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Sex is a two-way treat.

Franklin P. Jones
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Jude Bessonette heaved himself out of his truck with a grimace. His ass was numb, he was thirsty, and the sauna-like air in the underground parking garage made him want to climb back into his efficiently air-conditioned truck and point it at the lake he’d spent the last seven hours driving away from.

Ignoring the urge—and the sweat already dampening the back of his t-shirt—he grabbed his bag out of the back seat, shut the door, and crossed the brightly lit garage to the elevator.

He hit the button, then pulled out his phone to send his mom the requisite I’m home safe text. She wouldn’t see it until morning, but he knew the rules. She’d been disappointed when he’d left early—training camp didn’t start for two months, and he’d planned to stay at the family vacation home for another month at least. But while he’d had plenty of exercise in the form of swimming, water skiing, and games of touch football on the beach, he hadn’t hit the gym since he’d left the city. Which meant he had work to do before the season started.

So he’d left the breezy shores of Lake Superior for the humidity of Detroit in July to train, and with the most important season of his professional career looming, he didn’t want the stress of his mother’s wrath for failing to inform her that he wasn’t dead in a ditch.

The elevator gave its soft, dignified chime, the doors slid silently open, and he stepped inside. He hit the button for his floor and, circling his neck to work out the kinks from the long drive, ran through his mental to-do list. He needed to unpack and do laundry, and grocery shopping was a priority—after a month away, there wouldn’t be any food in the house. His first training session was at nine tomorrow morning, so he’d have to get breakfast out, but as soon as he was done at the gym it was off to the store—provided he could still walk. He’d engaged the services of the team’s toughest conditioning coach to get him into shape for the season, and being too sore to move was a real possibility.

He started to swipe away from his contacts to start a grocery list when a name caught his eye. He hadn’t had a personal assistant long, but he knew that grocery shopping was in her job description. Mostly because Grant kept telling him so, but his agent was used to paying someone to do everything—including suck his dick—so his perspective was skewed.

Not that there was anything wrong with paying to have your dick sucked. Your dick got sucked, the sucker got paid, and everyone went home happy. But Jude wasn’t sure he’d ever have Grant’s ease with throwing money at the simplest of problems—and he was fully capable of buying his own groceries.

He was also capable of finding someone to suck his dick, but that hadn’t happened in a while. The Detroit Cougars was one of the most storied franchises in the NHL, and playing for them meant increased scrutiny from both the press and the public. The last thing he needed was some enterprising reporter—or more likely, a fan with a phone—snapping a picture of him at a swinger’s club.

Factor in that his favorite club—the one where he could be reasonably certain no one would snap such a photo—was on the other side of the state, and it was no wonder he was in a dry spell.

He’d had opportunities, of course—willing, eager women were always hanging around the rinks, the hotels, the clubs. And when spending yet another night in a hotel room far from home had felt too damn lonely, he’d been tempted.

The brunette in Tampa came to mind.

She’d had purple streaks in her hair, a diamond stud in her nose, and a throaty laugh that made him think of low moans and dark rooms and soft, slick skin. He’d been half a beer from asking her back to his room when he’d realized who she reminded him of.

Brynn.

He stared at the numbers above the door, silently counting floors. Brynn’s nose ring was a gold hoop, and her hair had pink streaks instead of purple. But it was her face he saw when he’d looked at the brunette—her pale white skin with its delicate smattering of freckles and faint flush, her wide brown eyes behind glasses too big for her face, her lush mouth with its plump bottom lip that she nibbled when she was nervous. So he’d set down his unfished beer, paid his tab, and went back to his hotel alone.

Because fucking someone who reminded him of the one woman he couldn’t have didn’t seem like a great idea.

The elevator chimed its arrival on the top floor, and Jude put thoughts of his off-limits personal assistant out of his head.

He stepped out of the elevator, his heavy footsteps cushioned by the thick rug. Light streamed through the single window at the end of the hall, the glow of streetlamps and the steady flash of passing headlights on the street below. He winced at the glare and with fatigue mounting, stepped to his front door and keyed in the code.

It swung open with a beep that seemed too loud in the cushioned quiet. He stepped inside, kicking off his shoes as the door swung shut behind him. The shades were up on the ceiling-height windows, bathing the living room and open kitchen in moonlight and neon, and for the first time since he’d started driving, he felt himself relax.

He'd only lived in the apartment for six months—and for half of that he’d been on the road—but it felt like home. When he’d been called up to Detroit mid-season last year, it was only supposed to be for a few weeks. But when the player he’d been filling in for needed surgery, and it soon became clear he’d be with the Cougars for at least the rest of the season, he’d wanted out of the apartment provided by the team. So Brynn had handled the paperwork to terminate his lease in Grand Rapids, arranged for his things to be packed and shipped, and found him this place.

In the high-ceilinged, loft-like space the sofa and two chairs that had filled up his Grand Rapids living room almost looked like doll furniture. He’d considered buying new, but the familiarity of his things had helped make the apartment feel like home—and being able to rollerblade circles around the sofa made it easy to get in a workout when it was too cold or wet or snowy to get outside.

He dropped his bag on the sofa and headed for the kitchen, skirting the long, narrow, stainless steel work counter that separated it from the rest of the open-concept living space. He plucked a glass from one of the open shelves lining the tiled wall, filled it from the filter spigot at the sink, and drank. When it was empty he refilled it, turning to face the room as he drank, and noticed the counter.

It was clean. Too clean.

Not that he’d left it a mess. He’d been raised too well—and feared his mother too much—for that. But his focus had been on making sure he wouldn’t come home to rotting garbage and funky laundry, and after more than a month away, he’d expected a layer of dust. But there wasn’t a spec—and sitting in the center of the counter was a potted plant covered in delicate white blooms.

He lowered the glass to frown at it. Nestled in a short, square pot painted sunny yellow, the blooms gave off a pleasant, faintly sweet smell. It was a nice plant—but he knew as well as he knew his own name that he hadn’t put it there.

He lifted a hand to scratch his head, muttering a curse when the glass he still held banged against his temple. He set it down and walked into the living room, eyes narrowed as he honed in on the details. The thick throw he’d left balled up in one corner of the sofa—a housewarming gift from his friend Esme—was artfully draped over the cushions, the throw pillows plumped and carefully placed. The ancient steamer trunk he used as a coffee table held a couple of small candles, a green glass bowl filled with shiny red apples, and another plant. The game controllers that usually lived there were nowhere to be seen.

He frowned at that, a spurt of panic lighting up his tired brain before he spotted the controllers sitting on the low shelf under his wall-mounted television, the trio of remotes that controlled his entertainment system lined up neatly next to them.

Relieved, he turned in a circle, cataloging the rest of his belongings. As far as he could tell, nothing was missing—his books were on the shelves built in under the windows, his game consoles and electronics were all in place. He hadn’t been robbed, but someone had been in to clean.

He had a dim memory of Brynn telling him she was going to hire a cleaning service, but it had been during the grueling push to make the playoffs at the end of the season, and he hadn’t been paying much attention to anything but hockey.

A vague sense of unease stirred in his gut. He needed to pay attention to the tasks Brynn was handling and the expenses she was incurring on his behalf—it was irresponsible not to, and he knew it. But every time he was near her he went witless with lust, and with his career on the line he’d needed his wits. The safest thing to do was stay away from her as much as possible, so that’s what he’d done.

It had worked for a while. He’d been busy getting settled into his role with the team, and she’d been busy handling the move, and by the time all that had settled down they’d been pushing for a playoff spot and then in the playoffs, and there had hardly been time to breathe much less lust inappropriately after his personal assistant.

But a new season was on the horizon, with new goals and new opportunities for him both on and off the ice, and he was going to need her help. Which meant he was going to have to learn how to talk to her without wanting, to work with her without yearning.

“Might as well wish to win the Norris trophy,” he muttered, and shoving aside the combination of lust and despair he’d become all too accustomed to over the last nine months, he retrieved his duffle and headed for the bedroom.

The shades on the windows were drawn tight, the bed a king-sized shadow in the middle of the room. It was the only piece of furniture he’d bought new for the move to Detroit, taking advantage of the space to get the biggest mattress he could find. The modern platform bed had a headboard with built-in shelving, eliminating the need for bedside tables and extending his rollerblading path.

There was plenty of room for more furniture, but Jude hadn’t seen the need. He used this room for sleeping and fucking, so who needed more than a bed?

Not that he’d fucked anyone since he’d moved here, which would’ve been depressing if he hadn’t been too tired to think about it. Since he was, he just carried his bag into the closet.

Dim lights along the baseboards flickered on automatically upon his entry, and since it was enough to keep him from tripping over something, he didn’t bother with more. Like the rest of the apartment, it was much bigger than he needed—even with all the new clothes Brynn had bought for him it was only half full. Dropping his bag on the padded bench that ran down the center of the space—another Brynn purchase, none of his other closets had been big enough for furniture—he dug his phone out of his pocket, then stripped out of his clothes.

Wearing only his boxers and moving with the disjointed shuffle of exhaustion, he headed for the bathroom. With under cabinet lights illuminating the way, he emptied his bladder and brushed his teeth, then shuffled back into the bedroom and aimed for the bed.

He moved slowly, not sure exactly where it was in the dark room. He reached out a seeking hand, swallowing a curse when his knuckles rapped against the wood of the headboard. He set his phone down and then slid his hand lower over the soft, cool cotton-covered pillow, the fluffy duvet. With pleasure and anticipation, he pulled back the duvet with a sigh.

Something sighed back.

Jude paused, his fatigue-fogged brain taking a beat to register the sound. He frowned, eyes burning as he tried to see in the dark, but all he could make out was the big, square shape of the bed. He waited a few moments, ears straining for a repeat of the sound, but nothing came.

He shook his head, feeling ridiculous. He was so tired he was having auditory hallucinations, he thought with a silent, self-deprecating laugh and lifted the covers to slide into bed.

A rumbling snore had him leaping back.

He fumbled for his phone, panic tightening his chest. With visions of some overzealous fan having snuck into his bed—and the media nightmare that would follow—he held his breath and turned on his phone’s flashlight.

It took a second for his eyes to adjust to the bright glare. Then he just stared while the basset hound occupying his bed blinked droopy brown eyes, yawned, and let out a soft woof while wagging its tail and rolling onto its back in a blatant bid for belly rubs.

He didn’t know what he would have done in response—besides rub the belly, rules are rules—but before he could think of something, a sleepy voice mumbled, “Shut up, Tilly,” and he realized the dog wasn’t the only occupant of his bed.

“What the fuck?” he said and aimed his cell phone flashlight at the far side of the bed just as the person in it sat up and screamed.

Covers flew, and Jude caught a flash of blonde hair and a white shirt, then it all disappeared over the side of the bed, followed by a loud thump. The screaming cut off abruptly, leaving only the swish of the dog’s tail against the sheets and the hammering of his own heart to fill the silence.

He leaned over the bed, aiming his light toward the floor on the far side. But whoever was there had fallen too close to the bed for him to see them.

“Hello?” he called, then sputtered when a long, wet canine tongue lapped at his face. He ducked, trying to evade the affectionately aggressive slurps, then cursed when a tooth caught his nostril. Nose stinging and face dripping, he planted a hand on the dog’s nose and shoved. The dog, who had reared up on its hind legs to better cover him in slobber, fell slowly backward onto the bed and farted.

Jude would’ve laughed, but whoever was lying on his floor moaned, and he remembered he had a real problem on his hands.

With the light from the phone guiding the way, he strode over to the light switch beside the door and slapped it on, then turned to face his intruder with his best don’t-fuck-with-me-or-I’ll-put-you-through-the-boards glare, his thumb poised to dial 9-1-1.

Then he blinked. “Brynn?”

Eyes squeezed shut against the glare of the light, her pink-streaked blonde hair covering half her face, she lifted a hand. “Hi, Jude.”

“What are you doing here?” he asked, but it was automatic, knee-jerk. Because she was wearing a thin, white t-shirt, and as far as he could see, nothing else.

“I needed a place to crash for a few nights,” she said, struggling to sit, her voice tight. “I thought you weren’t coming back until August.”

“Change of plans,” he said faintly, mesmerized by Brynn in motion. The t-shirt didn’t move much around her thighs—it was too tight for that—but it was considerably looser up top, the stretched-out V-neck sliding off one shoulder, making it uncomfortably clear that she was braless, her tidy, barely-a-mouthful tits poking against the thin white fabric, and he was suddenly and painfully aware that all he wore was a pair of cotton boxers. Which, if he kept staring at her boobs, were going to be no help in keeping his dick in check.

He shifted his gaze to her face just as she managed to shove herself upright to lean against the side of the bed. The dog, who’d been watching them with a sort of lazy curiosity from atop the mattress, trotted over to rest its chin on the mattress next to her and licked her cheek.

Brynn sighed and lifted a hand to give the dog’s long, floppy ear a pat. “Hi, Tilly.”

“Since when do you have a dog?” Jude asked, wondering if he could casually grab a pair of pants while she was distracted.

“I don’t,” Brynn said, swiping at her cheek. “I’m dog-sitting.”

Then she winced and lifted a hand to the back of her head, and he remembered how hard she’d hit the floor.

“You’re hurt,” he said, and with all thoughts of her tits and thighs forgotten—or at least shoved to the background—crouched in front of her.

“I hit my head when I fell,” she confessed, looking up at him, and he realized she didn’t have her glasses on.

He’d never seen her without her glasses.

He knew her eyes were brown, of course. She had what his dad called Bambi eyes, big and velvety soft, and they’d starred in his dreams almost as often as her tits and thighs. But he’d never seen them naked before, with no glasses or makeup, so he hadn’t known that her thick lashes were only a shade or two darker than the hair on her head, or that they could look this vulnerable, this helpless. They were a little unfocused, too, and he wondered if that was the pain or if she couldn’t see.

“Can you see me?” he asked. “Without your glasses?”

“I’m nearsighted.”

He didn’t know if that meant she could see or she couldn’t, but decided it didn’t matter. “Let me check your head.”

Her eyes widened, and she blinked. “Oh. Um. It’s fine.”

“Humor me.” Ignoring her protest, he braced one hand on her shoulder to hold her still and slid the other into her hair.

Brynn was dying. She wasn’t sure if it was from humiliation or lust, but either way, she was about to shuffle loose this mortal coil, and she had regrets.

She’d never been to Paris. She’d never seen the Tigers win a World Series. And she’d never ridden Jude Bessonnette’s dick like a Grand Canyon mule.

Which had seemed like the smart thing to do—or the smart thing to not do—but with death staring her in the face and Jude wearing nothing but blue boxer shorts, she was having a hard time remembering why she’d wanted to be smart.

He was so pretty it almost hurt to look at him, even when her head wasn’t throbbing from violent contact with the floor. His hair was a deep, burnished gold, currently sporting some lighter blond streaks courtesy of his summer at the lake, and he had a mustache that hadn’t been there when he’d left town. It was thick and lush, almost totally obscuring his upper lip, and seeing it did things to her insides that she was all too familiar with. He was tanned, too, his usually pale white skin a sun-kissed bronze. She wanted to scold him about sunscreen because what the fuck, but his biceps were bunching as his fingers carefully probed the back of her head, and she was a sucker for biceps.

And thighs. Jesus God, the thighs.

He was crouched in front of her with his feet flat on the ground, which was impressive. She’d played catcher on her high school softball team all four years, and she knew the burn of the flat-footed squat. But his legs were rock steady, not a tremble or a quiver in sight—not from him, anyway. She was quivering plenty, because she was all but caged in by those thighs, close enough for her to see the dusting of blond hair covering them, to feel the body heat radiating off him like a furnace.

She drew in a careful breath to steady herself—a mistake, because with oxygen came his scent.

He smelled like toothpaste with faint hints of sunscreen and sweat, a combination that no one ever had described as sexy, but her heart was hammering like he’d bathed in pheromones and fresh basil, and if she was going to die anyway, what was she waiting for?

She could fuck him now. He was only wearing boxer shorts—the ones she’d bought because they matched his eyes—and she was only wearing panties and a T-shirt, and the bed was right there. But with her luck she’d live, and then she wouldn’t be able to work for him anymore, and her already considerable financial problems would be even more dire.

She let out a groan, part despair and part lust and all raging disappointment, and the hand carefully probing the back of her head stilled.

His gaze dropped to hers, concern darkening his cornflower blue eyes. “Does it hurt?”

It didn’t, not really. But since pain explained the groan a lot better—and with less humiliation—than the truth, she nodded.

“There’s a bump, but it didn’t break the skin,” he said, and to her combined disappointment and relief, pulled his hand away to hold up two fingers. “How many fingers do you see?”

“I don’t have a concussion,” she told him, trying to sound confident. It was tough because the toothpaste/sunscreen/sweat combination was really very nice, and the mustache was still wreaking havoc on her hormones, and all of that combined with the thighs was making it hard to concentrate.

“Okay, then tell me how many.”

Deciding to humor him, she focused. “Two.”

“Any nausea? Dizziness?”

“No.”

“Who won the Stanley Cup last season?”

“The Yankees.”

He frowned. “That’s a baseball team.”

She widened her eyes in an expression of exaggerated surprise. “Really?”

“Ha, ha,” he said, then paused. “You do know who won the Cup, though, right?”

“Well, I know it wasn’t you.”

“Ouch.”

“Sorry,” she said, biting her lip. He looked genuinely pained, and she had to quell the urge to cuddle him. No cuddling, you slut. She cleared her throat and tried to come up with a neutral topic. “You grew a mustache.”

“Oh. Yeah.” He reached up to stroke it. “My sister made me grow it.”

She jerked her gaze away from his stroking hand. “Why?”

“Because we were playing Insult Scrabble, and I lost.”

She waited a beat. “Okay, maybe I do have a concussion because I didn’t understand any of that.”

“Insult Scrabble is just Scrabble, but you can only play words that are insults,” he explained.

She nodded, like this was a thing normal people did. “Sure, sure.”

“I played ‘dick’ and she added ‘cheeze’ with a ‘z’ for a triple word score.” He scowled. “Little shit got ninety-six points.”

She frowned. “That’s now how cheese is spelled.”

“I know, right? But the judge overruled me, and now I have to keep this thing for six months.”

“Who was the judge?”

He scowled even harder. “My mom.”

“Your family sounds…”

“You can say it. They’re assholes.”

“I was going to say nice.”

He smiled, dimples appearing at the edges of his mustache. “They’re that, too.”

Okay, she couldn’t just sit there and look at a mustache and dimples while wearing just a t-shirt and panties. There was only so much a person could take. “Can I get up now?”

“If you’re sure you’re up to it.”

“I am,” she assured him. “Um, can you move?”

He pushed smoothly to his feet, reaching down a hand to help her to hers. With no other choice, she took it.

“Thanks,” she said breathlessly when she was standing—way too close to him—and tried to take a step back only to collide with the bed.

“Whoa.” He grabbed her shoulders before she could fall again. “Are you dizzy?”

“No, I just forgot where the bed was.” Damn, damn, damn. Her shirt had fallen off her right shoulder and his hand was warm and firm and gentle, sending tingles racing under her skin.

God, so many tingles.

“I think you should sit,” he said, guiding her to do just that, and since the tingles had reached her knees, she let him.

“I’m fine.” Tilly waddled over to plop down beside her, her heavy and surprisingly bony chin resting on Brynn’s bare thigh. “Really.”

Jude peered into her eyes, then shook his head. “Maybe, but I don’t think we should take any chances.”

“I’m not going to the ER,” Brynn said, swallowing panic. She could not afford that. “It’s barely a bump.”

“You know how many guys I’ve known with ‘barely a bump’ who’ve ended up puking and cross-eyed at three a.m.?”

“Yes, but they’re hockey players. They’re…” She struggled for something to say that didn’t call into question the intelligence of those in his chosen profession.

“Yes?” he drawled.

“I’m not going to the ER,” she repeated.

“Okay.” He sat down on the bed, Tilly between them, a distance that felt like not nearly enough. “Then we’ll do the at-home version of concussion protocol.”

“What does that mean?”

“I’ll check you regularly throughout the night,” he said. “Make sure your pupils are equal and reactive, that you’re orientated to time and place⁠—”

“I get it,” she interrupted, holding up a hand. But it was trembling, so she dropped it again. “Don’t you think you’re overreacting?”

“Maybe,” he allowed. “But believe me, you don’t want to take chances with your brain. It’s either this or the ER.”

Damn, damn, damn. “Fine,” she sighed and started to stand.

His hand shot out to grip her knee, holding her in place. Tilly stretched forward to sniff at his wrist. “Where are you going?”

“I’m going to sleep in the guest room,” she said, ignoring the weight on her knee and the drool on her leg and looking around for her leggings. They were on the end of the bed, behind Jude—to get them, she’d have to either reach past him or get up and walk around the bed with her ass hanging out of her nightshirt.

Not happening.

“What’s wrong with here?”

She stopped trying to figure out how to get her pants to frown at him. “I can’t stay here. It’s your room.”

“Sure, you can. You already were,” he pointed out.

“That’s…different,” she said feebly.

“How?”

“It just is,” she insisted. “You weren’t home, and…you weren’t home.”

“It’s fine, Brynn. I’ll stay in the guest room.”

“It’s full of boxes,” she reminded him. “And old hockey equipment.”

He shrugged. “So?”

“A lot of it is piled on the bed,” she pointed out. “Which isn’t even made.”

“I’ll deal with it. You’re hurt, so you’re staying here.”

She should’ve just died of embarrassment and gotten it over with. “I’m really not hurt, I just⁠—”

“And I’ll be in every two hours to check you,” he continued, shifting his hand from her knee to Tilly’s head. “Will she bark at me?”

Brynn eyed Tilly, currently doing the doggie equivalent of a swoon while Jude rubbed her ears. “No. She might fart, though, and then you’ll wish you were dead.”

“This sweet girl?” He bent to give Tilly an affectionate nuzzle that sent her into a tail-wagging frenzy of joy. “I don’t believe it.”

Brynn, who in the week and a half she’d been dog-sitting had been on the receiving end of more gas than Exxon, snorted.

Jude grinned, flashing his dimples again. “You mind if I take one of the pillows?”

“Um, no. No, of course not,” she said, and when he stood to circle the bed, tugged her t-shirt down over her knees. Then she realized it dragged the loose V-neck so low her nipples were visible and let it go.

“Do you need anything?” he asked from the foot of the bed, far enough away now to be fuzzy without her glasses, a fact which should’ve helped her lust problem but didn’t. It apparently didn’t matter that she couldn’t make out his biceps or his thighs, or see his mustache as anything but a blonde smudge on his face anymore, because she had an excellent memory that hadn’t gotten the no-lusting-after-Jude memo, and was, to her chagrin, gleefully filling in the fuzzy blanks.

“No,” she said, concentrating on his fuzzy nose instead of his fuzzy boxer shorts. “I’m fine.”

“Okay, well. See you in two hours.”

“Right. Two hours,” she echoed, watching his fuzzy, blue-clad ass walk toward the door.

He paused, and though she knew he was looking at her, he was too far away for her to see the expression on his face. “Goodnight, Brynn.”

“’Night,” she said, then he hit the switch and plunged the room into darkness, and the door clicked shut behind him and she was alone with her impure thoughts and Tilly. Who promptly farted.

“I deserved that,” Brynn muttered and burrowed under the covers.
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Brynn was up at six. Not because she was by nature an early riser, but because Tilly was—or at least her bladder was, and the only thing worse than getting up so early was the prospect of waking up in a puddle of dog pee.

And having to replace Jude’s five-thousand-dollar mattress would’ve sucked, too.

So she hauled Tilly off the bed, stumbled into the bathroom to take care of her own pressing needs, then put on her glasses, dragged on her leggings, and with Tilly running in circles ahead of her, headed for the front door.

Twenty minutes later she keyed in the door code, yawning so hard she screwed it up and had to key it in again. With the door open, Tilly—freed from the hated leash—ran ahead to the kitchen to dance impatiently in front of her food bowl. Moving slower, Brynn kicked off her flip-flops and started to follow, and then the faint sound of running water reached her ears. She frowned at the kitchen faucet, which was off, then realized she was hearing the shower in Jude’s bathroom. He was taking a shower, she thought, and tried unsuccessfully not to picture it.

Then Tilly gave her sharp, impatient, why-haven’t-you-fed-me-yet bark.

“I’m in hell,” Brynn muttered, and shoving her glasses up her nose and the image out a wet and naked Jude of her mind, went to attend to her highness.

She filled the water bowl and got out a pouch of the insanely expensive fresh, raw ingredient dog food from the fridge while Tilly spun in circles, scattering drool. By the time she’d cut open the pouch, dumped its contents into a bowl, and used a fork to break it up into bite-sized chunks, Tilly was dancing at her feet, jumping as high as her stumpy, five-inch legs would allow.

“All right, all right,” Brynn said, laughing. Tilly’s dads, Owen and Mark, called it her ‘dinner dance’, and it had quickly become Brynn’s favorite part of the day. Holding the food dish to her chest, she waited for the rest. As if on cue, the basset hound mix tipped back her head and let out a trilling howl.

Brynn set the dish down and Tilly dove in, her ears dragging through the puddle of water and drool on the floor.

“You’re so ridiculous,” Brynn said with affection and went to get the paper towels.

When the water and the drool and the chunks of dog food were cleaned up, and Tilly had submitted with the graciousness of royalty to the removal of the bits clinging to her ears and chin, she waddled off to sprawl in a patch of sunlight on the floor and Brynn turned to the coffee maker.

She brewed a double pot, figuring Jude hadn’t gotten any more sleep than she had. She’d probably feel better if she’d just stayed up reading all night instead of trying to sleep in between his little concussion exams.

Mostly because when she finally did sleep, she had dreams where he’d say things like “Who’s the president of my penis?” and she’d say “I am,” and then she’d wake up to him asking her who’d won the fucking Stanley Cup again.

The pot was almost full when the bedroom door opened and Jude walked out.

He wore nothing but a pair of dark blue shorts, knee length and loose, with a drawstring waist and a faded logo on the right leg. His hair was wet from the shower, his eyes heavy, and when he smiled at her, soft and sleepy, his mouth looked like pure sin under his damp mustache. “Morning.”

She cleared her throat and tried to act like she didn’t want to tackle him to the floor and sit on his face. “Morning. Want some coffee?”

He yawned, reaching up with one hand to scratch his bare chest. “I can get it,” he said and shuffled into the kitchen.”

It wasn’t a huge space, but it wasn’t tiny, either. Designed as sort of an open galley, it was perfectly adequate for two people, with plenty of room to maneuver. But as he reached overhead for a mug, then past her to the refrigerator for the cream, it sure didn’t feel that way.

By the time he’d poured his cup and circled the counter to settle on one of the stools, she felt like she’d run the fifty-yard dash, shaky and breathless and sweaty. To cover, she poured herself a cup of coffee, then grabbed the sugar bowl off the counter.

“Oh, hey,” he said suddenly, and she looked up. He held up the cream he’d taken from the fridge. “This is probably yours, huh?”

“Oh.” She looked at the pint carton, store-brand, bought with the change she’d been able to scrounge from under the seats of her car. “Yeah, but it’s fine. Go ahead.”

“Thanks.” He poured in a generous dollop. “Can you pass me a spoon?”

She plucked one out of the drawer and passed it over.

“Thanks. So what’s up with your apartment?”

Her hand jerked, scattering sugar crystals across the counter. Heart pounding, she turned to the sink to dampen a paper towel. “What do you mean?”

“You said you needed a place to crash, so I figured something was wrong with your place.”

“Ah, yeah.” She squeezed the excess water out of the towel and tried to marshal her scrambled thoughts. “It was, um, a plumbing problem. A pipe burst.”

“In your apartment?”

“No, the one next door.” Improvising her ass off, she started moping the counter. “But they had to shut off the water to the whole building to fix it, so…”

“That sounds like a mess.” He lifted his cup to his mouth, then lowered it again, frowning. “Don’t they have to put you up in a hotel room for that?”

“Huh?”

“If they have to kick you out for essential repairs,” he elaborated, his frown deepening, “I think they do. It’s a state law.”

“Oh. They did,” she said, focusing on her task like the spilled sugar was an atomic bomb. Shit, shit, shit. “But they were having a hard time finding one that would take Tilly, and since you weren’t here…”

She trailed off and glanced up. “I’m sorry. I should’ve checked with you first.”

“It’s fine,” he said, waving it away. “You can stay here as long as you need.”

How does six months sound? she thought and turned to dump sugar in the sink.

“How’s your head this morning?”

“Fine.”

“No pain, dizziness, nausea?”

“None.”

“Who won the Stanley Cup last year?”

“The Baltimore Ravens.”

“Well, at least you’ve moved on to football,” he muttered. “You know the names of other hockey teams, right?”

She tossed the paper towel in the garbage under the sink and turned to lean against it, picking up her coffee. “I know them. I just don’t pay much attention.”

He set down his mug. “What do you mean, you don’t pay much attention? Don’t you like hockey?”

“I’m more of a baseball fan,” she confessed and felt her mood lift a little at his goggle-eyed shock. “No offense.”

“Offense very much taken,” he replied, rubbing the heel of one hand over his chest as though soothing an ache. “How can you not like hockey?”

“I like it fine. It’s just not my favorite sport.” She sipped her coffee and ignored the chest rubbing. Thanks to the where-am-I-going-to-sleep-tonight panic, it was easier than she’d expected. “You’re very good at it, though.”

“How would you know?” He scowled into his coffee. “Did I know this about you when I hired you?”

“You didn’t hire me, the agency did. Well, Chloe did.”

“Did she know?”

“I didn’t tell her, but probably. She knows everything.”

His mustache twitched as he smiled. “That’s true. So, how long have you been living in my apartment?”

Shock hit like a punch to the chest, stopping her heart and driving the breath from her lungs. She opened her mouth to speak, but nothing came out, not even a squeak. Her hand went limp, and her coffee cup would’ve fallen, but her thumb was hooked through the handle so the coffee just spilled out to puddle at her feet. It was the spatter of hot liquid on her toes that jolted her out of her stunned state, and she leaped back. “Shit!”

He pushed up from his stool, his forehead furrowed in concern. “Did you burn yourself?”

“I’m fine.” She grabbed the paper towels and knelt on the floor, mopping at the edges of the puddle before it could spread.

He crouched in front of her. “Let me see.”

She shook her head and concentrated on her task, staring so hard at the coffee soaking into the towels that her eyes started to burn. When they were saturated she tossed them in the sink and tore off a handful more.

“Brynn, the floor is clean enough. Let me check your feet.”

“I need to get some cleaner,” she said, swiping at the now dry floor. “The sugar in the coffee will make it sticky, and the last thing you want is ants.”

“We’re on the tenth floor,” he reminded her and took the paper towels out of her hand. “I don’t give a fuck about ants. Let me see your feet.”

She couldn’t look at him, didn’t want to see in his eyes the quiet pity she could hear in his voice. So she closed her eyes and shifted to lean back against the cabinets, extending her legs out in front of her. She didn’t think her feet were burned, at least not badly, but she was too confused and ashamed to fight him. So she sat quietly while he traced her toes with his calloused fingertips, his touch feather-light.

“They’re a little pink, but I don’t think they’ll blister,” he finally said, the warm weight of one hand on her ankle, as though he thought if he didn’t hold her down, she’d run away.

She kept her eyes closed. “I’m fine.”

“Okay,” he said. “Are you going to open your eyes?”

“No.”

“Okay,” he said again, and he sounded so calm, like “no” was a perfectly reasonable thing for her to say, that she sighed and opened her eyes.

“How did you know?”

“Couple things.” He was sitting cross-legged on the floor by her feet, one hand on her ankle, the other resting on the floor. His body was relaxed, his pose non-threatening, and his eyes were kind. “There’s a jumbo box of tampons under my bathroom sink, your shampoo and conditioner have been on the shelf in the shower long enough to leave rings, and don’t take this the wrong way, but you’re a pretty lousy liar.”

“I know.” She forced herself to meet his gaze. “Am I fired?”

His eyes were unreadable. “I guess that depends on why you’re squatting in my apartment.”

She winced, then sighed. He deserved the truth, no matter how humiliating it was. Besides, she really was a shit liar. “I had some…hiccups with my housing.”

“What kind of hiccups?”

She lifted a hand to run it through her hair, surprised at how much effort the gesture took. She was suddenly exhausted. “My roommate decided to move back in with her parents to save money, and I couldn’t manage the rent by myself, so⁠—”

“Why not?”

She blinked. “Why not, what?”

“Why couldn’t you manage the rent by yourself?”

“Because rent is expensive, Jude,” she said, her cheeks heating as her temper spiked. She bit it back, forcing herself to focus on keeping her job. “I was supposed to move into a new place at the first of the month, but at the last minute, Cora decided to have her boyfriend move in instead. I already paid her but she hasn’t sent it back yet, and since she blocked me I doubt she’s going to, so that’s money I won’t see again. And well, you weren’t here, and I was coming in every week to clean anyway⁠—”

“Hold on, time out. You’re cleaning my apartment?”

Shit. “Um. Yes.”

“I thought you hired a cleaning service.”

“Yeah, well, I hired myself.” Her cheeks were burning, shame a roiling ball of nausea in her belly, but she forced herself not to look away. “I needed the extra money.”

“Why?” he said, baffled confusion in his pretty blue eyes. “You make plenty.”

Her temper spiked again, and this time, she couldn’t bite it back. “I know you’re a professional hockey player,” she began, trying to moderate her tone and failing miserably, the words slicing through the air like knives, “and your family has money, but for your information, five hundred dollars a week is not enough to live on.”

“What?” he began, but she wasn’t listening.

“Even if I didn’t have student loan payments, which I do,” she continued heatedly even while one part of her brain warned her to tread carefully due to the whole squatting/trespassing thing, “or a car payment, or insurance, or any of the other financial obligations that come with being an adult in late stage capitalism⁠—”

“Brynn—”

“—like needing to eat, with groceries costing three times as much as they did before Covid,” she fumed, yanking her ankle out of his grip and lurching to her feet—“it would still not be enough to live on.”

He stood a beat behind her. “Something’s wrong here.”

“And since I’m not even getting that because it’s the ‘off-season’,” she went on, throwing up her hands to put air-quotes around off-season, “that means I’m living on even less, while still doing my job, so yes, I’m cleaning your house, and yes, I’m dog sitting for extra cash, and yes, I’m squatting in your apartment, and you can take your ‘you make plenty’ and shove it up your⁠—"

“Brynn!” he shouted, a foot away from her face.

“What?” she shouted back.

“Are you telling me you stopped getting paid when the season ended?”

“Like you didn’t know that,” she snapped, sarcasm dripping, then the look on his face registered. “Wait, you didn’t know that?”

“And you’re only getting paid five hundred a week?”

“That’s what we agreed on,” she reminded him, all but spitting the words. He looked mad, and it was pissing her off. What right did he have to be mad?

“In Grand Rapids,” he said, his face like a thundercloud, “when it was only part-time. When you agreed to move to Detroit to work for me full-time, I raised it.”

“No, you didn’t,” she scoffed.

“Yes, I did. To one hundred thousand dollars a year.”

Her knees went so weak so fast she’d have fallen if the sink wasn’t right behind her. “What?”

“It took effect in February. And you don’t know anything about it, do you?”

She gave in and slid down, landing on the floor with a thump. “No.”

Tilly, her nap disturbed by the shouting, waddled over to climb into Brynn’s lap. Brynn lifted her hands automatically to stroke, but her eyes were fixed on Jude’s furious face as he dug out his phone. “What are you doing?”

“I’m calling Grant.”

She swallowed. She didn’t want to ask, but she needed to know. “Because I’m fired?”

“What?” He stopped stabbing at the screen long enough to shoot her a furious look. “No. You’re not fired.”

“Okay.” The breath she didn’t realize she was holding whooshed out. “Thank you.”

“And don’t thank me, goddammit.”

She didn’t know what to say to that, so kept silent as he began to pace.

Tilly, sensing Brynn’s stress, began to lick her arm, and Brynn realized she was close to hyperventilating. Recalling her therapy tools, she started box breathing and was holding her breath for the four-count when Grant’s jovial, used-car-salesman voice boomed through the phone.

“Jude! How’s my favorite client?”

“I’ve got a problem,” Jude said. He jabbed a finger at Brynn, barked, “Stay here,” then strode out of the kitchen, disappeared into the bedroom, and slammed the door behind him.

She blinked at the closed door for a second, then looked down at the dog. “Hoo, boy. I know it’s a cliché, but he’s pretty when he’s mad.”

Tilly gave her arm a final lick, then laid her head on Brynn’s knee.

“Right, sorry,” Brynn said, stroking the dog’s velvety ears. “I’m not supposed to be noticing that. But I’m only human, you know.”

Then she sighed, remembering how he’d looked wearing only a pair of loose shorts and how warm his hand had felt on her skin. “And horny.”

Tilly, deciding that the crisis was over and her support was no longer required, heaved herself off Brynn’s lap. She waddled back over to the patch of sunlight she’d abandoned during the shouting, turned around three and a half times, and settled down with a wheezing sigh and a loud fart in a cloud of dog hair.

“Easy for you to say,” Brynn muttered. “You’re spayed.”

She sat there listening to Tilly breathe and the muffled sounds of Jude’s conversation from behind the closed bedroom door, trying to decide if she wanted to know what he was saying or not. On the one hand, knowledge was power. On the other, she’d already trespassed and lied, so eavesdropping was probably a sin too far.

With a vague idea about distracting herself, she got up off the floor and opened the fridge. She wasn’t especially hungry, but she needed something to do. So she got out an onion, cheese, and eggs and began to dice, shred and whisk.

She was pouring eggs into an omelet pan when the bedroom door opened again and Jude stalked back out, the phone at his ear. “Brynn? Who have you been dealing with in Grant’s office?”

“Um, someone in accounting. Adam, maybe?” She nudged her glasses up and shook the pan. “Or Aaron. Something like that, I think.”

“You hear that?” he said into the phone, pacing the length of the counter. “Okay. Yeah. Yeah.”

Brynn looked down at Tilly, who had abandoned her nap to perch at Brynn’s feet, hoping for a stray hunk of cheese. “This is a mess,” she muttered, keeping her voice low. “And I have no idea where we’re going to sleep tonight.”

“Okay, let me know,” Jude said behind her, and Brynn risked a glance over her shoulder. He dropped the phone on the counter and dragged a hand through his hair, then noticed her staring. “What?”

“Nothing,” she said, grateful she could blame the stove for the heat in her cheeks, and flipped the omelet onto a plate. “Do you want an omelet?”

“Yeah. Thanks.”

“Fresh basil?” she asked, reaching for the little plant on the windowsill she’d babied from a cutting.

“Sure.”

She began to shred the leaves, watching him. His jaw was clenched, his brows were drawn together in the fiercest scowl she’d seen since her father had heard about the Justin Verlander trade in 2017, and angry color slashed his cheekbones. “You look mad.”

A flash of reluctant humor lit his eyes. “I am mad.”

“I mean, really mad,” she went on. “Like, solid pissed. I haven’t seen you look like this since the Montreal game.”

“That son of a bitch March slew-footed me,” he said, his scowl deepening, then blinked. “Wait. You remember that?”

She rolled her eyes. “Of course, I remember that. You broke his nose and got thrown out of the game. Your social media was bananas for a week and a half—I was hearing Instagram alerts in my sleep.”

“He deserved it,” Jude grumbled.

“What did Grant say to piss you off?” Brynn asked, sprinkling basil over the eggs.

“It’s the situation that’s pissing me off,” he corrected and sat on one of the stools lining the counter. “He thinks it’s a paperwork screw-up. Chloe is going to dig into it.”

She passed him a fork. “Okay.”

She told herself not to watch him eat. Surely she wasn’t so hard up she had to watch the man eat. To make sure she didn’t, she turned back to the stove and started on another omelet for herself.

Neither spoke for a few moments, the dog’s hopeful panting accompanied by the clink of his fork against his plate and the sizzle of eggs in the pan. When Brynn reached for the pile of shredded cheese to add to the eggs, Tilly let out a plaintive whine.

“Not on your life,” Brynn told her firmly. “Not after what happened last time.”

“Last time?” Jude echoed behind her.

“Her owners told me not to let her have people food, but I left a sandwich unattended,” she explained, glancing back. He’d finished the omelet and was watching her, blue eyes laser-focused. Her heart seemed to leap into her throat. “Let’s just say there was extensive mopping and a thorough bath. For both of us.”

“Puked it up, huh?” he asked with a sympathetic wince.

“No, we visited a town a little south of Puke Up,” she said drily.

The sympathy turned to horror. “Oh, God.”

“Repeat that about a dozen times, throw in a few f-bombs, and you’ll be where I was,” she informed him and slid her omelet on a plate.

She shredded some basil onto the gently steaming eggs and with no good reason not to, circled the counter to take the seat next to him. Tilly followed, wiggling her way under the stool so as not to miss any falling scraps, and Brynn picked up her fork.

“You never answered my question,” Jude asked after she’d taken her first bite.

She swallowed. “Which question was that?”

“How long have you been living in my apartment?”

Her appetite was gone, but she forked up another bite anyway. It might be her last hot meal for a while. “A couple of weeks.”

His expression was unreadable. “Do you have somewhere to go tonight?”

The eggs were like sawdust on her tongue while shame burned her cheeks and fear turned her stomach to ice. “No.”

“Okay,” he said and nodded once. “You’ll stay here.”
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Brynn bobbled her fork. “What?”

“You’ll stay here,” he repeated and raised one tawny eyebrow. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

She wasn’t sure how she was looking at him—probably like he’d lost all reason. Because he clearly had. “I can’t stay here.”

“Why not?” he asked. “There’s plenty of room, and not to put too fine a point on it, you’ve been staying here.”

“When you were on vacation,” she pointed out. “You’re home now, and I’ll be in your way.”

He shrugged. “I’m going to be working on getting into shape for the season, so I won’t be around much.”

She tried not to do it, she really did, but her eyes seemed to be taking direction from her brain without her input. Before she could stop them, they were skimming over his body—strong shoulders and firm pecs and bulging biceps and corded forearms. His shorts weren’t as tight as last night’s blue boxers and covered him almost to his knees, but she had very clear memories of his thighs.

“How much more in shape can you be?” she blurted out and immediately blushed.

“You’d be surprised,” he said drily.

She didn’t know what to say to that, and she was still thinking about his thighs, so she forced herself back to the topic at hand.

“Well, you can’t work out all the time,” she said, poking at her food. “And when you get home, you’re going to want to relax. You can’t do that with me here.”

“Why? Are you messy?”

She kept her eyes on her eggs. “No.”

“Play loud music in the middle of the night? Throw drunken parties?”

“Of course not.”

“Clip your toenails while you eat?”

She reared back to stare at him in horror. “Ew, no!”

“Then I doubt you’ll bother me,” he said with a shrug.

Yes, but you’ll bother me. She reached for the salt shaker. “You don’t know that.”

“We can leap off that bridge when it’s on fire.”

She blinked. “Isn’t the phrase ‘we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it’?”

He shrugged. “Potato, tomato. If you don’t want to stay here, that’s fine. I’ll book you a hotel room.”

She wanted to say she didn’t feel right about him paying for a hotel room, but that would’ve been for show—she felt just fine about him paying for a hotel, or any other damn thing he wanted to pay for. And taking him up on the offer would be the professional, logical thing to do.

But she didn’t want to.

“I cleaned out the guest room last night,” he said, then frowned. “Well, I cleared all the boxes off the bed, anyway. And I ordered a dresser.”

She blinked. “You did?”

“It’s being delivered this afternoon. Along with bedding,” he continued, rising from his stool, plate and fork in hand. “And new pillows.”

She watched him take his dishes to the sink and tried to think of something to say. Not a single thing came to mind.

“I need to go through the boxes and stuff, figure out what to keep and what to donate. I think most of it is old hockey equipment.”

“It is,” she said faintly. She was the one who’d packed it all up in Grand Rapids. She’d tried to convince him to donate it all then, but he hadn’t been ready.

“Oh, and I need you to do something for me today,” he said, his back to her as he stood at the sink.

“Okay,” she said and tried to pay attention to what he was saying and not to the way his back muscles flexed.

“Find a cleaning service.”

Her cheeks heated immediately. “I can keep doing it,” she said, pleased that her voice didn’t reflect the knee-jerk shame she was trying not to feel. “It’s no problem.”

“No,” he said and slapped on the water. “You can’t.”

He sounded pissed off again, and it put her back up. “It’s nothing to be ashamed of.”

“I didn’t say there was.” He turned the water off and turned to look at her, the sharp look in his eyes giving way to curiosity. “Do you want to keep doing it?”

She almost said yes, just to be contrary, but she wasn’t that foolish. “No.”

“Would you have done it if you hadn’t needed the extra money?”

“That’s why people work, Jude,” she said, trying not to snap. “Because they need money.”

He just stared at her, waiting patiently, and she sighed. “No.”

“Then hire someone else to do it.”

She wasn’t sure why she was so annoyed—it wasn’t like she wanted to scrub his damn toilets. “Fine. Anything else I can do for you, boss?”

He raised an eyebrow but only said, “Could probably use some groceries.”

She bit back the sour retort. “Sure. What do you want?”

“I have to up my protein intake, so get a lot of chicken. Skinless, boneless breasts. Some salmon, too, and lean steaks. Stuff that can be stashed in the freezer. Plus vegetables. Lots and lots of vegetables.”

“This is a boring grocery list,” she commented, making notes on her phone.

“Welcome to the diet of a professional athlete,” he said drily. “Get some oatmeal, skim milk, and whatever fresh fruit looks good. Berries would be best, but whatever looks good. And plain Greek yogurt.”

“Seriously boring.” She looked up from her phone. “Anything else?”

“That’ll do for now. I’ll give you my credit card.” He turned to walk out of the kitchen and almost tripped over Tilly.

“Jeez, dog, don’t do that.” He crouched down to give her ears a scratch. “If I get injured before the season even starts, we’re all fucked.”

Tilly simply rolled onto her back to present her belly for a rub.

He laughed and obliged her. “Such a good girl, aren’t you? The best girl.”

He’s talking to the dog, you slut, Brynn silently admonished her vagina, which was reacting the way any reasonable vagina would react to Jude crooning good girl in his rough, rumbly voice—with delight and hope. Her nipples had gone hopeful, too, making her grateful for small boobs and oversized t-shirts.

“I’ll just clean up in here and go see what needs to be done in the guest room,” she said, stealing one last glimpse of straining thighs before picking up her plate.

He nodded and rose. “I’ll leave the credit card on the counter. If you have any trouble using it, call me.”

“Okay, thanks.”

“No problem,” he said and walked into the bedroom. When the door closed behind him, cutting off the view, she went back to work.

Brynn spent her morning lining up a grocery delivery, setting up appointments to interview cleaning services, clearing out the guest room, and trying to get her best friend on the phone.

The groceries were easy. Probably the best thing about a post-Covid world, in her personal opinion, was the wide availability of grocery delivery services. She normally would’ve spent some time searching for a coupon or a first-delivery-free offer, but it wasn’t her money and Jude already had an account with Meijer. She was able to click buy-again on almost everything, so the whole thing took less time than it took to condition her hair.

She had more trouble with the cleaning service. An internet search of Detroit cleaning services netted over three million results, so she pivoted to a much more reliable local resource—Angela Mitchel.

The PA for one of Jude’s teammates and a born-and-raised Detroiter, Angela knew the city inside and out, and she had connections everywhere. Within two minutes of asking for a recommendation, Brynn had the names of three companies, complete with references, and had appointments set up with all three for the next afternoon within another thirty.

Which left clearing out the guest room as her remaining task.

“And where the hell,” she asked Tilly, standing in the doorway with her hands on her hips, “am I supposed to put all of this?”

Tilly waddled into the room, skirting the bed, three hockey bags stacked one on top of the other and a broken desk chair to get to the giant black leather beanbag shoved under the single unshaded window. Sunlight pooled in its center, and Tilly managed to settle into it with only a few scrabbles and one awkward slide backward.

“Thanks for your help,” Brynn muttered. She wondered briefly if she should nudge the dog off the beanbag, then decided not to worry about it. There were deep scratches in the leather, and the sun had bleached it gray—a little dog hair wasn’t going to lower its value any further.

With Tilly snoring away, she surveyed the rest of the room. The two dozen boxes that had been on the mattress were now stacked between the bed and the closet, and there were two more hockey bags, bringing the total to five. There was also a stack of sticks in the corner behind the bed, an old box fan, and three garbage bags that were filled with Jude’s old clothes.

She looked around the room, assessing. It looked chaotic, but it wasn’t that bad. She didn’t want to throw anything out without checking with Jude, but she could organize it. If she stacked the boxes along the wall closest to the door, she might be able to get everything else into the closet. Well, everything but the bean bag and the broken desk chair. Those might have to go into the living room until she could confirm with Jude that she could throw them out.

She was just shoving the last box into place when her phone chimed the ringtone she’d assigned to her best friend. She snatched it off the top box on the pile, shoved her sweaty bangs off her forehead, and answered on speaker. “It’s about damn time.”

“Sorry,” Amy said. “I was covering a class for someone. What’s up?”

“My life is hell.”

“The same hell it’s been for the last six weeks, or a new one?”

There was nowhere to sit except the bed, and she couldn’t sit there—it might smell like Jude. So she perched on the floor with her back to the bean bag, Tilly’s rumbling snore turning it into a vibrating chair. “Jude came home early last night.”

“Uh-oh. Busted?”

“I was asleep in his bed.”

“Big busted. What happened?”

“I fell out of bed and hit my head, so he put me through concussion protocol.”

“You’re kidding.”

“I was a little dazed,” Brynn admitted. “But that was because he was wearing boxer shorts. Only boxer shorts. And he grew a mustache.”

“Ooh. Does he pull it off?”

“It doesn’t look bad,” Brynn said, forcing herself to sound casual.

“Uh-huh,” Amy said, clearly not buying casual. “How were the thighs?”

“He’s not skipping leg day,” Brynn said with fondness.

“Let’s have a moment of silence for leg day,” Amy said reverently, then after a few seconds, said, “Okay, how’d you play it?”

“I mostly just stared.”

“Not the thighs, the getting caught.”

“I thought I played it off—told him there was a burst pipe in my building, and I just needed a place to stay for a night or two, but he didn’t buy it.”

“So, he knows you’ve been squatting.”

“Don’t say squatting. It sounds so sordid. Accurate,” she admitted, “but sordid.”

“Sorry. Did he fire you?”

“No. I figured he was going to—I mean, I would fire me—so when he asked me why, I kind of…let him have it.”

“You’re kidding.”

“Nope. I told him he was a cheap bastard who could find someone else to buy his sweaters and stock his fridge.”

Amy let out a delighted laugh. “Seriously?”

“No. I was too scared.” Brynn confessed. “But I did say that five hundred a week wasn’t enough to live on, and the whole not paying me in the off-season thing was a dick move.”

“Atta girl,” Amy cheered.

“I was feeling pretty righteous,” Brynn said. “Then he said I was supposed to get a raise in February and I kind of deflated.”

“What?”

“Yeah.” Leaning her head back against Tilly’s flank, Brynn laid it out.

“Wow,” Amy said when she’d finished. “So your money problems are over, then?”

Brynn drew a deep breath, realizing for the first time that the awful tightness that had been living in her chest for the last several months was gone. “Once it gets straightened out, however long that takes.”

“Babe, that’s great.”

“Yeah.”

There was a delicate pause, then Amy said, “And yet, you sound like your dog just died.”

“I don’t have a dog.”

“Is this about your crush on him?”

“I object to the term crush,” Brynn said with all the dignity she could muster. “I’m a grown woman, not a twelve-year-old girl.”

“Fine, I’ll use grown-up words. Is this about you being in love with your boss?”

“On second thought, let’s go back to crush. I’m not in love with him.”

“Close enough.”

“Close only counts in hand grenades and horseshoes.”

“As far as your career is concerned, being romantically and sexually obsessed with your boss is a hand grenade.”

“Obsessed is a strong word,” Brynn objected.

“Who do you think about when you masturbate?” Amy asked.

“None of your business.”

“Yeah, I’m sticking with obsessed.”

Brynn scowled into the phone. “You’re one to talk. You’ve been in love with Isaac since the tenth grade.”

“Yes, but I’m not trying to blow up my life over it.”

“Maybe you should,” Brynn muttered.

“What?”

“Never mind.” The topic of Amy’s unrequited love for Brynn’s older brother had been declared off-limits years ago, and she could tell by her friend’s tone that wasn’t about to change. “I don’t know why I talk to you about this stuff.”

“Because I’m your best friend, and you love me.”

Brynn nestled deeper into the bean bag. Tilly snuffled, shifted, and settled back down with a rumbling snore. “I’m getting new friends.”

“Okay. Until you do, do you want to stay with me? Just until your paycheck gets straightened out and you can get your own place?”

“I can’t do my job in Detroit if I’m living with you in Adrian,” Brynn pointed out.

“You never heard of remote work?”

“I can’t,” she said, ignoring the little voice in the back of her head saying you can, you just don’t want to. “But thank you.”

“Well, you can’t stay there now that Jude’s back,” Amy said. “Do you need me to get you a hotel?”

“No, Jude offered to cover it,” Brynn said and told herself that, technically, it was the truth.

“Least he could do,” was Amy’s opinion of that. “When are you supposed to hear about your paycheck?”

“I don’t know. They’re working on it.”

“Well, let me know when you hear. And when you find a place, I’ll clear a weekend to help you move.”

“That would be great, Ames. I miss you.”

“I miss you, too. Don’t fuck your boss.”

“I’m seriously getting new friends,” Brynn said and hung up on Amy’s cackling laugh.

She sat there for a moment, listening to the dog snore. It was oddly comforting, even if it did come with the smell of hound and dog farts and more drool than she’d known one mammal could produce. Maybe she’d get a dog when she got a place of her own—or better, a cat, since they didn’t need walking.

“Speaking of which,” she said, giving Tilly a nudge. “Time for yours. C’mon, get up.”

Tilly opened one eye, huffed, and closed it again.

Used to Tilly’s lazy ways, Brynn didn’t bother to cajole. There was only one thing that could get Tilly to move when she didn’t want to, so Brynn went straight to the deli drawer in the fridge to get them.

When they walked back into the apartment twenty minutes later, Tilly was full of organic dog treats and empty of pee and Brynn was even sweatier. More than ready for a shower, she made sure Tilly had enough water in her bowl and headed to the guest bath, where she’d already put the toiletries she’d cleared out of Jude’s bathroom.

Hosing off the heat and sweat made her feel a hundred times better, as did a quick spin with the hand-held shower wand. It didn’t have as many settings as one in Jude’s shower, but using this one didn’t come with a vague sense of guilt along with the orgasm, and that more than made up for the lack of variety.

It was bad enough she was thinking of Jude when she came, doing it in his shower added a layer of ick she wasn’t prepared to morally wrestle with. The fact that she’d been doing so since she’d moved in was neither here nor there.

She dug a sundress and fresh panties out of her suitcase and made a mental note to do laundry before Jude got home. She was going to have to make a trip to the storage unit for more of her clothes soon, but she was hoping to put it off until she was in her own apartment and could move everything all at once.

She’d checked her bank account, and though there hadn’t been a deposit yet, she was surprisingly un-anxious about it. She should’ve been, especially since her checking account was in the red. But knowing that money was coming meant she could see the minus sign and the account alert banner flashing on her banking app and still breathe.

Money might not be able to buy happiness, but it was better than Lexapro for easing anxiety.

Dressed, she combed her hair and left it to air dry, then put on her glasses and checked her phone. The grocery delivery was on its way, and the link Jude had forwarded her told her the dresser and bedding would be delivered before five. She needed something for lunch, then she’d get out her laptop. She had some ideas for punching up Jude’s social media for the season, and she wanted to get her thoughts written up and organized before presenting them to him. And focusing on work was the best way to remind herself that their relationship was a professional one—no matter how much she wished otherwise.
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Jude didn’t have time to think about Brynn once he was at the gym. Which would’ve been a good thing, except he was dying.

“I’m dying,” he gasped, sprawled on the floor of the weight room, his limbs like rubber and his heart beating like a jackrabbit’s.

The toe of a sneaker tapped his ribs, drawing his gaze to the short, muscular, hairy man standing over him in gym shorts and a tank top. “You’re not dying, but you’ll feel like it tomorrow if you don’t get up and stretch.”

“Just bury me here,” Jude wheezed and closed his eyes. “Put up a plaque in my memory, tell my story. Don’t let my death be in vain.”

“Wah, wah, wah,” came the pitiless reply.

Jude opened one eye to glare at his trainer. “You’re fired.”

Mac just grinned. “No refunds.”

“I’m filing a complaint with the Better Business Bureau.” Jude rolled to a sitting position. “Ow. Fuck.”

“That’s what you get for playing beach volleyball and drinking beer all summer,” Mac said, all cheer and no sympathy. “Come on. Stretch, then massage.”

“You say massage,” Jude said and hauled himself to his feet, “but you mean torture. I’m onto your tricks, you sadist.”

“Are you always this dramatic?” Mac wanted to know.

“Just for the first few weeks.” Jude shifted into a hamstring stretch, stifling a groan. “Then I’ll be over it.”

“Good, because I charge extra for whining.”

“This isn’t whining.” Jude sank deeper into the stretch. It almost felt good. “It’s biting commentary.”

Mac’s beetle brows shot up, but he only said, “Go deeper.”

“Fuck you,” Jude said without heat, and obeyed.

Two hours later, he walked almost normally down the hall towards the team lounge, where lunch awaited. His muscles were looser, thanks to the massage—which had, indeed, been torture—and a spin in the whirlpool. But he was going to feel it tomorrow, and if he hadn’t been starving, he would’ve already been home taking a nap.

He pushed open the lounge door and grinned. Tommy Jakes, a fellow defenseman and the only First Nations player on the team, was sitting in one of the recliners with a smoothie in one hand and a game controller in the other, thumb flying as someone with a sword on the big screen in front of him decapitated a cow.

“Shit,” Tommy muttered and frowned down at his controller. “Was I supposed to kill the cow?”

“I think you’re supposed to kill the dragon,” Jude offered.

Tommy’s head popped up, and a grin spread across his square brown face. “Why would I kill a dragon? Dragons are cool.”

“And cows aren’t?”

“Not as cool as dragons.” On the screen, his PC swung the sword again and took out its own leg. “Hell. What do I do now?”

“Hop?” Jude suggested.

“Fuck it.” Tossing the controller aside, Tommy gulped the last of his smoothie and surged to his feet. “How the hell are you, Bess?”

Jude accepted the bear hug with genuine pleasure. “I’m good, I’m good. You?”

“I’m aces.” Tommy scooped one hand through his mane of thick black hair. “Stayed in town this summer instead of going back to BC, since Kara’s ready to pop.”

“How’s she doing?” Jude asked, recalling his teammate’s tall, pretty wife. The last time he’d seen her at the post-season team golf outing, she’d been waddling across the green, her pregnant belly leading the way.

She’d still shot four under par.

“She’s good. Craving some weird shit, and she has to pee every five minutes, but feeling great otherwise. Two weeks to go.”

“Nice. You going to be there?”

“Wouldn’t be anywhere else,” he vowed, then grinned. “Besides, she told me if I tried to weasel out of it she’d gut me like a fish.”

Jude laughed. Tommy was six foot five, built like a lumberjack, and one of the scariest defensemen in the National Hockey League. His wife was scarier. “I believe it.”

“Nice crumb catcher,” Tommy said, reaching out to give Jude’s mustache a tweak. “You lose a bet or something?”

“Hey, mustaches are in these days,” Jude said defensively. “You’re just jealous you can’t grow one.”

“Got me there,” Tommy said, amused and unoffended. His playoff beard had looked like the five o’clock shadow of a twelve-year-old. “So, what brings you to the barn? The brass call you in?”

“No.” Thank God. “I’m working out with Mac.”

Tommy’s eyes, nearly as dark as his hair, lit with interest. “Getting a leg up on your conditioning, eh? Smart.”

“I’m not so sure about that,” Jude said with a wince.

Tommy let out a hoot of laughter. “Mac’s a sadist, but you’ll be ready for puck drop.”

“That’s the plan.”

“It’s a good one.”

Jude began walking toward the dining side of the lounge. “What’re you doing here? Besides killing your PC.”

Turning his back on his legless character without a glance, Tommy followed. “Kara’s mom and sister are in town. They started talking about mucus plugs and contractions and shit, so I bailed, came for lunch.”

Jude stared. “What the hell is a mucus plug?”

“Dude, you don’t want to know.” Tommy waved at the chef behind the grill. “Let’s get a steak and you can tell me about your summer.”

Half an hour later, Tommy was frowning at him over what was left of a ten-ounce sirloin, steamed broccoli, and a baked potato. “Dude, that’s fucked up.”

“I know.” Swallowing a bite of his filet, Jude reached for his glass of iced tea. “My agent’s assistant is digging into what happened, but in the meantime, she’s homeless.”

“Seriously fucked up.” Tommy sat back, looking thoughtful. “I’d offer my guest house, but Kara’s mom is staying there until after the baby’s born. I have a guest room. It’s in the main house and not that private, but she’s welcome to it.”

It took Jude a second to realize Tommy was offering Brynn a place to stay. “I appreciate the thought, but you’ve got enough going on right now without adding a house guest.”

“Offer stands,” Tommy said with a shrug. “You going to put her up in a hotel?”

Jude shook his head. “I offered. She said no.”

“Well, hell, man, where’s she going to go?”

“I told her she could stay with me,” Jude said casually and took another bite of steak.

Tommy blinked once, slowly, then leaned forward and cupped a hand around one ear. “I’m sorry, come again?”

“I told her she could stay with me,” Jude repeated patiently, pleased with his bland-as-toast tone. “I’ve got plenty of room, and it should only be a few days until things get squared away and she can move to her own place.”

“Sure, sure,” Tommy said, nodding, lips pursed as though in thought. “That makes sense. I just have one question.”

“Shoot,” Jude said.

“Are you out of your fucking mind?”

It was Jude’s turn to blink. “Huh?”

“I said, are you out of your fucking mind?” Tommy repeated slowly, the way one would with someone who didn’t speak fluent English. “She can’t stay with you.”

“Why not?” Jude asked, genuinely baffled at his friend’s reaction. Tommy was acting like he’d invited the captain of the Toronto Maple Leafs to live with him, not his harmless—and homeless—assistant.

“Jude. Come on.” Tommy shook his head. “You know why.”

“I actually don’t.”

“You really gonna make me say it?” Tommy asked.

“Say what?” Jude said, bewildered, and reached for his iced tea again.

“Okay, you asked for it.” Tommy leaned forward, looked him square in the eye and said, “She can’t stay with you because you want to stick your dick in her.”

Jude choked, spewing tea over his plate and Tommy’s face, coughing and gasping so hard he saw sparks. When he got his breath back and blinked his streaming eyes clear, Tommy was mopping his face with a napkin and holding another out.

“Thanks.” Jude took it and cleaned his face before croaking out, “How did you know?”

“I’ve seen the two of you together,” Tommy said drily. “It’s pretty fucking obvious.”

Jude tried swallowing. It felt like gulping razor blades. “Please tell me that isn’t true.”

“Probably not,” Tommy allowed. “Maybe I see it because, well, been there—done that.”

“What are you talking about?” Jude asked, then realization hit. “Wait. You and Kara?”

“She was my PA when I was with Pittsburgh.” Tommy raised one eyebrow. “You didn’t know that?”

“No.”

“For about six months,” Tommy confirmed. “Until I couldn’t take it anymore and fired her.”

“You fired her?”

“Well, I couldn’t date her while she was working for me,” Tommy said reasonably. “I got her a job with a teammate, fired her, then asked her out.”

Jude stared, fascinated. “Did she say yes?”

“She kicked me in the balls and told me to ask her again in a week,” Tommy recalled with a fond smile. “She said yes then. You can’t sleep with Brynn, Jude.”

“I know that,” Jude said, irritation working through the shock. “I’m not completely clueless.”

“I didn’t think so, but here we are.”

Annoyed, Jude scowled. “So, I want her. Big deal. I’ve wanted plenty of women I haven’t slept with. I can handle it.”

“I think you’re underestimating the power of lust combined with proximity, but let’s say that’s true,” Tommy allowed. “Why risk it? Any kind of a sexual harassment scandal could fuck your career.”

“She’s homeless, Tom. Because of me.”

Tommy pointed a finger. “Because of a screwup in your agent’s office, not because of you.”

“I should’ve been paying closer attention,” he insisted, leaving out the part where he hadn’t been paying attention because he was avoiding her due to the aforementioned lust. It didn’t seem like it would help his argument. “It’s my responsibility, ”

Tommy snorted. “So, what? Having her stay with you is penance?”

He wasn’t going to dignify that with an answer. “I owe her a place to stay until this gets straightened out.”

“Then get her a hotel room.”

“I told her she could stay in the guest room, not on my dick,” Jude snapped. “For Christ’s sake, Tommy.”

“Fine.” Tommy raised his hands in surrender. “Fine. You’re a grown man, and you know what you’re doing.”

“Thank you.”

“And when it blows up in your face, I promise not to say, ‘I told you so’.”

“Fuck you.”

Tommy jerked his chin at Jude’s plate. “You done eating?”

Jude looked down. He still had half a steak left, but his appetite was gone. “Yeah.”

“Good. Let’s go get a beer. I won’t tell the nutritionist if you won’t.”

Jude pushed his chair back. “You’re buying.”

Jude crossed the hall to his front door with a scowl. “I hate you.”

“That hurts me, Jude,” Tommy said, tapping a fist against his chest. “It hurts me right here.”

“Good. You deserve it.”

“Wow. And after I sprang for the good beer.”

“You were supposed to spring for the good beer in a bar, not at my house.”

“Is it so terrible I just wanted to have a quiet beer with a friend where I wouldn’t risk being recognized by fans?”

“You love getting recognized by fans,” Jude shot back. “You wanted to come here to see Brynn.”

Tommy blinked in mock surprise. “Brynn’s here?”

“You’re an ass,” Jude muttered and turned away to key in the door code.

It unlocked with a beep and he shoved it open, annoyed with his friend and with himself for opening his big mouth, and saw Brynn.

She was sitting on one of the barstools at the kitchen counter, a laptop open in front of her and the dog asleep at her feet. Her hair was loose around her shoulders, covered only by the skinny straps of the white sundress she wore. It left a remarkable amount of leg bare, too, and for a moment, all he could see was thigh.

Then she said, “Hi,” and jolted him out of his thigh-induced stupor.

“Hi,” he said and shoved his hands in the pockets of his shorts.

“Hi,” Tommy said from the doorway, and dammit, the son of a bitch was laughing.

“Tommy,” Brynn said, her voice warming with her smile. “What are you doing here?”

“Oh, just hanging out. Kara and her mom and sister are talking about childbirth nightmares at the house, so Bessie here was nice enough to offer refuge.”

“That was sweet of him,” she said, sliding off the stool to hug him while Jude looked on with resentment and tried not to stare at her legs.

Tommy laughed, dark eyes dancing over Brynn’s head when Jude glared at him. “He’s a bowl of sugar, Bessie is. And hello, who’s this?”

Tilly had squeezed herself out from under the stool to sniff at Tommy’s shoes. “That’s Tilly.”

Tommy glanced at Brynn. “She yours?”

Brynn shook her head. “I’m dog-sitting. Her family is in Europe while their house is being renovated.”

“Hi, Tilly,” Tommy crooned, holding out a hand. Tilly gave it an experimental sniff, a nudge, then rolled onto her back with a delighted wiggle.

“Oh, what a good girl,” Tommy enthused, crouching to rub her belly. Tilly’s back foot began to pump. “Yes, that’s the spot, isn’t it? Does it feel good? Does it?”

“She’ll let you do that all day,” Brynn warmed.

“That’s okay,” Tommy crooned. “I could do it all day, couldn’t I? Yes, I could.”

“Give me the beer.” Jude reached out to take it and walked around the counter into the kitchen. “You want a glass?”

“Bottle’s fine,” Tommy said, making kissy noises at Tilly.

“You want one?” Jude asked Brynn.

“Oh. Um, no thanks.” She nudged her glasses up her nose, her eyes guarded behind the lenses, and resumed her seat at the counter.

He pulled two bottles from the six-pack and dug the bottle opener out of the drawer. “Has Chloe called you?” he asked Brynn, popping the bottle tops and trying to ignore the fact that he was close enough to smell her. She smelled like the shampoo she’d left in his shower—he’d had a good sniff earlier, even though he’d felt like a creep doing it—and an image of her wet and covered in nothing but suds leaped to mind.

“No, not yet.”

“Me neither.” He lifted the beer to his mouth, hoping it would douse the sudden fire in his gut, then grimaced at the taste. “Yuck.”

“Hey, that’s good shit,” Tommy called from the floor.

“Too hoppy,” Jude complained, setting the bottle aside.

“You’re too hoppy,” Tommy countered.

Brynn snickered, and Jude rolled his eyes and carried the second bottle around the counter. “Here. Don’t feed it to the dog, she’ll shit everywhere.”

“Good to know.” Sprawled on the floor, one hand still stroking Tilly into doggy bliss, he tipped the bottle back for a long drink. When he lowered it, he said, “How’s it going, Brynn?”

“Good.” She swiveled on her stool to look at him, her skirt riding up on her thigh. Not much, just an inch or two, but sweat popped out on Jude’s forehead anyway. “I talked to Angela today.”

“Yeah?”

“She gave me some recommendations for a new cleaning service,” she explained, then lifted her head to look at Jude. “I’ve got interviews set up for tomorrow. Do you want to be here for those?”

He started to say no, then changed his mind. “Yeah, I do. What time?”

She turned to tap at her computer. “One, two-thirty, and four.”

“I can make that work,” he decided.

“That reminds me,” Tommy interjected. “I booked some ice time for this week. Wednesday afternoon, two o’clock. You want in on that?”

“Sure. Just you?”

Tommy tipped his beer back. “Nah, I’ve got a couple of other guys coming too. We should have enough for a full scrimmage.”

“Can I come?” Brynn asked and had both men turning to look at her.

“Sure,” Tommy said.

“Why?” Jude asked.

“Because I want to film it,” she said, looking at Jude. “For your social media.”

Jude grimaced. “Do you have to?”

“Yes,” she said firmly. “You barely posted anything all summer, so I’ve been recycling pics and vids from last season, and I need some fresh stuff. In fact,” she went on, straightening on the stool, “I’m going with you to your workout Wednesday morning, too.”

Ignoring the cackle of laughter from the floor—he never should’ve brought Tommy home with him—he narrowed his eyes. “You’re not filming my workout.”

“Not all of it,” she promised. “Just the parts that are sexy enough for social media.”

“That’ll be easy,” he said drily while Tommy continued to chortle. “None of it is sexy.”

“Yeah, I’ll be the judge of that,” she muttered, and for a moment, her eyes glowed with heat. Then she blinked and adjusted her glasses, and it was gone.

“Come on, Bessie,” Tommy said, yanking Jude’s attention away from Brynn’s Bambi eyes. He was sprawled on the floor, propped up on one elbow and wearing a shit-eating grin. “Let her film you doing lunges. You’ll go viral.”

“I don’t want to go viral,” Jude ground out and vowed to put heat-activated muscle rub in Tommy’s cup at the first opportunity.

“I won’t get in your way,” Brynn said, pulling his gaze back to her. “I swear, you won’t even know I’m there.”

Like that’s possible. Jude sighed. He didn’t love the idea, but he wasn’t going to tell her no. “Fine. But I get the final say on what goes on social media.”

“Oh, absolutely not.”

“Why not?” he asked while Tommy started cackling again.

“Jude, if it was up to you, nothing would go on social media.”

“I’m a very private person,” he muttered defensively.

“And I respect that,” she said soothingly. “But like it or not, you’re a public figure, and part of my job is making sure the public sees you in a positive light.”

“Come on, Bessie. Let her do her job. Besides, I bet the fans are going to love your new lip fringe.”

Jude scowled. “Fine. You can come to the rink.”

“And to your workout?”

He sighed. “And to my workout.”

She beamed. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” Jude waited until she turned back to her computer, then gave Tommy a swift kick in the leg. He only laughed harder. Jude would’ve kicked him again—in a much more sensitive place—but his phone buzzed.

He dug it out and looked at the screen. “The delivery van is downstairs with the dresser. They need someone to let them in.”

“Tilly’s due for a walk.” Brynn hopped off her stool. “I’ll send them up.”

“Thanks,” Jude said, watching her skirt flutter as she walked barefoot to the front door.

“Come on, Tilly.” Brynn paused by the door to slip her feet into flip-flops and grab the leash. “Let’s go find a patch of grass to water.”

Tilly scrambled up and waddled across the room. Brynn held the door open, rolling her eyes at the dog’s leisurely pace. “Thank you for joining me,” she said as Tilly walked past her into the hall. With a little wave, she let the door swing shut behind her.

The second it did, Tommy sat up and said, “Brother, you are screwed.”

“Fuck you,” Jude said and tried to kick him again.

Evading, Tommy rolled to his feet with effortless grace and snorted. “Man, this is going to be fun. I can’t wait to tell Kara you’re in love with your assistant.”

Jude blinked. “I’m not in love with her.”

“Oh yeah, you are,” Tommy said, circling the counter with his empty beer bottle. “Where’s your recycling?”

“Under the sink. Why would you say that?”

“Because it’s true.” Tommy dropped his bottle in the bin and planted his hands on the counter. “You’re going to tell me it’s not?”

“Of course, it’s not,” Jude scoffed, ignoring the spurt of panic.

“Uh-huh. When did you meet her?”

“Last November, when I hired her,” Jude said, crossing his arms over his chest. He knew it was a defensive move, but he couldn’t seem to help it.

Tommy’s eyes danced with amusement. “And when’s the last time you had a date with another woman?”

His mind went dead blank. “Ah…”

“I’ll make it easier. When’s the last time you slept with another woman?”

“Last Thanksgiving.” When he’d been part of Esme’s gang bang fantasy.

“So you met Brynn in November, and you last had sex in November?”

“Yeah.” Wait—he hadn’t had sex in nine months?

“And you don’t see a connection there?” Tommy asked, smirking.

“I’ve been busy,” Jude said weakly. Nine months. Good God.

Tommy snorted.

Jude’s knees went wobbly, and he sat down on the couch. “I’m not in love with her.”

“Maybe not all the way,” Tommy conceded, coming around the counter. He shoved the little candles and the plant out of the way and sat on the steamer trunk facing Jude. “But you’re headed in that direction.”

Jude scrubbed his hands over his face. “Shit.”

“On the bright side, I think she’s in love with you, too.”

Jude’s head came up so fast he nearly gave himself whiplash. “What?”

“Well, she wants to bang you, anyway,” Tommy amended. “You didn’t see the way she was looking at you?”

“No,” Jude admitted. He’d been too busy trying not to look at her to notice how she was looking at him. “How was she looking at me?”

“She stared at your thighs almost as long as you stared at hers,” Tommy said. “She was more subtle than you, of course.”

“Of course,” Jude muttered, the tips of his ears heating with embarrassment.

“When she was talking about filming your workout, there was a moment where I thought she might melt into a puddle right there on the stool.”

“Really?”

Tommy nodded. “She’s into you, man. What are you going to do about it?”

Jude stared. “What do you mean, what am I going to do about it? I thought you said it was a terrible idea.”

“I changed my mind. I think you should go for it.”

“Go for it?” Jude echoed.

“Ask her out,” Tommy clarified. “See where it goes.”

“What happened to ‘a sexual harassment scandal could ruin your career’?”

Tommy snorted. “In this league? You’ll be fine.”

Jude barked out a laugh before he could stop it. “Jesus, Tommy.”

Tommy cocked an eyebrow. “Am I wrong?”

“No,” Jude admitted. They’d both seen players who’d done far worse be condemned in the press and social media, offer either fierce denials or false apologies, and go right back to playing under multi-million dollar contracts for top teams. The league talked a good game about not wanting abusers on the ice, but money trumped ethics, and the sad truth was a guy who brought in enough of it could probably commit murder and still have a job.

“Besides, you’re not going to sexually harass her.”

“Just asking her out could be considered harassment,” Jude pointed out. “I’m her boss, remember?”

“So don’t ask her out yet. Just…observe.”

“Observe.”

“Yeah. How she talks, how she looks. You know how a woman acts when she’s interested.”

“Yeah, okay. Then what?”

“Then you sit down and have an adult conversation about it.”

“Just like that?”

“What could be easier?”

A loud thump on the door interrupted them. “Yo! Got a dresser here.”

“I don’t know,” Jude muttered, getting up to answer the door. “Curing the common cold?”

The kid on the other side of the door jerked his chin in greeting while his partner, who looked about sixteen, leaned on the dresser, snapping a wad of gum the size of a baby’s fist. “S’up, bro. Where ya want this?”

“Room at the end of the hall,” Jude told him, pointing. “Just pick a good spot against the wall somewhere.”

“Bro,” the kid replied, which Jude assumed meant ‘okay’, and they wheeled the dolly with the dresser down the hall.

“You think they recognized me?” Tommy asked, and Jude sighed and went to find some cash for a tip.
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By the time they were interviewing the second cleaning service on Tuesday afternoon, Jude was sure of two things. The first was that Tommy was right—he was in love with Brynn. And the second was that he was never going to survive it.

It was like he’d been wearing sunglasses for nine months, but now they’d been torn away, and he was forced to face the sunlight for the first time. It was brilliant and beautiful and breathtaking and it was killing him.

He had no idea if Tommy’s claim that she wanted him back was accurate or not because he couldn’t concentrate enough to pay attention. He was so caught up in his own staggering realization he couldn’t seem to focus on anything else, including the poor woman trying to sell him on her cleaning service. Thank God Brynn was there to do most of the talking because the most he’d managed to contribute to the conversation was his name and ‘hello’.

So when his phone rang while Brynn was explaining the kind of service they were looking for to Maria from Maid For You—or maybe it was Meridith, he couldn’t remember—he gratefully excused himself to take it.

He stepped out into the hall, the better to escape the fog of feelings short-circuiting his brain, and answered the phone. “Grant, hey. What’s up?”

“A lot,” Grant said, sounding pissed. “I’ve been talking to the cops for the last hour.”

“The cops?”

“Yeah. That little shit fuck Adam in accounting embezzled half a million dollars.”

Jude blinked. “What the hell?”

“You can say that again.” Grant heaved a sigh. “Look, I don’t have a lot of time—the cops still need to talk to me, and I need to get an auditor in here ASAP—but I wanted to give you what I could.”

Jude took the phone away from his ear, put it on speaker, and opened his notes app. “Go.”

He took notes for the next few minutes while Grant talked and only refrained from asking questions because his smooth-talking agent sounded so frazzled.

“That’s all I’ve got for now,” Grant finished. “I’ve got to get back in there.”

“Right. Thanks for the update.”

“No problem. I’m sorry about this, Jude.”

“You didn’t steal the money,” Jude reminded him.

“I hired the asshole who did,” Grant shot back. “I’m gonna fucking fry that little shit.”

Jude winced, grateful he wasn’t on the receiving end of Grant’s wrath. “Do you need anything?”

“No, but thanks. I need to get back.”

“Talk to you later,” Jude said and ended the call just as the apartment door opened, and a smiling Brynn walked out with the cleaning lady.

“Thanks so much for coming by,” Brynn said, darting a questioning glance at Jude. Grant, he mouthed, and she nodded. Reaching out to hit the elevator button, she turned her attention back to the other woman. “We’re meeting with one other company this afternoon, and then we’ll be making a decision. You can expect a call from us by tomorrow.”

“Wonderful.” With a professional smile, Maria—he really thought it might be Maria—shook Brynn’s hand, then his.

“Thanks for coming,” Jude said, giving her his best I’m-sorry-I-was-a-bonehead smile. “Sorry I had to step out.”

“No problem at all.” The elevator chimed behind her, and she dropped his hand and stepped inside. “I look forward to hearing from you.”

“Thanks, Joan,” Brynn said.

Joan? Jude waited until the elevator doors had slid shut. “I thought her name was Maria.”

“It’s Joan,” Brynn said, blinking owlishly behind her glasses.

“Right,” he muttered, trying not to stare at her. She was wearing another sundress, this one in a soft blue that set off the tan she’d acquired over the last couple of days. It was subtle—just a hint of color, really—but it brought out the freckles on her shoulders and made her skin glow, and it wasn’t helping his can’t-think-about-anything-but-Brynn problem.

“I have to take Tilly for a walk,” she said, and he noticed for the first time that the dog was sniffing along the carpet behind him. “Do you want to come along?”

“Sure.” Maybe some fresh air would clear his head. “I’ll just grab my shoes.”

He keyed open the door, jammed his bare feet into his sneakers, and turned to find her in the elevator, one hand on Tilly’s leash, the other holding the door for him. He thought about being trapped in there for the short ride to the lobby, the air filled with her scent, nowhere to go, and sweat popped out on the back of his neck. “I’ll just…take the stairs,” he said, gesturing feebly toward the door at the end of the hall, and bolted before she could ask any awkward questions like, why are you acting like this is your first day as a person?

He beat the elevator to the lobby, not surprising since he’d all but sprinted down the stairs, and tried to use his time alone in the cool, quiet space to manifest. I can act normally, he told himself, leaning against the wall with his eyes closed. I can act normally. This is not my first day as a person.

“Jude?” Brynn said, and he opened his eyes.

She’d put on sunglasses, dark lenses in oversized frames that dwarfed her face and hid her eyes, and he relaxed a little. It was easier to relax when he couldn’t see her eyes, which was a surprise. He could put the thighs, and the tits, and even the ass, fine as it was, out of his mind, but somehow her eyes were Kryptonite.

“You ready?” she asked, and he pushed off the wall and opened the door.

“After you.”

She walked out ahead of him—and okay, he looked at her ass, but only for a second—then followed her out and fell into step beside her, heading up the block with Tilly in the lead. It had rained briefly earlier, and puddles still dotted the tree-lined sidewalk, gently steaming, the air humid and thick.

“So, what’d he say?”

“Who?” Jude asked absently, squinting into the sun. Tilly was weaving back and forth at the end of the six-foot leash, sniffing at the pavement like she was trying to inhale it.

“Grant.”

“Right. Grant.” He shoved his hands into his pockets. “Well, it turns out it wasn’t a paperwork screw-up.”

A little line formed between her eyebrows. “What was it, then?”

“Embezzlement.”

She stumbled to a halt and yanked her sunglasses off. “I’m sorry?”

He stopped beside her and tried not to look directly into her eyes. “Your contact in accounting, Adam?”

“The one who told me it was standard to not pay assistants in the off-season?”

Jude nodded. “He’s been skimming accounts. Not just yours,” he continued while Brynn gaped like a fish. “But several other clients, too. The whole Toronto office is a mess. When Chloe started digging and asking questions, he panicked. Said he was sick, went straight to the airport, and bought a one-way ticket.”

“To where?”

This was his favorite part. “Saskatchewan.”

Brynn blinked. “He tried to flee from Canada to…Canada?”

Jude grinned. “Uh-huh.”

“Wow.”

“Yeah.”

She stared at him for a long moment, then Tilly barked and yanked on the leash, and she rolled her eyes. “Sorry, Tilly.” She put her sunglasses back on and started walking again. “So, what happens now?”

“They’re still sorting it out,” Jude said, matching her pace. “They’ve got a lot of files to go through, to figure out exactly how much he stole from who. And they have to get him back from Saskatchewan, which will take time. But Grant said Chloe figured out how much I owe you, so⁠—”

“Hold on.” She stopped again. “How much you owe me?”

“Yeah.”

She shook her head. “Adam the asshole owes me, not you.”

“It’s going to be months before we’re able to get any money back from him—if we get any,” he pointed out. “I’m not making you wait.”

The line appeared between her eyebrows again. “But how are you the one on the hook?”

“Because I’m the boss,” he said simply. “You’ll be getting a direct deposit sometime in the next twenty-four to forty-eight hours. After taxes and withholdings, it’ll be about twenty-five thousand.”

Even with the sunglasses on, he could see her eyes go wide. “Dollars?”

The squeak in her voice made him want to smile. “Yeah.”

“Okay. Um.” She turned in a slow circle, wrapping the leash around her knees. Tilly, who was squatting by a tree, squawked in protest. “Shit, sorry.”

“Here, I’ll take her,” Jude said, unwinding the leash from around her legs, then shot out a hand when she sat right down on the sidewalk. “Hey! You okay?”

“Uh-huh,” she replied. Her head was between her knees, so her voice was muffled. “Did you say twenty-five thousand?”

“Yeah.” She didn’t seem to be in any actual physical distress, so he sat down on the sidewalk next to her. “You need anything? Something to drink?”

She shook her head, her hair swishing over her knees. “No.”

He frowned. Her voice was thick, like she was getting a cold. Or crying. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

“Fine,” she sniffed and picked up her head. Her sunglasses had slid down her nose, and there were tears shimmering in her eyes.

“You’re crying,” he accused and, thinking only to comfort, laid a hand on her back.

Her skin was bared by her dress, soft and smooth and warmed by the sun. Like forbidden fruit, he thought and dropped his hand.

She sniffed. “Sorry. I don’t mean to blubber.”

Struggling to focus, he nodded. “It’s okay. The last few months must have been rough.”

“Yeah,” she said, her voice thick. “I don’t think I realized how rough until just now.”

“That’s understandable,” he said, hoping it was the right thing to say. He’d thought a lot about her situation over the last couple of days, but about how it affected him. He didn’t think he’d realized until just now how much strain she’d been under, broke and technically homeless, and shame washed over him. “Blubber all you need to, I don’t mind.”

“Thanks.” With a wobbly smile, she wiped her cheeks. “I guess I should start looking for an apartment.”

Done watering the tree, Tilly shoved her nose under his elbow and tried to wiggle into his lap. He lifted his arm to let her. “There’s no rush. You can stay with me as long as you need to.”

“Oh. Um. I appreciate that,” she began, her gaze dropping as her cheeks turned pink. “But we’re in your way, so⁠—”

“You’re not,” he interrupted.

“How is that possible?” she asked, her color deepening. “This morning Tilly snuck into the shower with you. And farted.”

“I shower with twenty other guys on the regular,” he reminded her. “Trust me, she’s an upgrade.”

That made her snicker, but she still looked uncertain.

“I’m just saying you don’t have to sign a lease tomorrow,” he went on. “Take your time, find the right place. If it happens tomorrow, great. If it takes a couple of weeks?” He shrugged. “That’s fine too.”

She bit her lip, gnawing on it the way she did when she was uncertain. “You’re sure?”

“Absolutely,” he said, then sputtered when Tilly reared up to lick his face, and her tongue slipped into his mouth.

Brynn looked on with amusement. “Still think she’s an upgrade?”

Using both hands, he forced Tilly’s head away from his face. “I’d rather have her kissing me than Jakes, so yeah.”

Brynn laughed. “If Jakes ever kisses you and you don’t let me put it on social media, I’m going to be so mad.”

“My guess is Tommy will only kiss me if we win the Stanley Cup, at center ice,” he said and nudged Tilly off his lap. He swiped at his mouth to get rid of the dog spit, then gathered the leash and got to his feet. “So you’ll probably get scooped by ESPN.”

“Those vultures,” she said, smiling.

“Tell me about it,” he said and held out a hand to help her up.

She stayed where she was, perched on the pavement with her arms circling her updrawn knees, her sunglasses on top of her head, looking up at him, and for a moment, it seemed as though he could see everything he felt reflected in those Bambi eyes. Lust and longing and nerves and hope—it was all there, shining back at him so bright and strong that he was half a heartbeat from dropping to his knees.

Then her lashes swept down, shielding her eyes, and he dipped lower, trying to maintain eye contact. Then she grabbed his hand and pulled herself up, and because he was leaning forward, she bumped into him. It knocked him back half a step and he reached out, grabbing her shoulders for balance. She put hers on his chest, and just like that they were holding each other.

She was so close he could see the way her lashes clumped together, still damp with tears, and the teeth marks on her bottom lip from where she’d bitten it. Her breasts were against his chest, small and soft and rising and falling rapidly with her breathing, the skin on her chest now the same bright pink as her cheeks.

“Oh!” she said, her eyes wide with shock and surprise, and the husky note in her voice made him want to swallow her whole, right there on the sidewalk.

“Sorry,” he managed, his mind a scramble as he tried to absorb all the stimulus at once. The smooth roundness of her shoulders under his hands, the faintly sweet scent of her breath. Her hands on his chest, small and warm and not moving but kind of flexing, like she was testing the resiliency of the muscles there, and the unmistakable stab of hardened nipples through the thin fabric of her dress.

“No, no,” she said breathlessly. “It was my fault. I stood up too fast.”

Her nipples were hard. Why were her nipples hard? Was she turned on? Did she like this? Did she like him?

“It’s fine,” he croaked, staring at her forehead and trying not to think about her nipples. Or her thighs, which were pressed against his and just as delightful as he’d imagined them to be. He couldn’t think about her eyes either because the surprise had faded and the longing was back, and any minute now he was either going to say something foolish or do something foolish or maybe both if he didn’t get himself under control. Hence the staring at her forehead.

Unfortunately, he had excellent peripheral vision, so he had no trouble seeing her lick her lips. “Jude?”

I’m going to die right here on the street, with a boner the size of Montana. “Yeah?”

“Are you—ow!”

“Shit, sorry,” he said, forcing his hand away from her head and giving the leash a firm tug. On the other end, Tilly gave him a confused look. “Are you okay?”

“I think so,” Brynn said, rubbing at her ear. “What was that?”

“Tilly,” he said apologetically, holding his hand up to show her the leash wrapped around it. “She yanked, and my hand kind of skidded off your shoulder.”

“Into my head,” Brynn finished, aiming a glare at the dog, and to Jude’s deep regret, took a step back. “You’re such a dick, Tilly.”

And a cock-block, Jude added silently. Tilly, oblivious to Jude’s wrath and uncaring of Brynn’s, started walking.

“Here, I’ve got her.” Brynn took the leash from Jude and followed.

“Oh. Okay,” he said, trying to force enough blood back to his brain to function. By the time he managed to put one foot in front of the other, they were several paces ahead of him, and he had to rush to catch up. “Brynn?”

“Yeah?”

“Were you, um, about to ask me something? You know, before I hit you in the head?”

“Oh.” She reached up and pulled her sunglasses off her head, sliding them back on before looking at him. “It’s not important.”

“You sure?” he prompted, trying to see her eyes behind the glasses. “It sounded like it might be.”

Her chest was flushed pink again, but she shook her head. “No. We should hurry. The last cleaning company will be here soon.”

“Right,” he said, and shoving his hands into his pockets so no one would see his boner, followed her back to the apartment.

Once the cleaning company had come and gone, Jude decided to meet a couple of teammates for dinner, and Brynn stretched out on the sofa. She had the Tiger’s game on the television and a bowl of popcorn that she was calling dinner on her lap. When the game broke for commercial, she picked up the phone.

“Hey, Bee,” Amy answered the phone, sounding distracted. “What’s up?”

“A lot. Are you busy?”

“Just working on my thesis and questioning my life choices. “How’re you? Did they figure out what happened with your money?”

“That sack of shit Adam in accounting stole it.”

“What?”

“Yep,” Brynn said and filled her in.

“Wow,” Amy said when she’d finished. “I would not have guessed embezzlement.”

“I know. Wild, right?”

“That’s one word for it. Did the money hit your account yet?”

“Not yet. They said it could take a couple of days.”

“Well, as soon as it lands, you can start putting in applications for apartments. Where are you looking?”

“Um, a few places,” Brynn hedged.

There was a pause, then Amy all but growled, “Brynn Heloise Cates.”

“Why are you three naming me?” Brynn asked, trying to project innocence.

It didn’t work. “You haven’t even started looking, have you?”

“Of course I have,” Brynn bluffed. “I have a whole list.”

“A whole list, huh?”

“And I already have it narrowed down to three places,” Brynn boasted.

“Okay. Name them.”

“Name them?”

“And their locations,” Amy added. “You’re so organized, I know you have their locations mapped out, too.”

Shit, shit, shit. “Fine,” Brynn replied and prepared to bluff. “City Apartments on Woodward Avenue.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Riverside Condos on Atwater Street,” Brynn continued.

“Condos?” Amy said, the skepticism in her voice so thick Brynn could almost taste it. “You’re looking to buy?”

“They have rental units,” Brynn said defensively.

“Sure they do. What’s the third one?”

“Um…The Detroit Tower.”

“On?” Amy prompted.

Brynn tried, she honestly did, but she really was a shit liar. “Detroit Street?”

“You’re ridiculous,” Amy announced.

Brynn gave up with a sigh. “I know.”

“Is this a fetish?”

Brynn choked on a piece of popcorn. “Excuse me?”

“This unrequited lust thing,” Amy elaborated. “Is it some kind of self-torture fetish? Because I can’t come up with any other explanation, and I want you to know there are healthier ways to explore these kinds of desires.”

Brynn rolled her eyes and nudged Tilly away from the popcorn bowl. “No, it’s not a fetish. And it might not be unrequited.”

“What?”

“We had a moment,” Brynn admitted.

“What kind of a moment?” Amy demanded.

Brynn rolled her eyes. “We didn’t have sex, so calm down. It was like a…a romance novel moment.”

“A romance novel moment,” Amy repeated.

“Yeah, you know. A ‘their eyes met, and desire was thick in the air’ kind of a thing.”

“First, that would be a terrible romance novel.”

“Hey.”

“Second, I’m going to need more than that.”

Brynn shoved another pillow behind her head. “Well, we were walking the dog, and he was telling me about the twenty-five thousand, and I had to stop and get my breath because that was a lot.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Amy said, impatient. “Get to the moment.”

“And we sat and talked for a minute,” Brynn said, refusing to be rushed. “And when he got up, he held out his hand to help me up.”

“If you’re going to tell me something asinine like you couldn’t tell where his hand ended and yours began, I swear to God, Brynn⁠—”

“I’m not going to tell you that,” Brynn interrupted in a near shout, then huffed out a breath. “You have no romance in your soul.”

“I’m getting a PhD in Medieval history,” Amy said. “I am filled with romance.”

Brynn snorted. “May I continue?”

“By all means, do go on.”

“As I was saying,” Brynn said, ignoring the sarcasm. “He reached down to help me up, but I guess I pulled him off balance, so we sort of bumped into each other, you know like you do? And he grabbed my shoulders, and I kind of grabbed his chest as we were smushed up against each other, and I could feel everything⁠—”

“Happy Pants?” Amy interrupted.

“Definite Happy Hants, and for a second I thought he was going to kiss me, but then he was staring at my forehead for some reason, so I started to ask him if he was going to kiss me, but then that absolute dork of a dog,” Brynn went on with a glare for Tilly, who was trying to Jedi-mind-trick the popcorn bowl, “yanked on the leash and hit me in the ear and it kind of killed the mood.”

“The dog hit you in the ear?” Amy asked, confused.

“No, Jude did. He was holding the leash, and when Tilly yanked it, his hand slipped off my shoulder and hit my ear.”

There was silence on the other end of the phone for so long that Brynn tapped the screen to make sure the call hadn’t dropped. “Amy?”

“I’m still here.”

“That’s a moment, right?”

“It’s a moment of something,” Amy agreed. “Did you ask him?”

“No,” Brynn admitted. “I lost my nerve.”

“So what happened?”

“We came back to the apartment and interviewed a cleaning service. They’ll do grocery shopping and meal prep, so I think we’re going with them.”

“How nice. Move out now.”

Brynn blinked. “What?”

“You heard me. I’m sending you money for a hotel, you can pay me back when your twenty-five k drops. Go pack.”

“I’m not packing, Amy. Get a grip.”

“You get a grip. If you don’t get out now, you’re going to end up losing your job over bad sex.”

“How do you know it would be bad?” Brynn demanded, offended on Jude’s behalf. Hell, she was offended on her behalf.

“Because hot guys are terrible in bed.”

“Not all hot guys,” Brynn began.

“Nope, all of them. They think their looks mean they don’t have to put in any effort,” Amy said, her voice tinged with annoyance and disgust. “So they twist your nipples a few times, finger your clit—if they can find it—then shove it in and pound away for seven seconds. And when it’s over, they act like they just gifted you a winning lottery ticket.”

“Damn,” Brynn marveled. “Who did that?”

“Drake Simpson, sophomore year of college. The hottest guy I’ve ever dated and the worst lover.”

“Oh, I remember him. He was hot.”

“For all the good it did,” Amy muttered. “A box of hair has more self-awareness. He was genuinely baffled when I told him I didn’t come, and genuinely hurt when I told him why. Nobody had ever told him how bad he was in bed.”

“Well, that can be a tough thing to say to somebody,” Brynn began.

“And that right there is the reason hot guys are shit in bed,” Amy declared. “Nobody is willing to tell truth to hotness.”

Brynn grinned at the ceiling. “You should put that on a t-shirt.”

“Ha, ha. My point is, fucking Jude will likely not live up to your fantasies.”

“It could,” Brynn protested.

“Fine. Let’s say it does. In fact, let’s assume for the sake of argument that he has a magic dick, and sex with him is the greatest sex in the history of the universe. It’s so amazing and transformative that it ends poverty, world hunger, and all wars while simultaneously reversing climate change and restoring the oceans.”

“Wow.” Brynn blinked. “That’s some good fucking.”

“But then after, you lose your job, because that’s what happens when you sleep with your boss,” Amy continued. “And with a rep for sleeping with the boss, no one else will hire you. So you’ll have to take an office job, you’ll work sixty hours a week as a corporate stooge and be so spiritually beat down and exhausted that fun will be nothing but a fond memory. All for dick.”

“Don’t you think not solving world hunger just to keep my job is a little selfish?”

“It would be,” Amy agreed, “if his dick was capable of working such magic. But that’s a fantasy. In the real world, dick is abundant and of low value and not worth losing a six-figure job.”

“Low value is kind of harsh,” Brynn grumbled.

“But accurate,” Amy countered. “I’m sending you money, and you’re getting a hotel.”

“Will you calm down? Nothing happened.”

“There was Happy Pants,” Amy reminded her.

“And if something does happen,” Brynn continued calmly, staving off a hot flash at the memory. “Well, I’ll jump off that bridge when it’s on fire.”

“An apt metaphor,” Amy muttered.

“Is it so bad to want to see where this goes?” Brynn demanded.

“Bad? No. Foolish? Oh, yeah.”

“I know you’re worried about me,” Brynn began.

“I am worried,” Amy said, then she sighed. “And also a little jealous.”

“Jealous?” Brynn echoed, confused. “Why?”

“Because I can’t remember the last time I did something foolish. It might end in disaster—hell, who are we kidding? It’s definitely going to end in disaster⁠—”

“Your confidence in me is overwhelming,” Brynn said drily.

“—but at least you’re going after what you want.”

Brynn paused, wondering if she should say it out loud, then figured, what the hell. “Amy, why don’t you just go find Isaac and jump his bones?”

Amy’s answering laugh was sharp and brittle. “Because he’s engaged.”

Brynn shot up off the couch, nearly upending the popcorn bowl and sending Tilly scrambling. “When the hell did this happen?”

“Well, maybe not engaged,” Amy amended. “But your mom said his girlfriend wants him to go back to Virginia with him to meet her parents over Christmas.”

Brynn moved the popcorn to higher ground. “Are you talking about Brittney?”

“She prefers ‘Britty’!” Amy chirped with palpable sarcasm.

“My brother is not engaged to Brittney.” She hoped. “Mom would’ve told me.”

“Well, he’s dating her, anyway. I saw them at the market last week buying a bottle of Boone’s Farm Strawberry Wine and mint-flavored Oreos.”

Brynn wrinkled her nose. “Ew.”

“I know. I wanted to make a snarky comment, but there were so many to choose from they were gone before I could pick one.”

“He’s not serious about her, Ames. You know that, right?”

“He’s never serious. That’s just one of the reasons telling him how I feel is not an option.”

“So you’re just going to pine forever?”

“I’m not pining,” Amy protested. “I’m getting my Ph.D., I’m teaching classes at two colleges. And one day, hopefully very soon, I will fall out of love with Isaac Cates.”

“Too bad,” Brynn said, making her voice deliberately light. “I would’ve liked being sisters with you for real.”

“Take it up with Britty’s boyfriend,” Amy muttered.

“Do you want me to?”

“Oh, Jesus no,” Amy blurted out. “I was kidding.”

“Because I will,” Brynn offered. “Just say the word.”

“I’d kill you,” Amy declared. “Right before I died of humiliation.”

“Well, at least we could have a double funeral,” Brynn said, smiling. “You think they give a two-for-one discount on burials?”

“No,” Amy said. “Please, Brynn, don’t say anything.”

“I won’t,” Brynn promised. “I just wish…well, you know.”

“I know. Me, too.” There was a moment of silence, then Amy cleared her throat. “Okay, that’s enough about my pitiful love life. Change the subject, please.”

“I’m going with Jude to his workout tomorrow,” Brynn said, obliging. “To take pictures for his social media.”

“Self-torture fetish,” Amy muttered.

“Then he’s skating with some teammates, and I’m going to film that, too.”

“For social media, right?”

“Of course.”

“Uh-huh. Fifty bucks says you’re fucking by the weekend.”

“I have more willpower than that,” Brynn bluffed.

“And a hundred says you’re out of a job by October first.”

“Amy!” Brynn gasped, genuinely shocked. “That is a terrible bet to make.”

“That’s smart money,” Amy countered. “But fine, let’s pretend this lust train isn’t headed for a head-on collision with the brick wall of reality.”

“Can we go back to you being jealous? I liked that better.”

“I’m still jealous. It’s called multi-tasking.”

“I’m done talking to you now,” Brynn declared.

“Okay,” Amy said, unoffended. “Call me tomorrow after you’re done filming. You know, if you’re not riding dick.”

“I hate you.”

“Love you, too. Hey, Bee?”

“What?”

“All kidding aside, you know you can call me, right? Anytime, about anything.”

“I know.” Mollified, and knowing she was loved, Brynn blinked back tears. “I love you.”

“I love you, too. Bye.”

Brynn disconnected the call and tossed the phone aside, then thumbed the remote to turn up the volume on the television. It was the bottom of the third inning, and the Tigers had two men on with no outs.

“Forget it,” she told Tilly, gathering the popcorn bowl closer, and putting everything else aside, prepared to enjoy the game.
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“Four more,” Mac barked, and Jude swallowed a groan and obeyed.

“Good, good,” Mac said over the clank of the weights coming to rest. “Nice extension on those.”

Jude grunted. “Fuck, my arms feel dead.”

“They should. I upped the weight.”

“Bastard.”

Mac started shifting weights from the bar to the rack. “That’s my job.”

“Goddammit, Mac,” Jude said, scowling. “How the hell am I supposed to hold a stick in two hours with arms like noodles?”

“Careful,” Mac cautioned with a jerk of his chin. “Your girl will hear you whining.”

“She’s not my girl,” Jude muttered, his scowl deepening, and deliberately didn’t look at the corner of the weight room where Brynn had set up her camera.

She’d kept her distance during the workout, as promised, but he’d known she was there. Every squat, every lunge, every curl and press and pull, he’d felt her eyes on him. And every time he’d seen her looking at him, it hadn’t felt like she was evaluating how she could use the moment for social media.

It had felt like she was fucking him with her eyes.

It wasn’t the first time he’d had to work out with half a chub, and it was just as uncomfortable as he’d remembered. Mac hadn’t helped, his knowing gaze laughing at him the whole time and taking every opportunity to chat with Brynn, making her laugh, and if there was a man who could concentrate on deadlifts while listening to that laugh, well, it wasn’t Jude Bessonette.

“No?” Mac paused, turning to eye Brynn with a gleam in his eye that had the hair on the back of Jude’s neck standing up. “Why not?”

“Because she’s my assistant,” Jude said and chugged water to keep from snarling like a dog guarding his bone.

“Don’t see what that has to do with anything,” Mac mused, weights clattering as he went back to moving them. “She’s cute. Nice smile. Great ass. You saying you don’t want to hit that?”

Jude turned his head far enough to scowl at his trainer. “Watch it.”

Mac’s beetle brows rose. “It’s just an observation.”

“Observe something else,” Jude said and stalked over to the mats to stretch.

Brynn sipped from her water bottle and checked the view on her phone’s camera to make sure she was sufficiently zoomed in. Jude had moved away from the weights and was stretching, and if she’d thought the weights were bad, the stretching was ten times worse.

He was on his belly on the floor, a foam roller under one hip, and was rolling back and forth in what she assumed was some kind of stretch designed to aid in hip or quad flexibility. She’d ask him—or maybe just Google it, because there was no way she’d be able to ask without blushing hard enough to set her hair on fire.

Because it looked like he was fucking the foam roller, and dear God, she wished it was her.

Her phone’s camera was high quality, the image crisp and clear. She could see the sweat beading on his skin, the definition in his leg muscles as he rolled back and forth, back and forth. His T-shirt was red—team colors—and had ridden up a little, baring the small of his back. Sweat pooled there, shining in the bright overhead lights, and she was so deep in a let-me-wash-your-sweaty-back shower fantasy that when she came out of it, he wasn’t on the mat anymore.

A quick, panicked look around revealed he’d moved to a treadmill on the other side of the room—and by the deep V of sweat soaking the front, had been there for a while. Mentally kicking her own ass, she repositioned the tripod and went to refill her water bottle.

By the time Jude was lacing up his skates in the locker room, he was a mess. His muscles were like gelatin and his dick was like granite, an uncomfortable state in which to play hockey, even if it was just an informal scrimmage. He was trying to think of some way to get out of it when someone sat on the bench beside him.

“You look like your dog died,” Tommy said, bumping his shoulder into Jude’s. “What’s up?”

“Nothing,” Jude muttered.

“Come on, tell Uncle Tommy what’s wrong.”

Jude glanced up, surprised to find the locker room empty. “Where’d everyone go?”

“Already out there. I came to find out what was taking you so long. So? You gonna tell me, or am I gonna have to beat it out of you on the ice?”

Jude frowned. “I thought today was no contact.”

“Figure of speech. Come on, spill.”

With a sigh, Jude leaned back against the locker. “I almost kissed Brynn.”

“That’s what I like to hear.” Tommy leaned in. “When, where, how? Gimme all the dish.”

Despite his inner turmoil, Jude smiled. It was hard not to around Tommy. “Yesterday, walking the dog. We were standing close, and it felt like we had, I don’t know…a moment.”

Tommy nodded. “Nice. And?”

“And then the dog yanked the leash, which I was holding, and I hit her in the ear, and, well, the moment was over.”

Tommy stared. “The fuck?”

“I know.” Frustrated, Jude dragged his hand through his hair. “She was with me, until the ear thing.”

“Well, that’s something.” Thoughtful, Tommy pursed his lips. “Okay. Well, you need another moment.”

“Great. Any ideas how to make that happen?”

“You can’t force it,” Tommy decided. “It has to be organic.”

“How am I supposed to make an organic moment happen?”

Tommy scratched his head. “Yeah, that’s a puzzler. Maybe take the dog for another walk?”

“That’s all you’ve got? Take the dog for another walk?”

Tommy shrugged. “You got anything better?”

“No.” Disgusted, Jude picked up his helmet. “This is hopeless.”

“Nah, man. Not hopeless. Just…”

“Just what?” Jude asked when he trailed off.

“Problematic,” Tommy concluded.

“Thanks,” Jude said drily and slapped his helmet on his head. “That’s much better.”

Tommy grinned. “I like you like this.”

“What?” Jude groused and stood. “Pissed off? Horny? Confused?”

“Lovesick,” Tommy said, his grin widening when Jude scowled. “It looks good on you.”

“You’re an asshole.”

“I know,” Tommy said cheerfully, and rising to his feet, clapped Jude on the back. “Come on, let’s go play hockey.”

“I’m shooting at your dick,” Jude muttered as they headed out to the hall and made the turn for the tunnel that led to the ice.

Tommy just laughed. “Head’s up. Your girl’s watching.”

Jude looked up. Brynn stood at the edge of the boards at the end of the tunnel. She’d donned a thick hoodie over the t-shirt and leggings she’d worn in the weight room, likely in deference to the chill coming off the ice, and the phone in her hand was aimed at him.

“Smile, asshole,” Tommy muttered.

“What?”

“You look like a constipated goat. Smile.”

He didn’t feel like smiling. He felt like chucking his gear, snatching her up, and fucking her into the boards until they both passed out. He didn’t even care that he’d be risking frost bite to his balls to do it.

Tommy snorted out a laugh. “I said smile, not eye-fuck her.”

Fuck that. She wanted juice for social media? He’d give her some juice.

He walked up the tunnel, his eyes on her face. She was watching her phone screen, but then her gaze flicked up to meet his.

Sometimes, before a game, it was like something was building inside him, an engine revving before a race, energy coiled and waiting to be set free. That’s what he felt like now, seeing awareness dawn in her eyes and color bloom in her cheeks. This close to the ice he could see her breath, coming in short, rapid little puffs, hitching as he drew closer. He slowed down, so many things he wanted to say leaping to mind. You’re beautiful. I want you. Please sit on my face. But she was filming, and none of those things were appropriate.

So he sent her a slow smile, knowing his dimples would pop, and closed one eye in a wink when he passed her. He skated onto the ice with Tommy right behind him, still laughing, and shouted, “Okay boys, let’s do this!”

Brynn made her way up into the stands, trying to stop hyperventilating before she got to her seat. Tommy’s wife was here with her sister, along with his assistant Angela, and she was afraid if she didn’t calm down they’d ask questions, probably something like, are you going through early menopause? because she sure felt like she was having a hot flash.

She’d set up her tripod a few rows back from the glass, hoping to get as much of the ice in frame as possible while still staying close to the action, and busied herself setting up her phone. There were about a dozen players out there, skating in circles and talking shit, Jude in the middle of them. He was laughing at something Tommy said, which wasn’t helping her hot flash situation, so she set the phone to record and took the stairs into the stands at a run so it would look like she was breathless and sweaty because she was out of shape instead of horny.

Kara, Tommy’s very pregnant wife, was dressed in a pair of leggings and her husband’s jersey and had her red hair up in a high ponytail that set off her excellent bone structure. Her skin, almost as white as Brynn’s, was unfairly freckle-free, something that would’ve annoyed Brynn if Kara hadn’t already confessed that the red was chemically assisted. She was bickering with her sister when Brynn arrived and was surrounded by an impressive array of snacks. There was a two-liter bottle of Faygo Red Pop on the floor, a jar of garlic pickles next to it, and a Meijer grocery bag filled with what looked like every kind of box candy they carried perched on Kara’s knees.

“It’s ridiculous,” Kara’s sister was saying. Seated on Kara’s other side, she was a pretty, forty-something white brunette with a short, stylish bob, snapping blue eyes and the kind of skin that screamed I work indoors and make enough money to see my dermatologist more often than my dentist.

“It’s not,” Kara insisted with a toss of her ponytail, her own blue eyes firing. “And anyway, I didn’t ask. She volunteered.”

The sister—Layla, Brynn recalled—rolled her eyes. “She volunteered because you whined.”

“I did not whine,” Kara whined.

“You’re pathetic,” Layla declared and snatched the bag of candy off Kara’s lap.

“Hey!”

“I’m taking the Lemonheads. That’s your punishment for being a spoiled brat.”

“Bitch,” Kara muttered, then turned to smile at Brynn. “Hey, Brynn. Want some candy?”

“No, thanks.” Unfazed by the sisterly bickering and grateful for the distraction from her lustful thoughts, Brynn took the seat next to Kara. “How’re you feeling?”

“Okay,” Kara said, patting the bump rising from her middle like Mount Doom. “Tired, and hungry all the time⁠—”

Layla snorted around a mouth full of Lemonheads.

“Bite me,” Kara snapped, then continued without missing a beat. “But all in all, feeling pretty good.”

“That’s great.”

“I’m so glad they’re doing this.” Wiggling in her seat, Kara nodded at the ice, where the shit-talking had stopped and they seemed to be getting organized. “I can get some heckling in before I’m sidelined with Tommy Junior, here.”

“You’re going to heckle your husband?” Brynn asked, amused.

“Hell, yes.” Leaning forward, Kara cupped her hands around her mouth to yell, “Hey Jakes, you candy-ass! You gonna play some hockey, or stand around gabbing like an old lady all day?”

Layla just shook her head and sighed, but out on the ice, Tommy laughed.

“I see the heckling has started,” someone said, and Brynn looked up to see Angela standing at the end of the row. A tall Black woman with a short crop of tight curls, she wore a crisp white shirt dress that made her dark skin glow and showed off legs that would’ve been welcomed on any high fashion runway. Her earrings were gold hoops Brynn could’ve put a fist through, her three-inch pumps a bold yellow that matched the enormous leather tote slung over her shoulder, and in her hands was a bucket of popcorn from a local movie theatre chain.

“Ooh, popcorn!” Kara squealed, heckling momentarily forgotten. “Angela, you’re a goddess.”

“I know,” Angela said and handed over the bucket.

“Hey, Ang!” Tommy shouted from the ice. “Did you go to the movie theatre just to buy my baby popcorn?”

“She whined,” Layla yelled, and Kara kicked her in the shin. “Ow!”

“You deserved it,” Kara said and shoved in a handful of popcorn.

“I did,” Angela called back, her boldly red lips curling in a smile. She sat, neatly crossed her excellent legs, and plopped the giant tote in the seat next to her. “The good theatre with the real butter. I had them layer it through the bucket. I’ll let you know how you can show me your appreciation.”

“How about an extra week of paid vacation?”

“That’ll do,” Angela said promptly.

“This is so good,” Kara mumbled. Butter was dripping down her chin. “Babe, you have to try this!”

“I’ll try it later, honey. Trying to play some hockey, here.”

“Oh, right. Sorry!” Kara waved a hand. “Kick some ass, baby!”

“Always, honey,” Tommy called, and blowing her a kiss, turned back and said, “You heard her, boys. I gotta kick some ass, so let’s get rollin’.”

“Good to see you,” Angela said to Brynn as the clatter of sticks and skates rang in the air.

“You, too,” Brynn said with genuine pleasure. “How’s your summer been?”

“Pretty mellow, actually—trips to the movie theatre for popcorn notwithstanding,” Angela said, lips twisting with amusement. “Tommy hasn’t wanted to be far from home, just in case, so he hasn’t been doing much. Charity golf tournaments, a few local appearances. Easy stuff. You?”

“Jude just got back into town this week, so also mellow,” she replied, deliberately leaving out her financial and housing woes. The world of professional hockey was a small one, and she had no doubt that the news of the embezzlement would get out—Grant wasn’t just Jude’s agent, after all, and who knew how many other of his clients had been affected—but she didn’t want her personal business on everyone’s tongues.

“That yours?” Angela asked.

Brynn followed her gaze to the tripod. “Yeah. I told Jude I needed some new juice for his Instagram, since he barely posted anything over the summer. You’d have thought I asked him to drink battery acid or something.”

“He’s not a fan of the ‘gram?”

“Not really. He’s private,” Brynn explained, tracking him on the ice. He was at the near blue line with Tommy, passing the puck back and forth, looking for a shooting lane. “He understands it’s important, he just doesn’t want to think about it, you know?”

“Come on, Jakes, you pussy! Shoot it!” Kara hollered, spilling popcorn.

“Which is where you come in,” Angela pointed out. On the ice, Tommy shot and missed, eliciting hisses and boos from his loving wife and jeering laughter from his teammates.

“I don’t mind, really,” Brynn said. “At least I don’t have to worry he’s going to put something inappropriate out there.”

“That’s a blessing, trust me. Tommy would post toilet selfies if I didn’t lay down the law.”

“Ew.”

“Exactly. How’s it going otherwise?” Angela asked.

“What do you mean?” Brynn hedged.

“I mean, new job, new city. You’ve been here almost a year now, right? You’re settled in, making new friends?”

“Oh. Um, not really,” She admitted. “I’ve had some personal stuff going on the last few months. It’s kind of sucked up all my time and energy.”

Curiosity warred with sympathy in Angela’s dark brown eyes. “Anything I can do to help?”

“It’s all good now,” Brynn explained hurriedly. “Finally. So I’m hoping to get out and explore the city more in the next month or two.”

Though the curiosity in her gaze remained, all Angela said was, “Good. Let me know when you’re ready, and I’ll take you out, show you around.” She winked. “Introduce you to some guys.”

“Oh. Um. I’d love to go out, but…”

“Not interested in guys?” Angela asked.

“No, it’s not that.”

“You’ve already got a guy?”

Oh, god. “Not exactly?”

Angela’s lips twitched, and one elegantly arched eyebrow went up. “You’re not sure?”

“It’s complicated,” Brynn hedged.

“I’ll bet,” Angela murmured with a knowing look, and Brynn felt her stomach give a warning jitter.

“Jakes, you clown, how’d you miss that pass?” Kara shouted next to her. “My grandma’s cross-eyed cat could’ve handled that!”

“Is she always like this?” Brynn asked.

“Pretty much,” Angela said, and to Brynn’s relief, went with the change of subject. “Until someone else joins in, then she tries to fight them for talking smack about her baby.”

Brynn grinned, appreciating the image. “That sounds like fun.”

Angela rolled her eyes. “I just thank God it’s not in my job description to babysit her.”

“For Christ’s sake, try skating with your eyes open next time, you—oh!”

Brynn swung around to look at Kara in concern. That ‘oh!’ had sounded pained. “Kara? You okay?”

“Um. No.” Both hands braced on the armrests of her seat, Kara swallowed hard. Her eyes were wide, and she’d gone dead pale. “My water just broke.”

“Shit. Shit.” The box of Lemonheads hit the floor, candy scattering as Layla surged to her feet. She wiped her hands on her jeans. “Okay, we’re okay. You’re not having contractions, are you?”

“I don’t think so. That means we have time, right? If I’m not having contractions? The baby’s not coming right now if I’m not having contractions. What are you doing?” she demanded when Layla fumbled out her phone.

“What does it look like I’m doing? I’m Googling it.”

“Googling it? Googling it?”

“Yes, Googling it! What else do you want me to do, Kara? I’m not a doctor! I can’t—” She twirled one hand in the air like she was screwing in a lightbulb “—check your cervix, or whatever the fuck!”

A hand clamped on Brynn’s arm, and she turned to Angela. “Go get your phone.”

“What?”

“Go get your phone. I need mine, so you have to record all this. Go.”

“I—okay.” Grateful to get out of the fray, Brynn hurried down the steps. Behind her Angela said, “Okay, let’s calm down.”

“I don’t want to calm down,” Kara replied, her voice carrying. “My water just broke, and she’s Googling—oh! Oh, shit whoa!”

Fumbling the phone out of the tripod, Brynn glanced back. Kara was bent over, clutching her belly.

“Oh, God, what’s happening?” Layla reached down like she was going to pat Kara on the back, then seemed to think better of it. “Kara?”

“My guess is she’s having a contraction,” Angela said as Kara began to breathe like…well, like a woman having contractions. At least, like women having contractions on TV always breathed—Brynn had never actually seen anyone having contractions in real life.

Kara nodded frantically, huffing and puffing like a steam engine, her ponytail bobbing wildly. “This…really…hurts.”

“Shit,” Angela muttered as Brynn trotted up. “You filming?”

“Never stopped,” Brynn confirmed.

“Don’t,” Angela told her, then crouched to lay a hand on Kara’s knee. “How you doing, Kara?”

Her face the color of a tomato, Kara just shook her head.

“You gotta breathe through it,” Layla said and demonstrated, sucking in air through her nose, blowing it out through her mouth.

“I am…breathing,” Kara said through gritted teeth.

“Well, are you doing it right?”

“Fuck you,” Kara managed, and sucking in a big breath, bellowed out, “Jaaaaaaaaaakes!”

Tommy, who’d been skating hard for the net at the other end, put on the breaks, treating the goalie to a snow shower, and turned to squint at them. “Kara?”

“We need you, Tommy,” Angela called, waving a hand in the air, but the guys on the ice were chattering again, and Tommy was too far away to hear clearly.

“What?” he yelled, skating to the near blue line.

“We need you,” Angela yelled again, Layla adding her voice this time, and he glided to the center line, a confused frown on his face.

“What?” he asked again, and Kara, her breath back finally, opened her mouth and with enough volume to shake the banners in the rafters, bellowed, “I’m in labor, you fucking asshole!”

Anticipating him, Brynn panned the camera away from Kara and zoomed in just in time to catch the moment of slack-jawed shock, then she was scrambling to keep him in frame as he moved like lightning across the ice. By the time he got to the bench he’d shed his stick, gloves and helmet, then he was over the boards into the bench, then climbing up out of the bench and into the stands.

“Your skates!” someone shouted from behind him, but he either didn’t hear or didn’t care, and Brynn winced at the sound of steel on concrete. He clambered up the stairs, dark hair flying, and fell at Kara’s feet.

“Baby.” He fumbled for her hand, and Brynn saw him fight off a wince when her nails dug into his skin. “You okay?”

“No,” she sobbed. “It hurts, and it’s happening so fast. I’m scared.”

“I’m right here,” he promised, bringing their joined hands to his lips. “I’m not leaving you. I’ll never leave you.”

She offered him a wobbly smile. “I’m sorry I called you an asshole.”

“It’s okay. I love you.”

“I love you, too—oh, God, here comes another one.”

“Okay, all right, you’re okay. Breathe, baby. Just breathe.” Over her bowed head, his wild eyes searched out Angela’s. “What do we do?”

“I’ve got a car waiting, and I called the hospital so they know we’re coming in. They said not to wait.”

“Okay. Okay. Kara? Baby? We have to go.”

She nodded, huffing and puffing her way through the contraction.

“We need to get your skates off, Tommy,” Angela said, and he started to shift to unlace them.

“No, don’t let me go,” Kara said, clinging tighter to his hand.

“Just for a minute,” he told her, but she shook her head fiercely, and Brynn’s heart ached at the helpless look on his face.

“I’ve got it,” Layla said, climbing down into the next row of seats and getting behind him. He lifted one foot, holding it up so she could get at the laces, and she worked swiftly to undo them.

“Be careful of the blade,” he warned when it was loose, and she grabbed the boot by the back of the heel and tugged it off. By the time the other one was off Kara was through the worst of the contraction, so Tommy got to his feet and scooped her up into his arms.

“I’m so glad you’re here,” Kara sobbed, burying her face in his neck.

“Baby, I wouldn’t be anywhere else,” he vowed, and with his teammates cheering and banging their sticks on the ice, followed Angela up the stairs and out of the arena in his stocking feet, Layla close behind, her phone in one hand and the bag of candy in the other.

Brynn kept the camera trained on them until they disappeared, then panned back to the ice, where Jude stood hooting and cheering along with his teammates. And when his gaze met hers and he winked again, she was grateful he was too far away to see her thighs tremble.
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Isobel Carolina Jakes came into the world at three-twelve in the afternoon, in the back seat of the car taking her mother to the hospital. She was born into her father’s hands while he wept tears of unashamed joy, and when he’d passed her safely into her mother’s arms, fainted dead away.

“Did you get it all?” Brynn asked when she’d stopped laughing.

“Every second,” Angela said. “He managed to do it just as we pulled up to emergency, so when the guy with the gurney opened the door, he flopped right out onto it. And since I managed to keep Kara’s vagina out of the shot, the whole thing is usable.”

“Are you going to use it?”

“Oh, Tommy already posted it. The man is impossible to humiliate.”

“And Kara? How is she?”

“A little shellshocked, I think, since she went from zero to baby in less than an hour. But she’s good. They’re keeping both of them in the hospital overnight just to be safe, but they’ll probably come home tomorrow.”

“That’s great. Oh, I sent you the footage from the arena earlier.”

“How’s it look?”

“Hilarious,” Brynn recalled with a chuckle, then sighed. “And sweet.”

“Hilarious and sweet is pretty much Tommy’s brand. I’ll look at it later. Right now I’m rescheduling everything on his calendar, which is why I called. I could use a favor.”

“Sure. What do you need?”

Five minutes later when Jude walked in the front door, Brynn was still taking notes. “Okay, I’ll call them first thing in the morning. Tell Kara hello from me, and congratulations. Tommy too. If you need anything else—okay. Okay, talk to you soon. Bye.”

She hung up the phone and turned to Jude, who was watching something on his phone and laughing so hard he was leaning on the couch to keep from sliding to the floor. Tilly, wanting to get in on the joy, was dancing in place at his feet. “What’s so funny?”

“This video of Tommy,” Jude managed, and turned the phone so Brynn could see Tommy flop backwards out of the door of an SUV and onto a gurney, unconscious, still in his practice gear.

“Uh-huh,” Brynn said, more amused by Jude’s reaction than Tommy’s faint. “Listen, do you have a minute? I need to talk to you about something.”

“Sure.” Still laughing, he circled the couch and sat down. “Hey, Tilly girl. How’s it going?”

Brynn tried not to be charmed by the way he cooed to the dog, putting the phone down to rub her ears with both hands. It was pointless, but she tried, just so she could say she had.

Still petting the dog, he looked up. His hair had fallen over his forehead, half shielding his eyes, a good thing because the impact of that bright blue gaze was heady enough. “What’s up?”

Putting her lustful thoughts aside—a true act of professionalism if there ever was one—she sat down and worked up a smile. “Do you have any plans for this weekend?”

Tilly, annoyed that he was now splitting his attention, went up on her hind legs and barked. He patted her on the head, but his eyes never left Brynn’s. “Why?”

“Angela called,” she began, and he straightened, alarm tightening his features.

“Is everything okay? The baby?”

“Everything’s fine,” she assured him, and he sagged with relief. “It’s about Tommy’s schedule. He didn’t have much on it, because he was keeping it light, but there are a few things she has to shuffle. She wanted to know if you’d be willing to step in for him on one or two of them.”

“Oh.” He scraped a hand through his hair. “Okay, sure. What are they?”

“Well, there’s only one.” She glanced down at the small notepad she held, though she didn’t need to refresh her memory. “Throwing out the first pitch at the Tiger’s game on Saturday.”

He stared for so long that she started to wonder if he’d heard her—even Tilly’s whining for attention didn’t get a reaction. Finally, he said, “You’re fucking kidding me.”

She kept her expression neutral, but it was tough. “No. It’s a day game, so the first pitch is scheduled for one-fifteen. We’ll have to be there early, of course⁠—”

“We?” he interrupted.

“—and while you don’t have to stay for the whole game,” she continued, refusing to dignify the unspoken you think you’re coming with me? question with a response, “it would be a bad look not to.”

He was still staring at her, and starting to look really annoyed, so she decided to get the rest of it out before he found his voice again. “We can either sit in the stands between the away dugout and home plate, or in one of the boxes. I think we should sit in the stands. The boxes are more comfortable—they’re air conditioned and have better food—but you’ll have better visibility in the stands, and the whole point is for people to see you.”

“They’re going to see me make an ass of myself,” he muttered.

“I’m sorry?” she said, pretending she hadn’t heard.

“Nothing. Not a damn thing.”

She bit her lip to contain her smile. “I’ll have more details when I call their PR office in the morning—what time we have to be there, what they want you to wear, that kind of thing.”

“Of course, they’re going to tell me what to wear.” On an oath, he let his head fall back against the couch. “God, I hate PR.”

“You can wear what you want,” Brynn reminded him. “But some team gear would be a good idea.”

“Mine or theirs?”

“Preferably yours,” she said. “But you could slap on a Tiger’s hat for good luck.”

“What’re you going to wear?”

“Oh, I’ll have my fielder’s cap. Maybe my dad’s Sparky Anderson jersey, if I can find it.” She frowned. “I think it’s still in storage, though.”

“Who’s Sparky Anderson?”

She just sighed. “You know, you say stuff like that in this town, and your hotness factor just drops.”

He blinked, then a slow, cocky grin spread across his face. “My hotness factor?”

Oh, hell. “And if your pitch sucks,” she said, trying to pretend her cheeks weren’t on fire, “it’ll drop out of existence.”

He winced but recovered quickly. “I’m a professional athlete. I can throw a ball.”

“Good,” she said cheerfully. “Then everything will be fine.”

Thursday morning, Jude stood in the back hallway of the gym with two brand new mitts, a baseball and a confused trainer.

“I thought I was supposed to be getting you ready for hockey season,” Mac said, frowning at the mitt in his hand. “Why am I playing catcher?”

“Because I have to practice, and you’re my only option,” Jude said.

“Don’t you have friends?”

“They’re busy.”

“I’m busy,” Mac protested.

“Yeah, training me.”

“For hockey,” Mac reminded him. “You’ve got an assistant, don’t you? The cute blonde with the pink streaks in her hair. Can’t you get her to do this?”

“No.”

“Why not? Oh.” Realization dawned on Mac’s face, and he grinned. “You don’t want to look like an ass in front of her, huh?”

Jude sighed. “Would you just give me the ball and go to the end of the hall already?”

“Fine.” Mac slapped it into his hand and started walking.

“That’s far enough,” Jude called.

“No, it’s not,” Mac called back, still walking. “The distance from the pitcher’s mound to the plate in Major League Baseball is sixty-feet, six inches.”

“Oh. Is that far enough?”

“Almost.”

By the time Mac stopped, Jude had begun to panic. “That looks farther than sixty-feet.”

“It’s close enough.” Mac shoved his hand into the mitt and flexed it. “Why did you get me a first baseman’s mitt?”

“There are different kinds of mitts?”

Even at this distance, Jude could see Mac roll his eyes. “Does your assistant like baseball?”

“Yeah. Why?”

“No reason.” He dropped into a squat and held the mitt up. “Okay, let’s see what you got.”

Jude took a deep breath, exhaled slowly, then did what he’d seen pitchers do in the approximately seven hours of YouTube videos he’d watched the night before. He brought the ball and glove to his chest, kicked his front leg up and out, and flung his arm forward with all his might, letting go of the ball when he thought he should.

He knew right away something had gone wrong. First, he was so far off balance that he had to take two running steps to keep from falling on his face and nearly ended up smacking face-first into the wall. The ball did hit the wall, then rolled across the floor to carom off the opposite wall before rolling to a stop about three feet in front of Mac.

He stared at it for a full five seconds, then looked up at Jude. “What the fuck was that?”

“Isn’t that what pitchers do?” Jude asked.

“No,” Mac said, coming out of his crouch. He picked up the ball and walked to Jude. “Exactly no pitchers do that, and neither should you. Have you ever thrown a ball before in your life?”

“Yes,” Jude said, offended. “I’ve just never pitched before.”

“Well, you’re not pitching now, either,” Mac told him.

“I thought I was.”

“No. God, no. You’re throwing, not pitching.”

Jude frowned. “What’s the difference?”

“Too nuanced to explain right now. Just trust me.” Mac slapped the ball back in Jude’s hand. “Try again, and this time, just throw it. No leg kick, no wind-up. Just throw.”

“But—”

“Just…throw,” Mac repeated.

“Fine.” With ill grace, Jude waited for Mac to take his place at the end of the hall again. When he was crouched, mitt at the ready, he pulled his arm back and threw.

The ball sailed high, bringing Mac up out of his crouch to catch it, and Jude threw his mitt down in disgust. “Shit.”

“No, that was good distance, and it was over the plate. We can work with that.” He started to throw the ball back, saw Jude wasn’t wearing his glove, and jogged over to put it in his hand. “Again.”

For the next two days, Brynn didn’t see much of Jude. He went to his workouts in the mornings, had informal on-ice practices in the afternoons, and the evenings…well, she didn’t know where he went but it wasn’t here. She told herself it was fine, that the distance was healthy, and it wasn’t as though she didn’t have anything to keep her busy. There was video editing to do, of the footage from the gym and the scrimmage, social media posts to schedule, and the cleaning service started on Thursday.

She had her own work to do, too. Her back pay had hit her account, so she caught up on bills, dumped the rest into a newly opened savings account, and worked up a monthly budget based on how much the rent would be at the apartments she’d looked at.

And in between work and personal stuff, she fretted about just where her relationship with Jude was going. Or if they had a relationship at all.

She had no doubt that he wanted her. Happy Pants had been observed, after all, and then there was that wink he’d given her at the rink Wednesday afternoon. Correction, she thought—the wink and the eye-fuck. She’d thought it was for the camera—had told herself it was for the camera—but when she’d been editing it had been clear that he’d been looking at her.

But of course he’d been going out onto the ice so the moment had passed—literally, walked right past her—and then Kara had gone into labor and had the baby and Angela had called to ask if Jude could take over the first pitch gig and just like that, she was back in assistant mode.

She was beginning to see why people who worked together shouldn’t get romantically involved. And the more time that went by after the Happy Pants and Eye-Fuck incidents, as she thought of them, the more she thought she might have exaggerated their significance.

So, the man’s dick had gotten hard. So what? Getting hard is what dicks do, it doesn’t mean anything. And the eye fuck? She’d told him she’d wanted juice for his social media accounts, urged him to play it up for the audience, so that’s what he’d done.

“Don’t you think?” she asked Amy.

“Don’t I think what?” Amy mumbled, sounding half asleep.

“That he was just playing along,” Brynn said, carefully lining her eyes.

“I have no idea,” Amy said. “It’s too early to think.”

“It’s eleven o’clock,” Brynn pointed out.

“On Saturday,” Amy countered. “Eleven o’clock is early on a Saturday. Especially when you were up until three-thirty.”

“Hot date?”

“I wish,” Amy said over the rustle of blankets. “Thesis.”

“Again?”

“Again, still, always. Forever.”

Brynn frowned. Amy sounded even more fatalistic than usual. “You okay?”

“Absolutely not. Now, what about Jude?”

“Never mind, it’s not important. Go back to sleep.”

“Believe me, I’m going to. But before I do, I have one final piece of advice for you regarding Jude Bessonette.”

Brynn leaned into the mirror to feather her liner at the corners. “Oh, I can’t wait.”

“Fuck his brains out.”

Brynn fumbled the eyeliner, almost stabbing herself in the eyeball before it clattered to the floor. “Excuse me?”

“Ride that mustache till you come screaming, fuck him dry. And when he’s a shriveled, dried up husk of a man, pour a glass of water down his throat and do it all over again.”

Brynn bent to pick up the eyeliner. “What happened to ‘this is a terrible idea, you’ll lose your job’?”

“Fuck that shit. You’re only young once, and there are other jobs.”

“I’m very confused,” Brynn confessed. “Did you get hit on the head?”

“No, I spent my Friday night—the fourth one in a row—at home, working instead of being out somewhere, with someone who finds me attractive, doing something fun. And around 2:45 a.m. it hit me—why? For what? So I can finish my Ph.D.? Who cares?”

“Um, I thought you did?” Brynn ventured.

“So did I,” Amy said. “But why? So I can get a better teaching job?”

Brynn wasn’t sure what to say, but it didn’t seem as though Amy needed her to say anything.

“I don’t want a better teaching job,” she went on. “I like the teaching jobs I have, and I don’t need my doctorate to keep them. So what the hell am I doing?”

“I didn’t know you were so unhappy,” Brynn said when it was her turn to talk.

“Well, I am,” Amy said, “and I’m tired of it. Tired of plodding along in my safe little life, doing the ‘smart’ thing, waiting and hoping that what I want will come to his fucking senses sometime before we’re both old and gray.”

“Um…”

“So I’m not doing it anymore,” Amy declared. I’m done sitting on the sidelines in my own life. I’m going to go after what I want, goddammit, and Isaac Matthew Cates had just better be ready.”

Brynn had about ten thousand questions, but now didn’t feel like the time to ask them. “Atta girl,” she said instead and hoped her brother was taking his vitamins.

“You go after what you want, too,” Amy said. “Fuck what everybody else thinks.”

“Right,” Brynn said, unsure of her ground. Amy was the sensible, logical, responsible friend, and Brynn was the impulsive, irrational one. She wasn’t sure how she felt about this Freaky Friday situation. “Ames, I think you need to get some more sleep.”

“I’m gonna,” Amy said, the words slurred with fatigue. “And then I’m gonna seize the fucking day. Carpe the goddamn diem.”

“Okay,” Brynn said. “You carpe it all to hell. But sleep first, yeah?”

“Uh-huh. Brynn?”

“Yes?”

“I’m sorry I bet fifty dollars you wouldn’t be able to keep it in your pants.”

“That’s okay,” Brynn soothed. “I know you meant it as a joke.”

“No, I really didn’t think you could keep from banging him,” Amy said earnestly.

Brynn swallowed a laugh. “Go to sleep, okay? I’m going to have my mom check on you later.”

“Okay. I like your mom.”

“She likes you, too.”

“That’s nice. G’nite.”

“Nite.” Brynn waited until the call disconnected, then checked the time. At this hour Rachel Cates would be busy with children’s story hour at the main branch of the Lenawee District Library, so Brynn fired off a quick text and set her phone down, knowing her mother would be on her friend’s doorstep with food and love as soon as she could get someone to cover the reference desk.

Turning her attention back to her face, she made the necessary repairs to her eyeliner and finished the rest of her makeup with practiced efficiency. Her hair, left down to dry after her shower, was a quick and easy do—since she was wearing her fielder’s cap to the game, her two best options were to wear it down or up in a ponytail that she could pull through the back of the cap. With the temperature predicted to be in the high eighties, she was going with ponytail.

She took care of that, then put on her glasses and crossed to her closet. She’d made a trip to the storage unit in search of the Sparky Anderson jersey but hadn’t been able to dig it up, so she was going with comfort. The sun dress was a creamy peach with narrow spaghetti straps and a flippy, just-above-the-knee skirt that would hopefully help keep her cool. Of course, her thighs were going to sweat no matter what—and also chafe, because that’s what thick thighs do—so she was wearing a pair of moisture-wicking, anti-chafing shorts under the skirt. They were almost the same color as the dress, and also meant she didn’t have to worry about keeping her thighs pressed demurely together (she was going to a baseball game, who gave a shit about demure?). She had a cardigan to drape over her shoulders if the sun managed to penetrate the inch thick layer of sunscreen she’d slathered on, sneakers that would keep her feet comfortable on concrete, and her newly loaded debit card to keep her in beer, popcorn and whatever else she wanted to stuff in her face.

“Take me out to the ballgame,” she declared. Tilly, asleep on the faded beanbag under the window, snored in response.

Hoping she’d stay asleep, Brynn eased the door open and tiptoed down the hall. When she got to the living room without Tilly scrambling after her she relaxed and headed into the kitchen for a drink.

She opened the fridge and grabbed one of the fancy flavored waters she’d splurged on to celebrate her checking account getting out of the red. Lemon blueberry flavored, a case of twelve sixteen-ounce bottles cost thirteen dollars—an unimaginable extravagance just a week ago, now worked easily into her budget. Even knowing it, her heart had given a little lurch seeing the price flash up on the register at the grocery store.

She wondered when that would stop.

Across the room the bedroom door opened and turning, she almost choked on lemon blueberry water. Jude walked out of his bedroom, still tugging his shirt over his head, so she had about two seconds of admiring time before he had the shirt completely on and noticed her staring. It wasn’t nearly enough—she barely got a glimpse of muscled chest and rippled belly and that deep V of muscle that dipped tantalizingly into the waistband of his shorts—but it was enough to start her thighs sweating, and give her one more reason to be grateful for moisture-wicking, anti-chafing shorts.

Then the shirt was on and he was holding his hands out and saying, “Well?” and for a second she had no idea what he was talking about.

Then he spun in a circle, and she realized he was asking for approval on his clothes.

“Very nice,” she managed and gulped lemon blueberry.

“Yeah?” He completed his spin and looked down. “I wasn’t sure about the shorts. Is white a bad choice?”

She tossed the empty bottle into the recycling bin under the sink. “Only if you spill nachos on them.”

“Maybe I should change.”

“You’re fine,” she assured him. “Except…”

He looked up. “What?”

“The red shirt.”

“You said team gear.”

“I know, but the Tigers are playing the Red Sox today.”

“So?”

“So, it might look like you’re wearing their colors,” she explained. “Not a good look.”

“The Cougars team colors are red and white,” he reminded her.

She pursed her lips, considering. “Maybe if you had a black shirt with the logo on it.”

“It’s going to be ninety today, and you want me to wear black?”

“Good point.” She tapped a finger on her lips. “Do you have dark shorts and a white shirt?”

He dragged a hand through his hair and spun for the bedroom. “Shit.”

Not bothering to hide the grin, Brynn dug her phone out of her pocket. She’d bought a leather wallet case for it—another splurge—and had transferred her debit card, driver’s license, and some just-in-case cash to it earlier. She was wondering if she needed more when Jude stomped back out.

“This is the best I can do,” he said, hands on his hips and a mulish look on his face, and just to be contrary she took her time looking him over.

He’d swapped the white shorts for a pair in graphite gray and the red shirt for a white one with the Cougars logo embroidered in red over his left pec. The shirt was collarless, like a short-sleeved Henley but without the buttons, and made out of a soft knit that clung to his body like…well, like she wanted to. The shorts were casual but smart, showing off the fact that he never skipped leg day without being too look at my muscular thighs! Which was too bad for her but perfect for a public appearance.

“Well?” he demanded.

“I like it,” she declared.

“Thank God,” he muttered and collapsed in the chair so hard his hair flopped.

“Your hair’s getting long,” she observed.

“I know.” He scraped a hand through the blond mop of it. “I need a cut, but I keep forgetting about it.”

She flipped open her phone case, grateful for something to do. “I’ll make an appointment. You want morning or afternoon?”

“Afternoon, I guess. As soon as possible. And would you see if they can deal with the mustache, too?”

“You want a shave?” she asked, her heart breaking a little at the idea.

“No, I can’t shave it off. Bet, remember?”

She rolled her eyes. “Right, the bet. How could I forget?”

“I just need a trim. It keeps getting in my mouth when I eat or talk.” He swiped at it, making little pfft sounds like he was spitting out whiskers.

“I can trim it.”

He glanced up. “What?”

“I can trim it,” she repeated even as her brain screamed what the hell are you doing?! Abort! Abort!

“Really?”

Tell him no!

“Sure,” she said, her sense of self-preservation nowhere to be found. “I mean, if you want. The mustache, not the hair.”

“That would be great,” he enthused. “Seriously. I feel like I’m swallowing half of this thing every time I eat, and it’s grossing me out. I’m going to start coughing up hairballs soon.”

“Ew.” She set down her phone and circled the kitchen counter. “I’ll go get my scissors.”

He stood. “Where do you want me?”

She nearly tripped over her own feet. That’s what you get, her brain sneered. “Um…on one of the kitchen stools. And could you get a bath towel? So we don’t get whiskers on your clothes.”

“On it.”

“Great. Be right back.”

Shutting out the voice in her head telling her this was a terrible, no-good, very bad idea, she hurried down the hall to the guest bathroom for the scissors. They were salon-quality, gifted to her by her mother in college when she’d first begun cutting her own bangs, and she’d made a point to keep them in good nick—sharp, clean, and well-oiled. She’d learned to use them, too, for more than just bang trims. Trips to the salon had been one of the first things to get cut from the budget when money got tight, and the good scissors, combined with simple styling and a couple of good YouTube videos, had helped keep her hair looking good.

She’d never watched any videos about how to trim a mustache, but how hard could it be?

Scissors in hand, she grabbed her small hand mirror, reminded herself that it was just a mustache trim, for God’s sake, not a blowjob, and walked back down the hall. Jude was sitting on a kitchen stool facing the living room, one of his bathroom towels draped around his shoulders.

“How’s this?”

The towel was huge, so it wrapped around his shoulders and still covered him almost to his knees, which was good—it would protect his shorts from bits of stray hair, and also keep her from getting distracted by the way his thighs strained his shorts when he sat down. “Great,” she said, trying not to think of his thighs, and pulled the scissors out of their leather sheath.

He eyed the gleaming blades, his gaze wary. “Those look serious.”

“I use them for trimming my bangs,” she said, snapping them open and closed just to hear the quiet snick of quality steel.

“Sharp,” he commented.

“Yep,” she said, enjoying herself now. He was watching her with a hint of unease in his eyes, and she liked the sense of power.

He narrowed his gaze. “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?”

She blinked, forcing her eyes wide in an expression of exaggerated innocence. “Moi?”

“Just so you know, if you cut me, you’re fired.”

She snickered. “Fair enough. Any particular way you want this trimmed? Handlebar? Chevron? Fu Manchu?”

“I know what a handlebar and a fu Manchu are, but what the hell’s a chevron?”

She tilted her head, considering the hair on his upper lip. “Pretty much what you’ve got now. Though if you let it grow down a little bit, you’d have a walrus.”

“What did you do, Google ‘different types of mustaches’?”

She shrugged. She had, but he didn’t need to know that.

“I just want to be able to put food in my mouth without also eating hair. Can you just, I don’t know, clean it up a little?”

“Sure. Tip your chin up,” she directed and stepped forward.

Right away she realized her mistake. First, stepping forward put her between his spread knees, which made her think of his thighs again. She could step back, but if she did that she’d have to either A) lean forward to reach his mustache, which would be murder on her back, or B) straddle his thighs, which would be even harder to ignore than standing between them. And second, when he tipped his head back his chin was right between her boobs.

Well, not right between them, but close enough to feel his breath on her skin, the effect of which was entirely predictable.

Her nipples went tight, her skin broke out in goosebumps, and her hand, which had been steadily trimming her own hair since her sophomore year of college, started to tremble.

“Is this good?” he asked, jerking her back to reality.

“Yeah. Great.” Jesus, even her tits were sweating. “So, just a trim?”

“Yeah,” he replied in a tone that said Didn’t I just say that?

“Right,” she said, feeling like a dork. A dork with hard nipples and wet panties.

“You okay?” Jude asked, a hint of awareness easing into his sharp blue gaze.

“Fine,” she chirped, fixing her eyes firmly on his mustache. She could get through this if she just concentrated on the mustache.

She lifted the scissors, gripping them tight so her hand wouldn’t tremble, and leaned in. She could see why he was getting irritated—the thick whiskers had grown to almost completely cover his upper lip, and were even hitting the lower one in spots. No wonder he was getting a mouthful every time he tried to eat.

“Hold still,” she warned and, sliding the scissors carefully between skin and hair, snipped.

Whiskers fell, sprinkling the dark blue towel with tiny strands of gold and bronze, and she slid the scissors forward and snipped again. Moving slowly to keep from accidentally catching his skin in the blades and breathing through her mouth to avoid his scent, she made her way from the right side of his mouth to the left. When she’d made the final snip, she straightened. “How does that feel?”

“Better,” he said, rubbing his lips together.

“I didn’t take off a lot,” she said, fighting the urge to rub her legs together. He was so warm and smelled so good, and no matter how hard she tried she hadn’t been able to stop thinking about his thighs. “I can do more if you want.”

“I think maybe a little more,” he said, still rubbing. “It still tickles.”

“Do you want it all the way off your lip?”

“Maybe not all the way. I don’t want it to look weird. Although…”

“What?”

“If it looks weird enough I’d have to shave it off,” he calculated. “Technically, that wouldn’t be reneging on the bet, right?”

“I’m not getting in the middle of that bet nonsense,” she told him and girding her loins—shit, don’t think about loins—leaned forward.

“Nonsense?” he repeated, eyes laughing at her. “What are you, eighty?”

She slid the scissors along his lip. “I was going to say ‘dumbassery’, but I’m trying to eliminate ableist language from my vocabulary.”

“Dumbassery is ableist?” he mumbled.

“Dumb is,” she said, dropping the scissors. “So dumbassery must be. Now keep your nonsense mouth still so I can do this.”

He snickered, eyes bright with laughter, but his mouth stayed still, so she brought the scissors up again and began to trim. Following the curve of his lip, she snipped carefully away until she got to the shallow dip in the center.

“What’s wrong?” he asked when she paused, frowning.

“I need a better angle.” She shifted, trying to angle in from the left, and bumped solidly into his thigh. “Sorry.”

“Do you need me to move?” He started to stand, his hip nudging her belly. He let out a strangled grunt. “Sorry.”

Oh, God. “It’s okay.” She swallowed. “You stay, and I’ll move.”

“Right.”

She backed out from between his knees and walked around to stand next to him. It was still awkward, but if she leaned against his thigh and bent in a little… “Can you turn your face away, just a little bit?”

He obliged. “Like this?”

“Perfect.”

With his face turned away he wasn’t looking at her anymore—which didn’t stop her boobs from sweating, but made it easier to concentrate. Resolved to finish quickly before she lost what was left of her good sense, she resumed trimming.

“Okay, look at me again,” she directed, eyeing the two sides of his mustache when he did.

He worked one hand free of the towel to stroke. “How’s it look?”

“A little uneven,” she muttered, walking back around to stand in front of him again. She nudged his hand down and went back in with the scissors. She snipped here and there, leaning back to evaluate after each cut, and finally nodded in satisfaction.

“I think we’re good.” Relieved—if her boobs kept sweating, she was going to have to change her dress—she picked up the mirror and handed it to him. “Take a look.”

He took it, turning his face this way and that. “Hey, nice job.”

“Thanks. Oh, damn, you’ve got stragglers. Tip back again.”

He obeyed, lowering the mirror and tilting his chin as she raised the scissors.

“Dammit,” she muttered, eyes narrowed. Half a dozen tiny little whiskers poked over his lip, and she kept missing them. Moving closer, she slipped her glasses off, reached past him to set them on the counter, and tried again. “Dammit!”

“Do you need me to move?” he mumbled, barely moving his mouth.

She shook her head. “It’s just these tiny little hairs. They’re right against your lip, and I can’t seem to grab them.” Another careful try, another miss. “Shit. I don’t want to accidentally cut you.”

She straightened, eyeing his mouth. “Can you do—” She rolled her top lip in. “Like that?”

He complied, pulling his lip down and in, and the little hairs popped clear. “Good. Hold that.” She leaned back in, clipping them easily now. “And…done.”

“You get ‘em?” he asked, licking his lips.

“Yep,” she answered, then, “Oh, sorry,” when he started pffting. “There might be some hair on your lip still.”

“No—pfft—kidding—pfft.”

“Here,” she said, fighting back a laugh. “Let me.”

She lifted the corner of the towel from around his shoulder, made sure it didn’t have any hair on it, and gently wiped his mouth. Most of the whiskers came away with the first swipe of terry cloth, but a few remained, even after she went after them a second time. “Stubborn,” she muttered. Dropping the towel, she tried to brush them away with her fingertips.

He went still at her touch, but she was so focused on getting rid of those last few wispy hairs that the warning bells clanging in the back of her brain didn’t quite register. She caught one in her fingernail, flicking it away, but the last one didn’t want to budge, clinging to that dip in the center of his upper lip like its hairy little life depended on it, and without thinking she braced her hands on his thighs, pursed her lips and tried to blow it off.

He went stiff as a corpse, the alarm bells went wild, and the boob sweat shifted into overdrive.

“Oh, damn,” she whispered.

“Brynn?” Jude said.

She swallowed, keeping her eyes on his mouth. If she looked into his eyes, she was a goner. “Yeah?”

“Are you okay?”

Maybe staring at his mouth was the wrong thing to do now that she thought about it. The lush curve of it, perfectly displayed now by neatly trimmed whiskers, wasn’t doing her heart rate any favors. “I’m fine,” she lied. “Your mustache looks, um, good. Really…” Delicious. Kissable. Ridable. “Good.”

His thighs flexed under her hands, and the slight jostling had her holding on a little tighter. He grunted. “Glad to hear it. Brynn?”

Ridable. How would that thick bristle feel between her thighs? Would it be too much? Just enough? “Hmm?”

“You’re killing me.”

“Oh!” She straightened, snatching her hands off his legs. “I’m sorry. Was I leaning on you too hard?”

He looked her dead in the eyes. “No.”

“Oh.”

There was so much heat in his sharp blue gaze, so much want and lust and pure, unadulterated need that she felt like she was sitting at the top of the tallest roller coaster at Cedar Point, looking out over Lake Erie with her heart in her throat, thrilled and terrified because she knew any second she was going to be flying out into space. Except flying out into space had been replaced with in Jude’s arms and it was so exciting she thought she might faint.

“I really want to kiss you,” he said, his voice a strangled rasp that scraped over her already stretched nerves like sandpaper. Delicious, delightful sandpaper.

She could only nod while giddy anticipation bubbled in her chest. “Okay.”

His hands clenched into fists. “And other stuff.”

“I like other stuff,” she said and lurched forward, eager for all the stuff.

“But I can’t.”

She stumbled to a halt. “You can’t?”

He shook his head, agony twisting his face. “I can’t be that guy.”

“What guy?” she asked, not understanding. The one who made her come screaming? Yes, he could—she’d show him how.

“The guy who makes a move on his assistant,” he said firmly.

“Then I’ll make the move,” she offered, and with Amy’s voice saying carpe the goddamn diem in her head, she grabbed the side of his face in both hands, jerked his head back, and kissed him.

Jude froze for maybe three seconds. Then it hit him—Brynn is kissing me—and the shock burned off in a flood of stunned joy and sizzling lust.

Her lips were soft and slick and thrillingly aggressive, pressing and twisting, tugging and rubbing while her hands held his head in place. Desire was a mule kick to the belly, a knockout punch to the head, leaving him dazed and shaky and wanting more.

Much, much more.

She made a sound against his mouth, a plea, a demand, and he answered it, closing his teeth on her bottom lip. He nipped, then sucked, then swept his tongue into her mouth and lost himself in the taste of her.

Swamped with feelings, his thoughts a lust-soaked swirl, he dragged her closer with hands he hadn’t been aware of clamping onto her hips. Her belly hit his, soft and sweetly rounded, giving him a hundred more sensations to process and a thousand more needs pricking at him like needles.

“More,” she breathed, her tongue chasing his.

“More,” he agreed and surged to his feet, ready to scoop her up and carry her to the bed or the couch or better yet the damn floor, it was closest, and then his front door sprang open and a big hairy redheaded man with a beard and a curvy brunette with cherry cola streaks in her dark hair burst in yelling “Surprise!”


8
[image: ]


“Are we interrupting something?” Tuck asked cheerfully, prompting an eye roll from his wife, a scowl from Jude, and a mad blush from Brynn as she scrambled away.

Not knowing what else to do, Jude let her go. “What are you two doing here?”

“E is working the tattoo expo at the casino this weekend, so we thought we’d surprise you,” Tuck said. He cut his gaze to Brynn, then back to Jude, a wide grin splitting his thick ginger beard. “Surprise.”

“Knock it off, Tuck,” Esme said and stepped forward to hug Jude. “Sorry, sweetie. I told him we should’ve called first.”

“It’s okay,” Jude lied, hugging her back. “It’s good to see you.”

She pulled back, a knowing look in her pretty hazel eyes—probably because she could feel the erection he hadn’t yet managed to suppress—and turned to smile at Brynn. “Hi, I’m Esme.”

“Brynn Cates.” Brynn held out a hand, her cheeks the color of ripe raspberries. “I’m, um, Jude’s assistant.”

“Sorry.” Jude wasn’t sure if he wanted to laugh or cry. “This is Esme and Tuck, friends of mine from Grand Rapids.”

“It’s nice to meet you,” Esme said warmly while Tuck waggled his eyebrows at Jude over her head. “Tucker?”

Alerted by the warning note in his wife’s voice and practiced in the art of switching gears from dickhead to charmer, Tuck beamed a smile at Brynn. “A pleasure, darling. Sorry about barging in.”

“Nice to meet you, too. It’s fine. Um.” She glanced at Jude for the first time since the door had banged open. “I’m sorry, but we’re supposed to be at the stadium in half an hour.”

“Shit.” He’d forgotten about the game.

“Stadium?” Tuck draped an arm around his wife’s shoulders. She wore a narrow strapped red tank top tucked into jean shorts that showed the half-sleeve tattoo on one arm and her curvy figure. Tuck wore a faded Yesterdog t-shirt over khaki shorts he’d probably had since college. “You guys going to a game?”

“Jude’s throwing out the first pitch at the Tiger’s game,” Brynn explained.

“Nice,” Tuck crowed. “You’re a local celeb. You opening supermarkets yet?”

“Shut up.”

Esme dug her elbow into her husband’s rib cage. “I told you we should’ve called first.”

“Nah,” Tuck said, still grinning. “This is better.”

“Would you like to join us at the game?” Brynn asked, and everyone turned to look at her. Well, Esme and Tuck did—Jude was already looking at her.

“Can they?” Jude asked, surprised.

“Sure.” Brynn walked around him to pick up her phone from the counter. She picked up her glasses, too, sliding them on before opening her phone case. “They had four tickets set aside, so I’ll just make sure they’re still available.”

“Do we have time, babe?” Tuck asked.

“I’m not due on the floor of the convention center until five, so unless it goes thirty innings, sure.”

“Aces.” Tuck grinned. “I love baseball.”

Brynn looked up with a smile. “Me, too. I like to keep score.”

“Keep score?” Jude echoed, confused. “Don’t they do that for you?”

“Ignore him,” Tuck said and turned up the charm factor on his smile. “He’s uncultured.”

Brynn laughed and dialed. “I’ll just call them, make sure the seats are still there.”

She walked out of the living room and down the hall, her phone to her ear, and as soon as she was out of sight, Jude scowled at Tuck. “Knock it off.”

“I’m just being friendly,” Tuck said, the picture of innocence.

“You’re messing with Jude,” Esme corrected.

“I can do both,” Tuck pointed out, then looked at Jude. “So?”

“So, what?”

“How long have you two been banging?”

“We’re not,” Jude said, keeping his voice low.

“Really? Cuz that was a lot of banging-adjacent activity going on a minute ago.”

Jude rubbed a hand over his mouth. If he pressed his lips together, he could still taste her. “First kiss.”

“Aw, really? If we’d known, we’d have gotten you a card or something.”

“Shut up, Tuck,” Esme said absently, her eyes focused on Jude’s face. “You don’t seem very happy about it.”

“I’m…conflicted,” Jude admitted.

“Because?”

“She’s my assistant,” Jude reminded them.

“Is dating her against the rules or something?” Tuck asked, wandering over to settle onto the couch.

“No, not technically.”

Tuck plopped his feet on the steamer trunk and crossed them at the ankle. “Then what’s the problem?”

“Just because it’s not against the rules doesn’t mean it’s a good idea,” Esme pointed out, still watching Jude. “Are you afraid of a sexual harassment situation?”

“No. Or not exactly. It’s…complicated.”

Tuck snorted. “No, it’s not.”

Esme sighed. “Tuck.”

“It’s not. Look.” Tuck tipped his head back against the sofa, hanging his head upside down to look at them. “Do you like the woman?”

“Yes.”

“Does she like you?”

Jude thought about her hands in his hair, her tongue in his mouth. The desperate yearning in her voice when she’d said more. “Yes.”

“See? Not complicated.”

“Why do you take him places?” Jude wanted to know.

“He’s cute, and he keeps my feet warm at night,” Esme said while Tuck grinned, looking like an upside-down ginger Muppet. “And while he may be looking at this situation from the simplistic perspective of a man trying to get his dick wet⁠—"

“You’re so crude,” Tuck tsked.

“—he also has a point. If you like each other, the complicated stuff can usually be worked out.”

Jude opened his mouth to say object—then shut it again.

“There, his brain just turned on.” Tuck stood from the couch and stretched, his lumberjack body taking up the space of three people. “Of course, that might have something to do with the fact that it has blood flow again.”

“You’re such a pain in the ass,” Jude complained, smothering a smile.

Tuck let out a bellowing laugh and leaped over the couch to wrap Jude in a back-thumping hug. “I love you, too, you fucker.”

“Um. What are they doing?” Brynn asked, coming back into the living room to stand beside Esme. She had on her Tiger’s fielder’s cap and sunglasses, her phone and a white sweater in her hand.

“Bonding?” Esme guessed as Tuck picked Jude up and spun him in a dizzying circle, laughing like a clown.

“Oh. Sure.”

“We don’t have to go to the game if it’s going to be a problem,” Esme began, and Brynn shook her head.

“It’s no problem at all,” Brynn said as Tuck finally set Jude down. “We should go, though.”

With his feet on the floor again, Jude planted a hand on the counter to keep the room from continuing to spin without him. “I have to get my mitt. Glove.”

“You have a glove?” Brynn asked.

He lifted his hand from the counter, pleased when he kept his balance, and did his best to look affronted. “Of course, I have a glove.”

“Since when?” Tuck wanted to know.

“None of your business,” Jude muttered. “It’s down in my truck.”

Tuck grinned. “Then I guess you’re driving.”

“I’ve already got a car waiting, actually,” Brynn said, her eyes invisible behind the oversized sunglasses. “I thought, you know, to avoid parking…”

“And no need to limit our beer consumption,” Tuck put in. “I like her, Jude.”

I like her, too, Jude thought and wished he could see her eyes.

“Speaking of beer, you’re buying,” Tuck continued.

“Says who?” Jude asked.

“Says me, because I’ve been holding off making fun of that mustache for—” Tuck followed Brynn and Esme into the hall, checking his watch, “—at least six minutes, and I deserve a fucking reward.”

Jude let the apartment door swing shut behind him. “I can’t believe I’ve missed you.”

Tuck wrapped an arm around his shoulder. “I’ve missed you too, bud. So, did you lose a bet, or what?”

Brynn had never been this miserable at a baseball game. She was sitting in the best seats she’d ever had—right between the on-deck circle and the visitor’s dugout on the first base side—the Tigers had a four-run lead heading into the bottom of the sixth, and Jude’s first pitch couldn’t have gone better. She’d expected some awkwardness, and she’d have bet her newly flush bank account that he hadn’t thrown a baseball since Little League. He had no poker face and hadn’t fooled her a bit with that I’m a professional athlete, I can throw a ball bit. But he’d pulled it off, managing to get the ball over the plate, look both competent and charmingly out of his element all at once, and drew enough cheers of both recognition and appreciation that she’d had to put her phone on mute in the first inning due to all the social media notifications.

So she should’ve been happy, or at the very least pleased. But it was hot, she was sexually frustrated and emotionally confused, and for the first time in her life, genuinely couldn’t give a rat’s fat ass about baseball.

“Damn, that was a good throw,” Tuck said beside her, and she glanced over to watch him record the out in the scorebook he had in his lap. She’d passed it to him in the third inning when it became clear that she was too distracted to keep track.

On his other side, Esme peered over his shoulder. “Who’s up next?”

“Bridges,” Tuck and Brynn both said.

“Hot bat,” Tuck added. “He’s hitting five-fifty since the all-star break.”

“Well, that’s just ridiculous,” Esme declared.

“It is,” Brynn agreed while Tuck grinned at his wife.

“You’re so fucking sexy when you pretend to know what you’re talking about.”

“Hey, I know the sportsball,” Esme protested, giggling when Tuck snatched her up in a passionate kiss.

“Are they kissing still, or again?” Jude asked, appearing at the end of the row with his hands loaded down with food and drinks.

“Again,” Brynn said, grateful for the sunglasses that let her look her fill without being exposed. She pulled her knees in so he could walk past her to his seat on the other side of Esme. “They said they’re trying to get on the Kiss Cam.”

“Exhibitionists.” Jude stopped in front of her, clearing his throat to get Tuck’s attention. When the kissing didn’t stop, he scowled and knocked one sneakered foot into Tuck’s shin. “Yo, dickhead.”

Tuck merely shot up a middle finger and kept kissing his wife.

“Fuck it,” Jude muttered and, backing up, plopped down in the seat next to hers. “I’ll just sit here.”

“That’s technically not our seat,” she reminded him, taking the box of hot dogs he handed her.

“Nobody’s sat here all game,” he pointed out. “But if they come by, I’ll apologize and move.”

But now you’re sitting next to me, and I have enough problems to deal with, she thought, staring at the hot dogs. “Fine. Did you get napkins?”

“In my pocket. Hang on, let me unload these beers.”

Hearing the magic word, Tuck lifted his head. “You got my beer?”

“Now he comes up for air,” Jude muttered, but he was smiling. “Here, take your wife’s too.”

Esme leaned around Tuck, her lipstick smeared to her chin. “What about my popcorn?”

“I got it,” he assured her. “Here, take a napkin too.”

“I don’t need a napkin.”

“You kind of do.” Brynn tapped a finger on her bottom lip.

Esme sighed, pinning her husband with a scolding look. “I told you not to smear me.”

“Sorry, babe.” Tuck chugged his beer. “You’re too damn hot when you talk about sportsball.”

Esme took her popcorn and the napkin Brynn passed down. “Well, try to control yourself, for God’s sake. This is a baseball game. Some things are sacred.”

Tuck grinned, beer foam in his beard. “You keep saying sexy shit, I’m not going to be responsible for my actions.”

“Are they always like this?” Brynn asked, wrapping a napkin carefully around half of her hotdog so she wouldn’t spill mustard on her dress.

“Yeah.”

“It’s cute.”

“It’s annoying as fuck,” Jude countered, but there was unmistakable affection in the words.

“That, too,” Brynn agreed and bit into her dog.

They watched Bridges bat—a double off the wall in center-left—and the next two batters strike out, and Brynn ate her hotdog and Jude drank his beer and it was all a very normal all-American Saturday afternoon at the ballpark, and if she didn’t find a way to release the tension that had been building inside of her since Tuck and Esme had burst into the apartment she was going to start screaming.

There had been a moment in the fourth inning where it had looked like a bench-clearing brawl might have been in the offing, but things had settled down quickly, and both teams had been playing nice since then. And as the side retired, Tuck and Esme went back to kissing.

“Give me a break,” Jude groaned and pitched his now empty beer cup at Tuck’s head.

The big man broke the kiss to aim a shit-eating grin over his shoulder. “Jealous.”

“Be nice,” Esme chided, wiping at her chin. It was free of lipstick this time, but only because it was already all kissed off.

“He is, though.” Smug, Tuck winked at Jude. “Aren’t ya?”

“Shut up,” Jude grumbled good-naturedly, laughing. But his cheeks were pink, and Brynn would’ve sworn there was a warning in the blue eyes aimed at Tuck.

She started to turn, wanting to see Tuck’s face, but the giant screen over the left field fence caught her eye. “Hey, Tuck,” she said, pointing. “You’re on.”

“What?” He looked up, his face spitting into a mile-wide grin when he saw the big pink heart on the screen, with him and Esme in the center. “We’re up, babe.”

“Make it good,” she ordered, grabbed his ears, and yanked him in.

Though envy curled deep, Brynn couldn’t help laughing. They made the kiss as dramatic as possible, Esme falling backward over the seats and dragging Tuck on top of her. “Jesus,” Jude muttered, but he was laughing too, and when the Kiss-Cam moved on to another, less demonstrative couple, he stood to haul Tuck off his wife.

“This is a family venue,” he scolded, still laughing, and nudged Tuck into his seat while Esme shifted upright into hers.

She pushed her hair out of her face. “My boobs didn’t fall out, did they?”

“No, you’re good,” Brynn assured her.

“Because I didn’t even grab ‘em,” Tuck said righteously. “On account of I was being family-friendly.”

Jude sat back down with a snort. “Your tongue was down your wife’s throat is family-friendly?”

“To be fair, you couldn’t see that,” Brynn pointed out, enjoying herself. “You know, since his beard is so bushy.”

“What was I supposed to do, give her some anemic little peck on the lips?” Tuck scoffed. “That wasn’t happening.”

“There’s a lot of room between a little peck and inappropriately sucking face,” Jude pointed out.

Esme leaned forward to see around Tuck. “Were we gross?” she asked Brynn.

Brynn shook her head. “Adorable.”

“Oh, yeah? Well, show us how it’s done, son,” Tuck drawled and jerked his chin at the big screen.

Brynn glanced up to see her face, and Jude’s, centered in the big pink sparkly heart.

Oh, she thought and swung around to stare at Jude.

He was staring back at her, his gaze sharp and bright and blue as the summer sky. There were nerves, and heat, and as she watched, a dawning resolve that whipped the butterflies in her belly into a frenzy.

He lifted a hand to the bill of her cap, pushing it back as his head dipped down. She kept her eyes on his until they were so close they blurred, then let hers drift close, then his mouth was on hers.

The crowd gave a roaring cheer, and Tuck let loose a big booming laugh, but she barely noticed. Every part of her was focused on the kiss.

It wasn’t like before, all desperate heat and frantic need. This was softer, deeper somehow, and all the more devastating.

His lips were firm, tasting of beer and the salt from the pretzel he’d had earlier. His mustache was a gentle abrasion, making her lips tingle, and his tongue—oh, his tongue. It was at once a soothing balm and a seductive tease. It glided along the seam of her lips, dipping inside when she parted them eagerly. The beer taste was sharper now, but she ignored it to concentrate on the good stuff. The press of lips, the scrape of teeth. The way his hand, still holding her cap, cupped the back of her head to hold her at just the right angle.

Then with a last glide of his tongue and nip at her bottom lip, he was gone, easing back, and she blinked as the world started spinning again.

“There,” he said, a soft little smile on his face as he snugged her cap back onto her head. She knew he couldn’t see her eyes through the sunglasses, but it felt like he was looking right into them anyway. “That’s how it’s done.”

“Um, that might not have been as family-friendly as you think,” Esme warned.

“Gave me a boner,” Tuck rumbled.

“You already had a boner,” Esme pointed out.

“Oh, yeah.”

“Shut up, Tuck,” Jude said mildly, his burning blue gaze still locked on Brynn. “You okay?” he murmured.

She nodded, but what came out of her mouth was, “Not really.”

“Me neither,” he said.
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In the eighth inning, Brynn feigned a headache and took a ride share back to the apartment. She did it the coward’s way, saying she was going to the bathroom and then not texting Jude she was leaving until she was already in the car. Then she silenced her phone.

“Because I’m a coward,” she muttered.

“Sorry?” her driver asked, eyeing her anxiously in the rearview mirror. She couldn’t blame him. If someone were in the back of her car talking to themselves, she’d eye them anxiously, too.

“Nothing, never mind,” she said and gave him an overly generous tip to make up for the anxiety.

Up in the apartment, an annoyed Tilly was dancing at the door, ready for a walk, so she grabbed the leash and her earbuds and hurried down the block just in case Jude was already on his way back.

Once she’d turned the corner, she slipped in her earbuds and called Amy.

She picked up on the first ring. “Professor Hill, thank you for calling me back.”

Brynn paused to let Tilly sniff at a weed growing out of the sidewalk. “Amy, it’s me. Are you still sleep-deprived?”

“No, that’s not an issue. One second, let me get to a quiet spot where I can talk.” There was a muffled scramble, then the sound of footsteps.

“Where are you?”

“At your parents’ house,” Amy replied in a hissing whisper. “Your mom picked me up and brought me home for lunch.”

Tilly tugged on the leash, so Brynn started walking again. “I thought she might. Why are you pretending I’m your thesis advisor?”

“Because if they know it’s you they’ll wonder why I’m leaving the room to talk to you, and I figured you wouldn’t want me to ask you why you’re playing kissy face with your boss on national television in front of Rachel and Joe.”

Brynn stumbled to a halt, which brought Tilly to a halt. Brynn ignored her annoyed yelp. “What?”

“Your dad has the game on,” Amy said, still talking quietly but no longer whispering. “The kiss cam thing made the broadcast.”

“Oh, no.” Brynn wished the city had placed benches along this street—she really needed to sit down. “Did they see?”

“No. Your dad was in the bathroom, and your mom was doing a crossword and wasn’t paying attention.”

Brynn breathed a sigh of relief. “Okay, good.”

“But they used Jude’s name. Like, a lot.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean they were all, ‘That’s Detroit Cougars defenseman Jude Bessonette, who threw out the first pitch today, enjoying the sunshine,’” Amy said in the rounded tones of a TV broadcaster. “‘Enjoying something else, too, isn’t he, Bob?’ ‘Sure looks like it, Dave, heh heh heh’.”

“Oh, God.”

“It was pretty gross,” Amy agreed.

“Did they say my name?”

“I don’t think they knew it, or they would have. They sure speculated about who you are, though.”

“Great.”

“Are you still at the game?”

“No, I left early. I’m walking Tilly right now.”

“So? Are you going to tell me, or are you going make me guess?”

Brynn didn’t pretend to misunderstand. “It was good.”

“How good?”

“I don’t remember anything that happened in the entire seventh inning.”

“Yeah, it looked like a thought-clearer. What happened after?”

“Nothing.”

“What do you mean, nothing?”

Tilly had left her a little present on the sidewalk, so Brynn pulled a doggy doody bag out of her pocket. “I mean, he asked if I was okay, I said ‘not really’, he said ‘me neither’, then we went back to watching the game.”

There was silence on the line while Brynn busied herself playing chambermaid to the dog. She was tying off the bag when Amy said, “What a couple of dummies.”

“Hey. Watch the ableist language.”

“Sorry, I forgot. I’ll rephrase. What a couple of not smarties.”

Brynn walked the bag to the bin on the corner and tossed it in. “Well, as long as I’m racking up—what’s the opposite of gold stars?”

“I don’t know. Shit bombs?”

That sounded about right. “I might as well tell you I kissed him earlier.”

“Earlier when? Earlier than he kissed you?”

“Before the game,” Brynn confirmed, starting the walk back to the apartment with Tilly trotting happily beside her. “But his friends stopped by and that kind of ended that.”

“So you got cock blocked by his friends and then by thirty thousand baseball fans.”

“Pretty much.”

“So, how horny are you right now?”

“I left the baseball game early so I wouldn’t get arrested for indecent exposure.”

“Right. What are you going to do now?”

“He’ll be back soon,” she said, slowing as she approached the building. “I guess we’ll talk.”

“Fifty bucks says you fuck first.”

“Stop betting on my sex life, dammit.”

“I’m only betting with you,” Amy pointed out. “You’re going to go for it, right?”

“I don’t think I have a choice. That didn’t sound right,” Brynn amended, pushing into the building. The lobby was cool and dim and to her relief, empty. “Obviously I have a choice, it’s just that…”

“You’ve crossed the point of no return,” Amy supplied, “and you can’t go back to the way things were before.”

“Yeah.” On the elevator, Tilly scratched behind one ear while Brynn tried to calm her racing heart. “What about you?”

“Me?”

“You still planning to ‘carpe the goddamn diem’?”

“You would throw that in my face,” Amy muttered, then sighed. “I think I have to. I can’t keep doing…whatever it is I’ve been doing.”

“No, you can’t,” Brynn agreed, stepping off the elevator when the doors slid silently open. She crossed to the door and punched in the code. “Scared?”

“Terrified,” Amy admitted.

“That makes two of us,” Brynn muttered as the door swung open and Jude stood in the middle of the living room, a scowl on his handsome face and fire in his eyes. “Okay, I gotta go.”

“I take it the moment of reconning arrived?”

“Yeah.” Tilly trotted over to Jude, tail wagging in greeting. He crouched to pet her, but his eyes never left her face. “I’ll call you later, okay?”

“You better,” Amy said. “Love you.”

“Love you,” Brynn murmured and disconnected the call. “Hi.”

He straightened and shoved his hands in his pockets. “Hi. How’s your head?”

“Better,” she said and told herself it wasn’t technically a lie.

“Right,” he said, and she could tell he didn’t buy it.

She took her earbuds out and slipped them into her pocket with her phone, then started to slip her sunglasses off until she remembered she wouldn’t be able to see him clearly without them.

“Take them off,” he said.

“What?”

“The sunglasses. It’s frustrating as hell not being able to see your eyes.”

“Oh.” She slid them off to squint at the blur of him. “It’s just…I can’t really see without them, and my glasses are in my room.”

“Okay.” He walked forward, halving the distance between them. “Can you see me now?”

He was about five feet away, so the outline of him was clear, but his features were still fuzzy and indistinct. “Um…”

He took another three steps. “What about now?”

He was all but standing on her toes, so close she could feel his breath on her skin. And his face was 4k, high-def, crystal clear. Hoo boy. “I can see you,” she managed.

“Good. What are we going to do about this?”

She’d been hoping for some time to prepare for this conversation, but he was jumping right into it, and her thighs were sweating again. “I don’t know.”

“Do you want me?” he asked bluntly.

Oh, God. Instinct told her to look away, to hide, but she was done being a coward. Carpe the goddamn diem. “Yes.”

“But?” he prompted.

“It’s complicated.”

“Because I’m your boss.”

“Yes. Though strictly speaking, I work for the agency,” she continued, staring at his mustache. Staring at his mouth made her want to bite it and staring into his eyes was making her brain short-circuit, and the mustache felt like a semi-safe alternative.

“What?” he asked.

“The agency,” she repeated. “That’s who I work for. Tremblay Sports Management.”

“You don’t work for me?”

“Well, you don’t sign my paychecks or administer my health insurance, so technically, no. I think I’m assigned to you? Technically. So it’s more like you’re my supervisor.”

“Still a boss.”

“Yeah.”

“I don’t care.”

Hope bloomed in her chest. “You don’t?”

His eyes were hooded, his nostrils flaring with every breath. It should not have been hot, but it was. It really was. “I really don’t,” he said. “If it was just sex…but it’s not.”

Oh, God. She swallowed. “It’s not?”

He shook his head, his eyes still pinning hers like sexy little blue lasers that could see right through her.

“Um.” She was going to tell him something. What was it? Oh, right. “You should probably know. The kiss-cam thing made the television broadcast.”

“Oh.” He paused for a second, then shook his head. “I still don’t care.”

Oh god, oh god, oh god. “Are you sure?”

“I’m not sure of a damn thing,” he said, “except one.”

Her breath didn’t seem to want to move out of her chest. “What’s that?”

“I want you more than I want to win the Stanley Cup.”

Her breath whooshed out. “Wow. That’s a lot.”

“Yeah.”

“Okay, well.” She shifted her feet, rubbing her thighs together. “I’ve never wanted to win a Stanley Cup, but I want you more than I want to see the Tigers win the World Series.”

His mustache twitched. “That’ll do.”

“Okay,” she said and started to leap into his arms before she remembered. “Wait!”

He froze, arms outstretched. “What?”

She looked around, frantic, until she saw the bottle of hand sanitizer sitting on the counter. She dashed over, shot three quick pumps into her palm, and hurried back, briskly rubbing her hands together. “Tilly pooped. I had to pick it up.”

He stared. “Barehanded?”

She laughed, so damn happy she felt like she could just float right up to the ceiling. “No, with the bag, but you know. Just in case.”

“Got it. Can I touch you now?”

“God, yes.”

The words were barely out when he grabbed her, snatching her up and jerking her against him so hard she would’ve bounced right back off if he wasn’t holding her so tightly. Sensations came at her like fastballs, one after the other—the firmness of his chest and thighs, the dig of his fingers into the soft skin of her waist, the scent of salt and sweat on his skin. And the glorious, thrilling press of his erection against her belly.

Instinct had her legs parting and rising, hooking over his hips to anchor herself, and when she settled into place right over that jut of flesh her happy purr mixed with a guttural groan that sounded like it had been ripped from his very soul.

“Fuck,” he ground out, lust making his blue eyes glitter, and his hands shifted from her waist to her ass. They dug in, flirting with the line between pleasure and pain, and spurred by the heat and the want and the need, she kissed him.

She banged him in the forehead with the brim of her hat, knocking it to the floor, but she barely noticed. There was no foreplay this time, no subtle nibbles or teasing strokes. Desire was a desperate, greedy thing, clawing at her like a wild animal, and she gave into it without hesitation or shame. She kissed him until she couldn’t breathe, then with her head light from lack of air, broke free to attack his ear.

“Jesus, Brynn,” he rasped.

“What?” she mumbled, breathlessly gnawing on his earlobe.

“Are you always like this?”

She dipped her tongue into his ear, reveling in his full-body shudder. “Like what?”

“Like a feral wolverine,” he said, jostling her, and she realized they were moving.

“That’s oddly specific.” Panting, she unclenched her hands from his hair to work them between their bodies. “Are we going somewhere?”

“Bed.” He grunted when she shoved her hands under his t-shirt. “Any objections?”

“No.” She wanted to undo his shorts, but her body was in the way. “You’re moving kinda slow for a professional athlete.”

“I’d be moving faster if I could see.”

She scrunched down to lap at the hollow of his throat. “Better?”

“Not really,” he choked out, rapping solidly into the door frame. “Shit.”

“Hmmm,” she hummed. That jolt had shoved his dick solidly against her, and the pressure was delicious. “Do that again.”

“No,” he said and stumbled into the bedroom.

Just for fun, she scraped her teeth across his collarbone. “Spoilsport.”

They bumped into something—the bed—then they were tipping sideways and falling, landing on the mattress with twin oofs.

She scrambled up to nudge him back, swinging a leg over to straddle him, and whipped her dress over her head.

“God,” he breathed.

She hadn’t worn a bra. The dress had one built in, and she was so small she seldom bothered anyway, so her breasts were bare, her nipples poking out like little pencil erasers in the air conditioning, and even though his face was a little bit fuzzy because she wasn’t wearing her glasses, she could clearly see the wonder on his face when he reached for her.

Her breasts were small and sensitive and his hands were big and hot and he looked so enraptured as he stroked them, like her little boobs were the most fascinating, arousing thing in the world, and it made her want to fuck his brains out even more than she already did.

“Please tell me you have condoms.”

“Bathroom.” Eyes avid, he plucked at her nipples. “Second drawer.”

She scrambled off him and dashed across the room the bath. “Hey,” he called. “I was playing with those.”

“You can play with them again in a minute,” she called back, digging through the drawer. There was a small first aid kit, a Costco pack of toothpaste for sensitive teeth, and three different kinds of floss, but no condoms. “I can’t find them!”

“Other second drawer,” he said, and she jerked open the drawer on the other side of the double sink.

“Thank God.” She grabbed the box—unopened, but huge, he probably bought it at Costco, too—and dashing through the bathroom door, pitched it at the bed.

It hit him in the chest. “Ow.”

“Why are you still dressed?” she asked and started to peel her shorts down.

“I’m working on it,” he said and tossed his shirt aside. “Why are you wearing shorts?”

She thought about taking the time to explain thigh sweat and chafing and panty flashing, then discarded it. She didn’t have the brain cells. “Never mind. Hurry up.”

“I’m hurrying,” he promised, but he was watching her boobs jiggle as she worked the shorts off, and his hands weren’t moving fast enough. “God, you’re beautiful.”

“That’s sweet,” she said, kicking the shorts aside. “Do you need help?”

“I can take my pants off,” he said, amused.

She shucked her panties off. “Are you sure? I’m happy to help.”

“Is there a reason you’re rushing me?” he asked, finally getting his belt undone.

She climbed onto the bed. “I just really want to fuck. You know, if that’s okay with you.”

“Yeah, I’m good with that,” he said, looking on with baffled delight when she grabbed the bottoms of his shorts and yanked. They went flying across the room, followed closely by his boxers. “But I was thinking maybe we could slow down. You know, savor it a little?”

“We’ll savor it next time,” she promised, staring. His dick was sticking straight up in the air, ruddy and thick, the tip shiny. It made her mouth water and her pussy gush, and without looking away she fumbled for the box of condoms.

“I’ve got it,” he said, taking it from her. She heard cardboard rip, then the tearing of foil, and then he was rolling it on and though one part of her mourned the disruption of the prime view the rest of her cheered because she really wanted him inside her.

She grabbed his penis by the base as soon as he was done and impaled herself on it.

“Oh,” she breathed and closed her eyes to better concentrate on how good it was.

He was thick enough to stretch her, though that might be because she hadn’t been stretched by anything but the occasional dildo for literal years, and it felt amazing. Dildos were great, and thank God for them, but they couldn’t hold a candle to flesh and blood, and oh, she’d missed this. Missed the stretch and the pulse and how when she clenched her pussy there was an answering throb from his penis, urging her to do it again.

“You ever hear of foreplay?” Jude choked out, and she opened her eyes.

“I like foreplay,” she breathed, shifting her hips in an experimental circle. It felt good, so she did it again. “Do you want some?”

“I did,” he said, his hands coming up to circle her rib cage. He shifted, scooting them higher up the mattress, which drove him deeper inside her and bumped his pubic bone against her clit and momentarily robbed her of the ability to form words. “I had plans.”

“I’m sorry,” she gasped when she could speak again. He’d bumped up against something inside her with that move, something that had made her toes curl and her tailbone sweat. “I didn’t mean to…wreck your plans.”

“It’s okay.” He moved again, hitting that same spot. “I’ll save them for later.”

“Oh, good,” she breathed and began to ride.

“Yeah,” he muttered, shifting his hands to cup her breasts, urging her up. “Ride me.”

Oh, I’ll ride you, she wanted to say. I’ll ride you like I stole you. I’ll ride you hard and put you away wet. I’ll ride you like a hurricane. What came out of her mouth was, “Glarg.”

He didn’t seem to care. He stroked her breasts, played with her sensitive nipples until she squirmed on his penis, the tugs and pulls and flicks arrowing straight down to her clit so it pulsed and burned and yearned, and she ground herself against him in search of more friction, more depth, more more.

She wanted to ask for it, wanted to order him to give it. But she couldn’t make her voice work, so she grabbed his hand to drag it from her breast, down her belly, slick with sweat, to the matted curls between her thighs.

“What do you need?” he grunted, though by the way his hand moved unerringly to her clit he already knew. “Jesus, you’re soaked.”

I know, she thought, her hips jerking when he made contact with her clit.

“Your clit is so hard,” he muttered, stroking it with his thumb. It slipped off, away, and she frantically dragged his hand back. He laughed, but she didn’t care.

“Right there,” she managed. “Don’t move.”

“Take it,” he urged, rubbing harder, twisting his hand to capture it between two fingers. “Do it, make yourself come.”

Her eyes were open now, burning, staring into his. Her hips pumped, grinding forward and back in short, tight strokes so his dick hit that spot inside just right and his hand stayed firm on her clit and the coil of need inside her tightened, tightened. Her skin tingled and her breath came short, and for a second, she was at the top of the roller coaster again, Lake Erie shining blue below, and then she was flying free, screaming, the tension shattering in a thousand glittering, gleaming pieces.

His big body jerked when he came, his penis pulsing and throbbing and hitting that spot so she came again, almost harder than the first time, and when the jittering and shaking stopped, she slumped over onto his chest, sweaty and spent and happy.
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Jude blinked the sweat out of his eyes and tried to breathe. Brynn was a dead weight on his chest, but even if he’d had the strength to move her, he wouldn’t have. He liked having her there.

Her hair was coming out of its ponytail, and he wanted to reach up and tug it free, but he wasn’t sure his arms would work. It had felt like that orgasm had been wrenched from his very bones, and the parts of him that weren’t numb were flat exhausted.

Except his penis. Still wedged inside her, it twitched and wiggled like it was willing to go another round.

“Are you doing that or am I?” she mumbled into his sternum.

“I honestly can’t tell anymore,” he confessed, and she lifted her head and looked at him.

Her bangs were plastered to her forehead, her eye makeup had smeared, and her hair that wasn’t still caught up in the ponytail was sticking out in a dozen directions. Her face was flushed the charmingest of pinks, and she wore the goofiest, dreamiest smile he’d ever seen.

“Feeling good?” he asked, amused.

“I feel fuck drunk,” she said, and she sounded it, too, her words just the slightest bit slurred.

“Lightweight,” he chided, but he had to concentrate to keep his own words crisp.

She just laughed, a husky trill of delight that made his dick twitch again, then rolled off him to sprawl, gracelessly, on the mattress beside him. That charming flush went all the way down. “Fuck, I needed that.”

His dick, now sadly bereft of her pussy, slapped against his thigh. He reached down to make sure the condom didn’t fall off. “Me, too.”

“No, I mean I really needed it.” She reached her arms up and pointed her toes in a long stretch, eyes closed, that same goofy smile on her face. “It’s been a while.”

Not wanting to lose track of the condom, he rolled to the side of the bed to peel it off. “How long is a while?”

“Mmm. Since before Covid.”

He almost hit the floor. “You’re kidding.”

“Nope,” she said, popping her lips on the p, and when he managed to turn back around her eyes were open and laughing.

“How…that’s…that’s years.”

“I know.”

“Literal years.”

She gave that husky trill again. “I know.”

He propped himself up on his elbow beside her. “Well, now I know why you didn’t need foreplay.”

“Sorry about that.” She rolled toward him, mirroring his pose. Her eyes were heavy and still a little dazed, her mouth soft and plump and swollen. “I’ll make it up to you.”

“Deal.” He reached out to skim a finger along her nose ring. “Have I mentioned how sexy this is?”

Surprise lit her eyes. “Yeah?”

“Drives me wild,” he confessed.

Her smile bloomed. “I’ve been thinking of getting another one now that I have the money for it.”

“Really?”

She nodded. “A septum piercing.”

His gut tightened. “Shit, that’s hot. Can I do it?”

“What?”

“Not do it,” he amended quickly. “Buy it. Pay for it. Whatever.”

She blinked. “You want to buy me a septum piercing?”

“I really fucking do.” Unbearably turned on by the idea, he bent to take her mouth.

She hummed in surprised pleasure, her free hand lifting to his face, but she didn’t push him away. He kept the kiss soft and light, then shifted to brush his mouth along the long line of her throat. “Wow. Who knew nose piercings were your secret kink?”

“I think you’re my secret kink,” he murmured, smiling when her head fell back to give him room. Her skin was warm and damp, the faint tang of salt greeting his tongue when he skimmed it along her collarbone.

“When I said I’d make it up to you, I didn’t mean now.”

“Don’t worry. You don’t have to do a thing.”

“Oh. Okay,” she said dreamily, rolling to her back and closing her eyes.

He laughed silently into her sternum. “You’re not going to sleep on me, are you?”

“I guess that depends on you,” she murmured, then her eyes flew wide. “Whoa!”

He held her nipple in his teeth for a second more, just to drive the point home, then let go. “You were saying?”

“That was not nice,” she panted, and the flush across her chest had deepened a shade or two.

“No?”

She shook her head, eyes heavy and dark. “Do it again.”

He laughed, delighted with her, and took her nipple—so thick, so hard—in his teeth and slowly, carefully, bit down.

With his eyes trained on her face, he could see when pleasure edged toward pain, that moment where she couldn’t decide if it was too much or not enough. He let her hang there for a second, then eased back, lapping at the tortured little nub with his tongue before sucking it into his mouth.

And she went wild.

Twisting and writhing on the mattress, hips bucking so hard she nearly tossed him off. He pressed her back down, with hands at first then his body when his hands weren’t enough, listening carefully for the words “no” or “stop” or “enough” or anything else that meant she didn’t want him to do what he was doing.

But all he heard among the garbled moans and whimpers and cries was “please” and “more” and once “oh, sweet baby Jesus” so he kept going.

Her hands came up to tangle in his hair, not to pull him away but to clutch him close, tugging and shoving until his scalp sang. When he gentled the suction, easing back, she made the same sound she’d made during orgasm.

And then he switched to her other breast and did it all over again.

By the time he lifted his head she was a vibrating puddle beneath him, and while he was almost sure she hadn’t actually come, he thought he’d better be sure. “Did you come?”

She looked at him through dazed and hazy eyes. “Just now?”

“Yeah.”

“No. Why?”

“Just checking. You really like having your nipples sucked.”

She was panting so hard that her nipples, little red buttons on her teacup titties, were shaking. “Noticed that, did you?”

“Hard to miss.”

Her hands, still caught in his hair, gave a frustrated yank. “Then why did you stop?”

He grinned, feeling about ten feet tall. “Because I have other things I want to do.”

“Don’t I get a vote?”

“Sure. Do you want me to keep sucking your nipples or eat your pussy till you come screaming?”

She spread her legs so fast she nearly knocked him off the bed.

He laughed even as his dick, already set to jump in the game, gave a warning throb. “Is that a vote for option B?”

She was nodding frantically and using her grip on his hair to try to shove his head down. “God, yes. Option B. Pussy. Eat. Please.”

Still laughing, he reached up to tug her fingers out of his hair. “Option B it is. But first…”

“No, no first! Do not pass go, do not collect two hundred dol—what are you doing? That’s my belly, not my pussy.”

“I know,” he said into her belly button. “But it’s cute, and I haven’t kissed it yet.”

She tried to yank her hands free, but he held them fast. “Listen, this whole body worship thing is really sweet, and I appreciate it, really I do.”

“Uh-huh,” he said, nibbling his way around to her hip.

“But it’s not necessary,” she said, her voice going up an octave when he nuzzled his nose into the crease between her hip and thigh.

“I think it is,” he said, and tracing the delightful lower curve of her belly with his tongue, wound his way to her other hip.

“You’re killing me,” she groaned.

“Welcome to my world,” he murmured. He worked his way down, down to where her pubic hair covered her mound, the dark blonde curls damp and matted and smelling of the two of them. It was such a primal scent, so visceral and rich that something rose up inside him. Following it, he opened his mouth wide and bit through hair and into flesh.

He kept it just this side of savage—gentle enough not to cross the line from pleasure into pain, firm enough to hold her still when she jerked in reaction. Her taste flooded his mouth, salty and musky, elemental as the tides, and suddenly he was the one who couldn’t wait any longer.

Keeping his mouth open, he slid down over skin and hair until he met wet, hot pussy. Then he braced his hands, still tangled with hers, on her slick, trembling thighs and dove in.

And he feasted.

He licked, he sucked, he nibbled, listening to the cadence of her cries to discover what she liked best. When he nibbled and sucked at her labia, she panted and wiggled. When he shoved his tongue deep into her tight little hole, she arched and purred like a cat. But when he dragged the flat of his tongue over her clit, she tried to levitate off the bed, and her thighs rose to clamp around his head.

He tried to nudge them back, but she hooked her knees over his shoulders and dug her heels into his back, and he wasn’t getting untangled from that without some major repositioning. Since she was panting and moaning and chanting “yes, there, more, there, yes yes yes” he figured she was close, so if he concentrated he could probably get her off before he passed out from lack of air.

And if he died, well, at least it would be for a worthy cause.

Sucking in a breath of humid, pussy scented air—and God, wasn’t that just the best?—he redoubled his efforts, working her clit with single-minded intensity. He tried to listen for cues that he was in the right spot, but her thighs were blocking out most of the sound now, so instead he focused on the non-verbal ones. Like when he hit the top of her clit her hips jerked, and when he circled it her thighs shook, and when he sucked it into his mouth and flicked it with his tongue her heels drummed into his spine like hammers and she let out a scream that he could hear even with her thighs plastered to his head like sweaty earmuffs.

So he kept at it, and since his fingers were out of commission—still entwined with hers and currently squished between her thighs and his head—he jutted out his lower jaw to try to get his chin in the right spot to give the rest of her pussy some friction. He was trying to figure out how to use his mustache, too—having never had a mustache before when eating a woman out, he was eager to see if he could use it to his advantage—but he’d forgotten about it until now, and the construction of the human skull made it impossible to use his chin and his mustache at the same time. He was trying to decide which one he should go with when she arched off the bed so hard she would’ve thrown him off if not for the vice grip of her thighs, let out a wail that could probably be heard in Windsor, and nearly drowned him in pussy juice.

Then her thighs went slack, and he could breathe again.

“Shit,” he gasped, his cheek on her thigh. It was wet, but so was his face, so he didn’t figure it mattered much. “That nearly killed me.”

“Me, too,” she wheezed in a voice that was more air than sound. “Thanks.”

“My pleasure.” He didn’t move. He had a great view—her pussy, red and swollen and wet, the labia spread wide so the deep pink of her vagina was visible. He could even see the faint teeth marks beneath her matted, tangled bush.

“Sorry,” she said after several moments. A hand landed on his head, heavy and limp, in an awkward pat. “About the almost dying.”

“S’ok.” He felt oddly content, in spite of the erection that was hard enough to drive nails. “We all gotta go sometime.”

“That’s so…romantic.”

He grinned, then froze when something wet hit the bottom of his foot. “Um, Brynn?”

“Yeah?”

“Is the dog licking my foot?”

“Hang on.” Her thigh shifted under his cheek when she sat up. “Yes.”

His breath whooshed out in relief, and she giggled. “That tickles.”

“Sorry.” He tipped his head back to look up, over the curve of her belly, the crease of her waist, past firm breasts—the nipples were soft now, but still red from his mouth, the tidy little mounds pink with whisker burn—to her face. “Wow. You’re kind of a wreck.”

“What the hell happened to romantic?” she grumbled, but she was smiling that dopey, goofy, fuck drunk smile again.

He sat up and reached out, plucking out the ponytail holder—now holding almost nothing—and tossing it aside. It landed on the floor, and out of the corner of his eye he saw Tilly circle the bed to give it a sniff. Ignoring the dog, he brushed Brynn’s hair away from her face, biting his lip to keep from grinning when it stuck straight up. “Hi.”

“Hi,” she replied, still smiling. Still fuck drunk. “I need a shower.”

Considering all the bodily fluids floating around… “Me, too.”

“Can I take it in your bathroom? You have a better showerhead.”

His hopes for shower sex wilted, along with his erection. “Sure.”

“Wanna take one with me?”

He and his erection perked back up. “I thought you’d never ask.”

She giggled and climbed off the bed, wobbling a little as she gained her feet. The back of her hair was even worse than the front, and her ass was a work of art, round and thick with a jiggle that reminded him of those old Jell-O commercials, and for a moment he just sat there, watching, wondering if he was dreaming.

“When I was doing the housekeeping, I used to fantasize about sucking you off in the shower.”

That dragged his attention from her ass. “You did?”

She reached up to run her fingers through her hair and gave him that fuck drunk smile again.

“Uh-huh. It helped pass the time when I was scrubbing the tile.”

“Most people put on music or a podcast,” he offered feebly, staring at her mouth. It was swollen from his kisses and curved in that goofy smile, and picturing it wrapped around his dick drained whatever blood was left in his brain.

She dropped her arms, making her boobs shake, and looked as though she were considering that. “I like sucking dick better,” she decided and turned to walk toward the bathroom.

He stared after her, watching her butt bounce until she disappeared into the bathroom. Then he and his very eager erection leaped off the bed to follow, remembering at the last second to close the door to keep the dog out.

After demonstrating her dick-sucking skills to the satisfaction of all involved, Brynn left a weak-kneed Jude in the shower, nudged Tilly off the mattress—she had no idea how the stump-legged hound had managed to hoist herself up there without help—and stripped the bed.

They’d been in too big a rush to pull the duvet back, so she stripped it off, then gathered the sheets Tilly had shed all over and carried it all to the laundry room behind the kitchen. She started the wash, then went back to the kitchen to look for something to eat and very deliberately tried not to think about the repercussions of what she’d just done.

“It’s not a crime,” she told Tilly, who’d pushed between her feet to nose into the refrigerator. “We’re consenting adults. If we want to sleep together, we can. We don’t need anyone’s permission.”

Tilly tried to grab an artichoke from the lowest shelf. Brynn snatched it before the dog could and put it in the crisper drawer. “Forget it. I’m not cleaning up any more dog diarrhea. Oh, here we go.” Spotting the package of steaks, she plucked it off the shelf, used her foot to scoot the dog back, and shut the refrigerator door.

“It’s not like we’re cheating,” she said as she seasoned the steaks with salt and pepper. “He’s single, I’m single. And we like each other, so where’s the harm?”

Tilly, her eyes firmly on the steaks, licked her lips.

“It’s the boss/assistant thing,” Brynn continued, digging a cast iron skillet out of a lower cupboard and setting it on the range. “It’s problematic.”

She turned the flame on under the skillet and reached for the butter. She dropped a chunk of butter in the pan to sizzle, and Tilly abandoned the steaks to sit next to the stove.

“I know how it looks,” Brynn went on, swirling the butter around the pan. With the butter melted and foaming, she dug out a pair of barbeque tongs and dropped the first steak in, then the second. “It looks icky.”

She looked down at Tilly, who was doing her imitation of a dripping faucet as the scent of cooking meat filled the air. “But it doesn’t feel icky, Tills. It feels…”

She trailed off, searching for the right word.

“It feels what?” Jude asked, and she turned.

He was standing in the bedroom doorway, his hair still damp from his shower. Dark with wet, it was almost the same shade as his mustache—a mustache she still hadn’t yet made full use of. Savoring the curl of heat in her belly at the thought—and wasn’t it nice to be able to savor instead of having to ignore?—she soaked in the rest of him.

His chest was bare, but he’d pulled on loose cotton pants, this pair in a rich navy blue that made his eyes look even bluer, and how that worked when they were nowhere near his eyes she didn’t know, but it did. They hung low on his hips, exposing the deep V of muscle separating waist from hip that she’d traced with her tongue in the shower. He’d tasted salty and musky, like his sweat and her pussy, and after that she’d forgotten about tracing things with her tongue and concentrated on gobbling things with her mouth.

She sighed at the memory, and he chuckled. “What are you thinking?”

“I was thinking about how you taste,” she said, still thinking about it.

“Well, that explains why your face went red,” he said, amused, and pushed off the door jam.

She grimaced. “I’m not a redhead, but somehow I ended up with the complexion of one,” she complained.

He came around the counter and stood in front of her, the dog between them at her feet. “I like it.”

He smelled like soap and shampoo. It made her want to stink him up again. “That makes one of us.”

He just grinned and dropped a kiss on her nose. “Is one of those steaks for me?”

She nodded, trying not to sigh. Nobody had ever kissed her nose before, and she liked it. She liked it a lot. “How do you like it?”

“Rare, or medium rare.” He reached into the fridge for a bottle of water. “I can live with medium if I have to.”

She nodded. “Rare it is.”

His grin flashed again as he leaned back against the counter and opened the water. After drinking half of it down, he set it aside. “So?”

She was staring at a tiny droplet of water clinging to the edge of his mustache, wondering if he’d think she was weird if she licked it off. “So, what?”

“If it doesn’t feel icky, what does it feel?”

“Oh.” Jerked back to reality by embarrassment, she turned to fuss over the steaks. “You weren’t supposed to hear that.”

“Should I pretend I didn’t?”

She almost said yes, but since she’d just been declaring herself a grown adult, it seemed ridiculous. She flipped the steaks, setting off a fresh round of sizzling, and metaphorically pulled up her big-girl panties. “Of course not.”

“Okay. Are you going to answer me?”

“I’m not sure how,” she confessed and with her cheeks burning, glanced back. “I was trying to come up with the right word.”

“Un-icky?” he suggested, a smile lurking under his mustache.

She snorted out a laugh. “Gee, why didn’t I think of that?”

He set his water down. “How about I come up with a word?”

Her heart was suddenly in her throat. He was still smiling, so that was good, but it felt like she was at the top of the roller coaster again. “Um. Okay.”

“Right.”

“Right, what?” she asked.

“That’s how it feels,” he elaborated, his smile broadening. But it was soft and somehow sweet, and it made her knees go boneless. “Right.”

“Oh,” she breathed, clutching the tongs to her chest. “I think that’s the most romantic thing anyone’s ever said to me.”

His smile took on an impish edge. “More romantic than ‘we all gotta go sometime’?”

“That one was pretty good,” she admitted, remembering. “Maybe it’s a tie.”

“I had a voicemail from Grant.”

She sighed, her romantic little bubble bursting. “Well, we knew that was coming.”

“He’s flying in tonight.”

She winced. “That can’t be good.”

“He’s got meetings here next week with lawyers about this embezzlement mess. Something about taxes.”

“The IRS?” She shuddered. “I almost feel sorry for him.”

“He wants to meet me for lunch tomorrow.”

To give herself something to do, she turned to check the steaks. “These are almost done. Will you get a couple of plates?”

He reached for the shelf next to her. “Do you want to come with me?”

“To lunch with Grant?” She spooned butter over the steaks then placed them on the plates. “Sure. I also want a boil on my taint.”

He snorted. “So that’s a no, then?”

“That’s a no,” she confirmed, turning off the burner. “There’s a bag of salad in there if you want some.”

“Sure.”

She opened the fridge to get it. “We have Italian dressing and Thousand Island.”

“Italian.”

“Got it.” She grabbed the dressing and a bottle of water for herself, then nudged the fridge door shut with her hip and carried everything to the counter. He’d laid out silverware, so she dumped salad on each plate, then zipped the bag closed and returned it to the fridge.

She circled the counter, sidestepping Tilly—who was wedging herself between the stools to maximize her chances of catching falling scraps—and climbed onto the stool next to him.

“You’re not going to ask?”

She glanced at him. “Ask what?”

“What I’m going to say to Grant when he tells me to stop seeing you.”

It wasn’t unexpected, but hearing him say it had her stomach dropping to her knees. “I suppose it’s too much to hope for that ‘fuck off’ is a possibility?”

Jude’s grin was quick and fierce. “Only as a last resort.”

“He’s going to be pissed,” Brynn predicted.

“He’ll get over it,” Jude said, humor fading as determination darkened his gaze.

Brynn stared down at her steak, not really seeing it. “Your career is important.”

“Yes.”

“So is mine,” she continued.

“Also yes.”

With doubts spinning through her mind like tumbleweeds covered in razor wire, she looked back up. “Do you really think we can do this without screwing either one up?”

“I don’t know,” he admitted, and the hint of vulnerability in his eyes when they met hers made her heart skip a beat. “But I know I want to be with you.”

The sting of tears pricked her eyes, blurring her vision. “I want to be with you, too.”

He reached out, catching an escaping tear with his thumb. “So these are happy tears?”

“They must be.” She tried to sniff them back. “I’m not usually this drippy. I don’t know what’s gotten into me.”

“It’s all the romance,” he said soberly and startled a watery laugh out of her.

“That must be it,” she said and wiped her eyes.

“Don’t worry about Grant,” he said, his hand cradling her cheek. “He’s going to piss and whine because that’s his job, but he doesn’t run my life.”

“Does he know that?” she asked drily.

“I’ll remind him,” Jude promised.

The sudden urge to smile took her by surprise. “I kind of wish I could see that.”

“You’re welcome to join me.”

“I don’t want to see it that much.”

He laughed and, with a last stroke of his thumb across her cheekbone, dropped his hand. “Okay, new topic. I also had a message from Tommy.”

Happy to shift gears, Brynn reached for her water. “How’s the baby doing?”

“She’s the most beautiful baby in the universe,” Jude said. “That’s a direct quote.”

“Aw, that’s sweet.”

“He wanted to know if we want to come see her.”

She frowned. “Isn’t it kind of soon?”

“You know Tommy. He’s never happier than in a crowd.”

“Yeah, but will Kara want us there? She’s the one who just gave birth.”

“I asked him that.” Jude reached for the bottle of Italian dressing and gave it a shake. “He said she’s happy to have visitors as long as we wash our hands, don’t kiss the baby, and when she says get out, we get out.”

“Sounds reasonable.”

“Why aren’t we supposed to kiss the baby?” Jude wondered.

“So we don’t get her sick,” Brynn said and picked up her knife and fork. Her appetite was back now that they weren’t talking about Grant, and her steak had rested long enough.

“But we’re not sick,” he pointed out and dumped dressing over his greens.

“Newborns don’t have much of an immune system,” she pointed out, cutting into her steak. It was the perfect shade of pink inside, pleasing her. “She hasn’t had all her vaccinations yet, and she’s fragile. It’s a precaution.”

Jude picked up his fork. “Like how you’re not supposed to take a puppy to a dog park until it’s had all its shots?”

She paused, her fork halfway to her mouth, to gape at him. “Yes, Jude,” she finally said. “It’s like that. Only maybe don’t phrase it that way if you’re talking to Kara.”

He just grinned. “Believe me, I would never. That woman is scary.”

“She gave birth in the back of a car with no medical help and zero pain relief,” Brynn reminded him. “She’s a fucking badass.”

He grunted in agreement and cut into his steak. “He said we should bring Tilly.”

“Really?” Brynn leaned back to look at the dog hunkered down between their stools, hoping for falling food.

“He says Kara okayed it.”

“Do we believe him?”

Jude shrugged, chewing steak. “It could go either way. We’ll walk her first. She’s good with people.”

“It’s on you and Tommy if it goes south,” she warned him.

“It’s on Tommy,” he corrected.

Resigned, Brynn refocused on her food. “We should stop on the way and pick up a baby gift. It feels rude to show up empty-handed, especially if we’re bringing a smelly hound dog with us.”

“I already got them something off their registry, but sure. And she doesn’t smell that bad.”

Tilly chose that moment to fart. “You were saying?”

Jude aimed a disappointed look at the hopeful dog. “Work with me here, kid.”

She laughed. “I’m buying a Tiger’s onesie,” she said just to see him roll his eyes.

He didn’t disappoint, and she laughed again, delighted and terrified because she was right back up at the top of the roller coaster again.

She wondered what would happen when she fell.
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Tommy opened the door to the house on Edison Street wearing striped pajama pants, a white t-shirt, and a broad grin. “Hey Bess, Brynn. You had sex, didn’t you?”

Brynn, who had one hand on Tilly’s leash and held the little pink and white gift bag they’d picked up at Meijer in the other, tried not to blush. If the heat on her face was any indication, she failed spectacularly.

“Dammit, Jakes,” Jude groused and reached out to smack the side of his friend’s head. “Those are inside thoughts.”

Completely unfazed, Tommy just aimed his wide, wide grin at Brynn. “So? How was he?”

What the hell, Brynn thought. If you can’t beat ‘em… “He’s good. I came screaming twice. Though he doesn’t quite have the hang of the mustache yet.”

Tommy laughed so hard he bent double, and Jude turned his disgruntled expression on Brynn. “Really?”

“You kind of seemed to forget you had it,” she explained, keeping her expression guileless.

“So tell me, not him. You have any idea the shit I’m going to take over this?”

She would’ve felt bad, but the amusement in his eyes made it clear he wasn’t upset. “Sorry.”

“Oh, don’t be,” Tommy said, still laughing.

Jude just sighed. “Can we come in, or are you just going to stand there braying like a jackass all night?”

“Come on in. Hey, Tilly,” he crooned, reaching down to give her a scrubbing pat as she waddled past. “Kara’s in the living room with Izzy. Right through there.”

They walked through a glass-paned door on the other side of the tiled entry and into a spacious living room. Hardwood floors the color of dark honey gleamed, and a cozy seating area held a long green sofa flanked by deep armchairs in butterscotch leather. Curled up in a corner of the sofa with her feet propped up on a footstool shaped like a pig, Kara held a small pink and white bundle in her arms.

She beamed a smile at them. “You made it.”

Jude bent to kiss her cheek. “Hey, mama.”

“Hey, yourself,” Kara replied, then turned her smile on Brynn. “So, did you two have sex?”

“Is there a sign over our heads or something?” Jude demanded while Brynn blushed and Tommy laughed.

“We saw the game,” Kara said, sending Brynn a look of amused sympathy. Tilly waddled forward to sniff her bare legs, drawing her attention. “Oh, is this Tilly?”

“This is her,” Brynn said, grateful for the change in subject. “If she gets annoying, just say the word and I’ll put her out in the truck.”

“She’s fine.” Kara shifted the baby to lean forward, holding out a hand for Tilly to inspect, and a plaintive squeak came from the bundle. “Oops. I’ve disturbed her highness.”

“Here.” Tommy stepped forward. “I’ll take her.”

Brynn watched them make the exchange, fascinated by the way big, gruff Tommy Jakes turned into a cooing pile of mush the instant he held his baby daughter in his arms.

“There’s my girl,” he crooned, pushing back the blankets so the baby’s head came into view, with a shock of thick black hair sticking straight up.

“Wow,” Jude said. “She’s got your hair.”

“Yeah,” Tommy said, beaming with pride, and turned the baby to show her off. “But the rest of her is all Kara.

Brynn wasn’t that familiar with babies. She’d done her share of babysitting as a teenager, but that had been older kids, and none of her friend group had hit the baby-making stage of their lives yet. To her, babies always seemed to look like vaguely humanoid blobs, especially when they were this new. But she could see Kara in the little rosebud mouth and the shape of her eyes, still newborn blue and currently blinking at them as though wondering who the hell they were.

“She’s beautiful, man,” Jude said.

“She is,” Brynn agreed and leaned around Tommy to look at Kara. “Nice job.”

Petting Tilly with both hands, Kara smiled. “Thanks.”

“Hey, I did some of the work,” Tommy protested.

“You did a nice job, too,” Brynn assured him while Kara rolled her eyes.

“Thank you,” Tommy said with gracious dignity, then winced. “Uh, babe? I think we need a diaper change.”

“My hands are full,” Kara informed him smugly, still petting the dog.

Brynn folded her lips to keep from laughing at the discomfort on Tommy’s face. “Come on. You know I’m not good at this.”

“I have faith in you,” his wife informed him solemnly.

“Shit.” Scowling, Tommy headed for the adjoining room.

“Where’s he going?” Jude wanted to know.

“We’ve got a secondary nursery set up in the next room so we don’t have to go up and down the stairs all the time,” Kara explained.

“Smart,” Brynn put in and sat in one of the leather chairs. “So, how are you feeling?”

“Like I pushed an eight-pound human out of my vagina,” Kara said bluntly, and out of the corner of her eye, Brynn saw Jude go pale. “But I didn’t tear, so that’s something.”

“Tear?” Jude echoed, going paler.

“But breastfeeding is a bitch,” Kara continued, and the twinkle in her eye had Brynn biting her lip. “My nipples are raw, and one of my milk ducts keeps trying to block, so I have to hand express. You know—” She lifted both hands to cup one breast and mimed milking herself.

“Um, I’m just going to go see if Tommy needs any help,” Jude said faintly and made his escape.

Brynn snickered at a grinning Kara. “You’re terrible.”

“I should be ashamed,” she agreed, looking anything but.

“Can I do anything for you while I’m here?” Brynn asked. “Do some laundry, load the dishwasher?”

“No, but thanks. I’ve got plenty of help.” Kara pulled her legs up onto the sofa to sit cross-legged. “My mom and sister are staying in the guest house, and Angela was here until an hour ago.”

“That’s nice.”

“What I need is a conversation that doesn’t revolve around nipple cream, diaper rash, or how sore my vag still is,” Kara continued.

“I’ll do what I can,” Brynn promised with a laugh.

“Good, because I’m dying to ask about you and Jude.”

“Oh.” Nerves jumping, Brynn rubbed her hands on her pants. “Okay.”

“Tommy said this is a new thing.”

Brynn nodded.

“Is it serious?”

“I think so?”

Kara pursed her lips. “You don’t sound very confident.”

“Because I’m not,” Brynn confessed and sighed. “Jude says it is, and I want it to be, but…”

“The whole boss/assistant thing,” Kara guessed.

Brynn nodded. “His agent summoned him to a meeting tomorrow.”

“I take it he’s not happy.”

“That’s probably an understatement.”

“Are you?” Kara asked. “Happy, I mean?”

“When it’s just Jude and me, yeah. I am. But it’s not just us.”

Kara’s gaze was sympathetic. “Do you love him?”

Brynn bit her lip and glanced at the doorway where Jude had disappeared. “I think so.”

“Does he love you?”

“I don’t know. He said he wants to be with me and that Grant—that’s his agent—and everyone else will just have to deal. But if it comes down to me or his career, how can I ask him to choose?”

Jude watched Tommy change the baby’s diaper from what he considered a safe distance of approximately five feet.

“You can come closer, you know,” Tommy said. He had the baby on the changing table, dirty diaper off and stashed in something called a Diaper Genie, and was mopping up the mess that, as far as Jude could see, went all the way to the kid’s knees. “She doesn’t bite.”

“I’m good, thanks. Wouldn’t it be easier to just put her in the tub?”

“You’d think,” Tommy muttered, grabbing another wipe. “This shit is so sticky.”

“I didn’t need to know that,” Jude muttered, averting his eyes. Desperate to change the subject, he blurted out, “My agent saw the kiss-cam thing. He’s flying in tonight.”

Tommy let out a low whistle. “Because you kissed a girl at a ballgame?”

“Because I kissed my assistant at a ballgame, and it got broadcast on national TV,” Jude clarified. “I haven’t looked at social media yet to see if it’s hit there, but⁠—”

“Oh, it’s hit,” Tommy interjected, lifting the baby’s newly cleaned butt to slide a clean diaper under it. “The girlies are all twirly on Instagram.”

Jude sighed. “Shit.”

“It’s mostly just chatter about how sexy and dreamy you are,” Tommy went on, deftly fastening the new diaper and tucking the baby’s legs back into her footie pajamas. “And they’re obsessed with your thighs.”

Confused, Jude looked down at his legs. “My thighs?”

“They’re using the hashtag ‘thick thighs save lives’.”

“You’re kidding.”

“I don’t get it either. My thighs are way thicker than yours.” Tommy snapped the baby into the pajamas, then scooped her up. “Here, take her for a second.”

Jude shoved his hands into his pockets. “I don’t know how to hold a baby.”

“Bend your elbow and stick it out like you’re gonna do the chicken dance, and turn your palm up.”

“Like this?”

“Yep. Now, just don’t drop her,” Tommy said and plopped the baby onto Jude’s bent arm.

Surprised at how slight she felt, Jude stared at Izzy’s round, pink face. She blinked back at him owlishly, her eyes wide and her little mouth pursed.

“What’d your agent say?”

“That we needed to talk,” Jude said absently and lifted his free hand to skim a finger down the baby’s cheek. It was soft as down. “We’re having lunch tomorrow.”

Tommy started shoving the dirty wipes into the Diaper Genie. “You think he’s going to tell you to dump Brynn?”

“I know he is. He’ll tell me to fire her, too.”

Tommy reached for the bottle of hand sanitizer next to the stack of clean diapers. “What are you going to tell him?”

“To mind his own damn business.”

Tommy grinned. “Atta boy.”

Jude shifted carefully, trying not to jostle the baby. “Do me a favor? Keep this to yourself until I figure out how to handle it.”

Tommy’s eyebrows shot up. “You want to keep it a secret?”

“Not a secret,” Jude insisted. Izzy let out a squeak, and he instinctively began to sway. “Just not…out there.”

“I got news for you, son—it’s already out there. I’m not the only one who watched the game today, and social media has a life of its own.”

Jude winced. “I know. Dammit.”

“You worried about the optics?”

“A little, sure. But mostly that Brynn will get spooked and decide I’m not worth the hassle.”

“I told you you were in love with her,” Tommy said smugly.

“Bite me,” Jude said, but there was no heat behind it.

“Now you just need to learn to use your mustache during sex,” Tommy went on with an evil glint in his eye and pulled out his phone. “Let’s see what the internet has to say.”

“I hate you,” Jude said, but he was smiling. “Thanks, Jakes.”

“I’ve got your back, pal,” Tommy said seriously. Then he held up his phone, the glint back in his eye. “Now, back to your mustache problem. This article is titled ‘Expert Advice on Oral Sex from Guys with Mustaches and the Women Who Love Them’. Want me to read it to you?”

“You’re an ass,” Jude said, laughing, then paused. “Bring it over here.”

Brynn woke the next morning, roused by Tilly’s frantic whines, and started to climb out of bed to walk and feed her. But something had her pinned to the mattress.

It took her ten bleary seconds to recognize Jude’s sleeping form beside her, one arm draped across her middle and his body curled around hers from behind. He was so warm and felt so good, she gave serious thought to just cuddling in and going back to sleep.

But Tilly’s whines were becoming increasingly urgent, and Brynn knew from experience that if she didn’t want to mop up a puddle, she’d better get moving. So she pried Jude’s arm off her waist and slid out of bed with a yawn, and grabbing her clothes off the foot of the bed, followed a prancing Tilly out of the bedroom.

Tilly peed the second she hit a patch of grass, but Brynn forced herself to walk another two blocks to make sure the dog was completely empty. She was planning to crawl back into bed when she got back upstairs and had no intention of leaving it for another canine call of nature.

Back upstairs, she fed and watered the dog. She thought about starting a pot of coffee, then decided it could wait. She was awake, but she didn’t have any desire for coffee.

She crept on silent feet back to the bedroom, not wanting to wake Jude. But he was sitting up in bed with the sheet pooled around his waist when she walked in.

“Did I wake you?” she asked, drinking him in. He looked so damn sexy, all soft and tousled and naked under the sheet. No, she didn’t want coffee.

He smiled at her lazily. “The dog did. What time is it?”

“Almost seven.” She peeled off the shorts she’d put on for the trip outside, her blood quickening with the lazy look in his eye went sharp.

“Early,” he commented, his eyes tracking her movements as she pulled her shirt off over her head. “Especially for a Sunday.”

“I know.” She slipped her fingers in the waistband of the panties she’d worn to bed. They hadn’t had sex last night, and that was fine. But this morning…

She pushed the panties down and off, then straightened to stand naked in the morning light. “I was going to come back to bed.”

He let out a low rumble, like a motorcycle revving, and his legs shifted under the sheet. His eyes raked her naked form, and goosebumps popped out on her skin. “Tired?”

“No.”

“Good,” he said and tossed the sheet back.

She blinked. “Wow. You are awake.”

He wrapped a hand around his penis, already hard. “And you’re too far away.”

She thought about trying to slink over, all sexy and sultry, but she was in too much of a hurry, so she just leaped on the bed, landing beside him with a bounce and a grin. “Hi.”

“I love it when you play hard to get.” He grabbed her hair and yanked her close.

“My glasses,” she began, reaching up to take them off.

“Leave ‘em,” he said and kissed her.

She started to sink into him, then broke away, gasping. “Wait. I haven’t brushed my teeth.”

“I don’t care,” he said and kissed her again.

She fretted about it for a second, then realized she didn’t care either, not with his teeth nipping at her lower lip and his tongue taking possession of her mouth. His hand dropped from her head to her butt, urging her closer, and she crawled on top of him, humming in delight when his penis slipped between her thighs. She was happily grinding away when his hands clamped onto her ass and forced her to stop.

She broke the kiss, panting, and stared at him through fogged-up lenses. “What?”

“Not yet,” he panted back and dragged her up a few inches so her pussy met air instead of dick.

She tried to wiggle back down. “Why?”

“Because I want to do this,” he said, and ignoring her squirming, dragged her up another few inches and popped a breast into his mouth.

“Can’t we do both?” she moaned. Her breast was in heaven with his mouth sucking, his tongue swirling. He’d even pull back to brush the straining tip with his mustache, a faintly abrasive delight. But her pussy was achingly lonely. She spread her legs wider, trying to get some friction, but though his abdomen was hard it was also flat, and she just couldn’t get the contact she needed.

“Are you humping my stomach?” he mumbled around her nipple.

“You took your dick away,” she whined. She canted her hips, trying to get some friction on her clit, but the angle was all wrong. “Bring it back.”

He bit her nipple, then flicked it with his tongue. “In a minute.”

“Tease,” she accused.

His laugh vibrated her sternum. “You don’t like it?”

“I hate it. Do it some more.”

He laughed again and switched to her other breast, stroking the underside with the flat of his tongue. His mustache brushed her nipple, and it was like a sharp jolt of electricity zipped through the sensitive peak.

“Mustache,” she croaked out.

He lifted his head. “What?”

“Mustache,” she repeated and grabbed his head to drag it back where it was. “More.”

“This?” he asked, rubbing his upper lip in a gentle circle around her areola.

She thought her toes might be curling, but she was too lightheaded to look. “Harder.”

The pressure increased, turning the tickling rasp into an abrading scrape, and this time everything curled. She let out a long, keening moan, clutched his head to her breast, and tried to remain conscious.

He nipped and licked, tongued and scraped, working her entire breast with his mouth and his mustache until it was so sensitized she couldn’t stand it anymore. She pushed back, freeing herself, and stared down at him. Her glasses were askew, but she didn’t bother to straighten them. She’d have had to let go, and she didn’t think she could. “Can I have your dick back now?”

Breathing heavily, his cheeks ruddy, he shook his head. “No.”

“Meanie,” she whined and ground herself against him. She was so wet his belly had turned into an X-rated Slip-N-Slide, and she would’ve laughed if it hadn’t been so damn frustrating.

“Soon,” he promised, using his grip on her waist to drag her up his body again.

“Wrong direction,” she complained, then squeaked when his mustache brushed her belly. He was scooting down at the same time he was moving her up, and in a matter of seconds she was kneeling on the pillows, his head between her thighs.

She looked down, curling forward to see past her belly. He stared back at her, his eyes like blue fire. “Oh.”

She couldn’t see his mouth, but the way his eyes crinkled told her he was grinning. “Yeah. Oh.”

She licked her lips. “I hate to seem ungrateful, but I wanted penetration.”

“You’ll get it,” he promised, and digging his hands into her ass, dragged her down.

The firm, direct contact on her pussy brought instant relief. Giddy with it, she circled her hips, searching for the right pressure, the right spot. His hands tightened on her ass, holding her in place, and she opened her mouth to complain when he stabbed his tongue into her. Thick and agile, it stroked the sensitive, nerve-rich flesh of her vaginal opening, penetrating her over and over again in deep, rapid thrusts while his mustache brushed against her clit.

“Holy shit,” she breathed and would’ve fallen off his face if he hadn’t been holding her. She scrabbled for the headboard, knocking his phone, a copy of The Hobbit, and a box of tissues off the shelf before she managed to grab the ledge and hold on. She rocked forward, searching for more pressure on her clit, and the short bristles of his mustache scraped and rasped against the sensitive ball of nerves so deliciously that she let out a squeal. But leaning forward broke contact with his tongue, leaving her feeling empty and greedy, so she rocked back again, grinding down so his tongue could get even deeper, and eased the pressure on her clit.

Back and forth, back and forth she rocked, tongue to mustache and back again, the pressure and the tension building in her pelvis, in her belly. Sweat beaded on her skin, dripped between her breasts and down her thighs as her orgasm built. She moaned and squealed, babbled and chirped, the sounds mingling with his grunts and groans, his muffled urgings to go faster, take what she needed, use him.

“Can you…breathe?” she managed to ask, trying to look down at him without breaking contact. Her glasses had slid down and were clinging to the tip of her nose, fogged and streaked with moisture, so she couldn’t see him very well. But the determination in his eyes was clear as day.

He mumbled something that sounded like, “If I die, I die.”

“What?” she said, sure she’d heard him wrong, but he was shoving a hand between her thighs from behind and pushing his thumb into her pussy along with his tongue, and the extra penetration sent her flying over the edge.

Her glasses fell, hitting him in the head, but she barely noticed. She was too busy screaming and shaking and rattling the headboard, her pussy pulsing and her heart pounding so hard she thought it would fly right out of her chest, and when she finally let go of the headboard she just fell over onto her side to collapse in a wrung out heap on the mattress beside him.

Dazed, still vibrating with pleasure, she was trying to breathe without wheezing when hard hands flipped her onto her stomach.

“Oof.” Staggered, she pushed herself up on her elbows and looked over her shoulder. Without her glasses he was a Jude-shaped blur, but the sound of tearing foil clued her in. “Oh, thank God.”

“I was going to ask if this was okay, but I guess that’s a yes.”

She managed to get her knees under her, pushing her butt up into the air, and spread her legs. “Hurry.”

“Okay,” he said agreeably, then he was inside her, thick and hot and hard, and the sweet stretch almost made her come again on the spot.

“Christ, you feel good,” he said and began to move.

She wanted to say he felt good, too. Amazing. Heavenly, even. But he was driving hard and fast, racing for completion, and she didn’t have the breath. So she concentrated on moving her hips back to meet him stroke for stroke, on the renewed tension creeping into her belly. She thought she might come again, but judging by the jerkiness of his movements he wasn’t going to last very much longer, so she dipped a hand between her thighs to help things long, and when he stiffened behind her with a hoarse shout, she was right there with him.

She collapsed with a grunt, then the bed bounced when he fell beside her to sprawl on his back. She eyed him blearily, grateful he was close enough to make out some details—like the way his face shone like it had been painted with a layer of varnish. Pussy varnish.

The thought made her giggle, and he turned his head to look at her. “What?”

“Nothing,” she said, still giggling. The shine went all the way to his hairline.

“I could’ve died, and she laughs,” he muttered, but his eyes were warm.

“I asked if you could breathe,” she reminded him and worked up the energy to prop herself up on one elbow. “Did you say “if I die, I die’?”

He yawned. “It’s a figure of speech.”

“Right.” Giving in to the urge to cuddle, she scooted over to lay on top of him. Wiggling to get comfortable, she folded her hands on his sternum and propped her chin on them. “Nice mustache work, by the way.”

His smile was smugly satisfied. “Yeah?”

“Hmm. I may need something to soothe the whisker burn, but it was worth it.”

“Good to know.” He lifted his arms to loop them around her. “What are you going to do today?”

“No plans.” She rubbed her nose against his sternum, breathing him in. Sex and sweat and Jude. “Other than a shower and maybe a nap.”

“God, that sounds good.” His hand began a lazy stroke up and down her back. “What time is it?”

She yawned, then rested her cheek on his chest. His heart beat slow and steady under her ear. “Dunno.”

He picked up his head to frown at the headboard. “Where’s my phone?”

“I knocked it off,” she told him, not moving. “I think it’s on the floor.”

“Oh. That reminds me, I put your glasses on the nightstand.”

“Thanks.”

“You’re welcome.”

They lay there in silence for a moment, his hand gliding up and down her back, and she was nearly asleep when he said, “I wish I didn’t have to get up.”

“Why do you have to get up?” she asked sleepily, then she remembered. There goes the afterglow. “What time are you meeting Grant?”

“Eleven-thirty.” His hand paused its stroking. “You okay?”

“Fine,” she said and tried to relax again.

“You just went stiff as a board,” he pointed out.

She shrugged, hoping he’d drop it.

No such luck.

“You’re worried about what he might say.”

“Oh, I know what he’s going to say,” she countered. “He’s going to tell you that dating your assistant could hurt your career, and you should fire me and never see me again.”

“He probably will,” Jude agreed.

Worry settled in her belly like lead. “He could be right. About your career.”

He snorted. “I’ve done things that would be way more harmful to my career than dating you.”

Curious, she lifted her head. “Really? Like what?”

To her surprise, his cheeks went pink. “Nothing illegal.”

“Just immoral?” she joked and blinked in surprise when his blush deepened.

He cleared his throat and looked away. “Not immoral. Just…not usual.”

She stared at his expression—abashed and uncomfortable—and thought about letting him off the hook. For about five seconds. “What is it?”

His gaze flicked back to hers, and for the first time since she’d known him, he looked self-conscious.

“You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to,” she assured him and prepared for disappointment.

“No, I’ll tell you,” he said, though he looked like he’d rather chew glass. “I was just hoping for a little more time together before I did. It’s…delicate.”

“Oh.” She was racking her brain, but she couldn’t imagine what he could be talking about. “Is this about butt stuff? Do you like being pegged or something?”

He choked out a laugh. “No. Or at least, I don’t think so.”

“Because I’m willing to give it a try,” she assured him.

Amusement warmed his eyes, chasing away some of the embarrassment. “I’ll keep it in mind.”

She waited, trying to be patient, but he was quiet for so long that she finally blurted out, “Oh my God, you’re killing me.”

“Swinging.”
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He blurted it out so fast she wasn’t sure she heard him right. “What?”

“Swinging,” he repeated, and it was clear he wasn’t talking about playground equipment.

She shoved up to sit astride him, staring at him in shock. “You were a swinger?”

He nodded, his face so red he looked like a tomato.

“Oh. My. God,” she breathed, her hands pressed to her chest. “Why didn’t I think of that?”

He blinked. “What?”

“I’ve been in such a dry spell,” she wailed, throwing her hands up, “and the solution was there all along! How could I be so obtuse?”

“Um. That’s not the reaction I was expecting.”

“Sorry. It’s just when I think of all the time I spent watching porn and masturbating…” She shook her head. “Never mind, it’s not important.”

A smirk appeared on his face. “I’ll be the judge of that.”

“Oh, no.” She shook her finger at him. “You’re not getting off that easy. I want to know everything.”

The smirk turned into a grimace. “Everything?”

“Start with the highlights, and then you can go back and fill in the details.”

“Highlights. Okay.” He blew out a breath. “I went the first time because I had just broken up with someone, and I was looking to blow off steam. The club makes everyone sign an NDA, so⁠—"

“Club?” she interrupted. “Here in Detroit?”

He shook his head. “In Grand Rapids. I haven’t been since I moved.”

“Oh.” That was a vague disappointment—she wouldn’t have minded seeing the inside of a swinger’s club. “Sorry. Continue.”

“Where was I?”

“NDA.”

“Right. It felt safe, so I gave it a try. It was fun, so I kept going. Then I moved, so.” He shrugged. “I stopped.”

She had so many questions. “Do you miss it?”

“No.”

He said it with such simple finality that she blinked. “Not even a little?”

“I miss my friends,” he admitted. “But the rest? Not really.”

“You stay in touch with people you met there?”

His color, which had faded as they talked, zoomed back into the red zone. “Um. Yeah.”

Why was that making him blush, she wondered, then her jaw dropped as it hit her like a ton of bricks. “Oh my God, it’s Tuck and Esme, isn’t it?”

He just sighed. “Yeah.”

“You had sex with Esme?”

He was all but squirming beneath her. “Yes.”

An image of Esme, beautiful and built and va-va-va-voom, popped into Brynn’s head. “Wow.”

“Wow?” he echoed.

“I’m sorry, that’s all I’ve got. Wait, did you have sex with Tuck, too?”

“No.” His lips twitched. “I’m straight.”

“Oh.” Deflated, she kissed that fantasy goodbye. “Bummer.”

“Sorry to disappoint.” He laid his hands on her thighs, a curious light in his eyes. “This isn’t freaking you out?”

“Not really. Is it supposed to?”

“I thought it might,” he admitted. “Worried it might.”

“I’m not freaked out, I’m jealous.”

Curiosity turned to wary concern. “Because I slept with Esme?”

“What? No.” She waved that away. “I feel like I should high-five you for that. She’s so hot.”

“This conversation is not going at all how I thought it would,” he decided.

“I’m jealous of all the sex you had while I was wearing out my vibrator. I can’t believe I never thought of swinging.”

He stared at her for a moment, then began to laugh.

“It’s not funny,” she protested. “I had to replace the damn thing twice!”

He shook his head, still laughing, and sat up to wrap his arms around her. “God, I love you.”

She froze. “You what?”

His laugh faded, but the warmth in his eyes didn’t. “I said I love you.”

Her heart had lurched into her throat. She tried to swallow it down. “That’s what I thought you said.”

When she didn’t say anything else, one tawny eyebrow rose. “Too soon?”

She bit her lip. “Maybe?”

“We’ve known each other for nine months,” he pointed out.

“We’ve been dating for less than twenty-four hours,” she countered.

“We’ve been living together for a week.”

“That’s temporary,” she reminded him.

“Doesn’t have to be.”

Flustered, she stared at him. “You’re kidding.”

“I like having you here,” he said simply. “And also, I love you.”

She tried to ignore the burst of pleasure the words gave her—and the urge to say them back. “My head is spinning.”

“Is that good or bad?”

“I don’t know,” she confessed.

“It’s okay if you’re not there yet,” he assured her, lifting one hand to brush her hair back. His eyes were calm, his smile sure. “It’ll give me a chance to court you.”

She blinked. “Court me?”

“Woo you,” he clarified.

“Huh.” She thought about that for a second. “I don’t think I’ve ever been wooed.”

“Well, then brace yourself,” he warned and dipped his head to kiss her neck.

“Can the wooing be naked?” she wondered, tipping her head back to give him better access.

His laughter rumbled against her skin. “Oh, yeah.”

“Can it start in the shower?”

He tightened his arm around her waist, swung his legs over the side of the bed, and stood. “I think that can be arranged.”

“I think I might like this wooing business,” she said and, wrapping her legs around his hips, let him carry her into the bath.

By ten-thirty Brynn was pacing the apartment, too restless to sit still. She’d taken Tilly for an extended second walk, telling Jude she wanted to work off the nervous energy. It had worked for the dog—she was snoring on the leather bean bag in the corner, dead to the world. But Brynn seemed more agitated than ever.

“Will it do any good to tell you you’re worrying for nothing?” Jude asked from the sofa. He was stretched out, a book in his hands, watching her pace.

She shook her head. “No.”

“Is there anything I can do to make you worry less?”

“Get a new agent?”

“That’s an option, but hopefully a last resort.” He set down his book. “It’s none of his business, Brynn.”

“He’s not going to see it that way.”

“He’ll have to.” He watched her pace for another few seconds, then set his book on the coffee table and rose.

She stopped pacing when he approached, looking up at him expectantly. He didn’t say anything, just wrapped his arms around her and drew her in. She stood stiffly for a heartbeat, then her arms slipped around his waist and she melted against him with a sigh.

“Sorry,” she mumbled into his chest.

He rested his chin on top of her head. “For what?”

“Being an anxious mess?”

“You’re not a mess,” he assured her.

“Give me a few hours,” she muttered.

“You can come with me,” he reminded her.

She snorted. “So I can have my panic attack in front of Grant? I’m not sure that’s a winning strategy, Jude.”

“It might make you feel more in control to be there,” he offered.

She drew back to look at him, her glasses sliding down her nose. “I’ll either end up in tears or yelling at him.”

He reached up to gently nudge her glasses back into place. “I don’t mind.”

Her gaze softened. “Thanks, but I’d rather our first official public outing not end in me needing a tranquilizer.”

“Fair enough. Maybe you should find something to do, then,” he suggested.

“Like what?”

“I don’t know. See a movie, go shopping. Just get out of the house for a while.”

She blew out a breath, making her bangs flutter. “That’s a good idea. If I stay here I’ll just end up baking.”

“Why baking?” he wondered.

“It’s what I do when I’m anxious,” she explained. “Keeps my hands busy, my brain occupied. And if it doesn’t work, at least I have baked goods.”

“On second thought, maybe you should stay here,” he said promptly.

She smiled, as he’d hoped she would. “You don’t even know what I’d bake.”

“I’m not picky. Really. Anything with chocolate will do.”

Her eyes, so solemn and serious only moments before, laughed up at him. “Esme said I could stop by the tattoo expo today if I was free. I bet there’s plenty to distract me there.”

Kissing his chocolate chip cookie fantasies goodbye, he nodded. “That’s a good idea.”

“And we can compare notes about you in the sack.”

“On second thought…”

“I’m kidding.” She pressed her lips to the hollow of his throat, then laid her head on his chest.

“It’s going to be fine,” he assured her.

“I know,” she said.

They both pretended to believe her.

Jude got to the restaurant early, wanting to stake out his territory. The after-church brunch crowd was thick, but he was shown to a private corner booth quickly. He started to order a drink, then changed his mind and went with club soda. He was going to need every advantage he could get.

The waiter had barely delivered his drink when he spotted Grant across the restaurant.

Dressed in a black suit with a crimson tie that contrasted sharply with his steel gray hair, he walked toward the booth with the confident, ground-eating stride of someone used to being in charge. He slid into the booth, his mouth set in a grim line and his shark-like eyes glittering. “Jude.”

“Grant,” Jude replied, matching his agent’s abrupt, icy tone. “Nice suit.”

Grant made a show of looking Jude over, taking in the trim grey trousers and matching jacket he’d paired with a crisp white shirt left open at the collar. “You, too. I figured you’d show up in jeans and a Simpsons t-shirt.”

Jude lifted his drink to hide his smile. “I’ll tell Brynn you like it.”

Grant scowled and raised a hand to signal the waiter, his diamond pinky ring flashing. “Scotch, neat, with a twist,” he barked when the waiter appeared.

“Thanks,” Jude said to the waiter with a smile and waited until they were alone before turning back to Grant. “You want to watch the rudeness? I live in this town.”

Grant arched one silvered eyebrow. “Forgive me if my manners aren’t up to your standards. I’m a little preoccupied with my star client trying to blow up his career.”

“Kissing a woman is blowing up my career?” Jude asked mildly, unsurprised when Grant’s eyes narrowed warningly.

“It is when it’s this woman. Are you going to dump her or fire her?”

Jude sat his drink down. “Neither.”

“Fine, then I’ll choose.” Grant picked up his napkin and snapped it out. “I’ll have Chloe start the termination paperwork.”

“The hell you will,” Jude said in the same mild tone.

Grant leaned forward, his fist clenched on the napkin. “You fucking her already?”

Jude controlled his instinctive flinch—and the wave of anger that followed. “That’s not your business, Grant.”

“The hell it’s not. Do you have any idea what a sexual harassment accusation could do to your career?”

Forcing himself to take a calming breath, Jude leaned back. “She’s not going to accuse me of sexual harassment because I’m not sexually harassing her.”

“Don’t be naive,” Grant snapped. “She’s probably already got the papers drawn up.”

Jude fought the urge to snap back that he wasn’t naive and Brynn wasn’t some grifter looking to make a buck off him. It wouldn’t do any good. “It’s my business, Grant.”

Grant leaned in, his shark eyes glittering. “Look, Jude. You’re a good hockey player. You’ve got good hands, some experience under your belt, and the best hockey IQ I’ve seen in a defenseman in this town since Nick Lidstrom.”

Jude blinked, caught off balance. Being compared to a seven-time Norris Trophy winner was possibly the biggest compliment he’d ever received, and the incongruity of hearing it while being simultaneously berated was strange, to say the least.

“But that doesn’t mean you can’t fuck this up,” Grant continued. “This team—this town—aren’t invested in you yet, and until they are, you have to keep your ass clean.”

“I’m going to marry her.”

Grant shoveled a hand into his hair and grabbed on so tight Jude wondered that he didn’t yank it out. “What?”

“I’m going to marry her,” Jude repeated. He hadn’t meant to say it—it just popped out—but now that it was out there, he realized it was exactly what he wanted.

“You asked her to marry you?”

“Not yet,” Jude admitted. “But I will.”

“Why?”

Jude stared at his agent, a man who had been his friend, and thought how very sad it was that he didn’t know. “Because I love her.”

“Jesus Christ.” Grant scrubbed a hand over his face. “Look, I know this last year was a lot. The call-up, the move, not being sure if they were going to keep you or send you back down.”

Jude sipped his drink and nodded, wondering where this was going.

“And I know you haven’t gotten laid in a while.”

Jude started to ask how the hell he knew that, but Grant was still talking.

“And if you want to have yourself a tasty little treat⁠—”

Jude’s grip on his temper slipped. “She’s not a damn lollipop,” he snapped.

“Jude, listen⁠—”

“No, you listen.” Jude set his drink down. “You’re a good agent, and I appreciate everything you’ve done for me. But if you push this, if you make me choose between you? I’m choosing her.”

Grant’s face went to stone. “You’re making a mistake.”

“If I am, it’s my mistake to make.”

Grant stared at him for a long moment, his hand fisted on the table. “I’m not going to change your mind about this, am I.”

It wasn’t a question, but Jude answered anyway. “Nope.”

“Because you love her.”

“Yep.”

Grant tapped his fist on the table, a muscle ticking in his jaw. “We need a plan for when the press starts asking questions.”

“I’ll talk to the team’s PR office. Brynn has a pretty good relationship with them. We’ll see what they think and come up with something.”

“I want my people looped in.”

“I’ll have Brynn talk to Chloe.”

“Fine. One thing.”

“What’s that?”

“When I talk to her, am I talking to your assistant or your girlfriend?”

“Does it matter?”

“If I think I’m talking to the assistant and hurt the girlfriend’s feelings and you get pissed, yeah, it’s gonna fuckin’ matter.”

Jude stood. “Maybe you shouldn’t be talking to assistants in a way that could hurt their feelings.”

“Hell,” Grant muttered. “You’re not staying for lunch?”

“Nah. I’m gonna go get my girl.”

“Great.” The waiter delivered his drink, and Grant downed half of it in one gulp. “Try to keep the PDA to a minimum until we’ve got a media plan, will you?”

“I’ll do my best.” Pulling a few bills out of his pocket, he dropped them on the table. “Thanks, Grant.”

“For what?” Grant asked, sarcasm dripping. “Caving to blackmail?”

Jude held out a hand. “For not making me choose.”

Grant sighed and took his hand. “I still think this is a bad idea, but for your sake—and mine—I hope it works out.”

Taking the self-centering philosophically—after all, he’d expected nothing less—Jude just nodded. “Thanks.”

“You’re welcome.” Grant released his hand and waved him away. “All right, get out of here. Go find your girl and live happily ever after or whatever the hell.”

“That’s the plan,” Jude said and headed for the door.

Brynn was grateful she’d texted Esme that she’d be coming by, and Esme had responded with a day pass to the expo and directions on how to find her. The pass made getting in easy, and without the directions she’d never have managed to find Esme in the sea of tattoo artists, vendors, and enthusiasts.

She’d spotted the banner with the name of Esme’s tattoo shop on it and was almost there when she happened to look at the booth next door, where a small crowd had gathered to watch whatever was happening. She started to walk around them, and the crowd parted just enough for her to see in the booth.

She stopped dead and stared. “Is that guy getting his penis tattooed?”

The guy next to her grunted. “Yep.”

“With what?” Brynn wondered.

“That,” the guy said, pointing to a drawing hanging up at the back of the booth.

Brynn blinked at it. “That’s Scooby-Doo.”

“Guy must have lost a bet,” someone else speculated.

“Brynn,” Esme called, waving from her booth next door, and Brynn slipped through the crowd to join her.

“You made it,” Esme said with a smile. She wore snug jeans and a black tank top, her black hair was up in a high ponytail that put the streaks in her hair on full display, and her lips were painted murder red.

“Barely,” Brynn replied, resisting the urge to look over her shoulder to see how Scooby was coming along. “I’m not interrupting your work, am I?”

“I finished with a client a few minutes ago, and I’m due for a break. I’m taking fifteen, Chris,” Esme called to the lanky, dark-haired man doing a leg piece at the back of the booth on a bored-looking guy playing on his phone.

Chris jerked his chin in acknowledgment, the needle never leaving his client’s skin, and Esme motioned for Brynn to follow. “Come on. We’ve got a couple of chairs stashed behind the booth. I’ll buy you an energy drink.”

“Got anything decaffeinated?” Brynn asked, ducking through the drape behind Esme. There were two folding chairs with a battered Igloo cooler between them.

Esme flipped the lid of the cooler back. “Water okay?”

“Perfect.”

Esme handed her the bottle, grabbed an energy drink for herself, and sat. “Have a seat. Jude didn’t come with you?”

Brynn sat and sipped her water, hoping it would ease the tightness in her throat. “He’s having lunch with his agent. He said he’d come by after.”

“Cool.” Esme leaned back in her chair. “So, what do you think of the expo?”

“The man in the next booth is getting Scooby-Doo tattooed on his penis.”

Esme let out a low laugh. “I figured by the crowd it was something like that.”

“Do you see a lot of that sort of thing?”

“Well, Scooby-Doo is certainly a choice,” Esme said. “Or did you mean the penis?”

Brynn nodded. “That part.”

“Sometimes. Usually, the person asking for it is too drunk to tat. And they hardly ever come back when they’re sober. But every once in a while.” Esme took a sip of her drink. “Do you have any?”

“Tattoos?” Brynn shook her head. “No. I’m too scared it’ll hurt. My friend Amy has a couple, and she says it’s not that bad, but…”

“Everyone’s different,” Esme said easily. “What feels like nothing to one person can be horrible for another. And placement matters.”

“Amy says I should just get one on my ass. Because, you know, padding.”

Esme’s lips twitched. “I do know.”

“But if I’m going to get a tattoo, I want to be able to see it.”

“I agree,” a new voice chimed in, and Esme looked up to smile at Tuck, who had poked his head through the drape at the back of the booth.

“There you are,” she said warmly, reaching out a hand. “I thought you got lost.”

Tuck pushed the drape aside and bent to kiss her. “Sorry. I got distracted watching someone do a traditional Māori face tattoo.”

“Oh, nice. But you were supposed to bring me food.”

Tuck reached back and produced a chocolate bar from his pocket. “Got you covered, babe.”

Esme took it with a grimace. “I wanted real food.”

“Which is why I ordered you a salad,” Tuck said. “It’s on its way.”

“You’re the best.” Esme grabbed a fistful of his beard and tugged him down for another kiss.

“I know.” With a smirk, Tuck scooped her up, sat, and settled her on his lap. “You want something, Brynn? I can add to the order.”

Brynn shook her head and tried not to sigh with envy at the picture they made. “I’m good, but thanks.”

“No problem. So, did you and Jude bone?”

Brynn spit out the water she’d just drank, and Esme whacked him with her candy bar. “Tucker!”

“What? Like you don’t want to know?”

“Of course, I want to know, but you don’t just blurt it out like that.”

“Why not?”

“I apologize for my husband, Brynn,” Esme said, whacking him with the candy bar again. “He has no tact.”

“Um. It’s okay,” Brynn managed, wiping at the front of her shirt.

“And who says bone?” Esme asked, exasperated.

“I do. I say bone,” Tuck said and turned avid brown eyes on Brynn. “So, did you?”

Esme whacked him with the candy bar again, and Brynn began to laugh.

“Don’t encourage him,” Esme grumbled, but she was smiling.

“Yes,” Brynn finally managed to say. “We boned.”

Tuck sent his wife a smug look. “Told ya.”

“Behave,” she admonished him and turned to Brynn. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” Brynn said, surprised at both the question and the concern in Esme’s expression.

“I only ask because…well, you seemed upset when you got here. And not just about Scooby-Doo.”

“Scooby-Doo?” Tuck echoed.

“Yeah, well, that’s because Jude’s agent is…”

“Is what?” Esme asked when she trailed off.

“Not in favor of us being together,” Brynn finished.

Esme and Tuck exchanged a look. “Does he get a vote?” Tuck wanted to know.

“No,” Brynn admitted. “But he sure has an opinion about it.”

“The boss/assistant thing, I assume?” Esme asked.

Brynn nodded. “He’s going to try to convince him to dump me, fire me, or both.”

Tuck snorted. “Good luck to that guy.”

Brynn stared. “What?”

“You ever tried to convince Jude to do something he doesn’t want to?”

“All the time,” Brynn answered, perplexed. “I’m his assistant.”

“Yeah? What’s the last thing you convinced him to do?”

“To let me take pictures and video of him at practice and in the gym for social media,” Brynn replied.

“Yeah, I bet he hated that,” Tuck mused, then waved a hand. “But he knows that kind of thing is part of the gig. He was probably always going to agree, he just wanted you to work for it.”

Brynn blinked. Work for it?

“I think what Tuck is trying to say,” Esme interjected, “is that we’ve known Jude a long time⁠—”

“That’s not what I was saying at all,” Tuck protested.

Esme patted his arm. “I know, baby, but you were fumbling it.”

“Was not,” Tuck muttered.

Ignoring him, Esme turned back to Brynn. “Jude is not a man who could be talked into abandoning someone he cares about.”

“I know that,” Brynn claimed, then sighed. “But I’m still scared.”

“I thought we talked about this,” Jude said from behind her, and Brynn nearly fell out of her chair.

He grabbed her arm to steady her. “Woah, there.”

“What are you doing here?” she managed.

“I finished with Grant early.” He slid his hand down her arm to take her hand and pull her to her feet. “And I had a delivery to make.”

“Delivery?” she echoed blankly, then noticed the paper bag in his hand.

“One chef salad, ranch on the side,” Jude declared, handing the bag over to Tuck. “And an order of fries.”

“Thanks, buddy.” Tuck passed the bag to Esme. “Here you go.”

“You had Jude bring me a salad?”

“None of the food delivery apps would come to the Renaissance Center,” Tuck complained.

“You mean you would’ve had to meet them outside and you didn’t want to.”

“That’s what I said.”

Esme rolled her eyes. “Thank you, Jude.”

“You’re welcome. Excuse me.” Jude turned to Brynn. “Hi.”

“Hi,” she managed, then he was kissing the breath out of her.

“Aw,” Tuck said. “You guys are so cute.”

“Shut up, Tucker,” Esme said, and there was a whap that told Brynn she’d hit him with the candy bar again.

Jude lifted his head to smile down at her. “You gonna stop worrying now?”

She swallowed. “I guess that depends on what Grant said.”

“He said everything you thought he would,” Jude said calmly, lifting one hand to brush her bangs out of her eyes.

She forced herself to breathe. “And what did you say?”

“That it was none of his business.”

She waited, but he didn’t say anything else. “That’s it?”

“He wants to put a plan in place for if or when the media starts asking questions. I told him we’d talk to the team’s PR people, and loop Chloe in.”

She nodded. That was reasonable, and smart. “Okay. And?”

“And then nothing. I left, picked up Esme’s salad and fries, and here I am.”

“That can’t have been it.”

“There was some discussion of possible consequences,” he admitted.

“I bet,” she muttered.

“But he’s on board.”

“How is that possible?” Brynn wondered.

Jude feathered his fingertips over her lips. “Because I told him if I had to choose, I’d choose you.”

That got him an aw from both Tuck and Esme

Jude rolled his eyes. “Shut up, you two. I’m wooing.”

“I never saw anybody woo before,” Tuck said. “Do you need lube for that?”

“You never know,” Jude said, his blue eyes glowing with humor and heat and so much love she almost couldn’t believe it.

“Jude,” she said softly.

“Brynn,” he said. “I told you. I love you.”

Esme gasped, Tuck hooted, and Brynn smiled. “I know. I love you, too.”

Delight leaped into his eyes and he scooped her up, kissing her with such emotion that tears sprang to her eyes. Then he was spinning her in a circle, laughing.

“You hear that?” he called out, giddy joy on his face. “She loves me.”

“We heard,” Tuck called back while Esme clapped and cheered.

He spun to a stop, holding her tight. “She loves me,” he said again, quietly, reverently, and laid his brow against hers.

“Jude?” Brynn asked.

“Yeah?”

“Were you always going to say yes to me taking pictures and videos of you at practice and in the gym?”

A faint smile curved his mouth. “Probably.”

“So you just gave me shit about it for fun?”

His smile grew. “I don’t think you should talk to Tuck anymore.”

“I already gave her my number,” Tuck informed him.

“You want to hang out here for a while?” Jude asked, ignoring his friend.

She shook her head. “I already saw a guy getting Scooby-Doo tattooed on his penis, so I’m good.”

His eyebrows rose at that, but all he said was, “Want to go home?”

“Yes, please.”

Jude looked at his friends. “You two want to meet us for dinner tonight?”

“You buying?” Tuck wanted to know.

Esme elbowed him. “We’d love to.”

Jude started walking backward, taking Brynn with him. “I’ll let you know where and when.”

“We’ll be there,” Esme promised, smiling, and gave Brynn a wave.

“Thanks,” Brynn said, her gaze darting between Jude and Esme as Jude towed her toward the exit. “For the pep talk.”

“Anytime,” Esme called after her.

“Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do,” Tuck advised.

“Is there anything he wouldn’t do?” Brynn asked Jude.

He hit the release bar on the exit door and they spilled out into the sunshine. “Not much.” His hand tight on hers, he smiled. “Do we need to stop for anything on the way home?”

“Maybe some lube,” she said breezily. “I think I’d like you to woo my butt tonight.”

His grin spread, his eyes like bright blue flames. “You would?”

“Why not? Carpe the goddamn diem,” she declared.

“Oh, I’ll seize it,” he vowed, eyes glittering. “I’ll seize the hell out of it.”

“I’m counting on it,” she said smugly and, with his hand in hers, walked into her future.
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“We’re going to be late,” Jude moaned.

Brynn lifted her head to peer, squinty-eyed, at the clock on the bedside table. Without her glasses, the numbers were a glowing blur. “We have time,” she decided and went back to lapping at his balls.

“We told them we’d be there by one,” he protested.

She noticed he made no effort to move away from her tongue. “So text Tuck and tell him we’re running late.”

“No way.” He shifted his legs apart and drew his knees back, giving her more room. “He’ll know why.”

“I don’t care.” She sunk her teeth into his thigh, delighting in his shiver. “After tomorrow you’re on the road for two weeks. I’m getting mine while I can.”

“Getting yours?” he repeated, laughing, then let out a grunt when she slipped her lubed thumb into his ass. “Fuck, I love it when you do that.”

“I know,” she said smugly, and with her thumb working his prostate, slid her mouth down his shaft.

She’d been teasing him for a while so it didn’t take long for him to come, grunting and groaning as he spurted into her mouth, hips bucking so hard he almost dislodged her hand. When he finally collapsed, panting, on the mattress, she slipped her thumb free, gave his still pulsing penis a final, loving lick, and crawled up to lay beside him.

“We’re going to be late,” she announced.

He opened one eye to glare at her. “You think you’re funny.”

“I’m hilarious,” she told him, and with a smacking kiss on the cheek, rolled out of bed. “I’m going to take a shower.”

His response was a grunt.

“And see if the shower wand here is as good as the one in your place.”

“You’re going to masturbate with a hotel shower wand?” he demanded, lifting his head. “Do you know how many other people have probably done that in there?”

She stopped halfway to the bath, wrinkling her nose. “Oh. Ew.”

“Damn right, ew.” He shook his head. “What’s wrong with you, woman?”

“I’m horny,” she complained, putting some pout into her voice.

“As soon as the feeling in my legs comes back, I’ll eat you out.”

“Why do you need your legs to eat me out?” she wondered.

He considered that. “You’re right, I don’t. Get up here.”

She was already climbing back onto the bed, swinging a leg over to straddle his face. She reached up to grab the headboard, then realized it was fastened to the wall and there was nothing to grab. “Wait, there’s nothing for me to hang on to.”

“Tough,” he said and dragged her down.

She was worked up enough from blowing him that it didn’t take him long to get her there, his trademark thumb-and-tongue-fuck combined with the mustache action on her clit doing the job quickly and efficiently. When she was a panting, wheezing puddle on the bed beside him, he sat up. “Okay, we’re really late now.”

“I know.” She still couldn’t see the clock, but outside the hotel window, the winter sun was high in the sky. She flung out a hand. “Hand me my phone and I’ll text Tuck.”

“What are you going to tell him?”

“That we overslept?”

“Like he won’t see right through that,” Jude muttered and grabbed his phone.

“What are you telling him?” she asked.

“That I was busy going down on you.” He looked up from the screen. “He’ll know anyway.”

She snickered. “You’re not telling him I was blowing you with my thumb up your butt?”

He paused, then continued typing. “What the hell. Maybe it’ll make him jealous.”

She rolled onto her side, giggling. “Why? Does Esme not like doing that?”

“I don’t know, but I bet he’ll tell us.” He put the phone on the bedside table and tugged her off the bed. “Come on. We need a shower.”

“There’s no orgy today, right?” she asked, letting herself be dragged into the bath. “It’s just dinner?”

“Just dinner,” he confirmed, reaching into the shower to turn on the water. “The orgy was a one-time-only deal.”

“Good.” With the water running hot, she stepped into it. “I didn’t bring any orgy-appropriate clothing.”

He chuckled, wrapping his arms around her from behind. “You’re not nervous, are you?”

“Not really.” She turned to face him, tipping her head back to wet her hair. “I like your friends.”

He smiled. “They like you, too. They especially like that you’ve got me wrapped around your finger.”

“I like that, too,” she said smugly.

“I know.” He dropped a gentle kiss on her nose. “How’s this doing? All healed?”

“Just about.” She’d gotten the septum piercing the night before he’d left for training camp in September. The process had fascinated him—and turned him on so much that he’d almost been late to meet the team bus the next morning.

“So fucking sexy,” he murmured, giving the gold and diamond jewelry he’d picked out a gentle flick.

“You’re such a slut for my piercings,” she teased.

“I’m a slut for you,” he corrected and lowered his head for a lingering kiss.

When he lifted his head, she broached the subject they’d both been avoiding. “Congratulate me. I finally unpacked my last box.”

“I don’t want to talk about it,” he grumbled.

“Jude,” she chided gently.

“Sorry. Congratulations.”

He sounded so miserable she had to bite back a smile. “Thank you.”

He sighed. “I know you need your own place, and I’m glad you love it. I just miss you. And I hate that it’s so far away.”

She rolled her eyes at the familiar complaint. “It’s a fifteen-minute walk.”

“It used to be fifteen seconds,” he reminded her. “And I didn’t have to put pants on.”

“That didn’t stop you from coming over to help me christen my new bed.”

He smiled fondly at the memory. “That was a fun night. Your neighbors were very understanding.”

“They were understanding after we promised to move the bed to the other wall, and you gave them free tickets with rink-side seats.”

“You’re always telling me to cultivate good fan relations.”

“Hmm.” She looped her arms around his neck. “I love you, Jude.”

“You’re saying that to distract me from the fact that you moved out.”

“Is it working?”

His arms tightened. “Maybe. What else you got?”

Amused, she reached up to brush her fingers over his mustache, wet from her and the shower. “You need a trim.”

“Okay, that’ll work,” he decided, and she laughed. “Did you bring your scissors?”

“In my makeup bag,” she confirmed. “I’ll do it tonight.”

“I’m going to be too full of turkey to fuck tonight,” he complained.

“We don’t have to fuck after,” she pointed out.

“Then what’s the point?”

“I’ll do it in the morning,” she promised, loving the banter. Loving him.

“We’re driving to your parents in the morning,” he reminded her.

“All the more reason to fuck first.”

He dipped his head to nibble at her shoulder. “Why wait when we could do it now?”

“We don’t have time,” she chided even as she rubbed her belly against his growing erection. “We’re already late.”

“What’s ten more minutes?” he mumbled against her neck.

She snorted. “Ten minutes, right.”

“I can do it in ten,” he said, lifting his head to grin at her. “If we skip the mustache trim.”

“I thought the mustache trim was the point?”

“No, it’s the foreplay,” he corrected, waggling his eyebrows. “And I don’t need it.”

Neither did she. “Okay, but hurry up. I still have to wash my hair.”

“Here.” He grabbed the shampoo off the shelf and shoved it at her. “Multi-task.”

Ten minutes turned into twenty, even with the multi-tasking. Still, they managed to make it to Tuck and Esme’s house only thirty minutes behind schedule, a miracle that Brynn attributed to Jude’s ability to get her off quickly and her ability to do her makeup in a moving car.

Any nerves Brynn had about spending the holiday with Jude’s friends were immediately eased by Esme’s warm welcome and Tuck’s entirely inappropriate teasing about the reason they were late. As it turned out, they weren’t the only couple that showed up late, evidently for the same reasons, so there was plenty of teasing to go around.

She played with the puppy, a new addition to Tuck and Esme’s household, laughing when Tuck relayed the story of how, thanks to the dog, he’d ended up spending Thanksgiving morning in search of an emergency replacement turkey. It made her miss Tilly.

She chatted with Jude’s friends, all of whom had brought a date with them this year. She loved hearing how Spence and Maddie—who was technically his stepsister—had met, and though Spence pretended to be annoyed at the retelling, she could see the humor and affection in his dark eyes when he looked at Maddie.

Evan and Colin’s story was just as fascinating, their romance coming after a decade of friendship. She hadn’t known that last year’s orgy had been the catalyst for their relationship changing, and made a note to ask Jude more about that later.

They gathered around Tuck and Esme’s dining room table—with a card table added at the end to handle the overflow—and ate turkey and drank wine and laughed at the stories being thrown around. Tuck, Esme, Colin, Evan, and Spence had all known each other since college, with Jude joining the group only after he’d met Tuck and Esme at the swingers club. But they integrated Maddie and Brynn into the group without hesitation, and it felt as though they’d all known each other all along.

At the end of the meal, when everyone was pushed back from the table and groaning that they couldn’t possibly eat another bite, Tuck got to his feet and raised a glass. “I’d like to propose a toast.”

“Tuck, behave,” Esme warned from her seat beside him.

He patted her shoulder. “Relax, babe. I was just going to say that though this year’s Thanksgiving is much different than last year’s⁠—”

A chorus of groans, boos, and laughter erupted around the table, and Esme, blushing furiously, grabbed her fork from the table and tried to jab her husband in the thigh.

Laughing, Tuck managed to sidestep and avoid being stabbed. “I was just going to say that this Thanksgiving is better!”

“Sure you were,” Esme muttered and tried to stab him again, but he stepped out of reach. “Spence, smack him for me, will you?”

“Happy to,” Spence growled and reached out with one long arm to smack Tuck in the head.

“Last Thanksgiving was great,” Jude put in, and everyone turned to look at him. “One for the books. But I’ve got to agree with Tuck.”

He looked at Brynn, sitting next to him, and took her hand. “This one is better.”

“I’m with Jude and Tuck,” Colin chimed in, smiling at Evan.

“Same,” Spence rumbled, winking at Maddie across the table. Then he looked at Esme. “No offense.”

“None taken,” she said, beaming. “I think this year is better, too.”

“Well, now I’m offended,” Evan complained, grinning.

“Oh, shut up.” Esme lifted her glass. “To this Thanksgiving.”

“And all the ones to come,” Jude murmured, lifting his glass.

“I’ll drink to that,” Tuck boomed.

And they all lived happily ever after.

The End


THANK YOU


Thank you for reading Treat! It’s the fourth and final book in the F.I.L.T.H. series, and I’m just about as sad as I can be about that. So sad that I’ve decided to write two more books — Maddie’s sister from Feast needs her HEA, and Brynn’s best friend Amy deserves one, too.

Look for those in 2025!

Authors love reviews, and I’m no different. If you have thoughts on Treat you’d like to share with other readers, you can do so on Amazon, Goodreads and BookBub. Please also feel free to post your thoughts on your blog or social media accounts, and know that your review — be it 1 star or 5 — is welcome and valued.

If you’d like to join my list of reviewers and get ARCs of future books before everyone else, you can do that by filling out this form.

Thank you! ~ Hannah


AUTHOR’S NOTE


Unlike the rest of the F.I.L.T.H. series, Treat is set in Detroit, Michigan instead of Grand Rapids, because that’s where the NHL team that Jude plays for is based. When I first began writing the series, I was very vague about the name of the team in Detroit—mostly because it’s rare for romance novels to use the actual names of sports teams, but I didn’t want to make one up. In the end, I named his team the Cougars, which might seem odd unless you know that the Detroit Red Wings were originally named the Cougars. The name was changed to the Falcons in 1930, then finally became the Red Wings in 1932, six years after the team was founded.

Treat is the fourth and final book in the F.I.L.T.H. series, and I’m just about as sad as I can be about that. So sad that I’ve decided to write two more books — Maddie’s sister from Feast needs her HEA, and Brynn’s best friend Amy deserves one, too.

Look for those in 2025!
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WANT MORE F.I.L.T.H.?


Go back to where it all started, with Tuck, Esme, Thanksgiving Day and a fantasy in Stuffed.

Then revisit Colin and Evan and the culmination of over ten years of pining in Starved.

And find out how Spence ends up accidentally sleeping with his new step-sister in Feast.
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