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        TJ

        OCTOBER

      

      

      I grinned at my buddy Noah as I climbed on top of the barstool. He gave me a warning look and mouthed ‘don’t,’ but where Noah was all quiet seriousness, I was loud and obnoxious. Noah’s tiny girlfriend, Dinah, sidled up beside him. She gave me a wink as she pulled him down into a passionate kiss to distract him.

      Atta girl, D!

      “BOYS!” I shouted into the packed sports bar full of equal parts hockey players and fans. Naturally, all eyes were on me. Not gonna lie, I liked being the center of attention. “Let’s get fucking LIT!”

      My teammates erupted into cheers like the hooligans they were and egged me on. G, our captain, shook his head, and I saw Riley nod while he snuck out the door. Since Riley got married, he hadn’t been much for going out. He used to be my bud with banging bunnies, but married life made him boring.

      “Hey, asshole, get off my barstool!” the bartender with the shaved head yelled at me.

      The owner, a big, blonde middle-aged guy, stood next to his son while he shook his head with a laugh. Hal Holmstrom didn’t mind the team coming in and causing chaos, partly because he was an ex-Bulldog. I liked to think he encouraged my antics.

      I gave them my signature Desjardins lopsided grin and a shrug as if to say, ‘Who me?’

      “You know I’m good for business, Ayden!” I teased the surly one of the two.

      Ayden threw me a death glare. “Get down!”

      Noah tugged on the hem of my slacks to get me off the stool.

      I jumped down and eyed the redheaded rookie defenseman, Logan Cullen. “Come on Cully—you’re buying!”

      “One round. I got a kid to get home to,” Logan said, but he saddled up to the bar and bought a round for the team, anyway.

      Noah shook his head at me and wrapped his arms around his girl. Dinah looked up at him with stars in her eyes while he kissed her temple. They were so sickeningly in love, but I was happy for my friends. Especially since I spent years watching Noah pine over our neighbor.

      Logan handed me and Noah a beer each before he delivered beers to the rest of the team. He was a good sport, but it didn’t mean we would go easy on him. Rookies knew we had to bust their balls at all times. It was hockey law.

      “You’re so extra, T,” Dinah laughed.

      I grinned at her and loosened my tie. I loved being a hockey player but having to wear suits to games was annoying as hell. I couldn’t wait to get out of this monkey suit…and preferably with a woman crawling naked into my bed.

      I didn’t want to admit it, but since I got back from playing in the World Hockey Championship last summer, I’d had a bit of a dry spell. Not that there weren’t bunnies already eyeing me up and offering, but lately, they’d lost their appeal.

      “Home opener, baby!” I cheered.

      Dinah kicked my foot. “You still have eighty more games to play. I’ve suffered through watching this team my entire life; I know not to be hopeful.”

      “Lovey!” Noah groaned.

      She gave me a wicked smile.

      Dinah did not mince words about how she felt about our team. She was a hardcore hockey fan, but like a lot of Philly fans, it came with some hopelessness. I didn’t blame her, especially because last season sucked. That’s why I was amped about winning the home opener. It was a fresh new season, and I was ready to bring the cup back to this city.

      “We’re gonna prove you wrong!” I said and took a sip of my beer.

      “Bring me the cup!”

      Noah and I shared an amused look. “Damn, Kens, your girl’s a ball buster, eh?”

      He grinned and kissed her neck. “Yeah. I guess I’ll keep her, though.”

      Dinah laughed. “I’m like the worst WAG ever! But sorry, bud, I love hockey.”

      I rolled my eyes. “We know!”

      I scanned the bar, looking for my twin sister. We usually hashed out the games together. As much as Noah was my best bud on the ice, Roxie was my literal best friend. Her opinion about my game always meant a lot to me. Like Dinah, she didn’t mince words. My sister was kind of an asshole, but that’s what I loved about her.

      I spied her at the end of the bar, where Benny had his arms wrapped around her. I couldn’t say I was happy about Roxie getting with my teammate, the big guy broke the code, but I’ve never seen her happier. I watched them fight for three years straight over some bullshit thing he said when he first met her, so it wasn’t a surprise when they finally got together. I only wished I didn’t find out by coming home and hearing them have sex. The thought of it still made me want to puke.

      I watched Roxie sip on her beer while she talked animatedly to a petite blonde. A blonde with a nice ass. The mystery blonde turned for a second, giving me a glimpse of her profile, and my breath caught in my throat when I realized who it was.

      Noah nudged me. “Dude, is that Maxine?”

      “Who’s Maxine?” Dinah asked.

      “Nobody,” I muttered.

      Noah raised an eyebrow at me with a knowing look.

      Last summer, I asked Maxine for her number, and then like the chicken I was, never asked her out.

      “Max works in sales for the team,” Noah said.

      “What did you do?” Dinah asked and pinned me with a death glare. Dinah might have been a tiny little thing, but she could be intense.

      “Nothing,” I said with a shrug and sipped on my beer, hoping they would drop the conversation already.

      “The same thing he always does,” Noah said.

      I cut a glare at him.

      “Oh, T, what did you do?” Dinah asked.

      “Nothing.”

      “He asked for her number and then never called her,” Noah said.

      Dinah moved out of Noah’s arms and punched me in the arm. The petite woman could hit pretty hard. “Ow! You hit like a hockey player. You’re worse than Roxie.”

      She grinned. “I have three meathead older brothers. Who do you think taught me?”

      “But what was that for?” I whined and rubbed my arm.

      She put her hands on her hips and arched an eyebrow at me. “Why are you the way you are?”

      I gave her my lopsided grin. “I don’t want to be tied down!”

      Lie.

      Huge lie.

      Despite being known as the guy on the team who only hit it and quit it, lately it hadn’t appealed to me. I was getting older; that might explain why sowing my wild oats was getting stale.

      I glanced around the bar and noticed three different women eyeing me up. I could walk up to all three of them and ask them if they wanted to suck my dick in the bathroom, and they would do it, no questions asked. Not that I would. I wasn’t that big of an asshole. But it felt like they never saw me for me. I didn’t realize that bothered me until I messed up things with Taylor.

      Last year, I found an awesome girl, and I let her slip through my fingers. It had been nice having someone care about me. Someone who saw me as TJ and not just TJ Desjardins, star hockey player for the Philadelphia Bulldogs. I fucked up with Taylor, big time. Instead of dealing with it then, I went to Russia for the World Hockey Championships. When I got back and finally called her, she had already moved on.

      I was good for a quick lay, but women didn’t see me as long-term. I used to be okay with that; I used to want that. But now I wasn’t so sure.

      “You’re the literal worst!” Dinah sighed.

      Noah wrapped his arms around her and whispered something in her ear that I couldn’t hear. She nodded and pursed her lips.

      “T, we want you to be happy,” Dinah said.

      I gave her a big smile. “I’m happy. We won!”

      She shook her head and laughed. “Okay, bud. Now win some more.”

      I was only half-paying attention to Dinah because I’d locked eyes with the blonde woman talking to my sister. She gave me a small smile in recognition and turned back around.

      The reason I never called Maxine? She was too good for me. Maxine had ‘good girl’ written all over her. I flirted with her, and she laughed at my jokes, but she was wife material, and I wasn’t sure I deserved someone like her.

      That didn’t mean my horny brain had lost interest, though.

      Seeing Maxine in that slinky black dress and thigh-high boots made my dick kick against my zipper. Those boots looked like the kind I could easily imagine wrapped around my back while I pounded into her and she moaned my name.

      “Bro, don’t do it,” Noah warned.

      “Do what?” I asked innocently.

      I waggled my eyebrows at him and then crossed to the bar where the pretty blonde was downing her glass of wine. Sometimes I couldn’t help myself.
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      “What happened?” my boss and new friend Rox cried.

      I held up one manicured finger while I downed my entire glass of wine.

      Rox cackled at that and leaned back against the broad chest of her massive hockey player boyfriend. Benny gave me a sympathetic smile. They were both gigantic hockey players compared to my five-foot-five frame, but they were so cute together. They were the hottest couple I’d ever seen. Benny had dark brown skin and huge muscles, while Rox was this gorgeous curvy woman with a Snow White complexion and perfect makeup. Sometimes I was jealous of how put together and glamorous she looked all the time.

      “He didn’t show up,” I said as I set my empty glass on the bar.

      I rubbed my temples in frustration. I hadn’t properly dated since high school and that had ended in blood and tears. Literally. After the car accident that killed my boyfriend and my parents, I gave up on love.

      Instead, I had the occasional hookup that always made me feel bad about myself afterwards. People talked about sex being freeing, but it always made me feel guilty. I’d blame that on my strict religious upbringing; my parents had drilled it into my head that sex was only for marriage and procreation. Needless to say, I had some complicated feelings about sex.

      The only reason I agreed to the date tonight was because my bestie, Keiana, knew the guy from nursing school. I would have understood if he got called into work, but ghosting me and not showing up told me who he was. Just another jerk who didn’t have time for me. I couldn’t say it was the first time it had happened, either.

      “Oh, Max, I’m so sorry,” Rox offered.

      Benny narrowed his dark eyes. “Do I need to do something to this guy?”

      I shook my head. “Nah, but I appreciate your support.”

      Rox glared at her boyfriend. “No fighting.”

      “Whatever you say, angel.” He kissed her temple.

      I sighed and was about to ask the bartender for another drink when I felt a presence sidle up behind me.

      “Can I buy you a drink?” a deep voice asked from behind me.

      A familiar one.

      I turned and came face-to-face with TJ Desjardins, hot hockey player and Rox’s twin brother. His hazel eyes bored into me, and I had to remind myself that he was trouble with a capital T.

      Last summer, TJ asked for my number, but when he never called, I shrugged it off. Rox warned me her brother wasn’t boyfriend material, so I thought nothing of it. He made it pretty clear I wasn’t the girl for him. He was a notorious playboy, and falling into bed with him wasn’t a good idea. It didn’t matter how hot he was.

      “Tristan,” Rox said in a warning tone.

      It was always weird to me that Rox was the only person who called TJ by his full name. I hadn’t been sure where ‘TJ’ came from, but Rox told me that when their mom got tired of yelling ‘Tristan James’ whenever he was in trouble, it got shortened to ‘TJ.’ Rox and their parents still called him Tristan, but to everyone else, he was TJ.

      I waved her off. “Hey, TJ. Good game tonight.”

      “Aw, thanks, baby girl,” TJ said with his signature lopsided grin.

      I rolled my eyes at him. TJ was the definition of the playboy hockey player, so this ‘baby girl’ nonsense was not a shocker.

      “Tristan,” Rox snapped.

      I watched Benny slide her dark hair off her shoulder and kiss her neck. I think he did it to distract her, because she closed her eyes and bit her blood-red lips at whatever he whispered in her ear. I could guarantee it was something really dirty by the way she turned around and looked up at him like he hung the moon for her.

      “What are you drinking?” TJ asked me.

      “Pinot Grigio, please.”

      His hazel eyes darkened at the word ‘please,’ and then he smiled. “You got it.”

      “Another, Max?” Ayden, the bartender, asked as he took my empty glass.

      I went to high school with Ayden and the rest of the Holmstrom clan. They were a bunch of big blonde hockey players, his little sister included. Ayden’s dad used to play for the Bulldogs back in the day, but when he retired, he and his teammate opened this bar in South Philly near the arena.

      I think they did all right business-wise, especially when TJ brought in crowds with little stunts like the one he pulled tonight. It certainly got the attention of the puck bunnies who hung around. Like the five who were glaring at me because TJ’s hand was on my back.

      I pointed to TJ. “He’s buying,” I said to Ayden.

      The two men exchanged money, and I rolled my eyes at the way they sized each other up.

      Men.

      TJ placed the glass of wine in my hand, and I took it with thanks. I noticed Rox and Benny were nowhere in sight, but I had a good idea what they were up to.

      I was pretty sure Benny distracted his girlfriend with sex so his teammate could hit on me.

      “You look nice,” TJ said.

      His eyes burned across my body, like he was mentally peeling the dress off of me. A part of me wondered what it would be like if he did.

      “Oh…I was supposed to have a date.”

      He furrowed his brow and took a swig of his beer. “Supposed to?”

      I shrugged. “Same old story. The guy never calls, he ghosts me, or doesn’t show up at all.”

      TJ cringed and ran a hand through his short-cropped dark hair. “Listen, Max⁠—”

      I held up my hand. “It’s fine. I’m used to it.”

      He gave me a look of pity, which boiled my blood. I was sick of pity. I was twenty-five years old and had endured enough pity when I became an orphan at eighteen. I was used to people feeling sorry for ‘that poor girl.’ I already felt so guilty for surviving when they didn’t, and the pity from others didn’t help.

      I sipped on my wine, and TJ ran a hand across his five o’clock shadow. Not for the first time, I noticed he had big hands, and I wondered what else was big.

      Okay, I was supremely horny.

      “It’s okay, TJ. I know what you’re about,” I said, breaking the silence between us.

      Everyone knew. Rox had alluded to him being hurt in high school, but she refused to explain. It wasn’t my business, so I didn’t pry. The TJ who flirted with me last summer and asked for my number was cocky and a real charmer, but the one standing in front of me looked nervous. The difference confused me.

      He gave me that lopsided grin again, and it made his eyes sparkle. He reached up and tucked a strand of my hair behind my ear. I knew that was a move. He looked like he wanted to devour me while his hand lingered on my face. I didn’t mind the hungry look in his eyes, though. I kinda liked it and wanted him to keep on touching me.

      “I have to say…” he started.

      I sipped on my wine. “What’s that?”

      His finger traced down my cheek, making its slow, tortuous way down my body until he fingered the strap on my dress. He smirked, and I felt it go all the way down to my core. He leaned over and whispered in my ear, “I think this would look way better on my floor.”

      I should have been shocked, but since this was TJ, I wasn’t. Rox had clued me in on how he liked to ‘hit it and quit it’ and assured me that I was better off without my heart broken. That was the thing Rox didn’t know, though; my heart had already broken, so it didn’t matter. I was used to men taking what they wanted from me and tossing me aside. TJ was no different.

      I cocked an eyebrow at him. “Is that a promise?”

      He grinned at me. “Finish your wine.”

      “Okay!” I cheered and downed it in one big gulp.

      I wasn’t usually this brazen, but after being stood up again, I thought I deserved a little fun. With TJ, that was all it would be—just some fun to pass the time.

      TJ gave me an appraising look. “Atta girl.”

      “You want to get out of here?”

      He grinned again. “Most definitely.”
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      “You want another glass of wine?” I asked Maxine as she unzipped her boots and left them at the front door.

      She peered up at me through eyelashes that accented her ice-blue eyes. “That’s not why I came here.”

      Straight to the point, I hadn’t expected that from her.

      “Okay then!”

      She gave me a shy smile as I took her hand and led her to my bedroom. I unlinked our hands while I shut the door behind us. When I turned back around, she stood near the edge of my bed, fiddling with the hem of her dress. She looked nervous, unlike the woman who had downed her full glass of wine and made it obvious what she wanted from me.

      I walked over to her and tilted her chin up to look at me. “You sure about this?” I asked.

      She nodded.

      I gave her my cockiest grin. “You know…”

      “What?”

      “I still think your dress would look much better on the floor.”

      She bit her lip and blew out a nervous breath.

      I tucked her blonde hair behind her ear and cupped her face. Yeah, that might have been my signature move, but it seemed to relax her. I took that as the green light and slanted my mouth on hers. She opened to me when I flicked my tongue against the seam of her lips, and she pressed her hands against my chest. I smiled into our kiss as I felt her undo my tie while I kissed the breath out of her.

      My hands roamed down her body as we kissed, and she shivered as I grazed against her nipples. I broke the kiss to gauge if that was all right, and when she nodded, I pressed my lips against her neck. She tipped back her head and moaned while I licked and sucked at her soft flesh.

      “TJ,” she moaned.

      I danced my hand up her thigh until I was met with the soft flesh of her mound, where I had been expecting sexy underwear. My dick kicked against my zipper at the discovery she wasn’t wearing any panties. I slid my finger down, barely ghosting across her slit.

      “Please,” she moaned.

      “What, baby girl?”

      She growled out like she couldn’t say the words, like she needed me to take control. I pressed a thick finger against her entrance.

      “You’re a naughty girl, huh?” I growled into her ear as I pressed my finger inside her.

      She shook her head while she bit back a moan.

      “No?” I asked and gave her my lopsided smirk.

      I added a second and slid my thick fingers in and out slowly. I grazed my thumb against her clit, and she rocked against my hand. She was a greedy girl, begging with her body for me to find that spot deep inside.

      “TJ,” she groaned.

      She whimpered when I removed my hand.

      “Not wearing any panties tonight…so naughty,” I purred. I brought my fingers to my lips and slid them into my mouth. “Mmm, you taste good.”

      A blush rose up her neck, but when she looked at me, her eyes were dark with desire. I loved when a woman looked at me like that. “Please,” she begged.

      Before I could say anything else, she reached behind her and unzipped her dress. The slinky material fell to the floor, revealing a sexy black bra. She unclasped that too, letting it drop to the floor on top of the heap that was her dress.

      It did look pretty good on my floor.

      “Get on the bed,” I growled.

      I took off my tie and shed my suit jacket. I tossed it aside and made quick work of the buttons of my dress shirt. She obliged and laid back on my bed with her blonde hair framing around the pillow, making her look angelic. My dick hurt at the sight of her naked and waiting in my bed. There was nothing more beautiful than a woman on her back with her legs spread wide for me. Nothing.

      I took off the rest of my clothes in record time and crawled into bed beside her. I cupped her face and kissed her again. She moaned into my mouth and snaked her hands into my hair. I closed my eyes and lost myself in the taste of her lips on mine. We were a mess of fiery kisses and hands roaming while I rolled on top of her, pinning her beneath me. Our tongues battled a war with each other while she raked her fingers through my hair. Her touch set my body on fire, and I couldn’t wait to be pressed so deep inside her, it made her scream my name.

      I broke the kiss and stared down at her. Her pale face was flushed, and there was a splotch of red across her chest. Her lips were plump and bruised from our desperate kisses. I cradled her jaw in my hand and rubbed my thumb on her bottom lip. I wanted to watch those lips wrap around my dick, but I’d definitely blow my load too soon. I needed to be inside her first.

      “What?” she asked.

      “You’re so gorgeous,” I breathed out.

      That wasn’t a lie. I might have had a lot of women in this bed, but Maxine stood out in a crowd. From her bright blonde hair to her smoking hot body, she was a woman who demanded my attention.

      “Are you gonna give me that thing or what?” she asked.

      ‘That Thing’ being my dick, which was poking into her leg aggressively.

      I laughed, but I reached down to give her clit some feather-light touches. “That depends on if you’re ready for me. You ready, baby?”

      She ground against my hand. “I’m ready.”

      I gave her that lopsided grin again while I reached into the bedside table and pulled out a condom. She shifted on the bed to get comfortable while I slid the latex on. I spread her thighs and positioned myself between them. I didn’t enter her at first; instead, I toyed with her clit with the head of my cock. I teased her with it, giving her a taste of what was to come.

      She whimpered beneath me and arched her body up like she was trying to do the job herself.

      “You want this, huh?” I asked as I circled against her clit, not giving her what she wanted quite yet.

      “Please,” she begged.

      I loved when women begged for my dick.

      I gave her a grin and slid home for the first time. I groaned when she wrapped her legs around me and pulled me in deeper. She felt so good. I had to be careful I didn’t come too soon.

      I rolled my hips against her, sliding all the way out and then back in again while I pulled one of her legs higher around my waist. She let me take the lead while the headboard banged against the wall every time I moved above her. She dug her nails into my back and moved in time with me. I wasn’t sure what was louder, the creak of the bed, the headboard thwacking against the wall, or her cries of pleasure.

      “Come for me, baby girl,” I ordered as I peered down at her lithe body beneath me. My large bulk made her seem even smaller than she already was.

      Her eyes snapped open, and those blue orbs looked up at me timidly. Max was not my typical type. She had ‘good girl’ written all over her, and I was fucking that good girl into oblivion. The worst part? I liked it. I liked that I convinced her to be bad with me tonight.

      That probably made me an asshole, but it wasn’t like she didn’t know what I was about. My playboy reputation preceded me. Max knew I was in it for a good time, not a long time.

      I quickened my pace, driving into her hard while she screamed out my name. Something about her cries seemed oddly rehearsed, but I wasn’t thinking about that when at any second, the feeling of her pussy wrapped around my cock was going to make me come.

      I leaned my head against the crook of her neck and gave her tiny kisses until my lips were on the shell of her ear. “Good girl,” I purred. “You’re gonna make me come.”

      “Okay.”

      She locked her heels together around my waist and dug her nails into my back while I continued to pound into her. I took her like an animal, thrusting and rutting into her hard and fast until she cried out loudly beneath me. When her cries hit a crescendo, I let go. My body tingled while I rocked inside her and came so hard I thought I saw stars.

      I took a second to catch my breath, then I cupped her face once more and brought my lips down to hers for one last kiss.

      I only pulled away so I could get rid of the condom. I rolled off of her and went into my bathroom.

      When I came back out, she was standing up and struggling to zip up her dress. I frowned at that. I was looking forward to round two, where she wrapped those pretty lips of hers around my cock, and I came down her throat. After I sucked on her clit until she begged for it, of course. I might be an asshole, but I was an equal opportunity guy when it came to oral.

      She jumped when I brushed her hair over her shoulder and pressed a kiss on her neck. “Where’d you think you’re going?” I asked.

      “Home?”

      I moved her hands off the zipper of her dress. “I’m not done with you yet.”

      She grimaced. “I have work tomorrow.”

      I sighed. Right, I forgot about that.

      I reluctantly zipped up her dress for her. “I’ll give you a ride home.”

      “No!” she snapped while she turned around. When she saw my taken aback look, she chewed on her bottom lip. “Sorry. We’ve both been drinking. I’ll call a car.”

      “I got it.”

      She waved me off. “It’s fine, T. I’ll see you around.”

      Before I could protest again, she was gone in a flash, and the door slammed behind her. I rubbed my hand over the back of my neck and slumped down on my bed.

      Having sex always made me feel better, especially when the loneliness cut in. But watching her run out of my condo minutes after we were done fucking made that tiny, insecure voice whisper in my ear. It told me I would never be good enough. That I was just a quick fuck, so she could brag about sleeping with a hockey player. I didn’t know Max that well, but I didn’t think she was a puck bunny looking for a WAG title. It made me wonder if I had done something wrong.

      Her cries had been a bit loud. And porny sounding. I scrubbed my hand over my face. I didn’t know what I did, but something told me I fucked up.

      I wasn’t sure why I even cared. She was just the quick lay I needed to dust off my dry spell. It wasn’t like I wanted more with her.
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        MAXINE

      

      

      “You’re home late. Good date?” my bestie and roommate Keiana called out when I opened the door to the row house we shared in South Philly.

      “Jiminy Cricket!” I yelled in surprise at the sound of her voice. I thought she was on shift tonight and hadn’t expected her to be home. Or up at this hour.

      I toed off my boots and walked into the living room, where she was sitting up watching TV. She tipped back her head, and her long box braids fell back behind the couch. “You can swear, Max!”

      “You know it’s hard for me! I like to save it up for a rainy day,” I said as I slumped onto the couch beside her.

      After my family died, Keiana was the only family I had left. I had an aunt in Michigan, but since I was an adult and had been about to move into the dorms at UPenn, I never went to live with her. She still sends me cards on my birthday, but we’re not close.

      When I got the internship with the Bulldogs in my last year of college, Kei let me move in with her and her new husband. Her place was close to the arena, so it was perfect. When her husband left and the team offered me the full-time position, I never moved out. It worked out because she needed help with the mortgage, and I liked living with my best friend.

      I loved living in South Philly. I didn’t love how much the rideshare cost me to get home, though. Maybe I should have let TJ call me one instead. Not like he couldn’t afford it on his salary.

      Kei’s black-brown eyes stared at me from over the couch. “Was the date good?”

      I grimaced at her.

      “Bad? But it looks like you have whisker burn on your chest, so…” She trailed off, and a wide smile spread across her dark complexion.

      “He didn’t show up!” I fumed.

      Her face fell. “What? What the hell! Wait, I’m confused because you look like you just got fucked.”

      I cringed at her words. I wasn’t a total prude; it was just that my parents drilled into me that swearing wasn’t ‘lady-like.’ It was a hard habit to break when you were told you needed to be a good Christian girl all the time.

      “Not with him.”

      “Girl, spill!”

      I sighed. “Rox asked me if I needed an emergency call yet, and when I told her I thought I was being stood up, she told me to come to Eileen’s.”

      “The hockey bar?”

      I nodded.

      “Okay, so…” her eyes widened as the realization dawned on her. “Holy shit, you fucked a hockey player!”

      “Kei!” I whined.

      “Good for you.”

      I grimaced.

      Her face fell. “Oh no. Was it bad?”

      “No. I guess it was okay, but…”

      “But you didn’t get yours?”

      I shook my head.

      “Did you say anything?”

      I gave her a blank look.

      “Maxine! If you’re silent, dudes think you’re enjoying it.”

      “I wasn’t silent.”

      “Max! Faking it’s not helping your problem. Stop feeling ashamed of liking sex and ask for what you want. Look, I know your parents did a number on you, but sex is healthy. It’s okay to like sex.”

      I rolled my eyes.

      Keiana was all about being sex and body-positive and always harped on me about it. Sex made me so uncomfortable. I couldn’t even think of the word ‘orgasm’ without feeling a lot of shame and guilt about it from my strict religious upbringing. I liked sex when I was in the middle of it, but afterward, the guilt sunk in. It was a hard feeling to rectify. Why did something that felt good fill me with such guilt and shame?

      “Max, when was the last time you had an or⁠—”

      “Can we please not talk about this?” I asked, cutting her off and rubbing a hand over my face.

      Keiana nudged my shoulder. “Girl, come on.”

      I sighed. “With another person? Not since Charlie.”

      Keiana pulled me into a warm hug, and I melted into her embrace. “Oh, Max, you know he would have wanted you to be happy.”

      “I know.”

      “It’s not your fault.”

      I nodded again, but I didn’t believe her. “I know, but I’m exhausted, so I’m gonna go to bed.”

      She didn’t let me go. “Who was it?”

      I tried to wiggle out of her grasp, but the girl was strong. “Kei, please.”

      “Tell me!”

      “Don’t judge me.”

      She let me go and lifted her hands up as if in surrender. “No judging from me, ever. You know that.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I know. It wasn’t terrible. He was a good kisser. I think he wanted to go for a second round.”

      “Why didn’t you? Maybe he would have gone down on you.”

      I wrinkled my nose at that. TJ Desjardins was a jerky hockey player, and there was no way he liked doing that. I wasn’t even sure if I liked that being done to me. None of the jerks I slept with before ever offered, even though they expected me to go down on them.

      “Better to be one and done,” I told her.

      “Okay, but tell me who it was.”

      I sighed. “TJ Desjardins.”

      Her dark eyes were saucers.

      “I said don’t judge me!”

      She tipped her head back in a laugh. “The one who asked for your number and never called you?”

      I gritted my teeth. “Yes.”

      “Damn, girl, he’s kinda fine. Not Benny or Mac fine, but he’s pretty to look at.”

      “Benny’s very much taken by my boss.”

      She laughed. “I know. They’re like the hottest sports couple in all of Philadelphia. Too bad TJ was a disappointment.”

      I shrugged. “I better get to bed. I have work in the morning.”

      “Sorry about the date, but glad you got laid, even if you didn’t get yours.”

      “S’okay.”

      She fixed me with a glare. “It’s not, Max. Even if it’s a hookup, tell them when something isn’t working for you. You shouldn’t be afraid to speak up.”

      I gave her a sour face before heading up to my room. I knew Keiana was only trying to help, but I wasn’t good at expressing my needs. I never have been; that was just my personality.

      I wasn’t sure the problem was TJ. Maybe it was me. Maybe I was one of those women who couldn’t come from penetration. It felt good when he was touching and kissing me, but when he was inside me, I froze up. Maybe I could only get there if I loved the person. I didn’t have that problem with Charlie. Maybe it was because, like always, it reminded me of Charlie, and I felt guilty.

      As I was changing for bed, I heard my phone vibrate in my purse. I took it out and checked the screen.

      
        
          
            
              
        UNKNOWN: Hey, it’s TJ. Can you let me know you got home, okay?

      

      

      

      

      

      That was sweet of him, but on the other hand, it annoyed me. Guys like TJ only wanted one thing, and I already gave it to him. So why did he even care?

      I knew exactly what it was when I went home with him tonight. I knew I was just another notch on his bedpost. Tomorrow night, he’d probably have some other woman in his bed. That was perfectly fine. I wasn’t under any illusions that I was different for him. So why did he care if I got home, okay?

      I texted back a one-word answer.

      
        
          
            
              
        ME: Home.

      

      

      

      

      

      I set my alarm, plugged in my phone, and got under my covers. When I fell into dreamland, I dreamt of my dead boyfriend. I woke up with guilt wrapped around my throat.

      My heart still belonged to Charlie, and I didn’t deserve happiness when he was dead. Why did I have to survive when he didn’t?
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