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    This book is dedicated to everyone who’s ever felt self-conscious.  
 
    You’re perfect just how you are.  
 
    And if anyone tries to tell you otherwise, kick their dumbass out of your life. 
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 CHAPTER ONE 
 
    IZZY 
 
    
     “M 
 
   
 
    y name is Isabelle Thorpe, and I’m going to bang a stranger tonight.” I murmur my mantra for the hundredth time. 
 
    “Uh, what did you say?” 
 
    Crap.  
 
    “Oh, sorry. Nothing. Just talking to myself.” 
 
    The Lyft driver catches my eye in the rearview mirror. “It sounded like you said…” 
 
    I cut him off. “No. Nope. You heard me wrong.” Before he can say anything to humiliate me further, I hold up my phone - “I’m gonna make a call.” 
 
    Pulling out my phone to call Meghan, I mentally slap myself in the face. Why did I let her talk me into this nonsense? I can’t do this. I don’t know why I thought I could. Sure, Meghan has become my best friend, and she means well. But she’s so much bolder than I am. And this is definitely a Meghan plan, when I’m just an Izzy. 
 
    She picks up after just one ring. “Listen bitch, you need to snap on that strap on and fuck this guy tonight. It’s the only way.” 
 
    I inhale so quickly I choke. “What? You never said anything about a… strap on!” I whisper those last few words while putting a hand over my mouth. I know this nosy driver is trying to listen. 
 
    “Ugh, Izz, don’t be so literal. I mean grow a pair. Nut up. Balls out.” 
 
    “Okay, okay, I get it.” 
 
    “You can do this Izz. We talked about this. You said you want to start dating. You want to find Mr. Right, right?” 
 
    “Right,” I agree. 
 
    “And in order to do that we need to get you past your hang-ups about sex. It’s been like a hundred years since you’ve been laid.” It’s been nearly six years, not a hundred, but at this point it feels like the same thing. “You need this. You need to feel good about yourself. You need to realize how fucking sexy you are. And you need to have a manmade orgasm. And I don’t mean the vibe-ing type, I mean of the flesh-and-cum type.” 
 
    “Oh my god!” I cover my face. 
 
    Meghan ignores me. “Once you do that, you can go out into the dating pond and find yourself a fish to bag, and bang, forever and ever.” 
 
    “I know. I want to do this. I’m just freaking out right now.” 
 
    “I know you are babe, and that’s okay. But you’re going to walk into that bar, find your hot date, have a drink, go upstairs, fuck him, and not worry about seeing him ever again. It’s really the perfect situation. Seriously, we couldn’t have swiped a better candidate. Meeting in a hotel bar is perfection. He wouldn’t have picked that place if he wasn’t staying there, which means once you decide to hop on his cock, you won’t have to wait any time at all. And then you can go home, and he can go back home to wherever, and you’ll be ready to take the dating world by the testicles. Plus, he’s hot.” 
 
    I nod my head. “This is all true.”  
 
    “You got this. And if you meet him, and you’re not feeling it, then just leave. You don’t have to sleep with him if you’re not comfortable. It’s your choice.” Meghan’s voice loses it’s demanding edge, and I know she means what she’s saying. 
 
    “I know. Thank you, Meghan. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate this. Which sounds weird, but you know what I mean.” 
 
    “You can thank me tomorrow by telling me all about it. And by it, I mean his dick.” 
 
    I can’t help the laugh that escapes. “Deal.” 
 
    “Go fuck ‘em, Tiger!”  
 
    Hanging up, I lean back against the seat and try to relax. Meghan is right. I do need this. It’s been way too long since I’ve been pinned under a man. The last guy I slept with was my college boyfriend. We met in grad school. The sex was fine. And I thought we were happy. Until I found out he was using me to get to my dad, hoping it would somehow help his hockey career. The idiot needed a Freaky Friday body switch with a decent player, not an insider connection, to give him a chance at going pro. Long story short, he sucked. He sucked at hockey, and he sucked at being a boyfriend.  
 
    Strangely enough, my high school boyfriend - and winner of my V card - was also a hockey player. We slept together once, after senior prom, and the next morning he asked me if my dad could help him get into the NHL. When I told him that I didn’t think so, he dumped me. Nice, right?  
 
    Fast-forward several years. I’ve moved to Minnesota, where my dad is the head coach for the Minnesota Sleet NHL team. I’ve always been close with my dad, so I’ve spent a lot of time with him and the team since moving here. Which of course means I know all the players. Jackson Wilder, a right-winger and captain, was always so nice. And super attractive, so I tried my best to get him to ask me out. Then there was a turn of events, and he’s now engaged to my new friend Katelyn. The night I met Katelyn, she made me her friend, and - as a part of that deal - I also got Steph, Jackson’s sister. By the next day, Katelyn had introduced me to Meghan. So now, for the first time ever, I have actual girlfriends.  
 
    Honestly, I think Meghan is the first person I’ve ever considered a best friend. I know she’s been besties with Katelyn since forever, but according to Meghan a girl can have multiple best friends.  
 
    Meghan runs her own event planning business, so she helped me set up my new company. In the hours we spent together I’ve gotten to understand who she was on the inside. Under the long curly red hair and feather earrings, she has a spirit of gold. On one side she’s got a no-bullshit business persona, and then outside of work she’s a free-loving potty-mouth. In the short time I’ve known her, she’s already done a lot to break me out of my shell. I don’t want to be shy, but I’ve just never known how to shake it. 
 
    I’m sure a therapist would tell me it’s all about how I grew up. It was just my dad and me, and we’d move every couple of years for his job. I was also what some might call “an early bloomer”. By freshman year of high school, I was already to my full height of five foot five and wearing a C-cup bra. Being the blonde-haired, blue-eyed, big-boobed new girl was not an easy title to carry. Sure, I attracted the attention of the boys, but the girls didn’t like that. And being shy meant that I just kept my mouth shut and my head down. 
 
    It also meant that I spent a lot of time with my dad. So, I became an expert in all things hockey. I really do love the sport, which is probably why my only two boyfriends have been hockey players.  
 
    But all of that’s behind me, because now - I have girlfriends!  
 
    I didn’t know how freeing it would be to have friends my age, and gender, to talk to. And we talk about everything. With men and sex as popular topics, it didn’t take long for the girls to convince me that I needed to steer away from hockey players. And not because they’re bad guys; Katelyn is engaged to one! But because of my connections. With my dad as the coach, it’s been made clear to me why dating one of my dad’s players would be a bad idea. And dating a player from another team would just be hard to do, logistically speaking. And to top it off, I started my own Financial Advisor company early this year where all my clients are NHL players. I may branch out to other professional athletes, but - needless to say - I can’t date a client. So, I want to find a man, but he can’t be a hockey player. 
 
    This brings me to my most recent dilemma. See - having friends, hanging out, doing dinner and drinks and girls' nights are great. They are. They’re filled with laughter and stories and hugs and fun. But they're also filled with carbs and alcohol and cheese and chocolate. And nine months of friendship has given me nine extra pounds of me. Okay, ten. Maybe eleven. But who’s counting? So on top of being a “born again virgin” (Meghan’s words not mine), I’m also heavier than I used to be. Meghan says I’m lucky, since my weight is evenly distributed, putting “more time in my hourglass”. But it also means my jeans are all too tight, I’m more self-conscious than ever, and my chest is barely contained... to the point where I should probably go get sized for a new bra. But I’m just not ready to admit defeat yet.  
 
    Katelyn, while telling me I still look delicious, says it’s my "relationship ten." Apparently, when you’re in a new relationship that makes you happy, you get caught up in the good vibes, and the going on dates, and the feeding each other, and you put on weight. She said that our girl relationship must be amazing to cause such results. She’s not wrong.  
 
    The only silver lining that I can see is that the majority of my wardrobe is made up of wrap dresses. Being that I was a curvy girl to begin with, wrap dresses have always been an easy and flattering go-to for me. Now, I just don’t tie them as tight. Which is better than jean shopping any freaking day. So - of course - that’s what I’m wearing for this date. A wrap dress. It’s one of my favorites, so even though I’m still not completely comfortable in my new skin, I’m comfortable in this dress. It’s raspberry pink, stops just above the knee, and has fluttery cap sleeves. The neckline is fairly low, and with the newly added cleavage it’s a bit scandalous. But I am going on a date, with the goal of having a one-night stand, so a little extra boob on display is acceptable.  
 
    It’s the first week of September; still plenty warm out, so I didn’t bring a sweater with me. I went minimal on the accessories, mostly because I didn’t know what the sex etiquette is for jewelry. If I’m wearing a big statement necklace, do I take the time to remove it before we have sex? Do you leave it on? What if it got all tangled in my hair? And would a stack of bracelets clang around and make too much noise? Seriously, I panicked. So, all I'm wearing with my trusty wrap dress is a pair of turquoise stud earrings, navy heels, and my navy clutch purse. Simple, pretty, and easy to grab quickly as I rush out the door after we’re done with the sex. 
 
    “You gonna get out? Miss?” 
 
    The driver's voice snaps me back to attention, and I see that we’ve reached my destination. My heart rate spikes, and I force myself to take a few deep breaths. 
 
    “Lady, if you go in there and he isn’t interested in sleeping with you, send me a note. I’d gladly show you a good time.” 
 
    I blink at my driver for a few moments, trying to decide if I’m flattered, appalled, or just annoyed that he apparently could hear my whole conversation with Meghan.  
 
    Deciding to take the ego boost, I nod and smile. “Thank you.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWO  
 
    IZZY 
 
   S tepping into the bar, I scan to see if I can spot my date, Zach. His profile picture was in black and white, so I’m not quite sure what color his hair is. He looked handsome in the photo, and I’m pretty sure I’ll be able to recognize him. 
 
    Looking around, I’m a little distracted by the décor. This is one of those new boutique hotels in downtown St. Paul. It’s not far from my house, but I’ve never been in here before. The bar is open to the lobby and hallway area, and the whole place is eclectic and industrial. There are exposed beams and piping, and the ceilings are probably twenty feet high. The walls are covered in graffiti-like painting and floating shelves holding random items.  
 
    Stepping closer, I realize the art is a little pornographic. The drawing nearest me is definitely a nude woman; a stunning woman who has never seen a razor in her life, and - for her - it’s working. A lot of the pieces are abstract enough that it takes a moment to focus on the details, but like a Magic Eye image - once you see it - you can’t stop seeing it. My gaze travels to a statue of two people: mid-thrust, with definite penetration, but somehow they’re standing. I feel like I should look away, but I can’t. 
 
    “I can’t quite decide if it’s cringe-worthy or award-worthy.” 
 
    I hadn't noticed the man at my side until I heard his deep, gravelly voice. The sound of it scrapes down my spine in the most delicious of ways.  
 
    I shut my eyes for a second, needing the darkness to compose myself. 
 
    Not wanting to be rude, I break the silence before it becomes awkward. “I guess that depends on what you’re looking at. The drawing on the wall - it’s rustic, but beautiful. I kind of like her. But if you’re referring to those two there - the ones having… intercourse… in that impossible fashion - then I would agree on the cringe-worthy sentiment.” 
 
    He chuckles a little. And holy shit, I think the sound of it went straight to my nipples. I don’t want to look at his face. If he sounds like that and is handsome to top it off, I’ll turn into an absolute flustered mess. 
 
    “Sugar, if you think having intercourse like that is impossible, then you’ve been wasting your time with all the wrong men.” 
 
    I try my hardest to stop my grin at his teasing. “You’re not wrong.” 
 
    I can sense him shifting his stance next to me. “Please, allow me to rectify that unfortunate truth.”  
 
    My eyebrows raise in surprise. That was bold.  
 
    Bracing myself, I turn to face the mystery man. I didn’t brace enough, as I find myself staring into the most beautiful pair of hazel eyes. Before I even look to his mouth, I can tell he’s smiling. The small wrinkles next to his eyes give it away.  
 
    As I take a moment to scan his features, I find he’s just as breath-taking as I'd feared. He’s nearly a foot taller than I am. He’s broad. His hair is a bit unruly, but not exactly long. The color is the perfect representation of deer-hide brown, with its many shades of sable, and hints of gold and chocolate. His face has what may have been a five o’clock shadow at five o’clock, but in this evening hour it’s nearing beard status. A scar mars his left eyebrow, but instead of ruining his perfection, it enhances it. There’s also a slight crookedness to his nose, like it’s been broken before. Even that doesn’t temper his appeal, it just pushes across the line into the Bad Boy category.  
 
    Good god, this man is fine.  
 
    And somewhat familiar looking.  
 
    I blink, realizing that I’ve been shamelessly ogling him. But when I look back up to his eyes, I see he’s doing the same to me. Watching his gaze track up to meet mine, I feel the flush of pink start in my neck and work its way up to my cheeks.  
 
    “Pleasure to meet you, Izzy," he smirks. “I’m Zach.” 
 
    No. Flipping. Way. 
 
    Muscle memory has me reaching out to take his offered hand. It’s warm, and calloused, and so darn huge. I can feel the flush on my neck go lower. And lower. I take a brief moment to thank the sex gods that I chose to wear my newly-purchased, bubble gum pink, lacy bra and panty set. If I can manage to find a way into this man’s bed tonight to end my unintentional celibacy, then I will owe Meghan from now until forever.  
 
    “Would you like a drink?” Zach asks me. 
 
    For the second time tonight, I mentally slap myself in the face. Omg, Izzy, you need to actually speak to this man if you want him to get naked with you later! 
 
    “That would be lovely.” I’m pleasantly surprised that my voice doesn’t crack. 
 
    He smirks. “Lovely. That’s cute.” 
 
    I think he’s teasing me again, but I don’t care. I especially don’t care when he places his hand on my lower back as he leads us towards the bar.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THREE  
 
    IZZY 
 
   I  was thinking we’d get our drinks and then bring them to one of the little tables tucked into a corner, but we did not. Zach pulls out one of the high stools right at the bar, offering me a seat. It takes a bit of wiggling to scoot myself up, but luckily he’s pulling out his own stool next to mine, so I have a moment of privacy to get situated. The seat is quite comfortable. It doesn’t have arm rests, but it does have a tall back. And it swivels.  
 
    The bartender approaches us, giving me another respite to compose myself before I have to face Zach one-on-one, as he asks -. “What can I get you two to drink?” 
 
    This bartender has Hipster written across his forehead. I mean - not literally, but the pointy beard, flannel buttoned all the way to the top, and horn-rimmed glasses say it for him. He’s nice looking, if you’re into that sort of thing. And normally I would be. But I have to admit I’m entirely on board with the sexy Bad Boy look of Zach at the moment.  
 
    “Ladies first -” Zach says, placing one of his big hands on my forearm resting atop the bar. 
 
    Ack, I can’t think when he’s touching me! 
 
    I try to think of a drink name, any name, but I draw a blank. “Oh, um, do you have a house special?” 
 
    The bar tender smiles. “I do. I think you’ll like it," he turns to Zach. 
 
    “Vodka tonic, please.”  
 
    Vodka. Interesting. I’d have taken him more for a dark liquor kind of guy.  
 
    The bartender steps away to make our drinks.  
 
    I bite my lip. Now I’m nervous.  
 
    My chair starts to slowly turn towards Zach. He’s moved to face me, and is using a hand on the back of my stool to turn me until I’m facing him.  
 
    Oh boy. This is really happening. 
 
    There’s a gleam in his eyes when he looks to where my teeth sink into my lower lip. I quickly release my bite and unconsciously dart my tongue out to wet the sting I created. I swear I hear him groan. 
 
    When his gaze leaves my mouth to meet mine, he smirks. “Hi.” 
 
    “Hi,” I say back, knowing I’m blushing furiously.  
 
    “So, my sweet little Izzy, what brings you out tonight?” 
 
    I feel like I have a turtledove flapping around inside my ribcage. Zach’s close presence, combined with the fact that he called me little, has me swooning. Honestly though, even with my extra curviness, I do feel little next to this man. And I like it. So I decide to answer him truthfully. 
 
    “Well, my big burly Zach, I came here hoping to have fun.” 
 
    “Fun?” He cocks a brow. “I’d say that’s a goal we can manage. Shall we set some ground rules?” 
 
    “Ground rules?” I’m sure I look as confused as I feel.  
 
    “Yeah. If we want to stick to fun, let’s say no talking about work.” 
 
    “That means we don’t even tell each other what we do?” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    I wonder if this means he doesn’t have a job. I dismiss the thought almost as quickly as it comes. His dark wash jeans and black long-sleeve cotton shirt are plain, but expensive-looking. He must make money somehow. This also means I don’t need to talk about my job. Which is good, because the last thing I want is for him to be a hockey fan who starts asking me all about the players I work with. That would be a mood killer. 
 
    “Agreed.” I nod. “No discussions about work. And no family.” I don’t have much family, so it’s not that it’d be a big topic for me, but if I’m going to have sex with this guy later I don’t want to talk about his mom or sisters tonight. That’s just weird. 
 
    “No family.” He nods. “Agreed. Anything else you want to keep off the table?” 
 
    I think for a moment. “Nope, that sounds good.” Feeling brave, I ask, “Why did you call me Sugar?” Zach tilts his head at my question, so I elaborate. “Back there,” I motion to where we were admiring the art, “when you first spoke, you called me "Sugar." That’s a common Southern term, but you don’t sound Southern.” 
 
    “Indeed I am not. I like the cold too much to live below the Mason-Dixon line. I called you Sugar because you look sweet as candy.” He reaches out and twirls one of my long blond curls around his finger, gently sliding the hair through his grasp. “Add on the fact that you’ve draped yourself in the color of raspberry ice-cream, which happens to be my favorite flavor... Sugar seems like the perfect name for you.” 
 
    The bartender sets down our drinks. Looking over, I see he’s given me a martini glass filled with a purplish-blue liquid and garnished with a stick of rock candy. A very unflattering snort escapes me. Of course this would be the drink he makes for me.  
 
    “See?” Zach says with a grin. “Sugar suits you.” 
 
    “Guess I can’t argue,” I say, lifting my glass towards Zach. “Cheers.” 
 
    Zach clinks his glass with mine, and we both take a sip, never breaking eye contact. The taste of my drink hits me unexpectedly. I was so focused on Zach that I forgot I was drinking something new. I can’t help the delighted “Mmmm!” sound that pops out of me before I can stop it.  
 
    I bring a hand up to cover my mouth, embarrassed. “Sorry. I wasn’t expecting this drink to be so good.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare apologize, Sugar. I enjoyed that.” 
 
    I swear I’m going to be in a constant state of blushing all night. Everything he says makes me think of sex. His voice makes me think of sex. His big I-want-them-on-my-body hands make me think of sex.  
 
    “Can I have a taste?” Zach murmurs. 
 
    Crap. See? Everything he says makes me think of sex. I wonder if he can hear my swallow like they do in cartoons - the big audible gulp that often accompanies a finger pulling on a shirt collar to get more air.  
 
    From his expression, I think he knows just how much he’s affecting me. Well, two can play at that game. I channel my inner vixen, the one that Meghan promises I have, and smile sweetly. 
 
    “Absolutely.”  
 
    I pull the stick of rock candy out of the glass and tap it against the rim a few times before handing the drink to Zach. There are still a few drops of the colored liquid sticking to the hard sugar, so - before they can drip onto my dress - I tip my head back, part my lips, and lower the rock candy into my mouth. I close my lips around the wet rocks and slowly pull the stick back out.  
 
    I am DYING on the inside, mortified with my behavior, but also giving myself a mental pat on the back for pulling this off without accidently making myself gag.  
 
    Once the stick is free of my lips, I tip my head back down. Zach is staring at me, mouth slightly open, drink still held out exactly where it was when I passed it to him. I lick my lips, because - yum - rock candy. 
 
    I’m able to hold my composure for about three seconds before I lose myself to a fit of giggles.  
 
    This snaps Zach back to life, and his lips curl up in the most adorable smile. “I think I may have misspoken when I named you Sugar. Siren is more likely.” 
 
    Getting a hold of my giggles, I reply, “Well you won’t have to worry about drowning on my accord - I’m a terrible singer.” 
 
    Zach seems surprised at my answer. “You know your witches.” 
 
    “Oh, come now. We aren’t all bad ...” I tease, followed with a little wink.  
 
    Zach shakes his head, then lifts my drink to his mouth. I watch his lips as they press against the martini glass. He’s a big guy, so I’m not surprised that he takes a big taste. I’ve spent enough time around large men to know that they don’t daintily sip drinks like I do.  
 
    It’s a strong drink, but not overly sweet. I sense Zach’s approval before he speaks.  
 
    “I like it.” The words are simple, but his look is heated. He sets the drink down in front of me and then plucks the stick of rock candy out of my hand, placing it back in the glass. 
 
    I feel my shyness creeping back in around me. My moment of bravery was fun, but I’m so out of my element right now. I haven’t been on a date like this… ever. I’ve never been on a date with a guy like Zach before. Sure, my exes were good looking, but Zach is a whole different level of Man.  
 
    I don’t realize that I’m staring down at my lap until Zach places his big hand over my clasped ones. 
 
    “Izzy.” 
 
    My name on his lips pulls me to look up at him, and the way he’s looking at me says he knows how freaked out I just got.  
 
    I think he’s going to question me about it, but he asks me something else instead. “If you could be one animal for a day, what would it be?” 
 
    My tension evaporates at his ridiculous question. “What?!” 
 
    “Don’t overthink it, Sweets. What animal would you be? For one day. And it can’t be an extinct or made-up creature.” 
 
    I don’t hesitate. “A Peregrine Falcon.” 
 
    This brings a genuine smile out of Zach. “Why?” 
 
    “They are the world’s fastest bird. They can go 200 miles per hour when they’re in a dive. I can’t imagine being in control of that sort of speed. And they’re predators, while also being beautiful. A perfect combination.” 
 
    “I like your reasoning.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I preen a little under Zach’s compliment. “Your turn. What animal would you be for a day?” 
 
    “I’d go with the Siberian Tiger.” 
 
    “Because…” I prompt. 
 
    “They’re solitary beasts, and they have no natural predators.” 
 
    “Iiinteresting...” I drag the word out. 
 
    Zach reaches out and bops me on the nose. “Don’t go reading into these answers too much, pretty lady.” 
 
    “If you say so.” I grab my drink while I think. “What was your favorite toy when you were a kid?” 
 
    Zach smirks. “Do rollerblades count?” 
 
    “I don’t see why not.” I shrug. 
 
    “Then that’s my answer: rollerblades. Yours?” 
 
    “Polly Pocket.” 
 
    Zach scrunches up his face. “Who’s Pocket?” 
 
    Good lord, his confused face is adorable.  
 
    “Uh, Polly Pocket?” Now I sound like I’m asking it. “I take it you didn’t have a sister. Wait,” I hold up a hand. “Don’t answer that, no family. Polly Pocket is a tiny little… thing. With these miniature people. Sometimes animals. And it fits in your hand.” 
 
    “Yeah, sounds great...” Zach deadpans. 
 
    “I’m not explaining it right. It’s like a little plastic clam shell, or box, but it’s a room, or a scene, or something like that inside.” 
 
    Zach’s laughing at me now. “Clear as mud, Sugar.” 
 
    I roll my eyes at him, but I’m cut off from a snappy retort when he grabs a hold of the seat of my chair and drags me towards him, not stopping until we’re just inches apart. I’m not even able to start freaking out about our closeness yet, since I’m still in awe of the arm strength that must’ve taken. He lets go of my seat and pulls his phone out. He’s facing the bar, but since I'm still turned towards him, my knees are now pressed into the outside of his thigh. 
 
    “What did you say it was called?” 
 
    I see he’s pulled up Google and is ready to search.  
 
    I swallow, trying to be cool about this nearness. “It’s Polly Pocket. And what are you doing?” 
 
    He turns his head to look at me, his face closer to mine than it’s ever been. “I’m very curious to see this tiny-little-room toy and discover why you loved it so much.” 
 
    I try to hold back my smile. “You better not make fun of me, Mr. Rollerblades.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t dream of it, Miss Polly.” 
 
    He types into his search bar, and I lean in to see what it pulls up. The first couple links look a little funny.  
 
    “Wait, that’s not right.” I reach out and put a hand on Zach’s arm. “Do they still make them? No way!” 
 
    “Looks like, yes-way.” Zach hands me his phone. As I start to scroll through, he puts his arm around the back of my chair. 
 
    Looking at the new models, I scrunch my face up. “This is blasphemy!” 
 
    Zach barks out a laugh, startling me out of my disgust.  
 
    “Feeling a little protective of your dolls?” 
 
    I lightly elbow him in the side, and I’m momentarily distracted by the hardness that my elbow encountered. Who has core muscles like that? I barely hear myself mumble, “They aren’t dolls.” 
 
    “Sure they aren’t.” 
 
    “I’ll show you the ones of my generation. Back when toys were real, and you could choke on them. Survival of the fittest type of stuff.” I look over at Zach and shake his phone a little. “Do you mind?” 
 
    “Not at all.”  
 
    His arm still on the back of my chair, he leans back in his seat. I click through a few options before I feel his fingers playing with the ends of my hair. It’s a small movement, but I have to hold back the groan that wants to escape my throat. It feels glorious.  
 
    “Any chance you have the Etsy app on your phone?” I ask. 
 
    “No chance at all, since I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
 
    I shrug. “I figured as much, but it was worth the ask. Who knows, maybe you had a side job selling crocheted socks or something.” 
 
    “I feel like you’re talking in code right now.” Zach tugs gently on my hair. “Speak English woman.” 
 
    “Crafting, Zach. I’m talking about crafting. Aha! I found some of the originals for sale on eBay.” 
 
    I lean back just as Zach leans in, causing our bodies to press together. Instantly, I move to retreat, thinking that I’ve bumped into him by accident. But Zach releases my hair and slides his arm around my shoulder. Holding me in place. 
 
    “Show me.” 
 
    His voice is a rough whisper in my ear. I feel it everywhere. My heartbeat increases and my breath feels like it’s coming out in pants. I go to hand the phone back to Zach, but he just wraps his hand around mine, so we are both holding the phone. I can feel his chest expand against my shoulder and I wonder if he just sniffed my hair. The thought of it sends tingles right to my center. And now I feel like a pervert, since I can feel myself getting wet while having a conversation about Polly Pocket.  
 
    Focusing back on the phone, I click on some pictures and zoom them in to show Zach the details. He asks some questions, and as I answer I keep scrolling through until I find some examples of ones that I’d actually owned. The whole thing is silly, and dorky, and I’m finally relaxing. Not wanting to make the stroll down Memory Lane all about me, I ask if he remembers the brand of his rollerblades. He does. And - thanks to the wonders of internet selling - we find a pair for sale that are from the 90’s, identical to the ones he owned. He makes me save the link to his phone, saying that he might have to buy them later.  
 
    I don’t know how long we have been pressed together on these stools, laughing at old stories, but I feel completely comfortable with Zach. He’s not what I would call talkative, but he’s been open, and the conversation has been constant. He’s easy to be with, and I find myself a little disappointed that he’s only here visiting. That thought confirms that I don’t want to miss my chance with him. I want Zach to be my one-night stand.  
 
    “Would you two like another round of drinks?” the bartender asks, appearing before us. 
 
    Zach looks to me for an answer, and - before I can lose my nerve - I respond. “No, thank you.” 
 
    The bartender nods and places our tab down. Zach hands over cash before I can even offer to pay.  
 
    Turning to me, I can see the question in his eye. I turned down a second drink. Does that mean I’m done for the night, or does it mean I want to continue this elsewhere? 
 
    I feel the blush on my cheeks before I even open my mouth. “So, are you staying at this hotel?” 
 
    Instead of smiling, like I thought he might, I watch Zach’s jaw clench. “I am.”  
 
    I can’t think of the right way to ask him to bring me upstairs. I thought asking him about staying here would be enough of a lead in. Ugh, I feel so foolish.  
 
    I lower my gaze.  
 
    Zach’s hand reaches out, and - with the tips of his fingers - he tilts my head back up to look at him. “Sugar, would you like to see my room?” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “Good girl.”  
 
    Before he stands, he leans in and places a light kiss on my cheek. The turtledove in my chest tries to climb its way up my throat. 
 
    Offering me his hand, Zach helps me off the barstool. I’m glad I excused myself to use the restroom during our eBay searches, because I am such a jumbled mess of nervous and excited right now that I’d definitely panic and sneak out a bathroom window if we stopped. 
 
    I want this. I want him. I want to feel good. I want to have sex. But I’m still freaking out. I’m confident that he finds me attractive. But what happens when he realizes that I have no idea what I’m doing? I mean, I’ve had sex before, but it’s been a long time. Like a really, really long time. And the sex I had was fine, I think, but it was always the same. I don’t know how to do any of the exciting stuff. 
 
    The ding of the elevator brings me back into the moment, and Zach looks like he’s been watching my reflection in the polished silver doors. When they open, I’m thankful that the interior of the elevator isn’t lined with mirrors.  
 
    As the doors shut, Zach tugs on my hand, bringing my attention up to him. “Izzy, if you’re having second thoughts, we don’t have to do this. We can go back to the bar.” 
 
    His words leave me equal parts embarrassed and relieved. I’m not going to back out, but he’s clearly a good guy since he’s offering me an out.  
 
    “No, please. I want to. I’m just not good at this part.” 
 
    Zach eyes search me for the truth. “Which part?” 
 
    I let out a self-deprecating laugh, “Everything that comes next.” 
 
    Zach makes a very obvious show of looking me up and down. “Sugar, I find that very hard to believe. But - even if you think that’s true, you have nothing to worry about. Because I’m very good at this next part.” He smirks.  
 
    I lean towards him, wanting to press my lips to his. And that’s when the elevator doors ding open.  
 
    With my hand in his, Zach leads me to his room all the way down at the end of the hall. I’m thankful that at least there aren’t neighbors on both sides that might hear us. I’ve never been loud during sex before, but I have a suspicious feeling that sex with Zach is going to be like nothing I’ve ever experienced.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FOUR  
 
    ZACHARY 
 
   A s the door to the room clicks shut behind us, it takes every ounce of my self-control to keep myself from ripping Sugar’s dress off and thrusting inside of her. This girl has had my senses going haywire since the moment I first saw her standing downstairs. Every fucking inch of her screams Sex. Her body is poured into that dress and I want to sink my teeth into those glorious tits. How someone who looks like her could be as self-conscious as she seems to be is beyond me. But that ends tonight. 
 
    “Izzy.”  
 
    I let her enter the room first, so she’s standing with her back to me, taking in the space. I have a suite, so it’s bigger than a standard room. Boasting couches and some open wall space that I plan to utilize.  
 
    Hearing her name, she turns to face me. 
 
    I hold her gaze. “I need to hear you say it, out loud - that you want this. I’m not trying to embarrass you. I just need to know that we’re on the same page.” 
 
    Her head moves in the slightest nod. “I appreciate that. I really do.” Then she smiles, and it lights my blood on fire. “I want this, Zach.” 
 
    I take a step towards her. “What exactly do you want, Izzy?” 
 
    She holds my eye contact. “I want you to fuck me.” 
 
    Holy. Shit.  
 
    I knew that’s what we were here for, but hearing it like that, out of her sweet mouth, I can no longer hold back. 
 
    I stride towards her, palm the back of her neck, and bring her lips to mine.  
 
    I’m not gentle. I don’t take my time. I claim her mouth.  
 
    I use my tongue to open her lips to me. Our breaths are mixing, and I can’t tell if the pounding against my chest is my own heart or hers. My grip on her neck tightens, and my other hand presses into her lower back, crashing our bodies together. My cock is already rock hard. The way it’s pressing against her stomach means there’s no way she can miss it.  
 
    Her hands come up and grip my biceps, causing me to flex my muscles. Her hands seem so small on me. And I love it.  
 
    Her lips taste like sugar and her warmth is seeping into the darkest parts of my soul. I need more of this woman. And I need her now. 
 
    Without losing contact, I back her towards the big reading chair. I have plans for how we’re going to start, and I want her sitting up so she can watch. When the back of her legs hit the chair, I move both my hands to her shoulders and guide her down.  
 
    As our lips break apart, I see the lust filling her eyes. The look brings me to my knees. Literally. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Her voice is breathy, and it makes my already stiff cock ache. 
 
    “I’m going to taste you.” She still looks confused. “Baby, if there’s anything I do that doesn’t feel good, you tell me. Okay?” When she doesn’t reply right away, I ask again, more firmly. “Okay?” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Good. Now I’m going to put my mouth on this sweet pussy of yours and find out if you taste like candy everywhere.” 
 
    She glances down at her lap, with a look of panic. “No one has ever…” 
 
    This makes me pause. “Izzy, have you had sex before?” 
 
    She huffs out a laugh - “Yes.”  
 
    Her answer is a relief, but the caveman part of me also rages at the idea of another man touching her. 
 
    “But no one has ever, um, tasted me before.” She sounds hesitant but her breathing is getting faster. She’s excited, or at least intrigued by the idea. 
 
    “Good. You’re going to enjoy this. Almost as much as I am.” 
 
    I pull her knees apart, and slide my hands up her thighs, pushing her dress up. When my hands reach her hips, I slide them around to her ass and pull her forward. I need her on the edge of the seat so I can spread her legs wider.  
 
    This position presents her pretty pink pussy, hidden beneath pretty pink panties. With absolutely no shame, I bury my face against the lace of her panties and groan. I feel Sugar go tense, so I open my mouth and swipe my tongue against her in one long lick.  
 
    This time my Sugar releases a groan to match my own. 
 
    Sitting back, I grab the top of her panties and start to peel them off her body. 
 
    “Lift your sweet ass for me, Sweets.”  
 
    When she doesn’t comply, I nip at her inner thigh. This gets her cooperation. I have to back up a little so I can get the garment off her completely. But I can’t stop staring. I can see the glisten of her wetness from here. She might be inexperienced, but her body knows how to respond to me.   
 
    With nothing in my way, I lean back in. “Fuck Izzy, you have the prettiest pussy.”  
 
    She’s shaved with a strip of blond curls leading the way to where I want to be. Following its direction, I waste no time.  
 
    At the first touch of my mouth to her clit, she wraps her legs around my neck. Her moans are getting louder with each swipe of my tongue, and her hands are in my hair, pulling harder than I think she means to. It’s okay, the pain doesn’t bother me. I’m taking it as a compliment.  
 
    I can tell she’s close. I haven’t been down here long, but she’s soaking wet and grinding against my face. Sensing that she’ll break at any moment, I slip a single finger inside her and latch my lips around her clit and suck.  
 
    Feeling how tight she is around just one of my fingers makes me even more eager to tear my pants off and bury myself inside her. I groan into her at the thought and in a matter of moments, I feel her convulsing around my finger.  
 
    “Oh, shit… Zach… Oh my god. Zach… ”  
 
    The rest is unintelligible.  
 
    I smile, with my face still pressed against her sweet spot. And I was right. She tastes like candy. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FIVE  
 
    IZZY 
 
   W hat. Just. Happened. 
 
    Is that how it normally feels to get eaten out? Because if it is, then I should’ve been doing that this past six years. And I need to find my old boyfriends so I can punch them in the dicks for never doing that to me. Seriously, Zach needs an award for those skills. 
 
    Zach.  
 
    I don’t know when I closed my eyes, but they burst open. Zach is still between my legs, smiling like the cat who ate the pussy. Without breaking eye contact, he uses the sleeve of his shirt to wipe off his face. Oh. Wow. Why was that hot? 
 
    Without a word, Zach stands up and offers me his hand. I’m thankful for the help, since I don’t know that I could stand on my own right now. I expect him to lead me to the bed, but he doesn’t. He grabs a hold of the tie that’s holding my dress together and pulls. I was wondering if he would know how to get me out of this wrap dress. Instead of thinking about how he knows, I’m just thankful that he knows.  
 
    He takes his time unwrapping the dress from my body. As soon as the fabric hits the floor, he steps behind me and unfastens my bra. He slides the straps off my shoulders and presses his front to my back. He’s still fully clothed, and a variety of sensations move over my skin. But the press of his hard-on against my ass is the only part I can focus on.  
 
    Then his hands are cupping my tits and I can’t focus on anything anymore. His fingers play with my nipples while his palms hold the weight of my breasts.  
 
    That feels good.  
 
    After having his face buried in my lap for the most epic orgasm I’ve ever had, I didn’t think I’d be able to get worked up again. I was wrong. 
 
    I toss my head back, and Zach starts to kiss and suck on my exposed neck. With his lips still on me I can feel the rumble of his voice against my back. 
 
    “You are so fucking perfect. So beautiful. So delicious.” 
 
    All I can do is reach back and grab on to his sides. 
 
    I hardly recognize my voice when I say, “Show me.” 
 
    I can feel his smile as he kisses up my neck, to my ear. “With pleasure.” 
 
    His body leaves mine and I feel the loss immediately.  
 
    I hear a drawer open, and a crinkle. I turn towards the sound and Zach is back, standing before me. I’m about to point out that he’s still fully clothed when he reaches down, grabs the hem of his shirt, and pulls it up and off. I feel my jaw drop.  
 
    He. Is. Built. 
 
     The strength in his muscles is obvious. He has the body of an athlete. There’s a large dragon tattoo that winds around his right shoulder and down across his large pectoral muscles. I’m still staring at his chest when his pants hit the floor. He’s left wearing just a pair of grey boxer briefs. 
 
    I step forward and reach out, tracing along the top band of elastic. He shudders at my touch. Feeling sexier than I’ve ever felt before, I tuck my fingers into the band and push down.  
 
    As I lower his briefs, I lower myself onto my knees. Zach’s groan causes me to look up and into his eyes. He’s staring at me with such hunger, it turns me on even more. With one final tug his dick is freed. And... damn. What a dick it is. I already knew my past experiences wouldn’t hold a candle to Zach, and I was right. The view in front of me is on a whole different level. Zach is a large guy, and - luckily for me - he was built proportionately.  
 
    “Sugar. Fuck. I’m begging you-” 
 
    Before he can finish that statement, I lean forward and wrap my lips around the head of his cock.  
 
    Just the tip is a mouthful, but I keep pushing forward until I have about half of him in my mouth. Thinking that’s about all I can manage, I pull back off him, dragging my tongue along the underside. Before I can do more, I feel his hand take hold of my hair. 
 
    His voice comes out rough. “Sugar, you need to stand up, now. If you stay down there any longer, I’ll lose control. And shoving my cock down your throat is not how I plan to come tonight.” 
 
    Releasing him from my mouth, I look up. That actually sounds insanely hot. 
 
    “Don’t tempt me, Siren.” Zach bends down, grabs me under my arms and hauls me to my feet.  
 
    Somehow my heels are still on. I don’t have time to think about it though, because I’m being backed against the nearest wall. Zach reaches over to the coffee table and picks up a condom. He tears it open and rolls it on.  
 
    I glance over towards the bed. 
 
    “We aren’t going to the bed yet. I’m going to show you that art downstairs, the impossible intercourse, is in fact possible.” 
 
    I open my mouth to ask him how, but his lips are crashing against mine again, swallowing all of my sounds. His hands are all over my body and mine are all over his. Everywhere I touch is hard and warm and drives me absolutely crazy. 
 
    Breaking our kiss, Zach reaches down and grabs behind one of my knees. He brings my leg up, exposing my center to him.  
 
    “Are you ready? 
 
    “Yes.” I breathe out. 
 
    Zach’s legs are slightly spread, and he bends his knees, aligning our bodies perfectly. He has one hand holding my leg up, and the other arm wrapped around my lower back. And in one smooth movement, he pulls my lower half to him as he thrusts up, inside of me.  
 
    A strangled cry leaves my lips - a mixture of shock, pain, and pleasure.  
 
    My mind might be scattered, but my body knows what it wants. My hands reach out and claw at Zach’s shoulders, pulling him closer. His mouth is back on mine and his body doesn’t break it’s rhythm, pounding into me. My breathing is erratic, and I’m slightly worried that I’m going to pass out if I don’t catch my breath soon.  
 
    But right now, I don’t even care. This is the best I’ve ever felt. Zach’s presence is consuming me. My body wrapping around his feels so right. His giant cock sliding in and out of me feels like heaven.  
 
    I feel alive. 
 
    I don’t know how long we move, and thrust, and kiss, like this, but when Zach suddenly pulls out of me, I whimper. 
 
    He chuckles at my reaction, and - before I can ask why he stopped - he lifts me in a bridal carry. A few quick strides, and he drops me on the bed. In a blink his body is over mine, and he’s pressing back into me.  
 
    We both moan.  
 
    Zach starts at a slower pace this time. 
 
    “I could feel your legs shaking. I figured I proved my point about wall sex being possible.” 
 
    “Yes... you were right. You can prove that point to me whenever you want.” 
 
    As soon as the words are out of my mouth I realize that what I just said implied we’d be doing this again, which is the opposite of a one-night stand. But Zach just smiles down at me.  
 
    I reach up and pull him to me so I can go back to kissing him. I want to soak in as much as I can in the time we have together.  
 
    His lips on mine, combined with the feel of our bodies moving together, drags me close to that edge again.  
 
    Zach breaks our kiss long enough to say, “Touch yourself.”  
 
    I’m overwhelmed with the feelings around me, but not sure if I can do that.  
 
    Pulling back enough to look me in the eyes he says it again. “Touch yourself, Sugar. I want to feel you come on my cock. I’m close and can’t hold back much longer. Do it for me.” 
 
    Well, when he says it like that. Tentatively, I reach down between our bodies and use two fingers to swipe against my clit. The first touch has me clenching, and Zach growls. 
 
    “Yes, baby. Keep doing that.” 
 
    I do. I rub myself, feeling sexy. And dirty. And so damn close.  
 
    “Come for me, Sugar. I want to feel it.” 
 
    That's all it takes to throw me over the edge. His words combined with one more pass of my fingers and I’m crashing into my second intense orgasm of the night.  
 
    My cry is mixed with the sound of Zach’s release. His cock is buried as deep as my body will allow, and his face is buried in my neck, his hot breath heating my skin. I can feel him pulsing inside of me, and it’s the sexiest thing I have ever felt.  
 
    I know he’s using his arms to help support his weight, but his body is nearly crushing mine… and I find myself savoring the feeling.  
 
    I’m still breathing heavily when Zach rolls off of me. I watch his toned backside walk away to the bathroom, where I imagine he disposes of the condom. He returns a moment later, dropping face-first onto the bed next to me. I’m still laying on my back, covered in sweat, committing all of the details from tonight to memory.  
 
    “When I first saw you tonight, I though you looked like sex personified. My fantasy wasn’t even close to the glorious reality.” Zach’s voice is a little muffled by the mattress, but I can make out the words.  
 
    I can’t help the smile that forms on my lips. This man has definitely been good for my self-esteem. “Thank you.” 
 
    “No, thank you, Sugar.” 
 
    After a moment of silence, I recognize that I need to get out of here before I fall asleep. And his declaration of thanks, while sounding truthful, also sounded like a gentle good-bye.  
 
    I feel a tightening in my chest, and I force myself to remember that I came here looking for a one-night stand. I got exactly what I wanted, and it was wonderful. 
 
    My heartrate is almost back to normal, and I’ll trust my legs to walk again soon. “Give me a minute, then I’ll be ready.” 
 
    Zach turns his head so he’s looking at me. “Huh?” 
 
    “I just meant, I mean, I’ll get out of here in a moment. I just need to finish catching my breath.” I force a smile. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” He’s propped up onto his elbows now. 
 
    I tug the sheet up to cover my body since I’m getting cold and it’s a little awkward to just have a conversation with someone while completely naked. 
 
    “That’s how this goes, right? We have sex and I leave? You probably have things you need to do tomorrow...” I gesture to the hotel room around us, as though staying in a hotel, even though it’s a Friday night, means you’ll be busy the next day. “I’m sure you need your rest.” 
 
    Zach continues to stare at me. I think he’s mad, but I’m not sure why. The tension breaks when he starts laughing.  
 
    “Wow. You really don’t know how to do this part," he says through a laugh, echoing what I said earlier in the elevator. 
 
    I scoff and hit him in the butt with a pillow. This just makes him laugh harder. As I go to roll off the bed, he catches me around the waist and pulls me back until I’m pressed against him. He drapes one of his huge legs over mine, trapping me.  
 
    Nuzzling my hair, Zach says, “Izzy, you can do whatever you want. But don’t leave on my account. Okay?” 
 
    I shouldn’t like how much his words soothe me. “Okay.” 
 
    Relaxing into his body, I decide that I’ll allow myself a short nap in the arms of this Adonis. When I undoubtedly wake up in a couple hours to use the bathroom, I’ll sneak out. That will give me the best of both worlds. I’ll get a chance to cuddle with Zach, and I’ll get to leave without a super-weird morning after thanks-for-the-sex goodbye.  
 
    I refuse to feel bad about my plans to ditch while he’s sleeping.  
 
    I refuse to admit to myself that I really like Zach. 
 
    I refuse to acknowledge that a part of me misses him already.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER SIX  
 
    IZZY 
 
   I  wake up flailing, startled by my ringtone.  
 
    My sleep last night, once I returned home in the middle of the night, was fitful at best. That in itself isn’t unusual, but it’s extra annoying right now because the few hours I spent sleeping in Zach’s arms were some of the most restful I’ve ever had. I don’t know if it was the sex, having his warm body draped over mine, or some combination of the two. But if there was a pill version of that kind of sleep, I’d get myself a prescription ASAP. 
 
    I scoop my phone off the nightstand a moment before the last “Oh” in my Hockey Song by Zombie Nation ringtone.  
 
    “Hello?” Yikes, my voice is scratchy. 
 
    “Isabelle? Are you feeling alright?” 
 
    “I’m fine, Daddy. You just woke me up.” 
 
    “Woke you up? It’s past noon. Are you sure you’re feeling okay? I could stop by with some soup or something, if you need it.” 
 
    Past noon? Well, shit. Maybe I slept better than I thought.  
 
    “No, really I’m fine. Just a late night is all.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” I can hear the excitement in my dad’s voice. “I’m so glad you’ve made friends with those sweet girls. It’s good for you to be out having fun like a girl your age should.” 
 
    “'A girl my age?' Daddy, I turned 30 this summer.” 
 
    “I know.” He huffs. “I’m proud of you is all I’m trying to say.” 
 
    I cringe, since I wasn’t actually out with the girls last night. I was having mind-blowing sex with a stranger.  
 
    And now I’m thinking of sex while on the phone with my dad, and I have to suppress a shudder.  
 
    “Were you just calling to check in, or did you need my help with something?” 
 
    “Nothing pressing. I wanted to see if you’d be free to join me for lunch on Monday. I have a few meetings in the morning, but - if you wanted to meet me at the office - we could head out together.” 
 
    I rub some more sleep from my eyes. “That’d be great.” 
 
    “Good.” I can hear the smile in his voice. “I know you’ve been busy with your fancy new career, so I appreciate you making time for your old father.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. You’re a helpless old man alright.” I hear him chuckle. “I actually have a few meetings at the practice offices myself, so lunch would work perfectly with my schedule.” 
 
    “Wonderful. I’ll see you then. Love you, Peanut.” 
 
    “Love you, too. Bye, Daddy.” 
 
    Groaning, I grab my stuffed Sleet Yeti mascot and bury my face in his fuzzy white fur. 
 
    I push away the guilt I feel at letting my dad think I was with the girls last night. My dad and I have always been close. He was my best friend for most of my life. Honestly, that was true up until last year when I became friends with Meghan, Katelyn and Steph. But as close as we are, sex is not a topic I want to talk to my dad about. Like never ever. Especially not casual, one-night-stand sex.  
 
    When my past relationships failed, I just told him that it didn’t work out. I never divulged the details about how both of those guys were using me to get to him. If I did, he would’ve somehow turned the blame onto himself, and I didn’t want him feeling culpable over something that was not his fault.  
 
    I know some people think it’s weird that we’re so close. And I’ve seen the sideways looks that I sometimes get when people hear me, a gown adult, call him Daddy. But I’ve learned to ignore it.  
 
    When I was four, my mom left us. She and my dad were never married; they had only just started dating when she got pregnant. I think they tried to make it work, but Dad doesn’t like to talk about her. 
 
    She never said anything to me before she left, but I overheard her and my dad fighting. I was too young to understand all of it, but I heard enough to get the big picture. She didn’t want to have a family. She was too young to be a mom. She didn’t want to be a coach’s wife. She hated moving around all the time. I think she went back down south somewhere. I know she grew up in Texas, but I don’t know where.  
 
    Of course it hurts that she didn’t want me. Didn’t want us. But if she couldn’t put the time in to care about me, then I wasn’t going to put the time in to be sad about her.  
 
    We were partners in crime even before she left us, so after she was gone our bond grew even tighter. It wasn’t always easy, but my dad gave me a great childhood. 
 
    I can still remember the day in 3rd grade when he came to pick me up after school and my classmates heard me call him Daddy. The next day I was teased mercilessly for being a baby. When I got home that night, I called him Dad for the first time ever and his eyes got as sad as they had when mom left. From that moment forward, I vowed to always call him Daddy, other people be damned.  
 
    When I got older, I was able to recognize that he was just sad about me growing up. He would’ve been okay with whatever I called him. 
 
    Thankfully, we moved again at the end of that school year, so I didn’t have to put up with the teasing for long. I go back and forth on what I call him when I’m talking to other people, but when I’m talking to him, I always call him Daddy. If someone cares about me enough to know the story, then they won’t tease me. And if they don’t care to know me well enough, then screw them. Meghan has gotten me firmly on the F- The Haters band-wagon. Life is too short to deal with bullies. 
 
    A couple of months ago, I told the girls the whole detailed story. We’d been drinking and by the end of it, they were all crying, we were all hugging, and then we drunkenly called our parents to tell them how much we loved them. It was pathetic. And it's one of my most favorite memories. 
 
    I’m about to finally roll out of bed when my phone rings again. It's Meghan calling; I smile. 
 
    “Good morning, Meghan.” 
 
    “Is it?” She says suggestively. “Or is it the afternoon? You sex kitten, you.” 
 
    This is Meghan. She can’t see me. And yet I’m blushing. 
 
    My lack of answer must worry her. 
 
    “You did have sex, right? Or was he super fucking weird? Damnit, he was a fucking weirdo, wasn’t he? I knew he was too hot. It’s okay, we can try again. We’ll pick a nerd next time.” 
 
    I start to laugh. “Reign in the crazy, girl. We don’t need to try again.” 
 
    “Does that mean what I think it means? Did you get laid last night?” 
 
    “Yes!” I squeak. 
 
    “YEEHAW!” Meghan yells so loud I pull the phone away from my ear and change it on speaker. “Way to ride him, cowgirl!” 
 
    I don’t even know how to respond to that. Meghan, of course, reads into my silence. 
 
    “Wait, oh my god, did you literally ride him cowgirl style? Holy shit, that’s amazing!” 
 
    “What, no!” I slap a hand over my face. “That’s not what we did.” 
 
    “Ugh, don’t tell me he was lame in bed. Did it suck? Wait, no, with his looks it couldn’t suck, but it could have been just okay. Was it just okay?” She keeps going like a loony person. 
 
    “Meghan.” I try to get her attention. 
 
    “Details, woman! Give me some fucking details!” Meghan is starting to sound annoyed with my lack of sharing. 
 
    “Okay, okay, chill your tits. It was really good.” My mind flashes back to the moment he pressed into me against the wall. “It was really, really good.” My voice sounds a little breathy, even to me. Crap. 
 
    “Oh baby! You just got all hot and bothered remembering it, didn’t you? Hold on.” 
 
    And then she’s gone. Like totally silent. I think she put me on mute. What a brat. 
 
    I take this reprieve to start my morning ritual. Even though it’s after noon, I still need to start my day out with coffee.  
 
    Scooping out my grounds, I inhale the delicious smell. Coffee is my biggest vice. Well, one of them. I love everything about the process of making and consuming the beverage, but I do not love drinking it black. I use about a third of my mug space for flavored creamer. Probably doesn’t help with my weight struggles, but straight up bean juice just isn’t my thing.  
 
    My pot is about halfway through brewing when Meghan comes back on the phone. 
 
    “Izz, you still there?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m here.” 
 
    “Perfect. I have Katelyn and Steph on the line.” 
 
    “What?!” My voice comes out an octave higher. 
 
    “Hey Izzy!” Katelyn’s chipper voice says, followed by Steph’s, “Hey!” 
 
    “Umm, hi guys. What’s going on?” 
 
    “You, dummy.” Meghan sounds incredulous. “I could tell this story was gonna get good. I figured it would be easier if we all heard it at the same time.” 
 
    I can hear the excitement in Steph’s voice. “I came over to have lunch with Jackson and Katelyn so the timing couldn’t be better! Don’t worry, we kicked Jackson out of the room, so he won’t hear anything. He tried to put up a fight, but when I explained to him just how graphic we get in our retelling, he left.” 
 
    Katelyn laughs, “He gave me quite a bit of side-eye on his way out. He’s probably wondering how much you guys know about him.” 
 
    Steph starts to say something but Meghan cuts her off. “Women, focus! Izzy, we need details. Like from start to finish. I know you were nervous on the way to the bar, but clearly you found a way to seal the deal.” 
 
    “You guys, this is embarrassing.” I groan. “I feel like these chats are better when we’re half drunk and not ten minutes after waking up.” 
 
    “Damn girl!” Katelyn whoops out a cheer. “He must have kept you up all night.” 
 
    I face-palm myself. “Okay, fine. Clearly you’re all going to jump to conclusions if I don’t get this over with. Just… let me do this without interruptions?” 
 
    “Hold all questions to the end, please -” Meghan says in her faux teacher voice. 
 
    “Okay.” I take a deep breath. “So, you know we were meeting at that hotel bar. The place is super funky, and when I didn’t see him, I looked around at the art. Interesting art. There was this statue of two people having sex standing up. And not like standing doggy style, but like facing each other.” 
 
    “Hot.” I hear Meghan say before someone shushes her. 
 
    “Well, I was staring at it when Zach found me. I made a comment about it being impossible and he said something about how I was spending my time with the wrong men.” 
 
    “Holy shit, he fucked you like that, didn’t he?” Steph asks, before she gets shushed. 
 
    I ignore them and keep going. “We ended up sitting at the bar, which I thought was strange at first, but then I realized how cozy you could get being side by side like that.” I let out a big sigh. “Seriously, you guys, he was so freaking hot. Obviously, I knew his face was hot, but the rest of him was just as good. He’s huge, like nearing monster status. And he’s ripped and his clothes fit him perfectly...” I sigh again. “He made me feel so small, it was wonderful. And he had this bad boy vibe going, which was totally zapping out my brain cells. I think we sat there for like two hours, just talking and looking up…” Shit. They’re going to make fun of me for this part.  
 
    “Uh, looking up what, Izzy?” Meghan sounds entirely too smug. “Were you looking up dirty things with him, while sitting at the bar?” 
 
    “Polly Pocket!” I blurt out. 
 
    There’s a beat of silence that’s quickly followed by laughter from all three of the girls. 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “What the hell?” 
 
    “Come on, it’s not that crazy.” I argue while they’re still laughing. “We were talking about childhood toys. He’d never heard of it. Are you bitches trying to tell me that you didn’t have Polly Pocket?” I decide to not tell them about the rollerblades. That feels like something special, and I like being the only one who knows about it. 
 
    “Okay, okay. Polly was the shit.” Meghan concedes. “Now get to the naked part.” 
 
    “You’re such a pest -” I wave off the distraction. “I really liked him, so when the bartender asked if we wanted another round, I said no. And then I asked Zach if he was staying in the hotel.” 
 
    “You did not!” Katelyn coughs out. 
 
    “Well, how else was I supposed to get from point A to point B?!” I ask incredulously.  
 
    “You mean point D,” Steph says, and the others snicker.  
 
    I roll my eyes, but that was a pretty good one. “Anyways…” I take a breath and talk as quickly as possible. “We went up to his room. We had sex. I came twice. He proved that the wall sex thing was possible. His dick was huge. It was great. I snuck out while he was sleeping. The end.” 
 
    “No.” Meghan says. 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “Yeah, no… " she repeats. 
 
    “I have so many questions,” Steph adds. 
 
    “Same," says Katelyn. 
 
    I glare at my coffee pot. “Ugh, I knew you guys would want to know too much. What are your questions?” 
 
    “Everything!” Meghan pleads. “Damnit, Izz, I’m not getting any this weekend. I need to live vicariously through you. Did he just rip off your dress the second you entered the room and nail you against the wall? I mean that’d be hot as fuck, but I want details.”  
 
    “Fine! When we got to the room…” I take a moment to think back through how it all happened and I have to stop myself from clenching my thighs at the memory. “He was very, I don’t know how to describe it. He asked me if I was sure I wanted to do this. I know I was acting really nervous, even though I was excited about it. Then he made me tell him exactly what I wanted. It wasn’t really polite since he was being pretty Alpha about it. Whatever it was, it was working. So, I pulled on my big girl panties and told him I wanted him to fuck me.” There’s an audible gasp from all the listening parties. Followed by giggles. “Needless to say, he liked that answer. He kissed me. Umm, kind of ferociously. Then he, uh, well, went down on me.”  
 
    “Good. As he should," is Meghan’s response. 
 
    “Right. So… I’d never experienced that before," I admit. 
 
    “What?!” 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Girl!” 
 
    “I know, I know, my exes are the worst," I concede, cutting off any more outrage on my behalf. “I will say, I now understand the appeal.” There are hums of agreement. “From there, we did the wall sex. It was, well, pretty amazing. And intense. Seriously, I don’t know how we stayed upright. Well, aside from his muscles.” I bite back a moan. “Then he carried me over to the bed and we finished there.” 
 
    “He carried you?!” Meghan whistles. “That’s hot.”  
 
    “It was," I agree. “And then I of course panicked afterwards and made it weird. I mean, how are you supposed to end a one-night stand? Isn’t the point that you have sex and then leave?” 
 
    “Basically. Why, what’d you do?” Steph asks. 
 
    I’m not proud of this moment, so I cover my eyes as I tell them, like that might hide my embarrassment. “I said something about needing a minute, then I’d go.” 
 
    “Needing a minute?” Katelyn asks. 
 
    “Yeah. I was still pretty shaky and needed to catch my breath.” 
 
    “Wait - " Meghan interjects. “You were still breathing heavy? Like had you literally just finished fucking, and then you’re like okay bye?” 
 
    I don’t even have a chance to reply before she bursts out into hysterical laughter. The others not far behind.  
 
    I use their chuckle break to finish preparing my cup of coffee.  
 
    Once their laughter dies down, I continue. “You’ll all be glad to know that Zach had a similar response.” This brings on another round of laughs. “And he told me that I could do whatever I wanted but that I was welcome to stay.” 
 
    “Sorry, girl. You’re just too adorable. And as your self-appointed love coach, I’ll take the blame for that wonderful blunder,” Meghan gracefully falls on her sword. “So, what time did you sneak out of there?” 
 
    “Around 3:00. We fell asleep pretty much right away. I knew I’d wake up having to pee at some point and just planned to leave then. Clearly, I don’t know the etiquette for this sort of thing. And it seemed like the best option, rather than waiting for a weird morning goodbye.” 
 
    “I hear ya on that. I’ve snuck out in the middle of the night more than once,” Steph admits. 
 
    “Same," says Meghan. “That’s a pretty standard M.O. for me. Morning sex can be great, but the potential for that is not necessarily worth the risk of morning breath small talk. So overall, I give you an A+.” 
 
    “Thanks?” I ask. 
 
    “You should be proud. You did it. You set a goal, you worked for it, and then you fucked it. You’ve popped your secondhand cherry, and now you’re ready to go ride the waves of the dating ocean. I mean, you feel good about this, right?” Meghan sounds so confident and hopeful. 
 
    “I do. I feel great. A little sore, but still great.” They giggle. “Zach was the perfect guy for last night. He made me feel comfortable and sexy. I don’t know if I could’ve done what I did with anyone else.” 
 
    “I feel a but coming.” Katelyn hedges. 
 
    I sigh, and finally admit the feelings I’ve been ignoring since I walked out of Zach’s hotel room - “But… I really like him.” 
 
    It’s silent for a moment before Steph says, “Okay, so date him. This one-night stand plan was to get your confidence back up, so you would want to date someone. It’s not a set in stone contract.” 
 
    “That’s great and all, but he’s not from here. Remember? Plus someone who was looking for a one-night stand is probably not looking for a serious relationship. That’s kind of the whole point of hook-up apps, right?” 
 
    “Yes and no,” Meghan replies. “I see your point, but there are no rules saying that you can’t start a relationship this way. If you work well together, and the sexual chemistry is there right from the get-go, then why not?”  
 
    “Agreed -” Steph says. “Where does he live?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I admit. 
 
    “Okayyy...” Steph drags the word out, clearly wondering how that never came up. “What does he do for a living? Maybe he comes here on business regularly.” 
 
    I already know my next answer is going to need some explaining. “I don’t know. And before you ask how I don’t know, we agreed that we wouldn’t talk about work or family.” 
 
    “Huh. I can dig that," says Meghan. “And where he lives never came up?” 
 
    “No. And since we were trying to keep the conversation away from stuff like that, I didn’t think to ask. Plus I was going into it with the one-night mindset. Him not being from here was supposed to be a perk, so I wouldn’t randomly bump into him. And before you ask, no, we didn’t share phone numbers.” 
 
    “You could still send him a message through the app,” Meghan suggests. 
 
    “I could,” I pause. “... if I hadn’t freaked out last night after I got home and deleted my account.” 
 
    “You what?!” Meghan’s exclamation crackles through the phone speakers. 
 
    “I told you - I’m not good at this!” I shout back at her. “And if he’s just in town for the weekend, I don’t want to see him again. I already like him, spending more time together would make me like him even more. Right now it’s just a bummer. If I got more attached, then I might end up in heartache territory. And I don’t need that.” 
 
    “You’re right. That makes sense. I’m sorry that this isn’t going exactly to plan. But I guess it’s better than having slept with someone that you don’t like -” Meghan offers. 
 
    “True.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Izz,” Katelyn sounds overly cheerful. “This was just phase one. We’ll be finding you a boyfriend in no time. I’m sorry to cut this off, but I am starving, and if we don’t hurry, Jackson will eat all the food.” 
 
    We all say our goodbyes, and I’m left sitting in my kitchen, drinking my sweetened coffee, mulling over our conversation. The girls are right. I did what I set out to do, and I really am proud of myself. Not only that, I had a great time. I got to experience some new sex moves, and I’ll be that much more confident the next time I’m on a date. It sucks that I’ll never see Zach again, but I can accept that and move on. My next man-target better look out, because here I come. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER SEVEN  
 
    IZZY 
 
   M ost people dread Monday mornings. Usually I fall into that category. Not because I don’t like my job, I just don’t like getting up early. Today, however, I’m thrilled to start my work week.  
 
    I spent the entire weekend daydreaming about Zach. I re-lived every moment of our time together, some parts more than others, and basically obsessed over him to an unhealthy level. He was just, so, ugh. Everything! He was perfect in his imperfectness. But he’s so unique that I know I can’t go around trying to find myself a replacement Zach. I need to look for someone totally different from him. That way I won’t compare them. And I’m already dreading whatever loser I’ll pick to be my anti-Zach because - try as I might - I know he won’t live up to my expectations. But it has to be done.  
 
    I told myself it was okay to pine over him all weekend. But the weekend is over, he’s probably gone, and no one has to know that I touched myself to the mental image of Zach’s face between my thighs. That little tidbit is just for me. 
 
    Figuring I’ll get a jump on the day, I’m at the office early. I should really think of a better name for it, since it’s not really my office. My dad has always given me full access to the practice facilities and arenas, so I can come visit him anytime. So, when I started meeting with the players in the role of financial advisor, it just made sense to do it here at the practice facility. There are always extra offices and conference rooms to use. And since it’s located downtown St. Paul, it’s close to the main arena, and close to my house.  
 
    Even before I started down this career path, I knew I wanted to live close to all the Sleet action. I have a house in a suburb just outside the city, only a few blocks away from my dad’s house. I didn’t plan to live so close to him. But I love the neighborhood and it’s sometimes handy to have him nearby. 
 
    Seeing that the door to my dad’s office is open, I head in that direction. The new season starts in just a couple weeks, so it’s been a little chaotic recently. Of course, when the season is going things are busy, but the last weeks leading up to the pre-season games are always extra crazy. There are last minute player trades, new trainers, media events… So I’m not surprised to see that Dad is in early, too.  
 
    My meeting this morning is with a new client, so I have my latte in my left hand, my giant purse bag slung over my right shoulder, and my right hand clutching a stack of folders. I know I could put them in my bag, but then they might get mixed up with my other folders, and I’ve carefully arranged everything in a specific order.  
 
    I’m still thinking through my paperwork, making sure I didn’t forget anything, when Dad calls out to me. I’m a few steps from his doorway, but the angle to his desk lets him spot me. 
 
    “Isabelle, perfect timing!” 
 
    I have to smile. Dad is always so happy to see me. 
 
    “Good morning, Daddy,” I say, as I step into his office.  
 
    He has a few chairs facing his desk, leaving their backs to the door, and I don’t even realize that one is occupied until my dad motions towards the person sitting there. 
 
    “We’re about to head out to a media conference, but I wanted to be the first to introduce you to the Sleet’s newest player - Zachary Hunt. Zachary, meet my daughter, Isabelle Thorpe.” 
 
    My gaze moves to Zachary as he stands. I’m momentarily distracted by his big muscular butt in those perfectly tailored black dress pants. When he rotates towards me, and I’m suddenly staring at his junk, I snap my gaze up to greet him. And my eyes lock on to beautiful, and familiar, hazel eyes.  
 
    It takes my brain a full heartbeat to compute what I’m seeing. When it does, not only does my smile fade, but my dumbass mind flips the switch over to crazy person mode. I let out a small scream and fling my handful of folders across the room.  
 
    Zachary Hunt is Zach. My Zach. My face-between-my-thighs Zach.  
 
    Oh, this is bad. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
    IZZY 
 
    
     “I 
 
   
 
    sabelle, are you okay? What’s wrong?” 
 
    Dad is, rightfully, worried about me - and possibly my sanity - due to my little outburst.  
 
    So I say the first thing I can think of. “There was a bug. On me. A bee. I think.”  
 
    Gods of Humiliation and Horror, please come save me. 
 
    Dad - now standing - is heading my way, but looking around at the ceiling to see if he can find the nonexistent bee. Like it’s not bad enough to see Zach here, I have to embarrass myself in front of him too. Perfect. 
 
     Shit, Zach!  
 
    I look down in time to see Zach scoop up the last of my flung folders.  
 
    Rising, he steps towards me with a stupidly huge grin on his face. This jackass thinks this is funny?! 
 
    “Glad you only threw your folders at me and not your steaming hot coffee.” Zach’s voice is just as gravelly, and sexy, and wonderful, as I remember. 
 
    “It’s a latte.”  
 
    Wow, Izzy, you moron. It’s a latte. That’s the first thing you say? He doesn’t care. 
 
    “What kind?” 
 
    Oh? Well. Would you look at that.  
 
    “Caramel,” I say, then I bite my lip, knowing he’s thinking the exact same thing I am.  
 
    Sugar. 
 
    “Hmm… sweet.” Zach smirks, and I don’t know if I want to jump him or punch him. 
 
    “I think you must have scared the bee straight out of the office," Dad says, finally giving up on his flying pollinator search. 
 
    Zach’s cough sounds suspiciously like a laugh, and - before he can blow our cover - I stick out my hand in an offer to shake. 
 
    “It’s great to meet you, Zachary. Sorry again for the… throwing of the folders.” I give him my best innocent smile. 
 
    Zach takes my hand in his. “The pleasure’s all mine, Isabelle Thorpe.” 
 
    And then he winks. Bastard. 
 
    Snatching my folders back from Zach, I turn to my dad. “Sorry, but I gotta run. I have a meeting to prep for.” I feel terrible for lying, but I need to extricate myself from this situation immediately. 
 
    “No worries, Peanut.”  
 
    Ohmygod, will my embarrassment ever end!  
 
    Then my dad pulls me in for a hug, even though both my hands are full, and he kisses the top of my head. The answer is no. No - the embarrassment will not end, and the limit to my mortification does not exist.  
 
    “We’re still on for lunch today, right?” Dad’s all smiles and I keep my eyes on him, pretending Zach has disappeared. 
 
    “Of course, Daddy. See you later!” I say before spinning around and rushing to the door.  
 
    As I’m stepping through the threshold, I hear Zach’s chuckle.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER NINE  
 
    IZZY 
 
   I f today I could be any animal for the day, it would be a Banana Slug. It’s a real thing. I looked it up. That’s what I did between meetings - I looked up lists of the world’s ugliest, slowest, worst animals, to try to define today. And it’s not even noon yet.  
 
    My first meeting of the day. Was a mother-trucking disaster. Of course it was. Why wouldn’t it be? I still landed him as a client, but it was by far the worst meeting I’ve ever hosted. Thankfully, this guy was right out of college and looked nervous enough that he probably only heard about half of what I said.  
 
    After that, I had some time to burn before a conference call. I obviously spent that time dwelling on this morning’s disaster and researching bizarre animals. I’m a little jealous of the Banana Slug, since it can live underground for years at a time. I wouldn’t mind that ability right about now. Banana Slugs can also have penises as long as their own bodies. Not a skill I require, but still interesting. 
 
    Exiting out of my animal search, I see the form that I’ve been waiting for is in my email. I commandeered this office for my call, and it’s turned out to be a great hiding space. But I suppose I should wrap this up and then go find Dad. So I print, scan, and email the form back. 
 
    With my paperwork taken care of, I shove my half-eaten bag of Starbursts into my bag while looking around to make sure I haven’t forgotten anything. This is a small office meant for communal use. There are no outside windows since it’s an interior room, and no windows into the hall, so it’s more like a closet, but it’s clean. Seeing I have all of my things, I flick off the light and open the door.  
 
    Before I can take one step forward, a figure fills the doorway, backlit by the hallway lights. 
 
    The form is large. And manly. And one I know intimately. 
 
    “Zach?” I whisper, hardly recognizing my own voice. 
 
    “Sugar - " he half-says, half-growls his pet name for me. 
 
    We step forward at the same moment. My body strikes his. But instead of halting his motion, he wraps me up in his arms and continues into the dark office as if I weigh nothing. 
 
    My hands are gripping the front of his shirt, pulling him closer, as if he’s trying to get away. And his large hands are splayed across my back, searing my skin through my dress.  
 
    In one motion, Zach kicks the door shut behind us and spins, pressing my back against the hard surface.  
 
    Without thought, I stretch up to meet his lips with my own. This kiss is nearly as frantic as our first, but there’s an intimacy that comes from having been here before.  
 
    He has a small scar marring his lower lip that I didn’t notice until halfway through our date. I trace it with my tongue.  
 
    Zach groans and presses his growing hardness against my belly. He nips at my lip, in the same place where the scar is on his, and I smile. 
 
    I have a vision of today’s blue wrap dress on the floor and my legs around his waist. The turtledove is wide awake in my chest and she’s thrashing around, trying to take flight. That’s when the reality of what we are doing hits me.  
 
    Releasing the material of his shirt, I flatten my palms and push him away.  
 
    To his credit, he doesn’t resist. Our heavy breathing fills the small office. 
 
    With the only illumination coming from the small strip of light leaking in from under the door, all I can see is his silhouette. I want him, so badly. But this is wrong on so many levels. He’s not just a hockey player, which I vowed to never date again... he’s a hockey player on my dad’s team. I need to think with my brain and not with my ovaries.  
 
    “We can’t,” I pant. 
 
    “I know. Not here.” 
 
    I shake my head, even though I’m not sure if he can see me. “No, Zach. We just can’t. I can’t.” 
 
    “Why not?” He steps towards me. 
 
    “You’re a hockey player.” 
 
    His responding huff of laughter pisses me off, so I pinch his chest. His big, muscular chest. 
 
    “Sugar, don’t tell me you don’t like hockey. That, I just won’t believe.” 
 
    I realize that after pinching him, I somehow started caressing his chest. I snatch my hand back. 
 
    “No. I mean, yes. I do.” I need to get away from this man. I can’t think with him this close to me. “I’m sorry. I have to go.” 
 
    I don’t give him a chance to reply. I yank the door open, grab my bag off the floor where I dropped it, and dart into the safety of the brightly lit hallway.  
 
    I’ve gone a few paces, when I hear the door click behind me. I imagine Zach had to take a moment to straighten things out. Which reminds me to run a hand over my hair to ensure I don’t have any flyaways that would tell of our misdoings.  
 
    I’ve just lowered my hand back to my side when my dad appears, stepping into the hall just a few doors ahead of me.  
 
    “Ready for lunch?” he asks as soon as he spots me. 
 
    “Starved.” I paste on a smile. 
 
    “Perfect, let’s go.” Then Dad looks past me, down the hallway. “Zachary - you free for lunch? Want to join Isabelle and myself?” 
 
    Please say no. Please say no. Please say no. 
 
    “I’d love to.” 
 
    Forking hell. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TEN  
 
    IZZY 
 
   I t was no small feat to convince Dad that I needed to drive myself to lunch. I plan to escape as soon as socially acceptable, and I need my vehicle for a speedy getaway.  
 
    Also, being stuck in a car with my dad and the man I had sex with this weekend, yeah - no. Hard pass.  
 
    I briefly toyed with the idea of ditching this lunch entirely, but I have no good excuses. If I pretend to suddenly become violently ill, then Dad would just insist on driving me home. And since he knows pretty much everything I do for work, and all of my clients, I can’t really claim a work emergency. And yes, I did consider using one of my new girlfriends as cannon fodder, but I don’t want to get anyone else wrapped up in my lies. 
 
    I’m not exactly lying about anything, I’m just omitting the tiny fact that Zach and I already know each other. Biblically. And really, sharing that information with my dad, Zach’s new coach, would not benefit anyone. Quite the opposite, to all parties involved. So, I’ll keep my mouth shut and donate some extra money to charity this year to even out my karmic score. 
 
    As for my more immediate situation - I’ll play nice over lunch, keep my distance from Zach while I’m at the offices, and then find a boyfriend who isn’t Zach. As quickly as possible, to remove any and all temptation. 
 
    I make it to the restaurant first, no surprise there. Being that Dad is the head coach, he can never walk out of the building without being stopped by a half dozen people who have questions or just want to chat. Add to that - he has a new player at his side, and they’ll for sure get held up. 
 
    The benefit to being early is that I get to choose our table. We always go to lunch a little early, so we can beat the mad rush that happens every day in this part of downtown. This means I have the choice of a booth, a low table, or a high top table in the bar. The bar choice is instantly out. I know for a fact that I will not be able to remain composed if I’m sitting with Zach in another bar. The booth is a good idea in theory; I could tuck myself into the corner and hide, but I have no control over who would sit next to me. And I have a sneaking suspicion that Zach would claim that spot, if only for the goal of making me uncomfortable. So, regular old table it is.  
 
    I take the spot that leaves me facing the front door. Normally I’d choose a seat that faces a window, but I don’t want to be caught unawares when they arrive. The window does provide some entertaining people watching, but this restaurant has plenty to look at inside. 
 
    This is our go-to lunch establishment, and I’m pretty sure if we did show up when it was packed, Dad would still get a table. Partially because he’s here all the time, but more-so because he coaches the Sleet. This is a hockey restaurant, with bits of memorabilia and paraphernalia littering every surface. Somewhere in here there’s even a framed photo of my dad from his first NHL coaching job, with a pre-teen me standing at his side.  
 
    The items mostly center around Minnesota hockey, including high school and college teams, but it has bits and pieces from all of the pro teams. There’s even a little gift shop, if you can call one counter a gift shop, that sells branded shirts and mugs and other random crap. With a catchy name like Puck Off, the restaurant has some pretty fun merchandise. 
 
    The TVs throughout the space all have a game or SportsCenter playing. I’m scanning the different screens to see what’s on, when Zach’s face catches my attention. The interview he did with my dad this morning must be re-airing. The volume is off, and they don’t have the closed captions on, so I don’t know what he’s saying. But I don’t need to hear him to enjoy the show. His face is so ruggedly handsome; I could stare at it all day. 
 
    Honestly, it’s probably good that I can’t hear his voice. That stupid, arrogant, sexy-to-a-fault, voice. When he opens his mouth, it’s all I can do to resist rubbing myself all over him. I try to read his lips, but end up just staring. Those lips that were on mine just moments ago. 
 
    “This seat taken?” 
 
    It’s like thinking about his voice materializes it in my mind. I should really find a way to record him talking so I can replay it for myself, at home, in the dark. 
 
    Ugh, I’m losing my mind. I really need to find something to dislike about him before I become truly infatuated. 
 
    “Hmmm, handsome face like that, I can understand why you’d be stuck in a daydream.” Zach’s voice brushes against my ear. 
 
    For the second time today, I let out a scream. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER ELEVEN  
 
    IZZY 
 
    
     “J 
 
   
 
    esus flipping Christ, what’s wrong with you!” I whisper-shout at Zach, as I frantically look for my dad. 
 
    Zach managed to sit down at the table without me even knowing it and caught me staring at his face on the television screen. Great. Thankfully, I had nothing in my hands this time, so there was nothing to toss across the room.  
 
    Of course Zach chose the seat next to me, not across from me, and his big long legs take up so much space that the knee closest to me is pressed against the side of my thigh. 
 
    “I wasn’t trying to be sneaky, Sugar. I don’t know if you’ve noticed this about me, but I kind of take up a lot of space. Doesn’t make me very stealthy.”  
 
    To add to his statement, he applies a little bit of delicious pressure to my thigh. No. Not delicious. Imposing. 
 
    “Stop that!” I snap, and squeeze my legs together so I’m not touching him anymore. “And you can not call me Sugar. Seriously - my dad can never know about us.” I give him my best glare. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Baby.” His smirk tells me that he’s using that endearment just to rile me up. “I have no intention of telling my coach just how fucking tasty and dirty his pretty daughter is. I know full well that that wouldn’t be good for my health.” 
 
    Is there something that’s like PTSD but for good things? Is that possible? Because hearing the word “fuck” come out of his mouth has thrown me right back to our night together. I’m remembering his reaction from when I said I want you to fuck me. The way he stalked to me, and claimed me, and pushed me down into the chair...  
 
    Zach’s big palm gently squeezes my knee under the table. “Snap out of it, Sweets. Your dad is on his way over.” 
 
    Looking up I see Dad approaching from the back corner of the bar. He must have stopped at the restroom when they got here, and that’s why Zach was alone.  
 
    As much as I want to snark at him for touching me, I’m glad for the heads up. And also mortified. This man knows exactly what he does to me. I know he finds me attractive. The kiss we just shared in the tiny dark office confirmed that. It's clear I don’t affect him on the same level, because he’s able to act normal. But me… Every time I see him, or hear him, or touch him... my brain has a little sex aneurysm and goes offline. Maybe it’s a brain orgasm. A braingasm. 
 
    Dad dropping into the chair on my other side snaps me out of yet another wandering-mind moment. 
 
    “Sorry we’re late. Everyone wanted to talk to the new boy here.” Dad is all smiles as he gestures to Zach.  
 
    With my dad on my left, and Zach on my right, I’m going to have to keep turning my head to look at whoever is talking. I suppose I could just look straight forward at the empty chair and pretend I was literally anywhere but here.  
 
    “The excitement will die off soon, I’m sure,” Zach says with a shrug. “But I will say, I’ve gotten a very warm welcome to your beautiful state.” 
 
    My cheeks heat.  
 
    “So… Zachary Hunt. I don’t recognize that name,” I say, tilting my head while I look at him. “You look a bit old to be graduating from college.” 
 
    Zach’s grin is instantaneous, and I hear my dad chuckle.  
 
    “You’d be correct, Isabelle. I’ll be 30 next month. I finished college a while ago.” 
 
    “He played at Notre Dame. He was damn good back then, and he’s damn good now." Dad says with pride. He always acts like his players are his children to brag over. 
 
    “Impressive,” I say. “So, where have you been since then? I imagine you’ve been playing somewhere, but I don’t even recognize your face. How is that possible?” 
 
    “Watch a lot of hockey, do you?” Zach teases.  
 
    My dad answers for me. “I think I broke the poor girl when she was growing up. She’s almost more obsessed with the game than I am. Watches every game I’ve ever coached, watches other teams' games when she can, and the highlights when she can’t. She even keeps an eye on college players. I’ve taken her advice for drafts on more than one occasion. You’d be wise to get on her good side.” 
 
    Zach and I exchange glances, and I want to kick him under the table. 
 
    Mercifully, the waiter comes over to give me a reprieve from this madness. Following the rule of Ladies First, all eyes are on me. I debate ordering something “girly”, or at the very least low-calorie, but realize I’d be doing this in some misguided attempt to impress Zach. I suddenly feel the urge to kick myself under the table. 
 
    “I’ll have the French Dip and an iced tea.” I say with confidence, handing over my menu. 
 
    “Same," says my dad. 
 
    “If they’re both having it, it must be good. Same for me,” Zach states. Looking at my dad, he shrugs. “I’ll call this a celebration meal. I can be strict with dinner.” 
 
    Oh, right. Professional athlete. And now it dawns on me. That’s why his body is so amazing. Duh. I even thought to myself that he had the build of an athlete. I just never guessed it was from playing hockey.  
 
    Which reminds me - “Where did you go after Notre Dame?” 
 
    Zach smiles at me. “I hate to give you more homework, but you might want to add the international circuit to your viewing schedule. I played for a few teams, all in Scandinavia, most recently in Finland.” 
 
    “No shit?” My hand flies up to cover my mouth. I didn’t mean to say that. 
 
    “Delicate flower she is not," Dad says dryly. 
 
    The waiter drops off our iced teas, and I start tearing open sugar packets and pouring them into my glass. I like my tea like I like my coffee. Sweet. I’ve already added two, debating on a third, when movement on the table catches my attention. Zach has pulled a packet over in front of him and is casually using one long finger to tap on the word Sugar. I bite my lip to keep from smiling. Cheeky Finnish hockey player. 
 
    “Delicate isn’t fun anyways,” Zach says, looking at my dad. “Who has time for that?” 
 
    “Ha! Spoken like a true Enforcer!” Dad replies. 
 
    “Enforcer?” I look at Zach. 
 
    Then I really look at him. The scar through his eyebrow, the signs of a broken nose, the scar on his lip. How did I not see it earlier? He’s a fighter. The bad boy vibe I got from him was correct. As an Enforcer, Zach will find himself in more fist fights than anyone else on the team. It’s an unofficial role of course, but that doesn’t make it any less real. Or dangerous.  
 
    “No need to look worried, Doll. I’m a professional,” Zach tells me, with a soft smile. 
 
    “What? No. I’m… I’m not worried.” If Dad found Zach calling me Doll - or my stuttering - suspicious, he doesn’t say so. “I’ll admit I don’t know much about the teams over there. What was the last team you played for?” 
 
    “My last team was out of Helsinki. I played with them for a couple of years. We were the Dragons,” Zach replies. 
 
    “Dragons… ?” I drag the word out while I try to think of why that sounds familiar. “Oh! Like your…” Zach’s knee bumps into my leg. Hard.  
 
    Ohmygod, I’m such an idiot! I was half a second away from saying like your tattoo. And seeing how he’s managed to keep his shirt on during lunch, that would’ve been a tricky fact for me to explain. 
 
    I whip my gaze over to my dad, but his attention is on one of the TVs playing a college game. He’s a kind man, but he’s crap at listening. Dad turns his head towards me, mouth open, like he’s about to ask me to repeat myself. The waiter appears at that exact moment to deliver our food and I nearly weep from relief. I’m going to leave this guy the biggest tip ever. It’s like he has a sixth sense about when I’m about to say something stupid and he swoops in to rescue me. 
 
    As we start to dig in, Dad tells me that Zach will be playing a Defense position. The conversation quickly moves to team stuff that I already know, so I tune them out. I’m glad I didn’t change up my food order. This is one of my favorite meals. The thinly sliced beef is juicy, and perfectly seasoned, and dunking into the au jus gives it that extra drippy burst of flavor. There’s no clean way to eat this, and I’m embracing the mess. The guys are engrossed in their conversation anyways, so any last shreds of self-consciousness vanishes.  
 
    I can’t stop the moan, as I pop the last bite into my mouth. Seeing a drip of the yummy goodness trying to flee down the side of my hand, I quickly lick it off.  
 
    “Fuck.” Zach’s voice is quiet enough that I barely hear it. 
 
    Looking up, I see that he’s staring at me with his jaw clenched. Oops. With a quick glance I see that my dad’s back to being engrossed in something on TV. Turning back to Zach, I straighten my shoulders and give him a wink. His eyes alight with mischief as he shakes his head at me.  
 
    I pick up my drink to try and cover the smile I feel forming. This shouldn’t feel so easy with Zach. We had a one-night stand. A single evening together. I planned on never seeing him again before he walked back into my life in the most inconvenient way possible. And yet here we are, sitting next to each other, and it feels like the easiest thing in the world. 
 
    Dad lays his card to signal we’re ready for the bill.  
 
    “Isabelle - I’m sorry, I feel so rude. We spent this whole time talking about me. I haven’t been able to learn much about you. Do you work for the team? Is that why you were at the facility this morning?” Zach’s smile is innocent. And full of shit. 
 
    This is a topic we both agreed to avoid when we met, and I can’t decide if that was the best idea or the worst idea ever. Had we discussed our jobs, we would’ve realized who each other was, and avoided this whole entanglement. But had we done that, and walked away, I never would’ve gotten to experience the night of bliss that I had with Zach. As messy as this all is, I still don’t regret it. 
 
    “I don’t work for the team, but I do work with some of the players. I’m a Financial Advisor. I just started my own business last year, so it’s still new. But it’s going well. And I’m starting to branch out to athletes from other sports,” I tell him with pride. 
 
    “Oh, that’s right!” Dad exclaims. “How was your call today?” he asks me before turning to Zach to explain. “She had a call with some people from our local baseball team, The Minnesota Kids.” 
 
    I smile. “It went really great. I signed an NDA this morning so we could have some more in-depth conversations, but I think I’ll have a few new clients by the time next year’s season starts.” 
 
    Dad beams at me. “My brilliant girl. I’m so proud of you.” 
 
    I blush. Not over my dad’s compliment - he says stuff like that all the time, but because Zach is sitting here witnessing it.  
 
    “Thanks, Daddy,” I reply quietly. 
 
    Zach looks a little uncomfortable. Even though he’s basically been tormenting me, I still feel bad about making him feel awkward. 
 
    “Anyways, that will be a slow moving project.” I shrug. “Speaking of moving, Zachary, have you ever been to Minnesota before now?” 
 
    Zach shakes his head. “Never. I knew I wanted to move back to the states, and when this opportunity came up, I decided to take it. I like the cold weather, so I think I’ll get along with the climate here. I’ve only been here a few days.” He smiles. “So I haven’t had time yet to start looking for a house to buy.” 
 
    I watch in horror as the lightbulb goes off over my dad’s head. “Oh, well Isabelle here has helped other players find good homes. She knows a lot of realtors, and - being the financial master that she is - she knows how to spot a good investment. Peanut, you should work with Zachary here. Help him out as a welcome to our great state.” 
 
    Time has stopped. No, Dad, that’s a terrible idea. Like the worst idea that’s ever been had. 
 
    “What a great idea!” Zach turns to me and gives me the most absurd smile. 
 
    I mouth I hate you. And his smile just grows.  
 
    “Perfect!” Dad claps his hands together. “Isabelle, give your card to Zachary. We need to get heading back; you two can coordinate your schedules later.” 
 
    “Great,” I mumble, while digging through my giant purse, looking for my business cards. 
 
    Finding one, I quickly stand. For once, I want to have a height advantage over Zach. With him sitting and me standing, I have a few inches on him. Belatedly, I realize this puts his eyes at the perfect height to look straight into my cleavage. And he is. And he’s still smiling.  
 
    I use my thumb to bend my business card back and then I flick it against Zach’s forehead.  
 
    My dad’s busy signing the bill, so I step away from a chucking Zach giving him my best glare. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
    IZZY 
 
   M e: I’m requesting an emergency meeting tonight. I need to get drunk. 
 
    Meghan: Well smack my ass and call me Skippy. I’m down. 
 
    Katelyn: Me too! 
 
    Steph: FuckBalls, I can’t. Stupid work function tonight. I don’t need to learn how to fucking bond with my coworkers. I see these twatwaffles every day.  
 
    Meghan: Boo! Coworkers suck! 
 
    Katelyn: Meg, you don’t even have any coworkers. You run your own business. 
 
    Meghan: Boo! Katelyn sucks! 
 
    Me: Meet me at The Booze Hooch at 7. And plan on getting rides home. We won’t be in driving condition. 
 
    Meghan: Oh, shit. This is serious. Everything okay? 
 
    Katelyn: Jackson can give us all rides home once we are sufficiently Monday Drunk. 
 
    Steph: I’m going to go all Milton on this joint and burn it to the ground. I can’t believe I’m missing a Monday Drunk! That’s my favorite type of drunk. 
 
    Meghan: Girl, if we are aiming for that level of inebriation, we might still be there when you’re done with your work bullshit.  
 
    Katelyn: Truth. 
 
    Steph: Okay, I’ll check in with you guys later. 
 
    Meghan: If we don’t respond, assume we are still drinking. 
 
    Steph: Can I get a hint as to what this is about? Since I’m going to miss the big ball drop? 
 
    Me: It’s about Zach. 
 
    Me: I saw him today. 
 
    Me: At the office. 
 
    Me: BECAUSE HE’S THE NEWEST PLAYER FOR THE SLEET! 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
    IZZY 
 
   T he Booze Hooch is our favorite place to get drunk. We don’t often go out with the main goal of getting tipsy, but - when we do - we want to enjoy it. This place has the best of everything. A small, but good, farm-to-table menu. An ever-changing list of handcrafted cocktails that taste good and mess you up at the same time. The lighting is dim. And the atmosphere is killer. It’s set up like a prohibition bar, with lush velvet seating, dark wood, and free-hanging Edison light bulbs. The play on the word hooch is the addition of artwork surrounding the myth of the St. Bernard brandy-carrying dogs. The bathroom walls are papered with what looks like old newspaper clippings about the dogs saving lives in the Alps way back in the 1500’s. I fear that I have often spent extra time sitting on the toilet engrossed in the tales. Needless to say, it’s a fun place to hang out. And it’s off the beaten path, so it’s never too crowded. 
 
    I spot Meghan and Katelyn as they enter. I already ordered a pitcher of apple cider sangria, and am half a glass in. I wave a hand, but they’ve already spotted me in our favored half-circle corner booth.  
 
    They slide onto the bench seat on either side of me, so I’m trapped in the middle. But since I called this emergency drink fest, I’m not going to try to escape.  
 
    “Start talking.” Meghan demands, as she fills glasses for herself and Katelyn. 
 
    So I do. 
 
    I tell them the whole sordid story. From tossing my folders at him, to kissing him, to going to lunch with him, to my dad’s idea that I should work with him. I don’t pause, and they don’t interrupt. I’ve finished my drink, started a second, and am still just as stressed out as I was when I got here. 
 
    “Wow.” Meghan says, staring at me. 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s quite the turn of events," agrees Katelyn. 
 
    I nod. 
 
    We sit for a moment as I drain my second glass of sangria.  
 
    Katelyn is the first to break the silence. “Okay, so I know I was the first one who told you that you couldn’t date someone who played for your dad. But… I mean… you like him. Right?” 
 
    I slump in my seat. “Of course I like him. But all of those reasons for not dating a player are still true. If my dad found out, he would freak. And if he found out that Zach and I met because we had a one night stand... That I literally screwed Zach after knowing him for only a couple of hours... Seriously. I don’t even want to think about how much he would lose his shit.” They both slowly nod their heads. “Obviously, my dad likes him and wants him to play for us. I can’t be responsible for a man losing his job.” 
 
    “You could date in secret. Or if you don’t want to date him, you could just bang him in secret?” Meghan helpfully suggests.  
 
    “Oh, gee, what a great idea. Why didn’t I think of that?” I say sarcastically. 
 
    Meghan just rolls her eyes, not offended or deterred. “Why not? Yeah, I agree, there are still lots of reasons why you shouldn’t. But it could be worth a shot. I mean, how did you do today? Do you think you could play it cool around Zach?” 
 
    “Well…” 
 
    My phone rings with a local number. I used to not answer calls I don’t know, but now that I have new clients, I pick up. 
 
    “Hello.” 
 
    “Hi, Sugar.” 
 
    Shit. It’s Zach. 
 
    “Oh. Umm… ” 
 
    My brain seizes, and I hang up. 
 
    Deliberately setting the phone face down on the table, I look up and see the girls watching me. 
 
    “Uh, what the hell was that?” Meghan asks. 
 
    “That...? That was Zach...” I admit with a shrug. 
 
    They both burst into giggles. With the booze flowing through my veins, I start to giggle too. 
 
    “Okay.” Katelyn chokes out. “To answer Meghan’s question, No, Izzy clearly does not possess the ability to play it cool around Zach.” 
 
    My phone rings again. 
 
    “You gonna answer that?” Meghan asks. 
 
    I shake my head.  
 
    Then I realize the error of leaving my phone on the table when Meghan snags it. 
 
    “What are you doing?!” I whisper at her. 
 
    She’s scooting away from me while she puts the phone to her ear. “Hi, Zach.” 
 
    Meghan talking to Zach is a terrible, horrible, no good, very bad idea. 
 
    “No, sorry - Sugar,” she looks at me with wide eyes, “is unavailable.” 
 
    Okay, so I didn’t tell them everything. I remember how much we all teased Katelyn over Kitten and I didn’t want to be next. 
 
    “Yes, she’s sitting here, but we’ve been drinking. Heavily. Which is your fault, by the way.” 
 
    I love Meghan, but she’s a loose cannon. I can’t allow her to talk to him, especially like this. Her head lulls to the side, and I’m able to quickly snatch my phone back. 
 
    I stare at the screen for a second trying to think of something to say. Making up my mind, I hang up again. 
 
    Meghan is grinning at me like a fool. “He calls you Sugar.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “I know.” 
 
    “Aww!” Katelyn clasps her hands together. 
 
    “No!” I slap my hand down on the table, too hard, since now my palm stings and I have to rub it on my thigh to get the tingles to go away. “No. No, aww. No, lovesick puppy dog smiles. This can’t happen. I can’t date him. And I can’t just casually sleep with him. I’m not cut out for that on a good day, let alone trying to keep it a secret. I’ll fail and it’ll blow up in my face. Yeah, I like him, but it’s not like I actually know him. For all we know, he’s not interested in a relationship. And if I’m being honest, that’s what I want. I want a boyfriend. I’m ready for one.” 
 
    “Okay!” Meghan slaps her own hand down on the table. “Operation Get Izzy a Boyfriend starts tonight.” 
 
    Another pitcher of sangria later, I find myself signed up for a speed dating event that’s set to take place next week. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
    IZZY 
 
   I  make it through the rest of the work week without seeing Zach again. I manage this by not stepping foot on Sleet property. I have a few meetings scheduled with other players, but I'm able to conduct them over the phone. I know I’m being a coward, but I honestly have no idea how to handle myself around Zach. Just having him within sight makes my thoughts scatter. He makes me feel so sexual. Sexy in a way that I’ve never felt before. Seeing how I was worried I’d never feel sexy again, that’s quite the feat. 
 
    And that’s the problem. I need to keep avoiding him, at least until I become infatuated with someone else. When another man can hold my attention the way he does, then it’ll finally be safe to be near Zach again.  
 
    It’s nearing 5:00 on Friday afternoon, and I’m moments away from closing my laptop, when a new email pops up.  
 
      
 
    From: Zachary.Hunt@email.com 
 
    To: Isabelle.Thorpe@email.com 
 
    Subject: Prettiest of Pleases  
 
    Dear Isabelle, 
 
    I would very much appreciate your expertise in finding a house to purchase. I know a brilliant mind, such as yours, would be of great assistance as I undertake this challenge. I’m flexible on my wants and desires. I just want to stop living the life of a traveling buffoon. Please, I’m begging you, will you be my house buying advisor? 
 
    Sincerely, Zach 
 
      
 
    I press the heels of my palms into my eyes. Of course he would be kind and polite, if a bit over-the-top. I can’t say no to someone who asks nicely. Add in the fact that my dad already thinks that I’ll help him, I can’t really refuse. What excuse would I give him? And what excuse would I give Zach? He didn’t call me Sugar, or any of the other endearments that he’s used for me, in this email. He kept it professional.  
 
    Ugh! I have no idea what he wants from me, and that’s the worst part!  
 
    On the other hand, he kissed me like his long-lost love in a darkened room, and stared at my tits over lunch. Does he want to date me? Does he think I’ll be his fuck buddy? Does he actually just want my help finding a place to live? 
 
    Shit. Crap. Damn.  
 
    Okay. I can do this. I’ll agree to the house buying thing. I can do that at a distance, and I can use that as an easy out for why we can’t be anything more than friends. I don’t date my clients.  
 
    Who am I kidding? I don’t think I can be friends with Zach. I want him too much. I need to drop him like a cold turkey.  
 
      
 
    From: Isabelle.Thorpe@email.com 
 
    To: Zachary.Hunt@email.com 
 
    Subject: I accept 
 
    Hello Zachary, 
 
    Thank you for your correspondence. I would be happy to become your financial advisor as it pertains to you finding a home to purchase. We can set up a phone call to discuss your list of needs and I can start arranging for a realtor from there. I have availability on Monday afternoon. Is there a particular time that would work best for your schedule? 
 
    Thank you, Isabelle 
 
      
 
    Zach’s response is immediate. 
 
      
 
    From: Zachary.Hunt@email.com 
 
    To: Isabelle.Thorpe@email.com 
 
    Subject: Monday is no good 
 
    Thank you for the quick reply, Isabelle.  
 
    I’m sorry but Monday is not going to work for me. This weekend would be ideal, and I much prefer that we have this meeting in person. I will gladly meet you at any location and time of your choosing. 
 
    Sincerely, Zach  
 
      
 
    I roll my eyes. He’s trying to make this into a date. My first instinct is to refuse him, but if he were a regular client, I would meet him over the weekend. Deciding that he won’t get preferential or deferential treatment, I agree. But I also won’t give him the opportunity to turn this into date night. 
 
      
 
    From: Isabelle.Thorpe@email.com 
 
    To: Zachary.Hunt@email.com 
 
    Subject: I’ll see you Sunday  
 
    I will see you Sunday morning, 8:00am, at Bean-nal Juice.  
 
    Have a nice night, Isabelle 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
    IZZY 
 
   I  did not think this through. I hate waking up early. And I absolutely despise waking up early on the weekend. What was I thinking? Oh, right. I was thinking that an early morning meeting with Zach would somehow make me less lustful. The truth of that remains to be seen. 
 
    Nearly there, I try not to think about how I’m running ten minutes behind. I hate being late almost as much as I hate alarm clocks. It’s super unprofessional. But considering that the man I’m meeting has had his face buried in my vagina, I’m not going to dwell on professionalism.  
 
    Damnit. Now I’m thinking about him going down on me!  
 
    My goal was to make this meeting the exact opposite of our date. We’re meeting in the early morning. I am wearing a pair of stretchy skinny jeans, brown ankle boots, and a sky blue peasant top. My hair is in a high ponytail and I’m wearing simple gold jewelry. No cleavage. No bare legs. No easily untie-able dress. 
 
    To top off the opposite vibe, we’re meeting in a coffee house. But since I’m not the type of person to skip a chance at breakfast, I chose a place that serves pastries to die for. The design of the space is nearly as good as the consumables. Based on the house from Beetlejuice, the floors are white and black tiles in a checkerboard pattern. The walls vary from lime green to purple to wood paneling, and the furniture is a mix-match of Art Deco and stuff you’d find at a garage sale in the 80’s. It’s bizarre. And brilliant. 
 
    Stepping through the front door, I inhale the glorious mix of roasting coffee and sugar. The din of voices mixed with  metal clinking ceramic accompanies the scent. Even though it’s god-awful early, there’s already a crowd. 
 
    My gaze feels drawn to the right, and I instantly lock eyes with Zach. He’s claimed a small table that’s smack dab in the middle of the room. He rises from his seat as I near, looking handsome as ever in jeans and plain grey t-shirt. 
 
    “Good morning, Izzy - ” Zach greets me with a small smile. 
 
    “Good morning.” I fidget.  
 
    Crap. How do I do this? Shake his hand? Give him a hug? Lick his face?  
 
    Going with the “do as I would for any other client” mantra, I stick my hand out. 
 
    Zach’s smile falters a little, at my weirdness or at the formal greeting, I’m not sure. But he takes my hand. And I have to force myself not to purr at the warmth of his touch. 
 
    No. Bad Izzy. Bad! Do not roll over and show this man your belly. You can not survive such a sacrifice. 
 
    Zach releases my hand and pulls out the second chair for me to sit in. Damn him and his manners. A sexy bad boy, who’s secretly a chivalrous gentleman. He’s a type I didn’t know I had. 
 
    No! He’s just a normal client. 
 
    Clearing his throat, Zach gestures to the table, and for the first time I notice that the entire surface is covered with small plates showcasing pastry heaven. “I wasn’t sure what you’d like, so I got a variety. But I do recall you liking caramel lattes, so that’s what that is.” He indicates the steaming mug in front of me. “If you want something else though, I won’t be offended. I promise.” 
 
    His normal cockiness is missing this morning. He almost sounds nervous. I’ve only been worrying about how weird this is for me. I haven’t given any consideration for how he might be feeling. Yeah, he did a way better job dealing with our unexpected reunion in my dad’s office. And he did kiss me that day. But in all fairness, I kissed him too. And then I did nothing but push him away. I met him. Slept with him. Met him again. Kissed him. And then treated him like a leper. I’m such a jerk.  
 
    With a deep breath, I release the tension that’s been gathering in my shoulders. 
 
    “This all looks great. Thank you. And I’m sorry… I was such a spaz on Monday. And I’m sorry I never called you back after hanging up on you. Twice.” I wince. “And I’m sorry I was avoiding you all week. I’m just… I’m not… I’m not good at this stuff.” With my final admission I look up from the table and meet his eyes, giving a small self-deprecating smile. 
 
    Zach watches me for a moment before his lips turn up in a matching expression. And I realize that I just gave him almost the exact same line as I did before we went up to his room for the sexing. Ugh, see? I really am no good at this stuff.  
 
    Feeling color warming my cheeks I try to play it off with a huff. “You know what I mean. Just take the apology, please.” 
 
    “Apology accepted, as long as you take mine as well.” I start to shake my head, but he holds up a hand. “To say that I was shocked to see you Monday, would be an understatement. And in your dad’s office, nonetheless. I may not have thrown things at you, but I should not have been as forward as I was. I know I was making you uncomfortable, and for that I’m sorry. That’s what I was calling you for that night. I wanted to apologize. And when your forceful friend said I’d driven you to drinking, well, I wasn’t proud of that. I thought it was her that hung up on me. But either way, I figured it was best to leave you alone.” 
 
    Now I feel bad about how bad he’s feeling. “Apology accepted. And please, don’t feel like you drove me to drink.” I roll my eyes. “Meghan is a force of nature and she can’t always be trusted not to exaggerate.” 
 
    He cocks a questioning eyebrow at me. “Are you going to try to tell me that my appearance was not the reason for your going out and drinking?” 
 
    “Okay, fine. Yes. You played a role, but so did I. My feelings about you… it… I just needed to vent and drink and let’s never talk about it again. Okay? Good.”  
 
    Zach just grins at my frustration.  
 
    Needing a moment, I pick up my latte and take a sip. I can’t help the sound of approval that hums out of me. Savoring the taste, I shut my eyes.  
 
    Zach’s voice is quiet. “In the spirit of honesty, I wanted to see you this weekend so we could clear the air.” I open my eyes and see that somewhat nervous expression on his face again. “I would love your help in buying a house, but if you don’t want to do that, I’d completely understand.” 
 
    The look in his eyes breaks my heart a little bit. He looks resigned to my denial already.  
 
    I’m looking forward to surprising him.  
 
    Keeping my eyes on his, I slowly set my drink down before replying, “I’d love to help you, Zach.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
    ZACH 
 
   S itting here, with Sugar across the table from me, is a balm to my soul. Just being near her soothes me. Calms me. The feeling is like nothing I’ve ever experienced before. And it’s easy. Being with her is just so easy. 
 
    I know that she thinks we can’t be together. She hasn’t said as much, but I can feel it. Her reaction to me when she first saw me. The fear in her eyes that her dad would find out. At first, I thought it was fear that he’d be mad, but after spending one lunch with them, I understood the truth. She was afraid of disappointing him. And it tore at me. The jealousy that I felt over her relationship with her father was nearly physical. And after just one week of working under Coach, I can only imagine the type of love they have for each other. 
 
    On our date, when Izzy added family to our list of topics to avoid, I couldn’t have been happier. My family is… garbage. I haven’t seen my parents in nearly ten years. I get an occasional email from my dad, though those are becoming less and less. My mom calls about twice a year, November-ish when she realizes she forgot my birthday, and sometime in the spring to wish me a happy New Year. I don’t have any real brothers or sisters, and my grandparents all passed away long ago. So, in all practicality, I don’t really have anyone. 
 
    My family might’ve been crap, but I always had hockey. It was my escape. My safe space where I focused all my energy and anger into learning the game. When I got older and we were able to be more aggressive, I excelled. I became the best.  
 
    After college, the NHL was sniffing around but I wanted nothing more than to get away. I found someone who knew someone, and I was able to get myself shipped off to Europe.  
 
    I came back to the states a few times - for friends' weddings, things like that. I have a few friends that I still talk to, from high school and college. All hockey players. I know I don’t stay in contact as much as I should, but - now that I’m back - I’ll try to do better.  
 
    I’m not sure what made me decide to move back now. But I did. And now home means Minnesota. Before home always just referred to the United States. I enjoyed my time overseas, but I was always an outsider. Being back, being here… It’s nice to have an actual place in this world. And it will be extra nice to have a house to call home. I owned a place in Finland while I lived there, but it was always temporary for me. I knew I’d be coming back some day. 
 
    I tell myself that’s the reason why I never had any long term relationships. I was saving a girl (and myself) the heartache, since I knew I‘d eventually leave. But the truth of the matter is, I’m just not sure I’m capable. I’m not sure I’m lovable in that way. Yeah, I’m a big sexy beast, or so some say. But am I the type of guy a nice girl would want to spend her life with? Do I know how to love a girl the way she deserves? Fuck knows I didn’t learn how to do any of that at home.  
 
    Then I met Sugar. Sweet, innocent, little vixen. Her looks alone were enough to knock me on my ass. All curves. All sweet. All soft. All woman. All sugar.  
 
    Before she even spoke, I knew that I had to have her. Then she opened her mouth and every syllable was another strike against my invisible armor. And when she did that thing with the rock candy… Fuuuck. I was painfully hard watching her slide that sweetness through her lips. She looked so calm, so confident, before she burst out into the cutest goddamn giggles. She hadn’t been confident at all, but she was trying. The more I got to watch her, and listen to her, the more I realized how perfect she was.  
 
    I was ready to ask her out on a real date, but when she asked if I had a hotel room, I was a goner. As much as I wanted to try at a proper relationship with her, there was no way I’d turn down her offer.  
 
    I felt bad letting her assume I was only in town visiting. But we agreed that we wouldn’t discuss work and there was no way to tell her why I was here without bringing up my job. Plus, there’s no way to say you’re a professional athlete without sounding like a douchebag. People think that being in the NLH is all puck bunnies and easy sex, and sure, that’s partially true. But when you’re not at an official team event most players don’t get recognized. I like watching baseball, but I could probably meet most professional players on the street and have no idea who they are.  
 
    So, I didn’t tell her that I was moving here. I figured I’d tell her in the morning. But then she was gone. She was gone from my bed, and her profile was deleted from the app we’d used. And I was more disappointed than I cared to admit.  
 
    Our night together meant something to me. Aside from the mind-blowing sex, sleeping next to her gave me the most peace I’ve had in a long time. I don’t think I have nightmares... if I do, I don’t remember them. but I don’t sleep well. Never have. But those hours with her, I slept like a baby. And I swore to myself that I would find her again. And when I found her, I'd do whatever it took to make her mine. And now here she is, sitting across the table from me.  
 
    It’s like I can see into her mind. She’s doing everything she can to convince herself that we’re a bad idea. She’s trying to build a barrier between us. She’s trying to deter me. But Sugar doesn’t seem to understand that I, Zachary Hunt, never back down from a challenge. 
 
    

  

 
 
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
    IZZY 
 
   T his morning has been… Fun. Easy. Perfect.  
 
    After our mutual apologies, and clearing of the air, we settled into easy conversation. I brought some property listings with me to get a feel for what Zach was interested in. The more we talked, the more he realized that he’s not as flexible as he thought he was. Which happens pretty much every time someone starts to look at houses. As we walked through the options, it became apparent that he’s looking for a comfortable family home. One he could grow in, or sell, when the time is right. His wish list doesn’t contain anything crazy. He wants a single family home, three or more bedrooms, two or more bathrooms, attached garage, fenced-in backyard, large kitchen, full-sized trees on the property, and all in a quiet neighborhood that’s not too far from the arena. All in all, it’s doable. More than that, he’s describing the neighborhood my dad and I live in. And with his budget, there's no question about affordability.  
 
    The more time we spend here together, talking, the more comfortable I feel with him, but that doesn’t mean I want him to live across the street from me. Loathe as I am to admit it, the thought of seeing women coming and going from his house bothers me on a gut-deep level. 
 
    “I think this is a great place to start,” I say to Zach, popping the last bite of an orange ginger scone into my mouth. 
 
    “I feel like a fickle prick, seeing that long list in front of you.” Zach gestures to my notepad, where I’ve been taking notes over the last hour.  
 
    Laughing a little, I shake my head. “This will actually make it easier to find you a place. Having an opinion about what you want in your home is not a negative thing.” 
 
    Zach leans back in his chair. “I’m excited about doing this. I didn’t think I’d want to set roots so quickly, but this town feels right.” He takes a deep breath. “I made the right decision in coming here.” 
 
    I can’t help the tug I feel in my chest. That damn turtledove is back and she’s snapping her beak against the base of my throat. “I’m glad.” 
 
    “So, when do we start looking?” 
 
    “Well… I have a realtor in mind that would be perfect. Her name is Emma Callaghan. She’s a spitfire, who knows everyone and everything. I’ll send her this stuff later today and she’ll probably have properties for you to consider in a day or two.” 
 
    “Perfect.” Zach brushes his hands together, as if dusting them off. “I’ve got a packed week, but we could look at houses Thursday night, if she can find some by then.” 
 
    His use of the word we makes me pause. “Zach, I won’t be touring these houses with you. That’s what the realtor is for.” 
 
    “Unacceptable. You need to be there. Charge me whatever you have to.” 
 
    We haven’t even discussed my fees yet. I should’ve sent him a sample contract during our first volley of emails, but it just didn’t feel right. It still doesn’t feel right. 
 
    “That’s not the issue, Zach. It’s just not my role. I’ll pre-approve all of her options, make sure they’d be sound investments, but I don’t need to be there.” With you, I don’t add. 
 
    He’s shaking his head before I finish talking. “If you think I can make this sort of decision without proper adult supervision, you’re sadly mistaken. I’ll accept no answer other than yes on this.” 
 
    “The realtor will be with you. She’s about the size of Polly Pocket, but she’s an adult. You can trust her.” 
 
    Zach’s eyes glitter at my mention of Polly Pocket, probably flashing to the same memories I am. 
 
    “Be that as it may, I need you with me. I don’t know Miss Polly. I know you. You have good taste.” He winks. 
 
    I bite my lip fighting against the urge to cave.  
 
    I lose the fight. “Ugh, fine!”  
 
    “Great! Thursday night it is. Tell your fancy realtor friend to find us a winner.” 
 
    I pull up my calendar on my phone and grimace.  
 
    “What is it?” Zach asks. 
 
    “I’m not free on Thursday.” 
 
    “Is it something you can skip?” 
 
    “No.” I don’t look up. 
 
    “Izzy, if you’re not free, that’s okay. What about Saturday evening?” 
 
    His kind voice should make me feel better, but instead I feel like an asshole.  
 
    I click over to Saturday and see that I’m open. “Saturday would work,” I say quietly. 
 
    “Good. You just let me know the time. I can pick you up, if you’d like.”  
 
    “Oh, um, okay. We’ll see where the houses are located, then I’ll let you know.” 
 
    Our meeting is coming to a natural closing point, so I start to pack up my things.  
 
    “I have to admit,” Zach says. “I am now endlessly curious about your plans on Thursday.” 
 
    I feel foolish for trying to hide the truth from him. I have no reason to feel bad. And by not telling him, I feel like I’m lying, and I don’t like that either. 
 
    I take a breath and try to talk as casually, and quickly, as possible. “It’s nothing. Just a gathering. With some people. For some drinks.” 
 
    I look up and Zach has an eyebrow raised. “Well, that clarifies it.” 
 
    He wants me to say it, fine.  
 
    I straighten my spine. “If you must know, I’m going to a speed dating event.” 
 
    Zach’s second eyebrow raises to meet the first. “That’s a real thing?” 
 
    He seems honestly curious. When I nod my head, his curiosity dims a bit. But instead of seeing sadness or resignation, I see defiance. 
 
    I don’t think this is going to end well for me. 
 
   

 

 CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
    IZZY 
 
   F rom: Isabelle.Thorpe@email.com 
 
    To: Zachary.Hunt@email.com 
 
    Subject: House Hunt 
 
    Hello Zachary, 
 
    I’ve attached properties that the realtor, Emma, thinks you should see. She has showings set for all three on Saturday evening. I agree that they’re all good options for you. But this is just the first round. If you don’t like them, she’ll find more. 
 
    Take care, Isabelle 
 
      
 
    From: Zachary.Hunt@email.com 
 
    To: Isabelle.Thorpe@email.com 
 
    Subject: Excited as an Izzy in a Candy shop 
 
    Dearest Izzy, 
 
    I trust that when you say things like “you should see” and “if you don’t like them” you really mean “we”. You aren’t bailing on me! My ego couldn’t handle a hit like that. (Also, when you call me Zachary it sounds like you’re scolding me.) 
 
    Sincerely, Zach 
 
      
 
    From: Isabelle.Thorpe@email.com 
 
    To: Zachary.Hunt@email.com 
 
    Subject: cough*dramatic*cough 
 
    Dear ZACH, 
 
    Have no fear, I will not abandon you. I actually find it great fun to go through other people’s houses, so I’m happy to tag along. I’ll see you Saturday. 
 
    OkayBye, IZZY   
 
     
 
    From: Zachary.Hunt@email.com 
 
    To: Isabelle.Thorpe@email.com 
 
    Subject: Peeper 
 
    Innocent Izzy, 
 
    Are you a Peeping Tom? Do I need to worry about you knowing where I live? Do I need to keep an eye on you while we are touring these houses, make sure you stay out of their goodie drawers? 
 
    Endlessly curious, Zach 
 
      
 
    From: Isabelle.Thorpe@email.com 
 
    To: Zachary.Hunt@email.com 
 
    Subject: Of course not! 
 
    ZACHARY! 
 
    How dare you think so poorly of me. But yes, you should probably keep an eye on me. If I find a goodie drawer, I might have to take samples. 
 
    SorryNotSorry, Izzy 
 
      
 
    From: Zachary.Hunt@email.com 
 
    To: Isabelle.Thorpe@email.com 
 
    Subject: Uhhhh… 
 
    Sweet Silly Izzy, 
 
    I’m thinking that maybe you and I are experiencing some miscommunication as to what’s in a goodie drawer. Please see Urban Dictionary for further details. 
 
    Your teacher, Zach 
 
      
 
    From: Isabelle.Thorpe@email.com 
 
    To: Zachary.Hunt@email.com 
 
    Subject: OMFG 
 
    Sensei Zach, 
 
    You have to trust me when I say that THAT is not what I meant. When I think “goodie drawer” I think sugary treats. Not… that. 
 
    Seriously, Izzy 
 
    P.S. My friend Meghan heard my gasp when I read the definition, and now she’s crying she’s laughing so hard at my expense. 
 
      
 
    From: Zachary.Hunt@email.com 
 
    To: Isabelle.Thorpe@email.com 
 
    Subject: Sharing is Caring 
 
    Izz, 
 
    Your lack of a dirty mind is entirely too enjoyable for me. And would this Meghan be the same one that I spoke to on the phone that fateful evening? 
 
    Zach 
 
      
 
    From: Isabelle.Thorpe@email.com 
 
    To: Zachary.Hunt@email.com 
 
    Subject: One and the Same 
 
    Mr. Zach, 
 
    It is indeed the same Meghan. She’s my best friend. Or one of them. The other girls are also my friends, but I see (and talk to) Meghan the most. She’s a touch insane, but she’s great. And she enjoys teasing me almost as much as you do. 
 
    Izzy 
 
      
 
    From: Zachary.Hunt@email.com 
 
    To: Isabelle.Thorpe@email.com 
 
    Subject: Intrigued 
 
    Dear Izzy, 
 
    Insane But Great would be a good band name. It’s also a good set of characteristics for a friend to have. Who are the “other girls”? I’m not trying to pry, but you just make it sound so cryptic and alluring. Or maybe that’s just you. 
 
    Still Curious, Zach 
 
      
 
    From: Isabelle.Thorpe@email.com 
 
    To: Zachary.Hunt@email.com 
 
    Subject: Girls! Girls! Girls! 
 
    Curious Zach, 
 
    The “other girls” are Katelyn and Stephanie. Katelyn is Jackson Wilder’s fiancé, and Stephanie is Jackson’s sister. They, obviously, met through Jackson, and Meghan and Katelyn have been best friends since they were in grade school. I met them all last year. Well, I met Stephanie before that, at games and such, but we didn’t really know each other. We’re all friends now, and they’re pretty much the first friends I’ve ever had. I can hardly believe how much I already rely on them. I probably shouldn’t have told you that…  
 
    Please don’t judge, Izzy 
 
      
 
    From: Zachary.Hunt@email.com 
 
    To: Isabelle.Thorpe@email.com 
 
    Subject: Never 
 
    Isabelle, 
 
    I would never judge you. Not for a lack of friends, not for anything. Having good friends can be a life saver. And you may have lacked for friends before, but from our one lunch together, I can see that you didn’t lack for fatherly love. That counts for a lot. 
 
    Zach 
 
      
 
    From: Isabelle.Thorpe@email.com 
 
    To: Zachary.Hunt@email.com 
 
    Subject: Thank you 
 
    Thanks Zach, 
 
    Honestly, thank you. That means a lot. (shakes it off.) Quick, say something to lighten the mood! 
 
    Blushing again, Izzy 
 
      
 
    From: Zachary.Hunt@email.com 
 
    To: Isabelle.Thorpe@email.com 
 
    Subject: You’re Welcome 
 
    Candy Girl, 
 
    I’m writing a research paper, as of right now, and I have a few questions for you. As adults, do you have sleepovers with your female friends? If yes, do you feed each other popcorn and partake in half-naked pillow fights?  
 
    For science, Zach 
 
      
 
    From: Isabelle.Thorpe@email.com 
 
    To: Zachary.Hunt@email.com 
 
    Subject: Insert Eyeroll Here 
 
    Dr. Zach, 
 
    On occasion, we have been known to throw sleepover parties. And more than once Meghan has made her homemade Kettle Corn. However, I’ve never had the pleasure of being fed snack food. And although we may sleep half-naked. The pillow fights are reserved for full nudity only. 
 
    Kidding, Izzy 
 
      
 
    From: Zachary.Hunt@email.com 
 
    To: Isabelle.Thorpe@email.com 
 
    Subject: Is it hot in here? 
 
    Sugar, 
 
    I’ve just learned that the cold shower theory is a myth. I will add that to my list of compiled research data. 
 
    Zach 
 
      
 
    From: Isabelle.Thorpe@email.com 
 
    To: Zachary.Hunt@email.com 
 
    Subject: Back on Track 
 
    Dear Zach, 
 
    I feel like we have strayed awfully far from the initial realtor email. Sorry for that detour down Unprofessional Lane. Did you have a chance to look at those houses? Are there any you don’t like? 
 
    Izzy 
 
      
 
    From: Zachary.Hunt@email.com 
 
    To: Isabelle.Thorpe@email.com 
 
    Subject: My favorite Lane 
 
    Rule follower Izzy, 
 
    I didn’t look at any of them. I want to be surprised. I trust you, so if you say they’re good, then they’re good. As for detours, it should be no surprise that I’ve never been one to color in the lines. Plus, I’m new here. Coach, aka your kick-my-ass-dad, has been keeping me busy, so I haven’t had time to make any friends. Aside from teammates. It’s nice to have someone to talk to. 
 
    Begging for continued communication without sounding desperate, Zach 
 
      
 
    From: Isabelle.Thorpe@email.com 
 
    To: Zachary.Hunt@email.com 
 
    Subject: Low Blow 
 
    Dear Zach, 
 
    That’s going right for the jugular. Of course I can’t just ignore you now. Though I will put my best effort into trying. Hopefully Coach keeps you working hard enough to keep you out of trouble. I’d hate to be your one call from jail. I need to save my money for sweets, not bail. 
 
    BubblegumBeforeBros, Izzy 
 
      
 
    From: Zachary.Hunt@email.com 
 
    To: Isabelle.Thorpe@email.com 
 
    Subject: Have no fear 
 
    Sweet Izzy, 
 
    Don’t worry, Sugar. I’m good at not getting caught. Have fun at your Speed Dating tomorrow night.  
 
    Yours, Zach 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
    IZZY 
 
    
     “R 
 
   
 
    emind me again how I let you talk me into doing this alone?” I ask Meghan over the phone.  
 
    I need to leave for the speed dating bullshit in about 20 minutes, but I’m starting to get cold feet. So now I’m stuck standing in my closet, wearing a matching set of purple lace boy shorts and push-up bra. The push-up part is probably a bit overkill. With this on, if I get bored I can just slouch in a chair and rest my chin on my boobs.  
 
    “Izz. Isabelle. This is what you wanted, remember? You wanted to put yourself out there and find a guy who isn’t Zachary Hunt, the hot-as-fuck hockey player. And let me tell you, you won’t find any Zachary Hunts at this place.” She chuckles. 
 
    “Is that supposed to comfort me?!” My voice is getting screechy, but I can’t help it. 
 
    “Yes, that should comfort you a great deal.” She sounds sincere. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Because no one, and I mean absolutely no one at this speed dating thing will be nearly as intimidating as Zach. You made it through a one-on-one date with that studly hockey player. Trust me, you can make it through this.” 
 
    I sigh. “I wish you were coming with me.” 
 
    “Me too, bitch. You get to have all the fun, and I’m stuck working," she says, then mutters - "Stupid charity auction.”  
 
    “Hmm, you probably shouldn’t say that. What was this group raising money for?” 
 
    “Who knows. Dingleberries. Something like that...” Meghan’s voice trails off, then I hear her shout something about helium.  
 
    “I doubt that’s correct.” 
 
    “Yeah, whatever, no one will ask me. Okay, I have to go before I strangle this moron over here with a balloon arch. Wear the black dress. You look hot as fuck in it. A little naughty secretary if you ask me.” 
 
    “I didn’t.” 
 
    She ignores me. “Have fun!” 
 
    “Wait! Are you still planning to pick me up afterwards?” 
 
    “Duh. I wouldn’t miss it for the world! I’ll be done before you, so I’ll be waiting for you outside.” 
 
    And with that, she hangs up.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
    IZZY 
 
   T his is soooo awkward. I’m standing in a corner, clinging to a glass of wine like it’s my lifeline, and wondering how drunk is too drunk. 
 
    I took Meghan’s advice. I’m in my black dress. Yes, it’s a wrap dress. It has wide straps, but no sleeves, and stops a couple inches above my knees. With the low V-neck and pushup bra combo, my girls are on full display. Whatever, the attention they’re getting is letting me be less self-conscious about all the other skin I have showing. I didn’t know what to pair with it, so I’m in black pumps and have a black clutch hanging on my wrist. I did put on some dangly pink crystal earrings and a stack of matching bracelets. Since I’m not here with the goal of going to bed with a man, I don’t have to worry about the whole earrings-caught-in-my-hair scenario. 
 
    Turns out there’s a short happy hour before the speed dating portion of the night. I wasn’t expecting that. Which just goes to show that I didn’t read the details when I drunkenly signed up for this. I don’t really understand the concept of a social hour before the event. If I was good at mingling, and making friends, and finding dates, then I wouldn’t be at a Mother Clucking Speed Dating Event!  
 
    Damnit, now I’m internally shouting at myself. I suppose that’s better than externally shouting. I snort, picturing the crowd’s reaction to the sad lonely girl in the corner yelling out profanities. 
 
    The man walking past me snaps his head over to glower at me. Geez, ease up dude, I wasn’t snorting at you. Though upon closer inspection, I could’ve been. His combover, sweater vest over a polo, and pleated khaki pants make quite the atrocious combination. I have to bite my lip to hold in a real laugh.  
 
    But as I get ready to brush him off as a loser, I realize that he and I are in the same dating situation. And just like that, I feel the prick of tears in my eyes.  
 
    Blinking furiously, I vow to not let the depressing surroundings get to me. I’m here to have fun and meet people. It’s not like I really expected to meet Mr. Right at a speed dating event, on a Thursday night, in the party room of a bowling alley. I just want to get my feet wet, so to speak. 
 
    From my corner, I take the time surveying the crowd. The ages range from about 30 to 50, give or take. I’d say about half of the people here are attractive, and that half is decidedly female. Taking a deeper look, the crowd itself is decidedly female. There are plenty of men, eligible or otherwise, but it’s not an even split. All in all, the dim lighting is working to everyone’s favor.  
 
    Draining my glass of wine, I decide that there is no amount of drunkenness that’s unacceptable for this situation, so I head to the small temporary bar that’s been set up in the corner. Time to level up. 
 
    The bartender, a man in his 60’s, has just handed me a tequila sunrise when a bell chimes. That sound alone confirms that I made the right choice in switching to hard alcohol.  
 
    “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen!” The tiny lady speaking must be our host. “Thank you all for coming. I know we’re going to have a great time tonight. For those of you who haven’t joined us before. . .” Before? Some people have come to this circus of depression multiple times?! “We start by asking the ladies to find their tables. When you checked in, you were given a name tag. Please find the table with the corresponding sticker.” 
 
    Ah, yes, nametags. Nothing says I’m a functioning adult like a piece of paper stuck to your tit with your name written on it. Add on the fact that this check-in was done by the high-schooler behind the shoe rental counter, and my humiliation is complete.  
 
    Pressing on the top of my boob so I can see my nametag, I see that my sticker is a cupcake. Oh for fuck’s sake…  
 
    I find my table, right smack-dab in the middle of the room. Sticking with the Classy AF vibe, these are the high, round tables that you might find in a bar. Like, say, the exact type of table you’d find in the bar at a bowling alley. Complete with the black Formica top covered in little red and white boomerangs. This also means there are no chairs. At first glance, it might look more casual this way. Just two people standing around a bar table, chatting. But I suspect this was done out of necessity, not ambience. Because let’s face it, the black carpet covered in neon colored sperm is not really setting the mood. Or maybe it is. I shudder. 
 
    Seeing us all in place, the host continues. “We have a few more ladies than we do men, so if you find yourself without a date for one of the sessions, feel free to use that time to get a drink or go to the restroom.” I clench my teeth to prevent my eye roll. “You’ll have five minutes with each of your dates. When you hear the chime, please follow the arrows to the next table.” I was so distracted by the interior design disasters in here that I didn’t even notice the arrows taped to the floor between the tables. Cute.  
 
    “Men, please find a lady you’d like to start the evening with.” 
 
    As the men start to move through the tables, I pull the stupid “scorecard” out of my handbag along with one of those teeny pencils. Based on all the lines crisscrossing the paper, I’m thinking these are really just ancient bowling scorecards.  
 
    “Hi… Izzy?” 
 
    The voice that just appeared across the table says my name like a question. Oh good, he’s not sure if he can read. 
 
    “Hi,” I look at his nametag, “Dan.” 
 
    Dan looks fine. Not like oh damn, he’s fine, but like meh, he’s fine.  
 
    With my heels on, I’m taller than him. And I weigh more than him. Off to a stellar start. 
 
    I take a large sip of my drink. The starting bell dings, and I experience just how long five minutes can truly be. 
 
    About halfway through, I make a note next to Dan’s name on my scorecard. No thank you. 
 
    The bell dings.  
 
    I underline no thank you. 
 
    I can smell the Axe body spray before my next tormentor even speaks.  
 
    “Hi Darling.” His voice is Southern. And surprisingly high pitched. 
 
    Without checking his name I write on my scorecard. Southern Lass, I’ll pass. 
 
    Another five minutes, and I’ve learned that Minnesota doesn’t have proper square dancing venues, cold weather has helped Lass’s allergies, and my face is Sweet As Molasses. 
 
    The bell dings.  
 
    I take another drink. 
 
    “Only eight more to go,” I mutter to myself. 
 
    The next guy who steps up to my table is actually decent looking. And young. Probably my age. 
 
    He holds his hand out. “Hi, I’m Bradley.” 
 
    “Izzy.” I’m about to say it’s nice to meet him, but he’s still staring at my cleavage.  
 
    I clear my throat. 
 
    He doesn’t snap his gaze up to mine, like I would expect from someone who just got caught being inappropriate. Instead, he makes a show of slowly raising his eyes. What a creep. 
 
    “Pleasure’s all mine.” His smile is as fake as his tan. “So, Izzy, how about I give you my little elevator speech and then you can ask me whatever you want?”  
 
    He doesn’t wait for a response, which is probably good for him, since it would likely include the words Fuck and Off. 
 
    “I’m 34, born and raised here in the Cities. I work in the finance industry. I enjoy socializing and attending events for my favorite charities. My favorite form of exercise, other than love-making, is swimming.” He winks. “I like to cook. All gluten-free, of course. And I own a racehorse named Jock Block.” 
 
    Jock Block. Why does that name sound familiar? He's still talking about himself when it hits me. 
 
    “You’re Bradley!” I basically shout it at him. 
 
    “Yeah…” He sounds slightly confused. 
 
    “I mean you’re the Bradley.” 
 
    His confusion turns to smugness.  
 
    I slam the lid on that before he can take it any further. “You’re Bad Boyfriend Bradley. You dated my friend Katelyn.” I jab my finger in his direction, like that will help make my point. “I’d remember that stupid horse name anywhere. And no, she wasn’t pining over you when she told me that. We were sharing stories about idiots that we wasted too much time on.” 
 
    Bradley sputters. 
 
    “Save it,” I say, holding both hands up. “And don’t be such a tool. Your family might own that poor racehorse, but you sure as heck don’t. And you’re a mid-manager at a credit union. Which is a fine career, but don’t try to make it sound like you work on freaking Wall Street.” I feel like I’m on a roll, so I go with it. “Oh, and buying Viagra in bulk does not qualify as charity work.” 
 
    The bell dings.  
 
    I mouth the word bye and wiggle my fingers at him. 
 
    A deep laugh booms out behind me, the sound sending a humming sensation through my blood.  
 
    Bradley’s eyes dart over my shoulder at the man clearly laughing at his expense, and he quickly steps away, moving to the next table.  
 
    I feel a warmth at my back as the man steps closer, and I close my eyes.  
 
    A hand slides down my back, stopping just before the point of indecency.  
 
    I feel the breath against my ear a moment before he speaks. “And here I thought I was coming to save you from this group of Neanderthals. I should’ve known my Sugar could handle herself.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
    ZACH 
 
   I zzy’s face shows a mix of surprise and pleasure. And I can’t stop staring at her. 
 
    “Dude.” A voice full of impatience tries to get my attention from across the table. 
 
    “What?” I reply, without looking away from Sugar.  
 
    I hate that she’s here. It’s unreasonable, but I don’t care. I’m trying to grow, be a better person, acknowledge my emotions and all that shit. And right now, I’m feeling possessive, protective, and guilty. Possessive of her. Protective of her feelings. Guilty about how we met. Yeah, I know that if I hadn’t sunk into loneliness and signed up for that stupid dating app I never would’ve met her. And yeah, if I hadn’t met her, some other fucking mouth breather would have. And that lucky sonofabitch would probably be smarter than me and they wouldn’t have let her go. But emotions are messy and I’m feeling like shit about the whole thing. I want her. I want to convince her I’m a good bet. But it’s hard to do that after meeting on a goddamn hookup app.  
 
    Not to mention her admission of being single, and celibate, since college. Assuming we’re about the same age… that’s a long fucking time to wait. And being her “first”. I clench my teeth.  
 
    I’m feeling really fucking possessive! 
 
    “Are you going to move?” 
 
    Prying my gaze from Sugar’s, I slowly turn my head to look at the jackoff who thinks he has a chance with my girl. His mouth opens, and I narrow my eyes. I’ve scared off bigger badder men with my Fuck Off expression, and - after half a second - I scare this clown off, too. 
 
    I watch long enough to make sure he’s leaving before turning back to Sugar. 
 
    “You’re going to get in trouble - ” Izzy tries to scold me, but her mouth is tipped up in an amused smirk. 
 
    “I don’t care.” I’m not going to let anything keep me from what I came here for. Especially not some bowling alley speed dating rules. “Do you regret it?” 
 
    Izzy cocks her head. “Regret what?” 
 
    “Our night together. Do you regret it?”  
 
    I need to know where her head’s at. I need to know if I should be hating myself for what I did to her. It felt so right, so perfect, but this beautiful creature deserves more than a one-night stand. 
 
    “Zach.” Her tone is condescending, which surprisingly puts me at ease. “I don’t know what sort of turmoil you’re cooking up in there," she points to my head, “but you need to press pause on your crazy. I had a great time with you. I have no regrets. Okay?” 
 
    I nod. “Okay. And this? Why are you doing this?” I gesture around us. 
 
    “Because I want a boyfriend.” Her Duh is strongly implied. 
 
    I gesture to myself, the movement with its own implied Duh. 
 
    Izzy rolls her eyes at me. “Zach, we can’t date. You play on my dad’s team. I’ve seen the light. There are so many reasons why this won’t work. No more hockey players. Not for me.” 
 
    I scowl. “What do you mean no more?” 
 
    Sugar laughs. “Trust me - no one you know. Look, if I didn’t care about you, then I wouldn’t care if my dad kicked you off the team. But I do. So we can’t do… this.” 
 
    The bell dings.  
 
    My determination hardens. 
 
    “Sir?” A woman says from next to me, accompanied with a tap on my shoulder.  
 
    Instead of growling like I want to, I turn and plaster a pleasant expression on my face. 
 
    “Yes?”  
 
    I barely stop myself from recoiling from the terrifying woman in front of me. I saw her from across the room when I first came in, the clipboard in her hands leading me to assume she’s in charge of this shitshow. From afar I could tell she was a short, severely thin, older woman in a blue dress. Up close, though, I can see that the dress is made from some sort of stretchy velvet-like material and it’s clinging to all the pointy parts of her body. And there are many. Her hair is a shade of black that can only come from a bottle, and the color doesn’t match her heavily-penciled eyebrows. Since I know absolutely nothing about makeup, all I can think is that it looks thick. I feel a chill go down my spine. This woman is going to haunt my nightmares for weeks.  
 
    “I’m sorry sir, but I need you to follow the arrows on the floor to the next table. I know it can get loud in here and it’s easy to miss the bell.” It’s clear she’s giving me an out; we both know I heard the bell just fine.. 
 
    It’s also clear that the last douchebag I brushed off went and tattled on me to Duchess Dracula here. He’s standing behind her, like putting her eighty pounds between us will somehow stop me from ripping his head off his shoulders before using it to bowl a strike.  
 
    Izzy reaches out, resting a hand on my forearm. “Thank you, ma’am. You’re right, we missed the bell.”  
 
    Her grip on me tightens as a warning. The message is clear: don’t make a scene. 
 
    “Yes, I’m sorry,” I say, sounding as not sorry as possible, while staring daggers at the fuckwit who’s salivating for his turn with my Izzy. 
 
    Seeing an opportunity to fuck with this guy, I take it. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” I smile at the scary lady. “I came in late and missed your explanation of the rules. Our practice ran behind today. I play for the Sleet, so of course I had to go shower before coming here. I would’ve disgusted everyone otherwise.” 
 
    Her lips pull back into a smile and I instantly realize who she reminds me of. This woman is  a real life Yzma, straight out of Emperor's New Groove.  
 
    “Oh! You’re a hockey player? My grandson just loves watching those games on TV.” 
 
    “TV? Well, if you give me your information, I’d be happy to send you some tickets so you could take your grandson in person. As an apology for messing up your event.” 
 
    Mrs. Reaper puts one bony hand against her chest. “That would be the sweetest thing ever. You’re such a nice man. We’ll be sure to cheer for you while we’re there.” 
 
    Sensing that she wants to glance down at my ridiculous name tag, I introduce myself. “Zachary Hunt, at your service.”  
 
    Shaking her hand, I try not to flinch at her ice cold fingers.  
 
    When she looks down to write her information out for me, I make eye contact with the pathetic man still standing behind her. Dude can’t take a hint, so I raise my eyebrows at him. He just scowls and takes out his phone, I’m assuming to look me up. Good. I know what pulls up when you google my name. Fighting. Lots and lots of videos of me punching men twice the size of this guy.  
 
    After a moment, I watch the reality of the situation sink in. The poser doesn’t even look back up at me. He just slips his phone into his pocket and walks away. 
 
    The bell dings.  
 
    I smile.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
 
    IZZY 
 
   W atching Zach switch from growling hard-ass to smooth talking charmer is like seeing behind the magician's curtain.  
 
    Handing Zach a slip of paper containing every possible way of contacting her, the host smiles and tells us to enjoy the next dating session together.  
 
    The bell sounds. 
 
    I turn to face Zach. 
 
    Thankful he gets to stay, my shoulders relax. “Seriously, Zach, thank you for rudely barging in on my speed dating plans. I don’t know if I could’ve made it through the rest of those "dates" without crying.” 
 
    Zach gives me the most self-satisfied smirk I’ve ever seen. “Just wanted to make sure you had the proper backup.” 
 
    “Oh, is that it? You were trying to be my wingman? Because I got to say, instead of a fun-loving bro, you were about as welcoming as a high voltage fence.” 
 
    “Bro? Please, Sugar, for all that is clean and righteous in this world, strike that word from your vocabulary. I’ve never been called a bro before, and I sure as fuck don’t want to hear you calling me that.” Zach’s face is twisted up in disgust. 
 
    “You’re such a drama queen.” 
 
    “Still better than being a bro.” 
 
    I notice that he makes no attempt to apologize for cockblocking me all night. I mean, I wasn’t here to get laid, but that is how Zach and I met. For all he knows I could’ve been hoping to go home with someone tonight.  
 
    With another look around the room I concede the unlikeliness of that assumption. He would’ve needed all of a second to see how shallow this dating pool is. Even without him keeping my suitors away, I never would’ve left tonight with the intention of seeing any of these guys again.  
 
    Zach is also giving the room a once over. “So, you ready to blow this popsicle stand? Or did you want to stick around for the closing arguments?” 
 
    “I think I’ve had as much fun as I can handle for one night.” 
 
    Zach extends his hand. 
 
    The bell dings.  
 
    I slip my palm against his. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
 
    IZZY 
 
    
     “I 
 
   
 
    zzy!” Meghan’s voice startles me so much, I stumble.  
 
    Zach’s large hand - still holding my own - tightens, saving me from a faceplant. 
 
    I completely forgot that Meghan was coming to pick me up. Like a lost puppy, I took Zach’s hand and followed him as he led me from the building. Now that I think about it, he was probably leading me to his car to drive me home. Even though he never asked. 
 
    We both turn, and I spot Meghan standing next to her open front door, illegally parked in front of a fire hydrant. It’s pretty dark out, so I’m almost surprised she knew it was me, but with Meghan’s unruly red hair she’s recognizable in any lighting.  
 
    Before I can respond, she’s already started speed walking in our direction.  
 
    Realizing I’m still holding Zach’s hand, I yank mine away. I swear I hear a disgruntled sound, but any further complaint is cut off by Meghan. 
 
    “Hey Izz! Looks like you found yourself a hottie at speed dating - " her voice starts out sounding surprised, but when she’s close enough to really see who I’m with, her jaw drops. Her tone flips from surprise to total shock. “Zachary fucking Hunt! What the shit are you doing here?” 
 
    Zach extends a hand. “You must be Meghan. A pleasure.” 
 
    Meghan shakes his hand but looks at me and dramatically mouths Oh My God. 
 
    Fighting off a scorching blush, I hurriedly introduce them, as if they still need it. “Meghan, Zach. Zach, Meghan. Okay, well… It was great seeing you Zach. Meghan is driving me home tonight.” I grab the arm that Meghan isn’t using to still shake Zach’s hand and tug her along as I start to walk away. 
 
    To her credit, Meghan doesn’t put up a fight. I’m sure she’s eager enough to hear the story behind this, so she’s willing to go along with my panic-induced fleeing.  
 
    “Bye, Zach!” I call over my shoulder. 
 
    “Have a good night, Sugar.” I can hear the smile in his voice as he replies. And even though I’m ditching him, again, I’m glad he doesn’t sound mad. 
 
    Like a little girl, Meghan starts to giggle. She keeps giggling the entire way to her car.  
 
    I wait until I’m fully seated and buckled into the passenger seat before I look back to where we left Zach. He’s still standing there, hands in his pockets, watching us. Watching me.  
 
    “Umm, yeah. Get talking Sugar. This is gonna be a great story. I just know it!” Meghan laughs. “And it’s totally going in my diary.”  
 
    I drop my head against the seat. “I’m pretty sure you could fill your entire mystery diary with my disastrous dating life.” 
 
    “Here’s hoping!” she sing-songs. 
 
    I don’t know why I panicked like a fool when I saw Meghan. She knows how Zach and I met, so it’s not like seeing us holding hands was any sort of lewd. Maybe it was getting caught with him, period. Or the fact that I’d clearly be willing to follow him into a dark alley, or the back of a van, or off the edge of a cliff.  
 
    Or maybe I freaked because the idea of Zach and Meghan meeting, and teaming up, is terrifying. They’re both dangerously headstrong and sure of themselves. If they ever joined forces, they’d probably end up being the actual death of me.  
 
    Keeping Meghan and Zach away from each other is now my Priority Number One.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
 
    IZZY 
 
   M y hands are reaching for my tray of cookies to put in the oven, when there’s a knock at my door. I dust off the flour off my fingers and go to answer.  
 
    Forgetting to check the peephole, I’m taken entirely off guard when I open my door and find Zach standing there.  
 
    His large frame is backlit from the streetlights, making his silhouette seem all the more imposing. His hair is a mess and his shirt is halfway unbuttoned. The disheveled appearance makes it look like he was just in a fight, with another person or himself - I can’t tell. But just the sight of him increases my heart rate. 
 
    “Can I come in?” Zach asks, as he takes a step towards me, not waiting for an answer. 
 
    His sudden presence is too much, and I’ve lost the ability to speak. I let the door open wider while stepping back, allowing him to enter.  
 
    As soon as he crosses the threshold, Zach slams the door shut. But he doesn’t stop. He keeps stalking towards me.  
 
    Without telling them to, my feet take me backwards. Matching his stride and his silence with my own. Though I’m sure he can hear my racing heart.  
 
    Without him telling me, I know why he’s come here. I know what he wants. And I want it, too.  
 
    “Sugar.” Zach reaches out and pulls on my apron string, releasing the bow. “I need you.” 
 
    My apron falls away and I let out a moan at the feel of his hand on my breast. 
 
    “My pretty girl.” His gaze trails flames down my body. 
 
    I glance down to see what he sees. But all I see is skin. I’m entirely naked.  
 
    Wait... what? 
 
    A blaring alarm startles me awake. It’s so jarring that I sit up in bed and clutch my chest, trying to calm the minor heart attack that I’m sure I’m having. 
 
    Looking around, I confirm that I’m not in my kitchen. I’m not naked. And Zach did not show up on my front step to screw my brains out. 
 
    “Damnit.” I huff, slapping off my alarm before dropping back against my pillows. 
 
    I’d be lying if I said this was the first time I’ve dreamt of Zach. But it was the first time that one of my dirty dreams started with me baking cookies. I never bake.  
 
    Groaning, I rub my palm over my face. Out of all the details in my dream, I’m going to get hung up on the fact that I don’t bake? 
 
    It’s been two days since the speed dating event, and I still can’t stop thinking about Zach. No real surprise there. I was already borderline obsessed with him before he crashed my “dates”. Okay, fine, I’ve crossed the border and have been living as a resident of Obsessed Town for a while now. But that just makes my determination to move on all the more resolute. I’ll break this curse he has over me even if it’s the last thing I do.  
 
    Unfortunately, the curse breaking won’t happen today. This evening is our first round of house showings. Emma really is my favorite realtor. She’s feisty, snarky, and gets shit done. And I swear she has a sixth sense about what people want, always finding the perfect home within the first few tries. After looking at the three listings she picked out for tonight, I wouldn’t be surprised if she hits a homerun in the first go. 
 
    The only catch - the first two houses are in my neighborhood. The first one we’ll be touring is literally around the block from me. If Zach bought that house, I could go into my backyard, hop the fence into the yard next door, hop two more times, then hop the fence to the yard that butts up against that one, and I’d be in Zach’s yard. Yep, that’s right, it’s only three houses down, with it’s back to my house.  
 
    Luckily, my neighborhood hits Zach's wish list item of mature trees. With the amount of greenery surrounding the houses there’s no way we would be able to see each other. Unless someone was to use binoculars out their bedroom window, in winter, when the leaves are gone. Then there might be a glimpse or two. But that’d be crazy. 
 
    Needless to say, I won’t be telling Zach that I live so close. I don’t know if it’d fall in the pro- or con- column for him, and I really do want him to find his dream home without my address affecting his decision.  
 
    So even though I could walk there in about three minutes, I’ll be driving. And I’ll be arriving early so I make sure that Emma doesn’t say anything about me living nearby. Or about how my dad resides a few blocks in the other direction. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 
 
    IZZY 
 
   E mma lets out a low whistle. “Hot diggity damn. That is one fine-ass slice of man-cake. If I weren’t happily married, I’d drag his extra-large self into that walk-in pantry and give him a taste of my frosting.” 
 
    I covertly elbow Emma in the side. Or shoulder, since she tops out at five foot two, even with her ankle-killer stilettos on.  
 
    We’re watching Zach climb out of his vehicle, and I don’t know why I’m surprised to see him in a big black pickup truck. For some reason I pictured him owning a muscle car, but that’d be ridiculous to drive in a Minnesota winter. And since he’s been in Finland for the past several years, it makes sense that he’d know what sort of vehicle is best for this climate.  
 
    “Speaking of fine as hell,” Emma says, turning to me, even though neither of us had spoken. “You look fucking stunning. If I wasn’t into the dick, I’d be dragging you into the pantry. New haircut?” she asks, tilting her head and squinting her eyes. 
 
    I chuckle. “Uh, new ten pounds.” 
 
    “Well, shit. They look good on you.” 
 
    Of course, that’s the moment Zach gets within hearing distance. “Izzy looks great in everything.” 
 
    My cheeks instantly heat.  
 
    Emma grins. “She sure as hell does. I’m Emma Callaghan and I’m thrilled to be working with you, Mr. Hunt.” 
 
    “Please, call me Zach. Izzy has only great things to say about you.” 
 
    “Of course. I’m the best.” I almost laugh at Emma’s serious tone. 
 
    Together, they turn, standing next to each other, looking at the front of the house. 
 
    Side by side, they’re a pretty comical pair. Emma is tiny and svelte. Almost like she’s the Fun Sized version of me. Sporting her bleach blonde hair in a bob, she’s wearing one of her signature pale pink Chanel, aka Career Barbie, suits. Her term, not mine. And her nails are lacquered to a deadly shine. She looks polished and professional and beautiful. I’d hate her if I didn’t love her so much.  
 
    Her small frame looks even smaller next to Zach who stands about a foot and a half taller. He’s in what I’m starting to learn is his standard dark clothing. Dark wash jeans, black boots, and a black Henley.  
 
    Looking at him, I’m suddenly very aware of the wrap dress I have on. It’s the same brand and style as the one I wore on our first date, but in navy blue. Just as easy to remove. Simply a flick of his fingers, and… 
 
     Shaking off the memory, I force myself to pay attention to their conversation before I go into full flashback mode and have to change my panties.  
 
    “Come, come. Let’s tour the inside.” Emma’s short legs somehow make quick work of the distance to the front door, and we’re left to catch up. 
 
    Zach places his hand on my lower back and guides me to follow. 
 
    “Hi, Izzy," he says, keeping his voice low. 
 
    “Hi, Zach.” I’m proud of how calm I sound, even though I feel my body temperature rising from the warmth of his palm on me. 
 
    “Thank you again for coming today. I feel better knowing there's someone here that will smack me around if I start to make any stupid decisions.” 
 
    I bite down on a smile. “You’re welcome. But like I said before, all of these are good choices.” 
 
    “You’re clearly right.” Zach gestures around us. “This area is perfect. It’s a short drive from downtown. The houses are beautiful. The lots are nice.” 
 
    “It’s a very sought-after area. You’re lucky that this house just went on the market.” 
 
    “Speaking of getting lucky… ” Zach pulls something out of his pocket. “I didn’t want you getting in trouble for snooping. So, I brought you your own goodie bag.” 
 
    Zach hands me a small cloth bag, the top cinched shut with a string. Pulling it open, I find a Blow-Pop, a handful of little taffys, and a stick of pink rock candy. 
 
    I stare at the contents. And then I stare some more. This isn’t something he bought. He put this together. For me. 
 
    “Speechless. I’m taking that as a good sign.” I can hear the smugness in his voice. 
 
    I shake my head. “I… You…” My throat tightens and the backs of my eyes start to burn. It’s so simple, but I can’t think of a time when I was given a more perfect gift. 
 
    “You’re welcome, Sugar.” Zach’s tone is soft. 
 
    “Thank you,” I whisper, keeping my gaze down. 
 
    Zach’s hand slides up my spine to rest on my shoulder. 
 
    “Yo! Get your sexy asses in here! We have a schedule to keep.” Emma shouts at us from the doorway. 
 
    His grip on me tightens before he pushes me ahead of him, bending to whisper in my ear. “She scares me.” 
 
    I let the ridiculousness of his statement wash away my sudden mood shift.  
 
    I nudge him in the side with my elbow. “Smart man.” 
 
    Entering the front door, I decide I’d rather watch Zach’s reaction to the house than look around on my own. He’s uncharacteristically quiet. The main floor is all open concept. The kitchen is modern, but still warm, with lots of counter space and an oversized fridge. I have no idea if Zach cooks. Then I have to stop and lean against the island at the thought of him standing there, shirtless, making me breakfast.  
 
    When he walks into the pantry, I remember what Emma said about frosting and I have to close my eyes in a moment of silence.  
 
    Finding myself tempted to start sucking on the rock candy, I tuck the goodie bag into the bottom of my purse.  
 
    I follow Zach through the house looking for a reaction. Personally, I love the space. It hits every mark he requested. But I can’t tell if he likes it. He hasn’t said a word.  
 
    I try to wait in the hall when he enters the master suite, the last room on our tour, but he motions for me to follow. Emma said she’d wait for us in the living room, giving Zach the privacy he seems to want.  
 
    He’s been slowly walking the perimeter of every room, dragging his hand across surfaces. His body language says he’s calm, but his eyes are flooded with emotion. Only, I’m not sure which emotion.  
 
    Seemingly done with his inspection, Zach sits on the bed.  
 
    “Are you okay?” I ask him, worried. 
 
    Zach looks up at me and nods. 
 
    I raise my eyebrows. “Are you sure?” 
 
    His lips quirk. 
 
    Standing, he grabs my hand and pulls me out of the room. “I have something I want you to do.” 
 
    “Okay… ” I drag the word out, as we make our way down the stairs. 
 
    When we emerge in the main living area, Emma pops up from the couch. Before she can get a word in, Zach holds up a hand to halt her.  
 
    He leads me all the way to the front door, opens it, and motions for me to go through.  
 
    I do. Curious what this is all about. 
 
    “Knock.” is all Zach says, before closing the door in my face. 
 
    Umm, okay, crazy pants. 
 
    I knock.  
 
    “Who is it?” Zach sings in what can only be described as his lady voice. 
 
    I roll my eyes, but I can’t stop the smile that forms. “It’s Izzy.” 
 
    “Who?” Still singing. 
 
    “Isabelle.” 
 
    “I’m sorry dear, come again.” 
 
    I raise my eyes to the heavens before sighing. “It’s Sugar.” 
 
    The door swings open and Zach is grinning at me in a way that I’ve never seen before. I’ve seen his laughing face, his smug face, his sexy face, but this is the grin of a little boy opening his presents on Christmas. I love it. And I can’t help but grin back. 
 
    “Welcome to my home.” 
 
    My smile distorts as my mouth drops open.  
 
    I don’t have time to form a response before he spins around to face Emma. “I want this house. Make it mine. Full asking price. Above. Whatever it fucking takes.” 
 
    Emma, in full professional mode, just nods. “Consider it done.” 
 
    Well, I’m not here to be professional.  
 
    I squeal and jump up and down. “Oh my god, Zach! Congratulations!” 
 
    Before I can think better of it, when he turns back to face me I wrap my arms around him in a hug.  
 
    His body goes rigid. Shit. I start to let go, since he definitely doesn’t seem to want this, but before I can even let go, his arms are around me. Gently at first, then tighter. I can feel his deep inhale as his chest expands against my cheek, his exhale ruffling my hair.  
 
    His arms hold me even closer. “Thank you, Sugar.”  
 
    I’m not sure which part he’s thanking me for. It almost feels like he’s thanking me for this hug. And for some reason, that makes my heart stutter. That damn turtledove is back, rattling around in my ribcage, and I don’t know how to get her to understand that Zach isn’t ours. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” I murmur. 
 
    “Will you do me a favor?” he asks. 
 
    At this point, I would agree to damn-near anything, so I just nod my head. 
 
    “I can’t celebrate this house thing tonight, since I desperately need to catch up on some sleep. But I owe you for setting this up. My birthday is in a couple weeks and I just found out that some of my old college buddies are gonna be in town. We’ll do some sort of casual outing one of those nights and I want you to be there. Will you please come?” 
 
    I want to. I want to so damn bad. 
 
    “A casual thing?” I ask, hoping for more information. 
 
    “Yeah. I’m not sure what we’ll do yet, but I promise it’ll be casual. And there’ll be a few guys from the team that you know - Jackson, Luke, and Ash. And I bet Jackson will bring Katelyn. It’ll be low-key. I promise.” 
 
    He knows why I’m asking. He knows I won’t agree to a date. Even with his assurances I should say no. 
 
    But I don’t. “Okay.” 
 
    “Okay," he repeats.  
 
    When I feel him kiss the top of my head, my heart nearly turns inside out. 
 
    Releasing me from his embrace, Zach shakes Emma’s hand, then he’s out the door. Just like that. 
 
    Emma and I both stand there, watching him leave.  
 
    Once Zach is back in his truck, Emma hums. “You’ve got it bad for that man.” 
 
    I groan. “I know.” 
 
    “And that man has it bad for you.” 
 
    To that, I have no response. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 
 
    IZZY 
 
    
     “I 
 
   
 
    zz, are you okay?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah. I’m fine. Why?” 
 
    Katelyn taps the back of my hand, and I see that I’m clutching my peanut M&Ms so hard that my knuckles have turned white.  
 
    They don’t deserve to be treated like that. Honestly, they aren’t in my top favorite candies, but I feel slightly less bad about eating them since they have peanuts. I mean technically, it’s a protein.  
 
    “Oh.” I loosen my grip. “Just first game of the year jitters, I guess.” 
 
    Katelyn and I met during the season last year, so she doesn’t know that what I just said was a lie. It’s not a total lie, but it’s a lie nonetheless.  
 
    I’ve been coming to my dad’s games for as long as I can remember. They were college games when I was a kid, but he’s been coaching in the NHL for over a decade. It's not the fact that it’s the first game making me this nervous. And really, this is the first preseason game, which is important but not the same. Tonight is more of a warm-up game, a practice. A way for the new players to get on the ice and show their stuff. 
 
    And that is where my nerves come in. This will be the first time I get to see Zach on the ice. Well - in person, that is. I may have spent several… hours... watching clips of his games from overseas. He’s good. Really good. And if the attention he’s gotten since the press release announcing his new position with the Sleet is any indication, he’s going to have quite the fan base. Men love him because he’s a “tough guy”, fighting every chance he gets. And women love him because he’s hot as hell.  
 
    “I know,” Katelyn sighs, unaware of my inner monologue. “Mary says I’ll get used to the stress, but it hasn’t happened yet.” 
 
    “You’ll get there.” Mary pats Katelyn’s knee. 
 
    Mary is Jackson Wilder’s mother, and soon to be Katelyn’s mother-in-law. Or eventually to be, since I don’t think they’ve set a date. Jackson and Katelyn had a whirlwind, swoon-worthy romance. They got engaged, in this very arena, just a few months after meeting. And according to Katelyn, “Life’s been crazy.” But they’re happy, and obnoxiously in love, so we don’t pester them about picking a date for their wedding.  
 
    Mary leans forward to talk to me around Katelyn. “Izzy, I’ve never known you to be nervous before games. Do you want some of my popcorn? The salt might help to settle you down.” 
 
    Dangit.  
 
    I try to smile normally. “I’m okay, thanks. It’s just been a crazy couple weeks. I need the season to start, so I can get back into the groove of things.” 
 
    Katelyn gives me a knowing look. A look that says by crazy you mean you’ve been obsessing over a certain someone.  
 
    I give her back a look that says shut your mouth. 
 
    I’m saved from further interrogation when the skaters take the ice. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 
 
    IZZY 
 
   I  haven’t been able to take my eyes off Zach. He’s playing like he’s known his teammates for years, not weeks. Some of the credit should go to the other players, but a fair deal of it falls on Zach. He has a way of moving on the ice that looks almost nonchalant, when he’s actually being severely precise. At times, it seems like he’s not even paying attention, then - BAM!, he’s checking a guy against the boards hard enough to make my teeth rattle.  
 
    A force to be reckoned with, the number 13 fits Zach perfectly. 
 
    It’s been a little over a week since we toured the house. I haven’t talked to Zach since then, but Emma told me that they’ll be signing the purchase papers next week. It’s fast, but a cash offer on an expensive house tends to grease the wheels. 
 
    I’m a little surprised that he hasn’t hassled me, but I know how busy he’s been preparing for the start of the season. And when I’m alone, I can admit to myself that I miss him. I’ve been tempted to reach out under the guise of congratulating him on the house, but that’d be opening a door I have no intention of walking through. And I don’t want to lead him on.  
 
    So, that leaves me here, watching from the literal sidelines. And drooling into my candy. 
 
    We’re playing Florida tonight. They’ve always been a tough team. Not in the sense that they have a great record, more in the sense that the players are rough. Scrappy. A little more violent than necessary.  
 
    Sebastian LeBlanc, "Ash" to his friends and fans, has been in goal all night. He’s a fan favorite, and has been doing a stellar job. Keeping us up 3-to-1.  
 
    Florida has the puck, in front of our net, and the crowd of players swarming together is moving too quickly to track.  
 
    There’s a shot on goal. The puck is blocked, but not caught.  
 
    Zach's right in the middle of the mess, and he’s able to hit the puck out of the fray and towards the side boards. The attention of the players shifts, and the cluster of bodies turns.  
 
    I’m watching Zach, but movement at the goal that catches my eye. I look over in time to see one of the Florida players push Ash.  
 
    That’s so Not Okay. Nobody gets to mess with the goalie. Ever.  
 
    Eyes darting back to Zach, I see that he witnessed the same thing I did.  
 
    I’m on my feet, sucking in a breath, intent on screaming at the ref. But in the blink of an eye, Zach is on Florida Man. The guy is so surprised to see Zach that one hard shove to the chest is all it takes to send Florida Man sprawling onto his back.  
 
    Zach turns away from the player, content to call it even, but another player is already coming at him. With reflexes that I know I don’t possess, Zach deflects a punch swinging for his face. Using that same momentum, he continues his turn, raising his right fist and connecting it with the face of Florida Man Number Two.  
 
    Not letting the attempted cheap shot go unpunished, Zach immediately follows up with a left-handed punch. Number Two is off balance now, and with a level of strength that gets me all sorts of turned on, Zach grips the front of the other guy's jersey, hooks a skate with his own, and in one swift motion slams Number Two down onto the ice.  
 
    The crowd is going absolutely insane. Everyone is standing, making noise. Half are cheering on the fight, half are yelling at the refs for missing the call, but everyone is screaming. 
 
    Florida Man Number One has gotten to his feet and is coming at Zach’s back.  
 
    Words strangle in my throat as I brace for the hit… that never comes. Somehow Zach senses that the other guy is close. And, unfortunately for Florida Man One, he’s too close. Zach snaps an elbow back that connects with the guy’s jaw. The power and follow-through that Zach embeds into his hit sends Number One onto his back. Again.  
 
    The other Sleet players haven’t gotten involved in the fight, but they have prevented any other Florida players from joining.  
 
    Number Two is struggling to stand. I’m not sure if Zach is planning to leave it at that or go for more. The next move is decided for him when the refs skate in and put themselves between the players.  
 
    I am stupidly impressed. And embarrassingly aroused.  
 
    Zach showed a level of aggression and talent that I’m not sure I’ve seen combined before. He wasn’t brawling. He was surgically attacking. And he did it all to protect his goalie.  
 
    “Hunt! Hunt! On the Hunt!”  
 
    The arena sounds as enamored as I am. As they chant, I realize that I recognize the cheer from videos of Zach’s college days. I don’t know if they used it while he was overseas, but the grin on his face as he’s escorted to the penalty box tells me he’s happy to hear it again.  
 
    Dropping my butt into my seat, I see that I’ve accidently poured out the rest of my peanut M&Ms all over the floor. 
 
    Crap. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT 
 
    IZZY 
 
   W e won. 4-to-1. It was a good first game. Good plays, good puck movement, but I’m still a bundle of stress. I love watching hockey fights. I always have. And I’ve always known our players, so it’s not like I’ve only ever watched strangers go at it. But something about watching Zach fight… it has me all jumbled up inside. It was exciting to watch. And - if I’m being honest - I enjoyed it. I think this stress comes from worry. Worry about him getting hurt. Which is stupid. He’s an adult. He’s been doing this for years. He doesn’t need me coming along acting like this is the end of the world. It’s a hockey fight, not MMA brawling. 
 
    I wiggle my fingers, and exhale a slow breath. Time for me to snap out of it. 
 
    I’ve been waiting in one of the back hallways for Dad to wrap up his post-game interview. Finally spotting him, I step away from the wall and head his way.  
 
    “Hey, Daddy! Great game!” 
 
    “Thanks, Peanut.” He greets me with a smile and a hug. “I think we’re going to have a fun season.” 
 
    “I think you’re right. The guys played like they’ve been together for years. It was almost like there weren’t any new players.” 
 
    Dad grunts and tosses his arm around my shoulders as we walk away from the locker rooms. 
 
    I try to act casual. “Speaking of new players, how’s Zach?” 
 
    “Zach?” Dad asks. 
 
    “Yeah, Zachary Hunt.” I swallow hard, hoping my casual use of his name doesn’t tip dad off to my roiling conscience. 
 
    Chuckling, he says, “I know who Zach is, dear. What do you mean how is he? He’s fucking brilliant!” 
 
    Even though he can’t see me, I still roll my eyes. “I meant, is he hurt? That was quite the fight.” 
 
    “Sure was! But if you were watching the same fight that I was, you’d know he’s fine. Those Florida boys didn’t get a single hit in!” 
 
    “Yeah, no thanks to his own team.” I mutter. 
 
    Dad leans into me. “You know how it is. He’s still the new guy, and one with a mighty fierce reputation at that. He had to prove himself. I’d say he did a damn fine job of doing that tonight. He and Ash had already become buddies, and - based off the back-slaps and jokes that I just witnessed in the locker room - I think it’s safe to say everyone else has accepted him too.” 
 
    “Good,” I reply, feeling my shoulders lower, unconsciously releasing the tension.  
 
    I realize my mistake a second too late. My dad still has his arm slung around me, so he felt my movement. 
 
    “I promise you, he’s okay. Not a scratch on him,” Dad tells me, with a softer tone. 
 
    “Yeah, I know. I believe you. It’s not like I’m worried. Just didn’t want you damaging your new investment so soon.”   
 
    Dad booms out a laugh. “Uh huh.” He does not sound convinced.  
 
    “So, did you and Zach ever hook up?” 
 
    I choke on air. “What?!” 
 
    I dare a look up at my dad and he’s giving me some hard side-eye. “You said you’d help him buy a house.” 
 
    Relief washes through me. This is what resurrection must feel like. For a second there, I thought I was dead from mortification.  
 
    “Yep. Yes. We did. I mean he did. Buy a house.”  
 
    Ohmygod. Do you think my dad would notice if I walked over and banged my head against the wall a few times?  
 
    “He bought one already?” 
 
    I don’t know if my dad is giving me some grace by ignoring my psychosis, or if he's truly oblivious. Either way, I’ll run with it. 
 
    I nod. “Emma says they’re signing next week. He put an offer on the very first house she showed him. Not that surprising since he seemed right at home as soon as he walked in the front door. It’s a beautiful home.” 
 
    “You went with?” 
 
    Shit. Shoot. Damn. 
 
    “Yeah, of course - ” I play it off. 
 
    “You don’t usually go with for house showings.” 
 
    Goddamnit. I would’ve sworn he doesn’t remember half the stuff I say, but maybe I’ve assumed wrong. 
 
    Shrugging, I try to keep my tone nonchalant. “I hadn’t seen Emma in a while, and I wanted to catch up. Plus the house was so close that it seemed silly not to go.”  
 
    There, crisis averted. 
 
    “Close? So he’ll be your neighbor?” 
 
    Oh. My. God. I’m going to stop talking now.  
 
    I give a noncommittal sound. Which is stupid, since there’s clearly a definite answer to his question.  
 
    Time to change the topic. 
 
    “Are we going to go to Puck Off for dinner? I’m freaking starving. I spilled my candy during the game and even though she offered I didn’t want to eat all of Mary’s popcorn. I thought about going up for a snack before the last period, but didn’t want to ruin dinner. So, basically I’ve been planning my order for the last 30 minutes.” I figure if I just keep talking about food, then I can’t possibly say anything else about Zach.  
 
    Dad takes the bait and tells me all about what he’s craving. 
 
    Getting into Dad’s car, I pray to the gods of mercy that I can keep the topic off of Zach for the remainder of the night. The last thing I need is my dad asking me a direct question about Zach and me. My karmic balance can’t handle lying to my father.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 
 
    IZZY 
 
    
     “R 
 
   
 
    emind me again why the fuck I’m here? And where in the hell we’re going?” Meghan asks from beside me in the backseat. 
 
    I roll my eyes. “You’re here because you love me, and you want to support me. And you know damn well that I have no idea where we’re going. Ask Jackson.” 
 
    Jackson turns up the music to drown out our voices, and I watch Katelyn’s shoulders shake on a laugh.  
 
    “Don’t play all innocent!” Meghan shouts over the radio. “Kitten, you traitor, I know Jackson told you.” 
 
    Katelyn puts her fingers in her ears, pointedly ignoring Meghan. 
 
    Tonight is Zach’s birthday celebration. And the jerk decided it’d be cute to keep me in the dark on what we’re doing. He emailed me last night, reminding me that I agreed to this, never saying what “this” is. He told me to wear jeans and a sweatshirt. Said we’d be outside and to dress as though we were going on a hayride.  
 
    I told him I wouldn’t go if he didn’t tell me what it was.  
 
    He told me I couldn’t go back on a promise made during a hug. 
 
    I told him I was bringing Meghan.  
 
    He told me that was fine. 
 
    I know I previously vowed to keep those two separate, but I knew that Katelyn and Jackson would be caught up in their own world and I needed the moral support. Zach said he had some college friends in town this weekend, but strangers won’t keep me from embarrassing myself.  
 
    Overall, I’ve been doing a really great job of avoiding Zach. I’ve seen him at the office a few times, but I always made myself seem busy to get out of any conversations.  
 
    And since I’m at every home game, I get to soak in my fill without the worry of bumping into him. Much like I did last night at the Sleet's first regular season game. The team did great. Zach was amazing.  
 
    He’s become an instant crowd favorite. That first on-ice fight that he had sparked widespread interest, and his performance since has just fanned the flames.  
 
    Unfortunately, he has definitely gotten a strong female following. And seeing those hoebags screaming his name lights me up with jealousy. Which is stupid and just ends up pissing me off.  
 
    And that is why Meghan is here tonight. She needs to make sure that I don’t do something stupid. I’m thinking that maybe we’re going to an outdoor concert. Originally, I was picturing us all dancing at a club, but the wardrobe cut that idea from the list. As I look out the window of Jackson’s big SUV, I see that we’re way out in the country. I don’t even recognize where we are. 
 
    I’m about to ask Jackson, again, where we’re going, when the vehicle starts to slow.  
 
    Meghan bursts out into laughter and starts clapping. “Oh my gods, yes!” 
 
    “What?” I ask, trying to find what she’s looking at. 
 
    And then I see it, the sign that reads “Visceral Village”. 
 
    Oh, no. Oh, fuck no! 
 
    I can feel the color drain from my face, and my heart rate spikes.  
 
    “No. Jackson, no. Turn the car around.” I’m trying to sound calm but my frantic tapping on his shoulder is giving me away. 
 
    Jackson just laughs. 
 
    “Come on, Izzy. This is going to be fun!” Katelyn’s smirk tells me that she knew I’d react this way. 
 
    “Yeah, Izz.” Meghan says. “Pull your big girl panties up to your bellybutton and let’s get ready to scream. Haunted houses are the best part of fall!” 
 
    “Haunted houses are the worst part of everything! Why would anyone choose to do this to themselves?” I think I’m going to hyperventilate.  
 
    It’s late enough in the evening that it’s nearly pitch black out; the little bit of remaining sunlight is quickly dimming. I’m sure this place holds some purpose during the rest of the year, but it feels like we’re in the middle of nowhere. Jackson guides us into a line of cars, and we’re directed to park in a field. In the distance, I can see creepy-looking structures lit up with creepy-looking lighting. 
 
    “I’m staying in the car,” I state flatly. And I mean it. 
 
    “Quit being a sissy. Get your ass out of the car so we can go wish Zach a happy birthday.” Meghan’s eyes go wide, and she starts to cackle. “Holy shit, Zach’s a genius!” 
 
    Resigned, I unbuckle and open my door. 
 
    “Why? How does coming to this actual hellhole make Zach a genius?” 
 
    “Because,” Meghan climbs out behind me before she grabs my arm and starts to drag me along, “you’re going to be so freaked out that you’ll cling to him like a schoolgirl at the movies.” 
 
    “Am not!” 
 
    “Are too.” 
 
    “You so are.” Katelyn smiles as she walks past us. 
 
    “You guys suck. Seriously. The worst girlfriends ever. I’m going to ditch you guys and go find some new friends. Ones that will let me sit in the car.” I’m full-on whining now, and I don’t even care. 
 
    Getting closer, I see there’s a line of people waiting to buy tickets. Then I see the list of ticket prices. 
 
    “People pay for this shit? That much?! Why the heck would I pay money to go in there?” I gesture past the gates.  
 
    Visceral Village isn’t just one haunted house. It’s a cursed village full of them. I can see multiple buildings sprawled throughout the large clearing, with more long lines of people waiting to enter the attractions. And it looks like they each have their own theme.  
 
    I narrow my eyes. Is that a… Santa? 
 
    “Did these perverts make a Christmas haunted house? Are they seriously trying to ruin every holiday for me in this one messed up evening?” I ask. 
 
    “Santa works for us now," growls a deep voice, so close to my ear that I feel the breath. 
 
    Startled, I scream.  
 
    I turn my head, and come face-to-face with a nightmare.  
 
    I scream again and cover my eyes.  
 
    “Don’t be afraid, pretty thing. Not yet.” Mr. Nightmare says. 
 
    “Ohmygod, ohmygod, ohmygod...” I’m mumbling. 
 
    “He’s gone.” Meghan says, barely holding back a laugh. 
 
    I part the fingers that are over my eyes and peek at her. 
 
    “Promise?” My voice is squeaky. 
 
    She nods and tilts her head to the side, indicating he left that way. Lowering my hands I turn to look. The tall man with a torn straight jacket, all-white face paint, and dreadlocks that reach the ground, is walking away from us, and right towards Zach.  
 
    Zach glances at Mr. Nightmare, smirks, nods his head at him, then continues on towards us. 
 
    What. The. Fuck? 
 
    Maybe I finally found his flaw. He’s insane. 
 
    As if sensing my thoughts, Zach’s eyes meet mine. And he smiles. 
 
    I wait a few seconds for him to get closer, and for my heart to settle down, before I start speaking. 
 
    “You’re a sick sonofabitch. You like this sort of thing?! You think that guy - ” I wave my hand in the direction he came from, “is funny? What’s wrong with you?” My tone is pure judgement. 
 
    “Hey, Izzy. Thanks for coming.” Zach ignores all of my insults. 
 
    “You are NOT welcome. And I am not saying happy birthday to you.” I cross my arms and glare at him. 
 
    He gives me a lopsided grin. 
 
    “Did you hear that scream a moment ago?” Jackson asks Zach. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “That was Izzy.” 
 
    “Jackson! You jerk! I’m burning this sweatshirt when I get home.” I seethe.  
 
    Zach gives me a slow once over, taking in my heavily worn, favorite pair of skinny jeans, calf high brown boots and Sleet hoodie. He steps closer, grabs my shoulder, and turns me. 
 
    His palm is heavy, and comforting, and I have to focus on his words. 
 
    “You wound me, Sugar. You came to my birthday party wearing Jackson’s number. How could you?”  
 
    Turning me back, Zach has a hand over his heart and has stuck his lower lip out in a pout. Seeing his lip on display like that has me blanking on any sort of response. I want to suck that lip into my mouth.  
 
    His pout morphs into a knowing smile, and he steps closer. 
 
    “Hunt!” 
 
    We all turn to see a group of people heading towards us. I recognize Sebastian “Ash” LeBlanc - Sleet’s star goalie, and Luke Anders - another Sleet fan favorite, but then there’s a group of people I don’t recognize. As they near, Zach does the round of introductions.  
 
    Mr. Nightmare is back in the vicinity though, and I can’t focus on anything other than tracking his location. I swear he spotted me watching him and now he’s pacing back and forth just a few yards behind the newcomers. And I can’t look away because I don’t want to lose track of him. 
 
    “And this terrified creature is Izzy.” Zach bumps my shoulder with his. 
 
    “Huh?” I look up to find that everyone is staring at me. “Oh, hi! Sorry. That scary guy is back… ” I blow out a breath. “It’s so nice to meet you all. Hi, Ash.” 
 
    “Hey, Isabelle.” Ash says.  
 
    I forget just how deep his voice is. He looks like a tatted up Greek god, but his voice reminds me of a R&B singer.  
 
    There’s a chorus of hellos from the three guys and two women who are apparently from Zach’s past. 
 
    “What guy?” one of the women asks. 
 
    “Huh?” My brain feels fried already. 
 
    “You said some guy was back?” 
 
    “Oh, right. It was just some creepy asshole. He left though.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t.” 
 
    I scream. 
 
    Mr. Nightmare had magically appeared behind me right when I let my guard down.  
 
    There’s a chorus of laughter from this group of so-called friends. Since Zach’s the closest, I swing out to smack his chest. It’s half-hearted. I don’t actually want to injure him. 
 
    “You’re the worst! Why would you pick this place?!” My voice is shrill. 
 
    Zach pulls me against him, probably to keep me from throwing more punches, and I can feel his chest reverberate with laughter. 
 
    “Let’s get this party on the road!” Meghan yells. 
 
    I groan. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTY 
 
    IZZY 
 
   T he only upside of this place is that it’s busy. Because of that, we’ve been standing in line for the past 20 minutes. And if we stay in this line the rest of the night, I’ll be happy.  
 
    I’m still new to this whole making friends thing, so I’ve stayed mostly quiet. The women Zach introduced us to are the wives of his college friends, and they’ve been talking to Katelyn and Meghan about wedding planning. With Katelyn as an engaged person, and Meghan being an event planner, I suppose the conversation was inevitable. Normally I’d be happy to discuss this topic to death, but my fight-or-flight switch has been turned to ON, which doesn’t leave much room for small talk.  
 
    The guys are in their own conversation. I don’t think any of Zach’s friends went pro; I would’ve recognized them. But since three of them are Sleet players, I’m assuming that they’re talking hockey. Another topic I would normally be all over, but not tonight. No, tonight is about avoiding cardiac arrest and not peeing my pants. If I can check both those boxes when I get home, then I’ll consider my night successful.  
 
    Though it’s hardly enough to distract me from my increased stress levels, Zach looks delicious as ever tonight. His jeans are worn, fitting his ass perfectly. He’s wearing heavy, black combat boots, and a dark grey hooded sweatshirt. This is the most casual I’ve ever seen him, aside from when he was entirely naked, and it’s a great look on him. 
 
     All of the Sleet guys are dressed plainly, their version of incognito. 
 
    “How many in your group?” 
 
    The new voice draws my attention.  
 
    Oh no, we are at the front of the line.  
 
    I hear Jackson talking to the scary lady who’s controlling the entrance. But I can’t understand what they’re saying, it’s all just a buzz in my ear.  
 
    The group starts to shuffle around me. The couples are pairing up. I grab Meghan’s arm and hold on tight enough to make her yelp. 
 
    We start moving forward, and I do my best not to hyperventilate.  
 
    It’s fine. It’s fake. I’ll be fine. They can’t actually murder me in there. 
 
    Somehow we’ve switched, and now Meghan is the one holding my arm. And before I can protest further, she’s pulling me through the door. 
 
    The air is thick with fake fog in here, and there are blinking red Christmas lights along one wall.  
 
    For fuck’s sake, we are starting in the Haunted Santa Shop?! How did I miss that! 
 
    I’m about to say something snarky, when a loud boom sounds just behind me.  
 
    I scream.  
 
    Meghan lets go of my arm.  
 
    The lights turn out.  
 
    I hear Meghan’s footsteps as she runs away from me.  
 
    What the… !!!  
 
    I open my mouth to yell for Meghan when large hands land on my shoulders.  
 
    I scream again. 
 
    “Sugar, it’s me.” I can hear the smile in Zach’s voice, and I don’t know if I want to hug him or deck him. 
 
    The lights flicker back on and Zach moves ahead of me. “Come on.” 
 
    Well, it’s follow him, or turn and run back out the front door looking like a complete baby. Pulling up my big girl undies, I follow.  
 
    We duck under some paper snowflakes, covered in what I hope is fake mold, and enter a room that’s been set up to look like Santa’s workshop. Only instead of toys, there are human body parts sewn onto dolls, and bloody tools hanging from the ceiling. And there are mannequins that look like evil elves, wielding hammers and saws.  
 
    “Oh my…” That’s how far I get before one of the mannequins move.  
 
    And by move, I mean it starts to sprint towards me.  
 
    The scream I release is the loudest one yet. Rushing forward, I grab handfuls of Zach’s sweatshirt and bury my face in his back. The asshole is laughing again, and if I wasn’t planning to use him as a man-shield for the rest of this horror house, then I’d leave him for dead with this killer elf. 
 
    I didn’t think it was possible for any place to be worse than the elf room. I was wrong. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE 
 
    IZZY 
 
   W e squeeze down a dark hallway before entering the next space. This room is lit by a fireplace. I know the fire is fake, but the flickering light is a pretty good replica. There’s a Christmas tree in the corner, decorated with cobwebs and large twitching spiders. My grip on Zach tightens. He’s going to have weird stretch marks in the back of his sweatshirt, and I don’t feel a single shred of guilt about it. It’s the least he deserves after putting me through this. 
 
    Presents are spread across the floor. They’ve been torn open, and in the corner sits a zombie child chewing on a fuzzy carcass that I refuse to look closely at. But I don’t see anything big enough to be an adult in this room, so I release the breath I’ve been holding.  
 
    Keeping pace with Zach, we head for the doorway across the room. Just as we’re about to go through, a pair of bloody Santa legs drop down from the ceiling in front of us.  
 
    I scream. Again.  
 
    After the surprise Santa legs, I decide my best bet is to keep my eyes closed, my face pressed into Zach’s back, and my nose inhaling deep calming breaths of his scent. This kind of worked. I still screamed more than I would’ve liked. Even without sight, loud noises and voices whispering in your ears is still terrifying.  
 
    Feeling braver after a moment of silence, I open my eyes. And lock gazes with a deranged Santa, an ice pick raised over his head.  
 
    Nope, nope, nope. This place gets all the Nopes. 
 
    Seeing the exit sign ahead, I squeeze my eyes shut and push on Zach’s back until he picks up his pace and we make it through the door.  
 
    Once outside, I shove Zach away from me. 
 
    “I’m going to kill you,” I pant. 
 
    My threat would be more effective if I wasn’t bent over, hands on my knees, trying to calm my racing heart.  
 
    Zach just smiles at me, then tips his chin up in a behind you gesture. Turning my head, I see the deranged Santa has followed us out of the building.  
 
    I manage to swallow my scream for the first time, and rush to my new hiding spot behind Zach.  
 
    “Have a good night!” Zach calls out to Santa as he steers us away. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO 
 
    ZACH 
 
   I  am a certified genius. This plan of mine could not have worked out better. I couldn’t tell you the last time I went through a haunted house. Probably high school. But Ash was telling me about how one of his buddies took a date here last year and how she spent the whole time clinging to him like a spider monkey. That of course got my gears turning. I knew I needed something casual for Izzy to agree to come, and I knew I wanted - more than anything - to feel Sugar’s body against mine again.  
 
    So, Visceral Village was my birthday gift to myself. And it’s paying dividends.  
 
    From the first moment I laid eyes on my Sugar tonight, I could tell she was freaked out. I feel a little bad about that, but I’m a greedy bastard and guilt is a small price to pay. The only complaint I have is that she’s wearing a fucking Wilder hoodie. Seriously, what the fuck? That prick already has a woman. I want to see her wearing my name and only my name. Not sure how I’m going to achieve that, but it’s going on my list of things to do.  
 
    Positioning myself to go into the Santa house behind Sugar was easy enough. I wasn’t sure how I would pry her off of Meghan, but when Meghan tossed me a wink before dragging Izzy into the building I figured she was on to me. And she played Sugar into my plan perfectly. 
 
    Regrouping, we decide to try our hands at the corn maze next. I’ll admit that this particular attraction has a high level of creep, even for me. It’s been years since I’ve watched what could be deemed a horror film, but as dumbs kids, my friends and I watched plenty. So I’ve seen far too many cornfield scenes that end in dismemberment to feel entirely relaxed in here.  
 
    I made a point to place myself near Izzy when we entered the maze as one big group, but we’ve gotten separated. Now it’s just Izzy, myself, Jackson, and Katelyn. I might be salty about the sweatshirt, but Jackson’s a good guy. As a captain, he made sure to welcome me to the team, but - beyond that - he’s fun to be around. He seems like a down-to-earth guy, and his girl is the same. Really, knowing she’s one of Izzy’s friends told me all I need to know about her. And if Jackson thinks it’s weird that I’d invite the coach’s daughter to join us, he’s kept it to himself. Knowing what I do about women, though, chances are Katelyn knows everything that’s happened between Sugar and me And in turn, so does Jackson. Either way, I plan to keep at this until Izzy agrees to date me, and then everyone will know about us.  
 
    My friends that are in town visiting got the full run-down on Izzy last night. They know how we met, that I want more, and to keep their mouths shut. They’re all here for a couple of days, so I don’t feel bad about focusing my attention on Izzy tonight. I need to use whatever opportunities I have. 
 
    “Thank god,” I hear Izzy mumble next to me. 
 
    Looking up, I see that we’ve finally reached the center of the maze. There’s a strobe light atop a large pole that’s been blinding us for the last 20 minutes. Below the light is a large scarecrow, looking out over the cornstalks. 
 
    “Well, that was anticlimactic -” Jackson says, a second before the scarecrow jumps down off its perch. 
 
    Izzy screams and jolts back so quickly that she nearly knocks me over. I wrap my arms around her while I steady myself, keeping us both upright.  
 
    Sugar turns herself in my arms and even though I can’t make out what she’s saying, I’m sure it’s nothing flattering to me. 
 
    I’d heard Katelyn scream, too, but now both she and Jackson are laughing hysterically.  
 
    “Holy shit, Izz! You got some air on that one!” Katelyn teases. 
 
    Face still pressed into my chest, Sugar starts to beat on me with her clenched fists, like a child having a tantrum. It’s adorable, so I laugh.  
 
    That’s when she bites me. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE 
 
    IZZY 
 
   I t’s official. I hate everyone. I hate everyone that brought me here. I hate everyone that works here. I hate everyone that helped to design these godawful attractions. I hate everyone having a good time tonight.  
 
    After almost dying in the corn maze, I called a bathroom break. I came really close to not making my second goal when that freaking scarecrow leaped at me. And just like everything else here, the bathroom sucked. Because the sign that said “bathroom” was really just referring to a row of Porta Potties. Outhouses, crap shacks, whatever you want to call them.  
 
    How do you make a regular outhouse worse? You put the creepy-ass costume people in and around them. That’s how. The door handles have the little red/green things to let you know if they’re in use, and I watched a girl walk right up to an unoccupied outhouse, pull the door open, only to have Mr. Nightmare jump out. 
 
    Hell to the Fucking No.  
 
    Not wanting to be the person who pees herself two feet from a toilet, I waited until I saw a normal person come out of one, and then I went into that one. No pulling on random doors for me. No, thank you. Hard pass. 
 
    Of course, Mr. Nightmare saw me in line, so he was standing inches away from the opening when I opened the door to step out. 
 
    I screamed. And cursed. And if I hadn’t just relieved my bladder, I definitely would have peed. 
 
    After that, we did another haunted house. And then we did the worst thing ever, a haunted trail walk. Like - through the woods, in the dark, with assholes jumping out at every turn.  
 
    Whether by luck, design, or the magic of terror, I always ended up within reach of Zach. I might’ve even been arranging it myself. Subconsciously of course. He really did make a good barrier. Having someone big, and strong, and steady to hold onto was the only thing standing between me and a mental breakdown. So I clung to him. Nonstop. 
 
    “Ugh, my throat hurts,” I say to no one in particular, my voice scratchy from all the screaming. 
 
    “Seriously girl, you’re probably the biggest chicken I’ve ever met.” Meghan chuckles. 
 
    “Har. Har. You can go F- off with the rest of them. You were supposed to be my support tonight. I don’t think you even stood by me except for the first ten seconds of Santa’s Satan Shop before you ditched me.” I huff. 
 
    “I was here!” Meghan says indignantly. 
 
    “Well, duh.” I roll my eyes. “But you were of no use to me.” 
 
    I can feel Zach standing in front of me. “I got you some hot chocolate. Thought the warm liquid might feel soothing.” 
 
    I lift my head to glare at him. I feel like I should say thank you for the thoughtful gesture, but it’s his fault that my throat hurts in the first place. 
 
    He holds the cup up closer to my face so I can smell the chocolatey goodness. 
 
    “I know you’re not talking to me right now. You made that perfectly clear. About a thousand times," he smirks, referring to the rant I half-shouted at him after the last “attraction”. I narrow my eyes. “But please, accept my offering. I openly admit that it will take more than one cup of sweetness to make up for the trauma I’ve put you through tonight. I’m the worst. You’re the best. I’m a troll. You’re a goddess. I’m dumb. You’re brilliant. I’m salt. You’re sweet, sweet Sugar.” 
 
    He winks and I can’t take it anymore. I crack a smile. 
 
    As I reach to take the cup from Zach, he looks over my shoulder and grimaces. 
 
    “Sweet dreams,” Mr. Nightmare says. From right behind me. 
 
    I scream. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR 
 
    IZZY 
 
    
     “M 
 
   
 
    ay I have a large dirty Chai, please?” I ask the server. 
 
    “Uh, what?” Meghan makes a face at me.  
 
    “It’s our Chai Tea Latte with a shot of espresso," our server answers for me. 
 
    “Well, fuck me. I’ll take one, too -” Meghan says with a nod.  
 
    “Meghan!” I whisper-shout at her, as if the server won’t hear my admonishment. 
 
    “What?” She whisper-shouts back at me. 
 
    “Anything else?” The server is entirely ignoring our crazy. 
 
    “Yeah, a fluffer-nutter crepe for me, please,” I tell her, pasting on a smile. 
 
    “Fuck it, I’ll take one too.” Meghan snaps her menu shut. 
 
    I roll my eyes. 
 
    The server walks away without a word. 
 
    “Do you think they’ll spit in our food now?” I ask. 
 
    “What? No. That girl didn’t give two shits about me saying fuck. You’re the one who made it into a thing.” 
 
    “I wasn’t making it into a thing. I was just trying to encourage you to have decent manners.” 
 
    Meghan scoffs. “Well that’s a losing battle right from the start.” 
 
    I called Meghan to see if she’d like to have brunch with me today. Crepe-Diem is a staple in breakfast comfort food, and the warm gooeyness is bound to help soothe my still-sore throat.  
 
    It’s after 2:00pm, so I’m thinking this is probably more of a dinner brunch, or a dunch as Meghan would call it. But I slept like shit last night, and it took me forever to get motivated enough to shower and get ready. I kept having dreams about scary Santas chasing me, and every time I woke up I had to check my closet for monsters. There’s something extra depressing about being scared of closet monsters when you’re 30. I should definitely be past this childlike behavior.  
 
    “So, did you have fun last night?” Meghan asks this with a smirk, like she’s sure the answer is yes. 
 
    “Fun? Are you fucking insane?” 
 
    Just then the server returns with our lattes. 
 
    “Izzy, watch your language!” Meghan hisses at me. 
 
    I glare back and we wait for the server to leave again. 
 
    Meghan chuckles. “Oh come on, you know you had fun. You were feeling up Zach the entire night.” 
 
    “I was not feeling him up!” I may have said this too loud, since the old biddies at the table next to us all look over at me, in spooky synchronization. 
 
    I lower my voice and force myself to speak in a calm tone. “I was not feeling Zach up. I was using him as a man-shield so the horrible scary people would eat him first.” 
 
    “And you’re saying you didn’t enjoy that part?” Meghan raises an eyebrow at me. 
 
    I huff. “Okay, fine. Maybe I liked the touching part. And the smelling him part. And the parts where he pulled me into his arms.” Meghan nods. “But the rest of it was awful. I tossed and turned all night.” 
 
    “Isn’t that pretty normal for you?” she asks with a wince. 
 
    I told her once about the troubles I have sleeping, so she’s not wrong. But then I flash back to the one night I spent with Zach, and how I slept like a satisfied baby. Er, wait, that sounds wrong. I slept like a satisfied call girl. Like a lovestruck homeless hooker who finally found her forever home. 
 
    Meghan interrupts my thoughts - “Why are you making that face?” 
 
    “What face?” 
 
    “That face you make when you think of something weird.” 
 
    “I do not have a face for that!” 
 
    “Yes, you do. And you were just making it. What were you thinking about?” 
 
    “Lovestruck hookers,” I sigh. 
 
    “Here are your crepes.” 
 
    Of course the server returns right at that moment. This time she does give me a look, a look that says, you’re a freaking psychopath. 
 
    Meghan is fighting against a fit of giggles. “Why on earth were you thinking that?” 
 
    “Because I was thinking about the last time I really slept well.” 
 
    She mulls this for a moment before catching on. “You’re talking about your night with Zach, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Yes,” I admit. 
 
    “Aw, Izz, if he really helped you to sleep then why are you fighting this so much? You clearly like him. He clearly likes you. You two are so goddamn adorable together. He’s handsome as hell. He’s nice to you. He’s not a pigheaded dumbass like some hockey players.” She scowls at that last part. 
 
    “Who are you...” 
 
    Meghan cuts me off. “I know we talked about the whole not dating hockey players thing, but I think an exception needs to be made here.” 
 
    “No.” I reply. 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “No. I need to try to get past this, get past him.” 
 
    “Why?” she asks. 
 
    “Because of all the reasons we talked about way back when, and then a whole new list of reasons. If we date, I’ll fall for him. I’m already falling for him. And if it doesn’t work, it will break my heart. Even if my dad doesn’t kick him off the team, I won’t be able to deal with seeing him. I’m not strong enough to deal with that and pretend everything is okay. The only way this could end in anything other than disaster is if we go all the way.” 
 
    Meghan grins. 
 
    “Not like that - ” I groan. “I mean marriage. Forever. All that happily ever after, fairy-tale nonsense.” 
 
    “Okay. I get that. But what makes you think that this isn’t a forever deal? I mean, I know you can never know that for sure, until, well, forever. But why are you condemning it before it even starts? You clearly have chemistry.” 
 
    “I don't deny our chemistry. I know we have that. Now. But you’ve seen him. He’s like a man-god. He’s funny, gorgeous, hockey-famous, and rich. Women are always falling all over themselves to get near him. He just moved back here. I’m sure he’s wanting to have a good time and not settle down with the first desperate girl he meets. He’ll eventually find someone better, or prettier, or thinner, or just easier to deal with, and then I’ll be left picking up the pieces of my depressed turtledove-infested heart.”  
 
    My gusto trails off by the end of my speech and now I just feel sad. 
 
    Meghan reaches over and places her hand on top of mine. I’m not even eating my comfort food, and if that doesn’t tell the whole story, I don’t know what would. 
 
    “I just… I don’t know. I just want a promise that I know no one can give me.” I sigh. 
 
    “And if I think you’re wrong?” Meghan asks. 
 
    “About which part?” 
 
    “About every single thing you just said," she says quietly. 
 
    “I want to give him the benefit of the doubt. I really do. But I’m not ready to,” I admit. 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, okay. We’ll do this your way. The Izzy way. What do you want to do next? What’s your next step?” 
 
    I smile. This part I know Meghan will enjoy. “I need you to help me go on dates.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE 
 
    IZZY 
 
    
     “U 
 
   
 
    m, Meghan?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Please, pretty-pretty please, tell me those aren’t our dates.” 
 
    Meghan looks over at me, and then back at the boys who are walking in our direction, one of them waving frantically at my future ex-best friend. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s them. Why? They’re cute.” 
 
    “Cute?” I screech, then I lower my voice. “Yeah, cute like a couple of fuzzy puppies who were just weaned from their mother’s teat.” 
 
    “What the fuck?” Meghan chokes on a laugh, halfway between amusement and horror.  
 
    Exactly how I feel. 
 
    I grip her arm. “They look like they’re in high school!” 
 
    “Oh, please.” She rolls her eyes. “Benny is 24.” 
 
    “Benny? Seriously? He even has a kid's name.” 
 
    Meghan ignores me. “Zander… Well I honestly don’t know how old he is. But I’m sure he’s out of high school.”  
 
    She doesn’t sound sure at all. 
 
    “Zander? You set me up on a date with a child named Zander?” 
 
    “Well, technically Benny set you up. He’s been trying forever to go out with me. So when I saw him the other day, I told him we could go on a date, as long as it was a double and he brought a hot friend for my hot friend.” 
 
    “You said you know Benny from work. What did you do, plan his bar mitzvah party?” 
 
    “Ha, ha, funny girl. Keep it up. I heard men like a sense of humor in their women.” 
 
    “Keyword there Meghan, MEN!” 
 
    “Keep your panties on, this’ll be fun. And - I met him at his work. He works at BeanBag.” 
 
    “That coffee shop by your house?” 
 
    “Yep. He’s a barista.” 
 
    “I hate you so much,” I mutter, just as the boys arrive. 
 
    Our lane is near the far end of a very large bowling alley, so they had a lot of ground to cover before they got to us. And no, thankfully, this isn’t the bowling alley that hosted the infamous speed dating event. This one is, well - I’d say classy, but it’s still a bowling alley. It has a large bar in the center of the building, and behind that is a funky arcade area. The whole place is industrial chic, not employing neon colors, so it lends itself to a somewhat older crowd. Our dates being the exception. 
 
    “Hi Meghan!” Boy number one beams at my friend.  
 
    “Hey, Benny.” Meghan leans in for a hug, but she keeps her hips back and away from his. 
 
    Sorry Benny, looks like you’re staying in the friend zone tonight. 
 
    “Guys, this is my bestie, Izzy. Izzy, this is Benny and Zander.” 
 
    I wave. The motion catches Zander’s attention and brings his eyes off my boobs and onto my face, his neck turning bright red.  
 
    When I was dressing for this date, Meghan told me to wear tight jeans and a low cut shirt, so that’s what I did. But I also thought I’d be on a date with a guy who’d seen a nipple in real life before. I was mistaken, and now the sight of my cleavage seems to be giving poor Zander a case of asthma.  
 
    I hold back my eye roll. 
 
    “Hi Zander.” I extend my hand. “It’s nice to meet you.” 
 
    His hand is the size of mine, his fingers are thinner, and his grip is limp. By the way he’s shifting his stance, I’m guessing that his hand is his only limp extremity at the moment. Great, my date is still working through his hormones.  
 
    “Hi!” Zander grins at me.  
 
    Minus the flush, and terrible handshake, he’s not unappealing. He has curly brown hair that’s cut closer on the sides, the top a little shaggy. He’s wearing a button down flannel and his jeans look clean. He’s about my height, which isn’t an automatic deal breaker. The deal breaker is the fact that he probably weighs 80 pounds less than me, and his face looks untouched by razors. And I don’t mean he has a beard, I mean it looks like he hasn’t advanced to the stage in life where growing a beard is a possibility.  
 
    My ovaries have put their hair in curlers and donned their baggiest yoga pants, checking out for the night. I can’t even pretend to think of this as a date. This is more like hanging with my friend’s kid brother. You know the one, the boy who was way too young for you but who had a crush on you and followed you around like a shadow. Like a Dateline Chris-Hansen will send me straight to jail for touching you kind of shadow. 
 
    “Zander, it’s great to meet you!” Meghan states loud enough to make poor Zander jump. “Let’s get our shoes on and start a game.” 
 
    I thought it was weird when we got here and Meghan pre-paid for a couple of hours on our lane. Now it makes sense. No way did their parents give them enough allowance to cover the cost of this place. I really am going to make Meghan pay me ten dollars an hour after tonight is over, since that’s the rate I got for babysitting when I was a teenager. 
 
    The boys sit in the seats facing us across the aisle, far enough away that there won’t be any accidental touching.  
 
    Meghan and I start to put our shoes on, and I nudge her with my elbow. Hard. 
 
    “You’re going to owe me so many coffee cakes for this,” I whisper. 
 
    Meghan’s home baked goods are a treasured commodity in our circle. 
 
    “I already have two in my freezer. You can have those," she shrugs. 
 
    That she didn’t even put up a fight tells me she knows just as well as I do that this is going to be a disaster.  
 
    Finished with my shoes, I sit up and see that Zander has been watching me. I’m sure bending over, in combination with my wardrobe choice, gave him quite the view. I’m not mad. For all my insecurities, I can admit I have some pretty great tits. 
 
    Rising, I walk over to peruse the bowling balls.  
 
    Zander comes to stand next to me, courage starting to fill his veins. I’d prefer testosterone.  
 
    “So… Benny really didn’t tell me anything about tonight, other than that I’d be on a date with a hot girl.” 
 
    Girl. Ugh. 
 
    “Um, thanks.” I think? “I went into this pretty blind as well.” 
 
    “Guess that’s why they call it a blind date, huh?” 
 
    I want to slow clap for him, but not sure he’d get that I was being sarcastic. So I just nod. 
 
    “So… what do you do?” He asks. 
 
    “I’m a financial advisor,” I say, simplifying the truth.  
 
    “Oh wow! What a coincidence - my dad’s one, too.” 
 
    Behind me, I hear Meghan cough her way over a laugh. 
 
    “That’s nice,” I reply. “What do you do?” 
 
    “I’m a student.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah? What grade?” 
 
    Meghan coughs again. 
 
    “Uh, 15th, I guess?” Zander scrunches up his nose. “I’m in my third year at the U downtown. I’m a Poli-Sci major. Not sure if I’ll do law school afterwards or head into a consulting field.” He shrugs. “Time will tell.”  
 
    And now I feel like an asshole. This kid is clearly smarter than I’ve been giving him credit for, and I need to stop treating him poorly. Like it or not, he’s my date for the evening.  
 
    Just then, a server comes over and asks for our drink order. Even with my newly found acceptance, I’m sure as hell drinking tonight, so I order a vodka cranberry. I watch in rapt attention as Zander asks for a draft beer and shows the gal his ID. She looks it over, hands it back, and moves on to Benny.  
 
    Well, would you look at that, little Zander is at least 21.  
 
    By the time we’ve entered our names into the computer thing, the drinks have been served and everyone is starting to settle down. It’s still a little weird, but I’ll these guys are more fun than I was expecting. We’re definitely sticking to the casual vibe, a little middle school, with the boys on one side and the girls on the other, but the conversation is starting to flow.  
 
    I opted to be the last to go in our foursome, and - unfortunately - it’s my turn already. I enjoy bowling. Or at least I thought I did, but it’s been a really long time. Grabbing my sissy ball, as Meghan called it, I step up onto the slick wooden surface and line up for my first throw. I take a step, swing my arm back, swing it forward, release my grip, and watch the ball roll straight into the gutter.  
 
    Meghan laughs. 
 
    “It’s just a warm-up shot! You got this!” Zander calls out from his seat. 
 
    I can’t help it, I smile. He’s being nice. 
 
    When my ball is spit back up from the retriever, I launch it for a second try. This time it makes it about halfway down the lane before it veers into the gutter. Meh, progress. 
 
    Meghan’s up next and just shakes her head at me as we pass each other. 
 
    “Izz, you didn’t tell me you were shit at bowling. I’m a little embarrassed right now.” 
 
    “Shut it, hoe. Not all of us can be so skilled at handling balls.” 
 
    Benny chokes on his beer. Zander grins. 
 
    I don’t get much better as the evening goes on. We’re part way through our first game and I’ve only just now broken into double digits. Clearly, I’m worse than I remember. Or maybe I always played bumper bowling? Even if I asked for bumpers, there’s no way Meghan would allow that. She’s way too competitive to let me cheat the system.  
 
    It’s my turn again, and Zander has been really sweet about cheering me on, even though I’m terrible. Lining up, I let my ball fly. Seeing that it’s veering towards the side, I turn away from the lane to wait for my ball to return. 
 
    “Holy crap!” 
 
    The excitement in Zander’s voice has me spinning back around, hoping to see my ball hit a strike. But all I see is my ball roll past the pins, in the gutter. 
 
    “What?” I ask, confused. 
 
    But Zander isn’t looking at me, he’s looking a few lanes down from us. 
 
    “Is that Ash LeBlanc? And… Woah, is he with Zachary Hunt?” 
 
    I spin to look where he’s pointing, and I lock eyes with Zach. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX 
 
    IZZY 
 
   I  think I’m in shock. My mouth is hanging open, and I can’t look away from Zach’s beautiful eyes. The smirk gracing his lips tells me he’s not as surprised to see me as I am to see him. He must have spotted me when he came in. 
 
    “What’s he doing here?” Meghan asks. 
 
    She’s standing next to me now, and she’s glaring at Zach. 
 
    “You’re asking me? I have no idea why Zach is here!” 
 
    “Zach?” Meghan glances at me. 
 
    “Well, yeah. Who were you talking about?” I question. 
 
    “Oh, no, that’s what I meant. What’s Zach doing here?” 
 
    Is she drunk? 
 
    I nod slowly. “That’s what I’m wondering.” 
 
    “And since when did he become buddy buddy with Sebastian?” 
 
    “Huh?” I look back to see Zach and Ash bent over their keyboard, entering names. “Oh, Ash? I don’t know, but he was at the haunted house thing, remember? I think they’re friends.” 
 
    Meghan makes a grunt of acknowledgement. 
 
    Luckily, our boy-dates have been tittering about the Sleet players amongst themselves and haven’t paid attention to our side conversation. The last thing I want to do is have Zach come over here and meet Zander. I mean, he seems about ready to cream himself just at the sight of Zach, so I’m sure he’d be fine with it. But standing Zander next to Zach just wouldn’t be fair. To Zander. 
 
    I grab my ball and toss it down the lane, with barely a look, wanting to get back to my seat, and my drink, asap. I’m halfway back when I hear the sound of pins getting knocked over.  
 
    “Woot Woot!” Zander cheers. 
 
    I look up at the screen. “I only knocked over four pins.” 
 
    “Still better than none!” he exclaims. 
 
    Zander’s excitement is infectious, so I give in and smack his offered hand in a high-five.  
 
    I can’t help it, I glance over at Zach as I sit down, and see he’s watching me. His smirk is gone, and his gaze is… predatory.  
 
    Eyes locked with his, I pick up my drink, put the little straw between my lips, and suck.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN 
 
    IZZY 
 
   L ittle Benny has done a good job tonight of keeping the booze flowing. My guess is he’s closer to Zander’s 21 than he is to the 24 that he claimed to be. But I’ll let him put miles on his shiny new ID if it means I get to keep drinking.  
 
    We’re on our third round of drinks and our second round of bowling. Well, everyone but poor Meghan is on their third drink, she’s the DD tonight. I can tell she’s regretting that choice, but at least her sobriety is helping to keep her bowling game strong. I finished last, big surprise, and I’m solidly in last place again.  
 
    Grabbing my ball, I step onto the wood floor to take my turn. I make the mistake of looking over, and see Zach getting ready to bowl at the same time. Up here, on the polished floor, there are fewer barriers between us. He seems closer. I want to touch him.  
 
    The alcohol has settled in my core. My turtledove is drunk, and she wants to cuddle with Zach. 
 
    Snapping out of it, I try my best to focus on my throw. It doesn’t work. I gutterball it, again. 
 
    “Can I offer you some tips?” Zander is standing next to the ball return, a small smile on his face. 
 
    It sounds like a line, but he has been kicking all our asses. Plus, this is a date after all, so I can’t really blame him. Plus-plus, Zach is messing with my head by being here. It’s only fair that I return the favor and mess with his. 
 
    “Please do,” I say. 
 
    When my ball appears, Zander grabs it and walks with me back up to the lane.  
 
    “Okay, watch me as I explain what I’m doing. Line yourself up with the little arrows you see there.” He points at the lane. “Then take a little step to your left, since you’re throwing right handed. Now when you aim, look at that next set of little arrows.” He points further down the lane. 
 
    “Okay.” This might be useful. 
 
    “Now keep your eye on the center arrow, as you step forward and swing your arm. The follow-through is the most important part. Don’t go half-assed on your throw. You need to be all in.” 
 
    “Did you just say you want to be all in Izzy’s ass?” Meghan shouts. 
 
    “Ignore her. She’s an idiot,” I tell Zander, even though he’s already turning pink. 
 
    “I heard that!” she yells. 
 
    “Good!” 
 
    I look back to see that she’s sitting on Benny’s lap. That’s a typical drunk Meghan move, sitting on laps - female or male, but since she’s not drinking I can’t even begin to guess what she’s doing. Poor Benny is staring at her like she hung the moon. I’d feel bad for him, since I don’t think Meghan has any intention of actually dating him, but I think he knows that. And I think he’s just enjoying whatever contact he can get. 
 
    “Okay. You try.” Zander hands me my ball. 
 
    I move so I’m the one in front of the lane. Zander comes up and stands behind me. He puts his hands on my shoulders and guides me so I’m standing right in the center. 
 
    “Now step to your left.” His voice is close to my ear. “And then take a few steps back.” 
 
    His hands are still on me, helping me to line up exactly where he wants me. I don’t know if it’s our time together or beer that’s given him courage, but his grip on me is much firmer than his handshake was. 
 
    “Okay. Now remember to look up there.” He reaches around me to point at the arrows. “And then it’s all about the follow-through.” 
 
    Zander steps back, giving me space. I think about all his advice, take a deep breath, do what he told me, and swing my arm, and follow through. I watch, wide eyed, as my ball rolls right down the center of the lane. When it connects with the front pin, causing all of the other pins to drop, I throw my arms up in victory. 
 
    I can hear Meghan whooping from the seats.  
 
    Turning, I find Zander right in front me. I’m so excited about my strike that I hug him. The grin on his face tells me he’s excited about my performance. The extra squeeze he gives me before releasing the hug tells me he’s excited about my boobs pressed against him. 
 
    “Nice toss, Sugar.” 
 
    Zach’s voice is low. And close. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT 
 
    ZACH 
 
   C rashing Izzy’s date was the plan for tonight. Well, that was the general idea, there was no real plan. When I found out what she’d be doing, I knew I couldn’t come alone. So I asked Ash. 
 
    Ash knows the story between us, mostly. He knows that I met Sugar before I met Coach, and that I’m going to pursue her. Hard. 
 
    What I didn’t prepare for was how it would feel to see her on a date with someone else. I should’ve known. Just seeing those losers talking to her at that speed dating night was enough to throw me into a jealous fury. Sugar just affects me. I thought I got over my rage issues years ago, but I’m starting to second-guess that assessment. Yeah, I still fight on a nearly weekly basis, if you call throwing punches in games fighting, but I’ve built a pretty sturdy lid on my emotions over the years. But now Izzy is testing that lid. And she’s testing it in ways she doesn’t even realize. 
 
    When we first arrived, I spotted her immediately. I was able to request the lane that was open a few down from hers. I wanted to be close enough for her to spot me, but not so close that it seemed planned. Of course this was planned, but I won’t be admitting that.  
 
    I was a little bummed that she couldn’t just sense my presence the moment I walked into the room. I’ve read enough romance novels, something else I don’t ever plan on admitting, but they all talk about how the main characters just know when the other enters a room. I guess we still need to work on our connected energy. But when she did look over, it was like a physical hit to my chest. Only instead of pain, it was like I could finally take a deep breath again. Like I’ve been waiting in a cage since I last saw her. Touched her. And I really fucking need to touch her. 
 
    I see her at the practice facility sometimes, but she always sneaks away. I’m pretty sure she thinks she’s being nonchalant, but it’s obvious that she’s avoiding me. So seeing her isn’t enough. I need to feel her. I haven’t touched her since my birthday outing last week. That’s too long. And I won’t leave here tonight without some sort of physical contact. I’ll settle for a brush of her arm against mine, but I’m getting something. 
 
    After she broke that initial eye contact, I watched her roll her ball down the lane and turn away, like she wasn’t expecting to score. And when that puny little motherfucker gave her a high-five, I had to grip the back of my chair to prevent myself from walking over there and tossing his dumb ass down the lane, scoring a strike with his skull. 
 
    As time went on, I took a hard look at her date, and the tightness in my chest started to loosen. The guy is just a kid. I have no idea what the hell Izzy’s doing on a date with him, but he’s no competition for me. Meghan’s acting interested in the friend, but even that looks surface-deep at best.  
 
    Ash and I have played mostly in silence. Me busy with my thoughts and stalker-like watching of Izzy, and Ash in some sort of grumpy funk. He was fine when we got here, but his mood shifted to surly. I can tell a few people recognize us, but our standoff vibe has been keeping them away.  
 
    I’m wondering how best to approach the end of tonight when I see Izzy’s date walk up to the lane with her. My jackass-radar is on high alert as I watch him first demonstrate how to line up a throw, then hand off the ball and step up right behind Izzy. My Izzy. 
 
    Then his hands are on her shoulders, and I’m standing. Ash is standing next to me, and I swear I can feel the anger wafting off him. I’m too caught up in the moment to question why Ash is so pissed on my behalf.  
 
    When the kid leans in and talks into her ear, I’m moving. He’s lucky he stepped back and let her do the actual throw on her own. If he had put his filthy hands on her hips, or tried to wrap around her like Patrick Swayze in Ghost, I’d have picked up the closest bowling ball and lobbed it straight at his head. Then he’d have died, and I’d have gone to jail. Which would’ve been a lose-lose situation. 
 
    Izzy’s ball hits the pins, rewarding her with a strike. I reflexively smile at the look on her face when she spins around.  
 
    Her happiness is like a drug to me, and I’m rooted to the floor, overwhelmed with emotions.  
 
    Then he hugs her.  
 
    “Easy, brother - ” Ash’s words as I stride towards Izzy help me to harness my inner beast.  
 
    I want to bite her. Mark her as mine. But Sugar is the soft gentle herbivore to my carnivorous monster. I can’t scare her off. That’s the opposite of what I’m here to do. So I slow my steps and stop directly behind the guy who’s hugging my girl.  
 
    “Nice toss, Sugar.” 
 
    Izzy reacts immediately, jumping away from the hug while letting out an adorable little squeak. I hold her gaze and read shock, but it’s heavily diluted with lust. Lust that I know is meant for me and not the twerp standing next to her.  
 
    “Holy shit. I mean, hey man! I’m a huge fan.” 
 
    The kid’s words remind me that I’m a public figure, and that I shouldn’t be a dick to him.  
 
    But I really, really want to. 
 
    “Thanks, I appreciate it,” I tell him, without looking away from Izzy. 
 
    She smiles and licks her lips. 
 
    “Hey, Zach. This is Zander.” She gestures to the guy still standing at her side. 
 
    “Cool.”  
 
    She rolls her eyes at my response, so I cave and turn to greet Zander. What a dumb name. 
 
    “Hey man. It’s nice to meet fans. You probably know Ash LeBlanc, rockstar goalie - ” I turn to where I left Ash. 
 
    Only I find Ash, Meghan, and the other kid all standing there staring at each other, in some sort of weird silent stalemate. 
 
    “Ash! The fuck you doing, man?” 
 
    He looks over and I nod towards Zander, my eyes telling him to distract this asshole so I can talk to Izzy.  
 
    Taking the hint, he extends his hand and introduces himself. 
 
    Roadblock removed, I level my gaze back on my girl. 
 
    “So… come bowling often?” 
 
    She narrows her eyes. “How did you know I’d be here?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Oh, don’t play innocent. There is no way this is a coincidence.” Sugar puts her little fists on her hips, as if to convey her seriousness. But it just makes her look even cuter. 
 
    “It could be,” I shrug. 
 
    “Right. You being here by chance is as likely as me going home with Zander.” 
 
    I know that means she’s not going home with him, but just hearing those words strung together in a sentence is like swallowing a hot coal.  
 
    I step forward until we’re nearly touching, and Izzy has to tilt her head back to look up into my eyes. “That little fucking man-boy is not putting his tiny hands on you. Ever. Again.” 
 
    My voice is low and serious. I don’t mean to be so intense, but I can’t help it.  
 
    Then Sugar giggles. Just a little at first, but it quickly turns into a full-fledged fit of laughter. I’m sure it’s at my expense, but it’s still the best sound in the world.  
 
    When she leans towards me and rests her forehead on my chest, every muscle in my body relaxes. Here it is - my contact, my touch, my addiction. My Sugar. 
 
    I put my hands on her shoulders, to hold her steady. I just so happen to put my hands right where Zander’s were. Physically erasing his touch on her and replacing it with my own.  
 
    Straightening, she wipes tears off her still smiling cheeks.  
 
    “What’s so funny?” I ask. 
 
    “Little fucking man-boy with tiny hands.” She chuckles a few more times. “That’s playing pretty petty with your insults, don’t ya think?” 
 
    “Hey, if the child-sized shoe fits.” 
 
    The smile she gives me is a gift, and I burn it into my memory. 
 
    Tightening my grip on her, I prepare to lean down, so I can seal my lips to hers. 
 
    “Would it be okay if we got a selfie with you?” 
 
    I clench my jaw. I’m about to growl at him when Izzy lightly smacks my abs. Having her hand that close to my cock has my growl turning into a groan.  
 
    “He’d love to!” Izzy answers for me. 
 
    Zander looks back and forth between us. “You guys know each other?” 
 
    “Yes.” I say.  
 
    That one word is full of meaning and it only takes Zander a moment to understand. Watching him deflate, I feel a little bad for ruining his dreams of dating my Sweets, but not that bad.  
 
    I thud him on the back in consolation. Perhaps harder than necessary, since he stumbles a little and nearly falls forward.  
 
    I drag Ash into the selfie with the guys, which unfortunately unlocks the dam that was holding people back earlier. The wave unleashes, and suddenly we’re wrapped up in a series of photos with fans. It’s nice to be recognized so quickly after moving here, but Ash is definitely boosting our celebrity status.  
 
    I do my best to keep an eye on Izzy, but I lose track of her.  
 
    Taking an opening to step away, I spot Meghan. 
 
    “Where’s Izz?” 
 
    “You mean Sugar?” 
 
    “Cute. Where is she?” 
 
    “Why did you bring Ash with you tonight?”  
 
    The change in topic catches me off guard. “Because Ash is my friend. I couldn’t very well show up at a bowling alley by myself. Looking like a complete loser isn’t the goal.” 
 
    “Hmmm.” Meghan hums. 
 
    “Meg, where’s Izzy?” I look around. “And where’s Zander?” 
 
    “They’re not here.” 
 
    The visual of them walking out together wraps around my throat. 
 
    “What do you mean they’re not here?” 
 
    “Cool your man pecs. Izzy asked Zander to walk her to the rest rooms.” 
 
    “Why the fuck would she do that? Isn’t it usually you girls that always go to the bathroom in packs?” 
 
    “Nice generalization.” Meghan huffs. “If I had to guess, I’d say she wanted a moment to talk to him alone.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Oh my God! Men are such thick headed morons sometimes!” With that, she walks away from me. 
 
    Obviously, I’m hoping that Izzy wanted privacy so she could tell Zander to fuck off. But Meghan’s right, I am a moron, so I don’t want to jump to any conclusions. 
 
    The bathrooms are located down a short hallway in the back of the arcade. The room itself is dimly lit and filled with retro pinball machines, a wall of skee ball, and one of those creepy fortune teller machines that always end up cursing kids in movies. I give it a wide berth as I pass, and nearly collide with Zander.  
 
    We stand there, a bit awkwardly for a moment, before Zander speaks. 
 
    “I never had a chance with her, did I?” 
 
    I shake my head. “Nah, sorry.” 
 
    He sighs. “Fuck, man. She’s quite a woman.” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “She your woman?”  
 
    “She will be.” 
 
    He cracks a smile. “Good luck.” 
 
    I sigh. “Fuck, man. I’m gonna need it.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE 
 
    IZZY 
 
    
     “T 
 
   
 
    his is not going as planned,” I mumble to myself in the bathroom mirror.  
 
    Tonight I was supposed to be meeting a man who could make me forget about Zach. Instead I met a boy, albeit a sweet boy but one who in no way could replace Zach. And then Zach himself shows up. Bowling. Here. Right now.  
 
    When he crashed my speed dating thing, he never once said anything about liking to bowl. I feel like that would have been a normal detail to mention since we're inside a freaking bowling alley. But nope, not a word. He’d told me that he googled speed dating events and that’s how he found me then, but how did he find me here? Someone had to have told him, but who? Hardly anyone knew about tonight, and it’s not like my friends would tell him, or even have a way to communicate with him if they wanted to. Whatever, that’s a problem for tomorrow.  
 
    Stepping out into the dark hallway I look down and see that my top is a little crooked. I was too distracted with talking to myself in the mirror to take stock of my outfit. I sigh while adjusting the girls in my shirt.  
 
    “Can I help?” 
 
    Hearing Zach’s voice, my eyes snap up. Except I don’t meet his gaze, since he’s starting at my chest. Or more specifically, he’s staring at me using one hand to press my boobs up while the other is tucked down the front of my shirt adjusting how they sit in the cups of my bra.  
 
    “Umm… oops,” I say, like it’s an accident that I’m standing here feeling myself up. I quickly drop my hands to my sides. “Hi.” 
 
    I’m on a roll with sounding like an idiot.  
 
    I move to walk around Zach, but he reaches out and snags me by the waist as I pass.  
 
    “I don’t think so, Sugar.” 
 
    I struggle not to lean into his touch. “You don’t think so what?” 
 
    “I’m not done with you yet.” 
 
    “Done with me? I didn’t even come here with you.” 
 
    “No, you came here with High School Musical. I knew you were a cougar, Sweets. But that’s taking it a little too far.” 
 
    “A cougar! What the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    “You’re older than me.” He smirks. 
 
    I scoff. “By like four months. That doesn’t even count.” 
 
    I try to ignore the fact that he has both of his hands on me. He’s holding onto my sides, and I blink when I realize that I’ve reached up and have my palms pressed flat against his chest. When did that happen? 
 
    “Maybe you’re right,” I say. “Maybe I’ve been going after the wrong type of guy. I should definitely start looking for an older man. You know what they say about experience and stamina.” 
 
    A growl is my only warning before Zach’s lips are pressed to mine. His palms slide to my back and he’s pulling me into his body, trapping my arms between us.  
 
    I don’t try to resist. I’m blaming the alcohol, but we all know that’s a blatant lie. I’ve been (literally) dreaming of having his lips on me. And I know this taste is the last thing I need, but I’m too much of a glutton to suddenly have self-control now. It’s just a kiss. 
 
    Just a kiss, I remind myself as his tongue sweeps into my mouth.  
 
    Just a kiss, as he bites down on my lower lip.  
 
    Just a kiss, as I moan and clench my legs together.  
 
    Just a kiss, as I feel him harden against my stomach.  
 
    Just a kiss, as I battle him for control, giving as much as I take. 
 
    Too soon, Zach is pulling back. I didn’t realize I had closed my eyes, but they open to see him looking around the room. 
 
    “Come.” His voice is a growl. 
 
    “Getting close,” I mutter, as I let him drag me across the arcade. 
 
    “I heard that," he says. “Don’t worry, Babe, I’ll get you there.” 
 
    He gestures me into a photo booth. This is either a custom made booth, or a really old one, because it’s larger than any photo booth I’ve been in before. There’s a hard wooden bench we could easily sit side-by-side on, and there’s almost enough room to stand up. Zach pulls the curtain shut behind us, and I see that it stops about a foot off the ground. Not that I should be worried about the privacy of our feet, since it’s a curtain, not a locking door, so anyone could intrude at any time. 
 
    I should be fighting this, just like I should’ve been fighting that kiss. But I can’t. I don’t want to. I want to feel good, and Zach knows how to do that. 
 
    He sits on the bench, takes a hold of my hips, and pulls me forward. 
 
    “Climb up here, Sugar. Get on my lap.” 
 
    Placing my hands on his shoulders to steady myself, I place one knee, then the next, on the bench, straddling him. With his grip still firm on my hips, he scoots himself forward so he’s sitting on the front half of the seat, allowing my knees to slide past his hips, aligning us perfectly.  
 
    The feel of his hard cock, even contained in his jeans, pressing against my core is phenomenal. I give into the urge to press down onto him. 
 
    “Fuck.” He groans. 
 
    Then his mouth is back on mine. My hands are frantic as they feel as much of him as possible. I run my fingers over his shoulders, grip his flexing biceps, scratch down his neck. I grab his hair and pull him closer still, pushing my tongue against his.  
 
    I can feel his stubble scratching the corners of my mouth, my chin, but I don’t care. Every sensation he gives me is as exciting as it is welcome.  
 
    Zach’s hands shift so he’s palming my ass. His grip is hard enough that it borders on painful, and will absolutely leave marks, but I love it. It’s possessive and sexy and it makes me feel all woman.  
 
    “Rock against me, Baby.” 
 
    I ignore the words, too consumed with sensation.  
 
    A loud crack startles me just as I feel the sting on my butt cheek, a sting that’s quickly soothed away with a rubbing palm. 
 
    “I said, rock against me,” Zach repeats. 
 
    “Did you just spank me?” I gasp. 
 
    “Yeah, Sugar. And if you don’t start rubbing that sweet little pussy against me like I asked you to, I’ll bend you over my knee and spank you even more.” 
 
    I feel my body shudder at those words.  
 
    Zach feels it too. His eyes seem to get darker as I stare into them. 
 
    Our lips crash together again. It’s frenzied and uncoordinated and a thousand percent hot. Zach smacks my ass once more, and I moan into his mouth. Then I rock, just like he asked.  
 
    No one has ever spanked me before, or talked about it, or bossed me around like Zach does. I had no idea just how much I would like it. I like his Alpha male side. I like him taking control. I like every single thing he does to me. 
 
    He uses his hands on my hips to guide me, but it doesn’t take me long to find a rhythm. Tossing my head back, I wrap my arms around his neck as I grind back and forth against the hard ridge of his erection. I’m starting to wonder if this is hurting him, if maybe I’m grinding his zipper into his cock, but all thoughts cease when his lips close around one of my nipples. 
 
    I didn’t even notice him pulling my shirt down or pulling my breast up and out of my bra, but he did. And the feel of his tongue flicking back and forth over my torturously sensitive tip has me riding him even harder.  
 
    With one hand pressed against my ass, his other hand takes over where his mouth was as he licks his way over to my other breast.  
 
    It’s too much.  
 
    “Zach. Holy fuck. Zach. Ohmygod.” 
 
    “That’s it, Sugar. Come for me.” 
 
    “Zach, we can’t…” 
 
    “Come.” With that demand he bites down on my nipple while simultaneously pinching the other one, and I obey. 
 
    I shudder against him, rocking in a stuttering motion, extending my orgasm as he continues to suck on my breasts. Until I finally collapse. My body going limp, boneless, like my spirit was just pulled out of me. And it was, by my greedy little girlie parts. 
 
    I’m draped against Zach’s chest, breathing deeply, inhaling his scent. His hands are slowly rubbing up and down my back as he nuzzles into my neck.  
 
    The reality of what we just did is slowly sinking in. I know we shouldn’t have done that. For about a million reasons, not least of which is public indecency. Reason a million and one is that I’m trying to get over Zach, not more attached to him. And I don’t want him to think that he can just have me whenever he wants. I want a boyfriend, not a fuck buddy. Even if it’s a really super-talented fuck buddy. 
 
    “Fuck, Sugar, that was hot,” Zach says into my neck. 
 
    I sit up, so I can adjust my boobs back into my shirt. “We shouldn’t have done that here.” 
 
    “You’re right. We should have done that somewhere with a locking door, with you naked and my cock buried deep inside of you.” 
 
    Oh holy hell.  
 
    He smiles. “You’re picturing it now, aren’t you?” 
 
    I smack his chest. “Ugh, you’re the worst.” 
 
    “That’s not what you were saying a few moments ago.” 
 
    I roll my eyes and ungracefully climb off his lap.  
 
    Zach reaches down to adjust himself. “I’m gonna need a minute before I can walk out there.” 
 
    I bite my lip. How do I get out of here without making it a big deal?  
 
    Screw it. 
 
    “Bye!” I squeak out the word as I dart past the curtain.  
 
    “Izzy!” I hear Zach call out as I race away from the photo booth. 
 
    I know it’s a cheap shot, but he won’t be able to chase me through the crowded bowling alley with a raging boner. Walking as quickly as I can without running, I search out Meghan and find her sitting at an empty table playing on her phone.  
 
    I barely slow down as I pass. “Meghan, let’s go!” 
 
    “Huh? Izzy, wait up!” 
 
    Instead of slowing, I toss up my arm and motion for her to catch up.  
 
    I can hear her footsteps as she jogs up next to me. “Christ woman, where’s the fire?” 
 
    “In Zach’s pants,” I mumble. 
 
    “Uh, come again?” 
 
    “I sure did!” My voice is starting to turn manic. 
 
    “Wait, what? Holy fucking shit, did you just fuck Zach in the bathroom?” Meghan is bouncing as she speed-walks alongside me. 
 
    “What? - no. Gross.” 
 
    She tugs on my arm. “Clearly you did something. You look 50 shades of disheveled.” 
 
    I reach up and run my hands over my hair. She’s probably right. I’m sure I look like a hot sleazy mess. 
 
    When I push through the doors into the parking lot, I breathe a sigh of relief. “Let’s just get to the car, then I’ll tell you everything.” 
 
    “Deal!” Meghan shouts as she starts running to her vehicle. 
 
    I can’t help it, I start to laugh. The problem is that once I start, I can’t seem to stop. By the time I pull the car door open I have tears streaming down my face.  
 
    “Izzy? You’re losing it on me, girl. I need you to keep it together.” Meghan sounds concerned. 
 
    Buckling myself in, my laughing starts to hitch. More tears come, only this time they aren’t laughing tears. It’s official, I’ve lost my mind. 
 
    “Izz?” 
 
    “I’m okay. I’m okay.” I’m totally not okay. 
 
    “You are so not okay.” 
 
    She’s right. Wiping my tears away I hear my phone start to ring. Pulling it out I see it’s Zach calling. I hit Decline.  
 
    “That must have been some orgasm,” Meghan’s tone is cautious. 
 
    “Oh my god, Meghan. I don’t know why I did that.” 
 
    “You did that, whatever that is, because Zach is sexy as hell. And because he’s a decent guy who’s crazy about you.” 
 
    My phone buzzes with a text. 
 
    Zach: Sugar. Sweets. My Sex Goddess. You can run, but you can’t hide. 
 
    He doesn’t even ask me to talk to him. Smart man. He knows I won’t. So instead he gives me this threat. Promise? Warning? I drop my head back against the seat. 
 
    “That him?” Meghan asks. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “So… are you going to make me beg, or are you going to tell me what happened back there?” 
 
    “Long story short…” I start. 
 
    Meghan interrupts. “Oh hell no, I want the long story. Gimme the deets.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “Fine. Zach was waiting for me outside the bathrooms. I don’t think he even said anything, maybe he did, I don’t remember, but he kissed me. I didn’t even put up a fight. And I didn’t just not put up a fight, I was actively involved. Then he moved us to the photo booth, and one thing led to another...” 
 
    Meghan shakes her head. “Uh uh. You can do better.” 
 
    “He had me sit on his lap.” 
 
    “Like sitting across it or all up on it?” 
 
    “Jesus, Meghan!” 
 
    “What? It’s not like I got any tonight. Stupid fucking… whatever. So, you’re straddling him?” 
 
    “Yeah, well, so we started making out again. It got intense. And… I got off. Like a horny cat just rubbing up against him.” 
 
    “Please tell me the booth started taking pictures.” She begs. 
 
    “Umm...” I for sure hadn’t thought of that possibility. “No. No way. We definitely didn’t take the time to put money in or anything.” 
 
    “Bummer. That’d be hot. So then what, you give him a blowie or something?” 
 
    “Oh my god! No!” 
 
    “No? So he didn’t get off?” She sounds super confused. 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “And you’re just like, okay have fun with the blue balls, thanks for the O!” 
 
    I cringe. “Basically. He was still adjusting himself, so I knew I had a head start and I ran away...” 
 
    “Oh. My. Cruella. That’s fucking amazing!” Meghan bursts out into laughter. “Way to get yours and get gone.” 
 
    “Meghan, I can’t be trusted around him,” I whine. 
 
    “You could stop resisting it?” 
 
    I groan. “I don’t know what to do.” 
 
    “Are you still planning to go on that date next week?” 
 
    “The one with Bill? - yeah...” 
 
    She scoffs. “'Bill?' Your old co-workers name is Bill? Is he like 80 years old?” 
 
    I try not to smile. “I did tell Zach that I should start dating older men.” 
 
    Meghan makes a gagging noise. 
 
    “I’m kidding. Well, I mean, I did say that, but Bill is like 40. And I was serious about trying out an older guy. Not the teeny boppers you brought out tonight.” 
 
    “Oh come on, Zander was sweet.” 
 
    “Yeah, and how about you? What was with you climbing all over Benny? If I hadn’t known you were sober, I’d have sworn you were drunk.” 
 
    “Nuh-uh, you’re not changing the subject.” Keeping her eyes on the road, she uses a hand to point at me. “So you go on your date with Old Man Bill next week, and then what? If you still like Zach, will you give him a chance?” 
 
    “Probably. Yeah. Maybe. I don’t freaking know!” 
 
    “Okay, so this Bill character, who has apparently been secretly crushing on you forever, where’s he taking you?” 
 
    “He hasn’t been crushing on me forever.” 
 
    “Oh really?” Her tone is super condescending. 
 
    “He never acted like it. I’m not even sure if this is really a date. I was just back at the old office last week to help them out with a tricky client, and he asked if he could take me out. It might just be a thank you sort of thing.” 
 
    “Hmm, and where is this refined older gentleman taking you?” 
 
    I brace myself before I tell her. “Burgundy Strokes.” 
 
    “What?! That bullshit over-priced paint some dumbass picture while you drink shitty wine place?” 
 
    “That’s the one - ” I mumble. 
 
    Meghan doesn’t say anything for a while, since she’s laughing too hard. 
 
    “Seriously, Izzy - Bill is crushing on you hard. The only people that go there are large groups of alcohol seeking girls, and hopelessly desperate men trying to score.” 
 
    “Oh come on. It might be fun.” 
 
    “This is going to be hilarious.” 
 
    “I hate you.” I almost mean it. 
 
    “Is Bill at least good looking? Silver fox material?” 
 
    “Yeah. He’s attractive.” 
 
    “Ouch.” 
 
    “What? Attractive is a positive quality.” 
 
    “Saying he’s attractive is like saying he’s nice.” 
 
    “He is nice!” I say. 
 
    “Poor, poor, Bill.” Meghan sighs. “Go on your date with the crypt keeper, and then we can revisit the Zach discussion. How about that?” 
 
    “Like I’d have a choice with your nosy ass.” 
 
    “Glad you understand!” 
 
    Meghan pulls up to my house and I find myself needing to gather my strength just to climb out of the car. 
 
    “Oh, before I forget -” Meghan stops me. “Do you think I could come with you to the next game?” 
 
    “Yeah! That’d be awesome. They have a home game the day after tomorrow, then they’re on the road for a few days. I’ll get us tickets.”  
 
    “Awesome! It’ll be a tough game against Utah.” 
 
    I look at her confused. “You know who they’re playing?” 
 
    It’s too dark to see her face well, but I’d swear she’s blushing. 
 
    “What? One of my friends is engaged to a Sleet player, my other friend is rubbing all up on one - I have a vested interest.” 
 
    I scoff. “I’m leaving.”  
 
    “See you at the game!” She calls out the window after me. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FORTY 
 
    IZZY 
 
   I f I didn’t have a meeting today, I would’ve stayed as far away from the office as possible. It’s early, so only a few of the players are here.  
 
    My meeting with my client just wrapped up. He’s buying a car for his mom, which is really sweet. I’m helping him make sure everything is in her name and setting her up with a checking account for gas and maintenance. These are the sorts of little side projects that I really enjoy doing. Witnessing small acts of kindness helps to lift my soul. 
 
    I have some other paperwork to do, but I’m not sure if I want to stick around here to do it, or if I should head home.  
 
    And this is why I can’t date Zach. It’s already stressful being here thinking that he might show up at any time. If we dated, it’d still be weird. And if we broke up, it would be utterly unbearable. 
 
    Just thinking of Zach sends my brain through a slide show of last night. The kisses. The whispered words. Me riding his lap like a cowgirl in the final rounds at a rodeo…  
 
    I’m so embarrassed that we did that somewhere so public. I hate thinking of what would’ve happened if someone had opened that curtain. If someone had gotten a photo. My tits were hanging out of my shirt for fuck’s sake! And Zach is a professional athlete, so a photo like that would be worth some big money. And the thought of my dad seeing that photo. I feel a bit nauseous just thinking about it.  
 
    That settles it, I need to get out of here.  
 
    Gathering my things, I don’t even take the time to put my papers in my bag, I just pile them in my arms and rush out into the hallway. I didn’t park in the back, but I think I’ll take the back way out just to avoid Zach. If he’s even here.  
 
    I’ve made it only a few steps when who should appear through the back door in front of me but the devil himself.  
 
    His eyes instantly lock onto mine, narrowing slightly. He has the appearance of an animal on the hunt. I freeze. 
 
    “Izzy.”  
 
    He’s not smiling. He looks intense. And it’s turning me on.  
 
    So, I do what seems to be my normal. I spin around and flee in the other direction. 
 
    “Isabelle!” Zach calls out. 
 
    Shoot. Shoot. Shoot. He can’t confront me here. What is he thinking? 
 
    I know he’ll catch up to me if I try to make it all the way to the front entrance. The determination on his face said that he won't give up easily. So I move to my next apparent go-to; I play dirty and step into my dad’s office.  
 
    “Mornin’, Daddy!” Thank the hockey gods he’s in here, and alone. 
 
    “Oh hi, Pumpkin, I didn’t know you were in today.” 
 
    I drop my things onto a chair as he comes around his desk so I can accept the hug he offers. I’ve been so busy lately that I haven’t seen him nearly as much as I usually do. I hug him back tightly. Maybe too tightly. 
 
    “You okay?” he asks with worry in his voice. 
 
    “Yeah. Just missed you is all.” 
 
    “Aww, I’ve missed you too, Isabelle. It’s been a busy couple of weeks.” 
 
    Releasing each other, I take a seat.  
 
    “Want to grab some late night ice cream after the game tomorrow night?” he asks, dropping back into his chair. 
 
    “That’d be great. Oh, that reminds me, I need to get a ticket for Meghan. I suppose I should see what Katelyn’s doing. We could all sit together.” 
 
    “Sounds like a great idea. Whatever you want, we’ll make it happen.” 
 
    “Thanks, Daddy. So, how’re you feeling? Tomorrow is the big home opener.” 
 
    “I’m feeling pretty good. As you know, we went 3-and-2 for pre-season, working some kinks out. It’ll be a tough game tomorrow. Utah is nothing but wins so far and they took the Cup last year. It’s a hard team to start against. But we’ll skate our best. We have a good shot against them.” 
 
    “Well I’m looking forward to it. Meghan seems excited, too; not sure when she became such a big fan.” 
 
    “What’s not to love?” Dad gives a look of fake shock. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” 
 
    “So, what have you been up to? Hanging out with Meghan?” 
 
    I nod. “I was with her last night.” 
 
    “Oh yeah? And what were you crazy kids up to?” 
 
    Crap, I walked myself right into that one. 
 
    “Oh, um, we went bowling.” 
 
    “Really?” This time it’s real shock on his face. 
 
    “Yes, really. Why is that so hard to believe?” 
 
    “Because you’re a terrible bowler.” 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    I swear I hear laughter coming from the hallway.  
 
    Is Zach seriously standing outside the door?! 
 
    “So you two just decided to go bowling?” 
 
    I sigh. “If you must know, we were on a date.” 
 
    “Oh, umm, that’s nice.” Dad’s face is turning red and he’s not looking at me. 
 
    “Oh for Pete’s sake, Daddy. We aren’t dating each other!” 
 
    Now I know I hear laughter coming from the hallway. 
 
    “Oh! Yes, well, of course.” 
 
    “I’ve had boyfriends before,” I grumble. 
 
    “I know, honey. It’s just been a while.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I’m dating again.” My cheeks start to warm. 
 
    “Anyone I know?” 
 
    What?! Why would he even ask it like that? Does he know about Zach?!  
 
    No, no way. If he did, he’d have confronted me about it.  
 
    I do my best to keep a convincing poker face while I look at him. “No, this was just someone that Meghan set me up with. There won’t be another date.” 
 
    “Oh. Sorry to hear that.” 
 
    Voices filter in from the hallway and I hear someone call for Zach. Perfect, I needed him to get gone so I could leave. 
 
    “It’s okay. I’m having fun hanging out with my friends. I’ll find a good guy eventually.”  
 
    Images of Zach bombard my thoughts, and I swat them away one at a time. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FORTY-ONE 
 
    IZZY 
 
    
     “Y 
 
   
 
    ou guys,” Steph uses the most dramatic voice she can muster, “this is just like the Candyman game last year!” 
 
    Meghan starts singing the chorus, entirely out of tune, while Katelyn tries to shush her, to no avail. 
 
    Steph is sort of right. Just like that now famous Kiss Cam turn Candyman game, all four of us are sitting together. The similarities end there though. Unlike last time, tonight we’re seated two rows up from the ice, just a few spots down from the Sleet penalty box.  
 
    Dad let me pick which seats I wanted. There weren’t a lot of choices, but when I saw these I knew I had to have them. I’ll never tell the girls that’s why I picked them, but since Zach is bound to end up sitting in the box at some point tonight I’ll get to have him close to me. 
 
    To be fair, as the Enforcer, aggression is one of his main roles on this team, even if it is an unofficial title. And even though I try to deny it, every time I see him throw a punch, it sends heat right to the center of me. It’s a twisted, primal feeling that I should hate, but I can’t get enough. It doesn’t make any sense, and I’m terrified that he’ll get hurt, but seeing him be so… male… it gets to me.  
 
    And sometimes, at night, when I’m alone, craving his touch... I’ll close my eyes and pretend it’s me he’s defending. That it’s my honor he’s protecting. That he’d do anything to keep me safe. Because that’s what he does for me. He makes me feel safe. I think that’s one of the biggest reasons I’m afraid of dating him, and having it fall apart. I fear how much it would hurt to have someone who makes me feel so safe be the same one who breaks my heart. 
 
    “I heard you had a fun date the other night,” Katelyn nudges my arm.  
 
    I turn to glare at Meghan who’s sitting on my other side. 
 
    “What?” she says, offended. 
 
    “Just how long did you wait before you told her about the O in the arcade?” I ask. 
 
    “What O?” Katelyn and Steph ask at the same time. 
 
    Meghan chuckles. “I didn’t say shit about that. I just told them you had your panties all up in a twist about the age of the men we met.” 
 
    I blush. Shit. “You say men. I say boys.” 
 
    “You got it on with the little boy in the arcade?” Katelyn asks. 
 
    “Jesus crap! Don’t say it like that!” I frantically look around, hoping that no one heard Katelyn’s question. 
 
    Meghan laughs. “Nope, she wasn’t with the young man.” 
 
    “Then who?” 
 
    Katelyn and Steph are both staring at me. I bite my lip and glance at the ice, where the teams are warming up. 
 
    “Zach?!” Katelyn and Steph are really in sync tonight. 
 
    “Would you keep it down?” I scold. 
 
    “But how…?” 
 
    “That’s a great question. I don’t know how Zach knew where I’d be.” I huff. 
 
    “And?” Katelyn prods. 
 
    “And what?” 
 
    She rolls her eyes. “And how did you go from being on a date with this younger dude, to riding Zach’s dick?” 
 
    “I did not…” I sputter, looking around again. 
 
    “They didn’t have sex, she just got herself off riding his lap in the photo booth,” Meghan tells them, way too casually. 
 
    I groan and slump in my seat, wondering if I should just slide to the floor and wait for the conversation to pass. 
 
    Katelyn fans herself. “That’s hot.” 
 
    “Was the camera going off?” Steph asks. 
 
    “That’s what I asked!” Meghan grins, reaching up to mime a high-five. 
 
    Meghan and Steph are on opposite ends of our foursome. Knowing them, they’ll start shouting inappropriate things to each other if they aren’t stopped. 
 
    “Can we table this discussion, please?” I plead. 
 
    “Fine. But does this mean you’re going to go out with him now?” Katelyn looks hopeful. 
 
    I feel like the more I have to explain myself, the more I sound ridiculous, and the more likely I am to cave.  
 
    Luckily Meghan answers for me. “No, she’s going to some sissy paint by numbers bullshit class with some geriatric loser from her last job.” 
 
    I stare at Meghan, mouth open.  
 
    She shrugs. 
 
    “Oo, yes. I can see why that’d be more appealing than rolling around in bed with Zachary Hunt,” Katelyn drawls. 
 
    I elbow her. 
 
    As if he heard us summon him, Zach stops right in front of where we’re sitting, his back to the glass and starts to stretch.  
 
    I haven’t talked to him since I bolted from the bowling alley. So there’s no way for him to know where I’m seated. It’s got to be a coincidence that he stopped here. But as the players start to filter off the ice, Zach turns and looks directly at me. I feel my heart still, then gallop. He holds my gaze for a beat longer than appropriate before turning and skating to the exit ramp. 
 
    I hear the girls snicker around me, and I wipe my sweaty palms on my jeans. This is going to be a long season. 
 
    The topic gets changed and I can take the time to calm my blood down as we wait for the game to start. The seats are filling up with a nearly sold-out crowd. It’ll be like this for every home game for the whole season. It’s a great feeling - having this many fans in one place, cheering and booing and building up the energy of the players.  
 
    The group in the row in front of us is entirely made up of women. I think it’s a bachelorette party; there's a woman in the middle wearing a white sash, and they all seem quite inebriated, even though the game has yet to start. Seems like a strange place to come, but if they’re hockey fans then I guess why not. I enjoy watching the hot guys sweat, so from that aspect it could be considered a normal pre-wedding activity.  
 
    Looking at them closely, I think they are all younger than me. My age at most. I hate that I feel a twinge of jealousy over that. I don’t know them. I don’t know who the bride is marrying. He might be an asshole, so I shouldn’t be jealous.  
 
    Which is a terrible thing to think. I shouldn’t wish that on anyone. I hope he’s a nice guy. I hope she’s happy.  
 
    Then she unfurls her sign, and I instantly switch back to hating her. 
 
    It seems as though the entire group of drunk whores is interested in the same guy. My guy. Their signs are vulgar, rude, and inappropriate. I want to yank them from their stupid hands, rip them up into a thousand little pieces, set those pieces on fire, and then make them eat the ashes.  
 
    Realizing I’ve accidently smashed my box of Junior Mints, I get even madder. 
 
    “Woah, Killer,” Meghan puts her hand on my arm.  
 
    “Do you see that?” I’m trying to whisper, but it’s coming out as an angry hiss. 
 
    “Oh, I see it. Kind of clever.” 
 
    I growl as I silently read the signs the girls have in their laps.  
 
    Zach, you can Hunt me anytime! 
 
    Zachary Hunt #69 
 
    Hunt, you’re on my freebie list. My fiancé’s, too. 
 
    Zachary Hunt enjoys a warm Bundt. 
 
    Roses are red, Punches from Zach, come to my house, I’ll lay on my back! 
 
    Hunt can come into my penalty box! 
 
    “Clever? It’s disgusting!” I seethe. 
 
    “Come on, you’re only saying that because those signs are about your boyfriend.” 
 
    “He’s not my boyfriend.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Meghan says. “So why do you care?” 
 
    I turn to Katelyn. “What would you do if those signs were about Jackson?” 
 
    “Me? I’d run them through the shredder and shove the strips down their throats one piece at a time.” 
 
    “See?” I turn back to Meghan, feeling victorious. 
 
    “Yeah. Of course she feels that way. But she’s going to marry Jackson. Because she loves him,” Meghan replies smugly. 
 
    Oh.  
 
    I feel a little lightheaded, and Meghan is smirking at me like she just proved the world’s biggest point. The lights drop, and I’m saved from thinking up a comeback as the elaborate pregame show starts. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FORTY-TWO 
 
    IZZY 
 
   T his has been a hard game to watch, and I bet it’s been even to play. Utah brought their full force tonight and they’re making us work for every second of puck time. The anger is boiling close to the surface for both teams, and the tension between opponents has been obvious in nearly every interaction.  
 
    We’re down 2-to-1 and it’s still the first period. Zach has been playing well, but the other team has been putting the pressure on him hard. They’ve done their homework, and they’re keeping him tied up.  
 
    Ash is in goal tonight. This is his fifth year on the team, and he’ll be our main goalie again this season. He’s a solid player. He’s a mover though, and he’ll probably be the reason Dad gets ulcers. He’s always leaving his goal, venturing far enough out that even I get nervous. He’s good though, so his tactics have proven their worth. Watching his playing relationship with Zach grow has been fascinating. As a defender, it’s not unusual for Zach to be close to the goalie. And as an enforcer, it’s not unusual for Zach to protect the goalie. But Zach and Ash’s relationship seems to go deeper. Like they have a sixth sense for each other. It’s truly a thing of beauty to watch them together.  
 
    With a minute left on the clock, we have the puck in front of the Utah goal. Jackson is on the ice and gets control. He takes a shot, but it gets blocked by the goalie’s stick, keeping the puck in play. Luke picks up the rebound and sneaks towards the side. Utah is all over him; it’s a cluster at best, but he somehow manages to pass back across to Jackson who takes another shot. It’s across the ice from where we’re sitting, and it’s a blur, but I see the puck hit the back of the goal net.  
 
    The big red light that signals a scored goal goes off, and the crowd jumps to their feet. The cheering is quickly cut off as the red light stops and the ref signals for no goal. Jackson gets up in the ref’s face, close enough to have me worried. I can see the anger in his expression as he talks to the ref and I hope he can keep it together and not get kicked out. Katelyn is gripping my arm, and Steph’s, as we watch this unfold. 
 
    Luke is still by the net, in the middle of a crowd of Utah players who are pressing in on him.  
 
    I look up to watch the replay on the big screen and can’t see what is causing the ref to say it’s not a valid goal. The announcement comes over saying that the goal will not stand, that the whistle had blown, making the play invalid. It’s a garbage call.  
 
    The entire arena breaks out into loud boos and shouts about bad calls. I see the effect of this denied goal ripple across the whole team. Their faces show the anger and frustration they’re feeling. That goal would have tied us, instead we’re still down and this call is going to affect the team psyche.  
 
    From there, things only get more tense. There have been too many almost-fights to count. Utah has scored again, bringing us down 3-to-1. The second period is half over, and I have a feeling that this is going to come to a front soon. Just as that thought strikes, a Sleet player breaks away with the puck.  
 
    It’s Zach.  
 
    I’m standing and yelling and clenching my fists as I watch him sprint towards the Utah goalie, one on one.  
 
    His speed is always a surprise to me.  
 
    There are players chasing him, but he keeps his eyes forward. Zach veers right then left, deciding where to aim his shot, and the Utah chaser is nearly on him. I bite down on the scream crawling up my throat just as Zach slaps his stick against the puck. It sails past the goalie’s outstretched hand and lands in the upper corner of the net. 
 
    The horns go off. The crowd is screaming. And I’m grinning.  
 
    Zach’s momentum keeps him going and he turns with it, skating right past our seats. Unfortunately, the row of bitches in front me are all on their feet as well, signs pressed against the glass.  
 
    I see him smirk at the signs, and my grin changes to a grimace.  
 
    “You can’t let these hookers ruin the game for you,” Meghan whispers in my ear.  
 
    “I know. I wish I didn’t care. I really do. But him seeing those signs, it just makes me feel… stabby.” 
 
    “I get it. I tease you, but I get it. If I saw those signs for my guy, I’d have a fucking conniption.” 
 
    “Your guy?” I ask. 
 
    “You know,” she waves her hand, “in general. If I were in your shoes. Seriously though, thank you for the tickets, but this has been a stressful-as-fuck game.” 
 
    “Truth.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FORTY-THREE 
 
    IZZY 
 
   I  look at the clock. The third period just started, and we are still down 3-to-2.  
 
    “It’s gotta be tough to be a goalie,” Meghan says. 
 
    “Yeah, I know I could never handle the pressure. The players all know that it’s a team effort, but the press and fans often put all the blame on the goalie when the other team scores. He’s good though. He’ll power through.” 
 
    Meghan nods her agreement. 
 
    The energy has stayed high the whole game. Both teams fighting for every shot that they get.  
 
    Utah gets control of the puck and moves it to our side of the ice. They’re being meticulous about moving in on the goal and are doing a good job executing passes. Our players work to keep the pressure on, and Utah is forced to move closer to get a shot. Once again, there's a swarm of players right up on the goal, only it’s in front of our net this time. Zach is in the middle of the fray and is fighting to clear the puck.  
 
    Utah takes a shot, and Ash is struggling to gain control. There’s so much movement, he can’t get his glove on the puck.  
 
    A Utah player swings his stick in to attempt a shot... a second after Ash gets his hand on the rock, and the player’s stick strikes Ash’s arm.  
 
    Utah’s hit might be understandable, but Zach doesn’t seem to think so. He’s on him so fast it takes the other players a moment to catch up. A second Utah player grabs Zach from behind, somehow knocking his helmet loose.  
 
    Luke is also deep in the fray, in a shoving match with his own opponent. A third Utah guy comes at Zach and takes a swing at his unprotected face. The hit connects with his jaw, but Zach saw the punch and was able to turn with it.  
 
    To everyone’s surprise, and sheer delight, Ash pushes forward and throws a punch of his own.  
 
    The crowd, already cheering and shouting, loses their freaking minds. Goalies pretty much never get involved in a fight. This is going to be a night to remember for sure.  
 
    Zach sees that Ash has joined in the brawl and something inside of him seems to snap. He pushes Player Two off of him, and - fixing his sights back on Player One, the one who hit Ash - Zach pulls his gloves off. I didn’t think the arena could get louder, but it does.  
 
    Gloves off means shit is about to get serious.  
 
    Player One drops his own gloves, and they square off. Luke shoves more Utah players away from Zach, giving him the room he needs to strike. Player One tries to hit first, but misses.  
 
    Zach doesn’t. Zach hits his target. Player One drops. 
 
    The refs start blowing their whistles for real now, pushing through to break up the mess. Ash pats Zach on the back and says something to him, making Zach smile. 
 
    Not waiting to be told, Zach starts to head towards the penalty box. The box we’re sitting next to.  
 
    Since Utah Player One also dropped his gloves to fight, he’s getting a penalty, too. But his face is bleeding, so he’s heading to the locker room and another player is taking his place in the box.  
 
    Zach skates over leisurely, with that slight smile still on his face. The herd of floozies in front of me have their signs against the glass again, and he glances at them before looking up at me. Seeing the scowl on my face, his slight smile turns into a broad grin.  
 
    Jackass. 
 
    Of course, the Party Bus Bitches think that smile is for them and they start falling all over each other. I roll my eyes and force myself to not look over at Zach. It’s tempting to stare, with him so close.  
 
    I avoid it for as long as I can, but as the game starts up I cave and sneak a look over.  
 
    His profile is breathtaking. He looks like a warrior. Like a gladiator, only in hockey gear instead of heavy metal armor. Hmmm, I bet he’d look sexy as sin in a suit of armor though. Is that a thing I can buy? Because if it is it’s totally going on my Amazon wishlist. 
 
    “Careful, you’re gonna start drooling soon.” 
 
    It’s like he can hear Meghan, because at that precise moment he looks over.  
 
    We stare at each other and it’s like he’s right next to me, not separated by 15 feet and a plate of plexiglass. Thinking of having him next to me, I’m reminded of his body heat. How his muscles felt under my hands, under my thighs. And my core clenches at the memory of him. The photo booth was fun, but I ache to have all of him. To feel him inside me like I did that first night. Back before I knew he was Zachary Hunt. Before I knew just how great he really was. 
 
    The refs call off-sides, and the play stops. I look up to the board and see that Zach has 20 seconds left in his penalty. Before the ref drops the puck in the face off, Zach glances at me, and winks.  
 
    The puck drops.  
 
    I melt.  
 
    The penalty clock runs out.  
 
    Zach is sprinting across the ice.  
 
    “Oh my god! Did Zachary Hunt just wink at me?” shrieks one of the drunk girls. 
 
    “Not on your life, girlie,” Meghan says loudly.  
 
    The women all turn back to look at Meghan. 
 
    “That wink was for this chick here.” She throws a thumb my way. 
 
    The girls all turn their drunk heads in unison to look at me. It’s very Stepford. 
 
    “Who’s she?” the bride-to-be asks. 
 
    “She’s the girl who’s fucking Zachary Hunt,” Meghan states plainly. 
 
    The women gasp. 
 
    And my face flames with heat, while my body flames with smug pride. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR 
 
    IZZY 
 
    
     “Y 
 
   
 
    ou two gonna have the usual?” 
 
    “Sure will, Darcy,” Dad replies. 
 
    We’ve been coming to this diner, Closed, ever since Dad started coaching the Sleet. We get their hot fudge miracles a couple times during the season, and regularly in the off-season. It’s a dive diner, open 24 hours, and it has the best ice cream sundaes. I’m sure they have other good things, but we stick to the same order every time.  
 
    When Darcy leaves, Dad sighs and leans back against the booth seat. 
 
    “Sorry about the loss,” I say. “It was a tough game, but the guys played hard.” 
 
    “That it was. That they did. More than the record, it’s a mind fuck for the boys to start on a loss. It’s a hard way to kick off the season. But we’ll make it through.” 
 
    “You always do.” I nod. 
 
    “Did you girls have fun sitting together?” 
 
    “You know them, they’re always entertaining.” 
 
    “That they are.” 
 
    “The women in front of us, though - they were distracting,” I complain. 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “They were all drunk, I’m pretty sure it was a bachelorette party, and they had these really vulgar signs. Aren’t there rules about that?” 
 
    “Yeah, we don’t allow swear words on signs. I’m surprised they weren’t taken away.” 
 
    “Well, they didn’t have swear words per se. They were just… inappropriate.” 
 
    “What did they say?” Dad looks like he’s trying to hold back a smile. 
 
    I roll my eyes. “They were sexually suggestive. I’m not going to repeat them for you.” 
 
    His brows shoot up. “Huh. They were aimed at my boys, I’m assuming.” 
 
    “All at one player. It’s like they were all obsessed with him.” 
 
    “Who?” That stupid non-smile is back on his face. 
 
    I aim for nonchalance as I reply. “Zachary Hunt.” 
 
    “Ha! Mr. Hunt does have a fan club. And that annoys you?” 
 
    “The who, is not the point, Daddy. It’s the fact that those women had signs that were not family friendly. Hockey is a family sport. It was inappropriate.” 
 
    I hope I sound convincing, even though I can feel a blush working its way up into my cheeks. 
 
    “You do remember seeing Zach drop his gloves and clock that Utah idiot in the face tonight, right? It’s one of the best parts of the game, but not exactly family-friendly.” 
 
    “You know what I mean.” I huff. 
 
    “Yeah, I think I’m figuring it out.” 
 
    Darcy returns to the table and the conversation is interrupted with chocolatey goodness. The delicious concoction is served in a soup bowl. There’s a large, warm, pecan brownie on the bottom, topped with a gigantic scoop of rich vanilla ice cream. Closed makes their own caramel sauce that pools around the brownie and the entire pile is smothered in a thick hot fudge sauce. Not stopping there, the pièce de résistance is a poofy glob of homemade whipped cream and a whole candied cherry. I’m sure Zach would have plenty to say about the sugar and sweetness I’m about to indulge in.  
 
    Thankfully, another part of our tradition is to savor our treat in silence for the first couple of minutes. Usually I’m able to close my eyes and imagine I’m in a real life CandyLand while I devour this mess, but today the sugary dessert just reminds me of Zach.  
 
    If I wasn’t already scheduled to go on that date with Bill, I’d give in now. I’d leave here and go straight to Zach’s house, asking him to take me in whatever way he’ll have me.  
 
    The idea thrills and disgusts me. The thrilling part is obvious, but I’m disgusted with myself for even considering settling for less than I want. I know that I want a real long-term relationship, not something fleeting. 
 
    However, the more I see Zach, the more determination I see in his gaze, the more I wonder if he wants that too. The mature thing would be to have a conversation with him. And I’ll do it. Sometime. After my date with Bill. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE 
 
    IZZY 
 
    
     “I 
 
   
 
     can’t believe your date with Senior Special is on a Monday night.” 
 
    “Meghan -” I try to scold her. 
 
    She ignores me. “I mean, we just finished the weekend! Why would he wait and do the date tonight? I doubt he was busy the last two days. And I can’t believe you’re letting him pick you up. A first date shouldn’t know where you live.” 
 
    “It’s not like we haven’t met before. I worked with him for over a year.” 
 
    “A year, which I might add, when you never once thought about his dick.” 
 
    “Gross!” I cringe. 
 
    “Aha!” she shouts into the phone. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I just mentioned the idea of your date’s dick and you said gross. If that’s not a sign that you aren’t interested, then I don’t know what is.” 
 
    Crap. “That’s not what I meant.” 
 
    “Oh really? Is there a new definition of gross that I’m not aware of? What’s your reaction when I say… think about Zach’s cock.” 
 
    My thighs clench instinctually, and I bite my lips to hold in a moan. 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” Meghan sings into the phone. 
 
    “I didn’t say anything!” 
 
    She makes a knowing sound. “And that said it all. If we were on video chat, I bet I would’ve felt violated just from watching your reaction.” 
 
    Giving up the ruse, I slump onto my couch. “I’m a terrible person, aren’t I? I shouldn’t be going on this date with Bill. It’s mean to lead him on. I should just cancel.” 
 
    “No!” Meghan’s shout startles me. 
 
    “What do you mean No? We both know that I’m not into him.” 
 
    “So what? He gets to go out with a smoking hot girl and pretend for a few hours that you might be his. You’ll give him spank bank material for all of next year. Wear a sexy dress to give him something to remember you by.” 
 
    “Ugh, that’s awful. I should cancel.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare! You’re my entertainment. You have to go so you can tell me all about it tomorrow. Plus you told me I could keep the painting you make. Not to mention it’s probably a little late to cancel now.” 
 
    Her sentence is punctuated by my doorbell ringing, proving her point. 
 
    I sigh. “Crap. He’s here.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit!” Meghan laughs before hanging up the phone. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FORTY-SIX 
 
    IZZY 
 
   T he ride here was rough. Pulling teeth, nothing to talk about, super awkward, rough.  
 
    Even though I wasn’t excited about going on this date, I still dressed the part. I’m in a deep purple wrap dress with three quarter sleeves and knee-high black heeled boots. I stuck with black for all my accessories and the result ended up a little more femme fatal then I‘d intended. But I refused to do a multi-outfit change for this, so Domme Izzy is what Bill gets. 
 
    Bill, on the other hand, went full corporate. He’s in a suit and tie, just like he’s been every other time I’ve seen him. He is good looking, in a clean-shaven, Wall Street -haircut kind of way. He’s definitely not too old for me, he’s just too boring.  
 
    I think back to Meghan’s comment about his dick and I have to hold in a shudder. He’s… I wouldn’t say fit, since I can’t picture him going to the gym, but he’s slender. I’ve had enough work lunches with him to know that he always gets the salad with a vinaigrette dressing and no bread or cheese.  
 
    See, entirely too boring.  
 
    Zach might be limited on what he eats, but that’s because he’s a professional athlete. And he sure as hell goes to the gym. Not that I'm one to judge a person’s fitness level, but I like what I like. 
 
    “After you, Isabelle,” Bill says, holding open the door of Burgundy Strokes.  
 
    The studio is more formal than I was expecting. It’s set up like a classroom, rather than a collection of tables. There are three rows of easels with stools, all facing the front of the room, where there’s a podium and a projector. The room itself is styled like a Renaissance painting. The walls are dark, the floors are dark, all the furniture is made of heavy dark wood. There are deep red velvet drapes along the walls and an abundance of vases filled with dried flowers. It’s a bit much.  
 
    “Bonjour!” A tall, whip-thin man greets us. “You are here for the class, oui?” 
 
    “Oui,” Bill replies. 
 
    I barely resist the eye roll. Good grief Bill, I know you don’t actually speak French. 
 
    “Superb. You may call me Monsieur. I’ll be your teacher tonight. Pour yourselves a glass of my gorgeous red and find a canvas that speaks to you.” 
 
    As Bill gets our wine, I wander closer to the painting stations to see if one calls to me. None do. 
 
    Wine glasses in hand, Bull turns to me. “Where shall we sit?”  
 
    I’ve noticed Bill has been keeping a friendly distance between us, he doesn’t put his hand on my back, or stand too close. It’s not exactly date etiquette, but I appreciate it.  
 
    “How do you feel about the back row?” I ask. 
 
    “How daring -” Bill’s eyes widen. “I’ve always been a sit-in-the-front-row kind of guy.” 
 
    “I believe that.” I smile.  
 
    We select a pair of seats that are in the middle of the back row. There are a few other people already here. Another couple, and a group of four ladies. I’m hoping the class fills up, since I don’t want the Faux Frenchman to spend too much time critiquing my work.  
 
    Each station has a little side table holding a selection of paints and brushes with extra space to set down my wine glass. Touching all the colors, I start to think that this might end up being kind of fun. 
 
    “I can honestly say, I don’t remember the last time I did anything artistic,” Bill says while looking through his paints. “Please don’t judge me based on what I produce.” 
 
    “Deal. And same goes. I loved painting when I was a kid, but the closest thing to art I’ve done recently is play around with my adult coloring book.” 
 
    Bill looks over at me in shock. “Umm, what’s that?” 
 
    “You know, coloring books for adults. They’ve been all the rage for the past few years. They’re supposed to be good for reducing stress. Gives your mind something to focus on that doesn’t take a lot of brain power. There’s a million to pick from. I have a kitten one, a candy one, a Christmas themed one...” I shrug. “I got a bunch as gifts from my friends last year.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard of that. So, it’s just a coloring book. Not like…” He trails off and blushes. 
 
    I cock my head at him trying to figure out what he was thinking. Then it hits me. 
 
    “You thought the adult part meant it was… erotic?” 
 
    Bill’s blush deepens. “What was I supposed to think?” 
 
    I can’t help it, I laugh. I probably laugh harder than the situation calls for, but seeing how flustered Bill got at just the mention of something adult is hilarious. Poor guy is too sheltered for his own good.  
 
    “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to laugh at you,” I say while dabbing at a tear, but he’s grinning, so I don’t think he’s offended. 
 
    “It’s quite alright. Clearly I don’t get out enough.” 
 
    “You always were a workaholic. What made you want to come here tonight, if art isn’t your thing?” I ask, honestly curious. 
 
    “My sister came here last year and wouldn’t stop talking about it. You kind of remind me of her, so when I saw you the other week I thought of this place.” 
 
    Oh, boy. I remind him of his sister?! That’s more than a little cringeworthy.  
 
    My face must show some of the horror that I feel. 
 
    “Oh. Umm…” Bill pales. “I didn’t mean for that to sound creepy. I just… I’ve been wanting to come here is all.” 
 
    “Bill, it’s okay.” I chuckle. 
 
    We both take large pulls from our wine glasses. This is so uncomfortable. We can only go up from here though, right? 
 
    We both take a few moments to examine our paint selection again. 
 
    A man’s voice floats over to me from the entrance. “Sorry, my date cancelled on me tonight, but I still wanted to come and paint. I hope that won’t be a problem.”  
 
    No. Frenching. Way. 
 
    I’d recognize that voice in my sleep. Hell, I often hear that voice in my sleep.  
 
    I turn my head to find Zach standing near the doorway, talking to Monsieur. I had a feeling that our fearless painting leader was on Team Testosterone, and his reaction to Zach is confirming that suspicion. He has his hand on Zach’s bicep as he insists that he join our class, even if he’s going stag.  
 
    Date cancelled my ass. No one would cancel on Zach. I’d bet my secret gummy bear stash he was planning to come alone.  
 
    But seriously, how does he keep finding me? There’s literally no way this is a coincidence. Clearly I have a mole in my organization. I’ll have to hunt them down.   
 
    After all I’ve put Zach through, I can’t believe he’s still pursuing me this hard. He could have anyone he wants, whenever he wants. Instead he’s giving up his whole evening to sit through an event that I’m sure he’ll hate, just to be near me. He should be at home resting. He had back-to-back away games this weekend, and he has another game tomorrow.  
 
    Zach shakes hands, again, with Monsieur before heading to get his own glass of wine.  
 
    He has to pass behind us to get to the wine table. I watch, out of the corner of my eye, as he walks our way. He takes a moment to give my date a full once over as he approaches. Then the jerkface smirks and snaps his eyes over to meet mine.  
 
    I expect him to make some big scene, but he simply nods to me as he passes.  
 
    I can not believe the nerve of this guy! He shows up here, uninvited, and has the gall to judge my date on appearance alone. I look back over at Bill, take in what Zach just saw, and sigh. Yeah, okay, I’d smirk if I were Zach, too. Which is a total bitch thing to think. Bill is a decent guy. He’s kind, smart. He has a good job and good hygiene… Wow, good hygiene? That’s the best I can come up with?  
 
    Guilt from being happy that Zach’s here mixes with relief that Zach's here. At this point I should have assumed he’d show up tonight, but it’s still unexpected. And totally welcome.  
 
     My heart softens towards Bill. I’m sure he’ll find a nice woman someday. A nice, clean, boring woman. 
 
    The noise in the room picks up, as more people file in through the front door. It looks like the class will be pretty full after all.  
 
    “So, business still going well?” Bill asks me. 
 
    He asked me that a couple of weeks ago when I saw him at his office. I think it’s safe to say that he’s feeling the awkward tension between us, too. 
 
    I try to relax. “It is. The players I work with are all great and every day is different. I have a few new client meetings next week, trying to branch out to another sport, so I’m looking forward to that. And it’s nice to be able to see my dad at work.” 
 
    “That’s right - I always forget that he’s a coach.” 
 
    That makes me smile. “I don’t know if I’ve ever asked you, do you watch hockey?” 
 
    Bill shrugs. “Can’t say that I have. I never really understood the point of sports, and hockey is just so violent. I don’t know why people enjoy it.” 
 
    I hear a muffled cough as Zach passes in front of us. At least I know that Bill won’t recognize him.  
 
    “Oh, I mean, that’s not to say that it’s bad that you watch it.” Bill catches his misstep. “I mean, my sister loves hockey.” 
 
    “The one I remind you of?” I can’t help myself. 
 
    Another laugh turned cough sounds in front of us.  
 
    Bill shifts in his seat, and I feel a bit bad.  
 
    I reach out and pat him on the back. “I’m teasing you, Bill. It’s okay that you don’t like hockey.” 
 
    Someone loudly scrapes their stool across the floor. Like everyone else in the room, I turn towards the sound and see Zach pulling out his seat. Directly in front of Bill. Directly in my line of sight. Great. At least Bill’s canvas is blocking his view of Zach. I have a sneaking suspicion that Zach won’t be behaving himself. 
 
    A few more minutes pass with Bill and I making stilted small talk. I want to take the pressure off of both of us and just tell him now that this isn’t going to be a romantic date, but I don’t want Zach to hear. I can only imagine what he would do if he overheard that conversation. I picture something along the lines of bodily removing Bill from his seat and Zach claiming it as his own. I’m not looking to humiliate poor Bill. I’ll just have to look for an opening later. 
 
    “Bonsoir, class! Thank you for joining me tonight to partake in the wonderful world of art. You have all claimed your canvas, and - before we get started - I would like us all to take a moment to thank our blank slate.” He pauses, we remain silent. “Come, come - say thank you. Give it a little stroke.” 
 
    A giggle escapes me as the class oddly mumbles their thanks. I notice that Bill takes this request very seriously. Petting his canvas a few times before folding his hands back in his lap. 
 
    “Very well. I’ll be putting up a collection of images for you tonight. I want you to pick the one that speaks to you, or you can choose to use them as inspiration. Creativity is the juice of life. It flows through us and comes out in various ways. It might be subtle, or it might surge from you in a crashing wave.” 
 
    Zach slowly turns his head until he’s looking at me. Eyes wide. Eyebrows arched. I have to put a hand over my mouth to keep from laughing.  
 
    “Tonight is a full moon, and I wanted us to honor Mother Nature with our paintings.”  
 
    This guy is half stuck-up sommelier and half flower child. I take another sip of wine as Monsieur clicks a button and a row of paintings flash to life on the front wall.  
 
    Holy vaginas!  
 
    I literally spit-take my wine, leaving a Jackson Pollack of Burgundy across my canvas. A few drips find their way onto my dress. And my cleavage. Bill doesn’t even notice. 
 
    “The goddess guiding us this evening is the one and only Georgia O’Keeffe. I present to you Black Iris, Grey Lines with Black Blue and Yellow, and White and Blue Flower Shapes.” 
 
    Monsieur turns to admire the paintings he chose. I hear snickering and murmurs throughout the room. I can only see Zach’s profile, but it’s easy to spot his wide grin. I check on Bill for his reaction, only to find him staring, brows furrowed, head tilted.  
 
    “Why do those look familiar?” He asks. 
 
    Oh. My. God. I can’t handle this. 
 
    I know Zach heard Bill, because I can see his shoulders shaking.  
 
    Monsieur faces the class again. “Any questions?” 
 
    Zach raises his hand. “What if we can’t pick a favorite?” 
 
    What a suck up.  
 
    “Wonderful!” The teacher clasps his hands together and beams at Zach. “You do whatever feels right. Just listen to your sexy inner voice and do what it compels you to do.” My sexy inner voice is telling me to ditch this class and mount Zach. But I don’t think that’s what he meant. “Alright, pupils, you may begin. I’ll be walking amongst you, but please don’t hesitate to grab my attention if you need any assistance.” 
 
    As I start to pick through my paints, I decide to try my hand at recreating the Grey Lines painting. It has a very strong vulva game and the color scheme would work great in Meghan’s living room. She did say that she wanted to keep my painting after all. 
 
    Hmm, Meghan. She knew I’d be here tonight. But so did Katelyn and Steph. And probably Jackson. Perhaps even Luke, if Jackson had reason to mention it. I gotta narrow in on the traitor. 
 
    “Oh!” Bill has an epiphany. “Black Iris… an Iris is a flower, right? That must be what looks familiar. My sister has an extensive garden she’s always forcing me to admire.” 
 
    Zach barks out a laugh too loud to be turned into a cough, and my face flames red in embarrassment on Bill’s behalf. But… I decide to have a little fun with this. 
 
    “Sounds lovely, you should paint that one for her! I bet she’d appreciate it.” 
 
    Bill nods. “What a great idea!”  
 
    And with that, all of Bill’s focus goes into selecting the right paints for his sister’s pussy. I mean painting. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN 
 
    IZZY 
 
   T his genital painting is a lot more fun than I thought it’d be. Even though the finished product will end up being ridiculous, I’m taking my time with shading and creating nice smooth lines. Monsieur calls out that an hour has passed, and we have half an hour left.  
 
    I set down my brushes to take a breather. Bill’s painting is… bad. It doesn’t really look like the example. And it doesn’t really look like a flower. But it does look like a vagina, so it’s still a win for me.  
 
    He’s really in the zone, so I sneak my phone out and snap a picture of his work. I’m already going to hell for my actions towards Bill, what’s one more branch in the fire? 
 
    I rise to go get more wine, but I freeze when I see Zach’s canvas.  
 
    I’m not entirely sure what I’m looking at. It’s abstract and very colorful. The brush strokes are heavy. I think those might be… people? Something between stick figures and actual bodies. There are no features, or fingers, just thick black paint. Definitely abstract. I think the one on the far left is a girl. If I’m interpreting correctly, it seems like he put her in a bright pink dress. Does she have three arms? No, that’s her leg. Up in the air. I think? And is she dancing with the other person? A man?  
 
    I take in the rest of the painting. There’s a roller blade in the lower corner. A table with a purple martini on it. And based on the red and white stripes, I think the shapes on the floor are supposed to be wrapped peppermint candies.  
 
    I look back at the people. With a quick stroke of his brush, Zach swipes bright yellow where the girl’s hair should be. 
 
    My chest gets tight. My turtledove wakes up and shoves her beak straight into my heart. He’s painting our first date. In an abstract and absurd way. The gesture makes my knees feel weak. I’ve never had a guy chase me the way Zach is. I’ve never had a guy gift me with anything thoughtful, like the goodie bag at his new house. I’ve never had a guy who listens, and I mean really listens.  
 
    I don’t know if he plans on keeping the painting, or giving it to me, but this crazy canvas means a lot to me. It’s not the end product that matters, it’s the effort. And Zach has given nothing but effort. And patience. And kindness. How can I say No to him any longer?  
 
    And it’s at that moment, when Zach turns to catch me watching.  
 
    I swallow down my emotion and try to convey an amused expression. He wiggles his eyebrows and tilts his head towards his painting causing me to look again. And just like that my attempted amusement turns very real. The girl with her leg in the air. The guy right in front of her…  
 
    “Oh for fuck’s sake.” I say out loud, before slapping a hand over my mouth. 
 
    Zach grins. “Exactly.” 
 
    He painted us having sex against the wall.  
 
    “What was that?” Bill asks me distractedly. 
 
    “I asked if you’d like more wine.” Close enough. 
 
    “Oh, if you don’t mind.” Bill is still very focused on completing his sibling labia art. 
 
    When I reach the wine table, I’m unsurprised when Zach joins me a few seconds later..  
 
    “Hey, Sugar. You bring me to the most interesting places...” his voice drags across my skin. 
 
    “Funny you should say that, since I vividly remember not inviting you.” 
 
    “And I’m doing my best to not take offense.” Zach grins before looking down at my chest. “Looks like you got a little paint on you.” 
 
    I glance down. “Oh, that’s wine. The giant, uh, flower paintings, took me off guard.” 
 
    “Hmm,” is all he says before he licks his finger and drags it across the top of my breast, removing the dried drip of wine. 
 
    Too stunned to speak, I watch as he brings his finger back to his mouth, placing it between his lips, to suck off the tiny smear. 
 
    “Sweet Mary, Jesus, and Joseph.” French accent gone. 
 
    We both look over to find Monsieur watching us, watching Zach, and fanning himself. He’s a strange man, but I’m glad he was here to interrupt what might have become an even more inappropriate moment.  
 
    When Monsieur walks away, I clear my throat. “Care to be a gentleman and pour my wine?”  
 
    “Of course. I don’t see any photo booths for you to ditch me in, so I guess we’ll need to behave.” 
 
    I bite my tongue to keep from apologizing. I do feel a little bad about leaving him in such a state the other day, but he was barging in on my date. Just like he is right now. So he had it coming. Or, not. 
 
    When I go to take my glass from Zach, he doesn’t let go. 
 
    “You went younger last time. I see you’re trying your hand at older tonight. But you’re wrong to keep trying. You don’t need to keep searching for your perfect man.” 
 
    There’s no hint of teasing in his voice or his eyes.  
 
    I keep my tone just as serious. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT 
 
    IZZY 
 
   S hock covers Zach’s features. He wasn’t expecting me to agree.  
 
    I like that I was able to surprise him. And I have a feeling that walking away immediately afterwards served to confuse him more. I know I’m sending him mixed signals, but he can’t really expect me to just ditch the guy I’m with. I mean, yeah, I want to. But that’d be rude. Bill might be the textbook definition of cluelessly lame, but I like him as a friend, and I don’t want to be a total jerk to him. 
 
    The rest of the time passes quickly. Having finally accepted that I’m done fighting Zach, I feel a freedom that I haven’t felt in a long time. It’s similar to the liberated feeling I had with Zach the night we met each other. Only this time there’s an underlying thread of hope for a future. Or at least the chance of a future. We still need to have an honest conversation about wants and expectations, but I think we might be closer in line with each other than I previously thought. It might not be the same page, but it could be the same chapter. 
 
    “Merci, class!” French accent back in place. “I am amazed by the talent you all showed tonight. This is a very creative collection of people and I’m proud of each and every one of you. Have a wonderful evening and keep art alive inside of yourself!” Monsieur dismisses us with a grand bow. 
 
    “Wow, Isabelle, your painting looks great! It’s just like the example,” Bill praises me. 
 
    “Thanks, Bill.” I look over at his and choke back a laugh. “Yours looks great, too! What’s that?” I point at the blue spots that he’s added. 
 
    “Oh, that’s supposed to be dew. You know, like if it had just rained. I was trying to make it glisten.” 
 
    Ohmygod, ohmygod, ohmygod. 
 
    “How creative!” My voice sounds choked, but at least my smile is genuine. “Shall we?” 
 
    We carefully gather our paintings and head towards the door. I can feel Zach watching me the entire time, but lucky for me, Monsieur wanted to examine his painting more closely.  
 
    I glance back one more time before passing through the door. Zach’s eyes are still on me. I wink, and the last thing I see is his mouth slowly turning up into a smirk.  
 
    Thankfully, Bill didn’t try to add any stops to our evening. The car ride home has been just as awkward as the rest of the night, and I decide it’s time to put an end to this misery. I’d normally not be this forward, but my interactions with Zach have made me feel braver. 
 
    “Thank you, Bill, for the lovely evening. I had a lot of fun in that class.” 
 
    “You did?” He sounds genuinely shocked. 
 
    “I did. It’s not what I expected, but it was great to try my hand at doing something artistic again. So, thank you.” 
 
    Bill sighs. “I can feel the but coming.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I give him a sad smile. “We obviously get along and work well together, but I think we can both agree that tonight wasn’t exactly smooth sailing.” 
 
    Bill murmurs his agreement.  
 
    I decide to go for the full truth. “If I’m going to be completely honest with you, I’ve been a little distracted by someone else.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” Bill doesn’t sound at all offended. 
 
    “I’m so sorry. I should have told you sooner. It’s all kind of come in the last couple weeks and we already had tonight scheduled… I think in theory you and I should have been a good match. But -” 
 
    “Isabelle, you don’t need to explain. Or feel bad. I know you well enough to know that you’re probably feeling guilty. Please don’t. I’m… I feel like such a jerk.” 
 
    “What, why?” 
 
    “I just… Oh god, this is embarrassing.” He shakes his head. “The other night I was having dinner at my sister’s house and that’s when I put together that you two remind me of each other. And I’ve felt so weird about it ever since. I didn’t want to cancel on you, and I really didn’t mean to mention it earlier. It was sitting in the back of my mind and it just popped out.” Bill runs a hand down his face. 
 
    I start to giggle. I’m so relieved that it creeps him out, rather than turning him on. My laughing grows and soon Bill joins in. 
 
    When he pulls up to the house, I decide to do him a favor. 
 
    “When you get home tonight, google those paintings we did today.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, I mean you probably shouldn’t give that to your sister.” I start to laugh again when I look in the backseat and see his dewy petals. “I should never have suggested that. Just, look up people’s theories about the artist. Okay?” 
 
    “Okay...” He replies, confused. 
 
    I know I’ve confused him, but I really can’t bring myself to talk about vaginas with Bill. That’s a firm Do-Not-Pass-Go.  
 
    Bill follows me to my door and leaves me with a friendly hug.  
 
    All in all, the evening turned out better than I expected. Plus, I have a great gift to give Meghan. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FORTY-NINE 
 
    MEGHAN 
 
   P acing around my living room, I try to decide the best way to deflect Izzy’s questions. She had her painting date with Bill last night. One that I know Zach crashed. And then she texted me this morning asking if she could swing by over lunch because she wanted to talk. I’m pretty much positive she’s going to ask me if I’m the one that’s informing Zach on her dates.  
 
    Honestly, I’m surprised she hasn’t asked me before now. She knows someone is telling him, and even though I suppose it’s possible that it’s someone else, it’s obviously me.  
 
    Of course it’s me.  
 
    I knew from their first night together that they were fucking meant to be. But Izzy decided to fight it. And the worst part about the mess is that it was Katelyn and Steph who had convinced her to steer clear of hockey players in the first place. But really, how were they supposed to know that sex-god Zach would fall face-first into her lap and end up head over heels in love with her?  
 
    Luckily, he knows how special Izzy is, and he’s not afraid to go after what he wants. Yeah, it might be a little crappy that I’m going behind her back, but she needs the push. She needs Zach. And since all of her dating attempts have been absolute disasters, she can’t even pretend there’s someone else she’d rather be with. 
 
    The buzzer disturbs my internal rambling.  
 
    Shit. Here we go.  
 
    I hit the button to let her into the building and wait with my apartment door open. 
 
    “Hey, Girl!” I greet Izzy with over-the-top enthusiasm as soon as she steps off the elevator. 
 
    “Uh, hey - " she replies, giving me a look. 
 
    Yeah, I need to tone down the crazed smile that I can feel on my face. 
 
    I pull the door open wider. “Come on in.” 
 
    As she walks past me, I notice the large painting she has tucked against her side. 
 
    “Oh wow, it smells amazing here. What are you making?” Izzy asks, heading right to the kitchen. 
 
    I got a great deal on a two bedroom apartment in Minneapolis. I run my business out of the second bedroom and the rest is set up for comfort and entertaining. It’s cute and cozy and fits my needs. But since I really enjoy cooking and baking, we always end up congregating in the kitchen. 
 
    “Oh, it’s just some sweet potato soup I threw together. Figured if you were coming over during lunch we might as well eat.” 
 
    “Ugh, I love you so much,” Izzy groans. 
 
    That has to be a good sign. At the very least she didn’t walk in chewing me out. 
 
    “No problem. Now, are you going to give me that painting you’re hiding, or do I have to beg?” I ask, propping a hip against the counter. 
 
    Izzy grins. “You have to promise to hang it up first. I worked hard on this.” 
 
    “Uh, yeah, no. I will not be agreeing to that, sight unseen. You could’ve written 'Meghan is a Dick' on there.” 
 
    Izzy chuckles and holds up her right hand. “I swear, on my serving of lunch, that I did my very best to make this look exactly like the example artwork.” 
 
    “Hmm...” I drum my finger. “Fine, okay, it’ll go up on a wall.”  
 
    I don’t specify which wall.  
 
    Izzy spins the canvas around to show me her masterpiece. 
 
    My eyebrows rise as my jaw drops. 
 
    “You painted me a coochie?”  
 
    “Technically, it’s a flower.” She grins. 
 
    I start to laugh as I take the painting from Izzy. “Flower of life, more like it. Seriously though, this is damn fine work, Izz. Georgia would be proud of you.” 
 
    “You know whose this is?” 
 
    “Well yeah, who wouldn’t? Plus, you did a great job recreating it. Honestly, I’m impressed. I will totally hang this somewhere that people can see it. Not in some closet. Now, tell me about your date.” 
 
    Izzy starts retelling her evening as we both dig into bowls of soup. I don’t interrupt her with questions like I normally would, hoping that she’ll keep the story moving and not focus on how Zach ended up there.  
 
    To my delight, it works. Izzy goes through the awkward car ride with Bill and the painfully weird sister comments, then skates right through Zach showing up and sitting in front of them.  
 
    But when she gets to the part where the instructor reveals the paintings, I have to stop her. 
 
    “What did Billy Boy think of all the pussy pics?” 
 
    Izzy rolls her eyes. “I think the exact phrase out of his mouth was… why do those look familiar?” 
 
    “Shut up!” I burst into laughter. “Did you laugh in his clueless face?” 
 
    “It took a lot of effort to hold it back. But I did tell him he should paint one for his sister.” 
 
    I die.  
 
    Literally, I’m dead. I love how sassy Izzy has become over the past year. She’s finally breaking out of her shell and becoming more confident. And this is exactly why, if she wants a man, she needs one like Zach. Someone that will push her, and challenge her, and spoil her rotten. 
 
    I let her continue on with the story. She tells me about the boob-finger-lick with Zach and about letting Bill down. I wasn’t sure how this whole scenario was going to pan out, but she handled it like a champ. Ridiculous lady folds paintings and all. 
 
    “Sounds like you dodged a bullet by ditching Bill. That man wouldn’t know what a clit was even if one jumped up and slapped him on the nose.” 
 
    “Well that’s a visual I didn’t need,” Izzy says, shaking her head. “But you’re probably right. And anyways, I’m done.” 
 
    “Done with what?” 
 
    “Done fighting Zach. I’m ready to give him a shot.” 
 
    Well holy shit. I’m a genius! 
 
    “Really?!” I ask, wanting to make sure I heard her right. 
 
    “Yes.” She manages to blush and grin at the same time. “I figure I’ll call him tonight and ask him out.” 
 
    “No!” I nearly shout the word.  
 
    Way to play it cool Meghan. 
 
    “No? I thought this would make you happy. You’re the one who keeps telling me to date him," she says this like I’m an idiot. 
 
    And I have been telling her that, but I have a reason she needs to wait. Zach owes me for all I’ve done for him, and he’s going to pay me back by being my entertainment.  
 
    “No. I mean - yes. Yes, you need to date Zach. He’s your guy. Duh, I’ve been fucking telling you. But I think you need to make him stew for a bit. He’s been so cocky. Plus they’re going out of town tonight and won’t be back for a couple of days.” 
 
    “Oh, right. I forgot.” 
 
    “Just wait until the weekend. Make him sweat a little.” Because I still need him following my directions come Friday night. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FIFTY 
 
    ZACH 
 
   I  can feel my Sugar’s resistance waning.  
 
    The closer I get to having her, to really having her, the more I crave her. I don’t like to think that I’m wearing her down. I like to think that I’m convincing her to give me a chance. I know I’m right for her. I know she’s right for me. I’m certain. And because of that, I won’t stop pursuing her. I won’t stop crashing her dates.  
 
    I’m not sure what I’d do if she ever goes out with someone that actually looks right for her.  
 
    Who am I kidding? I know exactly what I’ll do. I’ll keep doing the same thing I’ve been doing, because there’s no one better for her than me. And that’s not me pretending I’m perfect. I’m a bastard half the time and full of anger more often than that. But I know she’s good for my soul. And I know that no one will ever care about her more than I can. I’m the best man for her because I’ll always put her first. I want to make her smile. I want to make her happy. I want to make her pant my name each and every night.  
 
    My mind wanders back to the photo booth and I have to adjust myself. The way she let go, the way she trusted me, was the biggest turn on. Well, that and having her sweet warm body riding mine.  
 
    Fuck, I can’t be thinking about this right now. I have to get my head in the game.  
 
    Meghan usually tells me more details, but all she gave me for tonight was a time and an address. That’s it. So I have to assume it’s yet another date with some fool that I need to intercept.  
 
    Pulling up to my destination I read the name of the business. Twice. The Suggestive Sister. Interesting.  
 
    Since I had no real information, I played it safe with dark jeans and a black button up. I take a moment to smooth out the front of my shirt before I push open the front door.  
 
    This is a… I have no fucking clue. It’s a store? There are displays holding books, shot glasses, mugs and other gift looking items. Stepping closer, I see there is a definite female theme. There’s a table covered with dish towels sporting phrases like, a woman’s place is in the garden… burying the bodies of men. 
 
    Okay then. 
 
    Looking at the art on the wall, I see a collection of pieces depicting a beautiful dominatrix standing with her foot on the back of a man’s head while he’s tied up on the floor. The images make me think of the outfit Izzy wore to the painting place. Damn, that look was hot. 
 
    “Come on in, sugar.” A woman’s voice says. 
 
    I grin at the use of my pet name for Izz. 
 
    Turning, I look for the speaker. Beyond the merchandise, the space opens up and I see a full sized bar with a scattering of tables.  
 
    The woman behind the bar is looking me up and down.  “I don’t swing for team dick, but if I did…” she trails off.  
 
    Suggestive Sister indeed. 
 
    This woman looks like she might be able to take me in a fight, and I like it. Her hair is dyed a bright blue, shaved on one side, long on the other. She’s wearing a leather vest that barely contains her large chest, and she’s covered in tattoos and piercings, making her look like a badass. But the humor in her eyes is undeniable.  
 
    “Good evening,” I reply, walking closer.  
 
    “What can I do for you, darlin? You look a bit lost, but you’re welcome to stay.” 
 
    My gaze travels around the bar area.  
 
    Looking over the patrons, I don’t see Sugar. There are a couple of guys, but the crowd is majority women.  
 
    “I’m meeting some people, but maybe they aren’t here yet.” I try to sound more confident than I feel. 
 
    The bartender smirks at me as she motions towards the far wall. “Check the back room.” 
 
    “Appreciate it.” 
 
    Making my way over, I pass more sale displays. The selection of lingerie grabs my attention, as I imagine Sugar wearing the black lace number. I may have to make a few purchases before I leave here tonight. 
 
    Centered in the back wall is a wide doorway covered by a velvet curtain. It’s not pulled all the way shut, and as I near, I can hear voices coming from within. Several voices. Several female voices. I’m beginning to get the feeling that I’ve been set up.  
 
    When I hear Meghan’s laugh, I step through the opening into the room. And freeze. 
 
    The room is small. There are large colorful couches along each wall, under large paintings of naked women dancing, and a big square coffee table in the middle of the little room. It’s not the décor that takes me aback. It’s not the group of women that halts me. It’s the table full of dildos. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE 
 
    ZACH 
 
    
     “Z 
 
   
 
    ach?” Izzy's voice breaks me out of the staring contest that I’m having with a hot pink penis that seems to be suction cupped to the table. 
 
    “Uh, hi Sugar - ” I stumble through my greeting. That’s the best I got at the moment.  
 
    The use of the term Sugar sets off a round of giggles in the group. Glancing around, I recognize Meghan, Katelyn, and Stephanie Wilder. The other half dozen women are strangers to me. 
 
    “Zach, what a pleasant surprise!” Meghan beams at me. “Come on in and join us.” 
 
    The little redheaded witch. I should have known she’d end up fucking with me. 
 
    I narrow my eyes at her. “It seems as though I might be in the wrong place.” 
 
    A woman I don’t know reaches out and pulls on my arm. “We could use a hottie like you tonight.” 
 
    “Paws off, Julie! He’s a hockey player, not a stripper.” Meghan half stands from her spot as she shouts at the grabber. 
 
    That’s when I notice the mostly empty pitchers on the tables. Perfect. Not only is this a group of horny women playing with dicks, it’s a group of horny drunk women playing with dicks. 
 
    “And he’s spoken for,” Katelyn chimes in before throwing me a wink.  
 
    Spoken for?  
 
    I look to Izzy and see that she’s smiling at me. And I feel a physical weight lift off my chest. It’s like there’s been a cage surrounding my heart, and every time I try and fail to win her over, the cage tightens. That smile though, the one she’s still giving me, it’s turning the lock and the bars are loosening.  
 
    “Here, take my seat.” Meghan moves over, giving me a spot next to my Sweets.  
 
    I look back around the room. I do not want to be in here, but I do want to be with Izzy.  
 
    Carefully, I shuffle around to get to the open seat on the couch. A loud slap on my ass stops me in my tracks and I look back at Julie before quickly sitting down. 
 
    “Jesus, Julie! You’re cut off,” Meghan says. 
 
    “Sorry, his ass just looked so firm.” She doesn’t sound sorry. 
 
    “You sound just like those asshole guys who think it’s okay to grope women in bars. Apologize to poor Zach.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Julie says, this time sounding chastised. “She’s right. That was a terrible thing to do.” 
 
    “Already forgotten.” I give her a nod before looking at Meghan. “Does that happen often?” 
 
    She shrugs. “Yeah. Probably to everyone in here. Probably more than once.” 
 
    I look at Izzy. Her half smile tells me everything I need to know. I grab her hand as my jaw tenses. My mind going fuzzy with rage.  
 
    Knowing that a man has laid an unwelcome hand on her makes me want to hunt down that hand and rip it from its owner’s body. 
 
    “Never fucking again. You got that?” I growl quietly. 
 
    She nods and quickly stretches up to kiss me on the cheek.  
 
    Well hell, that’s a thorough way to distract me. 
 
    A chorus of awwws brings my attention back to the room. And the table of dongs. 
 
    “Do I really need to ask, or is someone going to explain this to me?” I say, gesturing to the colorful display of toys. 
 
    To my surprise, Izzy speaks up first. 
 
    “Well, Zach, these are sex toys. Women use them to pleasure themselves. The ones shaped like cocks are called dildos. I’m sure you’ve heard of them.” She smiles up at me, batting her eyelashes. 
 
    Hearing Izzy say cock has short circuited my brain. I just stare at her. 
 
    “We’re not back here using them. We’re buying them.” A blush starts to stain her cheeks. 
 
    She’s buying these? Fuuuuck. Now I’m picturing Sugar sprawled out on her bed, wriggling around, vibrator between her thighs…  
 
    “I think we broke him,” Katelyn giggles. 
 
    “I’ll give you a discount. They aren’t just meant for solo use,” Julie says with a wink. 
 
    “Jackson and I love this one,” Katelyn says while picking up a purple U-shaped device.  
 
    Steph groans the same time I do. That’s her brother, and my team captain, that Katelyn’s talking about.  
 
    Izzy laughs and pats my leg. “That might be a little too much TMI for our sober man here.” 
 
    I look around. “I’ll pay for everything you ladies want to buy tonight, as long as you promise to keep your personal experiences to yourselves.”  
 
    The room erupts into cheers as the women all reach forward and wrap their hands around their silicon dick of choice. 
 
    Sugar slowly leans forward and grabs one of the smaller items. It looks like a little vibrator, only it has a rubber ring attached to one end. The rest of the room is now preoccupied talking amongst themselves, so when Sugar leans back, I put my arm around her shoulders and pull her into my side. 
 
    “Is that the one you want, Sweets?” I whisper into her ear. 
 
    She looks up. “I’ve always wanted to try this with someone.” 
 
    Goddamn. I shift in my seat. “I’m more than happy to watch you play.”  
 
    “This is a two person toy.” At the look on my face, she explains, “You see this part?” She gives a little tug on the ring. “This goes on your…” Izzy trails off and looks at my lap.  
 
    My cock twitches under her attention, and that’s when I realize what she’s holding. I thought I was turned on before. That’s nothing compared to now. What she’s holding is a vibrator attached to a cock ring. I take a moment to visualize how that would work and I grow even harder. 
 
    I adjust myself and press my lips to her ear. “You know for that to work, I’ll have to be buried all the way inside of you. Rolling my hips to get you the ultimate friction and pressure.” I can see her breath quicken with the rise and fall of her chest. “Sugar, I’m begging you, let me be the man you use this with.” 
 
    She leans away from me enough to look up and meet my gaze. “I think I’d like that.” She bites her lip before continuing. “Can we talk, when this party is over?” 
 
    The words sound a lot like “we need to talk,” but the look on her face leads me to think this conversation is going to be in my favor. I want to toss her over my shoulder and carry her out of here, so we can talk right fucking now. I’m tired of waiting. But I remind myself that good things come to those who wait. So I sit back, tighten my grip on Sugar’s shoulders, and wait. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO 
 
    IZZY 
 
   I  can’t believe Zach is here. Well, I can, because now I’m positive that it’s been Meghan snitching all along. I had a suspicion, but I didn’t want to ask her straight out and force her to either lie or give up the ruse. I might’ve complained about Zach, but secretly I loved that he kept showing up at every turn. What I can’t believe is that he stayed with this group of crazy women, or how much fun it’s been having him here. When I first saw him step through the doorway, I was torn between the joy of seeing him and the embarrassment of being surrounded by sex toys. As always though, he took it in stride. 
 
    When he announced that he’d buy all the goodies tonight, Julie ordered another round of margarita pitchers. That was about an hour ago, and to say I’m tipsy would be to speak the truth. I keep telling myself that I have nothing to worry about, but there is still a chance Zach isn’t looking for a serious relationship. So the margaritas are to help keep me honest, and to help cushion any possible rejection. 
 
    “Izzy, Jackson’s here to bring us home. You comin with or stayin here?” Katelyn asks, looking back and forth between me and Zach. 
 
    I glance at Zach.  
 
    He squeezes my shoulder. “I’ll drive Sugar home.”  
 
    My stomach clenches at the idea and I wonder if it’ll freak him out to discover that I live so close to his new house. I guess that will be the final test of the evening. 
 
    As the room starts to clear out, the bartender comes in to pick up the glasses.  
 
    She smiles seeing that we’re the only ones sitting. 
 
    “Can I get you two lovebirds anything else?” 
 
    My turtledove does a happy dance at that term. 
 
    “I think we’re set. But do you mind if we stay in here to talk awhile?” Zach asks. 
 
    She gives us a long look. “As long as you promise that all you’ll be doing back here is talking.” 
 
    An odd sound pops out of my mouth but Zach just grins. “I promise, ma’am. No funny business.” 
 
    Julie is still in the room, packing up her toys. “Don’t worry. The ones I bring are just for display. There won’t be any buzzing sounds coming from back here.” 
 
    “Oh my god,” I mumble. 
 
    Next thing I know, the room is empty. Leaving us alone. 
 
    “So…” Zach settles back, keeping me against his side. “This was an interesting date.” 
 
    “Yeah, quite the date. Good thing you were here to save me.” I can’t stop my smile as I roll my eyes. 
 
    “Fucking Meghan.” He shakes his head.  
 
    “I had a suspicion it was her. Your appearance tonight confirmed it.” I turn a little so I can look up at him. “How were you guys communicating? Did she steal your number from my phone?” 
 
    “Nope. We put our heads together at that haunted house thing.” 
 
    “Really?! When? I was clinging to you all night.” 
 
    “I know.”  
 
    He smirks and I smack his chest.  
 
    He catches my hand before it falls away and holds it on top of his thigh. 
 
    “When you went to the bathroom, I asked her for advice on how to win you over. We weren’t sure how long you’d be, so she just said to swap numbers and that she’d be in touch. Then she sent me the info for your bowling date and told me to have at it. I think she thought I’d have better luck getting you on Team Zach. But you kept shooting me down, so she kept sending me to crash your dates. I’m not sure why she sent me here tonight, since clearly it outed our scheme.” 
 
    I pretend to think it over. “Well, I think she probably sent you here tonight just to torment you.” I shrug. “After the painting thing, I may have mentioned something to her that I was done dating.” 
 
    I feel his thigh tense under my palm. “Done dating?” 
 
    I bite my lip, then decide to go for it. “Done dating guys that aren’t Zachary Hunt.” 
 
    He stares at me for a long moment. “Really?” 
 
    “Really.” 
 
    The word is barely out of my mouth before his lips are on mine. It’s not a frantic kiss like we had in the bowling alley. It’s a claiming kiss; a kiss that says we have all the time in the world.  
 
    The thought that makes me pull back. 
 
    “Zach, if we do this, I don’t want to be seeing other people.” 
 
    “No shit, you won’t be seeing other people.” 
 
    “You either,” I tell him. 
 
    He rolls his eyes. “Sugar, I haven’t even looked at another woman since the first night I laid eyes on you. The hours between that night, when you snuck out of my room, and that morning you threw your folders at me in your dad’s office, were the longest of my life. I knew I wasn’t done with you, but I had no idea how to find you. I don’t know what I would’ve done if you hadn’t reappeared in my life. Luckily, I don’t have to find out. Because here you are.” 
 
    “Here I am,” I say, a little shyly. 
 
    Zach runs his thumb down the curve of my cheek. “Whatever assurances you want from me, consider them granted. Isabelle Thorpe, I want to date you. You and only you. I’ll be whatever you need me to be, but I’d like to be your boyfriend.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” I bite my lip. I won’t let myself get emotional right now. 
 
    I try to look away, but Zach uses the hand on my shoulder to tip my chin back up.  
 
    “What do you have to be sorry for?” 
 
    “For fighting this. For pushing you away. For going on all of those stupid dates.” My lips tip up at that admission.  
 
    “Hush, darling. You told me enough about your douchebag exes for me to know why you’d be hesitant to date a hockey player. I get it. I’m not them. And I would never use you. But I get it.” 
 
    “Thank you for being so patient.” I sigh.  
 
    Zach chuckles. “ 'Patient' is a word that’s probably never been used to describe me. But persistent has been.” He pushes a strand of hair behind my ear. 
 
    “This is weird. I feel like I know you so well, but at the same time I feel like I don’t know anything about you.” 
 
    “Ask away," he smiles. 
 
    “Okay. Tell me about your family.” 
 
    Zach instantly deflates. “You sure you want to bring this night down already?” 
 
    His drastic demeanor change has me backpedaling. “If you don’t want to talk - ” 
 
    He cuts me off - “It’s not that. It’s just not a happy tale.”  
 
    Zach grips my knees, pulling my legs up and onto his lap. I lean against the arm rest that’s now behind me and look at the handsome man in front me. And I swear he’s even better looking than he was when we met. Of course he hasn’t changed, physically. But I’ve changed. I know him better now. And everything I learn about him makes him even more attractive. 
 
    “What do you want to know?” He asks. 
 
    “Everything.” 
 
    Zach watches me for a moment before tipping his head back. “I don’t have a whole lot of family to speak of. No real siblings. My grandparents have all passed away. Both of my parents were only-children.” 
 
    One phrase catches my attention. “Real siblings?” 
 
    He nods. “Yeah, I probably shouldn’t say it like that though. My parents are both remarried. I have a couple of half-sisters on my dad’s side, but I’ve never had the opportunity to meet them. A few step-siblings on my mom’s side too, but I’ve only met them a handful of times. I’m sure they are all nice people, but it’s hard to consider them family.” 
 
    My chest starts to ache. If this is how his tale ends, the beginning probably won’t be pleasant. “Do your parents try to keep you separate from their. . . other families?” That sounded harsh, but I don’t know how else to say it. 
 
    Zach gives a sad laugh. “That’d be one way to put it. Honestly, I doubt they even know I’m back in the States.” 
 
    My eyebrows shoot up. “How would that even be possible? You’re all over TV. Were you raised, like, Amish or something?” 
 
    This time when Zach laughs, it’s full of humor. He tips his head to face me and the quirk of his lips has the tightness around my heart releasing a bit. 
 
    “Sugar, you are too perfect.” Zach reaches out and brushes his thumb across my cheek. “I was raised normal. Or at least normal compared to that. And I might be on TV, but only on sports shows. My parents don’t watch hockey, or at least they never did. I can’t imagine they’d start now.” I grab his free hand, holding it between mine. “They never made it to a single game when I was growing up, for fear they’d run into each other.” 
 
    The pain I’ve been feeling on Zach’s behalf explodes into anger as my jaw drops. “Excuse me?!” 
 
    Zach laughs again. 
 
    “I don’t see how this is funny.” I state. 
 
    “I know you don’t. And it’s adorable.” He leans in, giving me a quick kiss on the lips. Effectively shutting me up. “My parents got divorced, or at least started the process, when I was like five. It was ugly. I was too young then to understand all the reasons why they hated each other, but after hearing enough insults thrown around, I’m pretty sure they were both unfaithful.” 
 
    I make an angry sound in my throat and Zach flips his hand over until our fingers intertwine. 
 
    “Anyways, like any pair of narcissistic lawyers would do, they drug the mess out and made everyone’s lives hell. Neither had been what you’d call nurturing before the divorce started, but somehow I became the prize in their fucked up war. It’s hard to complain as the kid of well-off parents who’re trying to one-up each other by buying me things, but I knew an empty gesture when I saw one. Wasn’t too long, though, before I wised up and used it to my advantage. Even after the divorce was final the same bullshit went on.” Zach grins at me. “That’s how I got those kickass rollerblades.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” I try to smile, but it falls flat. 
 
    He squeezes my fingers. “Those babies were my salvation. I’d never even thought about playing hockey before, but one day I saw some kids playing street ball and it looked like fun. I lied and told my dad that my mom had bought me a pair, so he got me the newest ones he could find. I carried those things with me everywhere.” Zach holds my gaze. “The morning after our first date, I went back online and bought that pair we’d been looking at. When I finally get you over to my place, I might even let you touch them.” He wiggles his eyebrows. 
 
    A laugh bubbles out of me, but it sounds a bit strangled. “I’d like that.” I force myself to relax a little bit. “Is that how you got into hockey?” 
 
    He nods. “Yep. Our middle school was small enough that all the grades were lumped into one team. I decided to try out, and the rest - as they say - is history.” 
 
    “Just like that?” I ask. “You were amazing right from the start?” 
 
    Zach narrows his eyes. “You have doubts?” 
 
    I roll my eyes. 
 
    “I will say, my natural ability to be great helped, but it was Coach Miller who really pushed me.” He pauses. “I haven’t thought about him in a while, but he was probably my first role model. I was always getting into fights at school, getting in trouble. I had problems controlling my anger, and it only got worse as my parents got more distant. I’ll always remember the day he pulled me aside and told me to knock that shit off.” He chuckles. “He told me to focus on my game and to get my aggression out on the ice. He said that I could really be something someday, but I had to keep my nose clean and stick with it. So, I did.” 
 
    Hearing Zach talk about his old coach makes me want to hunt down this Coach Miller and give him a giant hug. Zach might seem all rough and strong, but I can see the sad, angry boy he’s left buried inside.  
 
    I listen to Zach when he tells me about getting a full ride to college. I listen when he tells me about his dad moving away to California after he graduated high school, and how he’s never seen him since. I listen to Zach when he tells me that his dad remarried just a year after moving and how a few years after that he had two daughters. His dad told him this through emails and the occasional phone call, but he never invited Zach to visit. Never offered to introduce Zach to his sisters. 
 
    I even listen when Zach talks about coming home the first summer after his freshman year of college. How his mom had moved in with her new boyfriend and how awkward and uncomfortable it was to be there. I listened right up until Zach told me that his mom stopped by his college for lunch one day, his Sophomore year, to tell him that she got remarried. And how they kept it a small affair, immediate family only. How she knew he’d been busy with school, so she didn’t bother inviting him. That’s when I couldn’t listen anymore, and the first tear rolled down my cheek. 
 
     “Don’t be sad for me, Sugar. It was a long time ago,” Zach tells me, gently wiping the tear away. 
 
    “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    My legs are still in his lap when he pulls me in for a hug. It’s a little awkward, but I hug him back with all my might. Trying to offer him comfort even though I’m clearly more upset at the moment than he is. 
 
    “Let’s talk about something else," he murmurs into my hair. 
 
    I shake my head and pull back, urging him to continue his story.  
 
    He does.  
 
    He tells me about going to Scandinavia to play as a way to find a fresh start. He circles back around to talk about his high school, college, and Finland friends. I know he’s putting emphasis on them to make up for the sinking sadness I feel over his parents' abandonment.  
 
    I always thought what my mom did was bad, leaving and never looking back, but I feel now that maybe she did me a favor. She’s out of reach but at least she never teased me with the possibility of a future together.  
 
    “I’m so sorry - ” I say again. 
 
    “Please, don’t be. Yeah, it’s fucked up, but it’s been that way for as long as I can remember. I have my moments of being upset about it, but I’m done trying to change them. It won’t happen. And at least they have their own money. It’d be worse if they suddenly had shown an interest in me when I started making a decent salary. At this point, when I want a family, I’ll just make my own.” 
 
    Oh. Wow.  
 
    I feel like my swallow is audible. 
 
    “Your turn, Sugar. Obviously, I know your dad…” 
 
    He trails off, the question is clear. What about my mom? So I tell him. I tell him about her leaving when I was three. How she left and never came back. Similar to his reasoning, if she wanted to talk to me, she could find me easily enough. She never has, probably never will. But I won’t search for her either.  
 
    I tell Zach about my lack of friends growing up. About being the new kid all too often, about maturing early and in turn alienating the other girls. Hearing him call those kids little bitches sends me into a fit of giggles. I explain to him how great of a parent my dad has always been and how I never lacked for anything.  
 
    “That first day when we went out to lunch together, I got jealous of the relationship that you have with your dad.” Zach admits. “It was easy to see how much he cares about you. And you were both so open with your affection for each other. And I might still be a little jealous, but I’m glad you have him. You deserve to have someone in your corner, encouraging you.” 
 
    “You deserve that too, Zach.” 
 
    This time I’m the one to initiate the kiss. It’s gentle and familiar and full of a new hope. The way his hands hold me tells me that he feels it too.  
 
    I want to do so much more. I want to climb onto his lap and show him how special he is. I want him to know that I’ll be that person for him, full of encouragement and support. But I remember where we are and pull back. 
 
    “Enough depressing family crap,” I say. “What did you go to school for?” 
 
    He smirks. “Education. Figured when I got too old, or too injured to play, I could be a coach.” 
 
    I beam - “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe try my hand with a bunch of middle school shitheads.” 
 
    My heart melts, and my turtledove flops against my ribs cooing. “You could be their version of a Coach Miller.” 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    If I didn’t know better, I’d say Zach was blushing.  
 
    I grin. This man is too adorable for his own good. 
 
    He traces a finger across my bottom lip before sighing. “Speaking of coaches, I should probably bring you home. I need to get my beauty rest before our game tomorrow.” 
 
    Zach stands, then helps me up.  
 
    Keeping my hand in his, he leads the way out the front door to his truck.  
 
    “Want to plug your address in the GPS or give me directions yourself?” Zach asks as he opens the passenger door for me.  
 
    This is it, the last bit of hidden information.  
 
    “Just head towards your house and I’ll direct you from there.” 
 
    “Okaaay...” he drags the word out before shutting the door behind me. 
 
    Zach starts up the engine and heavy metal fills the speakers. He quickly turns down the volume and glances over at me. 
 
    “Oops.” 
 
    I laugh. “So, you’re a metalhead?” 
 
    He shrugs. “In Finland everyone listens to metal. It’s kinda crazy, but I like it. How about you? What’s your favorite music?” 
 
    “I know you’ll hate this, but I love pop. All the bubbly stuff that everyone and their mother listens to. Especially songs that are easy to sing along with, those are my jam.” 
 
    Shifting into drive, Zach glances my way. “So you like to sing, do you?” 
 
    I shake my head. “Not on my own, and not in front of other people. So get that personal concert idea out of your brain.” 
 
    “What about in the shower? Do you sing there?” 
 
    I give him my best disapproving glare and refuse to answer. He laughs. 
 
    “Should I be getting on here?” Zach asks as we approach the entrance to the highway. 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Are you going to remember to tell me when to turn?” 
 
    “Like I said, just drive like you’re going home.” 
 
    He hums his response.  
 
    “I don’t think I ever asked - how was the move in? Are you liking the neighborhood?” 
 
    “The moving part was really easy. I didn’t own anything big, hardly anything at all, so I was able to move it in one carload. I have a storage unit with some random crap from back in my college years. I suppose someday I’ll have to venture down and go through it all.” 
 
    “Have you bought the furniture you need?” 
 
    “The important things. Living room stuff, dining set, bed.” At the word bed he winks. 
 
    I roll my eyes, but it was funny. 
 
    “I’m glad to hear that. Sounds like you’re on your way to making it a home.” 
 
    “Gotta love living in the age of online ordering and delivery. But I’d gladly take any help you’re willing to offer when it comes to all the other things I need to buy. Like kitchen stuff, rugs, crap for my walls.” 
 
    “Oh I don’t know, you proved yourself to be quite the talented painter the other night. You could make your own art collection.” 
 
    Zach laughs and the sound ricochets through my body. “With the right muse, anything is possible. And I hate to keep asking, but should I take this exit?” Zach gestures to the exit that leads to our neighborhood. 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Hmmm.”  
 
    He’s getting suspicious.  
 
    We ride in silence as he keeps glancing at me before taking the turns he would take to get to his house. I just smile.  
 
    After he makes the turn to go down his block, he opens his mouth to speak, but I cut him off. 
 
    “Take your next right.” 
 
    We both look to the right as we pass his house.  
 
    Then he turns at the next intersection. 
 
    “Take your next right,” I say again. 
 
    He does.  
 
    “Slow down. My house is the second one on the right.” 
 
    Zach follows my directions and pulls into my driveway.  
 
    Putting his truck in park, I see him looking down the block as though he can see through the houses, realizing just how close we live to each other. Nearly back-to-back. 
 
    Zach’s head slowly turns to look at me.  
 
    “Thanks for the ride!” I quickly unbuckle, intending to jump out of the car. 
 
    “Nuh-uh, hold up.” Zach grasps my wrist before I can turn away. “You really live here?” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “You live like three houses away from mine, and you never told me?” 
 
    “You never asked.” I bat my eyes innocently. 
 
    Zach chuckles. “No wonder you knew so much about this area. And knew I’d love the house. Glad to know my tastes are up to par.” 
 
    He’s being so chill about this that I feel a little bad. “I’m sorry. I should have told you.” 
 
    “No, you probably did the right thing. If I had known you were this close, I would’ve pulled a John Cusack and stood under your window every night. Eventually I’d have gotten arrested for stalking, and then my chance with you would’ve been ruined.” He slides his hand down to intertwine our fingers.  
 
    I smile. “You’re probably right. I’m not sure I could date a criminal.” 
 
    Zach pulls my hand up and presses a soft kiss against my knuckles. “I like knowing that you’re close. Once you get used to having me around, I’ll try to convince you to let me sleep over. But until then, know that I’m just a phone call away. If you need anything, you let me know.” 
 
    “Thank you, Zach.” I squeeze his hand. 
 
    “And don’t get me wrong - I very, very badly want to follow you inside tonight, but I’m going to be a gentleman.” 
 
    I bite my lip, I’m not sure I want him to be a gentleman. 
 
    “Sugar, you best stop looking at me like that. You’ve had a few drinks tonight, and I know you aren’t drunk, but I want you to be 100% clear headed when you agree to this. I’ve waited this long. Another couple of nights won’t kill me.” 
 
    “I won’t change my mind. I want this, too. But I can agree to your terms.” 
 
    “Good. Now let me walk you to your door before my willpower runs out.” 
 
    With that, Zach is out of the truck, striding around the hood to open my door. 
 
    “M’lady - ” he extends his hand. 
 
    “Thank you, kind sir.” 
 
    I smile at his playfulness while I slide out of my seat. 
 
    As we walk up the short path to my front door, I feel a sense of calm float through me. This feels right. Us. Waiting. All of it. It all feels right. 
 
    Stopping at the bottom of the steps leading up to my patio, Zach turns me to face him. 
 
    “I have one more request," he says seriously. 
 
    “Anything.” 
 
    “Please, when you come to our game tomorrow, wear my number. Or none at all. If I see you in Jackson’s jersey one more fucking time, I’m going to have to fight the man.” 
 
    “We can’t have that - ” I grin and use my finger to draw an X over my heart. “You have my word.” 
 
    “Seal the promise with a kiss?” Zach whispers as he closes the distance between us. 
 
    I have time for one nod before his mouth covers mine.  
 
    Zach wastes no time with tentative kisses. His lips claim mine, and the urgent brush of his tongue forces my lips to part. He tastes good. Too good. And I moan into his mouth.  
 
    His hands come up to frame my face, and possibly hold me still, as he devours me.  
 
    There’s space between our bodies and I use the opportunity to run my palms up and down his chest. His muscles clench and flex under my touch.  
 
    When my hands slide around his sides to grip his back, he groans and presses his body against mine. You’d think from our past experiences together, I wouldn’t be surprised at the size of him anymore, but I am. I let out a small moan as I press into his hardness. 
 
    I’m about a second away from dragging him inside to spend the night with me, when he pulls back and rests his forehead against mine. 
 
    His voice comes out rough, “Sugar.” 
 
    I know he’s not looking for an answer, so we just stand together, gasping for breath. 
 
    Zach breaks the stillness when he reaches down to adjust himself, and I can’t help but watch. 
 
    “Get your sexy ass inside now. I’m going to wait here until I hear the door lock behind you.” 
 
    “You don’t need to worry. I’ve been managing to lock my door for years.” 
 
    “I’m sure you have. But you’re mine now, and I’ll worry as much as I want to.” He kisses me on the nose before swatting my ass. “Now get inside.” 
 
    I laugh, but I comply. Stepping through my door, I turn back to see him watching me. 
 
    “Good night, Zach.” 
 
    “Sweet dreams, Sugar.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE 
 
    IZZY 
 
   I  feel like my turtledove has been dancing on cloud nine since last night. I can’t say that I regret my decision to try to date other people. Sure, it would’ve been easier to give in to Zach from the get-go, but then I wouldn’t have all the wonderful memories from the past few weeks. And I’m glad that he showed up at the toy party last night. I’d been wondering why Meghan had told me to wait until the end of the weekend to reach out. Now I know.  
 
    I owe that crazy girl so much for what she’s done for me. Yeah, it was a bit of a shady move to work with Zach behind my back, but it was also kind of brilliant. She knew how dug in I was, and that I wouldn’t have listened if she’d tried reasoning with me like a normal person. Someday I’ll have to thank her, but not yet. First, I’ll need to confront her. She was probably expecting me to call her on it today, but I’m going to hold off until the perfect time. For my maximum entertainment. 
 
    Zach… He’s so damn wonderful. I can’t believe how chill he was when he saw how close we live to each other. At this point I don't think there's anything that will fluster that man. Aside from other men that is. He was pretty protective at our speed dating night. And he acts like he wants to kill my ex-boyfriends. And he nearly cracked a tooth last night, he was clenching his jaw so hard during the groping conversation. But honestly, I’m okay with it. I’ll take his cool calm for everyday occurrences and his red hot heat regarding me and my safety. I’ve never had my very own knight before.  
 
    I’m still torn on how to feel about Zach kissing me on my doorstep and leaving. I understand what he’s trying to do. He wants to start over, as if we didn’t meet on a one night stand, but I’m ready for some time alone with him. Of course - my timing is shit, so I won’t get that anytime soon. 
 
    This morning I woke up to my phone blowing up. The girls started our group text at the break of dawn asking for all the dirty details from last night. I gave them the rundown of our conversation and how he drove me home. When I didn’t have any sexy tales, they all booed me, sending angry gifs and loser memes. Then they all showed up at my house with a new Hunt jersey for me to wear to tonight’s Sleet game.  
 
    It was a different feeling, watching the game, watching Zach, knowing that he’s mine. Every other game I’ve felt like a Peeping Tom, keeping such a close eye on him, since he wasn’t mine to fret over, to cheer for. But now he is. And I can yell and shout and openly smile at him as he skates past.  
 
    Of course there’s the detail that I haven’t told my dad yet. I will, but I mean we literally just had the “will you go steady with me” conversation last night. I figure it’s better if we can have at least a few legitimate dates under our belt before I talk to my dad. As of right now, I’m not sure I’d be able to explain how we know each other so well, because there are some things that a father just doesn’t need to hear. 
 
    The players start to trickle out of the locker room. I’ve situated myself partway down the hallway. It’s not weird for me to be back here, so the players that see me just wave or say hi.  
 
    They’re all  heading straight to the airport to catch a flight for some out of town games this week. But since Dad usually takes up the back of the pack, I should be able to congratulate Zach on his win and maybe steal a small kiss. 
 
    As more players file out the locker room, I start to second-guess myself, wondering if this is maybe a Stage Five Clinger move. But then I see Zach.  
 
    He looks as handsome as ever. His hair is damp, his eyes are locked on mine, and his mouth is turned up in a smile. Scratch my previous doubt, this was definitely a great idea. 
 
    “Hey, Peanut!” 
 
    Freaking Hell. 
 
    The sound of my dad’s voice pulls my attention away from Zach, and I see my dad. Right behind Zach. 
 
    Dammit all.  
 
    “Hey, Daddy!” I try to hide my disappointment. While also feeling like an asshole for being annoyed by my dad. 
 
    “Come to see me off?” Dad asks.  
 
    “Yep!” My voice sounds a couple octaves too high. 
 
    Zach has slowed down a step and started a conversation with Ash, who was at his side. Allowing Dad to walk past him and up to me.  
 
    I give Dad a hug. “Just thought I’d stop back and say congrats for a game well played.” 
 
    Over my dad’s shoulder I can see Zach grinning at me. What a brat.  
 
    “The boys did great out there,” Dad says as he pulls back and steers me down the hall. “We have to head out, but you can escort me to the bus.” 
 
    “Gee, thanks.” I chuckle. 
 
    As Zach and Ash walk past us, Ash calls out. “Nice jersey, Izzy!” 
 
    My face flames red. While Dad cranes his neck back to read the name Hunt written across my shoulders, Zach looks back at me with a devilish smirk.  
 
    “Hunt, huh?” Dad asks. 
 
    “Yeah. Katelyn brought it over today. Said Jackson found it in the garbage.” 
 
    The bark of Zach’s laughter drowns out whatever response Dad has. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR 
 
    IZZY 
 
   F rom: Zachary.Hunt@email.com 
 
    To: Isabelle.Thorpe@email.com 
 
    Subject: Lucky #13 
 
    Sugar, 
 
    You looked so fucking perfect wearing my number tonight. Too damn bad Coach had to stop my plans before they even started. I do appreciate you coming back to congratulate me on my win. *wink* I know that was meant for me. Sweet dreams, Sweets. 
 
    Your boyfriend, Zach 
 
      
 
    From: Isabelle.Thorpe@email.com 
 
    To: Zachary.Hunt@email.com 
 
    Subject: Good Luck 
 
    Boyfriend, (I like the sound of that.) 
 
     I know you’ll do great tonight, but I’ll still send you all the winning vibes I can anyways. I’m sorry for my dad taking over last night. And I’m sorry that I haven’t had time to talk to him yet. I just want to give it a moment to settle before I break the news. 
 
    Skate safe, your girlfriend. 
 
      
 
    From: Zachary.Hunt@email.com 
 
    To: Isabelle.Thorpe@email.com 
 
    Subject: My Lucky Charm 
 
    Baby, I’ll take your winning vibes all day long. And so I’m dedicating tonight’s win to you. I wish I was heading home, to OUR neighborhood, rather than heading on to the next city. Pretend I’m spending the evening by your side and tell me something I don’t know about you. (And we can talk to your dad together, when you’re ready.) 
 
    Your lonely man 
 
      
 
    From: Isabelle.Thorpe@email.com 
 
    To: Zachary.Hunt@email.com 
 
    Subject: Secret 
 
    Hmm, something you don’t know… 
 
    This first part might not be a secret. I tend to overthink things. Big surprise, I know. But what that also means is that it’s hard for me to get to sleep. I’ve done all the popular things and I’ve only found one that seems to really work. Better than pills, gummies, yoga, meditation… Want to know what it is? (Insert dramatic pause.) It’s you. The night we spent together was the best sleep I’ve gotten in years. As soon as I curled against your big warm body I passed out. Or, well, maybe it was the orgasms? Either way, you get credit. The only reason I was able to wake up and sneak out on you was my tiny bladder. I knew I’d wake up early for that reason alone, and that’s when I made my getaway.  
 
    Your turn 
 
      
 
    From: Zachary.Hunt@email.com 
 
    To: Isabelle.Thorpe@email.com 
 
    Subject: Isn’t that interesting 
 
    Sugar, 
 
    It’s settled. As soon as I get home, we’re spending every night in bed together. I love that beautiful brain of yours, but I’m sorry that it keeps you up at night. I will graciously offer to help in any way I can. I’ll gladly give you one of my shirts to put on a pillow for the nights I’m away. But my secret. . . drum roll please … I don’t sleep well either. I usually do okay with the falling asleep part, but staying asleep is my problem. It’s a combination of being a light sleeper and having frequent nightmares, but I wake up a few times every night. I don’t often remember my dreams, but depending on my heart rate, it can be hard for me to fall back asleep. Interesting fact - our night together, I slept like the dead. Your sneaking out of bed trick shouldn’t have worked. But you appear to be the sedative that my weary body needs. This is a theory that I think we should test extensively.  
 
    Your Snuggle Bear 
 
      
 
    From: Isabelle.Thorpe@email.com 
 
    To: Zachary.Hunt@email.com 
 
    Subject: Well would you look at that 
 
    Dearest Snuggle Bear, 
 
    I agree. A testing schedule must be implemented. I hate that you also have sleepytime troubles, but I like the idea of us helping each other. I also like the idea of a Pillow Zach. Don’t tell anyone, but I tried it with your jersey last night. It didn’t work. I think it needs to smell like you. 
 
    Your sleepy girl 
 
    P.S. Good job on your win 
 
      
 
    From: Zachary.Hunt@email.com 
 
    To: Isabelle.Thorpe@email.com 
 
    Subject: Will you go to a bar with me? 
 
    Thanks, Sleepy Girl.  
 
    I pretend you’re in the stands and it motivates me to kick some ass out on the ice. It’s been fun, but I’m ready to come home and see my girlfriend. I don’t know if you’ve heard, but some place is having an Opening Night party that the team has to attend Friday night when we get home. Coach was telling me it’s the same owners as that lunch place we went to. But I think this is more of a nighttime joint. What I’m trying to say is, will you go with me? Or meet me there rather, since we’ll be heading over as a team? If it helps to sway you, I heard Coach say he won’t be able to attend. So we’ll be able to make out like teenagers. If you want. 
 
    Pretty Please, Zach 
 
      
 
    From: Isabelle.Thorpe@email.com 
 
    To: Zachary.Hunt@email.com 
 
    Subject: Let me think about it 
 
    Zach, 
 
    I thought about it and I’ll be there. I can’t wait. I miss you. 
 
    Yours, Sugar 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE 
 
    IZZY 
 
    
     “Q 
 
   
 
    uit fucking fussing.” Meghan says as she slaps my hands away from my neckline.  
 
    “I can’t help it. This dress was showy before I added to my curves. Now my tits are basically hanging out for all to see.” 
 
    I’m telling the truth and she knows it. It’s a wrap dress, of course, but this one is sleeveless, stops above the knee and has a very low neckline. I paired the black dress with my red pumps and layers of rose gold jewelry. And I kept my hair down and curled, in an attempt to cover some skin. It’s not working. 
 
    “Yeah, but your boobies look great on display. Why do you think I told you to wear that dress?” 
 
    “Meghan!” I gape at her. 
 
    “What? You look hot-as-hell. Zach is going to swallow his tongue when he sees you.” She rolls her eyes and turns away from me to scan the crowd. “You’re welcome.” 
 
    We’re at the Opening Night party for Players. The new casual nightclub in St Paul is sports themed, like Puck Off, but it has a high end cigar lounge vibe. It’s only open at night, serving all sorts of alcoholic drinks. Half the space is consumed by tables and cozy seating, the other half is a dance floor. I imagine at a certain point in the night it will switch to more bumping music, dropping the casual and owning the nightclub name.  
 
    It’s the nightclub feel that got me to let Meghan convince me to wear this outfit. I shouldn’t be complaining though, since her dress is just as - if not more - revealing. But, like always, she's owning it.  
 
    Taking a deep breath I decide I’m going to pull from Meghan’s well of confidence. 
 
    Zach and the rest of the Sleet players should be here any minute. I already recognize some baseball players and what I think might be some guys from our basketball team. Clearly somebody pulled some strings to make tonight a hit. 
 
    “It’s hot guy heaven in here.” Meghan nudges my side. 
 
    “Hmm.” 
 
    “Katelyn just texted. She and Steph should be here soon.” 
 
    “Right,” I mumble, looking around. 
 
    “Ugh, you can stop pretending to care. Your man just walked in.” 
 
    My gaze instantly moves to the main entrance. There he is. My Zach. And even in a sea of handsome men, he holds all of my attention. His stance is full of confidence and attitude. His hair is a little more styled than I’m used to seeing, but it’s the sight of him in a full black suit that takes my breath away. Usually I find a casual look the most appealing, but there’s just something about a dangerous man fully tailored and polished. He kept his usual dark theme, with a deep grey shirt and a black tie, and it almost gives him a mobster look. I probably shouldn’t get turned on by that, but I do. 
 
    I can see his lips moving as he talks to Ash. Those lips. I can’t look away. We stayed in contact all week. Emails mixed in with texts to start and end the day. But it still feels weird to call him my boyfriend. Our relationship has been so cat-and-mouse, it’s hard to believe we’ve come to an agreement.  
 
    With my eyes still watching Zach’s lips, I see them turn up into a smile. The sight makes me smile in return.  
 
    Wow, I feel like such a stalker.  
 
    Trailing my eyes away from his lips, I find him staring right back at me. Watching me watch him.  
 
    Zach pats Ash on the back and heads my way. 
 
    As if the universe knows what’s happening, the lights dim, and the music picks up in volume and tempo. The bass vibrates through my body.  
 
    I think Meghan says something about going dancing, but I don’t register the words. Because Zach is only a few feet away.  
 
    He closes the distance in the space of one heartbeat.  
 
    “Sugar.” 
 
    My name comes from his lips in an exhale. 
 
    But I don’t have time to reply before his hand is sliding around the back of my head, tangling in my hair, pulling me into him.  
 
    Our lips find each other like this is all they were made for. The magnetic pull between us amplified by the time spent apart. My body forgets that we’re in public. I swipe my tongue against his lips, and he opens. I feel his groan. More than hear it. The hand not in my hair is gripping my side hard enough to bruise. I’ve never been a fan of pain, but something about Zach turns me into a madwoman. The thought of his hand marking me has me dragging my nails down his chest. The small pain also reminds me of our brief spanking episode in the photo booth.  
 
    The pulse that shoots down between my legs reminds me that we can’t have sex. We’re not at home. I can’t rip his clothes off and climb up his body like I want to.  
 
    Gasping for breath, I uncurl my hands from his shirt and give him a gentle push. “Zach.” 
 
    He loosens his grip just enough to put a few inches of much needed air between us. 
 
    “Hi.” He grins. 
 
    I laugh. “You’re adorable.” 
 
    Zach scrunches up his face. “Adorable? Uh, no. That’s definitely not what I’m going for.” 
 
    I reach up and brush my thumb across the corner of his lips. “Doesn’t mean that it’s not true.” 
 
    He pops his mouth open and snaps his teeth at my finger. I jerk my hand back and let out a girly yelp. 
 
    “See, not adorable.” 
 
    Rolling my eyes, I flick his tie. “Your barbarism doesn’t negate your adorableness. They're just two sides of the same coin.” 
 
    Zach raises an eyebrow. “How much have you had to drink tonight?” 
 
    I gasp in mock outrage. “I would never!” 
 
    “Sugar…” 
 
    “I’m stone-sober.” I feel a blush creep up my cheeks. “I seem to remember a certain someone telling me that he wanted me to be completely clear headed before he would come inside.” 
 
    Zach’s eyes widen. “Is that right?” 
 
    Hearing myself, I blush. “Come inside My House, you idiot.”  
 
    “Oh, how I missed you.” Zach chuckles, resting his forehead against mine.  
 
    “I missed you, too.” I mumble, though it’s probably too loud for Zach to hear me. 
 
    A loud wolf whistle sounds next to us. 
 
    “Well hot damn, new guy! You and Coach’s daughter?!” 
 
    We both turn to find Luke Anders, co-captain and best friend to Jackson Wilder, smiling like an idiot. Jackson and Ash know there’s something between Zach and I, but this is the first time we’ve been physical in front of anyone else. 
 
    “Luke.” Zach just nods his head. 
 
    Luke does not look content in being brushed off. “Uh, nah bruh. You got some ‘splainin to do.” He motions at our closeness. 
 
    “First off,” Zach says, draping an arm over my shoulder, “don’t ever say bruh again. Secondly, Izzy is a fucking knockout. What more explaining do you want?” 
 
    When Luke turns his eyes to me, as though he’s looking at me with a new perspective, Zach steps slightly in front of me. 
 
    “Dude. Don’t just fucking check her out right in front of me. What the hell is wrong with you?” 
 
    Luke laughs and puts his hands up. “Sorry man. No need to go all Killer Hunt on me.” 
 
    Zach tips his head back in exasperation.  
 
    “Hi, Luke. It’s nice to see you.” I try to control the heat in my face. 
 
    “Same to you. So, is this like a serious thing?” 
 
    “Luke!” Zach growls. 
 
    “Oh come on. You can’t just start making out with our Isabelle and expect it to go unnoticed. You’ve clearly been playing this close to the chest.” He waggles his eyebrows. “We’re curious.” 
 
    That comment causes me to look around. Sure enough, several of the Sleet players are standing near us. Some pretending not to watch, others openly gawking.  
 
    This would be the time for Zach to realize that being with me is a mistake. But Zach doesn’t step away. Instead, he pulls me tighter into his side and brushes a kiss across the top of my head.  
 
    His claiming sends a wave of emotion through me and I bite my lip before I make a complete fool of myself. 
 
    Zach has to know everyone is listening, but he keeps his attention on Luke. “Yes, this is serious. Yes, it’s been going on for some time. Yes, you bunch of Gilmore Girls can go titter over it on your own. I’d like to go dance with my girlfriend now. If you don’t mind.” 
 
    Luke’s grin is so big I fear he might break out into song. “One last question,” without waiting for a chance to be turned down, he continues - “When Coach finds out, and chokes you to death with your own testicles, can I have your truck?” 
 
    Zach lets out a laugh and shakes his head. “Bye, Luke.”  
 
    Then, without a backwards glance, he leads me out onto the now crowded dance floor. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX 
 
    IZZY 
 
   I ’m usually not one for sober dancing, but it seems that I can enjoy anything when I’m with Zach. The lights are low, and the bodies are crammed in tight, so I’m positive no one will be able to judge my lack of skill. Plus, what we’re doing is more grinding than dancing. 
 
    Zach’s turned me so that my back is plastered against his chest. His body radiating heat, infusing his warmth into every inch of me. I have heels on tonight, but in order to align our bodies Zach’s feet are outside of mine, knees slightly bent.  
 
    Swaying in tune with the beat, I arch my back, pressing my ass into his extremely hard arousal.  
 
    Zach slides his hands down from my waist, gripping my hips, keeping the friction between us.  
 
    I hold onto his wrists, not knowing what else to do with my hands, and drop my head back onto his shoulder. Taking the opening, Zach’s lips go straight to my neck. What starts as a simple kiss, turns into a nuzzle, and a scrape of his teeth.  
 
    “Zach.” 
 
    I’m not sure if I’m saying his name as a warning or a plea. I’m not even sure if he can hear it.  
 
    One of his hands lets go of my hip and moves across my stomach. Normally I’d be self-conscious of a guy touching me there, but I’ve never felt sexier.  
 
    I keep my grip on his wrist, not to stop him, just to keep contact.  
 
    His hand glides upwards until it’s right below my breasts. The hand still on my hip flexes as he presses harder against my ass. A moan rolls through my body. Zach’s the hottest man I’ve ever met and this is a special brand of torture.  
 
    Just when I think I can’t take any more of this foreplay, he releases me. 
 
    I feel like I’m going to tip over with the sudden loss of his body against mine, but Zach grabs my shoulders, holding me up, and turns me to face him.  
 
    The look in his eyes makes my knees weak all over again. We need to get home. Like right now. 
 
    “Sugar - " his chest expands with a deep inhale. “Baby, if we do this much longer, I’m going to come in my pants.” 
 
    The pained expression on his face, combined with his words, is too much. I brace my hands against his solid chest as I dissolve into a fit of laughter.  
 
    Zach watches me with a bemused look before he bends down and speaks into my ear. 
 
    “I’m glad you find my predicament so funny. But I bet if I slid my hand up that little dress of yours, I’d find your pretty pink pussy dripping wet. I bet your panties are soaked and your clit is swollen and ready for me. How long would it take, do you think, once I got my lips wrapped around that bundle of nerves, before you came on my face.” 
 
    Holy. Freaking. Shit. 
 
    Zach pulls back enough to look me right in the eye. “Not long, I’d bet.” 
 
    I can feel my mouth hanging open. Just like I can feel the throbbing between my legs at his words.  
 
    My mouth snaps closed and I shake my head. Not long indeed.  
 
    Taking my hand, Zach starts to lead us off the dance floor. At one point I’d caught glimpses of Meghan’s red hair, but I can’t seem to find her now. I’m not even sure if the other girls are still here. I lost track of time while Zach and I were feeling each other up. All I know is that we were dancing long enough to get me thoroughly sweaty. And thoroughly turned on. 
 
    Past the gyrating bodies, we find Jackson, Katelyn and Luke standing near the bar.  
 
    Knowing we’re going to head out soon, I tug on Zach’s arm to get his attention. “I’m gonna run to the ladies room. I’ll find you here afterwards and then we can go?” I say it like a question. 
 
    “Whatever you want, Sugar.” Zach punctuates his statement with a kiss. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN 
 
    IZZY 
 
   I  know this is the first night they’ve been used, but I’m still super impressed with how nice these bathrooms are. Not only are they sparkling clean, they’re huge. I’m sure at some point there’ll be lines, but there are so many stalls I was able to walk right in and use one. Total luxury.  
 
    Washing my hands, I’m thankful for the dim lighting. The hair at my temples is starting to curl from sweat, and the flush in my cheeks is cute so long as you don’t shine a florescent light on me. If I were drinking tonight, I’d be even pinker.  
 
    I smile at myself. I’ve never thought of myself as unhappy, but having my new group of friends, and having Zach, has really opened my eyes to the possibilities life has to offer. I know what Zach and I have is new, but it feels so right. And I feel so damn happy. 
 
    After adjusting the girls and smoothing down my dress, I push through the door to find my man.  
 
    The short hallway leading to the restrooms is even more crowded than when I went in. I’m weaving between bodies, careful to not step on any toes, when I hit a wall.  
 
    I move to step backwards, but the wall reaches out and grabs hold of my upper arms.  
 
    “I’m so sorry!” I say, realizing that I ran into a person. 
 
    “Hey there, little lady.” The man’s voice is slurred so badly that I can hardly understand him.  
 
    Looking up, I figure he’s about six feet tall. He’s not overweight, but he’s definitely not one of the professional athletes in attendance tonight. 
 
    “Excuse me.” I try to step away, but his grip tightens. 
 
    My inner alarms start to go off and my pulse spikes. 
 
    He chuckles. “Maybe you want to give me a kiss for my troubles.”  
 
    I try to laugh. “Um, no thank you.” 
 
    I shrug my shoulders, hoping to dislodge his hands. I don’t know how else to get him to let go of me without creating a scene. 
 
    “Oh come on, little lady. You know you want to - " he leans closer. 
 
    Anger starts to lace the fear coursing through my body. 
 
    “Please let go of me,” I try to sound stern over the loud music. 
 
    “What’s your problem? You wear that and expect me to not want a taste?” His eyes are fixed on my cleavage.  
 
    Oh, so he’s one of those assholes. 
 
    “What I wear is none of your concern. Now let me go!” I shove at his chest. 
 
    The man releases one of my arms and makes a grab at the tie holding my wrap dress together.  
 
    Without thinking of the consequences, I slap him.  
 
    The sound of my hand against his face is barely audible, but the sting in my palm is evidence enough. 
 
    “Bitch!” He shouts. 
 
    The hand he was still gripping me with releases. But before I can escape with my freedom, a force hits the side of my face and knocks me sideways into the wall.  
 
    My eyes work faster than my brain. This jerk just backhanded me! But it felt like a punch.  
 
    My eyes instantly fill with tears, blurring my vision. Tears of rage and fear and pain. But I’m too stunned to do anything more than cup my aching cheek. 
 
    The man starts to take a step towards me, I think to hit me again, but I’ll never know. Because in a blur of motion, he’s gone.  
 
    An inhuman growl vibrates over the loud music. 
 
    With side eyes, I watch as the asshole is literally thrown across the hallway, striking the opposite wall.  
 
    Zach. 
 
    Zach has my attacker pinned by the throat with his left hand while his right hand strikes out. Punching the man, over and over.  
 
    Zach’s knuckles impact on the man’s face, ribs. I can tell that Zach is yelling while raining down this punishment, but I can’t make out the words.  
 
    The man is trying to fight him off, but even if he wasn’t drunk, he’d be no match for Zach.  
 
    Zach is trained. Zach is bigger. And Zach is mad.  
 
    Watching Zach’s fist connect with my attacker’s jaw, I feel a wave of conflicting emotions. My brain seems like it’s working on a time lag and I can’t decide which feeling is strongest. I still feel the fear - from being alone with that man, having his hands on me, having him try to undo my dress. And the pain in my face is becoming more real with each beat of my heart. The pulse in my cheek a stark reminder that a man actually struck me.  
 
    Then there’s the elation that Zach found me. Saved me. That he intervened just in time to keep me from becoming truly injured. The fact that he didn’t hesitate to come to my rescue fills my heart with warmth. I know joy is a terrible feeling to have while watching Zach beat on another man, but it’s there, nonetheless.  
 
    But watching Zach continue the strike my attacker brings on a final emotion. Worry.  
 
    This one wins out above the rest because it’s worry for Zach. He needs to stop before he hurts himself. Before he gets in trouble. Before he kills that man. 
 
    I push away from the wall to, I don’t know what, step into the middle of the fight? But before I have time to decide, Jackson and Luke break through the growing crowd. They waste no time, each grabbing hold of one of Zach’s arms. I hadn’t even realized the audience until this moment. My focus has been solely on Zach and his foe. And the gawkers have apparently just been watching. No one stepped in to intervene. Not for me. Not for the asshole. Not for Zach. 
 
    Zach struggles against the grip of his teammates for a few seconds, but then a change takes over and Zach releases his grip on my attacker’s neck.  
 
    Instantly, the man slumps to the floor. But he’s still making noises so he must be conscious. And alive.  
 
    The guys are saying something to Zach, but the ringing in my ears is too loud to hear over.  
 
    Zach seems to be standing on his own but I can see his back heaving. His muscles are tense and the energy wafting off him is that of a cornered animal. Like he’s braced for the next threat. Ready to lunge. To strike out. 
 
    Clenching my hands together, I try to think back to when Zach first appeared. I don’t think my assaulter got a single hit in. Other than damage to his knuckles, Zach should be okay. He’s not hurt. 
 
    I breathe out a sigh of relief, but the next inhale dislodges the little control I had left.  
 
    My hands begin shaking so badly I feel like my bones might rattle apart. I squeeze my fists tighter. 
 
    I don’t know if it’s the shock wearing off, or new shock all together, but I feel like I’m about to lose it. 
 
    “Zach.” 
 
    My voice breaks on his name and tears start to drip down my face. Reaching up to wipe them away, I put too much pressure on my bruised cheek and wince. How did I already forget that I was hit? That’s the whole reason this started.  
 
    Remembering the fear that rolled through me when the man took his final step towards me causes a whimper to escape my throat. I bite my lip to hold the sound in, but that only has me noticing the taste of blood in my mouth.  
 
    “Sugar.” 
 
    My eyes fly up. 
 
    Jackson and Luke still have their hands on Zach, but he’s turned towards me now, gaze locked on mine. I must look even worse than I feel, because I swear I can see Zach’s heart break as he looks at me.  
 
    “Isabelle.” Zach’s voice sounds tortured and I choke on a sob.  
 
    Something about hearing my full name on his lips, in the midst of the anger and fear and violence, nearly brings me to my knees.  
 
    Zach looks so sad. So lost. So hopeless. But worst of all, he looks scared.  
 
    My turtledove is clinging to my throat, weeping. 
 
    Before I can say anything. Before I can tell him how much his actions mean to me. Before I can step closer and rest my hand over his heart. A group of police officers push between us.  
 
    I hear parts of words, but nothing makes sense. Somehow, I was able to hear Zach’s strangled voice a moment ago, but my ears are back to ringing. I try to see through the bodies, to hear what they are saying, but the wall of uniforms blocks me.  
 
    Then Zach is gone.  
 
    I catch a glimpse of him being escorted out by two large cops, Jackson walking with him as Luke turns to me. 
 
    I step forward wanting to follow Zach, but a female officer steps in front of me. 
 
    “Ma’am, are you okay?” 
 
    I nod. “I need to go. I need to talk to Zach.” 
 
    She places a hand on my shoulder. “Ma’am, I need you to stay here. Tell me what happened.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT 
 
    ZACH 
 
   I  should‘ve known. I should’ve known that I would ruin everything. I should’ve known that I was all wrong for my Sugar.  
 
    I barely even had her before I lost her. I want to blame everything on that asshole, but I can’t. It’s me. I’m the problem. Too angry to control my actions. Too stubborn to give up when I should. Too volatile to be loved.  
 
    I’m supposed to be tough. An Enforcer. But I couldn’t even protect her when I was 20 feet away. I don’t deserve her. I never deserved her. 
 
    I knew I should have gone with her to the bathrooms. That place was filled with drunk testosterone. Women should be able to look sexy and not be hassled, but that’s not reality. Just the other day a whole room of women told me as much. I should have gone with her. But I didn’t. I let her walk away alone, trusting she’d come back in a few minutes.  
 
    But as the minutes ticked by, I just stood there. Tuning out Jackson and Luke and everything else. I was too eager to get my girl out of there and take her home. I was thinking with my dick and not with my brain.  
 
    It’d been long enough, I should’ve gone to find her. We weren’t that far away but it was crowded and dark, and I should’ve moved closer. 
 
    I noticed a commotion between two people at the mouth of the hallway, but I could only see the back of the guy. I assumed it was just another drunk couple. But when the guy stumbled back, I looked closer. I caught sight of Izzy just as her hand flew up to slap the man.  
 
    I was stunned. Stunned into inaction for a fraction of a second.  
 
    My animal brain registered the danger and my feet started to move.  
 
    My eyes never left the pair as I shoved through the crowd. I didn’t know what had happened between the two of them, but the man must have done something really bad if it moved Izzy to violence. Being the sweetest creature I’ve ever met, I couldn’t even imagine what sort of behavior would cause her to lash out that way.  
 
    I was halfway to them when I saw the man strike her.  
 
    This man. This large, imposing man, struck a woman. My woman. 
 
    Anger is often described as seeing red. But that’s not what happened to me. My vision exploded into black.  
 
    The rage was instant and all consuming. And even through the dense fog of fury, I closed the distance between me and my target in a blink.  
 
    I didn’t think. I didn’t need to. I just acted.  
 
    Unlike my Izz, I can be moved to violence. I can be moved to violence easily. But this wasn’t like beating on a guy during a game. This was as personal as it gets. This was vengeance. Payback. This was about teaching him a lesson. 
 
    I poured my raging temper into this man through knuckles and power. He hurt my sweet girl. He imprinted fear into her memory, into her innocent mind. He exposed my failings as a protector. And I didn’t know how to make him understand his wrongdoing, other than to beat it into him. 
 
    I could hear myself shouting, but I can’t remember the words. I just kept seeing his hand hitting my Sugar’s face and it made me madder and madder. I wanted him to know how bad he fucked up. I needed him to know that he would never do it again. 
 
    I honestly don’t know if I would’ve stopped. I wanted him dead for causing my girl pain. Some rational part of my brain knew that death wasn’t the correct punishment for his crime. But I was lost to my wrath. Rational thought wasn’t a part of it. 
 
    The sound of my teammate’s voices and the feel of their grip on me, started to clear the haze from my vision. And then it was like a gust wind came through, snuffing out the flames of my explosion.  
 
    Some part of me found enough awareness to let go of the piece of shit.  
 
    I finally realized it was Jackson and Luke who were still holding on to me, but I couldn’t make out their words. My mind was still coming into focus.  
 
    And that’s when I heard it. “Zach.” That’s all she said. That’s all she had to say. 
 
    Shrugging off the hands on me, I turned. And I found my Sugar looking like a different person.  
 
    Everything about her body language said scared. Her shoulders were hunched over, her gaze on the floor. Her cheek was already starting to bruise, and there was a drop of blood at the corner of her mouth.  
 
    The sight of the damage made me want to turn around and finish the job, but I couldn’t tear my gaze away from Izzy. Tears were streaming down her face and her hands were trembling so badly her fingers were a blur when she raised them to cover her lips.  
 
    My heart clenched so hard I worried it might cease to beat. All I could think to do was say her name. Call her Sugar. Let her know I was there. 
 
    I thought it couldn’t get worse, but when her eyes met mine, I saw how deep my failures went. I saw her pain and worry and hurt. She’d been put in a terrible situation because I didn’t protect her. She was injured and scared because I wasn’t there when she needed me. And on top of it all, my girl witnessed me losing control.  
 
    I was like a rabid beast. Too late to help her. Too wild to stop my own attack. I didn’t belong around civilized people.  
 
    But looking into Izzy’s eyes, I saw the thing that cut me the deepest. I saw fear. 
 
    And in that moment, I felt like I was a kid again. A little kid trying to reach for affection that just wasn’t there. Wasn’t available to me.  
 
    Ever since I met Isabelle Thorpe, I wanted her to love me. If I could have nothing else in this world, I wanted to have her heart. I wanted to know that someone as precious as her could find a partner in someone as flawed as me. You can’t be with a person that scares you. You can’t love something you fear. 
 
    In that moment, her eyes held such a story. But it wasn’t one of hope. No, it was like all my stories - one that would end in tragedy.  
 
    Like a physical tear across my soul, I felt her slip through my fingers.  
 
    My names for her suddenly became childish. She was never mine to name. She was never mine to have at all.  
 
    The woman watching me with a cloud of toxic emotions in her eyes was Isabelle. And that’s the only name I have the right to call her. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE 
 
    IZZY 
 
   T his has, by far, been the longest night of my life. The fight at the club seems like it was years ago, not just a few hours.  
 
    Right after the cops took Zach away, Luke and the girls all came to my assistance.  
 
    Luke told me to wait before talking to the police. Obviously, I’d done nothing wrong, but I listened. Luke had the mind to call my dad, knowing he would want to intervene. And as expected, Dad dropped everything and came straight over.  
 
    At some point, the man who assaulted me was taken to the hospital. The lady cop said he’d be okay, but he needed some stitches. I wanted him to pay for what he did, but for Zach’s sake I was glad he wasn’t injured too badly. The guy’s drunkenness probably did a great deal to dull his pain, but I hope he’ll feel like shit in the morning. 
 
    My dad called the team lawyers and they immediately got to work helping Zach. When I finally told the full story to the cops, with Dad present, he lost his damn mind. I thought Dad was going to hunt the jerk down and kill him himself.  
 
    Once the cops were done with me, Dad and I argued until he insisted that I let Jackson drive me home. I wanted to go see Zach, but Dad made me promise to wait until he sorted everything out. I wasn’t happy with this decision, but if I was being honest with myself, I knew there was nothing for me to do. 
 
    I didn’t put up a fuss when the girls insisted they come with me on my ride home, but I did put my foot down when Meghan tried to get out of the car. She’d cried just as much as I had while we were still at the bar. And no matter what I said to her, Meghan couldn’t seem to shake the guilt over the fact that she wasn’t with me when it all happened.  
 
    But I don’t blame her, or any of my friends, for what happened. The responsibility lies on the man who struck me.  
 
    Usually I wouldn’t mind a girl sleepover, but tonight I need to unwind on my own while I worry about Zach. I trust Dad and the lawyers to help him. It’s not that that I’m worried about. It’s the look that was on his face before they took him away. His eyes reflected a sadness so deep it frightened me.   
 
    I can only imagine what’s going on in that beautiful brain of his, and I won’t be calm until I can once again wrap my arms around him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER SIXTY 
 
    ZACH 
 
    
     “M 
 
   
 
    r. Hunt, you’re free to go.” 
 
    I tilt my head up, seeing a uniformed officer standing at the door to my cell. 
 
    “What did you say?” 
 
    “You can go.” He pulls open the door. “Your bail’s been posted.” 
 
    I understand his words, but I can’t comprehend them. Who would post bail for me?  
 
    For a brief idiotic moment my mind flashes to my parents. I huff out a defeated laugh. Of course it wasn’t them. Literally anyone would be more likely. 
 
    I don’t know how long I’ve been sitting on this bench, elbows on my knees, head in my hands, but standing is a chore. Weary of what awaits me outside this cell, I take my time rising and walking out. 
 
    I’m not sure who I was expecting to see standing in the lobby of the police station, but I sure as hell wasn’t prepared to come face-to-face with Coach.  
 
    Fuck. 
 
    I’m sick of feeling like a disappointing kid, but I can’t hold his gaze.  
 
    With my eyes on the floor, I collect my personal items in silence. It’s not a task that takes long, so I finally have no choice but to turn and face Coach.  
 
    But I don’t know what to say. I don’t know how much he knows. All I know is I’m not ready to be dismissed from the team. This team, this state, it’s all I have left. That thought reminds me that I’ve lost Isabelle, and I have to work to swallow over the lump in my throat. 
 
    “Come on, son.” 
 
    Those words.  
 
    My fragile shell starts to spider web. 
 
    There’s nothing he could have said to affect me more. How long have I waited to hear that phrase spoken to me? When he puts an arm around my shoulder, leading me towards the door, my vision blurs. I don’t know the last time I cried. But I’m about to. As a 30-year-old professional athlete, the last thing I want to do in front of my hockey coach is fucking cry. But I’m at an absolute loss. His tone, his actions, his words, they lead me to believe that this will all somehow be okay.  
 
    It’s more likely this is him walking me to the gallows. Either way, I have no choice but to follow. 
 
    Coach doesn’t release me until we reach his car. Unlocking the doors, he gestures for me to get in. I comply. Silently settling into his passenger seat.  
 
    “We’ll talk at home," he says, pulling out of the parking spot. “It’s been a long night, take the drive to relax.” 
 
    Relax? Yeah, doubtful. But I don’t say that. I continue to stay quiet. Unsure what to think. What to ask. Where to start.  
 
    I watch the roads and it doesn’t take long to recognize that we’re heading to my neighborhood. I wonder what it’ll be like to live so torturously close to Sugar. Sugar. I need to stop thinking of her as that.  
 
    When Coach puts the car in park, I look up expecting to see the front of my house. Except we are parked in the driveway of a house I don’t recognize. I know we are still in my neighborhood, but this isn’t my home. And it isn’t Su- Isabelle’s house either. 
 
    Coach turns the car off and starts to get out. “Let’s go inside.” 
 
    Following his lead, I climb out of the car.  
 
    Halfway up the walk to the door, I find my voice. “Where are we?” The question comes out gravelly and full of emotion. I cringe. 
 
    “Like I said, home.” Coach unlocks the front door and turns back to me. 
 
    I must look as dumb as I feel because Coach chuckles. “I see Isabelle failed to mention that I’m also one of your neighbors.” 
 
    “That she did,” I mumble, following him into the house. 
 
    Taking a moment to absorb the scene, I decide that Coach’s house looks exactly like I expected it would. His furniture is all large and comfortable. Couches and chairs made from overstuffed brown leather. The open plan showing off a mix of log cabin meets this old house.  
 
    While I stand here staring, Coach walks to the fridge. Turning back he’s holding two beers and points to the living room. 
 
    “I don’t like drinking alone, son. And I bet you need one just as much as I do right about now.” 
 
    There’s that word again. Son. 
 
    I work my jaw. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Coach huffs out a breath and hands me a bottle before dropping into an armchair that faces the couch. I sit across from him. 
 
    “Call me Coach all you want, but let’s ditch the sirs. It’s 2 in the goddamn morning.” 
 
    I nod, eyes on my beer. Fuck, this is torture. 
 
    “That hurt?” 
 
    I look up to see Coach eyeing my right hand. I managed to only split one knuckle on that prick’s face and there’s a small bit of dried blood still marring my skin.  
 
    I flex my fist. “It’s a little sore, but nothing's broken.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    We both take a pull from our beers. I get the feeling that this sort of close quarters conversation might be just as hard for Coach as it is for me. I want to say something, but I have no idea what. 
 
    Coach surprises me when he lets out a laugh. “That really was quite the beating you gave that motherfucker, and you’re not even the least bit hurt. Damn-impressive!” 
 
    I open my mouth, but end up just staring at him in shock. 
 
    Then his smile fades. Here we go. 
 
    “Zachary,” he takes another drink, “I can’t thank you enough for what you did.” 
 
    “Uh… ”  
 
    I thought I was shocked before, now I’m living in an alternate reality. He just bailed me out of jail and now he’s fucking thanking me? 
 
    Coach leans forward to look me in the eye. “When my baby girl told me what happened to her, I wanted to kill that man myself. I will always be in your debt.” 
 
    I shake my head. “I was too late," my voice cracks. 
 
    “No.” His voice is stern. “No, son, you’re wrong. You did what needed to be done. You can’t prevent bad things from happening, lord knows I’ve tried since the day my Isabelle was born. But you can react when those bad things do happen. And that’s what you did. I knew adding you to the team was a good idea, but what you did tonight brought you into the family. So, thank you.” 
 
    He just throws those words out there like they are nothing. Calling me son, saying I’m a part of a family.  
 
    I need a moment to blink through my emotion and process what he said. 
 
    I’m terrified to ask, but I force out the question. “Are you saying that I’m still on the team?” 
 
    Coach looks like I slapped him. “Of fucking course you are. What the hell sort of question is that?” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    He chuckles. “Clearly. Let me lay it out for you. When Isabelle told the cops her side of the story, it was apparent that you were acting in her defense. Our team has very good lawyers, who for once got to work on something exciting. They made a deal with the asshole. If said asshole tries to press charges against you, then Isabelle, with the help of the NHL legal team, would press charges against him for assault and sexual assault and public intoxication and a few other entertaining items. The suits should be able to rush this all through leaving nothing on your record. If that group of cops hadn’t been walking past the front doors, then they probably never would’ve been called. It was your bad luck that they heard the shouts about a fight. Personally, I’d have preferred that Jackson dump the asshole in the alley.” 
 
    I still can’t believe it. “Won’t this cause trouble for the team? Bad PR? Will I be suspended?” 
 
    He shakes his head. “If anything this will bring the fans in by the bus load.” Coach changes his voice, as if he’s reading a headline. “The Sleet Enforcer uses his talents in the real world to defend his girl from an assailant.” 
 
    I’m back to being speechless. Jaw hanging open. Thoughts screeching to a halt.  
 
    Defend his girl. Does he know? 
 
    Coach takes advantage of my silence. “Add to the fact that said girl is also the head coach’s daughter, and you have quite the story. A real beauty-and-beast scenario. I believe the ladies would call it romantic.” 
 
    I just stare at him. He doesn’t look angry. He looks smug. Almost happy. What kind of father would be happy about me dating his daughter? 
 
    “How. . .” I trail off. 
 
    He smirks. “How do I know? Or maybe the question should be, how long have I known?” Coach pinches his chin, as though he needs to think about it. “Oh, there were plenty of hints. Most of them I didn’t put down to you two dating, I thought it might’ve just been Isabelle having a crush on you. But in hindsight, it all makes sense. She was so snarky to you at that lunch we had together. I thought it was strange at the time, since she’s never been anything but sweet to the players, but I wasn’t sure what to make of it. I’m even thinking that maybe she recognized you that day in my office. That maybe she was tossing her paperwork at you, not at some bee.” 
 
    I take a swig of beer to cover the beginnings of a smile at that memory. 
 
    “What finally gave it away,” he continues, “was her wearing your jersey. She would never have done that on her own. That’s when it all clicked. All the times she asked after you, worried about you getting hurt, was annoyed about the women with lewd signs directed at you. It all just made sense. She cares about you. And seeing how you came to her rescue tonight, I’d say that you care about her, too.” 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    “No?” Coach asks. 
 
    I tighten my grip on the cool glass in my hand. “Isabelle deserves better than me. I’m not the man for her.” 
 
    Coach scoffs. “What sort of self-sacrificing bullshit is that?” 
 
    “I’m no good, Coach. And she’s… She’s everything that’s good. I’m not cut out for a girl like her. I’ll just bring her trouble.” My throat tightens to the point of pain at the thought of life without Sugar. 
 
    “I don’t know why you have that garbage in your head. My daughter would be lucky to have a man like you. And you’d be lucky to have a woman like her. If I didn’t think she was already half in love with you, I wouldn’t push it. But if you choose to break her heart, by walking away rather than fighting, then that’s the only flaw you can claim as your own. If this has something to do with your worthless parents, then you need to find a way to let that shit go.” 
 
    My gaze, which had been on my lap, shoots up to his. 
 
    “Yeah, I know enough about them," he says. “Isabelle didn’t tell me anything, if that’s what you’re thinking. But I do my research. And all I can say is Fuck Them. We’re your family now. What happens between you and Isabelle is between you and Isabelle. But you’ll always be a part of the Sleet family, son. Nothing will change that.” 
 
    The vice that’s been squeezing my chest for hours simultaneously tightens and loosens. “That means a lot to me. Thank you.” I take a deep breath to compose myself. “But I don’t know if I can fix things with Isabelle. You didn’t see how she was looking at me,” I admit. 
 
    “No, but I did see how worried she was about you. She wanted to go straight to the police station to check on you, but I made her go home to rest.”  
 
    She wanted to check on me? 
 
    Coach rises and walks to stand right in front of me, placing a hand on my shoulder. “You need to go talk to her. And you need to be honest.” 
 
    He’s right. Even if it’s as over as I think it is, I owe her a conversation. And an apology. “I will.” 
 
    Coach nods. “But not right now. Right now you need sleep. So finish your beer then go on up to the second room on the right.” 
 
    Just when I think nothing else could surprise me. “Huh?” 
 
    “You’re not walking home in the middle of the night. Even if it’s just a few blocks. I want you here, under my roof, where I know you’re safe. You can go home in the morning to clean up, before you head over to talk to Isabelle. This is non-negotiable. And grab some ice for that hand.” 
 
    Fucking hell. I have to swallow again before responding. “Thanks, Coach.” 
 
    Shit, I am sick of feeling so goddamn emotional. Every time I think I'm getting a handle on my emotions, Coach goes and says something that tears me wide open again. It’s been so long since anyone gave two shits about where I sleep at night. His parental instincts spark to life a tiny flame of hope deep down in my soul.  
 
    If Coach can trust me. And if I can trust myself. Then maybe I can convince Isabelle to trust me too.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE 
 
    IZZY 
 
    
     “A 
 
   
 
    re you sure you don’t want me to come over?” Meghan asks, and I can feel her worry through the phone.  
 
    “No, I’m okay. I promise. I just needed something to distract me. Attempting to make your famous pumpkin white chocolate chip cookies should keep my brain occupied for a little while.” 
 
    “Okay. But if you change your mind, let me know. I’m just going to be at home.” 
 
    Meghan doesn’t sound like herself at all and it’s making me worry. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    The silence that follows is long enough that I check to see if the call is still connected. “Meghan?” 
 
    “Yeah. I’m fine.” I swear I hear her sniffle. “I just feel like complete shit. I should’ve been with you, not off… whatever. It’s a mistake I won’t make again.” 
 
    “Meg, seriously - you need to stop stressing. It’s not your job to babysit me. And you couldn’t have prevented what happened.” 
 
    “Fucking asshole men. And I, uh, we know better. Safety in numbers and all that.” 
 
    I sigh. “I know. But please, stop feeling bad. And tell Katelyn and Steph the same thing. You’re all putting the blame on yourselves and that’s just wrong. Plus it makes me feel bad that you feel bad and that’s not helping anyone.” 
 
    “Ugh, fine. I’ll do my best.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    Meghan lets out a loud breath. “How long are you going to wait before you hunt down your Hunt?” 
 
    “My dad told me that he would handle everything, and that I should give Zach some time to cool down.” 
 
    “That’s not an answer.” Some of the snark returns to her voice and I feel myself smile for the first time all morning.  
 
    “That’s what the cookies are for. A distraction. If I haven’t heard from him by the time I’ve eaten half the batch, then I’ll go into full-on stalker mode. If I know him like I think I do, he’s torturing himself even more than you are.” 
 
    “Poor guy,” Meghan says. “He should feel like a hero, but instead he gets hauled off to jail. Fucking assholes.” 
 
    “Fucking assholes,” I agree. 
 
    Fortunately, I have everything in my pantry to try my hand at Meghan’s recipe. I don’t really bake, like ever, but Meghan’s cooked here often enough that I have all the staples. I’m not even sure what made me think of trying this, but I knew I needed something to distract my mind. And tv was not going to cut it.  
 
    As it turns out, this was one of my better ideas. I pulled up my favorite Pandora station and have been jamming out to 90’s boy bands while making a complete mess of my kitchen. Zach has still been on my mind but focusing on measurements and not getting my fingers stuck in the mixer has been the perfect distraction. And eating handfuls of chocolate chips is a nice side benefit.  
 
    Sliding the second tray of cookies in, I’m thankful for my dual ovens. Before this, I think Meghan’s the only one who’s ever had both going at the same time.  
 
    Shutting the top door, I take a moment to look at my reflection in the dark glass. Yikes. It looks like some shithead hit me in the face, and then I followed it up with a sleepless night. There are dark circles under my eyes, and my eyelids still look puffy from all the crying. Now that I’ve put several hours between myself and the ordeal, I feel a little silly for how much I cried. But I can’t help, or change, how I reacted in the moment. I’ll use my cooling face mask after my shower and hopefully that will help my sad, abused eyes. 
 
    I probably should’ve showered when I finally crawled out of bed this morning, but I couldn’t find the motivation. And now, seeing that I’m covered in flour, it’s for the best that I waited. I never even changed out of my pajamas. I’m wearing my most comfortable baggy grey sweatpants, and my favorite sleep cami that’s thin and clingy and is covered in candy cane hearts. I’m braless, of course. My hair is tied up in a messy bun. I’m barefoot. And the crowning jewel of my outfit is my We whisk you a merry Christmas apron. I may not bake, but I do love all things Christmas, all year round. Basically, I look atrocious. It’s a perk of living alone.  
 
    When Zach finally calls me, I want to look my best. But I didn’t want to sit around my house all day while I was primped to the max. That’d be stupid and nerve wracking. 
 
    I step away from my reflection. I have enough time to clean up the mess I’ve made in the kitchen before I take the cookies out of the oven. Then I’ll clean up the hot mess that is Izzy Thorpe.  
 
    I’m reaching for one of the mixing bowls when a knock on the door interrupts me.  
 
    I look at the clock. It’s only 11:00, but it wouldn’t be the first time Dad surprised me wanting to go to an early lunch.  
 
    Remembering my appearance, I roll my eyes as I walk to the door. He’ll just have to wait while I get ready. I can’t be seen in public like this. 
 
    “You should’ve…” 
 
    As I pull the door open, my words die on my lips. 
 
    Zach. He’s here. Standing on my porch. 
 
    His eyes are locked with mine, and I know he’s trying to read me, just like I’m trying to read him. He looks terrible. I mean, he looks completely handsome, because he always does, but he looks like he got as much sleep as I did last night. His posture is ramrod straight and I can feel the tension radiating off of his shoulders.  
 
    But he doesn’t look braced for a fight. He looks braced for a hit.  
 
    Seeing him so unsteady has my eyes filling with tears all over again.  
 
    Before I can think of the right words to say, I watch his gaze travel to my cheek. I know what he sees; even though I iced it, the bruise is noticeable.  
 
    I reach a hand up to brush over the mark. 
 
    “I’m okay, Zach,” I whisper. It’s all I can manage. 
 
    Zach shakes his head and looks towards the ground. I see a tear roll off his chin and it’s the most devastating thing I’ve ever witnessed.  
 
    I bite my lip hoping to get my own emotions in check, but before I can speak, his cracked voice pours over me. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Isabelle. I’m so. Fucking. Sorry.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO 
 
    ZACH 
 
   T he last thing I want is for this beautiful woman to feel sorry for me. So I grit my teeth and will my eyes to dry.  
 
    All night, and all morning, I’ve been practicing what I’ll say to her. And now that I’m here my mind can’t recall a single word. I know I should’ve warned her that I was coming. But when I decided to act, I needed to do it right away. I couldn’t wait.  
 
    “Zach, you…” Her voice shakes. 
 
    Dragging my gaze up, I meet her eyes. Eyes filled with tears to match my own.  
 
    I shake my head. “No, I know you, and I know you’re going to say it’s not my fault. But you’re wrong. I asked you to be there last night. And I let you walk away by yourself. I wasn’t there to protect you from that piece of shit. And. . . And then I lost it. I don’t regret hurting that man, but I shouldn’t have done it in front of you like that. I let my anger take over. I didn’t even stop to check on you.” That’s the part that kept me up all night and I force myself to repeat it: “I didn’t even check.” 
 
    Isabelle starts to open her mouth to respond, but I keep talking. 
 
    “I’m sorry. For all of it. I’ve done nothing but impose myself into your life since I met you. I should’ve respected your wishes from the very beginning, but I didn’t. I was greedy. And look what that got you. I’m so sorry, Sug -” I cut myself off. 
 
    “Say it.” Isabelle’s voice is forceful. 
 
    When I don’t reply she repeats herself. “Say it, Zach.” 
 
    “I should never have - ” 
 
    I stop talking when she takes a step towards me. 
 
    “There’s probably a lot of things that you never should have done, Zachary Hunt. But you and I,” she jabs her finger into my chest, “are not on that list. You don’t get to taint what we have with your misplaced guilt. I won’t let you poison our memories by saying they never should’ve happened. I don’t regret a single second that I’ve had with you.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “No, Zach.” She steps even closer and grabs my hand. I feel my fingers tremble when she brings them up to her bruised cheek. “I’m okay, Zach. I’m not as fragile as you think I am.” 
 
    I lightly run my fingers over the colored flesh and I’m stunned when her cheek moves into a small smile at my touch.  
 
    She leans into my touch. “You showed up right when I needed you. My knight in a dark suit. You can’t see the future, you can’t prevent all bad things from happening, but you can act when you see them.” 
 
    Her words mirror what her dad said to me last night.  
 
    I take a deep breath, preparing myself for this next part. “You deserve better than what I can give you. I should let you go. I should turn and walk away, but I can’t. I just can’t. And I don’t know what to do other than beg you for forgiveness, Isabelle.” 
 
    When she shakes her head, I let my hand fall away.  
 
    She shouldn’t forgive me. 
 
    I move to step back, but Isabelle grips the front of my shirt, halting me.  
 
    “Stop talking," is all she says before she’s pulling me down and crashing her lips against mine.  
 
    Time screeches to a halt.  
 
    What is happening? 
 
    I pull back. “Isabelle?” 
 
    “I swear to god, if you call me Isabelle one more fucking time…” She pulls me back down. 
 
    My mind is still screaming that it doesn’t understand, but my body knows exactly what to do.  
 
    My lips move against hers. My tongue darts out and swipes against the seam of her mouth. She instantly opens for me. Her groan, as I explore her mouth, floods my body with heat.  
 
    My hands move up to brace against her back, pulling her in close. She arches, and my body reacts to her warmth. 
 
    I don’t understand why she still wants me, but I’m too weak to question it. I want her. I want this. I won’t hold back. 
 
    “Inside.” Izzy pants. 
 
    “Yeah, baby, I’ll get inside,” I mutter as I squeeze her tighter. 
 
    “Neighbors.” 
 
    Oh, right. 
 
    We break apart and Izzy steps backwards through her front door, watching me as I follow. 
 
    “Your clothes!” she gasps, and points at my shirt. 
 
    I look down and see an Izzy-sized flour imprint on my black sweater. I grin.  
 
    “Oh my god!” Izzy exclaims, sounding horrified, as her hands try to cover her own body. “My clothes!” 
 
    I haven’t taken the time to look at the rest of her yet. But I take my time now, as I stalk closer.  
 
    She’s wearing an adorable apron, but now that I’m looking, my eyes seem stuck on her chest. The apron is covering whatever shirt she's wearing, to the point that she almost looks topless.  
 
    Passing through the threshold, I kick the door shut.  
 
    Lust scorches any lingering threads of doubt and sadness. Izzy’s made her stance clear, and now I need to have her. 
 
    Izzy’s still walking backwards, I’m still advancing, when the backs of her thighs hit the side of her couch. 
 
    “I was going to change before I saw you. This is just...” Her hands are moving as she speaks, embarrassed. 
 
    I reach out and untie the apron’s bow that’s wrapped around to the front of her waist. There’s a second bow on the strings around her neck, holding the apron up. I tug that loose, too.  
 
    As the flour coated fabric hits the floor, I feel myself grow even harder. That thin tank top is doing nothing to cover up her beautiful tits, and my mouth waters at the sight of her nipples straining for my touch. 
 
    With zero finesse, I reach out with both hands and cup her generous breasts. When I run my thumbs over the tips, she lets out a loud moan. 
 
    “Fuck, Sugar.” My mouth is back on hers, but my hands don’t stop the attention they are giving.  
 
    Izzy mumbles something, but I keep on kissing her. Until she bites me. 
 
    “Say it again," she pants.  
 
    I smirk, finally understanding. “Sugar.” 
 
    She moans in approval.  
 
    “Sugar. My sweet Sugar.” I kiss her chin. “My Sweets.” I kiss her throat. “Baby.”  
 
    I use both hands to pull her top down until both her tits are fully exposed and waste no time sucking a nipple between my lips.  
 
    Izzy’s moans get louder as I pinch the other one. Her hands are tugging on my shirt and I release her from my mouth, just long enough to get the offending clothing off.  
 
    Sugar drags my mouth back to hers. My hands start back in on her glorious tits, but the sounds coming from her have me ready to explode.  
 
    “Zach, I need you.” 
 
    That’s all the encouragement I need.  
 
    I grab the top of her pants and pull them down. They fall away quickly, and I see that she’s wearing nothing underneath.  
 
    I’m stunned into stillness, admiring her naked body. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER SIXTY-THREE 
 
    IZZY 
 
   S illy man, the sight of a fully naked woman and suddenly he forgets how to function. Normally I wouldn’t enjoy standing entirely nude in front of a man this hot, in full daylight, but Zach makes me feel so sexy.  
 
    So, going with the sexy, I bring my hands up to cup my own breasts. I watch with a smile as Zach’s eyes follow my hands.  
 
    Releasing one, I trail my hand down, all the way down to my aching core. My eyes stay on Zach, and his stay on me.  
 
    Sliding my hand lower, I let my fingers glide through the wetness that has already gathered from our kisses.  
 
    When my middle finger connects with my clit, I gasp. 
 
    “Jesus Fucking Christ,” Zach mutters, sounding pained. 
 
    With his eyes still on my hands, Zach fumbles with his pants.  
 
    He grabs a condom out of his wallet and makes it as far as unzipping his jeans. Done waiting, Zach pulls his fully erect cock out of his pants and rolls the condom on.  
 
    I lean back so I’m partially sitting on the arm rest of the couch and spread my legs.  
 
    Zach steps forward, one hand on the inside of my thigh, holding me open, the other hand at the base of his shaft. We both watch as he brings the tip of his cock to my entrance. When he pauses, I look up to meet his eyes. 
 
    “Sugar, are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes, please. I need to feel you, Zach.” 
 
    With a growl and one swift motion, Zach buries himself to the hilt. We both let out sounds that are barely human.  
 
    Then Zach starts to move. It’s small motions at first. Shallow thrusts. And I feel the delicious sensation crawl up my body. 
 
    “Sugar. Baby. You’re so fucking perfect. So tight.” 
 
    “So, good,” I agree on a moan. 
 
    As Zach quickens his pace, his words get jumbled. 
 
    “Fuck… so wet… Sugar… missed you… my girl…” 
 
    I wrap around his neck, and hold on tight. His thrusts nearly pushing me right off the couch.  
 
    I don’t know what I would have done if I lost this. If I lost him. He’s perfect for me, in every way. And the feeling of his large muscled body over mine is the only thing capable of calming the storm that’s consumed my soul since last night. This is the man for me. My Zach.  
 
    When his arms wrap around my back to hold me tightly against his chest, I feel a wave of emotion roll through me. It’s so strong it pricks my eyes with tears.  
 
    Every nerve ending is on fire and with my mouth pressed against Zach’s neck, I don’t think, I just speak. 
 
    “I love you, Zach.” 
 
    His body stills and I feel every one of his muscles tense.  
 
    Oh, no. I shouldn’t have said that. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I say quickly. “I know I shouldn’t have...” 
 
    With our bodies still connected, Zach pulls back enough so that he can look at my face. His own covered in disbelieving shock. 
 
    “Do you mean it?” he questions. 
 
    He’s not angry. He’s stunned.  
 
    I nod. 
 
    Then I nod again.  
 
    “I do. I have for a while.” Watching his jaw work, I reach up and touch his cheek. “You don’t have to - ” 
 
    His mouth consumes mine and I don’t get out another word. 
 
     His hands feel frantic, touching every bit of skin they can find.  
 
    He increases his pace and I start to slide off the arm rest. Zach puts a hand under my ass and one across my back and I instinctively wrap my legs around his waist. He lifts me, takes a few steps and lays me down on the couch. Never sliding out of me. Still rock hard. I cling to him as he goes back to a slow controlled movement.  
 
    “Come with me Sugar.” He murmurs against my lips. “You know how.” 
 
    My mind flashes back to our first night together, when he told me to touch myself. I feel my pussy clench around his cock at just the thought.  
 
    “Fuck, Baby...” He bites my neck, spurring me into action. 
 
    I release one of my arms from around his neck and drag my nails down his chest as I bring my hand to where we are joined.  
 
    He leans back and I wrap my fingers around the exposed part of his length, and squeeze.  
 
    Zach groans, then - holding himself above me on one hand - he reaches up and pinches one of my nipples.  
 
    Releasing my grip on him, I move my fingers to my clit and start to rub. I’m so slick that my fingers slip across my skin. 
 
    Zach doesn’t stop teasing my nipple. And he doesn’t stop his thrusts.  
 
    “Tell me when you’re close," he pants. 
 
    “I’m close,” I breathe out. 
 
    “Tell me you love me," he growls. 
 
    My eyes meet his. “I love you, Zach. I love…” He slams into me and my declaration breaks off, as I’m no longer able to speak. 
 
    “Come for me, Baby.” 
 
    Zach’s ragged voice throws me over the edge. My orgasm hits me like a tidal wave. Pulsing out from my core in a roar. Or maybe the sound filling my ears is Zach.  
 
    My release pushes him over the edge The sound of him groaning out his pleasure is so erotic it prolongs my bliss. 
 
    When my body finally stops convulsing, I remind myself to breathe. My blood is still on fire and I’m pretty sure my turtledove had a heart attack sometime in the last five minutes. 
 
    We lay like this, a tangle of limbs and racing hearts for what feels like forever. And I press my lips against Zach’s neck when I feel him start to move.  
 
    He shifts his weight so he can lean back and look at me. But just as he opens his mouth to speak, his words are cut off by the shrill sound of my smoke alarm. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER SIXTY-FOUR 
 
    IZZY 
 
    
     “M 
 
   
 
    y cookies!” I shout. 
 
    I forgot that Zach was still inside me until we both start to scramble up. The feeling of his still mostly hard cock pulling out of me has me releasing a moan. 
 
    “Sorry, Sweets.” He chuckles and pecks me on the nose. “Already dealt with the cops this week, I’d prefer to avoid the firefighters. Plus,” he adds, while pulling the condom off with one hand and pulling up his briefs and jeans with the other, “you aren’t really dressed for company.” 
 
    I look down. Right, I’m completely naked. I don’t know how Zach managed to do all of that without taking his pants off. The man is talented. 
 
    “Sugar, is there stuff in both ovens?” He asks, heading towards the kitchen. 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    I jump up, trying to decide what to do to help. Zach has a towel wrapped around each hand and he’s pulling the trays of black, smoking cookies out of each oven. 
 
    “Grab the door for me. I’m gonna toss these outside.” 
 
    “Okay!” I head towards the front door. 
 
    “I’m loving the confidence, Izz, but maybe wrap a blanket around yourself. Hmm?” 
 
    Ah, yes. Still naked.  
 
    I pull the throw blanket off the back of the couch and wrap it around myself like a giant towel. I dart back to the front door, past a smirking Zach, and pull it open.  
 
    Zach walks straight outside, down the steps, and into the driveway, where he sets down the two scorched pans.  
 
    Watching his back muscles ripple, I realize that he’s still shirtless.  
 
    When Zach stands, he waves towards the street. I look up and see the Andersons, the older couple that lives across the street, standing in their yard, rakes in hand, gawking at a half-naked Zach. 
 
    “Good afternoon!” Zach calls out. 
 
    Mrs. Anderson titters and waves back. 
 
    Mr. Anderson rolls his eyes, “Isabelle, do you mind bringing your chef back inside so my wife here can get back to focusing on our chores.” 
 
    “Sorry!” I squeak out, realizing that Mr. Anderson has noticed me standing here in nothing but my blanket. 
 
    Zach is laughing as he walks back into the house.  
 
    Removing my hand from the handle, he shuts the door and presses me against the wall. 
 
    “You, my sweet and sexy Sugar, are trouble.” 
 
    “I don’t know - ” 
 
    Zach stops my rebuttal with a hard kiss. Then steps away to open the windows and use a spare dish towel to fan fresh air at the smoke detector. I shamelessly watch, not offering to help. When the beeping stops, Zach sets the towel down and leans against the island. 
 
    In the new silence, we both hear the music coming out of my phone.  
 
    Snatching it off the counter, Zach looks at the screen. “Has this been on the whole time? Did we just have sex to the Backstreet Boys?” 
 
    “ 'Fraid so,” I laugh, taking my phone back and pausing the music. 
 
    Zach smiles before pulling me into a hug and kissing the top of my head. “I don’t know about you, but I could sure use a nap. Thankfully, today is a full rest day. No practice, no game, and after last night I need some downtime.” 
 
    I smile into his chest. “That sounds wonderful. I didn’t get much sleep, either.” 
 
    I go to pick up my discarded pajamas, but Zach grabs my hand and tugs me towards the hall. 
 
    “Leave them. We’re napping naked.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER SIXTY-FIVE 
 
    IZZY 
 
   S leeping with Zach is my new favorite hobby. Both the sex part and the resting part. 
 
    As promised, we both fell into bed naked. Due to the lack of clothing, it was no real surprise that we preempted our nap with another round of lovemaking.  
 
    Wow, 'lovemaking', who says that? But that’s what it felt like.  
 
    I really didn’t mean to proclaim my love to Zach earlier, but it just sorta popped out. When he froze at first, I wanted to rewind time and take my words back. But then… then his response was hot as hell. It was like he got off on it. Literally.  
 
    It doesn’t bother me that he didn’t say it back. I mean, of course it would’ve been nice, but we’ve only been officially dating for a few days. And I know he cares about me. I think, maybe, he might even love me back. But based on what he’s told me about his family, I doubt he’s heard, or said, those words much throughout his life..  
 
    Zach’s heart is so big. And it makes me so sad to think of him being on his own for so long. I intend to fill his life with so much compassion and kindness that he feels like he’s bursting. In doing so, I hope I show him that he deserves every bit of love I have to give him. Prove that he deserves happiness. Our own fairy-tale ending. 
 
    As soon as we were done with our second round of orgasms, we curled up and passed out. And - pressed into Zach’s side, I slept like an exhausted puppy.  
 
    My stupid tiny bladder eventually woke me up, but it was for the best since I still needed to shower. Thankfully Zach stayed sound asleep while I pried myself from his grip. I know he got even less sleep than I did last night.  
 
    Even though it might be noisy, I showered in my en suite bathroom. I didn’t want to go down the hall to the guest bathroom and have Zach wake up in an empty room. That feels too reminiscent of our first night together, when I snuck out without a word. 
 
    I did my best to shower quickly, and - rather than taking the time to dry my hair - I pull it back into a loose braid. I had the wherewithal to grab clothes on my way in, so after a quick swipe of mascara and tinted face lotion, I yank on some jeans and a Sleet hoodie.  
 
    My stomach rumbles, reminding me that I have little for groceries in the house and that it’s now nearly 9:00 at night. 
 
    Pulling open the bathroom door, I find a faint glow in the bedroom. Zach turned on the bedside lamp and is sitting up, doing something on his phone.  
 
    The sight makes me swoon. “Hi.” 
 
    “Hi.” Zach smiles as he looks me over. “We heading somewhere?” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know about you, but I could go for some food.” 
 
    “Same.” He nods. “Have any cookies?” 
 
    “Oh shut it.” I snag a pillow and smack him with it. 
 
    Zach laughs. “Alright, alright! No cookies!” 
 
    I drop the pillow. “There’s a place called Closed that we could go to.” 
 
    Zach looks at the clock. “How late are they open?” 
 
    “Um, always. It’s a 24/7 diner.” 
 
    “Seriously? The place named Closed is never actually closed?” 
 
    “Seriously.” 
 
    He chuckles. “Alright. Let’s do it.” 
 
    Zach climbs out of bed and starts collecting his clothes.  
 
    He’s still entirely naked and entirely too good looking. 
 
    “Best stop looking at my ass like that, Sugar. Or you’ll never get your dinner.” 
 
    I turn on my heels and walk out of the room, a grin stretched across my face. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER SIXTY-SIX 
 
    IZZY 
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    o, what’s good here?” Zach asks after Darcy leaves us with menus. 
 
    “Well…” I trail off. 
 
    Zach sets his menu down and looks at me. “You have eaten here, right?” 
 
    “Duh.” 
 
    “And...”  
 
    I huff. “And... I’ve only ever eaten their ice cream sundaes.” 
 
    Zach tips his head back and laughs. It’s a beautiful sound, rich and full of life, but I still fold my arms over my chest and do my best to scowl at him. But Zach’s not one to be deterred by my glares. Instead, he gets up from his side of the booth and shoves himself onto my bench seat, pushing me towards the wall. 
 
    “What are you doing, you weirdo? Go back to your seat!” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “What do you mean, no?” 
 
    “Exactly that. I’m sitting here now.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Zach’s eyes turn serious. “Because I thought I lost you. And now that I have you, I intend to keep you as close as possible.” 
 
    A sigh crawls out of my chest. If I wasn’t already in love with this man, that would have done it. 
 
    “You kids know what you want?” 
 
    Zach doesn’t take his eyes off me as he replies to Darcy, “Yes.” 
 
    My cheeks warm under his intense stare. 
 
    “Bring us a round of those famous PB Burgers," says a familiar voice next to our table. 
 
    I look up and blink a few times. “Daddy?” 
 
    “Hey, Peanut.” He’s smiling at me, like this is all totally normal. “How you feelin?” 
 
    I glance at Zach and feel my cheeks go even redder. He just grins and wraps his arm around my shoulders.  
 
    “Oh, um, I’m good.” 
 
    Dad laughs as he slides onto the bench across from us. 
 
    Zach gives me a gentle squeeze. “You can relax, Sugar. He knows about us.” 
 
    I’m shocked speechless for a heartbeat, before I turn wide eyes on Zach. “You told him?” 
 
    “Didn’t have to,” Dad replies. “You weren’t very good at hiding your feelings for him.” 
 
    I sputter. “Me?! But… I…” 
 
    “Don’t feel bad,” Zach shrugs. “Coach knew I was in love with you before I was even ready to admit it to myself.” 
 
    My mouth opens, but my brain grinds to a screeching halt.  
 
    Did Zach just say what I think he said?!  
 
    I watch his eyes for any signs of hesitation, any sign that he said that accidently. But I find none. 
 
    Zach uses his free hand to caress my bruised cheek. “I’m sorry I didn’t say it sooner. Honestly, I wasn’t sure how to define what I was feeling for you until I talked to Coach last night. And when you said it earlier. I was in too much shock to say it back. I wasn’t sure I could believe that it was true. That you could really feel that way about me. But I believe it, now. I know you’d never lie about something as important as love. And I want your dad to know, your family to know, just how much I love you. I’ll do whatever I can to make you happy, for as long as you’ll have me.” 
 
    Tears prick at the corner of my eyes. And my turtledove is flapping her wings so hard I’m afraid my heart might beat right out of my chest. 
 
    “Say it again,” I whisper. 
 
    “I love you, Sugar.” 
 
    I let the words soak into my soul. And every inch of it feels right. 
 
    “Have pity on the man and give him a kiss,” Dad chuckles and I look over to find him grinning. “But have pity on me and make it brief.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Zach pulls me in closer. “Give me a kiss.” 
 
    So I do. 
 
    

  

 
   
    EPILOGUE 
 
    IZZY 
 
   J ackson and Katelyn have finally set a date for their wedding. And to celebrate, they’ve brought us together for this engagement party. Technically, they’ve been engaged for over a year, but - whatever - a party’s a party. And since winter seems to be lasting forever, this mid-March gathering is just what we need.  
 
    “How long do we have to stay?” Zach whispers in my ear. 
 
    I elbow him in the side. “They just served dessert. We’ll be staying until everyone else starts to leave.” 
 
    “If I give you my chocolate cake, will you agree to leave in 30 minutes?” 
 
    I roll my eyes, but I don’t say no.  
 
    Zach and I have only grown stronger, and more in-love, over the past few months. We spend nearly every night together, and we’re beginning to question the sanity of owning two homes that are a stone’s throw away from each other. We’ve talked about living together a few times, but we’ve been too busy enjoying life to do anything about it. The end of the season is nearing, and it looks like they’ll be heading to the play-offs, so we don’t need to mess up the status quo with any big life changes just yet. But of course I’ve done the math, and with the market the way it is, it makes great financial sense to rent out one of the properties.  
 
    I know Meghan loves our neighborhood. Maybe I can convince her to rent it. I’d love having her close, and her business has been booming, so I know she could easily afford it. Plus, she seems to have been a little down lately. And just like that, I feel like a shitty friend. I know it’s my fault that I haven’t seen her as often, since I started dating Zach. I mean, we still see each other, case in point she’s sitting across the table from me right now, but I need to start making more time for her.  
 
    Meghan normally overshares about any dates that she goes on, but she’s been really vague recently and I wonder if she’s stuck in a dry spell. We all know that I’m the last one to give advice on dating, but I feel like I owe her for what she did to get Zach and I together. 
 
    I want to ask her if she has plans for the weekend but even though she’s only a few feet away, this restaurant is too noisy for me to talk to her without yelling. She’s seated between Steph and Ash, and I wonder if I can get Ash to switch seats with me for a bit. 
 
    Just as I think that, I see Ash lean over and say something into Meghan’s ear. And he leans in close, like - well into her personal bubble close. Huh.  
 
    Then I watch as Meghan’s eyes go wide, before narrowing into slits. She turns to glare at him, and I see her lips move but can’t make out what she’s saying.  
 
    Ash smirks as he gives a quick response. I almost laugh at the smug look on his face, but I’m startled by Meghan’s quick movement as she bolts up to standing.  
 
    I open my mouth to say something, but before I can she picks up her glass of ice water and tosses the contents into Ash’s face.  
 
    I gasp, and watch - dumbfounded - as Meghan grabs her purse and storms away from the table.  
 
    All eyes are on Ash, but I’m watching Meghan’s retreat. She glances back and sees me watching her. Meghan gives a tiny shake of her head before continuing out of the room. I want to run after her and make sure she’s okay, but I know that gesture was telling me not to. 
 
    Zach leans forward. “Uh, dude, what the fuck?” 
 
    Ash just shrugs. “Must have been something I said.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    EPILOGUE 
 
    MEGHAN 
 
   S tupid fucking hockey players. They think they’re the goddess’s creation and that we should just bow down at their feet for the scraps of attention they’re willing to give us.  
 
    Well, fuck that and fuck them.  
 
    Fuck their amazing fucking bodies. And their talented fucking hands. And their perfect fucking lips. 
 
    Sebastian kissmyass LeBlanc.  
 
    I thought I’d made it clear that I didn’t want him anywhere near me. Yet somehow, there we were, side-by-freaking-side all goddamn night.  
 
    I was content to ignore him. Happy to pretend that I couldn’t smell his aggravating man scent. Thrilled to pretend that he was nothing more than a lifeless corpse propped up next to me.  
 
    But then he had to lean over and whisper directly into my ear, his stupid lips grazing my skin, as if he had the fucking right. When he said I’d rather be eating you for dessert, my first instinctual reaction was lust. But then my brain clicked on, and the feeling was quickly swallowed by indignation.  
 
    So, I turned and told him exactly what I thought of his proposal. That even if he were the last man on earth, I wouldn’t let him put his mouth, or his fat sausage fingers, anywhere near my precious pussy. That she had better taste than that.  
 
    I thought that would be that. That he’d let me be. But no, he couldn’t do that. Of course not. The stupid stupid man had to say the one thing that I couldn’t ignore. 
 
    “What’s the matter, Banshee.” He whispered. “Afraid you might fall in love with me?” 
 
    The smirk on his face told me that this was the most ridiculous idea he could come up with. That the very idea of us being in love was laughable to him. 
 
    Maybe I could have turned away. Maybe I could have walked away without throwing a drink in his face. Maybe I could have hated him for saying that. And maybe I should have. But I can’t. I can’t hate Ash, because I’m already fucking in-love with him.  
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    Thank You 
 
    I want to give a huge thank you to all of my readers worldwide. I am humbled. Like, brought to happy tears of joy at far these books have already reached. My mind is absolutely blown, and I am endlessly thankful for all of the support and love from all corners of the globe.  
 
    People like to rag on social media - “It’s ruining the youth” “people don’t know how to communicate anymore” “it’s a waste of time” – but I couldn’t disagree more. Sure, it allows for trolls to be twats from the safety of their mother’s basements, but it also allows instant and unlimited communication. I’ve met so many wonderful new friends in the few short months that I’ve been published. New friends in my own state of Minnesota. Friends all over the United States. Friends in Canada, the UK, Australia, India, Israel… And no matter where we are, we have something in common. And if that commonality begins and ends with books, that’s still enough.  
 
    We’re all humans and we all enjoy escape, even if it’s just into the pages of a book. And if you’re reading this, then you know exactly what I mean.  So you and I aren’t so different. Just like you and every one of my other readers aren’t so different. And right now my readers represent 14 countries spread across 6 continents. So our big world suddenly feels a little smaller. And hopefully you feel a little less alone.  
 
    Across borders, and oceans, and time zones, words have the power to connect. Wield them for good. Even if good is just a dirty book about a hot ass hockey player and his sweetheart. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Books by this author 
 
    Sin Series 
 
    Contemporary Romance 
 
      
 
    Mr. Sin  
 
    I should have run the other way. Paid my tab and gone back to my room. But he was there. And he was… everything. I figured what’s the harm in letting passion rule my decisions for one night? So what if he looks like the Devil in a suit. I’d be leaving in the morning. Flying home, back to my pleasant but predictable life. I’d never see him again. 
 
    Except I do. In the last place I expected. And now everything I’ve worked so hard for is in jeopardy. 
 
    We can’t stop what we’ve started, but this is bigger than the two of us. 
 
    And when his past comes back to haunt him, love might not be enough to save me. 
 
      
 
    Sin Too 
 
    Beth 
 
    It started with tragedy. 
 
    And secrets. 
 
    Hidden truths that refused to stay buried have come out to chase me. Now I’m on the run, living under a blanket of constant fear, pretending to be someone I’m not. And if I’m not really me, how am I supposed to know what’s real? 
 
    Angelo 
 
    Watch the girl. 
 
    It was supposed to be a simple assignment. But like everything else in this family, there’s nothing simple about it. Not my task. Not her fake name. And not my feelings for her. 
 
    But Beth is mine now. 
 
    So when the monsters from her past come out to play, they’ll have to get through me first. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Sleet Series 
 
    Romantic Comedy 
 
      
 
    Sleet Kitten  
 
    There are a few things that life doesn’t prepare you for. Like what to do when a super-hot guy catches you sneaking around in his basement. Or what to do when a mysterious package shows up with tickets to a hockey game, because apparently, he’s a professional athlete. Or how to handle it when you get to the game and realize he’s freaking famous since half of the 20,000 people in the stands are wearing his jersey. 
 
    I thought I was a well-adjusted adult, reasonably prepared for life. But one date with Jackson Wilder, a viral video, and a “I didn’t know she was your mom” incident, and I’m suddenly questioning everything I thought I knew. 
 
    But he’s fun. And great. And I think I might be falling for him. But I don’t know if he’s falling for me too, or if he’s as much of a player off the ice as on. 
 
      
 
    Sleet Sugar  
 
    My friends have convinced me. No more hockey players. 
 
    With a dad who is the Head Coach for the Minnesota Sleet, it seemed like an easy decision. 
 
     My friends have also convinced me that the best way to boost my fragile self-esteem is through a one-night stand. 
 
    A dating App. A hotel bar. A sexy-as-hell man, who’s sweet, and funny, and did I mention, sexy-as-hell… I fortified my courage and invited myself up to his room. 
 
     Assumptions. There’s a rule about them. 
 
     I assumed he was passing through town. I assumed he was a businessman, or maybe an investor, or accountant, or literally anything other than a professional hockey player. I assumed I’d never see him again. 
 
     I assumed wrong. 
 
      
 
    Sleet Banshee  
 
    Mother freaking hockey players. My friends found their happily-ever-afters with a couple of sweet, doting, over-the-top in-love athletes. They got nicknames like Kitten and Sugar. But me? I got stuck with a dickhead who riles me up on purpose and calls me Banshee. Yeah, he might have a voice made specifically for wet dreams. And he might have a body and face carved by the gods. And he might have a level of Alpha-hole that gets me all hot and bothered. 
 
    But when he presses my buttons, he presses ALL of my buttons. And I’m not the type of girl who takes things sitting down. And I only got caught on my knees that one time. In the museum. 
 
    But when my decisions get one of my friends hurt… I can’t stop blaming myself. And him. 
 
    Except he can’t take a hint. And I can’t keep my panties on. 
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