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        DINAH

      

      

      The bass thumped against the wall, shaking me from my concentration as I tried to write. As if on cue, my phone vibrated against my desk, lighting up with ‘Mom’ across the screen. I silenced it, dodging yet another call from my mother wherein she tried to persuade me to go out on a date with another ‘nice Italian boy from the old neighborhood.’ See also: balding, divorced dads. Not that there was anything wrong with that, but I was only thirty, and she kept trying to set me up with guys closer to my dad’s age.

      My family meant well, but they didn’t understand what it was like to be a widow at my age. Or how traumatized I was from the dangerous miscarriage that almost killed me. Not that I’d ever told them that last part. There was only one person in my life who knew about that, and he kept my secret close to the vest.

      I put my headphones on and tried to drown out the sounds of my neighbors having another party. I was always invited to their shindigs, but tonight, I had to get some writing done. I stared at the blank screen, trying to figure out how to dig myself out of this plot hole. Working a full-time job in marketing sucked when all I wanted to do was write my novels.

      I cranked up the volume on my music and drummed my fingers on my desk as if it would will the words out of me. When I heard the thumping bass through the wall again, I knew tonight wasn’t my night. Not that I was going to blame the hockey players next door. This was on me.

      I lived in a swanky condo next door to two pasty white hockey players for the Philadelphia Bulldogs. TJ was a lovable douche but friendly enough. His roommate, Noah, though, was a tall hottie with long hair who said ‘eh’ a lot and had slowly become my best friend.

      When my husband Jason died suddenly in a car crash two years ago, Noah sent flowers and came to the funeral. He held my hand and let me soak his shoulder in tears. All the while fielding hockey questions from my dad and three older brothers. My family were loud-mouth Italians from South Philly, so it hadn’t been all that shocking that they razzed my hockey player friend at my husband’s funeral. Just wildly inappropriate.

      My phone buzzed on the desk again, and I tried not to smile at a text from Noah. Speak of the devil.

      
        
          
            
              
        NOAH: Is the music too loud?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        ME: Kinda. I’m on deadline.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        NOAH: Sorry. I’ll ask them to turn it down.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: It’s fine.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        NOAH: Come over!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: What part of deadline did you not understand?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        NOAH: Please?

      

      

      

      

      

      A smile curled up onto my lips. Noah was such a sweetheart, so of course he cared enough to ask if the music was too loud. That was Noah. He always put others before himself. Deep down, that was the reason my attraction to him had grown lately. I’d never act on it because I couldn’t bear the thought of jeopardizing our friendship. Not like the younger man ever saw me as more than a friend, anyway.

      With my concentration shattered, I closed my laptop. It was better to look at this tomorrow with fresh eyes. Then I could work at fixing that plot hole, but not tonight.

      I slid out of my office chair and walked into my living room. Slumping onto my couch, I hit play on my phone and drowned myself in the sounds of My Morning Jacket. Guilt wrapped around me, remembering they had been Jason’s favorite band. I should still mourn him instead of thinking about our neighbor.

      My phone went off again, and now TJ was hitting me up to come party with the dudebros.

      
        
          
            
              
        TJ: Girl, come over!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: On deadline!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        TJ: Come over anyway. Noah would be happy to see you.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: He’s SO not into me. I’m too old for either of you fuckers.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        TJ: hahaha. Yeah . . . okay . . .

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: What does that mean?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        TJ: Come over!

      

      

      

      

      

      TJ was insufferable. I loved that guy, but I also hated him because he saw right through me and sussed out that I had the hots for his roommate. He was an instigator on the ice and also in my non-existent love life. Last year, we went out drinking when Noah was busy dating his last girlfriend. Going shot-for-shot with TJ proved to be a bad idea because I had let it slip I thought Noah was hot. Since then, TJ hadn’t been able to let that little detail go.

      I met my husband in college and never imagined being with anyone else. That didn’t mean I wanted to be alone forever, but I also didn’t think fucking my next-door neighbor, no matter how hot he was, was a good idea. Not that I hadn’t thought about it multiple times. But that would have changed everything. And I wasn’t sure I could handle that on top of Noah saving my life.

      A couple of weeks after Jason’s death, Noah found me passed out in the stairwell. Immediately, he jumped into action and took me to the hospital. Then he held me while I cried after the doctors told me the scarring when they did the D&C meant it would be harder to bring another pregnancy to term. I never thought I wanted kids before, but learning that it was unlikely for me gutted me for months.

      No one else knew what happened, and naturally, everyone assumed the dark depression I went into afterward was my grief over my husband. Noah became my secret keeper. My gentle giant who stroked my hair and told me everything was going to be okay. Even when I felt pretty fucking far from okay.

      He was the kind of friend who held my hand while I cried myself to sleep in that hospital bed. The kind who missed a practice and got benched for a couple of games because he cared more about his friend than playing a hockey game. Even if it could have cost him his career.

      Which was why nothing could ever happen between us. He meant far too much to me to risk what we had by sleeping together. Even if he was really freaking hot with that long dark hair and towering height. Thank God he didn’t have a beard. That would have been the triple threat that forced me to give in to temptation.

      Nope. Noah Kennedy had to stay safely in the friend zone. Where we both belonged.

      I was trying to decide if I wanted to go next door when my phone buzzed again. This time it was my oldest brother, Frankie.

      
        
          
            
              
        FRANKIE: Can you please tell Ma you’re okay?

      

      

      

      

      

      I groaned. God, my family was up my ass lately.

      
        
          
            
              
        ME: I’m FINE! Just tired of her trying to set me up with old men.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        FRANKIE: Sorry, Dee-Dee.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        FRANKIE: I’d tell her to back off, but you know how she is.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: I thought it would get BETTER when she and Dad moved to Florida.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        FRANKIE: You’re cute!

      

      

      

      

      

      I groaned again. I loved my family, but they were nosy as fuck. And blunt as shit. Two whole days after Jason was in the ground, my mom started asking if I was seeing anyone. Like, lady, let me mourn a bit. Of course, it was because my mom was expecting grandchildren. She already had one from Frankie and his wife, and honestly, my meathead brother Tony probably had some running around he didn’t know about. I didn’t have the heart to tell her I couldn’t have kids. I wasn’t ready to pour a pound of salt into that wound.

      I dropped my phone back onto the couch. Now, I was extra frustrated and really needed a drink. I urged my body off the couch. Maybe the shitty beer TJ drank would mellow me out.

      I walked out my door, locking it behind me, and then knocked on TJ and Noah’s door.

      TJ opened the door and gave me that lopsided grin of his. “You came!”

      He bent down to my five-foot-two frame and laid a sloppy drunk kiss on my cheek, making me laugh. A lovable douche, indeed. His pale face was red from all the beer, and his short-cropped dark hair was hidden by his backward baseball cap.

      “Not in two years,” I joked.

      TJ broke out into his hyena laugh, and I was concerned he was going to fall on the floor and start rolling around on it. “Seriously?”

      “Seriously,” I deadpanned.

      “What about that guy last month you met at one of our games?”

      The last Bulldogs game I went to, I ended up chatting up the guy next to me. He was nice enough, and I wanted to get back on the dating horse this year. It was the wrong horse. Like, so bad I had to tell him to stop before we even had sex. I came over here after he left, laid on the floor in the living room, and asked Noah to put me out of my misery.

      I put my hands over my face in mortification. “Please don’t remind me.”

      TJ handed me a beer. “Come on, girl. We need to find you a man soon.”

      I scoffed at him but took the beer.

      “I know one perfect for you,” he said with a teasing glint in his eye.

      My gaze slid over to Noah, sitting on their couch with a beer in hand. “T, he’s not into me. Plus, the age difference would be weird.”

      “We’re not that young. What’s eight years? It’s nothing.”

      I gave him a slow shake of my head and headed for the kitchen, where I saw some of the other players. TJ needed to get it out of his head that Noah and I would be perfect together. That was never, ever happening.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        NOAH

      

      

      I stared at my phone wondering if Dinah was going to text me back, but she was on deadline for her next book, so I knew she wouldn’t. She wouldn’t let me read this one yet, even though I told her I liked the first one. She had been surprised a dumb jock like me wanted to read a cute romance story. Like men didn’t want to have a happy ending too or some other bullshit. I ran a hand through my shaggy hair and took a long sip of my beer.

      TJ slumped on the couch beside me. He glanced at my phone in my hand and rolled his eyes. “Dude, are you still pining?”

      I played dumb and took another huge gulp of my beer. “What?”

      TJ raised an eyebrow at me. “Come on, D has no idea you’re into her. You gotta tell her.”

      I shook my head.

      My subtle ways of telling Dinah I was interested hadn’t worked. It was apparent she’d only ever see me as a good friend. Not someone she’d wrap her arms or legs around, if I were honest about my fantasies.

      TJ cocked a grin. “If she comes over, you have to finally make a move. You’re both single. It’s time, bro!”

      I chewed my bottom lip.

      TJ nudged me when he heard a knock on the door. He jumped up and answered it before I could argue with him further.

      He greeted Dinah with a wet, sloppy kiss on the cheek. A stab of jealousy struck through my heart at the sight of it. She laughed at him, walked to the kitchen island in our open-concept condo, and struck up a conversation with our teammate, Benny. Which was hilarious because at six-foot-four and five-foot-two respectively, Benny and Dinah looked like the opposite ends of the height extremes in the room.

      I chugged more of my beer and amped myself up. This was it. I had to make a move on her. If not, she would never know, and I’d regret it for the rest of my life.

      Probably.

      Dinah sat on our kitchen counter, drink in hand and laughing hard at whatever TJ had said.

      My other teammate, Hallsy, and his girlfriend, Mia, were in the kitchen with them. Hallsy had his hair in locs again, mixing in the Bulldogs’ signature red color into some of them to match our home jerseys. It looked cool as hell. Mia gave an amused shake of her blonde head. Benny was no longer hanging in the kitchen, which I was grateful for. Dinah always mentioned how nice his beard looked against his brown skin, and it made my jealousy rage.

      I hated feeling that way about my friend because if Benny wasn’t in a relationship, he would have been a good option for Dinah. He was the kind of guy women could seriously fall in love with. They found it adorable how much he loved his abuelos and his nephews. And he was one of the few players who didn’t do one-night stands. Like ever. Benny knew how I felt about Dinah, and he would never do that to me. It made me feel like even more of a dick for being jealous of him.

      Dinah’s smile reached her eyes when she saw me walk in. I took in her appearance, trying not to ogle her too hard. Her dark brown hair was pulled up into a messy bun, and she wore black leggings and an old-school Halvard Holmstrom jersey.

      Uh oh. She must have had writer’s block if she finally came over tonight. She should have looked sloppy, but instead, she looked comfortable, at home, and gorgeous as hell. I shouldn’t have been into it, but I was.

      I finished my beer and took another out of the fridge, getting a second one for her. She laughed when I handed it to her, and I bent over to hug her in greeting.

      “Hey,” I whispered into her ear, trying to be all calm and cool. When really I was a ball of nerves.

      She wrapped her small arms around my back as I hunched over to meet her compact frame. “Hey.”

      I pulled away, and TJ gave me a prodding look. It wasn’t like I was going to ask her out with everyone standing around watching. Mia cocked her head, studying me and Dinah carefully.

      “What’s so funny?” I asked, trying to cut the awkward tension from the room.

      TJ’s eyes sparkled. “I asked D for relationship advice.”

      A smile tugged at my lips. When we became friends, I had complained that girls were so complicated, but she explained it was pretty simple. I thought about her answer a lot.

      “Yeah? What’s that?” I asked, nervously pushing my long hair behind my ear.

      I turned to Dinah, and she chugged her new beer to keep from repeating it.

      “Come on, tell him!” TJ egged her on.

      She gave him the finger but sighed. “It’s simple. Don’t cheat. Eat pussy.”

      Mia laughed a little too loudly and eyed Hallsy. “You know she’s not wrong.”

      His big shoulders shook while holding in his laugh.

      I laughed too, but it was that nervous laughter when I didn’t want people to notice I was blushing so hard. Hearing that word out of her lips made my cock thicken against my leg and imagine what it would be like to have my face between her thighs, giving her what she wanted.

      You weren’t supposed to think about your best friend that way.

      I shifted in my jeans and leaned up against the fridge, hoping no one noticed. TJ gave me the eye and nodded at Dinah. He was being annoyingly pushy tonight.

      “That’s it,” Dinah said. “It’s not that hard. Just give her what she wants.”

      “That can’t be it,” TJ scoffed.

      “Then don’t ask for my advice. You know I’m right. Eat pussy. Don’t cheat. I’m gonna get it embroidered on a pillow so you remember.”

      TJ roared with laughter. He pointed at her. “Come on, you up for beer pong? Riley wants a rematch.”

      She shook her head. “Nah. You know I’m bad at it.”

      TJ grinned at her. “That’s why I wanted you to play on Riley’s team.”

      “It’s not like he isn’t going to team up with Benny. Man, their bromance is ridiculous.”

      Hallsy had his arm around Mia, but he nodded to TJ. “We’ll play.”

      Hallsy and TJ nodded at each other, and Mia smiled at me and gave me a thumbs up. Oh no. They were all making an excuse to go back into the other room and leave me alone with Dinah. That set my nerves on fire.

      I internally groaned. Was I so obvious to everyone? Everyone except the person who mattered.

      When we were alone, I moved closer to Dinah, but she was staring into space. I called this her ‘story plotting’ face. Her talent to pull characters and stories from out of her imagination astounded me. Riley had a friend back home in St. Paul who was also a writer, and he asked her how she came up with it. She shrugged and said, ‘It’s a gift.’ It was the same for the woman in front of me who was spacing out and not paying attention to the heated gaze I threw at her.

      “Hey,” I nudged her with my shoulder. “You finish it yet?”

      She pulled away from whatever dream-like state she had been in and gazed up at me with a twinkle in her green eyes. “Yeah…but I don’t think it’s ready yet. I have a plot hole.”

      I put a hand on her leg and squeezed her knee. She let out a ticklish giggle. God, her laugh was like music to my ears. “Can I read it?”

      “Noah, it’s a kissing book.”

      I laughed. “So? I read your first book and liked it.”

      She gave me a quizzical look. “Really? You did?”

      I definitely told her this already, but maybe she didn’t believe me the first time.

      “It was good. You really know how to write a love story.” It wasn’t a lie.

      She put her hands over her face, her pale complexion tinting pink behind her hands.

      I turned, standing in front of her, and squeezed my way in between her thighs. My hand roamed up her thigh and rested on her waist. I waited for her to react to my touch, but her hands still covered her face.

      I wanted to scoop her up in my arms and take her to my bedroom. To kiss those perfect lips and then watch as her head tipped back in ecstasy while she moaned my name. I wanted her to want me, but I’d never do anything more without her consent.

      I reached my free hand up and pulled one hand away from her face. Her pretty cheeks were still tinted pink. She stared up into my face, and for a moment, we were frozen in time.

      Those emerald orbs bore into my very soul. I had to take my chance when I had the opening.

      I brushed a stray piece of her hair behind her ear. “Dinah…”

      She swallowed hard. “Uh-huh?”

      My breath felt shaky. “Can I⁠—”

      She jerked away suddenly and sat up straight. “Oh my God!”

      I flinched back like she set me on fire. Had I misread a signal?

      She pushed me away and hopped down from the counter. “Sorry. I just figured out how to fix my plot hole.”

      “But you just got here,” I said and wanted to kick myself for the self-pitying whine in my voice. Was I that pathetic?

      She frowned. “Sorry—I’m chained to the muse. Gimme an hour and I’ll be back. If not, come get me. Okay?”

      I hunched down to hug her, and then she ran off, taking my confidence with her.

      I drained the rest of my beer and leaned back against the kitchen counter in defeat. I wanted her to see me as an object of her desire, but she was always going to see me as just a friend. As her young friend she gave advice to but would never want anything more from.

      Footsteps forced my head up and TJ stood in the kitchen with a frown on his face. “Dude, did you blow it?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know yet.”

      The heat in her eyes during that split-second hadn’t gone unnoticed. But it disappeared thanks to her cockblock of a muse. I didn’t imagine the way my body tingled as I touched her face. Like we were surrounded by electricity. Nor had I imagined the hunger in her eyes. I was sure of it.

      TJ groaned. “You’re hopeless. I love you, man, but you either ask her out or move on. I know something happened between you two already.”

      Oh. No. Absolutely not. I thought I’d nipped that rumor in the bud already.

      I vigorously shook my head at his implication. “That’s not what happened.”

      A couple of weeks after Jason died, I came home from the bar early and found Dinah passed out in the stairwell. I ended up taking her to the hospital and missed practice the next day. Because making sure my friend was okay was more important than playing a hockey game. I got benched because of it, but I never told anyone what happened. Not even Coach.

      I’ve never known the loss of a partner or a child, but I knew how my heart wrenched in my chest when I saw the pain and anguish etched across her face that night. And then it nearly snapped in half while she cried in my arms in that hospital bed. My nosy teammates didn’t need to know about the worst night of her life.

      Riley and Benny walked into the kitchen with grins on their faces, and Riley gave me his cocky grin. “You’re still not hitting it with the cute neighbor?”

      TJ laughed and pulled out a bottle of vodka and poured us shots.

      I glared at Riley. I didn’t like him talking about Dinah like that. Like she was some conquest and not a person with thoughts and feelings of her own.

      “It wasn’t like that,” I said through gritted teeth, balling my hands into fists.

      Benny’s grin faltered when he saw my expression. His dark brown eyes bored into me with a question, but I wasn’t biting.

      “Then what happened? Why did you miss that practice?” TJ asked, not dropping the subject of our conversation.

      “Did she tell you?” I asked.

      He handed me a shot glass, and the four of us knocked back a drink together. “She said you helped her with something.”

      I gave all three of them a warning look. “It’s not my secret to tell.”

      “That’s fair,” Benny agreed.

      “Alright, boys, drop it,” Riley said. But then he raised an eyebrow at me in a challenge. “So now… you won’t care if I ask her out?”

      I nearly choked on air. “What?”

      TJ pointed at me. “If you don’t make a move on her soon, Riley’s gonna ask her out.”

      I poured myself another shot and clinked glasses with Benny, who gave me a small smile of pity. Benny knew all about unrequited love. He was practically in love with TJ’s sister. Too bad she hated his guts.
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        DINAH

      

      

      Noah had been about to kiss me. My cute, shy neighbor had been trying to put the moves on me. Maybe he was drunk. He was kind of cuddly when he was.

      There have been a couple times after nights of drinking when he ended up with his arm around me, clutching me to his side. I had never minded or protested because it felt good to be held by Noah. But tonight was different.

      When I sat on his kitchen counter and looked up into his ocean-blue eyes, I saw heat in them. The air had frozen around us, and his touch set my body ablaze. And just when I thought he was going to lean in and kiss me…my muse showed up, banging pots and pans in my brain and telling me how to fix my plot hole. If I didn’t obey, I’d lose the thought forever.

      But the crestfallen rejection on Noah’s face crushed me. I’d have to make it up to him later. Right now, I needed to write these thoughts down before I lost them for good. Because my muse was not only a cockblock, but a spiteful-ass bitch.

      I sped out of the hockey players’ condo and ran next door. I muttered the words that came to me as I hurriedly unlocked my front door. In my haste, I didn’t lock it behind me and rushed into my office.

      At my desk, I opened my laptop, and my fingers flew across the keys. The words pouring out of me in a rush. Everything was clicking together. I’d read it over again after I was sober before I sent it over to my editor.

      Satisfied, I closed my laptop before I picked apart my words any further. I needed to celebrate. Even the small wins in this industry deserved that.

      I sprinted into my kitchen and grabbed a beer from my fridge. Oh. hell yes—I still had some MacGregor Brothers Brewing Company beer left over. That was the good stuff. They might not be based in the city, but they were still a PA beer, and I loved that. I grabbed a Drakesville Lager and popped the top off.

      I took a swig of the beer and shut the fridge door. The photo from my wedding stared back at me, and guilt clenched around my heart.

      Should I even entertain the idea of kissing Noah? Of moving on? I had been so happy in that photo, but I hadn’t expected it to all come crashing down a few years later.

      “Fuck. What am I doing, Jay?” I asked out loud.

      I took another swig of my beer and pressed a finger against the image of my now-dead husband. “You’d want me to be happy, right? Even if it was without you?”

      I asked myself that every day since his death, but like always, Jason’s ghost didn’t answer me. Not like I had any friends to ask. I couldn’t ask Noah for advice about himself.

      If it wasn’t for my nosy-ass family, I’d have shut off myself from everyone. I’d lost so many friendships after Jason’s death. I had always been close with the boys next door, but after everything, my bond with Noah became unshakable. He was the one person who didn’t give up on me when everyone else did.

      Did I really want to risk all that by kissing him? Noah could have the pick of any woman he wanted. I couldn’t see why he’d be interested in me.

      I paced my kitchen and drained my beer, letting my thoughts roll around inside my scattered brain. As I was opening another beer, there was a knock on my front door.

      I glanced at the clock. It was already midnight, and sleeping on these thoughts was a good idea. But I wanted to look into Noah’s eyes again to see if that heat I saw next door was still there. Or if I had merely imagined it.

      “Come in!” I yelled out.

      I pulled out another beer for Noah and strolled into my living room.

      Noah opened my front door, his large frame nearly hitting the top of the doorway. He pointedly locked my front door and glared at me. “You should lock your door.”

      I shrugged and settled on my couch. “I knew it was you.”

      Not that he was wrong, but our building had a doorman, so if someone wanted to break in, they really had to work for it.

      Noah sank onto the couch beside me, and I handed him the beer. He cracked it open and took a sip. “You know I worry.”

      “Oh, honey, I’m a big girl.”

      I stretched my legs out, and he let me rest them across his lap. Before, I never would have given that action a second thought. We had always been comfortable with each other, but his eyes burned into my very soul. Where had that come from? Had I really never noticed it before?

      I cleared my throat. “You never told me about your date with Ashley.”

      He groaned and took a huge chug of his beer.

      I laughed. “Oh, honey.”

      He ran a hand through his hair and gave me a grimace.

      “Was it that bad?”

      “I felt like she saw dollar signs in my eyes when she looked at me.”

      “Aw, Noah. I’m sorry.”

      It wasn’t a secret that Noah made decent money playing hockey. Hell, I only lived in this fancy condo because Jason had a trust fund from his grandmother that we found out about when she died. If the condo wasn’t paid for already, I wouldn’t live here. Some people lived to chase the fame and fortune that came with pro athletes. Noah was a sensitive guy, and it got to him that a lot of women he went out with didn’t see him for who he was. The ones who did ended up not being able to handle having a boyfriend who was on the road for most of the year.

      “It’s fine. Better to find out now,” he said.

      “Still. I know that sucks.”

      He shot me that winning smile, telling me it was okay. His eyes twinkled, making my heart pound in my chest. And making me think about our almost kiss.

      Tiny fires had licked across my body as he pressed his bigger frame in between my thighs. I had pretended not to notice his hand dancing up my leg. That was half the reason I kept my hand over my face, afraid he’d see the blush across it for what it was. It wasn’t embarrassment that I wrote love stories and he liked them but a sign of my inappropriate lust for the younger man. My thoughts turned to mush as I imagined his hand wandering to the junction of my thighs. As if my fantasies could ever come to life.

      His deep voice tore me away from my naughty thoughts. “Why are you blushing?”

      “Huh? I’m not blushing! It’s the beer…and the…and all the shots I took with TJ,” I lied straight through my teeth.

      He gave me a suspicious look. “Are you okay?”

      “Fine.” I heard cheering from next door. “Did you want to go back over?”

      He shook his head. “Nah. Sometimes, TJ and the boys are too much. Unless you want to?”

      I sighed in relief because I was exhausted. Figuring out my book had taken a weight off my shoulders, but the fatigue had taken over.

      “No. I’m good right here,” I said.

      Noah filled me in on their latest road stretch, even though I watched every game possible. He was so hard on himself and wanted to make Philly proud. That made this Philly girl’s heart sing. Noah had proven himself since day one when he put the black and red jersey on during his draft day. Then he took to the ice and surprised everyone by making the team at eighteen. That never happened in hockey unless you were a superstar, which he was, even if he was too humble to say so.

      “When can I read the new book?” he asked.

      I groaned. “It’s too early. I still need to read through it to make sure my changes make sense.”

      “Come on,” he whined and gave me that pouty puppy dog face. He was too damn cute. Sometimes, I think he knew it, too. “Let me read it.”

      “After I do another once over.”

      Whatever I thought happened next door must have been my imagination because now we had eased back into our normal relationship. Just Noah and Dinah, two friends low-key hanging out on a Friday night.

      “You look tired,” he said.

      “I am. Should you head to bed?”

      “Are you kicking me out?”

      “No. But you have a game tomorrow.”

      “Yeah, but it’s later. Will you come?”

      I cocked an eyebrow at him. “You want me to come?”

      “I always want you to come.”

      I barked out a laugh, and his pale face turned beet red.

      He put a hand over his face and couldn’t contain his laughter. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

      I watched him squirm in embarrassment. Why did he have to be so cute when he was embarrassed? “Noah, I’m sorry, but you know what it sounded like.”

      I leaned back against the couch and rolled my shoulders. My body was in knots from being hunched over my computer.

      Noah must have noticed my discomfort because he pushed my legs off his lap. “C’mere. Let me help you with that.”

      “I’m fine.”

      He didn’t take no for an answer.

      “C’mere.”

      His voice was husky and when we locked eyes, I swore I saw that heat in them again. It must have been the lighting in my living room.

      Noah spun me around so my back faced him. His hands rubbed over my tense shoulders, digging into the knots I could never get. He worked his hands up my body until he was kneading the back of my neck.

      He bent his head to my ear. “You’re really tense.”

      A shiver ran down my spine at his breath in my ear. Those hands on me were gentle yet firm, rubbing all the tension out of me.

      “What’s going on?” he asked. “What’s making you this tense?”

      I leaned into him, trying not to think of where else his hands could roam. A moan escaped my lips when he applied more pressure.

      “I’m so tired,” I admitted. “I hate my stupid day job, and working on this book on top of it makes me want to tear my hair out. And cry.”

      His hands continued to get the knots out of my back. How did he know how to do this? “Let me help get rid of the stress.”

      His breath was warm on my skin, and my heartbeat was like a techno song. Was he… No, he couldn’t be suggesting what I thought. Noah was a nice guy who wanted to help his friend. He’d never have an ulterior motive.

      I hitched in a breath when he ever so gently placed a kiss on my neck. “Is that okay?”

      HOLY FUCKING SHIT.

      That…

      No…

      No way!

      Was that okay? Of course, that was okay. But…

      My mind was on a rollercoaster right at the top of the incline, trying to fathom what was happening.

      “Y-y-yes…” I stammered out.

      Seriously, if that was his move, it was a damn good one. He was tentative yet kind. His hands continued to work me over while his lips pressed feather-light kisses across the skin where my neck and shoulder met. I was afraid if I closed my eyes, I was going to wake up from this dream.

      I leaned back against him, and he wrapped his arms around my waist. He didn’t kiss me again, so I was unsure if it had actually happened or if I had imagined it.

      We sat in silence, cuddling on my couch. He nuzzled my neck, but I was frozen into place. Was this an episode of him being a cuddly drunk?

      I needed a minute to process what had just happened.

      I slipped out of his arms.

      “Where are you going?” he asked.

      “I’ll be right back. Bathroom,” I lied.

      I retreated to my bedroom and sat on my bed. My hand went to the spot on my neck where Noah had kissed me and I felt like I was on fire. Dirty thoughts of what else I wanted him to do swarmed in my head. I wasn’t supposed to feel this way about him. He was supposed to be my best friend and nothing more. But that kiss changed everything.

      I jumped at the sound of footsteps. A dark, tall shadow came over the door, and then Noah’s form stepped over the threshold into my bedroom.

      He had a sheepish look on his face, and he pushed his hair behind his ear. He always did that when he was nervous. “Sorry.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You Canadians and your apologizing.”

      He grinned at my teasing joke. The guys on the team always gave him shit for being a Canadian stereotype for saying ‘eh’ and apologizing too much. But that was just Noah’s personality. He was such a teddy bear. In truth, I loved that about him.

      This time, when we locked eyes, the tension sizzled around us. He stalked toward me like a man on a mission. He settled on the bed beside me and cupped my face. “Is this okay?”

      “Noah.”

      “Yeah?” he whispered in a small voice.

      The uncertainty there confused me. He had to see I was waving a big green flag for him.

      I gripped his t-shirt and pulled him toward me. “Fucking kiss me already.”

      A smile crooked up on his mouth, and then he pressed his lips to mine. The kiss was soft at first. He ghosted across my lips as if he was afraid to push too hard. His tongue slid over my bottom lip, and I opened to him, letting him explore the part of me I had kept locked away for so long. His kisses matched his personality—gentle and kind.

      He pulled away after a moment too soon, and I realized my hands were tangled in his hair. His eyebrows shot up in surprise, and I gingerly pulled away and looked down at the floor.

      He gently lifted my chin and searched my face. “Was that okay?”

      Oh my God, he was too freaking cute.

      “Was it okay?” I repeated. “The kiss?”

      “That I did that.”

      “Oh honey, yes…”

      He grinned at me, and I wanted to make him feel that way all the time. To have that badge of honor of being the reason his eyes twinkled brightly when he smiled.

      He rubbed the back of his neck, but before the awkwardness set in, I pounced on him. We were already too far gone—might as well go further. Fuck it, let’s ruin our friendship.

      I straddled him and took his mouth. I had a penchant for being bossy in the bedroom, and by the way he let me take the lead, I didn’t think he had a problem with that. Instead, he leaned into it, opening to me and letting me slide my tongue over his.

      I wasn’t gentle. I kissed like I was starved for his attention. His hands roamed down my sides and settled on my waist while our kisses got more urgent. More needy.

      He tasted like the shitty beer TJ always bought with a mix of vodka. Oh God, that might have been me. Maybe my head spinning was from all those shots with TJ and not at the fact I was kissing Noah.

      I pulled back suddenly, my chest heaving. He reached a hand up and trailed a finger down my cheek. “Hey.”

      “Hi,” I whispered back.

      “It’s late. You should get to bed.”

      What? That’s what he wanted to say? Couldn’t he tell I wanted to keep on kissing him? Until our clothes were off and I was riding him to completion?

      I slid off him and slumped down onto my bed. I didn’t let the tears fall. He obviously came to his senses about kissing me being a mistake. Because of course he did. He didn’t want to sleep with the grieving widow who drunkenly threw herself on him.

      What had I been thinking?

      I closed my eyes for a second, and when I opened them, my vision swam. Okkkkay. Definitely way too many drinks with TJ. Why did I always try to match him drink for drink? He knew I was a lightweight.

      I thought Noah had slipped out, but then I heard footsteps in my kitchen. His figure darkened my bedroom door once more, and he walked inside. He set a glass of water on my nightstand. “How much did you drink with TJ?”

      “Too much.”

      He pulled back my comforter, and I snuggled down into my covers. “Let’s get you to bed.”

      “Noah?” I whispered.

      “We’ll talk about it later. Sleep, lovey.”

      Lovey.

      That sounded so nice. Not something you’d call your best friend. I had so many questions, but they were trapped in my throat.

      I closed my eyes and felt his lips press against my forehead.

      Maybe this was all a pleasant dream. There was no way that Noah freaking Kennedy, superstar hockey player, had kissed me tonight and wasn’t trying to get me naked. Was I that pathetic that he didn’t even want to have sex with me?

      Because I had no qualms about doing that. I would have shed my clothes and let him have me any way he desired. I’d unravel myself and let my guard down for this man who knew all my secrets. If he only pressed his gentle lips to mine again.
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        NOAH

      

      

      Dinah had kissed me back, and the pint-sized beauty was as feisty in the bedroom as I thought she’d be. I liked a strong woman who took the lead and knew what she wanted. Her kisses were demanding and hungry, but the rational part of my brain couldn’t give myself over to her tonight. Not like this.

      Especially when I tasted the alcohol on her lips. If we really were going to cross that line, I wanted her to be sure about it. It wouldn’t be drunk-induced kisses she’d regret in the morning.

      I ran a hand down my face. I was supposed to tell her how I felt and ask her out on a date. Not kiss her like all I wanted was sex. Well, of course I wanted that, but not when she couldn’t properly consent.

      Damnit. I did this all backward.

      I padded out of her bedroom and gingerly closed her door. I needed to give my asshole roommate a talking-to about making her drink too much with him. TJ was the life of the party, so he probably hadn’t thought that much about it. I locked her door with my spare key and headed next door.

      TJ was already passed out on the couch and safe from my berating. For now.

      I crept into my bedroom and shed my clothes, climbing into my bed in only a pair of boxers. Fuck. I was hard from those kisses. Dinah Lace was going to be the death of me.

      I wasn’t proud of myself for reaching into my boxers and wrapping my fingers around my cock. It wouldn’t have been the first time I let my fantasies about the raven-haired beauty take control. Her moans and the way she took charge tonight were the memories that kept me going. I channeled that while I stroked my cock, imagining what it would be like once she had her hands on it.

      I felt like an asshole when I finally came, but in my bliss, I drifted off to sleep instead of thinking about it too hard.
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        * * *

      

      “You coming to morning skate or what?” TJ yelled what must have been two hours later.

      I bolted out of bed with a start. “Shit! I forgot to set my alarm.”

      TJ rolled his eyes at me. “Come on, let’s go. I’ll drive over.”

      I rushed around getting dressed for morning skate. In the car, TJ smirked at me, and I gave him the side-eye. “What?”

      “I noticed someone didn’t come home last night,” he said in a sing-song voice.

      “I did. It was really late.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “TJ,” I warned.

      ”Did you finally get it in?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      I glared at him. “Because you made her do too many shots. You asshole.”

      He cackled. “Not my fault D always tries to match me. Lightweight.”

      I rolled my eyes at him. I was right to pump the brakes last night, but I hadn’t heard from Dinah yet today, and my worries surrounded me.

      “Did you at least finally ask her out?” he asked.

      I sighed. “Not yet.”

      “BRO!”

      “It’s fine. She knows I’m interested.”

      “How?”

      “I don’t kiss and tell.”

      “You better get it in soon, or you’re gonna explode.”

      I frowned at him. “Don’t talk about her like she’s another one of the chicks you fuck and chuck. It’s not like that for us.”

      He punched me in the arm. “Oh man, defensive! That girl’s gonna be the death of you, Kens.”

      I gritted my teeth.

      I loved TJ. He was my best friend on the team, but we truly were the odd couple. He leaned into that playboy ‘I fuck everything’ persona, but that wasn’t me. I had a couple of one-night stands when we first entered the league. The fame and excitement of being a number two draft pick had gone to my head. But all of those became two and then three-night stands until they were full-blown relationships. I wasn’t built for the casual sex life.

      TJ parked in the player’s lot, and we headed to the arena. He kept on my ass about not asking out Dinah. He was annoying as fuck today.

      It wasn’t a date per se, but I had an idea of something I could do to keep Dinah interested until we could talk later.

      After I got dressed at my cubby, I texted the salespeople asking if I could get an extra ticket for tonight. Maxine came in clutch and hooked me up with an extra ticket, and I texted Dinah next.

      
        
          
            
              
        ME: Come to the game tonight?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        DINAH: You want me to?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: YESSSS!!!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        DINAH: Okay.

      

      

      

      

      

      I felt a towel hit me in the face, and I looked up from my phone and saw TJ and Riley giving me shit-eating grins.

      “Did you ask her out?” Riley asked. “If you don’t, I will. That wasn’t an empty threat.”

      “You’re not her type.”

      Riley cocked a blonde eyebrow. “What do you mean?”

      I laced up my skates. “She doesn’t like fuckboys.”

      TJ, Benny, and Hallsy all roared with laughter. Our captain, Girard, looked at me curiously. “Who are you talking about?”

      Marc-Andre Girard was the blonde-haired French Canadian who had been on this team for the past eight years. When the last captain had a career-ending injury, the organization gave him the ‘C’. He was a good guy and an even better player, but sometimes I wondered if he actually liked me. Dinah should have been interested in a guy like him, around her age, and not a young kid like me.

      “You remember our neighbor, D?” TJ asked since I kept quiet.

      “Your neighbor whose husband died? The one you missed a practice for?” he asked me.

      They would never let me live that down. My fist clenched as I stood up to get out on the ice and end this conversation. “That’s the one.”

      That wasn’t their place to know. I wouldn’t even tell Coach when he asked what was really going on.

      Girard narrowed his eyes. “Why did you miss that practice?”

      “It’s not any of your business,” I said firmly and stared pointedly at TJ.

      I put my helmet on, ignoring their nosy questions, and headed out to the ice. I skated a lap around it and started shooting drills. I ran through plays in my head, focusing on what I needed to accomplish tonight. Even though my heart kept on thinking about Dinah.

      TJ skated circles around me like a little gnat. “Why won’t you tell me?”

      “It’s not for you to know.”

      He glared. “Is she okay? She’s my friend, too.”

      This was why he was such a scrapper on the ice. He knew how to get under your skin and be a nuisance. Great for our opponents, not so great if he was your friend.

      I sighed. I hoped Dinah would forgive me for telling her a secret. “I had to take her to the hospital. She almost died.”

      TJ’s face fell. “Wait, what? Dude, you never told me that. What’s wrong with her? Ah. Shit. Don’t tell me it’s bad.”

      I knew where his mind was going, but it wasn’t like that. “She had a miscarriage. She doesn’t want anyone to know. Not even her family. So if you open your big mouth about this, we’re gonna have a problem, Tristan.”

      His eyes widened at the venom in my voice and the use of his full name. The only one who called him Tristan and got away with it was his twin sister. But he needed to know I meant business.

      He held up a hand. “Okay, okay. You don’t need to shove me into the boards. I get it.”

      “Do you?”

      “Christ, Kens. Of course I do. Fuck, losing her husband and then her baby must have been hard on her.”

      I nodded and skated over to the net, wristing a puck into it.

      There were so many nights when I wasn’t off playing hockey that I was Dinah’s shoulder to cry on or her friend to talk to. So many times, I was the only friend she had. It made my blood boil at the way her old friends abandoned her in her time of need.

      “Ohhh… That’s why she asked me for Coach’s number,” TJ said.

      I snapped my head up. “What?”

      “That’s why you got put back into the lineup. She called him because she wanted to explain. She told me not to ask questions, or her brothers would throw me in the Schuylkill River.”

      I wanted to laugh at that because that sounded like something she’d say. Her brothers were scary, so not exactly an idle threat either.

      “Is that why it’s taken you two years to make a move on her?” he asked.

      I blew out an aggravated breath.

      What was I going to do, swoop in after her husband died and ask her out? That was just low. I couldn’t have done that to her. I was a good friend, but I didn’t want to be that anymore. I hoped she figured that out by now. Last night, she had demanded I kiss her, and then she kissed me back hungrily like she wanted more. That had to count for something.

      TJ thumped me on the back. “You’re a better man than me. That’s probably why she likes you.”

      I smirked at him. “You’re everyone’s annoying kid brother.”

      “Hey now!”

      “Even to your sister and you’re twins.”

      I laughed and skated over to the bench to take a drink of water.

      I needed to be on my A-game tonight and play a good game in front of the feisty brunette. First, I had to stop thinking about how much I wanted to kiss her again.

      Focus on the game, Kennedy. Then get the girl.
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        DINAH

      

      

      I hitched in a breath as Noah slammed into the boards. The Philly crowd roared to life with boos, alerting everyone that the hit wasn’t clean. Well, obviously. That was straight-up boarding, but the refs weren’t calling it yet. What the fuck were they doing?

      “He’s okay,” Brianna Girard reassured me.

      Brianna was the wife of our team captain. As a hardcore fan of the Bulldogs, it was super weird to be sitting next to her and the rest of the WAGs during the game when I was neither a wife nor a girlfriend. Being friendly with TJ and Noah, I’d met her before, but she was like the head WAG and intimidated me.

      I sighed when the whistle finally blew, and the announcer made the major penalty call for boarding. Coach LaVoie screamed at the ref, obviously trying to get a game misconduct penalty. After all the shit he went through back in the day, I was surprised LaVoie ever came back to Philly. He was a hockey tough guy, but it made him protective of his players. He didn’t fuck around with concussions, and I always respected him for that.

      Noah hunched over with his stick on his knees for a second, but then he skated over to the bench.

      Oh, thank God he was okay.

      The first period had been a shit show. The team barely got any shots on goal, and the DC Senators were on fire, having already gotten two goals. It wasn’t looking good for my Bulldogs.

      I may have been really annoying and texted Noah, even though he wouldn’t look at his phone until after the game. Hockey players were superstitious like that.

      “So…” Brianna began. “You and Noah, huh?”

      I bit my lip. “We’re just friends.”

      I held onto that lie because when he invited me to the game tonight, he mentioned nothing about last night.

      She laughed. “That’s not true, and we both know it.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You rarely come to games, and when you do, you don’t sit with the girls. What changed?”

      He kissed me, and instead of taking it further, he tucked me into bed with a glass of water for my hangover. Because that was the type of guy Noah was. But it left me unsure where we stood. Was last night a mistake? Did he want to pretend it never happened? But why ask me to the game tonight?

      So many questions swam in my head, but I tried to focus on the game in front of me instead of Brianna’s intrusive questions.

      My gaze found number thirteen back on the ice, waiting for Girard to win the face-off. Girard won possession and skated it up the offensive zone, where he passed it to Noah, who one-timed it into the net. Cheers rang out in the arena, and I was among them.

      During the TV time-out, I noticed Brianna had her hand on her stomach and looked upset. “Hey, you okay?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “It’s hard. I’m sure you heard.”

      I nodded.

      It broke my heart when I saw the news a couple of weeks ago that she had lost her baby. Being public figures, she and her husband felt the need to share the sad news. I was glad I never had to share the worst night of my life with anyone. Grief was still deep with Brianna. I understood that because I wasn’t sure mine would ever leave.

      “I’m sorry,” I offered, knowing those two words would never be enough.

      She waved me off. “I don’t think you understand what it’s like.”

      I sighed and took a sip of my beer, my hands shaking at the memory of my own loss. I set my beer down and took her hand. “No one will understand what the pain, both physical and emotional, will feel like.”

      She tilted her head and clutched onto my comforting hand.

      “Right after my husband died, I found out I was pregnant. Before I could process it, I had a miscarriage.”

      Her eyes softened. “Oh, Dinah. I had no idea.”

      I shrugged. “Not something I like to think about, but yeah, it sucks. I…”

      “What?”

      I blinked back tears. “Noah was the one who found me. I almost died, and I can’t have kids now.”

      “Oh my God, Dinah. I’m so sorry.”

      I pulled my hand from hers and brushed away my stray tears. Great. I didn’t know what possessed me to reveal that secret. “I understand how you feel. You’re allowed to be upset about it.”

      She gave me a small smile. “If you ever need someone to talk about it, I’m here.”

      “Thanks,” I muttered and turned back to the ice, hoping to end the conversation.

      I settled in, watching the team race down the ice after the puck. Noah seemed a little sluggish on the ice, and that had my worries rising.

      Mia nudged me from my other side. “Do you think Noah’s okay?”

      “I’m worried about his head. He always plays through the pain. He feels like he has to prove himself or some shit.”

      Mia laughed. I was sure she understood since Hallsy had a lot of injuries last season.

      “So what did you and Noah get up to last night?” she asked.

      I tried to hide my face by drinking more of my beer, but the blush burned my face.

      “Come on, D. Gimme the details,” Mia urged.

      “Nothing to say,” I lied.

      “Not even to move forward with your advice?”

      I nearly choked on my beer. “No.”

      “Hallsy actually listened to it,” she murmured with a wicked grin.

      “No shit.” I gave her a high-five. “Get it, girl!”

      Mia laughed. “You’re so inappropriate.”

      I shrugged.

      “I wish I could be as blunt as you. Is that why you and Roxanne Desjardins get along so well?”

      TJ’s sister didn’t give a fuck about what anyone thought of her. I missed that lady. I wished she and Benny wouldn’t fight so much every time she visited.

      Brianna raised her eyebrow at me, perking up at Mia's pushiness. “Okay, now you have to spill.”

      I groaned. “I enlightened TJ, Noah, and Hallsy on what women really want. Don’t make me say it.”

      “What’s that?” Brianna asked, amused.

      “To not cheat and go down on their lady,” Mia told her. “She’s not wrong, Bri.”

      Brianna laughed. “You did NOT say that.”

      “Hell yeah, I did.”

      Mia nudged me. “Stop lying. Did Noah finally make a move?”

      “Maybe?”

      Brianna furrowed her brow. “Maybe? What does that mean?”

      “He finally asked you out, right?” Mia asked. “Hallsy said Riley threatened to do it if Noah wouldn’t.”

      I wrinkled my nose. Riley was hot but not my type in the least. He was too cocky. Plus, I didn’t like blondes.

      “It was to push Noah,” Mia explained.

      Push him? Did everyone know Noah was interested in me but me? Now I was even more confused.

      “He didn’t ask me out. Asking me to the game doesn’t count, right?”

      “No, it doesn’t count, but it means he wants you here cheering him on,” Mia said. Her gaze turned to the ice, and her lips tipped up into a smile at watching her man tearing down the ice. “Hallsy always says he plays better when he knows I’m up in the stands.”

      “Is that why he sucks on the road?”

      The words were out of my mouth before I could stop them. I couldn’t keep my big Philly sports fan mouth closed.

      Instead of being offended, Mia and Brianna burst out in laughter.

      “Damn, cold-blooded,” Brianna laughed.

      I cringed. “Sorry. I’m a pessimistic Philly fan through and through.”

      “He’s not that bad on the road…” Mia tried to convince us, but she grimaced.

      Brianna pointed at the ice, where Noah skated back to the bench for the change-up. “You two need to talk. Figure things out. He wouldn’t have asked you to the game if he wasn’t interested.”

      I didn’t think that was true. Noah and TJ begged me to come to all their games. Even when Jason was alive, they wanted us to come. The four of us had all been fast friends.

      God, would Jason have approved of me being interested in Noah? Our lives were so different. Noah didn’t want someone broken like me.

      I didn’t dare voice any of these concerns. Mia was sweet, but we weren’t close. She wasn’t someone I’d divulge my secrets to.

      The crowd got loud again, and I snapped my head back to the ice and saw TJ check Daniels into the boards. Good on him. Revenge was sweet, and we all knew that was payback for what he did to Noah.

      I watched the rest of the game with the girls, our conversations turning into small talk. Mia was working on her PhD and worried about Hallsy getting traded. That was one thing I never considered about dating an athlete. There was so much uncertainty. A lot of these women had flexible jobs because of it.

      Somehow, the Bulldogs pulled a win out of their asses. Happiness wrapped around me, not just because my team won but because I got to watch Noah get more points. He was a beast on the ice this season. My hockey team sucked ass, but it made me proud to watch him attempt to change the course.

      “You should come to the bar with us!” Mia exclaimed as we were walking out after the game.

      “Nah. I’m kinda tired,” I lied.

      She frowned but let me go, and I headed home to my condo in Old City.

      Once home, I needed a distraction. I worked all day long on my book, so I needed a break from that. I slumped onto my couch and booted up my gaming console. When the words got too hard, my procrastination was in video games.

      I loaded up Dragonspire, one of my favorite fantasy role-playing games. They had an online multiplayer game now, but I still preferred their single-player mode. Just as I hit start, my phone buzzed. I rolled my eyes at the text from TJ.

      
        
          
            
              
        TJ: Woman, give me details!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: NOPE!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        TJ: You both suck.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        TJ: Ooh… or was that what happened?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: You’re a perv, no.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        TJ: TELL ME!!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: Mind ya business.

      

      

      

      

      

      He was so annoying. There wasn’t much to tell him, anyway. I sighed at another text from him.

      
        
          
            
              
        TJ: COME TO THE BAR!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: ZZZzzzzzzz.

      

      

      

      

      

      I set my phone down and went back to my game. Noah and I needed to talk about what happened last night, but I didn’t want to do that around other people. My thoughts were such a jumbled mess of uncertainty and horniness that I needed to think things through.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        NOAH

      

      

      I toweled off my hair and got dressed at my cubby. It had been a long game.

      After getting boarded by Daniels, our team doctor kept checking on me during intermissions and then again after the game. I also talked to the media about the hit and my lone goal of the game. That hit had knocked me off balance a little, but I felt fine.

      TJ was antsy to go out to the bar like normal, but I took my time. I changed back into my suit and grabbed my phone off my top shelf. A grin spread across my face at a slew of texts from Dinah.

      
        
          
            
              
        DINAH: FINE, I came.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        DINAH: You’re playing like garbage.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        DINAH: Am I not allowed to say that to you now?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        DINAH: NOAH! Is your head okay?!?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        DINAH: That was such fucking bullshit, ref missed a few calls there.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        DINAH: OMG, I just realized I’m very annoying with these texts. SORRY!

      

      

      

      

      

      Benny leaned over to see what I was looking at. “Is that really what gets you going? ‘You’re playing like garbage’?” he asked with a laugh.

      I ignored his teasing and thought about Dinah’s texts. She was right; we had been playing like garbage. Her passion for her hockey team made her texts more adorable. It should have annoyed me, but it didn’t. I gave my teammates a sideways glance. They were ready to go out drinking, but I had something more important to do. Now that my game was over, I had to set things right with Dinah.

      
        
          
            
              
        ME: Do you want to come to the bar tonight?

      

      

      

      

      

      It was the weekend, so she didn’t have the excuse that she had work tomorrow.

      
        
          
            
              
        DINAH: I’m already in for the night.

      

      

      

      

      

      Home it was. I wasn’t letting another night go by without telling her how I felt or asking her out. I did everything wrong last night by surprising her with those kisses.

      “You ready or what?” TJ asked.

      “I’m not going with you.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Of course you are. Team building!”

      “No. I need to talk to Dinah.”

      Riley laughed. “About time.”

      “Get some!” Benny joined in.

      I shook my head at them. “To talk, you neanderthals.”

      TJ groaned. “Noah, that makes it sound like you’re breaking up with her.”

      I threw up my hands in defeat. “We haven’t even gone on one date.”

      “True. Better hop to it. My threat wasn’t idle,” Riley teased.

      Benny threw a towel at him. “Ah. Leave him alone. Kens, go get your girl.”

      I fiddled with my tie. My nerves were all over the place. Playing in front of an arena of screaming fans who booed when you dropped the puck? Easy as pie. Going to talk to your best friend, who you weren’t sure returned your feelings, was a whole different game.

      Benny inclined his head at me, noticing my hesitation. “What’s up with you?”

      “Do you think the age difference is weird?”

      “Why because D’s thirty? Why should that matter?” TJ asked with a shrug.

      “I didn’t realize she was that much older than you,” Riley said.

      “It’s just a number,” Benny argued.

      Her being older was never a concern for me, but I wondered how she felt about it. She thought her life would have been different, but she ended up widowed and losing her baby before her thirtieth birthday. Why would she want to hookup with a dumb hockey player like me?

      TJ nudged me. “It’s not gonna bother her. She likes you.”

      I bit my nail. “You really think so?”

      He rolled his eyes. “Fuck, you two need to bone one out soon, or you’re going to explode.”

      I stared at him with wide eyes.

      He tipped back his head and laughed. “Seriously, you don’t notice how she’s always eye fucking you?”

      “What?” I asked incredulously.

      No way she did that. Dinah?

      I caught myself staring at her and wondering what it would be like to slip off her clothes. I was a guy, after all, but there was no way in hell Dinah thought about me that way. Women didn’t undress guys with their eyes.

      “She does,” Benny insisted. “You’re both too oblivious to notice it.”

      Riley came up behind me and gave me a light shove. “Go on and get your girl. Before I seduce her.”

      “Use protection!” TJ screeched.

      They were all so annoying.

      Since I carpooled with TJ, and he obviously wanted to go to the bar with the other guys, I pulled up my rideshare app and called a car.

      On the way over, I thought about what TJ said. Last night, Dinah had been aggressive, like she wanted me as much as I wanted her. Had I really not read the signs before?

      I didn’t bother going to my condo when I got home, instead I stopped at her door first and knocked.

      She opened it with a smile on her face and pulled me down to her height into a hug. “How’s your head?”

      She led me inside, and I gave her a reassuring smile. “I’m fine.”

      She bit her lip. “Are you sure?”

      It was cute she was so worried.

      “Doc gave me the okay. I can handle the hits.”

      She put her hands on her hips. My eyes trailed down at the baggy Bulldogs hoodie to the leggings that hugged her curves. “Noah Kennedy, I lived through the Claude LaVoie era. I don’t want that happening to you.”

      I waved her off.

      Back in the day, there was bad blood between Coach and the team. They didn’t take concussions as seriously back then. Things might not be perfect now, but the league was trying whatever they could to make the game safer.

      “You want a beer?” she asked.

      I nodded and followed her into the kitchen.

      I had to close my eyes when she bent over into the fridge to grab the beers.

      Stop thinking about sex. Stop thinking about those curves. Ask her out, you asshole.

      I straightened up when she turned around, but I was pretty sure she caught me staring. I took the beer she handed me, but I didn’t want to drink it. She leaned up against the kitchen counter and looked up at me. I tucked my hair behind my ear nervously. I wasn’t sure where I was supposed to start.

      “So…” she began. “Um. Last night was…”

      “That wasn’t a fluke,” I answered quickly.

      “What?”

      “When I kissed you.”

      “Oh.”

      I cocked my head at her. “You said it was okay.”

      “Noah, I half-thought I dreamt it.”

      “Oh.”

      The disappointment was clear in my voice, and I hoped it didn’t show on my face.

      She took a step toward me and pulled me by the lapels of my suit jacket down toward her height. “I didn’t think you were interested in me like that.”

      I settled my hands on her waist, and my mouth hovered over her lips. “I’m interested. But is this okay?”

      She yanked me closer and slanted her mouth on mine, giving me the answer I needed.

      I gripped her waist while we kissed, and I lifted her up onto her kitchen counter in one swift motion. My cock pushed against the zipper of my dress pants when she wrapped her legs around my waist and pulled me closer.

      It wasn’t a gentle kiss. She was aggressive, clutching onto me and sliding her tongue against my lips, begging for entrance. I opened to her, flicking my tongue back against hers, and our kisses grew heated.

      There was no way this was actually happening. I must have been dreaming. I should have pulled away and had the conversation we needed to have, but I was thinking with the wrong head tonight.

      She moaned when I pulled my mouth away from her lips and kissed down her throat. I traveled down to her collarbone, where she giggled at the ticklish feeling, and then I slowly trailed my kisses up to her ear. She pulled me back up to her lips and continued to kiss me, licking into my mouth urgently. I clenched her thighs and pressed myself into her center.

      She pulled back, her eyes wide. “Oh! I…uhh.”

      I sighed and pulled back, my brain coming back online. “We should talk about all this.”

      She leaned forward to press a gentle kiss at the hollow of my throat, silencing my rational thoughts. “We could always do that later. I’m fine with…whatever this is.”

      Oh, fuck…

      Do the right thing, Noah. Don’t sleep with her before she knows how you feel.

      “I didn’t come over here to jump you.”

      She snaked her hands around the back of my neck. “Do you really want to talk right now?”

      “Fuck no,” I growled out.

      “What do you really want?”

      “To kiss you again.”

      She captured me in another kiss, and I moaned into her mouth when she threaded her fingers through my long hair. She gave it a slight pull, like she knew how much I loved that. We were a tangle of lips and tongues, trying to be as close to each other as possible.

      I pulled away slowly, coming up for air, only to see her eyes ablaze with a fiery passion. Yeah, fuck talking about our feelings tonight. If she wanted my body, that’s what she’d get.

      “Noah, take me to bed,” she ordered with a sexy growl.

      I wasn’t sure if she did that on purpose, but the sound of the demand on her lips went straight to my cock. A commanding woman who knew what she wanted was sexy as hell. A lot of women didn’t get that I liked direction in bed. How the hell did Dinah get that immediately? We were best friends, but we never talked about things like that.

      I cupped her face. “Are you sure?”

      She dropped her head slightly, and her voice got real quiet. “Unless… that’s not what you want.”

      I gently took her hand and pressed it against my hardness. “What do you think?”

      A wicked grin spread across her face, and she rubbed my cock through my pants. “That you want exactly what I want.”

      “Y-yesss….” I drawled out in a shaky breath.

      Holy shit, this woman was as hungry for me as I was for her. How had I ever missed that?

      “Bed. Now.” Her voice was firm and commanding, an order I was more than happy to obey.

      I lifted her off the counter and carried her to her bedroom. She clutched at my shoulders and kept her legs wrapped tight around my middle. Once I crossed the threshold of her bedroom, she untangled herself from around my waist and planted her feet firmly on the floor. She tore off her hoodie and kicked off her leggings.

      My mouth watered at the sight of her in only her bra and panties. All her curves were on display for me to worship. She pushed me down onto her bed before I could react. How could a woman this tiny bring me to my knees like this?

      “You have too many clothes on,” she insisted in a low growl and climbed on top of me.

      God, that growl and take charge attitude. It was everything I loved in a woman. I reached a hand up and gently caressed her cheek. “Are you sure?”

      “Are you sure?” she countered.

      I’d never been more sure that I wanted this woman like I needed air to breathe. “So sure.”

      “Then stop asking for permission. The answer’s still yes.”

      She rolled onto her back and pulled me on top of her. Her urgent hands undid my tie and pushed my suit jacket off my shoulders.

      “This isn’t how I thought tonight would go,” I admitted.

      Her hands stilled on the button of my shirt. “Do you want to stop?”

      “Hell fucking no.”

      “Then shut up and fuck me already.”

      I grinned, and before I could respond, she kissed me again, fierce and commanding. Her hands furiously worked on the buttons of my shirt, and I helped her by flinging it to the floor once it was finally off. We rolled again, and I took my pants off as quickly as I could, my boxers being flung off with them.

      My cock throbbed for her, but I needed to feel her, taste her, please her first. Give her everything she wanted before I got my pleasure. I needed her orders to tell me what she wanted.

      Most women didn’t expect that of me. Being a hockey player, they assumed I was one of those guys who wanted to be called ‘Daddy’ and choked them during sex. I was too gentle for that.

      I turned to the petite woman beside me, and she had stripped the rest of her underwear while I was getting my clothes off. Oh God, her curves were heavenly.

      “Noah?” she asked.

      “Uh-huh?”

      “Touch me again.”

      “Where?”

      She took my hand and guided it toward one of her breasts. “Everywhere.”

      That I could work with.

      I circled her nipple with my finger while I kissed down her body. I took her free breast in my mouth, sucking it while I stroked the other with my hand. Her breasts were a handful that I’d love to be buried in forever if she let me.

      I switched positions, giving her other breast attention while she writhed beneath me.

      “More,” she panted out.

      I obeyed but danced my hand down between her thighs. She thrust her hips up, and I let my fingers do the talking. She bucked against them, encouraging me to press on while she moaned my name. I never thought I’d hear that outside of my dreams.

      I kissed down her belly, inching closer to her sweet center. “Tell me what you want.”

      She looked down at me with lust-hooded eyes but reached down to brush the back of her hand over my scruffy jaw. “Go lower. Use that mouth on me. I want to feel the burn of your scruff on my thighs.”

      I was glad I forgot to shave today. “You like my scruff?”

      “I loved when you had a playoff beard last year. I hated that you got swept in round one. I would have loved to see how big it got.”

      I made a mental note to never shave ever again.

      “You noticed my beard?” I asked.

      She gripped my jaw. “You looked so fucking hot. I thought about you in this position and how it would feel against my skin so many times.”

      Interesting…

      I eased her knees apart, shouldering my way between her. I took my fingers out of her entrance and bent to take that first lick.

      “Fuckkkk... ” she moaned. “Keep going. Please.”

      I did exactly as I was told. I breathed in her scent and licked her thoroughly, finding those spots that set her off. She guided my head with her hand, coaching me on how much pressure or where to go. I had girlfriends complain I wasn’t good at giving head, but they never guided me like Dinah did. Or told me exactly what they needed.

      “Right there,” she moaned. “Suck my clit, please.”

      I played with her clit, licking slowly until I did as she commanded.

      She wrapped her legs around my head and gripped my hair in her hands. “Oh… Noah… fuck!”

      The pain on my scalp was worth it to hear her cry out like that. I gave her a few last licks while she came down from it.

      “Fuck… that was better than my fantasies,” she whispered.

      She said it so softly that I wasn’t supposed to hear. Or know she fantasized about me, too. My chest puffed out in pride at how thoroughly I made her come.

      “Good?” I asked.

      She crooked her finger at me. “So good. Now get up and get inside me.”

      I wiped the back of my mouth and climbed out of the bed, looking for my wallet. Did I ever replace the condom I kept there?

      I heard the rustle of her bedside drawer. “We probably don’t need it, but I have one.”

      My heart stopped at what she meant. “Dinah…are you sure you’re ready for this?”

      I didn’t mean if she was physically ready.

      Hurt crossed her face. “Why wouldn’t I want to do this?”

      I climbed back into bed and cupped her face. “I can wait. Whenever you’re ready. We don’t have to rush into this.”

      She lifted and met me in a quick, tender kiss. “I want this.”

      “Okay.”

      She yanked on my hair again. “Stop overthinking it. I want that fucking cock. So you better get inside me right now, Kennedy.”

      Something jumped inside me at her using my last name. It wasn’t a request; it was an order, and I loved it. This feisty woman was exactly what I wanted. Demanding, bossy, and so fucking sexy.

      I took the condom from her hands and slid it down my cock. I kissed her again and kneed her legs apart, lowering myself inside her until I filled her up. I might be on top tonight, but Dinah was clearly in charge, and I was one hundred percent here for it.

      I slid out of her and then back in slowly so she could get used to the pressure. She tensed underneath me. I placed a gentle hand on her cheek. “You okay? Am I hurting you?”

      She smiled and turned her face into my hand. “It’s fine. It’s been a while since I’ve been with anyone.”

      “Tell me how to help.”

      She reached inside her bedside drawer and retrieved a bottle of lube. I pulled out of her, sensing what she needed. She uncapped the bottle and spread the lube on my sheathed cock. I groaned at her hand on me. The little tease grinned up at me and gave me a few pumps with her hand. The visual of her tiny hand pumping my cock was almost too much. I needed her so badly.

      “I need to be inside you,” I begged.

      “Then do it,” she told me and tossed the bottle of lube away, not caring where it landed.

      I slid inside again, and her body relaxed. I kept the painstakingly slow pace and kissed her softly. She wrapped her legs tight around my waist and moved her hips in sync with mine in a slow, methodical rhythm. My name was a song she moaned on her lips, and it encouraged me to keep going.

      “Go faster,” she whispered. She pulled me in harder, her nails digging into my ass.

      I ceased my movements and cradled her face in my hands. “You sure?”

      She visibly rolled her eyes at me. “I’m all right. Go faster, please.”

      “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “Oh my God! You’re such a gentle lover, and I am totally into you letting me call the shots, but please hit me with the good stuff. You can go hard and fast with me, okay?”

      “Yes, ma’am!” I said with a cheeky grin and quickened my pace.

      She laughed. “Is it bad that I like the sound of that?”

      I grinned again. “Nope. You’re the boss lady. I like it when you tell me what to do.”

      “Fuck yeah, I am,” she growled. “Now get back to work.”

      I did exactly what she asked.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        DINAH

      

      

      My brain was scrambled eggs. That was the only way to explain how this gentle giant spiraled me out of control and made me feel things I hadn’t felt in years. I knew he’d be a gentle lover. It matched his personality, but I didn’t realize how much he’d take to my bossiness. Like he got off on it.

      I lay back against his chest, and he pulled me closer, stroking my hair. Was he as silent as I was because he was still coming down from his orgasm? Or was he trying to break it to me that this was a mistake?

      He came over tonight instead of going out with the boys because he wanted to talk. About us. About what we had done. But then he kissed me, and it was like my brain turned off, and my hormones were all like, ‘Get out of here, brain, we need to get that dick inside of us right now!’ Now, doubt swirled inside me.

      I disentangled myself from his arms. “I need a beer. Do you want a beer?”

      “I don’t think we drank ours from earlier,” he said with a smirk as he watched my naked form pad across the room.

      I grabbed his dress shirt and pulled it around me. I swam in it, evidence of our size differences. I bolted into my kitchen, needing space to think about what had just happened.

      I fucked Noah Kennedy. My hot hockey player neighbor, who was twenty-two. I never expected we’d give in to our desires like we did tonight. How the fuck had that happened?

      I must have been gone too long because warm hands wrapped around my waist, and Noah kissed my neck just below my ear.

      “Hey,” he whispered, his deep voice all thick and growly.

      “Hey,” I whispered back and strained my neck to give him more access.

      He peppered me with more gentle kisses that I felt all the way down to my core. Good God, I loved the way he cradled me like I was glass. It made me feel treasured. Protected even.

      “It was okay, right?” he asked.

      I spun around to face him and gulped at his muscular frame, clad in only his boxers. His hair was mussed up, and his pale face was tinted red with a blush. I got the sense he hadn’t expected the night to go this way either. His shyness was so cute.

      “You think I would have moaned like that if it hadn’t been okay?” I asked him.

      The corners of his mouth lifted in a smile. “Maybe you were faking it.”

      “Oh, honey, no.”

      He smiled and kissed me again with all the passion that he must have had pent up for the last two years. My knees buckled, but he grabbed my waist and steadied me in his hefty arms. I forgot how toned and muscular he was until he was half-naked in my kitchen. I trailed my hand down the planes of his chest, marveling at the rippling muscles.

      God, what would this young professional athlete want to do with a broken widow eight years his senior? Who wanted to deal with the baggage of a dead husband and a woman struggling with accepting her infertility? He should be out with a girl his age, partying it up. But then again, this was the same man who let me cry on his shoulder for months while I mourned Jason.

      I jerked away from the kiss because you shouldn’t be thinking about your dead husband when you were kissing someone else. My throat tightened at the guilt that I had betrayed Jason by sleeping with Noah.

      Noah looked at me shyly, like he didn’t know how to approach the situation either. “Listen, Dinah...”

      “I need to get a shower,” I blurted out.

      I didn’t wait for his answer before sprinting out of my kitchen and back into the bedroom to my en suite bathroom.

      I dropped Noah’s shirt on the tiled floor and cranked the water to hot before stepping into the stall. I let the water cascade down my back while my thoughts turned to Jason.

      My late husband would have wanted me to be happy, but I didn’t think he’d appreciate me finding love in the arms of our young neighbor. Was two years even long enough to mourn? Was it truly time to move on? I promised myself this year I’d attempt to date again. To live my life again, but the uncertainty of it all had my head spinning.

      I stood in the shower longer than normal before I turned off the faucet and stepped out of the stall. The steam had fogged up the mirror, but I wiped it away and peered at my reflection. My pale skin was red and splotchy from the hot water, and I couldn’t help but think my lips were still swollen from Noah’s kisses. I touched them thoughtfully, thinking about what we did tonight. The guilt didn’t stop me from wanting to sleep with Noah again. That scared me more than it should have.

      I wrapped a towel around my body and another around my long hair and stepped out into my bedroom. I froze when I saw Noah lying in my bed. He was looking at something on his phone and hadn’t heard me come out of the bathroom.

      “Oh!” I exclaimed. “You’re still here.”

      He furrowed his brow. “Was I supposed to leave?”

      I shook my head and walked over to my dresser. Since he had already seen me naked, I dropped all pretenses and let the towel fall to my feet while I looked for a clean pair of underwear. My back burned with his eyes on me, but I didn’t give him the satisfaction of letting him know I knew what he was doing. I changed quickly, throwing on a tank top and shorts to sleep in. I wrung out my hair in the towel before depositing both towels into the hamper I had tucked away in my closet. I took my brush from my dresser and fought with the tangles in my hair.

      “What are you thinking about?” he asked, pulling me out of my thoughts.

      “Nothing important.”

      I still hadn’t turned around to look at him while I smoothed out my hair with my hairbrush. I was a tornado of conflicting emotions.

      “You okay?” he asked with a hint of concern.

      I slid my gaze over to him, and my mouth watered at the sight of him. He leaned up on his elbow, showing off all the toned muscles of his athletic body. It made me want to tear my clothes off and ride him.

      Geez, libido, where did you come from? I had whiplash from the lust and guilt that hit me in equal measure.

      I pressed my mouth into a thin line. “I’m fine.”

      “Okay, but that’s the face you make when you don’t want to talk about something.”

      I focused on the mundane task of brushing my hair out to avoid Noah’s questioning glance. It was really hard to lie to your best friend.

      “C’mere,” he beckoned from my bed, and like I was hypnotized, I went to him.

      I slid into bed beside him, and he put his arm around my shoulder, pulling me toward him. It had been so long since anyone had made me feel safe. Noah wrapped me in the cocoon of his arms, and I relaxed into him.

      He kissed the top of my head. “For the record, I didn’t come over here for sex. Honestly, I didn’t know that was on the table.”

      I smiled at him. “I didn’t see you complaining.”

      “Definitely not complaining.”

      “It doesn’t have to be weird between us,” I told him.

      Try as I might, we both knew that was a lie. This changed everything, whether or not we wanted it to.

      My phone buzzed on my nightstand, preventing him from saying what he wanted to say next. I looked at it and laughed at a text from TJ.

      
        
          
            
              
        TJ: Did you get it in?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        TJ: Tell me! Kens won’t say anything.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        TJ: TELLLLL MEEEEE!!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: None of your damn business.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        ME: . . . yes

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        TJ: GET IT GIRL.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: I hate you so much.

      

      

      

      

      

      I laughed and put my phone down.

      “Is that TJ?” Noah asked.

      “Oh, was I not supposed to tell him?”

      Noah laughed. “He would have found out, anyway. He’s a nosy little fucker.”

      I collapsed into laughter. “That’s true.”

      Noah bit his lip and pushed his hair behind his ear. I wondered if he knew that was one of his nervous tics. “Look, I have to tell you something.”

      I sucked in a breath. This was it. Where he told me it was only sex and nothing would change between us. That was probably for the best.

      “Speaking of TJ being nosy, I had to tell him about the miscarriage. I’m sorry. I never wanted to tell your secrets.”

      “Oh.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      I reached my hand out to take his. “Noah, honey, it’s okay. TJ’s a bit of a goof, but I know he won’t say anything to anyone. I called Coach LaVoie to tell him what happened, so I assumed the team already knew.”

      “I didn’t know you did that. Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I didn’t want your career to suffer because you were being a good friend.”

      “You’re not mad?”

      I gave a slow shake of my head. “It’s okay. Can I change the subject?”

      “Sure.”

      “I’m still worried about your head.”

      He smiled down at me and bopped my nose. “You’re so cute when you worry. I’m fine. The league’s always doing concussion protocol.”

      This sport I loved was dangerous and at least the league wasn’t straight up denying it, but they needed to figure out a solution. I couldn’t help but worry about Noah every time he took a bad hit or wouldn’t tell me what kind of ‘upper body injury’ he had.

      I settled back onto his chest and dropped the concussion argument. We’d talk about that later.

      “So, weird question… Did I do alright tonight?” he asked.

      “Why are you asking again? I didn’t know you were so self-conscious.”

      He shifted around like he was uncomfortable asking the question. “I mean, when I⁠—”

      “When you went down on me?”

      He nodded. “Yeah…that.”

      I laughed into his chest. “You were good. You take direction very well.”

      “I, uhh… I’m good at being coached.”

      More like he enjoyed being ordered around and told what to do. I didn’t hate that. Really, discovering that sure made me more interested in exploring our compatibility between the sheets.

      “Yes, you are,” I agreed, my voice thick with lust.

      Fuck it. We already ruined our friendship—might as well go all out tonight. I’d deal with the consequences and the guilt of betraying my husband later.

      He met me in another searing kiss, and soon, we were a tangle of limbs until I rode him to completion.

      I was in big trouble, but that was future Dinah’s problem, and tonight, she could fuck right off.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHT

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        NOAH

      

      

      I had no intention of coming over to Dinah’s to have my way with her. In fact, I planned to do the opposite. But I didn’t regret a single moment of our night together. My only regret was that I didn’t get to tell her how I felt.

      Christ. I was supposed to ask her out, not fuck her senseless. Every time I tried to do the right thing, I ended up caving to my lust. I’d have to rectify this later because if I didn’t leave right now, I’d be late for practice.

      The raven-haired beauty stirred in my arms. Her eyes fluttered open, and she stared up at me. “Noah?”

      “Hey. Go back to sleep. I gotta go to practice.”

      “Okay…” Her voice was thick with sleep.

      I kissed the top of her head. “We’ll talk later. Sleep.”

      She snuggled back down into her covers, and I slipped out as quietly as I could. Her scent lingered on me, and I didn’t want to wash it off, but I should probably shower before I headed to the rink.

      I tip-toed out of Dinah’s condo, locking up behind me, and entered my place next door.

      TJ and Hallsy were in the living room playing on our gaming console.

      Hallsy gave me a curious look. “Isn’t that the suit you left the arena in?”

      His lips curled up into a sly smile, and his dark eyes twinkled in mirth. The dick was teasing me.

      “No comment,” I said firmly.

      TJ smirked. “Ask him where he’s been all night.”

      Hallsy smiled. “Oh shit, did you finally do it with your neighbor? NICE, bro.”

      I gave them both the finger and walked into the shower attached to my room. I was glad when TJ and I signed this mortgage together that both of the bedrooms had their own bathrooms.

      After I got out of the shower and dressed, I flopped on my bed and looked at my phone. I wanted to let Dinah sleep, but I couldn’t help myself by texting her.

      Last night, we didn’t get to have that talk I wanted, and I didn’t know how to approach this. She wasn’t the one who harbored feelings for me for the past couple of years. For her, this was completely new, and I had to keep on reminding myself of that.

      
        
          
            
              
        ME: What are you up to today?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        DINAH: Frankie needs me to babysit. But I’ll be free later tonight.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: Let’s do dinner. Text me when you’re back.

      

      

      

      

      

      I set my phone down and TJ walked into my room. “You ready to head out?” he asked.

      I nodded and walked with him and Hallsy out to my car. TJ had driven last time, so I agreed to drive us to the practice facility in the suburbs.

      Despite the uncertainty with Dinah, I couldn’t wipe the smile off my face. Hallsy shook his head at me as we walked into the locker room. “I’ve never seen your face look like that.”

      TJ threw a towel at my head. “He’s hopeless.”

      Riley cocked his head at me. “So does that mean I can’t ask out your neighbor?”

      “NO!” I yelled.

      Riley smirked. “About damn time. You deserve happiness, man, congrats.”

      Riley was twenty-seven and much closer in age to Dinah. She should be interested in him, but he was a lot like TJ in that he kept to casual hookups. As much as I liked the guy, I was glad she never showed an interest in him or any of my other teammates.

      I settled at my cubby and pulled on my pads and practice jersey. Benny clapped me on the back. “Good for you, man.”

      I nodded but said nothing and before I knew it; I was out on the ice, running drills and shooting pucks at our goalie until I felt like I was blue in the face. At the end, I felt ready for our next game.

      Hallsy’s girlfriend worked near the practice facility, so she gave him a ride home while TJ drove home with me. I never heard from Dinah about dinner. I should have made it clear it was a date and not two friends getting food together.

      I spent an hour after practice studying game tape like Riley insisted we do. He was obsessed with watching tape and finding our weakness. He might be worse than Coach. I wanted to prove to this city that I deserved my contract and to wear the black and red, so I pushed myself to study.

      I checked my phone, but still nothing from Dinah.

      I walked into the kitchen for a drink, but I began pacing. TJ eyed me from the couch and got up to join me at the island. He grabbed a bottle of vodka and poured us each a shot.

      I waved him off, but he was pushy. I slung back the shot with a grimace. The alcohol burned my throat, but it calmed my nerves.

      “What’s your problem?” he asked.

      “Nothing. I’m waiting to hear from Dinah. We’re supposed to get dinner.”

      He raised an eyebrow at me. “This isn’t a casual fuck for you, is it?”

      “Of course not. I don’t do casual.”

      TJ hung his head. “But you have to remember, she might not be ready to have something serious yet.”

      I was afraid of that.

      “Don’t fall in love with her too soon.”

      I wasn’t sure how to tell him that was impossible because I had fallen in love with her a long time ago. Probably the moment I met her.

      “Be careful with her,” he warned. “She’s my friend too, but she might need more time.”

      “I’ll wait as long as she needs.”

      He groaned. “You’re so pathetic.”

      “No. I’m not. Not everyone wants to be a hoe like you.”

      That made him howl with laughter. TJ was self aware enough to know it was true. “Nothing wrong with being a hoe. I like the hoe life.”

      One day, he’d change his tune, and I couldn’t wait to shove this conversation back in his face.

      My phone buzzed, and I checked it quickly, excitement coursing through me at seeing Dinah’s message.

      
        
          
            
              
        DINAH: I’m still in South Philly. Any chance you’d want to meet me at Eileen’s Tavern?

      

      

      

      

      

      Eileen’s was the local hangout the team usually went to after games. It was a hockey-themed sports bar, and the owners were ex-Bulldogs. It was the perfect place.

      
        
          
            
              
        ME: OMW!

      

      

      

      

      

      I looked down at my ratty hoodie and sweatpants. Yeah, definitely needed to change.

      I went into my room and put on a dark blue henley and my nicest pair of jeans. I didn’t shave, but messed with my hair so much TJ nearly pushed me out the door. I suspected his casual hookup was coming over and he was trying to get rid of me.

      After climbing into my SUV, I fiddled with my hair again. I shouldn’t be nervous. She wouldn’t be this nervous.

      I flipped my overhead mirror up and started my car. My thoughts were all over the place on the drive over. Dinah was my best friend, and we already spent time together between the sheets. Why was I nervous over dinner at the hockey bar? I still couldn’t help wondering if she regretted last night.

      For a Sunday night, the bar was pretty busy, and I circled the block a few times before finding a parking spot. When I walked inside, I found her sitting at the bar, nursing her beer and glaring at a guy in a football jersey. Dude was not getting the hint.

      I swiftly moved across the bar toward her, and her eyes lit up when she saw me. I bent down to give her a hug, and when I pulled away, the guy had disappeared.

      Good riddance.

      I slid onto the bar stool next to her. “How was babysitting?”

      “Exhausting. I love my niece, but she’s a handful. How was practice?”

      “Good. I’m ready for the next game.”

      She squinted at me. “Do you think you’ll make the playoffs again?”

      I rubbed my jaw, and it didn’t go unnoticed how she stared at the growing scruff there. Definitely growing out the beard. “All I can do is show up at every game. Try to get pucks deep.”

      “Did you just give me a ‘hockey answer’?”

      I cracked a smile. “Maybe…”

      She shook her head and grabbed the food menu off the bar. “What are you in the mood for?”

      I wanted a cheesesteak, but I had to stick to my nutrition plan. “I’ll get a salad.”

      “You sure?”

      “I need to stick to⁠—”

      “Your nutrition plan,” she answered for me. “Okay, I’ll do that too.”

      We ordered our food and a beer for me, and chatted about our respective days. My nerves melted away when she smiled at me and listened to my gripes about practice. Or my worries about the rest of the season. But it didn’t feel like a date. Not with the way we were so comfortable together. But… I knew Dinah inside and out and didn’t need to have those awkward first date conversations with her.

      If she actually knew I wanted this to be a date and not just dinner with a friend. I shouldn’t have been presumptuous that she understood what I meant when I said ‘let’s do dinner.’ I sucked at this. No other woman made me mess up at every turn like she did.

      When our food came, we ate quietly, and my brain churned, wondering if the silence was uncomfortable. But then she turned to me, a small smile playing at her lips, and my chest felt tight. Even in the lowlights of this crowded sports bar, she was the prettiest woman I had ever seen. She made my head spin.

      She finished her beer. “Do you want another beer?”

      I took a swig of the last of my beer. “Nah. Unless you want to.”

      “I’m good.” She frowned. “I have work tomorrow, so I better get going soon.”

      “Did you drive here?”

      “No. I took a rideshare. I hate driving.”

      That was why I asked. “Want a ride home?”

      “Thanks.”

      I paid for our dinner, receiving a glare from the pretty brunette beside me, but I waved her protests away. Walking out, I decided to be brazen and slipped my hand into hers. She froze at first and I contemplated pulling away, but then she laced her fingers through mine and gripped me tight. She leaned into my arm and walked with me toward my SUV. I opened the passenger side door for her and she hopped inside, but didn’t let me close it for her.

      Stubborn, independent woman.

      I ran around to the driver’s side and started my engine. I put my hand on her thigh while I drove back to our building. Again, she tensed, but after giving her a little squeeze, she relaxed at my touch.

      Once back home, I parked the car, and we rode the elevator up to our floor together. She spun on her heel when we reached her door. “Do you wanna come over?”

      I nodded and followed her inside.

      She led me into her kitchen, where she poured herself a glass of water. A thump was heard from our shared condo walls, and then a loud moan.

      Oh, TJ definitely wanted me to get out of the condo tonight.

      She laughed. “Well, I guess I know why TJ didn’t come along.”

      He didn’t come along because I wanted it to be a date. But I held my tongue. The words stuck like molasses in my throat.

      Her mouth was a thin line again while she chewed on it. “Noah?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I don’t want things to be awkward between us.”

      “I don’t want that either.”

      She looked down at the floor. “Um… last night… Was it a one-time thing?”

      “If that’s what you want.”

      “But…is that what you want?” she asked.

      No. Absolutely not. I didn’t want to only have one night with the girl of my dreams. One night with Dinah would never be enough.

      I tilted her chin up to look at me. There was so much hope and light in her eyes. “You. I want you.”

      Before she could answer, I put my hands on her waist and lifted her up onto her kitchen island so she was eye-level with me. This height difference between us was annoying, but we’d figure it out. Her mouth dropped open in surprise, but then she recovered and laced her hands at the back of my head. I bent my head and kissed her with all the passion I could muster. Hoping my kiss told her everything she needed to know.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINE
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        DINAH

      

      

      Oh, he was good.

      I liked assertive Noah and how he threw me up on the island and kissed me fiercely without a second thought. Like he didn’t need a second to regret kissing me again. At Eileen’s, the tension of uncertainty wrapped around us like a vine, but now I melted into the taste of his lips on mine. Of the rough brush of his scruffy facial hair. Kissing this man sent shockwaves throughout my whole body, waking up my long-dormant desires.

      We pulled away abruptly at the moans coming through the wall next door. We burst out into laughter at the interruption.

      Noah’s eyes twinkled with an amused smile. “It’s safe to say TJ thought I wasn’t sleeping in my bed tonight again.”

      “Oh.”

      Noah twirled his hand around my hair. “I’m not trying to pressure you to do what we did last night again. Okay?”

      “Okay…” I repeated slowly.

      But what if I wanted that? What if I didn’t want him to stop kissing me? I didn’t want things to be awkward between us, but everything about our relationship had shifted.

      He frowned, sensing my unease. “We should have that talk.”

      I tried to steel my features, masking my disappointment. Deep down, I knew what that talk would be. He’d let me down gently, reminding me he was young and hot and had his pick of all the beautiful women in Philadelphia. Why would he ever want someone like me? A pocket-sized sleep-deprived widow with a lot of baggage? No, thank you.

      He stroked his thumb across my cheek. “It’s not a bad talk. I promise, lovey.”

      He was being so nice. Trying to calm me before he rejected me. But he called me that pet name again. My assumptions and his actions didn’t match. My thoughts were a hurricane inside me, trying to make sense of where we stood.

      I gave him a solemn nod. “Okay.”

      He took my hand, helping me down from the island and led me into my living room. We sat on my couch together and I dug my nails into the palms of my hands, waiting for his rejection.

      He ran a shaky hand through his hair.

      I tilted my head at him. Was he nervous?

      “Dinah, I really like you. Always have. Last night wasn’t just sex for me. So you let me know when you’re ready.”

      I stared at him, dumbfounded. “What?”

      His smile crinkled around his eyes. “I like you. A lot.”

      “I like you, too.”

      “Not as a friend. But I understand you might not be ready for that. So I’ll wait for when you are.”

      I stared at him, letting his words wash over me.

      Oh… Was he saying he had feelings for me, but he wanted me to decide if we turned this into something more? Something clicked in my head on why tonight felt so awkward.

      “Noah?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Was tonight a date?”

      He rubbed the back of his neck, his ears turning pink. “Only if you wanted it to be.”

      I frowned. That wasn’t the answer I wanted. “But did you want it to be?”

      “Yeah.”

      Okay. A date. He wanted it to be a date. But did I?

      I had thought nothing of meeting him for dinner. We met for dinner just the two of us before and we went to Eileen’s all the time. When he grabbed my hand as we left, I felt the air around us shift. Like a magnet pushing me toward him. My libido woke up again when he put his hand on my thigh on the ride home.

      Now all the pieces were locking into place, explaining why tonight felt different. Because it was our first date and everyone’s first date was awkward.

      He grabbed my hand. “If this is too fast, tell me. I’ll back off until you’re ready.”

      I melted at his words and the kindness he showed me even as he pursued me. I tried to speak, but my tongue was tied in knots.

      “No pressure,” he reassured me again.

      I needed a second to process this. Even though my heart was screaming at me to tell him I was ready, to screw my uncertainty and let this man show me I could love again.

      I wanted to be ready to date again and made it my New Year's Resolution. I tried to put the past behind me with a new wardrobe and redecorating my condo, new furniture and all. I even went out with that guy I met at Noah’s game. I hadn’t been particularly interested in him, and it hadn’t turned out well, but I was proud of myself for putting myself out there. He hadn’t been the right guy for me, but the gentle giant who held my hand through the worst years of my life very well could be.

      That both excited and scared the living shit out of me.

      “What if I wanted it to be our first date, too?” I asked.

      His eyes sparkled as he gave me his shy smile. “I’d like that.”

      “Okay.”

      “We can go slow. Whatever that means for you.”

      “So… you want to date me?”

      A pink tint crawled up his cheeks. He was so adorable. “Yeah.”

      “Okay.”

      His eyebrows shot up high. “Okay? What do you mean?”

      “What if I’m ready to date again? To date you?”

      “You sure?”

      I nodded. “Tonight was our first date of many, I hope. But next time, actually ask a girl out instead of assuming.”

      His blush blossomed.

      “I had a good time with you. I always do.”

      “Me too.” He slipped his hand out of mine and got to his feet. “I should go. I know you have work in the morning.”

      “You can stay.”

      “Don’t you have a book to work on?”

      I shot him an annoyed glare. “How do you know that?”

      “Because I know you. You have a book with your editor, but you’re itching to write the next one.”

      Damn. He got me there. He really knew me inside and out. I was begging to get into my office and finish the chapter I started this morning. I loved spending the day with my niece, but it ate up my time to dedicate to my work.

      “I do want to start on the new book,” I admitted. “But… I also want to spend time with you.”

      “Go in there and get some words down. I respect your writing time. I don’t want to ever come between that.”

      My heart flipped over in my chest. Noah was unlike any man I’d ever known. The fact he was so respectful of my need to work on my craft meant a lot to me.

      I glanced at my phone. It wasn’t that late, and I usually didn’t crawl into bed until well past midnight, anyway. “Can you give me like a half-hour?”

      He nodded. “Whatever you want.”

      I stood up and lifted onto my tip-toes to kiss his cheek, but since he was an entire foot taller than me, he had to bend down so I could reach him.

      I slipped away into my office, shutting the door behind me and sliding into my desk chair.

      My editor still had my second book, but I didn’t have a finished draft of the third one yet. I studied my outline before staring at my blank screen for a few minutes.

      No one had prepared me for what it was going to be like once I got published. Publishing was one of the hardest things I ever did. My publisher was a smaller press, so I still had to market myself, but they helped in other ways. The first book was doing okay and they bought a second one, but I wasn’t sure if they wanted a third one yet. I had to pivot to get this draft done to see if they wanted this, too.

      The hardest part about this career? I was doing all of this on top of working a full-time demanding day job that was slowly sucking my soul away. Seriously, I was about ready to quit, but I needed the job to pay my bills. I loved being a writer, but right now, it wasn’t exactly a living wage. Maybe one day, but definitely not anytime soon.

      I pulled my hair up into a bun so I could focus and shoved my headset on. My video game soundtrack playlist would get me through this difficult chapter. My fingers flew across the keyboard, and I got into the zone, getting the words down. I was confident about my direction, but I might feel differently in the morning when I read back what I had written.

      “Hey, you there?” I heard Noah’s voice behind me, and I nearly jumped out of my seat.

      I yanked my headset off and saw he stood in the doorway of my office. His long and lean body rested up against the doorway, and it made him look so sexy.

      “You scared me!” I chastised him.

      He crossed the room and put his hands on my shoulders. “You told me to give you a half-hour, but I gave you forty minutes.”

      “Thanks. I needed the extra ten minutes.”

      “I know you have a real job, so you should get to bed.”

      I couldn’t focus on the actual words coming out of his mouth because his hands rubbed the tension out of my shoulders. He was a little too good at relaxing me. I saved my place and closed the lid on my laptop.

      Noah continued to rub my shoulders.

      “Mmmhmm…” I moaned and closed my eyes. “You’re good at that, thanks.”

      “Come on. It’s late.”

      I took his hand, and he led me to my bedroom. Even though he saw me naked last night, I felt awkward changing into my pajamas in front of him. It was like exposing myself to him, but it wasn’t like this man didn’t know everything about me.

      He must have felt my self-conscious thoughts because he distracted me by slipping his shirt over his head and taking off his jeans. I tried not to stare at the hard planes of tight muscle on his body. But damn, Noah hid how built he was until you got him naked. I didn’t want to think about all the other girls who experienced the view. A stab of jealousy hit me in the chest because I wanted to be the only woman who got to see him like that.

      Whoa. Calm down, Dinah. We’re taking it slow.

      He joined me in my bathroom, where I handed him the extra toothbrush I had underneath the sink. We joked while we brushed our teeth and I washed my face. It was all so weirdly domestic.

      I padded into my bedroom and slipped into my bed with him climbing in beside me. I reached out and pulled his face toward me, meeting him in a slow kiss. We moved together, tentative, like we had all the time in the world to explore each other. His lips on mine set my body ablaze. That guy last month didn’t invoke this reaction, but the lanky hockey player certainly had me ready to say ‘screw taking it slow.’

      He gently ended the kiss. “Let’s cool our jets.”

      I frowned. “Why?”

      Didn’t he want me? Isn’t that why he was in my bed again?

      “I was serious when I said I’ll wait for you. Tonight was a no pressure date.”

      I inched away from him, my insecurity coming back in full swing. “And it’s not because you regret last night?”

      His brow furrowed. “No. Of course not. Let’s pump the brakes until you’re ready for more. We can work up to that.”

      I fiddled with the top of my comforter. “Okay.”

      “Do you want me to leave?”

      “No. I like you here with me.”

      That horny part of me he had awoken wanted to straddle him and ride him until he couldn’t handle it anymore. But he was right to ease me into dating. I had been out of the game so long that I didn’t know how this worked anymore. And maybe we should have worked up to sex instead of giving into our desires before we talked about where it was going. Noah was sweet to think about that.

      “What’s your day like tomorrow?” he asked.

      I looked up at the ceiling and tried to remember how jam-packed with meetings it was. Mondays usually sucked, and I barely got anything done being in back-to-back meetings. I grabbed my phone off my nightstand and scrolled through my work calendar. “Actually, pretty open. I have a meeting at three, but that’s it.”

      “You have lunch plans?”

      “I don’t think so. Why?”

      “Can I take you on a lunch date?”

      Lunch was a safe date. It was taking it slow.

      “Sure. Let’s do that.”

      He pulled me back over toward him and kissed the top of my head. “Come on, let’s get some sleep.”

      I let sleep take me, curled up next to the first man to sleep in my new bed.
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            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        NOAH

      

      

      I stared up at the ceiling, listening to Dinah’s shower running while she got ready for work. Waking up with her in my arms made me feel all warm and fuzzy inside. It felt bittersweet when she slipped out of bed to start her day.

      As much as it pained me to put a pin in our kisses last night, it was the right thing to do. I had been thinking about TJ’s warning that she might not be ready to date yet. She surprised me when she claimed she was. I still thought she needed time and space to consider what she wanted. That’s why I asked her out for a lunch date. It was a safe, no-pressure date.

      My phone lit up, and I grabbed it and saw a text from TJ.

      
        
          
            
              
        TJ: It’s safe to come back now. Taylor left.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: K.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        TJ: K??

      

      

      

      
        
          
        TJ: Do you even live here anymore?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: Why are you obsessed with me, bro?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        TJ: Kens… don’t make this weird with D or she’ll never hang out with us again.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: I’m not.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        TJ: Sure…

      

      

      

      

      

      I set my phone down and sat up in bed. The shower kicked off, and I heard the blow dryer turn on next.

      That was my cue to get going. We had a day off today before a home game tomorrow and then we started a week long road trip. Didn’t mean I’d give my body a break. TJ and I already had plans to hit the gym today. We needed to figure out if we could make the playoffs again this season. Last year had been a fluke where we barely squeaked in and then got knocked out too early.

      I got out of bed and found my clothes from last night. I was pulling on my shirt when Dinah came out of the bathroom. She wore a pencil skirt and a nice tank-style shirt. I wasn’t sure what they were called, but it was business-style. She walked over to her closet and pulled out a blazer. She pulled it over her shoulders, making her look like a sexy woman in charge.

      A crinkle formed on her brow. “All my more casual work stuff is dirty. Everyone’s gonna ask if I have a job interview.”

      I strode over to her. “You look like the hot boss lady.”

      “Stop. I’m not the boss. Not even close.” She made a face. “If I was leaving this job, it would be to pursue my writing full time. I have no desire to climb the corporate ladder.”

      I nodded like I knew what she was talking about. Hockey had been my whole life, and I didn’t understand her corporate world. But she looked hot as fuck, especially when she slipped on a pair of high heels.

      “Does noon work for you?” I asked.

      She checked her phone. “Yeah. Should be free. Let me give you my work address.”

      I bent to give her a quick kiss on the cheek. “I’ll see you later.”

      I left and keyed into my condo next door. TJ’s door was still closed, so I made myself a small breakfast and waited for him to come out of his room. I changed into workout clothes, and by then, TJ was waiting for me in the living room, ready to head to the gym.

      He smirked at me. “Do you need to come with me to the gym today? Or did you get a good enough workout last night?”

      “Uh…no.”

      “What do you mean, no?”

      “We talked and fell asleep.”

      I loved TJ like a brother, but we were very different when it came to women. I was a serial monogamist, and he was happy to never call women back. He’d never understand that talking with Dinah and laying out my feelings was more important than trying to get her naked. Had I wanted to sleep with Dinah again? Hell yeah. But we needed to slow it down.

      “Wait, so you didn’t sleep together?” he asked with a raised eyebrow.

      “Not last night.”

      His face was still scrunched up in confusion. “Man, I’ll never understand you.”

      “Ready for the gym?” I asked, changing the subject so I didn’t have to explain to TJ what it was like to actually have feelings for a woman other than wanting to sleep with her.

      “Yeah, no practice today, but we’re fucked this season.”

      I didn’t want to agree with him, but the standings didn’t lie.

      “Come on,” TJ said. “Let’s go lift some weights, and you can tell me all about what’s going on with you and D.”

      I sighed but grabbed my water bottle and followed him out of the condo and down to his car in the garage.

      On the drive, he peppered me with questions about the sex with Dinah. I wasn’t a kiss-and-tell guy. That was between the two of us, and no one else needed to know about it. Dinah wouldn’t appreciate me talking in vivid detail with the boys about the night we spent together. It wasn’t their business. TJ was just trying to get a rise out of me.

      At the gym, I spotted him while he used the bench press and I gave him a taste of his own medicine. “So, what’s up with you and Taylor?”

      He grunted and lifted the bar above his head. “We’re just hanging out.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “It’s casual.”

      “Does she understand that?”

      Taylor was one of the few girls I’d seen him hookup with for longer than a couple of weeks. She was a sweet girl who deserved happiness, but she wouldn’t find it with my hoe of a teammate. That made me sound like a rotten friend, but TJ wouldn’t have disagreed with that statement.

      He set the bar back down on the rack and stood up. He wiped down the bench, and we swapped positions.

      “She knows what I’m about,” he said firmly.

      “Okay…” I gritted out as I raised the bar over my head.

      He glared down at me. “What does that mean?”

      “Listen, man, Taylor’s a nice girl.”

      He crossed his arms over his chest. “What are you saying?”

      I sighed and grunted while I did a couple more sets. “She might say she’s okay with the casual stuff, but in my experience, that always leads to feelings.”

      “Yeah, I’m kind of worried about that,” he admitted with a frown.

      “T, you know it’s okay to have feelings and want a partner, right?”

      He shook my head. “Nah, that’s not me, man.”

      He was hopeless. I got the feeling there was a reason he was so anti-relationship.

      The last time his twin sister visited, she mentioned some girl named Natalie they knew from back home in St. Catharines. I swear I saw him flinch at her name. When I asked him who Natalie was later, he shrugged and said, ‘Some girl from high school.’ I had to remind myself to ask Rox about that story.

      I finished my set and wiped down the bench. TJ ran on the treadmill and I opted for the bike. I put my headphones on and saw a text from Dinah.

      
        
          
            
              
        DINAH: Hey… can we make it one instead? I got a meeting added to my schedule at the last minute at noon.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: Sure! Anywhere close to your office you want to go?

      

      

      

      

      

      I pumped my legs into circles on the bike and waited for the three dots to finish while she typed her reply.

      
        
          
            
              
        DINAH: Let me think about it.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: Okay, let me know. See you later.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        DINAH: Can’t wait!

      

      

      

      

      

      I couldn’t keep the smile off my face. I was fine with taking this slow with her, easing into something more than friendship, but I couldn’t help being excited.

      I finished my workout and met back up with TJ so we could head home together. He had finished before me and took a shower at the gym, but I wanted to shower in my bathroom.

      Once home, I took a quick shower and examined my face in the mirror. I rubbed my hand across my growing facial hair. My mind flashed to the lust in Dinah’s eyes when she ran her fingers over my jaw. She liked a bearded man and the hockey flow look. Hence why I kept my hair on the longish side. Growing the beard, it was.

      I combed out my hair and let it air dry. I wrapped my towel around my waist and walked into my bedroom. I examined my closet for something to wear.

      The part of me that was still trying to win over this woman’s heart wanted to impress her. My sister Maddie was good at this stuff, but since she was still in school, I called Rox.

      “You know people have day jobs they have to be at?” she asked instead of saying a hello.

      “You didn’t have to answer.”

      “What’s going on?”

      “Um… so weird question. What do you wear to a lunch date? One that’s not supposed to be too much pressure on the woman you asked out?”

      She barked out a laugh. She’d kill me if I told her how much she sounded like her brother. “Oh my God, Noah. Did you finally ask Dinah out?”

      Rox was the first person to call me on my bullshit about how I was in love with my neighbor.

      “Um… sorta.”

      “What do you mean, sorta?”

      I dragged a hand through my hair, walked across the room to my dresser, and put on a pair of boxers. I felt a little odd talking to Rox when I was naked. “I told her how I felt but that I’d wait until she was ready for more.”

      “Why are you lying to me? Tristan already told me you went to Bone Town.”

      “Ugh, will you and your brother stop saying that?”

      She laughed again. “Give me details!”

      I opened my closet door and surveyed a plain light blue button-down. That might be okay. “Nope. I don’t kiss and tell.”

      I could practically see her pout through the phone. “You don’t have to impress Dinah. She already tolerates your existence.”

      I gritted my teeth. “Wow, thank you for the vote of confidence.”

      “Sorry, I’m in a bad mood. That’s not what I meant. Dinah’s interested in you already, so you don’t need to worry about impressing her too much.”

      “I don’t want her to think things are moving too fast. With Jason…”

      “Ohhh…” Rox whispered, realizing where my head was at. “Okay. I see what you mean. Here’s the thing… you two have been too busy eye-fucking for the last year that I don’t think that’s a problem.”

      For the last year? Had I pined so hard I hadn’t noticed the shift between us? Had I really been that oblivious?

      “I fucked up sleeping with her first. She said she’s ready to date me, but I want to slow it down and go at the pace she needs. I don’t want things to get too serious and scare her off.”

      “I think that’s really great, Noah. But if she agreed to lunch, that means she’s ready, right?”

      I flicked through my shirts, trying to find a good one. Maybe I should wear one of my nice sweaters. “I hope so. I really like her.”

      “Oh. We know. Okay… so clothes. If it’s a quick lunch date, go casual. A button-down and a nice pair of jeans. Ooh, even a nice henley that shows off your forearms would work.”

      My forearms? What was she talking about?

      “Trust me,” she added, sensing my unasked question. “Women love a guy in a henley.”

      That wasn’t any different from my outfit last night, but I trusted Rox’s advice.

      I pulled out a green henley and tossed it on my bed. “Thanks, Rox. You’re the best.”

      “You got it.”

      “You gonna tell me why you’re in a bad mood now?”

      “I don’t want to talk about it.” Her tone was sharp, cutting off any more questions. I knew not to piss her off by pressing. “You’ll have to remind me when you guys are playing Toronto next, and I’ll try to come meet you. Tristan always forgets.”

      I smiled. “Okay, but you’re not allowed to fight with Benny again, okay?”

      She scoffed. “Michael fucking Bennett can get bent. On that cheery note, I have to get back to work. Good luck.”

      I laughed at her full naming Benny. God, they really needed to figure out their shit.

      I chucked my phone on my bed and got dressed. I thought I looked okay, but the nerves bound up inside my chest. It was only a lunch date. A casual second date, nothing too serious. I had to tamper down my feelings. We were going at her pace. When she was ready to love me, I’d be here.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ELEVEN

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        DINAH

      

      

      This could have been a fucking email. I clicked my pen furiously as my boss droned on and on about new media buying strategies and keeping spending down. Oh my God, I didn’t fucking care.

      I was hating my job extra hard today since I got this meeting added at the last minute and over lunch. Who does that? I was grateful Noah had a flexible schedule today. That wasn’t always the case with him traveling or at practice all the time. That was probably why he wanted to have lunch today.

      I scribbled stars in my notebook while I half-listened to my boss. The mundaneness of all the bullshit meetings I had daily was starting to get to me. Every day, I woke up with the alarming fear that this was what I was going to be doing for the rest of my life. I wanted nothing more than to quit and write full-time, but I didn’t have that luxury.

      Before his death, Jason had been encouraging me to pursue my dream, insisting he’d take care of the bills, but that never sat right with me. I wanted to stand on my own two feet. One day, my writing would get me there, but not today.

      I felt my phone buzz in my pocket, and I stealthily looked at it from below the long conference table.

      
        
          
            
              
        NOAH: Hey… I’m early. Waiting in the lobby now.

      

      

      

      

      

      CRAP!

      
        
          
            
              
        ME: Sorry, hopefully almost done. Stuck in this meeting.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        NOAH: No worries. I’ll be here.

      

      

      

      

      

      I breathed a sigh of relief when we ended a whole three minutes early. I tried not to roll my eyes at the ‘getting three minutes back’ comment.

      I rushed back to my desk and grabbed my jacket and purse. Winter was still in full force in Philly, but spring was creeping on the horizon. I couldn’t wait until I didn’t have to bundle up to go outside.

      I strolled out of the elevator as soon as the doors swung open with a ding. Noah sat in the reception area, studying one of the hipster modern art paintings that hung on the opposite wall.

      “It’s ugly, right?” I asked.

      “Hey, D,” he greeted me with that bright smile.

      I melted a little at those pearly whites.

      He stood up and bent down to wrap me in a hug, lifting me a few feet off the ground. I laughed until he set me down.

      I surveyed him, noting that he still hadn’t shaved the growing hair from his face. Was he doing that because he knew how much I loved beards? His outfit looked casual yet put together. He wore a green henley and a pair of his nicest jeans. My heart fluttered at the effort.

      “Let’s go. I need a cheesesteak,” I said.

      A jolt went through me as he slid his hand into mine, and we walked out the door together. I didn’t have time to process that little move of his because I was hungry and on a mission. We must have looked comical walking beside each other since he was an entire foot taller than me. I drug him down the block to the one hole-in-the-wall sandwich shop I often went to on my break.

      The one that my oldest brother, Frankie, owned.

      I froze in front of the doorstep.

      Noah rubbed my hand. “What’s wrong?”

      “Should we go somewhere else?”

      Noah eyed the entrance with indifference. “What’s wrong with this place?”

      “Nothing, it’s fine. You remember my brother Frankie?”

      “The one who talked about all his gains?”

      I laughed. My brother Tony was a meathead, which said something when I was standing on the street talking to a professional athlete. “No, that’s Tony. Frankie’s the oldest. He’s got that brooding, stoic thing going on.”

      “Sleeve tattoos?” Noah asked, and I saw the wheels turning in his brain. I was one of four and came from a big, loud-mouth Italian family. Even Jason had a hard time remembering everyone.

      “Nope, that’s Eddie.”

      “Okay, so why are you bringing up your brothers?”

      I pointed at the sign that read Mezzanetti’s above the door. “Frankie owns this place. It’s the only reason I come here.”

      “I thought that was in South Philly.”

      “It is. He opened this second location this year. Tons of business professionals in Center City, and he gets good traffic.”

      Noah stared up at the sign. “We can go someplace else.”

      “No. They make a great cheesesteak.”

      He laughed. “Then let’s eat here. Maybe we won’t run into your brother?”

      “Hopefully, he’s at the other location today.”

      He held the door for me like the gentleman he was, and we went inside. Luckily, I didn’t see any sign of Frankie. I really hoped he wasn’t working today or was at the other location. Please, hockey gods, be on my side today.

      Behind the counter, a college-aged kid waited for us to order. I got a cheesesteak, but Noah went with the healthier option by ordering the grilled chicken wrap. Even though it was the tail-end of the season, he still stuck to a pretty strict diet.

      He held out his credit card to the cashier, but I tried to stop him. “Hey, you don’t have to pay for me!”

      The college kid laughed at me. “Lady, let your boyfriend pay.”

      Noah smiled and put an arm around my shoulder. “She’s a feisty one.”

      The kid smirked at him while he took Noah’s card and rang up our order. “Those Italian ones always are.”

      “Thank you,” I said under my breath to Noah.

      He rubbed my shoulder soothingly and kissed my temple. “Of course. I asked you to lunch, so it’s only fair that I pay.”

      I didn’t argue with him, but I noticed neither of us jumped to correct the kid behind the counter that Noah wasn’t my boyfriend. If I wanted to take this slow like he suggested, I should have. But in truth, I liked the sound of Noah Kennedy being my boyfriend.

      We squeezed into the first empty booth we saw and sat across from each other. I cracked open my bottle of water and took a sip of it nervously. Why was I so nervous? Noah said we could take things as slow as we wanted, and a second casual date didn’t mean we were getting serious.

      Noah eyed me. “You okay?”

      “Shit day,” I explained.

      “Hence, the cheesesteak.”

      “You know it. How was the gym?”

      He gave me an amused look. “How did you know I hit the gym today?”

      “Best friends, remember? I kinda know your schedule.”

      “I’m not sure if that’s sweet or kind of creepy.”

      I grinned. “Little of both.”

      “What’s going on with work?” he asked, and he seemed genuinely interested in what I had to say. Maybe boring, mundane jobs were interesting when your job was to always be in the spotlight?

      I shrugged. “Work is work.”

      I didn’t elaborate because our order was up, and Noah jumped up to grab it. It seemed like he was taking a long time. I wanted to sprint out of the shop when I saw why. Noah was chatting with the cashier and my oldest brother.

      Damnit, hockey gods, couldn’t you give me a win today?

      Frankie raised an eyebrow at me, and I glared as if to say, ‘Don’t you dare tell, Mom.’ Noah signed something for the cashier and shook his hand. He said something to Frankie, and my brother shot him a smile. Then Noah walked back over to me and set down the tray with our food. I was so hungry that I dived right in.

      Noah let out a low laugh. “Damn, I forget sometimes that you vigorously enjoy food.”

      “You know I’m one of four, right? It’s eat or you don’t eat in the Mezzanetti family!” I exclaimed.

      “I forgot that Lace is your married name,” he mused. “Why did you keep it?”

      I bit my lip and took another big bite of my sandwich so I didn’t have to answer.

      “Shit. Was that a rude question?”

      I shook my head and swallowed. “No, it’s a fair question. It’s a bitch to change everything back. If I ever get married again, maybe I’ll change it, but Dinah Lace is such a better pen name than Dinah Mezzanetti.”

      His lips curled up into a smile. “The latter’s quite a mouthful.”

      “Truly. Lace is easier for readers to remember.”

      Noah took a bite of one half of his wrap, and I devoured my insanely greasy cheesesteak. This was probably a bad thing to eat on a date, but Noah had seen me with worse table manners.

      “Hey, so what are you doing tomorrow?” he asked, changing the subject.

      I searched my brain for my plans. It was a weekday, so I had to work, but after that, my only plans were to drown myself in writing my new book. “Working on my book. Why?”

      He shook his head. “Oh, never mind.”

      “Noah, what?”

      He ran his hands through his hair, and I was reminded how it felt to run my own hands through his silky tresses while his big hands roamed all over my body. Did somebody turn up the heat in here? Because I felt a little flushed thinking about what I had done with him. And how much I really wanted to do it again.

      This could be a date that led to that again, if I really wanted. He said he’d wait until I was ready for more, but maybe I already was.

      “Do you want to come to our game tomorrow? We’re on a road trip again right afterwards,” he explained, but he looked down at his plate. My heart melted at the sight of this hulking man being so shy around me.

      “I want to come, but I also need to stick to my writing schedule,” I explained.

      He waved me off. “No, I totally understand that. I was being honest when I told you I never want to keep you from that.”

      If I could be more of a deliriously happy person to hear him say that, I would be a puddle of joy underneath his feet. “I’ll watch from home, though.”

      “I know you will. Glad I got to see you today, at least.” He glanced at his watch. “How much time do you normally have for lunch?”

      I checked my phone and frowned. “Crap, not much. I better get going. I need a box for this.”

      “I’ll get it,” he offered. Before I could protest, he jumped up and darted over to the front counter.

      My brother grinned over at me, and that’s when my phone buzzed. I gritted my teeth when I saw the family group chat blowing up.

      
        
          
            
              
        FRANKIE: Dee-Dee’s on a lunch date in one of my shops.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        MOM: D’s dating again? Who’s the guy? Why don’t you ever answer your phone??

      

      

      

      
        
          
        EDDIE: It could be a woman, you never know!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        TONY: Who is it? Do we have to rough him up?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        FRANKIE: Noah Freaking Kennedy!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        DAD: The hockey player?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        MOM: Oh Noah! He’s such a nice young man.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        FRANKIE: Bit young for her.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        EDDIE: Get it, sis!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        DAD: He better bring us the cup.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: I hate all of you.

      

      

      

      

      

      I angrily shoved my phone into my purse.

      When Noah came back to the table, he gave me a concerned look. “Hey, what’s wrong?”

      I shook my head and boxed up my sandwich. Noah took the to-go container from me while I stood up, and then he helped me into my jacket. I gave my brother the finger behind Noah’s back as we walked out.

      Noah slid his hand into mine again once we were on the street and walking back to my office building. I loved the feeling of his hand in mine. My chest felt so warm, and I knew it wasn’t from the hot cheesesteak I had for lunch.

      “Are your brothers gonna hate me now?” he asked.

      I scoffed. “They better fuck right off.”

      Noah’s big shoulders shook with laughter. “Sorry if I caused any unnecessary family drama.”

      “You’ve met my family. There’s always some sort of drama. But Frankie texted everyone that I was on a date, which was awesome!” The sarcasm dripped out of my voice.

      Noah slowed his pace as we stood outside of my office building. “Was it a date?”

      I looked up at him. “It wasn’t? I thought this was our second date.”

      His hand brushed across my cheek softly, like light kisses on my skin. “I wanted it to be.”

      “It was, Noah. I told you I’m ready.”

      “It didn’t have to be a date if you’re not, though. I promise I’ll wait for you.”

      I felt my heart in my throat. He was so gentle with me and sensitive to how I might be feeling. I’d admit when I walked past the photo of Jason and me on the fridge this morning, guilt lodged inside my throat. But then I remembered how Noah’s smile ignited sparks inside me and reminded me that Jason was long gone and I deserved happiness. Even if it scared the ever-living shit out of me.

      “It was a second date,” I said, my voice firm. “I’m ready to be pursued.”

      He cupped my face. “Then can I kiss you goodbye?”

      “Please,” I whispered and sighed in relief when he dipped his head down to mine and gave me a long, lingering kiss.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWELVE

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        NOAH

      

      

      Today was game day, so that meant we had to prepare. Dinah once made fun of me because my pre-game meal was a ham and cheese sandwich. One time, the media asked me why I was playing better, which was such a dumb question that I sarcastically said I ate two ham and cheese sandwiches instead of one. Fans loved that answer, so I rolled with it now.

      I was bummed Dinah couldn’t come to the game tonight, but I got to see her yesterday and kiss her goodbye after our lunch date. Her brother Frankie only razzed me a little and said to not hurt her, which I’d never dreamed of doing. Frankie was the level-headed brother. He wasn’t the one I was afraid of. That was Tony. Eddie could go either way.

      “What did your sandwich ever do to you?” Riley asked at lunch in the player’s lounge after morning skate and team meetings.

      “Huh?” I pulled myself out of my thoughts and realized I was staring intently at my sandwich. “Nothing, just thinking.”

      He shared a look with TJ. “You all right, man?”

      I nodded and rubbed my hand over my growing beard. I noticed the way Dinah stared at it yesterday, her attraction evident on her face even though she tried to hide it. It was still in that awkward, scratchy phase, but it wouldn’t take me long to fill it out.

      “I’m fine,” I insisted.

      “Get your head in the game,” TJ said.

      I gave him the finger. “I’m good.”

      “You sure, man?” TJ asked with a raised eyebrow. “You ask D to come tonight?”

      “She can’t. It’s fine.”

      “Ooohhhh,” they said in unison and shared a knowing look.

      “Shut up, it’s fine.”

      “Man, I’ve never seen a chick twist you up like this,” Riley commented with a shake of his head.

      I truly wasn’t mad she couldn’t come. She texted me earlier and said she felt bad, but it wasn’t a big deal. I respected how hard she worked at both of her jobs. I only ever wanted to support her passion, not steal her time away from it.

      The boys were right about one thing: I needed to get my head on straight for the game tonight. If we got a few more points, we’d be close to securing the wildcard spot for the playoffs, so we needed to win tonight.

      I changed the subject to get them off my back. We had to take it seriously if we thought we had a shot at the playoffs. This was my fourth season with the team, and I wanted to buckle down and bring pride back to Philadelphia.

      I pointed at TJ. “You need to stop taking dumb penalties.”

      TJ threw up his hands. “That’s my job. I’m an instigator.”

      Riley crossed his arms over his chest. “No. You’re supposed to score goals. Not fight every asshole that gets under your skin.”

      “Well, you need to make sure you’re blocking those shots,” TJ shot back.

      I shook my head at them. “Boys. We gotta focus.”

      Riley raised an eyebrow. “Then you better heed your own advice, Kennedy. Stop thinking about the pretty brunette and manifest all those goals you’ll score tonight.”

      I waved him off and finished my sandwich.

      “You gonna do your pre-game nap?” TJ asked after we cleaned up after lunch.

      I nodded. “Always. We carpooling?”

      “Tradition, man!”

      I shook my head at him, and we headed home together.

      TJ and I went our separate ways when we got home. I stripped down to my boxers before sliding into my bed and checked my phone to set my alarm, when I saw a text from Dinah.

      
        
          
            
              
        DINAH: Good luck with your game today. You’re probably taking your pre-game nap, so I don’t know when you’ll see this.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: Just sliding into bed actually, you caught me.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        DINAH: Sorry!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: Don’t be. Good luck with writing tonight. Bummed, you can’t make it, but I understand.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        DINAH: Maybe I can come to the next one? After you get back from your road trip?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: You know you can.

      

      

      

      

      

      I fell asleep with a smile on my face and ready to take on Carolina.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      By the time I was walking down the tunnel with the rest of my team, I had my game face on, and I was ready to take on whatever the Carolina Thrashers had to throw at us. I was on the starting line-up tonight, so it was nice to skate out onto center ice with my teammates. I fist-bumped the little flag-bearer who stood next to me for the National Anthem, and then I was ready for the game.

      Girard took the face-off and he won, taking the puck up past the blue line and passing it to me. I passed it back, and he took the shot, but it went off the post. I scrambled for the rebound and lobbed it to TJ, who whacked it in.

      TJ and I threw our hands up in celebration, and we hugged it out. Hockey cellys were one of the best things about our sport. That and the roar of the Philly crowd cheering us on. I had a good feeling about tonight.

      The Thrashers fought hard, and I skated my ass off, trying to get the puck to connect with the back of their net. I didn’t end up succeeding, but my effort helped lead the team to a 2-1 win. That was something to be excited about. We needed to do it again tomorrow on the road.

      I headed into the locker room with a smile on my face and laughed at my teammates chanting our goaltender, Metzy’s name. Metzy was a hometown boy, and the city cheered the loudest for him tonight. I wished we got him that shutout. The man himself was wise beyond his years and kept telling us we had to take this one game at a time. I didn’t disagree, but he should be mad we couldn’t help keep that one goal out. I would’ve been.

      After stripping off my pads, I had to talk to the media since I got the assist off TJ’s goal. We did the dog and pony show by answering their questions, and then I could shower. I took a quick one, knowing TJ was waiting around for me.

      We played Jersey tomorrow and since that was only a bus ride, I could sleep in my bed tonight.

      Normally, TJ would hound me about having a drink at the bar, but he was oddly quiet tonight. I was glad for that because all I wanted to do was crash into my bed. I debated going over to Dinah’s before she headed to bed, but that might have been too eager.

      I drove us home and slumped onto my bed. I checked my phone for the first time since getting to the arena and saw Dinah had texted a few times since our conversation earlier today.

      
        
          
            
              
        DINAH: Sorry, I couldn’t be there tonight.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        DINAH: This book is killing me.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        DINAH: YAY! I saw your assist. GET IT!

      

      

      

      

      

      I smiled to myself and glanced up when I heard footsteps in my doorway.

      “You have the dumbest grin on your face,” TJ said.

      “That’s just my face.”

      He pointed at my phone. “That who I think it is?”

      I nodded.

      “I know I warned you about falling in love with her, but you already are, aren’t you?”

      I ignored him and started typing out a response to Dinah. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Bro, you’re hopeless.” He shook his head and walked away.

      I got up and shut my bedroom door. It was late, so I felt bad about texting her back, but I figured she wouldn’t see until the morning.

      
        
          
            
              
        ME: You’re overthinking like the last book. Let it rest and go back to it later.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        DINAH: … you think?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: Yes. Be confident in your writing. You’re good at this.

      

      

      

      

      

      Dinah was a mystery to me. She always appeared so sure of herself, but when you got to know her, you saw the cracks in her façade. Writing was her ultimate passion, but she ended up being hard on herself. I definitely understood that, as I was the same with hockey. I talked her off a ledge when she was editing her first book, and she helped me in the past when I would think about that empty net goal I missed in my first season. It was always the missed goals you remembered. Not the game-winning ones.

      Her books weren’t my usual thing, but the first one kept me engaged. She was talented, but she didn’t believe in herself. I hated that. I wished she saw how amazing she was.

      My phone buzzed in my hand again. I smiled at seeing her typing back.

      
        
          
            
              
        DINAH: Your support means so much to me.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: AW!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        DINAH: SHUT UP

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: HEY! Why are you up so late? Don’t you have work tomorrow?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        DINAH: Ugh, yes. Night. Good luck with your games this week. Win me another point so you have a chance at the cup again.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: I’ll make sure to score a goal for you.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        DINAH: Make it two.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: Yes, Ma’am!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        DINAH: Most women my age hate being ‘ma’am’ed but not when you do it.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: Oh. Yeah?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        DINAH: Mmmhmm.

      

      

      

      

      

      I said that when we slept together, and it certainly had an effect. Filing that away again for later. Much later.

      
        
          
            
              
        ME: Get to bed, lovey. I’ll text you later.

      

      

      

      

      

      She didn’t text me again, and I lay back on my bed with a contented sigh.

      I never felt lonely before being alone in my bed, but having spent the last two nights with Dinah at my side, it felt cold. I needed to cool my jets. Two dates did not make a relationship. Not yet.

      I got undressed for bed and set my alarm. We had to be down the turnpike early tomorrow for morning skate. I also needed to get myself to bed so I could score those goals for her. And I was nothing if not a man who aimed to please. In every way.
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