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		Chapter 1

		Eleanor “Elli” Fisher didn’t understand why she was so forgetful. She was convinced that if her ass weren’t attached to her, she would forget it at home, too. But really? How in the world did she forget all the bulbs for her light stands?

		Elli stood in the entrance of the Luther Arena, waiting for Harper Allen, her assistant, to bring the bulbs back from her studio on the western side of Nashville. This was one of the most important days of her career and she forgot the bulbs.

		God, I am an idiot.

		How did she manage this? She ran her hand through her unruly brown curly hair, sighing. As if forgetting the bulbs wasn’t enough, she was also having a really crappy hair day. This was her first year with the Nashville Assassins. She couldn’t blow it. Being chosen to be the photographer for a hockey team was huge, but when it was for the team that just won the Stanley Cup and had the prospect of winning again? Hello, it was huge.

		When she saw Harper running into the arena with the bulbs in hand, she let out the breath she had been holding. Damn, that was fast.

		“For Christ’s sake! It’s a madhouse out there!” Harper complained in her thick southern accent. Her hair was in spikes this week. The spikes were also purple, which made it even more interesting. Hadn’t she discussed with Harper how they needed to keep a professional image? Yes, purple was a team color.

		But still!

		“I know, come on. Let’s go put the bulbs in.” She didn’t have time to have it out with Harper right now; she had to get to the ice. They all but ran toward the entrance to the ice. Once there, she was greeted by the Assassins’ PR rep.

		“Ms. Fisher, how do you do? Are you ready?”

		Melody Jackson was intense. That was the only way Elli could describe her. She was from New Jersey, and had been converted into a Southerner. And that made no damn sense to Elli, but whatever, this was her boss. So she flashed a huge grin and turned on her southern charm.

		“Yes, ma’am. Let my assistant put these bulbs in, and we can get started.”

		“Good, the boys will be out soon. Then we’ll go downstairs for the other shots we need.”

		“Yes, ma’am.”

		Harper ran ahead of them and started setting everything up. Elli took in a deep breath. She had been photographing weddings almost her whole adult life, and now she was moving to sports. She had always wanted to do sports photography, partly because she had such a love for hockey, but she never could get an opportunity. Now, thanks to a job opening, and being related to the owner of the Assassins, here she was.

		This was her chance.

		A big one.
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		Harper handed Elli her camera with a big smile. Harper knew how important this day was, and also how nervous Elli was.

		“Go on over there and let me test-shoot, Harp.” Harper started toward the goal and turned with a stick in her hand, making a stern expression. It brought a smile to Elli’s face. Harper was a dork but, God, Elli loved her. After fixing the aperture on her camera, Elli called Harper over as the guys started skating onto the ice.

		“Good golly, Miss Molly! Look at them! Good Lord! They are gorgeous!” Harper whispered as all the guys came out and sat on the bench. Elli took her time looking the guys over. They were gorgeous, all right. But she already knew that, since she never missed a home game. Sometimes she thought it was the uniforms: bright purple and black that brought out their good looks, with a masked man on the front of the jerseys. But nope, even with the helmets off, these men were just plain gorgeous.

		Getting back in the zone, she called for the coaches first. Trying to bottle her nerves, she got started. After shooting the coaches, it was on to the team. Each player came out in front of the goal, striking his pose. Elli zoomed in, taking a head shot before taking one with him holding a stick. After that picture, each lined up for an action shot, which consisted of skating toward her while shooting a puck. During all of this, Harper offered up commentary.

		“For the love of God, El, that dude is hot!”

		Elli rolled her eyes, taking the shots she needed.

		“Hush, Harp.”

		“No, really. Like, please, can I hit on one of them? Just one?”

		“No.”

		“You’re no fun.”

		Elli laughed it off. She was starting to get into her groove, just as the captain and the alternate captains came off the bench.

		“Oh, to hell with what you say. Number two is mine, after this!”

		Elli gave her a pointed look as Jakob Titov, the Assassins’ leading scoring forward, skated in front of the goal. Jakob was extremely good-looking, with hard lines to his face, bright green eyes, and dark brown hair. He was a looker, but not Elli’s type.

		He reminded her too much of her ex-boyfriend.

		“Hush, Harper!” Elli said as she took the shots she needed. What she didn’t need was Jakob making eyes at her assistant, which he did. And, of course, Harper returned them. She didn’t know why it bothered her so much that Harper always flirted with the clients. It didn’t matter how old a client was or what he looked like, or even if he was the groom. She always found something in them that she liked. It was probably the fact that they each have a penis.

		Elli loved Harper, but Harper was a little promiscuous and didn’t care who knew. Guys had no worth to her unless they were naked and inside her, as she always said. Elli always wondered what made Harper that way. It made no sense. There had never been a guy who had done Harper wrong in the twenty-two years they had been friends. Her parents were good people. So Elli really didn’t understand where it came from. And, of course, guys liked Harper. She was wild, beautiful, skinny, and a man’s dream.

		Everything Elli wasn’t.

		Jakob lined up, giving her his action shot. After she got it, he skated toward her and Harper instead of to his teammates.

		What the hell is he doing?

		“Nice hair, beautiful,” he flirted in his thick Russian accent. Harper just smiled widely, as Elli flushed deep red. Elli didn’t know why she was embarrassed, but she was. She didn’t want attention on Harper right now, not with the importance of this job.

		“Nice stick,” Harper said, looking down at where he was holding his stick. Jakob gave her a devilish smile and skated toward the bench.

		“You are impossible, Harper Allen,” Elli said, flustered.

		After getting it together, Alex Welch came next. Alex was easy to shoot. He had good lines and bright blue eyes, so the pictures were bound to be fabulous. Next was the captain, Shea Adler.

		Elli blushed as she got to the close-up of Shea. She had always thought the defenseman was gorgeous. With his almost black hair that fell across the brightest blue eyes she had ever seen, and a crooked nose that had been broken two years ago during a game with the Red Wings, she had to admit that she had a little bit of a crush on him. When he smiled, her heart melted. Yeah, his teeth were probably false, but damn, he had a pretty mouth.

		“Why’s he blinking so much?” Harper asked. Elli was too busy looking at his mouth to notice.

		“Harp, shut up,” she whispered, but then she noticed that the captain was blinking a little too much.

		“Is he hitting on you?”

		“Oh, my God!”

		Elli’s whole face flushed deep red as she looked down at the picture viewer on her camera. In all the pictures, the captain’s eyes were shut. Elli looked up, and Shea was rubbing his eyes.

		“Mr. Adler,” she said as she started walking toward him. He looked over at her.

		“I’m sorry, but I need you to stop blinking. Your eyes are closed in every picture I have taken.”

		“I’m sorry.”

		Oh, God, his voice was butter, thick with a Boston accent. Elli swore she could come at the sound of it.

		“I got new contacts and they are bugging the hell out of me.”

		“Someone get Adler another pair!” somebody yelled as he pinched the little lenses out of his eyes, throwing them down on the ice.

		“We can do this without them, right?”

		Elli just nodded. Gosh, he was gorgeous! He tried to make eye contact with her, and it was obvious that it was hard for him to see.

		“I won’t be able to see your beautiful face for a little bit, but I’ll have a new pair soon. Then I can stare some more.”

		Elli stood there, blinking.

		Was he flirting with me?

		Did he just call me beautiful?

		She turned without a word and went back to work. When it came time for Shea Adler to skate off, he ran into the goal, then the wall, before making it to the bench. Everyone was in a fit of laughter except Elli. She was still in shock.

		Shea Adler had called her beautiful.
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		After the shoot downstairs, which consisted of the guys in sexy suits holding their hockey sticks, Harper and Elli started cleaning up and tearing down the equipment. Elli didn’t hire big crews; she didn’t like them. All she needed were Harper and two other assistants, and she was good. The day had been great. All the shots were fantastic. Once she edited them, they would be golden. The guys were really great and sweet, not really as cocky as the sports reporters made them sound. They were good guys.

		Elli was packing up her camera when she saw Jakob Titov coming toward her. He gave her a grin before going over to where Harper was standing. She watched as he flirted with Harper, who was playing hard to get, something she had perfected. Jakob pulled his phone out as she did the same. They were exchanging numbers. He asked her something and Harper just giggled and then leaned forward, giving him a kiss on his cheek.

		Jakob put his hand on his heart before stepping backward, a dazed look on his face, causing Harper to laugh. He shot her a wave as he left with his bag over his shoulder. Harper smiled and looked over at Elli. “He’ll call when he gets in the car,” she said as she walked toward Elli with the rods from the light stands.

		“How do you know? He said that?”

		“Nope, but I know his type. Needy.”

		The sad thing was that Harper was probably right.

		Elli looked down at her camera, taking care to put it away. As she zipped her purple-and-black bag—yes, team colors—she cursed herself for being shy and stupid with guys. When Shea said she was beautiful, she should have said something clever. That’s what Harper would do. But nope, she just stood there blinking and looking downright stupid.

		Elli knew the problem. It was the fact that she had no confidence at all. She didn’t think she was good enough for male attention. She wouldn’t say she was plus-sized, but she was thick. She wasn’t a size two anymore. Nope. Good ole ten now. Even with her thyroid medicine to help with her hypothyroidism, she still couldn’t keep the weight off. It didn’t matter if she had great fashion sense to cover her dumpy body, guys just didn’t hit on her the way they had when she was eighteen and a size two. It was depressing, because Elli was lonely.

		Elli would never admit it to anyone, but she wanted that “happily ever after.”

		She always put on the front that she liked being alone and didn’t need a man, but it was such a lie. Elli wished she could be like her older sister, Victoria, who loved being single, loved sleeping with different men, but Elli just couldn’t do it. Sex was such a private thing, and with the way she felt about her body, no one was getting her undressed until she knew she loved him and he loved her.

		After packing everything on the carts, they started pushing them down the hall toward the car. After three trips, they had everything packed and were walking toward their cars when Harper’s phone rang. Elli didn’t even stay back to listen. She kept walking with a wave as Harper cooed into her phone.

		Once in her F-150 (hey, trucks aren’t just for boys), she drove off toward the west end of Nashville to get onto the interstate. She’d planned to ask Harper if she could stay the night with her since she was stupid tired and didn’t want to drive for forty-five minutes, but it looked like Harper was going to be busy. So Elli decided to go home. She hit the interstate, preparing herself for the drive. It was probably good that she was going home. She had forgotten to call Ally, her neighbor, to let her dog out.

		When Elli had purchased the old country home outside of Nashville five years ago, it had seemed like a great idea. The studio had been open for two years. It was thriving, and she wanted a home, not some apartment or condo. She bought it without even looking at anything else. It was the house for her. After five years, it wasn’t the old country home she had bought. It was a masterpiece. Everything had been redone, the décor classic and beautiful.

		Whenever Elli’s dad came to visit, he would always say that it was like he was standing in sunshine because it was so bright. She smiled just thinking about it. She was so proud of both her studio and home. They showed the world that she was doing something with her life. They proved that she didn’t need her family’s money, that she was successful after losing her stint on Broadway, and that she could live without Justin, her ex.

		She pulled in to her round driveway, grabbing all of her bags. Even before getting to the door, she heard her pug running down the hall, and then the barking started.

		“I know, Adler. I’m home, darling, hold on.” Elli opened the door and her forty-pound pug attacked her. Well, he tried to, at least. She laughed as she threw her keys in the basket by the door. She bent down to her puppy, who was struggling to breathe.

		“Oh, my goodness, Adler, honey. Breathe, darling.” Elli petted him until he calmed down, kissed the top of his head, and then locked the door as her house phone rang. She didn’t answer it. She knew it was her mother, and Elli was not in the mood to talk to her. The machine picked up and her mother’s voice rang out over the machine, telling her to call her. She pushed delete before going to the kitchen for some dinner. She decided on a frozen dinner, since she didn’t feel like cooking. She went to get her laptop while her food cooked in the microwave.

		Elli walked through her bright yellow living room. She loved the décor in here. The gleaming walls accented the black wraparound couches that had matching throw pillows. The couches brought the room together. Her extremely large TV, a gift from her father because she loved watching the away games in HD, hung above a mantel that held pictures of her nieces and nephews. She smiled as she passed them to get her laptop. She loved her nieces and nephews, and couldn’t wait to take them to the park next weekend when they came for their monthly visit.

		After getting her laptop and returning to the kitchen, she loaded the pictures from her camera as she got a fork and napkin. She sat down at the bar, food and laptop in front of her. She had taken more than three thousand shots of the Assassins, which meant she had lots of work ahead of her. She inhaled her frozen pasta meal. She realized she was hungrier than she thought as she looked over the pictures. They were good shots, really good. Only a few were crappy. But with Photoshop, she could fix them with no problem.

		As she went from picture to picture, Elli kept going back to Shea Adler’s photos. Gosh, he was so stinking gorgeous. He had the most spectacular blue eyes she’d ever seen. They were such a dazzling shade of blue: so bright, and so happy. He probably had a beautiful girlfriend, a dog, and a nine-bedroom house with all the fixings. He just looked like he was happy. When she came to the pictures of him in the suit, he took her breath away. The suit was black, with a purple vest underneath. The hockey stick that he held was so slick-looking. But you really didn’t look at the stick or the suit, you looked at his eyes.

		Good golly, they were mesmerizing.

		Not that Elli would admit this to anyone, but while she worked that night, she kept flipping back to the pictures of Shea, looking at his beautiful eyes, his hard body. She wished that she was the girlfriend at his house waiting for him to get home so they could sit on the couch, cuddling as they watched highlights from the games that night, while Adler lay beside them.

		Elli smiled at the thought, and then rolled her eyes.

		As if that would ever happen.
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		“Not only did I run into the goal, but the wall, too!”

		Shea Adler sat with the side of his face in his hand. His glasses were crooked, but he didn’t care. He was beyond embarrassed about what had happened at the Assassins’ photo shoot earlier that day.

		“I can’t stand it when I get new contacts. They affect my eyes all to hell. God, it was so embarrassing, Grace. So embarrassing.”

		His twin sister laughed on the other end of the phone as Shea rolled his eyes, dropping his hand from his face to get up for a drink of water.

		“I don’t know why you’re so embarrassed, Shea. It was only the guys.”

		“And the staff!”

		“Okay, and the staff. So what?”

		“And the photo people!”

		“So? You’re never embarrassed about anything. What aren’t you telling me?”

		Shea didn’t say anything. He wasn’t telling Grace about the beautiful brunette with the biggest and brightest green eyes he had ever seen. She had eyes that took his breath away when he looked into them, something that had never happened to him before.

		“Who is she?” Grace asked with a knowing voice. “Hopefully not some dumb blond bimbo who will suck you dry.”

		“Hey, no one has sucked me dry!” Shea said defensively.

		“They tried.”

		“Now, you know that’s not true. I won’t even let them close enough to suck me dry.”

		“Whatever. You bought the last chick, Marie, a diamond necklace!”

		“Because I unknowingly slept with her sister. I felt bad, and since I had no intentions on starting anything with her, it was a sorry present before I stopped talking to her.”

		“Oh, yeah. Well, the sister should have told you she was Marie’s sister, who does that? So who is this new girl?”

		“How do you know it’s a woman?”

		“Because, like I said, you don’t get embarrassed. So shut up and tell me.”

		“I don’t know who she is. She was the photographer today.”

		“Okay, and …?”

		“And she was beautiful.”

		“Did you ask her out?”

		“No, she is kind of different,” he said sheepishly.

		“What the hell, Shea? You are not making sense. Who am I talking to?” she said teasingly. “This isn’t my brother, big, scary Captain Adler, because my brother’s motto is ‘I came, I saw, I conquered.’ ”

		Shea let out a booming laugh, which caused her to laugh.

		“I don’t know. She wouldn’t look me in the eye. She was shy, cute.”

		“Hmm, sounds like a winner in my book,” Grace said.

		“Maybe.”

		“So, anyway, the party for this weekend is almost done, planning-wise.”

		“Great!”

		“I’m excited. The guys are gonna have a ball.”

		“That’s why I hired the best party planner in Nashville.”

		Grace giggled and went on with the details, as Shea stood in his stainless-steel kitchen. Grace had decorated the whole condo for him when they came to Nashville four years ago. He had just been traded to the Assassins from the Flyers and couldn’t be happier to be moved to a team that was going to pay a hell of a lot more than the Flyers ever did. Plus, Grace had hated Philadelphia. Probably as much as Shea did. Luckily, they both loved Nashville, since Grace would never go anywhere without Shea, and he wouldn’t go anywhere without her.

		The joy of being twins!

		Grace had helped pick out the condo, and even lived with him for a while to finish decorating, before looking for her own. Then she met James Justice. After being together for only a couple of months, she got pregnant. Now Grace lived ten minutes from Shea in a beautiful $1.2 million house, blissfully married, with two of the greatest kids in the world, Ryan and Amelia, while running the biggest party-planning business in Nashville. Shea couldn’t be happier for her, but he always got nervous at the thought that one day he might be leaving her, if he got traded again.

		“Does that sound okay?” Grace asked, bringing him back to the conversation.

		“Of course. Do you have a photographer?” Shea found himself asking. Grace started laughing.

		“No. You never said you wanted one.”

		“Well, maybe it would be a good idea. With all the new players and their families, don’t you think?”

		“Yeah. Do you have a certain photographer in mind, Shea?”

		“Oh, hush, and get her.”

		“Who is she?”

		“I don’t know, but find her and get her. Offer her a price she can’t refuse.”

		“You have no idea what her name is?”

		“I think I heard Elli, but I’m not sure. Call Melody, she would know.”

		“Fine. I’ve got three days to find this chick. Jeez, Shea.”

		“I love you, Gracey,” he cooed. She laughed.

		“I love you, too. Bye.”

		“Bye.”

		He hung up his phone, tucking it into his pocket with a grin on his face. He went to his fridge, smiling at his niece’s and nephew’s pictures before opening it to get a beer. He popped the top as he walked to the dimly lit living room. He sat down on his leather couch and turned on the TV to catch some of the highlights before turning in for the night. He had an early practice in the morning. Plus, he would be volunteering with the team tomorrow afternoon over at the Children’s Hospital at Vanderbilt.

		As Shea drank his beer, he found himself grinning. If Grace came through, he would be seeing the beautiful photographer by this weekend.

		And this time, he would conquer.

	
		Chapter 2

		Elli was dragging ass when she came into the studio the next morning. The tall mocha from Starbucks she had stopped to get was not doing the job. She was exhausted. She had stayed up until two in the morning editing pictures and got up at six to let Adler out and to get ready for work. She had shoots for two newborns, a senior, and then two families, all before three o’clock.

		It was going to be a long day.

		As Elli unlocked the big glass doors to the studio, she glanced down at the white script that covered the doors. It was something she did every morning.

		
			Time Standing Still

			    Owner: Eleanor Fisher

			    Established: 2004

		

		She smiled to herself as she shut the door behind her, turning the lights on as she walked to the back, where her office was located. She set her coffee down before slipping off her heels and picking up her phone to listen to her messages. Usually Harper would do all this, but she wasn’t coming in today. Elli had given all the assistants the day off, since yesterday had been such a big job.

		Elli had forty messages waiting for her. She sat down and listened to every one of them, writing phone numbers down and putting stars beside the clients she had worked with in the past. She took a drink as the answering machine continued:

		“Message forty, September thirteenth, 2010, ten-thirty p.m.”

		“Wow, they are calling late,” she muttered as she listened.

		“Hello, my name is Grace Justice, and I am calling on behalf of Shea Adler.”

		And with just the mention of his name, Elli knocked her coffee cup all over her desk.

		“Shit!” she yelled as she jumped up, wiping off the front of her skirt.

		“If you would like to listen to the message again, press five.”

		“Shit!” Elli yelled again, pushing five on the number pad.

		“Hello, my name is Grace Justice, and I am calling on behalf of Shea Adler. I am planning a team party that he is hosting this weekend, and we need a photographer. The one I had canceled on me, so I am in a spot. Melody referred me to you after Shea had mentioned meeting you yesterday. He asked me to tell you that whatever the price is to get you here for the party is the price he’ll pay. Please give me a call at—”

		Elli wrote the number down quickly, and then listened to the message again, just to make sure she wasn’t imagining what was happening. Shea Adler had mentioned meeting her? He said he would pay anything for her to be at the party?

		This had to be a prank.

		Elli glanced at the clock and then dialed the number that Mrs. Justice had given.

		The phone rang twice before a thick Boston accent came over the line.

		“Planning Your Moment. Grace Justice speaking. How can I help you?”

		“Yes, this is Eleanor Fisher, with Time Standing Still. I just got your message and was returning your call.”

		“Yes! Hello! How are you?”

		“Fine, thank you, and yourself?”

		“Oh, girl, I’m dragging this morning. My daughter kept me up all night. You would think by fifteen months she would be sleeping through the night!”

		“I hate to tell you this, but my youngest niece didn’t sleep through the night until she was three.”

		“Oh, good God, please don’t tell me that!”

		“Sorry!” Elli said with a laugh.

		“I just don’t understand. My son, a perfect angel! My daughter, a demon!”

		That had both women giggling.

		“So, anyway, sorry to get off subject and bother you with my problems.”

		“Don’t you pay it any mind. I love talking about kids.”

		“Okay, good. I’m hoping you can help me this weekend, Ms. Fisher.”

		“Call me Elli. When is the party?”

		“Saturday, at one o’clock. I would need you until everyone leaves.”

		“Okay, just a second.”

		Elli pulled up her schedule. She had a wedding that day, but Harper could do it with Alice as her assistant. They would be fine, but then that left the studio business. Will could handle it, probably. Maybe she could call Alice’s brother, Jack, to back up Will. It could work.

		“Okay, I might be able to. When do you need an answer?”

		“When can you give me one?”

		“By lunch?”

		“Sounds good to me. I’ll be waiting for your call, Elli.”

		“Okay, talk to you soon.” Elli hung up the phone and just sat there staring into space. Was this really happening? She was booked that day. She couldn’t do the party … right? She picked up the phone and dialed Harper’s number. It went to voicemail, but that didn’t stop Elli from continuing to call her. Harper finally picked up after the ninth time.

		“I mean, Jesus, El. If I don’t answer, obviously I don’t want to talk to you!”

		“Shea Adler’s party planner called me to do his team party this Saturday.”

		“Really?”

		“Yeah!”

		“Okay, well, we have the Baker/Poke wedding this weekend, so Alice and I will cover it, while Will runs the studio, and we’ll have Jack come in to back him up.”

		“That’s what I was thinking.”

		“Of course it was! But you told the party planner you would call her back because you’re too chickenshit to do it. So call the girl back and tell her yes, and then don’t call me back until it’s a decent hour.”

		The line went dead.

		Elli didn’t pick it back up, though; she just stared at the phone, telling herself to pick it up and call Mrs. Justice back.

		But she couldn’t.

		The day went on, the party for Shea Adler heavy on Elli’s mind. Why couldn’t she just call Mrs. Justice back and tell her yes? She had the coverage. What was the problem?

		Seeing Shea again.

		Her crush had gotten stronger after she spent most of the night staring at his pictures, and she didn’t know if she could face him again, let alone work for him. After her senior shoot, Elli was sitting at her desk when her phone rang.

		Elli picked up, with her regular greeting, only to hear the same Boston accent from earlier.

		“All right, now, Ms. Fisher, you have not called me back. Does that mean no?”

		“Oh, I’m so sorry. I’ve had clients all day and lost track of time,” Elli lied.

		“I’m just teasing you; will you be able to do the party?”

		Just say yes; say it! Elli thought as she bit down hard on her lip.

		“Yes, ma’am, I can. I’ll be there at twelve-thirty. I just need the address and your email to send you the invoice.”

		“Wonderful! You’re a lifesaver, Elli!”

		Grace gave her the email and the address to a well-known subdivision before thanking her again and then hanging up. After staring at the wall for what seemed like forever, she dialed Harper’s number.

		“I said yes,” Elli said when Harper answered.

		“Good. I knew you would.”

		“How did you know? I didn’t even know I would!”

		“Because you want to see Shea Adler again. You won’t admit it, but I saw the way you looked at him yesterday. You’re smitten,” Harper said.

		“I am not!”

		“Yes, you are.”

		“I’m hanging up.”

		“Go ahead. But listen. Make sure you wear the white tubetop dress with the blue flowers, and your bright blue Manolo heels to the party. You’re smoking in that dress.”

		“I will not! I’m wearing jeans and a studio tee.”

		“Whatever you say, Elli.”

		The line went dead again, and Elli threw the phone down. She sat behind her desk and looked up to study the Assassins’ team picture from last year. She needed to print one out for this year’s team, since there were new players, and some of the guys looked a little different. She looked at her favorite spot, row four, eight guys in from the left, to where Shea Adler stood in his jersey with a C on his chest and a big grin on his face.

		She took a deep breath and shook her head as she said, “Damn it. I’m gonna wear the freaking dress.”
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		“Her name is Eleanor Fisher—Elli for short.”

		“Excuse me, guys. It’s my sister,” Shea said as he stood up, taking the phone with him to the kitchen and leaving his fellow teammates in the living room.

		“Elli. I like it.”

		“She’s so sweet—shy like you said, but sweet. She said yes, after making me wait most of the day. She said she got extremely busy, which was probably true. Her studio is freaking hot right now. Not only is her wedding photography beautiful, but her in-studio stuff is amazing. You should look it up online. I’ll send you the link with the invoice for her services.”

		“Okay, sounds good. How much is she charging me?”

		“Not enough, in my opinion. Five hundred dollars.”

		“Add one thousand dollars to it and send it in. Don’t forward me anything; I’ll just lose it.”

		“It’s an email, Shea.”

		“I lose everything.”

		“True. So, fifteen hundred dollars?”

		“Yeah. She’s really coming?”

		“Yes, Shea.”

		“You are awesome, Grace. I owe you.”

		“No problem. It’s my job.”

		“You’ve made my day. Thanks. Listen, I’ve got Jakob and Alex over. See you Saturday?”

		“I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

		“Yep, love you.”

		“Love you, too.”

		Shea ended the call, tucking the phone into his pocket, a huge grin on his face.

		Eleanor Fisher. Elli.

		The name fit her. He couldn’t believe Grace had come through. When he came into the living room, Jakob looked up at him and shook his head.

		“What’s up with the grin, bro?”

		“Grace came through for me. You didn’t finish the story, did you?” Shea asked, changing the subject. Jakob had gone out last night with some girl he had met and was telling the guys about it.

		“Not yet. So after going at it all night, then a good part of the morning, we wake up, and she rolls over and tells me to leave. I couldn’t believe it! No woman has ever done that!”

		“Maybe you weren’t good,” Alex said with laugh. Jakob pinned him with a glare.

		“Fuck off, Welch. I was awesome. She was freaking hot. I don’t know what happened.”

		“Crazy, dude,” Shea said as he leaned back on the couch, a beer in hand.

		“Damn right it was. She was heaven. Damn it!”

		“What, she won’t talk to you?” Alex asked.

		“Hell, no! She won’t answer any of my calls or texts.”

		“Maybe she used you.”

		“Maybe,” he said with a shake of his head. Jakob was one of those guys looking for true love. It wasn’t that Shea wasn’t looking for the one. He just wasn’t on a mission like Jakob was. If for some reason she came along, Shea would make sure to never let her go, but until then he would enjoy his single life. Alex had found his true love years ago; he was married to his beautiful wife and had five daughters, something Jakob was extremely jealous of.

		Shea hated seeing his best friend so upset over a girl, but luckily, he thought with a smile, that would never happen to him.
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		Shea never planned what he was going to wear. He usually just threw on a pair of ripped-up jeans and a tee. But he would be seeing Elli today, and he wanted to look good. So he spent a good thirty minutes trying to pick something out. He even made the mistake of calling Grace. After being cussed out, he went back to trying to pick something on his own. He decided on a nice white button-up shirt and a pair of cargo pants. After fixing his hair, he threw his black Billabong hat on and slid on his black Converse shoes.

		He was nervous, something he never felt. Not even during game seven of the Stanley Cup play-offs. He was always ready.

		Shea was basically bouncing in his seat as he drove his chromed-out Range Rover over to Grace’s house, where the party was being held. Grace had much more room than he did; plus, she loved having parties at his expense. When he pulled into her driveway, he noticed a huge black F-150 sitting on the side of the road. None of the guys drove that, so he thought it must belong to one of the workers. Some of the team members had already arrived with their families, and the party was just getting started when Shea entered the backyard.

		It was the perfect September day for a party. The sun was shining and the sky was bright blue as kids ran through the sprinkler and raced down the water slide that Shea had insisted on. He had a pair of shorts in the car, just in case he got the urge to slide with Ryan, his nephew. As Shea walked through the party, he stopped to say hi to his teammates and their wives or girlfriends. He looked around the party and saw James, Grace’s husband, holding Amelia in his arms.

		Shea went straight to them, taking Amelia from him, kissing her loudly on the cheeks. She squealed in delight, kissing Shea right back.

		“Hey, Shea,” James said. Shea smiled over at him. He had always liked James. He was a good man, treated his sister well, and was a great father. What more could Shea ask for?

		“Hey, man, how are you doing?”

		“Good. Amelia has been a terror about going to bed, though. I feel so bad for Grace. She’s gotta be tired.”

		“I bet she is. The party looks amazing.”

		“Like always, she outdoes herself. She’s over there with the photographer.”

		Shea snapped his head around so quickly that he was surprised he didn’t give himself whiplash. His beautiful sister was wearing a long flowing pink dress, with her black hair up in a bun and her big shades over her eyes. She was laughing, and he smiled, but when he looked over at the woman in front of Grace, he lost his breath.

		Elli was wearing a beautiful summer dress. Her hair was down in ringlets, her eyes also covered with sunglasses. He knew the color of them, since he had been dreaming about them for the past two days. His eyes drifted down Elli’s body. She wasn’t skinny like most girls Shea went after, but she wasn’t fat. She was curvy, sexy. He started walking without thinking. He was pretty sure James said something, but he was mesmerized by the beauty in front of him.

		Right when he was about to reach the two women, Elli walked off toward the playing kids with her camera in hand.

		“Shit,” he muttered as Grace grinned up at him, taking Amelia from him.

		“She’s not your norm, Shea.”

		“No, she’s better,” he said as he watched her follow the kids around, taking pictures. Grace laughed before kissing his cheek.

		“I hope something happens between you guys.”

		“Oh, it will.”
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		The party was going beautifully. Grace Justice was one hell of a party planner.

		The large brick house was covered in lights, with lanterns hanging from the strings of lights above the party. The team colors were everywhere, on every surface. There was lots of stuff for the kids: water slides, games. There was even an area in the flower garden where costumed actors dressed as a prince and princess were reading stories to the smaller children. For the adults, there was a huge selection of food and drinks.

		Elli was getting great shots: the kids, the teammates, everything. It was so fascinating to get to see this inside view of the team. They were such a family. Elli was bending down and taking a picture of the most gorgeous little girl, who happened to be Grace’s daughter, when she felt someone standing behind her.

		“I see you’ve found the most beautiful baby girl to take pictures of, Ms. Fisher.” Elli stood up and looked behind her to see Shea Adler looking down at her. She always knew he was tall on his skates, and he was still massive without them. He was such a big man, so strong. Being a defenseman, Elli guessed he had to be huge.

		“I did. She’s gorgeous.”

		“She takes after her uncle. Right, baby girl?” He scooped the baby up, kissing her loudly on the cheeks.

		“Your niece?” Elli asked as she turned off her camera. Then she looked at the two of them together and she could see the family resemblance: the same blue eyes, and the same dark-as-night hair. The baby pushed on his glasses, causing him to laugh as he readjusted them on his face.

		All the commentators on SportsCenter made fun of his glasses. They were big, black, and geeky-looking, but Elli loved them.

		“So Grace is your sister?” she asked when she found her voice again. Being as close as she was to him was making it hard for her to breathe. He was so gorgeous.

		“My twin sister.”

		“Wow, I didn’t know. She didn’t mention it.”

		“I doubt she talks about me a lot,” he said with a laugh as the baby tried to get down. “All right, all right. Calm down, Amelia. Go on, baby.” He patted her on the butt as she waddled away. “She’s a busy one. Do you have any kids?”

		“Oh, no. Just a lot of nieces and nephews.”

		He smiled as he looked over at her, his blue eyes focusing on her green eyes. They stood there staring at each other for a minute before his eyes raked over her body, making her nervous.

		“It’s a beautiful party,” Elli said breathlessly.

		“Yeah. Like always, Grace outdid herself.”

		“She did. This is really nice of you, though, having this for the team.”

		“Yeah, I’ve done it the past three years, since I became captain. Wavier did it before me.”

		Elli nodded.

		He smiled, and she blushed. God, she was an idiot.

		“Wavier was a good captain.”

		“He was. I miss his crazy ass,” Shea said with a big smile. “So, do you follow hockey?”

		“Oh, yes, I love it. I have glass seats right beside the penalty box. I go to every home game.”

		“You do?”

		“Yup. I’m a big fan.”

		“That’s awesome. Is that how you got into sports photography?”

		“Kind of. I always bring my camera with me to all the games and take pictures. So when I got the opportunity to shoot for y’all, I jumped on it.”

		“You did a great job. I saw my pictures this morning, actually. We had to approve the pictures that were being used for the arena.”

		“Oh, thank you.”

		He already saw them? She just sent them in yesterday. Melody was on the ball!

		“Have you lived in Tennessee your whole life?”

		She looked up as she said, “Um, yeah. Why?”

		“Your accent is really thick.”

		She blushed a little as she smiled and said, “I’m a southern belle. What can I say?”

		He laughed, and of course Elli continued to blush.

		“And you are a Yankee through and through?”

		“Oh, yes, guilty as charged. My mother always teases me. She says one day I’ll be saying ‘y’all’ instead of ‘you guys.’ ”

		Elli let out a giggle, and Shea just grinned at her. She bit her lip, looking away.

		“So, um—”

		“What kind of camera do you use?” he asked, looking down at the camera that was hanging around her neck.

		“A Canon EOS-1Ds Mark III.”

		“Cool. I just bought a Canon Rebel. Maybe you could show me how to use it? I bought it to take pictures of things when I’m on the road. I also wanted to get some good shots of Amelia and Ryan, my nephew.”

		“Oh, okay, sure.”

		“Awesome. So how about tomorrow afternoon? We could meet for coffee and go to the park. The park is beautiful right now.”

		What? Wait! Huh?

		“Oh, tomorrow?”

		“Yeah. Are you busy?”

		“No, not at all. Sundays are my off day.”

		“Okay, so spend it with me.”

		Elli just looked up at him. He was so blunt, so direct. Holy shit! Was Shea Adler asking her out on a date?

		“I don’t know,” she said, looking around for something to pull her from this conversation. She was getting butterflies in her stomach, and it was making her nauseated.

		“Come on, it’s coffee and taking pictures. You like coffee, right?”

		“Yes, of course.”

		“Okay. And you love to take pictures, right?”

		“Yes,” she said with a smile.

		“So do it with me.”

		Elli couldn’t speak, so she just nodded, which made Shea grin bigger. “Awesome. I’ll meet you at the park at one. What kind of coffee do you like?”

		“Starbucks. A tall caramel mocha.”

		He gave her a wide smile, and she couldn’t help herself anymore. She smiled right back at him.

		“That’s my drink, too. So I’ll see you tomorrow in front of the Parthenon?”

		“Sure,” she answered.

		“All right, Ms. Fisher. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

		He leaned over, kissing Elli’s cheek softly, causing all the air to rush out of her. He smiled at her before walking away, leaving her standing there, looking like an idiot.

		What the hell just happened?
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		When Elli got home that night, she let Adler outside before calling Harper.

		“Hey, how’d it go?”

		“Good. The party was beautiful. How was the wedding?”

		“Great. Did you see Shea?”

		“Yeah. Did you check on the studio?”

		“I did; it’s good. Did you talk to him?” Harper asked. Elli was about to burst, so she took a deep breath before practically screaming out the news.

		“He asked me out for coffee and to teach him to use his camera and I said yes!”

		“What?”

		“I know! I can’t believe it either!”

		“No! It’s not that I don’t believe it; I’m shocked that you said yes! I’m so proud of you!”

		“I know! I don’t think it’s a date, but it’s going to be just me and him!”

		“That’s a date, babe! Coffee, too? Oh, yeah, total date!”

		“He kissed my cheek!”

		“Oh, my God!”

		“I know!”

		“This is huge!”

		“I don’t know. I’m not really his type.”

		“What do you mean?”

		“He dates skinny blondes.”

		“Maybe he’s moved on to curvy brunettes! Now, you listen to me, Eleanor Fisher, do not go freaking yourself out or talking yourself down. You are beautiful! He asked you out! You can do this!”

		“I can do this,” Elli repeated, but she didn’t believe the words at all.

		“You can. Now, what are you going to wear?”

		“I don’t know. What if it’s not a date and I dress up and he comes in shorts and a tee?”

		“He probably will, but still. I’m thinking you should wear the khaki shorts you have, the ones that tie, and that really bright kelly-green shirt you have. You know, the one that shows off the girls.”

		“I wear that shirt to the club!”

		“And? Okay, whatever, what about—”

		For the rest of the night, Elli stayed on the phone with Harper, picking out something to wear for the date that she still didn’t believe she had, trying to get her nerves under wraps.

		It didn’t work.

	
		Chapter 3

		Shea sat on a blanket in front of the Parthenon, waiting for Elli. It was a beautiful day, for which he was thankful, as the date would not work if it was raining or cloudy. A drink carrier sat beside him, holding their drinks, while his camera sat beside it. He had bought the camera a couple months ago. He was actually going to give it away because he didn’t understand how to use it, but he was glad that he had kept it. He was excited for Elli to teach him how to use it, if she would ever arrive. He pulled his phone out of his pocket, checking the time again. She wasn’t late, he was just always early. His excitement was causing him to have butterflies; he couldn’t wait to get to know Elli, to find out what made her tick.

		Last night, after the party, Grace couldn’t stop talking about Elli, and it made Shea happy to know that Grace liked her so much. If his sister didn’t like a girl, then there was no sense in even trying to have a relationship with her. For once, though, he really didn’t care what Grace thought. He wanted to know Elli, and he was going to do just that.

		“Hey, Shea.”

		He didn’t even hear her arrive, but when he turned to look at her, his tongue almost fell out of his mouth. She was wearing shorts, and his eyes went up and down her legs. God, she had beautiful legs. He got up, smiling down at her.

		“Hey, Elli, didn’t hear you come up.” She smiled sweetly at him. She had her camera hanging around her neck. She was wearing a pink shirt with a cardigan over it. Her hair was pulled to the side, curls falling down her shoulders, with a pink bow holding her bangs out of the way. She was spectacular.

		“Am I late?” she asked nervously. She was flushed, her cheeks so pink against her pale skin.

		“No, not at all,” he said with a grin as he handed her a coffee. “I’m just always early.” She smiled and sat down beside him, taking a drink.

		“Mmm.”

		With that sound, his gaze slid to her mouth. She had a beautiful mouth, with a cupid’s bow and bright pink lips. He noticed that her lips were naturally that color, as she was wearing only clear lip gloss.

		“Thank you. It’s wonderful,” she said. He tore his gaze from her lips, looking into her eyes. He had never seen a more magnificent shade of green. How could someone’s eyes be so green?

		“You’re welcome,” he answered, taking a large drink of his coffee without taking his eyes off of her. “So how did the pictures come out last night?”

		“Great. I got one of Amelia. Oh, my stars, it is beautiful! Her eyes are so bright in the picture. I emailed it to Grace so she could see.”

		“Awesome. She probably emailed me, but I’m so bad about that kind of stuff.”

		“Bad about what kind of stuff?” she asked.

		“Checking emails, sending emails, invoices, et cetera. That’s why I have an assistant, even if it is just my sister.”

		Elli giggled before giving him a pointed look. “By the way, Mr. Adler, my fee was only five hundred dollars.”

		Shea gave her a forgiving smile. He knew his smile was lethal when it came to women, but for the first time he actually wanted to make this female smile.

		“Maybe I thought that fee was too small. You were at the party the whole time.”

		“So? I know my fee. I’ve been doing this for a while.”

		It was the perfect opening to get to know her better.

		“How long?” he asked.

		“I’ve been taking pictures for forever, but I’ve had my business for the past seven years.”

		“Seven years? So how old were you when you started?”

		“Twenty-one.”

		She was only a year younger than him. “So you’re twenty-eight?”

		“Twenty-seven. My birthday is in a few months.”

		“Cool. What did you do before starting your business?”

		“I went to school.”

		“What school?”

		“What, are you trying to see if I’m qualified to teach you?” she asked with a grin. He smiled.

		“Nah, I know you are qualified. I looked at your stuff online. I’m just making conversation.”

		A small smile crossed her lips as she looked down at her cup, using her fingers to play with the straw.

		“Oh, well, I went to the Art Institute of Tennessee–Nashville. Did you go to school?”

		“I did; I went to UM in Boston.”

		“Did you grow up in Boston?”

		“I did, and you grew up here.”

		“Yup, I’m a southern girl to the core.”

		He smiled and nodded. She was so easy to talk to.

		“What did you go to school for?” Elli asked in her charming thick accent.

		“To play hockey.” She smiled as he laughed. “I got a scholarship to play, and then I got drafted to the NHL.”

		“Did you graduate?”

		“Nope, I really only went for hockey. That’s all I wanted to do.”

		“What happens when you retire?” she asked.

		“I will probably become a coach. I want to teach kids how to play.”

		“Just kids? What about adults?”

		“Nah, adults are drama queens. I love kids.” They both laughed.

		Leaning back on his forearms, he realized he felt warm inside and out. It was a beautiful, warm, sunny day, and he was spending it with a beautiful girl.

		“Have you always wanted to be a photographer?”

		She hesitated before saying, “Yeah, I guess. I love what I do.”

		“You are good at what you do.”

		“Thank you, that means a lot.” He nodded, sipping on his coffee.

		“Are you an only child?” he asked.

		“Oh, no. I have two older brothers and an older sister.”

		“So you’re the baby?” he said with a teasing grin.

		“Yes, and they seem to remind me of that every single day,” she said with a sad smile.

		Okay, so family is a touchy subject, Shea thought.

		“You mentioned nieces and nephews yesterday.”

		Elli lit up, flashing Shea a huge smile. He had never seen anything so beautiful. Not even Amelia’s smile was as beautiful as Elli’s. It lit up her whole face. Watching her eyes glaze over with happiness, Shea vowed to himself that he would try to make her smile like that every day.

		“Oh, yes. I have three nephews and three nieces.”

		“Wow, that’s a lot of kids.”

		“Yeah, they are sweet. I love them so much.”

		“Yeah, I can tell by the way your face lights up when you talk about them.”

		She blushed, looking down at her hands. “I’m their favorite. I take them out once a month. We go and have a day to ourselves. We love it.”

		“Sounds awesome.” He smiled.

		“Do you spend a lot of time with Amelia and Ryan?”

		“When I can, but they are both really young and they make me a little nervous. I doubt Grace would let me leave with them, she is super-overprotective, and then I would be scared to do anything with them.”

		“Are you not responsible?” she said with a laugh. He smiled.

		“I am very responsible. They are just so little and precious that I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if anything happened to them.”

		Elli gave him another big smile and turned toward him, crossing her legs as she looked up at him. Their legs were almost touching; he could feel her body heat and smell her scent. It was something fruity. Like mangos.

		He loved mangos.

		“I feel the same about mine,” Elli said softly.

		Shea nodded, looking out over the park. “So do your parents live around here?”

		Elli nodded as she said, “They live in Clarksville with the rest of my family. Except my sister. She lives downtown.”

		“Do you stay downtown, too? Isn’t your studio there?”

		“It’s near West End. And no, I live forty-five minutes from here, in Sweetbriar.”

		“Oh, I’ve never heard of that town.”

		“It’s an old farm town. I found my house there and had to have it.”

		“That’s cool. I live over on Harding Place, in a condo.”

		“Oh, cool. Sometimes I want to live in town, especially after a long day at work. I hate driving forty-five minutes home, but I love my house, and so does my dog.”

		“What kind of dog do you have?”

		“A forty-pound pug.”

		“Jesus Christ!”

		She almost fell over laughing, which made him laugh, too. She was so pretty.

		“He’s a fatty, but I love him.”

		“I want a dog, but I don’t ever have time for one. I’m traveling a lot.”

		“Yes, the life of a hockey player …” She trailed off.

		“Are you coming to the opening game?”

		“Of course! I don’t miss games.”

		“Awesome. I’ll look for you.”

		Her cheeks turned red as she avoided his eyes. Sensing Elli’s shyness, he looked down at his hands. “So, does your boyfriend come to the games with you?”

		Elli’s head snapped up, and she looked at Shea as if he were crazy.

		“I’m not seeing anyone.”

		“Good.”

		She looked at him intently, and now he was the nervous one. Maybe that was a little too direct a comment to make so soon.

		“Does your girlfriend come to the games?” Elli asked.

		“There is no one in my life, just me.”

		“Must be lonely,” she said sympathetically. He gave her a thoughtful look.

		“It can be,” he said with a shrug, thinking that he wasn’t all that lonely. Shea could get any girl he wanted into bed, but lately, the only person he wanted was Elli.

		“So, anyway. Your camera. Ready for a lesson?” she asked, smacking her hands together with a nervous giggle.

		“Absolutely,” he said, even though Shea had zero interest in the camera. He wanted only to be near Elli.
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		Shea was a fast learner; he quickly caught on to everything Elli taught him. When he did something wrong, he grinned widely at her, causing her to smile and laugh. It was so easy to talk to him between his jokes, smiles, and the way his eyes just settled on her. It was effortless, as if they had known each other their entire lives.

		“Hey, look at this one!” he called to her. He was over by the flower gardens, while she finished her coffee and snacked on the pretzels she had brought. She stood up and came to him. She leaned over his arm, looking at the viewfinder. The picture was of her, with the flower garden in front of her. It was actually a good picture of her, and she never thought pictures of her were good.

		“Wow, Shea, that’s good.”

		“I have a pretty great teacher. I’ll hook you up,” he said with a wink as he wandered off toward a duck. She watched him with a smile on her face. While it was pretty interesting to watch a grown man chase a duck, she couldn’t help wondering why it was so easy to be around Shea. She had never met a man that was so easy to talk to and get along with. He made her nervous, of course, but it was fine after a moment.

		It was probably because they were meant to be friends.

		Yup, that was it. So she needed to get this notion of him liking her out of her head. It would never happen. He was Shea Adler, leading defenseman of the NHL, captain of the Assassins, the most gorgeous man she had ever met. When her heart started to ache, she rolled her eyes. What was she expecting? True love?

		Please, it’s Shea Adler, you are Eleanor Fisher, no man of that stature or that pedigree would want you.

		“Hey, you okay?”

		She looked over to see that Shea was standing beside her, his camera in hand.

		“Fine. Are you done?”

		“Yes. I got some good shots. I’m excited to go on the road and take pictures now.”

		“Awesome, my job is done, then,” she said with a clap of her hands. “So you’ll have to email me when you’re on the road, show me what you get.”

		“Absolutely, if I ever figure out how to use my email.” She laughed as he picked up his blanket and their trash. “Maybe you could teach me,” he said as she stood straighter. He had that sexy smirk on his face, the one that made her girlie parts scream.

		Bad girlie parts!

		“Sure,” she said breathlessly.

		“Cool. Where did you park?”

		“Over by the Sportsplex.”

		“Awesome. Me too. We can walk together.”

		She smiled, and they started walking in silence. Not weird silence but comfortable silence. How she had become so comfortable with him so quickly was beyond her, but she would never let him know. He probably thought they were becoming friends. She was someone to teach him things, since he was obviously not good with technology.

		I am not girlfriend material.

		Duh.

		When Elli saw her truck, her heart dropped to her stomach. This was the end. No telling if he would ever have contact with her again. He would be nice, of course. The occasional hello if they ever ran into each other. But this was the end of probably one of the best afternoons of her life.

		“Where’s your car?” he asked as she started toward her truck.

		“My truck is right here,” Elli said, pointing to her truck.

		Every time a guy saw her truck, his eyes got big, his mouth dropped open some, and he gave her the “you gotta be kidding me” look. She expected it, liked it, even.

		“That’s your truck?”

		“Yeah, why?”

		“I expected you to drive something small, like a Beetle.”

		“Why? Because I’m a girl?”

		“No. Well, maybe … That’s a big damn truck!”

		Elli ran her hand lovingly down the side of her baby. Along with her house, it was one of her favorite things.

		“It is big, but I like big things if you haven’t noticed: my dog, my truck—”

		“Maybe your men?”

		Elli choked on the words that were trying to leave her mouth as her face became deep red in a matter of seconds, and Shea laughed.

		“Sorry. I didn’t mean to embarrass you.”

		“I’m not embarrassed,” she lied, not looking in his eyes.

		“Actually, you are. You’re bright red!”

		“Oh, hush,” she said, smacking him on the arm. Was she flirting? Jesus, what the hell was wrong with her? She glanced up at him and he was grinning at her, making her feel even more stupid. She looked away to unlock her doors.

		“So, can I get your number?” She looked over her shoulder at him as she laid her bag down.

		“Oh, of course,” she muttered. She rattled the numbers off when he got his phone out. He pushed a button, and then her phone started ringing.

		“For when you want to call me,” he said with a grin as he fiddled with his phone.

		“Oh, okay,” she said with a nervous giggle as she saved his number. When she looked up from her phone, he was closer to her, his blue eyes piercing into hers. His jaw ticked at the side, causing her eyes to drift down to his mouth.

		Good golly, it was a pretty mouth. Such a strong jawbone, a little scar at the end of his chin. His lips looked so soft, so inviting.

		“I had a great afternoon with you, Elli,” he said. Was he whispering? Was his voice husky?

		Oh, God.

		“Me too, one of the best ever.” She cringed at her nervous babble. God, she was an idiot. Shea gave her a sexy grin that she was starting to think he was born doing, and leaned closer to her. Her breath caught audibly, and he smiled again.

		“Can I kiss you?” he whispered in a husky, manly, yummy voice. Elli could do nothing but nod, and his lips were over hers within seconds. His lips were so warm, so strong, as his hand came up to her cheek, caressing her face softly.

		She had never been kissed like this. When Justin would kiss her, it was quick and rushed, but Shea took his time, tasting her mouth as she did the same to him. When he pulled back, he smiled down at her.

		“I’ll call you later?”

		Elli’s head bounced up and down like a freaking bobblehead.

		“Bye, Elli.”

		“Bye,” she said after he was already to his car.

		What the hell just happened?
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		“He kissed you!” Harper bellowed through the house when Elli had relayed the afternoon to her.

		“Oh, my God! Was it good?” Harper had come over for dinner and a movie, something they did a lot. Their other friends usually joined them, but tonight it was just her and Harper. Sometimes she liked it better that way.

		“It was amazing,” Elli gushed out. “I don’t know why he did it, though.”

		“Because he likes you!”

		“Oh, come on! Shea Adler like me? Elli Fisher? Please. I am nowhere near his type; he likes the leggy blondes with big boobs, small waists, and fake faces. I am not that kind of girl.”

		“You don’t know his type, Elli. Plus, you could give those blondes a run for their money! You’re beautiful.”

		“I’m fat, and I guess okay-looking. I’m not like them.”

		“Oh, shut up!” Harper said, throwing a piece of popcorn at her. Elli giggled as she picked it up and put it in her mouth.

		“I slept with Jakob again,” Harper confessed.

		“Well, that came out of nowhere,” Elli said as Harper grinned widely at her. “Again? I thought that was a onetime deal.”

		“Me too, but he kept calling me and then he showed up at my condo last night. I figured since he was there he might as well come on in and fuck my brains out. You know?”

		“No. Actually, I don’t.”

		Harper giggled. “That’s what you should do with Shea, just have him knock your boots off, and then be done with it. How long has it been since you’ve gotten any?”

		“Wow, Harper. Um, no, I will not be knocking my boots off with Shea Adler. That would be a horror. A big sexy man like him, looking at my dumpy body? Please!”

		Elli purposely didn’t answer the other question. That was an embarrassment in itself. Something Elli didn’t even want to venture into.

		“Your body is beautiful, Elli. You’ve got sexy curves, something I wish I had. I’m just bones and skin.”

		Elli gave her a pointed look.

		“Please, don’t give me that ‘I wish I were curvy’ speech. No skinny girl wants to be fat.”

		“You’re not fat!”

		“I’m not skinny, either, Harper. I’m not the size I was seven years ago when my thyroid went crazy and tried to kill me. I’ll never be that size again, and it bothers me because I feel like no man will ever want me.”

		“Elli, that is just stupid, you are beautiful,” Harper stressed, shaking her head. “I thought you were taking medication that would help that? Why haven’t you lost the weight and gone back to the way you were? I think you look great, but why isn’t the medicine doing its job? I ask only because it worries me, you know? I want you to be happy.”

		“I know that, and I don’t know why I’ve kept some of the weight on,” Elli said, shrugging her shoulders. “The doctor says that I probably won’t ever go back to the way I was because I gained so much weight so fast before. The medicine only regulates my hormones; it isn’t a weight-loss pill. So, really, I should just accept that I won’t ever be my old size, but it’s hard when you go from healthy and skinny almost your whole life to fat. I mean, I’m healthy, but I have skin hanging from me and curves that I never had before. I feel fat.”

		Harper nodded and said, “But you’re not. Girls would kill for your body; just embrace it, Elli. You are gorgeous; be you.”

		Elli shook her head. “It isn’t that easy.”

		“It can be, and maybe dating again can help that. Being told by me that you are beautiful isn’t the same as being told by a great guy that you are. Maybe dating Shea will help you with your body image, and if it doesn’t, at least you’ll be getting laid,” she said with a laugh.

		Elli rolled her eyes before biting her lip. Maybe Harper was right. But could she throw her insecurities out the window and at least try? “I don’t know.”

		“Whatever, Elli, you know I’m right. Don’t think I forgot about my question, either. How long has it been?”

		“Why does it matter?” Elli asked, picking a piece of popcorn apart. When she was nervous she always had to keep her fingers moving, and Harper was making her beyond nervous.

		“I want to know.”

		It got quiet for a moment, and when Elli realized Harper wasn’t going to let it go, she released a breath before saying, “Six years.”

		“What! Please don’t tell me the last guy you slept with was that asshole Justin.”

		“Yeah. Why?”

		“Oh, my God, you need to get laid. No wonder you’re such a bitch sometimes.”

		“For the love of God, shut up! I am fine.”

		“You most certainly are not!”

		Elli was about to yell some more when her phone rang. She picked it up and looked at the display.

		“It’s him,” she whispered, looking up at Harper in horror.

		What the hell is he doing calling me?

		“What? Shea? Answer it!”

		“No! What would I say?”

		“Umm. Hello?”

		“Shut up!” Elli slid off the bar stool and walked to the living room, pushing the talk button.

		“Hello?”

		“Hey,” Shea said.

		“Hey.”

		“It’s Shea.”

		“I know.”

		“Oh, okay. You sound weird.”

		“Oh, sorry.”

		“Don’t be. What’s up?”

		“Um, nothing. What’s up with you?”

		“This is Elli, right?”

		“Yeah.”

		“What’s wrong? You sound really weird.”

		Elli slapped herself on the forehead, trying to get it together, but how could she? Shea Adler was calling her!

		“Oh, well, I’m just surprised you called.”

		“Am I not supposed to?”

		“Oh, no, it’s not that. I just didn’t think you would.”

		Silence.

		“All right. Did I do something wrong? Because I thought this afternoon went great,” he said.

		“It did. I thought that was all it was, though, an afternoon.”

		“Oh, is that all you want it to be?”

		“Oh, no, you don’t. Don’t put that loaded question on me!” He laughed, and she smiled. Harper came into the living room, threw herself on the couch, and grinned up at Elli. Elli, of course, gave Harper the death glare.

		“Okay, then I will tell you this. I want it to be more. I want to see you again, Elli.”

		“You do?”

		“Oh, yes, I do. What are you doing tomorrow?”

		“Tomorrow?”

		“Yeah, as in the day that comes after today.”

		“Smartass.” He chuckled, which made her smile.

		“I have to work during the day and then I have to photograph a wedding tomorrow night.”

		“Okay. Tuesday?”

		“A bar mitzvah and work all day.”

		“A bar mitzvah? You do those, too?”

		“Yup,” she said with a grin. Harper just smiled at her.

		“Okay, I have an event Wednesday, what about Thursday?” he tried.

		“Wedding.”

		“Well, shit, woman!”

		She laughed as he said, “I bet Friday and Saturday is a no go.”

		“Friday I have weddings all day. And on Saturday I’m spending the day with my nieces and nephews. My assistants are doing the weddings that day, and then I have a wedding that night.”

		“Okay.”

		“I know I’m stupid busy and—”

		“We will make the time, okay? The season opener is Wednesday, and then I’ll be wicked busy.”

		“I know. I understand.”

		She guessed he was thinking when the line went silent, because that’s what she was doing. She was contemplating asking Harper to help with her heavy workload, but she quickly dismissed that idea. It wouldn’t be right to ask Harper to do her job just so she could go on a date with Shea.

		“All I know is that I can’t wait until next Wednesday to see you,” Shea confessed.

		Elli’s heart warmed. He was so sweet.

		“That is a long time away.”

		“Yeah, it is. I go to practice every day from nine to eleven. Your studio isn’t far from the arena; maybe we can do lunch one day?”

		“Sure. I don’t have my schedule in front of me, but I can text you in the morning and let you know if that would work.”

		“Sounds good. So I’ll see you tomorrow.”

		“I hope so.”

		“Okay, well, I’ll let you go, then. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

		“Okay.”

		“Bye, Elli.”

		“Bye, Shea.”

		When she hung up, she looked over at Harper, who had the biggest grin on her face. Elli’s hand came up to cover her mouth. Was this really happening? Did Shea Adler want to see her? For real? Not as friends? Elli was on the verge of tears. She had never been so happy and scared at the same time. Her mind was reeling.

		Shea Adler wanted to date her!

		Harper stood up, came over, and wrapped her arms around Elli.

		“Told you,” she whispered in Elli’s ear as she hugged her tightly.

	
		Chapter 4

		Shea had never missed a girl after one date. It made no sense to him, but it was happening with Elli. She was on his mind all the time. Her smile, her eyes, her legs, everything about her occupied his brain night and day. He just did not understand what was different about her. No girl had ever made him miss her, ever. Now, after one date with Ms. Fisher, he was hooked. He was worried last night when he called her; she sounded confused as to why he was already calling. He felt like an idiot, even though he was pretty sure she liked him. After all, she had flirted with him, too.

		And the way they kissed.

		Man, it was heaven.

		Shea was hard the whole night. Her perfect little lips on his large ones, the way her soft cheek felt in his rough hands …

		Jeez, it was hot.

		Shea was in the team workout room running on the treadmill when he heard his phone chime. He looked down and saw that he had a new text message.

		Hey, Shea, it’s Elli. I can take lunch from 12–2, anytime between then.

		He smiled as he texted her back.

		I’ll pick you up at 12, then.

		He kept running and smiled when he saw she sent him back a smiley face. She had two hours? Well, then they would spend the whole two hours together, he thought with a grin. Just as he was finishing his workout, Jakob walked in.

		“Dude, there you are!” Jakob yelled.

		“What’s up?” Shea asked as he turned the treadmill off and stepped down as he wiped down his face.

		“So, that girl I was telling you about—I slept with her again Saturday night.”

		“Really? How did it go?”

		“Great, until she kicked me out again! I just don’t understand!”

		“How did you even get in her bed, Jakob?”

		Jakob was silent for a moment.

		“I went over there,” he said with a shrug of his shoulders.

		“Jesus, Jak, you look desperate.”

		“I miss her. When we’re together it’s totally hot, then she goes crazy on me and kicks me out!”

		“Well, get the hint, bro, she just wants sex and that’s all.”

		Jakob hit his head on the wall, closing his eyes as he took a deep breath. This wasn’t the first time this had happened. Jakob could fall in love with a hockey puck. Shea’s best friend was a hopeless romantic and didn’t care who knew, unlike Shea, who kept that stuff private. Plus, Shea had never been with a woman who drove him crazy the way every woman drove Jakob crazy. That is, until he met Elli.

		Shea walked by Jakob and patted his shoulder, hoping like hell he would never end up like him.

		“Let it go, bro.”

		[image: ]

		When Shea arrived at Time Standing Still, he took in the beauty of the building.

		It was an old building with lots of white brick. He pulled open the door and noticed that the teal and brown accents inside brought a classic yet modern elegance to the old building. Large photos lined the walls: babies, couples, kids, families, and weddings. He was looking at a beautiful blue-eyed little girl when Elli came around the corner. She took his breath away. She was wearing a dress today. The top of the dress was teal and the skirt grazed her mid-thigh, with a green pattern dancing along the bottom of the dress. Her breasts looked so plump, peeking out the top. She must have been hiding them the last time he saw her. Her hair was curled over her shoulders, with a feathered bow holding part of it off her face. Shea had to admit the best part of the outfit was her shoes. They were pointed teal heels that left her ankles and calves screaming to be touched.

		Elli came toward him without looking up from her phone and said, “You caught me when I was just walking out. How can I help you?”

		She looked up with a fake smile on her face, until she saw him. Her smile instantly became genuine.

		“You can go to lunch with me,” he said as he came toward her. She was still grinning as he kissed her cheek. “How are you, Elli?”

		“I’m fine,” she said breathlessly. He loved when she got that breathless tone in her voice.

		“You look beautiful.” Her face flushed as she looked away.

		“Thank you,” she said, still not looking at him. “You look great, too.”

		He smiled. He was wearing some ripped-up jeans and a tee with his favorite black hat.

		“Yeah, but I didn’t dress up. I’m sorry, I just came from practice.”

		“Shea, you look good, don’t worry about it. I probably overdid it,” she said, moving away from him, toward the front desk. She was messing with some papers when he came up behind her. When she froze, he moved her hair off her shoulder, placing a small, light kiss on her bare shoulder. He didn’t want to scare her off, but he had to be near her.

		“I don’t think you overdid it, Elli. But then again, it is for my viewing pleasure.” He kissed her shoulder again, and she turned, leaning against the desk.

		“I’m nervous, so I’m babbling.”

		“Don’t be, you look great. I look okay, so let’s go, we’re wasting eating time.”
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		As if Elli could eat. Please. She was wearing a dress that, in her opinion, showed off too much thigh, her breasts were about to fall out, and the damn heels she was wearing were hurting her feet!

		Damn Harper, this was all her fault.

		Elli thought that she should never have worn this dress. She had bought it back when she was a little thinner and now she looked like a damn fat man in a too-little coat. God, she was nervous.

		As they rode in Shea’s Range Rover, the first thing Elli noticed was how clean it was. When she saw that he had a picture of him with his niece and nephew in the dash, her heart melted a little. It was nice to find a man who loved children as much as she did.

		They arrived at Maggiano’s, a delicious Italian place on West End Avenue. It was one of her favorite places to eat, and when they entered the back way, they were personally greeted by the concierge. She figured that Shea came here a lot.

		“This is my favorite place. I live about ten minutes from here,” Shea told her.

		“My studio always orders from here.”

		“It’s good food,” he said as the concierge led them to a table in the back.

		Elli scooted into the booth, making sure her dress stayed down, as he scooted in beside her. Beautiful music was playing as the concierge went over the wine list.

		“Do you want your regular bottle, Mr. Adler?”

		“Please,” he said as he turned to her. “You like wine, right?”

		“I do.”

		“Is an Italian red okay?”

		“Sure. Do they have a good one here?”

		“Wicked good. I love wine. Grace says I’m a sissy boy for drinking it, but coming here all the time converted me.” Elli giggled as he smiled bashfully at her.

		“I like wine, but a nice cold beer is how I end my night.”

		Shea’s hand came over his heart as a goofy grin went over his face. Taking her hand, he said, “Marry me, now.”

		That had them both laughing as she turned deep red. Elli was pretty sure if Shea Adler ever asked her to marry him, she would die of a heart attack.

		“No, I love beer, too. My classier side is a wino, though.”

		A waiter showed up with a bottle of their best Italian red and poured both of them nice-sized glasses. Elli brought it to her lips and took a sip. Both the waiter and Shea watched as her eyes opened in surprise and a little moan escaped her lips.

		“My God, that’s good.”

		“Told ya,” Shea said with a wink, and the waiter walked off with a grin on his face. Elli took another sip and smiled when she saw that Shea was still watching her.

		“So, what are you going to get?” she asked, hoping he would look away.

		He didn’t.

		“Chicken Parmesan; that’s what I always get.”

		“I get the tilapia.”

		“Good choice.”

		“Usually with the fried zucchini.”

		“Sounds awesome.”

		Elli smiled as the waiter came back. They ordered their food and the waiter hurried off to fill the order. They sat for a few minutes, drinking and taking in the scenery. She looked over at Shea and noticed that his hat was low, covering his glasses, so she couldn’t see his eyes.

		“I can’t see your eyes.”

		He looked up at her with a sheepish look.

		“I’m sorry, babe. I’m trying to make sure we aren’t bothered or I would take my hat off.”

		Elli wanted to squeal. He called her “babe”! She had to keep her composure, though, so she took a deep breath before saying, “Oh, right, fans.”

		“Yeah, they know I like this place. I don’t mind them when I’m by myself, but I don’t want any interruptions today.”

		She smiled sweetly before reaching over and pulling his hat off. He looked at her, surprised, as he ran his hands through his hair. She loved how it stuck up in all different ways.

		“I’ll take the interruptions if I get to look into your eyes,” she practically whispered. He smiled, scooting a little closer to her, so that their legs were touching. She gazed into his sky-blue eyes as she took a drink of her wine.

		“How was practice?”

		“Good. I feel good about this season.”

		“Another cup?”

		“Hoping so.”

		“I believe in y’all.”

		He smiled. “Then we’ll win.”

		She laughed as the zucchini was brought out. As they munched, they talked about the guys on the team: who was looking good, and about the new goaltender. Apparently, he was someone that Shea had played with in the AHL. So he was excited to be on the same team with him again.

		“He’s badass, so I’m really excited.”

		“Awesome. He played for Washington, didn’t he?”

		“Yeah.”

		“Will he take Ryan’s place?”

		“No, he’ll be backup.”

		“Okay, good. I love Ryan.”

		He smiled. “Is he your favorite player?”

		“Nope.”

		“Oh, really? Whose jersey do you wear?”

		Elli was beet red. Luckily, the food was brought out then, so she didn’t have to answer. Shea watched her as the waiter laid the food down and wished them happy eating before walking away. Elli had a feeling he wanted his answer.

		“I’m waiting, Ms. Fisher.”

		“How do you know I wear a jersey?” she asked, trying to deflect the question as she ate.

		“Because you are a fan. I’m sure you have a number. Whose is it?”

		“I’m not telling. I don’t want to make you jealous.” He let out a booming laugh, causing Elli to grin as she ate some of her fish. “I’m serious, male egos are so fragile.” He kept laughing as she continued to eat.

		“Whatever. I bet you like Alex Welch; all the girls like him.”

		“Nope.”

		“Tell me.”

		“No way. Maybe after the first game I will.”

		She knew that he would see her at the game and see the 6 on her arm along with the C above her breast. He winked at her, and dug into his food.

		God, he’s gorgeous.

		“So, you’re still busy all week?”

		“I am, except on Wednesday. But you have that event.”

		“I canceled it.”

		She looked over at him in surprise, and saw that he was smiling. “Why?”

		“It was just a radio thing. Jakob said he would go instead. Worked out for me.”

		“That’s cool.”

		“Yeah, since now I’m going to ask you to go out with me again.” Elli looked up at him, surprised and happy all at once. They had been together only an hour and he was ready for another date! She was shocked and thrilled, but she wasn’t going to let him in on the fact that she was freaking out inside, so she decided to tease him a little.

		“That male ego is something else. What makes you think I want to go out with you again?”

		He gave her a sexy, cocky grin, leaning toward her as he put his chin on her arm and looked up at her, batting his eyes as he said, “You don’t want to go out with me? I was thinking dinner and a movie.”

		“Mmm. Dinner? Where?”

		“P.F. Chang’s.”

		“Okay to dinner. What movie?”

		“Your pick.”

		“Oooh, smooth.”

		“I thought so,” he said, before leaning back in his seat, taking a sip of his wine. “So, can I pick you up at six?”

		“I’ll meet you at the restaurant.”

		“Why? I can pick you up.”

		“I don’t want you driving all the way out to my house, just to come back into town.”

		“I don’t mind. I want to.” His hand moved to her thigh, and she looked over at him, surprised.

		“Are you sure? I mean, are you sure you want to—” Harper told her not to do this, not to second-guess herself, so she took a deep breath and smiled. “I’ll give you my address before we leave.” He grinned as he leaned over to kiss her cheek, causing her heart to skip a beat.

		“For a second there, I thought you were going to turn me down.”

		Elli grinned as she continued eating.

		“So, what kind of music do you listen to?” he asked. She looked over at him, and he was looking down at his food. “I bet country, huh?” He looked up at her with a satisfied grin.

		“Actually, I like all music.”

		“Liar.”

		“I do!” she protested. He raised an eyebrow at her. “But I mostly listen to country.”

		He laughed and she giggled as she took a drink and asked, “What do you listen to?”

		“Well, since I’ve been in Nashville, I’ve started to like country, but I like rock and rap a lot.”

		“Cool.”

		“Yeah. What’s your favorite movie?”

		“Pride and Prejudice. It’s also my favorite book.”

		“Never seen or read it.”

		She looked up at him like he was an alien. “Excuse me?”

		“What?”

		“You’ve never read or seen Pride and Prejudice?”

		“No. Why?”

		“Um, it’s the greatest love story ever! Oh, my goodness, you know”—she started to move out of the booth—“this isn’t going to work, I’ll see you around.”

		She made it only an inch before he grabbed her arm and pulled her back, horror all over his face.

		“Oh, no, you don’t!” he said loudly, causing a lot of people to turn and look at them. “I promise I’ll watch it. Hell, I’ll even read it on the road.”

		Elli smiled fully and scooted back to her spot.

		“Good. Make sure you have a book cover, or the guys will make fun of you.”

		“You are right on that one,” he said with a grin. “Did you really think you would get far, leaving like that?”

		“No, but it was fun seeing the horror on your face.”

		“Hey, I can’t have my beautiful date run out on me. Remember my fragile male ego?” he said with a teasing smile.

		He called me beautiful …

		“Oh, yeah, totally forgot about it,” she said with a shy grin. She looked over at him, so happy to be with him. “You are—”

		“Excuse me.”

		Elli looked up at a long-legged blonde, but the blonde wasn’t looking at her, she was looking at Shea.

		“You’re Shea Adler, right?”

		“I am, and you are?”

		“Cindy! Hi, I’m sorry to interrupt your lunch, but can I have your autograph?”

		“Of course.
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