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Dedication


For the versions of us that loved,
the versions that broke,
and the versions that kept going anyway.



Every Version of You Playlist

“Good Life” One Republic

“I Drive Your Truck” Lee Brice

“Eyes On You” Chase Rice

“Wild Flowers and Wild Horses” Lainey Wilson

“Kiss Her In Front Of You” Morgan Wallen

“Monster” Shawn Mendes

“If I Didn’t Love You” Jason Aldean

Get the full playlist on Amazon Music

Every Version of You


Chapter 1 - Nate










2 Years Ago


The sound hits before the lights do.
That low-frequency hum that builds in your chest and rattles your ribs until it’s almost a part of you. It's a feeling that is so hard to describe. A feeling I have worked my ass off to experience.



Game night.
Home ice.
And tonight, my first as captain.


I can feel it before I even step out of the tunnel. The crowd’s pulse syncing with mine, the arena shaking like it’s alive. The announcer’s voice booms, drawing out the words the way they always do when it’s sold out.

“Your captain… number 19… Nate Carson!”

It crashes over me like a wave.


I push off, blades biting the ice, and the noise explodes.
Every muscle remembers what to do. My name echoes across twenty thousand people, and for a heartbeat, it feels holy.



I’m not the kid from a farm outside Hawthorne Ridge anymore. I’m the captain of the Summit City Kodiaks, the man the fans chant for, the one who made it.



I skate a slow lap, helmet and stick in hand, grin tugging at my mouth. Cameras flash. Teammates slam their sticks against the boards. The ice seems to both absorb and reflect it all: lights, smoke, adrenaline, glory.



For a second, I close my eyes and breathe it all in.
This.
This is what every early morning, every missed weekend, every bruise and broken finger was for.



And tonight, we win. 4-1.
A clean game, good hockey. My first post-game interview as captain, cameras in my face, lights hot enough to burn. I say all the right things, teamwork, momentum, focus, and try to sound humble. But inside I’m lit up.


When it’s over, we change fast and head to the after-party. Some new downtown club opening. It's got everything that I've been told goes with this life: sponsors, influencers, too-loud bass, and everyone looking at me like they want something. The kind of place I used to dream of when I was still splitting wood behind the barn.

The car drops us at the carpet, and the flashbulbs start again.


Brielle steps out first, all legs and that practiced, slow smile that makes everyone look. She glances over her shoulder at me, eyes glittering as the camera flashes, and my chest goes tight. There was a time when seeing her do that made me dizzy.
The first time she walked up to me was at a charity gala. She was in a green dress that clung to her curves, her hair swept back, and her whole being seemed to shine. She came up to me with a focus that left me feeling dazed. She asked a question, and I forgot every answer I’d ever known. She laughed when I stumbled through it, said I had the smile of a movie star and the manners of a farm boy. I didn’t stand a chance after that.


Now, two years later, she’s still the most beautiful thing in every room.

She reaches for my hand, and I let her pull me into the shot. She smells like something expensive, like she belongs here.

She squeezes my fingers. “Smile, Captain. This is what you've worked so hard for.”

So, I do.

Inside, it’s champagne, bottle service and neon. Everything is buzzing. My teammates are scattered through VIP booths, laughing, shouting, most already half-drunk. People drift close, phones angled, waiting for the right shot, to catch what might be said.

Brielle’s in her element. This is her world. She's laughing with one of the owners, leaning in just enough to make him feel lucky she’s listening. I stand back, watching. There’s something hypnotic about her, the way she commands attention, the way she makes the room bend toward her.


People keep coming up to congratulate me.
Proud of you, Cap.
You earned it, man.
Hell of a game tonight.


Every word feeds that steady burn in my chest.


Brielle walks up to me, her hips moving in a calculated walk that I know she's practiced more than she'd ever admit. It looks natural, like her long, lean legs and hips instinctively know how to move that way. She places a proprietary hand on my chest and leans into me, but her eyes drift over everyone, smiling for the cameras she can somehow make out in the crowd. 
“Tonight is perfect. This is so good for us. Everyone here is hoping to get close to you, Nate, and get a picture with the Captain. A second of your time,” she says, voice low enough for just me. "It's gold... if you play it right."
“You make it sound like being here is a job requirement.”
“It kind of is.” Her laugh is soft, practiced. Her hazel eyes finally find mine. “You’re the face of the franchise now. Smile more. Let them see the charm. Make them want more.”


She kisses me for the cameras, a perfect tilt of her head, flashbulbs sparking around us. The picture will be everywhere by morning, Summit City’s golden couple.


And God, I eat it up.
The attention. The noise. The proof that I’ve made it out of dirt roads and small-town expectations.



For a while, it’s everything I thought I wanted.
The rush. The light. The feeling that I’m untouchable.



Later, when the crowd thins and the music dulls, I’ll realize I can’t hear my own heartbeat anymore.
But right now?
Right now, I’m flying.



Chapter 2 - Tessa










1 Year Ago


The dirt is starting to thaw, soft enough that my boots sink with every step.
Spring is trying to happen, but winter hasn’t quite let go yet. The air smells like damp earth and frost-covered pine, and when I exhale, my breath still ghosts white.



I stand a few feet away from a front porch that feels both familiar and foreign, staring at the house that’s supposed to be mine now.
I haven’t seen it in years. It doesn’t feel like a memory so much as a ghost of one. With fragments of laughter, sunlight through the kitchen window, my dad's chilli cooking on the stove, the warm corn bread he would bake in the cast iron pan in the old wood cook top, wood crackling in the fireplace and the sound of gravel under tires.
I close my eyes and take a deep breath, remembering a tire swing out back and a river somewhere nearby. I remember my dad’s voice, low and certain, calling my name. The laugh lines that hugged his chocolate brown eyes.


And then I remember it all ending, my mom yelling from the car, telling me to hurry up, that we had to go.


They divorced when I was six. Messy doesn’t even begin to cover it.
My mom always wanted more, bigger, louder, shinier. More cities, more chances, more people to tell her how right she was for leaving. She was the type of woman who was never happy or settled. I don't think she ever figured out what she was chasing. And that, more than anything, I learned from my mom, taught me the kind of life I wanted to live.
My dad wanted quiet. A life he could hold in his hands. The life they had promised to build together. He never changed. He was the rock... a mountain really, and my mom, well, she was a tornado.


He tried to get me to come for the summer. My mom always had an excuse: money, logistics, guilt. She would threaten to make her full-time custody legal, and he didn't want to fight for me. Or so she said. The one summer I did come, it was awkward but… nice. He wasn’t a talker. I was a kid who filled silence with exploring the world around me, and he never quite knew what to do with that. But we found a rhythm. The last night I was here, he grilled burgers and asked if I’d had a good time. I said yes. Then I asked if I could stay for a full year. He didn’t answer, just gave me a look that felt almost sad that I didn't understand at the time. Later, when I told my mom I wanted to live with him, she cried. Told me she’d die without me. So, I stayed.


After high school, I tried to reconnect with him. Drove all the way out here one afternoon. We talked for an hour, maybe two, on the front porch. I told him I was thinking about travelling, that I wasn't ready to go to college because I wasn't sure what I wanted to do yet. I had looked into working at vineyards, orchards, and farms. Places where I could work outside and see what else was out there.
He got angry. Said I was just like her.
I told him no; I wasn’t chasing something I didn’t understand. I just wanted to figure out who I was. I wanted to make choices in my life based on experiences and love what I end up doing.



I asked if I could leave a few of my things at his place, if it could be my permanent address, a place to call home.
He said, “So you can break my heart like your mom did?”


That was the last thing he ever said to me.

I left.


I left without telling him I had just buried Mom, and I needed him. I left with my head held high and my heart bruised but still beating.
And I did travel to all of the places on my list. I worked until my hands blistered and my back ached, and I learned what real tired felt like.
I fell in love with the quiet. With dirt and animals and early mornings. It was honest work. It grounded me in a way people never did.


Because I had learned that people rarely took the time to figure out who they were or what they actually wanted. Most chase something they don't understand. People can be selfish in ways animals and nature aren't. Don't get me wrong, I love people. I just have a low threshold for insincere ones. I sought out therapy after my mom died, and it helped me understand myself and what I need from people in my life and what I don't.

Now I’m standing in front of the same house, a year into my veterinary technician program in Summit City, about forty-five minutes from here. From this cluster of small towns in western Canada. The place looks smaller than I remembered. The roofline is sagging, and the wood exterior has seen better days. There’s a single light over the porch that still works, flickering against the early dusk.


When Mr. Novak called, I almost didn’t answer.
He said he’d been my father’s lawyer and that he'd heard so much about me. After a moment of awkward silence, he broke the news. He told me my dad had passed away weeks before.
Weeks.
And that he’d left me everything.



I remember sitting in that café in the heart of Hawthorne Ridge, hands around a coffee I didn’t drink, while Mr. Novak slid a folder across the table.
He talked in that calm, deliberate tone lawyers use when they’re trying not to make anything worse. He said my dad had wanted to call me, but it got too late, too fast. And he didn't want me to forgive him for his mistakes because he was dying. That he’d hoped this house would bring me back home someday. That he hoped I would finally be happy here.


What he didn't know is that some of my happiest childhood memories were from here. That I would have been happy here had he let me call this house my home.

I had to look away from the man in front of me because I hadn't cried yet, but I felt it coming. I blinked back the tears, and my eyes settled on a beautiful blonde woman behind the counter, and a little boy with a floppy mess of blonde waves refilling sugar jars together while he spoke animatedly, and she listened intently with a warm smile.

We finished our meeting with him handing me the house keys and another envelope with extra keys that he promised were labelled.

Now, I’ve been standing here for ten minutes with those folders in my car and the house keys in my hand. I should go inside. See what’s waiting for me.


But I can’t move.
The past feels thicker here, heavy, like the air just before a storm.


The crunch of tires on gravel pulls me out of it. I turn as an old truck rolls up the drive, mud splattered across the side. An older couple climbs out. The woman gets to me first; she's on the shorter side, with a mess of brown hair tied back in a low bun with silver streaks, smiling like she’s known me forever.

“I can’t believe how much you’ve grown up,” she says, voice bright. “You’re absolutely beautiful, Tessa. You look just like your mama.”

I blink, unsure what to say. I don’t recognize her.


I watch as a man who, I assume, is her husband, catches up. He looks like a farmer. His face is warm and kind, but you can tell he spends his days out in the elements, like he's worked hard most of his life, but loves it. He wipes his hands on jeans that look lived in, and something about him helps me relax. Looking at me quickly mouthing 'sorry', before turning to the woman beside him with a soft look so full of love, “Judy, she probably doesn’t remember us.”
He offers his hand, and I shake it. His palm is rough and warm. “I’m Dean Palmer, this is my wife, Judy. We used to be friends with your parents, before you and your mom left.”



Something flickers in my memory, a barn, a creek, kids laughing, a potluck maybe.
Dean’s eyes soften. “When your dad got sick, he told us he was leaving everything to you. Said he hoped it would bring you back to this community. Back home to family.”


I swallow hard. I don't know what to say to that. I don't have any family left. “He didn’t call. I didn't know.”

Dean nods, jaw working. “He wanted to. I thought he would. But by the time he built up the courage to call and say goodbye, it was already hard for him to talk. We… we tried, Tessa.”

Judy steps in gently. “We know you just got here, but if you need anything, we’re just down the road. We are happy to help with whatever you need, or we can send one of our boys over. I don't know if you remember them; you spent some time with them when you were little.”

“Thank you,” I say, meaning it. “I’m not sure I’m staying yet. I’m still trying to process all this.”

“That’s fair.” Judy smiles again, softer this time. “Still, it’s good to see you back, sweetheart.”


She gets a look on her face and runs back to the truck, pulling out a basket of goodies.
"We wanted to make sure you were taken care of, so a couple of us put together a little welcome back basket for you."
I smile and try to fight back the tears; my emotions are making themselves known. You can feel the love and support coming off them in waves, and the way Mr. Palmer talked about my father. "Thank you, that is very kind."



They leave, Dean all but dragging Judy back to the truck, the sound of rumbling on the gravel road until it disappears behind the trees.
The quiet comes back, heavier now.



I look at the house again.
The porch light flickers once, then steadies.
Maybe that’s enough of a sign.


So, I shift the gift basket to my hip, grab my bag, and the two envelopes, which feel heavier than they are.

I take a breath, adjust my grip on the keys, and walk toward the door.


Chapter 3 - Tessa 










1 Year Ago


The house smells like old wood and apples that were put away and forgotten.
I’ve been here a few days, and it still feels like I’m walking through an old photograph. The edges are a little soft, and the colours are too warm. When I move, dust lifts in sunbeams like I’ve disturbed something sacred.



After placing my bag at the foot of the stairs, I made my way into the kitchen because kitchens tell the truth about a house.
The old wood-burning cookstove sits nestled in the stone fire back, black as a night sky with scuffed silver edges where hands have brushed it for years. A kettle rests on one back burner, a cast-iron skillet on the front, like someone used them yesterday and set them there to cool and never came back. Bold wooden beams run overhead, and the space is a mix of dark woods and stone. A massive butcher block island is the centrepiece of the space. I move further into the space, my hand drifting to edges and divots in the wood that tell their own story. A smaller farm-style table sits off to the side in front of a big window overlooking the now overgrown brush.


I place the basket and envelopes on the table and continue to scan the space.

One mug sits on the counter by a window, clean but turned upside down to keep the dust out. Practical, like him.

I don’t rush. I’m not built that way.

I take in my surroundings and let the memories come. My finger drags against the dust-covered surfaces. Intuitively, I open a drawer and grab a knit washcloth. I run the damp cloth along surfaces, let the repetition calm my head. The cloth comes away gray, then lighter, then almost clean. The window latch sticks and then gives; cold air slips in, smells like thawing pine and earth. The view from this window hasn’t changed. A wide-open field, a thin fringe of trees, the suggestion of a river beyond.


There’s a shallow basket by the back door, I imagine Dad keeping his keys in it. I grab the envelope and empty it into the basket; neatly labelled keys, with masking tape and careful block letters, tumble out. FRONT DOOR. BACK. BARN. TRUCK. MAILBOX. SPARE.
Of course, he labelled them. Of course, he made it simple. It makes my chest ache in a way I don’t have a name for.



I leave the basket where it belongs as I walk deeper into the house.
The hallway is narrow. The runner rug is worn down the center where feet have passed a thousand times. I flick on the light; it buzzes alive and casts everything in a thin gold.


Upstairs, my childhood room still wears the same wallpaper, small blue flowers on cream. Time has peeled it in long curls near the window, like it’s unwrapping itself for me. He never changed it. Not the crooked bookshelf with pencil marks on the side where height was measured and then argued over, not the hook on the back of the door where I used to hang my backpack.


I press my palm against the wall. It’s cool and a little soft, like it’s tired.
“I’m here,” I say to no one. I am not sure if it is sentimental or a fact stated aloud because it helps me keep moving.


The bathroom mirror has spots. The light over it hums. In the linen closet, towels and sheets are folded in the same tight stack my father used to do, corners aligned like a ceremony. The living room, a TV older than me, a recliner moulded to one body, and an old crochet throw draped over the back.


I don’t try to rewrite history while I walk. It isn’t who I am.
My parents were a mess together. My mother chased more like it was oxygen; my father loved silence like it was the only honest sound left. They pulled, and I was the rope. I grew up, moved, and worked. I went to learn what I like to do with my hands and my time. That’s how I ended up in a vet tech program, a year in, exhausted and happy in the way good work makes you.



Back in the kitchen, I set the key basket down and pick up TRUCK. It’s heavier than the others. A memory moves through me, and I grab the barn key too.
Outside, the yard gives under my boots, the top inch of earth thawed, the rest still winter-hard. The barn door sticks and then slides with a low groan that echoes. Inside smells like oil and hay and something comforting.


Shafts of light fall through the slats and lay pale stripes across the floor. Tools hang where I remember them being my last time here, wrenches lined up smallest to largest, a hammer with the handle wrapped in electrical tape, mason jars of screws and nails. The workbench still has an old radio on it, the dial set to a country station he always swore sounded better “when it had to fight to come in.”


A tarp sits in the corner, soft with dust, thrown over something tall and long.
I catch the edge and pull, walking back. Dust flares and I cough, and there she is: a baby-blue Chevy with a wide chrome smile and rust freckles along the rocker panels. My knees go weak with the memory that hits.



The first time I was tall enough to ride shotgun, he made a ceremony of it. Opened the passenger door and tapped the seat like he was knighting me.
“Big enough now,” he said, chin tipped like he was proud but pretending not to be.
I beamed so hard my face hurt. We drove slow, windows cranked down, old country soft through a station half static. Wheat in late summer bowed toward the road; he drummed two fingers on the wheel in time. He didn’t say much. He didn’t have to. I read his quiet like other kids read books.


I slide into that seat now, leather worn and smooth with use, and let the memory lay itself over me like morning sun. The tears come then steady and stubborn.

“I would’ve helped,” I tell the empty cab. It’s not a plea. It’s a statement. “Even if we never fixed us, I would’ve shown up for you.”

Even after how our last conversation went. I didn't let go. I sent letters from everywhere I travelled, an olive branch for him to still be connected to my life. I wrote about colicky foals and stubborn goats and the way my hands learned new work. I left a number. And yes, a note about the account where I posted pictures from the places I worked, from the life I was living. Not because I care about hearts or follows, because sometimes the simplest way to say “I’m okay” is in a picture of you being just that. Sunset over a vineyard, apple picking, and my acceptance letter to school. Moments in time that felt important to me.


I scoot across the bench seat, into the driver’s side, and turn the key.
The engine gives me a cough, a sullen half-turn, then nothing.
“We can fix you,” I say, and pat the dash.


Back inside, I make small circles of progress. The kettle earns its keep; the cast iron gets scrubbed and dried, and seasoned. I open a few windows to trade the house’s stale breath for fresh, new days. I dust the mantle over the fireplace and find a pair of reading glasses folded and set neatly on a book of trail maps, as though he’d planned a walk he never got to take.


Judy stops by near sunset with a bundle of split wood hugged against her chest. She sets it by the cookstove and acts like she didn’t notice me blinking away the last of the fresh set of tears.
“Nights still get a bite,” she says, smiling. “Dean and Brody always cut extra. If you’re staying a few more days, you’ll be glad to have it.”


I thank her and mean it. She hesitates at the door, then adds, “We meet for coffee with a few townsfolk every Sunday at Clara’s, around eleven. Nothing fancy. Just catching up, talking about what the next book we should read is or Diane's next fundraiser. Join us if you want to catch up or if you need anything.”

“I’m not much of a coffee-club person,” I say, then catch myself. I know she is trying to welcome me into the fold, and I don't want to push her away. “But I might stop by. I need a mechanic for the truck, and someone to keep an eye on the place when I’m in Summit City.”

“Dean will set you up,” she says, like that’s a solved problem. “And between the people who will be there on Sunday, we know everyone in the surrounding towns.” She pauses for a beat and then speaks more softly. “You look good here, Tessa.”

“I’m not staying. Not yet,” I answer. It’s not stubbornness, just a fact. Everything happened so fast, I am still working through it. “I’ve got school.”

“Then we’ll see you when we see you.” She taps the doorframe like a blessing and heads down the steps.

The second night, the house shifts a little toward me, like a dog deciding I might be worth trusting. I unearth an old iPad on the kitchen counter, plugged into a socket that buzzes if you look at it wrong. The case is cracked; the glass is smudged. I almost put it back, then didn’t.

It takes three tries to wake up. When it does, there’s one app open, nothing else on the screen. My thumb hovers even though I already know what I’ll find.


My account sits there, the one I mentioned once in a letter. WanderingRoots. My posts are saved. Albums labelled by the places I’d written from.



I put it back where I found it and stared out the window, trying to put the pieces of our shared past together.
There’s a folder tucked in the end table by the recliner. I reach for it after cleaning the surface and let a tear fall as letters of mine, worn soft at the crease, topple out onto the floor. I got to my knees to collect them, the top one from an orchard where the blossoms came late; the edges darkened from being opened and re-folded.



He did look.
He looked in the way he knew how, quiet, steady, alone. It doesn’t excuse anything, and it doesn’t need to. It just loosens something in my chest I didn’t realize had cinched tight.


I stay there on the floor, my back to dad's chair. The letters in my lap, watching the fire dance in the fireplace. I let myself feel it all.

I know what ifs won't solve anything. I know we can't turn back time. But it still stings that we both wanted the same thing and will never get a chance to have it.

By Sunday, I have to head back to Summit City. Anatomy practical on Monday, four a.m. barn call Tuesday. Before I leave, I drive into town. The road in is rutted; the river runs fast with melt. The café bell at Clara’s announces my arrival when I push in, and the room smells like cinnamon and coffee and something yeasty in the oven that’s about to be perfect.

Judy waves me over to a table already half-claimed by stories. I get introduced to everyone as I join, and more follow. Diane sits beside Judy, blonde hair tucked behind one ear, clear blue eyes that are kind in a way you can't fake. A few minutes later, Dean and Dr. Morgan join us, Robert shrugging out of a jacket that smells faintly like aftershave and antiseptic.

They ask about school, and I tell them the truth: there’s a desperate need for vet techs everywhere, but especially out in rural areas; I’m a year in, maybe a year and change if I tack on specialized courses; I like the work. I like being useful. I like getting to work with animals all day.

“You’d never be empty of work here,” Dean says. “Horses, cattle, every dog that likes to eat things it shouldn’t.”

Clara breezes by with a tray, blonde hair knotted up, smile bright enough to qualify as morning. “Top off?” she asks, already pouring. A little voice calls for her from the back, and she says, “Jackson! Aunt Cass will be here to get you soon, buddy,” and she’s gone again.

Judy beams as she talks about her boys. “Adam’ was working kitchens across Canada, but he came back about a year ago and opened a farm-to-table pub that includes so many local farms and makers. Brody is back from Vancouver and has been helping out with... well, just about everything.”

Diane fills in the Morgan tree with the ease of someone who has told these stories so many times they have become permanent. “Chase is home and has joined Robert at the practice. Clara, whom you've met, runs this place, and Cassidy...” she pauses, a concerned yet fond look on her face. “She is back home too, working on a book.”

They tell me about another couple they wanted me to meet, John and Maggie Carson. They own a ranch about 20 minutes outside of town. Judy tells me I have to go to Adam's to try their beef, before mentioning they have three children as well, Eli, who Judy says was born a few days before Adam, Nate, who is a big-time hockey player in Summit City and their youngest, a daughter named Kenzie, who is still in school just like me.

I ask if anyone knows a good mechanic who won’t laugh when I say I want to keep an old blue Chevy alive. Dean writes down a name and a number and says he’ll swing by to check on the place while I’m gone. Robert offers to keep a spare key at the clinic, just in case someone needs to access the place.


They try to convince me I fit here, and I don’t push back because I don’t feel pushed. I just tucked it away with the other things I am working through right now.
“I’ll think about it,” I say, which is as honest as I can be right now. “I have to finish school first.”


Diane mentions a fundraiser event that is coming up at Adam's that I should come to, a great way to catch up with the kids I played with when I was little.

When I drive out of Hawthorne Ridge, the road throws slush up the sides of my car, and the sky is the same pale blue as that Chevy under the tarp. I don’t make promises I can't keep. I make plans and lists and show up where I’m needed.


But as the fields pull away behind me, something small and stubborn settles in the space just under my ribs.
Not homesickness.
A knowing.
Like soil deciding, finally, that it’s time to thaw.



Chapter 4 - Nate










1 Year Ago


We should still be playing hockey.
Instead, the season’s dead and the sun’s too bright.



First-round exit. The kind that leaves a mark you can’t tape over. Everyone says, You’ll get ’em next year, but nobody means it. Not when the captain’s supposed to carry the team past round one. Not when the city’s already switched its loyalty to something else for the summer.



Brielle didn’t want to stay home and sulk through the off-season. “Somewhere hot,” she said, “somewhere where it matters to be seen.”
So we flew south with two of my teammates and their girlfriends, half hockey, half social-media royalty. Brielle hates being called an influencer now. She says brand architect like it’s a degree.


I’m at the pool bar when she appears in a tiny bikini, oversized hat, sunglasses big enough to hide behind. The world stops breathing for a second before it exhales again.

I feel that old pride. The kind that makes my shoulders square. She’s mine.

I remember last night: sand in our hair, heat under our skin, the hiss of the shower after the beach. Her mouth tasted like salt and tequila. Her body pressed against the tile until she shooed me out so she could “do her nighttime routine.” Forty-five minutes of products I can’t pronounce. I’d fallen asleep before she came to bed.

This morning started with cameras.


She gave me the shorts to wear and told me to make sure the logo was in the shot, perched on the balcony, golden light spilling across her. “Just one of you, babe. Casual. Like you’re not posing. I want it to feel authentic.”
I leaned on the railing, squinting into the sun, trying to look effortless while she adjusted angles and filters.
She captioned it ‘Off-season, on cloud nine ☀️🏒’ before breakfast.


And for the first time, the thought slipped through me:
It would be authentic if I went home instead of being here.


It startled me. I blamed the heat, the exhaustion, the way my body still ached for the ice. This is what I wanted, right? I had to remember that. The sun, the luxury, the woman everyone stares at. Proof that I made it.

She spots me watching her and waves me over, phone always in her hand. I push off the bar, walk straight into the glare, and kiss her hard enough to draw cheers from the loungers. Her fingers dig lightly into my shoulders; her laugh vibrates against my mouth.

When I pull back, I grab a handful of her hair at the base of her neck, just to keep her close a second longer. She smells like coconut and something expensive.


She leans in, lips brushing my ear.
“Don’t you dare ruin my hair.”


I chuckle, pretending it doesn’t sting. “Wouldn’t dream of it, Brielle.”

She smiles for the camera again, radiant, untouchable. Everyone’s looking at us, the golden couple, the captain and the brand.


And I tell myself this is everything.
That the heat, the noise, the spotlight... this is the dream.



But somewhere under all that sun, I can still feel the ice calling.
Cold, clean, honest.


—


The clang of plates is a rhythm that calms me.
Metal on metal. Sweat and determination. The steady burn that reminds me I’m built for this.


Half the team’s in here. Everyone’s loose, laughing, trying to sweat off the off-season indulgence.


I rack the bar and drop into a set of squats when Anders calls across the room, voice full of that shit-eating grin.
“Hey, Captain! You see the interview your girl gave last night?”


A few heads swivel. I keep my eyes forward. “Which one?”


He shrugs with a look on his face that says 'how the fuck would I know' “The gala thing, red dress, perfect lighting. The reporter asked when you two are finally tying the knot. She said, he pitches his voice higher while sticking a hip out, ‘Oh, you’ll know soon enough.’ The press ate that shit up. You’re toast, man. She’s got your whole life planned out like her content calendar.”


Laughter ricochets off the concrete walls. Someone adds, “Don’t forget the hashtag, #SponsoredByLove.”

I re-rack the bar, grab a towel, and shrug like it’s nothing. “Isn’t that part of it? You know, brand alignment, media visibility. Comes with the job.”


The older guys go quiet for half a beat. Then Reeves, the one everyone listens to, wipes sweat off his brow and shakes his head.
“Nah, Captain. That’s what they want you to think. Being good at hockey’s got nothing to do with playing celebrity. Hockey’s hockey. The rest is noise.”
He picks up his water bottle. “You decide what your life looks like off the ice. You wanna be a brand instead of a human, that’s on you. But don’t confuse it with the game.”



The room hums around us. I laugh once, forced, pretending it rolls off.
But something in his tone sticks.


Before I can answer, Colby, who is currently dating one of Brielle’s influencer friends, grins and says, “Whatever, man. I worked my ass off to get here. The money, the fame, the girls, that’s my reward.”

Across the benches, Jensen snorts. “My reward’s lacing up every night. Playing the game I love for fans who spend their hard-earned cash just to watch us skate.”

Their voices blur. The clangs, the laughter, all background noise while something inside me stirs.


Because I do love her.
I remember the first time she kissed me after a win, she pulled me in close like she didn't care that I was sweaty, her whisper against my throat, “I’m so proud of you.”
I’d believed it.
I still want to.


The guilt crawls up before I can stop it. Who am I to doubt her? She’s always believed in me, always known how to handle the spotlight when I didn’t.

I tell myself Reeves is just old-school. Times change. This is the cost of success.

Still, the thought sticks.


Flashes of winter ice, my brother yelling, “Heads up!” as we tore across the frozen pond, breath sharp, hearts light.



When was the last time I felt that free?
That alive?


Someone yells for a spot. I drop the towel, move to help, and the moment is gone.


But it lingers in the corners.
Sweat dries. The clang fades.
And the question stays, quiet and relentless.



When did the love of the game start feeling like a performance?
And if I stop pretending, what’s left of me?



Chapter 5 - Nate










6 Months Ago


The suit is worth more than my first car, some designer I had to wear tonight that I cannot even pronounce, but the damn collar still itches.
The tie’s crooked. Or maybe it’s straight, and I just can’t stand it strangling me.


The city glows beneath me, glass and winter and anticipation. Fireworks already blooming faintly against the skyline, too early, too loud. People here like to celebrate before anything’s actually worth celebrating.


I have a glass of scotch in my hand, even though all I want is a cold beer. Brielle has been trying to 'refine my tastes'; apparently, my palette will adapt. Right now, it's screaming at me that wood and tobacco aren't meant to be in anything I drink.


She’s in the bathroom. I can hear the low hum of her blow-dryer over the muted broadcast of the pre-party countdown on the TV.


I should feel lucky.
I’ve got the career, the penthouse apartment, the girlfriend every magazine calls “flawless.”
My team’s playing the best hockey we’ve had in years; analysts keep saying this could be the season.



By every metric that counts, I’m winning.
So why do I feel like I’m suffocating in my own life?


My phone buzzes.


Kenzie: Mom and Dad are heading to Harvest & Hearth with Eli! You should come, big shot! I think the whole town is going to be there.


I laugh under my breath. I can picture it so clearly, Dad in a flannel that’s seen better days, Mom dancing in her boots, Eli probably trying his hardest to look like he is not having a good time. He probably is only going out because it's Adam's pub. He runs the pub my parents’ beef supplies. I can practically smell it through the phone: woodsmoke, cider, fried onions, laughter that doesn’t feel forced.

A smile breaks free.

When was the last time I went home?

I meant to make it down for the opening party, but I had a game, and Brielle wanted to go to a club opening instead. God, when was that? Shit... like a year and a half ago?


My fingers hover over the keyboard. Maybe.
Then I delete it. Stare at the blinking cursor for way too long and then type nothing.


I take the remainder of my drink in one gulp, and before I think it through, I am moving through my apartment.

“Babe,” I call out. “What if we skipped the gala?”


The dryer stops. The door opens in a burst of perfume and steam. Brielle steps out, radiant and cold all at once, every inch of her intentional.
She's in a silver gown that almost looks liquid, diamonds drip from her ears, icy blonde hair sleek, shiny and perfect. The kind of beauty that makes people stare. The kind that never gets mussed.


“Skipped it?” she repeats, voice smooth and precise.

Her hazel eyes are analyzing me right now, and it makes me shift, which really bothers me.


“Yeah." My voice cracks, so I clear it and continue. This feels right. "My folks are going to be at Harvest & Hearth."
"Harvest and Hearth? I've never heard of it."
It wasn't a no, so I kept going. "Adam’s throwing something. Remember the opening I wanted us to go to a while back? My parents are working with him; it's really cool what he's doing, incorporating local farms and makers into his farm-to-table-style pub. I have heard great things. It could be fun. I don't have a game tomorrow, so we could stay overnight." There is no reaction on her perfect face; she is standing still, staring at me. I feel like I am babbling. Like I'm a little boy instead of a thirty-year-old Hockey Captain. "No press, no sponsors. Just fun.” I shrug.



Her brows lift and her lips thin into a stern line, like I’ve suggested eating out of a dumpster.
“Nate, we’re on the Kodiaks’ sponsor table. The team expects us there. You can’t just… bail. Not tonight. What would people think?”



Right. The team. The image. The unspoken portion of a sports contract.


Her attention is off of me now, like the conversation is over. She's on her phone, no doubt giving her fans a play-by-play of her day... night.


“Yeah,” I say finally. “You’re right.”
I text Kenzie back: Have fun. Take pictures.


Brielle checks her lipstick in the mirror by the door. “Ready?”

“Sure,” I say on a sigh and try to muster up a smile.

She gives me the kind of smile meant for cameras, not me, which only adds to the tension I am feeling tonight, and we head downstairs.

The car waiting outside smells like leather and champagne. Cameras flash as we step out; her hand slips automatically onto my arm, not because she wants to hold it but because it photographs well. We have been together long enough that I know which side to stand on and how to ensure she always looks her best.


Inside the car, the world narrows to tinted glass and silence. She scrolls through her phone, rehearsing the captions for later.
I stare out at the blur of city lights and think of the ridge, black sky, frozen fields, maybe a fire pit glowing beside the old barn.


I look over to Brielle and watch her for a moment.

“You look beautiful,” I say, because I realize I haven’t yet.

She smiles, soft but practiced. “Thank you.”

Her attention’s already back on her screen.

I nod, tell myself I’ll plan something, a quick trip somewhere warm once the schedule eases up. She likes the beach. Likes the photos more. Maybe that’ll smooth the edges for a while.

This seems to be the cycle our relationship takes.

I think about the ring I bought last year, the one still sitting in my desk drawer with the receipt. Is it time? It hasn't felt right once since I bought it, and I keep telling myself that the perfect time will present itself...


The hotel ballroom is gold and white and too bright. The kind of space where you feel like you shouldn't touch anything.
Laughter clinks like ice in glasses. I know half the room by name, the other half by their wallets. Cameras turn as we walk in, Captain Nathaniel Carson and the woman who looks like perfection beside him.



I hit my lines: shake hands, pose, smile, repeat.
This is part of the job.
Be charismatic. Be grateful. Be the guy they want to sell.


Brielle slips away after the first round of photos, headed toward the sponsors’ corner. I stay where I’m supposed to stay, nodding through conversations that don’t matter. After an hour of talking to the right people, I look around, and she’s gone.

I excuse myself, weaving through waiters and laughter, and step into a quieter hallway lined with mirrors.

That’s when I see her.


Brielle.
Standing too close to a man in a navy suit, I don’t recognize. He’s laughing, confident, touching a strand of her hair, tucking it behind her ear like he’s done it a hundred times.
And she lets him.
She smiles at him, the kind of soft, genuine smile she never wastes on me anymore.


My chest tightens, and I flex my hands at my side.

What the fuck?

She’s never let me touch her hair. Not even joking. And definitely not in public. Don't even get me started on touching her face.

The guy says something, walks off. She turns and sees me. For a split second, she looks… relieved. Like I just saved her from something or gave her an excuse.

“What the hell was that?” My voice sounds foreign, low and rough.

“Don’t do this here,” she says, quiet but cutting and already edging closer to me to try and contain the situation.

“Do what? Watch my girlfriend flirt with some guy?”

“You have no idea what you are talking about.”

“What the fuck are you talking about, Brielle? I know what I just saw.”

“Nate.” Her eyes flick toward the open doorway behind me. People are near enough to hear. “We both know this hasn’t been working. I don't think we want the same thing anymore. It's like you don't even care anymore. You know how much my image and career mean to me.”

“Yeah, looks like you found a guy whose job description matches yours. Let me guess... he's got a bigger wallet?”

Her eyes shift just the slightest, and my gut sours. “This isn’t about him.”

“Looks like it is.” I grind out.

She exhales, almost tired. “It’s over. You knew this was coming.”

“Fuck that. How did I know it was coming? Was it when we were fucking last night or when you were spending my money this morning?" My voice is raised, and we are drawing attention, but I don't care. "Is this because I asked to skip one event? Because I wanted one night that wasn’t for the cameras? I wanted to go home and see my family.”

“It’s my job,” she says evenly. “This life. These people. That’s what I do. You knew it when you met me.”

“Some things are more important than your follower count.”

Her lips part, that perfect gloss gleaming. “You knew that wasn’t true for me, Nate.”

Flash.

The sound of a camera. Another.

I step back instinctively, jaw tight. A sick feeling is taking over. Anger bubbles up within me. “Have you been cheating on me?”

She sighs. Not angry, just done. Like I am a petulant child beneath her. “Goodbye, Nate.”


She moves past me, out into the light. The photographer turns just in time to catch her walking away. I go to follow her because fuck that shit, what the last four years have been nothing to her? Just a PR strategy that I no longer measure up to. "Do not walk away from me, Brielle."



A hand lands on my shoulder.
“Come on, man.”
Two of my teammates are at my side. They try to guide me toward the lobby before I say something I can’t take back.



I start walking, but then I see her with him. She didn't even fucking wait.



I am already old news to her. She is standing close by his side, peering up at him, like the doting cheating bitch she is. Anders seems to sense my intentions because he tries to grab me again, but I slip past him. He may be strong, but I am fast. And my target is the asshole who's been fucking my girlfriend. 
I hear Colby shout something, but I am zeroed in on the dickhead in the Armani suit.



Brielle sees me coming and tries to get his attention, but not before I am on him. My Fist flies before my teammates can grab me. 
As I am being dragged back, Brielle is crouched over the guy on the floor, calling for help, playing it up for the cameras and anyone watching. 
Flashes blind me, as people shout question after question, not caring that I am a real person. This is gold for them.


Outside, the air is a slap of cold. The sky’s a riot of colour, fireworks exploding over the river, echoing off the glass towers.

“Happy New Year, Captain,” one of them mutters. Half a joke, half pity.

I look up. The colours blur together. My ears ring from the noise, but I can’t hear any of it. I am feeling strange, not exactly sure how to describe it. Angry, Numb... Relieved?

No, that can't be it. I love her... loved her?

But was what we had even real?

How long did she have him waiting in the wings?

How long was she cheating on me?


And then one sickening thought hits me right in the chest. Had that moment, that scene, been why she had to come here tonight? She wanted to end this publicly.



Chapter 6 - Tessa











It’s been just over a year since I found out my dad was gone.
A year since the call, the keys, the house.
Some days it still feels like yesterday; other days it feels like something that happened to someone else, long before I knew who I was.


I haven’t had much time to work on the place, between school, placements, and every extra shift I could grab, but I’ve been back when I could. Weekends mostly. Sometimes, just a Sunday afternoon, windows open, the smell of dust and pine and old air curling through the rooms. I’d sweep, light the stove, walk a different section of my property, tell myself I was keeping it alive until I could really come home.

I hired a local kid, Owen, to keep the drive plowed in winter and the grass trimmed in summer. He sends me pictures sometimes, sunsets over the field, deer tracks by the porch. Little reminders that the place is still waiting for me.

I’ve worked my butt off this past year. The kind of tired that lives in your bones but feels worth it. I’m about to graduate. I’ve got job offers, good ones, from big clinics and even a few private ranches that sound like something out of a glossy brochure. But every time I drive the stretch of highway between Summit City and Hawthorne Ridge, something in me exhales. The air feels different there. Slower, truer. Like maybe I don’t have to decide what's next, I already know.

So, I started talking to people. The family-run clinics, farmers, and a few rodeo organizers. Asking what the area really needs. Turns out, what they need is someone who’ll show up, who’ll drive the back roads for a sick foal or a calving gone wrong. Someone who’ll work with them, not above them. I decided that’s going to be me. I’ll join one of the small clinics part-time, but I’ll keep my independence too, help smaller farms that can’t afford full veterinary rates and pick up event contracts to balance it out. Work that matters. Work that feels like me.

Last summer, Judy Palmer called me out to the Carson farm. They had a horse down, a colic scare. I spent half a day there, sleeves rolled, hands buried in the kind of work I love. That’s when I met most of them, the Carsons, except their middle son, Nate, the hockey player. I’d heard of him, obviously. Everyone around here had. But he was never home much.

His sister Kenzie was, though. She’d been home for the summer from her school, where she was earning her Diploma in Sustainable Agriculture, full of energy and good humour. We hit it off right away. She started popping by when I was in town, dragging me into whatever the family was doing: cookouts, errands, coffee at Clara’s café. I tease them that she is the sunshine to Eli's grumpy persona. Which isn't actually true; that's just what he looks like from the outside. One night by a bonfire, I asked him if anyone had ever told him he looked like the actor who played Thor... if he was a grumpy lumberjack. I got my first laugh out of Eli Carson that night, and Kenzie choked on her beer.

They’ve checked in ever since, sent texts about their animals, or just to see how classes were going. It’s strange, this patchwork of people who feel like home, even though technically they’re strangers who became something else entirely.


Somewhere along the way, these people became mine.
Not blood. Not an obligation. Just... kindness that stayed.


Now it’s graduation day, and the plan is simple: finish, pack, move home. I already gave notice on my apartment. The boxes are stacked by the door. My little car’s half full of my life, books, scrubs, and a few plants I’ve kept alive against the odds.

There won’t be anyone waiting for me in the crowd. That used to hurt. It doesn’t anymore. Kenzie and I texted earlier in the week; she finished her program on Monday; said we’d celebrate over drinks at Adam’s once I was done. That’s enough.

The ceremony passes in a blur of speeches and handshakes. The air smells like flowers and nerves and something distinctly Summit City. When they finally call my name...


Tessa Lane, Veterinary Technician Diploma, with distinction.
...something inside me goes still.


I step up onto the stage, the lights bright, the applause polite. I look out, expecting a sea of strangers. Instead, my breath catches.

Front and center, Diane and Robert Morgan. Next to them, Judy and Dean Palmer. And behind them, John and Maggie Carson, with Kenzie, waving like a lunatic beside them.

A laugh bursts out of me, wild and delighted. My cheeks ache with the kind of smile I haven’t felt since I was a kid. These people knew me when I was just the little girl Mike Lane used to carry on his shoulders, before my mother took me away. They knew him until his last days. And now they’re here.

For me.

When the ceremony ends, I don’t even stop to take photos. I make a straight line for them. Judy catches me first, her hug big and warm and smelling like laundry detergent and home.

“We couldn’t miss it, honey,” she says. “Your dad would’ve been bursting.”

I believe her.


Then John Carson steps forward, holding a set of keys.
“Thought you might want these back.”
The metal glints in the sunlight. My throat tightens.


“The truck?” I whisper.

He nods. “Dean mentioned you were trying to find someone to look at it. We figured it just needed a little love, not a whole rebuild. Eli and I worked on her when we could. She’s purring like she used to.”

I blink hard. “You didn’t have to...”

He waves me off. “It’s mostly labour, and you don’t owe me a thing. Consider it a graduation gift. Your dad would’ve wanted that truck back on the road.”

The world blurs for a second. I hug him tight; he smells like soil and grease and something safe. “Thank you,” I manage.

He chuckles. “Eli wanted to come too, but one of our cows is due any minute. He didn’t want to risk leaving her.”

“I can swing by and check on her,” I say automatically, and John grins like he knew I’d offer. It is crazy how much he looks like, Eli, or I guess Eli looks like him. Just an older version but with blue eyes that are greyer than Eli's deep ocean blue. John looks rough and rugged but is really just a big ol’ teddy bear when he lets you in... kind of like he is eldest son.

“He talked about you, you know, your dad,” Maggie adds softly. “Said you were smart as hell, tough as nails, and stubborn as he was.”

My eyes burn. I blink fast, smile shaky. “He did?”

“All the time.”

I hug them all. It feels like belonging, like something heavy sliding off my shoulders.

Kenzie links her arm through mine. “So obviously I’m riding shotgun. You’re not getting out of that.”

I laugh, the sound full and real. “Fine. But only if you promise not to DJ.”

She gasps. “Blasphemy. My playlists are sacred.”

Judy insists I come for a barbecue later, Diane adds that Clara just had a baby girl, and Cassidy’s expecting now, and before I know it, the whole group’s planning my evening for me.

Judy’s eyes sparkle. “Are you seeing anyone these days, Tessa?”

I laugh, shaking my head. “Just patients, Judy. They drool and kick and eat hay... give the best kisses, so I’m good for now.”


She clicks her tongue like she’s already matchmaking. Kenzie snorts, and I shoot her a look that says I will throw you to the wolves if I have to. That just makes her laugh harder.



And for the first time in a long time, I don’t feel like an outsider looking in.
I feel seen. Rooted.


Kenzie elbows me. “You’re not getting out of drinks at Adam’s tonight, by the way.”

I laugh, the sound surprising me. “Guess not.”

I think this is what my therapist meant when she said forgiveness doesn’t mean forgetting. It means carrying the good parts forward, letting them live alongside the ache instead of underneath it. I could stay angry and hurt by what my parents did and didn't do and push this life away. Or...

We make our way to the parking lot, and John offers to drive my car back to Hawthorne Ridge so I can take the truck. I hesitate, then hand over the keys. Kenzie squeals, already climbing into the passenger seat like she’s claimed it as hers.

We pull out of the lot to a chorus of honks and waves. The truck’s engine rumbles under my hands, familiar and foreign all at once. It smells faintly of motor oil and pine, like home and something new.

“See?” Kenzie grins, blonde curls bouncing around her. “Told you it’d suit you better than that city car.”

I roll down the window, letting the air rush in, tugging my hair free from its braid. “Yeah,” I say quietly. “It feels right.”


The highway opens ahead of us, the sky streaked in gold and lavender.
For the first time in a long time, I don’t feel like I’m unsettled or missing anything.
I’m driving toward it.



Toward a house that needs fixing.
Toward work that matters.
Toward people who show up.



And as the wind fills the cab and the land stretches wide and wild around us, I let myself smile.
Because maybe, just maybe, this is what home is supposed to feel like.



Chapter 7 - Nate











The world keeps spinning even when you tank. It doesn’t even wobble.
We didn’t just lose. We got swept. Four games, four funerals, and every sports show running the same clips like they were daring us to argue. Golden Boy Goes Cold. Captain Crumbles. Is Captain Carson Cursed?



After Brielle, I told myself I was fine. I was fine with every picture of her and the suit. The happily ever after story they were spinning for 'likes'. Fine with them painting me out to be the bad guy in the story.
Fine looks a lot like empty bottles, new faces, and too much noise. It looks like me laughing when nothing’s funny and clapping guys on the back, I don’t trust with my car keys. It looks like leaning into the only thing people seem to agree on about me anymore, that I’m better as a headline than as a person.



You want a show? I’ll give you a show.
New girl every week. New dress, new perfume, new PR angle. Turn my face to the light and let it burn. If all they want is the playboy, I can do that in my sleep.



My agent called it a “rebrand.”
Coach called it a “goddamn embarrassment.”


He was right.

After the sweep, we all needed to blow off steam. A few of the guys hit the bars too hard, and I was right there with them, matching rounds, laughing too loud. The next morning, photos splashed across every news outlet. Half the city saw me with someone I didn’t even remember meeting. And I definitely don't remember doing what they pictured us doing in the hallway to the club bathrooms.

Then came the call.


His voice had an edge to it that I rarely heard from Coach, not with me.
“You clean up your act, Carson, or someone else wears the C.” He didn’t wait for me to respond. “And if you think the front office won’t ship your ass out of Summit City to save face, you haven’t been paying attention.”
The line clicked dead like a door slamming. That was a little over a week ago and I haven’t slept right since.



Canada Day means red flags on every porch and people coming together to celebrate. My phone won’t stop lighting up, teammates, hanger-oners, a few women whose names I never learned, asking if the lake house is happening.
It’s happening.
If I can’t fix a season, I can at least fill the empty ache that I don't understand.


We leave the city in a convoy. My Bronco is out front, the top off. Two more SUVs behind us are full of guys and girls yelling along to whatever song is trending. A BMW convertible brings up the rear, hair and scarves and cell phones raised high. The highway breathes us toward the ridge. Every kilometre closer, my chest gets tighter, and I tell myself it’s just the stress of the season.

We roll into my parents’ lane like a road show, tires kicking up powder-dry dust. The yard looks the same as it always does, grass cut even, flags clipped to the porch rail, Mom’s planters exploding with geraniums and something white I should know the name of but don’t. The air smells like sun on old wood and cut hay and the faint metallic tang of the creek running hard from a late snowmelt.
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