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Let’s Connect


Thanks for purchasing my book. I’m glad you’re here!

I invite you to visit my website where you can find all of my books including free short stories. www.jameymoodyauthor.com.

Want to know when my next book is coming out and other book news? Join my newsletter: newsletter sign-up.

I’d love to hear from you! Email me at jameymoodyauthor@gmail.com.

As an independent author, reviews are greatly appreciated.

Be sure and read to the end because there’s a sneak peek into one of my other books.

Thanks again and please enjoy this heartwarming sapphic romance.
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In basketball and in life there comes a time when you must be courageous and take the shot.

—Nicole Neal


Chapter One




Ashrill whistle pierced the air, stopping play as the crowd collectively sighed.

“Time out, Toronto. With two minutes left in the game, this one is coming down to the wire. Did you expect it to be this close, Nicole?”

“I’m not surprised. Look at the intensity on both team’s faces, Shealyn. You wouldn’t know this is a preseason game,” Nicole replied.

“We’ll be right back after this break. Get ready for the conclusion of this WNBA battle,” Shealyn said into her headset.

“And we’re out. Ninety seconds,” a voice said in Nicole’s headphones. She reached down to get a water bottle off the floor and took a drink. “This really has been a good game,” Nicole said.

“It has. I guess you’re glad we’re starting the season at home in New York in a few days,” Shealyn said.

“Oh, it’s just beginning,” Nicole replied. “I’m ready for the games, but not the traveling grind.”

Nicole Neal had been a women’s basketball commentator for the last eighteen years. She started playing basketball as a kid and went to college on a basketball scholarship. Majoring in communications was a strategic move on her part because she knew it would be difficult to make a professional team after graduation. At only 5’7”, she was always considered undersized.

Nicole loved the game and wanted to be involved. After college she played with the Houston Comets of the Women’s National Basketball Association, but she was cut before the first season ended. That’s when she started her journey into broadcasting. She made a name for herself with insightful commentary about the players and their skills as well as strategies that were employed during games.

She started in the college ranks and worked her way up until she and Shealyn became the network’s number one team in women’s professional basketball. Nicole still called some college games and had been the primary color commentator for the NCAA women’s basketball championship tournament for the last ten years.

She and Shealyn were a formidable duo who not only excelled at their work, but were also good friends. Spending time together in production meetings, preparing for games, coordinating wardrobes, and calling some of the most exciting games in WNBA history led to a friendship that had become more like family.

“Three, two, one,” the voice said in her ear.

“And we’re back,” Shealyn said. “Toronto will bring the ball in just this side of half court.”

“I have been impressed with this Toronto team. Even though they are an expansion team and new in the league this year, these players have gelled and found chemistry in the short time they’ve had in training camp.”

“Have you been surprised with anyone in particular?”

“I’m not surprised, but I love the role Miller is playing on this team. She’s given them a presence inside and can block shots that I don’t think Chicago was expecting,” Nicole said.

“She’s had two blocks in this quarter alone,” Shealyn commented.

The sounds of shoes squeaking on the floor then a roar from the crowd echoed around the arena.

“Miller with another block!” Shealyn exclaimed.

“How about this crowd!” Nicole said over the noise. “Toronto wants to be Canada’s team and they have certainly filled the Coca-Cola Coliseum this afternoon. The excitement in this building has been loud and constant since tip-off.”

“What a move!” Shealyn said. “Miller cuts towards the basket and is fouled. The ball rolls around the rim, goes in, and now Miller steps to the free throw line.”

“She’s six of nine from the line this afternoon,” Nicole said. “That’s an improvement from last season. She’s definitely worked on free throws in the offseason.”

“Miller sinks the free throw and Toronto is down by one,” Shealyn reported.

“Toronto needs a stop if they’re going to have a chance to win this game,” Nicole said. “Their defense has been excellent at times and loose at others which is not unusual for a team with players new to each other and new to the system.”

“Chicago whips the ball around to find an open shot,” Shealyn said. “Sims puts it up and the long rebound goes to Toronto! James races down the court.”

“But here comes Sims,” Nicole said.

“James stops to take the shot at the buzzer! Sims gets a piece of it and the ball falls short. Game over. Chicago holds on for the one-point victory.”

“Wow, what a recovery by Sims,” Nicole said. “She sprinted down the court, trying to disrupt James’ shot, and just got a piece of the ball to knock it off target. Great hustle after missing her own shot.”

“What an exciting ending to a very entertaining game. Takeaways, Nicole?”

“Toronto may have come up a point short but they have so many positive things to take away from this game,” Nicole said. “Most importantly is how they played together as a team. They were communicating on defense and moving the ball on offense. This team may be a surprise this season, but it’s very early, Shealyn.”

“I can’t wait to see what they’ll show us later in the season,” Shealyn said. “We will be in New York this Saturday for the opening game of the season. Any expectations?”

“I’m looking forward to seeing Ariana Villa,” Nicole said. “She is one of the best point guards in the league, but New York lost some of her go-to players and added a few pieces in their run to regain their title after their back-to-back bid fell short at the end of last season.”

“Do you think she has more weapons this year?”

“I think they’re different weapons. It will be interesting to see how they use their post players and now they have height at the forward position as well. Villa should be able to spread the ball around. We all know what a great passer she is.”

“Yes, she sees the court so well,” Shealyn replied. “I wanted to ask about their opponents on Saturday, but we’re out of time. Join us for the pregame where Nicole and I will break down not only New York’s chances but Los Angeles’ as well. Thank you for joining us today from Toronto. I’m Shealyn Jackson along with Nicole Neal.”

“We’re out.” Nicole heard the voice in her headphones and took them off. “Good game, Shea. You haven’t missed a beat.”

Shealyn smiled. “Neither have you. Of course, we know a lot of these players already so that helped.”

As they slipped their laptops into their bags Nicole said, “How’s the move? Are the kids settling in?”

“I think so. They love their new schools but life is different in the suburbs,” Shealyn replied.

“How so?”

“Everything is slower. People aren’t in such a rush to get wherever they’re going,” Shealyn said. “The commute into the city for the game on Saturday will be a bit longer, but that’s okay. It’s still a home game for me, too.”

“Yeah, it’s nice when we get New York’s games.”

“You’re lucky I was busy with this move during our break or I would’ve been up in the middle of your love life.”

Nicole frowned. “What love life?”

“Exactly!” Shealyn exclaimed. “Did you even go on a date?”

Nicole shrugged.

“It’s been years since you’ve had a girlfriend, Nicole, much less gone on a date,” Shealyn said.

“You won the love lottery with DeWayne, Shea,” Nicole said. “I’m not that lucky. But it’s okay. You know my career is my love.”

“Bullshit! You’re at the top of your career; there’s nothing wrong with having a little fun,” Shealyn said. “But you can’t expect someone to just fall into your lap. You have to go out and meet people.”

“I know people,” Nicole huffed. “Most of my friends are players, other sportscasters, or have something to do with basketball.”

“You know we can’t date players and there are other people in the world besides basketball people,” Shealyn said as they put their headphones in their cases.

“I know that, Shea, but that’s where my interest is. Basketball has been my life and I love it.”

“Until someone comes along to change all that.”

Nicole smirked as she shouldered her bag.

“Okay, okay. I’m not giving up. Once we’re settled, you’re coming out to see our new home. The girls miss their Aunt Nicole.”

This made Nicole smile. “I miss those little princesses.”

“Me too,” Shealyn said. “Let’s get to the airport and I might make it home in time to tell them goodnight.”

Nicole followed Shealyn into the hallway that led them to their awaiting car. She hoped Shealyn would drop the love life talk. Every few months Shea would try to set Nicole up with a friend of a friend, but most of the time she was able to wrestle her way out of it. With the time it took to prepare for games and her busy travel schedule calling the games, she didn’t have time for a date much less a girlfriend.
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Ariana Villa walked into the kitchen from her bedroom and reached into the refrigerator for a beer. She could hear a basketball game on TV and walked into the living room to find her roommate, Cameron Benson, sprawled on the couch holding the remote.

They had been best friends since they joined the New York Liberty at the same time. They were entering their eighth season and had made the playoffs all seven years, finally coming away with the championship two years ago. Their bid to become back-to-back champions had fallen short in the finals last season. It still stung when Ariana thought about that last loss.

When Ariana heard the commentator’s voice she froze. “Oh, that’s Nicole Neal. I love her voice!” She jumped over the back of the couch and plopped down next to Cameron.

“Gotta little crush going on there?”

Ariana scoffed. “No, but just listen to her. She has such insight and her voice is so smooth. I swear she could be giving directions and it would sound sexy—wait, I wonder if I could get her voice on my Maps app?”

Cameron laughed. “No, you don’t have a crush.”

As they watched the game end Ariana said, “Wow, Toronto kept that close. Nicole’s right. We need to remember Miller on the inside. She’s a blocking machine.”

“Listen,” Cameron said, turning up the volume. “She’s talking about us.”

They both focused on the TV as Nicole spoke.

“Did you hear that?” Cameron said. “She said you’re one of the best point guards in the league. She’s not wrong.”

Ariana smiled as Nicole continued to give her preview of their opening game.

“So, you have all these weapons and Nicole Neal will be there watching and commentating,” Cameron said. “Thank goodness you won’t be able to hear her during the game.”

“What?” Ariana furrowed her brow. “Why?”

“You’d be listening to her and not doing your job!”

Ariana smirked. “You know exactly where my focus will be.”

“You never know, maybe she has a crush on you. Did you hear what she said?”

“Yes, Cam,” Ariana replied. “I heard her. Come on, don’t you think she’s good?”

Cameron smiled. “I’m just messing with you. Yes, Nicole Neal and Shealyn Jackson are the best in the business. I hope they do lots of our games this season.”

“I know we’ve seen LA’s preseason games, but I wish we knew what Nicole Neal was thinking,” Ariana said. “She knows basketball.”

“Duh, you do, too,” Cameron said. “Do you really think she could tell you anything that we don’t already know?”

Ariana shrugged. “The more we know, the better we’ll be able to shut them down.”

Cameron nodded. “You’ve got this. You always do.”

“Thanks, bud. I don’t need a confidence boost, but it’s nice to hear that my teammates have faith in me.”

“Girl, you know we do,” Cameron said.

“Okay, what are we watching?”

“Mmm, I don’t know,” Cameron murmured. “Murder and mayhem? Or do we want to laugh?”

“You choose.” Ariana grinned. “I have faith in you, too.”

Cameron laughed and began to scroll through the guide on the TV.

Ariana leaned her head against the back of the couch and thought back to what Cameron had said. Did she have a crush on Nicole Neal? Ariana couldn’t take her eyes off of her when the camera zoomed in after the game. She shook her head. Nah, she didn’t have a crush. She simply appreciated Nicole’s knowledge of the game. But her voice.


Chapter Two




Ariana was always early on game days. She went into the quiet dressing room and stopped at her locker. Hanging there was her game jersey as well as her uniform shorts. She reached into the closed compartment and took out her warm-up shirt and shorts. Once she changed she sat down and pulled on her new game-day shoes. She had already practiced in the new shoes several times to make sure they wouldn’t cause any blisters or discomfort.

A few other players filtered in and patted her on the back. Everyone had a different game-day ritual. Some players were hyped with adrenaline already flowing and could be a little too loud for her. She preferred to spend a quiet moment appreciating their state of the art dressing facility and her equipment. Most of her teammates knew she took this focused approach on game-day and simply said hello or see you on the court.

Ariana got up and took the walk through the hallway until it opened up to their entrance onto the gym floor. She stopped and looked up into the vast arena and smiled. In a few hours the stands would be full and the noise level would be off the charts. The excitement from all the fans, coaches, support staff, and players would be like a current of electricity humming through the arena.

She slowly walked over to a rack of balls then wheeled it out onto the court. Out of nowhere a few of their practice squad personnel appeared to rebound for her if necessary. One reason Ariana liked to get there early was to shoot from her favorite spots on the court and hear the whoosh of the net as she connected or the clang of the rim when she missed. The sound the bouncing ball made on the court would echo for a few moments either way.

Ariana emptied the rack and, without asking, two of the practice squad players positioned themselves under the basket to throw the balls back to her. She smiled at the comfort of this routine and began to shoot from near and far as she dribbled around the court.

“Let’s do a few long ones,” she said. She dribbled to half court then took a couple of steps and let the ball fly. She made a few to the cheers of others coming onto the court.

Her teammates began to join her for shootaround, testing their shots from various places on their end of the court.

“Are they all going in?” Cameron asked, dribbling up next to her.

Ariana chuckled. “You know it.”

“Don’t waste any out here during shootaround,” Cameron teased. “You want to save all the good ones for the game.”

Ariana laughed as balls flew around them on their way to the basket.

“Want to run through a few passes?” Cameron asked.

Ariana nodded. One advantage of playing together for so many years was that they both knew what they liked to practice during shootaround. Ariana waited while Cameron took a few shots then they simulated different passes Ariana would make to Cameron as she cut to the basket during the game.

A little later several players began to line up at the free throw line. Ariana took a few free throws and stepped back so her other teammates could toe the line.

While they had been shooting, most of the LA players were on the other end of the floor doing the same thing at the other basket. Ariana met several of the players she knew at mid court and talked for a few moments.

There were quite a few people on the sidelines getting everything ready and tested for the game. Ariana walked back down to where her teammates were still shooting and dribbled a ball as she watched. She could usually tell during shootaround if one or more of her teammates were ready for a big game. It was her job as the point guard and playmaker on the court to be aware of how her teammates were feeling. Were they loose and ready to go? Or did they appear stressed and nervous?

“Hey, your favorite commentator is at the table,” Cameron said, sidling up next to her.

Ariana glanced over to the long table that took up most of one side of the court. This was where the game officials, commentators, announcer, and other personnel sat during the game. She saw Nicole Neal dressed in jeans and a hoodie talking to several of the LA players. She would nod and smile while one of the players spoke.

“Shouldn’t you go over and say hello since she said all those nice things about you?” Cameron teased.

Ariana smirked. “They don’t want to talk to me. I’m not the star.”

“Hell yes you are,” Cameron said. “Just wait until they see what you’re going to do today.”

Ariana chuckled. She prided herself on her passing skills and getting the ball to open players for easy points. Occasionally Ariana would shoot when she was open, but she wasn’t the most prolific scorer on the team.

This season the coaches had encouraged her to shoot more and this was a little out of her comfort zone. They’d practiced several plays just for her and she’d worked on her shot during the off season. Ariana was confident in her game and hoped today this new skill in her arsenal would benefit her team. That’s one thing everyone knew about Ariana: she was the ultimate team player.

She glanced over at Nicole Neal several times and noticed the ease with which she conversed with players and coaches.

“It’s a shame you won’t be able to hear what she says about us during the game,” Cameron said.

“Oh but we will later tonight,” Ariana said, letting a shot fly and smiling as it whooshed through the net. She looked at Cameron. “You know I’m recording the game. I’ll be able to start studying what worked and what didn’t as soon as we get home.”

“You mean after we all go out for a celebratory dinner with the team,” Cameron replied.

“Hell yeah!” Ariana held up her hand and Cameron high-fived her.

They started towards the dressing room and Ariana glanced over her shoulder just in time to see Nicole look her way. She smiled and disappeared down the tunnel to the hallway.
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Nicole hung her garment bag in the small closet provided in the commentators’ dressing area. This was one of the premier facilities in the league. They didn’t wear their on-air clothes to the arena and sometimes the area they changed in was sparse.

“Hey partner,” Shealyn said, walking into the room. “I’ve always loved coming here.”

Nicole nodded. “Me, too. I stopped by to watch shootaround for a few minutes.”

“Oh?” Shealyn said, hanging her clothes next to Nicole’s. “Is this something new for the new season?”

Nicole shrugged. “I wanted to speak to a few players before the game and didn’t want to interrupt them during warmup. Plus, I checked to make sure everything is ready for us.”

“Well, what did you find out?”

“As usual, Keith was getting our equipment ready. Some things never change.” Nicole paused. “And I saw Ariana Villa and Cameron Benson practicing passes. Their connection is as sharp as ever.”

“I know Ariana is one of your favorite players to watch.”

“The things she can do with the basketball,” Nicole said with awe in her voice. “She can fit a pass in the narrowest of openings to her teammates and let them shine.”

“I could feel the building buzzing with excitement as I came in,” Shealyn said.

“Ah, the sound of shoes squeaking on the floor and the clank of the ball as it hits the rim.”

“It better be the sound of whoosh as it goes through the net,” Shealyn said. “It never gets old.”

“It was a little hectic out on the floor, but it’s expected, especially on opening day.”

“I’m sure! Don’t you love it!”

“You know I do,” Nicole said. “It feels like the excitement builds the closer we get to tip-off.”

“It’s not like our playing days,” Shealyn said, “but we still have an important job bringing the action to the fans who watch from home. Your preparation and attention to detail amazes me. The little nuggets of information you drop during the game makes it more entertaining for our audience.”

“Ah, thanks, Shea,” Nicole said. “I love to analyze and figure out what works and why something else didn’t. It can be like a giant puzzle.”

“Yeah, I know you love analysis, that’s why it’s your part of our job.” She chuckled. “I just like to talk!”

Nicole laughed. “That you do and thank goodness you do it well.”

“Shall we prepare to dazzle them with our brilliance?”

“Hell yeah, partner.” Nicole raised her hand and Shealyn slapped it for a high-five.

Nicole changed and walked into the small bathroom to freshen her makeup. When she walked out Shealyn stopped and stared at her.

“What?” Nicole asked.

“You’re bringing it this season, Neal,” Shealyn said. “Or is this just for the opener?”

Nicole shrugged and looked down at her outfit. “Too much? What’s wrong with it?”

“No, no,” Shealyn said. “All the single women should be drooling over you.”

Nicole scoffed and shook her head. “Right.”

“Seriously, you look nice,” Shealyn said, taking her turn in the bathroom.

Nicole had chosen this outfit because she felt confident and professional. If she looked nice too, that was an added bonus, she thought as she smiled.

Shealyn walked out of the bathroom in a black and white fitted dress. “Well?”

Nicole laughed. “We’re both wearing black. I hope people don’t think we’re going to a funeral.”

“If Ariana Villa plays like you think she will, it may very well be Los Angeles’ funeral,” Shealyn said.

Nicole smiled and held out her arm. “Let’s do this.”

They left the dressing room and made the walk into the arena. As they walked towards the table, both teams were warming up under the eyes of their watchful coaches. Nicole stopped to talk to the coaches on both teams. She’d been in the game long enough to know most of the coaches, some of the support staff, and even the owners of the teams.

Nicole set her bag under the table and took out a notebook full of comments on players and coaches for this game. She sat down to make sure her chair was comfortable and gazed around the court assuring she had an unobstructed view.

“Everything okay?” Keith asked. He had been their equipment handler for the past several years and knew what she and Shealyn liked in their area.

“Looks good, feels good,” Nicole replied.

“Jeannie is in the booth and I’ve tested both of your headsets,” Keith said. “You should be good to go.”

“Thanks, Keith,” Nicole said. She held out her closed fist and bumped his.

“Here’s to a good season.” Keith smiled.

Nicole returned his smile and stood up to gaze around the arena. The seats were beginning to fill as excited fans added to the already charged atmosphere.

“All set?” Shealyn asked, walking up next to Nicole.

“Keith has everything ready.”

“Okay, here’s to another year of successful broadcasting bringing the game to the masses,” Shealyn said, grabbing Nicole’s hand.

Nicole smiled and squeezed Shealyn’s hand. “Let’s make them feel like they’re courtside with us. That’s what we do.”


Chapter Three




Ariana took a final warm-up shot then walked towards the New York bench. Cameron was waiting to give her a high five.

“Your crush is not hard to look at,” she said.

“What?” Ariana asked. “You don’t look at her, you listen to her.”

“No, Ari,” Cameron said. “Look!”

Ariana followed Cameron’s gaze. Nicole Neal was standing in front of the table. She was wearing black pants and a white button down with wide cuffs turned up affixed with cuff links. Instead of a blazer she was wearing a black vest that was fitted at the waist. Her high heeled shoes made her legs look long and lean.

“My God,” Ari gasped. She didn’t think she’d ever seen such a sexy woman. She continued to watch Nicole walk around the long table to her seat. With each confident step, Ariana watched and thought, that is a woman in command of herself and anyone who crossed her path. She couldn’t take her eyes off Nicole as her thick reddish-brown hair fell just to her shoulders with a slight curl at the ends. It swung in rhythm with every step, giving her the appearance of refined grace.

Ariana shook her head and couldn’t believe she was having these thoughts when she was about to play such an important game to begin the season. A ball whizzed by her head, bringing her out of the trance Nicole Neal had just put her in. Ariana blinked and brought her focus back to where it should be.

“You okay, captain?” Cameron asked.

“What? Of course I’m okay,” Ariana replied. “I’m ready to go.”

Cameron gave her a slow smile. “It’s okay, Ari. She’s hot. There’s nothing wrong with appreciating the beauty of a woman.”

Ariana furrowed her brow. “Since when do you appreciate the beauty of a woman?” she said, using Cameron’s words. “You’re practically married to Terrance.”

Cameron smiled. “He’s my man, but that doesn’t mean I’m not on the lookout for a woman for you.”

Ariana dropped her head and looked at the floor. This was not the conversation they should be having with the game about to start.

“Cam, we’re about to be introduced. Get your head in the game!”

“Sorry,” Cameron said. “We’ll talk about this later.”

Ariana smirked.

“Yes, ma’am.” She gave Ariana an exaggerated salute and winked.

Ariana laughed. Only Cam could lighten up such an anxious moment. Nicole Neal was forgotten and they were once again focused on the game they loved. Well, maybe Nicole wasn’t forgotten. Ariana would file that image and knowledge away for later.

While LA was being introduced, Ariana reached for a quick sip of water. She sat down along with the other starters on the bench as the rest of the team lined up facing each other to give them a makeshift runway.

After LA was introduced, the lights dimmed and music began to filter through the arena. A highlight reel played on the big screens and the crowd cheered louder and louder. As each of them were introduced they hopped up, giving their teammates high fives, low fives, or rehearsed elaborate handshakes. This was a playful way to lessen the stress leading up to tip-off.

Ariana was the first to be introduced and had a special word of encouragement for each of her teammates as they joined her in a huddle on the floor. She always preferred to lead through example, but planned to be more vocal this season. Her leadership would be centered around encouragement and lifting up every player, whether they were starters or came off the bench during the game.

When all the starters were in the huddle Ariana looked each of them in the eye. “New season. We are a team and we win together. Every one of you has special talents. Let’s go out and show the world!”

Her teammates began to jump up and down, obviously inspired by the moment. They ran back to the bench for last minute instructions from their coaches.

As Ariana started to walk out to take her place on the court her coach, Misty Bell, put an arm around her and quietly said, “They’re your team, Ari. Lead them like only you can.”

Ariana nodded.

“And don’t forget to shoot!” Misty nodded at her and winked.

Ariana decided right then if the opportunity arose for her to get a good shot, she wouldn’t automatically pass the ball like the defense expected her to do. She’d shoot and it had better go in the hoop!

The players lined up around the half court circle preparing for the jump ball that would start the game. Ariana was facing her basket because she expected her center, Nia Stevens, to win the ball. She glanced over to the scorer’s table, waiting for the referees to take the court. Her attention was drawn to Nicole Neal whose lips were moving as she spoke into her headset. Nicole was looking right at her and Ariana gave her a slight smile, thinking, could she be talking about me?

The referee blew her whistle and tossed the ball in the air. Just like Ariana suspected Nia won the ball and tapped it to Ariana. The players ran down the court to set up and that’s when Ariana noticed her defender was playing at least two steps back from her, expecting her to pass. Ariana took the opening, stopped, and shot from behind the three-point line. She was rewarded with a whoosh as the ball slipped through the basket, never touching the rim.

The crowd went wild. Cameron gave her the biggest smile and a high five as she ran by to play defense on the other end of the court. Ariana winked at her, thinking, if Nicole Neal wasn’t talking about me before, she is now.

A couple of minutes later, after Ariana had scored another three point shot, LA began to guard her more closely. This opened the passing lanes and she fed her other teammates perfect passes for easy layups. LA called a time out to readjust their defense.

Coach Bell met Ariana as she hurried to the bench and gave her a high five. “That’s what I’m talking about! Great job, Villa.”

Ariana smiled and grabbed her water bottle before sitting down to hear the adjustments they needed to make as well.

The game began to flow and LA kept it close because New York’s defense was not what it should be. Ariana encouraged her teammates to communicate and as they went into halftime, New York led by four points.

Ariana had scored two more baskets as she drove the lane and pulled up to shoot when the defense collapsed near the basket. She had ten points and six assists in the first half which was a bit unusual for her. She was known for her assists but didn’t usually score more than ten points a game.

As she left the court the sideline reporter stopped her to do a quick interview.

“Ariana, it looks like you’ll be shooting more this season,” she said. “Is that part of the new look offense?”

“We’ll see,” Ariana said humbly. “My shots are going in and I’m happy with that, but we’ve got to defend better when they have the ball.”

“What adjustments are you expecting at halftime?”

Ariana smiled and looked at the reporter. “Now, Keeley, I can’t tell you that or LA will be ready for it.” She chuckled. “As I said, our defense needs to step up.”

“Thanks, Ariana, for taking the time to talk to us,” Keeley said with a smile.

“Anytime.” Ariana smiled into the camera and jogged off the court into the tunnel to join her team.

Cameron met Ariana at the locker room door with a big smile. “Who’s the star now?”

Ariana smirked. “This will last a couple of games and then the other teams’ defenses will catch on. Besides, making them guard me sure does leave you and Nia wide open. I love it!”

“Okay, let’s talk defense,” Coach Li said, standing at the white board. Emerson Li had been the defensive player of the year three times during her career. She’d joined Coach Bell’s staff this season and the team was still learning her system.

Ariana took the hydration drink the trainer handed her and listened intently. She knew their communication was still lacking, but it was better during the second quarter. Ariana had also had two steals during the first half that led to easy layups as Cameron sprinted down the court. She was able to bat the ball away because her teammates were making it hard for the opposing player to pass the ball. If they all stayed with their assignments then the system worked.

Recharged and ready for the second half, the team left the locker room and went back onto the court. They did a short warmup, shooting a few balls before the whistle to begin the second half.

Ariana felt confident that if they stayed with the plan that they could control the second half and pull away for the win. She went around to each player with encouraging words and fist bumps.

She glanced toward the media table and watched Nicole and Shealyn as the camera was on them before play started. Ariana tilted her head as she watched them, it reminded Ariana of her and Cam. They had played together for years and knew what the other was going to do on the court. In much the same way, Nicole and Shealyn were teammates in their part of the sport and their experience together was evident in how seamlessly they commentated during games.

The referee blew the whistle to call the players onto the court and the second half began. New York’s team played defense with a renewed intensity and they quickly increased their lead.

Ariana played most of the game. She had a short rest period at the end of the third quarter and was ready to go back in when the fourth started.

As the game began to wind down in the middle of the fourth quarter, Ariana was substituted out as New York enjoyed a ten point lead.

She drank plenty of water with electrolytes to keep her hydration level steady for the final push at the end of the game. Ariana had prided herself on keeping fit even in the offseason. She came into training camp ready to go whereas some of the other veterans had to play themselves into shape.

“Villa,” Coach Bell called and pointed at her. “You and Benson check back in.”

Ariana and Cameron ran to the scorer’s table, ready to go back in with the next whistle stopping play. They crouched down on the floor so the officials at the table could see.

Her gaze was drawn across the court where Nicole and Shealyn were. In the past the commentators had sat on the same side as the players and the scorer’s table. She could remember how some players would try and throw the commentators off their game by messing with them during the broadcast.

She could see Nicole and Shealyn following the game as their heads turned to watch the movements of the players. Their lips were moving with every bounce, pass, and shot of the ball.

The ball went out of bounds and the referee blew the whistle to stop play. She motioned for Ariana and Cameron to enter the game.

The ball had rolled to the other side of the court so Ariana jogged over to retrieve it. She could hear Nicole’s commentary and that smooth, silky voice drifted over her like honey. Even in all the noise and excitement of the game Nicole’s voice rose above the rest.

As she turned to give the ball to the ref she heard Nicole laugh at something Shealyn said. Ariana knew Nicole had a beautiful voice, but that laugh might be even better.

“Is everything okay on that side of the court?” Cameron said as she got ready to throw the ball in to Ariana.

Ariana shrugged. She was relaxed and loved it when she could play like this, enjoying the game as she had as a kid. It didn’t always happen this way, especially if they were losing, but not today. It had been a good afternoon and she was playing well.

They were ahead by twelve points when Ariana once again batted the ball away from the opposing player. She hustled after it, trying to keep it in bounds so she could pass it to one of her teammates.

As the ball bounced then flew towards the media table, Ariana leaped and reached as far as she could. She swatted the ball back into the court. All she could see as she flew through the air was the fear on people’s faces as they moved back. This is going to hurt.


Chapter Four




“Ariana Villa with another steal,” Shealyn said.

“She is hustling after the loose ball—” Nicole added before she saw Ariana leap through the air, knock the ball back into the court, and fly over the media table. Nicole gasped.

In the next instant Ariana Villa slid over the table, landing squarely in Nicole’s lap. Before she could even think, Nicole reached out her hand to catch Ariana’s head so it didn’t slam into something solid like the table or a chair.

As Nicole cradled the back of Ariana’s head their eyes met. Suddenly time stood still. Nicole could no longer hear the sounds of the crowd or the game. She couldn’t see anything except Ariana Villa’s face and those dark brown eyes locked on hers. Nicole saw a moment of fright then Ariana’s eyes softened into the most deep, intense stare. It felt like Ariana was looking and seeing past the commentator and peering into Nicole’s heart. The strangest feeling came over her. She felt something open inside her, welcoming Ariana in.

With a whoosh of air the moment was over. Nicole could once again hear the crowd, now hushed since Ariana’s high-flying routine landed her in a heap.

“Are you okay?” Ariana asked.

“Are you okay?” Nicole replied, still holding the back of Ariana’s head in her hand.

“I think so.”

Shealyn had rolled her chair back when she saw Ariana hit the table. She stood and said, “Here Ariana, swing your legs this way.”

Nicole continued to support Ariana’s head while Shealyn helped her get her feet on the ground. “Well, as you can see, Ariana Villa saved the ball, but not herself. If it wasn’t for my courageous partner catching the diving guard, who knows what could have happened. It appears she’s not injured.”

After Ariana got to her feet she sat down in Shealyn’s chair and looked over at Nicole with a grin. “Nice view, Nicole, but I’m not ready to retire. Maybe someday.”

Nicole laughed as Ariana got up.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” Ariana asked.

Nicole nodded. “Yes, I’m fine.”

“Thanks for catching me,” Ariana said. “But I’ve gotta go.”

Nicole laughed again as Shealyn described the scene. The trainers checked Ariana out and determined she came out of the self-inflicted crash unscathed.

“Wow, Nicole,” Shealyn said. “We’ve nearly been hit by flying balls, but we’ve never had a player end up on our side of the desk.”

“I do remember a mascot occasionally joining us when we’re on camera. I’m just glad she’s not hurt,” Nicole said.

“Thanks to your quick thinking and cushioning her fall.”

“I don’t think I could’ve gotten out of the way.” Nicole chuckled. “In an instant, here she was.”

Shealyn laughed. “Well, that should make tonight’s highlight reel.”

“As I was saying before Villa decided to become superwoman, she has hustled after every loose ball this afternoon and it’s made a difference,” Nicole said.

“It sure has. We’ll take a quick time out with two minutes to play,” Shealyn said. “New York leads by fourteen.”

Once they were off the air Shealyn turned to Nicole. “Are you all right?”

Nicole nodded. “Yeah, I’m fine.” She thought back to the moment when she and Ariana shared that intimate look and wondered if she imagined it.

“We’re back on in thirty,” Jeannie said into their headsets.

Nicole gazed over at the New York bench. The players were huddled around the coaches as they gave instructions and she saw Ariana glance her way. She gave her a small smile and raised one shoulder. Nicole returned her smile and nodded.

“Three, two, one,” Jeannie counted them down.

“We’re back for the end of this opening game of the season,” Shealyn said. “We’ve seen quite a game today.”

“Yes, but New York has pulled away with their shutdown defense in this second half,” Nicole added. “They have definitely upped their game this season with the added points Ariana Villa has supplied along with the crisp passes she’s known for.”

“The chemistry between her and Cameron Benson does not seem to have wavered at all over the off season.”

The whistle blew and the game resumed. New York took command much like they had for the entire second half and the game ended with them winning by ten points.

“Let’s go to Keeley who is with Nia Stevens,” Shealyn said. “She poured in twenty-eight points this afternoon.”

Nicole made a few notes in her notebook before closing it and reaching for her bag. When Keeley threw it back to them Shealyn signed them off with information about the next game.

“Game one is in the books,” Shealyn said to Nicole.

“Good job, partner,” Nicole replied. “I’m meeting Kate at Stuart’s bar after the game.”

“Oh, I haven’t seen her in so long,” Shealyn said.

Kate Bradley was Nicole’s longtime friend and agent. They’d met when Nicole was in college and Kate was in law school. It didn’t take long before the two became best friends and as Nicole’s career took off she enlisted Kate as her agent and contract negotiator.

“She’s hoping you’d join us.”

Shealyn sighed. “I can catch the train and be home in time to have dinner with the girls,” she said. “It won’t always be like this. I promise to go with you next time.”

Nicole smiled. “I get it. You no longer live in the city and the commute home is a little longer. Next time!”

Shealyn smiled and nodded.

As they put their things away Nicole looked for Ariana Villa. She wanted to make sure she was all right, but she’d played the rest of the game and knew the team wouldn’t have let her if anything was amiss.

She and Shealyn walked across the court and through the tunnel to reach their dressing room.

“Are you changing?” Nicole asked.

“Nah,” Shealyn said.

“Me neither,” Nicole said, grabbing her clothes from the closet. “I’ll walk out with you.”

Nicole walked into the bar and looked to her left where most of the tables were occupied. She glanced to her right and saw her best friend waving to her midway down the long bartop.

“Hey,” Nicole said, placing her garment bag on an empty bar stool.

“Let me take that,” a man said, reaching over the bar.

“Thanks, Stuart,” Nicole said, handing him the bag.

“I’ll put it back here out of the way,” he said. “Don’t you look sexy? By the way, great game and great commentating, as usual.”

“Ah, you’re too sweet,” Nicole replied.

“Shall I bring you a beer?”

“That would be perfect.” Nicole turned to Kate and smiled.

Kate opened her arms and they hugged. “It’s good to see you. Stuart’s right. You’re looking good!”

“You, too,” Nicole replied, sitting next to her. “It’s already crowded.”

“I don't know how some of the players beat you here,” Kate said. “But they’ve taken up the space in the back by the dance floor.”

Nicole glanced over her shoulder and saw several of the New York players already celebrating their victory. “They had a good game.”

“I caught the end of it when I got here,” Kate said. “So, how are you? How’d it go?”

Nicole nodded. “Good. The broadcast went well. No opening-game problems.”

“What’s this I hear about a player landing in your lap?”

Nicole chuckled. “It was one of those things.” She shrugged as the memory of Ariana Villa’s eyes flashed through her brain. “Hey, how’s Emily?”

A sweet smile appeared on Kate’s face. “She’s wonderful.”

“Still in marital bliss after all these years,” Nicole said with a smile.

Kate chuckled. “I’m so glad you two didn’t hit it off when you went out.”

Nicole laughed. She had gone out with Emily on one date right after she graduated from college. A couple of days later she and Kate ran into Emily and Nicole introduced them. As they say, the rest was history.

“When she found out we were meeting after the game she asked who you were dating,” Kate said. She gave Nicole a look and waited.

Nicole smirked and took a sip of her beer.

“Uh huh, that’s what I thought,” Kate said.

“You’re married to the love of your life,” Nicole said. “I’m married to my job. We’re both happy.”

“Mmmhmm,” Kate murmured, sipping her drink. “You know it might be fun to go out with someone just for the…um, you know.”

Nicole glanced at Kate. “You know? You can’t just say sex?”

Kate shrugged. “Well, who knows, maybe it could lead to something else.”

Nicole sighed and shook her head. “Not you, too!”

Kate chuckled. “I gather Shealyn has been asking the same questions.”

Nicole felt someone push between her and the person on the next stool, trying to get the bartender’s attention. When she turned around she looked right into Ariana Villa’s smiling face.

“If it isn’t the best commentator in the game,” Ariana said with a bright smile. “And also my savior and a soft landing hero.”

Nicole laughed. “Congrats on the win.”

Ariana glanced past Nicole at Kate.

“Oh, Ariana Villa,” Nicole said, gesturing between the two women, “Kate Bradley.”

Kate smiled. “So you’re the player that gave my best friend a lap dance at work.”

Ariana’s face lit up and she pointed at Kate. “Oh, I like you, Kate Bradley!”

She lifted her hand to high five Kate and Nicole grabbed her beer in fear of flying limbs spilling it. The delight on Ariana’s face coupled with her laughter made Nicole melt a little inside. What the hell!

Ariana smiled at Nicole and quietly said, “Are you sure you’re all right?”

“Are you going to ask me that every time you see me?”

Ariana tilted her head. “Maybe.”

Nicole chuckled. “I’m guessing you’re all right because you played the rest of the game.”

“I promise I am.” Ariana leaned a little closer. “I love celebrating with my teammates, but I’d really rather be home watching a replay of the game. Did you say nice things about me?”

“You had twenty points, ten assists, and four steals,” Nicole stated. “What do you think?”

Ariana’s brows shot up her forehead with another delighted smile on her face. Nicole smiled at her reaction.

“I’ve got to finish this beer so I can get home and watch the game,” Ariana said.

Nicole laughed as Stuart set two beers down for Ariana.

“You know you’re the best commentator in the business,” Ariana said casually.

“I wasn’t aware of that,” Nicole replied.

“Well, you are.”

“I didn’t think the players paid attention to what we had to say.”

“Smart ones do,” Ariana replied.

Nicole smiled and took a sip of her beer.

“Uh, could I get your phone number in case I have comments or questions during the game?” Ariana asked.

Nicole gave her a skeptical look.

“I know that sounds like a come-on, but I promise it isn’t,” Ariana said.

“Oh, it’s okay if it’s a come-on,” Kate said.

Nicole swung her head around and looked at her friend wide-eyed. “Kate!”

Ariana chuckled and waited.

Nicole reached for her purse, unlocked her phone and handed it to Ariana. “Put your number in there.”

When Ariana gave the phone back, Nicole hit the button to call Ariana’s phone. “There, now you have my number.”

“Thank you.” Ariana grinned. “Enjoy your night. It was nice to meet you, Kate.”

“You, too.” Kate gave her a little wave.

As Ariana walked away Kate bumped her shoulder to Nicole’s. “She was flirting with you.”

“What?” Nicole exclaimed. “No she wasn’t.”

“Yeah, she was,” Kate said. “Isn’t she gay?”

“Yes, but she’s a player.”

“Who cares if she sleeps around,” Kate said.

Nicole looked at her and smirked. “I didn’t mean that kind of player. She’s a basketball player. We can’t date players,” she said. “Journalistic integrity.”

“So? Who said anything about dating her? She’s pretty and entertaining.”

Nicole glanced over her shoulder and saw Ariana out on the dance floor with her teammates. She couldn’t help but wonder if Ariana had shared the moment with her earlier at the game or if it was all in Nicole’s head.

“Hey, tomorrow is Saturday and you’re in town,” Kate said. “Want to have brunch with me and Emily in the morning?”

“Ah, I can’t,” Nicole said. “I’m doing this youth initiative with the WNBA. We’re playing basketball with kids in a neighborhood park.”

“Always working. Always basketball.”

Nicole grinned and finished her beer. “One more for me and my bestie, Stuart,” she called.

“Well, at least you’re staying for two beers tonight.”

Nicole chuckled and bumped her shoulder into Kate’s. She couldn’t keep from glancing over her shoulder one more time. When she did Ariana was looking her way and smiling.

Nicole nodded and turned back to her friend. Kate was right. Ariana was entertaining, but she was more than pretty. When she smiled like that Ariana Villa was beautiful.


Chapter Five




Ariana danced and celebrated their opening day win with her teammates. She only had one beer because she was anxious to get home and see how the team looked on the replay of the game.

One of the team’s assistant coaches would have already emailed Ariana the stats for the game. She liked to look at them as she watched the replay. In the morning another assistant coach would email her the team’s official film of the game.

It was no surprise that Ariana loved the game of basketball. She loved everything about it and in reality was a student of the game, not just a player. Her interest was in trends and the numbers. She was always looking to see what the team could improve. Some of those minute stats could give her insight that would help the team score a few more baskets during the game or prevent the other team from scoring.

Once Ariana got home, she changed into her favorite comfy shorts and a T-shirt. She took a bottle of water out of the fridge, grabbed her laptop, and settled on the couch. Before turning the TV on she thought back to running into Nicole Neal at the bar. She’d looked for her after the game, but when she went to the commentators’ dressing room she and Shealyn were already gone.

Ariana’s fall onto the media table had been playing over and over in her head. When her momentum stopped she felt no pain. She opened her eyes and all she could see was Nicole. More specifically, she looked into Nicole’s caramel brown eyes and felt herself falling into the warm, soft expanse. For a moment Ariana thought she must have hit her head and was dreaming because the only sound she could hear was the beating of her own heart. Then she felt Nicole’s hand firmly holding her head in place and she knew she must not be hurt.

Suddenly that quiet moment of peace ended and she was right back in the arena. She couldn’t believe she landed in Nicole’s lap and was afraid she’d hurt her. Nicole’s concern was for Ariana and instead of thanking her, Ariana acted like an idiot with a wisecrack about retiring. She shook her head at the memory. Sometimes Ariana handled pressure with humor and in this instance she wished she would’ve simply thanked Nicole for catching her.

When she ran into Nicole in the bar, Ariana took the opportunity to make sure Nicole was okay. Ariana chuckled as she thought about Nicole’s friend’s quip about a lap dance.

She turned the TV on but couldn’t stop thinking about that moment when she opened her eyes and stared into Nicole’s. Ariana felt something shift inside her. She’d always guarded her heart because basketball was her focus and she couldn’t let anything get in the way. That’s why she didn’t have a girlfriend. It didn’t mean she didn’t occasionally go out after the game and end up celebrating with a beautiful woman.

But landing in Nicole’s lap and staring into her beautiful eyes extinguished any fear she had from the fall. Those eyes broke through and Ariana felt like her heart was gaping open, inviting Nicole to come inside.

“Whew!” Ariana shook her head. “What is wrong with me? Nicole Neal is way out of my league.”

She started the playback of the game and listened as Shealyn and Nicole welcomed everyone to the new season of the WNBA. A pleased smile grew on Ariana’s face as Nicole told the listeners what she’d be looking for on New York’s team and named Ariana.

The game began and Ariana relived the tip-off where she went down the court and surprised everyone with a three-point basket to begin the game. The camera did a close-up of her as she high-fived her teammates and winked at Cameron.

Ariana didn’t know how many times she’d listened to Nicole commentate a game, but it was different tonight. It felt like Nicole was talking directly to her, appreciating good plays and waiting for what Ariana would do next.

“Maybe I did hit my head,” Ariana grumbled. She reached for her phone and pulled up Nicole’s number. She hesitated then sent a one-word text.

Thanks.




Three little bubbles appeared and Ariana smiled at Nicole’s quick response.

???




Ariana replied:

You said nice things about me.




The bubbles once again appeared.

I try to say nice things about everyone. You know you’re one of the best point guards in the league.




Ariana chuckled and decided to reply the same way Nicole did when she’d complimented her earlier that evening.

I wasn’t aware.




This is fun, Ariana thought as she waited for Nicole’s reply.

Hahahaha, yes you are!




Ariana laughed and sent another text.

I’m just now watching the first half. I’m enjoying the commentary. You and Shealyn really are the best.




Thank you. We work hard to bring the game to the viewers.




She was a little surprised Nicole had responded in the first place, so she decided to push her luck.

Once I get to the second half and my flying leap, I may want to ask you a few questions. Is that all right?




The bubbles once again appeared as she stared at her phone and smiled.

It’s okay. I’ll be up for a while.




Ariana gave her a thumbs up and put down her phone. She looked back at the TV and as the game continued she kept thinking about Nicole. Was she sitting on her couch watching TV, too? Why am I enjoying this playful banter so much?

The halftime whistle blew and her attention was drawn to her face on the screen. She listened to the quick interview Keeley did with her and paused the game when she walked off the court.

Ariana took a short break and went to the kitchen. She pulled a Diet Coke out of the fridge and opened it. She was serious about her nutrition and fitness, but they’d won tonight and she decided the small indulgence was warranted.

Ariana settled back on the couch and started the second half. She was pleased to see better defense by her team as the game continued. After checking the stats and rewinding a few plays here and there, she reached the place in the game where she dove for the ball.

The first time watching it through she decided she was lucky she didn’t get hurt. But as she replayed it several times she noticed the reason why. Nicole hadn’t tried to back away as the other people at the media table had. Instead, she reached out and caught Ariana’s head as her body twisted so she’d land on her back.

She literally fell into Nicole’s lap! The surprise on Nicole’s face quickly turned to concern as she looked down at Ariana. The camera zoomed in as Ariana and Nicole stared at each other for a moment. There it was. The moment.

Shealyn entered the picture, helping Ariana swing her legs around until Ariana was sitting in her chair. Ariana knew that’s when she made the quip about the view and retiring then she hopped up and ran back onto the court.

She listened to Shealyn and Nicole describe the incident then they were back doing their regular commentary for the viewers.

Ariana sighed. If Nicole hadn’t held her head the way she had, Ariana was sure she would’ve been injured. Just as Shealyn said on the broadcast, Nicole acted courageously.

Ariana knew it was late, but she picked up her phone anyway and sent Nicole a text.

Thanks for catching me and saving me. I could’ve really gotten hurt.




She stared at her phone and waited. Several moments later the familiar bubbles appeared.

You’re welcome. I’m glad you’re okay.




Ariana smiled.

I’m obviously no Superwoman since I didn’t know how to land!




She waited for Nicole’s reply.

I don’t know about that. You were pretty awesome on the court tonight. I’m not sure Superwoman could play basketball as well as you do.




Ariana smiled at the compliment then took a deep breath and decided to share her view with Nicole.

I remember after I batted the ball, all I could think was: this is going to hurt. When I opened my eyes, all I saw was you. Do you know that you have beautiful brown eyes?




Ariana paused before sending the text. She didn’t want to make things awkward between them, but she couldn’t stop thinking about Nicole’s eyes. She hit send and waited. The bubbles appeared then they were gone. A moment passed and they appeared again. Hmm, interesting.

I saw fear in your eyes for a flash then it was gone. I’m not the only one with pretty brown eyes.




Ariana smiled. “Pretty brown eyes,” she muttered. “Yes! She felt it too.” She bit her bottom lip and held the phone in her hand. “Now what do I do?”

Several moments passed then Ariana saw the bubbles once again.

Did you learn anything from the replay?




“Did I learn anything,” Ariana said, staring at her phone. “I learned that there’s more to Nicole Neal than her pleasing voice and I’d love to discover it all.”

Ariana knew she couldn’t text those thoughts to Nicole so instead she began to type.

I learned that I’m not going after a ball like that unless you’re commentating the game.




She waited.

Hahaha. I’ll get to call another one of yours soon. In the meantime maybe you should practice your landings, Superwoman.




She chuckled.

Thanks again for catching me.




Ariana got an immediate response.

Anytime.




She smiled and watched the rest of the game. She looked over the stats once again, but she wasn’t really seeing the numbers. All she could see were Nicole’s soft brown eyes and wondered how they sparkled when she laughed or did other things.

She sighed, turned off the TV, and got ready for bed. She had an appearance in the morning and knew she needed to get some sleep.

Ariana crawled into bed and leaned back against the pillows, looking at the ceiling. She’d had a good game. The celebration afterwards was fun and not too over the top. After all, it was their first game. Instead of thinking about the different plays, which usually occupied her mind after a game, she couldn’t keep from thinking about Nicole.

She had been so focused on getting ready for this first game that even having thoughts of another woman were surprising. Ariana had known Nicole since before she was drafted into the league. She’d had a few interactions with her from time to time and knew she was good at her job.

Why then, tonight, had all that changed?

When she thought about it, Ariana realized it hadn’t changed tonight. Thoughts of Nicole had been drifting in and out of her head since the day she and Cameron watched the preseason game Nicole and Shealyn called in Toronto.

But when she saw her today, dressed up, right before tipoff Ariana’s heart had skipped a beat. At the time she thought it was anticipation and the atmosphere of the game.

As she rolled over and closed her eyes, Ariana wasn’t so sure that Nicole Neal hadn’t caused that momentary flutter in her heart.


Chapter Six




Nicole walked through the gates to the park with a smile on her face. Kids were gathered at each end of the asphalt court, bouncing balls and shooting at the hoops. She loved these neighborhood youth initiatives that the WNBA held around the city from time to time.

She walked over to where the league outreach officials were preparing to begin the event. The woman in charge, Beth, smiled at her. “Nicole, it’s good to see you.”

“Hi, Beth,” she replied. “I’m glad I was in town. You know I love these events. Looks like you have a good turnout.”

“We do,” Beth replied. “You can put your bag here with ours. We’re about to get started.”

Nicole set her bag down with the others and looked around the area. There were smaller kids at one basket who looked to be around eight or nine years old, and the older kids were at the other end of the court. Her attention was drawn to a little girl who was heaving the ball with all her might towards the basket. Nicole smiled as the ball went in and the little girl jumped up and down.

Someone started clapping and Nicole turned to see a smiling Ariana Villa walking towards her.

Nicole gave her a surprised look. “I didn’t know Superwoman came to these things.”

Ariana laughed. “I didn’t know Nicole Neal commentated kids' games.”

Nicole chuckled. “Oh, I’m here to play.”

“Really?”

Before Nicole could reply, Beth gathered them around and the clinic began.

Nicole and Ariana were at the basket with the youngest kids and led them through drills working on dribbling, passing, and shooting. Laughter, screams, and squeals filled the air along with the sounds of balls bouncing. The kids were attentive and most of them recognized Ariana. Nicole enjoyed watching Ariana interact with the kids, giving each one her undivided attention.

They played several different games so the kids could use the skills they’d just learned. Then towards the end of their time they taught them a few simple plays and let each one take the shot.

Ariana was working with the kids on defense and Nicole had been helping with offense. As the kids were walking away to get a drink and snack, Nicole noticed the little girl who grabbed her attention at the beginning of the clinic hadn’t made a basket yet.

She walked over and squatted in front of the girl. “Hi, my name is Nicole. What’s yours?”

“Chloe,” the little girl responded.

“Okay, Chloe, we have time for you to take one more shot,” Nicole said. “Ariana is playing defense, but I’m going to help you by keeping her away. You dribble around me and make the shot. Okay?”

The little girl’s eyes lit up and she nodded.

“Okay, get ready,” Nicole said. She turned to Ariana, who nodded and winked at her.

Nicole turned around with Ariana behind her. She faced the little girl and held her arms out, keeping Ariana back. “Okay, Chloe, I’ve got her. Do your thing.”

Nicole could feel Ariana’s chest bump into her back as she wrapped one arm around her. Chloe bounced the ball around them and with a determined look on her face heaved it toward the basket. It just cleared the rim and went in.

Nicole and Ariana both jumped up and cheered as the smile on Chloe’s face rivaled the brightness of the sun.

“Chloe, you just scored on the best player in the league!” Nicole said, giving her a high-five.

They both laughed as Chloe ran to join the others.

“That’s quite a screen you set,” Ariana said.

Nicole chuckled. “I had to keep the lane open for my guard.”

“Yeah? So she can score on the best player in the league?”

A smirk covered Nicole’s face and she raised one shoulder. Ariana might not be the best player in the league, but in Nicole’s opinion she was at the top.

“I noticed earlier that you have a nice jump shot,” Ariana said.

Nicole grinned, took the ball, and shot over Ariana’s head. She was rewarded with a clanging swish as the ball went through the chain net. “You didn’t google me? I’ve played a little basketball in my time.”

Ariana laughed, reached for the ball and threw it to Nicole. “Go again.”

Nicole dribbled as Ariana held up her arm in a defensive position. She raised her brows and faked one way then the other as Ariana stayed in step with her. Nicole raised the ball like she was going to shoot then quickly took it back down but Ariana had already committed to block the shot. Once clear of Ariana’s arm, Nicole shot the ball and it went through the hoop.

“Nicely done,” Ariana said. “Wait a minute.”

Nicole waited as Ariana stepped in front of her.

“You were taller yesterday,” Ariana said.

Nicole chuckled. “I had on heels.”

“Yes you did,” Ariana murmured.

Nicole’s eyes widened as a whistle blew, calling them all over to the sidelines. She glanced at Ariana then looked away. A little hint of surprise as well as delight tingled through her body. Was Ariana Villa checking me out?

“Thank you all for coming today,” Beth said. “Ariana has agreed to sign a few autographs. We hope to see you next time.”

As Ariana signed autographs Nicole looked down to see Chloe standing next to her.

“Nicole, do you play basketball in the WNBA?” she asked.

She chuckled. “No, I don’t. Do you watch the games on TV?”

Chloe nodded.

“Sometimes I’m the person you hear telling you the score and the player’s names,” Nicole said.

“Oh, you’re the commentator.”

Nicole was surprised at the little girl’s knowledge. “Yes, that’s me.”

“But you can play, too.”

Nicole nodded. “I played when I was in college, but I wasn’t quite good enough to play in the WNBA. But I still love playing and that’s why I like to come do these clinics with kids like you.”

“I don’t think I’ll be good enough to play in the WNBA either,” Chloe said. “Can I have your autograph? Maybe I’ll be a commentator, like you.”

Nicole took the notepad Chloe held out to her. The clinic had provided one for each kid at the beginning of the event. “You never know, Chloe. If you keep practicing you might be as good as Ariana one day.”

“Thanks, Nicole,” Chloe said.

She handed the notepad back to Chloe as she got in line for Ariana’s autograph.

“Nicole?” Ariana called to her.

She looked up and Ariana mouthed the words, “Wait for me.”

Nicole nodded and went over to get her bag. She watched as Ariana signed and spoke with each child.

“That was nice of you to stay and give every kid an autograph,” Nicole said when Ariana walked over to her. “Not every player does that, you know.”

She shrugged. “I love doing these things.”

“I do, too.”

“Then why haven’t we done one together before now?” Ariana asked.

“I guess we haven’t been in town at the same time.”

Ariana nodded. “Would you like to go for a coffee or something?”

“Don’t you have practice?”

“I do later.”

“I could use a protein smoothie,” Nicole said.

Ariana’s face brightened. “I know just the place. Let’s go.”

They grabbed their bags and walked down the street into a smoothie shop and placed their orders. While they were waiting for their drinks Ariana said, “Were you surprised when I took the tip off last night and went down and shot?”

Nicole chuckled. “I loved it! I’ve always thought you should shoot more.”

Ariana grinned as they walked over to a table and sat down. “So, did I use my weapons like you thought I should?”

Nicole raised her brows and studied Ariana for a moment. “You’ve been listening to my commentary.”

“I always listen to you,” Ariana said. “You know what you’re talking about.”

Their names were called and Ariana went up to the counter to get their drinks. When she sat back down Nicole asked, “Did you enjoy watching your performance last night?”

Ariana took a sip of her drink and shrugged. “I focus more on what I missed, like passing opportunities or defense.”

Nicole nodded and sipped her drink.

“I’m trying to figure out why we haven’t talked more before or after games,” Ariana said. “We have a lot in common.”

“Oh, we do?”

“Yeah, we both have pretty brown eyes, nice jump shots, and we like playing with the kids,” Ariana said.

Nicole sipped her drink, trying to hide the smile she couldn’t keep from her face.

“It was nice talking to you at the bar last night and I enjoyed meeting Kate,” Ariana said.

“Oh, she’s something else.”

“She must not like your girlfriend,” Ariana said.

Nicole furrowed her brow. “My girlfriend?”

“She was encouraging me to come on to you.”

Nicole rested her chin in her hand. “You really didn’t google me. I’m single.”

Ariana’s brows lifted. “I find that hard to believe.”

“With my work and travel schedule, it’s hard to give anything but basketball my attention.”

“Oh, I get that,” Ariana said. “I rarely have two home games back to back and I’m out of town every week during the season.”

“Oh, hey,” Nicole said. “I noticed when you put your number in my phone you didn’t put your name, you put the number ten.”

Ariana smirked and took a sip of her drink.

“Is that how you think of yourself? Or is it just your jersey number?”

Ariana raised a shoulder. “You decide.”

Nicole laughed. “I think Kate’s right. You are a charmer.” Then she had a thought. She narrowed her eyes at Ariana. “What’s my name in your phone?”

She could see Ariana hesitate for a moment. “I’ll have to explain.”

“Uh oh…”

“When you were calling the Toronto preseason game I walked into the living room and Cameron was watching the game. I may have mentioned something about your voice and commentary…”

Nicole tilted her head. “Go on.”

“Cameron calls you my crush,” Ariana stated.

Nicole’s eyes widened.

“So, you’re Crush in my phone,” Ariana said. “Before you decide I’m a creep and get up, please understand that I respect your comments and your knowledge of the game.” She sighed. “And you have such a lovely voice.”

Nicole smiled. “Thank you. And I don’t think you’re a creep.”

Ariana exhaled a relieved breath. “I appreciated you texting with me last night while I was watching and listening to your comments. You see things I can’t or don’t during the game. You have such good insight.”

“I love talking about basketball,” Nicole said. “I’m a student of the game. You can watch players and they will give you cues on what they’re going to do.”

“Oh?”

Nicole nodded. “I could tell when you were going to pass or take the shot.”

“Really? I telegraph my moves?”

“Everyone does.”

“Maybe you need to help me so I can hide my cues better or you could share other player’s tendencies so I’ll know what to look for.”

Nicole shrugged.

“Is that like insider information?”

Nicole chuckled. “I’m not a coach. I just call what I see.”

“There’s more we have in common,” Ariana said.

Nicole raised her brows. “Pretty brown eyes, nice jump shot, kids…”

“And students of the game.”

“Hmm, I guess you’re right,” Nicole said. “Oh, I can think of another. We both go to Stuart’s bar.”

“You know Stuart?”

“Oh yeah, I met him years ago,” Nicole said. “I’ve followed him from bar to bar all over the city. He and his husband are my good friends.”

“Me too!” Ariana exclaimed. “I was so glad when he finally bought this bar for himself. How have we not run into each other at Stuart’s before last night?”

“I don’t always go when I know it’s going to be busy.” Nicole could feel Ariana’s eyes on her. “What?”

“Why have you never interviewed me?”

“Shealyn usually does the interviews with players,” Nicole explained. “I do all the player profiles, the game analysis, and notes for the broadcast.”

“You’re friends with some of the players, right?”

Nicole nodded. “Most of my friends are players, coaches, owners, support staff, or people involved with basketball.” She shrugged. “I told you I love the game.”

Ariana nodded. “So, let’s see. We both have pretty eyes and nice jump shots; we like playing with kids and going to Stuart’s bar…”

“And we love the game,” Nicole added. She studied Ariana for a moment. She did know a lot of players, but couldn’t allow herself to get too close because of optics. She couldn’t give the perception that she favored some players over others. Of course, she knew some players better than others and a few had become friends, but they knew how and when to keep things professional thus protecting them all.

Nicole had to agree with Ariana that they did have a lot in common. It had been a long time since she had been interested in another woman, for friendship or otherwise. But there was something about Ariana Villa…

Nicole sipped her drink and smiled at Ariana.


Chapter Seven




Ariana chuckled as she sat back and sipped her drink. “Agreed. We both love the game. Hey, where do you practice?”

Nicole furrowed her brow. “Practice?”

“Your jump shot is smooth as butter,” Ariana said. “You have to practice.”

“Oh, I’m lucky,” Nicole said. “My building has an exercise space on the roof. There’s a basketball hoop, a running track, and an area for outdoor yoga. There’s also a weight room with bikes and other machines in the building.”

Ariana smiled. “Shooting hoops on the roof, how fun is that!”

“It’s sweet,” Nicole said. “But you have a state of the art practice facility and an arena to practice and play in.”

“Yeah, but yours sounds like more fun,” Ariana said. “Sometimes mine is too much like business.”

Nicole nodded. “Yeah, you have to have fun.”

“What do you do during the week when you don’t have games?”

“I study,” Nicole said. “I watch other games and do research.”

Ariana could picture Nicole staring at a monitor or her TV taking notes just like Ariana had last night. “We go to DC on Tuesday and then we’re in Connecticut on Saturday. It’s almost like a home game because we’ll come back that night. How about your week?”

“We're going to Atlanta on Wednesday,” Nicole replied. She smiled at Ariana and raised her brows. “And then we’ll be in Connecticut on Saturday.”

Ariana’s face brightened. “You’re calling my game!”

Nicole nodded. “Yep, Shea and I will be there.”

Ariana leaned over the table and almost reached for Nicole’s hand, but thought better of it. “I’ll need to talk to you before the game,” she said in a hushed voice. “You can give me intel.”

Nicole laughed. “Okay.”

“You said it wasn’t insider information!”

“You seem to be doing just fine without my info,” Nicole said.

Ariana tilted her head. “Just imagine how much better I’ll be with it. You told Chloe I was the best player in the league. We both know that isn’t true. But with your help…”

“Did you ever think that maybe what I said was true?”

Ariana looked down and felt the heat rushing to her cheeks.

“Are you blushing?” Nicole reached over and pulled Ariana’s chin up with her finger.

When her eyes met Nicole’s she felt the rush of heat in other places. Those beautiful brown eyes were just as soft, but now she saw a hint of something else. Wonder, fascination, admiration?

“I thought you liked it when I say nice things about you,” Nicole said.

All Ariana could do was smile. She took a deep breath. “We need to play one-on-one sometime.”

“Huh? Why would I sign up for that!” Nicole exclaimed.

“You dribbled around me and went in for a layup earlier today,” Ariana stated.

“Were you even trying?”

“I’m always trying,” Ariana said.

“Be sure and google me when you get home and pay attention to my age,” Nicole said.

“What does that have to do with anything?” Ariana said, furrowing her brow. “You set a good screen on me today.”

“You know that was a foul.”

Ariana smiled. “I didn’t mind and Chloe scored.”

Nicole raised her brows and smiled. “I’ll give you a suggestion for your Tuesday game, but I want something in return.”

“I’m listening.” Ariana leaned in a little closer.

“Watch Kia,” Nicole said. “She hates to go to her left. Force her that way and you’ll shut her down. She loves to dribble to the right and take the shot. If she can't, that should save you a few baskets.”

“Okay.” Ariana grinned. “Thanks.”

“If you find that information useful…”

“What do I have to give you?”

“Spot me points in one-on-one,” Nicole replied.

Ariana gasped and her eyes brightened. “Does that mean you’ll play with me sometime?”

“I have a feeling you’re going to keep asking until I play you at least once.”

Ariana sat back and grinned at Nicole. It was one thing to play basketball with her, but Ariana realized this meant they were going to see each other again. Something about that made her heart do a little flip in her chest.

“When’s practice?”

“Practice?” Ariana asked with a confused look.

“Your team. You have practice today.”

“Oh! That practice.” Ariana looked at the time on her phone and widened her eyes. “Soon.”

“You better get going. This was fun,” Nicole said. “I think we made Chloe’s day.”

“You have certainly made mine, Nicole Neal.”

Nicole smirked and looked down at her drink.

“Now who’s blushing?” Ariana chuckled. She finished her drink and looked at Nicole. “Would you like anything else?”

Nicole shook her head. “Thanks for the smoothie. Next time it’s my treat.”

“Next time?” Ariana said with a hum. “Would it be all right if I texted you after my game?”

Nicole nodded.

Ariana wasn’t sure what was happening between them. Maybe she did have a little crush on Nicole. Nah. All she knew was that she had practice, a game to prepare for on Tuesday, and she was looking forward to playing one-on-one with Nicole.

They got up and threw their cups away and walked outside into the sunshine. Ariana loved this time of year. May in New York wasn’t too cold and it wasn’t hot.

“Don’t be crashing into any tables in DC,” Nicole said. “I won’t be there to catch you.”

Ariana gazed over at Nicole and gave her a salute. “Yes ma’am.”

“Come to think of it, you never apologized for landing in my lap,” Nicole said.

Ariana raised her brows and shrugged. “Because I’m not sorry.”

Nicole huffed and Ariana saw the surprise on her face.

“The way you looked at me with your pretty brown eyes,” Ariana explained, “I wouldn’t miss that, no matter how bad it hurt.”

Nicole’s gaze narrowed then she smiled and started to walk away. “Have a good practice.”

“Have fun studying,” Ariana replied. She watched Nicole walk away and remembered one thing she was going to do after practice. Google Nicole Neal.

Ariana had just enough time to get to their practice facility and hurried into the locker room to change. Once practice started and she was on the court, Ariana began to pay closer attention to her teammates as she went through defensive drills. She watched the ball, but she also glanced at their eyes and picked up on a few cues when a player would lean one way or the other.

“Dang, Villa!” Coach Bell said. “You’re on fire today. No one is getting past you.”

Ariana smiled and took her turn on offense. Once again she paid attention to her own habits and mannerisms when she made decisions to pass the ball or shoot. It was like she was seeing the game in a new light.

They finished practice with a three-on-three scrimmage and her team won every time.

After they went back into the locker room Ariana took a quick shower and changed back into the clothes she’d worn for the event that morning.

“Hey, how was the thing this morning with the kids?” Cameron asked her.

“Oh, it was fun. You’ll never believe who was there,” Ariana replied.

Cameron shrugged and waited.

“Nicole Neal.”

“Huh, your crush?”

Ariana chuckled. “More like my savior after catching me last night.”

“Ain’t that the truth,” Cameron said. “Hey, I’m heading to Terrance’s. Do you want to come over?”

“No, you two enjoy your night,” Ariana said.

“Okay, I’ll be home tomorrow,” Cameron said.

Ariana smiled and left the gym. Cameron stayed over at her boyfriend’s place most nights, but she usually came home the night before a game. They’d have a good dinner, play a few video games, and get plenty of rest before travel and the game the next day.

Once Ariana got home she was so excited about how Nicole’s little tips had made practice so much better that she grabbed her phone to send a text. She stared at the phone for a moment then decided to call her instead.

“Hey, Superwoman.”

Ariana chuckled. “I don’t think so. I haven’t worked on my landings.” She could hear Nicole laugh into the phone.

“How was practice?”

“That’s why I’m calling. You’ll never guess what happened.”

“Uh, your coaches encouraged you to shoot more?”

“Ha ha. I thought about what you said and paid attention to my teammates' cues and oh my God! It was like a whole new game! The coach even noticed and commented on how good my defense was.”

“Good for you,” Nicole said.

“Then when I was on offense I noticed my own mannerisms and tried to change it up,” Ariana said.

“Ariana, don’t take the fun out of the game,” Nicole said. “If you’re so focused on finding these little keys all the time it might mess up your performance.”

“That’s just it,” Ariana said. “It was fun! It was like a game within the game. I don’t know how to explain it.” She sighed. “I thought of it like a mystery that I was trying to solve. When I figured it out it was like I knew something the others didn’t and I got to the ball before them or found an open shot. It was so cool!”

Nicole chuckled into the phone. “That does sound like fun.”

“All thanks to you.”

“I don’t know about that.”

“Are you blushing right now, Nicole? Come on, take the win. You deserve it!”

“Okay, okay,” Nicole said. “I’m glad it helped.”

“What have you been doing?”

“I’ve been watching the replay of Atlanta’s opening game, but I also watched a little of Washington’s as well. Kia’s still doing the same thing I told you about today,” Nicole said.

“Oh, I remember.” Ariana sat back on her couch and smiled. “I really had a nice time today, Nicole. I know we mostly talked about basketball, but it’s different talking about it with you instead of my teammates.”

“It is?”

“Yeah, I don’t know why, but thanks.”

“Maybe it’s because of all those things you said we have in common.”

Ariana laughed. “It could be. The list is growing. Let’s see, it always starts with pretty brown eyes, nice jump shots, Stuart’s bar…”

“Playing with kids,” Nicole added. “And loving the game.”

“I’m sure there’s more,” Ariana said. “How many points am I going to have to spot you when we play one-on-one?”

“You haven’t seen if my suggestion works yet,” Nicole replied.

“Oh, I can already tell it’ll work.”

“Hmm, it depends on what we’re playing to,” Nicole said.

“Okay, you think about it. I’ll let you go,” Ariana said. “I was going to text you, but I was so excited about practice I decided to call you instead.”

“I’m glad you did,” Nicole said. “I needed a break from watching basketball. Maybe I should work on my shot since I have a one-on-one game coming up.”

“That makes me wonder if we could ever have a conversation without mentioning basketball.”

“Hmm, I don’t know,” Nicole said.

“We’ll have to find out one of these days,” Ariana said.

“Maybe we will. Have a safe trip to DC and good luck.”

“Same to you,” Ariana said. “Don’t be catching any crazy point guards flying through the air.” She heard Nicole’s laughter through the phone.

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” she replied.

“I’d better go. There’s something important I need to do.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah, I’ve got to google someone.” Nicole’s laughter filled Ariana’s ear.

“Bye, Ariana.”

“Bye, Nicole.”

Ariana ended the call, but she really didn’t want to. Ever since locking eyes with Nicole last night thoughts of her were never far away. To run into her again this morning seemed so random, but also not. Ariana sighed and wondered what was going on with her. What a strange beginning to the new season.

Something told her that this new, dare she call it a friendship, with Nicole was going to make this season one to remember. She smiled and opened her phone to google Nicole Neal.


Chapter Eight




Nicole had been working nonstop for the last three days preparing notes on all the opening round games in the league. There were analysts at the network who could do this, but Nicole preferred to do her own research with her own comments on what she saw. Shealyn relied on her notes as well and trusted Nicole’s knowledge and statistics. They’d been broadcasting partners for years now and knew they could count on each other.

Over the last few days, Nicole had fallen into a familiar, trusted routine. She worked for a few hours in her office in front of her computer, watching games, taking notes and studying stats. When she needed a break she would go to the roof and run a few laps; this week, she’d added shooting baskets.

The idea of playing one-on-one with Ariana was daunting and she knew it would be a massacre. She’d be lucky to make two baskets, but she was still looking forward to it. Nicole was a competitor and playing with such a good athlete gave her a thrill.

Nicole had gotten up this morning and once again spent time at her computer, but after her morning break she had moved to her living room and watched games on her TV. The screen was larger and the sofa was more comfortable. She’d worked most of the afternoon and went back to the roof to shoot a few baskets before settling in to watch Ariana’s game.

Once she got back to her apartment Nicole poured herself a glass of peach iced tea and rummaged in her pantry for something to munch on while watching the game. She settled on chips and poured salsa into a small bowl.

She and Ariana had been texting occasionally since the youth event. They had easily fallen into a rhythm of short interactions during the day. Nicole smiled at the thought of a couple of their conversations that had nothing to do with basketball. Ariana had made finding things they had in common into a game of sorts. One thing they’d discovered was that Ariana preferred soda, but only drank it as an occasional treat, whereas Nicole loved peach iced tea and thought of herself as an aficionado of the tasty drink.

Before going to the roof she’d texted Ariana and wished her a good game. Nicole glanced at the clock. Ariana was probably in shootaround or having a strategy session with the coaches before changing into her uniform and warming up.

Nicole set her drink and snacks on the living room table and turned on the TV. She saw the familiar faces of the broadcasters in the studio doing the pregame. She settled back and listened to their analysis. Did she really have a lovely voice? Ariana certainly seemed to think so.

Her phone beeped with a text and she saw the familiar “Ten” on the screen letting her know it was from Ariana.

My first steal will be for you, because of you. [image: smiling face with smiling eyes]




Nicole smiled and replied.

Remember to have fun!




Ariana’s reply came quickly.

Always!




Nicole watched the teams run onto the court and noticed Ariana wasn’t among them. A few moments later Ariana appeared and joined her teammates. Had she been texting Nicole and was late for warm ups?

Nicole shook her head. “Come on, Ari. Focus,” she said softly.

The game began and sure enough when Ariana was on defense for the first time, she stole the ball and put it in for a layup. Nicole laughed and clapped her hands. The broadcasters commented on Ariana’s eagerness and catching the other team off guard.

“Just wait,” Nicole murmured.

As the game went on Ariana flew around the court, batting balls away from the other team and making crisp passes to her teammates. She scored ten points in the first half and also had six assists. New York was leading by eight at half time.

Nicole got up to refill her drink and her phone rang. She saw Shealyn’s familiar face on the screen.

“Hey, Shea.”

“Are you watching—duh, of course you’re watching the game.”

Nicole chuckled into the phone.

“Ariana is killing it! What did you do to her at that youth event?”

“Nothing!” Nicole exclaimed. “We talked about how to catch signals of what the other players were going to do.”

“She certainly listened to you!”

“She is having a great game. I’m glad for her.”

“Uh huh… Is there something I need to know?” Shealyn asked.

“Like what? We’re two people who love the game and talked about it a lot on Saturday.”

“Be careful, Nicole. She’s single and so are you.”

“What does that matter?”

“It’s widely known that Ariana is all business about basketball. She loves to party and doesn’t date. If you know what I mean.”

“Shea, it isn’t like that.”

“Maybe not, but you know we have to be careful with perceptions of our friendships with players.”

“That’s just it. Some players are our friends, but we’re also professionals. We know the score. Why are you bringing this up?”

“Because you sound different.”

“Different?” Nicole echoed.

“I can hear excitement in your voice.”

“Yeah, because we’re starting a new season. Aren’t you excited?”

“Yes, but there’s a difference when you’re talking about Ariana. Just be careful.”

Nicole scoffed. “Come on, Shea.”

Shealyn gasped. “Oh my God, maybe I made this happen.”

“Made what happen?”

“Don’t you remember? We had a conversation about your dating life and I told you that you can’t expect a woman to fall into your lap.”

Nicole laughed. “You are too much sometimes!”

Shealyn’s laughter echoed through the phone. “But you love me.”

“That I do.” Nicole paused. “You don’t have to worry about me and Ariana. We’re just basketball buddies.” She laughed at herself. “There’s nothing wrong with that.”

“No, there’s not. I like her and maybe if you weren’t a commentator and she wasn’t a player—well, anyway.”

Nicole sighed. “Just watch the game and enjoy her athleticism. She’s really good.”

“Yes, she is and you may have made her even better.”

“It’s nice that she appreciates us, Shea.”

“Yeah, it is. Okay, I’ll let you go. See you tomorrow. Atlanta, here we come!”

Nicole chuckled. “Kiss the girls for me and give Dewayne a hug.”

“I will gladly do that. Bye.”

Nicole ended the call and took a sip of her drink. The second half started and Ariana took up where she’d left off by stealing the ball and making another layup. Nicole clapped.

“Basketball buddy,” she murmured. “Just wait until she hears that.”

New York took control of the game in the third quarter and cruised through the fourth to win by twelve points. Ariana scored twenty-two points and ended the night with twelve assists along with six steals.

“Way to go, Ari.” Nicole smiled and waited to see which players were interviewed at the end of the game.

A few moments later the courtside reporter had Ariana and Cameron standing beside her.

“You two came to New York the same year, are roommates, and share a special connection on the court. It was on display tonight,” the reporter said.

Cameron smiled at Ariana. “Yeah, it’s like we know what each other are going to do. It’s a lot of fun when it's working like that.”

“Ariana, you’re shooting more this season and you poured in twenty-two points. You’re known for your sharp passing skills and finding your open teammates, which explains your twelve assists, but you also had six steals tonight that led to points. How do you explain this improvement in your defense?”

Nicole leaned towards the TV screen and held her breath.

“Well, Chantel, I’ve learned a few tricks on anticipating what the offense is going to do. I’d say it’s working.”

Nicole saw Ariana stare into the camera and it was like she was smiling directly at Nicole.

“I’d have to agree,” Chantel said. “Care to share where you learned this?”

Ariana chuckled as Cameron put her arm around her. “She can’t share her secrets,” Cameron said.

Chantel laughed. “Thanks for talking with us.” She then sent it back to the commentators at the desk.

Nicole watched Ariana and Cameron run off the court and smiled. She sat back on the sofa and released a deep breath. It was good that Ariana didn’t say where she’d gotten these “tricks,” but it made her wonder if Ariana had said something to Cameron.

Did it really matter? She and Ariana had been discussing strategies and tendencies of players. Nicole could have had that conversation with anyone. Right?

Whatever, she thought.

Nicole was glad Ariana had a good game. The smile on her face was bright and her eyes were sparkling. Pretty brown eyes.

Her phone beeped and she saw a one-word text from Ariana.

Thanks!




Nicole smiled and texted her back.

You played a great game! Congrats!




Nicole saw the three bubbles appear and waited.

With your help!




Nicole chuckled. She may have told Ariana what to look for, but it was her skill and talent that made it possible.

Enjoy the win with your team.




Nicole had to admit this interaction with Ariana meant a lot to her. She had taken Nicole’s advice and put it into action. It made her feel appreciated, valued.

A yawn caught Nicole by surprise. She’d worked hard the past several days. Her breaks for exercise energized her at the time, but now she could feel the fatigue settling into her bones. She cleaned up her snacks, turned off the TV, and went to her bedroom.

As she got ready for bed her thoughts were on her conversation with Shealyn. Was there a delighted tone to her voice when she spoke about Ariana? She and Shealyn had been close friends for a long time. They could usually tell each other's moods before either of them said a word. If Shealyn saw or heard something different in Nicole then perhaps she should be careful.

Nicole got into bed and closed her eyes. She saw Ariana’s sparkling eyes and smiling face. The happiness on her face was easy to read. Nicole thought back to the moment Ariana looked into the camera and smiled. Why did it feel like she was smiling at Nicole?

She felt the little tingle flow through her body just as she had several times when she’d been with Ariana. They were becoming friends. That’s all there was to it. Ariana had told her she was single because all she could focus on during the season was basketball. But there were times when Nicole wondered if Ariana was flirting with her. Surely not.

She wasn’t interested in Nicole in that way. Right? Nicole knew all about Ariana’s reputation as a player who loved to party, but she’d seen no evidence of it in the short time they’d spent together.

“Come on, Nic,” she scolded herself and rolled over on her side. She wouldn’t have been having these thoughts if Shealyn hadn’t said anything. Nicole and Ariana knew what this was. A mutual love of basketball and excelling at what they both loved.

Sometime later Nicole was drifting off to sleep when she heard her phone beep. She rolled over and grabbed it off the nightstand. It was a text from Ariana.

I wasn’t sure what time you’re leaving tomorrow and wanted to wish you safe travels. I know you’ll be great. I can’t wait to hear you call the game.




Nicole smiled and started to reply, but instead set her phone back on the nightstand. Maybe she’d text Ariana in the morning or call her on the way to the airport. As excited as she was that day after practice, Nicole knew she must be still soaring with adrenaline after her performance tonight.

She rolled back over and fell asleep with a smile on her face. Good for you, Ari.


Chapter Nine




Ariana groaned. She could hear the song “Red Wine Supernova” and wondered if she was dreaming about Chappell Roan. Then she heard the rumble on her nightstand as her phone vibrated.

“Who would be calling me this early in the morning after an away game,” she grumbled. If she could just silence her phone then maybe she’d fall right back to sleep. Ariana reached behind her without opening her eyes and fumbled around to grasp the offending noise maker.

She opened one eye and could see one word on the screen. Crush.

Her other eye flew open and she hurriedly swiped across the front of the phone, cutting off Chappell and almost dropping her phone in the tangle of her sheet and blanket.

“Hello,” she croaked.

“Good morning, Superwoman.”

Ariana chuckled. “Is it?”

“I’m so sorry,” Nicole said. “You were still asleep.”

“Mmhmm,” Ariana mumbled, rolling over on her back. “But it’s okay.” The fact that she even answered the phone wasn’t lost on Ariana. She preferred to text and most of her friends knew this. However, she wanted to talk to Nicole and didn’t mind being roused from her sleep.

“Are you sure? I can call you later,” Nicole said. “I should’ve texted you.”

“No, no,” Ariana said, finding her voice. She wanted to call Nicole last night when she got back from DC, but knew she would already be asleep.

“I got your text, but the reason I’m calling is to see when you wanted to play one-on-one?”

Ariana sat up and leaned against her headboard. “I’m ready when you are.”

Nicole chuckled. “Your sleepy voice is kind of cute.”

Ariana cleared her throat. “I almost called you last night. I was so hyped from the game that I couldn’t go to sleep.” She stifled a yawn. “What time is it?”

“It’s ten o’clock. I’m on my way to the airport.” Nicole sighed. “You are obviously more thoughtful than I am. I should’ve waited until this afternoon, but I thought you’d be busy.”

“Nic, it’s okay,” Ariana said. “I’m glad you called me.”

“You played such a good game last night.”

“Thank you.” Ariana smiled. Why was it when Nicole complimented her it meant more than hearing praise from her teammates and even her coaches. “So how many points am I going to have to spot you? Your information was obviously valuable.”

“Hmm. How about ten?”

“Ten points! Okay, done,” Ariana replied. Nicole’s laughter through the phone warmed Ariana from the inside out.

“We’re only playing to twelve, so now I have a chance!” Nicole exclaimed.

“What? No fair!”

“Oh yes it is!” Nicole fired back. “You’re a professional basketball player!”

“Okay, okay,” Ariana said. “I’ll get you back. I’ll call you in the morning and we’ll see what your sleepy voice sounds like.”

Nicole chuckled. “I’m not coming back until tomorrow. Our game is late so we’ll fly back in the morning.”

“Oh. Hmm, then you’ll have fans and groupies keeping you up tonight?”

“Uh, I don’t think so,” Nicole said. “We don’t have fans.”

“You have one,” Ariana said. “Chloe has your autograph.”

Nicole laughed. “When you don’t come home after a game, do you really have groupies knocking on your hotel door at night?”

“Sometimes they sneak through,” Ariana said.

“And?”

“And what?”

“Do you let them in?”

Ariana yawned into the phone. “I may have a couple of times my rookie year, but no, I don’t let them in. Besides, they're not interested in me. I do have a couple of teammates though…”

So far her team’s games had been close enough for them to fly back the night of the game. New York was a popular team though and some cities had a healthy fan base who wanted to see their favorite New York players. Fans would wait after the game and try to follow them to dinner or to their hotel. Ariana had one teammate who met a fan after a game last year and ended up in a relationship with her the entire season.

“Is that where your party-girl reputation comes from?”

“What have you heard?” Ariana’s stomach fell. She knew her reputation was unfounded, but if she tried to defend herself it would make things worse. After her first year, Ariana was more aware of her surroundings when she went out in public and always conscious of how she could be perceived. It was one of the few things she didn’t like about being a professional basketball player.

“Nothing you haven’t heard.”

Ariana sighed. “I like to have fun. That includes dancing, laughing, and sometimes I can be loud. But I rarely drink and I don’t go out during the season. I celebrate victories with my teammates and we go out for team dinners, but I don’t date.”

“Why? Because your focus is on basketball?”

“Yep. I’m a good girlfriend, Nic,” Ariana said. “My girlfriend deserves the best. Right now my attention is on basketball. There’ll be plenty of time for romance after I retire if the right woman comes along.”

“After you retire!” Nicole exclaimed. “That’s years away. What if the right woman comes along now?”

Ariana thought about Nicole’s question. She wasn’t sure what she’d do. But she wasn’t looking for a girlfriend and wasn’t interested in anyone, so how could it happen? The real question was how would she know if the right woman did come along?

“Ari?”

“I’m here,” Ariana said. “I don’t see how the right woman could come along when I’m this focused on basketball. I don’t know what I’d do because I don’t think it’s possible.”

“Okay, but—look, it’s not my business, but waiting until you retire seems like a very long time.”

“What about you? You don’t have a girlfriend,” Ariana said.

“I told you. It’s hard with my travel schedule.”

“Are you a good girlfriend, Nic?”

“No, Ari, I’m not,” Nicole replied. “That’s why I don’t have a girlfriend.”

Ariana furrowed her brows. Nicole had been nothing but nice to her. She found it hard to believe she wouldn’t be a good partner. “You’re not?”

There was a pause on the other end of the phone. Ariana could hear Nicole sigh.

“I’m like you. Focused on the season.”

“And if the right woman came along?”

“Why are we talking about this?” Nicole asked with frustration in her voice.

“Why are you getting upset?”

“Last week Kate and Shealyn both mentioned my dating habits. They don’t seem to understand that a woman can be happy without a partner.”

“Oh, so it's a sore subject,” Ariana replied. “I’m sorry. Wait—why am I apologizing? You’re the one who brought it up.”

Nicole groaned. “Guilty. My apologies.”

Ariana chuckled. “It’s okay. Really. I do want to make it clear that I do not sleep with random women when we stay over after a game.”

“Oh, Ariana,” Nicole said. “I never thought that.”

“Good,” Ariana said. “Can you say the same thing?”

Nicole chuckled. “Yes, I can. I do not sleep with random women.”

“I think we’ve found another thing we have in common,” Ariana said. “On top of that, this conversation really didn’t have anything to do with basketball.”

“We were talking about groupies at a basketball game,” Nicole stated.

“Yeah, but we were really talking about our dating lives.”

“That’s true.”

Ariana smiled. “Surely you have women asking you out all the time.”

“Not really.”

“Okay, maybe we can talk about this another time,” Ariana said, suddenly curious about the type of woman Nicole found attractive. “And uh, going forward, I may not be as thoughtful as I was last night.”

“I’m sorry I woke you,” Nicole said with tenderness in her voice.

“No, I’m glad you did,” Ariana replied. “When I got home last night the only person I wanted to celebrate our victory with was you. But I held back. I may not be able to next time.”

Nicole chuckled. “Understood. Didn’t you celebrate on the plane on the way back?”

“We did, but I was still excited when I got home.”

“Ari, you can call me anytime,” Nicole stated.

“Be careful,” Ariana said. “You may regret that.”

“I don’t think so, but right now, I’ve got to go,” Nicole said. “We’re pulling up to the airport.”

“Safe travels and thanks for calling,” Ariana said.

Nicole chuckled. “It sounded like you meant that.”

Ariana laughed. “I’ll be watching tonight.”

“Oh, that reminds me,” Nicole said. “Last night when they interviewed you, when you stared into the camera about the tricks you learned…”

“Yeah, Nic. I was looking right at you.” Ariana smiled as she remembered staring into the camera hoping Nicole was watching.

“I knew it!” Nicole laughed. “Hey, did you say anything to Cameron?”

“No, this is just between us,” Ariana replied. “It’s like we have a secret.”

“Yeah, just between us.”

“Go have a great game,” Ariana said.

“If I knew where you lived I’d send you an excellent cup of coffee,” Nicole said.

Ari chuckled. “If I knew where you lived I’d send you a peach iced tea.”

Nicole laughed. “I really have to go. Again, sorry I woke you.”

“It’s okay. Bye, Nic.”

“Bye.”

Ariana stared at her phone and smiled. She was pleased Nicole had called instead of texting her this morning. As she replayed their conversation in her head she realized they hadn’t talked about the game. Ariana wanted to thank her again for her insight which she’d used and was sure it led to at least three of her steals last night.

Her thoughts kept returning to their short discussion about their dating life. Ariana had learned over the past several years she was better off not dating anyone during the season. On two separate occasions she’d tried the long distance dating life that her travel and basketball schedule seemed to warrant. Neither of those relationships had lasted very long.

Ariana knew who she was and had worked too hard not to give her full concentration to her professional life as a basketball player. Her friends and family understood her focus and devotion to basketball. When it came to a girlfriend or partner she hadn’t figured out the balance to make that work.

Was it because she hadn’t found the right woman as Nicole put it? Wouldn’t the right woman understand her and work with her? Ariana meant what she said about being a good girlfriend. She wanted to be, but simply hadn’t found a way to make that happen with her career.

A noise outside Ariana’s closed bedroom door brought her out of her thoughts. She got out of bed and walked into the kitchen to find Cameron making coffee.

“Did you stay here last night?” Ariana asked.

“Good morning to you, too.” Cameron took two mugs down from the cabinet and turned to smile at Ariana.

“Good morning.”

“No, I got home a little while ago. I thought I heard you talking to someone.” Cameron raised a brow. “Do I need to get another mug?”

Ariana scoffed. “No. I was on the phone.”

“Who called you so early?”

“It’s after ten,” Ariana replied, walking over to get a bottle of water from the refrigerator.

“I know,” Cameron said. “But you were up late last night.”

Ariana shrugged. “I was talking to Nicole on the phone.”

“Nicole Neal?” Cameron’s eyes brightened. “Is there something you need to tell me?”

Ariana chuckled. “Yeah, she saw our game last night and we were talking about basketball. We’re just friends.”

Cameron gave her a wary look and nodded. “Okay. If you say so.”

“Why are you home?” Ariana asked in an attempt to change the subject. She suddenly felt protective of her budding friendship with Nicole and decided to keep it to herself.

“Terrance is going out of town for work so you're stuck with me until after our game on Saturday.”

“I’m not stuck,” Ariana said, pouring them both a steaming cup of coffee. “This place is yours, too.”

“Yeah, but I’m not here very often,” Cameron said. “I appreciate your understanding.”

“Duh! You’re my best friend,” Ariana stated. “I’d better be the first to know when Terrance pops the question.”

“Whoa!” Cameron exclaimed. “Slow down. The season just started, we’re kicking ass, and that is our focus. Right?”

Ariana laughed. “It is, but spending nights with Terrance certainly doesn’t seem to affect your focus.”

Cameron smiled and sipped her coffee.

Ariana liked Terrance. He and Cameron were perfect for each other and she expected them to get married someday. They had figured out the grind of being apart during the basketball season and made it work.

“Hey, Cam, how do you and Terrance do it?”

Cameron’s brows comically flew up her forehead. “I know you’re a lesbian, but surely you can figure it out?”

Ariana groaned and rolled her eyes. “I mean how do you make it work with both of you being away from each other during the season?”

“It’s all about trust and communication,” Cameron said. “If it becomes too much, and sometimes it does, we make a special effort to spend time together whenever we can. He sometimes arranges his work schedule so he can come to away games. There are times when I don’t go out and celebrate after a win so I can go be with him.”

Ariana nodded.

“Where did that come from?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. I was just wondering. You know I’ve never been good at the dating during the season thing so I don’t do it.”

Cameron nodded. “You’ll figure it out when there’s someone you not only want to see, but need to see. You’ll feel it.”

Ariana sipped her coffee and nodded.

“Okay, I’m taking a shower then what do you say we go out to lunch,” Cameron said. “I’m starving.”

“Me, too.” Ariana smiled as Cameron left the kitchen.

“Want to see and need to see,” she mumbled, thinking about what Cameron said. “Hmm.”


Chapter Ten




“Let’s go to shootaround,” Shealyn said, dropping her bag in the office where they would change before the game.

Nicole laid her clothes over the back of a chair and shouldered her small backpack. “Anyone in particular you plan to talk to before the game?”

They walked down the corridor towards the sound of bouncing basketballs and squeaking shoes on the gym floor.

“Well, it won’t be your favorite point guard since she’s not playing in this game,” Shealyn said as they walked onto the floor.

Nicole smirked. “We are supposed to be neutral.”

Shealyn chuckled. “I’m teasing you. We can’t help but have favorite players here and there.”

“Yes and some of them aren’t the best players on the court either,” Nicole replied.

“Here comes one of our favorites now,” Shealyn smiled at a tall woman holding a basketball as she approached them. “Janell Jackson.”

“Hi, JJ,” Nicole said.

“It’s nice to see the network sent the A-team to cover our home opener tonight,” Janell said.

Nicole smiled. Some players appreciated what Nicole and Shealyn brought to the game; however, there were always those who did not like their comments.

“How am I doing so far?” Janell asked.

“You’ve only had one game,” Shealyn replied. “I’ll let you know.”

“What about you, Nicole?”

Nicole studied Janell for a moment. “I noticed some fancy footwork in your opening game and you added a fade-away jumper.”

“It’s hard to shoot over those trees in the paint!” Janell exclaimed. “I had to do something.”

“You’re one of those trees!” Nicole chuckled.

“Thanks for noticing, Nicole.” Janell nodded. “I worked hard in the off season.”

“You always do,” Nicole replied.

Janell wasn’t the best inside player in the league, but she was an asset because she was a team player. Whether that meant coming off the bench to fulfill a specific role or starting the game to set the tone. Nicole and Shealyn had covered Janell when she was playing in college. Now, as a ten-year veteran, she was always a favorite to talk to and they considered her a friend.

“We’ve added two players from the French national team,” Janell said.

“Oh, we know,” Shealyn said.

“Of course you do.” Janell chuckled. “Come on, I’ll introduce you to them.”

“I’m going to take a look at our new setup on the other side of the court,” Nicole said.

“Oh yeah, they have a special table for the broadcast media across from the scorer’s table,” Janell said.

“It’s like that in most arenas now. We can’t listen in on your time-outs anymore.” Shealyn chuckled.

“We don’t have to,” Nicole added. “They have the coaches miked-up a lot of times now.”

As Shea and Janell walked away, Nicole strolled across the court watching the players shoot, pass, and practice their footwork. She stopped behind the broadcast table and looked out over the court.

“How’s the view?”

Nicole turned as a woman approached the table from the other end of the court.

“Hi Maggie,” Nicole replied. “I didn’t realize the referees came to the game so early.”

Maggie chuckled. “We usually don’t. I was in Atlanta for work, so I decided to come on in.”

“That worked out nicely for you,” Nicole commented.

“Yeah, sometimes things line up.”

“I would imagine your job has to be flexible with all the travel we do during the season,” Nicole said.

“Isn’t that the truth,” Maggie said. “I actually relocated to New York City during the off season. I’m hoping to get more of the games in that area and not have to travel as far.”

Nicole nodded and watched the players at one end of the court.

“You live in the city, don’t you?” Maggie asked.

Nicole looked at her and smiled. “I do.”

“Maybe we could get a drink sometime,” Maggie said. “You could share your favorite hidden spots in the city.”

Nicole raised her brows. “Then they wouldn’t stay hidden.”

Maggie chuckled and Nicole was glad to see Shealyn coming towards them. She didn't know Maggie well, but there was something about her that always made Nicole wary.

“Are you flying back right after the game?” Maggie asked.

“No, we’re staying the night.”

“Maybe we could have dinner after the game then?”

“Sorry,” Nicole replied as Shealyn came up next to her. “We’re having a team dinner afterwards. Most of us are based in New York so this is our first away game so to speak.”

“Hi, Maggie,” Shealyn said. “You could join us for dinner. We’ve got room for one more.”

Nicole gave Shealyn a pointed look.

“Thanks, that would be nice,” Maggie said. “My crew is flying back after the game so I’m on my own.”

“Ah, life on the road,” Shealyn commented.

“Did you get any inside scoop from the players during shootaround?” Maggie asked.

Shealyn laughed. “You know they won’t tell us anything.”

“I see they’ve tucked you away from the action,” Maggie said, pointing across the court.

“That way you won’t hear us talking about how long the officials are taking to review a play,” Shealyn said. “I hope you’ve worked on that during the off-season.”

“We have to get it right,” Maggie replied.

“Hmm, we’ll see,” Shealyn said with a smirk. “We’d better go.”

“I’ll see you after the game,” Maggie said before jogging off.

As they walked off the court Nicole said quietly, “I wish you hadn’t done that.”

“Why? Maggie wanted to have dinner with you.”

“Yes and the last thing I’m thinking about is a date,” Nicole said. “The season is just beginning.”

“There’s someone out there who’s right for you, Nicole,” Shealyn said. “If you won’t try and find them then I will.”

Nicole groaned. “It’s not Maggie Patterson.”

“Okay, but that doesn’t mean they aren’t right here among us,” Shealyn said, spreading her arms wide as they walked down the hallway and into their changing room.

Nicole sighed and began to change clothes. “Maybe you’re trying too hard, Shea.”

“Mmhmm,” Shealyn murmured. “She may sneak up on you. Ohhh, that would be fun.”

Nicole giggled. “You’re too much.”

“No, I’m not,” Shealyn replied. “I just want you to have the happiness that I do.”

“How do you know I don’t?”

Shealyn tilted her head. “Because I know you. That heart of yours has a lot of love to give and there’s one lucky woman out there waiting.”

Nicole smiled and shrugged. It wasn’t that she wanted to be alone, but who would want to share this life she loved? It could be a lot and right now, in her career, she couldn’t make any compromises.
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Ariana took a sip of her drink and turned up the volume on the TV.

“What game are we watching?” Cameron said, sitting down next to her with a bowl of chips. “Oh wait, let me guess—um, your crush is calling which game?”

Ariana chuckled. “She and Shealyn are in Atlanta. Why wouldn’t you want to listen to that beautiful voice?”

“That’s not the only reason you want to watch her games.”

“You’re right, she knows a lot about basketball,” Ariana replied. “We might learn something. She’s smart and maybe she’ll share something that will give us an edge.”

“Mmm, maybe,” Cameron murmured. “There’s more to her than basketball. You could find out since you’re friends now.”

Ariana shrugged. “I don’t know that we’re friends,” she said hesitantly. “She can’t show favoritism.”

“We both know you’re one of her favorite players,” Cameron said.

“She likes you, too.” Ariana paused as they waited for the pregame to end and the network to switch to Nicole and Shealyn courtside. “I did find something out about her when I fell into her lap.”

“Yeah?”

Ariana glanced over at Cameron and smiled. “She has pretty brown eyes.”

Cameron chuckled. “Thank God you noticed. You’re so focused on basketball during the season I sometimes wonder about you.”

“That’s why if I have a girlfriend I usually lose her during the season,” Ariana said. “It’s better that I’m single for now.”

“Ah, it’ll all work out when you find the right woman.” Cameron waved her hand. “Just look at me and Terrance. He understands compromise during the season and I make it up to him in the off season. You find ways to make it work.”

“There she is,” Ariana said.

“Look at Shealyn’s hair,” Cameron exclaimed. “That’s real! She must have a stylist before the game.”

“Your hair is real.”

“Yeah, but it doesn’t look like that,” Cameron said. “It’s hard to keep it that way with two and sometimes three games a week. I’m telling you, Ari, black women's hair can be a lot.”

They were both quiet while Nicole and Shealyn welcomed the TV audience and talked about the key players.

“Oh, they’re talking about JJ,” Ariana said. “I wish she still played here with us.”

“Yeah, she’s the best.”

Ariana listened to Nicole talk about what they might learn in tonight’s game. She knew Nicole was talking to her and smiled.

“Oh, she’s talking about us!” Cameron exclaimed, slapping Ariana’s arm. “That’s right, Nicole. We’re getting our championship back this year.”

Ariana chuckled and stared at the screen. She felt like those pretty brown eyes were staring into hers. What was Nicole trying to tell her?

“They’re calling our game Saturday in Connecticut," Ariana said.

“Oh cool, I can ask Shealyn about her stylist.”

Ariana chuckled. “I’m trying to figure out Atlanta’s defense and you’re worried about your hair.”

“That’s why we get along so well, roomie,” Cameron said. “You worry enough for both of us.”

They settled in and focused on the game. It was close most of the first quarter, but Atlanta managed a six point lead in the second quarter. As the game approached halftime Ariana was tempted to text Nicole just for fun. She didn’t want to bother her and figured she wouldn’t respond if she was busy.

“Okay, it’s time for real food.” Cameron got up and went to the kitchen as the halftime show began. “I’m warming up the leftover roasted chicken and pasta.”

“Oh, that sounds good. Thanks.”

Ariana reached for her phone and sent Nicole a simple text.

This game isn’t very exciting. Good thing you and Shealyn make it bearable. [image: smiling face with smiling eyes]




She smiled as the familiar three dots appeared on her screen.

Learning anything?




Ariana smirked at her phone and replied.

You have pretty brown eyes.




You’ve already told me that. So do you.




Let’s compare notes when you get back.




You’ve got a deal.




Ariana couldn’t stop the smile on her face. What was it about Nicole Neal that had suddenly grabbed her attention? Thoughts of her were never far from her mind.

“Here you go.” Cameron set two plates on the coffee table.

“Thanks.”

The second half began and Atlanta built a larger lead in the third quarter.

“Another review,” Cameron said. “What is it with this referee crew?”

“I get that they want to make the right call, but does it have to take so long to review the play a couple of times? Nicole and Shealyn have made the calls long before the refs have finally made up their minds.”

“Yeah, and they’ve been right every time,” Cameron added.

“Of course they have.” Ariana smiled.

“Why does that ref keep hanging around at the media table?” Cameron asked. “Is that Maggie Patterson?”

“Yeah, that’s her. I don’t know why she’d be on that side of the court. The scorer’s table is where they make the decisions.”

“Hmm, you don’t think…” Cameron said.

“Think what?”

“Maybe she’s crushing on Nicole, too.”

Ariana looked over at Cameron and frowned. “During a game? Come on.”

“I don’t know.” Cameron shrugged. “Why else would she be over there?”

Ariana could feel a flash of heat ignite in her stomach.

The referee announced the decision and the game resumed. Ariana couldn’t keep from watching Maggie during the remainder of the game. There were no more reviews and the game ended with an Atlanta win. She was about to turn the channel when the courtside reporter started interviewing the players after the game. She could see Nicole and Shealyn getting ready to leave the court.

“There she is again,” Cameron said.

Ariana stared at the screen and could see Maggie standing with Nicole and Shealyn. She could once again feel that burning sensation inside her stomach. If she and Nicole were just becoming friends then why did she have this feeling?

“Do you know Maggie?” Ariana asked.

“Nah,” Cameron said. “Maybe they all hang out after the games.”

“Yeah, like we do.”

Cameron nodded and went back into the kitchen.

Ariana sighed and shook her head. “What the fuck,” she murmured.


Chapter Eleven




“Right this way.”

Nicole and Shealyn followed the hostess through the restaurant to a large table in the back. Nicole was not looking forward to this dinner. If her entire team wasn’t here, she would have made some excuse to go up to her room. She’d been taking deep breaths off and on all night trying to tamp down the anxiety Maggie Patterson had caused.

During the game Maggie had appeared in front of them several times and obstructed their view. She made comments during time outs while they were off the air and kept smiling at Nicole. It was obvious she was trying to get Nicole’s attention. At one point Nicole had asked Maggie to move. She laughed it off and stayed out of their way for the rest of the quarter. After they’d changed, Maggie was waiting for them and Nicole could now feel her following close behind her as they approached her team.

Adding to her anxiety was the fact that Shealyn seemed to find this amusing. Nicole planned to have a conversation with Shealyn once they’d gone up to their rooms. Her dating life was her business and Shealyn needed to accept that.

“There’s room down here,” Keith said, pointing to the end of the table.

“Hey everyone,” Shealyn greeted the group. “This is Maggie Patterson. She called the game tonight and is joining us.”

Nicole tried to ease past Shealyn so she could sit at the end of the table. The last thing she wanted was to be seated next to Maggie.

Shealyn took a step and slid into the chair on the end, leaving Nicole and Maggie to sit side-by-side on her right. Nicole narrowed her eyes at Shealyn then turned to Keith. “How did you get here before us?”

“You beautiful people have to change clothes,” Keith said.

“Yeah, but you have all the equipment.”

“We’re fast and we were hungry!” he replied with a grin.

They ordered and the sounds of various conversations filtered through the air. Nicole reached for her phone hoping there would be a text from Ariana waiting. When they’d exchanged texts at halftime it had given Nicole a moment of calm. She didn’t realize just how much she looked forward to their interactions until Maggie became such a nuisance during the game. To Nicole’s surprise Ariana seemed to ease her anxiety.

“Thanks again for letting me tag along,” Maggie said.

“You’re welcome.” Shealyn smiled.

“I love it when I have games on your network,” Maggie said.

“Why’s that?” Shealyn chuckled. “I’m sure the other networks would let you have dinner with them.”

“It’s not that. More people watch the games on your network, so there are more eyes on us.”

“More eyes?” Nicole furrowed her brow. She knew her network’s ratings for WNBA games were the best, but thought that only mattered to them and their sponsors.

“People watch the players, but there’s more to the game,” Maggie explained. “They might tune in to hear you and Shealyn, but they also see us. The officials.”

Nicole glanced at Shealyn and saw the confusion on her face as well.

“If we call a good game, people notice,” Maggie went on.

“I thought if the officials did a good job during the game then they wouldn't be noticed,” Nicole said.

“True, but sometimes things happen,” Maggie said. “Strange circumstances can lead to unusual plays. How we handle those makes a difference.”

“Okay, I get that,” Nicole said. “And since you brought it up, it took way too long for the officials to come to a decision on the challenges tonight.”

“I know,” Maggie said. “That depends on the crew chief. The final decision is up to them. I can give my opinion and we can decide as a group, but that can take time.”

“I’m afraid until you come up with a quicker way to decide challenges then Nicole and I will not be gentle with our comments on the air,” Shealyn said.

“There are times when that break for a challenge can be used in a beneficial way,” Maggie said. “If tensions are high and tempers are flaring then the review time-out can be used to calm the players down. It’s a way the officials can keep control of the game.”

“I thought you did that by calling fouls,” Keith said, leaning over to get into the conversation.

“Fouls are another way to do that,” Maggie said.

“Yeah, but only if they’re warranted,” Nicole said. She knew that some referees could be more strict than others.

“What about players that like to complain about every call you make?” Keith asked.

“There are ways officials can send messages to players by the calls we make,” Maggie said, raising a brow.

“You do that?” Nicole tilted her head.

Maggie shrugged. “We can call a game tight in the beginning to send a message on how we plan to officiate the game. Or we can call a foul on a player who needs to know we’re the ones in control of the game.”

Nicole narrowed her gaze at Maggie. Something about this conversation rubbed Nicole the wrong way. She knew officials had to keep control of the game, but calling tacky fouls to send a message or make a point was not good sportsmanship. Officials had to take criticism from players, coaches, management, and sometimes her and Shealyn, but it was part of their jobs. The difference between good and subpar officials, in Nicole’s opinion, was how they reacted to it.

“What about integrity? Does that mean you’d call a foul when there isn’t one?” Nicole asked.

Maggie met her gaze and shrugged. “It’s all in how I see it.”

Nicole nodded and was grateful their food arrived thus ending this conversation. She had always been wary of Maggie and now she knew why. Nicole respected officials and oftentimes thought they received unwarranted criticism, but from what Maggie said tonight, she deserved the criticism.

Most of the time Nicole was quick to side with the officials because they usually had a better view of a play than she and Shealyn did, but Maggie’s words gave her pause. She wasn’t naive and knew there were officials who had their favorites, but most of the league’s officials were the utmost professionals.

Nicole couldn’t wait to talk to Ariana about this. She wondered if there were officials Ariana knew to look out for or welcomed calling her games. When she finished eating, she once again reached for her phone and sighed when there was not a text from Ariana.

“Everything okay?” Shealyn asked.

Nicole looked over at her and smiled. “Yep.” She took a sip of her drink and pushed back from the table. “I’m going up to the room.”

People started to get up and gather their things.

“Thanks again for letting me have dinner with you,” Maggie said.

“Thank Shealyn,” Nicole said. “This was her party.”

Shealyn smirked and followed Nicole out of the restaurant to the elevators.

“Oh hey, where’s your game this weekend?” Maggie asked while they waited.

“We’ll be in Connecticut," Shealyn replied.

“Oh, wow, me too!” Maggie smiled. “Maybe we can do this again?”

Nicole’s phone began to vibrate in her hand and when she saw that Ariana was calling she couldn’t stop the smile that brightened her face. “I’ve got to take this,” she said to Shealyn, and turned away from the group. “Hey,” she said softly.

“Is this a bad time?” Ariana replied.

“Perfect timing,” Nicole said as the elevator doors opened. She watched Shealyn and Maggie step inside. “I’ll catch the next one.” Shealyn gave her a look and Nicole smiled.

“Do you need to go?”

“No! You have no idea how happy I am that you called right now,” Nicole said.
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The smile on Ariana’s face matched the happiness in her heart. She’d debated whether to text or call Nicole but the desire to hear her voice was too great.

“I wanted to give you time for dinner, but I hoped if you weren’t busy…”

“Ari, it’s good to hear your voice.”

From time to time Ariana’s friends shortened her name, but the way Nicole said Ari made her melt a little inside. “Are you all right?”

Nicole sighed into the phone. “Everything was great up until halftime when we texted. I discovered something about your texts.”

“What’s that?”

“Your texts calm my anxiety.”

“Oh, um, that’s…nice?” Ariana wasn’t sure what Nicole meant. “Why were you anxious?”

“You’re not going to believe this,” Nicole said.

“What happened?”

“Maggie Patterson happened!” Nicole said.

“You know, Cameron and I noticed her hanging around your desk during the game. What was that about?”

“Oh my God,” Nicole groaned. “You saw her! You noticed!”

“W–well,” Ari stammered.

“Well what?”

“I’m not sure anyone else noticed,” Ariana said. “We did because we were looking for you.”

“Oh,” Nicole said softly.

“Yeah, I told you the game was kind of boring, so we were watching you and Shealyn when we could see you,” Ariana said. “I don’t know what your viewers noticed. We know where to look.”

“Oh, Ari, it was awful.”

“What was she doing? Shouldn’t she have been at the scorer’s table?”

Nicole groaned. “We went to shootaround and ran into her. While Shea was talking to a few of the players Maggie asked me out to dinner.”

“Oh.” Ariana felt the heat rush to her cheeks.

“The last thing I wanted to do was go to dinner with her,” Nicole stated. “I turned her down, but our team already had dinner plans. Shea overheard us and invited her to join us anyway. I don’t know what she was thinking, but at one point I had to ask Maggie to move away from our desk. Shealyn thought all of this was funny, but it could’ve been a huge mess. Believe me, I’m talking to Shealyn as soon as I get off the phone with you. My dating life is mine! I’m tired of her and Kate messing where they shouldn’t. This could’ve affected the broadcast.”

Ariana felt her heart lift as Nicole continued to ramble. When she finally stopped Ariana said, “I’m sorry that happened to you. But Nic, you handled it well. I’m sure no one noticed on the broadcast.”

“You’re being sweet,” Nicole said. “I’m rambling on and on because I am so irritated with Shealyn and with Maggie. Things didn’t get any better at dinner.”

“I had a bad feeling when I saw Maggie hanging around you. This is going to sound strange because I know you can take care of yourself, but Nic, I felt this need to protect you.”

“Ari.” Nicole sighed. “Let me ask, do you ever have problems with officials? I mean, do you play differently if you know certain referees are calling your game?”

“Mmm, not really,” Ariana replied. “We are aware of the officials who tend to call a tighter game than others and adjust accordingly.”

“Has an official ever called a foul on you to send a message?”

“What do you mean?” Ariana asked. “I’ve had fouls called on me that I didn’t think were fouls, but that happens to everyone.”

“Maggie mentioned controlling the game or sending messages to certain players by how they call fouls.”

“I’m not surprised,” Ariana said. “Most officials are fair and usually at the beginning of the game you find out how they’re going to call it. If they let some contact slide then you know how closely you can guard on defense. Things like that.”

“Do you know Maggie?”

“I know her to say hello or nod before a game, but that’s it,” Ariana said.

“Have you ever had problems with her officiating?”

“No, not that I can remember.”

“She said some questionable things tonight and it made me wonder,” Nicole said. “We all have favorite players, but just as I can't show partiality neither can an official.”

“Yeah, but they do,” Ariana said. “Some players get more leeway than others because in a way they’ve earned it. I’m okay with that as long as it doesn’t determine the outcome of a game. You know?”

“Yes, I know what you mean.”

“Lucky for me it doesn’t matter if I have favorite players or commentators,” Ariana said with a smile on her face. “I think you know who my favorite commenter is.”

Nicole chuckled and Ariana could hear the tension was gone from her voice. “Do you mean Shealyn?”

Ariana laughed. “She’s not bad, but her partner is so much better.”

“Thank you,” Nicole said. “You have no idea how much I needed to hear that tonight. I’m used to things going wrong during a broadcast and adjusting, but I’ve never had anything happen like tonight.”

“No one noticed but you and Shealyn.”

“You are really good for my ego, Ariana Villa,” Nicole said.

Ariana chuckled. “Now you know how I feel when you say something nice about me.”

“I call it like I see it.”

“And I call it like I hear it.”

Nicole’s throaty laugh through the phone caused a rush of heat to flow through Ariana’s body. This was a welcome warmth, unlike the pang of jealousy from earlier. It had been a long time since Ariana had felt either of those emotions, much less because of the same woman.


Chapter Twelve




“Hey, are you still there?” Nicole asked into the phone. She and Ariana had just been laughing and now there was silence.

“I’m still here,” Ariana replied. “Where are you?”

“I’m in the lobby, waiting to go up to my room.”

“Maybe you should wait until tomorrow to talk to Shealyn.”

Nicole furrowed her brow and considered Ariana’s suggestion.

“You’re pretty upset with her and that might not be the best time for a conversation,” Ariana added. “I don’t mean to overstep.”

“You’re not,” Nicole said. “That’s probably a good idea.”

“Come on,” Ariana said. “I’ll ride the elevator with you.”

Nicole chuckled and pressed the button. When the doors opened she walked inside. “Okay, going up.”

“I just realized something, Nic. We were talking about groupies this morning and here you had one during the game!” Ariana exclaimed.

Nicole laughed. “I don’t think Maggie is a groupie.”

“Oh yes she is! Look what she did to get your attention.”

“Is that what happens? Women do things to get your attention?”

“There are those who get in your way during a game, but then there are others who go all out,” Ariana said.

“All out?”

“Yeah, they might do something crazy and end up in your lap during a game.”

Nicole laughed. “Oh my God!”

“Is your anxiety gone?”

Nicole stepped out of the elevator and walked down the hall to her room. Ariana had turned this night around and Nicole couldn’t keep from smiling. “You’re something else.”

“I can’t have random women causing my lifesaver problems.”

“So you really are Superwoman.”

Ariana chuckled. “Maybe it depends on who is saving who. Or is it who is saving whom. Whatever! You know what I mean.”

“I guess we’re saving each other,” Nicole said.

“I’m here for it,” Ariana said.

Nicole laid her purse on the table and sat down on the bed. She could see her reflection in the mirror and noticed the smile on her face. Ariana Villa had put it there. It wasn’t just any smile. Nicole could feel it coming from her heart.

“Do you realize we haven’t even talked about the game?”

Nicole shook those thoughts out of her head. “I know! Did you see JJ?”

“Yes, she played great. Cameron and I wish she still played with us.”

“Did you see her fade away jumper?”

“Oh yeah,” Ariana replied. “That’s new. She gets better and better.”

“Just like someone else I know,” Nicole murmured. “Look at you noticing other players' tendencies."

Ariana chuckled. “I’m learning from the best. When can we compare notes?”

Nicole lay back on the bed and sighed. All the problems during the game coupled with the awkwardness of dinner had creeped into Nicole’s bones. She was suddenly very tired.

“You sound done,” Ariana said.

“No, I’m fine,” Nicole said. “What’s your schedule this week? Don’t you have practice?”

“Yes, every day this week and we have a team dinner Friday night,” Ariana said. “Don’t forget our one-on-one game.”

“How could I forget that!” Nicole said. “I’ll be busy until Friday afternoon, too. How about Sunday? I know you’ll want to sleep in, but we could meet in the afternoon. Let me apologize again for waking you up this morning.”

“Stop apologizing," Ariana said. “I got up and Cameron was home. Her boyfriend had to go out of town on business so she’s at the apartment all week. We went out for breakfast to one of my favorite spots and I would’ve never done that if you hadn’t called me. So it was a good thing.”

“That makes me feel better. If I had to be inconsiderate, at least something good came from it.”

Ariana chuckled. “Stop! You’re not inconsiderate. It looks to me like we call each other at the right time.”

“Yeah, I guess we do.”

“I’m surprised I even answered the phone,” Ariana said. “I usually don’t, but when I saw Crush on my screen I had to take it.”

Nicole laughed. “The same for me when I see Ten. I still can’t believe that’s how you put your info in my phone.”

“Okay, well, I guess I won’t see you until Sunday.”

Nicole could hear the disappointment in Ariana’s voice. “What’s wrong? If I come across something that will help you in the game I’ll let you know.”

“Nic, it’s not that. It’s just…”

Nicole raised her brows and waited for Ariana to finish her thought. Does she want to see me? She smiled because she wanted to see Ariana, too. “You’re forgetting you’ll see me Saturday at your game. We should be there for shootaround.”

“I’ll be looking for you.”

Nicole smiled. Ariana did want to see her. “Uh, I need to tell you something.”

“Okay?”

“The other night Shealyn called me during your game,” Nicole explained. “She knows you’re one of my favorite players and that we saw each other at the youth event.”

“Uh huh…”

Nicole groaned. “She made a comment about us and⁠—”

“Your professionalism,” Ariana said.

“Yes, I told her…” Nicole winced.

“Yes?”

“We are basketball buddies.”

“Basketball buddies?” Ariana chuckled. “Well, I guess we are.”

“I know that sounds dumb, but as you pointed out, we don’t always just talk about basketball.”

“Don’t worry, Nic. As far as Shealyn and anyone else goes, we’re basketball buddies,” Ariana said. “It’s our little secret that we’re becoming friends.”

Nicole groaned again. “I’m sorry.”

“I’m not,” Ariana said. “There’s something about talking basketball with you that’s different from anyone else.”

“I know!” Nicole exclaimed. “Same for me.”

“Do I need to list the things we have in common?”

Nicole chuckled. “No, I remember. Starting with pretty brown eyes.”

“That’s right. It’s time for your pretty brown eyes to close,” Ariana said. “We’ll talk tomorrow.”

Nicole sighed. “Thanks again for making tonight so much better than it could’ve been.”

“My pleasure. Bye Nic.”

“Goodnight.”

Nicole closed her eyes and let her arms fall to her sides. What was this thing with Ariana? A smile always landed on her face when she saw a text or talked with her on the phone. When she watched her play basketball there was a sense of awe and wonder. Ariana was a gifted athlete and played with joy. That’s what had drawn Nicole to her. But now there was more. She could feel a little flutter inside when she thought about Ariana and that wasn’t good.

Maybe she needed to pull this friendship back before it landed her in trouble. Ariana just assured her that this was their little secret, but secrets had a way of coming out. Didn’t they?

However, Ariana was right. Talking basketball with her was different than talking about it with Shealyn or any of her coworkers. She knew Ariana was always open to talk whereas Shealyn wasn’t always available to discuss such things. She had a work/life balance she was constantly trying to juggle.

Nicole took a deep breath and thought about the conversations she and Ariana had that didn’t include basketball. Specifically the ones about their dating lives and meddling friends. Ariana understood Nicole’s hesitancy to date during the season. She respected her work ethic and decision to remain single. Why couldn’t her friends accept that?

Nicole got up and took a quick shower before getting ready for bed. As she replayed their conversation in her head she grew more and more embarrassed. She had rambled to Ariana about Maggie and their awkward dinner.

“Oh God,” she groaned as she got into bed. “I’ve got to apologize to Ari tomorrow.”

Here she was apologizing to the woman again. What was wrong with her!

“You like Ariana Villa,” she said aloud. Her voice filled the room then there was quiet again. Nicole could hear the AC unit humming in the background as she let her admission fall over her like a weight.

This is not a good idea, she thought.

Nicole had gone to sleep last night ready to walk things back with Ariana. She didn’t want to, but knew it was best. Friendships with players during the season were discouraged and could put her and the network in jeopardy.

She texted Ariana and hoped she would understand.

I apologize for freaking out last night. My anxiety got the best of me and that rarely happens. I’m embarrassed and it won’t happen again.




Nicole figured Ariana was still asleep and was surprised when her phone pinged with a reply so quickly.

No reason to apologize. I understood the situation and know you’d do the same for me. I’m glad I was there for you.




Nicole stared at the phone. Ariana was right. She did understand the situation. None of Nicole’s other friends would get it except for Shealyn and she was no help. She thought it was funny and knew that Nicole would cover for them on the air. I’m glad I was there for you. Nicole reread that again and again.

She was glad Ariana was there, too. She liked talking with Ariana. She liked Ariana! Maybe they could keep this secret, at least for a while.

Nicole’s phone pinged with a message.

Safe travels, basketball buddy.




Nicole smiled and replied.

I’ll let you know when I get back.
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Nicole sighed and put her phone away. Just because she liked Ariana didn’t mean anything beyond friendship would happen. They were both adults and professionals. This could work. She’d talk to Ari about it Sunday.

Nicole zipped her suitcase closed and looked around the room one more time to be sure she didn’t leave anything behind. Her phone rang and for a moment she wondered if it was Ariana. She picked it up off the table and saw Kate’s smiling face on the screen.

“Hey there.”

“Hey yourself,” Kate said. “Are you home?”

“No, we stayed over last night and I’m about to leave the hotel for the airport.”

“I watched your game last night,” Kate said. “I want you to know that every time I watch a game you call I always learn something. I’m not one of those basketball fans that knows all, so for you to teach me and make it interesting… Well—you’re very good.”

Nicole chuckled. “Thank you. I guess that’s a good thing since I love it and they pay me to do it.”

“That’s one reason I called,” Kate said. “It’s negotiation time.”

“Already?”

“It’s best to get this done early,” Kate said. “I want you to think about what you want in your next contract. How about we meet for brunch Sunday?”

“That sounds good,” Nicole said. She’d have plenty of time to eat before seeing Ariana that afternoon. Brunch with her best friend was just what she needed.

“We can even go to that favorite diner of yours near your apartment,” Kate said. “Emily and I will meet you there.”

“Do I need to have suggestions for the contract by then?”

“Think about it and we can throw some ideas around and maybe a few numbers,” Kate said. “It’ll be a place to start.”

“Okay,” Nicole said. “It’s been ages since we’ve been to brunch.”

“I know how much you love it,” Kate said. “I’ll text you with details.”

“Thanks Kate,” Nicole said. “I’m looking forward to it.”

“Hey, are you okay?” Kate asked. “You sound a little distracted.”

Nicole sighed. “I’m about to have a conversation with Shealyn about an incident that happened during the game last night.”

“Oh, are you all right?”

“Yes, but Kate you need to hear this, too,” Nicole said. “I love you and appreciate how much you care about me, but my dating life is just that: mine. I’m asking you to please respect me and my judgement.”

“Okay, I hear you,” Kate said. “Did Shealyn do something?”

“Yes, she tried to set me up with one of the referees in last night’s game,” Nicole explained. “Let’s just say she made it hard to do my job with her distractions.”

“And Shealyn?”

“She thought it was amusing while I tried to cover it with my commentary,” Nicole said. “I know you mean well, but please Kate, let me take care of me. I’m going to tell Shea the same thing.”

“I’m sorry if I overstepped,” Kate said.

“You haven’t lately.” Nicole chuckled. “But I promise I’ll be fine.”

“I know you will,” Kate said. “Have any players fallen into your lap lately?”

Nicole laughed. “No, just Ariana.”

“Okay, this is the last thing I’ll say about your love life,” Kate said. “Maybe you need to ask Ariana out in the off season.”

“What good would it do? Are you going to negotiate a clause in my contract where I can date players and my integrity will not be challenged?”

“Oh, that would be fun,” Kate said. “There are so many players who would want to go out with you.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Because there’s the forbidden aspect of it. That makes it daring and fun,” Kate said.

“You’ve been reading a romance novel, haven’t you?”

Kate laughed. “Yes I'll share it with you when I finish.”

Nicole laughed. “I’m in between books right now, so I’ll be ready.”

“Consider your boundary set,” Kate said. “I’ll see you Sunday.”

“Bye, Kate. Love you.”

“Love you, too.”

Nicole smiled and hoped her conversation with Shealyn would go as well as this one had with Kate. She grabbed the handle to her suitcase, shouldered her bag, and headed out the door.


Chapter Thirteen




“Come out with us.”

“No thanks, Nia,” Ariana said, plopping down on her couch. “You and Rae take it easy on Cameron. Just because Terrance is out of town doesn’t mean she can go wild.”

“Haha,” Cameron deadpanned, walking into the living room from her bedroom. “I’m wild for Terrance and he knows that. Besides, we're just going to dinner. Are you sure you don’t want to come?”

“Yeah, Ari,” Rae said. “Whatcha gonna do here?”

“I’m going to watch the Dallas and Seattle game. We will play them both in the next two weeks.”

“Yes, but we play Connecticut first. What happened to one game at a time?”

“I’m ready for Connecticut,” Ariana said. “Go on. Have a good time.”

Her phone pinged with a text and Ariana smiled as she read it.

“Uh oh. Who’s that?” Nia asked.

Ariana quickly looked up and tried to hide the excitement on her face. The text was from Nicole and she’d simply asked if she was busy. That meant Nicole wasn’t busy and they’d have time for a chat. Since Nicole returned from Atlanta they had texted every day and Ariana hoped they could find time to talk tonight. That was one reason she didn’t want to go out with her teammates tonight.

“Come on,” Rae said. “Do you have a new woman? Who’s putting that smile on your face?”

“Nunya,” Ariana said.

“What?” Rae gave her a confused look.

“None of your business,” Ariana clarified.

“Ohh!” Nia laughed.

“Who is she talking to?” Rae asked Cameron.

Cameron shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“I do not have a new woman,” Ariana said. “You know I don’t go out with anyone during the season. Maybe I have a new friend. But I know you’re not going to get into my business because right now I’m playing so well you wouldn’t want to mess that up! Right?”

Rae nodded and grinned. “You are playing lights out! We want that to continue, so yes, I’ll back off.”

“If you have someone new, good for you,” Nia said. “You’ve been single too long.”

“If you have someone new, I’d better be the first to know,” Cameron stated.

“I don’t!” Ariana exclaimed. “This conversation is over. Let’s move on.”

“Okay, can we bring you anything?” Cameron asked.

“Nope, I’m good.”

As soon as they walked out the door Ariana called Nicole.

“Hey,” Nicole said.

“Hi.”

“When you didn’t answer I thought maybe you were still at practice,” Nicole said.

“I was trying to get rid of Cameron and a couple of my teammates,” Ariana said. “They’re going to dinner.”

“You’re not going with them?”

“No, I wanted to watch Dallas and Seattle.”

“That’s what I’m doing.”

“It would be so much fun to watch a game with you,” Ariana said. “Do you think we can make that happen sometime?”

“That would be fun,” Nicole replied.

“In the meantime we could watch the game together tonight and talk about it,” Ariana suggested.

“Okay,” Nicole replied. “I just sat down with a peach tea and I’m having avocado toast. What about you?”

“Avocado toast? Isn’t that more like breakfast or brunch?”

Nicole chuckled. “Yes, but I love it and didn’t want to make anything for dinner. Are you having a soda? Let me guess, Diet Coke?”

“No, I limit myself to one soda a week,” Ariana said. “It’s a treat and I’m saving it for Saturday after the game because I know we’re going to win.”

“I love your confidence!” Nicole said. “It’s sexy.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah, it goes with those pretty brown eyes.”

“Thank you,” Ariana said quietly. Was Nicole flirting with her?

“Sorry, I probably shouldn’t have said that. It’s just that some people sound boastful when they talk about winning, but not you. It’s more matter-of-fact and certain. I find that sexy.”

“Hmm, you know what I find sexy?”

“I’m listening.”

“Your voice,” Ariana said. “Why do you think I like listening to you so much?”

“Really? It’s just my voice,” Nicole said.

Ariana grinned. She could imagine Nicole’s deep voice whispering during sex and she absolutely should not be thinking those things.

“Isn’t your team dinner tomorrow night?” Nicole asked, shaking Ariana out of her thoughts.

“Yep. Hey, why don’t you come?”

“What?”

“We’re having our team dinner at Stuart’s bar. You could come and hang out with him. When we’re finished I’ll join you,” Ariana said.

“Yeah, I can see the pictures on social media now. Nicole Neal crashes New York team dinner to get the inside scoop.”

Ariana laughed. “It’s the perfect cover for our secret.”

Nicole’s laughter through the phone caused a tingle to hum through Ariana’s body.

“Okay, basketball buddy, the game is starting,” Nicole said.

They watched the game and commented on the plays. Ariana told Nicole things she saw the other players doing and Nicole praised her observations.

“You’re getting good at this, Ari.”

“I can’t wait to watch a game together. In person,” she added.

“You know, maybe we could do that Sunday.”

“We’re playing Sunday,” Ariana said. “We have a one-on-one game, remember.”

“Oh, I remember,” Nicole said.

Ariana could hear a beeping through the phone. She looked at her screen and only saw Nicole’s picture. “Are you getting another call?”

“Yes, it’s Shea. I’ll call her later,” Nicole said. “I meant to tell you that my conversation with her went well. No more setups and my love life is now my own.”

“Good for you.”

“Thanks for suggesting I wait to talk to her when I wasn’t so upset.”

“I’m glad it worked out,” Ariana said. “When you texted me earlier I must have been smiling because Rae and Nia were full of questions.”

“Uh oh.”

“It’s okay, I told them if they wanted me to keep playing as great as I have been then they wouldn’t get in my business,” Ariana explained.

“Oh, nicely done,” Nicole said.

Ariana chuckled. “Yeah, maybe our love lives are our own now.”

“I don’t know about you, but I have confidence we can take care of ourselves and we know what we’re doing.”

Ariana thought about this for a moment. Maybe Nicole knew what she was doing, but Ariana wasn’t so sure. There was something about Nicole Neal and all Ariana wanted was to spend more and more time with her. Whenever she thought about it, though, all she saw were obstacles. Nicole couldn’t go out with her, so why even think that way. Maybe being friends would be enough.

“What a play!” Nicole exclaimed.

Ariana sighed and put her focus back on the game.

“What’s wrong?” Nicole asked. “Don’t worry, you wouldn’t let that pass make it over your head like Preston did.”

“You have a lot of confidence in my abilities,” Ariana said, amused.

“I’ve been watching you play for years,” Nicole said. “I know you as an athlete, Ari, and I like the person I’m getting to know.”

“Isn’t that funny,” Ariana said. “I’ve been listening to you for years, but the more we talk the more I want to know. Going for that ball and landing in your lap was the best save I’ve ever made.”

Nicole’s laughter echoed in Ariana’s ear. “It has to be one of the best catches I’ve ever made,” she said.

“One of the best?” Ariana joined her laughter.

“Hmm, well, I can’t think of another time I’ve caught a person who came flying through the air at me,” Nicole said.

Ariana heard a beeping noise indicating Cameron was entering the code into the front door to unlock it.

“Oh no.” Ariana groaned. “They’re back.”

“Okay, you’ve gotta go,” Nicole said.

“I’m so glad we got to watch the game together,” Ariana said hurriedly.

“Me, too,” Nicole replied.

“I’ll talk to you tomorrow,” Ariana said.

“Hey, who’s winning?” Cameron asked, walking into the living room.

Ariana hadn’t been paying that much attention to the game in the last few minutes. Her heart was pounding in her chest as she’d quickly set her phone down on the couch. She didn’t want to hang up, but she knew she couldn’t tell Cameron who she was talking to.

“Uh, Dallas. Where’s Nia and Rae?” she asked, changing the subject.

“They went home from the restaurant,” Cameron said, sitting down next to her. “Hey, you’d tell me if there was someone you have your eye on. Right?”

Ariana looked over at Cameron and raised her brows. “What?” she asked nervously.

“Earlier, when you got that text and Rae saw you smiling at your phone,” Cameron said. “Have you met someone?”

“No,” Ariana quickly replied. Maybe partial truths would keep Cameron from discovering her and Nicole’s secret. “Sometimes Nicole Neal texts me. It’s like we’re basketball buddies.”

“Oh yeah?”

“That’s all it is,” Ariana assured her. “You know what a good analyst she is and I enjoy talking basketball with her because sometimes I learn things.”

A sly smile grew on Cameron’s face. She nodded. “Okay, I got you,” she said. “Getting good info and using it.”

“Yeah.” Ariana nodded.

“But she’s still your crush.”

Ariana raised one shoulder. “I love her voice.”

Cameron laughed and got up. She held out her hand to give Ariana a slap as she walked towards the hallway.

“Hey, I couldn’t let Nia and Rae know who I was texting with because Nicole has to be neutral,” Ariana said.

“No worries,” Cameron said. “Like you said, that’s your business.”

Ariana smiled and watched Cameron disappear down the hall. She let out a deep breath. It wasn’t exactly lying to Cameron, but she didn’t tell her the whole truth either. How could she tell her that her crush on Nicole was only growing the more time they spent together? Ariana groaned and fell over onto the couch. What am I going to do?
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Nicole sighed as she heard Ariana end the call. It was abrupt, but she knew it had to be that way. So why then did it sting? She should be grateful that Ariana understood and was willing to keep this delicate new friendship under wraps.

Nicole found herself looking forward to the game tomorrow and also to Sunday afternoon when she and Ariana could do what they love together, play basketball. Is that all I’m looking forward to?

“Mmm,” she groaned. “Don’t go there. Nothing can happen anyway.” Maybe not, but she remembered Ariana mentioning their team dinner was at Stuart’s tomorrow night. She smiled as an idea began to form in her head. “Secrets can be fun,” she murmured. Then she reached for her phone to return Shea’s call.

“Hey there,” Shealyn said, answering the call.

“Hi, sorry I missed your call. What’s up?”

“Surely you’re watching a game,” Shealyn said. “Where were you?”

Nicole chuckled. “I went to the bathroom. Is that okay?”

“Yes, of course,” Shealyn stated. “It’s just that you’re always home, analyzing or watching a game, so I was surprised when you didn’t pick up.”

“I’m watching Dallas and Seattle.”

“I watched a little of that one and then flipped over to Chicago and Minnesota,” Shealyn said.

Nicole’s gaze was on the game, but she wasn’t watching it. She was thinking about Ariana and their conversation. Nicole hadn’t meant to say she found Ariana’s confidence sexy, but once the words were out she didn’t have a choice but to explain it. She smiled thinking about what Ariana had said about her voice. That’s how her crush began.

“Hey,” Shealyn said. “We’re okay. Right?”

“Yeah, sure,” Nicole said, trying to focus on her phone.

“I really am sorry about the other night,” Shealyn said. “It was funny to me but you had to cover plus be the center of Maggie’s attention. I was not a good partner.”

“It’s okay,” Nicole said. “Maggie will be there Saturday night. Please do not invite her to anything.”

“I promise I will not!” Shealyn exclaimed. “She’s not right for you anyway.”

“Um, who gets to decide who is right for me?” Nicole asked.

“I know, I know. You do,” Shealyn said.

“Thank you,” Nicole said. “The only love life we are discussing is yours. How’s Dewayne?”

Shealyn chuckled. “He’s listening to the girls read and then it’s bedtime.”

“Did you need something when you called?”

“Oh, yeah,” she replied. “We pushed the production meeting to eleven in the morning. You should have an email about it.”

“Okay, I’ll see you then.”

“Enjoy the game. Bye.”

Nicole ended the call. She didn’t like lying to Shealyn, but she did not need her opinions on Ariana Villa or the time they were spending together. She reminded herself that they were professionals and could keep it that way.

Then why was she so looking forward to Saturday’s game and Sunday afternoon?

This is still not a good idea.


Chapter Fourteen




“Your coaches have created an excellent game plan for tomorrow night,” Coach Bell said from the head of the table. “You have practiced hard all week and everyone is prepared. You know your roles and have done the work to get us the win tomorrow night.”

There were several hell yeahs from the players and coaches gathered around the table in the private room at the bar.

“Savor the rest of your meals, relax, and enjoy this time you have together,” Coach Bell said.

“But don’t stay out late,” Coach Li added with a grin. “You have a game to win tomorrow.”

Ariana chuckled as several of her teammates groaned. She liked her coaches, but especially Emerson Li. Coach Li had made her a better defensive player which had also helped her shooting. It was all connected.

The coaches said their goodbyes to give the players time together. There were several conversations going at once as Ariana nudged Cameron with her elbow. “I’m going to the restroom.”

She walked out of the room and turned to go down the hall when Stuart waved to her from the bar.

“Hey,” she said, putting her elbows on the end of the bar. “You were busy when I got here.”

“Oh, I saw you,” Stuart said. “Are you finished with team time?”

Ariana shrugged. “The coaches left and we’re just hanging out for a little longer.”

He nodded and reached into his pocket and pulled out a folded piece of paper. “For you.”

Ariana furrowed her brow and looked from the paper to Stuart.

“Just read it,” he said.

She opened the piece of paper and immediately smiled.

10,

A little luck for tomorrow, but you don’t need it with all that confidence, sexy.

Your BB,

C

Ariana looked at Stuart and then gazed around the bar. “Where is she?”

Stuart shook his head. “She’s not here, Ari. She couldn’t be. You know that.”

Ariana smiled at him then reread the note. Her heart was beating with happiness she hadn’t felt in a long time.

Stuart reached out and snatched the paper out of her hands.

“Hey!”

“I’m supposed to tear it up,” Stuart said. “No one else can see it.”

“I promise no one else will,” Ariana said seriously. “What did she tell you?”

Stuart smirked. “I’ll tell you this. For her to come in and leave a note for you means you’re something special.”

“Yeah?” Ariana knew she had the goofiest smile on her face, but she didn’t care.

Stuart nodded. “I’m surprised because she doesn’t take risks like this. Her career is very important to her. I hope you realize that.”

“Oh, I do,” Ariana said. “I don’t want to be a risk.” She never wanted to be a problem for Nicole, but she also wanted to spend time with her. “Damn, she constantly surprises me.”

“Oh yeah? I’d say you surprised her by jumping in her lap.” Stuart chuckled. “I saw the replay.”

Ariana laughed. “You’ll keep our secret?”

Stuart held up his hands. “All I know is that you’re friends and other people don’t need to know about it. I love Ni—her very much. We’ve been friends a long time and I will always protect her.”

Ariana nodded. “I will too. We’re just becoming friends, but I really like her.”

“I can tell by the look on your face,” Stuart said. “Be careful. I happen to love you both.”

“We’ve sort of got a list of things we’re discovering we have in common,” Ariana said. “You’re on the list.”

He nodded and smiled. “I hope this will be good for both of you.”

“It is for me.”

“Okay, you’d better get back to your team.”

“I get to see her tomorrow,” Ariana said. “She’s calling our game.”

“She told me.”

Ariana smiled. She had several questions she’d love to ask Stuart about Nicole, but it felt too soon. What were they? Basketball buddies? Friends? Maybe more? Before walking back to their private room Ariana held out her hand. “Please? I promise.”

Stuart narrowed his eyes and took a deep breath. “Okay, but your eyes only,” he said, handing the note back to Ariana. “The risk is real, Ariana. Are you worth it?”

“I am,” she stated, slipping the note deep into her pocket. “Thank you.” She walked away then turned around once again to wave at Stuart. He was busy sending a text and Ariana wondered if it was to Nicole.

This had to be the best surprise Ariana had had in a long time. Was this their private little game? Ariana was serious, she would protect their secret because she loved this and didn’t want it to end. But what was this?

“What did Stuart give you?” Cameron asked.

“What?”

“I went to the restroom and saw Stuart hand you something. Was it someone’s phone number?”

“Maybe.” Ariana decided to play along and in hopes Cameron would drop it.

Cameron chuckled. “Too bad for them. They don’t know your no dating during season policy.”

“Who said anything about dating?”

“Oh!” Cameron laughed.

“I’ll be back.” Ariana grinned as she walked down the hall to the restroom.

Whew. They had to be careful. This secret may be harder to keep than she thought.
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Nicole followed Shealyn out of their dressing room. She was glad to stretch her legs after sitting in the car for two and a half hours on the trip from the city to Connecticut. To say Nicole was looking forward to seeing Ariana was an understatement. They’d briefly texted after Ariana’s team dinner. Her secret note had given Ariana a boost. Nicole could tell from Ariana’s excitement even through her texts.

“I see an open basket,” Shealyn said. She turned to Nicole with a crooked smile. “Wanna show these younguns how to shoot?”

Nicole chuckled. “Let’s do it.”

While Shealyn went to get them both a basketball from the rack near midcourt, Nicole’s phone pinged with a text. She saw it was from Ariana and smiled. There was a picture of Ariana slipping the note Nicole had written her into her sock. Good luck charm was written underneath it.

Nicole frowned. Stuart was supposed to tear the note up, but Ariana must have talked him out of it. If anyone saw it they wouldn’t know who it was from. That’s why she’d deliberately written with their nicknames, but it still made her nervous. Of course, there was a little part of her that was thrilled Ariana thought it was special and wanted to keep it.

Shealyn bounced a ball towards Nicole. “I promise there will be no repeat of what happened the other night.”

Nicole smirked and dribbled towards the basket. “You know Maggie’s calling the game tonight.”

Shealyn nodded. “I know. I’ll handle it.”

“Hmm, like you handled it Tuesday night,” Nicole replied, letting the ball go. She was rewarded with the familiar swish as the ball went through the net.

“I deserved that,” Shealyn said, shooting her ball.

“Would you look at this?” Ariana said, walking onto the court. “Are you two suiting up tonight?”

“Ha ha,” Shealyn replied. “You’d better be glad we’re not. Nicole has the perfect jump shot.”

“Oh, I’ve seen Nic’s shot,” Ariana said.

“When?” Cameron asked, joining them.

“Saturday at the youth event,” Ariana explained. “Let me tell you she’s got lockdown defensive skills, too.”

Nicole laughed as she shot the ball again. “She means I fouled her and held on so a little eight-year-old could dribble around her and shoot.”

“And Chloe is now your fan for life,” Ariana said with a grin.

“Don’t look now, but your newest super fan is watching us,” Shealyn said quietly.

Nicole saw Ariana discreetly look towards the scorer’s table where Maggie Patterson was gazing around the court.

“Hey, Ari, I’m wearing a dress tonight so I won’t be able to catch you if you come flying my way,” Nicole teased.

Ariana chuckled. “Oh, Nic, you’d catch me.” She looked over at Shealyn and grinned. “Maybe it’s your turn, Shealyn.”

“Oh no, that’s your thing,” she replied, pointing between the two of them. “Just don’t go flying tonight.”

They all laughed and Cameron said, “Maybe the girl whose number you got at the bar last night will be in the crowd.”

Nicole raised her brows and stared at Ariana. “I didn’t think you dated during the season.”

“Oh, it’s not a date.” Cameron chuckled. “If you know what I mean.”

“Oh!” Shealyn said. “Sounds like hookups are fair game.”

Ariana dribbled towards the basket and took a shot.

Nicole met her gaze and smiled. She knew Cameron was talking about the note Stuart had passed Ariana from her. She tilted her head and suddenly the idea of hookups and non-dating had her attention. She shot one more basket. “We’ll get out of your way. Good luck tonight.”

“Thanks,” Cameron said, rebounding the basketball. “Shealyn’s right, you have a sweet shot, Nicole.”

Nicole smiled and glanced over at Ariana who was closing the distance between them. “Hey, friend,” Ariana said.

“Friend?” Nicole deadpanned, but saw Ariana’s face fall. She reached out and squeezed Ariana’s forearm. “I’m kidding. Of course we’re friends,” she said softly.

Ariana’s face brightened. “I have my good luck charm.”

Nicole widened her eyes. “I saw the picture. Be careful.”

“I will.”

“Hey, they’re going to try and stop you going left,” Nicole said. “Take what they give you.”

Ariana nodded. “Okay. Fake to the right then go left. Thanks.”

“You’ve got this.” Nicole smiled and walked away but not before she saw Maggie staring in her direction. She started to go over to the other woman, but Shealyn intercepted her at the media table.

“Ariana calls you Nic.”

Nicole shrugged and looked down at their setup.

“You don’t let anyone call you Nic.”

What Shealyn said was true, but there was something in the way Ariana said her name. It felt intimate and she said it with affection.

“I know,” Nicole said. “How long has Maggie been watching us?”

“The whole time.”

“Maybe I should go over and say hello. She doesn’t seem near as friendly as she was Tuesday night.”

“Yeah, I noticed, but we need to go get changed first,” Shealyn said.

Nicole led Shealyn onto the court as the fans began to fill the arena. She nodded towards the scorer’s desk and turned to Shealyn. “We’d better check in with Keeley.”

The three officials were standing and talking in front of the table then two of them walked over to each bench.

“Hi Maggie,” Nicole said.

“Hey,” Maggie replied. “I saw you talking to the New York players before the game.”

“And the Connecticut players, too,” Shealyn added. “I go way back with Tanisha.”

“That’s right,” Tanisha Harris said, sneaking up behind Shealyn and putting her arm around her shoulders. “You’d better tell everyone how dangerous we are this year.”

Nicole chuckled. “What happened to not playing favorites?”

“Ah, we all have them. Don’t we?” Maggie commented.

Shealyn looked over at Nicole and furrowed her brow. “I hope you don’t,” she said to Maggie. “That could affect the game. At least Nicole and I aren’t on the court.”

Maggie shrugged and walked away.

“Have a good game,” Shealyn said to Tanisha.

“Thanks, you too.”

Nicole and Shealyn walked across the court to their table. They checked their equipment and did a few tests. Nicole couldn’t keep from looking over to where New York was warming up. She didn’t know how often their schedules would allow her to see Ariana play in person so she planned to enjoy this.

“Maggie was not happy to see us,” Shealyn said. “It’s your fault. You took that phone call and dumped her at the elevator Tuesday.”

“And I’m sure she didn’t appreciate my comments during dinner.” Nicole shrugged. “Oh well, maybe that means she’ll stay out of our way tonight.”

They heard Jeannie in their headsets giving them a countdown to when they’d be live on the air.

“Showtime.” Nicole smiled.

They introduced the game and shared with their viewing audience what to look for from the key players. Moments later the game started.

New York didn’t win the tip and Ariana had to immediately play defense. Connecticut scored and everyone ran down to the other end of the court as Ariana dribbled the ball across the center line.

Nicole watched as the defense did just as she warned Ariana and tried to block her path to her left. Ariana faked to the right and smoothly dribbled into the lane making an easy layup.

A whistle blew, stopping play, as Maggie called an offensive foul on Ariana.

“What the…” Nicole said, confused.

“That wasn’t a foul,” Shealyn told the viewers. “I didn’t see any contact.”

Nicole could feel the heat rushing to her cheeks. She knew Maggie had called that foul on Ariana simply because they were laughing and talking before the game. What if Maggie took out her displeasure with Nicole on Ariana and Cameron? How unfair. Nicole was trying to work through what she should do and who she should contact when Ariana caught her eye.

She smiled at Nicole and shook her head then she gave her a thumb’s up. Nicole knew she was telling her to stay calm because that’s what she was doing. Nicole released a deep breath, trying to tamp down her anger. She caused this and Ariana was paying the price.

“Stop,” Shealyn said. They’d sent the broadcast over to Keeley as she reported from the sideline while listening to the referees discuss the play. “You did not cause this.”

“Yes I did!” Nicole exclaimed. “Fucking Maggie Patterson.”

“It’ll be okay,” Shealyn said. “She got her point across and Ariana knows what to do now.”

“Yeah, but it shouldn’t be like this.”

“But it is and we have to be honest.” Shealyn grinned.

Nicole nodded and when Keeley sent it back to them Nicole said, “I’m not sure what the ref was doing there or what kind of message they’re trying to send. If you’ll remember last season there was a lot of controversy on how physical the referees allowed the players to get. I hope that’s not what we’re seeing again this early in the season.”

The game resumed and no other questionable calls were made. Ariana found her other open teammates and let them do the scoring. Later in the game Ariana lulled Connecticut into thinking she was not shooting and before they tightened up their defense, Ariana scored three three-point baskets in a row.

Nicole and Shealyn were both excited in their commentary, but still remained professional. The game ended and Nicole hoped to talk to Ariana after the game. She watched her run off the court and knew she couldn’t follow her.

“I’ve got this,” Keith said. “You go change.”

“But…”

“No buts,” Keith said. “I’ll give you your laptops at the truck.”

Nicole looked at Shealyn and shrugged. They usually packed up their laptops and left the rest of the equipment for Keith.

As they walked down the hallway to their dressing room, Nicole looked around the corner to the visiting team’s locker room but didn’t see Ariana or any of the other players nearby. She’d have to wait until tomorrow to talk to Ariana about the game. Once again she would be apologizing to her. Nicole sighed because it seemed like she did that often.


Chapter Fifteen




Ariana quickly changed and slipped out of the locker room. She wanted to catch Nicole for a quick word before they went back to New York.

As she rounded the corner and went down the hallway towards the exit, she saw Nicole step out of a room.

“Hey,” Ariana said, hurrying up to her.

“Hi,” Nicole said, her face brightening. “I was hoping to talk to you.”

Ariana looked down the hall to make sure no one was watching them. “Are we still on for tomorrow afternoon?”

Nicole nodded.

“Could we talk about the game?”

“Of course.” Nicole smiled as Shealyn walked out of the room Nicole had come from.

“Hey there.”

“Hi, Shealyn.”

“I wanted to apologize to you for that silly call Maggie made on you at the beginning of the game. It wasn’t a foul,” Nicole said earnestly.

Ariana smiled. “I could see you were mad, but why apologize?”

“If it’s anyone’s fault, it’s mine because I tried to set Nicole up with her on Tuesday night in Atlanta,” Shealyn said. “It won’t happen again.”

Ariana shrugged and tried to look surprised. She wasn’t sure Shealyn knew how often she and Nicole talked.

“What did she say to you?” Shealyn asked.

Ariana chuckled. “I asked her what her problem was. She said I got too close.”

“Too close?”

Ariana nodded. “Yes, according to her I was too close to the defender and her opinion is the one that counts,” she said haughtily, mimicking Maggie’s tone.

Nicole groaned and Shealyn shook her head.

“I told her it might be her business on the court but not off,” Ariana said, raising one shoulder.

Nicole raised her brows. “She was just being a bitch because we were laughing and having a good time before the game. Her dinner with us in Atlanta didn’t go well.”

“She was setting the tone with you tonight, as she explained to us at that dinner,” Shealyn said. “Sorry you got caught in the crosshairs. I’m glad she left Cameron alone.”

“I didn’t have any problems with her after that,” Ariana said.

“I hope you don’t later in the season,” Nicole said. “I feel horrible about this.”

“Why? It’s on her. She obviously can’t take rejection,” Ariana said. “But I get it.”

Nicole looked at Ariana and tilted her head.

“That’s right, Nicole,” Shealyn said. “I know I promised to stay out of your love life, but you’re one hot mama.”

Nicole groaned and shook her head. “No, I’m not! You’re the mother around here.”

“I have to agree with Shealyn.” Ariana chuckled. “I’d better go. I don’t want to miss the bus home. Have a safe trip back.”

“You, too,” Nicole said with a smile.

Ariana walked away, but couldn’t resist turning around one more time. When she did Nicole was watching her as Shealyn walked away. She smiled and gave her a little wave.

Ariana took one more look both ways down the hall and was relieved to see it was empty. No one else saw them talking. She was determined that this friendship was not going to be a liability to Nicole.

Tomorrow they’d get to talk about basketball and maybe even play a little. Ariana couldn’t wait.

Riding the bus home with her teammates had given Ariana’s excitement a place to go. They had celebrated another win and even though it was early in the season they were undefeated. Ariana had had another good game and adjusted to their defense which made her able to find her teammates just like she was supposed to do.

She was surprised how easily she fell asleep. Terrance had made the trip to the game and picked up Cameron at their practice facility so Ariana was alone at their apartment.

Now, she was up early and couldn’t quite believe it. Her regular routine had her sleeping in on mornings after a game, but she’d woken up and knew she was too excited to go back to sleep. It had nothing to do with the win last night; she was looking forward to spending the afternoon with Nicole. She couldn’t wait to go over the game with Nicole because she knew she’d learn something that would only make her better going forward.

After getting dressed she put her shoes, shorts, and shirt in her backpack. She decided to go out for breakfast. She could take her laptop and go over the stats from the game. There was a little diner Ariana loved to go to occasionally but it wasn’t in her neighborhood. It would be the perfect place to hang out until she heard from Nicole.

The weather was beautiful so Ariana decided to shoulder her backpack and make the walk to the diner. She noticed there weren’t a lot of people out on this Sunday morning and imagined they were sleeping in like she should be.

A smile crossed her face because she could feel this was going to be a good day. As she turned on to the block where the diner was located she looked ahead and was shocked to see Nicole walking towards her talking on her phone.
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“Hey, Emily,” Nicole said, answering her phone. She was walking to the diner where they were meeting for brunch and was almost there.

“Hi, Nicole,” Emily said. “We’re not going to make it for brunch.”

“Oh no, is everything all right?”

“Kate has come down with something,” Emily explained. “It hit her this morning or she would’ve called you last night. Anyway, you don’t want to be around either one of us. We don’t want to get you sick.”

“Ah, I’m sorry she’s feeling bad,” Nicole said. “Is there anything I can do?”

“No, so far I’m okay and I’ll take care of her,” Emily said. “She said to tell you that she’ll call you tomorrow to talk about any ideas you have for your contract.”

“Okay, but tell her not to worry about that,” Nicole said. “Let me know if I can help.”

“I will. Sorry, we were looking forward to seeing you.”

“Me, too.”

Nicole ended the call and felt disappointment wash over her. She was near the diner and almost turned around when suddenly she recognized a woman standing on the sidewalk smiling at her.

“Ariana? What are you doing here?”

“What are you doing here?” Ariana replied.

“I was meeting Kate and Emily for brunch, but they just called and canceled. Kate isn’t feeling well,” Nicole said. “What about you?”

Ariana smiled. “Would you want to have breakfast with me and I’ll explain?”

Nicole tilted her head and grinned. “I’d love to.”

They went inside and once they were seated Ariana looked across the table at Nicole.

“What?” Nicole could see the question on Ariana’s face.

“Is this okay?” Ariana asked, pointing between them.

Nicole smiled and appreciated Ariana’s concern. “It’s not like we planned this. What a coincidence. I mean, of all the diners in New York.”

Ariana chuckled. “Well, a few years ago I dated a woman who lived in this area.”

“Oh.” Nicole leaned back in surprise. Ariana’s dating life had been splashed on social media from time to time but they’d never discussed it.

“We didn’t last long, but I discovered this diner and after we broke up I kept coming here.”

“So, you got the diner in the breakup?”

Ariana laughed. “I guess you could say that. She ended up leaving town, so there’s no chance of running into her here. What about you?”

“I live near here and this is one of my favorite places,” Nicole said. “I love their brunch. Kate has joined me here several times.”

“Sorry she’s sick, but it worked out great for me.”

“That it did.” Nicole smiled as a wave of warmth ran through her. “And for me.”

“What did you think of the game last night?”

“Hmm, after Maggie pulled her bogus foul call, it gave them an opening with you,” Nicole said. “Again, I’m sorry about that.”

Ariana waved her hand, shooing Nicole’s apology away. “What do you mean, opened me up?”

“They knew you’d be tentative for a while and they exploited it.” Nicole watched Ariana narrow her eyes and furrow her brow in thought.

Ariana tilted her head. “I’m not sure I follow.”

“They drove at you several times right after that foul call,” Nicole explained. “You didn’t come up on them as tight as you usually do.”

The confusion was still on Ariana’s face.

“You’re not getting it. Are you?”

“I know what you’re talking about, but I thought I was guarding them pretty close.”

“I can show you,” Nicole suggested.

“How?”

“We can go to my place after we eat and I’ll show you at the court on the roof or we can look at the replay,” Nicole said. She was a private person, but the idea of Ariana playing basketball on her roof and hanging out at her apartment felt like a perfect way to spend the day.

Ariana smiled. “Can we do both?”

Nicole chuckled. “We have all day, don’t we?”

“You know, I woke up this morning and just knew this was going to be a good day.”

Nicole smiled and studied Ariana for a moment. Yes, she thought her confidence was sexy, but her optimism and that smile did something to Nicole’s heart. It had been so long since she’d felt anything like this for another woman.

“You do realize we’ve added something new to our list,” Ariana said.

“Our list?”

Ariana huffed. “I thought you were keeping up. Remember? The things we have in common.”

“The list is growing.” Nicole hadn’t forgotten the list and it was nice to know Ariana also thought about it. She smiled and looked into Ariana’s pretty brown eyes. They would always top the list.

Ariana tilted her head. “We were meant to be friends.”

Nicole stared at Ariana and took a deep breath. She wanted to be Ariana’s friend and could feel the chance for more between them, but how could they make that happen? “You mean basketball buddies.”

Ariana laughed. “We can start with basketball because we both love it, but there’s more. I know you can feel it.”

Nicole slowly nodded and felt her heart speed up.

“Sorry it took me so long to get over here,” the waitress said, setting two glasses of water on the table. “What can I get you?”

“Let me guess,” Ariana said. “You want the avocado toast.”

Nicole looked at Ariana in surprise. “How’d you guess?”

“You were having avocado toast the other night as we watched the game.” Ariana winked and pointed to her head. “I remember.” She turned to the waitress. “I’ll have the waffles. I’m going to need energy to keep up with you when we play basketball.”

“Okay,” the waitress said, writing their order on her pad. “I’ll have it right out for you.”

Ariana leaned over and Nicole noticed a change in her demeanor.

“I know you have to be careful associating with players,” Ariana said seriously. “I don’t want this to end, Nic. Hell, we’re just getting started. I promise, no one will know about our secret basketball sessions.”

Nicole sighed. She didn’t want this to end either. “I trust you, Ari. It’s not that. Look at what happened last night. Maggie took out her frustration with me on you. That can’t happen.”

“It won’t. That was a one-off,” Ariana said. She sat back and stared at Nicole.

“What is it?” Nicole could tell there was something else Ariana wanted to say. “You can tell me. Did she say something else?”

Ariana shook her head. “No.” She exhaled a deep breath. “I think Maggie was jealous and I can understand that.”

Nicole furrowed her brow. “What do you mean?”

“When you told me about her asking you out, I may have felt a little hint of jealousy myself.”

Nicole’s mouth dropped open. She couldn’t believe it. Oh no, this connection she felt to Ariana wasn’t one-sided.

“Don’t freak out on me,” Ariana said. “I know you can’t date players and you aren’t interested during the season, but can’t we at least be friends? Basketball buddies?”

This was a bad idea, but Nicole wanted this. She felt it deep inside. Ariana was the person she could talk basketball with, plus they liked a lot of the same things. Honestly, she sometimes got lonely during the season because none of her friends understood her commitment to her job. Yes, she put it first most of the time and that could make friendships difficult to maintain. But not with Ariana. She got it.

“You aren’t saying anything,” Ariana said, her face falling.

Nicole swallowed. “I’m not freaking out. Well, yes, I am a little, but it’s not what you think.”

Ariana’s brows climbed up her forehead in question.

“The idea of having a friend who understands how committed I am to the game and what I do is kind of a dream come true. You know?”

A smile grew on Ariana’s face as she nodded. “I do.”

“We really do have to keep it a secret though, Ari.” Her job could be on the line if someone found out Nicole was spending time with a player.

“I know.”

“Do you? All I’ve done is give you mixed signals.” Nicole knew some of their conversations had evolved to flirting here and there and she liked it, but was it appropriate?

“What do you mean?”

“I had Stuart give you a note. I tell you how sexy you are. I call and text you.” Nicole sighed.

“That’s called being a friend, Nic,” Ariana said. “I do the same thing to you.”

Nicole sat back and sighed again. She hadn’t made a new friend in so long and it was obvious she didn’t know what she was doing. To keep her professional distance she never let any players in too close. But somehow Ariana Villa had barreled her way in before Nicole even realized it. She was now part of Nicole’s life and she wanted to keep her in it.


Chapter Sixteen




The waitress brought their food and they both dug in with vigor. Ariana couldn’t believe the words that had tumbled out of her mouth and was glad to stuff a big bite of a delicious waffle into her mouth to stop the flow. She hadn’t meant to tell Nicole about the jealousy she’d felt over Maggie or her revelation that they were meant to be friends, but she couldn’t stop herself. Ariana feared at any moment Nicole could stop this friendship before it started and she was desperate to keep it alive.

Nicole reached over and put her hand over Ariana’s before she could fork another bite into her mouth. “Slow down. We have all day.”

Ariana reached for her napkin and wiped her mouth. She swallowed and smiled. “Do you remember when I called you after that disastrous game and dinner with Maggie?”

Nicole’s eyes widened and she nodded. “God, yes.”

“If you’ll remember, you apologized for rambling,” Ariana said. “That’s how I feel right now. All of these thoughts and feelings are tumbling out and I’m stuffing food in my mouth before I embarrass myself even further.”

Nicole tilted her head and smiled. “You haven’t embarrassed yourself. I appreciate your honesty. Honestly.” She chuckled. “You sounded a little desperate to keep this going.”

Ariana groaned and dropped her chin to her chest. Nicole reached over and squeezed her hand.

“I feel the same way, but I didn’t know how to say it.”

Ariana raised her head and met Nicole’s eyes. They were a rich coffee-colored brown with sparkles at the edge. Those eyes and Nicole’s touch sent flutters through Ariana’s body. “Really?”

Nicole nodded. “I’ve told you I have to be careful with perceptions, but here I am doing the opposite of what I say. That has to be confusing.”

“Uh, I’d say hopeful instead of confusing.” Ariana beamed a smile at her.

“This may not be what you think, Ari. This is a coincidence today, but we’d have to be careful out in public.”

“Luckily, you live in a building with a basketball hoop.” Ariana shrugged. “It works for me. Oh, and you have a TV and computer so we can watch games. Right?”

Nicole nodded.

“Why would we need to go out in public?”

The smile that grew on Nicole’s face melted Ariana’s heart just a little. “Oh wait, did I just invite myself to your apartment?”

Nicole chuckled. “I’d already invited you. What do you say we go shoot some hoops?”

“Ah, now you’re speaking my love language.”

Nicole laughed. “I’m paying for breakfast. No discussion. You bought our smoothies the other day.”

They finished eating and walked side by side to Nicole’s apartment. Ariana glanced over at Nicole several times and could see the hint of a smile on her face.

Ariana looked up at the building and followed Nicole through the automatic door into the lobby. There was a reception desk that was unattended in the sleek expansive space. Nicole walked around it and stopped in front of a bank of elevators.

“This is nice,” Ariana commented, following Nicole into the elevator.

“Do you remember meeting Kate at Stuart’s bar?”

“Oh yeah.” Ariana chuckled. “She called my aerial acrobatics a lap dance.”

“She’s not only my best friend but also my agent. Kate is a very, very good negotiator,” Nicole explained. “When I found this place I didn’t think I could afford it, but with her negotiating skills she made it possible.”

The elevator doors opened and Ariana followed Nicole the short distance to her doorway. It opened into an inviting living area with large windows opposite the door.

“Oh wow, Nicole,” Ariana said. “What a great room.”

“Thanks,” Nicole replied. “It’s not a large space, but it’s just right for me. Let’s change and go up to the roof. I’ll give you the tour later.”

“Okay.” Ariana unshouldered her backpack and gazed around the room. The kitchen was off to the right and opened up to the living room. There was a hallway to the left where she figured the bedrooms were located.

“Let me get my stuff and I’ll change in my office,” Nicole said. “You can change in my bedroom.”

Ariana followed Nicole down the hall and peeked into her office. She had two monitors set up and Ariana could imagine her studying games.

“All yours,” Nicole said, walking out of her bedroom holding her shoes, shorts, and shirt.

Ariana smiled and walked past her into the bedroom. One wall was all windows and the sun streaked through giving the room a bright glow. There was artwork hung on the walls and Ariana wondered what each piece meant to Nicole, but didn’t stop to look at them.

She quickly changed clothes while still gazing around the room. There was an open door where Ariana could see into the en suite bathroom.

“Are you snooping in your basketball buddy’s stuff?” Nicole called from down the hall.

Ariana finished tying her shoes and laughed. “Maybe.”

She grabbed her backpack and walked down the hall into the living room where she saw Nicole in the kitchen. “I wasn’t snooping,” she clarified. “I was appreciating your bedroom.”

Nicole glanced over at her and chuckled as she reached into the refrigerator, pulling out two bottles of water. “I’ll show you around later. Let’s go play.”

Ariana smiled and reached for the bottle of water Nicole handed her. Their fingers grazed each other and the contact gave Ariana that familiar flutter that seemed to happen more and more often when she was with Nicole.

“Hold up.” Nicole hurried back down the hall and walked into her office. “We’ll need this,” she said, coming out with a basketball in her hand.

Ariana caught the ball as Nicole tossed it towards her and reached for a bag she quickly slung over her shoulder.

They rode the elevator to the roof and when Ariana stepped out she gasped. Over to one side was a covered sitting area with tables and chairs and even a grill. There was a large area with a basketball goal on one end and weight machines and other fitness equipment on the other. Next to the covered lounging area was another space that could be used for yoga or individual workouts. Circling the entire expanse was a running track with three lanes. This was an athlete’s dream of a home play area. It was a little slice of heaven.

Nicole chuckled. “It’s pretty great, isn’t it?”

“I think I’m in love,” Ariana said. She held out her arms. “I would never leave.”

“Now you know why I’m such a homebody,” Nicole said. She walked over and dropped her bag and bottle of water by the backstop under the hoop.

“What’s your schedule on a regular day?”

“Hmm, I get up and do a workout. It changes from day to day. I run or lift, sometimes do yoga. Then I have breakfast and start work in my office. I look at game film and study stats for a couple of hours then take a break.”

“Do you come up here and shoot baskets?”

“I do.” Nicole grinned. “How’d you know?”

“I could tell from the youth event we did.”

“After that I go back to work, come up here, and repeat until I get everything done.”

Ariana nodded and bounced the ball to Nicole. She watched her dribble to the free throw line and bounce the ball from hand to hand, waiting on Ariana.

“Did you Google me?”

Ariana grinned and couldn’t wait to share what she’d learned. “I did! I know you were a great shooting guard and are now the most respected commentator in our league.”

Nicole laughed. “I hope you took special notice of my age.”

Ariana furrowed her brow. She knew Nicole was older than her, but why did that matter? “You’re forty-two. So?”

Nicole continued to dribble the ball. “You’re twenty-nine.”

“Yeah, almost thirty. Why does that matter?”

“It matters because you’re a professional basketball player and my legs are twelve to thirteen years older than yours and are not as strong or springy as they once were. That’s why you have to give me ten points.”

Ariana laughed. “You’re a hustler. I’ve seen you shoot and defend. But okay, I’ll give you ten points this first time.”

“First time?”

Ariana loved the brightness in Nicole’s eyes. “You know we’re going to have to play more than one game.”

Nicole chuckled and shot the ball. It fell through the hoop with a swish and only touched the net.

Ariana rebounded the ball and dribbled out to the three point line and shot. It clanged off the rim and fell to the side. “See there? I’ve got to get used to your court.”

They took turns shooting, dribbling, and rebounding for each other. Ariana did this nearly every day, but playing with Nicole made her heart happy and she hoped they’d do more of this.

“Okay, do you want me to show you what I was talking about earlier? How they exploited that foul Maggie called on you?”

Ariana threw Nicole the basketball and assumed a defensive stance. “Come at me.”

Nicole chuckled. “So, you’re picking her up just past half court and you’re backing up.”

“Right,” Ariana said. “To a point.”

Nicole began to dribble towards Ariana and she took a few steps back watching her eyes, the ball, and her feet.

“She looked left, making you think she was going to pass because everyone in the league knows better than to try and dribble past you to the hoop.”

Ariana smiled and felt a sense of pride at Nicole’s assessment of her skills. She took one more step back, saw Nicole look towards her left, and in a blink of an eye Nicole had dribbled around her and scored with an easy layup.

“What the!” Ariana exclaimed.

Nicole laughed. “See what I mean?”

“You tricked me with your sweet words!” Ariana complained.

Nicole shrugged. “Whatever it takes. Last night after they drove on you a couple of times you moved closer and shut them down. That foul made you tentative. That’s another reason I feel so bad about the whole situation.”

Ariana bounced the ball to Nicole. “Go again.”

Nicole dribbled in place, started to the right then quickly crossed over to the left. Ariana grabbed her around the waist, spun her around and picked her up, holding Nicole’s back to her chest.

“Hey!” Nicole kicked her feet in the air, but Ariana held on. “That’s a foul.”

Ariana laughed and gently set Nicole down. “I told Maggie that she may think I was too close on the court, but I decide how close off the court.”

Nicole raised her brows and Ariana knew she didn’t know what to say.

“I made my point that off the court it was up to you and me and she was nowhere in sight.” Ariana grinned. “Plus I owed you one for fouling me and letting Chloe score.”

Nicole smiled. “We don’t need to ever think about Maggie Patterson again.”

Ariana nodded. She grabbed the ball from Nicole and dribbled away. “My turn.”

They played back and forth taking turns shooting and defending. There was a lot of laughter, a lot of grabbing each other and fouling, but also good basketball. Ariana was having so much fun. She didn’t want this day to end.

“Hey,” Nicole said, taking a break for a drink of water. “I don’t have that many friends I can talk about basketball with. Shealyn and a couple of the analysts, but that’s about it. I keep my distance from most players and don’t talk strategy very often with coaches. But what I don’t understand is why you like doing this with me. You have all your teammates and coaches to talk basketball with.”

Ariana smiled at Nicole and took a long drink from her water bottle. “Let me ask you, why do you call and text me, leave me notes and give me insight into ways I can be better?”

“Because it’s fun!” Nicole immediately answered.

“Exactly!” Ariana replied. “When I talk basketball with my teammates and coaches it’s a business, it’s my job. But when you give me a suggestion, I put it into action and it works—oh Nic, that is so much fun! If my coach tells me to do something and I do it, it’s fine, but again, it’s my job. You have put the fun back into basketball for me. Actually, you put fun in everything.” Ariana felt like she was rambling again, but the way Nicole was looking at her made it okay.

“I didn’t realize how much I missed playing basketball with someone,” Nicole said. “You’ve put the fun in all of this for me. When we go over strategies or little things you can try in a game and it works—Ari, I can’t tell you what it does for my heart. It gives me such joy to help you.”

“Yeah? You know I appreciate it, but more than that, I hope you’ve enjoyed today as much as I have,” Ariana said.

“I have, but we’re nowhere near finished with this day.”


Chapter Seventeen




Nicole smiled at Ariana and watched her go up for the perfect jump shot. She was beautiful. To say Nicole had a thing for athletes wasn’t entirely accurate. The shape of a woman and how they moved had always been an art form to her. It didn’t matter if they were tall or short, big or small, she appreciated the flow and every woman had a certain flow about them.

Ariana was graceful, powerful, and rhythmic all at the same time. She was stunning to watch and Nicole had caught herself stopping to stare several times instead of trying to keep her from scoring. They had been grabbing each other and laughing along with playing basketball. When she touched Ariana and felt the strength of her muscles and softness of her skin it sent all kinds of sensations through Nicole’s body.

“Did I do something wrong?” Ariana rebounded the ball and dribbled over to Nicole.

She smirked and shook her head. “You know what’s sexy?”

“Besides confidence and your voice?”

Nicole chuckled. “Yeah, besides those two.”

“Hit me.”

“Your fucking legs.” Nicole could see the surprise on Ariana’s face. She reached down and gripped Ariana’s thigh with one hand. “Muscles are beautiful and you have them.” She pulled her hand away and noticed a hint of redness on Ariana’s cheeks.

“You should wear shorter shorts,” Nicole suggested. “It would distract the other players and to the hoop you’d go.”

“Oh yeah? Would it distract you during a game?”

Nicole laughed. “You won’t distract me, I’ll just talk about your legs.”

“You wouldn't!" Ariana exclaimed.

Nicole raised her brows and chuckled. “If I talk about your perfect jump shot you’ll know I’m really talking about your sexy legs.”

“Mmm, I think I’m with Shealyn,” Ariana replied. “You have the perfect jump shot.”

Nicole knew Ariana had her eyes on her when she took a shot or dribbled. Could she be thinking the same thing Nicole was? “Yeah, I elevate all of three inches when I shoot.”

“What did you say about your legs?” Ariana mused. “They aren’t as springy.”

Nicole chuckled. “Or as strong.”

“Yeah, but you see, Nic,” Ariana said, moving closer, “it doesn’t matter how high you jump. You still made your shot over me.”

Nicole grinned and took the ball from Ariana. She raised her arm to block Nicole’s shot, but she jumped up and let the ball go.

As it went through the hoop Ariana turned around and grinned at Nicole. “See what I mean.”

Nicole shrugged. She knew she could still play, but was never and never would be the caliber of Ariana.

“Let me tell you what’s sexy,” Ariana said.

“Oh?” Nicole raised her brows.

“The way you dress,” Ariana said.

“What! I don’t dress sexy.”

“Hold up,” Ariana said, retrieving the basketball. “You could wear anything and I’d think it’s sexy because I know the voice. But seriously, when you call a game you’re on camera, for what, maybe five minutes?”

“Yeah, something like that.”

Ariana shook her head and whistled. “What you do with those five minutes, Nic.”

Nicole felt the heat in Ariana’s stare and she didn’t look away.

“Whose cheeks are turning red now?” Ariana bounced the ball. “That outfit with the pants and vest distracted me! You always dress so sharp, professional, and sleek. You command respect and it’s breathtaking.”

“Breathtaking.”

“Yes! It’s stunning.”

“Ari,” Nicole muttered. The way they were looking at each other was not how Nicole looked at any of her friends. She took a deep breath, tore her eyes away from Ariana, and knocked the ball out of her hands.

She dribbled around her and went to the hoop for a layup.

“You are so fucking tricky!” Ariana laughed.

Nicole needed to put distance between them and lighten the moment before they did something that would really put their friendship in jeopardy. When she met Ariana’s gaze she could see the moment had passed.

“So I may have told Stuart that we are friends, but he knows all about discretion,” Nicole said, changing the subject. “Have you told anyone?”

Ariana shook her head. “No, but Cameron knows we occasionally text. She won’t tell anyone. My teammates, Rae and Nia, saw me texting you the other night before they went out to dinner. They thought I might have someone new because of the smile on my face.”

Nicole raised her brows, part of her was happy to know she made Ariana smile like that, but the other part was worried this fledging friendship would be discovered.

“Don’t freak out,” Ariana said. “They didn’t know it was you. They think it’s a hookup. However, Cameron assured me if I had someone new I could count on her to keep it quiet.”

Nicole sighed loudly.

“Please don’t be upset,” Ariana said. She reached out and squeezed Nicole’s shoulder. “No one knows and no one will.”

Nicole nodded. “We have to be careful, Ari.”

“I know and I have been.” She smiled. “I may have everyone thinking I’m some kind of slut if they keep catching me smiling at your texts.”

Nicole chuckled. “But I know that’s not true.”

“Not at all.”

Nicole watched Ariana bite down on her lower lip and a tightness pulled deep inside her. This woman. Nicole stopped the thoughts she could feel forming in her head. Friends. Basketball buddies. “Okay, ready to watch last night’s game?”

“Yes!” Ariana exclaimed. “I’m interested in your process and I’m sure you’ll have a tip or two for me.”

Nicole narrowed her eyes at Ariana. “I’m beginning to think you’re only in this for my basketball brain.”

A slow, sexy smile appeared on Ariana’s face as Nicole folded her arms over her chest.

“You’d be incorrect, Professor Neal,” Ariana said. “I think you’re a very interesting woman and I learn something new every time we’re together or talk.”

Nicole scoffed. “And what did you learn today?”

“That perhaps I should consider a uniform change.”

“What?”

“Shorter shorts.”

Nicole laughed. “I’m learning that you have an appreciation for fashion.”

Ariana gasped. “You should walk the tunnel before games like the players do!”

“Oh no, no, no.”

“Yes!” Ariana’s face shone with delight. “You’d put everyone to shame.”

“Most of the players don’t like me now. Imagine how that would go over.”

“Nonsense,” Ariana said. “I’ve never heard anyone say a negative word about you and Shealyn. They know you’re fair and honest.”

“Have you walked the tunnel yet?” Nicole went over and picked up her bag and the water bottles. She handed Ariana’s to her.

“Not yet,” Ariana said. “You know the fashionistas on my team. I’ve been all business, but maybe I’ll think about it for our next home game.”

“When players show up in sweats it makes me think they don’t put much thought into what they’re wearing. We’re all in this together and want the league to thrive. I know not everyone has a brand but we’re all professionals. Is that how you want people to think you dress for work? What kind of message are you sending?”

“Yeah, I get what you’re saying,” Ariana replied. “I have not gone to work in my sweats yet.”

Nicole chuckled. “What did you wear for your first game? It was opening night and you were at home, wasn’t that a big deal?”

“Yes and I thought about it. I did not dress up, but I wore a pair of my favorite jeans with a throw-back T-shirt. I knew I would be overly excited for the game, so I wore my jeans to be comfortable and I wore the shirt as a way to honor and respect all of those players who came before me. Without them I wouldn’t have this opportunity to do the thing I love and get paid for it.”

“Ah, I love that, Ari.”

“I’m not saying I won’t show up in sweats some day.” Ariana chuckled. “Now that you mention it, maybe I’ll do something special for my next game.”

“Let’s see, you’re away. You’re 3-0, what should your outfit say when you walk in?” Nicole asked as they leisurely walked toward the elevator.

“Hmm, I would want to make a statement that says just because we’re not at home doesn’t mean we’re not the best team in the league. We are!”

“There’s that confidence.”

“It’s all about the team, Nic.”

Nicole pressed the button for the elevator and smiled at Ari. She was so talented and knew it, but yet she was humble. There were so many things to like about Ariana Villa.

“Maybe I’ll select a few outfits and send you pics. You can give me your opinion on them.”

“I’m no fashionista, but I’d love that.”

The elevator doors opened and they walked inside. Ariana grinned. “I’m ready for my tour.”
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They walked into the apartment and Ariana put the ball on the couch while Nicole went into the kitchen.

“You’re in the living room,” Nicole said from the kitchen. “It’s small, but just right for me.”

Ariana looked around the space and her gaze fell on the scene outside the windows. She could imagine sitting on the couch with Nicole, a game playing in the background on the TV, but neither of them paying attention to it when they could enjoy this view together. One corner of her mouth raised in a smile as she imagined different scenarios playing out in this room.

Nicole walked in from the kitchen. “I can see you’re thinking about something,” she said tentatively. “Are you going to share?”

Ariana’s smile grew as she met Nicole’s gaze. “I’ll use the wrong word and probably offend you, so I’ll tell you how this room makes me feel.”

“Go on.”

“This room makes me want to grab a glass of wine or a beer or maybe a Diet Coke, sit on the couch and talk about whatever we find interesting at the time. It’s comfortable, inviting and unpretentious—just like you are right now.”

“What do you mean? Am I pretentious in my job?”

“No, you’re professional. But here you can relax and be yourself.”

“Okay, I’ll accept that as a compliment. Thank you.”

Ariana breathed a sigh of relief and smiled at Nicole. “Good, because I think this is a great room. Do you sometimes replay games in here?”

Nicole nodded. “Yes. The couch is more comfortable than my office and I use my laptop for statistics and notes.”

“I get that,” Ariana said, gazing around the room. “I’m a gamer and most of the time I play in the living room on my couch, especially when Cameron isn’t there.”

“Obviously this is the kitchen,” Nicole said, walking back into the space.

Ariana smiled and looked around. The counters were uncluttered and wiped clean. She wasn’t surprised because Nicole presented herself as anything but a slob. “Do you cook much?”

“Sometimes,” Nicole replied. “I don’t eat out all the time, but it’s hard to cook for one.”

“Yeah, I don’t eat out all the time either.” Ariana could feel Nicole’s eyes on her and shrugged. “What?”

“Oh, I can see what you’re picturing now. You’re in the living room on the couch smiling while I’m in here preparing us a meal.”

“No! Not at all. I’d be in here helping you.”

“Do you cook?”

“Sometimes.” While they were on the roof Ariana had enjoyed the playful touches and grabs that were part of the game. As she gazed at Nicole now she missed those opportunities to feel Nicole’s soft skin under her fingers. She tilted her head and said, “Maybe I could cook for you someday or we could cook together. Friends do that.”

Nicole smiled and nodded.

Ariana exhaled another relieved breath.

“Why are you so nervous?” Nicole said as they walked out of the kitchen and into the hallway.

“I don’t want to say the wrong thing and this be the only time I’m here.”

Nicole stopped and turned around. “I know that the risk is on me here, but you understand and respect that. I’m not going to end this; I want it too, Ari.”

Ariana felt the nervousness leave her body. Yes, she wanted to be Nicole’s friend, but she wanted so much more. Nicole had already said that wasn’t possible and Ariana respected that. It didn’t keep her from imagining them together though.

“You don’t have to be nervous. You’re not nervous in games, are you?” Nicole asked.

“Sometimes, but I’m usually just excited to play.”

“I want you to be yourself and feel comfortable here.”

Now Ariana wasn’t sure all the nervousness was gone. She knew Nicole wanted her here, but Ariana had a few jitters that Nicole caused by just being near her.

“Let’s go down to my bedroom and we’ll finish in my office,” Nicole said. “That’s where we can start the game.”

Ariana followed her into the room and once again took it in.

“This is where you were snooping earlier,” Nicole teased, walking around the bed.

“I was not snooping,” Ariana protested. “I did notice the artwork, but I didn’t get a close look. May I?”

“Of course,” Nicole replied. “As I told you on the roof, I love the female form. Those two prints were done by an author whose books I read.”

Ariana had been gazing at a woman depicted in a seated position gazing over her shoulder at the viewer. The soft lines of the woman’s body were sensual and provocative. She turned to Nicole, not sure she heard her correctly. “An author sketched this?”

“Yeah, I’m a big reader and love sapphic fiction and romance. One of the authors I like to read is also an artist. She occasionally makes prints for her readers.”

Ariana turned back to the prints and stared. “These are…”

“Yes?”

“They’re seductive and,” she paused, “beautiful.” Ariana could feel Nicole standing beside her.

“But you like them?”

“Very much,” Ariana said softly.

They stood side by side gazing at the print for a moment in the quiet of the bedroom.

“In here is the bathroom,” Nicole said.

Ariana walked over and stepped inside. “Wow, this is nice. I love the walk-in shower.”

“Yeah, that bathroom sold me on this place,” Nicole said. “Thank goodness for Kate.”

Ariana chuckled. “Have you said anything to her about…”

Nicole shook her head. “I know what she would say.”

Ariana raised her brows but didn’t say anything. She imagined Kate would point out that Nicole was being reckless and not thinking of her career. But was she?

“Let’s go to the office and watch a little basketball.”

“Are you going to grade me?” Ariana asked, trying to get her thoughts off the prints and the images they conjured in her mind.

“Don’t your coaches do that?”

Ariana nodded. Nicole’s opinions on how she played meant more to her than her coaches and she still wasn’t sure why.

“I don’t do grades, Ari.”

Nicole smiled and Ariana met her gaze. She could fall into those pretty brown eyes and stay.


Chapter Eighteen




Nicole walked into her office and pulled up an extra chair for Ari. She opened her laptop and the dual screens woke up as well.

“I’ll be right back,” Ariana said. “I have my laptop in my bag. Coach sends me stats after the game.”

“You brought your laptop?” Nicole asked when Ariana settled into the chair next to her.

“When I left my apartment this morning I didn’t know when I’d hear from you. I planned to look at the stats while I had breakfast.” She set her laptop on the desk. “But breakfast with you was much better than studying stats.”

Nicole smiled and a little giggle escaped her throat when Ariana bumped her shoulder into hers.

“Was that a giggle?”

Nicole widened her eyes and quickly looked back at the monitors. She could feel Ariana’s eyes on her and glanced back at her. “Stop.”

Ariana chuckled. “It was cute. You’re cute.”

“Okay basketball buddy, let’s watch the game,” Nicole said, feeling warmth in her cheeks. How did Ariana keep doing this to her? She wasn’t one to blush so easily.

“Hey, that’s not my game,” Ariana said.

“I know. You go to Toronto on Tuesday and I wanted to show you something.”

“You know my schedule?” Ariana asked.

Nicole raised her shoulder while clicking the mouse. Yes, she’d looked up where Ariana was playing next and checked her notes for things that might help her. She’d do that for any friend, right?

“I don’t know your entire schedule, but here’s what I wanted to show you.” Nicole started the playback of the game. “Toronto is a new team but they’re better than people think. When I was calling their last preseason game they used this triangle defense. I think they’ll use it against you on Tuesday.”

Ariana clicked a document on her computer. “I don’t see it in the scouting report they gave us.”

“They haven’t used it much,” Nicole explained. “They’ll face guard your two outside shooters and use this triangle in the middle.” She pointed at the screen and her shoulder brushed Ariana’s. Their closeness didn’t seem awkward and Ariana didn’t move away. “If you pass to Nia in the middle and neither of these outside defenders come to help then I think she’ll be wide open for a layup. If they collapse the defense on her, she can pass back out to you.” Nicole looked over at Ariana and smiled. “You can take the shot.”

Ariana looked into Nicole’s eyes and smiled. Neither of them said anything for a moment.

“Thanks for showing me this,” Ariana said. “It’ll make a difference.”

“That’s what friends are for.” Nicole smiled and clicked out of the game and pulled up Ariana’s game from the previous night. She could feel Ariana’s appreciation for the information and it made Nicole’s heart happy. All the hours of studying game films and spotting tendencies was preparation to be a better broadcaster, but sharing the info to help Ariana made it even more worthwhile.

“I have a few notes on Toronto I’ll share with you, but let’s look at your game first,” Nicole said.

The replay began and Ariana huffed. “There it is,” she said. “Maggie called the foul and then the next time they come down the court you can see how far back I’m playing. It’s so strange because in the moment I didn’t think I was that far off.”

“You correct it quickly though,” Nicole said. She bumped her shoulder to Ariana’s and grinned. “It worked great for me because I was able to dribble right past you and score on the roof.”

Ariana laughed. “That won’t happen again.”

“No worries. I have other tricks.”

Ariana whipped her head around and Nicole laughed.

“You are tricky, but I’ll figure you out.”

“We’ll see.” Nicole gave her sly grin as warmth flowed through her body. Ariana and those eyes.

“You go to Minnesota on Tuesday,” Ariana said.

“You know my schedule?”

A smirk crossed Ariana’s face. “I know that’s the national broadcast and you and Shealyn are the A-Team. I’m wondering when we can do this again.”

Nicole knit her brows and glanced over at Ariana. “You want to do this again?”

Ariana nodded. “Don’t you? We could play on the roof and talk basketball, buddy.”

Nicole laughed and leaned her head towards Ariana. “Okay, bud. I guess you could come over Thursday? Won’t you have practice?”

“I can work around it. Thursday it is,” Ariana said.

They looked back at the monitor and as they watched the game Nicole felt flutters in her stomach. What started as someone to talk about basketball with had quickly become someone she liked being close to like this. Those sweet flutters couldn’t stop the little voice in the back of her head though. This is not a good idea.
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Ariana couldn’t remember when she’d had such a good day. She and Nicole had fast-forwarded through parts of her game then moved into the living room to watch the second half. Ariana read the stats to Nicole and they found things for Ariana to try in the next game.

As the afternoon crept into evening they’d ordered food and watched the end of the Golden State versus Phoenix game. Ariana worried that she’d stayed too long, but Nicole assured her she’d enjoyed the day, too.

When Ariana left Nicole’s apartment she decided to walk back to her own place. It wasn’t too far, the evening was pleasant, and she hoped to make sense of all the thoughts and feelings roaming through her head.

She liked Nicole Neal. That’s all there was to it. If they were in any other professions she would ask Nicole out in a heartbeat. On top of that, Ariana felt like Nicole would accept. The thought made her smile. A couple she met on the sidewalk nodded at her thinking the smile was for them.

Ariana chuckled as she continued to walk. She knew there couldn’t be anything between them, but there already was. As Nicole walked her to the door she could see it in her eyes. They’d shared brief touches all day long. Hands brushing as they walked to Nicole’s apartment. Fingers digging into her side when Nicole grabbed her to jump for a rebound or when Ariana tickled Nicole’s ribs, stole the ball and went in for the easy layup.

Those playful, sometimes intimate, little touches continued once they’d gotten to Nicole’s apartment. They’d sat side by side at the computer, bumping shoulders and holding each other’s gaze.

“Mmm, those pretty brown eyes,” Ariana muttered as she turned the corner onto her street.

When they’d gone to the living room, they shared the couch and as the game continued they inched closer and closer to each other until Ariana could feel the heat in Nicole’s body as their legs rested next to each other. She wasn’t sure either of them even realized it until there was an impressive play and Nicole slapped Ariana’s thigh in excitement.

At times, there were flutters in Ariana’s stomach signaling the newness and thrilling feelings she knew were growing, but it also felt familiar and true. She was exactly where she was supposed to be. There had been a few times in her life when she’d had that feeling, and being with Nicole Neal felt like the most natural thing in the world. Ariana didn’t have words to explain it, but she felt it.

“What the fuck am I supposed to do about it?” She sighed as she walked into her building.

As she waited for the elevator, Ariana wondered what Nicole was feeling. There were times when they stared into each other’s eyes and Ariana knew Nicole felt it too. She was surprised Nicole didn’t pull away. But then again they’d made it clear they didn’t date during the season and Nicole couldn’t date a player. It was not possible.

When she got out of the elevator on her floor and walked to her apartment her phone pinged with a text.

Thanks for spending the day with me, buddy.




The smile on Ariana’s face drove the negative thoughts away for now.

I had such a good time. Thank you!




Ariana watched the ellipses as Nicole typed her reply.

See you Thursday. In the meantime I’ll be waiting for those outfit pics.




Ariana chuckled and tapped the code on the keypad unlocking her door.

Any suggestions?




“Hey, where have you been?” Cameron asked from the living room.

Ariana froze and nearly dropped her phone. She wasn’t expecting Cameron to be there and her mind went blank as she scrambled for a reply. Just then Nicole sent another text.

You’re the fashionista.




“Hey,” Ariana said, walking into the kitchen and avoiding Cameron for the moment. “What are you doing here? I thought you’d be with Terrance?”

“He flew out this evening on another work trip,” she replied. “But he’ll be at the game in Toronto.”

“Oh, that’s nice.”

Ariana quickly sent a text to Nicole while she tried to think of a reason she’d been out.

Cam is here. What a surprise! Talk later.




She took her laptop out of her backpack and set it on the counter. “How long have you been here?”

“Not long,” Cameron replied. “Where were you?”

“I decided to get something to eat and while I was there I looked at our stats from the game.” Ariana hoped bringing up their game would keep Cameron from asking more questions. Her phone pinged once again.

Uh oh! Sorry!




Ariana picked up her backpack and walked through the living room on her way to her bedroom.

“Hold up,” Cameron said from the couch.

Ariana slowly turned around and raised her brows. “Huh?”

“What have you really been doing?” Cameron asked, looking her up and down.

“What are you talking about?” Ariana replied with a shrug, trying to sound innocent.

“Who have you been playing ball with?” Cameron inquired. “You’re wearing your basketball shoes.”

“Oh, I shot a few baskets with some dudes in the park,” Ariana lied.

“You’re supposed to be resting and recovering today,” Cameron said. “What did you really do?”

“What’s with all the questions!” Ariana exclaimed.

“You’re acting funny,” Cameron said.

“I’m just surprised to see you.”

“Oh! Do you have someone coming over?” Cameron asked, sitting up on the couch.

Ariana quickly shook her head. “No.”

“We could go to Stuart’s,” Cameron said. “I’m sure we could find someone just itching to spend time with a pretty professional basketball player.”

Ariana laughed as Cameron wiggled her brows up and down. “You just said we’re supposed to be recovering today. I don’t think Stuart’s bar would be a good idea.”

Cameron shrugged. “I’m always here for you. It’s a long season and we’re just getting started. You’re going to need a, uh, stress reliever. If you know what I mean.”

Ariana leaned against the wall leading to the hallway. “Is that what Terrance is for you?” she teased.

Cameron chuckled. “Oh yeah! That and so much more.”

“Don’t you worry about me. I can take care of myself.” Ariana laughed. “If you know what I mean.”

“Ha ha,” Cameron deadpanned. “It ain’t near as much fun.”

Ariana pushed off the wall. “It’ll do for now.” She walked down the hallway to her bedroom as thoughts of Nicole ran through her head.

Ariana didn’t like lying, especially to Cameron, but she’d meant it when she said Nicole could trust her to keep their friendship discreet. She realized she needed to have some kind of story ready whenever she’d been with Nicole. An uneasy feeling settled in Ariana’s stomach. This wasn’t going to be easy. Nicole had warned her at brunch and she was beginning to understand what she meant.

But she’d had such a good day with Nicole. A little lie here and there was the price she had to pay for now. Ariana knew Nicole was worth it.


Chapter Nineteen




Nicole had been texting with Ariana since she left her apartment on Sunday evening. She’d sent Nicole several photos of prospective outfits for Tuesday's tunnel walk. It was fun to see Ariana’s style, but she also threw in a couple of outfits just to make Nicole laugh.

It seemed that Ariana was always in her thoughts. There was something pulling them towards each other and Nicole could feel it. She suspected Ariana felt it too. It started with basketball but there was more to it and Nicole didn’t know what to do about it. She loved her job and her career. Hard work had made her a trusted analyst and voice in the sport of basketball. To allow anything more than friendship with Ariana would threaten everything Nicole had worked so hard for.

Why would she risk all of that for someone she was just getting to know? Maybe she was lonely. She hadn’t had a girlfriend in a long time and hadn’t felt that little spark for anyone in ages. Well, until Ariana fell into her lap.

Nicole thought back to when she’d formed friendships with other players over the years. She’d felt a connection with other players who had become friends just as she had with Shealyn. Nicole knew that sometimes she just hit it off with certain people. It sounded simple, but not with Ariana. They definitely had a connection, but Nicole felt a spark with Ariana and tried to suppress it. She’d explained it away in regular conversations with herself. God, maybe she was losing it! The back and forth in her head felt like a basketball dribbling between hands.

When it came down to it, Nicole had never been tempted like this with a player. She was always careful where friendship was concerned, but none of her friendships had felt like this. It was new, however she was confident she could navigate this budding relationship and keep it where it belonged: in the friendship zone.

Sighing, Nicole turned her attention to the court in front of her. The players were warming up as game time approached and she took the opportunity to check her phone again for any photos from Toronto’s pregame. She’d looked earlier and had seen videos from other games.

She smiled as a reel of several New York players appeared on her screen. Then she saw Ariana and her smile widened. She was wearing wide legged pants with a sleeveless top that showed off her muscular shoulders and biceps. Nicole would have to add Ariana’s shapely arms to her “what’s sexy” list.

“That’s making a statement,” she said under her breath.

“What’s got you smiling so?” Shealyn asked.

Nicole hadn’t noticed Shealyn walk up in front of her and she quickly lowered her phone. She shrugged and met Shealyn’s gaze. “Oh, I was just looking at the tunnel walks from around the league,” she said, hoping to sound casual.

Her heart had jumped in her chest as she’d watched Ariana confidently stride down the tunnel wearing that outfit. Now it was pounding because Shealyn had caught the smile Ariana put on her face.

Shealyn quirked an eyebrow. “And?”

“Some of these outfits.” Nicole chuckled, trying to hide her reaction to Ariana.

“Let me see.”

Nicole pulled up the reel and watched it again with Shealyn.

“Look at your friend Ariana,” Shealyn commented.

“My friend?”

“Come on, you know what I’m talking about,” Shealyn said.

Nicole shook her head, wishing Shea would back off.

“That girl wants to be your friend and I can tell you like her,” Shealyn said.

“It doesn’t matter. You know how hard it is to be friends with players,” Nicole said. “You’ve done it with JJ and a few others, but you had history with them before you stepped behind the mic.”

Shealyn shrugged and stared at Nicole for a moment. “Friendships with players are hard, especially during the season, but you have friends who are players too.”

Nicole nodded. She did have several friends who still played in the league, but none of them were in her thoughts like Ariana. And she certainly didn’t play one-on-one with them.

“Be careful, partner,” Shealyn said. “Ever since that girl landed in your lap I’ve seen something between you two.”

Nicole looked over at Shealyn and furrowed her brow. “When? We’ve only called one game of hers since then.”

“Yeah and look what happened. That’s when Maggie called that bogus foul on Ariana. Maybe she saw it, too.”

Nicole smirked. “That was Maggie on a power trip.”

“Okay, call it what you want.” Shealyn pursed her lips. “Just remember, you can look but don’t touch.”

Nicole’s mouth fell open in surprise. Shealyn had known her for years. Maybe she could see the friendship growing between her and Ariana, but surely no one else had noticed.

“We’re almost ready,” Keith said from behind their desk.

Nicole reached for her headphones and carefully put them over her ears, drowning out the crowd. She needed a moment to ground herself and focus on her job. One final thought of Ariana drifted through her head: she hoped she had a good game.

Nicole walked into her apartment and immediately turned down the hallway. She stopped in her office to set her bag and purse down then continued to her bedroom. She was glad they had flown back to New York after the game tonight. It had been a long day, starting with their early flight this morning, talking to players at shootaround, then calling the game this evening.

She hung her garment bag in her closet and would deal with it in the morning. A quick shower would wash the weariness of the day away so she stepped into her bathroom and started the water. It streamed down and pattered over the shower floor as Nicole quickly undressed.

She pulled her hair up on top of her head and walked into the steaming droplets, instantly feeling her muscles relax. Minnesota and Indiana had played a close game tonight and Nicole learned some things about both teams. She couldn’t wait to share her observations with Ariana. A smile played across her face as she closed her eyes and let the water rinse her face cleanser away.

Nicole could imagine Ariana’s excitement when she showed her what she’d learned. New York had won tonight and Ariana had scored another twenty points. She must have been open as Nicole predicted and took the shots.

She stopped and realized she was in her shower, thinking about Ariana, and only had thoughts about basketball. See there, she could keep Ariana in the friend zone. Nicole finished rinsing her body and stepped out of the shower with a momentary burst of renewed energy.

She thought back to Shealyn’s comment of look, don’t touch. “I can do that,” she murmured as she dried her body. Maybe she’d entertain the thought after the season was over like Kate had suggested. I can trust Ariana, maybe a fling isn’t a bad idea.

Nicole looked in the mirror and reached for her moisturizer. She patted it around her eyes and gently rubbed it in. Framing this friendship as “a wait and see until the season is over” might be a way to keep her feelings in check.

She narrowed her eyes at her reflection and tilted her head. “We’ll see,” she said.
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Ariana quickly texted Nicole before she got out of her rideshare and thanked the driver. They weren’t playing basketball today because Ariana had already had practice and needed recovery time before her next game. When she walked through the automatic door Nicole’s smiling face was the first thing she saw.

Ariana’s heart jumped in her chest. She was looking forward to spending time with Nicole again, but was surprised by the effect her smile had on her body.

“Hey,” Nicole said, walking towards Ariana.

For a moment Ariana thought they might hug. Instead Nicole stopped in front of Ariana and furrowed her brow. “What’s all this?”

Ariana held up the sack she carried in her left hand. “You supplied take-out last time, so I brought snacks.”

“You didn’t have to do that.”

Ariana shrugged. “I wanted to.”

Another smile beamed on Nicole’s face and Ariana decided right then to find ways to keep it there.

“I want you to meet someone,” Nicole said, looping her arm through Ariana’s and leading them to the front desk in the building’s foyer.

“Dave, I’d like you to meet my friend, Ariana Villa,” Nicole said.

“Oh, I know Ms. Villa,” Dave replied. “You’re the best point guard in the league.”

Ariana smiled at him. “Thank you. Please, call me Ariana.” She reached out her hand to shake his.

“Ari, Dave is our doorman and takes care of us,” Nicole said.

Ariana could hear the affection in Nicole’s voice. “It’s nice to meet you, Dave.”

“My pleasure.”

“Dave can make sure you have no problems coming and going from my apartment,” Nicole said.

“It’s no one’s business but yours and Ms. Neal’s,” Dave said.

“Oh, so you’ll help me sneak through all of Ms. Neal’s adoring fans undetected,” Ariana teased.

Nicole chuckled and bumped Ariana’s shoulder with her own. “More like your adoring fans following you around the city.”

Ariana playfully looked behind her then back at Nicole and Dave. “I don’t think it’ll be a problem.”

“You never know,” Dave said. “But I’m always here to help.”

“Thank you,” Ariana replied with a smile.

“Have a nice evening, ladies,” Dave said with a slight bow.

They walked to the elevator and once inside Nicole turned to Ariana. “I wanted you to meet Dave because he really does take care of the tenants. He won’t let anyone in the elevators who isn’t supposed to be here.”

“And he won’t let anyone know who I’m coming to see,” Ariana said, raising her brows.

Nicole shrugged. “There’s that, too.”

Ariana smiled. “More secrets and clandestine meetings,” she said in a low, hushed voice.

Nicole smirked and Ariana followed her off the elevator and into the apartment. She set the sack down on the living room table as Nicole plopped down on the couch and sighed.

“What’s wrong?” Ariana asked, sitting next to her.

“I’ve been thinking a lot about all the secrecy and perception stuff,” Nicole said. “Shealyn and I were talking and we’re friends with several players. We don’t do much socially with them during the season, but that’s because we’re all so busy.”

“Okay…” Ariana furrowed her brow. She wasn’t quite sure what was bothering Nicole, but she could tell something was on her mind.

“This”—Nicole pointed between the two of them—“feels different.”

Ariana nodded. “Ah, your other player friends don’t come over and talk basketball or play one-on-one with you?”

Nicole shook her head.

Ariana smiled and moved closer to Nicole until their knees touched. “I don’t go over to my friends’ places and play basketball with them either. We may talk a little strategy now and then.” Ariana shrugged. “We”—she pointed between the two of them—“have a connection. I felt it when I stared into your eyes that day I landed in your lap. You felt it too.”

Nicole nodded. “We both have our boundaries on dating during the season and for good reason.”

Ariana nodded in agreement. “More than friends would be dangerous for you professionally, Nicole. I know that and would never do anything to put you in that position.”

“I know,” Nicole replied. She sighed and gave Ariana a sad smile. “I don’t like you having to lie to Cameron.”

Ariana tilted her head. “You’re talking about the other day when I came home and wasn’t expecting to find Cameron there.” She sat back against the couch. “I didn’t exactly lie, I just didn’t tell her all the details. It’s not because of you, Nic. What if I had been out taking ballroom dancing lessons and didn’t want Cameron to know? I wouldn’t have told her where I’d been then either.”

“Ballroom dancing?” Nicole’s brows comically crept up her forehead.

Ariana chuckled. “What if I’d met someone and wasn’t ready to share her with Cameron or my other friends? What I’m saying is, she doesn't have to know where I am all the time. You’re not making me lie.”

“But you can’t tell her you’re with me,” Nicole said.

Ariana thought about this for a moment. “I probably could, but I’m choosing not to.” She sat up and leaned towards Nicole. “Please don’t let our need for discretion mess this up. I’ve been looking forward to seeing you and telling you about my game. I want to play basketball with you again.”

“Isn’t it my need for discretion though? If you weren’t a player and I wasn’t a broadcaster…”

“But I am and you are, and we’re professionals and we can do this.”

“The lying and secrecy doesn’t bother you?”

Ariana shook her head. “This is my private life, Nic. It’s my business, not my friends.”

“You’ll tell me if it becomes too much?”

Ariana smiled. “You’ll never be too much, but I do have a lot of basketball to talk about with you tonight.”

Nicole’s face beamed with one of those smiles Ariana was coming to love.


Chapter Twenty




Nicole glanced over at Ariana as she stared at the TV screen. They’d gone through several different plays in Ariana’s game as well as the things Nicole wanted to show her from the game she called. They were now watching another game that was live.

She took the opportunity to study Ariana’s profile for a moment. Her hair was pulled up in a messy bun today and Nicole was drawn to the shape of her jaw. A flutter erupted in her stomach as she imagined tracing her thumb down the angular path to her chin.

Their earlier conversation had put Nicole at ease. She would no longer worry about Ariana having to lie to her friends. For now, it was part of who they were. Nicole also wasn’t going to question what this was. Yes, they had a connection and Ariana felt it too.

“Why are you staring at me?” Ariana asked, still staring at the TV. “You’re missing the game.”

They had been sitting side by side on the couch inching closer and closer to each other until their arms touched. Nicole bent her arm, placed her elbow on the back of the couch, and rested her head in her hand.

“Shea caught me watching your tunnel walk right before our game the other night,” Nicole said.

“Oh?” Ariana widened her eyes and looked over at Nicole.

“She wanted to know what made me smile so big.” Nicole smirked. “I’ve added your arms to the sexy list.”

Ariana chuckled. “Okay. I will remember that when I choose my next outfit.”

“She didn’t know I was looking specifically at you, but she made an interesting observation.”

“And?”

“She said she can tell we’re becoming friends.”

“How? We haven’t been around her, except for that one time before our game you called.”

Nicole nodded. “That’s what I said, but she could tell. We do have a way about us.”

“It’s our connection. I’m not going to try and hide it.”

“You know, that day you met Kate at Stuart’s bar she made an intriguing suggestion.”

Nicole felt Ariana’s eyes lock on to hers. “Are you going to share?”

“She said I should ask you out,” Nicole admitted. “After the season, of course. I think her words were something like, a fling would be good for you.”

Nicole watched as a slow smile appeared on Ariana’s face. She could see her eyes turn even darker brown. For a second she almost thought she saw a flame flash in Ariana’s eyes.

“I knew there was a reason I liked Kate.”

Nicole chuckled.

“You’ll have to do the asking, Nic,” Ariana said, “because it’s your career that matters.”

“So does yours!” Nicole exclaimed. “You may want to think about how being connected with me could affect your career.”

Ariana scoffed. “I’m more concerned with how our connection is affecting my heart.”

Nicole looked at Ariana with surprise. Her honesty gave Nicole’s heart a jolt.

“We’ve talked a lot tonight,” Ariana said. “Are we still basketball buddies?”

“We’ve been watching basketball the last three hours,” Nicole pointed out.

“I won’t ask you out because that’s stepping on a boundary, but will you play basketball with me Sunday?”

Nicole smiled. “You’ve been checking my schedule again.”

“Is that a yes?”

“How about we have lunch together, play for a while, then we can go over the games?”

“I’d love that.”

“Me too.” Nicole paused. “Do you think we can make this a regular thing? Playing basketball and talking games?”

“Isn’t that what basketball buddies do?”

Nicole chuckled and nodded. She got up and walked around the coffee table. “Has tonight been a big enough deal for you to have a Diet Coke as a treat?”

“Oh yeah. I think we should celebrate our honesty and being on the same page.”

Nicole grinned and walked into the kitchen. She came back with peach iced tea for herself and handed Ariana a large glass of Diet Coke.

“To basketball buddies,” Nicole said, touching her glass to Ariana's.

Nicole knew this friendship was already worth it. Getting their feelings out in the open should make it easier to manage them. They had the end of the season to look forward to and in the meantime they could be together doing the things they loved and get to know each other better.

“Why are you looking at me like that?” Ariana asked. “I can see your mind working.”

“I was thinking about what you said earlier about not telling Cameron if you were seeing someone new,” Nicole explained. “I’d be the same way with Shealyn and Kate.”

“You keep it to yourself to see if it’s going to be something without your friends’ interference. Believe me, they would be all over it and trying to help.” Ariana made air quotes with her fingers.

Nicole chuckled. “Yeah, you keep it to yourself because it’s special and just for you for now.”

Ariana nodded. “Yeah, it’s special, just for us.”

Nicole smiled. It might be hard to keep her hands off of Ariana Villa after all. Those sweet words coupled with her smoldering eyes might just be too much.
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Nicole slid onto the stool next to Kate and bumped her shoulder. “You’re early.”

“So are you.” Kate looked her up and down. “I didn’t think you’d be here for another half hour. Did you finish all your basketball calculus wizardry?”

Nicole chuckled. “I decided to come early and see Stuart.” She had finished her analysis of tomorrow’s game long ago and spent the last hour talking and texting with Ariana. To Nicole’s surprise Ariana had found a quiet corner in the arena and called her after shootaround. They’d texted after that and Nicole hoped to watch part of Ariana’s game at Stuart’s bar while meeting Kate for a drink.

“A beer for the lovely lady,” Stuart said, setting a frosted glass in front of Nicole. “It’s a new brew and I wanted you to try it.”

“Thanks.” Nicole took a sip and nodded. “Bold, but I like it.”

Stuart grinned. “I’ve got this TV tuned to your favorite team’s game.”

Nicole smirked and shook her head. “There you go with that word again.”

“You know the queen of neutral can’t use the favorite word,” Kate said.

“Come on,” Stuart said. “It’s just us. Your favorite team was here last night for a team dinner.”

“I don’t have a favorite team,” Nicole stated. “But I do have a few players who are friends.”

“Uh huh,” Stuart said.

“I also have a few favorite people and two of them are sitting right here.”

“Nice save,” Stuart said with a wink. He walked to the other end of the bar to wait on a customer.

“Are you feeling better?” Nicole asked.

“Yeah, that was the strangest thing Sunday. It just hit me,” Kate replied. “I’m sorry about that.”

“It’s okay. I’m glad you’re better,” Nicole said. “You’ll never guess who I ended up having brunch with.”

Kate took a sip of her drink and raised her brows.

“Do you remember meeting Ariana Villa here?”

“Of course I do. She’s hot and she gave you a lap dance during the game.”

Nicole shook her head as Kate laughed at her amusing interpretation of Ariana’s flying leap.

“She was at the diner and it’s a favorite of hers too.” Nicole smiled and took a sip of her beer. She hadn’t planned on telling Kate about her day with Ariana, but she decided to test the waters.

“Hmm, I know she plays basketball, but…” Kate raised a brow and smirked.

“You’ve mentioned that before,” Nicole said. “Maybe when the season is over.”

Kate’s face lit up with delight. “Okay, you! Go for it.”

“We’ll see. October is a long way off, but I like her. We talk so much basketball.”

“Imagine that,” Kate drolled. “I’m sure you have a lot in common. I keep up, Nicole. She’s a hard worker just like you.”

“But she’s still a player and not retiring anytime soon.”

“Don’t make problems before you have a chance to see if there’s anything there,” Kate said.

Nicole looked over at her in surprise. “That’s kind of the approach I’m taking.” Testing the waters with Kate was turning out to be okay.

“Good. You’ve got months to get to know each other better. Right?”

Nicole nodded and furrowed her brow. “I did not expect this reaction from you. I mean, you are my agent and a scandal with a player would not be good for my marketability.”

Kate shrugged. “I know you’re not going to do anything to risk your career. Hmm, maybe I need to get creative with your next contract.”

Nicole chuckled, but inside she wished there was a way dating Ariana wouldn’t be such a detriment to her career.

Kate stayed for one more drink and after she left, Nicole stayed to watch part of the game with Stuart.

“So, what’s happening with your new friend?” Stuart asked, coming around the bar and sitting on Kate’s now vacant stool.

Nicole smiled. She knew she could confide in Stuart. After all, she trusted him to deliver that note to Ariana. “Well…” Nicole glanced over at him and raised her brows.

“Yes?”

Nicole sighed. “I like my new friend and she likes me.”

A big smile grew on Stuart’s face. “Imagine that.”

“I sound like I'm in middle school.” Nicole chuckled.

“Hey, that feeling doesn’t ever get old or go away,” Stuart said. “She wouldn’t be worth it if you didn’t feel that way.”

Nicole nodded. “That’s true. I already know she’s worth it. I just hope I can last until the end of the season.”

Stuart chuckled. “Who says you have to?”

“Stuart,” Nicole said warily.

“I’m here for you, remember that.”

Nicole met his gaze and saw the wheels turning in his head. He grinned then looked at the TV. “Your girl’s game is on.”

“Stuart!”

Stuart laughed. “No one heard me!”

Nicole turned her attention to the game and couldn’t keep her eyes off of Ariana. They watched in silence as she passed to her open teammates, took shots, and also orchestrated the defense.

“She is beauty in motion,” Nicole said, staring at the screen.

“Are you saying that as a broadcaster or as a woman?”

Nicole jumped in surprise. “Did I say that out loud?”

Stuart chuckled. “Yep. So? Broadcaster or woman?”

Nicole raised her brows. “Both.”

She turned back to the TV and watched for the things she’d told Ariana about yesterday at her apartment. Nicole widened her eyes and stood up when Ariana dribbled down the court, passed to Nia, and the defense collapsed down on her. Nia passed back to Ariana and Nicole yelled, “Take the shot!”

She cheered loudly when Ariana did just that and the ball went through the hoop.

Stuart had gotten up to wait on several customers and rejoined her as the fourth quarter started.

“Why don’t you stay after the game is over?” Stuart said. “They’ll be coming here to celebrate.”

“I don’t know,” Nicole said hesitantly. “She needs to celebrate with them.”

“Seeing her and congratulating her for a couple of minutes won’t take her away from the team,” Stuart said. “Imagine her surprise.”

“And the happiness on her face,” Nicole murmured.

Stuart nodded. “She loved your note, but seeing you would be much better.”

Nicole grinned. “We’ll see.”

They watched the rest of the game and New York won. Ariana had another great game with twenty-two points, twelve assists, and four steals.

“They’ll be here before you know it,” Stuart said. “Come sit here at the end of the bar and you can watch the door. I have the back room reserved for them, so her teammates shouldn’t see you.”

Nicole settled in and looked around the bar. Most of the tables were occupied and there were only a couple of empty stools at the bar. Her heart was pounding in her chest. She wasn’t sure this was a good idea. Ariana knew she was leaving early in the morning for Dallas and probably assumed that Nicole would have watched the game from her apartment.

Stuart set another beer down in front of her and Nicole took a long drink. Why was she suddenly nervous? Ariana might not even come to the bar. Not all the players celebrated after a win.

Sure enough, Nicole soon saw three of Ariana’s teammates come through the door all smiles. They waved at Stuart and he pointed to the back room.

A few minutes later, Cameron came in with Ariana behind her.

Nicole smiled at this opportunity to gaze at Ariana unaware. She held the door for another teammate to enter and started towards the back room. Nicole watched as Ariana glanced towards the bar then stopped. When her eyes met Nicole’s she witnessed shock on Ariana’s face quickly followed by delight.

Ariana walked towards her, the smile growing on her face. When she reached Nicole she stopped and looked to her right and left with uncertainty now on her face.

“It’s okay,” Nicole said, reaching out and squeezing her forearm. “Another great game and win!”

Ariana was so excited she grabbed Nicole by the shoulders. “Did you see? It worked just like you said it would. The defense collapsed down on Nia and she kicked it out to me.”

Nicole grinned, Ariana’s excitement was contagious. “You took the shot!” she exclaimed.

“I took the shot.” Ariana laughed.

Nicole could see the realization of where they were cross Ariana’s face and she dropped her hands. “What are you doing here?”

“I met Kate for a drink and Stuart convinced me to watch the game here,” Nicole explained. “I wanted to congratulate you.”

“This is the best surprise!”

Nicole grinned then leaned a little closer. “You should’ve seen me cheering every time you took the shot.”

Ariana laughed. “I could hear your voice in my head.”

They stared at one another, simply enjoying the moment.

“Okay, you have to go,” Nicole said. “Your team is waiting.”

“What if I want to drink a beer with you?”

“Sunday,” Nicole said.

Ariana sighed dramatically and Nicole laughed then winked at her.

“Safe travels tomorrow.”

Nicole nodded. She watched Ariana slowly walk away and was glad she waited to see her. Sunday couldn’t come soon enough.


Chapter Twenty-One




Ariana walked towards Nicole’s apartment and couldn’t wait to see her. She thought back to last night, watching Nicole and Shealyn calling the Dallas game. Now that she knew Nicole as a friend she thought the sound of Nicole’s voice would lose some of its magic. But she had leaned her head against the back of the couch, closed her eyes, and let the smooth timbre of Nicole’s voice wash over her. If anything, her crush had deepened.

As she walked through the entrance to Nicole’s building she was surprised to see Dave at the desk. He smiled at her. “Great game Friday night.”

“Thanks,” Ariana said. “You work on Sundays?”

“Sometimes,” Dave replied. “I was off earlier in the week. Ms. Neal is waiting for you on the roof.”

“Oh, thanks,” Ariana said. “She thinks she’s going to beat me again at one-on-one, but I have news for her.”

Dave chuckled. “She beat you? Why does that not surprise me?”

It was Ariana’s turn to laugh. “I know. Talk about competitive!”

“Enjoy your day.”

“Thank you.” Ariana walked towards the elevators then turned back to look at Dave. “Hey, would you like to go to a game sometime? I always have extra tickets.”

The surprise on Dave’s face made Ariana chuckle. “I would love to,” he said.

Ariana nodded. “I’ll bring tickets by the next time I’m here.”

She stepped into the elevator and hit the button for the roof. Once the doors opened she could hear the ball bouncing on the pavement then a swish as Nicole made a basket.

“Getting in a little practice before I beat you, huh,” Ariana said, dropping her bag before stepping onto the court.

“All the practice in the world will never make our skill level even.” Nicole turned and gave Ariana one of those smiles that melted her heart.

“Ah, but you have tricks.”

“That I do.”

Ariana had to fight the urge to wrap Nicole in her arms. The other night in her excitement she’d grabbed her by the shoulders and a jolt of heat had surged through Ariana’s body. Her heart had immediately sped up as flutters ignited deep inside her.

She walked over to Nicole and swiped at the ball, but she held it behind her back. Ariana didn’t let that stop her. She pulled one of Nicole’s favorite tricks and grabbed her around the waist then tickled her. Nicole’s laughter rang through the air as she dropped the ball. Ariana scooped it up and dribbled to the basket for an easy layup.

When Ariana turned around Nicole was staring at her with her hands on her hips. “You are very handsy, Villa.”

“I learned from the best.”

“Ha ha,” Nicole deadpanned.

Ariana passed her the ball and Nicole shot from distance, the ball dropping through the hoop. “Okay, that’s one for me.”

Ariana grabbed the rebound and dribbled past the three point line. “It’s on.” She faked going one way then stopped and dribbled in place.

Nicole closed the distance between them and grabbed Ariana’s wrist. “Okay, let’s see you make a shot now.”

Ariana chuckled and heaved the ball towards the basket but it fell short.

Nicole hustled over and got the rebound. She went behind the three point line then once again shot and made it. “That’s another one for me.”

“Okay,” Ariana replied, taking the ball and matching Nicole’s shot.

They traded baskets, each taking turns dribbling and shooting. Ariana laughed every time Nicole tickled her, but made her shots.

She reached for the ball and dribbled past Nicole. “Okay folks, the score is tied, only a few seconds left, and Villa dribbles down looking for an opening.” She mimicked doing the play-by-play like Shealyn did during the games. “She passes to Nia, but she’s double-teamed.” Ariana grinned at Nicole. “Nia flips it to Neal.” She passed the ball to Nicole. “Will she take the shot?”

Nicole laughed, lined up the ball, and let it fly. “Oh, she will!”

The ball swished through the hoop and Ariana jumped up. “Neal wins it at the buzzer and the crowd goes wild!”

“Is that what I sound like?”

“No, you’re much better.” Ariana ran for the rebound. She turned, passed the ball to Nicole, and hurried after it to play defense.

Nicole was about to shoot and Ariana threw her hand up to block. “Too late!” Nicole exclaimed.

Ariana grabbed both of Nicole’s hands and pulled them to her chest. She heard Nicole gasp as she looked into her eyes. “Is your heart beating as fast as mine?”

Nicole slowly nodded as they stared into each other’s eyes.

Ariana felt the pull between them and began to lean in when she dropped Nicole’s hands and ran after the ball. Her back was to Nicole as she took a deep breath trying to get control of herself. It was becoming apparent that they couldn’t keep their hands off each other.

“You okay?” Nicole asked.

“Yep. You?” Ariana said, turning around.

Nicole was staring at her with her hands on her hips and one brow raised. God this woman is sexy, Ariana thought.

“I think you like fouling because you like to grab me,” Ariana said, dribbling the ball from one hand to the other.

“You’re just now figuring that out?” Nicole smirked.

Ariana leaned over and held the ball while Nicole lined up opposite her.

“I told Stuart the other night that watching you is beauty in motion,” Nicole said.

Ariana’s breath caught in her chest as Nicole’s voice started low and dropped even lower. She was gazing at Ariana with those intense brown eyes and Ariana was falling deeper into them.

Suddenly with a flash Nicole grabbed the ball, turned around, and made a shot. Of course it went in.

“That’s not fair!” Ariana protested. “You used your voice against me. You know about my crush and what it does to me!”

Nicole scoffed. “I’ll tell you what’s not fair.” She dribbled the ball with one hand and made a circular motion in front of Ariana with the other. “You’re a ten in my phone. I could’ve changed it, but I haven’t. There you are with those gorgeous, long, muscular legs and then you have to add your sexy arms with your tunnel walk. Plus you have your hair up in that messy bun. That’s not fair!”

Ariana smiled as Nicole threw her the ball.

“It’s tied,” Nicole said. “Next make wins.”

“You’re so competitive,” Ariana said, holding the ball over their heads.

“Not in everything.”

Ariana raised her brows and met Nicole’s gaze. Her eyes were sparkling now with an intensity Ariana hadn’t seen before. Nicole reached for the ball and her lips were so close…

Ariana touched her lips to Nicole’s and heard the softest moan. Fears that Nicole would pull away vanished when Ariana felt Nicole’s arms encircle her neck. She dropped the ball and her arms fell around Nicole’s waist, pulling her closer. Their lips fit perfectly together and Ariana gently caressed then sucked Nicole’s bottom lip between hers. Another soft moan reached Ariana’s ears. She could feel and hear her heart thumping wildly in her chest, but she was focused on Nicole’s luscious lips.

When they finally pulled apart Ariana saw a hint of a smile on Nicole’s face. “Get your bag,” Nicole said quietly.

Ariana quickly grabbed her bag as Nicole retrieved the ball and shouldered her small bag. She walked towards Ariana and she tried to read Nicole’s expression. She didn’t seem upset which was a good thing because Ariana felt like she’d crossed a boundary.

Nicole reached for Ariana’s hand and led them to the elevator. Neither of them said a word as Nicole pulled them inside the elevator.

Once the doors closed Ariana felt Nicole’s body push her up against the wall. Their lips met again, but this wasn’t a soft first kiss. Ariana met Nicole’s lips with passion that had been building ever since she’d fallen into the woman’s lap. This kiss was full of desire, heat, and exploration.

Before their tongues could touch, the elevator stopped. Ariana could feel Nicole sigh against her. She led them to her apartment and once the door was closed Nicole started down the hallway. She threw the basketball into her office and dropped her bag.

She turned around and looked at Ariana. “Are you coming?”

Ariana smiled, dropped her bag, and walked down the hall. She watched as Nicole took her shirt off and stepped out of her shorts once she walked into the bedroom.

She looked over at Ariana. “Are you going to make me undress you?”

“Not this time,” Ariana said.

A big grin grew on Nicole’s face.

Ariana liked Nicole’s eyes on her as she pulled her shirt over her head then slipped out of her shorts. “There’s no graceful way to take off a sports bra.” Ariana tugged the bra over her head and dropped it on the pile of the rest of her clothes. She took her undies off and walked over to the bed.

Nicole’s eyes had never moved as Ariana undressed.

“Hold up,” Ariana said, before Nicole reached the bed. “I’m not the only ten with sexy arms and legs around here.”

Nicole smiled and crawled onto the bed. Ariana saw her take a deep breath and slowly release it. Was she trying to calm her racing heart just like Ariana was?

They faced each other on the bed. “Pretty brown eyes,” Ariana said, putting a lock of hair behind Nicole’s ear. “I’m trying not to go too fast, but I really, really want you, Nic.”

“Show me,” Nicole said.

Ariana’s lips were on Nicole’s in an instant. All the grabbing, squeezing, and tickling from earlier was history. They’d given each other permission to touch, stroke, and caress. This kiss was full of purpose as Ariana pushed Nicole onto her back while placing her thigh between Nicole’s legs. If Ariana thought she loved Nicole’s voice, her moans and whimpers were even better.

When their tongues finally touched for the first time Ariana expected a battle just like on the basketball court, but it wasn’t to be. Nicole allowed Ariana to explore as their tongues caressed in a tangle of sensual touch.

Ariana’s hand feathered down Nicole’s side then up over her stomach to cup her breast. It fit perfectly in her hand and it was Ariana who moaned. She ran her thumb over Nicole’s nipple, feeling it harden at her touch. What a rush!

She slowly pulled her lips from Nicole’s and gazed into her eyes. Nicole’s hand cupped the side of Ariana’s face and she smiled. Ariana sighed then trailed kisses down Nicole’s neck on a path to her breast, but she stopped and gently sucked below Nicole’s ear. She was rewarded with a gasp and another deep moan.

“Mmmm,” Ariana murmured. “I’ve found a favorite spot.”

“Oh yeah,” Nicole said breathlessly.

Ariana let her lips continue and kissed over Nicole’s collarbone then swirled her tongue around her nipple. God, this is good, Ariana thought. She gently sucked Nicole’s nipple into her mouth and Nicole arched her back with another moan.

Ariana felt Nicole’s fingers on her hair then tangle in the strands that had escaped the bun. She pulled back and waited for Nicole to open her eyes. “You have to tell me what you want.”

Nicole nodded. “You’re doing just fine.”

Ariana turned her attention to Nicole’s other breast and lavished it with her tongue and kisses. She reached her hand down the outside of Nicole’s thigh then back up while she nibbled, sucked, and kissed Nicole’s breasts.

“God, I may come right now if you keep that up.” Nicole arched her back again. “So good.”

Ariana slid her hand over Nicole’s stomach and could feel the muscles tighten at her touch. “You are amazing,” Ariana whispered. Nicole wasn’t the only one who appreciated the shape of a woman. Ariana let her hand roam lower and lower until she swept her fingers across Nicole’s belly from hipbone to hipbone. She felt Nicole shiver and goosebumps rose in her wake.

“God, Ari,” Nicole moaned.

Ariana raised up, looked into Nicole’s eyes, and could see the fire burning deep in the darkness. Her hand roamed lower until she cupped Nicole’s sex. Her legs opened and Ariana ran one finger along her lower lips while she kissed Nicole deeply.

She dipped her finger between Nicole’s folds and into the warm wetness of her desire.

Nicole tore her lips away from Ariana’s and cupped her face with both hands. “Oh, yeah,” she widened her eyes and nodded.

Ariana circled her clit and watched Nicole’s eyes close in pleasure. She let her finger roam from Nicole’s opening up and around her clit over and over. Ariana could feel the orgasm building inside Nicole with every touch. Nicole’s body quivered, her muscles tightened, and her breaths quickened.

Ariana pressed her finger to Nicole’s clit and her hips rose off the bed.

“Oh, right there.” Nicole’s breathing started coming in pants.

“Yeah?” She moved her finger over and over, pressing a little harder.

“Mmm, don’t stop and don’t move. Right there,” Nicole moaned. “That is so good, Ari.”

“Yeah, it is.” Ariana loved the way Nicole’s body was slightly and slowly moving against her. So sexy, so sensual, so fucking hot.

Nicole groaned and her arms tightened around Ariana. She stiffened and squeezed, holding Ariana until finally she let go. “Good God! That was…”

“You are strong,” Ariana said.

“Sorry.” Nicole opened her eyes and smiled. “I had to hold on. That was so good.”

Ariana smiled and softly kissed Nicole’s lips.

“You just wait,” Nicole said. “Let me breathe for a sec then we’ll see how strong you are. You’re about to find out why I had to hold on.”

“Oh, yeah?”

Nicole grinned and in a quick move flipped Ariana onto her back.

Ari’s eyes widened. “Oh, you have moves.”

Nicole giggled. “I do.” She leaned down and kissed Ariana softly. “Ready? Here I come.”


Chapter Twenty-Two




Nicole smiled down at Ariana. This was not a good idea and she knew it, but right now she didn’t care.

Ariana smiled up at her. “What are you thinking?”

“I don’t want to think.” Nicole kissed Ariana’s neck. “Let’s see if you like this spot as much as I do.” She touched the tip of her tongue under Ariana’s ear.

Ariana groaned. “Mmm, I like the way you do that.”

Nicole chuckled. “I like kissing you.” She peppered kisses over Ariana’s neck and down across her collarbone.

“Wait!” Ariana exclaimed.

Nicole stopped, widened her eyes, and looked at Ariana. “Did I do something wrong?”

“No, no.” Ariana reached up and cupped the side of Nicole’s face. “I sweat a lot and I don’t want you to taste…”

Nicole smiled. “Honey, you taste just fine, but I can touch instead for now, then we can continue this in the shower.”

Nicole could see the relief wash over Ariana’s face. “Oh, I’d like that.”

“Do you have any idea how much I’ve wanted to touch you and kiss you?” Nicole groaned and shook her head. “So damn sexy,” she muttered as her lips began to kiss their way down to Ariana’s breasts.

Nicole’s tongue swirled around Ariana’s nipple and she could feel the anticipation in each breath Ariana struggled to inhale. She finally sucked the pebbled bud into her mouth and gently bit down.

Ariana groaned. “Nic!” she breathed.

Nicole sucked again then bit down with a little more force. Ariana arched her back and at the same time Nicole felt Ariana’s hand on the back of her head, holding her in place. Oh yeah, Ari likes that, she thought.

Nicole kissed her way over to Ariana’s other breast as she pushed her knee between Ariana’s legs. They fell open and Nicole could feel Ariana’s wetness on her thigh. She slid her hand over Ariana’s tight abs and marveled at the feel of her soft skin and firm muscle under her fingertips. In a short time Nicole had learned that Ariana Villa was a beautiful woman inside and out.

“God,” Nicole murmured as she splayed her hand across Ariana’s stomach.

She kissed her way back up Ariana’s neck and once again sucked the tender skin below her ear as her hand crept lower.

“Nicole,” Ariana whispered.

Nicole’s heart leapt in her chest at Ariana’s sweet voice. She smiled against Ariana’s skin and let her fingers roam into her wetness. One finger slid between her folds as another followed, swirling in Ariana’s desire. It was warm, slick, and so sensual. Nicole circled Ariana’s clit then moved lower to do the same to her opening. She couldn’t wait to slip inside Ariana’s velvet warmth.

A deep groan escaped Ariana’s throat as Nicole felt Ariana’s hand wrap around her shoulders.

“Oh, oh, that is so good,” Ariana moaned, moving her hips to pull Nicole in deeper.

“Mmm, I’ll say,” Nicole said. “So fucking hot.”

Nicole began to move her fingers in and out, slowly at first. “Do you like that?”

“Mmm, yes,” Ariana said breathlessly.

Nicole found a rhythm and Ariana’s hips began to move with her. Nicole moaned as her lips found Ariana’s once again. She kissed her with the passion that had been building since she’d laid eyes on her earlier that day. Nicole had drunk her in when she’d stepped out of the elevator and onto the roof. She was looking forward to seeing Ariana, but hadn’t expected such a fiery reaction from her body. Yes, she’d grabbed her and squeezed her because she couldn’t keep her hands off her.

And now Ariana was moving under Nicole’s deft fingers as an orgasm built deep inside and made its way through her body. Nicole wanted Ariana to feel the explosion of pleasure she’d given her not too long ago. It was exquisite and surprising since this was their first time. But Ariana knew what to do with Nicole’s body and she hoped she was returning the favor.

Nicole could feel the tension rising in Ariana’s muscles and slowed her rhythm, pushing in deeper. She pulled her lips back and looked into Ariana’s dark brown eyes. “Let go, Ari. I’ve got you.”

She pushed inside one more time and curled her fingers. There it was. She could tell by the look in Ariana’s eyes she’d found the spot.

Ariana’s entire body tensed, her eyes glazed over, and she shouted, “Nicole!” She went slack, closed her eyes, and tried to inhale a deep breath. “Good God, Nic. That was…”

Nicole chuckled. “I know. I think I said the same thing.”

She pecked Ariana’s lips and propped her head on her hand.

“These moves may be better than the ones on the basketball court,” Ariana said, catching her breath.

“Thank you.” Nicole chuckled.

They were quiet for a few minutes as Nicole ran her hand up and down between Ariana’s breasts. She could feel Ariana’s heart beneath her fingers and was pretty sure hers was matching the staccato beat.

“Is this a good idea?” Nicole murmured.

“Ah, so that’s what you were thinking about,” Ariana said, opening her eyes.

Nicole felt Ariana’s finger under her chin pulling her eyes to Ariana’s.

“I’m taking my shot.” Ariana smiled. “Will you?”

“Oh, Ari,” Nicole said. “We have to be careful.”

“I know. We will.”

Nicole smiled and wanted to believe in them. But she also knew secrets had a way of coming out.

“We forgot to eat lunch,” Nicole said as Ariana’s stomach chose that moment to growl.

“Who needs to eat when we can do this?”

“You do!” Nicole said. “You have a game coming up. Oh, shit! This better not affect the way you play.”

“You already have! Why do you think I’ve been playing so well in the first place?”

Nicole smirked and narrowed her gaze. She jumped up and straddled Ariana, holding her hands on either side of her head. “Shower first, then food.”

“Hmm, I like bossy Nicole.”

Nicole laughed. She leaned down and kissed Ariana again. When she stared into those beautiful brown eyes Nicole thought anything was possible.

She hopped up, reached out her hand, and waited for Ariana to take it. Once in the bathroom she started the shower then took her hair tie out, releasing her ponytail.

“May I?” Nicole asked, gazing towards Ariana’s hair.

Ariana nodded and Nicole reached over to take the hair tie out of Ariana’s hair.

“I want to run my fingers through your hair,” Nicole said, tugging on Ariana’s curls, “and then run my tongue down…” She raised her brows and could see Ariana’s eyes darken.

“Good God, woman. You are so fucking sexy.”

Nicole chuckled. “Is it me or my voice?”

Ariana growled, reaching for Nicole’s hips. “All of you.”

Nicole pulled them into the shower and closed the door. She moved Ariana under the streaming water and reached for the body wash. “Turn around.” Nicole began to work the liquid over Ariana’s firm shoulders and down her back. “You’re sexy,” she stated.

Ariana had placed her hands on the wall and asked, “Are you mad at me?”

Nicole’s hands stilled then she reached around spreading suds over Ariana’s front, cupping her breasts. “With everything we just did and what we’re doing now, what would make you think that I’m mad at you?”

“I kissed you,” Ariana said. “We were supposed to wait.”

Nicole turned Ariana around and slid her hand up and around her neck. “We are two strong, capable, independent women, but my expectations were wildly unrealistic. I did kiss you back.”

“Yes you did and after that I had no more coherent thoughts.”

Ariana’s hands slid up Nicole’s sides sending a shiver through her body.

Nicole stared into Ariana’s eyes then pulled her into a passionate kiss. Their tongues tangled and Nicole doubted she’d ever tire of kissing this woman.

Her hands glided down Ariana’s chest, stopping to gently pinch her nipples as she lowered to her knees. Her eyes never left Ariana’s, silently asking for approval. Ariana’s lips parted slightly as she struggled for a breath and her eyes were dark with desire.

Nicole closed her eyes and inhaled deeply. She could smell the fragrance of her body wash, but also the musky scent of Ariana’s desire. Nicole had no wishes to tease this sexy woman and slipped her tongue between Ariana’s folds.

Nicole felt Ariana’s legs falter slightly. She firmly moved her hands around and splayed them across Ariana’s backside holding her in place. The light slap of Ariana’s hands hitting the shower wall let Nicole know she was stable.

Her tongue circled around Ariana’s stiff clit then she flattened it against the tight bud. Nicole felt Ariana’s intake of breath, but she firmly sucked Ariana into her mouth resulting in a gasp followed by several panting breaths.

Nicole feathered her tongue over Ariana’s clit as she held it in her mouth. It was hard to hear Ariana’s groans over the sound of the water, but Nicole could feel Ariana’s muscles tightening beneath her hands. She eased the pressure and once again circled Ariana’s sensitive clit.

“Right there!” Ariana loudly moaned.

Nicole pushed the tip of her tongue against the side of Ariana’s bud igniting what she hoped was a rush of pleasure through Ariana’s body.

She felt Ariana’s hand rest on her head as another deep groan echoed through the shower. Nicole pulled Ariana to her as she pressed her tongue harder against Ariana’s clit. It was enough to send Ariana over the edge as Nicole could feel her fingers fist in her hair and her knees soften.

Nicole held her in place while the orgasm shot through her body. She could feel the pulsating waves through her tongue.

Ariana’s hand reached for the wall once again and Nicole looked up to see her head resting against the shower wall. Nicole couldn’t keep the satisfied smile from her face as she stood anchoring Ariana against the wall with her hands.

“You okay?”

Ariana’s eyes fluttered open and she gazed into Nicole’s eyes. “Are you kidding me? I may never be okay again.”

Nicole chuckled. “Yes you will, but it’s time to recharge your hot body with food.”

“We’re not finished yet.”

“You are irresistible, but you need food. I’m holding you up against this wall.”

“That’s because you sucked all the bones out of my body but I’m not complaining one bit.”

Nicole laughed as she reached around Ariana and turned the water off. She opened the shower door and held a towel open for Ariana to step into.

“Thanks,” Ariana said.

Nicole smiled and quickly toweled off. “Did you bring a change of clothes?”

Ariana nodded, hung up her towel, and walked back into the bedroom.

Nicole couldn’t keep her eyes off of Ariana. She was graceful, powerful, and not afraid to show her body. The confidence that had drawn Nicole to her was on full display.

“I seem to have forgotten where my bag might be,” Ariana said.

“I believe you dropped it in the hallway.”

Ariana peeked out of the bedroom, turned to Nicole, and grinned. “Found it.”

They changed into T-shirts and shorts and went into the kitchen.

“What do you want to order?” Ariana asked.

Nicole raised her brows and opened the refrigerator. “I made us lunch.”

Ariana’s face brightened.

“Don’t get too excited,” Nicole said. “I grilled chicken and made a salad. I also added quinoa to the salad so you’d have healthy carbs.”

“Nic, you’re thinking of my diet?” Ariana looked at her with amazement.

“Yes,” Nicole replied. “You have a game the day after tomorrow. You need protein.”

“I need protein after that workout.” Ariana wiggled her brows. “Remember, we’re recharging and not finished.”

Nicole laughed as she put the salad on plates. She could feel Ariana’s eyes on her and turned around. “What’s the matter?”

Ariana sighed. “I’m afraid you’re going to decide this is too great of a risk. I don’t want today to end.”

Nicole stopped what she was doing and closed the distance between them. She reached up and caressed Ariana’s cheeks with her fingers. “This is a huge risk, but I couldn’t stop now even if I tried.” She shrugged. “I don’t want to stop, Ari. I like you. I like playing basketball with you. I like finding new ways for you to exploit your opponents. I like doing youth events with you.” She ran her thumb along Ariana’s jaw just as she’d imagined the other night. “I really like doing this with you.” Nicole leaned up and softly pressed her lips to Ariana’s. “Okay?”

Ariana exhaled a relieved breath. “Okay.”

“There’s a Diet Coke for you in the fridge as well as dressing I made for the salad. Would you get it please while I take our plates to the table?”

Ariana nodded. “What are you drinking? Peach tea?”

“See how well you already know me.”

Once everything was on the table they sat down and dug into their salads. Nicole couldn’t remember when she’d had this much fun having sex with someone, especially for the first time. There was always a learning curve, but Ariana was attentive and asked questions. Nicole could feel the slight fatigue in her muscles from their game and fun afterward. It was a wonderful feeling of the combination of working hard and playing hard.

She smiled at Ariana and couldn’t wait for more.


Chapter Twenty-Three




Ariana gazed over at Nicole as she sipped her drink. She had not expected this to happen today and couldn’t imagine a better way to spend the afternoon than having sex with Nicole Neal. This woman was more than amazing, but Ariana had to be careful. It would be so easy to fall head over heels for her and that could end up getting them both hurt.

Nicole looked up at her and smiled. “What’s going on in that head of yours? I can feel the buzzing over here.”

Ariana laughed. “My whole body is buzzing courtesy of you.” She pointed her fork at Nicole and narrowed her gaze. “Are we really good at this or is it because it’s been a while since we’ve had sex?”

Nicole’s brows crept up her forehead and she smirked. “I’m guessing you’re asking me because I know Ariana Villa doesn’t go without the attention of another woman whenever she wants it.”

“That’s not true. I’ve told you my reputation is untrue.”

“It’s been a while for me, but that doesn’t mean I’ve been without release.” Nicole smiled.

Ariana’s face brightened. “Yet another thing we have in common.”

Nicole giggled.

“I love that sound.” Ariana grinned and raised a brow. “So you’re telling me if I snooped in your nightstand I might find a toy or two.”

“You didn’t snoop the other day?”

“I told you I didn’t!” Ariana protested.

Nicole chuckled. “Hmm, I guess you’ll have to snoop and see.”

“After I refuel.” She pushed the urge away to gobble up her food in hopes of them immediately returning to the bedroom. “I have two questions.”

“Okay…” Nicole replied warily.

“When you’re not playing basketball or watching basketball games, what do you do?”

“Hmm, let’s see—well, today.” She grinned.

Ariana smirked as Nicole wiggled her brows.

“Okay, so you know what I did today.” Nicole chuckled. “When I’m not working or enjoying playing basketball…hmm. I like to work out, so I lift weights, do a little yoga or sometimes enjoy a walk around the neighborhood. I also like to read.”

“Let me guess, books about basketball.”

“Nope.” Nicole chuckled. “Romance novels, specifically sapphic romance.”

“Oh yeah?” Ariana leaned a little closer and raised her brows. “Do they have basketball players in them?”

Nicole laughed. “I’ve read a few that do, but they have all kinds of people in them. What about you? Do you do anything that doesn’t involve basketball?”

“I play video games,” Ariana said.

“So you’re a player, period.”

Ariana gave Nicole a menacing look. “How many times do I have to say it? My rookie year was sketchy as far as women go, but that’s the only time. I love women. I respect women. I want to spend my life with women?”

“Women?”

“Well, eventually one day, I hope with one woman.”

“Ah, the illusive right woman. I remember us talking about her.”

Ariana remembered that conversation as well. She’d thought the right woman would understand the demands of her career and the commitment it took during the season. Work/life balance would be a challenge, but doable if they worked together. “Yeah, do you think we have to seek her out? Or maybe she’ll fall into your lap.”

Nicole looked over at her with a raised brow. They stared at one another for a moment then Nicole said, “Or maybe we’ll meet her through our friends.”

“Have Shealyn and Kate tried to set you up again?”

“Nope. They are respecting that boundary so far.”

Ariana winced. Even though Nicole assured her this was going to happen whether Ariana kissed her first or not, she still felt a little guilty for crossing that boundary.

“Don’t look at me like that. You didn’t do anything wrong.” Nicole paused then smiled. “Okay, I’ll stop teasing you about your stellar reputation with the ladies. Do you play basketball video games?”

“Not really,” Ariana said. She appreciated Nicole’s efforts to alleviate her guilt. “I have, but my favorites are racing games like Mario Kart and the like.”

“Oh, I’ve played that a little. Maybe someday we can play together.”

Ariana smiled. “You’d want to do that?”

Nicole nodded. “Sure. Do you want to read one of my books?”

Ariana tilted her head. “Maybe you could read it to me.”

Nicole chuckled. “Let me guess, one of the sexy parts.”

“I’m not sure that would be a good idea,” Ariana replied. “I’d be tossing the book aside and wanting to try it in real life.”

Nicole laughed. “What else do you like to do?”

“Sometimes I like to watch TV,” Ariana said.

“I’ve been known to binge-watch certain shows.”

“Okay, the next weekend we both have off, let’s pick a show,” Ariana suggested.

“When will that happen, sometime in October?”

Ariana furrowed her brow and studied Nicole for a moment. “Is that something you’d want to do with me? I’m not exactly sure what we are. I mean, we were basketball buddies. Are we now basketball buddies with benefits?”

Nicole laughed and Ariana saw the sparkle in her eyes soften.

“I’m not sure what we are either, Ari. We’re a secret. I know that much,” Nicole said. “You’re my friend and now a friend I do really fun things with.”

“Oh yeah?” Ariana felt a little flutter in her stomach. Nicole Neal’s secret friend? She was fine with that.

“Was today fun for you?”

“You know it was and I hope it will be even more fun this afternoon.” Today had been magical as far as Ariana was concerned and she certainly didn’t want it to end just yet.

“Me too.”

“Oh, hey,” Ariana said excitedly. “We’ve added to our list.”

“Have we?”

“Mmhmm. Pretty brown eyes that get really, really dark when you’re about to—um, come undone,” Ariana said.

“I could say the same for you,” Nicole added. She took a deep breath. “Okay, the list. Let’s see nice jump shots, playing with kids, Stuart.”

“You can’t leave out students of the game,” Ariana said. “And now we’ve added sex. Really good sex.”

Nicole stared at Ariana, stood up, and reached for her hand. “Let’s see if we can be even better.”

“What about—” Ariana looked at the table where their mostly empty plates were left.

“Do you really want to do the dishes now?”

Ariana grinned, took Nicole’s hand, and pulled her down the hallway to the bedroom. She stopped at the bed, turned around, and reached for Nicole’s shirt.

“Oh, is this where we undress each other?” Nicole grinned.

“You’re too slow,” Ariana said, dropping Nicole’s shirt and taking her own off. She spun Nicole around and pulled her shorts off before pushing her to sit on the bed. Nicole’s giggles filtered around the room as Ariana slipped her shorts off, kicking them to the side. Neither of them had bothered with underclothes and Ariana now saw the brilliance of that decision. She stepped between Nicole’s legs and looked down at her.

“Thank you for lunch. I know what I’m having for dessert.” Ariana gave her a sexy smile and dropped to her knees.

“That’s a little cliché, don’t you think?” Nicole ran her teeth over her bottom lip and Ariana could feel the wetness rush between her own legs.

“I don’t think so and neither will you in a few minutes.” Ariana didn’t wait for Nicole’s reply and claimed her lips in a passionate kiss.

Nicole moaned as Ariana placed her hands on the top of Nicole’s thighs. Nicole had wanted to run her fingers through Ariana’s hair and she could feel her do so now as she squeezed the muscles in Nicole’s thighs.

“Let’s see how strong your legs are,” Ariana murmured as she put her hands under Nicole’s thighs.

Nicole quickly scooted back on the bed and Ariana followed, kissing a path up her inner thigh to her center. Ariana lifted her head just enough to gaze into Nicole’s eyes. A smile was on her face and Nicole’s fingers trailed down Ariana’s cheek while her other hand combed through Ariana’s hair.

Ariana tilted her head into the caress then her lips were back on Nicole’s skin as her hands reached around Nicole’s legs. Her tongue licked from Nicole’s opening up her slit in one firm motion. Ariana could feel the pleasured groan start deep inside Nicole until it echoed around the room.

Ariana wanted to hear that sound again and again, so her tongue repeated this path, now circling Nicole’s clit then teasing her opening.

“Good God, Ari,” she moaned.

Ariana flattened her tongue against Nicole’s clit while she used one finger to trace around her opening. Nicole’s fingers tightened in Ariana’s hair as she slowly pushed one finger inside.

Another pleased moan encouraged Ariana and she sucked Nicole’s clit into her mouth as she added another finger. She let her fingers still while her tongue flitted across Nicole’s sensitive clit.

Nicole’s hips pushed up trying to get closer to Ariana. She could hear Nicole gasping and panting for a breath as Ariana started a rhythm with her fingers. Slowly at first, in and out. Nicole’s hips began to move with her and Ariana’s tongue searched for that place next to Nicole’s clit that drove her wild earlier.

“Oh! Right there!” Nicole exclaimed.

Ariana smiled to herself, not daring to let her tongue move off that spot. She knew where it was now and would remember going forward.

Her fingers began to move a little faster and Nicole moaned. “I’m close, so close.”

Ariana moved her fingers a few more times then pushed them in deeper as her tongue pressed a little harder. She felt Nicole’s muscles tense then her hips stopped, her fingers fisted in Ariana’s hair, and her legs closed around Ariana’s head.

Moments later Nicole fell back on the bed with a satisfied moan. Ariana felt Nicole’s fingers relax in her hair as she rested her head on Nicole’s stomach. They stayed like this while Ariana listened for Nicole’s breathing to slow.

She lifted her head and saw the most beautiful look on Nicole’s face. There was a small smile and her eyes were closed. Ariana was sure they were the softest velvety brown color.

Nicole’s eyes fluttered open and she gazed down at Ariana.

“Cliché?”

Nicole closed her eyes and groaned. “You’re right. I’ll be your dessert any day.”

Ariana chuckled and moved next to Nicole. She kissed her cheek and rolled onto her back, very satisfied with herself. “That was fun,” she said, tangling her fingers with Nicole’s.

“Mmm, this entire day has been fun,” Nicole said. “However, we haven’t talked about the moves you’re going to make against the defenses you see this week.”

Ariana chuckled. “The moves I’m going to make? You’re the one with moves.” She rolled onto her side and rested her head in her hand as she gazed down at Nicole. “I especially like the one with your⁠—”

“Stop!” Nicole exclaimed, meeting Ariana’s gaze with a smirk then a smile. “How quickly your focus can change. I seem to remember in the beginning all you wanted to do was talk about basketball and how to exploit other teams’ weaknesses.”

Ariana smiled and let her hand roam over Nicole’s stomach. “That’s true but a wise woman told me not to take the fun out of the game. I don’t know when I’ve had so much fun.”

Nicole laughed and rolled off the bed. Ariana watched her gather their clothes from the floor, tossing Ariana’s towards her. “You know, you’re always complimenting me on my physical beauty and the way I move. Have you looked in the mirror?”

Ariana sat on the side of the bed and slipped her shorts then her shirt on as she continued to watch Nicole. She reached out and grabbed Nicole’s wrist, pulling her onto her lap. “You are a beautiful woman, Nic. Own it.”

Nicole smiled as she gazed into Ariana’s eyes. “Thank you.”

The touch of Nicole’s hand on Ariana’s cheek sent a shiver through her body. Her thumb gently moved, tracing the corner of Ariana’s mouth as she smiled and gazed into Nicole’s eyes. She didn’t see desire or passion; Ariana saw true affection.

This moment in time would be one Ariana remembered when her thoughts turned to Nicole and she felt that little curiosity in her heart wondering what she was doing or perhaps wishing they were together.

“Okay, show me how I’m going to kick ass this week and I’ll show you a little something I discovered at my last game.”

Nicole nodded, got up, and took Ariana’s hand, leading them towards the door and to her office. “I have a busy week.”

“Uh oh, we’re away on Tuesday, but please tell me you’re calling our game Saturday in DC,” Ariana said.

Nicole pulled up her schedule and bumped her shoulder into Ariana’s where she sat next to her. “You like it when I call your games?”

“I wish you called all my games,” Ariana said, gazing over at her. “Then I’d get to see you more often.” She hoped that didn’t sound needy or too much. Ariana liked Nicole and liked being with her. Now that their friendship had become even more, she didn’t want to have unrealistic expectations.

“I’d like that, too,” Nicole said.

“You would?”

“I love watching you play, Ari,” Nicole said. “But I like being with you, spending time with you. And now…”

Ariana smirked. “Yeah, and now?”

“We just have to be careful. Okay?”

Ariana nodded. “Where are you off to this week?”

“I’m headed to Las Vegas for a game tomorrow night then on to Arizona,” Nicole explained.

“You’re not coming back here?”

Nicole shook her head. “My parents live in Phoenix. So I’ll see them Wednesday before I call that game on Thursday. I’ll fly to DC on Saturday in time to call your game.”

Ariana sighed dramatically. “Thank goodness.” Then she grinned at Nicole. “You’re spending time with your parents?”

“Yeah, they moved to Phoenix when they both retired,” Nicole explained. “I see them when I do games there and during the off season. Plus they come here to catch a game occasionally.”

“We’ve never talked about our families.” Ariana shrugged.

“We will,” Nicole said.

Ariana smiled and understood Nicole’s meaning. “Are you waiting to see if I’m worth the trouble before you tell me about your family?”

Nicole scoffed and looked over at Ariana. “You wouldn’t be sitting here if I didn’t think you were worth it, Ari.”

Ariana grinned. “I was teasing, Nic. I’m at a bit of a disadvantage here.”

“What do you mean?”

“We’re not sure what this is and I don’t want to assume, so…” Ariana raised one shoulder.

“Ari,” Nicole said, looking into her eyes. “As you said, we have a connection and right now it is pulling us towards each other in a way I don’t think either of us wants to resist. I hope you like it here because this is where we’ll have to see each other. I’ll ask you again. Are you sure?”

Ariana’s answer was a tender kiss on Nicole’s soft lips. “I like your apartment, your roof, your doorman, your basketball knowledge, and being here with you. I’m all in, Nicole.”

“You are becoming an irresistible, seductive, sexy secret.”

“Sealed with a kiss.” Ariana pecked Nicole on the lips then turned back to the computer screen. “Okay, let me show you my latest move.”

Nicole chuckled as she pulled up Ariana’s last basketball game.


Chapter Twenty-Four




Nicole looked up from her computer screen and gazed into her parents’ backyard. She’d flown in that morning from Las Vegas and now sat at their kitchen island making notes about the upcoming game. They had always been supportive and knew her visits would also include work.

She’d chosen this particular spot to work from because she liked the view into the backyard as well as her parents' antics. Her dad piddled around the backyard with landscaping and her mom loved to volley suggestions his way while reading a book on the porch. Sometimes her dad would look at her mom and simply shake his head which made them both laugh. Neither of them walked by the other without a wink or a little touch. They said I love you with their actions as well as their words. Nicole hoped to have that someday with the right woman.

She smiled and chuckled to herself. The right woman. Maybe she’d ask Ariana what she thought that would look like.

Nicole took a deep breath as thoughts of Ariana meandered through her head. She wasn’t necessarily surprised when Ariana’s lips met hers on the roof two days ago, but what followed was one of the best afternoons and evenings she’d spent in—well, she couldn’t remember when.

The sex had been amazing. Where there was sometimes awkwardness after being with someone new for the first time, she hadn’t felt any of that with Ariana. Their connection was undeniable, but what were they going to do with it? How could this be anything more than a casual fling?

Yet, nothing about this felt casual. This was downright dangerous for Nicole’s career. Which made her question why she was letting this happen. Nicole was always in control, aware of her surroundings, and how her daily life could affect her career. It had always been that way.

But now… Ariana had invaded her thoughts and, if Nicole wasn’t careful, her heart.

“Hey, honey,” Lori Neal said, walking in from the backyard. “I imagine you have a basketball game you’d like to watch this evening.”

Nicole tried to hide the smile on her face. She’d been planning to watch Ariana’s game using work as an excuse. “I do, but I can always pull up the replay later.”

Her mom shook her head. “I looked and New York is playing.” She glanced at the clock on the wall. “With the time difference the game will be starting soon.”

Nicole glanced at her phone where she’d sent a “good luck” text to Ariana not long ago. A smile played at the corners of her mouth as she imagined Ariana getting ready to play. She’d made slipping the note Nicole left her at Stuart’s bar in her sock a regular part of her pregame routine.

“My granddaughter informed me I should watch this game with you because her new favorite player is on the team. You can tell me all about her. Her words, not mine.”

Nicole laughed. Her ten-year-old niece had been playing basketball since she was six and loved the game almost as much as Nicole did. “Who is Livi’s new favorite player?”

“Let me think… Oh, Ariana is her first name.”

“Villa,” Archie Neal said, walking in from the backyard. “She’s the best point guard in the league.”

Nicole’s mouth gaped open in surprise. “Uh, o-okay,” she stammered.

“Do you know her?” Lori asked.

“Of course she does,” Archie said, looking at Nicole. “I heard you talking about how good she is when you called her last game.”

“I do know her,” Nicole said. “When did she become Livi’s favorite player?”

“Since our granddaughter has decided she is going to be the next great point guard,” Archie said.

Nicole chuckled. “As stubborn as she is, I can see that happening.”

“You’re not wrong. She reminds me of someone else I know,” Lori said, squeezing Nicole’s shoulder and walking into the living room. “Come on, it’s about to start.”

Nicole reached for her phone and sent a quick text to Ariana. She knew she wouldn’t get it until after the game, but did she have a story for her.

As the game was about to start Nicole could feel her heart leap in her chest when the camera zoomed in on Ariana. She was wearing her hair in a loose bun on top of her head instead of her regular ponytail. Nicole would have to ask her about the change. She’d been wearing her hair that way when they’d played on Sunday.

Nicole flashed back to running her fingers through Ariana’s hair once she’d released the dark brown strands. Everything about her was sexy. Nicole widened her eyes and couldn’t believe those kinds of thoughts were running through her head while she sat in her parents’ living room.

“Is that her?” Lori asked.

Nicole nodded with a smile on her face.

“You must like her,” Lori said.

Nicole quickly turned to her mother. “What?”

“The way you're smiling,” Lori said.

“I do,” Nicole replied. “I can tell you that she’s an even better person than she is a point guard. We were at a youth event together not long after the season started.”

“Have you known her long? She’s having a great season,” Archie said.

“Yeah, I mean, I’ve known her to say hello, but we’ve kind of become friends this season,” Nicole explained.

“I’d guess so, after she jumped into your lap,” Archie said.

Nicole’s brows flew up her forehead. “Oh, you saw that.”

“Yeah, it was great.” Archie chuckled. “You probably kept her from getting hurt.”

The game started and they focused on the screen. Nicole watched as Ariana did the things they’d discussed on Sunday. Her defense was stellar and by halftime she’d scored eighteen points with three steals.

Nicole hadn’t noticed her mom go into the kitchen for snacks until she sat back down next to her on the couch.

“So, tell me about her,” Lori said.

“What? Who?” Nicole asked innocently as her cheeks began to warm.

Lori chuckled. “You know who. Ariana Villa.”

“As I said, we’re friends.” Nicole shrugged. “It’s new.”

“Uh huh,” Lori replied, munching on popcorn and offering the bowl to Nicole. “You don’t smile at your other friends like that. Does she bat for your team?”

“Mom!” Nicole exclaimed, almost choking on a kernel of popcorn.

“Oh, a baseball metaphor isn’t appropriate?” Lori chuckled. “Is she gay?”

Nicole sighed and narrowed her eyes. “Yes, Mom. She’s gay, but that doesn’t really matter. You know it’s hard for me to be close to players and not appear biased in the eyes of others. It’s a fine line.”

“Mmhmm, I believe you’ve called it career-ending,” Lori said.

“Yeah, I don’t get that,” Archie said. “You’ve got these fathers calling their sons’ games in college basketball. Or what about the former football players who have gone into broadcasting and call their old team’s games? You know they still have friends on the team. No one seems to mind that. Come to think of it, they have to have friends across the league who play on the other teams. How’s that any different from you being friends with basketball players?”

Nicole appreciated her parents’ support. “I know, Dad, but it’s part of the business. I knew when I went into it that it would be that way.”

“Did you really though?” Lori said. “It seems to be short-sighted to think you wouldn’t have some sort of relationship with the players. You’re all in the same business.”

“Yeah, I am friends with some players, but I don’t socialize with them much during the season,” Nicole said.

“Which sounds very lonely since those are the people you’re spending the majority of your time with,” Lori said.

“We’ve had this conversation before, Mom,” Nicole said. “I love my job and my career is important to me.”

“Don’t fill up on popcorn,” Archie said, getting up from his recliner. “Let’s have Gino’s pizza for dinner. I’ll go get it and be back before the end of the game.”

“Are you sure?” Lori said. “I can have it delivered.”

“I’m not sure what I want,” Archie said. “I’ll surprise you.”

Nicole chuckled. Her dad had a thing for pizza and loved to try different combinations. He and Albert, the guy who owned Gino’s, had been friends since her parents retired here. Albert was always ready to entertain Archie’s imagination.

“No onions!” Nicole yelled after him.

When they heard the door close Lori turned to Nicole and patted her shoulder. “I can see she means something to you.”

“Because I smile when I look at her,” Nicole replied, knowing her mother had seen right through her.

“I’m your mother,” Lori said. “I know these things about you and I can tell by the way you watch her and the softness in your eyes.”

Nicole sighed. “It’s complicated, Mom.” She couldn’t tell anyone how Ariana’s smile warmed her heart or how much fun it was to play basketball with her.

“It usually is. But what if she’s worth it?”

“We barely know each other.”

“Yes, you keep saying it’s new,” Lori said. “Tell me what you do know.”

Nicole turned towards her mom. “When I talk about basketball with her it’s different from my job or even with Shealyn. It’s like we get each other.” She smiled. “One of our favorite things is figuring out ways for her to stop the other team when she plays defense or how to pick the other team apart. That’s why you saw me smiling during the game. We planned some of those things and they worked.”

“What else?”

“I told you she does youth events for the league. She’s really good with kids.”

“Like you are.”

Nicole smiled at her mom’s compliment. “We play basketball together on the roof of my building.”

“That has to be fun,” Lori said. “You can’t really do that when you’re calling games.”

“Spending time with her is easy,” Nicole murmured, looking back at the TV.

“And sometimes it makes your heart race or little butterflies flutter in your stomach,” Lori said.

Nicole looked over at her and scoffed. “How do you do that?”

Lori patted her leg. “I know you, honey. Plus, don’t you think I feel like that when I look at your dad?”

Nicole sighed. “I think you’re getting way ahead of what’s happening here. We barely get to see each other because of our schedules. I’ll be gone all week and won’t see her until Saturday when I call her game in DC.”

“That doesn’t matter.” Lori shrugged. “You take advantage of the time you do get to spend with each other.”

“But we can’t even go out in public because of my job,” Nicole said.

Lori smiled. “Then it’s a good thing you have everything you need at your apartment.”

Nicole chuckled and nodded. “We do.”

“It sounds to me like you have a lot in common. You’ve found someone who loves the things you love. Can you trust her to be discreet?”

Nicole nodded. “She knows what a risk I’m taking.”

“You can’t talk to Shealyn or Kate about this, can you?”

Nicole shook her head. “Actually, they’d both love it because they are always trying to set me up. But they wouldn’t love that Ariana is a current player in the league.” Nicole fell back against the couch, a sinking feeling in her stomach. “God, the repercussions if anyone found out.”

“Honey, you knew all of this before you let Ariana into your life. Your heart is trying to tell you something.”

“I’ve never known anyone like her,” Nicole said, smiling at her mom.

“Maybe it’s time to adjust your career goals, take on a new challenge. Then you can act on what your heart is telling you.”

“Oh, I don’t know…”

“One other thing. Be careful when you call her games. That smile of yours.” Lori chuckled.

“Oh, Mom,” Nicole said. “Slow down.”

“We’ll see.”

The second half started and Nicole couldn’t keep her eyes off of Ariana. Her mom was definitely getting way ahead of where she and Ariana were. Yes, they had a lot in common, but again, their schedules made it hard to see each other. She did get flutters in her stomach and her heart sometimes jumped in her chest, but was it the same for Ariana?


Chapter Twenty-Five




Ariana walked onto the court and grabbed a basketball. She looked around the arena and saw several Washington players warming up on the other end of the court. The officials at the scorer’s table were getting their equipment ready and a few random fans were sitting in the stands.

Her heart dropped and she sighed. She was hoping Nicole would come to shootaround and they could steal a few minutes together before she had to change for the game. She noticed movement across the court and saw the tech people for Nicole’s network preparing their monitors and such. Just then Shealyn walked up and exchanged a few words with her coworkers.

Ariana wanted to ask about Nicole, but that might alert Shealyn that there was something going on between them. Wow, was there ever. She couldn’t get Sunday out of her head. Kissing Nicole had now become one of her favorite things. Ariana dreamed of kissing those soft lips again.

“Hey,” she called to Shealyn. “Are you taking a few shots with us today?”

Shealyn smiled and walked towards Ariana. “I don’t want to get in your way. Besides, my partner is the one who likes to show off her jump shot.”

Ariana chuckled. “She does have a nice shot.” She looked around and turned back to Shealyn. “Is she not joining you?”

“She’ll be here soon,” Shealyn replied. “She was visiting her folks and her flight was late. Don’t you worry, your favorite sportscaster will be here.”

Ariana scoffed. “What makes you think you’re not my favorite?”

“You didn’t fall into my lap.”

Ariana smirked. “Like I planned that.”

Shealyn chuckled. “Have a good game, Ariana. You’re killing it. Keep up the good work.”

“Thanks.”

“I’ll tell Nicole you were asking about her because you needed a soft spot to land.”

Ariana laughed. If she only knew. That may well turn out to be the best play she made all year.

Her teammates joined her and Ariana went through her warm-ups. At least she knew Nicole was okay. The last text she received from her was this morning from the airport. They’d talked on the phone for quite a while last night. Nicole told her a few things about her visit with her parents along with the big news that Ariana was now her niece’s favorite player.

It had been nice to hear Nicole share parts of her day and her life with her family. Ariana didn’t know how this thing between them could be anything but a fling; however, every time they talked or texted it felt like more than that.

Ariana had been on edge all day, knowing she’d be able to once again look into those pretty brown eyes. It had surprised her how much she was looking forward to seeing Nicole. They’d talked more this week than they had in the past, yet that seemed to only make Ariana want to see her more. This wasn’t the first game of hers that Nicole had called since they’d become friends, but it felt different.

She finished with her routine and started back to the dressing room to change into her uniform. As she walked down the wide hallway she saw a few support staff wheeling equipment in the other direction. She was about to pass the door to the dressing room when suddenly she was grabbed by the wrist and pulled into an opened doorway.

The door closed behind her and Nicole’s hands were on Ariana’s cheeks before she could take a breath.

“Hey,” Nicole said with a wicked grin.

Ariana gasped, grabbed Nicole’s hips, and pulled her in for a hungry kiss.

“Mmm,” Nicole moaned, sliding her arms around Ariana’s neck. “A kiss like that could make a girl think she was missed.”

Ariana chuckled. “You were.”

Their lips met again in a softer, more thoughtful kiss.

Ariana leaned her forehead to Nicole’s and smiled. I can breathe again, she thought. “Wait a minute. Should we be doing this?”

“Maybe not, but we are.” Nicole giggled. “One more kiss then you have to get ready to play.”

Ariana gazed into those soft brown eyes then hers fluttered closed as she met Nicole’s lips for another passionate kiss. Yep, this was her new favorite thing.

“Okay, I’ll see you on the court,” Nicole said.

Ariana took a deep breath then slowly let it out. “I guess if I run up and kiss you after making a basket that wouldn’t be a good look.”

Nicole smirked. “I mean, I would like it, but it would probably be the last game I get to call.”

Ariana huffed out a breath with faux exasperation. “Okay. I’ll keep my lips to myself.”

“Until you come over to my place tomorrow.”

The smile that grew on Ariana’s face lit up the small room.

“Wait,” Nicole said.

Ariana felt Nicole’s fingers push an errant strand of hair back into her bun.

“You’re wearing a bun instead of your usual ponytail.”

Ariana grinned. “I did it for you.”

Nicole’s eyes widened.

“I wanted you to know that I was thinking of you.”

Nicole tilted her head and Ariana felt her soft lips on hers once again.

“Okay, take a peek both ways before you leave,” Nicole said.

Ariana did as she was told, but not before pecking Nicole’s lips one more time. She hurried the few steps down the hall into the dressing room, stopping in front of her locker.

“Hey, where’d you go?” Cameron asked, changing next to her. “You left the court long before I did.”

“Oh, I walked down a little further,” Ariana lied. “I thought I might give JJ a hug.” She pulled her shirt over her head and smiled to herself. Sneaking kisses with Nicole Neal might be risky, but it sure was fun.
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Nicole followed Shealyn through the entrance to the gym floor. The arena was buzzing with excitement as fans found their seats, players warmed up, and their network team prepared for the broadcast.

“I forgot to tell you that your girl asked about you,” Shealyn said over her shoulder.

“Which one?” Nicole replied, knowing she was referring to Ariana.

Shealyn stopped and turned around. “Okay, I see you,” she said with a chuckle. “Ariana Villa.”

“Ah.” Nicole nodded nonchalantly. “I’m sure she’s ready for another big game.”

As they neared the broadcast desk Nicole gazed around the gym searching for Ariana. When her eyes landed on her, Ariana was standing with a basketball in her hand staring at Nicole, her mouth slightly agape.

Nicole grinned. She remembered how much Ariana liked her pants and vest outfit from opening day, so she’d paired another fitted vest with sleek pants, this time in cobalt blue. She chose not to wear a shirt under the vest and added high-heeled boots to complete her look. Yes, she’d been thinking of Ariana when she chose the outfit and by the look on Ariana’s face she knew it, too.

Ariana regained her composure and smirked at Nicole, giving her a quick nod of approval.

Nicole sat down, opened her laptop, and prepared to go live for the pregame, wearing a pleased look the entire time. She didn’t dare glance back at Ariana, afraid her reaction would give them away.

She and Shealyn smiled for the camera and summarized what they expected to see between New York and Washington this afternoon. The camera cut to highlights of several players from both teams while Shealyn listed their stats and Nicole commented on their past games.

“We’re ready for tip-off,” Shealyn said as the players gathered around the center circle. “Nia Stevens wins the jump and tips it to Ariana Villa. She dribbles to the three-point line and takes the shot.”

“It goes in,” Nicole said as Ariana backpedaled to the other end of the court, but not before glancing her way and giving Nicole a wink. Nicole chuckled. “No surprise there. Villa has come out with her signature ton of confidence.”

“And she steals the ball, dribbles toward her basket,” Shealyn said with excitement. “There’s a pass to Benson and back to Villa for an easy layup. Those two have been doing this for years. What team work.”

“New York has come out and set the tone,” Nicole said.

“Here we go,” Shealyn added.

The game was back and forth for most of the first half. Ariana had played tough defense and let Cameron shine on the offensive end of the floor. Nicole was able to control her desire to cheer for Ariana and had exchanged a smile or two when she came back on the floor after halftime.

The second half was no different, but in the last two minutes Ariana was able to hit two three-point shots that gave New York a four point lead. The game ended with New York securing the win.

Nicole and Shealyn finished their commentary, sending the broadcast back to the studio. As they closed their laptops Nicole gazed over to where the players were mingling and exiting the gym. She spotted Ariana and smiled at her just before she left the court.

“We have a problem,” Keith said as they put their equipment away.

Shealyn and Nicole looked at him and waited.

“Something happened to our plane and they’re trying to make other arrangements.” He shrugged.

“I’m supposed to be home for my kid’s school fair,” Shealyn said. “She’s been working on this for weeks.”

“Can’t we fly commercial?” Nicole said. “Surely they have flights going to New York. It’s Saturday.”

“Talk to Jeannie,” Keith said. “She’s in the truck.”

“I will!” Shealyn exclaimed.

“I’ll bring your stuff. Go.” Nicole shouldered both computer bags then headed for the exit which would lead her to the dressing room. As she entered the hallway Nicole was surprised to see Ariana walking her way.

“You played another great game,” Nicole said, trying to sound professional.

“Thank you,” Ariana replied. “I’m sure you and Shealyn called another extraordinary game. Let me help you.”

Nicole gave one of the bags to Ariana. As their hands brushed their eyes met and Nicole could feel her heart leap in her chest. They started towards the dressing room, neither of them speaking for a moment.

“I wanted to compliment your outfit,” Ariana said with a sly grin.

“Oh, do you like it?”

Ariana chuckled then said quietly, “You knew I would.”

Nicole stole a glance towards her and replied softly, “I hoped so.”

“I’ll call you when I get home.”

“Okay.” Nicole smiled then remembered their flight problems. “Oh.” She stopped and turned to Ariana. “There’s some problem with our plane. I’ll text you.”

“Oh no?” Ariana frowned. “Maybe I can give you a ride back to New York. I’m sure we have room on our plane.”

Nicole smiled and raised a brow. “I’m not sure that would be a good idea.”

“Oh, come on. I can keep my hands off of you.”

Nicole took a deep breath and leaned in. “That doesn’t mean I can.”

Ariana’s eyes smoldered a very dark brown. Nicole chuckled and looked around them as a few people walked by, but no one seemed to notice them.

“Here, you’d better give me that and get changed,” Nicole said, taking Shealyn’s bag from Ariana. “Thanks for the assist.”

Ariana smiled. “I’m looking forward to tomorrow.”

“Me too.”

They stared into each other’s eyes for a moment then Ariana was gone. Nicole smiled and took a deep breath. She had been reckless today and their secret wouldn’t survive if they weren’t more careful. Tomorrow, she and Ariana would have to talk about their behavior when she called her games. This was all new and exciting, and she knew one thing for sure, she didn’t want it to end anytime soon.

Nicole walked into their dressing room and dropped their bags on a table.

“Hey! I found us a ride!” Shealyn said, hurrying into the room.

“Us?”

“Yep, our team is waiting on a plane coming in from Charlotte. They’ll catch a ride with another crew back to New York.”

“What about you and me?”

“You’re gonna love this.”


Chapter Twenty-Six




Ariana boarded the team’s private plane and chose a rear-facing seat at the back. There was a small table between her and the unoccupied opposite two seats. She took the seat by the window, choosing this area of the plane because it was near the back door. She wanted to make a quick exit upon arrival hoping to text or talk to Nicole when she got back to New York.

She stretched out her legs, pulled her phone and earbuds from her pocket, and scrolled through her music looking for a particular song. Her finger tapped the play button and Maroon Five’s song “Closer” began to play in her ears. Whenever she heard this song she thought of Nicole.

“I want to get close to you now, I want to get closer. I want to get close to you now, I want to get closer,” she sang quietly, closing her eyes. Ariana smiled at the thought of it. Here they were navigating this new closeness and it was exciting and risky, but also unpredictable. Their connection was strong, had become irresistible, and they’d find out if it was lasting.

Ariana felt a gentle nudge on her shoulder and opened her eyes. She had to do a double-take because Nicole was smiling down at her.

Ariana sat up and widened her eyes. “What are you…”

“Turns out you’re my ride home,” Nicole said.

Shealyn forced her way around Nicole and took the seat opposite Ariana giving her a wide smile. “Want to talk about the game?”

Nicole settled next to Ariana and bumped her shoulder. “I’m sure Shealyn has some ideas for you.”

Before Ariana could say anything Coach Bell sat down next to Shealyn. “Okay, let me tell you about my team and why we’re going to win it all,” she said, smiling at Shealyn and Nicole.

Ariana couldn’t believe what was happening. Her heart was pounding in her chest and she stole a quick glance at Nicole who looked cool as a cucumber listening to Coach Bell go on about the team.

Nicole, Shealyn, and Coach Bell continued to discuss strategies, players, defensive matchups as well as certain plays they would use in specific situations. Ariana was amazed at the basketball knowledge shared in their conversation.

“Why are you behind the mike?” Ariana asked Nicole and Shealyn. “You both could be coaching a team.”

“Oh no,” Nicole protested. “I’d much rather talk about what the coaches should be doing.”

Shealyn laughed. “Just imagine, Nicole, we could take one of the new expansion teams, choose the players we know who would work well together, and show all these teams how to play.”

“Okay, okay,” Coach Bell said. “You two need to stay where you are. We have enough competition as it is!”

Ariana watched Nicole and Shealyn exchange an amused look.

“I know the point guard we’d choose first,” Shealyn said.

Ariana met Shealyn’s gaze and raised her brows.

Nicole bumped her shoulder into Ariana and grinned. “See, I’m not your only fan.”

“You two get your greedy eyes off my point guard,” Coach Bell said. “She won’t be going anywhere.”

Ariana smiled and let her head fall back against the seat. This was fun. She didn’t need all the attention, but it was nice sitting with these accomplished women, talking as friends about her favorite subject: basketball.

“It’s a shame you can’t fly with us more often,” Ariana said with a smile. “I've learned all kinds of things.”

“That’s what we try to do for our audiences,” Shealyn said. “You’re one of the few players who actually respect our opinions.”

“I may not agree with all of them, but that doesn’t mean they won’t work,” Ariana said.

“I know someone else who could be a coach one day,” Coach Bell smiled at Ariana.

They prepared to land and shortly they were back on the ground. As the plane came to a stop Coach Bell got everyone’s attention for a quick word before deplaning.

“Tomorrow is for rest and recovery,” Coach Bell said. “You all know what that means. I’ll see you Monday morning. Congrats on another win. Isn’t it amazing the things that can happen when you execute the game plan?”

Several people whooped in response along with a smattering of applause. Everyone gathered their things as the doors opened to exit the plane.

“Thanks for tolerating us,” Shealyn said to Ariana.

“It was my pleasure,” Ariana said, giving Nicole a quick glance.

“Come on, ladies,” Coach Bell said. “We have cars waiting for the players and staff. Let’s get you a ride home.”

Ariana smiled as Nicole turned to give her one last look before leaving the plane.

She followed them down the stairs and watched Coach Bell lead them to a line of waiting cars. Ariana went to the end of the row and climbed into a car.

“I heard you won again. Congrats,” the driver said to Ariana as she buckled her seat belt.

“We did, thanks.”

Ariana was about to give the driver her address when the other door opened and Nicole slid into the seat next to her.

“Give me a ride home?” she asked with a sly smile.

Ariana’s face lit up with delight. “I’d love to.”

“Where to?” the driver asked.

Nicole gave him her address and as they pulled away Ariana felt Nicole’s fingers slide into her hand. They didn’t say much on the ride to Nicole’s apartment, but the anticipation was growing inside Ariana with each block they traveled. She stroked Nicole’s hand with her thumb as a smile stayed on her face.

“Was there anything else about the game you wanted to talk about?” Nicole asked.

Ariana met her gaze and leaned closer. “I think we covered almost everything. Don’t you?”

“What in the world will we do tomorrow?” Nicole asked innocently.

“I might have an idea or two.”

“Here we are,” the driver said, pulling up to the curb.

“Want to help me carry this up?” Nicole asked.

Ariana reached for Nicole’s bag and opened the back door. “Thank you,” she said to the driver, handing him cash.

“You’re welcome, good luck with the rest of your season.”

Ariana shouldered Nicole’s bag and held out her hand as Nicole climbed out of the back seat.
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They walked into the building to the elevators and got inside. When the elevator door closed Nicole could see pure lust in Ariana’s eyes and was sure hers radiated the same.

Nicole opened her front door allowing Ariana to step inside first. When she closed the door and turned around Ariana’s hands were on her arms stroking up to her shoulders.

“You know how much I like this outfit and it drove me wild! Every time I glanced over at you, I had to refocus my attention on the game. Then you plop down next to me on the plane in the same outfit and I somehow have to act like you’re simply Nicole Neal, broadcaster extraordinaire. Not sexy, sultry, smooth-talking Nicole Neal who makes me weak with one look of her pretty brown eyes.”

Nicole swallowed and stared into Ariana’s very dark eyes. Her heart was pounding in her chest and she could feel the electricity of Ariana’s touch flowing through her body.

“I know we have to be discreet,” Ariana continued, her voice dropping as she unbuttoned Nicole’s vest. “But you were asking a lot of me in that situation.”

Ariana slid the vest over Nicole’s shoulders then gasped when she stared at Nicole’s navy blue push-up bra. God, she couldn’t wait to feel Ariana’s lips on her wherever she chose to kiss her first.

“Your discipline and restraint will be rewarded,” Nicole purred in a low voice. She saw Ariana’s eyes widen and her lips curved in a devilish smile.

Ariana’s lips found the sensitive spot below Nicole’s ear and she groaned in reply. She ran her fingers through Ariana’s loose hair as she left a trail of kisses across Nicole’s breast.

Nicole could feel her chest rising and falling with heated breaths when Ariana’s teeth nipped at her neck. Ariana’s fingers unlatched her bra then she raised her head and slowly slid the straps down Nicole’s arms, revealing her breasts, nipples hard ready for Ariana’s mouth.

“Beautiful,” Ariana whispered.

Nicole pulled Ariana’s lips to her chest, offering her breasts to Ariana’s eager mouth. “Oh, God,” Nicole moaned as Ariana sucked one of the stiff peaks inside her mouth then gently bit down. She arched into Ariana wanting to be closer. “Mmm,” she loudly moaned.

Ariana’s mouth found Nicole’s other breast and Nicole could feel the wetness now pooling between her legs. This woman’s mouth and tongue were magical. The fire building inside her was intense and she grabbed Ariana’s face, pulling her lips to hers.

She hungrily pressed her lips to Ariana’s and pushed her tongue to tangle in this romantic dance of passion and pure pleasure. Their moans carried in the small foyer as Nicole’s arms snaked around Ariana, pulling her closer still.

“Too many clothes,” Ariana said breathlessly, pulling away from Nicole. Her fingers went to work on the button and zipper on Nicole’s pants, quickly sliding them down her legs.

“Wait.” Nicole grabbed Ariana’s shoulders, balancing herself, and kicked one boot then the other off. In a flash her pants were gone and Ariana knelt in front of her, sliding her panties down her legs to be thrown aside.

Ariana looked up at her and Nicole had never felt so wanted, so desperate for her touch, and so sexy at the same time. Yes, the lust was there, but also respect, desire, and trust. Ariana wanted to take her over the edge into a place of pleasure and sensations, all communicated with a look, with her eyes and the slightest hint of a smile.

Nicole braced herself against the door, ran a finger through Ariana’s hair, and took a deep breath. She felt Ariana’s hand slide under her leg guiding it onto her shoulder. When Ariana’s tongue parted Nicole’s folds, she closed her eyes and felt Ariana everywhere.

The softness then firmness of her tongue circled Nicole’s clit. She could feel Ariana lick from her opening up and around, over and over. Nicole’s breaths were coming in pants once again as she held onto the door and Ariana’s shoulder.

Then just the tip of Ariana’s finger teased her opening.

“More,” Nicole demanded.

Ariana teased her again as she sucked Nicole’s clit into her mouth.

The groan that bubbled up from Nicole’s chest surprised her. “Please, Ari,” she begged.

“Mmm,” Ariana moaned. “Are you going to tease me with this outfit again?”

“Definitely.” Nicole heard Ariana chuckle then one, two fingers slipped inside her and Nicole groaned with pleasure. “Yes!”

Ariana started slow but then began to move her fingers faster in and out. Nicole tried to keep up but her legs were beginning to tremble. She gripped Ariana’s shoulder a little tighter and opened herself to Ariana’s pace, inviting the orgasm to take her away into Ariana’s bliss-filled world.

“I’ve got you.” Ariana’s sweet voice filtered to Nicole’s ears and she could no longer hold back.

“Ari!” she screamed as the orgasm gripped her, muscles contracting tightly, then she shook and shivered in ultimate release. Before she collapsed and slid down the door, Ariana stood and held her close. “My God,” Nicole groaned on Ariana’s shoulder.

“That was amazing!” Ariana said in delight.

Nicole took a deep breath and looked into Ariana’s joyful face. “You’re very pleased with yourself, aren’t you?”

Ariana chuckled. “Yes, I am.”

Nicole laughed. “Oh, Ariana Villa, it’s you who are amazing.”

Ariana’s smile smacked Nicole in the heart and left her breathless. She stared into those soft brown eyes and wanted to remember this moment. Nicole had had great sex in her life, but this was so much more.

“Are you going to make me take those clothes off of you?”

Ariana tilted her head and grinned. “Yep.”

Nicole bit down on her lower lip, took Ariana’s hand, and pulled her towards the bedroom.


Chapter Twenty-Seven




Nicole’s giggle ushered Ariana down the hall. She’d follow that sound anywhere. Sex was fun, but sex with Nicole was a whole other level of joy. Nicole’s body talked to her with every touch. It guided her to where she could tease or please Nicole in the best ways.

She stood naked in front of Ariana with a very satisfied yet playful grin, looking her up and down. Ariana didn’t feel judged, appraised, or measured. Instead she saw value, respect, and worth in Nicole’s eyes.

“What are you thinking?” Ariana asked, reaching for the hem of her shirt.

“Un uh.” Nicole swatted her hand away. She slowly pulled the shirt over Ariana’s head then wrapped it around her neck.

Ariana felt Nicole pulling her closer.

“I’m trying to decide where my mouth wants to go first.” Nicole gave her a sexy grin then threw her shirt aside.

“Damn,” Ariana said softly. Her heart had been beating double time since they’d gotten on the elevator, but now her stomach dropped and she couldn’t wait for Nicole to devour her.

She playfully pulled Ariana’s joggers down just far enough to kiss above her undies. Ariana sucked in a breath and could feel the goosebumps rising on her skin.

“You teased me earlier,” Nicole said, sliding the pants all the way down Ariana’s legs.

Ariana stepped out of them and smirked. “You’ve been teasing me all day.”

Nicole pursed her lips. “You know I didn’t mean to. I just wanted to wear something I knew you’d like.”

“And now that you know it drove me wild,” Ariana said, “you’ll do it again.”

A slow smile grew on Nicole’s face. “Isn’t that what you want?”

“I want you to get me naked and have your way with me,” Ariana said, putting her hands on her hips.

Nicole reached around and unfastened Ariana’s bra. “Have my way with you… Hmm.”

Ariana nodded and waited for Nicole to slide her undies off. She stood there as Nicole once again stared at her.

“Ari, you are so beautiful,” Nicole said, all playfulness gone from her voice. Ariana felt Nicole’s fingers trace down her cheek. “I’m not playing. I’m not teasing. You’re beautiful.”

When Nicole said those words Ariana believed them. She’d never thought of herself as beautiful. She knew she was fit and had a nice body because she worked to make her muscles strong for her profession. But the way Nicole looked at her made Ariana feel beautiful.

Nicole’s lips softly touched Ariana’s and her eyes fluttered closed in anticipation and relief. Ariana returned the kiss and their tongues met in a gentle dance of shared pleasure.

They moved towards the bed and Ariana felt Nicole gently push her down then press against her. The weight of Nicole’s body on top of her was exquisite. As much as she loved being in control moments earlier as Nicole’s body yielded to her touch, having Nicole take responsibility and want to do the same for her was such a rush. Ariana could feel the wetness between her legs and the humming sensation of anticipation flowing through her body.

Nicole’s lips found hers again. This kiss was full of desire, passion, and a bit of desperation. Their tongues began to battle as their breaths became heated and hurried.

“We are really good at this,” Nicole said softly, grabbing a breath.

“I could kiss you all night long,” Ariana replied.

She welcomed Nicole’s lips once again, all softness and tenderness gone. Goosebumps were rising all over her body as Nicole’s hand began to roam. Ariana was always up for foreplay, but her desperation was growing exponentially with every breath. She put her hand over Nicole’s and pushed it down between her legs.

“God, Nic, I don’t think I can wait,” Ariana said breathlessly.

“I’ve got you, Ari.”

Nicole didn’t hesitate. Ariana felt her fingers just where she needed them. She took a deep breath as Nicole’s fingers roamed through her wetness, circled then pushed against her clit causing a loud groan as Ariana’s hips bucked off the bed.

Knowing how much Ariana liked kissing Nicole, her lips never left Ariana’s. She felt Nicole’s fingers push inside and fill her with the most glorious sensation. She pushed deep and wiggled her fingers in search of Ariana’s most sensitive spot.

Ariana gasped and moaned loudly again as Nicole connected. She started an unhurried rhythm, letting Ariana catch her breath.

“Oh, that’s so good,” Ariana moaned.

“Yeah, it is,” Nicole whispered.

They were in perfect rhythm when Nicole began to speed things up. Ariana was ready and couldn’t wait to match her pace. Their breathing was in sync and they began to move to the music they were making with their pleasured moans and groans.

“Let’s go,” Nicole said with excitement.

“I’m ready,” Ariana replied and grabbed Nicole’s shoulders. She opened her legs wider and let the passion of the moment dictate their movement.

The orgasm was humming faster and faster through Ariana’s body until it exploded into a giant wave of pleasure. Ariana’s muscles tensed, she squeezed Nicole’s shoulders and held on. Nicole didn’t stop her movement, she kept going until Ariana thought her whole body would turn to mush. She fell back against the bed, her arms falling to the sheets, and tried to inhale.

“That’s it,” she said, panting. “I’m gone, never to return.”

She heard Nicole’s soft chuckle as she wrapped Ariana in her arms. “You’re not going anywhere. Just breathe.”

Ariana let out a loud exhale and snuggled into Nicole’s shoulder.

“Now, about that teasing,” Nicole said. “Was it worth it?”

Ariana laughed. “At the time, you were killing me, but now, I think I like being dead in your arms.”

Nicole giggled and kissed Ariana on the cheek. “I’ll be right back.”

“Huh?” Ariana opened an eye in time to see Nicole leave the bedroom. Moments later she came back with two bottles of water.

“You are spending the night, right?”

Ariana raised her brows. “I’d like that.”

Nicole nodded. “Here. Hydrate. You’re supposed to be resting and recovering. I heard your coach give the instructions.”

Ariana chuckled. “I’m sure this is acceptable recovery.”

They sat on the bed and leaned against the headboard, drinking their water.

“Uh, can I ask, do you always walk around your apartment naked?”

Nicole considered Ariana’s question while taking a hefty drink of water. She glanced over at Ariana and narrowed her eyes. “This is going to sound strange, but sneaking around with you, carrying this secret and then being together like this? Well, there’s something freeing about it.” She smiled and tilted her head. “Why? Do I need to cover up? Wear my robe?”

“No!” Ariana exclaimed as a smile grew on her face. “I think I understand what you mean. There’s so much anticipation and then such relief.”

“Yeah, well.” Nicole sighed. “If we’re not more careful all of this will be over before we know what hit us.”

Ariana nodded and took a drink of water. “I know. I was thinking the same thing while I was waiting for the plane to take off on our flight back.”

“I wish you could’ve seen your face when I nudged your shoulder on the plane,” Nicole said. “What were you singing?”

“I was so surprised!” Ariana chuckled. She was suddenly a bit self-conscious about the song and studied Nicole for a moment.

“Why are you hesitant? I’m not judging your singing abilities or your taste in music,” Nicole said. “I was just wondering.”

“Maybe I’ll send the song to you sometime.” Ariana liked the way Nicole’s eyes lit up.

“Okay,” Nicole said. “That could be fun to send songs to each other.”

“No one would know it’s you.” Ariana smiled.

“Just like no one knew about the note at Stuart’s.”

“See there, we can be sneaky and not get caught,” Ariana said.

Nicole took the water bottle from Ariana and set them both on the bedside table. The next thing Ariana knew Nicole had straddled her and was sitting on her lap. She rested her hands on Nicole’s hips and could feel her heart instantly begin to pound.

“I shouldn’t have pulled you into that room in the arena before the game,” Nicole said.

Ariana could feel Nicole’s fingers comb through her hair. “Why not? It made me play better.”

Nicole scoffed. “Oh, please.”

“It did!” Ariana ran one hand up and down Nicole’s side. “I knew you’d be there and when you weren’t at shootaround my anxiety level rose even more. But when you yanked me into that room…” Ariana shook her head and gazed into Nicole’s eyes.

“Yeah?”

“There you were and all you said was hey.” Ariana chuckled. “What did it feel like when I pressed my lips to yours?”

Nicole took a deep breath and Ariana thought she saw a moment of hesitation in her eyes.

“You can tell me,” Ariana encouraged her.

“This is bad.” Nicole sighed. “I wanted to kiss you and I didn’t really care if anyone caught us.”

Ariana couldn’t believe her ears. She didn’t want them to be discovered, but she also wanted that kiss desperately. “That’s okay. I wasn’t about to let us get caught today. There will be times when I feel like you did today and you won’t let us get caught. Okay?”

“We’re really in this together?”

Ariana furrowed her brow. “Yes.” She cupped the side of Nicole’s face with her hand. “I know you have a lot more to lose than I do, but I’m determined to keep this secret and keep doing this.” She claimed Nicole’s lips in a kiss that meant the time for talking was over.

“Maybe it’s time to get those toys out of your nightstand,” Ariana said, nibbling Nicole’s ear then kissing just below it. Nicole sucked in a breath—just the reaction Ariana hoped for.

“I’ve got a better idea.”

The fire and challenge in Nicole’s eyes sent warmth through Ariana’s body.

“Let’s see if we can do this at the same time.”

Ariana felt Nicole shift her body and move back, facing her on her knees. She mirrored Nicole’s movements and reached around to cup Nicole’s ass cheeks while pushing her thigh between her legs. She could feel Nicole’s warm wetness and groaned deep in her throat. “Oh, this could be fun.”

“Kiss me, Ari,” Nicole said seductively.

Ariana found Nicole’s lips and claimed them firmly. She sucked her lower lip into her mouth and bit down gently. One of Nicole’s hands snaked around Ariana’s neck and into her hair. Their lips were in a passionate battle of caresses and nips.

Ariana’s arms were around Nicole holding them tightly together chest to chest, but she relaxed her arms to slide one hand between them as Nicole did the same. Their lips were still pressed together as Ariana’s fingers slid down into Nicole’s wetness. Her moan echoed in Ariana’s ears but then she felt Nicole’s finger roaming through her folds and it was Ariana’s turn to groan.

“Oh, God, Nic. This may be harder than I thought.”

Nicole’s eyes were staring into Ariana’s as her finger slid lower circling her opening. “We can do it. Ready?”

Ariana took a deep breath as she slid two fingers inside Nicole and at the same time felt Nicole’s fingers fill her.

Their eyes were locked on each other and Ariana swore she could see flames flickering deep in Nicole’s eyes. She pushed her fingers in deeper and found Nicole’s sensitive spot. Ariana knew she wouldn’t last long like this and could see the same in Nicole’s eyes.

She felt Nicole’s hips begin to move ever so slightly and Ariana mirrored her movements.

“Oh, yeah,” she said breathlessly. Her eyes closed as Nicole’s finger stroked deep inside her.

“Open your eyes,” Nicole said in a strained voice. “I want to see you.”

Ariana opened her eyes and stared into Nicole’s. She nodded and bit down on her lower lip as the orgasm began to crest and explode through her body. Ariana could feel the surge of the orgasm as Nicole clamped down on her fingers.

They stared into each other’s eyes as their bodies tensed and neither of them took a breath. Then suddenly Ariana felt her body give in to the release just as Nicole fell against her chest. They were both gasping for air as Ariana fell back on the bed bringing Nicole with her.

They rolled onto their sides still staring into each other’s eyes in disbelief.

“Oh. My. God.”

“I know.”

“I’ve never done that,” Ariana said. “Well, not like that.”

Nicole shook her head. “Me either, but I’m thinking we’ll have to try that again.”

Ariana furrowed her brow. “You don’t mean right now.”

Nicole laughed and rolled onto her back. “No, not right now.”

Ariana exhaled a relieved breath. “Oh my God. I don’t think I could.” Then she began to laugh.

“What’s so funny?”

“Nic, we are definitely going to be more careful when you’re calling my games. There’s no way we’re stopping this.”

Nicole sat up and stared down at Ariana and smiled. “We’re stopping for now because I’m hungry and I know you are too.”

“Oh, Nic.” Ariana sighed. “You already know me so well.”


Chapter Twenty-Eight




Stuart set a frosty glass of beer down in front of Nicole and leaned in. “Sneaking around with your young paramour agrees with you.”

Nicole smirked and took a sip of the beer.

“You are radiant.” He gave her a sly smile. “I imagine the sex is off the fucking charts.”

Nicole raised a brow and nodded slightly before bursting into laughter. “Good God, Stuart. I’ve never had anything like it.”

He raised his brows and leaned in again. “Tell me.”

Nicole hesitated and took another sip of the beer.

“Come on, I’m like your favorite gal pal. You can tell me.”

“I mean, sex is sex, but with”—Nicole paused and looked to her right then left—“her, it feels new and exciting every time.”

“That’s probably because you don’t get to see each other very often.”

Nicole and Ariana had been in the midst of what Nicole imagined as a torrid, forbidden affair. When apart they would text and call each other until their schedules finally aligned so Ariana could meet Nicole at her apartment. There had been times when they tried to talk or have a conversation before their clothes would fly off, but it never happened. Once Ariana walked across the threshold of Nicole’s apartment their hands were reaching, eyes blazing with fire and lips crashing together.

Nicole had even tried preparing a meal and having it ready when Ariana arrived. But when she opened the door Ariana was standing there in a sleeveless fitted tank top with tight shorts that showed off all her muscles. Nicole grabbed her by the wrist and yanked her into the apartment. They ended up on the couch, both naked, breathing hard and giggling like teenagers.

“Something, besides you, smells good,” Ariana commented, tucking a strand of hair behind Nicole’s ear.

“I made us dinner, thinking you’d be hungry.” Nicole chuckled.

“Oh, I was hungry.” Ariana wiggled her brows and pulled Nicole in for another kiss.

Nicole had several memories just like this one and some included the toys she kept in her nightstand.

They still played basketball and tried to outdo each other on the rooftop court. Nicole had notes ready for every opponent Ariana faced as the season continued. At the end of July, New York was leading the standings with Minnesota and Phoenix right behind them.

Over the past two and a half months Nicole and Ariana had been able to meet about once a week at her apartment. Nicole was always excited to get to call Ariana’s games and they now knew where several hidden unoccupied spaces were located at the various away venues in the league.

Nicole wondered if the secrecy and threat of being discovered sometimes added to the desire and passion that erupted between them. However, she loved spending time with Ariana. They laughed, they played, they cooked together, enjoyed studying basketball together, and even cried at a sappy movie they’d watched last weekend.

After finding out Ariana was her niece, Livi’s, favorite basketball player Nicole had arranged for a couple of video chats with Ariana. Livi was a bit shy at first but Nicole marveled at how quickly Ariana made her feel comfortable and even showed her a couple of moves on the rooftop court while Nicole held the phone.

In a couple of weeks Ariana and her team were scheduled for a long road trip. They would be away from home for two weeks playing the teams out west. Nicole hoped to call her game against LA and maybe she could introduce Ariana to her sister and her family.

Nicole knew Ariana wasn’t looking forward to being away from home that long, but the league scheduled this part of the season like this every year for various teams. It took a toll on the team and seemed to always happen as they were making a push towards the playoffs.

They had begun to talk about their families more and Nicole learned that Ariana’s mom and little brothers lived in Portland. Her mom had raised Ariana alone until she was in high school when she met her husband and had the twins. Ariana saw them whenever she could. In the past, they would meet Ariana in Seattle when her team played there.

“You have a dreamy look on your face,” Stuart said. “What are you thinking about?”

Nicole brought her focus back to the bar and Stuart. “Sorry, I was just remembering some things. I’d like to do something for Ariana. We always meet at my apartment because…” She shrugged.

“I get it. You have to be careful.”

Nicole nodded. “Yeah, she never complains, but we can’t go out like other people do.”

“Why would she complain?” Stuart said. “She’s having sex with the hottest sportscaster ever. Then she gets to play and talk about her favorite thing. Hmm, maybe you’re turning into her favorite thing.”

Nicole took a sip of her beer. Since Ariana literally fell into her lap months ago Nicole had felt something happening inside her heart. It wasn’t necessarily a shift, but more like making room. She looked forward to her time with Ariana and couldn’t wait to speak to her every day whether it was text, a phone call, or, if they were lucky, a rendezvous at her apartment.

There were a few things that Nicole loved in her life and she protected and cherished them. Her family and friends, of course, but also basketball, which included playing with Ariana. She loved having brunch takeout from their favorite diner while discussing various defensive strategies; sometimes they agreed and sometimes they didn’t.

A small smile crept onto Nicole’s face as a memory of waking up next to Ariana wafted through her head. She never knew if she’d wake with her arms around Ariana or if Ariana would have Nicole tucked to her chest. Those quiet intimate moments had snuck into her heart much like how they stole moments together whenever they could.

In reality, Ariana Villa hadn’t only fallen into her lap that day, she’d also jumped into Nicole’s heart and made room for herself. Now Nicole couldn’t imagine a day without her.

“I thought about asking Kate if we could stay at her family’s place in Rhode Island. It’s pretty secluded and we could walk on the beach. Plus they have a couple of cute restaurants.”

“You don’t think you’d be recognized there?”

Nicole shook her head. “No. There’s a break in the schedule in a little over a week. We’ll both be off and a couple of days away, out of my apartment, would be nice. Don’t you think?”

Stuart smiled. “I think Ariana just wants to be where you are. It doesn’t matter to her.”

“Maybe.” Nicole shrugged. “Sometimes I wonder if I’m too old or boring for her. She’ll be playing a video game and I'll simply sit next to her and read.”

“Ah, the younger woman. Do you have any idea how proud I am?” He chuckled as Nicole playfully threw a wadded up napkin at him. “You are not too old for her. She tells me about your battles on the court on your roof and how good you are. That’s high praise from a professional baller.”

Nicole smiled and sipped her beer.

“Have you told Kate about…” Stuart pointed at Nicole and then the TV where Ariana’s game was about to start.

“Oh no.” Nicole widened her eyes. “You’re the only one who knows. I’m not telling Kate until I have to.”

“Have to?”

“I’m not sure what Ariana and I have, but for now, we’re both happy.”

“Interesting,” Stuart said, giving Nicole a look.

Nicole furrowed her brow. “What?”

“Don’t you think this could be more than a sweet little fling?”

Nicole raised one shoulder.

“Here comes Kate.” Stuart nodded towards the door.

“Hey, has the game started?” Kate asked, sliding onto the stool next to Nicole.

“You’re just in time.” Stuart motioned with his thumb to the TV behind him. “What are you having?”

“Hmm, I’m thinking a margarita with that special salt blend of yours on the rim.”

“Coming right up,” Stuart replied. He slapped his hand on the bar in front of Nicole and widened his eyes. “Ask her.”

“Ask me what?”

Nicole hesitated then said the words in a rush. “Next week there’s a league-wide pause for a few days. There are no games and the teams can take a breath, reset, and players can recover before the big push to the playoffs.”

“That seems like a good idea.”

“I was wondering if your family’s place in Rhode Island might be available? It won’t be on the weekend, it will be during the week.”

“What are you thinking?”

“Just a couple of nights,” Nicole replied. “Wednesday through Friday?”

“That should work. I’ll check to be sure, but no one uses it during the week.”

Stuart set Kate’s drink down in front of her and rested his arms on the bar.

“Are you going alone?”

Kate’s question hung in the air as Stuart smirked and dipped his head at Nicole. She winced then glanced over at her best friend.

Kate gasped. “You’re taking someone with you!”

“Hold up,” Nicole said, grabbing Kate’s arm. “You’ll be happy to know that I’ve been kind of seeing someone, but I’m not ready to share the details yet.”

Nicole could feel Kate’s stare and see the wheels turning in her head as she took a couple of breaths.

“Okay,” Kate finally said. “I remember our discussion on boundaries, but I am your best friend. Couldn’t you give me a hint?” She held up her hands. “Don’t answer that! I have to be patient. That was our agreement. You will tell me when the time is right."

“Oh, I will.”

“Let’s toast to Nicole having sex!” Stuart said, raising his glass.

Nicole choked on her drink. “Really?”

Kate laughed. “Yes! You’re actually seeing someone during the season. This is big.”

Nicole had to agree. This was big. Thank goodness the game was starting and there wouldn’t be any more questions. Especially since she wasn’t sure about the answers.

They watched and chatted as the first quarter was coming to an end.

“Hey, just a reminder,” Kate said. “We haven’t finalized your contract extension yet.”

Nicole nodded. She’d had a few thoughts about her future lately although most of them involved her and Ariana not getting caught.

“She’s going to shoot,” Stuart said, watching Ariana take the ball from a teammate.

Nicole smiled at his commentary, but then her face fell. She jumped up and gasped as Ariana crumpled to the floor in pain.

“Oh my God!” Kate exclaimed. “Was that Ariana?”

“Yeah,” Stuart said, staring at the TV. “Oh no, she’s not getting up.”

Nicole watched as Ariana grabbed her ankle, her eyes tightly shut and her face grimaced in pain. Concern and distress, coupled with a moment of panic, coursed through Nicole’s body. Her eyes were glued to the screen and she took a breath, trying to keep from running out of the bar and hurrying to the arena.

She watched as the trainers and medical staff surrounded Ariana and Cameron kneeled next to her.

“That was a foul, right?” Kate asked.

“Yeah, I think she came down on the other player’s foot,” Stuart said.

Nicole was quiet as they cut to a replay and showed Ariana’s ankle rolling off the defender’s foot. She knew how painful that could be and hoped it wasn’t too serious. When they returned to live action Ariana was sitting up and talking to the trainers.

“The shot went in and a foul was called so Villa will have one free throw,” the commentator said. “If she can take it.”

Nicole still hadn’t said anything when they helped Ariana to her feet and she tried to take a step.

“Ouch,” Kate said. “That doesn’t look good.”

“No, it doesn’t,” Nicole finally murmured.

Ariana hobbled over to the free throw line in an effort to take the shot. Nicole wasn’t surprised when it went in because Ariana rarely missed a free throw. They immediately took her out of the game and the camera showed Ariana with her arms around the trainers as they carried her to the dressing room.

There was no way Nicole could show up at the arena. She’d have to wait to hear from Ariana and right now that seemed impossible.

Nicole was thankful that Stuart kept chatting with Kate so she wouldn’t notice how upset Nicole was. She took another deep breath and tried to turn her attention back to the game. When the first quarter ended the commentators shared an injury report that Ariana wouldn’t return.

“I hope she’s okay,” Kate said. “Hey, you can find out how bad it is, can’t you?”

“Yeah, maybe,” Nicole replied.

“Let me know. She’s become a favorite ever since I met her that day she gave you a lap dance.”

Nicole smiled and tried to chuckle. Kate loved to refer to Ariana’s lap dance whenever she got the chance.

Kate stayed until halftime and after she left Stuart came down to Nicole’s end of the bar. He squeezed her hand. “Have you heard anything yet?”

Nicole shook her head. She had sent a text to Ariana, but figured she didn’t have her phone.

“She’ll be okay,” Stuart said. “What are you going to do?”

Nicole raised her brows and sighed.


Chapter Twenty-Nine




Ariana was settled on her couch, frowning down at her ankle propped on the table they used for meals, to hold their game controls, and to lazily rest their feet. She’d rolled her ankle before and didn’t think this was serious, but the trainers, out of an abundance of caution, insisted on putting a plastic boot on it.

She sighed as her head fell back against the couch. It had taken her thirty minutes to convince Cameron that she would be just fine here alone. Ariana knew she and Terrance had plans after the game and now that there wouldn’t be a victory celebration since they’d lost, Ariana did not want to be the reason Cameron wasn’t with her boyfriend.

All Ariana really wanted to do was talk to Nicole. When the injury happened and they got her into the treatment room, her panic of being hurt had subsided and her first thought was of Nicole. Ariana knew she would be worried and that led to thoughts of their relationship. What was Nicole? Her girlfriend? That’s how Ariana thought of her, but it was more than that.

Sometimes Ariana had to temper her feelings because their situation was so different from anything she’d ever experienced. Their time together had become Ariana’s favorite parts of the day whether they connected over the phone or were together at Nicole’s apartment.

Nicole was always sensitive to Ariana being the one who had to come to her. It never bothered Ariana; she would gladly spend any days she could at Nicole’s because that’s where she was happiest.

Ariana smiled, thinking about how they would sit on the couch and Nicole’s hand would rest on her thigh, her fingers gently moving in a sweet caress. It was the simple things they did together that Ariana loved the most. They were extremely careful and Ariana didn’t know how this was going to play out, but she hoped they could make it through the season. After that, eyes would no longer be turned to them and maybe they could figure something out.

Ariana couldn’t imagine what that would be because of Nicole’s job, but she was willing to do whatever it took. If they had to continue to sneak around then that was fine with her. She’d never felt anything like this. No one had ever understood her the way Nicole did. She’d never been this close to someone and here she was injured and Nicole is the only one she was thinking about.

When she’d finally gotten her phone from the dressing room, Nicole’s text was the first one she saw. Ariana quickly texted her back and also texted her mom who had been watching the game.

Ariana groaned when she heard the familiar beeping of the lock on the front door. As it opened she raised her voice. “Cam, I told you I would be fine! Terrance is going to be so upset with you and then with me!”

When the door closed Nicole stood there clutching a sack to her chest. “Terrance won’t be upset with you.”

Ariana’s face brightened with the biggest smile. “I knew it was a good idea to give you that key code.”

Nicole chuckled and walked into the kitchen.

They had only been to Ariana’s apartment once when Cameron was out of town for the night. Nicole had given Ariana the code to get in her apartment not long after she’d introduced Ariana to her doorman. When they’d come to Ariana’s apartment that day she’d done the same for Nicole.

Ariana could hear shuffling in the kitchen then Nicole walked back into the living room. She eased down next to Ariana and took her into her arms.

“I’m sorry,” Nicole said. “It’s going to be okay.”

Ariana closed her eyes and held on to Nicole, thinking this might be one of the best moments of her life.

“How bad is it?”

Ariana could feel Nicole’s hand gently smoothing her hair down. “I don’t think it’s serious but they want me to wear a boot for a couple of days.”

“Are you in a lot of pain?”

Ariana chuckled and pulled back to smile at Nicole. “Nope. They shot my ankle up with a pain killer and then gave me something. It doesn’t hurt at all.” She reached for Nicole and tried to pull her into her lap. “Do you know what would make me feel better?”

“Oh no,” Nicole said, taking Ariana’s hands into hers.

“Come on,” Ariana whined. “I love it when you’re on top like this.”

Nicole laughed. “I think you’re a little loopy. It’s a good thing Cameron brought you home.”

Ariana frowned. “I’m not loopy. I promise. I’m trying to take advantage of this lucky yet unlucky break. Yes, I’m hurt, but you’re here with me.”

“I couldn’t stay away,” Nicole said.

“I’m sorry I worried you, but I’m glad you’re here,” Ariana replied. “You know, I’ll be off the rest of the week and next week is our league break.”

“You’ll have treatment this week,” Nicole said.

“Yeah, for a couple of days. I’m telling you, it’s not that bad.”

“Hmm, I’ve been thinking about our days off next week.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Mmhmm,” Nicole said, lacing their fingers together. “Do you have plans?”

Ariana chuckled. “I was hoping to spend time with this research analyst who’s been helping me all season.”

“Research analyst? That’s what I am to you?” Nicole laughed.

Ariana reached up and caressed Nicole’s cheek. “You’re my girlfriend and more.”

“Oh yeah?” Nicole leaned into Ariana’s touch. “I remember you telling me long ago what a good girlfriend you are.”

Ariana raised her brows. “And?”

“You’re right, you are a good girlfriend.”

The joy in Ariana’s heart spread through her body. To hear Nicole say that meant so much to her. They didn’t talk about their relationship much because it was so hard to define.

“I told you that I wasn’t a good girlfriend.”

“But that’s not true,” Ariana said. “You’re here right now.”

Nicole smiled. “I wouldn’t want to be any other place. But, speaking of good girlfriends, I was wondering if you’d like to go away with me next week.”

Ariana’s mouth fell open in surprise. “Go away with you? Should we do that?”

“Kate’s family has a place on a little island off the coast of Rhode Island,” Nicole explained. “Summer is their busy time, but we could walk along the beach and there’s this cozy cafe right on the water. I’m sure we could find a secluded corner to enjoy a meal together.”

Ariana didn’t know what to say. It never bothered her that they couldn’t go out. She preferred keeping Nicole all to herself, but suddenly the idea of holding hands on the beach sounded like a piece of heaven. “Are you sure?”

Nicole nodded. “I wouldn’t suggest it if I didn’t think it would be okay.”

Ariana gasped. “Wait, did you tell Kate about us?”

Nicole shook her head. “No, she’s respecting my boundaries and being patient.”

“Oh, Nic, I’d love to go away with you.”

“Yeah? Only if your ankle is okay.”

“My ankle is fine! Just you and me, a beach…” Ariana’s eyes widened. “That means you’d be in a swimsuit!”

Nicole laughed. “Yes and you would be too.”

Ariana grinned, leaned in, and softly touched her lips to Nicole’s. “You’re a good girlfriend, too.”

“Mmm.” Nicole murmured.

Ariana’s arms went around Nicole and she pushed her back against the couch. Their lips met in a kiss of what’s to come. Ariana heard a relieved sigh and pulled Nicole a little closer. She kissed her with all the joy that was in her heart.

They were so wrapped up in this kiss that neither of them heard the beeping of the keypad until the front door opened. Ariana turned around to see Cameron and Terrance walking into the living room.

Cameron gasped. “I knew it!”

Terrance laughed and walked around Cameron to sit in a chair at the end of the couch. “She thought you had a secret girlfriend.”

“I knew you were friends, but…” Cameron grinned. “Good for you!”

“You can’t say a word!” Ariana exclaimed with panic in her voice. Her heart was in her stomach and she tightly gripped Nicole’s hand in fear this would be the end of them.

Terrance leaned forward. “Of course we won’t tell anyone. It’s okay.”

Ariana could feel tears stinging her eyes and she couldn’t quite get a breath.

“Yeah, it would be…” Nicole winced.

“Catastrophic? I get it,” Terrance said then he smiled. “It’s nice to meet you, Nicole. I’m a fan.”

“Nice to meet you, Terrance.”

Ariana looked between the two of them and suddenly felt Nicole’s hand on her back gently moving between her shoulder blades trying to soothe her anxiety.

“I want you to know that when I got to Terrance’s he was very upset that I’d left you alone,” Cameron said, sitting on the arm of the chair.

“You had a special dinner planned,” Ariana said.

Terrance waved his hand in the air. “There will be plenty of opportunities for us to have dinner after a game.”

“He’s been out of town for a week and the week before that both of my games were away,” Cameron explained. “That’s why tonight’s dinner was different.”

“We know how that goes.” Nicole looked at Ariana and smiled. “She didn’t know I was coming over. I had to make sure she was okay.”

“Good,” Cameron said, standing. “Now we know she’s in good hands for the night. Let’s go have that dinner.”

Terrance smiled and stood up. “You can count on us not to say a word.”

“Thank you,” Nicole said.

Cameron smiled and shook her head. “You and your crush, Ari. Making it real!”

Terrance stopped and turned around. “Nicole, I specialize in matching sports talent with agents. The right fit is paramount in our business. I know how much your network values you and Shealyn as their number one women’s broadcast team. You have negotiation power. Don’t be afraid to use it.”

Ariana couldn’t shake the dread that had taken up residence in her stomach. In another world the four of them could just as easily be meeting for dinner together; best friends with their partners out for a good time. Instead she watched Nicole walk them to the front door and couldn’t imagine how she’d negotiate a relationship into her contract.

“That was a surprise,” Nicole said.

“I had no idea…” Ariana said with desperation in her voice.

“Hey.” Nicole sat down next to her.

“Is this it? Are we over?”

“What? I just invited you to go away with me,” Nicole said, putting her arm around Ariana.

“Yeah, right before we got caught making out on the couch!”

“If anyone had to find out about us then I’m glad it was Cameron and Terrance. Don’t you trust them?”

“Yes, I know they won’t say anything, but it shows how delicate our situation is, Nicole.” Ariana gazed into her eyes and softly said, “I don’t want this to end.”

Nicole smiled. “I don’t either, Ari. I hoped maybe while we were away we could talk about us. I think we’re both afraid to say much when we’re together in fear of messing it all up. But honestly, how could it get any messier?”

Ariana sighed. “I know. We are not easy, are we?”

“We are when we’re together.”

Ariana wanted to let her feelings go and tell Nicole what was in her heart. Maybe she could while they were away.

“I brought something that will make both of us feel better,” Nicole said.

She stood up, but Ariana reached for her hand. “Thank you for being here with me.”

“Oh, babe,” Nicole said softly, kissing the back of Ariana’s hand. “I’ll be right back. I brought ice cream.”

Ariana’s heart was thumping double time in her chest. Nicole called her “babe.” Maybe everything would be okay, just as Nicole said.


Chapter Thirty




Nicole had her arm through Ariana’s as they stood on the top deck of the ferry watching the island grow bigger as they approached it. They both had on hats and sunglasses, but Nicole occasionally glanced around the deck to find no one paying them any mind. Just as she hoped, they appeared to be like any other couple on a midweek vacation.

“What do you want to do first when we get to Kate’s beach house?” Nicole asked, leaning into Ariana’s shoulder.

“Do you really have to ask?” Ariana replied in a low voice.

Nicole chuckled. “We’ll have plenty of time for that.”

“I want to walk along the beach and hold your hand,” Ariana said.

Nicole smiled. “We can do that. Then maybe we’ll sit in the sand as the sun sets and see the colors reflected on the water.”

“Mmm, that sounds better than basketball.”

“Isn’t it funny how we once thought basketball was all we had in common?”

“I knew there was much more,” Ariana said. “That’s why I kept adding to our list.”

“Ah, so what were you hoping back then?”

“I already had a massive crush on you and your sexy voice, but I wanted to get to know you,” Ariana said. “I didn’t know how that could be possible because of our situation. However, after we worked together at that youth event I was determined to find a way.”

“I couldn’t stop thinking about you,” Nicole said. “I already knew you were a gifted athlete and well liked by your teammates, but there was something in your smile and the way you looked at me.” She took a deep breath and sighed, resting her head on Ariana’s shoulder. “It’s our connection.”

“Yeah and it’s stronger than ever.”

Nicole smiled and fought the urge to lean up and kiss those sweet lips.

It wasn’t long until they left the ferry, took a car to the beach house, and quickly changed into their swimsuits. They walked down the beach, hand in hand, just as Ariana had wanted. The beach wasn’t empty, but there wasn’t anyone near enough to recognize them and Nicole was surprised at how quickly their usual hyper-awareness of their surroundings disappeared. It was replaced by a content feeling of togetherness that Nicole could feel growing in her heart.

Once they were back at the cottage the water called to them and they splashed, swam, and waded through the waves. Nicole couldn’t keep her hands off of Ariana. Their arms were wrapped around each other, sharing kiss after kiss with laughter and smiles in between.

“Thank you,” Ariana said as they walked back to where their towels were spread out on the beach.

“For what?”

“All of this,” Ariana said. “I haven’t had this much fun and felt so free in a long time.”

“Don’t you feel safe at my apartment?”

“Yes and it’s fun when we’re on the roof or snuggled inside, but…” She shrugged. “This feels different.”

“The threat of being discovered is minimal here,” Nicole said. “Feeling free is a good way to describe it.” She plopped down on her towel and wiped water from her face.

“You read romance novels,” Ariana said, sitting next to her. “What do they do when they’re dating someone they’re not supposed to? Doesn’t that happen all the time?”

Nicole chuckled. “Yeah, it’s called forbidden romance.”

“Ooh, their clandestine meetings were full of hot sex and desire,” Ariana said in a sultry voice.

Nicole chuckled. “Maybe you’ll become a commentator when you retire.”

“Shealyn had better watch out. I’m coming for her job.” Ariana chuckled. “So what do they do? The forbidden couple?”

“They figure it out and live happily ever after.”

“Okay, babe, that’s our mission while we’re here.”

Nicole widened her eyes. “Did you just call me babe?”

Ariana grinned. “Yes, I’d call you that more often, but I’m afraid I’d slip when someone else is around.”

Nicole smiled and reached for Ariana. She pulled her close until their lips almost met. “Whenever you call me Nic, I hear babe.”

Ariana’s face brightened. “You do?”

Nicole nodded. “No one calls me Nic but you.”

“Then when you call me Ari, I’ll hear babe.”

Nicole smiled and pressed their lips together in a tender kiss. When they pulled apart she shook her head. “I had no idea we’d be this sappy.”

Ariana laughed. “We can’t tell anyone. We’d never hear the end of it.”

“You say that like we’re any other couple.”

“We’re figuring it out. Someday we will be.” Ariana smiled. “Do you remember when we talked about the right woman coming along?”

Nicole nodded.

“After we had that conversation I talked to Cameron because she and Terrance have to navigate some of the same things we do with their travel schedules. At that time I never dreamed we’d end up together, but I so wanted it. Anyway, she explained that there comes a time when you not only want to see them, but need to see them. You’ll feel it.”

“Did she wonder why you were asking?”

Ariana shook her head. “I’ve thought about that a lot since then and for me it’s a little different.”

“Will you share with me?” Nicole reached for Ariana’s hand. They were so afraid of talking about what they have, but not today, not while they were away. It was time for honesty if they were going to find a way through this.

“When we’re apart there’s a level of anxiety that rises inside me and when I’m with you it’s like everything is right with the world. It’s hard to explain, but everything is in its place, in balance, and there’s a sense inside of me that everything is going to be okay.”

Nicole could feel her heart soften as they stared into each other’s eyes. She wanted to take Ariana inside and never let her go.

“When you were on that road trip that took you out west and you stayed in Phoenix to visit your parents I couldn’t wait to see you again in DC. When you pulled me into that room...”

Nicole smiled. “Yes?”

“I was full of anxiety and even though we shouldn’t have been doing that and could’ve been caught I knew everything was going to be okay. That’s how I felt and how I feel. You’re the one who has to give up so much to make this work, but Nicole, I will do whatever it takes because what we have is worth it. I know you’re the right woman for me.”

“Oh, baby.” Nicole reached up and caressed the side of Ariana’s face. “I know we’re worth it.”

“I didn’t tell you all of this because honestly, I was afraid,” Ariana said. “I held back and wouldn’t let my heart feel everything you’ve put inside me, but I can’t hold back or fight it any longer.”

“I’m not giving anything up, babe,” Nicole said. She lowered her voice into the sultry tone she knew Ariana loved. “Yes, we have had hot, amazing sex from the beginning, but it’s like you make my heart explode then you put it back together with more of you inside it. What you make me feel is something I didn’t think I could ever have.” Nicole moved closer and held Ariana’s face between her hands. “This is so much better than calling a basketball game. You are so much more than basketball. I can figure out something with my career. I don’t want any of that if I can’t have you. I’m not giving anything up, Ari. Look at what I’m gaining.”

Ariana smiled and Nicole could feel her love streaming into her heart.

“I love you,” Nicole said softly. “We have to make this work.”

She could see tears pool in Ariana’s eyes and instantly she felt them in hers too.

“I’ve loved you since I looked into your eyes that day.”

“Oh, Ari.” Nicole couldn’t hold back the want, the desire, the love that was flowing through her body. She claimed Ariana’s lips in a kiss she’d meant to be soft and tender, but their declarations of love released a relentless desire to be closer, to show her love, and to never let Ariana go.

“Let’s go inside,” Nicole whispered as she gulped a needed breath of air.

Neither of them said a word as Nicole led Ariana to the bedroom. She turned and took Ariana in her arms, kissing her softly. “I want to go slow,” she said. “I want to feel it all. We no longer have to be afraid. Let me show you my love.”

Nicole could see Ariana melt right before her eyes. She reached around, unfastened her swimsuit top then slid her swim shorts down her legs. “My beautiful love,” Nicole said softly gazing at Ariana from head to toe.

“Let me,” Ariana said, reaching to take Nicole’s bikini off.

Once they were both naked their gazes roamed, appreciating the beauty they saw, but kept coming back to stare into each other’s eyes.

“Oh, I love you,” Nicole said. “It feels so good to finally say it out loud while looking into your eyes. You may get tired of hearing it, but I can’t stop saying it.” She ran her hands down Ariana’s shoulders and pulled her onto the bed.

“I’ll never get tired of you saying it,” Ariana said, “because hearing it feels so damn good.”

Nicole smiled and brought their lips together in a passionate kiss. She pushed Ariana onto her back and straddled her hips.

“I love it when you’re on top like this,” Ariana said. “But I want to be inside you.”

Nicole could see the fire in Ariana's eyes. It never failed to ramp up her desire and she could barely catch her breath as it was.

“Please,” Ariana appealed, raising a brow.

“Good God, Ari,” Nicole said. “I’ll never last.”

“Yes you will.”

Nicole could feel Ariana’s hand slide between them while her other hand pulled Nicole’s lips to hers in a hungry kiss. She was so sexy, so commanding, yet thoughtful all at the same time.

Their breasts were pressed together as their tongues began a dance of desire. Nicole felt Ariana slow things down as her fingers leisurely roamed through her folds. When her thumb pressed against Nicole’s clit she gasped and moaned.

“Mmm,” Ariana whispered against Nicole’s lips.

Ariana’s finger circled Nicole’s opening then pressed inside. She moaned as another finger slipped inside and Ariana moved her thumb slightly to caress just beside her clit.

The moan that came from deep inside Nicole echoed around the room. “God, how you do that. Mmm, you know just where to touch me.” Nicole pulled back, put her hands on Ariana’s shoulders, and stared into her eyes.

“Of course I know,” Ariana whispered. “I love you.”

Nicole began to move on top of Ariana and they set a slow, sensual rhythm. She never took her eyes off of Ariana’s and could feel the orgasm building inside her. Nicole’s hands gripped Ariana’s shoulders as they began to move a little faster.

“That’s it,” Ariana said. “Love me, babe.”

“Oh, I do!” Nicole said loudly.

They moved faster still then Ariana’s other hand slid around to Nicole’s butt firmly holding her in place as Ariana thrust inside one more time. Nicole felt Ariana’s fingers glide across the silky spot that made her come undone. The most magnificent wave of pleasure exploded inside her. She squeezed Ariana’s shoulders, staring into her eyes as her muscles tensed and wave after wave kept rolling inside her body.

Nicole groaned, closed her eyes, and took a deep breath. She looked down at Ariana and smiled. “I love you. Don’t ever doubt it.”

Ariana grinned. “I won’t.”

Nicole fell down onto Ariana’s chest and sighed. “This was even better than before. I think it’s because we let our hearts feel it all. You’ll see in just a second.”

“I already feel it, babe. I could see it in your eyes and feel it in my heart.”

Nicole raised up. “We’re going to figure this out, but first, I’m loving you.”

She kissed Ariana with all the love in her heart. This time she made love to her nice and slow. Their moans wafted around the room in a symphony of the love in their hearts.


Chapter Thirty-One




Ariana had been on lots of getaways with beautiful women since becoming a professional athlete. Most were fun-filled days with friends or her girlfriend at the time, but none compared to the two days she’d just spent with Nicole. Ariana suspected being in love had a lot to do with it.

It wasn’t that Ariana hadn’t been in love before. She had, but none of those times felt like this.

“Something’s going on in that beautiful head of yours,” Nicole said as she sprinkled feta cheese on their avocado toast.

Ariana smiled and took a bite of the breakfast Nicole had prepared. “Mmm,” she murmured, then swallowed. “This is really good. It’s better than the diner’s.”

“How would you know?” Nicole furrowed her brows. “You always order pancakes or waffles.”

“I’ll have you know that I was there by myself and decided to try the avocado toast because you raved about it,” Ariana explained.

“Uh huh,” Nicole said, wiping her mouth with her napkin. “You weren’t thinking about avocado toast just then.”

Ariana smiled and took a sip of her coffee. She reached over and linked her little finger with Nicole’s. “I was thinking about the last couple of days, professing my love to you, and how I’ve never felt like this before. We aren’t just basketball buddies with benefits.”

Nicole chuckled. “We were trying so hard not to fall in love.”

“This is it for me, Nic. I’ve never been able to look to the future and see myself with anyone, but I do with you.” She interlaced her fingers through Nicole’s and gazed into her eyes. “This is more than careers and making it to the end of the season. It’s making a life together.”

“I wouldn't be risking my career if I didn’t think this was forever.”

“I know.” Ariana nodded and narrowed her eyes at Nicole. “We’ve known each other for years. Why now?”

Nicole squeezed Ariana’s hand and smiled. “We were ready to actually see each other. I talked about not dating during the season because no one understood the travel and focus it takes, then you said the same thing.”

“I don’t know how it happened, but staring into your eyes that day⁠—”

“With my hand cradling your head⁠—”

“Our hearts started talking to each other.”

“You know how I’m always telling you to take the shot?” Nicole reached over and took Ariana’s chin between her fingers and thumb. “I’m taking my shot with you.”

Ariana could feel Nicole’s love wrapping around her heart. If there was such a thing as a championship as far as relationships go, Ariana felt like she’d just won it all.

“I think we have just enough time before we have to catch the ferry,” Ariana said, getting up, taking Nicole’s hand, and hurrying to the bedroom with Nicole’s laughter following in their wake.

Once they’d made the trek back to New York they dropped their bags at Nicole’s apartment and headed out to Stuart’s bar.

“How’s your ankle?” Nicole asked as their ride share pulled away from the curb. “It’s not as puffy and the bruise is fading.”

“It’s fine,” Ariana said. “I’ve done everything they asked me to do. Maybe after we meet Kate we could come back here and shoot a few baskets on the roof.”

“You can test it out tomorrow at practice,” Nicole said. “I am not going to be responsible for reinjuring your ankle.”

“Okay, okay,” Ariana said. “You didn’t tell Kate you were bringing anyone with you?”

“No, but I did ask Stuart to have a table available away from the rest of the bar. Kate’s wife, Emily, may be with her,” Nicole said. “We sometimes meet for a drink after work on Fridays. I told Kate I would give the key back to her.”

“Do you think she’s going to be mad?”

Ariana felt Nicole’s hand slip into hers. “No. After the surprise, she’ll be happy for me. She told me to go for it, remember?”

Ariana chuckled. “Yeah, it’s all her fault.”

“And yours, for the lap dance.” They laughed as the car pulled over in front of Stuart’s bar.

Once inside Stuart gave them both big hugs and led them to a table in the back.

“I can see you had a good time.” He grinned. “I’ll be back with your drinks.”

Ariana smiled at Nicole and was about to reach for her hand when she stopped herself. “Ugh, we’re back in the real world.”

“It’s okay. You’re coming home with me tonight.”

“Hey,” Kate said, walking up to the table. “The lap dancer is joining us for drinks?” She laughed and was about to introduce Emily when her face lit up in surprise. “Oh my God! Ariana went away with you!”

“Could you please sit down and I’ll tell you all about it,” Nicole said through clenched teeth.

Ariana gazed around the bar, but no one was staring at them.

“Ari, this is Emily—” Nicole started.

“Oh, I’m so sorry,” Kate said, putting her arm on the back of Emily’s chair. “Yes, this is my wife, Emily. Babe, meet Ariana Villa.”

“Hi Ariana, it’s nice to meet you,” Emily said with a smile.

Ariana returned her smile and nodded. “It’s nice to meet you.”

“So,” Nicole said, gazing over at Ariana then at Kate. “About my contract negotiations.”

Kate’s brows flew up her forehead. “Please don’t tell me you want me to negotiate a clause that lets you date players?”

“No.” Nicole grinned. “Just one player.”

Ariana chuckled. If the risk wasn’t so high in their current situation then this back and forth would be entertaining.

Kate shook her head. “I’m guessing you want to meet and disclose your relationship with management.”

Nicole nodded. “I want to be forthcoming and get ahead of it. No secrets.”

“No secrets? I’d say you two have been keeping a big secret!”

Ariana looked over at Nicole. She desperately wanted to hold her hand or something to give her support.

“They could easily fire you,” Kate went on.

“Well, that would be dumb,” Emily said.

All eyes turned towards her.

“You could walk down the street to another network, sign on with them, and give them a big boost in this booming market,” Emily explained. “I may not know a lot about basketball, but I do know about business.”

“You don’t like sports in general,” Nicole said.

Ariana noticed Nicole gave Emily a funny look.

“Ariana,” Emily said, “long, long ago Nicole and I went on a terrible date.”

“It wasn’t terrible!”

“Well, it certainly wasn’t good.” Emily looked back at Ariana. “Anyway, we didn’t have much in common, but she introduced me to her best friend Kate and here we are twenty years later living our happily ever after. Nicole is right, I’m not much on sports, but my wife is involved in the business side and that interests me.” She looked at Nicole and smiled. “We were at different places in our lives at that time.”

“Yeah, I was focused on my career. You were already successful and ready for a partner,” Nicole said.

“That seems to have changed for you,” Kate said.

Ariana felt Nicole’s arm slide through hers. She widened her eyes, but tried to stay calm.

“I’ve found something that is bigger, better, and I love more than basketball.”

Ariana met Nicole’s gaze and smiled. She didn’t think anything could take her focus away from basketball. She had always imagined her partner and basketball would coexist side by side. Wow, was she ever wrong. This was, like Nicole said, bigger and better than anything Ariana had ever felt.

“Okay, we’ll figure this out,” Kate said. “Let me think about it. We have options. Let’s discuss them and then I’ll set up a meeting with the network.”

“Then you’re not mad at us?” Ariana asked.

Kate narrowed her brow at them both. “I am Nicole’s best friend and would’ve loved to know, but I understand why you couldn’t tell me.”

“You did suggest that I hook up with Ari,” Nicole said playfully.

“After the season is over!” Kate exclaimed.

Stuart came over with a tray of drinks and set them on the table. “I could see smiles so I knew everything was okay. Let’s toast the happy couple. This is going to be a fun ride.”

Ariana looked at Nicole and widened her eyes. She didn’t know what would come next, but as long as she and Nicole were together Ariana knew everything would be okay.
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Nicole watched the city fly by from her seat on the train. While Ariana was at practice Nicole knew it was time to tell Shealyn about their relationship. The commute to Shealyn’s gave her the opportunity to gather her thoughts, but she’d been thinking about this conversation almost from the beginning with Ariana.

Since the first youth event Nicole did with Ariana she knew they were going to be friends. That was all she’d allow herself at the time, but deep down her heart knew it was going to be more. To some people a secret relationship would seem fun and exciting, but not to Nicole when she knew this could affect Shealyn’s career as well as her own. Sure, Shealyn could find a new broadcast partner, but it took time to build the rapport and chemistry that they had together. Plus, they were good friends and that translated to the broadcast. It was appealing to their fans and audience.

Nicole knew Shealyn would be supportive, but this was asking a lot of their friendship and their professional relationship.

She took a car to Shealyn’s house from the train station and could feel her heart pounding in her chest as she waited at the front door.

“What a surprise,” Shealyn said. “I’m glad we didn’t have plans when you asked to come out.”

Nicole smiled. “Did you enjoy your time off?”

“I did, but I have a feeling you’re here to share about your time off.”

Nicole raised a shoulder as the girls ran in excitedly and grabbed Nicole’s hands to show her their rooms. She’d been out here right after they moved in and the girls hadn’t finished decorating their rooms yet.

A short time later Dewayne came in and rescued Nicole from the girls. He gave her a big hug and looked down at the girls.

“Come on, girls,” he said. “We have to give your mama and Nicole a little time together. Let’s go outside and swim, they can join us later.”

The girls immediately went to the bathroom to change into their swimsuits while Nicole found Shealyn in the kitchen. She slid a glass of iced tea in front of Nicole and smiled.

“You’ve had me drinking peach iced tea all summer,” Shealyn said. “Dewayne even likes it.”

Nicole took a sip from her glass and followed Shealyn over to the kitchen table.

She gazed at Shealyn, who smiled as she waited patiently. Nicole wasn’t sure how to begin. She’d played this scenario over in her head so many times.

“I’m in love with Ariana Villa and she’s in love with me,” Nicole blurted.

Shealyn took a sip of her iced tea and set her glass back on the table with intention. “I’m not surprised. I knew there was someone because you have been far too happy one minute, then on edge the next. This hasn’t been your usual intense behavior through the season. How long has it been going on?”

“You don’t really want to know that.”

Shealyn’s brows rose up her forehead and she nodded. “What are you going to do?”

“That’s one reason I’m here. Kate and I are meeting with the network. I want to be upfront about it in hopes of saving my career.”

“Are you sure?” Shealyn asked. “You know I think Ariana is a good person and I want this for you, but are you sure?”

“Yes, I’m sure. I love her, Shea. I want a life with her.”

“So, I guess I was wrong,” Shealyn said. “Someone can fall into your lap and be the one.”

Nicole chuckled. “It all started with basketball.”

“You were giving her tips, weren’t you?”

Nicole nodded. “Yeah, but she’s smart and caught on quickly.”

“You’d meet for these basketball tip sessions?”

“Then we’d go up on the roof and play basketball,” Nicole said. “I can’t tell you how much joy I get from talking basketball and playing basketball with someone who understands what it means to me.”

“I know I don’t love it like you do. All the strategies aren’t my thing. So what’s the plan?”

“Kate’s getting us a meeting.”

“I’ll be there with you,” Shealyn said.

“What?”

“I’m going to this meeting with you. It doesn’t just affect you. Besides, you’ve stood with me through my marriage to Dewayne and having both girls. You kept our team relevant. You wouldn’t let them sideline us. I’m not losing my partner just because she fell in love.”

“I don’t want to lose you either, but you have to do what’s best for you. I can’t imagine they’ll let me call Ari’s games now.”

“That’s why I’m going with you,” Shealyn said. “They don’t know what they have.”

“Okay, I’ll tell Kate.”

Shealyn got up and held her arms out. Nicole walked into a bear hug she didn’t realize how much she needed.

“Okay,” Shealyn said, letting her go. “Now tell me all about the good parts.”

Nicole laughed. “Well…” She smacked Shealyn on the arm. “I’m not going to kiss and tell.”

“Nicole!” Shealyn exclaimed. “That girl is hot, pretty, and has all those strong muscles. Plus she’s younger!”

“It’s funny,” Nicole said. “I never notice our age difference unless we’re playing basketball. I’m old and slow now, Shea. When did that happen?”

Shealyn laughed. “Ariana ain’t looking at your age.”

Nicole chuckled and was glad Shealyn would be with her at the meeting. They were still a team.


Chapter Thirty-Two




Nicole followed Kate into the conference room. Her heart was racing in her chest and she felt Shealyn squeeze her elbow in a show of support.

She’d woken up in the middle of the night with Ariana’s arms draped around her. As she eased herself onto her back, Nicole gazed at Ariana’s sweet, peaceful face. She realized then it didn’t really matter what happened in this meeting. Yes, she’d like to keep commentating, but she and Ariana were in this together now and that made all the difference.

“How much have they offered you?” Rob Daley, asked holding out his hand to Nicole then Shealyn. “We’ll match it.”

“Hold on, Rob,” Laura Roberts said. “They wouldn’t leave us for money.”

Rob Daley was the Executive Vice President of Content while Laura Roberts oversaw Sports Production for the network. Nicole and Shealyn had been working with them for the past ten years and had been through several contract negotiations at this very table.

“Money talks,” Kate said, taking a seat across the table from them.

“But this isn’t about money,” Nicole added, sitting next to her.

Laura furrowed her brow and held out her hands. “Please, enlighten us. You rarely call a meeting right before the playoffs. Is something wrong?”

“We are coming to you in good faith to make you aware of a situation,” Kate began.

“Situation?” Rob said.

Nicole sighed. “It’s not a situation. I’m in a relationship with Ariana Villa. As you both know she plays for New York.”

“Oh,” Laura said, sitting back in her chair.

“I know you’re not going to fire her,” Shealyn said.

Rob looked over at Laura and cleared his throat. “We wouldn’t want to do that, but Nicole, this is not a good look.”

“We’re about to go into the playoffs,” Laura said. “Attendance and viewership are better than it’s ever been so there’s a lot to consider here.”

“I realize that,” Nicole replied. “But you needed to know.”

“I’m here because Nicole and I are your number one team and to do anything to split us up before the end of the season would lead to a lot of questions that I’m sure the network doesn’t want,” Shealyn said.

“Yes, but if anyone else discovers this relationship can you imagine all the questions then?” Rob said. “Does anyone else know?”

Nicole shook her head.

“Before you question our journalistic integrity or make any kind of decision, I ask that you look back over our broadcasts for the season and you’ll find that Nicole has been neutral when it comes to Ariana and her team,” Shealyn said.

“Are you saying you didn’t know about this?” Laura asked.

“Not until recently,” Shealyn replied. “If I couldn’t tell then our audience certainly couldn’t either.”

“But if anyone were to discover this relationship and that we knew about it…” Rob shook his head.

“You know,” Kate said, holding up her hands. “I think Nicole and Shealyn have been honest and forthcoming so really, the rest of this is up to us.”

“There are several different scenarios that come to mind,” Laura said.

“And we can discuss all of them. Negotiations are what we do. Right?” Kate said.

Nicole and Shealyn got up to leave. Kate had already told them this was her strategy. They did not need to be in the room when they began to talk about steps going forward. This was how Kate had handled her contract negotiations in the past and it had always been beneficial to both sides.

As they walked towards the elevator Shealyn put her arm around Nicole and said, “We still have jobs.”

“For now.”

They went back to Nicole’s apartment to wait for Kate. Ariana was there to greet them and Nicole could see the anticipation and fear on her face. “Well?”

Nicole leaned up, cupped the side of her face, and kissed her. “We told them. Now we wait for Kate.”

“Are you this nervous before a game?” Shealyn chuckled.

“No! This is much bigger than a game,” Ariana replied.

“It’ll be okay, babe. It’ll work out,” Nicole said, walking into the kitchen to get them drinks.

“You keep saying that, but it’s your job on the line.”

“Yeah and you put us here, didn’t you,” Shealyn said, walking over to face Ariana.

Nicole saw the surprise on Ariana’s face, but then Shealyn grabbed Ariana’s shoulders. “You’d better take care of my girl.”

“I promise,” Ariana said. “She’s the most important thing in my life.”

Shealyn smiled and let Ariana go. “You know, not everyone likes us,” she said. “Have you thought about the fallout for you when this comes out?”

The look on Ariana’s face made Nicole laugh. “She’s kidding you, Ari. Well, I think she is.”

“Everyone will be jealous,” Ariana said, “because I somehow got the amazing Nicole Neal to love me.”

Nicole smiled. “If only the network execs thought of me the same way.”

Shealyn laughed. “I think they do. We make them a lot of money.”

“So what are the options they’re discussing?” Ariana said.

“Well, I think they will take us off your games,” Nicole said. “At least at first.”

“But as we near the playoffs, they’ll send us to more crucial games for the teams trying to make it in,” Shealyn said. “They’ll want us doing these bigger games with the most impact on the playoffs.”

Nicole saw Ariana’s face fall. “It’s okay, babe. I always watch your games whether I’m there or not.”

“I know, but it’s nice to see you in person before a game.”

“We’ll have to be even more careful,” Nicole said. “If they let me stay on the air no one can find out about us until the season is over.”

Ariana solemnly nodded.

“You know, if they fire me that means I can come to all your games!” Nicole said, trying to make Ariana smile.

Ariana groaned. “How am I supposed to be okay with that? You’re giving up too much.”

Nicole came over to Ariana and led them to sit on the couch. “We’ve talked about this. Sometimes when you give up things you gain even more. That’s what this is. This is a short term hardship for long term happiness.”

“Ugh, I know you’re right, but it feels like you’re doing all the giving,” Ariana said.

“Don’t worry, Ariana,” Shealyn said. “You’re the one who’ll have to take care of Nicole when she’s old. That will be sooner than you think.”

Nicole laughed. “Come on, baby. She’s trying to be funny. These old legs keep up with you just fine when it counts, don’t they?”

Ariana chuckled and pulled Nicole close. “Yeah, they do.”

“Okay, okay. I asked for that. Enough cuteness.” Shealyn smirked and sat in the chair across from them.

A short time later Kate came in with the network’s decision.

“They’re going to keep you on the air, but no New York games for now,” Kate said. “We looked at the schedule and New York is heading out west so they’ll keep you two on this side of the country. Depending on how the games shake out in the next couple of weeks they hope to keep you away from New York, but I don’t see how that’s possible.”

“Yeah, the LA-NY game is always a big one,” Shealyn said.

“My team is going to step it up and win the whole thing so you’ll be calling my games after all,” Ariana stated. “There’s no way they’ll let anyone else call the championship series.”

“That’s my girl.” Nicole grinned. “Keep winning, babe.”

“It’s paramount that this relationship is not discovered, so cool it, you two,” Kate said.

“We’re careful,” Ariana said.

“I mean it,” Kate said. “You’re going away for now, but you two may have to stay apart when she gets back.”

Nicole knew that might be a possibility, but now that Kate said it out loud her heart fell into her stomach. With so much riding on this, how could she not do what was best for them? Nicole sighed, reached for Ariana’s hand, and hoped together they could pull this off.
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Ariana looked on as Kate recounted her discussion with the network executives. It felt strange to be in Nicole’s apartment with someone else there. Over the past months it had always been the two of them.

Ariana could see how Kate and Shealyn had Nicole’s back. It was the same as Cameron and Ariana’s teammates. She understood why things had to be this way, but Nicole had always acted with integrity and compassion in her job. Ariana had seen it firsthand when she came into the league. She knew Nicole Neal was one of the journalists you could trust. It didn’t seem right for her to give up her job, especially how hard she had to work to get where she was. But Nicole hadn’t batted an eye or wavered once since they’d fallen in love. She was willing to let her job go so they could be together.

Ariana hoped that some day this would all balance out because right now, she felt like Nicole was making the greatest sacrifice. She was determined to show Nicole how much it meant to her and to do everything she could to make Nicole happy. That was her new priority.

“Hey, you okay?” Nicole asked her quietly.

Ariana nodded and smiled. “I think I’m missing you already.”

Nicole smiled and winked at her. “You’re not gone yet.”

“Okay,” Kate said, standing up. “We’ve gone over everything. If you have any questions let me know.”

“I’m leaving, too,” Shealyn said, following Kate to the front door. She stopped and looked at Nicole and Ariana. “There’s no reason you two can’t have the same happiness that Dewayne and I have. You just have to be smart for another month or so. We have your back.”

“Thanks, Shea,” Nicole said and hugged her.

“Come on,” Shealyn said, holding her arms open to Ariana. “You may as well get used to this. I’m a hugger.”

Ariana stepped into her arms and felt like she’d just made two new friends.

After a quick hug with Kate they both left and Ariana started back towards the living room. Nicole caught her hand and smiled. “Hey, would you like to play a little one on one with me?”

Ariana tilted her head and smiled. She knew Nicole was trying to relieve some of the pressure of the situation, but she had a better idea. “I’d love that, but not on the roof.” She raised her brows and looked down the hall to the bedroom and back at Nicole.

“Oh yeah?”

“If I’m going to be away from you for two weeks and potentially even longer then I want to be close to you for as long as I can.”

Their lips met in a tender kiss. “Just for today, let’s forget about all the drama that’s waiting for us outside this door,” Ariana said when she pulled away.

Nicole began to back down the hall, pulling Ariana with her. She gave her a sexy smile and Ariana could feel the tension leave her body. Nicole had dressed in a suit for the meeting and Ariana was going to enjoy taking it off of her.

Before they made it to the bedroom Ariana had Nicole’s blazer off and gently set it on a chair in the corner. She turned and as she unbuttoned Nicole’s shirt she looked up into her eyes. “Be sure and check the tunnel walks while I’m gone. I’ll wear something just for you.”

“Mmm. I can’t wait.” Nicole raised her arms as Ariana slid the blouse off. She tossed it towards the chair and pressed her lips to Nicole’s. Her heart immediately began to speed up and their hands were everywhere. Clothes came flying off and when Ariana took a breath she found herself on her back on the bed.

Nicole’s sweet lips were kissing a delectable path up Ariana’s neck leaving goosebumps rising on her skin. She took a breath and shuddered as Nicole whispered in her ear. “It doesn’t matter where you are, I’m always in your heart.”

Ariana’s arms tightened around Nicole as those words floated into her heart. She could feel herself melt as the surge of anticipation began to build.

When she looked into Nicole’s eyes they were a rich dark brown she would gladly fall into forever. “I want you to close your eyes and feel my love wrap around you with every touch, every kiss, every taste, and every sound.”

Ariana groaned as the desire, coupled with the promise of what was to come, was palpable in the room. This wasn’t just sex, relieving pressure, or sharing pleasure. This was their love, coming together as one, letting it flow, expand, and consume them. It would protect them, guide them, and always be a part of them.

Ariana had never felt so loved, so close to someone, and when Nicole immersed her in this ultimate realm of pleasure Ariana had never known she had this much love to give. Right then Ariana knew their love would get them through this and whatever else was thrown their way.

As she tried to catch her breath, Ariana held Nicole to her chest. “Love isn’t a big enough word for what I feel inside for you and for us.”

“I know,” Nicole whispered. “I feel it, too.”

Ariana smiled and let her hand softly glide up and down Nicole’s back. Everything would be okay. She knew it now.


Chapter Thirty-Three




“You didn’t tell Ariana we were in LA to call this game?” Shealyn asked as they walked onto the court.

“No, she’s not playing well right now and I didn’t want to add to her anxiety,” Nicole said. “I thought the surprise might be nice.”

“She doesn’t have to be the superstar right now. All she has to do is get the ball to Nia and Cameron. She’s done that consistently,” Shealyn said. “I think Nia is going to win MVP.”

“Yeah, she’s having a great season,” Nicole said. They stopped at the media table as a few of the LA players came on the court for shootaround.

“There’s your sister,” Shealyn said, waving to a woman with a little girl walking down from the stands behind them.

Nicole turned around to see her sister Chelsea and her niece, Livi. When Livi spotted them she came bounding down the steps with excitement on her face. She hugged them both. “I’m so glad to see you!”

“Me too,” Livi said. “Do you really think I can meet Ariana Villa?”

“I hope so,” Nicole said with a grin. “Thanks for coming so early,” she said to Chelsea.

She hugged Nicole. “We’ll talk at dinner tonight.”

Nicole smiled. She’d had a long conversation with her sister about Ariana and their relationship. Chelsea knew they had to keep things quiet for now, but the approving smile on her face gave Nicole a moment of calm. Then Shealyn got her attention and nodded to the other end of the court.

When Nicole’s eyes met Ariana’s she almost dropped the ball she was holding. Ariana started towards them, the smile on her face brightening with each step. Nicole had to stop herself from running out to meet her.

“There she is!” Livi exclaimed behind Nicole.

Nicole saw the love, relief, and happiness in Ariana’s eyes as she stopped in front of them.

“This is a surprise,” Ariana said. “It’s so good to see you.”

Nicole chuckled. “I have someone who would like to meet you.”

“Don’t tell me, Nic. This can’t be Livi. It’s nice to meet you in person.” Ariana beamed a smile at the child. “Have you been practicing those drills Aunt Nicole and I showed you on Facetime?”

“I can do all of them now.”

“Practice is important,” Ariana said. “I’ve heard you’re coming for my job.”

Livi giggled. “Maybe when I’m older.”

“Oh good.” Ariana nodded. “I hoped to play a few more years.”

“Ariana, this is my sister, Chelsea.”

“It’s nice to meet you,” Ariana said.

“Thank you for taking time for us,” Chelsea replied.

“Oh, it’s my pleasure.” Ariana smiled at Nicole then looked at Livi. “Do you want to show me your shot?”

Livi turned to Nicole with excitement.

“Go ahead,” Nicole said. She watched Ariana take Livi over to their basket where the little girl heaved the ball with all her might and it went in.

“If that isn’t the cutest thing I’ve seen in a while,” Shealyn said, coming to stand next to Nicole.

“I think I fall deeper in love with her every day,” Nicole said with a sigh.

Shealyn chuckled. “I’ve been there. Still am.”

Nicole glanced over at her and smiled.

“You told me she was great with kids,” Chelsea said. “You weren’t exaggerating.”

“We’ve done several WNBA youth events,” Nicole said. “In a way that’s how it all started.”

“Oh no,” Shealyn said. “Catching her as she flew through the air was the beginning.”

Ariana brought Livi back over to them as her teammates came out to shoot.

“Come on, Livi,” Shealyn said. “Let me show you what your aunt and I will be doing during the game.”

Nicole turned to Ariana, grateful for a moment alone with her.

“I can’t tell you how much I’ve missed you,” Ariana said softly.

“I know!” Nicole exclaimed. She took a quick look around the arena. “We have to be careful.”

Ariana nodded.

“I can see you have a big game inside you,” Nicole said, staring into Ariana’s eyes. “Go out and play. Stop worrying about us.”

“Wait for me after the game,” Ariana said quickly.

“No, babe,” Nicole said. “There are too many eyes.”

“Okay. Text me where you’re staying.”

Nicole nodded and realized there was no one near them. “I love you, Ari,” she said softly.

Ariana smiled. “I love you, too.” She turned and dribbled towards the basket. Nicole saw her stop, launch a shot from deep in the court, and it flew through the hoop with a swish. Ariana turned around, winked, and was gone.

Chelsea and Livi left to return later with the rest of the family for the game. Shealyn talked to a few of the players on the court while Nicole tried to busy herself at her computer, but she couldn’t keep from gazing up at Ariana. She’d missed calling her games, but was discovering that this might be harder than she thought.

They went back to their dressing room to get ready for the game and fell into their regular routine. Just as Nicole hoped, Ariana had a great game. She played with the joy that Nicole always admired when watching and calling her games.

Nicole’s sister and family were sitting not far behind her and Nicole noticed Ariana pointed at Livi a couple of times as she ran down the court after scoring a basket. She could just imagine her niece’s excitement when she found out Ariana was her girlfriend.

After the game, Nicole and Shealyn made plans to meet Nicole’s sister and family for dinner. As they walked back to their dressing room Nicole couldn’t help but look for Ariana.

“Come on, you’re going to get into trouble,” Shealyn said, opening the door to their dressing room.

Nicole’s phone pinged in her bag and she smiled when she saw a thumbs up from the text she’d sent Ariana with their hotel info. Maybe it was Nicole’s turn to have a groupie show up at her hotel room door. She chuckled at the thought and began to pack up her things.

“What’s amusing?” Shealyn asked, packing her things as well.

“Oh nothing,” Nicole said.

“Mmhmm.”

“I used to tease Ariana about groupies. Maybe I’ll have one of my own tonight.”

“Girl, I know you’re not going to get us fired.”

“I haven’t yet,” Nicole said with a grin.

Shealyn shook her head and smirked. “Let me know if you need any help sneaking her into your room.”
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Ariana stepped off the elevator with her phone in her hand. She glanced down the hall both ways and saw no one. She quickly typed a text to Nicole and when she reached her door it quietly opened. Ariana chuckled and walked inside. When the door closed behind her, she blinked a few times. She was not expecting to see Nicole standing a few steps away in a very sexy camisole and shorts set. It was an almost see through lacy peach color which highlighted Nicole’s summer tan and smooth skin.

Ariana lost her breath and widened her eyes. “Do you always travel with sexy sleepwear?”

Nicole giggled. “Only when there’s a chance I might see my girl.”

Ariana closed the distance between them and pulled Nicole close. She growled and nuzzled Nicole’s neck. “You are the sexiest, most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen,” Ariana said, kissing below Nicole’s ear. “I am so lucky to be your girlfriend.”

Nicole moaned as her arms slinked around Ariana’s neck. “Just how lucky are you?”

Ariana smiled against Nicole’s skin and gently guided her onto the bed. Their lips met in a heated kiss as Ariana pushed her leg between Nicole’s.

She slid her hand under Nicole’s top and cupped her breast while kissing just above the fabric. Ariana covered Nicole’s nipple with her mouth and sucked. She could feel the bud harden through the lacy fabric and groaned.

Ariana slid her hand under Nicole’s shorts and down into her wetness. Nicole’s satisfied moan was the music Ariana had missed while being on this long road trip. When she felt Nicole’s fingers comb through her hair Ariana could no longer wait. She slipped one then another finger inside Nicole, filling her with the love in her heart, in her body, and in her soul.

She started a slow rhythm as their lips met in another passionate kiss. They didn’t need words right now. Their bodies knew how to communicate through touch, sound, and emotion.

Ariana moved her thumb to press against Nicole’s clit as she pushed inside once again, a little deeper this time. Her fingers brushed the place Nicole loved so much just as her thumb found that special spot beside her clit.

“Oh, Ari!” The words escaped Nicole’s mouth through clenched teeth.

“Feel my love, Nic,” Ariana said just as the orgasm pulsed against her fingers and rushed through Nicole’s body.

Nicole gasped and said Ariana’s name over and over in a love-filled mantra.

“Mmm.” Ariana found Nicole’s lips once again in a tender kiss. She sighed and slid over next to Nicole. “That didn’t take long. You missed me as much as I missed you.”

Nicole hummed in agreement.

“Will you wear this for me when we get home?”

Nicole chuckled as her fingers tangled in Ariana’s hair. “Absolutely.”

Ariana propped her head on her hand and let her finger trace up and down Nicole’s chest. “I can’t tell you how surprised I was to see you when I walked into that gym.”

“I could see it on your face. I would’ve told you, but it was last minute and I thought the surprise might be a good thing.”

Ariana sighed. “I haven’t been playing well.”

“Would you like my analysis of why?” Nicole asked.

“I have a pretty good idea, but yes, enlighten me with your brilliance.”

“Baby, you’ve got to play,” Nicole said. “You’re letting our situation take the fun out of it.”

“I know,” Ariana whined. “I remember being on the roof with you, talking about the fun.”

“Tonight was different?”

Ariana nodded. “Seeing you at the media table made my heart beat in a different way. Oh, and meeting Livi! My God, Nic, that was the best.”

Nicole grinned. “I can’t wait to tell her that you’re my girlfriend. I may become the best aunt in the world.”

Ariana laughed and rolled onto her back. “Where do you go next?”

“We’re supposed to find out in the morning, but it won’t be with you,” Nicole said. “I really wanted to call the Portland game, but I think we’ll be in Dallas. I want to meet your mom.”

Ariana couldn’t hide the disappointment on her face. Nicole rolled onto her side and stroked the side of Ariana’s face. Her tender touch always gave Ariana such a thrill. “After the season is over, we’ll go to Portland.”

“I’d love that.” Nicole smiled. “And then Phoenix.”

“Hey, if we play Phoenix in the playoffs you’ll have to do that game,” Ariana said. “Maybe I can meet your parents then.”

“Slow down, babe. I want to call that game more than anything, but we’re getting too far ahead.”

“Speaking of ahead and looking past the season,” Ariana said, gazing into Nicole’s eyes, “do you know what you’re going to do?”

“I’ve been thinking about it, but we have to get you that championship first.”

“I thought you were supposed to be neutral.” Ariana interlaced their fingers and pulled Nicole’s hand over her heart.

Nicole smiled. “You may think Livi is your biggest fan, but you’d be wrong.”

Ariana pulled Nicole’s hand to her lips and kissed it softly. “You don’t think they’ll let you keep calling the WNBA?”

“Do we have to talk about this right now?” Nicole said. “I’m trying to get you to stop worrying and play with abandon and the freedom that makes you so damn good.”

“It makes me worry that I don’t know what’s next for you,” Ariana said. “We know what I’ll be doing. I’m under contract.”

“Okay, I didn’t realize you were so concerned about it,” Nicole said. “But babe, we already have plenty to worry about.”

“So?”

“It will make you feel better to know that Misty Bell has wanted me to come coach with her for years. She always has a place for me if I decide to give up the mic.”

“Really!” Ariana’s eyes lit up. “That’s a great option.”

Nicole chuckled. “You don’t think that would be too much togetherness?”

“Never.”

“She isn’t the only one interested in my research and analysis talents,” Nicole said. “I could also write for the network and do the kinds of pieces where I can give my opinion for a change. So stop worrying, I have options.”

“Yes, but none of those include commentating,” Ariana said. “I know that’s your love.”

“I have thought about that,” Nicole said. “I could go into the studio and do the pre- and post-game shows. Those could be fun. I could definitely show off my analytical skills. Or I could always go back to calling college games. I still do some now and I do love watching these young players blossom.”

Ariana smiled. “Are you sure about this?”

Nicole scoffed. “What?” She sat up and stared down at Ariana. “Are you changing your mind about us?”

“No!” Ariana sat up and grabbed Nicole’s hands. “Will you be happy doing any of those things you just listed?”

“You make me happy, Ariana Villa,” Nicole stated. “I can do any of those things.”

“Or, there’s another you haven’t mentioned.”

“What’s that?”

“You could spend your time with me and travel with me during the season,” Ariana said. “I make a lot of money from my endorsements. We’ve made the decision to do this life together, so what I have is yours.”

“Oh!” Nicole’s voice went up and down as she grinned. “Being your girlfriend has perks, does it?”

Ariana chuckled. “It’s an option, babe. Think about it.”

“Okay, I will add it to the list,” Nicole said. “But right now there are other things I’d rather do.”

Ariana gazed into her dark brown eyes and gave her a sexy smile. “Oh yeah? What might that be?”

Ariana felt Nicole’s lips crash into hers as she landed on her back in a heap. Nicole held her hands pinned on either side of her head and Ariana raised a brow. “Take your shot, babe.”

They had had sex more times than Ariana could count, but this was making love uninhibited with no thoughts of anything but pleasure, desire, and the joy of being together.


Chapter Thirty-Four




If Nicole didn’t know better she would’ve thought the network purposely sent them to games further away from New York when they played at home. They called one New York home game in the last two weeks of the season which was unusual and garnered a few comments on social media.

The network was walking a fine line by not suspending Nicole and letting her stay on air, but also keeping her away from any conflict of interest once the news broke about her relationship. Nicole could feel the pressure building as the playoffs arrived—not only for the teams but for her and Ariana as well.

They were able to see each other when they were both in town. Nicole did all she could to keep Ariana from worrying about their future and stay focused on basketball. She never dreamed it would be this hard to be away from Ariana. They’d been doing this all season, but Nicole looked forward to the day the final game was played and she and Ariana could be together. No more hiding. No more secrets. Just them and their love.

Of course, the decision on what to do about her career weighed heavy on her shoulders. She had options thanks to her devotion to her career over the years, which had made her a valuable asset to the network. Sometimes she thought about trying something else, maybe going the coaching or consulting route; however, she knew her heart. Right now it was full of love for Ariana Villa and she’d make the best decision for them to live a happy life together.

The past week had been more like how they were accustomed to spending their time. Ariana had practice most days and came over after she had treatment on her ankle. She was doing well, but they were being cautious leading up to the playoffs. She and Nicole had game film to watch and analyze since the first round of the playoffs had been decided.

Nicole was looking through her wardrobe trying to decide what to take on this week’s trip. She and Shealyn were flying to Phoenix the next day for their first round game. The second of the three game series would be played at Golden State. If a third game was necessary they’d go back to Phoenix.

She was excited to get to see her parents and hoped her sister and her family would make the trip to Golden State so she could see them as well. Family time would be a nice distraction from missing Ariana and her first round games against Indiana.

Nicole knew the matchup between Phoenix and Golden State was expected to be more competitive, but she wondered if they would be calling the New York series if the network wasn’t aware of her relationship with Ariana. It didn’t matter now. The assignments had been made.

She sighed as she looked through her closet trying to decide what to pack for the week. Her phone began to play Maroon Five’s “Closer.” Nicole had made it her ringtone after she flew with Ariana and her team and smiled every time she heard it.

“Hey,” she said, connecting the call.

“Hi,” Shealyn said. “I hope I’m not interrupting you and Ariana on your last day before we hit the road.”

Nicole chuckled. “She’ll be here after practice. I’m looking through my closet trying to decide what to bring on the trip this week.”

“Hmm, I know,” Shealyn said. “I expect this one will go three games.”

“Yeah, me too,” Nicole replied. “You never know what’ll happen in the playoffs.”

Shealyn laughed. “You sound like the commercials they’ve been running this week.”

“Hey, I was wondering.” Nicole paused. “What would you think about going back and calling college games full time?”

“Ah, you’re considering what’s next. You don’t want to try coaching?”

“I wouldn’t be coaching,” Nicole said. “Any position would be research or scouting.”

“Maybe, but you’re good at reading people and anticipating their moves,” Shealyn said. “You’d be coaching them what to look for and what to do to counter.”

“I know my heart and I don’t think I’m ready to stop commentating,” Nicole said. “But I really don’t want to work with anyone else but you.”

“I’d say you’ve really messed this up, Neal,” Shealyn said. “We had such a good thing going.”

“I know. I’m sorry I let you down.”

Shealyn laughed. “You haven’t let me down. You’ve found life after basketball and I’m proud of you.”

Nicole sighed with relief. “I never imagined it would work out this way.”

“Hey, we knew this would end some day, but that doesn’t mean it has to be now. That’s how love goes,” Shealyn said. “The analytical, strategic, ordered Nicole Neal couldn’t plan this one. But, to answer your question, yes, let’s do college. It’s where we learned our craft and made a name for ourselves. That’s why they still have us calling a few games during the season and the tournaments during March Madness.”

“I was thinking it would be good for you, too,” Nicole said. “You’d have summers off while the girls are out of school.”

“Plus we’d stay together as a team and you and Ariana could be public with your relationship,” Shealyn said.

“There’s that,” Nicole said.

“Do you have any idea what Ariana is going to do during the off season?”

“I planned to talk to her about that today,” Nicole said. “I feel like I need to be proactive instead of just waiting for someone to find out about us, you know?”

“You’re going to be in different cities for now,” Shealyn said. “Why would someone find out?”

Nicole shrugged and walked out of the bedroom. “I don’t know. The pressure seems to be building and I’m trying to do all I can to keep it off of Ari. I know she worries about what I’m going to do. If I can get a deal done for us going forward then she can concentrate on winning this championship. She has worked so hard and is having such a good season.”

“She is and I think you have a lot to do with that,” Shealyn said. “Before you disagree, I know you’ve helped her with the defenses of the other teams, but you love her and support her. That means something, Nicole.”

“Thanks, Shea, but she supports me, too.” Nicole chuckled. “She tells me all the time that she had this big crush on my voice and commentary before she fell into my lap.”

“Then do it,” Shealyn said. “Talk to Kate and get us a deal. I’m on board; I’ll let my agent know.”

Nicole heard the front door open. “Here she comes now.”

“Go be with your girl and I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Okay, bye, Shea.”

Ariana walked into the room and smiled. “Hi, babe.” She kissed Nicole’s cheek. “Were you two planning your week?”

“Something like that. How was practice?”

“It was more like a walk through.” Ariana shrugged.

“Let’s go up on the roof,” Nicole said. “It’s a beautiful day and we can enjoy the sunshine.”

Ariana’s eyes widened. “I’d love that. I can feel the pressure building.”

“Well then, let’s go take it away.”
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“I really love it up here,” Ariana said, sitting on the outdoor couch and reaching to pull Nicole to sit next to her. “I wonder why more people in the building don’t take advantage of it.”

Nicole shrugged. “I don’t know. There’s a group that does yoga a few mornings each week, I think.”

Ariana took a deep breath and sighed. Nicole squeezed her hand and looked over at her and smiled. Ariana furrowed her brow and studied Nicole for a moment. “What’s going on with you?”

Nicole’s brows raised and she rubbed her lips together. “I know you worry about what’s next for us. I’m going to ask Kate to negotiate a deal for me and Shealyn to do college basketball. We’d have a chance for a vacation before the season starts in November and you could travel with me.”

Ariana widened her eyes. “Oh, I like that idea. Are you sure?”

Nicole nodded. “You know, the WNBA is on the rise, but women’s college basketball is still more lucrative. It wouldn’t be a step down by any means.”

“Oh, I realize it,” Ariana said. “A lot of the top players make more staying in college than they do coming to the pros.” She smiled and gazed into Nicole’s eyes. “Did something happen to make up your mind?”

“Not really,” Nicole said. “I feel the pressure too, babe. If Kate can get a deal done I’m hoping some of it will go away.” She smiled and stroked Ariana’s arm. “From the beginning we had to keep this secret and looked forward to the end of the season. Now that we're so close it feels even more…”

“Scary? Important? Fucking tragic if we get caught now,” Ariana said then chuckled. “That was a little much, but I get it, babe.”

“Ah, you do get it.” Nicole leaned her head on Ariana’s shoulder. “Hey, what are you going to do in the off season?”

“Besides follow you around?”

Nicole chuckled. “Imagine the fun we’d have. You could scout the players Misty needs to draft next year.”

“How does Miami in January sound to you?”

“A lot better than frigid New York,” Nicole said. “Are you going to play Unrivaled again?”

Ariana nodded. “Yeah, I think so. I’ve looked into the new Project B league, but I think Unrivaled is a better fit for me. They plan to go to other cities, but still be based in Miami.”

“It won’t be a lot of travel like during the regular season though.”

Ariana turned to face Nicole and took her other hand. “You know, I’d spend all my free time here with you. I couldn’t tell you that before without sounding needy or smothering, but when we went to Rhode Island and actually said I love you for the first time everything changed. I’m not afraid to tell you what I’m feeling. Love is trust, it’s honesty. I want to travel to your games with you. I want you to come to Miami with me. That’s our life and what we have to do to be together.”

“I wish you could stay over here every night,” Nicole said. “There will be even more eyes as the playoffs continue. It won’t be much longer.”

“Dave will help me get in and out of the building without anyone recognizing me.”

Nicole smiled. “He’s the best doorman and friend.”

“I brought him tickets for tomorrow’s game. You should’ve seen his face.” Ariana smiled.

“He’s been good to us. Thank you for doing that.”

Ariana kissed the back of Nicole’s hand.

“How do you feel now? You know what I’m planning to do after the season. You know what you’re going to do in the off season. Does this help with the pressure? Please tell me the only pressure you’re feeling now is about the game tomorrow.”

“When did we become so worrisome? I worry about you, you worry about me.” Ariana shook her head. “Once this secret is out in the open, our worries should be gone.”

“You know, let’s stop the worrying now,” Nicole said. “We have our plan and we’ll put it into action. You are prepared for Indiana, so what’s there to worry about?”

Ariana chuckled. “You are so good at this. You’re right. If you’re prepared there’s nothing to worry about.”

“That’s right.”

“Damn.” Ariana sighed.

“What is it?”

“I was hoping you would take away my stress in another way.” Ariana wiggled her brows.

Nicole chuckled. “I love you.”

Ariana leaned over and kissed her softly. “It’s a good thing because I love you, too.”


Chapter Thirty-Five




Nicole walked into Kate’s office and smiled as she sat down in the chair opposite her desk. “Thanks for meeting with me this morning on such short notice.”

“No problem. Are you on your way to the airport?”

“Yep.” Nicole nodded.

“Traveling light?”

Nicole chuckled. “The car is waiting downstairs with my luggage. This shouldn’t take long.”

“Okay. What’s up? Fill me in on your contract thoughts.”

“Shealyn and I want to go back to college. That sounds funny.” Nicole grinned. “We want to stay a team and NCAA women’s basketball is where we started. We still call a few games and the big tournament, anyway. The important part is there will no longer be a conflict of interest.”

“The network will be glad about that,” Kate said. “Anything special you want to ask for?”

Nicole furrowed her brow and shrugged. “Not really. Don’t you think they’ll go for it?”

Kate shrugged. “I’m sure they’ll be glad to have their number one team doing the big games. Have you thought about how you’ll answer the questions on why you’re moving to only college games?”

“I thought I’d let them spin it the way that’s best for the network,” Nicole said. “I’m not sure anyone will notice.”

“Yeah, they will. Someone always does.”

“We can discuss that after they agree to let us do it.”

Kate smiled. “Okay. Honestly, it shouldn’t be a problem. Your new season will begin soon after the finals are over.”

“I know.” Nicole sighed. “I’ve thought long and hard about my options. I know my heart and I love commentating, especially with Shealyn. This should work for both of us. She’s on board and letting her agent know.”

“I’ll set up a meeting.”

“Good, I’d like to get this done soon. The pressure of this secret and someone finding out has become intense. To have something in place would be best for everyone, don’t you think?”

“Sure, but why is this suddenly getting to you? You and Ariana have been sneaking around the entire season.”

“I know, but as we get closer and closer to the end…”

“It seems unreal?”

“Kind of.”

“I’ll meet with Laura and Rob this week. Maybe I’ll know something by the time you get back,” Kate said.

Nicole sighed. “That would be great. We have no idea where we’ll be for the next round of the playoffs until the teams are set.”

“Yeah, but New York should win. There were no problems in their game you called leading up to the end of the season. I watched and you and Shealyn were great as usual. There’s a real possibility you’ll be calling their next round.”

“They kept us away from New York and people noticed. I’m sure they don’t want to answer any questions if they can keep from it.”

Kate nodded and jotted down a few notes on the legal pad in front of her. “Anything else?”

Nicole took a deep breath and exhaled. “Now that the business is done, can I talk to you as my best friend?”

Kate smiled and put down her pen. “Always.”

“I am forty-two years old,” Nicole began.

“I’m aware.” Kate chuckled.

“I know my heart or at least I thought I did. All this time I’ve worked towards being the best journalist and sportscaster for women’s basketball because it’s what I love. I put my personal life aside because I couldn’t see how they could coexist. If basketball were to go away I would still want to spend all of my time with Ariana and I’d be happy. I swear I thought I’d been in love before and I thought I knew what it was, but I don’t think I did. She’s the one and I know it. I’m just not sure what to do about it.”

She paused as Kate smiled and listened.

“Yesterday Ariana told me she would spend all her free time with me if she could,” Nicole continued. “Instead of cringing or thinking of ways to run away or being afraid I knew exactly what she meant because I want it too.”

“That’s how it can be when you’re in love.”

“When Ariana fell into my lap that day, I’m telling you, the world stopped,” Nicole said. “The same thing happened for Ariana. From that moment I fought my feelings for her and it was exhausting.”

“That’s because?”

“Because my heart was telling me she’s the one,” Nicole said. “It kept saying why are you fighting this, and of course my thoughts were on my career. But we spent time together, got to know each other, and it only got better.”

“Until you couldn’t fight it any longer,” Kate said.

“More like why? Why are you fighting this?” Nicole replied. “I kept thinking, this is a bad idea, what about my career, but those thoughts started to fade when I realized it didn’t matter. Here I sit asking you to negotiate a deal for me, but none of it matters if I don’t have her.”

“But you do have her,” Kate said. “No matter what you end up doing, you’ll still have each other.”

“I know.” Nicole nodded. “I keep telling Ariana that everything will be okay no matter what I’m doing after the season. It weighs on her, but I could see some relief when I told her I was coming to talk to you about this deal.”

Kate furrowed her brow. “What are you trying to say, Nicole? I can see there’s something else.”

Nicole could feel the emotions whirling around inside her. “I knew when I looked in her eyes that she was who I’m supposed to be with from now on. I want her to be with me now and always. This has been fast once we stopped fighting it, but I do know my heart.” Nicole could feel tears sting the back of her eyes. She saw Kate nod in encouragement and she kept going.

“It’s not that I don’t still need my alone time, we all do, but she’s my future. You know when you’re a kid and you can’t wait for Christmas to come? This is like taking all those years of wanting rolled into one. I can’t wait for this season to be over so Ariana and I can be together.”

“Okay, I get it,” Kate said. “But you are together. Take a breath, be together when you can, and it’ll all work out. That’s why we’re doing this.”

“But during all this wanting, Ariana is fighting to win a championship and worrying about what’s going to happen with us.”

“You’re helping her with that worry. You just said you were,” Kate said.

“I am, but nothing will take it all away until we don’t have to hide.”

“It won’t be much longer.”

Nicole gasped. “I know what I need to do.”

Kate raised her brows. “Want to share?”

Nicole smiled. “Not just yet. Thanks, I feel better. I never dreamed anything would be more important to me than basketball, but our life together is. I’d do anything for her.”

“Let’s hope giving up your job isn’t one of them.”

“Speaking of my job, I’ve got to get to the airport.” Nicole got up and hugged Kate then hurried to the waiting car. She hadn’t realized how much worry she was carrying as well. The uncertainty of their lives after the season had added to everything else. Now she knew what needed to happen and she was prepared to do it.
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Ariana was sitting in front of her locker in the dressing room as game time approached. She had her earbuds in and was listening to a song when someone nudged her shoulder.

“What are you listening to that puts that kind of smile on your face?” Cameron asked.

Ariana grinned. “Nicole is sending me songs to listen to before games,” she said quietly. “It’s a way she can talk to me and no one knows.”

“Ah, that’s fun,” Cameron said.

“Yeah, she’s trying to lighten things up because there’s so much pressure from the playoffs, us and, ugh, all of it.”

Cameron sat down next to her and leaned against her shoulder. “You know, some of our teammates know you have a girlfriend.”

Ariana’s heart fell into her stomach. She looked over at Cameron wide-eyed. “What?”

“Relax, they don’t know who it is. They just know you have someone because you’re happier than usual and you seem settled.”

Ariana scoffed. “I’m anything but settled. Everything is so up in the air. We had a long talk yesterday and she’s seeing Kate today before she leaves for Phoenix. She’s got an idea for a deal with the network that will keep her calling games. I’m so relieved because I know she loves it.”

“Good,” Cameron said. “We need you focused.”

“Oh, I’m focused, but I am wondering what happens after we win this championship. I want to be with Nic all the time.”

“Then be with her.”

Ariana looked over at Cameron and smiled. “It’s that easy isn’t it?” Suddenly it became clear to her what she wanted her life with Nicole to look like. All this time Nicole had had to take the lead. They met at her apartment around Ariana’s practice schedule and both their game schedules. Once the season was over, the secret would come out and Ariana could be with the woman she loved whenever she wanted.

“I’m going to need your help with something after we get back from Indiana,” Ariana said.

“Sure thing,” Cameron said. “Hey, what’s the song you were listening to?”

Ariana grinned. “‘Fast’ by Demi Lovato. Here.” She handed Cameron one of her earbuds and restarted the song. Cameron’s eyes widened and she started nodding.

“Damn, that’s hot!”

Ariana chuckled. “Yeah, it is.”

“I know what you’ll be doing when Nicole gets back.”

“Shhh!” Ariana looked around to make sure no one overheard them.

“Sorry, I meant your crush.” Cameron grinned.

Ariana smirked. She knew Nicole would always be her crush, but now she was so much more.

After the game Ariana went back to her apartment and waited on the stats to arrive via email from her assistant coach. Her phone began to vibrate on the coffee table and she smiled as she saw Nicole’s smiling face on the screen.

“Hi, babe.”

“Winner, winner!” Nicole exclaimed. “You played such a great game. You were everywhere, honey!”

Ariana chuckled. “It had something to do with the song you sent me.” She could hear Nicole’s sultry chuckle through the phone.

“I thought you might like that,” Nicole said. “It reminded me of us.”

“I liked the part where she sings, I wanna go anywhere, anywhere you are, no matter how close, no matter how far. That’s me, babe.”

“I love the beginning when she says it feels so right and she’s already obsessed.” Nicole giggled. “That’s me. I can admit that to you now, but not back then.”

“Ah, we were obsessed from the start.”

“I think my favorite part is when she sings I just wanna feel your hands all over me⁠—”

“Right where they wanna be,” Ariana sang into the phone.

“The first time I heard this song I thought of you,” Nicole said.

“I can’t wait for you to get home and we’re listening to this song together.”

“I’ll be ready,” Nicole said. “I got to see part of your game and you really played well. You go to Indiana and end this thing in two.”

“That’s the plan,” Ariana said. “How are your folks? Did they go to the game?”

“No, but I met them after for dinner. I’m just now back in my room,” Nicole replied. “I have some notes to go over and we’ll fly to San Francisco in the morning.”

“How did your appointment with Kate go this morning?”

“She’s going to meet with the network this week,” Nicole replied. “Fingers crossed they go for it and we won’t have to worry about all this secrecy much longer.”

“I know we’re both tired of sneaking around, but I want you to know that I’d do it forever if I had to,” Ariana said. “I love you and I’ll do whatever it takes for us to be together.”

“Me too, babe. Now you’d better get to bed. Rest and recovery,” Nicole said. “I’m so proud of you, Ari. You’ve worked so hard all season long and it’s paying off.”

“Because you’ve given me such great info.”

“I plan to watch the rest of your game tonight,” Nicole said. “If I see something I’ll let you know.”

“Thanks, babe. I’ll call you in the morning before we leave.”

“I love you, Ari.”

Ariana smiled and sighed contentedly. “I love you, too.”

Nicole was proud of her. It surprised Ariana how much those words meant to her. She had worked hard all season long, but Nicole had been with her the entire time. They would run scenarios on the court on Nicole’s roof so Ariana would know what to expect with each opponent. She was pretty sure Nicole had no idea just how valuable her analysis had been to Ariana. In a way they were also a team. The thought made Ariana smile and she couldn’t wait to get on the court again. Nicole was in her heart and making every play with her. No wonder she was having such a great season.


Chapter Thirty-Six




Nicole smiled as she watched Ariana sleep. She was finally able to take a deep breath. It seemed like she’d been holding her breath for weeks just waiting for their secret to be discovered or the network to change their minds about leaving her on the air. Amidst the uncertainty she had continued to do her job to the best of her ability and supported Ariana in her quest to win another championship.

Here, in her apartment, nestled together in her bed was where they could let all the drama and noise that had become their life go. In each other’s arms was where they felt safe, content, and able to recharge for another round.

Ariana and her team had gone to Indiana and won, ending their opening series in two games. Phoenix and Golden State had played all three games with Phoenix punching their ticket to the next round. A memory of Ariana waiting for her in the bedroom when she returned from Phoenix made her heart skip a beat. Ariana had Demi Lovato’s song “Fast” playing on repeat and they came together like they’d been separated for months.

New York was set to play the best of five-game series against Dallas in the semifinals. They had upset Minnesota in a three game battle that folks were still talking about. The other semifinal matched the number one seed, Las Vegas, against Phoenix. Nicole and Shealyn thought the network would more than likely leave them out west, but instead chose to have them cover the New York and Dallas series with the David versus Goliath scenario.

Nicole and Ariana were thrilled and during the first two games which were played in New York they stayed away from each other while at the arena, knowing Ariana would be spending her nights at Nicole’s. Ariana continued to play well and New York won the first two games, and now they were set to travel to Dallas for the next two.

Being at home for games made it easier to see each other, but the real reason for Nicole’s relief was thanks to the network. They had agreed to keep Nicole and Shealyn together and move them to call college games. Everyone was still a little nervous about keeping Nicole on the air, but trusted she and Ariana would remain discreet and no one would find out.

Honestly, Nicole suspected if they wouldn’t have had a mess to explain and try to clean up, the network would’ve probably let her go that day she told them the truth. But optics and perception were everything in this business.

She and Shealyn were set to go by and sign their new contract before they left for Dallas. Nicole felt like she could actually see a light at the end of the tunnel. She could visibly see the stress leave Ariana as things began to fall into place.

Nicole gently brushed a strand of dark hair off Ariana’s forehead and smiled. “All you have to do is play, baby,” she said softly.

“Mmm,” Ariana groaned. She captured Nicole’s hand and brought it to her lips.

Nicole was sure Ariana had the softest, warmest, most luscious lips in the world. They were the only lips she wanted to kiss and had no plans of ever stopping.

She watched Ariana slowly open her eyes and blink several times. “Good morning, love.”

A sweet smile crossed Ariana’s face. “Mmm, mornin’.” She snaked an arm around Nicole and pulled her closer. “I want to wake up like this every morning.”

Nicole smiled. “You’re going to finish off Dallas this week and then it’s on to the finals. It won’t be long now.”

“You look very relaxed and…” Ariana gazed into Nicole’s eyes for a moment. “Happy.”

“How could I not be happy waking up with you?”

Ariana moaned and nuzzled Nicole’s neck. “I know, but we have to leave for Dallas today.”

“I made a few notes while I was waiting for you to come home after the game last night.” Nicole widened her eyes when she realized she’d called her apartment their home.

Ariana simply smiled. “I just wanted to celebrate with you when I got here last night.”

Nicole giggled. “Here. Home. Wherever we’re together.”

Ariana chuckled and kissed Nicole on the cheek. “I wanna go anywhere you are, no matter how close, no matter how far.” She sang the lines from the Demi Lovato song.

“Since you have an away game that means I’ll send you a new song,” Nicole said.

“I can’t wait,” Ariana said. “Maybe I’ll only need one song. If we can win the first game in Dallas we won’t have to play the second one. I hope we win!”

“Shh, I have to stay neutral, but I hope you do, too. Don’t tell anyone,” Nicole whispered.

“I’m good at keeping secrets.”

“Mmm, yes you are,” Nicole said. She leaned over and kissed Ariana tenderly on the lips. “I’m going to get up and make you a big breakfast before we have to leave.” She kissed her again and turned to get out of the bed when she felt Ariana grab her wrist.

“We don’t have to get up just yet.”

Nicole let Ariana pull her back down as their lips met in a passionate kiss.
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“Mmm, this is so good,” Ariana said, swirling a bite of waffle in the syrup pooling on her plate.

“I know how much you like waffles, babe. You’re recharging before tomorrow’s game.”

“You take such good care of me.”

Nicole chuckled and sat down next to her. “I’d say you took pretty good care of me this morning.”

Ariana giggled. “You are just too sexy. I couldn’t help myself.”

“Uh huh,” Nicole said. She opened her notebook and pointed to the page. “Watch for this formation when you bring the ball down. Fake going left which should open a lane here then you can dribble to the basket.”

“Yeah, that will work unless they close down from here.” Ariana took the pencil and drew a line.

“If they do that more than likely they’ll foul you.”

“Maybe,” Ariana said. “The refs have been letting a lot go this series.”

“Has Maggie said anything to you during the first two games?”

“No.” Ariana furrowed her brow. Since the beginning of the season Maggie had officiated a few of Ariana’s games and hadn’t called any bogus fouls on her like she did that first night. If anything, she’d been fair and professional.

“The officials are taking a lot of heat and letting a lot go,” Nicole said. “Maggie hasn’t said anything to us and I wondered how she’d been on the court.”

“She’s been professional, but they’re all letting a lot go. It’s getting kind of rough out there.”

“Yeah, the same thing is happening in the other series,” Nicole said. “I was a little surprised to see Maggie's crew calling a semi-final series. It’s quite a step up for them.”

Ariana shrugged. “I don’t let the refs bother me. It’s out of my control. However, Maggie hasn’t tried to ask you out again, has she?”

Nicole chuckled. “You know she hasn’t.”

“I’m just making sure.” Ariana smirked. “I don’t want anyone messing with my girl.”

“Don’t you worry, honey. I only have eyes for you.”

Ariana leaned over and rested her head on Nicole’s shoulder. “Mmm, I love you.”

“I love you, too, babe.”

Ariana would miss playing on her home court in front of their fans, but she’d especially miss coming to Nicole’s after the game. At least Nicole and Shealyn were calling the game so Ariana would be able to see her. She knew it wasn’t necessarily true, but Ariana felt like she played better when Nicole called her games. There was just something about Nicole being there, looking on, and Ariana knew she was supporting her in her heart.
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“Villa puts up a three-point shot that beats the buzzer,” Shealyn said with the loud sound ending the game echoing around the arena.

“It’s too little too late,” Nicole said. “Dallas has won the game and the series now stands at two to one. Dallas is making this series interesting after all. They couldn’t keep up in New York, but here on their home court it’s been a different story, Shealyn.”

“I’ll say,” Shealyn replied. “They came out aggressive and kept it up the entire game. Let’s go to Keely with the players of the game then we’ll send it back to the studio for highlights.”

Nicole slipped her computer into her bag and zipped it up.

“Ariana played well, but her supporting cast was not up to the task tonight,” Shealyn said.

“Yeah, she’ll be upset with the loss,” Nicole replied. “She’s supposed to call me tonight when she gets back to the hotel.”

“I’m glad to see you both being careful,” Shealyn said. “You’re so close to the finish line.”

“Let’s go change and have dinner,” Nicole said. “I want to get back to the room to look at the replay. Maybe I can find something to help Ariana.”

As the crowd began to thin they made their way back to the dressing room. Nicole quickly changed and as she was gathering her things she realized she’d left her computer at the media table.

“Hey, I’ve got to run back to the floor. I left my computer there,” she told Shealyn. “I’ll be right back.”

“Okay, I’ll wait for you here.”

Nicole hurried back to the table and found her computer bag in her chair. She grabbed it and walked back through the empty hallway to her dressing room. It always amazed her how quickly the players and support staff exited the arena. Up ahead she saw someone familiar bending down to tie her shoe. Nicole looked around and saw no one else in that part of the hallway and stopped.

“Hey, honey.”

Ariana stood up and gave her a welcome smile. “I’ll be listening to that song all night.”

Nicole smiled. “I thought you might like that Taylor Swift song.”

“I like it when you call me honey.”

“You played a great game,” Nicole said. “It’ll be okay.”

Ariana sighed, looked up and down the hall then smiled. “When I was growing up it was just me and my mom and she was at all my games. After she remarried and I went so far away for college it was just me. From then on it never really mattered who was in the stands. But now it does. I can feel you cheering me on in your heart.” She leaned a little closer. “Because we know you have to stay neutral.”

Nicole chuckled. “I’m always cheering for you, honey.” She reached out and slipped her hand into Ariana’s and squeezed. “I’ll always be here.”

“I know and that makes all the difference.”

“You’d better hurry and get changed,” Nicole said. She could feel that tingling in her body that reminded her that they should not be doing this.

“I’ll call you later, honey.” Ariana smiled and walked out of sight.

Nicole turned towards her dressing room and stopped in her tracks.

“Hello, Nicole,” Maggie said.

Nicole quickly regained her balance from the shock of seeing Maggie. “Hi, Maggie. Good game.”

“Yeah, if you’re a Dallas fan,” Maggie said, raising an eyebrow. “That certainly looked intimate.”

Nicole’s heart began to bang in her chest. She smiled and before she could say anything Maggie continued.

“How long has this been going on? I’m guessing the network doesn’t know or you wouldn’t still be commentating.” Maggie smirked.

Nicole stood a little taller. “No one knows.”

“Hmm, should I keep this little secret for you?” Maggie gave her a sarcastic smile. “Let me ask you, Nicole, is this why you wouldn’t have dinner with me earlier in the season? Have you and Ariana been sneaking around all this time?”

“No, Maggie. Nothing was going on then,” Nicole said. “I’d appreciate it if you wouldn’t say anything.”

Maggie scoffed. “I’m sure you would.”

“Just like I haven’t said anything about how you like to control games by calling unnecessary fouls,” Nicole replied. “You do remember that conversation.”

Maggie smirked. “I remember.”

“You know, you’re a good official, Maggie. You’re taking a lot of heat right now because you’re not calling fouls. That has to go against how you like to call games.”

“Every game is different.” Maggie shrugged. “I won’t say anything, Nicole.”

“I wish I could believe you.” Nicole forced a smile. If she could so easily change the way she officiated games then how could Nicole trust her not to say anything about her relationship with Ariana if it could benefit her in some way?

“See you around.”

As Maggie walked away Nicole could feel the pounding of her heart and the sick feeling in her stomach.


Chapter Thirty-Seven




Ariana had her earbuds in, listening to Troye Sivan’s song “Bloom,” with her eyes closed. Nicole had sent it to her last night to get her ready for today’s game. “Promise me you’ll hold my hand if I get scared now,” she sang softly. Her body was moving slowly to the beat. “Yeah, I bloom, I bloom just for you. Come on, baby, play me like a love song…” She smiled and thought of Nicole as the song continued. Their love had bloomed all around them despite their best efforts to fight it.

Ariana had a good feeling about the game today. She felt like something was a little off with Nicole when she’d talked to her last night, but she’d smiled at her when no one was watching during shootaround.

No matter what happened in the game Ariana knew they were going back to New York tonight and she would be at Nicole’s with her. They could talk then. In the meantime she was ready to play her best because Nicole was there and they were in this together.

Ariana opened her eyes to see Cameron’s hand waving in front of her face.

“It’s time,” she said. “Let’s go win this game.”

Ariana nodded, put her phone away, and they left the dressing room. Out on the court, Ariana looked around and smiled. She was ready.

During warmups an errant ball rolled towards the media table and Ariana went after it. She looked up into Nicole’s eyes and smiled. “Watch me bloom,” she said, just loud enough for Nicole to hear.

Nicole smiled and nodded.

The game started and New York came out ready to play. Dallas kept it close the first half and then New York went on a run in the third quarter. It was a good game with a loud crowd as Dallas inched its way back.

Ariana wasn’t about to let them steal this game and she encouraged her team in the huddle during each timeout as the clock wound down. Dallas pulled within four points with less than two minutes to go.

Nicole had given Ariana a couple of things to keep in mind that New York hadn’t done well in the previous game they lost. Ariana saw an opening and instead of passing the ball like she had so many times before she stepped back and took a deep three-point shot. Ariana knew it was going in as it left her fingers.

This quieted the crowd and invigorated Ariana. She watched Dallas’ point guard come up the court and waited until just the right moment to pounce. Her hand punched the ball away and she sped up the court for an easy layup, extending their lead to nine points with thirty seconds left.

New York’s defense stayed tough and they won the game as well as the series with three wins to Dallas’ one. They were going to the finals!

Ariana had felt like she’d been on a mission from the beginning of the season to bring the championship back to New York. They were now one step closer. The other semifinal series wasn’t complete yet so they’d be returning to New York with a chance to recover and prepare for the championship series. She couldn’t wait to get home and celebrate with Nicole.

Ariana gave a quick glance to the media table and she waited until Nicole looked her way. She smiled and saw Nicole’s face light up when their eyes met. Yeah, it was going to be a good night.

Several hours later Ariana walked into Nicole’s apartment and found her waiting in the kitchen.

“I have a Diet Coke ready for you,” Nicole said, hurrying to put her arms around Ariana. “Congrats, honey.”

Ariana felt Nicole’s lips on hers and couldn’t contain her excitement. “We’re in the finals!”

“Yeah, you are.”

Ariana put her bag down while Nicole brought their drinks into the living room.

“I remembered a couple of things you said towards the end of the game,” Ariana said after taking a healthy drink of her soda. “So I took the shot!”

Nicole laughed. “That’s exactly what I said into the mic.”

Ariana laughed with her. This was the best, going over the game after a big win and trading favorite moments. They settled back on the couch and sipped their drinks.

“Are you going to tell me what’s bothering you?” Ariana asked.

“What?” Nicole’s eyes widened.

Ariana shrugged. “I could tell something wasn’t quite right last night. Did something happen? Are you okay?”

Nicole furrowed her brow. “How’d you know? I thought I hid it well.”

Ariana reached over and cupped Nicole’s cheek. “I know you, Nic. I love you and can tell when something is bothering you.”

Nicole set her drink on the table and sighed. “Remember when we were talking after the game the other day? When you left, I turned around and there was Maggie Patterson.”

Ariana’s heart fell into her stomach. “Oh no. Did she hear us?”

Nicole nodded.

“Fuck!”

“It’s okay, baby,” Nicole reached for her hand and squeezed it. “She said she wouldn’t say anything, but I don’t know if we can trust her.”

“What should we do?”

“We aren’t going to do anything,” Nicole said. “You are going to practice and I’m going to see my bosses.”

“They’ll bench you.”

“Maybe.” Nicole nodded. “If they do then that’s okay. I’ve already got the new contract and I was thinking on the way home that it could be a good thing.”

“How? This is my worst fear coming to life. The last thing I ever wanted to happen is you to lose your job.”

“I’m not losing my job.”

Ariana could feel Nicole move closer and gently stroke her hand. “How could this be a good thing?”

“I’ll be at your games and be able to cheer for you the entire time,” Nicole said. “I won’t have to stay neutral. I can watch you and be mesmerized by your talent and grace without having to say a word on air.”

Ariana scoffed. “You’re just trying to put a positive spin on this. Why didn’t you tell me about Maggie?”

Nicole gave her an are you kidding me look. “I’m not trying to spin anything, Ari. I wasn’t about to give you something else to worry about before your game.” She squeezed Ariana’s arm. “I’ll be at all your games and I’ll get to be your biggest fan and cheerleader.”

“You’re saying this like it’s a done deal.”

Nicole shrugged. “It may be. Think about it. If I step down, it protects the network and us. Plus, I get to watch and appreciate you.”

Ariana sighed. “You’re not bullshitting me, right?”

“You seem to be able to tell, so am I?”

Ariana narrowed her gaze at Nicole and tilted her head. “We’ll see.”

A big smile spread on Nicole’s face. “Let’s go to bed. It’s late, we can talk about this tomorrow.”

Ariana smirked. “Come on, baby, play me like a love song.”

“Every time it comes on,” Nicole sang.

Ariana let Nicole pull her off the couch while they both sang as they walked down the hall. “I bloom just for you.”
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“Why would you do that?” Kate exclaimed. “I’m your agent! Ariana must have been furious.”

“She knew,” Nicole said, taking a seat at the bar.

“She knew and you still did it?” Kate slid onto the stool next to her.

“What’s going on?” Stuart said from the other side of the bar. “Why are you here so early?”

Nicole sighed. “I need a beer.”

“Our friend Nicole met with her bosses and resigned!” Kate said.

“That’s old news,” Stuart said, “it happened days ago.”

Kate sighed. “Explain to me again why you thought that was the best thing to do.”

Nicole took a breath and exhaled. “Someone else found out about us. I couldn’t trust her not to say anything. When I went to Laura and Rob I knew the best thing for the network and Ariana was for me to step down. I already have a new contract. Everyone is protected. It’s fine.”

“Ariana is playing lights out,” Stuart said, setting a beer in front of each of them. “If anything it’s emboldened her.”

“I told you I would do anything for Ariana and that was what was best,” Nicole said.

“But they were going to give you the finals,” Kate said. “You could’ve been commentating her games.”

“Honestly, I’ve enjoyed watching her from the stands,” Nicole said with a smile. “I can cheer for her and watch her kill it on the court without having to say something neutral into a microphone.”

“I never thought I’d hear you say that,” Kate said. “You gave up the premier spot on the most important series of the season.”

“Aw, look what love has done to my girl,” Stuart said with a dreamy look on his face.

Nicole chuckled. “I have learned that I have room in my life for more than one thing.”

“You mean basketball.”

“Yes, I’ve discovered basketball and my career are nothing without Ariana.”

Stuart smiled and raised his glass. “To finding love and New York winning another championship.”

Nicole chuckled as she clinked her glass with Stuart’s and Kate’s. “It’s been an exciting series. New York stealing that first game while they were in Las Vegas was brilliant."

“You were great on the pregame show in Vegas,” Stuart said.

“I know the network put you in the studio to keep too many questions from being asked,” Kate said. “Has it worked?”

Nicole nodded. “Yes, I explained that first night that I was working on a new project and was excited to give my analysis before the games.”

“Yeah, little do the fans know Ariana Villa is that new project,” Stuart muttered.

Nicole smirked and reached over the bar to slap his shoulder. “The network will announce our move to college basketball when the season starts. It’s all working out.”

“Okay, New York won the first game, Vegas the second, then they came back to New York where we won both of those,” Stuart said.

“Right,” Nicole said. “We went back to Vegas and they won, so now we’re here for game six tomorrow night.”

“Three games to two,” Kate said. “We win tomorrow and it’s over.”

“They’re going to do it,” Nicole said.

“Is that your professional opinion or are you speaking as our point guard’s girlfriend?” Stuart asked.

“In this case they are one and the same.” Nicole grinned and took a long sip of her beer.

“Have you still been keeping your distance from each other?” Kate asked.

Nicole nodded. “It’s not so bad when we’re here because Ariana stays with me.”

“I’m planning a big celebration here at the bar tomorrow night when they win,” Stuart said. “I think Ariana is going to win MVP for the series.”

Nicole smiled. “I do, too. She’s had a triple double in four of the five games.”

Stuart furrowed his brow. “What does that mean for a point guard again? They don’t usually rebound.”

“She’s had double digits in points, assists, and steals,” Nicole explained.

“I’m sure you’ve helped her with that,” Kate said with a smirk.

Nicole shrugged. “I may have shared my basketball knowledge with her.”

“I was thinking more about other things you may have shared to keep the stress away,” Kate said, raising a brow.

Nicole chuckled. “I may have done that too.”

Kate and Stuart laughed. “We’re really happy for you and Ariana. You’ve found your person,” Stuart said.

“I have.” Nicole smiled and felt her heart tingle with warmth. It seemed to do that whenever she thought about or saw Ariana. She took one last sip of her beer. “I’ve got to get home, my girl will be back from practice soon. I’ll see you tomorrow at the game.”

“Thanks for the tickets,” Kate said. “Did Ariana get them for you?”

Nicole nodded. “We got tickets for you and Emily, Stuart, and his handsome hubby.” She grinned at the sweet expression on Stuart’s face. “We also gave tickets to Dave, my doorman, and his wife, plus one of the little girls and her family who attended our youth clinics.”

“I forgot you and Ariana did those together,” Kate said.

“The day after she fell in my lap we were both at a neighborhood park playing with the kids,” Nicole explained. “There was this one little girl, Chloe. She told me she wanted to be a commentator like me because she didn’t think she’d be big enough to play in the WNBA. I can’t wait to introduce her to Shealyn tomorrow and show her the behind the scenes at the media desk.”

“Your doorman?”

Nicole raised her brows and smiled. “He has been very helpful to get Ariana in and out of my building without anyone discovering our little secret.”

“Oh, I love it!” Stuart laughed. “What about her family? Won’t they be there?”

Nicole shook her head. “Her mom, stepdad, and little brothers came to her first championship series, but chose not to attend this one. It was hard for Ariana to celebrate with them and her teammates. So we’re going to Portland to visit them after the season ends.”

“She has little brothers?” Kate asked.

Nicole nodded. “After her mom remarried, she had twin boys. I can’t wait to meet them all.”

“Look at you, meeting the family,” Stuart said. “This is so much fun, watching you blossom right in front of me.”

Nicole chuckled. “We’re also going to Arizona to visit my parents. Ariana met my niece and sister’s family when she played in LA earlier in the season and I was there commentating. Of course, she is my niece’s favorite player.”

“You’re right, Stuart, this is fun. Our reserved, career focused friend has found more to life than basketball. I love it!”

“Yeah, and I love Ariana,” Nicole said. “See you tomorrow.”

She hugged her friends and left the bar with a lightness in her step. Ariana was close to winning the championship and Nicole couldn’t wait to walk down the street with her love, holding her hand for all to see.


Chapter Thirty-Eight




Ariana could feel the excitement buzzing through her body as she got off the elevator. She unlocked Nicole’s door and dropped her bag in the hallway. “Hey, honey, I’m home.”

She heard Nicole chuckle as she walked out of her office. “You’ve been calling me honey a lot lately.”

Ariana grinned and kissed Nicole lightly on the lips. “It’s because you sent me that song, honey.”

“How was practice?” Nicole asked. “Do you have it all figured out?”

“I think so,” Ariana replied. “Would you mind if we went up to the roof and took a few shots? I have a little nervous energy running through me.”

“Sure, let me change my shoes,” Nicole said.

A few minutes later they were on the roof trading shots and rebounds.

Ariana watched Nicole line up a shot and let the ball fly. “You do have a beautiful jump shot.”

“Why, thank you.”

“You know, there are a lot of reasons I love you and this is one of them,” Ariana said, sweeping her arm through the air. “And there’s the hot sex.”

“Oh yeah, we’re very good at that,” Nicole said, taking another shot. “Championship caliber, I’d say.”

Ariana chucked. “Absolutely, but there’s also this.” She heaved a shot up and it swished through the basket. “Plus breaking down games.”

“These old legs won’t last forever,” Nicole said.

“You’ve taken a lot better care of them than I have my knees. I’m thinking we’ll both wear out around the same time.”

Nicole dribbled the ball over and stood in front of Ariana. “We’ll find something else to do together when that happens.”

“Yeah, we will.” Ariana smiled, leaned down, and kissed her. “Maybe we’ll travel.”

“Ugh, we travel enough,” Nicole complained. “Maybe we’ll spend the off season somewhere besides New York. Stay in one place that’s not here.” She dribbled once then banked the ball off the backboard and it went through the hoop.

“Won’t that depend on what we’re doing?” Ariana said, rebounding the ball. “I mean, I’ll be retired from playing basketball, but that doesn’t mean I won’t be doing something.”

“Have you thought about what you’d like to do when you’re through playing?”

“A little.”

“We already make a great team,” Nicole said, raising a brow. “Can you imagine calling games with me?”

Ariana was about to shoot but pulled the ball back and looked at Nicole. “What about Shealyn?”

“She’ll be retired by the time you decide to retire.”

“Hmm, I don’t know. Do you think I’d be good at it?” Ariana shot the ball and watched it fall through the hoop.

“You will be by the time I get through with you.”

Ariana laughed and grabbed her by the hips. “You’d better never be through with me.”

Nicole wrapped her arms around Ariana’s shoulders. “Don’t worry, I’ll never get enough of you.”

Ariana leaned in and softly pressed her lips to Nicole’s. “Mmm, another thing I love.” She smiled then her face fell into a pout. “I just realized if we win tomorrow I won’t get another song since we won’t be going back to Vegas.”

“You mean when you win tomorrow.”

“Dip you in honey so I could be sticking to you,” Ariana sang.

Nicole chuckled. “You liked that Harry Styles song?”

“Yes, ‘Daylight’ is one of my favorites because I know what he’s feeling. When I stay with you I sometimes curse the daylight because then I have to leave.”

“Hmm, maybe we can do something about that.”

Ariana’s brows rose and her heart began to beat a little faster. She hoped to do something about it herself when this series was through. “I have discovered that I can be a good girlfriend and a good basketball player at the same time. I’ll be able to show you soon.”

“You already have,” Nicole said. “You’re the one who had to come over here all the time so we could be together in secret.”

Ariana shrugged. “You act like that was a hardship. Look what I was coming to. You!”

Nicole chuckled. “But won’t it be nice to walk down the street together holding hands?”

“Absolutely.” Ariana grinned. “Where should we go first? Oh, I know. Our little diner that we love so much.”

“Yes and then we can go wherever we want.”

Ariana rested her forehead against Nicole’s and closed her eyes. She took a deep breath. As she exhaled, the anxiousness left her body to be replaced by the calm and harmony she felt when she was with Nicole.

“Feel better now?”

Ariana nodded and tilted her head. “You know I didn’t want you to resign, but there’s something about you being in the stands at my games. When I look up and see you smiling down at me, clapping your hands and encouraging me…” She shook her head. “It’s different than when I’d glance over to see you on the sidelines speaking into your headset. Your eyes would be on me and you’d encourage me with a look, but it’s not the same. When I look up and see you, part of me is playing for you. I know you’re going to say that’s not good, but it’s true.”

Nicole smiled and rested her hand on Ariana’s cheek. “I’m not going to say that. You’ve played for the love of the game and now I’m part of that. It makes me so proud, so happy, and I feel very loved.”

“Let’s go downstairs and you can feel my love in other ways.”

Nicole chuckled. “I have one more song for you tomorrow. I’ll send it to you before the game.”

“Thank you.” Ariana once again pressed her lips to Nicole’s in a soft kiss.
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Ariana felt surprisingly calm as she sat in front of her locker. This was one of the biggest games in her career and yet she wasn’t nervous. She’d come to the arena and gone through shootaround as usual.

Just as she was leaving the court she saw Nicole with their little friend, Chloe, from the youth events. Nicole had arranged for her to meet Shealyn and get an inside look at how they prepared to commentate the game. Ariana ran over to say hi to Chloe and the excitement on the little girl’s face was everything. Yes, Ariana played this game for the joy, but encouraging young kids made it even more worthwhile.

Of course, it helped to get a moment with Nicole before she went back into the locker to change into her uniform. Nicole winked and simply reminded her to play free and remember to have fun.

“Did you get a song today?” Cameron asked, bringing Ariana back to the moment.

“I was about to listen to it,” she replied.

“Okay, we know you’ve got some hottie that has had your attention all season,” Rae said, walking up next to Cameron.

Ariana’s eyes widened.

“It’s okay,” Nia said, joining them and putting her hand on Ariana’s shoulder. “Whatever she’s done to you, keep doing it. We will not get into your business. But we’re happy for you.”

“Yeah, do you think we can meet her someday?” Rae asked.

Ariana smiled. “Yes. Soon.”

“Now, what’s this about a song?” Nia asked.

“Come on,” Cameron said. “That’s her business.”

“It’s okay,” Ariana said. “She sends me a song before away games, but since we’re going to win it all tonight she sent me one more.”

“Yeah!” Rae exclaimed, raising her hand for a high five.

They all exchanged high fives and left Ariana to listen. Maybe she’d be able to introduce them to Nicole tonight after the game if it went their way.

Ariana put her earbuds in and touched her phone. “Taste” by August Moon began to play. Ariana smiled and listened. She couldn’t help moving her shoulders to the music. In some ways the song paralleled their relationship: being on the road away from each other, the highlight being together, their kisses and loving the taste.

“Come here.” She waved Rae and Nia over. “It’s not your kind of music, but the words say it all.”

She gave each of them an earbud and played the song. Rae’s eyes brightened while Nia started to move to the song. They began to dance and sing a few words. Ariana had no doubt they’d never heard the song, but what a way to relieve pregame jitters.

“This girl has it bad for you!” Rae said, high-fiving Ariana again.

Nia smiled and raised her brows. “Yeah, and you got it just as bad for her. Hell yeah.”

“Okay, let’s go play our game!” Ariana exclaimed, raising her fist high.

“We got this!” Rae exclaimed as they all held their fists together then yelled, “Champions!”

Ariana may have been surprised they could tell she was in love, but instead of teasing and jabs, they were a team, her friends. They ran out of the locker room and onto the court ready to do battle.

As they went through warmups Ariana looked into the stands where she knew Nicole was sitting. She could see Kate and Emily along with Dave and his wife. In front of them she saw Chloe and her parents. When Chloe excitedly waved to her, Ariana gave her a big smile. Before she had to return to the huddle Ariana’s eyes met Nicole’s and just like all those months ago, the world stopped. Ariana could see the love in her eyes and although she really wanted to win tonight, it didn’t matter, because Nicole would be waiting for her.

The teams lined up to begin the game and Nia outjumped Las Vegas’ center sending the ball into Ariana’s awaiting hands. She dribbled up the court while her offense took their positions and instead of passing the ball she took a long three-point shot. The ball swished through the hoop and New York took the lead.

Ariana ran up to the opposing point guard just as Vegas threw the ball in. While looking at game film last night Nicole had pointed out that Ariana might be able to intercept the inbounds pass because Vegas sometimes got lazy. It could work for a basket or two which could be enough to win the game. Every point counted.

Sure enough Vegas was not expecting Ariana to be there and she stole the inbounds pass, following it with an easy layup. This set the tone for New York as Ariana’s teammates matched her enthusiasm and level of play.

As Ariana ran over to take her place once again she glanced up to see a big smile on Nicole’s face. That play was for her. There were so many times during the season that Nicole had shared details about a team and Ariana had turned them into points.

New York and Vegas battled and the score was tied at the end of the first half. Ariana went into the dressing room at halftime as the coaches adjusted their offense and defensive plays to hopefully outmatch Vegas in the second half.

The crowd was electric and cheered the home team on as the battle continued. Ariana found her teammates with accurate passes and did her best to stop Vegas on defense. Whenever she was open she trusted her training and had confidence in her shooting ability, but Vegas matched New York shot for shot.

The clock continued to tick down in the fourth quarter as the teams exchanged shots. It appeared whoever had the ball last would win the game. Coach Bell called a time out with under a minute to play and gave them instructions on which play to run to score. She willed them to play their best defense and do whatever it took to stop Vegas.

Ariana knew the play, they’d run it so many times throughout the season with success. As the defense came out on her she passed the ball to Nia, but two players swarmed her and Nia passed it back to Ariana. Vegas knew she would try to shoot and sent two players out to block the ball. Ariana sidestepped and flung the ball towards the hoop. She had done this so many times on the roof playing with Nicole and wasn’t surprised when the ball went in. New York had a two point lead!

They ran back on defense with only a few seconds left. She knew Vegas would try to get the ball to their best three-point shooter. Ariana wasn’t known for her blocking skills since she was only five feet nine inches tall, but when the shooter got the ball she leaped with all her strength and imagined flying through the air the same way she did the day she landed in Nicole’s lap.

She felt the ball graze three of her fingers and it was just enough to knock the ball away when the buzzer sounded. New York was once again the champion!

The crowd roared and the players ran onto the court. Ariana hugged Cameron and looked up into the stands to see Nicole running down the steps. In a flash Ariana ran towards her and Nicole leaped into her arms.

“You did it, baby!”

The elation that flooded Ariana’s body as she hugged Nicole was like nothing she’d ever felt. Then Nicole’s lips were on hers with the sweetest kiss. When she opened her eyes all Ariana could say was, “I love you!”

All the rooftop games, the hours studying other teams, and the efforts to hide their relationship had come down to this. It was worth it. They weren’t a secret any longer and Ariana was a champion. She’d had several days in her life that were extremely happy and this was one she’d always remember. But it wasn’t over yet. There was more to come.


Chapter Thirty-Nine




Nicole looked on as they prepared to present the championship trophy. Shealyn was doing the honors and interviewed the owner and Coach Bell. Then it was time to announce the MVP and Ariana won.

“You were right,” Kate said, standing next to Nicole.

“She deserved it,” Nicole said. She couldn’t take her eyes off of Ariana.

When Shealyn presented her the trophy Ariana lifted it in the air and gave it to her teammates.

“I couldn’t have done any of this without my teammates and one very special person who always believed in me,” Ariana said.

Shealyn laughed. “Go celebrate, Ariana. You earned it!”

Nicole watched as Ariana made her way through the crowd and ran over to where she was standing. Suddenly Nicole found herself lifted in the air as Ariana held her tightly.

“Our secret is out!” Ariana laughed.

Nicole couldn’t resist kissing Ariana again. It didn’t matter who saw them. Her girl was a champion and the MVP!

When Ariana finally put her down Nicole couldn’t stop the smile on her face. “Go celebrate. We’ll be waiting for you at Stuart’s.”

“Okay.” Ariana took Nicole’s face in her hands and kissed her again. “Thank you. This wouldn’t have happened without you.”

“I love you. I want everything for you.”

She watched Ariana run into the throng that was her teammates. They’d be celebrating all night.

“This was amazing,” Emily said.

Nicole laughed as they made their way out of the arena. “Sports are fun after all, huh.”

“Tonight was.”

They got to Stuart’s and the party had started. He’d saved them a place at the bar and had beers waiting on them.

“What a game!” Stuart said. “Your girl was amazing!”

“Yeah she was!” Nicole grinned. “Did you see her block that last shot?”

“I know!” He came around the bar and hugged her.

Nicole took a long drink of her beer and listened as everyone recalled their favorite parts of the game. She’d been on winning teams in her life and knew the thrill of victory, but this was somehow sweeter because her Ariana had won. Nicole and Shealyn had called several finals in their career and she could remember being especially happy for her friends who were on the winning team. Tonight topped them all.

She closed her eyes and took a moment to feel the love that was pounding in her heart. Her lips tingled as she remembered those victory kisses with Ariana.

“Oh hey,” Stuart said. “They caught your kiss on camera.”

Nicole widened her eyes. “No way!”

Stuart nodded. “I think everyone knows about your special project now.”

Nicole chuckled and shrugged. She looked over at Kate. “Good thing I already signed that new contract.”

Kate laughed and clinked her glass to Nicole’s. “Well played.”

Stuart refilled their beers as they watched and listened to the post-game show while waiting for Ariana and the team to get there.

Nicole felt someone slide on the barstool next to her and glanced over to see Ariana’s smiling face.

“Hey, whatcha doing?” Ariana said playfully.

“Waiting on my girl,” Nicole replied, playing along.

“Oh yeah? Maybe I could keep you company while you wait?”

“Mmm, nope. She’s hotter than anyone, sweeter than everything, and I love her more than anything.”

Ariana laughed, leaned over, and kissed her. “Your girl is very lucky.”

“She knows it.” Nicole turned to face her and took her hand. “Hey, I want to ask you a question.”

Ariana’s brows crept up her forehead.

“Will you move in with me?”

Ariana gasped.

“What!” Stuart exclaimed. “I thought it was going to be the big question. What a letdown.”

“Maybe I can help you, Stuart,” Ariana said, reaching into her pocket.

Nicole widened her eyes as Ariana reached for her hand.

“When I landed in your lap and your eyes met mine I fell in love right then. Our hearts connected and wouldn’t let go.” Ariana smiled and tilted her head. “It took our heads a little longer to come around. In that time I found the person my heart had been looking for and waiting for. We fought it, then had to hide it, but our love is magical and everlasting. I don’t want to wait. I don’t want to hide. I want to be with you now and forever. To answer your question. Yes, I’ll move in with you. But Nicole Neal, let’s listen to our hearts.” Ariana bent down on one knee. “Will you marry me?”

Nicole had been blinking back tears since Ariana had reached for her hand. She’d been staring into the prettiest brown eyes she’d ever seen and felt every word as they streamed into her heart. There had been times with Ariana when she couldn’t believe her heart was so full and now it was overflowing.

She reached down and took Ariana’s face into her hands and pulled her lips towards her. Right before they touched she said breathlessly, “Yes.” Their lips met in the sweetest, warmest, most delicious kiss full of love.

Nicole was suddenly aware of the noise that surrounded them. All of Ariana’s teammates had been looking on and were now high-fiving, cheering, and jumping up and down. The celebration almost matched the one they’d just experienced on the basketball court.

Ariana pulled away and grinned. “I’d like you to meet my team.”

The players surrounded them with words of congratulations, pats on the back, and so much joy Nicole truly thought her heart might explode.

Ariana slipped the ring on her finger. “I hope you like it.”

Nicole looked down at the large, round diamond. “It’s beautiful.”

“It’s round, like a basketball.” Ariana winced and grinned. “Cam helped me. She said it’s like our love, it's neverending.”

“I love it,” Nicole said. “Almost as much as I love you.”

Ariana’s smile brightened the room.

“You’re right,” Nicole said. “We had to go through a lot to get here. There’s no reason to wait for what’s next. Let’s make it happen.”

“I thought you’d see it that way.”

Nicole slid her hand behind Ariana’s neck and pulled their lips together. This kiss was full of promise, joy, and a little hint of desire.

“Taste,” Ariana said softly. “The perfect song. I want to kiss your lips forever.”

“I’m loving forever.”

Their lips met once again. The noise around them disappeared, the world stopped, and it was just them, now and forever.


Six Years Later


Nicole glanced over at Ariana and reached for her hand. “Was it strange being in our dressing room?”

Ariana chuckled. “I can remember sneaking in there a few times before or after my games to steal a kiss or just to see you smile. But I never imagined I’d be changing there to actually commentate a New York WNBA game.”

They walked down the hallway and onto the gym floor. There were people roaming about preparing for the upcoming game to open the WNBA season.

“Is that Shealyn?” Ariana asked, gesturing to the media table.

“She’s here to make sure we don’t screw anything up.”

“If there wasn’t pressure before, having the boss here just added to it,” Ariana said.

“Aw, don’t you look cute strolling over to the media table hand in hand,” Shealyn said.

“Hey, boss,” Ariana said. “I didn’t expect to see you here.”

“Yeah, I don’t remember Laura or Rob being here for opening day when we were commentating,” Nicole added.

“I’m here to give you encouragement,” Shealyn said. “You’re making history and I wanted to see it for myself.”

“Are you sure you aren’t a little nervous about us and you’re missing your old job?” Nicole asked.

Shealyn smirked. “I have full confidence in you both. I didn’t move into the big office to oversee our broadcast team without knowing who to put in our major market on opening day.”

Nicole grinned. “Why did you decide to take that promotion?”

Shealyn lowered her chin and gave Nicole a look. “You know why! I waited for your wife to finally retire so I could move up and stop traveling.”

Ariana laughed. “Sorry about that, Shealyn. I really thought I had a couple of more years in me, but when Nic almost beat me in one on one I knew it was time to give it up.”

“Hey,” Nicole slapped Ariana on the shoulder. “I can still play.”

“I know you can, honey, but I only spotted you six points that day and you nearly beat me.”

“I was on fire! You should’ve seen it, Shea. Everything I threw up was going in.”

“You’re not going to make me believe that’s the only reason you decided to retire,” Shealyn said.

Ariana sighed and smiled at Nicole. “We got tired of traveling most of the year, what with my season from May to October and Nic’s from November to April. This way we’re traveling together and not all year long.”

“Plus we can celebrate our anniversary wherever we want instead of where I’m calling a game,” Nicole added. “Someone couldn’t wait to get married.”

Ariana grinned and linked her fingers through Nicole’s. “Come on, it was brilliant to get married on New Year’s Eve. Everyone wanted us to have a big party so it was the perfect day.”

“That was some wedding,” Shealyn said. “I’ll always remember it.”

Nicole squeezed Ariana’s hand. “It was everything we wanted and all our friends and family were there.”

“I want to know when you’re going to move out to the suburbs with me,” Shealyn said.

“Why would we move?” Ariana replied. “We have a basketball court on the roof!”

Nicole laughed. “I think she fell in love with me the first time she saw that basketball court.”

“Not true,” Ariana protested. “You know we fell in love right here.” She slid into the chair where she’d be sitting to call New York’s game.

Nicole chuckled then felt herself being pulled into Ariana’s lap. She yelped and started to laugh. One look into Ariana’s eyes and she was taken back to that day. Nicole couldn’t count how many times she’d lost herself in those warm brown eyes.

“That was the best play I ever made,” Ariana said softly.

Nicole smiled and cupped the side of Ariana’s face. She didn’t know how it happened, but every day she woke up more in love with Ariana. The world stood still that day and had several times since, but she’d always remember Ariana flying through the air and catching her so she wouldn’t get hurt.

“Is this how Nicole taught you to call games?” Cameron asked, walking up to the table.

“Hey,” Ariana said with a big smile.

“Let me up, honey,” Nicole said, getting out of Ariana’s lap.

“I can’t believe after all these years you’re making me start the season without you!” Cameron exclaimed.

“I’m right here, Cam,” Ariana said. “I’m with you.”

“Ha ha,” Cameron replied. “I want to know if you’re going to analyze games for me the way Nicole did for you all those years.”

“Come on, I shared all the info with you,” Ariana replied. “You know I’m always on your side.”

“Blah, blah, blah,” Shealyn said, putting her fingers in her ears. “I didn’t hear that. You are now a neutral broadcast commentator, Ariana.”

Nicole laughed. “Yeah, just like you were when your favorite players were on the court.”

“Stop!” Shealyn said. “You’re making us look bad.”

“Oh, you're safe, partner,” Nicole said. “Besides, nothing compares to secretly falling in love and marrying your favorite player. I won the prize for that.”

They all chuckled.

“Have a great game, Cam,” Ariana said, reaching out and bumping fists with her.

“You, too,” Cameron said. “I know this is new for you, but you’ll be great.”

“I had a really good teacher.”

Nicole could see the love in Ariana’s eyes as she gazed over at her.

Seven years ago, in this same arena, Nicole had prepared to begin another WNBA season. She was sitting beside her friend and longtime broadcast partner, unaware her life was about to change in the best way.

She took her seat next to Ariana and secured her headset over her ears. She could hear her director begin the countdown to them going live. With a smile full of trust, encouragement, and love, she gazed at Ariana. “Here we go.”

Ariana nodded. “We’re going to be great because we’re prepared and we’re doing this together. No one can beat us, Nic.”

“Welcome to opening day in the WNBA,” Nicole said. “I’m Nicole Neal-Villa here with my broadcast partner Ariana Villa-Neal. You may remember Ariana from her playing time the last thirteen years here in New York. Now she joins us to share her inside knowledge of the game as a player. Welcome, Ariana.”

“Thanks, Nic,” Ariana said. “I’m a little nervous because it’s strange not being on the court, but I’m sure you’ll help me find my way in this new life.”

“We’re going to have a lot of fun,” Nicole said. “That’s what it's all about.”
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Wish Upon a Rainbow Star





CHAPTER 1

“Is anyone sitting here?”

“I hope you are,” Celeste replied, looking up at the woman who had just been staring at her from the end of the bar.

The woman chuckled and settled on the barstool next to Celeste. “I saw that pretty drink and had to know what it is.”

Celeste smirked. “And here I thought it was my eyes that drew you this way.”

The woman threw her head back and laughed. “Oh, you’re a charmer.”

Celeste leaned in and quietly said, “Not at all, but don’t tell anyone.”

“Okay, I’ll keep it to myself, for now.” The woman raised her eyebrows and nodded at the drink.

“This is some kind of fruity drink with vodka that they called Purple Passion, I think,” Celeste said.

“Ah, so you’re looking for passion.”

Celeste took a sip of her drink and met the woman’s mischievous brown eyes. There was a sparkle there as she narrowed her eyes at Celeste as if doing some kind of assessment.

“Let me guess,” she said. “You’re off to the airport in the morning and this is your last night here and you didn’t want to drink alone in your room.”

Celeste widened her eyes. “Wow, are you some kind of fortune teller?”

“Nope.” The woman chuckled. “I’m doing the same thing.”

Celeste relaxed and held out her hand. “I’m Celeste.”

“Hi, I’m Esse,” the woman took her hand and held onto it. “Is that your real name?”

Celeste chuckled. “It is.”

Esse slid her hand out of Celeste’s and nodded. “Mine, too. But do we really need to know what each other does and all that stuff? Besides, we’d probably just make something up.”

Celeste chuckled. “I saw you staring at your phone like many other people in this bar and you laughed at something. Your face lit up in delight and it made me smile. That’s when you looked up and saw me staring. You’re beautiful.”

“Oh,” Esse leaned back on the bar stool. “You brought out the beautiful word. I can be cute sometimes, but I don’t know about beautiful.”

Celeste grinned. She liked this woman’s honesty about the situation and her humor. Celeste tilted her head and let her gaze wander over Esse’s face. Her complexion was darker even though it was the middle of winter, suggesting she’d spent time in the sun. Those brown eyes sparkled with delight every time they met Celeste’s. Her medium brown hair was resting just below her shoulders and curled slightly on the ends. Celeste was drawn to her pale pink lips. Her bottom lip was plump and Celeste suddenly wondered what it would feel like sucked between her lips.

She took a breath and gazed back at Esse’s eyes. “Nope, you’re definitely beautiful.”

Esse smiled. “Maybe I need to have one of these purple passion drinks if they make you think I’m beautiful.”

Celeste gestured to the bartender. “Could we have another one of these,” she said pointing to her drink.

“Coming right up,” the bartender said with a smile.

“I don’t need a drink to show me the beauty in your eyes,” Esse said, propping her elbow on the bar and resting her chin in her hand. “They’re so blue.”

“Now who’s a charmer.” Celeste smirked.

Esse chuckled. “It’s settled. We’re beautiful.” She shrugged. “We should own it.”

The bartender sat the drink in front of Esse and nodded.

Celeste reached for her glass and held it up. “To beauty.”

Esse smiled and touched her glass to Celeste’s. “To us.”

They both sipped their drinks and Esse’s eyes widened. “This is good.”

Celeste nodded.

“It makes me wonder if either of us would’ve thrown out the beautiful word if not for these drinks or perhaps we’re angling for the same thing.”

Celeste raised her brows. “And what would that be?”

Esse raised a shoulder. “Having our next drink upstairs in my room?”

Celeste watched as Esse took another sip and gazed at her over the rim of her glass. It had been a long time since Celeste had spent the night with anyone and she couldn’t ever remember going to someone’s room she’d just met in a bar. This might be her last chance at a little fun before she started the research project that had her traveling to a remote and sparsely populated area of Texas.

“Don’t think about it too long,” Esse said, setting her drink back down on the bar.

“I’m in,” Celeste said.

A sexy smile grew on Esse’s face. If Celeste thought she was beautiful before the way her eyes sparkled gave her an ethereal glow. She suddenly couldn’t imagine not kissing those plump lips.

Celeste took a healthy sip and pushed her drink away signaling she was finished. She tore her eyes away from Esse and raised her brows at the bartender for the check. When she brought it over Celeste quickly scribbled her room number on it and added a hefty tip.

“Thanks, here’s to getting lucky,” the bartender said softly with a wink.

Celeste chuckled and nodded.

They walked out of the bar towards the elevator. Once the elevator doors opened Celeste walked inside, turned and leaned against the railing.

When the elevator doors closed Esse stepped in front of her. “You’re not really coming up to my room for a drink, are you?”

Celeste pressed her lips to Esse’s and kissed her. When she leaned back she said, “Nope.”

Esse grinned, put her arms around Celeste’s neck and claimed her lips in a kiss that left Celeste with no doubts about what was going to happen.

Celeste put her arms on Esse’s hips keeping her pressed to her. She ran her tongue across Esse’s plump bottom lip and affirmed her thoughts from earlier on how sweet they would taste. As she deepened the kiss she felt Esse’s arms tighten around her.

The elevator dinged and the doors opened.

Celeste followed Esse off the elevator and when she opened her door they stepped into her room. The door closed and Celeste pushed Esse against it and pressed their lips together again to finish the kiss in the elevator.

“Uh, we both know what’s going to happen, right?” Esse asked with a sexy grin.

Celeste stepped back and pulled her shirt over her head. Esse mirrored her movements and they both stood naked in the room, giggling.

“Have you heard that Billie Eilish song LUNCH?” Esse asked.

Celeste grinned. This just gets better and better. “I could eat that girl for lunch, yeah she dances on my tongue,” Celeste sang.

Esse giggled and Celeste thought it was the cutest sound she’d ever heard. “Really?”

Celeste backed up towards the bed then plopped down, prone. She raised her eyebrows and waited.

Esse climbed on top of her on all fours. “I might need a few more of those kisses first.”

Celeste pulled Esse’s down and instead of the heated kiss in the elevator she softened her lips, while running her hand through Esse’s hair.

Esse moaned and Celeste let her tongue explore the other woman’s mouth. The heat of the kiss may have started with a smolder, but it quickly ignited a scorching inferno.

Celeste ran her other hand up Esse’s back encouraging her forward. Esse pulled her lips away and looked into Celeste’s eyes. “Come on,” Celeste whispered. “Let’s see if Billie knows what she’s talking about.”

Esse nodded and slowly positioned herself over Celeste’s mouth. “Ready to dance?”

Celeste ran her hands under Esse’s legs and slowly ran her tongue through Esse’s wetness.

“God.” Esse moaned.

“Mmm,” Celeste hummed. She let her tongue explore Esse’s folds and circled around and around while Esse planted her hands on the wall.

Esse groaned as Celeste’s tongue found her opening then licked up the length of her once again. She kept sweeping her tongue up then around over and over while Esse’s moans grew more insistent. Celeste had to hold back a smile, but she was definitely smiling inside. When Esse’s groans became urgent Celeste finally sucked her into her mouth, holding her there with her hands. She fluttered her tongue and felt Esse’s body stiffen above her. Celeste held them in the moment waiting for Esse’s muscles to ease as the climax hit her.

Esse fell onto the bed, on her back, gasping for breath. “Oh, that was fun!” she gasped.

Celeste chuckled, rolled onto her side and took the opportunity to study Esse’s body. “You’ve got great…”

Esse opened her eyes and looked at Celeste. It was obvious Celeste was staring at her chest. “Tits? Yeah, I know. Gotta go with what God gave me.”

Celeste raised her brows, giving Esse an appreciative look.

“She gave me these so why not enjoy them.” Esse shrugged and sat up.

Celeste watched Esse’s hand start on her thigh then move up her body leaving goosebumps in its wake. “You have the softest, smoothest skin,” she said. “You don’t get out in the sun much.”

Celeste shook her head. “No, big city girl. I’m out at night.”

“Hmm, I’d ask doing what, but I want to find out how this skin tastes,” Esse said. She planted a soft kiss on her thigh then Celeste felt those beautiful lips trailing nips, kisses, and licks up her body until she could capture them with her own lips.

“God, you’re a good kisser.” Celeste moaned.

“I’m also good with my hands,” Esse said as she cupped Celeste’s breast.

She felt Esse softly pinch her nipple as her lips placed soft kisses on her neck. When Esse’s lips found Celeste’s other breast she sucked it inside her mouth and Celeste almost came right then.

What was it about this woman’s mouth!

Celeste almost didn’t notice Esse’s fingers feathering down her stomach, outside her thigh then back up the inside.

“Mmmm.” Celeste groaned. She was ready to experience what these hands could do.

Esse raised her head and Celeste gazed into her eyes.

“Your eyes are very dark blue,” Esse said. “They look like stormy seas ready to erupt.”

Celeste swallowed with anticipation, but Esse didn’t make her wait. She couldn’t keep her eyes open as Esse’s finger softly slid through her wetness.

“That feels so good,” Celeste whispered.

“Oh, it’s going to feel even better,” Esse cooed.

Celeste felt Esse’s finger slipping through her folds, circling her clit then resting at her entrance. Her hips raised, urging Esse’s finger inside.

“We’ll get there, honey,” Esse whispered as her finger circled again then slid inside.

Celeste could feel her add another finger and groaned as she pushed even deeper.

“I love how you feel,” Esse said softly.

All Celeste could do was moan as her hips began to move. Esse’s lips found Celeste’s as her fingers began a rhythm that Celeste was happy to match.

Celeste didn’t know what felt better. This kiss that felt like Esse was marking her as her own or her deft fingers moving in and out. She could feel Esse everywhere and tore her lips away sucking in a needed breath.

There was no way Celeste could form an intelligible thought and simply let the sensations build and wash over her as her body stiffened with release.

“Oh, my God,” she finally said, opening her eyes.

Esse was smiling down at her with a satisfied look in her eyes. “Damn, that was fun, too.”

Celeste chuckled. “Yeah, it was.”

“Your body is so responsive.”

Celeste watched Esse’s gaze travel down her body and back to her eyes. How could she be ready for this woman again so soon? It was as if she knew exactly where to touch Celeste for the maximum amount of pleasure.

Esse’s hand was resting between Celeste’s legs. She moved her hand on top of Esse’s and stared into her eyes. Celeste wasn’t usually this bold in the bedroom, but they both knew this was a one-night thing so why not make the most of it.

Esse’s sexy grin was followed by her finger gently massaging Celeste’s excited clit. She didn’t say anything but understood as Celeste took a deep breath and pulled her down for another searing kiss.

It didn’t take long for another wave of intense pleasure to rip through Celeste’s body. She held Esse’s hand in place wanting to savor every last bit of passion in this moment.

When Celeste finally relaxed she took a deep breath and blew it out. “Esse! That was⁠—”

“Fucking awesome!” Esse exclaimed.

Celeste opened her eyes and laughed.


Chapter 2


“I love how you talk,” Celeste said as they caught their breath.

“What do you mean?”

“You have this drawl that pours over my skin like sweet syrup,” Celeste replied.

“Oh!” Esse’s eyes widened. “It might be fun to lick that right off your body, but I don’t have anything like that in my room.”

Celeste chuckled. She raised up and pushed Esse onto her back. “It’s my turn to find out how you feel.” Her lips covered Esse’s in another heated kiss. Celeste could feel Esse’s fingers in her hair and slowed the kiss giving them both a chance to savor and explore. Esse’s quiet moan showed Celeste she was right. She took her time to nibble Esse’s luscious lips then opened her mouth to allow Esse’s tongue entrance. It almost felt like Esse was making love to her mouth.

Celeste let her hand trail down between Esse’s breasts and let her lips glide over Esse’s neck.

“Oh, yeah,” Esse moaned.

Celeste took her time letting her fingers roam over Esse’s nice, God-given breasts then her mouth followed, sucking in her hardened nipple. Esse’s body responded to every touch, kiss, nibble and lick. Celeste’s hand found Esse’s wet center and she groaned along with Esse.

With the chorus of their moans, groans, and strained breaths playing like music in the background, it didn’t take long for Esse’s muscles to stiffen again as Celeste’s fingers were buried deep inside her.

“Good God, woman!” Esse panted. “You are good at this.”

Celeste smiled, kissed Esse softly on the lips then propped her head on her hand. Esse’s eyes were closed and Celeste’s finger slightly and gently moved against her clit.

“Easy,” Esse whispered, putting her hand over Celeste’s and stilling her motion.

Celeste smiled when Esse’s eyes fluttered open and she met her gaze. “Do you want to sleep?”

Esse scoffed. “I thought we both knew what this was. Why would we spend time sleeping?”

Celeste chuckled. “I can sleep on the plane.”

“Exactly.” Esse raised up and began to once again kiss down Celeste’s body. “I haven’t tasted all of you yet.”

Celeste stirred as tinny music began to play from Esse’s phone on the bedside table. She vaguely remembered Esse setting an alarm on her phone so Celeste wouldn’t be late for her plane. Esse’s arm was snaked across Celeste’s side and she was holding her hand to her chest. She didn’t remember falling asleep. They were taking a break and talking, but neither could keep their hands still for long. They must have closed their eyes and now soft music filtered around the room.

Just a little lovin’, early in the morning,

Beats a cup of coffee for starting off the day.

Celeste heard Esse yawn behind her and slowly rolled onto her back.

This old world

Wouldn't be half as bad

It wouldn't be half as sad

If each and everybody in it had

Just a little lovin'

Early in the mornin'

That little extra somethin'

To kinda see them through

“Mmm,” Esse groaned. “It can’t be time to get up.”

Celeste kissed her on the shoulder and got out of the bed. She found her clothes over by the door and slid into her panties. “What’s that song playing?”

Esse opened her eyes and found Celeste getting dressed. “It’s called Just a Little Lovin by Dusty Springfield,” she said, yawning again.

“I like it,” Celeste replied, putting one leg into her pants.

“It’s old,” Esse said. “My grandmother loved it. She’d play me old songs when I’d spend the night with her as a kid.”

“Aww, that’s sweet,” Celeste said, reaching for her bra. Esse’s eyes continued to watch her and Celeste was surprised that she liked it.

“Uh, sorry, not sorry about that,” Esse said, nodding at Celeste.

Celeste followed Esse’s gaze and looked down at her chest where a red mark with the hint of turning blue peaked out just above her bra line. She smiled and chuckled.

“I told you your soft smooth skin tasted too good,” Esse said. “I hope whoever you’re with tonight doesn’t mind it.”

Celeste scoffed. “There won’t be anyone. Don’t you remember what you said last night?”

Esse smiled. “I said a lot of things last night.”

“You are quite a talker.” Celeste chuckled. “You said I wouldn’t be forgetting you anytime soon. How could I be with anyone else tonight.” Celeste shrugged.

“I didn’t mean to mark you,” Esse said.

“Oh, you marked me in ways you don’t even know.”

Esse smiled.

“You may want to check your own skin when you take a shower,” Celeste said, pulling her shirt over her head. Esse’s eyes were still on her.

“Before I go, tell me something about yourself,” Celeste said, putting on her shoes. “I know you said we don’t have to share things about our lives,” Celeste said. “Just give me one thing.”

“I just told you about my grandmother.”

Celeste raised her brows and smirked.

Esse exhaled and narrowed her eyes. “My name is Estelle, but I go by Esse.”

Celeste tilted her head and her face softened. “That’s a beautiful name.”

Esse scoffed. “There you go with that word again.” She shook her head. “It’s an old lady name.”

“No, it’s not,” Celeste protested. “Come on,” she urged her.

“More?” Esse blew out a breath. “My favorite color is green.”

Celeste’s eyes brightened. “Green, huh.”

“Oh, no you don’t,” Esse said, sitting up on the bed. “What’s yours?”

“Black,” Celeste stated.

“Really?”

Celeste nodded. “To say I had a great time would be the understatement of the universe.”

“Yeah?” Esse raised her brows. “It was pretty damn fantastic for me, too.”

“God, I love that drawl of yours.” Celeste said, slipping into her coat.

“You’ll be hearing it in your sleep, sugar,” Essie said, with a little extra flair.

“Oh, God.” Celeste giggled. Is this how a one night thing was supposed to end.

“I’d ask you for your number, but I’m going back to my little town in the middle of nowhere and you’re going to do big things,” Esse said earnestly.

“Big things?” Celeste furrowed her brow.

“Yeah, I can tell.” Esse smiled. “You're a city girl with big things to accomplish. This was fun.”

“So much fun,” Celeste said, walking over to the bed.

Esse was naked stretched out on her side smiling at Celeste. She had no idea how hard it was for Celeste to resist taking her clothes back off and diving back into the bed.

Celeste leaned down and softly pressed her lips to Esse’s. This kiss was warm with a hint of regret that it would be their last. “Thanks,” she whispered as she pulled away.

“It was my pleasure,” Esse replied softly.

Celeste smiled. Oh, you have no idea.

She opened the door and looked back one more time. Celeste knew Esse was right, she wouldn’t be forgetting her anytime soon. She wanted to take a mental snapshot of the beautiful brown-haired woman with the sugary drawl that made her body sing.

Esse smiled, gave her a wink and Celeste quietly closed the door.

[image: ]


Esse sat in the restaurant of the hotel staring down at her phone. She knew she had a dreamy look on her face because she wasn’t looking at the screen; she was thinking about last night. It might have been Esse who said she wouldn’t be easily forgotten, but in truth she couldn’t get Celeste out of her mind.

When Celeste softly closed the hotel door Esse almost jumped up and ran down the hall to the elevator. It wouldn’t hurt to give Celeste her number, would it?

All she had left of their night of—what was it—passion? Hot sex? Something else? Esse sighed. She’d found a faint love bite on her shoulder this morning while she was in the shower. A smile played across her face as she recalled just how she got that particular mark.

Celeste’s pretty, strike that, beautiful face was burned into Esse’s memory, just like all the things they did last night. Yeah, that tiny bruise will fade, but not these memories.

Esse took a sip of her coffee and sat back in her chair. What was wrong with her? She sounded like some hopeless romantic who’d just spent time with their one and only instead of having a one-night-stand with a hot woman and sharing incredible sex.

There wasn’t a romantic bone in her body. The years of responsibility to her family and living in a place people came to visit, but not stay, ran the romance right out of her heart. She couldn’t remember how many times it had been broken.

Esse inhaled a shaky breath and looked over to the bar. When her plans had changed last night she intended to come down to the bar, have a drink and that’s it. Esse had never invited anyone up to her hotel room before. Sure, she’d had one night here and there, but she knew them, they weren’t complete strangers.

There was that one time she’d made out with a hot woman in the bathroom at a gay bar.

As far as a one-night stand in a hotel room, her hotel room, nope, never, nada.

Esse smiled thinking back to last night when she’d looked up from her phone and caught Celeste staring at her. It was like she became someone else when she stood, walked over and sat next to Celeste. Knowing she wouldn’t see Celeste again gave her a certain kind of freedom and boldness.

Celeste mentioned how talkative Esse had been while they were having sex. She figured this was one night, why not ask for what she wanted. And did Celeste ever deliver.

“Mmm,” Esse moaned quietly, reaching for her coffee.

She smiled thinking maybe she should’ve come clean and told Celeste it was, indeed, her eyes that had drawn Esse across the bar. For the hundredth time that morning Esse wondered what Celeste was doing.

Her attention was drawn to a blond-headed woman strolling into the restaurant. Esse could hear her bangles clanging together on her wrist from where she sat. She smiled as her best friend, Periwinkle Wiggins Wright, waved and headed her way.

They had met on the first day of kindergarten as bright-eyed five-year-olds. Thirty two years later they were still best friends and saw one another every day. Peri had married the county judge, Dale Wright, who was the opposite of her carefree, whimsical ways. Her curly blond locks did exactly what they wanted and bounced around her head with every step. Peri was the definition of a free spirit and often dressed as if she was a child of the sixties. People called her a hippie, but folks around town thought of her as simply, Peri.

“Hey, love,” Peri said, sitting in the chair opposite her.

Esse smirked at the term of endearment Peri often used with her.

“I hope Dale surprising me last night didn’t spoil your night,” Peri said.

“Not at all. Where is your usually deliberate, rarely spontaneous husband?” Esse asked, glancing at the entrance to the restaurant.

“Well, he’s a little tired from last night, if you know what I mean,” Peri said, wiggling her eyebrows.

A few days ago, Peri had asked Esse to come along on an impromptu road trip from their hometown of Ft. Davis, Texas to Dallas. They were delivering a tricked-out pickup truck to a dealer outside of the city. Their friend, Tony, was always looking for a reason to log more flight miles. He’d borrowed a four-seater single-engine plane from one of the wealthy landowners who couldn’t stand the drive to the remote area of the Davis Mountains.

They were doing another friend a favor by driving the pickup to the dealer and had planned to have a girls’ night out in Dallas before Tony flew them home the next day. Dale had surprised Peri and come along to keep Tony company on the flight from Ft. Davis.

Esse went down to the bar to have a drink and that was it, until she looked up and saw Celeste. She knew exactly what Peri meant about being tired from last night.

“He’s with Tony, making sure everything is ready with the plane,” Peri added. She tilted her head and studied Esse. “You look different. What’d you get up to last night?”

“Uh—” Peri looked up and saw Dale walking towards them. “There’s your hubby now.”

“Hey,” Dale said, kissing Peri on the head and sitting down. “The plane is ready when we are.”

“Aren’t you going to feed me breakfast first?” Peri asked with a raised brow. “I did show you a very good time last night.”

Dale chuckled. “That you did.”

Esse cleared her throat and smirked.

“Sorry, Ess,” Dale said, straightening in his seat. “I didn’t mean to wreck your girl’s night.”

Esse smiled. “You didn’t wreck anything. I’m proud of you, Judge.”

Dale raised his brows and coughed. “Well.”

Esse chuckled. Dale was such a good guy and took his job to serve the people seriously. She loved to call him Judge on occasion, just for fun. “Let’s eat.”

Get Wish Upon a Rainbow Star
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