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      Olivia Turnbull couldn’t help but react with guilty amusement when the fake blond wearing a black miniskirt that barely covered her ass threw a drink in her boyfriend’s face. Or more likely, her former boyfriend’s face.

      It had been an uneventful flight into Boston from Minneapolis by way of Pittsburgh—the Boston Gazette had been too cheap to pay the extra forty-two dollars for a direct flight—and Olivia had been one of the last ones off the plane. A middle seat in the next-to-last row. Thank you, Gazette travel office.

      Happy to finally leave behind the Boeing 727’s stale air and its smell of peanuts, coffee, and too many people packed in too little space, Olivia had wheeled her carry-on behind her with her laptop bag stacked on top and checked her iPhone for e-mail messages.

      Nothing that couldn’t wait. Good, she thought with a sigh of relief. She wanted nothing more than to head straight home, change out of her plain yellow blouse and jeans, climb into her own bed with its crisp sheets and fluffy pillow, and take a nap to wash away the weariness from the Blades’ road trip.

      As she exited the departure gate, Olivia wondered if she should send one last tweet to her readers while she walked through the endless Logan Airport concourse area out to the pickup area past baggage claim. Back home at last. Off rest of today. Practice tomorrow. What the heck, she figured. Keep the bosses happy, which was important considering what was happening to newspapers across the country. One last tweet on her way out. She cradled the iPhone in her fingers and began to type with her thumb.

      She stopped typing mid-sentence when she spotted the blond in the microscopic miniskirt loudly arguing with the guy fifty feet ahead. His hand was on the small of her back, trying to steer her away from the other passengers, all of whom were looking at the two like it was a prime time TV reality show, not to be missed. But Skinny Miss Mini wasn’t having any of it.

      “You can’t leave me like this,” she shouted, flinging his arm away, her dark eyes flashing. Eighteen or nineteen years old, she looked like yet another Jersey Shore wannabe. Too much makeup. Big hair, blond but with visible dark roots. And a cheap air about her that made her seem to be chewing gum even though she wasn’t.

      Despite all that, Olivia instinctively took the girl’s side of the argument until the guy walked quickly away, head ducked down, and Skinny Miss Mini tried to keep up with him in her ridiculous six-inch heels, all the while tugging at her skirt to keep it from riding up even higher. Each tug highlighted the clear outline of the thong she wore beneath it.

      They walked past a souvenir shop featuring Boston Red Sox T-shirts and caps. Tug, tug. Thong. Past a newspaper stand and bookstore. Tug, tug. Thong. Past a Dunkin’ Donuts. Again, tug, tug. Thong.

      Like a car wreck on the side of the highway, Olivia couldn’t take her eyes off the spectacle. All the while, Skinny Miss Mini berated the guy, whose back remained turned to Olivia.

      At about that time, Olivia began to wonder if maybe the two deserved each other. The guy, tall and well built, had to be a jerk; based on her recent relationships, Olivia had begun to think that having a penis and being a jerk might be a package deal. She didn’t always feel that way, but the evidence was piling up.

      So when the erstwhile couple neared Boston Beer Works and Skinny Miss Mini detoured three steps inside and grabbed a customer’s mug off the counter, Olivia grinned with anticipation. Ignoring the cry of outrage from the bar, Skinny Miss Mini chased after her former boyfriend, heels clicking on the concourse tiles, and let the drink fly.

      Olivia wanted to cheer, but for once in her life restrained herself. She felt some guilt over her amusement even as Skinny Miss Mini stomped off, but not a lot. This had been good, clean fun, something that had been in short supply of late.

      Olivia was laughing uncontrollably, not even trying to cover her mouth with her iPhone, when the guy turned her way.

      Her delight disappeared, replaced by shock.

      Chad Finnegan. Six-two, 195 pounds with a jock’s chiseled body. Slate gray eyes. A light blue dress shirt and tight jeans. Flowing black hair.

      Hair that she’d run her fingers through once upon a time. Back at Boston University where she’d been a journalism major and he’d been the All-American left wing on the hockey team, the BMOC, Big Man on Campus. They’d met during Freshman Orientation and in no time had become a couple. She’d thought he was The One until he apparently decided that since he could get almost any girl on her back at the snap of his fingers, he might as well take advantage of the opportunity.

      Good-bye Olivia. Hello Flavor of the Month…or Week…or Night.

      A smile returned to Olivia’s face as the shock at seeing him again after…what, six years?… wore off. Olivia wiped away the smile, leaving behind only a smirk, and walked up to where he stood beside two empty white bar stools, wiping the drink off his face with Boston Beer Works napkins.

      “Some things never change,” she said.

      Chad Finnegan blinked. “What?”

      Olivia just gave him the look. Had he taken a few too many pucks to the coconut?

      And then it registered. “Oh,” he said, and grinned a bit self-consciously. “Hi.” And then he waited another couple seconds while, Olivia guessed, the mental tumblers spun until he finally came up with her name. “Olivia.”

      “Chad,” she said.

      He wiped the rest of the drink from his face. “How much did you see?”

      Olivia smiled. “Only everything.”

      Chad shook his head. “I can explain…”

      “I bet I can fill in the blanks.”

      “You always could,” Chad said with a rueful chuckle. He grabbed one more handful of napkins off an empty oak table and dabbed at his forehead and cheeks. “You know, you look great.”

      “You look…” Olivia couldn’t help but smile. “The way I often dreamed you’d look. Like a drowned rat.”

      Chad winced, then laughed. By the looks of it, he couldn’t decide whether he should extend his hand for a shake, open his arms for a wet hug, or run for cover. He did none of them, just shrugging instead.

      Olivia checked him out. He looked every bit as mouthwatering as he had back in their days together. His chest and shoulders were even more well developed now and nothing else had changed—nothing, that is, except for the slightly visible scar that ran through his right eyebrow, probably the result of a stray slap shot, and another one on his chin, that one perhaps the result of a puck but just as easily could have been a fist. And though she hated to admit it, both of those scars looked kind of sexy.

      Like everything else about Chad Finnegan. Too sexy.

      “You really look great,” he said again.

      Olivia rolled her eyes. “Save those lines for the bimbos it works on. Until, that is, they throw drinks at you.”

      “No, I really mean it,” he said. “We should—” Chad frowned, and then his eyes widened for just a second. He grabbed Olivia by the elbow and pulled her toward him.

      Olivia turned in time to see a drink flying at her.

      But not in time to duck.

      An ice cube hit her squarely on the forehead. Whiskey, probably Jack Daniel’s, stung her eyes. Its smell burned her nostrils.

      She shook her head and tried to wipe the whiskey out of her eyes. She blinked rapidly.

      Skinny Miss Mini appeared. “Bitch, what are you, some kind of a vulture? I’m gone ten seconds and you think you can swoop in and take my man?”

      She looked closer at Olivia, eyed her up and down, then jabbed a finger toward Olivia’s modest chest. “This is my competition?” she asked, looking at Chad with a disbelieving frown. “This is why—”

      “No,” Chad said. “You’ve got it wrong—”

      “I didn’t think so,” she said, continuing to look at Olivia as if she were a bug. “I could roll out of bed and blow this one away.”

      “And you’d probably roll right back in again,” Olivia said.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Skinny Miss Mini asked.

      Olivia looked to Chad. “You still like them dumb, eh?”

      Skinny Miss Mini’s eyes narrowed and Olivia wondered if the drink glass would be the next to fly, but Chad stepped between them.

      “Olivia didn’t swoop down and take me, Kandi,” he said. “She’s an old friend. And I’m not your man. It’s over. I tried to tell you—”

      “Excuse me.” An officious-looking, middle-aged man in a white shirt and blue tie approached. He eyed the three of them. “Who’s the one who grabbed the drinks off the counter?”

      Olivia and Chad both pointed at Little Miss Mini. Or what was it Chad had called her? Kandi? That figured. Was that her real name? Not that it mattered. She deserved a stripper name. It fit her even better than the poured-in miniskirt.

      “I didn’t take them,” Kandi said. “I just…borrowed them.”

      “Listen, I’m the manager here and I don’t care what word you use—”

      “Sir,” Chad said, taking his wallet out of his back pocket. “We’re very sorry for all of this. I’d like to take care of it and buy the offended parties an extra drink.” He picked out the two indignant drinkers, set two twenty-dollar bills on the counter and slid them to the bartender, a cute woman just short of thirty, her red hair pinned up and the top three buttons of her shirt undone. “Will this take care of it?” He patted the shoulders of the two gentlemen, both portly and ruddy faced. “I’m really sorry for this.”

      Kandi called Chad a vulgar name and stomped off. He raised his eyebrows, shrugged, and spread his palms in a what-are-you-going-to-do gesture. The two men smiled and nodded in unison. One chuckled and said, “Good luck.”

      Chad slapped the two men on the back. “Thanks, guys.”

      He turned Olivia. “What do you say we get out of here and go some place where we can talk?” He glanced out at the concourse walkway. “Away from the psycho.” He grinned ruefully. “Kandi. With a K. And an I.”

      Olivia debated telling him to get lost just for old time’s sake. The scars had long since healed, but the wounds had run deep. She’d fallen for him ass over teakettle, smitten like never before and never since. Chad had charmed her, made her feel like the most special woman alive. Flowers…bad poetry that evoked gales of laughter from both of them but at the same time touched her with its sweetness…words of endearment that went straight to her heart. When she was in his arms, there was no better place on Earth. Electricity shot through her when he kissed her. And when they made love…

      Chad hadn’t been her first lover—two boyfriends in high school had preceded him—but Chad had been the first to give her pleasure. Abundant, exuberant pleasure. Good god, what pleasure. He remained the most considerate lover she’d ever enjoyed.

      And so, when the breakup came, Olivia had crashed down from her lofty pedestal so hard she shattered like Humpty Dumpty, sure she’d never be put back together again. It took the longest time, but piece by piece she made herself whole, in part by viewing Chad through the comic lens of other modern day Don Juans. A steady diet of Two and a Half Men helped.

      She stopped crying over Chad by laughing at him.

      And now, six years later, she was once again enjoying the comic side of his foibles, the laughter coming a whole lot easier than back then. But that was all she wanted. Another drink or two in Chad’s face would be just fine with her. Nothing more. He could take his “you really look great” charm and his treacherous good looks and tuck them in the back pocket of his tight jeans.

      “Come on,” Chad said, touching his hand to Olivia’s elbow. “We’ll just catch up on things. Talk about the old times. And you can tell me what you’ve been doing.”

      She followed only out of professional obligation.
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      The one thing Chad Finnegan was determined not to do when Kandi ambushed him at the airport was create a scene. Or let her create one. The trade to the Blades was his shot at the big time, perhaps his last one, and he wasn’t going to blow it. If he got into the papers for the wrong reasons, he might as well hang up his skates and call it a career.

      If, that is, a single game in the National Hockey League could even be called a career. Just seven shifts. A total of three minutes and eight seconds of ice time. No goals, no assists, and although he’d thrown two good checks, no fights. Neither team had scored while he was on the ice.

      He’d been damned near invisible.

      And that one game as an emergency injury call-up would be the sum total of his NHL career if he got into trouble now. He’d been paying dues in the minors for four years—three minor league all-star appearances, a season mostly lost to a torn ACL, and forty-two stitches—with the only payoff that one game. Plus whatever he could make of this latest opportunity, one that would vanish if he screwed up either on the ice or off it.

      The top draft picks could get away with negative publicity, but not him. He was getting old for a professional hockey player: twenty-four, with the dreaded twenty-five only three months away. Ancient. If he didn’t stick with the parent club soon, he’d be considered a career minor leaguer and never get another shot.

      Chad was damned if he was going to let that happen. He’d made those three minor league all-star teams, but that plus three bucks could get you a latte crapachino or whatever they called it at Starbucks. He hadn’t left Boston University after winning the national championship as a junior to play in the minors. He’d have stuck around for his final year, gotten his degree, been the BMOC, and gotten any girl into bed he so much as looked cross-eyed at.

      There were groupies in the minors, too, of course. Most of the guys called them Puck Sluts. But they were minor league, you were minor league, and the both of you knew it. At Boston University, where there was no football or major basketball team to offer competition, hockey players were gods. And everyone knew it. No comparison. Even if you were burning through cartons of Trojans at both places.

      So when he got the call that the Boston Blades had traded for him and wanted him up at the parent club right away, Chad had packed his bags and never even considered calling Kandi. She knew the score. They’d been together for barely two weeks and he’d already begun to tire of her. She was sexy, sure. And good in bed in a purely physical way, as if it were an Olympic event. There sure wasn’t anything wrong with that. Hell, he wasn’t crazy.

      But that’s all there was. Beneath all of her sexual attractiveness and prowess was…nothing. Not to be cruel, but she was as shallow as a puddle. A helluva sexy puddle to be sure, but still just a puddle. So many of the groupies had been just like that. Chad had begun to think there had to be more.

      He wasn’t about to go all Lifetime Channel gushy and start joining eHarmony and proclaiming the need for a soul mate. Good god, the Blades would have to send him to the women’s locker room. But it still seemed as though there had to be better than just a series of great lays.

      So Chad had thought the new start professionally in Boston would be a good time to opt for a clean slate with the rest of his life, too. Kandi could latch onto the next Chad Finnegan back in Peoria and have her good times with the new guy while he settled down and focused on nothing but staying in the big time.

      But she’d followed him here, finding out god knew how and taking a flight that arrived just a bit earlier so she could greet him at the gate. She’d acted as if they were married, for Chrissakes, all while showing up in an outfit that practically begged the newspapers to take her picture while she created a scene.

      Now here was Olivia Turnbull, pretty as ever in an understated way, smirking at his situation while they hustled down the concourse until they ducked into a Legal Sea Foods.

      “So what was that all about?” Olivia asked as they made their way to a rear booth, only six booths away from the entrance but as secluded as they could manage. “Although I’m sure I can guess.”

      Chad looked both ways to make sure Kandi wasn’t anywhere to be seen. “You don’t want to know.”

      Olivia smiled, exposing the slightly crooked canines that he’d always liked for some reason, as if they imbued her with some special character that a beauty queen lacked. “I bet I do.”

      Chad chuckled in spite of himself. He remembered again that sly grin of Olivia’s, her throaty laughter that reminded him of Kathleen Turner in that sexy eighties movie Body Heat, and her small nose with a small outward curve at the end and how they’d joked about how it was shaped like an Olympic ski jump. He’d run his fingertip along it and launch his finger high into the air. He recalled how she wasn’t afraid to speak her mind, even make gentle fun of him like she was doing now, so unlike the honeys who had followed her and were afraid to offend the superstar who had graced them with his presence.

      A waiter came and took their drink orders. Diet Cokes for both of them.

      “Diet Coke?” Olivia asked. “Since when?”

      Chad shrugged. He didn’t want to be showing up at the Blades offices with even a hint of alcohol on his breath. For sure, he’d have to wash up and change clothes to rid himself of the smell thanks to Kandi’s psycho performance. But he wasn’t supposed to talk about the deal to anyone until it was officially announced. He fingered the red-and-white checked tablecloth absently, unsure of what to say.

      Olivia jumped in. “I figured you were either still a Sam Adams guy or you’d switched to Dos Equis. You know, the commercials? The World’s Most Interesting Man? Or maybe that tequila…What brand is it?” She snapped her fingers. “Hornitos.” She nodded. “That’s you. Either the World’s Most Interesting Man or Hornitos. Probably Hornitos.”

      “Why do you seem to enjoy jamming my balls into a vise?” Chad asked. “I couldn’t help notice your delight at me wearing some stranger’s drink.”

      “Oh,” Olivia said. “I wonder.” She raised an eyebrow. “It’s a very mild version of what I fantasized about doing to you after you ripped my heart out and tossed it aside.” She bit her lower lip. “Trust me, I thought of a lot worse.” She shook her head. “Chasing after cheap trash like that.”

      “Cheap trash?” he said. “You sound like my mother.”

      “A smart woman. You should listen to her more often.” A twinkle sparkled in Olivia’s eyes. “For a woman that smart to have a son like you, your father must have had an IQ of ten.”

      Chad laughed. “Ouch.”

      “Emotionally speaking, of course.”

      “Of course.” He made an elaborate hand-cranking gesture, then covered his crotch and put a mock display of pain on his face. Balls in a vise.

      They both laughed.

      Chad’s grin faded as he thought back further to what she’d said. “I ripped your heart out?” he asked. “It bothered you that much?”

      Olivia shook her head and closed her eyes. “Captain Oblivious.”

      Chad nodded and a silence fell over them that lasted what felt like minutes. Glasses clinked nearby. The buzz of conversation elsewhere thrummed, making their own silence all the more awkward.

      “So what brings you to this neck of the woods?” Olivia finally said. “You must be injured if you’re not with the team. You’re still with the Peoria Rivermen, right?”

      “You’ve been paying attention to my career after all these years?” Chad felt a glowing sensation in his chest.

      “It’s my job,” Olivia said. “I’m the Blades beat writer for the Gazette.”

      Chad felt his jaw drop.

      “Why should that be a surprise?” she asked. “I was a journalism major at BU. Remember? I covered the hockey team for the Freep.” The Freep was what everyone called The Daily Free Press.

      Chad nodded, feeling his head spin. She was the Gazette’s beat writer? But of course. He felt like slapping his forehead.

      “I mostly pay attention to the NHL players,” she said, “but I keep an eye on the top ones in the AHL in case they get called up.” She frowned. “But you’re property of St Louis…playing for their Peoria affiliate. What are you doing in Boston?”

      Chad slid to the edge of the booth. He tossed a ten and a five on the table. “I should get going.”

      Olivia’s eyes widened. “You got traded! To the Blades.”

      Chad tried to keep a poker face, but knew the news was written all over it.

      “You did!” Olivia said. “It just hasn’t been announced, right? You’re here to replace Soderstrom because the MRIs came back and he’s out for…” She looked to Chad for confirmation. “For a month? For the season?”

      “I don’t know,” he said, desperate to get away but not wanting to. He slid back into the booth. “I don’t know anything.”

      Olivia reached for her iPhone, touched the screen, and began to type.

      “No!” Chad said, grabbing her hand.

      She gave him a hard look. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      Chad let go of her hand. “I mean…”

      “You’ve been traded, right? It’s obvious.”

      Balls in a vise, Chad thought. “Well…”

      “You either have or you haven’t,” Olivia said, a flush coming to her face. “And if you have, I’ve got an obligation to report it. It’s my job.”

      “I haven’t exactly…I mean, nothing is official yet.” Chad winced. That was more than he should have said.

      Olivia’s almond-colored eyes flashed suddenly cold. “Don’t lie to me. Again.”

      “Don’t do this to me,” he pleaded. “I’m not supposed to say a word to anyone.”

      Olivia crossed her arms. “Don’t do this to me? My, isn’t that an ironic role reversal.”

      “Please,” Chad said. “This is my last shot. I can’t let anything go wrong. They swore me to secrecy. God knows why, but you know how they are. Tight-lipped about everything. And if they think I’ve been blabbing about the trade to the first reporter I see—”

      “Who were you traded for?” Olivia asked.

      Chad swallowed hard. “I’m begging you.”
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      Isn’t that just delicious, Olivia thought. She didn’t really hold a grudge after all these years. Well, not much of one, all things considered. But she still enjoyed watching him squirm in the same kind of guilty way that she’d enjoyed the drink-tossing.

      Not exactly sweet revenge, but close enough.

      And not a request she could honor.

      “I’m a reporter,” she said. “I cover the Blades. How can I sit on this news? I kill for this kind of scoop.” The tiny vindictive sliver of her brain felt like adding, even though you’re not really big news anymore. But that tiny sliver rarely won out and it didn’t this time, either.

      “But—”

      “No buts,” she said. “I don’t have to say that I’m sitting in Legal Sea Foods with you now or that you broke my heart six years ago.”

      “But—”

      “Or that you were involved in an ugly scene at the airport with a spurned lady friend. Using, of course, the term ‘lady’ lightly.”

      That stopped him. “You wouldn’t.”

      “No, I wouldn’t. Because I’m not that kind of a sportswriter. I may write for a tabloid, but I’m not a tabloid writer.”

      Chad exhaled loudly in obvious relief.

      “Now, if you’d slapped her or something like that, I’d bury you and wouldn’t look back.”

      He nodded. “I don’t hit women.” He smiled weakly. “I hit defensemen and forwards. On rare occasions, goalies, though mostly by accident. But never women.”

      “I know. Lucky for you.” She sipped her Diet Coke. “Now tell me, who’d you get traded for?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Come on! Who do you think you’re talking to, some rookie reporter?”

      “Honest! I don’t know. They just told me to report ASAP and keep my mouth shut.”

      Olivia wondered if he was lying. She’d have put it at about 50-50 except that he’d never been much of an actor. A Romeo, yes; an actor, no.

      “Excuse me,” she said and began typing on her iPhone, first tweeting the news—#Blades acquire Chad Finnegan. Details to follow.—and then adding a similar item, only slightly less terse, on her Blades Blog at the Gazette.

      She sat back in her seat. “Okay, let’s talk.”

      “Are you happy now?” Chad said, giving her a dirty look.

      She narrowed her eyes and leaned forward. “Would you care for me to add a few more details?”

      He took a deep breath. “Okay, okay. I’ve just got a lot riding on this.”

      “And my career is pretty important to me, too.”

      “Fair enough,” he said with a wry grin. “How about we start over?”

      “How far over?”

      “How far over are you willing to go?” Chad asked and flashed the smile that had smitten her back as a freshman right out of backwoods of Maine—a smile worthy of Tom Cruise that had amazingly been spared the stray puck or high stick. Or, for that matter, a knockout punch. Not so much as a chipped tooth.

      “I don’t think we can go all the way back to the beginning,” she said. “I’m not that forgiving. But my rewind button can cover today.”

      “Great,” he said. “Thanks.” He glanced at his watch. “I should be going pretty soon. I have to—” He stopped himself and smiled feebly. “How about we get together sometime?”

      Olivia leaned back, the full reality of their situation just starting to sink in. “Sure,” she said. “How about tomorrow after your first practice? In the Blades dressing room?”
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      Chad breathed a sigh of relief after he passed his physical with mostly flying colors and the trade became official. His left knee would always raise red flags for teams, but since his lost year due to ACL surgery, he hadn’t missed a game. Nobody played hockey for almost two decades and at the professional level for four years without picking up a scratch or two.

      Neither the general manager nor the coach said a word about Chad being spotted in the airport. Olivia’s tweet and blogging hadn’t done him in and her silence over the incident with Kandi, he had to admit, might well have saved his ass. Still, it annoyed him a little that she hadn’t killed the news entirely. Would that have hurt so much?

      But it didn’t matter now, did it? It was water under the bridge. Just like that old relationship with Olivia. That was six-year-old water under the bridge, two at BU and four since he turned pro. There’d been plenty of women since then and there’d be plenty of women in the future. Olivia was ancient history.

      So why had he been unable to take his eyes off her? Why had the sight of her taken his breath away? Chad pushed the thought away, and skated his ass off in his first practice as a Blade.

      Third line left wing.

      The Big Show.

      Not an opportunity to piss away.

      Coach didn’t say anything, but Chad knew he’d at least gotten off on the right foot. It had been a helluva practice. Well, there were more where that came from.

      He felt tired, but a good tired as he made his way to the dressing room and peeled his sopping-wet practice jersey off. It stank of sweat even more than usual but that, too, was a good smell.

      High on the walls, just below the ceiling, read the words

      
        
        BOSTON BLADES HOCKEY HALL OF FAMERS

      

      

      Below that, plaques of the honorees circled the room, spaced every few feet apart, many of them the legends he’d idolized while growing up. Chad knew he’d never join that elite group but hoped he could spend nights and afternoons in this place for many years.

      Everything about it spoke of The Big Time. The stalls for each player were wide enough for three men, even the ones in the corner like his own. The black rubber matting on the floor was laid out like an ice surface with Blades logos on all the faceoff circles.

      Chad felt good. No, he felt great.

      Until he saw the reporters descend on his locker, led by Olivia. His pulse quickened and not just because of her flowing dark hair and almond-colored eyes. He’d never felt particularly comfortable talking to the press ever since turning pro.

      At Boston University, it had been different. As a freshman, he’d been summoned to the post-game press conference only if he’d filled a starring role. As a sophomore and junior, he’d been considered a team leader despite his lack of seniority, so he’d appeared after a couple losses to explain the team’s downfall. But those had been few and far between, especially in the national championship season, and even then, the reporters tended to toss softballs with their questions. It was different, one of them explained, with college athletes. At least in theory, they were playing for the love of the game, even if scholarships to some of the most expensive institutions of higher education were involved.

      But for the press, the gloves came off in the pros. You were getting paid, and with that came the tough questions. There might still be plenty of softballs, but those only made you more vulnerable for the high, hard one aimed right at your kisser.

      In Peoria, Chad had dealt with one reporter, “Mad Mike” Madow, who’d put Chad in his bull’s-eye from day one and had sniped at him mercilessly. And the Boston press had a reputation for having some of the most savage columnists and talk shows on the planet. Most of the reporters were fair, but the sarcastic and negative element seemed to compete with each other for who could outdo the other. Like seeing who among them had the biggest balls.

      Please god, let them like me here, Chad thought, as the silver digital tape recorders and big-bulb microphones got shoved in his face. The bright lights from a TV camera shone in his eyes, making him blink.

      The Garden dressing room, which had seemed so spacious—especially compared to some of the more cramped ones in the minors—felt suddenly claustrophobic. The elegant wood paneling of his dressing stall, with its metal hooks for each piece of equipment, was now almost completely blocked out by the circle of seven reporters—eight, counting the cameraman.

      “When did you arrive?” a thin man with short gray hair and glasses asked.

      Chad gave his answer to that and several other routine questions.

      “What was your reaction when you heard the news?” a woman with long blond hair and black glasses asked.

      “Pure elation,” Chad said. “I was so excited. Boston’s a great city and the Blades are a great organization. It’s a wonderful opportunity. It’s really too bad about Soderstrom’s injury and you never want to get here that way, but I’m just hoping I can help the team as much as I can.”

      Olivia spoke up, making Chad smile reflexively. The smile didn’t stay on his face for long.

      “Soderstrom was known for having one of the hardest shots in the game,” she said. “Since you can’t match that, what do you bring to the table in its place?”

      Chad felt like he’d been slapped. It wasn’t that tough of a question, but he hadn’t expected Olivia to hit him the hardest. He counted to three, composing himself while putting together the blandest answer possible. Bland and boring responses never got you in trouble; it was the flashy quotes that blew up in your face.

      “Soderstrom is a great player,” he said. “I can’t play his game. I’ve got to play mine. I like to think I’ve got a pretty good shot myself, I bring a lot of intensity to every shift, and I play a well-rounded game.” He looked into the TV camera’s lens even though Olivia had asked the question. “I’m going to give it my best. Give it my all.”

      “You’ve bounced around in the minors for several years now,” Olivia said. “Do you think this is your final shot?”

      If her previous question had been a slap in the face, this one was a punch in the nose. Or below the belt. Why was she going after him like this? Was this her revenge for him dumping her all those years ago? He thought they’d patched that up at the airport.

      He answered the question as best he could, saying that he didn’t know if this was his last chance at the NHL, only that he hoped he took advantage of it.

      Olivia nodded, said a businesslike thank you, and headed across the dressing room for Joey Armstrong, the team’s captain and star forward. The rest of the reporters followed, leaving Chad suddenly alone.

      Well, that was some hot date, he thought. Me and Olivia. Just like old times.

      He pulled off the rest of his equipment, hung it on the metal hooks in the white pine stall that had his name over it, scribbled in black marker on white tape. All the other players’ nameplates were made of brass with their names engraved.

      Chad wondered if the team had ordered a brass nameplate for him or if they were waiting to see how he worked out first. It didn’t matter to him. It was going to work out. He was sure of it.

      He grabbed his towel and headed for the showers, glancing over at Olivia to see if she might glance his way. He’d never known any female reporter to show any interest in the naked bodies around them in the dressing room. They made a point of not looking.

      But a part of him hoped Olivia would sneak a peek. A part that remembered the times they’d shared together. A part that kicked himself for ever letting her go. A part that wondered if he would ever get a second chance.
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        * * *

      

      Olivia felt herself getting more and more annoyed at Chad’s reactions to her questions. Wasn’t she supposed to do her job? Was she supposed to go easy on him—just lob the softball questions up there for him to take a whack at—all because they’d once had a relationship? If anything, she should be inclined to rip him based on how it had ended.

      Instead, she’d treated him like any other player: tough but fair. And not really all that tough unless the circumstances demanded it. In this case, they did. Soderstrom’s injury had left a huge hole in the Blades’ lineup. If Chad couldn’t fill it effectively, they could kiss the Stanley Cup goodbye. There would be no championship in Beantown this year. She’d had no choice but ask the tough questions. That was her job.

      She wanted to smack that wounded-little-boy look off his face. Not really smack it, of course. But, well…smack it good in the figurative sense.

      After getting the team captain, Joey Armstrong, to comment on Chad’s addition to the team, Olivia headed for the press room. She wrote her short feature on Chad, e-mailed it to her editor, then wrote the Blades’ Notebook, a collection of shorter items that added up to almost as many words as the feature. After she e-mailed it, she followed standard Gazette protocol and called her editor to make sure he’d received both pieces and no loose ends remained.

      By the time she unlocked the door to her studio apartment in Revere, twenty minutes north of Boston, she’d gotten over her original frustration with Chad. Athletes never liked the tough questions. Why should Chad be any different? She’d probably picked up on his irritation only because, even after six years, she could read him so well.

      But her annoyance at his reaction was replaced by annoyance at something else, something potentially far worse. No matter how hard she tried, Olivia couldn’t get Chad Finnegan out of her mind.
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      Chad called her at the Gazette offices just after lunch. Olivia didn’t spend much time in her tiny, stark cubicle with its bare, tan walls, since almost all her work was done at the various arenas where the Blades played or practiced. She kept the office neat and her tan, under-the-desktop filing cabinet organized, but she’d long since given up on beautifying its impersonal, cookie-cutter, Herman Miller walls.

      She’d been foolish enough to bring in some plants when she’d first been hired, but they’d died on her first extended road trip. Danny Glick, a twenty-year Gazette veteran on the other side of her cubicle, had promised to care for them, but then looked at her as if it had been her fault when he forgot.

      Since the place smelled of terminally corporate stale air and had all the charm of wallboard, Olivia spent as little time there as she had to. Chad caught her there only because of the biweekly staff meeting, which she usually hoped coincided with a road trip and could then skip.

      “I hope you don’t mind me calling you at your office,” Chad said after identifying himself.

      “No,” Olivia said cautiously, not wanting to say that she didn’t have a lot of privacy, since speaking those exact words would get ears perking up on the other sides of the five-foot high walls. Instinctively, she copied Chad’s phone number from the caller ID screen on her phone onto a memo pad with the blue Best Western logo on top, a remnant of her last road trip.

      “I figured I’d see you in the dressing room after the game tonight,” Chad said, “but there’s no privacy there, you know?”

      Olivia’s ears perked up. “Sure. What’s up?”

      “Well, I just wanted to see if we could get together sometime,” Chad said. “You know, give us a chance to talk when I’m not dripping in sweat and smelling like something the cat dragged in.”

      Olivia grinned, then realized what he proposing. A frown crept over her brow.

      He continued. “I’d enjoy not having your recorder shoved in my face while you ask me if I really think I deserve to be in the NHL.”

      Olivia’s lips tightened. “That isn’t what I said.”

      “Close enough.”

      “Listen, I’ve got a job to do,” she said, belatedly noting the rise in her voice and the sharpness in its tone. More softly, she continued. “You have a job to do. If you do yours well, I won’t have to ask the tough questions. If you don’t, then I have to. It’s part of the territory. You know that.”

      “Yeaaah,” he said drawing the word out, then sighing deeply. “I just didn’t expect to get it from you.”

      Olivia lowered her voice even further and glanced over her shoulder to make sure no one was outside her cubicle.

      “I can’t treat you any differently than anyone else,” she said. “Consider yourself lucky I won’t single you out for revenge. You’re just another pretty face. If you have a problem with that, we’ve got nothing to talk about.”

      “You wanna step outside?” Chad said with an oddly gleeful tone in his voice.

      Olivia blinked, about to ask him what the hell he was talking about, when it hit her. How could she have forgotten? That had been one of their old catchphrases, a way to end silly arguments, a way of backing down while sounding tough. You wanna step outside?

      “I’m ready if you are,” Olivia said, a huge smile forming before she finished the script with the time-honored question of hockey’s toughest guys. “You wanna go?”

      Back then, they would go at, starting out like two hockey goons, wrestling with each other and trying to pull their opponent’s jersey over each other’s head so they could knock the stuffing out of each other. Only with Chad and Olivia, it hadn’t been jerseys they were pulling off each other and it hadn’t been as a prelude to any violence.

      As she recalled how those tangos had ended, Olivia felt heat rising in her cheeks. Even worse, she felt the heat down there. Her breath quickened, her pulse raced.

      “Can you do dinner tomorrow night at seven o’clock?” Chad asked.

      “Yes,” she said.

      Olivia’s jaw dropped. What had she just said? Yes?

      She stared in wide-eyed disbelief at Chad’s phone number on the pad of paper where, like a teenaged schoolgirl smitten by her first crush, she’d begun to doodle a heart with an arrow through it. Furiously, Olivia crossed it out, attacking it like a pad of steel wool to a dirty, caked-on pan, digging the pen in so hard it tore the paper.

      A dizzying sense of unreality washed over her. What had she been thinking? She had no interest in baring her soul to this treacherous bastard again. Fool me once, shame on you; fool me twice, shame on me. No way should she even consider Chad Finnegan.

      Even if he hadn’t shown himself to be such a jerk way back when, Olivia never dated an athlete she covered. Never even considered it. So why had she just accepted an invitation for a…well, no sense hiding the truth: It was for a date, wasn’t it? And not only was it with the last man on Earth she should have said yes to, but a Blades player to boot? What had come over her? It broke all her rules. Any female reporter getting involved with an athlete she covered was asking for trouble, inviting questions into her professionalism.

      She’d worked too hard to get to this point in her career to throw it all away. Not to mention that her industry was undergoing convulsions as it tried to adapt to the Internet world and was shedding jobs like a…well, like a lover shedding her clothes.

      Which wasn’t the kind of image she needed right now. Dear god, what the hell was she doing? This had disaster written all over it.

      But she and Chad had enjoyed something special back then. So sweet, so wonderful. Something she hadn’t had since. Olivia thought of their times together, walking hand in hand along the banks of the Charles River, feeling that special rhythmic pulse of rightness and contentment and sometimes even euphoria coursing through her whether the sun beat down on them or the rain soaked their clothes or their feet crunched along a carpet of snow and the chill wind stung their cheeks. Olivia could still recall the taste of spearmint on his lips the first time they kissed, the feel of his strong hand on the small of her back.

      Special beyond belief.

      So perfect it had ripped her heart out when Chad walked away. She couldn’t endure that happening again. Fool me once, shame on me; fool me twice…

      Olivia felt like a movie heroine dangling over a precipice, desperately clinging to a gnarled and twisting tree root with only one hand. Below the rocky cliff face lay the terrifying abyss of falling in love with Chad all over again.

      Could she risk that he’d walk away again? Of course not. The pain would begin at intolerable and then get worse.

      She clung more tightly to the tree root, not daring to look at the chasm far below.

      But…how could she not take the risk? Didn’t the very best things in life involve the biggest of gambles?

      Olivia felt her grip slipping.

      Wasn’t love by its very nature a roll of the dice?

      Slipping.

      Could she really be happy taking the safe way out, ignoring Chad and sticking to penny-and-nickel wagers in games of the heart?

      Olivia’s grip slipped until she clung only to the very tip of the tree root hanging from the cliff’s edge above, her hand and arm shaking.

      Wasn’t a love like the one she and Chad had once shared worth a high-stakes gamble?

      With that question, one for which there was only one answer, Olivia let go and plunged into the abyss.
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        * * *

      

      Chad got his Blades career off to a rousing start, scoring a big third-period goal in a win over the Chicago Black Hawks. It wasn’t the game-winner and it wasn’t particularly fancy, but Olivia found herself writing about it as if it had topped the best of Bobby Orr, Wayne Gretzky, and Mario Lemieux combined.

      Damn! They hadn’t even gone on their first date—at least, their first in years—and Chad Finnegan was already causing her trouble.

      She looked at the game clock on the Jumbotron from the Garden’s elevated press box and saw less than two minutes left. She had the entire game story written unless Chicago rallied with two goals. All she’d need would be a few post-game quotes to plug in and the story would be all set in time to make even the earliest editions.

      Except that she’d been way too effusive in her praise of Chad’s goal. Damn it! Now she’d have to rewrite.

      Or did she?

      Had she really been off-base praising Chad’s goal so highly? After all, it had come in his very first game for the Blades. The team had been looking for him to make an immediate impact following the Soderstrom injury and he’d delivered. They’d been holding onto a 3-2 lead with Chicago putting on all kinds of pressure, forcing Gerry Whitcomb, their goalie, to make three outstanding saves. Chad’s goal had given them breathing room and, just as importantly, had taken the wind out of Chicago’s sails. Even in the sky-high press box, Olivia had been able to see the Black Hawks players’ shoulders slump after the goal.

      So what if it had been a workman-like goal, one they used to call a lunch-pail goal in the old days? Chad had outhustled a Black Hawk for a loose puck along the boards and then used the Chicago defenseman to act as a screen on his own goalie, not getting great wood on the shot but enough for it to go in.

      Maybe she’d written the story just right. Damn you, Chad Finnegan! She wasn’t sure if she knew up from down anymore.

      Olivia saved the original version of the game story—she always saved alternate versions just in case—and began rewriting the story’s lead to feature the goaltender’s three key saves.

      But when the buzzer sounded to end the game, Olivia hadn’t finished the revisions, so she couldn’t e-mail a no-quotes version to her editor in case timing got dicey for the early editions. She’d sent her so-called “running” description of the action after the first and second periods and posted brief summaries of the game on the blog, but not having a no-quotes version yet would earn her a well-deserved tongue-lashing from the night editor.

      Taking the elevator down from the press box on the ninth floor to the press area and dressing rooms on the third, Olivia pressed the speed dial on her cell phone for the Gazette editorial desk. She hit the send button as soon as the elevator doors opened and explained to that night’s desk editor that she’d needed to change the lead and it wasn’t quite done, but she’d have it in time for sure.

      The editor, an old-timer named Dick McCluskey, swore. “Chicago tied it up?”

      Olivia winced. “No.”

      “A 4-2 game and you’re changing the lead? What’s wrong with you?”

      “I’ll have it to you in plenty of time,” Olivia promised.

      “You better,” McCluskey said, and slammed down the phone.

      Olivia swore silently at Chad Finnegan for what felt like the hundredth time.

      She raced through the post-game interviews, getting quotes from both coaches, Blades captain Joey Armstrong, goaltender Mike Jensen, and Chad. She sent the story with ten minutes to spare and then called the desk.

      “What’s this shit?” McCluskey said by way of greeting, thanks to caller ID and his impatience for any unnecessary talking around deadline time. “The new guy scores a big goal and you don’t talk about him until paragraph seven? And no quote from him?”

      Olivia gulped. “I, um…well, I’d written the story originally featuring him but—”

      “You still have that version?” McCluskey asked.

      “Well, yes, but it doesn’t have the quotes. I only—”

      “Send me that version,” McCluskey said. “And a quote from the new kid. Now.”

      “Okay, I just—”

      “Send the damned file!”

      Olivia wouldn’t need to see tomorrow’s paper to know what McCluskey ran. It would be the Chad Finnegan lead with the quotes grabbed from her butchered version plus perhaps one from Chad. Her instincts had been right in the first place.

      Damn you, Chad Finnegan!
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      Dirty snow lined the narrow streets of Boston’s North End, cutting the width of the sidewalks in half. A cold wave had swooped down from Canada, dropping temperatures into the single digits. Chad Finnegan stood outside the Florentine Cafe, a small, Italian restaurant on the corner of Hanover and Prince streets, housed in an Old World-style red brick building.

      Chad watched his breath billow out in clouds before him. Dressed in dark slacks and a dark blue sweater beneath a black, full-length wool coat, he bounced on his toes and tried to stay warm. His hands, thrust deep inside the coat’s pockets, crept up to his stomach as he tried to huddle himself against the cold.

      The same cars circled over and over, their drivers eagerly waiting for a parking space to open up, slowing down as soon as any pedestrian approached his own vehicle. The snow had turned the always difficult task of finding a parking space in this part of the North End even more impossible. Fortunate drivers didn’t have to park; they dropped off a passenger who ran into one of the many bakeries and shops along the street, the most popular by far being Mike’s Pastries, two blocks up, where a line extended outside the shop of people eager for the best cannoli, almond biscotti, lobster tails, and other delicacies their money could buy.

      Chad hoped Olivia was just having trouble with the parking, but wondered if perhaps she was standing him up. If she was, he’d turn into an icicle soon. The restaurant included a small bar just inside the door, but it was full to overflowing.

      He thought she liked him despite their history. Otherwise, why would she have agreed to this date? But somewhere in the back of his mind, guilt over their years-old breakup lurked. It was odd and disconcerting how those kinds of things, the regrets and the embarrassments, could linger long after he thought they were gone. There weren’t many—he wasn’t a basket case of guilt—but there were a few big ones. And now that he’d once again come in contact with Olivia, she was one of the big ones.

      But then he saw her bounding down the opposite sidewalk along Hanover Street, alternating between a fast walk and a half-jog through all the pedestrian traffic, her dark hair bouncing off her shoulders and her cheeks, nose, and ears red with the cold.

      “I am so sorry,” she said as she drew near. “Parking was a nightmare.”

      “It’s okay,” Chad said. “If I get pneumonia and miss the next three weeks, I’m sure the Blades will understand.”

      Olivia turned and nudged against his side, giving him the gentlest of body checks.

      “Or get broken ribs from the toughest journalist in Boston,” he said.

      “Don’t be such a pussy,” she said, and they both laughed.

      Remembering their phone conversation, Chad said, “You wanna step…inside.”

      “Hell, yeah.”

      They warmed up quickly inside the quaint, toasty restaurant. It wasn’t much more than a hole in the wall with plain white tablecloths covering modest candlelit tables, but the smells of tomato and spices and melted cheeses—ricotta, parmesan, mozzarella, and others—got Chad’s mouth to watering. Their waiter brought menus, filled their water glasses, and then set down a silver tray loaded with steaming hot bread and olive oil for dipping.

      “Wine?” Chad asked, hoping she’d say yes and that she’d go for a red. Based on the smells of the food on the surrounding tables, anything but a red would be a crime. But if his memory served correctly, Olivia was more of a white wine drinker. Was it Chardonnay or Sauvignon Blanc? Chardonnay, he thought.

      “Sure,” Olivia said.

      “Red or white?” Chad didn’t want to order a bottle of both. The last thing he needed was to be seen overindulging or walking just the least bit tipsily. But ordering by the glass might seem cheap.

      “You pick,” she said.

      Chad stifled a groan. Would Olivia be happy with whatever he chose, or was this a test?

      He decided to try to have it both ways. “I’d naturally be inclined when eating Italian food to go for a full-bodied red, a Cabernet Sauvignon most likely. But I recall you prefer whites, so I’m thinking a Chardonnay instead.”

      “No, let’s go with the Cabernet Sauvignon,” Olivia said, and Chad felt a smile creep across his face.

      “I want you to have—”

      “Order a Cab and make it snappy,” Olivia said. “I’m not sure if I can bear your insufferable presence without getting a wee bit blitzed.”

      Chad laughed, and felt a warm feeling course through his chest. He loved being with this woman. “In that case, one bottle may not be enough.”

      “Probably not. I’ll drink you under the table, sailor.”

      Chad eyed her, then delivered the line. “You wanna step outside?”

      She frowned, but her eyes twinkled. “Hell, no. What are you, nuts? It’s freezing out there.”

      After their salads arrived, Chad pulled a sheet of paper out his pocket. “I wrote you a poem. A limerick, actually.”

      “Oh, no,” Olivia said, her hand going to her mouth. “As bad as all the old ones?”

      “Worse!”

      “That’s impossible,” she said and they both laughed.

      Chad unfolded the sheet of paper and cleared his throat.

      There once was a girl named Olivia,

      Who’d never once been to Bolivia,

      But then she met Chad,

      Who made her feel glad,

      That she’s now an answer to trivia.

      “Oh my god, you’re right!” Olivia said, roaring with laughter. “You have gotten worse. It’s so bad, it’s a work of art!”

      “Thank you, my lady,” Chad said, spreading his arms in a seated bow. “I’m glad to see you’re still a patron of the arts.” And the two of them roared with a mirth so hearty they had to stifle it to avoid annoying the nearby tables.

      As the meal went along, Chad felt himself more and more falling head over heels. Olivia was pretty, of course, but he’d been with plenty of pretty girls in the past. Been there, done that, have a thousand T-shirts. Olivia was different. That something special in her smile. The laughter in her eyes. Her wit. Her intelligence. He’d felt it from the moment their eyes locked back at the airport, but far more powerfully now.

      Especially her wit. If laughter was the ultimate aphrodisiac, then it was no wonder she was making him dizzy with desire. He couldn’t wait to kiss those lips again, to slide his hands over her soft skin, to hear her moan with pleasure.

      Just like before. Only this time, he wouldn’t be an ass and walk away. He’d treasure that laughter and the sharp repartee and yes, her joyful moans of pleasure. Treasure all that for more than a week or a month or even a year.

      Whoa, he told himself as he ate the delicious lobster ravioli and watched Olivia laugh. Let’s not get carried away.

      But carried away was what he wanted. Carried away was what he was. He was intoxicated, not with the wine—they’d limited themselves to the one shared bottle so they’d be safe to drive—but intoxicated with everything that was Olivia.

      And he thought that, after some hesitancy, she seemed to be reciprocating. A slight sense of reserve remained—understandable given the way he’d unceremoniously dumped her all those years ago—but her laughter flowed freely and when he put his hand on hers, she didn’t pull away. In fact, a slight flush crept over her cheeks.

      They followed the sumptuous meal with a romantic comedy starring Matthew McConaughey, most of it with Chad’s arm around her shoulder and her as nestled against him as the movie theater seats allowed, her hand resting on his thigh.

      It was like they’d picked up where they’d left off back in college, sharing more than just the bucket of buttered popcorn and the Diet Coke. When the final credits rolled, they even stole a few kisses. Nothing long and passionate, the type that would provoke people around them to mutter, “Get a room, you two!” Just short and sweet, the smoothness of her lips and the minty taste of her mouth making him want more. Making him want it all.

      So as they walked hand in hand from the theater to their cars, Chad asked whether she’d prefer that they drive to his place or hers.

      “Neither,” Olivia said.

      Chad blinked in disbelief, not sure he’d heard right.

      “Down, cowboy,” Olivia said, tossing ice-cold water on what was left of his expectations. “Not so fast.” The biting wind whipped about them, stinging his skin, but Olivia’s response stung even worse.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked, slowing as they neared the gray concrete, six-story garage where she’d finally parked. People bustled past them on the sidewalk. On the main street behind them, cars honked. The glow of the streetlights illuminated Olivia’s pretty face. A conflicted look flitted across it and then was gone, replaced by one of grim determination. “I’m not going to bed with you, Chad. Not yet.”

      “But we’ve already slept together,” he said, lowering his voice to keep their conversation private. “This isn’t a first date. We’ve had sex—great sex—plenty of times. Is it—”

      “And how many women have you slept with since then?”

      Chad shivered, though whether that was from the cold or the question, he wasn’t sure. He hadn’t seen this coming at all. He also didn’t think Olivia wanted to hear the answer. Not that he’d kept count.

      Apparently she didn’t, either, because before he could figure out how to respond, she said, “Before you touch me, you’re getting tested.”

      Chad winced, and felt even more embarrassed when a couple passing by glanced at him. He wondered if they’d overheard.

      “I’ll get tested, too,” Olivia said. “What’s fair is fair even though I might as well have been in a convent—”

      “I’m not worried about you.”

      “Nor should you be,” she said. “But I have reason to be concerned, and you know it.”

      “I always used protection,” he said.

      “Good,” Olivia said. “You haven’t taken as many pucks to the coconut as I’d feared.”

      “I’m clean,” Chad said softly. “Honest. What do you say we just—”

      “Get tested, Chad.” Olivia took a deep breath. Color rose in her already rosy cheeks. “I’m willing to give you a clean slate as long as your…slate…is clean.”

      “That’s not very romantic.”

      “Neither is sleeping with half of the city of Peoria, Illinois,” she said. “Get tested.”

      Chad’s head rang as if he’d just been whipped in a fight on the ice and left to skate to the penalty box with a shiner already starting to form around his eyes.

      They stepped inside the parking garage’s stairwell and walked in silence up the grimy, trash-filled stairs to the fourth floor and Olivia’s silver Camry.

      “I’m not promising anything then, either,” Olivia said, surprising him yet again, as if he deserved yet one more punch before he got to the penalty box. “I want you. I think you know that. But I’m not going to be just your Flavor of the Month.”

      Her almond-colored eyes narrowed ever so slightly. “If we’re going to have a relationship again, it’s got to be special or not at all.”
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        * * *

      

      When Olivia got back to her apartment and climbed in bed, wearing her ugly flannel pajamas instead of just the oversized T-shirt and panties she would have worn for Chad, she felt like she needed a cold shower. She knew that was supposed to be a guy thing for sexual frustration but didn’t see why it couldn’t apply to both genders.

      She’d wanted Chad so badly it had almost hurt to turn him down. In fact, it had hurt. He got her going. He’d done it six years ago; he did even more so now.

      That chiseled physique. The strong chest she’d snuggled up to in the movie theater, even more well-defined now than six years ago. The powerful leg muscles that felt like tree trunks when she rested her hand on his thigh.

      Even in the darkness of her bedroom, she could see that wonderful body in her mind’s eye. She wanted to hold that body up against her and wanted those ever-so-masculine hands to hold her, to caress her, to fondle her. She wanted to watch those slate gray eyes of his look at her appreciatively, wanted that warm smile to brighten her days.

      But it went beyond just the physical. For her, it had to. What made things so different with him was that she just felt so damned happy around him. A warm glow burned deep within her.

      It had been so hard to turn him down. God, how she wanted him, and wanted him now. Not in however many days it took to get tested. Not in however many days after that it took him to prove to her that things would be different this time, that she was his one and only.

      Now. She wanted him right this instant in this empty bed with her, holding and caressing her. She wanted him so badly she fleetingly considered pleasuring herself before discarding the temptation. She wouldn’t seek her release now; she’d wait and let it build. By the time she and Chad did it—if they did it—she’d be like that volcano that when it exploded blew off half its top.

      Mount St. Helens, wasn’t it? Yes, that would be her. Mount St. Olivia. Although when the time came, she had no intention of being a saint.
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      The following evening, Olivia wanted to scream. The Blades were playing at home at the Boston Garden against the Washington Capitals. Olivia sat in her usual seat in the press box, high above the ice surface, one level up from the balcony, a box of popcorn and a bottled water beside her laptop. To her right, in the more prestigious seats closest to center ice, sat two writers each from The Boston Globe and the Boston Herald, the furthest of them nestled against the walled-off TV and radio booths. To her left and on the far side of the booths sat a hundred or so media members, some up from Washington, others lower than Olivia on the totem pole.

      She wore dress slacks, a white blouse, and a yellow sweater. She wasn’t dressed to kill. Just professional. She was a writer, not one of the TV talking heads who needed to be cute as a button and forever perky.

      For one of the first games in a very long time, she hated her job. Sure, there were blowouts that got boring or some close games that seemed to have no action at all. And the travel got tiring. But she still loved her job.

      Tonight, though, felt like pure agony. The man she was falling in love with—had fallen in love with, both six years ago and then last night all over again (if, that is, she’d ever even fallen out if love with him in the first place)—was killing his own team. Or as the players would say in that most indelicate of phrases, he was shitting the bed. Twice, he’d made key defensive mistakes, both times trying to help cover the man with the puck, superstar Alexander Ovechkin, instead of staying with his man. Both times Ovechkin passed to the man Chad should have been covering; both times Chad’s man scored. At the other end, Chad whiffed on one wide-open shot with the goalie sprawling on the ice, down and out, and hit the post on another.

      In short, tonight Chad Finnegan sucked. Big time. And Olivia had to write about it. She was doing her job—she was a professional and had to be honest if she was going to be able to look herself in the mirror, much less keep that job—but it was like the proverbial fingernails on a chalkboard raking him over the coals in print.

      You’ve got to pretend it’s someone else, she told herself as she washed down some salty popcorn with a swig from her bottled water. Write it as if Soderstrom never got injured and it’s him out there. But that didn’t really work because Soderstrom was a proven entity; he could have a bad game and the Blades would know he’d be back in top form the very next time.

      Chad, however, was the new guy up from the minors, on probation with his team and with the fans. Would he maintain the good first impression he’d fostered in his first game when he scored the big third-period goal? Or would he piss it all away and quickly lose the trust of his teammates and have the boo-birds all over him?

      Chad was pissing it away all over the ice tonight. Olivia gritted her teeth and applied her fingers to the keys. She’d never believed in writer’s block of any kind and certainly not for journalists. Any sportswriter who claimed writer’s block might as well plaster the term drama queen, whether male or female, across her forehead.

      But Olivia was coming pretty damned close right now, her forearms tensing, her body rigid, and her mind a blur. Stifling a silent scream, she plodded through and hit the send button on the no-quotes version just before the final buzzer sounded.

      And when she thought it couldn’t get any worse, Suzy Herlick from the Herald sidled up to her in the elevator on the way down to the post-game press conference.

      Suzy leaned close and whispered, “Did you hear the Sox news?” Heavyset, with short, light brown hair cut in an unflattering style for her plain face, she was definitely not the cute, talking-head type and was vocally resentful of those who were. “Sampson is getting a divorce.”

      Olivia raised her eyebrows in spite of herself. Josh Sampson was the Red Sox star pitcher and a hero among the local fans. “Really?”

      “Got caught
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