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  CHAPTER ONE


CASEY 


“There’s your sister!” 
The excitement in my mom’s voice is hard to miss. I’ve only been hearing it my entire life. I’m crammed into my parents’ electric sedan, and my father has just turned into a small gravel parking lot. Nearby, a large maroon barn cuts into the sky. Undertones of music reach us through our slightly open windows as my father maneuvers into the nearest open spot in the packed lot.  
I’m back in Bayshore after spending roughly all of my adult life trying to escape it. My parents think this is a surprise visit. 
Surprise is right. Little do they know I have nowhere else to go after being laid off, dumped, and kicked out of the downtown Chicago apartment I shared with my ex.
The barn is our destination, a grand opening celebration and ribbon cutting for the newest event space in Bayshore. It’s operated by none other than Piper Keegan and her boyfriend, a chef named True or Gru or something else that I didn’t entirely hear when my mom told me.
My big sister Claire is already drifting toward us across the parking lot like a radiant goddess, exactly what I’d expect from someone whose life is going exactly according to plan. 
She has Paul, her perfect fiancé, in tow, the two of them looking like they just stepped out of an influencer’s social media profile. I can just imagine the caption she’ll use on a filtered photo carousel later: Loving my small town life & my husband to be. #blessed
Claire has always been the epitome of beauty and grace—glossy hair that refuses to acknowledge lake humidity, while mine poofs out like a Pomeranian at the slightest hint of moisture. She also holds a bit of mystery, which attracted the punk rock boys for a time in high school. It’s not that I think I’m ugly—after all, I have dainty wrists and something like freckles—but I’m nowhere near that effortless, natural beauty of my older sister. She could eat ribs in white gloves. And despite my best efforts, the only type of “mysterious” energy that I can conjure is in the “how did she get mustard on her collar” sort of way.
Once my father is parked, we get out of the car. My parents greet Claire the way they always have—like the sun just came out after a storm. I smooth down my green sundress while I wait my turn. Claire smiles at me, but it looks pinched. She’s three and a half years older than me, and I spent my entire childhood trotting behind her like a duckling. Claire was the one who taught me to French braid, who let me sleep in her bed during thunderstorms. These days, I’m not sure she’d give me a ride down the street. 
“Fancy seeing you here.” Our hug is awkward. A little stiff. There was a time when she’d have squeezed me until I coughed and then tickled me until I screamed. Now it’s the hug you’d give a coworker you used to like. I suspect she’s still mad at me from four months ago when she asked me to be her maid of honor and I said no because I panicked about disappointing her. “How long will you be gracing Bayshore with your presence?”
There’s a bite behind her words, the tone I try to avoid by never coming home. It makes an acid knot form in my stomach, and at the same time a hollow begins spreading behind my ribcage.
I can’t tell her the truth. Before I moved to Chicago after college, Claire made sure to tell me exactly what she thought of my plans: “You’ll never make it there. You should stay in Bayshore where there’s support and people who understand you.” 
She called it “being realistic.” I called it a reason to never come home again. 
So that means I can’t admit that I’m currently unemployed, freshly single, and using my trusty sedan as a suitcase.
“Just for a little bit,” I say breezily, popping on a bright smile. Because that’s vague enough to not be a total lie. My mother is watching us approvingly, because I know she wants us to be the sisters that get along, and not whatever we have been since high school graduation.
The five of us walk toward the festivities. The big barn doors are open, showcasing gleaming rafters and dark stained floors. High top tables are placed sporadically throughout the party, where people are clustering to sip drinks and network.  Here, it feels like I’m back in the best of times in Bayshore—a bright and fragrant, sunshine-filled afternoon, one block from the shore, with happy faces and excited chatter all around us. 
Maybe being back here for an indeterminate amount of time won’t be so bad after all. 
“So did you hit that six-figure promotion, Casey?” 
My sister’s level voice at my side tugs me out of my momentary euphoria. I turn slightly, arching a brow. 
“How did you know about that?” I never told her I’d applied for the promotion, because in the life achievement category, I always place second to my perfect big sister. I don’t like giving her ammo against me.
“How do you think?” She elbows me, which probably looks like it’s all in good fun to the outside world. “Mom told me. Of course you’d never tell me.”
She’s right about that. Nor would I ever tell her that instead of getting promoted, I got let go.
“Well, I didn’t want to talk about it until it was finalized,” I say slowly, measuring my words. “Which…it isn’t. Yet.”
Nor is a replacement job finalized, or even existent. But she doesn’t need to know that either.
“I’m sure you’ll get it. Just give it time.” She pops on the type of sage smile that I remember her perfecting back when she was a junior in high school. Back when her boss bitch persona really clicked into place after she decided she was going to be a lawyer. “So where’s Jake? I’m surprised he isn’t here helping keep Chaotic Casey in line.”
I run my tongue over my top teeth. Little comments like those are papercuts, but they create major wounds when they stack up. It just so happens to be one of my sister’s greatest skills. Snark disguised as friendliness.
“He’s working,” I say, which is true. It’s at that moment that I realize Claire has never asked about my life in Chicago since I’ve moved there—instead, she asks about my love life. Always referring to Jake like he’s my keeper. I’m about to add more when our mom shouts an excited greeting to someone she recognizes. I watch as she and my father drift off into conversation with another couple. Perfect Paul has already offered his hand to a group of local businessmen, which just leaves me and Claire at the fringes of the party, smiling through the awkwardness.
“He’s coming to the wedding, right?” She lifts a brow as though daring me to change my plans. My flightiness has always been a sore point with her, along with most of my other personality traits. I can just hear her put-out sigh if I were to tell her no. And honestly, I just want to get through this little family reunion unscathed. 
I don’t know how much longer I’ll be in town, but it might be weeks. It could even turn into a long-term residency in my parents’ basement, if things don’t go according to plan. But do I even have a plan besides waking up each day and trying to make sense of life via caffeine and fiction?
I don’t have the emotional bandwidth to get into all these unsavory truths right now. I just want to eat petite appetizers and hear about other people’s lives, for God’s sake.
“Yes, Claire,” I say, unable to hide the annoyance in my voice. 
“What’s with the attitude?” she snaps.
I shake my head, trying to choose my words with care. “You ask me with this tone in your voice—”
“Tone?” A haughty laugh escapes her. “Would you prefer I use some other voice that isn’t my own?”
I can already see where this conversation is headed. And to me, it seems like every conversation with her ends this way. I am infinitely tired, and the family reunion has barely gotten started. 
“That’s not what I meant to say. Let’s go try some appetizers, can we? Apparently Piper’s boyfriend-slash-partner is a chef, and she made some new marshmallow thing—”
“Her new store is the cutest. Have you been there yet? Well, of course not, you’ve been in Chicago.” She tuts softly as though scolding herself. “I get coffee there sometimes. It’s so cute.”
I pop on a smile, determined to make it through this grand opening party without a sisterly quarrel or a nervous breakdown. Grinning and bearing it seems the best approach for now, so I nod enthusiastically. “I’d love to go sometime.”
I wait for her to invite me, to say hey, we should go together. 
But nothing comes.
And just as I’m about to force the stuck words past dry lips, Paul pulls Claire into a conversation, which allows me to take a deep breath and wander off on my own. I love my family, I do. I just kinda sorta feel like I’m in an emotional vise when I’m around them. 
Now that I’m not thinking about all the ways in which my life seems like a disappointing report card, I can see the partygoers here. I spot Piper Keegan herself, her bright smile drawing me in.
And then I’m hit with the freight train of realization. 
If Piper is here, her older brother Griffin will be here. Right? 
I wouldn’t say I was in love with Griffin back in high school, but I would have failed out of a few classes if he’d asked me to. We’d been friends, in the way that quivering, horny teenagers are “friends” with any boy until there’s the slightest chance of something more happening. 
I wave at Piper drifting her way through the crowd. She’s beside a man I can only assume is Gru, unless that’s not his name. She looks positively delighted to see me, and I could crumple at her feet with gratitude. 
It’s nice that there’s someone in town who’s happy I’m here.
“Casey Hart? What are you doing here?” Piper has me in a tight hug as soon as I’m within reach. I smile so hard it fills my body, which was sorely needed. There’s something about seeing old friends. Piper was a year behind me in school but we’d always meet up at the playground after school and role play witchy princess stuff based on the books we checked out at the library.  
“I came for a random visit and look at what great timing I had. Piper, this is incredible.” I gesture to the barn, to the people milling around us. “I’m so proud of you!”
“I didn’t do this alone,” Piper says, her grin widening. “I want you to meet Kru.” She reaches for her partner and beams as she brings him to me. I don’t think my ex ever presented me to someone else like Piper presents her six-foot treasure with a lobster tattoo. “Kru, meet Casey. She’s a longtime Bayshore friend who’s been living in…”
“Chicago,” I supply for her as I shake Kru’s rough hand. His fingers are scarred from what I can only surmise are kitchen accidents. “It’s so good to meet you.”
The three of us chat for a minute about the project, the marshmallow shop, and Kru’s first year in Bayshore with the restaurant. I’m so proud of them I could cry. And then conversation turns to Piper’s family.
“Is your mom here?” I ask, glancing around. “I heard about the fire at the bakery last year. I’m so glad she’s been rebuilding.”
“Oh yeah, she’s here.” Piper pushes up onto her tiptoes, looking around the barn. “She’s over there with Griffin. See?” She waves enthusiastically at them, then points to me.
Heat flares through me at the mention of his name. As soon as my eyes land on his hickory tresses, his broad, athletic shoulders, his easy grin as he turns and spots me, butterflies begin swarming my belly.
Griffin Keegan was hot in high school. But now, as a pro athlete? 
He’s in the upper stratosphere of hotness. He took a one-way hot air balloon to Hotsville, location: the clouds. As he saunters our way, a champagne flute in one hand, his biceps are bulging like he’s mid-workout and I have to remember to scrape my jaw off the floor. 
“Casey Hart? Is that you?” His jovial, booming voice wraps around me like a blanket and suddenly I’m squeezed into a big hug, my face mashed against his hard chest. Every nerve ending in my body is lit up and I’m too euphoric to even think. Could I live here permanently? He smells like aftershave and the woods and something so deeply masculine and free. I think my panties are literally wet. The hug ends too soon and I’m left gaping up at him, still unable to form words.
“Griff.” I laugh slightly, feeling my cheeks redden. I am pure baffled ineloquence. At least he doesn’t know about what happened in my panties. All I can think about is how Griffin would be the perfect star of his very own romance novel, since that’s been what I’ve been reading a lot of lately. I need fictional happily-ever-afters to combat my own lack of them. “It’s so good to see you.”
“I haven’t seen you since…shit, right after college graduation?” His handsome smile grows even wider, and I feel like I’m caught in the tractor beam of his attention, head tilted back and gobbling up his beautiful slate blue eyes. I have no concept of time while looking at this man. I just know that I don’t want to leave his presence.
“I don’t know,” I say on a sigh, my body buzzing. “It’s uh…it’s been a…time…”
“I’ll let you two catch up,” Piper says with a mysterious grin. I can’t tell if it’s because I’m acting like a starstruck fan or because she’s got the entire town of Bayshore trying to snag a shred of her attention at the grand opening party around us. Either way, she blows me a kiss and drifts off to chat with others, leaving me and Griffin grinning at each other like idiots.
Griffin nudges me with his shoulder, his gaze scraping up and down my body in a way that makes my knees threaten to go out. “What’s new, Case? How have you been?”
“Honestly, uh—” I can’t even fumble for my words before another partygoer drifts past us, munching happily on something and moaning.
“Oh my god, have you guys tried these yet?” It’s Mr. Truehart, a city commissioner. 
“What are they?” Griffin asks.
“These cake balls,” he gushes. 
“Oh, those are from Dee,” Griffin says. Mr. Truehart wanders off, and Griffin looks at me again, looking sheepish. “They’re Dee’s Balls.”
I tilt my head. “That sounds…inappropriate.”
“Dee Meadows makes them, my mom’s neighbor. They’re incredible, but she’s too old to understand the connotation,” Griffin explains. “She insists on labeling them Dee’s Balls.”
I laugh into my hand, but before I can say anything else, Claire butts in, waving at Griffin. 
“Hello, Mr. Crusher,” she says in a singsong voice. Griffin signed with the Cleveland Crushers hockey team after college. He’s the beloved local pro athlete. “How was last season?”
His smile droops slightly. “For the team, it was good. For me, not so great. I was out on injury.”
“Oh no.” My sister pouts. “Are you all healed up?”
“Let’s hope,” Griffin says with a laugh. But there’s sadness tugging at the corners of his eyes. “I’ve got until August to prove myself.” 
I want to dive into the tension I heard behind his words, but my sister carries on. She’s the professional networker of the family, so I know to just sit down and take a backseat. “I’m getting married in August. I hope you and the family can come. Casey and her boyfriend Jake will be joining, isn’t that right?” Claire elbows me, and I offer up what I hope looks like a normal smile.
“That’s right. Wouldn’t miss my big sister’s wedding for the world.” 
Griffin’s gaze shifts to me, and I swear there’s a flash of disappointment. I’m probably imagining it, because I’m sure he’s already married by now. We’re thirty, that’s when you’re supposed to have your life together, if you’re not me. And Griffin is way too handsome and successful to not have snagged a wife by now, or at least a serious girlfriend. Maybe he has mini-Griffin hockey players running around and I haven’t met them yet. 
But I can’t ask. I almost don’t want to know. I just want to go back to that moment when almost every inch of my body was smashed against his.
“I’ll ask my mom later,” Griffin says good-naturedly. “I’m sure she’s planning on going. And I might be her plus-one, so I’ll probably be there too.”
Claire lets out one of her tinkling laughs, the odd-yet-melodic kind she reserves for social situations. In private, she snort-laughs, which is too uncouth for her public persona. “I would love that. After all, we don’t have too many more excuses to celebrate as we get older. It would be fun to hang with the Keegans for a night.”
“That’s right,” Griffin says. “Other than weddings, it’s just birthdays and graduation parties.”
“And honestly, I try not to think about my graduation party,” Claire says in a stage whisper. She sends a severe look my way coupled with an exaggerated frown. She’s doing it for show, but it makes a thorny heat blossom in my gut. She’s never let me forget what happened at her graduation party, i.e., the way in which I ruined her life. It was the last time I remember her treating me like she used to—not like chaos on legs, but like her kid sister who she loved. 
I’m desperate to move the conversation past this, especially in front of Griffin. So I look around for one of those waiters with the trays of champagne flutes. 
“I gotta try one of these cocktails,” I gush, signaling to the nearest waiter. I want to appear unaffected, as though my sister’s comment doesn’t have the power to completely derail me. But the truth is, her words were lined with acid, and they are currently disintegrating my gut. “Have you had one, Griffin?”
He turns as the waiter approaches. Claire sniffs, uninterested. I’m too bubbly, too buzzy, too eager to move past her snide comment. As I grab the flute, the smooth plastic slips out of my fingers, and it tips.
Toward me.
The entire glass spills down the front of my dress. My jaw drops and all I can think of is how cold it is…and how dumb I feel, yet again, at my sister’s side. 
Just like always.
Claire rolls her lips inward, watching me with a mix of amusement and pity. “Just take a breath, Casey. You get so worked up sometimes.”
Griffin says nothing as he heads to the table behind him, then returns a moment later with a stack of napkins. He offers them to me with a sly grin.
“Your dress is drunk,” he says as I take the napkins from him. The comment inspires a genuine laugh, which helps me feel less like a dumbass as I pat the huge wet stain on my chest and over my stomach.
Claire excuses herself as someone from the city council approaches, leaving me and Griffin to ourselves. I sigh, dabbing at the huge stain.
“Good ole Clumsy Casey strikes again,” I mutter. “Can’t take me anywhere.”
“Your dress wanted a taste. It’s understandable. You don’t share with your clothes enough, clearly.” 
I shake with silent laughter as I do my best to make myself look normal again. When I’m finished, Griffin has champagne flutes in each hand.
“This one’s just for you,” he says, handing me one. “Do not share it with the cotton sundress.”
“It’s linen,” I say.
“Oh.” He reels back, feigning a serious look. “Well, linen loves cocktails so you’ll probably spill again.”
I can’t fight the ear-to-ear grin. I wish I could tell him how much he’s helping right now—the way in which he pulled me out of a sister-inspired spiral before I could get lost in it. It doesn’t seem like casual conversation after not seeing someone for a decade, so instead I say, “I’ll take my chances. But this does mean you need to spill a drink on yourself, too.”
His brow lifts. “Tit for tat?”
“Cock for tail.”
His brows furrow together just like mine as we both work through what I said. Then we burst out laughing at the same time. 
“That made no sense, but I like it.” He lifts his flute, and we tap them together gently. “Cheers, Casey.”
For a moment, everything feels perfect. The warmth spreading through me, the spring air, the brute manliness of Griffin in front of me. There’s a small voice in the back of my head, and it’s saying Let’s stay here for a while.
Being around my family has never felt easy, but there’s always been something deceptively simple about being around Griffin. 
That hasn’t changed.
I just wonder if he feels it too.






  
  CHAPTER TWO


GRIFFIN 


“You waiting for your girlfriend to get out of the bathroom?” Piper’s voice floats past me, causing me to spin and shush her. 
“Don’t start that shit,” I warn her. I’ve just had the most amazing hour of my life reconnecting with Casey Hart, so deep in conversation that we barely moved from our spot until she needed to use the restroom. And yes, it may look like I’m standing outside the bathroom like a puppy waiting for its owner, but that’s not the case.
“We’re old friends who haven’t seen each other in a long time,” I go on in a low voice, unsure if Casey can hear me through the bathroom door. “Why is that so hard for you to grasp?”
“Because you’ve looked at nothing and no one else for the past hour,” Piper says in a duh tone. “I haven’t seen you this focused since the last championship game.”
I shake my head, feigning annoyance, but she’s not wrong. I just don’t want to admit it. Right before I noticed Casey was here, Mom made a cryptic comment about my “girlfriend being in the barn.” It weirded me out because A) I’m single and have no intention of changing that, and B) it really seems like Mom has become mildly psychic after the fire that burned down her bakery last year and the ensuing coma that had our entire family on pins and needles. Still, she can’t be right. Casey is with some dude named Jake, and she lives in Chicago. 
Even though I would sink my teeth into the snack that is Casey Hart given the briefest of green lights, it seems she is not my snack to have.
Fuck, I wish she was though.
The door opens and Casey breezes out, looking cute enough to eat in that green spring dress. She flips her golden brown hair over her shoulder, exposing the pretty curve of her shoulder I’d like to trace for myself. I’m ready to keep the conversation going, maybe move things downtown and then back to my house if the vibe is right. 
Until I remember that’s not going to happen. Hell no. 
She has a boyfriend, and I’m not looking for…anything other than a forgettable good time.
I already know Casey Hart is the opposite of forgettable or one-and-done.
“I just realized when I was in the bathroom that I haven’t even looked at the barn yet,” Casey admits with a laugh. 
“Sorry. I tied you up.” I’m grinning as I say it, not even a little bit sorry. She’s so easy to look at. I could stare at her face for a full month and not get tired of it. 
“Don’t be sorry,” she says, pushing my shoulder. “We had a lot to catch up on. We could probably talk for another three hours.”
She’s not wrong about that. I’m about to suggest we do just that, but I remember the boyfriend aspect. And the fact that I absolutely want to take things in a direction that is forbidden for me right now. I have no room in my life for anything other than one-night stands. It may be the off season for me, but everything is riding on my healing from my ACL injury last year.
My contract with the Cleveland Crushers expires at the end of the summer, and I’m old enough in the professional hockey world that renewal isn’t a given. With the draft just around the corner in June, there’s a chance I could lose my spot on the team altogether if the general manager decides to invest in new talent over an injured thirty-year-old. From there, it would be a hop, skip, and a jump to either free agency or a minor-league demotion—a “conditioning stint,” which is just a polite phrase for where careers like mine go to die. And retirement isn’t an option for me yet. I’m not ready to let this career go.
So it’s healing and hockey twenty-four seven. 
“Go look around. I won’t keep you trapped at the appetizer table again,” I promise, shooing her away. She sends me a sweet smile that has me questioning whether I could make a little room for healing, hockey, and her. I watch her drift through the barn, the fabric of her dress swishing at her thighs. I have to forcibly rip my eyes from her body—she was cute in high school, hot during college, and now she’s some other level I can’t think about for too long. 
I take a deep breath and step out of the barn, surveying the parking lot. It’s cleared out a little bit, most of the food and drinks have been picked through, and I can tell that it’s been an excellent grand opening. Piper has been networking nonstop today, and Kru has exchanged business cards with probably a hundred people. Big things are on the horizon for those two. 
I just wish I could say the same for myself.
“Griff. I’m heading out.” My brother Dane claps me on the shoulder, my 4-year-old niece Lia in his other arm. She’s crossing her arms and pouting down at his chest. She’s mad, but it’s hard to take the little blondie girl seriously when she looks this cute.
“What’s wrong with my Lia girl?” I try to pinch her cheek, but she doesn’t react.
“I said no more cookies and she disagreed, so it’s time to go home.” He hoists her in his arm, assessing her for a moment, then shakes his head. “You got mom, right?”
“Yeah, I’ll take her home afterward.” I turn back to the barn to figure out where Mom wandered off to. Instead of our mother, I spot Casey, who’s paused on the staircase, laughing down at something Piper said. “She mentioned a new combination we should try on that safe when I was talking to Piper earlier. Out of nowhere. It was so weird.”
Dane lifts a brow. “Shit. What if it works?”
“All we can do is try.” After Mom’s bakery burned down last fall, a safe was discovered in the rubble and returned to her. She didn’t recognize it and has no idea what’s in it, but we’ve been trying to open it ever since. Between that and Mom’s new random psychic abilities post-fire, life in Bayshore has felt a little different.
And Casey breezing back into my life threatens to add to that newfound weirdness. Probably in a good way. But also in a distracting way that I should definitely not explore. 
“I’ll see you at game night on Wednesday,” Dane says as he heads toward his car.  I wave after him just as someone else walks up to me. It’s Casey’s mom and dad, with Claire and her fiancé Paul trailing behind.
“It was good to see you Griffin,” Casey’s mom says warmly as they walk past. “We just love what Piper and Kru have done with this barn.”
“I’m proud to call her my little sister. Good seeing you all, thanks for coming out,” I call after them as they walk toward their cars.
Quick footsteps approach from behind, and soon Casey catches up.
“You leaving?” I ask her.
“They’re my ride.” She pauses near me, a wisp of long, golden brown hair drifting across her face. “This was so fun. I’m so glad my visit lined up with Piper’s grand opening.”
“Me too.” I begin to walk slowly toward her parents’ car with her. “How long are you in town for?”
She slows to a stop, scrutinizing something on the horizon. She starts to answer and then stops. I can’t get a read on what’s overcome her; I just know it’s very different than the mood we shared for an hour straight inside that barn.
“I’m actually, uh….” She laughs nervously, then turns to me, wringing her hands. “I’m going to be in town for a little while. Unexpectedly.”
My brows lift. That sounds like good news for me, but I’m not sure she’d agree. “Oh. Are you moving home?”
“No, no, it’s uh…” She shakes her head, her gaze drifting off again. “How can I put this…I guess I’m kind of taking a pause. A sabbatical. I’ll be around until my sister’s wedding and then heading back to Chicago.”
I can’t tell if she sees this as a good thing or a bad thing. Regardless, a little spark of excitement ignites inside me. “Let’s hang out while you’re in town. I stay in Bayshore in the off-season, so I’ll be around. I have a house near the waterfront, just a few blocks over.”
A smile curls at her lips. “That’s awesome. I’d love to hang out. Let’s do that.”
Her parents are shouting for her, and she sends me an apologetic smile as she jogs away. 
“See ya, Casey.” I wave after her, not failing to notice how her breasts move as she waves excitedly. 
“Bye, Griffin! Thanks for helping rescue my dress.”
I laugh as she clambers into the car, sending me one last wave. There are a few other things I’d like to do with that dress—like remove it from her body—but I push the thought from my mind. 
She’s got a boyfriend. And you’re not trying to start anything anyway.
Once the Harts have driven away, I head for the far edge of the parking lot, looking back at the barn. I’m proud of her and Kru for what they’ve built, which stands literally just beyond their main businesses, Kru’s restaurant – named Ray’s after his dad – and Piper’s marshmallow shop, Cloud Nine. My phone buzzes with an incoming text from Randall, the program coordinator at the Bayshore Rec Center.
RANDALL: Good news! Your Youth Hockey Workshop is officially FULL with a waitlist. We’ve got parents signed up from Indiana and Pennsylvania even. This is gonna be big!
I smile down at the screen, letting the words sink in. Each off-season I try a new thing to do with my downtime, and this year, I chose to try on the role of coach and hockey mentor. Interest was huge after the initial announcement, and it looks like this is going to be a fun thing to keep me in the zone over the summer. Beyond that, it’ll look great for my image with the team. 
I wouldn’t be worrying about my contract’s looming expiration if I weren’t injured. But I don’t have a green light to play yet, and a renewal would mean a substantial paycheck the team would have to write. I can barely think about what the general manager, Marchetti, must be thinking about right now. I’m thirty years old and can’t skate professionally. What use am I to the team?
A wave of icy anxiety slides through me, and I remind myself to focus on what I was doing. I tap out a quick response to Randall, top it off with a “hell yeah,” and then pocket my phone.
I need to clear my head. Seeing Casey again has me hot and bothered in a way that doesn’t mix well with a busy summer. Besides, I don’t have room for that type of distraction when my career is one ultra-talented rookie away from disaster. 
I’ve lived through a similar situation once before, right at the tail end of college. I got in too deep with a girlfriend; I let my focus slip a few times too many and damn near got the doorway to the NHL slammed shut in my face.
I learned then that romance and hockey do not mix. And certainly not if I want to maintain the momentum and career I’ve built over the past decade. Life has shown me in many ways how wanting more is dangerous. If you have it all, life will take something away. 
I don’t dare tip the scales.
It’s early evening. My family support quota has been filled for the day, which means I have only one destination after I take my mom home: the gym. 
I’m not going to let another season with the Cleveland Crushers disappear out from underneath me. 
Absolutely nothing is going to steal my focus this summer.
Especially not a hot little brunette in a sundress.






  
  CHAPTER THREE


CASEY 
“Thanks for dropping off an application.” The sugary-sweet smile of The Daily Grind barista feels hollow as she subtly slides my paper application into a slot behind the counter. “I’ll make sure our manager sees it when she gets in.”
“Who exactly should I ask for when I call—” I begin.
“Oh, she’ll call you!” She hurries to add. She blinks encouragingly at me then tips her head slightly as though to say now get out of here. “Thanks again.”
I return my best attempt at a smile and slink out of the fragrant coffee shop. The door shuts behind me, bells tinkling, and I take a deep breath of the fresh late-May Bayshore air. 
I’ve been applying for jobs all morning downtown, trying to figure out what my next move is going to be. I haven’t exactly told my parents I’m staying here for the summer, and I don’t want to bring up that beast of a topic before I have my ducks in a row.
But right now, my ducks are fucking loose. They are nowhere near a row—they are a haphazard duck constellation spread across the town. I know my parents and Claire will take the news about a Bayshore “sabbatical” better if I have a plan. So that means I need a job and a place to stay ASAP. 
The Daily Grind was the first place that accepted in-person applications. High-5’s, the popular bistro and pub near the water, kicked me to an online application process, just like a couple other bars and restaurants I visited. I don’t have much faith I’ll get a callback at any of those places if I’m in a faceless pipeline of applicants. 
But I need something, and I need it fast. It wasn’t my plan to go the service industry route, but there aren’t exactly a ton of short-term, high-paying marketing jobs up for grabs. In a seasonally driven, touristy place like Bayshore, it’s not unheard of to snag a service job just for the summer. And while I haven’t served or bartended since my college days, I’m not mad about the chance to decompress from corporate bullshit.
If someone would hire me, that is.
I grab a salad to-go at a smoothie shop downtown, which is not hiring according to their main smoothie girl, and then sit by the water to eat my lunch. After a peaceful break, I hit the pavement again. This time, I drop my application at the rest of the businesses downtown, including a cardiology clinic run by Dr. Dominic Daly, because why not? I’m feeling a little desperate, and there are only so many businesses in Bayshore. I might have to start looking in the next town over if I don’t get some good news in the next few days.
At 4:30, my stomach is rumbling again and I feel like I’ve reached my limit of job application disappointment. I’d hoped to hit it off with some friendly hiring manager and get hired on the spot, but no such luck.  I pause near the intersection of Main Street and Water Street, distracted by the way the water reflects off the glass windows of the Hazel Homes corner office. 
I watch the play of late afternoon light on the windows, rainbows and beautiful lake-reflection shimmers, until I realize Hazel Daly herself is standing behind the window, laughing and waving at me. I snap to attention and wave back, noticing her husband Grayson inside as well. They’re probably wondering why I’m just staring like a dolt at them, so I push open the door and say,
“The light was reflecting really pretty on the windows, and I got lost in thought. I didn’t even realize you guys were in here.”
“I thought you were wanting to buy a house,” Hazel says warmly. “But you’re out of town now, right? You moved to…”
“Chicago,” I supply for her. I’m surprised she remembers, with how many clients she has and how many people she knows. “If I ever need a house in Bayshore, you know you’re my first stop.”
I wander off, wondering what to do with the rest of my day. I have an extremely spicy cowboy romance burning a hole in my purse that I’d love to get lost in…or maybe I should ground myself with some Bayshore friend time. I weigh the pros and cons of each—I loooove a cozy book nook moment, after all—and ultimately decide I need to surround myself with laughter and people, because otherwise, I might travel down a not-so-happy path. I am battling feelings of failure, rejection, and disappointment at every turn. After the three-for-one special of losing my job, home, and boyfriend, I’m still struggling to come up for air. 
Friends it is. I pull out my phone and text a few of my old high school pals that I know are still around: Julie, Sara, Roxie. I invite them to meet up with me at Crush, the wine bar downtown, for dinner and drinks. They have an outdoor patio that is divine with a wine list that rivals what I’d find in Chicago. 
And then my finger pauses over Griffin’s name. Despite my intense focus on the job hunt, I’ve been thinking of Griffin nonstop in the back of my mind. Not to mention that damn hug we shared yesterday. I would mount that man faster than the heroine mounts her cowboy in my current romance read. I felt what he’s hiding under that thin shirt and designer jeans. He’s made of muscle and heat and topped with a cologne that I can still smell if I close my eyes. Maybe I’m ovulating, or maybe I’ve wanted Griffin since sophomore year. Who knows. A wave of longing crashes through me, and I open up a new message.
Fuck it. I’m messaging him.
CASEY: Hey Griff! Any plans for dinner tonight? I’m gathering up a few from Bayshore High at Crush. 6ish? Hope you can join. 
That seems reasonable and friendly and not at all coated in ovulation-tinged longing. 
My girlfriends respond, and soon we’ve got a reservation for a party of four at Crush. I’m definitely not checking my phone every two minutes for word from Griffin. Before I head to the wine bar, I make a plan for the rest of the evening. After all, I’m not trying to be the same hot mess of my past. Back home in Bayshore, I feel haunted by my past transgressions, which Claire has already made sure to resurrect. 
I’ve always been the hot mess little sister. The one who spills things on herself and others. The one who makes things awkward, or says the wrong thing, or in extreme cases, ruins high school graduation parties by opting against a Claire-selected dress because it was too itchy and therefore ruining the planned color coordination for the photos by showing up in sweats. I’m trying to prove that’s not the case anymore, but with a failed relationship, lost job, and no home to speak of until August, it’s, well…hard. I feel like more of a hot mess than ever before.
But I don’t want anyone to know the truth: that I’m a failure. That I’m lost. That what I thought was right has turned out to be so, so wrong for me. I’m still grappling with that one. I’d found the right job. I lived in the right city, with all sorts of amazing opportunities at my fingertips. I found the right guy, or at least I’d thought so, until he surprised me by kicking me out of our shared apartment and complaining that I had my head in the clouds.
And still, after doing everything right, I ended up back home with my tail between my legs and far too many kitchen appliances cluttering the backseat of my little sedan.  
So that means I need to go out of my way to show my family, and Bayshore, that I am not a hot mess anymore. I park my car in a safe little zone of public parking downtown, because I’m planning on drinking and using a rideshare later. I touch up my makeup before I get out of the car, locking it twice, and mentally pat myself on the back. I even have my current read with me, because who knows when I’ll be able to snag a few minutes of catching up with my cowboy hero.  
I get to Crush a little early, and it’s not too busy, so they seat me at the table. I immediately pull out my novel, feeling a devilish glee as I resume reading in the quiet, fragrant wine bar. This is the life. Just after a server comes to drop off water and menus, Griffin finally responds.
GRIFFIN: I might be able to stop out later. I’ll text and see where you guys are if I can.
I nibble at the inside of my lip. It’s non-committal, which is fine, but I’m dying for another chance to see this man. Even though we’ll both be in Bayshore for the summer, I’m not positive that means we’ll cross paths. Griffin is a famous professional athlete, for god’s sake. He’s way out of my league, no pun intended.
Memories of his bulging biceps and hickory tresses haunt me as I return my attention to my novel. Suddenly, the cowboy hero is not riding horses in my mind’s eye but holding a hockey stick. I blink rapidly. Griffin is absolutely romance-hero material, but I need to stay focused on the book at hand. Reading is my hobby, my passion, the true love of my life, and I keep meticulous track of my reads. So I don’t want to be confusing this cowboy romance for a hockey romance just because I can’t get Griffin out of my head.
Soon Sara shows up, pulling me into the type of hug that makes me realize how much I needed one. Then Roxie rolls in, announcing in a loud voice that she’s starving, single, and hoping to fix both tonight. Finally Julie slides into her seat without a hello and demands I spill all the details about Chicago, my love life, and more. We have a loud, happy reunion. Wine is ordered, followed by truffle fries and scallop appetizers, and then a full spread of pasta and pizza between the four of us. We are raucous, laughing, and having an excellent time catching up. 
Sara suggests we grab cocktails at High-5s after this, to which of course we all agree. I’m ready for this; I prepared for this. We walk with linked arms to High-5’s a couple blocks over, the night air feeling so refreshing and invigorating that I temporarily forget I’m unemployed, homeless, and dumped.
Mission: accomplished. 
Except for one tiny piece of the puzzle tonight, which is Griffin. I haven’t heard from him, which makes my increasingly tipsy heart sad. As Sara orders a round of drinks at High-5’s, I wonder if his offer to connect during my time in Bayshore might have just been a nicety. I’m ruminating on the possibility that all those sparks I felt yesterday had been one-sided. Maybe I’d simply been dazzled by his biceps and his powerful, athletic frame. He probably saw me spill that drink on myself and was just counting the seconds until he could run away. 
After all, that’s the gist of what I heard from Jake during our breakup. “You need to get your shit together, Casey.” The worst parting
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