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			For all the girlfriends . . .

			Love each other, fight for each other, hold onto each other

		

	
		
			CHAPTER One

			Penelope Woodley flipped through the stack of bills sitting on her new little kitchen table in her new little apartment in downtown Newford. It was the first time in her life she’d had to actually pay her own bills, and it was a bigger pain in the ass than she expected.

			“Looks like we’re going to have to cut back on the doggie jerky,” she said to Scarlett, her miniature pinscher, who jumped up at her leg with a barking argument. Jack had never let her bring her furbaby to their house, so the eight-pound canine spent the last five years in plush accommodations at Penny’s parents’ house.

			Adding up the balance of her utility bills, then comparing it to the balance in her checking account, made Penny wonder if the vibrator shopping spree she’d gone on had been a good idea. But as a newly single girl whose emotions flipped from furious and homicidal to depressed and weepy on an hourly basis, she needed a way to blow off steam and relax. And since she had no dating prospects, she had to find an orgasm somehow.

			Jack, her soon-to-be ex and the pile of shit who’d cheated on her and got his new “soul mate” pregnant, had always been in charge of the money and bills. When they’d gotten married, she’d gone from the safety and care of her parents’ home to his, never learning how to be on her own. And until two months ago, she never thought she’d have to be on her own. But here she was, twenty-eight and living in her own apartment for the first time in her life.

			But damn it, she was going to do this! She didn’t need that asshole for anything. She’d find a way to thrive, even if it meant eating cup-o-noodles for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. She never again wanted to be in a position where she had to rely on a man to take care of her. It was too easy for them to walk away and leave her with nothing but bitterness and a tear-streaked face.

			She couldn’t wait to be Penny Wilshire again, and it would happen as soon as she could legally get rid of the jerk’s last name. Another thing to add to her list of grown-up tasks to do. But first was figuring out this whole online banking thing. She was a whiz on social media, blogs, and all other forms of advertising and marketing, but the money stuff was not her strong suit.

			Penny clicked the link for her bank’s Web site and set up her online account. Easy so far. She filled in the necessary info, transferring her new checking account number from the bank paperwork, and chose a password. Uppercase letter, lowercase letter, special character . . . They may as well ask for her firstborn in the process. Penny snorted at the thought. She’d have to actually be able to have a firstborn for that to happen.

			But she wouldn’t focus on that now. Not when she needed all her energy to figure out how to set up online bill pay.

			She took a deep breath and let her head flop back, then noticed the clock. Almost time to meet the girls at the bar for Girls Night Out slash brainstorming meeting.

			Mia and Bryn were the owners of Classy ’n’ Sassy Lingerie and Love Shop, and Penny’s closest friends and bosses. She started working there a few years ago when she needed something to occupy her days while Jack built his career. It had been too soon to have a baby back then. It didn’t fit into his “plan.” And when it finally did, well . . . It didn’t go so well. But Classy ’n’ Sassy had needed a marketing guru and Penny was eager to use the degree she’d worked so hard for. Win-win.

			These days, it was rare that all three of them were in the shop together, so an evening meetup seemed like the most logical—and fun—way to get things accomplished. And after dealing with the headache of bills, she sure as hell needed a drink or two.

			After a quick makeup and hair touch-up, Penny walked the few blocks to the bar, The Red Brick Inn.

			“There she is!” Bryn squealed when Penny walked in and ran up to her, arms wide open. “I feel like I haven’t seen you in forever.”

			She walked her to the booth where Mia was sitting. There were three bright blue martinis on the table with orange slices wedged on the rims, two of which were half gone.

			Penny leaned down and hugged Mia, then slid in next to her. “How are you guys? I need all the details since my life is completely boring now.”

			“Good,” Mia said, never one to be incredibly open about her life.

			“Good?” Bryn flashed her a doubtful look. “That’s all you’re gonna give us?”

			“Okay. It’s really good.” She tried to hide the smile that blossomed across her face with the lip of her martini glass. “He used the ‘M’ word last night.”

			“Ménage?” Bryn’s eyes went wide and glittery.

			“No!” Mia threw her orange slice at Bryn. “Marriage.”

			“Awww! That’s awesome.” Penny was happy for her friend, albeit a little jealous, too. She clinked her glass to Mia’s. “Congrats.”

			“Nothing official yet. I just told him I was open to it. We’ve only been together a few months. It’s too soon.”

			“I disagree,” Bryn butted in. “When you know, you know. Eli and I started talking marriage only a few weeks after we became official.”

			Great. Penny plastered on her smile and slurped down the rest of her drink. Her two closest friends’ lives were full of bliss, while hers was spiraling down the toilet. This didn’t suck at all.

			“Hello, ladies.”

			Penny set down her glass and turned toward the sexy voice coming from her right. Yum. She’d seen Thor, the bouncer at The Red Brick, many times when she’d been there with Mia and Bryn, but now that she was a single woman again, she certainly looked at the six-foot-plus, muscular Adonis in a totally different light.

			“Hey!” Bryn said to him. “How’s everything? School just started, so you’ve got to be going crazy.”

			Penny vaguely remembered Bryn mentioning that Thor was also a phys-ed teacher at one of the schools. The high school maybe? Plus he coached football. He, Bryn, and Mia, along with Bryn’s deceased husband, had been friends since their high school days.

			“Yeah. The beginning of the year is always hectic, especially trying to balance classes with football practice.”

			Bryn rambled on about school and kids and all the stuff Penny knew nothing about yet. Instead she focused on the gorgeous man standing before her. She was a sucker for a muscular guy in jeans and a black T-shirt, especially one where the sleeves looked like they were going to bust open, Incredible Hulk style. Her soon-to-be ex-husband was the scrawny type who’d never lifted a weight in his life. She was sure as hell ready for a powerful man to totally take control—throw her on the bed, cover her body with his, hold her down with both hands above her head.

			Whoa! Where were all those sexual thoughts coming from? Sure, she was attracted to Thor, but was she really ready to jump back into the dating pool? Some days it was a definitive no. But when she looked at a guy like Thor—especially after hearing how incredibly happy her friends were with their men—it was a lot closer to a yes.

			And after the visions her brain had flashed her of what it could be like . . . Well, maybe she was more ready that she originally thought.

			---------

			THEODORE RUBLINSKI had been a bouncer at The Red Brick Inn for more than ten years. And in that time, he’d had to fight off hundreds, maybe thousands, of advances from drunken women. He’d been flattered at first, but quickly learned the consequences of having one-night stands with random women. He was lucky he’d only gotten a few right hooks to the chin after sleeping with multiple men’s girlfriends or wives.

			It really wasn’t his fault. How was he supposed to know? A guy in his twenties with women throwing themselves at him, and no wedding ring in sight?

			Now that he was thirty-five, the random casual sex thing wasn’t all that enticing anymore.

			The laughter from the ladies in front of him snapped him out of his thoughts. He laughed, too, even though he had no clue what was so funny.

			“So what’s the wackiest thing you’ve experienced while working here?” Penny asked.

			He’d seen her in the bar tons of times with Mia and Bryn. She was cute, but he knew she was married. “Well, if we don’t count all the times I had to kick people out for having sex in random places, maybe the time I had to help a guy get his foot unstuck from the toilet.”

			“That’s a good one.” She nodded in approval, her smile morphing into a naughty kind of grin. “But I think sex in the bar classifies as fun, not wacky.”

			If he didn’t know better, he’d think Penny was flirting with him. He let his gaze slide off hers for a millisecond. No ring on her finger. That explained why she’d been looking at him like he was a juicy steak since he walked over. She was either newly single—and apparently ready to mingle—or looking to have an affair. Did he really want to deal with either situation?

			She continued. “I’ve never had sex anywhere in public. My soon-to-be ex was a prude.”

			There was his answer. She was on her way to divorce court.

			She turned back to her girlfriends. “Both of you have to drink, ’cause I know you have. I was on the other side of the wall, remember? I had to explain the thumping noise to customers.”

			“Drink?” Mia asked. “When did this turn into a game of I Never?”

			“Just now. But I’m out of alcohol.” Penny held up her empty glass. “I’ve never done anything, so do I even need another drink?”

			Bryn narrowed her eyes and gave a challenging smile. “Oh, I know a few things you’ve done. You definitely need another drink.”

			Thor wasn’t sure he was comfortable with where this conversation was going. He wasn’t one to kiss and tell, and frankly, this kind of talk made him uneasy. He wasn’t a prude by any means, but did he really want to hear about his female friends’ sexcapades? No. And especially not Bryn. He couldn’t handle that.

			He cleared his throat. “How about I just get you all another round of drinks? On me.”

			“That’s so sweet of you,” Bryn said, flashing a smile.

			Thor grabbed the empty glasses and moved away from the table as fast as he could. He’d known Bryn since kindergarten, but when she started dating his best friend, and married him, she became almost a sister. Bryn and Johnny were married for over a decade, until he’d come home for a hero’s burial.

			Now Bryn was dating some guy named Eli. She seemed happy, and he was happy for her. But that didn’t mean he wanted to hear about her sex life.

			“I need three more of whatever they’re drinking,” he told the bartender, hitching his thumb over his shoulder at the girls’ table. “Put it on my tab.”

			Owner of The Red Brick Inn and Thor’s longtime friend, Seth took the glasses and lined them up on the bar. “Three ladies. One of them’s gotta be your type.”

			“It’s not like that.”

			Seth poured various liquors into a martini shaker. “Why not?”

			“For starters, Bryn and I have too much history. And she’s taken. Mia’s taken, too.”

			“I don’t see rings on their fingers.” He gave the concoction a douse of pineapple juice.

			“For a minute during the summer I thought about asking Bryn out, but it just felt weird.”

			Seth nodded. “I get that. But what about the other blonde? I saw her making eyes at you.”

			Thor turned to look at Penny. Something must’ve been funny, because her head was thrown back in laughter. When her eyes lit up like that, she was really beautiful. He hadn’t noticed before. “Yeah. Maybe.”

			Seth capped the shaker. “Just maybe?”

			“I don’t—”

			But Thor’s argument was interrupted by Seth’s shaking. “What? I can’t hear you,” he yelled above the clang of ice hitting metal.

			The noise stopped, so Thor began again. “I’m not sure—”

			More shaking as Seth’s grin widened. He finally stopped and poured the bright blue concoction into each glass. “What happened to the guy who could get any woman in here to drop her panties in five minutes flat? That guy wouldn’t hesitate to hook up with a pretty girl.”

			“I’m not that guy anymore. It got old and boring.”

			“Aw. Is my little boy growing up?” Seth crossed his hands over his heart then wiped away an imaginary tear.

			“Shut up, asshole.”

			Seth loaded the drinks onto a tray and pushed it toward Thor. “Go get her, tiger.”

			Thor rolled his eyes. “Whatever.” He returned to the girls’ table with the fruity drinks.

			“Thank you, Thor,” they sang in unison.

			Penny picked hers up. “I have a good one for I Never.”

			That was his cue to leave. He stepped back, but Penny turned her seductive gaze on him.

			“I’ve never seen Thor naked.”

			Mia shook her head. “Not me.”

			Bryn giggled and put the edge of her martini glass to her lips and sipped.

			What? This was news to him. His cheeks felt like they were on fire.

			“Do tell,” Penny purred.

			Thor stepped back to the table. “Yeah. I think I need to hear this.”

			“This one time, Johnny and I were making out in the boys’ locker room after practice and you came in. We hid in the corner, but I saw you strip down.” She turned back to the girls. “And yes, ladies, the rumors are true.”

			Mia cocked an eyebrow and unsuccessfully fought a smile.

			“What rumors?” Penny asked.

			He was pretty interested in that, too.

			“Well . . . ” Bryn started, wicked grin, “he puts our dildos to shame.”

			He didn’t know much about the lingerie business, but from what he’d gathered from Bryn and Mia the various times they’d held work “meetings” at the bar, their shop had recently journeyed into the world of sex toys, fulfilling more than just their customers’ bra and panty needs. They took a crazy idea and ran with it, saving their shop with custom dildos molded after real, live men.

			“Sorry, Mia, your man doesn’t have the nicest dick after all.” But then Bryn’s eyes went wide, her mouth open. He could almost see the lightbulb click on above her head. “Oh! Damn it! Why didn’t I think of him before?” She turned back to Thor. “You can be our new dildo model!”

			“What?” Forget about the lowly fire, his cheeks were now so hot they were melting off. “I need to . . . um . . . go do something.” Laughter erupted as he backed away, bumping a guy, then almost knocked over a bar table.

			---------

			PENNY SHOVED her key into her door after Bryn and Mia walked her home. It was nearly 2 a.m. Two drinks had turned into four, then four had turned into dollars shoved into the jukebox and three drunk women dancing and singing at the top of their lungs. And of course, they’d needed sustenance before heading home.

			But she loved her friends, and the lack of sleep would be worth it.

			Even in her tipsy state, Penny managed to wash off her makeup and pull on cozy pajamas. She flopped onto her bed without pulling back the covers, but sleep didn’t come. All she could think about was Thor and the way he’d watched her the rest of the night.

			It was adorable how he got all flustered when Bryn mentioned his manhood and him being the next Classy ’n’ Sassy dildo model. Good thing he didn’t stick around to hear what she’d said after that.

			Bryn didn’t know from experience, but she’d heard from some pretty reputable sources—and some not so reputable—that he was dynamite in bed. He was big—in more ways than just his height and bicep circumference—and knew how to work it well. There were even some stories of him being too big for some.

			It sounded like exactly what Penny needed. She needed more than the insert-tab-A-into-slot-B stuff. She needed bone-crushing, nail-digging, break-the-headboard-and-not-care fucking with someone who knew what he was doing.

			And maybe that someone was Thor.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER Two

			Penny dragged herself out of bed, showered, and tried to make herself as presentable as possible. She twirled her wet tresses into a high bun and pinned it into place. After a quick makeup application she dashed out the door.

			“You’re not usually late,” Chanel said when Penny walked up to the employee entrance at the back of the building. Their newest hire, a nineteen-year-old business major, was already there and waiting.

			“I’m not late. It’s just nine now. I got to bed really late last night.”

			“Fun! Maybe someday you guys will invite me to the ‘business meetings.’É” She used air quotes.

			Penny opened the door and motioned Chanel in, her hips swaying in a tiny black miniskirt with hot pink platform heels. “Well, since they’re usually at the bar, and you’re not legal, it might be awhile.”

			“My real license might say I’m not legal, but I have others.” She actually winked before walking away and hanging up her purse. A Chanel bag, of course.

			Penny was no stranger to designer bags. She had probably half a dozen Chanel bags in her closet along with various others, but the older she got, the less she cared about that stuff. Especially now, when she was completely supporting herself.

			Penny walked to the front door and unlocked it, then flipped on the hot pink neon Open sign. Chanel immediately started her morning task of putting last night’s discarded try-ons back on their hangers. It was the most pain-in-the-ass job at the shop and everyone hated it. Penny guiltily felt satisfaction in watching Chanel do it.

			But she had more important things to do, like planning the marketing for their big Halloween shindig. They were supposed to discuss the party details last night, but after several martinis and a raucous game of I Never, that was the last thing on their minds.

			By the time Mia walked in at noon, Penny had done a bra fitting, helped a woman pick an outfit for her husband’s fortieth birthday, discussed the pros and cons of each dildo with a gay couple (since she now owned the entire Classy ’n’ Sassy line), and started designing the invitations for the Halloween bash.

			“Do we really need an animated spider on the invitation?” Mia asked, pointing to the photo on the computer screen.

			“But it’s a happy spider with a sexy smile.”

			“Can a spider have a sexy smile?”

			“This one does.” They both giggled. “I was playing around with this new program. It has a ton of graphics. I thought it might be fun to do something that was more cutesy Halloween instead of scary.”

			Mia tilted her head and looked at the screen. “I’m not sure about this. Let’s see what else we can do.”

			“Sounds good.”

			Mia walked away and Penny saved her project and opened a new one. What would entice people to come to a sexy Halloween bash and buy provocative costumes that were unsuitable for wear outside the bedroom? Can’t go wrong with a half-naked man. She plopped in one of Logan’s modeling shots, full six-pack on display.

			Six months ago there never would’ve been a half-naked man on their promotional materials. But when the shop was dangerously close to closing and they were within weeks of losing their jobs, a huge risk was necessary. And it ended up being the most brilliant idea any of them ever had. They took hot guys with nice penises and re-created them into exact-replica sex toys. And the guys themselves became almost like celebrities, doing meet and greets in the store, posing for photos, and signing autographs. Never could they have predicted how successful it would all be.

			So now that the shop was safe and thriving, it was time to move forward and solidify their success. And they were going to do what they did best: throw a fabulous party and sell tons of merchandise.

			Step one was maximizing their assets, and that was Logan, one of their dildo models. Originally there were two of them, but Oliver retired once he and Mia fell in love. Bryn and Mia had talked about replacing him, but there just hadn’t been time.

			Penny stared at the dreaminess on her screen. Logan was completely sexy with those piercing blue eyes, sandy blond hair, and charm for miles. He was the perfect spokesmodel, or rather “spokespenis,” for Classy ’n’ Sassy. More than once she’d wished she could take home the real Logan instead of just his rubber clone. Why were all the best ones gay?

			Back to work. Plastering his body on the postcard was the easy part. But how could she make him Halloweenish? She added a pirate hat on his head and put a sword in his hand. A pirate was always a popular Halloween costume for a guy, right?

			Boring.

			Penny deleted it. Instead she found a wizard hat and put a wand in his hand. She added a cauldron in the corner of the postcard and typed across the top, “You’re under my spell.”

			She sat back and crossed her arms over her chest. It wasn’t great, but it was a better direction.

			The door chime sounded and Mia called for her. When she reached the boutique floor, Chanel was on the phone and Mia was ringing up a purchase. Penny approached the newest customer. “Hi! What can I help you with today?”

			“I need a good sports bra. Do you have heavy-duty ones? I don’t want to feel them move at all when I’m at Zumba class.”

			“I’ll show you what we have and you can try them on.”

			“Can I dance around in the dressing room?”

			“Sure!”

			Penny helped her select a few bras that were the most supportive and set the woman up in the large dressing room with plenty of room for shimmying and shaking if she wanted to properly test the bras.

			When Penny came out, Bryn was at the front counter, hair up in a messy bun, sundress on, looking as flawless as ever. “What are you doing here on your day off?”

			“Eli had a doctor’s appointment and we’re meeting up when he’s done. I was bored at home so I came here.”

			Mia finished up her sale and turned to the others. “Since we’re all here, maybe we can actually talk about the Halloween party, seeing as we forgot to last night.”

			“Sounds like a plan.” Bryn turned to Chanel, done with her call. “Can you hold down the fort while we have a meeting?”

			“Sure.” She flashed her pearly grin.

			Penny, Mia, and Bryn filed into the break room and sat at the table. Penny opened a notepad, pen poised in her hand. “So, what’s the plan?”

			“I’m thinking sexy scary,” Bryn said. “We should cash in on the whole hot vampire and werewolf thing.”

			Mia nodded. “I like it, but as long as we don’t go overboard. I don’t want this to turn into a cheesy haunted house atmosphere.”

			“What if we play up the whole scary sexy thing with other costumes, too?” Penny added. “Instead of just a naughty nurse, it’s a zombie naughty nurse. And maybe a French maid with an ax in her back. Or something like that. Let’s take all the cliché costumes and make them a little scary. We can sell all the traditional sexy costumes, but also the kits to zombify them.”

			“I like it,” Bryn said. “Let’s do it. Who’s wearing what?”

			Mia rolled her eyes and sighed. “We have to dress up?”

			“Of course—it’s a Halloween party. How are we supposed to sell costumes if we’re not wearing them ourselves?”

			“But these ones aren’t exactly suitable for public view.”

			Bryn turned to Penny, shaking her head. “She’s such a stick-in-the-mud.”

			Penny laughed. “I love dressing up, so I’m in. I like the nurse costume.”

			“Can’t do that one,” Mia immediately spoke up. “It has nipple cutouts.”

			“How about the sexy police officer then?”

			“I’d like to claim that one,” Bryn said. “I figure since Eli wears a real police uniform all day, it might be fun if I wore one in the bedroom.”

			Penny flipped through the catalogue. Sexy schoolgirl, pirate wench, a ride ’em cowgirl. Even a sexy ninja. She flipped some more. “Oh! How about a sexy zombie clown?” She turned the catalogue around to show them.

			“It’s yours.”

			“Mia, you can pick yours later,” Bryn said. “I know it’ll take you an eternity to decide which costume covers the most skin. Let’s move on to other things. I think we should offer discounts to anyone who buys a costume before the party and agrees to model it. What do you think?”

			Mia jumped in with, “Not too much of a discount.”

			“Don’t worry. What else can we do?”

			Mia spoke again. “A costume contest. Maybe even bobbing for apples.”

			“That’s fun and all,” Penny said. “But we need something different. Something that ties in our products more.”

			“She’s right,” Bryn said, turning to Mia. “Playing it safe won’t get us anywhere. We already know that.” She turned back to Penny. “Whaddaya got?”

			Penny opened her brain and let the ideas flow out. “How about a Halloween carnival theme? Guests can play games and win prizes? It might sound silly, but what about a ring toss with dildos?

			The blank stares made it hard to read their minds.

			Finally Mia said something, her standard reply to most ideas. “It’s probably going to cost too much money.”

			“I don’t think that’s the issue,” Bryn said. “I see what you’re going for and I think you’re on the right track, but not quite there yet.”

			“Okay.” Penny drew an X over her notes. “I’ll keep thinking.”

			“Good. And while you’re doing that, try not to think too much about Thor.” Bryn’s right eyebrow was cocked, a sly grin across her face.

			“What?” Penny’s cheeks warmed to a thousand degrees. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			“We saw the way you looked at him. For a moment there I thought I should hold a napkin under your mouth in case you drooled.”

			“I wasn’t going to drool,” Penny said, flustered, and flipped the page in her notebook and started drawing squiggles. “But I won’t apologize for checking out a hot guy. I’m single now and it’s allowed.”

			“Oh, it’s very allowed. And I think you definitely need to make a move on him.”

			“Are you even ready to start dating?” Mia asked.

			Some days Penny wasn’t sure. She’d been with Jack for so long. Married five years, together for three before that.

			But after last night, being so close to such a sexy man, the uncertainty was changing to a yes. Waves of tingles had surged through her body when Thor looked at her, a feeling she hadn’t felt in . . . maybe forever. Then add in the visions that wouldn’t leave her head all night. Primal and raw. Her body broke out into a sweat just thinking about it.

			Oh, she was definitely ready for some of that.

			“Well, didn’t you just get lost in thought?” Bryn giggled. “I guess you answered Mia’s question without saying a word.”

			“He’s a good guy,” Mia said. “And if you think you’re ready to get back out there, he’s a great choice.”

			“I agree. And if you’re not totally ready . . . ” Bryn’s smile turned mischievous. “It won’t hurt to enjoy some fabulous sex.”

			The tingles in Penny’s body returned with the thought.

			“Okay, okay. Can we get back to what we’re supposed to be talking about?” Mia begged.

			“Yes. The party. Sexy and sorta scary without being cheesy.” Bryn flipped through the Halloween lingerie catalogue and a picture caught Penny’s eye.

			“Wait. Go back.” Penny snagged the catalogue and opened to a page with sexy disco costumes. “What about this?”

			“Disco? Didn’t we rule out that theme for our last party because it was lame?”

			“I’m not thinking disco for the Halloween party, but how about just dancing in general? Like “Thriller” and the zombies. Maybe we could even get a dance troupe to perform it.”

			“I don’t know. That might be kinda silly.”

			“It’s totally classic. People will love it.”

			Mia and Bryn looked at each other, but Mia spoke. “It’s great that you’re trying to think outside the box, but I’m not sure this is the right direction. We need to at least try and keep this classy.”

			Penny tried to mask her disappointment. Again. “Okay.”

			Bryn’s phone dinged and she stood. “That’s Eli. I gotta go.” She patted Penny’s shoulder as she walked past. “We’ll figure it out.”

			Mia stood, too. “Let me know when you have a new mock-up for the invite. I’ll come look at it and we’ll discuss what changes need to be made. Hopefully you’ll have something solid I can approve by the end of the day.”

			Penny was left alone in the break room, not sure what had just happened. Since when did her bosses doubt her ideas? Since when did they need to “approve” her work? Things had shifted somehow, and she didn’t like it.

			---------

			“READY? GO! One . . . Two . . . Three . . . ” Thor counted out as the kids in his second period phys-ed class did jumping jacks. It was only the second week of school, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t start it out right. He was a big supporter of keeping kids active. He knew how distracted they were these days with video games and other electronic devices. When he was a kid, he was hardly ever in the house.

			“Twenty-three . . . Twenty-four . . . And twenty-five. Hit the floor for fifty crunches. And this time I want to hear you guys count.”

			As he ticked off his attendance list, his mind drifted to the night before. Mia, Bryn . . . and Penny. He’d had plenty of experience with newly divorced women. Free for the first time in years, they were ready for carefree sex, and he’d been kind enough to oblige. Was that all Penny wanted, too?

			“Coach? What’s next?” His assistant shook him out of his thoughts.

			“Five laps around the gym.”

			As his kids ran circles around him, he zoned out again. Penny seemed different from the divorcées of his past. She had that innocent girl-next-door thing going. Maybe she was just a good girl getting out of a bad situation.

			The kids finished their laps and he let them spend the rest of class doing whatever they wanted. He wouldn’t start his official lessons until the following week.

			He headed for the bleachers and sat. He should’ve been watching the kids, taking notes, realizing each one’s strengths and weaknesses so he knew how to proceed, but he couldn’t stop thinking about Penny.

			He knew he shouldn’t, but he pulled out his cell phone and brought up the shop’s Web site. There was a photo gallery from past events. He scrolled down, and wow. He’d forgotten she’d modeled in the summer lingerie show with Mia and Bryn.

			One of the photos showed Penny strutting down the catwalk, hand on her hip, wide smile across her face. She was gorgeous, with her blond hair in waves, sex appeal and confidence for miles.

			“Coach?”

			His assistant teacher stood before him and he quickly shoved his phone back into his pocket. “Yeah?”

			“Class is over.”

			“Oh. Okay.” Thor stood and blew his whistle. “Time to clean up.”

			As the kids scrambled to put away the various pieces of sporting equipment, a football fell and wobbled away.

			“I’ll get it, Coach Rublinski,” one of the kids called out.

			“Toss it here,” he said to Joey once he had picked it up. The kid pulled his arm back and like a cannon, it shot straight at him. “Good throw.”

			Joey trotted over. “Thanks.”

			“Have you ever thought of playing football?”

			He shoved his hands into the pockets of his mesh gym shorts, his gaze to his feet. “Kinda. But my mom says we don’t have the money.”

			Thor’s heart sank. He’d been that kid. The kid who wore sneakers until the soles fell off. The kid who shopped for clothes at yard sales and thrift stores. But at least he’d had football. The one place where no one made fun of him.

			“The only thing you need money for is cleats. If I let you borrow a pair of mine, would you do it?”

			Joey nodded and a small smile bowed his lips. “Yeah. Maybe.”

			Thor noticed the gym was now empty. “Go change. But let me know about football, okay?”

			“Okay. Thanks Coach.” He ran off to the locker room.

			A pair of Thor’s cleats would be at least three or four sizes too big for Joey, but they’d make it work. Or he’d just buy him a new pair. Whatever he had to do to give this kid a place to fit in.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER Three

			Five o’clock couldn’t come fast enough. After three more attempts at designing the party invite, and three more rejections from Mia, Penny was more than ready to get out of there and destress. She’d never felt this way about work before. Yeah, there had been crazy days filled with annoying customers or phones ringing off the hook, but the problems had never been with her bosses. And that made her sad. They’d always been more like friends than employers and employee, kind of a Three Musketeers thing. But somehow there’d been a shift. She wasn’t quite equal anymore. She couldn’t say how or when it happened, but she was definitely feeling it.

			“Good night,” Penny said, poking her head into Mia’s office.

			“Good night.” She smiled back. “I’m off tomorrow, but can you work on the invitation some more? We really need to get it done as soon as possible. Bryn will be here, but you guys can email it to me. I want to see it before the order’s placed.”

			Penny forced her smile. “Okay. Have a good day off.”

			She sucked in a deep breath as she stepped outside to the back parking lot. It was still technically summer, but it wasn’t quite as warm anymore. She sat in the driver’s seat and rummaged through her purse for her lip balm. Found it, but it was almost gone. And she remembered she was almost out of conditioner, too. Guess I’m stopping at the store on the way home.

			Penny wandered around Target after getting what she needed, and a few things she didn’t. There was no rush to get home. She strolled up and down the Halloween aisles, wondering if Bryn and Mia had thought of party décor yet. There were some cute decorations. She grabbed a few glittery fake pumpkins and stuck them in her big red cart. Wait. Better not. She put them back. She had no clue what they wanted, and apparently everything now had to be “approved” first.

			She left the section and headed toward the register, but an end cap filled with scented body wash caught her eye.

			Crash!

			“Oh my God. I’m so sorry,” she shrieked. Another big red cart had jutted out from the aisle in front of her and she’d rammed right into it.

			“Don’t be. It’s my fault,” a masculine voice said, and then the face that went with it stepped into view. “Oh. It’s you. Hi.”

			Thor’s cheeks pinkened and she felt her own do the same. “Hi.”

			“I was actually just thinking about you.” He looked down and rubbed the back of his neck as his cheeks deepened in color, almost as red as their carts.

			“Yeah?”

			He met her gaze. “Yeah.”

			It was so damn cute to see such a big manly guy act like that and she couldn’t contain her smile. “So what brings you to Target today?”

			“The usual. A giant package of toilet paper, deodorant, and track pants.” He held his hand out to his half-full cart, Vanna White style. “And apparently I’m a sucker for five-dollar DVD sales.”

			She leaned over and looked. “Goonies. That’s one of my favorites.”

			“No DVD collection is complete without it.”

			“I totally agree.”

			They stood there grinning like idiots, carts still in their collision.

			“Well, I should let you go,” she said as she backed her cart up and maneuvered around his, her eyes staying on his as she did. Her heart beat faster as she walked past, and when she finally faced forward, she let go of the breath she’d been holding.

			“Penny, wait . . . ”

			Her heart raced again as she turned back and watched Thor push his cart toward her. “Yeah?”

			“Are you hungry? I mean, did you eat dinner yet? Do you wanna maybe get some food? With me?”

			She loved how flustered he was. “Yes. I’m starving.”

			“Good. I mean . . . I’m glad you want to.”

			More of the grinning-idiot thing.

			“Let’s go then.” They headed toward the registers and cashed out. She waited for him by the cart collection area. “Where to?”

			“It’s nothing special, but there’s a great burger joint just down the road.”

			“Grover’s? I love their burgers.”

			“Cool. I’ll meet you there.”

			As they walked to their respective vehicles, Penny couldn’t help but hang back so she could watch his backside. Damn, that man had a fine ass. And she couldn’t wait to talk again and see more of that gorgeous shy smile.

			---------

			THOR ARRIVED at Grover’s first. He walked in and immediately put their name down for a table. The place was small so sometimes it took awhile to get seated. It wasn’t anything special—a basic tavern with an oak bar—but they had the best burgers for a hundred miles.

			He sat at the bar, ordered a beer, and berated himself for acting like such an idiot at Target. It was like all the confidence he’d had with women for years had just disappeared, replaced with a mess of nervous energy. But why? This wasn’t even a date. Just two people getting some food. But it sure felt like more.

			When he’d seen Penny at the store, his gut had gone all jittery like a little girl at a boy band concert. His brain instantly recalled the photos of her online and how hot she’d looked in the fashion show. There was no doubt about it. He was attracted to her.

			“Hey,” she said, and slid onto the bar stool next to him. His heartbeat quickened. “I’m so hungry. How long is the wait for a table?”

			“Not long. You want a drink?”

			“Yes. But nothing too strong. If I drink too much on an empty stomach, I’ll be flat on the floor before our burgers make it out of the kitchen.”

			They laughed as he waved to the bartender and she ordered a glass of wine. They sat facing the wall of liquor, glass bottles in all shapes, sizes, and colors, illuminated by neon rope lights behind them.

			“Sooo . . . ” he said, feeling awkward as hell, praying he’d think of something to talk about. Where was all the smooth talk he’d prided himself on?

			“Thor. Party of two.”

			Saved—for another minute, anyway. The waitress handed out plastic-coated menus that had about ten items listed. A classic burger, a cheeseburger, a few variations, and a veggie patty to satisfy the vegetarians.

			“So, does everyone call you Thor?” Penny asked, her menu on the table in front of her.

			“Pretty much. At school I’m Coach Rublinski or Coach Thor. No one uses my real name.”

			She giggled and he loved the sound. “I don’t even know what that is.”

			“It’s Theodore. When I was a kid, all my friends called me Teddy, ’cause that’s what my mom called me, but once I started playing peewee football, and was bigger than all the kids my age, I became Thor. It stuck.”

			“It suits you, but I feel weird saying it. I don’t know you well enough yet to use a nickname.”

			Hopefully they’d know each other better real soon, if he could get his jitters to calm down. “You can call me whatever you want.”

			“Teddy?” She crinkled her nose and it was damn cute. “But that feels kind of weird—like I’m talking to a stuffed bear. How about Theo?”

			Theo. He liked the way it rolled off her tongue. And he liked that she had a special name for him that no one else used. “That’s new, but it works for me.”

			As they sat there staring at each other, goofy grins across their faces, the waitress appeared. “Ready to order?”

			“Oh.” Penny turned to her. “I didn’t even look at the menu yet. Can we have a minute?”

			“Sure. Refills on the drinks?”

			“Yes, please.”

			She left and Thor searched for something to talk about. Was it dumb to ask about her name? “So, where did Penny come from? Your parents have a thing for money?”

			She laughed. “It’s actually short for Penelope. And unlike your mom, my parents insisted on using my full name. Still do. My nanny gave me the nickname when I was a kid. I liked it. Penelope is so stiff.”

			“A nanny?” Wow. She’d certainly grown up differently than he had. He’d been staying home alone since he was six years old while his mom worked a second job so they could have food.

			“Yeah. Your money comment wasn’t actually far off. My dad’s retired now, but he was a pretty successful real estate developer for many years. But I swear, they’re not stuck-up. The only reason I had a nanny was because my mom was sick a lot when I was a kid.” She drained the rest of her wine.

			“I’m sorry.”

			“Don’t be. She’s been cancer-free for more than ten years.”

			The waitress set their fresh drinks on the table. “Ready to order?”

			Penny turned to her with a frown. “I’m so sorry. I still didn’t look.”

			Irritation crossed the waitress’s face. “Okay. I’ll be back.”

			Penny folded her lips into her teeth, stifling laughter. “I think she’s getting mad at me.”

			“Eh. Don’t worry about it.” Let her get pissed. They were having a good conversation. “So, your mom . . . That must’ve been hard.”

			“It was tough. I worried every day that she was going to die and leave me.”

			He understood that fear. He knew what it was like to be left. One parent had left by choice, the other was taken from him. Both hurt like hell. “No kid should lose a parent.”

			“You sound like you know from experience.” She rested her hand on top of his, warmth and comfort radiating through his body.

			“Are you guys ready to order yet?”

			What the fuck? This waitress had a knack for showing up at the worst moment.

			“Um,” Penny reached for the menu, leaving his hand frigid. “I’m sorry.”

			“Come on guys,” the waitress laughed, and in no way sounded jovial. “It’s a small menu. Not real hard to decide.”

			“I’ll just have a cheeseburger, lettuce and tomato.”

			The waitress turned her annoyed gaze on him. “I’ll have the same. But with onion. And a basket of fries.”

			“Finally,” she sighed, and walked away.

			“Geez. She’s a grumpy one today.”

			“I know, right? Not the kind of attitude to have when you depend on tips.”

			They laughed and it felt good, his nervousness fading away. Thor wasn’t sure if he’d ever felt this way with a woman. One-night stands, temporary hookups, and friends with benefits were pretty much the extent of his experience with women. But this? This was different. And he liked it.

			---------

			PENNY SAT on her side of the booth, her palm itching to touch Theo again. But their serious talk had turned into fun stories and laughter. There wasn’t an opportunity. And that was okay. She really liked talking to him. He was so much more than his hotness. An honest-to-goodness normal guy. He didn’t care about money. He didn’t care about status. He was with her because he wanted to be, not because she looked good on his arm at business functions and fund-raiser balls.

			And there was totally a connection there. She’d faced sorrow as a child and could tell he had as well. It was brief, but she’d seen the sadness in his eyes, and could bet there was much more than he’d let on. She’d touched his hand, wishing she could have hugged him and comforted him.

			But then the sadness was gone, which was good. She’d much rather focus on happier things and getting to know him better.

			“So, tell me something funny about Mia and Bryn,” she said as she dragged a fry through the giant blob of ketchup on her plate. “You’ve known them forever, so you have to have something good on them.”

			“Oh, I’ve got a few stories. I actually didn’t know Mia all that well when we were kids. She was in all AP classes and academic clubs and stuff like that. Bryn was a cheerleader, so we ran in the same circles. Somehow she and Mia became best friends though. The whole opposites thing works for them.”

			“It does. They really balance each other out. So, give me something on Bryn.”

			“This one time, we were all at a party after a big win. Bryn had a few too many drinks, and as me and Johnny were walking her to his car, she puked all over me.”

			“Eww! That’s hilarious though.”

			“Real hilarious. I had to go back into the party covered in chunks. Everyone thought I puked on myself.”

			“Oh no.”

			“So that was actually an embarrassing story for me, too. So now you need to share one of yours.”

			“Uh-uh,” she said, her head shaking.

			“It’s only fair.”

			“Fine.” She finished off her burger, then relayed her story about a mishap at a gallery opening with her ex. Theo laughed at her tale of mistaken identity, assuming the artist himself was a waiter and not the honoree of the night. “Jack was livid.”

			“Then he’s obviously an asshole. ’Cause that’s just funny.” The comment surprised her, and he must have noticed her wide eyes. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to . . . I shouldn’t have said that.”

			“No. It’s okay. You’re right. That’s why we’re getting divorced.”

			He shook his head. “Honestly, I think he’s really stupid for messing things up with you. You deserve better.”

			Like you? Penny couldn’t help but think it. She liked Theo. More than she originally thought she would.

			The waitress dropped their check on the table and he grabbed it.

			“How much is my half?” she asked.

			“Nothing. It’s on me. For bumping into you at Target.”

			“Technically I bumped into you.”

			“Well . . . I’m paying anyway.” He dropped some bills on the table then hesitantly met her gaze. “You can pay next time.”

			“Next time?”

			“Yeah. If you want there to be a next time.”

			Penny stopped herself from jumping up and down and screaming Yes! Yes! Yes! “Sure. Maybe we can watch one of those DVDs you bought today. I haven’t seen Goonies in years.”

			“It’s a date then.” And a tinge of blush returned to his cheeks. She liked that.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER Four

			Penny headed to work the next day, still on a high from her date, or nondate, whatever that was the night before with Theo. She couldn’t stop thinking about him and felt like a tween girl with her first crush, needing to know everything about him.
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