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      After a brief marriage to an unfaithful, gold-digging wife, Jared Roderick is looking for the perfect good girl, and he thinks he’s found her. Sweet, quiet, prim Stephanie Clarke is exactly the woman he wants and nothing like his cheating ex. Now to convince a reluctant Steph they were meant to be together.

      

      Steph has had enough of men controlling her life from her preacher father to her abusive boyfriend. She wants to regain the innocence she lost and ignore the ugliness of her recent past. She’s not the pure and sheltered virgin Jared desires and fends off his advances despite the sizzling chemistry between them.

      

      Jared is as determined to win Steph over as he is to win hockey games; but when he discovers his fantasy is tarnished, does he have the strength to skate the distance?

    

  

  
    
      Happy Birthday, Catherine E. This one’s for you!!!

      

      Thank you to Kate Willoughby, Lisa B. Kamps, and Kat Mizera for giving me permission to mention your books.

    

  

  
    
      Gone Missing, my new Romantic Suspense series debuts later this year. In the meantime, this book introduces Bronson Warner, a former Army Special Forces Sargeant and now a PI. Rough and tough Bronson finds people who’re missing, and he just might find his heart in the process.
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            Pregame Warmup

          

        

      

    

    
      Praying had never done Stephanie Clarke any good, but she did it anyway. A girl in her position had to believe in something. She chose to believe in God, even though she wasn’t sure he listened to her prayers anymore.

      Or did he?

      She needed to concentrate on the positive things in her life instead of dwelling on the negative. After all, he’d sent her friend Vi to rescue her from an abusive boyfriend after said boyfriend wanted her to sell her body. Now she had a second chance at life and maybe someday love. She had a nice place to live. Yes, she had a lot to be thankful for.

      One of those things was her job. She loved this new job, and she’d have never been hired if it hadn’t been for Vi’s connections with the Sockeyes hockey team. Izzy, the team captain’s wife, had offered her a place to stay and a job with her party-crashing business. Steph was being paid to “crash” parties and make sure everyone was having a good time. Sometimes she’d talk to an older person sitting alone in a corner. Other times, she’d convince a reluctant partygoer to dance. Steph had fun—good, pure fun. Izzy’s sisters and other employees attended, so she was never the sole party crasher and always had backup. Her new role forced her to step outside her comfort zone, because she leaned toward the shy spectrum on the social scale, but all in all, the new job was good for her.

      Tonight was a charity gala sponsored by the Sockeyes. Steph wasn’t known to any of the players other than Cooper, the captain, and Vi’s fiancé Matt, so she’d been tagged to work this party. For the past thirty minutes, she’d been sitting with Agnes, an ancient society matron, listening to her woes regarding finding an appropriate dog groomer for her beloved poodle.

      Agnes reached out a bony hand and squeezed Steph’s shoulder. Her blue eyes held a twinkle that belied their age. She lifted the scotch to her painted lips, took an unladylike swig, then belched. Several heads turned in her direction. She winked at Steph. “At my age, you don’t care what others think.”

      Steph laughed, honestly enjoying this woman’s company. But she’d always been more comfortable with older people than those her own age. Growing up, she’d often helped her pastor father take care packages to the shut-ins or visit nursing homes. She could sit for hours and listen to their tales and felt profound sadness that their own families didn’t take the time to hear their stories.

      “What about you, dearie? What is such a sweet, beautiful young woman like you doing here without a date?”

      Steph blushed and ducked her head. She hated compliments. Vi told her to accept them graciously and get over feeling as if she didn’t deserve them. But she didn’t. Steph was a bad person. Or, at the least, a weak-willed one, and she couldn’t shake the inadequacy born of years of emotional programming.

      “I just got out of a bad relationship. I’m taking a break.”

      “Ah, you came here for the scenery, just like this lecherous old woman.” Agnes giggled and patted Steph’s hand as her keen gaze swept around the room and settled on a group of hockey players sitting several tables away.

      Steph laughed. “Are you a hockey fan?”

      Agnes made a show of fanning her face. “Who wouldn’t be? I especially love the hard hits against the boards and the fights.”

      “I don’t like the violence.”

      Agnes snorted. “That’s the allure of the sport.”

      “If you say so.”

      “I might also own a piece of the team.” She winked, and Steph wasn’t sure if Agnes was pulling her leg. She decided to keep her mouth shut. Judging by the size of the jewelry the woman was wearing, she could afford to own the entire team.

      Agnes stared at her so hard that Steph squirmed and fidgeted with her water glass. The older woman reached out to give her a squeeze on the arm, and Steph flinched. She couldn’t help it. Old habits died hard. She lifted her head and met Agnes’s dissecting gaze.

      “You’ve just gotten out of a bad relationship. A very bad one. An abusive one.” Her words weren’t a question.

      Steph felt the color drain from her face, and a shiver ran down her spine. She nodded slowly. “How did— How could you know?” Did she have abused woman written all over her or something?

      “I know things. It’s a gift at times and a curse at others.” Agnes shrugged, as if her abilities were nothing unusual. “You’re stronger than you give yourself credit for.”

      “I hope so.”

      “You’re doing a good job tonight.”

      “You know what my job is?” This woman should be creeping her out, but for some reason, Steph trusted her, and she trusted very few people.

      “Absolutely. I’ve hired Izzy’s company for a few parties myself.”

      “Am I that transparent?”

      “Oh, hell no. I’m that good.” Agnes snickered and took another long gulp of her scotch. She reached into her small clutch purse and pulled out a business card. “I like you. I could use a personal assistant to run errands, take care of correspondence, help with my business, things like that. Would you be interested?”

      “What’s your business?” Steph couldn’t imagine this society matron doing much beyond bridge games, tea at the country club, and attending the opera—if Seattle had an opera. Steph wouldn’t have a clue.

      “I’m a matchmaker.” Agnes paused, as if waiting for this bit of news to sink in.

      “A matchmaker?”

      “Yes, but only for a select few. It’s a hobby of mine because I have a talent for weeding out the gold-diggers and finding good, sincere people who’ll make honest matches for my lonely millionaires and billionaires. Seattle is overrun with nice-guy nerds unsuccessfully looking for a life partner.” She pointed at a couple dancing close and staring into each other’s eyes as if no one else existed. “They’re one of my matches from ten years ago.”

      “Wow. They look like they’re still in love.”

      “Of course, they are. I do forever matches, just like me and my Walter. God rest his soul.” The profound sorrow in Agnes’s eyes at the mention of her dearly departed tugged at Steph’s heart, yet Agnes recovered quickly. “You’ll do fine. I’ve been looking for someone like you.”

      “But you know nothing about me.”

      “I know enough. I know you’re honest and a hard worker. I know you’re not looking for a man, which is a huge plus. My last two assistants were on the hunt and stalked my millionaires. Not good for business, as you can imagine.”

      “I can.”

      “Are you interested?”

      Steph tamped down her excitement. “Yes. I am.” She smiled broadly. God had dropped an opportunity into her lap she couldn’t pass up, since they were few and far between.

      “I can be difficult.”

      “I’m good with difficult people.”

      “I expect one hundred percent nondisclosure.”

      “Not a problem. I’ll keep my lips sealed.”

      “I won’t tolerate any hanky-panky with my clients unless I bless such behavior.” Agnes winked as if sharing some private joke with Steph, only Steph wasn’t in on the joke.

      “Never happen.”

      Agnes pressed the card into Steph’s hand. “Call me on Monday.”

      “I will.”

      “Now, you’d best get back to your job. I’ve seen Izzy glance over here a few times.” Agnes surveyed the room. Her eyes zeroed in on someone, and Steph followed her gaze. “Now there’s one for you. Mosey over to that handsome boy and cheer him up.”

      Steph swallowed. She knew who that handsome boy was. Jared “Hot Rod” Roderick. Insanely gorgeous and talented on the ice. The man in question was way out of her league. Beyond drop-dead gorgeous, with the strong, silent, brooding thing going for him. Steph had had all she wanted of brooding men. Usually their attitude hid more than brooding. She should know.

      “He looks like he wants to be left alone.”

      Agnes cocked a brow. “Honey, if you left him alone, you wouldn’t be doing your job, would you? Now go make him smile.”

      Before Steph could react, Cooper approached and bowed low, holding out his hand to Agnes. “Miss Agnes, would you do me the honor?”

      Agnes morphed from a cranky, mysterious old woman to a giggly teenager. “Why, I’d love to.”

      Cooper grinned. He nodded at Steph and took Agnes’s hand. The couple glided to the dance floor. Steph stood, walked to the bar for a glass of ice water, and steeled herself. She could do this. She’d done it a dozen times to date. Not a big deal. Just talk to the guy. Try to make him smile.

      But when she turned around, he was gone.
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      Marriage had changed Jared.

      And not in a good way.

      Up until a year or so ago, he’d lived a fucking charmed life. Then it all fell to shit.

      He’d spent the entire off-season cleaning up the mess, trying to recover and move on. Candy had done a number on him, one he wouldn’t forget anytime soon.

      Finally, he had hockey back to take his mind off his problems. The first puck of the regular season had dropped on a rainy, windy October day in Seattle, and it was game on. Nothing mattered but hockey. This was the Sockeyes’ year. After a disappointing finish last year, they’d refocused and come out fighting. Especially Jared. He wanted a shot at the Cup.

      Through the first few weeks of October, the Sockeyes were at top of the West standings in points and in games won, at seven and three. They’d lost to the Islanders last night and would play the Rangers on Thursday night after having tonight off in New York City.

      The long and grueling hockey season was just beginning, but so far, so good. Jared wished he could say the same about his personal life.

      Jared glanced up as his teammate, Drew “Deli” Delacorte, pulled a chair next to him in the hotel bar where the team had commandeered a large table.

      Jared poured himself a beer from a pitcher on the table and slumped in his seat. He nursed his first, his second, and wondered if getting drunk would make him feel better. But then he’d have to deal with a lecture by team captain Cooper Black, and he avoided such lectures at all costs. Coop might be a controlling asshole, but he genuinely cared about the team, which scored points in Jared’s book.

      In another life, before his disastrous marriage, he would’ve been scanning the sparsely populated bar for eligible females and plotting his next move, much like teammates Ziggy and Rush. They’d pushed some tables against the wall to clear space for a makeshift dance floor and had cajoled a couple of flight attendants to join them. Rush, who danced like a refugee from the seventies, was doing some God-awful imitation of dirty dancing to the disco music blaring on a jukebox. Ziggy, not to be outdone, started the Electric Slide. Jared rolled his eyes, not sure if he was jealous or embarrassed. A few years ago, he’d have been in the thick of things. Now he was sidelined with no interest in getting back into the game.

      The music ended, and the flight attendants, seeing an opening to escape, waved goodbye and hurried out the door.

      Frowning, Ziggy and Rush shuffled back to the table.

      “Struck out, didn’t ya?” Cedric Pedersen, a.k.a. Smooth, grinned at his teammates. “Didn’t I teach you boys anything?” Smooth had once been the biggest manwhore on the team until he’d become a dedicated one-woman man. Now he was disgustingly in love and talking dirty on the phone to Bella every chance he got.

      Ziggy and Rush ignored Smooth and claimed a few empty seats across from Jared.

      “Hey, you’re single now, Hot Rod,” Ziggy—whose real name was Gage Ziegler—said, stating the obvious. The entire team knew the sordid details of Jared’s divorce, much to his dismay.

      “Well, duh.” Jared rolled his eyes. Had he been that much of a moron when he’d been a rookie? Yeah, probably worse.

      Coop narrowed his eyes and glowered from the other end of the table. The team captain could sniff trouble from an ice rink away.

      Ziggy lowered his voice. “Wanna party with Rush and I?”

      Jared considered his options. He hadn’t partied with the guys since his wedding, not like he once did. Jared and Alexander “Rush” Markov had gotten in their share of trouble. The guys would probably go to a club, dance, and pick out a female—or multiple females—to sneak into their hotel room.

      Jared wished he could muster up the interest in a night of debauchery, but he couldn’t. Besides, such nights were expensive, and he was on a tight budget. His bank account had sunk to a new low this month, and he honestly couldn’t afford an expensive night out. He was broke and not proud of it. In fact, he was embarrassed as hell. A guy who made the money he did shouldn’t be looking at a three-digit bank balance.

      He shook his head. “Sorry, I have other plans.”

      “Plans? What kind of plans?” Ziggy studied Jared skeptically.

      “Vhat plans top barely dressed females looking to fuck hockey players?” Rush scratched his head, his brows drawn together in confusion.

      “He promised to play pool with us.” Matt stood behind Jared. “He kicked my ass last time. I’m looking to even the score.”

      Jared kept his face expressionless. “Yeah, he wants another beating. LuLu’s a glutton for punishment.”

      Ziggy narrowed his eyes and looked from one to the other. Finally, he shrugged and waved at Rush, now standing impatiently near the doorway of the hotel bar. “I’m outta here. Don’t wait up for us.”

      “I’m not bailing you poor bastards out of jail,” Smooth shouted after them.

      And they were gone, ignoring the chastising glare Coop cast at their backs. Good thing the guy wasn’t carrying a knife. He’d have nailed them right between the shoulder blades.

      “Hey, thanks for rescuing me,” Jared said. “I’m not much for partying anymore.”

      “Not a problem,” Matt said. “But I’ll hold you to that game of pool. There’s a sports bar across the street.”

      Matt tossed a hundred on the table and they walked across the street flanked by several of the married guys, including Coop, Ice, Smooth, and Brick—reformed partiers, all of them. Oh, how things had changed in the past couple years.

      Matt racked the balls while Smooth grabbed a high table nearby, and Brick ordered a couple pitchers of beer. Jared broke and didn’t manage to get one ball into a pocket. He leaned against the table and watched Matt systematically pick off the striped balls. The bastard was going to run the table.

      The guys were chuckling and giving him shit about his pool prowess—or lack thereof.

      Jared laughed. He didn’t care. He was having a decent time and not spending his last penny at a nightclub with music throbbing so loud that a guy could get a concussion just from being in the same room as the speakers.

      Matt did run the table and kick his ass. Smooth stepped up and challenged Matt to the next game. Jared slid into the seat Smooth had vacated between Ice and Coop. Ice wandered away to talk on the phone, most likely to Avery.

      Coop took a long pull on his beer and set it on the table. “How’s it going?”

      “Okay,” Jared said.

      “Right.”

      Jared managed a grin, reading more into his captain’s seemingly casual remark. “Don’t worry. I’m being cautious.”

      “Good.” Coop rubbed his chin thoughtfully and nodded. “You need to listen to your heart and your head. Not fall into the wrong kind of relationship just because you’re lonely.”

      Jared bit back a retort. Coop was right. He was lonely, painfully so. He’d outgrown partying and casual sex. He wanted something more. He’d had a taste of monogamy, and as sour as it’d been at the end, he missed those few good months when everything had been the picture of domestic bliss.

      “I know what I want, and I won’t settle for less.”

      “Sometimes what you think you want and what you need aren’t the same.”

      “I did the need thing and got screwed over.” More than his buddies would ever know, from his emaciated bank account to his decimated ego. “I like being part of a couple, but I’m gun-shy.”

      “Understandable.” Coop’s expression was unreadable, as usual, but something about this conversation seemed off, even though Jared couldn’t put his finger on it. The team captain rarely gave personal advice unless a guy’s behavior affected his performance on the ice. For the most part, Jared’s play remained solid, even through the worst of the divorce.

      “It’s hard to find women with good intentions. I want what you have with Izzy. It’s so damn hard to find a good woman. I don’t know where to start.”

      Coop nodded and almost smiled. “Have you considered a private matchmaking service where they make sure their clients’ matches are thoroughly checked out first?”

      “No.” Jared snorted, finding the idea ridiculous.

      “Hey, don’t be so quick to dismiss it. I’ve heard they can be pretty successful. In fact…” Coop leaned forward and lowered his voice. “Garrett Calhoun found his fiancée through there.”

      “Brenda?” Jared was flabbergasted. He’d met the GM’s fiancée multiple times and admired her knowledge of hockey and her direct, honest attitude.

      “Yeah, but you didn’t hear it from me. Mina recommended the service to him. It’s run by Ethan’s great-aunts.”

      “Seriously?” Mina was team owner Ethan’s assistant, and older than dirt, with the demeanor of a drill sergeant. Most of the team was afraid of her, and the great-aunts owned a small piece of the team. All the guys knew them. They were odd but entertaining.

      “Go figure. Think about it. Might be a good way to meet the right woman without falling prey to the wrong one again.”

      “Maybe you’re right.” Jared couldn’t afford an expensive matchmaker, yet the idea did intrigue him. He’d been striking out on his own.

      After watching a few episodes of a matchmaker reality show, he’d wondered how that worked. Matchmakers for celebrities and professionals probably didn’t come cheap, and the cost could be a deal breaker.

      Coop pulled out his wallet and handed a slightly crumpled card to Jared. “Just so happens I have a gift certificate for their services.”

      Shit. Was the guy a mind reader? “They have gift certificates for something like that?”

      “Guess so.” Coop shrugged. “They specifically mentioned you when they gave it to me.”

      “They did?”

      Coop grinned sheepishly. “Yeah, I guess Agnes saw you at the gala last week and was concerned about you.”

      Jared would’ve crawled into a hole if one had been readily available. How many other people in his life were scheming to rectify his sad state of affairs? Thank God his mother didn’t know too many details about his personal and financial life, or there’d be no peace for him.

      Jared turned the business card over in his hand. Scrawled in a shaky script were the words: Good for one forever match.

      The proverbial gift horse had just been plunked in his lap. Who was he to question his good luck? He had nothing to lose, and everything to gain.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Two

          

          
            Sharpening the Skates

          

        

      

    

    
      Steph had never worked a real day job. One where you went to the office, sat at a desk, performed your tasks, and went home at a set time. In high school she’d done some volunteer work in the church office where her father was pastor, and she could type. This would be different, though. She wasn’t sure what to expect from Agnes. She doubted working for her would be as dull as it’d been at the church.

      Almost a week later, on a Thursday morning, she walked the seven long blocks to Agnes’s turn-of-the-century mansion, conveniently located in the same old-money neighborhood as Steph’s studio apartment above Izzy and Cooper Black’s garage. Several large maples lined the streets, and orange and yellow leaves crunched under the sensible black flats she’d purchased yesterday at Walmart. The trees towering over her had to be as old as the houses. What changes had these trees seen in their lifetimes? They were still here, strong and regal. They bent in the wind and grew their roots deep into the earth. They’d seen the city grow exponentially over the years. What would they say if they could talk?

      It was a chilly fall day, but at least it was clear and not raining, a fact for which she was grateful, since she didn’t have a car. Riley Black, Coop’s teenage nephew, had volunteered to drive her on his way to school, but she’d graciously turned him down. She’d probably avail herself of his services once the weather turned nasty. For now, she enjoyed the walk.

      She checked the addresses as she strolled past. Each house was large and stately, separated from the street by wide expanses of lawn with winding driveways. Most were barely visible through the large trees and bushes that had grown up over the past century.

      Her thoughts drifted from her first day on the new job to her brief phone interview with Agnes. They’d talked easily about all sorts of things until Agnes started questioning her about her childhood. She’d answered as truthfully and briefly as possible, even though she didn’t understand what any of that had to do with this job. Steph had left a gap from high school to six months ago, hoping Agnes didn’t notice. She’d artfully dodged questions about her family in the present tense, since she no longer had a family.

      There’d been a time when God and family had been all she’d needed, along with a few good friends. She’d been so naïve and sheltered in those days. Sometimes she wished she could turn back time and undo all the mistakes she’d made since her senior year. But she couldn’t.

      She’d rarely done anything that didn’t revolve around the church and church activities. Maybe that was why she’d fallen under Gino’s spell and gone from a model daughter and student to a rebellious teen who eventually ran off to seek her happily ever after. What a fool she’d been.

      Steph sighed and checked the address on the brick pillar at the bottom of another winding driveway. This was the house. The large wrought iron gate was open, as if welcoming her. She walked up and halted in her tracks as the house came into view.

      She wasn’t sure what she’d been expecting, but definitely not this. The house belonged on a Southern plantation. She didn’t know such houses existed in Seattle. No, she corrected herself, not a house, but a mansion. A colonial three-story mansion with huge pillars on a wide front porch, veranda, or whatever those things were called, and a balcony running the length of the second story.

      She’d never seen anything so stately and grand.

      Steph swallowed the paralyzing fear that she might be in over her head. She forced her feet to move forward one step at a time until she was standing in front of massive oak double doors. She rang the doorbell with a shaking hand. Several seconds later, a uniformed butler answered. He was tall, thin, bald, and bespectacled. He bowed low and spoke in an English accent, no less. The man was so ancient that she feared he might not be able to straighten his spine after his low bow, but he stood easily.

      “Ah, Madam Clarke, come with me, please. Agnes is waiting for you.” The fact that he called Agnes by her first name was more surprising than him calling Steph by her last.

      She followed him into a two-story grand entryway, complete with a sweeping staircase to a landing above, and down a marble hall to another set of double doors. He swept them open with a flourish.

      “Please wait here. Agnes will be with you soon.” He indicated an ornate antique couch with a wave of his hand.

      “Thank you.” Steph stepped into the large study lined with books, many appearing ancient. The butler shut the door behind him.

      The room was deadly silent except for the ticking of a massive grandfather clock. She eyed the couch, which wasn’t the least bit inviting and should be in a museum. Walking past the stuffy old furniture to the wall of windows, she gazed at a garden as grand as the inside of the house. It might be fall, but no one had told the roses blooming along the slate-lined path to a gazebo surrounded by towering cedar and madrona trees. Beyond the gardens and expansive lawn were the glittering waters of Puget Sound.

      The door opened, and Steph turned, a forced smile plastered on her face. She did a double take. The senior citizen standing on the threshold wasn’t Agnes. She looked like Agnes, yet different. Very, very different. While Agnes dressed in that understated, classy manner of most wealthy older women, this woman wore a kaftan in swirling colors. Her lips were bright crimson, and her green eyes were both young and old. Her vibrant red hair stood on end, making her look like a geriatric punk rocker. Yet somehow the entire guise fit her quite well.

      “Hello,” Steph said, and nervously wiped her sweaty hands on her pants.

      The woman stopped several feet away, propped her hands on her hips, and looked Steph up and down. She harrumphed and sighed. “I guess you’ll do.” Turning on the heel of her shiny biker boots, she left the room.

      Steph gawked at the closed door, her mouth hung open, but no words would come out. What had just happened? Before she had time to process the bizarre encounter, the door opened again, and Agnes entered, dressed in a cream knit pantsuit with matching flats. Diamonds adorned her fingers and a tasteful diamond pendant hung around her neck.

      “I see you’ve met Iona. She’s my baby sister.”

      “Ah, she didn’t exactly introduce herself.”

      Agnes arched a perfectly penciled dark brow. “I was under the impression she liked you, and Iona doesn’t like many people.”

      “She did say I’d do.”

      “That’s an extreme compliment from Iona. She’s not touchy-feely like me.”

      Steph almost choked but managed to keep a straight face.

      “Are you ready to get started?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “We need background checks run on each of these women before we’ll consider them for possible client matches.”

      “We?”

      “Yes, Iona and I are in the matchmaking business together.”

      “I see.”

      Agnes shot her a knowing glance. “You probably don’t, but you will.”

      Steph almost cringed. That statement sounded ominous. “Would you like me to fill out any employment forms?” She braced herself, hoping they wouldn’t require it.

      “No, forms mean nothing. People of character do not need forms, and I know you are of good character.”

      “Okay.”

      An hour later, Steph had finished background checks on a half-dozen women and written reports on each, listing any questionable findings. She also Googled them, just to go the extra mile. One of the women had been a stripper during her college years, and Steph pointed that fact out to Agnes and Iona.

      “Well, damn, and she looked to be a promising match for Mr. Klein,” Iona said.

      “I told you there was something about that girl when we met her,” Agnes said.

      Iona rolled her eyes. “Of course. Nevertheless, we can’t have possible dates with a mark against them other than a parking ticket.”

      “Not even a parking ticket, especially unpaid ones. It shows a lack of responsibility.”

      “And what does stripping show?” Steph asked in a small voice.

      “Too much.” Iona chortled, and Agnes joined in.

      Steph cringed and ducked her head. Heat rushed to her face. If these two women ever ran a background check on her or did any digging, she could kiss this job goodbye. She sighed and pushed that negative thought into the same place she banished all negative thoughts—the deep recesses of her brain—and hoped it stayed there.

      She looked up to find Agnes watching her like a mama eagle eyeing its prey. She refused to squirm under the assessing gaze. Agnes couldn’t know, just couldn’t. Even if she did claim to be clairvoyant, usually visions weren’t specific. Or so Steph hoped. Not that she knew much about it other than watching psychics on reality TV. Whatever their powers might be, they didn’t extend to mind-reading, or she’d be fired by now. She relaxed a little, relieved her secret was safe for another day.

      Steph worked until noon, after which she was dismissed for the day while her two bosses readied themselves for afternoon tea at the country club. Steph couldn’t imagine such a life of leisure. She’d be bored without something meaningful to do, but perhaps their charity work and matchmaking filled the void. They both seemed content, more so than Steph had been until lately.

      She walked back to her studio apartment full of equal doses of hope and dread. Pulling her cell out of her pocket for the first time in four hours, she checked for messages.

      There was a text from Vi inviting her over. The Sockeyes were on a road trip, so Vi was alone with her two little boys. Steph tapped out a response before she clomped up the stairs, unlocked her door, and went inside. The tidy, compact space included a living area, small dining nook, and a kitchen. Behind a screen was a bed and a door to a small bathroom with a tiled shower.

      Steph loved this place. She felt safe here, and content for the first time in way too long. Despite being over the Blacks’ garage, the studio was private and furnished with a comfy couch and large armchairs in a cheerful floral print. A set of French doors opened onto a small deck with a view of Puget Sound through the tall cedars and madronas on the property.

      Steph flopped onto the couch and ran through the past few days’ events in her mind. Her life was turning around, and she’d do everything in her power to shield herself from her past and keep those awful years where they belonged—to someone else. Not her. She wasn’t that person anymore. She’d reclaimed the Steph she’d been in high school: naïve, hopeful, and positive, with nowhere to go but forward. The handful of friends who knew the truth, or the partial truth, would never betray her.

      As long as she could keep her past in the past, life would be good.

      But could she? Or was she foolish to believe Gino that her secrets would forever remain buried?
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      After a week, Steph was getting the hang of her new job. Between the office work and the party crashing, she’d be able to save a little money for a future education. Not that she knew what she wanted to do with her future, but she would do something, and most careers required education. She wasn’t interested in a four-year degree, but maybe chef school, photography, or wedding planning. None of those choices excited her, exactly, but she’d think of something. She loved to read, but reading books didn’t pay bills. She’d loved to work in a bookstore. Then again, bookstores were closing all over because people were buying digital.

      Twenty-three years old, and she was at a loss as to what she’d like to do with her life. She sighed.

      Interview forms for possible matches leaned in a haphazard pile on the desk. The sisters preferred to fill the forms out on paper, and Steph typed the info into the database, which, as far as she could tell, they never looked at.

      She worked all morning, losing complete track of time. Finishing the last form, she glanced at the large grandfather clock. Almost noon. She usually left by noon, but Agnes had asked to talk to her. After another half-hour of waiting, Agnes and Iona came in the door. Both were dressed for an outing, Agnes in one of her sweater suits and Iona in one of her colorful caftans.

      “Steph, dearie, we have a favor to ask. We need you to stay past noon. We’ll pay time and a half.” Agnes was at her most charming, meaning she wanted something.

      “That’s not necessary
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