

[image: Cover]



Table of Contents


About the Book

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Acknowledgments

Connect with Felice

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Epilogue

Thank you for reading!

Connect with Felice

About Felice Stevens


About the Book

Rip

In the fifteen years I’ve played for the Brooklyn Blades, I’ve won all the awards except the most important one. The Stanley Cup.

But my annoying ex-boyfriend is the team’s goalie, and the paparazzi is loving it. What’s worse is, my absentee father decides to make an appearance and won’t leave me alone.

I’m ignoring it all. My ultimate goal is to win the Cup.

Then my best friend’s younger brother, Adrian, shows up to interview me for the sports segment of the evening news. He’s nervous and unsure, so I have to help him. We grew up together, but I barely noticed him then.

I’m definitely noticing him now.

 

Adrian 

Our sports reporter is injured, so I have to cover the hockey game when my ultimate goal is to be a hard news reporter. Not only am I camera shy, but I know nothing about sports. Sure, I know Rip Tremaine—I’ve had a crush on him for years. Not that he’s ever noticed me. 

Maybe I can fake it.

Nope, I can’t. 

But Rip saves my interview, and now the station wants me to follow the team. With my job on the line, Rip comes up with a plan: Get my own sports show to prove I can be on camera. I’ll pretend to be his boyfriend, and no one will know, not even my brother. 

I’ll have unlimited access to the team.

And Rip.

 

We can do this. We’re professionals. He’s teaching me all about hockey…and kissing. And I’m helping him navigate his father’s betrayal.

Except neither one of us is pretending anymore. And our ultimate goal now is to win it all: the Cup, my dream job, and love.
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Chapter One

Rip

My blood ran warm, but I lived for the ice.

That crisp sound of my skates digging into the smooth, unvarnished surface of the rink was the music that filled my soul.

The second half of our season began tonight, and I couldn’t wait. This was our time. Our year to win. My goal was the Stanley Cup. Nothing else mattered.

“Are you ready?” Seb asked. “We’ll close the deal this year, am I right?”

I slipped my Blades jersey over my padding, pushed the hair out of my eyes, then answered Sebastian Crowe, All-Star right winger and my best friend on the team. “Yeah. But we say that every year, and something always comes to bite us in the ass.”

His dark eyes dancing, he nudged my shoulder. “I thought you liked that.”

With a laugh, I shoved him. “Idiot.”

But damn, I was ready—and had been since the last season after we’d lost the Stanley Cup Final in the seventh game on a power-play goal. Fifteen years I’d played in the NHL, and I was hungrier than ever to get that championship. I’d made the choice to graduate from college first, so I was twenty-one when the Blades had drafted me. Many players came right from high school or never finished college, but I knew my mother would’ve wanted me to have that degree.

Every hit I took, every cut from a flying stick or broken tooth from a wayward puck, was worth it, all in the pursuit of the ultimate prize: the Stanley Cup. It dominated every waking moment of my life.

Slowly, the locker room filled up with the rest of the team, and we finished getting ready. I scanned our crew. We were in a great position for the playoffs—first place in our division with 57 points, 27 wins, 11 losses, and 4 ties. Our team consisted of a good combo of rookies and seasoned players. We’d come close to the Cup so many times, sometimes I wondered if it was all a cruel dream and I was destined to be one of those players they’d talk about as good but never great. Not at the most critical moments.

“Are we ready to close it out, mes amis? This is our year. I can feel it, vraiment.” Denis Bouvier’s voice boomed off the walls as he strolled into the room. Our goalie, and best in the league at fending off shots on goal for three years running. Two-time winner of the Vezina Trophy, and five-time most valuable player in division playoffs. Powerful. Gorgeous. Undeniably sexy.

My former lover. Boyfriend.

Cheating bastard.

I winced, and Seb sidled closer. “You okay?”

I shrugged. Two years and poof. As though he’d never been there.

“It’s all good.” I started to slam my locker door shut but held off, closing it quietly, refusing to show how absolutely fucking devasted I still was, even after six months. Not that I had to. Seb knew it all.

Sebastian Crowe and I had been drafted together and spent four years on the Blades before he’d been traded to the North Dakota Polar Bears. But that time, plus all the blood, pain, and tears, had forged a bond not even a thousand miles could break. Seb had come home to the Blades five years ago, and I’d never been happier. I’d been best man at his wedding and was godfather to his first daughter, and he’d dragged my sorry ass to his place and held my head over the toilet after I’d downed a bottle of tequila the night I’d caught Denis naked in our bed, fucking his nonexistent heart out with Gordie McCain, a defenseman for the Illinois Icers.

“You might be our captain and the best center in the league, but you’re a horrible liar, especially to me.” Clearly Seb wasn’t buying the bullshit I was shoveling. “Meanwhile, ignore the stupid fucker.”

My smile was thin. “Kind of hard when we’re on the same team. I can work with him. I’ve played with plenty of jerks in my time.”

“Never ones you lived with.” We locked eyes. “Or loved.”

Unwilling to let even one of my closest friends see my pain, I brushed it off. “First time for everything. The ‘golden couple’ is gone.” Not my choice of words, but how the league had described their most visible power-gay relationship.

Seb nodded, and we bumped fists. “Living single is the best revenge.”

I couldn’t help but cackle. “Spoken like a married man with two little kids.”

Seb’s eyes sparkled. “Hey. I gotta live vicariously, and it might as well be through you.” We finished taping our sticks and checked our pads.

As close as Seb and I were, I couldn’t tell him everything. I was the captain, the team leader. I had to be strong and show no cracks in the armor. I was there to build my players up and lead them on the ice.

That meant no one needed to know I sometimes still cried thinking of how Denis had packed his things and walked away without a backward glance. Abandoned again. First deliberately by my father, who never gave a damn, then by my mom, who was killed. Of course, that wasn’t her fault, but I had no one left to cling to who’d tell me they’d love me no matter what. My best friend, Neil, was always there for me, but he had his own life.

Coach came in, and we quieted and sat on the benches to listen. Benson Chopard had been a superstar player in the ’80s, winner of three Stanley Cups, and he’d already coached a winning team six years earlier. The Blades brought him in last season, along with a total revamp of the coaching squad, and several months later we were all still adjusting—us veterans especially as we’d been with our former coach for years. Chopard was no-nonsense, didn’t put up with bullshit, but unfortunately for me, didn’t appear to be a fan of the league’s acceptance of gay and bisexual players coming out. He’d tolerated Denis and me, though I’d bet he was happy Denis and I broke up. That way he didn’t need to think about two of his players having sex with each other.

“We’re ready, are we not? Time to take the rest of this season and make it ours. The Snow Caps are a good team, but we’re better. And tonight we’re gonna show them. Correct?” He searched and found me. “We’re leaving the trash talk in the rearview mirror. We’ve won the first matchup this year, so I don’t want to see any of you in the penalty box for stupid mistakes and unnecessary fighting. We need to win the division.”

Their center, Vlad “the Destroyer” Dostevky, and I had bloodied each other in last year’s conference championship, and in the rubber game I’d been unjustly called for high-sticking, forcing me to sit in the box. My ears had rung for days from the reaming out Coach had given me. Vlad and I had met in the opening match this season, and the shit-talking had been epic. We’d slammed each other against the boards hard enough that Vlad lost a tooth, and I’d ended up with several stitches on my chin from the edge of his stick.

“Yes, Coach,” we shouted, and when he and I made eye contact, I acknowledged him with a sharp nod. I understood the implication. No fuckups.

“Let’s go out there and show the fans their future Stanley Cup champions.”

Cheering, we trooped out through the tunnel to home end and took to the ice to warm up. My skates bit into the ice, throwing up shavings as I did sprints. There was nothing I liked more than scraping a fresh, unblemished surface, and we did drills—split teams, push rushes—while Denis took shot after shot, practicing T-moves, shuffles, and butterflies with the other goaltender, Zane Ellis. Chitty, our rookie, showboated for the early fans with displays of his cheetah-like speed. I watched him and frowned.

I megaphoned my hands. “Chitty, c’mere, now.” I waited for him by the red line.

He sprayed up the ice when he joined me, and I pointed at his chest with a frown. “Save it for someone who cares, Rookie. You’re gonna need your strength for the game. You’ll have plenty of time for grandstanding if you win the Cup. Until that time, concentrate on what Coach says.”

Chastened, he hung his head. “Sorry, Cap. Guess I got overeager.”

“Remember that when it’s third period. Then let them eat your ice like dust.”

Happiness returned to his face. “You got it, Cap.”

The fans roared as we ended our drills, and as we headed to the benches, we raised our sticks in acknowledgment. “We Are the Champions”—our intro song—blasted and brought the fans to their feet. Kind of ironic, considering we hadn’t won a championship in almost twenty years, but this was New York City, and we were nothing if not ironic. I jumped the board first and skated out to center ice and faced Vlad.

“No hard feelings?”

Vlad smirked. “All good. Especially when I whip your ass tonight.”

“You’re gonna end up kissing it.” I grinned.

The ref dropped the puck, and Vlad and I fought like demons for control. In the crowd of bodies and sticks, I managed to flick the puck toward Seb, who passed it to Peter Varhov, our speedster defenseman. He took it past center ice, and we were off.

The lead traded hands three times. The way we bitterly fought for each possession of the puck, it sometimes felt like the playoffs and not simply the second half of the season.

Third period, and the score was 3-2. My entire focus was directed at that three-inch circle about to be dropped on the ice. Less than a minute was left, and the cheering in Blades Arena was deafening. It spurred me on. Made my blood race. I wanted this win for them.

Who the hell was I kidding? This was about me. Nobody, not the shit-talking wingers or their big moose center, would prevent me from my goal, which was to keep it away from our side of the ice, hold the lead, and stop our rivals from scoring. Every game, every win, brought us one step closer to the Stanley Cup.

“Kiss my ass, Tremaine,” Shimski, a defenseman, yelled as he tried to steal the puck and threw an elbow at me.

“Wouldn’t touch you with a ten-foot stick,” I called out and, skating backward, passed to Peter, instinctively knowing he’d be there to pick up the puck. With the crowd roaring, and flanked by two defensemen, he sped down the ice, passed off to Seb, who fought for control amid three Snow Caps, and smacked it to Chitty, who took a shot on goal that went wide.

“Fuck,” he screamed, but I had to rein him in.

“Not the time for egos. You’ll get it next time,” I yelled to him. “Regroup. Let’s do it now.”

Once again, it was Vlad and me fighting for dominance, but I managed to slap it away to Seb. In a breakaway, he motored to the Snow Caps side, where Dumas, the Caps’ right winger and one of the best in the league, caught up with him, and they fought it out with sticks and a couple of elbows thrown. Dumas got hold of the puck and sent it zipping across center ice, but the buzzer rang out before anyone on their team could attempt a shot on goal.

We won, and I dropped my stick and pumped my fist in the air. We celebrated this win as if we’d taken the Cup. The entire team filled the ice, congratulating each other while the crowd cheered and clapped. Always good to start the second half of the season with a win.

Coach clapped each of us on the back as we passed by. Everyone except me. He nodded, and his smile faltered. “Good game, Tremaine.”

I smothered my response—Don’t worry. You can’t catch gay—and simply nodded with the same pseudo quirk of my lips.

“Thanks.”

We met the media outside, and Seb and I flanked Coach, who fielded the questions.

“The Blades had a solid first forty games. How does it look for keeping the momentum going?” Jerry Pasquale from Channel 62 Sports yelled out.

“How did it look tonight?” Coach joked, and Seb and I exchanged grins. “Seriously? I think we have the strongest team in years. A great mix of veterans, like Rip and Seb here, two of the best in the league, and with the addition of our rookie, Chitty, we’re stronger than ever in every position. Our bench is deep, as you’ve seen so far.”

“Rip, do you agree? Are you gonna bring the Cup to New York this year?” Martin Price from City News asked.

“I know personally I’m ready for it.”

“Any problems with you and Denis Bouvier working together?” Dara Benton from Hockey News called out. “Any bad blood between you two because of the breakup?”

“I’ll answer the same as Coach. How did it look like it went tonight?” I joked. “It’s all good. Denis and I are professionals, and I think we proved tonight that we can put our personal problems aside and play hockey. Our mutual goal is to win games, and that’s what we’ll do.” I rose. “Thanks, everyone. Time to get out of the uniform.”

We disbanded, but as I passed by another media circus, I heard Denis bragging to the crowd surrounding him.

“I fended off more shots on goal tonight than usual. I don’t know if the rest of our team wasn’t on their game, especially the defense, but we pulled it off. I’m sure they’ll get themselves together.”

I struggled against the instinct to jump in and defend my teammates and friends, but realized that wouldn’t be a good look. I kept my head down and trudged on. In the locker room, the mood was jubilant and the music blasting. I stripped out of my pads and protective gear, hopped on the bike for a bit to cool off and stretch the muscles, then took a shower. The trainers checked me over for any injuries that might’ve popped up.

“Looking good, Rip.” Dr. Mike Hutchinson, head of the medical team, finished his checklist. “You’re cleared to go.”

“Thanks. See you tomorrow.”

“You got it.”

Wearing only briefs, I headed back to the locker room. Most everyone was either with the trainers, showering, or almost dressed to go home. I opened my locker and pulled out my clothes.

“Rip?” The voice sounded familiar, and I turned around. A blond, good-looking man gazed at me with fearful eyes and a hopeful smile on his reddened cheeks. “Hi.”

I thought fast and hard. Wait a sec…I knew him. “Adrian? Holy shit, it’s been a minute.”

Relieved, he laughed and nodded. “Yeah. A long time. I wasn’t sure you’d remember me.”

“Little brother Adrian? Of course I would. What’s it been? Eight, nine years?”

“More than that. Yours and Neil’s college graduation party.”

“Damn, you’re right. I can’t believe it’s been that long. You were just a kid.” I subtly eyed him.

He sure as hell had changed from the gangly, awkward teen I’d last seen at my college graduation. A perfect, chiseled face that could’ve graced the cover of any fashion magazine, broad shoulders tapering to a trim, lean body… Damn. I’d better chill the fuck out, because this was someone I’d grown up with and considered my little brother, yet here I was, having anything but brotherly feelings for him.

His face burned bright red. “Uh, yeah. I graduated with a degree in broadcast journalism. I’m working at Channel 8 News.” He swallowed. “I’m an intern with Louie Rozner in the sports department.”

“Really? Wow, uh, that’s…great.” Apparently I hadn’t learned to hide my surprised face because Adrian lifted a shoulder.

“I know what you’re thinking. What the hell does he know about sports?”

A grin kicked up the corner of my lips. “Well, yeah, now that you said it. I thought you wanted to be a news anchor or something like that. Last I heard, you were in the middle of Nebraska? Or was that New Mexico?” When we were kids, Adrian would follow Neil and me around with a pretend microphone, trying to interview us about our practice after school or our games. Eight years younger, he’d wanted to be with us all the time. We’d tolerated him but had never paid much attention to him. Adrian had always been…there. On the sidelines. Never with his own friends. Always alone.

His smile came and went, quick and nervous. “Uh, North Carolina, but I’m home now.” His shoulders drooped. “It, uh, didn’t work out.”

“Hey, I was close. It starts with an N. And congratulations. I’m sure Neil and Lisa are happy you’re close to home.”

“Yeah. I haven’t seen the kids in a while, so I was happy to get a job nearer to everyone.”

“That’s great, but why are you here and not Louie?” I asked, instantly regretting my words at his wince. Dammit. Sometimes my mouth reacted before my brain had a chance to think. “Sorry. I didn’t mean it the way it sounded.”

His lips twitched. “It’s okay. I’m, uh, filling in for him. Trust me, I know I was their last choice for this assignment, but no one else answered their phones or texts, I guess.” At my raised brow, he continued. “Seriously, Louie skidded on the West Side Highway and got into a crash on the way in. He’s at the hospital now. I was the only one available. The intern extraordinaire.”

I grinned. “Adrian, do you even know the difference between a hockey stick and a puck?”

He rolled his eyes. “Ha-ha. Yeah. Trust me, I watched you and Neil often enough.” He bit his lip. “Rip, please, I need to do this assignment, or they’ll fire me. I said I could do this. I, uh, sort of mentioned I understood hockey and might be able to get an exclusive.” He flicked his gaze below my waist briefly, and I didn’t miss the bob of his throat as he swallowed hard. “Could you—can you put some clothes on and give me an interview? Please?”

Oh, God. I was tired, aching, and wanted something to eat and a drink. My adrenaline was crashing, and I should be getting ready to celebrate our win with my friends. But Adrian was family, the closest thing I had to one, and I couldn’t let him down. “Okay, but it’s gotta be quick. A bunch of us are meeting up for dinner and a celebration drink after we’re all finished here.” I put on a T-shirt, jammed a Blades cap on my head, and stepped into a pair of team sweats. “Let’s do this.”

In the area outside the locker room, a cameraman lounged against the wall with equipment hanging from his shoulder. Seeing me, he jumped to attention. “Ripley Tremaine? Whoa, you really weren’t lying, huh, kid? Great game. Congrats.”

I gave him my best camera-ready smile. “Thanks.” Adrian stood off to the side, straightening his tie. “Ready?”

Scared as a trapped fawn, Adrian stared at me, his big blue eyes panicked. Frantic, he motioned to me. “Rip. Y-you were right. I-I don’t know anything about hockey.” His breath hitched, and beads of sweat popped up on his brow. I could smell his fear. “This is ridiculous. I don’t know what to ask or say. I’ll make an idiot of myself and get fired anyway. I shouldn’t have lied. I’m so stupid. I knew I couldn’t do this.”

Watching him lose his nerve, a wave of protectiveness rolled through me.

“Adrian. Chill out. I’ll help you. It’ll be okay. Feed me questions about the trades and our rookies. Then, ask what was the turning point of the game for the team. Last, ask me what I’m looking forward to most for the season.”

He chewed his lip and nodded. “Th-thanks. I thought I’d have to know statistics and how to play the game.”

The cameraman snickered. “Sports not your thing, huh? I kinda figured that.”

Adrian flushed and deflated before my eyes, and that pissed me off. This jackass had decided to stereotype him, and that wasn’t going to fly with me. I advanced a few steps and towered over the cameraman. “Yeah? Why’s that?”

The smarmy grin on his face faded. “Uh, he-he kinda mentioned it on the way here. Said he didn’t know what to ask.”

“Adrian, c’mere.” Still pink-faced, he took a few steps toward me. “Don’t worry. I don’t bite.” I winked at him and waited for the cameraman to get set.

“They’re ready,” Adrian muttered and jerked his head. “Start rolling.”

The little red light came on, and Adrian miraculously changed from a nervous kid to a strong-jawed, stiff-shouldered man. This wasn’t the silent little boy watching us from the stands, the whiny brother constantly asking questions, or the scared man from moments earlier.

Truth be told, he was fucking hot.

“Good evening. This is Adrian Hunt, and I’m here tonight with the star center of the Brooklyn Bladers, Ripley Tremaine. Rip, how are you feeling tonight after the win?”

“Well, Adrian, every win is awesome, but this one feels great. The Caps and Blades have a rivalry, so it’s nice when we can put one in the win column.”

He wet his lips, and I hoped he could follow through. “What game was most important? I mean…” His attempt to correct himself failed as well. “What do you think of…uh…”

I jumped in. “I think the most important play of the game was when Chitty stole the puck, ducked the bodycheck, passed to Peter, and we scored. The momentum shifted, and we dug in.” I slung an arm around his neck and didn’t miss the hitch of his breath.

“Thank you, Rip. Do you think your new teammates acquired in the trade have blended well with the rest of the players?” Adrian shifted under my arm, and I liked how he settled into place. He wasn’t a small guy by any means, and hard muscles bunched through the fabric of his shirt. To my shock, heat blasted through me, which I immediately quashed as inappropriate. This was my best friend’s younger brother. We’d grown up together. I wasn’t supposed to be having dirty thoughts about him, especially during an interview. But with my entire focus on coming into the season strong, I hadn’t thought about anything except training and our games.

“Really well, I think. We’re all one cohesive unit that’s only gonna get better the more we play together.”

Adrian nodded, his face intent. “Uh, do you think you’re going to retire after this season?”

I blinked. That wasn’t one of the questions I’d prepared for. In fact, I refused to let it cross my mind. Not since my agent had asked me the same question a year earlier, to which I almost took his head off with my ferocious, negative response. I couldn’t answer Adrian the same way without losing my nice-guy image, so I forced a smile and dropped my arm.

“No. Not at all. I’m only thirty-six. I’ve got a few more good years left, and I intend to give our fans a championship.”

While I wouldn’t admit it to anyone but myself, the rays of the sun setting on my career were blinding, and I wasn’t quite sure what the hell I was going to do without hockey in my life. At one point I’d thought Denis and I would get married and start a family, but that dream was dead and buried.

Perhaps sensing my annoyance, Adrian put some distance between us. “Uh, sorry. Thanks for the interview, Rip, and congratulations on the great win.” He faced the camera. “That was the All-Star center for the Brooklyn Bladers, Ripley Tremaine, talking about his winning game. This is Adrian Hunt with Channel 8 News.”

“And…we’re done.” The cameraman pointed his finger at us. “That’s a wrap. Great game, Ripley.” With a chuckle, he turned to Adrian. “And kid—it’s the Brooklyn Blades, not Bladers.”

Wide-eyed and pale, Adrian stammered, “Oh, my God. I’m such an idiot. Can we redo it?”

My irritation over his retirement question faded, and I felt sorry for him instead. “It was live, but don’t worry about it. No one will pick up on it. Heat of the moment and all that.” I stretched and rolled my shoulders. “All right. I’m gonna get going.”

He left first, head hanging and shoulders slumped in defeat. Poor guy. He really was out of his element. Before I knew what I was saying, I called out after him, “Adrian.” He stopped but didn’t turn around. “Come meet me at Slapshots for dinner later. It’s only a few blocks from here.”

He peered over his shoulder. “Who? Me?”

I threw him a wink. “Yeah. You owe me one for calling my team by the wrong name.”


Chapter Two

Adrian

Outside the arena, John the cameraman lit a cigarette and nudged me as I looked out into the street, Rip’s words replaying in my head.

“So how do you know Ripley Tremaine?”

“Hmm? What?” I was still trying to recover from Rip’s arm around my shoulders. His warm, heavy, very muscular arm. “Oh, he’s my brother’s best friend. We grew up together.” No need to get into the complex dynamics of Ripley’s home life and how he’d come to live with us. Especially when I didn’t really understand it myself. He and Neil had always been together, in school and after, and one day, Rip had simply stayed and never left. That was pretty much all I knew.

“No shit? Whoa, that’s cool.” He flipped the ash on the sidewalk. “Did you always know he was gay?”

No, but I knew I was the first time I saw him in his rookie year with the Blades. My dad took me into the locker room for the season opener, and Rip stood there, sweaty and bare-chested, with a huge smile. My mouth dried, and tingles traveled up and down my body. That night I had an explosive wet dream with him as the star.

I made a face. “That’s not something I talk about. He’s a friend.”

As if he hadn’t heard me, John continued. “Sure as hell shocked me, but I guess it don’t matter if he can play the game. More and more of them comin’ out every day. Football, baseball…who would believe it?” He dragged on the cigarette, then tossed the butt and crushed it under his heel. “Better get going. Don’t wanna be late for dinner.” He pulled out the keys to the van and turned to leave.

“I’m not going. He didn’t mean it. That was a courtesy invite.”

John stopped and gave me a bug-eyed glare. “Dude. I’m not gay, but even I could see he was into you.” He leered and waggled his brows. “Go for it. Maybe you’ll get lucky.”

I rolled my eyes. “Don’t be ridiculous. He’s like a big brother to me.”

Trust me, I’ve been fighting these feelings for years.

“Whatever. Listen, I know you wanna get on the hard news, but Rob DeVine ain’t gonna hand that over to some rookie intern whose main job is making sure the coffee urn is filled every morning.”

I winced but understood John’s point. Rob DeVine was a hard-ass, tough guy who barely acknowledged me as Louie’s new intern. It didn’t seem to matter that he and Neil were friends—I knew I’d only been hired because Neil had once worked for him and Rob respected Neil’s position in the industry. If I wanted to stay and make a name for myself, it was sink or swim on my own.

“I know. But I have to begin somewhere.”

“Yeah? Well, don’t think that just ’cause you did the sports tonight, they’re gonna take it away from Louie. He’s a legend. Thirty years in the business don’t disappear like that.”

Sighing, I zipped up my jacket. “I don’t want it. I’m not a sports person. I just want to catch a break and get noticed.”

We approached the van, and John hit the key fob to deactivate the alarm. “Listen, kid. My advice? It’s dog-eat-dog in this world. Use whatever advantage you can get. You know Rip Tremaine good, like you say? Get on the inside track with him. If Louie hears you got pull with a big-shot player in the NHL…” He winked. The innuendo wasn’t lost on me, and my face turned to fire.

“God, no way. I couldn’t do that.”

“Why not? Everyone’s got an angle, and if you can score with Tremaine, you’d be a golden boy. Maybe they’ll give you the entertainment spot if you start dating a big shot like him.”

“And do what? Spy on him? That’s gross.”

“Don’t be naive. That’s show business. Lots of reporters have started either with being besties with producers, a famous someone’s kid, or banging some star. Use what you got.”

With a two-finger salute, he hopped into the van and drove off. I watched the taillights recede, then headed in the opposite direction, toward the train home.

Golden boy?

As quickly as I pictured myself behind the anchor desk, I thrust the image from my mind. I couldn’t do that to Rip. We might not really be friends, but I was sure he trusted me. I could never use sexuality to advance my career. Besides, I wasn’t Rip’s type. He went for the hot supermodels or the famous athletes. Not nobodies like me.

Hands jammed into my jacket pockets, I stared at the traffic whizzing past and wondered how badly I’d screwed up the segment. I’d thought I was confident about my abilities, but the moment I’d seen that little red light on the camera come on…poof. My thoughts had turned to mashed Jell-O, my throat had dried up, and the words had refused to come without me forcing them.

Add in having to interview Rip, and I’d become a stammering, airheaded fool. The secret crush I’d had on him all through high school had been placed on the back burner when I went away to college, then moved across the country for my first job. But I’d catch glimpses of him on the sports news or on the cover of a magazine in an airport traveling for work, and those silly emotions would muscle their way into my brain again. I might not know a damn thing about hockey, but I sure as hell was a fan of Ripley Tremaine.

To say I’d been shocked by Rip’s coming out speech in his second year of playing professionally would have been an understatement. Of course, I’d immediately had a fairy tale of Rip realizing he was in love with me and asking me if I’d wait for him until I was older and we could be together. All I’d been able to think of was him touching me. Kissing me.

That dream had lasted all of one month, before the stories of Rip’s love affairs started to make the gossip pages. He went out with models, Olympic figure skaters, swimmers, and other sports figures who’d made the choice to wait until after their retirement to come out. Older or younger, Rip was going through every gay man he came in contact with.

Except me. Rip had obviously forgotten about my existence the moment he left home. I might’ve only been a teenager, but I’d been hopelessly, helplessly in love with him. I was left out of parties, sleepovers, and weekend trips to the mall and movies. I’d make excuses that it didn’t matter. Eventually I’d grow up and Rip and I would meet at some point, and he’d see how I’d changed and fall in love with me.

Out of college, I’d landed a job at a local news station in the Midwest. I wanted to report coverups by local politicians, drug raids, corporations pushing out small-business owners. I had dreams of being a big-shot anchor, telling the important stories of the day with intelligence, honesty, and that touch of humor that would make me relatable and have people tuning in to hear my reporting. Silly me for thinking I could jump right into hard news, as I was stuck reporting on the latest fashions and whose Hollywood marriage was in trouble.

I’d figured I could stick it out and prove I could do it. Instead, I was out of my job as gossip reporter in one year, for revealing a major celebrity having a romantic dinner in town with an unidentified woman. We’d even had video of the two of them getting close in a secluded booth. Unfortunately for me, it turned out the woman was the station owner’s wife. I was let go the next morning.

After that, I’d bounced around, trying to get my foot in the door with smaller markets—worked in Idaho and Oklahoma—none of them lasting more than a year, mainly due to budget cuts. My last job, in North Carolina, had used me as a floater, doing whatever the station manager had wanted. One day I’d be writing copy for the local lifestyle reporter, and the next I’d be at the Friday night high school football game, helping our sports reporter. All the while, I’d still yearned to cover the hard news, but each time I’d been told to stay in my lane. That I had to earn the move up the ladder to even think about transferring from essentially gofer work to news reporting.

The only time I’d get in front of a camera behind the desk was to fill in for someone if they were sick, or if it was a holiday and no one else was available. The last resort. Of course, I always jumped at the chance. It wasn’t as if I had anything resembling a social life. I was twenty-eight years old, and sex was a distant memory—I might as well be a virgin. I could use—and did—the excuse that I didn’t have the time to meet anyone, I was still young. It was more important to build up my career. The reality? No one was interested in me, so it worked out. Rip and Denis Bouvier had become the power couple of professional hockey, proclaiming their love for each other, forcing me to shelve my fantasy of the two of us falling in love.

And then an intern job at Channel 8 in New York City opened up, so I swallowed my pride and asked my brother to use his friendship with Rob DeVine to see if he could get me the job at his station. What they offered me wasn’t any better than what I was leaving, but I jumped at the lateral move anyway. Aside from returning home to my family, New York City was one of the big markets. A chance to make a name in the industry.

It had been four months since my first day, and I could admit to myself if to no one else that I was still trying to figure out what the hell I was supposed to be doing. After I’d confided my stage-fright issue to Louie, he’d kept me in the newsroom, doing research. Anything that kept me off camera. He insisted the more familiar I’d get with the sports teams, the less nervous I’d be if or when the situation arose for me to do an interview with one of them.

Any time I spoke to Neil, he’d reassure me to give it time, that a career in television reporting didn’t happen without putting in years of grunge work, yet I’d see new reporters, as young as me, get news spots. What did they have that I didn’t?

But I knew: the ability to formulate a sentence without freezing over each and every word.

I slowed my steps in front of Slapshots, the pub where Rip mentioned he’d be, but then walked on by. It wasn’t the space for me. Places that reeked of frat-boy, bro-dudes were never my thing, and on a night of a home team win, those hormones would be running amuck. That didn’t mean I wanted to go sit alone in my tiny apartment, so spying a coffee shop, I decided to sit for a few and have a cappuccino.

Sipping slowly, I people-watched by the window. I finished my drink and bought another to take home. I paid and reached for the cup—only to have it plucked from my fingers.

“Hey,” I snapped and whirled, to see Rip grinning down at me. I never felt small until I stood next to him. Two inches taller, but heavier by at least twenty pounds of pure muscle, Rip had that quality of lighting up a room and energizing the air.

God, he was perfect. Hazel eyes flecked with gold sparkled under waves of thick, dark hair that curled around his tanned, muscular neck. A scar ran through one of his eyebrows—from an unfortunate run-in with an opponent’s skate blade when he’d been tripped on the ice. I’d seen that game, and my heart had almost stopped at the sight of so much spilled blood. But the scar did nothing to mar the beauty of his face. And even tonight, with exhaustion rolling through him, he was still my perfect man. The one I never stopped dreaming of.

“I told you to come have dinner with me, but I saw you through the window, walking past Slapshots.”

The crowd behind us began to murmur, and Rip waved at them. “Hiya, folks. Great game, huh?”

For at least ten minutes he was besieged by fans asking for autographs and pictures, and he accommodated everyone. I finished my drink and tossed the cup, intending to leave, when I felt a hand on my shoulder.

“Not sneaking off again, are you?”

“Rip, come on, I don’t belong there.”

His full mouth tightened. “Bullshit. You belong wherever you want to be.” Close up, I could see where bruises lay blue-black against his skin, and I spied various cuts and scrapes on his chin and cheeks. He must be hurting. The game took both a physical and a mental toll on players. “And I’d really like it if you came.”

What would it be like to belong for just one night? My face must’ve revealed that inner longing, as Rip put his arm around me. “Please?” he whispered in my ear, sending a shiver through me I hoped he didn’t feel, but that I registered down to my toes.

“All right, I’ll come for one drink.”

He tightened his grip on me. “Great. Let’s go. The guys are waiting.”

Inside the bar, I found myself sandwiched between Rip and another player he introduced me to called Chitty, a big, young, blond guy who couldn’t stop talking.

“Great night, huh? I’m only a rookie, but damn, the excitement in the arena gets to me every time. It was fire.” Between bites of his burger, Chitty gulped his beer. When he reached for another, Rip shook his head.

“Nuh-uh, rookie. Learn to pace yourself. One per night during the season.” He slid my margarita to me. “You, on the other
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