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Chapter 1
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Jonas Becker pulled into the laneway of his dad’s simple three-bedroom bungalow nestled in a neighbourhood built for soldiers returning from World War II. He stared at faded lace curtains framing the living room window. His mother had sewn them years ago. “When Doves Cry” by Prince played on the car radio.

Two more songs played before he stepped out of his car—too many kilometres on it to be classified as new and only twelve years into the twenty-five needed to be a classic car. He grabbed his travel bag from the backseat. The rest of his stuff could be moved in tomorrow or possibly never. The familiar stone pathway to the front door was a corridor to the past.

He knocked. There was no response. 

He peered into the side window and knocked harder, so hard the screen door rattled. 

“Give an old man a break.” Dirk Becker opened the door. Jonas’s dad had the same warm smile he had when they used to play catch, but his cheeks had sunk to form a chasm. His invincible dad had turned into a skeletal clothes hanger. 

Dirk pulled Jonas into a bony hug. “Good to see you.” 

Jonas squeezed his father, worried a full hug would break a rib. “It’s good to see you too, Dad.”

His dad’s Aqua Velva aftershave brought on a tide of memories—the Saturday mornings his dad had taught him how to ride a bike, hold a hockey stick. The street hockey Jonas, his two brothers, and his dad used to play and yell “car.” And the countless times his dad had helped Jonas with his math homework. 

“Have you eaten?” Jonas asked.

“Never ask a chemo patient that.” Hunched forwards, Dirk shuffled to the living room. 

“You’re a cancer patient, Dad, not a chemo patient.” He walked down the hallway, avoiding the squeaky floorboard that hadn’t been repaired in forty years. 

“I just meant I’m not hungry,” Dirk said over the baseball game. 

“You need to keep your strength up.” Jonas dropped his bag in his old room. The wallpaper of cowboys had long been stripped and replaced with a coat of boring beige. The shelves that once housed sports trophies now held Mom’s porcelain knickknacks—in their original spot, dusted and enshrined. 

Jonas strode to Mom’s Room—the kitchen. He looked through the half-empty cupboards. The little food there was in them was all canned. He opened the fridge. One take-out pizza box with three-quarters of the pizza left to eat.

“Dad?” 

“I’m watching the game.” 

“You need to eat something.”

Dirk increased the TV volume. “Everything tastes like sawdust.” 

“You still have to eat,” Jonas said. “And eat healthy.” 

“You’re one to give me lessons on healthy living.”  

Jonas gripped the fridge door, squeezing until his fingers numbed. “I’ve been hitting the gym. I lost a pant size.” 

“Yeah. Well, I’ve lost two. Who’s healthy now?” 

The surge of frustration ebbed, leaving defeat in its wake. Jonas had relocated three hundred kilometres to be away from arguments, now he’d moved straight into Argument Central. 

Resting his forehead against the fridge, he closed his eyes. “When was the last time you ate?” 

“When did the Jays win the World Series?” 

He slumped harder against the fridge, ignoring the throb in his temple, wishing for the fridge door to turn into a magical portal and carry him off to a land free of debt, divorce and the finality of death. 

“Have Lucas and Eric been by with fresh groceries? Vegetables and fruit and yoghurt, that sort of thing.” 

“They have.” 

He removed the pizza box from the fridge. “Where’s the food?” 

“I brought some to the ward. Lots of people there need healthy food.” 

Jonas peered around the fridge to get a clear line of sight to the living room—the way Mom did when she asked what his dad wanted for dinner, when they had family gatherings and she asked if anyone wanted anything, the way she did when she would watch her sons playing, with a loving look in her eye. “You mean to make it look like you’ve been eating them.” 

Dirk shrugged the signature family shrug—a slight lift of the shoulder coupled with the rounding of the eyes. It could mean so sorry or do what you want. 

“How about some broth and a meal supplement?” 

“Thought you were going to feed me.” 

Jonas stared into the near-empty fridge, willing himself not to laugh. This was not a laughing moment, and yet... He heated a can of soup, microwaved a pizza slice, and served his father on his tray. 

Dirk positioned the tray across his lap. “You’re not going to eat?” 

“Later.” When the weariness of the road had worn off, when the fatigue of defeat lessened, when he found that one thread he could weave a life around. 

When. 

Dirk dozed on his La-Z-Boy by the middle of the fifth inning. Jonas draped a blanket over him. After the Jays won the game, Jonas turned off the television. 

He settled into bed in his old bedroom turned sewing room turned shrine. The blankets smelled musty, likely not washed since before Mom died. His old room was both familiar and foreign, but with him moving back in, it felt like an invasion of her memory. 

Jonas stared at the ceiling for two hours before exhaustion pulled him into sleep.  
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Grocery run done, his dad’s medical appointments uploaded to a shared calendar with his brothers, Eric and Lucas, Jonas sat at Mom’s sewing table and applied for sales manager positions. 

He puffed his cheeks, then blew out a breath.

He hated middle management positions. He knew the problems of the team and operations yet had no power to address them. Stuck in the middle, with all the headaches and none of the double-digit bonuses. 

After a protest-filled lunch with his dad, who refused to eat a salad, Jonas was ready to pack everything up and head to another city. 

Dirk slumped in his La-Z-Boy, tray across his lap, with a senseless game show on television. His skin was a sickly grey, and hundreds of fallen hairs layered onto the dandruff on his shoulders. 

Cherished childhood memories of watching sports, guessing the solution to Wheel of Fortune, and black-and-white cowboy movies flashed through Jonas’s mind. He closed his eyes for an instant, but the temporary darkness did nothing to stop the swell of hurt from seeing his dad wither away. “You going to be all right here for a while?” 

“I was an adult before you.” 

“Dad...”

Dirk scratched behind his ear the way he did when he was ashamed but didn’t want to admit it. “It was never meant to be like this.”

“People get cancer. There’s nothing to be ashamed of.” 

Dirk shook his head, but it didn’t hide the anguish in his eyes. Unspoken words strung out between them like clothes on a line for all to see. Dad was supposed to be the first to go, not Mom. 

“It’s not your fault,” Jonas said. 

Dirk cleared his throat, but the mist that gathered in the corners of his eyes remained. “Go drive a monster truck or something.” 

“I haven’t wanted to drive one of those since I was eight.” 

His Dad’s familiar expression, the one where he feigned annoyance but was really amused, danced across his face. “Go.” Dirk turned his back on Jonas and turned up the television.  

Jonas walked to the Hammer and Anvil pub a few blocks down. The cars had less rust than when he grew up, but they were all older models. The butcher shop, bakery, and fishmonger had all been replaced by one low-cost supermarket that occupied a squat building at the end of the street. Gone were the brightly coloured signs with bold lettering boasting family names and “proudly established” in 1900, 1922, and 1959. Now one bright back-lit green sign shone Food Basics in yellow lettering. 

Trees had been trimmed, flowers planted, hedges put up. Neighbours chatted on sidewalks. A few children rode by on their bikes; fewer than when Jonas was young. No chalk designs to walk around on the sidewalk, no hopscotch squares, no game of street hockey, and the park on the corner had been paved over for a parking lot. 

Jonas settled onto a barstool and stared at his pint of Labatt 50. Uncertainty was the only certainty in his life.
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Chapter 2
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Fully kitted out in her softball uniform, Miranda Taylor stood at the centre of the locker room surrounded by her teammates in various stages of undress.  

She clapped three times, paused for a beat, and clapped three more times. “All right. Tonight’s the night. We’re going to rack up our first victory of the year. The first four games were just warm-ups.” 

Seventeen unimpressed faces stared back. 

Miranda pumped her fist, expecting others to join. Not one did. Her fist pump hung lonely, like the least popular kid trying to high-five the oblivious most popular kid. “The key to winning is to believe we can win. We have a good strategy. Charlotte can pitch like no one else in the league. We can rally. There’s still more than three-quarters of the season left to play. We can still win the championship.” 

Centre fielder Amelia nursed her daughter Hildie and stroked her cheek. She leaned against the locker, purple semicircles under her eyes. She mustered a weak cheer.  

Clipboard in hand, coach Tao stepped forwards. Everything about her screamed high school cheerleader. From her high energy movements to the way her hair was pulled back and tucked through the back of her baseball cap to her neon sneakers. Except Tao was a senior administrator at Kingston General Hospital. 

Tao put her arm out, and Miranda placed her hand over Tao’s fist. “We beat the Northern Pikes twice last year. We can beat them again.” 

Like teenagers dragged out of bed before noon, one by one, the women in the locker room grudgingly put their arms out for a lukewarm cheer.

“On three. One, two, three!” Tao said. 

“Go, Barracudas!” Tao and Miranda shouted. 

The others mouthed the words. 

Miranda collected her bat. “I’ll buy everyone a round after the game. Two if we win.” 

Hildie burped. 

Miranda laughed. “I’ll take that as a yes.” 

The Barracudas trudged onto the field. The score was tied until the top of the fourth inning when the visiting team batted in two runs. By the bottom of the sixth, it was five in favour of the Northern Pikes. 

“You’ve got this, Amelia,” Miranda shouted from the bench. “Loose shoulders. Watch the release.” 

Tao applauded against her clipboard. “Eye on the ball, Amelia. Track that ball.” 

Amelia ground out to first. Muttering, she returned to the bench and scooped up a fussing Hildie from Victoria. Amelia paced behind the bench, Hildie on her shoulder, patting small circles on the baby’s back.  

Miranda grabbed her composite bat and strutted towards home plate. She scuffed the ground with the ball of her foot, steadied her stance, then drew her bat back. She eyed the pitcher. 

The first pitch went wide. A country-mile-on-steroids-wide. Nope. She didn’t chase. 

Ball one. 

The second pitch, right down the pipe. Home run potential. 

Missed. 

Strike one. 

Shit. Pay attention, Miranda. 

The pitcher smiled and hurled the ball. Strike two. 

Damn it. 

She walked away from the plate, rolling her shoulders forwards and back. One-base hit. That’s what her team needed. Something to gain momentum. 

Tao shot her an encouraging look, a little fake and wobbly, but still an encouraging look.  

The Barracuda third-base coach had given up on the game and was in conversation with someone in the parking lot.

Ten players, three coaches, and only Tao and Miranda showed up to play the entire game. 

Some team. 

“Batter up,” the umpire prompted.

Miranda stepped into the batter’s box, readied, and stared down the pitcher. A perfect ball hurled towards her, and she swung for the next city. The ball trickled inside the third baseline. Sprinting for first, she was rewarded with a loud “Safe!” from the first base umpire. 

Left toe on the base, she applauded as Vicky, the next batter, walked towards home plate. 

Ground ball to short. Double play. End of inning. End of game. 

Shit. 

Heads low, they retreated to the locker room. A familiar walk of defeat. 

“We played much better tonight.” Miranda used the same tone of voice a mechanic uses when saying the entire engine needs replacement. Cool and detached, with a slight hint of fear at being chewed out. “Drinks are on me.” 

“It’s a beer league,” Stephanie said. “We play for fun and beers.”

A few women chuckled.

“It’s why I play,” Marie-France said. “The drinks after.” 

“It’s much more fun to win,” Miranda said. “With a little more focus, we could win and double our fun. Who’s in for drinks and a strategy session?” 

The laughter died down, and Miranda’s teammates averted their gazes. A few apologetic looks swung her way. Murmurs of an early start in the morning were followed by a few of the players leaving. More than half of the team exited the locker room like the game had crushed what remained of their will to live. 

Miranda towelled her hair. “Who’s with me?” 

“Can’t.” Amelia placed Hildie in a stroller. “I have to check in with Chris, make sure the twins haven’t completely taken over the house, then scavenge for a story.” 

“Still covering city hall?” 

Amelia fixed her hair in a neat bun. “No, thank god. Moved on to the business desk. Text me and we’ll have tea later this week.”

Miranda, Tao, Marie-France, and Stephanie headed to the Hammer and Anvil around the corner, where Miranda ordered a pitcher of Molson Dry and two large servings of nachos. 

Tao grabbed a seat at the far end of the booth. 

Miranda traced a condensation line the length of her beer glass. “There was better communication.” 

Marie-France picked at the nachos and selected one from the bottom. “Yeah, right. We were owned. Not one ball went our way. Those two errors crushed us.” 

Miranda swigged her beer, poured top-offs for the others, and finished the pitcher in her glass. 

“I’ve got to go,” Tao said. “Don’t be late for practice.” 

The other players shimmied out of the booth as they all mumbled whatever excuse they had to turn in before the ten o’clock news. 

Miranda sliced the air with her hand. “You’re a bunch of little old ladies. It’s not even nine.” 

Marie-France offered a sympathetic look but didn’t break stride leaving the pub. 

Miranda sighed, scooted out of the booth, and shuffled up to the bar. Drink in hand, she hoisted herself on the barstool to watch the rest of the Leafs game. Her phone vibrated. She glanced down and huffed. It was from her Logan, her ex.


Want to go? 


He’d attached a link to a 1950s doo-wop concert at the Leon’s Centre. 

She ignored his text and booked two tickets for herself. Marie-France or Tao might go with her, or someone from the office would. She continued scrolling through her texts. One from her sister, Carmen, about how to maintain a tidy yard. Miranda took a long sip of beer and ignored her sister’s message too. 

“First time here?” She glanced up. The guy staring at her had an empty shot glass in front of him, and his eyes were a bit hazy. Foggy hazy. Foggy-on-a-winter’s-day hazy, where the condensation hung to the roads, and you couldn’t see more than ten metres in front of you.

“Haven’t shheeen you around,” Slurring Man mangled his words and motioned at the bartender for two drinks. He leaned heavily on his forearm, then pushed himself off the bar. 

She eased one foot off the footrest ring. 

Slurring Man was staring at her chest now. “Your friends leave you all alone?” 

If pathetic and dejected were bottled into a cologne, this guy would be the commercial spokesperson.  

Miranda slapped a few bills on the counter and jumped off her barstool. “I’m not looking for company.” 

A meaty hand grabbed her wrist. “Wasn’t done with you, doll.”  He looped an arm around her waist and yanked her to him. His stinking breath was like something between swamp gas and vomit.

“Let go of me.” Miranda kicked his shin. 

Grimacing, his frown deepened until he had more wrinkles than a Shar-Pei. “You owe me ... for th-that drink.” He hiccupped. 

She pushed him away. “I paid for my own drink.” 

“Leave her alone,” said a man from across the bar. His voice was rich, deep, and smooth like Sam Elliott’s. His eyes were shadowed, but a shaft of light cast across his dimpled chin. 

Damn. Sexy, mysterious stranger. Miranda’s heart came to a stuttering halt. 

“You hear me?” Sexy Voice said. “She said to leave her alone. It’s time for you to move on.” 

Miranda was still ready to kick, smash, and tackle her way through Slurring Man, but she had half an eye on the stranger. 

Slurring Man finished his beer in two gulps and downed his shot. “You must be a lesbian.”

“Fuck off.” 

Slurring Man fell off his barstool and staggered towards the door.

The bartender was rinsing a glass at the other end of the bar. “Need a cab, Bob?” he called out.

Bob made a rude gesture and stumbled out the open door. 

Miranda smoothed her hair and looked over at the bartender. “Maybe you should hire a bouncer. I’d like to see that jerk tossed out on his ass.” 

“I’ll pass it along to management.” 

She eased a hip onto her barstool and raised her glass to Sexy Voice across the bar. Half of his face was shaded by a 1930s stained-glass lampshade. “Thanks.” 

He raised his beer towards her, then took a swig. A shaft of light caught his large, square hand. Masculine and powerful.

Something flipped inside Miranda. Shifting in her seat, she sipped her beer. The Toronto Maple Leafs had lost, and the sportscasters were dissecting the game as if what they had to say would solve world poverty. 

Sexy Voice moved from the other side of the bar, striding along the far edge towards her side. He was full around the waist, but not what she would call overweight. He sat down two stools away from her. She watched, part curious, part mortified, and opened her mouth to tell him she wasn’t some damsel in distress in need of a hero in a plaid kilt, but the bartender spoke. 

“Sorry you have to move. It’s just simpler to close that half of the bar at ten thirty.” The bartender placed Sexy Voice’s half-empty beer and a half-eaten burger with no bun and an extra serving of salad in front of him. 

Three swigs of beer didn’t diminish her embarrassment. 

Sexy Voice finished his burger in silence. Everything about him was average—except his voice and the sandy brown shade of his hair with champagne and ginger highlights, and his engrossing brown eyes and the roundness of jaw that gave him a youthful, but not boyish look. His calming presence and the look in his eyes suggested that nothing fazed him. 

“Did you win?” he asked. 

“Hmm?” 

“Your hair’s wet, and you came in with a bunch of women. Figured you’re coming back from a game. Soccer?” 

“Softball. We lost.” 

He raised his glass in salute. “There’s always next time.” 

She raised her chin towards the game on the screen. “Think they’ll win?” Anything to keep hearing his voice. He could say anything. The weather, different types of rocks, tax law reform. 

Sexy Voice shook his head. “Not with that coach. He doesn’t have a vision for the team.” 

“No kidding! How are they supposed to win with the kind of dumb trades he’s been making? I mean we’re in the playoffs now. It’s not the same as regular season,” she said. 

“Exactly.”

With soft lines around his brows and mouth, his features were distinctive, marked by intelligence and compassion. Then Sexy Voice’s coffee-brown eyes met hers.

She sputtered beer. 

“You all right?” he asked. 

She pressed her napkin to her lips. “It’s not every day a man accepts sports analysis from a woman.” 

He shrugged. “Shouldn’t matter if you’re a man or a woman.” 

She wiped a condensation ring from the counter with her napkin. “I’m Miranda.” 

“Jonas.”

“That’s very Biblical.” Why in the hell would she say that? Biblical. When was the last decade she’d had a date? Oh. Before she was married. That’s right. When Cleopatra ruled Egypt. 

Biblical. And she wasn’t even religious.

“I suppose.” A lock of sandy-blond hair brushed against his eyebrow, but he didn’t swipe it away. It hung like a curtain, obscuring his expression.  

They watched the puck drop of a West Coast hockey game. The Canucks won the faceoff and pressed into San Jose’s zone. 

“Can’t get it up,” she said. 

“Pardon?”

“Vancouver. They can’t get it out of their zone.” 

He chuckled. That low sexy chuckle sent a ripple of goosebumps from her tailbone to the base of her neck. 

Eye on the game, she swirled the remaining drops of beer in her glass. “Another?” 

“Sure.”

She gestured for two more. The bartender pulled a Molson Dry and a Labatt 50. 

She cast a wary eye to his beer glass, much in the same way she’d eyed her grandmother when she said the Christmas fruitcake was fresh. “A Labatt 50? You don’t look seventy.” 

“I know, I know.” Jonas raked his fingers through his wavy hair in a move that would make Tom Cruise’s character in Top Gun: Maverick proud.

“Why drink it then?”

“First beer I could score as a teenager. No one under sixty buys it, so when I went to the counter with a case, the cashier didn’t question me.” 

She laughed, a try-not-to-snort-beer-through-your-nose laugh. “Stick with the old-man drinks and no one will card you.” 

He eyed her for a long moment, appraising her. 

She nodded towards the television where the Canucks were down by three. “Think they’ve got a chance?” 

“Nah. But we do.” 

“Hmm?” 

The pub was near empty, but it was stifling hot. 

“The Leafs. We’ve got a chance in the playoffs this year,” he said. 

“I think so too, if they can get the right coach.” 

“That’s what I’m thinking. Someone with—”

“Vision,” they said at the same time. 

“I know what their problem is,” Miranda said. 

“There’s just the one?” 

“The players have lost confidence in management. They’ve had poor coaching and a weak general manager for years.” 

“Can’t argue with you there.” He sipped his beer. “You know what can make up for that?” 

“A decent captain?” 

“Yeah, but also a winning streak.”

Vancouver iced the puck, there was a stoppage in the game, and the players skated down for a faceoff.

“Hard to get a winning streak when there’s no morale,” she said. 

He finished his hamburger. “I’ve worked for some really shitty bosses that sucked the goodwill right out of the office. Bosses that lack vision but were always imaginative when it came to sucking up to the big boss.” 

“Every place has bosses like that.” 

“Tell me about it. This one boss I had perfected his golf game to keep the promotions coming.” 

“I know the type,” she said. 

The third period horn blared. Midnight. She’d be a zombie tomorrow at work. 

“Thanks.” Miranda slipped a few bills towards Jonas. “I needed this tonight. I’ll see you around.” 

A little spark kindled the charcoals of her heart. 
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Chapter 3 
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Jonas drove into the hospital parking lot, rethinking the two-second window when he should have asked for Miranda’s number. Two seconds. The time it took for her to slide off the barstool and place her purse strap over her shoulder. 

Jonas parked the car. 

“Why aren’t you dropping me off at the front door?” his dad asked.

“The walk is good for you, and I thought I’d introduce myself to the doctors and nurses.” 

Dirk unbuckled his seatbelt. “I can take the chemo, you know. But it’s the same ward as when Mom—sometimes, I sit in the same chair—” The emotions in his voice could flood Hudson Bay.  

The distinctive woosh of rubber on wet asphalt of a car driving by broke the silence between them. 

“Cards?” his dad asked. Dad before the big C played cards for pennies and jokes. Dad with the Big C struggled to finish one game.  

Jonas reached into his jacket pocket and produced a deck of cards. “Always.” 

“One game. After that, the sludge kicks in.” 

He helped his dad out of the car. All Becker males grunted when they rose from a chair. Only now, his dad’s grunt was coupled with a wheezing noise. 

Ten minutes later, in the ward, Jonas placed a backpack of supplies, clothes, and entertainment on the floor and sat across from his dad. 

A brightly coloured western vista with snow-capped peaks and evergreen forests was painted on the walls. Cheerful music played on the overhead speaker, but not so loud as to allow anyone to hear the words. High tempo electronic dance music of some sort—piped-in happiness in a place that knew little of it. The place reeked of vomit, sanitizer, misery, and death. 

Jonas opened a meal replacement drink and placed it in front of his dad. “Rummy?” 

“Always. If I win, you tell me who she is.” 

Jonas shuffled the cards. “What?” 

“The woman that kept you out until one last night.” 

Ignoring his dad’s question, he focused all his attention on the cards, like he was some big-shot Vegas dealer at the World Series of Poker. 

Dirk picked up his cards. “Here I thought you moved back to take care of your ailing old man.” 

Jonas played his hand in silence. 

Dirk grunted, the grunt that meant he was onto something but willing to keep it a secret—for now. 

By the end of the first game, his dad’s cheeks had drained to a sickly pallor reserved for dead fish. He hadn’t touched his can of Ensure, but he had settled deeper into his chair and closed his eyes. 

Jonas was three years old again, wanting but unable to help with adult problems—offering a cookie when surgery was needed. “You want me to stay?”  

No, his dad mouthed. He’d turned into a human pincushion with IVs in his hand and his port, more track marks than a heroin addict, and thinner than a coked-up model. 

“Drink something to keep up your strength.” He squeezed his dad’s hand. “I’ll be back in two hours.” 

At home, Jonas opened his laptop on his mom’s late-1800s sewing table—an anniversary present from his dad. He forwarded unread emails from his ex-wife’s lawyer to his lawyer. His cell pinged with text messages from Lucas and Eric. Lucas had a cold and had to stay away until he’d recovered. Eric’s wife was giving a presentation tonight, and he had dad duty. Both wanted to catch up this weekend. 

Jonas returned to the hospital to pick up his dad, helped him to his bedroom, and placed a bucket by the bed. 

“Who is she?” Dirk’s frail frame sunk deep into the mattress like a drop of water on scorched earth.  

“Eh?” 

“I won the card game. Who is she?” 

“There’s no one, Dad.” 

“Then why are you smiling so much?” 

Jonas plastered on his best poker face that never won him hands and remained silent. 

“Hmm.” Dirk drew in a long breath and rolled to his side. “I want to meet her once I can keep a meal down. I’ll barbecue some bratwurst. Corn on the cob. The whole works.” 

“Get some sleep, Dad.” 

Another series of mumbles, followed by light snoring. 

Jonas draped a blanket over him and went for a run. When the first five kilometres didn’t wear down the skittish energy pulsing in his bones, he added another five. He pumped his legs until his joints jarred and his lungs lost the ability to keep up with his body’s demand. Stitch in his side, pebble in his shoe, loose tee shirt now plastered against him, he slowed to a walk and gulped air.

A family of four cycled by. A toddler sat behind his father on a bicycle and waved at Jonas with chubby little fingers. Jonas waved back and was rewarded with a beaming gap-toothed smile. 

An expansive field of freshly cut grass paralleled a baseball diamond. 

A bat cracked, followed by some encouraging shouts from a woman. He moved closer. The woman from the bar. Miranda, practising with her team. 

Breath still short, heart still pumping, muscles still burning and begging for him to stop moving, Jonas strode to the fence that ringed the diamond. 

Miranda wore her cap backwards and had an intensity that could have made a Bay Street investor pour ten million dollars into her idea. Her loose shirt hung nicely over her chest and her baseball pants clung even better to her well-shaped ass. 

“Great hit, Dayana.” She applauded and stepped up to the plate. The pitcher flung the ball. Miranda bunted and ran to first, then looped around to the dugout.

Her motions were well oiled and well honed, an Olympic-calibre athlete who had chosen another direction in life. 

Stop staring at her. She’ll think you’re some pervert like that drunk at the bar. He turned his back to the diamond and strolled towards a patch of grass by the parking lot to stretch. 

“Jonas?” She jogged up to the fence near him. 

He struggled to find the balance between not too eager and thrilled I found you and turned to her. “Miranda?” 

“What are you doing here?” Locks of caramel-coloured hair plastered her neck, whisky-coloured eyes locked on his. She was a sweet package that packed a kick. 

“I was out on a run and saw you.” He tugged on his damp tee shirt. “I saw you but didn’t want to interrupt your practice or creep you out or...” How am I going to end this sentence without sounding like a total pervert? “I saw your butt.” 

There weren’t enough nails in the Home Hardware to nail his mouth shut. 

“What?” 

“I saw your bunt. It was pretty good.” 

“Ah.” The curve on her lips was halfway between mischievous and uncertain. “How can improve it?” 

Her ass? No. There was no earthly way to improve it. Perfection. “You shifted your hands a bit early. And if you don’t hit the bunt on the first pitch, the pitcher will know for the second.” 

“You know about softball.” 

“Enough to know the difference between softball and baseball.”  

She flashed a smile, then held her bat over her head and bent sideways at the waist, stretching. 

The curve of her hip stuck out, drawing his full attention. Enough curves to make her deliciously feminine, a few more pounds to ensure she didn’t poke a lover’s eye out when cuddling, and a complete lack of self-awareness of how his body was reacting to her. 

He watched her, stretching one second into four, before looking away and finding a random spot to stare at. 

A woman breastfeeding a baby on the bench.

Shit. 

He jerked his head away and coiled his fingers along the chain-link fence, the metal mesh suddenly the most mesmerising thing he’d ever seen.  

If he asked nicely, would Miranda  please go out with him? Dinner, movie, sweat up the sheets after. He’d bring the condoms. He rummaged through his thoughts for something to talk about, tossing out topics that lead to exes, and humiliation, and horrible television shows. “Know anyone hiring salespeople?” 

She put the bat between her knees and stretched her shoulders. “You’re in sales?” 

“Yeah. I’ll even work on commission.” He drummed up his courage to speak the words, but he couldn’t hide the slight wobble in his voice. He angled his body away from her, staring off at some distant point until his vision pinholed into blackness. He could work commission sales again for a careless employer who only saw numbers and not solutions if he swallowed bile for breakfast, shit for lunch, and had a liquid eighty-proof dinner. 

“But not selling cars,” he said. “No one under thirty buys cars anymore, and they’re a growing demographic. They Uber or rent ride shares or take public transit.” 

Miranda laughed—something between ain’t that the truth and you’ve got to be kidding. “I’m a loans officer for a car dealership.” 

“I’m ... I didn’t mean to offend.” 

“No, you’re right. Car sales have gone down lately and so have the number of salespeople.” She leaned forwards and stretched her hamstrings. “Even if I knew someone who was hiring, I wouldn’t recommend you.” 

Toronto nearly killed him. Kingston was well on the way to finishing the job. 

A surprised choking noise came from his mouth. “You mind telling me why not—”

“Your heart’s not in it.”

“My heart? After selling cars, I worked for a tech company. I’ve landed million-dollar sales that started with a cold call.” 

She rolled her shoulders forwards and backwards. “There are some manufacturing companies hiring right now.” 

“Got any ways in?” 

“Yeah, but like I said—” 

“I’m really good at sales. And I have a lot of experience selling software. Once I even convinced a multi-billion-dollar company they needed our software to automate their coffee machines.” 

“Seriously?” 

“One of our programmers designed an app to monitor how much coffee was left in the pot and send out reminders to personnel to start another pot.” 

“And you sold it?” 

“No one wants to be around grumpy coworkers who haven’t had enough caffeine.” 

“That’s true,” she said. 

“Does that mean you’ll put in a word for me?” 

“No.” 

He cleared his throat. “Uh ... I ... uh, I understand.” He used the same voice when he finished a million-dollar software package presentation to a customer who had already purchased from a rival company. Friendly and polite. Thanks for the opportunity. We’ll win the next bid. 

There wasn’t enough wind left in him to chase after the pieces of ego. “I’ll let you get on with your evening. I’ll see you around the pub.” He turned and strode away. 

She ran through an opening in the fence and jogged up to him. The wind carried her scent of cucumber and sweat. 

“I won’t recommend you because I really don’t think your heart’s in it. If you could see how depressed you looked at asking for a job in sales. It’s heartbreaking.” 

He lifted his chin. “What makes you so sure I don’t want a job in sales?” 

“This frown.” She ran a finger along a groove between his brows. 

A tingling sensation, at first cool, then warm, rippled through him from the spot she brushed between his eyebrows, stopping in his chest to rattle his heart—then going further to harden his shaft. 

She was staring into his eyes. “Every time you mention the word ‘sales,’ you tense up like you have a stomachache.”  

“I know sales. In fact, I’m very good—”  

“But it’s not what you love.” 

“It’s what pays the bills.” 

Steadying herself on the fence, she stretched her quads. “If you didn’t have bills to pay?” 

“There are always bills to pay.” 

She placed her hand on his forearm, a gentle touch like the caress of a night’s breeze on bare skin. “What do you really want?” 

His father in good health, his life back together, and her naked next to him in bed, watching a game on a tablet.

“To open a sporting goods store.” Where did that come from? He hadn’t thought about that since before he married, when he still had the drive to go for his dreams. Except, the ex had bled him of hope, money, and confidence. 

He speared his fingers through his damp hair. 

“What’s stopping you?” 

Everything. He’d never started a business. His credit rating was shot now that his ex-wife had pilfered everything. He needed to concentrate on helping his father recover. Or spend as much time as possible with his dad before—

He shook his head. “Sales is what I know.” 

“All businesses need sales.” She ran her fingers through her hair, arranging it into a messy, sexy bun. “Apply what you know. From the sounds of it, you’ve got the skills.”

“I’ll think about it.” 

“I hope you do. I’d better go. Early start tomorrow.” She collected her duffel bag and headed towards the parking lot.  

“Can I get your number?” 

She looked over her shoulder. Her smile a cross between no way and try harder. “Need a new car?” 

“I need someone like you.” His pulse shot high enough to knock loose the control over his tongue. “To watch the Leafs game with me tomorrow.” He removed his phone from his armband and handed it to her. 

She typed in her number. “I’ll meet you at the Hammer and Anvil at seven.”
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Chapter 4 
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Miranda finished her reports for the day. She couldn’t remember the last time a loan applicant had a semi-decent credit rating. Was it before the Global Financial Crisis or after? Perhaps before the pandemic?  

Oh. No. That wasn’t it. It was before the housing crisis. 

A coworker knocked on the frame of Miranda’s office door. “Want to grab a bite to eat?” Estella Graham belonged on the cover of a magazine with her long locks twisted into small braids and swept into a perfect updo. Three times in the past seven years, her photo had been framed and hung on the wall as the bestselling salesperson for all car brands in Ontario.

“Can’t tonight. Next week?” 

“Sure, so long as it’s Mexican.” Estella glided to the chair across from Miranda. “You’ve got that look about you. What’s wrong?” 

“Numbers are down.” 

Miranda minimised an email with a job posting for regional loans manager. Something pricked her side and deflated her enthusiasm for work. 

“That’s it?”

Miranda half-smiled. “Well, my team’s losing.” 

“The Leafs always lose.” 

“That’s true, but I meant my softball team. We’re stuck in a rut. It’s depressing.” 

Estella shrugged. She wanted to be supportive but didn’t know a thing about sports. “You’ll come up with something.” 

The commute to Miranda’s simple two-bedroom bungalow was short. Walkable, really, but it had rained that morning. 

Miranda’s sister’s name flashed on her cell phone screen. “Hey, Carmen. How are things?” 

“Did you see Grayson’s drawing on Facebook?” 

Miranda turned on her computer and logged onto her work email. “Haven’t had the chance. We should get together for dinner. I’ll make a casserole. Give you a break from cooking and cleaning up.” 

“Going to your place sets off my allergies, and I’ve had a headache for days.” 

This. Again. One time, three years ago, Carmen sneezed four times in the space of sixty seconds. Since then, Carmen treated Miranda’s house like ground zero for the pneumonic plague. 

“Your hormones were out of whack because you were pregnant,” Miranda said. 

“I couldn’t stop sneezing. I had to go to the hospital.” 

“You sneezed a few times over the course of a minute, and the ER doctor said nothing was wrong.” 

“Still. It’s dusty over there, and I’m not exposing Grayson or Ruby to that. Hire a cleaner or have Mom come over to hose the place down.” 

Carmen’s words raked her every nerve. “Mom came by last week for dinner and didn’t comment on my place.” 

“It’s because she was dying inside. Too mortified to speak.” 

Ignoring Carmen’s barbed words, she opened the email with the job posting—twenty-five thousand dollars more a year, an extra week’s vacation, and a leadership role. The catapult she needed right now in her life—a boost to her ego, her bank account, and a light-year away from her ex. 

“Besides,” Carmen said, “you’re not used to cooking for so many people.” 

Miranda drew in a sharp dust-free breath that clogged her lungs with anger. “I’ll bring the casserole to you.” She hung up. She stared at her phone, expecting Carmen to call back and give her what-for, but the screen remained dark. 

Small victories. 

Her phone pinged three times in ten seconds. Logan. She frowned. Her ex had pinged her with three events. A 1950s-themed dance fundraiser for a children’s charity, a tour of local microbreweries, and a comedy festival. 

Chewing back every curse word she knew, she swiped away his messages. The man had refused to do anything along her interests while they were married, and now he was scavenging the ends of the Earth for anything remotely linked to good music, good times, and her heart. 

Standing in her bra and underwear, she stared at her closet. The heels, dress trousers, and silk blouse she wore to work wouldn’t cut it to watch a hockey game at a sports bar. She didn’t own a Leafs jersey or any other jersey—other than a few from her softball team. This wasn’t a date with Jonas. There were no strings attached, no labels on their relationship, and she’d never been into hookups. 

A pair of jeans, a white-and-navy-striped boat-neck shirt, and sandals. Average. So average, she could blend into the wood panelling of the pub. Clean, fun, but not sexy, not dowdy. 

Average. Like everything else in her life.

She strolled to the Hammer and Anvil. The parking lot was almost full. The smells of beer, pizza, hot wings, and excitement filled the evening air. 

Jonas wasn’t at the bar or in a booth. The clock on the wall said ten minutes past. This wasn’t a date, but somehow, she’d been stood up. 

Great. Can’t even watch a game with a guy. 

She deflated like the Goodyear blimp losing air. So much for passing the time with a cute guy. She perched on a barstool at the far end of the bar under a television and ordered a beer and honey garlic chicken wings. 

The televisions were muted with closed captioning. Clad in expensive suits, sports announcers made enthusiastic hand gestures to stress the points they were making.  

“There you are.” He wore a Leafs jersey that hung from his square shoulders, but it was the sincerity in his chocolate-brown eyes that grabbed her heart. “I had to make a run to the pharmacy to get my dad’s meds. Hope you haven’t been here long.” He motioned for two more beers, then opened the menu. “What’s the score?” 

Between them? He was up one. “The puck’s just dropped. Leafs iced, and it went to commercial.” 

“It’s the playoffs. They’ll run a commercial every chance they get.” 

“Means we’ll be here until ten.” A lovely sensation caressed her.  

“Did you watch the Sabres-Devils series?” The line of his round jaw wasn’t as chiselled as some of the other men she’d dated. Medium build with a little more around the belly, he exercised but not to the point of looking like a spray-tanned gym rat. He looked normal and comfortable to fall asleep on while watching a movie. 

She tipped her beer towards the screen. “Hašek versus Brodeur. Hard to forget games that had seventy saves and went into quadruple overtime.”

“I fell asleep during a math exam because of that series.” 

“Yeah, that series was wild. Six overtime games.”  

“Don’t wait for me.” He gestured at her food. “Your wings are getting cold.” His jaw was clean shaven, not quite baby-smooth, but smooth enough to dare her finger to trace his jawline. 

A Leafs defenseman was sent to the penalty box. Two minutes for roughing. Groans and jeers and more than a few swear words swirled around Miranda. 

A server brought Jonas a large chicken salad and beer. 

Miranda opened a wet towelette. “You make up your mind?” 

“Hmm?”

“About opening your business.” 

“It’s just a dream. I don’t have the money to start a company.” 

“That’s why there are loans.” She pumped her fist in the air when the Leafs scored shorthanded. 

Jonas clapped and raised his beer in salute to the screen. 

Her barstool trembled from the vibrations of the floorboards as dozens of patrons jumped to their feet. The pubgoers settled after the goal was announced. 

Jonas sipped his old-man beer. “I’ve got enough on my plate without opening a store.” His shoulders rolled forwards. He was the picture of despair. 

“Starting a sporting goods store isn’t your dream, then.” She hadn’t just stepped on a nerve—she’d jackhammered it. 

He set his beer down. “Owning a sports store has been my dream since I was a kid. I had it all planned out. I’d play hockey and make it to the NHL. After winning a few cups with one team, I’d get traded to another to see if I could win the cups over again.” He looked up at the screen, a man bent but not broken. “But I wasn’t fast enough. Busted my knee in university. I can still play, but I never fully recovered.” 

She swivelled her stool towards him and placed a hand over his. “Maybe you didn’t play in the NHL, but it doesn’t mean you have to give up on all your dreams.”

His features softened, showing part regret, part diminished hope. “We’re here to talk sports.” 

A man talking sports with her as an equal—let her roll around in that fuzzy feeling a little while longer. 

End of the first period and the game was tied one-one. Patrons crowded around the restrooms, then shuffled to the bar to order more rounds and exchange coaching suggestions with strangers. Nervousness coupled with beer and sweat filled the air. 

She ordered another round, and they watched the second period. She commented on how the Leafs’ power play was disorganised, and he noted that the fourth line needed to come out more often to protect the star players. The third period ended in a tie. Overtime it was, and he ordered another round of beers. 

Five minutes into overtime, and the Leafs scored. Miranda jumped off her barstool and cheered. Jonas rose to his feet and applauded and pulled her into a hug. 

Brief, but long enough to feel the solid shoulders. She breathed him in. Solid and stable and musky. His arms wrapped around her, and for a glorious moment, she nuzzled against him. 

Nuzzled. Crap. This wasn’t a date. She broke away from the hug like she had leprosy. 

His features flashed hurt, which was replaced by hunger. His brown eyes barricaded emotions. 

The lights over the bar cycled the blue and white of the Toronto Maple Leafs, casting shadows over his indecipherable features. Hoots and woots rattled off the ceiling as dozens of people voiced their appreciation. In the euphoria of the cheer, they stared at one another, unspoken words in their eyes. 

She ignored the warm sensation deep in her core and sunk back to her barstool.

This wasn’t a date. He wasn’t hers. She wasn’t his. The Leafs would never win a Stanley Cup. 

So was the order of life.  

The sea of blue-and-white jerseys parted. A standing-room-only bar turned into a bar populated with a few regular patrons. The air still hummed with the victory.

She made her way to the restrooms. 

A guy in a black tee shirt stood in the hallway. The shirt fabric stretched over his muscular chest like a layer of skin. With a colourful dragon tattoo on one forearm and a skull tattoo on the other and locks of ginger hair that went to his shoulders, the man was the poster of an outlaw biker.  

His gaze swept over her, appraising her, measuring the size of her breasts, the circumference of her waist, the length of her thigh, and settled back on the swell of her perfect 36CC breasts. His feral grin turned rabid. “Go out back for a taste?” 

“Fuck off.” She brushed past him, saw to her needs, and stomped back to the bar. She stepped up to her stool and flopped onto it. 

Jonas turned towards her and away from the Orwellian television screens above the bar. His full attention landed on her, and it was sensational. All trumpets blaring, let the three-horse chariot do a victory lap and march out the legions in full dress. Sensational. 

“What changed?” he asked.  

Other than her breath, pulse, and the fact that some very private part of her was now damp. “What do you mean?” 

“You walked away happy and came back pissed off.” 

She slammed her half-empty beer glass on the table. “I’m not pissed off.” 

He shot her a beg-to-differ look. A touch of light blond contoured the curves of his eyebrows. Pale blond against chocolate eyes. A dash of milk swirling in coffee. 

Respectful. And delicious. 

She cupped her pint, the golden depths of her half-finished beer offering neither answers nor visions of a future. “Do I give off strange airs?”

“What?” 

“Like strange vibes perverts pick up on to hit on me.” 

“Someone bothering you?” His slid one leg from the footrest onto the floor and turned to face the bar. “Who?” 

“It’s not important.” 

“Some jackass creeped you out. Is it the same guy from the other night?” 

“Are you going to beat him up?” she asked, half-teasing. 

He winked. “I’m first line, not fourth. If you want something quick and dirty, go to the fourth line. If you’re looking for skill and finesse, it’s always the first line.” 

She half-slid from her barstool and caught herself on the bar.  

He steadied her. “You all right?” 

Damn, his hands on her waist felt good. His hand cupping her breast would feel better. His hand stroking her thigh would feel divine. “I’m fine.” She downed the last of her beer. “You need to come up with a plan.”

“I already have one. I’m going to buy the creep a beer and a plate of fries and conduct an in-depth analysis of the Leafs game.”

“What?”

“Distract him. Buy enough time for you to egg his car.” 

She laughed. “That’s real mature. Seems the risks are uneven.”

“How’s that?”

“You get drunk, and I’m the one going to jail.” 

He held out his hand, pinky finger raised. “I promise. We go down together.” 

“Everyone knows a pinky swear is legally binding.” 

“It’s enshrined in constitutional law.” He moved his hand closer to her. 

She hooked her pinky into his. “There you go. It’s official. If I go down, you go down too.” 

A combination of desire and mischievousness flashed across Jonas’s face. “I go down first.”

Her body thrummed. She held onto his pinky for a second longer before slipping her finger out of his. She ran her tongue along her bottom lip, wanting to savour his lips but only tasting beer and honey garlic chicken wings. 

“I meant, you need a plan to open your sporting goods store.” 

He dragged his fingers through his hair. “I’m not sure—”

“Seven o’clock next Tuesday, meet me here with a plan.” 
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Chapter 5 
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Jonas leaned against the kitchen counter and folded his arms across his chest. The conversation had gone so far off course that the light from the original destination would take one million years to reach him. 

Dirk’s face flushed an unhealthy combination of pink, green, and grey. “I’m not doing it.” Dirk’s stubborn chin stuck out like a five-year-old fighting a battle against bedtime—a less defeated man didn’t exist on the planet. “You’re not letting some stranger into my house to stick her nose into my business.” 

“He’s a registered nurse practitioner.” 

“You’re here. You’re making sure I eat.” A four-hour session of chemo today, and his dad looked like he had been put through every medieval torture device invented. Everything was discoloured, his cheeks, the skin around the chemo port. His hair had lost its shine. Even his brown eyes seemed sicklier, dull and withdrawn. 

“It’s not just about the food, Dad.” 

“Then what?” 

“It’s to make sure you get proper help with your meds, emotional support, with your exercise.” 

“I exercise.” 

Jonas drew in a long breath, the same kind of long breath his dad used to draw in when Jonas asked to borrow the car when a day prior he’d brought home a report card of Cs and Bs. “Going from the kitchen to the living room isn’t exercise.” 

Dirk placed his fist on the table with a gentle tap, a struggling-to-hold-on tap. “I go fishing with Eric and his kids on Saturdays and walks in the park with Lucas and his kids twice a week.” 

“But you need to walk daily. You don’t want to go around the block with me. Fresh air’s important. You can’t sit and watch television all day. It’s not healthy.” 

Dirk’s pleading eyes met his, the kind of if-you-buy-me-this-in-July-it-will-be-my-Christmas-present plea. “If I walk with you, will you get rid of this nurse?” 

“I’m looking for new opportunities and I need to do some deep thinking.” 

“What does that mean?” 

Hell if he knew. “I’m applying for jobs and exploring other things.” 

Dirk grunted, the patented Becker grunt that meant everything and nothing all at once. 

Jonas removed the jar of coffee from the cupboard. “Eight hours a week. The nurse will come by and help with your care.” 

“I can wipe my own ass.” 

He poured a glass of Pedialyte, placed it in front of his dad, and sat. “We want to make sure you’re getting the best help possible.” 

“I’m fine.”

“You’re losing too much weight.” 

Dirk finished his drink. “That’s what chemo does.” His eyes were less sunken but held the same two-lifetimes-with-no-sleep exhaustion. “What new opportunities are you looking for?” 

“I’m ... I’m thinking about starting a business.” 

Dirk sat straighter, prouder, father with a capital F, and a father-of-the-year award flashing with white Christmas lights around his neck. “About time. I didn’t pay for your kinesiology degree for you to sell cars. Sports was always your passion, not computers.”

“I know.” 

“What’s kept you from going after it?” 

Busted knee. Busted marriage. Busted life. “Timing was never right.” 

“That’s bullshit. Mom wanted you to go for it. We would have given you a loan.” 

Regret, sorrow, and whatever depressing emotion came after flooded him at the realisation that Mom would never see his opening day. Not the ribbon cutting. Not the framing of his business licence. Not the framing of his first dollar earned. “She did, didn’t she?” He crossed the kitchen to put the kettle on. “Soup?” 

“It’s about the only thing I can keep down.” 

“Chicken or tomato?” 

“Tomato.” 

Jonas poured a can of tomato soup into the pan and mixed in water. “It’s why I need a nurse to come over a few hours a week.” 

“You got a location for this store?” 

“I don’t know yet. I have to see some places, line up financing, suppliers, and a thousand other things that go into a business.” 

“You really are going for it.” The first hint of hope in his dad’s voice since Jonas had come back. “I still have some money aside for it.” 

Jonas stopped stirring the soup and turned to his father. Lump lodged in his chest, his lips twisted into a surprised grin. 

“It’s been twenty years, Jo. Why now?” 

Miranda. Her trust, her hope, her call of bullshit when he said he wanted to work in sales. “It’s time.” 

He served his dad his soup and crackers and bread with salted butter and refilled his glass of Pedialyte. 

“She can’t touch your mother’s things.” 

Jonas sighed. “He won’t snoop. He’s a trained professional whose entire purpose is to help you recover.” 

Dirk crumbled crackers in his soup. “Which professional helped you recover?” 

A car loan manager. “What do you mean?” he asked, trying but failing to sound casual. 

“I mean you’ve had twenty years to start your company. Why now?” 

The look in Miranda’s eyes when she said she’d help him with his business wasn’t breathtaking. It was a hold-them-up-at-gun-point-and-run-away-to-Vegas-for-a-shotgun-wedding type of breath. 

“It’s time for a new start,” Jonas said. Jonas was seven again, and there was nothing more that he wanted than his dad’s pat on the back. A pat on the back after winning a hockey game. A pat on the back for sticking up to for a friend who’d been bullied. A pat on the back for not taking shit from his older brothers. 

Well, thirty years later, he had received the Ultimate Pat on the Back. 
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Jonas elbowed his way past a group of Leafs fans and walked around the bar looking for Miranda but didn’t spot her.

The server walked by holding a pitcher and two mugs. “She’s in booth four.” 

“Pardon?” 

The waiter lifted his chin towards the far end of the bar. “The woman you were here with last week, she’s got the best booth with the best view of the big screen.” 

Happy, almost ecstatic, but not quite over the moon, Jonas collected his business plan and followed the waiter to the back of the pub. The waiter placed a pitcher next to Miranda’s and took their dinner orders.

Miranda’s eyes sparkled like freshly zambonied ice, clear and bright and polished to a diamond’s perfection. Her short-sleeved blouse was the colour of Leafs blue and showed off her toned arms. Her hair tumbled over her shoulders in a cascade of caramel, copper, and amber.

Sugar high on her sweet scent, intoxicated on the whisky in her eyes, every part of him swirled in a fuzzy, lazy Sunday morning haze. 

Patrons found seats and craned their necks towards the screens. Nervous excitement turned into nervous quiet when the puck dropped. 

They watched the first period, cheered when the Leafs scored and complained when the referees missed blatant infractions, and swatted the air in disgust at a poor call. They hardly noticed when the waiter returned with her steak and fries and his grilled fish with an extra serving of salad.

During the first intermission, Miranda scanned through the business plan. “Are you serious about opening the business?”

“Absolutely.” 

“Why is this incomplete?” 

He peered over to see which page of his two-page plan she had stopped reading, not risking a glance down her shirt. Never would he do such a thing. Well, not for more than a split second. 

“There’s nothing here about why you chose this location.” 

“I chose the cheapest one.” 

Miranda poured them another round, this one Labatt 50. “Cheapest isn’t always best. Whenever I see a loan application come in for the cheapest car on the lot, I dig deeper.” 

“You think the business plan is crap. Message received.” 

Well, screw this. He was thirty-eight years old and fed up with someone telling him what to do. He reached for his wallet and scooped out twice the amount of bills needed to pay for the tab and made to leave the booth.

“What are you doing?” She slid out of the booth and eased him back on his side of the bench. “That’s not what I’m saying.” Nose to nose, they looked at each other. A dozen feelings danced in her eyes, and a million more were conveyed through her touch. 

Her hand lingered on his chest a moment longer before she let her arms drop. “I’m saying, it needs a little revision and polish.” 

Damn, if that touch didn’t take every exhausted nerve in him and weave them back together into something strong, smooth, and alive. He reached for her, his fingers finding hers. He brought her hand to his chest, his fingers over her wrist. Running small circles on her hands, he learned her, tracing his thumb over the peaks of her knuckle and the valleys between her fingers. 

She stumbled back as though someone had hip-checked her into the boards, pulling her hand with her. 

He reached for her, but she was already back on her side of the booth, the wooden expanse of the table between them, the empty plates a shallow mountain range dividing them. 

Lurching within that awkward place between stranger, friend, and future lover, he faced her. 

She flipped through the pages. “I’m just saying, if you have to pay a few thousand more in rent to gain five or ten times more customers, it’s a justifiable expense. The bank won’t shy away from putting up the money.” She looked up at him. “What’s the real location you want?” 

“There’s a place that’s opened up at Cataraqui Complex.” His words were dry, like sandpaper, a Dirki without vermouth, a dozen unbuttered crackers. 

She wrote a few notes in the margin. “You mean the large shopping complex that has thousands of people visit every day?” 

“That one.” 

“Why are you settling on a secondhand hatchback when you have a luxury sedan? You’ll need to advertise, sure. But, if you can get in there, you’ll have so much more foot traffic.” 

“It’s riskier.” 

“Business is risk. You need to embrace it.” 

His past checked him into the boards and broke him, broke the boards, and broke the first row of fans in the stands. He stared at his beer. 

“What is it?” Her voice was soft. 

Old wounds throbbed, burst through the thin tissue that pretended to have healed them. He ran his hand along his knee, rubbing at the clicking bits that no longer had cartilage. “I lost everything, twice.”  

“Your knee?” 

He nodded, a short nod, the same kind of nod his dad had when he said he had cancer. “Busted it when I took a chance to go on a breakaway for a game-winning goal. Joe Davies tripped me up, and I slid skate first into the boards. Tore the cartilage right out.” 

“I’m sorry.” 

“I can still skate on good days, but—” The rest of the sentence was too painful. A farfetched dream to play in the NHL, but he was good enough to play collegiate, maybe even the Swedish Hockey League. Certainly, he was good enough to play in something more than beer league after work on Thursdays. 

Before his knee. His busted, clickety-click knee.  

“And the second risk?” 

Soreness settled in the scar tissue of his heart. “Took a chance marrying. I thought I’d won the jackpot but ... she only saw me as her piggy bank. Bled me dry for years.” 

A round of groans and boos interrupted them. The second period had begun with the Bruins scoring against the Leafs. 

Great. Losing the game on both fronts. 

Miranda swatted the air in the universal motion of a disgruntled Leafs fan. “They’re not defending the goalie.” 

“They’re afraid.” 

Miranda caught his eye, confused for a moment before returning her attention to the game. The lights bathed her features in a glow, drawing out the fierceness in her eyes and softening that irresistible earlobe he was dying to nibble. 

He cleared his throat, not that it banished the need to taste her skin. “They’re afraid of failing, so they risk everything and nothing at the same time.” 

Her eyes met his, and nothing else in the world existed. Not the Leafs fans, not the sportscasters, not the children being read bedtime stories. Only Miranda, within the soft blue-and-white glow of the lights, and this unending pull towards her. 

“I have to risk more to win.” 

She clinked her glass against his and drew a sip. “That’s right. The rent on that property is higher, but you’ll be better off for it.” 

He nodded, a slow nod that ground away more rust from his mind. Two periods of hockey played, and he hadn’t asked about her or her week. He gave his head a shake. Selfish ass.

The goal buzzer sounded, but he didn’t look at the screen. He focused on the best view in the house. Cheeks curved in a smile worthy of hockey players hoisting the Stanley Cup, Miranda cheered.

“Miranda?” 

“Hmm?” 

“How was your week?” He should have texted her. Checked up on her. Sent her a stupid GIF or some corny joke from his nieces and nephews, some tether of contact between them to indicate he wanted more from their conversations than sports banter and a business plan and a peek at the best bum ever.

“My week?” she repeated. “It was fine.” 

Fine. That word on a woman’s mouth was somewhere between fucked and fuck off. “And?” 

“And? It was a week.” She poured them another round of beer and gave her head a little shake, a movement that shied away from this—from them, the game of are-we-or-aren’t-we between them. Stuck, sticky, but not together. 

He was staring at her. 

“What?”

“I just want to know you a little better.” 

Her smiled widened. “Well, Mondays, I review sales and then have softball practice. I jog on Tuesdays. Wednesdays, I review outstanding loans. Thursdays, my sister calls to complain about her husband’s bowling league. Fridays, I have dinner with friends. Saturdays, I have softball in the morning and errands in the afternoon. Sundays, I chill.”

“Ah. I see the problem. You have too many healthy habits.” 

She raised an eyebrow.  

“You need a few more nights in the bar watching games...” 

“We’re here to focus on building your business, remember?” 

And with that, the space between them shook and trembled, widening until it engulfed him. Alone.  

Game over between them, and half an hour later, the Leafs lost. The series was now tied. 

And their relationship was tied, stuck between friends and more than friends. 

Patrons fled the bar like they all had to rush home to put out a grease fire. 

Miranda pulled forty dollars from her purse and placed it on the table. “Good luck with the business proposal. Let me know how it goes.” Without giving him a chance to respond, she shuffled out of the booth and joined the stream of dejected supporters out of the door. 

His mouth hung open with the unspoken words still heavy on his tongue. 

He should have said more. He should have taken the risk. 
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Chapter 6 
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Miranda stood near the bench at the community ball diamond and scrolled through her text messages. One was from Carmen with a note and a link to a better chicken casserole. Miranda should hand Carmen a meat cleaver, make it a clean kill instead of one by a thousand festering cuts.  

Damn if her hands didn’t tingle at the memory of her fingers spread across Jonas’s chest. She’d all but thrown herself at him at the pub, and all she got was a pity hand rub. 

Pathetic. 

She slipped her phone into her duffel bag next to the bench in the dugout and looked out at the field. “Come on! One base at a time. One run at a time.” 

Behind her, Hildie was fussing, and Miranda kicked into full best-aunt-ever mode. In one scoop, she secured Hildie on her shoulder and patted small circles in her back, pacing the bench in a steady rhythm. 

Vicky swung. The ball pinged off the aluminium bat and soared down the left-field line. Unchallenged, Vicky made it to second base. 

Miranda paced behind the bench. “Momentum! Excellent work.” 

Coach Tao brushed her brow, removed her cap, and touched her elbow—the signal for Vicky to steal third. The Rainbow Trout’s pitcher wound up, released the ball towards home plate, and Vicky charged, sliding into third. Safe. 

Miranda cheered, and Hildie cooed. 

The Barracudas were only three runs down, and it was the bottom of the fifth with none out. Three full innings to catch up.

Amelia flied to right field, batting Vicky in for a run. 

“Two more runs.” Miranda swayed from side to side, Hildie snug in her arms. “Two more runs. Two more runs.” She handed Hildie to Amelia and strode to home plate. 

With a runner on second, there was no need to swing for the fences; just advance the runner and gain a base. Her bat connected with the ball. A line drive to left field, and she ran to first base. Foot on the base to keep safe, she clapped as Dayana crossed home. 

Logan’s black Cadillac SUV turned into the parking lot. With its polished rims and tinted windows, the SUV resembled something a 1980s Miami drug dealer would drive in a movie. 

The small muscles at the base of Miranda’s neck bunched. She hadn’t even seen Logan, and her body was already bracing for a fight.  

“Run!” Dayana shouted from the bench.

Foot still on first base, Miranda snapped out of her daze. “What?” She startled and headed for second. 

The Rainbow Trout’s right fielder threw the ball to the second baseman and tagged Miranda out, then threw the ball to first base.  

Fuck. 

Double play. 

Double fuck. 

Susanne struck out. 

End of inning. 

Miranda dragged her feet back to the bench in a softball player’s walk of shame. Less hide-me-from-the-public-so-I-can-cry, more where’s-an-IV-I-can-hook-up-to-a-bottle-of-Jack. 

“I’m so sorry,” she said to her teammates. “I was distracted by...” She waved in the general direction of the parking lot. 

Amelia offered a sympathetic look, but the other women jogged towards the outfield, each sporting a more frustrated frown than the next. 

Ouch. 

Logan swaggered to the edge of the diamond and propped his elbows on the fence. 

Miranda turned her back and paced onto the field. If she didn’t see him, he didn’t exist. 

She caught a grounder, threw to second, and got a Rainbow Trout runner out. 

In the sixth inning, the Barracudas sent three batters up, and three batters ground out. 

End of the top of the seventh inning. The Barracudas jogged towards their bench. They needed three runs. Two to tie, a third to win. 

Miranda could feel Logan’s eyes on her but refused to meet the of son of a bitch’s blistering stare. “Coach, we need to be bold.” 

“I’m listening.” 

Miranda leaned in and whispered, “We need a runner on and steal every base. Even home if we need to.” 

“Steal home? You’ve been watching movies again.” 

“Bold. They’ll never expect it.” 

“Get on base. I’ll see how the play goes.” 

Her turn at bat, Miranda strutted to home plate. The Rainbow Trout’s pitcher hurled a juicy ball right down the middle of home plate and Miranda swung. Line drive to left field. She didn’t pull it enough to hook the third-base line but managed to reach first. 

A hit from Marie-France, and Miranda advanced to second base. Another hit by Amelia, and Miranda stood on third base. The wind changed direction, and she caught a whiff of Logan’s overpowering cologne. Cockiness and eau de asshole. 

Jonas jogged along the road, then turned towards the ball diamond. Drenched in sweat and captivated by the game, he stood fixated like it was the Leafs playing in the final game for the Stanley Cup. 

Miranda gave him a smile.

He waved back. “Eighty-eighth World Series!” 

A slow, delicious tingle spread throughout Miranda. She grinned at him, then turned to the bench, calling for a sacrifice fly with a tap to her knee, a scuff of her toe, and the turning of her hat from forwards to backwards. 

Coach Tao looked at Miranda like she was shooting heroin. Miranda repeated the signal, and on the third attempt, Coach Tao nodded and relayed the signal. 

At the next pitch, Marie-France swung like she was hacking down a tree and Miranda charged for home. One run in, then a second. A sacrifice fly to tie the game. 

Vicky hit a single and batted in the game-winning run. 

The Barracudas streamed off the bench and celebrated on home plate. The first victory of the season, and it was glorious. New Year’s Eve fireworks, glorious. Holding a newborn for the first time, glorious. That sweet sensation of a first kiss with a two-year-long crush, glorious. Elation burst, and the Barracudas lined up to shake the hands of the Rainbow Trouts.  

Jonas applauded like he was on centre ice in the Stanley Cup final with millions of people tuned in. 

Angular features screwed together in a jealous scowl, Logan stared down Jonas like a bull facing a waving red cape—until his cell phone blared Pantera’s “Walk” and he turned away to answer it. 

Miranda’s teammates headed back to the bench to collect their gear, but Miranda loitered on the field. Behind home plate was a sexy man she’d met a couple of weeks earlier. Behind third base was an asshole she hoped never to see again. 

Past or present. 

Jonas had already turned towards the parking lot. 

Crap. Past it was.

She jogged up to Logan. “What do you want?” 

Logan ended his call. With baby-blue eyes that made Tom Cruise’s look dull, and a swagger that would have made Chris Hemsworth jealous, Logan was all male. “Haven’t heard from you in a while.”  

“We’re divorced. That’s how it’s supposed to work.” 

“Sent you some tickets.” 

She folded her arms across her chest. 

“You played well.” 

She let her arms fall to her sides, and the support for her girls fell. Less perky early twenties, more in-need-of-a-better-sports-bra midthirties. “Not that you have anything to compare it to.” 

“I’m trying.” 

She waved him off the way she would dust crumbs from a table and turned back to home plate. “Too late. Years too late.” 

“Miranda.” His voice had a forceful tone to it, the way one called back a disobedient dog. 

She jogged towards her friend, sports buddy, and maybe something else. “Hey.” 

Jonas looked over his shoulder. “I, uh, I didn’t mean to—” Jonas raised his gaze in the direction of Logan. 

“Don’t worry about him.” 

“You sure?” 

“Yeah, I’m sure.” 

But even as she said it, Logan stomped forwards, a silverback gorilla clad in designer labels, a full container of wax smeared in his hair. “Who the fuck is this?” 

Miranda spun around, ready to fight, bite, kick, strike, punch, poke, and gouge her way free to a new life. “The divorce is final, Logan. It’s been over a year.” 

“The papers aren’t signed.” 

“It’s because you won’t send them over.” 

Logan stabbed a finger past her, at Jonas who was standing behind looking slightly shocked. “You protecting him?”

She met Logan’s stare full on, unflinching, never more determined to knock a bully back onto his ass. “I’m stopping you from doing something stupid.” 

A shadow shifted in the corner of Miranda’s eye. 

Jonas. He stood next to her, shoulder to shoulder, not challenging her ability to rein in the situation but not abandoning her if things went sideways. The back of his hand grazed hers. Nothing possessive. A show that he was there. 

Jonas Becker. Team player. 

Logan Wilson. Asshole. 

The devil’s own anger shot through her. “Think of your career. It doesn’t look good when a first responder is the one beating people up.” 

Logan glowered at Jonas like a falcon stares down a mouse. 

Jonas raised his chin at the bully without a blink of the eye. Logan looked away first, and the corner of Jonas’s mouth kicked up with a that’s-right-back-down-you-son-of-a-bitch grin.  

Logan stepped back, regrouping, reeling, recognising the predicament he’d put himself in. “I need to talk to you.” 

Miranda shook her head. “There’s nothing left to say.” 

His gunmetal blue eyes shimmered. “We could be good again.”

Her knees weakened with the weight of years of laughter, fun, and adventures, Sunday mornings cuddling in bed, and Wednesday nights at the movies. 

“Our friends keep asking about you,” Logan said. 

“Your friends. We also did what they wanted to do.” 

“You like hiking, watching sports, going to the movies.” He reached for her, but she backed away.

“I also like Mexican food, spending time with my family, and going to concerts.”  

Logan raked his fingers through his military-cut hair. “Is this what it’s about? You want me to eat a taco? I’ll eat a fucking taco. You want to visit Carmen and her kids? I’ll visit them.” 

“How many times did you rush through the things I wanted to do to get back to your friends? How many times did you refer to my niece and nephew as brats?”  

“I miss you.” 

“Then you should have visited Carmen, stopped by my work for lunch, or come out with my friends once in a while.” 

Logan’s phone chirped, and he dug it out of his pocket and turned away from her. As usual. Nothing changed. A minute later he was heading to his SUV with the speed of an Olympic sprinter. Not even a goodbye. 

Fuck him. Double fuck him. No, grand slam fuck him. “I’m sorry,” she said to Jonas. 

“No need to be.”  

A moment stretched between them where no questions were asked, and no answers were required.

“My ex,” she said. 

“I gathered that.”

“He has a way of turning every victory into a defeat.” 

Jonas cocked his head towards the bench. “You played great. It’s the Barracudas’ first victory of the year, no?” 

Years of resentment unwound in her shoulders. Something else replaced the bitterness, not quite joy but certainly sweet and refreshing. “You remember our name?” The team was too poor to buy uniforms with their logos. 

“Shouldn’t I remember your team’s name?” 

A small balloon expanded in her chest, pushing out resentment and misery, filling the void with a deliciously ravishing feeling. “Yeah, it’s our first. Thanks for the tip— eighty-eighth World Series. That was brilliant! How’d you know I’d get it?” 

“You know your baseball. I took a chance.” 

She stood a little prouder. Respect never felt so good. 

“I still have four klicks to go,” Jonas said. “Walk and talk?” 

“Sure, let me get my gear.” She trotted back to the diamond, congratulated her remaining teammates, and loaded up her car. 

“You all right?” 

She waved in the direction where Logan’s SUV was parked earlier. “He does this. Shows up every few weeks whenever he’s bored, wreaks havoc and leaves.” 

“Is he ever violent?” 

“No, just an ass. A big-time, capital-A ass.” 

They cut across the park through a thicket of trees. The path was well maintained, but with the fading light of day, it was horror-movie dark with elongated shadows, spindly trees, and an indistinct crunch under her feet. A bird chirped a sorrowful song. A small creature scurried along the trail. A twig snapped. A shiver rocked her sweaty skin, and she walked a little closer to Jonas. 

He spread his fingers across her lower back, a graze, a light skim, but not a full touch. “He’s gone. There’s no need to be afraid.” 

“Logan won’t hurt me.” 

“But will he hurt me?” A hint of humour infused his words. Through the dim forest, he was a Cheshire cat, a luminescent smile against a darkened backdrop. 

She bumped her arm against him. Tingles rode her nerves from the tips of her toes to her lips. “No. He wouldn’t. He can’t risk losing his EMT licence.” 

“He’s a jerk and needs to be put in his place.”

“I don’t have the energy.” 

Jonas reached for her, but let his hand fall to his side. And they stared across an awkward silence. “Should I do a tap dance or a little skit?” 

She laughed. “You tap dance?” 

“No. But it’s dark and you won’t see how horrible I am at it.” 

Kiss him, a little voice deep inside her said. 

No, said another voice. If you kiss him, you’ll collapse a bridge that can’t be rebuilt. 

They cleared the forest, and the moment to kiss among croaking frogs and chirping crickets and moonlight and comfort and perfection passed. 

She was a frog that let a prince walk away. “Did you get your loan?”

“I have an appointment with the bank on Friday.”

“You’ll get it. It’s a solid plan.” 

“What’s new with you?” 

She tripped on a branch, and he reached out with fastball speed to steady her. A bit of a melting towards him, enough to turn her bones to mush to feel his strength, not enough to be the woman with the broken ankle who has to be carried everywhere. 

“Loans are down,” she said.  

“Loans are down? I spill my life’s dream and you give me a business update? Jesus Christ.” Shaking his head, he walked twenty steps away from her and stood, back to her, facing the woods.  

A jackhammer sounded nearby—no, that was her heart. Faltering. 

He returned to her but kept six feet away. “You think all I want to hear from you is your take on the game or how to improve my business plan?” 

Her brain seized. She sped up the path.  

He kept up her pace, a full two steps ahead of her. “I run ten kilometres three times a week. You’ll have to do better. There’s something that’s been nagging at you. I see the trouble in your eyes.” 

Tears pooled in her eyes, weighing down her lashes, blurring her vision. She slowed, half-sobbing for breath, half-blinking for clarity, fully committed to press through the moment until something less hard, less complicated, less perfect arrived. 

Damn him for waiting without judgement as she sorted out the situation with Logan. Damn him for his patient silence. Damn him for standing next to her, waiting, still and silent and patient and perfect and everything she wanted but couldn’t have. 

His breath was even, but a few beads of sweat dampened his brow. “What is it? Why won’t you talk to me about more than business plans and sports?” 

“You really want to know?” 

“Yes.” 
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Chapter 7

[image: image]


Jonas waited and waited and waited. Constellations arced across the night’s sky, and still he waited. Constellations were identified and named by astronomers, and still he waited. 

Miranda stood mere feet from him, but he was time zones away from her heart. 

“Was your ex abusive? Is that what you’re scared of?” The worst question first, get it over with. 

She shook her head. 

“Do you have an illness? Something that can take you away if you miss your treatment, skip a pill, laugh too hard?”  

Another shake of her head. 

“Something about your childhood?” 

“No.” 

“Then why not answer a simple question?”

His question landed between them and sank. He held her gaze, drinking in her whisky eyes, wishing he could taste her candied lips. Her beautiful features were laden with a sadness he couldn’t place or ease. “Are you not interested in me in that way?” 

“You’re handsome and easy to get along with.”  

A non-answer. A soft yes that was dangerously close to being friend-zoned. “But fat?” He balled his hands to keep from padding the extra pounds on his belly. 

She shook her head and folded her arms across her lower abdomen. Defeated. Withdrawn. 

Screw this. Games were for on the field or the ice, not between people. “What then? Are you seeing someone else? Or you don’t have time for a relationship? Is it that I don’t have a job?” 

Another toss of her head. 

“We get along great. We laugh, we talk, we watch sports.” His voice cracked. “Is it my father’s cancer? You think I won’t have time for you?”  

“What? Your dad has cancer?” 

FUCK. Standing in a darkened field wasn’t the place for this conversation. 

“Jonas?” The breeze shifted, carrying with it the scent of cucumber and concern. 

“He has stage three testicular cancer.”  

“I’m so sorry.” 

“He has a good chance.” Jonas repeated the words, in part prayer, in part motto, all in a desperate bid to keep his dad alive. “My brothers help out. And we’ve hired a nurse.” 

She closed the distance between them. “How are you dealing with all this?” 

“The chemo drains him. He’s normally a funny and happy guy, but there are days where all he can do is lie down.” 

“That’s rough. But how are you dealing with it?” 

“It’s a lot of ... adjusting. Moving back home, caring for him, but...” 

“But?” she asked. 

“Dad’ll pull through. He’s on his last week of chemo. After that, they’ll run more tests.” 

“He’ll pull through. Believe that and he will.”  

Mosquitoes swarmed and crickets chirped. Streaks of clouds obscured the quarter moon. They’d walked a circle and were back in the baseball diamond’s parking lot. Alone in the dark, but still, he wasn’t unable to unmask her. 

Air heavy with humidity pressed against him until his body was drenched. “Look, I don’t know what’s going on with you, but I feel like we might have a shot. How about we go out—” 

“No.”

He drew his chin in. “Because?”

“Because I like you.”

He frowned. “That’s usually a good start.”

“No. I mean, it’s too good between us. Too easy. And that won’t work. We’ll start out okay but then—” She spread her arms wide in a meaningless movement. “Logan reminded me of that.” 

He had two pieces of a ten-thousand-piece puzzle. “What do you mean?” 

“Logan and I started as friends. Things got serious, and I lost myself always trying to make him happy.” She drew in a long breath, one that sucked in years of regret and pushed out years of anguish. “You and I are just becoming friends. If we take the next step, there’s no going back. Things crash and burn, and nothing can salvage the wreck.” 

He felt backed right up into the friend zone with loud beeps that burst his eardrums. “Friends.” The bitter word left a coat of slime on his tongue.

“Friends.” The hurt in her voice speared a deep ache in him. 

Fuck friends. Fuck the companionship that implied emotional distance. Fuck the word that meant he couldn’t share all of him in exchange for all of her. Fuck the goddamn concept that kept them walking parallel paths instead of an intertwining one. 

He released a slow breath, certain it also took the last vestiges of a happy future. 

She sighed and walked one step forwards. “We can still hang out? I could use a friend right now. There’s a job I want to apply for, and I haven’t dusted off my resume in years.” 

“What’s the job?” 

“Regional loans manager at the dealership. I’d be overseeing six locations.” 

Friends. Nothing more, no potential to be more. “Impressive.” His palms burned to comfort her, rest against the swell of her hip and run along the small of her back. Burn. Ache. Longing.  

Nothing he did, no calming breath, no planting of feet into a power stance, eased the pain that flared in him and turned his innards to ash. “I’ve hired dozens of people. I’ll go over your resume.” 

Her eyes met his, and for a moment, all was possible.  “See you at the pub Friday? For the next game?” 

Check in on Thursday to make sure his battered heart didn’t first need resuscitation. “Sure. Friday. I’ll get the best booth.” He opened the driver’s door to her car and waited for her to sit. “This Friday. Looking forward to the game.” 

“Friday. See you then.” She started the car. 

What he couldn’t see in the darkness, he heard in her voice. Pain weighed down every word. 

[image: A hockey stick and puck

Description automatically generated]

Jonas stared at a losing hand. He sat in an uncomfortable plastic chair in a stuffy hospital ward that smelled of industrial floor wax and defeat. 

Dirk discarded a card. “Why’d you do that?” 

“I’m not going to chase her down like the Terminator.” 

“You gave up too soon.” 

“She made her intentions clear. She wants to be friends.” His words were more sour than Warheads Sour Candy. He’d crashed lower than the day his ex filed for divorce. 

“That’s what she said, but how did she say it?” 

Like it was killing her to say it.

Dirk sipped his Pedialyte. The sound of medical equipment beeped and hummed around him, but for a fraction of a second, the game felt like they were at home playing in the basement at his dad’s 1950s foldable card table. 

Dirk picked up a card. “She was married?” 

“To an ass. Saw him the other day. More ape than man.” 

“What’d you do?” 

“I stood next to her, but I didn’t knock his lights out or anything.”  

“I didn’t raise you to be a coward.” 

Coward. Jonas wasn’t a coward when he’d stood up to Joey Shepperd for picking on a fourth grader and struck him so hard he broke Joey’s nose. 

He wasn’t a coward when he went through months of rehab on his knee, proving his doctors and physiotherapists wrong when he skated again. Or when he stared down his ex-wife’s four-hundred-dollar-an-hour divorce lawyer and negotiated a settlement that went from him being totally fucked to walking out of the marriage with at least his balls intact.  

Jonas flipped his card onto the table. “I’m not going to barge in on her fights. She has a right to handle the situation with her ex as she sees fit.” 

Dirk snorted, one of those derisive snorts that could wake the dead. “And you believe that feminist crap.” 

“She said she doesn’t want to date me ... so she doesn’t want to date me.” The words tore his throat. 

“Uh-huh.” Dirk displayed his cards. “Gin.” 

Crap.  

Jonas gathered the cards and shuffled. A few hands were spent in silence. People milled about the hospital ward. Someone was ill in the restroom, but everyone pretended not to notice. 

Dirk collected his hand. “She does want to date you. She doesn’t want to admit to wanting to date you.” 

“Same thing.” 

“No, it’s not.” Dirk picked the jack of diamonds and discarded the queen of hearts. 

Jonas stared at the card. A perfect fit for his king and jack of hearts. 

“Take her. If she means that much to you, earn her. Give her time and space but earn her.” 

Jonas picked up the queen and stared at his run of cards. “Gin.” 

If only picking up a real-life queen of hearts was that easy. 
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Chapter 8

[image: image]


Miranda smoothed a finger along the salted rim of her margarita glass. An array of empty plates sat in front of her, and across from Miranda sat Estella with a disbelieving look. 

Everything about Estella exuded womanly confidence, from her bright-red silk tank top to her sleek black trousers to her red four-inch heels and gold feather-shaped earrings. “You have it bad.” 

“What?” Miranda wore jeans and a two-dollar garage-sale-find blouse. 

“You’ve polished off a salad, two beef tacos, and fajitas.” 

“I was hungry.” 

“You ordered two desserts.”

“They both looked good, and I couldn’t decide.” 

Estella brought her hand to her chest and laughed so loud diners from five tables over cast curious looks their way. “Who is he?” 

Where is that triple-chocolate cake drenched in fudge? “No one.” 

“It has to be someone important to warrant two desserts.” 

“Just someone I watch hockey with.” 

“Yeah? Naked, on the couch with the game on mute?” 

“It’s not like that.” 

Estella took the fourth bite from her taco. “Tell me what he’s like.” 

Miranda sipped her margarita, but the drink didn’t help clear her thoughts. She needed more tequila, maybe vodka, definitely some more alcohol. “He’s too good.” 

“What the hell does that mean?” 

“He’s kind, handsome as fuck, takes care of his father, enjoys sports, works out and is starting his own business.” 

“You think you’re not good enough for him?” 

Yes. No. Yes. Back to no again. Logan’s words, that she would never have better than him, rang in her ears—at first a shout, then a reverberation, then a big-ass gong being struck. Her mouth begged to taste chocolate, anything to numb the confusion, but her belly mounted mass protests against another morsel of food. 

Miranda sipped her margarita. 

“You’re fun to hang around with,” Estella said. “Well, maybe not tonight, but usually, you’re fun.” 

She laughed but didn’t look her friend in the eye. “I’m not fishing for compliments.” 

“I’m not getting the problem.” Estella winked at someone and waved at a second person. “He’s caring, sexy, and a business owner.” 

“The doors to his store will open in three months.” 

“Fine. He’s ambitious.” 

Miranda sucked the salt from her margarita glass off her finger. “What if he’s another Logan?” 

“He’s not. He’s a completely different man. Different name. Different interests. Different experiences. Different dick.” 

“Is he, though, different? All I do is think about him. About how he makes me laugh, how we get along, how our lives would fit so well together.” 

Estella leaned back in her chair with the same appraising look as when she spotted new customers entering the dealership. A quick head-to-toe sweep and Estella knew the customer’s price range, vehicle preference, and credit rating.

“Don’t look at me like that.” 

“Like what?” 

“Like I’ve made the biggest mistake of my life.” 

“I’m your friend.” Estella leaned forwards and patted Miranda’s hand. “I’m here to help you, support you, and point out when you're making a huge mistake.” 

“I’m already down. No need to kick me in the ribs.” 

“You’re so stuffed if I kicked you in the ribs, you’d toss Mexican food for a week.” Estella laughed, a full and feminine laugh that rang out in the restaurant and captured the attention of every man within two hundred feet. “I know you’re down, sweetheart. It’s my job to help you back up.” 

Miranda braced herself for the but. The same kind she gave every day when she reviewed loan applications. Both applicants had decent jobs but carried too much debt. Miranda had no choice but to put a big red X on the loan. 

Her life was a big red X. Everything looked right until it didn’t. Full-time job, house in her name, friends, in good shape, family, and ... and ... and ... a big gaping Jonas-sized hole where she wanted more than a friend. 

“Miranda?” 

She stared at her drink, regretting she hadn’t bought the extra-large glass, the one with the swirly straw. She needed something ridiculously silly right about now.  

“What’s going on?” 

“Everything’s off.” 

“What do you mean?” Estella winked at the gorgeous waiter who swapped out empty plates for dessert. 

Damn if the waiter didn’t wink back. Round cheekbones with jet-black hair, except at the temples where a touch of frost crept up his hairline, the man was a dead ringer for Idris Elba.

“Logan’s in and out of my life often enough to throw me off,” Miranda said. 

“Tell him to fuck off for good. You bought his half of the house over a year ago. There’s no reason for him to be around. No children, no alimony, no pets. Sic the cops on him.” 

“I’ve done that. Several times.” 

“If you let Logan ruin whatever you can have with this other guy, Logan’s still controlling you.” Estella ran a finger through a gob of whipped cream and sucked a dollop off the tip while staring at something over Miranda’s shoulder.  

Somewhere behind Miranda, a pile of plates crashed against the floor. Estella smoothed her hair. 

“That was our waiter, wasn’t it?” 

Estella nodded, basking in the glow of turning a grown man to slush. “I’ll make it up to him later tonight. Nothing wrong with a bit of fun.” Estella leaned over the arm of her chair in the direction of the clean-up, raked her gaze over someone, and ran the tip of her tongue over her dark-red lips. “It doesn’t solve the matter between you and your guy.” 

“He’s not my guy.”

“You want him to be.” 

Miranda speared her second dessert, a tiramisu, with her fork. 

“I know what your problem is.” 

“It can’t be lack of tequila. I have to work tomorrow.” 

Estella’s laughter rang out over muted conversations. “I’d only suggest that if it was a heartbreak. This is a heartsick, not a heartbreak.” 

“Is everything all right?” the handsome waiter asked. 

“It will be if you tell me when your shift ends.”

The curves of his cheeks deepened until he was all tongue-tied and hungry eyes and turned-on vibes. “Eleven.” 

Estella winked. “I’ll meet you here for drinks.” 

“Until then, I’ll need another margarita, if you don’t mind.” Miranda waited until the server was at the bar. “It’s so easy for you.”

“I’m a people person. Besides, you see his ass?” Estella ran her finger along the top of her wine glass. “I’m sorry. Tonight’s about you.” 

“Tonight’s not about me.” 

“You’re heartsick.” 

Miranda put on her best big-girl face. “Am not.” 

“Uh-huh. That’s why you’ve looked like you’re on the edge of tears for three days.” 

The waiter served Miranda her drink, and she had half a mind to order a third dessert. 

“What is it?” Estella asked. “He’s got so much debt he’ll never dig himself out? He’s got fifteen children by fifteen women? Or is it the four arms?”  

“Three arms would be okay?” 

Estella laughed, again that sultry feminine laugh that caused every man to wiggle in his seat. “Depends on what his ass looks like. Great ass, I’d be willing to overlook a third arm. A fantastic ass, eh, I might go for a fourth arm. Besides, four hands could be fun.” 

Miranda laughed for the first time since she was last in the Hammer and Anvil with Jonas. A full, unapologetic laugh that rode a wave of sadness. 

Estella removed her credit card from her purse. “Dinner’s on me.” 

“You don’t have to.” 

“But I do. You’re the reason why I’ve met...” Estella made a dismissive gesture. “Whatever his name is with the fantastic ass.” She winked. 
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Chapter 9 
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Jonas showed up at the Hammer and Anvil an hour before the opening faceoff to secure the best booth—the one under the large-screen television. He wore a short-sleeved dress shirt and a pair of classic-fit jeans.  

Four weeks of planning and meetings with loan managers and renovation experts to transform his retail space into a sports store had gone by in a terrifying and exciting blur. 

Around him there were signs of life, voices rising in anticipation before the game. Beer mugs clanged and the air thickened with the grease of burgers and fries and chicken wings. Every screen in the bar was tuned into the Leafs game. 

Checking his phone for the third time in three minutes, he nursed his Labatt 50. Nothing. There was nothing from her. He replied to his brother Eric’s text about tomorrow’s schedule with his dad. To distract himself from the happy couples around him, he pulled up the email of the floorplan of his store and planned where to put his inventory when it arrived in the coming weeks. 

Movement circled the edges of his vision, and he looked up, anticipating telling the waitress to come back in a few more minutes. 

Miranda slipped into the booth across from him. The top two buttons of her patterned green-and-blue blouse were undone. A messy bun sat on top of her head, with loose locks caressing her neck. She’d added a bit of pink to her cheeks and a little red to her lips, enough to draw out the warm shade of her eyes. 

“Hey.” That was the first sound he managed to say. It could have easily been the sound of his jaw hitting the table. 

“Hey.” Her vulnerable eyes met his. “How’s the store coming along?” 

“It’s going. Better than expected. Thanks for helping me budget. I was way under on my numbers.” 

“There’s the price on the sticker, then there’s the actual price you pay.”

His lips screwed into a grin. “That’s how you tack on a few extra grand when buying a car.”

“That’s the upsells that get you.” She played with her purse strap. “I, uh, need your help.” 

Crawl on broken glass, sleep on a bed of thorns, sell a thousand cars in a day, walk to the moon. “Anything.” 

“What’s the best way to turn around a softball team?” 

Somewhere behind, the game opening horn blew, not that it mattered. It was the opening with her upon which his heart hinged. “Is it a morale or skill issue?” He ordered fish and a large serving of Greek salad then poured her a beer from the pitcher. 

“A bit of both.” 

His eyes met hers, and something his ex’s four-hundred-dollar-an-hour lawyer had slaughtered jolted back to life. His heart. “Most players don’t know what’s already in them.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Well they’re the best in the world if they’re in the major leagues, right? But once they get there, they compare themselves the other guys in the league, and they forget they’re the best in the world.” 

A drop of condensation trickled down Miranda’s glass, and she stopped it with her index finger. 

The people around them cheered, but neither Jonas nor Miranda looked at the score. It was 1–0 for the Leafs, but here in their booth, it was still a tie between them—friendship one, romantic relationship one. 

“It’s a beer league, isn’t it? He held her gaze, watching every word hit home. 

“Yeah, but still, they have the potential to win.” The pink on her cheeks deepened to a comely shade of crimson. “Tao has tried giving advice. I’ve tried to motivate them. Pep talks, stern talks—” 

“Stern talks?” 

Miranda laughed, a beautiful, charming, slightly snorting laugh. “It’s what I call them. It’s the whip-’em-into-shape talks that calls each player out for their faults. But that doesn’t work on women. Only lowers their self-esteem more.” 

“What does work?”

“Patience. Encouragement. Laughter,” she said. “I know Tao is the official coach, but I really want to win. It’s more fun to play when the team is winning. And some of the team members are going through rough patches and could use a boost in spirits.” 

Hair the colour of barley, eyes the colour of whisky, and lips coated with pale ale. One kiss and he’d be drunk on her for a lifetime. 

They watched some of the game in comfortable silence, the kind of companionable silence gained when souls touch. 

The score was tied. The horn at the end of the second period blew. People milled around them. 

He ran his tongue along his lower lip, testing and tasting his next words. “You know what they say about tennis players?”

She shook her head. 

“They’re high-strung.”

She laughed, then pressed her finger behind her ear and traced the line of her jaw. “Do you play tennis?” 

“No. Do you?” 

Another shake. “You have me all strung up.” 

He chuckled. “Is that good or bad?”  

“It’s good but scary.” 

“Why?” he asked. 

“I have to get used to being a team again.” 

Team. Finally, a beautiful four-letter word. “I’ll wait for when you’re ready to practise.” 

She flashed him a smile that erased fifteen years of misery from his life. If he’d had to endure his ex-wife to ensure he had a shot with Miranda, those years in the minor leagues were worth it. 

They watched the third period and talked strategies and muttered a string of curses when the Leafs were penalised. 

“What?” Miranda asked during a commercial break. “Why are you looking at me like that?” 

Because no mask, hood, or helmet could conceal what he felt. “I was thinking of a come-from-behind win from last year.”

One of her eyebrows quirked up. “Which?” 

“It was a three-goal deficit against New Jersey.” 

She frowned, the same kind of frown she had when she assessed his business plan—thoroughly consumed by thoughts. “Don’t remember that one.”

Good. Because he’d just made it up. 

Their attention turned back to the game. The Leafs lost the game with thirty seconds left in the third period when the Rangers’ left winger scored with a wrap-around goal. 

Jonas sipped his beer. “Why are all your softball teams named after fish?” 

“You noticed?” 

“Hard not to.” 

“The first three years of our league were sponsored by a fishmonger, and the names stuck.” 

He checked his calendar on his phone. “What’s your day like tomorrow?” 

“Visiting my sister and her kids after work. I love being an aunt. I get to load them up with sugar and send hyper children back home.” She laughed. “We’re going to see a movie.” 

His thoughts seesawed between being friend-zoned and being  career coach. “The offer still stands to review your job application. Sunday over brunch?” 

“Can’t. I have a double-header.”

He refilled her drink from the pitcher of Labatt 50. “I didn’t realise they did that in softball.”  

“Have to make up for a rain delay.” 

“Want an extra fan?” 

Her laughter was buoyed by a sparkle in her beautiful eyes. “Extra? We don’t have any.” 

“You have one. When does the first game start?” 

“Seven in the morning.” 

Shaking his head, he speared his fingers through his hair. “That’s really early.” 

“It’s a women’s league. The women play in the morning while their husbands watch the kids, and the husbands get to watch sports in the afternoon. That’s the deal.” 

“I’ll be there with snacks.” 
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Jonas packed bottles of Gatorade and water in a cooler and shoved some protein bars, creamer, and sugar in a bag, then prepared a large canteen of coffee for his dad. 

Dirk nibbled a corner of toast. “You forget that I managed twenty-six years on my own before you boys came along.” 

“By my math, Grandma fed you eighteen years before you moved out and Mom fed you two of those years before Eric was born.” 

“You got me there. I lived alone for six years. I survived without someone cooking for me or doing my laundry. I’ll manage thirty minutes.” 

His dad hadn’t mentioned being alone this past year since his mom died. Three seconds of silence were observed for her memory. 

“Finish your breakfast,” Jonas said. “Eric will be by soon to take you fishing, and his favourite spot is an hour’s drive.” 

“I know. I know. I’ve been there before.” Dirk added sugar to his coffee. “Jonas.” 

He closed his cooler and grabbed his keys. “Yeah, Dad?” 

“Bring home a better daughter-in-law. One that doesn’t bleed you dry and steal your smile. You’ve smiled more in the last three weeks than you have in the last ten years.” 

Jonas fought the tension in his cheeks that pulled his lips into a grin. “Trying.” 

“Try harder.” 
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Two dozen cars occupied the parking lot, and Jonas pulled in just in time to see the players take the field. He ditched his car at the first spot, partially blocking someone in, but he didn’t care. They were the players’ cars. 

Cooler in hand, he hoofed it over to the Barracudas’ bench and offered a drink to Miranda, her teammates and their opponents, the Octopi.

He set the cooler down, made his way to the bleachers, and sat along the first-base line. His neck was tight, his ass had fallen asleep half an hour ago, and his lower back protested the slump in his shoulders. 

Weight on the balls of her feet, eyes alert, Miranda yelled encouragement to her teammates. 

Score tied at zero, Miranda stood on second base having hit a double. She cheered a blonde batter. The batter swung for the fences but managed to hit a double, batting Miranda in for a score. The Barracudas were up 1–0. 

Jonas strode to behind the Barracuda’s dugout. “Great work.” 

Miranda removed her baseball cap and smoothed away sweaty locks of hair. Colour high on her cheeks and eyes sparkling with excitement, she was the queen of the diamond. 

God, she was magnificent. He yearned to reach for her through the chain-link fence. A casual touch, one that amplified the thunder in his chest. But his arms remained by his sides. Ready. Willing. Patient.

The Octopi pitcher was walked. The second batter hit a single, but the pitcher caught the next batter’s ground ball and threw her out at first base. 

Jonas rattled the chain-link fence. “Go, Barracudas!” 

A breeze picked up, carrying with it another layer of dust and anticipation. 

Cap shielding half of her face, Miranda stood on the balls of her feet, glove hand ready, focused on home plate. 

The next batter walked, leaving the bases full. 

The next batter hit a hard ground ball to shortstop. Miranda scooped up the ball and threw it to second base. The second baseman tagged the runner and threw the ball to first. Double play. End of game. Victory Barracudas. 

He pumped his fist in the air. “Yeah! That’s it, Miranda! Well done.” 

He distributed another round of drinks to both teams before the second game started, which turned out to be much closer in score. The Octopi scored twice during the first inning, and the Barracudas tied the game in the second with a two-run home run. 

The game was delayed in the fifth inning when a golden retriever broke away from its owner and greeted everyone on the field. An eight-year-old boy ran after his dog, but the dog took it as a sign to play and sprinted off to centre field. 

The situation was contained when the dog raced up the line of players and stopped at the woman holding her baby. A flurry of sloppy licks to the baby enabled the mother to grab hold of the leash and wait for the owner. 

“Play ball,” the umpire said. 

Six innings, no change in score. 

The midmorning heat settled onto the diamond. The run to the first baseline was dustier, and the air harder to breathe. Jonas eyed with envy the shade from the line of oak trees on the far end of the parking lot.

Miranda walked to the edge of the bench. Damn, if she didn’t look good in her uniform with a baseball shirt that hung just right over her breasts.

From the other side of the fence, Jonas paced along with her and stopped when she leaned against the fence and placed the heel of a shoe against it. “We’ve got a couple of slappers coming up.” 

Jonas surveyed the Octopi. A few were stretching. “Two left-handers back to back? Who came up with that roster?” 

She dug her top teeth into her lower lip.

“Need a distraction? I could strip and streak across the field. Not as fit as I once was, but I’m sure I’d get their attention.” 

Miranda brought both hands to smother her laughter. “It would get my attention, that’s for sure.” 

Point to him. “What are you thinking?” Dinner at a food truck, putt-putt golf, and stop for ice cream after. 

She straightened. Clarity flashed in her eyes. 

“You have it, don’t you? The game-winning strategy.” He coiled his fingers in the links next to hers. Close, but not touching. 

“I do.” She leaned in closer, their lips a fraction of a baseball stitch away. 

“Are you going to tell me?” 

A teasing look sent his heart racing. 

“And spoil seeing the look on your face when we’ve pulled it off? Never.” She let her hand drop from the chain-link fence to her side, and their fingers touched, feather-light. 

Gooseflesh undulated up his arm. Point to her. 

A quick conversation with the coach and Miranda and the Barracudas jogged out to their positions. 

The first Octopi hit a single and stood on first. Now the two left-handed batters were up. The first struck out with a swing that would have made Babe Ruth proud. 

The second walked up to the plate and raised her bat to centre field. This batter had a way about her, a fluidity of movement that spoke of years of playing sports. All business, no banter, the batter baulked at the first pitch—a ball way wide of home plate. 

Miranda shifted towards third base on the third pitch, pulling the second baseman away from second base to cover the gap. But the second baseman remained on her toes, poised to bob left or right, forwards or backwards. 

Jonas tried to catch her eye and waved for Miranda to move the other way, but it was too late. The Barracuda pitcher released a seventy-five-kilometre-an-hour fastball. 

The ball pinged off the bat. 

The third baseman charged to the shortstop position, scooped up the ball, and threw it to second base. One out. The second baseman threw to first and outed the hitter. 

A trick play. 

Miranda had shifted the infield to give the illusion of a big gap, but they were ready and responded with a double play. 

He applauded and pointed at Miranda. “You fooled me!”  

She jogged off the field to stand opposite him. “I should have taken a picture of your face.”  

“You had me worried.” 

“I know. What’d you think?” 

You’re a sports genius who should be hired by the Toronto Blue Jays. “You’re a tricky thing, aren’t you?”

“Shortstops always live on their toes.” She winked and headed to the batter’s box. 

Miranda and another batter struck out. The Octopi right fielder made an error that put a runner on first base. The fourth Barracuda batter scored a double and secured the victory for the Barracudas. 

A quick round of applause, followed by handshakes, and the women left the diamond in record time. 

“I’m only two blocks from here. I’ll race home for a quick shower,” Miranda said. “Lunch at the Hammer to look at my resume?” 

“I’m two blocks the other way. How about I make us something?”

There it was. The second biggest risk of his life after taking out a business loan, laid out between them without any fine print or need for down payment.  

Sweat pouring down her cheeks, locks of hair plastered to her face, eyes uncertain but willing to dare, she nodded. 

He texted her his address and headed home. He scavenged the kitchen and prepared a large Greek salad plus squid and shrimp and placed them on the patio table. 

“Hello?” Her voice came from the front door. 

“Come right into the back. I’m on the patio.” 

Wet locks the colour of dark honey hung loosely over her shoulders. She wore an off-the-shoulder ankle-length dress that showed tank-top tan lines. A leather purse was tucked under her shoulder. 

Everything about her was free-flowing grace and movement—from her clothes to her hopeful expression to how she glided across the patio to the table. Graceful movement to the drumming of his heart. The sight of her stripped his mouth of moisture. 

He in a dress shirt and creased trousers, she in a beautiful summer dress, as if this were a date. He shot his close-a-five-million-dollar-sale grin and popped two beers, one Molson Dry, one Labatt 50. 

“It smells good.” She placed her purse on the patio stone next to her chair. 

She smelled better, all cucumber and promise. “Have a seat.” He almost pulled out her chair. Almost. The friend-zone line blurred. “Did you bring it with you?” 

She handed him a printed version of her resume. 

He reviewed it, feeling the creases of his brow become permanent ridges. 

He read her standard introduction letter and summary of her skills and experience, then glanced up at her. “And the official job posting?” 

She handed him another printout. 

He skimmed through it, then reread her cover letter. “Hmm...” 

“You think it’s okay?” 

“I think you’re checking boxes.” He looked up at her. “But there’s so much more to you than a checked box.” Like funny, intelligent, kind, caring, sexy... “And you didn’t list your managerial experience.” 

“Well I’ve never managed.” 

“That’s not what I saw today on the field.” 

A shade of pink stolen from roses crept up her neck and settled on her cheeks. 

He looked back down at her resume. “Also, you don’t say enough about your other attributes.” Other attributes. The two words scorched his tongue, and he did his best to not imagine the way her softball uniform hung so perfectly on her ass. 

Her expression teetered between worry and flattered. 

He smiled at her. “The way you pulled the infield today would win you the World Series.” 

The sun caught her hair, bringing out strands of brass, gold, and topaz. The intelligence in her eyes shone like a ten-thousand-megawatt light on a pitch-dark night. 

They looked at one another for what seemed like a full minute. Perhaps two. Everything he felt was reflected in her eyes. 

She slid her gaze to a point over his shoulder, then met his eyes again. “How’s your father?”

“Out fishing with my brother Eric.” 

“He’s doing better?” The concern in her voice went straight to his heart. 

“Dad’s pulling through. Keeping more food down, gaining some weight. It looks good.” 

She placed her hands over his. “I’m so glad to hear that.” 

He slid his hand over hers, memorising the valleys and ridges of her knuckles. 

A long minute passed. A slight breeze picked up and blew across the patio, carrying with it the scents of sunshine, promise, and contentment. 

A charming shade of pink settled on her cheeks. “I brought dessert. It’s keto friendly, low sugar. Peanut butter–chocolate balls, made with cream cheese.” She placed a plastic container on the table and removed the lid. “If you don’t like those, I also brought some berries and Greek yoghurt.” 

Emotion, deep and delicious, swelled in his chest. He popped a peanut butter ball in his mouth.  

Silence. A silence where he drank in her features, and she settled comfortably in her seat, elbows on armrests, with a look somewhere between triple-layer fudge cake and a salted caramel chocolate tart with whipped cream. 

For the first time in months, he had a sugar craving. 

“What are your grand opening plans?” she asked.  

“Grand opening? I wasn’t planning on having one.” 

“Why not?” 

“I didn’t think it was important.” 

Her not-so-delicate eyebrows arched. “It’s the biggest day of a business. It’s a day of celebration.” 

“I’ll think about it.” He’d rather think how she’d brighten his future. “What’s the last thing you celebrated?” 

“My divorce.” 

He laughed and popped another dessert ball into his mouth. 

“What’s the last thing you celebrated?” she asked. 

Her. Meeting her at the Hammer and Anvil. “I suppose it was leaving Toronto.” 

“How so?”  

“I never wanted to live there. Rent is absurdly high, everything’s expensive, and the ex was high maintenance. I prefer low-key, uncomplicated.” 

“Isn’t it more exciting to live there? More events, shows, opportunities.” 

“You have to make it to those events, shows, opportunities.” He snorted, remembering the nauseating car fumes from the Don Valley Parkway and the 401. “After an eight-hour workday, a two-and-a-half-hour commute, I didn’t have much left in the tank to do anything.” 

He adjusted his weight in his chair. “Now I have lots of time. If I lose another twenty pounds, I’ll try out for hockey in the fall. And once the store is open in a few weeks, and I get a routine going, I’ll be able to spend more time with my brothers and nieces and nephews.” 

“You’ll be busy.” 

“I’ll make time for important things. Helping Dad recover, barbecues with my brothers and their families, softball games...”

She perked up. “Softball games, eh?” 

“Yup. Even double-headers.” 

All the strength in her shoulders disappeared. Her frame went from solid and straight to downwards and limp. Eyes pressed shut, she covered her mouth with both hands.  

“Hey.” He scooped up her hand and brought it to his lips. “Triple headers. Nights kissing cream cheese off your fingertips. Whatever. I’m there.” 

The colour on her cheeks rivalled a July sunset—all pinks and reds. 

She rose from her seat and rested her weight on her forearms, arching towards him for a sensual kiss. 

Every nerve ending crackled. He eased her to his lap. His tongue met hers in a slow exploration of her mouth. Breath for breath, sigh for sigh, kiss for kiss. A little voice inside him whispered more, more, more. His heart hammered, her, her, her. The cracks of his soul called out for the salve of her honeyed kisses to be applied, here, here, here and there. 

His hands found her waist. “Tell me which base you want, and it’s yours.” 

She shifted her weight to straddle him. “I’d like to come home,” she breathed between kisses. 
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Epilogue
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The bacon and eggs Jonas had for breakfast sank into his stomach. His nerves jiggled when he finished his third cup of coffee.  

Dirk placed a hand on his shoulder. A healthier pink had replaced the sullen grey of his cheeks. “It’ll be great. Just breathe.” 

Jonas ran his tongue along his lower lip. His jangling nerves upped the tempo to some electronic dance beat, and at eight-fifteen, he reached out to flip the Becker’s Sporting Goods store sign to Open. He took three steps back and stared into an uncertain feature. 

Three steps and three breaths, and he was still alive. All good signs. He backpedalled into his store until he stood at the near-empty till. He adjusted the business card stand where Miranda’s Regional Loans Manager cards stood in prominence. 

Jonas curled his fingers around a Tim Horton’s take-out cup of black coffee. 

Dirk stood in the hockey section and inspected a pair of goalie pads. “The place looks great.” He beamed the same grin as when Jonas had won the most-improved hockey player award when he was sixteen, made the game-winning pass in the finals against Belleville, and when he graduated from university—unreserved fatherly pride. 

The bell above the front door chimed. 

Jonas startled and spilled some of the coffee. Muttering to himself, he mopped the counter with a napkin. 

His brother Eric grinned the family grin, where every part of the face brightened, and his eyes became near-invisible. “Jo, customers are a good thing.”  

Jonas ignored the comment and dropped the wet napkin into the garbage. 

Miranda glided in wearing a free-flowing green sundress. Hair swept up in a messy bun, a few silken tendrils fell on the expanse of her tanned shoulders, a silver necklace with a ball and glove caressed her neck. 

He pressed a kiss to her gloss-covered lips. “Good morning, regional manager. How many fleets did you sell today?” 

She glowed, not a fake-tan glow, not a lighthouse glow, but the glow of a woman who had it all. “Morning.” She teased his lower lip in a sensuous kiss and placed her hand on his chest over the Becker’s Sporting Goods Store logo—over his heart. “Remember to keep the receipt of your first sale crisp. We’ll frame it.” 

He cleared his throat, but nervousness had found a permanent home near his Adam’s apple. 

“Hey.” She kissed him. “Your store will be a huge success. Enjoy it.” 

A wave of emotion splashed against him, slapping back to the moment and the words your store. 

My store. The knots in his stomach untied and the tension in his shoulders released. 

My store. No. My Store. 

A dozen people spilled into the store. Women and men, some pushing strollers or cradling babies against their chests, milled about the store. 

In identical dark-green golf shirts, opening-day extra staff Dirk, Eric, and Lucas fanned out to assist customers. 

Miranda’s teammate Amelia pushed a baby stroller up to Jonas. 

Miranda stood behind the counter next to Jonas, arm looped around his. “Thanks for covering this story, Amelia.” 

Amelia removed a notebook and pen from her purse. “I’m always happy to support local businesses, especially ones that support women’s sports. What inspired you to open your store, Mr. Becker?”

Miranda squeezed his hand, then joined a cluster of men examining golf clubs. 

Amelia clicked her pen open. “Mr. Becker?” 

“I’ve always wanted to open a sporting goods store.” 

His dad’s health was recovering, Jonas had a new business, and Miranda was a stellar girlfriend. Finally, he’d arrived at the major leagues. 
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Heartened by Sport
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Heartened by Sport is a series of humorous amateur sports romances. Each novella features a new setting, sport, and romantic dynamic. Join the characters as they try to win their local beer league, take part in tournaments on vacation, and give it their all but end up getting kicked out of the tournament.

Heartened by Sport is a fantastic quick-read series that will make you laugh with, frown at, and then root for the characters. 

This series contains explicit swearing but no sex. The author uses British spelling.

––––––––
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Previous releases: 


›  Seven Points of Contact (Novella 1) January 2022

›  Two Hearts on the Backspin (Novella 2), January 2023

›  Three Volleys to Love (Novella 3) January 2024 
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Frontier Hearts
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Frontier Hearts is a historical romance series set in the late 1800s in the District of Alberta, Canada. Each book involves a different romantic pair, a mystery, and plenty of historical details to take you back in time to the Canadian Western frontier. Come and follow the lives of the residents of Prosper as they grapple with harsh winters, outlaws, and rapid changes brought on by the railroad and the latest technologies.

Enjoy laughs, love, small-town charm, and plenty of romance in Western Canada at the turn of twentieth century.

The series contains explicit swearing and explicit sex, medium heat. The author uses British spelling.

Upcoming releases


›  Book 4, spring 2025 



Previous releases


›  Silver Hearts (Book 3), March 2014

›  Golden Hearts (Book 2), March 2023

›  Jaded Hearts (Book 1), March 2022 
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The Nearer Realm Tales 
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The Nearer Realm Tales is an epic fantasy romance series that combines humour, mystery, adventure, and romance. Each book features a strong cast with many recurring characters. Immerse yourself in a rich world with nuanced characters striving for the return of the true and proper gods. Follow them as they fight to survive harsh conditions, uncover plots to foil their mission, and go on adventures to retrieve secret magical items.

The Nearer Realm Tales will transport you to another world where the struggle for the favour of the gods is real; the world-building is nuanced and rich, and the romances are deep and true and can withstand anything all the realms and gods throw at them. 

The series contains explicit swearing and explicit sex, medium heat. The author uses British spelling.

Upcoming: 


›  Book 2, winter 2025 



Previous releases: 


›  A Gift of Stars (Book 1), July 2023 
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Contact
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You can connect with me on:

Facebook www.facebook.com/ReneeGendronauthor  

Instagram https://www.instagram.com/authorreneegendron/ 

Pinterest https://www.pinterest.ca/reneegendronauthor/ 

X (formerly Twitter)  twitter.com/ReneeGendron 

Goodreads https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/20690756.Ren_e_Gendron 

BlueSky https://bsky.app/profile/reneegendron.bsky.social  

Website reneegendron.com 

A Muse Bouche Review (free monthly short stories)  https://ambreview.com/ 
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