
  
    [image: No Time Like Forever]
  


  
    
      No Time Like Forever

      Wardham Book 6

    

    
      
        Zoe York

      

    

    
      ZoYo Press

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dedication

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        some times you just need to leap

      

        

      
        For Elle, Kate, Melanie and Amity—

        thanks for the sprints!

      

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          Welcome To Wardham

        

        
          About This Book

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        
          Chapter 17

        

        
          Chapter 18

        

        
          Chapter 19

        

        
          Epilogue

        

      

      
        
          What to Read Next

        

        
          Books By Zoe York

        

        
          Acknowledgements

        

        
          About the Author

        

        
          Be A Wardham Ambassador

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Welcome To Wardham

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A sleepy village on the shores of Lake Erie, ready to explode with passion…

      

      

      
        
        Between Then and Now - Carrie & Ian Nixon (#1)

      

      

      
        
        Their story didn’t start with a fairytale romance. Their marriage wasn’t chosen for love. But they still chose each other...time and again. a novella

      

      

      
        
        What Once Was Perfect - Laney Calhoun & Kyle Nixon (#2)

      

      

      
        
        He was her first love, and she's always owned a piece of his heart. a novel

      

      

      
        
        Where Their Hearts Collide - Karen Miller & Paul Reynolds (#3)

      

      

      
        
        When the girl next door meets the man of her dreams...at exactly the wrong time. a novel

      

      

      
        
        When They Weren’t Looking - Evie Calhoun & Liam McIntyre (#4)

      

      

      
        
        She’s not looking for love, he’s not thinking about forever. It’s not what they expected. But it might turn out to be just what they need. a novel

      

      

      
        
        Beyond Love and Hate - Beth Stewart & Finn Howard (#5) *

      

      

      
        
        First comes love, then comes marriage... Or maybe just a single night of passion, no strings attached. (Yeah, right!) a novella

      

      

      
        
        No Time Like Forever - Chase Miller & Mari Beadie (#6)

      

      

      
        
        It started with a kiss… a novel

      

        

      
        Perfect No Matter What - Laney & Kyle Do Vegas (#7)

      

        

      
        A business trip for Kyle and a last-minute rearranging of Laney’s schedule provides the perfect fantasy escape to re-focus on what really matters. a short story

      

      

      
        
        Beneath These Bright Stars - Evie & Liam’s Wedding (#8)

      

      

      
        
        It’s time for Evie & Liam to say “I do”. a novella

      

      

      
        
        Forever Begins With a Kiss - Chase & Mari Get Hitched (#9)

      

      

      
        
        Chase and Mari tie the knot in the middle of Mari’s first big tour. a novella

      

      

      
        
        All That They Desire - Evan West + Jessica Dornan + Brent Dornan (#10, coming soon)

      

      

      
        
        Nothing about love is easy. a novel

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        * Finn Howard’s brother, Ryan, lives in a town a few hours north of Wardham. If you like this series, you’ll probably love Pine Harbour as well: small town military romance with heroes you’ll fall in love with.

      

      

      
        
        Pine Harbour

      

      

      
        
        Love in a Small Town

        Love in a Snow Storm

        Love on a Spring Morning

        Love on a Summer Night

      

      

      
        
        READ LOVE IN A SMALL TOWN FOR FREE!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About This Book

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        It started with a kiss...

        Mari Beadie needed a boyfriend, and former NHL hockey star Chase Miller happened to be in the right place at the right time. The kiss that followed wasn't necessary, strictly speaking, but it sure was hot.

      

        

      
        Hot enough that when the tables are turned, Chase knows just the pretty bartender to ask to be his pretend girlfriend. Only this time, it's not a one-time deal.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Read Chase and Mari’s wedding sequel in Forever Begins With a Kiss, now available!

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Sign up for my newsletter and get free reads, sneak peeks, and awesome deals! www.smarturl.it/ZoeYorkNewsletter

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: Sign up and get three free reads right away!]
          
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      Mari Beadie used to love bartending weekday shifts at Danny’s, Wardham’s only pub. She could write lyrics between the lunch rush and the after dinner rush, and the night usually wrapped up relatively early.

      That enjoyment had shifted to the past tense thanks to the far too regular—and far too grumpy—occupation of the barstool furthest from the door by Wardham’s prodigal son, Chase Miller.

      For one thing, there was no way she could write in front of him. For another, he attracted fans. And they weren’t pint-buying fans either. Often they weren’t even of legal drinking age.

      But right now, she’d give her eyeteeth for Mr. Grumpy Pants to be in his seat at the end of the bar. So of course he was missing, probably out back taking yet another call from his girlfriend. He’d been getting lengthy calls from her a couple of times a week lately. Mari had finally put her foot down and insisted he take those calls outside when the pub was otherwise nice and quiet. She didn’t need to hear all of his private business.

      That was a stupid rule to enforce, because now it left her alone with her ex-boyfriend, Joel, who really didn’t understand that they’d broken up.

      He leaned over the bar, his floppy dark hair landing heavily in his eyes. She wanted to yell at him to get a haircut, but he’d just twist that into evidence that she cared.

      Which she didn’t. At all. The man—more of a boy, really—was a useless waste of space who tricked women into thinking he was hot stuff because he had a nice voice and looked good holding an electric guitar on stage.

      He certainly didn’t play the guitar. She might have been able to forgive the stupid haircut if he could play.

      “Hey, baby girl,” he crooned at her. His smile was lazy and knowing. Except he didn’t know—that she hated that endearment with the passion of a thousand suns, for example. Or that she worked her butt off to support herself as a musician, and there was no way she’d date anyone who took the easy way out and lived at home so he could concentrate on his art. Particularly when his art seemed exclusively devoted to getting laid and looking hot.

      Mari had moved off the family farm five years earlier, when she turned nineteen, and she wasn’t going to fall for another guy who lived with his parents—no exceptions. “Joel, I’m not sure why you’re here. We broke up.”

      He tsked at her and winked. Ick. “We just had a fight, Mari. It’s how we are. I forgive you.” Double ick. “I want to make it up to you. We’ve got a gig in London next weekend and I want you to come with me. We can even get a hotel room instead of driving back.”

      Which he’d want her to pay for, because he didn’t have a credit card. Or a job. “Not interested.”

      “Don’t be like that.” He pulled a pick out of his pocket and started playing with it. Like he even needed a pick for the basic strumming he did while he sang songs written by people with actual talent.

      “Let me guess, you’d love for us to play a couple of new songs, too. And when we’re on stage, me shoved to the back corner, you’ll announce them as your new songs and take the credit for writing them. No. Thank. You.”

      “I wouldn’t do that to my girl.” He cast a baleful look at her from under his bangs, as if he couldn’t remember that she’d fallen for that trick in the winter and had told him never again. It didn’t matter that song had been shitty, but it was the principle of the thing—something Joel seriously didn’t get. “Maybe we could write a new song together.”

      Yep. Didn’t get at all.

      “I told you, I’m not your girl. In fact…” She cast around in her head for something that would convince him to leave her alone. “I’m seeing someone else.”

      He just stared at her, like the possibility of her having a real boyfriend who didn’t use her for his own selfish advancement was so hard to believe.

      She grinned. Ah ha! “Yes. That’s right. I have a boyfriend. And he has short hair.” That was a stupid thing to add, but she couldn’t help herself.

      Joel was too stupid for her to spend time with, but he wasn’t brain dead. He saw right through her. It might have been the hair comment. She cursed herself and did a mental scan of her Facebook friends list. Who could she show him on her phone that he’d buy as her new beau?

      “Oh, baby girl, playing hard to get is so unattractive.”

      If only him thinking of her as unattractive was enough to keep him away. “I’m not playing hard to get—seriously, Joel, I don’t want you to get me!”

      He settled in on a barstool and tapped at the smooth wood counter. “Sure you don’t. Can I have a drink while you pretend to not want to write a song together?”

      No way would he pay for it, but she poured him a weak gin and tonic anyway. Then she busied herself with straightening the tray of clean glasses under the bar.

      Joel kept talking about the songs they could write together. She stopped listening—paying attention to Joel wasn’t good for her blood pressure. “So tell me more about this boyfriend of yours,” he finally said, a little louder than necessary. Had her ignoring act gotten under his skin? Good.

      She straightened up and leaned against the bar, keeping a safe distance from his grabby hands. She wasn’t scared of him, just annoyed, but she still didn’t want him to touch her. She closed her eyes and pictured an imaginary boyfriend. The complete opposite of Joel. Curly hair with blond highlights. Strong. Big arms, washboard stomach, no tattoos. She liked tattoos on the right guy, but for the purposes of creating Joel’s antithesis, they had to go. “He’s a jock,” she blurted out. “He plays all the sports. All of them. All the time.”

      Her ex smirked, as if to say uh-huh, but then his face fell.

      “Everything okay, gorgeous?” The warm, rich voice rasped right behind her and she jumped what felt like six feet in the air. She spun around and slammed into a big, hard, warm, yummy-smelling chest. Chase. Oh sweet baby Jesus, what the hell was he doing? “Sorry I’m late. I was playing all the sports, all the time.”

      Mari couldn’t process what was happening. It sounded like Chase was pretending to be her boyfriend. That was weird. He was also smiling. That was even weirder. He was standing really, really close to her. And he smelled amazing. “Uhm, Chase. Hi.”

      He crooked one eyebrow in a silent are we gonna do this? question. And for the life of her, she couldn’t quite remember what this was, but she was all in. For doing anything with him, as long as he kept smiling and smelling like a surf god at the beach. When she didn’t say anything else, he set his hands on her hips and turned her around. He didn’t let go and she was pretty sure her insides were about to melt from joy. What the hell was happening to her insides that they liked Chase Miller’s touch? “Mari? You going to introduce me to your friend?”

      “Sure.” Her voice shook, but Joel didn’t seem to notice. He was staring at her very real imaginary boyfriend. “Joel Huggart, meet Chase Miller. Chase, Joel.”

      Chase shifted forward, keeping his left arm tightly banded around her waist, and offered his right hand to Joel. “Mari hasn’t mentioned you, but then again, we haven’t spent a lot of time talking about the past.”

      Joel took the hand, wincing as Chase squeezed a little too tightly. “We used to play together.”

      “Past tense?” Chase shifted his weight back on his heels, rocking Mari’s body into his. Her back to his front. Wow, that felt good. She needed to put some space between them before she did something stupid like wiggle her hips like a heat-seeking missile. Mr. Grumpy Pants would soon make a return, and she didn’t like him. She needed to remember that.

      “Yes, past tense. Joel just popped in to say hi and then he’ll be on his way, won’t you?”

      Her ex’s face twisted in disappointment, but he nodded. Good, mission accomplished. She went to take a step away from Chase, but his arms tightened around her waist. She glanced back at him over her shoulder, not sure how she felt about the curious look on his face. She didn’t hate it. Butterflies took flight in her stomach.

      “Chase,” she started to say, but after his name, her mind went blank.

      “I have to…” His voice was unexpectedly gruff, and he tried again. “I actually have to go. I just wanted to see you for a minute. And I’ll be back later.”

      “Okay,” she whispered, not sure what he was doing, but it seemed like a decent way out of their charade. But then he turned her around and ever so slowly lowered his mouth to hers.

      This wasn’t a kiss for show. It was tentative and exploratory, like he wasn’t sure he knew what to do. As if it had been a while since he’d done this. But kissing was like riding a bike, and holy crap, could Chase ride a bike. After the first few moments, commanding lust took over and he hauled her against his body. Her lips parted in invitation and he took all she was offering and more. The press of his tongue against hers made her whimper and wiggle closer, and when he pulled back she chased his face for a last little nibble of his lower lip. At some point she’d wrapped her hands around his neck and the short curls at his nape felt like magic against her fingertips.

      He stared at her for a moment, and slowly she dropped back into reality. Her lips were swollen, her nipples were hard, and she’d practically begged Chase Miller to keep kissing her. She dropped her arms as her face turned red.
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      Chase reluctantly set Mari down and stepped back.

      Well, hell. The first time his dick showed spontaneous interest in a woman in more than a year and it was Mari Beadie. That was a damn shame. It didn’t feel like one, but surely no good could come from getting tangled up with the woman who worked behind the only bar in Wardham. And that she was friends with his sisters…no. That had mess written all over it.

      He kept his eyes on her as he moved around the bar and headed for the front door.

      He’d overheard her conversation as he came back inside and decided to help her out. It was the least he could do for his favourite bartender. He’d been a pain in her side since he’d moved home—his coming to Danny’s almost every day totally pissed her off. And he knew part of that was because he attracted attention, but that wasn’t his fault. He didn’t want anyone to follow him there. And they didn’t stay long, not after he’d signed whatever poster or hockey puck they’d brought with them and he made it clear he wasn’t up for conversation. He always stayed just a hair away from being downright rude, because that wasn’t good for his brand.

      Not that his brand needed to be good any longer. He was officially retired, after playing in the NHL longer than many, and he’d never had any interest in coaching or commentary. Hockey was simply a part of his past.

      His present was a day filled with physiotherapy, psychotherapy and beer therapy.

      And if he didn’t make any breakthroughs soon in the head-game area, that would probably be the extent of his future, too.

      He wasn’t afraid of shrinks. Sports psychologists had helped him in his first year in the NHL, adjusting to the celebrity and the faster pace of the game—on and off the ice. So when it came up as an option after the car accident, he took it.

      On the surface, anyway.

      Dr. Mettner would argue that Chase was phoning in their sessions and her weekly trips to Wardham were a complete waste of his money.

      He didn’t care. His body was as close to repaired as it was going to get. His mind would get there, too.

      And the beer therapy…well, maybe that had more to do with the pretty bartender than he’d previously considered.

      Mari Beadie’s ass pressed against his dick was sublime. Her ass in his hands as he kissed her? Even better.

      But they couldn’t do it again.

      For one thing, she was way too young for him. For another, he was done with all the complications that relationships brought about. He wasn’t done with women—especially not after that kiss—but he had no interest in the drama of trying to understand them all in the name of regular sex.

      His mother was practically holding speed-dating sessions in her living room, trying to repair his poor broken heart.

      He didn’t have a broken heart.

      He’d had a broken dick, but one didn’t tell one’s mother about those types of problems. And now that Mari may have cured him, he was free to test run his libido somewhere safe, with someone anonymous.

      Not Mari.

      No matter how good her ass felt.

      His phone went off as he climbed into his truck. Thank God I can finally drive this thing, he thought. For the first six months after his accident, he hadn’t been able to bear enough weight on his left leg to maneuver himself into the cab. He waited until the fourth ring to answer.

      “Oscar, I’m not interested.” He just sat there and waited for his friend and former agent to make the hard press. It wasn’t like he had anywhere to go.

      But the other man just laughed. “I stopped offering you shit a long time ago. Nice to talk to you, too.” A long, pregnant pause. “How’s therapy going?”

      “Great. I’ve started jogging.” And I’m stiff for days after. But I’m doing it.

      “That’s not the therapy I mean.”

      “Yeah.” What could he say? “Dr. Mettner’s still religiously coming to my place once a week. We’re talking.”

      “Good. Keep talking. Retirement’s lonely. Listen, I’m going to be in Detroit next week. Want to come buy me lunch?”

      And have Oscar see him limp into a restaurant? No thanks. “Next week is no good for me.”

      “Sorry, I mis-spoke. It’s the week after that.”

      “Text me the date and I’ll check my calendar.”

      “Maybe I’ll show up at your house.”

      “My mom would love that.”

      Oscar didn’t respond.

      “Great talk, man.” Chase hung up and slouched in his seat. He glowered at the front door of the bar until he saw Joel leave, then jammed the truck into drive and headed home.
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      Chase didn’t go back to the bar that night. Or the next day. But the day after that, he couldn’t make himself stay away any longer. He sat on the beach for a long time after his morning swim, long enough for his board shorts to dry off, then he walked the three blocks to the pub.

      Danny’s menu was limited. French fries, wings, ten kinds of pickles and five different sandwiches. All served in plastic baskets lined with waxed paper. His last few years in the league, he’d gotten serious about his health—because the adage garbage in, garbage out got truer the older he got. Now it didn’t matter. Besides, regardless of what he ordered, Mari would bring whatever she thought he should be eating that day. That had started some time in the spring, when she realized he wasn’t going to get off her barstool and go do something useful with his life. It had pissed him off. He didn’t need anyone saving him.

      But he always ate the sandwiches and after a while he came to appreciate that they didn’t come with a lecture. Maybe she just didn’t want him to have a heart attack on her shift.

      She smiled as he came in, same as always, and stuffed that notebook of hers under the counter. There were a couple of people at tables but the bar was empty, just the way he liked it. “Beer?”

      He nodded. “And something for lunch.”

      By the time she cleared away his crumpled napkin and empty basket, the roasted turkey and cranberry chutney sandwich completely devoured, he’d figured out she wasn’t going to bring up what had happened. That rankled. They were co-conspirators, so shouldn’t they debrief or something? When she came to collect his basket, he slid his hand across the bar and touched her wrist. “Has he bugged you again?”

      She shook her head, her dark shiny hair spilling around her shoulders. “That was great, thank you.”

      It really had been great. He hadn’t felt the urge to kiss anyone else in the last few days, but now that she was in front of him…no. Down, boy. Terrible idea. “Glad to help.”

      He watched her shift away again, and chewed on the realization that despite their obvious compatibility when it came to kissing, she wasn’t interested in him. Huh. Not that he wanted her to be, but he couldn’t remember the last time he’d been attracted to someone and not have it reciprocated.

      As if to prove his point, his phone rang. Kelly. He glanced at Mari. As expected, she rolled her eyes and pointed to the back door. It was a stupid rule, and one she didn’t enforce for anyone else, but he hated these phone calls and didn’t mind dealing with them in private. He stepped out into the squared-in parking and delivery area hidden behind the storefronts. “Hey, Kell. What’s up?” He didn’t bother to hide the sigh in his voice.

      “Chase,” she breathed. Everything she did was breathy and practiced. “How has your week been?”

      “Fine.”

      “That’s great.” She paused for a moment, just like Oscar had. Did everyone think he needed extra time to absorb what they were saying, even when it was empty, meaningless shit? “Any further thought to coming to Phoenix for a visit?”

      “No.” That was a lie. There was a team event that he’d been invited to at the beginning of September that he was considering, if he could get through it without limping. Maybe coming home to Wardham had been a mistake. If he’d stayed in Phoenix, this wouldn’t feel like such a monumental step. “And if I do come out there, I’m not sure that we’ll see each other.”

      She made a disappointed coo and he rolled his eyes. Why had that ever worked on him? “I thought maybe…it’s been nice, reconnecting.”

      “I may have given you the wrong impression, Kell. I’m still ass-deep in rehab, and with my contract up, there’s not much tying me to Phoenix now.” He took a deep breath. “I’m not moving back.”

      It felt good to say that out loud. Even though everyone knew his NHL career was over, no one talked about it. And he hadn’t had to say it out loud yet. Hadn’t wanted to. But Kelly? He could set her straight, no problem.

      “I miss you, Chase.” She purred his name and he waited for his traitorous dick to bounce to life. Nope, nothing.

      “You miss being linked to an NHL player, Kelly. I’m sorry things didn’t work out with Craig, but I’m not your guy anymore.”

      “I don’t care about all of that. I’ll come and visit you, you don’t need to come here.”

      “Please don’t do that. There’s nothing left between us.”

      “Craig was a mistake. I never—”

      That was the wrong tack for her to take. His patience wore out. “Maybe. It was definitely a mistake for me to follow you to St. Louis.” He hadn’t done that to her face yet, blame her for the accident. It felt good and completely wrong at the same time. There was no point living in the past, and answering her calls was just exactly that. “You know what? I’m done.” He ignored the tiny gasp at the other end of the line. “If you have anything else that you need to let me know about the condo, you can go through my attorney.”

      That’s how their stupid little conversations had started again. After eleven months of radio silence, she’d called him out of the blue at the beginning of the summer. He’d ignored the first bunch of calls, but then she sent him a text. I have a quick question about the condo. Is this still your number? It had seemed so reasonable. And when he warily answered the phone the next day, her question had been short and sweet, just double checking that he wouldn’t mind if she had the kitchen backsplash re-tiled. Like a total ninny, he told her he preferred subway tile. What the fuck would it matter what tiles were installed in a house he never planned to return to?

      His lawyer had asked him a few times already what he wanted done with his property in Arizona. In addition to the condo, which had been Kelly’s before he moved in with her, but had become part his when he paid off the mortgage, there were a couple of cars and a boat. Now that he could drive stick again, he wanted his Boxster. He’d given his sister a Camaro a few years earlier, and she’d happily let him use it, but it wasn’t the same.

      He needed to fly to Phoenix and deal with it all once and for all. He headed back inside and ordered another beer that he nursed through an hour of reading Reddit and playing chess. Mari kept a cool, professional distance and he didn’t try to talk about the kiss again. His mood hadn’t improved any by the time he tapped the bar and headed back to the beach to fetch his truck.
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      It won’t do anyone any good if you start to crush on the local sports star. Mari repeated the caution to herself over and over again across her shift, but she couldn’t shake the searing memory of his fingers on her wrist. One touch shouldn’t warm her that way. She’d played it cool, because Chase was Chase and Mari knew better.

      The man practically wore a “don’t poke the bear” placard. He’d moved home a year ago, and one day in the fall he’d shown up at Danny’s. Head down, lips pulled tight, he’d walked slowly to the far end of the bar and taken up residence on a barstool. He’d used a cane then, but even at his slowest and thinnest, he’d still been the best looking guy in the bar.

      The cane disappeared around Christmas, and by the spring, he’d packed on another twenty pounds of muscle.

      Not that she’d been paying attention.

      But at some point, maybe she had started noticing how his t-shirts stretched tight across his wide shoulders and hung loose over his tight abdominal muscles. Late spring and the end of hoodies for the year had been a secret cause for celebration in her girly bits. She’d been able to ignore the attraction because despite his good looks, he was still Mr. Grumpy Pants.

      Now, though…now she’d seen a kinder side of him, in a weird here, have my tongue in your mouth as a ruse sort of way. But also in the slow, thoughtful looks kind of way, and when his stupid phone rang, he’d given her a shrug that said he didn’t like the interruption either.

      She thought about those looks and his touch as she climbed the stairs to her apartment. It was a short commute as she lived just down the street from the bar, above the sporting goods store. Worth every penny in rent, which thankfully wasn’t that much. Her parents farmed not far out of town, and her brothers had all stayed at home longer, but Mari liked having her own space. She also liked that her time off was hers to do with as she wished. She’d moved out as soon as she had three months rent saved up, and had been working and supporting herself ever since.

      Tending bar was a means to an end, a pretty decent means at that, and watching all sides of humanity from behind the bar usually gave her decent writing material.

      Not tonight. After a quick ramen and frozen veggie bowl, eaten standing up in the kitchen because why not, she sat down with her guitar. But nothing felt right, and when she messed up her fifth chord in a row, she set her Gibson aside and glowered at it. “Stop thinking about him!” she snapped, but it wasn’t her guitar’s fault that Chase was in her head.

      She needed chocolate. Or a boyfriend. Someone who didn’t ask anything of her. She’d had enough of draining slugs. But someone who’d bring her hot chocolate and retreat quietly so she could write, waiting patiently—preferably naked—in her bed for when she needed a bedtime…story? That would be perfect.

      Such a man didn’t exist, of course. But if he did, Mari would be all over him like a cat on tuna.
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      Sleep eluded Chase, but that was nothing new. He drifted in the quasi-conscious state that passed for rest, willing himself to let go. Let go of the past, and of what might have been. Of all he couldn’t control.

      When dawn finally rolled around, he gave up the pretence and shoved himself out of bed. He had an RMT appointment mid-morning, which meant he could run first.

      And because he was a glutton for punishment, he’d swim before that.

      He pulled on a dive skin, because it was his long swim day and he wasn’t an idiot—the lake was cooling off in a big way as the days got shorter. Then stuffed his phone, a t-shirt, running shorts, shoes, some protein bars and a bottle of water into his smallest waterproof pack and hit the stairs. The light was on in his parents’ kitchen. He wasn’t in the mood for a lecture, but his mother would worry if she found out he’d gone swimming without telling anyone.

      The door wasn’t locked, so he let himself in. The kitchen was empty, but the steaming coffee pot flashed at him. He poured himself a half cup and drank it slowly, waiting for someone to make an appearance. When it was his dad, he breathed a sigh of relief.

      “Heading out for a swim?”

      “I am. You going in to open the store?”

      “That I am. Your mother’s in the shower. Leave her a note.”

      Chase swallowed a smile and did as he was told.

      He followed his dad out of the house once they’d both finished their coffees and walked across the road to the narrow strip of beach. He kicked off his flip-flops—he’d grab them when he returned at the end of his run—and waded right into the lake. He’d spent time at Erik Sorensen’s beach house in Clearwater, and nothing beat an ocean swim, but the Great Lakes were still something special. Sandy shores, water as far as the eye could see, and for Lake Erie in particular, almost always calm.

      His nuts pulled up tight to his body at the cold lick of water up his legs, but he ignored the internal protest and dove in as soon as he was past the sandbar. He had this routine down pat, having built up to it over the summer. Now he was swimming right into town, something he’d taken for granted in the past but had to struggle to regain this year.

      He waited until he was fully warmed up before turning on the motor. The lactic acid burn felt good—he’d never take his physical ability for granted again, and proof that he was working hard just pushed him further.

      The only soundtrack to his swim was the chop of the water against his face as he took breaths every few strokes. He’d silenced all the other noise in his head by the time he rounded the first bend. This was where he drifted a bit further from shore, cutting a straight line to the next rocky outcrop. Houses and fields dotted the lakeshore road, with slivers of beach access every few hundred feet, but it all faded to a familiar blur as he powered forward. His goal was further ahead—the municipal beach in Wardham.

      The sun loomed large on the horizon now, faintly warming the top of his head as he swam east, and he relaxed into his new normal for training. No external goal. No competition. Just Chase versus his body. And sometimes, when it went well, it actually became something of a cooperative venture.

      This morning was one of those good days. A quick glance at his watch showed him he’d done the almost 3k swim in just over an hour. An hour and twenty minutes, no rounding down. And it got even better as he approached the beach and saw a familiar dark head of hair bent over a notebook. Mari was sitting at a picnic table on a built-up concrete pad overlooking the west end of the beach. She was head down, concentrating on her work, and he was loath to interrupt her.

      But on the other hand, a private early morning meeting on the beach was a better opportunity to talk about the spark between them than he’d ever get at the bar.

      Talk isn’t quite the right word for what you want. He wanted that feeling again, of a warm woman in his arms, reacting to him as a fully whole man. And no matter how cool Mari had been the day before, his kiss had worked for her.

      But he didn’t—couldn’t—lead her on. His life was still too broken for dating. As Dr. Mettner told him when he finally confided in her that he hadn’t been aroused since the accident, he needed to work on himself before he could give enough to be fair to a partner. He’d scoffed at the time, because after the disaster of his relationship with Kelly, he never wanted a partner ever again. But he did want to have sex again.

      Mari had definitely stirred that physical awareness in him. Not just with the kiss, but yesterday again, in a way other women didn’t. At his parents’ store, Melody had flirted with him pretty consistently since Christmas, and nada. The receptionist at the physiotherapist had given her best I’m open to being asked for my number smile. He hadn
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