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      Either that one beer was stronger than advertised, or Goldilocks has broken into the wrong damn fairy tale—and decided my bed was just right.

      The wood floor creaks, as I take a measured step closer, and peer at the petite blonde hugging my pillow like it just whispered sweet nothings and promised her coffee in the morning. I lean forward, but with her back to me, I still can’t get a good view of her face.

      Heck, maybe it’s not a real woman between my sheets. Maybe my buddy Gunter, or one of my teammates thought it’d be hilarious to stash a blow-up doll in my bed while I sucked back some suds after a walk on the beach. But no, that theory doesn’t add up. Gunter is away on his honeymoon, and only he and his wife Paisley know I’m here at their cottage. Which means, there really is a woman in my bed…and Jesus is that my sweatshirt she’s wearing?

      I clear my throat. “Um, hello.”

      “Fftlelle…”

      I scratch my head as she mumbles something in her sleep and flops like a fish having an existential crisis, until she’s turned my way. That’s when I get a good look at her features—very familiar features. Sure, her hair is shorter, and a different color, but it hardly makes her less recognizable. That pretty face of hers has been splashed all over the media for months now. First for winning The Spotlight and second…well, because of a leaked sex tape.

      I inch closer, and shake my head. What the ever-loving fuck is reality TV singing star Indie Rhodes doing in Connecticut, in my buddy’s beachside cottage? Maybe the better question is, how the hell did she get in? I double checked the door before I went out to stretch my legs.

      As I work to puzzle it out, I come to the realization that she’s not waking up anytime soon, so I back out of the room and pull my phone from my pocket. Should I call Gunter? Shit, I don’t want to bother them on their honeymoon. Besides, Paisley plays four instruments and writes symphonies, which means it’s possible that she knows Goldilocks, and she had given her a key. But why would they offer the cottage to Indie, when they know I need to lay low, and keep out of the spotlight while I try to heal?

      In the kitchen, a warm breeze rushes in, and that’s when my gaze goes to the slightly opened window above the sink—a window that I’d also double checked and made sure was locked. Ah, okay… So, my friends didn’t offer up the place to her at all, or give her a key. It’s obvious that Goldilocks shimmied the window open and let herself in. I walk over to the counter, and it takes extra effort to tug the window shut. The damn thing must have been painted closed years ago. Little blondie might be half my size, but she clearly has grit and determination, if she got this open.

      I turn back around, and that’s when I take stock of the empty bowl, dirty spoon and the ripped open, single serving packet on the kitchen table. You have got to be fucking kidding me?

      Okay, so not only did this woman break in, tug on one of my sweatshirts before falling asleep in my bed, she made herself a damn bowl of oatmeal—and left the dishes.

      Fuck my life.

      A tortured laugh crawls out of my throat as I pinch my eyes shut and will myself awake. I mean, I have to be sleeping, right? Not only is this too crazy to be true, Goldilocks is a fairy tale and I don’t believe in fairy tales, or happily ever after. Although that fable didn’t really have a happy ending, and if I remember correctly, Little Bear was pretty pissed off.

      I might not be little bear, and yeah, my nickname on the team is Big Bear, partly because of my size and partly because of the scraggly beard I grow during the playoffs, but I’m pissed too. I came here to heal in quiet. I can’t let anyone know that I tore my groin in our playoff game, and that if it doesn’t heal properly, it could be a career-ending injury.

      The last thing I need is a cute blonde—who’s been drawing a ton of media attention—bringing unwanted cameras my way. I stalk back to the bedroom, ready to wake her and send her packing, but the second I do, and see the dark circles under her eyes as she sleeps, clutching the blankets like they’re her lifeline, my insides soften. That whole scandal has to be hard on her.

      What if she too is here hiding from reality?

      Shit, I can’t send her out into the dark. There might not be any vacant rentals and the hotel sign down the road has been flashing No Vacancy all week. She stirs again and I go still. Honestly, if she wakes up now and sees a guy my size hovering over her, it’d scare her half to death, and I don’t want that.

      I quietly leave the room again, and eye the sofa. It doesn’t pull out, but it looks comfortable enough for one night. Mostly. In the closet I find a pillow and blanket and toss them onto the sofa. Should I do the dishes first? While I’d really like to, that could wake her, and I think our first meeting and our first conversation is best left for morning.

      I tug off my shirt and debate my pants. I’m not a fan of clothes at the best of times, hence the Ripley Stripley nickname the bunnies gave me. In this situation, however, I think it’s best to leave my pants on.

      I fling myself onto the couch, where I’m forced to drape my legs over the armrest like I’m posing for a Renaissance painting. Nevertheless the position is perfect…for completely destroying what’s left of my groin. Eventually I contort into something that could pass as comfortable, and close my eyes. Sleep, however, is not a team player.

      After a very restless night, the first rays of sunlight stab through the window and pull me awake. Groaning, I toss my cramped legs to the floor. Big mistake. Huge.

      Not only is one of them dead, the other lights up with pins and needles. Jesus, did I step on a porcupine? To top it off, I’ve planted myself directly in the sun’s death beam.

      “Jesus,” I mutter, shielding my poor, innocent eyeballs as the sun blinds me. I swear I can hear them sizzling. Bones cracking, I stumble to the kitchen like a man three times my age.

      Coffee.

      Sweet, caffeinated salvation.

      I smash buttons on the machine and when it begins to gurgle, I tiptoe toward the bedroom, praying Goldilocks decided to vanish in the night the same way she appeared—magically and without explanation.

      Nope.

      Of course not.

      With her short blonde hair falling across her face, her arms and legs spread wide like she’d been making snow, or rather sand, angels—we are after all, at the beach—she’s still snuggled between the sheets. The covers are down, exposing her legs, and I force my gaze away.

      Now is not the time to be admiring the criminal in your bed, dude.

      Right. Because later will be a much more appropriate time to ogle Little Miss Fugitive.

      No, I mentally slap myself. There will be no later. I’m kicking her out. Nicely. Politely. But firmly. There’s no way I can allow her to stay here in this one-bedroom cottage. Not only am I trying to heal in private, I have a damn girlfriend. Well, not really a girlfriend. I have a friend, a girl, who used to be my girlfriend. Lyra and I were a thing during our college years in upstate New York, but now, we’re sort of on again, off-again.

      Yeah, on again when she needs something, dude.

      I push that thought from my mind, and make my way back to the beloved coffee maker. I grab a mug and fill it. As I sip, I lean against the counter. Then I hear movement. The soft rustle of sheets. A thump. Shuffling. And finally…none other than Indie Rhodes appears in the doorway, head ducked, hair a mess, not at all looking like someone who broke into my buddy’s cottage.

      “Sleep well, Goldilocks?”

      Her head snaps up, eyes wide. One hand shoots out and grips the doorframe, like the sight of me shocked her legs right out from beneath her. “I uh…who…” Her eyes bounce around the room, as her other hand grabs a fistful of the oversized sweatshirt. My sweatshirt. Which may or may not look better on her than me, and I’m leaning toward may. “What…what are you doing here?”

      I blink. “What am I doing here? I’m pretty sure I’m the one who should be asking you that question.”

      Her gaze slices to the door, and I swear I can hear the mental math she’s doing—distance, speed, angle of escape, odds of success. She looks like she’s two seconds from trying a full Olympic sprint when I push off the counter and grab another mug.

      “Relax. I’m not going to hurt you.” I pour coffee into a big mug with the Connecticut skyline on it, and pretend this is just another Tuesday. I set the mug on the table and take a step back, like I’m trying not to startle a skittish kitten. Nibbling her lip, she stares at it. “It’s not poisoned.” Her eyes dart to mine, and that’s when I see just how blue they are.

      “I didn’t think it was…until now.”

      That gets a laugh out of me. I grab the carafe and pour more into my mug and take a big, dramatic sip just to prove I’m not the villain here. I raise it in salute as she tiptoes to the table and scurries right back to the safety of the bedroom doorway.

      “Thank you.” She takes a sip and a visible chunk of tension melts from her shoulders.

      “So, are you going to tell me what you’re doing here…in my sweatshirt?”

      I arch a brow, watching her tug at the hem like it might suddenly stretch into pants. It rides higher on her thighs instead. Distracting.

      She blinks rapidly. “I didn’t realize it was yours.” She points a thumb over her shoulder. “I found it in the dresser.”

      “Yeah, because I put it there.”

      Is she wearing anything under that sweatshirt?

      She leans against the doorframe, chin tipped up now. She's presenting calm, maybe even cocky, like she’s decided bluffing is better than bolting. “I’m renting this place. From friends. Maybe you’re the one who’s lost. All the cottages look the same, right? Maybe you’re supposed to be in the one next door.”

      Nice pivot. “Mrs. Callahan’s?”

      “I don’t know her name.”

      I sip my coffee, now amused with her antics. “These friends of yours…they forget to give you a key?”

      “What?”

      I nod toward the window. “Assuming that’s why you had to climb in like a cat burglar.”

      She groans, eyes fluttering shut. “Damn.”

      “I liked the effort though, and you should be glad you didn’t crawl into Mrs. Callahan’s place.” I mock shiver. “She kind of scares me.”

      When her lashes flutter open, the bluff’s gone. Just like that, her shoulders drop. The whole show collapses. “I’ll go. Thanks for the coffee.”

      She starts to leave, but something in me won’t let her. “Wait.”

      Jesus, what am I doing? I should let her go. I need to let her go.

      But I ask anyway. “Do you actually have a rental here? Are you really in the wrong place?” She stares into her coffee cup like it might offer an excuse she hasn’t thought of yet. “Just tell me the truth.”

      She finally lifts her eyes to mine. They’re raw now—sad and tired and real. It hits like a puck straight to the ribs.

      “No,” she explains. “I broke in. I needed somewhere to go. Somewhere to…disappear.”

      She drops her gaze again, distant now, like whatever she’s remembering is darker than she wants to say.

      I watch her in silence for a moment, then, “How long do you need a place?”

      What the hell, man. Show her the door. This is a terrible idea.

      And yet…I don’t move.

      Her eyes flick to mine, wide and uncertain, but there’s hope there too, and it’s that glimmer that dissolves what little resolve I have left.

      “A week, maybe.”

      I exhale. “There’s only one bedroom.”

      “I’ll take the sofa,” she blurts, like she’s been rehearsing that exact concession. “I’m sorry you had to sleep on it last night.” She walks over, bends to pick the blanket up off the floor.

      And my sweatshirt rides up. 

      Way up.

      White panties.

      Bare legs.

      Jesus.

      I clamp my jaw tight, fight a groan as my body reacts like I have got zero self-control. Which, apparently, I do. She straightens and turns, totally unaware she just turned my brain to static.

      “I really didn’t know anyone was staying here,” she says.

      I roll one shoulder, a stiff ache radiating down my arm. “Yeah, well…” I groan softly as the knot protests.

      “You’re stiff.”

      Jesus.

      She flinches. “I mean…your shoulder.”

      “I know what you mean.”

      “That sofa couldn’t have been comfortable. And it was really sweet of you to let me crash in your bed.” A smile ghosts across her lips. Soft. Real. The first I’ve seen. “It was just right.”

      I bark a laugh. “Sure. And I’m guessing the oatmeal was just right too.” I grab the bowl and spoon and carry them to the sink.

      “At least I didn’t break a chair,” she offers, playing along.

      “Or the window. I think it was painted shut.” I glance at her. 

      She frowns. “I don’t recall Goldilocks breaking a window, but I’m not up to date on my childhood fairy tales.”

      “Right, same. Do you know the owners?”

      She nods. “Yeah. Paisley and I have crossed paths a few times. I knew she was out of town, so I⁠—”

      “Broke in. Yes, we’ve established that. Gunther and I—” I catch myself before saying we play together. The last thing I need is for her to connect the dots. “We’ve crossed paths, too.”

      “Gunther’s a hockey player.”

      I nod and try to play it cool. “You a fan?”

      “I don’t love hockey. Do you?”

      “Yeah, I do. Play occasionally.” Okay, not a lie. But not enough for her to put two and two together right? “So, what do I call you?” I only know her stage name, and I’m not sure if she wants that to ring a bell with me either. I’m guessing not.

      “I’m ah…” She hesitates, her teeth tugging on her bottom lip.

      “Goldilocks is good,” I offer, turning my neck and wincing as pain shoots down my shoulder. Great. Not only is my groin fucked but my neck is too.

      “Right. Um… You can call me Charly.”

      Charly. Not her stage name. Yeah, she really doesn’t want me to know who she is either.

      “And you are?” she asks.

      “Bear. Big Bear, actually.” Not a lie. Just not the full truth. She grins, amused.

      “Not Papa Bear?”

      “I’m no one’s papa, and you can call me Rip.”

      “Rip. As in, Rip who allows women to break into his sanctuary, and doesn’t ask too many questions. That about right, Big Bear Rip?”

      “Right.”

      We lock eyes. The moment hums between us like a live wire. The less we know about each other, the safer we both are.

      She steps closer, sets her coffee on the table. Her eyes flick to mine. “So… we need to do something about your stiffness.”
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      “Um, what?” he asks, turning his back to me as he refills his already full mug.

      “Sleeping on the sofa.” I nod toward it, even though he’s not looking. “You’re all twisted up.”

      “I’m okay,” he practically growls without turning around.

      I study him—posture tight, shoulders stiff—and my stomach twists. I stand frozen for a moment, weighing this whole ridiculous, complicated situation. I glance at the door, sensing I’ve crossed some invisible line. Breaking in, taking his bed, wearing his clothes, eating his oatmeal—maybe forgivable. But mentioning his stiffness? That feels different. Like a sore spot. No pun intended.

      Wait. Unless... he thought I meant something else. Some other kind of stiffness.

      Oh God.

      But there’s no way he could’ve thought I was implying he was attracted to me. And that I wanted to do something about it. That’s wishful thinking, right? Wait no. That’s not what I mean at all. I’m wishing my life wasn’t a total mess. That I didn’t have to break into a friend’s cottage and hide out like a fugitive. I swallow hard, fighting back a nearly painful sob.

      How the hell did I even get here?

      Oh, you know girl, you know.

      Right, my ex put me here out of spite and his own desperate need to climb the fame and fortune ladder.

      I catch the way Rip’s eyes flick to me—curious, maybe a little guarded—and I suck in a quick breath. Does he know who I am? I instinctively lean forward to hide behind my hair. Shoot. Now that it’s cut short, there’s nowhere to hide. I steal a fast glance his way. But no, he can’t possibly know who I am.

      With no makeup, my long dark hair chopped short and dyed blonde, and this oversized sweatshirt, I barely even recognize myself. I’m far from the glamorous woman who’s been singing her heart out onstage these last months.

      I gulp. “Sorry. Your business is your business.”

      Best to leave it there. He might not know who I am, but I definitely know who he is. I’m not exactly a hockey fan—too much violence, too many grown men slamming into things on purpose—but that doesn’t mean I haven’t caught a game or two. Maybe I fibbed earlier. Call it intuition, but I get the feeling he doesn’t want me recognizing him any more than I want him figuring out my identity.

      “Yeah,” he says, leaning against the counter in that effortless way that reminds me I’m still a red-blooded woman with functioning eyes. “If we’re going to cohabitate for a week, maybe we need some rules.”

      “Rules, right.” I try to sound casual, but my heart skips. He seems decent. I mean, he didn’t poison me. Are those my standards now? Honestly… after what my ex put me through, they might be. But still, what kind of rules are we talking here?

      “Dishes. We do them after we eat. And we clean up after ourselves.”

      “Done.”

      He pauses, his brow pinching slightly. “Um… there’s only one bed with thin walls, so… no sleepovers?”

      A surprised laugh bursts from my throat before I can stop it. He cocks his head, assessing me with a look that’s way too observant for my comfort. Yeah, okay, weird reaction to that rule. But sleepovers? With a stranger? Not in this lifetime. I clear my throat. “No sleepovers,” I agree. “The bed’s yours. I don’t mind the couch.”

      He makes a low, grumbly sound and rubs a hand over his scruffy jaw. No wonder they call him Bear. He’s big, broad, and just the right amount of adorably grouchy. Not that I’m going to say that out loud. As the Bucks’ infamously hard-hitting defenseman, I’m guessing “cute” isn’t his preferred descriptor.

      “What?” I ask, when another grumble escapes like he’s wrestling with himself.

      He shakes his head. “What kind of guy makes a girl sleep on the sofa? My mother would kill me.”

      Something in me melts a little at the mention of his mom. They say you can tell a lot about a man by how he treats his mother. If only I’d paid attention to that the first time around. I don’t know much about hockey legend Rip Hart—aka Ripley Stripley to the puck bunnies—but hearing him talk about his mom softens some of that tough-guy armor. For a second, I get a glimpse of the man underneath the pads and the scowl.

      And I like what I see.

      I lift my mug and, hoping to ease his worries, offer a smile. “A guy who makes coffee for Goldilocks, even after she crashes his place and breaks all the rules? That’s a true gentleman move.” I tug at the hem of the oversized sweatshirt I borrowed. “I’ll change and do the dishes. It’s the least I can do.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” he says, eyes flicking away, but not before he adds, a little too casually, “Maybe just, uh… put on some pants.”

      Pants.

      Oh. My. God.

      In all the chaos, I somehow forgot that my legs are completely bare.  When I bent over earlier… did I...?

      I die a little inside. 

      Maybe that "stiff" comment really did hit the wrong way.

      Nope. That’s crazy talk. Totally unrelated. Entirely coincidental.

      “Pants. Yes. Of course.” I scramble to cover up, my dignity flailing somewhere in the distance.

      “Um, maybe you should put on a shirt,” I say, equally as casual.

      He grins, and I can feel my face flush.

      Really, Charly, you had to bring up the fact that he was half naked too?

      Trying to spin a joke out of it, before he thinks I like what I see, which of course I do, I pluck at the sweatshirt. “Or am I wearing your only one?”

      “No, I’ve got a shirt.” He heads to the fridge, not at all in a hurry to go find it. But then I catch it. His gait. It’s not just casual morning stiffness. There’s something off. A protective tightness in the way he moves, favoring one leg. Suddenly, it clicks.  Jason is a physiotherapist, and I teach yoga at his clinic. I’ve seen injuries like that a hundred times, an injury he’s hiding.

      Not your business, Charly.

      Do not get involved.

      I’m halfway through convincing myself to shut up when my mouth betrays me. “Rip.”

      He pauses, glancing over. “Yeah?”

      “I’m doing some yoga on the beach later. Thought it might help with, you know… the tightness.” I casually rub my shoulder, trying not to make it obvious that I’m totally calling him out.

      He looks down, brow furrowing like he’s debating whether to take the offer or pretend he’s fine. After a beat, he gives a small nod. “That might be a good idea.”

      Progress.

      He gestures toward the bedroom. “Go get dressed. I’ll make us something that isn’t oatmeal. Or porridge. Any allergies?”

      I shake my head, and he holds up the oatmeal wrapper, crinkling it in mock horror. “Obviously carbs aren’t a problem. And hey, I'm not mad about that.”

      He tosses me a grin, casual and cocky, and it does strange, fluttery things to my insides.

      “I was stress eating,” I say defensively, even though we both know I would dive headfirst into another bowl if given half the chance.

      He goes quiet, his expression softening, something tender flickering in his eyes. “I’m sorry you’re stressed, Charly.”

      I offer a smile, but it’s the kind that never quite reaches your eyes. It sits on my face like a mask, brittle and tired. “I’m sorry for dumping that on you.” I try to shake it off with a wink. “But hey, a week at the beach…that’ll be just right.”

      He huffs a soft laugh. “Okay, go. I’ll get cooking.”

      I make a quick stop in the bathroom, where I wash my face, brush my teeth, and temporarily pack my emotional baggage. On my way to the bedroom, I sneak a glance at him, fully dressed now. He reaches into a cabinet, pulls out a box of pancake mix, or something equally simple. My eyes betray me, lingering just a second too long on the way his broad shoulders flex and shift.

      Nope. Not doing that. I speed into the bedroom, unzip my duffel and sigh at the sad excuse for a wardrobe inside. I'd packed in a panic, bolting from the tiny California apartment I shared with my ex after the story broke. Paparazzi on the sidewalk, neighbors whispering, phones buzzing with fake concern. I barely had time to call a rideshare, let alone think about clean underwear.

      At first, I didn’t even know where I was going.

      Most of my friends—what few I had left—had faded into the background over the years. Turns out singing in bars every night doesn’t leave a lot of time for socializing. My ex and I met during a last-minute booking screw-up at a bar. We hit it off, played a few duets, dated for a year… then came The Spotlight auditions. After I won…then came the scandal. A "leak," they called it. I called it betrayal.

      I’d made what I thought were friends on the show, but after my name made the headlines again, for all the wrong reasons, people either vanished or turned against me.

      I didn’t even consider going home to my parents. Not after they acted like I’d  personally posted the video for clout, and to embarrass them. Because clearly, that’s what every daughter dreams of. My brother was the only real safe space left. But he’s newly engaged, running his own physiotherapy clinic, and too good to be dragged down by the dumpster fire I’ve become.

      So here I am. Hiding out at Paisley’s cottage.

      She’s one of the few people who’s always been in my corner. We met years ago at some recital. She went off to university and classical training, while I headed to smoky barrooms and open mics. Different paths, same dream. We stayed in touch, and I knew about this place. When I saw she was off on her honeymoon, I figured fate had finally thrown me a bone.

      I pull out a pair of yoga pants and a snug spandex top from the bag, changing quickly as music starts to drift through the cottage. Not just playing—thumping. Bassline heavy, upbeat, with a little groove.

      I crack the bedroom door open quietly… and bite down on my lip to keep from laughing out loud when I spot Rip at the stove, spatula in hand, hips swaying slightly to the beat. He’s not full-out dancing, not with his kind of injury, but there’s movement. A shoulder roll here, a head nod there. For a big guy, he’s surprisingly… rhythmic. The man’s got secrets, but he’s also got some well-hidden kitchen swagger. And God help me, I’m sort of looking forward to a week here.

      “Rip’s got moves,” I tease.

      Okay, so maybe they’re a little stiff, but they’re moves nonetheless. Like a grumpy bear trying to groove.

      He shoots a look over his shoulder, deadpan. “Be nice or no carbs for you.”

      “I’m always nice.”

      “I’m not,” he mutters, slipping back into his signature grump-mode, but something tells me he’s bluffing. “I’m only moving because someone found my bed just right and now my shoulders are kinked.”

      Kinked.

      Well, great. Why did that word light up every inappropriate corner of my brain?

      “Won’t happen again. And hey, look at that, we now know something about each other,” I say, trying to steer us away from dangerous territory. There’s an unspoken agreement between us. Boundaries. Breathing room. No peeking past the surface.

      I step closer, trying to sneak a look at whatever he’s cooking. Since I can’t quite see over his hulking shoulders, I lean around him, one hand brushing his back, the other resting lightly on his arm.

      His whole body goes rigid, like I’ve triggered some kind of fight-or-flight response, and I instantly retreat a step. “Sorry,” I blurt. “Didn’t mean to, uh, touch you like that. Just wondering what smells so good.”

      “Pancakes,” he says, voice a little lower than before. “Whipped cream and fruit are in the fridge. Can you grab those?”

      “On it.” I spin around, grateful for the mission. I pull out blueberries, strawberries, and a can of whipped cream, placing them on the table with a little more enthusiasm than necessary.

      I already know where the dishes are, so I grab two plates and two glasses, and start setting the table. Music still hums through the cottage, and it helps settle the flutter in my chest. Somehow, we’re finding a rhythm, not just in the space, but with each other.

      “Do you do yoga every day?” he asks suddenly, breaking the comfortable silence.

      As he flips a pancake, one slides off the spatula like it’s trying to escape. I grin. “Yeah, I do. I used to teach classes, too.”

      He nods, thoughtful, and hands me a fluffy, golden pancake. Then he pours more batter into the pan, quiet again, like he’s mulling something over.

      I pile my plate with fruit and whipped cream, fill our glasses with juice, and slide into one of the chairs. Rip stays at the stove, and I let him be, devouring carbs like it’s my full-time job.

      God, I’ve missed carbs. When I was on the show, I had a strict diet—protein shakes, steamed vegetables, no sugar. No soul.

      The cameras add ten pounds, Charly.

      Yes, Mom. I know.

      She didn’t want me in the music world, but if I was going to be in it, I guess I had to at least look good in her eyes. I mean, I am a reflection of my family, after all.

      But this week? This strange, unexpected week by the beach? I’m doing whatever I want. Eating pancakes. Breathing. Healing.

      Well, within reason, of course.

      No sleepovers.

      He finishes cooking his huge pancake, piles it with fruit and cream, then drops down across from me with a sigh. He takes a slow sip of juice, a deep crease cutting across his forehead like he’s trying to solve world hunger—or maybe just how we both ended up here.

      “Gentle stretching’s good for strains, right?” he asks.

      I nod. “Should help your shoulders.” But there’s more in that question, something about the stiff way he’s moving that he doesn’t want me to know. “We can do some gentle stretching today.”

      He gives me a soft smile. “Thank you.”

      “Hey, I owe you.”

      “That’s true.”

      I laugh, feeling the tension slip from my shoulders. “There’s nothing like the beach to cure what ails you, huh?” He takes a big bite, cream smudging his nose and scruff. “Maybe they should call you Santa.” I bet this man can deliver all kinds of goodness.

      “Santa?”

      I tap my chin and hand him a paper towel.

      “Ha. Ha.” He snatches it from me, and wipes his face as I bite back a grin. God, could he be any more adorable.

      I stab a chunk of pancake, and hold it up. “For the record, this is just right.”

      He grumbles, chewing, then drops a curveball: “We should probably talk rules.”

      I arch an eyebrow. “Rules? There’s more?”

      “There’s always more,” he grouches.

      “I never pegged you as a rule follower.”

      His fork freezes mid-air, eyes narrowing with a flicker of caution. “That’s because you don’t know me.”

      I catch that like a test. He’s nervous I might see through him. “That’s true,” I say, biting into my pancake. “Okay, hit me with the rules. Wait, I don’t have to be in bed by eight or anything, right? I only crashed early last night because of the long travel. I’m a night owl.”

      He looks down. “I’m not.”

      I glance at the counter. Even after cooking everything is in order. I’d have batter on the ceiling if I were in charge, and probably more whipped cream on his face than he’d like. What am I even saying?

      “I’m not a neat freak either,” I clarify.

      “I am.”

      Never would have guessed.

      “I like late-night TV. Especially B-rated scary movies.”

      His lips twist. “I read.”

      Okay, that response was unexpected and that’s on me. Just because he’s a jock doesn’t mean he’s not well read or educated. If I remember correctly, he went to college in upstate New York.

      “I like to sunbathe,” I add, riding the momentum.

      “I don’t.”

      Ripley Stripley—clothes-hater extraordinaire—doesn’t like to sunbathe.

      But that thought brings on another. “In the nude,” I blurt before thinking better of it.

      Jesus. Why did I say that?

      Oh, maybe because I want more than a grunt and two words out of him.

      If he really did know me… well, just saying he recognized me from The Spotlight and was on the fence about whether the tabloid sex scandal was true it would no doubt have him leaning toward the ‘yes.’

      His head lifts, and his eyes lock on mine. Being his entire focus steals the air right out of my lungs. He stares, long and steady, and I can almost hear his mind racing.

      “This isn’t Vegas,” he finally says, “But what happens at the beach stays at the beach.”

      Okay… what exactly does he mean by that?
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      Do not think about Charly sunbathing in the nude.

      Too late.

      Thinking about it.

      Which is crazy, and going to make this week long and painful in so many ways.

      “Ready?” she asks as I pluck the key from the starfish bowl on the counter.

      “Yup.”

      She struggles with the big blanket in her arms and I take it from her. She frowns. “I didn’t pack my yoga mat.”

      “Do I need a blanket too?” Jesus, I can’t believe I’m about to do yoga. But the doctor did say I needed to follow the ‘rice’ method. Rest, ice compression and elevation, which I’ve been doing. Yoga with gentle stretching by a certified instructor would definitely help. I just didn’t want to seek out a yoga studio. Didn’t want to draw any attention to myself. But now that Charly and her skills fell into my lap, so to speak, I should take advantage of her…it…I mean it. The yoga. I’m not, and never have, taken advantage of anyone.

      “You don’t really, uh, sunbathe in the nude do you?” I ask.

      She cocks her head in challenge. “Is it on the list of ‘can’t do’ rules?”

      “No. Actually, I just don’t want you drawing any attention to yourself.”

      Or me.

      “Mrs. Callahan would likely call in the police.” I nod toward the back of the cottage. “There’s a quiet spot on the back deck. It’s fenced back there. Private. Probably a good spot.”

      “Sounds perfect.”

      We step outside and a warm breeze washes over us as I lock up, making a mental note to get her a key so she can come and go as she pleases. I’m not about to keep her captive inside. We walk down the small walkway, cross the street, and step onto the beach. Warm sand squishes between my toes and I pull my hat down low as we walk toward the water. The beach is pretty quiet this time of morning, and usually later in the evening, when I do my nightly walking.

      “Have you even been to Haven beach before?” I ask.

      “No.” she looks around. “it’s beautiful here, though. You live in Boston, right?”

      I stiffen and she holds her hands up. “Just making conversation, and for some reason I assumed you lived there because that’s where Paisley and Gunter live and you know them.”

      “Right. I do live in Boston. I’m from California, though.”

      She smiles, some warm memory drifting across her face. “Do you miss it?” she asks.

      “My family is still there, so yeah, I miss it. I was actually living in Chicago before moving to Boston last year.” Shit, why am I telling her so much?

      “Do you like Boston?”

      “I do. I have friends there. You ever been?”

      “No.”

      “I think you’d like it. Maybe not the cold winters, though.”

      She chuckles. “Probably not.”

      We make our way toward the water and a soft strumming sound reaches our ears. She instantly turns, like she’s seen a ghost but then her body relaxes when her gaze lands on a man sitting alone, strumming on his guitar. She watches for a moment, and my throat tightens at the longing, and then hurt that moves across her pretty face.

      “You play?”

      She snorts out a laugh. “Feels like a lifetime ago.”

      “Do you want to move further down the beach so we don’t hear it while we stretch?”

      “Actually, it is kind of soothing. I’m okay with it if you are.”

      “I am.” I glance around. “This looks like as good a spot as any.” She nods and I spread out the blanket. “How did you get into yoga?”

      “I used to take dance lessons as a kid, and stretching was a big part.” She grins. “That’s how I knew you had good moves.”

      “Well then, if you’ve seen me dance, then it’s only fair that I see you dance.”

      She huffs out a laugh, as she widens her feet and lifts her hands above her head. “I’m not sure that’s the rule at all.”

      “My cottage, my rules, Goldie.”

      Rolling her eyes, she puts her hands on my arms and then instantly pulls them back. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to touch. I was just trying to position you.”

      “You can touch me, Charly.” She hesitates for a second like she’s not too sure about that so I add, “You just caught me off guard. I was here for a week by myself.”

      “And in one week, I will be out of your hair.”

      I resist the urge to ask her where she’ll go. If she broke into a place she thought was abandoned, it means she has no one, and that breaks my fucking heart. Everyone needs someone.

      And who do you need, Rip?

      Lyra.

      But like Mick Jagger once said, you can’t always get what you want. She knows I’m here at the beach. We text. Especially when it’s late at night and she’s feeling lonely. I’ve always been there for her, but I don’t really want her visiting, not that she said she wanted to. But I need to heal in private.

      While I’ve been holding a torch for her since college, it’s unrequited most times. Maybe not wanting her here is a sign I’m getting over her. Or maybe it’s a sign that I’m worried she’ll figure out I’m hurt and use it to further her career.

      Which begs the question, why the hell am I still pining for a girl who burned me once, and I believe would do it again? I need my head checked. Of that I have no doubt. Maybe I’ll make an appointment with Melanie when I get home. But the truth is, hurting me is one thing, but

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        1. Rip
      


      		
        2. Charly
      


      		
        3. Rip
      


      		
        4. Charly
      


      		
        5. Rip
      


      		
        6. Charly
      


      		
        7. Rip
      


      		
        8. Charly
      


      		
        9. Rip
      


      		
        10. Charly
      


      		
        11. Rip
      


      		
        12. Charly
      


      		
        13. Rip
      


      		
        14. Charly
      


      		
        15. Rip
      


      		
        16. Charly
      


      		
        17. Rip
      


      		
        18. Charly
      


      		
        19. Rip
      


      		
        20. Charly
      


      		
        21. Rip
      


      		
        22. Charly
      


      		
        23. Rip
      


      		
        24. Charly
      


      		
        25. Rip
      


      		
        26. Charly
      


      		
        Epilogue
      


      		
        Also by Cathryn Fox
      


      		
        About Cathryn
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		Also by Cathryn Fox


    


  


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/illustrated-stick-break-lg.jpg
A BOSTON BUCKS NOVEL

Gy i






OEBPS/images/cathrynfox_mainlogo.jpg





