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      TYLER

      

      There she is.

      Only, ‘she’ is the last ‘she’ on earth I want to see at this moment. Or, probably, ever.

      My gut churns, which is beyond lame because I probably have one-hundred fifty pounds and at least twelve inches on this woman. I could seriously pick her up with one hand, yet seeing her here tonight makes my dick shrivel, and my libido, previously quite healthy, dry up like spilled water in the desert.

      Does the way this woman keeps showing up wherever I go qualify her as the dreaded s-word?

      Stalker.

      That might be a shitty thing to call a person, but when someone you used to date keeps showing up in your life, what the hell else is it?

      I look at my buddies Rake and Jonas for support, but they’re busy talking through Rake’s last-season injury, and how it will or won’t impact his upcoming season.

      Not that they’d give a shit about my little problem, anyway. They always tell me to be more selective about who I date. Easy for them to say. They found their soulmates—their term, not mine.

      It sucks when a relationship gets to this point. Not that it happens often. But when it does, it’s ugly, messy, and in my case, has the potential to be very public.

      I grab an overcooked shrimp off the tray of a passing server and chase it with my third Singha beer. The catered food at this place is always a crapshoot, but at least they can’t mess up the beer.

      I look around the old-school San Francisco restaurant, likely decorated ages ago with some well-meaning person’s interpretation of Southeast Asian chic. Large, lazy fans flap from the ceiling, interspersed with random red and gold lanterns. The requisite faux balcony high up on one wall screams ‘colonial’ feel, and fraying rattan chairs and wilted potted plants make up the rest of the scene. The San Francisco Aftershocks holds a couple low-brow events here each year, reportedly because the owner of the restaurant knows the owner of the team and thinks they’re great friends, or something like that. We don’t ask questions. We just show up.

      This particular team event is behind the bar in an area cordoned off for privacy, which is really just attracting more attention than anything else. And in spite of the ceiling fans, the air is filled with the testosterone of a team of fired-up pro hockey players and the lethal combo you get when you add alcohol to the mix.

      Seriously. Our PR rep, the diminutive Vince Vincent, is running around like a frantic babysitter, trying to make sure no one does anything stupid. We’re to save any and all of our bone-headed aggression for the ice.

      Which is fair.

      It feels good to be back with the guys. Sure, I see Rake and Jonas on the regular, but the rest of the team pretty much scatters in the off season. People have lives to live, children to raise, vacations to take, and family to visit. I’d be lying if I didn’t admit I kind of miss them when we’re all blown to different corners of the earth.

      These guys, they’re all right. There isn’t a single one of them I could say a bad thing about. It’s really the best part of being on a team, the “family” part of it. Not that I would say a wuss thing like that to any of the guys.

      So my potential stalker, Daphne, and I went our separate ways a few weeks ago. At the time, it seemed like she took the news well. It was amicable and friendly, funny even, at least I thought so by her shoulder shrugs and giggles.

      I never said I was much for reading women.

      She was a nice enough person, and to be honest, I had no major complaints. It’s just that we didn’t have anything in common, and with the opening of hockey season looming, I knew I’d have little to no time to devote to a relationship I wasn’t really into anyway. I explained this to her in more diplomatic terms, of course, and she agreed. Hell, I thought we were on the same page, and that she was sick of my half-assing it when it came to hanging out.

      There are some things you just can’t fake.

      Besides, she had all sorts of complaints about me. She didn’t like my shoes. She thought it was weird that my favorite ice cream was vanilla. And it really drove her up the wall that I didn’t use emojis in our text messages.

      I had trouble ‘expressing myself,’ she told me.

      Seems to me I did her a favor by calling it quits.

      Right?

      But this moment, at our Back to the Season team party, dressed to resemble someone headed for the stripper pole—no offense to strippers—does not bode well for me. Plain and simple, it’s not cool that she just shows up here like she was invited or something.

      Speaking of which, how does she even know about this shindig?

      Lots of people get invited to stuff like this, not just team members and their partners. We have coaches, managers, back-office folks, the owners, friends of friends—but not someone who used to date a team member.

      That’s pretty fucking far from ordinary.

      And now she’s looking at me. With a big smile. Heading my way. The nosedive my evening took when I spotted her is now headed for a crash landing.

      This is not good. I don’t need any drama, nor does the rest of the team. I could make a break for it. Turn and leave.

      But that’s exactly the kind of spectacle the PR guy is trying to head off tonight.

      I heard something like this happen to a guy on another team. He broke it off with a woman, and yet she kept coming around all the time like they were still together. I know this can happen to anyone, attracting a borderline stalker, but this woman made trouble for the guy and his whole team. Daphne’s not like that, I’m certain of it, but then what the hell is she doing here?

      I throw her a little smile and wave. With a glance to the side, I see my buddies and wingmen Rake and Jonas watching with great interest. They’ll be having a field day with this at my expense later, no doubt.

      “Oooh, would you look at that,” Rake says only loudly enough for the three of us to hear.

      “What’s your play, buddy?” Jonas adds.

      I am normally a quick thinker. Fast on my feet. It’s what I’m known for. And yet, at this moment, my white-soled athleisure sneakers are stuck to the floor like someone glued me there. I couldn’t make a break for it if I wanted to.

      How is it I’m so freaked out by a one-hundred-ten pound curly-haired brunette?

      And that’s when I realize she’s not heading my way. Just my general direction. Nor is she smiling at me. Just my general direction.

      No, she’s smiling at the guy next to me, Chuck, our newest player, and all-round nice guy.

      He waves at her over the crowd, then dives into the throng to meet her halfway.

      And plants a big kiss on her lips.

      Okay.

      I get it now.

      She’s with Chuck, and I’m an asshole.

      Does he know I dated her? Probably not, that’s how new he is. And if he did, he probably wouldn’t be too happy knowing that when things didn’t work out with me, she glommed on to him, the new guy in town who doesn’t know a soul except for his teammates.

      I’m not gonna be the one to tell him.

      A sharp elbow to the ribs jolts me out of my thoughts. “Dude, look who Daphne’s with now.”

      Like I’m fucking blind or something.

      “I’ll be damned,” Rake continues. “Can’t say I blame her, though. I mean, Chuck’s a serious trade-up after your sorry ass.”

      I side-eye Rake and throw a scowl at Jonas, who I have no doubt is equally enjoying what could become an uncomfortable situation if all parties don’t behave like the grown-ups we supposedly are.

      Jonas tilts his head and rubs his overgrown beard. “She’s probably thrilled to be with a man who can actually get a hard-on.”

      Yup. These are my best friends.

      “Thanks. You’re right on all accounts, as always. And may Chuck have much success with her. They have all my blessings.”

      With dramatic flourish, Daphne throws her arms around Chuck’s neck like she hasn’t seen him in years. She squeezes her eyes shut after making sure we’re watching and doesn’t let go, not even when Chuck does, his arms hanging by his sides like he’s waiting to be released.

      I turn my back on the spectacle, and try to block Rake’s and Jonas’s view, because they are staring and pointing with no attempt at discretion.

      Exactly what I wish they wouldn’t do, which is exactly why they are doing it.

      They’re making a bigger deal out of this than even Daphne, who I am sure loves rubbing my face in the fact that she landed a new San Francisco Aftershocks player five minutes after I gave her the heave-ho. So, I dance from foot to foot, moving in the guys’ way so they can’t see past me.

      We call them ‘Puck Bunnies.’ Well, I don’t use the term, it’s rude and sexist, but some other guys on the team do when they refer to the women who bounce from player to player, hoping something sticks with one of them. It happens in every pro sports team, kind of like the groupies who follow around a rock band. Aside from the free tickets, I’ve never understood the attraction. We all may play a mean hockey game, but other than that, we’re just normal, boring guys.

      Rake and Jonas eventually lose interest in the Chuck-Daphne spectacle, and get back to discussing Rake’s knee injury from last season, and how the sports press is looking for something, anything to indicate ‘he’s just not coming back from that nasty ACL tear, and isn’t it a shame.’

      We all have our supporters and detractors. It comes with the territory.

      I’m not planning on staying long at tonight’s gathering, and in fact, hope I can sneak out unnoticed after a respectable amount of time. I was something of a lazy fuck in the off season, and only just got back to my heavy-duty weight workout. Today I am paying the price like the idiot I am and am sore to the ends of my fingernails, it feels like. I’ve been sucking down ibuprofen all day and want nothing more than a little soak in my hot tub and to relax in front of the TV with my feet up, switching between sports shows, maybe throwing in a little porn before calling it a night.

      But that’s going to have to wait, because the owner hasn’t taken the mic yet to kick off his welcome speech. In fact, it looks like he’s only just now arriving. The front doors of the restaurant have opened wide and the crowd has parted to let someone through. He’s a short guy, the owner, so I can only see the top of his bald head, but there’s no doubt it’s him. And if he follows his usual practice, he’ll make the rounds, say hello to everyone, then take center stage. This all means I’m here for at least another hour.

      I snatch a skewer of satay from the tray of a passing server. It looks more promising than the shrimp.

      “Hey, anybody want another beer?” I ask, downing the last of my Singha.

      Rake and Jonas, now discussing the knee injury of a player on an opposing team, nod and show me their bottles.

      Right. One Singha, one Stella, and one IPA.

      I edge my way up to the bar, saying hi to folks I haven’t seen in a while with plenty of fist bumps and back slaps, and just before I can wave the bartender over, I run smack into Daphne.

      Or was it she who ran into me?

      “Hey Daph,” I say.

      Then Chuck, who I also didn’t see coming, appears at my elbow. “You guys know each other?” he asks, looking between the two of us with a confused expression.

      She looks up at me, eyes wide, waiting to see how I’m going to handle the situation.

      “Oh, yeah, we do. Hey, anyone need a drink?” I ask, waving frantically for the bartender.

      “I’ll have another martini, Ty,” Daphne says in her heavy Eastern European accent.

      Now Chuck is really confused by our familiarity, but I lean over the bar and start ordering drinks before he can ask me anything else.

      I hand Chuck Daphne’s martini. “Dude, your beard is looking great. You’re gonna fit in just fine,” I call to him, inching back through the crowd with the three beers I set out to get.

      He runs his hand over his early-stage facial hair, having bought into the team tradition of growing beards for the season.

      “Shit, Chuck knows that Daph and I know each other,” I say when I reach Rake and Jonas.

      Rake frowns. “What’s the big deal? Just tell him you dated her. He’ll eventually find out and it’s better for him to hear it from you.”

      I’m not one for difficult conversations, even though Daphne gave me a book with that exact title.

      “I don’t know. I guess. It’s awkward, man. Why do people do this?”

      Jonas looks at his phone like he does about a hundred times a day. He has two little ones at home and even when he’s not with them, he follows their schedule with regular check-ins with the nanny. “They do this, Ty, because people love hockey and women love hockey players.” He tosses his head back and laughs at his joke.

      I scoff. “They don’t all love us. I can assure you of that.”

      “Look, Ty, don’t be so sore Daphne’s made off with another player. Hell, maybe something’ll come of it, at least outside the bedroom. They could turn into a real couple, unlike what you were able to accomplish,” he adds.

      “Whatever,” I grouse, looking around for the team owner. Dammit, he still hasn’t even gotten close to the podium to give his speech. I’ll never get out of here at a decent hour. “And by the way, I’m not sore.”

      “Nor should you be. Look, it never would have lasted, even if you were into her.”

      “Yeah, Ty,” Rake says. “When was the last time you dated anyone for any length of time? It’s just not your thing. Be happy for the woman. She moved on and found a new guy. You never would have stuck with her. You never stick with anyone.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean, I don’t stick with anyone?”

      Jonas and Rake look at each other as the team owner taps the mic for everyone’s attention.

      Thank fucking God.

      “Ty, when was the last time you dated a woman for longer than a month or two?” Rake whispers.

      “Oh my God, I’ve dated several women for longer than that.”

      I run the names of the women I’ve dated over the last couple years through my mind like a grocery list. A long one.

      He may have a point.

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

      Rake lowers his voice further since the crowd is quieting. “It’s not a big deal. It’s just that you can’t date anyone longer than a few weeks. It’s your fatal flaw.” He looks away, like the discussion is over.

      “That’s BS,” I say.

      Jonas raises his eyebrows at me. “Shall we make a bet then? A bet that you can’t date a woman for ninety days?”

      God, he knows how to get my goat. That’s what happens when you’re friends with someone for years.

      I roll my eyes. “Not necessary. I can date a woman for that long, no problem.”

      He shrugs, a challenging gleam in his eye. “Okay. Yeah sure. Whatever you say, Ty.”

      The team owner starts his speech, welcoming everyone and expressing his certainty about the strong season ahead of us. That familiar rush, that anything is possible on the ice, comes flooding back to me and I feel a fire surge through my veins.

      I’m excited for the season. I’m ready.

      I want to get on that fucking ice.

      Even though the guys’ comment hit me like some kind of slapshot to the chest.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      LUCY

      

      I am feeling good. Yes I am.

      I don’t know about all the other women out there, but a new haircut makes me feel like I’ve won the lottery of life. Like nothing can stop me, any and all opportunities are mine for the taking, and that I’m going to be a huge success someday, doing something.

      Not sure what, but I can tackle that on my next haircut.

      I touch the fresh ends of my newly-dyed ‘choppy bob’ as my hair dresser called it, rejoicing in the unspoiled tips of my hair that will, if I know myself, end up rough and ragged and split before I pony up the bucks for my next hair appointment.

      Looking good ain’t cheap.

      But today, I’m going to kick some serious ass.

      I bust through the doors of San Francisco Freekly, the city’s free weekly paper that’s considered the insider’s bible to all city happenings, and clomp across the old wooden floor to my desk. I nod at the writer who sits across from me, Sarge, and as I settle in, I’m not even bothered by the blob of pigeon poop resting on my desk next to my wireless mouse. We’re in an old San Francisco building, allegedly a former salami factory, and birds occasionally make their way in through a hole on the roof to help themselves to a warm, dry night at our expense.

      Nope, not gonna bother me. Not today, Satan.

      I flip open my laptop and an instant message greeting flashes, catching my attention.

      
        
          
            
              
        Lucy, come see me in my office, won’t you?

      

      

      

      

      

      Those are words that strike fear in the hearts of most anyone with a job and a boss they have to answer to. I know this because every friend of mine who does, dreads the boss IM ‘inviting them’ to come to their office.

      You know it’s not an invitation. It never is. You will show up, and right away. Or else.

      But my case is different. I love going to my boss’s office.

      Because I love my boss.

      She’s been good to me since the day I started at the Freekly. Actually, she’s good to everyone on our motley little team, but I like to think I have a special bond with her. She’s encouraging, provides constructive criticism without making you feel like shit, and doesn’t let anything rile her up, even when we have misspellings on the front page—we’re a free weekly paper after all, so there are times the proofreader is out driving the delivery truck.

      Michaela’s also become a sort of mentor to me, thanks to our mutually shared interests and talents.

      Her words, not mine.

      “Michaela, how’s your day going?” I ask, bouncing into her office and making myself at home in the wooden garage-sale chair across from her desk.

      Like I said, we’re a free weekly.

      I sit ramrod straight, even though the seat on the ancient swivel chair I planted my ass on tilts at an uncomfortable angle. A notebook and pen are balanced on my knee, ready to record all the knowledge she’s surely about to throw at me.

      “Your hair!” she says with an approving smile.

      Once again, my spirits soar. It’s one thing to feel good about your haircut, but to have the woman you harbor a not-so-secret girl crush on also notice and approve—well, it doesn’t get much better than that.

      I cup the edges of my new ‘do. “Thanks, Michaela. I’m really liking it,” I say with all the modesty I can muster.

      Maybe next time I won’t let so much time slip by between hair appointments, expense be damned. This feeling is practically worth my yearly salary.

      “I can see why you’re happy with it, Lucy. Now, let’s get down to business. This is going to be a busy week for you.”

      I shimmy in my chair, waiting for my next assignment, knowing my great relationship with her could guarantee I get the pick of the best city happenings to cover for our faithful readers.

      The pages of SF Freekly won’t be up for a Pulitzer Prize anytime soon—actually, ever—but we provide an important service to the city of San Francisco. I take that responsibility very seriously.

      Another important thing I have in common with the boss.

      I am hoping against hope that the days of shitty assignments are behind me, now that I have some tenure here. Not that I deserve better than Sarge, who’s been here even longer than Michaela, who is rumored to have, back in the day, dropped acid with the hippy founders of the Freekly. Regardless, I am feeling entitled to a nice little fluff piece on maybe the Union Square Dispensary’s newest edibles—rumor has it they are carrying delicious shortbread cookies now, infused with cannabis—or something like that. I really never indulge, but these are the talk of the city, at least among subversive crowds like the Freekly’s.

      Although anything would be better than the assignment I got last May, where I was to not only cover the zany annual Bay to Breakers footrace across the city, but where I had to zero in on the old men who walk the race naked every year.

      Nudity is a thing in San Francisco. You never know when you’ll see someone walking down the street like they forgot to get dressed after their morning shower—aside from putting on shoes and socks. Yes, the nudists always wear shoes. Very practical, if you ask me. The city’s cracking down on all that, though, excuse the pun. If you go out without your pants on, you are now required to sit on a napkin or some such to keep your bare ass off anything that might be shared by the general public.

      Not even the nudists have a problem with that regulation.

      But the old naked men taking part in Bay to Breakers have always attracted an extra bit of attention for several reasons, and Michaela decided I would be the person, at least on behalf of SF Freekly, to get to the, ahem, bottom of that.

      The men I interviewed were very nice and polite and explained this was part of their self-expression, something encouraged in San Francisco's culture of funky eccentricity. I get that, doing your own thing, but I don’t plan to join these guys anytime soon, preferring to keep my private bits covered. Even though a couple of them generously invited me to.

      In the end, I managed not to look at any wrinkly ball sacs, so no one was harmed in the making of my article.

      But, please God, don’t make me do that again.

      “What do you have for me, Michaela?” I say, literally on the edge of my seat for balance.

      She flips her long, straight hair behind her shoulders, and, folding her hands on the desk between us, smiles benevolently at me. “I think you’re going to like this one, Lucy.”

      Oh my God. If she doesn’t hurry up and tell me, I’m going to pee my pants.

      “I can’t wait to hear your thoughts on this one. How about… a story on the worst public restrooms in the city? You know, we’ll do one of those listicle things. People can download it from our app and carry it with them at all times in order to avoid the most notorious ones.”

      Um. What? I’m sure I didn’t hear her right. Restrooms? Public restrooms? The worst public restrooms?

      No, no, no, no. Please, no.

      I’m friendly with Michaela, it’s true. But she doesn’t know everything about me, and the important piece of information she’s lacking at the moment is that I don’t use public bathrooms. Unless it’s a dire emergency. Which I always make sure won’t happen.

      I can’t. I won’t. They creep me out. Even the nice ones in Neiman Marcus.

      “Um, Michaela,” I say, my voice croaking. I cough and try to clear my throat a couple times to avoid choking, that’s how violently my body is reacting. “Did you say public restrooms?” I squeak. I can’t help it.

      She either doesn’t notice or is ignoring my distress.

      And I thought this woman liked me. Cared about me. Maybe even looked at me as her favorite.

      That’s what pride will do for you. Leave you expecting special treatment when there is none coming your way.

      She nods with enthusiasm. “Uh-huh!”

      I am such a fool.

      She continues explaining how this will be such a cool piece for the paper, and won’t it also be wonderful to add to my portfolio. I don’t hear much of what else she has to say, even though I nod politely, because the words public and restroom are echoing in my ears and bouncing around the inside of my skull like those balls they have in the lottery machines.

      I thank her and return to my desk, the boner I had for my fresh, new hairstyle now completely limp.

      Sarge knows something’s wrong the minute I return to my desk.

      “Daley,” he says.

      He often speaks in one and two-word sentences. Rumor has it that’s from all the drugs he’s used, but I’m not sure I believe that.

      I do know one thing, though. He only calls you by your last name if he likes you.

      “Hey Sarge.”

      “So?” he asks.

      I slump in my chair and, the birdshit on my desk, which was not bothering me a few minutes ago, is really grossing me out now. “I just got a new assignment from Michaela.”

      “What?”

      I take a deep breath. It hurts to even say it. “I have to write up the most disgusting bathrooms in the city.”

      He leans back in his squeaky chair and grins. “Awesome.”
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      LUCY

      

      “Not funny.”

      I don’t know why, but on the way home from work I join my besties at some team event for Petal’s husband, Rake, the pro hockey player. Normally I’m happy to accompany her to these things for the free food and alcohol, and it’s really generous of her to include me and the other third of our posse, Gilly, but I am in one lousy mood.

      Regardless of my fabulous new hair.

      “Why not?” she quips, trying not to smile now that she sees how irked I am. “All I said was ‘that sounds like a real shitty job’.”

      She side-eyes Gilly and they each bite their lip to keep from laughing.

      I should leave, right now, before I murder someone. I love my best friends, and deep down, don’t really want to hurt them.

      Despite the urge.

      “Look, you guys, laugh all you want. I am not in a good place at this moment in time. I’m PMSing and my thong is scraping the bejesus out of my asshole.”

      Gilly whoops and a spray of beer hits Petal. It’s a damn good thing she misses me.

      Petal covers her hand with her mouth, but in the next moment, she realizes it’s futile. She and Gilly are doubled over in laughter at my misfortune.

      “You have no idea how upset I am about this ‘work assignment’,” I say. “I don’t know what I’m going to do.”

      Gilly holds a finger up. “I’ve got it. The perfect solution. Well, it might not be the perfect solution, but it might ease the pain of your crappy assignment.”

      She and Petal dissolve into giggles. Again.

      I wait for them to catch their breath. “What? What’s your brilliant idea, Gills?”

      She straightens up, trying to look serious. “You can… take Petal with you on your research. She’s only working one day a week now at the bookstore, so she has tons of time.”

      Petal’s head snaps in Gilly’s direction and if looks could kill, I’d definitely be down one friend. “That… that’s not true, Gil. I’m very busy. You know I am.”

      Gilly shakes her head sadly. “Now, Petal, that’s not what you told me earlier today. In fact, you said you were a little bored and needed something to fill your days. You said you might even join your mom in her charity activities. You know, like all rich housewives do.”

      Petal’s back goes ramrod straight. “I am not a housewife!”

      Gilly presses her lips together and looks at Petal with all the suspicion she can muster. “But you are looking for something to do with your days, no? And you are rich, right? So you kinda are…”

      I toss my backpack over my shoulder. “You know what, I’m gonna head out. I have an early morning⁠—”

      “Really? What time do the public restrooms open?” Petal asks with wide eyes.

      More laughter.

      I put a hand on my hip. I’ve been friends with these two since kindergarten, when Petal was in the habit of peeing her pants. This might be a good time to remind her of that.

      But first things first.

      “Not sure when they open, but when I do find out I’ll come pick you up and you can explore them with me. In fact, you can be the photographer in case I find some interesting people frequenting them, people who might be good to interview.”

      Horrified, Petal takes two steps back and bumps into a cluster of hockey players who appear to have consumed a lot of beer.

      Like a lot, a lot.

      “Watch it, baby,” one of them calls, catching her as she stumbles.

      “Oh shit, dude, that’s Rake’s wife you just called baby,” another one says.

      The guilty hockey player, one I’ve seen at these events before but who I don’t know, turns to Petal. “M’lady, I am heartily sorry for addressing you so,” he says with a bow.

      Shit. He’s kind of cute. In fact, they’re all pretty damn cute.

      But I’m not getting involved with one of Petal’s husband’s friends. That would be too weird, us both with hockey guys.

      Hell, it wasn’t that long ago we’d never even been to a San Francisco Aftershocks game. And look at us now, sucking down their free beer.

      “Seriously, guys,” I say to Petal and Gilly, “there’s an early meeting at work. We have to be there at nine a.m.—”

      “That’s early?” Petal says.

      “Yes, yes, it is. For us, anyway. We don’t have a lot of team meetings, and Michaela said to be on time.”

      The girls cringe. They know my boss is cool and asking us to come in ‘early’ must mean something is up.

      “Hey, ladies.”

      We look up to see Petal’s handsome red-headed husband, Rake, and his buddies.

      Rake gives Gilly and me kisses on the cheek, and lands one on his wife’s lips.

      “Look at the happy newlyweds,” his friend says.

      “Hey, you ladies remember Tyler and Jonas, right?” Rake says, gesturing at his friends.

      Just as we start nodding and saying our hellos, someone’s phone alarm goes off.

      “Oh, shit,” Jonas says, grabbing it out of his back pocket. “Gotta run. See you all later.”

      He hands his beer to Tyler and we watch him disappear through the crowd, heading in the direction of the restaurant’s front door.

      Rake turns back to us. “He’s got kid duty.”

      That’s right. He’s the single dad with two little kids.

      I’m dying to get out of here too. The party has just dialed up a notch by getting much more crowded and considerably louder. Not a good place to be when you have the urge to really hurt someone.

      But before I shove off, I have an idea. Lemons out of lemonade, and all that.

      “Tyler,” I say, turning to Rake’s mop-haired buddy, “do you think I could interview you sometime? For the SF Freekly?”

      He turns his attention in my direction like he’s seeing me for the first time. “Sorry? What’s the paper?”

      I know I’ve told him before what paper I work for, during some interminable small talk, which I am terrible at. I don’t blame him for not remembering, though. He’s not exactly our target market. I’m not exactly his target market either, from the women I’ve seen him checking out this evening.

      But I’m not letting him go yet.

      “I work for the San Francisco Freekly, Tyler. It’s the city’s ‘free weekly,’ also known as ‘Freekly.’ Get it?”

      He nods with pretend interest, and if he doesn’t stop looking over my shoulder at the hot girl with the fake tits behind me, I just might have to spill my beer on him. Or accidentally stomp on his foot with my high-heeled bootie.

      “Freekly, yeah, I get it,” he says, pretty much as uninterested as a person could be.

      That’s when Petal steps in. “Ty, Lucy’s a really good journalist and it could be good for her career to do a story on someone from a local sports team.” She looks over at me, smiling, and I remember why she’s my ride-or-die.

      “Yeah, Tyler, Lucy gets all kinds of interesting assignments, like her latest one covering dirty bathrooms⁠—”

      This time, I do step on someone’s foot, and that someone is Gilly. Oops.

      She squeals and hops up and down for a moment on her good foot.

      “Jesus, Gills, I’m so sorry,” I lie.

      She throws me a well-deserved stink eye.

      “So what do you say, Tyler? Are you open to a quick and easy interview? To be carried out at your convenience, of course,” I promise.

      Rake slaps him on the back, hard, so hard some of his beer slops out of its cup, but hell, he’s paying attention now.

      “Oh, sure, I’m sure that will be fine. I gotta clear it with our PR guy, but I’m sure it will be fine.”

      “Great,” I say. Maybe this day isn’t a total wash.

      Rake pats him on the back like a good dog, and I remember why I can’t stand this pro-athlete-playboy-big-swinging-dick archetype, and it’s not just because I, and women like me, are invisible to them.

      “Oh say, Lucy,” Tyler starts to say.

      At least he knows my name.

      “I was thinking it might be fun to do your interview thing over dinner sometime. What do you say?”

      Huh?

      Petal, Gilly, and I are silent. I mean, dead silent.

      Where the fuck did that just come from?

      I look at my friends, then to the crowd surrounding us to see if someone is punking me.

      Ashton Kutcher, show your face.

      “Um. What’s that, Tyler?”

      A second ago I could barely get the guy’s attention.

      Rake snorts. Does he know something?

      “Lucy,” Petal says, leaning closer to me but speaking loudly enough for all of us to hear, “Tyler just asked you out to dinner,” she says like she’s talking to a toddler. “That’s known in some circles as a date.”

      “Yeah, thanks, Petal. Super fucking helpful,” I say with a snort.

      Oops. That might have been a bit too aggro. But in case I am being punked, I want everyone to know I don’t care. I’m cool with it. A hot guy can ask me out as a joke. No skin off my back. I’ll just keep smiling.

      Even if I feel like dying on the inside.

      “Thank you, Tyler. That’s very nice of you. However, it’s against company policy to socialize with an interview subject.”

      Now it’s Petal’s turn to snort.

      Tyler, unbothered, shrugs his shoulders. “No problem, Lucy. I’ll check on that interview thing and let you know.”

      He and Rake are whisked away for some sort of group photo thing, and once again I hoist my backpack on my shoulder.

      “You know, Lu, you don’t work for the freaking New York Times. You can go out with the guy,” Petal says.

      “I know. But you know how I feel about jocks, at least hanging out with them. They’re so… bulky. Besides, they go for bimbos. Not girls like me. And that Tyler is a major fuckboy. Just look at him. He’s been scoping the crowd the whole time we were talking to him. If that’s not fucking rude, I don’t know what is.”

      I watch him run his fingers through his dark, messy hair as he gathers with a bunch of his other teammates.

      So. Vain.

      Maybe I should ask him if he’d like to borrow my lip gloss.

      Petal huffs. “Lu, in case you haven’t noticed, you’re surrounded by jocks right now, and your best friend”—she pauses to point at herself with both hands—“is married to one.”

      Busted.

      Gilly nods, which doesn’t help.

      My hand flies to my chest as I attempt to get my big foot out of my big mouth. “Petal, you know I didn’t mean that. Of course, Rake is awesome. You know how I adore him. It’s just that, you know, having dinner with one is just not… my cup of tea.”

      She side-eyes me, not letting me off the hook in spite of my attempted backpedal.

      “Didn’t you say you were leaving?” she snips.

      “Yeah. I’m outta here. And don’t be mad Petal. What I said was stupid. You’re not a bimbo. Seriously.”

      Gilly pipes up. “Yeah, Petal, just chalk it up to the thong panty that’s torturing Lucy’s buttcrack.”

      Petal holds her hands up. “TMI!” she yells.

      I catch Tyler’s eye on the way out and he looks away quickly.

      Nice.

      Why the hell did he ask me to dinner if he can’t even look at me? He couldn’t possibly be interested. I am so not in his league.

      Although, that’s what Petal thought about Rake at one time, and look at them now, so lovey-dovey it could make you sick to watch. But Rake didn’t give off the major player vibes Tyler does. And he certainly never looked around a party for someone hotter to talk to.

      I’m not offended. I’m really not. In fact, I’m grateful to the guy. He just gave me an idea for a new assignment, something way bigger than just an interview with a little weekly paper.
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