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      Monday, June 21

      “Come on, Smooch!” Grace Preston hopped around her kitchen, trying to cram her feet into her pre-laced sneakers while also grabbing a cereal bar and a bottle of water. The morning got away from her as she’d spent it editing photos from the wedding she’d shot two days before. Now that the Carson City Saints hockey team was on break for the summer, she fully embraced her side job of perfectly preserving happily ever afters.

      For other people.

      Her own love life … well. She tried not to think about it. And there definitely wasn’t time now because they were late. “Smooch, let’s go!”

      A heavy, grumbling sigh came from the living room followed by lethargic clacking as her enormous Šarplaninac pup grudgingly left his bed and brought her his leash. Smooch was not one of those dogs who freaked out over a walk. More like he endured them to humor her. He looked like a half-grown bear covered in black and tan fluff, came up to her hip, and had reddish, whiskey-gold eyes that got him whatever he asked for. Except to stay home and nap.

      “You know the routine, bud. Wayne Newton is waiting on us.”

      If a dog could roll its eyes, Smooch sure tried.

      “Oh, it’s not that bad. You know you always get a special treat.”

      Smooch’s eyebrows went up as if that little fact was a happy surprise instead of a daily ritual. Ah, to have a dog’s selective memory. Grace grabbed her keys, clipped his leash, and locked up behind them as they headed out. Just before noon, the Nevada sun was blazing, and according to her smart watch, it was already in the mid eighties. They followed the sidewalk around the block and two streets over to Sparkle’s house.

      Sparkle was more or less a Carson City legend, and though in her seventies, she still ran the Heart of Gold Bed and Breakfast that had been in her family for generations. Every day from seven to five, she greeted guests and served up her famous scones. In the evenings she called bingo at the senior center, dabbled as their DJ, and captained the Golden Oldies bowling team at the Carson Lanes Family Fun Center. The woman did not like to sit still. Most importantly, she’d been like a grandmother to Grace for almost her whole life, so this one daily favor wasn’t a hardship.

      They climbed the steps to the wraparound front porch, and Grace used her key to get in. Before she even made it beyond the foyer, Wayne Newton’s voice drifted from the kitchen. “Dance party. Dance party.” Followed by his cage rattling.

      Grace unclipped Smooch from the leash, freeing him to do his protective lap around the house, making sure no intruders were on the premises and also snagging the organic, homemade dog biscuit Sparkle always left out for him by the back door. She went straight to the kitchen and unlatched the cage to free the thirty-year-old sulphur-crested cockatoo, whom she had also known nearly her entire life. Wayne Newton flew out, squawked his usual greeting of “Amazing Grace and Smooch the pooch,” and landed on the mantle over the fireplace in the living room. “Pump the tunes. Pump the tunes.”

      He said the same things every day, but they always made her laugh. He had an extensive vocabulary, and Sparkle had given it to him, though he favored some phrases over others. She switched on the stereo and pressed play. Backstreet Boys filled the room, and Wayne Newton flexed his crest and bopped his head to the music, stamping from claw to claw, occasionally waving them in the air as he danced. While named after the famous Vegas singer, this Wayne Newton had a strong fondness for 90s pop music and insisted on the same playlist every day. Grace giggled and mirrored his moves, adding in some of her own. It was not a bad lunch break.

      In the middle of the chorus to “Everybody” when she was re-creating the choreography from the music video, Wayne Newton screeched, “Patty’s home! Patty’s home!”

      “No, silly bird. It’s just me⁠—”

      Thump. Something solid hit the floor behind her. Before she could even turn around, the thunder of Smooch’s galloping paws rumbled in the hall followed by “Oof.”

      Heart beating out of control, Grace lowered her arms and spun slowly to find Patrick Spade, the ex-love of her life and Sparkle’s grandson, on his butt in the foyer trying to pry Smooch’s tongue from his face. The dog had gotten his name for a reason. She jogged over, grabbed Smooch by the collar, and hauled him back so Patrick could get to his feet. “Sorry about that.”

      At his full height, Patrick stood about a foot taller than her, handsome as ever in the boy-next-door kind of way. Clean-shaven. Milk chocolate eyes that never failed to melt her resolve. Sandy, blondish brown hair that always seemed to be perfectly in place even though she knew for a fact the only thing he did was run his hands through it. He hadn’t been home in almost a year after getting called up to the Las Vegas Sinners NHL team and making it very clear he intended to stay there. So why was he here?

      He wiped the Smooch juice from his face and stared at her like she was a ghost. Hell, she was probably looking at him the same way. He brushed his hands on his jeans and appeared to be searching for the right words. “I, uh, didn’t know you’d be here.” It sounded like an apology.

      “Same.”

      “What are you doing here?”

      Her cheeks warmed. He’d caught her red-footed. “Sparkle started extending breakfast at the B&B so now it’s bed and brunch. I’ve been stopping by on my lunch break to let Wayne Newton out so he can … stretch his wings.”

      “And bust a move?” He raised a thick, perfect brow.

      The heat in her cheeks turned up to medium-high. “How much did you see?”

      “Enough to know you could give up photography to become a boy band back-up dancer.”

      She bowed her head so her long, blonde curls formed a curtain to hide behind. “Ahh.”

      He chuckled low and swept her hair aside. “Don’t be embarrassed. I mean it. You’re good. You were always way better than me.”

      “That’s not actually a compliment given the relativity in your statement.” She glanced up at him hesitantly. Mistake. It didn’t matter how much time had passed. Their connection was instant and unchanging. And so strong it took her breath away.

      “Amazing Grace,” Wayne Newton squawked from the mantle.

      Patrick’s eyes went soft, and he trailed his rough fingertips along her cheek, leaving sparks in their wake before he let his hand fall to his side. “Listen to the Midnight Idol.”

      Not again. She sucked in a breath and took a step back. Maybe if she got far enough out of his force field she wouldn’t be so weak. “What are you doing here? I thought you’d spend the summer in Vegas.”

      “She didn’t tell you. Ahh, Grams. She knew I’d get in around now. And she knew you’d be here.”

      “And that I wouldn’t be if she’d given me a heads-up. What else didn’t she tell me?”

      “I’m back in Carson City. Indefinitely.”

      It felt like the floor rocked under her feet for a second, but then doubt and reality set in and anchored her. “They sent you down? Well, you know how it goes. I’m sure you’ll get called up again next season.”

      “No, I wanted to come back. I’m … thinking about leaving hockey.”

      The floor had to be rocking, right? Why else would it feel like she was two seconds from falling into Sparkle’s oak credenza? She squeezed her eyes closed and curled her fingers into Smooch’s soft fur. He’d taken a seat at her side and leaned his warm, solid weight into her leg while dusting the floor with his tail. “I—” Ding, ding, ding. Her phone alarm went off, signaling the need to get home and back to work. “I gotta go.”

      Without waiting for a response, she switched off the sound system, walked to the kitchen, held open the door to Wayne Newton’s cage, and whistled. He flew from the mantle to land on his perch inside. She dropped a few pieces of strawberry in his seed bowl then locked him up. He bounced and said, “Amazing Grace. Danke Shoen.”

      Patrick was still standing in the foyer when she clipped on Smooch’s leash, and he stepped into her path to the front door. “I know you have to go right now, but can we talk later?”

      She parted her lips and took a breath to say no, but he must have sensed it because he rushed on.

      “Grace. Please?”

      Damn it. All this time trying to get over him, starting to believe they were really, actually done, and all it took to sway her resolve was her name on his lips and a plea full of emotion that broke her heart all over again.

      “I’ll think about it. I have to get back to work.”

      He nodded, and just when it seemed he wasn’t going to move, he stepped aside just enough to let her pass. Their arms brushed, and his familiar cologne that had taken a month to completely wash out of her clothes and longer than that to get out of her head hit her like a dart in the chest. She stumbled on her way out the door but quickly recovered and didn’t look back as she started home. Whatever happened, she was not trusting him again.
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      Monday Night

      After a few hours of trying to nap but only managing to drift in and out of sleep, Patrick rolled out of the twin bed from his childhood that was feeling a little small now. He washed up and changed before shuffling into the kitchen. Wayne Newton squawked, “Patty’s home! Patty’s home!”

      “Hey, buddy.” Patrick added some seed to the bird’s dish and refilled his water. “Gram will let you out later, okay?” Otherwise he’d get into the food while Patrick cooked and then hop around the table while they ate.

      “Okie dokie artichokie.”

      Hard to say how much the cockatoo actually understood and how many of his responses were reflex replies that Sparkle had taught him. A quick look through the fridge and pantry decided the menu, and Patrick got to work. Cooking relaxed him and was actually a luxury after living the hotel life for several months in Vegas. As a call-up, it wasn’t even safe to get an apartment because you never knew when they’d send you back down.

      By the time Sparkle came through the door at five after six, he had the 1950s formica table set, centered by a big salad and a bowl of chicken fettuccini alfredo. His gram clapped her hands, gold jewelry jingling, then rushed him for a hug. “Ohhh, my boy’s home!” She was a good foot shorter, so he bent to kiss the top of her coppery brown curls. In her
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