
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]


      
   

[image: image]


[image: image]




Copyright © 2014 Jaci Burton

Excerpt from Straddling the Line © 2014 by Jaci Burton

Excerpt from Hope Ignites copyright © 2014 by Jaci Burton

The right of Jaci Burton to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

First published in this Ebook edition in 2014
by HEADLINE ETERNAL

An imprint of HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

Published by arrangement with Berkley,

a member of Penguin Group (USA) LLC.

A Penguin Random House Company.

Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

eISBN 978 1 4722 1554 3

HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

An Hachette UK Company

338 Euston Road

London NW1 3BH

www.headlineeternal.com

www.headline.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk

Cover photo © Claudio Marinesco


About the Author

[image: image]

Jaci Burton is a New York Times bestselling author who lives in Oklahoma with her husband and dogs. She has three grown children, who are all scattered around the country having lives of their own. A lover of sports, Jaci can often tell what season it is by what sport is being played. She watches entirely too much television, including an unhealthy amount of reality TV. When she isn’t on deadline, Jaci can be found at her local casino, trying to become a millionaire (so far, no luck). She’s a total romantic and loves a story with a happily ever after, which you’ll find in all her books.


Praise for Jaci Burton:

‘It’s the perfect combination of heat and romance that makes this series a must-read’ Heroes and Heartbreakers

‘Plenty of emotion and conflict in a memorable relationship-driven story’ USA Today

‘Strong characters, an exhilarating plot, and scorching sex . . . You’ll be drawn so fully into her characters’ world that
you won’t want to return to your own’ Romantic Times

‘A beautiful romance that is smooth as silk . . . leaves us begging for more’ Joyfully Reviewed

‘A strong plot, complex characters, sexy athletes, and nonstop passion make this book a must read’ Fresh Fiction

‘Hot, hot, hot! . . . Romance at its best! Highly recommended!’ Coffee Table Reviews

‘[She] has a way of writing intense scenes that are both sensual and raw . . . Plenty of romance, sexy men, hot steamy loving,
and humor’ Smexy Books Romance Reviews

‘A wonderful contemporary erotic romance that I recommend!’ The Romance Dish

‘Spy the name Jaci Burton on the spine of a novel, and you’re guaranteed not just a sexy, get-the-body-humming read, but also
one that melds the sensual with the all-important building of intimacy and relational dynamics between partners’ Romance: B(u)y the Book

‘A compulsively readable sexy story’ Book Lovers Inc.


By Jaci Burton

Hope Series

Hope Flames

Hope Smoulders (e-novella)

Hope Ignites

Play-by-Play Series

The Perfect Play

Changing the Game

Taking a Shot

Playing to Win

Thrown by a Curve

One Sweet Ride

Holiday Games (e-novella)

Melting the Ice

Straddling the Line


[image: image]

BODY CHECK

Everything’s  coming together for budding fashion designer Carolina Preston. Only months away from having her own line, she could use some
 publicity. That’s when her brother suggests his best friend as a model — hockey player Drew Hogan.


Carolina and Drew already have a history — a hot one back in college. Unforgettable for Carolina. For Drew, just another slap
shot. But this time it’s different. His perfect body would be for professional use only. This time, she could use him.

Drew is all for it. He’s looking forward to the exposure. Plus, it would give him a chance to prove to Carolina that he’s
 changed. If only he could thaw her emotions enough to convince her to let down her guard — and let him in just one more time . . .



For those who have found love in the strangest places, in people who are polar opposites in terms of profession and interests,
and believe that happily ever after comes from finding common ground.
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CAROLINA PRESTON’S PENCIL GLIDED OVER THE PAPER like an Olympic figure skater performing an arabesque. Light, easy strokes, the effort behind the task not showing as she
created her art, because it was all in her head. But soon, elegant lines appeared, shapes forming on the blank canvas as what
she’d visualized became a flowing, sleeveless silk top, followed by a sequined mini. She added a cropped leather jacket to
mix hard with soft, sketched in some killer high heels to complete the look, then paused to peruse the finished product, so
out of breath her heart pounded.


Nice. Not perfect yet, but as she took a sip of chai tea, she cocked her head to the side and made a few adjustments to the
sketch, exhilarated to create her own line of clothing.


It had taken several years of working for someone else, of feeling like a prisoner, unable to stretch her wings. But finally,
this fashion season—she was going to fly.


As she worked on her next design, the figure morphed into a man. Tall, lean, his hands slid into his pockets as he modeled a pair of slacks and a body-hugging shirt. No jacket necessary
as the clothes would speak for the body.


She loved menswear, and it would be part of her signature line. She could already picture it on the runway, worn by some chiseled
model with raven-dark hair, steely gray eyes and—


No. She wasn’t going to go there. She stood, stretched her back, and looked out the window of her Manhattan apartment. For
November, it was decent, weather-wise. She should take a walk before the weather changed.


Her cell rang and she smiled as her brother’s name came up.

“Hi, Gray.”

“Hey, we’re in town. Are you busy?”

“Extremely. I’m so glad you called. Come on over. I’d love to see you and Evelyn.”

She spent the next hour picking up the disaster in her apartment. She had drawings strewn around her work space, so she picked
up as much as she could in there, then closed the door and concentrated on the living area. When the buzzer sounded, she let
them in.


She threw her arms around her brother and squeezed him tight.

“You look great,” she said to him, then hugged Gray’s fiancée, Evelyn.

“Have you two been celebrating Gray’s win in the championship?”

Her brother didn’t even try to fight his grin. “Overly celebrating, I think.”

“It was a big turnaround from how he ended up last year,” Evelyn said as they took a seat in Carolina’s living room. “I couldn’t
be more proud of him.”


“She’s just happy I didn’t crash into a wall.”

“Or go flying through the air, like last year.”

Carolina nodded. “Yes. I think you took at least five years off my life on that crash last year.”

“No injuries this year. We raced clean and won a lot, including the championship. Even better, bringing Alex on the team this
year was the best move I could have made. He and Donny both ended up in the top twelve. I couldn’t ask for more.”


The pride in his voice was evident. Her brother had made a success out of Preston Racing.

“You’re doing so well,” Carolina said. “You must be thrilled.”

“I never thought it would turn out like this. When I started out, I just wanted to race.”

“I don’t know about that. You’ve always had ambition. And now you have Evelyn at your side, and she’s as ambitious as you.
Maybe even more.”


Evelyn laughed. “That’s so true.”

“And how about you?” Carolina asked. “Staying busy with my dad?”

Evelyn smiled. “Incredibly. Living the dream here. And so is your father. He’s doing a remarkable job as the vice president
of the United States, just as I knew he would.”


Carolina loved that Evelyn was so dedicated to her father. And so in love with her brother. “How’s the separation working
out for the two of you?”


Evelyn’s gaze shifted to Gray. “Actually, much better than I ever thought it would. We make time for each other, no matter
how difficult it is.”


“It helps that Dad lets us use the family private jet a lot,” Gray said with a smile.

“I’m glad you two reconciled.”

“Me, too,” Gray said. “Speaking of, will you be coming to Washington for Thanksgiving this week?”

Carolina blew out a breath, thinking about everything she had to do to get ready for Fashion Week in February. The event was the biggest opportunity for designers to show off their lines,
and something Carolina had spent the last year getting ready for. “I don’t know. I have so much to do now that I’ve plunged
into designing this line. And not a lot of time to do it before Fashion Week. It’s kind of mind-boggling.”


“I’m so happy for you,” Evelyn said. “I want to know everything, and I want to see it all.”

“Not much to see right now, I’m afraid. I’ve got a few things in production, but I’m still trying to decide what’s going to
go into the line and what’s not, and selecting models.”


“Can you tell us the focus?” Evelyn asked.

“Right now I’m concentrating on mainly casual fashion for both men and women. I want to keep it along the lines of my own
style. Fussy has never worked for me, and I don’t think it works for the average woman or man, and that’s who I want to clothe.
I like movement and ease, and the way clothes make a person look and feel.”


She stared out the window, her mind whirling with the possibilities. “With a man, his body has always intrigued me.” She turned
her attention to Gray. “Since you’ve played baseball and you race cars, I’ve watched you over the years. It’s helped me gain
a keen understanding of movement.”


Gray laughed. “So, I’ve been your study guide for men’s fashion.”

Her lips curved. “Sort of. I’ve studied all types of men in various fields. Sometimes I’ll just go outside and sit on a park
bench and watch men go by. But I keep going back to the sports angle. Surprisingly, I watch a lot of sports.”


“Why is that surprising?” Evelyn asked.

She shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe I just surprised myself. At first I did it to watch the angles. All the sports are different,
but the way a man moves is always the same. I think a man’s body is inherently sexy, and I want to showcase that in my fashion, especially from a sports angle, because I believe that will appeal to a lot
of men.”


“I think that’s a great idea,” Gray said. “So where are you on your models?”

She looked at him. “Well . . . if I could get you, that would be a definite plus.”

He laughed. “You want me to model for you.”

“Sure. You’d be perfect. You’re popular, and that will have a certain appeal.”

Gray wrinkled his nose.

Evelyn leaned back against the sofa. “Oh, this should be fun.”

“I also have a couple models on hold on the female side, but I need a few more guys, and I want to plug in to the sports angle.”

“Okay, I could see how that would work.”

Carolina grinned. “Great. So you’ll do it?”

“I’ll walk the runway for you if it’s just a onetime thing.”

“It will be.”

Gray nodded. “You could also ask Drew.”

Just hearing his name caused Carolina’s pulse to jump. For precisely that reason—and about a hundred others, she said, “No.”

“Why not? He plays here in New York, so he’d be the perfect sports figure to tap into. You’d have access to him, and you already
know him.”


“Gray’s right. Drew would be ideal,” Evelyn said. “He’s good-looking, sexy, and immensely popular. He has a huge fan base.
I can’t think of anyone who would be better to help launch your line.”


The problem was, neither could Carolina. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

But Gray was already pulling out his phone. She tried to think of reasons to have Gray stop the call. But apparently Drew
had already answered.


“Hey, guess where I am?” He laughed. “No, not at a strip club.”

Evelyn shook her head.

“I’m at Carolina’s apartment in Manhattan.” Gray lifted his gaze to hers. “No, she’s not saying bad things about you. Not
yet, anyway. We’re actually talking about her new fashion line and your name came up. She wanted to know if you’d be interested
in being a model for her.”


No, she did not want him to be a model for her. Anyone but Drew. In fact, he was the last person she wanted in her head, or
to see in person. He’d distract her in so many ways.


“You are? Great. Why don’t you come over?” Gray shot her an innocent smile, then gave Drew Carolina’s address. “We’ll see
you soon, buddy.”


He hung up. “He laughed and said he’d model, but only if you promise he doesn’t have to go naked.”

She rolled her eyes and tried not to think about Drew showing up. “How about something to drink?”

She headed to the bar and fixed everyone cocktails. She sure needed one. By the time she served the drinks, her doorbell sounded,
so she went over to the door and buzzed Drew up.


When he knocked, she opened the door, abruptly wondering if her hair was combed and how long ago it had been that she’d put
her makeup on.


And immediately felt ridiculous for even thinking those things. Why would she even care?

Suddenly, there he was, looking cool and casual in faded jeans that hugged his muscular legs, his light jacket hiding what
she knew to be a spectacular torso.


“Hello, Drew.”

He smiled at her. “Hi, gorgeous.” He kissed her cheek before she could create distance. “You look stunning, as always.”

She swallowed, her heart picking up a fast rhythm she had no hope of tamping down. “Thank you. Won’t you come in?”

“Hey,” Gray said as he came into the foyer. “I’m glad we got a chance to meet up before Evelyn and I have to leave the city.”

They shook hands. “Me, too,” Drew said. “Congratulations on the championship. You kicked serious ass, especially on that last
race.”


“Thanks.”

Drew took a seat.

“Can I fix you something to drink, Drew?”

He smiled up at Carolina. “A beer would be great, if you have one.”

She went to the bar and grabbed a beer out of the fridge, then brought it back to him.

“Thanks. So tell me about your fashion design. What’s going on?”

She took a seat in the chair across from him. “I left the designer I was working with and I’m starting my own line.”

His brows rose. “Big move for you.”

“Yes. But I felt if I didn’t make the move now, while I had all this inspiration, I might never do it.”

His gaze never wavered from hers. “Yeah? So tell me what’s inspiring you, Lina.”

His nickname for her never failed to make butterflies dance in her stomach. Or infuriate her, reminding her the way that nickname
sailed from his lips that one night they’d spent together. That one and only night, before he’d walked out of her life as
if she’d never existed. As if what they’d shared had never meant anything.


Because it hadn’t. Not to Drew, anyway.

But that was a long time ago, and she was a lot smarter now. She gave him a cursory overview, telling him much the same thing
she’d told Gray and Evelyn.


“So . . . clothes. Sounds fun. And you want me to model some of those for you?”

“Yes. Sort of. But you don’t have to do it if you don’t want to. I’m sure you’re busy with hockey season gearing up. I can find someone else.”

His lips curved into a smile that made her pulse dance. “Trying to get rid of me before we even get started?”

“No. I’m just giving you an out if you want one. Not a lot of sports figures enjoy modeling clothes. And this would require
print ads, as well as runway.”


He took a long swallow of beer, then shrugged. “I’m game. I figure I owe you.”

“You don’t owe me a thing, Drew.”

“Then I’ll do it for the fun. And hey, if your fashion stuff is successful, it’ll draw attention to me and to the team, and
that’s good for hockey, right?”


“That’s the way I’m looking at it, too,” Gray said.

“Speaking of exposure,” Evelyn said, standing, “the vice president has a meeting I need to be present for. We need to get
going.”


Carolina laughed. “Give Dad a hug for me and tell him I’ll see him soon.”

She walked Gray and Evelyn to the door. “Thanks for stopping by. I’m sorry we couldn’t spend more time together.”

“We’ll see you at Christmas, for sure,” Gray said, giving her a pointed look that told her he wouldn’t take no for an answer.
“Right?”


“Definitely. I should have a lot more work done by then, and I’ll need to take a breather. I promise not to miss Christmas.”

After hugging them both, she shut the door and headed back into the living room.

“Well, thanks for agreeing to help me out.” She hoped he saw that as a sign that their meeting was over.

Drew stood. “Have you eaten yet?”

“No. I’ve had a busy day.”

“Then let me take you out to eat.”

“I have an even busier night ahead of me. There’s a lot to do to get this line ready, and not nearly enough hours in the day.”

“Then we’ll order pizza. Or Chinese. I’m hungry.”

Obviously, he wasn’t grabbing a clue that she was trying to get rid of him. “Fine. We’ll have something to eat. Then you need
to leave.”


“Sure.”

And she’d count every second until Drew was out the door, because having him in her apartment was disconcerting.

She had no idea why she’d allowed this, when he was the one man she didn’t want to see or spend any time with. Instead, he
was sprawled on her living room sofa, his long, lean body looking incongruous on her short, white designer sofa.


Taking a deep breath, she grabbed her phone.

“Chinese or pizza?”

“Either one is fine with me. I’m just hungry.”

She punched in the number of her favorite take-out Chinese place and called in an order. They delivered faster than the pizza
place, so she’d get Drew out of her apartment that much sooner.


She went back into the living room to find him outside on her balcony. She poured a refill on her wine and wandered out there.
It was cool outside, but not unbearable. He was looking out over Central Park.


“Nice place, Lina.”

Cringing at his use of the nickname, she stepped up beside him. “I love it here.”

“I can see why.”

“Where do you live?”

“I’ve got a place over on the Upper West Side.”

She turned to face him. “I didn’t know you lived here.”

He gave her a smile. “I do play here, remember?”

He did. She just tried her best to forget that. “Of course.”

“I only live here during the season. During the off-season I take off and head back home to Oklahoma.”

“That’s nice. Do your parents still live there?”

“Yeah, but it’s not like I live with them. I’m a big boy now, babe.”

Again with an endearment. “I’m not your babe. I never was.”

He laid his beer on the table and turned around. “Still mad at me about that night, Lina?”

“It’s Carolina. And no, I’m not angry at all. I’ve never given it another thought.”

“I’m sure you haven’t. Because that would mean what happened between us mattered. And we both know it didn’t. Right?”

He’d taken a step forward, getting into her personal space.

“Or did it matter?” he asked, his voice going low and soft as he swept one of her curls behind her ear.

She shuddered, as always, lost in the stormy gray depth of his eyes.

He’d always been able to do this to her, to make her forget her resolve and turn her into the inept college girl she’d been
all those years ago.


The doorbell rang, and Drew took a step back. Carolina pivoted and went inside to answer the door. Drew was right behind her,
surprising her.


“I’ll take care of this,” he said, his wallet already open as he paid for the food and tipped the delivery guy.

“I could have done that,” she said, following behind him after she shut the door.

“I know you could have, but since I’m the one who insisted on dinner, I figured I should be the one to pay.”

“Fine. Let’s eat.” She was starting the countdown. Fifteen minutes for food and conversation, another fifteen for after-dinner
talk, then he was gone.


She grabbed plates and laid out the cartons of food on her table. Drew had gone out to the balcony to grab his beer.

“Can I fix you something to drink?” he asked, obviously comfortable enough to open her cabinets and grab himself a glass.

“I’ll just have a glass of water.”

He ended up taking down two glasses. “I’ll take care of that for you.”

She didn’t want him to be nice. She wanted to think about him as he’d been in the past, like that night in college when he’d
slept with her and dumped her the next day, effectively ruining her girlish fantasies about him.


But that was in the past. She was a grown-up and a lot of time had passed.

She was over it. Over him.

Right?

Except he was even more gorgeous now than he’d been in college. He’d filled out in places, slimmed down in others. He still
wore his hair a little long and shaggy, which she found irresistibly appealing. His cheeks were more chiseled now, his jaw
more angular, making her focus on those spectacularly sexy eyes of his that had always drawn her to him. Eyes that right now
were zeroed in on her like a hawk zeroed in on its prey.


Yeah. Not gonna happen.

So instead, she scooped some chicken teriyaki and sesame noodles onto her plate, concentrating on the food instead of Drew.

“So what made you decide to launch your own line?” he asked as he lifted a forkful of rice up to his mouth.

Which of course made her raise her head just as he closed his mouth over the fork, which made her focus on his lips. Drew
had very full lips, and despite all the years that had passed since—since they’d been intimate, she could still remember what
it felt like when his mouth had pressed against the side of her neck, and what he had tasted like, and how gentle he’d been with her, since it had been her first time.


She’d lost herself in that night, that only night with him. And it had taken a goddamned eternity to get over him.

“Carolina.”

She jerked her head up. “What?”

He smiled at her. “What made you decide to launch your own line now?”

“Oh.” That’s right. He’d asked her that question and she’d zoned out, slipping into the past so easily, like she always did
whenever he was near. “I couldn’t handle working for David Faber any longer.”


“What didn’t you like about working for him?”

After swallowing, she took a sip of water and laid her fork down. “Where to start? He’s demanding, which I can handle. Designers
often are. The difference with David is that he’s high-strung all the time, which creates such a nerve-racking workplace.
And he’s such a jealous bitch, treating his designers like slaves, refusing to let them provide any input. It was stifling
working for him, which was why I accelerated my move to designing my own line. If he’d once taken any of my suggestions rather
than treating me like nothing more than a seamstress, I might have stayed with him, because the man is truly brilliant. But
he’s so neurotic and so afraid someone’s going to steal his designs, he’s impossible to work with.”


Drew studied her. “Hard to work in an environment where your contributions aren’t appreciated.”

And just like that, he’d nailed it, when she’d thought for sure he’d just nod and say “uh-huh” or something like that. “Yes,
it was. Not that I expected to take over or anything, but I had good ideas, dammit. Ideas that would have helped his line.
Not myself, but him.”


“I understand. And it’s his loss, isn’t it? Because you’re going to create your own line now and kick his ass.”

Admittedly, she was shocked by the compliment. “I don’t know about that. But taking that step was freeing in a way I never thought it
would be. At least initially.”


“And now you’re nervous because you’re on your own now and you don’t know if you’ll succeed.”

He was also annoyingly keen at identifying her biggest worry. “Maybe.”

“Don’t be worried. You’ll be great.”

She pushed her half-empty plate to the side. “How can you be so confident, when you know nothing about me?”

“Easy,” he said, standing and moving into the living room, where she’d shoved her sketches onto one of the side tables. He
picked them up. “This. And this. They’re good, Lina.”


She took a deep breath as his gaze caught and held hers. “You’re hardly knowledgeable about fashion, Drew.”

“Maybe not. But I know what looks good on a woman. You’ve always dressed well. I think you have a keen eye for what makes
a woman feel great about herself. And I’d bet you could do the same for a man. You’ve never lacked for confidence.” He gave
her a wicked grin. “Hell, you even threw yourself at me back in college.”


Ugh. She couldn’t believe he’d brought that up. “Don’t remind me.”

He came back into the kitchen. “Do you know how much courage that took? It was a huge turn-on, and it showed me how ballsy
you were. You were just a girl back then. You’re a woman now. I don’t think anything can stop you from having whatever you
want.” He brushed his knuckles against her cheek, forcing her to meet his gaze again.


She lifted her eyes to his and, with him so close, the heat that always seemed to emanate from him surrounded her, enveloping
her in a haze of not-so-forgotten lust and longing.


“That’s a nice thing to say.” He’d always said nice things to her—when he wanted something. Which made her wonder exactly what it was that he wanted now.

She studied him, the woman she was now not nearly as naïve as the young girl she’d been back then.

“Exactly what are you after here, Drew? A repeat performance from college?” She pushed her chair back and stood, creating
distance between the two of them. “Because if you are, I can assure you it’s not going to happen.”


She made sure to keep eye contact with him, so he understood clearly her meaning. “Never again. Ever.”
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TWO
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DREW FOUGHT THE URGE TO SMILE AT THE LOOK CARolina gave him. Man, she was fierce and determined to not show that she gave a shit about him, while her body and her eyes
betrayed her, just like they had back in college.


If there was one thing he could do and do well, it was read a woman’s body language, and Carolina was all tight with tension
and nerves. She always had been around him.


And he’d been a class-A douchebag back then, had taken advantage of a young woman who’d had an obvious crush on him, had used
her and discarded her in the dickhead way young guys did. He still felt like shit about it all these years later.


“I’m not here to seduce you, Lina,” he said, though when he’d walked through her front door and seen her again, she still
managed to gut punch him like she always had. She was even more beautiful now than she’d been back then. Her light brown hair
was cut chin-length and framed her face, and her stunningly sharp blue eyes, as always, just about struck him dead.


“I can’t believe you agreed to do this. It doesn’t seem like it’s something you’d be remotely interested in doing.”

He caught the edge of anger in her voice. “How would you even know what interests me? Maybe I like fashion.”

She let out a snort. “I highly doubt that. You seem more like the bar-brawling, beer-swilling, sweatshirt–with-a-logo-on–it-wearing,
sports-watching type to me.”


“Hmmm. I have been guilty of all those things. But I also like to dress well. See, you don’t know me at all, Lina.”

She looked away. “Stop calling me that.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s not my name.”

He moved closer, breathing in the subtle scent of her perfume. “Because it reminds you of that night.”

She stepped away. “No, it doesn’t.” She lifted her head and gave him a look that showed her pain. “You’re trying to piss me
off.”


Now it was him who took a step back. “No. I’m really not. I just want to be friends.”

She laughed. “We can’t be friends, Drew.”

Maybe she hated him because of what he’d done. He’d always managed to stay friends with the women he slept with. He was nice
to them and never lied to them. He never made promises he didn’t intend to keep. Hell, he never made promises. He’d never
promised Carolina anything that night, either. But maybe she’d heard something he hadn’t said. Or maybe he’d said something
that night he couldn’t recall saying.


“This isn’t a good idea.” She closed up the boxes of food.

He stopped her, laying his hand over hers and forcing her to turn and look at him. “What’s not a good idea?”

“This. You and me.”

“Working together?”

“Anything . . . together.”

“Come on, Li—Carolina. You need this for your work, right?”

She shrugged. “I can get models.”

“Oh, but you need me. I’m a hot commodity.”

She shot a look at him. “Modest as always, aren’t you, Drew?”

“Well, you know me.”

“Yes, I do know you.”

He figured if he could joke with her, tease her like he’d always done, she’d snap out of this sad, reflective mood. Mad Carolina
he could deal with. The sad one he couldn’t handle.


“Come on. It’ll be just like old times. Only you get to tell me what to do. You can even be mean to me. It’ll be like payback.
Think of all the fun you’ll have ordering me around.”


She straightened and cocked a brow. “Why do you want to help me? Surely you have better things to do with your time. Like
playing a hockey game, or picking up some woman.”


“Not really. Annoying you has always been one of my favorite things to do.”

“Yes. I remember that well.”

“Think of it as a nostalgia trip, then. And besides, I come cheap. I won’t even charge you for my time, seeing how I’ll get
all that free publicity.”


“How generous of you.”

“I know, right?”

She took a deep breath and let it out. “Fine. We’ll do this.”

“Great.”

“And can you get me tickets to see some of your games?”

Now it was his turn to give her the once-over. “I didn’t know you liked hockey.”

“Now who doesn’t know much about whom? I actually do like hockey, Drew. Plus I want to study your lines while you skate.”

“Huh. Okay, sure. There’s a preseason game tomorrow night against Denver. Do you want to come to that one?”

“Tomorrow night? Let me check my calendar.” She went over to her desk and grabbed her phone, doing some scrolling with her
thumb. “What time is the game?”


“Seven thirty.”

“Yes. That’ll work. I should be finished up by then.”

“Okay. I’ll have a ticket set aside for you. Are you going to bring someone?”

She looked up from her phone. “No. It’ll just be me.”

“You can pick up the ticket at the box office. Just give them your name.”

“Thanks. This will really help with my designs.”

“Anytime.”

She looked around. He hated to admit he found her discomfort amusing, but he did. If she was uncomfortable, then it meant
she felt something. And he wanted her to feel something.


For him. About him.

“So . . . you’d like me to leave.”

She lifted her gaze to his. “I didn’t say that, but I do have work.”

He stepped over to her, deliberately getting close. “You should just say what’s on your mind, Carolina.”

She didn’t say anything, but her eyes said it all. Confusion, that slight irritation that always made him smile, and then
her eyes darkened, a flash of desire she tried to hide before she moved away.


But he’d seen it, and it made him tighten.

He took a deep breath. “Hey, I can take a hint.” He grabbed his jacket and put it on.

“Thanks for coming over,” she said as she walked him to the door.

“I’ll see you tomorrow night at the game.”

“Sure.” She held on to the door and gave him a stiff smile. “Good night, Drew.”

“Night, Carolina.” Before she could shut the door in his face, he brushed a brief, soft kiss across her lips, taking in her
slight gasp of surprise. “Don’t work too hard.”


He turned and walked away and she shut the door.

He smiled as he pushed the elevator button.

Yeah, he got to her. Surprisingly, she got to him, too. He’d always enjoyed teasing her. After all, she was Gray’s little
sister. Until she’d become more than that in one night that had rocked his world.


She’d thought he’d walked away as if she hadn’t meant anything.

But she’d meant a lot more to him than she would ever know. And that had scared the shit out of him. That one night with her
had brought out feelings he hadn’t been ready to deal with. Not when he’d had a new career ahead of him and his entire life
had been about to change. He couldn’t have handled falling in love all those years ago.


Now? Now was a different story. Now he was settled, with a good career and a stability in his life he hadn’t had before.

Except Carolina wouldn’t give him the time of day.

He aimed to change that.
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CAROLINA TOOK A CAB TO MADISON SQUARE GARDEN, went to the box office to pick up her ticket, and made her way to her seat, surprised when she realized it was in the middle
and down low.


Great seats. She’d have an amazing view of all the action and the players. She took out her sketchbook and readied for the
game.


When the players came out, which happened to be right near where she was seated, she shifted in her seat to watch them take
the ice.


It was just as she’d imagined, only so much better seeing it in person. Despite being loaded down with heavy uniforms and
protective gear, they glided across the ice, as breathtaking in form as a figure skater who wore the lightest of costumes.
Carolina settled in and watched the players warm up, the grace and fluidity of motion they used to slide the puck back and
forth as graceful to her as any skater she’d ever seen.


When the game started and the referee dropped the puck between the two opposing players, she leaned forward, her gaze already trained
on Drew, one of the forwards. He and his teammates struck fast, grabbing the puck and driving ahead toward Denver’s goal.


Drew was lightning fast. Carolina no more than blinked and he had skated down the ice toward the goal and taken a shot. It
missed, but his teammate had scooped it up behind the goalie and shot it toward another one of the Travelers players.


The interplay fascinated her. She’d watched a lot of games on television, but there was nothing like being at a game. The
action was fast paced, and she found herself leaning forward, her pencil clutched tightly in her hand. By the time Denver
had snatched the puck and moved to the other side of the ice, she realized she hadn’t sketched anything because she’d been
too absorbed in the game.


Time to change that. She focused on Drew, the way his body moved when he skated. Of course she wouldn’t be able to get a decent
sketch of his body, but she drew the lines to give her an impression of movement.


“Hey, whatcha doin’?”

She looked up at the man sitting next to her. He was maybe in his late forties, wearing a Travelers jersey and clutching a
beer in his hand.


“Sketching.”

“You a reporter?”

She smiled at him. “No.”

“So why you drawin’ pictures?”

She really didn’t want to get into why she was doing this. “I just like to draw. It . . . brings the game alive for me.”

“Oh. I get it. Better than takin’ a picture with your camera, huh?”

“Yes. Something like that.”

He slapped her on the back. Hard. “Good for you, honey.”

She winced and went back to watching the game, flipping the page so she could sketch some action shots with more than one
player, wanting to get the speed of the skates, the teamwork involved, and the way the puck seemed to disappear when they
all crowded around it.


Men at work. This was Drew’s job, and as she zeroed in on him, she highlighted his face, glad now that he’d gotten her these
seats so close-up. She depicted the fierceness of his features as he concentrated on fighting for the puck. And when he was
slammed against the boards right in front of her, she saw the ends of his hair peeking out from his helmet. His hair was wet
from sweat despite how cold it was in the Garden. Not surprising, considering there wasn’t a moment he was on the ice that
he wasn’t moving.


Movement. Men were constantly in motion, which meant they needed style and comfort. While she wanted the men’s clothes in
her line to look amazing, she also knew men placed a high premium on freedom and ease in their wardrobe. Carolina jotted down
some notes, her mind whirling with the possibilities of what she could create. She could write faster than she could draw,
but she already had five or six ideas she wanted to sketch later, including underwear.


She grinned, wondering if Drew would model those for her, then forced that thought aside. Fitting him for underwear might
be more than she could handle.


But wouldn’t he look magnificent in a print ad? She could already envision it in her mind, the angle of his body, the way
they’d set up the shoot.


It was perfect. Now she’d have to drum up the courage to ask him to do it.

DREW’S ENTIRE BODY KNOTTED UP WITH TENSION AS Boyd Litman shot the puck at him. He raced forward and fought one of Denver’s defenders for it, wrestling it away and skating
toward the opposing goal.


Tied one to one in the third, the last thing they needed was a tie. This had been a tough game already and he knew everyone was
beat-up and exhausted. There were two minutes left in regulation. Time to end this thing.


He passed the puck to Ray Sayers and skated past the defender, getting himself into position by the goal, fighting with the
defender to stay where he needed to be while Sayers and Litman fought to keep the puck away from Denver’s defender.


When the puck came toward him, he jostled with Marquette on Denver’s team, one of their toughest defenders. He took a shot
and missed.


Dammit. A quick glance at the clock showed they were down to the final minute. With renewed determination, he fought for possession
and gained it back, and made a tricky shot toward Litman who was right at the goal.


Litman slid it past the Denver goalie and it went in.

Drew had never seen anything sweeter than when the goal lit up. He raised his stick in the air and skated toward his teammates
while the fans in the Garden went wild.


That had been a great victory, hard-won because Denver was a tough team to beat.

As they worked the line to shake hands with their opponents, Drew searched the crowd and saw Carolina, standing and clapping
along with everyone else.


He liked seeing that smile on her face. He skated over to the boards and motioned for her to come down. She did.

“You played very well, though I wasn’t sure you were going to finish it off in regulation.”

“Neither did I. Will you stay and wait for me?”

She looked uncertain. “I have some work to do.”

“Did you eat?”

“Well, no.”

He shook his head, then smiled at her. “Have dinner with me.”

“I suppose I could.”

“Great. I won’t be long. Just wait right here.”

“Okay.”

He stayed long enough to sign a few autographs for some of the fans, then headed to the locker room to take a shower. He hurried
out of there before he got stuck doing media interviews, which would likely piss off his coach, but he wasn’t in the mood
tonight.


Not when he’d convinced Carolina to go out to dinner with him.

She was still waiting in her seat, her knees drawn up, her sketch pad on her lap. She hadn’t seen him, so he watched her.
She was so engrossed in her work that nothing could shake her out of it.


She had her hair pulled behind her ears and she was worrying her lower lip with her teeth, which brought his attention to
her mouth. It might have been eight years since that hot night in the dorm, but he could still remember the sweet innocence
of her taste, how she’d flung herself wholeheartedly into sex with him.


She might have been a virgin, and she’d known nothing about sex, but she’d wanted to sleep with him, had been eager to rid
herself of what she’d referred to as the unpleasant yoke of virginity.


He’d been surprised that, at twenty, she’d still been a virgin. When she was a teen she’d been a little overweight, but she’d
always been beautiful, with her dark hair and stunning blue eyes. What was wrong with guys that they hadn’t leaped at the
chance to be with her?


Then again, what the hell had been wrong with him that he had missed out on her the two years they’d been together in college?
He’d been so wrapped up in sports and his friends and screwing every girl he’d had the chance to be with that he hadn’t noticed
her. Or maybe he had noticed her, but she’d been Gray’s little sister, and you didn’t screw your best friend’s sister. That
was one of the rules.


Or it had been, at least until graduation night, when he’d been plenty drunk and Carolina had been plenty brave enough to ask him to take her to bed.

He’d broken the rule. And had never regretted it.

When she finally looked up and saw him, she tucked her sketchbook into her bag and came down the stairs.

“Took you long enough,” she said, her gaze scanning his face and hair. “Did you use extra gel and a blow-dryer?”

He liked that she gave him a hard time. “Yeah. It was a rough night. Plus, I wanted to look pretty for you. Did it work?”

She held her gaze on his awhile. “I won’t need to put a bag over your head, so I guess you’ll do.”

He laughed and grasped her hand. “Come on. I must have burned a thousand calories on that game. I need a big steak.”

He led her out through the side door, where he’d already arranged to have a car.

“Ooh, a private car, huh?”

He laughed as he held the door for her and then climbed inside. “Hey, I get some perks, ya know.”

The car drove them to Sparks, one of his favorite steakhouses.

“I love the food here,” Carolina said as Drew helped her out of the car.

They were seated right away and presented with a wine list.

“Wine?” he asked.

“I shouldn’t. I have so much work to do.”

“Think how relaxed you’ll be and able to work after you have a nice meal and some wine.”

She cocked a brow. “I think you’re full of it. A full stomach and wine and all I’ll want to do is climb into bed and fall
asleep.”


“Then think how productive you’ll be tomorrow after some rest.”

She laughed. “You might be right about that. I’ve been working nonstop for months.”

“You needed a night off, then. Too much work muddles the brain cells and you can’t think clearly.”

“I did get some sketches drawn during your game.”

“Yeah? Can I see them?”

He read the hesitation on her face.

“Oh. I don’t know.”

“Are they secret sketches?”

“Not really. They’re just difficult to explain.”

He gave her a look. “So, you think I’m an idiot.”

“I didn’t say that.”

He held out his hand. “Then let me see them.”

“Fine.” She dug her sketchbook out of her bag and flipped to a page, then handed it to him.

He looked at them, stunned by her talent as he reviewed the pages she’d drawn of him and some of the other players. She’d
caught everything about the game and the players. The speed, the intensity in their expressions. He could feel the action
and the emotion on these pages. He lifted his gaze to hers. “Wow, Carolina. These are really good. I had no idea you had talent
like this.”


He saw the blush creep across her cheeks as he handed the sketchbook back to her.

“I had to do them fast. They’re just messy drawings.”

“No, they’re . . . amazing. You captured the fast pace and passion of hockey like nothing I’ve ever seen.”

“What I really wanted to do was show how you all move.”

“I’d say you did that perfectly.”

Their waiter showed up. Carolina deferred, so Drew ordered a bottle of wine for them.

“What’s your intent in doing the drawings? Obviously you’re not looking to design hockey uniforms.”

She let out a short laugh. “Uh, no. But I am thinking about sports when I design for men. How to take movement into consideration.
And comfort. Men don’t like to feel restricted or weighed down in clothing. You want to feel comfortable, even in”—she looked
around and leaned forward—“underwear.”


“So you’re going to create a line of men’s underwear, too?”

“Yes.” Her lips tipped upward at the corners. “How do you feel about modeling underwear?”

He shrugged. “I feel fine about it, but how do you know I’ve got the goods to do it? Maybe you want to use some dude who does
that for a living.”


“I suppose you have a point. I’d have to . . . see your body again.”

He smiled. “Now we’re getting somewhere.”

She rolled her eyes. “Look. You’re going to have to be a professional about this if we’re going to work together.”

“Hey, I can get naked and not think about having sex with you. Maybe.”

“Can you?”

“I’m not twelve, babe.”

“Or twenty-two, drunk, and unable to remember my name?”

He leveled a not-quite-happy look at her. “I knew exactly who I was sleeping with that night.”

“Maybe you did. It was the day after you forgot who I was.”

“Yeah, I screwed up big-time that night, and the day after. I could give you a lifetime of I’m sorry’s, but that can’t change
what happened or the fact I treated you like shit afterward. But I’ll still say it, as many times as you need to hear it—I’m
sorry, Carolina.”
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THEIR WAITER BROUGHT THE WINE, AND TOOK THEIR food order, so Carolina didn’t have time to respond to Drew’s apology. Probably a good thing, since she had no idea what to say to him.

She’d waited years for that apology, had played over and over in her head what she’d say to him if he ever said he was sorry.

She’d planned to throw his apology back in his face. She’d tell him she’d cried over and over again for months after he walked
out on her and never called her. She’d felt worthless and used and in love with someone who obviously felt nothing for her.


But that was the twenty-year-old, brokenhearted Carolina who’d had all those feelings.

Drew had never once made any promises to her that night, and all her feelings had been just that—her feelings—the ones of a very young girl who’d wrapped all her hopes and dreams in fantasy, none of which had been his fault.
She’d known he was leaving campus, that he had a promising career ahead of him with a hockey team. Instead, she’d manufactured some love story in her head that
had nothing to do with reality.


Which, again, hadn’t been his fault at all. It had taken her a long time to come to grips with that. But she’d moved on, finished
college, and had become an adult. She’d had other relationships and had shoved Drew into a drawer of the past.


Sometimes love taught very painful lessons, but she’d long ago decided she wasn’t equipped for that whole falling in love
thing.


“Apology accepted. I’m sorry I brought it up—again.”

He took her hand. “You’re entitled to bring it up as many times as you want to. I was a jerk that night. And a lot before
that. I didn’t notice you when I should have.”


He wasn’t making this any easier. “You weren’t supposed to do anything other than be who you were. I was the one who threw
myself at you.”


He smiled at her. “You did. Thanks for that. It was good for my ego.”

“As if your ego needed any more stroking. You had girls lining up to crawl into bed with you all through college. For as long
as I can remember, you were the hot stud every girl wanted to get with. And you were oblivious to most of them, or you strung
them along, choosing the best ones and discarding the less attractive ones.”


“Ouch. Was I really that bad?”

“Yes. You were really that bad. As far as I know, you might still be.”

“Trust me. The only thing keeping me busy these days is hockey.”

“Uh-huh. Somehow I find that difficult to believe. A leopard doesn’t change its spots, Drew. And you haven’t suddenly become
a monk.”


“Okay, maybe not. But I’m an adult now, and chasing after women like there’s no tomorrow isn’t high on my priority list anymore.”

She wasn’t sure she bought his reformed-bad-boy speech, but as they ate dinner, she noticed he focused only on her, despite
several very attractive women trying to get his attention. Okay, points for him on that one. She’d been out on dates with
plenty of men who had a roving eye, who seemed to think that they’d been placed on earth to have women service them.
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