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            Chapter One

         
         Tallulah Aydin had never seen blood droplets sail through the air quite so gracefully.

         
         She turned the phone sideways and enlarged the hockey highlight to full-screen mode, tapping the volume button in order to
            hear the commentator’s voice.
         

         
         Abraham with the vicious elbow to O’Hanlon’s nose. Oh mama. Somebody call the trainer. O’Hanlon just learned the hard way what we’ve known for years. Players risk bones and cartilage when they enter
               Sir Savage’s house as he’s just proven once again tonight . . .

         
         Tallulah exited the video and set her phone down, queasiness rolling in her stomach.

         
         This afternoon, she was scheduled to begin shacking up with the homicidal hockey player from that very SportsCenter highlight.
            Sir Savage. If the algorithm gods hadn’t creepily recognized her location as Boston and placed that nose-crunching clip from
            last night’s preseason game in her path, she would already have left the smoothie shop and entered the landmark doorman building
            across the street to begin her employment as an au pair for his tween daughter.
         

         
         She’d agreed to the arrangement months ago. Back when the whole idea hadn’t seemed so unnerving. Now, however, the white plastic seat in which she’d been parked for over an hour was rapidly making lattice patterns on the backs of her legs. Blenders whirred in her ears. She’d been rendered unable to stand up and cross the road. Which was galling, considering she’d just spent a year in Antarctica studying the migration habits of the Adélie penguin. 

         
         A nanny job should be a cakewalk, right?

         
         Thanks to a twist of fate, she’d landed a swanky place to live in Beacon Hill while she earned her master’s in marine biology
            at Boston University. In return, all she had to do was nanny for an already self-sufficient twelve-year-old girl while her
            daddy apparently went out and flattened perfectly good noses on the ice.
         

         
         It was the latter that kept her glued to the uncomfortable chair.

         
         Tallulah reached for the paper cup holding her peanut butter–espresso blast and noticed her hand was trembling oh-so-slightly.
            She gave herself an impatient eye roll and snatched up the cup, swigging what remained of her smoothie. The guy behind the
            counter obviously heard the empty vacuum sound coming from her paper straw and gave her the Boston eyebrow. Head cocked, impatient,
            one brow raised. Like, are you done here or would you like to lick the napkin dispenser, too?

         
         She’d clearly overstayed her welcome at the Joyful Juicer.

         
         Message received, Tallulah stood up, crossed to the trash can, and tossed her cup before returning to the table and gripping
            the handle of her suitcase. Staring through the picture window of the shop at the ten-story brick building on the other side
            of the road, her stomach sagged somewhere in the vicinity of her knees. On paper, she didn’t have any reason for the alarm
            weaving through her ribs.
         

         
         After all, her best friends, Wells and Josephine, had vouched for the Boston Bearcats team captain, Burgess Abraham, also known as Sir Savage. He didn’t have any criminal history that she could find on the internet. In fact, he was known for being a terror on the ice, but stoic and reasonable once he entered the locker room. As evidenced by the time Tallulah had spent watching postgame interviews with his sweaty black hair plastered to his forehead, his denim-blue eyes intense as he considered every question like the answer was deeply important. 

         
         And no, she hadn’t purposefully searched for shirtless interviews, thank you very much.

         
         They’d come up as a suggested Google search. She couldn’t simply ignore that kind of search engine divine providence. It would be irresponsible. Nor could
            she ignore shoulders thick enough with muscle to seat a couple of baby walruses—and those suckers had heft.
         

         
         But right now, when she was an hour late to arrive at Burgess’s penthouse to view her new living space and go over the particulars
            of their arrangement, all she could see was that brutal elbow slicing through the air, the accompanying expression of malice.
         

         
         Like a peek inside some hidden part of the man?

         
         Accepting this job had seemed like a great idea when she’d met Burgess at that golf tournament in California last summer.
            But she shouldn’t have been so impulsive when it came to something so huge, like living with a man who she barely knew. One
            who could have all manner of lurking issues. In her experience, men could be mild mannered, charming even, on the surface.
            Easygoing, friendly.
         

         
         They could also be dormant volcanos waiting for the right moment to erupt.

         
         Ignoring the sigh from the dude behind the counter, Tallulah sat back down.

         
         Moving in with this near stranger was a bad idea. An error in judgment.

         
         Thankfully, she hadn’t moved in yet. If she was going to change her mind, it had to be now. Before she wasted valuable time Burgess could be using to find a
            new au pair. She could check into a hotel tonight and use tomorrow to view apartment share opportunities. With other women.
            The apartments probably—no, definitely—wouldn’t be in neighborhoods as nice as this, nor would they be penthouses, but at least she’d be able to sleep at night. 

         
         Decision made, Tallulah slipped the phone out of the front pocket of her windbreaker and prepared to call the Bearcats defenseman.
            Being so unprofessional about this rankled. She should break their deal in person. But what if he reacted badly? Got upset?
         

         
         A phone call was better. Safer.

         
         Before Tallulah could dial, a bell tinkled above the door.

         
         And Burgess Abraham himself entered the smoothie shop.

         
         Holy shit, she’d forgotten how . . . hulking he was. Six-three, give or take an inch. Broad as a barn. And grizzled. Sir Savage
            had entered the second half of his thirties and he already had a hint of salt and pepper buffering in his black beard, his
            temples. He walked with leashed confidence. It wasn’t the stride of a man who needed to be noticed. Or feared. It was a one
            hand in his pocket, the other loose at his side, eyes forward, unhurried but goal-oriented gait. He didn’t bother stopping
            at the register to order, just signaled the employee with a salute.
         

         
         “Your usual, Savage?” The smoothie guy got working, tossing frozen fruit into the clear blender, adding juice and three heaping
            scoops of protein powder. “I live in hope that someday you’ll come in and try something new.”
         

         
         “I like what I like,” Burgess muttered, frowning at the screen of his phone.

         
         Was he checking to see if she’d called?

         
         Probably. She was now sixty-seven minutes late.

         
         With an inward wince, Tallulah tapped call and held the phone to her ear. When the device started to buzz in Burgess’s hand, a ripple went through his back. He dropped the phone to his side and looked straight ahead for a moment, then back at the phone, coughing. Rolling a shoulder. She could only see his profile, but his lips moved slightly like he was practicing his greeting—and that’s when Tallulah remembered why she’d agreed to take the live-in au pair job with someone she barely knew.
         

         
         Time had obviously blurred the memory of Burgess.

         
         There was something about his energy that read . . . safe.

         
         Very safe.

         
         Protective.

         
         Along with her friends’ faith in Burgess, she’d trusted her gut.

         
         It was going to be a shame to break the agreement. It was for the best, though. There was no guarantee he’d be civil off the
            ice one hundred percent of the time. Wells and Josephine might wholeheartedly believe in Burgess’s good character, but Tallulah
            had done the same with people throughout her life and gotten burned when their true selves were revealed.
         

         
         You just never knew.

         
         Tallulah watched as Burgess tapped the screen and held the phone to his ear, plugging the opposite one with his finger to
            drown out the screaming blender.
         

         
         “Hello,” he said, staring intently at the floor. “Tallulah.”

         
         Best to ignore that hot shiver that trekked up her inner thighs at the basement baritone version of her name. Blame it on
            her recent lack of anything resembling a sex life.
         

         
         Watching penguins mate didn’t count.

         
         “Hi, Burgess,” she responded, waiting for him to register the blender sounds in the background of her call, too. When he did,
            his gaze zipped to where Tallulah sat, a grunt brushing up against her eardrum.
         

         
         They both ended the call, looking at each other across the smoothie shop.

         
         It was very hard to tell what Burgess was thinking. But he was thinking. A lot. Intuitive blue eyes traveled between her and the suitcase, a slight wrinkle taking up residence between
            his brows, though the rest of his expression remained carved in stone.
         

         
         Without taking his attention off Tallulah, Burgess reached out and accepted his smoothie over the counter, and that casual competence was . . . dangerously attractive. It was all coming back to her now. The hot spark of attraction she’d felt for this man all those months ago. She’d flown into California as a surprise for her best friend Josephine’s birthday. Burgess had been in attendance as a spectator at the same golf tournament where his friend, Wells Whitaker, had been competing with Josephine as his caddie. Brought his daughter, Lissa, along, too. 

         
         The five of them had unexpectedly had lunch—and when Burgess sat down beside her at the table, she’d been caught off guard
            by the ribbons of electricity that had only fluttered with more persistence every time his voice did that deep, boomy thing.
            There’d been no reason to question his outward calm while at lunch with other people, but she couldn’t discount her current
            apprehension at the prospect of being alone with him. In an apartment. Day in and day out. Knowing he was capable of breaking
            someone’s nose with all the fanfare of a sneeze.
         

         
         As Burgess approached the table, the sound of his bootsteps was muffled, her palms growing soggy, but she also couldn’t help
            but notice the way his God of Thunder thighs were almost too robust for his jeans. He wore a loose navy sweater, like a man
            in the middle of a relaxing Sunday, and she wondered if he’d stretched out the neckline to show off the sharp cuts of his
            throat and collarbone.
         

         
         Instinct told her no. That he’d just thrown it on.

         
         But instincts weren’t always enough when it came to men, right?

         
         When Burgess was five yards from the table, Tallulah shot to her feet with the brightest smile she could muster and held out her hand for a shake. “Burgess. It’s so nice to see you again.” She pressed her toes into the soles of her ankle boots when their hands connected, coarse into smooth, twisting the ball of her foot into the soft leather, because the clash of awareness and misgivings was so peculiar. And noisy. She could hear herself swallow.
         

         
         Dang, he was tall. Mean appearance, collected demeanor. So confusing.

         
         “I’m so sorry, but unfortunately I won’t be able to take the au pair position, after all.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         “I’m so sorry, but unfortunately I won’t be able to take the au pair position, after all.”

         
         Burgess was so busy trying to put a lid on his physical reaction to this woman those words almost didn’t reach his brain.
            That sentence had a lot of hurdles over which to leap, starting with the way her scent smacked him in the senses like a puck
            to the chin. A few years back, he’d been forced to attend the wedding of one of his teammates and they’d had a signature cocktail.
            He’d felt like an ogre holding the ridiculous crystal glass between his thumb and index finger for the toast, sort of how
            he’d used to feel having tea parties with Lissa, but the taste of the drink had been unusual enough to stick with him.
         

         
         Blood orange and basil.

         
         That’s what Tallulah smelled like. Fresh and sensual.

         
         As they shook hands—and she apparently gave her notice to quit before she even started—he could taste the orange in the back
            of his throat. And speaking of throats, he couldn’t seem to take his eyes off hers, because she seemed to be having a very
            difficult time swallowing, if the visible knot below her chin was any indication. Her palm was a little damp, too, which didn’t
            bother Burgess, a man who spent hours every week surrounded by sweaty athletes and their, oftentimes, putrid stenches. Hell,
            their goalie had a good luck jockstrap that he didn’t wash during winning streaks. Sweaty palms were a pleasure.
         

         
         But why did she have them?
         

         
         Their meeting in California had gone in three stages.

         
         One: he’d been caught off guard by her beauty. The almond shape of her bottomless brown eyes, framed by sweeping black brows
            and brimming with intelligence, inquisitiveness, kindness. The tan glow of her complexion, the way she wrinkled her nose to
            acknowledge someone’s point. All of her. Later, he’d found out about her Turkish heritage and that she was born in Istanbul,
            where her family still resided . . . and he’d Googled whether or not they played hockey in Turkey, immediately feeling like
            a jackass.
         

         
         Two: he’d been further blown away by her sense of humor and ability to connect so easily with his daughter, which was no easy
            feat. He was considering hiring a parenting coach at this point. These days, the kid was either outright ignoring him or crying
            hysterically.
         

         
         Three: he’d realized Tallulah was eleven years his junior, a future grad student who had plans to get plugged into the Boston
            social scene—thus, his polar opposite—and promptly categorized her as someone who would be inappropriate for him to pursue
            romantically.
         

         
         Labeling her off-limits, however, hadn’t stopped him from offering her a room and a job in his apartment, but yeah. His uncharacteristic
            impulsiveness that afternoon was a discussion for a different day. The topic on the table was the fact that she’d already
            decided to quit—and after spending a week debating whether an aspiring marine biologist would prefer her pillows firm or floppy,
            he wanted to know why.
         

         
         Burgess set down his Protein Avalanche smoothie and took a seat at Tallulah’s table, waiting for her to sit down across from
            him, which she did after a moment. He considered the stiff set to her shoulders, the way she continued to grip the handle
            of her suitcase, and decided he didn’t like any of it.
         

         
         With a quick clear of his throat, he leaned forward, folding his hands on the table. “You packed and got all the way to my smoothie shop before deciding to quit. What happened?” 

         
         She slowly sat down, wet her lips, her eyes dropping briefly to her phone. “I’d prefer not to say.”

         
         “Is it the neighborhood? You don’t like it?”

         
         “The neighborhood is gorgeous,” she scoffed, looking out the window toward The Beacon, where he resided on the top floor.
            “The building is lovely, too. I’m starting to regret choosing marine biology over professional hockey.”
         

         
         His grunt passed for a laugh. This was the person he remembered from lunch. Direct and clever. A little self-deprecating.
            Wildly unique. I should let her quit. It would be easier on my sanity to not have this beautiful girl sleeping under my roof.

         
         Or would it be the opposite?

         
         “Then what’s the problem?” Burgess asked. “You don’t want to be Lissa’s nanny?”

         
         “Oh no, that’s not it at all. Lissa is a sweetheart and she’d barely need me, she’s such a little grown-up.” She waved a hand
            and his eyes caught on the simple silver bands that were such a contrast to the natural tan of her fingers. “You made me such
            a generous offer. And Wells and Josephine speak so highly of you. Really.”
         

         
         Burgess took the lid off his smoothie, sipped and waited.

         
         “I’d be happy to help you find someone else. I’m sure people would be trampling me to get this position. It’s kind of a dream
            come true,” she said, giving him a bright smile, a dimple appearing in the apple of her cheek. Damn, she was . . . a very
            disquieting combination of hot and cute. She had these long waves of black hair that almost reached her elbows where she propped
            them on the table, hugging them almost . . . nervously?
         

         
         That hair acted as a shield for her body, which happened to be the hot part of the equation. So it was probably a good thing he couldn’t see a lot of it from across the table, because he was having a hard enough time concentrating with blood oranges juicing themselves on his brain and every downward sweep of her eyelashes making his thoughts fuzzy. This is how it had been in California. One measly lunch had led to months of staring off into space trying to remember the exact shade of her eyes. 

         
         Stay on track. “If a position as my nanny is such a coveted one, why don’t you want it?”
         

         
         She took a breath, pulled her elbows in tighter. Watched him closely, as if weighing his reaction. “I’m nervous about living
            with a man I don’t know very well.”
         

         
         While her answer caused an unpleasant shift in his stomach, he’d sensed a difficult explanation coming from the time he’d
            glimpsed her across the smoothie shop. Something in the way she’d braced as he approached had tipped him off. Was he insulted?
            No. Actually, he felt like kind of a moron for not considering before that she might be hesitant to live with a near stranger.
            Neither had Tallulah, apparently.
         

         
         Until the very day her employment was set to begin.

         
         Burgess started to ask Tallulah whether the sudden change of heart stemmed from a healthy fear of strangers or something else,
            but her phone buzzed with an incoming text. Murmuring an excuse me, she slid a finger across the screen.
         

         
         Tapped an icon.

         
         A video popped up that he recognized all too well.

         
         Because his agent had sent it to him this morning.

         
         Apparently his shot to O’Hanlon’s nose had gone viral.

         
         Was . . . this the reason Tallulah had stalled out in the smoothie shop? Yes. The answer was obvious. She’d been watching it before he arrived.
            Did that mean . . . was she scared of him?
         

         
         “Sorry,” she blurted, fumbling with the phone to get her text messages open instead. “Wrong app.”

         
         “Tallulah, I saw it. The video.” He braced himself for the conversation ahead. She could be scared of him. That possibility settled on his chest like a thousand-pound weight. “Is that what’s going on here? You saw a clip from a preseason game and it . . . made you nervous? About me?” 

         
         It took her a moment to respond. “My instincts are telling me it will be safe to live with you, but I have a hard time relying
            on my instincts when it comes to men. In other words, I don’t. My gut feeling is not always accurate. And I thought it would
            be enough that Wells and Josephine trust you, which is how I made it all the way to this smoothie shop with the terrible chairs.
            But the video . . . I guess it reminded me that people aren’t always what they seem.”
         

         
         “I see.” Her explanation filled him with a sense of dread, but he kept his hands loose on the table, despite the urge to curl
            them into fists. Had Tallulah had a bad experience with a man? It seemed so. And right then and there, looking into her honest
            eyes, Burgess knew if he ever found out who it was, a broken nose would be a pleasure compared to what he’d do to them. “The
            way I play hockey is not an indication of who I am in real life. I think the same could be said about any player. It’s the
            sport. Sometimes it’s brutal.”
         

         
         “I realize that. I do,” she said quickly, wetting her lips. “The video isn’t the reason I’m declining the job. It was more
            of . . . of a prompt. For me to take a step back and examine my choices. Sometimes I make really impulsive decisions and regret
            them later. Like now.”
         

         
         “What kinds of impulsive decisions do you make?”

         
         “Ordering a peanut butter and espresso smoothie on an empty stomach, for instance.”

         
         Burgess couldn’t hide his incredulity. “Jesus Christ, you ordered that? I thought it was on the menu as a joke.”

         
         “It should be,” she breathed, feeling her forehead with the back of her wrist. “I feel like I’m leaning up against an electrified fence.” 

         
         He hummed. “Caffeine jitters.”

         
         She looked around. “Is everything supposed to be glowing?”

         
         A low laugh made its way free of his throat, a bit like an engine chug. The rusted sound caused her to look up, making eye
            contact. And they stayed that way for several seconds, hers curious, his rueful. Just this once, why couldn’t he have kept
            his fucking elbow to himself? “I wouldn’t have pegged someone who studied penguins in Antarctica for a year as impulsive,”
            Burgess said, knowing it was pathetic to try and prolong his time with her, but he couldn’t help it. “I’d call it adventurous.”
         

         
         “You’d be surprised,” she responded.

         
         “Would I? Try me.”

         
         She tapped a finger to her lips, as if deciding whether or not she should cut their talk short and leave. Or stay and brighten
            his afternoon a little bit longer. “I do love an adventure. In theory, anyway. I used to love trying new things,” she started
            slowly. “But in the case of Antarctica, I was playing it safe. Living in an isolated research center in the cold, where I
            feel most at home. Seeing the same five faces every day. The familiar repetition of research. Documenting.” She paused, looking
            down at the table. “Before that, I lived on a boat for six months, interning on a coral reef conservation initiative in Mexico.
            Seychelles prior to that. If anything, I’ve been hiding.”
         

         
         Knowing his voice would sound unnatural if he spoke right away, he swallowed hard twice before asking, “From what?”

         
         “I think I should go.”

         
         Burgess forced himself to accept her choice with a stiff nod. “Is there anything I can do to change your mind about taking
            the job, Tallulah?”
         

         
         “No.” She pressed her mouth into a straight line. “Again, I’m sorry to do this on short notice. But like I said, I’ll help you find a replacement.” 

         
         Burgess chose to ignore that offer for now. He’d handle one problem at a time. “What is your plan from here?”

         
         “Get a hotel room for the night. Go visit some apartment share listings tomorrow.”

         
         Instantly, he was not a fan of the plan. Too much shit left to chance.

         
         Burgess didn’t have any say in what Tallulah did. None whatsoever. She was a grown-up who obviously had no problem safeguarding
            herself. Unfortunately, there was a protective hum in his chest that grew louder the longer he looked at her. Tallulah was
            the best friend of his best friend’s future wife, right? An argument could be made that he was looking out for her safety.
         

         
         As a favor.

         
         Sure.

         
         He’d lived in Boston for fifteen years and knew it better than anyone. And the idea of her settling for a place to live that
            was even one iota less safe than The Beacon wasn’t sitting well with him. At all. But he thought of his daughter. How he would
            want Lissa to be treated when she grew up and struck out on her own, vulnerable to the world. He definitely wouldn’t want
            some burned-out hockey player elbowing his way into her life as some kind of protector. Not unless she asked for it first.
         

         
         Imagine this beautiful woman asking you to be her protector.

         
         Burgess swallowed hard. “What is your ideal living situation?”

         
         She seemed surprised by his question. “Um . . . well. In a perfect world, I’d be living with Josephine, but your grumpy golfer friend went and stole her out from under me.” His lips twitched at that. “Considering that’s not an option, I’ll look for another female student who is renting a room in a neighborhood that has good transit options. Being that it’s already late September, I might have some trouble locking down a decent place, but I usually have good luck with these sorts of things.” 

         
         “Do you have a budget?”

         
         “It’s not exactly fat, because I’ve been interning for minimal cash. But I can float seven hundred a month for a room. For
            a while. Then I’ll need to find some lab assistant work in the near future to replenish my funds.”
         

         
         When he wanted to wince, he nodded, instead.

         
         Seven hundred dollars wouldn’t put her somewhere safe in Boston.

         
         Even if she managed to find a room, it would likely be the size of a broom closet.

         
         “What?” she prompted.

         
         Burgess couldn’t quite stop himself from interfering, despite the fact that she clearly wanted to get the hell away from him.
            He shouldn’t question that. He should let her. But he couldn’t release her to the wilds of Boston real estate. Nor could he
            imagine a world where this was the last time he saw Tallulah. If there was a way to keep an eye on her without being in her
            face, shouldn’t he try? For her safety as well as his own peace of mind?
         

         
         “I know someone who has a room for rent,” Burgess said before he could shame himself into letting her fly free. “In a building
            like mine, but in the North End. My teammate rents this place for his future stepsister.”
         

         
         Tallulah sat up straighter. “Oh. How much is the rent?”

         
         “It’s in your range.”

         
         She squinted a skeptical eye. “Are you sure?”

         
         “Yes,” he lied, fully prepared to pay the difference between seven hundred dollars and whatever astronomical amount the rent happened to be, out of his own pocket. “I’ll speak to my teammate and send you the information, but Tallulah . . .” Okay, this part wasn’t planned. The words just flowed out, urged by some intuition that he’d never have this chance again. “If you change your mind and want to come live with me, I’d do whatever it took for you to feel safe with me. All right? I’ll install locks on your bedroom door and give you the only key. Just . . . don’t compromise your safety. I don’t think I could sleep at night knowing you compromised it because of me.” Knowing he’d pushed enough, Burgess stood, reluctantly picking up his smoothie and trying not to be obvious about memorizing her face, just in case. “Good luck.” 

         
         She stared up at him looking kind of astonished. “Thank you.”

         
         Burgess grunted and left, hoping like hell he’d said the right thing to a woman for once . . . and praying like a son of a
            bitch that it wasn’t the last time they crossed paths. As soon as he made it to the other side of the street, he tugged his
            phone out of his pocket and dialed Sig Gauthier, center for the Bearcats and one of the only teammates he could tolerate off
            the ice. Most of the time, anyway.
         

         
         “Hey, man,” Sig said, yawning into the phone. “What.”

         
         “Didn’t you rent Chloe a place in the North End?” Burgess asked, referring to Sig’s future stepsister.

         
         The creak of bedsprings as Sig presumably sat up. “Yup. She’s used to the finer things, so I found a place she’d be comfortable.”
            He laughed under his breath, sounding almost fond. “Didn’t realize how much comfort costs when it comes to Chloe.”
         

         
         “Meaning what?”

         
         “We made a deal—she pays half the rent. And she did. Once. Meanwhile, I go over there and she’s got eighteen billion Sephora bags stuffed into the garbage can. Did you know girls put
            primer on their fucking faces? Foundation isn’t the foundation anymore. It’s out of control.”
         

         
         “Jesus. Lissa has been asking to go to Sephora lately.”

         
         Sig’s laugh almost burst his eardrum. “Welcome to the beginning of the end, man.”

         
         Burgess grunted into a hard gulp of his smoothie. “Does Chloe have parties? What are her friends like?”

         
         A long pause ensued. “Why are you asking?”

         
         “Just answer.”

         
         Sig let out a breath. “She’s not a partier. Guess you can’t afford happy hour when all of your money is being funneled into
            the beauty industry.”
         

         
         “No sketchy boyfriends? No drugs?”

         
         “You think I’d let some lowlife hang around with Chloe?” the center shouted. “No. None of that. And no drugs. She’s in her final year of conservatory. You should hear her play
            the harp, man, she’s . . .” Without seeing Sig in real life, he knew the guy was gesticulating wildly, same way he did while
            disputing calls with the referee. Creep up on Sig while he’s telling a story and risk getting knocked the fuck out. “Never
            mind. What is this about?”
         

         
         One of the perks of being team captain was that Burgess didn’t have to answer anyone’s questions. It was, perhaps, the best
            part of having the title. “Maybe Chloe would be able to afford half of her rent if she got a roommate.”
         

         
         “So, I’ve told her.”

         
         “What is the rent on the place?”

         
         “Five K. You’d think it came with a goddamn butler.”

         
         This was exactly what Burgess had been afraid of. Nothing that couldn’t be handled, though. Honestly, he would have paid ten
            times that amount to know Tallulah had a secure place to live. “So her roommate would be expected to pay twenty-five hundred?”
         

         
         “Yup. It’s a nice room. Sunlight. Closet space.”

         
         “Great.” Burgess tamped down on the urge to turn around and look back at the smoothie shop. Was this his last chance to see her? “I’ve got someone. But she’s only paying seven hundred.” 

         
         “I’m hanging up now.”

         
         “Relax. I’m good for the rest. Send me the info.” He rubbed at the sharp object in his throat. “It’s my fault she has to find
            a rental in the first place. It’s the least I can do.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         Tallulah skidded to a stop in front of the building and her jaw unhinged, drooping to the vicinity of her ankles. This was
            the place Burgess expected her to rent a room? Did he somehow misinterpret her budget to be seven thousand a month, instead
            of seven hundred?
         

         
         Modern lines, gray stone exterior, mums peeking out of window flower boxes, gas lanterns hanging on either side of the glass
            door. The place was a Boston postcard.
         

         
         “The apartment is probably a front for a commune of clowns,” she muttered, walking inside and searching the vertical row of
            buzzers for 3F. “Or Chloe is the code name for a ring of rich financiers who need a place to convene for nightly pagan rituals.
            I’m obviously tonight’s sacrifice.” She stabbed the buzzer. “Weird that I still want to rent the room?”
         

         
         “Nope. It’s a great room!” enthused a voice on the other end. “I’m Chloe. Come on up!”

         
         Tallulah winced. “On my way!”

         
         Chloe was obviously bait.

         
         How many people had been lured to their deaths here by the promise of an affordable cost of living? At such a cheap rent,
            how had this place not already been rented?
         

         
         Not for the first time that morning, she wondered if she’d made a huge mistake turning down the free room offered by Burgess.

         
         Burgess.

         
         Was she continuing to think about him out of guilt? Because she felt bad for breaking their deal? Or was it the fact that
            his thoughtful composure just . . . appealed to her? Tallulah was really good at making small talk. When one worked in research
            labs in Antarctica and elsewhere with a bunch of introverted biologists, one learned to fill the silence. And her gift of
            the gab had been honed on many a night out during undergrad.
         

         
         Yesterday with Burgess, she’d skipped the small talk.

         
         They’d bypassed it completely—and nothing about it felt too soon. Or uncomfortable.

         
         There was no explanation, except that something about his intentional gaze made Tallulah feel like they were past pleasantries.
            Sure, they’d met once, months ago, but that shouldn’t have been enough to compel her to open up so quickly.
         

         
         What was it about him?
         

         
         Shaking off her useless musings, Tallulah walked up the stairs, slowly, on the balls of her feet, finger on the trigger of
            the pepper spray she’d uncapped in her pocket. Overhead, she heard the gentle creak of a door swinging open. So far, she didn’t
            hear any chanting, but the evil oligarch financiers might just be at work. Someone had to pay the rent on this place. Obviously, it wouldn’t be Tallulah—she would be dead. Sacrificed to the god of prosperity
            or something.
         

         
         She rounded the railing at the top of the final staircase—

         
         And found an ethereal blonde staring back at her from an open doorway at the opposite end of the hall, gel patches shaped
            like half-moons stuck beneath her eyes. “Are you Chloe?”
         

         
         “Yes,” whispered the blonde. “Hurry, before the landlord sees me. He knocked on my door for the rent earlier—and I have it.
            Most of it. Sig gave me a check for September and I deposited it, like I was supposed to. But I might have withdrawn a little chunk
            for essentials.”
         

         
         Tallulah moved down the hallway. “Such as?”

         
         “Oh, this and that.” Chloe stepped aside to allow Tallulah into the apartment, her bright smile dissolving into dread. “One
            of the building amenities is Wi-Fi. Do you think the landlord can see what I’m buying online?”
         

         
         “I don’t know,” Tallulah said honestly.

         
         “I bet he can. Oh boy.” Chloe ripped off the gel patches from beneath her eyes, tapping and pressing the dewy, uncovered skin,
            as if to see if the patches had made a difference. “Let me show you the room.”
         

         
         For the first time, Tallulah turned to look at the apartment—and only grew more suspicious. It was a palace of high ceilings,
            awash in sunshine. An incredibly spacious open floor plan with a chef’s kitchen on one side, a sunken living room on the other.
            Greenery galore. Tastefully decorated down to the woven basket full of throw blankets. Well, apart from the framed Gauthier
            jersey and Boston Bearcats pennants over the couch, anyway.
         

         
         Chloe bounced ahead of her to the far end of the apartment where a short hallway was located. She toed open a door and executed
            a sweeping bow. “Thy chambers, milady.”
         

         
         “How many oligarchs are hiding in there?”

         
         Chloe gasped. “What’s that?”

         
         “Never mind.” Tallulah didn’t even have to cross the threshold to know the room was a dream come true, probably even had an
            ensuite bathroom. “Chloe, there is no way you’re renting out a room in this apartment for only seven hundred dollars a month.”
         

         
         Her smile never wavered. “Yes, that’s what Sig told me to do.” She flinched, slapping a hand over her mouth. “I mean . . .
            yup! That’s the price.”
         

         
         Suspicion prodded Tallulah. “Are you sure? Sight unseen, I’m thinking you could get quadruple.” She sensed that Chloe was
            trying to do mental math and perhaps not having the easiest time. “That’s closer to twenty-eight hundred, babe.”
         

         
         “Right.” Chloe nodded like they were both in on a big secret. “I don’t know. I just live here and hope it all works out.”

         
         Okay. No.

         
         Someone could easily take advantage of this girl—and it wasn’t going to be her. “Chloe, I think you should rent the room for
            a better price, okay? I can’t imagine what the cost of this apartment must be on a monthly basis, but you could one hundred
            percent find someone willing to pay more. Wouldn’t that make things easier for you?”
         

         
         “I don’t know,” she responded slowly. “Everything is pretty easy, as it is.”

         
         Tallulah’s lips twitched. “I’m happy for you.” She hesitated, but decided she wouldn’t be able to live with herself without
            offering some assistance. “Look, I’m going to give you my phone number. When you relist the room, call me if you need help
            weeding through applicants.”
         

         
         Chloe’s shoulders slumped. “So you’re not going to take it?”

         
         “No.”

         
         “Oh boy,” the blonde said, pacing into the room, turning gracefully and coming back out. “But I did exactly what Sig told
            me to do.”
         

         
         An alarm bell started to tinkle in Tallulah’s head. “Which is . . . ?”

         
         “Charge you seven hundred and he would get the rest of your share from Burgess.” After a prolonged moment of staring at the
            ceiling, Chloe sighed. “I can’t remember if I was supposed to tell you that. Sig knows not to call me during my nighttime
            routine. It’s like he wants me to have clogged pores.”
         

         
         While Tallulah stood in place, reeling from that information bomb, Chloe moped her way into the living room, plopping down on her gray upholstered couch and hugging her knees to her chest. “I know you’re friends with Burgess, but Sig is the best one on the team, even though he’s not the captain. He should be. I don’t care if you tell Burgess I said that.” She winced. “Actually don’t. He’s even scarier than my landlord.”
         

         
         “Whoa whoa.” Tallulah waved her hands, desperate to regain control of the situation. “Let’s start from the beginning. Burgess
            was going to pay my rent?”
         

         
         “Most of it, yes.” Chloe pursed her lips. “Aren’t you supposed to be happy about that?”

         
         “What? No!”
         

         
         “Why?” breathed the blonde.

         
         “Because I want to pay my own rent,” Tallulah sputtered. “I don’t want to owe him anything.”

         
         “But you were never supposed to know.” She dropped her voice to a whisper. “Just pretend you never found out.”

         
         “Chloe.”

         
         “Well.” Her might-have-been roommate was thoughtful for a moment. “Sig said Burgess thought it was his fault that you had nowhere
            to go. He said footing some of the rent was the least he could do.”
         

         
         Tallulah’s heart started to rap faster, the moisture fleeing from her mouth. “I . . . can’t believe he did that.”

         
         “Are you mad about it?”

         
         “I freaking should be!” she managed, forcing herself to take a deep breath.

         
         “Still not clear on why,” Chloe drew out. “It’s like a present. A monthly one. And everyone loves presents.”

         
         Tallulah wasn’t very clear on why she was mad, either. Or if she was mad at all. She kept waiting for the indignation to take hold, but all she felt was kind of . . . touched. Wasn’t that ridiculous? Yes! It was! But she couldn’t help but remember that yesterday, when she’d explained her reservations to Burgess in the smoothie shop, he’d acknowledged them without making her feel silly or like she was overreacting. He hadn’t tried to badger her into changing her mind. He’d just quietly gone and done something to help without getting any credit. 

         
         “I’m mad because he . . . maneuvered me,” she explained, though her heart wasn’t in it. “I don’t need his help. I could have
            found a totally suitable place on my own.”
         

         
         “And yet . . .”

         
         “And yet he wasn’t even going to tell me.”

         
         “Sig must have failed to mention to Burgess that I’m a big mouth.”

         
         “You’re not a big mouth. You’re just . . . guileless.”

         
         Chloe laid a hand on her chest. “Thank you.”

         
         “You’re welcome. Listen, Chloe. If you do try again to rent the room, call me, so I can help. But I’m not taking advantage
            of you like this. Or Burgess, for that matter. I can’t.” She crossed the room and put out her hand for a shake, remembering
            her vow to make bigger efforts to be social. “Matter of fact, call me even if you don’t need help renting the room. We should
            get a drink, right?”
         

         
         “Really?” Chloe jumped to her feet and wrapped her arms around Tallulah’s neck, knocking her back a step. “Yes! I would love
            that.”
         

         
         “Me too.” Amused, Tallulah patted her back. “I’m glad you’re not an oligarch.”

         
         Chloe stepped back, beaming. “I still don’t know what that is.”

         
         “They’re even more overbearing than hockey players.” Tallulah backed toward the door, waving on her way. “But only slightly.”

         
         Tallulah didn’t remember walking down the stairs, she was so deep in thought. This near stranger had attempted to orchestrate
            her living situation. Had been willing to shell out just under two grand a month on her behalf. Because he felt responsible
            for her situation?
         

         
         Unreal.

         
         She was pissed. Or trying to be, anyway. Mainly, however, she was confused.

         
         And also . . . what? Intrigued?

         
         He’d gone out of his way to help her at a cost to himself. After all, if she hadn’t been able to find an affordable room to
            rent, there was a possibility she would have had no choice but to crawl back to Burgess and take his offer of a locked bedroom
            door, thus landing him an au pair and freeing him from the tedious job of interviewing new ones.
         

         
         But could his motive really be her safety? Coupled with his own guilt?

         
         If so, were his actions controlling or . . . a misguided attempt to be helpful?

         
         Tallulah didn’t know, but she was going to find out.

         
         Meaning, she’d be seeing the Goliath single father again.

         
         And her stomach wasn’t elevating with excitement over that fact.

         
         Definitely not.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Four

         
         Burgess watched the French braid tutorial on the screen in front of him, wondering how in the hell it could grow more confusing
            each time he restarted the video. Simply put, his fingers didn’t move like that. Thumb cradling the bulk of the hair; pinkie
            hooking here, there, everywhere; middle and index weaving in and out as if they were totally independent from the disembodied
            hand. What the fuck.
         

         
         “Dad,” Lissa wailed from her position face down on the couch. “If we don’t start soon, I’m going to miss my bus.”

         
         “I need to watch it one more time.” He dragged the dot back to the beginning. “The method has to click eventually.”

         
         “It won’t!” She sat up and glared at him, the shoulders of her school uniform wet from the dripping ends of her dark hair.
            “The look on your face is the same one you had when I tried to explain bra sizes.”
         

         
         “Someone needs to burn that system and start over.”

         
         “It makes sense to us!”

         
         “Oh yeah? Then why are eighty percent of women wearing the wrong bra size?” He stabbed the pause button. “Read that interesting
            tidbit in the pamphlet they sent with your bra order. Eighty percent. No one gets it.”
         

         
         She slapped a pillow over her face and screamed into it.

         
         Burgess wished he could do the same. He was exhausted from a late practice, after which he’d driven to Westford to pick up Lissa from her mother’s house. By the time he got home with his daughter in tow, he’d been too tired to talk to her about anything important. To try and connect, like he always promised himself he would try to do. Mental and physical exhaustion always seemed to get in the way now. He didn’t recover from practice the way he used to in his twenties. Recovery now required ice and ibuprofen, neither of which he’d had time for last night. The throb in his lower back was a constant reminder that he’d lost a step. 

         
         That he’d probably lose another one every season until he retired.

         
         Sighing over the unwanted thoughts, he hit play again on the tutorial, though he wasn’t really seeing it now. He was thinking
            about Tallulah—again—wondering if she’d connected with Chloe and started the move-in process. He’d searched crime statistics
            in the neighborhood and done a Google street view of the building, satisfying himself that it was safe.
         

         
         Did she like it, though?
         

         
         “Dad, can you just try?”
         

         
         He dragged two hands down his face. “Why the sudden need for this complicated hairstyle?”

         
         “It’s not complicated. We have a volleyball scrimmage today and everyone on the team is going to have their hair French braided. I was
            the only one who didn’t have their hair braided last time.” She plucked at the black hairband around her wrist. “I don’t want
            to be left out again.”
         

         
         Sympathy nudged him in the chest. “Did they plan it without you?”

         
         Her face turned red, eyes suddenly full of tears. “Why would you ask me that?”

         
         “I don’t know. Sorry.” Christ, he didn’t understand his own daughter. Every time he opened his mouth that became more and more obvious. He’d had no sisters. No siblings at all growing up. His youth was nothing but hockey, as was the entire life that followed. French braids and training bras and the politics of elementary school girls were an alien language to him that became more indecipherable by the day. Whenever it was Burgess’s turn to have Lissa, she grew more unreachable. Or he grew denser. It was hard to say which. 

         
         “All right, let’s do it.” He stood up and circled the couch, accepting the comb she handed him. “Trial and error is obviously
            how I’m going to learn, because Braiding Besties on YouTube isn’t cutting it.”
         

         
         Lissa turned so her back was propped up against the arm of the sofa, muttering, “It doesn’t have to be perfect.”

         
         Guess what? She was lying.

         
         Yes, it fucking did have to be perfect.
         

         
         Burgess watched his blunt, crooked fingers move in an unnatural pattern, attempting to weave hair into something resembling
            a braid, but one section went misplaced every time. The three pieces were uneven, leaving him without enough hair to complete
            the braid. Or bumps. Bumps appearing out of virtually nowhere. And bulges. Plus, she kept pulling out these little strands
            around her temples on purpose.
         

         
         “Why are you doing that?”

         
         “It looks cuter that way.”

         
         “They didn’t do that in the video.”

         
         “Oh my gosh! So what?”
         

         
         Burgess shut his mouth and reached for the rubber band, securing the uneven bottoms of the three sections, praying to the
            God of Single Dads that it was good enough. When he heard tears coming from the bathroom a minute later, he knew the braid
            hadn’t passed muster and he hung his head, massaging both eyes with his thumb and forefinger.
         

         
         “I’m not going to school.”

         
         “You are going to school,” he said patiently. “I have a meeting with the Bearcats manager this morning and practice in the afternoon. I won’t be home to watch you today.” 

         
         “Can I go with you?”

         
         The desperation in her voice raised his antennae. Was something going on at school with her classmates? Was her whiplash mood
            about more than a braid? And if so, was he even qualified to handle the problem? “Lissa—”
         

         
         The apartment buzzer rang, cutting him off. Both of their gazes zipped to the door. It wasn’t unusual for Burgess to get deliveries.
            There was always stuff coming in. Equipment samples, shit he needed to autograph, game footage sent from the coaching staff.
            However, the doorman usually accepted the delivery for Burgess to collect later. No reason the buzzer should be going off.
         

         
         “Hold on a second,” he said, crossing the floor of the living room to the electronic panel on the wall, tapping the button
            that would bring up the security feed from the lobby.
         

         
         Tallulah stood there with her arms crossed.

         
         Just like every other time he saw this particular woman, the muscles in his stomach flexed involuntarily, his pulse doing
            something ridiculous in his neck. He got sweaty without actually being sweaty, which made no sense. This morning’s reaction
            was no exception. Although this time, a touch of dread crept into the pleasure he got simply from looking at her.
         

         
         Because that was one ticked-off lady.

         
         His love life might be nonexistent now, but he’d gone through a divorce.

         
         Therefore, he knew.

         
         Although, she seemed sort of conflicted, too, and he had no experience with that combination. The doorman who stood behind
            Tallulah signaling him with a finger slashing across the throat must have been equally alarmed by a woman who looked unsure
            about how much anger she would be unleashing, as well. At least he wasn’t alone.
         

         
         Still . . . “Shit.”

         
         “Dad.”

         
         “Sorry.”

         
         “Who is it?”

         
         “Tallulah.”

         
         Lissa gasped. “Really? She’s here?” She was already clawing down his attempted hairstyle, his pitiful handiwork gone in seconds. “Do you think she can braid my hair?”
         

         
         “Something tells me she isn’t in the mood.” With a long exhale, Burgess pressed the buzzer that allowed her into the lobby,
            not even remotely surprised that his pulse started to beat faster. Because pissed or not, he wanted to see her. Was looking forward to it, even. When she left yesterday, he wasn’t sure he’d have the privilege again.
         

         
         Burgess leaned a shoulder against the doorjamb, crossed his arms, and waited for the elevator doors to open. As soon as they
            did and he got eyes on Tallulah, his fucking heart started to hammer. Yeah, it had a lot to do with her tight jeans. But hell
            if the flush on her cheekbones, the delicate notch of her throat, even the purposeful way she swung her arms didn’t fascinate
            the shit out of him. Uncharted waters—that’s what this was. His ex-wife had never done this to him, even when they first started
            dating.
         

         
         No one had.

         
         Ever.

         
         Roll your tongue back into your mouth before you humiliate yourself.

         
         He was verging on retirement and this woman’s life was only beginning.

         
         Burgess stood very still as Tallulah marched right up to him, indignation crackling in those gorgeous brown eyes. And oh yeah,
            she definitely knew what he’d done. Any second now, she was going to open her perfect mouth and tell him to go straight to
            hell. That she could take care of herself. That he’d had no right to interfere. She would be right, too.
         

         
         “Tallulah?” called Lissa behind him. “Hey! Do you know how to French braid?”

         
         Tallulah flicked a softening glance over his shoulder, then returned her attention to him. “We’ll talk about Chloe’s apartment
            later.”
         

         
         “I believe you.”

         
         She hummed in her throat. “Fishtail? Pigtail? Or regular, Lissa?”

         
         A cry of relief came from the apartment.

         
         Lissa pushed past him into the hallway and hesitated awkwardly in front of Tallulah. But when Tallulah opened her arms, his
            daughter walked right into them, resting her chin on Tallulah’s collarbone. Burgess spent the next few seconds pretending
            the sight didn’t affect him. It did, though. He hadn’t imagined the seemingly immediate bond between his daughter and Tallulah.
            And he was as envious of it as he was grateful.
         

         
         “Hey, girl,” Tallulah said. “You still have those fire dance moves?”

         
         Lissa giggled. “Maybe. I haven’t danced since the last time.”

         
         “Not even in the shower?” exclaimed Tallulah.

         
         “People don’t dance in the shower,” scoffed his kid. But she was smiling.

         
         Tallulah gave an exaggerated toss of her hair. “I do.”

         
         Burgess would be mulling over that piece of information for the rest of the day.

         
         Month.

         
         Year.

         
         Decade.

         
         Dangerously close to thinking about slippery flesh at the absolute worst time, Burgess cleared his throat hard and pushed
            himself off the doorframe. “Do you want to come in?”
         

         
         “You have to come in,” Lissa said, taking Tallulah by the wrist. “I need to leave for school in five minutes and he just keeps watching
            tutorials like a zombie.”
         

         
         He made eye contact with Tallulah as she was dragged past, her blood oranges and basil scent like a grind of a fist to his belly. And there she was. In his apartment. Setting down her purse, shrugging off her bomber jacket, and getting down to business. He stood there in astonishment as she twirled the comb in her hand in fast motion, dividing Lissa’s mass of hair into three equal parts. As in, he could actually see the white lines of his daughter’s scalp. 

         
         Wow. They did exist.

         
         “For the record, I did try,” he said, berating himself for the creepy tendency to fall quiet in Tallulah’s presence. “A seven-game
            playoff series is easier.”
         

         
         “Do you have to relate everything to hockey?” complained his daughter.

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “It’s a learning process. Everyone has to start somewhere,” Tallulah murmured. “Who normally braids your hair? Mom?”

         
         “Nobody, really. I usually wear a ponytail or just leave it down, but all the volleyball girls do it like this on game days
            and I’m the only one who doesn’t.”
         

         
         Tallulah’s fingertips took a very tiny pause. “Oh yeah? You play volleyball?”

         
         “Yes. When the coach puts me in, anyway.” A beat passed. “I’m on the team, but I’m not on the team, you know?”
         

         
         “If you’re on it, you’re on it.”

         
         Lissa exhaled into a smile, nodding. “Yeah.”

         
         Burgess assumed that would be it. His kid tended to clam up after giving only the barest amount of information. To his surprise,
            though, she kept going after an extended silence. “I suck at volleyball. They rolled their eyes when they found out I got
            put on the team.”
         

         
         “I’m sorry.” Frowning in concentrating over the movement of her fingertips, Tallulah continued. “I think I’d rather suck at volleyball than suck at being nice. What about you?” 

         
         His daughter let out a watery laugh and swiped at her eyes. “Yeah. Me too.”

         
         Tallulah wrapped the rubber band around the end of the most perfect braid Burgess had ever seen in his life and he didn’t
            know what to marvel over first. How quickly she’d created that masterpiece or how easily she’d turned Lissa’s problem into
            a positive thing. “You’re good to go, kid. You might not have the best serve today, but that braid is unmatched.”
         

         
         “Thanks, Tallulah.”

         
         “You’re welcome.”

         
         The buzzer went off again, followed by the doorman’s voice crackling through the electronic speaker. “Bus is downstairs, Sir
            Savage.”
         

         
         Lissa gasped and jumped to her feet, swinging her eight-million-pound backpack off the floor and running out the door of the
            apartment, shouting, “Bye, Tallulah! Bye, Dad,” over her shoulder.
         

         
         “Bye,” Burgess called after her, feeling like he’d just witnessed a divine miracle. “Thanks for doing that.” He winced at
            the wall-rattling slam of the door, before turning to Tallulah who had gone back to her unique combination of confused irritation.
            There was something else in her expression now that hadn’t been there before, however, and it was apprehension.
         

         
         To be alone with him in the apartment?

         
         A stick prodded at his jugular.

         
         Yeah, he kind of thought that might be the reason.

         
         Make her comfortable. Now.

         
         “I usually head down for a smoothie this time of day. Want one?”

         
         The clock ticked while she gathered herself. Or maybe it was his pulse.

         
         “Sounds like you want witnesses for the lecture I’m going to give you about personal boundaries,” she said, faintly. Visibly holding her breath. 

         
         Brave, but not confident with it.

         
         What the hell had this girl been through, and who was he going to kill?

         
         “You’re not wrong,” Burgess said, tipping his head at the door.

         
         Tallulah nodded, keeping an eye on him while she collected her purse and jacket, folding it over her arm and leading their
            party of two into the hallway. They were quiet as he locked the door, quieter still while taking the short elevator ride down
            to the lobby, but her shoulders visibly lost their tension as soon as they were outside.
         

         
         “Whatever you do,” she said, walking past him when he held the door of the smoothie shop open for her. “Please don’t let me
            order the peanut butter and espresso smoothie again.”
         

         
         “I still think that’s on the menu as a joke.”

         
         “If it is, I fell for it. And so did my taste buds.” They stopped at the counter, side by side, looking up at the menu fastened
            to the far wall. “I’ll take one peanut butter and espresso smoothie, please.”
         

         
         He dropped his chin. “I’m afraid I can’t let you do that.”

         
         “I can’t not order it.”
         

         
         “Be strong.”

         
         “Be strong,” she mimicked, adorably. “You can’t do a French braid, but you can concoct a whole scheme to funnel me into an
            apartment of your choosing?”
         

         
         “You’re not even going to wait until we order our smoothies to address this?”

         
         “The fact that you’re making light of it—”
         

         
         “I’m not making light of it,” he rushed to say. “That being said, I came up with the idea knowing full well that if you found
            out, you would hate me, but at least you were going to be somewhere safe. It was a conscious trade-off.”
         

         
         “That’s . . . why I’m having trouble being as mad as I would like to be.” She gave a sharp cluck of her tongue. “It’s very annoying.” 

         
         “I’ll take annoyed over you hating me.”

         
         “I don’t hate you. And it’s not your fault that I’m apartment hunting.”
         

         
         “Yes it is.” His voice scraped like gravel. “You’re scared of me.”

         
         “I’m scared of a lot more—” She snapped her mouth shut. “It’s not only you.”
         

         
         Burgess had the most inappropriate urge to pick her up and hold her. He couldn’t think of a better use for his strength than
            wrapping it around her after an admission like that. It wouldn’t be welcome, though, so thankfully the smoothie shop employee
            chose that moment to pop up from behind the counter.
         

         
         “Can I help you?” he asked.

         
         “The usual for me,” Burgess said after a moment. “Don’t give her that peanut butter and espresso smoothie.”

         
         “Give it to me.” She shielded her mouth with her hand, whispering to the smoothie shop employee. “Extra espresso, please.”

         
         Smirking, Burgess tossed a twenty on the counter. “Can we sit down?”

         
         “Maybe.” She sucked her teeth at him on the way to a table. “Is this one good or do you want to choose a different table behind
            my back?”
         

         
         He squinted an eye. “I’m picking up on some sarcasm.”

         
         “Good.”

         
         She sat down, crossing her legs . . . and he heard the slightest creak of her too-tight jeans. Felt that sound deep in his
            Adam’s apple. It would take some work to get that denim peeled down her legs. He’d have to rough them down her hips, probably
            taking her panties along with them. Now that was a task his hands could perform without watching a tutorial. Because he’d been undressing Tallulah in his dreams since
            meeting her last summer.
         

         
         Burgess took the seat across from Tallulah, ordering himself to act natural, despite the semi he was sprouting in his briefs. “I assume you took the room with Chloe, regardless of my meddling.” 

         
         “No, I did not,” Tallulah answered, very succinctly. “That room is worth four times the rate advertised. Renting that room
            for seven hundred dollars a month would be a crime. I’d be taking advantage of you both.”
         

         
         “A small price to pay for . . .”

         
         Jesus, he was revealing way too much. She’d come here to hand him his balls and here he was, making his admiration of her
            painfully obvious. He might as well be wearing a sign around his neck that said out of practice.
         

         
         “A small price to pay for me being safe?” she supplied, quietly.

         
         Burgess grunted at the table, no idea how to respond without sounding ridiculous.

         
         Tallulah remained silent for several seconds. “Maybe I just don’t have a lot of experience with athletes, especially hockey
            players, but you come across as such a contradiction, you know? Is it possible to have so much aggression inside of you and
            still be so . . . worried about someone you’ve only met twice?”
         

         
         More than possible. It was reality. “Yes.”

         
         “I wish I could know that for sure,” she whispered, seeming to surprise herself by letting that slip. “Um. Could you satisfy
            my curiosity about something?”
         

         
         “Shoot.”

         
         She squinted one eye. “Do you feel bad about breaking that guy’s nose?”

         
         The question caught him off guard. “Do I feel bad?”
         

         
         “Yes.”

         
         Burgess let his breath hiss out slowly, knowing he couldn’t be anything less than baldly honest with this woman, at all times, even if that honesty probably wouldn’t earn him any points. “He’d been high sticking all night. I’ve been playing against that jackass for six years—he should have known me well enough to know a warning was coming and protected himself better.” He really wasn’t doing himself any favors here. At all. But he didn’t know how to do anything but impart the ugly truth. “I guess I didn’t mean to break the damn thing. If it makes you feel better, I sent a six pack to his hotel room after the game.”
         

         
         That made her sit up straighter. “Did you really? What kind?”

         
         “Sam Adams. Obviously.”

         
         She snorted. “A beer originally brewed in Boston. So really, it was just another dig.”

         
         “How can I explain this . . .” He drummed his fingers on the table. “If I’d sent him an apology, it only would have made the
            broken nose sting harder. Sam Adams was a way of saying I’m sorry, man, but also fuck you. He keeps his pride that way. Much
            better. See?”
         

         
         She blinked. “Hockey players are built different, aren’t they?”

         
         “You have no idea.”

         
         Tallulah picked up her smoothie and sipped from the straw. He did the same. They considered each other across the table like
            debaters preparing for the next question.
         

         
         “I’m just going to come right out and say something, Tallulah, because it feels like it needs to be said.” This could be a
            huge risk, but the verbal reassurance wouldn’t stay locked inside. He’d always been blunt and direct, often to his own detriment,
            but Tallulah was too smart to buy any bullshit and he didn’t want to sell her any, either. “I’ve never laid a hand on a woman
            in my fucking life and I never will.”
         

         
         Her chest sank all the way down and fired back up, her fingers twitching around her smoothie cup. She started to say something, but no words came out. That telling reaction caused Burgess to dig his fingertips into his thigh hard enough to cause pain, his pulse pumping loudly in his ears. Name the dead man who hurt you.

         
         His throat burned with the effort of keeping that inquiry to himself, because it would be too far. Too fast. He might have
            spent the last few months replaying the afternoon they’d spent together, but there was no reason to think she’d done the same.
            He was just a potential employer to her. Not a friend. Not someone to whom she’d be interested in spilling her guts.
         

         
         Definitely not a romantic prospect.

         
         “Maybe I could come to dinner,” she said slowly, as if measuring her words.

         
         Burgess held his breath, a weird sensation—was it hope?—giving him pins and needles at the top of his scalp. Whoa. What was
            happening here? “Yeah?”
         

         
         “Yes, I mean, I’ll stay in the hotel for now, of course, but I didn’t get a long enough visit with Lissa this morning and . . .”
            She cocked her head. “Are you picking up on the mean girl vibes?”
         

         
         “I . . . what? What the hell is that?”

         
         “Like maybe the girls at school aren
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