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What’s a Little Blackmail Between Friends?


Olivia Stevens has always played it safe, both as a goalie and a
sports reporter … until a dare led her to a steamy one-night stand with
charming stranger Zach Morris. The next morning, Olivia discovers Zach is the
River City Racers' new backup goalie - and her latest interview subject.


As Zach fights for his professional shot, Olivia struggles to
keep their relationship under wraps and her career intact. But when her twin brother
accidentally reveals Zach's hidden illiteracy to the media, Olivia finds
herself caught between love and loyalty. 


With Zach facing potential ruin and Olivia's boss pressuring her
to exploit the story, she'll have to decide if guarding Zach's secret is worth
risking her own dreams.






Chapter One


Red Hot Sports, Afternoon Update

Alec Moreno ready to win for Racers

Amalia Harris, sports editor


Despite last night’s 3-1 loss to New York,
new Racers’ center Alec Moreno said he’s “thrilled to be in St. Louis.” Moreno,
named one of People’s ‘Sexiest Men Alive’ last year, brings to town his wicked
skills both on and off the ice. Still unsatisfied with the backup presence for
the net, Sorrento has sent Eli Emerson to the farm and called up Zachary
Morris. Moreno, however….
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The incoming slap shot was the last straw. A fitting
trifecta to a terrible, horrible, no good, very bad day. Okay, maybe not quite
the extreme of goalie Olivia Stevens’s favorite childhood book, but today had
been extremely frustrating, if not downright annoying.


One of those days where an out-of-control Fate had landed a
double, or even triple punch, before rounding in for another strike, saying,
“Ha, take that!” 


The latest whammy winged its way toward Olivia at sixty-plus
miles an hour. Had Olivia’s hockey teammates done their jobs, her defenders
would have intercepted the pass before the puck connected with Number 20’s
stick. Instead, the Vixens’ forward received not only the necessary seconds to
wind up but also plenty of time to perfectly transfer the energy from the ice
to the bending shaft held between padded gloves. From where she stood ready in
goal, Olivia observed her opponent's roll of the wrists, the shifting of the
woman’s body weight, and finally the tape-covered blade connecting with the
puck. Olivia saw the play in slow motion; in reality, the physics happened
instantaneously as the galvanized rubber puck traveled like a car in Highway
44’s slow lane, and St. Louisans weren’t known for Sunday driving. 


Professional goalies blocked ninety-plus mph slap shots as
the norm. Defensemen made their presence known in the lanes, even if getting
hit by a puck felt like being whacked with a frozen mallet. Perhaps that was
the reason Olivia’s Belladonna teammates left her wide open, no one wanted the
pain. 


The last line of defense, Olivia moved instinctively and
quickly. Stopping a puck was akin to that childhood game where you dropped a
pencil from one hand and tried to grab it with the other: timing was
everything. Although in hockey, the computation was more “if a puck launched
off the stick with X force traveling at Y miles per hour, where must you be to
stop it and how fast must you move?” 


Bottom line, a good goalie stopped shots. 


This shot came in high, so Olivia readied for the stinging
impact of the puck hitting her chest pads. For extra insurance, she worked to
get a piece of it, wanting to tip the puck up and over the net. But despite her
best efforts, she came up short and instead the puck dropped and slide right
under her glove and into the net. Adding insult to injury, the unchecked
momentum meant Olivia landed on her ass, legs splayed, as the Vixens circled
round and celebrated. Olivia scrabbled to her feet, smacked her stick onto the
ice, and cursed through her mouthpiece. She should have gotten that one. 


Especially since slap shots, which she could see coming,
were easier to time and stop than wrist shots, which often took a goalie by
surprise. Missing this one bruised an ego already damaged by a micromanaging
boss who’d sideswiped Olivia’s Alec Moreno story. 


Olivia tilted her head and stretched her neck. The clock
showed less than a minute of play left, so no point in lifting her facemask and
drinking from the squeezable sports bottle atop the net behind her. 


She moved to the front of the box as the referee dropped the
puck for the center ice face-off. As play resumed, Olivia’s mind contemplated
all the various scenarios. No way in hell was she letting the Vixens make it 4-1.


Two more saves provided some ego redemption, if only to
prove the loss of the Belladonnas’ October season opener didn’t rest entirely
on Olivia’s shoulders. The horn sounded, and Olivia tucked her trapper under
her arm, grabbed her bottle and stick, and skated toward center ice, where she
lined up with her team and performed the traditional handshake. For the love
of the sport, Olivia reminded herself, as she plastered on a smile and
repeated “Good game” over and over. 


Enjoy each game as if it’s your last, even if you lose.
Her grandfather had consoled Olivia with those very words when she’d once lost a
field hockey game. He’d added, “When it’s over, you’ll miss playing, not the
wins.”


With high school more than eight years in the rearview
mirror, she now understood what he meant. Her grandpa had played one season in
the majors alongside “Mr. Hockey,” Detroit’s Gordie Howe. However, unlike Howe,
who played twenty-six seasons before heading to the WHA, when her grandfather
had been needed back on the family farm in Missouri, that had been that. 


“Olivia! You’ll get them next time!” Her twin brother,
Keegan, waved at her in his boyish manner, and Olivia skated toward the doors
where her family waited. 


“Tough go there,” her dad greeted. He’d played hockey, too,
but after three seasons in the minors, and realizing he’d never make the pros,
he’d left that dream behind for a more stable teaching career less than an hour
from the family farm. 


“Thanks. It sucks. I was rusty.” She resisted the urge to
bang her stick.


“You need more practice,” Keegan critiqued. His lower lip
moved toward his nose as he assessed her. “Your steps need work.” 


“You’re right. They do.” She and her brother had each been
skating and holding hockey sticks since they could walk, and with their
twenty-sixth birthday in four months, that was a long time. Unlike Keegan, Olivia
had switched over to field hockey in middle school, but when offered the chance
to get out of her apartment and hang out with her best friend Clara, she’d
jumped at the chance to get back on the ice. “Tell you what, you can coach me.”



“Yay! That way we’ll both be great.” Keegan drew out the R
sound, then laughed. “Lighten up, Olivia.”


“Lighten up, Keegan,” Olivia parroted. They both laughed,
and she gave him another fist bump as some of the day’s stress rolled off. No
matter how upset she was, Keegan always helped her put things into perspective.



He knew exactly the right thing to say, and he’d never let
his Down syndrome stop him from being the most positive and loving person in
her life. Being closer to her family was a major reason she’d moved back to St.
Louis. 


Olivia’s mom planted a kiss on the cheek. “I wish we could
stay longer, but we’ve got a cross-country race tomorrow morning. We’ll see you
for lunch.” 


“We’re ranked first,” her dad added. Olivia knew how hard
he’d worked to get the high school team he coached to that rating, including
running with his athletes during practices. 


“That’s great. Good luck against…”


“Webster. They’re ranked number two. Need them to stay
there.” Her dad named Kirkwood’s oldest rivalry, which stemmed from the
traditional Thanksgiving Day football game, first played in 1907. 


“Then double luck.” She wiggled four fingers in a wave, and
Keegan mirrored the motion. “Noon, right?”


“Yes. Nothing exciting,” her mom said. “Spaghetti.” 


“I like spaghetti.” Keegan reached for Olivia’s stick. His
brown eyes, so similar to hers, except for a more upward slant shape, studied
the blade. “Needs more tape. I’ll fix it when I tape mine. I know how you like
it.” 


“Thank you.” Emotions bubbled up. She’d missed this. “I’m so
glad you all came.”


“Don’t cry,” Keegan said. “Wouldn’t miss your first game.
Even if you lost.” 


His seriousness made her laugh, and she hugged her parents
and Keegan before watching them wade their way through the crowd. Out in the
lobby, already being filled with players ready to take the ice for the next
game, Vixens and Belladonnas players packed up after theirs. 


By this time, everyone was all smiles. Out on the ice, game
face on. Their league barred physical contact: no checking, no boarding, and
certainly no fighting. Off ice everyone became friends, and there was fun and
fellowship. Olivia plopped onto a nearby bench and began shedding pads and
skates. Down to her socks, she stretched out her toes before heading into the
women’s locker room area, a tiny, overcrowded space never designed for this
purpose. She found a sliver of bench near the thin, blue metal locker she’d
shared with Clara. 


“If you’re feeling guilty for missing that save, you can buy
a round later to make up for it,” Clara joked as she shoved her gear into the
hockey duffle by her right foot. 


Olivia glared at the team captain, who’d been her best
friend since ninth-grade English. “Hell, no. Especially with the lack of
defense I got. Were you having ‘a blonde moment,’ or is standing around a new
defensive tactic I haven’t heard about?”


Clara’s lips puckered and she tsked. “Look at you trying to
insult my fabulous hair. Fine, I’ll buy you one. I save diving for the
playoffs.” 


“If we make it.” Olivia wadded up her jersey and stuffed it
into her duffle. 


“There are six A-level teams. We’ll all make it. It’s good
fun, remember?” Clara shrugged into a dark-blue sweatshirt before refastening
her ponytail. To Olivia’s chagrin, a month before senior prom, her own hair had
turned from Clara’s platinum shade to the color of dirty dishwater. Olivia now
colored it a soft black with purple highlights.


“But on a serious note, your competitive streak is one
reason I’m glad you decided to join us. You held them to three goals. Last
year, they had seven in the season opener.”


Olivia tilted her head and eyeballed Clara. “So you’re
saying the Belladonnas didn’t embarrass themselves as much as usual.” 


Clara grinned. “Exactly. We’re off to a good start. So stop
replaying that last goal. There was nothing you could do.” 


“Always figuring out what I can do better is why we had six
shutouts. One short of the NCAA field hockey championship.” 


“Yeah, I agree losing that sort of sucked.” Clara shook her
head, a wicked gleam in her eye. “Damn, I’m glad you’re back. I missed you,
these types of conversations. I’m glad you agreed to play. It’s been a good
outlet for me.”


Olivia’s shoulders slumped, the result of a long day. “I want
to win.” 


“We will. And what’s with that frustrated sigh? What else is
wrong?”


Olivia spared Clara the grizzly details of how she’d
overslept, been late to work, and spilled her coffee on the drive to the River
City Racers’ press conference. Luckily, she’d had an extra blouse in the car,
although it hadn’t matched her skirt, something her boss had pointed out. “You
know how I’m supposed to be covering the Racers for Red Hot Sports?” 


Clara’s thin brows knit together as she grew indignant. “Are
they firing you? I subscribed to my first internet magazine to support you.
Stupid startups. I want my money back.” 


Olivia didn’t know if she should be happy for Clara’s
loyalty or shocked her friend worried she’d already been fired after only three
weeks. “No, no. Job’s fine. Amalia crashed the interview. Like showed up during
my one-on-one with Alec Moreno.”


Clara whistled. “That bitch.”


“Tell me about it. It was my interview.”


“I got in one question before she arrived, took over, and
later wrote what should have been my story. It was embarrassing. In she trots
with a ‘Hi, Alex, I’m Amalia.’” Olivia exaggerated her editor’s drawling Southern
accent. “I took this job with the understanding I would cover the Racers. I
didn’t even get to ask the coach about Erik Ljunggren starting at goal or the
new backup, Zachary Morris, because she insisted she’d do it.” 


“That bitch,” Clara repeated, always Olivia’s biggest
supporter.


Olivia tugged on an Indiana University sweatshirt with more
force than necessary. The press conference had occurred at the Racers’ practice
facility in Maryland Heights, meaning her editor had driven twenty-one miles
out from the Cortex district. All for Alec Moreno, a guy who hadn’t raised Olivia’s
interest meter one iota. Yeah, he was gorgeous, a two-time champion, and a
five-time All Star, but looks weren’t everything. Her job as a journalist also
meant she’d been more interested in how the change would turn around the
Racers’ lackluster 1-7 season. 


“Hopefully all she wanted was to see Alec Moreno up close
once. Was he hot?”


“Not as cute as Brady Nicols. And to think I turned him down
for that frat dance because the college paper had ‘policies.’” Olivia made air
quotes around the word. “Now he plays for the Chiefs and has a Super Bowl ring.
What was I thinking? I could have been a Real Housewife of the NFL.”


“You were thinking we are career women first and foremost.”
Clara lifted the Gucci purse her job as a pharmacy rep enabled her to afford. 


“Exactly. But it blows sometimes.” Nine years younger than
Amalia, Olivia had nothing in common with her editor. She suspected Amalia
didn’t even like her, especially as the publisher had been the one to hire Olivia.


“I’m sure it was a one-off. I have confidence it’ll all work
out.” 


That was Clara, ever the eternal optimist. “Tonight’s loss
was icing on the cake.”


“Which is why we’ll drink.” Clara offered her answer to
every problem. Split a bottle of wine after a breakup. Indulge in champagne for
every celebration, no matter how small. 


“Drink? I’m in,” Susan, one of their teammates, called.
“Yvette’ll go too.” 


“I have to go cover a high school hockey game first.” Olivia
ran her fingers into the shoulder-length strands she’d pinned up and shook them
to remove any helmet hair. “Should be done by nine.” She drew on her worn
black-leather jacket. Although the coat had seen better days, she loved it too
much to find another. “Make sure you answer my texts. I’m not showing up if you
get lucky before I get there.”


Clara readjusted her ponytail. “As if. I’m on a dating
hiatus. I don’t need an immediate rebound from Marcy, you know?”


Olivia secured her battered hockey duffle, promising herself
this time she’d remember to wash her gear ASAP so it didn’t fester and reek.
Opening the bag after it sat a day or two was the worst. She followed Clara out
of the locker room. “I told you not to date her. You can do so much better.”


“Speaking of, you never told me about your date with the guy
you met at Whole Foods.” 


“Yet another epic fail.” 


They dodged an inattentive, texting middle schooler and
stepped out into the brisk October air. “I thought he had potential,” Clara
said. 


“Story of my life. So did I. But he droned on and on about
molecular research until my eyes glazed over. At least the patio had good
‘people watching.’ We parted, agreeing to be friends.”


Clara pressed her key fob and the lights on an SUV flashed.
“Maybe you should try online dating. That’s how I met Marcy.”


“Which does little to recommend it,” Olivia pointed out.
“Besides, my face appears next to any article I write, so any reverse photo
search will find me. And don’t say use a fake name and photo. That goes against
everything I stand for.” 


Clara exaggerated a sigh. “You can be so difficult. You’re
lucky I put up with you.” 


“Ha. It’s the other way around. Ever since I saved your ass
in English.” 


“Who knew essay writing would be so hard? Don’t forget to
text. See you later.” 


Olivia lifted the handle of a nondescript, six-year-old
Prius still bearing Indiana license plates. She had to get to the DMV,
especially as her almost-four tenure at the Indianapolis newspaper seemed like
a lifetime ago. Had it been a mere six weeks since her first job post-college
had announced staff cuts? 


She waved goodbye to Clara and drove off. KSHE 95 still
played classic rock, same as when she’d left for college. She took comfort in
knowing some things didn’t change; KSHE was album-oriented rock almost from the
start, over fifty years ago.


She’d changed, though, as had her friends, in ways beyond
aging. She’d built a life in the Hoosier state. Most of her college friends
remained two states away. Aside from Clara, her high school classmates were
married. She’d accidentally moved into an apartment building where most people
kept to themselves, except for the building’s social events, which she’d so far
missed because of work. Meeting a guy at the Whole Foods off Brentwood
Boulevard had been a highlight of last week, until it wasn’t. 


She turned up the volume, blasting AC/DC’s rock anthem
“Thunderstruck.” When the station went to commercial, she changed channels, and
Imagine Dragons’ “Thunder” filled the air. 


Okay universe, I get it! Stop wallowing.


It shouldn’t matter if, instead of reporting on the Colts,
Pacers, or Fuel teams, she covered the can’t-ever-win Racers, unless Amalia
took over again. It didn’t matter if Olivia had to watch high school hockey and
copyedit high school football recaps sent in by freelancers before posting them
onto the St. Louis hometown section of the Red Hot Sports website. 


She’d do whatever it took to climb the ladder. She’d be the
damn thunder. In an industry dominated by layoffs, she’d scored a job in her
hometown immediately. Being on the ground floor of the organization meant stock
options after six months, and the investors were optimistic about the mag’s
success because subscriptions were increasing.


So, she sat through the Francis Howell versus Francis Howell
Central hockey matchup, wrote a three hundred-word story about the Vikings 8-3
win, and uploaded it using her phone. She headed back to her apartment, grabbed
a quick shower, and was debating whether to don her pj’s when her phone pinged
with Clara’s text: “Don’t even think of backing out. At McDuff’s. Saved you a
seat.”


Complete with stained glass octagon-style lights, dark
wooden tabletops and Kelly green cushioned booths, and an abundance of wood
paneling, McDuff’s was located in a hotel in downtown Clayton. The bar served
delicious hamburgers, so when Olivia’s her stomach rumbled its choice, she
caved. Instead of walking ten minutes through the deserted business district, Olivia
found a parking spot directly at the curb by the venue’s empty patio. 


Inside, a country music duo played on the small stage to Olivia’s
left, the surrounding dance floor empty. Farther to her left and across the
dance floor, someone had propped open the interior doors leading into the hotel
hallway. To the right of the door, along the same interior wall, a long wooden
bar stretched. Olivia’s friends sat at a round table in the middle of the room,
almost straight ahead from where she stood. Olivia wiggled out of her jacket,
draped it across the back of a chair, and glanced around. “Do we have a
waitress?”


Susan, one of her Belladonnas teammates, spoke first. Olivia
had known the thirty-year-old accountant about two weeks. “Haven’t seen her in
a while. Your best bet is to go to the bar if you don’t want to wait forever.” 


Olivia swiveled and peered behind her. The wait station was
at the end of the bar closest to the interior doorway, but no one stood between
the round metal service rails. Her gaze drifted right, traveling the length of
the bar over a couple sharing a kiss, past an overweight middle-aged man, a man
about her grandpa’s age, and beyond that a few more empty chairs. She studied
the younger man at the very end; he was almost pressed up against the wall that
separated the bar from the booths on the other side. She couldn’t see his
features reflected in the mirror opposite him, but something about him caught
her attention. He looked vaguely familiar, but she couldn’t place him off-hand.
Once she’d returned home, she’d had this déjà vu over and over. St. Louis was
like that, having not six, but rather three degrees of separation between
everyone. She’d run into at least a half dozen high school classmates in random
places, such as the grocery store or Target. 


Craning her neck, Clara followed Olivia’s gaze. “I see what
you’re looking at. The guy on the end. He has potential. Five bucks.”


Olivia scoffed. “What? Him? You know I’m not that into
blonds.” And was he blond. Even from the middle of the room, she could see the
highlights streaking through his short, wavy locks. 


Clara’s eyebrow inched up the way it did every time she was
about to double-dog dare Olivia. “You disappoint me. Ten bucks.”


“Seriously?” They’d started these challenges in ninth grade as
a way to push each other out of their comfort zones, and they’d continued the
wagers in college, especially when each had needed a helpful shove. 


“Go talk to him. He’s been over there by himself, eating and
watching baseball. Practice your flirt. You know you need it.” Now two arched
eyebrows waited for Olivia’s reply to Clara’s dig. 


Refusing to give Clara any satisfaction, Olivia deliberately
shrugged. “This’ll be the easiest ten bucks ever. And remember, you already owe
me a drink. Next round’s on you.”


Clara pointed. “Go.” 


Olivia grabbed her credit card from her wallet. No way would
she lose ten bucks for failing to talk to a guy. Still, when she neared the
bar, she paused and swallowed hard. 


Whoever he was, he was impressive up close. Compared to the
two hundred forty-five-pound linebacker who’d asked her out in college, this
guy was thin and lanky. Brady’s jersey would swallow him. However, when Blondie
lifted his beer and brought the glass to his lips, she could tell there was
nothing scrawny about him. No, he was lean and muscular, complete with cut
forearms and biceps, just as she liked them. And even though he was seated, he
was tall. At least six foot, because if he turned, their faces would be on the
same plane. Being five-ten, she hated how wearing heels made her tower over any
guy, including her brother. Bottles of booze lining the back wall blocked the
man’s reflection in the mirror behind the bar, eliminating a chance to fully
scope him out. 


She crossed her fingers and hoped he didn’t have the
personality of a gnat. Because in her experience, the more attractive the man
(or woman, in Clara’s case), the more of an IWA, her and Clara’s acronym for
‘Idiot with Attitude.’


Please don’t be an IWA. 


Still slightly behind the guy, Olivia caught the bartender’s
attention, and he raised one finger, indicating he’d be with her momentarily.
She felt Clara’s gaze burning a hole in her back, but Olivia took her time,
trying to envision the muscles hidden beneath the Henley Blondie wore. The male
form was something to behold. The aura surrounding him reeled her in like a
fishing line, but he hadn’t even noticed her. Hadn’t yet turned so she could
see his eyes, or the style of the glasses that covered them. These tingles were
silly. No way would the rest of him live up to the hype of those blond strands
that, on closer inspection, seemed sun-kissed, as if he’d been out on a beach.
Maybe he was a surfer? Although being in the middle of the country without an
ocean anywhere close by made that highly unlikely. Then again, this was a hotel
bar. He could simply be passing through. Most likely here today, gone tomorrow.


The bartender gave the guy a fresh beer and moved her
direction. Olivia stepped forward and into an electric current, making the hair
on her arms prickle and stand at high alert. She tamped down nerves. All she
had to do was talk to the guy next to her? Fine. Bring the thunder, because
even if he was an IWA, or worse, an AWA (‘Asshole with Attitude’), winning that
ten bucks was going to be a piece of cake. 
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As he swallowed the last dregs of his first glass of
Guinness, Zachary Morris’s fingers stilled. Winning relied on his ability to
sense both people and incoming pucks. The person approaching the bar had
paused, then moved forward. Zach brought the glass to his lips before setting
it next to the refill the bartender provided. He felt the woman slide into the
space to his left and could smell some sort of floral perfume. 


Three empty bar stools meant plenty of space, and she’d
decided to wedge next to him. Did she know who he was? In Naperville, he’d had eager
women do all sorts of things to get his attention. However, she hadn’t made a
move, minus push herself into his orbit. Intrigued, even if nothing happened, he
pushed the empty beer glass forward. Maybe, after he finished a second round,
he’d finally feel sleepy. 


Too much adrenaline of a new city and job. Add to it a long,
brutal practice on three hours of sleep, and all were screwing with his sleep
schedule and keeping his mind buzzing and bouncing from this and that. Oh, and
the fact his first official night in town as the Racers’ new backup goalie was
a complete bust. He sat alone, nursing a brew and watching the Dodgers play the
Giants in the division series. Drinking in a bar at least seemed far less Loserville
than drinking in his hotel room. 


So far the Racers had lived up to their reputation of the
losingest team in the league. They’d had no host family waiting for him and his
arrival had been a blip compared to that of Alec Moreno. Still, even being a
backup on the worst team at least meant Zach was “in the show.” 


The last twenty-four hours had changed everything. He’d
answered his cell and heard his coach say, “Check your email, pack a bag, and
get your ass to St. Louis. Good luck, kid.” 


Dead phone in hand, Zach had stared at the home screen for
what felt like half a minute before turning to his girlfriend and sharing the
good news. He’d told Brooke he either left right now, as clearly he was too
wired to sleep, or he left at three a.m. Was a half hour enough time for her to
pack? Or would she rather fly out Saturday morning to join him?


The woman next to Zach now leaned forward over the bar. He
inhaled more of her light, pleasant scent and realized the sweetness came from
her hair. Interesting. 


Highs and lows, Zach’s mom always preached. One moment on
top of the world, the next crashed and burned. High—working out with his new
team. Low—the punishing, down-and-back the entire length of the ice repetition
Coach Jenkins had ordered because of the Racers’ failure to beat New York last
night. 


High—despite today’s grueling practice making his burning
legs turn into grape jelly, his first pro skate had been a dream come true, a
goal he’d worked for since lacing up at age three. Low—if any single teammates
had gone out tonight, they hadn’t considered including him. Hadn’t given him
much of a second thought, actually.


He sipped more beer and watched one of the Dodgers advance
to first base. Had he been back in Chicago, he’d be out with Brooke and her
crowd, maybe at a club or party. High—hearing from his parents earlier how excited
they were. Low—being dumped via a text this afternoon: “Congrats. To avoid
distracting you with a long-distance thing, let’s say we’ve had fun and move
on. You’ll do great.” He hadn’t yet deleted it. 


On the TV, the Giants ended the Dodgers’ inning with a
double play. The Cardinals had won earlier, but Zach was a Brewers fan, and
they’d already been knocked out of the Central division. Chalk up another one
in the low column. Another low—realizing Brooke had been slumming. 


If he’d been smart, he would have walked away after one
night. But like a dumb, starstruck fool, he’d ignored the fact the relationship
had been destined to fail. She’d come from a wealthy Evanston family; he was
the oldest son of Wisconsin dairy farmers who were bovine rich and cash poor.
They really had nothing in common.


She worked for her family bank as a loan officer; he played
minor league hockey and hoped to be called up to a pro team that couldn’t hit
the broad side of a bright-red barn with a puck, much less land a biscuit in
the basket during a game. She and her two best friends shared a professionally
decorated, Lake Shore Drive high-rise with a view of Lake Michigan; he rented a
one-bedroom walkup whose walls rattled whenever the El went by. High—he’d rent
a better place in St. Louis. 


He was a pro now. He’d pay his dues by sitting on the bench
and wearing a hat instead of a helmet. Rare was a player like Jordan
Binnington, who as a rookie went from being the backup of the backup to the
starter who won a championship. 


Zach caught a snippet of the conversation next to him,
especially the rich, silky voice that, when speaking to the bartender, gave Zach
a jolt of awareness, as if his lower half had already left Brooke in the
rearview. The woman next to him placed a menu on the bar top.


“Okay, I’ve decided. Michelob Ultra. No, wait. Scratch that.
An old-fashioned. Knob Creek if you’ve got it. Also, a Seamus burger, medium
well, fries and a glass of water.” 


Zach’s jeans shouldn’t feel tight from hearing a lyrical
voice, but tell that to his demanding, twenty-four-year-old Johnson. A quick,
sideways look wouldn’t hurt, so he started with the black, low-heel ankle
boots, similar to the kind his younger sister Ellie wore. He noted the woman’s
dark-blue jeans, the kind he’d ban his sister from leaving the house in, if Ellie
ever wore something that painted on. 


With what might be an arm’s length between him and the intriguing
woman to his left, Zach willed her to turn his direction. Instead, her
straight, dark-brown hair—no, it was a shade of black—hid her profile. He straightened.
Highs and lows. Never knew which one until you entered the fray. And he was
sick of sitting here alone, listening to himself think.


“Big difference between beer and whiskey,” he observed as
the bartender retrieved a short, round glass.


Fingers with short nails painted blue covered the credit
card she held. Did her toes match? She turned. “After the day I had, I
needed something stronger.” 


Zach gulped. Shit. If Brooke had been a beautiful
punch to the gut, this woman was a bomb blast. Deep-brown eyes surrounded by
long, full lashes sat on each side of a perky nose. And her lips. He grabbed
his glass and sipped, eyes glued as she pivoted her left hip onto the edge of
the barstool. She maintained a forty-five-degree angle, giving him a great view
of a plain white T-shirt that accentuated perfect breasts and the dark-blue
open sweater that framed them. The simplicity of the top half led his gaze back
to the skintight jeans that threatened to make him embarrass himself if he
wasn’t careful. Like a fly in a trap, Zach remained fixated as lips glossed a
light pink opened and said, “Guinness, I see.”


“Yeah. How’d you know?” Dumb, Zach. Dumb.


A secretive, sexy-yet-sincere smile accompanied her gesture.
“Says it on the glass. And the foam gives it away.”


He really was an idiot to have made such a sophomore error. True,
he didn’t have the book smarts of most people, but he didn’t want to be counted
out from the start. And he was known as the king of recovery. He sipped and
wiped a finger across his top lip, buying time to rally his game and lower half
under control. He grinned, sending the message he was open to some light
banter. “What can I say? I’m a stickler for tradition. It is an Irish bar.”  


“That it is.” She tucked some of those silky black strands
his fingers compulsively itched to touch behind her right ear. He blinked when
the overhead light revealed she had a plum color streaked throughout. Three
tiny gold studs traveling up the cartilage winked at him like mischievous
sirens. Hell, maybe he was sex starved in addition to being sleep deprived. He
and Brooke hadn’t done it in ages, or at least not like they had when they’d
first met. He’d remained faithful, relying on good old Rosie Palm when on the
road.  He moved so he wouldn’t manspread and inadvertently knock her knee with
his. Or let her notice he was like a teenager with his first boner.


She returned his once-over. When she blinked, he noticed the
gold flecks near her irises. “You seem familiar. Do I know you? Did you go to
Kirkwood?” 


“Arrived in St. Louis this morning. No idea what that is.
And if we’d met, I’d remember you.” He swiped a drip from the glass, relieved.
She clearly she didn’t recognize him as the new Racers’ goalie, but why would
she? Metropolitan St. Louis had over two million people. Even if she followed
professional hockey, his being a pro had started at nine a.m. this morning when
he’d stepped onto the ice. 


He’d also taken his contacts out after practice. He
currently wore his glasses, and if he kept his spot on the roster and the pay
increase that accompanied it, he could afford Lasik in the off-season. He
planned to work extra hard to stay at this level. If he never saw the inside of
Naperville Arena again, it would be too soon. 


He noted her watching him, proof this wavelength he sensed
wasn’t traveling one direction. Her forehead creased as if trying to place him,
and it smoothed when, with a little shrug, she gave up. Hell, could anyone but
a rabid sports fan name a minor league team’s starting goalie, especially for a
team that played one state and five hours away? 


Plus, Zach almost didn’t recognize himself. Following
practice, he’d found a barber. Had him chop and eliminate Zach’s
revenge-of-the-mullet style. He absently stroked a hairless jawline; he’d also
had the barber shave off the full beard he’d worn in the unsmiling farm team
photo the Racers had circulated. High—no one in today’s press used the awful
photo. Low—no one used the photo. He’d been a mere mention on the evening news:
Zachary Morris called up. Eli Emerson sent down. 


Those were the breaks.


The ice rattled as the bartender made her old-fashioned, and
the woman next to him studied the silver shaker before her intriguing gaze
flickered back to him. “Well, welcome. Staying long?”


His shoulder lifted slightly. “Hopefully. I’d like to think
it’s a permanent job if I work hard.” Even if all he did was help the team
practice and wait in the wings.


Her head tilted, revealing a long, creamy neck made for
planting kisses. “I can understand that. I moved back home six weeks ago. Been
on the new job three weeks. It was a rough day, but nothing truly worth doing is
ever easy, right? ” She caught her lip under straight, white teeth, before letting
the swollen pinkness go with a small pop that sent blood racing to his cock. 


Boldly, he reached across his chest and held out his right
hand. “If it were easy everyone would do it. I’m Zach.” 


“Olivia.” Slender fingers gave his hand a firm, brisk shake,
and Zach swore the air around them heated five degrees. He placed his right
palm flat on the wooden bar as she added, “And don’t you dare say ‘in the sky
with diamonds.’”


He held up three fingers of his left hand in a poor
imitation of Scout’s honor. “Never.” 


The band started playing a louder number, so he either had
to lean closer or raise his voice. He edged her direction, pleased she didn’t
back away. “Although this country boy isn’t ashamed to admit he likes the
Beatles. Nice to meet you, Olivia.” 


“Likewise, Zach.” 


He liked how she pronounced his name, softening the harsh K
sound at the end. In front of them, the bartender strained Olivia’s drink over
a single, fat ice cube and added an orange peel garnish before placing the
old-fashioned in front of her. She passed over her credit card and waved off
opening a tab. Zach watched the bartender swipe the card, and for the hell of
it, broke the silence in a nothing ventured-nothing gained effort. “You here
with someone?” 


The bartender arched a quizzical eyebrow Zach’s direction
before placing the credit card receipt in front of Olivia. Olivia filled in a
generous tip and signed the slip before pointing to a table of four women whom
Zach had seen dancing earlier. “I’m with that group over there. My hockey
team.” 


Hockey? Interest peaked, Zach opened his mouth, but she’d
already moved away. She lifted her drink, credit card and receipt and called
over her shoulder, “Welcome to the Lou.” 


One thing about fitted denim, it called to a man. As she
sauntered away, parts of Zach stirred more than before. His gaze remained glued
as her very attractive backside wove through the tables, the cocktail held high
to avoid spilling it. He willed her to turn around so he could smile at her,
but she didn’t. Instead, she sat with her back to him and leaned against her
chair, that long, dark hair with the purple tips dangling over her shoulders.
He gave a slight shake of his head as if mocking himself and gave into the idea
forming. He waved the bartender over. “Would you send that table a round of
shots? Whatever they want. On me.”


The bartender gave him one of those long,
are-you-sure-you-know-what-you’re-doing stares. “They’ve been in here before,
especially when this band plays. They aren’t into men. Well, the old-fashioned
girl might be. I’ve never seen her before. Still want to buy them that round?”


The corner of Zach’s lip inched up. Didn’t that make things
even more interesting? “Absolutely.” 


After all, moving to the majors meant he’d gotten a pay
raise. Plus, he had nothing better to do. He wasn’t at all tired, and who
better to meet tonight than kindred spirits, other hockey players, even if they
were female. As for Ms. Old-Fashioned, well, something about her demanded more
investigation and attention. He’d bet his life she’d been into him, and
post-Brooke, perhaps a little harmless flirtation was exactly what he needed.






Chapter Two


The green cushion gave as Olivia sat with an exaggerated
thump. She leaned back and gazed pointedly at Clara. “Okay, pay up. I did it. I
talked to the guy.” Olivia tapped her forefinger twice on the wooden tabletop
before crooking the same finger at Clara. “You owe me ten bucks.” Olivia held
her hand out, palm up. “Cash preferred, or I take PayPal and Venmo. Don’t even
try to wiggle out of it.” 


“Who me?” Clara crossed her arms and pretended to appear
shocked, a complete farce if there ever was one. Shifting tactics, she sniffed
her disdain. “Frankly, all I saw from here was you ordered a drink and some
food. Were words exchanged?”


“Ha,” Olivia returned, which was easier than considering the
little tingles she’d experienced the moment Zach smiled at her. “You said talk
to him. You didn’t specify deep conversation.” 


Bitters mixed with the bourbon and heat bloomed across Olivia’s
chest as the bartender’s heavy pour worked its instant magic. “Now it’s your
turn to lighten up,” she told Clara. “And before you become a pill, he said
‘I’m Zach.’ I said ‘I’m Olivia.’ He said ‘I’m new in town.’ I said, ‘Great.
Welcome.’ So, pay up.” Olivia smirked and raised her glass in a mock toast.


Clara scowled. “Next time I’ll dare you to get a phone
number. I didn’t think you had it in you, being all rusty and everything.”


Olivia batted her eyes. “Child’s play. Hi, can I have your
phone number so I can win ten bucks? And hell, I had Mr. Whole Foods’ number by
the time we reached the dairy aisle.”


Across the table, Susan lifted a cheese-covered tortilla
chip. “No guesses as to why both of your love lives are in the toilet.” With a
loud crunch, she put the chip in her mouth. “You two are clueless. It’s not
about the chase. It’s about the entire race.”


“Good grief. I’m on sabbatical,” Clara insisted, her scowl
at being outsmarted unmoved. 


Susan’s lifting of another chip and making a show of putting
it in her mouth indicated her opinion of Clara’s excuse, pathetic. “You both
are so sad.”


“As if you can judge. You’re only here because your wife is busy
delivering babies,” Olivia defended. 


“True, or we’d be home snuggled on the couch,” Susan
admitted. “That’s the life of an OB/GYN. Babies never seem to arrive during
working hours.” 


Olivia had to admit some couch snuggling with someone did
sound nice. “Which means you have no idea what it’s like out there. And because
the date with Whole Foods turned out to be a bust doesn’t mean I need to strike
up a long conversation with some stranger in a bar. That goes for both of you
too.”


“Us too?” Across the table, Yvette pointed first to herself
and her girlfriend, Tina. “How did we get dragged into this?”


“Because you’re in a relationship,” Susan filled in
helpfully. She directed her next words at Olivia. “What’s that saying, you fall
off a bicycle, you get back on?” 


“It’s a horse,” Olivia corrected. “And if Clara can be on
sabbatical, then I’m too busy with work.” 


“Please,” Yvette dragged out the word, complete with a
thinning of her lips, a tuck of her chin and a skeptical lift of sharp brown
eyes that matched the mocha color of her skin. If Olivia weren’t one hundred
percent into men, the beautiful Yvette would top her list. Brutal on the ice,
but with perfect smoky eye makeup Olivia couldn’t get right no matter how hard
she tried, everyone knew when Yvette talked, you better listen, which she made
clear immediately. “Enough is enough. I’m refereeing this thing. I saw far more
words than that, and he spoke first. So if you want that ten dollars, spill all
the details.”


Tina high-fived Yvette, and impressed, Susan lifted her
glass of Riesling in half salute before joining the pile on. “Good call,
Yvette. Come on, Olivia. How are you going to find Mr. Right if you can’t
practice on Mr. Wrong?”


“What kind of flawed logic is that?” Olivia demanded, taking
another sip of her old-fashioned. 


“Wait. How do we know he’s a Mr. Wrong? She didn’t talk to
him for more than a minute,” Tina pointed out. Olivia frowned as the situation
spiraled out of control. 


Feeling justified, Clara joined in. “I agree with Yvette,
Susan and Tina. We want the details. All of them. Either that or go back over
there. To be fair, I’ll make it worth your while. Double or nothing.”


“We are not upping it to twenty.” Olivia drummed her fingers
on the table in a rapid staccato. Simply standing next to Zach had made her
lady bits go haywire. No matter how hot and handsome, she didn’t want to give
the guy any ideas, and she certainly hadn’t come to McDuff’s so her friends could
try to fix her up. “No. This ends now. Leave the poor guy alone. He certainly
doesn’t need the likes of us toying with him.”


“If he was a female, I’d toy with him,” Clara noted.


Olivia sighed with exaggerated disappointment. “You’re lucky
I like you.”


Clara took Olivia’s favorite jab in stride. “Right back at
you, girlfriend. Too bad we aren’t each other’s type or we’d be the perfect
power couple.”


“It is a shame,” Yvette agreed. She wiggled long fingernails
painted a bright neon green, a contrast to Olivia’s far shorter ones. Olivia
resisted the urge to pick her cuticles, a nervous habit left over from
childhood.


“Seriously, Olivia. Live a little,” Clara insisted. “I can
see from here he’s cute. Not sex-on-a-stick hot, but he’s nice and ripped and
not too shabby.”


“He’s blond with surfer highlights,” Olivia threw out.


Clara reached for the plate of nachos Susan had pushed into
the center of the table. “So? What’s wrong with blonds? Go against your
preferred type for once. Maybe that’s your problem.”


“What? Hair color?” Olivia scoffed.


“No. The type of guy you always go for. And there’s no harm
in friendly conversation. If things get serious, we’ll vet him for you.”


Oh, Lord no. “Let the poor man be. He’s by himself. He
should be able to drink in peace if he wants. This is girls’ night.” Olivia
took a big swallow and the bourbon created more heat.


“It’s always a girls’ night,” Susan pointed out with a wry
lip twist. That earned laughter from Tina and Yvette.


Stymied, the much-needed sip of bourbon blasted over Olivia’s
tongue as a waitress wearing a green apron suddenly materialized by their
table. Wherever their server had been, she’d popped up. Everyone swiveled
around. “The gentleman at the end of the bar has offered to buy you a round of
shots. Whatever you want.”


“Really? He did?” Clara’s gaze pinned Olivia. “Tell him
thank you and that he’s my new best friend.”


“Okay.” The waitress stood there patiently.


Clara took charge, same as she did on the ice. “Irish
Kentuckians all around, including the band since he’s buying. Tell the
gentleman he’s welcome to join us. Poor guy, sitting all alone. He’s safe with
us. We don’t bite.” 


The moment their server stepped out of earshot, Olivia
rounded on Clara. “Really? We don’t bite?”


Safe across the table, Clara flicked her shoulder-length
blond hair. “I certainly won’t. And please, your bark is worse than your bite.
Loosen up. Double or nothing, Olivia.” 


Outmaneuvered, Olivia grabbed her old-fashioned and drank
deeply. On a normal day, she and Clara were equally matched in their
give-and-take. But nothing about today had been normal. Welcome warmth created
by the Knob Creek numbed Olivia’s cheeks. 


Susan pushed her empty plate forward. “What’s in the shots
you ordered?” 


Clara wiggled as she made herself more comfortable. “Equal
parts Jim Beam, Jameson, Wild Turkey, Bushmill, and Southern Comfort peach.
Trust me, you’ll all love it. Keeping it in the bourbon family for Olivia.”


One old-fashioned already racing through Olivia’s veins, the
order sounded like alcohol poisoning in a shot glass. “We aren’t doing double
or nothing.”


“Of course we are. When he comes over here, you’ll talk to
him again. That’ll be worth the twenty bucks I’m going to have to shell out.
It’s not like I can’t afford it.” 


“Shh, he’s walking this way.” Yvette straightened and waved at
him before turning to Olivia. “Ooh, he is cute.”


“He is,” Tina agreed, not even attempting to be discreet in
her head-to-toe appraisal. “Let’s hope for your sake, Olivia, his brain matches
the body because that’s pretty fine.”


Olivia folded her arms and refused to turn around. “Oh, come
on. The last thing he wants to do is to sit with a bunch of…”


“Move over. Men are like art. You don’t need to hang it in
your house to enjoy looking at it.” Yvette scooted her chair so six could
squeeze around the five-top circular table. 


When Zach arrived, Yvette shot her hand forward. Olivia
noted Zach’s quick reaction time. Not only was he not caught off guard, he
switched his drink to his left with hardly a ripple and captured Yvette’s hand
in his. Olivia swore the color Yvette wore on her cheeks brightened. “Thank you
so much for the shots. I’m Yvette. You know Olivia. That’s Clara, Susan, and my
girlfriend, Tina. You’re Zach.”


One of those grins that created dimples as deep as the Grand
Canyon formed, and despite her cardigan, Olivia rubbed her left bicep to offset
the sudden delicious little chill. “I am. Nice to meet all of you. Olivia said
you play hockey together.”


“We do.” After sending Olivia a quick “you liar” look, Clara
smoothed her features and indicated the open space next to Olivia. “Grab a
chair and join us. We’re the Belladonnas. Well, not Tina.”


“I’m still working on skating two feet without falling,”
Tina said with an easy laugh. “They’re the pros.”


“It’s a women’s amateur league,” Olivia inserted, before
Zach got the wrong idea they were some sort of actual professionals. “It’s not
our day jobs.” 


With his free hand, Zach swung a chair into the space to Olivia’s
left, between her and Yvette. He noted her drink as he sat. “Good? Not many
women know to order Knob Creek.” 


Olivia worked not to squirm as his bright-blue eyes pinned
her. The black frames he wore accentuated the cerulean color. The only reason
she knew what liquor to order was because, on rare occasions, her dad drank
Knob Creek. She’d bought him a bottle last Christmas, and it was still over
half full nine months later.


“Oh, our Olivia’s well-rounded in everything,” Clara said. Olivia
was going to kill Clara later for laying it on so thick. 


“Olivia, the old-fashioned girl.” As Zach set his Guinness
and phone on the table, Olivia blushed. He’d meant her drink, so she lifted the
glass in salute. She sipped, the movement more for composure than anything.


Zach rattled her, wedged as he was into the gap between her
and Yvette, filling the space with his lethal and dangerous aura. Given a
proper chance to study him for the past few minutes, she judged him to be about
six foot two. Maybe one-hundred-eighty pounds soaking wet. It had been a game
in college, seeing if she could guess players’ heights and weights before
reading their stat sheets, and she’d carried the practice into the real world
with any man who caught her eye.


Maybe that’s where she’d gone wrong with Mr. Whole Foods. She
liked her men to be taller; Whole Foods had been five-nine. By rule she usually
didn’t date people shorter, as it was, she towered over her twin brother by
four inches, a fact they both hated. A pang had Olivia taking another sip. 


When they’d been seven, Keegan had asked their mom to
stretch him so he could be as tall as Olivia. Olivia, who’d topped him by two
inches, had asked her mom to give her a shrinking pill. Their mom had told them
neither was scientifically possible, and they both were perfect the way they
were. The marks on the kitchen doorframe had continued to grow farther and
farther apart, but luckily she and Keegan hadn’t. 


Settled, Zach reached for his beer. Goosebumps prickled with
awareness as he almost brushed his forearm against hers. She certainly hadn’t
felt these annoying, jittery little tingles in her stomach. Surely they had to
be hunger pangs (and where was that burger) when she’d been out with Mr. Whole
Foods. Or any of the men before that, if she were honest. 


She held her cocktail, took another sip and let the
top-shelf whiskey burn in her throat as a potent reminder of her dating
failures. Just because a man was good looking didn’t mean he had a personality
to match. 


She should not be wondering if Zach had the personality to
match.


“Thanks for letting me crash your party,” Zach told her.
“Was getting tired of keeping my own company.”


“Is it that bad?” A liquor-loosened tongue formed words
before Olivia could think to call them back. 


“Ouch,” Zach said, putting his hands over his heart. 


Olivia scrambled. “I mean, you’re taking a big risk sitting
here. These women are deadly.”


“Seriously, Olivia?” Clara asked with a dramatic roll of her
eyes.


Zach laughed and blue eyes gave her an amused wink. No, his
eyes were more aqua, with an outer rim that appeared turquoise. “It’s fine.
I’ll risk it. No one’s ever labeled me a quitter.” He turned his attention from
her and to her friends. “So hockey. That’s cool. What position does everyone
play?”


For a nanosecond, Olivia sat there, shocked he’d severed
their connection. She should be grateful Clara took over the conversation, but
instead, the act left her unsettled. 


“Yvette’s our center,” Clara said. “Susan and I play
defense. Olivia’s our new goalie.”


“That’s fantastic. I play a little myself now and then.” He
tilted his head and peered over his shoulder at Olivia. Intrigued eyes dared
twinkle at her. “A goalie. You any good?”


How many times had she heard that question? If she had a
nickel…. She jutted her chin forward. “I can hold my own.”


Delicious dimples deepened and that earlier connection
returned full force as his low and husky voice said, “I bet you can.” 


“Her dad played in the minors and her grandpa in the majors,
and she stopped all but three tonight,” Yvette boasted as she set her phone
aside. 


“We still lost,” Olivia grumbled. She gentled her tone to
remain positive. “But we’ll get ’em next time.” Even though she’d addressed her
friends, she sensed Zach watching her. 


“I hate losing too,” he commiserated. “Poker. Trivia. Jenga.
E-sports. You name it.” 


She turned toward him, tempted into conversation. “Our
league doesn’t allow checking, boarding, or fighting, so the games are tamer
than the street hockey I played with the neighborhood kids. I like being on the
ice. And even though it’s fun, I play to win.”


Zach nodded his approval. “Nothing wrong with that.” 


“Look, if you’re still feeling responsible for letting in
that last goal, you can buy a round to make up,” Clara joked, proving she’d
been listening.


Olivia nipped that idea. “No way. You owe me a drink and if
I’d had some defense out there, we might not have lost. We did score first. At
least Yvette added to her point total.”


“Congrats,” Zach told Yvette.


“Olivia’s always been ultra-competitive,” Clara told Zach.
“She’s a Belladonnas rookie. We always have a slow start. The Vixens were who
we played tonight,” Clara added for his benefit, “always start strong and
falter by the end.”


Olivia had researched her opponents and couldn’t
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