I want her to go home, and the only way to get rid of her is to be a dickhead.

      “Oh, okay. Right.” Her gaze shifts to the ground for a few seconds, before she walks over to the couch to retrieve her bag from the floor, gathering her things and slinging the strap over her shoulder.

      She bends down to pet Roxie and says goodbye to her, without bothering to as much as look at me as her heels click down the long hallway. The front door slams hard behind her, the sound rattling the house.

      I feel like a piece of shit because I am a piece of shit. My secrets are not just mine to keep. As much as I was beginning to like Kennedy, I would have ended up disappointing her or she would have stabbed me in the back. That’s how relationships work with me—one extreme or the other. And I am nowhere near ready to let someone into my life, not when I can’t sort out my shit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nine

        

      

    
    
      KENNEDY

      

      After leaving Tyler’s house in a fit of rage, I drove straight to Sydney’s apartment. I had an overwhelming desire to punch him in the face as I stormed off. But I played it off as if he meant nothing to me. I like Tyler, thought maybe he was different from what I had assumed about him. Clearly, I was wrong.

      Now, I’m sitting in front of Sydney’s apartment, beating the shit out of my steering wheel and crying my eyes out. I made it all the way across the bridge and into Philadelphia before having my nervous breakdown. It wasn’t the first time I hooked up with a guy and it ended in complete disappointment.

      And it sure as hell wasn’t my first almost one-night stand. If it weren’t for Roxie, we would have had sex at least a few times before I left his house. At least bitches stick together in his house because she saved me from making a horrible mistake. I hate men. They are so much better on fucking paper.

      Focused on smashing my fists against the steering wheel, I don’t even realize I sounded the horn until I hear someone knock on my window. I look to my left and see Sydney standing outside my car, her hand raised in the air and an odd expression on her face. Concern, maybe. After all, I do look like a crazy person right now.

      Trying to compose myself before rolling down the window, I wipe the tears from my eyes and suck in a deep breath. Sydney taps again, more impatient this time, and I hit the unlock button and open my door, desperate to free myself from this car.

      “What the fuck happened?” Sydney swings her black curls over her shoulder and places her hands on her narrow hips, taking in the sight of me with mascara running down my face, the tears still welling in my bottom lids.

      “It’s nothing,” I mutter and grab my bag from the passenger seat. “Stupid fucking Tyler is all.”

      “I am going to kick his ass. What did he do?” Her face turns a shade of pink, the blush spreading down her neck and chest.

      Holding onto the door jam, I slide out of the car and sling my bag over my shoulder. “Well, like an idiot, I hooked up with him.”

      She gasps, throwing her hand over her mouth in shock and speaks between her fingers. “You had sex with Tyler Kane. Shut the fuck up. How was he?”

      “I wouldn’t know his dog kept getting in the way, but we did other things.”

      “You saw his stick? Oh my God! So…how big was it? Give me every skanky detail.” I hold up my hands to show her, and she squeals. “Get out of here! He’s rich, a pro athlete, and has a porn star dick. That’s like hitting the trifecta of man candy.”

      “Yeah, except he’s a fucking jerk. Everything was going fine until I asked him about his personal life. Then, he nearly threw me out of his house. As if my humiliation wasn’t bad enough, I had to dress like a cartoon character for our experiment and then leave looking like this.” I point at my clothes. “I have no idea how I even held my head up without any shame when I am wearing a fuzzy pink sweater that is part of your Halloween pimp costume. This idea was stupid. Tyler liking me in this outfit proved that men would fuck anything with a vagina. They could care less what we wear.”

      She tugs at the arm of my sweater, the corner of her mouth turning up into a tiny smile. I can tell she is holding back and wants to laugh her ass off. I would not blame her because this outfit is awful, which seems fitting since it matches the rest of my day.

      “C’mon. I have something that will cheer you up. I bought more of that French Roast coffee you like, and I went to the bakery this morning. I have chocolate chip and sugar cookies with your name on them.”

      After I lock my car, Sydney drags me through her front door and up the stairs to her apartment. Her living room is three times the size of mine with high ceilings, a view of the city, and gorgeous decorations and furniture to match. Her place is something you would find in a magazine but in real life.

      I plop down on the crazy expensive couch she had imported from Europe as she heads into the kitchen to fix our coffee. The gray fabric is soft yet rough and unlike anything I have ever felt. Even with all the wealth I had for most of my life, I don’t recall every touching something as unique as Sydney’s couch. Sydney made it big right out of high school with her first romance novel, a super smutty teacher-student book she based on the affair she was having with our hot English Lit teacher.

      He was five years older than we were at the time and the things they did together make for good bedtime reading material. Over the years, people speculated that her book was about Mr. Delaney because of the out-in-the-open flirting she did with him during class, but no one could ever connect them together. She has a habit of writing about her life experiences, and those conquests are what land her on the best-seller lists.

      “Here you go,” Sydney says, handing me a coffee mug on a saucer with two chocolate chip cookies on the side. “Cream and sugar. Just the way you like it, babe.”

      She settles in next to me on the couch, her pinky turned up as she sips from her cup. While Sydney is far from a snob, she sure as hell looks like one when she drinks coffee or tea. For the ten years we have known each other, she has never been able to break that habit she says comes from her mother showing her how to drink tea from her play set as a child. Unlike Sydney, her mother is a snobby elitist, just like my mom and sister.

      “I’m done with this social experiment, Syd. I gave it a shot, and it worked, but I just can’t repeat this again.”

      She lifts her laptop from the coffee table and sets it on the couch between us. “Then, do what I would do and write about it. Our readers will go apeshit over a story like this, and you know it.”

      “Yeah,” I try to hide my irritation and fail, “but Tyler has been reading our blog. He even commented on some of the posts.”

      She rubs my shoulder and sets her coffee on the table. “After what happened today, I doubt Tyler will read our silly little blog. I’m sure he has better things to do with his time.”

      I frown, drowning my sorrows in my mug. “Like throwing women out of his house. He seemed experienced in that department. Everything was going great, and then I asked about these pictures he had on his mantle, and he just went psychotic over them.”

      “Which tells me that whatever you found is important to him. You struck a nerve, and if he’s that sensitive, you don’t need a man like that. How many losers have you been with in the past year alone?” She doesn’t wait for me to answer because it was a statement, not a question. “At this point, it’s safe to say that most of the men in this damn city have no idea how to treat a woman. But,” she says, slinging her arm around me and pulling me into her side, “you still have me, and what more could you need?”

      Finishing up with a goofy smile, she releases me from her grasp and lifts a cookie from the saucer, holding it up to toast me before taking a bite. “Now, get writing.” She speaks with a mouth full of food and shoves the computer into my leg. “I want to hear all about his porn dick and don’t leave out a thing.”

      Right. Check my humiliation at the door along with my self-respect just so I can entertain our followers. Since when do I have any shame? I talk about sex on the regular on our blog and with Sydney. Why would talking about sex with Tyler be any different?

      After I drink half my coffee, I set it on the table and lift the computer onto my lap. The first thing I find when I open the lid is a porn site with a paused screen, followed by a Word document containing Sydney’s latest naughty manuscript. Unfortunately, this is normal when it comes to Sydney. She says porn helps her write the super smutty stuff that no one dares to write.

      Opening a new document, I think of all the things I want to tell our followers, my mind drifting back to when I ran out of Tyler’s house, too prideful to cause a scene or make myself look like more of an ass in front of him. That much I learned from my mother. She would have said a lady holds her head up high and acts accordingly, whatever the fuck that means.

      I wanted to scream and yell and tell him he was an asshole, but what good would that have done in the grand scheme of things? It would have served zero purpose other than make me look like a child having a temper tantrum. So, what else can I do now other than taking out my anger on the keyboard and shame that bastard the only way I know will hit him where it hurts?

      “To all the tiny sticks I ever sucked before: a hate poem to small sticks,” I say aloud while typing.

      Sydney leans over my shoulder and laughs at my title. “Good one, except that is far from true if he’s that big.”

      “But our followers don’t know that. For all they know, his dick is the size of my thumb.”

      “You’re just trying to get under his skin, aren’t you?”

      “Maybe. I doubt Tyler will ever read this anyway. Stop interrupting and let me finish. Then you can read it all you want.”

      She sinks back into the couch, sipping her coffee and pretending I am not in the room. I go back to typing fast and furious, imaginary smoke coming off my fingers they move so fast along the keyboard.

      Hello, Puck Bunnies! Hope you are having a fabulous day. This week, I decided to conduct a social experiment to see if men are as dumb as we think they are and guess what? It turns out they are even dumber. Shocker, right? Well, no, not really. Going into said experiment, I knew it would work on at least one man, and the man in question just so happens to be famous.

      “You cannot write that,” Sydney says, laughing. “Why don’t you write the truth and just leave him out of it? I’m sure knowing he was a project to you will piss him off more than you stick shaming him, and it doesn’t sound like he has anything to be ashamed about.”

      “Fine,” I huff, my fingers moving again at a rapid pace.

      Fuck. Fuck. Motherfucker!

      I hit the keys so hard my hand hurts and glance over at Sydney. “How’s that? Maybe I’ll write him a poem that goes something like, There once was this guy who thought he was the shit—”

      “Okay, babe, I think you’ve had enough for the day.” She takes the laptop away from me and sets it on the coffee table, shaking her head. “Maybe writing is not the best therapy for you. We can either talk about it or get drunk. My vote is for filling up our wine bras and walking along the waterfront. What do you say?”

      “My wine bra is at home.” I pout and fall back into the couch with a loud sigh.

      “I have extras, and they’re all yours so cheer up.”

      “I need something stronger than wine to help me forget about Tyler.”

      “You like him, huh?” She sounds surprised as if liking Tyler is the worst thing in the world.

      I didn’t think so at first, not that I knew him well. Giving into him was one of the dumbest decisions I have ever made.

      “I’ll get over it. It was just so humiliating how Tyler threw me out of his house like that after everything went so well. I thought we were hitting it off and then—bam! It’s as if he flipped a switch and went into asshole mode. His attitude change is making me want to find out what he’s hiding.”

      She props her left foot up on the coffee table and sips from her mug. “What kind of secrets do you think pretty boy is keeping?”

      I shrug. “He has at least a dozen pictures of a young boy with blonde hair and blue eyes who is the spitting image of him on his mantle. I asked Tyler if the little boy is his son, and he checked out on me. The next thing I knew he was asking me to leave. I tried to apologize, but there was something about him, a look in his eyes, that I could not place. Guilt, maybe, but I don’t know—”

      Sydney shoves her palm out in front of her, cutting me off. “Tyler Kane has a secret love child that no one knows about except for you. Babe, don’t you think you could use this story to help your paper? The media would flip shit over this, and you could be the one to break the story.”

      “If he has a son, one of the big news outlets would have discovered it by now.”

      She hands me the laptop, her face glowing with excitement as she scoots closer to me on the couch and places the computer in my hands. “You’re a good reporter. Do your homework. I’m sure you will figure out what Kane is hiding. Everyone has skeletons in their closet. You can be the one to find his. Plus, you need the money to keep Sports Buzz alive.”

      I groan, resting the laptop on my thighs and flip open the lid. “Don’t remind me. My dad already called on my way over to Tyler’s house to tell me for the hundredth time that my paper is not making any money and that Lockwood’s are winners.”

      She snorts and flips her hair over her shoulder. “Your dad needs to get off your ass about that after he pissed away his money.”

      “You got the same crap from your parents when you told them you were going to become a smut writer instead of going to college.”

      “Well, in my defense, I didn’t need college. The advances from my publisher were insane, and money changes everything in my house—yours too, which is why you need to make some money off this story. Tyler was a jerk so forget about him, do your job, and report the news.”

      “Yeah, but what if there is a child involved? I don’t want to drag a kid and his mother into a publicity nightmare. Tyler might be a giant ass, but they don’t deserve to be thrown into the spotlight.”

      “Good point. So, what are you going to do?”

      “For now, nothing, but I would like to find out more about his personal life. I want to know why he would hide a child. Plenty of players are private, and I don’t blame them, but Tyler looked upset, which tells me something happened that is keeping them apart.”

      Sydney lowers her head, a strand of black curls falling into her eyes, and points at the screen. “Get to work, K, you have some dirt to dig.”

      Feeling guilty about doing research on Tyler, I open the web browser, hoping there is nothing there for me to find.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Ten

        

      

    
    
      TYLER

      

      On the last Sunday of each month, unless I have a game or hockey related event I cannot miss, I have the same plans. I always know what I am doing on that day because it haunts me the entire month, rips me apart from the inside. I drive over to the home of Britt and Steve Hudson, all the way from South Jersey to Long Island just so I can be confronted with the worst mistake I ever made.

      I choose to do this because I have so much pain, guilt, and shame on a constant basis that I need to see that my decision turned out well for at least one of us. Parked in front of their house, I sit in my car, gripping the steering wheel as I try to compose myself before getting up the nerve to go inside. For the few hours I spend in their home, I remember what it is like to have a family, feel the love and warmth of a mother and the strength and support of a father.

      I am always the first one to arrive and the last to leave, stuck waiting out front for the rest of our clan to show up. From the rear view mirror, I spot my parents dark gray Mercedes coming down the street followed by Payton’s black Range Rover.

      I’m always torn about how I feel when it comes to my parents and Payton. I love Payton and hate myself for it because she doesn’t deserve my love. And I hate that she drove the wedge between my parents and me, yet she has somehow brought us back together, no matter how dysfunctional the relationship.

      My father is the reason I am a professional hockey player. He made sure of it. For whatever reason, he was obsessed with the sport and thought I had the athletic ability. Well, at least he was right about that. Growing up in a middle class neighborhood with a mom who didn’t work and a father who had to work two jobs just to make ends meet, we never had any money.

      Dad had taken on a side job mowing lawns every summer to stash away enough money to pay for my hockey equipment and rink time. Even though we barely speak, except brief texts and our monthly visits, I did everything in my power to ensure my parents are financially set for the rest of their lives. I owe my father that much after everything he did for me.

      I suck in a deep breath and let it out before I get out of my car and lock the door. My dad parks behind me, giving me a quick nod as he takes off his seatbelt. Mom holds up her hand and waves. For a few seconds, this all seems real and normal, as if we’re one big happy family. That is until Payton shuts her door and walks toward me with her four-year-old son, Noah, holding his hand.

      Noah looks just like her with those big blue eyes that dominate his face, making it impossible not to notice, and the same blond hair—except his is short, and Payton’s stops right below her shoulders. The first time I saw Payton, I was fourteen and thought I was hot shit at our high school after making it onto the varsity hockey team my freshman year and could have just about any girl I wanted.

      But the only girl I wanted was Payton once I spotted her in the crowded lunchroom. She made me chase her for weeks, earned my respect, and by the end of the school year, I was crazy in love with her. I had my first everything with Payton, thought she’d be alongside me once I made it big. I guess life had other plans for us.

      “Tough break this season,” Dad says to me, slamming his door shut.

      Of course, that’s the first thing he would mention. Because why would we have a conversation about anything other than hockey?

      “Yeah, we’ll get them next year.” I try to play it off as if all the losses this year wasn’t a big deal.

      When we lucked out and scored Alex Parker on a trade to the Flyers, I had thought we’d hit the jackpot. Until he went through some rough times with Coach and sulked his way through the last half of the season, leaving us with zero chance of securing a wild card spot in the playoffs.

      Dad runs a hand through his messy dark hair and blinks from the sun in his eyes. He flashes a tiny smile when he meets my gaze and stalks toward me. “Have you started your off-season training yet?”

      I try my best not to roll my eyes and keep my irritation at bay. “No, not yet. The season ended for us a week ago. I’m planning to take a few more weeks off to allow my body to recuperate.”

      He throws his hands on his hips, his disappointment with my response written all over his face. “Well, it’s never too soon to start.”

      We are complete opposites in every way. He has dark hair, hard features, and the attitude to match, where I have my mom’s light hair and eyes. I suppose I have his fly-off-the-handle temperament.

      “Dad, I know what I am doing, thank you very much. I’ve been playing hockey for almost as long as I’ve been alive.”

      “Leave the poor boy alone, Carl,” my mother says, leaning over the hood of the car and shaking her head at my father in disapproval. They have this fight every time.

      He glances in her direction and shoots her a pointed look. “You don’t get to where Tyler is in his career and stay there without the proper structure. The boy needs to work hard if he wants that paycheck, and maybe he’ll even win us a Stanley Cup.”

      Not this shit again. Every time my parents start up over my career, it turns into a fight that my mother never wins, even though she tries her hardest to prove my dad wrong.

      “Hi,” Payton says in her singsong voice, coming up from behind my father. ‘How are all of you doing on this beautiful Sunday afternoon?”

      Most of the time, it eats me alive to be in the same proximity as her, but at this moment, her intrusion is a welcome relief. I cannot have another conversation about my career or the shitty season with my father again. For the brief periods we do speak, he chooses to spend the time ripping apart my game or the team, telling me I can do better and pull our team out of the gutter.

      He thinks I am the key to the Flyers winning the Stanley Cup. I hate to break it to him, but we are nowhere near the Cup with our current roster, regardless of my talent. And just because he’s a real fan that believes in his team that doesn’t mean miracles are about to happen if he wishes hard enough or prods me to death.

      “Oh, we’re wonderful, dear,” Mom says to Payton. “How was your drive?”

      She tucks a strand of hair behind her ear and smiles, revealing a set of white teeth just as perfect as the rest of her appearance. “I hit a bit of traffic coming into New York, but overall, it wasn’t too bad. Noah likes the bridge so being stuck on it ended up working out for us.”

      I can’t help but stare at Payton. Even after our lives had changed forever, she was still like a ray of sunshine, always smiling and full of life. She could light up a room with the aura she gives off. On the other hand, I was and still am a miserable fuck who deserved to lose her in the end. But I still hate her or at least resent her for the permanent damage she did to my heart and my life.

      “Hey, Ty,” Payton says with a wide grin, holding her hand up to her face to shield her eyes from the sun, her grip slipping on Noah once he sees my mother on the other side of the car.

      “Hey,” I mutter, keeping my distance.

      Noah says hello to me and then runs over to my mother who has her arms open wide, ready to lift him up and into one of her bear hugs. For someone who is so good with kids, my mother should have been more on my side when it had come to Blake. But we both allowed my father to make our decisions for us, only to regret it after I had signed the papers and it was too late.

      My father joins them on the sidewalk, playing in the driveway with some toy Noah has in his hand. I’m just happy he has a distraction.

      “You don’t look too hot.” Payton closes the distance between us, and the choking sensation that creeps up the back of my throat threatens to suffocate me. “I heard about your season ending early.”

      Around her, the air is denser and harder to breathe. Despite how many years we have repeated this encounter in front of this very house, it never gets easier for me. Unlike Payton, I am unable to move on from the past.

      “It didn’t end early,” I correct, annoyed that she still does not understand how the seasons work after all these years. “We played all eighty-two games, same as always. We just missed out on the playoffs.”

      “Oh, well, you know what I mean.” She shrugs it off, nonchalant. “How are you doing otherwise? Are you sleeping? You look tired.”

      She reaches out to touch my face, and I take a step back. “I’m fine. Can you not pretend like you’re my girlfriend and that you still care and just do what we need to do right now. Blake is waiting.”

      “This is not some obligation anyone is forcing on you.” Her expression darkens from her usual sunshine and light, the storm brewing beneath her eyes. “You wouldn’t be here if you didn’t want to be, and we both know you would never miss a date with Blake.”

      “I wouldn’t be here at all if it wasn’t for you,” I say under my breath, but she hears me and grinds her teeth together.

      “You made the decision, Tyler. We did it together. When are you going to accept it and move on?” She doesn’t stop long enough to allow me to respond. “Blake has two parents who love him so much that they let us be part of his life. He has a normal life because of them. We had no money and nothing to offer him. It hurts me just as much as you.”

      “You have a family. I have nothing. So, don’t act like you know what I am going through, what it’s like to be me, because you have no clue.”

      She narrows her eyes at me, the two of us in a mental face-off. If this were a hockey game, I would win this no problem. But Payton has a way of creeping into my mind, body, and heart and destroying me from the inside out.

      “Are you kids ready?” My father calls out, shielding his eyes from the mid-afternoon sun.

      “Yes, we’re coming,” Payton announces, the smile already back on her face. She turns to me for a second, her mouth twisted in disgust. “Noah and Blake have a play date. Please don’t ruin this for them.”

      “I would never think of it,” I spit back.

      Following behind Payton, Noah, and my parents, I make an attempt to turn my frown upside down and find it almost impossible until my father knocks on the door and it swings open a few seconds later. Blake answers in a black-and-white striped tracksuit, a big smile on his face when he sees me.

      “Uncle Tyler,” Blake calls out to me, and I almost break down and cry. His words gut me.

      “Hey, buddy,” I manage to choke out, the pain of this situation killing me, same as it does every month.

      He holds up his hand, waiting for me to give him a high-five, and I smack his palm, wishing this was something we did every day and not just when I come to visit.

      When Blake sees Noah, his eyes light up. He runs over to him and drags him by the hand into the house, his voice growing louder as he tells him about all the fun games his parents bought for him.

      Britt comes out from the house to hug my mother, Steve behind her and extending his hand to my father to greet them. The Hudsons are the nicest people I had ever met, which is why I knew they were the right family for Blake when Payton and our parents forced my hand, making me choose. I had no choice in the matter.

      “Tyler,” Steve says, with a bright smile that reaches up to his green eyes. He looks so happy, and why shouldn’t he? Payton and I gave him the one thing he always wanted at the cost of my happiness. I got success and Steve got a family. And Payton just moved the fuck on as if it had never happened.

      “How are you doing?” He opens the door wider to allow me enough room to follow him into the house. Shitty, I want to respond but let him carry on with the conversation.

      “I caught the last game. That's a shame you guys didn’t make the playoffs this year.”

      “Yeah, it sucks. There’s always next year,” I mutter, annoyed I am having this discussion again.

      I am starting to get sick of hearing the same thing from every person I know. We didn’t make the playoffs, same as last year and the year before that. That was not a surprise. Regardless of the few good players we have on our team, we are nowhere near the shape we need to be in to have a real shot at making the playoffs.

      Teamwork wins games, and we don’t have much of a rapport after calling up guys from the AHL and having zero cohesion with them. But it’s not like what we had was working, to begin with, which is why the organization made some bad calls with the team. Even with Parker and Donovan on the ice with me, I still need to rely on the other three players, and so far, none of the wingers on our team has meshed well with each other.

      My mother and Britt stroll into the kitchen together, chatting non-stop and hardly taking a second to catch their breaths before they switch topics. With Payton at my side and Steve bugging me about hockey, I am not in the mood to sit in the living room with them and share the same couch as Payton.

      I wish I felt nothing for her and that I could move on with my life after all these years, but the pain never goes away. If we didn’t have Blake holding us together, I would have at least tried to forget she ever existed. But she was the first and only girl I ever loved, and she took a piece of me with her that she has yet to give back.

      I can hear Blake and Noah playing in the basement, the boys yelling and laughing so loudly that their voices carry up the stairs. The warmth and love inside the Hudsons home sometimes make me miss what I had with my parents before everything went downhill. Things are not the same between with us. Whether it’s me being stubborn and unwilling to let go of the past, I will never know.

      But what I do know is the chemistry we have together is about as cohesive as my team, which is not saying much. You can cut the tension between my father and me with a knife when we are in the same room together. He asks me about hockey, as per the usual, and I give him the same premeditated answers, pretending our father-son talks don’t annoy the shit out of me.

      Then we go without speaking for another month unless my mom calls beforehand to tell me she has a sweet girl she would like to fix me up with the next time I am in town. After that, my dad gets on the phone to tell me what he thinks I did wrong on the ice as if he has a fucking clue.

      It’s a real blast.

      “How’s Luke doing? He hasn’t made the drive in a while,” Steve says to Payton.

      I find it hard to hide my disgust, looking away from them as she speaks.

      “Oh, he’s doing good. Luke found this old boat at an auction that he’s been playing with for the last few weeks. He’s hoping to fix it up and take it out this summer. Noah is excited about it. Every weekend, he helps his dad polish the boat.” She stops to chuckle to herself. “Well, he thinks he’s helping, but Luke just gives him a microfiber cloth to wipe it down.”

      “That’s great,” Steve says, sinking back into the leather recliner in the corner of the living room. “Blake helps me in the garage all the time. He loves handing me my tools and helping me cleanup after I’m doing working on the old girl.”

      He talks about his late sixties Mustang he stores in the garage and never drives with such reverence, but it’s the way he speaks of Blake that catches my attention most. Setting my feelings aside, Steve is a good father to Blake. I just wish I had the chance to make the proper choice before it was too late. I’m lucky that the Hudsons were so relaxed about open adoption and that after eight years they have still held up their end of the bargain.

      I wouldn’t sign the adoption papers knowing I would never see my son again. Now, I torture myself with these visits. Even though my parents pushed hard for me to go along with Payton and give Blake to the Hudsons, they took one look at him in the hospital and had a hard time saying goodbye. What surprised me most was how easy it was for Payton, which also caused the rift in our relationship.

      She signed on the dotted line faster than she could get the paper in her hands, yet she has dragged not only herself but her family into this fucked up extended family thing we have going on, both of us punishing ourselves by coming here. But I still need to see Blake. Because even though I know Blake is better off without me, living his life with parents who love him and have the time to care for him, I still feel connected to him. He is still a part of me.

      Ignoring everyone in the room—because I don’t give a shit about Payton’s husband or what they did last weekend with Noah—I zone out and play with my cellphone. I should go into the basement and see how Blake is doing, but I also don’t want to be an ass and disrupt his playtime with Noah just so I can spend some time with him.

      After checking the first round playoff scores and highlights in the NHL app, a text message pops up on my screen. I’m surprised to see Kennedy’s name after the way I treated her the other day. I never meant to act like a piece of shit, but my first instinct was to be mean enough that she would want to leave without me picking her up and removing her from the house. She struck a nerve when she asked about Blake.

      We made promises beforehand that in my mind she broke. I was starting to like her feistiness, able to look past her bizarre clothing and see her in a different light. My God, she’s sexy as fuck when she comes. And the things she does with her mouth…

      Peeking at the message, I get a little excited at the prospect of another chance with Kennedy until I process her words.

      Kennedy: I know your secret.

      Anxious and freaking out on the inside, I grip the phone so hard my bones hurt, doing my best to maintain my composure. Before I can type out an angry reply, another message flashes on my screen.

      Kennedy: I won’t tell anyone.

      Me: Can I see you?

      Kennedy: After what you did last time, I think I’ll pass.

      Me: I’m sorry. I was a jerk. Now you know why.

      Kennedy: That doesn’t change your behavior. You embarrassed me to try to protect your secret when all it did was make me want to find out what you were hiding.

      Me: Please. Let me make it up to you. I was an asshole. You deserve an apology in person. Let’s do coffee, breakfast, lunch, dinner, jewelry, a massage…whatever you want.

      Everything about what I am doing right now is so damn pathetic. Waiting for the typing bubble to pop up again drives me crazy. When Kennedy responds a few minutes later, her answer gives me hope and something to look forward to tomorrow.

      Kennedy: I still hate you, just so you know, but I will meet you at Broad Street Beans tomorrow at noon. Don’t be late.

      Me: It’s a date.

      Kennedy: No, it’s not a date. You will grovel and buy me coffee and pie, but we are not going on a date together. And if you want my forgiveness, you had better start talking to me.

      Me: Fine. See you there.

      She knows the truth about Blake, which scares the hell out of me. I was always afraid this would happen one day, after all these years of being in the league. Ever since I kicked Kennedy out of my house, the guilt has been eating me alive. I cannot screw this up again.
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      When I walk through the front door of Broad Street Beans ten minutes early for our coffee date, Tyler is already waiting at the table by the window where we sat last time. The usual crowds of fans that follow him everywhere hover around him as he signs their coffee cups and pieces of paper. I bet that part of being famous gets old after a while, but he seems to love every second of the attention.

      I clear my throat when I reach his table, drawing angry looks from two blondes who are hovering over him and shoving their tits in his face.

      Tyler slides his chair out from the table and stands, his gaze fixed on no one else but me. There’s a seriousness to his eyes, his expression and tone matching when he says, “I was afraid you wouldn’t come.” Then, he does something I do not expect and brushes off the bimbos and comes around to the other side of the table to pull out my chair.

      “Have a seat.” He holds out his arm, waiting for me to sit down before he pushes in my chair. “What do you want? I’ll have them make it for you?”

      The girl behind him flashes daggers in my direction and tugs on the edge of his fitted tee, her friend touching his biceps. He shakes them off, and before I can respond to his question, he turns to them, irritated.

      “I’m sorry, ladies, but I have a date. It was nice meeting you.”

      “She’s not even pretty,” one girl mutters under her breath.

      The other girl speaks so low I cannot make out what she says to her friend, but I could care less what either of them thinks about me.

      Tyler ignores their snarky remarks and locks onto me, sucking me in with one look. I wish he hadn’t been such an ass the other day because there is something so beautiful but sad behind his eyes, and when he stares at me, he looks at me as if he were looking right through me and into my soul.

      “I’ll have a nonfat caramel macchiato and the brownie cheesecake,” I tell him as I slide my winter jacket off my shoulders and slip it over the back of my chair along with my messenger bag.

      The corners of his mouth turn up into a devilish grin as he scans my body, assaulting me with one glance. “Coming right up.” He winks at me before making his way to the coffee counter to give our orders.

      Retrieving a paper, pen, and tape recorder from my bag, I try to quell the nerves bubbling up inside my chest. Even though I have sat down with professional athletes a thousand times, I have never interviewed them about tough personal subjects.

      Tyler returns a few minutes later, balancing a plate of cheesecake in his hand, the fork close to sliding off the edge. He sets the cake in front of me, followed by my espresso drink and gives me a napkin from his pocket. He’s so damn cute right now I want to get up and kiss the shit out of him. But, instead, I try to keep it professional as if that is even possible after the things we have done to each other.

      He’s so big and muscular that he dwarfs the wooden chair, causing me to lose my focus because all I can pay attention to is how his muscles flex beneath the dark shirt that hugs his broad shoulders. I lick my lips without realizing I am doing it until Tyler laughs and snaps me out of my daze.

      “You know,” he leans forward and places his elbows on the table, his voice low and sensual, “we can always take this back to my place if you want.”

      “Not a chance,” I lie, wishing he’d finish what we started the other day.

      I was so upset after I left his house, not only because he was a jerk but also because I had misread him, left myself too vulnerable and open to the idea of something more between us.

      “You promised me you would talk.” My tone is firm and steady. ‘So, I expect you will hold up your end of the agreement.”

      He nods, maintaining eye contact. “As long as you promise to keep what I tell you to yourself. This part of my life is not anyone’s business, and I don’t want to expose my family to a media nightmare over something that happened a long time ago.”

      Taking a sip from the mug, I peek at the notes I had written down last night. What questions should I ask? Where do I even begin? After learning the dark truth about Tyler and his ex-girlfriend, I knew I couldn’t publicize his personal life.

      “I thought you could give me more of an exclusive insight into the team and the organization as a whole. I want to know what it’s like to play for the team you grew up idolizing. I want to know why you started playing hockey and why you refuse to play for another team. I—”

      Tyler stops me before I can continue. “That’s the story you want from me? And you will keep it professional? You won’t mention my family?”

      “Yes, of course. You have my word.” I mean it.

      “I was a little worried that you would write about Blake and Payton, and I just…” His voice trails off, as he looks away from me, ashamed. I can tell he didn’t want to give up his son in the way his body language shifts, but I also figured as much when I saw the adoption was open, allowing him to visit with his son every month.

      “Can I ask you one thing that I swear will never go viral?”

      He holds his breath far too long before letting it out. “I can’t guarantee I will answer, but what do you want to know?”

      “Why did you give Blake up for adoption if you wanted to be part of his life?” Afraid my words came off too harsh, I stop myself for a second to rethink my next statement. “I know you go to the Hudsons house every month to visit him. That must be hard on you.”

      He clenches his jaw, the tension in his body evident from his face down, making me nervous in response. “Look, I’m not angry with you or your questions. I want to tell you everything. I wish I could. But I am not used to sharing this part of my life with anyone. I don’t know you, even though I would like to get to know you better. Opening up to you, or anyone for that matter, is not something that comes easily to me.”

      I reach across the table to touch him, provide him with some form of comfort, and he takes my hand in his and squeezes hard. “You can trust me, Tyler. I have known about Blake for days and haven’t said a word to anyone. Whatever tough guy front you put on with me at your house cannot happen again if you want me to give you another shot. Understand?”

      “Yes, but you also have to realize that this is a big step for me and that no amount of pushing and prodding will get you the answers you are looking for.”

      “Okay, then start talking. I want to know what happened and why you have kept Blake a secret.”

      He lowers his head, avoiding direct eye contact with me. “It’s a long story.”

      I run my thumb across his skin and grip his hand. “I have time.”

      He glances over his shoulder to scan the coffee shop. “Can we do this somewhere more private?”

      “I don’t live far from here. How about my apartment?”

      He nods. “That’s perfect.”
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* * *

      After I make a pot of coffee and pour us each a cup, I set the mugs down on the coffee table in the living room in front of Tyler and take a seat next to him.

      “I don’t know if I’m ready…” He stops for a second to collect his thoughts before locking onto me. “But I will try to tell you everything.”

      I clamp down on his arm, all too aware of how tight his biceps feel beneath my fingers. “We don’t have to do this.”

      “No, I want to, believe me, I do. Do you have any idea how hard it is to keep this part of my life private, never allowing anyone to get too close out of fear they will run to the news and blab their mouth? You already know the truth, so there’s no point in trying to pretend that you are wrong.”

      Holding my other hand up to my heart, I say, “I won’t tell a soul. I promise.”

      “I know.” He smiles but only for a second before it’s replaced by a frown. “We were seventeen when Payton got pregnant. The first time I saw her,” the corners of his mouth turn up as he speaks about her, “I was a goner. She was pretty, smart, funny, and knew all the right things to say. I was an awkward, lanky kid at the time. I was shocked when she agreed to go out with me. Over time, I had grown into my body and made the varsity hockey team, but she gave me a chance before I was the Tyler Kane everyone knows now. She was the love of my life. Everyone loved her. I had all of my firsts with Payton.”

      Tyler leans back and into the wall of couch pillows, taking a second to suck in a deep breath and let it out before he continues. “My parents flipped out when Payton and I told them she was pregnant. They wanted Payton to have an abortion. I wanted her to keep the baby, but I had no idea how I would raise a child without an income. My dad said if we decided to raise Blake that I was out on the street. His focus was on my hockey career, and he wasn’t going to let anything get in the way of me going pro. The funny thing is he changed his mind after Blake was born, but it was too late by the time he had come around.”

      “Payton’s parents are the devout Catholic type that goes to church every weekend. They were against abortion and wanted Payton and me to give Blake up for adoption. After she started to show, her parents sent her to live with her grandparents in New York. That was how we found the Hudsons. For the last five months of her pregnancy, Payton lived down the street from Blake’s adoptive parents. She would go for walks around the neighborhood with her grandmother and talk to the neighbors, and when Payton found out the Hudsons had been trying to have a baby for three years without any luck, she asked them if they were looking into adoption.”

      “Britt and Steve Hudson went to all of Payton’s doctor's appointments. Britt was even her partner in her Lamaze classes. They are good people, the best. As much as I didn’t want to give Blake up for adoption, I knew they were the right fit for my son. I wasn’t in the mental or financial position to take care of a baby, and Payton’s family wanted her to have a future that didn’t involve me.”

      “How come you went with an open adoption?” I try to be as delicate as possible with my questions. “I’m just surprised that you never missed a visit with Blake in over eight years.”

      His facial expression matches the pain behind his eyes, all of his emotions running through them at once. I am numb from his story, mostly because I am having a hard time processing the information, but I also feel so much anxiety and anguish knotting my stomach from his revelation. I cannot even imagine what it must be like for Tyler.

      “I thought that if I worked hard enough and made it pro that I would be able to get Blake back. I guess I didn’t understand how an open adoption worked. But I’m glad we went that route because I couldn’t live with myself knowing my son was out there and I didn’t do everything in my power to see him.”

      “And Payton…she still goes every month with you and your parents.”

      “Yeah, she brings her son with her to play with Blake. Sometimes her husband comes with them.” He leans his head back against the couch and stares up at the ceiling, clutching my hand. “I hate seeing them together and happy. We were supposed to be together as a family. That’s what I had planned for us before I realized how wrong I was about the adoption process. Payton and I stayed together through the NHL Draft and mid-way into my first year with the Flyers, but we had grown too much apart over Blake. A part of me resented her for being able to give away our son and move on with her life when I was not able to do the same thing. I still resent her for it because I cannot let go of the past.”

      “You still love her, don’t you?” I ask the question even though I already know the answer from the way he speaks about her.

      “She’s the only girl I have ever been in love with. I wish I didn’t feel a thing for her because it would make this situation between us a lot easier, but I can’t deny the fact that she stills holds onto a piece of me and our life that we shared together for so many years.”

      I scoot closer to him on the couch, our mouths so close, inches apart. “Thank you for sharing this with me, Tyler.”

      He breathes against my lips and rubs my jaw with his calloused thumb as he cradles my face in his big hand. “Thank you for listening without judging me.”

      “Of course,” I whisper, the tension between us burning like a lit match.

      “You’re beautiful, Kennedy.” His words fill me with so much happiness. “It’s been a long time since I felt anything for a woman, but you…”

      “I’m different,” I add, thinking of how many times I have heard this from a man and want to roll my eyes.

      “No, I wouldn’t say that at all. You’re interesting and smart, you always make me laugh, and when I’m around you, I can talk to you, be open about my life. I don’t have my wall up around you, which is nice because I am so used to shielding myself from people, forced to keep my secrets to myself. It’s not easy being two different people.”

      “I like the real Tyler Kane much better than the hockey player—”

      Before I can finish the sentence, Tyler’s lips crash against mine, and his tongue slips inside my mouth as he pulls my head closer, stroking my cheek the entire time, as he deepens the kiss. Without breaking away from him, I climb onto his lap, my knees digging into the couch and my thighs molding around his. He doesn’t waste time removing my shirt and bra. My clothes hit something on the table behind me with a thud, but neither of us stops to find out what fell over.

      Taking his time, he sucks and nibbles on my nipple while massaging my other breast with his big hand. On some level, I think this is wrong. We were just talking about his child and his ex, but what Tyler is doing with his mouth is making me dripping wet, and it feels too good to stop. He needs to work through his pain and anger about the past. Maybe I can be the person to help him.

      Feeling beneath his fitted shirt, my hands travel over his sculpted stomach, and my fingers work on getting the button of his jeans open so I can slide my hand through the slit in his boxers. He stops kissing me long enough to remove his shirt and lift his hips to push his pants and boxers down far enough that I can grab ahold of his giant cock with both hands. My hands seem so small in comparison, and with each stroke, I pick up my pace, now getting the hang of how fast he likes it.

      “I want to come in your mouth,” he groans, his head titled back against the couch cushion and his hand clutching my waist.

      I slide off him and onto the sofa, getting on my knees as I lean over him, still stroking his cock as I lower my mouth and lick the tip. As my tongue glides along his sensitive skin, he makes a hissing noise that almost sounds painful but is so fucking hot I can feel my juices slide down my thigh.

      Fitting him in my mouth is always a challenge because it’s not just his length that is overwhelming. But I do my best to trick him into thinking I have all of him in my mouth, rubbing the tip against the roof of my mouth to give him the same satisfaction without having to check my gag reflex. Sydney once wrote an article on how to give a proper blow job, and since she’s far more experienced than me, I learned this little trick from her.

      Tyler twists some of my hair through his fingers, holding my head in place, damn near ripping a chunk out, as he comes in my mouth. There’s something about the noises a man makes when he comes that I swear is hotter than the act itself. Not all men have the same reaction, some are what Sydney and I call silent cummers, but Tyler…Oh, my God, this man is hot as puck.

      I barely have enough time to swallow before his hands are on me again. He pushes me onto the couch, my back landing flat against a pillow. After removing his shoes and pants, naked and looking like a fucking sex god, he climbs on top of me, separating my thighs with his hand. The skirt I have on allows him easy access.

      “You’re wearing something normal today,” he says with a smirk. “I like this skirt, but I like you better out of it.”

      He slides the material up my legs and peels back my panties, tugging at the lace until I hear them tear.

      I frown because he just ruined La Perla lingerie. “Hey, those were expensive.” My voice is playful though somewhat irritated.

      “I’ll buy you new ones,” he says, this time pulling hard enough to rip them off me. “I’ll buy you a whole fucking lingerie store if that means getting these off so I can fuck you.”

      I laugh and wrap my legs around his back. “Roxie isn’t here to get in the way this time.”

      A smile stretches across his handsome face. “Nope. You’re pussy is mine now, and no one is getting in the way.”

      He leans over the side of the couch and reaches into the pocket of his pants to retrieve a condom. Without wasting time, he opens the foil packet and rolls the latex down his length, positing himself between my legs. My body tenses for a second, nervous in anticipation of his giant cock. Most of the men I have had sex with were average or slightly above the norm. But Tyler is so big I wonder if it will even fit.

      He eases into me slowly, giving me a few seconds to adjust to his size. More like I need a few minutes because he barely has it in and I’m already in pain.

      “You okay?” he asks after I bite down on my lip and close my eyes.

      I open my eyes and nod, digging my heel into his back. “Yesss,” I purr. “Please, don’t stop.”

      As he slides in and out of me, careful not to hurt me, I get used to him, and with some of the pain comes intense pleasure. Tyler picks up the pace, his movements so in sync as he grips my hips and fucks me. He really fucks me, hard and fast. This time, he doesn’t wait for me to give him the go ahead, and I don’t need it.

      “Tyler,” I moan, scratching my nails down his arms.

      “That’s it, babe. Come for me,” he says, his voice soft.

      No problem.

      With a firm grip, he lifts my legs over his shoulders and pushes further inside me. This. Feels. So. Good. I don’t want him to stop. Ever. My insides clench, a brush of heat spreading from my cheeks to my toes, as my moans turn into screams and an intense orgasm rocks through me, commanding control over my body. I have come undone.

      Tyler has crazy fucking stamina—not that I am the least bit surprised with him being a pro athlete. He pumps faster, the sweat trickling down his forehead with each thrust, dripping onto my leg as he kisses my skin. We lock eyes, another earth-shattering orgasm brewing within, and when he starts to groan, his facial expression changes, a look so sexy I come again.

      His body trembles one last time before he leans down to kiss me, slow and passionate as if we had made love instead of fucked. After he leaves a trail of kisses along my chest, he slides out of me. I have no doubt I will be sore in the morning after all the hammering he did between my legs.

      Tyler heads to the bathroom, naked and glistening with sweat, his toned body perfection in every way. I could admire him all day. Not until he saunters back into the room with a bright smile on his face does it register that I just fucked Tyler Kane. I have a slight fangirl moment because…I just had sex with Tyler Kane, the highest paid player in the NHL.

      I would be lying if I didn’t admit that I have been a fan of his since his first year in the league, and as a hometown boy, he has gotten a lot more attention around here than other players. And he deserves it. He’s hands-down the most talented center in the NHL, outscores all of the people who play his position, and is by far, one of the fastest and most dominating skaters on the ice.

      And he just wrecked my pussy, took charge of my body and fucking destroyed me. I loved it, loved every second of him taking what he wanted. I need more. But he has other plans, stepping into his boxers and jeans, flashing me an evil grin as he dresses.

      I feel so exposed and shove my skirt back down over my thighs, then search for my bra and shirt. I find them on the coffee table, soaked in coffee because they landed right in our mugs.

      “Stay like that,” Tyler says after he slips his shirt over his head and tugs it down his torso. “I want to remember this for later.”

      I laugh, about to get up from the couch when he plops down next to me, hugging me against his chest. “I want to see you again. I thought I could give you a tour of the Wells Fargo Center this week. I’ll call Mike in the morning to schedule a meeting with him so you can get all the info you want on the trades. Sound good?”

      “Yeah, that would be awesome. Thank you, Tyler.”

      “It’s a date then.” He says, confident and with a wicked smile that matches mine.

      “Yep, it’s a date.”

      I am going on a date with Tyler Kane. A small part of me giggles and squeals with delight, but I try to hide my excitement from Tyler. I can have my fangirl moment later with Sydney.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twelve

        

      

    
    
      TYLER

      

      As we walk through the Wells Fargo Center, Kennedy is glowing from her excitement, a childish grin plastered on her face as she checks out every hallway and opening in the damn place. She reminds me of Blake the first time I had taken him here to see where Uncle Tyler plays hockey. Kennedy is a real sports fan, not just a girl who studied communications and somehow fell into sports reporting because she couldn’t land her dream job.

      She knows hockey almost as well as me, which turns me on. A woman who likes sports is not hard to find but one who speaks your language, understands the meaning of icing and doesn’t think it’s something that you find on top of a cake is a fucking keeper in my book. The models I briefly dated were the worst, clueless about sports and too high maintenance.

      Puck bunnies only want to suck my dick because I’m a famous hockey player. I swear they get a thrill out of it, and while I will never understand the fascination, there is no shortage of women lining up to take the next girl’s place.

      But Kennedy is different. She knows who I am, understands there is more to me than a hockey player with a big dick. Of course, that part of me Kennedy loves. She showed me how much she loved it in her apartment right before we left to meet Mike Turner, the Flyers general manager.

      I setup a meeting with Mike who had spent over an hour with us going over every trade the Flyers had made in the last year. Of course, Alex Parker came up about a thousand times, his mid-season addition to the team something I had helped my agent work on after Parker was balls deep in another puck bunny scandal and found his ass on the chopping block.

      The Capitals loss was our gain because Parker is hands-down the best defenseman in the league, and he works well with our line. Now, if only we could get the rest of the team to step up their game and earn their salaries. We were never the team with the best stats but we sure as hell have the most heart. It’s a shame there’s not enough talent to back it up.

      Before our meeting, I had given Kennedy the VIP treatment, let her snap about a thousand pictures for her paper, and told her as much about the Flyers organization as I know. I had planned for us to skate for an hour before we have to leave to make our reservations at an Italian restaurant that offers more privacy than other places in the city. Parker had Donovan and me meet him at Luciano’s when he came up with an idea of how to get Coach back. His plan worked, and I ate one of the best meals of my life, all while plotting Operation Get Coach Back. That place seems to be a good luck charm, so that’s where I am taking Kennedy.

      The stadium is vacant, with only a few people scattered throughout, doing menial errands for upper management and setting up for tomorrow’s event. I run into the locker room for a minute to retrieve my skates from my locker and jog back down the long hall where I left Kennedy.

      She has her back flat against the wall, the bottom of her shoe pressed into the painted cinderblock, as she stares down at her cell phone, scrolling through her feed.

      “Ready, babe?” I call out, loud enough for her to hear me and look up at her screen.

      She picks her skates up from the floor, slings them over her shoulder, and stuffs her phone back into her purse. “Yeah, let’s do this. It’s been a few years since I skated so keep that in mind. I am rusty as fuck and will fall at least a few times unless you hold onto me.”

      “I’m glad you know how to skate,” I say, steering her away from the locker room and down the long hall that leads to the rink. “But we don’t need you falling on your ass and breaking something.”

      She blows out a puff of air. “Please, Tyler, give me some credit. I can balance my weight on the skates. Just don’t expect me to make any figure skater moves and we’ll be fine.”

      I stop her before we get to the rink entrance and have her sit down with me on the ground to put on her skates. Having done this more times than I can count over the years, I get mine on and laced up in record timing. Kennedy fumbles with the strings, so I take the reigns and help her lace them up.

      “Here,” I say, offering her my hand as I push myself up to stand on my skates.

      She peeks up at me beneath those wide, blue eyes that suck me in every time and extends her arm so I can help her to her feet.

      Pulled up into a short ponytail, her blonde hair hangs over her shoulder, the ends slightly curled. Kennedy wears a minimal amount of makeup on a regular day—when she’s in reporter mode—but today she’s even more dressed down than normal. She’s beautiful and even more so when she doesn’t even try. Something about her lack of effort makes her more real to me.

      While Kennedy has plenty of clothes and accessories, a result of coming from wealth, she’s no longer living like a spoiled rich girl. And she stopped wearing those stupid outfits that I knew had to be a joke. Because who would wear things like that at her age? I figured she had to be playing games with me—either that or seeking attention.

      Instead, she fessed up and told me about her little experiment with her friend, Sydney Carroway, the famous romance author.

      With Kennedy in my arms, she wraps herself around me like a koala bear hanging onto its mother. She’s very affectionate today, more so than usual. It must be all the sex we’ve had over the past week. Ever since we met at Broad Street Beans for coffee and I spilled my guts, we have been fucking like crazy.

      Now that I have a few months off before the next season begins, I have plenty of time to hang out with Kennedy before our summer training starts.

      I hold onto Kennedy as she steps onto the ice, her body trembling as she tries to gain her balance. For me, ice skating is no different than walking on a flat surface. I had played for so long, learned how to skate long before I ever picked up a stick, that this part comes naturally to me. Clearly, Kennedy is rustier than she had thought.

      As we glide along the ice, my arm hooked through hers and holding her in place, she holds her left hand out at her side. I guess she thinks that will somehow help her maintain her balance.

      I laugh to myself, and of course, she notices. This woman doesn’t miss a beat.

      “You think this is funny, don’t you?” She flashes daggers in my direction, her expression softening, and a smile tugging at the corner of her mouth.

      “It’s a little bit funny. You were the one who proclaimed you knew how to skate and said this would be a good idea.”

      Taking her by the hand, I skate out in front of her and grab hold of her other hand, moving backwards as I drag her along.

      “You’re such a show off,” she says, shaking her head, a pout on her lips. “And you’re doing this to make me look stupid.”

      “I do this all the time just not when dragging a beautiful woman along for the ride. This is a lot more fun with you.”

      Her frown quickly turns into a tiny smile. She turns her head to look around the rink as I pick up the pace, the wind blowing her ponytail off her shoulder.

      Kennedy giggles, a thick but childish laugh that sounds so fucking sexy all I can think about now is the noises she makes when she comes. And now I want her to come for me. She’s so fucking beautiful, natural and innocent, and the sad part is she has no clue.

      Oblivious to the world, she sees herself as the shadow of her famous, model type friend. But I see her in a different light.

      “Stop staring at me like that,” she says, turning away from me, the blush spreading from her cheeks and down to her chest.

      “I can’t help it.” I grin like a fucking idiot. “You’re beautiful.”

      She smiles so wide it reaches up to her bright blue eyes. “You’re sweet, Tyler, but you don’t have to say things like that to get me to sleep with you again.”

      “Just stating a fact, babe.”

      As we skate around the rink, I think of the last time I did this with a girl and Payton comes to mind. I did the same thing with her when we were in high school. Our first unofficial date was at the ice skating rink close to my house. We went with a group of our friends, but even so, it was still what I would consider our first date.

      I suppose Kennedy is considering this our first date as well, which makes me feel like a jerk knowing that I used the same moves on the last girl—except that was over ten years ago. Does the thought count? I wanted this day to be special for her, for me even, because it has been far too long since Payton, and I want to start this relationship off on the right foot.

      “Tyler,” Kennedy laughs, clamping down on my hand and tightening her grip.

      “I got you, babe. Do you trust me?”

      She narrows her eyes at me. “I don’t know. Depends on what you’re planning to do.”

      Swinging her around the rink, she squeals as I pick up the pace.“Tyler, slow down.”

      “Do you trust me?” I ask her again.

      “I guess.” I can hear the panic in her voice. “Just don’t let me fall.”

      “Never,” I say, confident.

      The smile on her face is priceless as we make our second and third revolutions around the rink. But after the next one, I can tell she’s getting tired, and I know I could use a break. I slow down a little bit, just enough for her to adjust to our new speed, and by the time we reach the door to the side of our bench, I’m able to stop right in front.

      “That was fun. Thank you, Tyler.” She kisses my cheek, holding onto my shoulder for support. “I was so sure you were going to try some fancy figure skating shit on me.”

      “I considered it for about a split second before I realized you would freak out if I were to lift you up or do anything other than skate in circles.”

      I let go of Kennedy’s hand to open the door, swinging it open and step to the side to allow her room to get by. As she lifts her feet, the blades taking chunks from the ice in her wake, she holds her arms out to balance herself, the look on her face so childish and goofy. She’s adorable, too cute not to make her mine.

      But she misjudges her steps, and before I can stop her from losing her footing, she falls backward and lands hard on her tailbone.

      She laughs, her voice throaty. “Tyler, you promised you wouldn’t let me fall.” Her hand instinctively goes to her back, so I know she must be in pain.

      I drop to my knees and pull her into my arms, massaging her pain away. “Where does it hurt?”

      “Here,” she says, taking my hand and moving it over her lower back.

      Afraid to touch her too much, out of fear she may have hurt something, I hold her tight against my chest and continue rubbing the same spot. “I’m surprised you made it as long as you did and still fell in the end. Does it still hurt?”

      She nods, her hair brushing up against my cheek. “It’s much better now, but I’m wet.”

      I lick my lips. “Mmm…I love it when you’re wet.”

      “Not like that, stupid.” She smacks me in the arm with a playful grin. “I mean I’m sitting on the ice, my ass is freezing cold, and now my pants are wet.”

      I shove my hand between her legs, touching her over her jeans. “Are you sure about that, baby? You know I make you wet.”

      “Leave it to you to make falling on my ass about sex,” she deadpans, her head tilted back, so it’s resting on my shoulder.

      She nuzzles her cheek against my jaw, and when she reaches her arm around to pull my face closer, I lean down to kiss her. Her kisses are soft yet rough, and as our tongues collide, I grab her by her hair, pulling on her ponytail. I need her, want to fuck her right here on the ice. But even I am starting to get cold.

      “Wanna take this into the locker room?” I ask, separating my mouth from hers, my voice almost a whisper.

      “Yes,” she purrs, her moans still caught in her throat.

      I hop to my feet, this time making sure she doesn’t fall and lift her up to throw her over my shoulder, giving her ass a hard slap in the process.

      “Oww,” she cries out, laughing. “Tyler, you’re such a bad boy.”

      “You like it when I’m bad.” I exit the rink, practically running in my skates down the long hallway toward the locker room.

      “You know I do.” I can almost hear the smile on her lips as she speaks and enters the locker room with a shit-eating grin. “Now, hurry up and undress me.”

      Her legs are as cold as ice cubes, and without giving it too much thought, I head straight to the showers. After I set her down, I take off my skates, as she leans against the wall, rubbing her hands together to warm up, and then I help Kennedy remove her skates.

      Pulling my shirt over my head, I throw it onto the floor, walk into the shower room, and turn the knob on the first stall. I stick my hand under the water to make sure it’s warm enough, but Kennedy already has her hands all over me. Distracted by her arms laced around my stomach, my dick so fucking hard it’s about to pop through my jeans, I don’t even notice how hot the water is until she squeals out in pain.

      “Shit. Sorry, babe.” I move her behind me and fix the temperature, the water hitting me in the face as I try to adjust the setting. It’s as hot as a motherfucker.

      Ignoring my own pain, I stand under the water, wasting no time to pluck a condom from my pocket and slide my pants and boxers over my hips. Kennedy lowers herself in front of me, balancing her weight on the balls of her feet, and tugs my clothes the rest of the way down so I can kick them off.

      She positions the head of my cock in front of her mouth, her eyes seductive as she grabs hold of my length with both hands and licks the tip, teasing me. I suck in a deep breath and grab the back of her head, my attempt to coax her into sliding the rest into her mouth.

      She does as I wish, the water hitting my back and running down my face. For the most part, I’m shielding her, but a mist washes over her. She ignores it and quickens her pace, knowing what to do to make me come. Her tongue feels amazing and combined with the warmth of her mouth and the way she strokes my shaft, I am so close, but…I’d rather come inside her.

      Grabbing her by the shoulders I say, “C’mere, baby.”

      She stops mid-sucking, my dick in her mouth and her eyes open wide, the look on her face so fucking hot I have a hard time keeping my shit together. I want to come right this second. Releasing her hold on me, she wipes the corner of her mouth and stands to remove her shirt.

      Before she can reach behind her back to unsnap her bra, I have her in my arms and push her up against the tile wall. She hooks a leg around me, digging her heel into my ass as the rain pours over us. My mouth is on hers, our tongues colliding and dancing together, our moans cancelling out the other. I unclip her bra, the straps sliding down her shoulders and to the floor. In a hurry, I tear open the foil packet and roll the condom on.

      I don’t want to waste another second. Sick of the layer of clothing between us, I unbutton Kennedy’s pants and remove them along with her panties. She steps out of them, her mouth finding mine once more as she slips her tongue inside.

      I lift her up and hold her against the tile so she can wrap her legs around me, not stopping to break the kiss. There’s so much passion behind each kiss, and for once, this doesn’t feel like just sex to me. My new feelings for her are so foreign yet welcome, every sexy sound and thing she does making me like her more. But she’s so much more than sex, and what we’re doing together is so raw and real, my heart now hers for the taking.

      She stares into my eyes, her mouth open wide, as I push inside her wetness. Making my way from her mouth to her neck, I leave a trail of kisses down her skin until I reach her breasts, taking one of them in my hand and the other in my mouth. She trembles beneath me, her breathing labored and sounding like a purr as she moans. I love the noises she makes and the way her body responds to me.

      “Tyler,” she screams. “Fuck me harder.”

      She’s used to my size now, and I no longer need to take it slow with her. Pumping faster and harder, slamming her back into the tile while using my arms to brace us, I do as I’m told and fuck her. Just the way she likes it.

      Kennedy digs her nails into my shoulders, the death grip she has on me somewhat painful, and screams my name, her body writhing beneath me. I come not long after her, taking her face in my hands and kissing her passionately, not wanting this to end.

      She threads her arms around my neck and leans her head against the wall and whispers, “Tyler.”

      “Uh-huh,” I mutter, still holding her up against the wall and inside of her.

      She locks eyes with me. Her facial expressions are unreadable. “Fuck me again. But this time harder.”

      With each moment we spend together, she lures me in further. The sex is fucking amazing, and though I know our sexual chemistry has a lot to do with my newfound feelings, I do not want to screw this up.

      The corner of my mouth turns up into a wicked grin. “Whatever you say, boss lady.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirteen

        

      

    
    
      KENNEDY

      

      Over the past few weeks, Tyler and I have grown closer, our relationship turning into something that feels real, or at least to me it does. But the sex…my God the sex is out of this world. Tyler takes me to places I have never been with another man. He does things to my body and my heart that I cannot even describe.

      For a change, we had sex in my bedroom and on an actual bed. Most of our sexy times have been impromptu make out sessions that led to fucking on my couch, locker room showers, and even a few public places. I’m not proud of the bathroom at Luciano’s, but hey, when an orgasm calls, you need to answer it.

      Tyler holds me tight against his chest, his sweat matting my hair. He’s still trying to catch his breath after fucking me into another dimension.

      “That was…” He stops for a second to gather his thoughts and kisses my hair.

      “Amazing,” I finish for him with a smile, staring up at him.

      He returns my smile, his lips brushing against my forehead, cheek, and neck as he kisses me. “Better than amazing. I’m at a loss for words with you, Ken.”

      “I could say the same about you.” Toying with the idea, I decide to make a slight confession. “You know, you are my favorite hockey player.”

      “Yeah?” It’s a question, and for some reason, he looks surprised as if liking him on both a personal and professional level is so surreal. “Is that why you knew so much about me the first day we met? I had a few stalkers before. I can’t say I’ve ever liked one as much as you.” He chuckles to himself, and I hit him on the leg, slapping my hand down hard.

      “I’m not a stalker, you idiot,” I say, sitting up. Folding one leg over the other, I lock eyes with him and shake my head in disapproval. “It is my job to know things about professional athletes, which means it’s also my job to know information about the captain of our local hockey team. Don’t flatter yourself, Tyler.”

      He gives me a cocky but sexy-as-fuck smirk, the kind that goes right to my core and makes me want him to fuck me again. I can never get enough of Tyler. He’s sexy and fun, passionate and caring, the mental attraction more present than the physical. We connected on a different level the day he first spoke of his son and ex girlfriend. It was hard for him to open up to me, and I respected him so much more for being so real and honest, despite already knowing the truth.

      “You need another story to write about me. Is that it?” He’s joking, but in all honesty, I do need another story to push my paper to the point where I can afford to pay the monthly overhead.

      “No, I’m sure I’ll find something newsworthy to report. There has to be a scandalous baseball player out there with secrets of his own.”

      “I don’t know how you do it, babe,” he mutters, taking my hand in his. “Do you need anything from me?”

      Confused, I narrow my eyes at him. “Like what? I don’t see how you can help me with my paper.”

      He shrugs, nonchalant, and leans back on his elbows, still naked and looking like perfection. “If you need money or connections, you know I have plenty of both.”

      “You’re sweet, Tyler. Thanks for the offer, but I have to do this myself if that makes sense.”

      He dips his head lower. “Perfect sense.”

      While I could use some cash to stay afloat, I’d resort to selling off my Chanel collection before I borrowed a single cent. I have too much pride to ask my boyfriend for money. And my father would keel over if a Lockwood accepted a handout.

      Even when his company was in the process of crumbling, he refused to borrow funds from colleagues and investors who could have helped him buy back his majority stake in Sentry Publications. Looking back on his decision, it was a stupid one, a mistake I bet he will always regret. I have a few months of rent payments stashed away for a raining day, my security blanket that I am hoping I will not have to touch.

      “You know if you need anything all you have to do is ask.” Tyler pushes himself up from the mattress to wrap his arms around my stomach, leaning back against a stack of pillows as he cradles my head against his chest. “I could lay here just like this all day with you.” His voice is soft and sensual. “How do you feel about children?”

      His words take me by surprise, but I’m too afraid to glance up at him, so I keep my eyes pointed toward the ceiling. “What do you mean? Are you asking if I want to have kids?”

      “No…yes…I guess what I’m trying to ask is if you’re okay with having Blake in your life. He’s part of my life, and you’re becoming a big part of it as well, so I want to…no, I need to make sure you are okay with children.”

      “Yes, of course, I am okay with Blake. I want children. Just because I don’t have any yet doesn’t mean anything, you know.”

      “Good.” He runs his hands down my sides, the heat from his touch spreading like wildfire throughout my body. All I can think about is having him inside me again, the physical torture of this simple gesture causing my legs to tremble. That is, until he speaks again, his words taking me by surprise. “I was hoping you would come with me this weekend to see him.”

      “To see Blake?” I have no idea what else to say because we have only been together for about six weeks and he wants me to meet his son.

      This situation between his ex girlfriend and his parents is rather strange, and while I don’t understand it or what caused the ripple effect in his relationship with them, because I did not want to pry, I am somewhat curious. For a few seconds, I have a mental freak out when I realize meeting Blake also means meeting his parents, and I know how big of a step this is for Tyler.

      “Yes, I want you to meet him, but if this whole situation bothers you, I understand.” His change in tone confuses me even more as if he’s afraid I am not on the same level as he is in our relationship. Whether he knows it, he already has me.

      “It’s not something I expect everyone to get, which is why I don’t tell anyone about Blake.”

      “I care for you, Tyler.” I smile against his skin, and he brushes the hair off my face to lean down and kisses my cheek. “And I would love to meet Blake and your parents.”

      “Payton will be there. Is that an issue for you?”

      I shake my head. “No, I can handle your ex girlfriend, and it’s not like she still has a crush on you. She’s moved on with a family of her own.”

      “You’re the first girl to meet my parents other than Payton, and we both know how that turned out.” I can tell he’s excited but nervous.

      I would be kidding myself if I didn’t admit that I am thrilled about him taking our relationship to the next level. But I am also scared. What if his parents don’t like me? What if his son doesn’t like me? Their opinions matter most to him, despite having a distant and closed off relationship with his parents and his son not even knowing he’s his flesh and blood. I feel for him, wish I could do something, anything to take away his pain.

      I see the sadness behind his eyes, hear the anguish in his voice. He deserves a chance at a normal life. Maybe I can give that to him.

      “Blake is important to me.” He grins as she speaks about his son though I can hear the tension in his voice as he continues. “Even though he calls Steve Dad he will always be my son. You already know that if I could go back in time and undo what I did, I would have Blake with me right now. But there are no do overs in life, and the decisions I have made are final. There’s no stoppage of play, no face-off to start over fresh. If you’re going to be part of my life, you need to be okay with the fact I have an extended family. They may not be my family in the conventional sense, but it’s the one I have.”

      “Tyler, I can’t wait to meet them.” I smile so wide my jaw hurts. “It means a lot to me that you want to share this with me. I know how important your visits with Blake are to you.”

      “You’re important to me, Ken.” He brushes a sweat-matted strand of hair from my face, staring at me as if he’s looking into my soul, his gaze piercing and intense. “I want to do this with you. You’re part of my line now, and I need us to be on the same page when it comes to this unconventional team.”

      “I’m digging the sports references,” I say, with a chuckle, “but I am the captain of our team.”

      “Nah, babe, that’s my job.”

      I pull down his bottom lip with my finger. “That’s your job on the ice, but when you’re in my bedroom, I’m the captain.”

      I’m still unsure about meeting his family so soon. We’ve only been together long enough for his regular season to end and the Stanley Cup playoffs to be in full swing. The NHL season hasn’t even ended yet, and we are already far more serious than I had ever imagined. I just hope Tyler is not replacing hockey with me and that I’ll be gone in the fall.

      What had started as an experiment led to lust filled sessions of pure pleasure between us. But as time passes, I have no doubt that Tyler and I are right together, and taking the plunge into this uncharted territory is necessary if I want to understand him more, learn everything there is to know about the man I am crushing hard on.

      “You can be whatever you want in the bedroom,” Tyler says against my lips.

      He covers my mouth, kissing away any reservations I may have about the seriousness of the situation, forcing me to forget long enough to allow myself to get wrapped up in his rock hard abs and massive cock as he shoves my legs open and pushes inside me.
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* * *

      Every Thursday for the last ten years, I have had lunch with Sydney. Whether it was in the cafeteria at our high school or college or the nearest Dunkin’ Donuts, we never missed a date—not until I met Tyler. The longest amount of time Sydney and I have ever spent apart is two weeks, which is how long it has been since we have seen each other in person.

      I still can’t believe how fast my relationship with Tyler has progressed in such a short period of time. We fit together, made for each other, and when Tyler lets his guard down with me, opens up about his past, I see a different side of him that I adore.

      Sydney walks into Broad Street Beans, looking radiant and beautiful, as always. She exudes confidence in every step, her head held high, and her chest pushed out and on display for everyone to see. Her presence commands attention, and she gets plenty of it from the men who are scattered throughout the café, stopping to take notice. Brushing her long, black hair over her shoulder, her face lights up as she spots me in the back of the store at our usual table next to the window.

      She raises her hand in the air, the pageant queen wave she gives me when she’s excited, and I give her one back, my smile matching hers. Her heels click along the tile floor as she crosses the room, shuffling past the crowd of coeds with such poise and grace that even I am impressed by the effect she has one everyone in the store.

      When we were in high school, I always felt as though I was Sydney’s shadow. I was a lot taller than the girls in our grade until I grew into my body, awkward not even the word to describe me, and to top it all off, I had to wear braces until our junior year. Meanwhile, I had become best friends with the beauty of our high school.

      “There’s my favorite bitch,” Sydney says, laughing to herself and getting a kick out of watching me squirm as people stare at me.

      I hate unwanted attention after all the years of the opposite sex gawking at Sydney. It’s as if our entire life is always on display, and even more so after she had become a romance author.

      My boyfriend the professional athlete and my best friend the famous smut writer, but where do I fit into the equation?

      Sometimes, I wonder these things while I’m lying in bed at night except now Tyler is next to me. He monopolizes most of my free time now that his season is over. We spend so much time together that some days I wish he had somewhere to be because he’s a huge distraction when I am home and trying to write.

      Sydney hooks the strap of her purse over the back of her chair and sits across from me, crossing her legs in a short skirt that reveals far too much skin.

      “I was starting to wonder if Tyler was keeping you locked up in his dungeon. I thought about sending out an S.O.S. to our puck bunnies.”

      I roll my eyes and snicker. “You could have stopped by my apartment if you were that worried. I was home most of the times you had called.”

      “Yeah, but your man candy was there with you, and it’s been a long time since you’ve gotten some ass. I figured I’d be cunt blocking if I made a house call.”

      “Sorry I haven’t been around much. I know I’ve been kinda sketchy and left you to deal with most of the blog stuff, but like you said, I needed to get some ass and Tyler has kept me more than busy.”

      I smile at the thought of all the naughty things I did with Tyler. This morning I woke up with his face between my legs, and it was hands-down the best wake up call I have ever had. Who needs an alarm clock when you have Tyler Kane licking your clit until you open your eyes and scream his goddamn name?

      “That’s all the monster cock you’ve been getting.” She leans on the table, her smile reaching up to her eyes. “Didn’t I tell you that you’d be hooked once you got it?”

      “For years, I have had to live vicariously through you, so yeah, it’s nice to see what all the fuss is about.”

      “You like big dicks, and you cannot lie.” Somehow—and I have no idea how—she says that with a straight face.

      I laugh, not above giggling like a child.

      “It’s okay, babe. Once you get the monster cock, you will never want to go back. It’s like the Holy Grail of all cocks. Every one after him will seem small in comparison. You’re forever ruined.”

      “It’s not just about the sex, you know.”

      She leans back in her chair, folding her arms over her chest and smirks. “Right. You mean to tell me Tyler Kane is Mr. Deep and Meaningful? I doubt that.”

      “You don’t know him.” I feel so defensive of Tyler after knowing him on a more intimate level than sex. “He’s not what I had expected.”

      “What about the day I found you crying in your car in front of my apartment? How do you explain that? That was less than two months ago. You were so hurt by him that you shocked the shit out of me when you decided to give him another chance.”

      I haven’t even told Sydney what I had found out about Tyler and his family. I didn’t think it was my place to spill the beans on his secret life.

      “You don’t know him the way I do, Syd.” My words are like venom, toxic and harmful as I shout at my friend in the middle of a crowded coffee shop.

      Lowering my voice, I shield the side of my face with my hand to pretend no one is looking at us when in fact, they are staring us down like a hawk eyeing up its prey. “Can you stop acting like my mother and just be my friend? I like Tyler a lot. Things are getting serious with us, and I would like for you to be on board with that.”

      She purses her lips, her expression stoic and doll-like. No one does a resting bitch face quite like Sydney. “I am happy for you. I want you to know that. I love you, but things didn’t start off so great with him so you can see why I am a little worried for you. I just want to protect you from getting hurt, and a guy like Tyler will hurt you. You’re not his usual type. I’m just afraid he will get tired of you and kick you to the curb, and then you’ll be on my doorstep, balling your eyes out, and I’ll have to drive to Jersey to kick his ass.”

      “Why?” I clench my jaw so hard my teeth hurt. “Why can’t a guy like Tyler be into me? Because I’m not as beautiful or rich as you?”

      Shocked by my childish outburst that I instantly regret, I hold out my hand, hoping Sydney will take it and accept my peace offering. “I didn’t mean that. I am so sorry. I have no idea what came over me.”

      She places her hand in mine, a disappointed expression on her face. “I know you didn’t mean it, but please don’t say things like that ever again. You’re just as pretty as me and way smarter. You have tons of qualities that a guy would want in a woman. I’m just scared that Tyler is keeping the bench warm with you until his next season starts.”

      The idea has run through my head on quite a few occasions, but I try not to dwell on it too long when it surfaces. As much as I keep telling myself that Tyler is different, he has his own set of personal and emotional problems and far more baggage than any man I have dated. It’s not out of the realm of possibility that he could decide tomorrow he doesn’t want me to meet Blake or his family and jump ship. But I try to keep an open mind about Tyler and his unusual set of circumstances because I know that even when he has his moments where he lashes out, that he means well and wants to do right by everyone.

      “There’s no way to know if this will work if I don’t see it through. Right? Tyler is not a bad guy. I promise. We should all get together so you two can meet.”

      “I’d like that.” She uncrosses her legs and stands. “I need a few more shots of espresso after this conversation. Do you want anything?”

      I shake my head. “No. I’m good. I’ll set something up with Tyler so the two of you can meet once and for all.”

      “Why don’t you make it a group date? Does he have any hockey hotties he can fix me up with? I would’t mind being a puck bunny for the night.” She says the last part with a wink.

      “He has a whole team of them. I’m sure he can rustle up someone that would meet your standards.”

      She tilts her head up and to the side as if thinking about her response before she locks onto me with her smoldering gaze. “What about the goalie? My God, he’s hot. What’s his name? The one with the scruffy hair and beard.”

      “Carter Donovan?” I’m not at all surprised that she would like Donovan. After all, he’s six foot six, ripped with muscle and covered in tats, and one of the best goaltenders in the league. He’s the kind of guy Sydney would like.

      “Yeah, that’s the guy. Get me an intro. He’s hot as puck, and I’d like to check out his stick. I bet that beard feels amazing.”

      I hold back my laughter. Sydney is so open and crazy sometimes. “I’ll see what I can do. I can’t make any promises, but once he sees a picture of you, I doubt he will be able to resist the invitation.”

      She blows me a kiss. “I’ll be back. Text lover boy.”

      “On second thought,” I say as she turns around, about to walk away, “get me a slice of the brownie cheesecake they make here. I haven’t eaten all day, and I’m starving.”

      She peeks over her shoulder and smiles at me. “You got it, babe.” Then, she disappears into the throng, leaving me with a new chore to add to my list.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fourteen

        

      

    
    
      TYLER

      

      When I wake up on Sunday, my dick is hard and poking Kennedy in the ass, as she snuggles up against my chest. She makes the cutest sounds as she sleeps, and with each purr that comes from her lips, I get even harder. Already naked, after passing out at four in the morning from our three-hour sex marathon, I reach around and grab her breast in my hand, the tip of my dick now shoved between her ass cheeks.

      As I pinch her nipple, the tiny bud hardens, and goose bumps spread down her arms. Responsive to my touch, she leans her head back with her eyes and mouth open wide.

      “Tyler,” she moans against my neck, the heat from her breath going straight to my balls. “Mmm…”

      “Morning, beautiful,” I whisper into her ear.

      She takes my hand, moving slowly as she makes her way down to her stomach and between her legs. I slip my finger inside her, wet as always, drawing it back for a second to shove another one inside her slickness. I quicken my pace and roll my thumb over her clit, and she tightens her grip on my fingers.

      “Fuck, baby.” She bites down her bottom lip and closes her eyes, trembling, as an orgasm possesses her body, her moans so loud the last one hurts my ears. At first she doesn’t speak, still panting and trying to catch her breath. “I want you inside me,” she mumbles, her words almost incoherent.

      I remove my fingers, leaning back just enough so I can grab her hip and position myself from behind, before filling her all at once. She groans in pleasure, my name on the tip of her tongue. With Kennedy on birth control, we haven’t used a condom in days, and she feels so damn good that I’m glad she trusts me. I haven’t felt comfortable enough to have this level of intimacy with a woman since Payton. What I am doing with Kennedy is more than fucking. After she comes, I pull out of her and roll onto my back, telling her to get on top. She sits up and gets on her knees, throwing her leg onto the other side of my body as she straddles me.

      I lift her up by her hips, just enough so I can position her above my cock, and then thrust into her. She pushes her palms down on my chest, her nails digging into my skin as she rides me hard. Circling her clit with my thumb, I grab her tit in my other hand and pinch her nipple. It doesn’t take long before her insides tighten, holding me in a vise grip and making it so much harder not to come this second. She’s so close, but I want her to watch her facial expressions when she has another orgasm, feel her juices coat my skin.

      Matching her movements, we work in harmony together, our orgasms almost perfectly timed. And, when she comes for me, I lose all control as I stare into her eyes, listen to her screams. She’s everything I ever wanted and more.

      I lean forward, and Kennedy meets me halfway, her lips crashing against mine, a slow burn beneath my skin. Her kisses are passionate and soft, combined with my fire and intensity.

      As she pulls away from my lips, I graze her cheek with my calloused thumb. “You’re so beautiful, Ken. I can’t wait for my family to meet you.”

      She hops off me and onto her side of the bed, propping herself up on her side, so we are facing. “I’m looking forward to it. I just hope your parents like me.”

      The nervous anticipation of her meeting my parents and Blake for the first time made me both giddy and freaked out all at once. Payton will be there, most likely with Noah and her husband. I had a reprieve from him the last few months, but from what my mom had told me on the phone this week, it sounded as if she plans to bring him along for the ride.

      A small part of my wanted Kennedy to come to fill the void, but I also want to share this part of my life with her. I am ready to open my heart, to share everything I have with another woman.

      Brushing a strand of hair from her face, I plant a kiss on her lips. “They will love you. I promise.”

      She smiles, and I pray that my parents will not be jerks this time around because I cannot have them ruining this for me.
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* * *

      The entire ride from Kennedy’s apartment in Philly to the Hudsons house in Long Island has me sick to my stomach. For starters, I always worry about getting there on time, out of fear I will hit traffic, show up late, and somehow disappoint Blake. I am always afraid of letting him down because I feel as though in some ways I already have. If only I had a magic wand and could undo this one decision. But the choices I made are what led me here and with Kennedy at my side.

      Kennedy has spoken maybe a few words to me since we drove over the bridge and into New York. While I welcome the silence, my thoughts occupying too much of my headspace and the sound of my own breathing is starting to freak me out a little bit. Turned down to a low volume, the radio is almost non-existent with noise of the road serving as our only distraction.

      She shuffles around in her seat, her eyes pointed out the window, and clears her throat.

      Am I making this awkward for her without even realizing? Should I say something to help calm both of our nerves?

      I slide my hand onto her bare thigh, thinking about what she has on under her dress. She was so worried about what to wear that she ended up pairing a yellow cardigan and white sundress together, reminding me of something you would wear to church. The first time we met, she had on the most bizarre outfit she could find. I thought she was crazy but mostly crazy beautiful.

      My touch draws her attention away from the road, and she glances at me with her blue eyes, wide and watery. Is she crying? I have no idea if those are tears in her eyes or if it’s just the way the sun reflects off her irises, making them shimmer in the light.

      “What time is the game tomorrow? Seven, right?” She’s referring to the Stanley Cup Finals.

      “Yeah. Donovan is coming over to watch with us if that’s okay.”

      “That’s perfect.” Her face lights up, and I have no idea why she’s so excited about Donovan coming over to my house to watch the playoffs. She bites down on her lip, looking away from me with a devious expression on her face.

      “Why is that perfect?” I ask because now her behavior has piqued my curiosity.

      “Well…Sydney wanted to meet him.”

      I laugh to myself because after reading a few of Kennedy and Sydney’s blog posts, Donovan had wanted to meet the smut writer live and in the flesh.

      “You should see if she wants to come over tomorrow. Maybe I’ll ask Parker and Coach to hang out with us. We can make it a date night.”

      She removes her cell phone from her purse with a huge grin. “We’re doing this. You and I…we’re together.”

      “Why are you acting like this is something new? I’ve spent almost every day with you for nearly two months now.”

      I give her leg a squeeze, the feel of her soft skin beneath my fingers making it hard for me to concentrate. I want to pull over and onto the side of the road to fuck the tension from our bodies. The closer we get to the Hudsons, the more I can taste the bile in the back of my throat, rising up from my empty stomach and choking me.

      She leans back against the headrest and peeks over at me from beneath her light brows. “I had everything taken from me overnight, Tyler. I went from being the heiress of Sentry Publications to living in a shitty apartment and almost losing my small online paper. I don’t believe in fairy tales or happy endings. I don’t’ believe in love at first sight or soul mates, but when I’m with you, there’s so much more to us than just sex. I’m afraid I’ll wake up, and it will disappear, that one day you’ll realize you’re not ready to have me in your life. What if you panic like you did when I first figured out you had a son? Our relationship had a rocky start, and everything is great between us. When something is too good to be true, it’s often because it is and someone is lining up behind you, ready to yank it all away.” She shrugs against her seat. “That’s my experience, anyway.”

      Absorbing everything she just said, I take a moment to collect my thoughts before responding. “I know what it’s like to have everything you love taken away from you, baby. Trust me. I have endured enough heartbreak and sadness to last a lifetime. Do you think it was easy for me to give up my son after holding him in my arms? Do you have any idea what that was like for me?”

      She turns her head as she wipes the corner of her eye. “No, I cannot even imagine what that was like for you. You were trying to do what you thought was right for your son at the time. As a seventeen-year-old boy with no income and no support from your family, you were in no position to raise a child on your own. No one can judge you or fault you for doing what you thought was best for Blake.”

      “I know that, but I hang on to so much regret over that decision. Every day I wake up and wonder how he’s doing. The Hudsons were a great choice for our son, Payton did an excellent job in vetting them, but I feel an incredible amount of guilt for choosing hockey over my son.”

      “You didn’t choose hockey over Blake.” Kennedy runs her fingers down my arm, her touch soothing me. “You wanted a better life for your son, one you wouldn’t have been able to give him. You decided to give him a future, Tyler. I don’t know why you can’t see that. He has a mother and father who love him, and even though you and Payton could have given him the same thing had you had been in the position to do so, he still has both of you in his life.”

      For the first time in years, someone has put this situation into perspective for me. I never listened to anyone before, but Kennedy’s words pierce right through me, slicing into my chest. I am not the evil man I have made myself out to be all these years. Why do I keep torturing myself? I tried to do what I thought was best, yet I have never allowed myself to see that. Seeing myself through Kennedy’s eyes gives me a new outlook.

      Taking her small palm in mine, I peek over at her and smile as I raise her hand to my lips. “I’m not going to apologize when I fall in love with you.”

      “You love me?” Her voice reaches a higher octave, and her tone indicates a question.

      “I think so. Trust me when I say that this is more than just sex for me. You are the real deal, Ken.”

      She grins so wide it reaches up to her eyes. “The feeling is mutual.”

      I pull up out from of the Hudsons house with a few minutes to spare before my parents and Payton arrive, smiling like an idiot. With Kennedy, I am ready to move on.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fifteen

        

      

    
    
      KENNEDY

      

      When his parents arrive, followed by Payton and her family, the nerves intensify and creep up the back of my throat, choking me. I am terrified they will not like me, especially when Payton has the ear of his parents, even after all these years. The neighborhood reminds me of something from a novel—white picket fences, manicured lawns, everything in place.

      I lived in an area like this as a child. It’s the ideal location to raise a child, so I can see why Tyler and Payton thought the Hudsons would be a good fit for Blake.

      My ass is stuck to the leather seat of Tyler’s BMW race car, my body not responding to Tyler as he tells me it’s time to get out and meet his parents. Today is a big deal for me and for us as a couple.

      While I never had an issue with my boyfriend’s parents before, this is not your regular meet-and-greet, sit down dinner with the family. I have every reason to be nervous.

      “C’mon, babe.” Tyler tugs at my cardigan to get my attention. “You have nothing to be afraid of. I promise they don’t bite…but I’ll bite you later if you want.” He says the last part with a wink before slipping out of the car.

      He walks around to my door and pulls it open, holding out his hand to help me out of the car.

      Before I even have a second to straighten my dress and compose myself, Tyler’s dad is on our side with his mother. But they are not the people who capture my attention. A beautiful woman, who reminds me of a blonde version of Sydney, polished to perfection and without a hair on her head out of place walks toward us. To her left is a tall and muscular man around the same age as Tyler with dark cropped hair. She’s gorgeous, so it’s no surprise that her husband is attractive and unblemished. Their little boy skips along the pavement next to his father, singing a song to himself.

      This entire scenario feels so surreal. Tyler looks about as uncomfortable as a person can be in their own skin as if he’s ready to bolt down the street at any moment. I cannot even imagine how hard this must be for him, forced to see his ex girlfriend with her new family every month, a constant reminder of what he could’ve had with her combined with the loss of his son.

      I feel for him, my heart wrenching along with my gut, clenching as if his anxiety has somehow transferred to me. Tyler’s face twists in disgust when he locks eyes with Payton’s husband. I’m not even sure of his name since he has never spoken about him, only their son who plays with Blake.

      “Hi,” Tyler’s mother says in a singsong voice, cheerful and with a big smile that reveals her gums. “You must be Kennedy. Tyler has told me so much about you, sweetie.

      Apparently, Tyler gets his looks from his mother, because even at her age, somewhere in her late fifties, she is stunning. Long blonde hair falls over her shoulders. Her high cheekbones and sculpted eyebrows cause her blue eyes to jump from her face. For an older woman, either she has good genes, or she has kept up with her beauty regimen.

      She pulls me into her arms, wrapping herself around me like a blanket, her sweet perfume filling my nostrils. My mom is the opposite of warmth, more like cold and insane, and never without at least a half full wine glass.

      “I’m Tania Kane. It’s so nice to meet you,” she says, releasing me from her death grip. “You are such a natural beauty. Tyler did not do you justice over the phone.”

      “Aww thank you, Mrs. Kane. I appreciate you saying that. It’s nice to meet you.”

      “You know,” she lowers her voice to a register I can hear, “it’s so sweet of you to come along with my Tyler. This hasn’t been easy on him.”

      “I’m here to support him.” I flash a tiny smile, the nerves kicking up a notch as she takes a step back from me to make room for her husband.

      “Carl Kane,” his father says, extending his hand to me.

      Unlike his wife, there’s a professional tone to in his voice, no hugging or loving embrace just a handshake.

      I shake his hand with a tiny smile. “Kennedy Lockwood. Pleased to meet you, Mr. Kane.”

      “Same here. My son tells us that you’re a sports reporter.”

      “Yes, Sir. I own Sports Buzz, it’s a small—”

      “That little online paper that writes articles about Alex Parker all the time?” He asks, cutting me off, his words tearing through me and making this conversation awkward.

      My small paper?  While that part is true, it hurts a bit to hear those words come from someone else’s mouth.

      “Are you writing a story about my son? You know what happens here stays between our families. We don’t need our lives broadcasted for everyone to read about.”

      “Dad!” Tyler screams so loud Noah jumps, clinging to his father’s side. “Kennedy is my girlfriend. What she does for a living is irrelevant. Now can you get off her ass so we can go inside to see Blake? We have a few hours to spend with him, and we’re not wasting it having one of your famous interrogations.”

      Tyler grinds his teeth, his face turning bright red, looking like a volcano ready to explode. He has had a strained relationship with his parents ever since they convinced him to give Blake up for adoption to pursue his hockey career. You can cut the tension between them with a knife.

      Carl narrows his eyes at his son for a second, shooting off a warning glance, and plasters a fake smile on his face. “Kennedy, we’re glad you could join us today.”

      He hooks his arm around Tania’s back and hugs her against his chest. Tyler has none of Carl’s physical attributes though I have a feeling they butt heads so much because they are a lot alike regarding personality.

      His parents turn around and toward the house, still joined at the hip, allowing Payton enough room to slip into the conversation. She moves with such poise and grace, a gentle sway to her hips that draws my attention to her knee length boho skirt. Carl and Tania greet her with smiles and hugs, treating her as though she is part of their family. On the other hand, I get the grand inquisition from Carl, King of the Death Stare, about my small paper.

      This visit has not started on a positive note, further solidifying my reservations about meeting Tyler’s family so soon.

      “Hi,” Payton says to me, too excited to put into words. “Tania has been telling me about you all week. We’re so glad you can join us.”

      If I were meeting the new girlfriend of my ex boyfriend, I would not be glowing like a ray of sunshine. Unfazed by the awkwardness of this exchange, she does the opposite of Carl and Tania and leans in to kiss me on the cheek. The level of weirdness now is about a fifteen on a scale from one to ten. I never expected Payton to be so…sweet.

      “It’s nice to meet you, too,” I say, choking on my words but still trying to recover. “Thanks for having me.”

      “Of course.” Her smile reaches up to her wide, blue eyes. “I am so glad that Tyler finally found someone that he likes enough to bring with him. You’ll love Blake and the Hudsons.”

      “Payton,” Tyler interjects, and I am thankful because that leaves less for me to say. “Can we take this inside, please?”

      Standing here with Tyler’s ex girlfriend and her family is strange, to say the least. But with him barking out orders at everyone as if he’s shielding me from the people who love him, his unease takes the tension up a notch.

      “As always, good to see you, Tyler,” Payton says in a sardonic tone, her pleasant facial expression shifting to full-blown irritation.

      Noah holds up his little hand and waves, saying hello several times in a row in a playful voice.

      Her husband says, “How’s it going?” his voice rough yet smooth. “I’m Tim. Nice to meet you.”

      We shake hands and exchange pleasantries and then follow behind Carl and Tania up the long driveway and to the front door. Carl knocks twice before the door swings open, a thirty-something couple appearing in the entryway with a little blond boy running between their legs to get outside.

      “Mom Mom and Pop Pop are here!” He screams with excitement. When he notices Tyler behind them, his smile widens. “Uncle Tyler, I got a new toy I want to show you.”

      “Hey, buddy,” Tyler says, bending down to hug Blake, causing my chest to tighten when I get a good look at the pained expression on his face.

      I am confused as all hell. Why does he call Tyler’s parents Mom Mom and Pop Pop when he calls him Uncle Tyler?

      My heart fills with so many emotions for Tyler, all of them flooding through me at once. I’m happy he still has the ability to see his son, sad because his son has no idea he’s his biological father, and worried about the emotional toll this day will take on him by the time we leave. But I am glad he chose to share this part of his life with me.

      After I meet Britt and Steve, Blake introduces himself by hugging my leg, reminding me of how loving Tyler can sometimes be. Blake could be Tyler’s twin, with the same short blond hair, big blue eyes, and a smile that could light up an entire room.

      We step inside the house and into the living room. Britt offers us coffee, and I am about to accept—because who turns down coffee—when Blake yanks on Tyler’s shirt, attempting to drag him toward the basement.

      “Uncle Tyler, you need to see my new gun. It’s so cool. I have one for you to play with, too.”

      Tyler turns his head to me as Blake does his best to get him to follow. “Wanna come with us?”

      “Yeah, I’d love to,” I say, relieved that I won’t have to sit and have an adult conversation with his parents and extended family.

      In all honesty, his dad scares the crap out of me with the way he continues to check me out as if he’s wondering if I am here to get dirt on his son. He’s suspicious of me. I had a feeling this would not be easy. After all, I am a newbie, intruding on their secret lives.

      I can understand his father’s reservations about me, especially given my profession and the fact our relationship began as an experiment that led to what was supposed to be an interview that had turned into hot sex. But I have his best interests at heart. I care for Tyler more than I had every expected when we first met. It was supposed to be sex, smoking hot sex, but we have become so much more to each other over the past two months.

      As soon as we reach the bottom landing, Blake runs around the basement, full of energy. He’s a cute kid and what I would imagine Tyler was like as a child. To see them together cuts a hole in my chest. I haven’t seen Tyler this happy since we met. But despite his excitement to be with his son, I can tell how much he is hurting on the inside and concealing his feelings. We haven’t been together long, but I can read him, detect when there’s something off about him.

      Between playing on the floor with Blake and the toy guns Steve had bought for him, Tyler glances up at me. He studies my face for far too long before he mouths, thank you, which I assume has to do with accompanying him here. I am crushing on Tyler so hard I may be falling for him. And, if I want to fit into his world, become a permanent fixture in his life, I need to get used to spending the last Sunday of the month with Blake and the rest of Tyler’s family. I take a seat on the carpet next to him, touching his knee to let him know I am with him and that I am not going anywhere.

      He smiles and leans over to kiss my cheek.

      Ending our intense staring contest, Blake jumps in front of Tyler and me with his gun raised and pointed at Tyler, firecracker sounds coming from the toy as he holds down the trigger. “You’re dead, Uncle Tyler.”

      “You shot me,” Tyler whines. He holds his arm over his heart and moans as he falls to the side and onto the carpet.

      Blake laughs, jumping up and down, and turns to shoot at Noah who has just stumbled down the stairs with Tyler’s father. Noah must know the game and acts as though he has died, pretending to fall into the wall.

      “Pop Pop, you’re dead, too.” Blake walks over to Carl and shoots him in the chest, an evil cackle escaping his lips.

      I see so much of Tyler in his son, and it kills me that this little boy will never know that he is his father. Between Payton and Blake, Tyler has an open wound so deep I wasn’t sure if I could reach him, the loss of them both leaving a hole in Tyler’s heart. Through sex, we managed to find a mutual connection, and over time, the walls Tyler had built to keep himself safe started to crumble for me.

      As Tyler rolls onto his other side, his eyes trained on Blake, I watch as the pain scrolls across his face. My insides twist into a knot. For as guarded as Tyler is about his personal life, I can read everything about him, see the shift in his demeanor as he watches Blake run around the room with Noah.

      Tyler holds out his hand and helps me to my feet. We stand next to Carl, our arms interlocked, Tyler holding me close as we watch the boys play with each other in complete and uncomfortable silence.

      Carl finally speaks, which takes the awkwardness down a notch but not for long. “So, Kennedy, are you covering the Stanley Cup Finals for your paper?”

      “Dad!” Tyler’s words have so much anger behind them. “Kennedy is not here to write an article about us. I know that’s what you are thinking, but get that idea out of your head. Do we have to talk about hockey every time we are together?”

      Looking away from his son, Carl clears his throat and zones in on the boys. “We can talk about something other than hockey, Tyler. I can’t help it if I am curious about Kennedy’s job and if she’s following the last game of the Finals. I know I don’t have to tell you how big game seven is when it comes to the Cup.”

      Tyler sucks in a deep breath, his father testing his patience. He hates that his father makes everything about hockey. After seven years in the league, he had hoped his dad would tone it down, stop being so demanding when it comes to his career, but he has to poke and prod Tyler to be better. Carl has good intentions. My father does the same thing when it comes to Sports Buzz.

      “It’s okay, Tyler,” I interject, an attempt at easing the fire brewing between them. Locking eyes with Carl, I finish, “Yes, I am covering the Stanley Cup Finals. We were planning to watch the game with a few friends tomorrow.”

      His face perks up, the mood in the room shifting. Thank God. I cannot stand another second of the weird vibes Tyler has been shooting his dad since we got here. The two of them are so much alike, both stubborn and have to control the situation that they always butt heads. I doubt they even realize how much air they suck from the room when they are together.

      “Who are you predicting to win? As much as I hate the Pens, my money is on them for the win.”

      Carl has so much passion for hockey that it almost seems odd that Tyler lacks some of his enthusiasm. I guess when you live the sport day in and day out for most of your life, it must lose some of its appeal.

      “I’m not sure how I could be from Pennsylvania and not cheer for them. But even if I weren't, I would also have to go with the Pens for the win.”

      A tiny smile crosses his lips at my response. “You favor the Flyers over the Penguins…I hope.”

      It wasn’t a question but more of a statement. The long-standing rivalry between Philadelphia and Pittsburgh is something any decent hockey fan is aware of though I am not so sure I want to admit that I cheer for both teams in front of two diehard Flyers fans, not when one of them plays for the team.

      I return his smile. “Of course I do.”

      Tyler places his big hand on my back and pulls me closer, the scent of his laundry detergent filling my nostrils as he leans in the kiss my cheek. “That’s my girl.”

      A loud scream erupts from the opposite end of the room, ripping us from our adult conversation and back to the boys.

      “Hey, guys,” Tyler says walking toward them, “break it up. Blake, you’re hurting Noah. Let him go.”

      Blake has Noah in a headlock on the floor, laughing as Noah squirms beneath him. He looks up at Tyler with a wide grin. “He has to tap out first.”

      “C’mon, buddy. If you hurt him, he won’t play with you anymore when he comes over.” Tyler sinks to his knees next to the boys and pulls them apart.

      Blake releases his death grip on Noah’s neck, and Noah crawls away from him, his face bright red and still trying to catch his breath. When I see the tears in Noah’s eyes, I walk over to him and sit next to him on the floor.

      “Are you okay?” I ask Noah.

      He nods, wiping his tears away with the back of his hand. “I want my mommy.” His voice is almost a whisper.

      “Okay, sweetie.” I push myself up from the floor and take Noah’s hand in mine, helping him to his feet. “Let’s go see your mommy.”

      Tyler is busy giving Blake a quick lecture about how to play well with other kids. He would’ve made such a good father.

      By the time we reach the stairs, Carl stops us and drops down to Noah’s height. “How are you feeling, little man?”

      “I want to see my mommy.” Noah sniffs with an adorable but sad look on his face.

      Carl glances up at me. “I can take him upstairs to sit with Payton. You should hang out with Tyler and Blake.”

      I nod, relieved that I don’t have to explain to Payton what had transpired between the boys. Most mothers would get upset about their children roughing with other kids, and I would rather not be in the middle of this situation.

      Taking a seat on the carpet next to Tyler and Blake, I let out a quiet sigh. This day has been taxing on all of us. I don’t know how Tyler repeats this every month without having a nervous breakdown. Seeing him with his son almost brings tears to my eyes. I hold them back, all too aware of how emotional I have become since I first walked into the house.

      After seeing Tyler and Blake in action, the two of them now playing a portable air hockey game on the floor, my heart fills with so much sadness. Tyler blocks the puck as Blake hits it hard with his paddle, causing Blake to scream out in irritation.

      This kid is so damn cute with the little dimple in his cheek and those big blue eyes. He’s so happy and full of life. It makes sense to me why Tyler continues to repeat this monthly practice. I would not want to miss out on Blake’s life once I had gotten to know him either.

      “Beat it, kid.” Tyler crashes paddle into the puck with an evil laugh. “You’re on my turf now.”

      “When I grow up, I want to be a famous hockey player like you,” Blake announces, stopping the puck in front of his goal.

      The proud grin on Tyler’s handsome face makes my insides turn to mush. “Don’t worry, buddy, I will help you get there.”

      Blake peeps up from the game at me, and then his focus shifts to Tyler. “Is she your girlfriend, Uncle Tyler?”

      “Yes.” Tyler reaches out to squeeze my hand. “Kennedy is my girlfriend.”

      “Are you going to get married?”

      Why do kids always have to ask such intrusive questions? I wait with nervous anticipation as Tyler responds.

      He locks onto me, his eyes and the tone of his voice both serious. “Yes, I’d like to get married some day.”

      “To Kennedy?” Blake squeaks when he says my name.

      Tyler hasn’t broken our staring contest. My stomach twists like a pretzel as he speaks the three words I was hoping to hear. “I hope so.”

      “Are you going to have babies?” Why does this kid keeping grilling Tyler?

      Our relationship is so new that this is not the type of conversation either of us were prepared to have, but Tyler doesn’t seem to mind as Blake fires off one question after another.

      “I hope so,” Tyler says, his voice low and soft.

      I could melt into a puddle on the floor. How did things progress so fast between Tyler and me?

      I still have not figured out how our sexual tension turned into something neither of us least expected. Sometimes life comes at you like a puck invading your zone off a rush, but it’s how you adapt to the situation that makes the difference between scoring a goal or coming up short. And with Tyler, I have scored big time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Sixteen

        

      

    
    
      KENNEDY

      

      On our way home from an another fantastic dinner, I lean across the shifter with my hand wrapped around Tyler’s massive cock, my knees digging into the leather seat and my elbow propped up on the center console. He’s so hard and long, and as I position him in front of my mouth, I grab hold of his shaft with my other hand, teasing him as I lick the tip.

      The sexy sound he makes sends a tremor through my body and straight to my core, my legs trembling with need and my panties soaked in anticipation. I wish he’d pull the car over and fuck me on the hood, but he’s driving so damn fast, weaving in and out of lanes as we zip down the highway. His car is crazy fast, but there’s no need to pretend like we’re in a rush.

      Apart form his friends coming over to watch the NHL Stanley Cup Finals, we have nowhere else to be and plenty of time to get there. Matching the speed of his driving, I stroke his length, my hands and mouth in sync with one another as I suck his cock, taking most of it in my mouth.

      “Oh my God, baby,” he grunts.

      His big palm cups the back of my head but his grip isn’t firm enough to choke me. With a guy the size of Tyler, it’s a challenge to fit him in my mouth, especially when he insists on driving like we’re in The Fast and the Furious, for some reason in a hurry to get out of Philly. After the third time of his sudden movements knocking me around a little in my seat, almost losing my hold of him and two seconds from taking an accidental bite out of his favorite body part, I stop pumping and remove his cock from my mouth.

      “Don’t stop, Ken.” He makes a hissing sound, the disappointment already on his face when I glance up at him, irritated.

      “Then stop driving like an asshole,” I spit back.

      “I was trying to make sure no one could see what you’re doing. Did you think of that?” He runs his fingers through my hair, his voice sounding like a child. “C’mon, baby. Finish what you started or I’m going to have the worst case of blue balls.”

      “Not until you talk to me.” I sit down and back in my chair, avoiding eye contact with him. “Is something wrong? I know when you’re lying.”

      He grabs his length in his hand, keeping one eye on the road and the other on me. “I’m coming whether you help me or not, but I’d prefer it be with your lips wrapped around my cock when that happens and not my hand.”

      I roll my eyes at him. “You just want to come in my mouth.”

      The corner of his mouth turns up into a wicked grin. “That, too.”

      I get situated in my seat, my gaze fixed on the road, but I cannot help but watch out of the corner of my eye when I see him jerk himself off, tempted to take over for him. I’m so fucking horny, I push up my dress and feel how wet I am over my silky panties.

      “Jesus, babe.” He licks his lips, still driving with one hand and working on finishing himself off with the other. “Spread those legs and let me watch you finger your pussy.”

      I peel back my panties, my head turned to the side but still nestled against the headrest, biting down on my bottom lip as I sink two fingers inside me. If only it were Tyler between my legs. I watch him maneuver the car and his dick, turned on by his ability to do both at the same time.

      Coating my fingers with my juices, I quicken my pace, a brush of heat spreading from my cheeks to my toes. My body tenses up, a euphoric sensation rushing over me, the feeling intense and powerful as it takes over. With each moan, my voice dies off, Tyler’s name on the tip of my tongue.

      “I want to come in your mouth,” he says, low and seductive. “Get over here, babe. I need you.”

      Sliding my fingers from my wetness, I hold them out and in front of his mouth for him to suck on them.

      “Mmm…you taste good. I can’t wait to be inside that tight pussy.”

      He stops doing all the work, giving me back control, as I continue for him. Not long after my tongue glides along his skin do I feel his leg shake. Tyler grips my hair in his hands, twisting it around his fingers. When he comes, I swallow all of him and suck on the tip once more before sitting back in my seat.

      He’s still out of breath and driving like an idiot. With his eyes on the road, he tucks himself back into his pants and zippers them up. Then he reaches across the car and takes my hand in his to give it a quick squeeze.

      “You 're incredible, Kennedy. Thank you.”

      I laugh, almost feeling sorry for him. “You don’t have to thank me for a blow job. I’m your girlfriend. It’s my job to keep you happy.”

      “That’s not what I meant…Well, I guess that, too, but damn, babe, that was one hell of a BJ. But I was saying thank you for yesterday with Blake and my family, and this was just icing on the cake.”

      “You’re welcome, Tyler, but you don’t have to thank me. I’m glad I had the chance to meet your family, and it’s always a pleasure to see how much of your dick I can fit in my mouth.” I say the last sentence with a devious grin.

      “You make it so hard not to pull over this car right now and show you how much I appreciate you.”

      “As much as I’d like that, you will have people waiting out front of your house for us soon, and you don’t want to leave them hanging.”

      Tyler flashes one of his winning smiles. “You’re perfect.”

      “You’re a hot mess.” I laugh as I speak the words.

      He reminds me of a sexy surfer with his blond hair and tanned skin with a mix of frat boy and aggressive hockey player throw in. But under the surface, there is so much more to him that I had not expected. And I’m hardcore falling for him more each day.

      We make it back to Tyler’s house in Cherry Hill with a few minutes to spare before the doorbell rings. Coach and Parker arrive first because Coach is never late for anything. In fact, according to Tyler, she’s fifteen minutes early for every event he has to attend. He’s always the dumbass dragging his feet as his hot agent waits around on him. She has to do the same thing with Parker. I saw that first hand when Coach had asked me to watch over Alex.

      “Tyler,” Coach says, throwing her long, caramel hair over her shoulder, all six feet of beauty and toned muscle flashing a smile. She was on track to become a professional basketball player before she had a career-ending injury. But she still looks as though she trains every day. “How have you been? Staying out of trouble, I hope.”

      “Of course.” He leans in to kiss her, and she offers him her cheek. “Kennedy keeps me in check.”

      “Someone needs to do it,” she deadpans. “Between you and Alex, I have my hands full. I’m more than happy to share some of the load with Kennedy.”

      Parker has Coach bolted to his side, his fingers digging into her hip to keep her in place. Tyler does the same thing with me, never wanting to let me out of his sight. We have spent almost every day and night together since we first met. Things have progressed so fast that we practically moved into together without having an official conversation about it.

      “Hey,” Parker says with a nod, nonchalant, and locks his gaze onto Tyler. “I hope you got pizza from Tony’s this time. None of that cheap shit that cracks when you fold it in half.”

      “Yeah,” Tyler laughs, “I learned my lesson from last time. I stopped eating at the place around the corner. Come in. The pizza guy just left, so it should still be hot.”

      I give them a little wave, a wide grin on my face as they step inside the house. “How are you guys?”

      “We’re great.” Coach does something I least expect and pulls me into her arms to give me a big hug. “Thanks for everything, Kennedy.”

      I pat her on the back, taking in the scent of her sweet perfume. “I’m so glad everything worked out for you.”

      “Thanks for keeping tabs on Alex,” Coach says, releasing me from her grip.

      Until now, I hadn’t met Alex in the formal sense. And who would’ve thought I would be meeting Alex as the girlfriend of Tyler Kane. I still have my mini fangirl moments when it sinks in that I am dating a famous hockey player, and not just anyone—my favorite player in the NHL.

      I extend my hand to Alex as I break free from Coach and welcome them into the house. Tyler likes when I take charge. Now that I live here, he says his house is starting to feel like a home instead of a museum. Before we met, it was always cold and too big for one person, nothing more than a bachelor pad with too many rooms and gadgets.

      I’m glad that Tyler feels so strongly about me living here because at the rate we’re going, moving in with each other would be the next logical step, given how much time we spend together. It would also save us both the expense of gas and tolls from driving over the bridge.

      “Nice to meet the girl who was spying on me.” Parker chuckles and follows us into the living room.

      I shrug. “Sorry. I was just doing my job. For someone with so many scandals under their belt, I was surprised how boring you can be.”

      He laughs, his shaggy brown hair falling into his eyes. “Sorry to disappoint. Charlotte turned me into a boring old man.”

      “Hey,” Coach smacks him in the arm, “I am not boring. Take it back.”

      “You’re a little boring. Just admit it, sweetheart.”

      Because Coach is almost the same height as Alex, he barely has to move to kiss her on the cheek. They are adorable together. At least my snooping worked out for them. I was worried about how it would all turn out when Coach had asked me to monitor Alex’s every waking move. Following him from practices and games when he was in town was uneventful, to say the least. I had expected to find him in bars and strip clubs, what used to be his usual hangouts, and was surprised to find him at home alone most of the time.

      “Where’s Roxie,” Coach asks, looking around the living room.

      “I left Roxie in the basement to play in her doggie room, so she doesn’t annoy the crap out of everyone,” Tyler chimes in. “She gets way too excited when other people are around, and I want to watch the game without cleaning up broken glasses or spilled drinks from the floor.”

      “I have a hard enough time cleaning up after Alex,” Coach jokes. “I can image how much of a pain it is to take care of a puppy.”

      “We can trade,” Tyler tells her, laughing. “At least Alex won’t pee on the carpet and hump my leg.”

      “I can’t promise he won’t hump your leg,” Coach says, her voice playful.

      She elbows Alex in the side, and he hooks his arms around her from behind and rests his chin on her shoulder.

      After they settle in on one of the couches, I hear the door close over, followed by a man’s voice travelling down the hallway. Tyler and Donovan are so close I am shocked he doesn’t live here with him in this big old house. Standing in the archway of the living room, Donovan raises his thick arms above his head to stretch, wearing sweat pants and a cut off tank that shows off his muscles. He puts Parker and Tyler to shame with his bulky frame.

      Donovan knew ahead of time that he is meeting Sydney tonight, per both of their requests, yet he looks as though he has just left the gym. His dark beard is trimmed, now looking more like an average person and less like a lumberjack who’s ready to chop down a tree. He has a season ritual where he doesn’t shave, the length of his beard getting out of hand by the last game.  Shaving is the only thing he did for his fix up with Sydney. That much is evident in his appearance.

      But Donovan and his rugged looks and toned body are perfect for Sydney. I can already see Sydney humping his leg by the end of the night.

      “Where are you coming from?” Tyler asks, getting up from the couch.

      “My house. Why?” Donovan struts into the living room and slaps his hand down hard on Tyler’s back, causing him to jerk forward.

      “I thought maybe you were training before you came over. That’s all.”

      He glances down at his cutoff shirt. “Nah, I ran out of clothes to wear, and I didn’t feel like doing laundry.”

      “You know Kennedy invited Sydney for you, right?” Tyler speaks low enough so I can hear.

      He seems so calm, unaffected. “Yeah, what's the problem?”

      “Nothing. I just thought you wanted to meet Sydney, and you are dressed like this,” Tyler says, pointing at him.

      He must be annoyed for me, assuming I will give him a rash of shit later, but I keep my mouth shut, knowing that Sydney will pop serious lady wood over Donovan and his ripped body. It would not matter what this man wore tonight. I can already see Sydney dragging him upstairs for a little one-on-one time. No way will she turn him down, not when he oozes sex appeal by the truckload.

      We have the game on in the background, the commentator’s voices blaring over the surround sound speakers fixed from the ceiling. Tyler and his teammates could care less who wins this year, considering they didn’t even make it into the first round of the playoffs, but we are all hoping the competition gets their asses kicked, especially after serving the Flyers a big fat dose of reality the last half of their regular season.

      The doorbell rings and I follow Donovan and Tyler out of the room and down the hallway. I have no idea why Donovan felt the need to accompany us to welcome Sydney, but the big oaf is hovering over Tyler, a fuck me grin on his face because Sydney looks smoking hot.

      Her pictures online and social media videos do not even do her justice. She gets the same reaction that she is getting right now from both Donovan and Tyler. If I weren't with Tyler, he would be all over her in a second so I can imagine what Donovan is thinking at the moment. She’s every man’s type.

      “Tyler,” she says, holding out her hand as if she expects him to kiss her skin as if she’s the Queen of England.

      I love how she acts around men and gets away with it. Holding back my laughter, I make eye contact with her, and with one look, I can tell she’s planning to fuck with them tonight. This should be a fun night.

      She flashes her pearly whites at Tyler. “So, you’re the stud who’s stolen my Kennedy away from me.”

      He shakes her hand, his gesture so formal that even Sydney seems a bit taken back. “Sorry about that.”

      She shrugs and walks into the house, ignoring Donovan, with her head held high, and her tits pushed out. Donovan licks his lips and stalks behind her, all part of her master plan to lure him into her trap. I wish I could do what she does and get away with it—not that I need to anymore now that Tyler is in my life. But imagine what kind of hits I would get on Sports Buzz if I had her looks and my talent.

      She exudes confidence unlike anyone I have ever met, has an air of entitlement about her that screams money and success. But she’s one of the best people I know, and I love that she just blew past Donovan as if he were a piece of furniture in her way that she had to maneuver around.

      “I would say sorry for taking you away from Kennedy,” Tyler says to Sydney once we enter the living room, “but I have a hard time letting her out of my sight.”

      She peeks up at him. “How can I compete with your monster cock? But I do think we should work out a schedule. You know, you get her one day, and I get her the next.”

      I have a hard time keeping a straight face, but it’s Donovan who breaks this silence.

      “Did you just say monster cock?” He’s so much taller than her, even in her five-inch heels, that his chest is in her face.

      She tilts her head to the side as if thinking over her last comment. “Yeah, I guess I did. No biggie. Who doesn’t love a big cock?”

      “I’m Carter Donovan,” he says, touching her shoulder with his big hand, not even bothering to stifle his laughter

      “Wonderful,” she says, shrugging him off, “Sydney Carroway, but I’m sure you already know that. I’m starving. K, help me find something to eat in this place.” Then she does something the guys do not expect—because Sydney is unpredictable—and strolls out of the room and down the hall as if she owns the fucking place, her heels clicking against the marble floor as she heads toward the kitchen.

      “That was fucking weird.” The dumbfounded expression on Donovan’s face is priceless.

      “You could say that.” Tyler looks just as confused by that exchange with Sydney. For someone who requested to meet him, she has a funny way of showing it. But that’s Sydney’s MO. She says the more you act as if you do not like a guy, the more they will want you. It works for every time. She just baited Donovan into her trap. Poor guy has no idea he will be a goner in no time.

      “She’s hot, though.” Donovan shoves his hands in his sweat pockets as they move further into the living room.

      “Uh-huh’,” Tyler confirms. I assume he’s wondering if she’ll even give Donovan the time of day.

      “What do you think of Sydney?” I can already tell they like her without asking. “She’s amazing, right?”

      “She told me I have a monster cock.” This time I cannot hold back my laughter and either can Tyler. “I can’t believe you told her about me. And here I thought only guys talked about stuff like that.”

      I give him an I’m busted look, biting down on my bottom lip and hoping he’s not pissed. “Umm…yeah. You know girls talk about those kinds of things. And babe, your dick is something worth talking about. Just be happy that it didn’t end up on our blog because it came up quite a few times as a possible post idea.”

      “Oh, yeah.” He leans down to kiss my hair. “What were you going to call it?”

      “I like big dicks, and I cannot lie,” I joke.

      “I still like the idea of the taking one for the team post.” He whispers into my ear, “If you want, we can go to the bathroom, and you can show me how you’d demonstrate to your followers.”

      I nudge him hard with my hip. “Nice try, but we have company.”

      Sydney walks back into the room with a box of pizza and a six-pack of beer. “Who’s hungry?”

      She sets the box and bottles on the long table that spans both couches. The room is so big that it calls for some large furniture to take up some of the space.

      “I can eat,” both Parker and Donovan call out, the two of them reaching over to grab a slice.

      On the other side of the room, Tyler and I watch as Sydney chats with Coach as if they have known each other for years. Sydney seems to have this effect on the people around her that makes them want to open up.

      Coach is about as closed off as they come, and she’s over there telling Sydney all the details about Parker and the time they had spent apart. From what I understand, those were some miserable days for everyone who had the pleasure of being around Parker back then.

      I squeeze Tyler’s hand to get his attention. “Sit and talk to your friends. I’ll handle the food.”

      He presses his lips to mine for a few seconds, the heat from his touch going straight between my thighs. I consider his offer to go to the bathroom for a minute before he responds. “I love that you’re so at home in my house.”

      “I don’t mind.” And I am more than happy to take care of everyone, even though I should be watching the game to ensure I am keeping up-to-date on all the action for Sports Buzz live feeds. Being here with Tyler and our friends is more important than my paper.

      Tyler smacks me on the ass. “I hate spending any time away from you so hurry up.”

      “You see me all the time.”

      “I wish I saw you more,” he counters. “I think we should make this more permanent.”

      “As in move into your house?” My body tingles, set on fire from all the emotions running through me at once. I try to keep my excitement at bay.

      “Yes. I want you to move in here with me. It wasn’t a home until I met you.” He pulls me to his chest, the fireworks sparking between us. “So what do you say?”

      Staring up at him and into his eyes, I lay my palm flat on his chest and over his heart. “Yes. Of course, I will move in with you.”

      “Woo hoo!” He yells so loud I almost lose my hearing.

      His outburst draws the attention of the rest of the group, their heads turned toward us with confused expressions on their faces.

      “Kennedy is moving in with me,” Tyler says with his hands raised in the air, reminding me of Blake when he gets excited.

      Our friends congratulate us for a minute before Tyler picks me up and throws me over his shoulder. He almost runs out of the living room with his hand on my butt, holding me in place as he takes me upstairs, not giving a shit that we have company. While I feel bad about leaving our friends alone and unattended, I want to celebrate this moment with Tyler, because this is a huge deal for both of us.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seventeen

        

      

    
    
      TYLER

      

      After I bring the last box into my house, I kick the door closed with my foot and set it down on the floor by the stairs. Asking Kennedy to move in with me was one of the best decisions I have ever made. It was apparent that neither of us wanted to spend time apart, and with her work from home schedule and hockey in the off-season, it made sense for us to take the next step in our relationship.

      I freaked out when things had first become serious between Kennedy and me even though I didn’t show it. Given my past relationship with Payton, I was so closed off and afraid to let anyone into my world, but Kennedy is nothing like Payton. That much I realized not long after I let her into my life and soon after my heart.

      Kennedy walks down the steps, her legs the first thing I notice in the tight, black booty hugging shorts she has on with a pink tank top and sneakers. Now, I get this view every day. I am one lucky man.

      “You okay?” Kennedy asks me as her feet hit the bottom landing.

      “Never better.” I wrap my arms around her and lift her up, her shoes hitting me in the leg before I set her back down on the floor. “You have made me so happy, Ken.”

      “Because I moved in?” She smiles and slips her arms around my neck. “You know you don’t have to thank me again.”

      I lean down to meet her height, our lips almost touching. “You have no idea how happy you make me, baby. I thought I would be miserable the rest of my life until I met you. I was in a dark place a few months ago, especially after we lost our shot at the playoffs. Then you came along in your ridiculous outfits, somehow managing to make those clothes look sexy, and won me over in the process.”

      “You fell right into my trap.” She giggles like a child. “But would you have liked me if I hadn’t played games with you?”

      “I didn’t fall in love with your clothes, Ken, I fell in love with you.”

      “I love you, too, Tyler,” she says against my lips.

      Before I can speak another word, she parts my lips with her tongue, our kisses soft and passionate while also rough and aggressive. She sucks me in, makes me whole. With Kennedy, I feel alive again. After years of torturing myself and agonizing over Blake and Payton, Kennedy walks into my life unexpected, captures my heart and fills the void. Her kisses heal me, our loves consumes me. This woman is everything I ever wanted.

      Kennedy breaks away from me first and whispers, “Tyler.”

      “Yes,” I groan, still trying to catch my breath.

      She smiles so wide it reaches up to her eyes. “Take me upstairs and make love to me.”

      Holding her tighter, I plant a kiss on her cheek, taking in the sweet scent of her skin. “Whatever you say, boss.”

      I lift Kennedy over my shoulder and keep moving until I reach my bedroom door. With all the excitement of Kennedy moving into my house, I had to put Roxie in the basement just so we could work without interruption. And she’s also not around to cock block me. She gets in the way of us every time I as much as kiss Kennedy on the forehead.

      Kicking the door closed, I make way over to the bed and set Kennedy down on the comforter. She looks sexy with her blonde hair fanned out around her face, a sexy grin on her lips, and her legs open wide for me. I lean forward to strip her of her shorts and panties and throw them on the floor behind me, licking my lips at the sight of her wet pussy. She’s always ready for me.

      I remove my shirt and then work on my jeans and boxers, leaving a pile of clothes behind me, as I get on the bed with Kennedy and position myself right between her legs. Taking my time, I push her shirt up and over her breasts, reaching behind her to unhook her bra.

      She lifts her shirt over her head, and I help her out of it. Then, I strip her of her bra so I can suck on her nipple while I massage her other breast. Her tits are not big, more like just right, and fit perfectly in my hand. Just like Kennedy.

      Leaving a trail of kisses from her breasts to her stomach, I slip two fingers inside her dripping wet pussy. There was a time when I needed to work through my pain and anger about the past. And Kennedy helped me work through my issues, closed the gaping hole that had left me hollow for so long.

      “Tyler,” she moans as she comes, and after her body stops trembling, I pull back my fingers and ease inside her slow, giving her a few seconds to adjust to my size. Even after all these months together, she still makes a hissing sound as I enter her, biting down on her lip.

      As I slide in and out of her, I pick up the pace and grip her hips, wanting to fuck her before I remember that she wants me to make love to her. Instead of fucking her hard, the way she likes it, I bend down to kiss her, allowing myself to get wrapped up in her kisses, keeping my movements steady.

      “Tyler,” she whispers when our lips separate, scratching her nails down my arms, this time careful not to dig into my skin.

      “That’s it, babe. Come for me,” I say, my voice low.

      With a firm grip, I lift her leg up and over my shoulder and push further inside her. She strengthens the hold she has on my dick, a blush spreading from my cheeks to her chest, as her moans turn into screams and an intense orgasm rocks through her. I love watching her face as she unravels beneath me.

      Now that she’s come, I pump faster, the sweat trickling down my forehead with each thrust. My body trembles one last time as I kiss her, slow and passionate, more sensual than normal because, for the first time, we made love instead of fucking, something I have never done before.

      After I plant a few more kisses on her neck and chest, I slide out of her and roll onto my side of the bed. I smile at the thought. We have our own sides of the bed now.

      “You are fucking amazing, Ken,” I say, resting her head on my chest. “My God, woman, you have no idea how much I love you.”

      “I think I have an idea.” She chuckles to herself, her laughter shaking through me.

      “No, you don’t.” I hold her tighter, never wanting to let her go. “You are it for me, babe.”

      “I feel the same way, Tyler.” She scoots closer and hooks her leg around my thigh, burrowing her face in my chest. “This is home for me. Speaking of home, we should start working on the rest of my boxes. I have a lot of clothes and junk to go through.”

      As she attempts to get up, I pull her back down and snuggle up against her. “Lay with me for a few more minutes before we have to do our adulting.”

      “I have to unpack, and you have Donovan and your trainer coming over in an hour. You should take a shower, so you don’t stink of sex before they get here.”

      I groan, annoyed I have to start training already, because it was nice to have some time off to myself, all of which I have spent with Kennedy. But the thought of getting in the shower with her makes me hard again.

      I place her hand around my cock. “I have one more thing I need you to take care of before we have to act like adults.”

      She peeks up at me, her hair sweat-matted to her forehead. “Now that you got me all filthy you should be a good boy and help me wash the dirt off.”

      “Oh, baby,” I groan into her ear, lifting her up in the process. “You will pay for saying that.”

      A broad smile crosses her lips. “Good. I’m counting on it.”
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* * *

      After two weeks of living with Kennedy, Donovan had convinced me it was time for a boys night. It had been months since we last chilled out at my house without women around. We sent Kennedy and Sydney to the spa together for whatever all-day treatments they wanted, followed by drinks and dinner at a restaurant in the city.

      With the house to ourselves, we did what we would normally do and spread out on the large couches, the two of us fucking off, drinking beers, and watching a UFC fight on Pay-Per-View. This is part of our regular off-season ritual, our way to unwind before we get back to the grueling workouts, intense practices, and travelling all the time. Kennedy hasn’t been around for that part of my life. Living in this house alone while I am on the road will not be easy or her, but at least she’ll have Roxie around to keep her company while I am gone.

      “Can you hand me another?” Donovan tries to reach for the six-pack on the coffee table and misses, too lazy to get up. Roxie jumps up and runs her long tongue down the length of his forearm. “Bad girl,” he tells her, wiping the slobber from his skin with a disgusted look on his face.

      “Good girl,” I tell her, flashing a grin in Donovan’s direction that makes his mouth twist in anger. Then, I hold out my arm for Roxie to come over to me. At the sound of my voice, she’s at my side in an instant, her cold nose wetting my forearm as I pet her thick coat.

      “Stop encouraging her.” Donovan sits up and opens two bottles of Heineken with the opener on the table. He passes a beer to me, waiting for me to tap his bottle before we both take a sip.

      “She’s just a baby. You don’t have to be such an ass about it.”

      His cell phone buzzes along the table, and before he can respond to me, he picks it up and glances at the text that came through. He sucks in a deep breath, holding it far too long before letting it out. “Fucking women,” he deadpans and drops the phone back to where he found it. “Sydney is giving me a fucking headache, man.”

      “Is she still playing hard to get?”

      Kennedy has told me all about Sydney’s games that she uses to bait men into doing what she wants though I am not so sure Donovan will hang around long enough and call her bluff. He has been complaining about her all week, at least one phone call per day bitching about something Sydney did that annoyed him.

      Both Sydney and Kennedy think it’s hilarious, and as much as I want to tell him that Sydney is fucking with him, I had to choose between breaking my promise to Sydney or letting Donovan know he is being played. I haven’t said anything to him because I think she likes him, despite her rules and games that keep them apart.

      “You have no idea, bro. This girl is like the Queen of Blue Balls. She’ll send me half naked pics along with a sex scene from her book or one she made up, which is fine with me. But I’ll get a pic with one nipple of an unknown woman—because who the fuck knows if they’re even her tits—and then I’ll get a few paragraphs of a story about the picture she sent. I’ve jerked off at least a twenty times to the pictures, and I haven’t even touched her yet. She’s weird and crazy, and I like her—”

      “She likes you, too,” I interrupt, trying to throw him a bone since he seems so upset over Sydney. “Just go with it. She’s all about the head games and drama. If Kennedy pulled that shit with me, I doubt we would be where we are now, but if you like her, I would suggest sticking with it until she puts out.”

      He takes a sip of his beer, chugging half of it down before he sinks back into the couch cushions. “Listen to you giving me advice about women. You think you’re an expert now that you have a live-in girlfriend.”

      “Kennedy is more than some girl who lives with me, and you know it.”

      Roxie nudges me at the sound of Kennedy’s name. She loves her, follows her everywhere when she’s home. I love that Roxie had taken so well to Kennedy from the start. It was one of the reasons I connected with Kennedy. Seeing her on the floor of my bedroom, her legs wide open and her pussy on display for me, as she loved my puppy instead of me, tugged at something inside me in more ways than one.

      “Do you think you will marry this one? I honestly can’t believe you’re settling down after all the shit Payton put you through. I have been here through some pretty dark years with you I just don’t want to see you go down the same road again if this doesn’t work out with Kennedy.”

      “It will work out, and we are nowhere near the marriage stage, but it will happen when the time is right.” My confidence shines through as I say the words. There is no way I am letting Kennedy slip away from me. “From the first time I met her, I just had this feeling. You know what I mean?” I smile at the thought of our first encounter.

      “Yeah, I know what you mean.” He kicks his feet up on the table in front of him and takes a swig from his bottle. “Sydney is fucking killing me. She has me doing all sorts of stupid shit for her but still hasn’t let me kiss her.”

      His gaze shifts to the massive flat screen hung on the wall and to the fighters that are giving each other a run for their money. The men are so evenly matched that it’s a battle of skill and wits and the kind of matchup I like to see.

      “Kennedy says she’s like the master of manipulation. If you play your cards right with Sydney, I’m sure it will all pay off in the long run.”

      “It better.” His voice is so deep and loud it sounds like a growl. “That woman is driving my insane. My balls can’t take much more of her mind tricks.”

      Donovan jumps up from the couch, attracting the attention of Roxie, as he throws his hands in the air, yelling at the TV screen. One fighter has the other in a chokehold, his opponent’s face changing from a shade of pink to red within seconds.

      Roxie hops up on Donovan’s thick thigh, clawing at his jeans with each outburst he makes. He has money on a few of the fights tonight, and while I could care less who wins this match, I sit up and cheer on the man who’s winning the fight to show my team spirit.

      “C’mere, girl,” I say to Roxie, snapping my fingers to get her to come over to me. Pointing at the ground, I tell her to sit, and she does as I ask, always good at following my orders.

      “Yes!” Donovan punches the air with excitement as the fight ends and the referee announces the winner by knockout. “Dude, I had ten G’s riding on him to win.”

      “Congrats, bro.” I lean down to pet Roxie, looking up at Donovan who’s standing in front of the table, his eyes pointed at the TV. “It’s your turn to buy the pizza so get to it now that you have all this money.”

      He turns around, pushing his hands to his hips with a smirk already on his lips. “Get out of here. I bought the last two.”

      “House rules,” I tell him, my tone serious. “You won money, so you have to pay for the food.”

      Before he can answer, his phone vibrates along the wood, causing Roxie to get up from her spot on the floor at my feet to see who’s messaging him. It must be Sydney by the look on his face. Except for this time, he doesn’t look so pissed off. In fact, he seems happier than he was over winning money from the fight.

      “Tonight is the night,” he says to me, licking his lips as he stares down at his screen. “You should see this picture Sydney just sent me. She is going to be the death of me.”

      “She will give in. A woman like Sydney wouldn’t send a pic of herself in a bra to a guy she doesn’t want to fuck.”

      He shoves his phone into his pocket and leans down to grab his keys from the table, Roxie licking him in the process. This time he doesn’t even care that he has her slobber on his arm, too focused on getting the hell out of my house.

      “She says Kennedy should be home any minute. I’m heading over to Sydney’s place…hopefully for the night.” He pulls his wallet from his pocket, checking for condoms and finding a few of them tucked inside. Letting out a sigh of relief, he slips it back into his pocket and pets Roxie one last time before he walks over to me and holds out his hand.

      I stand, shaking his hand and pulling him into me in the process. “Good luck.”

      He chuckles. “Thanks. I need it with Sydney. Who the hell knows what she has in mind after the torture she put me through last night.”

      As I walk him out of the living room and into the hallway, the front door swings open with a very wet Kennedy standing in the entryway. Soaked in water, she stands there, rubbing her hands down her side to get the chill from her body. The weather has been warm, but the storms have been a nightmare the last few days with the heat wave that has rolled through the area.

      Donovan says hello to Kennedy and leaves with a wave of his hand and a good-bye in passing as he closes the door behind him, in a rush to get over the bridge to see Sydney.

      “My hair,” she says, sobbing, “it looked perfect when I left Sydney’s apartment…and now it’s ruined.”

      “You look beautiful, baby, as always.” I take her in my arms, aware that her hair is now stuck to her head in clumps and her mascara is running down her cheeks, but she is still the most gorgeous woman I have ever met.

      “Look at me,” she whines, which is so unlike her that I wonder why she’s so upset over her hair.

      Holding her at an arm’s-length, I stare into her watery blue eyes. “Did something happen tonight with Sydney?

      “No, we had an awesome time.” She frowns for a second and then perks up. “How could I not? It’s Sydney. I’m just pissed about my hair and makeup. I wanted you to see it before I hopped in the shower and the storm took care of that for me. Now, I look like a wet dog.”

      “Oh, you answer to dog now,” I say to Roxie as she wags her tail, hitting me in the leg in the process.

      “Apparently,” Kennedy says, laughing. She reaches down to pet Roxie on the head with a smile. “Did you miss me, baby dog?” Sinking down to the floor, Kennedy hugs Roxie, allowing her to lick her face as she kisses her on the head.

      As I watch them in action, so many emotions race through me all at once. I spent years mourning the life I used to have, the life I wanted and could not hold onto, but everything has changed since I met Kennedy.

      She has made my house a home, has become part of my family, and some day, I want to make her my wife. Just seeing how she treats Roxie, I know she will make a good mother and an excellent wife. I never thought I would find happiness again, and I sure as hell didn’t expect to fall in love.
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      KENNEDY

      

      As per the usual, I am waiting on Sydney for our lunch date. No matter what the occasion, I never expect her to show up on time, so I thought ahead and brought my laptop with me. Pounding on the keys of my beat up Macbook, I peek at my notepad on the table next to me, stealing a few glances at the shorthand notes I had taken during my interview with the Sixers head coach.

      I had asked Sydney to meet me at Broad Street Beans because I was in Philly this morning. It has been three days since I last saw Sydney for our spa date. Now that Tyler and I live together, the distance makes seeing Sydney a lot harder. While I am only a half hour drive away, on a good day and without traffic, I have become lazy, too used to working from the office Tyler had setup for me on the second floor of his house.

      It still feels weird to call it our home. He insists that I make his house our home, act as though I have lived there my entire life. But after having my family’s fortune stripped away, I have a hard time settling down anywhere for long. His invitation to live with him came at the perfect time because I was running through my savings and close to living on Sydney’s couch if I didn’t score another big break.

      It’s not as if I moved in with Tyler to help myself out of a shitty financial situation. Tyler was aware of the mess I had to deal with, and to him, me moving in was not only a step in the right direction for our relationship but also for me and the future of my paper. He offered to help with Sports Buzz, but I have to finish what I had started without his intervention.

      While I have no doubt his connections could open up doors for me, the Lockwood name no longer held in high esteem with investors, I want to do this on my own. He may not understand my need to be independent, just as much father has a hard time grasping the concept, but he respects me enough to allow me to make whatever choices I deem necessary, regardless of the outcome.

      By the time Sydney arrives, she’s already twenty minutes late. Of course, she looks gorgeous, as always, her silky black curls styled to perfection and framing her heart shaped face. She exudes so much confidence as she walks toward my table, waving at me. I raise my hand in acknowledgment, a wide grin plastered on my face.

      Sydney sits across from me, draping her purse strap over the back of her chair, and gives me a toothy smile. Her eyes pop from the dark shade of blue she has coated on her lids, and combined with the long, dark lashes, she looks even more alluring.

      “You look like crap, babe.” She flattens palms on the table, appraising me and taking in every detail of my face, as she leans forward. “Has Tyler been keeping you locked up in a dungeon over there?” Reaching across the table, she attempts to take a lock of my hair in her hand, but I back away from her before she can patronize me further.

      I fold my arms across my chest, my leg crossed over the other, and shake my head. “You know you can be such a brat sometimes, Syd. Tyler is taking care of me in more ways than you can imagine. I am doing just fine. Maybe you’re the one who needs a man to tend to your needs.”

      Her face grows serious for a second before she breaks our intense staring contest, the two of us fucking with the other.

      She breaks out into laughter. “Carter and I are fantastic, thank you very much.”

      “Did you have sex with him yet?” I know the answer to my question after all of Carter’s phone calls and visits to bitch to Tyler and me.

      She flicks her hair over her shoulder and glances out the window. “Let’s just say I am making Carter work for every second he spends with me. And he can’t get enough of what I’m putting down.”

      “You have him wrapped around your finger, huh?”

      Sydney has been toying with Carter Donovan for two weeks now, and he has fallen into her trap. As someone who likes attention, craves it even, she thrives on torturing the men in her life. For the most part, her games work on the opposite sex, but there have been a few times her plans have backfired, and she regretted stringing the men along after they had the nerve to walk away.

      Some guys can only take so much. Despite her many charms, Sydney has a way about her that wears men down. But she usually brings them to their knees. If she had a super power, that would be it.

      She shrugs, unaffected by the mental pain she is causing Carter. I know this because of his many complaints about my friend, the evil vixen who leaves him with a never-ending case of blue balls. “More or less. I think he likes playing the game just as much as I do.”

      “You might end up losing him if you don’t give in a little bit. Carter is also Tyler’s best friend, and I’d like to avoid any awkwardness that your pretend romance will end up causing in the future.”

      “Just because you’re ready to walk down the aisle with Tyler doesn’t mean I want that for myself, K. I am having too much fun with Carter to stop. You have no idea what it’s like to see a man like him grovel and beg. It’s so sexy. He will be rewarded in time, and I will make it worth his wait.”

      “Look, all I’m saying is that you should ease up on him. If you like him, you should give him a real shot, maybe let him take you out on a date. I know for a fact he would kill for the opportunity to take you anywhere you want. You could tell him you want to eat dinner in Paris and Carter would have a flight booked ten minutes later. Trust me, girl, this one is boyfriend material. Think about it.”

      “Fine. I will consider it.” She pushes her chair out from the table and stands, her breasts falling out of a tight black top that leaves nothing to the imagination. “I need some coffee. Do you want a refill?”

      Staring down at my empty mug, I nod. “Yeah. I’ll have a nonfat caramel macchiato and a piece of chocolate cake.”

      “Be right back,” she says with a wink, and then strolls over to the front counter in five-inch heels that accentuate her long legs in the short skirt so tight I wonder how she even got into it.

      I go back to typing up the article I was working on before Sydney showed up. The piece needs a few final changes, so I do a quick proofread and schedule it for an early morning release tomorrow. If only I could land a better story, one that would bring my paper enough publicity to get myself out of the hole.

      A few minutes later, Sydney reappears with a young boy who is holding a tray with two coffee mugs and two plates of chocolate cake. She acts as though we are in a restaurant, and as if the barista is one of the servants she had grown accustomed to having served her as a child. Spoiled does not even cover how we both were raised, except I have adjusted to the real world, while Sydney still lives insider her little bubble.

      “Thank you, darling.” She shoots the young boy a wicked grin, her smile reaching up to her eyes.

      He sets our drinks and food on the table, ignoring me and checking out Sydney’s ass as she takes a seat across from me. “Any time,” he mutters, afraid to make eye contact with her, something I have seen more men do than I can count.

      The boy must be a student at Strickland University, and since we’re on the campus and sitting in their coffee shop, Sydney and her ass have also attracted the attention of other young males in the café. Wherever we go, we have to deal with the same glances in our direction.

      Sydney says thank you to the boy again before he leaves our table, stealing glances at her as he walks back to the front counter.

      I lift my fork and dig into my cake, devouring each bite. “This is so good,” I mutter as I chew with my mouth full and chocolate stuck to my teeth.

      “I’m breaking my no carb diet since every time I see you now is a celebration.” She cuts a tiny piece of her cake and looks down at it, the disappointment she feels registered all over her face. Holding the fork to her mouth, she stuffs the chocolate in her mouth and moans. “Mmm…It has been months since my last pastry. You are a bad influence, K.”

      Shoveling the food in my mouth, like a human garbage disposal, I finish in record timing and set my fork down on my plate, washing down the food with my coffee.

      It takes Sydney a few minutes to catch up to me, her quiet grunts making me laugh as I watch her in action. She has such a good figure because she works for it. On the other hand, I am her carb-loving friend who cannot live without bread and snack foods.

      For the most part, Tyler eats healthy, especially now that he’s back to training again. Some of his habits have rubbed off on me and eating salads is one of them, which shocked the hell out of both of us.

      As I drink the rest of my coffee, the food churns up in my stomach, bile rising up from my throat and choking me. Maybe I just ate too fast and need to let it settle. My mouth waters, and combined with the chunks rising, I feel as though I could puke. Grasping the edge of the table, waves of nausea almost knocking me out, I push my chair out and come to a standing.

      I bend forward, pressing a hand to my mouth and the try to get this under control.

      Sydney peeks at me from beneath her long lashes, the fork still in her hand and full of cake. “Are you okay, babe? You don’t look so hot.”

      I shake my head, hoping I can make it to the restroom. “No, I think I am going to be sick. I guess I ate too fast or something.” Before she can get in another word, I turn around and run toward the back of the café, my stomach doing somersaults and kicking my ass as I push open the restroom door.

      Forcing my way past two girls hogging up the mirror, I step into the first stall and hunch over in just enough time to lose my lunch. It feels as though it will never end, my insides clenching and in pain from exercising the contents of my stomach. I can hear the girls on the other side of the wall as they make gagging sounds before they exit. Not like I want an audience as I finish up by dry heaving over the dirty toilet.

      “You okay, K?” Sydney’s singsong voice fills the quiet room.

      “Syd, my stuff is out at the table. I’ll be fine just go keep an eye on things.” I wipe my mouth, flush the toilet, and try to get the spins under control.

      “I’ve got you covered,” she says, confident. “Do you need me to hold your hair or anything?”

      “Nope. I’m good. Thanks.” My throat is so raw it hurts when I speak.

      When I open the door, Sydney is waiting for me on the other side with her back pressed against the wall, our purses dangling from her arm and my laptop bag slung over her shoulder.

      “What about our table?” I ask but could care less at this point, because all I can think about is going home and laying in bed for the rest of the day.

      “I let a group of girls have it. We need to get you back to my place stat.”

      I walk over to the sink, slap some water on my face, and wash my hands, staring into the mirror in horror. My skin has a yellowish tint, and I look like fucking death. Tyler will have a stroke when he sees me like this.

      “That was so weird,” Sydney says, adjusting the strap on her shoulder with laughter in her voice. “One minute you were fine, and the next you turned into the Exorcist.”

      I cup my hands together and fill them with water to splash on my face one last time. “Shut up. It’s not funny. I just hurled up everything I have eaten for the last day, and I am not in the mood right now.”

      She lifts a strand of hair from my face and pushes it behind my ear. “Did you eat something bad this morning?”

      “No, the cake is the first thing I have eaten all day. Tyler had a workout with his trainer this morning, and I forgot to eat since he wasn’t around.”

      “You’re not…” She bites down on her bottom lip, her expression turning grim.

      She doesn’t even have to finish the thought before I realize where she’s going with this conversation. But that is not possible.

      “No.” My tone lacks confidence. “Tyler and I stopped using condoms a while ago, but I am on birth control. It’s…no—”

      “Babe, it’s okay if you are preggers. You’re both adults.” She runs her hand down my back to soothe me except this talk is having the opposite effect on me. I may puke all over again at the thought.

      “I’m telling you, Syd, there’s no way I am pregnant.”

      “Because you are on birth control? While it may be super useful most of the time, it can fail.”

      Taking my purse from her arm, I slip it onto my forearm and reach inside to retrieve my empty birth control pill packet. I finished my entire dose five days ago. But when I open the pack, I spot one last pill in the row above the sugar pills. Somehow, I must have mixed them with the real medicine.

      “Fuck,” I mutter to myself under my breath.

      Sydney takes the pills from my hand, her face twisting into a mixture of surprise and disgust before she gives them back to me and feigns a smile. “You will be okay. No matter what, I am here for you and Tyler will be as well.”

      I cannot and will not accept reality, my entire world feeling as though it is crashing down on me all at once. How will Tyler take the news if it turns out I am pregnant?

      “I have to call Tyler,” I tell her as we leave the restroom. “He is going to freak out.”

      “Maybe not. For all you know, Tyler wants kids. Besides, you could be fine.”

      I still haven’t told Sydney about Blake or Tyler’s extended family. She has no idea how Tyler may feel about this situation. Keeping my fingers crossed, I follow behind Sydney as we stroll through the café and out the front door.
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* * *

      On our way to Sydney’s apartment, we stop by the pharmacy and buy three pregnancy tests—because one did not feel like enough at the time. Sydney unboxes all three while I wait on the toilet for her to hand them over. She insisted she does this with me, regardless of how awkward it is for her to stand here as she gives me the sticks. I pee on each one and set them on the counter next to me, afraid and scared for both Tyler and me of the results.

      While I know he wants kids, children are a sensitive subject with Tyler. The outcome of the tests holds our future. I am beyond terrified.

      I hold my breath, sinking my elbows into my thighs and glancing over at Sydney as we wait for the tests to change color.

      “It’s going to be okay, babe.” Sydney sits on the floor next to me and rubs her hand down my forearm. “No matter what the tests say, you have Tyler and me. You have your family. We will all be here to support you. If it’s Tyler you’re worried about, he’s a grown man who can handle it.”

      “We haven’t been together long enough for us to be thinking about having children.” I shake my head, both frustrated and irritated with myself. “As much as we have sex, we were running through condoms every other day, and with my irregular periods, I was already on the pill, so I didn’t think anything of it. I never mess up like this. How did I not see that I was taking the wrong pills?”

      “You didn’t mess up. It was an accident.” She sighs, taking my hand in hers and giving it a squeeze. “Let’s just wait and see what the sticks tell us before you go beating yourself up over missing a pill. It happens to plenty of people.”

      Digging my fingers into my hair, I stare at Sydney, wishing she had the answer. She always has the answers, knows the right things to say, but even she seems as if she’s having a hard time with this situation.

      “One more minute,” she says, glancing down at the cell phone in her trembling hand. “

      “I cannot believe this is happening,” I say this more to myself, but Sydney can still hear me. “I am so fucking stupid. How could I swap them out without noticing? I’ve been taking the same pills for years. My schedule is like clockwork. I wake up, I grab my medicine, I brush my teeth—”

      “Stop dwelling on it.” Sydney snaps me out of my self-loathing rant. “There’s nothing you can do about it now.”

      “I finished the sugar pills three days ago and didn’t even notice I still had one left. How? Was I half asleep when I took them? Probably,” I say, answering my own question.

      Most mornings, Tyler wakes me up with a hard-on, wanting sex before I can even stretch my arms out. He’s insatiable. He can never get enough of me, and the feeling is mutual. But we are not ready for children.

      The alarm on Sydney’s phone beeps, my heart pounding out my chest with each ring. She shuts it off and pulls herself to her feet, using the edge of the vanity to brace herself.

      “I’m afraid to look,” I tell her. “You have to do it for me.” Tasting the bile rising up from my stomach in the back of my throat, I try to choke it back down along with my nerves. But nothing can help quell my anxiety.

      I watch Sydney, praying for a sign of relief. Her face brightens, the corners of her mouth turning up into a happy smile as she turns to face me. “I know this isn’t what you want to hear, but I am going to be an aunt, and I am so damn excited about it.”

      “I’m pregnant!” I shoot up from the toilet seat to check out the tests for myself. All of them have two lines, indicating that I am having Tyler’s baby. Our baby. We are pregnant.

      A small part of me is excited because a child is what Tyler has wanted every since the day he signed the adoption papers for Blake. He has regretted his decision from that moment on, forced to live with his choice.

      What if this news sends him over the edge?

      Sydney wraps her arms around me and snuggles her cheek against mine, the scent of her sweet perfume making my stomach churn. “You’re going to be a mom, K. This is so exciting.”

      I want to be happy, and I am to some extent. But I have trouble sharing Sydney’s enthusiasm without knowing how Tyler will respond. I left the house this morning as his girlfriend, and now I’m the mother of his child.

      “How do I tell Tyler?” I stutter the words, my nerves getting the best of me.

      She takes a step back from me, holding me at arm's length and staring into my eyes. “You tell Tyler he’s going to be a father, and if he has a problem with it, he will have to deal with me.” Her smile reaches up to her eyes, and I can’t help but join in because her words provoke a reaction from me.

      For the first time in over an hour, I am smiling. No matter the outcome of my conversation with Tyler, it does not change the fact that I am having his child.

      “I guess I better get home.” I slip away from her grasp, throwing my hands onto my hips as I stare down at my stomach. “What will I look like a few months from now? With the way I eat, I will end up being the size of a house, and Tyler will be repulsed by me.”

      She shakes her head and then brushes a loose curl behind her ear. “I can see you already, glowing and gorgeous and the cutest mother to ever rock Chanel.”

      “There’s no way I’ll fit into Chanel in a few months. The last time I checked, they don’t sell maternity clothes.”

      “Hey, they have a maternity wedding gown. I’m sure we can find you some maternity clothes to go along with it.”

      “Oh, God. Now you’re freaking me out. Wedding gowns, babies, this is all too much at one time.”

      “Just focus on my little niece or nephew that is cooking inside your belly, and I will worry about you being the best dressed baby mama this city has ever seen.”

      I laugh at her insanity, keeping my fingers crossed that Tyler will respond in the same fashion as Sydney.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nineteen

        

      

    
    
      TYLER

      

      By the time Kennedy walks through the door, I have just finished another ass kicking workout with Donovan and our trainer, Brian. We had to replace Vanessa with Brian after Donovan hooked up with her a while back and made the situation awkward for all of us. Our last session with her was brutal to say the least, the weird tension between them too much for any of us to tolerate.

      I hired Brian around the time Kennedy moved into my house, and I have been hitting it hard with Donovan and him for the last few weeks. This year we have to get our team to the playoffs. That is my goal, one that I will die trying to achieve.

      “Hey, babe.” I lean in to kiss her cheek, trying not to rub my sweat on her face. “How was your lunch date?”

      “Fine.” She glances down at her feet, before returning my gaze.

      There’s something off about her behavior. When she left the house this morning, she was on cloud nine about meeting Sydney. Now, her hair looks a mess, mascara is smudged and caked to her lashes, and there’s a certain sadness behind her eyes.

      “What happened?” I caress her cheek with my hand and run my thumb along her jaw, lowering my voice to a whisper. “Talk to me.”

      She looks over her shoulder at Donovan and Brian and waves, a pretend smile on her lips. “Hey, boys. How’s it going?”

      They exchange the usual pleasantries for a minute before I grip Kennedy’s shoulders and lock onto her. I know her well enough to know when something is bothering her. “Did you get into a fight with Sydney?”

      “No.” She shakes her head. “Do you think we can talk about this after your friends leave? It’s important, and I want to speak to you alone.”

      We need to talk are not the words most men want to hear. Is she breaking up with me? Moving out? I hope not. Everything has been going so well for us since Kennedy moved in. And I love having her here, waking up in my arms every morning.

      “I’ll get rid of the guys. Just give me a few minutes.”

      She nods. “I’m going to make myself a cup of tea, and then I’ll meet you in our bedroom. I want to lay down for a little bit. It’s been a long day.”

      I hug her tight and kiss her forehead, before releasing her. “Sounds good. I’m right behind you. Try not to fall asleep before we have a chance to talk.”

      “I promise.” She smiles at me, and then disappears into the hallway, her tight ass making me want to chase after her and into the kitchen. But I turn around to face Brian and Donovan, who are on the opposite end of the living room, bullshitting with each other.

      Brian was a good choice as far as trainers go, but he and Donovan are so much alike that sometimes I feel as though they are the same person. Both men are several inches taller than my six-feet two inches, ripped with muscle and covered in tats, and have dark, scruffy facial hair. I’m the complete opposite with my short, blond hair and clean shaven look. But these two could pass as twins some days, especially after they are in action.

      I walk over to them and clamp my hand down on Donovan’s shoulder to get his attention. “Kennedy isn’t feeling good. Do you think we can grab a drink another day?”

      “You’re bailing on us,” Brian whines. “C’mon, man, I’m sure your girl will let you out for the night.”

      “Yeah,” Donovan says, “you keep flaking out on our plans. We’re gonna stop inviting you out with us if you don’t grow a pair and tell your woman you are coming out with us.”

      After seeing the look on her face and hearing the sadness behind her words, I have to stay home and in bed with Kennedy. I have no idea what she wants to discuss, but I have a feeling I will not be happy about it based on her reaction to my questions.

      “Nah, I think she needs me. She said she’s not feeling good. I will make it up to you next week.”

      “I will hold you to it,” Brian says with a smirk.

      “I’m sure you will,” I shoot back.

      Donovan reaches down to grab his gym bag from the floor and slings it over his shoulder. “Now that you’re married, I guess we’ll get out of here.”

      “You don’t have any room to talk.” I snicker, thinking about how he chases around after Sydney. “If Sydney called you right now, you would be out the door and over the bridge faster than you can blink an eye.”

      “He’s got you there,” Brian says, laughing. “That girl has you wrapped around her finger.”

      Donovan punches Brian hard in the biceps. “Shut up. I just want to fuck her. She doesn’t have me wrapped around anything.”

      I join in on Brian’s laughter. “That’s a lot of work for a girl who won’t even kiss you. And we all know you’re full of shit.”

      “Whatever.” Donovan’s face twists into an angry scowl as he walks past me. “I’ll catch you later.”

      “Say hi to Sydney for us,” I call out to him, and he raises his middle finger at me.

      I show Brian to the door after Donovan had already slammed it behind him, acting like a damn child. He has it bad over Sydney. If she’s anything like Kennedy, I don’t blame him.

      “Same time next week,” I tell Brian and close the front door behind him.

      I flip the lock and suck in a deep breath, letting it all out at once. Afraid of what Kennedy has to tell me, my stomach knots. Taking the stairs in front of me three at a time, I climb two floors, not stopping until I’m standing in front of our bedroom. The door is closed over, a crack of light shining through and into the dark hall, casting its shadow on the marble floor.

      When I push the door open, I smile at the sight of Kennedy and Roxie sprawled out on the bed together. Kennedy brushes Roxie’s coat with her fingers, her head rested on Roxie’s stomach as she pets the top of her head.

      They look up at me when they hear me come in. Roxie perks up, waiting for me to pet her. Kennedy greets me with a warm smile.

      My two girls together in one place. What can be better than this?

      Sinking into the mattress, I snuggle up against Kennedy and pull her into my arms. Roxie sits up just enough to move back into her position next to Kennedy.

      “What’s the matter, babe?” I whisper into her ear, taking it in my mouth to suck on the lobe.

      “Mmm...” Her words die off in her throat for second before she finishes. “We need to have a serious conversation, Tyler.”

      “Are you breaking up with me?” I have a hard time controlling my emotions, the word coming out like a whimper.

      She peeks up at me. “No, silly, I love you, and I am not going anywhere. But I have something I need to tell you.” Pushing herself up with her palm, she looks me square in the eyes.

      Nervous, I reach out for her hand to give it a quick squeeze. “Tell me before I have a heart attack over here. The suspense is killing me.”

      Without preparing me for what is about to come, she mutters, “I’m pregnant.”

      Two words I never thought I would hear for a very long time, two words that ruined my life and my relationship with Payton. Two words that could ruin what I have with Kennedy. I have no idea how to process the information, all of my emotions hitting me at once. While I am happy, I cannot deny I am a little sad, the pain of the last pregnancy all too real and present in my life.

      “You’re planning to keep the baby, right?”

      Please say yes. I cannot go through the heartbreak another time.

      She grins so wide I already know the answer. “Yes.”

      That’s all I need to hear before my lips crash against hers, my tongue slipping inside her mouth. My tears run down my face as I kiss her, and I can taste the saltiness of them as I run my fingers through her hair, consumed by each kiss. I love this woman and our child growing inside her stomach, and I don’t even know him or her yet.

      I break away from her long enough to wipe the tears streaming down her face with my hand. She does the same to me because I am a fucking wreck right now. After all the years of wanting a child and wishing things were different, I have another chance with the woman I love.

      “Thank you, Ken,” I say, stroking her jaw with my fingers. “You are everything,” I reach down and touch her stomach over her shirt, “this baby is everything, and you have made me the happiest man. My life was nothing but hockey and sadness before I met you. Now I have something too valuable to lose.”

      “I love you, too.” She’s crying so hard that her body is shaking. At least they’re happy tears. “We’re having a baby, Tyler. Can you believe this? We’re going to be parents.”

      “We should get married,” I tell her and I mean it.

      “I don’t want you to propose just because I’m pregnant. I want you to do it because you cannot live another day without me and have to make me your wife.”

      “You are it for me, babe. And unfortunately for you, you are now stuck with me. I don’t want to spend another second without you.”

      She giggles. “I want to be stuck with you, too.”

      “I love you, Kennedy.” I kiss her softly on the lips, giving her a quick peck. “I’m serious. I want to marry you.”

      “I love you, too. But ask me in a few months when I’m all fat and grouchy and sending you out to the store at midnight for pints of ice cream.”

      “Are you turning me down?” I am shocked but also not surprised because this is typical for Kennedy.

      “No. All I’m saying is that I would like for you to wait until the time is right.”

      “Now is a bad time?”

      “Yup. Let’s wait and see what the doctor says before we go planning a wedding. I called Dr. Stone on my way home. We have an appointment tomorrow to have blood work done to confirm the pregnancy.”

      “So, it’s not a definite.” I am so confused.

      “I took three pregnancy tests, and all of them were positive. I doubt they were all wrong.”

      “We’re going to have a whole team of kids.”

      “I don’t know about all that,” she deadpans, giving me a goofy look. “You try pushing a few kids out and then we’ll talk about a team.”

      I rub my nose against hers, and then kiss her lips and cheek, making my way down her neck. “Too bad we can’t make another baby right now.”

      “Tyler,” she moans in my ear as I peel back the strap of her dress and plant kisses on her skin. “We can’t make another baby, but you can sure as hell make love to me.”

      I stop for a second to slip my shirt over my head and throw it on the floor behind me. “That I can do.”

      I’m about to push up her dress when Roxie, the Queen of the Cock Blockers, jumps up and licks my face. “Roxie,” I growl and point my hand to her doggy bed on the opposite side of the room, “go lay down. Now!”

      She licks me again, this time managing to whack me in the arm with her tail in the process. “Roxie is always getting in the way of me and your pussy.”

      Kennedy laughs. “If you think this is bad, imagine what it will be like when we have a baby running around, always demanding our attention.”

      “Well, then I guess I better get my time in while I can.” I slide off the bed and walk toward the door, beckoning Roxie to follow me. “Sorry, girl, but you have to go find something else to do while I’m doing Mommy.”

      Roxie barks at me when I move her outside the room and close the door behind. No one is interfering with what I have planned for Kennedy tonight. I want to kick off our celebration the right way—with my face shoved between her thighs.

      “Did you just call me Mommy?” She smiles so wide her gums are showing.

      “You bet your ass I did.”

      She sits back on her elbows and stares at me. “It still sounds weird to me. I can’t believe I am going to be a mother.”

      “Well, you better get used to it.” I stalk toward her, standing at the edge of the bed as I appraise her body. “Now, spread those legs for me, baby. I have nine months until this baby comes, and I plan to make the most of them.”

      I push her legs open, and she moans, “Oh, Tyler. Don’t tease me just fuck me.” Her skin dots with little goose bumps as I pepper her thighs with kisses.

      I lick my lips. “Bad, Mommy.”

      She laughs, gripping my hair between her fingers to pull me closer.

      What had started as sex between two strangers has forever changed my life, making me whole again after years of pain. There is no place I would rather be right now than with Kennedy, the woman who changed my life and gave me everything I was missing. Kennedy and the child inside her belly are my life now.
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      SYDNEY

      

      Carter Donovan has no idea I am messing with him. I bet he thinks I’m an evil witch, toying with his dick along with his emotions. Maybe I am, or at least to some extent, but damn him for shaving his beard. When I walked into Tyler Kane’s house, he was dressed in gym clothes and had only a tiny bit of facial hair. I was disappointed, to say the least.

      I had asked my best friend, Kennedy Lockwood, to set me up on a blind date with Carter. But I was expecting the lumberjack goalie and for him to be sporting some serious facial hair. Instead, I got the baby face version, or at least close to it. With broad shoulders, chiseled features, and arms ripped with muscles and tats, Carter would be hot no matter what he has on his face.

      Still, I was hoping to kick things off with his face shoved between my legs and that stubble rubbing against my skin. Over the past two days, Carter has called non-stop. He even sent flowers and gifts to my apartment. To be honest, I was shocked to receive such lavish presents from him. The Chanel sunglasses were a bit overboard, but at least I know he has good taste. And that’s an important quality in a man who I am considering dating.

      Flipping through a magazine on my couch, I wait for Carter to knock on the door. He’s twenty minutes early, same as last time. Part of me wants to take him into my bedroom and have my way with him. The other part of me, the side that likes experimenting on the opposite sex for research purposes, tells me I should make him wait a little while longer. After all, this could make for good writing material for my next book.

      As the author of all things smutty and over-the-top, I draw a lot of my inspiration from experiences. Carter just doesn’t know that yet. Poor guy.

      I fix my dark curls in the mirror on the wall next to the door and double check my makeup before opening it. Drool just about runs down my chin as I take in the sight of Carter. He’s one sexy hunk of man candy. With those big, strong arms that are more suited for boxing than hockey, I want him to grip me up in them and do sinful things to me.

      Carter smiles so wide it reaches up to his soulful brown eyes. “Hey, baby.”

      “Don’t hey, baby, me,” I shoot back, feigning interest. But this is all part of the façade.

      He leans in to kiss my cheek, his fingers grazing my bare shoulder as he touches me, fiddling with the strap of my tank top. “You look beautiful, as always, Sydney.”

      My willpower almost crumbles with his lips sending shockwaves down my spine. His big hand is dangerously close to my breast as he slides it the rest of the way down my arm. If he were a character in one of my books, I would say the hell with self-control and throw myself at him, allow myself to become consumed in his manly scent and intoxicating sex appeal.

      “Thank you, Carter,” I tell him and tug on his forearm in an attempt to pull him into the apartment. He’s so big and strong I can hardly move him an inch.

      After Carter shuts the door, he surprises me by shoving me up against the wall. I do my best to move away from him, but he makes it difficult with his size. Carter is used to defending the net when he’s on the ice. He sure as hell proves that right now as he blocks my entire view of my living room with his body.

      Bending down to my height, he breathes against my neck and ignites a fire beneath my skin. Heat rushes from my cheeks to my toes as he presses his lips to my neck. I move my head to the side to give him better access, my inhibitions lowering along with my guard. The walls I have built up to protect myself come crumbling down in an instant.

      My panties are damp. No, more like they are soaking wet. Each kiss he plants from my neck to my shoulder is more painful than I can bear. We can’t do this. Giving in to Carter before we even have our first date was not part of my plan.

      Plus, his beard…There’s nothing rough scratching my skin as he continues to make his way to my breasts. And I want the full Carter Donovan experience. I will wait for the man with the hot as puck facial hair just so I can get a taste of what it feels like against my pussy.

      In a tight, low-cut tank, my girls are out on display and Carter is about to dive head first into them. Before he can make a crash landing into my cleavage, I grip a chunk of his hair in my hand so his gaze meets mine. His eyes are intense, the passion behind them so fucking sexy I want to rip the fitted shirt from him.

      “You like it rough, baby? Is that what you want?”

      As much as I want to say, fuck me up against this wall like one of your puck bunnies, I don’t want him to treat me like one of them either. Carter has earned a reputation as a ladies man over the years, and I have too much of a reputation to protect to get sucked into a scandal. Though I can’t help but wonder if one involving Carter would help sell more books. Or at the very least, it may even give me new things to write.

      “No, Carter. I would like you to stop touching me.”

      I am the biggest liar on the planet. One minute of heavy petting with Carter, and I already have to make up an excuse so I can go into my bedroom to change my underwear. My juices are threatening to spill down my leg any second. In a short, tight skirt, I’d rather keep this bit of information to myself.

      Slipping from his grasp, I slide my back against the wall to get away from him. We need to put some distance between us before I rip my shirt off like the Hulk and leap into his arms, begging him to fuck me.

      “Did I do something wrong?” His tone is defensive.

      I shake my head, doing my best to maintain some distance between us. “No, you didn’t do anything. It’s not you, it’s me.”

      He narrows his eyes at me, confusion scrolling across his handsome face. “Did you really just use that line on me?”

      I shrug, nonchalant. “Don’t get your boxers all twisted up in a bunch. Good things come to those who wait. I promise you that I will make it worth every second.”

      Carter lets out an exaggerated sigh and sulks off toward the couch. “Whatever. You’re driving me fucking crazy, woman.”

      Heading toward my bedroom to change my panties, I call out, “That may be true, but you can’t get enough of my crazy.”

      He grunts in agreement, and I laugh to myself as I enter my bedroom, wondering how long it will take him to grow back his beard. Let the countdown begin.
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        CHAPTER ONE

      

      ALEX

      

      Most people hate the loud, obnoxious noise a hockey goal horn makes, but I’m not one of those people. Because that means my team has scored and is one step closer to another victory.

      But, this morning, the sweet sound I associate with winning wakes me from a drunken sleep, and for the third time this year, I know the person on the other end of the line is calling with bad news. I lift my head from the pillow, one eye open, as I reach for my cell phone on the bedside table.

      Except I’m not in my bedroom. This is not my apartment.

      Where the hell am I?

      I spot a pink fuzzy robe draped over the closet door, reminding me of something a child would wear. A Harry Potter poster is on the wall above a small desk with a computer, a schoolbag slung over the top of the chair. The room is about the size of a dorm room.

      No, this can’t be happening.

      When I roll onto my back and sit up, I lean against the headboard, my legs too long for the twin-size bed, and see a naked blonde sleeping next to me. Her arm covers her face, so I can’t tell if I chose well before we left the bar last night. The entire evening is a blur.

      Please don’t be a dorm room.

      She stirs, a sound escaping her lips.

      I silence the ringer on my phone and sigh when I see that it’s my agent calling. This is not good. Answering his call will only confirm that my future with the Washington Capitals is over.

      I banged the wrong chick—and not the one next to me.

      How was I supposed to know that smoking-hot puck bunny was the granddaughter of the wrinkly old fuck in charge of my paycheck?

      I have to man up and face reality, so I return my agent’s call, praying that the owner has granted me a reprieve after another phenomenal season. I think I’ve earned that much. We’re first in our division, and we have the best penalty kill record in the league, thanks to me.

      “Hey, Mick,” I say, my hand shaking as I hold the phone to my ear. “Let me—”

      Before I can finish my thought, Mickey Donoghue—also known in the sports agent world as Mick the Dick—screams, “Pack your bags, jerk off; you’re going to Philadelphia. Don’t fuck this up, you understand? This is your last chance!”

      I sit up straight, my heart pounding out of my chest, unable to process his words. The Philadelphia Flyers are not the worst team in the league, but they’re not the best either. I worked my ass off to make my team worthy of the playoffs. We almost won the Stanley Cup last year. Starting over with a young team is not ideal. In fact, it’s bullshit.

      After eight years in the league, I should have my pick of teams. But, after my last fuckup, I lost some of my sponsors and was lucky that Mick was enough of a dick to keep me in Washington, DC. The team refused to sign me with a no-trade clause because of my past indiscretions, which meant I had no choice in where they wanted to send me.

      “Can I just meet with the owner? Let me explain to him that it was all a misunderstanding.” I had a good relationship with the owner of the team before the scandal, before I banged his granddaughter in an elevator at The Ritz-Carlton. “Mick, I thought—”

      “No, you don’t think, kid. That’s your problem. You let the wrong head do the thinking for you, and the result is the same every time. Look, you’ve got a lot of talent. I know your father wouldn’t have wanted this for you.”

      He’s right about that. My dad would crawl out of his grave just to kick my ass if he knew what I had become since his death. A lot can happen in six months. I screwed up worse than normal, and now, I have to sack up and head to Philly to play for one of the last teams I would’ve ever chosen.

      “Alex,” Mickey breathes into the receiver, “you’re my godson, and you have been with me since the start of your career. Your old man was a good guy, a talented player, and an even better coach. He was my closest friend, and because we’re like family, I try to look out for you and your best interests, as if you were my own son.”

      “I know. I appreciate everything you’ve done, but you—”

      I can almost see Mickey on the other end of the line, holding up his hand to silence me, cutting me off. “Think of this as a chance to start over with a less experienced team that can use your skill set. You can teach these young guys. With a lot of patience and time, you can build this team up and help them get into the playoffs.”

      I don’t want to be someone’s mentor. I want to win the Stanley Cup.

      A brief moment of silence passes between us before Mickey clears his throat, snapping me out of my daze. My head is pounding, as if it has its own pulse, and the foul taste in my mouth makes me want to vomit. I want to drink myself into oblivion at the thought of leaving my team. But I don’t have a choice.

      “When do I leave for Philly?”

      “You have to report for practice at the Flyers Skate Zone in Voorhees, New Jersey at the end of the week. I rented you an apartment, about thirty minutes away in Philly, from an agent who owns a few properties on the waterfront. I’ll text you the address. After we hang up, my office will give you a call to work out the details, and I’ll make sure someone is at the apartment to meet you with the keys. Since you already live like a drifter, I doubt you have much to pack, but I arranged for a moving company to help you with your transition. The movers will be at your apartment at nine a.m. tomorrow. Make sure you’re awake. No more bullshit, Alex. You’re twenty-seven years old. It’s time to grow up and act like an adult.”

      The girl next to me removes her hand from her face, and I slide off the bed, holding on to the table next to me for support.

      “Thanks, Mick,” I say, somewhat panicked. “I gotta go. I’ll call you later.”

      “Hi,” the girl says in a playful tone.

      She looks about as old as she sounds, which isn’t very comforting, though I can see why I took her to bed. She has legs for days and perky tits.

      “What’s the rush, Alex?” She pushes her blonde strands behind her ear and bites down on her bottom lip.

      I’m standing naked in front of this girl, contemplating whether I want to make use of those nice full lips, until she says, “We have time. My roommate won’t be home until later.”

      That’s when I look at the other side of the room and see the same twin-size bed with a computer desk and chest of drawers, confirming I am in a dorm room.

      Fuck!

      I start to look for my clothes as I say to the girl, “How old are you?” I hold my breath, hoping that she’s not jailbait. The last thing I need is another scandal.

      “I’ll be nineteen in a few weeks, remember? You told me last night that you would come to my birthday party and bring some of your teammates.”

      I have to stop drinking.

      I shake my head, relieved that she’s legal. “Sorry, but that’s not going to happen. I won’t be here in a few weeks. This was a mistake. Forget that I was ever here.”

      I find my fitted gray shirt on the floor in front of her computer desk along with my boxer briefs, jeans, and sneakers. After dressing faster than I thought possible, I fix my shaggy brown hair, looking in the mirror next to her closet, and reach for the entrance door, about to escape this disaster, when something soft hits me on the back of the head. A pillow falls on the floor next to my shoe. When I look over my shoulder, the naked girl is holding up both of her middle fingers.

      “Go to hell, Alex! Get the fuck out of my room!”

      “Don’t need to tell me twice,” I mumble as I open the door with a wave in her direction before closing it behind me.

      I feel a bit of relief until it hits me that I’m on a college campus, and I’m standing in a crowded hallway full of young girls. Based on their surprised looks, some of them know who I am. This is an all-time low.

      Disgusted with myself, I keep my eyes pointed toward the floor until I get outside, avoiding the stares from those around me. I sift through the throng, all while dodging young girls who want me and boys who are whispering my name. Some of them have their cell phones aimed in my direction.

      This is just my luck.

      “Is that Alex Parker?” a boy says, his finger pointing at me as I walk past.

      “Can’t be,” says another boy.

      “I heard he fucked Jason’s girlfriend.”

      “I heard he fucked this chick in my Bio class.”

      Bad news travels fast.

      At twenty-seven years old, I never thought I’d be doing the walk of shame out of a college dormitory. I also never thought I would destroy my career with a one-night stand in an elevator.

      Once I make it through the herd, I glance up at the six-story building, my hand pressing to my forehead to shield my eyes from the sunlight.

      Where am I?

      The amount of students flowing in and out of the place, some of them staring at me with curiosity, makes me want to bolt off this fucking campus. But my head and body are throbbing in unison, and whatever strength I might’ve had today was probably spent on the girl I just ditched.

      I take a seat on a ledge to my right, blocking the sun from my face, as I pull my phone from my pocket. Using the GPS on my phone, I zoom in to get a better look at the streets and realize I am at Georgetown University. At least I know where I am. The who and the why are the parts of last night I am missing.

      I can’t believe this is happening.

      I tap my location and details into the Uber app and wait, praying they will be on time.

      A large group—six boys and seven girls, all varying heights, skin tones, and builds—stops when one boy with spiked blond hair comes to a halt about twenty feet from me and points in my direction.

      He slaps the husky dark-haired guy next to him on the arm. “Holy shit, man, look.” His voice is so loud, it carries through the air.

      His friend’s eyes flicker with acknowledgment, a wide grin forming. They stroll toward me, the clear leaders of their group, judging by the way the rest of them follow behind.

      I could walk away, but what difference would that make? It’s not like I don’t have fans coming up to me for autographs all the time. And I’m not one of those asshole players who refuses to give them out. But I can’t let them know why I’m here.

      How the hell do I explain this? Uh, I was just boning some chick who lives here. Didn’t catch her name. The papers would love that.

      Flanked by his companions and looking like a complete douche, the blond fixes his collared pastel shirt and tilts his head up at me in some lame attempt to look cool. “You Alex Parker?”

      “Yep, that’s me.”

      “I thought so,” he says, pleased. “You’ve been all over the news today. Everyone on campus has been talking about you.”

      “Yeah, I got traded to Philly.”

      His interrogation annoys me. Just ask me to sign something already and move on.

      I stand when I see the car pulling up to the curb behind them. The blond opens his mouth wide enough to catch flies. He’s at least six inches shorter than me, and he must weigh about eighty pounds less, except I’m solid muscle and he’s nothing but a sack of bones. A few of the girls giggle and flash bright smiles, their lips parting as I wink at them.

      He laughs as he pushes his cell phone in front of me and then hits the play button. “Nah, that’s not what everyone is talking about.”

      I glance down at the screen, shocked by the video of me carrying two half-naked girls over my shoulders and into the dormitory. “Shit,” I mutter.

      In the video, it’s dark outside, but there’s enough light from the exterior of the building to see all our faces perfectly. Neither of them is the same girl I woke up next to. One has long auburn hair and killer curves, and the other is a smoking-hot chick with short dark hair and huge tits.

      What. The. Fuck?

      This must’ve been all the team owner needed to make his decision about the trade. He had already been adamant about getting rid of me after his granddaughter, who’d lied about her age, went blabbing her mouth, and this footage probably sent him over the edge.

      “You’re my hero, bro,” the husky boy says. “How many chicks did you bag last night? Seriously, teach me your ways. I’m a fast learner.”

      I don’t remember the girls or how I ended up here. Was I drugged?

      That’s doubtful but not completely off base. Some chicks will do anything to become a famous athlete’s baby mama. I must’ve blacked out. That happens a lot—more times than I care to admit.

      I smirk and ignore his question. “My ride is here. Gotta go.”

      Sidestepping around them, I inch my way through the crowd and hop into the car, thankful it showed up on time. A few more minutes with those guys, and I would’ve had to deal with the grand inquisition about last night. I give the driver my address, and he sets off toward the apartment I share with my former teammates—former being the operative word as of twenty minutes ago.

      My phone rings, the sound of a hockey goal horn filling the silent air in the car. The driver jumps at the intrusion and presses his hand to his chest. It’s an abrupt ringtone, but it does the job when I’m too shit-faced or in a drunken coma and need to be woken up. I already knew this call was coming, and when I see that it’s my publicist, Rebecca Stone, I have to answer.

      “Hey, sweetheart. To what do I owe the pleasure?”

      “Pleasure?” she screams. “No, this is not a fucking pleasure, Alex! What is wrong with you?” A beat passes between us, and then she continues, “Have you seen YouTube yet? Better yet, have you seen the news? They’re calling this one Puck of Shame. You really dug yourself a grave this time. I’m done. I can’t help you anymore. You’re—”

      I interrupt, trying to keep my cool as she lays into me, “What do you mean, you’re done? You’re done when I say you’re done. You work for me.”

      Rebecca laughs, and it’s a cackle that reminds me of the Wicked Witch. “I work for you because you pay me, you little prick. You need to find yourself a new publicist. I don’t get paid enough for this shit.” She groans and slams something down that makes a crashing sound. “I’m over here, breaking out in stress hives from you and this bullshit you pulled at that campus. Of all the schools, you had to pick one as prestigious as Georgetown? You’re lucky the dean wants this to go away as much as the rest of us. After this, there’s nothing I can do for you.”

      “Yes, there is. You can do your job, Becs.”

      “I want triple my normal fee. No one will touch you with a ten-foot pole. You’re a PR nightmare!”

      There’s no sense in denying the truth. I’ve been driving her crazy for the past year. On one occasion, I even tried to seduce Rebecca to keep her on my team, thinking that a cougar like her wouldn’t turn down a young hockey star. That plan backfired and was more embarrassing for me than it was for her.

      “Fine,” I agree. “Whatever you want.”

      “You need to get some help, Alex. I’m telling you this as a friend and not as your publicist. I know you haven’t taken your father’s death well, and I don’t blame you, but you need to clean up your act. Even with my connections, there’s only so much I can do for you. At some point, you’re going to have to help yourself.”

      “Thanks, Becs.” I pause and hold the phone away from my ear to check the caller ID, showing an incoming call from DMG—Donoghue Media Group, the company Mickey founded after college. What now? “Look, I gotta go. Mickey’s on the other line. I owe you one.”

      “You owe me more than one,” she says before ending the call.

      If there’s one thing she’s right about, it’s that I need to get back on track. A midseason trade to Philadelphia should be a wake-up call. Instead, it’s making me want a drink.
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        CHAPTER ONE

      

      OLIVIA

      

      “You can do this,” I mutter. I suck in a deep breath, trying to psych myself up so that I can make it through one more night of work. Except it’s not just one more night. I have repeated the same mantra to myself for months now, and this job never gets easier.

      Staring into the mirror, I hate the person I see—a woman with long fake lashes, too much makeup caked on her face, and a short black wig that itches her head, forcing her to scratch so hard that she looks like a dog who has fleas. None of it is mine; all of it is a facade to lure customers into the club. I hate that I have to work at Club Rave, offering my body to men, shaking my ass for a few dollars. But I’ve chosen this lifestyle as a temporary means to make money.

      The bass thumps through the club, and even in the dressing room, the music vibrates beneath my five-inch heels. Each girl has their own vanity that they use to get ready, but tonight, the boss called in a few extras to entertain a private party, and now, we’re forced to share. On nights like these, the claws come out, and the girls have been known to fight over something as stupid as using the last of the hair spray.

      “Liv,” Donna says from behind me, “we’re on in five. Hurry up. I need to put my face on. Courtney won’t move her ass until she’s slathered on another five layers of concealer, and I have bags under my eyes that make me look like a zombie from The Walking Dead.”

      I don’t see a thing. She is gorgeous and has the body of a goddess. But her looks are not her best feature. Men like her because of her spitfire personality that matches what they see on the outside.

      Her long, dark strands, also as fake as mine, sit above her large breasts that are practically falling out of a sexy referee costume. Most of the girls wear wigs to protect their identities. Donna just so happens to be the daughter of a successful banker in town who would go ballistic if he knew what she did for a living. Unlike me, Donna dances because she likes it. She loves when men throw themselves at her; she even gets off on it.

      We became friends after only one night at the club. I was nervous about dancing in spandex and a crop top in front of strange men, and Donna did everything in her power to make me comfortable.

      I look at her reflection in the mirror and laugh, shaking my head at her ridiculousness. “You look great, as always. Stop fishing for compliments.”

      “But it’s true. I’ve been dragging ass this whole week. I’ll be lucky if I don’t break a heel and face-plant on the bar.”

      I remove a tube of red lipstick from the makeup case on the vanity in front of me. “That’s because you choose to run out for your late-night booty calls with Tony whenever he beckons you.”

      “If you saw the size of him, you’d run right over, too. Trust me.” She places her hands on my shoulders, winks at me, and squeezes down hard enough to cause me to slump in my chair. “You need to get laid, babe. When was the last time you had a good dicking?”

      I burst into laughter. “Dicking? Where do you come up with this shit?”

      She proceeds to make an O with her left thumb and index finger and then sticks her right index finger through the middle, sliding it back and forth at a fast pace, her eyes wide open with a goofy smile splayed on her face. “This is what you need to do before your vagina dries up like the Sahara.” Donna moves to the side of my chair, leans against the vanity, and bends down, as if looking under my skirt.

      I roll my eyes. “What are you doing, weirdo?”

      “Checking for cobwebs.” A smile reaches up to her deep brown eyes, but she holds back her laughter, her face giving away nothing.

      I swat at her arm, but she moves in just enough time, causing me to smack my hand on the edge of the counter. “Damn you. Shut up, and go get ready. We don’t have time to discuss my love life, or lack thereof.”

      “I’m only trying to help. As your breast friend, it is my duty to make sure you stop moping around and find some action. A one-night stand would do you some good.”

      She has a point, but I don’t bother to acknowledge her comment. It has been far too long since my last boyfriend. I’ve finally gotten to the point where I dated so many losers in a row that I gave up on the idea of finding anyone normal in this city. My last boyfriend stole my car and wrecked it, and the one before had a drinking problem.

      Propping her leg up on my chair, she laces up the black leather boots that cover her pale legs and stop mid thigh, accentuating her killer curves. “Is that what you’re wearing out there?” She sets her foot on the floor and moves closer, her eyes traveling down my body in disapproval. “You have to take that off.”

      I slide the red lipstick along my lips and blot with a tissue from the box next to my makeup case. “Why? What’s wrong with what I have on? I wear this every Thursday.”

      “Not this week. Bruno said you had to wear the gray skirt and top tonight. Ya know, the sexy-teacher outfit.” She points at the opposite end of the room, her finger landing on Kerry, who is wearing the same schoolgirl outfit as me.

      Guess I missed the memo.

      Bruno will kill me if I go onstage in the same costume as another dancer.

      I glance in the mirror, checking my makeup one more time, and run a glossy shimmer along my bottom lip before smacking them together. “Whatever Bruno wants.” I stand with my hand held out, motioning toward my chair. “Go ahead. You should finish up here. I’ll get changed, and then I’ll see you in the VIP room.”

      “Perfect.” She plops down on the leather chair. “I’m right behind you. Break a leg.”

      After I change, I walk down the creepy back hallway. In the dimly lit space, the lumpy red wallpaper reminds me of coagulated blood. The lack of ventilation along with the mold and whatever is festering inside the walls and drop ceiling make it hard to breathe.

      At the end of the hall, opposite our dressing room, I open the door to the VIP room and suck in a deep breath, taking in the dense air and the stench of sweaty bodies. Purple lights illuminate the mirrored walls and ceiling, casting shadows of the men who are sitting on couches scattered throughout the large, open room and standing around the bar that runs along the right side.

      Two girls are dancing, each wrapping her body around a pole at the center of the room. While we’re not strippers, we have to do some pole work on occasion, especially for the high-end clients who book private rooms. Bouncers guard us, as if we were their property. In some ways though, we do belong to Bruno and his club.

      Donna files in behind me and playfully smacks me on the ass, pushing me closer to the stage. Even after three months of working at the club, I still get stage fright for the first few minutes until I get into my groove. But, after I’m on the stage, bar, or whatever spot Bruno has chosen for me that night, I try not to think about the people in the crowd, and I concentrate on the real reason I am stuck working here.

      Donna takes her place on the stage. I follow her lead. Bruno even had the circular platform mirrored, allowing anyone who is standing close enough to see right up our skirts. I purposely wear booty-hugging black shorts instead of the standard thong and fishnets most of the girls wear.

      Moving my hips back and forth to the music, I keep my eyes on the crowd forming in front of me, careful not to focus on anyone in particular. I made that mistake when I first started dancing. A man thought I was making eye contact to signal that I wanted him when all I was trying to do was calm my nerves and pick someone to zone in on. I had done the same thing when I was in law school, and my trick had worked every time. But the freak followed me home for a week after our strange encounter, which resulted in me having to stop by the courthouse to get a restraining order.

      Fun times.

      I’ve heard stories from the girls, some who used to strip, about men who became obsessed with them and thought they were dating just because they’d paid them for a lap dance and tipped well. Unfortunately, the same thing happens in this line of work.

      I look at the men surrounding us, standing a few feet back from the stage, thanks to our bouncers.

      “Make eye contact,” Bruno always says to us.

      So, I do, my eyes traveling around the room, never stopping on anyone in particular.

      With this job, at least I don’t have to wear a G-string, take off my clothes, or have sweaty, horny men touching me. They only stare at me with their mouths open wide, whistling and screaming, as I throw my leg around the pole. After I twirl a few times, dancing nonstop, my body and the pole are now slick with sweat. Under the heat from the lights and the steady pace we have to maintain, I practically melt into a puddle on the floor.

      I tighten my grip on the pole and hop off before I fall and embarrass myself, like when I first started out. Counting down the minutes in my head until the end of this shift, I keep going and force my body to move, already feeling my leg cramping up. I hate when that happens because it makes standing in these heels ten times harder.

      When the song changes to a more techno beat, I inch forward, in sync with the other girls, and we gyrate to the beat of the music. I took ballet, tap, and jazz lessons when I was younger. But I never thought I was any good.

      One of the girls I met while working as a lawyer at the public defender’s office told me about a club that paid well  for dancing without taking off your clothes, and I was banging on Bruno’s door the next day, begging him for a job because I was so desperate for cash. The life of a public servant has zero rewards. On my measly public defender salary, I barely made enough money to pay a few bills and treat myself to a manicure once a month.

      Once our set ends, I stop for a second, sweat dripping into my eyes and down my face. With the makeup and lights blinding me, I can hardly see the faces in front of me. Blinking a few times as I step down from the platform, I grab ahold of a bouncer’s arm, and he escorts me out of the room. I’m thrilled that I have thirty minutes before I have to go back on again.

      I need the money. But I hate this job.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Our next shift moves to the main room of the club where girls are dancing inside cages suspended from the vaulted ceiling. Bruno used to switch me with the girls who normally worked above the dance floor, but one night, I got so sick from the height that he hasn’t forced me to go up there since. Now, he wants the girls to dance on top of a long mahogany bar at the center of the club where everyone can perfectly see us as we step onto the stools and climb up onto the bar.

      I almost lose my balance when my shoe collides with  something wet, causing me to glide toward one of the six poles bolted into the ceiling and fixed to the wood. On my first night as a dancer, I didn’t adjust to the black lights, and I walked into the bottom of the stage, falling onto the platform with my arms sprawled out and my legs sticking up in the air. It was beyond humiliating. I thought about quitting after that night, but Donna convinced me to stick with it, said things would get better as time went by. She was right. But that does not change how I feel about this job.

      I could have worked a different job, apart from the public defender’s office, but I wanted to make some fast cash to pay off my debts. According to my projections, it will be at least one year, if not more, before I am debt-free. My pride has to take a backseat to the mountain of bills and collection agencies hounding me on a daily basis. I am flat broke and drowning in school loans.

      “No touching!” the bouncer yells at a guy who has grabbed my leg, his sleazy hand running up the length of my calf. “I said, no touching.”

      I try to shake him off, holding on to the pole and hopping around, as the bouncer peels the guy’s fingers from my skin and grips him by his shirt.

      When the bouncer turns to manhandle him, my hand slides down the metal of the sweat-coated pole. With the slickness from spilled drinks on the bar, I fall forward after the guy releases my leg, having nothing left to keep me from tumbling to the ground. Except my body never hits the floor because strong arms have wrapped around me. The scent of musk and laundry detergent fill my nostrils as my nose crashes against the neck of the man who caught me.

      “I got you, beautiful,” he whispers into my ear, his voice deep and sensual.

      He sets me on the floor his striking green eyes luring me in. The dark tats on his muscular arms cause my heart to flutter a bit. Damn if he’s not one of the sexiest men I have laid eyes on in a long time. I was already curious about the man who saved me, but now…

      Fashioned into tiny spikes that stick up in different directions, his dark auburn hair has more brown to it than red, somehow making him even more alluring. He has a trace of stubble along his angular jaw, completing the younger, sexier Michael Fassbender look.

      My God, he’s gorgeous. Can I even use that word when talking about a man?

      “I’m sorry about that!” he yells over the music. “My friend is an asshole. Let me make it up to you. What are you drinking?”

      “I can’t, not when I’m working.”

      “After work then.”

      Before I can respond, a bouncer pulls me away from him and pushes the guy further into the crowd.

      My cue to get back to work.

      Bruno watches us from camera feeds in his office. I have no doubt, he is pissed about me taking a minute to talk to the man who spared me massive humiliation.

      You okay? Donna mouths to me as I climb onto the bar.

      I try to compose myself before getting back to our routine. With a quick nod, I continue moving to the beat of the music, falling in line with the rest of the girls on the bar with me. It’s rare for a customer to ever get close enough to us that we have cause for concern—not unless they’ve paid for a more intimate experience in the VIP room, but even that premium service only gets them within a few feet of the girls.

      Among the guys in the crowd, I spot him instantly. He’s the kind of guy who stands out. He must be in his early twenties, though he could pass as older.

      The boy who touched me must have evaded the bouncer because he’s found his way back to the group of guys surrounding my tatted savior. He chases the boy away with a wave of his hand, his mouth twisted in disgust while speaking to him, and then he steps next to a tall, dark-haired man with a scruffy beard and unkempt appearance. They do not look like friends. I’m shocked someone so yummy would even hang out with guys like the troll next to him and the skeevy dude who tried to feel me up. But the two guys to his left, the ones with beautiful women dangling on their arms, are even better-looking, similar in height, and just as well built.

      Despite my rule of not focusing on anyone too long, I cannot take my eyes off him. And, once he leans into his unattractive friend to talk to him, our eyes meet at the same time, and I forget I’m supposed to be moving to the beat and following a routine. My body does what it wants, repeating the sequences from memory. He stares so hard, so intense, that, if the lights weren’t so damn hot already, I’d melt under his gaze.

      He sifts through the crowd and steps in front of the bar to order, his eyes never leaving mine. After the bartender hands him a drink, he licks his lips at me and takes a sip from his glass. Lost in him, I don’t even realize the song has ended until Donna taps me on the shoulder, snapping me out of my trance.

      “C’mon, Liv. Get your ass in gear.”

      Ending our staring contest, I turn around, giving him a nice view of my ass in my barely there outfit, and I hop down from the bar. I look over my shoulder at him one last time before I follow behind Donna. He smiles and raises his glass at me, and I grin like an idiot.

      I walk into the dressing room with Donna at my side, the other girls ahead of us.

      Donna pats me on the back and pulls me closer. “That was a close call, huh? He had his hand wrapped pretty tightly around your leg.”

      “I didn’t even have time to react before the bouncer threw him out.”

      “You should’ve kicked him in the face for getting so close.” She tilts her head back and laughs. “That would’ve taught that bastard a lesson for touching the goods.”

      Taking a seat in front of my dressing table, I sigh. “I’m fine. It’s not like I haven’t had dudes try to touch me before. Nothing I couldn’t handle.”

      Donna sits beside me, pressing down on the corner of her eye to hold her fake lashes in place. “At least you start your new job on Monday. You won’t need this place soon enough.” She turns to me and frowns. “I’ll miss you when you are a hotshot professor and have dozens of published papers in some fancy law journal.”

      “It’s only an associate professor position at Strickland University, not Harvard.”

      “Strickland is still a prestigious school. Give yourself some credit. Not too shabby for your first teaching gig. And it beats the hell out of the public defender’s office.”

      I shrug, nonchalant, even though I know the position is the opportunity of a lifetime. “You’re acting like I scored a job as a department head. I will still be here, shaking my ass next to you, until I have my freedom back.”

      She grabs a bottle of water from the vanity and holds it up. “To freedom and making money. I’m so happy for you, Liv. Professor Ford has a nice ring to it. Professor Olivia Ford. You sound very official.”

      Her comment brings a smile to my face. “Thanks, D. I guess you can say, teaching is in my blood.”

      “I bet your dad was a good teacher. He can teach me quadratic equations any day.” She licks her lips and winks at me.

      “Gross!” I throw a tube of lipstick at her, laughing. “That’s my dad you’re talking about. He’s retired and…just ew.”

      She shrugs. “What? He’s cute for an old dude.”

      I grew up in a middle-class neighborhood in Northeast Philadelphia with parents who were both schoolteachers. My dad taught high school mathematics and met my mom shortly after when she applied at his school to teach English. I’m a little bit of each parent, good with both numbers and words.

      Instead of teaching, I went to law school and landed myself a job at the public defender’s office after I passed the Pennsylvania Bar Exam right out of school. I had offers from top firms in the city, but I chose the life of a civil servant because I wanted to help people. Too bad the job paid shit. With all the loans and credit cards I had racked up while I was in school, the pittance of a salary I made wasn’t enough to keep food on my table, a roof over my head, and the collection agencies off my back.

      I loved my job…until I had that one case—the one that rips you apart and tears you to pieces. Every lawyer has one client who tests their limits, their morals, and their judgment. Glen Brandis, aka the Wissinoming Park Rapist, was the straw that broke my back. I lost all desire to practice law after his case. I still lose sleep at night over what happened in the courtroom that day.

      “Let’s go, ladies!” Tamara, the grouchy woman who manages the dancers, screams through the dressing room door. “You’re on again in two minutes.”

      I groan and slide off my stool. “I seriously hope I won’t have to endure much more of this before I can make my escape.”

      Donna laughs. “You only have to slum it a little bit longer, Teach,” she says, calling me by my dancer name.
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        Luca Marchese, the smooth-talking son of the most notorious man in Philadelphia, is used to getting what he wants. He hasn’t forgotten the girl he knew as a child, and now that he has Izzie’s attention, Luca will stop at nothing to have her.

        

        Luca’s defiance of the law turns Izzie on more than she cares to admit. She wants Luca to corrupt her in every way possible, despite his reputation as the king of one-night stands. Their attraction is undeniable, but their desire for one another isn’t enough for Izzie to overlook visits from federal agents and the potential ruin of her family.

        

        Linked to Luca and a criminal underworld, Izzie discovers she’s more like him than she thought. But a future with Luca could mean swapping her diamond bracelets for a pair of handcuffs.
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        CHAPTER ONE

      

      IZZIE

      

      As I headed down Broad Street toward the stadium, cars whipped through the city in a frenzy of chaos. With the Phillies on a winning streak, the streets were crowded with red-and-white baseball jerseys. Despite the fans cheering in the distance, the dull hum didn’t compare to Strickland University’s bustling campus.

      My senior year would’ve been off to a good start if not for the tatted hothead in a Honda Civic who had almost run me off the road. I managed to swerve in time to miss the parked car to my right, but I couldn’t let him off that easy.

      Even though I should remain in the right lane to get to my dormitory, I checked my side mirror, inched forward, and yanked the wheel into the left lane to cut off the beat-up Honda.

      My best friend, Silvia Barker, rolled down her window, her middle finger dangling in the breeze, as I blew through the red light. As a minivan pulled onto the street, I parked in its space in front of Jefferson Hall.

      I opened the door of my M Series Coupé, desperate to peel my legs from the leather seat and grabbed my Diet Coke bottle from the cup holder. Twenty yards away, even in the glaring summer sun, I spotted my next mistake. Shirtless eye candy threw footballs across the front lawn, dirt smeared on their sweaty bodies. I flipped up my sunglasses and leaned on the hood to get a better look.

      Silvia slid out from the passenger side, a complaint on her lips. “Damn, it’s hot out here. I bet you could fry an egg on the pavement.”

      I tugged on my canary-yellow tank top to fan myself. “I know. It’s at least ten degrees hotter than in the burbs.”

      “The worst part is the humidity,” Silvia groaned.

      I clicked the trunk release.

      Silvia jumped off the curb to retrieve her black-and-gold studded purse from the trunk. She rifled through her bag and pulled out a pack of cigarettes. “The Weather Channel is predicting a heat wave over the next few days.”

      “A little weather won’t hold me back.” I chuckled, turning away from her as she lit a cigarette, the smoke assaulting my lungs. “I’m like an inmate on death row with just a few more days of freedom until my life is officially over.”

      “Get a grip. It’s just a job, not the end of the world.”

      “Just a job,” I moaned. “That’s easy for you to say. You’ll be off to California next year and I’ll be stuck working with Grandfather.”

      Around a giant fountain, a group of girls in bikinis propped themselves up against a replica of the Liberty Bell. Water trickled down from the top of the cracked bell in the center of the quad, spraying them. They were the main attraction, and boys were tripping over their toes to get a second look. Returning students flocked from the well-preserved brownstone that lined three sides of the rectangular field. Strickland University had the pristine shine of an Ivy League college with skyscrapers serving as the backdrop. Even the statues of famous Philadelphians sparkled like fresh paint on new car.

      “C’mon, Izzie Bear, let’s get a move on.” Silvia took a few more drags and then knocked the fiery ash off with the bottom of her sneaker.

      I snickered, now walking toward her, as I ignored her previous comment. “I was waiting for you to put that out. You know those things will kill you.”

      “Well, I like my cancer in the form of menthols, thank you very much.” Silvia slung her purse over her shoulder and laughed. Her black hair, fashioned into a bob resting below her chin, was stuck to a thin sheen of sweat on her cheek.

      A punk rocker to the core, she wore a faded Warped Tour tee and jean shorts with holes in them. Our tastes were similar, except I’d pay for the ripped look where Silvia would make her own clothes. It wasn’t because she couldn’t afford them. She was one of those artsy chicks who enjoyed torturing her parents, a plea to get them to pay attention to her.

      As the daughter of a former beauty queen, she didn’t look the part—although she did inherit her mother’s long lashes and perfect complexion—but her mother never glanced up from her martini glass long enough to notice. We were born into families with too much money and zero emphasis on human interaction.

      I was about to open my soda when a car swerved next to me, its back tire just missing my foot. Blinded by rage, I gripped the plastic top and lunged my soda at the white Honda Civic.

      “Watch it, asshole!” I screamed, my hands above my head.

      The car screeched to a halt twenty feet ahead of us as Silvia stood at my side in shock. First, the blinkers turned on, and then a stocky twenty-something boy flung open his door. Dark tattoos covered his forearms that were corded with muscles. He ran his hand through his shaggy auburn hair, spiked up in different places, as he grinned at me.

      “Oh, shit.” Silvia slapped her hand over her mouth, her voice full of laughter. “That dude’s gonna murder us. Let’s get the hell out of here.”

      I shut the trunk and followed Silvia across the lawn. I ran so fast that my heart pounded out of my chest, the adrenaline coursing through my veins, igniting a fire under my skin. It gave me such a rush that I couldn’t hide a satisfied smile as I peeked over my shoulder.

      The thrill of doing something wrong, waiting to be caught in the act, always seemed more exciting than sex. Maybe there was something wrong with me, an inner sickness that I needed to address. For whatever reason, those small victories would get my juices flowing.

      We yell-laughed, skirting around innocent bystanders, as we made our victory lap. Oblivious to my surroundings, my celebration ended faster than it had begun as I crashed headfirst into a thick wall of hunky man flesh. It happened so fast that I hadn’t had time to brace myself for impact, doing a half flip along with him. He landed on his back with me face-planting on top of him, my breasts pressed against his chin.

      Of all the people to bump into, it had to be Luca Marchese. His cocky grin made my lip curl with revulsion even though he seemed to have the opposite effect on my nipples. One glance from him, and they betrayed me.

      “Hey, princess.” His voice was deeper, sexier, than I remembered from class.

      I blushed ten shades of pink from my cheeks to my neck, distracted by denim-blue irises set under dark brows. I rolled my eyes, attempting to peel myself off his bare chest, but he grabbed my wrists.

      “Not so fast. I think you owe me an explanation.”

      “I don’t owe you shit.”

      I wiggled free from his grasp, straddling him without meaning to. I held his arms flat against the grass. Our faces were inches apart as I hovered over him, the sexual tension burning between us like a lit match. We shared a short-lived moment until his eyes found my breasts again, and he winked.

      “Perv,” I said through clenched teeth.

      Lean muscles brushed against my legs as he moved.

      “What? You can’t fault me for checking you out”—he tilted his head to the side, his gaze falling over each of my curves—“especially when you’re shoving some of your best features in my face.”

      He propped himself up onto his elbow and reached for my waist with his other hand, but I swatted his hand before he could touch me.

      “You’re a feisty one. Got a mouth on you, too.” A fire blazed behind those beautiful blue eyes. “What I’d like to do with that dirty mouth of yours,” he said, rolling his tongue over his lip.

      Damn, he had nice lips, both full and perfect. Every part of me wanted to lean in and kiss him and shove my fingers through his dark waves. No boy had ever affected me this way. But he was a man, not a boy. With radiant olive skin, chiseled features, and toned in all the right places, he could be a model.

      My breath hitched at his comment.

      I wasn’t sure, but I swore I could feel his erection pressing against my thigh, which should have freaked me out. Instead, I looked down, irritated that it turned me on more than I cared to admit.

      He followed my gaze to his crotch and grinned, confirming my suspicions. “You should come to Delta Sig’s annual beach party. The less you wear, the better.”

      “Well, you know what they say. Less is more.” My strange attempt at a joke only fueled the tension between us. “But, no, thanks.”

      Tiny bumps ran down my arms and legs, a result of our close proximity. And, of course, he noticed the effect he had on me. He didn’t skip a beat.

      Now aware of my body and how it reacted to him, I needed an escape. I stood over Luca, desperate to stop the electricity pulsating through me. Every part of me ached for him, craved his touch. Since I’d knocked him over, I stretched my arm out to help him up, and he accepted. I didn’t have the right to be a total bitch, maybe just a partial one.

      Luca wiped a bead of sweat from his forehead, the rest of his bare skin glistening in the sunlight. Eye contact proved to be too much for me.

      He picked up the pigskin at his feet and pushed a hand through his cropped black hair. Luca had thick hair that moved back into place, like those people in shampoo commercials. With the football held against his hip, he could have been posing for the cover of a magazine, one I would have shamelessly hung on my wall.

      I recognized the boy from Broad Street walking toward us in a Phillies baseball jersey. As our eyes met, he folded his arms over his chest.

      “You rich bitch,” he said, his voice coming off like a growl. Cold and calculated, his hardened stare was similar to that of a trained killer.

      What was it with Philly boys? They were so rough around the edges, like rabid dogs ready to claw their way out of a cage.

      Luca pushed me behind him, his hand on my hip, sparking a new level of excitement within me. I damn near salivated on his tan skin as he came to my defense.

      “Talk to her like that again, and you’ll be picking up your teeth off the ground.”

      The guy moved his jaw back and forth, drawing attention to his cleft chin, and cracked his neck. No way was he close to backing down. Idiot.

      “I’ll talk to her however the fuck I want to. Stay out of it. Bitch threw a soda in my car window.”

      I slid out from Luca’s shadow and stepped between them. “You almost ran me over. Maybe you should watch where you’re going next time.”

      Luca hooked his arm around my waist, pulling me against him. “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll get back in your car and forget it ever happened.”

      I should have moved because I expected the boy to take a swing. But Luca smelled of sweat and citrus, a delicious combination that made me want to lick his skin.

      “She owes me!” he yelled in Luca’s face, pointing at the tiny brown stains on his jersey. “Her soda exploded when it hit my dashboard.”

      He was close enough that I got a whiff of stale cigarettes on his breath.

      Nothing seemed to faze Luca, not even this crazy person invading his personal space. He took a wad of cash from his pocket, plucked a few twenties from the stack, and threw them at the boy. “There, consider the debt paid. Now, get outta here!” he spoke with a thick South Philly accent.

      His over pronunciation of vowels wasn’t what caught my attention though. No, Luca commanded a presence, a sense of authority, that I felt in my bones. He didn’t back down. He just stood there, grinding his teeth together. I looked over my shoulder at Luca’s fraternity brothers huddled around us like an army.

      “Keep your bitch on a leash,” the boy said, his body angled toward the street.

      With that, I lost my damn mind. As I attempted to lunge at the guy, Luca clutched my bicep, holding me back.

      I flicked my fingers under my jaw and smirked at the asshole. “Vaffanculo!”

      Most of the time, I cursed in Italian, sort of a habit I’d picked up while growing up at Rinaldi Manor. Swear words sounded better in another language.

      Luca laughed, shaking his head at me, intrigued. I stomped off toward Silvia. She was waiting for me with an impish grin, her back resting against a flagpole, her arms crossed over her chest.

      “Wow!” Silvia’s mouth dropped open in awe. “That was pretty crazy, huh? And, now, Luca Marchese is over there, defending your honor. Never thought I’d see that.”

      I turned around to see Luca with his fists full of the boy’s shirt, and I gulped. Because of my insane outburst, this stranger now had Luca’s fraternity brothers surrounding him. Damn it.

      I sifted through the group just in time to hear Luca threatening him. The two of them were going at it in an attempt to counter the other. I had a feeling Luca was not used to anyone challenging him.

      “That’s enough.” I touched Luca’s forearm.

      He glanced at me. “Not until he apologizes.” He released his shirt and stepped back. He pivoted his foot, half-facing the boy and me, as if torn between where he wanted to be.

      At the murderous look in his eyes and the heat behind his words, a strange pulse of electricity situated itself between my thighs. I wasn’t sure if my hands were sweating from the heat or the nervous energy shooting through my entire body.

      The fountain girls watched him and studied me, their arms folded across their chests. I felt as though I were under a giant microscope. The vicious daggers these girls shot at me made me wonder if they would tackle me to get to him. Well, they could have him. Rich assholes like Luca were a dime a dozen at this school. And I’d had my fair share of drama over the years. I didn’t need any more.

      When I refused to respond, Luca said, “Bella, he owes you an apology.” He shot the guy a pained expression. “Don’t you? Now, tell her you’re sorry. Nod your fucking head, and spit it out.”

      “Don’t call me Bella,” I said, my jaw tensed in anger. “You lost the right years ago.”

      “You’re beautiful. I’m just stating a fact, gorgeous.” Luca winked, one side of his mouth turned up into a crooked smile.

      He pulled the same Greek-lettered shirt his brothers wore from the waistband of his black basketball shorts. As he wiped his face with it, I couldn’t help but stare.

      “Sorry,” the boy grumbled.

      Luca folded his arms across his chest, engaged in a stare-down with the crazy person in front of him, before turning toward me. “What kind of man would I be if I let him talk to a woman like that? You shouldn’t settle.”

      “I’m not,” I snapped back. “I know how to choose my battles, and this isn’t one of them.” I waved my hand at the stranger. “Apology accepted. Just go!”

      Luca cocked an eyebrow at me. The guy might have been an ass for almost running me down, but he did not deserve anything Luca had in mind. I knew all about his family and their connections. If the guy had even a hint of who Luca was, he would have kept his mouth shut. Nobody stepped up to a Marchese unless they wanted to end up at the bottom of the Delaware River. By shooing him away, I might have saved his life without him realizing it.

      Smart enough to leave this time, the boy started walking toward his car.

      With wide-eyed curiosity, Luca took a step back. “Looks like you owe me now, princess.”

      At the sound of his husky voice, I stopped in my tracks. I wasn’t about to owe the son of the most dangerous man in Philadelphia a thing.

      His brothers didn’t even pretend not to stare down my shirt, but that wasn’t what angered me.

      “I don’t owe you shit.” I crossed my arms over my chest, deciding whether I wanted to walk away. But I could not let him win on principle alone. “How much did you give him? My wallet is in my car.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” he said, unaffected. “You can find another way to show me your appreciation.”

      “Che schifo!” I damn near spit on the ground, throwing my hand out at him in disgust.

      “Babe, I’m not that bad.” He stared at my thighs and flashed a panty-dropper grin. “Trust me, I don’t repulse you. Not even a little bit.”

      I sucked in a deep breath and blew it out my nose. “Think whatever you want. I don’t need your charity. I’m good for it.”

      He smirked. “I know you are, princess, but I don’t want your money.”

      “Fine,” I huffed, not the least bit entertained. “I guess I’ll have to find another way to pay you back. Come by Mickey’s. I’m going there with some friends later.”

      His smile widened. “It’s a date.”

      “Nope, not a date. Just paying off a debt. I sure as hell don’t want to owe you of all people anything.” Despite my anger, I felt an odd sense of arousal from this argument.

      He stepped forward, his brothers making room for him to pass. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You know what I mean, Luca.”

      He shot me a look, as though I’d piqued his interest. “So, you do remember me.”

      “We’ve had, how many classes together? How could I not? No one can miss the skank parade you bring with you.”

      His cocky smirk set my skin on fire.

      “Don’t think I give a crap about you, you stubborn ass.” I rolled my eyes. “You can go home and stroke your ego, but keep me out of it,” I said, making a jerking motion with my hand.

      Luca laughed, but it came out more like a snort. “I can’t wait for tonight. You’re a mystery, Isabella Rinaldi. Always have been.”

      I wondered why I’d invited him to the bar with us or why I kept talking to him. Stupidity, I guessed.

      A small part of me, the side that had zero willpower, wanted him to do unspeakable things to me. My brain screamed for me to retreat.

      “Next time, try not to be such a dick. It’s not flattering.”

      He nodded, and then, I spun around and walked away from him.

      “What the hell was that?” Silvia skipped across the lawn toward me.

      The massive four-story brownstone and the courtyard surrounding it took up the better part of a city block. Strickland University had a beautiful campus. According to the pamphlets, the senior dorm was the oldest and, by far, the most architecturally impressive. The residence hall was split into multiple sections, with walkways that led to each of the wide staircases.

      Silvia and I veered toward the right, passing a group of boys jogging. She turned for a second glance, smiling at her usual rugged type. Twenty-four/seven, she had boys on the brain.

      Double doors swung open, concerned parents and their children forcing their way through them. A palpable air of excitement radiated off the incoming seniors. It would’ve been nice to have parents who cared enough to help me move. Mine had probably forgotten I was still in school.

      I hooked my arm around Silvia’s skinny bicep, leading her into the hall. “We’re meeting the Delta Sig guys at Mickey’s later, so wear something hot.”

      She squealed with delight, her elbow digging into my side, as we scooted closer to make room in the crowded hallway. “Yum. I got dibs on Hunter Sterling.”

      “The chunky lineman?” I scrunched my nose at her. “He’s all yours.”

      Silvia bobbed her head, unaffected by my sarcasm. “You’ve gotta admit, he’s still hot even though he’s gained a few pounds. I mean, how do you not want to grip those arms and straddle him?”

      I rolled my eyes and climbed the stairs to our double suite, sliding my fingers up the wooden railing. “I hate rich guys. They’re all cut from the same cloth. Why would you even want him? He’s a total Preston.”

      Silvia ducked to the side, trying to avoid a group of girls scampering in our direction. “Maybe, but they’re not like the rest of the frat boys, Izzie Bear. Most of them are from around here, not like those pricks over at the Alpha house with their boat shoes and cardigans. The things I’ve heard about some of the Delta Sig guys, I swear, would blow your mind.”

      “I seriously doubt any of them could blow my mind.” Well, maybe Luca could, but I kept that to myself. “Let’s not talk about them. Now that I’m on Luca’s radar, he’s never going to stop bothering me.” I stuffed the room assignment paper in my pocket and pointed at our new two-bedroom suite. “I have a better idea. As soon as we get our stuff unpacked, we should have a little afternoon pick-me-up. Coffee with a little Sambuca sounds good right about now.”

      Silvia turned the key and pushed open the door to our room, and we stepped inside. “Nah, Irish coffee all the way, babe. I’ve got a bottle of whiskey in the trunk we can work with.”

      I held up my fist, and Silvia bumped hers against it with a goofy smile splayed on her face.

      “Cheers to that,” I said, planning to drink away my past feelings for Luca. He broke my heart when we were kids. I wasn’t about to let him do it again.
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