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        DINAH

      

      

      The bass thumped against the wall, shaking me from my concentration as I tried to write. As if on cue, my phone vibrated against my desk, lighting up with ‘Mom’ across the screen. I silenced it, dodging yet another call from my mother wherein she tried to persuade me to go out on a date with another ‘nice Italian boy from the old neighborhood.’ See also: balding, divorced dads. Not that there was anything wrong with that, but I was only thirty, and she kept trying to set me up with guys closer to my dad’s age.

      My family meant well, but they didn’t understand what it was like to be a widow at my age. Or how traumatized I was from the dangerous miscarriage that almost killed me. Not that I’d ever told them that last part. There was only one person in my life who knew about that, and he kept my secret close to the vest.

      I put my headphones on and tried to drown out the sounds of my neighbors having another party. I was always invited to their shindigs, but tonight, I had to get some writing done. I stared at the blank screen, trying to figure out how to dig myself out of this plot hole. Working a full-time job in marketing sucked when all I wanted to do was write my novels.

      I cranked up the volume on my music and drummed my fingers on my desk as if it would will the words out of me. When I heard the thumping bass through the wall again, I knew tonight wasn’t my night. Not that I was going to blame the hockey players next door. This was on me.

      I lived in a swanky condo next door to two pasty white hockey players for the Philadelphia Bulldogs. TJ was a lovable douche but friendly enough. His roommate, Noah, though, was a tall hottie with long hair who said ‘eh’ a lot and had slowly become my best friend.

      When my husband Jason died suddenly in a car crash two years ago, Noah sent flowers and came to the funeral. He held my hand and let me soak his shoulder in tears. All the while fielding hockey questions from my dad and three older brothers. My family were loud-mouth Italians from South Philly, so it hadn’t been all that shocking that they razzed my hockey player friend at my husband’s funeral. Just wildly inappropriate.

      My phone buzzed on the desk again, and I tried not to smile at a text from Noah. Speak of the devil.

      
        
          
            
              
        NOAH: Is the music too loud?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        ME: Kinda. I’m on deadline.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        NOAH: Sorry. I’ll ask them to turn it down.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: It’s fine.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        NOAH: Come over!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: What part of deadline did you not understand?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        NOAH: Please?

      

      

      

      

      

      A smile curled up onto my lips. Noah was such a sweetheart, so of course he cared enough to ask if the music was too loud. That was Noah. He always put others before himself. Deep down, that was the reason my attraction to him had grown lately. I’d never act on it because I couldn’t bear the thought of jeopardizing our friendship. Not like the younger man ever saw me as more than a friend, anyway.

      With my concentration shattered, I closed my laptop. It was better to look at this tomorrow with fresh eyes. Then I could work at fixing that plot hole, but not tonight.

      I slid out of my office chair and walked into my living room. Slumping onto my couch, I hit play on my phone and drowned myself in the sounds of My Morning Jacket. Guilt wrapped around me, remembering they had been Jason’s favorite band. I should still mourn him instead of thinking about our neighbor.

      My phone went off again, and now TJ was hitting me up to come party with the dudebros.

      
        
          
            
              
        TJ: Girl, come over!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: On deadline!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        TJ: Come over anyway. Noah would be happy to see you.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: He’s SO not into me. I’m too old for either of you fuckers.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        TJ: hahaha. Yeah . . . okay . . .

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: What does that mean?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        TJ: Come over!

      

      

      

      

      

      TJ was insufferable. I loved that guy, but I also hated him because he saw right through me and sussed out that I had the hots for his roommate. He was an instigator on the ice and also in my non-existent love life. Last year, we went out drinking when Noah was busy dating his last girlfriend. Going shot-for-shot with TJ proved to be a bad idea because I had let it slip I thought Noah was hot. Since then, TJ hadn’t been able to let that little detail go.

      I met my husband in college and never imagined being with anyone else. That didn’t mean I wanted to be alone forever, but I also didn’t think fucking my next-door neighbor, no matter how hot he was, was a good idea. Not that I hadn’t thought about it multiple times. But that would have changed everything. And I wasn’t sure I could handle that on top of Noah saving my life.

      A couple of weeks after Jason’s death, Noah found me passed out in the stairwell. Immediately, he jumped into action and took me to the hospital. Then he held me while I cried after the doctors told me the scarring when they did the D&C meant it would be harder to bring another pregnancy to term. I never thought I wanted kids before, but learning that it was unlikely for me gutted me for months.

      No one else knew what happened, and naturally, everyone assumed the dark depression I went into afterward was my grief over my husband. Noah became my secret keeper. My gentle giant who stroked my hair and told me everything was going to be okay. Even when I felt pretty fucking far from okay.

      He was the kind of friend who held my hand while I cried myself to sleep in that hospital bed. The kind who missed a practice and got benched for a couple of games because he cared more about his friend than playing a hockey game. Even if it could have cost him his career.

      Which was why nothing could ever happen between us. He meant far too much to me to risk what we had by sleeping together. Even if he was really freaking hot with that long dark hair and towering height. Thank God he didn’t have a beard. That would have been the triple threat that forced me to give in to temptation.

      Nope. Noah Kennedy had to stay safely in the friend zone. Where we both belonged.

      I was trying to decide if I wanted to go next door when my phone buzzed again. This time it was my oldest brother, Frankie.

      
        
          
            
              
        FRANKIE: Can you please tell Ma you’re okay?

      

      

      

      

      

      I groaned. God, my family was up my ass lately.

      
        
          
            
              
        ME: I’m FINE! Just tired of her trying to set me up with old men.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        FRANKIE: Sorry, Dee-Dee.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        FRANKIE: I’d tell her to back off, but you know how she is.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: I thought it would get BETTER when she and Dad moved to Florida.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        FRANKIE: You’re cute!

      

      

      

      

      

      I groaned again. I loved my family, but they were nosy as fuck. And blunt as shit. Two whole days after Jason was in the ground, my mom started asking if I was seeing anyone. Like, lady, let me mourn a bit. Of course, it was because my mom was expecting grandchildren. She already had one from Frankie and his wife, and honestly, my meathead brother Tony probably had some running around he didn’t know about. I didn’t have the heart to tell her I couldn’t have kids. I wasn’t ready to pour a pound of salt into that wound.

      I dropped my phone back onto the couch. Now, I was extra frustrated and really needed a drink. I urged my body off the couch. Maybe the shitty beer TJ drank would mellow me out.

      I walked out my door, locking it behind me, and then knocked on TJ and Noah’s door.

      TJ opened the door and gave me that lopsided grin of his. “You came!”

      He bent down to my five-foot-two frame and laid a sloppy drunk kiss on my cheek, making me laugh. A lovable douche, indeed. His pale face was red from all the beer, and his short-cropped dark hair was hidden by his backward baseball cap.

      “Not in two years,” I joked.

      TJ broke out into his hyena laugh, and I was concerned he was going to fall on the floor and start rolling around on it. “Seriously?”

      “Seriously,” I deadpanned.

      “What about that guy last month you met at one of our games?”

      The last Bulldogs game I went to, I ended up chatting up the guy next to me. He was nice enough, and I wanted to get back on the dating horse this year. It was the wrong horse. Like, so bad I had to tell him to stop before we even had sex. I came over here after he left, laid on the floor in the living room, and asked Noah to put me out of my misery.

      I put my hands over my face in mortification. “Please don’t remind me.”

      TJ handed me a beer. “Come on, girl. We need to find you a man soon.”

      I scoffed at him but took the beer.

      “I know one perfect for you,” he said with a teasing glint in his eye.

      My gaze slid over to Noah, sitting on their couch with a beer in hand. “T, he’s not into me. Plus, the age difference would be weird.”

      “We’re not that young. What’s eight years? It’s nothing.”

      I gave him a slow shake of my head and headed for the kitchen, where I saw some of the other players. TJ needed to get it out of his head that Noah and I would be perfect together. That was never, ever happening.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        NOAH

      

      

      I stared at my phone wondering if Dinah was going to text me back, but she was on deadline for her next book, so I knew she wouldn’t. She wouldn’t let me read this one yet, even though I told her I liked the first one. She had been surprised a dumb jock like me wanted to read a cute romance story. Like men didn’t want to have a happy ending too or some other bullshit. I ran a hand through my shaggy hair and took a long sip of my beer.

      TJ slumped on the couch beside me. He glanced at my phone in my hand and rolled his eyes. “Dude, are you still pining?”

      I played dumb and took another huge gulp of my beer. “What?”

      TJ raised an eyebrow at me. “Come on, D has no idea you’re into her. You gotta tell her.”

      I shook my head.

      My subtle ways of telling Dinah I was interested hadn’t worked. It was apparent she’d only ever see me as a good friend. Not someone she’d wrap her arms or legs around, if I were honest about my fantasies.

      TJ cocked a grin. “If she comes over, you have to finally make a move. You’re both single. It’s time, bro!”

      I chewed my bottom lip.

      TJ nudged me when he heard a knock on the door. He jumped up and answered it before I could argue with him further.

      He greeted Dinah with a wet, sloppy kiss on the cheek. A stab of jealousy struck through my heart at the sight of it. She laughed at him, walked to the kitchen island in our open-concept condo, and struck up a conversation with our teammate, Benny. Which was hilarious because at six-foot-four and five-foot-two respectively, Benny and Dinah looked like the opposite ends of the height extremes in the room.

      I chugged more of my beer and amped myself up. This was it. I had to make a move on her. If not, she would never know, and I’d regret it for the rest of my life.

      Probably.

      Dinah sat on our kitchen counter, drink in hand and laughing hard at whatever TJ had said.

      My other teammate, Hallsy, and his girlfriend, Mia, were in the kitchen with them. Hallsy had his hair in locs again, mixing in the Bulldogs’ signature red color into some of them to match our home jerseys. It looked cool as hell. Mia gave an amused shake of her blonde head. Benny was no longer hanging in the kitchen, which I was grateful for. Dinah always mentioned how nice his beard looked against his brown skin, and it made my jealousy rage.

      I hated feeling that way about my friend because if Benny wasn’t in a relationship, he would have been a good option for Dinah. He was the kind of guy women could seriously fall in love with. They found it adorable how much he loved his abuelos and his nephews. And he was one of the few players who didn’t do one-night stands. Like ever. Benny knew how I felt about Dinah, and he would never do that to me. It made me feel like even more of a dick for being jealous of him.

      Dinah’s smile reached her eyes when she saw me walk in. I took in her appearance, trying not to ogle her too hard. Her dark brown hair was pulled up into a messy bun, and she wore black leggings and an old-school Halvard Holmstrom jersey.

      Uh oh. She must have had writer’s block if she finally came over tonight. She should have looked sloppy, but instead, she looked comfortable, at home, and gorgeous as hell. I shouldn’t have been into it, but I was.

      I finished my beer and took another out of the fridge, getting a second one for her. She laughed when I handed it to her, and I bent over to hug her in greeting.

      “Hey,” I whispered into her ear, trying to be all calm and cool. When really I was a ball of nerves.

      She wrapped her small arms around my back as I hunched over to meet her compact frame. “Hey.”

      I pulled away, and TJ gave me a prodding look. It wasn’t like I was going to ask her out with everyone standing around watching. Mia cocked her head, studying me and Dinah carefully.

      “What’s so funny?” I asked, trying to cut the awkward tension from the room.

      TJ’s eyes sparkled. “I asked D for relationship advice.”

      A smile tugged at my lips. When we became friends, I had complained that girls were so complicated, but she explained it was pretty simple. I thought about her answer a lot.

      “Yeah? What’s that?” I asked, nervously pushing my long hair behind my ear.

      I turned to Dinah, and she chugged her new beer to keep from repeating it.

      “Come on, tell him!” TJ egged her on.

      She gave him the finger but sighed. “It’s simple. Don’t cheat. Eat pussy.”

      Mia laughed a little too loudly and eyed Hallsy. “You know she’s not wrong.”

      His big shoulders shook while holding in his laugh.

      I laughed too, but it was that nervous laughter when I didn’t want people to notice I was blushing so hard. Hearing that word out of her lips made my cock thicken against my leg and imagine what it would be like to have my face between her thighs, giving her what she wanted.

      You weren’t supposed to think about your best friend that way.

      I shifted in my jeans and leaned up against the fridge, hoping no one noticed. TJ gave me the eye and nodded at Dinah. He was being annoyingly pushy tonight.

      “That’s it,” Dinah said. “It’s not that hard. Just give her what she wants.”

      “That can’t be it,” TJ scoffed.

      “Then don’t ask for my advice. You know I’m right. Eat pussy. Don’t cheat. I’m gonna get it embroidered on a pillow so you remember.”

      TJ roared with laughter. He pointed at her. “Come on, you up for beer pong? Riley wants a rematch.”

      She shook her head. “Nah. You know I’m bad at it.”

      TJ grinned at her. “That’s why I wanted you to play on Riley’s team.”

      “It’s not like he isn’t going to team up with Benny. Man, their bromance is ridiculous.”

      Hallsy had his arm around Mia, but he nodded to TJ. “We’ll play.”

      Hallsy and TJ nodded at each other, and Mia smiled at me and gave me a thumbs up. Oh no. They were all making an excuse to go back into the other room and leave me alone with Dinah. That set my nerves on fire.

      I internally groaned. Was I so obvious to everyone? Everyone except the person who mattered.

      When we were alone, I moved closer to Dinah, but she was staring into space. I called this her ‘story plotting’ face. Her talent to pull characters and stories from out of her imagination astounded me. Riley had a friend back home in St. Paul who was also a writer, and he asked her how she came up with it. She shrugged and said, ‘It’s a gift.’ It was the same for the woman in front of me who was spacing out and not paying attention to the heated gaze I threw at her.

      “Hey,” I nudged her with my shoulder. “You finish it yet?”

      She pulled away from whatever dream-like state she had been in and gazed up at me with a twinkle in her green eyes. “Yeah…but I don’t think it’s ready yet. I have a plot hole.”

      I put a hand on her leg and squeezed her knee. She let out a ticklish giggle. God, her laugh was like music to my ears. “Can I read it?”

      “Noah, it’s a kissing book.”

      I laughed. “So? I read your first book and liked it.”

      She gave me a quizzical look. “Really? You did?”

      I definitely told her this already, but maybe she didn’t believe me the first time.

      “It was good. You really know how to write a love story.” It wasn’t a lie.

      She put her hands over her face, her pale complexion tinting pink behind her hands.

      I turned, standing in front of her, and squeezed my way in between her thighs. My hand roamed up her thigh and rested on her waist. I waited for her to react to my touch, but her hands still covered her face.

      I wanted to scoop her up in my arms and take her to my bedroom. To kiss those perfect lips and then watch as her head tipped back in ecstasy while she moaned my name. I wanted her to want me, but I’d never do anything more without her consent.

      I reached my free hand up and pulled one hand away from her face. Her pretty cheeks were still tinted pink. She stared up into my face, and for a moment, we were frozen in time.

      Those emerald orbs bore into my very soul. I had to take my chance when I had the opening.

      I brushed a stray piece of her hair behind her ear. “Dinah…”

      She swallowed hard. “Uh-huh?”

      My breath felt shaky. “Can I⁠—”

      She jerked away suddenly and sat up straight. “Oh my God!”

      I flinched back like she set me on fire. Had I misread a signal?

      She pushed me away and hopped down from the counter. “Sorry. I just figured out how to fix my plot hole.”

      “But you just got here,” I said and wanted to kick myself for the self-pitying whine in my voice. Was I that pathetic?

      She frowned. “Sorry—I’m chained to the muse. Gimme an hour and I’ll be back. If not, come get me. Okay?”

      I hunched down to hug her, and then she ran off, taking my confidence with her.

      I drained the rest of my beer and leaned back against the kitchen counter in defeat. I wanted her to see me as an object of her desire, but she was always going to see me as just a friend. As her young friend she gave advice to but would never want anything more from.

      Footsteps forced my head up and TJ stood in the kitchen with a frown on his face. “Dude, did you blow it?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know yet.”

      The heat in her eyes during that split-second hadn’t gone unnoticed. But it disappeared thanks to her cockblock of a muse. I didn’t imagine the way my body tingled as I touched her face. Like we were surrounded by electricity. Nor had I imagined the hunger in her eyes. I was sure of it.

      TJ groaned. “You’re hopeless. I love you, man, but you either ask her out or move on. I know something happened between you two already.”

      Oh. No. Absolutely not. I thought I’d nipped that rumor in the bud already.

      I vigorously shook my head at his implication. “That’s not what happened.”

      A couple of weeks after Jason died, I came home from the bar early and found Dinah passed out in the stairwell. I ended up taking her to the hospital and missed practice the next day. Because making sure my friend was okay was more important than playing a hockey game. I got benched because of it, but I never told anyone what happened. Not even Coach.

      I’ve never known the loss of a partner or a child, but I knew how my heart wrenched in my chest when I saw the pain and anguish etched across her face that night. And then it nearly snapped in half while she cried in my arms in that hospital bed. My nosy teammates didn’t need to know about the worst night of her life.

      Riley and Benny walked into the kitchen with grins on their faces, and Riley gave me his cocky grin. “You’re still not hitting it with the cute neighbor?”

      TJ laughed and pulled out a bottle of vodka and poured us shots.

      I glared at Riley. I didn’t like him talking about Dinah like that. Like she was some conquest and not a person with thoughts and feelings of her own.

      “It wasn’t like that,” I said through gritted teeth, balling my hands into fists.

      Benny’s grin faltered when he saw my expression. His dark brown eyes bored into me with a question, but I wasn’t biting.

      “Then what happened? Why did you miss that practice?” TJ asked, not dropping the subject of our conversation.

      “Did she tell you?” I asked.

      He handed me a shot glass, and the four of us knocked back a drink together. “She said you helped her with something.”

      I gave all three of them a warning look. “It’s not my secret to tell.”

      “That’s fair,” Benny agreed.

      “Alright, boys, drop it,” Riley said. But then he raised an eyebrow at me in a challenge. “So now… you won’t care if I ask her out?”

      I nearly choked on air. “What?”

      TJ pointed at me. “If you don’t make a move on her soon, Riley’s gonna ask her out.”

      I poured myself another shot and clinked glasses with Benny, who gave me a small smile of pity. Benny knew all about unrequited love. He was practically in love with TJ’s sister. Too bad she hated his guts.
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        DINAH

      

      

      Noah had been about to kiss me. My cute, shy neighbor had been trying to put the moves on me. Maybe he was drunk. He was kind of cuddly when he was.

      There have been a couple times after nights of drinking when he ended up with his arm around me, clutching me to his side. I had never minded or protested because it felt good to be held by Noah. But tonight was different.

      When I sat on his kitchen counter and looked up into his ocean-blue eyes, I saw heat in them. The air had frozen around us, and his touch set my body ablaze. And just when I thought he was going to lean in and kiss me…my muse showed up, banging pots and pans in my brain and telling me how to fix my plot hole. If I didn’t obey, I’d lose the thought forever.

      But the crestfallen rejection on Noah’s face crushed me. I’d have to make it up to him later. Right now, I needed to write these thoughts down before I lost them for good. Because my muse was not only a cockblock, but a spiteful-ass bitch.

      I sped out of the hockey players’ condo and ran next door. I muttered the words that came to me as I hurriedly unlocked my front door. In my haste, I didn’t lock it behind me and rushed into my office.

      At my desk, I opened my laptop, and my fingers flew across the keys. The words pouring out of me in a rush. Everything was clicking together. I’d read it over again after I was sober before I sent it over to my editor.

      Satisfied, I closed my laptop before I picked apart my words any further. I needed to celebrate. Even the small wins in this industry deserved that.

      I sprinted into my kitchen and grabbed a beer from my fridge. Oh. hell yes—I still had some MacGregor Brothers Brewing Company beer left over. That was the good stuff. They might not be based in the city, but they were still a PA beer, and I loved that. I grabbed a Drakesville Lager and popped the top off.

      I took a swig of the beer and shut the fridge door. The photo from my wedding stared back at me, and guilt clenched around my heart.

      Should I even entertain the idea of kissing Noah? Of moving on? I had been so happy in that photo, but I hadn’t expected it to all come crashing down a few years later.

      “Fuck. What am I doing, Jay?” I asked out loud.

      I took another swig of my beer and pressed a finger against the image of my now-dead husband. “You’d want me to be happy, right? Even if it was without you?”

      I asked myself that every day since his death, but like always, Jason’s ghost didn’t answer me. Not like I had any friends to ask. I couldn’t ask Noah for advice about himself.

      If it wasn’t for my nosy-ass family, I’d have shut off myself from everyone. I’d lost so many friendships after Jason’s death. I had always been close with the boys next door, but after everything, my bond with Noah became unshakable. He was the one person who didn’t give up on me when everyone else did.

      Did I really want to risk all that by kissing him? Noah could have the pick of any woman he wanted. I couldn’t see why he’d be interested in me.

      I paced my kitchen and drained my beer, letting my thoughts roll around inside my scattered brain. As I was opening another beer, there was a knock on my front door.

      I glanced at the clock. It was already midnight, and sleeping on these thoughts was a good idea. But I wanted to look into Noah’s eyes again to see if that heat I saw next door was still there. Or if I had merely imagined it.

      “Come in!” I yelled out.

      I pulled out another beer for Noah and strolled into my living room.

      Noah opened my front door, his large frame nearly hitting the top of the doorway. He pointedly locked my front door and glared at me. “You should lock your door.”

      I shrugged and settled on my couch. “I knew it was you.”

      Not that he was wrong, but our building had a doorman, so if someone wanted to break in, they really had to work for it.

      Noah sank onto the couch beside me, and I handed him the beer. He cracked it open and took a sip. “You know I worry.”

      “Oh, honey, I’m a big girl.”

      I stretched my legs out, and he let me rest them across his lap. Before, I never would have given that action a second thought. We had always been comfortable with each other, but his eyes burned into my very soul. Where had that come from? Had I really never noticed it before?

      I cleared my throat. “You never told me about your date with Ashley.”

      He groaned and took a huge chug of his beer.

      I laughed. “Oh, honey.”

      He ran a hand through his hair and gave me a grimace.

      “Was it that bad?”

      “I felt like she saw dollar signs in my eyes when she looked at me.”

      “Aw, Noah. I’m sorry.”

      It wasn’t a secret that Noah made decent money playing hockey. Hell, I only lived in this fancy condo because Jason had a trust fund from his grandmother that we found out about when she died. If the condo wasn’t paid for already, I wouldn’t live here. Some people lived to chase the fame and fortune that came with pro athletes. Noah was a sensitive guy, and it got to him that a lot of women he went out with didn’t see him for who he was. The ones who did ended up not being able to handle having a boyfriend who was on the road for most of the year.

      “It’s fine. Better to find out now,” he said.

      “Still. I know that sucks.”

      He shot me that winning smile, telling me it was okay. His eyes twinkled, making my heart pound in my chest. And making me think about our almost kiss.

      Tiny fires had licked across my body as he pressed his bigger frame in between my thighs. I had pretended not to notice his hand dancing up my leg. That was half the reason I kept my hand over my face, afraid he’d see the blush across it for what it was. It wasn’t embarrassment that I wrote love stories and he liked them but a sign of my inappropriate lust for the younger man. My thoughts turned to mush as I imagined his hand wandering to the junction of my thighs. As if my fantasies could ever come to life.

      His deep voice tore me away from my naughty thoughts. “Why are you blushing?”

      “Huh? I’m not blushing! It’s the beer…and the…and all the shots I took with TJ,” I lied straight through my teeth.

      He gave me a suspicious look. “Are you okay?”

      “Fine.” I heard cheering from next door. “Did you want to go back over?”

      He shook his head. “Nah. Sometimes, TJ and the boys are too much. Unless you want to?”

      I sighed in relief because I was exhausted. Figuring out my book had taken a weight off my shoulders, but the fatigue had taken over.

      “No. I’m good right here,” I said.

      Noah filled me in on their latest road stretch, even though I watched every game possible. He was so hard on himself and wanted to make Philly proud. That made this Philly girl’s heart sing. Noah had proven himself since day one when he put the black and red jersey on during his draft day. Then he took to the ice and surprised everyone by making the team at eighteen. That never happened in hockey unless you were a superstar, which he was, even if he was too humble to say so.

      “When can I read the new book?” he asked.

      I groaned. “It’s too early. I still need to read through it to make sure my changes make sense.”

      “Come on,” he whined and gave me that pouty puppy dog face. He was too damn cute. Sometimes, I think he knew it, too. “Let me read it.”

      “After I do another once over.”

      Whatever I thought happened next door must have been my imagination because now we had eased back into our normal relationship. Just Noah and Dinah, two friends low-key hanging out on a Friday night.

      “You look tired,” he said.

      “I am. Should you head to bed?”

      “Are you kicking me out?”

      “No. But you have a game tomorrow.”

      “Yeah, but it’s later. Will you come?”

      I cocked an eyebrow at him. “You want me to come?”

      “I always want you to come.”

      I barked out a laugh, and his pale face turned beet red.

      He put a hand over his face and couldn’t contain his laughter. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

      I watched him squirm in embarrassment. Why did he have to be so cute when he was embarrassed? “Noah, I’m sorry, but you know what it sounded like.”

      I leaned back against the couch and rolled my shoulders. My body was in knots from being hunched over my computer.

      Noah must have noticed my discomfort because he pushed my legs off his lap. “C’mere. Let me help you with that.”

      “I’m fine.”

      He didn’t take no for an answer.

      “C’mere.”

      His voice was husky and when we locked eyes, I swore I saw that heat in them again. It must have been the lighting in my living room.

      Noah spun me around so my back faced him. His hands rubbed over my tense shoulders, digging into the knots I could never get. He worked his hands up my body until he was kneading the back of my neck.

      He bent his head to my ear. “You’re really tense.”

      A shiver ran down my spine at his breath in my ear. Those hands on me were gentle yet firm, rubbing all the tension out of me.

      “What’s going on?” he asked. “What’s making you this tense?”

      I leaned into him, trying not to think of where else his hands could roam. A moan escaped my lips when he applied more pressure.

      “I’m so tired,” I admitted. “I hate my stupid day job, and working on this book on top of it makes me want to tear my hair out. And cry.”

      His hands continued to get the knots out of my back. How did he know how to do this? “Let me help get rid of the stress.”

      His breath was warm on my skin, and my heartbeat was like a techno song. Was he… No, he couldn’t be suggesting what I thought. Noah was a nice guy who wanted to help his friend. He’d never have an ulterior motive.

      I hitched in a breath when he ever so gently placed a kiss on my neck. “Is that okay?”

      HOLY FUCKING SHIT.

      That…

      No…

      No way!

      Was that okay? Of course, that was okay. But…

      My mind was on a rollercoaster right at the top of the incline, trying to fathom what was happening.

      “Y-y-yes…” I stammered out.

      Seriously, if that was his move, it was a damn good one. He was tentative yet kind. His hands continued to work me over while his lips pressed feather-light kisses across the skin where my neck and shoulder met. I was afraid if I closed my eyes, I was going to wake up from this dream.

      I leaned back against him, and he wrapped his arms around my waist. He didn’t kiss me again, so I was unsure if it had actually happened or if I had imagined it.

      We sat in silence, cuddling on my couch. He nuzzled my neck, but I was frozen into place. Was this an episode of him being a cuddly drunk?

      I needed a minute to process what had just happened.

      I slipped out of his arms.

      “Where are you going?” he asked.

      “I’ll be right back. Bathroom,” I lied.

      I retreated to my bedroom and sat on my bed. My hand went to the spot on my neck where Noah had kissed me and I felt like I was on fire. Dirty thoughts of what else I wanted him to do swarmed in my head. I wasn’t supposed to feel this way about him. He was supposed to be my best friend and nothing more. But that kiss changed everything.

      I jumped at the sound of footsteps. A dark, tall shadow came over the door, and then Noah’s form stepped over the threshold into my bedroom.

      He had a sheepish look on his face, and he pushed his hair behind his ear. He always did that when he was nervous. “Sorry.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You Canadians and your apologizing.”

      He grinned at my teasing joke. The guys on the team always gave him shit for being a Canadian stereotype for saying ‘eh’ and apologizing too much. But that was just Noah’s personality. He was such a teddy bear. In truth, I loved that about him.

      This time, when we locked eyes, the tension sizzled around us. He stalked toward me like a man on a mission. He settled on the bed beside me and cupped my face. “Is this okay?”

      “Noah.”

      “Yeah?” he whispered in a small voice.

      The uncertainty there confused me. He had to see I was waving a big green flag for him.

      I gripped his t-shirt and pulled him toward me. “Fucking kiss me already.”

      A smile crooked up on his mouth, and then he pressed his lips to mine. The kiss was soft at first. He ghosted across my lips as if he was afraid to push too hard. His tongue slid over my bottom lip, and I opened to him, letting him explore the part of me I had kept locked away for so long. His kisses matched his personality—gentle and kind.

      He pulled away after a moment too soon, and I realized my hands were tangled in his hair. His eyebrows shot up in surprise, and I gingerly pulled away and looked down at the floor.

      He gently lifted my chin and searched my face. “Was that okay?”

      Oh my God, he was too freaking cute.

      “Was it okay?” I repeated. “The kiss?”

      “That I did that.”

      “Oh honey, yes…”

      He grinned at me, and I wanted to make him feel that way all the time. To have that badge of honor of being the reason his eyes twinkled brightly when he smiled.

      He rubbed the back of his neck, but before the awkwardness set in, I pounced on him. We were already too far gone—might as well go further. Fuck it, let’s ruin our friendship.

      I straddled him and took his mouth. I had a penchant for being bossy in the bedroom, and by the way he let me take the lead, I didn’t think he had a problem with that. Instead, he leaned into it, opening to me and letting me slide my tongue over his.

      I wasn’t gentle. I kissed like I was starved for his attention. His hands roamed down my sides and settled on my waist while our kisses got more urgent. More needy.

      He tasted like the shitty beer TJ always bought with a mix of vodka. Oh God, that might have been me. Maybe my head spinning was from all those shots with TJ and not at the fact I was kissing Noah.

      I pulled back suddenly, my chest heaving. He reached a hand up and trailed a finger down my cheek. “Hey.”

      “Hi,” I whispered back.

      “It’s late. You should get to bed.”

      What? That’s what he wanted to say? Couldn’t he tell I wanted to keep on kissing him? Until our clothes were off and I was riding him to completion?

      I slid off him and slumped down onto my bed. I didn’t let the tears fall. He obviously came to his senses about kissing me being a mistake. Because of course he did. He didn’t want to sleep with the grieving widow who drunkenly threw herself on him.

      What had I been thinking?

      I closed my eyes for a second, and when I opened them, my vision swam. Okkkkay. Definitely way too many drinks with TJ. Why did I always try to match him drink for drink? He knew I was a lightweight.

      I thought Noah had slipped out, but then I heard footsteps in my kitchen. His figure darkened my bedroom door once more, and he walked inside. He set a glass of water on my nightstand. “How much did you drink with TJ?”

      “Too much.”

      He pulled back my comforter, and I snuggled down into my covers. “Let’s get you to bed.”

      “Noah?” I whispered.

      “We’ll talk about it later. Sleep, lovey.”

      Lovey.

      That sounded so nice. Not something you’d call your best friend. I had so many questions, but they were trapped in my throat.

      I closed my eyes and felt his lips press against my forehead.

      Maybe this was all a pleasant dream. There was no way that Noah freaking Kennedy, superstar hockey player, had kissed me tonight and wasn’t trying to get me naked. Was I that pathetic that he didn’t even want to have sex with me?

      Because I had no qualms about doing that. I would have shed my clothes and let him have me any way he desired. I’d unravel myself and let my guard down for this man who knew all my secrets. If he only pressed his gentle lips to mine again.
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        NOAH

      

      

      Dinah had kissed me back, and the pint-sized beauty was as feisty in the bedroom as I thought she’d be. I liked a strong woman who took the lead and knew what she wanted. Her kisses were demanding and hungry, but the rational part of my brain couldn’t give myself over to her tonight. Not like this.

      Especially when I tasted the alcohol on her lips. If we really were going to cross that line, I wanted her to be sure about it. It wouldn’t be drunk-induced kisses she’d regret in the morning.

      I ran a hand down my face. I was supposed to tell her how I felt and ask her out on a date. Not kiss her like all I wanted was sex. Well, of course I wanted that, but not when she couldn’t properly consent.

      Damnit. I did this all backward.

      I padded out of her bedroom and gingerly closed her door. I needed to give my asshole roommate a talking-to about making her drink too much with him. TJ was the life of the party, so he probably hadn’t thought that much about it. I locked her door with my spare key and headed next door.

      TJ was already passed out on the couch and safe from my berating. For now.

      I crept into my bedroom and shed my clothes, climbing into my bed in only a pair of boxers. Fuck. I was hard from those kisses. Dinah Lace was going to be the death of me.

      I wasn’t proud of myself for reaching into my boxers and wrapping my fingers around my cock. It wouldn’t have been the first time I let my fantasies about the raven-haired beauty take control. Her moans and the way she took charge tonight were the memories that kept me going. I channeled that while I stroked my cock, imagining what it would be like once she had her hands on it.

      I felt like an asshole when I finally came, but in my bliss, I drifted off to sleep instead of thinking about it too hard.
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        * * *

      

      “You coming to morning skate or what?” TJ yelled what must have been two hours later.

      I bolted out of bed with a start. “Shit! I forgot to set my alarm.”

      TJ rolled his eyes at me. “Come on, let’s go. I’ll drive over.”

      I rushed around getting dressed for morning skate. In the car, TJ smirked at me, and I gave him the side-eye. “What?”

      “I noticed someone didn’t come home last night,” he said in a sing-song voice.

      “I did. It was really late.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “TJ,” I warned.

      ”Did you finally get it in?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      I glared at him. “Because you made her do too many shots. You asshole.”

      He cackled. “Not my fault D always tries to match me. Lightweight.”

      I rolled my eyes at him. I was right to pump the brakes last night, but I hadn’t heard from Dinah yet today, and my worries surrounded me.

      “Did you at least finally ask her out?” he asked.

      I sighed. “Not yet.”

      “BRO!”

      “It’s fine. She knows I’m interested.”

      “How?”

      “I don’t kiss and tell.”

      “You better get it in soon, or you’re gonna explode.”

      I frowned at him. “Don’t talk about her like she’s another one of the chicks you fuck and chuck. It’s not like that for us.”

      He punched me in the arm. “Oh man, defensive! That girl’s gonna be the death of you, Kens.”

      I gritted my teeth.

      I loved TJ. He was my best friend on the team, but we truly were the odd couple. He leaned into that playboy ‘I fuck everything’ persona, but that wasn’t me. I had a couple of one-night stands when we first entered the league. The fame and excitement of being a number two draft pick had gone to my head. But all of those became two and then three-night stands until they were full-blown relationships. I wasn’t built for the casual sex life.

      TJ parked in the player’s lot, and we headed to the arena. He kept on my ass about not asking out Dinah. He was annoying as fuck today.

      It wasn’t a date per se, but I had an idea of something I could do to keep Dinah interested until we could talk later.

      After I got dressed at my cubby, I texted the salespeople asking if I could get an extra ticket for tonight. Maxine came in clutch and hooked me up with an extra ticket, and I texted Dinah next.

      
        
          
            
              
        ME: Come to the game tonight?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        DINAH: You want me to?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: YESSSS!!!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        DINAH: Okay.

      

      

      

      

      

      I felt a towel hit me in the face, and I looked up from my phone and saw TJ and Riley giving me shit-eating grins.

      “Did you ask her out?” Riley asked. “If you don’t, I will. That wasn’t an empty threat.”

      “You’re not her type.”

      Riley cocked a blonde eyebrow. “What do you mean?”

      I laced up my skates. “She doesn’t like fuckboys.”

      TJ, Benny, and Hallsy all roared with laughter. Our captain, Girard, looked at me curiously. “Who are you talking about?”

      Marc-Andre Girard was the blonde-haired French Canadian who had been on this team for the past eight years. When the last captain had a career-ending injury, the organization gave him the ‘C’. He was a good guy and an even better player, but sometimes I wondered if he actually liked me. Dinah should have been interested in a guy like him, around her age, and not a young kid like me.

      “You remember our neighbor, D?” TJ asked since I kept quiet.

      “Your neighbor whose husband died? The one you missed a practice for?” he asked me.

      They would never let me live that down. My fist clenched as I stood up to get out on the ice and end this conversation. “That’s the one.”

      That wasn’t their place to know. I wouldn’t even tell Coach when he asked what was really going on.

      Girard narrowed his eyes. “Why did you miss that practice?”

      “It’s not any of your business,” I said firmly and stared pointedly at TJ.

      I put my helmet on, ignoring their nosy questions, and headed out to the ice. I skated a lap around it and started shooting drills. I ran through plays in my head, focusing on what I needed to accomplish tonight. Even though my heart kept on thinking about Dinah.

      TJ skated circles around me like a little gnat. “Why won’t you tell me?”

      “It’s not for you to know.”

      He glared. “Is she okay? She’s my friend, too.”

      This was why he was such a scrapper on the ice. He knew how to get under your skin and be a nuisance. Great for our opponents, not so great if he was your friend.

      I sighed. I hoped Dinah would forgive me for telling her a secret. “I had to take her to the hospital. She almost died.”

      TJ’s face fell. “Wait, what? Dude, you never told me that. What’s wrong with her? Ah. Shit. Don’t tell me it’s bad.”

      I knew where his mind was going, but it wasn’t like that. “She had a miscarriage. She doesn’t want anyone to know. Not even her family. So if you open your big mouth about this, we’re gonna have a problem, Tristan.”

      His eyes widened at the venom in my voice and the use of his full name. The only one who called him Tristan and got away with it was his twin sister. But he needed to know I meant business.

      He held up a hand. “Okay, okay. You don’t need to shove me into the boards. I get it.”

      “Do you?”

      “Christ, Kens. Of course I do. Fuck, losing her husband and then her baby must have been hard on her.”

      I nodded and skated over to the net, wristing a puck into it.

      There were so many nights when I wasn’t off playing hockey that I was Dinah’s shoulder to cry on or her friend to talk to. So many times, I was the only friend she had. It made my blood boil at the way her old friends abandoned her in her time of need.

      “Ohhh… That’s why she asked me for Coach’s number,” TJ said.

      I snapped my head up. “What?”

      “That’s why you got put back into the lineup. She called him because she wanted to explain. She told me not to ask questions, or her brothers would throw me in the Schuylkill River.”

      I wanted to laugh at that because that sounded like something she’d say. Her brothers were scary, so not exactly an idle threat either.

      “Is that why it’s taken you two years to make a move on her?” he asked.

      I blew out an aggravated breath.

      What was I going to do, swoop in after her husband died and ask her out? That was just low. I couldn’t have done that to her. I was a good friend, but I didn’t want to be that anymore. I hoped she figured that out by now. Last night, she had demanded I kiss her, and then she kissed me back hungrily like she wanted more. That had to count for something.

      TJ thumped me on the back. “You’re a better man than me. That’s probably why she likes you.”

      I smirked at him. “You’re everyone’s annoying kid brother.”

      “Hey now!”

      “Even to your sister and you’re twins.”

      I laughed and skated over to the bench to take a drink of water.

      I needed to be on my A-game tonight and play a good game in front of the feisty brunette. First, I had to stop thinking about how much I wanted to kiss her again.

      Focus on the game, Kennedy. Then get the girl.
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        DINAH

      

      

      I hitched in a breath as Noah slammed into the boards. The Philly crowd roared to life with boos, alerting everyone that the hit wasn’t clean. Well, obviously. That was straight-up boarding, but the refs weren’t calling it yet. What the fuck were they doing?

      “He’s okay,” Brianna Girard reassured me.

      Brianna was the wife of our team captain. As a hardcore fan of the Bulldogs, it was super weird to be sitting next to her and the rest of the WAGs during the game when I was neither a wife nor a girlfriend. Being friendly with TJ and Noah, I’d met her before, but she was like the head WAG and intimidated me.

      I sighed when the whistle finally blew, and the announcer made the major penalty call for boarding. Coach LaVoie screamed at the ref, obviously trying to get a game misconduct penalty. After all the shit he went through back in the day, I was surprised LaVoie ever came back to Philly. He was a hockey tough guy, but it made him protective of his players. He didn’t fuck around with concussions, and I always respected him for that.

      Noah hunched over with his stick on his knees for a second, but then he skated over to the bench.

      Oh, thank God he was okay.

      The first period had been a shit show. The team barely got any shots on goal, and the DC Senators were on fire, having already gotten two goals. It wasn’t looking good for my Bulldogs.

      I may have been really annoying and texted Noah, even though he wouldn’t look at his phone until after the game. Hockey players were superstitious like that.

      “So…” Brianna began. “You and Noah, huh?”

      I bit my lip. “We’re just friends.”

      I held onto that lie because when he invited me to the game tonight, he mentioned nothing about last night.

      She laughed. “That’s not true, and we both know it.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You rarely come to games, and when you do, you don’t sit with the girls. What changed?”

      He kissed me, and instead of taking it further, he tucked me into bed with a glass of water for my hangover. Because that was the type of guy Noah was. But it left me unsure where we stood. Was last night a mistake? Did he want to pretend it never happened? But why ask me to the game tonight?

      So many questions swam in my head, but I tried to focus on the game in front of me instead of Brianna’s intrusive questions.

      My gaze found number thirteen back on the ice, waiting for Girard to win the face-off. Girard won possession and skated it up the offensive zone, where he passed it to Noah, who one-timed it into the net. Cheers rang out in the arena, and I was among them.

      During the TV time-out, I noticed Brianna had her hand on her stomach and looked upset. “Hey, you okay?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “It’s hard. I’m sure you heard.”

      I nodded.

      It broke my heart when I saw the news a couple of weeks ago that she had lost her baby. Being public figures, she and her husband felt the need to share the sad news. I was glad I never had to share the worst night of my life with anyone. Grief was still deep with Brianna. I understood that because I wasn’t sure mine would ever leave.

      “I’m sorry,” I offered, knowing those two words would never be enough.

      She waved me off. “I don’t think you understand what it’s like.”

      I sighed and took a sip of my beer, my hands shaking at the memory of my own loss. I set my beer down and took her hand. “No one will understand what the pain, both physical and emotional, will feel like.”

      She tilted her head and clutched onto my comforting hand.

      “Right after my husband died, I found out I was pregnant. Before I could process it, I had a miscarriage.”

      Her eyes softened. “Oh, Dinah. I had no idea.”

      I shrugged. “Not something I like to think about, but yeah, it sucks. I…”

      “What?”

      I blinked back tears. “Noah was the one who found me. I almost died, and I can’t have kids now.”

      “Oh my God, Dinah. I’m so sorry.”

      I pulled my hand from hers and brushed away my stray tears. Great. I didn’t know what possessed me to reveal that secret. “I understand how you feel. You’re allowed to be upset about it.”

      She gave me a small smile. “If you ever need someone to talk about it, I’m here.”

      “Thanks,” I muttered and turned back to the ice, hoping to end the conversation.

      I settled in, watching the team race down the ice after the puck. Noah seemed a little sluggish on the ice, and that had my worries rising.

      Mia nudged me from my other side. “Do you think Noah’s okay?”

      “I’m worried about his head. He always plays through the pain. He feels like he has to prove himself or some shit.”

      Mia laughed. I was sure she understood since Hallsy had a lot of injuries last season.

      “So what did you and Noah get up to last night?” she asked.

      I tried to hide my face by drinking more of my beer, but the blush burned my face.

      “Come on, D. Gimme the details,” Mia urged.

      “Nothing to say,” I lied.

      “Not even to move forward with your advice?”

      I nearly choked on my beer. “No.”

      “Hallsy actually listened to it,” she murmured with a wicked grin.

      “No shit.” I gave her a high-five. “Get it, girl!”

      Mia laughed. “You’re so inappropriate.”

      I shrugged.

      “I wish I could be as blunt as you. Is that why you and Roxanne Desjardins get along so well?”

      TJ’s sister didn’t give a fuck about what anyone thought of her. I missed that lady. I wished she and Benny wouldn’t fight so much every time she visited.

      Brianna raised her eyebrow at me, perking up at Mia's pushiness. “Okay, now you have to spill.”

      I groaned. “I enlightened TJ, Noah, and Hallsy on what women really want. Don’t make me say it.”

      “What’s that?” Brianna asked, amused.

      “To not cheat and go down on their lady,” Mia told her. “She’s not wrong, Bri.”

      Brianna laughed. “You did NOT say that.”

      “Hell yeah, I did.”

      Mia nudged me. “Stop lying. Did Noah finally make a move?”

      “Maybe?”

      Brianna furrowed her brow. “Maybe? What does that mean?”

      “He finally asked you out, right?” Mia asked. “Hallsy said Riley threatened to do it if Noah wouldn’t.”

      I wrinkled my nose. Riley was hot but not my type in the least. He was too cocky. Plus, I didn’t like blondes.

      “It was to push Noah,” Mia explained.

      Push him? Did everyone know Noah was interested in me but me? Now I was even more confused.

      “He didn’t ask me out. Asking me to the game doesn’t count, right?”

      “No, it doesn’t count, but it means he wants you here cheering him on,” Mia said. Her gaze turned to the ice, and her lips tipped up into a smile at watching her man tearing down the ice. “Hallsy always says he plays better when he knows I’m up in the stands.”

      “Is that why he sucks on the road?”

      The words were out of my mouth before I could stop them. I couldn’t keep my big Philly sports fan mouth closed.

      Instead of being offended, Mia and Brianna burst out in laughter.

      “Damn, cold-blooded,” Brianna laughed.

      I cringed. “Sorry. I’m a pessimistic Philly fan through and through.”

      “He’s not that bad on the road…” Mia tried to convince us, but she grimaced.

      Brianna pointed at the ice, where Noah skated back to the bench for the change-up. “You two need to talk. Figure things out. He wouldn’t have asked you to the game if he wasn’t interested.”

      I didn’t think that was true. Noah and TJ begged me to come to all their games. Even when Jason was alive, they wanted us to come. The four of us had all been fast friends.

      God, would Jason have approved of me being interested in Noah? Our lives were so different. Noah didn’t want someone broken like me.

      I didn’t dare voice any of these concerns. Mia was sweet, but we weren’t close. She wasn’t someone I’d divulge my secrets to.

      The crowd got loud again, and I snapped my head back to the ice and saw TJ check Daniels into the boards. Good on him. Revenge was sweet, and we all knew that was payback for what he did to Noah.

      I watched the rest of the game with the girls, our conversations turning into small talk. Mia was working on her PhD and worried about Hallsy getting traded. That was one thing I never considered about dating an athlete. There was so much uncertainty. A lot of these women had flexible jobs because of it.

      Somehow, the Bulldogs pulled a win out of their asses. Happiness wrapped around me, not just because my team won but because I got to watch Noah get more points. He was a beast on the ice this season. My hockey team sucked ass, but it made me proud to watch him attempt to change the course.

      “You should come to the bar with us!” Mia exclaimed as we were walking out after the game.

      “Nah. I’m kinda tired,” I lied.

      She frowned but let me go, and I headed home to my condo in Old City.

      Once home, I needed a distraction. I worked all day long on my book, so I needed a break from that. I slumped onto my couch and booted up my gaming console. When the words got too hard, my procrastination was in video games.

      I loaded up Dragonspire, one of my favorite fantasy role-playing games. They had an online multiplayer game now, but I still preferred their single-player mode. Just as I hit start, my phone buzzed. I rolled my eyes at the text from TJ.

      
        
          
            
              
        TJ: Woman, give me details!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: NOPE!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        TJ: You both suck.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        TJ: Ooh… or was that what happened?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: You’re a perv, no.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        TJ: TELL ME!!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: Mind ya business.

      

      

      

      

      

      He was so annoying. There wasn’t much to tell him, anyway. I sighed at another text from him.

      
        
          
            
              
        TJ: COME TO THE BAR!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        ME: ZZZzzzzzzz.

      

      

      

      

      

      I set my phone down and went back to my game. Noah and I needed to talk about what happened last night, but I didn’t want to do that around other people. My thoughts were such a jumbled mess of uncertainty and horniness that I needed to think things through.
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