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          RUBY

        

      

    

    
      They say be ready when opportunity knocks, but in my experience, opportunity is rarely that polite. In the best of scenarios, it trudges in wearing a cloak of uncertainty (that undoubtedly wears off on you) and takes up residence on your couch for months on end. Worst case, opportunity sprints by so fast you barely recognize it or the lifeline it tosses in your direction.

      I have a sneaking suspicion that this moment is the latter. Because in what world does your literary agent email you on a random summer Friday with news that your dream publisher wants to meet?

      Okay, for other people maybe that isn’t that rare. Me two years ago wouldn’t have even thought it was remarkable. But that was before…well, a lot of things.

      I pull my hair down out of the messy top knot and finger comb the red tangles into some semblance of a tidy hairdo, then pull it back up. I don’t have enough time to make myself more presentable before the meeting alert chimes. And really, what should they expect? I’m an author. My idea of business casual is a nice shirt paired with my most comfy leggings.

      My stomach is in knots as I click the link to join the call. Molly, my agent, is already present. So is Doreen, an editor for a top publishing house and my final hope of selling this book before I’m forced into retirement.

      “Hi,” I say as I adjust my laptop, so I’m centered in the screen.

      Both women smile at me while my pulse kicks up enough speed that my watch buzzes and asks me if I want to record a workout.

      “I am so thrilled to talk to you,” Doreen says, leaning back in her cushy, leather office chair. Her gray hair is pulled back into an elegant bun at the nape of her neck. She wears silver hoop earrings, and a scarf tied around her neck. She has that timeless style of a woman in her fifties that has found what she likes and sticks with it.

      “You are?” I ask. My voice betrays me by wavering a little.

      “Of course.” A small laugh leaves her as she rests one elbow on the arm of her chair. Her fingers absently touch one earring as she adds, “I’m a big fan of your work. You have been a big part of the resurgence of vampire romances, and no one does it quite like you. I’ve read every single one and I’m smitten with them all.”

      “Even the last one?” I ask before thinking better of it.

      Over the past five years, my career has rocketed. The first two books did well, but it was the third that launched my career to the next level. I hit bestseller lists in three countries, accepted foreign publishing deals, optioned movie rights, and had more ideas than I could possibly write in my lifetime. All that came to a screeching halt a year ago. My fourth book flopped, I went through a messy breakup, and then I was hit with writer’s block so hard I couldn’t come up with a single good idea. I haven’t sold anything since, but hopefully all that changes today.

      Doreen lets out a hearty guffaw that somehow still comes off sophisticated and chic. “Was it my favorite? No. But your talent shines through even when the story isn’t compelling.”

      I’m not sure how to take that. I know she meant it as a compliment, but I’m hung up on the whole "the story wasn’t compelling" part. She isn’t wrong.

      “But none of that matters. Publishing has a short memory. And the most recent book Molly sent over shines like nothing else I’ve read from you.”

      “Thanks,” I say, relief flooding me. I’m shocked, honestly. It was painful to write, and it was only a proposal and the first two chapters. If I manage to sell it, I’ll have to figure out how to get my mojo back—something I need to do regardless.

      “It’s surprising and fun, and the tension between the main characters jumps off the page. What made you want to change things up? I mean, a sports romance from Ruby Madison?!”

      I’m nodding along and smiling, eating up her words, until the last part clicks into place.

      “Wait. Sports romance?”

      “Yes.” She laughs again, smiling at first, but then she must read my confusion. She reaches for a pair of tortoise shell glasses and pulls them on, then glances at what I assume is a second monitor. “A Sporty Romance by Ruby Madison. That is you, right?”

      A memory of me typing those words on the title page before sending it off to Molly flashes in my mind at the same time I inwardly cringe. Not my most original title, which is probably why that book was shelved two years ago.

      While Doreen waits patiently for an answer, I glance at Molly. She somehow continues to beam while I shoot lasers out of my eyes at her.

      Silently, I panic scream, “You gave Doreen Walters my old manuscript!?” While she seems to say, “Just go with it, Ruby. We need this!”

      The quiet stretches out for several tense moments.

      “Yes, of course I wrote it,” I say as heat blooms in my face. “I’m sorry, I thought we were meeting about the vampire royalty book.”

      “Molly sent over the proposal and chapters for that one too. It isn’t bad.” She pulls off her glasses and holds them in one hand, then motions toward her monitor. “But this is the one I want.”

      “Why?” The question bubbles over and slips from my lips.

      She lets out a laugh as she arches a brow. “I thought I liked it.”

      “I’m so sorry,” I apologize again.

      My brain reels. Two years ago, before the worst year of my life, I wrote a sports romance. It was fun. My sister, Olivia, had just started dating Flynn—a professional baseball player. I was going with her to games, completely caught up in their love story. It was inspiring to watch them fall in love. So inspiring that I wrote an entire draft faster than anything before or since. It was different from what I’d written previously, but my early readers all loved it, including Molly, who I trust implicitly. She pitched it to my publisher at the time. They passed, noting they liked the book, but it wasn’t right for them. Then two more editors at different publishers did the same.

      I shrugged it off because I was getting plenty of requests for more paranormal or romantasy. Publishing seemed to be telling me they wanted me to do more of what I was already doing, and I listened. We shelved A Sporty Romance (still a terrible name) and I wrote another vampire book—the one that flopped.

      My agent continues to smile through the screen, but I note the tension bracketing her mouth. Why wouldn’t Molly tell me she was shopping this manuscript around again?

      Doreen continues, “I know the book is different, but it’s precisely why I love it. Not everyone can pull off switching genres like this, but I think you can. Your writing is gorgeous. The hero is charming, and your heroine is nuanced and lovable, if not slightly chaotic. The book has all the charisma and wit that your readers adore.”

      “But my readers aren’t expecting a sports romance.” My readers may not be expecting anything, honestly. It’s been over a year since I’ve published, which wouldn’t be all that concerning if I were promoting or teasing something to come, but I’m not.

      “If you partner with us, then I will make it my mission to convince your readers and everyone else that they need to read this book,” Doreen says without a beat of hesitation in her tone. She’s launched so many careers that her confidence is well-earned.

      “I don’t know what to say.” She’s not known for her flattery, but she’s handed me several compliments in the span of five minutes. I try my hardest to let them land and soothe the previous rejections for this book. Even if she did call my heroine chaotic. Not exactly what I was going for, but I can smooth that out in edits. Oh my god, am I actually considering this?

      “There’s just one little thing,” Doreen says in that way that foreshadows the little thing is going to be a huge pain to fix. She places her glasses back on the bridge of her nose. “We’d like you to change the sport from baseball to hockey.”

      Her words rattle around in my brain like a pinball machine. Baseball. Hockey. What’s the difference?

      In the small image of me on the screen, my brows furrow. “Excuse me?”

      “We have another baseball romance on our list this summer. Besides, baseball is harder to sell in this market. Hockey romance is what readers want right now.” She grins like we’re in on a secret. “And the sport is such a small part of the story.”

      That’s true, but there’s one more thing she’s failed to account for. “I don’t know hockey.”

      I barely know baseball. I had Olivia and Flynn helping me get the sport’s details right, but it was a huge undertaking.

      “Oh.” Doreen gets the first flicker of disappointment on her face, and instantly I get the feeling that I’ve ruined everything. And judging by Molly’s face, she thinks so too.

      There goes opportunity sprinting by.

      I’ve wanted to work with Doreen since before I finished my first manuscript. She’s smart and powerful. She navigates publishing like a badass boss bitch. Her eye for picking out books from the slush pile and making them bestsellers is impeccable. If there’s anyone that can help revive my career, it’s her.

      But hockey?

      And if I say no, then what? I could have Molly send this book back around to editors. To be honest, I’d forgotten about it. I shelved A Sporty Romance (such a terrible title) in my metaphorical box under my bed with a dozen other manuscripts.

      Maybe someone else would take it as is. Or I guess I could write another book, but, well, that hasn’t been very successful the past six months, i.e., I’ve written nothing except proposals.

      “What Ruby means is that she would need additional resources in order to make sure she gets the hockey information correct,” Molly interjects. “I can help with that. I’m originally from Upstate New York. I know lots of people in the hockey world.”

      I shoot my agent a look that I hope communicates my skepticism. Meanwhile, Doreen’s smile is back and wider than ever. “Great.”

      “Great,” I mimic, with a lot less enthusiasm.

      “I’ll send over my offer this afternoon. Take time and think it over, but not too much time.” Doreen quickly transforms back into serious editor mode, steepling her fingers in front of the camera. “We want to turn this around quickly and get it out with our winter catalog. You’re attending the Delaroche Book Fair this fall, right?”

      I nod. It’s the one event Molly absolutely refused to let me cancel this year—otherwise I would have.

      “Perfect. We’ll announce it then with big, flashy signage and advanced copies.” She gets that hopeful smile on her face again.

      Panic rises in my chest, sending a flood of warmth through my body. “You want me to rewrite the entire book by the event in September?”

      “Of course not. We’d need it by the end of August,” she says with not a single drop of teasing in her tone. “We’ll rush to print advanced copies for the convention.”

      Several seconds pass where my entire body is frozen with a mixture of hope and terror. I want so badly to believe this is the chance to turn things around, but it’s so unexpected. Lying low in my apartment, plotting books and writing bad first chapters over and over again has become almost comforting.

      “Okay.” Molly gets that look in her eye that tells me she’s heard all she needs and doesn’t want me to put my foot in my mouth. “Thank you so much, Doreen. I’m excited about this.”

      “Me too,” Doreen says.

      I can’t seem to speak so I force my mouth into what I hope is a smile.

      “We’ll talk soon.” Doreen leans forward and then ends the meeting.

      Two seconds later, Molly calls me.

      “Don’t panic,” she says by way of greeting.

      “Don’t panic?” I ask, parroting her words but with so much anxiety I can feel it vibrating through me. I stand and pace back and forth in my small living room. “Why didn’t you warn me?”

      “Honestly?” She pauses, then adds, “I was afraid you wouldn’t take the meeting.”

      “Nobody turns down a meeting with Doreen Walters,” I whisper-hiss as I squeeze my eyes shut.

      “She is a legend,” Molly says. “And she loves the book.”

      Even Doreen must get it wrong occasionally.

      As if she heard my internal dialogue, Molly uses her stern, lovable tone. “So do I. I believe in this book. I always have. I wouldn’t be pushing it if I didn’t. Maybe now is the time to finally get it out there while you figure out what’s next.”

      Or it could flop like the last one. I swallow the words, but they burn all the same. I stop pacing and inhale a steadying breath.

      “How would this even work?” I ask. “I wasn’t exaggerating. I really don’t know anything about hockey.”

      “Let me worry about that.”

      A tiny scoff leaves my throat. This is crazy. I can’t do it. I’m the least sporty person I know. My knowledge of hockey is nonexistent, unless you count fifth grade physical education class where we played scooter hockey. And the only thing I remember about that is how painful it is to have your fingers run over by a scooter wheel.

      “I promise I will get you the support you need. Your character will be deking and chirping, putting up hat tricks, and shaking out his glorious lettuce,” Molly adds confidently.

      “I have no idea what you even said.”

      “Me either, but I love Shoresy. Have you seen the show? It’s hilarious.”

      My throat constricts and a fresh wave of panic ripples through me. I shake my head but no words come out.

      “You can do this!” Her enthusiasm is contagious and finally a small laugh escapes. If I don’t laugh, I may cry.

      “Oh, she’s already sent over the offer,” Molly says, then gasps.

      “Is that a good gasp or a bad gasp?” I ask. Maybe it’s so bad it doesn’t justify learning an entirely new sport. We can go back to pushing the vampire royalty book and I can figure out how I’m going to write it if and when someone wants it.

      “I just forwarded it.”

      I hustle back to my laptop and pull up the email from Molly. When the attachment loads, I let out my own gasp. I have never, and I mean never, seen an advance even close to this number. It would be the biggest deal of my career.

      I straighten and blow out a breath. “What does lettuce have to do with hockey?”
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      “Six weeks.” Molly’s voice, filled with unwavering finality and a dash of hopefulness, comes through my headphones. “That should be plenty of time for you to interview him, get through edits, and still be able to enjoy a little summer fun at the lake.”

      “Here’s hoping,” I reply as I make my way through the small Montana airport.

      “You don’t need hope. You’ve got this.”

      I can almost see her, sitting at her desk, covered in books and coffee mugs, pumping her fist into the air. Fueled by too much caffeine and a competitive spirit. She’s the single hardest working person I know and on top of it, somehow a constant ray of sunshine. We’re a lot alike, actually. Only my optimism is on a temporary hiatus.

      She’s one of the best agents in the business with more than fifteen years of experience in publishing. It’s not a world for the faint of heart. I’ve questioned if I’m cut out for it more times than I can count. Including every second since I got on a plane in Arizona to fly thousands of miles to learn hockey and rewrite my book.

      If it weren’t for Molly’s belief in me and the lure of hiding away to lick my wounds, I’d still be curled up on the couch in my apartment binge-watching another reality dating show. Instead, I’m in Montana, weaving through men in cowboy hats to find baggage claim.

      “Ruby?”

      “Yeah,” I say. “I’m here. I will get it done.”

      “That’s the spirit! Did you look at the videos I sent you? He’s cuuuuute.”

      It probably says something that my immediate reaction to a guy being cute is to wrinkle my nose. I’m having a hot girl summer, and a cute guy isn’t getting in the way of that.

      “No, not yet. It’s on my to-do list.”

      
        
          	
        Fly to Moonshot ✓
      

      	
        Meet Mike at the cabin I’m renting for the summer
      

      	
        Research the hockey expert I’ll be interviewing
      

      	
        Interview said hockey expert to learn sports puck stuff
      

      	
        Spend a week editing the hell out of my manuscript
      

      	
        Come up with new, fabulous book idea
      

      	
        Sell fabulous book idea
      

      

      

      

      Easy peasy, lemon squeezy or whatever. I’ve got this.

      “I better go,” I say as I swivel around, realizing I’ve walked the wrong way.

      “You have Mike’s number?”

      “Yes,” I confirm with more sureness than before. I’m hesitant about my ability to finish this book, but I distinctly remember putting Mike’s contact information in my phone. Plus, the dozens of emails Molly has sent over, confirming and reconfirming all the details.

      Six weeks in Moonshot, an adorable lake town in Western Montana, working with a local expert to edit the book that will hopefully reignite my flailing career. At worst, I’m going to spend my summer reading with a killer view. But I don’t say that to Molly. She’d fly out here to hold my hand and that would be beyond pathetic. I’m a grown-ass woman and I need to pull my shit together.

      Just…not quite yet. I need to figure out how to write again first while editing a book I never thought would see the light of day. I really must be desperate. And is hockey really all that different from baseball anyway? I mean, I know they’re different. One has a bat, the other a stick. Hmm…now that I think about it, aren’t those sort of the same thing? I’ll add that to my list of questions to ask my hockey guru.

      “Great!” Molly’s unending enthusiasm keeps me going. “I hope the cabin is as great of a find as it looked in the pictures.”

      That makes two of us.

      “I just know it’s going to inspire so many great, romantic stories. Who knows, you might get your next book idea while you’re there.”

      “I’m sure you’re right,” I say because dammit I can do this. My steely resolve won’t let me throw in the towel, only toss it into the corner and let it collect dust. And isn’t that almost worse? If I were the type of person who could walk away and get a different job, then I already would have done it. I love putting words down, creating characters, and weaving stories. I know that I can do this, but that fact doesn’t make it any easier to do the damn thing.

      “Text me when you get there and send me the new first chapter at the end of the week.”

      “Will do,” I say as my stomach dips. One chapter. Totally doable.

      Probably.

      Maybe.

      Fingers crossed.

      After saying goodbye and ending the call, I let out a long breath.

      “As if the first chapter isn’t the most important,” I mutter quietly. I try really hard not to go all tortured artist, locking myself away and existing on coffee and angst, but the first chapter is so important. I usually save it for last. After I’ve written ‘The End’ I go back and rework it ad nauseam. The idea of sending it to Molly and the publisher without knowing the new ending of the book is incomprehensible. Unless I can somehow figure out how to work a grand slam victory kiss into the grand gesture of my hockey book.

      It needs charm and excitement. Sparkle. Three things I’ve felt very little of lately.

      My steps slow as I approach a bookstore. Like all airport bookstores, it has a table display in the very front with bestselling authors and popular books stacked artfully and strategically to drive people inside.

      It’s an occupational hazard, noticing books everywhere I go. I love seeing what people are picking up on shelves or flipping through while they wait for their flight. The first time I saw someone reading one of mine, I hid like I’d been caught doing something terrible. It was so surreal.

      I smile, pride zipping through me, when I see my friend Lily’s newest release stacked up on the far-left side of the table. I snap a picture and text it to her. Seeing friends’ books in the wild is way better than seeing your own somehow. Less debilitating imposter syndrome perhaps.

      Before I’ve repocketed my phone, my gaze lands on another book. One I’m far less happy to see. The familiar white cover with red foil details is impossible to miss, unfortunately. Since the first edition of the book sold out, the second edition has the words, “An instant NYT Bestseller!” proudly stamped across the top, along with splashy praise from well-respected media. Adjectives like "refreshing" and "genius.”

      My stomach sinks and my cheeks warm with embarrassment or possibly rage. Yes, definitely the latter.

      I turn on my heel, like fleeing as fast as possible will erase that book and that author from my mind. Unlikely.

      In my haste, I nearly collide with a man walking in the opposite direction. I screech and somehow manage to run over my own foot with my roller bag while he gracefully dodges me, sidestepping to the left as his brows rise in a confused, startled way. Whether at my ear-piercing vocal range or the frazzled, clumsy reaction, I’m not sure.

      I’m not known for my grace. Okay, fine, that is a gross understatement. I’m easily the klutziest person that I know. And the klutziest person that most anyone who knows me knows. My sister Olivia blamed it on me being top-heavy once. She was going through her preteen mean girl phase and was pissed that I got boobs before she did. Regardless of intent, her words, stuck with me. I often wonder if I would be less accident prone if I had smaller breasts or perhaps a bigger butt to even things out.

      “Sorry,” I wheeze out as I lift my gaze to his face.

      He’s taller than average, easily over six feet tall. His hair is tussled, possibly from travel, although he has that look about him that suggests he’s always a little bit unkept. It’s working for him. From the dark, wavy locks to the scruff on his face paired with black athletic pants and a gray T-shirt that hugs his broad chest and muscular arms. There’s something about his clothes or the way he stands that refuses to be categorized as disheveled. It’s so annoying how men can roll out of bed and put on whatever clothes they find lying around and still look this hot.

      I’m still staring at him when the backpack slung over my left shoulder slides off and throws me off-balance again. The heavy weight of it hits the ground next to me with a thunk, thankfully not on either of our feet. I packed way too much.

      I flash an apologetic smile that I hope comes off cool and collected despite all other evidence. My hot girl summer is getting off to a shaky start.

      Green eyes lock onto me. His lips are pressed in a distinctly annoyed line, but he lingers like his manners won’t let him walk off before assuring that I’m not a danger to myself. Fair, I suppose.

      Slowly, he leans down and picks up my bag. His brows arch, possibly in surprise or judgment as he realizes how heavy it is.

      “I promise it’s not a dead body,” I say with a nervous chuckle. “I mean, not that an entire body would fit.”

      The way he stares at me is so impassive, like I could literally tell him anything and it wouldn’t faze him. It must be for that reason that I keep babbling.

      “I guess it could be just the head, but I’m too squeamish for dismembering bodies, let alone transporting them through an airport. I’m more of a ‘plot your demise but never act on it’ kind of girl.”

      Hmmm. There’s an idea.

      “A woman flees thousands of miles from home with a head in her backpack,” I say like I’m pitching the story concept.

      If this man were in charge of judging my idea, his face just told me “that’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard.”

      Regardless, I make a mental note to give Lily this story-nugget idea when I text her next. In the world of suspense and horror novels, dead bodies—even dismembered ones—aren’t anything new, but I still like to pass on plot ideas anytime I have one. You never know what will strike a writer at any given moment. Plus, she’ll be impressed by my depravity. My brain is way too Pollyanna for her liking. Sometimes I have to remind myself that it’s okay to be pissed or mad or anything other than happy. Toxic positivity is a real thing.

      Even still, it’s my default mode. Like right now I’m already wondering if the woman in the story will have a happily ever after. Another occupational hazard, I suppose. Maybe she’s been set up.

      I snap my fingers and point at the man as I share another brilliant nugget. “A handsome stranger in the airport swapped out her bag!”

      “What’s happening right now?” he asks, looking over his shoulder like he expects cameras and a celebrity host to jump out and say, “Gotcha! You’re on America’s Most Awkward Encounters!”

      “Nothing,” I mutter, shoulders slumping. My optimism is on a teeter-totter, and he just sent me plummeting back to the bottom with his apathetic demeanor.

      “O-kay.” He has this deep, sexy voice, but his tone is all boredom. He extends my backpack toward me. “Here you go.”

      “Right.” I take it from him, struggling a lot more with the weight of it than he had. “Thank you.”

      I get a nod instead of "you’re welcome" or "no problem” or even “I’m calling security.” Why is indifference the most frustrating response to be on the receiving end of?

      He steps past me and rejoins the steady flow of foot traffic. I watch him retreat, head and shoulders above the crowd, until he turns a corner.

      Jerk.

      Sure, he was nice enough to stop and help me, but would it have killed him to pretend I’m hilarious and charming instead of awkward and klutzy? Whatever. Hot girl summer, take two.

      My next stop is the car rental line. The guy working behind the counter moves at an impressively slow pace and everyone shifts their luggage from shoulder to shoulder, inching forward with heavy sighs. When I finally make it to the front, his lips curve slowly.

      “Hello. Welcome to Moonshot Lake,” he says like I’m the very first customer he’s had all day, and the greeting is a novelty.

      “Thank you. I have a reservation⁠—”

      “How are you today?” he asks, leaning forward with something like genuine curiosity on his face. He looks like he’s in his early twenties. His light brown hair is cut in a fade that reminds me of Billy Matthews’s second-grade picture and sends a wave of nostalgia over me. The friendly smile he continues to aim at me takes me by surprise, while also making me feel like an impatient asshole.

      “I’m doing well. Thank you. How about you?” I summon a little patience as I set my backpack on the floor between my feet.

      “Not too shabby.” With that same slow, unrushed pace he stands straight. He’s a big guy. Tall, although to be honest everyone feels tall to my five feet three inches, but it’s more than his height. He’s wide shouldered and sturdy. He looks like the kind of guy who could wrestle a calf to the ground or block a doorway by simply crossing his arms over his chest. Admittedly, I may have binged one too many episodes of Yellowstone in preparation for this trip.

      “Do you have a reservation?” No hint of an accent and didn’t call me darlin’. Pity.

      “Yes. Ruby Madison.”

      “Ruuuby.” He draws it out, finally hitting me with just a little of that Montana charm I was anticipating. He grins at me as he begins to tap on the keyboard. “Cool name.”

      “Thanks.” I glance at his nametag. “Curtis.”

      One side of his mouth lifts higher at my use of his name. “I’ve got you in a mid-size for…” He pauses. “Six weeks?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Cool. Cool. Plenty of time to see all that Moonshot has to offer. You’re in luck, it’s beautiful this time of year. It’s a little hot now that we’re in July, but better than shoveling snow, am I right?”

      “I wouldn’t know. I’m from Arizona. We don’t see a lot of snow.” Certainly not enough to shovel. Once, when Olivia and I were both still in high school, we got almost two inches at my parents’ house, and we were able to make snowballs and a very short snowman.

      “Then you should feel right at home here.” He continues tapping as he adds, “I am going to hook you up with my favorite car on the lot.”

      “Wow. That’s so nice.”

      “I know,” he says in a matter-of-fact tone as he grabs a set of keys off a hook on the wall beside him and drops them on the counter in front of me. “You’re all set, Ruby. I hope you have an amazing time in Moonshot.”

      “Thanks, Curtis.” A wave of fresh excitement washes over me as I pick up the key fob and flash him a grateful smile.

      He leans forward over the counter. His dark eyes twinkle with amusement as he says, “My name isn’t really Curtis.”

      “It’s not?” I feel my forehead crinkle as the guy stands tall again, still wearing an expression that is all boyish humor with a tinge of arrogance.

      He shakes his head, then holds one hand up to cover the side of his mouth so no one can read his lips. “It’s Bobby but can’t have angry customers reporting me.”

      For a change, I can’t think of a single thing to say. So, I wave the key fob, pick up my backpack, decidedly not filled with a human head, and leave the airport.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The first thing I notice in the rental car lot is that it is not, in fact, hot outside. Maybe it’s Montana hot, but it’s Arizona sweatshirt weather.

      Cool wind whips across my bare shoulders. I’m not sure if I’m excited or stunned by this development. I don’t exactly love summers in Arizona, but I’m rethinking all the tube tops I packed.

      I stop and let my hair out of its ponytail. The long strands cover my back and shoulders, and I lift my head to the sun. A smile spreads across my face at the clouds dotting the sky. Big, fluffy white clouds that look like they’ve been crafted out of cotton balls and placed lovingly amidst the painted blue sky for aesthetics.

      A car alarm beeps somewhere in the lot, bringing me back to the present. It hits me then I have absolutely no idea what car I’m looking for. I glance down at the key fob. Attached to it is a plastic keychain with the words “Mini Convertible” scribbled in permanent marker. I look up and scan the lot.

      “No,” I say at the exact moment I spot the vehicle that I am certain is mine for the next month and a half. I hit the unlock button and beam as the lights flicker on the car.

      Curtis, aka Bobby’s, favorite vehicle on the lot is a lime green MINI Cooper with black stripes down the hood. In a sea of mostly black, white, and the occasional blue or red vehicles, it most definitely sticks out. It screams summer and fun and adventure, carefree days, fun nights. It’s over the top. It’s flashy. It’s the kind of vehicle that is impossible not to notice. In any other situation I would be horrified, but not today. And not this summer.

      It feels like a good omen. The perfect car to turn things around – metaphorically, although I bet it turns like a dream too.

      “I think I misjudged you, Bobby,” I say quietly as I approach the vehicle.

      Somehow the closer I get, the more in love with it I fall. Even as I struggle to fit my large roller suitcase in the trunk. If I had to choose between all my packed essentials (tube tops are absolutely an essential) and this car, I’d…pick my essentials but I would be sad about it.

      Once my luggage is stowed, I pull out my phone and snap a selfie of me standing next to the vehicle, then fire it off to my sister with the words, “Hot Girl Summer Has Commenced!”
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          NICK

        

      

    

    
      “Dad?” I call as I step into the house from the garage. It’s silent, but the lights are on in the living room and the smell of fresh coffee hangs in the air.

      When I don’t get an answer, I peek in to see if he’s asleep in my favorite recliner. The one I bought even though he told me it was too big for the room and that he now sits in more than I do.

      There’s no sign of him as I drop my duffel bag on the floor of the entryway and cross through to the kitchen.

      Exhaustion from a week of conditioning camp and the red-eye flight home hits me hard. I’m pouring a cup of coffee when I finally hear footsteps coming down the stairs. I turn with my mug in hand as he appears in the doorway. He has on headphones, the over the ear, noise-cancelling ones we got him for Christmas last year. Aidan picked them out so they’re bright red—my son’s favorite color—and the sight of my un-tech savvy dad wearing them still brings a smile to my lips even six months later.

      His eyes widen when he spots me and his steps falter. He recovers quickly, pulling the headphones down around his neck.

      “Son. What are you doing here?” he asks with a smile that falls almost as fast as it forms. “You aren’t supposed to be home until tomorrow.”

      “I took an earlier flight.” Amusement threatens to lift one corner of my mouth, but I’m too tired. “Good to see you too.”

      “Sorry. You surprised me. Welcome home. How was Texas?”

      “Tiring.” Four days of grueling workouts with one of the best sports trainers in the business will do that.

      “And the shoulder?” he asks.

      Instinctively I tighten the muscles on my right arm. It’s been months since I broke my collarbone and dislocated my shoulder in a season-ending injury. Surgery, plus rehab was not how I planned to spend the first half of the summer but at least I’ll be ready come October. Physically, I feel stronger than ever.

      “Good. It didn’t give me any issues.”

      “That’s great news.” Genuine relief is apparent in his expression.

      I guess I wasn’t the only one worried I wouldn’t come back from it. At this point in my career, every injury has me, and I guess my dad too, questioning how much longer my body will hold out.

      “How’s everything here?”

      “Great. Is Aidan coming back early too?” His brows draw down and his lips purse as he waits for my answer. If I didn’t know better, I’d think he’s bummed out at the prospect of seeing his grandson. Which makes fuck all sense.

      “No. Just me. He’s staying at his mom’s until tomorrow.”

      “Good. Good.”

      I narrow my gaze to study him closer. He’s back to acting strange, but I can’t quite put my finger on why. My dad and son are tight. Arguably closer than I am with either of them. All of Dad’s overbearing and frustrating mannerisms soften around Aidan, and my son is more like the sweet kid he was before his preteen attitude took over.

      “Well, you probably want to get unpacked,” he says in a happy tone that feels fake as hell.

      “I thought we could grill tonight. Chicken, veggies, maybe we could do kebabs.” Sitting on the back deck with a beer in hand sounds perfect right now.

      “Sure. That’d be nice or you could head into town and enjoy a night out before Aidan gets back.” His reply is so predictable I’m embarrassed I didn’t see it coming.

      “We can go out to eat if you prefer.” I dodge the blatant attempt to get me out of the house like I’m a forty-year-old single man still living with his parents. I’m thirty-one, my dad lives with me, and I happen to like being unattached.

      “You don’t need your old man cramping your style. I have leftovers in the fridge. Go. Have fun.” He brushes past me, missing the eye roll I throw in his direction.

      “It’s about two hours too early for dinner.”

      “Get drinks first,” he offers, upbeat, like it’s the best idea he’s ever had. “What’s Travis up to? I’m sure he’s game for a night out.”

      My teammate Travis is always up for a night out so it’s a good guess.

      “Why are you trying to get rid of me?” I cross my arms over my chest. “More than usual.”

      “I’m not.” He doesn’t quite meet my eye, but he waves off the idea with one hand. “I only want to make sure you’re having some fun. You’ve spent all summer training instead of letting loose.”

      It’s an argument we’ve had many times before.

      He picks up a dust rag and a bottle of multipurpose cleaner. “Anyway, go or don’t. I’ll be down at the cabin if you need anything.”

      “You’re moving into the cabin?” My voice climbs with surprise. Six months ago, my father had a heart attack. He was already staying with me and Aidan, on and off, but that scare was the catalyst for him to move from my childhood home in Kansas City to live with me and Aidan.

      My house is plenty big enough for all three of us, but I worried he might like to have his own place. When the small cabin next door went up for sale a week later, I took it as a sign. It needed work so it took some time for it to be renovated, but in the nearly three months since it’s been ready, Dad has refused to move out there. He claims he likes hearing me and Aidan moving around the house (even as he’s started wearing noise-cancelling headphones most of the time to drown us out). It’s become a sore subject and neither of us has mentioned it in weeks.

      There are a lot of things we don’t talk about. The Galaxy family motto is to keep your emotions to yourself—good and bad. I’d forgotten how much it annoyed me. Partly because it reminds me I’m just as bad about holding things in, and partly because I can now recognize when he’s doing it.

      To say it’s taken some adjusting to him being here is an understatement. I thought I knew what I was getting into since before he moved in he was already visiting us a lot, especially during the hockey season. He’d fly in and stay for a week or two at a time so someone would always be here with Aidan on my weeks. I was grateful to have him around. Still am. Not just because I want to keep an eye on him and make sure he’s doing everything he can for his health or because it’s convenient to have someone I trust around here while I’m gone, but because I want Aidan to grow up with family nearby. It’s a tough life being traded from team to team, uprooting his life repeatedly and taking him away from friends and routine.

      Moonshot is the third team I’ve played for since I joined the league, the same year Aidan was born. Three years in Chicago, then four in Minnesota. Moonshot is finally our chance to build a home and a life. I signed a contract that will keep us here for seven more years. Assuming I can get a couple of one-year extensions, Aidan can finish out high school here and I can play out the rest of my career in Montana.

      “No,” he says, igniting a twinge of annoyance in me with that one word. “I, uh, just don’t want it to get dusty in there after all the work you put in to making the place so nice.”

      I bite back my first retort, “What the hell does it matter if no one is going to live there?” and instead say, “Larry and Pam clean it every other week.”

      As if he didn’t hear me, he continues on, adding Windex and paper towels to the cleaning supplies in his hands.

      Exhaustion washes over me. The only thing I want to do is shower and sit outside on the patio with a beer. Instead, I push off the counter. “I’ll give you a hand.”

      “Nonsense. I’ve been looking forward to this all day.”

      “You’ve been looking forward to cleaning the cabin?” I ask instead of outright calling bullshit.

      “A little fresh air. A new audiobook. When you get to be my age, it’s all about embracing the little things.”

      “You’re sixty-two.”

      “Exactly.”

      I shake my head, prepared to give up this fight. What do I care if he wants to clean the place? Maybe he’ll start to feel at home there the more he’s in it. It’s a nice cabin. Closer to the water than my house, with a wraparound porch and a great view of the sunrise over the lake every morning.

      Dad heads for the back door, but before he pushes it open, there’s a knock on the front door. I wait to see if it happens again. Few people come by and even fewer knock instead of walking right in.

      “Are you expecting someone?”

      He looks from me to the door and back. His mouth hangs open and his expression morphs to something that looks a lot like dread.

      “Dad?” I ask again at the same time whoever’s outside finds the doorbell. They ring it three times in rapid succession.

      He smiles, then quickly drops all the cleaning supplies onto the counter. “I got it. It’s probably a solicitor or that little girl down the street selling cookies.”

      Something is definitely off. He’s acting…weird. Not a novelty for my dad, but stranger than usual.

      Dad crosses to the front door quickly, then glances back at me. There’s a hesitation before he pulls it open. I can’t see the woman on the other side, but her voice is loud and bubbly as she says, “Hi. I’m Ruby Madison. Are you Mike?”

      There’s something familiar about that cheery voice that has my mind spinning to place it.

      “That’s right.” Dad extends a hand.

      I take a step closer and that’s when I spot the bright yellow backpack resting on the ground next to the woman. What are the odds that two people I’ve run into today have the same overstuffed, bright yellow bag? My guess is not good. Confirmed when Dad steps back, opening his stance, and the woman from the airport walks past him. She comes to a stop in the middle of the entryway. A tentative smile curves her lips as she looks me over.

      “You,” she says, not exactly accusatory but not overly friendly either. You’d think I walked into her house unannounced instead of the other way around.

      “You,” I repeat, hands finding my hips. I look past her to my dad who is carefully avoiding my gaze.

      “You two have met?” he asks, still not looking at me but in my general direction. He comes to stand between us.

      “Yes,” she says at the same time I say, “No.”

      Her cheeks flush as she gives me a look that screams “go to hell” even as she somehow smiles politely.

      “We had a run-in at the airport,” she tells my dad. Then to me, “I’m Ruby. Sorry about that and the babbling. I realize joking about possible homicide with a stranger was probably awkward. More so when she shows up at your house. I’m not a serial killer, I promise. And I know I’m early. I thought it would take me longer to get my rental car and drive here.”

      Early?

      “It’s no problem at all,” Dad says, recovering from her incessant babbling quicker than me. “I was just about to head down to the cabin and double-check that everything was ready.”

      “Oh. I can come back later if you prefer,” she offers quickly.

      Cabin? Come back later?

      “No, no. It’s fine, darling.”

      She grins, looking instantly relieved. “Thank you. I’m anxious to see it. It looks like an absolute dream in the pictures.”

      “What’s going on?” I finally ask since it seems no one is going to tell me willingly and I can’t make heads nor tails from their conversation. Why the hell is this woman in our house and what does the cabin have to do with it?

      Her brows knit together as she aims another annoyed look my way that I’m positive I’m mirroring back to her. Although in my case it isn’t personal. Whereas I’m pretty sure it is for her.

      “I’m Ruby Madison,” she introduces herself again as if it should mean something to me.

      My expression undoubtedly reads: “And that’s supposed to mean something to me because???” but I say nothing.

      Ruby Madison has long red hair that hangs in soft waves around her face and past her shoulders. She’s somewhere around my age, maybe a little younger. Blue eyes, fair skin, and a heart-shaped face. She’s dressed in a top that only covers about four inches of her torso, cutting across the top of her generous tits and above her belly button.

      Her full lips part as if she wants to say something, but no words come out. She glances at my dad like she hopes he can clear things up.

      He does, but I’m not at all prepared for what he says. “Ruby is going to be staying in the cabin for a few weeks. She’s an author from Arizona.”

      I feel both brows lift. What in the actual hell is happening? It’s like every piece of information is more confusing instead of less.

      I’m forgotten as he turns his attention back to Ruby.

      “There’s a separate driveway where you can park, that way you can come and go as you please, but we’ll go out the back way so you can enjoy the lake view. It’s gorgeous today. The water is sparkling just for your arrival.” He gives her a friendly wink.

      She beams back at him.

      “Can I take your luggage?” He tips his head toward the yellow backpack.

      Her gaze flits to me and the blush on her face creeps down her neck as if she’s embarrassed about our earlier run-in. I wonder which part she’s reeling about. Nearly running me over? Narrowly avoiding dropping her backpack on my foot? Babbling on about dead bodies and true-crime plotlines?

      “Oh, uh, no, I’ve got it,” she says finally, gripping the strap of her backpack a little tighter. To be honest I’m impressed she’s been carrying it around all day. The thing must weigh forty pounds.

      “Okay. The steps off the back deck might be a little tricky. Nick, can you grab that roller bag and follow us down?”

      It must be shock that has me acting as her bag boy instead of demanding he tell me what the hell is going on. He rented out the cabin? I gave it to him so technically it’s his to do with whatever he wants, but he knows I always intended it to be a place for him, not a goddamn Airbnb.

      “This is gorgeous.” Ruby lifts her chin, taking in the space around her as she follows my dad through the house to the back sliding glass doors. She glances back at me. “Do you live here too?”

      “This is Nicky’s house.” Dad raises his voice but doesn’t look back as he speaks. “He lets me freeload. Penance for all the late nights I stayed up worrying about him when he was a teenager.”

      I don’t manage to hide the annoyance in my expression before Ruby catches it. She smiles. “You’re his son?”

      “Yes,” I say, then mutter to myself, “Unfortunately.”

      Because whatever is going on here is undoubtedly going to be a huge pain in my ass. I don’t want some stranger living in the cabin next door, especially one that seems so…

      I’m still trying to put my finger on the right adjective to describe Ruby as I heft her roller bag down the steps. She walks slowly, taking in the view with a delighted squeal.

      “Oh my gosh! It’s even better than the pictures.”

      Dad stops and lets her soak it all in. A pleased smile dances on his face. It’s almost enough to smooth my irritation at being blindsided. I want my dad to be happy and if the cabin doesn’t do that then we’ll just have to figure out something else. He’s been through enough.

      Ruby’s hair lifts and falls around her shoulders as the wind blows off the lake. A delicate gold chain with a four-leaf clover charm hangs around her neck and catches the sunlight. She looks so carefree and happy, like life hasn’t worn her down and put lines on her face yet.

      Her obvious excitement has me taking in the view, wondering how she must see it. It’s easy to take it for granted now, but I spent years working for this. Mountains in the distance, the lake stretched out for miles in either direction. The first thing I do every morning is walk out here. It never fails to center me.

      The only house close enough to see is the cabin. It sits about a hundred yards to the right with pine trees that run along the property line, giving it some semblance of privacy. Privacy that I thought would be nice for my dad, but now realize will be paramount for me since we’re renting it out to a complete stranger.

      Once she’s had her fill of the view, Ruby starts moving again. There’s a pep in her step and an obvious glee the closer we get.

      The cabin is fifteen hundred square feet. Two bedrooms, one bath, with an updated kitchen, and windows that look out toward the lake. My favorite feature is the wraparound porch we’re standing on. I pictured Dad sitting out here with his morning coffee and Aidan running over to see him after breakfast.

      “It’s perfect!” she exclaims as we walk up to the front door. Her irritation at me seems completely forgotten as she turns in a circle, grinning from ear to ear.

      She hasn’t even seen the inside, so her words feel at the very least premature and at the worst—wrong. Just…so wrong. Because absolutely nothing about this scenario is perfect. Not even close.
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      “Can I talk to you?” Nick asks his dad in a low voice that doesn’t conceal his annoyance.

      At me? His dad? The world?

      He sets my suitcase down next to the front door but doesn’t look at me. Which is fine because when he does, it makes strange things happen in my stomach. The man is intimidating even without all the jaw-clenching moodiness.

      “Whatever it is, I’m sure it can wait.” Mike ignores his son and smiles at me. “Let me give you a quick tour, darling.”

      He pats at his pockets. “As soon as I find my keys.”

      After another few seconds of searching, Mike glances to Nick with an “aww shucks” expression. “Would you mind running back to the house? I must have left the keys there with the cleaning supplies.”

      Nick looks like he wants to tell his father to go to hell, but instead he dips his head in a nod and leaves us. The tension in the air lets out like a balloon in his absence.

      I take the opportunity to fix my stare back on the lake. It really is perfect. Breathtaking. It’s colder here than I imagined, but surely I packed a sweatshirt somewhere in my giant suitcase. It was hard to decide what to bring for a six-week trip. The longest I’ve ever vacationed or traveled for work is two weeks, and when confronted with packing the things I couldn’t live without – I was maybe a skosh too presumptuous.

      “Don’t mind my son. He’s just cranky from traveling,” Mike says in his son’s absence.

      “He was a perfect gentleman.” Which is mostly true. Not friendly or polite, but he did help me with my bags, twice now. Aside from making me feel like an idiot, the only real issue I have with him is his general aloofness and the daggers he shot in my direction. Which might have been aimed at his father instead of me. It’s hard to tell where his irritation lies but suffice to say, I am not winning him over. “He doesn’t seem thrilled about having me here though.”

      “Don’t worry. You two will barely know the other exists.” Mike reaches into his pocket again and this time he pulls out a key. “Ah, there it is.”

      I glance back at Nick, expecting Mike to call out and let him know he doesn’t need to retrieve the keys from the house, but his son is already halfway across the yard.

      “How long have you lived here?” I ask, inhaling the scent of pine and lake as he works the key into the lock.

      The porch is stunning and goes all the way around the house. Next to the front door, a white rocking chair is angled toward the lake. Resting on the seat is a throw pillow with the words #1 Grandpa crocheted on the front. It isn’t the décor I was expecting, but I’m already picturing evenings out here with my laptop and a glass of iced tea.

      “Almost two years now, I guess. Time moves in leaps and bounds when you get to my age.”

      “I have heard forty is a rough age for that.”

      His mouth pulls into a pleased grin. “You and I are going to get along just fine.”

      He rattles the doorknob as he gives the key a final twist and then pushes the door open. I follow Mike inside with one last glimpse over my shoulder.

      The cabin is in direct line from the main house. The landscaping gives it some semblance of privacy. Still, the idea of staying so close to the man who clearly doesn’t want me here has me feeling uneasy.

      I would describe the general aesthetic of the place as masculine. Woods and dark colors, very little art or clutter. Still, it’s clean and well-kept. The front room has a soft brown leather couch and a coffee table staring at a small fireplace with a TV mounted above. There’s also a dining area next to the kitchen with a circle table set for two. The stove sparkles like it’s brand-new.

      I run a hand over the countertop as I explore. “This kitchen is a dream.”

      “Do you cook?”

      “Only when I’m on deadline.” Which means there are a lot of chocolate chip cookies and banana bread in my future.

      “Well, it’s all brand-new. Top of the line, if I know my son.”

      “Nick picked out the appliances?” I ask. “I thought this was your place.”

      “It is, but he picked out everything.”

      I must look confused because Mike adds, “He bought and renovated the place for me when I moved in with them, but it’s too much space. I don’t need the fuss. Plus, I can bug him better from the main house.”

      Words fail me as I process this new knowledge of Nick buying a house for his father. It’s such a generous, loving thing to do, and I’m having a hard time reconciling it with Nick’s overall indifferent demeanor.

      “You’ll be the first person to test out everything.” He walks over to the front windows and pulls back the curtains to let in light. Another jaw-dropping view of the lake greets me.

      Beyond the kitchen, Mike shows me a small room that’s currently set up as an office with a table and chair, then a larger bedroom with a sliding glass door that faces the lake and a nice bathroom with a tub, shower, and double vanity.

      “The pictures didn’t do it justice,” I say after he’s shown me everything. Forgetting about Nick, who still hasn’t reappeared, it really is perfect.

      Mike tips his head back, scanning the place like he’s seeing it again for the first time. “I’m glad you like it.”

      “I really do.” There’s something about the lake glimmering under the sunshine and the mountains in the distance that sparks a need to capture the feeling on paper.

      “I’ll leave you to get settled, but if you need anything, don’t hesitate to text me or come up to the main house. If I’m not there, ask Nick.”

      Fat chance of that. I’m not asking Nick anything. In fact, I hope I don’t see him for the rest of my time here. I, of course, can’t tell Mike that.

      “Thanks, but I don’t want to bother either you or him.” Not the entire truth, but still accurate.

      All Mike says is, “You’re no bother.”

      He opens the front door to go and smiles. “Ah, there he is now.”

      Nick comes to a stop on the entryway of the front door. The time apart did not make his heart grow fonder. I always hated that saying anyway.

      “I see you found the key.” His dry tone is breathless, jaw still shockingly tight. Looks painful. And kind of hot. He has a dimple in his chin, barely visible under a layer of dark facial hair. I always loved cleft chins, and he pulls it off better than most.

      Surprise, surprise. I’m attracted to the jerk. My libido has no sense of self-preservation.

      “Sorry about that, Son. Thanks for checking.” Mike glances to me. “We’ll leave you to get settled. You have my cell number?”

      I think for a moment, then nod. “Yes.”

      “Text me if you need anything or feel free to ask Nick.”

      His son’s eyes go comically wide for a fraction of a second, but Mike is watching me and whatever he sees on my face makes him laugh.

      “Don’t let him fool you, he isn’t so scary.” Mike grins and leaves.

      Scary isn’t the word I’d use. Grumpy. Frustrating. Handsome.

      Nick lingers in the doorway after his dad is gone.

      “Don’t worry. I don’t plan on needing anything,” I reassure him.

      His jaw tightens again.

      “Doesn’t that hurt?”

      “What?” he asks in such a sullen way that a small laugh escapes my lips.

      “Grinding down on your molars like that? You’re going to break a tooth.”

      I should have guessed my prodding him would only make him glare harder, but it still catches me off guard and I giggle again.

      “I’m glad you find this amusing.”

      “Look, I get it. You’re not thrilled I’m here, but I really won’t get in your way. My only plan is to work and sit out by the lake.” I don’t think he’s prepared to hear my entire summer to-do list. He thinks I’m weird enough as is.

      He nods, jaw relaxing a fraction. “Fine. Do you need anything?”

      I fight a laugh. I bet that hurt him to ask.

      “No,” I say, then do think of something. “Actually, can you tell me how far it is to the hockey rink?”

      “Fifteen minutes or so. Why?”

      “I’m meeting my contact there tomorrow.”

      “At the rink?” The way he looks at me, you’d think I brought up smuggling body parts again.

      “Yeah. I’m interviewing a hockey expert.”

      His brows furrow harder. I have the ridiculous urge to step forward and smooth out all the lines on his face. I wonder what he looks like without all that hot grumpiness. Gasp. Maybe he’s only hot when he’s scowling. Nah, this guy is hot in any scenario.

      “I’m a romance author and I’m editing a book…” I let my words trail off. “The hero of my book plays baseball, but my editor wants me to change it to hockey.”

      He continues to stare at me like he expects the words to make sense if he thinks about them hard enough. So I spell it out for him.

      “I need help with some of the rules and terminology. I don’t know sports puck stuff.”

      “Sports puck?” It comes out more like he’s questioning the universe instead of me. Slowly, he tips his head back and looks up like he’s praying to the gods or in deep concentration, then as if connecting the dots that I just very clearly laid out for him asks, “You’re an author and you came here to interview a hockey expert for your book?”

      “Mhmm.” He’s literally just repeating my words.

      “And you’re meeting this expert at the hockey rink tomorrow?”

      “Yes?” I say but now it sounds like I’m the one questioning my plans. It’s been a long day and his grumpy aura is throwing me off.

      “Who
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