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“No me jodas! Don’t fuck with me today,” Annalise Alonso muttered under her breath as yet another guest stepped into her path. Cursing the fates for sticking her on this job at a Vegas Night fundraiser put on by the New York Empires hockey team, she balanced slim crystal champagne flutes on a small round tray in front of her as she wove her way around the room. This was at least her tenth trip through the crowd, and she was praying her manager George would move her to another task soon.

Her leg hurt, as it usually did when she was on her feet, but Annalise never complained. She was grateful for the work. At least she’d be able to buy groceries and maybe pay some of the electric bill with her salary from tonight. With his temper getting the best of him yet again, her younger brother Hector hadn’t been able to hold down a job lately, and her salary from Creative Catering was all they had to rely on.

Annalise heard a screech and stopped to see what was going on. A woman was just getting to her feet after having taken a tumble down the stairs, and people had stopped to watch the commotion as if it were a train wreck. Shaking her head, Annalise turned away, just as a hulk of a man rose from the dealer’s seat at one of the blackjack tables. As he knocked into the edge of the tray with his elbow, she threw her hand around the front of the glasses, but it was too late. Like beautiful dominoes they fell forward, onto her arm and all over him and then, when she jerked back, several fell toward her, soaking her white tuxedo shirt.

She watched in horror as the flutes crashed to the floor, sending champagne and tiny shards of crystal flying several feet around the two of them. The man made a desperate attempt to catch a couple of the glasses as they tumbled over, but once he had one in each hand he didn’t seem to know what else to do. His tuxedo shirt, which undoubtedly wasn’t a ten-dollar purchase from the thrift store like hers, along with his also-sodden jacket dripped the expensive bubbly steadily onto the floor.

Cursing again, Annalise grabbed a stack of beverage napkins from another waiter who’d come over to help and tried to mop some of the fizzy mess off the man. She only succeeded in making things worse though, as bits of white from the napkins clung to the wet suit coat framing his saturated shirt. Then her face flamed as her knuckles brushed his groin on one of her strokes. He looked down at her—way down, with dark eyes full of regret and embarrassment.

She dropped the wad of damp napkins on her tray. “I’m so sorry!”

“Not your fault. I wasn’t watching where I was going,” the man explained, his voice deep and rumbling.

George lumbered over, motioning to another staff member, who ran to get a mop. “We apologize, sir. Annalise was clearly not paying attention. If you send me the dry cleaning bill I will make sure you’re reimbursed for the cost.” He glared at Annalise, and she realized he’d be taking it out of her paycheck. She closed her eyes, as her hopes of actually being able to pay a bill vanished.

“Not necessary.”

“The girl caused the accident and she’ll pay for it,” George answered. And then continued so softly Annalise almost didn’t hear him, “Along with all of these broken glasses.”

The man glanced at Annalise again, and his gaze moved from her flaming red face down. Annalise’s eyes followed the movement and she realized her shirt had become transparent, along with her dollar-store white bra. Her nipples, which had hardened into points, were easily visible given her Puerto Rican coloring. She blushed harder. Forcing herself to raise her gaze, she saw that Mr. Tall, Dark and Built’s gorgeous brown eyes had transformed, his pupils blown with heat. He touched a hand to his shaved head and blew out a breath.

“Excuse me,” she said, and stepped around both of them. Fleeing to the relative safety of the kitchen area, she grabbed an apron someone had tossed on a prep table and wrapped it around her sopping wet torso. From there she ran for the bathroom, no longer caring who was cleaning up the mess or what George would say about her leaving him there to deal with the man.

Due to her heritage she definitely wasn’t anyone’s idea of thin, and her too-large breasts were just one of many banes of her existence. It was difficult at best to find bras that fit, especially with her nonexistent clothing budget, and many times she ended up with the kind of cheap, ill-fitting bra she was wearing today. Untying the apron, Annalise surveyed the damage in the mirror. Then burst into tears.

*****
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Marcus Mitchell felt like he’d jumped into a pool in his tux. He wasn’t a fan of dressing up, but the team had wanted the players to wear formal attire to their annual Vegas Night. Since he hadn’t thought he’d be getting sprayed with champagne, he didn’t have other clothes on him and wondered if they’d let him go home early.

Probably not.

After assuring the asshole he assumed was the catering manager that the hot little number he’d bumped into would most definitely not be paying for his dry cleaning bill, he excused himself, heading to the men’s room to see what he could do with his clothes.

As he rounded the corner by the restrooms he spied the woman—Annalise, the manager had called her—hightailing it to the women’s room. Marcus watched as her round, curvy ass and hips swayed inside pants not made for a woman’s body. And she definitely had a woman’s body, from the top of her straight, black hair to the small feet encased in a pair of black sneakers that looked odd with the rest of the outfit. He couldn’t forget how her nipples had beaded from the cold champagne or the discernible outline of her sizeable tits as she’d unwillingly starred in her own wet t-shirt contest. His dick had hardened as soon as he’d gotten a gander at the dusky nipples, which were a few shades darker than the olive of her skin.

She was definitely of Hispanic heritage, given her coloring. At first he’d thought maybe she shared the same Native American blood he’d gotten from his mom’s family, but when he’d looked at her again it was obvious from her round, light brown eyes, full lips and button nose she wasn’t Native American. When he’d stood to his full height she’d only come up to his pecs, so he guessed she was only a little over five feet tall, but her chest was not in proportion to the rest of her, a fact he thanked God for. He loved tits—small ones, big ones—he wasn’t picky.

He removed his jacket and then peeled off the drenched shirt. The undershirt he had on would have to do for now, but after blotting off the tuxedo jacket he decided he’d better put that back on. With all the alcohol flowing out there he didn’t need any more attention from the puck bunnies than he was already getting. Being one of the few bachelors left on the team, as well as one of the most highly-paid players, meant he got more than his fair share of feminine attention. Lately he’d found himself wishing they’d all just leave him alone. Marcus much preferred a quiet evening spent at home to the craziness that was the Manhattan club scene.

As he headed back into the banquet room, he hoped Annalise wouldn’t catch too much hell for this. It wasn’t her fault. He went directly to the bar and got a draft, downing almost a third of it in one long pull. He didn’t drink a lot, and he definitely wanted to keep control over himself, given the...quality of many of the female attendees, but he needed to calm down. Flashes of Annalise’s breasts kept playing in his mind on a loop, like some sort of personal porno, and his cock refused to listen to reason.

Marcus caught glimpses of Annalise as she continued working. It looked as if she was still wearing the now-damp tuxedo shirt. Didn’t they have spare uniforms around? A flare of something hot—jealousy or possessiveness—reared up in his chest as he thought about his teammates and the other men at the event checking out her rack.

He tried to catch her to tell her he’d take care of his tux himself. She shouldn’t be held responsible for something that wasn’t her fault. When he couldn’t get a hold of her, he then tried her manager, but the man insisted Annalise make amends. Frustrated, Marcus slunk over to the bar and got himself a cola. Then an idea popped into his head.

“Hey, buddy, do you know Annalise?”

The bartender looked up. “Yeah, sure. We work together sometimes.”

Marcus put on his best hangdog expression. “We had a collision tonight and my tux got wet. Your manager is blaming her and wanting her to pay for my dry cleaning. I told the guy it was as much my fault as hers, but he’s insisting.”

“Typical. The guy’s a total bastard, if you hadn’t noticed. I wouldn’t even bother with this job if I didn’t have student loan debt up the wazoo.”

“Yeah, I caught onto his personality pretty quickly. I just feel bad. Is there any way you’d be able to get me some contact information for Annalise so I can call her and make sure she doesn’t pay for my mistake? I’ve been trying to get her alone away from her boss tonight, but he’s always hanging around.”

The man reached for a glass and began drying it, his eyebrows drawn down. “I shouldn’t do this...”

“Come on, man. Even if I never give that guy a receipt, which I wouldn’t do in a million years, he’s gonna dock her pay. You know I’m right.”

The bartender glanced in Annalise’s direction. “Yeah, and that’s the last thing she needs.” Marcus wondered where the cryptic comment came from but said nothing, lest he spook the guy. “Okay, lemme go look it up on the clipboard in the back.”

Marcus reached a hand out. “I appreciate this, man. By the way, my name is Marcus Mitchell.”

“I know who you are.” He grinned and Marcus relaxed a little. “But swear to me you won’t hurt her. A lot of people say you’re one of the nice guys, but she doesn’t need someone who’s just looking for an excuse to go after a quick lay. If you’re just gonna dick her around then I’m not gonna help you out.”

“Seriously, I just wanna make sure she’s okay.”

The bartender assessed him for a moment before nodding. He left and Marcus turned toward the crowd. Without the buffer of the gambling tables between him and the puck bunnies it was a little harder to shake them off, but he managed. He had no interest in a one-night stand. When he’d been younger, sure. But now he was thirty-three and those days were long over.

He hadn’t been lying when he’d said his intentions toward Annalise were honorable, he just hadn’t been telling the whole truth. If he had a chance to get to know her better, he had a feeling he’d like her. Call it gut instinct, but Marcus’s gut had never done him wrong. The bartender came back, slipping him a small piece of paper. Marcus tucked it in his pocket, tipped the guy fifty bucks, and went to see what his teammates were doing.
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By the time she got home and was finally able to remove her prosthesis her leg was killing her. The damn thing rubbed against her all the time and hurt like hell. She wished she had one that fit better, but beggars couldn’t be choosers, and she certainly wasn’t far above begging. Hector was nowhere to be found. Big surprise there. At least she’d been able to grab some leftover canapés so she’d have a meal tonight. The food was the biggest benefit of working for a caterer.

Annalise sat down on her ratty couch with the to-go box perched on a TV tray next to her and assessed the damage from the prosthesis. Angry red lines ran from the point where the prosthesis fit onto her leg to halfway up her thigh. She ran her fingers lightly over them and winced. Good thing she wasn’t working again until Tuesday—it would give her a couple of days to get the soreness and inflammation down before she had to do it all again. But she was scheduled Friday and Saturday night next weekend, and though she was looking forward to the money, she definitely wasn’t relishing the inherent aches.

When Annalise rose the next morning Hector still wasn’t around, and she sighed. She hoped he wasn’t getting into a bad crowd again. He’d been in and out of jail for the past couple of years, all for stupid stuff like trespassing and vandalism. But as she well knew, that’s how the trouble started. You did some petty stuff and before you knew it found yourself driving the getaway car in an armed robbery, like her friend Flora, who was currently serving three to five years. For about the millionth time she thanked God that her own life had taken a different turn. Poor she may be, but at least she had her morals.

Annalise was just heading to the market to buy a few groceries and pay the blasted electric bill when her phone rang. She walked to it as quickly as she was able and made it just in time to avoid the answering machine picking up.

“Hello?”

“Annalise?”

“Yes.”

“This is Marcus Mitchell—from last night.” Annalise had no idea what he was talking about, and apparently he sensed that in her silence, because he continued. “I was the guy you collided with.”

“Oh!” Her hand flew up to cover her mouth. “I’m so sorry—”

Marcus cut her off. “Don’t worry about it. Actually, that’s why I’m calling. I know that manager dude said he was going to make you pay for my dry cleaning bill and I wanted to tell you I’m not going to give him a receipt for it. So if he tries to make you pay for some phony bill, don’t do it.”

“I don’t have much of a choice,” she mumbled.

“Well, then, I’ll give you my number and you can tell me how much he docked you and I’ll reimburse you.”

“Look...”

“Don’t argue with me. I’m not letting you pay for something that wasn’t even your fault.”

“Um, well, thank you.” Annalise wasn’t used to people going out of their way to help her and couldn’t help but feel a little pathetic.

“Do you have some paper? I’ll give you my cell number.”

A cell phone. Man, what she would give to have a cell phone. Then she could actually call home and check up on Hector while she was working and he’d have a way to get a hold of her when he got in trouble. But that was a pipe dream. She was lucky she’d kept enough ahead of the phone company to keep her landline.

Reaching over to the pad she kept on the counter in a vain effort to encourage Hector to write her a note when he left the house, she wrote down the number Marcus rattled off.

“I want you to promise you’ll call me if your boss tries to cheat you. Promise me, Annalise.” His tone brooked no argument and she agreed. “Good. Now just one more thing. Can I take you out for dinner sometime?” Annalise pulled the phone away from her ear and stared at it. He wanted to go out—like on a date? She realized she’d been staring so long that Marcus was repeating “Hello?” over the phone and she quickly put it back to her ear.

“Dinner?” Annalise smacked herself on the head. She sounded like a total idiot.

“Yeah. You know, that large meal typically consumed around sundown?”

She couldn’t help but laugh. “I know what it is. I guess I’m just surprised.”

“What? You thought Neanderthals like me didn’t eat dinner?”

“I’m sure you eat dinner, I just have no idea why you’d want to eat it with me.” Annalise was wishing for a hole to open up under her, but it didn’t happen. How much less cool could she be acting right now?

“I want to take you out because you’re a beautiful girl and I’d like to get to know you better.”

“Okay, but—”

“No buts. You said okay and that’s all I heard. So when are you free?”

Annalise bit her lip. “Um, tomorrow night? Or is that too soon? I mean, I know you guys are busy—”

“Tomorrow night is perfect. Should I pick you up?”

Glancing around her crappy apartment in a sudden panic, she said, “No, no. Don’t pick me up. I’ll meet you.”

“How about we go to Butter?”

“Butter?”

“Yeah.” Marcus chuckled and the rich sound echoed over the phone. “It’s a cool restaurant in Manhattan. Very ‘in’ right now.”

“Okay, I can do that...”

And it’ll cost as much as I make in a month...I’m so out of my league here it’s ridiculous.

“Awesome. Seven tomorrow night then?” She agreed and Marcus hung up.

After setting the phone back into the cradle she sat down at the small, scarred table that served as her eating area. “I have nothing to wear to a fancy place. What was I thinking? And why I am talking out loud to myself?”

She mentally flipped through her sparse closet and was ruminating on what to do about a suitable outfit for a fancy place like this Butter must be when she heard a key scrape in the lock at the front door. Her brother Hector strolled in. “Buenos dias, pobrecita!”

Annalise rolled her eyes. Her brother had been calling her “pobrecita” forever. It meant “poor little girl”, but wasn’t necessarily meant in a good way. “Where have you been?”

“I stayed over at Pablo’s house. I thought I left you a message.”

“You didn’t.”

And you damn well know it, chacho.

Hector shrugged. “Sorry. We got anything to eat?”

“Not much. I was just going to the store.”

“You look like you’re sitting, not going to the store.”

Annalise felt her temper flaring and had to consciously settle herself down before she spoke again. Hector loved getting her riled up and she was loath to give him the satisfaction of knowing he’d succeeded. “I was just about to leave.” She’d hauled herself up and was out the door before he could speak another word, which was something given how sore her leg was today.

On the way to the bus stop she considered her options for her date the next night. She could wear something she already had or hope there was something at the thrift store and subsequently buy less food. Just as she was mentally tallying how much food she could buy if she went to the thrift store, an idea popped into her head. Smiling, she got on the bus and sat down gratefully. Her friend Neva had offered to lend her clothes in the past. Neva’s family wasn’t rich by any stretch, but they weren’t living hand-to-mouth like Annalise was, so maybe Neva would have something acceptable. Even better, both girls were curvy, so even a borrowed dress might look all right.

When she returned from the grocery store she called Neva, and her friend soon arrived with several choices. Annalise had a ball trying on each outfit, but ultimately decided to go with a pair of loose black pants and multi-colored blouse. She’d have to wear her work shoes, since Neva’s feet were smaller than hers, but at least people wouldn’t be staring and pointing since the outfit looked decent.

After profusely thanking Neva, who insisted on knowing who Annalise was going out with before she handed over the goods, Annalise swore her friend to secrecy. All she needed was word getting out in the neighborhood that she was dating one of the Empires and she’d never hear the end of it. Despite that sobering thought, Annalise hadn’t felt this on top of the world in weeks, but she made herself approach tomorrow with cautious optimism. The few times she’d gotten her hopes up that a man was interested in her, she’d been hurt. And this wasn’t just any man—he was a professional athlete who was no doubt used to dating glamorous women. But she refused to be cowed by that. Her mama, God rest her soul, had taught her to be a strong woman, and she would be, even if she had to fake it.
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Marcus dressed for his date with Annalise with more trepidation than normal. He had no idea why he felt so anxious. She was just a regular girl. Maybe it was because he usually dated women he met through friends or his teammates. That last woman, what was her name? Kristeena? Ugh, she was so boring he’d thought at one point during dinner he’d rather talk to his hockey sticks than to her.

He wondered again if he should have insisted on picking Annalise up. It didn’t sit well with him to meet his date at the restaurant and expect her to find her own transportation, but Annalise had been insistent.

Marcus arrived at Butter with a few moments to spare and went to the bar to wait. He ordered a drink and had just paid the bartender when someone tapped him on the shoulder. He turned to see Annalise standing there, smiling shyly. He took in her brightly-colored blouse and black pants, but frowned slightly when he noticed the serviceable black shoes she wore. Did she not have any other shoes or was there a reason she had to wear those? He wasn’t a snob and certainly not a fashion critic but he couldn’t help but wonder why she would wear black sneakers with her outfit.

Before she could notice his disquiet he schooled his expression and grinned. Sliding off the stool, he offered it to her. “They said it would be a little while until our table is ready. Would you like a drink?”

“If you’re having one.”

He indicated the Crown and Coke sitting on the bar. “Got one. What’ll you have?”

“White wine?”

“Is that a question?” She blushed and he grinned again. He found he liked teasing her, which was a departure from his usual date behavior. The girls he normally went out with didn’t handle teasing well. Though Annalise blushed beautifully, she didn’t seem to be offended. The bartender came over and Marcus inquired about the varieties of white available by the glass. Annalise chose a Riesling and he settled behind her as she took a delicate sip from the glass.

She half-turned in the stool to regard him. “How did you get a reservation here? My friend said it’s booked for months in advance.”

“There are a few advantages to being a professional athlete in this town,” he answered, with a wink.

“Oh. Well, of course. I-I didn’t think about that. You can probably go wherever you want, whenever you want.”

“I wouldn’t say that, but it does make it easier to do some things.”

“Should we look at a menu so we know what we want when they seat us?”

“Are you in that much of a hurry to get rid of me?”

Annalise bit her lip and he imagined doing much more fun things to that full mouth. He shifted his weight, hoping his growing erection wouldn’t be noticeable. “No, of course not. It’s just...restaurants like this want to turn their tables.”

“I’m guessing they’ll let us stay as long as we’d like.”

She blushed again and he was hit with an image from the other night after they’d collided. She’d been blushing then too, but it wasn’t her lovely face he’d been paying attention to—it was her large, full breasts, nicely outlined by a sopping wet shirt. He was forced to alter his stance again.

Now is not the time, big guy...

“So, when you’re not toting champagne around, what do you do?”

“Not much, really. I only have the one job right now, and the rest of my time is mostly spent at home.”

He noticed she’d said ‘one job’ as if that wasn’t natural, but decided to ignore that for the moment. “And where’s home?” He knew he was being nosy, but the girl wasn’t volunteering any information about herself, so what was he to do? Talk about the weather?

“Um, the Bronx.”

“Wow, really? That’s cool.”

Annalise shook her head, staring into her wine glass. “Not really.”

Okay, new topic.

“So why isn’t a beautiful woman like you going out rather than staying home?” He watched as Annalise closed her eyes briefly and could’ve kicked himself. How did he keep saying the wrong thing?

“I just, um, prefer to stay home.”

He was reminded of a phrase he’d heard as a boy: liar, liar, pants on fire.

“Have you lived in New York your whole life?”

“Yes. I was born in the Bronx and I’m still there. I’m guessing, based on your accent, that you aren’t a native New Yorker?”

He laughed. “Not hardly. I’m from Vancouver.”

“Canadian. I should’ve figured that out, seeing as you’re a hockey player.”

“A lot of players these days aren’t from Canada. Only about forty percent of current players in the NHL are, I think.”

“Really? Where else are they from? I don’t know much about hockey.” There was the blush again.

“Europe, Russia, and an ever-increasing number from here in the States.”

“Huh. I had no idea. I mean, I knew there were players from Russia and stuff, but I had no idea it was so big a sport here.”

A hostess came to take them to their table and Marcus blew out a breath as he watched Annalise walk ahead of him. He really liked her, but he was starting to get the feeling the two of them didn’t have much in common. What could he talk about for the rest of the night?

Fortunately, they found they both loved similar movies and television shows and the rest of the evening flowed smoother than he’d originally thought it would. The only sticking point came when Annalise had opened her menu and he watched as her mouth dropped open before she was able to shut it again. She’d tried to order a small side salad, saying she wasn’t hungry, but he’d watched as her gaze had wandered toward the other diners around them, her eyes round with longing. He’d basically had to force her to order something larger. Once he had and the food had been delivered, though, she’d systematically demolished every bite and he relaxed.

It was obvious she never ate in nice restaurants. He knew waitressing for a caterer couldn’t pay much and New York City was by no means a cheap place to live, but he wondered what her financial situation was. It was clearly none of his business, but he found himself with a crazy desire to take care of her. And after some of the duds he’d gone out with lately, he could use a little special someone in his life.

She refused dessert, but he insisted he was still hungry and ordered a big slice of chocolate cake with two forks. When the check came he whisked it off the table and quickly threw his credit card into the holder, handing it back to the server immediately. He was happy their dinner was only interrupted twice by fans wanting to talk to him or asking for autographs. Marcus knew where his paycheck came from and made it a point to be friendly with the fans, but sometimes it was tiresome to not even be able to stop for a morning coffee without people harping on you about the power play.

When they rose from the table, he asked, “Would you like to take a walk?”

A strange expression passed over her face before she smiled and said, “I really shouldn’t. I’m stuffed and I need to get home. I’m working tomorrow.”

“All right, but I’d like to see you again soon. I’m going out of town to play for the next four days, but I’ll be back late Friday night. Can I see you on Saturday?”

“I’m working Saturday night.”

“What time? We could have a late lunch after I get done with practice.”

“I need to be there at five.”

“Perfect. I’ll be out in Brooklyn, since that’s where our arena is, so I’ll come get you and you can take me somewhere in your neighborhood so you’re not too far from home before you have to work.”

“I’ll meet you in Brooklyn. My catering job is there that night.” She wouldn’t meet his eyes, and he didn’t know if she was lying about her catering job being there or if it was something else, but there was definitely some weirdness going on.

He turned her to face him. “Is there something you’re not telling me? If you’re not interested you can say so. I’m a big boy.”

“No!” She bit her lip briefly before continuing. “No, it’s not that.”

Raising his hand to her face, he briefly stroked her cheek with his fingertips and she shuddered. “You can talk to me.”

Annalise shook her head. “I really can’t.”

“All right. Do you still want to go out on Saturday? Or would another day be easier for you?”

“Saturday is fine.”

“Then it’s settled. I’ll give you a call when I’m done with practice and we can get something right around the arena.”

“You drive a hard bargain,” she told him, with a little smile.

“As long as you don’t say no.” Before he lost his nerve, he leaned down and kissed her with just a light touch of his lips to hers. Initially she jerked back, but then settled in. His arm snaked around her waist as he applied a little more pressure to the kiss. Annalise put her arms around his neck and he pulled her even tighter to him, opening his mouth and running his tongue over the seam of her lips.

Her lips separated and he plunged inside, stroking over her tongue and exploring her mouth as her grip on him tightened. Marcus let out a soft growl as he changed the angle of her head with his free hand and continued the kiss. They were standing outside the restaurant, and he knew he should be more discreet, but this woman made him crazy.

Suddenly she pushed back from him and put her hand over her ravaged mouth.

“I’m sorry,” he stuttered, “I—”

Annalise shook her head and turned partially away. “It’s not your fault. Anyway, I gotta go.” She began to walk away and he found himself chasing her, cursing himself for his lack of control.

“Annalise, wait!” She stopped and he said, “Look. I shouldn’t have done that, especially not right here on the street. You’re just so beautiful, and I thought we were having a good time.”

She put up a hand and he stopped talking. “We were. We did. And it’s fine. I just have to go.”

He watched her walk away, her gait a little jerky, and again he wondered if she was hiding things from him. Sighing, he waited until she’d disappeared down into the subway before hailing a cab.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Four
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Annalise sat down on the subway and put her face in her hands.

What have I done? Why did I let him kiss me? Why did I kiss him back?

She knew the answer to the last question, at least. She’d kissed him back because he was hot and she liked him—far more than she had any right to. Once he found out who she was and the kind of life she led, never knowing where her next meal was coming from and trying desperately to keep her brother out of jail, he’d run, just like the few other men who’d shown interest in her had. One thing was for sure. She couldn’t afford to like Marcus any more than she already did. She needed to concentrate on staying afloat.

But the next day as she was getting ready for work her phone rang. It was Marcus.

“Hey. I just wanted to give you a call to tell you I had a really good time last night. I’m sorry if the evening didn’t end like you wanted, but I really do want to see you on Saturday.”

Annalise ran a hand over her face. “Okay.” She was weak and she knew it, but she’d beat herself up later when she actually had some time. Right now she needed to get to work. “Look, I need to go. You caught me on my way out the door to work.”

“Not a problem. I just wanted to touch base.” He paused for a beat before saying, “Will you watch me if you’re free? We’re playing tomorrow night and Friday night.”

“I’m off tomorrow night. I’ll try to catch the game.” She didn’t have cable on her thirty-year-old, decrepit television, but maybe she could go to a friend’s house. Of course, then she’d have to explain why she had a sudden interest in the Empires. Maybe she could read the story about the game in the newspaper and hope that was good enough.

“That’s all I can ask. Take care of yourself and don’t work too hard. Oh, and if your boss docks your pay, tell me and I’ll reimburse you. You promised.”

“Fine. I really need to go, Marcus.”

The next night she was able to listen to the game on an old radio Hector had gotten from who-knows-where, but it was hard to keep up with the action with how little she knew about hockey. One thing was clear, though. Marcus was one of the stars of the team. It seemed like the announcer was saying his name every other sentence. If he was one of the team’s best players, what on earth was he doing hanging around with her? Slumming it for the experience? Somehow she didn’t think Marcus would do that, but she really didn’t know him well.

Marcus called her on Thursday while she was having cereal, something she had for lunch frequently since it was cheap and fairly nutritious. “Did you watch the game?”

“I wasn’t able to watch it, but I listened to it on the radio.”

“What did you think?”

“Well, I don’t know a lot about hockey, but it seemed like you were a big part of the win.”

“I’ll get you tickets to a game if you want to go sometime. You can even bring a friend if you don’t want to come alone. As long as it’s a female friend.” He laughed and Annalise wasn’t sure what to say.

“Maybe.” It was the best she could do under the circumstances. After all, she couldn’t have him paying for what were undoubtedly expensive tickets after buying her dinner. When guys did things like that they usually expected something in return. Her mother had taught her that nothing in life was free, and Annalise had discovered exactly how right that statement was countless times. Again she thought about the kiss the other night and wondered what would’ve happened if she hadn’t pulled away and left. Would he have expected her to go back to his place for sex? The thought made her feel warm all over and she wondered at her reaction to Marcus. Either she was totally blinded by his charm or it was far too easy to get her interested. Neither one boded well for her peace of mind.

On Saturday she dressed in her most decent-looking jeans and a sweater. Marcus called at one-thirty and they met at two in the afternoon in a little bistro he’d suggested that was within walking distance of the arena. Here more of the fans recognized him, but he was polite to everyone, signing autographs and even taking a picture with a little kid with an Empires jersey on. When the meal ended he insisted on paying, even though she offered to pay her own way, and after lunch was over he kissed her again. They ended up sitting outside the bistro in the early-spring chill and making out like they were teenagers. Annalise knew she shouldn’t let him allow her to get so carried away, but when he held her and kissed her it felt so good she found she was powerless to resist him. Finally she pulled away with no small amount of regret and went to work. Marcus promised to call her the next day after practice, and true to his word, he did.

“So do you have some big Sunday dinner to go to tonight?” He was fishing for information again, and she sighed.

“No.”

“Then you’re free? Let’s have dinner.”

“You want to see me again?”

“Well, yeah, that’s why I called. I thought after we spent twenty minutes getting hot and heavy you would’ve figured out how much I like you.”

Annalise couldn’t deny she wanted to see him again, so she agreed to dinner. “I’ll come into the city.”

“Come on, Annalise. I feel like a jerk meeting you all the time. I asked you out on a date. I should come pick you up and bring you back home.”

“I’d really rather just take the subway in. With traffic it’ll be a lot faster anyway.” She heard Marcus’ grunt through the phone and knew she had him.

“Fine. I’m not going to argue with you about it. At least let me meet you somewhere near your house instead of you traveling over here. Take me to your favorite place.”

My favorite place? No way in hell. That’s how rumors get started and I don’t need everyone talking about me.

She thought for a few seconds and said, “Okay, how about Ray’s? It’s Italian.” Ray’s was a huge café in the heart of Queens that she’d been to a few times, and it was far enough away that there was a good chance none of her friends would be there.

“Sounds good. Where is it?”

She rattled off the address and heard him writing it down. “All right. I’m gonna grab a cab, so I’ll see you there in about an hour if that’s okay?”

“That’s fine.” It would give her a chance to take a shower before hitting the subway for the ride from the Bronx to Queens.

They met and had dinner and were thankfully left alone for the most part. As Marcus paid the check he asked, “Will you come into Manhattan with me? It’s still early. We can go see a movie or rent one at my house. I’m not a huge fan of being out all the time.”

She knew she shouldn’t, but she found herself saying yes. Marcus caught another cab and took her to his apartment in the Meatpacking District. It was hard not to gape as she looked around at the high-end kitchen and expensive furnishings. They sat down on Marcus’ taupe leather couch and she couldn’t help but run her hand down the arm of it, noting the soft, buttery texture. Marcus picked up a remote that had more buttons than some cockpits she’d seen on planes in the movies and pressed a series of them. The lights dimmed, the television turned on, and she half-expected a steaming cup of coffee to appear.

“What are you in the mood for? I’ve got tons of DVDs, or we could rent something through the on-demand system.”

“Whatever you want to watch is fine.”

“Come on. Give me a hint at least. Drama? Comedy?”

She had enough drama in her life already. “Comedy.”

Marcus picked a comedy that had been in the theater not long before and they settled back to watch. He put his arm around her and she leaned into the warmth of his solid body. It was nice to feel taken care of, even if only for a few hours before she had to go back to her lowly life.

She let him turn her head before kissing her, and when his lips touched hers she forgot he even owned a television as sensation built up inside her. He pulled away and looked at her, his eyes pools of molten desire.

Marcus touched the hem of her sweater. “Can I?”

Annalise bit her lip before nodding. Grinning, Marcus pulled her sweater over her head and she had a few seconds of mortification about her serviceable, well-worn white bra, but he just groaned and buried his face between her breasts before kissing and licking his way back up to her neck. Her head fell back and he attacked the sensitive patch of skin near her ear. A moan escaped her.

“You like that, huh?” he murmured, reaching up to push her hair behind her back before showering more kisses along her collarbone.

“Yes, so much.” She arched into him and he took the opportunity to slide one arm around her and begin to lean her back. Her prosthetic leg hung off the cushions of the couch and he pushed her other one fully onto the cushions so he could slide his long, lean body between her thighs. His erection made itself at home in the juncture of her legs and he groaned as he pressed in. Wave after wave of passion washed over her as he kissed her again, deftly unhooking her bra before taking it off and dropping it on the floor beside them.

Annalise shuddered when Marcus looked up at her as he took a hard nipple into his mouth. He tugged gently with his teeth and then licked over the spot before moving to the other breast. Then he pushed both together and went back and forth between them, ravaging each with lips, teeth, and tongue, and she began to writhe underneath him. Her very limited experience with men hadn’t prepared her for the onslaught of feelings she was experiencing now. Marcus was playing her body like a finely-tuned instrument and she marveled at how good she felt. Finally she began to understand what the big deal was about sex.

Marcus caught her breast in his mouth and took in more and more, pushing it between his tongue and the roof of his mouth, and she came off the couch again. She could smell her own arousal, and while it should’ve embarrassed her, instead it fed the carnal flame even more. His weight was pressed into her, holding her down on the couch, and Annalise had to force herself to take deep, even breaths, afraid she’d hyperventilate from the excitement of feeling all those pounds of hard-packed muscle and sinew flexing and moving over her.

Marcus slid down, kissing his way down her belly before sliding clumsy fingers over the zipper of her pants. She panicked and pushed him away hard enough that he landed on his butt in front of the couch. He looked up at her, surprise evident in his expression. “What’s wrong? Did I hurt you?”

“No.” Annalise swallowed thickly. She wanted this—she wanted to have sex with him in the worst way—but she couldn’t. She just couldn’t. “I should go.” Stumbling to her feet on shaky legs, she bent down to fumble in the dark for her bra.

“Annalise, honey, what’s going on? Did I do something wrong?”

“No. It’s not you, it’s me.”

“What does that mean? Talk to me!”

“I-I can’t. I have to go.”

Marcus grabbed her hand. “I’m not letting you leave like this. I’ll take you home if that’s what you want, but you need to tell me what happened. I thought everything was going okay.”

“It was. It was great. I told you. It’s not you.” She found her sweater and slipped it over her head.

“Then what is it?” She could hear the note of frustration he was unable to keep out of his voice, and she spared a glance at his groin, knowing she shouldn’t because it would only make her feel worse.

Marcus took hold of her face and forced her to look at him. “Don’t worry about me. That’s the least of my concerns. If you don’t want to have sex right now, that’s fine. Just say so. I can wait.” Annalise turned away from
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