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      Overworked, seasoned sports writer Beast has little patience to spare for training a new hot-shot reporter he's never met, especially when he's on deadline with a blizzard approaching. When she finally bursts through the door, bringing with her a boatload of Florida sunshine, he is suddenly in danger of forgetting to worry about the coming storm.

      

      Avery has her reasons for moving from balmy Florida to work at a small newspaper in the middle of the icy Heartland in January, but she's going to have to bring her A game to win the trust of the grouchy, underpaid staff. After working late into the night, the road between the office and her hotel is impassable, which puts her in an awkward position with her new coworker. Luckily, he has a couch she can sleep on, an extra toothbrush, a spare shirt for her to wear, and plenty of body heat to share.

      

      Get ready to cuddle up and keep warm with these two brand-new coworkers while the blizzard of the century literally blows the doors off!
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      Beast

      

      Where is she?

      Avery, our new fancy-pants reporter, was supposed to be here gathering quotes from the high school football coaches by now.

      Skimming over this morning’s memo from Perry, our publisher, in my email, I confirm her expected arrival time. He’d said his new hire would be here by nine so I could give her the rundown on all the high school game stats we need to compile before deadline. At this point, I’ll be lucky to give her copy a decent read-through before press time.

      I wasn’t thrilled with the idea of having someone under me whose sports writing is untested to my knowledge, but with the way this company chews up and spits out writers, I’ll take a monkey with a typewriter.

      The managing editor, Reese, who’s loudly typing out his football stats into our database like a madman, has a forehead vein looking like it’s out to pop out of his pink skin. He reminds me of the color of one of those hairless cats, but not nearly as cute.

      “Hey, Reese, has the new girl called saying she’s running late?”

      Reese purses his lips and says with an air of being put-upon, “I don’t know any more than you do, friendo. She was Perry’s special little snowflake hire—some chipper Katie Couric wannabe he met at national awards night—not mine.”

      Something tells me Reese isn’t taking too kindly to having no input on this personnel decision, and he’s taking it out on everyone else because he’s a worn-down middle manager who won’t stand up to Perry.

      The politics of this office, I swear.

      Never mind that this paper’s subscription readership has been circling the drain for decades, yet somehow Perry still runs the place like it’s 1955, mandating that reporters put in 50-hour work weeks, even on salary. He just last year offered a 401k plan and tried to pass it off as a raise for everyone. That whole business raised my hackles and still does. I don’t know how payrolls and contributions work, but I’ve had the sense that something ain’t right for a while now.

      I mosey back to my sparsely decorated work space, lean against my desk and stare at the wall, the line of plaques from Nationals glinting at me in the fluorescent lights. Perry does whatever he wants and the rest of us eat shit because, well, it’s the best paper in the state in our circulation division, and that gets all of us staffers awards.

      The back door whines in protest to being pulled open. Then my ears pick up the sounds of boots stomping, a shivery blowing out of breath, and a female voice talking to herself about investing in warmer clothes. “Forgot to add blizzards right under tornadoes on my con list for relocating to Podunk City on the Plains. Least I’ll look cute in some L.L. Bean gear.”

      Oh god. Princess Snowflake is here.

      I lean against my desk and cross my arms, waiting for the lady to grace us with her presence. When she finally emerges from the rear vestibule, I get ready to give her a speech about being on time.

      “You’re late,” I say.

      But I don’t get much further than that.

      A tall, bubbly woman wearing an old-fashioned trench coat, thigh-high leather boots, and an oversized scarf that might as well be a throw blanket barrels into the newsroom, carrying a large wooden crate full of oranges. Her presence fills up the place with light and color and sound before she’s even introduced herself.

      “Hey! Hi! You must by my new boss!” Because I was raised right, I take the crate of oranges first, mentally noting to ask questions about it later. I plop it on my desk, sardonically looking forward to cleaning up wood shavings and packing material later.

      The woman offers no apology for being late. Like she didn’t even hear me. Instead, she thrusts out her hand and I take it in mine. Her hand is freezing but her skin is soft. My eyes travel from her bright, expectant eyes to her multicolored scarf, to the large leather portfolio that hangs at her side by a cross-body strap. She brought everything with her tonight but the kitchen sink, I guess.

      “I’m Avery Jacobs. Nice to meet you, boss. I’ve heard great things about you and I’m excited to be working with you. I’m sure Perry told you, I have zero experience writing football. As you know from my clips, I’ve been writing about the arts and human interest pieces for so long I don’t know if I can even tell you what an RBI or relief pitcher is. But don’t worry! I’m a fast learner, I talk fast, I write fast, and I think you and I are going to have so much fun together.”

      For a second I wonder if she’s standing there talking to me from an alternate universe, one in which this office is, in fact, fun. I glance around and nobody has moved; all the other reporters are busy typing, squinting at their screens, or interviewing coaches in subdued tones on the phone. Nobody’s laughing or even smiling. Then I catch her smile and it’s bright and real and full of hope. Her smile lights up the space around her, like she’s so full of goodness she’s created a cushion of sunshine that makes her immune to her drab surroundings.

      Oh god, I think. This poor, sweet girl with the Panhandle accent has no clue what’s about to happen to her. She’s entering the belly of an antiquated, slightly chauvinist beast.

      Still, I find myself wanting to be a part of that energy of hers. I haven’t felt that kind of positivity and zeal in a long time, but as much as I want to absorb all I can, I have to let go of her hand at some point or she might think I’m trying to make a move on her.

      “Beast,” I say, not bothering to correct her that I’m not technically her boss. I don’t have any more words, because her dancing brown eyes and quick words and pure bright energy have dried my vocal cords right up. I am a sapling tree bending in the sudden storm of Avery Jacobs.

      “Beast, huh? Well, I promise to be a good girl if you promise not to eat me!” The way she says it is so innocent yet it flips a switch. Honestly, the switch was in mid-flip as soon as I laid eyes on her. Now the switch is all the way up. Other things also move in an upward direction as she waits for me to acknowledge her little joke, starting with an emerging story inside my jeans. I open my mouth to respond, but I’m not quick enough for this shimmering, fast-talking sprite who stares at me expectantly.

      Avery’s face falls slightly. “I shouldn’t joke about your name. I’m buzzing from all that snow outside, I haven’t been in the snow since I was little and it just got me all excited.”

      I shake my head and try to smile. My smile feels weird and not enough to match hers. Everything about her face as she watches me has a touch of sweetness, wildness, wide-openness. Not a speck of ulterior motivation.

      Finally, I respond, “If I got offended that easily I wouldn’t be working in the newspaper business.”

      She nods in understanding. When her hand finally slips out of mine and she steps back, everything feels pale and cold and gray again. The distance between is only inches, but in those inches that separate us, I’m standing at the edge of a great, frozen, hopeless void. She is made of a warmth I didn’t know I was missing.

      But she couldn’t possibly be interested in me. I’m a big, slow-moving, slow-speaking ox trying to talk to a flittering, sparkling hummingbird. She probably thinks I’m as dull as—well, as dull as this whole town can be in the dead of winter.

      Remember what you’re doing here, Beast? You have a shit ton of work to do. She’s here to work, not wait around for you to figure out how to flirt with her.

      I say, “Well, we’ve got a lot of work to do so, let me show you to your desk…”

      “Great! Can’t wait!” she interjects, spinning on her heels and headed away from me before I can continue. “But first, point me to the break room.  And bring those oranges; I had them shipped ahead of me to the hotel. Straight from the farm. They. Are. Amazing. Well, come on! Coffee, then worky!”
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