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            MARSHALL

          

        

      

    

    
      I'd seen the photos a hundred times, and I still thought the house still looked way bigger in person. I had scrolled through every photo on my phone during the flight from Wyoming, to remind myself of what it looked like. I'd zoomed in on the kitchen island, the backyard, the two-car garage I didn't need because I was one person and only had one truck. But standing on the front walkway with my duffel bag over my shoulder and the late August heat pressing against my neck, the place felt like it belonged to someone else. Someone who had their shit together.

      I set the duffel down on the porch and pulled my phone out of my pocket. My hands were steady, but my stomach wasn't. It kept doing this low roll every time I thought about what the next few months looked like. Preseason camp was in two weeks, with a roster full of guys who'd been playing hockey for years.

      I checked my email for the lock-box code the realtor had sent me last week. I punched it in, removed the key, and stood there holding it for a second, looking at the front door. This key and house were mine. So was the mortgage payment, which was something I was going to need to digest for a minute, because the number was more than my parents had paid for their entire ranch.

      I took a breath, unlocked the front door and pushed it open.

      The house was empty. I had shipped nothing yet aside from the small trailer I'd pulled behind my truck. Those boxes were now stacked along the far wall of the living room, and my mattress leaned against the wall in the hallway. I could still smell the fresh paint and the new carpets I’d had installed over the last couple of weeks.

      I walked through the downstairs slowly, running my hand along the granite countertop in the kitchen, checking the gas range I didn't know how to use, opening the fridge that had nothing in. The backyard was fenced, which was good, even though I didn't have a dog or a reason to go out there. The neighborhood was gated, which still felt ridiculous to me. It even came complete with a guard at the entrance. He had checked my ID and waved me through like I was entering the players entrance at the arena when I'd arrived today.

      I stood at the kitchen window and looked out at the yard. The grass was perfect, not a weed in sight. The owners before me had worked with a landscaping company, so I'd hired the same one, which was something I never had to deal with before. Back home, our grass was whatever survived the winter. My dad mowed it twice a month in summer and didn't think about it the rest of the year.

      My phone buzzed.

      There were three texts from my mom, each one of them asking me something different about the house. One from my brother Chase with a photo of himself wearing my old college jersey with the caption wearing it better than you ever did, and one from my agent confirming that training camp started September ninth.

      I had fourteen days of freedom left, and the thought made my stomach roll, even though I was excited.

      I texted my mom back, told her I'd made it safe and that the house was great, and that I’d call tonight. I knew she was worrying about me ever since the draft and then about whether I'd be okay here on my own. I was going to be fine. This was my life now even if I wasn't ready for it.

      My cousin's buddy Knox Evans had been the one to talk me into the gated community. He'd convinced me when we were at my cousin Dylan's wedding three months ago. Dylan and Knox both played for the Vancouver Dominators, and he got married to his girl Aurora in Cabo, in a ceremony that lasted a little less than twenty minutes. It was the most messed up situation. The resort’s officiant had fallen ill and they weren’t able to replace him. Just as things looked like they weren’t going to happen, Charlie Towns, the Dominators newest right winger stepped forward. Apparently, Charlie was a retired minister, so he stepped in to save the wedding. Dylan and I had always wondered why everyone insisted on calling him Pastor Chuck.

      The wedding had been beautiful though. Aurora had walked down an aisle of white sand with the Pacific behind her, and Dylan had cried, which made my aunt cry, which made my mom cry, which made basically everyone cry except my dad, who'd stood in the back row with his arms crossed and his jaw tight pretending he had something in his eye.

      I'd been standing at the bar afterward, nursing a whiskey when Knox appeared beside me.

      "You can't just rent an apartment downtown," he said, loosening his tie, his face sunburned from the beach ceremony. "You're about to be a professional hockey player. In Boston. You're twenty-three, single, and you're not that bad-looking. You need privacy."

      "I grew up in Wyoming. I don't need privacy; I've had it my entire life." I chuckled, downing the shot of tequila that was in front of me.

      "Then I hate to say it but you’ll need it even more now. I'm serious, man. The second your face shows up on sports blogs, and magazines, people are going to find your address. Fans, women, and reporters looking for a story will hunt you down. You need a gated community with high security, somewhere you can come home, kick back, and just be a normal person. If you don't believe me, just ask Colton," he said, nodding over to where Colton Fox was sitting with his girl, Emma.

      I knew he was right; I didn't need to ask Colton about anything. I'd seen the news and knew his story well. So, here I was in an upscale gated community in a suburb of Boston, with an enormous house that had granite countertops and a two-car garage with grass so soft that I swore it probably used moisturizer.

      I texted Chase back: Your arms are too skinny for that jersey.

      He responded immediately: Guess I got Mom's genetics for my arms; you are lucky; you got Dad's. Life isn't fair.

      I let out a laugh. He wasn't wrong about that either.

      The doorbell rang at four-fifteen. I opened it to find Jeremy Thatcher leaning against the door frame with a six-pack of IPA in one hand and a grin that made him look like he'd been doing this his whole life. Which, to be fair, he kind of had. Jeremy had played for the Enforcers for three years, serving as a right winger. He was twenty-six years old with a physique built for hockey. Six-one, two hundred and five pounds, with sandy hair that always looked like he'd taken off a helmet, and this energy that made you feel like you'd known him much longer than you had.

      "Welcome to Boston, rookie." He handed me the beer and walked inside. "Place is nice. Way nicer than the shithole I had my first year."

      "Thanks for coming," I said. I'd met Jeremy twice: once at a team event after the draft, and once over FaceTime when the coaching staff was introducing the new guys to the existing roster. Both times, he'd been the one who made me feel like I wasn't walking into a wall.

      "Wouldn't miss it. Setting up a rookie's first house is a rite of passage." He was already wandering through my living room, inspecting the space like a real estate agent instead of a friend and teammate. He opened a closet, looked inside, and closed it. Then he checked the thermostat. "Your AC's set to seventy-four. You're going to want sixty-eight. Trust me—the Boston summer will cook you alive."

      "It's August."

      "Exactly. You've got another month of this bullshit heat before it cools down. Wyoming didn't prepare you for East Coast humidity, just trust me on this," he said, turning the temperature down.

      "Hawthorne's parking," Jeremy said, settling onto the floor since there was nowhere to sit. "Ashford's running late but that's nothing new for him and I think Callaway might swing by too, but he's got his kid tonight, so it will depend."

      Ryan Hawthorne came through the door a minute later. He was the team’s starting goalie, twenty-eight, with the kind of calm that came from standing in front of rubber discs traveling ninety miles an hour for a living. He shook my hand, looked around the house, and said, "You need furniture."

      "I need a lot of things."

      "Well, you certainly need a couch. Everything else is optional." He set a bag of groceries on the kitchen counter and began emptying it. "Figured you wouldn't have food yet, so I brought you some things."

      "Thanks, man."

      "No problem."

      We started with the boxes. Jeremy and Ryan helped me haul the mattress upstairs, a process that involved three wrong turns, a banged elbow, and Jeremy telling a story about the time he'd helped Aiden Callaway move and dropped a dresser on his own foot which sent us laughing.

      Once the mattress was on the bed frame, we unpacked the kitchen stuff my mother had packed for me. She'd insisted that her son wouldn't eat off paper plates for the upcoming year, so she purchased plates at Target for me. She'd also given me a set of pots, and then she'd surprised me with a brand-new coffee maker. At some point she'd slipped a handwritten note inside the box, telling me how proud she was of me.

      Matthew Ashford showed up an hour later with an apology and a bottle of whiskey. He was our left winger, twenty-five, with dark hair and a quiet confidence that made you pay attention when he talked, which wasn't often. He set the whiskey on the counter, looked at the three of us sweating from hauling boxes, and said, "Looks like I timed this perfectly."

      "You're an asshole," Jeremy said, laughing.

      "I prefer 'efficient.'"

      "We'd have been a lot more efficient had you of been here." Hawthorne yelled from the other room.

      We got most of the boxes unpacked by seven. My legs ached, and a tightness settled in my lower back that always showed up when I spent too long doing anything that wasn't skating or lifting. My body usually liked to remind me about how I spent my time, and hauling furniture wasn't on the approved list. My left hip flexor was pulling too, the one I'd strained during my junior season.

      I ordered pizza from a place Jeremy recommended: "best in the neighborhood, don't let anyone tell you different, and if Ashford tries to make you order from that vegan place on Third, ignore him." Ryan put in a DoorDash order for more beer. It blew my mind that you could get beer delivered to your door. Back home, the closest liquor store was a twenty-minute drive, and it closed at seven on weeknights, and five on weekends.

      We all sat on my living room floor, eating pizza off paper plates and drinking beer, and for the first time since the draft, the knot in my chest loosened.

      "So, what's the deal with Coach Briggs?" I asked, pulling a slice of pepperoni from the box. "He seemed intense on the call the other day."

      Jeremy snorted. "Intense is generous. Briggs is a fucking psycho in the best possible way. He'll ride you harder than anyone you've ever played for, but if you produce, he'll go to war for you every time. He once went to the GM's office and argued for forty-five minutes to keep a fourth-liner who was about to get waived because the guy was 'good for the room.' The guy stayed. Briggs won."

      "Don't be fooled," Ryan added, peeling the label off his beer bottle. "He benched Garrison for two games last year because Garrison was late to practice four times. Garrison's been here nine years. Didn't matter. Briggs doesn't play favorites."

      "So don't be late," I muttered more to myself than to the guys.

      "Don't be late," Jeremy confirmed. "Don't be sloppy, and whatever you do, do not give him a reason to think you're not taking this opportunity seriously. Show up early, work hard, keep your mouth shut until you've earned the right to open it. Other than that, he's great."

      "That sounds encouraging," I said.

      "He's only tough because he cares," Ashford said, pouring himself a whiskey. "The coaches who don't ride you are the ones who've given up on you. Briggs rides everyone because he thinks everyone can be better, which is a good thing."

      Matthew poured a second glass of whiskey and slid it across the floor toward me. I picked it up and took a sip. It was smoother than the bottom-shelf stuff I'd been drinking in college, and the warmth of it spread through my chest.

      "You'll be fine," Matthew said, leaning back against the wall. "You wouldn't be here if you couldn't handle it."

      I appreciated that. More than I probably showed, but I didn't know if I could handle this or not. College hockey was one thing, but this was different. These guys had been playing at this level for years. Training staff with million-dollar budgets and recovery protocols had tuned their bodies for it. Their instincts were sharper and their timing was tighter. I was walking into a room where everyone else had already passed the test I was about to take. There was no use in pretending I wasn't nervous.

      "Preseason schedule's brutal," Jeremy said, pulling up his phone. "Two practices per day the first couple of weeks. Briggs likes to see who breaks."

      "Nobody breaks," Ryan said.

      "Maybe not, but Martinez threw up on the ice last year," Matthew said. "Remember?"

      "I remember, and that's not breaking, that's just puking." Jeremy waved it off. "Everyone pukes at some point. It's basically a team-building exercise."

      "The second week gets easier," Ryan said, and something in his tone told me he was saying it for my benefit. "Your legs will hate you for days, maybe weeks. It's the transition from off-season to game speed that your body must get used to. Every one of us goes through the same thing. You aren't alone."

      I thought about what Ryan said. In two weeks I'd be lacing up my skates with guys who had been in the playoffs, who had taken hits that would have flattened me three years ago. They knew the systems and the plays. My only edge was speed. I was fast. The scouts had flagged me for that, and my college coach had called me the quickest player he'd ever coached. They clocked me at twenty-three miles per hour in a straight sprint. At this level, though, every one of us was fast, and everyone had an edge; your edge needed to be sharper than the others.

      "What about off the ice? Anything I should know about the neighborhood?"

      "It's quiet," Ryan said, shrugging.

      "There's a coffee shop two blocks east that's solid," Jeremy said. "Decent lattes, and they don't put weird shit in the drinks unless you ask for it. There is a dry cleaner on Beacon which you'll need for your suits. It's the mandatory team dress code for game days and travel. Don't think you can get away without one. There is also a gym outside this community if you want something that isn't at the team's facility. It's clean with decent equipment, but the one at the facility is free. The neighbors mostly keep to themselves, but there is a lot of money here: doctors, lawyers, a couple of tech guys. The only downside is that you'll be the youngest person on the street by about fifteen years."

      "Perfect. I'll fit right in."

      "You'll fit in fine. Just don't throw any crazy parties for the first month. Let the neighbors get used to seeing your face before you test the noise tolerance."

      We cleaned up around ten. The pizza boxes went into the trash, and the empty bottles went back into the cases because I didn't have a recycling bin yet. I walked the guys out the front door. Boston in late August felt nothing like Wyoming in late August. The humidity clung to everything. Sweat gathered on the back of my neck before I'd even stepped out the door, and the air had a weight to it that made breathing feel like a minor physical effort.

      Jeremy was halfway to his car, keys spinning around his finger, when I took one step onto the grass to wave goodnight and my foot went out from under me.

      I hit the ground hard, back first, the air punching out of my lungs, my elbow cracking against a rock. For half a second, I thought I'd slipped on a wet patch of grass, and then the smell hit me.

      Fresh, warm, unmistakable dog shit, smeared across the bottom of my left shoe and now across the back of my shorts and my forearm.

      "What the fuck!" I yelled, scrambling to get up, my hand pressing into the grass, and yeah. More of it. The whole patch of lawn near the walkway was a goddamn minefield.

      Jeremy doubled over by his car, laughing so hard that no sound was coming out. His shoulders shook and his face turned red, while he braced one hand on the hood for support. Ryan had stopped walking and was staring at me, also laughing and Matthew was already in his car, but I could see his shoulders shaking through the windshield.

      "It's not funny." I wiped my hand on the grass, which only made it worse. "Who the hell lets their dog shit in someone else's yard?"

      I looked up at the house next door. Lights were on in the front windows, warm and golden against the dark, and parked in the driveway was an SUV with a bumper sticker that said my dog is smarter than your honor student. I'd seen it when I'd driven through the neighborhood tonight.

      Big dog owner. Right next door.

      The embarrassment converted to anger the way it always did with me. Fast, clean, a straight line from humiliation to fury.

      "Clean up, rookie." Jeremy finally caught his breath, wiping his eyes. "And maybe introduce yourself to the neighbor tomorrow. Diplomatically."

      "I'm going over there right now." I said, getting up off the ground.

      "You're covered in shit, man. Literally. Maybe don't make your first impression while you're wearing it."

      I looked down at myself. He had a point. Smears covered my shorts, streaks marked my forearm, and my left shoe was ruined.

      "Sleep on it," Ryan said from his car, his voice was calm enough to cut through the anger I was feeling. "Handle it tomorrow when you've had time to think and you've calmed down."

      Jeremy and Ryan drove off, both still laughing. I could hear Jeremy howling through his closed windows as he pulled out of the driveway. Matthew gave me a wave, and I could tell he was trying not to lose it until he was out of sight.

      I stood on my front lawn in the dark, with dog shit on my shoes and my ego somewhere on the ground next to it. I scraped my shoe on the curb, went inside, stripped in the laundry room, and stood in the shower until the hot water ran out.
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      I'd been staring at my curtains for the past twenty minutes, standing in my living room with a glass of pinot noir in one hand and my phone in the other. I was trying to figure out exactly what it was about these curtains that bothered me. The fabric was fine. The hardware was brushed nickel, which matched the light fixtures I'd put in the week I moved in. The length couldn't have been more perfect; they were kissing the floor the way they were supposed to.

      Yet, something about them was wrong. Most people wouldn't notice. They'd walk through rooms never noticing the undertone of a fabric was fighting with the undertone of the floor, creating a visual argument that would make an entire space feel off. Most people didn't lie awake at night thinking about the difference between warm and cool ivory. I wasn't most people; I was an interior designer, and I was using my personal home as part of my portfolio. These curtains, however, were going to drive me out of my mind until I replaced them or figured out what the problem was.

      I took a sip of wine and opened the Pottery Barn app and scrolled through drapery panels. Maybe this room needs something warmer, perhaps a soft wheat tone, or a Belgian flax in natural that might pull the room together with the white oak floors.

      Cooper lifted his head from the couch and looked at me. He was a Great Dane, a hundred and forty pounds of muscle who took up more than half the couch and didn't care. His ears perked up as if he were waiting for me to explain myself. He had this way of watching me that made it feel like he understood exactly what I was saying, even when I was talking about curtain fabric.

      "Don't look at me like that," I said. "The curtains are wrong, and you know it."

      He set his head back down, his tail thumping against the cushion.

      I closed the app and set my phone on the side table. It was almost ten. I should have been watching television and relaxing, but I was analyzing window treatments instead because that was what my life was like now. I was twenty-eight years old, single, living in a gated community in the suburbs of Boston with a dog the size of a small horse, running my interior design business, and spending my Tuesday nights critiquing drapery fabric undertones.

      My life had changed so much in a year. A year ago, I'd lived in Dallas, in a condo that I didn't own, cooking dinner for a man who would come home and tell me the seasoning was wrong without tasting anything I'd made.

      I stopped myself. Not tonight.

      I'd gotten better at not obsessing with my past. Therapist-approved compartmentalization, Mila called it one afternoon, half joking, half worried about me. Mila was my best friend, and she'd been the one who'd helped me get away while Brett slept. She told me to go to her parents' house an hour away from Dallas and wait there. She told me she'd call ahead and let her parents know so they would be waiting. That night I'd packed my car and at two in the morning I slipped away from everything I knew. The next day she flew all the way to her parent's house and stayed there with me for three days, both of us crying on their guest bed while coming up with a plan. She talked me into moving to Boston.

      "Okay, this is enough, Lillah. You know you can't stay here so we're finding you a place in Boston, far away from here, far away from Brett, close to me, where you can start over."

      It had been one of the scariest things I'd ever done, but one of the best.

      I finished my wine and set the glass on the coffee table. Cooper was watching me again, his head tilted, his brown eyes soft and patient. He was the first thing I'd gotten for myself after moving to Boston after this house. I'd needed a friend, so I'd driven to a Great Dane rescue in New Hampshire, and Cooper had walked up to me in the yard and pressed his head against my thigh, and that had been that.

      "Come on," I said, standing up and stretching. "One more trip outside and then we're done for the night. Time for bed."

      He followed me to the back door, his nails clicking against the hardwood. I opened the sliding glass door, and he padded out into the fenced backyard, the motion-sensor light clicking on as he crossed the patio. The whole reason I'd chosen this house was this yard. It was private, fully fenced, and big enough for whatever breed of dog I wanted. Cooper did what he needed to do by the far corner near the hydrangeas, the same spot he always chose, and came back inside like the well-trained gentleman he was.

      I locked the back door, scratched behind his ears, and was about to head upstairs when someone pounded on my front door causing me to jump.

      Three hard hits, the kind that rattled the frame and made the deadbolt vibrate in its housing. Cooper's ears shot up, and he let out a low growl. His body shifted in front of mine, and I put my hand on his head to calm him, but tension ran through him, the muscles along his neck tight.

      I checked the time on my phone.

      Who the hell knocked on someone's door at almost ten thirty on a Tuesday night?

      My chest tightened. I hated that feeling, the one that still hadn't gone away even after all this time of being in a new state and seeing a therapist every other week. The sound of a fist hitting a door, the weight behind it, moved me into panic.

      I took a deep breath.

      "Lillah stop. You're in your house. You're in Boston. Cooper is right here, and he won’t let anyone hurt you." I muttered to myself.

      I steadied myself and then walked over to the front door and looked through the peephole. There was a man I didn’t recognize standing on my porch. Six two, maybe six three, with dark hair that looked slightly damp. He was wearing shorts, and a t-shirt that was tight across his chest and shoulders, and he looked furious and disgusted.

      I'd lived here for eight months, and I'd attempted to get to know most of my neighbors. Dr. Peterson lived two doors down with his lovely golden retriever, Mable. He had a crazy obsession with his lawn, the Garcias lived across the street; they had three kids under seven and waved at everyone. There was a retired couple on the corner who walked every evening at six thirty and occasionally stopped by to bring homemade cookies. This guy was new.

      I took a breath. Straightened my shoulders. Opened the door halfway, keeping my hand on the edge. Cooper came up behind me, his big gray head appearing at my hip, his ears still forward.

      "Can I help you?" I asked.

      He looked at me for a second, his gaze dropping to Cooper and then back to me, and his expression changed.

      "Your dog," he said. His voice was deep, flat and irritated, with a slight roughness that might've been anger or could’ve been how he always sounded. "Your dog shit in my yard."

      I blinked. "Excuse me?"

      "I just moved in next door." He pointed behind him, toward the house to my left, the one that had been empty for the past three months since the McKay’s had moved to Florida. "I walked out my front door tonight and slipped in a pile of dog shit your dog left in my yard."

      I looked down at Cooper, who was sitting next to me with his tongue out, looking as menacing as a throw pillow. Then I looked back at the man on my porch.

      "I'm sorry that happened," I said, keeping my voice even. The way my therapist had taught me when we'd been working on the don't escalate, don't shrink exercise. "But my dog didn't do that."

      "You have a massive dog." He pointed at Cooper as if he were presenting evidence in a courtroom. "That's a massive dog. He's the size of a truck. And there's a massive pile of shit, multiple actually, in my front yard. Do the math."

      Brett had often talked to me like that. Something in my chest tightened. The same feeling that came with being talked to as if I were stupid, something I'd had enough of to last several lifetimes. The words were different, but the tone was the same.

      "First," I said, straightening up, my voice steady, "His name is Cooper, not 'massive dog.' Second, Cooper goes out in my fenced backyard. Every
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