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        Dear reader,

      

        

      
        Kaufman is a spin-off from my standalone book, A Million Tiny Pieces. It is the second book in the Austin Arrows series and runs parallel to the first book, Rush. You do not have to read AMTP or RUSH in order to enjoy this book. However, if you do want to find out more about Phoenix Pierce, the owner of the Austin Arrows, or Kingston Rush, the uber sexy goalie for the Austin Arrows, you should definitely check them out.
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        Thursday, October 6th

      

      

      noelle dexter

      “I made an extra chicken breast. You want one or two?” I chuckle, can’t help it. “Seriously. One or two? Can I possibly ask a dumber question?”

      That unladylike snort … yeah, that was me.

      While I fork my chicken breast onto my own plate, I don’t bother waiting for a response. I know what the answer will be. Two. Always two. Extra protein is never a bad thing.

      After adding a heaping spoonful of steamed vegetables to my plate, I grab my wineglass and head to the table. I’m starving because I missed lunch today. That sometimes happens with my job. There are days that’ll go by when I’m bored to tears, standing behind the bar, and others when I can hardly stop long enough to take a breath. Sometimes I’ll snag some fried pickles if I get a chance. Today was the lack-of-breath kind of day. Go, go, go. All day long.

      As I step out of my small galley kitchen, a knock sounds on my door. My bare feet squeak on the linoleum as I come to an abrupt halt. I manage to do that fancy lift and tilt thing to keep my wine from sloshing over the edge.

      Disaster averted.

      “Noelle! Honey, it’s Mom and Dad!”

      Or not.

      “Crap, crap, crap.” I glance between my front door and the small, two-seat table in my breakfast nook, currently set up with, nope, not one but two place settings. For the record, two is not a good number when the single girl’s mom comes banging on the door.

      “Open up, Noelle! We thought we’d surprise you!”

      Okay, well, I have to say my parents definitely accomplished their goal, because I am completely befuddled as I stand here debating what I should do. To a normal person, it might be a no-brainer. Open the door, let the ’rents come on in.

      I’m not so sure this situation is going to qualify me as normal.

      To answer or not to answer? That is the question.

      On the other hand, I could be as quiet as possible and pretend I’m not home. Which, with my luck, won’t work. The fact that all the lights in my apartment are blazing and my baby blue Prius is parked directly in front of my window doesn’t help my cause any. Since no one else in the world drives a baby blue Prius, I can’t very well hide it.

      Crap.

      But I could’ve gone out with friends, right? Could I be so lucky that they’d think that? It is a possibility. Maybe. Or, better yet, perhaps they’ll think I’m at the Penalty Box. I tend to work a lot.

      Yes, that’s definitely more logical.

      Except, yep, you nailed it, the car is here.

      Then again, if I weren’t so pathetic and didn’t choose to spend all my free time at home—unless I’m at my best friend Ellie’s—it might be an easier sell. They know me. I’m not the going-out type. Plus, they’ve probably already stopped by the bar to see if I’m there. They know that I much prefer a microwaved dinner at home, especially on a rare evening that I don’t spend waiting tables and slinging beer because I choose to.

      Another knock makes my heart skip a beat.

      “Stay calm. It’s cool.” I’ve been telling myself that far too much lately.

      “Noelle! Are you all right, honey?”

      Knowing my grumpy upstairs neighbor is likely going to have a cow any second now, I rush to the front door, unlock the deadbolt, and turn the knob. Instantly, Marie Dexter barrels into me, pulling me into her arms, crushing my face to her generous bosom.

      My mother smells like roses. A sweet, familiar scent that makes me hug her back, despite the inconvenient timing of her arrival.

      “Hi, Mom,” I say, my words muffled against her boobs.

      She pulls back to look at me. “What took you so long? I was getting worried.”

      My dad slips past my mother, giving me a knowing smirk. Ed Dexter loves when Marie goes all motherly on me. Come to find out, when my sister and I aren’t around, he gets to be the one Marie mothers. Not that he minds. They’ve been married for thirty-six years, so he’s used to it, or so he says.

      “Ooh. You got new curtains.” My mother gently pulls away to admire the floor-to-ceiling cream sheers hanging on the wide front window.

      I follow her gaze, glaring at my car sitting right there. Traitor.

      I focus on the comforting hand my mother has on my arm. Always keeping me close, that woman.

      I’m the oldest—my sister, Julie, who is seven years younger than me, was an oops baby—which should’ve meant my mother didn’t coddle me quite so much. That isn’t the case. Never has been. I’m not sure if it’s because there’s such a huge age gap between Julie and me, but whatever the reason, my mother likes to baby both of us equally. I’m thirty-four. You’d think she would’ve toned it down by now. Nope. In fact, I think she might be getting more motherly.

      Honestly, she’s been this way since I was little. And, truthfully, I was the normal kid. The kind who wanted to do nothing more than be outside. Yep, totally me. Right up until sixth grade, when we moved to Austin, next door to the girl who would quickly become my best friend in the world. Either there was something in the Texas water, or someone injected me with a doofus hormone, because upon moving here, I became stupid, which translates to: boy crazy. I think my mother worried about me more then. That lasted about two years. Three tops. When it became glaringly obvious that Tony Something-or-other wasn’t going to fall madly in love with the short, frumpy girl with glasses and braces, I decided to focus on my schoolwork and left the flirting with boys up to my best friend, Ellie. She was much better at it than me.

      Luckily, I’m not so frumpy anymore, and I’ve shed the braces and glasses. Sure, I’m still short, and my boobs never did really develop, but that no longer bothers me. I’m me. That’s what matters.

      What does bother me is the fact that Mom and Dad pop in unannounced all the freaking time. Of all nights, why did it have to be now?

      I’ve lived on my own for more than a decade, but that doesn’t seem to matter to Mom. She acts as though I just moved out of her house yesterday. And okay, I probably get some of the blame since my apartment just so happens to be less than two miles from their house. Yes, I’ve moved three times in the past eight years, but I’ve remained in the same complex. I have an issue with commitment, I think. I tend to like change, and this particular place has multiple floor-plan options, so it has worked out for me. Just maybe not for those who have to help me move. As for my parents, I’ve made sure they have easy access to me, something I solemnly regret from time to time, but only because my mother likes to do these frequent surprise visits.

      I really should break down and buy a house. Ellie keeps urging me to, but I’m holding out. For what? Who knows.

      “It smells delicious.” My mother pointedly sniffs the air.

      “I was about to have dinner,” I tell her, hoping she’ll take the hint.

      I microwaved frozen chicken and threw some of those steam-in-the-bag veggies (greatest invention ever) in after that, so the delicious aroma is all thanks to the radioactive box that makes my life so much easier.

      Marie gasps, her hand going to her mouth.

      I drop my head at the surprised sound and slowly pivot in the direction my mother is looking. I so was hoping she wouldn’t notice.

      “I didn’t realize you had company.”

      I peek up at the empty place setting across from my seat at the table.

      “I don’t,” I reluctantly state. Probably doesn’t help that there is a full glass of ice water at that place setting.

      A worry line creases my mother’s forehead and she glances my way. She looks somewhat perplexed, but I think that’s hope sparkling in her light brown eyes. Hope that maybe I have found someone to have dinner with from time to time.

      “Then who’s the place setting for?”

      “No one,” I mutter. The heat creeping into my cheeks is probably lighting me up bright enough to guide airplanes.

      “Noelle…” Marie turns toward me and takes both of my hands. She peers toward the hallway that leads to my bedroom, her voice a little louder than usual, as though she’s also talking to whomever else might be here. “Honey, if you have a boyfriend, we would love to meet him. Maybe you could invite him to our house for dinner.”

      I lift my eyes to meet my mother’s. I think she’s saying a silent prayer, one that will get me hitched in the near future.

      God, how do I explain this? Hey, Mom. It’s all good. Just an extra place setting for that man I’m hoping to find. You know, that whole wishful thinking thing?

      Yeah. I don’t think that’ll go over all that well, so I keep it simple. “I don’t have a boyfriend.”

      Annnnd there you have it.

      My mom points to the table, which makes me laugh. “But … uh…” She looks from the table to me, then back. “I’m not sure I understand.”

      Don’t worry, Mom. Me, neither.

      My gaze guiltily flits to the book sitting on the coffee table. Crap.

      Of course, my dad is the first to notice, and he does as all good dads do. Without pause, Ed reaches over, picks up the book, pulls out his reading glasses, then drops onto the sofa with a grunt.

      “The Secret,” he says, looking from the book to me, then back to the book. He gets comfortable, hiking up his tan Dockers, then propping one ankle over the opposite knee as he studies the cover. “Is this one of those romance things?”

      I hold in the groan that threatens to escape. “Not a romance novel.” Nope. I couldn’t be that lucky. I don’t think I would’ve been more embarrassed if my parents had found my well-worn copy of the sexy cowboy ménage I recently took a liking to. Seriously. Two men, one woman. Holy smokes. Not that it’s something I want, but reading about it … I’m certainly guilty of wanting to escape to a fictional world from time to time.

      Definitely not the time or place to be thinking about that one.

      “Oh, I know what that is.” In a flurry of movement, my mom releases my hands and shuffles around to where my father is sitting, gracefully lowering herself to the couch before peering at the book along with him.

      I can honestly say that the bookmark that clips to the page is the worst invention ever. Not a chance that they don’t open to that page first.

      My dad opens the front cover, skims the synopsis, then…

      Yep, he opens right to the bookmarked page. Heat rises from my neck to my cheeks. I think I might have a fever from all the embarrassment.

      My plate of chicken is quickly growing cold, but I’ve long since forgotten about food. What’s taking place in my living room is devastating enough to banish my appetite for the foreseeable future. As for the wine … I think I’ll forego the glass and chug straight from the bottle.

      “The secret to relationships,” my father reads aloud in his announcer voice. I can almost picture him at the hockey rink, his mouth hovering above the microphone as he informs the fans that, yes, his oldest daughter has lost her ever-loving mind.

      I’m probably the color of a tomato right now, and I’m almost certain I’m hyperventilating.

      Marie looks up at me, worry still marring her thin brow. I know I need to explain, but once I do, I’m never going to live this down. One of two things will happen. Either my mother will think I’m one ace short of a full deck or she’ll be so overly excited that the old grump in the apartment above mine will think some sort of alarm has sounded.

      I don’t know which I prefer, to tell the truth.

      Unfortunately, my father is still skimming, his face as easy to read as the print on those pages. His golden eyebrows shoot up, then down. His nose wrinkles once … twice. He squints. Then, in true Dad fashion, his index finger and thumb come up to gently pinch his chin. That means he’s interested in what he’s reading.

      Crap.

      “So, this says,” my father begins, “that if you’re interested in finding a relationship, you should make room in your life for what you want. In turn, the universe will know that you’re available and bring you what you’re hoping for.”

      In theory, yes.

      Marie and Ed both turn their heads at the same time, their eyes zeroing in on that damned place setting.

      This whole situation would’ve been funny if, you know, it wasn’t so sad.

      Oh, and yes, it dawned on me—but only in the last fifteen seconds—that I could’ve simply put up the extra place setting and they would’ve been none the wiser.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Dear Universe,

        I always thought my coming-out party would be more exciting. Looks like my secret is now out. I definitely need more wine. Oh, and if possible, could you fast-track my soul mate to me? That way, I can pretend this never happened. Thanks.
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        Friday, October 7th

      

      

      spencer kaufman

      
        
        Center | 6’1” | 205 lbs | 36 yrs old from Lampasas, Texas

      

      

      The only sound I hear is the repetitious scrape of my blades on the ice as I skate from one end to the other. My attention is focused on the goaltender standing in front of the net. My one and only job is to get this puck past his body and into the goal. I’ve done it a million times over the years.

      I watch as the goalie shifts. He’s raptly focused on me, a formidable opponent. He hardly moves, and when he does, it’s as though he’s in slow motion. I know he’s sizing me up, attempting to read my mind. When I cross the blue line, I angle to the left. Since I’m out here on my own, I have no wingers to pass it to, so it’s all on me. One on one. Me and the goalie.

      The second he veers to his left, his glove coming up, I know the shot I need to take. I rear back for a slap shot but change my mind at the last second, moving closer and following with a beautiful wrist shot that goes right, heading exactly where I want it to…

      Smack.

      Fuck. Right in his glove.

      No goal.

      I shake it off as I abruptly stop in front of Kingston, making sure to spray him with ice to show my disappointment, even as I say, “Nice save, Rush.”

      “You’re getting a little predictable there,” he tells me in his thick Boston accent.

      Predictable? Did he really just say that? I sigh as I accept that he’s not wrong. I am getting predictable, and if Kingston can see it, I’m sure the opposing teams’ goalies will be able to see it, too.

      “Let’s do it again.” I’m here for practice, so I might as well take full advantage of it.

      When Kingston tosses the puck back to the ice, I draw it in with my stick, then head to the opposite end once more. Now that training camp is over and the regular-season games are about to start, I’m gearing up to go balls to the wall. That’s the way the season is for me. Nonstop pressure. Oddly enough, I work well under pressure. I haven’t made it to where I am because of luck or from riding other players’ shirttails, that’s for damn sure.

      We’re a week out from the first official game of the season and I plan to be ready. Two years in a row we’ve managed to come out looking pathetic. I still can’t even explain how we could go from being the defending Cup champions to last place.

      I’m not going to let it happen for a third year. No fucking way.

      “Hey, Optimus!”

      Shit.

      I don’t have to look up to know who that voice belongs to. I pretend not to notice while I once again focus on the puck. I need these few seconds to clear my head before I can concentrate on what Coach has to say. It can’t be good if he’s summoning me out here on the ice. Technically, this is my time, not his.

      I see Kingston point, then he stands up straight, obviously trying to get my attention. I ignore him, too. He’s not guarding the net and with any luck…

      “Son of a bitch,” I mutter to myself when the big guy deflects the puck with his body. As I move by him, I raise my voice so he can hear my frustration. “Shit. Damn sure not looking forward to this right now.”

      Seriously. That’s an understatement.

      

      Twenty minutes after Coach summoned me from my one-on-one ice time with Kingston, I’m walking into his office. When I woke up this morning, I damn sure didn’t plan for this to be part of my day. I don’t want to be here, but I’m doing my damnedest not to let it show. I’m a professional like that. I can pretend with the best of them.

      As I step into the room, I quickly assess my surroundings. Nothing unusual here. Same decent-sized room with the same cheap oak desk covered in papers, old coffee cups, and other crap. A couple of framed pictures of Coach’s wife and two daughters. Same worn-out chairs facing it. One of which I assume I’ll be sitting in.

      Typical hockey coach office.

      What’s not typical are the players in this particular game. There before me are Darren Moen, the head coach, Phoenix Pierce, the owner of the Austin Arrows, as well as Tarik Marx, the team’s spokesperson. Those three are the only ones in the room. However, I’m not sure that’s a good sign. I’ve talked to Coach in this room on numerous occasions, but never with the team’s owner present. I can’t even guess what they might want to discuss. It could be anything, honestly.

      Not that it matters. I don’t have time to contemplate what their next step might be when I hear people coming in behind me. As I take a seat in one of the chairs Coach directs me to, I turn and…

      What.

      The.

      Fuck.

      I should’ve been taken aback by the fact that Mark Coleman—the executive director of media relations—is standing in the doorway, but I hardly give the big guy a glance. Nope, six foot five inches of big, black, muscled man in a well-fitting smoke-gray suit is all but invisible right now. My attention is drawn to the redhead standing at his side. Her wide green eyes are locked on my face, and I see what looks a hell of a lot like fear there. Funny thing is, I know she’s not scared of me. But the same can’t be said for how I feel about her.

      “Spencer, you know Mark. And this”—Coach nods toward the redhead—“is Amber North. She’s the new assistant director of media relations.”

      I can’t even muster up the energy to acknowledge her. I’m too stunned to move.

      “Amber,” Mark says, “this is Spencer Kaufman, better known as Optimus. He’s the team’s captain.”

      I don’t think Amber is paying any more attention to the introduction than I am. After all, it’s not necessary. We’re pretty well acquainted since, at one point in our lives, we saw each other naked. More than once, might I add. Considering I dated her most of the way through high school and through the first half of my first year at college, we’re already on a first-name basis. First, first, first. Yes, that about sums it up when it comes to Amber. First serious girlfriend, first girl I slept with, first chick who shattered my heart into a million pieces. Oh, and she was also the last girl to do that. I’m not a dumb ass; no sense in living through that shit more than once.

      I accumulated all those firsts in the four fucking years before she dumped me.

      With a message.

      On my fucking voicemail.

      Amber nods, but neither of us says anything.

      Whatever Coach and Phoenix hope to accomplish during this meeting, I’m not sure if they’ll be successful. The rage that has consumed me as my past creeps back up has made it damn near impossible to focus … on anything except for the woman who sucker-punched my ego and disappeared seventeen years ago.

      Somehow I process the fact that Mark and Amber take a seat, and it even registers that someone is talking, although I can’t tell you who. I’m caught up in staring at Amber. She looks so much like the girl I was head over heels for, but so different at the same time. She’s pretty, but not in the conventional sense, I guess. Her nose is a tad too big, her eyebrows a little too thick.

      Or maybe that’s just me being a dickhead. Hell, I don’t know.

      She looks the same. That’s all I know. I’m sure she would say the same about me.

      “…wouldn’t you agree, Kaufman?”

      At the sound of my name, I shake myself out of my reverie and shift my focus to Coach. I nod, although I have no fucking clue what he asked me.

      “Good. As the players start to arrive on Monday, we’ll tell ’em to meet in the conference room.”

      Great.

      Phoenix speaks up and I resist the urge to look at Amber again. “I’ll introduce you, then you can introduce Amber,” he says to Mark. “We’ll let them know what the strategy is, and then we’ll start talking to the players one at a time if that works for you.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” Mark concurs.

      “Good. There are a couple of players I need to address directly. They’re my main focus this year, and it’s not necessarily regarding their abilities on the ice, although that’ll be your main focus.” Phoenix is looking at Coach.

      “Absolutely.”

      “As for you…” Phoenix’s head swivels in my direction. “You’re going to be an integral part of this. I want you involved and I’ll share my reasons with you later.”

      I nod, not sure what to say to that. As the team’s captain, my duties generally pertain to talking to officials on the ice and the obligatory promotional event, but that’s not set in stone. Basically, I do what I’m told to do, and this time will be no different.

      Phoenix slaps his palms on his legs and gets to his feet, signaling the meeting is over.

      And to think, I showered and changed for that.

      I manage to stand, still feeling a little woozy from the blast from my past, but again, I shake it off. Just because Amber North has made a reappearance in my life doesn’t mean anything has changed. I’ll simply make sure I don’t have to see her. That’ll be the best thing for both of us.

      “See you on Monday morning. Bright and early,” Coach calls out as I’m making my way toward the door.

      Amber’s slender hand touches my arm as I pass, and I give it a furtive glance, narrowing my eyes as I lift them to her face. I can see she wants to say something. Too bad I have absolutely nothing to say to her.

      Without giving her a chance to speak, I shrug her off and head back to the locker room. I’m going to need a few minutes—maybe a few years—to adjust to the fact that the only woman I’ve ever thought I loved is suddenly back in my life. And I don’t think she’s here to be my friend.

      Which is probably a good thing since I have every intention of pretending I don’t know who the fuck she is.
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      noelle

      If I thought enduring my parents’ never-ending interrogation regarding the difference between positive thinking and actually having an imaginary boyfriend was bad, then answering the phone right now is going to make an already awkward situation that much worse.

      Yet “Problem” by Natalia Kills is singing from my iPhone—a fitting ringtone for my sister—and I’m staring at the screen: Julie calling…

      I do not want to answer this. I do not want to answer this. It’s too freaking early in the day.

      Oh, brother. I’m going to answer. Being that I’m a glutton for punishment and all.

      Crapola.

      Reluctantly, I hit the button and put the phone to my ear. If I ignore my sister, she will simply get in her car and drive over here. Since I need to focus on the lunch rush, which’ll be starting in an hour and a half or so, I should probably get this over with. Seeing her grinning like I’m some sort of nutcase would be worse than having to talk to her on the phone.

      “Yo,” I answer, putting a hint of impatience in my tone. Julie knows I’m at work. The least I can do is make her think I’m busy.

      “Please tell me you’re not pretending you have a boyfriend.”

      On the other hand, if she were forced to drive over, I could put this off for a little while.

      “Noelle, I’m serious. Mom told me you have a pretend boyfriend. Said you actually made him dinner.”

      I choke on a laugh. “I did not make him dinner.”

      I didn’t. I put a place setting out. There’s a big difference. Huge. I really didn’t make him dinner. I swear. That would’ve been silly.

      For the record, I don’t have an imaginary boyfriend. I don’t actually think there is a man in my apartment. The spot I’ve cleared out for his shoes in my closet … that’s part of the positive thinking. Sending out my wishes into the universe and hoping they’ll come back to me, blah, blah, blah.

      Which, now that I think about it, I probably should’ve kept that all to myself.

      Maybe it sounds a little delusional.

      “That’s not what Mom said,” Julie argues.

      “What’d she do? Call you when she was leaving my apartment? Ask you if you know when I lost all my marbles?”

      I cannot believe this is happening. I’ve been so careful. Not even my best friend, Ellie, knows about this, and that woman knows me better than anyone on the planet.

      “Maybe,” Julie says. “Oh, and before I forget, Mom and Dad want us to go to Fredericksburg with them this weekend. I already told them yes for both of us. And before you complain, I talked to Ellie, so she’s good with covering the bar while you’re gone.”

      I love how my sister manages to choreograph my life. Not.

      I sigh.

      “Okay, now back to the serious matter. Noe. You can talk to me. I promise I won’t judge you.” My sister doesn’t even pretend to hide the amusement in her tone. I should’ve known Julie would have a laugh at my expense.

      I snort. I can’t help it. My sister has always been the perfect little princess. My parents think she can do no wrong. Sometimes I think they’re right. Since she was little, she has always done the right thing. She’s kind, considerate, probably spends half the day walking old ladies across busy intersections. Always puts everyone else first.

      Kind of like Ellie, now that I think about it.

      And just like me and Ellie, my sister and I are complete opposites. She’s a few inches taller than me, wispy thin, with long sandy-blond hair, clear blue eyes, and a sweet, cherubic smile. At twenty-seven, she looks like she’s still a teenager.

      Me, on the other hand … I got my height from my mother. I lied on my driver’s license and said I was five two when really I’m only five one. Everything else I got from my father, including my blue eyes (my best feature if you ask me) and my naturally curly blond hair, which I keep short because it’s a pain in the ass to deal with. Oh, and I don’t think anyone has ever mistaken me for sweet. I think the word they usually use is quirky.

      Whatever.

      Seriously, Julie has a teaching degree, which she put to use for a good five years teaching first grade. After being laid off a year ago due to budget cuts in her district, she started working on her degree in early childhood development. Which, in my opinion, is pure insanity. The mere thought of spending time with little kids… No way. There is only one little kid I like—Ellie’s daughter, Bianca—and that’s only because I’m obligated as the best friend. Other than her, I do my absolute best to stay far, far away from munchkins. It’s hard enough when they come into the restaurant. Somehow, Julie has made that her passion in life.

      Of course, I never went to college, never sought out a degree. I never wanted to. I still, to this day, have nightmares about high school. My parents would’ve been more than happy to pay my way. I probably should’ve taken them up on it and sought restaurant management or something like that. Instead, I spent my early twenties dreaming about the restaurant Ellie and I wanted to open. I waitressed and saved every penny I could. Honest to God, I have loved every second of it.

      And now… Now I’m more than happy waitressing at the Penalty Box. Sure, it’s cool that I’m part owner of the place. Since it would be tactless to go around shouting, “I own this place, hear me roar!”, I take orders and deliver food and drinks instead. I laugh and joke with the customers because I love it. And maybe I manage the kitchen, but whatever.

      When it comes to relationships, Julie has friends by the bucketload. I have one friend—Ellie. And Julie’s never been hard up for a boyfriend, either. In fact, until last year, she was on the cusp of getting engaged to this guy she’d been dating for a few years. Unfortunately, we only thought Timothy Williamson was a great guy. He turned out to be a major douche. When Julie lost her job, he admitted he had absolutely no intentions of taking care of her. Not even in the short term. Like me, my sister doesn’t put up with a lot of crap, so she kicked his skinny ass to the curb. If you see Tim the Tool, let him know he has not been missed.

      “There’s nothing to judge,” I say, wishing my sister would simply let this go.

      “No?” Julie giggles. “Can you say pretend boyfriend?”

      I mentally stick my tongue out at my sister, once again sighing. I decide to be honest. “I’m reading this book about positive thinking. I’m sure you’ve heard of it. The Secret. It’s a good book. You should read it. I’m simply putting my positive thoughts into action.”

      “By pretending you have a boyfriend.”

      I hate that Julie states that as fact. “No. By letting the universe know that I’m here and I’m willing.”

      “Does Ellie know about this?”

      “No,” I snap. “And she better not find out, either.” The last thing I need is for my best friend to give me crap about it. She’s always asking me why I don’t go out with one of the hockey players who asks me out. And yes, there are quite a few who have. My simple answer is that I don’t want to. Sure, it would be fun to land a hockey player, but only because we would have that in common. I’ve grown up around the sport since my dad’s been doing the announcer gig for as long as I can remember. I’m certainly not after a man for his money. I just love hockey, and it’d be cool to have a guy who enjoys the game like I do.

      But honestly, that isn’t the biggest reason I’ve said no. I’m actually looking for a guy—how do I put this?—a guy who is good. In bed.

      Okay, there, I said it.

      And if you’ve met the hockey players I know, you probably don’t want them to be the ones to provide the mattress-rocking, headboard-slamming sex. I’m sure some of them could, but … no. For one, everyone and their great aunt Mary would know about it come morning. Great Aunt Mary would then call me a hussy. I’d be upset. It would be a mess. Not interested. No thank you.

      “Does this fantasy guy have a name?”

      I huff. “Seriously, Julie. He’s not imaginary. He’s out there somewhere, and I’m simply putting my energy into summoning him to me.” Okay, that sounded weird, I’ll admit it.

      My sister is quiet for a moment. Most people would’ve laughed their asses off after I told them that. Not Julie. No, I can picture my sister sporting her body-hugging T-shirt and her skintight jeans, hair styled perfectly, sitting on her pretty flower sofa, legs crossed gracefully, the phone to her ear as she stares across the room and draws up a mental image. That’s how she works, so telling her doesn’t freak me out nearly as badly as having my parents witness it firsthand.

      “Okay,” Julie prompts. “Help me understand this. Mom said there was a place setting for dinner. But you don’t actually cook for him?” Of course, she sounds skeptical.

      “No.” I don’t bother to mention the imaginary conversation with him, though. That’ll only make me look crazy … –er. Yep, I think I passed crazy when my parents stepped foot in my apartment last night.

      “What else do you do?”

      For a second, I debate how much I want Julie to know. I mean, really, I’ve been keeping this secret from everyone for so long. Now that it’s out there … I’m actually a little relieved. Well, as long as Ellie doesn’t find out, then I’ll be fine. She already thinks I’m quirky enough, and she will never let me live this down.

      “I’m not giving up until you tell me, Noelle. And if you don’t, I’m calling Mom and telling her we need to schedule an intervention. Then, I’m inviting Ellie to come join the party.”

      “You bitch,” I huff with a laugh. My sister would definitely do that. “Okay, fine. I’ve got space in my closet for his clothes and his shoes. You know, to let the universe know I have room for him in my life. And I sleep on one side of the bed instead of in the middle.”

      “What else?”

      I have an extra alarm clock on the other nightstand. I might leave room in the refrigerator for a six-pack of beer, and a few other things, that, now that I think about it, probably shouldn’t be mentioned. Ever. But I say, “Nothing else.”

      “So, you don’t have his clothes actually hanging in your closet?”

      I roll my eyes. “How would I do that? He doesn’t actually exist.”

      “You never know.”

      “Jules, please drop the subject.” I really don’t want to have this conversation.

      “Do you have a hockey stick in the closet? Near his empty spot?”

      “No.” Why in the world would I want to do that?

      “You know, just in case this future mystery man is a hockey player. Perhaps if you did, you’d meet him sooner.”

      Now Julie’s picking on me. “Shut up. This is gonna work. And honestly, I’m not looking to rush it, but if a nice guy—hockey player or not—did happen to walk into my life and we clicked, I probably wouldn’t send him on his way.”

      “What if the universe is feeling a little snarky? What if this guy only has one eye?”

      I don’t even bother to answer. Not because I don’t have something to say but more because Julie’s laughing uncontrollably. Rather than wait for her to calm down, I hang up the phone.

      “Someone needs to order more wings!” Lance bellows from the kitchen.

      I take a deep breath and head toward him.

      Only figures I’d start a perfectly good Friday morning by dealing with one pain in the butt after the other.

      Time to deal with Chef Diva. When Lance doesn’t have what he needs, everyone better look out.

      And maybe after I do that, I’ll figure out where I can get an extra hockey stick. You know, because it really wouldn’t hurt.

      Don’t tell my sister.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Dear Universe,

        I’m in the market for a hockey stick. I’m not sure how to go about getting one. I could run to the sporting goods store, but that seems a little odd. Maybe a used one would make more sense. If I really am going to summon a hockey player, wouldn’t I want one already in the NHL? Oh, and one last thing, I’d appreciate it if you’d help me keep this under wraps. Three people now know my secret. Any more find out and I might as well put out an ad for a date on the Internet. Thanks.
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        Monday, October 10th

      

      

      amber

      “If that works for you, then I’m ready to get this underway,” Phoenix states, his dark brown eyes passing over Mark and me, then over to Coach Moen.

      The three of us nod.

      And just like that, the thirty-minute meeting is over and the rest of the day—the hardest part—is underway.

      Ever since I received Mark’s call last Thursday night, informing me that I needed to be at the practice rink for an early-morning meeting with Phoenix Pierce and Coach Darren Moen and possibly a couple of players, I’ve been a nervous wreck. I’m happy to say, I made it through that meeting, as well as this one, unscathed. So far, so good.

      Since I’ve only been a member of the Austin Arrows organization for all of three weeks, I haven’t yet had a chance to be introduced to the players. I happen to know who plays which position, I know what they look like thanks to their bios, and yes, I even know Spencer Kaufman is the captain and Colton Seguine and Cullen Crosby are the alternates.

      The past seventy-two hours have been torture, but only because I’m managing to freak myself out. Somehow, I’ve kept my cool from the moment I woke up this morning. I put on one of my favorite outfits—a black, A-line skirt that comes to my knees, a red silk blouse that isn’t too loose but also not too tight. It’s not a fashion show, I know, but I also know that the right clothes instill confidence, and that’s what I’m going for. It’s not as easy for me as it once was, but I’m working on it.

      Still, I’d been hoping that my first meeting with Spencer wouldn’t be a face-to-face interaction. I still remember the way he looked at me when he saw me walk into Coach Moen’s office a few days ago. While I was taking him in—the same light brown hair, a little shaggier than back in the day, the same hazel eyes that seemed to look right through you, the same long, lean build, although the few tattoos I saw peeking out weren’t there back then—he was doing the same to me.

      I think it’s safe to say that he’s not at all happy that I’m here. I can’t say I blame him, either. I could see the surprise on his face when he noticed me standing there with Mark. Someone probably should’ve warned him. We’ve got history. Rocky history, at that.

      Then again, we haven’t seen each other in seventeen years, so I was secretly hoping he wouldn’t remember me. Worst case, since the former probably wasn’t a possibility, I was hoping he wouldn’t be angry with me still.

      He clearly is.

      A big body comes to stand directly in front of me, effectively pulling me from my thoughts.

      “You all right? You look like you just saw a ghost.”

      I run my hands down my skirt self-consciously, both trying to ensure I look okay as well as drying my damp palms. I need to pull myself together if I expect to make a good first impression on these people. I know I’m not going to be a fan favorite amongst the team simply because of what I’m being tasked with doing, but I can’t let my fear of Spencer’s response affect my overall objective.

      “I’m good,” I assure Mark, smiling up at him. The guy exudes confidence in spades. From his perfectly tailored charcoal suit, the crisp white shirt beneath, and the silky teal tie, he looks as though he had the management team in mind when he got dressed this morning. “Just a little nervous, I guess.”

      Nervous doesn’t even begin to explain how I really feel.

      “You’ll do fine. Think of them as a bunch of overgrown boys. But honestly, kid, I don’t think you’ll have any problems.”

      I find it funny that this man calls me kid and we’re probably close to the same age.

      Not that it matters.

      I’m sure Mark has misjudged the reason for my nerves, but that’s okay. I have no intention of telling him that Spencer and I have a history together. Or that this will only be the second time I’ve seen him since I broke up with him all those years ago, last Friday having been the first. That is definitely better left unsaid.

      “Thanks.”

      “Come on. Let’s get down to the conference room. Maybe they’ll have coffee.”

      Coffee is the last thing I need. I wouldn’t mind a hit of caffeine right now, but the chances of me becoming jittery are too great. What I need to do is go home and rethink this brilliant plan that I had to come back to Texas. I would’ve been better off staying in Florida, busting my ass without the possibility of promotion.

      Okay, maybe not better off. There is the small matter of my ex-husband that I don’t wish to deal with. Texas doesn’t seem far enough away from him at times, but it’s the best I can do for now.

      Plus, I can’t go back. I’m here now, and the only thing I want to do is make this work. I’ve got my work cut out for me with Spencer; I can sense that already.

      I wish I could tell him he has nothing to worry about, but I know he won’t believe me. I have absolutely no intention of inserting myself into his life once again. Not on a personal level anyway. In fact, after the hell I’ve been through, I seriously doubt I’ll ever be ready to get personal with any man. Good guy or not.

      I follow Mark out of Coach Moen’s office and down the long corridor to the conference room. I try not to think about possibly running into Spencer again and instead focus on the click of my heels on the tiled floor. When we get to the room, two of the assistant coaches are rearranging chairs so that they are all facing one side. In a few minutes, there will be hockey players filling those seats while Mark and I stand up with Phoenix and go over the plan for the team this season. At least the plan from a media perspective.

      It’s no secret that the Austin Arrows players have garnered some disdain from their fans. Not only did they let them down because they came in last place—two years in a row—but they also had a personality shift that shocked the hockey world. Since I wasn’t part of the team then, I only know what I’ve been told and what’s been relayed via television broadcasts. For the last few years, I was in media relations for Florida. After I met my now ex-husband fifteen years ago and moved to Florida a couple of years after that, I took a position that has allowed me to grow within the hockey world. Unfortunately, my world started unraveling from there, starting with the man I married. A man who turned out to be the polar opposite of who I thought he was.

      So, when a vacancy came up in Austin, and it was a promotion from my previous role, I didn’t bat an eyelash before applying. The team I’d been with was stable, the organization wasn’t changing, therefore, if I wanted an opportunity for advancement—which I do—I had to agree to a huge change. A change that involved moving nine hundred thirty-three miles from the life I’d built for myself.

      And here I am.

      Year two after my divorce, I have started over back in my hometown—or close to it, anyway. My parents are incredibly happy to have me back close to them, and I feel the same. It’s different, maybe even a little scary, but I’m so ready to move on with my life, to embrace this opportunity with open arms.

      Or I was, right up until I saw the horror reflected in Spencer’s familiar hazel eyes. Although I haven’t seen or talked to him since my senior year in high school—his first year in college—I have thought about him over the years. It’s hard not to think about the first boy who stole your heart.

      And like a junkie needing a fix, I have followed his career from the moment he was drafted into the NHL. I always knew Spencer would be greatness. And he is. A couple of bad years don’t change all the great that he’s done. He’ll get that back; I have no doubt.

      I’m just not sure what to expect going forward. It’s obvious Spencer wants nothing to do with me, and that’s from a brief introduction and a few minutes in the same room. I wonder what he’s going to say when he finds out we’ll be working closely together.

      In the very near future.

      You see, in a roundabout way, I’ve been assigned to be Spencer’s handler for the entire season. His shadow. The person who ensures he conducts his public engagements appropriately.

      I can already tell he won’t be happy about that, and by the end, I might be questioning my decision to take this job.
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      spencer

      In an effort to keep my ass out of trouble, I’d opted to go to Kingston’s for a beer on Friday night, but spent the rest of the weekend holed up in my house. Alone. While I would’ve enjoyed going to the Penalty Box and hanging out with some of the team, I knew it wasn’t the right thing to do. Knowing me—and I’m pretty predictable—I would’ve picked up some puck bunny, convinced her we should go back to her place, spent a couple of hours naked, and I would’ve felt like shit until I did it all over again. Rinse. Repeat.

      Needless to say, I’ve spent plenty of weekends wondering what the fuck is wrong with me. The only thing I know to do to keep my mind off the shit I don’t want to deal with is to blur it with something else. Be it an extensive amount of training and practice, or even alcohol or pussy, I know one of my vices will keep me moving along as though the bullshit doesn’t exist.

      Luckily, the weekend is over and the risk of me fucking things up royally has passed once again. Until an away game, or, yes, next weekend. Either way, I’m sure I’ll find a way to get myself in some shit.

      Now, as I head into the arena, my head down, hood covering as much of my face as I can manage, I wonder what prompted me to spill my guts to Kingston about my encounter with Amber. As of this morning, it really doesn’t seem that big of a deal that she’s here. She’s in media relations, which I have very little interaction with.

      But I had a burr in my butt, and the only thing to ease the stress was to open up and spill my guts. Sure, Kingston is my closest friend. We’ve known each other since college, have played together for years. I don’t keep any major secrets from the man, but it isn’t like we talk about a lot of deep shit.

      “Amber North works for the fucking Arrows.”

      “Do I know Amber North?”

      “My ex.”

      “You’ll have to be a little more specific. There’re quite a few of those.”

      “I went into Coach’s office this morning, and Phoenix was there waiting for me. I walked in, took a seat where Coach directed me, and the next fucking thing I know, Mark Coleman walks in. I hardly even noticed the guy.”

      “That’s kind of hard to do, considering he’s what? Six five?”

      “Somethin’ like that. But seriously, I hardly saw him because my attention was drawn to the redhead standing at his side. She looked like a deer caught in the headlights of an oncoming freight train. I seriously doubt she was surprised to see me, but she acted like it. When Mark introduced her, I couldn’t even acknowledge her, man. I was too stunned to move.”

      “Did she suck in bed? Or was she psycho? Did she roast your nuts or what?”

      I ignore his lame attempt at humor. “Because she’s Amber North. Mark then rattles off an introduction, but I know she doesn’t need one. She already fucking knows me. Pretty damn well, considering I dated her for a grand total of four fucking years.”

      “Oh, shit, bro. She’s the chick who Dear John’d you via voicemail?”

      I wonder if Amber would be happy to know that she is referred to as the Dear John voicemail girl.

      Not that I care.

      It’s not at all surprising that Kingston was amused by my misery. It took a moment for him to remember Amber, and when he did, yep, the guy was grinning from ear to ear. Seventeen years later, it should’ve been easy to laugh off the fact that Amber broke up with me by leaving me a fucking recorded message. In truth, I haven’t thought about her in years. Seriously. Many, many years. Yet she pops right back into my world and all of the old anger and hurt come flooding back.

      And here I am, getting ready to deal with her on a more permanent basis. The fact that she was at Friday’s meeting means she’s going to be an integral part of the season. I wish like hell I knew a way to change that. Unfortunately, I don’t have that kind of power.

      Stepping into the building, I take a deep breath and fortify my nerves. I already know it’s going to be a long damn day.

      

      Fifteen minutes later, I’m standing in the conference room. Something tells me I should’ve listened on Friday when Coach was discussing what would happen at this meeting. As I stand here, watching my teammates wander in, bitching and moaning already, I know this isn’t going to be fun times for all.

      I’ve seen this before and I expect this to be one of those inspirational deals. Something to light a fire under our asses and let us know that the coaching staff means serious business. It’s the same shit we hear every year, only this year, I think there’ll be a little more conviction behind the words. Good thing is, we can’t go down from here. When you’re already at the bottom, the only way to go is up.

      “Hello, ma’am.”

      As soon as I hear that slow Canadian brogue, I half expect to turn around and see Patrick Benne mounted on a horse wearing a cowboy hat with a piece of straw dangling out of his mouth. Apparently, there are ranches in Canada, and the kid was raised on one. Seems he finds it amusing to mock the Texas twang because everyone likes to give him shit about riding horses to school.

      Instead, I see the kid hitting on Amber. Not that it surprises me. For one, she’s the only estrogen in the room. And two, this is Benne we’re talking about. I’ve only known him for a few weeks now, but I have noticed the guy’s a ruthless flirt. If there’s a puck bunny in sight, he’s right there, charming her with his megawatt smile and unbelievable charm. From what I can tell, he’s not the hit-it-and-quit-it kind of guy; instead, he’s more of the friends-with-benefits type. If I have to guess, he’s got a lot of friends. But again, I don’t know him all that well.

      What I do know is that he’s about ten years younger than Amber. The kid has brass balls, no doubt about it.

      “Move along, Benne,” Coach mutters, saving me from doing something stupid, like interfering. It’s not my business who Amber hangs with. Hell, she could bang the whole fucking hockey team for all I care.

      Okay, now that’s a creepy thought. The Amber I knew wouldn’t give half of them the time of day. She was a good girl, a sweet girl. My girl.

      Key word there being was.

      She is not my girl anymore. Nor will she ever be. And I don’t know the first thing about her, either, so I can’t say whether she’s sweet or not. I’d like to think that if she can dump a guy with a recorded message, she’s not exactly Mrs. Fields.

      Great. Now I fucking want cookies.

      My gaze instantly drops to her left hand. I’m looking for a ring, and when I don’t see one, I ignore the slight tingle of satisfaction that ignites somewhere in my gut. I don’t give a flying fuck whether or not she’s married. Really.

      Phoenix walks up, drawing my attention away from Amber.

      “You two know each other?”

      I can’t lie to the guy, it’s not my style, so I decide to go with a partial truth. “We went to high school together.”

      The slow nod Phoenix gives me makes me nervous. He’s assessing the situation, something he seems to always do. It’s the same thing I do when we’re down to the last minute of the game and my team’s got the puck. I can take it all in—the location of the other players, the number of seconds on the clock, which angle the biscuit has to go to get past the goalie—before determining the best course of action.

      When his eyes lift to mine, I can tell Phoenix is ready to move on to another topic.

      Bring it on, boss man.

      “After this is over, I want to talk to Rush.”

      I’m not sure what that has to do with me, but I nod anyway.

      “I want you there.”

      That doesn’t sound like fun. Again, I give a half-interested tilt of my head.

      Phoenix’s gaze sweeps the room behind me. “You think we’ve got the right guys in place this year?”

      I don’t have to turn around to know who’s here, or to know that Phoenix isn’t talking about any specific players, rather all of them as a whole. Every single one of my teammates has made it to the room already. I can hear them talking behind me, wondering aloud what’s going on.

      “Yes, sir.”

      I really do think we’re ready. It won’t be easy, no. But I think we’ve learned our lesson from the last couple of years. Granted, I don’t tell Phoenix that. There are some things I know not to share with the higher-ups. They’ll figure it all out on their own.

      “Anyone we should worry about?”

      Again, not my place to make those assessments. I’m a player, first and foremost. I might be the team captain, but the duties associated with that don’t entail determining the readiness of the guys I skate with. I can give my input when necessary, but at this point, I haven’t seen enough to give anything with substance, so I keep my mouth shut.

      Luckily, I don’t have to answer because Mark shows up at my side, requesting to talk to Phoenix for a minute.

      And I take the out as soon as it’s presented to me.
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      noelle

      Ah, crap.

      No two ways about it, I’m going to have to call Ellie back. From the minute I walked into the Penalty Box, Chef Diva has been whining about not having those damn chicken wings he told me he needed on Friday. I know Ellie ordered them because she told me she did.

      Of course, I placated the man, assuring him I would call her. Only, the second I got her on the phone, Lance started throwing shit around in the kitchen, and I had to let her go. Now that customers are coming in, I’m having to balance doing two things at once, plus keeping Lance from scaring off all the customers.

      One time, the crazy man actually came out of the kitchen, wielding two giant knives. He didn’t say anything, but I think he was trying to intimidate. Thankfully, I speak his kind of crazy and talked him off that ledge. I think it had something to do with French fries that time. Seriously, the man is warped.

      Like I’m one to talk. I am the one who’s got empty space in my closet for a man who doesn’t even exist.

      I shake off that thought. Being that I’m the only waitress until noon, I know I have to hurry.

      It would be so much easier if Ellie were here so she could handle the problem, but she’s not, and I don’t have time to go digging through the mess on her desk to find the invoice. I’m sure it’s there, but honestly, sometimes it’s simply more fun to wake her up. Since she works the late shift, she usually doesn’t go to sleep until after Bianca goes to school. Which means Ellie’s probably been in bed for about three hours now.

      She’s going to be grummm-py.

      I dial my phone as I wander through the restaurant, glancing at all the empty tables, making sure they’ve been wiped down thoroughly. I’m lucky that we only have about four groups here. In a few minutes, that’ll probably triple.

      Ellie’s scratchy voice greets me. “What’s up?”

      I smile to myself and opt for a little white lie. “Sorry ’bout that. We’re slammed. And I’m so, so sorry for calling and waking you up.” We’re not slammed, nor am I sorry. I do this to her all the time. She loves me for it.

      “No problem.”

      Liar, liar, pants on fire.

      “Where’s the extra chicken wings that you ordered on Friday? I thought they were supposed to be delivered today?”

      “I have no idea. I’m not there.”

      “Well, no shit. And neither is the chicken. Lance is freaking out.” Which is a complete understatement. Sometimes I wonder why Ellie likes the guy so much. Sure, he can cook, but so can a lot of other people. And they wouldn’t spend half the day pouting about it.

      “I really don’t know. It’s supposed to be there by now. Do you want me to come in and check on it?”

      Ha! As if. “God, no. I know how you are when you haven’t had any sleep. It ain’t pretty.”

      “The invoice is on my desk. Just give them a call. They’re really good about responding.”

      “Okay. That’s what I needed. Now go back to sleep while I continue dodging Lance as best I can. But if we don’t have wings for the evening crowd, he’s gonna go apeshit.” Hopefully I won’t have to dodge anything. He’s prone to throwing food, too. French fries, to be exact. He launches them like little spears. I took one in the eye once.

      “Send one of the guys over to Costco. They can grab enough to make it through the day.”

      Well, hell. Why didn’t I think about that? “Good idea.”

      “Oh, and remind me to tell you about Bianca’s hair.” Ellie’s words are accompanied by a mean yawn.

      I fight the urge to ask her to tell me now. What in the world did she do to her hair? Bianca? That’s got to be a good story. Instead of harassing her, I say, “Will do. Night.”

      Pocketing my phone, I head down the hall to Ellie’s office. I flip on the light, and sure enough, there’s the invoice right on top. I actually laugh. Hey, it’s amusing. It’s a good thing Ellie loves me. Otherwise, she would probably fire me. Or try to anyway.

      I’d just keep coming back and she knows it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Dear Universe,

        I was thinking about the fact that I like to give Ellie a hard time. I promise, she loves me. No reason for her to figure out my relationship with you. Not right now anyway. Thanks.
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