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      I stand outside on my steps and take a couple of deep, fast breaths, but the late night, cool September air does nothing to cool the anxiety racing through my veins. Is this really happening? Is Scotia Storm’s center, Jesse Campbell, really coming to my place to hang out?

      Technically, we’re not hanging out at my place. No, we’re sort of in hiding. Wait, that’s not entirely true. Jesse and I aren’t in hiding. We can be seen out together any time we want. It’s just not something he’s ever wanted—until now.

      It’s my best friend and roommate Kendra who is having a secret relationship with Jesse’s best friend Dane. Those two are behind this ‘date’ between Jesse and me. Although I’m not sure I can really call it a date. I honestly don’t know what to call what we’re doing. I go to his games all the time, but he's never noticed me before and I’m definitely not the kind of girl he gravitates toward.

      A hand lands on my arm and I turn to Kendra. “Josie, you’re wearing a hole in the steps, and they’re cement. Relax.”

      “Relax?” I practically shriek. “I’m about to hang out with Jesse Freaking Campbell.”

      “I don’t think that’s his middle name,” she teases.

      “Yeah, well…I’m a mess. I want to make a good first impression and…” My words fall off—probably because I just swallowed my tongue—as two big male figures move along the sidewalk toward us. “Ohmigod,” I whisper under my breath.

      Jesse smiles as he steps up to me, and I stare, a little star struck. I’ve seen him up close before, of course. I’ve just never been the sole focus of his attention, and holy hell, it’s throwing me off my game. Not that I have game—or much experience with the opposite sex—but you get it.

      Pull yourself together, Josie.

      As a nursing student, I’m used to working under pressure, so I call on my skills and try to sound and appear somewhat casual as I smile back. Dane does the introductions, and my gaze drops to Jesse’s lips as he says, “Hi.”

      Dane leans in and kisses Kendra, a risky move, considering their relationship is a secret, but it’s easy to see they’re having a hard time keeping their hands off one another.

      “You guys ready to go?” I ask, and Kendra and Dane start down the sidewalk, leaving me with Jesse.

      “Great game tonight,” I say. That’s a girl, keeping the conversation all about him will make chatting easier, and hey, everyone likes talking about themselves, right? Everyone but me, that is.

      He gifts me with a smile. “Thanks for coming and supporting us.”

      “I love the game.” I glance at his perfect face and admire all the hard angles. Okay girl, stop staring before you get caught. “You and Dane grew up together in Bass River?”

      “Yup, my family owns a cattle ranch. Dane says you’re a nursing student. Did you grow up here?”

      Shoot, I hate when the conversation turns to me. By nature, I’m quiet and a nurturer, but sometimes people mistake me for a spoiled little rich girl when they find out I grew up on the south shore, in a very expensive area, and both my parents, as well as my grandfather, are well known surgeons. I certainly don’t think of myself as a poor little anything.

      Neglected child of busy parents might be a better way to describe my upbringing. But I’m out on a ‘date’ with Jesse and don’t want to think about how my parents can’t understand why I’d settle for nursing—a supporting role as they put it—when I could be a surgeon. In their eyes, it’s second best, a sidekick position. That’s me, second best. A girl who’s never been number one to anyone.

      His body brushes mine, and that’s when I get a whiff of his freshly scented skin. All thoughts of my family leave my brain, and a crazy squeaking noise crawls out of my throat.

      “Cold?” he asks.

      “Yeah, a bit.” I tighten my arms around my body to hide what I’m feeling.

      “Want my jacket? I always run hot after a game.”

      The man runs hot even before a game. “No, that’s okay. We’re close.”

      “Where are we going anyway?” he asks, and glances around the waterfront. It’s busy tonight, like it always is when everyone on campus goes out to celebrate a win.

      “Didn’t Dane tell you?” I ask.

      “No, he said Kendra didn’t tell him.”

      “I didn’t realize it was a surprise,” I say.

      He nudges me and his touch sends a little thrill through me. Good God, I am so ridiculous. “Aw, come on. You don’t have to keep it from me. I won’t tell.” He crosses his heart and offers me an adorable smile. “Scout’s honor.”

      I laugh at that, some of the tension draining from my body. “Well, if it’s Scout’s honor,” I tease back and point as we approach a leisure boat docked on the Halifax waterfront. “We’re going for a ride on my grandfather’s boat.”

      His jaw falls open. “No way.”

      “Yeah, do you like boating?”

      “Who doesn’t?” He frowns. “Wait, who’s driving it? Is your grandfather on board?”

      “No, I’m taking us out,” I tell him and feel a measure of pride as he angles his head, makes a fist, and lightly taps my chin.

      “Nice, Carver, nice.”

      I laugh at the use of my last name. “So should I call you Campbell, or soup?” Wow, look at me being all cute and witty.

      He groans and throws his arms out. “The team couldn’t have come up with a better nickname than soup?”

      I shrug. “They had no choice. You’re cursed with the name Campbell.”

      “Truth.” He turns his attention back to the boat. “Will you teach me how to drive it?”

      “Sure.”

      Surprise moves over his face. “Yeah?”

      “Sure, why not?” We step up to the security gate and I slip my key into the padlock to open it. I catch the way Jesse is admiring the big boat as we make our way down the metal walkway, Kendra and Dane somewhere behind us.

      “It looks kind of expensive. Maybe I shouldn’t get behind the wheel.”

      “Are you planning on crashing it?” I tease.

      He laughs. “No, and hey, if you’re going to teach me to drive it, I can teach you something in return.”

      I nearly topple off the wobbling walkway. Is he talking about…sex? Does he know I’m practically a virgin? Not that there’s such a thing. A broken hymen is a broken hymen but in my senior year of high school Declan was in and out so fast, I wasn’t even sure we did the deed.

      “Like what?” I ask hoping my voice isn’t as shaky as my knees.

      “If you ever make your way to our farm, I can teach you to ride a tractor.” He grins and nudges me, and I swear to God if he keeps touching me, I’m going to spontaneously combust. “You never know when that skill is going to come in handy.”

      We step inside the boat, Kendra and Dane still making their way down the walkway, and I head to the steering wheel as Jesse whistles. “What a boat.”

      I glance at him over my shoulder and hope he’s not thinking I’m a pampered princess. “Thanks. Come check out the wheel.”

      I’m about to step back and let him put his hands on the big wheel when he moves in behind me, his big hard body pressing against mine. His hips jut forward as the boat rocks, and his groin presses into my back. OMG, is that what he’s working with?—and he’s not even hard. If I hadn’t already swallowed my tongue, I would have swallowed it again.

      His big hands grip the steering wheel, stroking up and down in a manner that has my body warming and thinking very inappropriate thoughts.

      “Are we taking it out?” he asks, his mouth near my ear. The heat of his breath makes thinking impossible which is probably why I’m standing here wondering exactly what it is he wants to take out. “The boat, are we taking it out?”

      “Yeah, sure,” I somehow manage to say. “Come outside with me, and I’l; show you how to release the lines and secure the boat fenders.”

      He salutes me. “Yes, ma’am.”

      I laugh at his antics as Kendra and Dane come onboard. “You have to do everything I say, otherwise, these two could be drifting out to sea while we remain on the dock.”

      “Wow, smart, bossy and take charge.” He gives me a teasing grin. “Where have you been all my life?”

      “Do not let us drift out to sea,” Kendra warns as we step back outside and onto the wharf.

      “I’m yours to teach,” he says to me.

      I point to the lines. “Safety first. You never step into a loop, okay? When you untie the rope, wrap it around your arm and between your thumb and finger.”

      “Learned that in boy scouts.”

      “Okay, you stay right here and do this one.” I point. “I’ll be right there.”

      “Got it.” I watch him for a second, not because I’m worried he’ll do it wrong but because he’s simply nice to look at. Before it begins to look obvious that I’m staring, I go to work on the other rope.

      A minute passes and I hear, “Oh, shit.”

      I glance up, and lose my balance as the rocking boat pulls on the rope, and drags me with it.

      “Jesse,” I yelp, and he drops what he’s doing and rushes to me. I windmill my arms, and he grabs for me, only to lose his balance and splash into the water right on top of me.

      I always thought I’d die if I ever found myself beneath Jesse’s hard body, but I never saw it going down like this and if I don’t get out from underneath him, I really am going to die. I maneuver my body until I’m free, and we both surface, gasping for breath.

      “Are you okay?” he asks quickly.

      No, I’m not okay. In fact, I don’t think I’ll ever be okay again. I just finished warning him about safety only to make a stupid mistake myself, and now here we are in the harbor.

      Way to make a good first impression, Josie.

      “I’m okay, are you?” I squeak out.

      “This water is fucking freezing.”

      I sputter as the icy water from the Halifax harbour seeps into my clothes and saturates my bones. Is this what cryogenics is like? My teeth clang together. “It’s colder than freezing.”

      With his most excellent upper body strength, Jesse easily lifts himself onto the wharf. “I got you.” He reaches down, and fishes me out, effortlessly rescuing a popsicle formerly known as Josie from the icy water. My body collides with his, and I shiver hard, fearful my bones are going to shatter. “We need to get out of these clothes fast.”

      Oh, God are we going to get naked? We hurry onto the boat and close the door of the cabin, our friends nowhere to be found. A noise sounds from the bedroom I usually sleep in when onboard, and my gaze jerks to Jesse as heat infuses my body—pushing back the cold.

      “Naked, now,” Jesse orders as I shiver, my brain too frozen—or hot—to think straight.

      “Right,” I say, and tear off my coat. I go for the buttons on my blouse, and my hands freeze in place. Should I go to the bathroom, or even to my grandparents’ bedroom? I don’t normally undress in front of others, and this is Jesse Freaking Campbell, who is turning my knees to soup.

      “Do you need help?” he asks, and before I can answer, his big fingers start working the buttons on my shirt. “Good?” he asks once he finishes. I nod and slide the wet shirt from my shoulders standing before him in my bra and soaked yoga pants.

      He tears off his coat, sweater and T-shirt, and once again I’m frozen in place. Have you ever watched cartoons as a child? There was this skunk, and his tongue would hang out and his eyes would bulge from his head when a pretty black and white female cat walked by. It was ridiculous and over the top, but I’m pretty sure I look like that skunk right now as I stare at Jesse’s bare upper body as his hands go to the button on his jeans.

      Okay, now that’s the proper way a person makes a good first impression.
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