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        Being one of the few women reporting on professional sports has it challenges, but the views of the World were changing—or so I thought.

      

        

      
        All was well until San Francisco Infernos’ star center, Brock Allen, made a comment about me at a press conference. Suddenly, every internet troll is questioning my ability to do my job, judging me by my cup size.

      

        

      
        It would’ve been easier to stay angry at Brock if he wasn’t so handsome, and charming, and intent on making his faux pas up to me.

      

        

      
        But dating him will only lead to more trouble in my life—both personally and professionally. Too bad I’m starting not to care.
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        Kelsey

      

      

      

      I step into the San Francisco Infernos’ pressroom to conduct interviews after a home game and smile hello at the familiar faces of my colleagues.

      You’d think that after being a sports reporter for a few years, the nervous knot wouldn’t still sit like an anchor in my stomach, but it’s still as prominent as my first day. There was a time when I didn’t think my aspirations would ever come true. Ever since I took the job at WHFI, the Bay Area’s largest TV station, I’ve been living my dream.

      Rob Murdock’s gaze flickers over my curves when I pass by him and it’s a good reminder of when there was a time that I didn’t think I’d have an opportunity to work in the sports field.

      Typically, a natural blonde with a 32DD chest, blue eyes and a slight Southern accent isn’t the one reporting a big game.

      Sure, there are more women now hitting the airwaves on the sports channels, but that wasn’t the case when I was hired. And even then, I had to fight against the stereotype that a woman doesn’t know sports as well as her male colleagues. As though having a dick is a qualification.

      I know, I know. I’m not throwing myself a pity party because people use the fact I’m pretty against me. But I can tell you, my Dolly Parton physique makes a lot of people assume I’m stupid. It’s not until I open my mouth and say something intelligent that they’re surprised I have a brain.

      So, finding work in my field was an uphill battle, but thankfully my boss, Mr. Jeffries, gave me a chance a few years ago and the rest is history. I’ve earned the respect of my colleagues. Rob Murdock is just a sleaze and the exact reason I only wear dress pants and a blouse buttoned up to my neck when I’m working.

      I can’t help the way God built me, so I learned to downplay my assets when necessary to benefit my own good.

      “Hey, hot stuff. You gonna let me take you out soon?” Rob asks as I pass by him.

      I roll my eyes and continue without a word. See what I mean? Yuck.

      Another female reporter, Kayla, who works for a competitor of my news station stops me before I reach my usual spot on the far side of the room. “I swear, that guy needs a knee to the nuts. Does he think it’s 1950?”

      I chuckle. “Tell me about it. But it’s a man’s world. Afraid I don’t know when that will change.”

      A few of the male colleagues’ gazes slip our way for a moment before darting away. Then there are those types of guys. The ones who know it’s wrong but act like thirteen-year-old horny teenage boys who can’t control their hormones.

      “It’s bullshit, is what it is,” she says.

      “Amen.” I smile and continue to my seat. Once I’m seated, I get my notepad and pen out of my bag. Our stationary camera is set up at the back of the room, along with the others, so I know my cameraman, Jared, will film all the footage we need, but I like to jot down notes when the players answer questions. Sometimes it spurs an idea for an angle on how I’ll report the game or a particular quote I want to throw in.

      We’re only left waiting a few minutes before the coach and a couple of the players trickle into the pressroom, each sitting behind the table that faces the reporters. I’ve only attended one other of these hockey press conferences, but Mr. Jeffries asked me to take over as WHFI’s main person with the hockey team after another reporter retired.

      The coach and the defenseman and goalie answer some questions but are quick to stand and leave.

      “Is Allen coming out?” one of the reporters I recognize as a staff writer for a local newspaper calls out.

      The coach turns back our way with his hand on the door. “He’ll be out in a minute.”

      Allen is Brock Allen, the San Francisco Infernos’ center. He’s been on the team for a couple years and has made a huge impact. He’s a talented skater with exemplary stick-handling skills and the ability to deke past the defensemen to score.

      He’s also been on every “Top Ten Hot Professional Hockey Player” lists since he joined the league. Just then the door opens and as he walks out to join us, it all comes together, I understand why he’s on those lists.

      This is the first time I’m seeing him in person, and the photos of him don’t do him justice. He’s tall and muscular, with wide shoulders, and his longish dark-brown hair curls up at the ends. I wonder if that’s because he’s just out of the shower or not. He sits and places the Infernos ball cap that’s in his hand, backward on his head. God, there is something so sexy about the way it looks on him like that. That, mixed with his five o’clock shadow and his dark eyes scanning the crowd, makes me squirm in my seat.

      His teammates, the left and right wingers on his line, take a seat on either side of him.

      Reporters start calling out questions and the trained players effortlessly work their way through each one with concise answers.

      I usually wait until the mad rush at the beginning dies down. It’s always a dick-measuring contest with a lot of egos and posturing for position when they open up the room for questions.

      Also, all the predictable questions are always asked up front anyway, so I let them use their turn for those. I prefer to ask more probing questions.

      A few of the reporters congratulate them on their dominating win over the Florida Fury with a final score of 6–2. Considering they were walloped by the Fury the last time they met, it’s quite the turnaround. That’s when I think of what question I want to ask.

      I raise my hand and the Infernos’ media liaison brings the microphone over to me. I stand. “Considering the kind of turnaround you guys had tonight, I’m curious what you learned from your last game against the Fury that you adapted and improved upon in order to win tonight’s game?”

      I don’t direct my question at any one person in particular, so all three stare at me. But I swear, for some reason, Brock Allen’s gaze bores into me and instantly I feel the heat of my blush creeping up my neck.

      I shift eye contact from him for a moment to gather my bearings. The right-winger starts to answer my question. I scribble down a few points while he answers and thank him, sitting back down, thankful to be out from under Brock Allen’s penetrating gaze.

      That’s when Brock covers the microphone in front of him and turns to his teammate, who just answered my question. “God, she’s beautiful, isn’t she?”

      I still and my cheeks heat while the rest of the reporters surrounding me all laugh and turn in my direction.

      When I look up to the small stage, Brock’s head whips in our direction. “Did you all hear that?”

      The crowd laughs again, confirming they did, and he shakes his head and laughs, appearing a little embarrassed. But then, with a shrug, he says, “Well, it’s true.”

      My cheeks feel like I used gasoline as blush today and Brock Allen just struck a match.

      Brock meets my gaze for a moment, but I dart my attention down to my notepad and begin scrawling gobbledygook like my life depends on it.

      I can practically feel every one of my colleagues staring at me, but I ignore them all.

      Sure, this is embarrassing, but if I don’t make a big deal about it, then everyone will forget by the next press conference.

      No big deal.

      If only I’d known.
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      “Knock, knock.”

      I swivel my chair around at the sound of a female voice behind me to find my friend and coworker, Whitney, standing at the edge of my cubicle in the newsroom.

      “Hey, how was your long weekend away?” I ask.

      Her husband, Cole, whisked her away to wine country. He has his own whiskey company and apparently, he was considering investing in a winery in Napa. Must be hard to be rich.

      “Nice to get out of the city and have my husband all to myself.” Her eyes twinkle and her smile spreads.

      Someday I want what she has. Especially that post-orgasm bliss grin.

      “Well, you didn’t miss much here.”

      She arches an eyebrow. “Are you sure about that?”

      My forehead wrinkles in confusion before I remember what she’s talking about. I’ve been doing my best to forget what Brock Allen said at last night’s game.

      God, she’s beautiful, isn’t she?

      The awe in his voice and his apparent surprise and then embarrassment when he realized he said it out loud are like a film running over and over again in my head in a never-ending reel.

      “Oh, you mean that comment Brock made? No biggie.”

      She crosses her arms and leans her hip against the side of my cubicle. “It’s a big enough deal that they’re reporting it in tonight’s segment.”

      I snap up from my chair, eyes wide. “What?”

      “I overheard Thorne and Sally talking earlier.”

      Thorne and Sally are the nightly news anchors for the same station I work for. Why would they do this?

      I pick up my phone from my desk to check the time. Since there’s no hockey game tonight I’m not working. It’s just about time for them to lead into the nightly sports report. The only reason I’m here is to put in a little extra legwork in collecting some stats for a story I’m doing on the Infernos’ goalie later this week.

      “I have to see.” I rush past Whitney to make my way over to the lounge area in the office where a large flat-screen TV hangs on the wall playing WHFI twenty-four seven.

      With one arm crossed over my abdomen and the other hand at my mouth, chewing on my freshly manicured thumbnail, I impatiently wait for the sports segment to begin.

      Whitney stands beside me. “Aren’t you flattered? I think it’s sweet what he said. He really is a great guy. Cole knows him, and I’ve met him a few times.”

      My head whips in her direction and I narrow my eyes. “It’s embarrassing is what it is. And…”

      Whit’s smile dulls when she clues into my biggest insecurity. She’s quick to reach out and rub my back. “Listen, I know how… sensitive you are about your looks and being taken seriously.”

      She says the word sensitive like she’s afraid it’s a trigger word for me and I’ll have a Karen moment.

      “I know it’s stupid—”

      “It’s not.” She shakes her head. “It’s not stupid at all. Women’s worth has been judged based on their appearance—both good and bad—for too long. I understand why you don’t want it to overtake your skills to have this career. I’ve seen people’s assumptions firsthand about you.”

      I think back to the industry party we attended a few months after we were both hired. There was a bigshot from one of the stations down in Los Angeles there who made an obnoxious offer to me in front of my colleagues—if I was willing to spend some time on the casting couch, I could secure a job at his station in a larger market.

      Mortification doesn’t begin to describe how I felt at that moment—cheap, unworthy, ashamed—the list goes on and on.

      “Still, you think I’d be used to it by now.” I shrug.

      “You shouldn’t have to be.” Whitney frowns.

      When Chad’s face appears on the screen, I reach for the remote and turn up the volume so I don’t miss anything. His first report is on the football game, which eases my anxiety until a video of the press conference from yesterday shows up next. My stomach drops from under me, but I manage to listen intently.

      “The San Francisco Infernos might have gotten their name for the great fire of 1851, but the name might be fitting in other ways, too. At last night’s press conference after the game against the Florida Fury, our very own Kelsey Callaway was there to report on the team’s victory, but things took an unexpected turn, heating things up when she was about to ask a player a question.”

      The screen cuts to a video of what Brock said about me and his reaction when he realized he’d been overheard. Then the tape cuts to me in the soup bowl of reporters. My cheeks are flushed the brightest color of red.

      I’m used to seeing myself on TV, but not in this context.

      It cuts back to the nightly news anchor, Thorne. “Could romance be blossoming between these two? Now, we certainly know what Brock thinks of Kelsey, but it remains to be seen what she thinks of him. What do you think, viewers, could you feel the heat? Should we be shipping these two?”

      My cheeks are on fire once again, but it’s not from arousal, it’s anger.

      “I can’t believe this! My own station.”

      All hope of the incident quietly fading into the abyss is ruined, I fist my hands at my sides.

      Whitney cringes as she turns the volume on the TV back down and glances over at me. “I’m sorry.”

      “Not as sorry as Mr. Jefferies is going to be.” I stomp off in the direction of my boss’s office.

      “Go easy on him. I think he and hubby had a fight this morning. I saw him eating carbs this afternoon,” she calls out after me.

      I’m forever indebted to Mr. Jeffries for giving me this job and allowing me to prove my skeptics wrong, but I can’t believe he saw no issue with allowing that segment on the air.

      I’m relieved when I find him still behind his desk. And Whitney was right, he and his husband must be arguing because there’s a half-eaten donut to the side of his keyboard. Mr. Jeffries only goes to carbs for comfort when he can’t go to his husband.

      I don’t bother knocking or wait for an invitation before I enter. “How could you let them put that on the air?” He’s not big on formalities and though he’s my superior, we’ve developed somewhat of a friendship over the years.

      He looks up from his screen and takes his glasses off his face, dropping them to the desk and rubbing the bridge of his nose. “How can I not? Every other station, newspaper, and sports blogger is going to be talking about it.”

      I cross my arms and give him the stink eye. “You know how hard it’s been for me to earn any respect in this industry. I’d like to try to keep what little I have.”

      He stands and walks over to me, resting his hands on my shoulders. “Kelsey, you’re a damn fine reporter. You know the ins and outs of most leagues, understand the stats, and can predict when players are moving up and down in their game like you’re a bloody psychic. You’ve earned your place in sports journalism.”

      I huff and open my mouth to speak, but he continues.

      “And because I’m gay, I can say this without you thinking it’s a come-on… you’re a beautiful woman. But those things aren’t mutually exclusive. You more than prove that. Have some confidence in yourself.”

      I do… usually, except when it’s put to the test. When that happens, I instantly revert back to my childhood and remember my family’s traditions and beliefs and how I was treated. And then the guilt sets in.

      “I get it. But did you have to show the clip?” I try to hold on to my fight a little longer.

      “It wouldn’t have mattered. All the other stations are running it. That thing is already viral.”

      “What?” My mouth drops open.

      Mr. Jeffries chuckles and lets his hands drop from my shoulders, making his way back behind his desk.

      “This is a business first and foremost and though I don’t like it, sometimes I’m forced to make tough choices. This was one of them.”

      I nod, understanding his predicament. “Well, let’s just make it the once, okay?”

      He puts his hands up. “No promises. Guess we’ll have to see how this plays out.”

      My eyes narrow. “There’s nothing to play out. He said something stupid and embarrassed us both. End of story.”

      He gives me a grin. “If you say so. You know, if I wasn’t married, I sure could find myself being the top to his bottom.” He winks and I can’t help the chuckle that escapes me.

      “Oh my god.” I shake my head. “I won’t tell your husband you said that.”

      “Don’t. He’s already pissed at me enough for not agreeing with him that our en suite bathroom needs a makeover for the third time this year.”

      “Is that the reason you’re eating sugar and carbs?” I nod at the donut.

      He shrugs. “I can’t help it. I crave them when we’re fighting.”

      “Well, I’m headed home. You should do the same. Apologize, then go be the bottom to his top.” I wink, hearing his laughter all the way down the hall.

      When I get to my desk, before grabbing my jacket off the back of the chair, I decide to search YouTube for the clip of the press conference. Surely Mr. Jefferies is exaggerating. Athletes do stupid things all the time. That is not going to go viral.

      But I was wrong because my stomach drops when I find all kinds of clips have been uploaded, most with millions of views and hundreds of comments.

      Some of the comments are of people shipping Brock and me together and saying that we should totally start dating. Some speculate whether we already are. But there’s also a lot of comments like, “How does a broad with a rack like that get a job reporting on sports? One word… casting couch” and “Do you think she can even add up the score if we asked her to?”

      Those feel like a spear to my sternum, and I quickly shut off my computer before sliding on my coat.

      If I stay off-line and ignore all the buzz, surely it will die down. Says every YouTube sensation.
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      “Hey, Allen! You hook up with that bombshell from the news yet?” one of the security guards asks me as I leave the arena a few days after the incident that shall not be named.

      Except that’s not exactly true.

      Because my teammates get nothing but joy from busting my balls about my slipup. Some of them have nicknamed me Romeo. And since I’m a rarity in hockey to have never been gifted a nickname—I’m afraid it might stick.

      I wave Charlie off and he laughs. He’s worked security here since my rookie year, eight years ago.

      After throwing my shit in the back of my car, I drive my Audi out of the parking lot to head back to my condo. Practice took a lot out of me today. Probably because I’ve slept for shit the past few nights due to Kelsey Callaway.

      I searched her up after the press conference, wondering why I had never seen her before.

      I watched clip after clip of her sports reports, and I found her on social media. Which meant by the time I closed my eyes to sleep that night, all I saw behind my eyelids was that beautiful face surrounded by blonde hair. And when I finally fell asleep, I woke up hard as fucking granite, forced to bust a nut if I wanted any chance of going back to sleep.

      There’s no denying that she’s every man’s wet dream with her huge tits, small waist, curvy hips, luscious blonde hair, and sparkling blue eyes. But more than her looks alone—she knows her shit when it comes to sports.

      It’s clear from watching clips of her that she knows sports intimately as if she’s a true fan, not just a pretty woman a station owner decided to put on TV for eye candy. Her excitement when new records are set, or the underdog comes back to win the game, is evident. And the way she rattles off players’ stats is impressive.

      I park my car in the underground garage and take the elevator to the top floor of the building. After I unlock the door and ditch my jacket on the side of my couch, I grab a beer from the fridge and flop down in my favorite chair.

      After flipping through the channels and finishing half my beer, I heat up the dinner my meal delivery service left for me and then change the channel over to WHFI. And then I wait. I truly am a puppy dog obsessed with this woman.

      Ten minutes in, Kelsey appears on the screen to give her thoughts on our game tomorrow night against Los Angeles. I’m captivated, if not more than a little turned on, and I already know that before this week is through, I’m going to ask her out.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The next night, after a brutal game against Los Angeles, Kelsey’s at the postgame press conference but doesn’t ask any questions. At least not while I’m being interviewed. I tried not to glance in her direction, feeling like everyone in the room was hyperaware of both of our presence, waiting for something to come more from what I said prior.

      After I’m done with my interview, I rush to the locker room, gather my shit and leave, hoping to catch her, but when I head down the hallway, she’s nowhere to be seen. I poke my head into the pressroom but she’s not one of the few reporters still lingering around.

      “Great game tonight, Allen!” one of them calls out. I wave and smile before turning my attention back to the hallway.

      “You looking for your woman?” Karl, my teammate, says as he approaches.

      “I don’t have a woman,” I grumble.

      “Did you tell the internet that?” He chuckles as we make our way down the hallway, side by side.

      He’s not wrong. Every day it seems like the whole comment I made gaining more attention. Apparently, there was even a joke about it on The Tonight Show last night.

      “I was hoping to catch her so I could apologize for all the attention this is getting.” And ask her out. But I’m not telling Karl that. He’s probably the one sharing that video clip the most.

      “There she is.” Karl points to my left down a hallway and for once, the guy isn’t busting my balls.

      Kelsey stands talking to a guy with a camera balanced on his shoulder wearing a snug-fit black pantsuit with a white shirt underneath.

      “Thanks, man.”

      He claps me on the back. “Go get your woman.”

      I flip him off and head down the hallway. The camera guy sees me first since Kelsey’s back is to me.

      She must sense me or see her camera guy’s widened eyes because she turns her head to look over her shoulder. I’m not sure what reception I might receive from her, but the narrowed eyes weren’t it.

      Okay…

      “Can I talk to you?” I ask her.

      Her lips form a straight line. “No.” She turns around and carries on her conversation with the camera guy as if I’m not even standing there.

      Meanwhile, his gaze keeps darting from her to me.

      Eventually, she huffs and says to him, “He’s still standing there, isn’t he?”

      Camera guy nods. “I’m gonna go out for a smoke.” He nods at me, and mouths “good luck” when he passes.

      That can’t be a good sign.

      Kelsey slowly turns to face me, arms crossed, head tilted and eyes looking like they’re on the verge of an eye roll.

      I clear my throat. “I wanted to apologize if I embarrassed you the other day with my remark. I didn’t intend for the whole room to hear me.”

      Her arms drop to her sides. “Yes, well, that happens when you’re surrounded by microphones.” As if she has no control, her eyes finally roll.

      “I covered the mic!” I say in my defense.

      “You covered one mic. There’re still others up there.”

      I wince. “Yeah, spur-of-the-moment reaction. The fact I said it in the first place says I wasn’t exactly thinking clearly.”

      “Clearly,” she deadpans. “Is that all? I’m busy.”

      It’s probably stupid to try and ask her out, given the tone of her voice and her body language that’s screaming fuck off, but I’m not really a guy who likes regrets.

      “Listen, I was wondering if you might want to grab a drink or go to dinner with me sometime?”

      Her mouth hangs open. “I’m not going to go out with you!”

      She says you like I’m a deranged sociopath, not a professional hockey player at the height of his career.

      What the hell is this woman’s problem? A simple “no thanks” or “I’m not available” would suffice.

      So, I called her beautiful. Where’s the fucking harm in that?

      “Why do you say it like that?” I scowl.

      “I’m sure you’re used to all the puck bunnies fluttering their eyes and lying down for you like they have mattresses strapped to their backs, but I’m not interested.” It’s when her gaze coasts down my body and her tongue darts out to lick her bottom lip that I know she’s full of shit.

      “Is that right?” I arch an eyebrow and step forward.

      She takes a couple of steps back, putting her back flush against the wall. I use the opportunity to cage her in with my arms, making sure we’re still not touching.

      I can smell her perfume this close and the scent makes her even more desirable—like sugar and vanilla or something. What I am sure of is that I want to press my face into her neck and inhale until I’ve figured out the concoction.

      “Are you saying you don’t find me attractive?” I ask, hedging my bets.

      She sucks in a large breath, causing her chest to heave. And what a chest it is. What I wouldn’t give to feel the weight of her breasts in my hands.

      “You’re obviously attractive.” Her voice loses a little of the fight.

      “And you already know I think you’re beautiful.”

      She swallows audibly.

      “So, what’s the issue? What harm would a date do?”

      Something shifts in her demeanor as though she’s just remembered something, and she pushes against my chest so I back up to give her some space.

      “You’ve already done enough harm. Thanks to you, that clip is all over the internet and people won’t stop talking about you and me. They’re shipping us and coming up with cutesy nicknames like Klock and Kelrock.”

      My forehead creases. Shipping? “What the hell does that mean… they’re shipping us?”

      She rolls her eyes again and I want to take her by the back of the neck and pull her to me and kiss her until her shitty attitude disappears.

      “Shipping as in a relationship…” When I still look at her like I don’t know what she’s talking about, she huffs. “They think we should be in a relationship together.”

      I shrug. “Maybe they’re right. Good way to find out is to go on a date together. That’s usually how these things work.”

      Her hands fist at her sides as though she’s losing patience with me. “The last thing I’m going to do is to start dating you. I’m not giving any more life to this thing than it already has.”

      “I don’t understand what the big deal is.”

      One of my teammates passes by the hall and calls his goodbye, so I wave at him before returning my attention to the irate female in front of me.

      “It’s not a big deal for you. You’ve made out great in all things. Everyone’s totally buying your sweet, chagrined act.”

      I open my mouth to tell her it’s not an act, but she raises her hand to stop me.

      “Me, on the other hand… people haven’t been quite as complimentary.”

      I frown, not knowing what she’s referring to, but I’ve been on the other side with trolls.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t know.”

      “I’ve got all kinds of people calling and emailing and texting me looking for a comment or wanting to interview me. Random strangers stop me to ask if we’ve already gone out. I made the mistake of telling one no and got an earful about all the reasons I should rectify that immediately. That if she were me, she’d have already gotten a ring on her finger from you. If I do, I’m a gold-digging slut, and if I don’t, I’m a frigid slut. Either way, there’s no winning for me.”

      I don’t know what to say. Who would have thought that me calling her beautiful would have such a negative effect on her life, but she’s not done yet.

      “And then there’re the comments complimenting me on my looks while bashing me,  asking how smart could I be? That maybe if I was naked, they’d entertain having to hear me talk about sports because there’s no way I know what the hell I’m talking about with a pretty face like mine.”

      My reaction must take too long because, with a huff, she pushes past me.

      “Wait!” I reach out for her arm to stop her but she’s too quick and snatches it away, but doesn’t walk away from me either.

      “So, no. I won’t be going out with you. And I’d appreciate it if you’d leave me alone.” She stomps down the hall and I watch until she turns the corner.

      That didn’t go quite as I hoped.
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      I tilt the wineglass back and take another sip, hoping it will dull the ferocity with which I keep thinking about Brock.

      I meant what I said to him earlier this week. I don’t want to go out with him. But that doesn’t mean I can’t appreciate him for the fine specimen he is.

      When he had me caged against the wall, all I wanted was for him to bend down and take possession of my lips. His freshly showered body smelled woodsy with undertones of musk, and I squeezed my thighs together to dull the ache between them.

      But none of that matters because if anything were to happen between us, it would only fan the flames of public interest in the two of us. Him making that comment on national television sealed our fate to never date.

      “Earth to Kelsey.”

      Whitney’s voice draws me out of my thoughts.

      “Sorry.”

      “Who are you thinking about?” Lennon, my other friend, says.

      I definitely don’t want to tell her where my mind was. She’s the most sexually free woman I’ve ever met. She owns a sex toy company and is hell-bent on making sure every woman is satisfied on the regular.

      And I am… when I have a sex life at all, that is. Which now that I think about it was a while ago.

      “Sorry. My mind wandered for a moment.” I smile.

      We’re in my living room, which isn’t very big or lavish compared to where these two live with their very rich husbands, but they’ve never made me feel less than because of it.

      “I’ll bet I know where it wandered to…” Whitney singsongs.

      I chuckle and roll my eyes. “Give it a rest.”

      I filled Whitney in on what happened between Brock and me in the hallway and she’s tried to convince me to give him a chance ever since.

      “I feel like there’s more to the story than the fact that a superhot professional athlete basically confessed that he wants to fuck you on national TV.” Lennon looks between the two of us.

      I groan and fill Lennon in on my hallway confrontation with Brock. She’s grinning by the time I’m done.

      “Girlfriend, you need to take him up on his offer.”

      I scoff. “No way. I don’t want any more attention on us. I want this to go away so I can do my job without having people trying to guess my bra size.”

      She raises her hands up. “I get it. I really do. It’s hard enough to get the patriarchy to take us seriously on a regular day, let alone when everyone is talking about your amazing rack. But are you attracted to him? I mean, if all of this hadn’t happened, and he asked you out, would you have said yes?”

      I consider what she’s saying for a moment and shrug. “I guess so. I mean, I also report on his team, so there’s a bit of a journalistic conflict there, too.”

      “Then you should go out with him and see where it leads. Fuck whatever anyone else is going to say.”

      And if I were Lennon, I’d probably feel the same. I’ve never met someone more comfortable in their own skin. Unfortunately, I’m the complete opposite.

      I shake my head. “It’s better if this all just washes away. In a few weeks, no one will even remember anything about this.” I tip my glass back and finish off the rest of my wine. “Anyone else want a refill?” I stand from the couch.

      “Me, please.” Whitney finishes off her glass and hands it to me.

      I walk over to the kitchen that’s open to my living room and pull the white wine from the fridge.

      “Hey!” Whitney shifts on the couch to face me in the kitchen. “Cole’s new restaurant is opening next week. You should come to the opening. There will be lots of eligible bachelors there. Maybe we can find someone to get your mind off Brock Allen.”

      I scowl across the room. “I told you—my mind isn’t on Brock Allen.”

      “Neither is your pussy,” Lennon says and tosses back some of her wine.

      “Lennon!” Both Whitney and I dissolve into giggles as I return to the living room and hand her her glass.

      We don’t mention Brock’s name again for the rest of the night, but that doesn’t mean I don’t think about him.
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      I step into the warmly lit restaurant and look around. Whitney told me Cole’s new venture was a departure from the pub he owns that I’ve been to several times over the years, but this is the complete opposite.

      Rather than worn wood floors and tables, there are cream-colored linens covering the tables and plush fabric seats. Candles flicker in the center of each table and rather than stale beer, my stomach rumbles at the scent of seafood and garlic.

      All the tables on the perimeter of the room remain, but some tables in the middle of the space have been removed to allow people to mingle.

      After I check my coat, Whitney spots me. She leans in and says something to her husband, Cole, who looks in my direction and gives me a nod and wave, then returns to his conversation with the man standing near them.

      I’m sure Cole is busy making the rounds, and I make a mental note to catch up with him later.

      “You came!” Whitney engulfs me in a hug when she reaches me, then pulls back to take me in. “And you look phenomenal.”

      “Thanks.” I slide my hands down the clingy fabric of my black dress.

      I’m so used to wearing my work clothes that it feels odd to be wearing something so formfitting and revealing. My cleavage is on full display in the V of this body-con dress. But I’ll admit, it’s nice to feel sexy.

      “You look beautiful.” Her dark hair is pulled back, and she’s wearing an emerald-colored dress.

      “Thanks.” She hooks her arm in mine and leads me farther into the room. “You have to try the food while you’re here. The chef basically made little versions of the bigger plates on the menu, and they are delish. But how about a drink to start?”

      “That’d be great.” She leads us to the back of the room where the bar is. “This place is beautiful, Whit. You guys must be really excited.”

      “In all honesty, I’m just happy it’s finished. Cole has been a bear because he’s so stressed out about piecing everything together for the opening. But everything came together in the end.”

      I squeeze her arm at my side. “As they usually do.”

      Her smile turns coy. “Just remember that, okay?” Her gaze darts nervously to the side of the bar.

      My brows furrow and I follow her direction of sight, only to find none other than Brock Allen dressed in a charcoal suit leaning against the bar, his eyes soaking me up.

      My head whips in her direction. “What did you do?” I whisper-shout.

      “Gotta go check on the food. See you in a bit.” She rushes off before I can give her a piece of my mind, so I turn back in Brock’s direction.

      He pushes off the bar, a glass of probably Cole’s Rock Hard Whiskey in hand and saunters over to me. He looks like an erotic dream dressed in the slim-fitting suit with black tie. So different from how he looks on the ice and after the games.

      “Good to see you, Kelsey. You look exceptional.” He leans in closer and lowers his voice. “Between the two of us.”

      His eyes alight with good humor and his gaze drags up and down my body like a light brush of his fingertips.

      I hate the way my nipples pebble, as if begging him to touch them.

      “I’m surprised to see you here,” I say.

      He shrugs. “I get invited to all kinds of things like this. I just usually decline.”

      “Why did you come to this one?”

      “I heard on good authority that you’d be here.”

      I purse my lips and make a mental note to find out whether I have to kill Whitney, Lennon, or both.

      “I’m not sure why that would matter. I thought I was pretty clear the other day when we spoke.”

      He rocks back on his heels. “You certainly did. But I wanted to add to my apology.”

      I tilt my head and wait to hear what he has to say.

      “You see, after you berated me in that hallway, I went home and did some digging. You’re right.” A flicker of irritation filters through his amber eyes.

      “Can’t say I hate you telling me I’m right, but about what specifically?”

      “This whole situation was my doing, but you’re taking the brunt of it. A lot of it positive, but yeah… I saw the type of comments you were referring to and I understand why you’re upset. I wanted to apologize yet again. It was never my intention to drag you into a situation where internet trolls would do their worst. I was simply blown away by a beautiful woman I’d never seen before and reacted. I should’ve kept my mouth shut, so I’m sorry.”

      I don’t know what to say. His voice is full of sincerity and his apology gives me a weird feeling in my stomach. One that I’m determined to ignore. Acting on it would only drag me further into the spotlight, which is the opposite of what I want or need.

      So, I do my best to remain professional. I nod and give him a small smile. “I appreciate the apology. And the acknowledgment that our experiences with this are both very different. Since we’re going to have to see one another in a professional capacity from time to time, why don’t we start over?” I place my hand out in front of him. “I’m Kelsey Callaway and I work for WHFI in the sports department. I’ve recently been assigned to cover the Infernos.”

      One corner of his lips tilts up, and he accepts my hand.

      Electricity jolts up my arm, down through my chest, and concentrates between my thighs.

      He must feel it too, because his eyes flare and his hand twitches in mine.

      “Nice to meet you, Kelsey. I’m Brock.”

      I drop his hand as soon as it is polite and run mine down the side of my dress as though I can wipe off the sexual tension.

      “Kelsey, I…” He steps forward and I immediately counter with one back.

      “I have to use the restroom.” I spin around on my heels and rush off in the opposite direction.

      I have no idea where the bathroom even is, but I do know if I stay here with him any longer, I’m going to make some very poor choices.
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      I push my hand through my hair, watching Kelsey flee.

      Everything in me begs to follow her. To force her to acknowledge this thing brewing between us. I know she felt the electricity and spark when our hands touched.

      She looks stunning tonight. A stark contrast to what she wears for work. Her dress hugs every perfect curve and makes me want to bury my face in her cleavage. Either that or my cock.

      I blow out a breath and take a swig of my whiskey before walking back to the bar to set the empty glass down. I can’t overdo it tonight. We leave for an away game tomorrow, and I hate traveling with a hangover.

      After the bartender hands me a water, I mingle. I don’t really know very many people here besides Kelsey—who’s expertly avoiding me—and the man of the hour, Cole. I’ve hung out a few times at his pub, The Thirsty Monk, and met him there on a few occasions. We’d shoot the shit, and he seemed like a cool guy, so when the invitation for tonight came along and his wife let it slip that Kelsey might be here, I knew I had to come.

      Hobnobbing with a bunch of rich people isn’t really my thing, but it’s worth it if I can get some face time with Kelsey.

      So far, all I’ve gotten to do is apologize before she ran away.

      I watch on as she talks with Cole’s wife, another blonde woman and a woman with tattoos up both arms. As though they feel my gaze on them, they all turn and look over at me at the same time.

      There’s no sense in hiding my interest, the entire world knows I want Kelsey at this point, so I raise my glass with a smile in acknowledgment.

      “She’s got your balls in a vise, huh?” I turn to find Cole at my side.

      “Pretty much. She’s pretty pissed at me for bringing all this attention on her. At first, I didn’t get it. I mean, what woman doesn’t like to be told they’re beautiful? But then I read some of the comments on social media and yeah… I get it now. These people think she can’t do her job because she’s got a pretty face.”

      “Whit tells me she’s pretty sensitive about that kind of thing. Guess she’s had some bad experiences in the past.”

      I turn to face him. “Do you think it’s worth pursuing? I’m not convinced she’ll give me a chance. Am I just wasting my time?” Not to boost my ego, but I can’t remember the last time I didn’t get the woman I was interested in.

      He glances over at the girl gang for a second before returning his attention to me. “Who knows how women’s minds work. Whit and I have been together for years and I still don’t have it figured out. I mean, the two of us liked each other, then hated each other, then fell for each other. Sometimes the route to happiness isn’t a straight line.” He shrugs and sips at his drink.

      I think about his words for a moment and realize he’s right. It’s rarely a straight line to any destination. I mean, even my hockey career wasn’t cut and dry. I had struggles, injuries and setbacks and then one day, everything finally clicked. Then I was drafted and within a couple of years, I was the star center. Just because things start off rough doesn’t mean they have to remain that way.

      I clamp Cole on the shoulder. “Thanks for the advice, man. I think you’re right. I’m not gonna give up on this quite yet. Can you excuse me?”

      He chuckles into his glass. “Go get her. Godspeed.”

      With renewed confidence, I walk across the room toward Kelsey and her friends. Only it’s just her friends now. Kelsey is nowhere in sight.

      All three women turn to face me once I reach them.

      “Brock, you haven’t met my friends yet,” Cole’s wife, Whitney, says. “This is my friend Tahlia” —she points to the blonde— “and this is Lennon.” She gestures to the woman with all the tattoos.

      “Nice to meet you.” I give them my most charming smile, hoping it will break the lock on girl code and they’ll divulge where Kelsey disappeared.

      I decide to cut right to the chase rather than making pleasantries for the next five minutes. “Do you know where Kelsey went?”

      “What’s it worth to you?” Lennon asks.

      I look over at her with my forehead wrinkled, unsure of what to say.

      Tahlia waves her off. “Ignore her. What she means is, if we give you this information, what will you do with it?”

      I put my hands up in front of me. “I just want to talk to her.” Not quite true, but not untrue entirely. I do want to get to know this woman. It just happens to be equal to how badly I want her in my bed. But one step at a time. I have to get her to agree to go out with me first.

      “And what will you say?” Whitney asks.

      I just stare at her for a beat. “I don’t know. I really don’t. I just know that I want to talk to her until she agrees to go out with me.”

      “Good answer.” Lennon pats me on the shoulder while the other two women smile. “She just went to the coat check to grab her jacket before her Uber arrives.”

      Panic pushes adrenaline through my veins. “Shit.” I turn in a rush and the women laugh behind me.

      I need to catch Kelsey before she leaves. Who knows the next time I’ll see her when she’s not surrounded by her colleagues. And if I’ve learned anything, it’s that she takes her job very seriously and doesn’t want to involve her personal life in it.

      I push my way through the crowd and reach the coat check, but there’s no Kelsey.

      Damn it. Am I too late?

      I hurry to the restaurant door and push it open into the cool evening air.

      There’s no Kelsey and no car at the curb. She’s already gone.

      “Fuck!” I shout into the night air.

      I don’t know why I’m so disappointed. It’s not like I’ll never see her again. Maybe I let Cole’s little speech get to me.

      “Brock?”

      I turn when I hear my name. Kelsey stands in the doorway to the restaurant wearing a jacket and a concerned expression.

      “Are you okay?”

      Relief floods me at the sight of her and I step forward, cupping her face in my palms. “I thought you’d left.”

      There’s that warm buzz in my hand where our skin meets.

      She licks her plump lips and stares up at me. “I realized I forgot to even say hello to Cole and give him my congratulations, so I went to do that before my Uber arrived.”

      “Good, because I needed to tell you something else.”

      “What?” Her voice is breathy and I can’t help but wonder if this is what she sounds like after she comes.

      “I know you think this isn’t a good idea. That we aren’t a good idea. But there’s something between us. I can feel it and I know you can too. How can we ignore that? I understand your reasons for being wary, but there has to be a way for us to figure this out. We’d be stupid not to find out what this could be.”

      I lean in slowly, making my intention clear and giving her ample opportunity to push me away, tell me to stop, slap me… anything. Instead, her breath hitches and her nostrils flare the moment before I seal my lips with hers.

      Our kiss starts off slow, lips pressed together, inhaling each other’s breath. Then I flick my tongue across the seam of her lips and she opens for me. As soon as I taste her, I’m starved for more.

      Her hands tangle into the hair at the back of my head, tugging at the roots and a gruff moan slides up my throat. She pushes her body into my chest, and I let one hand slide over her shoulder and down her back until I’m cupping her ass in my hand, pressing her against me so she can feel the hard length of me against her. Feel what she does to me.

      We devour each other and instead of easing our thirst, it only makes us more desperate.

      The sound of someone coming out of the restaurant causes her to pull away with a shocked breath. Her gaze darts around us and a car pulls up to the curb.

      “I’m sorry, I can’t.” She rushes off to the car until she comes to an abrupt stop with a cry of pain.

      “What happened?” I look down to see that her heel is caught in the gap in the sidewalk. “Here, let me help.”

      “No, it’s fine.” She tugs and tugs her leg up when I drop down to my haunches, refusing to accept my help.

      “Kelsey, just wait a second. Let’s get your foot out of your shoe—”

      She gives one final tug, and the heel separates from the shoe, but she doesn’t let it stop her, hobbling over to the car.

      I wrench the abandoned heel from the crack in the sidewalk and fall down to my ass, watching the car drive away.

      She may be running away now, but I know as well as she does that that kiss was too good to ignore.

      She can’t deny our chemistry after that.
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      I warily glance around the hotel lobby in Los Angeles to the reception desk to check in.

      This is the first time since I ran away like a scared animal the other night that I have the opportunity to see Brock and I’m hoping I don’t. My reaction to our kiss was mortifying, to say the least.

      At least this time my embarrassment didn’t come with the entire internet watching. And I know. Because I scrolled through every sports gossip blog and YouTube to make sure no one had snapped a shot or video of our kiss.

      I don’t know what came over me. It’s just… I’ve never had a kiss that intense. Ever. It felt like my entire body was plugged into an electrical socket. And the want, the desire, was uncontrollable…

      When we got interrupted, panic took over. Getting involved with Brock would only draw more attention to me and increase the vile things people were saying. But one kiss and I knew—trying to keep denying him felt impossible.

      So I am going to be really mature and just try to avoid him unless we are in a roomful of reporters. Solid plan.

      I give the woman at the reception desk my information, and once she finishes, she hands me my key card.

      “Oh, one more thing. This is for you.” She lifts and holds out a box wrapped in pink and light-blue wrapping paper with a pink bow on it.

      My forehead creases. “I’m sorry?”

      “This was left with us with the instructions to pass it along to you when you checked in.” She winks and I don’t know what to make of this.

      “Okay… thanks.” I accept the box from her and make my way to the elevator with my small piece of luggage.

      The entire ride up, I try to figure out what could be inside and who it could be from. My birthday isn’t close, and I don’t know anyone in Los Angeles.

      Once I reach my room, I sit on the edge of the bed and rip the paper off, curious to see what this surprise is all about. When I stare down at a Christian Louboutin shoebox, I know the gift is from Brock and my heart melts just a little.

      Pulling the lid off, I find a pair of black, strappy red-bottom shoes similar to the ones I’d broken the night of the restaurant opening. Tucked into the side is a note.

      

      Just a little something to make up for the other night. I have to say, I’ve never had a kiss send a woman running before.

      
        	Brock

      

      

      Below that is a phone number I assume is his.

      The gesture is very sweet, and now, if I don’t reach out to say thank you, I’m a complete bitch.

      I huff and walk over to my purse, pulling my phone from inside. I’ll text him. That way, I don’t have to listen to his deep, sexy voice.

      
        
        Me: Hey, it’s Kelsey. I just checked into my room. Thank you so much for the shoes. That was a very sweet gesture.

      

      

      Unwilling to admit to myself that I’m anxious to see his reply, I force myself to set the phone down on the nightstand and start unpacking. I don’t have much since I’m only here for two nights. When I’m done unpacking, I pick up the phone to see no response.

      Rather than pace away the anxious energy thrumming through my body, I force myself to take out my laptop and sit at the desk so I can go over some of the player stats before tomorrow night’s game.

      Sometime later, I hear my phone ding from over on the nightstand and I make myself wait at least five minutes before closing my laptop and grabbing it.

      I glance at the clock after one minute.

      Then three minutes.

      Four minutes.

      Finally, the five minutes are up. Longest five minutes of my life.

      
        
        Brock: It’s the least I could do. I didn’t realize I would be committing a crime against fashion when I kissed you.

      

      

      I chuckle and my face heats at the same time, remembering how frantic I was after our kiss. It’s just… I’ve never been kissed like that. My body has never reacted like that from a simple kiss.

      Brock isn’t wrong that there’s some type of chemistry between us, but that’s what scares me. Look at the craziness that’s already infiltrated my life just from him saying he finds me attractive. It’s hard enough to earn respect and be taken seriously in this business, how would that work if people thought I couldn’t be impartial because I was dating the star of the San Francisco Infernos?

      
        
        Me: If I said it’s not you, it’s me, would that sound too cliché?

      

      

      
        
        Brock: Really? You’re using that line on me? You might as well have said you had to run and wash your hair.

      

      

      I chuckle and debate what to write back, then decide just to be honest.

      
        
        Me: The kiss was… amazing. No complaints there. I just think it’s better if we keep our relationship strictly professional.

      

      

      
        
        Brock: Better for who? Because my blue balls disagree. ;)

      

      

      I laugh out loud while a warm feeling invades my chest.

      
        
        Me: Well I apologize to you AND your balls.

      

      

      
        
        Brock: I know a way you could really show them you’re sorry…

      

      

      
        
        Me: I’ll bet you do. *eye roll emoji*

      

      

      
        
        Brock: In all seriousness – I’d really like to get to know you better. Let me take you to dinner.

      

      

      I stare down at my phone. My fingers poised to type no.

      I want to say yes. More than anything. But I can’t do it at the expense of my career that I’ve spent so much time and effort building.

      Brock must grow impatient when I still haven’t answered a few minutes later because another text comes through.

      
        
        Brock: Tell me what I need to do to get you to give me a chance.

      

      

      The idea of leaving it up to fate is appealing. No decision is still a decision and at least this way the outcome is out of my hands. It’s also a convenient excuse, but I’ll take it.

      
        
        Me: Tell you what… if you score a hat trick tonight, I’ll go on a date with you.

      

      

      
        
        Brock: Oh, so something super easy then.

      

      

      I smile at the screen. He’s not wrong. While he’s definitely capable, it’s not something that happens often for a player. If it happens, I’ll have to believe that fate played a role in pushing us together.

      
        
        Me: That’s the deal. Take it or leave it.

      

      

      
        
        Brock: I’ll take it. Just make sure you wear the shoes on our date. ;)
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      I sit in the pressroom after the game with Los Angeles, unable to stop grinning at the cameras. I had one of the best games of my career tonight, thanks to a little extra motivation.

      I just wish I could’ve seen Kelsey’s face when I scored my third goal tonight. Was she relieved or did panic flare in her eyes the way it did on that sidewalk after we kissed?

      “Allen, you were on fire out there. What was going through your head when you scored the hat trick?” one of the reporters I don’t recognize asks. He must be a local Los Angeles reporter.

      “I was thinking what a lucky guy I am.” My gaze darts briefly to Kelsey and away. I don’t want people seeing me looking at her.

      I try not to pay her any extra attention at these things since my blunder because I know she doesn’t want the attention. But I swear to God it’s a struggle of epic proportions. All I want to do is memorize every expression on her face, every curve of her body, every cadence of her voice.

      It goes back and forth for a while between me and the reporters. I’m out here alone tonight because of my hat trick at the behest of the team’s press coordinator.

      Just when I think things are wrapping up, another guy I don’t recognize raises his hand and I nod to accept his question.

      “Have you been surprised at the response to you calling Kelsey Callaway beautiful in front of the press?”

      Jesus, these guys aren’t doing me any favors.

      I resist the urge to glance her way and clear my throat to buy myself some time, unsure how to handle this question in a way that won’t cause the spotlight to shine any brighter on the two of us.

      The press coordinator must be able to sense my uneasiness because he starts to step up beside me, I’m sure to tell everyone that question time is done for the night, but I wave him off.

      “Listen, I’d like to publicly apologize to Miss Callaway. Because of my comment, she’s been thrust into the spotlight in a way she shouldn’t have been. She’s a professional who deserves to work in an environment she feels comfortable in. I fear I may have put that in jeopardy with my actions. I’d appreciate it if everyone would leave her alone and let her do her job.”

      A bunch more questions are shouted out all at the same time, but I stand, flicking my gaze quickly at Kelsey. I spot a small smile on her lips and hope that I made the right choice.

      I leave the room with questions flying at my back and head to the locker room to gather my things before heading to the team bus.
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      Damn it. I have Kelsey imprinted on my brain and it seems nothing helps to get her off my mind.

      The guy I room with went to grab some dinner and drinks with some of our teammates, but I opted to stay back at the hotel and order dinner to my room. But now I’m sitting here obsessing over whether I did the right thing by responding to that reporter’s question about Kelsey.

      I just secured a date with her and I can’t help but feel like maybe I fucked it up.

      Unable to take the not knowing any longer, I pick up the phone on the nightstand and dial zero, then ask the front desk to connect me to Kelsey’s room.

      She answers on the second ring. “Hello?”

      “Hey, it’s Brock.”

      There’s a brief pause before she responds. “Hey…”

      “Sorry to bother you. Hope I didn’t wake you up.” I glance at the clock and wince. It’s later than I realized.

      “No, I wasn’t sleeping yet. But why don’t you text like a civilized person?”

      I chuckle, relieving some of the tension bunching my muscles. “Because people read what they want into a text. This way, I can hear what you really mean.”

      She sighs. “All right.”

      “Well, before I rub it in that I did, in fact, score a hat trick tonight, I need to know if I fucked it up anyway with how I answered that reporter’s question tonight.”

      She doesn’t have to ask what question I’m referring to, we both know.

      “I thought you handled it well. As well as it could be handled.”

      I push my hand through my hair. “I wasn’t sure what to do. I thought if I refused to answer, that might just make things worse because they might think there’s something going on between us worth digging up.”

      “Well, I do owe you a date.”

      I can’t tell if she’s happy about that or not, so I decide to offer her an out.

      “Look, if you’re really not interested, you don’t have to go out with me. I’m not in the habit of forcing women to spend time with me.”

      She chuckles. “I’m sure.”

      “What’s that mean?” I sit on my bed with my back against the headboard.

      “It just means I’m sure there’re plenty of puck bunnies more than happy to spend time with you.”

      I shrug, even though she can’t see me. “You’re not wrong, but in all honesty, random hookups have never been my thing. Not saying I’ve never done it,” I add quickly.

      “You saying you’re into monogamy?” she asks.

      “Basically. I mean, I date, but if I can tell it’s not going anywhere, I end it.”

      It’s the truth. I’ve had a couple of long-term relationships, but my last one ended a few years ago. Since then I’ve dated casually, but never more than five or six dates because by that point I was pretty sure it wasn’t leading anywhere and life’s too short to waste my time—and hers.

      “I can respect that,” she says.

      “That mean you’re still going to go on a date with me?” My heart speeds up while I wait for her answer.

      “Yes, I’ll still go out with you. I just have one request.”

      “Okay…”

      “Can we have our date somewhere private where we aren’t going to have our picture taken and loaded online for all to see?”

      I really feel like something great is possible between the two of us and if that’s the case, eventually we’re going to have to go out in public, but there’s no sense pushing her now. I fear it will only cause her to bolt in the other direction.

      “Sure thing. Now we just have to pick the day and time.”

      “What did you have in mind?”

      “How does Tuesday evening sound? I have the day off.”

      “I’ll have to check my schedule.”

      “You forget. I know your schedule because it mirrors my own.” I chuckle. But realize that one good thing about dating Kelsey is that it’s literally her job to follow my team around.

      In the past, all the travel I do during the season has proven to be a point of frustration for any long-lasting girlfriend.

      “You say that as if I don’t have a life outside of work.” Her voice is teasing, but I realize she’s right.

      “How ’bout this then? You text me after you’ve checked your schedule and if Tuesday doesn’t work, then we’ll pick a different day. But we will pick a day, Kelsey.”

      Her laugh is musical. “Don’t worry, I always make good on my bets.”

      “I’m going to hold you to that.”

      “You do that.”

      The door to my room swings open, and my teammate enters. I hold my finger up to let him know to be quiet for a second. I don’t think that Kelsey would like the thought of someone else overhearing our conversation.

      “Listen, I’ve got to run but get back to me as soon as you know.”

      “Will do.”

      I hang up the phone and look over at Karl.

      “Pretty late for a phone call, isn’t it?” he asks.

      “It was just my business manager. He wanted to go over a few things with me and I forgot to call him before the game.”

      Karl nods and strips his shirt off. “Manager, huh? Didn’t realize your business manager turned you on so much.”

      My forehead creases and I glance down at my boxers where my half chub is evident. Kelsey’s throaty voice will do that to a guy.

      “Fuck off.” I toss the pillow beside me at his head, and he successfully ducks out of the way.

      He cackles as he heads into the bathroom, and I just shake my head. Karl has no idea who I was talking to.

      I don’t want outside forces to ruin this thing between Kelsey and me before it has a chance to even start.
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      I knock on the condo door and stand there, nervously waiting for Brock to open it.

      Turns out I was free Tuesday evening, so here I am. Wearing the new shoes he bought me along with a red A-line dress and lips that match. My hair is down and styled in soft waves and because of the lipstick, I went with a simple black eyeliner to accent my eyes.

      Because I asked for privacy, Brock offered his place up for our date. I don’t think it’s a ploy to get me into bed with him. In fact, he sounded nervous when he suggested the option and even said we could have dinner brought to my place if I was more comfortable there.

      But I told him his place is fine. I’m just nervous because I’ve never really been alone with him before, other than in the hallway at the Inferno arena and that doesn’t count.

      The door swings open, and Brock stands there in a pair of charcoal dress pants, black belt, and black button-down with the top two buttons undone and the sleeves rolled up. His shaggy hair is curled up at the ends and looks like it might still be a little damp from a shower. He looks good, he smells good, hell, everything about him so far is good.

      “You look… phenomenal.” His eyes burn as they take me in.

      I stick my right foot forward. “Do you approve of the shoes?”

      “Yes, they’re sexy as fuck.”

      My cheeks heat and he opens the door further and gestures inside. “Come on in.”

      “Thanks.” I smile as I walk in past him and I investigate the space to see what it tells me about the man who lives here.

      It’s pretty much what I expected from one of the newer condo buildings downtown. It’s definitely bachelor, but it’s not sad and barren the way you usually picture them. It’s more in his choice of decor—lots of dark, moody colors but rather than cold steel or something, the space is accented with warm wood pieces and actual art on the walls.

      “You have a lovely place,” I say once I’m in the center of the living area. It’s open to a large dining table on one side and the kitchen on the other.

      “Thanks. It’s too bad you’re here when it’s dark, otherwise you can see out to the water.” He gestures to the massive floor-to-ceiling windows in front of me.

      “I’ll bet the view is gorgeous.”

      “Sure is.” Something about his voice causes me to turn over my shoulder to look at him.

      He’s staring right at me, not the glass wall behind me. Again, my cheeks heat.

      “Can I get you a drink? Wine?”

      “Wine would be great.” I smile.

      “Do you prefer white or red?”

      “Surprise me.”

      He nods, walking over to the kitchen area.

      I step up to the glass wall and look down at all the twinkling lights below. The city looks beautiful in the dark. For the first time since I arrived, I realize that there’s jazz playing softly in the background from a turntable. I enjoy the sultry notes and turn back to look out the window.

      “Here you go.” I turn and Brock is holding out a glass of red wine.

      “Thank you.” I take the glass and bring it to my lips. “Mmm, it’s good.”

      “One of my faves. It’s from a distillery down in Napa.”

      “I’ll have to get the name from you.”

      He takes his own sip from his wineglass and then the awkward silence cues.

      “Did you want to eat now or wait a bit? I got a few things brought in from Cole’s new restaurant. We can eat now while it’s hot or wait and I can warm it in the oven later.”

      “Let’s eat now.” It will give me something to distract myself while I try to get comfortable being in a room with this man alone.

      “Perfect. Why don’t you go take a seat in the dining room and I’ll bring everything in?”

      I make my way over to the dining room table with candlelight and two plates set out with a cloth napkin and silverware. For the first time in a long time, I’m eager to get to know this man even more.
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      Dinner conversation flows well, with the two of us chatting about safe subjects—how he got into hockey, why I chose broadcasting as a career, and the insane price of real estate in this city.

      After dinner, Brock changes the record on the turntable to something I don’t recognize but I like.

      “Who’s this?” I ask as he brings me a refill in my wineglass and takes a seat next to me on the couch.

      “The Civil Wars. Ever heard of them?” He positions himself so that he’s facing me, arm draped across the back of the couch and the one holding his wineglass rests on his leg.

      I shake my head. “I don’t think so.”

      “They’re great. Too bad they broke up.”

      I listen. “They are good. That is too bad.”

      “Are they hard to find? The vinyl I mean?” I ask.

      He nods. “They can be. There’s this one I’ve been looking forever for. Have you heard of Rüfüs Du Sol?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      “Well, once I get my hands on that one, I’m playing you, ‘Treat You Better.’”

      I don’t say anything that I’m feeling. That I can’t wait for him to share something he loves with me. Compared to when I arrived here tonight, I’ve done a one-eighty. I was jittery and nervous at first, but now it feels as though Brock is a longtime friend. I’m comfortable in his space with him.

      I don’t know if it’s the red wine or just gazing at his rugged maleness, but my body warms from the inside when he looks at me. His whiskey eyes are so intense, as though he’s trying to suss out my thoughts.

      The need to press my thighs together to relieve the growing ache is intense and I shift in my seat.

      “I’m sorry, am I making you uncomfortable?” he asks.

      “No. Why?” I tilt my head.

      He shakes his head and sort of chuckles. “I just can’t stop staring at you. You’re so beautiful. And those lips…”

      I feel myself getting drawn in by him, and I can’t avert my gaze.

      “What about my lips?” My voice is breathy and I watch his Adam’s apple bob as he swallows.

      He leans in a little closer and the scent of his cologne makes my eyes flutter closed.

      “That red lipstick you’re wearing shows off how plump they are.”

      My eyes open and I see he’s leaned in a little more.

      “It makes me desperate to know what they’d feel like. What you’d taste like.”

      I barely manage to stop myself from moaning. Barely.

      I can’t believe I’m about to tell him this. I came here tonight thinking I’d do my part by having dinner with him, maybe engage in a little flirting and then leave after telling him nothing was ever going to happen between us.

      Instead, I say, “Why don’t you find out?”

      His nostrils flare and he reaches out and takes my wineglass from my hand, his gaze never leaving mine. He sets both of our drinks on the coffee table, then sits there for a moment, taking me in.

      My breaths grow heavy and by the time he slowly leans in, I’m panting in anticipation. He slides his hands over my cheeks and pushes them into my hair, drawing me forward, and when our lips are a breath away from each other’s, we sit still for a moment.

      The corner of his lips tilt seconds before his lips claim mine. My body buzzes from the contact, like he plugged me into an electrical socket.

      He licks across the seam of my lips, and I immediately open for him, needing more. Our tongues meet and he slowly kisses me, as if he’s savoring this moment. A moan slides up my throat as the strokes of his tongue hypnotizes me.

      I have never been kissed so cherishingly—as if he wants to slowly devour me.

      His fingers tighten in the strands of my hair and I slide my own under his arms and around his neck, using my nails to stroke the base of his hairline, causing him to growl.

      Too soon, his lips are trailing down to my neck. My nipples pebble in my bra and tighten almost to a point of pain, but the most exquisite pain.

      Brock nibbles on my earlobe, flicking it with his tongue the way I imagine he might do to my clit and the air leaves my lungs in a rush.

      “Tell me you’ll let me worship this body tonight,” he whispers breathily in my ear. One of his hands slides out of my hair and grazes down the side of my torso, taking the weight of my large breast in his hand.

      I nod frantically because yes. Yes, to whatever he’s offering. This feels too good to stop.

      His teeth nip at my earlobe, and I yelp. He chuckles and soothes it with his tongue.

      The hand that was on my breast trails down over my stomach, up and under the hem of my dress before finding my center. Brock expertly shifts me while we kiss so I’m leaning against the back of the couch.

      He breaks away from our kiss and leans his forehead against mine while his hand between my legs dips under the band of my lace underwear and slides over my clit and through my already slick folds.

      My back arches, but Brock keeps me in place by kissing me again. Once again, his fingers coast over my clit, but this time he pushes two inside of me. I groan into his mouth at the invasion, every nerve ending lighting up in pleasure.

      His thumb swirls over my center while he pumps his fingers in and out of me. It doesn’t take long before I’m close to coming and he must be able to tell because he breaks off our kiss and pulls back to watch me.

      His intense gaze feels like fingertips on my skin and I watch the way his jaw flexes as I squirm and wiggle, moans slipping out of my mouth.

      Without warning, he pulls his fingers from me and I whine, reaching for his hand, missing them immediately.

      “I have to taste you.” He inserts his fingers into his mouth and pushes them past his lips, his eyes drifting shut as though I taste like nothing he’s tasted before.

      It makes me hold my breath until he opens his eyes with a wicked grin. The next thing I know, he’s pulling my underwear down my legs and tossing them behind him without a care. He holds my legs up and examines the heels he bought me, leaving them on. Next, he spreads me wide, hands on my knees, then lifts the hem of my red dress and slips underneath.

      I arch off the couch from the swipe of his tongue over my folds, but his hand is there on my lower abdomen, pushing down and forcing me to stay in place. When he circles his tongue over my clit, I bring my finger to my mouth and bite down on the side of it, small sounds escaping me.

      He swirls around and around my clit before pushing two fingers into me. A groan vibrates to my skin when I pulse against them.

      I look down, forgetting for a moment that I can’t see his face, just the draping of red fabric over his head. There’s something wholly erotic about only being able to feel him.

      He hooks his fingers as he finger fucks me because he hits my G-spot over and over. That coupled with the sensation on my clit sends me barreling toward release. I feel like a supersonic rocket launching into the atmosphere as my climax comes fast and hard and mind numbing.

      I grip Brock’s hair through the fabric and rock my hips, crying out while my orgasm takes over and once the blissful sensation starts to leave my body, I collapse back onto the couch, satisfied.

      Brock comes out from under my dress, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. “I’m not even close to being done with you.”

      He grins and I know he’s a man who keeps his promises.
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      This woman turns me into a feral animal.

      The taste of her climax on my tongue and the way she clenched around my fingers when she came almost made me come in my pants like a teenage boy. Jesus.

      I stand, my hard length straining the fabric of my pants. Her eyes flare and she licks her lips. God, how I want those lips wrapped around my cock, but if we go there, I’ll never get inside her tonight. And I need to be inside her. It’s like the animal inside me wants to claim her.

      I bend and lift her into my arms. Kelsey doesn’t protest as my long strides take us through the living area and down the hall to my bedroom. I deposit her on the bed gently and then stare down, deciding what I want to do first.

      “What are you thinking?” she asks in a timid voice after I’ve stood there for a minute, speechless.

      “Just deciding where I should start doing all the things I want to do to you.”

      She gives a hum of approval. “Let me help you out.” Slowly, she lifts her dress over her head and tosses it to the side.

      My cock twitches in my pants and she gives me a sultry smirk.

      She’s only wearing a red lace bra I figure must match the panties I already slid down her legs earlier before I feasted between her thighs.

      Her pink nipples are peaked tight against the sheer fabric, and I watch as Kelsey reaches behind her and undoes her bra, slowly sliding the straps down her arms.

      Fuck.

      I palm my dick through my pants, getting my first look at Kelsey’s tits. I never considered myself a boob man until her. Now I know I’m going to be fantasizing about these tits for the rest of my life.

      She cups them in each of her hands and jiggles them as if she’s offering me them as a present.

      I groan as I reach out and take the weight of them in my palms, squeezing and running my thumbs over her nipples.

      “I’m gonna fuck these one day,” I promise.

      “No time like the present.” She reaches out and starts to undo my belt.

      I press her nipple between my thumb and forefinger as she pulls the zipper down, then wiggles my pants and boxer briefs down my hips. I squeeze harder when my cock springs out, and she takes me in hand.

      She huffs out a breath followed by a moan low in her throat. She likes when I do that. As much as I want her hands on my cock, her tits need to be worshiped.

      Falling down to my knees, she looks at me with confusion.

      “I need my mouth on these first.” I lean in and grab her left breast in my hand, lifting it to my mouth and sucking the nipple past my lips.

      Her hands dive into my hair when I press down with my teeth, then soothe her with my tongue. While my mouth is busy with her left breast, my other hand tweaks the nipple on her right.

      She pulls my hair tighter and moans. My turgid length twitches against the side of my bed as I continue to feast on her, switching to the other side.

      I’m torn between wanting to go down on her again and pushing my length between her generous tits, but she makes the decision for me.

      “Fuck them. Please.” Her voice is breathy and lower than normal and her eyelids hang heavy over her bright blues.

      I pull away from her and stand, removing the rest of my clothing. She must like what she sees because she trails her fingers down the indents of my abs. Just as she’s about to take my cock in hand, I step back.

      She pouts, and it’s fucking adorable. “You’re no fun.”

      I walk over to the nightstand. “I just need to get the right supplies.” I pull open the top drawer and grab some lubricant and toss a condom on the bed for later.

      “I like where this is going.” She palms her tits and holds them up.

      It’s so hot.

      I flick open the bottle of lube and turn it over, allowing the clear liquid to drizzle over her tits.

      “Rub it around,” I tell her in a husky voice.

      She does as I ask, and instinct has me reaching down and tugging on my erection. I’ve never seen anything hotter in my life than this woman offering herself to me.

      When her tits are thoroughly coated, she leans in like she’s going to take me in her mouth.

      “I’d love that baby, but if you put your tongue on me right now, the fun is likely to be over too soon.”

      She gives me a satisfied grin, and it’s then I know that this woman is a vixen and would love nothing more than to torture me sexually. She reaches out and spreads the lube along my cock.

      I push a hand into the side of her hair, wanting so badly to pull her forward and have her wrap those plump lips around my engorged shaft, but I don’t give in. Instead, I ease myself forward and she lets her hand drop. She scoots up onto her knees so her chest is closer to level with my dick and presses her tits together.

      I ease my cock through the slippery, warm space between her breasts and groan at the sensation. Her tongue dips out to swipe across the crown with each thrust.

      Aw, fuck. She’s gonna do me in if I’m not careful.

      I’m transfixed by the sight of her pink tongue lapping at the head of my cock every time it’s close to her mouth.

      My balls get tight, I have to stop this and I step back without warning. “Go lie down in the middle of the bed.”

      She immediately does as I ask without comment, which is sexy as fuck.

      I grab the condom package from the bed, rip the plastic open and slide it over my length while Kelsey watches on wantonly. She licks her lips as I seat myself between her legs, holding my cock at the base and dragging the head through her slick folds. My dick twitches in my palm when she moans and starts playing with her tits.

      It’s then I can’t take it anymore and I line my cock up with her entrance and slowly push in. She’s warm and tight and perfect and I drop down to my elbows on either side of her face. Her eyes flutter closed and I push in the final couple of inches with a hard thrust.

      The air leaves both our lungs and we both moan in perfect sync.

      I drag myself out and thrust back in, doing so over and over again until we’re both panting and sweating. Her tits bounce as I pound into her and bend down and capture a nipple in my mouth, sucking hard. When she digs her hands into the hair at the back of my head, it’s not to pull me off her but to hold me there.

      As I gaze down at the beauty beneath me, it’s apparent to me that I’ll never be able to get enough of this woman. No amount of time or fornicating will get her out of my system.

      I adjust my position and sit back on my heels, dragging her by the waist with me so we remain connected. Her legs wrap around my waist and I thrust inside her again, this time angling my hips up.

      When she squeezes her tits together and thrashes her head back and forth, mumbling incoherently, I know I’ve hit her G-spot. She’s close and I can’t wait to watch her come undone on my cock. I missed the show last time because I was under her skirt.

      Using one hand, I apply a bit of pressure to her lower abdomen and within seconds, she cries out and contracts against my dick. Her back arches off the bed, looking like a fallen angel in the throes of ecstasy.

      Once her orgasm subsides, I give her no time to recover, flipping her so she’s face down on the bed. Her chest is pressed to the mattress, but I spread her legs and angle her ass up slightly and slide back in.

      She moans in approval. She feels fucking phenomenal.

      I slam into her again and again, my movements becoming jerky as my balls tighten and the base of my spine begins to tingle.

      “Come on me,” she cries out, sounding desperate.

      Her words alone push me over the edge so I pull out completely and rip the condom off, choking my dick in my hand and pumping until I come all over her ass cheeks.

      The only sound in the room is of our breaths, both trying to come down from the high we just experienced.

      I’m still breathing heavily as I make my way to the bathroom to dispose of the condom and get a washcloth to clean her up. When I return, she’s still in the same position as when I left and because she’s looking in the opposite direction, all I see is a mass of blonde hair, not a set of blue eyes.

      I realize I’m nervous about how she’s going to behave now that we’ve had sex. Is she going to want to leave immediately?

      Using the warm washcloth, I start to wipe my seed from her perfect ass. Jesus, I hope that’s not the last time I get to do that.

      She turns her head so she faces me. “Thank you.”

      “Least I can do.” I give her a chagrined look, and she chuckles.

      Time to shoot my shot.

      “You’re going to stay the night?” I ask.

      At first, I fear she’s going to say no because she doesn’t respond, but she nods a minute later.

      “Excellent.” I toss the washcloth and it lands in the laundry hamper beside the dresser.

      “Maybe you should explore basketball instead of hockey,” Kelsey says.

      I chuckle while I move up the bed and she follows suit. We end up under the covers, cuddled together, and it’s only minutes before I drift to sleep with a content feeling in my chest I’ve never had before.
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      Brock is in his kitchen making coffee. It’s the first time since I arrived last night that I haven’t been in his presence, and the separation grants me a moment to reflect on exactly what I did last night and what I started.

      My heart starts to beat faster, my nerves on edge.

      I like Brock—a lot. There’s way more to him than I could have guessed and so far everything I’ve discovered, I like. Not to mention the sexual chemistry between us is off the charts.

      So why do I have a pit in my stomach?

      For all I know, this could be a one-night thing for him. He scratched the itch and now he’s ready to move on. And wouldn’t that be a best-case scenario for me?

      Getting involved with Brock will only cause more of the same to happen with the public and it’ll not only make my job more difficult, but cause people to question my integrity. Will I really be able to call Brock out on a bad game or poor behavior if I’m his girlfriend?

      That’s assuming he even would want that. This could easily be a hit it and quit it for him, too.

      But if that’s what I’m hoping for, then why does that thought cause my chest to ache?

      I sigh and fall back against the pillow in the bed.

      Either way, I’m screwed.

      “What was that for?” Brock walks into the room with two steaming mugs. The scent of coffee wafts over to me as he walks to my side of the bed to hand me my mug.

      I sit up and take it from him. “Thank you.”

      “Avoiding my question?” He arches an eyebrow over the rim of the mug when he takes a sip.

      I consider lying to him and making something up, but remind myself that I’m an adult and that if I want to know something, I just need to ask.

      “Truthfully?”

      He nods.

      “I was trying to decide whether I hoped you saw last night as a one-time thing or whether it meant more to you.”

      God, that’s hard to say out loud and now that I did and he’s looking at me with surprise, I wish I hadn’t. But a moment later, he smiles and sets his coffee down on the nightstand and sits down on the side of the bed so he’s facing me.

      “Since we’re being honest with each other… I don’t want this to be a one-time thing. Not at all. I think there’s something between us worth exploring. Don’t you?”

      “That’s what I was afraid of.” I sigh.

      He chuckles. “So, you were hoping I’d say this was a one-night stand?”

      I set my coffee down beside his and raise my hands in the air. “That’s the thing, I don’t know what I want. Part of me does because that would make my life easier, but the other half of me doesn’t because…” I draw in a breath for courage. “Because I really like you.” I say the last part quickly, like he’d miss that part.

      “What was that?” Brock puts his finger to his ear with a smirk. “Can you say that again, please? I thought I heard you say that you like me.”

      I swat at his hand. “You did. And I do. It’s just… there’s a lot I have to consider.”

      His forehead creases. “Such as?”

      “For starters, the fact that it’s my job to be impartial when I report on you doing your job. That’s gonna be hard if we’re sleeping together. And even if I did, no one would believe I could be impartial. And what if I said something you didn’t like? Would that carry into our relationship and cause problems?”

      He nods thoughtfully, and it’s like he’s working over the problem in his brain. “Okay, what else?”

      “How did you know there was more?”

      “You wear your emotions on your face. It’s easy to tell you’re still finding things to stress about.”

      I cross my arms. “Pardon me if I take my career seriously.”

      Brock shakes his head and leans over, tugging the sheet up to cover my breasts. “I can’t have a serious conversation with you when your nipples are exposed. Way too distracting.”

      I smile and cup his cheek before he pulls away, using my other hand to hold up the sheet. “It’s probably hard for you to understand because of the position you’re in, but getting where I am has been an uphill battle. I’m a woman in a man’s world. And a lot of men—not all—but a lot, think that the larger your cup size, the fewer brain cells you have. That I might only be good enough to be on my knees.”

      He scowls. “Are you telling me some douchebags have tried to get in your pants in exchange for helping your career?”

      I guffaw. “Of course they have.”

      I like that he doesn’t ask me whether I’ve ever given in. I haven’t—but I don’t judge those who have. And things are changing, but not as fast as they need to.

      “That’s bullshit.” He looks truly gobsmacked. “I’ve heard of the casting couch, of course I have. I just… I don’t know. I didn’t really think it was a thing that happened in the field of journalism.”

      “The point is, I’ve spent my whole life trying to prove that I’m more than just tits and ass. And when I say my whole life, I mean ever since puberty.”

      Brock reaches for my hand. He must be right about me wearing my emotions because he can clearly see how upset talking about it makes me.

      “When you say your whole life, what does that mean?” He squeezes my hand.

      I’ve been honest this much already. Suppose I might as well go all the way.

      “I grew up in Texas with a daddy and mama that were really old school. My dad was the provider, and my mom was the homemaker who rarely spoke up against the patriarch of the family. Not to mention I’m the baby and the only girl with older brothers. It was drilled into me growing up that my role in life was to be the same as my mama. Marry someone out of high school, have babies and raise them. I struggled in school when I was younger because I had a learning disability, but that wasn’t discovered until seventh grade. Before I got help, my family used to pat me on the head and tell me what a darlin’ I was and say it’s a good thing I was pretty, or comment on how I only had one oar in the water. I heard ‘bless her heart’ a lot, believe me.”

      Brock’s staring at me with something akin to rage in his eyes and I immediately feel the need to defend my family. I love them and I know they were just doing what was done to them and what they thought was best.

      He opens his mouth to speak, but I cut him off first before he can say anything. I raise a hand and continue on.

      “They weren’t trying to be mean, it’s just the way it was. It’s the way everyone was. If they knew how much it hurt my feelings, they’d be gutted.”

      “You didn’t tell them?”

      I shake my head. “No. Daddy died a couple years ago, and it’s just Mama now.”

      “I’m sorry.” He squeezes my hand again.

      I shrug. “I got over it. Or maybe I didn’t. I don’t know. It’s just really important to me that I be taken seriously in my job and earn the respect of my peers. And I feel like I’d done that.”

      He lets his chin drop to his chest. “Until I opened my big mouth at the press conference.”

      I reach out and force him to look at me. “What you said was so sweet, and under other circumstances, it would be romantic. For me, though, it brought all my insecurities into the limelight. Did you know there’re pictures of me in a bikini from one of my vacations with the girls circulating on social media?”

      “What the fuck?”

      I nod. “All my accounts are private but obviously someone on my friends list must’ve screenshot it and passed it along.”

      “That’s a shitty thing to do.” His jaw tics.

      “Agreed. But that’s exactly what I mean. If we were to give this a go, I’m afraid it would only get worse.”

      He cups my face, and I lean into the warmth of his palm. “I’m not ready to let you go.”

      It’s like a stab in the heart, but a pleasurable warmth radiates out of the wound.

      “Same,” I whisper.

      We gaze at each other for a beat but a look like hope crosses over his features.

      “How about this? Why don’t we see each other in secret for a while? See how it goes. If there really is something there, something lasting, we can figure out what to do then.”

      While I hate the idea of pretending we’re not dating, not being able to go out in public, pretending I don’t know him if I see him at an Infernos event… I’m also not ready to give this up.

      I’ve never felt this way for someone so fast. It’s like we’re in sync with each other—physically, yes. But emotionally as well.

      Slowly, I nod. “Okay, let’s do it.”

      As he swoops me into a kiss, I can’t help but think I’m just putting off our inevitable end.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Brock

      

      

      It’s been over a month since Kelsey and I began dating and sneaking around with each other.

      On some level, the sneaking around is hot. One time we met in the janitor’s closet at the arena, and she gave me the best blow job of my life. And while the excitement of fearing we’ll be caught adds something to our relationship, lately I find myself wishing I could hold her hand in public. Take her to a restaurant or to the movies. Go grocery shopping together to decide on dinner.

      But I understand her hesitation and I know how important her career is to her. Still, we can’t do this secrecy forever.

      What really brought it home for me was the holidays. It’s a few days until Christmas and I’m due to fly home to Ohio to spend my two days off with my family and it kills me that I can’t bring her along. Kelsey’s not planning to go home to Texas to visit her mom because her mom is in Virginia visiting her aunt. I hate the idea of leaving her alone in San Francisco.

      So I made her promise to come over after tonight’s home game, even though it’s late. My flight leaves in the morning and I wanted to give her a Christmas present before I leave.

      We’d discussed exchanging gifts and at her insistence decided not to. She said we’ve only been dating for a short time and that there’s so much pressure on what to get that she felt it was better if we skipped it, but I think it’s her fear of intimacy invading.

      But with the way I feel about this woman—something I haven’t confessed to her because I’m afraid it will scare her off—I couldn’t imagine not getting her something. Hell, I’d buy her the world if she’d let me.

      I’m not sure how it’s going to go over—whether she’ll be pissed I bought her something or not—but I want her to have it. Besides, part of wanting to give her my gift is completely selfish and caveman.

      There’s a soft knock on the door and I let her in. She immediately walks into my arms, and I dip my chin to give her a thorough kiss.

      “Good game tonight.” She gives me another peck before slipping off her heels, setting her bag on the floor, and hanging her coat in the closet by the door. I’d give her a key to this place if she’d allow me.

      “Thanks. I had a little extra motivation. This girl I’m seeing promised to give me a blow job if I scored tonight.”

      “Mmm…” She snakes her arms around my neck. “I’ll bet she would’ve done it anyway.”

      I grin. “Maybe, but you can never be too sure.” I bend and nip at her earlobe and she shrieks and pushes me away.

      “C’mon in. You want something to drink?” I lead the way into the main living space.

      “I’m good.” She turns and looks at the Christmas tree she insisted I put up in my apartment. Normally, I don’t bother because it’s just me, but since it seemed like it would make her happy, I didn’t deny her.

      The only shitty part was that I had to go to the lot on my own to get it since we can’t be seen in public together. Though the fact that we ended up beside it, naked, when we were decorating takes some of the sting off.

      We settle on the couch and I strategically make sure I’m sitting near the pillow I hid her gift behind.

      “Are you looking forward to seeing your family tomorrow?” She shifts so she’s facing me, draping one arm over the back of the couch and resting her temple against her hand.

      “Yeah, it’s been a while since I’ve been home. It’s always good to see everyone. I just wish you were coming.”

      Her lips purse for a moment. I’m sure she’s sick of my asking, but I have to make one final attempt.

      “You know why I can’t.” She drags out her words, and it reminds me of the way my teenage nephew is when he’s annoyed with my sister.

      I reach forward and slide a section of her soft blonde hair between my finger and thumb. “I know. Doesn’t mean I like it though.”

      “Soon. I promise.” She leans in and brings her arms around my neck, pulling me in for a kiss. “Maybe I can find a way to make it up to you.”

      I grin against her lips and pull away. “Before we get to that, I have something for you.”

      Her shoulders slump. “Tell me you didn’t.”

      I hold my hands up. “I know we said we weren’t going to exchange gifts, but this is as much a gift to myself as it is to you.”

      “Somehow I doubt that,” she mutters.

      I reach behind the couch cushion, feeling around for the box, and pull it out.

      Kelsey crosses her arms as soon as she spots it. “You said it wasn’t a big deal, but that looks like a jewelry box.”

      “Just open it and see.”

      I hold it out and she accepts it after rolling her eyes. She rips off the paper and lifts the lid of the small case. Her mouth drops open and her gaze flicks from the necklace to me and back.

      Inside rests a gold necklace with a diamond pendant. The number twenty-seven in diamonds hangs from the chain, my jersey number.

      “It’s beautiful.”

      “I thought you could wear it under your clothes. No one would know but us that it’s there.” I shrug like it’s not a big deal, but the truth is, it feels like a big deal to me.

      “I love it. Thank you.” She leans in and kisses me, pulling back before the kiss has a chance to deepen. “Will you put it on me?”

      “Of course.”

      She makes quick work of getting the necklace out of the box and passes it to me. Then she spins in her spot, so her back is to me.

      It takes me a few tries but after wrapping it around, I clamp the necklace. Then I lean in and place a kiss where the chain is at the base of her neck and shoulder. She shivers.

      When she turns around to face me, it does something to me. Seeing my number rest between her breasts sends a warm feeling of pride through my chest.

      “Hang on, I have something for you.” She bolts up off the couch and heads to the front door where her bag is.

      “You were giving me shit, but you got me something, too?” I call out.

      “It was just in the event that you got me something, and I’m glad I did. I would’ve felt like an ass otherwise,” she shouts back, then appears back in the room carrying what’s obviously a wrapped record. “It’s no diamond necklace, but I think you’ll like it.”

      I take the package from her and unwrap it like a kid on Christmas. I collect all my favorite artists on vinyl, which she knows since she hangs out here so much and I always have something playing. I’d been to my favorite vinyl shop downtown a few times looking for this album with no luck.

      “Oh my god!” In my hands is the Rüfüs Du Sol, Solace album. I’d mentioned offhand that I’d been trying to track down a copy, but it’s hard to find.

      “You were right, this was hard to find. But I searched all over and called a bunch of shops up and down the coast and finally found one who had it and was willing to ship it.”

      I set the album on the coffee table and pull her into a kiss.

      “Thank you.” I tuck her hair behind her ear and stare into her baby blues. “I can’t help but feel like I’m spoiled this year.”

      She tilts her head. “What do you mean?”

      “You, obviously. I’ve got you. What more could I want?”

      She runs her fingertips down my cheeks and looks at me with the intensity I crave from her.

      “I’m gonna put on my favorite song from the album so you can hear it.”

      She nods and I take the album over to the turntable. When I find the song on the album, I set the needle on it and walk back over to Kelsey.

      “Treat You Better” starts playing through the speakers and he speaks of wanting love from someone and wanting to treat them better.

      I haven’t uttered the L word to Kelsey yet. Not because I don’t think I’m falling in love with her, but because I fear it might send her running.

      One step at a time. First, we need to go public with our relationship. Then I’ll tell her I’m falling in love with her.
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      It’s Valentine’s Day and after a lot of begging on my part, Brock agreed to let me be the one to plan how we celebrate.

      We’re still not ‘out’ as a couple, though we’ve almost been caught a few times. Thank God, all the speculation and gossip about us died down before Christmas. I get the sense that Brock might be growing tired of having to hide our relationship, but I’m enjoying the little bubble we’re in.

      Sure, it sucks not being able to talk to my friends about how amazing he is or how much I’ve fallen for him, but we’ve created this little world for ourselves where it’s just the two of us and I can’t help it if I don’t want to ruin that. I like what we’ve got going and I’m afraid to lose him.

      I wasn’t sure what I was going to plan for us. After months of spending all our time together at either his or my place, we’ve done a lot of what there is to do. And I wanted to do something different and fun, something special.

      Last week when I had drinks with the girls, Lennon was talking about how she was planning to do naked sushi for her husband Jasper and since Brock loves sushi, I decided I’d do the same. But now that I’m buck naked, lying on my dining room table and arranging sushi all over myself, I feel sort of stupid.

      Hopefully Brock will appreciate the effort.

      The only thing I’m “wearing” is the necklace Brock gave me at Christmas. I never take it off. And I’ve seen the way his eyelids dip when he spots it nestled near the top of my breasts, so I know he loves when I wear it.

      Just as I’m staring down at my chest while I place the final piece of sushi, I hear the door to my condo open.

      I told Brock just to come in because I’d be busy putting everything together.

      “Hey, babe. Where you at?” I hear him set his keys on the front table and his boots hit the mat at the front door, probably because it’s raining out tonight, then the sound of footsteps in my direction.

      I turn my head to the side to see him stop in his tracks when he spots me. A slow grin forms on his face as he steps up to me.

      “Sushi?” He raises an eyebrow.

      “Even better—naked sushi.”

      His smile widens. “My favorite kind.”

      He sets his jacket on the back of one of the chairs and takes a seat so he’s positioned at my waist. Then he picks up the chopsticks I left for him at the table.

      “I hope you’re hungry,” I say.

      “Famished.”

      My face heats because he looks right at the juncture of my thighs when he says it, which makes me want to clench my thighs together. But fear of all this sushi falling off holds me in place.

      He reaches out and uses the chopsticks to take the first piece from me, no surprise, opting for the one placed directly over my nipple.

      It pebbles with desire when it’s exposed to the air, and Brock’s heated stare. There’s something sensual about the way he brings the food to his mouth and wraps his lips around it, chewing slowly. Then he hums in apparent pleasure. “It’s good.”

      “Well, I hope you’re hungry. You’ve got a lot to go before I’ll be completely naked and then I can give you your real present.”

      Lust sparkles in his whiskey eyes and he takes another piece. We go on like this for another forty-five minutes, with Brock taking his time to indulge and enjoy the food.

      With every piece that leaves my body, I feel more exposed and hornier. Especially when he purposely skims the chopsticks over my nipples, or trails them down my stomach. It’s divine torture.

      Finally, once he’s swallowed the final piece and washed it down with some water, he takes my hand and helps me to sit up, positioning me so that I’m sitting on the table directly in front of him.

      He looks up at me and pushes a hand into my hair at the side of my face. “Thank you for the best Valentine’s Day I’ve ever had.”

      I smile and place my hand on his cheek, leaning down for a kiss.

      Our tongues meet and I moan into the kiss, more than ready to have him inside me after being teased for almost an hour.

      He cups my breast and brushes his thumb over the nipple, then pinches it and I break off the kiss, my head falling back as I gasp. Then his mouth surrounds it and the warm heat sends sensation curling into my belly.

      “I like naked sushi,” he says against my breast before nipping my nipple with his teeth. “We should do it again.”

      He pulls away, and I smile down at him. “You can thank my friend Lennon for that idea. I kind of stole it from her. She mentioned she might do it for her husband this year.”

      Our eyes lock and we’re both silent for a beat, the unasked question hanging there between us—when will he be able to meet my friends? Although he met them briefly the night at Cole’s restaurant, he hasn’t gotten to know them as well as a boyfriend would by this time.

      But then he does ask it. “Have you thought any more about outing ourselves?”

      I stiffen. This is not the conversation I want to get into on Valentine’s Day, because I fear it will devolve into an argument.

      “Just a little longer, I promise.”

      To my surprise, he doesn’t get angry, though the frustration is evident in his face. “It doesn’t have to be the whole world who knows. We can just tell our friends and family at first if you want.”

      I sigh. “I do want that. I do. But the more people who know, the more likely it is that someone will slip up. Please, Brock? Just a little longer. A month at the most.”

      His eyes widen. “A month? Christ, Kels, how long has to go by until you believe in the strength of us? Believe that this is going somewhere good?”

      I cup his face. “I do believe in us. I just like our bubble. I can’t help it if I’m not looking forward to the world weighing in on what this is and what it means. Not to mention what it might do to my career.”

      He frowns. “I know you’re scared, but from everything you said, your boss seems like a pretty reasonable guy. Maybe you can cover a different team, or maybe he’ll keep letting you cover the Infernos, and like that, you have a man on the inside.” He smirks, making his double entendre clear.

      My shoulders relax, grateful this didn’t turn into a shouting match and that he’s still able to keep his sense of humor when we’re in a disagreement. Just another sign that this man is truly special.

      “Just another month? Please?” I stick my lower lip out and pout, putting my hands in front of me in prayer pose.

      He huffs. “Fine. As long as you realize that at some point we’re going to have to live in the real world and all the pressures that exist there.”

      I nod and wrap my arms around his neck, my nipples tightening even more when they brush up against the fabric of his shirt. “Thank you. I promise you won’t regret it. In fact…” I let one hand trail down his chest. “Why don’t I show you how thankful I am?”

      I slip off the table, and with his help, force his chair back, settling on my knees in front of him.

      His hands immediately dive into my hair while I work to get his belt open. “I like when my girl’s thankful.”

      “I know.” I fist his cock in my hand once I have access and stroke up his length.

      He groans and I know any concern about taking our relationship public is the furthest thing from his mind now.
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      A couple weeks later I’m over at Whitney’s place with her and Lennon—Tahlia would be here, but she’s away for a few days for business so it’s just the three of us.

      I’m debating about talking to them about Brock since the extra month I requested at Valentine’s Day is less than two weeks away. I could use their advice on how to handle it. But still, part of me wants to keep this relationship for myself as long as possible.

      Maybe I’ll just see how I feel as the night goes on.

      “Do you want red or white?” Whitney calls out from the kitchen.

      “White, please.” I point the remote at the TV, flipping through until I find the twenty-four-seven sports channel.

      When Whitney invited me over tonight, I told her I could do it only on one condition—we had to leave the sports channel on because the trade deadline is drawing near.

      “Here you go.” Whitney hands me a glass of wine and sits down beside me.

      Lennon takes a seat in the chair to my left, beer in hand. “You’re really going to make us watch this?”

      “It’s my job.” I turn down the volume to appease her. “Better?”

      “Much.” She gives me an overexaggerated smile and takes a pull from her beer.

      “Did you see what Mr. Jefferies was wearing the other day?” Whit asks me.

      I know she’s referring to the dress shirt our boss wore to work yesterday. “Someone needs to tell him lime green isn’t his color.”

      Whit chuckles and fills Lennon in on the hideous shirt.

      “To each their own, I guess,” Lennon says and shrugs. She’s all about individuality. “I want to hear about Kelsey’s latest dating escapades. It’s been almost a month since I’ve seen you. Please tell me you’ve at least been on a couple of dates.”

      My chest pinches. This is it. This is where I can tell them exactly what I’ve been up to.

      “Not exactly.”

      She sinks back dramatically into the chair. “C’mon Kels, I’m counting on you to live vicariously through now that I’m married. I want to hear about how you met someone in line at the coffee shop and snuck into the bathroom for a quickie or how you’ve been boning your camera guy the whole time you’ve worked with him.”

      I screw up my face. “Jared is married. And about to retire.”

      “Whatever—give me something!” She leans forward in anticipation.

      Whitney comes to my defense. “Lennon, don’t be so tough on her. Not everyone is as comfortable with their sexuality as you.”

      “And they don’t have to be. But look at this woman. She’s gorgeous. And stacked. And in her twenties. She should totally be getting laid. Or at the very least, dating.”

      Whitney opens her mouth to say something, but I put my hand up to stop her. “Actually, there is something.”

      Lennon sets her beer down and rubs her hands together. “Let’s hear it.”

      But at that moment, a picture on the TV catches my attention. It’s Brock.

      “Oh my god.” I reach for the remote and turn the volume up.

      “Really? You’re gonna make me wait for this?” Lennon complains.

      “Shhh.” My eyes glue to the television.

      “We just got a report that the San Francisco Infernos have traded first-string center, Brock Allen, to the Florida Fury in exchange for goalie Preston Meadowvale in a first-round draft pick.”

      My hand flies to my mouth and my eyes widen. My stomach feels like it’s in my feet.

      Brock’s been traded? To the other side of the country?

      My shaking hand sets my wineglass down before I spill it.

      “What’s going on, Kels. Are you okay?” Whitney asks. She scootches closer and sets her hand on my back, drawing me out of my shock.

      “I can’t believe they traded him.”

      “Brock Allen?” Lennon asks. “Jasper really likes that guy. He’s always saying how it’s a shame he doesn’t have a better team behind him, otherwise the team as a whole would be doing much better.”

      “There weren’t even any rumors that he was going to be traded.” I continue speaking as if I’m talking to myself.

      “Wait a minute…” Lennon pauses. “This is what you were going to tell us. You’ve totally been getting dicked down by Brock Allen, haven’t you?”

      My shoulders sag and tears prick my eyes. What is this going to mean for us?

      Whitney spears Lennon with a shut the hell up look and rubs my back. “Are you going to tell us what’s going on?”

      “I can’t believe this.” My shock making me unable to work this all out in my head.

      My phone rings from my purse in the kitchen, but I’m too stunned to get up and get it. I know it will be Brock. Did he know this might happen?

      There are so many questions floating through my head right now that I can’t keep them straight.

      “Girl, you gotta tell us what happened.” Lennon’s voice is full of concern now, all jesting set aside.

      And so, I do tell them. Everything from the very beginning. By the time I’m done, I yearn for his arms to hold me. To tell me that this isn’t over.

      “Do you love him?” Lennon asks when I’m done.

      “I…” I’m not sure what to say. The truth is, I do. And I’ve known for a while. I’ve wanted to tell Brock but I’ve been waiting for a signal that he felt the same. “I do, yeah. But he doesn’t know yet.”

      “You’re pretty quiet,” Lennon says to Whitney.

      She frowns. “I just don’t know why you didn’t feel like you could tell us about you two. We would have kept it to ourselves.”

      I reach over and take her hand, needing her to understand, although the hurt in her eyes is evident.

      “Didn’t you tell me you and Cole snuck around for a while when you first got together?”

      Guilt floods her features.

      “I just liked us in our bubble. I guess I was afraid to see what might happen if we left it.”

      She squeezes my hand. “I get it. Sorry for making it about me.”

      “No, I’d probably feel the same. But now he’s moving across the country!” I burst into tears and my friends console me for a few minutes until I work the nerve up to do what I know I need to.

      I have to go see Brock. And I’ve never been so scared of losing anything in all my life.
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      I sit on my couch staring at the floor, hands pushed into my hair. My body is numb and my mind is both reeling and completely blank, which is a mindfuck all of its own. It’s like there are a million things swirling through my brain, but I can’t latch on to one.

      It still doesn’t feel real. I can’t believe they traded me.

      My agent called a few days ago to say that he’d heard rumblings and wanted to get my thoughts. I told him I didn’t want to go anywhere. Sure, the Infernos were struggling in recent months, but I liked our roster of guys. We might not make the playoffs this year, but I felt like with a couple of years of rebuilding, it could happen.

      That fucking salary cap came to bite me in the ass. With my salary, there is no way the Infernos can afford to rebuild the team. Not in any big-change way. And the Florida Fury are in a good position to make the playoffs this year, and with me now on the team, they probably have it sealed.

      “Damn it!” I shouted out to no one.

      I’d opted to negotiate more money on my last contract in lieu of a no-trade clause, something I’m thoroughly regretting at this moment. But I was younger and unattached then. The idea that the worst thing that could happen would be to have to pick up and move mattered less to me than more dollars in my bank account.

      But that was all before Kelsey.

      I’d tried calling her, and she didn’t pick up. I knew she was out with her friends tonight. But knowing how involved she is in her job, she’ll find some way of keeping tabs on the players coming and going from teams. She never wants to be outmatched in her knowledge. Which means she probably knows about me.

      I bolt up from the couch when there’s a knock on my door. I swing it open without looking to see, somehow sensing it’s her on the other side.

      She stands in the hallway, her bottom lip trembling, eyes puffy. My immediate reaction is to pull her into my chest and hold her.

      Kelsey wraps her arms around me and holds tight. “I can’t believe this. Did you know?” Her voice is hoarse.

      I set her back from me with my hands on her shoulders. “No. My agent said Florida was sniffing around a few days ago, but I said I wasn’t interested. I didn’t think it would go anywhere.”

      Hurt flashes in her eyes. “You should have told me.”

      I push a hand through my hair. “Maybe. I don’t think forty-eight hours’ notice would have made a difference though. I honestly didn’t think I was going anywhere. Not to say much, but as you know, not a lot of teams would take my salary.” I motion for her to come all the way into the condo and follow her to the living area.

      She plops down on the couch, elbows on her knees and face in her hands. “I can’t believe you’re moving.”

      My chest constricts from the hurt in her voice, and I sit down beside her, forcing her hands from her face.

      She looks over at me, and we stare at each other. I get the sense that we’re both afraid to ask what this means for us. That once we start the conversation, it’ll be the beginning of the end.

      “When do you leave?” she asks.

      A long stream of air leaves my lips. “I fly out first thing in the morning. Have to be there to skate with the team tomorrow afternoon. First game with the Fury is the day after.”

      She purses her lips and nods. “Florida’s not such a bad place. You’ll get some color.” She reaches out and brushes her fingertips down my cheek.

      I catch her wrist and kiss her palm. “The weather doesn’t compare to you.”

      Her eyes water and she sucks in a ragged breath, like maybe she’s trying not to cry. The sight of her trying to be brave does me in.

      I cup her face. “Kelsey, I—”

      She shakes her head vehemently. “Don’t,” she whispers.

      Did she know I was just about to tell her I love her?

      “Not right now. I don’t want the happiest moment of my life tied in with the saddest one.”

      Fuck. My chest feels like it’s caving in.

      I lean over and kiss her with a desperation I feel deep in my soul. Every second that ticks by is one second closer to the moment that I’m going to be ripped away from her.

      I pull away and study her face. “Maybe we can—”

      She lifts her finger and presses it to my lips, shaking her head. “I don’t want to talk about that right now. If this is our last night with you living here, I want us to enjoy it. I want that memory.”

      I open my mouth around her finger to argue with her, to tell her that we have to talk about this, we have to figure out a plan, but the pleading look in her eyes, as though she can’t handle what I want drains the fight right out of me.

      I’m not leaving here without a discussion, that much I know. Even if I have no real idea what the best solution to our problem is. I can’t very well ask her to pick up and leave her home and her career with zero notice to follow me. Leave her dream behind, so I can continue living my own.

      Still, I’m not willing to give her up and one way or another, we’re going to figure this out. But I can give her what she wants, what she needs right now.

      And even if she won’t let me tell her with words how I feel about her, I’m determined to make it clear with my body.

      I stand and pick her up, carrying her to the bedroom. After I’ve deposited her on the bed, I slowly remove both of our clothes.

      When I settle over top of her, I savor my time kissing her, pouring every ounce of emotion I have into our connection and then I explore her like we have two weeks. Once I’m finally rocking into her, our gazes lock and we never look away from each other.

      The tie that binds us solidifies from string to steel and our connection intensifies. Still, I’d be a fool if I didn’t admit that making love to her tonight feels a lot like a goodbye.
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      When my eyes drift open in the morning, I startle when the first thing I see is Brock sitting on the edge of the bed beside me, staring at me.

      “You’re already dressed.” My voice is still thick with sleep.

      “You didn’t stir at all when I got out of bed, and you were still sleeping when I got out of the shower. Thought you could use the sleep and… I kinda dreaded waking you, if I’m honest.”

      I don’t have to ask why. It’s the same reason I dreaded waking up today when I was drifting off last night. I might have been able to push this conversation off last night but one glance at the clock tells me there’s no time to do so now.

      I sit up and pull the sheet up so it covers my breasts, leaning against the headboard. “I’m dreading this conversation too.”

      He swallows audibly. “I don’t want to lose you, Kels.”

      “I don’t want to lose you either.” Tears already swim in my eyes and I know there’s no way I’m getting through this conversation without crying.

      “Maybe we can do the long-distance thing. You can come out when you have the time and hey, I have months off at a time. I could spend the summers and September here.”

      I give him a sad smile. “It’ll be hard to come see you when I’m following the Infernos around.”

      He already knows this. The odds of our off days lining up are slim to none. We’d only get scraps of time to spend together. Even less since he’s basically at the opposite side and end of the country from San Francisco.

      “Do you really think that’s going to work?” I don’t know if I’m hoping he’ll lie to himself by saying yes, or just put me out of my misery and say no.

      In the end he says nothing at all, just looks at me with sad whiskey eyes that I drink in because I feel the same.

      “Brock, I don’t know what’s worse. Ending things when you walk out that door or witnessing the slow demise of us when we try to do a long-distance relationship. Both will be painful, but one feels like ripping off the Band-Aid quickly and the other feels like doing it slowly over the course of months, all with the same end result.”

      His forehead creases. “Are you saying you want to break up?” There’s hurt and anger in his voice and I want to shout at him that no, I want him to ask me to go, but that would be insane.

      We’ve been seeing each other for less than six months. What kind of person just picks up and leaves their life behind to start over for someone they haven’t been seeing for that long a time? Especially after only seeing them in secret.

      I don’t dare mention it myself, lest he think I’m completely insane. I am. I can’t even believe I’d consider it. But last night I lay there in his arms before I could fall asleep trying to picture my life without him. And the truth is, I just couldn’t. Not a happy one anyway.

      But Brock is a straight shooter and even if I could tell he was going to tell me he loved me last night before I stopped him, if he doesn’t ask me to move with him then he must not be sure he loves me enough to ask me to leave my life behind.

      Finally, I answer his question. “I don’t want to break up, no. But I’m not sure life is giving us much of an option.”

      He leans in and presses his forehead to mine, swiping my tears with his thumbs once they begin to fall. “This really sucks. I’m gonna miss you so much.” His voice breaks on the last sentence.

      “Same,” I whisper.

      He presses his lips to my forehead and holds them there for a moment. I squeeze my eyes shut, trying to push back the emotion burning in my throat.

      When he pulls back, he glances at the digital clock on the other nightstand. “Shit. I have to go. My car will be waiting downstairs to take me to the airport.”

      The urge to beg him to stay slams through me, and I press my lips together.

      He looks around the space. “Guess I’m going to have to hire someone to pack up all my stuff and ship it to Florida. Find a realtor to sell my place.” His shoulders sag. “This is all happening so fast.”

      “I can help if you want.” Having something to do will be good once he’s gone. I’m going to have to keep busy to stay sane. Though it’ll probably break my heart every time I step into his empty condo.

      “Yeah, thanks.” He stands from the bed. “Here, I was gonna give this to you anyway.” He pulls a key from his pocket and sets it on the nightstand. “Just lock up whenever you leave.”

      I nod and sniffle, trying in vain to stop more tears from falling.

      “We’ll figure something out, okay? We will.” He bends down and places a long kiss on my lips.

      I nod, even though I know we both know it’s not true. “Text me when you land.”

      “Will do.” He grabs a duffel bag sitting on the floor and slings it over his shoulder. “Rest of my stuff is already by the front door.” He walks over to the door and turns to look at me one last time. “We’ll talk soon, okay?” He holds my stare for a beat and then he’s gone.

      I hear his footsteps, and then the door to his condo closes, and the quietness signals I’m alone.

      The tears fall again for a minute before I decide that I don’t want to be here anymore. This place feels empty and devoid of life without his presence.

      Since I didn’t wash my makeup off before going to bed last night, I’m sure I have tear tracks running down my face from all my crying so I make my way into the bathroom and turn on the water in the large walk-in shower.

      One glance in the mirror confirms my suspicion. I look horrid.

      I step into the shower and soak myself under the warm spray, but no matter how long I stay there, memories of the showers Brock and I used to take here assault me, and I slide my back down the shower wall. Huge racking sobs leave my lips, and I huddle down in the corner of the shower, pulling my knees to my chest and leaning my head down.

      I don’t know how long I’m there for, long enough that my muscles grow stiff when I hear something, and my head shoots up.

      Brock stands in front of me—in the shower—fully dressed.

      “Did you forget something?” I croak, my throat dry from crying.

      “Yeah… you.”

      My mouth drops open and hope swells in my chest, no matter how much I try to tell myself not to get my hopes up.

      Brock holds his hand out to help me up off the floor and I stand slowly. Before I can say another word, he cups my cheeks and steps under the spray with me. “I told myself last night that it wasn’t fair of me to ask you to join me in Florida. I’d be asking you to give up everything you know—your friends, your career—and I know how important your career is for you. I support that. But I can’t get on that plane without you knowing that I want you to come, Kelsey. I love you. I love you more than I ever thought I could love anyone, ever. And I want you with me, even if it’s selfish as fuck for me to ask you to come. But I do, I want—no screw that—I need you there with me. Is that something you could ever consider?”

      “What… what about your flight? You’re going to miss it.” I can hardly believe he’s here saying these things to me.

      “I don’t give a shit about the flight. I’ll catch the next one. Or I’ll be late. Kels, did you hear anything I just said?”

      I nod, biting down on my lip. “I heard, I just… I can’t believe it.”

      His eyes frantically trace my face. “I know it’s a big ask. A huge ask. And I know we haven’t been together that long, but I’m telling you, Kels, I’d ask you to marry me today if I didn’t think it’d have you running for the hills. I can’t imagine not having you in my life.”

      I blink a few times and settle into the reality that a minute ago I was sobbing over losing him and now he’s here doing exactly what I wanted.

      “I’m just shocked because the whole time you were walking out the door, I was praying you’d turn around and ask me to come. I’ll move across the country with you. I’ll quit my job and start over. I’ll do whatever it takes to be with you because I love you. I’m sorry, I should have told you that a long time ago. I love you! And I can’t be without you either.”

      “Really?” The delight in his eyes makes my soul sing and I laugh as I shake my head.

      I wrap my arms around him and drag him down for a kiss. The warm water runs over our faces as we funnel everything that we’re feeling into our kiss.

      When we break apart, Brock looks down at me. “This means we can tell people we’re together now, right?”

      I smack him lightly on the chest and laugh. “Yes.”

      A ding sounds on his phone and he steps from the shower, his clothes dripping everywhere and grabs the phone from where he must’ve left it on the counter and looks at the screen. “Huh.”

      “What is it?”

      “I just got a text that my flight has been delayed. Maybe life isn’t conspiring against us after all.”

      “Does this mean you have time to fuck me against the shower wall?”

      He’s already pulling off his sopping wet clothes before the question leaves my mouth.

      I can’t wait to spend my life with this man and I don’t care who knows it.
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        Kelsey

      

      

      Brock had a good seven-year run with the Florida Fury, earning them three Cup titles. But he retired from hockey last year and since then we’ve been trying to figure out how we wanted to live our lives.

      We both admitted that we missed San Francisco and so we’re moving back. Today is our last day in our house in Florida and I’m feeling more emotional than I expected.

      After I left the West Coast, I still maintained my friendship with Whitney, Tahlia, and Lennon, heading there to visit them whenever I could, and they came out to stay with us and catch some games over the years. So I’m looking forward to being back with my girls and resuming our wine nights.

      And I can’t wait to show our four-year-old, Bryson, around the city. He’s only ever known the Gulf Coast, so I’m excited to introduce him to a different coast and to take long hikes through the redwoods.

      “You just about done?” Brock steps into the room and comes up behind me, sliding his arms around my waist to cover my lower abdomen.

      We have a little secret between us. We’re expecting again, though only the two of us know. We figure we’d share that news with everyone face to face once we’re back in San Francisco.

      Brock says he’s hoping it’s a girl, and I don’t really care one way or the other if I’m honest, but I’d be lying if I said I didn’t love being a boy mom.

      In fact, after I had him, I didn’t go back to work. I’d found a job as a weekend news anchor for the sports segment shortly after we arrived in Florida, but after Bryson arrived, I figured out that I liked being a full-time mom, much to my surprise.

      I’d always been so  and strived to prove myself that a part of me rallied against it, but I figured it was okay because it was what I was choosing for myself, not bowing to the pressure of my family or society for what they thought I should do with my life.

      “How’re my girls?” Brock tongued my earlobe, something he knew drove me wild.

      I elbowed him in the gut. “You don’t know that.”

      I turned, and he scowled at me playfully while he rubbed at his abdomen. No chance my little elbow had hurt all those layers of muscle.

      “I know. You’ll see.”

      I chuckled. “Yes, we will.”

      “Mommy!” Bryson ran into the master bath where I was packing away the last few items I’d used this morning.

      “Whoa, slow down, bud. You’re gonna run right into your mom.” He quickly bent and grabbed Bryson by the waist, lifting him up off the ground.

      His little feet were still going in the air and I stepped over to him as Brock set him down.

      “What’s up, kiddo?”

      “Gamma said that she’d take me out back so I could walk on the beach one last time if it was okay with you.”

      “She did, did she?”

      “Uh-huh. So can I go?” He grinned up at me with a smile the same as his father’s. It was hard not to melt into a puddle of goo when he did that.

      “Sure thing. Just tell Gramma to be back in a half an hour because we have to leave, okay?” I ruffled his brown hair.

      “I will, Mommy. I’ll tell her.”

      My mom came out from Texas to help with Bryson while Brock and I worked to get everything ready to be moved. I trust the movers, but there are certain things I want to pack for myself before they arrive.

      “Sounds like we have a half hour to ourselves.” Brock sidles up to me and wraps his arms around my waist.

      My eyelids drop when I feel his growing erection against my stomach. “Whatever will we do?” I pretend to ponder.

      “I have a few ideas.” He bends down and runs his tongue up my neck.

      My nipples pebble in my bra. “And what might those be?”

      “I say we get in one last fuck here in Florida. You know, for old times’ sake.”

      I run my hand through his hair. “I like the way you think, Brock Allen.”

      “I like everything about you, Mrs. Allen, and I’m about to show you how much.”

      As we make love and say goodbye to the first home our family has known, I have no fear about our move. I took a leap of faith once before and look where I landed—the happiest place I could imagine.
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        Want to know more about the Modern Love Series? Start with Charmed by the Bartender, book one in the series.

      

      

      
        
        "The Bartender is a romantic comedy with just the right amount of sass and heat that will have you laughing out loud one minute and blushing the next, a brilliant 5 star read." ~ Books & Boys Book Blog
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        CLICK HERE to grab your copy!
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      Piper Rayne is a USA Today Bestselling Author duo who write “heartwarming humor with a side of sizzle” about families, whether that be blood or found. They both have e-readers full of one-clickable books, they're married to husbands who drive them to drink, and they're both chauffeurs to their kids. Most of all, they love hot heroes and quirky heroines who make them laugh, and they hope you do, too!
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