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      For my weekly Zoom reader groups.

      Thanks for being a high point in every week. Our chats have kept me sane and encouraged me more than I can ever express.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      -Rory-

      The temptation to pick up my computer and chuck it against the wall shakes my hands so violently I sit back in my chair and tuck them beneath my armpits. I scan my words filling the screen again. Crashing into the wall and breaking into pieces won’t be nearly good enough for the manuscript.

      Not by a long shot.

      What it really needs is to be shoved so far into the trash can—the one at the back of the kennel used for dog poo—that feces will ooze beneath all the keys and fill up all the plug-in jacks. The satisfaction that washes over me as I picture snapping on the latex gloves and pushing my mutinous device deep into the smelly can lifts a gleeful smile on my lips that I’m sure would scare people.

      Fitting, since the words typed across the page are utter crap.

      Too bad the words are mine.

      I roll my chair back from the desk and stand so fast the chair slams into the filing cabinet behind me with a loud clong. I’ve written over thirty books, a good chunk of them hitting the USA Today bestseller list. Shoot, I’ve even had a couple go all the way to the New York Times list, so I know I can write.

      This book—this idiotic, banal, stupid book (and, yes, I know idiotic and stupid are basically the same thing, but—GAH!)—has transformed from one I thought would hit it out of the park to the bane of my existence. It’s not just imposter syndrome talking here. This book’s such a hot mess even the dogs out back would take one look at it and lift their legs.

      My problem?

      I’m out.

      It’s like all my addicting adventures and exciting words have dried up. And I’m not just talking we-need-some-rain parched. I have full-blown, wildfire-has-come-through-and-incinerated-everything brain function.

      It’s a problem.

      No.

      Disaster of worldwide proportions, more like.

      I’ve already pushed back my deadline with my editor and moved my release date once. If I can’t figure out where the heck my evasive muse ran off to, I’ll have to cancel my pre-order and lose thousands of orders. My readers will revolt, swearing off my books forever. I’ll become an even lonelier loser with only my pathetic dog and glory days of minuscule fame to keep me company.

      I glance down at Chub, my lazy as all get-out English bulldog. “No offense, buddy.”

      He lifts his droopy eyes to me—because lifting his head would take too much effort—cocks one eyebrow in question, then rolls to his side with a tired groan and falls back to sleep.

      Yep.

      I’m pretty much doomed.

      My phone dings my tone for Jodi, my writing critique partner, just as panic laces my lungs shut. I snatch my phone like it’s the only thing that can save me. Not that she’ll be able to help me anymore than she already has. I’ve spent the last two weeks bombarding her with so many frantic messages that even I want to block myself.

      

      Jodi: Hey, Rory. I hate to ask this with everything you’ve got going on, but have you seen your latest review for Washed Out on Goodreads?

      
        
        Me: Um …no. <worried emoji>

      

      

      Jodi: I wouldn’t fret too much, and I definitely wouldn’t comment, but it’s getting more attention than it should.

      

      That panic I mentioned a few seconds ago? Yeah, now it’s so tight, black spots block most of my phone screen. I pull up my Goodreads app and click on my book, quickly scrolling down to the reviews.

      At the sight of the review, my knees give out right along with my lungs. I aim for the chair, miss it completely, and go sprawling next to Chub. He paws my hand, since it landed on his legs and he doesn’t have to actually move. The lick on my cheek surprises. He did have to stretch a bit for that, like he knew I needed bolstered.

      “You’re right. It can’t be that bad.” I rub behind his ear and reach for my phone, which had landed in Chub’s drool puddle next to his water dish.

      I wipe off the wet mess, glad at least the phone hadn’t landed all the way in the bowl, and open the app back up.

      The review’s bad.

      So much worse than Jodi implied.

      Fret?

      Oh, no.

      I’m on vomit-level freak out.

      The reviewer, someone I’ve never even heard of, hasn’t just left a one-star with a “This book sucked.” Nope. This person’s left a good 5,000-word-count monstrosity. She doesn’t just bash the book but questions my ability to construct an entertaining sentence and my worth as a human being, inserting far too appropriate GIFs into the review. I didn’t even know that was a thing!

      I scroll further down.

      It just keeps going.

      And going.

      Getting worse and worse.

      Convincing myself it doesn’t matter, since it’s only Goodreads, isn’t possible. Why would someone go through this much trouble over a book they didn’t like? If the book’s truly this bad, why not DNF it and be done?

      I finally get to the bottom of the review, after giving my finger carpal tunnel from having to scroll for so long. The screen blurs, and my entire face tingles in that I’m-about-to-cry way. The review was posted yesterday, and there are already over a hundred comments.

      One hundred and twenty-two to be exact.

      Oh, wait.

      Twenty-three.

      I blink to clear the tears as I quickly skim the responses. A lot of readers have come to my defense. Way more are applauding the reviewer for her dissertation. And she’s responding to them, like keeping the let’s-destroy-Bristol-North’s-writing-career-completely party going is her entire reason for living. Sure, it’s a pen name, and I could start another. But this is just … brutal.

      I know I shouldn’t engage. Authors have made that mistake in the past and paid dearly with their life. Not literal life, but their writing life—poof—gone.

      My eyes focus on the reviewer’s latest comment. The words freeze my finger just above the reply icon.

      
        
        This book’s only good for one thing: the dumpster—preferably a smelly one.

      

      

      My body slumps as my eyes snap to my computer. Wasn’t I just thinking that exact same thing? Writing the last few books has been like panning for gold in an Alaskan river—tiring, tedious, with only teeny flecks of hope to keep me going.

      That still doesn’t excuse the nastiness spewing from this woman. It does, however, prove my point. I’m in serious trouble of losing the one thing in life that has brought me excitement.

      Writing’s how I feel alive.

      How I experience life’s risks.

      I’ve never been without it.

      Ever.

      I scan my phone screen again. The hateful words burn in my gut. Gritting my teeth, I let out a challenging growl and chuck my phone across the room.

      I don’t get shattering glass and exploding-metal satisfaction, but I’d probably regret destroying my phone, if I did. Just the act of defiance invigorates me, though. The next few breaths fill my lungs with the heat of determination.

      I refuse to be a “washed up” writer. (Why, oh why did I title the book that?)

      Books are my life, my passion. Without writing, all I have are Chub, the cinnamon rolls from the local coffeeshop, and a handful of weekly hours doing the admin necessary to keep the kennel I own with my sister and cousins running.

      I’ll prove this horrible person wrong.

      My gaze skips back to the drivel-filled computer screen, and I swallow down the doubt clogging my throat.

      I just have to figure out how.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      -Dax-

      Hands grab my thighs beneath my butt cheeks as I bend my knees. The hooker winks, attempting to confuse me, then chucks the ball from behind the touchline of the rugby pitch. I jump, soaring into the air as the lifters straighten their arms and tighten their grip on my legs, pushing me higher. I stretch my inner hand up, reaching beyond the other team’s lock.

      The ball surges higher with the ill-attempted toss. I shift my arm, my fingers grazing the leather at the last second. I flick them back, sending the ball into my team member’s waiting hands. The thrill of victory’s short lived as my body rushes back to the ground where the other players battle for position on the pitch.

      As I sprint toward the ball, I glance at the scoreboard. Only four minutes left of the game. The crunch of an impact and low grunt snap my eyes back to the ball. The controlled chaos of the breakdown pulls a grin on my lips. The scramble’s tight, and the instant I realize the ruck won’t be cleared, I holler at my teammates.

      “Ruck up!”

      The opposition’s eyes widen in worry a second before I slam into him and bind over my teammate still curled on the ground protectively around the ball.

      “Dang, Dax.” Dave Cook, my opponent, grunts as he pushes against me. “Mind taking it easy? I’ve got a date tonight and want to be able to move.”

      I dig my feet into the ground and engage all my core and leg muscles as I drop as low as possible over the ball. The burn energizes me like a drug––one I’m completely and openly addicted to.

      “Take it easy in practice, and you take it easy when it matters, Cook.” I lean my head against his as the ruck pushes against me.

      “Hey,” my best friend, Tony, huffs out as he attaches to the side of the ruck, his feet working to connect with the ball. “Did you see that Shelly’s here?”

      “Too focused.” I groan as another player adds his push against us. “Unlike you.”

      “I’m telling you. She’s totally into me.”

      If Tony can talk, he’s not working hard enough, and we’ll never win the tournament this year.

      “Tony.”

      “Well––” Oomph. “She’s about to get an eye full of flawless masculine dynamism.”

      “Dina-what?” Cook half laughs, half gasps in my ear.

      “He’s been reading the thesaurus again.” I can’t believe we’re chitchatting in play.

      This conversation needs to end before we waste the rest of the practice talking about Tony’s love life. I push with everything in me, tipping the scrum backwards and exposing the ball.

      “Get ready for greatness,” Tony says as he swipes up the ball and takes off infield.

      I peel off of the other players and hurdle over the man still in the fetal position on the ground. Tony’s in a dead sprint toward the try line. My eyes dart to the clock on the scoreboard. Thirty seconds left. He might actually make it and win the scrimmage.

      I push to catch up as the rest of the players on the pitch rush toward the ball. Tony, in a display of pure cockiness, points the ball at Shelly as he passes where she’s standing on the touchline.

      Show off.

      Out of nowhere, Pete, the smallest man on the pitch, plows into Tony. The onlookers gasp. Tony’s arms fling upward, losing the ball. I can hear the crunch of the collision over the pounding blood in my ears. Tony bounces off the ground, his head snapping with the impact, and his legs flail wildly like a cartoon with the sudden stop.

      The ball careens down field just as the referee’s whistle blows, ending the game. I jog up to Tony and Pete, both groaning where they lay on the grass. Wiping the sweat off of my forehead onto my arm, I rest my hands on my knees and laugh.

      “That was quite the display of dynamism.” My lungs heave, and I suck in air like I’m starving. “From Pete. Tony, I’m not sure what to call your display.”

      “Me. Neither,” Tony says through pained breaths.

      “That hit was epic.” I slap Pete’s knees.

      “That hit hurt like crap.” Pete rolls onto his knees with a groan.

      “Man, remind me to avoid you when we practice in the future.” Tony pushes Pete over, then clutches his side. “You’re a beast.”

      “Good practice, boys.” I stand and clap, drawing all my team’s attention. “Next time, less chitchat. We’re not here to chatter like a bunch of women at book club.”

      “You know all about that, right, Ink Drinker Dax?” Tony groans from the ground.

      He’s always razzing me about reading. Has called me that since high school, when his French teacher claimed that was what the French called a bookworm.

      Not that I’d ever go to a book club.

      One, I’m too busy with building my gym into the next nationwide phenomenon. And two, that would require me to be around people and actually engage in small talk. I’m not a big fan of either.

      “Right. At least I know how to read.” I kick Tony in the backside as I walk off the field and yell, “Same time next week. Be prepared to run drills.”

      The team moans, but they’ll put their all into it next week. We all do. Rugby gets in your blood and demands your respect. Anything less would be dishonoring to the sport, the team, and everyone who’s played before us. It’s why I still play competitively and also coach the next generation.

      When I get to my bag, I snatch up my phone. Fifty-three texts and voicemails wait for me. The exhilaration and the peace—as backwards as that sounds—of being on the pitch evaporates in a whoosh. I want to shove my phone back in my bag and see who’s up for another match. Even though I’d like to, I can’t ignore my responsibilities. The success of Body In Motion Gyms begins and ends with me.

      Tony limps up next to me. Shelly supports him under one arm, while he gives me a told-you-so grin. He peeks at my phone, his eyebrows riding up his forehead before his head shakes.

      “It’s Saturday, man. Time to take the day off.” He reaches for his bag, not letting go of Shelly.

      “Can’t. You know, there’s this thing called responsibility. You should look that up next time you scan the thesaurus.”

      “There’s also this thing called life. It’s something you haven’t had in ages. Maybe never.” He knocks his bag into my side. “I’m serious, Dax. It’s time you delegate and stop running your corner of the world like it’ll slip through your fingers.”

      “Yeah. Sure. I’ll get right on that.” Delegating would just add even more stress to my already heavy load.

      “Sure, you will.” Tony scoffs. “Keep it up, buddy, and you’re going to live a long, lonely life. Unlike yours truly, who knows how to balance work and fun. Right, Shelbs?”

      “Yep. Balance is important.” She smiles up at Tony.

      I grunt a non-response as they walk away. That’s a great philosophy when you’re an employee. It’s easy to clock out when your shift’s done and leave work behind. But I just can’t. My business, this amazing thing I’ve built from nothing, needs all of me.

      More if I’m able.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      -Rory-

      “Pick up. Pick up. Grr. Pick. Up.”

      Each ring of the phone in my ear’s like the dong of a death knell signaling the impending demise of my writing career. No. I’m not being dramatic. Not with how the review on Goodreads is turning into a full-blown assassination.

      Sure, my sales have gone up. I about fell out of my seat again when I checked this morning. Those increased numbers came with a hefty cost—a drop in review rating.

      Okay. I may be overreacting. There seemed to be just as many reviews raving about how wonderful the book is. But Washed Up’s now officially a 3.8 starred book.

      I’ve never had so many one-star reviews. And each one chips at my already diminishing confidence that I can actually write a book people will want to read. We’re not talking slow glacial melt, either. I’ve got chunks of esteem calving off me into the ocean of abysmal writing.

      “Hey, sweet cheeks.” Emmy, my cousin and inspiration behind my kick-butt characters, answers out of breath.

      “Oh, thank goodness. I need your help.” I start pacing my office in my house, stepping over Chub sprawled in the middle of the floor.

      “What’s up?” She grunts at the end of her question, and someone yells at her. “I’m fine.” She hollers back.

      I pull the phone from my ear. “What are you doing?”

      “Practicing rock climbing on the office wall.”

      She works as a product tester at this amazing outdoor company, Ascent Inc., located up by Mount Denali. Basically, she gets to play for pay. She loves it, and it’s perfect for her penchant for getting bored easily.

      “Just how high on the rock-climbing wall are you?” I’m afraid to ask.

      “Oh, near the top.” Her words strain.

      Emmy’s boss’s voice comes through the speaker, and I strain to hear what he’s yelling at her. “Emmy, are you nuts? Do you want to get fired or killed?”

      “Why’s Bradley so angry?” Maybe I should just hang up and let her finish her climb, but there might be something here I could use in my book.

      “Well, I wanted to see if I could free climb to the top.”

      “Emmy!” That wall’s at least a hundred feet tall. “I’m hanging up.”

      “No.” She grunts. “Just give me a second.”

      My heart pounds hard against my ribs as I listen to her strain. Any second she’s going to drop, and I’m going to have to listen to her die. She huffs, then hisses. I can practically feel her struggle through the phone. I’m getting lightheaded just listening to her.

      I roll my eyes and lean against my desk so I can look out my window to my safe perennial garden that holds all the thrills I normally get. Why did I have to end up with the wimp card in our family? My sister and all my cousins don’t seem to have any qualms with finding excitement and adventure. They thrive on it. Where I’d rather write about it. Live vicariously through the characters I create with my lazy dog and pretty flowers.

      “Okay.” She huffs out a breath, drawing me back from the pity boat. “I can talk now.”

      “You’re not hanging precariously from your fingertips?”

      “Nope. I’m sprawled on the top landing, sucking air and ignoring my boss.”

      I picture the two-foot-wide edge at the top of the climbing wall at her work and shudder.

      “He doesn’t sound happy.”

      “He’s threatening to fire me, but since he knows I’m the bomb diggity, he won’t go through with it. Hold on a sec. Brad, I’ll come down and grovel in a minute, okay? Give me a chance to catch my breath.” She yells that last part in my ear, making me cringe. “Okay, Rore, what’s up?”

      “Well, I’m having issues with the book I’m writing⁠—”

      “Again?”

      “Yeah, well⁠—”

      “At this rate, I should get a cut of your royalties.”

      “That’s a little extreme. You’re just giving me inspiration. It’s not like you’re writing the books.” Though at this point, that might be a better option than me. “I’m just extra stuck this time. My head space is bad.”

      “Why?”

      “Well … this reviewer basically roasted my last book on an important site. It’s got over three hundred comments, most of them not good.”

      “Washed Up?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I thought I performed especially well through your characters in that one.” She chuckles, and I roll my eyes. “So, what’s this reviewer saying that has you all frantic?”

      “Oh, nothing much, just that my book lacks imagination, the writing could be done by a first grader, and, since the action feels completely contrived and banal, I probably haven’t been out of the house I live in with my thirty cats for years.” I blink the tears that blur my vision and slump.

      “That’s a bit harsh. You don’t even own any cats.”

      I huff a laugh.

      “Listen. You know I’m not much of a reader, but I love your books. And not just because you’re my cousin. You’ve got talent.”

      She’s the only one out of my family and friends that knows about my books. At first, I didn’t want anyone to know, just in case I failed miserably. Then, later, it was nice having a secret, like the only thing I’d ever done that’s rebellious. Now, I’m glad I haven’t told anyone else, especially with how my writing career seems to be careening towards a cliff. Hearing that my non-reading cousin likes my books gives a little boost to my inner critic.

      “Okay.” I wish I could give her a hug.

      “But …” Why does that one word carry so much weight? “Maybe she’s right with some of it?”

      And just like that, all my confidence shoots off the cliff into a free fall.

      Emmy continues like she didn’t just stab me in the chest with a dull pencil. “I mean, not much changes in your world.”

      “That’s not true.” I glance at the new artwork I just hung, but the defense falls short even to my own ears.

      “Rory, come on. I know that I can stop in on any day and there will be Haagen Dazs Coffee Toffee Crunch ice cream bars in the fridge and that we’ll take Chub to the end of the block and back around six. You order the same thing at the Rez every morning on your way to work, a medium peppermint mocha and a cinnamon roll, and, if I happen to come in on Thursday, I’ll be joining you and Mark for a Bucket of Butt at Thorn’s.”

      “Can I help it if they make the best fried halibut?”

      “What you can help is changing things up. Find yourself an actual date. Go to the brewery, instead. Anything.”

      “I don’t need different.” I stomp around my desk.

      “Yeah. I think you do. Your life’s boring, and it seems like it’s leaking into your writing.”

      Emmy has always been blunt. Not in a mean way, though today feels especially sharp. She’d just rather get to the point before she gets distracted. Normally, I love that about her. It seems freeing, as opposed to me always—always—thinking through every single word I say.

      Today, it’s a good thing I’m not talking to her in person.

      I might be tempted to push her off the wall.

      “My life being boring hasn’t made a difference in the past.”

      “Well … it is now.”

      “Listen, I just need some advice on how to⁠—”

      “Nope.” She pops the “p,” and my mouth drops open.

      “What?”

      “I’m not helping anymore.”

      “Emmy.” Panic makes me dizzy.

      “Not until you get out of your comfort zone.” Her firm voice doesn’t waver.

      My eyes dart around my office and out the window to my garden.

      “What does that mean, exactly?” Because my brain stalled back on her “I’m not helping.”

      “That means you get out of your office—both of them. Do something, anything, to get some excitement churning.” She laughs. “Who knows? You might find inspiration for your latest hero.”

      “So, if I change things up, you’ll help me?” I’ll push aside my discomfort for her help.

      “I’ll help you with technical questions, but adventures are on your own.”

      I slump into my chair. I’ve come to rely on her for ideas. I don’t even know if I can come up with something by myself. What if I’m just a washed-up, has-been author with no real talent?

      “Don’t worry, Rore.” Her voice has a confidence I wish I had. “I’m sure a change of pace will be exactly what you need to shake your brain loose.”

      “I hope you’re right.” I rub my fingers over my aching eyes.

      “When have I ever steered you wrong?” She groans. “Now I have to go talk Brad out of firing me.”

      “Let me know how it goes.” No, I’m not hoping karma bites her in the butt.

      “You too.” Does her chuckle sound diabolical?

      I toss my phone onto the desk. Fine. I’ll show her I can do change. Even if it’s just to prove her wrong. At this point, I’m willing to try anything.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      -Rory-

      I scan the bank of treadmills against the floor-to-ceiling windows at the local gym. They’re spaced plenty far apart not to feel like the person next to me is breathing down my neck. The view of the bay’s definitely better than my garden and will hopefully fulfill Emmy’s declaration that I change things up. I’ve never liked the gym, so getting a membership’s totally out of my comfort zone.

      I’m surprised by all the open space in the building. The workout equipment flows spaciously in one area, leaving an open area on the other half. Except for the few people obviously here together, everyone seems to be doing their own thing and not paying attention to anyone else.

      A lot of my anxiety of coming eases with that observation. No one will gawk at me. And if I come super early like I plan to, the chance of being ogled will be even less.

      Not that anyone would ogle me.

      My gaze snags on my reflection in the large mirror on the far wall. The bob cut of my strawberry blonde hair’s as boring as my white capris and pastel, salmon-colored T-shirt. At least I show some pizazz with my turquoise glasses. I roll my eyes and turn toward the front counter. Ever since Emmy deemed my life dull, I’m seeing it everywhere.

      But all that’s about to change.

      “I’d like to sign up, please.” I force all hesitance out of my voice and smile confidently at the man behind the counter.

      “Great.” His enthusiasm as he goes through the membership benefits bolsters my spirits even more.

      Ten minutes later, I open my car door with a sense of excitement rushing through my veins. Maybe Emmy’s right? This could be just what I need. As I get ready to climb in and drive to the kennel, I spy a commercial fishing boat chugging out to sea.

      “Chub, the office can wait.”

      I peek at Chub sleeping in the back seat. He doesn’t even move. I chuckle, then snag my large peppermint mocha and cinnamon roll I had picked up on the way over from the passenger seat. I’m not even going to pretend it wasn’t to comfort me after I braved signing up for the gym.

      A girl can only change so much in one go.

      I climb onto the hood of my car, prop my feet on the bumper, and take a long, soothing draw from the cup. Whoever put the gym here’s a genius. Not only is there a killer view, but it’s tucked away from the busyness of town. I can totally see wanting to take a hike along the coast after working out.

      Well, that might be a stretch.

      But I won’t mind watching the boats, especially while enjoying a post-workout treat. I grab my cinnamon roll from the bag, inhale the sweet, spicy scent laced with yeasty goodness. Sinking my teeth through the crunchy outside to the gooey center might be one of the best parts of my day. I can’t hold in the groan of bliss as the tasteful sugar hits my tongue.

      “Well, if it isn’t Aurora Wilde. Been a while since I’ve seen you.” The voice that haunted me all through school sounds right next to me.

      My eyes pop open, and my body jerks. I shriek, sucking in bits of cinnamon roll. Hot coffee spills down the front of me as my breakfast tries to kill me. I drop the pastry onto the bag and slide off my hood. Bits of bread and icing fly from my mouth. Even though the bite mocks me as a wet clump on the sidewalk, I can’t stop coughing.

      “Whoa, there.” Dax Payton, my nemesis since third grade, grabs my coffee from my hand and sets it on the hood. “Just take a deep breath.”

      Easy for him to say. He’s not choking on nothing. He puts his hand on my back between my shoulders. It’s warm and stretches past both my shoulder blades, sending my skin crawling with a shiver.

      I glare up at him, hoping an extra slobbery piece of roll will hit him square in the forehead. He steps back, and the same smug smirk he had growing up lifts the corner of his mouth. He reaches into his bag slung over his broad, very muscly shoulder and pulls out a water bottle. After he twists the cap off, he hands it to me.

      Normally, I wouldn’t take anything from the man. Actually, I probably would. I’m not big on confrontation. Normally, I would avoid him like I’m a baby seal and he’s the devouring polar bear.

      Avoid and evade has been my M.O. with this guy since I tried to be nice in third grade and give him my lunch when his stomach growled on the morning bus. He’d looked extra miserable that day with dark purple circles under his tired eyes and the way he’d hunched in on himself. We’d been assigned as partners on a history project and were going over the presentation one last time when his stomach rumbled so loud I felt it shake him. So, I’d offered my lunch like any normal person would. He’d blown up, said I was a pest, like a cat that wouldn’t leave you alone, then twisted my nickname from Roar to Meow.

      Since then … enemies.

      I snatch the water bottle from his hand and take a swig.

      “Slow,” he has the audacity to say.

      I focus on the ocean, on my breath, on anything but the incredibly tall––and, admittedly, handsome—man hovering next to me. My throat spasms ease, but my face is an inferno. My blood has turned to lava and is displaying itself through my pasty, Alaskan skin.

      “Better?” he asks, his voice all low and silky smooth.

      My stomach flips. Maybe I’ll get lucky and throw up on his tennis shoes. They look expensive, and puke’s really hard to get out. Of course, my stomach calms, because when I want my body to revolt and spew on those deserving, it behaves.

      Figures.

      My sense of manners kicks in, and I nod an answer. Just because Dax Payton’s a Neanderthal, doesn’t mean I have to be. Just to prove so, I peek up at him.

      “Thanks.” See … totally civil.

      “Sorry. Didn’t mean to scare you.”

      He actually looks apologetic. Dax has never done contrite.

      Ever.

      Not in all those years he called me Meow. Not in the times he made fun of me reading at recess instead of playing. Not later in high school when he decided I didn’t exist, even though we sat next to each other all junior year.

      My body tenses, waiting for the verbal punch. There has to be some snide remark coming, and this time I’ll be ready to spar. I’ve been honing my banter skills through each new book I release. I’m so ready for this. Except, no remark comes.

      “That’s okay.” I feel my forehead wrinkling in confusion, so I smooth it into an emotionless mask.

      “I haven’t seen you here before.” Dax crosses his arms over his chest, his biceps stretching the taut material.

      Does the man purposely buy his shirts two sizes too small?

      “Just signed up.”

      Though if I would’ve known he came here, I probably wouldn’t have. Even if it’s the only place in town to go, and I can’t get my Emmy-spiration back without “changing my pace.”

      “Good.” The corner of his mouth lifts again, like me coming to the gym’s amusing, and he wipes the side of his lip with his finger and looks at my mouth.

      Granted, I’ve never been big on exercise. I was that kid in school always missing the ball or tripping over my feet. The worst part? I shot up to five-foot-eight before my darn Norwegian genes ground to a halt, and everyone assumed with the rest of my family uber-athletic, I should be too.

      “Be sure to take advantage of the two complimentary training sessions,” he suggests as his gaze darts to my mouth again, like it’s an automatic that I won’t have a clue what to do.

      It’s true, but he doesn’t have to point that out.

      “Sure thing.” I just need to stick to my normal Dax Payton approach and vanish.

      I hope running into Dax won’t be a repeat event. Most likely not, since I plan on being here extra early.

      I shove my cinnamon roll in the bag and snatch my coffee. Both are going straight into the trash the second I get to the kennel. I squeeze between my car and Dax, trying not to make it obvious I’m avoiding brushing against him.

      “Welp, gotta go.” I force a smile, because, well … non-confrontational.

      “Sure.” He’s chuckling and shaking his head.

      Why’s he chuckling?

      I climb into my car, ignoring the fact that he’s just standing there, staring. I wave, my nerves getting the best of me.

      “See you around, Aurora.” He tips his chin at me cockily and finally heads to the gym door.

      His shoulders shake in amusement. I spear him in the back with eye daggers, hoping his skin’s crawling from them. It’s always that way with him.

      Him picking at me.

      Like why’s he calling me Aurora? Why can’t he call me Rory like everyone else? It’s like that one act of kindness triggered his inner bully.

      Well, I, for one, am past acting childish. I refuse to let him get a rise out of me anymore. Being the bigger person won’t be hard, even with him standing over six-feet-five.

      “Just keep to myself like always, right, Chub?” I tip the rearview mirror to see my dog’s reaction.

      There isn’t one. What I do see is a blob of cream cheese icing stuck to my lip.

      Great.

      I bang my head on the steering wheel. Why can’t I ever just play it cool when it comes to Dax? It’s like my default setting’s embarrassment, whether caused by him or myself. If this is what getting out of my
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