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To my mom-


For being the most loving woman I know.


I wish every girl could have a mom like you.
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Chapter 1


Zanders


“I love road games.”


“I hate road games.” Maddison pulls his suitcase out of the back of my Mercedes Benz G-Wagon, my newest purchase, before shrugging on his suit jacket.


“You hate them for the exact reason why I love them so much.” I lock my car, throw my keys in my bag, and take a deep breath as Chicago’s crisp fall air fills my lungs. I love hockey season, and this week is the start of hockey season on the road.


“Why, because you have girls lined up waiting to see you in every city we visit? Whereas the only woman I want to see is my wife who is here in Chicago with my daughter and newborn son.”


“Exactly.” I pat Maddison on the shoulder as we enter the private airport entrance here at O’Hare International.


We show our IDs to the security before being let out onto the tarmac. “Did we get a new plane?” I stop in my tracks, cocking my head at the new bird with our team logo on the tail.


“Seems like it,” Maddison absentmindedly adds, looking down at his phone.


“How’s Logan doing?” I ask in reference to his wife, whom I know he’s texting right now. He’s obsessed with her. He’s never not texting her.


“She’s a badass, man.” Maddison’s voice drips with pride. “MJ is only a week old, and she’s got his schedule down.”


No surprise there. Maddison’s wife, Logan, is one of my closest friends and probably the most capable person I know. They’re my only friends who have kids, but their family of four has become my extended family. Their daughter calls me Uncle Zee, and I refer to their kids as my niece and nephew, regardless of the lack of blood ties between us. Their dad is my best friend and practically my brother at this point.


Which wasn’t always the case.


Eli Maddison was once my most hated rival while we were growing up. We were both raised in Indiana, playing travel hockey for two different teams. He was the golden boy who got everything he ever wanted, and it annoyed the shit out of me. His life was perfect. His family was perfect, and mine was anything but.


Then he went on to play for the University of Minnesota while I played for Ohio State, and our childhood rivalry turned into a heated five years of college hockey. I had some family stuff going on at the time, and I took all my anger out on the ice. Maddison ended up being the recipient of my shit when I threw him into the boards with a dirty hit early in our college years. I fucked his ankle up enough to pull him out of his sophomore season and, subsequently, the NHL draft.


Ironically enough, I also had to sit out my sophomore year, thanks to a few classes I was failing.


He hated me for it, and I hated myself for a whole lot of other reasons.


Then I started going to therapy. Religiously. I worked on my shit, and by our senior year, Maddison and I were the best of friends. We still played for different teams, but we respected each other and found common ground through our mental health struggles. He dealt with anxiety and panic attacks, and I dealt with so much bitter anger it would result in panic attacks simply because it would consume me, blinding me from reality.


And as fate would have it, Eli Maddison and I landed on the same team here in Chicago, playing professional hockey for the Raptors. This season is the start of my seventh pro year, and I couldn’t imagine playing anywhere else.


Which is why I need to make sure I get re-signed when my contract is up at the end of the season.


“Scott, did we get a new plane?” I ask one of our team managers, walking ahead of us.


“Yeah,” he calls over his shoulder. “All the Chicago pro teams did. New charter company. New plane. Some big deal they signed with the city.”


“New plane. New seats . . . New flight attendants,” I suggestively add.


“We always had new flight attendants,” Maddison chimes in. “And they all tried to sleep with you.”


I smugly shrug my shoulders. He’s not wrong, and I’m not ashamed. But I don’t sleep with women who work for me. It gets messy, and I don’t do messy.


“That’s the other thing that’s new,” our team manager shouts back. “Same flight crew for the whole season. Same pilots and same flight attendants. No more random crew members coming on and off our airplane, asking for your autographs.”


“Or asking to get into your pants.” Maddison shoots me a pointed look.


“I didn’t mind.”


My phone dings in my suit pant pocket. Pulling it out, I find two new messages waiting for me in my Instagram DMs.


Carrie: Saw your game schedule. You’re in town tonight, I see. I’m free, and you better be too!


Ashley: You’re in my city tonight. I want to see you! I’ll make it worth your while.


I go into my Notes app, finding the note titled “DENVER,” trying to remember who these women are.


Apparently, Carrie was a great lay with a fantastic rack, and Ashley gave one hell of a blowjob.


It’s going to be hard to choose where I want my night to take me. Then there’s the option of going out and seeing if I can widen my Denver roster with some new recruits.


“We going out tonight?” I ask my best friend as we ascend the stairs onto our new plane.


“I’m grabbing dinner with a buddy from college. My old teammate lives in Denver.”


“Ah shit, that’s right. Well, after, let’s grab some drinks.”


“I’m having an early night.”


“You always have an early night,” I remind him. “All you want to do is hang in your hotel room and call your wife. The only time you go out with me is when Logan makes you.”


“Well, I have a one-week-old son, so I can guarantee that I’m not going out tonight. I need some sleep.”


“How is little MJ?” Scott asks at the top of the stairs.


“Cutest little shit.” Maddison pulls out his phone to show off the countless pictures he’s sent me over the week. “Already ten times more chill than Ella was as a newborn.”


Stepping in front of them, I walk into our new plane, taken aback by how amazing it is. It’s completely brand new with custom carpet, seats, and our team logo plastered everywhere.


Bypassing the front half of the plane, where the coaches and staff sit, I make my way to the exit row, where Maddison and I have sat for years now, ever since he became Captain and I became Alternate Captain. We run every aspect of this team, including where we sit on the airplane.


Veterans sit in the exit row, and as your seniority on the team falls, the further back you sit, with rookies all the way in the last row.


“Abso-fucking-lutely not,” I quickly state, finding our second-year defenseman, Rio, sitting in my seat. “Get up.”


“I was thinking,” Rio begins, his goofy-ass grin taking up his entire face. “New plane, maybe new seats? Maybe you and Maddison want to sit in the back of the plane with the rookies this year?”


“Fuck no. Get up. I don’t care if you’re not a rookie this season. I’ll still treat you like one.”


His curly hair falls over his dark green eyes, but I can still see them shining with amusement as he tests me. Little fucker.


He’s from Boston, Massachusetts. An Italian mama’s boy who likes to test my patience. But almost every time he opens his damn mouth, I end up laughing. He’s pretty fucking funny. I will say that.


“Rio, get out of our seats,” Maddison commands from behind me.


“Yes, sir.” He quickly stands, snagging his boom box from the next seat over, and hurries to the back of the plane where he belongs.


“Why does he listen to you and not to me? I’m ten times more intimidating than you.”


“Maybe because you take him out whenever we’re on the road and treat him like your little wingman, whereas I’m his captain and keep the line clear.”


Maybe if my closest friend would come out with me, I wouldn’t have to recruit a twenty-two-year-old to be my backup when we’re out on the town.


Throwing my bag in the overhead bin, I take the seat closest to the window.


“Fuck no.” Maddison stands, staring down at me. “You had the window last year. You’re in the aisle seat this season.”


I look at the seat directly next to mine then back to him. “I get motion sickness.”


Maddison bursts into a fit of laughter. “No, you don’t. Stop being a little bitch and get up.”


I unwillingly move to the next seat over, each row on this plane only having two seats on either side of the aisle. A couple of other long-time vets sit in the row opposite us.


Pulling my phone out, I reread the messages from the girls in Denver, contemplating how I want my night to go. “Would you go for a great lay, a mind-blowing blowjob, or take your chances with someone new?”


Maddison completely ignores me.


“All three?” I answer for him. “I might be able to swing that.”


Another text comes through. This time it’s a group message from our agent, Rich.


Rich: Interview with the Chicago Tribune before the game tomorrow. Play it up. Make us that money.


“Rich texted,” I tell my captain. “Interview tomorrow before the game. Wants us to play up our little schtick.”


“What’s new?” Maddison sighs. “Zee, you know you have the short end of the stick on this one. Whenever you’re ready to let people know you’re not the dickhead they all think you are, you let me know, and we’ll stop the act.”


This right here is why Maddison is my best friend. He might be the only person, other than his family and my sister, who knows I’m not the bad guy that the media makes me out to be. But my image has its perks, one being that women throw themselves at the self-proclaimed “unlovable bad-boy,” and our contrasting personas make us both a ton of money.


“Nah, I’m still enjoying it,” I tell him honestly. “I gotta get that renewed contract by the end of the season, so until then, we have to keep it going.”


Ever since Maddison came to Chicago five years ago, we’ve created this storyline that the fans and media eat up. We make a shitload of money for the organization because our duo puts fans in the seats. The once-hated rivals turned best friends and teammates. Maddison has been married for years to his college sweetheart, and they have two kids together. I have nights where two different women come over to my penthouse. We couldn’t be more different from the outsider’s perspective. He’s hockey’s golden boy, and I’m the city’s troublemaker. He scores the goals, and I score with the ladies.


People eat this shit up. We play it up for the media, but the truth is I’m not the piece of shit people think I am. I care about a lot more than just the women I take home from the arena. But I’m also confident in who I am. I like having sex with beautiful women, so I’m not going to apologize for it. If that makes me a bad person, fuck it. I make a hell of a lot of money from being the “bad guy.”


As I scroll on my phone, I spot a figure in my peripheral, but I don’t look up to see who is standing in front of me. Though from my sightline of vision, I can tell the curvy frame belongs to a woman, and the only women on board are flight attendants.


“Are you—” she begins.


“Yes, I’m Evan Zanders,” I cut her off, keeping my eyes down on my phone screen. “And yes, that’s Eli Maddison,” I add with exhaustion. “Sorry, no autographs.”


This happens almost every flight. The new flight crew drools over meeting professional athletes. It’s a bit annoying, but it’s part of the job, being recognized as much as the two of us are.


“Good for you. And I don’t want your autograph.” Her tone is entirely unimpressed. “What I was going to ask is, are you ready for me to give you your exit row briefing?”


Finally, I look up at her, her blue-green eyes piercing and pointed. Her hair bounces with chestnut curls, unable to be tamed. Her skin is a light brown, speckled with soft freckles across her nose and cheeks, but her expression could not be less impressed with me.


Not that I give a fuck.


My eyes wander her body. Her tight work uniform hugs every curve of her full frame.


“You do realize you’re in the exit row, right, Evan Zanders?” she asks as if I’m an idiot, her almond-shaped eyes narrowing.


Maddison snickers next to me, neither one of us ever hearing a woman speak to me with such disdain.


My eyes form into slits, not backing down, a little shocked that she just spoke to me that way.


“Yes, we’re ready,” Maddison answers for me. “Go for it.”


She gives her spiel, and I zone out. I’ve heard this more times than I can count, but it’s some legal thing they have to tell us before every flight, I guess.


I scroll on my phone as she speaks, my Instagram feed littered with models and actresses, half of which I’ve dated. Well, dated is probably the wrong word.


Maddison nudges me. “Zee.”


“What?” I absentmindedly reply.


“She asked you a fucking question, man.”


Looking up, the flight attendant stares down at me. Her expression full of annoyance as her eyes wander down to my phone screen, a half-naked woman on full display right there on my feed.


“Are you willing and able to help in an emergency?” she repeats.


“Sure. I’ll take a sparkling water, by the way. Extra lime.” My focus shifts back to my phone.


“There’s a cooler in the back row for you to grab it yourself.”


My eyes dart up once again. What’s with this chick? I find her name tag—a pair of wings with “Stevie” in the center.


“Well, Stevie, I would really like if you brought it to me.”


“Well, Evan, I would’ve really liked if you paid attention during my safety demo instead of assuming I wanted your autograph like some little puck bunny.” She condescendingly pats me on the shoulder. “Which I don’t, and I’m not.”


“You sure about that, sweetheart?” My smug smile overtakes my face as I lean forward in my seat, closer to her. “Could be worth a pretty penny for you.”


“Gross.” Her face contorts with disgust. “Thanks for listening,” she says to Maddison before taking off towards the back of the plane.


I can’t help but turn around and watch her in shock. Her round hips sway, taking up more space than the other flight attendants I’ve seen on board, but her little pencil skirt dips in at the waist.


“So, Stevie is a total brat.”


“No, you’re just a total asshole, and she called you on it,” Maddison laughs. “And Stevie?”


“Yeah, that’s her name. It was on her name tag.”


“You’ve never known a flight attendant’s name before.” His tone is laced with accusation. “But clearly, she could give two shits about you, my friend.”


“At least she’s off the plane next flight.”


“No, she’s not,” Maddison reminds me. “Same flight crew for the whole season. Remember what Scott said?”


Fuck, that’s right. We’ve never had the same girls on board for an entire season.


“I like her already, only because she doesn’t like you. This is going to be fun to watch.”


I turn around to peek into the back of the plane just as Stevie’s gaze finds mine, neither of us backing down or breaking eye contact. Her eyes are probably the most interesting pair I’ve ever seen, and her body is perfectly full, with plenty to grab onto. But unfortunately, her pretty outside that I like is tainted by the attitude I don’t like.


She might need a reminder that she’s working for me, but I’ll make sure she understands. I’m petty that way. I’ll remember that little interaction for as long as she’s on my airplane.










Chapter 2


Stevie


“That guy is an ass.”


“Which one?” My new coworker, Indy, cranes her neck to look down the aisle.


“That one, sitting in the exit row.”


“Eli Maddison? I’ve heard he’s like the nicest guy in the NHL.”


“Not that one. The other one. Sitting next to him.”


Though the two men occupying the exit row seem like good friends and probably have a lot in common on the inside, they’re polar opposites on the outside.


Evan Zanders’ hair is black and tightly faded to his scalp, seeming like he can’t go more than seven to ten business days without getting a fresh cut. At the same time, Eli Maddison’s brown mop falls messily over his eyes, and he probably couldn’t tell you the last time he saw his barber.


Evan Zanders’ skin is a flawless warm brown, and Eli Maddison’s is fairly pale, topped with rosy cheeks.


Evan Zanders’ neck drips with a gold chain, his fingers decorated with fashionable gold rings, while Eli Maddison wears only one piece of jewelry. And it’s a ring on his left ring finger.


I’m a single woman. Of course, the first thing I notice is a man’s hands, especially the left one.


One thing they definitely have in common is that they’re both fine as hell, and I could bet good money on the fact they know it.


Indy peers down the aisle again. Thankfully, we’re in the rear of the airplane, and everyone’s backs are to us, so no one can see how obvious she’s being.


“Are you talking about Evan Zanders? Yeah, he’s known for being a dick, but do we care? It’s like God decided to take a little extra time and sprinkle a bit more ‘sexy’ into his genetic makeup.”


“He’s an ass.”


“You’re right,” Indy agrees. “His ass was sculpted by God himself too.”


I can’t help but laugh with my new friend. We met a few weeks ago when we went through job training together, and I don’t know much about her yet, but so far, she seems great. Not to mention gorgeous. She’s tall and slender, her skin sporting a natural sun-kissed glow, with blonde hair running smoothly down her back. Her eyes are a warm brown, and I don’t think she has a stitch of makeup on, simply because she’s stunning without it.


My eyes trail down her uniform, noticing how perfectly smooth it lays on her thin frame. There’s no gaping between the buttons in her white collared shirt, and her pencil skirt shows no creasing the way mine does from everything it’s trying to hold in.


Immediately feeling self-conscious, I adjust my snug uniform. I ordered it last month when I was a few pounds smaller, but my weight has always fluctuated.


“How long have you been doing this?” I ask Indy as we wait for the rest of the team to board the plane so we can take off on our first trip of the season.


“How long have I been a flight attendant? This is my third year. But I’ve never worked for a team before. How about you?”


“This is my fourth year and my second team. I used to fly for an NBA team out of Charlotte, but my brother lives in Chicago and helped me get this gig.”


“So, you’ve been around athletes before. This is nothing new to you. I’m a little starstruck, to be honest.”


Been around athletes. Dated one. Related to one.


“Yeah, I mean, they’re just normal people, like you and me.”


“I don’t know about you, girl, but I don’t make millions of dollars a year. Nothing normal about that.”


I definitely don’t make anything near that, which is why I live in my twin brother’s insane Chicago apartment until I can find something on my own. I don’t love living off him, but I don’t know anyone else in the city, and he’s the one who wanted me out here so badly. Plus, he makes ridiculous money, that I don’t feel all that bad mooching off him for a free place to sleep.


We couldn’t be more different from each other. Ryan is focused, put-together, driven, and successful. He’s known his path since he was seven. I’m twenty-six and still trying to figure it out. But regardless of our differences, we’re the best of friends.


“Are you from Chicago?” I ask my new friend.


“Born and raised. Well, in the suburbs. How about you?”


“I grew up in Tennessee but went to college in North Carolina. I stayed there when I got my flight attendant job. I just moved to Chicago a month ago.”


“Newbie to the city.” Indy’s brown eyes shine with excitement and a bit of mischief. “We’ve gotta go out when we get back home. Well, we gotta go out when we’re on the road too, but I’ll introduce you to all the best spots in Chicago.”


I shoot her a grateful smile, thankful to have such a cool and accepting chick on my plane this season. This industry can be cutthroat, and sometimes the girls aren’t the nicest to each other, but Indy seems genuine. She and I are about to spend an entire hockey season on the road together, so I’m even more thankful that we get along.


Unfortunately, I can’t say the same for the other flight attendant. Over the two weeks of training, Tara, the lead flight attendant, seemed anything but welcoming. Territorial might be a better word for her. Or bitchy. Either or.


“I have to admit something,” Indy begins in a whisper, brushing her wispy blonde hair out of her face. “I don’t know shit about hockey.”


A giggle slips past my lips. “Yeah, me neither.”


“Okay, thank God. I’m glad it’s not a job requirement. I mean, I know who they all are because I did my FBI-level investigation of them on social media, but I’ve never seen a game. My boyfriend is plenty versed in the sport, though. He even gave me a hall pass if needed.”


“Wait, really?”


She brushes me off. “As a joke. I’d never do that. If anything, he’d want a hall pass for one of them. He’s in love with watching sports, following athletes, all of it.”


Before I can tell Indy that I have someone at home that her boyfriend might fanboy over, the jerk from the exit row starts walking down the aisle towards us.


I can’t lie to myself and say that Evan Zanders is not a beautiful man. He looks like he just stepped off a runway with the way he’s walking towards me right now. His cheeky smile can’t hide his perfect teeth, and his eyes are the definition of a hazel dream. The tailored three-piece suit he’s rocking has a slight herringbone and screams that he doesn’t leave the house unless he’s dressed to impress.


But he’s a pompous asshole who assumed I wanted his autograph and stared at photos of half-naked beautiful women while I was trying to explain how I could save his life in case of an emergency.


I mean, the likelihood of him needing to know anything I was trying to explain is slim to none, but that’s not the point. The point is, he’s an arrogant athlete that’s in love with himself. I know his type. I’ve dated that type, and I’ll never do it again.


So, I stop admiring and turn around to distract myself with something meaningless in the galley, but his presence is overwhelming. He’s the type of man that everyone notices when he walks into the room, and that just annoys me even more.


“Okay, Miss Shay,” Indy whispers my last name with a nudge.


I look back at her, but she motions towards Zanders. Turning around, I glance up at him, his piercing eyes locked on mine. The most arrogant grin slides across his lips as he stands in the small entryway of the airplane’s back galley. He puts both arms up against the barrier, casually blocking Indy and me in.


“I need a sparkling water with extra lime.” His focus is lasered in on me.


It takes everything in me not to roll my eyes because I just told him where he could find one. There’s a big fancy cooler not even a foot away from him, stocked with all kinds of drinks for a reason. Athletes are essentially famished after their games, and since we do a lot of overnight flights post-game, the plane is set up like an all-you-can-eat buffet with food and drinks tucked in every crevice you can find, ready to be snatched and consumed.


“It’s in the cooler.” I motion to the last row of seats, right beside him.


“But I need you to get it for me.”


The arrogance.


“I’ll get it for you!” Indy pipes up with excitement, eager to do a job she doesn’t need to do.


“No need,” Zanders stops her. “Stevie here will get it for me.”


My eyes narrow at him as his sparkling teeth finally show because he happens to find himself hilarious right now. He’s not. He’s annoying.


“Won’t you, Stevie?”


I would like to tell him to fuck off and not because I don’t want to do my job, but because of the point he’s trying to prove. He’s trying to tell me that I work for him. But just because he’s our client doesn’t mean he can be rude and expect me not to be rude right back.


I hesitate, not wanting to make a bad impression in front of my new coworker on our first day. I couldn’t care less what this guy thinks of me, but I’d rather not look like a total bitch in front of Indy.


“Of course, I will.” My voice comes out too high, but neither of these people knows me well enough to realize I’m faking it.


Zanders shifts, giving me the slightest opening to slip past him, and that alone makes me self-conscious. I’m not the smallest girl, and I’m not trying to embarrass myself by being unable to squeeze past him. A bit of my internal self-doubt surfaces before I catch it and replace it with the mask of confidence I’ve trained myself to wear. But Zanders moves a bit more out of the way, thankfully giving me space.


I take one step, literally one step out of the galley, past Zanders to the cooler that he was so close to, he was practically touching. I open the lid and pull out the first drink I see, which is a sparkling water. This would’ve taken him less than three seconds to do, but he wanted to prove a point.


As I pull his water from the cooler, I sense him looming over me. He’s tall as hell, probably around 6’5”, and over my 5’6” stature, he overpowers me. He barely leaves me enough space in the aisle to turn around, and when I do, I’m greeted with his chest right in my face.


“Thank you so much, Stevie.” He says my name in the same condescending manner that I did earlier as he lazily takes the bottle out of my hand. His long fingers slightly graze mine, all the while his hazels stare at me. His empty hand reaches up, adjusting my wings on my shirt, straightening out my disheveled name tag.


His eyes hold mischief, amusement, and a whole lot of arrogance as they dance between mine, but I can’t, for the life of me, find the will to break eye contact.


My heart rate picks up, and not just because only a few layers of fabric separate his hand from my chest, but because I don’t like the way he’s looking at me. It’s intense and focused. Like I’m his new task this season.


His task to make my job a living hell.


“Extra limes?” Indy interrupts, holding out a napkin piled high with lime wedges.


Zanders’ gaze breaks its stare as he looks back to Indy in the galley, and an audible breath of relief leaves my lungs when his attention leaves me.


“Wow, thank you so much.” Zanders’ tone holds far too much joy as he takes them from her. “You’re great at your job—”


“Indy.”


“Okay.” He brushes her off, his attention finding me again. Bending down slightly, he makes us eye level. “Stevie. Great work,” he adds in farewell before taking off towards his seat.


I stand up straight, composing myself as I smooth my uniform once again and push my untamable curly hair out of my face.


“Please fuck him,” Indy begs when it’s only the two of us in the galley again.


“What?”


“Please, please, please fuck him and then tell me every little detail.”


“I am not sleeping with him.”


“Why the hell not?”


My brows furrow. “Because we work for him. Because he’s in love with himself, and because I’m pretty sure he has sex with just about anything that has a vagina, and I doubt he knows their name when he screws them.”


And I don’t fit the typical model-esque mold these guys go for. I don’t get chosen by men like that, but I keep that insecurity to myself.


“Well, he knows your name.”


“Huh?”


“He knows your name.” She bends down close to me, making herself eye level, the same way Zanders did. “Stevie,” Indy whispers in a seductive tone before breaking into a giggle.


“Get out of here.” I playfully push her away.


As soon as all the passengers are boarded and the cabin doors are closed and armed, Indy and I lock up the galley, ensuring everything is secure for takeoff. And as we do, the most magical, beautiful thing that has ever happened in my four years of flying occurs.


Simultaneously, every one of the suited-up hockey players stands from their seats and begins to strip down until the only thing that’s covered is their junk.


“Sweet mother of—” I drift off, unable to speak, my eyes bugged out of my head.


“What. Is. Happening?” Indy asks in the same daze, her mouth gaped.


The entire back half of the airplane is filled with naked men, toned asses, and tattoos everywhere I look. Indy and I don’t even pretend to act like we aren’t staring. We are staring, and you couldn’t pay us to look away.


The players all carefully lay their suits flat in the overhead bins, being sure not to wrinkle them on the flight to Denver before they re-dress in more comfortable and casual clothing.


“Like the show, ladies?” one of the players playfully asks, breaking me out of my daze. His dark waves dance in front of his deep emerald eyes.


“Yes,” Indy answers without hesitation.


“Well, enjoy. Happens every time we take off and land. We have to wear suits on and off the plane for the media, but whenever we’re on board, we get to do whatever the fuck we want.”


That wasn’t the case when I flew a basketball team. They walked on and off the plane as casually as they could be, so this is new.


“I can come back there and give you guys a better view next flight.”


“Rio, stop being so damn thirsty all the time!” another player calls out.


“This is the best job,” Indy adds, her stare still locked on the half-naked men.


“I love hockey,” I decide without a second thought.










Chapter 3


Stevie


Throwing my suitcase on the opposite bed in my hotel room, I plug my charger into the wall, powering my phone. I forgot to charge it last night, so it died halfway through the flight to Denver.


As I’m waiting for it to light up, I strip off my god-awful uniform, hang it in the closet, and dig out my comfiest sweats. I’m all about comfort. Give me sweatpants, leggings, and oversized flannels every day for the rest of my life, and I’ll die a happy woman.


The polyester/wool mixture of my flight uniform is stiff and unflattering, and my first mission after every flight is to get it off as quickly as possible.


My phone dings on my nightstand, and without looking, I already know who it is. It’s the only person I can’t go a day without speaking to—my best friend. Ryan is the only person who chooses me first, above everyone else, day in and day out.


His name with the twin dancing emoji next to it confirms who I already knew it was.


Ryan: How was your first flight?


Me: It was good! Hockey boys are nice—for the most part.


I leave out the fact that I’m working for the NHL’s biggest diva this season.


Ryan: Those Canadians, am I right? But you know you miss flying basketball.


Me: Idk Ry, have you seen a hockey man’s ass?


Ryan: Proud to say I have not and never will.


Me: Speaking of basketball, are you ready for your game tonight?


Ryan: Absolutely. Gonna miss having you in the stands, though. I need my good luck charm.


Ryan’s basketball season and my flying season have always overlapped, and now that I’m working with hockey, their schedules are the same. I haven’t made too many of his games since he went pro, but I always make sure to watch him however I can. I’m his self-proclaimed good-luck charm, but seeing as the Chicago Devils haven’t had a winning season in three years, I don’t think my charm is working too well.


Me: I’ll be watching. There’s a sports bar a few blocks away. I’m sure they’ll have it on TV.


Ryan: Or you could watch it from your hotel room . . . alone.


A laugh slips from my lips. Ryan knows he has no control over who I spend my time with, but he may be the most protective brother of all time.


Me: Too protective.


Ryan: I’m your older brother. It’s my job.


Me: Three minutes older.


Ryan: Still counts. Gotta get to the arena. Be safe. Love you, Vee.


Me: Love you. Kick ass.


As soon as I exit out of our messages, I redownload my Tinder app. I never use the apps when I’m home, but one of the perks of spending a good amount of time on the road is the casual hookup with a stranger.


I feel more confident in bed when it’s someone I know I’ll never see again. I don’t worry too much about how my body looks or how soft I feel under someone random. I get to let loose and feel good with the sole purpose of getting off, knowing they’ll never lay eyes on me again.


I swipe right on a few attractive men, but I swipe left on even more who are too handsome for their own good. And Denver’s men seem to be more beautiful than other cities I visit, so I swipe left on more than usual, making sure I don’t get connected with someone I find to be too attractive.


I deal with enough insecurities on my own that I’m working to overcome. I don’t need to add batting out of my league just to get laid.


So, I stick to men I find attractive enough, but not so much so that their typical type are girls who may as well be on the covers of magazines.


Within a matter of minutes, almost everyone I swiped right on matches with me, giving me a boost of confidence. Shopping through my options, I land on a guy who lives outside of the city, with his bio reading, “Just looking for a hookup.”


I love the honesty, and that’s precisely what I’m looking for too.


As I’m drafting my extremely charming and witty opening line, there’s a knock at my hotel room door.


Dropping my phone on the bed, I throw a sweatshirt over my head before squinting through the peephole, finding my other new coworker, Tara, on the other side.


“Hey.” I swing my door open with a smile.


“Can I come in?” she asks without much expression on her face, which makes me worried. But also, I just worked an entire flight with her, and not once did she smile unless it was directed at one of our passengers.


“Of course.” I usher her in. She takes a seat in the chair at the desk as I plop myself back on the edge of my bed.


“How was your first day?” Tara asks.


Oh, okay, so she is being nice. “It was great. Everyone seems really cool.”


“I heard you’ve worked with professional athletes before.”


“Yeah, I was flying a basketball team out of Charlotte the last few seasons, but this is my first time working for a hockey team.”


I assumed that would start a conversation about my past work experience, as most people flip out with excitement when they learn I worked for a professional basketball team, but instead, it leads her into the real reason she’s here—to try to intimidate me.


“Well, this isn’t your last job, so I want to reiterate some rules.”


And here we go.


“First of all,” Tara begins. “I’m the lead flight attendant, which means this is my airplane, my crew, and my hockey team. I don’t care that you have experience in the athletic charter business. I’m the one in charge here.”


“Of course,” I respond without a second thought. I know these types of girls. I’ve worked with them before. They want to be seen, they want to be known by the clients, and I’m not one for a power struggle. I couldn’t care less who’s in charge on the airplane. I’m just here to do my job. Get in, get out, and get paid. That’s all this is to me—a job.


“I’ll be up in the front with the coaching staff all season while you and Indy run the back of the plane with the players. But I want to reiterate. There will be no fraternizing with any of our clients—players, coaches, or staff. If you do, you’ll be fired. Do you understand?”


“Yes,” I confidently state. She’s trying to intimidate me, but that’s not going to work.


“I’m in charge here,” she continues. “Anything the team needs goes through me.”


“Sounds good.”


“I don’t know how your last job worked, and I don’t care. Anything goes down with you and someone on board, especially a player, you’re fired.”


Does she not realize she already said that? Also, why is she so worried about me? They’re not my type, and I’m not theirs.


“Got it.”


“Glad we’re on the same page.” She stands from the desk and begins to head towards my door. “Oh, and Stevie.” She turns back to face me, her expression filled with the most faux concern I’ve ever seen. “Maybe think about getting a bigger uniform. The one you wore today was awfully tight, and I don’t want the guys on board getting the wrong idea.”


A lump in my throat forms as she exits my room. I know it was tighter than I wanted it to be, but that’s just because my weight fluctuates all the time. I wasn’t doing it on purpose. I wasn’t trying to wear a body-hugging outfit in an attempt to lure in some attention. But my body isn’t a size two, and everywhere you could possibly find a curve, I’ve got some.


On the other hand, Tara’s uniform was tailored to hug her narrow frame, and the top couple buttons were unnecessarily undone, causing the cleavage from her pushup bra to be front and center. It was especially noticeable when she would bend forward in front of someone’s seat to ask what they wanted to eat or drink, but you don’t see me saying anything to her.


Regardless, Tara throwing my biggest insecurity in my face puts a damper on my night, and I suddenly have no desire for anyone to see my naked body, regardless of the fact I’ll never have to see them again.


An alert pings on my phone. A message from that guy on Tinder asking what my plans are for the night, but I don’t respond. I delete the app entirely, over the whole idea.


Instead, I change into a pair of leggings, an oversized thrifted tee, and a flannel, finishing my outfit off with my Air Force Ones. I grab my purse, sling the strap across my body, and head out the door to the bar I found a few blocks away so I can watch my brother’s home opener of the season. All while I am scarfing down on a burger and a beer.


Two beers.


Probably three beers.


Fuck it, let’s not put a limit on it. However many beers it’ll take to make me forget about how shitty I feel.


The walk is nice with Denver’s October breeze blowing my curls away from my face. This bar is unexpectedly packed tonight. It’s a Monday night, and none of Denver’s teams are playing, so I didn’t expect a sports bar with wall-to-wall TVs to be as crowded as it is. But I thankfully find a solo seat at the bar and sidle up, making myself comfortable to spend the next three or so hours watching my brother’s game.


“What can I get you?” The bartender leans forward a little more than necessary. But he’s easy on the eyes, so I let it slide.


“Do you have an IPA on draft?”


He gives me an impressed glance. “Sanitas’ Black IPA. Twelve or sixteen ounces?”


What kind of question is that? “Sixteen, please.”


As he comes back with my perfectly poured beer, he places it on a coaster and leans over the bar once again. “Where are you from?” A flirtatious smile plays on his lips.


I look over my shoulder, not entirely convinced the hot bartender is talking to me.


Finding no one behind me, I turn back to him, his blue eyes locked on mine. “Chicago currently. Just in town for work.”


“Oh yeah? How long are you in town for?”


“Only the night.”


His shy smile is now a full-on devilish grin. “Glad you found my bar top for your one night in town. Anything you need, I’m your guy. I’m Jax, by the way.” He puts his hand over the wooden countertop to shake mine.


“Stevie.” I place my hand in his, noting the veins and muscles of his forearms that continue up under the sleeve of his black button-down shirt.


Suddenly my original plan for the night doesn’t sound all that bad.


“Actually, I do need something from you, Jax.”


“Anything.” His eyes twinkle with mischief.


I lean forward, crossing my arms on the bar top and bringing my most flirtatious grin, wearing my mask of confidence once again. “Can you put that TV”—I gesture to the large screen directly behind him—“on the Devils and Bucks game? It’s on ESPN.”


His eyes narrow, but his lips tilt even more. “Beer and basketball girl, huh, Stevie? What do I have to do to keep you at my bar top all night?”


“Depends how many beers you pour me.”


He lets out a deep, sexy laugh. “Your glass will never be left empty.”


The skin around my eyes crinkles with satisfaction. This is what I needed—a little attention from a cute guy, my brother’s game on the screen, and a beer in my hand. I feel better already.


“And I’ll take a burger when you get a chance.”


“Damn, Stevie,” Jax exhales. “Stop making me fall in love with you.”


He shoots me a wink over his shoulder before redirecting his attention to the computer where he places my food order.


 


My food has taken a little longer than I thought it would, but I don’t mind. The bartender’s attention and the first quarter of the basketball game keep me plenty occupied. Not to mention my second beer.


Tara’s little remark about my uniform is less so at the forefront of my mind, though I realize now why it bothered me as much as it did. It’s not just because that’s an insecurity of my own, but how she said it was very similar to how my mother talks about my body.


It’s never direct. It’s always backhanded because how dare a Southern lady speak so directly. They don’t do that. I understand that my mother is a perfect Southern belle with an overactive metabolism, but that’s not me. And it’s never been me. I’ve got big tits, a big ass, and an even bigger desire never to become the kind of woman she is.


I love her, but she’s judgmental. I’ve never felt like enough in her eyes. I grew up playing with the boys because my twin brother was my best friend, and he was much more fun than any debutant ball or pageant my mother was so adamant about me participating in.


When I was in college, I refused to rush a sorority, which almost did her in. It’s big in the South, and my mother’s entire side of women have all attended the same University in Tennessee and rushed the same sorority. I’m a legacy. It would’ve been easy for me, but I don’t want to be anything like them.


And once she realized she lost the battle of me being a real proper Southern woman, her attitude towards me quickly shifted to disappointment. Her attention was no longer focused on how great I’d be in Southern society and instead, how different my body looked from hers.


Unfortunately, it’s become ingrained in me, making me believe some-thing is wrong with me. My shape became more womanly the older I got. But my mom, she’s not used to curves, and in her mind, I’m overweight, simply because we don’t share the same proportions. But I don’t know what she expected. Her husband, the other half of my DNA, looks nothing like the ginger hair, freckled, thin-framed side of my mom’s family.


My parents couldn’t be more different. Sure, there’s the physical disparities. My dad is a black man, and my mom is a white woman. But more than that, their personalities are polar opposites. My dad is funny and kind, nurturing. My mom is cold, distant, and outright mean sometimes.


I want to be proud that I’m half of a remarkable man, but it’s hard to be proud of anything when my own mother is disappointed in everything I do. And for some reason now, it seeps in more than it used to.


As the bartender places my burger down in front of me, a quick regret paces through my mind. The more I think about my mother, the less appealing this food sounds. Maybe I should’ve ordered a salad with the dressing on the side. Maybe my uniform will fit a little better tomorrow if I eat that instead.


“If you don’t start eating that burger, I’m gonna scarf it down myself,” Jax, the bartender says, pulling me out of my self-doubt trance.


“I don’t share food,” I tease, pulling my plate closer to me.


His chest heaves in a laugh as he pours me another IPA, placing it next to my previous one that’s still half full.


This guy is good. And there’s a good chance he’s going to get lucky tonight. If not from me, then by one of the beautiful women filling this bar and desperate for the attention of the hot bartender. But at this rate, I wouldn’t mind it being me.


My eyes stay glued to the game on the screen as Ryan starts the second quarter. He’s leading the team in assists tonight, as he should. He’s the point guard and the best playmaker in the league.


The Devils run a motion offense on their first time down the court as Ryan gets open for a three in the corner. His teammate kicks the ball to him, and he sinks the shot.


“Fuck yes, Ry,” I ring out, much louder than I intended.


“Devils fan, huh?” Jax asks, his eyes panning to the TV then back to me. “Stevie, I hate to break it to you, but this might be the end of our love affair.”


I laugh mid-chew. “You don’t have to be a Devils fan. Just a fan of number five.”


“Ryan Shay? Who isn’t a fan of Ryan Shay? Best point guard in the league.”


“Damn right he is.” I pop a fry in my mouth. “And he’s my brother.”


“Bullshit.”


I continue to eat, not needing to convince him one way or another.


“Are you for real?”


Before I can respond, someone in my peripheral view holds an empty glass in the air for a refill, drawing my attention.


My gaze immediately falls on two guys from the plane. The one holding his glass up is the player with dark curly hair who promised a peep show next time he changed on board. Rio, I think his name is. And the other one is the person I was happiest to see get off the plane.


Evan Zanders.


I unintentionally roll my eyes.


Fully dressed up to the nines, he probably took three times longer than I did getting ready as he brings his whiskey glass to his full lips, resting them on the rim before he takes a drink. He doesn’t see me, and he’s not doing it to be seductive to anyone in particular, but the guy naturally oozes sex.


It’s really fucking annoying.


I immediately turn back to the bartender. “I need my check and a box, please.”


“What?” he asks, confused, his eyes darting back to my full beer.


Tara’s warning of fraternization rings through my mind. The idea of finishing my food, beer, and ending my night with this hot bartender between my legs sounds fantastic. But not as fantastic as keeping my job.


If it were anyone else from the plane, I might stay and hide in the crowd while I finish watching the game, but the fact that it’s Evan Zanders, of all people, makes me want to leave even more. He was exhausting all flight, ringing the call light for absolutely anything he could think of, and if one of the other two girls went to see what he needed, he always sent them back for me.


He’s going to make my season on the plane a living hell. I don’t need him intruding on my time off too.


“I need to get going,” I tell Jax. “Can I get the bill?”


“Is everything okay?” He’s clearly confused, and I don’t blame him. I spent the whole time flirting with him, both of us having an unspoken hope of where our night would end once he’s off work.


But he’s an attractive guy with a bar full of women. He’ll be just fine finding a warm body for the night.


“Just gotta get going. Sorry,” I finish with an apologetic smile.


Jax brings me a box and my check, leaving off all my drinks from the bill. I quickly transfer my food and hand my credit card off to be swiped, but it’s too late.


Before my card makes it back to me, two large hands land on the bar top on either side of my body, caging me in. His fingers are long and slender, decorated with gold rings. Every knuckle is tatted, including the back of his hands, and his nails are cleanly manicured. I keep my eyes glued to the ridiculously expensive watch on his wrist as he leans down behind me with his lips close to my ear.


“Stevie,” Zanders says in his smooth velvety voice. “You following me?”










Chapter 4


Zanders


Maddison stuck true to his word and went straight to bed after meeting with his friend for dinner. On the other hand, I refuse to call it a night at nine thirty, especially because it’s the first night on the road of the season.


I live for this. I get plenty of action at home and thoroughly enjoy my summers in Chicago, but there’s a different kind of thrill when it comes to pussy on the road. The unknown of who it’ll be, the excitement of where it’ll happen, the satisfaction that I don’t have to see them ever again if I don’t want to. That’s how I like it.


Which is why I didn’t reply to either of the girls from Denver who slid into my DMs earlier. The thrill was gone. It was no longer exciting.


“Another round?” Rio asks.


I quickly examine my half-full whiskey glass, knowing I don’t need another. I try to keep my limit to two during the season, especially the night before a game. It’s one thing to stay up late and get laid, but I’m not dumb enough to get fucked up and play hungover.


“I’m gonna nurse this one.” Raising my glass to his, I take another small sip.


Rio proceeds to lift his hand towards the server, signaling for a new drink—his third of the night. Which, if I’m still around by the time he tries for a fourth, I’ll make sure to stop him. I’m not the captain, but I am the alternate, and even though I fuck around, I still have responsibilities to make sure my guys are ready to go when it’s game time.


As I’m deep in thought about how this is my year to win it all—the Cup and the new extended contract I need to earn by the end of the season—the sexy server comes by with Rio’s fresh drink. But she doesn’t look his way while she places his beverage in front of him.


No, she keeps her sultry gaze locked on me.


“Can I get you another one?” She leans her elbows onto our high-top table, casually pushing her tits up even more. My eyes fall directly on them. “It’s on me.”


And my mind doesn’t miss the connection of where I’m looking and what she just said. I wouldn’t mind those being on me either.


Somehow, I tear my attention away from the slit in her cleavage that’s doing all kinds of things to my imagination. “Self-inflicted two-drink rule.” I raise my glass to show her my final drink of the night.


“That’s a shame.” She bites her lower lip, leaning in closer to me. “I was hoping you’d still be here when my shift was over.”


That was easy. I haven’t said two words to her before this, but she’s hot as hell, and her long raven hair is gonna look awfully pretty wrapped around my fist tonight.


I lean onto my elbows, my face only inches from hers. “Just because I’m not drinking doesn’t mean I’m leaving.”


“I’m Meg.”


“Zanders.”


“I know who you are.” The corner of her lips lifts upward. “I’m off at midnight, and my place is only ten minutes away.”


“My hotel is right across the street,” I offer.


“Even better.” She licks her lips, and my eyes trail the movement. Those are gonna look even prettier wrapped around a different part of my body.


I fuck a certain way—no lovemaking, no soft and slow. No kissing if I can help it. I’ll explain the rules, and if she’s into it, cool. If not? Someone else will be.


A quick shift of chestnut curls draws my attention in the distance. My eyes follow the movement, instantly recognizing the honey strands intermixed among the mass. The owner of the curly hair spent the entire flight waiting on me, hand and foot, getting me absolutely everything I could possibly think to ask for, down to a tissue out of the bathroom.


I’m a dick, but it was fun.


Stevie hastily puts her credit card in the bartender’s hand as she stands from her seat, ready to bolt. She’s dressed much more casually than her work uniform today, but even with the oversized flannel, I can see just how nice her ass is from here.


I’m an ass guy.


And a tits guy.


She’s got both, but her disdain for me turns me off from the rest. Or challenges me, I’m not sure yet.


“Zanders,” Rio snaps me out of my trance. “She’s talking to you.” He suggestively nods towards the waitress who is currently offering up her body to me.


“Yeah?” I absentmindedly ask, my eyes still flickering to the flight attendant at the bar.


“Are you going to wait until my shift is over, or can I get your number?”


“No numbers—”


“Meg,” she reminds me.


“You can find me on Instagram.” My eyes dart back to Stevie at the bar, her foot tapping with either impatience or nerves. I can’t quite tell.


Without another thought, I stand from my seat, my feet carrying me her way.


“Zanders!” Rio calls out in shock.


I’m a little surprised at myself too. That waitress is a smoke show, but the most fun I’ve had in a long time was torturing Stevie on our flight today, and I want to do it again. I’m sure that waitress will still be waiting for me when I get back. I did practically nothing so far, and she’s already offered up her bed for the night.


I quickly approach Stevie from behind, my tall frame overpowering her as I cage her in, placing my hands on the bar top next to her small ones that are decorated with dainty gold rings.


“Stevie.” I bend down close to her ear. “You following me?”


The steam almost rolls off her red cheeks. Standing this close to her, the rosiness of her face is more evident than it was today. Her skin is a pretty shade of light brown, but it’s contrasted by pink cheeks and freckled skin. Another thing I didn’t notice was the small gold hoop in her nose or the numerous gold rings that decorate her fingers and ears.


She nervously spins the one on her thumb. “Seems like you’re following me,” she retorts.


She refuses to turn around, most likely because I have her locked in, and she’ll be faced with my chest, as she was today on the plane when I bombarded her. But I hope she does. I like seeing her falter and flustered. After her little arrogant show during the security briefing, I had a blast putting her in her place, reminding her of who she works for.


But still, she doesn’t turn around, so I lean to the side, resting an elbow on the bar top, until finally, she faces me, doing the same thing.


“My hotel is right across the street, so what’s your excuse?”


She nods towards the TV. “Closest sports bar I could find. I needed to watch this game.”


“And yet you’re leaving before halftime?”


“I can watch the rest in my room.” She frantically glances around the bar, looking for that sleazy bartender, I’m sure.


“What’s the rush?”


“Truthfully? I don’t want to be in the same bar as you. You’re kind of a dick.”


My head falls back in laughter, and a confused but playful smile dances on her lips.


“Well, I think you’re kind of a brat, so it is what it is.”


I search her freckled face, looking for any sign of offense, but there isn’t any. Instead, a bit of amusement shines in her blue-green eyes, which makes me like her a little bit more. But not too much more. I can’t imagine most people would react this way if they were called a brat right to their face.


My stare wanders her frame. Even though her shirt is oversized, I can still make out the shape of her tits and waist. Her outfit is casual and thrown together, whereas mine was planned and prepped.


“You sure you have to go?” the douchebag bartender asks Stevie as he places her credit card and receipt on the bar top in front of her.


“I do.” Her tone is laced with regret. “Thanks for the drinks, Jax.”


Jax? Even his name screams, I’m a tool.


“Yeah, thanks, Jax,” I add his name on in a condescending tone. “But you can go now.”


“Excuse me?” both Stevie and the bartender say at the same time.


“You can go now,” I repeat, brushing him away with a simple motion.


Jax looks from Stevie back to me, his expression full of confusion before he shakes his head and walks away.


“Why are you such a prick?” she asks, her tone full of disgust.


Well, that’s a loaded question, so instead, I deflect.


“That guy is a prick.”


“No, that guy was nice, and we had good banter. You just ruined it.”


“You weren’t going home with him anyway.”


“How do you know?”


“Because you’re leaving with a full beer still on the counter and half a game left to watch.”


She shifts the two receipt slips on the bar top. “He left me his number,” she smugly adds, nodding towards the receipt on the bar. “And the night is still young.”


Without thinking, I grab it from the bar and rip it into pieces that would be too small for her to put back together. And I’m not quite sure why I did that other than I like pissing her off.


“What the hell is wrong with you?”


“Doing you a favor, Stevie. You can thank me later.”


“Fuck you, Zanders.”


I pause for a moment as I study Stevie’s face, noting the real anger spewing off her.


“Your little bartender boyfriend was grabbing that waitress’s ass”—I nod towards a blonde server at a table—“every time they passed in and out of the kitchen. Then when she wasn’t looking, he was making out with that waitress”—I motion towards a different one, this one with brown hair—“by the bathroom. Now I’m not opposed to multiple women, but at least I make sure they know about each other. This guy is a tool.”


“You’re lying.”


“I don’t lie.”


Stevie’s eyes flicker with disappointment before regaining their faux confidence. “Well, maybe I don’t care,” she challenges.


“You care.”


“You’re an ass.”


“We’ve been over this, Stevie. I already know.”


I take a twenty-dollar bill out of my wallet, placing it down for her tip. This guy shouldn’t be getting a cent from her or me, but I especially don’t want her over-tipping when he was being a sleaze all night.


“I have my own money.”


“Good for you.” I condescendingly pat her shoulder. “Okay, now spill.”


“Spill what?”


“Why are you following me? Are you in love with me already, Stevie? Slow your roll, sweetheart. It’s only been one day.”


She lets out an arrogant laugh. “You’re in love with yourself.”


“Someone’s gotta be.” The statement holds way more truth than she realizes.


Her eyes flicker back to the television screen above the bar. “Are you a Devils fan?”


She ignores me, keeping her attention locked as the time clock winds down into halftime.


“Huh?” she absentmindedly asks as the Devils’ point guard takes a shot at the buzzer but misses, causing the game to go into halftime tied. “Dammit.”


“You’re a Devils fan,” I repeat, this time as a statement and less as a question. But I don’t like that she ignored me the first time. I’m not used to that.


“Yeah. Something like that.” She swings her purse strap over her shoulder and across her chest, separating her tits. My eyes fall right to them. Her body is banging, full of curves. She should show it off, not cover it up with baggy and oversized clothes that seem like they’ve seen better days.


“Well, now that you’ve successfully cockblocked me,” Stevie begins. “Can I go?”


My attention darts back to the raven-hair waitress, her eyes lingering on me as she marries two ketchup bottles. She’s trying to be seductive about it, but it’s kind of weird the way she’s smirking at me from across the room as she hits the bottom of the ketchup bottle with the heel of her hand.


My phone dings in my pocket, breaking my uncomfortable stare, and I find a message from my older sister, Lindsey.


Lindsey: Hey, Ev. Not to put a damper on your first road game of the season, but Mom got ahold of my phone number. I don’t know how, but she’s called three times already trying to get ahold of you. Long story short, don’t answer any unknown callers. Miss you, little brother.


My lips fall open as I continue to stare at my phone screen.


I haven’t heard a peep about my mom in two years since she showed up at one of my games and begged me for money. To which I, of course, said no. She had gotten ahold of my phone number, called nonstop, and finally showed up in person. I can’t keep my whereabouts private, my game schedule is plastered online, but she’s one of the reasons I’m so selective about people having my phone number. I’ve had to change it more times than I can count.


“Are you okay?” a soft voice asks.


“Huh?” I look up, finding Stevie’s blue-green eyes gentle and concerned.


My confidence has faltered at the moment, and there are only a select few I break down my walls in front of. The flight attendant with an attitude is not one of them.


“I’m fine,” I snap, feeling seen.


“Damn, never mind.”


The bar suddenly seems overcrowded and hot. I’m not claustrophobic, but it currently feels like I might be. I close my empty fist. My palms are clammy as a rush of warm air hits my cheeks, my vision slightly blurring. I attempt to take a breath, but there’s no air in the room.


Fuck. I haven’t had one of these in years.


Without a word or a second thought, I bolt out the front door of the bar.


Once outside, I glance in both directions, looking for some space. The streets are crowded with people, most of which have turned their attention to me. Usually, I live for the stares, the cheers, the recognition. But tonight, I need to get as far away from anyone with eyes as I can.


Jogging across the street, I instinctively turn down a few blocks, having no idea where I’m going, but relying on my panic-stricken body to find a quiet space.


A park comes into view, but people are taking up all the benches in sight. I find a large tree with a big enough trunk to hide behind. Without thinking twice, I sink my ass to the grass, my expensive-as-shit Armani pants instantly cooling from the wet ground.


Inhale. Exhale. Anchor yourself.


Where am I? Denver. A park.


What color are the benches? Blue.


Why am I feeling this way? Because my mother is a gold-digger who left her children and husband for someone with more money. Because my mother is selfish as fuck, and now she wants my money. She doesn’t want me. She doesn’t love me. She just wants my money.


Rage seeps in again. The only thing that brings on panic attacks for me is blind rage, but I can’t let it control me. The near-decade of therapy has taught me that. I can’t let the panic win. I can’t let my mother win.


Why am I feeling this way? Because she doesn’t love me. Because she chose money over my sister and me. But it doesn’t matter because I love myself.


That’s what therapy has taught me—to love myself. And I do. Unapologetically and without question, I love myself.


Someone’s got to.


Inhale. Exhale.


The panic is gone. I no longer feel hot and flustered, unable to breathe. I fought it off. I didn’t let it get me. I stopped it before it really started.


Letting out a deep breath, I drape my elbows on my knees and drop my head between my shoulders.


I completely bailed on my tab at the bar, but Rio can cover me. I’ll get him back next time. Pulling out my phone without re-reading my sister’s text, I respond.


Me: Thanks for letting me know, Linds. Love you. Please visit soon.


I’ve only ever loved a handful of people in my life, and those people are the Maddisons and my sister. That’s it, and that’s all I plan on. That’s all I need.


Lindsey: Looking at my calendar now! I’ll get something on the books as soon as the office slows down. Please do me a favor and stay out of the penalty box this year.


Me: That’s what they pay me the big bucks for. I’m the asshole from Chicago who doesn’t give a shit about anyone, remember?


Lindsey: Sure.


She finishes with a crying, laughing emoji because she knows me. I’m not that guy, but that’s what I let people believe. It’s easier that way. I don’t get hurt that way.










Chapter 5


Zanders


“Here we are with the notorious duo from the Chicago Raptors, Eli Maddison and Evan Zanders,” the reporter from the Chicago Tribune states. His voice is wafting through the speakerphone as we sit in a random conference room in Denver’s arena, pre-game.


I look over to Maddison, the only other person in this room. “Notorious duo,” I silently mouth.


Maddison rolls his eyes, but his chest heaves with a quiet laugh.


“Maddison, congratulations on your newborn son.”


“Thanks, Jerry.” My best friend leans forward, so the phone in the center of the conference table finds his voice more clearly. “My wife and I are stoked to add another to the Maddison family.”


“And Ella? How’s she liking being a big sister?”


“She loves it,” Maddison laughs. “She’s a fiery little one, and she’s stoked to have a sibling to boss around in the future.”


“Well, we can’t wait to see you, your wife, and the kids at the next home game in Chicago.”


This is typically how the conversation goes. Reporters start off with all sweet, sentimental stuff with Maddison, then move on to me.


“And EZ,” Jerry begins, using my nickname.


“How we doing, boss?”


“Doing good. Doing good. Not as good as you are, I assume. Your mug was plastered online last week with your latest flavor leaving the arena after your home opener. Someone we should know about?”


Why these reporters feel the need to constantly talk about my sex life is beyond me. But my persona perceived in the media makes me a hell of a lot of money, so I let it slide. Though, I have no idea who he’s referring to from last week. At a certain point, they tend to blur together.


“Come on, Jerry,” I tease. “It’s me you’re talking to. When has there ever been someone you need to know about?”


“My bad,” he laughs. “I almost forgot I’m talking to Evan Zanders here. You probably haven’t cared about a woman for more than twenty-four hours since your mother.”


My eyes dart to Maddison’s at the mention of my mother. No one knows about my family situation outside of my family and his. I pay good money to my PR team to keep it that way.


Maddison gives me an apologetic half-smile.


“Sounds about right.” I force a laugh into the speakerphone, hating the way the words taste as they come off my tongue.


“Jerry, let’s talk hockey,” Maddison quickly changes the subject.


“Yes, let’s. You two have quite the team behind you this year. How do we feel about the Cup?”


“This is our year,” Maddison states.


Nodding in agreement, I add, “No doubt about it, we believe the group of guys wearing a Raptors jersey this year has the potential to be holding the Stanley Cup by the end of the season.”


Maddison and I look across the conference room table at each other, laser-focused. When it comes to hockey, and especially this season, we don’t fuck around. This is our year to win it all. At twenty-eight, Maddison and I are both going into our seventh NHL season, and we finally have all the pieces to bring it home.


“Zanders the enforcer, do you think you’ll ease up on the penalty box minutes this year?”


“Depends.” I lean back in my chair.


“On?”


“If these other teams play clean, I will too. But if you come after my guys, I’ll be the one you’re answering to. The penalty box doesn’t scare me. That’s what I’m on this team for, to protect my guys and make sure they don’t get hurt. But judging by my last six seasons, I can’t imagine this year being any different.”


“You do love yourself a good hockey brawl,” Jerry laughs.


Well, he’s not wrong there.


“And what do you have to lose?” he continues. “You throw your punches, get your minutes in the box, then leave with a different woman on your arm each night. We all know you, EZ. You don’t give a shit about anyone other than yourself. And that’s why Chicago loves you. You’re the biggest asshole in the league. But you’re our asshole.”


Maddison leans back in his chair, his brows furrowed, and arms crossed over his chest. He shakes his head in frustration, but he knows how this works. We’ve been doing it for years.


I take a deep breath, plastering on a smile even though the reporter can’t see it. “You got that right!”


“The city’s golden boy and Chicago’s unlovable bad boy,” Jerry adds. “My favorite headline to use when it comes to you two.”


We continue to talk about the team and our goals for this season, but every few questions revert to me and my personal life. Talking about the women I leave the arena with, my photographed nights out in the city, drinking and partying. Though, I always remind him those nights are never before a game.


Anytime Maddison or I try to shift the conversation to Active Minds of Chicago—our charity foundation supporting underprivileged young athletes that don’t have the mental health resources they need, Jerry steers the conversation back to me and my bachelor lifestyle.


I get that this is the image I’ve built for myself over the last seven years, and it’s the reason my paychecks are as big as they are, but I would really like to advertise our charity work too. It’s the one thing in my life that I’m genuinely proud of.


Maddison and I started building the foundation back when he first moved to Chicago. We both needed to start donating our time and money to charities, so creating this organization made sense. We’ve rallied professional athletes from around the city to share their own mental health journeys in an effort to try to break the stigma surrounding the topic in athletes, especially male athletes. We raise money through monthly events to cover the costs of therapy sessions for kids who might not be able to afford it but need the help, as well as reach out to doctors and therapists who are willing to donate their time.


I can’t imagine how different my life would be if I had these kinds of services when I was younger. A lot of the anger and abandonment I felt could’ve been expressed through words instead of dirty plays on the ice.


“Thanks for your time, Jerry,” Maddison says once all the probing questions have been asked. He ends the call on the conference room phone. “We aren’t doing this shit anymore.”


“We have to.”


“Zee, they make you look like a prick. You can’t even talk about Active Minds without them changing the subject to who you’re fucking or fighting.” Maddison stands from the table in frustration.


I’m frustrated too. I don’t give a shit if they want to talk about my personal life, but it would be nice if the media would mention the good things I do for the community too. Most people don’t know I’m half the face of our foundation. They assume that it’s Maddison’s charity because it fits the whole nice, family guy image. It wouldn’t make much sense for the media’s narrative that I’m this asshole who doesn’t give a shit about anyone but also happens to be the co-founder of a charity for underprivileged youth suffering from mental illness.


“We aren’t doing this anymore. I’m tired of everyone thinking you’re this dick who doesn’t have feelings. The way they talk about you, Zee . . .” Maddison makes his way to the door of the conference room, shaking his head.


“I don’t have feelings,” I quickly counter. “At least not until June when I’m holding that Stanley Cup and a new extended contract in my hands.”


“You don’t have feelings?” Maddison asks, unconvinced. “You cried while watching Coco with Ella. You have fucking feelings, man. You should start letting people know.”


“Don’t use Coco against me! That shit was sad!” I stand from my seat, following him to the locker room to get suited up for our game. “That song at the end? It gets me every time.”


 


As soon as my ass hits my seat on the airplane for our flight home, I melt into it with a sigh. That loss was brutal, and I played like shit. I wasn’t focused tonight, and I take full responsibility for that.


I didn’t expect for us to take an L so soon. In fact, I figured we would go at least ten games without putting a tally in the loss column. That’s how good we are. But tonight just wasn’t our night.


It’s a long season, though. We’ll be fine.


My phone dings in my pocket, and I pull it out as the rest of the team boards the plane, finding two texts waiting for me. I reluctantly open the first one from my agent.


Rich: EZ, my guy. I had a girl waiting for you outside of the locker room tonight, and you blew right past her. It would’ve been a prime time for the media to get some pictures of you two leaving the arena. What’s up with that?


In frustration, I stretch my neck and blow out a deep exhale. I can get my own girls, and it happens plenty without Rich setting it up for me. The media gets the whole man-whore thing. I don’t need to act it out. That was evident by our pre-game interview with the Chicago Tribune when we couldn’t get two words in about hockey or our charity.


After the shitty loss and hearing about my mother twice in twenty-four hours, I wasn’t in the mood to add fuel to the fire. Most of North America knows that I’m a playboy. Taking a night off isn’t going to change my image and therefore lose me my contract next season.


Ignoring Rich, I move on to my next text. My expression completely shifts, contrary to the frustrated one I’ve been sporting all night.


“Your wife texted me.” I nudge Maddison to show him the text and picture Logan sent me.


It’s the cutest fucking thing I’ve seen in a while. My unbiological niece, Ella Jo, is posted up about two feet away from their TV, her necked craned and her eyes glued to the screen watching our game. The big-ass bow somewhat tames the crazy hair on her head, but the best part is the jersey she’s wearing. She’s sporting number eleven, with “UNCLE ZEE” stitched right there on the back.


Logan: Do not show my husband this. He will kill me for letting her wear this, but I thought you’d get a kick out of seeing your favorite girl wearing your number.


“What the fuck?” Maddison says in shock, seeing his three-year-old daughter decked out in someone else’s jersey other than his.


Three little dots dance along my screen before another text from Logan rolls in.


Logan: And since you love to piss my husband off, I assume you’re showing him right now.


She knows us both way too well.


Logan: Hi, baby. I love you. Please don’t kill me.


Maddison finally laughs.


“If Ella was wearing that shit tonight, it’s no wonder we lost.” A smug smile slides across his lips as he leans back and laces his hands together, contently resting them on his stomach.


“Dick,” I mutter with a smile.


“Asshole.”


“Are you guys ready for your exit row briefing?”


I send Logan a quick response, thanking her for the picture of Ella in my jersey before I give Stevie my full attention.


This is my newest tactic to get under her skin. She wanted my attention last time? Well, from now on, I’m gonna hang on every word she has to say, and it’s going to be awkward as fuck.


“Yes, please!” I tuck my phone away and cross my hands in my lap, sitting forward in anticipation.


Her head jerks at my eager response, her brows furrowed as she looks at me, puzzled.


Maddison snickers next to me, knowing exactly what I’m doing.


“Okay . . .” she drags out the word in confusion.


Stevie continues to explain how the window exit works if we need to use it in case of emergency, though she’s much quicker this time than last. I assume because she’ll be repeating this to us every flight for the remainder of the season.


I enthusiastically nod at every little thing she has to say, but whenever her blue-green eyes find mine, they narrow in annoyance.


“Are you willing and able to help in case of an emergency?” she asks both Maddison and me.


“Yes,” Maddison quickly answers.


Me? Not so much.


“Question,” I begin. “How exactly do I open the window again?”


Maddison shakes his head, but his chest moves with a silent laugh.


Stevie takes a deep breath, I’m sure in frustration, before she repeats what she’s already told me. “Remove the plastic placard, pull the red handle inward, and release. The window will lock against the aircraft.”


I nod my head repeatedly. “I see. I see. And when do I open it?”


Stevie inhales sharply, and I can no longer contain the sly grin on my lips. This shit is fun.


“When instructed by a crew member to do so.”


“And how—”


“For fuck’s sake, Zanders! Are you willing and able to help in case of an emergency or not?”


I can’t help but break into a laugh. I already feel ten times better than I did when I left the arena.


Thankfully, a smile pulls at Stevie’s mouth even though she’s trying to contain it. She presses her full lips together, trying to bite it back, but finally, a laugh escapes her.


“Yeah, I’m willing and able,” I resign with a big-ass smile on my face as I lean back in my chair.


She shakes her head in amusement. “I need a new job,” she mutters before walking away.


After the airplane doors are closed, Stevie comes back up to the exit row, standing a few mere inches from me in the aisle. Her blonde coworker is up at the front while the third flight attendant speaks over the PA system.


Stevie starts doing the safety demonstration, showing how to use your seat belts and oxygen masks if they happen to fall from the ceiling. No one else is paying attention, but I keep my eyes laser-focused on her.


She can sense my stare, and her cheeks are becoming flush under her freckles.


“This aircraft is equipped with six emergency exits,” the flight attendant says over the PA system. “Two forward door exits, two window exits over the wings, and two door exits in the rear of the aircraft.”


“You’re doing great, sweetheart,” I whisper.


Stevie shakes her head, her lips pressed together.


“Flight attendants are now pointing out the exits closest to you,” the speaker system echoes throughout the airplane.


Stevie uses her index and middle fingers on each hand to point out the exits in the back of the plane, then does the same, motioning towards the window exits in the middle of the plane, where I sit. But when she points to the window exit on my side, she tucks her index finger in and points to the window with only her middle finger, clearly flipping me off.


I can’t hold back my laughter.


There’s a smug, satisfied smile on Stevie’s lips, as there should be. Her unwillingness to back down or give in to my charm, the way most women do, is officially intriguing, with equal parts frustrating.


 


“Zee!” is the first thing I hear as soon as I walk into the Maddison’s penthouse the next day, quickly followed by a sweet little three-year-old throwing herself at my legs, wanting me to pick her up.


“Ella Jo!” I lift the crazy-haired girl, holding her tight. “How’s my favorite girl?”


“Only girl,” she counters, pushing her little fingers into my cheeks.


Damn right she is.


“Present?”


“Ella!” Logan calls from down the hall in the nursery. “That’s not how we ask for things from your uncle.”


I give little EJ a pointed glance as I try to hold back my amused smile, needing to have Logan’s back on the whole parenting thing. But Ella could ask for absolutely anything from her other two uncles or me, and there’s no way in hell any of us are saying no.


She lets out a little huff to correct herself before her sweetest smile overtakes her lips, her dimples popping out like you wouldn’t believe. She cocks her head, tilting it and bringing her shoulder to her rosy cheek. “Present, please?” She bats her lashes.


A rumble of laughter shakes in my chest. I adjust her on my hip before digging my hand into my pocket.


When Ella was one, I started buying her a onesie-type thing from each city her dad and I played in, not that she knew or remembered that. But it was a fun way to make sure I got to come over and see my baby niece after each road trip. They’ve all been handed down to her little brother, MJ, now.


Last year when she was two, I switched to postcards. She liked all the bright, pretty pictures on the front, and she was easily entertained by a piece of paper.


This year, she’s three, and we are upgrading to magnets.


Pulling out the little magnet with the Colorado flag on it, I watch as Ella’s deep green eyes shine with excitement.


It’s a fucking magnet, but she looks like she was just given a winning lottery ticket.


“Wow!” she exclaims, and I can’t help but laugh again.


She might not have asked for her gift in the most polite way, but the way she’s treasuring this little rubber magnet in her tiny hands makes up for it.


She flips it over, examining it with a massive smile on her lips.


“It’s for the fridge,” I explain. “I’ll get you one from every city we play in.”


She excitedly nods her head and squirms in my grasp, wanting to get down. I set her on her feet as she scurries to the refrigerator. She sits on her knees, putting the magnet on the bottom of the fridge, where only she can reach, before tucking her tiny fists under her chin, admiring it.


“What do you say, baby?” Logan comes shuffling into the kitchen with newborn MJ in her arms.


“Thank you, Uncle Zee!” Ella practically yells from the floor in the kitchen.


“You’re welcome, girly.”


As Logan walks by, I pop a kiss on her cheek as she places her sleeping and swaddled son in my arms, not even asking if I want to hold him. She already knows the answer. Sometimes (most the time), my reasoning for coming over has nothing to do with spending time with my two closest friends. I come over to see their kids.


“How are you feeling, Lo?” I ask one of my best friends, who is less than two weeks post-partum.


“I feel good.” She wears a bright smile as she takes a seat on the couch, tucking her legs underneath her.


I take the opposite side of the couch, careful not to wake MJ in my arms. This baby sleeps like a rock, though, so I doubt I could anyway. “You look good.”


“Zee, you better watch it!” I hear Maddison’s amused voice from somewhere down the hall.


“Sooooo good!” I call out just to piss him off.


“If you weren’t holding my son, I’d kick your ass.” Walking into the living room, he picks up his daughter on the way over to the couch. “But she does look good,” Maddison continues. “Ella Jo, doesn’t your mama look pretty?”


“So pretty,” Ella sighs before resting her head on her dad’s shoulder, seeming sleepy.


Maddison walks around the back of the couch behind Logan. “I think it’s someone’s nap time. I’ll be right back, baby.” He gives his wife a quick kiss.


Before he carries Ella off to her room, he rounds the couch to me and bends down, puckering his lips. “Be right back, baby.”


“Frick off.” I shove his face away from me with a laugh.


My eyes flicker to the floor-to-ceiling windows behind Logan. “Damn, sometimes I forget how much you guys can see into my apartment.” Squinting my eyes, I can spot my marble kitchen island from here.


Logan turns around, looking out the windows and across the street. Facing me again, she can’t hold back her blushed smile as her dimples pop out.


“Trust me. We don’t forget. Do you know how many times Eli or I have caught you with someone in your kitchen? Why do you think we installed these drapes?” She motions towards the extra-long black-out curtains currently pushed to the wall, letting the sunshine through. “I’m surprised I haven’t gouged my eyeballs out yet.”


“You know how many women would kill to have your guys’ view? Just appreciate the show.”


“So gross,” she giggles.


I laugh right along with her before noting the shift in her expression.


“Eli said your mom got ahold of your sister.”


I let out a heavy sigh, but I’m also kind of thankful for this topic change. Logan is sort of my makeshift therapist, regardless that I have a licensed one I see once or twice a week. I tell Logan almost everything, and I’ve needed to get this off my chest since that night in Denver.


“Yeah, Lindsey said she’s been blowing her up nonstop, trying to get in touch with me.”


“I’m sorry, Zee. Is there anything we can do?”


“I don’t know. Just hope she doesn’t show up again or get my number, I guess.”


Logan stays silent for a moment before her eyes dart to me then back to the ground. “Have you told your dad?”


Have I told my dad? I haven’t told my dad much of anything since I left his house for college. He isn’t exactly the most caring or supportive man these days. I don’t think he could give two shits about the fact I’m a professional athlete, making millions of dollars a year. Which vastly contradicts my mother’s current intentions for wanting to worm her way into my life.


He wasn’t always this way, though. In fact, when I was a kid, we couldn’t have been closer. My dad was at every one of my travel hockey tournaments. We would talk sports all day, he’d help me work on my technique in the backyard, and he was always on my ass about my grades, knowing I needed to keep them up in order to qualify for a scholarship.


My dad is an overall good person, but he buried himself in work as soon as my mom left us. Maybe he was trying to be the man she wanted, or at the least make the kind of money she wanted, hoping she would come back to him, I’m not sure. But he abandoned me like my mother did, just in a different way.


He no longer cared about my grades or came to watch me play high school hockey. Instead, he would stay late at work, distracting himself from his broken heart. By the time he would come home, I was usually in bed after microwaving something to eat for dinner. Lindsey was already off at college at the time, and I had never felt so alone.


That’s when the panic attacks started. That’s when the anger started. That’s when the constant reminder that no one loved me started. That’s when I realized no one had ever loved me enough to stick around.


It wasn’t until years later, when I was in my third year of college, that I started going to therapy and working on my shit. I realized it was no one else’s responsibility to love me. So, I started loving myself. No one else was going to.


“Zee,” Logan softly says.


“Hmm?” Pulling myself out of the daze of my past, I softly stroke MJ’s swaddle with my thumb as he sleeps soundly in my arms.


“Have you told your dad that your mom has been trying to reach you?”


I shake my head, shooting her a half-smile. “I don’t want to bother him with it.” Which is code for, I don’t want to talk to him more than necessary. But I don’t say that. Logan is big on me and my dad repairing our relationship. She lost her own parents at a young age and would kill to have another conversation with her dad. I feel like a complete prick anytime I tell her I have no desire to speak to mine who is alive and healthy.


“Okay.” She ends the conversation with that, giving me a sad smile.


I look down at the sweet boy in my arms, thankful to have this family as my own, blood ties or not.


“Hey, Zee,” Logan says from across the couch. “We love you a whole lot.”


Somehow this girl always knows what I need to hear, the same way her husband can read me like a book. Sometimes I’m not great at admitting what I need, regardless of how blunt and honest I can be. But I’m thankful to have these people know me so well.


“I love you guys too.” Which are the only people I’ve said those words to, besides my sister, in the last decade of my life.










Chapter 6


Stevie


Evan Zanders is a dick.


But I think I’m starting to figure him out. It’s only taken three short road trips, but here we are.


He’s going to do everything in his power to get under my skin, but as long as I give him shit right back, I think I’ll be okay.


Once the aircraft doors are closed, blocking out the Detroit chill, I do my usual safety demonstration, standing in the exit row. Tonight, like most nights, is a red-eye flight, and the players are too distracted to watch or care about what I’m doing with a faux oxygen mask or seat belt.


All but one.


I’ll give you one guess.


That’s right, Evan Zanders’ hazel eyes burn into me, watching my every move as I do my job, just as they have for weeks now.


As I pack up the little safety demo bag, my favorite part of the flight begins. Only today, it’s not my favorite part, because today, I’m stuck in the exit row as every player stands and begins to undress.


A quick panic races through me as I attempt to find a way to escape, needing to get to the safety of the galley in the back on the plane, but it’s no use. Everywhere I turn, someone is undressing. I’m trapped by the most perfectly formed and almost entirely naked bodies.


And the most notable? The one standing directly in front of me, giving me no room to move?


Evan Zanders.


Zanders overtakes the space in the aisle, next to his seat. I try to turn around and make a dash to the front of the plane, but apparently, the coaching staff is getting out of their suits tonight too. Understandably so, we are flying an overnight flight back to Chicago. But I’m left with no escape plan whatsoever.
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