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				For my Twinnie, Holly Martin

				You might be an ocean away,

				but it doesn’t feel that way.

				I love you more than you could ever know.
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				Chapter 1


				Be invisible . . . 


				This, I think as I watch from the shadows, is my best event yet.

				I’m like a secret agent lurking behind a corner in search of danger and, in a sense, I am. One of the things I’ve learned since becoming an event planner is to be invisible. To see everything that is going on around me at an event and to anticipate problems and solve them before the client knows they exist. 

				I take in the view from my position on the outskirts of the party. The lush backyard of this Wisconsin estate has been transformed into a magical nighttime garden. Paper lanterns are nestled in the trees and change from vibrant oranges to reds to browns, representing the colors of autumn. Votives in glass jars line the cobblestone fence, forming a path to the terrace. White peony and rose centerpieces adorn long, rustic tables where guests will dine under twinkling white lights. 

				The guests are warmed by heaters that have been strategically placed to ward off the chill in the October air, as they enjoy appetizers from the sushi station—a favorite of the groom-to-be—and an assortment of kale hors d’oeuvres served from silver platters by the waitstaff.

				I almost laugh. Coming up with a menu that featured so much kale was a first for me, but I happily did it. After all, Livy Andrews is not only my client tonight, she is one of my best friends. 

			

			
				I want her engagement party to be perfect.

				“Collins, sweetheart, are you going to hide in the corner all night?”

				I flinch at the sound of my mother’s voice. I re-arrange my face into a serene smile and turn around to face her.

				“Hi, Mom. Are you having fun?” I ask.

				Considering Livy and I have been friends since high school and Mom has known her just as long, Livy insisted on inviting Mom. But having her here only adds to my stress. Luckily, being an event planner for my aunt’s company, Suzanne’s Soirées, has taught me how to handle all kinds of crises with positivity and smiles.

				Of course, being raised by Victoria Brady is a lesson itself in believing in sunshine and rainbows and unicorns with sparkles. Hmm. Perhaps I should thank Mom for giving me the skill set necessary to be successful in my career.

				Mom smiles brightly at me, like she always does. It’s kind of my mother’s thing. Acting like everything is perfect. Joyful. Happy. No matter the cost.

				“I’m thrilled we’re celebrating an engagement,” she says, her voice light. “Livy and Landon are such a beautiful couple. Of course, I had thought we’d be celebrating Gabe’s and your engagement at this time last year, but alas, that wasn’t meant to be.”

				I keep the smile plastered on my face with every ounce of strength I have. I broke up with my boyfriend Gabe last year because I knew I didn’t love him the way I should. He wasn’t The One, although on paper he sounded like he should have been. Gabe deserved to find a woman who would love him with all her heart, and I deserved to find a man I could feel that way about, so I ended our relationship before he could propose.

				I spot Landon and Livy from across the terrace, and I see the love in Livy’s eyes as she watches him talk to Beckett Riley, Landon’s best friend and fellow teammate on the Chicago Buffaloes hockey team.

			

			
				I want to look at a man like that, I think with determination. I want to gaze up at him with love and admiration and know my heart isn’t complete without him by my side.

				“Gabe was lovely,” Mom adds wistfully. 

				I bite my tongue. Yes, until he became a scorned, bitter man after our breakup and said horrible things to me, things you refuse to hear because they’re unpleasant. But hey, I’m sure there’s a rainbow and unicorn to be found somewhere in that situation. 

				“Mom,” I say, maintaining my smile while adding a warning tone to my voice, “I moved on. Months and months ago. Let’s focus on Livy tonight, okay?”

				“Sweetheart, don’t get annoyed. It’s so unpleasant and unnecessary,” she says, pausing to take a sip of her champagne. “Anyway, I came over because I want to give you something.”

				I watch curiously as she sets her champagne flute on a table then opens the tiny clutch she’s carrying this evening. 

				“Here,” she says, pressing a tube into my palm. “I bought you a new foundation. It should hide everything. Isn’t that wonderful? I watched a YouTube tutorial on how to cover freckles with it, and you should see how the girl made over her skin! She looked flawless, Collins. I know how much you want that. Since there are so many eligible men here tonight, I thought you could try it out. The perfect camouflage.”

				I stare down at the tube, my fingers curling around it. I’m on the verge of exploding. Something to hide my face full of freckles, a damn near impossible feat since nearly every centimeter of my face is covered with them. I’ve given up trying to hide them, but my mother, in her land filled with fairy dust and sparkles, will never give up trying to make me more “perfect.”

			

			
				“I see a candle that has gone out. Please excuse me,” I say abruptly, leaving her alone on the patio.

				I walk along the perimeter of the party, for once not being vigilant about cleaning up empty champagne glasses and making sure the kale crostini are being appropriately offered to guests. I move away from the sounds of ice being put into cocktail glasses, people laughing, and music filling the air. 

				I slip unnoticed past everyone. Ha! Maybe I should be a secret agent. My invisibility skills, outside of making freckles disappear, are solid. 

				I storm down the lush, sloping lawn of Beckett’s estate, the Wisconsin off-season home he shares with my friend Aubrey. My heels sink into the deep grass, so I kick them off and leave them behind before resuming my determined walk away from the crowd.

				I head to the edge of the cobblestone fence and stare out at Lake Michigan. The waves gently lap against the shore as the moon shines down on the water. I gaze down at the tube of foundation in my hand, and since I’m far enough away from everyone, I do what I came here to do.

				I hurl the tube of foundation over the wall and toward the water.

				Except I’m shit at throwing, so instead of flying through the air and landing in the lake, it makes a small arc and plop! Straight down about three feet from where I’m standing.

				“Dammit!” I yell. 

				“Your throw needed more lift,” a voice from behind me says.

				I jump around, my heart leaping out of my chest in fear, and I let out a little shriek in shock when I find a man standing behind me. 

				“Oh my God, you scared me,” I cry, my hand flying over my pounding heart.

			

			
				I lift my eyes to gaze at his face and see it shows concern over my response. 

				Whoa. 

				Oh.

				Oh, my.

				Hello.


				The man before me is all kinds of beautiful. I quickly assess him as I try to catch my breath. I can tell his hair is dark, and with the moonlight, I notice reddish highlights. He’s tall, at least six-four, and impossibly huge. He’s wearing a gray suit, tailored to perfection for his athletic frame.

				And his eyes . . . 

				There’s something familiar about them. I furrow my brow as I stare up at him. I’ve seen them before. A beautiful green with hints of brown and very intense. 

				“Shit, I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have scared you like that,” he says quickly. “Are you all right?”

				“I know you,” I say, still studying him. “But I don’t know from where. Your eyes . . . Your eyes are familiar to me.”

				A smile spreads across his face, and to my surprise, my pulse quickens in response.

				“This might help,” he says and places one hand above his eyes and the other below them, leaving only the hazel color visible. “Think mask.”

				“Oh! You’re the Buffaloes’ goalie,” I cry out, having solved the mystery of his identity. I remember sitting with Livy and Aubrey at games and watching him skate around the back of the net and look over at us. I remember staring back at those intense eyes of his.

				He drops his hands and laughs. “I’m Luca Ballerini.” He extends his hand to me. “I apologize for catching you off guard like that.”

				“Collins Brady,” I say, extending my hand to him. “I’m Livy’s friend and the event planner for tonight.”

			

			
				He takes my hand in his, and goose bumps dance down my spine as I feel his masculine hand grip mine.

				“So, were you attempting to throw some unsightly object from the party into the lake?” Luca asks as he lets go of my hand.

				Heat climbs up my neck.

				“Um, no,” I say, embarrassed. “I was attempting to throw away a foundation guaranteed to hide my unsightly freckles. Ha-ha.”

				A crease appears in his brow.

				Crap. He thinks I’m weird.


				Which, obviously, I am. After all, I did run out here like a loon to hurl a tube of foundation into Lake Michigan.

				I swing my legs over the cobblestone fence, a careful maneuver since I’m in a black Michael Kors wrap dress, and walk the few feet to my failed throwing attempt. I toe the tube and wish I had at least been able to throw away the feelings my mother stirred by giving it to me. I train my gaze on the tube, determined not to look at Luca. I’m too embarrassed.

				To my surprise, Luca follows me over the fence and moves next to me.

				“Why would you want to cover up your freckles? They’re beautiful.”

				I snap my head up and stare at him in shock. “What?”

				Luca gazes down at me. “I don’t understand why you’d want to hide something that makes you so unique. And beautiful,” he adds softly.

				A gentle breeze sweeps in from across the lake, and my long, brown hair streams across my face. I quickly brush it back while my heart hammers inside my chest.

				“You think my freckles are beautiful?” I ask.

				Luca’s eyes never waver from mine. “They’re striking. You have an unforgettable face, Collins. In a beautiful way.”

			

			
				I take in his words, stunned that he sees my skin in this way. Sure, other men haven’t been bothered by them, and Gabe always said they were cute, but they’ve never been called striking.

				And never beautiful.


				“Your words mean a lot to me,” I say. “Thank you for saying that.”

				Luca seems confused. “You haven’t been told that before?”

				“No. My whole life,” I admit quietly, “I’ve been haunted by my freckles. People stare at me. Kids ask what’s wrong with me. In school, the teasing was really bad. People mistake the freckle on the corner of my mouth for chocolate, as if I can wipe it away. My mom took me to all these dermatologists, trying to find a cream or treatment to get rid of them, but nothing worked. I’m prone to them. They are just who I am.”

				“You shouldn’t tolerate them,” Luca says softly. “You should celebrate them.”

				I smile. “Thank you.”

				A comfortable silence falls between us.

				“So, why were you throwing makeup into Becks’ yard?”

				“I was aiming for the lake, thank you very much.”

				“But why?”

				I sigh. “Stupid overemotional response to my mom giving it to me to cover up my skin.”

				“Let me guess, you marched down here to do that in private so you could go back up to the party and act like nothing was wrong?”

				I blink. “How did you know?”

				Another breeze comes in off the lake, and I wrap my arms around myself to ward off the chill.

				Luca shrugs out of his suit jacket. “You’re cold. Here.”

				“Oh, no, I couldn’t,” I say, shaking my head. “But thank you for offering.”

			

			
				I take a moment to appreciate the fact that Luca is standing before me in a pale-blue dress shirt, and oh, is his chest broad. I had no idea underneath all that goalie gear that this man—this extremely sexy man—existed.

				“Come on, I’ve never had to give a woman my coat before. Let me be chivalrous,” Luca says, interrupting my thoughts. “Please.” 

				“Okay,” I say, nodding.

				Luca moves behind me and gently drapes his suit coat over my shoulders. Butterflies flitter in my stomach at his nearness, and the scent of his crisp, masculine cologne drifts deliciously over me. 

				He moves alongside me, and I wait for him to tell me how he figured me out.

				“I get the feeling you’re like me in a sense,” Luca says slowly, keeping his eyes fixated on Lake Michigan. “You don’t show your emotions in public. Nobody gets to see that you’re mad or upset. When a goal is scored on me, I make a point to breathe, watch the replay to see where I messed up, and then go straight back to my position between the pipes. I can’t let it get to me or it changes the game.”

				“You do get me,” I say. “I’m an event planner, and I can never let a client see if something is stressing me out or going wrong. I have to tackle each problem and fix it with a smile. If I freak out, I can’t solve anything.”

				“Exactly,” Luca says.

				“Speaking of which, I should get back,” I say, glancing over my shoulder to the partiers at the top of the hill. “I’m in charge of this event for Livy and Landon, and I need to make sure everything is okay. I told my mom I had to come down here to re-light some candles,” I say, smiling wryly at him.

				“You lied,” Luca says, grinning at me.

				“I lied.”

				“It’s not good to lie, you know.”

				His eyes are sparkling, so I know he’s teasing me.

			

			
				“No, but sometimes it’s helpful.”

				“Well, it’s not a lie if you actually do it,” Luca says.

				I watch in confusion as he climbs back over the fence. He extends his hand to me, and as I take it in mine, the butterflies dance furiously again.

				Luca helps me over the wall before moving to the first hurricane vase. He leans over the candle and blows the flame out.

				“Now you have something to re-light,” he says.

				I laugh. “I didn’t bring any matches.”

				Luca moves to the next candle and blows it out, too.

				“I did.” He stands back up and retrieves a matchbook from his pants pocket. “And I can help you re-light these, if you’d like.”

				My breath catches in my throat. Every nerve I have comes alive. I don’t know what is happening, but as I stare at this mysterious hockey player with moonlight shining down on him, I know I want more.

				“Then it wouldn’t be a lie,” I say.

				“No,” he says, a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth, “it wouldn’t.”

				Holding the lapels of his coat together with one hand so it won’t slide off my shoulders, I move past him to the third candle, lean over, and blow it out.

				“I believe you can light a match now,” I say.

				Luca’s eyes lock with mine, and I know the match isn’t the only thing about to be lit.

				I feel chemistry with Luca—electricity—and it’s something I’ve never experienced in my life.

				Now, I’ll see if this spark between us is about to be lit, too.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 2


				Make an unforgettable first impression . . . 


				I watch as Luca removes a match and strikes it against the cover.

				A gust off the lake promptly blows it out.

				“Shit,” Luca curses. “That didn’t go as planned.”

				“Words no event planner ever wants to hear,” I tease.

				“I imagine not.”

				“Let me help you,” I say.

				I take the foundation tube and drop it into his suit pocket. I step closer to him, and as he lights the match, I cup my hands close to shield it from any unexpected breezes.

				I feel my pulse race as I watch the flame flicker between us. He quickly lowers his arm into the hurricane and re-lights the candle. 

				“I’m glad for your help,” I say, watching him. “I have to use a long lighter to light these deep hurricanes.”

				“Ah, another perk of being six-four,” Luca says, blowing out the match. “I have amazing reach.”

				Yes, I think, studying his athletic frame, you do.


				Luca strikes another match to light the second hurricane, and we again huddle together to keep the match lit. My senses are acutely aware of the scent of burnt match, the way the candles flicker in the darkness, and the luxurious feel of his suit jacket against my skin. 

				But most of all, it’s Luca’s presence that I’m aware of: his strong frame, his deep voice, and the crisp-scented cologne lingering on his skin. 

			

			
				He must have followed me down to the lake. I wonder why.

				“Luca, why did you follow me down here?” I ask. 

				He carefully re-lights the next candle, keeping his gaze down.

				“Your stride said you were upset,” he says simply, lifting his hand and extinguishing the second match. “I wanted to make sure you were okay.”

				I think on this. “But how did you even notice me? I’ve been supervising in the kitchen, overseeing staff, and standing in the corner, making sure everything is running according to schedule. I try to be invisible to guests. Usually, I succeed.”

				“You were never invisible to me.”

				Butterflies dance like mad in my stomach. It’s insane. I don’t know him. If any other man were saying these things to me, I’d think they were lines from a polished player looking for an after-party hookup. 

				But there’s something real about Luca. I have no evidence to back up my claim except an instinctual feeling I have inside.

				“I hope you know I’m not feeding you a line, Collins, because I’m not,” Luca says emphatically, as if he’s read my mind and wants to reassure me he’s not playing me.

				“I should be on high-alert with you,” I say slowly. “A professional athlete saying all the right things to a damsel he found in distress. But I feel as though I can trust you. My gut tells me you’re being genuine.” 

				“I am,” he says, lighting the third and final candle. “I promise you.”

				“I believe you,” I say without a doubt. 

				Suddenly, loud laughter drifts down from the party, and I’m reminded I need to be working.

				“I have to go back. I need to make sure we’re ready for dinner service,” I say, hating the fact that our conversation has to be cut short.

			

			
				“Is it more kale?” Luca asks, screwing up his face.

				Oh, I’m in serious trouble because Luca is all kinds of cute.

				“You sound like Aubrey,” I say as we begin our hike back up the lawn. “She hates kale.”

				“I’m with her.”

				“You’ll be pleased to know, while there will be kale on the plate, you are not required to eat it,” I explain. “There’s salmon, a beef filet, and roasted potatoes. Everything is healthy because Livy is a health nut and most of the guests are professional athletes.”

				“But I can shove the kale off to the side without appearing rude, right?” Luca asks.


				“I tell you what,” I say, pausing as we reach the spot where I left my shoes, “since you have an in with the planner now, I’ll have them bring you a special plate with no kale.”

				Before I can retrieve my shoes, Luca bends down and picks them up for me.

				“Thank you,” I say, taking them. I try to balance while putting a heel on, but I wobble a bit. 

				“Here,” Luca says, offering me his arm, “you can hold on to me.”

				I put my hand on him, feeling the fine fabric of his dress shirt and the strong, muscular forearm underneath.

				Swoon.


				“Thank you. You’re so gallant, Luca Ballerini. You realize how rare this is, don’t you?”

				Luca grins as I slip on my other shoe. “What can I say? I’m an old soul.”

				I gaze up at him. I think he’s right about that. Luca is young, that much I know, but there is a maturity about him that is beyond his years. 

				I wonder what made him that way.

			

			
				“Since I’m gallant, as you say, may I escort you all the way back to the kitchen?”

				“I’d be delighted,” I say.

				Oh my God, I’m actually flirting.

				I haven’t done this since I met Gabe at Purdue, at a party where I was assisted by the help of cheap beer poured into a red Solo cup.

				Luca offers me his arm, and I lace mine through it, feeling for the first time in my life like a woman. 


				On the arm of a real man.

				We stroll up the rest of the lawn and back to the patio. I feel eyes on us as we walk. Livy’s mouth hangs open, and I am reminded that I’m supposed to be working.

				“Um.” I disengage from Luca. “I need to give you back your coat.”

				Shit. How could I let myself drift off like I was the star of a candy-coated Hallmark movie? What do I think my life is? A remake of Cinderella where I meet my Prince Charming?

				I’m an idiot, my brain yells. 

				No. You’re not an idiot, my heart counters. That was real. A magical encounter with someone special.

				Either way, it’s obvious I need to cut back on romance movie binges. 

				I blink the sappy thought away and slip out of his coat. 

				“Thank you,” I tell him. 

				“You’re welcome,” Luca says, taking it from me and draping it over his arm. His gaze shifts toward mine. “Um, Collins?”

				He pauses as if unsure of himself, the first sign of doubt I’ve seen from him.

				I can’t breathe. Anticipation is killing me.

				“Yes?” I encourage.


				Luca pauses and rakes his free hand through his hair, and, oh, how I love his natural red highlights. I’ve never seen a man with his coloring before.

			

			
				It’s unique.


				Just like he is.

				“Will I be able to—”

				“Sorry to interrupt,” a catering staff member says, walking up to us. “But Ms. Brady, there’s a question on one of the special plates.”

				Gah! 

				“It’s nothing,” Luca says quickly. He clears his throat. “Go ahead.”

				Dammit! I know he was going to ask me something, and now he’s changed his mind.

				“I’m sorry, but I have to take care of this,” I say, hating that I do. “I’ll see you later, Luca.” 

				I reluctantly leave him to return to work.

				It’s for the best, right? Maybe it was fate the catering staffer walked up at that very moment. I don’t need any man in my life after what a mess I made of my relationship with Gabe. I destroyed him when I realized I didn’t want forever with him. I can’t do that again. 

				I won’t.

				After figuring out the issue with the special plate, I head back outside where I’m greeted by Livy and Aubrey.

				“Aubrey, if you would start asking the guests to sit down, we’ll begin serving,” I instruct.

				“They can wait,” Aubrey says, her eyes focused on me.

				Livy takes my arm and draws me back to a bar. “What happened with Luca?”

				“Why were you alone with him?” Aubrey asks.

				“And why did you let him go?” Nana pipes up from behind. 

				I turn around and find Livy’s grandmother smiling wickedly at me. I’ve known Nana since I was a teen, and I have to say, she’s like my own grandmother.

				“Did you see his butt in those suit pants?” Nana continues. “Whew. That’s enough to make me ask for another whiskey sour. That was prime. I’d keep that man by my side, not send him off to eat with other hockey players, young lady.”

			

			
				“Nana, you noticed it, too?” Livy asks.

				“His butt? I’d be blind if I didn’t. That goalie has a fantastic one.”

				“No, Nana.” Livy giggles. “That he was with Collins.”

				“Of course I did, who do you think you’re talking to?”

				“Okay, you all can stop,” I say, heat flaming my neck again. “We had a nice chat, but that was it.”

				All three of them stare at me.

				Shit. They don’t believe that for one second.

				And neither do I.

				“He asked if you were going to be here, did you know that?” Aubrey asks.

				Wait. What?

				“He knew me?” I ask, confused. “How?”

				Livy and Aubrey exchange a knowing look. 

				“Do you remember when I designed that bracelet for him last spring?” Livy asks.

				I nod. 


				“Luca looked at examples on my website,” she explains. “And he was absolutely taken with you the second he saw your picture.”

				Every nerve I have comes alive with her words. He saw my amateur modeling? I had only agreed to it to help out a friend. Obviously, my photos made an impression.

				“He said your beauty was unique,” Livy continues. “Landon teased him about it, as a matter of fact. But you were going through all that shit with Gabe, and it wasn’t the right time for me to play Cupid.”

				“But now she can,” Aubrey adds, nodding enthusiastically.

				“I don’t think she has to,” Nana chimes in. “I think Cupid might have struck on his own tonight, my dear Collins. That boy hasn’t taken his eyes off you since he spotted you here.”

			

			
				I scan the terrace and see Luca talking to Pierre Gaudet, another Chicago Buffaloes player. As soon as I look at him, Luca’s eyes shift and lock with mine. 

				“Collins, my love, I think the boy is smitten,” Nana says. “But the question is, are you? And will you do anything about it?”

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 3


				Good lighting is critical . . .

				My head is spinning with the realization that Luca noticed me months ago. Not simply noticed me, but remembered me and made it a mission to introduce himself to me tonight.

				No man has ever done something like that for me.

				“Luca’s staring at you,” Livy sings, interrupting my thoughts.

				“What?”

				“He’s staring,” Aubrey confirms.


				“Don’t look at him, he’ll notice,” Nana hisses. “Honestly, is the art of being discreet that hard to perfect?”

				“This is coming from the woman who called his butt prime?” Livy asks, cocking an eyebrow.

				“Luca never saw me looking,” Nana insists. “I’m in the invisible stage of life. It’s fantastic for checking out the younger ones. I don’t have to worry about being discreet because nobody thinks a grandma would look. I’m old. Not dead. Thank God, or I’d miss sights like that. Mmm. Besides,” she adds, shifting her gaze to me, “the goalie only has eyes for two things in life. Pucks. And you.”

				I feel my breath catch in my throat. Could that be true?

				A waiter walks by with a tray of empty glasses, and it dawns on me that I’m being the shittiest event planner of all time, and during my most important event ever. This night is about Livy and Landon, period.

				It’s time to quit thinking about Luca and get back to work.

			

			
				“Okay,” I say, “this night is not about me. It’s about an engagement party. Aubrey, please ask your guests to take their seats, and we’ll begin service. Afterward, we’ll have a champagne toast and cake.”

				I have a surprise up my sleeve when it comes time for the toasts. Beckett will give one, of course. Then Livy’s parents are going to say something. But Livy doesn’t know about the special Connectivity Video Chat I have arranged. I’m going to call our childhood friend, Taylor Hartigan, from Minnesota. She couldn’t get out of work to come down for the party tonight, but she’s going to give a video toast to Livy, which I know will mean the world to her.

				“Okay, the subject is dropped for now, but we are talking more about Luca later,” Aubrey says.

				“There’s nothing to talk about,” I insist. “He merely introduced himself. So what if he liked my picture? That doesn’t mean he likes me.”

				“After talking to you? It means he only likes you more,” Livy insists. 

				A server steps outside with plates in both hands. 

				“Sit down,” I instruct Livy. “Now. It’s time to eat, not script a romance for me.”

				Aubrey shrugs and begins asking guests to be seated, and I breathe a sigh of relief.

				“They won’t drop it, you know,” Nana says. “And I hope you won’t. You deserve some happiness, my love.”

				“Nana,” I say, watching as guests take their seats, “we just met. I don’t know anything about him.”

				“Which would be the point of getting to know him, wouldn’t it?” Nana asks. 

				“Mom, there you are,” Livy’s mother, Jennifer Adams, says as she walks up. “Come on, let’s have a seat.”

				“Only if it’s next to that hot French hockey player,” Nana says, referring to Pierre. “Ooh la la, indeed.”

			

			
				I stifle a laugh as Mrs. Adams rolls her eyes. Nana is one of a kind, and I love her to pieces. Livy said she’s always lived her life with abandon, loving and laughing and finding joy wherever she could.

				Gosh. Nana should teach classes in how to live.

				Perhaps I should take her advice.

				I’ve kept myself buried in work since I broke up with Gabe. I needed time to heal, to think about what I want in life and what kind of man I want to share it with.

				I glance across the terrace to Luca, who is taking a seat next to Pierre and laughing at something he said. A beautiful smile lights up his handsome face.

				Maybe it’s time. And maybe I should start by getting to know Luca Ballerini tonight.

				~ ~ ~


				The night couldn’t have gone more perfectly.

				I smile as I take in the people around me. After a delicious meal, we had a moving toast from Livy’s father, Dave, about how happy he was to see Livy find love with Landon. Beckett was next, teasing Landy about how we all knew Livy was the one, the second Landy posted about their first date on Instagram. Finally, I brought in Taylor via Connectivity, who gave a tearful message about how Livy deserves all the happiness in the world, how special they both are, and how she and Landon have what so many people only dream of finding.

				A beautiful white cake was brought out next and was served with champagne. Now people have drifted off around Beckett’s property, some enjoying the fire pit, others dancing on the terrace, and some hanging out inside. Beckett hired a fleet of drivers to take everyone safely back to Chicago, and they are waiting on the driveway for the party to end.

				I’ve finally gotten to a point where I can relax. The caterers are packing up the kitchen, the bartenders are closing down, and I can start taking down the décor as soon as everyone leaves.

			

			
				I never eat when I’m working, and normally I’d be ravenous at this point, but it’s hard to be ravenous when your stomach is in twisted nervous excitement because of a certain goalie in attendance.

				Luca and I have been exchanging glances all night. I was busy with dinner service, cake slicing, and getting Taylor up on Connectivity, but I couldn’t resist stealing looks at him. Every time our eyes met, I felt a shiver of excitement race down my spine. 

				I hope I get to talk to him before he leaves. 

				“Ms. Brady?”

				I turn and find Carla, the caterer, standing behind me. 

				“Can you come inside and direct us where to put the cookie favors?” Carla asks. 

				Right. One more thing on my list, making sure engagement ring sugar cookies with Landon and Livy piped on them are ready to be given to guests as they leave.

				I head back inside and show Carla the spot in the foyer I picked out for the purpose and instruct them to set up a folding table for the bags. 

				“Make sure the table cloth is covering it,” I say. “And triple check that each one has a Save the Date card for the wedding in it, yes?”

				Carla nods. “Will do.”

				“Perfect, thank you,” I say, smiling at her. I’ve worked with Carla on several events, and she is such a pro. I swear I’d cry if she ever quit her job as catering manager.

				I turn to go back outside, but Landon stops me, putting his hand out so I can’t move.

				“You’re off the clock now, Collins,” Landon says, flashing me a smile. “We’ve had the perfect engagement party. You’ve outdone yourself for us, and we couldn’t be more grateful.”

			

			
				Happiness fills me. I love this part of my job, when I organize an event and everything goes smoothly and my clients—or in this case, friends—are happy.

				“The party isn’t over, Landon,” I say cheerfully.

				Landon cocks an eyebrow. “It is for you. Working on it, I mean. Livy and I want you to have fun. Everything is under control, and my guess is, if some crisis with parting gifts comes up, we can handle it.”

				“No, Landon, that’s my jo—” 

				“You’re fired.”

				I stare at him. “What?”

				“You’re fired. On the spot. Collins Brady of Suzanne’s Soirées, you are no longer working my event. But because I’m a great guy, you can help yourself to something to eat and drink. Bonus points if you go talk to that goalie dude who has been waiting to talk to you all night.”

				Then he winks at me and walks away.

				Did Livy say something to him?

				What if Luca did? 

				Ooh, what if he did?

				“Collins, sweetheart, we’re leaving,” a familiar male voice says.

				I turn around and find my mother and father standing behind me. 

				“Okay,” I say, hugging them both. “I’ll see you tomorrow for Sunday brunch.”

				Mom makes a face and touches my cheek. “I wish you would have lived at home a little longer. You didn’t have to move out this past month, you know. The house is empty without you.” She stiffens as if she failed by letting that sentiment escape. “But I suppose it’s what professional young women do, they move out and into the city. I thought it would be for Gabe, you know, but sometimes things don’t work out. We have to trust that, even when it doesn’t make sense.”

			

			
				Oh my God. She’s bringing up Gabe. Again. Maybe it’s because I’m tired of it or maybe it’s because of Luca, but talk of him is more irritating than usual tonight.

				“It does make sense because I don't love him,” I say bluntly. “Gabe said some evil, horrible, nasty things to me and about me after we broke up, and that alone should make you happy that I ended it.”

				Mom blinks. I can tell she doesn’t like the turn the conversation has taken.

				“I don’t like hearing these things, Collins,” she says, shaking her head. “I don’t like such ugliness.”

				“Then let’s stop talking about him,” I say firmly.

				“You’re obviously tired. Or cranky from lack of food. Please get something to eat, and we’ll see you tomorrow, all normal and bright like sunshine,” Mom says, nodding at me as she walks out the door.

				She doesn’t get it. She doesn’t want to get it. If she had her way, I’d marry Gabe because it was more pleasant than telling her friends I was with a man I didn’t love and broke it off when he wanted to look at rings.

				“Collins,” my dad says, his voice gentle, “you know your mother doesn’t cope well with life’s difficulties. It’s best we humor her.”

				It’s all I can do not to scream. Most of my life has been spent hiding the way I feel from my parents. I think I was in the mess with Gabe because of how I was raised. I should have felt happy with him, so I forced it. I should have loved him because he’s perfect on paper, so I did—even though I didn’t, not in the I want to be with you forever kind of way.

				“I’m going now, sweetheart,” Dad says, kissing me on the cheek. “See you tomorrow.”

				“Right,” I say softly, watching him take a bag of cookies and walk out the door.

				I turn around and move through the crowd in Beckett’s den then slip back outside, wanting to clear my head after that conversation. I don’t need this now. Not tonight. Not when I’m starting to feel like taking a chance on romance again.

			

			
				I step back onto the terrace and instinctively look for Luca.

				But I can’t find him. 

				My heart sinks as I search for him. He’s nowhere to be found. Not dancing on the terrace, not at the fire pit, not clustered in a group conversation. I notice some of the other players have already left. Did Luca go with them while I was working? 

				Defeat swallows me. Maybe Luca changed his mind. Or got bored waiting for me to finish my work. That’s the negative thing about being an event planner. I work nights, I work Saturdays, and I get home late. I’m not easy to date, I know that.

				Crap. I’ve gone off the deep end. Luca introduced himself to me. Talked to me. Flirted a bit. Exchanged looks with me from across the terrace. 

				That’s it.

				That. Is. It.

				I shouldn’t be upset.

				Disappointed. 

				That’s how I should feel. Disappointed, but not upset.

				But I can’t help it.

				I feel like I missed a connection. Like in the movies. When your life could end up one way if you had done one little thing differently. But you didn’t, so you are on a completely opposite track.

				Hmm. I should consider a new career writing screenplays for Hallmark instead of supervising weddings and corporate luncheons.

				Buzz!


			

			
				My phone vibrates in my hand. I flip it over and see a number I don’t recognize. Curious, I read the text.

				Whoever you hired to re-light the candles is terrible. 

				Oh my God. 

				It’s a text from Luca.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 4


				Always be ready to take action . . . 


				Every nerve in my body jumps the second I realize the text is from Luca. I instinctively look toward the lake, to the cobblestone fence, and indeed, the same three candles we lit earlier are blown out. 

				Illuminated by the moonlight is Luca, standing in front of the fence.

				Waiting for me.

				As an event planner, I’m always prepared to take action. I can solve problems on the fly and make snap decisions.

				Right now, I’m making one of those decisions.

				I’m going to take action tonight with Luca.

				I take off my shoes and hold them in one hand so I can walk easier on the lush lawn. I make my way down the grass, my excitement increasing as I move toward him. 

				As I get closer, I see his suit jacket is already off, and Luca has it draped over one arm. His beautiful eyes are locked on mine, and I feel my heart beating like crazy out of my chest. 

				What a wonderful, magical combination. I feel more alive in this moment than I have in a long time. 

				I stop in front of him, once again drinking in the sight of him illuminated by the light of the full moon shining overhead.

				Luca doesn’t speak. He moves around me and drapes his coat over my shoulders. Swoon.


			

			
				He sits down on the fence, and I do the same, parking my cell phone and shoes next to me. 

				“It’s a shame you had to come down here to check these candles,” Luca says. Then he smiles at me. “Good help is so hard to find these days.”

				“I know. I have a feeling these candles are the reason I got fired from this job, too,” I say, setting him up.

				A crease forms in Luca’s brow. “What? Fired? What are you talking about?”

				I sigh heavily for dramatic effect. “Landon fired me. He said I was officially off the clock now.”

				I see recognition in Luca’s eyes, and a slow, sexy smile spreads across his face. “Landy can be brutal. How are you holding up? That had to be devastating.”

				“It was soul destroying,” I quip.


				Luca rakes a hand through his hair, and I marvel at the unique combination of brown and red. I snap a picture in my head of this moment, of Luca in his dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up, revealing huge, muscular forearms. The way his hair moves wildly when he touches it, how the breeze from the lake carries his crisp cologne scent toward me every now and then.

				Pure. Magic.


				A moment I never want to forget.


				“Sometimes devastating losses lead to better things,” he says.

				Excitement races through my every nerve. 

				“Very true. One has to be brave enough to confront the truth,” I counter. “Sadly, my truth is that I needed to quit working so I could spend the rest of the night having fun.”

				“Are you?” Luca asks softly.

				“I am now,” I admit.


				Luca smiles in response, and I smile back at him.

				“We do need to talk about your truth, though,” I say.

				“Oh?”

			

			
				“Yes. I don’t think you followed me down here because I was storming off to the lake.”

				Luca’s expression doesn’t change. 


				Hmm. I wonder if this is his goalie face.

				If so, it’s very good. If I caught him off guard, he’s not showing it.

				“I didn’t?” 

				“No, you knew who I was, from Livy’s website. Therefore, I’m not the only one who lied tonight,” I tease.

				Luca studies me. “It was a lie of omission, maybe; I’ll give you that.”

				“Luca,” I say, my tone serious, “why did you want to meet me after seeing that website picture?”

				“It’s not obvious?” Luca asks, surprise resonating in his deep voice.

				“No.”

				“Have you ever seen a picture of someone that made you intrigued and want to know their story? That’s what happened with you.”

				I furrow my brow. “What story?”

				Luca is silent for a moment. “I think you have a lot of stories, Collins.”

				Ooh! 


				“You are uniquely beautiful; I won’t lie. That’s what caught my attention at first,” Luca continues. “Then seeing you posing with a horse, I couldn’t get over how genuinely happy you looked. Livy told me the horse was yours. While she went on to talk about bracelets, I couldn’t stop thinking about you. The girl with the cool name. The girl with the freckles and the light-brown hair and the toffee-colored eyes. The girl who loves horses. I wanted to know her story. Your story.”

				I stare back at him, impressed with his honesty. This is a man who doesn’t play games. Luca is direct. He takes charge and goes after what he wants.

			

			
				He took action tonight, just like I did.


				“Hopefully, my story will live up to what you envisioned,” I say.

				Luca is quiet for a moment. His hazel eyes linger on mine.

				“So far it has.”

				Zing! Pure electricity shoots down my spine. Never in my life have I had a reaction to a man like this.

				Then again, I’ve never met a man like Luca.

				I clear my throat and turn my gaze back up to Beckett’s house. “I will only share my story if I get to hear yours.” 

				“More than fair.”

				I turn back to him. “Good.”

				“Tell me about the horse.”

				I can’t help but laugh. “You are going to be so sorry you asked that.”

				Luca grins at me. “Why is that funny?”

				“I can talk for hours about horses.”

				Luca flips up his right arm and gazes down at the huge silver watch adorning his wrist.

				“I’ve got a few hours. You’re good.”

				“You’re left-handed.”

				Luca’s eyes dance at me. “You’re observant.”

				“It’s part of my job, remember?”

				“But you’ve been fired, remember?” he counters.

				“My job now is to get to know you,” I reply smartly.

				Whoa! Where did that come from? I mentally give myself a pat on the back for coming up with such a confident pickup line.

				“I like your job change,” Luca says.

				“Me, too,” I say, unable to tear my eyes away from his.

				“So, tell me about horses.”

				I smile. “I’m obsessed with them.”

				“When did it start?” Luca asks, placing his hands behind him on the stone and casually leaning backward, as if settling in to hear me talk. 

			

			
				I turn and carefully tuck my legs underneath me. The cold rock brushes against my bare skin, but I don’t care. I only want to talk to Luca. Nothing else matters.

				“When I was a little girl, I fell in love with horses. It didn’t matter if they were on TV or in picture books, I wanted one. Not a pony. A horse. I continually begged my parents to let me take a lesson at the horse farm down the road, the one that backed up against a nature preserve. Mom and Dad caved after months of me relentlessly asking. They put me on a horse at age five, and it was magic. I loved every second of it. From the way the horse smelled to the feeling of being in the saddle.

				“One day, I saw jumpers in the arena, and I was like, ‘I want to do that,’” I continue. “Mom said I had to learn English riding first, so I did. But once I got to jump, it became my true passion.”

				“What do you like about jumping?” Luca asks, studying me.

				I smile brightly. “What do I not love about it? Oh my gosh, it’s the greatest feeling in the world. When jumping your horse over a fence, there is a split second of pure flight. I can’t get enough of it. It’s an adrenaline rush like no other.” Then I laugh. “But I do fall a lot, so I’ve eaten a good share of dirt, too. I remember the first time I sailed over the head of a horse. Thank God Mom didn’t see. She would have ended the lessons right then and there.”

				Luca grins. “Eaten dirt, I like that.”

				“I’ve broken my arm, cracked a rib, and gotten a ton of bruises, but I don’t care. I won’t give it up.” I shift on the rock, angling my body more toward him. “Okay. Next question.”

				“Did you grow up in the Chicago area?” Luca asks.


			

			
				I nod. “Yes, the far northern suburbs, down the road from the horse farm. Where are you from?”

				“Chicago suburbs, like you,” Luca says. “Northbrook.”

				“Wow! You’re playing for your hometown team. That must mean a lot.”

				“Crazy, isn’t it?” Luca asks, touching his hair again. “Born here, my family is still here, and I got drafted by the Buffaloes at eighteen. I played in the minor leagues, made it up to the top team in Milwaukee quickly, and then got the call last spring to replace Ben, the number one goalie. I’ve been up here ever since.”

				“That’s crazy,” I say. “What are the odds of playing for the team you grew up watching?”

				“Yes, but it’s also a lot of pressure,” Luca admits. Then he smiles at me. “I have another horse question.”

				I’m beaming. “Of course. Twist my arm and ask me more,” I say happily.

				“Do you still ride?”

				“Yes. I rode at Purdue. I was on their equestrian team and brought my horse to college with me. I showed in English there. Then in the summers, I’d jump. I would love to compete now, in jumping, but most horse shows are on weekends and I’m usually working events, so I can’t. But I ride every week. It’s a part of me.”

				“I can see that,” Luca says. “Your eyes light up when you talk about your horse. What do you own, by the way?”

				“A Thoroughbred. He’s gorgeous. His name is—”

				“Ballerini! Car is leaving!” someone yells from the top of the terrace. 

				Luca lets out a heavy sigh. “Shit. That’s my ride.” He stands up. “Give me five minutes!” he yells back toward the terrace.

				I bite my lip. I don’t want him to go, not when I just sat down to talk to him.

				“Five minutes should be enough time,” Luca says.

			

			
				“For what?”

				“For you to tell me the name of your horse. I can’t leave without knowing.”

				“Well, I don’t know. He does have two names,” I say, cocking an eyebrow at Luca.

				“Two names?”

				“His registered name and his barn name.”

				Confusion is all over Luca’s face.


				“Why have more than one name?”

				“Because registered names are very unique, and you have to get creative when coming up with those. Barn names are more about the personality of the horse.”

				“What is the registered name then?” Luca asks.


				“My horse’s registered name is Winter Whirl, but I never call him that.”

				“Ballerini!”

				“Coming!” Luca yells back, annoyance in his voice. He extends his hand to me. I swing my legs back over the fence, and the second I feel his strong hand around mine, I have the urge to never let go.

				I gaze up at him, and my breath catches in my throat. This is magic. This new, wonderful experience I’m having tonight is all because of this confident man standing in front of me.

				“Come on, rookie! Get your game on with the girl and get it done!” another player yells.

				Several of them crack up.

				Luca lets go of my hand. “I’m sorry. Apparently, they’re impatient to get back to Chicago.”

				“I understand,” I say, nodding at him.

				I scoop up my shoes and my phone, and we slowly walk back up the sloping grass for the second time this evening. 

				“You still have to answer my question. If you don’t call him Winter Whirl, what do you call him?” Luca asks as we come up the lawn.

			

			
				I don’t say anything until we reach the terrace. Music is still playing and people are still milling around, but the crowd has definitely thinned out.

				The players waiting on Luca head back inside, except for Pierre.

				“I’ll make sure they don’t leave without you,” Pierre says, smiling at Luca. “But you’ll owe me.”

				Luca watches him walk back inside and groans. “Now I owe two people tonight.”

				“Two?”

				“I’m going to be Landy’s slave during a road trip. That was to get your number.”

				If he weren’t standing in front of me, I’d do a toe-touch jump for joy right this second.

				“Do you intend to use my number again?” I ask, but I already know the answer.

				He will absolutely, one hundred percent call me.

				Luca’s eyes shine brightly at me. “Yes.”

				“Then I have to give you a reason to use it. I think I’ll keep Winter Whirl’s barn name a secret for now. When you call me, you can find out what it is.”

				A huge smile lights up Luca’s face. “Noted.”

				We enter the house, and I feel Livy and Aubrey’s eyes on me and Luca, but I ignore them. 

				I walk with Luca to the front door, pausing for a moment to put my shoes down and my phone on the entry table, and step outside with him. I hand his coat back to him, and our fingertips brush again, the skin-on-skin contact sending heat through my body.

				“Thank you for tonight,” Luca says, staring down at me. 

				“Thank you, Luca,” I say.

				Thank you for being a gentleman. For being a man who doesn’t play games. For wanting to know me beyond a website picture. Thank you for finding me tonight. 

				Most of all, thank you for being you.

			

			
				“Goodnight, Collins,” Luca says, backing up toward the waiting car.

				“Goodnight.” 

				Luca opens the door to howls and laughter, and I know he’s going to have hell to pay for talking to me tonight.

				I also know that Luca doesn’t care.

				Which makes me want to do another toe-touch of joy, but I somehow manage to refrain.

				I step back inside the house and slip on my heels. My phone vibrates on the entryway table, and I pick it up. 

				My heart leaps the second I see it’s from Luca:

				Cinderella, you left your calling card in my suit pocket. 

				I freeze. He called me Cinderella. 

				The fairy tale has personal meaning that nobody else knows. How could he?

				Another text drops in:

				I have your tube of makeup. 

				Oh! I remember slipping it into his pocket earlier. I totally forgot!

				I’d like to return it to you. The sooner the better. 

				I shake with excitement. I manage to text him back:

				How soon were you thinking? 

				He replies rapid fire:

				Tomorrow. 

				I have the biggest grin on my face. I hold my phone over my heart for a second and mentally do a little excited dance.

				I’m going to see Luca Ballerini.

				In less than twenty-four hours.


				I have no doubt in my mind I am Cinderella going to the ball on Sunday.

				With one very handsome goalie as my prince.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 5


				Always make sure the venue fits the occasion . . .


				“Collins, you look so tired,” Mom exclaims. “Did you work late after Livy’s party last night?”

				I glance at my mom from across the linen-draped table. We’re at the country club where she and Dad belong, having our customary once-a-month Sunday brunch. 

				I think about how I should answer. 

				The real-life version of events:

				Well, yes, I worked late. Then I drove back to the city and, of course, sleeping was impossible because I kept replaying every moment I had with Luca, from how he looked in the moonlight to how we talked and I, maybe, just maybe, got three hours of sleep.

				Or a safer, more toned-down version. I decide on the latter.

				“Yes, it was a long night,” I say, editing my answer for my mom, as usual. “But very worth it.”

				“Would you like more coffee?” the server asks me.

				I nod enthusiastically. “Yes, please.”

				I watch as my ceramic cup is topped off with fresh cinnamon-infused brew. I reach for the cream and pour in a hefty amount, turning the coffee a nice shade of pale brown.

				“Make sure you rehydrate after all that coffee,” Mom says, smiling sweetly at me. “After all, dehydration can cause dry skin and premature wrinkling, and we certainly don’t want that unpleasantness.”

				No, of course not.

			

			
				I touch my phone, which I have set to vibrate in my lap. It’s a little after eleven. Normally by this point, I’d be wondering if a man was going to call. I’d be jittery and anxious, wondering if he’d changed his mind. Or if he’d suddenly fallen off the face of the earth.

				But I don’t feel that way at all.

				Not with Luca.


				“I don’t think Collins has to worry about wrinkles yet,” Dad chimes in, pausing to take a bite of his eggs Benedict.

				“Not yet, but one must always try to avoid them,” Mom counters. “Collins does want to look her best, right, sweetheart?”

				I stuff a forkful of pancakes in my mouth so I don’t have to talk. Mmm. I love pancakes. Actually, I love any bread-type food. The brilliant thing about our country club is they have a full station devoted to pancakes at every brunch. Today, I went for pumpkin spice, which is finally back now that it’s October.

				I love pumpkin spice.

				Anything with pumpkin spice.


				“Collins?” Mom prods.

				“Hmm?” I blink. 

				Wow. I must really be obsessed with pumpkin spice if I managed to tune out a conversation with Mom.

				“I was asking you what your plans were for today,” she repeats, pausing to take a bite of her yogurt.

				Buzz!


				I straighten when I feel my phone vibrate in my lap.

				I flip it over while holding my breath and glance down to read the screen.

				Incoming Call From Luca Ballerini.


				He’s calling.


				Not texting. 

				But calling.

				Oh, serious swoon!


			

			
				“Please excuse me,” I say, standing up. “I need to take this. It’s an important business call.”

				Mom frowns, but I’m used to her expression, so I ignore it. I move away from the table and swipe the icon to accept his call.

				“Hello?” I say, excitement rushing through me as I move across the restaurant, past wood-paneled walls covered in golf memorabilia and luxurious leather booths, toward the exit.

				“Hey, Collins,” his now-familiar, deep voice says.

				I smile as I enter the long corridor of the country club, briskly heading toward the front door.

				“Good morning,” I say cheerfully.

				“I hope I’m not interrupting you.”

				I walk out the entrance to the majestic Tudor-style clubhouse and move along the sidewalk, letting the bright autumn sunshine warm my face. 

				“No, not at all. Just having some brunch,” I say.

				“Sounds good. What are you having?”

				“Pumpkin spice pancakes, which are the best of everything.”

				“Best of everything?”

				“Yes. Pancakes, which are awesome by themselves, plus pumpkin spice. The greatest combination ever.”

				“Are you one of those pumpkin spice girls?” Luca teases.

				I smile. I love how easy it is to talk to him.

				“That depends. Do you mean that in a derogatory way?” I flirt back. 

				“No, just curious. I don’t understand the obsession with pumpkin spice and the need to put it on everything at this time of year.”

				“Oh, Luca. This might be too much for me to overcome,” I say seriously. “I’m a pumpkin spice slut.”

				Luca laughs, and my spine tingles at the delicious sound.

				“A slut?” he asks.

			

			
				“A slut,” I say emphatically. “I love pumpkin spice lattes, pumpkin bread, pumpkin pie . . . I can go on and on.”

				“Do you have an ‘I Love Pumpkin Spice’ T-shirt?”

				“Is it too much for you to overcome if I do?”

				“If I can handle taking a puck to the head, I can handle your pumpkin spice addiction.”

				“That’s a valid point. You can handle it, Luca.”

				He laughs, and I smile, knowing I’ve provoked such a response.

				“So, I have this tube of makeup that you left in my coat pocket, Cinderella,” Luca says slowly. “We can skip the part about me trying to find your identity by seeing if the makeup matches your skin tone, but I thought you might want it back. So you can run it over with your car or take it to the city dump.”

				Oh, I like this boy. I really like him.

				“I have to say, running it over with my car is an inspired idea.”

				“Would you be available this afternoon so I can return it?”

				I can’t stop the smile that spreads across my face.

				“Well, you see, that might be hard because I already have a date this afternoon.”

				There’s silence on the other end of the line.

				Luca clears his throat. “Oh. Right. Um . . . maybe some other time then?”

				“My date will be waiting for me after brunch,” I continue. “He expects to see me every Sunday afternoon. He needs to be groomed.”

				“Groomed?” Luca asks.


				“Yes. Afterward, I usually take him out for a ride.”

				“Shit, you’re talking about your horse,” Luca says, realizing I’m playing him.

				I laugh. “I’m sorry, I couldn’t resist. Forgive me?”

			

			
				“I shouldn’t,” Luca says, laughing. “I was trying to figure out how to gracefully dismount from your rejection.”

				“I’m sorry. I’ll make it up to you.”

				“It can’t involve pumpkin spice.”

				I giggle. “No, it won’t, I promise. But Major won’t mind if you want to meet me at the stables,” I say, extending an invitation to him. Major is an important part of my life, and I want to see if Luca would like to come out and spend time with me in that setting. It’s the perfect place to get to know me. “Oh, that’s his stable name, by the way. Major.”

				“Major,” Luca repeats. “Great name. I’d like to meet him. And you.”

				Ah! I want to run across the lush country club grass in delight but force myself to remain calm and ladylike.

				“It’s in the northern suburbs,” I explain. “Golden Oak Stables.”

				“Okay. What time?”

				“Can you come out around two o’clock?”

				“Let me check my schedule. Yes,” he immediately says, and we both laugh again.

				“Okay. I’ll see you at two.” 

				“You’re on. And Collins?”

				“Yes?”

				“You’re wicked.” He pauses for a moment. “I like it.”

				Then he hangs up.

				A feeling of anticipation sweeps through me. I’m excited, eager, nervous, everything all rolled into one.

				In a few hours, I’m going to meet Luca.

				And I absolutely can’t wait to see him.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 6


				Understanding your client is critical to the relationship . . .


				I lean against the wooden fence outside the enormous barn at Golden Oak Stables. It’s a glorious afternoon, with blue skies and a crisp temperature. The long drive in front of me is lined with magnificent trees in brilliant shades of orange and crimson. In the pasture, horses graze under the warming rays of the October sun. 

				I breathe in the air, filled with the scent of horses and hay, and know I’m in my element. I’m always happiest when I’m out on the farm among people who ride and are as passionate about horses as I am.

				This is my world.

				And now I’m about to share it with Luca. 

				I’m dressed in my equestrian gear: black breeches; tall, black riding boots; a long-sleeved, jersey-gray shirt; and my black, sleeveless, quilted vest. My hair is pulled back into a sleek, low ponytail, made fancier with hair wrapped around the band to make it appear knotted. 

				I eagerly watch as a vehicle turns into the driveway and kicks up gravel as it slowly moves toward me. I have no idea what Luca drives, so I don’t know if it’s him, but I hold my breath all the same as the black Ford Expedition nears closer.

				I squint into the sunlight, trying to peer at the driver behind the wheel. 

				The driver is wearing aviator shades and smiles the second he recognizes me.

			

			
				Luca.


				He pulls into a vacant spot, opens the door, and unbends his massive frame to get out of the SUV. I eagerly walk toward him while he reaches back inside the car and grabs two coffee cups.

				“Hi,” I say.

				Luca doesn’t say anything for a moment. He simply stands before me with the coffee in his hands and stares. 

				“You look beautiful,” he finally says, his deep voice sending a tingle down my spine. 

				“Thank you,” I say, smiling up at him. I notice how the sun shines down on the red tints in his hair, making them more noticeable than they were last night. I can also better see how massive Luca actually is, from his height to his broad shoulders and huge chest. 

				“This is for you,” Luca says, extending a cup to me. “One pumpkin spice latte.”

				Oh, serious swoon points.

				I reach for it, and our fingertips meet around the cup. The instant I feel his skin against mine, sparks fly.

				“Luca, thank you,” I say, loving his sweet gesture. Then I raise an eyebrow. “Did you get one for yourself?”

				Luca grins at me, a gorgeous smile that lights up the most handsome face I’ve ever seen, and my pulse leaps in response.

				“Um, no. I’m not into the whole pumpkin spice trend,” he says, shutting the driver’s door on his SUV. 

				“Not to correct you, but it’s not a trend,” I declare. “It’s here to stay.”

				“No. America is on the verge of pumpkin spice overload. People will rebel. We need to be liberated from pumpkin spice.”

				I laugh. “Are you saying there will be a Great Pumpkin Spice Revolutionary War?”

				“It could happen.”

			

			
				“And what side will you be fighting for?” I flirt back.

				“I’m going to fight to defend salted caramel.” Luca pauses and takes a sip of his coffee. “Because that’s a flavor worthy of the cause. When I indulge, that’s what I get. Today’s coffee is a straight up cappuccino, though.” 

				“Well, I’m sad you don’t have flavored coffee, but I disagree. Pumpkin spice is superior to caramel.”

				The sound of horse hooves on brick can be heard coming from the stables, and Luca shifts his attention to the noise. I look over my shoulder to see a rider leading his horse out. 

				“That horse is huge,” Luca says.

				I nod and turn back to him. “That’s a Shire. They originated in England and were used to carry knights into battle. They’re massive, aren’t they?”

				“I’ve never seen a horse that big,” he says, his voice full of amazement. 

				“You wouldn’t think it, but they’re very gentle,” I say, pausing to take a sip of my coffee. “Mmm, this is so good. Perfect for a fall day. Unlike your cappuccino.”

				Luca smiles, and once again my heart flips in response.

				“My cappuccino is fantastic.”

				“But not as seasonal as pumpkin on a beautiful fall day,” I declare. “Come on, let’s go into the stable. I want you to meet Major.”

				I begin walking, and Luca falls into step beside me. 

				“Wait a second. Your coffee has to be seasonal?”

				“I love changing things up with the season,” I admit. “In the fall, it’s pumpkin spice. In December, I switch to peppermint mocha. I drink that until winter is over.”

				“And food choices?”

				“Pumpkin spice anything until December. Then I want peppermint, gingerbread, and eggnog.”

				“I can see you are very particular about this,” Luca says seriously.

			

			
				When we turn into the barn, Luca stops in his tracks. 

				“Wow,” he whispers, removing his sunglasses.

				I follow his gaze. The barn is stunning with rich woods and chandeliers hanging from the high-beamed ceilings.

				“Collins, this is nicer than my apartment,” he admits as he takes everything in.

				“Until I started riding, I had no idea a barn could be this chic.” I lead Luca toward the middle of the barn. We pass other riders and horses, and I greet them by name, as we’re all a community here, before finally, we reach Major’s stall.

				“This,” I say, turning proudly to Luca, “is Major.”

				Major comes over to me, and I begin stroking his neck affectionately. 

				“Hi, handsome,” I say softly. “I brought someone to meet you.”

				I turn and glance up at Luca, who is standing behind me and staring at Major in awe.

				“Major is a gray Thoroughbred,” I explain as I continue to stroke him. “I got him as a graduation present when I was eighteen. Best present I’ve ever received.” 

				“He’s a beautiful horse,” Luca says.

				“Do you want to pet him?” I ask.

				“Can I?”

				I smile. “Of course you can. Have you ever touched a horse before?”

				Luca shakes his head. “No.”

				“Okay, come here,” I say, encouraging him to stand next to me.

				Luca pauses and sets his coffee down on a bench behind us, and then he moves next to me in front of the stall door. Once again, I’m made aware of how muscular he is as his powerful body towers over mine.

				I shift my attention to Major before I get caught staring.

				“Now, pet him on the neck like I’m doing,” I instruct.

			

			
				“Okay,” Luca says, reaching over and touching Major. I notice he’s tentative at first, which makes me smile. “Like this?”

				“You can’t hurt him. And don’t worry, Major won’t bite you.”

				Luca grins as he strokes his neck. “This is so cool.”

				“Wait until you ride one. It’s the most amazing feeling in the world. Come on. Let’s go into the stall. You can help me groom him.”

				I open the door, and Major lets out a snort as he takes a step back, giving us room to enter. I set my coffee on a ledge and grab a brush. I walk over to Major and stand near his head. 

				“This is a curry brush, and I use it to get all the dirt off first,” I explain, starting to brush his neck. 

				“You do this every week?” Luca asks. 


				“Yeah. It’s very therapeutic for me,” I say as I carefully brush Major’s hair. “I love spending time out here with Major. I find that when I work on him, I don’t think about anything else, you know?”

				“That’s how I feel in the crease,” Luca says. “When I’m in the net, that’s all I think about. Tracking the puck is all that matters.”

				I glance at Luca. “I understand that.”

				His eyes meet mine, and I know we connect on this level. When we are doing the thing we love, the thing we have the greatest passion for, it’s all that matters.

				“Collins?” he asks.

				“Yes?”

				“Why aren’t you working with horses?” Luca asks. “I can see this makes you happy. You seem like you should have a career working with them.”

				I stop brushing for a moment. Luca has only been in this stall for a few minutes with me yet he knows this is what I should be doing.

			

			
				I clear my throat as I continue to work on Major. 

				“I’ve never told anyone,” I say softly, keeping my eyes on Major’s beautiful gray hair, “but there’s nothing I would love more than to work with horses. I would love to be a riding instructor. In my dreams, that’s what I’d be doing.”

				I lift my eyes and find Luca studying me intently.

				“Why aren’t you living your dream?” he asks.

				I shift my attention back to Major, moving down his neck to his body. 

				“My parents would always get upset when I mentioned a career with horses,” I admit. “They consider my passion for horses something I never outgrew as a little girl. They think I’m one of those horse girls who thinks riding is fun, but it could never be a serious career option. It’s not practical. It wouldn’t pay much, unless I was a vet, and I don’t want to practice medicine. I couldn’t bear losing a horse or having to put one down. So, I did the practical thing and studied hospitality and tourism management at Purdue.”

				“Is that why you are an event planner now?” Luca asks gently. 

				I swallow hard. “I thought I would be able to do both,” I admit. “I thought I could have the day job and then work toward my dream in the off hours. I assumed I’d prepare for this career after I graduated. I’d apprentice, then work toward certifications, but that was a delusional college student thinking, not the thoughts of a professional woman.”

				“How so?” Luca asks, watching me work.

				“Event planning never stops. You meet with clients during the day. You have tons of things to do for each event. Then the events can be anytime—nights, weekends, morning breakfasts, setting up convention booths. Thank God I work for my aunt, and she never makes me work Sundays because she wants me to have time with my horse.”

				“But there’s no time for anything else,” Luca finishes.

				I glance at him. “No, there’s not.”

			

			
				His eyes remain steady on me. I can’t believe I actually revealed my heart’s dream to him. One that nobody, and I mean nobody, knows exists. To the rest of the world, I’m the happy event planner, spreading sunshine and light and helping people celebrate different milestones in their lives.

				They don’t know my real dream will never come true. That I’m now stuck working in a job that will never bring me as much joy as teaching a person the love of horse riding ever could.

				I realize I just dumped a big bunch of negativity all over our first day together.

				Something I’ve never done before. 

				“I’m sorry,” I blurt out. 

				“For what?” Luca asks, confusion etched on his handsome face.

				I force a smile, the mask I’ve used since I was a little girl to make everyone around me happy.

				“I haven’t even offered to let you groom Major.” I hold the brush out to Luca. “Would you like to try?”

				He moves toward me and takes the brush from my hand, but to my surprise, he doesn’t groom the horse. Instead, he sets the brush on the ledge next to my coffee and turns back to me.

				Then slowly, he reaches for my hand, entwining his huge fingers around mine. A breath escapes my lips at the sensation of his rough skin causing a surge of heat inside me.

				“Don’t ever,” he says slowly, “be sorry for sharing your dream with me.”

				I’m touched beyond words. I can’t speak for a moment, for if I did, I know my voice would be wobbly.

				“How is it that you barely know me,” I say softly, “but you already understand me?”

				“I don’t know,” Luca admits, his eyes searching mine, “but I do.”

			

			
				My heart is racing. I have a feeling as soon as Luca shares more of himself with me, I’ll feel the same way.

				I’ll know him.


				No more words are said between us. Luca stares down at me, his large hand securing mine, and a powerful feeling rushes over me.

				The feeling I have now is unlike anything I’ve ever had before.

				And from the look in his eyes, I think Luca feels it, too.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 7


				Making meaningful connections is important . . .


				Luca releases my hand and then turns and picks up the brush, as if he instinctively knows I won’t talk any more today about my broken dream.

				“Okay. What do I do?” he asks, smiling at me.

				“Start brushing his back,” I say. 

				Luca begins stroking the brush over Major’s gray hair. Major grunts, and Luca jumps back, startled.

				“Did I do something wrong?”

				I can’t help it. I burst out laughing at the sight of a huge hockey player startled by the sound of a horse snort.

				“No,” I say, moving around to Major’s head and stroking him affectionately between the ears. “Major was telling you it feels good. Weren’t you?” I say to my beloved horse.

				Luca grins sheepishly at me. “Oh.”

				I give him a side-eye glance. “How can you be afraid of a groan when you allow grown men to shoot frozen rubber pucks at you for a living?”

				“Because I don’t fear the puck. I like being able to stop them,” Luca says, resuming his brushing.

				“I can’t imagine anything more intense. Or scarier,” I admit.


				“No, it’s exciting,” Luca says, moving down Major’s body. “When I read a release and adjust to make the save, there’s no greater thrill.”

				“I have no idea what you just said.”

			

			
				Luca laughs. “Sorry. Goalie-speak. Basically, I have to make rapid-fire decisions in the net. I see the player with the puck and have to assess, among other things, where the puck is, if the shooter is right or left-handed, what kind of shot he is going to take, and how to adjust my body position to stop it. In milliseconds.”

				I can’t imagine how fast Luca’s brain must work and how little time he has to make decisions that will determine if a shot is stopped or becomes a goal.

				“It’s also why I work so hard on my skating in the off-season,” Luca continues. “Because if you’re a good skater, when you do make those mistakes, you can quickly get in position to make the save.”

				“Doesn’t the pressure get to you?” I ask.

				Luca pauses his brushing and looks over at me. “I thrive on it.”

				“I guess you’d have to if you wanted to play goalie.” I move around next to him. “Here, I’ll take over.”

				“What, am I doing it wrong?”

				“No, silly, but I don’t want you to think I brought you out here to do my work.” 

				Luca hands me the brush, and I take over. I’m happy to see Luca take my spot by Major’s head and begin petting him.

				“Is that why you left that makeup in my suit pocket? To see if you could lure me out here to brush your horse, Cinderella?”

				My heart flutters. “You have no idea what it means when you call me that.”

				My comment is met with silence.

				“Collins, did I insult you? I’m not calling you a princess in a negative sense,” Luca insists. “Please don’t think that. I was thinking how I saw you run out of your shoes and how you left something behind in my pocket, and I di—”

			

			
				I stand up and interrupt him. “Did you know,” I say slowly, keeping my eyes on his, “that as a little girl I loved any movie that had a horse? No matter what the movie was, the horse was always my favorite character.”

				Luca’s brow creases, and I can see I’ve completely confused him.

				“When I was four,” I say, walking around to Major’s other side and resuming my brushing, “I saw Cinderella for the first time. It was magical because it had a horse, given to Cinderella by her father. She loved that gray horse, and so did I. His name was Major.”

				Luca’s eyes light with recognition.

				“As soon as I saw Major, I told my mom and dad I wanted a gray horse just like Cinderella,” I continue. “I would love him the way Cinderella did. He would be loyal and loving like Major was to Cinderella, and I would give him the same name.

				“So, as you can see, calling me Cinderella has more meaning than you could have known,” I say. “But I’m glad you do.”

				Luca doesn’t say anything for a moment, and I can tell he’s reflecting on my story.

				His beautiful hazel eyes shine brightly at me. “I think I’ve found your nickname, then.”

				“I think you have.”

				A brilliant smile lights up his face, and I’m grateful to be sharing my world with Luca on this bright autumn day. Getting to know him as we exchange pieces of our lives with each other, making a connection, and seeing how well we fit.

				I already know he fits me better than any man ever has.

				We spend more time grooming Major, with conversation flowing easily between us as I work. I explain to Luca the entire process. I use a soft brush to get any remaining dust off, then switch to a cactus cloth to remove loose hair. Next, I show Luca how I pick up Major’s hooves and remove any mud and dirt and check them for stones.

			

			
				“You are as meticulous with Major as I am with my gear,” Luca says as I work. 

				I finish the last hoof and set it down. “How so?”

				“I have to have seventy-one wraps of tape around my stick before each game,” Luca says. “Not seventy. Not seventy-two. Seventy-one.”

				“Why seventy-one?” I ask.

				“I had seventy-one the night I learned I was going to be called up to the Buffaloes.” 

				“So, it has to stay seventy-one forever or you’ll quit making saves?” I ask, lifting an eyebrow.

				“When you say it like that, it sounds crazy,” Luca quips.


				I laugh, and he does, too. I allow my gaze to linger on his handsome face for a moment, and then I turn back to Major.

				“Well, Major, don’t you look handsome now?” I say, affectionately running my hand along his neck. 

				“Are you going to ride him?” Luca asks.


				“It would be very boring for you to watch me ride.”

				“Are you kidding? That’s exactly what I want to see today.”

				“Why don’t we take him out to the pasture and let him graze so we can talk?”

				“No, I want to see you ride,” Luca insists. 


				Happiness soars in my heart. Luca wants to see me ride because he knows how important this part of my life is.

				“Okay. I’ll get Major ready, and I’ll take a few laps in the outdoor arena. You can watch while I take Major through the jumping course.”

				“I think leaping over fences on a horse is way more dangerous than stopping a puck, Cinderella.”

				Ooh!


				I cock my head to the side. “I don’t fear it. I love it.”

			

			
				Luca’s eyes flicker sexily. I can tell he likes that I’m fearless on my horse, just like he is in the net.

				“Then show me,” Luca says simply.

				My nerves tingle with excitement as I get Major ready to ride. I show Luca how I put on his bridle and saddle, and then I leave him with Major so I can run to my locker in the tack room and get my helmet and gloves. 

				I eagerly walk back toward the stable, thrilled to be able to show Luca what Major can do on the course.

				I come back to find Luca petting Major. He has no idea I am watching him, and the sight melts my heart.

				“You’re lucky to have her, Major,” Luca says, his deep voice soft. “She’s exceptional, but I know you know that.”

				My heart begins pounding against my ribs. Luca is feeling everything I am. 

				We have found something exceptional in each other.

				Luca turns around and looks unfazed by the fact that I might have heard what he said to Major. However, his eyes widen when he sees me dressed to ride.

				“Your eyes,” Luca says, staring at me. “You light up when you’re dressed to ride. I don’t know how, but it makes you even more beautiful.”

				My breath catches in my throat. 

				“Thank you.” 

				“You are,” Luca says as I approach him. “You’re extremely beautiful, Collins.”

				My skin prickles, acutely aware of Luca’s presence. All of my senses drink him in. I don’t say anything as my eyes drop down to his mouth. I wonder what it would be like to kiss him.

				Major lets out another snort, and I clear my throat. “Okay, I’m ready to ride.”

				I take Major’s reins and lead him out of his stall. We walk through the stables, passing other horses, riders, and workers, and I guide us to an outdoor riding ring, set up with jumps for equestrians to practice on.

			

			
				After entering the ring, I stop to mount Major, adjusting myself in the saddle. I glance down at Luca and grin.

				“I’m finally taller than you,” I tease.

				Luca laughs. “Only took a horse, but small details, right?”

				He moves over to the fence, propping his massive forearms against it. I’m distracted for a moment by how natural he seems at the farm. He’s in a green-plaid, flannel shirt; jeans; and dark chukka boots. The wind is blowing through his red-tinted waves, and, God, he’s beautiful.


				Major lets out a big sigh, snapping me from my thoughts. Okay. I know he’s bored and ready to jump. I ride around the ring a bit to get his muscles warmed up. Once he’s ready, I take him to the start of the course and run him through his paces. I have him trot toward the first gate then move into a canter, counting the steps as I do. We fly over the first gate on the fourth stride. I stand in the stirrups as Major leaps, my center of gravity shifting forward as we soar through the air.

				Adrenaline fills me the moment Major jumps. God, I love this. I love being with Major, flying through the air. There’s nothing, absolutely nothing, on earth as exhilarating.

				I stay in my stance as the next jump nears and, once again, we soar over the obstacle. We run the course flawlessly, clearing all the gates and jumps.

				I turn Major and take him around the ring for his cool down. Afterward, I trot toward Luca, who is smiling broadly as I approach him. I pull Major to a stop in front of Luca.

				“There you go,” I say, flashing Luca a smile. “You just saw the equestrian side of my life.”

				“Collins, I don’t even know what to say,” Luca says. “I can’t believe you were out there jumping like that. That was amazing. Seriously amazing.”

				“Thank you,” I say. “Hold on, I’ll come around.”

			

			
				I dismount Major, take his reins in my hand, and lead him out of the arena. Luca heads toward me, and I come to a stop in front of him.

				“Thank you for wanting to see that,” I say. “It means a lot to me.”

				“Why wouldn’t I? That was awesome. You’re a fantastic rider, Collins. This whole afternoon—spending it learning about you and Major—I couldn’t have asked for a better day. Thank you for sharing it with me.”

				My heart is racing again, and not from just having ridden a course. 

				“I’m glad you came, Luca,” I say. 

				“Collins?”

				“Yes?”

				Luca pauses for a moment. “What if I told you I wasn’t ready for the day to end?”

				I hold my breath as I wait for him to continue.

				“You aren’t?”

				“No,” he says. “I’m not.”

				Oh!


				“Collins, will you have dinner with me tonight?” Luca asks. “I want more time with you.”

				I know I’m beaming. I don’t have to say a word for Luca to know my answer, but I respond anyway.

				“Yes,” I tell him. “I’d love to.”

				And as we walk back toward the stables, I can’t wait to continue our date tonight over dinner.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 8


				Always anticipate problems . . . 


				As Luca holds my hand in his, I still can’t believe I’m doing this. I’m walking down the street in the historic Wicker Park neighborhood I call home, strolling past quaint brownstones, on our way to an Italian restaurant to have dinner.

				I’m going on a real-life date.

				With Luca Ballerini.


				I haven’t been on a first date in years. In college, I was with Gabe, and after I ended things with him, I needed time to clear my head. I needed to focus on myself and think about what I wanted out of life. I had to determine what had been missing in my relationship with Gabe to make me want to end things.

				I vowed to never get seriously involved with a man unless there was potential for a future. I couldn’t bear to hurt anyone ever again like I hurt Gabe.

				Keeping my promise hasn’t been a problem these past few months. I wasn’t looking to meet guys. I was busy with work and finding a place I could afford in the city. I spent my free time riding and caring for Major, hanging out with Livy and Aubrey, and going to Minneapolis to spend time with Taylor. 

				Meeting Luca has upended everything I had planned for my dating life. I’ve never met a man like him. He’s mature beyond his years. He’s driven. He knows what he wants and he goes for it. Plus, Luca instinctively seems to understand me, and I him.

			

			
				I took a chance inviting him to the stables today and letting him be a part of the world that means more to me than anything else.

				But he got it. Not only was Luca interested in my equestrian life, he embraced it. 

				Now, I’m taking another chance. To see if our evening will be as good as our day was. 

				My heart tells me it will be.

				Luca turns his attention toward me, and when he catches me staring at him, a beautiful smile lights up his face. 

				“Caught ya staring,” he teases.

				I laugh. “Yes, you did.”

				“I wouldn’t be a good goalie if I weren’t always aware of what was going on around me,” Luca says. “It’s only fair because I was about to steal another glance at you, too. I know I told you this before, but you look stunning this evening, Collins.”

				As if to emphasize the point, he squeezes my hand in his.

				My cheeks grow warm. “Thank you.” 

				I know I chose well for dinner the second Luca greeted me at the door. I have a thing for vintage dresses. I love wearing them, even more than jeans. Tonight, I picked out my favorite one: a 1950s black, sheath dress with spaghetti straps. I paired it with a delicate silver lariat necklace that has stirrup pendants that Livy designed for me. Black, pointed-toe pumps and a blush-pink trench coat finish the look. The first thing Luca said to me was that I looked stunning in my outfit.

				I smile. I love that he appreciates my vintage sense of style. I don’t dress like everyone else, and Luca seems to like that about me.

				“Luca?” I ask as we walk.

			

			
				“Hmm?”

				“Just so you know, you look quite dashing this evening.”

				A smile lights up his face. Luca loves my appearance tonight, and I appreciate his equally as well. He changed out of his flannel shirt and into a pale-blue dress shirt, layered with a navy-blue blazer, and jeans, for a more sophisticated look this evening. 

				I love the fact that he dressed up for me. It says a lot that he took time and effort to dress for our date tonight.

				“You ready for the season, Ballerini?” a male voice shouts from across the street, interrupting my thoughts. 

				Luca’s head turns in the direction of the sound. I follow his gaze and see a group of five twenty-something guys snapping our picture with cell phones. The guy who yelled at Luca is wearing a Chicago Buffaloes hoodie and is obviously a fan.

				“Preparing every day,” Luca yells back. Then he shifts his attention back to me. “Sorry. It’s hard for me to go out without being noticed.”

				I can’t help but laugh. “Yes, your being six-four probably makes you stand out a wee bit.”

				“That and my dashing good looks,” Luca says, raising his eyebrows at me.

				Yes, that too.

				We enter an area filled with restaurants, boutiques, bars, and coffee houses. 

				“This is why I love living here,” I say, pausing as we walk under an elevated train that rumbles noisily overhead. 

				“Because you like shouting over trains?” Luca teases.

				“No,” I say, shaking my head. “I love having all these things within walking distance. Wicker Park has such an eclectic variety of restaurants. I’m not a very good cook, and by the time I come home, I don’t usually want to, so it’s easy to get something good to eat here.”

				“You don’t cook?” Luca asks.


			

			
				“Ohmygod!” a girl blurts out as she walks toward us. “You’re Luca Ballerini! Ohmygod, I freaking love you!” 

				“Um, thank you,” Luca says.

				The girl’s mouth drops open, staring at Luca as if he’s a mannequin that just came to life. 

				“He spoke to me. Shit, I’m dead! Luca Ballerini spoke to me!”

				Luca leads me past her, but I can still hear her fangirling behind us. I turn and glance over my shoulder, and she’s practically hyperventilating over the fact that Luca spoke to her. 

				Hmm. I totally get that, I think, grinning.

				“I’m sorry. I’m still getting used to this, to be honest,” he says apologetically. 

				I turn back around and see a thoughtful expression on his face.

				“It has to be hard.”

				From what I read about him online last night, Luca moved from a minor league team in Milwaukee to the Buffaloes last spring and was an instant success. Lots of stories were written about how he could be the next great American-born goalie, how the Buffaloes brought him up in their system, and he was the future in the net.

				Now, Luca has to adjust to the fans. Of course, I know he had them in the minor league, but it’s different now that he is in one of the top media markets in the United States. He’s famous here, probably more so because he’s a local boy, born and raised in the Chicago suburbs. What a tremendous amount of pressure to be under heading into the season, which starts this month. 

				“Here we are,” Luca says, stopping in front of an Italian restaurant. “Have you been here before? I love this place.”

				“No, I haven’t,” I say.

				“Wow. That’s kind of surprising, considering they have carry out and delivery,” he says wickedly.

			

			
				“You’re cute when you’re evil,” I say.

				Luca holds open the door for me. “You think I’m cute?”

				“Very,” I say without hesitation.

				We step inside the restaurant, which has a cozy neighborhood feeling. There aren’t many tables, but there is a large bar where people are eating and drinking. The lighting is dim, and a huge exposed-brick wall adds old-world charm.

				Luca gives his name for the reservation, and we’re escorted to a table toward the back of the restaurant. I begin to take off my coat, and I feel Luca move behind me to help. A shiver races down my spine from his nearness. I’m very aware of his body, inches from mine, and the scent of his cologne washes over me once again.

				He gently drapes my coat over the back of my chair then pulls it out for me.

				“Thank you,” I say, sitting down. 

				“You’re welcome,” Luca says, sitting across from me.

				Menus are placed in front of us, but instead of looking over the options, I find myself staring across the table at Luca. As Frank Sinatra croons in the background, I study how the candlelight once again flickers across his handsome face and how beautiful and unique his wavy hair is with its streaks of red.

				Our server stops by and goes over the specials, and Luca asks for a moment to study the wine menu.

				“Do you like wine?” he asks, flipping open the black leather book. 

				“You’re surprising,” I say aloud.

				Luca glances up from the wine list, his eyes meeting mine.

				“How so?”

				“You act more like you’re thirty-one than twenty-one.”

				A crease forms in Luca’s brow. “Did you Google me? I didn’t tell you my age.”

			

			
				“Of course I Googled you, and I’m guessing you Googled me after you saw my picture on Livy’s website, am I right?”

				A slight blush sweeps across his strong cheekbones, and oh, how I love it!

				“Maybe,” he says slowly.

				“Maybe is a lie,” I counter.

				Luca grins. “Okay, yeah, I did, which means we both know you’re older than me.”

				“Obviously, you don’t have a problem with older women.”

				Luca laughs. “I don’t consider twenty-three a huge difference.”

				“With a lot of twenty-one-year-old men, it would be,” I say. “Because of the maturity gap. But not you. You act older.”

				“You’re getting dangerously close to the truth.”

				“What?”

				“I swear I was born old. I’ve always been responsible. Mature. I think that has helped me a lot in achieving my goals in hockey. I wasn’t distracted by a lot of stuff my friends were. I was always more interested in becoming the best goalie I could be. I was going to make it to the league and play professionally. That’s all that mattered. Until now.”

				My heart leaps. “Until now?”

				“Until now,” he says softly.

				Ooh!


				Suddenly, his phone starts ringing. Luca retrieves it and glances down at the number. 

				“I’m sorry, but I’ve got to take this,” Luca says apologetically. “It’s a radio station. They’re having a tough time trying to schedule my call with them this week. I’ll be right back.”

				Luca stands up and walks away, and I’m left replaying what he just said to me. 

				Until now. 

			

			
				Could I be the one thing he’s taken an interest in beside hockey?

				“Fancy seeing you here, Collins.”

				I freeze in my chair. My stomach drops. I know that voice.

				It’s Gabe’s.


				I force myself to turn around and face him. I haven’t seen Gabe since we broke up and I cut off all communication with him. He’s thinner. Guilt eats at me as I wonder if his weight loss is my fault. Nausea rolls in my stomach. I swallow it down as I stare into Gabe’s blue eyes, the eyes of the man I dated for years. The man I shared laughter with and lost my virginity to. The man I kissed and woke up next to. The man I shared dates and went on trips with. 

				Gabe was the man who wanted forever with me. 

				Gabe was the man who was perfect on paper, but I couldn’t bring myself to want to love forever.

				I understand now what was missing.

				I never felt the same connection to him that I already do with Luca.


				But why is he here? Panic rises in equal measure with my sickness. I should have anticipated this. Gabe lives in Ukraine Village, which is close to Wicker Park. I should have steered Luca away from my neighborhood when picking a restaurant. My event planner skills apparently went dead when it came to anticipating a problem in my personal life.

				“Gabe,” I say, forcing his name out. 

				“I was picking up a pizza when I saw you sitting over here,” Gabe says, his eyes searching mine. “I hate the fact that as soon as I saw you everything came back. Everything. You destroyed me, Collins. I’m still messed up because of you.”

				A lump forms in my throat. “I’m sorry,” I say, my voice thick. “But I can’t feel something I don’t. I never wanted to hurt you. Ever.”

			

			
				“You dated me for years, so how the hell did you not know I wasn’t the one?” Gabe spits out, his voice still raw with hurt. 

				“We were young,” I say, trying to keep from crying, “and I made mistakes. But people break up, Gabe. They do. I’m sorry I hurt you, but you have to move on to someone who will truly love you. It can’t be me.”

				“You’re sorry? You’re sorry you ruined me? I feel sorry for the next man you destroy. I’m not the only one you’ll mess up. There’s something wrong with you, you know that?”

				“You need to leave,” I say, holding back tears.

				“Well, there’s no point in begging you to reconsider because you were never in the relationship in the first place, were you? My friends say I’m luckier without you, but that’s not true. I’d be luckier if I never met you, Collins.”  

				He turns around and storms off, passing Luca who is returning to the table.

				I stare at Luca, the man who has entered my life so unexpectedly, and realize I could hurt him like I hurt Gabe. Pain grips me at the thought. Luca has just reached his dream. He has the whole world within his grasp. What if I ruin things for him? Upset him? Distract him? Playing goalie is a huge mental game, Luca told me that this afternoon. 

				What if Gabe is right?

				What if I somehow destroy him, too?

				I can’t. I can’t. Luca is too good of a man, and I won’t do that to him. 

				I grab my coat and stand up, and Luca stares at me with an expression of shock on his face. 

				“Collins? What are you doing?” Luca asks, his voice filled with concern. 

				I grab my purse and put on my mask, the one I have learned to wear around others when I’m upset, and force myself to face him.

			

			
				“Luca, I know you won’t understand, but I think it’s best that we don’t do this,” I say. “I’m so sorry. I know this is confus—”

				“What?” Luca asks, incredulous. “Collins, what the hell went wrong? What happened when I left the table?”

				“Reality,” I say, my voice wobbling despite my best efforts. “We can’t start this. I can’t. I’m so sorry, Luca. More than you know.”

				I rush past him, heading out into the streets of Wicker Park.

				I know I am leaving more than Luca behind in that restaurant.

				The tears falling from my eyes tell me I am leaving a piece of my heart in there, too.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 9


				Nothing ever goes smoothly . . .


				“Collins!”

				I freeze the second I hear Luca shouting after me. I should have known he wouldn’t let this go. Luca is one of the most determined people I have ever met. 

				My mask didn’t work with him the first night we met. 

				It’s not going to work now. 

				Not with this man.


				Despite knowing I should walk away, I recognize Luca is someone who would be willing to fight to get to know the real me. He won’t be content with me hiding how I feel. He doesn’t care if things are messy or imperfect.

				My throat swells with emotion as I hear my name again.

				“Collins!”

				Normally, I’d take a moment to wipe my tears, fix my mask, and face him. I would tell him goodbye and go home, never to be seen again, and most people would buy the act.

				But Luca won’t.

				Maybe it’s time to quit acting and let Luca decide for himself if he wants to still see me after finding out what happened with Gabe.

				I slowly turn around and see Luca running toward me. Within seconds, he has his hands on my arms. I don’t resist him.

				“I waited months for the opportunity to get to know you,” he says fiercely, his eyes desperately searching mine. “I’m not letting you walk out on me. Not now. I don’t care what bullshit line you just gave me. I know you don’t want to leave. Tell me what happened to make you put on this mask, Collins. I know it’s a mask because I wear one, too. Mine might be high-tech and made for hockey, but we both use a mask to protect ourselves. Except yours is a brave face and a smile. What made you run? What are you protecting yourself from?”

			

			
				New tears begin to fall. “Not me,” I say, my voice cracking. “I’m trying to protect you.”

				People dodge around us on the sidewalk, but Luca doesn’t move. It’s as if we’re the only people that exist on this busy Chicago street.

				“I don’t understand,” he says, his hands still on my arms as if he’s afraid I’ll flee again.

				“Let’s go back to the restaurant, and I’ll explain everything,” I say, throwing my mask to the ground. “Then you can decide if you want to continue our date or not.”

				Luca shakes his head. “I don’t care what you say. I’m not ending this date.”

				I bite my lip. Oh, how I pray that’s true.

				“But you don’t know what I’m going to tell you,” I say.

				Luca slides his hands up to my face. I gasp at the sensation of his warmth against my cheeks. His fingers slide through my hair, and my pulse races as he touches me.

				“I. Don’t. Care,” he re-emphasizes as he stares at me.

				Then, to my complete surprise, he lowers his mouth and brushes his lips against mine.

				Luca’s mouth barely touches mine as he kisses me. My pulse skyrockets, and every inch of me is crying out for more by the time he lifts his lips from mine, breaking the brief, gentle kiss.

				“Let’s go back,” Luca says, reaching for my hand.

				I can only nod in response as I’m still reeling from his kiss. His sweet kiss that tells me all my instincts are right about this man.

			

			
				Every. Single. One.


				I put my hand in his, and we head back to the restaurant. Once inside, we go to our table. Luca removes my coat from my hands and puts it back over my chair. I drop my purse on the floor and take a seat as Luca sits across from me.

				“Tell me why you left me,” he says simply.

				I take a deep breath and twist my hands anxiously in my lap.

				“My ex-boyfriend was here,” I whisper. 

				Luca’s gaze gives up nothing. I know it’s his turn to wear the mask.

				“Gabe—that’s his name—was hurt when I broke it off last spring. He wanted to get engaged. At that point, I knew I didn’t love him the way I should. I couldn’t keep seeing him. I didn’t want to move in with him, I didn’t want to look at rings with him, and I didn’t want to marry him.”

				“Then you did the right thing by ending it,” Luca says. 

				“I know,” I agree.

				“Then why did you want to leave tonight? Did seeing him bring up feelings?”

				“Oh no, no, no,” I say, shaking my head. “I don’t have any feelings for him at all. Truth is, once he brought up rings, I knew I didn’t love him in that way. But because I had dated him since college, he had every right to think we were headed in that direction. I led him on, Luca. I destroyed him when I broke up with him.”

				“You were dating. You had feelings for him. That’s not leading someone on.”

				I shake my head. “I should have ended it sooner.”

				“You didn’t realize it wasn’t what you wanted until it got to that point.”

				I gaze down at the tabletop for a moment and gather all my courage before looking up at him. When I do lift my head, Luca’s eyes lock on mine as he waits patiently for me to speak.

			

			
				“Luca, I don’t want to ever hurt you,” I say, my voice thick. “I know I’m capable of it. I would die before ever causing you that kind of pain. I thought I would spare you. You’re at a pivotal point in your career, and I don’t want to ruin anything for you.”

				His face changes as he realizes what I’m saying. 

				“Two things,” Luca says. “One, your relationship with Gabe was just that—a relationship with him. Not me. Whatever happens between us, whatever this is meant to become, is our experience and ours alone.”

				I blink back tears and nod, grateful that Luca sees it this way.

				“Second,” he continues, “I do have a very consuming career playing hockey for the Buffaloes. Dating someone is new territory for me. I’ve never done it before. But all I know is, when I saw your picture last spring, I couldn’t get you out of my head. The beautiful woman with freckles and toffee-colored eyes. 

				“When Landy told me about you, the kind of person you were, I knew you were a girl I wanted to know,” Luca continues. “But the timing was all wrong. You had to get over this breakup. If I would have known what you just told me, I wouldn’t have wasted all that time. I know I have to focus on hockey, which was enough until I met you, but now . . . I need to see what we can be, Collins. But you have to be willing to take that risk with me.”

				Luca is a true man, going after what he wants, and it makes me happy to realize he still wants me. Flaws and all.

				“I am willing to take the risk,” I say, blinking back tears. 

				“Give me your hand,” Luca says.

				I extend my hand to him, and Luca entwines his fingers with mine. I glance down at our holding hands resting on the tabletop, and it feels more than right.

				It feels perfect.

			

			
				“I’m going to pretend a goal just got scored on me,” Luca says, smiling. “I’ve studied the replay, put my mask back on, and shaken it off. It’s over. I know it happened, but we’re moving forward.”

				“Thank you,” I say. “Thank you for coming after me.”

				“There was no way I wasn’t.”

				As I look into his eyes and feel his hand linked with mine, I know the evening has begun again.

				And I can’t wait to see where we will go tonight.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 10


				Combining elements can make a perfect evening come together . . . 


				“I’m only going to have one glass of wine. Are you okay with ordering by the glass instead of getting a bottle?” Luca asks.


				“That’s perfect.” 

				“Any suggestions for what to pair with salmon?” he asks. 

				I decide to tease him. “I thought when you asked about wine you’d be an expert.” 

				Luca slowly drags his thumb across the top of my hand, tracing a slow circle on it and causing my body to burn hot in response.

				“I’m still learning,” he says. “I only turned twenty-one last spring.”

				“Something tells me you weren’t binge drinking your teen years away with Oregon pinot noir,” I say. “Which is my recommendation for grilled salmon, by the way.”

				How I managed to get that answer out while Luca continued to stroke my hand is a complete miracle.

				“I didn’t drink,” Luca admits. “Being a professional athlete requires I keep my body in top-flight condition. No alcohol. I’d have wine with meals at holidays with my family, but that was it. Now I’m exploring wine with meals out, but only a glass. I have a lot to learn, obviously.”

				“Then you’re in luck, I know a lot about wine.” 

			

			
				“I knew dating an older woman would have its advantages,” Luca says, cocking an eyebrow at me.

				I can’t help but laugh. “I feel like a cougar now.”

				A grin lights up his face. “I need a cougar to educate me in the ways of the world.”

				“I don’t think so, Luca Ballerini,” I declare. “You’re the most mature man I’ve ever met.”

				“You have evidence to prove this, Ms. Brady?”

				Oh, the flirt game is strong in this one.

				And I like it.

				“I do,” I say. “Shall I go through my exhibits before resting my case?”

				His eyes flicker sexily. 

				The game is on now.

				“Proceed,” he says, his deep voice escalating my pulse.

				“Exhibit A,” I say, “is your dedication to becoming a goalie. You have been laser-like in your focus. I don’t know of anyone so young who is so dedicated. I have a feeling your diet is just the tip of the iceberg here, am I right?”

				“Cross-examination permitted,” Luca says.

				Oh, this man—and I do mean man—is sexy as hell.

				He clears his throat. “You’re right. I wasn’t a normal kid. Don’t get me wrong, my parents tried.”

				“Tried?” I ask, confused.

				“They wanted my life to be more than hockey,” Luca clarifies. 


				Our server approaches us. “Have you made a decision on wine?”

				“I defer to the lady,” Luca says, inclining his head toward me and releasing my hand to pass me the wine list. “I trust her to order for me.”

				I skim the choices and select an Oregon pinot for him and a rosé from Washington state for me. 

				“Very good,” the server says, nodding. “And would you care for an appetizer this evening?”

			

			
				“I defer to the gentleman on that,” I say, smiling at him.

				“Prosciutto and melon?” Luca asks.


				“That sounds excellent,” I say.

				Our server makes a note and leaves to put in our order.

				“Trying to stay with that healthy eating plan,” Luca explains.

				“That’s a bullet point under Exhibit A,” I say. “You have such discipline. But I want to revisit your comment, if you’ll allow, about how your parents tried to make you normal.”

				Luca entwines his hand with mine again. 

				“I’ll allow it,” he says.

				“What’s normal?” I ask.

				Luca sighs. “This could be long.”

				“I don’t care.”

				“You say that.”

				“I. Don’t. Care,” I repeat in the same way he said to me back on the sidewalk. 

				Luca’s eyes linger on my face.

				“I like you,” he says simply.

				Ooh!


				“Good, because I like you, too.”

				He squeezes my hand in his, sending tingles down my spine.

				“Okay. I’m not normal. By normal, I mean, it’s not normal for a kid to know he wants to be a professional hockey player by the age of ten and determine everything he needs to do to try to make it happen.”

				I furrow my brow. “But lots of boys dream of being athletes, you’re not unusual for that.”

				“No, but my single-minded focus was extreme. I played every chance I got. I spent hours reading about professional players and their routines. What they ate. What conditioning they did. I duplicated it. When I got older, I watched games on my iPad late at night instead of going to bed, studying the great goalies and how they made saves. I never stopped. It was hockey, hockey, hockey. Everything was related to hockey.”

			

			
				“Everything?” I ask. “Didn’t you hang out with friends or date or anything like that?”

				Luca falls silent for a moment. 

				“This is where I give you permission to run, Cinderella. If you drop your shoe, I won’t come find you. I’ll understand.”

				I study his open face, and I see he’s hesitant to continue. 

				“This Cinderella doesn’t run anymore,” I say.

				Luca exhales. “Okay. I hung out with friends but always kept it early. Mostly teammates, because they wouldn’t give me shit for being so ‘good’ because I was badass in the net. I was bigger than all of them, so they knew I could beat the crap out of them for giving me grief,” he says, his eyes sparkling at me.

				“But girls?” he continues. “I hooked up with some. Not tons. I didn’t need the distraction, so definitely nothing beyond that.” 

				“Hockey was everything since age ten,” I say.

				“Yeah. My mom was upset. She wanted me to have more in life than hockey, but I couldn’t, not if I wanted to make it. So, instead of family vacations, I opted to go to goalie camps in Canada instead. I took a part-time job, but it was at the rink so I could get ice time, which is hard to get in Chicago. The only other thing I did was study to keep my grades up, and my mom tried so hard to get me to take a scholarship to Notre Dame to have what she said was ‘life experience,’ but I didn’t want that. Not when I was getting closer and closer to the league.”

				“What about your dad?” I ask.

				“My dad is a pilot. He knew he wanted to fly since the age of six, so he gets me. Although I’m more zealous about pursuing hockey than he was about flying. He’s a private pilot for William Cumberland. The guy who created Connectivity.”

			

			
				“Seriously?” I ask. “William Cumberland is one of the wealthiest men in the world.”

				Luca nods. “Yep. So he’s all over the globe. But when Cumberland is with his wife and kids in the UK, he sends Dad home and only has him commute back when needed. Family time is important to him, so he makes sure my dad has it. You better believe my mom loves pointing that out to me. Even William Cumberland has more of a life than I do.”

				Now I know what he means by normal. Luca hasn’t had a conventional childhood. He hasn’t been in any kind of relationship with anything but hockey.

				My brain should be tapping the brakes here. Is Luca capable of any kind of relationship, especially now that his first season as starting goalie is about to begin? Will he even want one once he realizes what it means? 

				But my heart has a different response.

				I had normal with Gabe. 

				And I wasn’t happy.

				You don’t want normal, my heart whispers.

				My heart is right. I want Luca.

				The server returns with our wine and appetizer and takes our order. I go for the gnocchi with ricotta and tomato sauce and, ever diligent, Luca gets the grilled salmon with seasonal vegetables.

				I pause to take a sip of my rosé, which is chilled perfectly and absolutely delicious, and Luca does the same with his pinot.

				“Do you like it?” I ask.

				“It’s good,” Luca says. “How did you know to select this one?”

				I flash him a smile. “While you were studying goalies, I was studying wine appreciation at Purdue.”

				“Lucky me,” Luca says.

			

			
				I smile. “I might know a thing or two about wine.”

				Luca studies me for a moment. He clears his throat before he begins speaking. “I sacrificed a lot to become the goalie for the Chicago Buffaloes,” he says, his deep voice low. “To stay here, I’ll have to continue to do so. Nothing distracted me from my goal until I saw your picture. I don’t know how, but I knew you’d be special. I knew it. When I found out you were going to be at the party, I had to see if my gut was right.”

				He takes his hand from mine and lifts it to my face, gently caressing my cheek as he stares at me.

				“My gut was right,” he murmurs. “You’re the one distraction I can’t turn away from.”

				I can’t breathe. 

				“Being with me won’t be easy,” he says, his eyes intensely focused on mine.

				“I don’t want easy,” I say.

				“Neither do I,” Luca says, his fingertips dancing sensually across my skin. 

				He remains silent, simply gazing at me and stroking my skin in one of the most intense moments I’ve ever experienced. Just like a planned event, all the elements for a perfect evening have come together to create this moment: his gaze on me, the touch of his hand, the heartfelt words from his lips. 

				It’s a moment a woman dreams of. 

				One I never thought I’d have.

				Until now.

				“Collins,” he finally says. “I need to know something.”

				“What?” I ask.

				“Are you willing to try this? To take a chance on me, knowing what you know now?” 

				“What I know,” I say slowly, answering from my heart, “is you’re not like any man I’ve ever met. That’s why I’m here. I’m here for you. And I’m ready to take this chance if you are.”

			

			
				Without hesitation, Luca leans across the table and presses his lips to mine.

				Once again, my body lights up in response to his soft mouth brushing against mine.

				He lifts his head and smiles at me. 

				“I think a toast is in order,” he says sexily and raises his glass to mine. “To taking a chance.”

				“To taking a chance,” I repeat.

				I clink my glass against his, and we each take a sip.

				But I don’t feel like I’m taking a chance at all.

				I feel as if I’ve found exactly where I’m meant to be.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 11


				Always go the extra mile for your client . . .


				“This has been the best meal,” I declare, putting my fork down on the plate.

				And it has nothing to do with the food.

				I glance over the flickering candlelight at Luca. We’ve talked so much during dinner it’s taken us three times longer than usual to eat. We’ve done nothing but continue to learn about each other, and the more he talks, the more I crush on him.

				Over melon and prosciutto, I learned that Luca is the oldest of four siblings. Tom is his only brother, and he’s a senior at Notre Dame. Catherine is a freshman at the University of Illinois, and Hannah is a junior in high school. Very different from my life as an only child. Of course, Luca is the textbook oldest child: rule-oriented, goal-driven, and detail-focused. The psychology fits him to a T.

				During dinner, Luca asked me what I love besides horses. I asked him to name three things besides hockey that he loves and I would do the same. We both laughed when it was hard to do. It’s amazing how we both are so consumed by what we love.

				He shared stories about life in the minor leagues and living on his own when he was eighteen. He talked about how excited he was when he was called up last spring and how important Landy Holder has been in helping him transition to the pros. 

			

			
				In turn, I talked about my life at Purdue and how I spent more time in the stables than going to parties. Gabe never understood how I could spend hours a day with my horse. 

				But Luca does.

				“Our dinner has been perfect,” Luca says, his eyes holding on mine. “But the meal isn’t over yet. You haven’t seen the dessert menu.”

				I groan. “I’m way too full to even think about dessert.”

				“But what if they have something pumpkin?”

				My ears perk up.

				“Do they?”

				A sexy smile spreads across his face, and I swear to God I’m about to become a puddle in my chair. 

				“Perhaps.”

				“You know.”

				“I do.”

				“You tease,” I counter.

				“Not with you.”

				Ooh! 


				While I might be in a spaghetti strap dress, I’m about to start sweating. 

				Our server returns to the table. 

				“Would you like to hear our dessert specials this evening?” she asks.

				“Do you have anything with pumpkin?” I ask.

				She grins. “We have a pumpkin budino, which is a pudding. It’s light in texture and is served with a spiced rum whipped cream.”

				“Yes,” I say. “I’ll have that.”

				“It’s delicious,” she says, nodding. Then she turns to Luca. “And for you, sir?”

				“I’ll have a decaf cappuccino, please.”

				“Oh, that sounds good,” I say. “I’ll have one, too.”

				“I’ll get that right out for you,” the server says, sweeping up our plates and taking them away.

			

			
				“See?” Luca says, cocking an eyebrow at me. “There was pumpkin on the menu.”

				“Have you been here before?” I ask.

				“No, but I called and asked if they could do a pumpkin dessert for you.” 

				My heart flutters wildly inside my chest. “You what?”

				“When I made the reservation, I said I was Luca Ballerini and asked if they could do something pumpkin for you. First time I used my status to score something special, by the way.”

				“You went to all this trouble for me?” I ask, stunned.

				“Why wouldn’t I?”

				I’m speechless. Absolutely speechless. This is the kind of stuff I pull off for clients. 

				And now I’m on a date with a man who wants to do these special things for me.

				“Since they agreed, I’m glad you opted for it because it would have been embarrassing if you had said no,” he says.

				“The server was in on it?” I ask, delighted that Luca went to all this trouble simply to give me a pumpkin dessert.

				“Yeah, but she’s getting a great tip for her acting, so she doesn’t mind,” Luca says, grinning.

				“I don’t know what to say. Thank you doesn’t seem adequate.”

				“Thank you is more than enough.”

				The server returns with two white cups, setting them down in front of us. The scent of cappuccino drifts toward me, and I sigh happily.

				“I love coffee,” I say, picking up my cup and taking a sip.

				“I grab one every day on the way to practice,” Luca says. 

				“What do you get?” I ask.

				“Fully caffeinated cappuccino,” Luca says, taking a sip of his coffee. “And I get another one before I head to the arena on game day. I like the natural pick-me-up it gives.”

			

			
				“I do the same,” I say, “but I get a pumpkin spice latte before heading into the office. If I’m at home, I use pumpkin spice creamer. Which reminds me, I need to go to the store and stock up.”

				“Stock up?”

				“Well, yes, I can’t stand not having it in my fridge. It’s my favorite creamer for fall. It makes the coffee, Luca. It’s paramount.”

				A sexy smile tugs at the corner of his mouth. For a moment, I lose my focus and wish I could brush my fingertips over his mouth, just to touch his soft lips again.

				“Pumpkin spice creamer is paramount—got it.”

				“Not just pumpkin spice. It has to be Coffee-mate. That’s my favorite brand.”

				“You hoard Coffee-mate?”

				I tilt my head to the side. “If I tell you the truth, you might run, Prince Charming.”

				“This Prince Charming isn’t running, Cinderella.”

				Oh, the chemistry between us is off-the-charts hot.

				“First, I read the expiration dates and grab the farthest ones out,” I say, explaining my very weird habit. “Then I buy enough so I have at least four in my fridge at all times.”

				“Four? You keep four bottles of creamer in your fridge?” 

				“You make it sound so odd,” I tease.

				“It is.”

				“Changing your mind about running?” 

				“No, but you have a problem.”

				Okay, when he says it like that, I do sound odd.

				“Always pumpkin?” Luca continues.


				“No. Pumpkin until December, then I switch to peppermint mocha for the Christmas season.”

				“I see.”

				“Luca?”

				“Yeah?”

			

			
				“That’s only the tip of the iceberg of weird things about me,” I say mysteriously.

				“Fascinating,” he counters.

				“Isn’t it?”

				I notice his eyes drop ever so slightly to my mouth. 

				Oh, he wants to kiss me, I can tell.

				I want to kiss him, too.

				An “I lock my fingers in his hair, press my body into his exquisite dress shirt, and explore his mouth with mine” kind of a kiss.

				I need air.

				“Here we are,” the server says, interrupting my thoughts. “One pumpkin budino. I brought two spoons, just in case,” she says, nudging the votive candle out of the way and setting the pudding between us.

				Normally, I’d be all over this pumpkin goodness, diving in with abandon and relishing my first bite of pumpkin and rum whipped cream and sighing in total bliss afterward.

				But that’s not the bliss I’m craving.


				“Thank you,” Luca says, smiling at her.

				“Enjoy,” she says, walking away.

				I know I’m going to have to shelve my plans to make out with Luca for a bit, so I pick up my spoon and force myself to focus on dessert.

				“This looks so good,” I say, dipping my spoon into the pudding. I take a bite, and oh God, it is divine. It’s light and airy and has all the wonderful pumpkin spice flavors I love. The rum whipped cream is the perfect accompaniment. “Wow,” I say, putting my spoon down. “That is insane, Luca. It’s so good! You have to have a taste. You have to.”

				Luca picks up his spoon. “Normally, I don’t cheat on my diet.”

				“What is inspiring you to deviate tonight? My rave review?”

			

			
				“No. Just you. You make me take chances,” he says, scooping up some budino with his spoon. “You could be dangerous.”

				I watch as Luca takes a bite. 

				“Damn, that is good,” he says, setting his spoon back on the plate.

				I notice a spot of rum whipped cream on the corner of his mouth. I take advantage of it and lean across the table, brushing my fingertip against his lips to wipe it away. Heat rises in me the second I feel the warmth and softness of his lips. 

				Luca’s eyes widen. My breath catches in my throat. I begin to lift my fingers away when Luca wraps his large hand over mine and gently places a kiss across my fingertips.

				Never have I wanted a man in the way I want Luca.

				“I could get a to-go box,” I suggest.


				“Yes,” he says, and I know he has the same urgent need I do.

				Luca gets the attention of our server then helps me slip into my coat so we can leave in a hurry. Anticipation surges through every inch of me as he leads me out into Wicker Park.

				Luca walks with purpose as we move past the bars and shops and all the people out and about. He turns toward my street, which is much quieter with its historic brick apartments and tree-lined walk. We reach my building, and Luca abruptly stops in front of the black iron gate.

				His hands slide up to my face, then into my hair, tangling the strands as his hazel eyes remain locked on mine.

				“I thought I could wait until I walked you to your door,” he murmurs, his voice low with desire. “But I can’t. I need to kiss you, Collins. I need to kiss you now.”

				And before I can say a word, Luca’s lips urgently claim mine.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 12


				Some days will be long, but the end result is worth it . . . 


				Luca’s mouth eases mine open in a hot, seeking kiss. The second his tongue finds mine, desire explodes inside me. I slide my hands up his neck, finding his silky waves and tugging on them as his lips burn against mine.

				His kiss is demanding and intense and by far the hottest end-of-date kiss I’ve ever had. I find myself matching him with my tongue, exploring him, tasting him, filling myself up with him as he draws me closer. I feel his strong hands spanning my back, sliding up to the nape of my neck and causing a shiver to run through me. Luca holds me to him, his powerful arms embracing me in a way that makes me feel protected and safe and oh, nothing is sexier than this. 

				I move my hands from his hair to his face, relishing the feel of his freshly-shaven skin against my fingertips. I inhale the scent of him, that wonderful masculine cologne, and commit it to my memory. This is the scent of him, and now it’s a part of me. 

				His mouth continues taking from mine, and I eagerly take from him, too. The taste of him is like a drug to me. Now that I’ve experienced it, all I will crave is more of him, of his warm lips, his delicious taste, and his muscular body holding me close. 

				Luca breaks the kiss and gazes down at me. I stare back at him, completely mesmerized by what just happened between us on a sidewalk in Wicker Park. 

			

			
				He cups my face in his huge hands, and the butterflies dance like crazy in my stomach.

				“I already want to do that again,” Luca murmurs, his eyes burning with desire. “I’ve never wanted to kiss any woman as badly as I want to kiss you.”

				The butterflies triple their assault inside me upon hearing those words from Luca’s lips.

				“That was,” I say, winding my arms around his neck, “the best first kiss I’ve ever had.”

				“Technically, it was our third,” Luca corrects.


				I grin up at him. “Then I look forward to our fourth.”

				“I love the way your eyes sparkle when you smile at me,” Luca says, combing his fingers through my hair and tucking some strands behind my ear. 

				“They sparkle because I’m happy,” I say, speaking from my heart.

				“I’m happy, too,” Luca says, bending down and dropping a sweet kiss on my lips. 

				Mmm. Perfect.

				“Let me walk you upstairs,” Luca says, brushing his lips against my forehead.

				“Okay,” I say.

				Luca takes my hand, and I open the gate. We walk up to the old building, and I let us inside.

				We head up to the third floor, and I pause outside my apartment door.

				“Would you like to come in?” I ask, hoping he’ll say yes.

				“Well, I’d love to if only to see your stash of Coffee-mate, but if I come in, I won’t want to leave,” Luca says, drawing me against his chest.

				I snuggle against him. “I don’t see how that is a bad idea.”

				Luca laughs softly. “It’s not, but I have practice tomorrow. I need to get a full night of sleep.”

			

			
				Luca is diligent about his preparation for the season. I think about what is in store for my Monday, and a groan escapes my lips.

				“And I have work,” I say. 

				Luca moves back from me. “You sound excited about it.”

				I sigh heavily. “I have a full schedule tomorrow. Plus, I’m battling a mother-of-the-bride who keeps calling me and changing wedding arrangements against the bride’s wishes. Then, I have a hormonal mom-to-be who changes her mind every two seconds about her baby shower. My gut says it’s going to be a long day.”

				In fact, as I think of my two problem clients, my neck tenses up. I instinctively begin to rub the tightness away.

				“Here,” Luca says. “Turn around.”

				I do as I’m told, and his strong hands begin working the knot in my neck. Oh, my. As he moves his powerful fingers against the knot between my shoulder and neck, my body begins melting from the sensation.

				I need this beautiful man to massage me all over.

				Oh, I think I might die if Luca were to do that.

				No. Not think.

				I would.


				“That feels so good,” I murmur.

				“It’s supposed to.”

				I continue to let him work on my neck and try to fight the desire that is threatening to erupt within me. 

				He brushes my hair aside, then places a light, gentle kiss against my neck. My knees buckle from the combination of sweetness and sexiness.

				“Better?” he whispers into my ear.

				Goose bumps erupt on my skin. I turn around and am again mesmerized by how different Luca is from any man I’ve ever known.

				“Yes,” I whisper. “Thank you.”

			

			
				“Do you have any events tomorrow night?” Luca asks.


				Anticipation surges in me. “No, I don’t.”

				“You’re probably going to need your neck rubbed tomorrow after your long day at work,” Luca suggests.


				I see his eyes dancing, and I don’t need a mirror to know mine are, too.

				“Yes, I absolutely will.”

				“You might be too tired to get take out,” Luca says. “And Coffee-mate isn’t an acceptable dinner.”

				A huge smile spreads across my face. “What do you suggest I do?”

				Luca slides his hands around my waist. “Dinner and a massage. I’ll bring dinner, and I’ll give you a massage to get those knots out.”

				Monday night can’t come fast enough.

				“I’d love that,” I say.

				“Good,” Luca says, dropping a kiss on my lips. “I’ll text you and we can work out the details.”

				I nod. “Okay.”

				“I should go,” Luca says, and I love the fact that I hear reluctance in his deep voice.

				“Will you let me know when you get back to your place?” I ask.

				“Yes. Shouldn’t be long since I’m over in Lincoln Park,” Luca says, referring to a neighborhood nearby. He drops one more kiss on my lips, letting them linger there for a blissful moment before pulling away.

				“Thank you for this evening,” Luca says. 

				“Thank you, Luca,” I say. “For the pudding, in particular.”

				A smile lights up his face. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

				“Goodnight.”

				While putting the key in the lock, I hear Luca’s voice.

				“And Cinderella?”

				Swoon.


				“Yes?” I ask.

			

			
				“Being with you tonight was even better than it was in my dreams,” Luca says softly. 

				Then he heads down the stairs, disappearing from my sight.

				As soon as Luca is gone, I lean against the door, letting it hold my body up as I melt from his sweet words. I know a ridiculous smile is plastered on my face.

				That was the most amazing first date ever.


				And I can’t wait to see him again tomorrow night.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 13


				Dealing with difficult clients is part of the job . . .


				I feel like I’m floating as I walk down the street in Lincoln Park, heading to the studio that houses Suzanne’s Soirées, the event planning company owned by my aunt. I should be grumpy. It’s Monday. I have two nightmare clients that I’m sure have blown up my voicemail over the weekend. I have a status meeting this morning, a cake tasting appointment at eleven, and I need to swing by the calligrapher and pick up baby shower invitations at two. Then I have a consultation with a potential client at four thirty and, in-between, I have to follow up with vendors on everything in progress for the two weddings and baby shower I have on my schedule.

				I pause and take a sip of my pumpkin spice latte. Normally, Mondays always make me a bit anxious. There always seems to be some crisis lingering from the weekend and so much work to be done for the week ahead.

				But today?

				Everything is radiant.


				All because of Luca.

				I smile to myself as I move down the sidewalk. We texted for a bit last night, but since I knew Luca had to get some sleep, I told him to get off the phone and go to bed. I was thrilled I had to tell him twice because he kept texting back. 

				Of course, I did everything but sleep last night. I couldn’t stop thinking about him. What an incredible man he is, one I never dreamed could exist. I love how Luca is the perfect combination of serious and fun, but what amazes me the most is his ability to read me. When I tried to hide my emotions, he wasn’t having it. When most guys would think, ‘I don’t need this on the first date,’ Luca didn’t flinch. Not for a split second.

			

			
				Yes, Luca might be young, but he’s a man. 

				And I’m going to see this man tonight.

				Excitement prickles my skin as I head down the steps to the studio. Replaying his kiss kept me up all night. There is no kiss like Luca’s. Sensual. Hot. Gentle. Passionate. It reflected everything about him and how he feels about me. 

				I swing open the door, still imagining his kiss on my lips, and find my aunt at her desk. I try forcing myself to think of work instead of Luca, but I can tell it’s going to be quite the challenge to keep up.

				“Good morning, Collins,” she says brightly. “Did you have a nice day off yesterday?”

				I smile at Aunt Suzanne. How I love my aunt. She has been my mentor, bringing me along and guiding me on how to be a good event planner. Someday, I hope to be as amazing as she is at pulling off everything from weddings to bar mitzvahs with ease.

				If that’s what I really want to do with the rest of my life, that is, a voice inside me whispers.

				“Good morning,” I say, an image of Luca flashing through my head, “And yes, yesterday was wonderful.” 

				I try not to blush too obviously as I slip out of my light trench coat and sneak a glance around the office. We’re a team of five here at Suzanne’s Soirées, and the family-run nature of the business makes it hard to keep anything secret. Suzanne’s best friend from her Michigan State days, Amy, is her partner, and she’s currently typing away at her keyboard. Amy’s niece, Charlotte, is a senior event planner, and I can see she’s laying out a presentation board for a meeting later today. Everyone is too distracted to notice my rosy cheeks.

			

			
				Katie, Amy’s youngest daughter, steps out of the break room and grins at me. She graduated from DePaul this summer and was hired as our assistant with plans to be groomed to do events like I am now. I smile back at her. I like having someone my own age to work with, and Katie is smart, hard-working, and sweet.

				“I brought the most amazing paleo pumpkin bread in today,” Katie says, her icy blue eyes shining at me. “You can’t even tell it doesn’t have white flour.” 

				I set my Madewell tote down on the desk next to hers and slap on my mask. Katie is always searching for the holy grail of diets to optimize her health, and currently she’s on a big paleo kick. Unfortunately for me, that means I have to eat stuff that in no way, shape, or form tastes like the treats I prefer.

				Hmm. Katie and health-nut Livy would get along so well. I should introduce them sometime.

				“Oh, great!” I say, feigning excitement for what is sure to be a huge letdown.

				“I’ll bring you a piece,” Katie says excitedly, heading back into the kitchen. 

				Ugh. At least I have coffee to force it down if need be.

				While booting up my computer, I see the light blinking on my phone. My stomach tightens with dread. I know both my problem clients have probably called; it’s only a matter of which one rang first. It’s either Pamela, mother of the bride-to-be, or Larissa, hormonal mom-to-be who keeps overriding her shower hostesses and calling me directly with requests.

				I feel like Luca now. I’m in the net, waiting to have pucks fired at me. I’ll have to do my best to deflect them.

				I gather up my courage, push aside the queasy feeling building in my stomach, and retrieve my messages. 

				“You have fifteen new messages . . .” the AutoVoice says.

			

			
				Oh, no. This is not going to be good.

				I tap my pen against my lips and bravely press the option to listen.

				“Collins. Pamela. I wish you’d retrieve your messages on Sunday. Please call me ASAP on Monday. Remember, I am paying you a ridiculous amount of money to manage my daughter’s wedding, and I expect you to take calls on Sundays.”

				I sigh. Great. I can’t wait to see what is so urgent that I should be working around the clock, especially considering this wedding isn’t until next October. 

				Which is a year from now.

				I scribble down her name and continue listening to the messages, taking notes as I go. Pamela wants me to tell Trina that having a donut wall is not a substitute for a wedding cake, even though the couple is obsessed with donuts and specifically asked for the donut wall. 

				Katie silently slides a plate with a slice of very sad-looking pumpkin bread on it in front of me while I listen to Pamela rail about donuts. 

				I wish I had a donut.

				I pop a piece of the pumpkin bread into my mouth and go on to the next message. Pamela. Again. Wanting me to find the perfect apple cider for an apple cider bar at the reception.

				Hmm. Katie is improving in her quest to make the perfect paleo pumpkin bread. This one isn’t as dry as the last. 

				That’s not saying much, however.

				Next message. Pamela. She needs to reschedule wedding dress shopping to next week instead of tomorrow, and can I please make that happen.

				I continue scribbling. Calligrapher confirming baby shower invites for a November shower are done. More vendors. More Pamela. Then I get to my other problem client, Larissa.

			

			
				“Hi, Collins! I know this might be a wee bit of a pain, but for the shower on Saturday, can I get a food truck? It came to me in the middle of the night. It would be so fun, and I’m craving waffles. Please see if you can schedule a waffle truck. Thanks! And if it goes over budget, I’ll pick up the balance on whatever my hostesses agreed to pay you.”

				I need a whole box of donuts. One is no longer enough.

				“Collins, Larissa again. I want a crepe truck. Not waffles. Crepes have more flair.”

				“Collins, it’s Larissa. Definitely waffles.”

				“Collins. Larissa again. Forget waffles. Tamales. I must have a tamale truck.”

				“Larissa here. I think waffles would be best.”

				I cram another piece of Katie’s semi-improved pumpkin bread into my mouth and try to pretend it’s a light donut filled with decadent bavarian cream and topped with dark chocolate ganache.

				My imagination is crap. 

				I’m still eating cardboard.

				I finish my messages and draw a deep breath of air. I’m about to go through my inbox so I can make a priority list for the day when my cell phone buzzes on my desk. 

				I flip it over as I ponder the possibility of finding a waffle-tamale fusion truck. 

				There is a new text from my mom:

				Did you ever try that foundation? Are your freckles concealed? I can’t wait to see you with your new “face” on!

				Hmm. I wonder how it would go over if I told her I texted Luca last night and told him he could throw that foundation out on my behalf? He agreed, telling me it was the best decision ever.

				I text back:

				I’m actually embracing my freckles now, Mom. I think they are unique.

			

			
				I wait for her spin on why I’m making a mistake, and ta-da!

				Of course they are unique, but I think if you were to cover them your EYES would really stand out. Enhance your best features, you know! ☺

				If I didn’t already have a headache coming on, I’d smash my forehead into my desktop. I reply:

				Gotta run. Have a meeting. Talk later. X

				I’m about to put my phone aside when another text drops in. I pray it’s not my mom telling me more about the importance of freckle concealment. It’s not.


				It’s Luca.


				Happiness sweeps through me the second I see his name, and I immediately retrieve the message. There’s a picture of a Starbucks cup and the caption:

				Good morning, Cinderella. Headed to the rink with my morning cappuccino. Are you drinking a Pumpkin Spice Latte?

				I grin and snap a picture of the Starbucks cup on my desk. I text him back:

				Good morning. Yes, and it’s the only thing saving me from crazy clients.

				I pause as new emails drop into my inbox, a long slew of them, and I bite my lip. I’m good at this. I know I am. I’ve created incredible events and made magical, memorable moments for people. That means something.

				But as I stare wistfully out the window, I wish I were at the barn. I wish I were in my boots, drinking coffee and about to work with a horse instead of with Pamela.

				I shove that dream away, knowing it is impossible. 

				But seeing Luca live his dream makes me wonder if I’m making a mistake.

				Beep!

				Your clients should be horses.

				My heart stops. I can’t believe he just read my mind. 

			

			
				Luca knows me.

				Better than anyone ever has.


				I reply:

				I think you might be right.

				I draw a breath of air. I’ve never admitted that to anyone. Ever. But with Luca, I know he understands what I’m feeling. 

				He responds:

				We’ll talk about it at dinner. I know we can come up with a way to make it happen.

				I allow my dream to fill my heart. I don’t see how it could work. I don’t see how I could find a way to make money and study and pay for classes and have time for an apprenticeship. But if anyone knows what it takes to make a dream a reality, it’s Luca. I trust him. 

				And maybe, just maybe, my dream isn’t dead after all.

				Another text from him drops in before I can reply:

				Speaking of dinner, do you like sushi? I failed to ask you last night.

				I type back that I do, and he tells me where he’s going to get take-out so I can study the menu and text him my order later. Then Luca sends me one last message:

				Gotta go to the rink now. And Collins? I can’t wait to see you tonight. Already miss every single freckle on your beautiful face.

				He has no idea how moved I am by his comment. Luca loves the uniqueness of my freckles, and he thinks I’m beautiful with them.

				Six o’clock cannot come fast enough.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 14


				Planning ahead is key to a successful event . . .


				Longest. Day. Ever.


				I drag myself up the last flight of stairs, feeling as though clients have used me as a punching bag all day long. 

				Larissa demanding updates on the food truck. And changing her mind on the food truck. Not wanting to pay the $500-dollar minimum and eighteen-percent gratuity once I found a belgian waffle truck who was willing to let the one-week advance notice rule slide. Demanding an egg sandwich truck instead. Calling me back in tears saying she wanted the waffle truck after I spent two hours trying to locate an available egg truck . . . 

				Of course, the whole time my phone was ringing off the hook with Pamela problems, including: needing to know where I was on my search for the finest organic apple cider available, instructing me to tell the bride-to-be to wax her upper lip before the wedding, and demanding the wedding dress boutique host a ‘mother-of-the-bride’ trunk show so she could select her dress. Yep. It’s official. She’s my Momzilla. The first one our office has handled. Yay, me! 


				Thankfully, my appointment with Henry and Olive was a blast. They are planning their fiftieth wedding anniversary and were the sweetest, most inspiring couple I’ve seen. I know I’ll love working on their event.

				But not as much as I’d like working with horses, my heart whispers.

				Okay. My heart needs to shut up. That isn’t an option.

			

			
				I put the key in the lock and turn it, grateful for the sanctuary that is my apartment. Even though it’s tiny and akin to living in a shoebox, it’s my shoebox. My mom isn’t around telling me to smile and be happy all the time, which, quite frankly, is exhausting.

				I also have the freedom to live like I’m not in a fishbowl, which is exactly what being an only child felt like at times. Mom and Dad always watched me and were always involved in my business. I never recognized how stifling it was until I moved away to attend Purdue.

				I step inside and exhale, taking in the furnishings I purchased at consignment shops and feeling a sense of pride. My apartment is equestrian chic, with a small, navy-plaid loveseat; a red wingback chair; and dark wooden tables. I found a fantastic Thoroughbred horse print at a Goodwill store and all I had to do was re-frame it. That is the focal point of my room. My old riding boots are polished and displayed next to the end table, and an oriental rug adds warmth. The end tables have pictures of me with Livy, Taylor, and Aubrey; my family; and some of me at events with Suzanne, like a lavish Indian wedding we did this summer. And, of course, pictures of me with Major.

				It’s my home. 

				And now I’m about to share this world with Luca.

				I still can’t believe he’s on his way over here. A tingling sensation sweeps through me again as it does whenever I think of him. I set my work tote down on the kitchen table, my fingers absently going to my lips as I remember his mouth on mine last night. 

				His kiss. 

				There’s nothing like it, nothing. We had insane chemistry, and the second Luca’s mouth claimed mine, it ignited a passion in me I didn’t know existed.

				All I want is more.

			

			
				I slip out of my coat and hang it up on the hook next to the door. I decide to change out of my work blouse and pants into something pretty, then touch up my makeup and try to keep my excitement in check while I wait for Luca to arrive.

				I enter my closest and begin unbuttoning my blouse. I take it off and drop it into my laundry basket for dry cleaning then step out of my pants and retrieve one of my dresses, another vintage favorite. This time, I choose a red bateau neck with a fitted waist, adorned with a bow and a split pencil skirt.

				I slip into it, hoping Luca will like it, before stepping out of my closet and heading into my bathroom. I study my reflection in the mirror, appraising my appearance. The dress fits me beautifully, thanks to the alterations Taylor made to it this summer. I reach for my big fluffy powder brush and dip it into my mineral foundation, tapping off the excess before lightly dusting my face. My freckles shine through, of course, but now I can view them as a bonus because they are what drew Luca into my life. 

				My freckles.


				The one thing I always tried to hide, the one thing my mom tried to fix, the one thing I was most self-conscious about, is exactly what brought Luca into my life.

				That means something. 

				It might mean everything.


				I smile as I pick up my MAKE UP FOR EVER lipstick, remove the cap, and swipe the hue called beige coral across my lips. I set the tube of lipstick down and pick up my Laura Mercier Almond Coconut perfume. I lightly spray the base of my neck, then my wrists, and lastly, my hair. I put the bottle back on my makeup tray, and as I take one last look at myself, I can’t help but notice how happy I look. My skin has a slightly flushed appearance and my toffee-colored eyes have light in them again. 

			

			
				With a shock, I realize I never looked like this with Gabe. I was never this alive, this full of excitement, of joy. I wasn’t aware of it then because I thought maybe I was wishing for something that didn’t exist. Something I only read about in books or watched in romantic movies on TV. I thought Gabe was a nice guy and that was enough.  

				I was wrong. 

				And a part of me always wondered if there was more.

				That’s why I broke up with him. I had to know if these feelings could exist and if I was brave enough to try and find the man who could bring them to life.

				Now, I know they do.

				I just hadn’t found them until I found Luca.


				I hear my phone ringing from my bedroom, and my heart leaps in anticipation. It’s probably Luca, waiting for me to let him in. I hurry to pick up my phone and see Luca is indeed calling.

				I quickly answer it. “Hello?”

				“Yes, I’m here with an order of sushi for one Cinderella Brady,” Luca teases. “May I come up and deliver it, please?”

				Oh, I like the way he flirts with me.

				“That depends,” I say coyly.

				“Depends?”

				“On two things.”

				“Go ahead.”

				I smile as I walk into the living room and toward the front door. I hit the button for the entry downstairs. 

				“One, is it delivered by an insanely handsome man, and two, does it contain pumpkin spice?”

				“I don’t know about insanely handsome,” Luca says, followed by the sound of him pulling open the door, “but I can confirm I do have pumpkin sushi.”

				“Oh, you are so lying,” I declare.

				“Am I?” he asks, as I hear him climbing the stairs.

			

			
				“There is no such thing as pumpkin spice sushi,” I say, opening my door and stepping into the hallway. 

				I see Luca coming up the final flight to the third floor, and my breath catches in my throat from the sight of him. He faces me as he puts down his phone, a smile tugging on his mouth. The butterflies go absolutely crazy. 

				“Everything comes in pumpkin,” Luca says, stopping in front of me with a white paper bag tucked under one arm. “I’m willing to bet your lips taste like pumpkin spice right now.”

				Oh!


				He dips his head down and lightly presses his mouth to mine, letting them linger there for a brief moment before stepping away.

				My heart is racing. I gaze up at him, and all I want is for him to kiss me with those warm lips again.

				“The verdict?” I ask, somehow keeping up our flirtation.

				A slow smile spreads across his face. “Sweet, but not pumpkin spice. Though I might have to do a more thorough investigation later to be sure.” 


				Yes. Yes, he will.

				“Of course,” I say, gazing up at him with a serious expression. “You should investigate these matters closely.”

				“The only matter I want to investigate is you,” he says, his voice low with desire. 

				Oh, I’m on fire now, completely on fire.

				“I love your dress,” Luca continues, his gaze moving appreciatively over me. 

				“Thank you,” I say, feeling the heat rise in my cheeks. “I love dresses. They make me feel beautiful.”

				“You are beautiful,” he murmurs, dipping down and kissing me again. “Elegant and beautiful.” 

				Oh, I’m falling for him.

				“Sorry,” Luca says, breaking the kiss. “I should wait until after dinner to continue my in-depth investigation of pumpkin spice kisses.” 

			

			
				I think about taking the sushi, chucking it into the fridge, and saying screw that, but decide I can at least try managing to wait.

				As long as dinner doesn’t last more than fifteen minutes.


				I nod in agreement, although I don’t agree at all. 

				“Come on in,” I say, letting him inside my apartment.

				“Nice place,” Luca says, looking around my small space. “How long have you been here?”

				I shut the door and lock it, moving next to him. I take a moment to inhale the now familiar cologne on his skin, and oh, how I love that I know his scent. 

				I redirect my attention to dinner and head into my tiny kitchen. 

				“I have been here three weeks,” I say, opening a cabinet and taking out two plates. “As you can see, it’s the size of a matchbox, but at least it’s mine. The door straight ahead is my room. The one on the left is the restroom. Tour complete,” I joke.

				Luca places the bag on the counter and begins lifting out containers. 

				“I got a new place this summer,” he says. “It’s not that much bigger than yours, but I don’t need a ton of space, especially when I’m gone so much during the season.”

				“When does your season start?” I ask, setting the plates down next to the takeout cartons.

				“Wednesday,” Luca says. “I can’t wait. It’s my first season opener as the starting goalie. We fly out tomorrow for Cleveland.”

				“Any opening-night nerves?” I ask.

				“No,” Luca says confidently. “I know I can do this.”

				“How do you manage to say that and sound sincere, not cocky?” 

			

			
				Luca grins. “A good goalie knows he’s good. Not only do I believe it, but I know it. I’m good at stopping the puck.”

				I have to admit, his confidence is one hell of a turn on.

				“This is yours,” Luca says, nudging a box toward me.

				“My spicy yellowtail roll?” I ask, popping open the lid.

				“No, your pumpkin roll.”

				I laugh. “Okay. Right.”

				But when I remove the top, I don’t find tuna. Instead, I see orange squares wrapped in brown rice and nori.

				Luca opens a package of chopsticks and points them at me. “You thought I was making that up.”

				“Oh my God, it’s spiced pumpkin sushi?” I cry, incredulous.

				“Just pumpkin, no spice,” Luca says, taking his chopsticks and arranging vast amounts of salmon and tuna on his plate. “I had to get you pumpkin. It’s your thing. That’s why I had you pick from this sushi place. I already knew it was something seasonal they were doing, and I had to get it for you. I got your original order, too, of course.”

				My heart melts from his thoughtfulness and how he cared enough to plan another surprise for me. 

				“Are you real?” I ask.

				“What?” Luca asks, a crease forming on his brow.

				“You’re perfect.”

				“Oh, shit no, I’m far from perfect. You just haven’t seen my flaws yet.”

				I open the fridge. “I don’t think you have flaws,” I say. “What would you like to drink, Luca? I’m afraid I only have iced tea and water.”

				“Definitely water.”

				I grab two bottles and take them to the coffee table, plunking them down. “You can sit down on the loveseat,” I say, returning to the kitchen to get my plate. 

				“Okay,” Luca says as he piles some seaweed salad on his plate.

			

			
				Wow, Luca has a lot of food. It’s all healthy, and considering his frame and what he does for a living, I know it is fuel for him, but wow.

				We step into the living room and Luca sits down first. I crack up when I see how much space he takes up on the tiny loveseat.

				The size of his thighs in jeans . . . oh my, he’s absolutely huge.

				Way huge.

				I could climb him, he’s so big and strong.

				No! Not climb him. What am I thinking?

				Not tonight. 

				But climbing him eventually would be amazing.


				Gah! 


				Talk about feelings I never knew I had. 

				Apparently, I was lacking physical and emotional connection.

				Luca Ballerini definitely brings both.


				I sit down next to him, and Luca studies me. “Sorry, I know I’m taking up space,” he says, his large, muscular thigh pressing against my leg and causing every nerve I have to jump in response.

				“I don’t mind,” I say.

				Seriously, Luca, I don’t.

				“You can take off your heels and swing your legs across my lap,” he suggests. “It might be more comfortable for you that way.” 

				I see the genuine expression on his handsome face and realize he’s comfortable enough with me to suggest such an intimate gesture on our second date. It must feel right to him.

				It does to me, too.


				“Okay,” I say, resting my plate on the end table while I slip out of my heels. I swing my legs across his, and when he rests his plate on top of my legs, I can’t help but laugh.

				“You wanted a tray table,” I tease.

			

			
				Luca grins. “That was the plan. So, how was your day?”

				I groan. “You don’t want to know.”

				“No, I do.”

				I pause and try a bite of the pumpkin roll. “Mmm, Luca, this pumpkin roll is fantastic,” I say. “It tastes good with the other veggies in there.”

				“Even though it doesn’t have pumpkin spice?”

				“Even I know that would be gross,” I say, giggling.

				He flashes me his beautiful smile. “I’m glad to see you have some boundaries on your pumpkin spice obsession.”

				“Very few, but sushi is one of them.”

				“But back to your day,” Luca redirects.


				I go into detail while we eat, telling him about Momzilla Pamela and hormonal Larissa. He stops me several times to ask if I am making this stuff up, and we share some laughs over the crazy aspects of my career in event planning. He laughs so hard he cries when I tell him about the lavish puppy party I threw last spring. I talk about the lovely anniversary party I was assigned and how excited I am to plan it. He asks a lot of questions, like what it’s like to work with my aunt and the other people at Suzanne’s Soirées. 


				“I know from the party last Saturday at Beckett’s you’re a talented party planner,” Luca says, putting his empty plate on the coffee table. His hand moves to my knee, and I relish the sensation of his hand on my skin. “But Collins, I know this isn’t your dream. There has to be a way to make that happen.”

				I sigh as I put my plate on the end table and turn back to him. “I don’t see how. I need this job to pay my bills. I don’t know how I’d do the apprenticeship. I work on weekends and nights. Summers are my busiest season. There’s no way. I also don’t know if I’d make enough teaching riding to cover my bills. I’ve come to accept it’s not going to happen.”

				“Don’t accept that,” Luca scolds, his eyes flashing. “There is another way. We just haven’t found it.”

			

			
				We.


				“We?” I ask softly as my heart hammers against my ribs.

				For a second, I see his confident look waver. Luca might be self-assured when it comes to hockey, but he’s not as confident with me.

				“I want to help you,” he says. “I know we’re still getting to know each other, and you have no reason to feel the things that I am, but I feel like I know you. I feel comfortable with you. I can’t explain it, but I feel it. Do you?” he asks, a hesitant tone in his voice.

				I stare into his eyes, the eyes of the man I’m falling for. “Yes. I feel it, too.”

				I sit up and move closer to him, and Luca keeps his hand on my leg.

				“Then we’ll make it happen. I haven’t figured out how yet, but we will.”

				I’m touched by his intensity toward my dream. I might have given up on it, but this man, this amazing man, refuses to do so.

				“Thank you,” I whisper.

				“You’re welcome,” he says softly. 

				A comfortable silence falls between us as Luca slowly rubs his hand up and down over my knee.

				“You know I leave tomorrow,” Luca says, breaking the silence.

				I nod, wondering where he is going with this.

				“I’m going to be gone a lot now. And even when I’m home, if I have a game the next day, I need to study video at night to prepare. My dream of making it as a starting goalie came true, but I need a determined focus to stay there. I know I’m asking a lot of you to start dating me under these circumstances, but Collins,” he says, his voice determined, “I also want this with you. For the first time in my life, I want to date. When you said I was perfect, trust me, I’m far from it. I’ve never been with any girl in this way before. I’m serious. I know I’ll screw things up. Make mistakes. Piss you off. But the difference is, I haven’t wanted to see the same girl more than once. Until I met you.”

			

			
				His honesty takes my breath away. Luca is so mature, so refreshingly candid, and it makes me treasure him even more.

				He slides his hand underneath my hair, his fingers carefully dancing along the nape of my neck as he stares into my eyes.

				“I have so much I want to learn about you,” he murmurs. “It’s selfish of me to want to start when I’m not going to be around all the time, but I’ve wanted to know you since I saw you on Livy’s website. Now that I do, all I want is more of you.”

				He reaches for my hand, and I entwine my fingers with his. His hand is so strong and big compared to my delicate one, but I know more than ever the fit is perfect.

				“Last night after I went home, all I could think about was our date,” he admits. “How stunning you were in your dress. How sexy you are when you flirt with me. How you’re funny. Smart. The way you kissed me. I should say no to this, but I won’t. I can’t, Collins. I want this too much.”

				“I want nothing more than to see you,” I say. “I understand it’s going to be hard. You have hockey and I have events at night, but that doesn’t change anything. I want this, no matter how limited it might be. This feels right to me. You feel right to me,” I admit bravely.

				Luca lowers his mouth to mine, easing it open and kissing me slowly and sweetly. I come alive the second his tongue parts my lips, and I experience the warmth of his kiss, the scent of his skin, and the smoothness of his face as it brushes against mine. I’m a jumble of happiness, desire, and excitement, all from the sensation of his kiss as it claims me.

				“I could do this all night,” Luca murmurs sexily against my mouth. 

			

			
				I take a breath of air, sliding my hand through his silken waves as desire pounds through my veins. I need him. I need him to keep kissing me.

				“Kiss me again,” I whisper against his lips. “Because that’s all I want.”

				Luca’s lips recapture mine, this time taking more from me, which I eagerly give him. He groans in pleasure as I match him.

				He eases me back further against the loveseat, his hard, muscular body draping over mine, and I entwine my hands around his neck, drawing him into me. I continue to kiss him as his hand finds the curve in my waist, his fingertips dancing along it, causing me to want nothing more than to make out with him until the sun comes up.

				And I have no doubt that is exactly what we’ll do.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 15


				Maintaining a sense of calm is key . . . 

				How is it I can remain calm when disaster strikes an event, but be a nervous wreck waiting for Luca to start tonight?

				“Collins, you look like you are about to bite through your lower lip and the game hasn’t even started yet,” Livy says, bringing a bowl of kale chips and plunking them down on the coffee table in front of me and Aubrey.

				It’s Wednesday night. The Buffaloes are about to face off with the Cleveland Wildcats in the season opener, and I’m over at Livy’s apartment to watch the game with my friends.

				Or, rather, to have them tell me how on earth they get through a game without fearing for the safety of their fiancés.


				Aubrey pushes the bowl of kale chips toward me as Livy goes back into the kitchen. I slide the bowl back toward her, and we both share a secret smile. Livy might think kale chips are the best invention ever, but I agree with Aubrey. 

				Kale should not come in the form of a chip.


				“If you’re nervous, things must be going well with Luca,” Aubrey says, dumping some of the cheese pizza rolls she brought onto her plate. “Yes?”

				My cheeks grow warm. Saying things have been going well with Luca is an understatement.

				Amazing, brilliant, perfect are the words that come to my mind.

			

			
				We made out for hours on Monday night, kissing and laughing and talking to each other while snuggled up on my loveseat. It was emotionally intimate, and once again, I found something that was missing in my relationship with Gabe. In our years together, we never had far-ranging conversations like the ones I have with Luca. And after sharing these intelligent conversations, I know Luca is exactly what my heart has been hoping to find.

				Luca initiated questions equally, asking about my political points of view and what qualities I think are important in a serious relationship. To Luca, seeing if our values align is important.

				I was happy to discover that, like me, Luca wants a family someday, values honesty, and needs trust, first and foremost, in a relationship. We agreed that friendship is just as important as chemistry, and it was nice to feel like we were fostering both. 

				It was sad when he left for Cleveland, but we texted all day and had a Connectivity Video Chat when he arrived at his hotel last night. 

				“Uh-oh,” Livy says, interrupting my thoughts as she returns with three wine glasses. “We’ve lost Collins to LucaLand again.”

				Aubrey laughs, and my face burns hot in embarrassment.

				“I’ve never seen you like this,” Livy says, her light-colored eyes dancing at me. “Luca is different.”

				I reach for the bottle of wine and pour some merlot into my glass. “It’s very early. We’re simply getting to know each other,” I say, even though I know that answer is bullshit. 

				Aubrey gives me the side-eye. “Sure. Too early, right, Livy? She couldn’t possibly know if he’s special yet.”

				Then she smirks and pops a pizza roll into her mouth.

				“Aubrey, how can you eat such mass quantities of junk?” Livy asks, momentarily distracted by Aubrey’s food tastes.

			

			
				“Asks the woman who eats Zingers? Your diet isn’t all kale chips, you know.”

				Livy smiles sheepishly. “Okay. You win. I love Zingers, but never mind that, let’s get back to talking about Luca.”

				“Come on, you can tell us,” Aubrey encourages. “What are you really thinking when it comes to him?”

				Butterflies dance in my stomach. 

				“He’s incredible,” I blurt out. “I’ve never met a man like him. He makes me laugh. He pays attention. And I’ve never had a man kiss me like he does!”

				“This is so exciting!” Livy squeals, sinking down on the sofa between me and Aubrey. 

				“You two make such a good couple,” Aubrey adds. “Luca is a great guy, and you deserve that.”

				“But it’s early,” I reiterate, more for myself than for my friends.

				“No, no, this is different for him, too,” Livy insists. “Landon says Luca’s never had an interest in a woman the way he has with you.”

				“Beckett says the same,” Aubrey says, nodding. “It’s time he had a life outside of hockey. I’m so happy you’re the one who is making him see that.”

				I bite my lip, and for a split-second, a flicker of worry lights within me. I know Luca wants to see me, but will he have the time for us when hockey keeps him so busy? If the season hits a rough patch, will he decide he can’t have me in his life anymore?

				Panic rises in my chest. I’ve only had Luca in my life for a few days, but now that I’ve been with him, I know I don’t want to be without him.

				Ever.


				“Oh! The opening!” Livy cries, grabbing the remote and turning up the volume.

				I turn my attention to the Total Access Total Sports broadcast on the flat screen TV. 

			

			
				“After an offseason building up from the final months of last season, the Chicago Buffaloes return to the ice tonight,” the announcer says.

				The video changes from a shot of the arena to a dramatic shot of Beckett staring straight at the camera with the serious expression he wears whenever he’s on TV.

				“We found our identity as a team toward the end of last year,” Beckett says. “And we’re ready to take our game to the next level.” 

				Then the video cuts to Landon, who is wearing an ‘A’ for alternate captain on his chest for the first time. “We all committed ourselves in the offseason to improving our game. We’ve added people this summer to help us do that.”

				Then they show Luca making an incredible glove save. 

				My heart pounds inside my chest when I see his body move. He reads the puck and knows instinctively how to stop it. 

				It’s badass.


				And incredibly hot.

				“Have the Buffaloes found a solution to their net problem with young Luca Ballerini? The rookie sensation was a force between the pipes at the end of last season. Can he lead the Buffaloes to the playoffs this season? We’re about to find out . . .”

				I’m jittery as the announcers continue discussing what to expect this season. They focus on Beckett warming up on the ice in Cleveland while announcers mention the need for him to have another big season like last year. Next, they show Pierre Gaudet on the ice as they comment on his offseason work trying to elevate his game. 

				The discussion shifts to defensive pairings, and then they focus on Luca. The video shows him stretching in front of the net for warm-ups. He kneels on the ice and bends completely back so his head touches the ice. 

				Oh my God.


			

			
				“Oh wow,” Livy says, staring at the screen. “That’s . . . flexible.”

				I feel my cheeks heat as my head fills with inappropriate thoughts.

				Very sexy thoughts.

				That involve more than climbing him.


				I clear my throat. “We haven’t slept together yet.”

				Aubrey picks up another pizza roll. “Who said anything about sex? I can’t touch my toes, so I was impressed, but apparently you were very impressed, Collins.”

				Shit. My face burns red hot. I can feel it in the roots of my hair, I’m so embarrassed.

				Both of them begin laughing. 

				“You’re going to sleep with him in no time,” Livy teases.

				“No,” I insist, putting out my hand like a stop sign. “We’re taking it slow. I’m still getting to know him.” 

				“I think you learned everything you needed to know with that stretch,” Aubrey teases, interrupting my thoughts. 

				“Stop!” I cry, embarrassed. 

				Both of them stare at me with knowing expressions, and there’s no way out of this one.

				“Okay, fine. That was the hottest thing I’ve ever seen, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to jump into bed with him the second he comes back.”

				I mean, it could be thirty seconds for all I know. I might have undiscovered superhuman self-control.

				Livy laughs. “We’ll stop giving you crap, Collins. You know we love you.”

				“We do!” Aubrey adds.


				“I love you guys, too,” I say, meaning it with all my heart. These girls are my best friends, and if only Taylor were here from Minneapolis, it would be perfect.

				“It’s time to watch the game anyway,” Livy says, shifting her attention back to the TV.

			

			
				As the players head to center ice for face-off, I am filled with pride knowing Luca is having his first season-opening start. It’s a huge step toward achieving his dream, and I can’t imagine how he must feel.

				Wait. I do know how he feels. Luca is calm. He is compartmentalizing so he doesn’t get distracted. He will continue as he always has, believing he will stop every shot because he knows he can. If a puck does get past him, he won’t show any emotion. He’ll get right back in the net and move on.

				And I can’t wait to see my goalie in action tonight.

				~ ~ ~


				With less than five minutes left in the game, I still haven’t found my calm.


				Chicago is leading 1-0, thanks to a score by Pierre in the second period. Luca has stopped every shot tonight, and I’m amazed by what he can do on the ice. He’s fast, and despite his massive frame, he’s agile in the net. Luca twists his body like a contortionist to make saves. His dedication to hockey has paid off for him, and seeing him in action makes me realize what an amazing athlete he really is.

				My anxiety skyrockets anytime the Wildcats circle the net and take repeated shots on goal. At one point, I found myself screaming at Landon to clear the puck, which caused a wee bit of tension between me and Livy. It might be best for me to watch Luca’s games on my own in the future, so I don’t piss off my friends by wanting less pressure on my goal-tending boyfriend.

				Boyfriend?

				Did I just say that?

				Luca’s not my boyfriend. 

				I mean, we’re dating, but still, dating is different than having a boyfriend.

			

			
				I pull a Luca and file that thought away so I can focus on the game.

				“Pavel Novak is coming up over the line,” the Buffaloes’ announcer continues.

				I read in an article on the Buffaloes’ website that Pavel is a defenseman who is returning from a concussion that kept him out for the last two months of the previous season. He’s a young defenseman who played with Luca in Milwaukee for a bit. Concussions have been a problem for him in the past, so hopefully, he can start a new season in full health.

				I watch as he goes flying across the ice with the puck. A Wildcat player skates toward him and bam! Pavel is checked into the boards with force. Pavel’s head snaps back, and he crumples to the ice. I gasp.

				“Oh, no, not Pavel,” Aubrey whispers. 

				“He’s not getting up!” Livy cries.

				Nausea rises in me. Please let him get up. Please.


				“Pavel Novak is checked into the boards by Dimitri Ivanov, and he’s slow to get up,” the announcer continues.

				It’s a relief when Pavel finally stands, but it’s immediately apparent that he’s not right. He slowly skates to the bench and is assisted by doctors down the tunnel.

				“That is not good,” Aubrey says.

				I glance at both of them and realize this is part of being involved with a player. Our boys are playing the game they love, but it’s a very dangerous game. 

				One that can take as much as it gives. 

				The Buffaloes change lines, and the Wildcats catch them in the middle of the change. Two forwards go screaming toward the net with no one on Chicago hanging back for defense.

				Come on Luca, I think, my adrenaline pumping. You can stop this. You can do it!

				“Here they come,” the announcer says, his voice rising in dramatic tension. “Ryan to Matthews . . . Matthews fires . . .”

			

			
				I hold my breath as the puck goes sailing toward the net. Luca moves to his right and drops down into the splits with his glove stretched out and snatches the puck mid-flight.

				I leap off the couch, and we cheer at the magnificent save.

				“Robbery by Luca Ballerini!” the announcer yells. “He stole that goal from Matthews! Unbelievable save!”

				My heart pounds as I watch the replay. Luca instinctively reacted to drop into the splits and snatch what was sure to be an automatic goal from the Wildcat player.

				The Buffaloes manage to hold on for another two minutes and secure the win. The players form a line to greet Luca, and I watch as he lifts his elaborately designed buffalo mask to reveal an enormous smile lighting up his beautiful face. I find myself blinking back happy tears. 

				Luca secured the shutout and had one amazing, highlight-reel-worthy save.

				Luca made his statement tonight.


				He showed the Buffaloes they were wise to put him in the net. Not just for now, but for good. He’s their number one goaltender.

				His teammates continue congratulating him, including Beckett, who skates up and affectionately ruffles his hair, smiling broadly at him.

				Luca is living his dream. 

				I’m so proud of him. He sacrificed so much to have this opportunity, and now it’s his. 


				I can’t wait to congratulate him in person.

				All I hope is that it’s sooner, rather than later, before I do.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 16


				Have extreme patience . . .


				I’m dizzy with excitement as I step out of a cab and walk up to my building. I’m still reliving the Buffaloes’ win, followed by Luca’s memorable receipt of the first star of the night for his tremendous game in goal.

				After earning his star, Luca was interviewed by Solene LeFleur, the new sideline reporter for the Buffaloes. Luca gave credit for the win to the stellar play of the Buffaloes’ defensemen, and when Solene asked about his highlight save, Luca remained modest, saying he knew Tyler Matthews favored a high, right-corner shot and instinct took him there when fired upon. 

				In his mind, the shot was simply another save. 

				Solene asked him good questions that showed she knew the game, and he not only answered eloquently, but he looked hot doing so, with damp, messed-up hair and a sweat-stained T-shirt. When he lifted the collar of his shirt to wipe sweat from his chin, revealing a set of tight abs, my jaw hit the floor. 

				I swipe my access card to open the front door then bound up the stairs. When I reach the third floor and put my key into the lock, I wonder when I’ll see him again. 

				I can’t wait. My job requires extreme patience—ha, think waffle truck—but I find myself impatient when it comes to seeing Luca. I texted him as soon as the game was over, congratulating him on his first season-opening win, but I probably won’t hear from him until tomorrow. He flies home tonight then has practice again in the morning. 

			

			
				I lock the door behind me then slip out of my pea coat. I retrieve my phone and flop down on the sofa. I pull up the Total Access Total Sports website and see Luca’s save is the lead story.

				Ahh! Luca’s tremendous save is going to be the hockey news of the night. I’m so proud I could burst!

				I click the play button, but my phone buzzes, notifying me that I’ve received a new text message: 

				Best part after the game was seeing your message when I picked up my phone.

				Ooh! I smile broadly and quickly type Luca back, which is hard to do because my hands are shaking:

				You were INCREDIBLE tonight. I’m so happy for you. 

				I text back:

				I can’t wait to celebrate your success in person with you.


				I anxiously chew my lip. I know he wants to see me, so it’s stupid to feel nervous, but I can’t help it. 

				His response comes rapid fire:

				Me too, Cinderella. We’ll come up with a game plan tomorrow. Or should I say trail map? Would that be more equestrian for your liking? 

				I melt back into the loveseat. I never had a shot of resisting this man, and I no longer want to resist falling for him. 

				I reply:

				We can definitely come up with a trail map. ☺

				Luca texts back:

				I was hoping you’d say that. I’ll talk to you tomorrow. Getting on the bus to the airport now.

				I’m about to tell him to have a safe flight when another text from him pops up.

			

			
				I’m going to kiss every beautiful freckle on your face the second I see you.

				Ooh! 


				Once again, thanks to this man, I find myself grateful for every single freckle I have.

				And for having Luca in my life.


				~ ~ ~


				“Good morning,” Aunt Suzanne says cheerfully as I step inside the studio. 

				“Good morning.” I hang up my coat and head over to my desk. Once again, dread washes over me as I see the red message light on my phone. There’s a chance it could be a vendor . . . or a rational client. 

				But odds are, I’ll be told to deep-six the waffle truck then screamed at for suggesting keeping the donut wall.

				I sink down into my chair. I doubt Luca feels this way about heading to the rink every morning.

				Neither would I, if I were walking into a barn.

				I take a sip of my pumpkin spice latte, shoving the thought from my head. I draw a breath of air for courage and reach for the phone, but my cell buzzes on my desktop, distracting me.

				Oh, a text! I momentarily leave Pamela in red-light purgatory and gratefully reach for my cell. It’s from Taylor:

				Is there any chance you can call me? 

				I frown. That’s not a typical Taylor message. We never talk on the phone, unless we are doing Connectivity Video Connect. 

				Something is wrong.

				I hit the call icon on my cell and wait for her to pick up. 

				“Taylor? Are you okay?” I ask anxiously when she answers.

				She says nothing for a moment. 

				“Taylor?”

			

			
				A sob escapes her throat, and I panic because Taylor is not a crier.

				“Collins, my life is shit,” she blurts out. “I don’t know how to fix it!”

				Then she bursts into tears.

				I’m taken aback. Growing up, Taylor was always the strong one. She was positive and always went after her dreams with gusto, whether it was making the tennis team or becoming salutatorian. Taylor knew she wanted to go to the University of Illinois, study business, and work in fashion merchandising. She had a plan, and it was check marked to a T. Her dream job in Minneapolis was everything she wanted.

				So to hear her say her life is shit sends worry coursing through me.

				“Taylor, talk to me,” I plead. “Tell me everything.”

				I hear her gasping for breath, and my heart breaks. I want nothing more than to wrap her in my arms.

				“I hate everything,” she manages to get out. “I miss Chicago. I miss you and Livy. I miss my parents and my brother. I’m lonely here. It’s not home. No matter how hard I try, I can’t make it feel like home.”

				She speaks rapidly as if everything she has been holding back is bursting out.

				“My job is horrible. I work more than sixty hours a week and nobody cares. My boss is a total bitch and does nothing but pick apart my work. I’m reminded at least once a week that a thousand people would kill for my job. This is not what I had planned, Collins. Not at all!”

				I’m about to speak when Taylor continues.

				“I was ready for a new adventure,” Taylor says. “I was ready to carve a life out for myself in a new city. But it’s nothing like I imagined it would be. Aubrey did it so well when she moved to Chicago, but my experience has been nothing like hers. I’ve failed. I’ve failed to love my job. I’ve failed to make a connection to this city, and I’m stuck. I don’t know what to do to be happy again.”

			

			
				My throat swells as she begins sobbing again. I’ve never heard Taylor speak like this, ever. 

				“If I quit my job, I’ll disappoint so many people,” she says. “I’m not supposed to quit anything. It’s not the plan. I’ve never quit a job. I don’t know what to do. I’m so lost.”

				“You need to come home,” I say simply. “You’re absolutely miserable. That’s no way to live.”

				“I can’t.”

				“You can,” I encourage. “Your parents love you so much. They would die if they knew you were so upset.”

				“That is not adulting,” Taylor counters. “I was voted most likely to succeed. I can’t quit.”

				“Since when do you care what people think?” I ask gently. “Is it a success if you feel this way?”

				Taylor is silent. I can tell I hit home.

				“Listen, why don’t you come visit me? Take a few days off. We’ll talk it over and sort this out. I haven’t seen you in forever, Taylor. I miss you.”

				“I doubt they’ll let me off. You know they didn’t let me go back for Livy’s engagement party,” she says, her voice thick with remorse. “I had to do inventory that weekend.”

				“Taylor, you need time to sort your head out,” I insist. “Come home next week. We’ll figure this out. I promise you we will.” 

				She sniffles. “Okay. I love you so much.”

				I blink back my own tears. “I love you, too. We’re going to have the best girls’ night out when you get home, okay?”

				“That sounds perfect,” Taylor says. “Thank you, Collins. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

				I hang up and put down my cell. 

				“Is everything okay with Taylor?” Aunt Suzanne asks me.

			

			
				I turn my head and see my aunt staring at me with worry on her face. She’s known my friends for a long time now, and I know she’s genuine in her concern, unlike my mother who would recoil from such unpleasant feelings and tell Taylor to turn her frown upside down and insist things aren’t as bad as she thinks they are.

				“She’s absolutely miserable,” I say. “She hates Minneapolis, and her job is nothing like she envisioned. For someone who has had her life mapped out since she was sixteen, it’s devastating.”

				“Oh, I wish I could tell her this is normal,” Aunt Suzanne says, putting down her pen. “She’s approaching her quarter-life crisis.”

				“Quarter-life crisis?” Katie asks, joining the conversation from her desk.

				“You graduate from college and think you know everything,” Aunt Suzanne says knowingly. “Then you find out that jobs aren’t what they seem, your dreams change, and you have bills to pay.”

				“You can’t afford an apartment like the one on Friends with your besties, either,” Amy adds as she walks across the room with her cup of coffee to join us. 

				“An apartment? Please. I can’t even afford the Tory Burch handbag I want,” Charlotte quips, slinging her bag over her shoulder as she gets up from her desk. “I have a planning session at Starbucks for the Benedict wedding. Wish me luck. The bride-to-be is convinced she can have everything she found on Pinterest. For $20,000. Ha!”

				I smirk. That is one of the biggest problems we face as event planners. People find amazing ideas on Pinterest and want us to make them happen, within budget, of course. Some clients have a hard time when we tell them the real cost of their Pinterest dreams.

				“See you all later,” Charlotte says as she sails out the door.

			

			
				My aunt turns back to me. “I promise you what Taylor is going through is normal. Navigating life post-college can be hard. It’s very stressful.”

				I stare at my aunt, impressed by how connected she is to women my age. 

				“I’ve never heard her struggle like this. Everything has always been easy for Taylor.”

				“Then she has a tremendous opportunity to grow,” Aunt Suzanne says. “Sometimes we evolve the most when we are truly tested and have to fight our way through. Something tells me Taylor is about to go through a hard time, but she’ll end up exactly where she needs to be.”

				“Like I did with Gabe,” I say aloud. “Now, I have Luca.”

				The studio falls silent, and all eyes turn to me. 

				“Who’s Luca?” Aunt Suzanne asks.

				My face burns hot. 

				“Um, nobody.” I drop my eyes to my computer screen and bring up my inbox, hoping the conversation will be dropped.

				“Sounds like Luca is a love interest,” Amy adds.

				“What?” Katie shrieks. “How could you not tell me you had a new boyfriend?”

				“Oh, no, no,” I say quickly. “We just started going out.”

				“So no Netflix and chill yet?” Amy teases.

				Gah!

				“Ewh, Mom,” Katie cries. “I don’t want to think about you and Dad and . . . that!”

				“Um, I need to check my messages,” I say, trying to escape the conversation.

				“No, as your boss, I forbid it,” Aunt Suzanne says. “I want to know about this Luca.”

				I know Aunt Suzanne was worried about me after I broke up with Gabe, but she was supportive of me making the tough decision. I’ll admit it. I’m dying to talk about Luca to people other than Livy and Aubrey, who are probably tired of hearing about him.

			

			
				“He’s amazing,” I admit. “I met him at Livy’s engagement party.”

				“Ooh, playing while on the job?” Katie teases.


				“No!” I laugh. “He had seen me before on Livy’s website modeling jewelry with Major. Apparently, Luca has been interested ever since.”

				“Is he a hockey player?” Aunt Suzanne asks, cocking an eyebrow. “That was pretty much the entire guest list for the Adams-Holder party.”

				I nod. “He’s the starting goalie. Luca Ballerini.”

				“Oh my God, you’re dating a player?” Katie squeals.


				“Yes, but he’s so much more than that,” I say. “He’s driven and extremely mature, more mature than his years.”

				“That’s good because guys our age are so dumb,” Katie says, taking a sip of her tea.

				“I can’t stop thinking about him,” I admit, turning back to my aunt. “Luca is so dedicated to hockey. He’s passionate about pursuing his dream. He’s thoughtful and funny, and he listens. I can go on and on, but I’ve never felt this way before.”

				“Um, you left out smoking hot.” Amy turns her iPad around to show a blown up image of Luca’s team photo for the Chicago Buffaloes.

				As soon as I see his picture, my pulse skyrockets. Luca looks serious in his picture, his eyes determined with no hint of a smile on his sexy mouth.

				Whew. I might need to adjust the thermostat when nobody is looking because my body temperature just shot up.

				“Shit, Collins! He’s gorgeous!” Katie says, walking over to Amy’s desk to study the picture. “Whoa.”

				I feel my cheeks burn hotter. 

			

			
				“If he kisses as good as he looks, you are one lucky lady,” Amy teases.

				“You’re right,” Aunt Suzanne says. 

				I furrow my brow. “Right about what?”

				“You haven’t felt this way before,” she says slowly. “Luca is different.”

				I nod. “He is, Aunt Suzanne.”

				Luca is different. He has changed everything I thought love could be and everything I thought I wanted and needed in a man.

				I pick up my phone to retrieve my messages, knowing the sooner I get through the day, the sooner I will be in Luca’s arms later tonight.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 17


				Never skimp on food at an event . . .


				I stop on the sidewalk in front of a vintage apartment building on a tree-lined street. A cold wind rustles through the trees, sending a few crimson-colored leaves cascading down on me. The sky is a beautiful pinky-orange, providing a gorgeous backdrop for the city. 

				It’s so strange. I’ve lived in the Chicago area my entire life, but everything is alive and in crystal-clear focus for the first time. 

				The old buildings are rich with secrets of people who have lived in them since the eighteen hundreds. The leafy trees lining the sidewalk burst with the colors of fall as the beautiful sun sinks into the sky. Lincoln Park is vibrant with energy on this Thursday night, and all of my senses have come to life to experience it. 

				I can’t help but appreciate the beauty surrounding me down to the smallest detail, and I know this sudden clarity is due to one person entering my world.

				Luca Ballerini.

				Excitement swirls in me as I stare up at his building. Luca invited me over for dinner tonight so he can cook for me. I’m anxious to see him, and after we made plans this afternoon, I was useless for the rest of the day. 

				I ran out at lunch to work on a surprise for him tonight, but as soon as that was complete, I kept glancing at the clock, counting down the seconds until I could go home and get ready. If I wasn’t counting down the clock, I was either mentally reviewing my closet and picking out which dress to wear, or fantasizing about the way he smiles whenever I come into view. 

			

			
				I might have had one or two daydreams about kissing him, too.

				Or five hundred.


				A happy heat swells in my cheeks as I bound up the stairs to his building. I locate his unit number and press the intercom button.

				“Yes?” His deep voice comes through the air, sending a tingle of delight down my spine.

				“Prince Charming,” I say, “this is Cinderella. I’ve been dropped off by my pumpkin coach, and I have a very special delivery for you.”

				I don’t need to see him to know he’s smiling.

				“Then I will command the royal guard to allow you immediate access,” Luca flirts back.

				I grin as he unlocks the access door to the building. I pull it open, letting myself inside. I take the stairs up to the second floor, my heels clicking against the hardwood as I go, and when I hit the landing, I make my way over to his door, Unit 2B. 

				I rap against the door, and as soon as I hear the door being unlocked, my heart jumps in anticipation. Luca pulls open the door, and I forget to breathe the moment I see him.

				Oh, my. He’s wearing a crisp, white dress shirt and has the sleeves rolled up, revealing his massive forearms. A dishtowel is slung sexily over his shoulder as if he stopped in the middle of food prep to open the door. My eyes skim over him, from the dark jeans that hug his huge, muscular thighs to the rugged black boots he has on his feet. A Balmer Phantom watch adorns his wrist, and I swear nothing is sexier than a man with a fantastic watch.

				I lift my eyes back up to his face and see his eyes are drinking me in, too.

			

			
				Before I can say a word, he draws me inside and shuts the door. Luca brings me to him and slides his hands to my face, making my pulse race. Then he threads his fingers through my hair as he bends down and brushes his lips slowly against my forehead. I draw a breath as his warm lips find the bridge of my nose, then my cheeks, grazing my skin with the sexiest of kisses. Finally, he presses his mouth to mine in a sweet, lingering kiss.

				I’m on fire by the time he lifts his head. 

				“I promised you I’d kiss every freckle on this beautiful face the second I saw you again,” he whispers, smiling at me. 

				Words escape me. Luca is touching me in ways no other man ever has.

				And it moves me more than he could ever know.


				“Best greeting I’ve ever received.” I grin at him. “I like the towel, too.”

				Luca’s brow creases. “Huh?”

				I incline my head toward the towel draped over his shoulder.

				“Oh, shit, I forgot I had it there,” Luca says, smiling sheepishly at me.

				“Don’t be. It’s rather sexy on you.”

				Luca’s mouth tugs upward in a smile. “A man in the kitchen is a turn on for you?”

				“Yes.”

				“Good to know, I’ll make a note of that,” Luca says. “Here, let me take your bags.”

				“Oh, no, I’ll just set them down here,” I say, moving toward the kitchen table. I don’t want Luca to see his surprise yet, so I quickly set my purse and shopping tote out of sight.

				“Can I at least help you with your coat?” Luca asks.  


				“Yes,” I say, delighted that he is such a gentleman.

				I undo the sash on my trench and shrug out of it with Luca stepping behind me to take it off. I turn around and, with my coat draped over his arm, his eyes move over my body in a way that tells me he likes what he sees.

			

			
				“Is this my special delivery?” he asks, his voice low. “You in this dress? Because you are sexy as hell, Cinderella.”

				I turn, showing off my fifties-inspired black pencil dress. It is fitted with half sleeves and a diamond-shaped keyhole above my bustline. 

				I smile flirtatiously at him. “Do you like it?”

				“I do,” Luca says, his eyes skimming over me again before resting back on my face. “I like the way you dress. Refined is sexy.”

				Oh, Luca, the way you think is even sexier, I muse.


				“Thank you,” I say. “But I do have a real special delivery for you.”

				“What?” Luca asks, surprise in his voice as he stares down at me. “You have something for me?”

				“To celebrate your amazing game last night,” I say. 

				I turn to my shopping tote and slide out the wrapped package I brought for Luca.

				“For you,” I say, presenting the gift to him. 

				Luca’s expression is full of surprise. “For me?”

				“Well, I didn’t put a tag saying Prince Charming on it, but yes, it’s for you. Open it.”

				He tears open the paper, and his eyes widen when he discovers it’s the front of the sports page from yesterday’s paper, showing his gloved save in full color as the headline story. I matted and framed it for display.

				“Collins,” Luca says, staring down at the glass, “you did this for me?”

				He lifts his eyes to mine, and I can see he’s touched by my gesture.

				“It was a huge moment in your career,” I say. “I wanted to preserve it for you, so I got the matte and frame and made this during my lunch break.”

				“I love it,” Luca says. “Thank you.”

			

			
				“You’re welcome,” I say. “Keep playing like that and I’ll have to take out stock in the local craft store.”

				Luca smiles at me, and my heart fills with joy knowing he likes my gift. He places it on the table and takes my hands in his. 

				“I know I’ve said this to you before, but you’re more incredible than I dreamed you could be,” he says, bending down and dropping a kiss on my lips.

				As his familiar mouth touches mine, I find myself falling harder for him.

				He breaks the kiss and leads me into the kitchen. The countertop is covered with beautiful produce. I see bright orange carrots with long green tops, a fresh bunch of spinach, parsley, lemons, and a selection of herbs. There is a package of grass-fed butter and a shallow dish of salt pushed to the side, and I spot two huge steaks resting on a plate. My eyes nearly pop out of my head at the size of them.

				“Those steaks are huge,” I say.

				Luca slides an arm around my waist and draws me to him. “I hope you’re hungry.”

				“There is no way I can eat even a fourth of that, and I love steak,” I declare, laughing.

				Luca lets me go and moves past me. “They’re twelve-ounce ribeyes. One is for me. I have to eat six thousand calories a day to keep my weight on, so I need a whole one.”

				“Six thousand calories a day?” I ask, incredulous.

				“Yeah,” Luca says. “What can I get you to drink? Would you like a glass of red wine?”

				“Yes, please. Luca, how do you manage that much food a day?”

				Luca grabs a decanter and fills a glass. I’m impressed a twenty-one-year-old knows to decant wine. Serious gold stars for that. 

				“I eat seven meals a day,” Luca explains. “I hate it, to be honest. I’m so sick of chicken breasts, you have no idea. But it’s all about balancing your proteins and carbohydrates to maximize performance and maintain a healthy playing weight. I reduce my calories during the off-season, but now that we’re practicing and have games, I have to eat more, at least that is what my nutritionist says. That’s why I learned to cook. I can meet my nutritional goals at home easier than by eating out.”

			

			
				He hands the glass of wine to me. “Here you go.”

				“Thank you,” I say, taking it from him. “I don’t know how you do it. I’d be tempted to grab a box of Dunkin' Donuts and call it a day.”

				Luca picks up a peeler and begins prepping the carrots. “I can’t do that, so whatever pumpkin-flavored donuts they have are all yours.”

				“I love pumpkin donut holes,” I say, distracted for a moment by the thought of those.

				“I can’t do any refined sugars or white flour.”

				“So no cookies? No bread? Oh, I’d die without bread!”

				“No bread. I do eat a lot of brown rice pasta and sweet potatoes, though.”

				“I couldn’t do it. I love bread. It’s the perfect food. Bread and butter are bliss on a plate. Don’t get me started on how much I love pumpkin spice bread.”

				“Let me guess. You hoard that, too?”

				“Hoarding pumpkin goodness in autumn is a life rule, Luca.”

				Luca glances over at me and lifts an eyebrow. “What else is a life rule?”

				Being with you.

				But I keep that life rule to myself.

				For now.


				“I need to develop the rest of them,” I say, taking a sip of my wine.

				“Life rules are decided on the fly?” he asks as he begins to cut carrots.

			

			
				“I guess you could say that,” I concede. 


				“So, we could write some together, couldn’t we?” Luca asks, his eyes locking on mine.

				“Yes, we can,” I say happily.

				Starting tonight.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 18


				Being able to bring a dream to fruition . . .


				“I can’t imagine a better night than this,” I murmur softly.

				I’m having the kind of date I dreamed could exist but wasn’t sure I would ever find in real life.

				Until now.

				I’m lying in Luca’s arms on his couch. We had an incredible dinner with wine and conversation that never stopped flowing. After dinner, we settled on the sofa, which led to kissing and touching. How I love the way his hands caress me. I feel cared for in his arms. Protected. As if I’m the most important thing in the world to him when he’s kissing and stroking me.

				Treasured.

				Luca knows how to be sexy, yet he hasn’t pushed for anything more than kissing when we’re together. I love how he treats me. I’m not used to having a man show restraint and respect, and the irony is, it turns me on even more.

				Luca drops his lips against my temple and warmth surges in me. I close my eyes and breathe in his masculine scent, wishing we could stay like this until the sun comes up.

				“Me, either,” Luca says, running his hand over my bare arm and sending goose bumps sweeping across my skin. “I love the way your skin smells so sweet and how the scent lingers on my clothing after you leave.”

				Then he drops his head and kisses my weak spot—the side of my neck—causing a moan to escape my lips.

			

			
				“I figured that out,” Luca says sexily against my skin. “You like being kissed here.”

				Then he kisses me again, his tongue flickering across my neckline, and I’m melting all over again.

				“Yes,” I manage to say.

				Luca laughs softly and props himself up. I turn so I’m on my back, gazing up at him.

				“Life rule number two. Always kiss my beautiful girl on her neck.”

				I gaze up at him in shock. He called me his girl. I’m so elated no words come past my lips. I simply stare at him with so much joy filling my heart I might explode.

				“Ugh. That sounded very 1955 of me,” Luca groans. I melt when I see him wince. “I’m so bad at this. I just asked if you would be my girl. Shit.”

				He drops his head next to mine so I can’t see him. Luca is so cute and bashful I can barely stand it.

				“For someone who is wearing a dress circa 1955, it’s very appropriate,” I say, brushing my fingertips through his unruly waves. 

				Luca lifts himself back up to face me.

				“So, you’ll be my girl?”

				I laugh. “Yes. Yes, I will.”

				He drops his mouth to mine, easing it open for another slow, sensual kiss.

				I break the kiss and gaze up at him. “I mean, I can’t say no after you made a life rule to kiss my neck. That would be rude.”

				Luca laughs, and I join him. He pushes himself up to a seated position and pulls me up with him. 

				“I’m glad you didn’t say no,” he says, playing with my hair.

				“There was zero chance of that happening,” I say. “You might not have noticed, but I kind of like you.”

			

			
				Luca grins. “Good, because I kind of like you. A lot. In fact, I have something for you.”

				He leans over to the end table and retrieves an envelope. Luca hands it to me. “That’s for you.”

				“For me?”

				“You aren’t the only one with surprises tonight.”

				I eagerly open the flap and find a credential with my name on it for the Chicago Buffaloes. 

				“That will get you into the arena for the games and into the wives and girlfriends lounge,” Luca explains. “So, if you wanted to go to the game tomorrow night, our home opener, you could. We could meet up afterward, too.”

				I know what I’m holding in my hand is huge. 

				Luca is not only saying I’m his girlfriend, but he wants to announce it to the world by giving me a season credential.

				“Luca, I’m so happy,” I cry excitedly, hugging him. “Of course, I’ll be there. There’s nothing I want more than to see you play tomorrow.”

				“I’m glad,” Luca says, running his hand through my hair. “So glad.”

				He leans in and kisses me again, and I melt from his touch.

				He breaks the kiss and clears his throat. “Cinderella, I hate to do this to you, but I need to watch the San Francisco game tonight. We’re playing them tomorrow, and I have to study.”


				Insecurity flickers in me. I know Luca takes his preparation seriously. I understand that. I do. He’s paid a lot of money to make saves, and this is part of his job.

				But a small part of me wonders if I will always be shown the door for the sport he loves.

				“Are you upset?” Luca asks, squeezing my hand. “Please don’t be. I hate having to do this, but I must watch this game to prepare for tomorrow night.”

			

			
				I see worry on his face. I can’t do this to him. I can’t express my feelings. Luca doesn’t need to hear this, not when he’s on game two of a very long season. Besides, I’m being stupid. While I wish he could watch the game tomorrow morning and spend more time with me tonight, I know that’s selfish, especially considering we just started seeing each other.

				I quickly put my mask on and shove my insecurities down.

				“No,” I say, shaking my head. “I understand you need to prepare.”

				“Are you sure?” 

				“Absolutely sure. We have a date tomorrow night after the game, right?”

				Luca is still studying me, trying to see if I am being honest or wearing a mask, but this time, he can’t see through me.

				“We do,” Luca says. “I can’t wait.”

				He stands up and brings me with him. Luca rakes his hands through my hair, staring down into my eyes.

				“Thank you for understanding,” he whispers, kissing me.

				As I kiss him back, I know I made the right call. He doesn’t need to know my stupid insecurities. Luca has enough pressure to worry about being a starting goalie in the league without me adding to it.

				I break the kiss and move over to get my coat. I slip into it, and Luca swipes his car keys off the countertop. 

				“Don’t be silly. I’ll grab a cab,” I say. “You’ve already put off work long enough.”

				“No, I’m driving you home. It’s part of the 1955 boyfriend code.”

				Swoon.


				We hold hands as we walk down the street to where his SUV is parked. The air is cool and crisp with a bit of a bite to it, and a crescent moon is visible in the inky black sky. As we stroll down the sidewalk, among the brownstones and street lamps, I can’t help but feel as if I’m in a movie where the heroine is falling for the hero and hoping with all her heart he is falling, too.

			

			
				Luca opens the door to his SUV, and I climb inside. He slides in behind the wheel, and we make the quick drive over to my neighborhood. There is no parking available in front of my building. 

				“Don’t walk me up. You’ll spend a stupid amount of time searching for a space. It’s not worth it,” I say.

				“Not walk you up? What kind of guy do you think I am? Let me drive around for a bit,” Luca insists.


				I smile at him, wondering how on earth I got so lucky.

				He makes a loop around the block and finds a space a street over. We hold hands as we walk down the city street as if we’ve done this a million times before.

				It’s so romantic. 


				It’s so right.


				Luca escorts me all the way to my apartment door, and as I press my back against it, he frames his large hands around my face.

				“Thank you for tonight, Cinderella,” Luca says, dropping his lips on mine with a sweet goodnight kiss. 

				“It was perfect,” I say, winding my hands around his neck. “Thank you for dinner. And everything else,” I add, grinning at him.

				“Everything else,” Luca repeats, dropping another kiss on me.

				Mmm. I love his goodnight kisses.

				I reluctantly remove my hands from his neck, and Luca sighs. “Okay, I need to go now or I’ll never leave.”

				I nod and turn to put my key in the lock. I open the door and step inside. 

				“Goodnight,” I say.

			

			
				“Goodnight.” 

				I turn and shut the door, and only then do I hear his footsteps going down the stairs.

				I toss my empty shopping tote and purse on the counter. Then I rush to the couch and fling myself on it, grabbing a tartan pillow and hugging it to my chest as I relive Luca’s last kiss.

				After tonight, one thing is clear in both my head and my heart.

				I’m falling in love with him.


				And I couldn’t be happier about it.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 19


				Showing respect is important . . .


				T.G.I.F has never been a truer abbreviation for me as it is in this moment.

				Today was exhausting. Larissa and her hostess called me non-stop with changes and demands for the baby shower tomorrow. It was a constant battle pushing back on things that were ridiculous to expect at the last minute. I managed to find a harpist in fewer than five hours, but that didn’t stop Larissa from being pissed that I couldn’t change the sugar cookie design from flowers to polka dots since they were already baked and ready for pick up.

				Then there was the secret Momzilla Pinterest board Pamela started and invited me to pin on. When I pinned a gorgeous picture of a rustic autumn-inspired dessert table, complete with candy apples to prove I was paying attention to her request, she left me this comment:

				Surely you can do better than this idea. Candy apples? Next you’ll suggest guests melt their own caramel and dip them for fun. What age do you think my guests are, five? #stupid

				So yay, happy Friday to me! 

				None of that nonsense matters now.

				“Welcome to the Hotel Jourdin,” a doorman says as I approach the luxurious entryway. 

				“Thank you,” I say, stepping inside the open door.

				A crappy day is irrelevant when I’m going to meet Livy and Aubrey and see my boyfriend play in his home opener for the Chicago Buffaloes.

			

			
				I step into the opulent lobby of the hotel. Livy lives in one of the hotel’s condos with Landon, and I know the property well from previous events I’ve worked, including the puppy party from hell last spring.

				Ugh. I can’t bear to think about clients any more tonight.

				I’m about to take a seat in a plush chair to wait for Livy and Aubrey when suddenly I’m bumped from behind.

				“Oh, I’m so sorry,” a familiar voice says.

				Wait. No, it couldn’t be.

				I spin around and find Taylor smiling at me.

				“Taylor!” I gasp, stunned at the sight of her. “What? . . . When? . . .”

				Before I care to ask another question, I throw my arms around her and give her the biggest hug. Her signature fig perfume wraps around me and tells me that indeed, one of my very best friends is home.


				I step back from her, shocked that she’s here. I’m about to ask a slew of questions when she begins answering them for me, reading my thoughts as she has always been able to do.

				“After we talked, I went to my boss and said I needed to go home for a few days,” Taylor explains. “I told her I was burned out. She started balking, but I pointed out I hadn’t taken any vacation time this year, and if I left now, I wouldn’t have to take it in December, during the busiest sales time for the company. According to HR policy, I had to take it before January first, so voilà! I’m here for four days.”

				“When did you get here?” I ask, searching her face. Her eyes, normally a radiant violet-blue, seem dull. Almost as if she’s been waging a war and is exhausted.

				My heart aches for my best friend.

				“This morning.” Taylor turns to look over her shoulder, and I see Aubrey and Livy standing back and watching us with big smiles on their faces. “Livy picked me up. I wanted to surprise you.”

			

			
				“Ah! I’m so happy you’re home,” I say, hugging her again.

				“Home,” Taylor repeats softly, holding on to me. 

				Her husky voice catches on the word, and I step back and put my hands on her arms.

				“This is where you belong,” I say firmly. 

				Taylor nods, and I can tell she’s trying not to cry.

				Livy walks up and draws us both into a hug. “We are going to have a real live, Friday night girls’ night out,” she says excitedly.

				“You have no idea how much I’ve missed this,” Taylor says.

				“Remember the last time we all went to a hockey game?” Livy asks. “It was when Aubrey started dating Captain Smart Ass.”

				Aubrey bursts out laughing and joins our group hug in the lobby. “And to celebrate, I got the same seats from the captain himself. I’m connected, you know.”

				“I remember. I thought that Dallas Demon with the tattoos peeking out from his sleeves was cute,” Taylor says, a distant dreamy look in her eyes.

				“Ugh, you can do you better than that,” Aubrey declares. “There are so many cute, single guys on the Buffaloes.”

				Taylor shakes her head, sending her black hair swishing. “Oh, no. I can’t even figure out my own life. The last thing I need is a guy who lives in a different city.”

				“That’s temporary,” Livy says.

				“And hockey players make fantastic boyfriends,” Aubrey adds. “The three of us are proof of that.”

				I blush as I think of Luca.

				Taylor laughs. “This is ridiculous. Three of my friends are dating hockey players. That’s insane.”

			

			
				“You’re more likely to meet people to date in your social circle,” Livy explains. “I’d say odds are good you’ll meet one, too.”

				Taylor snorts. “Ha-ha. Not likely.”

				“Come on, let’s go,” I say. “I hope to catch warm-ups.”

				Aubrey shoots me a mischievous look. “Yes, we don’t want to miss Luca stretching, do we now?” 

				I turn bright red.

				No, I think as my friends laugh, we don’t.


				As we walk outside to get a cab, I can’t help but think what a wonderful place my life is in. My dream of working with horses has been given a new spark. I have Taylor back home, if only I can convince her to stay. I have amazing friends and family.

				And I have Luca.


				I’m so lucky. Blessed to have found him, to get to know him, and to actually be his girl. I feel like I’m dreaming. But I’m not. This is my life, and I’m so grateful he came into it.

				I smile to myself, happy for where I am and excited for where I might be going.

				Now, it’s time for his girl to see him play in his first home opener as starting goalie.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 20


				Things you didn’t plan will always happen . . .


				I anxiously lean forward, watching the action play out on the ice in front of me. The puck has been dropped, and the game is under way between the San Francisco Breakers and the Chicago Buffaloes.

				Luca is in the goalie net on the other end of the ice, and I can’t stop watching him. I track Luca with my eyes the same way he tracks the puck on the ice.

				“Oh, there’s Hunter,” Aubrey says, popping a french fry into her mouth. “This is the first time Beckett has played against him.”

				I manage to tear my eyes away from Luca to spot Beckett’s younger brother on the ice, playing defense for the Breakers.

				“It’s crazy that Beckett now has two brothers playing in the league,” Livy says, pausing to take a bite of her salad.

				“Which one is he?” Taylor asks, glancing at Aubrey.

				“Number thirty-two. He was drafted by San Francisco in the second round,” Aubrey explains.

				The Breakers head Luca’s way, and I hold my breath as one of their players rips his stick back for a shot and ping! The puck bounces off the crossbar over Luca’s head.

				Gah! My stomach lurches at the sound. I know Luca will be irritated he didn’t stop that shot, even though they didn’t score.

				Landon chases the puck around and behind Luca, trying to get it away from their net. He breaks free and sends the puck down the ice toward us.

			

			
				“Go, Landon!” Livy yells.

				The offensive line is back on our end of the ice, and Beckett is circling the goal, looking for a shot.

				“Do you want a nacho?” Taylor asks, holding her carton toward me.

				I take one look at the neon-orange cheese, which seems as real as the talking mice in Cinderella, and shake my head. “No, thanks.”

				“Aren’t you starving?” Taylor asks, scooping up some cheese on a chip before eating it. “These arena nachos are life. Life, I tell ya!”

				I grin. It’s good to see Taylor smiling. If disgusting faux-cheese nachos give her life, I’ll take it.

				“I’m too nervous to eat,” I admit.


				Just then, the Buffaloes turn the puck over, and the players skate back toward Luca’s end.

				Aubrey snorts.

				“You need to get over your fear. There are eighty-two games in a season. You’ll waste away to nothing if you don’t eat when your goalie is playing.”

				“Oh, just think! That’s forty-one home games and forty-one opportunities for nachos,” Taylor says.

				“Taylor, that’s disgusting. Those are awful for you,” Livy says, wrinkling her delicate nose.

				I watch as another line change occurs, and the Buffaloes regain control of the puck. Austin Anderson, one of our forwards, heads our way with the puck as Hunter Riley chases him with tremendous speed. They are coming straight for us when all of a sudden, Hunter goes airborne and crashes with Austin into the glass in front of Taylor. 

				The Plexiglas breaks when Hunter’s massive body hits it full force. We jump in our seats, and Taylor shrieks in surprise. She leaps upright, her beer and nachos go flying, and the sheet of Plexiglas lurches toward her. It catches on the ledge, snapping a piece off that lands at Taylor’s feet, before falling backward and landing on the ice.

			

			
				“Shit!” Taylor cries, her eyes wide.

				Play halts, and Hunter leans through the opening to make sure nobody got hurt. His large brown eyes widen in recognition when he spots Aubrey.

				“Hey, sorry, Aubrey,” he says to her. Then he turns to Taylor, who is now wearing nacho cheese sauce in her jet-black hair.

				“I’m so sorry about that. Are you okay?” he asks as the repair crew comes out to replace the glass.

				“I think you owe me nachos,” Taylor deadpans, casually flicking cheese out of her hair.

				“Excuse me,” one of the repair workers says, moving in front of Hunter to take down the broken pane. As they begin work, Aubrey leans across Livy to talk to Taylor.

				“Ha, Beckett will give him so much shit for busting out the glass on you, Taylor,” Aubrey says in delight.

				I glance at Taylor, who has an upside-down nachos carton parked on her boots and beer sloshed down the side of her jeans. I hand her my napkins, but she doesn’t seem to notice.

				“Taylor?” I say.

				The crowd “oohs” at the replay of the crushing hit shown on the Jumbotron and then laughs at Taylor’s reaction of jumping up and throwing her nachos. 

				While the audience watches her, Taylor’s eyes are fixated somewhere else.

				On number thirty-two for the San Francisco Breakers.

				Hunter Riley. 

				“This is going to be on Total Access Total Sports,” Aubrey says.

			

			
				“What?” Taylor asks, furrowing her brow.

				“Where were you?” I ask, although I’m pretty sure I know. 

				“Sorry. I’m still shocked. I never expected the glass to come flying at me,” Taylor says, taking the napkins from me and blotting beer off her jeans as her gaze shifts back to Hunter.

				Hmm.

				The crew retrieves the broken piece of glass and sweeps up the fragments, and as soon as the crew is off the ice, the game continues. By the time the first period is over, Luca has stopped all shots on goal, but the Buffaloes haven’t managed to capitalize on offense. 

				Luca will man the net in front of us for the second period. 

				“Do you guys want to go down to the WAGS lounge for some more food?” Livy asks. 

				“Sure, might as well see how you all live,” Taylor jokes. “Do you think they’ll love my new signature scent of eau de nacho?”

				I have to admit, I love Taylor’s sense of humor. It has been missing from our conversations as of late, and I’m glad to see it’s returning to her tonight.

				We head down to the lounge and use our credentials to enter. The team has set up an amazing space for the significant others. There is a state-of-the-art viewing system for the game, leather seating arrangements, a fully stocked bar, and a buffet. There is even a section for children.

				I spy chicken parmesan and lasagna at the buffet and while I know I should eat, I can’t. I’m far too anxious.

				Livy and Aubrey introduce us to the other women, and as I shake hands, I wonder if any of them will become my friends. I’m grateful to have Livy and Aubrey by my side to help me navigate this new world I’m entering.

				After socializing and before the second period begins, we head back to our seats. A man with a suit and a credential for the San Francisco Breakers approaches us as the Buffaloes return to the ice. 

			

			
				“Excuse me, miss?” he asks, looking at Taylor.

				“Yes?” she answers, a quizzical expression on her face.

				“Hi, I’m Marc Eton, the public relations director for the San Francisco Breakers,” he says, smiling at her. “Hunter Riley feels badly about what happened tonight with the glass, and he was wondering if you would like to meet him after the game so he can apologize further.”

				Ooh! 


				Taylor looks shocked.

				“He . . . wants to meet me?”

				“Yes, to apologize,” Marc explains. 

				Oh my God, say yes, I will her.

				“It’s not necessary,” Taylor says. “He already apologized.”

				I swear if we were sitting at a table I’d be kicking her shin.

				“But,” Taylor adds, “why not?”

				Marc smiles. “Great. I’ll come get you at the end of the game, okay?”

				“Okay, thank you,” Taylor says.

				As soon as Marc leaves, we stare at Taylor.

				“What?” she asks.

				“What?” Livy cries. “Are you kidding? He wants to meet you, that’s what!”

				Taylor rolls her eyes. “He feels bad. He’s Beckett’s brother, and he probably feels like he has to because I’m a friend of Aubrey’s.”

				Aubrey appears thoughtful. “I doubt that. Hunter is close to Beckett, but he likes to do the opposite of what ‘big brother’ would do. He did apologize to all of us, so there’s no need for anything else. He obviously thinks otherwise.”

			

			
				Taylor is about to speak when the PA announcer roars, “And now, for the start of the second period, your CHICAGO BUFFALOES!”

				We stop speaking as the team skates toward our end of the rink. I spot Luca, in all his goalie gear, heading toward the net in front of us as pulsating rock music fills the arena. I can’t see his entire face, but his beautiful hazel eyes stand out from behind his mask. 

				Our eyes lock. Our exchange is only a split-second, but in that moment, the feelings are intense. Our brief look tells me how much he feels for me. Chemistry, desire, and affection are reflected in his gaze.

				This is why I’m falling in love with you, I think, emotions consuming me. Luca isn’t afraid to show me how he feels. He’s sure of himself and sure of what he’s feeling for me.

				I feel the same about him.


				Luca pushes back his navy and gold helmet, elaborately designed with stampeding buffaloes, and grabs his water bottle, squirting the liquid into his mouth. He then removes the helmet, squirts water all over gorgeous brown waves, and shakes it out.

				Oh, my. 

				That’s freaking hot.

				Desire burns through me. Luca has no idea what he’s doing to me. None. I have an urge to know what it’s like to kiss him in a downpour, with his skin wet and his waves turning to damp curls as his mouth moves passionately against mine.

				I want to know that. 

				And so much more.


				Luca pulls his mask back on and slides into the goal, signaling he’s ready to start the second period.

				I’m ready to start something else.


				I want to be with him. 

			

			
				Luca has held back and shown restraint with me to prove I’m not just some hookup. I’m his girlfriend. I know my value to him. I know my place in his life. 

				And now I’m ready to take the next step. We’re falling in love, and for me, making love is a part of that process.

				When we go home tonight, I intend to show him how I feel.

				I’m going to be with Luca.

				In every way.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 21


				Passion is critical . . .

				Best. Game. Night. Ever.

				Luca gave up a goal in the second period. It was an impossible shot to save, a shorthanded goal, and afterward, Luca took off his mask and watched the goal on the Jumbotron, before going straight back to work. As promised, it was done. Over. 

				He was unstoppable for the rest of the game.

				Beckett scored a tying goal with less than two minutes to spare. The game went to overtime, which sent my stomach into knots, but Luca remained unshakable, making save after save. Unfortunately, the Buffaloes didn’t score, so there was a shootout. Beckett went first, and he scored against the Breakers goaltender. 

				When it was Luca’s turn to prevent a goal, I couldn’t watch. I put my hand over my eyes as the San Francisco player got ready to shoot. When the crowd cheered, I knew Luca had stopped it. 

				I held my breath when Austin Anderson took the next shot. It was turned away and play returned to San Francisco. Once again, I couldn’t watch. But once again, Luca made an incredible save to keep the Breakers off the board. 

				Pierre Gaduet took the next shot for the Buffaloes, but it was deflected, and everything rested on Luca. If he turned away the final shot, the game would be over. If the Breakers scored, we would move on to sudden death.

			

			
				Everyone cheered as the San Francisco player skated toward Luca. I grabbed on to Livy and buried my head in her shoulder. Please let him stop it, I willed. Please let him stop it . . . 

				When the arena erupted into a loud cheer, Livy jumped up and down, I knew my man had done it.

				Luca had secured the win for the Buffaloes.


				The pride that burst through me was unbelievable. 

				We went with Taylor to the Breakers’ dressing room afterward, where, as promised, Hunter was brought out to meet her. Cameras were rolling while the sideline reporter for the Breakers asked her questions, and I swear I saw something in Taylor’s eyes when she talked to Hunter. She wore a look of pure delight when Hunter presented her with a brand-new carton of nachos as an apology.

				I glance at her now, standing next to me in the WAGS lounge as we wait for our guys. Her nachos remain uneaten, but she hasn’t thrown them away.

				“I’ve never seen you turn down nachos,” I say. 

				Taylor has a crazy high metabolism, and she can eat what she wants and still struggle to gain weight. She’s always hungry.

				Taylor blinks as if I’ve snapped her from her thoughts. “Huh? Oh, I’m full.”

				“Full of BS,” I tease.

				“What?”

				“Your stomach might be full,” I say, “of butterflies for a handsome hockey player you just met.”

				“Ugh, that’s stupid,” Taylor says, and to prove her point, she dumps the nachos in the trash. “He felt bad. It was a PR opportunity. That’s it. Right, Aubrey?”

				“I won’t deny it’s a great social media strategy,” Aubrey says.

				“Ha!” Taylor says triumphantly.

			

			
				“However, the fact that he texted me and asked if he could have your number leads me to believe otherwise,” Aubrey says, turning her phone so we can read the text:

				Hey can you pass along Taylor’s number to me? Just whenever.

				Ooh!


				I glance at Taylor, who is staring at the message with an expression of shock on her beautiful face.

				“Get out,” she says aloud.

				“How should I answer?” Aubrey asks. “Not that you are interested in a super-hot hockey player or anything.”

				Taylor hesitates. “Um . . . sure. Okay. I mean, it’s fine.”

				Livy furrows her brow. “That’s not exactly an excited response.”

				Taylor sighs. “I’m in Minnesota, he’s in San Francisco playing hockey, and I don’t know anything about him—”

				“Wouldn’t that be the point of exchanging numbers?” I ask, playing my usual role of devil’s advocate.

				“But what’s the point? We chat for a while before things trail off because of logistics? Or I discover he’s weird and it ruins the mystique? Besides, now is not the time to start something new. My life is a mess. I have no idea what I’m doing. There’s no point dragging Hunter through my shit.”

				I begin typing into my phone. “Sure,” I tell her as I send a message to the one person whose input is needed at this moment.

				I receive the exact response I expected and burst out laughing.

				“What?” Taylor asks.

				“Livy’s nana has a message for you,” I say, handing Taylor my phone.

				Taylor reads the message aloud. “Taylor. Nana. If the hockey player has a nice butt, you give him your number or I will do it for you. Life is too short to miss opportunities like this one. He asked for your number. Not your ring size.”

			

			
				Taylor hands me back the phone, and I can tell she’s mulling over the advice.

				“She’s right,” Aubrey says.

				“My nana is never wrong,” Livy says. Her phone buzzes, and a smile spreads across her face.

				“We have been summoned to an emergency dinner Monday night at my mom’s for pot roast, mashed potatoes, and wine. Nana is going to provide entertainment.”

				“She wouldn’t hire strippers, would she?” Aubrey asks.

				Hmm. That’s a valid question.

				The sound of male voices approaches, and my stomach flips with excitement. Luca will be here any second. Oh, I can’t wait to be alone with him tonight!

				The guys enter the room and greet their wives and girlfriends. I crane my neck, searching for Luca. Beckett comes in with Landon, but Luca’s not with them.

				Hugs and congratulations are exchanged, but my eyes are glued to the door, anxiously trying to catch a glimpse of Luca entering the room.

				“Hey, Collins, Luca said to tell you he’ll be a few minutes,” Landon explains, interrupting my thoughts. “He’s signing autographs for some kids back there.”

				I can’t help but smile. That’s so Luca, to know I’d be anxious to see him and to have someone explain his lateness, even if it’s only a few minutes.

				“Okay, thank you,” I say.

				While they are all talking about the game and Hunter breaking the glass on Taylor, I keep staring at the door in distraction.

				Then I see him.

				He’s absolutely breathtaking in a gray, three-piece suit, white dress shirt, and deep maroon silk tie. Luca’s hair is tousled and extra wavy, my guess is from styling products, and his expression is serious. He’s a man on a mission.

				And that mission is to find me. 

			

			
				He spots me, and I see he has the same urgent need to see me as I do him.

				“There’s Luca,” I say to the group. “Excuse me.”

				As soon as I’m in front of him, I slide my hands up to his beautiful face, feeling his freshly shaven skin underneath my palms, and speak from my heart.

				“I’m so proud of you,” I say. “You were a wall tonight. Amazing. And the shootout! Luca! You were brilliant!”

				Luca winds his huge hands around my waist, and his eyes shine at me. “One got by me though,” he says, referring to the one goal the Breakers had.

				“The defense wasn’t back there to help you,” I say. 

				Luca laughs. “It’s never going to be my fault in your eyes, is it?”

				I draw his head toward mine and stand up on my tiptoes so I can whisper in his ear, “Nope.”

				“Hey,” Landon says, walking up to us, “we’re all going out for sushi. Do you guys want to join us?”

				I turn and see my friends smiling at me. Normally, I’d love nothing more than a big dinner out with my friends, but not tonight.

				Not when I want to be with Luca for the first time.


				I glance at him, wondering if he wants the same thing I do. To be alone. To be intimate. To see if our chemistry and passion translate to the most incredible sex I’ll ever have—

				Okay. No. Absolutely no dinner with the group tonight.

				“I’m kind of drained,” Luca says, squeezing my hand in his. He shifts his attention to me. “Next time?” 

				Oh, I’m good with next time.

				I nod, trying to hold my excitement inside. “Yeah. I’m tired, too.”

				“You got it,” Landon says. “But you’re paying. Becks and I were going to pay tonight for the overtime win, but that’s off the table now.”

				He winks at Luca to show he’s kidding.

			

			
				I turn to Livy. “Monday dinner at your house?” 

				She smiles at me. “Apparently so.”

				“Do I need to hire a driver for you guys?” Landon asks. “Is Nana breaking out the whiskey?”

				Livy laughs. “Nobody has been wronged by a man, so my guess is we’ll have whiskey sours. No shots.”

				I give everyone hugs goodbye, but stop when I get to Taylor. 

				“You already look a million times better,” I say as I hug her tightly. “We’ll talk about your future on Monday.”

				And after things are sorted, I’m going to bring up Hunter Riley.

				I can see my mention of the future has cast a cloud over her mood. 

				“Don’t worry,” I emphasize. “We’re going to figure this out. All of us. You aren’t walking through this journey alone.”

				She nods. “Okay.”

				“Now go eat a stupid amount of sushi and have fun,” I say, smiling.

				We head out to the parking lot, and I watch as Beckett, Aubrey, and Taylor get into a Cadillac SUV while Landon and Livy slip into a red Ferrari. 

				There are rows upon rows of insanely expensive luxury cars: Bentleys, Lamborghinis, Mercedes, and then there’s Luca’s Ford Expedition. I love that he’s true to his belief of not being reckless with his money. He is a man who lives his words.

				Who lives his truth, as Nana would say.

				Luca opens the passenger door for me, and I get inside. He heads around the front and slips in the driver’s side seat. After he shuts the door, he turns to me. 

				“I didn’t want to share you tonight,” Luca says, his deep voice low as he slides his hand through my hair. “I want to be alone with you. Collins,” he says softly, “I want to make love to you. If you’re ready for that.” 

			

			
				“I want you,” I whisper. “In every way.”

				That is my truth. I want to make love to Luca, with a desperation I’ve never known could exist. I need this man. All of him.

				Right now.


				Luca’s eyes hold steady on mine. I feel my breath hitch in my throat as his fingers continue their slow, sensual dance up and down the nape of my neck. Luca brings them across my jawline, grazing my skin and resting them on my lips. He traces the outline of my mouth, pausing when he reaches the center of my lips and rubs them back and forth, teasing me. Goose bumps erupt on my skin. I reach for his hair, lowering his head toward mine.

				“Kiss me,” I plead against his fingertips. “Kiss me, Luca.”

				He removes his fingers from my lips and leans closer, his lips hovering above mine. 

				Heat rips through me. I can feel my heart pounding underneath my blouse. I tug on his waves, urging him to give me what I want.

				“I will kiss you everywhere when we get home,” he whispers to me, returning his fingertips to my lips. “Every freckle. Every beautiful part of you will be kissed and touched tonight.”

				Oh, my.

				I move my hand to his thigh, which feels rock hard underneath the designer wool fabric of his suit. I slowly rub my hand over it, relishing the huge muscular leg that will be wrapped around me very soon.

				A groan escapes his lips, and I know he’s just as desperate as I am to get home.

				“Take me home and let me touch you,” I say suggestively.

				Luca removes his hand from my hair and sits straight up at the wheel.

				“We’re leaving. Now.”

			

			
				He heads out of the lot, and neither of us speaks as he drives into the city. We’re surrounded by the glittering skyscrapers of Chicago, a sight I normally love, but the only thing I’m aware of is Luca. He takes my hand and puts it over his thigh again, wrapping his huge hand around mine and holding it there.

				Sexual tension hangs between us, urgently needing to be released. I’m aware of what is about to happen, of what I’m about to experience, and I can’t wait to be in this man’s bed. To be made love to in the way he promised. To see all of him. To know he’s mine to touch and kiss and make love to.

				Never have I wanted to make love so badly in all my life.


				We reach Luca’s neighborhood, and he parks the car, cuts the engine, and turns to me.

				“I could barely drive home,” he admits, his eyes intense. “I haven’t even made love to you, and you’re already killing me. You’re all I can think about.” Luca reaches for me and slides his hands to my face as he gazes into my eyes. “You’re everything,” he says urgently. “Everything.”

				I put my hands to his face, tracing my fingertips over his smooth skin and staring back into his eyes.

				“I saw you pouring water over yourself at the game,” I admit. “It made me want to kiss you in the rain. I want to feel your wet body against mine. I knew then what I wanted tonight, Luca. You’re everything to me. Everything,” I repeat back to him. 

				I hold my gaze on his, and I see a swirl of emotion in his hazel eyes. Intensity. Desire. But softness, too. Genuine, emotional feelings for me, not just physical ones.

				With a jolt, I know he’s going to give me all of himself tonight, physically and emotionally. 

				I move to kiss him, but he puts his finger over my lips to stop me.

			

			
				“Wait, Cinderella,” he whispers sexily. “Come inside with me.”

				My body tightens in response. I get out of the car, and Luca grabs my hand as we race toward his building. The crisp air swirls around us, but I don’t register a chill. I feel nothing but heat, nothing but desperation to be in Luca’s arms.


				We enter his brownstone and race up the stairs. Luca unlocks the door and ushers me inside. He shuts the door behind us, throws the lock, and strides over to me with purpose. In an instant, his hand is wrapped around mine and he’s leading me down the corridor.

				He stops outside the bathroom door. “I have protection,” he says, reassuring me that he will take care of it if needed.

				“You don’t need it,” I answer. “I’m on the pill.”

				I wait for him to take me to his bed, but instead he flips on the bathroom light and leads me inside, shutting the door behind us and pressing me up against it.

				“You wanted a kiss in the rain,” Luca says, his voice deep with desire. “And I’m going to give it to you.”

				He lifts my hands over my head, holding them against the door, and lowers his mouth to mine, kissing me deeply.

				Oh, God. I melt against the door, my tongue matching his, my lips taking passionately from him. Luca releases my hands and skims down my coat before moving it aside so he can touch my waist. His large hands span around me as his mouth moves against mine. 

				I reach for his suit jacket and remove it to reveal a vest and white dress shirt hugging his massive chest. I continue to kiss him as I undo the knot in his silk tie and cast it aside. Luca removes my coat and drops it to the floor. 

				His hands move over my black blouse, skimming my breasts, and I arch against the door in response. His mouth finds my neck, but instead of kissing me, he breathes against my skin in a move that completely undoes me.

			

			
				“I want your scent on my sheets,” Luca murmurs against my ear. “I want your scent on my skin. I want you.”

				I whimper against him. “I want you, too.”

				Luca lifts his head. “Let me give you that kiss in the rain.”

				He leads me over to the shower and turns the faucet on so the water cascades down from the shower head.

				I slip out of my boots, and Luca removes his shoes. I take off his vest. He reaches for his belt buckle, and I can’t breathe as he slowly, torturously, undoes it. I place my hand over his on the button of his pants.

				“Let me help you,” I say softly.

				Luca removes his hand, and I take over undressing him. I slowly unbutton his suit pants, unzip them, and allow my hands to find the waistband and lower the material over his hips.

				Luca stumbles back toward the tiled wall when my hands graze his hips, and my heart slams against my ribs as I move them down over his massive thighs revealing his black boxer-briefs. 

				He’s gloriously huge.

				Everywhere.


				I allow myself to feel his powerful legs, and I tremble in response. I drop his trousers to the floor then begin the process of undoing each button of his dress shirt, one by one, starting from the top and working my way down. I follow the fine trail of hair that leads down his chest to his chiseled abdominals. His body tapers down into a sexy V-shape, and my body once again burns hot from the sight of him. I run my hand over his abs, and Luca shivers against my touch. 

				Just as I’m about to pull off his boxer-briefs, Luca reaches for my waist. His mouth closes over mine in a slow, sexy kiss as I feel the button of my jeans being undone and his fingertips on my zipper, slowly tugging it downward.

				“Luca,” I murmur against his mouth. “Please.”

			

			
				I bury my head against his chest, feeling his hot skin against mine as he slowly removes my jeans. I hold on to him as I step out of them, and his hands skim over my black silk string panties, cupping my bottom with his massive hands.

				“You’re so beautiful,” Luca whispers. 

				Steam is now pouring out of the shower. Luca removes my blouse, and I stand before him in a sheer black bra and panties. He stares at me, his eyes moving over my breasts. 

				“Beautiful.” He cups my breasts in his hands and lowers his mouth to my bra, kissing each of them gently.

				Need pours through me as his teeth nip at the edges of my bra. I cradle the back of his head with my hand, gently pulling on his hair, and a groan escapes him, reverberating against my skin.

				He stands up, and I start to remove his shirt, but instead he opens the shower door and brings me inside. Hot, steamy water pours over us, and Luca lifts me so I’m wrapped around him. His white dress shirt clings to his broad chest, his hair is soaking wet, and I lock my arms around his neck, shaking violently.

				Luca gazes up at me as the water pours down on us. Our wet bodies are entwined, our skin burning hot, and we’re about to become one right here, right now.

				“You’re trembling,” he says, his eyes showing nothing but concern as he stares at me. 

				I can’t find my voice to speak. I’m hit with a range of emotions, from passion I’ve never felt before to tenderness for the man holding me in his arms giving me the fantasy I desired.

				I nod, my eyes locked with his.

				“If you’re not sure, sweetheart, it’s okay,” he says, tightening his hold on me. “It won’t change anything between us if you want to wait. I promise.”

				Luca has misinterpreted my shaking for fear. 

			

			
				As I see the truth in his eyes, his concern for my emotional well-being over his physical needs, I realize what I’ve found in Luca.

				He’s not just a man.

				Luca is the man I love.


				This is what love is. It’s passionate physical connection, but it’s also putting another person’s needs ahead of your own. 

				Like he is doing for me right now.

				Tears of joy fill my eyes. I swallow the happy lump in my throat.

				I lower my head and kiss him deeply as the water continues to cascade down on us. I slide my hands down to his wet dress shirt, gripping it and vowing to never let this man go. 

				I tear my mouth away from his. “I’ve never been more sure of anything. I want you, Luca. Now.”

				Luca doesn’t need any more reassurance. I will give myself completely to him tonight.

				But not just tonight.

				I vow to give myself to him forever.

				Because he’s the man I was meant to love.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 22


				Always make people feel special . . .


				I have never experienced anything like this.


				I close my eyes as Luca kisses my neck and collarbone, his breath warm against my skin. Love for this man surges through me.

				I curl my fingers through his damp waves, breathing in the scent of sandalwood soap on his skin and shivering in delight from the sensation of his full lips caressing my body in the sweetest of kisses.

				Tears prick my eyes as his mouth moves gently against my skin. Luca’s kisses tell me I’m revered and cared for. While our sex in the shower was the absolute hottest, most orgasmic lovemaking I’ve ever experienced, I loved our second time just as much. That time we went slowly. It was deliberate, sensual, and full of deep, meaningful kisses and touches that brought me over the edge more than once. I was able to give him the same pleasure he gave me.

				Now I understand what can happen when you have amazing chemistry and you are with a partner who enjoys giving pleasure as much as receiving it. When you are with someone who truly cares about more than the physical moment but the emotional connection as well.

				It was perfect.


				Luca lifts his head and gazes down at me, and I see nothing but tenderness reflected in his eyes.

				“Are you okay?” he asks softly, brushing a stray lock of hair away from my face.

			

			
				“Yes,” I say, caressing the back of his head with my hand. “I . . . I’ve never been with a man in the way I was with you. I . . .” My voice grows thick. I don’t want to get all emotional on him, but something tells me I don’t need my mask. It’s okay to be vulnerable entwined in each other’s arms, skin on skin, after what we shared together.

				I swallow before continuing. “I’ve never felt so connected to anyone as I did when I was with you.” 

				To my surprise, a single tear escapes my eye and rolls down my cheek. I realize how much I have let my walls down. I am being emotionally raw with him.

				I trust Luca.


				Luca doesn’t flinch. Instead, his eyes grow watery as he gazes down at me. He lifts his hand and delicately brushes my tear away with his fingertips.

				“I’ve never been with a woman in the way I have with you,” he whispers to me, his voice thick. 

				I stare up at him, and I know he’s feeling everything I am. We’ve both discovered how love can be when you are with the right person.

				The One.

				“I didn’t think you could be any more beautiful, Cinderella,” Luca says, “but right now, you are.”

				I smile up at him. “I’m glowing.”

				Luca grins and drops a kiss on my lips, easing them open, and I eagerly taste his tongue as I kiss him back.

				He breaks the kiss and props himself up again so he can study me. Luca begins tracing his fingertips down the bridge of my nose, across my cheeks, and to my chin.

				“I will always love your freckles,” he says, brushing his finger over the corner of my lip, “not only because they are beautiful but because they led me to you.”

				Swoon.


				He reaches for my hand and links it in his, and I notice how perfectly they fit together.

			

			
				We fit together.

				And I want this forever.


				“I’m going to have to tear myself away from you and go eat soon,” Luca says, holding my hand to his chest. “You’ve managed to distract me from my post-game meal.”

				“You need your calories?”

				“Yep.” Luca flashes me a wicked smile. “I’ll have to add a hell of a lot more considering how many I just burned with you. I guess I should plan on adding more food to my shopping list in the future.”

				Warmth spreads across my cheeks. “You definitely should.”

				He laughs softly.

				“Along with Coffee-mate,” he adds.

				Oh!


				“Because if you’re going to be spending the night here on a regular basis, you’ll need your Coffee-mate,” Luca says.

				I grin. “Yes.”

				“Four bottles?”

				“You remembered,” I say, amazed.

				“I did.”

				“Impressive, Prince Charming.”

				I watch as Luca’s face lights up upon hearing my nickname.

				“I would be a shitty Prince Charming if I didn’t pay attention to what you liked.” 

				He releases my hand and pushes himself up. “Let me get you a shirt to wear.”

				“My underwear is still wet,” I say, thinking of our sexy trip to the shower.

				“You’ll have to go without while it’s in the dryer.” He flashes me a wicked grin. “Lucky me.”

				As he gets up, I am taken aback by Luca’s body. He is beyond gorgeous naked. I have never seen muscles like his. Ever.

			

			
				I sit up as he opens the closet door. I glance over at the nightstand next to me and find an artist sketchbook and a collection of graphite pencils stacked neatly on top.

				He must draw. 

				I love discovering new things about him. Knowing all the pieces that make up the man I’ve fallen so hard and so fast for makes me eager to learn more.

				“Luca?” I ask, turning to find him stepping into a pair of sweatpants.

				Oh, that’s a nice view. If I could draw, that is what I’d be drawing. Luca’s bare back, his muscles tapering down to that sexy, sexy V-shape that—

				“Yes?” Luca asks, tying the knot on his pants.

				I shake my head, forcing myself to focus on something other than his smoking-hot body.

				“I didn’t know you’re an artist.”    

				Luca turns around. I incline my head toward the sketchpad on the nightstand.

				“I’m not an artist,” Luca says, going back to his closet and rummaging through his shirts. “I just like to draw.”

				He grabs a T-shirt and comes back to the bed, sinking down next to me. “Here you go. Although it might be better to coordinate no bottoms by wearing no top.”

				I playfully smack him on the arm. “Wouldn’t you like that,” I say, unfolding the plain white T-shirt and tugging it over my head.

				Good Lord, the shirt is HUGE. It’s a dress on me!

				“I would,” Luca says, running his hand down my thigh.

				“Careful. You need to have dinner.”

				“I’ll load up on calories and have you again after that,” Luca says suggestively.

				Oh, I’m so on board with that plan.

				I clear my throat. “You like to draw?”

				“I do,” Luca says. “I don’t show my work to people. It’s nothing great, but it’s like therapy for me. When I want to clear my head, I sketch. When I’m inspired, I do some of my best work.”

			

			
				I glance at the sketchbook, dying to see what he has drawn but wanting to respect his privacy. 

				“There’s one in particular I’d like to show you,” Luca says. “Can you hand the sketchbook to me?”

				My heart sings with joy as I move the pencils aside and retrieve his book. I hand it to him and snuggle in closer, then rest my head on his bare arm as he flips it open.

				I’m stunned by what I see. 

				Luca is an incredible artist. The first picture is of downtown Milwaukee, skyscrapers sketched along the shores of Lake Michigan. The detail blows me away.

				“Here, you can skip ahead.” Luca begins to flip the page, but I stop him.

				“No, no, I want to see all of them,” I say. “Downtown Milwaukee. I recognize the art museum,” I say, gesturing toward the iconic building. I take the pad from him so I can study it.

				“Yeah,” Luca says, nodding. “If you flip the page, you’ll see I did a sketch of the Quadracci Pavilion, too. I love that structure.”

				I turn the page and gasp as I see Luca’s rendition in fine detail, down to the people walking on the pedestrian bridge to enter the building.

				“Luca, this is amazing,” I say, studying all the work he put into the sketch. I lift my eyes from the picture. “You’re an incredibly talented artist.”

				Luca rakes a hand through his hair, tousling his already-messy waves. “Nah, it’s only a hobby. I go downtown and walk around and take pictures of things I think will be interesting to draw. A lot of times I draw after games when I’m eating my dinner. It’s meditative.”

				I nod and flip the pages revealing Chicago icons: the Buckingham Fountain in Grant Park, the Wrigley Building, boats dotting Lake Michigan. Then I come across one of a beautiful husky dog sitting in the grass.

			

			
				“Oh, that’s my family’s dog, Boomer,” Luca explains. “I drew that when I was home this summer.”

				“Are you a dog person?” I ask, studying Boomer’s picture.

				“I love dogs. I miss Boomer, but he’s not mine. He’s my dad’s dog. I’d love to have one of my own. They’re such good companions. Dogs make a house a home.”

				“Why don’t you get one?” I ask. 

				Luca shrugs. “I don’t have time for one. I’d have to find, interview, and hire a pet sitter, and that’s something I don’t have time for. It takes a lot of time to bond with a dog, and I’m gone too much. It will have to wait until the timing is better.”

				Once again, Luca has put something he wants behind hockey. 

				Yet Landon has a cat, and I know other guys on the team have dogs. There is a way for Luca to balance it. It’s almost as if he hasn’t even tried to find the time.

				I’m about to argue that he can have a dog if he wants one, but Luca distracts me by taking the sketchbook from my hands.

				“This next sketch I need to explain first,” Luca says. “I drew this after Landy and Livy’s party,” Luca explains, slowly flipping the page. “I was inspired that night, more than I ever have been. I drew you.”

				I glance down at the sketchpad and see Luca has drawn me with Major. My hand flies to my mouth as it is the exact likeness of the picture on Livy’s website of me modeling bracelets while touching Major’s head. 

				“Oh my God,” I whisper, stunned at the work of art in front of me.

				“That was the first time I saw you,” Luca explains. “I couldn’t get your image out of my head. I wondered what you were like and if you could be as beautiful inside as you were in your picture. When I had my chance at the party, I knew I was going to talk to you to see what you were like. You have no idea how anxious I was to find you. When we talked on Beckett’s lawn, I knew you were someone I had to know better. I came home and started drawing, and I didn’t stop until I was finished. I’ve never done that before.”

			

			
				I’m touched beyond words. I swallow down the lump in my throat and stare into his eyes. I see his vulnerability. Luca is letting me in and showing me something he’s never shared with anyone before. He’s letting me into the life he has reserved for the sport he loves. He is making room for something else for the first time.

				Me.


				“I absolutely love it,” I say, blinking back tears. “I’m so happy you shared your gift with me.”

				“There’s no one else I want to share it with,” Luca says, his voice thick. “Only you, Collins. Only you.”

				As I stare up into his eyes, I appreciate what a gift this man is in my life. Luca is the reason why I was ambivalent about moving forward with Gabe. I had to know if there was something more.

				And there was.

				Luca.


				As he lowers his mouth to mine for a gentle kiss, I vow to show this amazing man what he means to me. In small ways and in big ways, I promise I will make him feel just as special and loved as I do.

				And I think I know how I’ll do just that.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 23


				Recognize what the client needs before they do . . .


				Mmm. Coffee.

				I groggily pop one eye open as the magical perfume of fresh-brewed coffee fills the air. Sunlight streams through the blinds as I wrap myself in Luca’s fluffy, white, down comforter. 

				I hear the sound of clanking pans coming from the kitchen and smile. Luca must be preparing some high-calorie breakfast for us. We could both use the extra fuel after last night.

				I take a moment to myself and roll over to where Luca was sleeping next to me. I place my hand on his pillow and draw it to me, inhaling the scent of sandalwood soap and his crisp, masculine cologne. Oh, my, it’s so sexy to breathe in, knowing that is the scent of him.

				The scent of the man I love.


				I scoop up the T-shirt I was wearing last night and tug it over my head. I blush, remembering how it was discarded after Luca had his second dinner and we made love again. I head down the hall to the small kitchen, where Luca is standing in front of the stove, cooking eggs and bacon in a white T-shirt and gray sweatpants.

				He hears me and looks over his shoulder, a bright smile lighting up his handsome face and making my heart skip a beat.

				“Good morning, Cinderella,” he says. “Are you hungry?”

			

			
				I move behind him and wrap my arms around his waist, snuggling into his back.

				“Yes,” I say. “I am.”

				“What would you like?”

				I move next to him. “What are you having?”

				Luca flips bacon in a pan and moves around a few links of sausage.

				“Bacon, sausage, eggs, fruit, and a bowl of oatmeal,” Luca says.

				“I’ll have the same,” I tease.

				I move over to the coffee pot. “No instant cup machine for you?” 

				“Nah, my mom gave me that Mr. Coffee machine when I moved to Milwaukee. It works,” Luca says, waving a spatula to emphasize his point. 

				“Do you realize how sexy your practicality is?” I tease. “Where can I find a mug?”

				“Cabinet above the machine. Huh, I thought it was my skills in bed that you found sexy,” Luca teases.

				I laugh as I retrieve a coffee mug and fill it with coffee. “I find everything about you sexy.”

				“Liar,” he responds as he flips open a carton of eggs and begins cracking them into a bowl.

				“I don’t lie,” I declare. “You are insanely hot, Luca. There’s a reason you have so many female followers on your public Connectivity page. If I were to post a pic of you making eggs and bacon, it would get a stupid high number of likes and comments from women.”

				“Whatever.”

				I open the fridge and find four bottles of pumpkin spice Coffee-mate waiting for me.

				I love him.

				I open a bottle and pour some into my coffee. “It’s true. Women would be saying you could scramble their eggs and fry their bacon anytime.”

			

			
				“That’s not true. Stop it,” Luca says, tossing an eggshell into the trash.

				I notice an embarrassed expression sweep across his face, and it’s all I can do not to kiss him, he’s so cute.

				“I’ll post a picture and see what happens,” I tease.

				“You will not.”

				“What’s to stop me?”

				“I’ll never have sex with you again if you do,” Luca retorts.


				I fake gasp. “Ooh, bringing out the big guns now.”

				Luca gives me a sideways glance. “Not all of them. I believe one is still in my arsenal, and you will never see it again if you post my picture on Connectivity.”

				He cocks an eyebrow at me, and I feel my face turn bright red as I realize what he’s referring to. 

				“Okay, you win,” I say as Luca bursts out laughing.

				“Back to breakfast,” Luca says. “I know how much you like bread, so I ran out this morning to get you something more to your liking.”

				“You did?” I ask, loving that he went to all this effort.

				“Yeah. Over there, next to your purse.”

				A box from a neighborhood bagel shop sits on the counter. 

				“Ooh,” I say, lifting up the lid and finding an assortment of delicious bagels. “Luca, you are the best boyfriend ever. I can’t believe you did this for me.”

				“I’m not bad for a rookie, eh?” he asks.

				I turn around. “You, sir, are no rookie.”

				A slight blush sweeps across his cheekbones, and once again, my heart melts. This supremely confident man has a bit of insecurity when it comes to being good enough for me.

				“Thank you,” he says.

				“I speak the truth,” I say softly.

				And I speak from my heart, I add to myself.

			

			
				Then I clear my throat and turn back to the bagels. “What flavors did you get?”

				“They are all Collins-inspired,” Luca explains. “Pumpkin spice. Cranberry. Apple. I even got french toast because you love bread and I figured you’d love a bagel with extra bread flavor. There’s pumpkin and plain cream cheese in the fridge, too.”

				“Best Saturday morning ever,” I declare, selecting a pumpkin bagel. I rummage around and find a knife and plate.

				“I have a toaster in the lower cabinet on the right,” Luca says. “I don’t eat a lot of bread, so I don’t keep it out. That might have to change,” he says, turning and smiling at me.

				Oh!


				“I think it will, definitely,” I say, cutting my bagel and then opening the cabinet where the toaster is hidden.

				Luca dumps his eggs into a pan. 

				“What do you have going on today?” he asks.

				“The baby shower from hell.”

				“The waffle truck one?” he asks.

				“Ugh, yes. I know Larissa was a wreck leading up to it, but hopefully she’ll be fine once she’s distracted with cake and presents. I got the waffle truck along with a photo booth, a ‘mom-tail’ station, and a cupcake tree. There will also be a harpist playing during brunch service. Oh, and flower crowns for all the guests. Not to mention all of the rustic autumn table décor I sourced for her displays. I have successfully brought all of her dreams to fruition. Well, except for the polka-dotted sugar cookies she requested at four-thirty yesterday.”

				Luca stares at me with a furrowed brow. “I have no idea what you just said.”

				I laugh. “Let’s just say I have planned an autumnal baby shower brunch to celebrate the arrival of Elsinore Violet James.”

			

			
				Luca grins at me, that wonderful smile lighting up his handsome face. “Okay, so your client’s dreams will come to fruition. Next, we have to work on yours.”

				I search his eyes, and I see nothing but determination in them. Somehow this man will figure out a way for me to work with horses for the rest of my life.

				When I stare back at him, I find myself believing that maybe, just maybe, my dreams will come true, too.

				I nod. “Okay.”

				“I’m already thinking on it,” he says, stirring his eggs with a spoon. “There has to be a way for you to reduce your hours with Suzanne so you can start learning how to train, even if it’s a day a week.”

				I bite my lip. “If I reduce my hours with Aunt Suzanne, I’ll lose income. I can’t afford that. I just moved out, and my parents are still paying for Major’s boarding. That won’t last forever, either.”

				As I say the truth aloud, my career dream fades again in my heart. 

				“Hey,” Luca says, “you have my word. I will help you. I’m not easily deterred when I want something, and I want to help make this dream come true for you.”

				My breath catches in my throat. Luca has no idea he has already made one dream come true for me. Luca is the man I held out hope for. The one I didn’t know was out there, but believed in my heart could exist for me. My dream, after I ended my relationship with Gabe, was to find him.

				And now I have.


				“Thank you,” I say, for more than Luca knows. 

				“No, thank you. I’d do anything for you.” Luca says simply. 

				I love him so much.

				“What do you have going on today?” I ask. 


				“Practice this morning, then a nap, followed by watching game videos,” Luca says, stirring his eggs again. “Are you free tonight?”

			

			
				I drop my bagel in the toaster and push the lever down. “I can be on one condition,” I say, moving toward my purse and retrieving my phone. 

				I glance at it and see I have a ton of texts and social media messages. “Luca, I never checked my phone last night after we left the arena. I can’t tell you the last time I’ve done that.”

				Luca grins at me. “You were kind of busy.”

				“The best kind of busy,” I say. 

				I decide to catch up on reading my messages later and bring up Google instead.

				“What is your condition?” Luca asks.


				“Hold on,” I say, tapping on a link to take me to a webpage. “I need to confirm something first.”

				“Should I be alarmed?” he asks.

				“No,” I say, taking a moment to read. I lift my head and smile at him. “In fact, you’re going to love it.”

				“Love what?”

				“The secret date I’m planning for tonight,” I say. “Ah, I’m so excited! Can you be ready to go at five this evening? I want to take you somewhere before dinner.”

				Luca plates his food and studies me. “You’re planning a surprise for me?”

				“Yes. I plan for a living. You’re in good hands.”

				Luca walks over to me and sets his plate down. He slides his hands around my waist, drawing me into his massive body, and kisses me gently.

				“I know I am,” he says, his voice low. “I’m lucky to have a woman like you planning something for me.”

				No, I’m the lucky one, I think as I gaze up at him. 

				And I can’t wait to give you my surprise tonight to show you how special I think you are.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 24 


				Creativity is very important . . .


				“Are you the waffle trash lady?” 

				My ever-present smile is plastered on my face. “Yes, let me take that for you.”

				I’m standing on the curb next to the waffle food truck. It’s parked in front of an elegant white mansion in one of Chicago’s most exclusive lakeshore suburbs. It’s Saturday morning, and Larissa’s autumn bounty harvest baby shower is in full swing.

				The statuesque brunette in front of me shoves her sticky plate in my hand before readjusting a complimentary wool throw around her shoulders. All of Larissa’s friends are exactly the same: mid-twenties with matching perfectly highlighted hair and dressed in outfits that cost more than my weekly paycheck.

				“Thank you,” I say, accepting her trash. She says nothing. The girl turns and saunters back up the lawn, where guests are enjoying spiced cider and waffles before heading inside to play the party games Larissa insisted on.

				I keep my smile frozen in place and drop the uneaten waffle into a trash bag, resisting the urge to flee. I told Larissa she would need to have someone onsite to supervise trash curbside. She agreed, but I had no idea she had assigned me the task. Aunt Suzanne would be livid if she knew I was the ‘waffle trash lady,’ but it is easier than dealing with Larissa bursting into tears over me being the most unhelpful, worst, mean, insert-disparaging-term-here event coordinator ever.

			

			
				I spy a napkin blowing across the sweeping emerald lawn. I take off for it as it blows further up the sloping grass. I struggle to run in my heels, which are now sinking into the soft earth below. What is it with me running across lawns at parties? This needs to stop.

				I pause and lift my foot and see the heel of my taupe pump is coated in mud. Damn it.

				“Collins!” 

				I turn and see Emily Van Der Steen waving at me from the sidewalk. She’s the hostess for today’s party and the one who hired Suzanne’s Soirées for this event.

				“One moment,” I say, hurrying after the renegade napkin. I’m plodding through the grass with my huge trash bag filled with sticky waffle plates. Just as I’m about to snatch it, a wind gust comes up and sweeps it out of my grasp. I lose my balance and fall forward, landing on my knees while the trash bag goes rolling down the hill, leaving a trail of napkins, plastic cutlery, waffles, and plates as it heads toward the curb.

				Shit, shit, shit! I scramble up, my tweed, navy and camel dress stained with splotches of grass and mud, and begin a game of chasing trash in a zigzag pattern across the lawn. Syrup drips from my hands, and I have waffle crumbs stuck to my blazer sleeve. My hair is whipping all over my face and sticking in my lipstick. I flick it away and it sticks to my cheek, leaving a smear across my skin.

				I scurry to chase the trash, and not one hostess comes to help me. I glance up and notice people are watching me flail about, and I swear they look amused.

				As I pick up the last piece of waffle, I hear Emily call my name.

				“Collins! Come here!” She snaps her fingers for emphasis.

				Did she just call me over there like a dog?

				Emily snaps again. “Now!”

			

			
				With as much dignity as a waffle-coated, mud-encrusted, messy-haired woman can have, I approach her with a smile on my face.

				“Yes?” I ask calmly.

				Emily flashes me a fake smile. “We need to eat brunch now.”

				What? I glance at my watch. It’s eleven. The waffles weren’t the only appetizer, and the catering staff wasn’t planning on setting up for sit-down service until eleven-thirty.

				“Well, brunch is scheduled to start in thirty minutes. Guests are meant to be enjoying drinks and appetizers now,” I say, reaffirming the schedule Emily agreed to earlier this week.

				Emily sighs. “Larissa is starving. She’s going to pass out. Are you listening to me?”

				I continue to smile back at her. “I understand she’s pregnant and hungry. Did she have a chance to enjoy a waffle yet? I know the guest of honor can be very busy greeting guests and food sometimes isn’t made a priority.”

				Emily makes movements with her hands to represent ‘talk-talk-talk’ and rolls her eyes. “I don’t want to hear it, Collins,” she says, moving her fingers together. “I want you to serve the food. Make it happen. Now. Oh, and when Larissa woke up this morning, she didn’t want waffles, she wanted eggs, so make sure the caterer can whip some up for her.”

				Then Emily turns to the crowd gathered outside. “Everyone! Let’s go take a seat and have a yummy brunch!”

				She leaves me on the sidewalk to “make it happen.”

				Eggs? What eggs? They ordered an autumn lunch of pumpkin soup, harvest salad with apples, balsamic roasted chicken, walnuts, dried cranberries, and white cheddar cheese, rustic breads, fresh figs, and grapes. 

				No eggs. 

			

			
				I bite my lip in anger. While I’m happy to say most of my clients are nice, the few who aren’t get to me. My stomach is in knots. I have to tell the caterer to bump everything up, which will throw them off schedule and piss them off. Having to whip up an egg dish on the fly will make them doubly pissed.

				I realize Mom probably did me a favor by teaching me to be happy all the time and hold my emotions in check. If not, I’d be curled up in a fetal position on the lawn mumbling nonsense to myself.

				I walk over to a trash can I dragged out front this morning and drop the plastic bag into it. I catch a glimpse of myself in the reflection of the waffle truck window and nearly cry.

				What am I doing here?

				I am disheveled. All my repressed feelings about my career surge forward. I should be in riding breeches. I should be showing people how wonderful horses are and how riding can be one of the greatest joys on earth. I should be in my boots walking the barn and taking care of the horses I use for teaching my students. 

				For the first time in my life, I realize this isn’t me. It doesn’t matter if I’m good at event planning. I’ve compartmentalized so much, forced so much down, that I can’t even face how much of a mistake I’ve made by not following my heart.

				I remember a conversation I had with Nana last spring about finding my truth after I had the courage to break up with Gabe. Nana told me he was not my truth for love.

				This is not my truth for my career.

				I head up to the estate, my brain spinning. I cut over to the driveway and discreetly enter the house through the kitchen so guests won’t see me in my current state of hot mess. I have to find a way to get out of this and make a living doing something I love, like Luca does. 

				Luca.


			

			
				I met Luca a week ago today. How can that be? Luca has already had such a huge impact on me and it’s only been seven days? From my perception of what being with a man could be to facing the truth about my career choice, he has opened my eyes to so many new possibilities. 

				With Luca, I have hope. Hope that I can, with his help, find a way to work with horses. He can see something I can’t. He can help me approach things in a new way. 

				I also have hope for love.

				Luca is the kind of man you find and never let go of.

				And I can’t wait to see him later tonight.

				~ ~ ~


				“Still no clues?” Luca asks as we walk down a street in Lincoln Park early Saturday evening.

				“We’re almost there,” I promise, squeezing his hand in mine.

				“It’s not a bridal show or wedding reception, right? You aren’t trying to make me work?”

				I roll my eyes. “Ugh, no. Nothing to do with a wedding, party, or conference, I swear.”

				“You know, a lot of women would think your job is fun,” Luca says aloud. “Planning dream weddings and parties and looking at decorations, menus, and dresses. But that’s not you, Cinderella. You’d be happier in your boots in a horse stall covered in muck. I love that about you.”

				Luca brings my hand to his lips and kisses it softly. He gets me so well. He knows what I need to be happy.

				“Well, for now it’s bridal dresses and Pinterest dreams,” I say, trying to shove away the sad feeling creeping into my chest.

				“For now,” Luca emphasizes.


				“You’re right,” I say, determined to feel his optimism. “For now.”

				I see our destination up ahead and excitement fills me.

			

			
				“Oooh, we’re almost there,” I say.

				“Now can you tell me?”

				I stop walking and move in front of him. “We,” I say dramatically, “are going on an art date.”

				A quizzical expression passes over his face. “Art date?”

				I nod. “Yes. There’s a studio up ahead, and for two hours, we’re going to learn how to make pottery. You can sketch or paint if you’d rather, but for the next two hours, you can do whatever inspires you, Luca. I wanted you to have the freedom to create tonight. And,” I say, reaching into my brown leather tote, “it’s BYOB so we have a beautiful bottle of malbec to further enhance our creative juices.”

				I wait for him to say something, but Luca simply stares at me. 

				Oh, no. Did I misread him last night? When he said he only shared his art with me, did that mean it’s something he wouldn’t want to do in public, at a studio, where other people could see?

				“I . . . I thought it would be nice for you to have this time,” I say, praying I didn’t piss him off. “I know you wouldn’t do this for yourself. Your artwork is so beautiful you should pursue it. It’s something that brings you joy, off the rink.”

				I close my mouth. I’m rambling, and Luca is still staring at me as if he’s shocked by my choice.

				He looks away from me and slowly exhales. After what seems like an eternity, he turns back to me, and I’m stunned to see his eyes glisten with unshed tears. 

				“Collins, I don’t know what to say.” His voice is husky. “You get me in a way nobody else ever has. Thank you for this. For giving me art tonight. For wanting to be a part of this side of me.” 

				He draws my free hand to his chest, and I place my palm protectively over his heart, feeling his heartbeat underneath the fabric of his black cashmere sweater. In this moment, I vow to protect Luca’s heart and keep it safe forever if he were to fall in love with me like I have with him.

			

			
				“I do,” I say, gazing up at him. “There are so many different things that make you who you are. I want to know them all.”

				“I know I’ve said this before, but you’re so much more incredible than I ever dreamed you could be,” Luca says, searching my eyes.

				“So, you’re happy with my date?”

				“Happy?” Luca asks, surprise in his question. A huge smile lights up his face. “Hell, yes. This is so cool. I had no idea you could do things like this on a date.”

				“Well, come on. I’m going to try pottery. I’ve had bad experiences in art class at school with lopsided bowls. I’m convinced having a professional guiding me will give me a fighting chance.”

				“I’m going to do that, too,” Luca says as I lead him toward the studio. “I’ve never worked with that medium.”

				I smile. He’s definitely going to be in his element tonight.

				“Well, don’t worry,” I say. “We’ll each have our own wheel, so it won’t be like that famous scene from Ghost.” 

				“What are you talking about?” Luca asks.


				I giggle. “Oh, right, Ghost isn’t a hockey movie, so you probably haven’t seen it.”

				“I’ll make you pay for that comment later.”

				“Promise?” I tease.

				I put my hand on the studio door, but Luca stops me. 

				“I wouldn’t want this experience with anyone but you,” he says, bending down to drop a kiss on my lips. “Nobody but you.”

				Luca lifts his head and smiles at me. 

				And as we head into the studio, I can’t wait to see where life will lead us next.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 25


				Solid communication skills are critical to success . . .


				I tug on my barn boots as Luca packs shirts into his duffel bag.

				Sadness washes over me as I watch him. It’s Sunday morning, and he has a flight to catch at two this afternoon for the Buffaloes’ first long road trip of the season. 

				“I can’t believe you’re going to be gone for so many days,” I say as Luca lays out a suit in a garment bag.

				“Yeah, the scheduling gods were harsh to us this October,” Luca says. “We get a big road trip right off the bat.” He stops and stares down at his suit as if planning out his outfits for the week ahead. “I need another tie,” he says, moving back over to his closet.

				“I’m going to miss you so much,” I say.

				And I will. It’s insane how in a short period of time someone can hold such a special place in my heart.

				But he doesn’t just hold a place.

				He holds all of my heart.


				“I’m going to miss you, too, Cinderella,” he says, returning to the bed with a platinum tie. He moves the duffel bag and sinks down next to me, wrapping his huge hand over mine. 

				I don’t say anything for a moment. I know distance is part of dating Luca, but I never expected to feel so emotional about it. 

				“We’ll talk though, right?” I ask. “Have online dates the nights you don’t have a game?” 

			

			
				Luca is silent for a moment. “I’ll try my best, sweetheart,” he says. “I have a lot of games to watch at night and this is my first big test on the road, so I want to be focused.”

				I bite my lip. “I’m a distraction?” I ask, hurt by his words.

				“No, no, that’s not what I mean,” Luca says, reaching for my chin and turning my face toward his. The lightness leaves his eyes, and his expression turns to one of worry. 

				“I have to find a way to balance you with what I need to do to stay on top of my game,” Luca admits, brushing his hand against the side of my face. “What I have with you is new. I’m still figuring out how to have it all. This road trip will be a test. But you are everything, I promise you that. So, please don’t feel this way. Please don’t.”

				I’m upsetting him, I think. The truth has upset him. It’s not fair to do this to him now, not when he’s about to leave. 

				Maybe my mom wasn’t all wrong about using masks to ward off unpleasantness. I can’t have this conversation and send him off worried about me. It’s not fair. 

				“Okay,” I say, forcing a smile on my face. 

				“You’re really okay?” Luca asks, studying me carefully.

				I nod. “As long as I know you’re coming back to me, I’ll be fine,” I promise.


				“I’ve never wanted to come home to anyone before,” Luca says, his voice low. “But I’m already counting the days.”

				Luca dips his head and kisses me to reassure me his words are true. I know they are. 

				This man will come home to me. 

				And I have faith he’ll find a way to make time for me while he’s on the road, too.

				~ ~ ~


				I walk into the barn and breathe in the air. It’s a glorious autumn day, perfect for a trail ride. Luca left for the airport at the same time I left for the stables, and being with Major is the perfect antidote to missing Luca.

			

			
				As I approach his stall, I see Kristine Sharp, the owner of the stables, walk through the barn with her horse. I smile brightly at her.

				“Collins,” Kristine says, returning my smile. “I’m glad I ran into you.”

				She brings her magnificent black Friesan horse, Augustus, to a stop next to me.

				“Hi, Kristine, how are you?” I ask.

				“Fantastic,” Kristine says, her blue eyes shining at me from behind her glasses. “I just took a trail ride with Augustus. The foliage is spectacular today.”

				“That’s what I’m going to do,” I say, as I reach over and stroke Major, who has greeted me at the gate.

				“Before you ride, I have a question for you,” Kristine says. “If I remember correctly, you’re an event coordinator, right?”

				“Yes, I am.”

				“I’d love to talk to you about an event I’d like to host,” Kristine says. “You see, we’re expanding here. In fact, I’m going to open another stable.”

				“Wow,” I say, “that’s fantastic news. Congratulations!”

				Kristine beams at me. “It’s crazy. I opened this to share my love of horses, and we’ve done tremendously well. If you would have told me I’d be able to invest in a second one, I would have said you were nuts.”

				I smile. Kristine is living her dream, and I’m so happy she’s found success. 

				“What I’d like to do,” she continues, “is to host a party up at my house for all the current clients. I’m thinking cocktails and nibbles. Come and go. Equestrian theme, of course.”

				This is the perfect assignment for me.

				“I can totally do that for you,” I say.

			

			
				“Fantastic. Can we meet next week and discuss how much you’d charge for planning an event like this?”

				“Sure. Why don’t I email you when I get home and we can set up a meeting?”

				“Please email me Monday,” Kristine says, smiling. “It’s Sunday. Go enjoy your ride.”

				“Okay,” I say. “I will. And thank you for the opportunity.” 

				“No, thank you. I look forward to hearing from you tomorrow.” Then she leads Augustus down to his stall at the other end of the barn.

				I’m grinning ear to ear as I enter Major’s stall. I stroke his gray head affectionately. 

				“Did you hear that? I’m going to plan a horse party. Do you approve?” I ask him.

				Major gives me a soft nicker, expressing happiness, and I reach into my vest jacket for a carrot.

				“You’re such a good boy,” I say, feeding him the carrot. “How I’d love to work with you every day.”

				I feel my phone vibrate in my pocket. I retrieve it and see I have a text from Luca:

				Sitting at the airport waiting to board. Missing you, Cinderella.

				I read his words over and over, loving how wonderfully romantic my man is.

				I text him back:

				I’m with Major. About to groom him and make him very handsome. And I miss you too. 

				He replies quickly:

				Speaking of horses, I have an idea for you. For your future. I’ll call you tonight so we can talk about it.

				I freeze as I read his words. Could Luca honestly have thought of a way for me to work as a riding instructor and make enough to earn a decent living? I don’t see how. I’d have to apprentice, study for my certifications, find a job, then slowly build a client base, and that would take a while. I don’t see how Luca could have found a way.

			

			
				Before I can reply, another text drops in from him:

				Trust me. It can work.

				My eyes linger over his words.

				Trust me.

				Luca has no idea how much I do trust him. I’ve allowed myself to fall in love. I’ve allowed myself to toss aside my mask and share real feelings with him. Even if today I muted them a bit, I did tell him what I was thinking, and that’s huge for me. I would have avoided such an unpleasant conversation in the past.

				But I can do these things now because of him.

				I believe in what we have.

				I trust his heart to follow mine and fall in love, too.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 26


				Knowing what battle to pick is important . . .


				I’m curled up on the sofa, eating a bowl of cereal for dinner as I exchange Connectivity messages with Taylor. I had a glorious afternoon ride with Major on the forest trails, taking in the beauty of the fall foliage as we rode. The air was crisp, the skies were clear, and it was magnificent.

				As I was riding, all I could think of was how I wanted to share the experience with Luca. I can teach him to ride and we can go together. I can’t imagine a more perfect afternoon than spending it on horseback with the man I love.

				Love. 


				It took me a long time to fall in love with Gabe. I remember when he first said the words thinking how much I liked him because of how sweet and kind he was and how he made me laugh. I thought maybe I had some romanticized version of how love should feel. It’s a different experience for everyone, and maybe I simply didn’t know what to expect. So, I said it back, and, in a way, I did love him. 

				But what I feel for Luca is completely different. 

				Taylor Hartigan is typing . . .

				I take another bite of Cinnamon Toast Crunch and continue to reflect on Luca as I wait for Taylor to finish her message. Normally, I’d think there was no way love could be real after a week. I’d blame hormones. I’d say I was just swept up in a passionate new romance. I was wrapped up in a crush, not love.

			

			
				Luca has taught me differently.

				There are all kinds of love, I think, taking another bite of cereal. Sometimes it’s fondness, like what I had for Gabe. Sometimes you can know someone forever then, one day, see them in a new light.

				Or sometimes you fall hard and fast. I remember after Livy fell in love with Landon, she said she learned there is no timetable. When your heart knows, it knows.


				And my heart already knows Luca is The One. 

				Taylor’s message appears on my phone:

				Okay sorry about that. Had to stop for baby cuddles from Samuel.

				I smile. Samuel is her brother Jason’s six-month-old baby, and Taylor is spending the day with him and his wife, Carin. 

				We took Samuel to the Lincoln Park Zoo today. Mom and Dad came, too. The whole time, I was fighting back tears because I miss being a part of their lives so much. Samuel has gotten so big since I saw him last. Carin is making dinner now, and everyone is telling me how proud they are of me, moving off on my own and being such a success, following my blueprint I had laid out, and I feel like such a fraud. 

				I park my cereal bowl on the coffee table and type back:

				You are NOT a fraud. You’re trying to figure out your life. I think the biggest thing I’ve discovered lately is that life never turns out how you plan it. I know this is hard for you because you plan everything to the smallest detail, but it’s the truth.

				Taylor Hartigan is typing . . .

				But the plan has always worked before. What is wrong with me, Collins? Why can’t I be happy in Minneapolis? Why do I hate the job I dreamed of since I was in high school? 

			

			
				I chew thoughtfully on my lower lip. Getting Taylor out of her “go according to plan” train of thought is going to be hard, but it’s critical if she’s to find happiness in her life.

				Find her truth, as Nana would say.

				I respond:

				I don’t think Hunter Riley breaking the glass in front of you was part of his plan, but that worked out well for him, didn’t it? And you, I might add. ☺

				I grin devilishly as I hit send, knowing that Hunter already texted Taylor yesterday and asked if the nachos were to her liking. I also happened to notice that they became Connectivity Connects.

				Taylor Hartigan is typing . . . 

				You’re so annoying.


				I laugh. Now that’s the Taylor I know. I wait for her to finish her message:

				We’ve exchanged a few messages. LIKE I DO WITH YOU, I MIGHT ADD.

				Oh, oh, she has totally set herself up! I gleefully key my reply:

				Yes, but I would never message you about nachos. I don’t care about your nachos. But apparently a very hot badass hockey player does. AMONG OTHER THINGS, I MIGHT ADD.

				Taylor Hartigan is typing . . .

				WHATEVER. He liked a post of mine. Made a comment. Need I remind you logistically he’s in San Francisco, I’m in Minneapolis, and oh, yes, my life is a freaking MESS? No. He’s an acquaintance. I’m Connected with a girl in my knitting class in Minneapolis. Does that mean I’m interested in her, too? 

				Hmmm. Something tells me Taylor has more interest in Hunter than the girl in her knitting class. She stared at him for the rest of the game, and her violet-blue eyes lit up when she was talking to him in person—no, she’s interested.

			

			
				Taylor Hartigan is typing . . .

				Carin is putting dinner on the table, more later. But no more about Hunter. That’s not going to happen. Love you. 

				I tell her I love her and agree to talk tomorrow. I have a feeling there will be more to this story with Hunter than she even knows.

				Sometimes life goes off-script.

				That’s when the best things can happen.

				I finish my bowl of cereal and pick up the remote, wondering what I should binge watch while I wait for Luca to initiate a video connect. Say Yes to the Dress is definitely a no. I live that in real life. No, thank you.

				Buzz!


				Oh! I eagerly pick up my phone and see that I have a Connectivity Video Chat request from Luca. I hit accept and beam when I see his handsome face pop up on my phone.

				He’s resting against the pillows on his hotel bed, wearing a gray Chicago Buffaloes T-shirt with his hair slightly messy. Oh, how I long to touch his hair right now. 

				“Luca,” I say, “how are things in Miami?”

				“Warm and filled with palm trees,” Luca says. “And missing you.”

				Oh, I love this man.

				“I miss you, too,” I admit. “I’m so glad we can talk like this when you’re on the road.”

				“Tonight is a good night,” Luca says. “Miami isn’t playing, so I don’t have a live game to watch. I have some stuff to watch later, but I wanted to talk to you first.”

				Reassurance fills me. He may be juggling me and hockey, but at least he’s trying to make time for both. Maybe I overreacted this morning.

				“I’m all yours,” I say, meaning it in more ways than one.

				Luca smiles at me. “I like that.”

				“Me, too,” I say, returning his smile.

			

			
				“So, I have an idea for your future career as a riding instructor,” Luca says. “You told me you need to get certified, right?”

				I sigh. “There’s certification, building up a client base, and during that time, earning enough to make a living. I can’t figure out a way for it to be financially possible.”

				“I have.”

				I furrow my brow. “How?”

				Luca’s eyes become very serious. “What if I financially support you?”

				“What?” I ask, shocked. “What do you mean by that, Luca?”

				“I have money,” Luca says. “Wh—”

				“Oh, no. No, no, no,” I say, cutting him off. “You are not going to support me. I won’t allow you to do that.”

				“Collins, please let me finish,” Luca says, his voice firm. “Listen to what I have to say.”

				I remain silent, but the answer will still be no when he finishes.

				“You’re going to need time to apprentice with a coach and study for your certifications,” he says. “What if you do that while you work with your Aunt Suzanne? Let’s say you get one day off a week to devote to riding and I reimburse you the money you’d lose from your paycheck.”

				I gasp. “What? You want to pay me?”

				“I want to help you,” Luca corrects.


				“Luca, no. That’s too much. I can’t take money from you!”

				“But I have it. I won’t miss it.”

				“No, absolutely not. I’m not with you for the money.”

				“I know that,” Luca says adamantly. “I wouldn’t offer this if I didn’t want to. You know that.”

				“I do know that, Luca, and you’re beyond kind and generous to offer, but I won’t accept it.”

				Luca sighs heavily, and I know I’m frustrating him.

			

			
				“Why not?” he challenges. “I can afford this, Collins. Easily. I want to help you realize your dream; why won’t you let me?”

				“I’m touched you want to do this for me. I am. But I won’t take your money.”

				“It’s a gift.”

				“No.”

				“Why not?” Luca asks, his deep voice exasperated. “I have the money. It won’t impact me at all.”

				“No. You are very responsible with your money. You haven’t even splurged on a flashy car or penthouse apartment in some chic high-rise. I won’t allow you to support me.”

				“I don’t consider this support. I consider this an investment.”

				“In what?” I ask, confused.

				“In my fu—” Luca stops speaking.

				My heart races when I realize he was about to say “future” but cut himself off.

				He sees me in his future, as I see him in mine.

				Luca clears his throat. “You can pay me back, then.”

				“Do you realize how long it would take me to pay you back?”

				“I don’t care.”

				“No.”

				“Argh! Why are you being so stubborn?” he asks.

				I smile at him. “You’re adorable when you’re annoyed with me.”

				Luca sighs. “You aren’t going to budge on this, are you?”

				“No. I think you’re Prince Charming for trying to solve this for me, but I need to do this myself. It’s important to me that I do. You can help me come up with ideas on how to do it, but I don’t want you to solve it for me, if that makes sense.”

				Luca is quiet for a moment, and I wonder if I’ve pissed him off by slamming the door on his offer.

			

			
				After a long, heavy silence, he clears his throat.

				“You know what’s funny? In any other woman, I’d admire this show of independence. But because it’s you, it’s frustrating. I want you to live your dream like I am. That’s all I want for you.”

				Love for him fills my heart.

				“You’re an amazing man,” I say softly. “And I’m so lucky to be with you.”

				“I’m the lucky one, Cinderella,” Luca says, his face now soft. “I’m so lucky I found you.”

				He lets the topic drop, and I feel more in love with him than I was before. 

				Luca is such a good man. He’s strong, caring, passionate, smart, and devoted. I can go on and on, but he truly is perfect in my eyes.

				Nothing will ever change how I feel about him.

				Ever.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 27


				Sometimes simplicity is everything . . .


				I come to a stop behind Aubrey’s car and park on the curb outside Livy’s house. This is the perfect way to end a Monday: a comfort meal with friends, hugs from Nana, and a hockey game where our men play against Miami.

				For a Monday, my day has been remarkably awesome. 

				I had a fantastic conversation with Kristine Sharp about her party this morning, and I can tell this will be the most fun I’ll ever have planning an event. We have the same passion for horses, and I have a million clever ideas of how to incorporate the theme into the party décor. I’m going to meet with her to discuss more on Wednesday, and I can’t wait. This project is close to my heart, and all I want to do is work on it.

				My enthusiasm was nearly negated with the fifteen phone messages from Momzilla Pamela, who requested I schedule an appointment at another bridal gown boutique because the one Trina selected was only suitable for someone with zero taste. That triggered a slew of emails from Trina saying her mother was out of control and demanding I get her off her back before she has a nervous breakdown. 

				Of course, Momzilla Pamela also said it was urgent that we finalize the cider bar and design a custom logo to emboss on the invitations. She also demanded a viewing of ice carvings and reiterated that she is not paying for the tacky donut wall.

			

			
				Ugh. Normally, this would have me reaching for a muffin to carb-load the stress away.

				But not this morning.

				Because I’m doing a horse party!


				I grab a couple bottles of wine from the passenger seat and head up the sidewalk.

				I got a brief text from Luca, saying he was getting in the zone for tonight and wouldn’t be available until after the game to talk, but he hoped I was having a good day and he missed me. 

				I wish I could have had even ten minutes to do a video chat, or phone call, but I know game preparation is everything to him. Tomorrow is an off day in Tampa, so when we talk tonight I’ll make sure we schedule an online date to reconnect while he’s on the road. 

				I can hear laughter floating toward the door as I ring the bell. 

				“Okay, everyone is here, the party can begin,” Livy says after opening the door and drawing me in for a hug.

				I set my bag and tote on the hall table and take off my coat. I hang it on the peg hook on the wall, as I’ve done for all my teenage years whenever I’d come over to the Adams’ house. I pick up my bag and follow Livy back to the kitchen, which is filled with an amazing scent of pot roast coming from the slow cooker.

				Everyone is around the kitchen table, and greetings are exchanged as I come in. 

				“Collins, it’s so good to see you,” Livy’s mom, Jennifer, says as she moves to embrace me.

				“Hi, Mrs. Adams,” I say, hugging her back. 

				I give Nana a hug and a kiss on the cheek.

				“Nana,” I say, “I’m so glad to see you.” I take two bottles of wine out of my bag. “This is for you. A bold cabernet sauvignon that pairs perfectly with the beef.”

			

			
				“You’re an angel,” Nana says, her blue eyes twinkling at me. “You’ve spared us from that bargain three-for-one garbage my daughter insists is good. Blech. That’s like saying a man without a tight butt is hot. Now who is going to get a corkscrew and open this bottle?”

				“I’ll get it,” Livy says, taking the bottle and going to the kitchen drawer to retrieve a corkscrew. 

				“I’ll get the glasses,” Aubrey says, getting up.

				I pull out a chair next to Taylor and take a seat. Livy’s mother is an infamous bargain shopper and coupon clipper, and to her nothing is better than a three-for-one deal. Her habit often results in questionable food and drink options landing on the family table.

				“Mom, seriously?” Mrs. Adams says as she stirs something on the stove. “We haven’t even had dinner yet and you’re bringing up men’s butts?”

				“I fail to see the problem in talking about men’s butts. Speaking of which,” Nana says, turning her gaze to me, “that goalie of yours sure has one.”

				“If you ask her if you can bounce a quarter off it, I’m leaving,” Mrs. Adams declares.


				Taylor bursts out laughing, and I feel my face grow warm.

				“Oh, good question, Jennifer.” Nana folds her arms on the table and leans toward me. “Can you?”

				“Mom!” Mrs. Adams cries.


				“Buzzkill!” Nana retorts.


				Now my friends are dying, and I can’t help but join them. Finally, I stop laughing so I can answer her question.

				“Um, I haven’t tried yet,” I say, and we crack up all over again.

				The side door opens, and Livy’s father, Dave, walks in. He takes one look at Livy pouring wine and all of us around the table and furrows his brow.

			

			
				“I want to go straight to my study, don’t I?” he asks good-naturedly.

				“Run,” Livy’s mother says. 

				“Is the whiskey out?” Mr. Adams asks.

				“Please,” Nana says. “Whiskey doesn’t go with pot roast. That’s the after-dinner drink.”

				I love this woman so much.

				“Um, yeah,” Mr. Adams says. “I think I’ll have dinner in the study tonight.” 

				“Well, it’s almost ready. I’ll bring you a plate, hon. I also have cauliflower puree for anyone who wants that instead of mashed potatoes.”

				Aubrey and I exchange a glance. There’s no way either of us are eating that when Livy’s mom makes mashed potatoes with extra cream and butter.

				Livy’s mom gets the meat ready, and before long, we’re all filling plates with herb-scented roast, mashed potatoes, carrots, and gravy. It’s all I can do not to shovel it in as soon as I sit back down. I haven’t had a comfort meal like this in a long time.

				While we’re eating, we share bits and pieces of what has been going on in our lives. There’s talk of careers and fiancés and potential wedding dates for Aubrey and Livy. They both want summer weddings but need to schedule them so they aren’t too close together. 

				“We want you to be able to work for both of us, Collins,” Aubrey teases.

				I would happily plan their weddings, but if I am to live my truth, they are the only weddings I want to plan.

				“Collins,” Nana says, turning her attention to me, “how are things with Luca?”

				“He’s amazing, Nana,” I say. “I understand now why everything happened last spring with Gabe. He wasn’t my truth.”

			

			
				Nana reaches over and puts her delicate hand over mine. “I can see it in your eyes. He makes you happy. Luca is your truth, isn’t he?”

				“Yes,” I say, love for him filling my heart. “He is.”

				“Luca needs Collins just as much,” Aubrey adds. “She is giving him a life outside of hockey, which, according to Beckett, he didn’t have before.”

				I take a sip of my wine, thinking of Luca’s text message earlier.

				“It’s not easy for him,” I admit. “I’d like to spend more time with him than I do, but he’s intense when it comes to preparing for games.”

				“Landon has tried to tell him he needs balance,” Livy adds. “He thinks you will give him that. I mean, it’s a long season filled with pressure. Luca will need to learn to switch off more than he does.”

				I feel Nana’s ever-perceptive eyes on me, and I shift my gaze down to my glass.

				“He’s not there yet, is he, love?” Nana asks.

				I absently swirl my wine. “Not yet, but he will be,” I say, lifting my head and smiling like I feel I should.

				“It’s all about truth,” Nana says, squeezing my hand. “Make sure he knows how you feel. If you hide, no good will come of it.”

				I see sincerity in Nana’s eyes. She is the exact opposite of my mother, who hides from unpleasantness at all costs. My mom taught me to hide. She thinks bad things come from dealing with ugly feelings. 

				While I’m getting better about removing my mask since being with Luca, I know at some point I might have to address the way I feel about all his hockey preparation and trust that the truth will be good for not only me, but him, too.

				“Speaking of truths,” Nana says, removing her hand from mine and turning her attention to Taylor, “you’ve been awfully quiet, young lady.”

			

			
				Taylor sets down her fork. “The truth? I’m absolutely miserable, and I see no way out.”

				Her violet-blue eyes fill with tears, and she bites down on her lower lip, trying not to fall apart at the table.

				“Oh, sweetheart,” Livy’s mom says, getting up and putting her arms around her. “You go ahead and cry. We’ll figure this out.”

				The comforting gesture sends her over the edge, and Taylor bursts into tears. There’s not a dry eye at the table when she does. I retrieve a box of tissues from the den and set them on the kitchen table in front of Taylor.

				Livy’s mom holds her, strokes her hair, and lets her cry. Not once does she tell her to turn that frown upside down, like my mother would. I recognize what a disservice my mom did teaching me to hide behind pretend happiness.

				Sometimes you need to cry.

				And that’s okay.


				Taylor’s tears subside, and she draws a breath of air before she beings to speak. 

				“I’m miserable. I miss Chicago. My job is a nightmare. I’m lonely. It’s been this way for months, but I can’t quit. I don’t quit things. I’ve never quit anything in my life. This was the plan. I got everything I wanted. So, why do I feel this way? Why?”

				“Sometimes what you plan for and what reality is are two completely different things,” Nana says softly. “I don’t see it as quitting a job as much as accepting this isn’t what you thought it would be.”

				“But my parents think I’m so successful,” Taylor says, her voice wobbly. 

				“And you are,” Livy adds, furrowing her brow. “Why would you say that?”

				“I’m the first one to move to a new city and make it alone. They’re so proud of me. How do I explain quitting a job without another one in hand? How do I go back home?”

			

			
				“You don’t have to,” I say. “You can stay with me until you find a job here, Taylor. You can have the couch. I’d love to have you as a roommate.”

				“But what about Luca?” Taylor asks.

				“He lives alone,” I say. “You wouldn’t be imposing in any way on us.” 

				“That’s so sweet of you to offer, but—”

				“No buts. The offer is yours whenever you want to take it,” I reassure her.

				“Taylor, you need to decide what is going to make you happy: following a plan or living a life that brings you joy,” Nana says gently. “You are going to have to be brave in facing your reality and not give a shit what anybody else thinks about your change in plans.”

				Taylor sniffles. “Okay.”

				“You’re going to be fine, sweetheart,” Mrs. Adams reassures her. “You will survive.”

				“And thrive,” Nana adds. “Because you learn from all experiences, both good and bad. This will make you a stronger woman. Now, how much time do we have before the hockey hotties are on?”

				Livy laughs. “Game starts in ten minutes.”

				“Then we have time for a shot,” Nana says, getting up from the table. 

				“But nobody has been wronged by a man,” I say, citing Nana’s usual reason for whiskey shots.

				“Pfft. Taylor has been wronged by her life plans. We’ll drink to that,” Nana says.

				We do a quick clean up of dishes and then head to the den, where Nana retrieves a bottle of whiskey.

				“Tell my dear Landon ‘thank you’ for this one,” Nana says to Livy. “He’s such a good boy.”

				Livy beams in response.

				“He is,” she says.

			

			
				Shot glasses are brought out, and Livy pours whiskey for all of us, but only a tiny bit since we’re driving.

				Nana raises her glass. “To living your truth.”

				“To truth,” we all say, clinking glasses before downing the whiskey.

				Taylor coughs. “Ugh, I’m sorry, Nana, but that’s so much better in a whiskey sour.”

				“Ohhh, good idea!” Nana says.

				“Mom, no cocktails tonight,” Mrs. Adams says in a warning tone. “And don’t bother saying it, I know I’m a buzzkill.”

				We all laugh and settle in on the sofa and recliner chairs in the living room. Livy flips to the Buffaloes’ game, which is still in pregame mode with analysts talking. 

				“I have time to show you the intermission entertainment,” Nana says from her chair. “Livy, flip to the DVR. I have it queued up.”

				“It better not be porn,” Mrs. Adams says.

				“It’s better than porn,” Nana says. “It’s Magnum, P.I.”


				“What is that?” Aubrey asks. 

				Nana dramatically puts her hand over her heart. “Your lack of education is going to raise my blood pressure.”

				“It’s an old show from the eighties,” Livy explains, clicking the remote.

				“An old show with the sexiest man alive,” Nana counters. “Trust me, some things never go out of style.”

				The screen changes, and we are treated to the image of a man swimming in the ocean. A young Tom Selleck emerges from the water and struts to shore, shirtless.

				“Freeze!” Nana cries gleefully.

				Livy freezes on Tom in all his broad-chested glory leaning against a rock. 

				Oh. Ohhhhhhhh.

				I completely get it.

				The man is hot.

			

			
				“You won’t mind if we watch a bit at intermission?” Nana asks mischievously.

				“Nope, I’m good with this,” I say.

				“Totally fine,” Aubrey adds.


				“Definitely,” Taylor agrees.

				Nana laughs. “I love my girls.”

				“And we love you,” Livy says, turning the TV back to the game. 

				Warmth comes over me. The bond between all of us in this room is so strong. We love and support each other. These women will always be here for me. And I will always be there for them. 

				Our bond is unbreakable.

				Just like the one I have developed with Luca.

				I shift my attention to the puck drop, and as the Miami players take control of the puck and skate toward Luca, I know the feelings I have for him are just as strong. He’s there for me in a way no man ever has been. I love this man, and I have a feeling he’s falling in love with me, too.

				And just like with my friends, I know there is no problem we can’t overcome if we share the truth with each other.

				I’m sure of it.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 28


				Deliver on all promises made . . .


				“Does the huge smile on your face have anything to do with a certain goalie?” Aunt Suzanne asks.

				“What?” I ask, lifting my eyes from my laptop. It’s Wednesday morning, and I’m putting the final touches on my presentation before meeting with Kristine today.

				Aunt Suzanne walks over and leans against Katie’s desk, which is next to mine. Katie has gone with Amy to a venue showing for one of Amy’s clients. Charlotte is onsite at a corporate retreat, so it’s just me and Aunt Suzanne this morning.

				“You look so happy,” Aunt Suzanne says, studying me. “I figured you might be chatting on the sly with Luca.”

				“No, nothing to do with Luca,” I say. “I’m working on my presentation for the equestrian party, and I’m really excited about it. Come here.” 

				Aunt Suzanne moves over to my chair and leans down to study my laptop.

				“These are all the ideas I have for an equestrian cocktail hour,” I say. “Kristine is the nicest lady. She loves her equestrian community, and I wanted to capture that passion for the celebration. I want to use stirrups as tea light candleholders and trophy vases to display floral arrangements. My brain won’t shut off on this one.” 

				Aunt Suzanne straightens. “Sweetheart, maybe your brain won’t shut off because you love horses so much.”

			

			
				I turn around see Aunt Suzanne has a thoughtful expression in her toffee-brown eyes, the same ones I inherited from my dad’s side of the family.

				“Collins, I never pushed you on what you wanted to pursue as a career,” she says slowly. “Secretly, I was overjoyed when you went into event management and asked if you could intern with me. You know I love you as the child I was never able to have, and selfishly, it was a way for me to be in your life as you continued to grow up.”

				Her words touch my heart. Aunt Suzanne and Uncle Craig tried everything to conceive a child, but couldn’t. It was too unpleasant for Mom to tell me herself, so I learned it from Aunt Suzanne when she wrote me a gorgeous letter when I graduated from high school. In the letter, she also told me she was as proud of me as anyone ever could be. She talked about how, while she wasn’t blessed with her own child, she was blessed with me and was forever grateful that I was a part of her life.

				“What do you mean? You are stuck with me for eternity,” I declare. “I love you like a mother, and I always will.”

				She smiles at me, and I feel nothing but love for this amazing woman who has been part of my life ever since I can remember.

				“I see how you light up when you talk about horses,” Aunt Suzanne continues. “I can’t help but wonder if you should be working with them instead of with me.”

				I know I should confide my dream with her, but I can’t. She would encourage me to find a way to follow it, and that would leave her in the lurch business wise. I’m right behind Charlotte in events, and Suzanne’s Soirées continues to grow. I’m needed here.

				More to the point, I don’t see a way for me to follow my dream and pay my bills, period.

				There is no point in upsetting Aunt Suzanne with the truth. None. I smile brightly as I shield my dream from her.

			

			
				“Aunt Suzanne, I love working for you,” I say truthfully.

				“I know, but what about horses?” Aunt Suzanne asks.

				“You’re stuck with me unless you fire me,” I say, evading her question. 

				Aunt Suzanne lets out a sigh. “I know that tone. I’ll butt out. Finish up your proposal and come back with a signed contract for me, okay?”

				“I will,” I say, smiling at her.

				As she heads back to her desk, guilt consumes me. I want to share my dreams with Aunt Suzanne, but if there’s zero chance of it happening, why upset her with the truth? 

				Or is this a move my mother would make? Sweeping any conversation that might result in unpleasantness away?

				I glance down at my phone. Luca had morning skate at the Tampa Bay arena this morning, and he has a game tonight. I talked to him briefly after the Miami game and only texted yesterday. He had practice, then games to watch, and then dinner with the backup goalie, Justin Wilson. By the time Luca got back, we had a quick video chat before he said he needed to sleep.

				I was disappointed we didn’t get more time together. I know the season is just starting and I know the team is in bonding mode, but I need him, too.

				“I’m going to Starbucks,” Aunt Suzanne says, picking up her Louis Vuitton purse. “Can I interest you in a pumpkin spice latte?”

				“Yes, thank you,” I say. “Oh, and a piece of pumpkin bread if they have it. I’ll pay you back.”

				“You will pay me nothing. Be back in about ten,” Aunt Suzanne says, sailing out the door.

				Left with complete privacy, I decide to call Luca.

				One ring . . . two rings . . .

				“Hey, Cinderella,” Luca says. 

				Hearing his rich, deep voice is exactly what I need.

				“Hey, you, I’m glad you picked up.”

			

			
				“I don’t have much time, but I’ll always pick up for you. What’s up?”

				I bite my lip. Once again, he doesn’t have time.

				“I wanted to talk to you about something, but I’ll need more than a few minutes,” I say.

				Luca is silent for a moment.

				“Um, okay, maybe we can talk after the game tonight when I’m on the bus? I’ve got to eat and take a nap now, and when I wake up, I need to get into game mode.”

				Frustration fills me.

				“Luca, I haven’t asked you for much. Can’t you carve out some time for me right now? Beckett and Landon talk to Aubrey and Livy more than you talk to me, so I know you can.”

				Wow. I can’t believe I said that. Normally, I’d say it’s fine, I understand, and hang up upset with not only him, but with myself for not being truthful.

				But Luca makes me brave enough to bring up the unpleasant things. I love him. Love means believing in the other person enough to speak the truth.

				“Collins,” he says, his voice taking on an edge, “I told you my life is like this. I promised you I’d do the best I can. You know I want to talk to you more than I do and want to see you more than I do. Are you questioning that?”

				My stomach knots. 

				“No, I’m not questioning what you want,” I say, pushing myself to stand strong. “But this isn’t keeping your promise, Luca. I’m questioning why you can’t make more time for me like Beckett and Landon do for their girlfriends.”

				“Don’t do that.”

				“What?” I ask, confused.

				“Compare me to Beckett and Landon. They play completely different positions than I do. My job is to be able to read, on the ice, what shots each and every player will likely take and successfully make saves when they do. Do you know how much work it takes to study that and prepare? This is my first time facing these teams. The course of a game is determined by what I do—or don’t do—in the net. So yes, I have a shitload of preparation to do, and I need to focus in order to do it.”

			

			
				“And I’m a distraction, right?” I say, hurt filling my heart.

				“I’ve never considered you a distraction,” Luca snaps.


				For the first time since we’ve been together, I hear anger in his voice.

				“Well, you’ve made me feel like one,” I say, and I’m shocked to hear my own voice is laced with irritation.

				Luca says nothing. Absolutely nothing, and after years of repressing emotions, I get angrier with each second he remains silent.

				“I need to eat lunch,” Luca eventually says. “We’ll talk about this later.”

				“Right,” I say, my voice thick with sarcasm. “Later, of course. You let me know your availability, and I’ll set up a meeting request in Connectivity when it’s convenient for you to discuss our relationship.”

				As soon as the words come out, I wish I could take them back. I sound bitter and mean and this isn’t the productive, adult conversation I wanted to have with the man I love.

				“Luca, I’m sor—” I begin to apologize, but Luca cuts me off.

				“I won’t talk to you when you’re like this,” Luca says bluntly.

				“Then don’t,” I say, my voice shaking.

				“Fine.”

				“Fine!” I bark out.

				I hang up on him and toss my phone across my desk.

				I’m shaking, a mixture of upset feelings and anger taking over in equal force. 

				I had a fight with Luca.


			

			
				I know the topic needed to be addressed and I know I did the right thing, but I probably should have waited until he got back so we could have a face-to-face conversation. If I could have explained why I want more time with him, maybe we could have found a way that was beneficial for both of us.

				Dammit. Where was rational Collins a few minutes ago? 

				Ugh. I put my head in my hands and close my eyes. I hate being mad at him. I hate that I upset him. At least I know it won’t impact his game. Luca is a professional, and he’ll put aside his feelings and turn out another stellar performance tonight.

				But we were ugly with each other. Things were said and feelings were hurt. We shared real, imperfect emotions and we’ll work through it later. I’ve been taught over and over to avoid unpleasant feelings at all costs, but that’s not real life. 

				This is.


				People disappoint each other and they hurt each other, but if two people love each other and communicate, they can get through it.

				I lift my head from my hands. I know Luca cares about me deeply. He’s the most determined person I’ve ever met, and I know we’ll talk to each other later tonight and apologize. We can work through this and find a way to spend more time together.

				I let go of my anger and return to my proposal, doing exactly what Luca would do: focus on the task at hand.

				Tonight, we’ll set everything right again.

				~ ~ ~


				“What are you thinking of ordering?” Mom asks, pausing to take a sip of her tea. “I should try something new, but I can’t resist the Dover sole. It’s so hard to choose, isn’t it?”

				After my fight with Luca, I buried myself in my proposal. My Google calendar had to remind me I had lunch plans with my mom at her favorite bistro on the Gold Coast at eleven. I couldn’t cancel, knowing she drove out from the suburbs to meet me.

			

			
				But ugh, the timing is crap. I’m in a horrible mood, and I might flip a table if she tries to tell me to turn lemons into lemonade. If she insists there’s always sunshine after the storm or to turn my frown upside down, I will explode.

				“Mmm, yes,” I murmur, staring blankly at the options in front of me. “I think I’ll have a salad and the quiche of the day.”

				I glance up, and Mom is smiling brightly at me. “So, how are things with you, honey? All good?”

				If I were with Aunt Suzanne or any of my friends, the fight would be the first thing I’d talk about. If I were to tell Mom I had a fight with Luca and hung up on him, Mom would recoil.

				Normally, I’d put on my happy face and stick to subjects Mom enjoys. Pleasant things like her gardening clubs, her reading group, or a new coat I saw that I’d love to own. 

				But I don’t want to. Not today.

				It’s funny that even though I’m mad at Luca, he’s the one who has given me the support to start expressing my true self. 

				And that’s what I decide to do.

				“I had a fight with Luca this morning,” I say, reaching for a piece of rustic french bread that is in a basket on our table. 

				“Oh, Collins,” Mom says, her facial expression changing to one of sadness. “I’m so sorry. I’m sure it will be fine in no time.”

				No follow up question from Mom. Of course, she doesn’t want to know why. Fights are unpleasant. Victoria Brady doesn’t do unpleasant.

				“I’m sure it will, but I’m upset,” I say as I spread fleur del sel whipped butter on the bread. 

			

			
				“Well, let’s not let it ruin lunch,” Mom says. A sigh escapes her lips. “You never had fights with Gabe.”

				Oh, my God. I should sit on my hands to resist making my fantasy of table flipping a reality. 

				“I’d rather fight with Luca than be with a man I don’t love,” I say bluntly.

				Mom blinks. I can tell she does not approve of the turn the conversation has taken.

				“I see.” She picks up her teacup and takes a sip.

				Silence.

				Oh, fantastic.


				Mom puts the fine china cup down and clears her throat.

				“Anyway, on to brighter things,” she says. “I’m thinking of remodeling the kitchen. Let me get my phone and I’ll show you some ideas I have. I started a whole Pinterest board for it.”

				So much for having a conversation about my problem. 

				I knew it would end this way. I’m not surprised. 

				What is surprising, though, is that I did it. Normally, I would have avoided the topic and pretended everything was fine. 

				But, today, I was real.

				Because of Luca, I think, a pit forming in my stomach.

				As Mom eagerly shows me the ideas she’s pinned, my thoughts are elsewhere.

				And they’ll stay there until I talk to Luca later tonight.

				~ ~ ~


				I step into my apartment and lean my umbrella against the wall. Today was such a bittersweet day.

				I set my tote on the kitchen table, and then I take off my rain boots, dropping them on the floor next to the door. I slip out of my coat and drape it over the back of the chair.

				I turn on the TV and switch the channel to the Buffaloes’ game against Tampa Bay that started a half-hour ago. I have it recorded so I can start from the beginning, but I can’t help but sneak a peek to see what’s going on.

			

			
				Commercial.   


				I drop down on the sofa, anxiety filling me. Luca hasn’t texted me, and to be fair, I haven’t texted him either. My anger is gone. Now, all I want to do is tell him I’m sorry. I want to hear his voice, apologize for my sarcasm, and tell him I miss him. He needs to know my intentions are simply to have more time with the man I care so much about.

				Despite the cloud hanging over me, the sun was able to peek through when I had my meeting with Kristine Sharp about the equestrian-themed cocktail hour. She loved the ideas I presented, accepted the contract, and gave me a fantastic budget to work with. She kept telling me how impressed she was with my organization and attention to detail, which made me feel fantastic.  

				It felt so natural meeting in Kristine’s home office, which overlooks a pasture with grazing horses. Even though we were doing business, I was some place I love. I could envision working there, being able to look up from my computer and see horses outside and know everything I was doing made people and animals happy.

				The game comes back on, and I shift my attention to the face-off on Luca’s end. Landon steals the puck and skates toward the opposite end, but the Buffaloes turn the puck over en route. Tampa Bay comes roaring back, and one of the players gets ready to take a shot.

				The next thing I know, the puck has hit Luca on the mask.

				I gasp along with the crowd.

				And watch in horror as Luca collapses face-first on the ice.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 29


				Always take responsibility when mistakes are made . . .

				Oh my God. Oh my God.

				Luca is sprawled out on the ice, not moving.

				“Ballerini is down,” Pete Simon, the play-by-play announcer, says. “They’ll stop play now as trainer Clay Zimmerman makes his way out on the ice.”

				My heart stops. I can’t breathe. What happened to him? Why isn’t he getting up? 

				“Please get up, Luca,” I plead. “Please, please, you have to be okay.”

				My phone begins buzzing, but I can’t move. I won’t move until I see that Luca is going to be all right.

				“Let’s take another look at the play,” Pete says. “Hennessey takes a slap shot on goal and oh, oh my.”

				I watch in horror as the slowed down replay shows the puck hitting Luca in the neck, followed by him falling to the ice.

				I gasp again. This is a serious injury.

				What if he can’t breathe?

				Or worse, what if he has broken his neck?

				“Please, please, be okay,” I whisper to myself. “Please, Luca. I love you. I love you so much. Please be okay.”

				“That’s a dangerous play,” Frank Neely, the analyst, says.

				Fear like I’ve never known consumes me. After a tense silence, Luca pushes himself up to all fours. I fight back tears when I see him moving. Luca removes his glove, then his mask, and his hand flies to his neck.

			

			
				I’m going to be sick. I’m going to throw up. He’s hurt, and I’m terrified.

				Trainers and doctors for both teams surround him, and they study his neck and jaw. Clearly in pain, Luca grimaces as they examine him. With assistance, he manages to get up, and the crowd cheers as a Buffaloes’ trainer helps him off the ice.

				“We’ll get an update on Luca’s condition as soon as we can,” Pete assures us as play gets ready to resume. “Justin Wilson is going to take over in the net while the doctors assess Ballerini’s condition.”

				I have to know what’s going on. I run to my purse and dump my tote upside down onto the kitchen table so I can find my phone as fast possible. I already have texts from Taylor and Livy, but Aubrey is the person I need. With shaking hands, I fire off a message to her:

				I know you know the sideline reporter. Can you get an update on Luca from her? I need to know he’s okay.

				Aubrey immediately responds:

				I’ll text Solene. I know she’s going down to the dressing room. The fact that he skated off is good, Collins. I wouldn’t say that if it wasn’t.

				Knowing Aubrey is right doesn’t console me. I can’t help but think of how badly Pavel was hurt last week.

				Now, this dangerous game has taken down the man I love.

				How did this happen? Luca is skilled at stopping slap shots. His preparation is stellar, and—

				Preparation.

				My knees buckle as I realize what has happened.

				This is my fault.

				Oh, God. Our argument distracted him from his mental ability to stay in the game.

			

			
				I stumble over to the couch, gasping for breath. I upset him. I know I did. And in return, he wasn’t able to prepare. 

				Gabe’s last words replay in my head. 

				I feel sorry for the next man you’ll destroy.

				If I would have remained silent, this wouldn’t have happened. Luca told me he needed time to prepare for his job, and I mistakenly assumed he was exaggerating. I’m accountable for his injury.

				I did this to him.


				Tears stream down my face. Guilt is about to swallow me alive. My mom was right. Sometimes unpleasant things should remain locked away so nobody gets hurt. If I had followed her rule, Luca would be playing instead of being injured.

				I grab my phone and text Luca:

				Luca, I’m praying you are OK. Please, please text me when you can. I’m sorry about everything.

				While I wait to hear from Luca or Aubrey, I make a promise to myself. I will not destroy Luca. I will not. I won’t bring up anything unpleasant ever again to him. I don’t care if it’s not practical. I’ve lived most of my life doing it, so I know I can.


				I begin pacing, desperate for news. Why doesn’t anyone know anything? Why? What is taking so long? 

				It feels like forever before I receive an update from Aubrey.

				Solene is about to go on air and report he’s okay. The puck hit him between the neck and collarbone. Nothing is broken, but they are keeping him out of the game according to concussion protocol. That’s all the info I have.

				I close my eyes. Thank God. 

				Luca is going to be okay.

				I feel like I can breathe for the first time since he collapsed. My phone buzzes in my hand, and I turn it over. 

			

			
				It’s Luca. I fight through tears as I read his words:

				Baby, I’m OK. Please don’t worry. Neck hurts, but I should be a go for the game in D.C. on Friday. I’m sorry. So sorry about earlier. I was a jerk. Can I call you when we get to the hotel? If it’s too late, I can call you in the morning. I want to hear your voice. Whenever I can.

				Relief courses through me. 

				Luca is fine.


				And so are we.


				I text him back:

				Call me tonight. Please. I want to hear your voice, too. No matter what time it is.

				I hit “send” and he replies immediately:

				I’ll call you tonight. I’m so sorry I upset you.

				I bite down hard on my lip to keep from bawling.

				I’m sorry, too. Please rest now. We’ll talk when you are in D.C.

				I put down my phone and exhale loudly. Luca is fine. No thanks to me distracting him, but he’s going to be all right this time.

				I vow that I will never do anything like this to Luca ever again.

				~ ~ ~


				The Buffaloes came out of Tampa with a 2-1 victory with Justin giving an excellent relief performance for the win. The team should be in Washington, D.C. by now, and I keep willing my cell to ring. I need to hear his voice. I won’t be able to sleep tonight until I do.

				I flip over on my back and stare up at the ceiling. As news of Luca’s injury got out, I was bombarded with people checking on me. All the women from Suzanne’s Soirées messaged me. Aunt Suzanne assured me Luca was in less peril than any time I’ve ridden Major, although that seems hard to believe. 

			

			
				Of course, my mom had the opposite opinion. She pointed out how stressful hockey is and how I never had these kinds of worries with Gabe. She said if this is the road I insist on choosing, I must be positive. 

				I swallow hard. Yes. Be positive. Obviously, that’s advice I need to heed if I don’t want to get Luca seriously injured.

				Buzz!


				My heart pounds as I see Luca’s Connectivity Video Chat request.

				I turn on the light and sit back against the headboard as Luca appears on my screen.

				As soon as I see him, I lose it.

				“Are you really okay?” I manage to get out.

				Luca’s face softens in response.

				“I’m fine, Cinderella. Sore, but fine. I promise you I am,” Luca says, his voice firm with conviction. “There’s no need to worry about me. None.”

				I nod and bite my lip to try and regain composure.

				Luca is okay.

				This time.


				“I’m sorry,” I blurt out. “Luca, I’m so sorry.”

				His expression shifts to one of concern.

				“Collins, what are you sorry for? Because you want more time with me?”

				“No, because I did this to you!” 

				“What?” Luca asks, sounding confused.

				“I distracted you from your normal routine. You-You,” I stutter as I fight back a lump in my throat. “You would have stopped that shot if I hadn’t upset you earlier.”

				I dissolve into tears again.

				“Baby, no, no, is that what you think?” Luca asks, his eyes wide with surprise.

				“I know I did,” I say.

			

			
				“No, sweetheart, no,” Luca says, shaking his head. “Collins, listen to me. It was an odd bounce of the puck, that’s all. You didn’t cause this. You didn’t.”

				“Normally, you would have caught it,” I protest.

				A smile tugs at his mouth. “I miss some shots now and then, in case you haven’t noticed.”

				He’s trying to protect me, but I know the truth.

				I’ll never let my emotions put him in jeopardy ever again.

				“I’m sorry about our fight,” I say.

				“God, I am, too,” Luca says, wincing. “You had every right to be mad at me.”

				“No, this is your job.” 

				“But I’m also your boyfriend, and I failed you,” Luca says slowly as if the words hurt him to say.

				“No,” I say, shaking my head.

				“I did. I accept that. I told you I’m not perfect. I will mess up. Today, I did. I’m still trying to figure out how to juggle all of this. Just . . . don’t give up on me.”

				What? Is that what he thinks?

				“Luca, that will never happen,” I assure him.

				He exhales. “I hope not. I don’t ever want to lose you. Ever.”

				“You won’t.”

				“You have no idea how many guys would kill to be me,” Luca says. “Guys who can give you more than I can. I know I’m lucky to have you. You’re the last thing I think of at night and the first thing in the morning. I’m scared one day I’ll mess up and lose you.”

				I’m stunned by the pure vulnerability in his eyes. Luca has no idea the hold he has on my heart. 

				“That’s not going to happen,” I say. “I promise.” 

				“This is why it’s so important to be honest with me,” he implores. “Always tell me how you’re feeling so I can fix things.”

			

			
				I swallow hard. I refuse to make him promises I know I won’t keep. I’ll never, ever, make him vulnerable on the ice ever again.

				Instead, I clear my throat and ask, “Are you sure you’ll be ready to play on Friday?” 

				“Yes,” Luca says. “I want back in. Friday can’t come soon enough.”

				“But Justin did a great job tonight. You can take another game off if you need it,” I say, wishing he would.

				“No,” Luca says, shaking his head. 

				“Why not?” I ask, confused.

				“Justin is too good.”

				Wait. Is Luca threatened by Justin? Is that why he’s so obsessive in his preparation, putting in endless hours, hours beyond anyone else on the team? Because he feels his job could be taken away if he doesn’t devote his whole life to the game? 

				“Luca, you’re the starting goalie,” I say.

				“So was Ben until I came along.”

				Luca is confident except when it comes to two areas, which happen to be the biggest ones in his life.

				One is keeping his starting job.

				The other is me.


				With a sinking feeling, I realize the two might be at war with each other.

				And I don’t know if this is a battle I can win.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 30


				If you are enthusiastic about your work, it shows . . .


				The room is nothing short of magical.

				I light the final tea light and step back to admire my work. Kristine Sharp’s stately home has been transformed for a gorgeous, equestrian-themed cocktail hour. 

				I really have outdone myself. Tea lights flicker in stirrups that hang from the ceiling. Silver trophy vases in varying sizes are set up around the room with arrangements made up of rich burgundy, green, and cream flowers. Servers fill trays with pepper-crusted tenderloin crostini, lamb lollipops with mint-pistachio pesto, tomato soup shooters and mini grilled cheese sandwiches, and mushroom and leek tarts. 

				The corner bar is stocked with wine, beer, and a ginger-infused sparkling signature cocktail. Tables are strategically placed in the grand living space with baskets of rustic breads, cheeses, meats, and seasonal fruits. The décor is made up of vintage equestrian finds, like pictures of riders on horseback and ribbons displayed on stacks of classic horse-themed novels like National Velvet and Black Beauty. Clusters of riding hats and boots add flair to a table of mini sandwiches. 

				The showstopper is a magnificent ice sculpture of a horse jumping over a fence, surrounded by a raw bar with oysters on the half shell, stone crab legs, and shrimp. It’s breathtaking and will definitely be something people remember. 

				I move to the dessert table, my favorite. There are mini pumpkin pies; pecan tortes; assorted chocolate truffles; spice cupcakes adorned with horseshoes; and, the crowning jewel, a tiered, trendy, naked cake surrounded by a gorgeous display of fresh apples and greenery. The cake is apple-carrot with a light topping of cream cheese frosting. It’s elegant and rustic, and something I’d be happy to have at my own wedding someday.

			

			
				As soon as I think about weddings, Luca flashes through my head. I imagine him waiting for me in a beautiful outdoor setting with a gorgeous smile on his face.

				When Luca returned from the road trip where he was injured, I was never so happy to see anyone in my life. He had three days off with only practice and some community events on his schedule, so we were able to spend time together. 

				Everything was perfect. 

				He’s had home games this week, so our time has been cut short again. I wish he’d let me sit quietly next to him and work on my iPad, but he’s adamant that he needs to watch games alone.

				After what happened in Tampa, I won’t question him.

				Luca goes back on the road late next week, and he’s promised me he’ll be better about scheduling online dates with me. To prove he is serious, Luca agreed to attend the party this evening after he finishes a radio interview.

				I’m so excited he’ll be here. Kristine insisted he come. I declined at first because I need to be working, but she convinced me by maintaining that I’m part of her horse family and she would like to meet him. I was worried he’d say no because tomorrow’s game against Detroit is a huge division rivalry, but he didn’t hesitate in accepting the invitation.

				Which tells me everything I need to know.

				“Collins, you have outdone yourself,” Kristine says, entering the room. “This is everything you promised me. It’s absolutely perfect, down to the smallest detail. How did you do it?”

			

			
				“It’s my job,” I say, smiling at her. “But I have to say, I’ve loved every minute I’ve spent working for you on this event. Horses are my biggest passion, so this didn’t feel like work at all.”

				“Trust me, I know the work you put into this. You had deadlines and vendors to deal with while keeping your creativity and paying attention to the smallest detail. All while making me happy,” she adds, laughing. “Which isn’t easy to do. I’m picky when it comes to representing my stable.”

				“As you should be,” I say. “It’s your brand. My job is to hear what you are saying, take action, and bring the event to life while reflecting your vision. I haven’t had this much fun since I worked in the stables at a summer camp.”

				A thoughtful expression passes over Kristine’s face.


				“You have stable experience?” she asks.

				“Kristine, you have a phone call in the office, some kind of screw up with the farrier bill,” CJ Sharp, Kristine’s husband, says, walking up to us. “And I believe the first guests are arriving.”

				“Ugh,” Kristine says, “I’ve got so much going on I can’t keep track of it all. Please excuse me.”

				Kristine walks off, and CJ turns to me. “You’ve made quite an impression on her.”

				“She’s terrific. Working with her has been a joy.”

				The doorbell rings, and CJ excuses himself to greet guests. I make sure two servers are armed with bottled water, champagne, and the signature cocktails near the entrance and ready to offer guests a drink when they arrive to reduce the wait at the bar. Then I head to the kitchen, where I will make sure the appetizers are going out according to schedule. 

				I repeat my be invisible mantra and get in the zone. Food begins flowing, people cluster around stations with drinks in hand, and laughter and conversation fill Kristine and CJ’s home. 


			

			
				A half-hour into the party, CJ comes looking for me in the kitchen. As soon as I’m spotted, he heads straight toward me. I worry there is a problem. Perhaps we’re out of something or there’s a special request headed my way.

				“Collins, I have to say, your boyfriend is an absolute pleasure to talk with.”

				“Luca’s here?” I ask, confused to hear Luca didn’t come find me as soon as he arrived.

				“Yes. He introduced himself to me and Kristine as soon as he arrived. Were your ears burning the past half hour? Because all that young man did was talk about you.”

				Oh!


				My cheeks grow warm. “All good, I hope.”

				“More than good,” CJ says. “Kristine told me to send you to talk to him. The catering staff has everything under control.”

				I almost laugh. It seems every party Luca attends I’m told to quit working and go spend time with him.

				This time, I don’t resist the offer.

				“Thank you,” I say, smiling at him. “Of course, I’m here if anything is needed.”

				“Of course,” he says, winking at me.

				I leave the kitchen and head into the main living room, where guests are happily mingling and congratulating Kristine on the announcement of a second stable. I eagerly search the room for Luca.

				My pulse leaps when I find him. He’s put on a navy suit with a striped pocket square and his white dress shirt is opened a few buttons at his throat. He’s sipping a bottle of water and talking with Noble Leighton, a rider who keeps several horses with Kristine.

				I take a moment to admire him. He’s come to this party, not knowing anyone but me, and he’s making the effort to talk to people because he knows this night is important to me. Luca drove out from the city to be here, aware of the fact he’d barely see me.

			

			
				That is love.

				Luca turns his head and catches me watching him. 

				“Hi,” I say, after crossing the room and pressing my lips against his cheek in greeting.

				“Hey.” 

				He entwines his hand with mine, and Noble smiles at us.

				“I asked Luca when we can expect to see him out on a horse,” Noble says, his brown eyes twinkling.

				“Collins will have to teach me over the summer. She will have her hands full because I know nothing about horses.”

				“Not quite the same as stopping shots, is it?” Noble says. Then he turns to me. “I can’t believe Luca Ballerini is your man. I have season tickets, you know.”

				“I had no idea you were a hockey fan,” I say. “But then again, we always talk horses when we cross paths.”

				“My two biggest joys. Hockey and horses. Best thing I got in my divorce was the hockey season tickets. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to hit that raw bar. There are definitely some stone crabs calling my name. Luca, it was a pleasure to meet you. With you and Justin Wilson, we have the best 1-2 goalie combo in the league. Both of you could be starters.”

				I feel Luca’s hand flinch in mine.

				“Justin is very talented,” Luca agrees. “And it was nice to meet you, too.”

				“Good luck tomorrow night,” Noble says. “And I’ll see you on Sunday, Collins.” 

				“I never miss a Sunday,” I reply, and Noble excuses himself and heads off to the raw bar.

				I turn to Luca. “Are you okay?”

				Luca furrows his brow. “What?”

				“You flinched when Justin’s name was brought up.”

			

			
				“I did?”

				He doesn’t even realize he did.

				“Hey,” I say, putting my hand to his face, “your job is secure. Justin is good, but he’s not you.”

				“I know I’m good,” Luca says, his eyes locking on mine. “But Justin wants my job. I would too if I were him, and I’d also be working my ass off to get it. I have to work extra hard to keep my position.”

				“Extra hard?” I ask, concerned. “Luca, you already work harder than anyone I know.”

				I see doubt in his eyes, but he clears his throat and smiles at me.

				“Hey, tonight we’re talking about you,” Luca says. “You look stunning. When I saw you walk across the room in this dress—” He pauses and lowers his head to my ear, his deep voice low so only I can hear. “You don’t want to know the sinful thoughts that went through my head.”

				My body burns hot when I feel his warm breath against my skin.

				“Care to explore those thoughts after the game tomorrow night?” I ask playfully.

				“Yes.”

				We both laugh. 

				“Luca, thank you for coming out here tonight.” 

				“I wouldn’t miss it. Cinderella, this party is mind-blowing. It’s like something in a magazine. I’m so proud of you.”

				“Thank you.”

				“Kristine and CJ love you.”

				“Yes, CJ said they talked to you for a bit,” I say, curiosity clear in my voice. “What did you talk about, anyway?”

				“We,” Luca says, setting his water bottle down on a table next to us, “were talking about an intelligent young woman with a passion for horses. One with toffee-colored eyes that show everything she’s feeling. With gorgeous freckles that enhance her gorgeous face.” He sweeps his fingertips across my cheeks. “Who has a huge heart and completely has me under her spell.”

			

			
				Oh, how I love this man.

				“Luca?” 

				“Yeah?”

				“I’m so lucky you found me.”

				His eyes shine brightly at me. “Nobody is luckier than me.”

				If I could kiss him right now, I would.

				“I’m probably going to have to go soon,” Luca says. “But I’ll see you tomorrow after the game. Then I’m all yours.” 

				I wish I could ask him if I could come over after the party, but he’s already made a huge step in coming tonight. I know he won’t change his habits right away, and after what happened when I did press him, well, I can’t go there again.

				“Okay,” I say, forcing a smile on my face and keeping my thoughts to myself. 

				I introduce Luca to a few other riders, the riding instructor, and the stable manager, and before I know it, it’s time for him to leave. 

				I escort him out to his car. The air is cold and stars are abundant in the inky black sky.

				“I’m amazed how well you can see the stars out here,” Luca says as we head down the gravel path.

				“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”

				Luca stops in the middle of the drive and wraps his arms around me.

				“Not as beautiful as you,” he says softly. 

				Then he lowers his head to mine and kisses me beneath the moon and stars.

				As I kiss him back, I know this is the man I was meant to love. 

			

			
				I want to kiss you under these stars for the rest of my life, I think as he breaks the kiss and gazes down at me.

				When I see the way he looks at me, I have no reason on earth to believe I won’t.

				Nothing will come between us. 

				Ever.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 31


				Handle conflicts with composure and grace . . . 


				I take a sip from my mug of coffee, savoring the delicious brew on this chilly November morning. Cold rain is splattering against the window. According to the weather, the high today is going to be thirty-four. Perfect for a lazy Sunday in bed, tucked in under the duvet, watching movies all afternoon.

				Well, it is for me, anyway. The Buffaloes had an optional skate this morning, so of course, Luca went. I wish he would take a day off. It’s only the second month of the season, and I’m already worried he’s going to burn himself out. I don’t see how he can keep up this pace for an entire season without it backfiring. He’s going to exhaust himself, both mentally and physically.

				I remember his plea for me to tell him how I feel. Surely, I can bring this up without it distracting him from the game, right? Tomorrow morning he flies to St. Louis for a game on Tuesday. 

				It will be different than last time. I can convince him he needs to take a step back for his own good, not mine. 

				Ugh. I’m not prepared to handle conflicts like an adult. I can handle them with clients all day long, but adulting in personal relationships is so hard.

				There’s not enough pumpkin spice in the world to make me want to deal with upsetting the man I love.

				I hear the key turn in the lock, and I know Luca has returned. The door opens and closes, and then I hear footsteps coming down the hallway.

			

			
				Luca appears in the doorway, dressed in jeans and a gray Chicago Buffaloes hoodie, and flashes me a sexy grin.

				“I love coming home and finding you in my bed, Cinderella,” he says, flopping down next to me. Luca lifts up the duvet and snakes his hand underneath my T-shirt, and I squeal.

				“Gah! Your hand is like ice!” I cry, trying to push it away.

				Luca laughs and moves it to my bare thigh instead, and I giggle and try to wriggle away. He catches me with one strong arm and draws me back. I fall back on the bed and he moves over me, his huge body pinning me to the mattress. 

				“Can you think of a way to warm up my hands?” he asks, dropping a kiss on my lips.

				Oh, how I love Luca’s playful side.

				“I know just how to raise your temperature, Prince Charming. Starting with body warmth.”

				I draw his head toward mine and give him a slow, seeking kiss, exploring his mouth with my tongue. He groans against my lips, and heat rises within me as I feel his body go hard.

				“I love Sunday mornings,” he whispers against my mouth.

				I do, too, I think, losing myself in his arms.

				All thoughts of bringing up an unpleasant discussion about his work are shoved aside.

				Because I’d rather deal with pleasure instead.

				~ ~ ~


				After we made love, Luca whipped up an amazing lunch, and then he took a nap while I took Major for an indoor jumping session. Nothing gives me the exhilaration that jumping does. I felt like I was flying all afternoon.

				Now I’m back, shaking the rain off my umbrella on the front porch while I wait for Luca to let me into his building. I have a cappuccino for him and a pumpkin spice latte for me. It’s rainy and gloomy outside, but when I’m with Luca, our little world is cozy and warm.

			

			
				“Hello?” Luca says, his deep voice cheerful.

				“I request permission to enter, Prince Charming,” I tease. “And I come bearing a coffee for you.”

				“I’ll lower the drawbridge immediately.”

				The door clicks open, and I step inside, wipe my boots on the mat, and head up the stairs. Luca is already waiting in the doorway for me. His hair is rumpled from taking a nap, and he’s dressed in a navy T-shirt that hugs his massive chest and gray sweat pants.

				He’s so sexy in his casual clothes. 

				And even better out of them.


				“What’s that grin for?” Luca asks, cocking an eyebrow at me.

				“Just thinking about how sexy you are in sweats.”

				Luca laughs and takes the cardboard coffee tray from my hand. “You need to get higher standards.”

				Luca puts the tray down on the kitchen table while I take off my coat.

				“Your no-frills cappuccino,” I say, handing it to him. Then I playfully tug at the drawstrings on his sweats. “Sweatpants are sexy because they provide easy access,” I tease.

				A blush sweeps across his cheeks.

				“You’re adorable,” I declare.

				“Stop,” Luca says, dropping a kiss on my lips. “Did you have a good ride?”

				I retrieve my latte and take a sip. “I did. I jumped today, which always makes me happy.”

				“Good. Hey, if you can handle it, I can make you an early dinner before I need to watch the game. St. Louis is playing tonight, so I need to do my homework.”

			

			
				I bite my lip. I want to ask why I can’t stay here and do my own thing while he studies or if I could I watch the game with him and learn more about what he does.

				But Luca has made it clear he needs peace and quiet to concentrate, so I’m not going to bother asking again. I know he would have me here if he could. After Tampa, I vowed to never interfere in his process again.

				Yet I still hope that with time, and as the season goes on and he remains the number one goalie, he’ll learn to loosen up and relax a bit on his workaholic nature.

				“Hey, what are you thinking?”

				I blink. “Huh?”

				“You turned serious,” Luca says, studying me. “I can see it in your eyes. What’s wrong?”

				Shit.

				“Nothing,” I say. “Just lost in thought.”

				“Are you sure?” Luca presses. “Because I don’t know if I buy it.”

				My phone rings, and never have I been so determined to take a call as I am this one.

				“Hold on,” I say, fishing it out of my purse. “Oh. It’s Kristine. I’m going to take it.”

				“Of course,” he says.

				“Hello?” I ask.

				“Collins? It’s Kristine. I was hoping to catch you out at the stable today, but I missed you. Do you have a few minutes to talk?”

				“Absolutely.” 

				“I have an opportunity I’d like to present to you,” she says. 

				“An opportunity?” I repeat.

				“I know how much you love horses,” Kristine says. “And I’m going to have a lot of opportunities here with the new stable. I’ll need more staff with the increased workload.”

			

			
				I can barely hear Kristine speak over the sound of my pounding heartbeat. 

				“Collins, in an ideal world, what would you like to do? If you could have any job at my stables, what would it be?”

				My throat turns dry. I can’t believe I’m having this conversation.

				“I’d love to teach people to ride,” I say, my voice growing thick with emotion. “Any kind of riding, from recreational to jumping. But I’m not certified.” 

				“I can solve that.”

				I don’t trust myself to speak, so I don’t.

				“Here’s what I’d like to propose. My life is insane,” Kristine explains. “I need someone who can organize my business life. An assistant manager for the stables. Someone to deal with vendors and potential clients and develop a system for scheduling. Collins, you’re probably too skilled for this position as my right-hand lady, but in return, I’ll help you become a trainer. During the workday, so you’ll have plenty of time to apprentice under Sean,” she explains, referring to her current trainer. “We’ll both prepare you for certification, and I’ll pay for it, of course.”

				I’m about to burst into tears. I couldn’t ask for anything more. My dream is right here, all I have to do is say yes.

				“I’m going to email you a job description and salary offer. The salary is based on your current job and management abilities. You’ll also see what benefits I can provide as far as medical insurance goes, etc. Take a few days to read it over, and you can call me this week to discuss further.”

				I bite down hard on my lip. “I don’t know what to say,” I manage to squeak out. I clear my throat and try to sound professional. “Thank you for this opportunity. I look forward to reading about it.”

				Kristine laughs. “Hopefully, you’ll say yes. Now, have a good evening.”

			

			
				“Thank you, Kristine. Thank you so much,” I say. “I’ll call you soon.”

				I hang up and stare at my phone in shock.

				“That happened,” I say to myself, not quite believing it.

				“What happened?”

				I turn to Luca. “Kristine offered me a job.”

				“What kind of job?”

				“Assistant manager. And,” I say, my voice breaking, “and I’ll learn how to teach people to ride.”

				Luca draws me into his arms. “Baby, I’m so happy for you,” he says, kissing the top of my head. “You deserve this, sweetheart. You’re going to live your dream. It’s happening.”

				He steps back from me, putting his hands on my tear-stained face, and I’m surprised to see his eyes are watery.

				“You’re going to get the life you wanted,” he whispers.

				I do have the life I’ve always wanted, I think, staring up into the face of the man I love. 


				Never has life seemed richer with blessings than it does to me in this moment. I’m about to start the life I only dreamed of living. And I’m going to start this adventure with Luca by my side.

				“But . . . Aunt Suzanne,” I say aloud, my stomach dropping. “Oh, Luca, what am I going to do? I can’t leave Aunt Suzanne!”

				Panic grips me. Not only would I be leaving her in the lurch, but it would break her heart if I left her company. She’s been so good to me, so generous in taking me on and giving me a career. How can I do this to her? 

				“Hey,” Luca says firmly, putting his hands on my shoulders. “Your Aunt Suzanne would understand. Her dream was to run an event planning business, but that doesn’t mean she expects it to be yours.”

				“How do I tell her, Luca? I can’t hurt her like this!”

				“Collins. Listen to me. I know how you were brought up. I know you were taught to fear making waves or challenging people and not to upset anyone, even if it’s at your own expense. But I think you’re underestimating your aunt. She will be sad to lose you, but happy to see you happy.”

			

			
				I bury my head against his chest. “I don’t want to do this to her.”

				“Sweetheart, this is life,” Luca reassures me. “Sometimes you have to do things that might hurt someone. Or piss them off. But people who love you move past it. Aunt Suzanne will be sad to see you leave, but thrilled that you are following your passion. She’ll be proud of you, too. But not more than I am.”

				I close my eyes and listen to his heartbeat against my ear. I know he’s right. I should talk to Aunt Suzanne first thing tomorrow morning. 

				Luca’s hand moves up and down my back in a calming way, and I think of his words. I should tell him I shouldn’t have to leave on game nights. I should tell him he’s working too hard, and I fear he’ll burn himself out.

				An image of him dropping to the ice in Tampa flashes in my head.

				No. I can’t. Not yet.

				I’ll take one brave step at a time. Starting with Aunt Suzanne tomorrow.

				“I’m so glad I get to share this with you,” I say.

				“You are my everything,” Luca says, wrapping his arms around me. 

				Then he lowers his mouth to mine and kisses me, letting me know his words are true.

				I’m his everything. And I always will be.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 32


				Delivering bad news to a client is never, ever, easy . . .


				My stomach is in a knot as I sit across the table from Aunt Suzanne at an eclectic breakfast café in Lincoln Park. I texted her and asked if she could meet for breakfast before work so I could talk to her privately.

				Now here I am, chatting on and on about the snow that’s falling outside as I shove pumpkin pancakes around my plate in a desperate attempt to avoid bringing up the reason why I asked her here in the first place.

				“Collins,” Aunt Suzanne says after taking a sip of her latte and placing the cup down, “you’ve been picking at your pancakes for a half hour. What was it you wanted to talk about?”

				“Aunt Suzanne,” I say with a sigh, “you know the equestrian party I did last week? The one out in the suburbs?”

				“Yes, the one you were so excited about, of course.”

				“Kristine—that’s the owner’s name—loved the work I did. So much so that she offered me a job as assistant manager, but more than that, she’s offered to train me to become a future riding instructor so I can teach people to ride and love horses as much as I do.”

				Aunt Suzanne falls quiet as she digests my words. “So, in exchange for your planning and organization skills, she will teach you to be a riding instructor,” she says. “And you want to do this.”

				She blurs as my eyes fill with tears. “I love working for you. You know that. But this is an opportunity that unexpectedly fell into my lap, and I feel I need to take it.”

			

			
				“No, it didn’t fall into your lap,” Aunt Suzanne corrects. “It came to you because it’s right. I know how much you love horses. You have since you were able to speak. As much as I hate to lose you, and believe me, I do, I know this is what you are meant to do.”

				Tears fall from my eyes, and I quickly move to wipe them away. “I didn’t want to hurt you.”

				Her face softens. “Honey, you aren’t hurting me. Of course I’ll miss you, and I’m sad about that, but I love you. Knowing you are going to be happy is all that matters.”

				She reaches for my hand across the table. “Collins, I know you’ve been taught to always smile. Fake happiness. Avoid conflict. But the experience of life is all these things. To know true joy, you have to know sadness. If you are going to live it, you can’t always hide.”

				I’m about to lose it. Aunt Suzanne connects with me in a way my mother can’t. She allows me to be me, flawed and imperfect. To have real feelings and the freedom to express them. 

				Just like Luca does.

				“I love you,” I say.

				Aunt Suzanne’s eyes grow teary. “And I love you.”

				With the elephant out of the room, she takes her hand off mine and smiles at me.

				“I do expect you’ll have dinner with me once a month,” she says, taking a bite of her fruit and yogurt parfait.

				“I can’t cook, so you know I’m there.”

				She laughs. “You’ll text me Luca updates?”

				“So much so you’ll block me,” I promise.


				“How is your goalie, anyway?” 

				“He’s great,” I say after taking a bite of my pancakes. “He has practice this morning and flies out for St. Louis this afternoon. They come back after the game tomorrow night, so he’s only gone for a day.”

			

			
				“Do you have an app to keep track of him?” she teases. “Because his life is crazy.”

				The rest of breakfast is relaxed and normal. At the end of the meal, Aunt Suzanne says she will tell the staff about my departure after I have confirmed with Kristine later this week and then she tells me again how much she loves me.

				As we leave the café and head back toward the office, I feel full of hope for my future. I’m about to embark on a career that is my dream. I have fallen in love. I’m learning to express my emotions and be real with people.

				My life is really coming together now.

				And now that it’s on course, nothing will derail where I’m headed.

				~ ~ ~


				By lunchtime, I’m starving. I call down to a tiny Thai shop down the street that has awesome lunch specials and place an order of tom kha soup and nam sod, one of my favorite chicken salads. I tug on my gloves and knit hat and make the walk through the light snow that is cascading down on the neighborhood. 

				I love the snow. It’s peaceful, even when it’s falling on a busy Chicago street. Thanksgiving is coming soon, and I wonder if Luca and I will celebrate together. We haven’t discussed it yet, but I know we will. Maybe we’ll split time between our parents’ houses or spend time together on our own late at night. Knowing it will be our first makes it special.

				I tug open the restaurant door and bells clang, loudly signaling my entrance. It’s absolute chaos inside with people waiting for tables, placing to-go orders, and picking up food. Gah. The Black Friday sales at the mall are more organized than this. Apparently, everyone wants hot Thai on this freezing cold day.

			

			
				“Order for Brady, please,” I say, after waiting my turn.

				The woman turns and scans the brown paper bags behind her, stapled with yellow receipts with names scribbled on them. She moves down the row and comes back to me empty handed.

				“No Brady. What was your order?”

				I repeat my order, and she searches through the stack of tickets put on a spike next to the phone.

				“I don’t see it. We’ll make it now. Fifteen minutes.”

				I nod. I tug off my gloves, drop them into my tote, and reach for my phone. Luca should be home about now, probably eating his eight-thousand-calorie lunch.

				I see I have new Connectivity notifications, and I pass the time by scrolling through them. Beckett’s page has updates, which make me laugh because I know Aubrey handles his public account. Livy posted some new jewelry designs for the holidays. Then I see this:

				Photo Connect with Luca Ballerini.

				Ooh! Fans on Connectivity can tag Luca on his public profile and I assume it’s another selfie he has taken with them. The fans always seem so happy when he spares a moment to spend time with them after games and practice. 

				But the picture is not what I expect.

				It’s a photo of Luca all right, but he’s at a bar with a bottle of Stella Artois in front of him. The caption reads:

				Caught the goalie for the Chicago Buffaloes out in Bucktown last night.

				Blood rushes to my head as I try to make sense of what I’m seeing. This can’t be right. Luca wouldn’t have gone out last night. He wouldn’t let me stay because he had to prepare for a game. There’s no way he’d tell me that and then go out for beers. No. The picture has to be old. 

				But when I skim the comments and see the timestamp of the posting, there is no doubt about it.

			

			
				Luca did go out last night, and apparently, not long after he had asked me to leave so he could prepare.

				Prepare.

				Was that a lie? 

				The question slams into my stomach. All the times Luca couldn’t spend with me, all the times he asked me to leave . . . was that so he could go out drinking with friends? After he told me he rarely drank due to his strict diet and health plan? 

				The room begins to spin as a sick feeling crashes over me.

				Does he not want to spend as much time with me as he claims he does? If Luca managed to spend some full evenings with me, I wouldn’t care if he went out with friends. I still go out with mine; that’s normal. 


				But it’s not normal to always throw me out, tell me no, and continuously make excuses about how hockey takes his time. He says I’m his priority, but that’s obviously not the case.

				When Luca knew how upset I was that I couldn’t spend more time with him, he turned around and lied about it?

				Oh, God. I’m going to throw up if I don’t get air. I drop my phone into my purse. I run out of the restaurant, leaving my order behind. I stop on the sidewalk and gasp the frozen air, but I still can’t feel anything except pain.

				Do I even know this man at all?

				I’m reeling. Part of me wants to put my head in the sand. Pretend I didn’t see that picture and convince myself that everything is fine. I want to trust my heart and believe that Luca’s words are true and there’s some logical reason he was at a bar last night.

				But my head fights back.

				He went to a bar. Not long after telling me I had to leave. I’m a distraction, but being in a freaking bar isn’t?


				Anger surges past the sickness. Raw anger, that I normally shove down and stuff away, screams at me to come out.

			

			
				I hurry to the curb and throw up my hand to hail a cab. No. The old Collins would have buried this then meekly approached Luca, but I refuse to live like that anymore.

				As soon as I get in the cab, I text Aunt Suzanne to tell her something came up and I’ll be back after a long lunch.

				I won’t wait for Luca to come back from St. Louis tomorrow night to discuss this. He isn’t in goal tonight. It’s a travel day.

				And he’s about to find out just how hurt I am.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 33


				Be direct . . . 


				After I get out of the cab, I text Luca. I don’t trust myself to talk to him without yelling, even on intercom. 

				I tell him I’m on the sidewalk and ask if he can he let me in.

				Then I go to the doorstep and wait for him to reply.

				Are you OK? Letting you in now.

				No, I’m not okay. I’m terrified I’m about to lose everything.

				The door clicks open. Nausea rises within me. My heart pounds. I reach the landing and find Luca waiting for me in the doorway, dressed for a flight in a white dress shirt and suit pants, a worried expression on his handsome face.

				“What’s wrong?” he asks. “Collins, tell me what happened.”

				I stop walking. I can’t believe this man would lie to me. My heart screams that it can’t be true. 

				But I saw the picture. He went to a bar instead of studying a game.  

				Luca did lie.

				Luca closes the gap between us, putting his hands on my arms. “Collins, something is wrong. I can see it.”

				“Don’t touch me,” I snap, shoving him back. “You lied to me!”

				“What?” Luca cries, shock resonating in his voice. “What are you talking about? I’ve never lied to you!”

			

			
				“You were at a bar last night,” I spit out, my voice laced with hot anger. “You kicked me out, claiming you had to watch a game, but you actually went out to a bar.”

				Understanding flashes in his eyes. 

				“I can explain that. I’ve never lied to you,” Luca says, moving back toward me.

				I brush past him and into his apartment, and I begin pacing. All of the emotions I’m not used to dealing with are about to explode and moving is the only way I can hope to contain them.

				“You chose a bar over time with me,” I cry, hot tears stinging my eyes. “I’ve been such an idiot. I believed you this whole time, and you’ve been throwing me out after sex to go party!”

				Luca slams the door shut, and now I see he’s furious.

				“Do you even know me?” he accuses. “Because if you did, you would know there is no way in hell I’d treat you that way.”

				“Apparently, I don’t,” I say bitterly. “Did you think I’d shove this aside, too? Not fight about it? That probably made it really easy for you, didn’t it? If you got caught, you figured I wouldn’t argue with you. I have sat back and said nothing and—” 

				“Wait a minute,” Luca interrupts, his voice low and laced with anger. “You’ve been upset this whole time, and you never said a word?”

				“After what happened in Tampa, how could I?” I ask, my voice breaking. “I wasn’t going to ruin you by telling the truth.”

				“Ruin me? I told you that was a puck bounce. How many times do I have to say that?” 

				“It doesn’t matter,” I say, shoving his explanation aside. “You were going out to bars behind my back, Luca!”

				“I was not,” he roars. “Christ, you must think I’m a complete asshole if you believe that, but you’ve never been honest with me, have you?”

			

			
				“I did it to protect you!”

				“Bullshit. You did it to protect yourself,” Luca says, his eyes flashing. “You were afraid of how I’d respond. You didn’t want to deal with ugliness, just like your mom. Instead of giving me a chance and letting me work through your concerns, you buried your feelings. I might not know a lot about relationships, but I sure as hell know this isn’t how one works.”

				His words cut through me.

				Because I know he’s right.


				But I’ll be damned if I give in to him now.

				“You know how else they don’t work?” I fight back. “They don’t work when one person is consumed with their career. You have given me bits of you, but not as much as you can.”

				“That’s not true.”

				“Oh, it is true,” I declare, tears streaming down my face. “There are other goalies in this league who are as good as you are, if not better, and they have wives and kids and dogs. They have a life off the ice. They somehow manage to watch a game while their girlfriend sits next to them on the sofa, Luca. What you’re doing . . . you’re going to burn yourself out. You will. You’re so terrified of losing what you have you can’t see that you are one of the best goalies in the league. Your preparation is part of it, but not all of it. Until you find balance, your fear will control your life. And you’ll have nothing but that net in it.”

				“You,” Luca says, his voice shaking, “don’t know what you’re talking about or what I have to do to stay where I am. Now this conversation is pissing me off.”

				“I know exactly what I’m talking about. And funny, you want me to tell the truth, and when I do, you say I don’t know what I’m talking about. You only want a truth you can agree with.”

			

			
				“I’m done,” Luca snaps, throwing up his hands. “I’m done with this conversation. I’m done with everything.”

				His words send a chill straight down my spine.

				I know he’s done with me, too.


				I run straight past him, throwing open the door.

				“Collins!” Luca yells, running after me.

				I don’t acknowledge him. I can hear him closing fast on me down the stairs, but I’m still ahead. I race to the curb, and oh, thank God, I see a cab. I throw up my hand.

				“You’re not leaving!” Luca yells, putting my arm down. “Not like this!”

				I shove his hand away and stick mine back up. 

				“You have a flight to catch,” I say, my voice thick with tears.

				“I don’t care!” he screams at me. “I don’t!”

				The cab pulls to a stop in front of me. I jerk open the door and get inside, but Luca grabs a hold of it so I can’t close it.

				“Just so you know,” Luca says, his voice full of hurt, “Justin texted me after you left and asked if I wanted to meet him at the bar to watch the game. It was a sports bar, Collins. That’s why we were up front. So we could watch TV. I had one beer. One. We did it so we could pick each other’s brains on St. Louis. That’s the truth. You won’t believe me, but it is. One more truth? I love you. But apparently that isn’t enough, is it?”

				Then he slams the door shut and heads back to his building.

				I gasp in shock as his words roll over and over in my head.

				“Where to?” the cab driver asks.

				I rattle off my address and the city rolls by in a blur. 

				Luca didn’t lie to me.

			

			
				He loves me.


				And I just lost him.

				I know where I need to go now. I need to go to the one place where I feel safe. Where I can cry and scream and speak my truth and still be accepted.

				I need to ride.

				~ ~ ~


				As soon as I enter Major’s stall, he comes over and greets me. I do the one thing I thought I was safe to do with Luca, but really wasn’t.

				I share my truth with Major.


				I bury my face in his neck and sob like I have never sobbed in my life. My heart is broken. Just like I never knew love like this could exist until I met Luca, I never understood how a breakup could cause so much pain and grief.

				How do I go forward from here? How? I can’t imagine a life without Luca in it. He is my everything. He brings me joy. He makes me brave. With him, I dared to believe a dream could be more than just that, that it could be a reality if I didn’t give up.

				During the drive out to the stables, I forced myself to face the fight. Luca was right about not giving him a real chance. Oh, what I wouldn’t do to turn back the clock and undo this. I wish I acted like a mature adult and faced our difficult conversations head on instead of imploding on him all at once. 

				I called him a liar.


				I sob harder as Luca’s hurt face flashes in my head. He might love me, but he’ll never forgive that.

				I jerk my head up. I need to ride. If I ride, I won’t think. 

				I’m too emotional to jump, but it’s the only thing I have left that matters.

				I get Major ready to go, retrieve my gear from the tack room, and put my helmet and gloves on. I lead Major out of the barn and to the indoor ring. I mount him and attempt to warm up, but Major refuses to move on my command. 

			

			
				I know why.

				He senses I’m not right. 

				Finally, I get him to obey and take a few laps with him around the ring.

				But try as I might, I can’t get Luca out of my head. I’ve always been able to shut out my problems by riding Major. Why isn’t it working now?

				I shake my head. No. The ride will take over. It will. 

				It has to.


				After he’s warm, I decide we’re ready for the course.

				I lead him to the start and take a deep breath. 

				I still feel nothing but anguish.

				Jump, I will myself.

				I take off and lead Major forward, preparing him for the first jump. Too late, I realize my counting is off. 

				Major comes to an abrupt stop, refusing the jump. I go sailing through the air, over the top of him. Instinctively, I throw my hand out to try and protect my head from the fall.

				I scream as I hit the earth, and I feel my body snap in different places upon impact. Agonizing pain tears through me.

				Then panic fills me as I realize I might not be able to get up.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Chapter 34


				Always work to resolve problems, no matter how impossible they seem . . . 


				“Good news, Collins,” Dr. Anna Lenoy says, returning to my bed in the emergency room. “Your CT scans show exactly what I suspected. You have two broken ribs in addition to the broken wrist, but no damage to blood vessels or internal organs. I’m going to prescribe pain medication to take for the ribs so you can breathe deeply. This will help prevent pneumonia. I’ll give you a printout with some breathing exercises as well.”

				Relief washes over me when the diagnosis is confirmed. I cracked a rib once a few years ago, so I know rehab will take one to two months. I’m in pain, of course, but I will heal. I’ll be able to ride Major again, although it will be torture to stay away while I recover. 

				She can fix my bones, but Dr. Lenoy can do nothing to heal my broken heart.

				“Someone will be here in a bit to put a cast on your wrist,” Dr. Lenoy continues. “Then I’ll come back and we’ll go over your discharge instructions.”

				“Thank you,” I say appreciatively.

				I still can’t believe everything that has happened. After I fell, other riders rushed to my aid. An ambulance came and whisked me off to the nearest hospital. Kristine dropped everything to go to the hospital with me. Mom and Dad arrived soon after.

			

			
				Yet the person I needed most wasn’t there. 

				Luca. I blink back tears. I need Luca.

				As I rode in the ambulance, I realized how stupid our argument was. We were both wrong. Life can change in an instant. When I was alone and scared out of my mind, I wished for Luca to be the man who would stand by my side. During the good and the bad, sickness and health. I don’t want to share these ups and downs with anyone but the man I love.

				To think I lost Luca over something that we can work out? To give up on the man who loved me without a fight? No. Luca is The One.

				I vowed right there, in that ambulance, that we were not over.

				We’re only beginning.


				My mom exhales loudly from her chair beside me, interrupting my thoughts. “Oh, thank God,” she whispers. “I was so afraid!”

				“I know it’s hard waiting for results,” Dr. Lenoy says, her chocolate-brown eyes reflecting empathy. “But I anticipate a full recovery for your daughter. I’ll be back to check on you in a bit.”

				“Thank you, Doctor,” Dad says.

				Dr. Lenoy leaves, and I turn to my mom. “I need your phone.”

				“Collins, I already told everyone,” Mom says. “Livy is here. Aubrey is on her way, as is Suzanne. Taylor also knows, and I promised I would text her updates.”

				“I need to call Luca,” I say, my voice cracking when I get to his name. “We had a fight. I need to talk to him.”

				“Is that why you fell?” Mom gasps, her hand flying to her chest. “Did that fight cause this accident?”

				“Major refused the jump,” I say simply, which is true. “That caused the accident.”

			

			
				“You don’t need any more unpleasantness,” Mom says, shaking her head. “You never had arguments with Gabe. He was so easygoing and pleasant.”

				“I didn’t love him!” I cry, losing all control of my emotions. “It doesn’t matter if he was the nicest guy on earth. I don’t love him!”

				Mom straightens in her seat. I know my anger is upsetting her. 

				“Collins,” Dad pleads, trying to diffuse the situation. “Don’t get upset.”

				“No, I have spent my whole life hiding my feelings.” I turn angrily to my mom. “You even wanted me to hide my freckles!” 

				“I—” Mom starts to speak, but I cut her off.

				“I’m not done. Mom, you might choose to live your life this way, but I don’t. Not anymore. If I’m mad, I’m going to be mad. If I want to cry, I’ll cry. I’m living fully now. Luca has shown me I can. I love him. He’s The One. We’ll fight sometimes. We’ll disagree. But we’ll work it out. Our lives will have ups and downs, but that is what a good life is all about. That’s what I want. This is my choice. Not yours.”

				My parents stare at me, stunned. I’ve never spoken like this to them before. I’m finally free. Weights I’ve carried since childhood have fallen away, and I can truly be myself. 

				Mom goes pale. I hate that I’m hurting her, but I can no longer hide myself to make her life more pleasant. 

				“Well,” Mom says abruptly, standing up, “I think I’ll go see if Aunt Suzanne is here.”

				Mom will always be my mom. I love her. But a new me has emerged, and she will either deal with it, or not. Either way, I don’t care. I’m living my life now for myself.


				Dad exhales loudly. “She tries, honey,” he says softly. “But she’s sensitive.”

				“I know, but I can’t keep pretending anymore. I won’t.”

			

			
				The curtain draws back, and I see Aunt Suzanne’s worried face peek in.

				“Oh my God, sweetheart,” she says, her eyes filling with tears.

				“I’ll go get some coffee with your mom,” Dad says, leaning over and brushing his lips on my forehead. “I love you.”

				“I love you, too,” I say.

				Dad turns and hugs his sister before he leaves. Then Aunt Suzanne sits down on the chair next to me.

				“Are you okay?” she asks. “I was scared to death when I got the phone call that you had been in a riding accident.”

				“I have some cracked ribs and my wrist is broken,” I say. “I’ll get a cast and everything will heal.”

				“Thank God,” Aunt Suzanne says. “Your mom didn’t know what happened, and I kept picturing a spinal injury or concussion.” She stops speaking, and I can tell she’s about to cry. “I was terrified.”

				“I was, too. But I’m okay. I promise.”

				She gently brushes hair off my cheek with her fingertips. “There are a lot of people in that waiting room who are very worried about you.”

				I nod. “I know Livy is here. Aubrey is coming.”

				“Aubrey came in when we did.”

				“We? Did Uncle Craig come with you?” I ask. 

				“No. But Luca did.”

				What?

				“No,” I say, furrowing my brow. “He’s in St. Louis. He flew out with the team today.”

				Aunt Suzanne continues to stroke my hair. “No, he didn’t go.”

				My heart begins racing.

				“But . . . he had to,” I say in confusion. “Luca can’t miss a game!”

			

			
				“That young man,” Aunt Suzanne says, “loves you. I don’t think you have any idea how much he does. As I was about to head to the hospital, Luca came into the office looking for you.”

				“What?” I ask, stunned.

				“I told him you had been in an accident with Major,” Aunt Suzanne explains. “I’ve never seen a man look as stricken as he did. I’ll never forget it. He went white, Collins. The fear in his eyes was unmistakable.

				“Luca drove me here, and he said he called the coach and told him he had a personal problem he needed to resolve today, it couldn’t wait, and he asked for permission to join the team later tonight on a commercial flight,” she continues.

				“Sweetheart, he was on his way before the accident. You are what matters to him. You.”

				Her words send shockwaves through me.

				Luca put me first. 

				Our fight meant something to him, and he was so upset he called his coach and asked for personal time. 

				He was coming to the office to make things right with me.

				“I need to see him,” I blurt out. “Please go get him. Please.”

				“Nothing would make me happier,” Aunt Suzanne says, rising out of her chair. She pushes the curtain aside but turns back to me before she leaves.

				“This is the love you aspired for,” she says gently. “And I’m so happy you found it with Luca.”

				I choke back a sob as she leaves to get Luca. I realize how much this man does love me. 

				He has placed me ahead of the game he has spent his whole life loving.

				I anxiously bite my lip, doing my best to keep the tears at bay, as I wait for him. The curtain is yanked aside, and Luca appears, his eyes filled with nothing but anguish. 

			

			
				“Luca,” I choke out, his image dissolving through my tears, “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

				Before I can say another word, he’s at my side, down on his knees. 

				I lift my good hand, and he wraps his strong hands around it.

				“Collins,” he says, his voice thick with unshed tears, “I’ve never been so scared in my whole life. Never. First, I thought I lost you after we fought,” he says, his voice breaking, “and I thought that was the worst. But when I heard about the accident . . .”

				His voice trails off, and Luca is unable to finish his sentence. My tears fall freely. Swallowing hard, Luca gently squeezes my hand and clears his throat. “. . . I love you. You’re my first love. My only love. There will be nobody but you for me.”

				“I love you, Luca,” I say through my tears. “You are the love I was searching for. You’re The One. Always.”

				Luca bites down on his lower lip, and I can tell he’s fighting to keep his composure.

				“You were right about balance,” he says softly. “I need to share my hockey life with you. No more leaving. I want you at home, with me, when I’m home. As long as that’s what you want.”

				“I do want that. I won’t interfere, I promise.”

				“I’m going to make changes,” Luca assures me. “I’ll still prepare, but I’m going to find more time for a life. It’s too damn short. When your aunt told me about your injuries—”

				He stops speaking and lowers his head down to my hand, resting his forehead against it, and my heart breaks as he struggles to talk about his feelings.

				After a moment he lifts his head, and his eyes are rimmed with red.

				“I realized what an idiot I was. How much I took for granted. I will never, ever, do that again.”

			

			
				Tears stream down my face. “I had the same thoughts. Luca, I’m sorry I didn’t share my feelings. But that changes today. I told my mom I’m no longer shoving my feelings aside. I promise you will always know what is going on in my head.”

				“You were right about me not wanting to hear the truth,” Luca admits. “I was good at preaching that shit, but not so good at dealing with it when it was directed at me. I need to take my own advice. I promise I’ll listen to your concerns. And we’ll work through them. Together.”

				“I’m sorry I thought you lied,” I say painfully. 

				“I can see why you thought I did.”

				“Can you forgive me?”

				“Only if you promise me forever, Cinderella,” Luca whispers. “I know we haven’t been together that long, but I know I love you. I fell in love with the woman you are on our first date. You’re what I want. I want us.”


				“I do promise you forever,” I say, “because I’m madly in love with you. It’s the easiest promise I’ve ever made.”

				Luca rises and leans over my bed, gently brushing his lips against mine.

				“I think that’s how every good fairy tale ends, right, Cinderella?” Luca asks after he kisses me. “With the prince kissing the princess?”

				I smile up at him. “Yes, and we’ll live happily ever after.”

				“Hell yes, we will,” Luca says, bending down to kiss me again.

				As I receive the sweetest of kisses from my Prince Charming, I know he’s right.

				We’ll have ups. Downs. Disagreements. Struggles.

				But we’ll also have happiness. Laughter. Togetherness.

				Most of all, we’ll have love.

				And this Cinderella couldn’t be happier about it.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Epilogue


				Valentine’s Day

				Chicago


				Always Save the Date . . .


				“You couldn’t have made our first Valentine’s Day more perfect,” I declare as I snuggle against Luca’s luxurious cashmere overcoat.

				We’re walking through Lincoln Park with big, puffy snowflakes falling from the velvety black sky, after a romantic dinner for two at an old-school Italian restaurant in the neighborhood.

				“Not bad for my first Valentine’s Day as a boyfriend, right?” Luca says.

				I glance up at him. The snow lands on the reddish-brown waves that peek out from his black knit hat, and love for him fills my heart.

				“Let’s see, I got breakfast in bed, a card with a beautiful note, flowers sent to the stables, and a seasonal chocolate cherry molten cake for dessert. You aced it, my love.”

				Luca laughs. “Oh, so I can take back the gift I have upstairs for you?”

				“No. I’m selfish. I want it all,” I declare.

				But I already have it all, I think as we walk through the snow.

				It turns out Major gave us everything when he refused that jump. My beloved horse made Luca and I appreciate what we had, both in life and with each other.

			

			
				Luca made good on his promise to cut back on work. He’s still the hardest working man I know, but he has more balance. Now, he spends less time obsessing about what the future will bring in the net and more time focusing on the present. He even started to make more time for sketching, which brings him great joy. And he adopted a husky puppy from a rescue. Wells is our baby now, and I take care of him when Luca’s on the road.

				I’m practically living with Luca at this point. When he watches a game, I’m right there with him, reading a book or watching a Hallmark movie on my iPad with ear buds in. Now, Luca always stops his prep early so we can end the evening together. Talking, laughing, planning our future. Each day, I fall a little more in love with him, as impossible as that sounds.

				We’ve met each other’s families and shared holidays with them. I love his huge family, and his mom is trying to teach me how to cook. I’ve set off her smoke alarm twice, so I’ll say it’s a work in progress. My dad loves Luca, and Mom is warming up to him. I think in her movie, Gabe would still be in the picture, but she knows I love Luca and always will. Aunt Suzanne adores him, though, and has since the day of the accident.

				My life has changed so much, too. I work for Kristine, and I can’t wait to get to the stables each day. I’m surrounded by horses and equestrians, and never in a million years would I dream work could be so fulfilling and bring me so much happiness. I apprentice under Sean two days a week, and he’s an amazing instructor. I’m like a sponge around him, soaking up as much as I can. I also shadow the vets when they come, learning more about equine anatomy. It doesn’t feel like work. 

				I’m living my dream.

				Mom is still Mom, but I accept her without catering my answers to suit her. Aunt Suzanne’s business is going strong, and Katie has stepped up in my absence and flourished with the extra responsibilities.

			

			
				The Buffaloes are in the playoff hunt, and I have a feeling a trade will be made to get them some extra help before the trade deadline closes in March. They need some defensive help if they are to make a deep push. Considering they didn’t make it last year, it’s exciting to see unfold. Knowing Luca has been a huge part of the turnaround makes me so proud.

				Beckett and Aubrey are getting married Fourth of July weekend in Hawaii. I’m helping her plan on the side, and I can’t wait to be a bridesmaid. Landon and Livy planned theirs for the last week of July, and it will be in Chicago at the Chicago Botanical Garden. Once again, I’m a bridesmaid and thrilled to stand by when she marries the love of her life.

				Taylor is my one concern. Her parents encouraged her to give Minneapolis a year before quitting, and to my dismay, she took their advice. I know she’s miserable. Nana pointed out to me and Livy that we can’t make her see her truth. She will have to find it on her own, but Nana assured us Taylor would—when she was ready to face it.

				Nana. I smile to myself. We now have monthly Magnum P.I. binge-watching parties when the Buffaloes are out of town. The guys take turns scheduling drivers for us, and let’s just say whiskey sours might be involved in our get-togethers.

				Luca leads me down the sidewalk to his building, and we step inside. His gloved hand remains wrapped around mine as we head up the stairs. I can’t wait to be alone with him for the rest of the night.

				Luca puts the key in the lock, and Wells barks eagerly on the other side of the door.

				“Someone is ready for us to be home,” Luca says, smiling at me.

				We step inside, and Wells eagerly chases around us, happy to have us home. Before Luca removes his coat, he plays with our puppy on the floor, ruffling his fur and talking affectionately to him. Luca is a dog man through and through, and seeing how good he is with Wells foreshadows what kind of father he will be someday.

			

			
				I unbutton my coat and hang it up, then yank off my gloves and remove my hat.

				“You’re beautiful,” Luca murmurs, his eyes soft with affection for me.

				Happiness fills my heart. I’ll never get sick of him telling me so or of him telling me how much he loves me.

				He slips out of his coat and tosses it over the back of a kitchen chair. 

				“I’m going to get your present,” Luca says, reaching for me and dropping a sweet kiss on my forehead. 

				“Okay,” I say, and as soon as he’s out of sight, I dash into the hall closet, where I stashed his gift earlier today. Oh, I can’t wait to see his face when I give it to him!

				Luca comes back with a package tucked under his arm. When he sees my package, his eyes light up.

				“Happy Valentine’s Day! I want you to open yours first,” I say.

				Luca sets his package on the coffee table, and we sit next to each other on the sofa. Luca tears off the paper of my gift, revealing a huge sketchbook and brand new art pencils along with a card.

				“New art supplies, this is perfect,” Luca says. 

				“There’s more in the card.”

				Luca opens it and pulls out a gift certificate. He reads the card first.

				“‘Luca, there are no words to tell you how much I love you,” he reads, his voice soft. “Thank you for being the man you are. You’re my inspiration. You’ve taught me to live. I am so glad to celebrate this Valentine’s Day with you. I love you with all my heart, more than I ever dreamed I could love anyone.’”

			

			
				Luca shifts his gaze to me. “I never thought any woman would write me a card like this, let alone one like you. I love you, Collins,” he whispers.

				“I love you, too,” I whisper back. I lean forward and kiss him, a slow, sweet kiss reflecting everything that is in my heart. 

				“Don’t forget the gift certificate.” 

				Luca glances down at it.

				“This is for that art studio we went to,” Luca says.

				“It’s one month of private sketching lessons,” I say.

				Luca’s face lights up with sheer happiness.

				“Seriously?”

				“I remembered how much fun you had in the studio that day, and I thought you would love the professional instruction.”

				“Sweetheart, it’s perfect,” Luca says, leaning over and kissing me. “I can’t wait to use it. Thank you.”

				“You’re welcome,” I say, so happy that he loves my gift.

				“Now yours,” Luca says, reaching for his present on the table. 

				I eagerly accept it and remove the red ribbon and rip off the white paper. Inside, I find a sketchbook. I glance up at him, confused.

				“Am I going to learn to draw, too?” I ask.

				Luca grins. “No. Open the book.”

				I flip open the book, and the first page is another rendition of me with Major, from Livy’s website. This time, Luca has written on the drawing.

				“‘She was the most unique woman I’d ever seen,” I read aloud. “And I had to know her.’”

				I lift my eyes from the page.

				“It’s our story,” Luca says. “In pictures.”

				I flip the page and gasp as I see me walking down Beckett’s lawn in Wisconsin toward the lake. The drawing is in vivid detail, from the moon shining down on me to the lanterns on the cobblestone fence.

			

			
				“I met you under the moon, and I started to fall,” I say, my voice growing thick.

				I continue on. There’s a picture of us in Major’s stall. Walking in Lincoln Park. Me waiting for him after a game. All drawn in vivid detail with his memories of how he fell in love with me written beneath. All straight from his heart.

				I cry as I continue to read. 

				I get to the last page and see a picture of something that hasn’t happened yet.

				I’m standing in his living room in the sketch, but in the picture, Luca is on one knee, holding a ring up to me.

				A ring.

				In our story . . .

				“Oh my God,” I gasp, my hand flying to my mouth. “Oh my God.”

				Luca stands up and takes my hand, helping me up. Then he drops down on one knee.

				“Collins Elizabeth Brady,” he says, his voice strong, “I love you. I want all the rest of my days with you. Will you marry me?”

				Then he pops open a velvet box, revealing a sparking diamond and platinum ring to me.

				But it’s not an ordinary ring.

				The pear-shaped diamond is set inside a diamond horseshoe.


				I begin shaking. I love him so much, I’ll burst with happiness.

				“Yes,” I say. “Yes. Yes. Yes. I will marry you, Luca Christopher Ballerini. I will marry you!”

				Luca grins and takes my hand.

				“Cinderella, can you steady the hand for a moment?” he teases. “You’re making this hard to put on your finger.”

				I begin to laugh, and he does, too. 

			

			
				Luca slips the ring onto my finger and stands up. I stare at my hand, hardly believing what’s happened.

				I’m going to marry this man.

				I leap into his arms, catching him off guard, and he laughs loudly in response as he catches me. Wells begins barking like crazy. 

				We’re engaged.


				Luca puts me down, and I cup his gorgeous face in my hands.

				“I love you,” I murmur.

				“I love you,” Luca says, sliding his arms around me. “I’m going to give you the life you’ve dreamed of. We’re going to get a house out in the suburbs with land and a stable so you can have Major with you all the time. We’ll have another dog, and someday, kids.”

				“You’ve already given me the life I’ve dreamed of,” I say, gazing up at him. “By loving me.”

				“I’m still going to piss you off,” Luca says, smiling at me.

				“That’s all right. I’m annoying.”

				“I’ll forget to reload the seasonal creamer.”

				“And I’ll burn dinner.”

				“I can’t wait to marry you,” Luca says. “But first, I get to help you send out save the date cards for our wedding.”

				I laugh. “Save the date. Appropriate for a goalie to be involved in a save, right?”

				“Ha-ha. You’re so funny.”

				“And you love it.”

				“I do. I love you,” he says seriously.

				“I love you,” I say.

				As Luca kisses me, I know Nana was right.

				I found my truth.

				Right here in the arms of my Prince Charming.

			

		

	
		
			
				


				Also by Aven Ellis and Soul Mate Publishing: 

				CONNECTIVITY


				Overachiever Mary-Kate Grant (who is indeed named after an Olsen Twin) has followed every rule to the letter to pursue her dream of working in TV programming. Ripping a page from the “hard work pays off” playbook, she takes an assistant level job at a Chicago sports network to break into the industry. 

				MK has no time or desire for a relationship right now—she is totally focused on her career and being independent, unlike the other women in her family. 

				But MK’s plans are run through the shredder when she finds herself working for William Cumberland, a British media mogul who made his fortune with Connectivity, a social media site. William blows into Chicago just like the winds off Lake Michigan and purchases the group of networks MK works for—and makes her his personal assistant in the process. 

				Suddenly MK finds her career plans in jeopardy. William makes her question everything she has ever thought and has the uncanny ability to see right through her. And for the first time in her life, MK finds herself not only questioning what she wants for her career but for her personal life as well.

				Available on Amazon: http://tinyurl.com/npzdr6c 

				WAITING FOR PRINCE HARRY

				(A Dallas Demons Hockey Romance)


				Twenty-four-year-old Kylie Reed has always been a rule follower. Organized and cautious to a fault, her dreams for life are often filed away for future use—when she has a house, when she meets her future husband, when she has been at her visual display job at a chic Dallas boutique longer. Kylie always has a reason for living her life in the future, not in the present, and fears not living her life to the fullest and reaching her dream of becoming a fashion designer.

			

			
				The only exception to rules, of course, would be running away with Prince Harry. But living in Dallas and not knowing Prince Harry make this a non-option.

				Or does it?

				Because when Kylie accidentally falls into the lap of a gorgeous ginger guy—yes, even more gorgeous than the real Prince Harry—all bets are off. Kylie’s life takes some unexpected twists and turns thanks to this encounter. Could this stranger be the one to show Kylie how to live in the present? 

				Available on Amazon: http://tinyurl.com/paapxo8


				CHRONICLES OF A 

				LINCOLN PARK FASHIONISTA


				Recent college graduate Avery Andrews is ready to begin a new life in the big city. She’s landed an apartment in Chicago’s famed Lincoln Park neighborhood–and has her eye on the cute commodity trader just a floor above. 


				If Premier Airlines knew about her fear of flying, they never would have hired her to be their marketing assistant—but it’s not like Avery wants a lifelong career. Right now she simply wants a job to pay her bills . . . and fund a few little shopping excursions, too.

				Her new lifestyle comes with a price tag, as Avery is not only faced with paying a ridiculous rent but finds she’s perceived as one of the vacant, husband-hunting fashionistas who live in the area. Avery resents this stereotype. So she doesn’t want a lifelong career, and she loves fashions she can’t afford, but that doesn’t mean she is empty-headed and spoiled, does it?

			

			
				When an opportunity to participate in a documentary at work arises, Avery finds a two-fold solution to her problems. She’ll earn extra money for it, and the documentary will show her as a serious career woman, enabling her to shed that husband-hunting fashionista label for good. 
When the camera is on, Avery attempts to be a motivated professional woman. But when she is challenged by Deacon Ryan, the videographer assigned to cover her story, Avery finds herself wanting things she was never supposed to want—like a lasting career—and Deacon. And Avery might just gain more from the experience than a perfect career image and extra cash to put in her Tory Burch wallet . . . 

				Available on Amazon: http://tinyurl.com/mv87r8v


				THE DEFINITION OF ICING

				(A Dallas Demons Hockey Romance)


				Kenley Hunter finally has everything sorted out. Fresh from studying chocolate making in Europe, she's gambling everything on her new business, Confection Consultations. 

				All Kenley wants in life is people to take her seriously, to see the person on the inside rather than the blond beauty on the outside. While pursuing her passion of chocolate, Kenley discovered people seek her knowledge. They see past the exterior and fall for the chocolate delights in front of them. 

				So with work as her focus, Kenley is ready to start her career in Dallas. Men are out of her recipe, because she fears that once they get past her looks, they’ll be disappointed in what they find. Kenley decides she's all about the chocolate now. 

				Or is she? 

			

			
				Because a chance meeting with new Dallas Demon hockey star Nate Johansson might change everything. Sent to Dallas in a blockbuster trade, Nate is somewhere he doesn't want to be, for reasons that have caused him heartbreak on multiple levels. Nate knows he will never trust a woman again after what happened to him in Minnesota. 

				But when he meets a woman with an intriguing name and a passion for chocolate, Nate isn't so sure about his theory. And he might just learn a definition of icing other than the one used in hockey with Kenley as his guide . . .

				Available on Amazon: http://tinyurl.com/pjh8fab


				THE AUBREY RULES

				(Chicago on Ice Series Book 1)


				Some of the Aubrey Rules to Live By: 

				*If I’m going to indulge in French fries, I must add extra time to the treadmill the next day. 

				*Always keep your work and private life separate. 

				*Being open to new experiences will never involve eating kale. 

				*Never, ever date a professional athlete. 

				For Chicago social media professional Aubrey Paige, the rules are everything. So much so that Aubrey has painstakingly written her rules for living into a polka-dot Kate Spade notebook that she carries with her at all times. It’s her personal guidebook to living her life. These rules are the Holy Grail—ones never to be broken. They guide her actions for everything, from dealing with workplace drama to finding a great guy to date. After all, these are her own rules, built from her life experiences and observations. So they have to be perfect, right? 

			

			
				Or are they? 

				Because when Aubrey meets a cute Canadian, she suddenly finds her rules being tested and challenged in ways she never dreamed possible. Beckett Riley is the shy, quiet, determined captain of the Chicago Buffaloes, a hockey team on the verge of turning the corner to becoming a winning organization. He’s Aubrey's opposite, with so many qualities that Aubrey had listed as ones she’d never want in a man. 

				Yet Aubrey finds herself drawn to Beckett in ways she’s never known. And when she unexpectedly finds herself working with Beckett, she wonders if rules are meant to be broken after all . . .

				Available on Amazon: http://tinyurl.com/oxbmobd


				SURVIVING THE RACHEL


				Bree Logan is ready to start her post-college life, but when she’s dumped by The One, unable to land a professional job, and has to move back in with her parents, she doesn’t think things can get worse until she ends up with her hair chopped into The Rachel, the infamous haircut made famous by the show Friends. Which is not good since it’s no longer 1994. But sometimes you have to go through challenges to get what you really need, and for Bree, could that include a different career and a romance with Jack Chelten, the boy-next-door?

				Available on Amazon: http://tinyurl.com/nnkzjfj


				BREAKOUT 

				(A Dallas Demons Hockey Romance)


				While Texas is known for loving football, Lexi Stewart has always been drawn to the ice. Hockey is her passion, and she wants nothing more than to pursue a career in video editing for the home network of the Dallas Demons hockey team. 

			

			
				Lexi has an editing job for a corporate account, but it’s not fulfilling. Nor is her dating life, despite having the so-called help of The One Online Dating Service. Lexi knows there has to be more for her—on both fronts. She’s ready to take the next step, but it doesn't seem like it’s going to happen anytime soon. 

				Until a flying puck changes everything. 

				Niko Xenakis is the new Dallas Demons TV producer, and he’s looking to make his mark in his new role and hopefully work his way back to his hometown of Baltimore. But once he meets Lexi, he might just change his mind on what he wants for his future . . . 

				But the road to love is never easy, complicated by the fact that they both carry emotional baggage from the past in their hearts. Can these two “breakout” of the past to find love in the present?

				Available on Amazon: http://tinyurl.com/hsmgujh


				TRIVIAL PURSUITS

				(Chicago on Ice Series Book 2)


				Landon Holder is exactly the kind of man Livy Adams should stay far away from. 

				The flashy, flirty star defenseman for the Chicago Buffaloes is known for hooking up with women all over Chicago. Livy finds herself attracted to Landy, but his sexy good looks and charm are irrelevant. She had her heart shattered by a cheating athlete in college, and Livy vows she will never let her judgment lapse like that ever again.

				Yet Livy knows she can’t spend the rest of her life focusing on building her jewelry line during the day and her evenings playing TriviaPlayOrPass! on her phone, either. Even though she does have fabulous conversations with a player named Scott, it’s time to get back in the game—in real life. While Livy tries to figure out her career path in jewelry design, she knows it’s time to take a chance on romance again, too.

			

			
				But in a strange twist of fate, Livy finds herself getting to know Landy on a much deeper level. Sometimes people aren’t always as they appear to be. Just like a diamond, you have to look closely to see true clarity.

				As Livy unwraps the layers around Landy to see the man behind the image, will she have a change of heart? Can she leave her past behind for a future with Landy? Or is it all a game of trivial pursuits?

				Available on Amazon: http://tinyurl.com/jhxzlgx


				ON THIN ICE


				Holly Johansson knows some things in her life are certain after college graduation: 1.) It’s a long road to becoming a full-time author. 2.) She’ll need to work to pay her bills. 3.) And Dallas Demons superstar Matt Rhinelander will never return her feelings.

				Holly knows her unrequited crush on the partying hockey player is ridiculous. There’s no way Matt would be attracted to a woman who prefers watching TV or reading books when he’s known for his frequent bar hops and fast lifestyle. Obviously he would never see her as anything other than his teammate’s little sister.

				Yet Holly is drawn to the other side of Matt—the man she knows has always been thoughtful and easy to talk to whenever she’s been alone with him. It is this Matt that fueled the crush Holly has on him. And she knows it will always be just that—a secret crush.

			

			
				Or will it?

				Because when Matt helps Holly through a crisis, her heart begins to believe that there might be feelings on his part, too. After a night of hard partying puts Matt in jeopardy with the Dallas Demons, can Holly be the one to save him? And when Matt admits he sees her as more than Nate Johansson’s sister, will it put them both on thin ice?

				Available on Amazon: http://tinyurl.com/lh65g3b
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