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Chapter One

 


Emerson studied her look one last time in
the bathroom mirror.

Just dressy enough to be serious but still
cool? Check.

Sassy red lipstick? Check.

High heels? Check, even though they were
already killing her feet.

Agenda for the first meeting she’d be
running for the DSN Social Media Team? Check. She never went into
any meeting without an agenda, even if it wasn’t one she was
running. She valued her time, so she planned to show respect for
everyone else’s by making this, the first of her “check-ins” with
the team, super-duper efficient.

“Right,” she said to her
reflection. “Okay. You’ve got this. Let’s go!” She tried on a
confident smile. “Ugh,” she said. “I never should’ve let you talk
me into this damn pixie cut.” She ran her fingers through her newly
shorn black hair, tugging at it as if she might magically pull it
back out into the perfectly sensible and boring bob she’d sported
since college.

The butterflies in her stomach seemed to
multiply with every breath she took as she stood, frozen, staring
at her bad hair choice. “I blame Jay,” she said into the empty
room, a cramped one compared to what she’d grown used to as Jay’s
wife, back when she still believed he could honor a wedding vow or
two.

“I do too,” said a tinny
voice coming from her phone.

Em sighed and picked it up, glaring at the
half-broken screen. “I should’ve run in the other direction the
second I caught him eyeballing you and my other seven bridesmaids.
I’m such an idiot.”

“Well, you were pregnant
and we all know what that does to your brain.”

“You’re not helping,” Em
said, setting the phone back down carefully so as not to jar the
screen and make it worse. She’d already calculated that even with
her nice new salary at DSN, she’d have to wait four or five more
months before she could justify the cost of a new one.

“I’m sorry,” the voice
said. “Go back to the mirror and say it all again, like I told
you.”

“No,” Em said, petulant,
she knew. But she was tired of high-fiving herself. “I wish you
were here.”

“I will be
soon.”

Em picked up the phone again and stared at
her best friend since grade school—albeit a Picasso version of her
given the janky condition of her phone screen. “I need some nerd
time,” she said.

“Me too. Hey, did you get
my email with the first few pages of my new book? For your eyes
only.”

“Yes. But I haven’t had
time to look at them yet.” She glanced at herself in the mirror
again, not at all happy to discover that she’d smudged her lipstick
and that she still didn’t recognize herself with this short
haircut. The inevitable tears began forming, burning her eyes. “I
can’t do this, Hannah. I just can’t.”

“Of course, you can. I
mean, you already did, since they hired you, remember?” her friend
said from thousands of miles away, living a dream they’d both
imagined all the way through high school, as an international
best-selling author of “edgy, sexy, thrillers” as her bio said. At
the moment, her agent was negotiating yet another movie rights
auction of her latest book.

“I’m not like you,” she
said, hearing the whine in her voice but unable to keep it from
sneaking into her tone. “I’m not gorgeous and confident and
talented.”

Hannah sighed. “I’m undersexed, lonely,
flabby, and I got lucky on the book thing. How many times do I have
to remind you?”

“Fine, you keep telling
yourself that.” Hannah was hugely talented and they both knew it.
She’d had her first novel published in college, and she hadn’t
looked back. “Just because you want to write the next
Lord of The Rings meets Game of Thrones
minus all the misogyny while reading
The Kingkiller Chronicles and can’t get anyone to take you seriously because of your
edgy sexy female-ness.”

“Don’t remind me,” Hannah
said. “Okay, you need to go. You can’t be late for your first day
at the station. I’m super proud of you for getting this job, Em.
You deserve it.”

“I guess.” She got up and
smoothed her hands over her skirt which now looked too short. But
it was too late to change. “Are you sure I can get away with this
length? Aren’t my legs too stubby?”

“No. Now shut up, get your
new leather bag, and get to work. How much are they paying you
again?”

Em smiled at her reflection for the first
time since she’d gotten out of bed that morning. “You made your
point.”

“And what was that signing
bonus again?”

“Yeah, yeah.” Em waved a
hand then repaired her shockingly bright lipstick—a nod to what
she’d decided would be her signature look as the new head of social
media for the trendy, popular sports network. Her lips were full,
anyway. Why not emphasize them?

“And who encouraged you to
apply for it?”

“You did,” Em said,
smiling at her friend’s image. “Up top,” she said, holding up her
hand.

“Up top,” Hannah responded
with what Em assumed was her own hand, since she couldn’t see
it.

“Thanks, Hanny,” she said.
“For all of it.”

“It’s nothing you haven’t
done for me.”

“True that. How much money
are you getting for the movie rights this time?”

Her friend laughed. “A lot. And with it, I’m
gonna fly you over here for a vacay, so be ready.”

“All right,” Em said,
shouldering her bag and picking up her keys. “Here I
go.”

“There you go,” Hannah
said with what sounded like clapping. “Go, go, go!”

Em ended the call. “Go, go, go,” she
muttered to herself. “Gone, gone, gone.”

It was a twenty-minute drive from the small
brick ranch she’d bought with her divorce settlement that she
shared with her ten-year-old son, who’d left for school wishing her
luck right before asking when he could see his dad next. She’d
given herself a forty-minute window to make it there, thinking it
better to be early and kill time than rush and possibly be late for
her first day.

She made it with fifteen minutes to spare,
thanks to a wreck on the interstate. So she sat for ten of them,
hands clasped in her lap, eyes closed, breathing slowly in the
cavernous parking garage underneath the DSN building. This was it.
Her shot at a total reset on her entire life after a failed
marriage to a greedy asshole who’d tricked her into signing a
prenup that left her almost high and completely dry when she’d
caught him cheating on her with a woman she used to consider a
friend. But for the initial settlement—the “pay me so you’ll go
away” lump sum—the money he sent for their son’s upkeep was all she
got. Otherwise, she was on her own. Which suited her fine.

“I can do this,” she
reminded herself, shaking and sweaty as she checked her face in the
mirror one last time to ensure the lipstick hadn’t smeared and her
forehead wasn’t too shiny. “Oh, God,” she mouthed at the sassy,
short-haired stranger who looked back at her with her own familiar,
boring brown eyes. But God didn’t answer. So she got out of the
secondhand Honda she’d bought with the final bit of her settlement
money, squared her shoulders, grabbed her bag, and marched toward
the elevators.


Chapter Two

 


Bryce sat at the kitchen island, glaring
down into his first cup of coffee as if it had insulted him. It
hadn’t. The fifth of bourbon he’d used to chase three high-gravity
beers, however, was, at that moment, making him its bitch. He
groaned and put his forehead on the cool marble countertop, willing
the pain away.

It was weird, considering how well he could
manage pain on the ice. He’d been lucky never to have sustained any
career-threatening injuries. He’d had his fair share of black eyes,
his nose broken at least three times, preferred his post-game
stitches without a local anesthetic, and had expensive dental
implants in lieu of his four front teeth. You couldn’t be a hockey
player as long as he’d been without at least some of that.

Hangovers were a whole different story. He
hated them, even though they’d become his status quo most mornings.
Ever since he’d been traded to Detroit—once proud and regular
Stanley Cup champs, currently wallowing around in ignominy. And now
he got to wallow with them, it would appear.

He’d chewed his agent a new asshole for the
move, even though she’d managed to get him a lot more money than he
was probably worth. That wasn’t the point. He didn’t want to come
back to Michigan, ever. And yet, here he was, in a sterile, crappy
condo that he’d bought sight unseen in some random, soulless
suburb.

He’d been born somewhere in the Upper
Peninsula of this godforsaken state, left on the proverbial
doorstep of the local yokel fire department, and had been raised in
a series of shitty and shittier foster homes. That was until all
the hours he’d put in skating and whacking at a makeshift puck with
a third-hand stick got him noticed right before he’d turned
fifteen. Thank Christ that happened when it did, since it saved him
from attending the low-rent high school, knocking up some native,
and getting stuck there forever. He’d sworn once he’d been lifted
out of its freezing cold grip that he would never return for any
reason whatsoever.

A hand landed on his bare shoulder. He
flinched, then shifted out from under it. “Time to hit the road,”
he told the owner of the hand without looking at her. He sipped his
coffee, wincing when the acid joined the roiling state of his
guts.

“But, Bryce…” The woman
drew his name out to two syllables.

“But nothing. I don’t do
breakfast in bed or morning cuddles. I made that clear to you last
night.”

To his extreme irritation, the woman he’d
picked up at a downtown bar after practice had a hearing problem or
something. She slid around him and tried to barnacle herself onto
his bare torso. “C’mon, let’s go back to bed.”

“No, but thanks.” He
peeled her off him and pointed to the open bedroom door. “Get
dressed. Go home. It’s better that way.”

She pouted. He kept pointing. The fact that
she looked as good this morning wrapped in one of his sheets as she
had last night didn’t faze him in the slightest. He merely took
note of it and turned away from her, returning his focus to cursing
his life and the day’s hangover. He knew if he waited long enough,
she’d get the message. When he looked up again, the woman from last
night was at his door, frowning at him. Ah, and so things were back
to normal. Something about that fact gave him a slight mood
lift.

“Lose my phone number,” he
suggested, getting up to stretch now that he’d onboarded enough
caffeine to move around. The slamming door told him all he needed
to know about her reaction to that. “I’m only trying to be polite,”
he said to the empty room. “Saving you further, needless anxiety
about whether or not I’ll answer your many text
messages.”

Since he had nothing to occupy himself with
until he had to report to practice at three, he decided to give in
and watch the report about him “returning” to Michigan, “his home
state,” and trying to save the former powerhouse Detroit team’s
sorry ass. His agent had recommended that he give the new sports
station in town, one run by chicks or something, an exclusive first
interview, so he had. She was usually right about such things and
he was in a serious I-could-care-less state of mind anyway.

It had been the usual drill. He showed up at
the station—housed in a cool, renovated older building and indeed
teeming with women, which made his neck hurt with how he kept
having to swivel it around to see them all. He sat through makeup
and hair, then a perfunctory interview. The fact that an
extraordinarily smoking hot woman was doing the interviewing
unnerved him for a few seconds until he got his feet under him.

She’d blocked his attempts to flirt,
however. And by the time the interview was over, he was over the
whole thing. The questions had been way too personal—way too much
“tell us about growing up poor in the UP” and “why did you say
you’d never come back to the Midwest” and even “what is the point
of all the tattoos?” He’d been tempted to tell her to shove her
nosiness up her sweet ass. But he’d kept it on the level. That much
had been trained into him since he’d become a pro after two years
playing and partying his ass off in college at Iowa.

They’d told him it would air the following
Sunday but would be archived and stream-able after that on their
app. He had to double-check his phone to confirm that he’d missed
the initial airing the night before. All the days since he’d moved
back here ran together in a blur of running, weights, practice,
shower, drinking, fucking, sleep. Lather. Rinse. Repeat. Ergo, it
was Monday.

“Monday, Monday,” he said
under his breath as he took in the messy state of his condo,
thinking he should clean some, or at least pick up the week’s worth
of clothing he’d left lying around. But the sheer blandness of the
place depressed him so much he felt paralyzed by it. He’d adored
the west coast—the near-constant sunshine, heat, beaches,
convertibles, sunglasses, all of it. He hated it here and nothing
was going to change that, so who the hell cared if his condo was a
wreck? He sure didn’t.

He hit the “on” button for the massive OLED
screen mounted on one drab wall. It still floored him that the
realtor who’d sold him this place kept gushing over the “amazing
clean lines” which he’d translated to mean “stultifying
institutional gray” once he’d laid eyes on it. It was but one more
thing to despise about Michigan and his not-so-triumphant return to
it.

He chose the DSN app, then
scrolled around until he saw his own face and the words
Prodigal Son Returns. He
winced, but figured he might as well check it out, mainly for
social media posting purposes later. Which reminded him, he should
check and see what was up on Insta this morning, recalling that
he’d posted a few choice photos of himself at the club the night
before.

When he fired up his
phone, one hand still clutching the remote, ready to fire up the
latest Bryce Nordlinger TV moment, he saw that he had his usual
likes count—in the hundreds of thousands—for his posts, but also
that there were more comments than usual. Figuring he should take a
look in case something, or someone, required a response, he opened
the app. He didn’t quite register that there was a problem at
first. After scrolling down slowly, then faster when he saw that
the comments were almost all either negative, or snarky and that
they all tagged @DSN, he pointed the remote at the screen and started the
interview.

****

An hour and a half later, he was parked in
front of the TV station, trying to convince the huge security guy
to let him in. Lucky for him, said giant dude with the badge loved
hockey—his “second favorite sport” after football—and had been a
big B. Nordlinger fan when he’d led the championship team in San
Jose, so he’d been allowed in the door. Leaving his Porsche
rumbling at the curb, he ran inside, wondering too late who in the
hell he needed to see in order to register his extreme
displeasure.

He got into the elevator
and pondered the options. Studios. Probably not, as it was
where he’d been for the interview. Executive suite. Possibly.
Daycare. God no.
Gym, Pool, Yoga Studio.
Ye gods what kind of cushy place was this anyway?
Production. He paused
with his finger over that one, then changed his mind and hit
Marketing, Public Relations, Social Media
on the tenth floor.

When the doors slid open, he got out, shot
the cuffs of the dress shirt he’d put on so as to make the right
impression, then marched past the tall reception desk and the three
overly attractive women sitting there. He could hear them calling
after him but ignored their “Sir! Sir, you can’t go back there,”
bullshit. His ears were ringing and his pulse raced. The sights and
sounds of that craptastic hatchet job they’d done on him swirled
around his head. Someone was going to lose their job over this.
Plus air a retraction and apology.

Finally, he got tired of
looking, stopped, and opened a set of double doors that said
Conference Room One so
hard one of them punched a hole in the drywall behind it. The table
full of women looked surprised, but unimpressed. He put his hands
on his hips and glared around the room. “Who’s in charge here?” he
asked.

“I guess I am,” said a
woman he didn’t see at first. When she stood up from her seat at
the head of the long, granite-topped table, he crossed his arms and
took a breath, readying his rant. Then he got a good look at her.
She was on the short side, despite a pair of heels he saw when she
stepped out from behind the table, with curves that would make a
man weep. Huge brown eyes and full lips accented her heart-shaped
face. The frown at his interruption was what made him realize that
he knew her, even with that short hair.

“What can we do for
you?”

He glared at her. “Emerson Tyler,” he said,
making the entire room shift their gaze from him to her. She bit
her lip. A sexy move under most circumstances, but one that only
pissed him off because it reminded him of how he’d felt about her,
once, in what felt like another lifetime. When her eyes widened and
she sucked in a breath, he smiled, but in a hell-yeah sort of way
that wouldn’t fool anyone into thinking he was happy.

“Bryce Nordlinger,” she
said, her voice breaking a little. “Fancy seeing you
here.”

“Yeah? Well fancy this.
I’m gonna sue all your asses for that bullshit … thing you
broadcast about me.”

She frowned down at a woman seated next to
her, who turned an iPad around, he assumed to show her what he was
talking about. She picked it up, scrolled down a few seconds, then
looked up at him again. “I’m not sure I follow you.”

“You,” he said pointing a
finger at her, marveling at this bizarre turn of events. “Or
whoever was in charge of my interview, neglected to tell me it was
going to be some kind of a fucked-up expose,” he said, hooking his
fingers around the word. “I never gave permission for you to dig
into my past and drag out every last goddamned person I knew when I
lived here as a kid. Except, I guess, you.” He stuck his hands in
his pockets, drained and dazed from the sight of a woman he never
in a million years believed he’d see again. “Fuck,” he shouted. “I
need to see whoever is in charge around here.”

She put the iPad down. Every single woman at
the table had their phones out, blatantly filming their exchange.
“Turn them off, please,” Em said, her voice soft but firm. They
obeyed her immediately. “If you don’t want me to call security, I
think you’d better calm down, spare us the cursing, and take a
seat. I’ll get LeeAnn to come and meet with you.”

He glared at her, his heart racing not from
anger, but from the sheer unreality of running into her of all the
people in the universe, here, now, in this room, making a total
fool of himself.

“No thanks,” he said. “But
you can tell whoever LeeAnn is she’ll be hearing from my
lawyer.”

“Fine, Bryce. I assume you
can see yourself out, then,” she said in that infernally calm,
slightly musical voice he remembered as if he’d only heard it
yesterday.

“Fine. Yeah. Whatever.” He
glared at her a few more seconds, committing this new, grown-up
version of the seventeen-year-old girl he’d been hopelessly in love
with to his memory before he whirled around and stomped back out to
the elevators. He clung to the railing all the way down, breathing
heavy, head throbbing with a residual hangover and the sort of déjà
vu he despised.

 



Chapter Three

 


Two days after her first day, more commonly
known as her third day at work, but also the way she thought about
it as “two days after Bryce Nordlinger bulldozed his way into my
first staff meeting and ruined my life yet again,” Em sat in the
break room, staring down at her barely touched lunch. She was
vaguely aware of movement around her, a low buzz of conversations,
various comings and goings. Most of the voices were female, with a
few guys scattered in the mix.

“Hi,” someone said,
startling her out of her daze.

She blinked, realizing who the tall redhead
woman was right before she spoke. “I’m LeeAnn Thompson. I was in
one of your interviews.” She held out a perfectly manicured
hand.

“Oh, yes,” Em said,
flustered. She took the outstretched hand. “Oh my God, I’m so, so
sorry, Mrs. Thompson.” She handed over a napkin. “I didn’t know I
had peanut butter on my fingers.”

“It’s fine. And it’s
LeeAnn, please.” She wiped her hand, then tossed the napkin in the
bin. “Welcome to DSN. I’m really excited to have you.” She paused.
“I’m not sure if you’ve been informed, but your department manages
a lot of personal social media accounts, mine included.”

“Oh, yes, I know. I’ve
been studying them, making sure the person assigned to each one is
doing them justice.” She scrambled to put away the dregs of her
midday meal. Her half of a pb&j with an apple looked lame. She
was sure the glamorous woman across from her had enjoyed a sexy
arugula and peppercorn salad, balsamic vinegar and extra virgin oil
on the side.

“Okay, well, I just wanted
to introduce myself,” LeeAnn said. She grabbed one of the free
granola bars on her way toward the door. “You know we have a
kitchen,” she said, pointing to Em’s ratty grocery bag.

“Oh,” she said, nervous
and sweaty in the face of this lady boss. She moved to tuck her
hair behind her ear before she recalled she’d shorn it all off the
week before in a fit of “embrace the change” or something equally
misguided. “Right, well.” She shrugged and decided to go with
full-frontal honesty. “Single mom, yo,” she said, pointing to
herself and feeling like the world’s hugest doofus.

LeeAnn tilted her pretty head, no doubt
wondering why in the world they’d hired this uber-nerd to be in
charge of their online presence.

“I mean,” she said,
squeezing her hands together so she wouldn’t talk with them like
she always did when she got super nervous. “I can’t afford to eat
lunch out every day.”

“It’s free,” LeeAnn said,
patting her arm. “And we also have free afterschool care, with a
bus that will pick up your kids from school or wherever they are
and bring them here, if you need to work late.” The woman smiled at
her.

Em felt the beginnings of a serious girl
crush form in her soul. She smiled back. “Thanks, Mrs., I mean
LeeAnn. That’s great to know. I guess I missed that info
somehow.”

“We onboarded you pretty
quickly,” LeeAnn said. “I was afraid some of the pertinent stuff
might get missed.” She frowned at the expensive brand of granola
bar in her hand. “Damn it, I told them I wanted the ones with
chocolate chips.”

“You mean the kind that
negate the healthy part? Like having a Kit Kat with your
kombucha?”

LeeAnn stared at her. Em bit her lip, afraid
she’d slammed her foot back into her mouth yet again. “I mean…” she
began, wondering how she might suck those words back into her pie
hole, and fast.

But LeeAnn chuckled and tossed the offending
granola bar back into the cute little container on the countertop.
“Yes, exactly like that.” She waved to a few of the other employees
still in the room. “I’m on the fourteenth floor. Come up any time.”
She leaned close, giving Em a whiff of expensive hair products and
a subtle, almost-not-there cologne. “I keep Kit Kats in my office
fridge,” she whispered before heading out into the open office area
where Em’s new direct reports were doing the daily work of making
sure DSN and a few of its key employees were well-represented on
Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and YouTube.

Em watched her go. “Wow,” she said to
herself.

“Yeah,” a voice somewhere
to her left agreed. “She’s amazing.”

Em turned and saw Aliyah, the woman who
served as her personal assistant, standing next to the sink, eating
a banana. It still floored her that she had the sort of job that
qualified her for a PA. But based on the fires she’d been putting
out the last few days, she was beyond grateful for the woman’s
existence, not to mention her extreme level of calm confidence.

“Oh, crap,” Em said,
snapping her fingers. “I needed to ask her something.” She turned
to Aliyah. “Would she be the one I ask about that whole, um…” She
paused, embarrassed all over again at the memory of the scene Bryce
had caused.

“She would’ve signed off
on the interview, as she does for all of them.”

“Okay, great. Cool.” Em
sensed herself babbling.

“So, we’ve got that
meeting with the TikTok people in half an hour,” her assistant
said, whipping out the iPad she always had attached to her
somewhere. “Then interviews. We need to fill a couple of spots.”
She scrolled down the screen. “Three of them. Two staff are on
maternity leave, and one left because her husband got a job out of
state.”

“So two of them are temps,
right?” She checked her own calendar on her fancy new,
company-provided smartphone.

“Well, we provide up to
twelve months’ maternity leave. I know at least one of them plans
to take the whole thing.”

“Oh, okay,” she said,
thinking that those women must be lucky to be able to afford not to
work for a year. She’d already planned to do another study of her
department’s budget that afternoon, since she wanted to invest in
some Twitter ads in the next month. Paying a few temps less than
the salaries of the two new moms would free up the cash for it.
“Will you send me a refreshed budget spreadsheet with that
info?”

“What info?” Aliyah said
without looking up from her tablet.

“The new salary
numbers.”

“Oh, you mean, adding the
new people. Sure. Don’t forget the TikTok thing.”

“I won’t. But um … won’t
we be replacing full-time slots with temps?”

“No,” Aliyah said with a
huge grin. “Welcome to J.D. Baxter’s world, boss.” She patted Em’s
arm on her way out the door. “All employees are eligible for up to
twelve months’ fully paid maternity, or paternity leave.” She
stopped, looking back at Em. “Come on, hon. Work to do.”

Em caught up with her. “I’ve died and gone
to workplace heaven.”

“It’s not all heaven,
trust me. You’re the fourth person in your position. It’s a tough
one. Kind of a ‘buck stops here’ deal, since DSN lives and dies on
the back of its social media.”

Em stopped, her face white-hot, her heart
pounding in her ears. The posh hallway with its marble floors,
expensive-looking floor runner, plants, art, furniture all seemed
to mock her with their easy understated richness. She’d lived that
way once, as Jay Kaplan’s wife. It had been a halcyon few years,
spending money on herself and the son she’d had with Jay, without
ever thinking about where it was coming from. Turned out that
living in her giant, legit suburban mansion, alternating with the
huge Lake Michigan mansion, had been an equally giant joke.

She squeezed her eyes tight shut, letting go
of it, reminding herself that she’d left that behind for good, had
reinvented herself as this smart, short-haired, red-lipped social
media super expert.

“Oh, God,” she said,
leaning against the wall before she fell to the cool marble floor
in a heap of imposter syndrome shivers.

“You’ll be fine. C’mon.
Let’s get on with it. I’ve added a quick chat with LeeAnn about Mr.
Unhappy Hockey Dude to both of your schedules.”

“Right. Sure.” She let
Aliyah lead her down the hall, to a second suite of offices that
held her space, along with the staff who ran each of the various
platforms for the station. “Oh, um, do me a favor and pull up
LeeAnn’s feeds. I want to do a quick check, make sure they’re
good.”

“You got it, boss. See?
You can do this. And I’ve got your back.”

****

By the time it hit five thirty, Em had
authorized recommending that they officially add the new short-form
video streaming platform. She knew it wouldn’t go over with
everyone, since the company was based overseas. But she wanted to
use it to feature some of their documentary subjects. The fact was,
more young users were migrating over to it, moving away from
Facebook. Frankly, if it weren’t for Facebook stories, and the fact
that the DSN page had over three million people following it, she’d
dump it. The platform was quickly becoming a place where Grandma
spied on the kids when she wasn’t reposting news from suspicious
sources as the gospel.

She sighed and stretched out her lower back
while admiring the killer view from her windows. “Call Ryan,” she
said into the empty room.

“Calling Ryan,” her smart
speaker replied.

She flopped onto her couch and put her feet
up. She’d gone well past the pain and figured that once she got
home and could soak them, she might be able to feel them again.
“Hi, Mom.” The sound of her sweet boy’s voice filled her office.
“What’s up?”

“Checking on you,” she
said. “You guys making dinner?”

“Yeah.”

“Got homework?”

“Yeah.”

“Did you go to your karate
thing?”

“Yeah.”

She frowned and kicked off her shoes,
sighing in relief.

“Hey, Mom?”

“Yes, babe.”

“Can I stay with Dad this
weekend?”

She sighed again. “Your dad isn’t in
town.”

“That’s what you always
say.” The disappointment in his voice made her teeth
ache.

“Well, it’s true. Call him
yourself if you want. But he probably won’t answer and you know
that.”

“Whatever.”

“Will you put Gramma on
the phone?”

Silence.

“Ryan?”

More silence.

“God damn it,” she said,
putting a hand over her eyes, wondering why in the world she ever
believed that Jay would have been a good father. Never mind a
halfway decent, non-cheating husband.

“Hey,” a voice said from
her doorway.

“Oh, sorry,” she said,
leaping to her feet and subsequently catching her shin on the
corner of the glass-topped coffee table. “Shit, shit … ow! Shit!”
She hopped around, holding her leg for a solid fifteen seconds
until she believed she might survive. After a long, stressful day,
ending with her seven-year-old son hanging up on her yet again,
followed by slicing open her damn leg on her office furniture, she
didn’t have the energy to hold the tears back.

“Fuck,” she muttered under
her breath, looking down to hide the worst of her emo
outburst.

“Here,” LeeAnn said,
handing her a cold glass of water.

“Here,” a male voice said,
handing her a tissue. She took them both, dabbed her eyes, then
blew her nose before downing the water in a few gulps. When she
looked up, she saw that the man who’d seen her at her absolute
worst was none other than the man himself, J.D. Baxter, founder of
the station and owner of the building she now worked in.

“Oh, God,” she said with a
groan.

“It’s all right,” J.D.
said. “I get that a lot. Now, convince me that we should let TikTok
on the station’s servers.”

“Can I ask about something
else first?” She dabbed her nose again, figuring she might as well
end today with this powerful man and the woman she wanted to grow
up to be, talking about Bryce fucking Nordlinger.

 



Chapter Four

 


“Mother fu—” Bryce paused.
“I mean. Excuse me?”

The coaching staff didn’t flinch or even
seem to hear him. He rose from his seat, looming over them, trying
to get his head around what they’d told him. After a few seconds,
he flopped back with a loud groan, pressing his head into his
palms. “I knew I shouldn’t have come back to this godforsaken
place.”

“You brought this on
yourself, you know.”

“Oh yeah?” He raised his
head. “And how is that, exactly?”

“If someone hadn’t been so
forthcoming with a certain sports network, maybe we wouldn’t have
such a wealth of offers.”

“I wasn’t,” he said. “I
barely answered their questions. They’re just a bunch of chicks
looking for a hard luck story. And if anyone has that, it’s me, I
guess.” He leaned back, letting his head flop backward, pondering
this latest shitty turn of events.

“Well, whoever’s in charge
over there, they dialed up the pity party for you, that’s for
sure,” the head coach said, getting up, obviously done with the
meeting. “Figure it out. Then I don’t want to hear another word
about poor little Brycie and the nasty mean streets he grew up on
or whatever. We have games to win and this.” He waved one hand in
the general direction of the desk. “This is all a load of
distraction.” He slammed the office door behind him before Bryce
could remind him
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