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            PROLOGUE

          

          JULIUS RAMON (AKA ICE RESURFACING MACHINE DRIVER)

        

      

    

    
      Driving a Zamboni is a rewarding job.

      It allows you to smooth out any past negativity, clear away previous scuffles and transgressions, leaving behind only a clear sheet of pristine ice.

      Many of us wish such a thing were possible in our own lives—to wipe away all the mistakes, all the heartbreak and hurt we might have caused. But life is not like ice.

      The mistakes we make with those we love leave more permanent marks. And depending on who you love, the marks might never fade.

      For the lucky ones, the opportunity might one day arise to pour a fresh layer over the mistakes of the past, to cover those marred spots with better choices made in the present.

      For me, the past is done.

      I made my choices, and I live with them today.

      They were not right or wrong. They were the things I chose at the time. And the past is gone.

      But my nephew has opportunities I never did. Many of these players do. They're young and the years haven't marked them yet.

      They're not all my blood. In fact, none of the Wombats are my actual family. But I look out for them as if they were because I know too well the way hockey can play into those lifelong scars if you're not careful.

      And the one I look out for most especially?

      The goalie.

      Stephano.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            STEPHANO

          

          WORSHIPPING PASTA

        

      

    

    
      "He's green." I muttered it, not really intending these words as a public critique of our second-string goalie, who Coach Merit had dropped in for the last period of the game against the Bolts. Never mind that the guy couldn't possibly lose the game for us now after we'd served up four goals to their paltry one.

      And for the record, Samuels let that one in, not me.

      "He was the best goalie coming out of the draft, Mizzoni. We were lucky to get him." Cade Simpson was at my side on the bench, waiting for his next switch. "And you're the one who's been training him."

      I hated Cade's good-natured, level-headed attitude.

      I hated the new guy.

      I hated the whole situation. I knew I wasn't invincible. A second-string was necessary and our last one had gotten picked up by the Titans to start, but that didn't mean I had to like any of it.

      Samuels was good. I could admit it, at least to myself. Quietly. When I was barely even paying attention and no one else was around. But Samuels was something else too. He was young. Likable. Charming.

      Things I couldn't be if I tried.

      And the writing was on the wall. I was getting older. One day I'd age out, or my body would give in to the constant demand of pushing myself around in front of the net, trying to block every centimeter of free space. Or I'd get an unlucky puck to some part of me that wasn't protected—although that was not something I intended to let happen. Ever. I'd give up the position first.

      Coach swapped in the third line for offense, and I watched as Braunstein and Solamentes switched out seamlessly with Rubio and Craft to play the final forty-five seconds. We won, so that was something. But the goal Samuels allowed ruined my shut-out, which steamed me a bit.

      When it was all over, Samuels faced me in the dressing room.

      "So?" he asked, waiting. In the past, I'd pointed out details I'd noticed, issues with his play that could be improved. But tonight? I had a few other things on my mind.

      "You did okay, kid."

      He stared at me, and his mouth dropped open just a centimeter or two. "I let in a goal."

      "Yeah, don't do that." I pushed him aside and grabbed my shirt out of my locker, pulling it over my head as he watched.

      "He wants his usual tough love, Mizzoni," Sly told me from a couple spots down. "You know, where you tell him how much he sucks."

      "I can tell you how much you suck, if you want," Tyler “Corny” Cornwall stepped close and gave Samuels a quick up-and-down look.

      "Back off," I suggested, pushing my chest into Cornwall's personal space.

      He raised his hands and stepped away, chuckling.

      "You did fine," I told Samuels, relief washing through me as he finally turned away, headed for the showers.

      I wasn't built to be anyone's mentor. I could hardly manage myself. But this kid had glommed onto me the second he'd joined the team, and I knew it was my job to make him the best goalie he could be. It wasn't about me, or how much I needed to keep my position at the top. It was about the Wombats. It was about the game.

      My life kind of went like that, I thought. I'd been given what many would call a gift at birth. The hockey, obviously, but the other thing too. And I had no real idea what the fuck a pro-hockey goalie was supposed to do with the irritating tendency to see colors emanating from everyone he met. Auras, they were called. And while sometimes they gave me tidbits of information that proved useful (like when Corny's aura turned from his usual blue to almost black right before he hurled his curly fries into Deck Gillespie's skates), they were mostly annoying.

      "Heading to Whiskey's," Rock Stevens told me as he picked up his bag and turned for the door. "See you there?"

      "Not tonight," I told him. The guys didn't party during the season, but Whiskey's was our usual hang out after an early game—unless I invited everyone to my place. But tonight? I wasn't up to it.

      "What's wrong, your chakras off or something?" Stevens teased. I should never have told that guy anything about auras.

      "Yeah. Heading home to sage that shit," I said.

      "Okay, old man. See you tomorrow." Chris Houstein said this as he departed with Rock, and I took my time getting my things together. He hadn't meant anything by those words, I knew.

      But I did feel old. And I needed a few more years to cement my future. And my family's. I couldn't be old yet. And I couldn't allow myself to be replaced.

      I hated that if I squinted and stared out at the ice, I could see the beginning of the end. And the low ache in my groin chimed in to add detail to the image.

      I had things to accomplish still, things I'd promised myself. And I wasn't finished.

      The house was quiet when I arrived. The way I liked it. Maybe it was a little big for me—what single dude needed six bedrooms? But I'd gotten a little carried away when I'd built it. My mom's voice had been in my ear, telling me I was a family man, that I needed space for all those kids. The ones I was pretty sure I'd never, ever have.

      It wasn't that I didn't want them.

      It was more that they just didn't seem imminent. I'd been too busy stabilizing my own family. My own life. Starting another seemed unlikely.

      But this house?

      Yeah, it was mostly for me. I hadn't lost sight of the goal while I was having it built. I took care of my family back home first. And if worse came to worst? Mamma and my entire family could live here with me. Not that Mamma would ever leave Italy for good.

      But I really didn't want that. As nice it would be to see my nonna and poppi, to have Mamma and Cristano and Luca all here with me for a while, I wasn't a family man. Not like Dad had been. Not the way Mamma had always told me I would be.

      I liked my space and my silence.

      I settled back into my Eames lounger and sipped the club soda I pretended was Scotch and took a deep breath, looking around at what I'd accomplished. What I'd built.

      The night had just drifted into the kind of darkness that pressed itself up against the windows of the living room, bringing that biting winter cold that made you glad for a warm lamp and a blanket. My phone buzzed next to my empty glass beside me. It was one o'clock in the morning, and the number confirmed that Mamma was up early again.

      She always called at this hour. She knew I didn't sleep until late, and she still liked to wish me goodnight. Plus, they would have gotten the news of the game, even if they hadn't watched by now.

      "Mimmo!" she cried when I picked up, before I'd even said hello.

      "Ciao, Mamma." We spoke Italian on the phone. It was the only time I ever got to practice my native language.

      "You won your game," she said, pride radiating in the lilt of her voice. "You are the best goalie in the league." There'd never been any shortage of encouragement from my family.

      "That's not quite true, Mamma, but thanks."

      "Tell me how you are."

      I told her the same things I usually did, about practices and schedules, about the other guys on the team.

      "And you are cooking?"

      "Now and then."

      "It feeds the soul, Stephano." Mamma was Catholic, but her real religion was food, her sanctuary the kitchen. She'd taught all her sons to cook, and insisted we go to that altar whenever anything was bothering us. She wasn't wrong about it having mind-soothing qualities.

      "I know, Mamma."

      "And how is my future daughter-in-law?"

      "That, I wouldn't know."

      Mom made a clucking noise, the one she used to demonstrate disappointment. She certainly appreciated the money I sent home, the way I took care of my family, but what she had always wanted was a daughter-in-law and a house full of grandbabies.

      "You haven't found her yet." She sucked in a quick breath. "Unless . . .  perhaps it is a him?"

      "It is not."

      "Good. I think maybe that is for the best."

      This was a strange turn. Mamma usually suggested I start hanging around the grocery store and farmer's market trying to pick up the kinds of women who liked to cook. She definitely had never suggested that me not dating anyone was a good thing.

      Dating wasn't really on my radar anyway. The very idea was not appealing. Women liked me. For a while, at least. But in the long run? I was not the man of most girls' dreams. "I'm too busy for anything like that, Mamma. Nothing's changed."

      Mamma was still clucking, her tongue making a little echo down the phone line that told me she was thinking.

      "What's wrong?" I was happy to change the subject, but Mamma only made that sound when she was worried.

      "Nothing is wrong. But I would like to see you. We are coming for a visit."

      I sat up straighter in my chair. I was torn. I loved my family and wanted to see them. But Mamma's past visits had involved her efforts at matchmaking, and right now I didn't need any distraction from the season. I had enough to handle with the new goalie speeding around me like a puppy and an injury I was trying to will away. I didn't need Mamma to play matchmaker, and I didn't need them to know I was injured. "You should. That would be nice. Christmas, maybe?"

      "No. Sooner, I think. Next week."

      Next week? I put the phone down for a second and took a deep, calming breath. We'd be in the midst of the season, but I couldn't argue about travel schedules because Mamma knew every detail of my schedule, and undoubtedly knew that we had more home games in a row than usual over the next couple weeks.

      "That would be nice, Mamma." What else could I say?

      "Maybe your brothers will come too, though Cristiano is impossible to get answers from lately."

      I sighed. As much I loved seeing my little brothers, at seventeen and twenty-one, they hadn't exactly matured to the point where I saw them as peers. Mamma had me when she was seventeen. And then she didn't have my brothers until I was already twelve years old. In some ways, I felt like I'd raised them as much as she had.

      "That would be nice." There was only one right answer.

      "I will send you our travel plans. You can . . ."

      "I'll book everything for you, Mamma. Just like always."

      "Good boy. Ti voglio bene, figlio mio."

      "I love you too, Mamma."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            HILLARY

          

          IT’S NOT THE TIKTOK POOP SHAKE. I DON’T THINK.

        

      

    

    
      "This is the life!" I spun in a circle, one arm flung out wide and the other still holding my phone pressed to my head as I celebrated my latest accomplishment.

      "That," my sister drawled, "is actually someone else's life."

      I stopped spinning, letting my eyes readjust to stillness with a sickening swoop around Teresa Palmer's living room. "It's mine for a month," I reminded my too-practical sister, Helena. "And it is gorgeous, Helly.”

      "I'm sure it is. You don't become the first lady of rock to live in a shack. I bet her place in LA is even better."

      I looked around, taking in the plush carpet, the thick drapes, the sleek furnishings, all of which screamed "music money" loud and clear. "I don't know how that would be possible."

      "Well, enjoy," Helly said.

      "I plan to."

      "And what's the plan when the month is up?" she asked.

      I dropped onto the leather couch that was so soft it felt like maybe the leather had been rubbed down with coconut oil or something before being turned into a couch. Synthetic leather, of course. Teresa Palmer was a noted defender of animal rights. I could still hear the song from the radio commercial she voiced, asking if I could spare just a few dollars a day for feral hedgehog rescue.

      I sighed. "The universe will let me know when it's ready."

      "The spare room at our place will be ready if the universe is not, but I’m not sure the med school loan people will take IOUs from the universe, anyway."

      "Won't need the room," I assured my sister, a black hole opening up in my gut at the mention of my school loans. "I can feel something coming."

      "Have you pooped today? Could be that poop shake from TikTok you told me about."

      "Ew. And that was weeks ago."

      "Maybe the universe will bring you a real, grown-up job." Hel was beginning to sound like Dad, and I wasn't fond of her tone.

      "I am a house sitter."

      "For now."

      "There are always houses needing to be sat. I could travel the world this way. I can totally pay back my loans on this," I told her indignantly. My indignation, however, was partially feigned. House sitting jobs weren't that easy to come by, and though I'd earned a place among the elite house-having population as reliable and trustworthy, the jobs weren't exactly lined up. Also, I could not pay back my loans this way. And I’d missed a few payments now.

      But the universe, I was confident, would provide.

      "I wish the universe would get you to finish your degree," Hel said.

      "Stop being my older sister."

      "Can't. Assigned at birth."

      "I like you better as my friend."

      "The only friend you have that tells you the truth."

      "Maybe." I pushed a hand to my stomach, which was grumbling loudly. "I'm gonna run and get some food."

      "Okay, Hill. Be good."

      "Always. Love you."

      "You too," Hel told me, and I pictured her putting her phone down on her responsible oak coffee table and kicking up her feet onto her IKEA couch. Helly, like her furnishings and everything in her life, was solid and reliable. So much so that I was pretty sure she'd sopped up all the available genes from that department and left me only with enthusiasm and poor planning to choose from.

      I'd done fine with what I'd gotten, though. I couldn't imagine working in medicine like Helena did. I needed freedom, fresh air . . .  But like everyone else, I also needed cash. Rather immediately. And one day, much as I hated to admit it, it was possible I might need a bit more financial security than house sitting provided. Hel wouldn't always have an available room for me. She was engaged, and her beau Anson didn't find me nearly as charming as most people seemed to. When they got married . . . well, it didn't make sense to worry about it now.

      Not when I had an enormous modern home to explore.

      I wandered through the kitchen, picking out a fancy kombucha and a salad left by the personal chef who was evidently going to stock the fridge for me once a week. I scarfed the salad, and then I took myself on a tour.

      The house, needless to say, was enormous. Teresa Palmer had built a career producing women in rock, and I was pretty sure she had houses all over the world. She'd asked me if I'd be willing to spend a month in Wilcox, Virginia after her bestie—a high-profile photographer of fancy weddings—recommended me since I'd managed her NYC penthouse apartment and two very demanding chinchillas for two months over the summer.

      I could live like this, I thought, stepping into yet another bedroom furnished like it was prepped for a photo shoot happening any minute for some swanky home magazine.

      Only, to live like this, I'd have to actually choose a place to live. And maybe figure out a way to earn real, actual money.

      I let out a long sigh as I concluded my tour by passing through the movie theater and recording studios set up in the basement. I spent a long time lingering in the latter, deciding that it would probably be okay for me to test out the studio a bit at some point, and then I returned myself to the kitchen with its waterfall quartz countertops and gleaming appliances.

      "It's definitely too much," I told myself. I didn't need fancy.

      But that was the problem.

      I had no idea what I did need.

      I did know that three quarters of a medical degree did you very little good in the real world. But, I reminded myself, having a very expensive degree you had no intention of using did you no good either.

      I squeezed my eyes shut against the memory of Dad's face when I told my parents I wasn't going to be a doctor.

      "All that time, all that effort Hillary. The money. Your loans," he'd said, looking as pained as if he'd been the one to put in the hours, pull the all-nighters, talk Kamala Yadav away from the third pint of Ben and Jerry's when her Step One USMLE hadn't gone well.

      "It's not the right fit," I'd told him, my voice weakening as his anger grew. "I'll pay you back."

      "How?"

      It was a fair question. I'd taken Dad's money for some of my tuition—he'd been happy to give it to secure the pride of having a doctor in the family to add to his status after Helly had become a nurse practitioner. But now that I was not going to be a doctor, he had little to show for the investment. And my promise to pay him back was half-hearted at best. We both knew I couldn't.

      "I just need a little time," I told him.

      "To do what exactly?" Dad's silver brows had pulled down low over the deep brown eyes he'd passed on to me. Only I hoped my own eyes were never as disappointed as his had looked at that moment.

      "I don't know," I'd told him, the pain of his regret slicing through me. I didn't like letting him down. But I couldn't be a doctor, either. And it was my life, not his, even though he seemed mightily concerned about my credit and financial future as my loans came due.

      I stared out Teresa's floor-to-ceiling windows at the pool in the backyard, covered now for winter, and let out a yell to banish the negativity flowing through my mind.

      If she had a pool, did that mean she had a hot tub? I hadn't noticed one when I'd arrived, but I could practically picture it out there in that perfect yard, nestled off to one side of the pool, just waiting for me to come out and slip into it beneath the stars.

      I carried my bag to the middle bedroom—didn't ever feel right to sleep in the master—and pulled out my bikini, which I traveled with no matter what the season. A quick trip through the bathroom for a towel and a stop by the fridge for a fancy wine-in-a-can kind of thing, and I was out the door.

      It was colder than expected and I immediately regretted not putting on my flip-flops.

      "No matter. In a moment, I'll be submerged in hot tubby hotness." I scooted across the expanse of the patio in the glowing golden lights and to one side of the long rectangular pool. No hot tub.

      I peered across the yard toward the other end of the pool, which was cast in shadow. There was a darker depression off to one side. Maybe it was a very private hot tub. That seemed right.

      I skittered my frozen toes across the icy pavement to the other side of the pool to find . . . a round garden bed. Not a hot tub.

      "Where would I be if I were a hot tub?" I asked the frigid night air, which had begun to feel like it was poking me with icy fingers.

      The yard was huge. It was very possible that the hot tub was up around a corner in a fancy gazebo or something. I'd just have to look. Only . . . shoes first.

      I returned to the door after putting my fancy drink on a table outside so I could wrap the towel more firmly around myself and pulled the handle.

      Which didn't move a lick.

      "Oh no," I said, as if warning the universe not to even think about doing this to me.

      I pulled on the door handle again. But unless I was willing to break down a glass door, it appeared I was locked out on the patio.

      "Dammit." I muttered the word under my breath, which was possible since I could see my breath hanging in the air around me. "Okay. Don't panic."

      I took stock. I had a towel. And a bikini. And champagne in a can.

      I did not have a phone. Or shoes. Or any hope of getting this door open.

      "Plan B, then." I followed the walkway from the patio around the side of the house and toward the front, taking note of any open windows along the way. It was January, though. There were no open windows.

      The gate at the front of the yard posed only a minor hassle, since it held a small padlock that prevented me from opening it. I did recall something about that in the texts Teresa sent me. Which I could not check, since my phone and all my earthly belongings, and all the warmth in the universe, were inside.

      The gate had a couple good places to put my feet as I climbed it while trying to keep the towel around me. It wasn't easy.

      "Shit!" I landed on the other side with a hard thud onto concrete and a definitive splinter in my big toe. "Shit, shit, shit! What is even happening right now?"

      I swallowed, pulled the towel tighter, and sprinted to the front door. Maybe I'd left it unlocked.

      Naturally, I had not.

      The garage had a code! Only . . . I could not for the life of me remember what it was. I had a key, which Teresa had sent by courier, along with the contract I’d signed and sent back to her. So why would I memorize the garage code?

      The garage, naturally, was closed, the garage door secure, and when I catapulted myself back into the yard to check every single door and window, I learned that the house I'd agreed to house sit was every bit as secure as the White House must be. Minus helpful Secret Service guys to let the prez back in when he locked himself out.

      I was well and truly fucked.

      I squatted down on the patio next to the door, tucking my body into a towel-covered ball for warmth, and put my brain to work.

      There were neighbors, of course. I could see if any of them had a key. Of course, in this neighborhood, they were not exactly just a foot or two away. And it was late. Like middle of the night late.

      I'd never kept quite regular hours, and medical school had just cemented those unhealthy tendencies. Ironic, no?

      It wouldn't be polite to wake any of Teresa's neighbors. But it would also be bad form to freeze to death on her patio.

      I stared at the distant fence separating her backyard from the one next door. I could see the shape of a roof overhang in that yard. Maybe there was some kind of pool house or something I could sneak into for the night? I stood and moved closer, eventually pushing up on my tiptoes to see over the fence.

      Another pool tarped over for winter. But this one? Had a hot tub right next to it. And I could see what I thought were hints of steam escaping from the edges of the lid. It could have been like a mirage, I supposed. But I was literally freezing to death. I needed to get warm. A quick sit in a neighbor's hot tub made perfect sense. I'd get warm and formulate my next plan. Or just wait until morning when it would be appropriate to bother neighbors for help.

      I dragged a patio chair to the fence and climbed over, landing rather ungracefully in some kind of thorny bush.

      "Ow, shit." Me and fences. Not a good combo. Not that I'd had a lot of occasions to learn that simple truth before now.

      I glanced around the enormous yard, which had a built-in bar beneath that roof overhang I saw, and a couple couches under it too. No pool house in sight, though. And luckily, no guard dogs.

      I tiptoed to the hot tub, like anyone would hear me out here if they hadn't already, and scooted the lid off enough to reveal half the tub. It was one of those in-ground types, had built-in lounger seats, and it was steamy and beautiful.

      "Thank you, universe," I said, as I slipped off my towel and stepped in. Shit, that hurt. My feet were so cold that the hot water felt like spears against my skin. But after a few minutes?

      It was bliss.

      If only I'd remembered to bring my canned champagne.

      Oh well. I'd figure out my next steps in a minute. For now?

      I was alive. And better yet, I was warm.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            STEPHANO

          

          FACE OFF WITH THE HOT TUB SQUATTER

        

      

    

    
      I hadn't been able to sleep after talking with Mamma. It didn't make a lot of sense, but any time I knew I was going to see her, I worried.

      I worried about not living up to her hopes, about letting her down. She'd raised me after my father died, though by then, I'd been as much the man of the house as he'd been at the end. But she'd taken care of my brothers and me even after my grandparents had lost everything and moved in. We'd had nothing. And Mamma had handled it all as if having us all under one roof was some great blessing to be celebrated.

      Now I had more than anyone in my family had ever dreamed.

      And somehow, it still felt like I was failing in some way.

      I wandered my house, thinking about all that hockey had made possible for me, for my family. Even before the fire, when Nonna and Poppi had lost the vineyards and the legacy their family had built for more than two hundred years, no one in my family had lived like this.

      It was a lot I knew. But after taking care of my family back home, I'd been able to take care of me for a change.

      It was just that this house felt too quiet sometimes. Too empty. Too much.

      That was why I entertained the team a lot, even though half my teammates behaved like they'd been raised in a backwoods shack. I liked having them here. I liked seeing them on my patio, in my pool. I liked seeing them inside my house a little less. But still.

      I wandered by the back windows, staring out at the pool where my friends were all too happy to hang out when the weather was warm.

      The hot tub didn't normally put out that much steam, did it?

      Big billowing puffs of steam were rising from the tub next to the pool, and I wondered if I'd managed to forget to put the lid back on yesterday.

      But no. That wasn't me. I didn't forget things.

      Ever.

      I squinted into the darkness beyond the patio lights. It was hard to see much more than the steam, but then something closer caught my eye.

      Footprints.

      There were wet footprints leading to the fridge behind my bar and then back out to the hot tub.

      Was someone squatting in my yard? Using my hot tub? Drinking my beer?

      I'd never heard of this kind of crime.

      I glanced around for a weapon, though I wasn't sure I'd need to defend myself against a drunk hot tub criminal.

      Still.

      I picked up a hockey stick that was leaning near the buffet. It was a commemorative stick from a charity tournament last season—which we'd lost. I wasn't going to hang it or anything. I didn't know what to do with it, but maybe a good use would be to evict an intruder with it.

      Quietly, I unlatched the patio door and stepped outside with the stick. Damn, it was cold. My bare feet stung on the cold concrete. I felt the familiar shift of adrenaline into my bloodstream.

      I crept toward the edge of the patio, keeping the partition between me and the tub until the last possible moment. Just as I was about to spring around the corner, I paused.

      Someone was humming.

      The intruder?

      It was hard to hear over the bubbles, but yes, she was definitely humming, and she had a pretty good voice for a nefarious hot tub squatting criminal. Was that Fleetwood Mac? I loved that song . . . 

      But it didn't matter.

      Unless it was Stevie Nicks herself in my tub, this was in no way acceptable.

      I stepped out around the partition, into clear view of the tub, holding the stick in a menacing way over one shoulder.

      To no effect whatsoever.

      The person enjoying my hospitality without an invitation was lounging comfortably, her head leaned back into the neck support of the far seat, her eyes shut as she continued to sing.

      I stepped closer, confused.

      Intrigued.

      No, not intrigued.

      Mad. I was mad.

      "Hey," I said, focusing on mad and not on the very nice shoulders visible above the bubbling water line.

      "Oh!" The intruder sat up, causing a little splash. Next to her was a can of the hard cider I kept in the outdoor fridge for Clara, Sly's fiancée. "Hi!"

      "Hi?" That was not quite what I'd been expecting.

      "Do you live here?"

      "What?" I stared at her. She was looking up at me as if this was a completely normal conversation to be having. "Yes. This is my house. You are in my hot tub. Drinking Clara's cider."

      "Clara's your wife?"

      "No, she's Sly's—hang on just a minute. I don't have to explain myself to you."

      "Sorry, just curious."

      I lowered the stick, increasingly exasperated. I should have just gone to bed. "Who are you?"

      "I'm Hillary Watters."

      "Great." Who the hell was Hillary Watters? Why was she in my hot tub? What the hell was actually happening here? "Care to expand?"

      "Sure. I'm thirty. From California originally. Was going to med school, but found I have a particular affinity for house sitting, so I'm doing that instead for a while."

      I think my mouth might have dropped open. "This is not a conversation we're having. You get that, right?"

      "Oh. You did ask." She took a sip of her cider and gave a little shrug.

      I shook my head. "Do you understand that house sitting does not involve just showing up at people's houses and sitting in their hot tubs?"

      She laughed, and the sound was a full-bodied, hearty kind of thing that would have been surprising if I had any further capacity to be surprised. "Yeah, I do know that. I didn't mean I was house sitting for you. What's your name?"

      "Stephano." Why was I answering her questions? Why was this person still in my yard?

      "Nice to meet you."

      "No."

      "Okay," she laughed again. "Not nice."

      "Listen, I don't want to have to call the police here, but this is totally unacceptable. You're trespassing, and drinking my cider, and⁠—"

      "Clara's cider."

      "Right."

      She began getting out of the hot tub, steam rising off her skin as she extricated her very long golden limbs from the hot water and then covered them with a white, fluffy towel. "Sure, yeah, no. Don't call the cops, please."

      I shook my head again, partially because she was the most confusing—and pretty—person I'd encountered recently, and because she wasn't putting the hot tub cover on right. "Here, I'll help."

      Together, we re-covered the tub and then I stood there, staring at her.

      "So here's the thing," she said, and strangely, I found myself very eager to hear exactly what the thing could possibly be. I needed to go to bed, to remove this stranger from my house, and get a good night's sleep for practice tomorrow. But instead, all I could do was wait for this odd person to tell me whatever it was she needed to tell me.

      "I locked myself out." She chuckled, but I didn't. This still made no sense.

      "Of my house?"

      She laughed harder. "No, silly. I climbed the fence from over there."

      "This isn't getting better."

      She blew her lips out in a raspberry and tilted her head back, exposing the white column of her neck as she seemed to laugh at the stars above. "I know, I'm sorry. Let me back up." She fixed me in a dark-eyed gaze and slowly said, "I'm Hillary. I'm house sitting for Teresa next door." She pointed next door again. "I went out to see if she had a hot tub and locked myself out. And then I didn't know what to do since it was so late, and I was worried about freezing to death, and saw you had a hot tub, so I figured I could sit in it until it was a reasonable time to knock on your door and ask if you have a key, or if I could use the phone to call a locksmith or maybe Teresa to get the code for the garage again."

      "That, uh . . . makes some sense, I guess."

      "Totally."

      I had no idea what the appropriate thing to do was in this situation. Did I ask her for ID? We couldn't exactly call Teresa to verify, since it was the middle of the night. I had met her, and I was pretty sure I had her cell somewhere.

      "Okay, so . . ."

      "So, can I use your phone?"

      "To call a locksmith."

      "Yes."

      "At three o'clock in the morning?"

      "A twenty-four-hour locksmith, I guess." She grinned and then she shivered, and I realized I was freezing too.

      "Just come inside," I suggested, turning back to the house with the hockey stick I'd dropped on the couch on the patio.

      "Oh, okay." She followed me and took a few seconds to towel herself off again before stepping onto the living room rug. "Oh my god, it's so warm in here."

      "Thanks." What? That wasn't a compliment. What was wrong with me? "Heater." It was like I could not achieve normal in front of this bikini-clad stranger.

      "Okay, so phone?" She was looking around her, as if I might have an old-fashioned landline hanging from the wall or sitting on a countertop.

      I pulled my cell from my pocket and moved to sit on the couch. She didn't budge. "You can sit."

      "I'm wet."

      "Sit on the towel?"

      That was the worst idea I'd ever had. She folded her towel neatly and then sat down, so now nothing was covering the extensive amounts of skin this perfect stranger was exhibiting. Skin covered with goosebumps.

      "Here." I carried a soft throw over to her, one that usually did nothing better than drape the back of my couch. She wrapped it around herself.

      "Thank you."

      "Okay. Twenty-four-hour locksmiths." I sat opposite her and began searching for such a thing, but Wilcox was a pretty small town. Big enough for a hockey team, sure, but that didn't mean a whole lot if you went by some of the Canadian towns where we'd played. A thought struck me then. “I don’t think a locksmith would open the house for you. Not without some kind of ID or proof that you have a right to open it.”

      “They’ll open it for you?”

      I shook my head. “We need to call Teresa. But it’s the middle of the night.”

      Hillary sat perfectly still, waiting while I stared at my phone helplessly.

      After another second, I dropped the phone to my side. "Okay, look. It's late. And you're probably not a criminal."

      "You definitely don't know that."

      "I think you're supposed to argue in the other direction." I took a breath, suddenly exhausted. "Here's the thing . . . I just, I think maybe we should both go to bed, and I'll help you call someone in the morning?"

      "Bed?" Hillary glanced around. "I mean, I could just take this blanket outside, really. Those couches look comfortable. If you had, maybe, like some wool socks?"

      "I'm not going to let you sleep outside. It's below freezing."

      She frowned. "I'm not a criminal. I'm really not."

      "Okay. Well, you can sleep in the guest room."

      "Really?"

      "Really."

      I ushered her to a bedroom, telling myself this was a completely normal situation. Telling myself I didn't see her shimmering yellow-gold aura. Telling myself I could ignore the way something about this woman made my insides tangle up.

      And that was how I ended up taking a perfect stranger into one of the spare bedrooms at my house and then putting myself to bed, feeling like something in the universe had just shifted. Maybe irreversibly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          
            HILLARY

          

          A BED THAT’S JUST RIGHT

        

      

    

    
      I locked the bedroom door.

      Technically, I was the potential criminal in this situation, but I still figured better safe than sorry was my best policy.

      Stephano's guest room was big. And like Teresa's whole house, it was decorated as if the HGTV crew were on their way to film tomorrow. Huge fluffy duvet over the most luxurious mattress I'd ever flopped backward onto. And there was a chandelier. It was understated, if that was possible in a chandelier, but there it hung, over the bed.

      The whole room was done in tones of dark navy and light dove gray, and it made me immediately feel wealthy and sleepy at the same time. I popped through the ensuite to rinse my mouth, and then tucked myself in.

      And then my mind turned. Stephano . . . 

      He was pretty hot for a random guy whose house I was sleeping over at in a totally unplanned way.

      "Hey," I whispered, popping my eyes open again to stare up at the ceiling blocking my view of the universe beyond. "Was this you?"

      Only, I was pretty sure if the universe was going to deliver a guy, he would be slightly more . . . something. More easygoing? More fun?

      Of course, many people were not at their best when wielding a hockey stick during a potential intruder scenario.

      But Stephano was grumpy if I'd ever met grumpy. Even the rigid way he held himself told me from the second we'd met that he was on some kind of self-control kick. Plus, this house. Everything about it screamed "meticulous nature." Or "way too tidy."

      And who looked that good at three in the morning? Not a hair out of place. A light scruff over his jaw. A collared shirt?

      I didn't know who Stephano really was, but I was pretty sure he was uptight with an emphasis on the tight part.
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        * * *

      

      Morning came with an irritating and repetitive thumping noise.

      I sat up, startled, and then it took me a little while to remember where I was. And who could be thumping on the door like that.

      "Goldilocks, you in there?"

      Goldilocks?

      I slid out of the bed, grabbed the throw I'd carried in here from the couch to wrap myself in, and pulled open the door. "Goldilocks? This is the only bed I tried out last night, Steph—" I met his eyes and the rest of his name hung there on the end of my tongue, forgotten.

      If I'd thought he was handsome at three in the morning, I'd been mistaken. This guy, the one standing here shirtless and glistening with sweat, the hair still flawless—this guy was truly handsome.

      "Good morning," he said. Then his eyes slid down my body, taking in the bare shoulders, the blanket pulled around me, and gliding down to my feet before popping back up. "Do you ever wear clothes?"

      "When I am not locked out of the house where my clothes reside, yes."

      "Oh, right. Should I get you some sweats, maybe?"

      "That would be nice."

      "I called Teresa. She confirmed that you are housesitting for her and gave me the garage code."

      "Oh." Well, that was nice too. "Thank you."

      He nodded. "Okay. Good. Stay there. Be right back."

      A few minutes later, I was wearing a pair of oversized black sweatpants and a Wilcox Wombats hoodie and standing across from Stephano in his kitchen.

      "Coffee?" he offered a cup across the black granite of his countertop. He'd put a shirt on. A Wilcox Wombats shirt.

      "Sure. Thanks. You a big Wombats fan?"

      He glanced at me again over his shoulder, a strange look on his face. "Uh, yeah. I am."

      I nodded. "Never really gotten into hockey."

      "That's too bad. Great game."

      "Seems violent."

      "The apparent violence is part of the strategy. Though it is definitely fast-moving and there are a few injuries on the ice, the players use the force and speed that looks like violence for one purpose only: delivering the puck."

      "Thanks, Wikipedia."

      Stephano frowned at me. "It's a serious sport."

      "Do you play this sport?" I asked him, sensing there was something deeper going on here that I was not picking up.

      He sniffed and put his cup down on the counter, then glanced around as if directing my attention to the walls of his living room.

      I followed his gaze, noticing for the first time a few items that probably should have tipped me off in the first place. But it had been pretty late when I was in this room before.

      A bunch of guys in a photo that was blown up and hung over the dresser-thing in the living room. All wearing hockey gear. With a Wombats logo beneath them.

      A couple plexiglass boxes in the built-in bookshelf that were lit from somewhere within. Holding hockey pucks.

      Another picture, this one smaller, of a guy decked out in more pads than I would have thought possible, in front of a net. Hard to say who it might be, but I was putting my money on the guy frowning at me across the island.

      I was about to give voice to my newly formed understanding, when his phone buzzed on the counter, and he picked it up.

      "Yeah, just have to deal with something first. Be there soon." He put the phone back down. "Should we head over?

      "Over? Oh, the house."

      "Let's head over there and you can show me something to prove to me that you're actually housesitting there."

      "You seriously don't believe me? You talked to Teresa, right?"

      "Just closing the loop, okay?"

      I slurped down some of my coffee and put the cup down, grabbing my now-dry bikini on the way out Stephano's front door.

      His house was a close rival for the opulence of Teresa's. Both sprawled the length of a football field, between the houses themselves and the manicured grounds surrounding them. Stephano opted to head down the walkway to the sidewalk and over to Teresa's

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  


OEBPS/images/net.png





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        PROLOGUE
      


      		
        1. Stephano
      


      		
        2. Hillary
      


      		
        3. Stephano
      


      		
        4. Hillary
      


      		
        5. Stephano
      


      		
        6. Hillary
      


      		
        7. Stephano
      


      		
        8. Hillary
      


      		
        9. Stephano
      


      		
        10. Hillary
      


      		
        11. Stephano
      


      		
        12. Hillary
      


      		
        13. Stephano
      


      		
        14. Hillary
      


      		
        15. Stephano
      


      		
        16. Hillary
      


      		
        17. Stephano
      


      		
        18. Hillary
      


      		
        19. Stephano
      


      		
        20. Hillary
      


      		
        21. Stephano
      


      		
        22. Hillary
      


      		
        23. Stephano
      


      		
        Interlude
      


      		
        24. Hillary
      


      		
        25. Stephano
      


      		
        26. Hillary
      


      		
        27. Stephano
      


      		
        28. Hillary
      


      		
        29. Stephano
      


      		
        30. Hillary
      


      		
        31. Stephano
      


      		
        32. Hillary
      


      		
        33. Stephano
      


      		
        34. Hillary
      


      		
        Finale
      


      		
        Epilogue
      


      		
        More Delancey
      


      		
        Contents
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Beginning


      		More Delancey


      		Contents


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/grumpygoalie2.jpg






