
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    This book is a work of fiction. The characters, incidents and dialogue are drawn from the author’s imagination and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events or persons, living or dead, is fictionalized or coincidental.  
 
      
 
    Two Tickets 
 
    Copyright A. J. Manney (2023). All rights reserved. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The right of Amanda Manney to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by the author in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988. All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior permission of the authors. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Edited: Dotty Manney 
 
    Cover Design: Manney Resource Solutions 
 
    Layout Design: Manney Resource Solutions 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Table of Contents 
 
      
 
    Prologue 
 
    Chapter One 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
    Chapter Thirty 
 
    Chapter Thirty-One 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Four 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Five 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Six 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Seven 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Eight 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Nine 
 
    Chapter Forty 
 
      
 
    Chapter Forty-One 
 
      
 
    Chapter Forty-Two 
 
      
 
    Chapter Forty-Three 
 
      
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Acknowledgments 
 
      
 
    About the Author 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Dedication 
 
      
 
      
 
    To Macey, our Type 1 Diabetes Warrior: 
 
    I wrote this so that you can have a character to relate to and not be afraid of what the future holds, that you might face it with courage and strength with God at your side. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
   



 

 Prologue 
 
      
 
    Aiden 
 
    “Brooks, my office!”  
 
    I ignore my teammates who immediately start yelling and carrying on, like I’m getting called into the principal’s office. Idiots. I shove my blade protectors onto my skates and stride after my coach. “What’d you do now?” Sebastian asks with a grin as he steps off the ice and follows me. I don’t answer him; I rarely do. And yet, he’s still here. Beside me. Like a puppy.  
 
    I knock on my coach’s door and step inside when I hear him yell to come in. I stand right inside the door. I’m not going to sit. I’m sweaty and irritated. All I want is a shower and then to head home, but I’m stuck here instead. I fight back the urge to bark at him and just keep my mouth shut; I’ll wait him out. When the door opens, and our Miss PR sweeps inside, I nearly groan out load. She always makes my life miserable. Always. If she’s here, it’s not a good sign. Katie, Karen, Casey...something. She’s always making our lives difficult. Who knows what she wants now. 
 
    “Good evening, Brooks,” she says, calling me by my last name. I don’t bother responding.  
 
    Coach nods towards one of the two leather chairs in front of his desk. Both are custom made to handle the large bodies of professional hockey players. “Sit.” I don’t argue with him, despite the fact that I don’t want to sit. I cross over to that side of the room and drop my large body down into the chair.  
 
    “All right, we’ll get right to it,” Miss PR person says. “Christmas is several weeks away and with that, it’s the time of year when we try to amp up our benevolence.” Her words slide in one ear and out the other as I think through what I need to do tonight when I get home before I crash in bed. I’ve got an early morning and need to stay on track. We leave tomorrow morning early for back-to-back away games.  
 
    “Right, Brooks?”  
 
    My coach’s voice and the use of my name drags my attention back to the conversation. I realize I've missed everything that’s been said. But I know better than to argue with my coach. About anything. 
 
    “Right,” I respond, hoping I haven’t just pledged my soul to the devil. 
 
    “Great,” Miss PR says with a wide smile. “You’re supposed to be there at one o-clock. Somebody from the school will show you where to go.” 
 
    Wait, what? School? What am I doing at a school? My scowl deepens.  
 
    “You just have to present the tickets and then you can leave,” she continues.  
 
    I stare at her, but she doesn’t respond to my look. She’s ballsy; I'll give her that. My stare usually intimidates everyone. She just looks away like she can’t be bothered by me. I'm trying to piece together what it is exactly that I’ve been committed to. I don’t really know or care, but I do know I am not the right person to represent our team. To kids. I stare at her and then my coach. “Why me?” I growl when neither of them say anything.  
 
    “Because of your sweet disposition,” she says without missing a beat. I scowl at her. “See? Right there. Rein in the scowl. I didn’t choose you for this.” 
 
    “Then who did?” I bark out. 
 
    "I did.” Coach Seers sits back in his chair. “You need to do something to clean up your image.” 
 
    My scowl deepens. “What image?” 
 
    “Have you ever read about yourself online? Checked your socials? Listened to sports’ radio? Watched ESPN?” Miss PR asks. 
 
    “No.” And I don’t intend to start now either. 
 
    “Well, you’re not exactly Mr. Charming,” she responds. “Your image is pretty rough. We need to clean it up, make you more relatable. Everybody sees you as...” she pulls out her phone. “Aggressive, broody, easily angered, beast on and off the ice. He’s the one you want to avoid. One hit against the glass, and you might not get back up. If enforcers were still a thing, Brooks would be one; and he’d be a good one. He’s probably the roughest, toughest player in the AHF.” She looks up. “It goes on.” 
 
    I stare at her. “I don’t see the problem.” 
 
    “Of course, you don’t,” she says with a long-suffering sigh. “This is not the 1980’s. This is hockey right now. Today. Enforcers are no longer a real thing.” 
 
    I keep the scoff off my face. Enforcers are indeed a real thing; ask any team. We just don’t talk about it like we used to. Everybody wants to pretend they no longer exist; they’re trying to clean up the game of hockey...which is stupid if anybody asks me.  
 
    “We are trying to move hockey into the modern era. More family friendly, not a drunken brawl. To do that, we have a certain image to portray. That’s why I’m here, and that’s why you’re taking these tickets to the school on Monday.”  
 
    I say nothing. I don’t want to do this, but if Coach says I have to, I don’t have a choice. I stare her down, willing her to change her mind and pick somebody else. Somebody like Sebastian or Rico. Everybody loves those guys. Me? Not so much. And that’s fine with me; that’s the way I like it. I cross my arms over my chest. “Are we done here?” 
 
    My coach’s eyes narrow at me. “You’ll take the tickets to the class this Monday and deliver them. Try to smile, Brooks. Try not to scare the children.”  
 
    “Be here at 12:30, and we’ll ride over together,” Miss PR says. I keep my mouth shut. “All you have to do is present the tickets to the teacher and her students, and then you can leave.” 
 
    I stand to my feet, towering over her. She doesn’t back down. “I’m out.” I walk towards the door.  
 
    “Brooks.” My coach’s voice stops me. 
 
    I look back at him. “Take Perez with you; maybe he can keep the kids from running away in fear,” he says dryly. I nod and step out the door and take a deep breath. 
 
    “Whew! Must have been some meeting,” Sebastian says, startling me.  
 
    I scowl at him. “Were you eavesdropping?” 
 
    Sebastian gives me his most innocent look. “Who me? Never.” 
 
    “Since you were eavesdropping, I don’t need to tell you that you’re going with me on Monday,” I growl out and walk past him. I need a shower, and then I want out of here.  
 
    “Where are we going?” he asks, like a puppy at my heels. It will never cease to amaze me that this guy, who looks and acts like a golden retriever puppy dog is one of the leading forwards in the AHF.  
 
    “A school,” I grunt out, hoping he’ll leave me alone. No such luck.  
 
    “A school? Ooo, will there be sexy, single teachers there?” he asks. I don’t answer him. I head to the locker room, so I can shower. “Why are we going to a school?” he asks. “What’s at the school?” 
 
    Knowing he won’t leave me alone until he gets his answers, I give in to his pestering. “We’re delivering tickets to a game.” 
 
    “Why? What game? How many kids?” 
 
    Yep, a puppy. I pull my shirt off and throw it on the bench. “I don’t know. Ask Miss PR all your questions,” I growl out. 
 
    He smirks. “Miss PR? Is that what you call her?” His eyes widen. “Oh, please tell me you called her that to her face! I wish I could have been there. Did she wipe the floor with you?” I don’t even bother answering as I head over to the showers. “You do know her name is Chloe, right?” he calls out after me.  
 
    Nope. Didn't know. Don’t care to know. I step under the scalding water and let the water drown out my teammate’s voice. I don’t think about the tickets again. I’ve got a game to prepare for. It will be over in a matter of minutes; nothing to stress about. I’ll get in there, pass off the stupid tickets, and get out. Easy as pie.  
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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I shrug on my sweater and slide my feet into my favorite boots, check to make sure my medic kit is in my bag before slinging it over my shoulder, and grab my coffee and keys before jogging down the stairs in my apartment building and out the front door. Ah. The crisp, cold November air hits me, making me shiver; but I'm thankful for it. It helps me wake up fully. My car waits for me in my assigned parking lot. She’s a little old, but she’s faithful and steady and that’s just what I need. I shiver when I get inside and quickly start her up, cranking the heat.  
 
    My drive to school doesn’t take long, and I enjoy the trip. The last of the stubborn leaves hanging on to trees still hold some of their color. It won’t be long before the first snow hits, and those remaining leaves will be long gone. I can’t find it in my heart to be sad; not when it means my favorite season is coming. I grin as I turn up the music. Thankfully, there’s a small station that plays Christmas music starting November 1st. It’s my favorite! I might have a slight obsession with Christmas, but I don’t even care. I love Christmas, and anybody that doesn’t is not right in the head.  
 
    When I get to school, I head inside, thinking through my morning. “Bri!” somebody shouts, causing me to turn. I grin as my best friend and fellow teacher hurries to catch up with me. She may be my best friend, but she’s my opposite in every way...all the best ways. She teaches history, while I teach English. She’s tall, where I’m short and...curvy. Yeah, let’s go with that. I’m always trying to lose that extra ten or so pounds hanging on. She has long dark hair that falls in perfect waves over her willowy frame. My blond hair needs to be straightened every single morning, and even then it usually makes it only until lunch before it’s frizzy again. Probably the biggest difference between us is the way we dress. She dresses in pantsuits and looks every part the teacher she is. Meanwhile, I feel best in my comfy jeans or leggings with a long sweater and a pair of cute boots. Which is exactly how I’m dressed today. I’m wearing my softest gray leggings with an equally soft cream sweater. I paired it with a pair of soft gray booties. I may or may not have an obsession with boots, especially booties. They're my favorite.  
 
    “Brielle!” she calls again, as if I didn’t hear her the first time.  
 
    “Hey Stephanie,” I say with a grin.  
 
    She looks at me skeptically. “Why are you always so cheerful on Monday mornings?” 
 
    I laugh. “I’m pretty sure I’m like this every day, not just Monday.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s disgusting,” she grumbles, causing my smile to grow. 
 
    “Come on, Steph,” I say, linking my arm through hers. “It’s a beautiful new morning and the start of a new week. What’s there not to be cheerful about?” 
 
    “You listened to Christmas music this morning, didn’t you?” 
 
    “I totally did,” I tell her as we walk inside the building together. 
 
    She shakes her head. She’s one of those haters who only listens to Christmas music after Thanksgiving. News flash; turkey still tastes like turkey, even if you listen to Christmas music. I don’t say anything. It’s an argument I know I won’t win. “Did you finish those papers you were grading?” she asks me. 
 
    “I did, finally. It was a good weekend; I got a lot accomplished.” 
 
    “Better enjoy it while you can, right?” she says with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s for sure.” Soon, my weekend job will start; I smile just thinking about it.  
 
    “When’s opening weekend?” she asks.  
 
    “Next weekend.” I can’t keep the smile off my face. It’s the best time of year. The Saturday before Thanksgiving every year, Bluebell Valley, our small town in Northern Wisconsin, turns the center of town into Christmas Village. People from all over come to our small town to skate on the huge ice rink and to visit all the pop-up shops all around the rink. My shop, of course, is my favorite. Hotta Choc-o-lotta. I may not be a great baker, but I know how to make a good cup of hot chocolate. That’s what my shop is—gourmet hot chocolates. I smile, just thinking about it.  
 
    “Good morning, Ladies,” Mr. Goodman, our principal greets us.  
 
    “Good morning, Mr. Goodman,” I say with a smile. He’s a stout older fella; he’s always busy and rushing from one thing to the next. But he’s a good man. He loves the students, and for that, he gets an A plus in my book.  
 
    “Teacher meeting in five minutes,” he reminds us as he rushes down the hall. He’s always rushing somewhere. 
 
    “I’m going to drop my bag off; I’ll meet you there,” I tell Stephanie. I’m humming to myself as I walk to my classroom. With the hand not holding my coffee cup, I turn on the lights and smile. I love my classroom. It’s decorated with every kind of English teacher fun you can think of. It’s got corny grammar jokes and English lit quotes on the walls, and my favorite—a running list of the frequently misspelled words I catch on my students’ papers. It’s even got a few of mine; my students love when I misspell something. It doesn’t happen often, but I'm human. I drop my bag off and quickly check my email. When I see I'm not missing anything earth-shattering, I grab my coffee and head to the teachers’ meeting.  
 
    The room’s still somewhat empty when I get there, which isn’t surprising. It is Monday, after all. I sit near the front and take a few sips of my coffee while I wait. I use my notes app on my phone to create a grocery list for tonight after work. “Good morning, Brielle.” I glance up as Rob slides into the seat next to mine. 
 
    “Good morning, Rob. How was your weekend?” I ask the straight-laced math teacher. 
 
    “It was productive,” he responds. “How was yours?” 
 
    “It was busy but good,” I say with a smile and look back at the list on my phone.  
 
    “What’s your weekend look like this weekend?” he asks. 
 
    Lettuce, shrimp, mayo... 
 
    “Brielle?” I look up from my list. “What’s your weekend look like?” he asks. 
 
    “Oh, sorry. I was working on my grocery list,” I say with a laugh. “My weekend...” I have to stop and think about it, but I don’t get a chance to. Stephanie slides into the chair on my other side, right on time. Principal Goodman walks into the room.  
 
    “Happy Monday,” he says as he gets to the front.  
 
    I smile. Same old, same old. He says the same thing every single Monday morning. And just like every other Monday, nobody really responds...mostly because the room is still somewhat empty, or asleep. By the end of the meeting, the room will have filled up. It’s how it always is. I continue my list discreetly on my phone, mostly to give myself something to do. I love Mr. Goodman; I really do. But he’s dry and long-winded, and that combination is not a great combination for first thing Monday morning.  
 
    He drones on, and I nod at the appropriate times. Home games on Friday. Check. Important away tournament for the Chess team. Check. Thanksgiving parade for the younger kids. Check. Thanksgiving break. Double check.  
 
    “And then the last announcement for today. I have big news; I want everybody to pay attention to what I’m saying.” It’s silent for a minute, and I glance up. He’s looking right at me. Busted. I slide my phone into my pocket discreetly, right as Stephanie elbows me hard enough in my side that I jerk and wince. So much for not being obvious. “Today is a big day for our school,” he says with as much excitement as he’s capable of. I’m not going to lie; it's not a lot. One of our classes has won tickets to a hockey game. And that’s where I tune him out. I go back to my shopping list, mentally. I don’t want to risk pulling out my phone and getting into trouble again. He drones on and on about hockey. Honestly, I don’t get it. We don’t even have a hockey team here at school. I know I live up to the stereotype of an English teacher, but I am just not into sports. Never have been, never will be. I don’t think I will ever get over the insanity that this school and others go through each season. Maybe it’s because I wasn’t a sporty kid. I also wasn’t a music student, nor was I in chess club. Basically, I wasn’t popular...at all. Now, if we’d had a book club, I would have been president of it! Sadly, those didn’t exist when I was in school. But now I make it my purpose to find all kinds of groups for kids to get involved in. Not everybody is a jock, a nerd, or a musician. There are plenty of other students who are just as amazing, even if they never play chess, a sport, or an instrument. I shake myself and climb down off my proverbial soapbox and just in time. 
 
    “All right. That’s it for today. Remember, be ready for today to be a zoo.” 
 
    With those ominous words, he dismisses us. I frown and stand to my feet, ready to ask Stephanie what I missed. But I don’t get a chance to because Mrs. Rainer comes towards me, that look on her face. “Oh boy,” Stephanie mutters next to me. “I’ll catch you later,” she says and bolts for the door.  
 
    “Chicken,” I whisper-yell at her retreating back before I turn to Mrs. Rainer with a smile. “Good morning, Mrs. Rainer. What can I do for you today?”  
 
    The other English teacher at our school gives me a once-over and scowls. Did I mention she doesn’t like me? I’m not really sure what I ever did to her because she’s been like this with me from day one. I’ve always tried to be nice to her, but it’s never gotten me anywhere. “Did I miss the memo for casual Monday?” she asks, eyeing me from head to toe.  
 
    I smile sweetly at her. “Nope, this is just how I dress.” Which she knows by now, but anyway. “What can I do for you?” I ask because as much as she hates me, for whatever reason, I've made it my mission to get her to be my friend. And no, it’s not going well; but I’m still going to try, no matter how many times Stephanie tells me it’s a waste of time.  
 
    “You need to extend the deadline on the English paper you assigned. Some of your students are also in my creative writing class, and they need to focus on their papers.” 
 
    I take a deep breath and keep my smile on my face. “I can’t change the date. They’ve known about the paper since the beginning of the year. I’m sorry it’s conflicting with your paper, but I can’t change the date for a few students. What would that say to the other students?” We always butt heads over dates and papers. Well, mostly, she butts; and I just take the hits. 
 
    “But it’s my writing class, the one for gifted writers,” she says patronizingly as if I’ve suddenly forgotten what classes she teaches. Newsflash; I haven’t, especially not about the special writing class that's the bane of my existence, the one she reminds me of (usually by way of complaint) nearly every single day. 
 
    I smile again. “I’ll be sure to encourage the students in my class that are in your writing class to get their papers done soon, so they can focus on your class.” With that, I spin and make my way toward the exit. Mollified for now, she heads the other direction; and I take a deep breath. I step out into the hallway and smile. She’s not going to ruin the day for me. I smile as I head to my first-hour class. It’s going to be a great day.  
 
    In hindsight, I really should have listened to that hockey announcement.  
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 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I meet Stephanie in the teacher’s lounge for lunch. “Hey, how was your morning?” I ask as I sit down and pull out my device that connects to my insulin pump. I add the insulin I need for lunch and wait for my friend to join me.  
 
    “Slow.” She grabs her container from the microwave and sits next to me. “Tell me why again we can’t kill our students?” 
 
    I laugh and take a bite of my leftover soup. I smile to myself. Another reason I love this time of year; I can make soup every few days and it lasts me for the week. Today is my mom’s famous chicken noodle soup. It’s my favorite. Speaking of my mom, I need to call her and check in on her and my sister. I make a mental note to add that to my to-do list for the weekend. “Steph, who got on your bad side today?” I ask after blowing on my soup to cool it off. 
 
    “Middle schoolers.” Her eyes widen. “Need I say more?” 
 
    “Nope, enough said.” I take another bite. Middle schoolers do get a bad rep, but I enjoy teaching them. They have a level of enthusiasm that hasn’t been dulled or destroyed by the drama of high school yet. Of course, my rowdiest class is after lunch; so, I might be a little premature. Eighth-grade English. Is there anything more crazy? Not with this class. They’re the rowdiest of the rowdy, but I love them anyway. “So, what happened?” I ask after another bite.  
 
    She shakes her head and leans forward. “Do they ever grow up? I mean like ever?” She puts her head down on the table and moans.  
 
    “Is she okay?” Troy, one of the married teachers asks as he walks past. He’s one of the boys’ P.E. teachers; I don’t think he probably deals with drama in the same way we do.  
 
    I nod. “She’s good, just a rough day.” He nods and moves on, probably to find a more stable group of people to sit with.  
 
    “What’s up with her?” Rob asks as he takes a seat at our table. 
 
    “Apparently, history with middle schoolers,” I tell him. He gives me a knowing smile and starts on his lunch. Stephanie finally picks up her head and begins to eat. She’s not usually this dramatic; that's usually my role. She must be tired or hormonal, but I like my head where it is; so, I don’t say anything.  
 
    After lunch, we split and go to our prospective classes. My class is wild and crazy as usual when I walk through the door. “Mickey, Sam, get down,” I call out as I walk past. I have no idea what they’re attempting to do—spider walk the walls? I shake my head and move to the front of the room. “Okay, class, let’s get started.” I ignore the groans and the twelve questions to try and distract me. “I graded your papers over the weekend.” A collective groan goes up, and I bite back a smile. “I’m going to pass them out; please keep your grade to yourself.” 
 
    I walk around the classroom and hand each student their test. I make some students’ days and destroy others—the joy of being an English teacher. “Okay, everybody has their test. If you have a question about your grade, see me after class,” I say to the four students that already have hands in the air. “Open your grammar books to page eighty-seven. We’re talking about complements today.” I hear a few groans and muttering, but for the most part, everybody gets to it. I spend a few minutes explaining complements and then we do the practice sentences together. “All right. We’re going to do the next page together and then we’re going to put them into practice in writing. Look at number one.” Before I get any further, somebody knocks on the door. I bite my lip to keep from saying anything. I hate it when I'm interrupted. Our class periods go so fast as it is; it’s hard to give up any time. I push those thoughts away as Principal Goodman opens the door and walks in, a beaming smile on his face. I smile at him for a moment, but it falters when I see the door stays open and several people step inside. I don’t recognize any of them. Then two guys with cameras walk in and several people wearing lanyards follow. One lady carries a microphone. I try but fail to keep the smile on my face as I walk over to Principal Goodman. “What’s going on?” I ask quietly. He doesn’t even glance my direction before stepping to the front of the classroom. I step to the side because there isn’t room for the both of us and because I’m so confused. Who are all these people? And what are they doing in my classroom? I rack my brain trying to think if I missed something. Was there a fundraiser I missed? The door opens again, and a gorgeous woman steps into the classroom. She’s obviously not dressed to be here, as she’s way overdressed. She’s wearing dress pants and a suit jacket along with a crisp blouse and a purse that looks like it cost a fortune. Her dark hair is slicked back into a perfect bun, not a hair out of place. My eyes widen, but I don’t get a chance to take any more of her in because the door opens again. I’m not prepared for who comes in next. I stop and stare, maybe drool a little? Because the tallest man I've ever seen steps into the classroom. My first indication that he’s tall comes when he has to duck just to get through the doorway. But that’s not the only thing on him that’s big. His shoulders are huge, and I can see the well-defined muscles under his...jersey? I stare, trying to comprehend what in the world is happening. My class, who have sat quietly taking all this in, bursts into surprised applause and delight when the tall man steps into the classroom. Whoever he is, they must know because an excited buzz spreads through the classroom. I’m just about ready to step forward to try and gain control of the classroom when Principal Goodman puts up his hands.  
 
    “Good afternoon!” he calls out, and my class eagerly returns his greeting.  
 
    I glance over at the tall guy and accidentally meet his eyes for just a moment. I look away quickly but not before I notice the piercing green eyes and scowl. I shiver. He’s more than intimidating; he’s downright scary. I wonder if Mr. Goodman should have done a background check on him. Mr. Goodman continues. “I am so happy to be here right now,” he says to my almost-out-of-control class. I’m hoping he finishes whatever it is he came to do so we can get back to class. Discreetly, I lift my wrist, the one with my watch and check the time. When I lift my head, I see the scary guy glaring at me. Somehow, he’s gotten closer in the last minute or two.  
 
    “Are we keeping you?” he asks dryly, in a low voice. His voice is practically a rumble, and it sends a shiver through me...and not in a good way. More in a, I hope he doesn’t murder me and leave my body for the birds kind of way.  
 
    I don’t bother answering and instead turn my attention back to the principal. “Isn’t that good news?” the principal says, and my class bursts into cheer.  
 
    Crud. I missed what he said. But as I look around the room and see my students’ faces lit with joy, I find myself smiling and clapping along. I figure somebody will clue me in eventually. Principal Goodman turns to the scary man standing a few feet from me. “Would you care to do the honors?” 
 
    The man doesn’t move from his position, and I almost snort. He does not want to do the honors; in fact, I'm pretty sure he doesn’t want to be here at all. He finally moves forward, but it’s more like a stalk. I’m suddenly worried for our principal’s safety. He stops next to Mr. Goodman and stares at him before reaching into his pocket and pulling out something. He hands it to Mr. Goodman, or at least he tries to. But Mr. Goodman shakes his head. I wonder briefly what's going on before he turns to me, and I freeze in my spot.  
 
    “Miss Campbell, will you join us?” 
 
    Oh shoot. I briefly wonder if I can say no, but I paste a smile on my face and force myself to walk towards the two of them. Please don’t kill me. I’m careful to stay out of reach of the big man and crowd close to Mr. Goodman.  
 
    Mr. Goodman looks at the man expectantly, but he just scowls at us. I stand my ground, even though I want to go cower in the corner. I glance at Mr. Goodman, wondering what’s going on. But the man finally sticks his hand out. “Here,” he practically shoves the...I glance down...tickets at me. I stare at them for a moment before lifting my head. 
 
    Am I supposed to know what these are? I shoot a desperate glance at my principal, hoping he will help me out.  
 
    He turns to my class. “You’re all going to the game!” 
 
    My classroom explodes in a cacophony of noise. I smile, happy for them. Then Mr. Goodman turns to me. “As a representative of our school, Miss Campbell, you will accompany them to the game and participate in the half-time show with the other teachers from the winning schools. 
 
    Say what now? I keep the smile firmly in place and nod and act excited like my students are. The room quiets down, and I realize that everybody is staring at me expectantly. It takes me a moment. “Oh, oh. Thank you so much for these...tickets,” I falter for a moment. I glance at the big guy in front of me and quickly glance away. “Isn’t this great class, we get to go to...” I look down again, trying to buy myself some time. Oh, why don’t I ever watch sports. I stare at the tickets. Why don’t they say what sport it is?  I think quickly and take a wild stab. “...to the baseball game!” I know instantly that I’m wrong. I don’t even have to be told. But I am told, and it’s not by my students. Well, they’re laughing hysterically. No, it’s from the grumpy Gus next to me. 
 
    “Wrong season; wrong sport.” His voice is so low, I doubt anybody heard it but me.  
 
    I look up at him, hoping maybe he’s not upset about the mistake. Nope. He’s clearly upset. I try again, but quieter this time. “Basketball?” I whisper. He doesn’t even blink. “Soccer?” Nothing. “Rugby?” Still nothing. My mind is scrambling; I'm running out of teams.  
 
    “Are you for real?” he asks in an irritated tone.  
 
    I strain to keep my smile in place. It’s not worth it; I'm not giving up my peace because of him. He’ll be out of my classroom and out of my life in a few minutes, and I can get back to doing what I love. With that thought firmly planted, I smile extra wide at him. “How about you tell me what the tickets are for?” I ask softly.  
 
    But he doesn’t have to, because Ryan, in the front row beats him to it. “It’s hockey, Miss Campbell!”  
 
    “Oh,” I smile and nod like I knew that. Hockey? All the hockey talk from this morning suddenly comes rushing back. I don’t look at the guy next to me. “Well, we get to go to a hockey game. Isn’t that amazing?” My class cheers.  
 
    “When is it?” Melody calls out. 
 
    I look down at the tickets. "November 7th.” My mind scrambles, trying to figure out when that even is.  
 
    “Yes,” Principal Goodman chimes in. “The game is this Friday.” My class cheers again, and I absently wonder why they didn’t let us know sooner. He puts up his hand to silence my students. “Let me tell you about the night. You’re going to get VIP treatment that night. You'll get there early and get a tour of the facility and get to meet some of the players.” My class nearly loses their mind at this, and I smile at their excitement. “And then the best part of the night.” I turn to Mr. Goodman, an expectant smile on my face. His next words wipe that smile right off my face.  
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 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Miss Campbell will go out on the ice at halftime with the other teachers and compete in a teacher showdown.”  
 
    My kids literally lose their minds, while I feel the blood drain from my face. My head whips to the big guy next to me, apparently a hockey player. He smirks at me, and I quickly look away. I take a deep breath. When Mr. Goodman finally finishes, he turns to me expectantly. “We’re all excited for you and this opportunity,” he says with a big grin, but I can see the warning beneath the smile. Don’t blow this. 
 
    I force a smile to my face and nod before turning back to my students. Time to take control back. “Wow, this is amazing. What an opportunity! Thank you,” I turn to the hockey player, waiting for him to tell us his name. He gives me a look, and I get the feeling he’s shocked I don’t know his name. I refrain from rolling my eyes at him. Barely.  
 
    “That’s Aiden Brooks,” one of my students shouts at me. “He’s the best center in the AHF!” Several students echo the sentiment, and I nod like I have any clue what they’re talking about.  
 
    “All right. Well, I can’t wait to see him score a...” my mind totally blanks. What's it called in hockey? I know it’s not a homerun. That’s obviously baseball. A field goal? That sounds right.  
 
    “A goal!” another of my students yells out, saving me from further embarrassment.  
 
    “Yes, a goal,” I say with a huge smile on my face. “Well, we are definitely looking forward to this,” Now I'm just lying through my teeth. I turn to the hockey player. “Thank you, Mr. Brooks.” I put my hand out. When he doesn’t grip it, I begin to pull it back. But he shoots his hand out at the last minute and shakes mine. I’m shocked by how big his hand is compared to mine. I stare at it for a moment before I pull back, feeling my face flush. When I look up, he’s scowling at me. Again. I’m beginning to figure this guy out. I return his scowl with a beaming smile. If he thinks he can intimidate me, he’s got another thing coming to him. I have an older brother; I know how this works. I turn away from the big man and face my class. “All right. Let’s say goodbye to our new friend and get back to work.” 
 
    My class calls out all sorts of goofy nonsense as all the people that were in our room begin to file out. The tall hockey player files out with the rest of them, and I can suddenly breathe again. Mr. Goodman hurries to follow, and I face my class. “All right, that was exciting. But now, it’s time to get back to work.” A collective groan sounds around the room, but I ignore it. “Okay, back to page eighty-seven.” 
 
    Somehow, we make it to the end of the hour; and I let them go early. None of them are focused on anything other than the upcoming game. The next two periods pass quickly, and then I’m done. I'm packing up my stuff when the door to my room flies open. Stephanie steps inside, her eyes wide. “What in the world? How come you didn’t even text me what was going on? Aiden Brooks was here? In your classroom, and you didn’t even bother to text me?!” 
 
    My eyes narrow at her. “You didn’t even know who he was until today,” I say, taking a guess. 
 
    A sheepish look comes over her. “Well, no; but now I do.” Her eyes widen again. “He’s like incredibly famous!”  
 
    I shrug. “So?” 
 
    Her eyes narrow at me. “So, that’s how you’re going to play it?” 
 
    “There’s nothing to play. The guy’s a jerk. He barely talks; he just stands there and scowls.” I hoist my bag onto my shoulder and start toward the door. “Oh, and acts like he’s shocked when I don’t know who he is. I mean cocky much?” 
 
    Stephanie steps out into the hall behind me. “I mean he is pretty famous.” 
 
    I scowl. “You only know him because you googled him.” 
 
    “Yes,” she admits. “But now that I have, I can’t unsee him. He’s pretty hot, Bri.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “Yeah, if you have a thing for scowling, arrogant men. Anyway, let’s not talk about him anymore. That's all I've heard about all day.” I pinch my nose and blow out a breath. 
 
    “All right; all right. I won’t talk about the freakishly good-looking, tall, muscular, famous hockey player.” 
 
    “Stephanie!” I scold.  
 
    She laughs. “Okay, I’m done. Now, what’s your night look like?”  
 
    We walk out together and go our separate ways. My drive home is silent; I don’t even remember to turn on the Christmas music. Instead, I torture myself with all the things I should have said and how I should have responded today. When I get home, I'm ready to get comfortable and chill for the evening. I feel irritated and grumpy as I go inside. When I drop off my bag, I check my device. Ah. My sugars are low. I head to the kitchen and grab a snack. After I eat, I feel much better, more like myself. I find that the day’s events don’t bother me quite so much. I can even laugh it off now. It is what it is. So what? I didn’t recognize the famous hockey player. It’s not the end of the world.  
 
    I go to bed that night feeling almost back to normal. It was just a bad experience, nothing to get upset about. Now I know who the hockey player is. I won’t make that mistake again. I just have to get through this game. Easy peasy. What could possibly go wrong? 
 
      
 
      
 
    ___________ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Friday morning arrives bright and early, and my first thoughts are of the game that night. But I push those thoughts away. I have a full day of classes to get through first. I stand in front of my closet for an obscenely long time trying to figure out what in the world one should wear to a hockey game. I wonder if it’s important to wear their team colors. I choose not to worry about it. If it was a big deal, they would have told us. I dress in a soft pair of burgundy leggings and pull on a soft black sweater. I pair the outfit with cute black booties. I leave my hair down for the day, hoping I won’t regret it later. I slide a hair tie on my wrist just in case.  
 
    In the kitchen, I spin my k-cup carousel, trying to decide which flavor coffee to make. Pumpkin caramel swirl. “That’s a great fall choice,” I say out loud to my empty apartment. I make my coffee and add a splash, okay more than a splash of vanilla creamer. I add the carbs to my device to give myself some insulin then make an egg with a piece of sausage for breakfast. I eat quickly because I'm already running behind. I grab my bag and coffee and head out the door.  
 
    I shiver in the front seat of my car, as I wait for it to warm up. When I get to school, the entire place is abuzz. You would think the whole school was going to the hockey game tonight. Classes are pretty much useless, and I’m as glad as anybody when the day finally comes to an end. I finish up in my classroom, relishing the quiet for a little bit. I have a feeling tonight is going to be anything but relaxing, so I soak in the peace while I can. All too soon, it’s time to load up.  
 
    Even though the game’s not until seven tonight, we’re heading out early. It will take us about forty-five minutes to make our way into the city, and traffic on Friday night will be a doozy. We’re supposed to meet the players before the game for just a few minutes, so we’re supposed to be there at five-thirty. My class is waiting for me when we get outside. The school hired one of our regular bus drivers to drive us, so I can just enjoy the ride. Not that there’s anything relaxing with twenty-five students; but at least I don’t have to be responsible to get us all there in Friday night traffic.  
 
    I step up onto the bus, and my class greets me enthusiastically. I smile and wave. “Everybody ready for tonight?” I ask. They cheer and yell. I do a head count. I already collected everybody’s permission slips and gas money this afternoon in class. I step out of the way and sit down next to one of my students as Principal Goodman steps onto the bus to see us off. After a few words about behaving, he sends us on our way. My students yell and carry on as Mr. Joseph, our bus driver, pulls out of the parking lot.  
 
    I look over at the student I’m sharing a seat with. “You’re quiet, Dante. Aren’t you looking forward to the game?” he shrugs, still looking out the window. I don’t take it personally; he’s always been rather quiet. I do what I can, but he’s really hard to get close to. But I refuse to stop trying. I reach into my bag and pull out a container. “I made brownies. Want one?”  
 
    He turns to me and gives me another shrug. But when I hand him one, he takes it. I’ll take it as a win. I pop the lid back on and slide the container into my bag. The ride gets louder and louder the closer we get to the city. By the time we reach the stadium, I have a headache building. I stand up once the bus parks. “Okay, guys listen up. We’re a big group going in there tonight. I want you to stay close. For sake of space, leave coats and bags and anything you can here on the bus.”  
 
    I thank Mr. Joseph for the ride and step off the bus. I watch as each student steps down. I get a little bit of a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach when I see that every single one of them is wearing the same dark green for the Green Thunder. Oh well; too late now. I head towards the huge entrance to the arena. “Let’s go.” My students and the few parents that are along as chaperones follow. When we get to the entrance and find it locked, I turn around. Okay, now what are we supposed to do? I see a few people with lanyards around their necks not too far away. “Hey Guys, stay here. I’m going to see if I can find out where we need to go.” 
 
    I track down an employee and explain who we are. Within minutes, we’re escorted inside. I stare at the huge rink below as we walk past. The entire arena is so much bigger than I imagined it would be. A guy in khakis and a polo with Green Thunder on it meets us. “Bluebell Valley Middle School?” 
 
    “That’s us,” I say with a big smile.  
 
    “Great. Follow me. Let me give you a tour.” 
 
    He takes us down a long hallway and begins showing us a few different places. I’m actually pretty impressed; it’s an amazing facility. “I should have two players showing up to greet you,” the guy says and looks down at his phone. “Okay, this way.” We follow him down yet another hallway and walk into an open area with chairs, water coolers, and snack machines. Two big guys come around the corner and smile at us. My students obviously recognize them because a buzz of excitement ripples through them. “I probably don’t need to introduce you, but here are two of Green Thunder’s finest. Sebastian Hart, our right defenseman; and Rico Gonzalez, our goalie.” 
 
    I realize that these two guys are just as big as the guy who came to our school, or at least they seem like it. Apparently, it’s a qualification in hockey that you have to be huge because seriously.  
 
    The first guy, Sebastian, steps forward with a big grin and rubs his hands together. “Welcome to the home of the Green Thunder. Are you excited for the game?" 
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 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    My students drown out anything Sebastian says, and I smile at their excitement. The two guys are nice. They take time to talk to each of my students, and even the parents that came along as chaperones. I have to say, I’m impressed. We’re getting ready to move on when both of them make their way to me.  
 
    “You must be the teacher,” Sebastian says.  
 
    I smile at both men. “I am. Thank you for being so great with my students.” 
 
    They both smile. “It was easy; they’re a great bunch of kids.” That comes from the goalie, Rico.  
 
    I smile. “You guys are really great, a whole lot better than the guy they sent to our school.” They both still, and I realize my mistake. “I mean, I'm sure he’s a great guy.” Even I can hear how fake my words sound.  
 
    “Out of curiosity, who was sent to your school?” Sebastian asks.  
 
    “I don’t know. Some tall guy.” Sebastian raises an eyebrow, and they both grin at me. “Okay, yeah that was dumb. You all are tall, aren’t you? I don’t remember his name, but he has a permanent scowl.” 
 
    Recognition dawns on both of them. Their eyes widen. “Aiden,” they both say at the same time.  
 
    “Yeah, that was him.” 
 
    The two exchange grins, and Sebastian can barely contain himself. “You’re her.” 
 
    I frown. “Who?” 
 
    “You’re her,” he repeats. “You’re the woman who didn’t recognize him or even our team. You thought he played baseball.” They hoot it up, causing me to scowl.  
 
    “How was I supposed to know who he was or what sport he played?” 
 
    This causes them to laugh even harder. When they finally recover, Sebastian talks first. “I’m sorry. It’s just so funny. He was so indignant.” 
 
    “Brooks is like the most famous player in the AHF,” Rico says. “American Hockey Federation,” he explains when he sees my confusion.  
 
    “So, the fact that not only did you not know his name, you didn’t know what sport he played? That’s priceless,” Sebastian adds. “Especially accusing him of playing baseball.” He grins and wipes his eyes. “You can’t make this stuff up.” 
 
    “Well, now that you’ve all had a good laugh at my expense, I'd better catch up with my students,” I say but smile at them so they know there’s no hard feelings.  
 
    “We’ll see you later on the ice,” Sebastian says with a wink. 
 
    I cringe. “About that, do I really have to...” I don’t get to finish what I was going to ask.  
 
    “Gonzalez, Hart, let’s go!” somebody yells.  
 
    “Duty calls,” Sebastian says. “We’ll see you around, Teach.” Rico waves, and they take off, leaving me by myself in the huge hallway. I hurry to catch up with my students.  
 
    I join my class and listen to the rest of the tour Mr. Khaki pants is giving. The tour lasts longer than I thought it would, and I'm seriously impressed. They really went all out for my students, and I'm grateful. This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for most of my students. Our school is in a low-income area, so this is a special treat for all of us. Each student is given a poster, signed by each of the players. I even get one; it will make a great Christmas gift for somebody. I’m just not sure who yet.  
 
    We head back into the arena, and I can’t believe how much it filled in the last hour. Our tour guide leads us to our seats. “Anything else you need?” he asks me over the noise of the crowd. 
 
    “No, this has been great. You were so great; thank you!” I tell him honestly.  
 
    “You’re welcome. Enjoy the game!” Then he’s gone.  
 
    I do a head count, making sure everybody’s accounted for. Then I sit and enjoy the pregame. I shiver and wonder if I made a mistake telling my kids to leave their coats on the bus, but it’s too late now. “Miss Campbell, we need to go the restroom,” Leah, one of my students informs me. Knowing that sending them by themselves is a recipe for disaster, I stand to my feet. “I’ll go with.” I can tell they’re not super pleased, but I don’t really care. I’m responsible for their safety tonight. After informing the other chaperones where we’re going, we make our way to the bathroom. It takes so much longer than I thought it would. We wait in line forever, and then I wait on the girls forever. When they finally come back out, with fresh makeup and hairstyles, I don’t say anything. We make our way back to our seats. When I settle into my seat, one of my students informs me that we missed the entire warm-up. It's a good thing I don’t really care. I sit back in my seat and check my email on my phone.  
 
    I’m still checking my phone when the lights dim. The crowd begins to cheer, and I pocket my phone. The announcer starts announcing the other team, and the crowd around us erupts into boos every time another player is announced. I frown. Where’s the sportsmanship? What a bad example to my students. I look down the row, but they’re busy booing with everybody else. Frustrated, I sit back in my seat. The lights dim even more, and then smoke starts filling the arena, and a red light starts flashing as the announcer begins the call for the home team. I stand to my feet because everybody around us is. They begin to announce the players for the Green Thunder. I cheer when I hear Sebastian’s and then Rico’s name called. The arena goes quiet for a moment, and then the announcer goes on.  
 
    “And now, the center of the Green Thunder, number ninety-eight, Aiden Brooks.” 
 
    The arena around us explodes, and I briefly consider reaching up and putting my hands over my ears. I don’t, only because I don’t want to embarrass my students. I watch as number ninety-eight skates out on the ice. I don’t recognize him, not with the helmet on. He looks just like every other player. I wonder what's so special about him, why they make such a big deal about him. The crowd settles only slightly as the announcer says a few more things. Then the referees gather on the ice and the players settle into position. The ref drops the puck, and they're off.  
 
    I watch as both sides attack the puck. I sit back in my seat, figuring I'll watch a few minutes then work on my phone for a little bit. I never even pull it out. The first period passes in the blink of an eye. When the buzzer sounds, ending the first period, I sit back in my seat and feel like I take a breath for the first time in a long time. I glance around the arena. The game is so much more than I thought it would be. If anybody had told me before tonight that I would be sitting here watching a hockey game in its entirety, I would have laughed. But here I am, and I'm actually enjoying it. I’m sort of in shock.  
 
    “Do you like it?” Sam, a student, asks from his seat next to mine. 
 
    I grin at him. “It’s amazing.”  
 
    He grins back. “Yeah, it is.” 
 
    “Is this your first game?” I ask. 
 
    He nods. “My older brother has been to a game, but I haven’t.” 
 
    “I’m so glad we got to come,” I say, and he nods again. His eyes are back on the ice, and I let him focus. Before I know it, the second period starts. I lean forward, once again sucked in. My eyes are drawn to number ninety-eight more than once, but that’s because he has the puck the most. I can honestly say he’s impressive to watch, even though I would never admit that to anybody. It’s amazing how somebody so large can be so graceful on the ice. He already scored a goal in the first period, and I may or may not have jumped to my feet with every other person in this arena. I couldn’t help it. Even somebody like me, who knows nothing about hockey can see that he’s a major contributing factor out there.  
 
    I’m on my feet for most of the second period; it’s just as exciting as the first. We score another goal, but so do they. The Green Thunder rally in the last minute of the period. They get several more shots but don’t score, ending the third period two-to-one. I breathe out and try to relax my racing heart. It was an intense period. I watch as a machine comes out to smooth the ice. I’m getting ready to sit back down and settle in for the third period when I hear the announcer say something about schools. I tense. Shoot. I completely forgot that I had to do something. I lean back in my seat, hoping they won’t mention my name. I watch as other teachers are called to the ice. I beg and pray and squeeze my knees together, hoping against hope they won’t call my name.  
 
    “And from Bluebell Valley Middle School, Miss Campbell.” My students jump to their feet screaming and carrying on. I sit there a moment.  
 
    “I think you have to go down there,” Sam says as he leans towards me.  
 
    His words shake me from my stupor. I stare a moment longer. He puts his hand on me and pushes me to my feet. I stand and take a deep breath. It's okay; I can do this. With a confidence I don’t feel I make my way down the steps. I falter about halfway down; I don’t even know how to get out onto the ice. Thankfully, an employee comes to me and shows me where to go. When I finally get down to the ice, I stare out at it before stepping on it. I instantly wobble and have to steady myself. This is going to be harder than I realized. I silently curse myself. I should have worn boots with rubber soles. I take another step and barely avoid going down. I grimace and keep moving forward slowly. I nearly groan out loud when I realize what I have to do.  
 
    Somebody skates toward me and stops suddenly, spraying me with ice. I look down in surprise for a moment; my pants are all wet now. When I look up, I look waaay up. I see Aiden Brooks staring down at me, a smirk on his face. I refuse to let him get to me. I give him my biggest smile. “We meet again,” I say, trying to keep it light.  
 
    He doesn’t say anything, just points his chin towards the other teachers. I follow him as he skates smoothly over to the group of teachers. I barely keep from falling on my face, slipping at least four more times. When I finally make it over, I can see the gist of what they want us to do. Each teacher gets a shot with the puck and a hockey stick. Rico stands in the net, at least I think that’s him. The announcer says something about a cash prize, but I ignore it. There's no way my puck is going in the net. I wouldn’t even be able to get it in if the huge goalie wasn’t standing there. But with him there? Yeah, not a chance. I notice that each teacher is standing beside a Green Thunder player. All the other players seem nice. It’s just my luck that I got the only mean one.  
 
    I finally make it over to where Aiden stands. I want to say something about him not helping me, but I let it go. It’s not worth it. I watch as each teacher takes a turn. To nobody’s surprise, none of them get it in the goal. I’m the last teacher to go. When my name is called, I hear my students cheering, mostly because the rest of the audience could care less about what’s going on down here.  
 
    “And the last teacher of the night. Green Thunder fans, give it up for Miss Campbell.”  
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 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A cheer goes up again from my kids. I wave at my students, trying to ham it up for them. This isn’t about me; I could care less. But I know it’s everything to them.  
 
    “Let’s go,” Aiden says impatiently from next to me.  
 
    “Wait,” somebody calls out. “Brooks and Miss Campbell, this way.” We both stop and turn. A photographer motions for us to stand together. I smile, ready to get it over with; but she motions us to stand closer to each other. I move as close to the broody hockey player as I dare. The photographer snaps the picture.  
 
    Brooks skates out to the middle where all the other teachers shot the puck from. It takes me an embarrassingly long time to get to where he is. He scowls at me the entire time, but I ignore him. “Here.” He hands me the hockey stick and puts the puck down on the ice. I hold the stick awkwardly; it’s huge. I move carefully so that I'm standing behind the puck. I try a different hold on the stick, but it’s no better. I decide to just go for it and get it over with. I pull the stick back and swing. The next thing I know, I’m on my backside on the ice. I blink. Then the pain hits, and then the cold. I try to get to my feet, but it’s useless. Suddenly, two arms grab me under my armpits and pull me to my feet none too gently. Once I'm steady, Aiden releases me and hands me the stick once again. “Try to stay on your feet this time,” he says in a low voice. 
 
    Mortified, I grab the stick from him. I just want this to be over. I step behind the puck once again. Just hit the stinkin’ puck. I line up and pull the stick back far, and bam. I hit something. I hear an audible gasp go around the arena, and I freeze. My mind refuses to believe what I think just happened. Before I can stop myself, I turn back and see Aiden Brooks, star of the Green Thunder bent in half. I put my hand to my mouth. I can already hear the audience turn from shock to laughter. I feel my face flame a thousand degrees. I take a step towards him; hockey stick still in my hand. “I am so sorry,” I say when I get close. He stands to his full height, a grimace still on his face.  
 
    “Just shoot the puck,” he gasps out.  
 
    Mortified, I turn back. I make sure to take another step forward, so I don’t hit him again. Then I hit the puck. It barely makes it to the goal. Before Rico even puts his stick out to stop it, I'm making my way to the side. I need off the ice. Now.  
 
    “Well, that was a first,” the announcer begins, barely able to keep the laughter out of his voice. “Somebody will have to check on Brooks and make sure he’s good to play the third period.” There’s laughter all around the arena, and I’m ready to die. I don’t look back at Brooks. If he didn’t hate me before, he for sure does now. I make my way off the ice and blindly make my way up the stairs, ignoring the laughter and voices shouting at me. I don’t hear what anybody says; I just want out of there. I finally leave the arena and make my way to the bathroom. I nearly run into the first stall I see. I collapse on the toilet and try to settle my racing heart.  
 
    My traitorous thoughts won’t let me forget what I just did. I can’t believe I hit Aiden Brooks in the groin with my hockey stick. Hopefully, he was wearing protection. I shake my head; I don’t want any of these thoughts in my head. I stand to my feet and take a deep breath. “It’s okay,” I say softly to myself. “I’ve survived worse; I'll be fine.” I blow out the air. I need to get back to my students. Tonight is about them, not about me. It will give them something to laugh about in the days to come. I don’t need to take myself so seriously. Everything will be okay; all this will blow over....unless. A terrible thought hits me. What if they sue me for hurting their star player or make me compensate them somehow or.... I shut those thoughts down. None of that’s going to help me. Right now, I need to get back to my students. I’ve hid in here long enough. I take a deep breath, step out of the bathroom stall, and wash my hands.  
 
    I make my way back through the corridor until I find our section. I realize thankfully that the third period has started, so everybody is engrossed again in the game. Everything from before is forgotten, and I slink back into my seat. Sam, who’s sitting right next to me, doesn’t even see me return; he’s so engrossed in the game. That’s good for me. I don’t want to look, but I finally make myself stand to my feet and look out on the ice. Relief floods through me when I see number ninety-eight flying across the ice. I feel like I can finally take a breath. He's fine; he’s playing. Everything will be fine. Slowly, I allow the tension of the last few minutes to fade away and let the excitement of the game take over.  
 
    The game clock ticks down, and the other team scores with only two minutes left in the game. I groan out loud with the rest of the Green Thunder fans. We watch as they gather around each other and celebrate. I look at the clock. We have less than two minutes to score, and we haven't scored since early in the second period. I'm nervous as they take the ice once again. And then it’s an all-out battle. We get close several times but miss each time. You can hear the collective sigh each time they miss. And then, there’s a breakaway. I put my hands over my mouth as number ninety-eight flies down the ice. Sebastian is right on his tail. I glance at the clock. There's only ten seconds left. Nine. Eight. Seven. I glance back at Brooks. He passes to Sebastian. Sebastian takes it and skates around to the back of the net. He fires it back to Brooks. Brooks shoots it right as the clock runs out. Score!  
 
    I scream and jump up and down, like every other person in the arena. It’s a madhouse. People are hugging each other and high fiving one another, like any of us had anything to do with the win. It doesn’t take long for the crowd to begin to make their way to the aisles, though. I make my students go ahead and sit, so we can try to wait out the crowd a little bit. When the crowd thins, I stand. “Okay, guys. Grab anything you brought with you, and let’s head out. Stick together; we don’t want to lose anybody in the crowd.” 
 
    “Miss Campbell, you’re famous!”  
 
    I stop and turn back. “What?” 
 
    “You’re famous,” Ryan says, holding up his phone. He can barely keep the grin off his face, and suddenly I decide I don’t want to see what he’s talking about.  
 
    “Come on, let’s go.”  
 
    We make our way slowly through the exit and even more slowly getting out of the parking lot. Finally, we’re on our way home. When we get back to school, it’s late. Thankfully, all the parents show up to pick up their children, so I can go home and crash. Within minutes of making it home, I change into my pjs and crawl into bed. I am wiped out. I am so glad that tomorrow is Saturday. I grab my phone and see I’ve got several notifications. I swipe and see that most of them are from Stephanie. I look at the most recent one.  
 
    Stephanie: are you ever going to answer your phone? you can’t avoid this forever!!!!!! 
 
    I don’t want to look, but I make myself. I scan back through her texts and see she sent me a video. I pull up the video and realize with horror that it’s from the game tonight. It’s a meme. I’m in front of Aiden Brooks. I raise my stick and hit him right where it hurts. The stupid meme repeats the motion over and over, set to its own theme music. I look at Stephanie’s text.  
 
    Stephanie: you’re famous! you’re a meme now! 
 
    I stare at the video, unable to look away. Every awful time my stick hits him, he doubles over in pain. I close my eyes and put my hand over my mouth. “It’s okay. It’ll all blow over.” I turn my phone on silent, thankful that I don’t have to set an alarm for tomorrow. I need to enjoy these Saturdays while I can, before I start working on the weekends.  
 
    The next morning, I sleep in late for me. But considering the night I had before, I'm not surprised. When I unlock my phone, dread fills me. I’ve got nine missed calls and thirty-three missed text messages. I groan and put my phone back on the nightstand. I’m thankful I put it on silent last night. Even without watching the video this morning, I can remember every single awful second of it. I shake my head. Why do I have to make such a mess of things? I finally sit up in bed. It’s Saturday; it’s one of the few last days off I have before my pop-up shop starts for the weekends. I am not going to let my weekend be destroyed by other people.  
 
    I throw back the covers and head to the bathroom. First task of the day. A hot shower. I spend a ridiculously long time in there, but it feels good. After that, I make myself a cup of coffee and some muffins. I live in peace until about noon when my doorbell rings. I sigh and make my way to the door.  
 
    “Open up, Bri! I know you’re in there.” 
 
    I open the door and let my best friend in. Honestly, I’m surprised she waited as long as she did before coming over. “Come on in,” I say dryly as Stephanie pushes past me.  
 
    She whirls on me. “Why have you not been answering my calls or texts?” 
 
    “Maybe because I've received too many to count,” I say, shoving my phone at her for evidence. “Besides, maybe I just want to live in denial for a little longer.” I drop into a chair. 
 
    Stephanie stares at me. “So, you did see the video.” 
 
    “The videos, the photos, the memes...I saw all of it.” 
 
    “It’s okay, Bri; it doesn’t have to be the end of the world.” 
 
    I give her a dry look. “No, just my teaching career.” 
 
    Stephanie scoffs. “They’re not going to fire you for that; you didn’t do anything wrong.” 
 
    “No, I was just a colossal embarrassment to the school.” 
 
    She shakes her head. “It will be fine. I’m sure there’s nothing to be worried about. They haven’t called, right?” 
 
    I shake my head. “But it’s possible I missed it; I've been avoiding anything and everything on my phone.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” she says without looking up from where she’s flipping through my phone. “Nope. You’re good. No calls from the school.” 
 
    I blow out a big breath. “What am I going to do, Steph?”  
 
    She sits down on the small love seat, opposite me. “You didn’t do anything wrong, Bri,” she repeats. 
 
    “I hit their lead player in the groin with a hockey stick,” I say dryly. 
 
    She winces. “Yeah, when you say it out loud like that...” She notices my face crumple and rushes to console me. “No, it will be fine. It will all be fine. 
 
    It won’t be fine, not by a long shot.  
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 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    I barely keep from groaning and putting my head on the table. “Come on, you need to get out of here,” Stephanie says, standing up.  
 
    I stare at her wild-eyed. “Are you kidding? That’s the last thing I should do. I can’t go out there!” 
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “Because people will see me and then call me by my new horrible nickname,” I say desperately. 
 
    She presses her lips together; I’m pretty sure it’s to keep from laughing. “Okay, first of all, nobody is going to recognize you from a meme. Second of all, nobody’s going to call you...that.” 
 
    “You mean ‘one hit wonder’,” I say dryly. 
 
    She laughs and tries to disguise it as a cough. You gotta admit it is a little funny.” 
 
    “I don’t have to admit anything,” I tell her. “But fine. I’ll come out with you. For coffee,” I say pointedly.  
 
    She nods. “Anything you want.” 
 
    “And kettle corn?” I ask hopefully.  
 
    “Come on,” she says by way of answer.  
 
    “I need to grab a sweatshirt.” 
 
    A few minutes later, we’re nice and cozy in Stephanie’s car. Hers is much nicer than mine. My phone rings and I don’t look at it. “Are you going to answer that?” she asks. 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    She sighs. “Give it to me?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “So I can see who it is!” she says in exasperation. I finally hand it over to her. She glances down at it at the stoplight. “It’s your mom; better take it.” 
 
    I grimace but take the phone anyway. Before I can talk myself out of it, I answer. “Hi, Mom.” 
 
    “So you are alive,” she starts out by saying. 
 
    “Yep. I’m alive and well and everything’s going great.” It’s silent a moment, and I realize I may have laid it on a little too thick.  
 
    “I saw the videos.” I groan. “It’s okay, Sweetheart. It’s not that bad.” 
 
    “Really? Not that bad? What would you consider bad, Mom?” 
 
    “Seriously, Honey, they’re just making a big deal out of it. Give it a day or two; everybody will forget about it and move on to the next thing.” 
 
    “That’s what I’ve been telling her, Mrs. C.,” Stephanie calls out from her side of the car. I stare at her. “What? I can hear her.” 
 
    “Why don’t you come home, and we can sort all this out.”  
 
    I take a deep breath. “I’m fine, Mom. I’ll work it all out.” 
 
    She’s quiet a moment, and I hope she’ll just let it go. She’s always trying to get me to come home. I know she doesn’t mean anything by it, but she makes me feel like I don’t have my act together. I’m still getting on my feet, yes. But I can do this. I graduated from college two years ago and started teaching that fall at the school I’m currently teaching in. This is my third year teaching, but I still feel like she doesn’t trust me to be able to make it.  
 
    “How have your numbers been?” she asks.  
 
    Case in point. “They’ve been fine,” I tell her. “I’m taking good care of myself, Mom. You don’t need to worry about me.” 
 
    “I worry about all my children, but I worry about you the most. Type 1 Diabetes is so much to deal with, especially by yourself.” 
 
    “I know, Mom.” I’m the one living with it, remember? But I keep that to myself. I know she loves me and worries about me. “I’m fine, Mom. I promise.” 
 
    “When’s your next appointment?” 
 
    “In a few weeks,” I tell her. “I’m fine, Mom. Really.” 
 
    “Okay.” Her voice is soft, like I hurt her feelings.  
 
    “I love you, Mom.” 
 
    “I love you too, Brielle. Please remember that.” I nod to myself. “Just let all this blow over; you’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Thanks, Mom. I’ll call again soon, okay?” 
 
    “Okay. Bye.” 
 
    I hang up and look out my window. Stephanie doesn’t say anything; she knows how I can get sometimes. I don’t want to take my mom for granted or not be thankful for her, but sometimes I just need her to support me and let me just live my life. I’m doing the best I can with my diabetes. Am I perfect? No way. But I am very careful. I take insulin for everything I eat, as I will have to every day for the rest of my life. So many people confuse Type 1 and Type 2 Diabetes. No amount of exercise, losing weight, or eating right can undo Type 1. There is no cure. My pancreas simply doesn’t secrete insulin like a normal, healthy person’s does. And until they come out with an artificial pancreas, I will be on insulin for the rest of my days. I take a breath and push those thoughts away; I refuse to let my diabetes define me or limit me. I glance over at Stephanie. “So where are we going for coffee?”   
 
    She gives me a look. “Like it’s even a question.” I grin and go back to looking out the window. I watch as we get closer to the center of town. Soon, all these shops will be lit with Christmas lights. I can’t wait.  
 
    She pulls up in front of Anna’s Coffee Co, and I grin. As soon as I take a step inside, I breathe deeply. All those fall smells hit me—pumpkin, cinnamon, vanilla, coffee. My mouth practically waters as I think about my favorite coffee from here. Well, my favorite coffee for this season, I should say.  
 
    “Stephanie, Brielle, to what do I owe this visit?” 
 
    “We’re here for caffeine therapy,” Stephanie tells her.  
 
    Anna laughs. “What can I get for you?” 
 
    “A white pumpkin for me,” Stephanie orders.  
 
    “And you?” Anna asks me. “Your usual fall drink?” 
 
    I grin. “You know me too well.” 
 
    “Pumpkin chai with heavy cream and only one pump pumpkin,” she says. 
 
    “Perfect.”  
 
    “You do realize that’s not even coffee, right?” Stephanie asks.  
 
    “Yep, but I like trying all Anna’s specials. I tried this one a few weeks ago, and it’s my absolute favorite right now.” 
 
    “Until the next drink comes out,” Anna calls out. 
 
    I laugh. “Yeah, until then.” While Anna makes my drink, I slip out my device and put in the insulin for my drink. I slip it back in my pocket and wander over to a table to wait.  
 
    A few minutes later, we sit at a window table and sip our drinks. “Want to try mine?” Stephanie asks.  
 
    “No, I’m good.” While I love the white pumpkin, I don’t want any of it. Made as is, it’s a little too sweet for me. When I order it, I cut back on the pumps of pumpkin and white chocolate sauce, making it less sugary. Some people get confused and think I can’t have any sugar. That’s not the case; I just need to put in insulin for it. But at the same time, a massive amount of sugar like that will send me sky high, even if I put in insulin for it. I’ve found it easier to just avoid really sugary things like soda, juice, and specialty coffees unless I special order it. Thankfully, Anna knows about my situation and is always happy to accommodate.  
 
    I stare out the window at the few leaves still stubbornly hanging on to the trees. “When do you think we’ll get our first snowfall?” I ask Stephanie. 
 
    “No! Shh! Don’t talk like that,” she whispers, looking around, like somebody’s going to hear us. “Don't speak it into existence.” 
 
    I laugh. “You do realize it’s coming sooner rather than later, right? We live in northern Wisconsin. It practically snows all year around here.” It’s an exaggeration; we both know it. But it sometimes feels like the truth.  
 
    “Ugh, I hate the snow.” 
 
    I shake my head. “I will never understand why you choose to stay here when you hate winter so much. Why don’t you move to Florida, or somewhere else where it’s eternally warm and sunny?” 
 
    “Would you go with me?” she asks me.  
 
    I scoff. “No.”  
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    I shake my head. “What would I do without a good friend like you?” 
 
    She takes another sip of her coffee. “You’d be lost.” 
 
    “The woman speaks truth,” I say, grinning at her. “Can you believe this is our third year teaching?”  
 
    She scoffs. “Can you believe you’re twenty-five? You’re practically an old woman.” 
 
    “Hey,” I say with a frown. “You will be in a few weeks too, you know.” 
 
    “Don’t remind me.” She groans dramatically. 
 
    Her words take a little of the wind out of my sails. It’s true. I can’t believe I turned twenty-five this year. I always thought I'd be at a different stage in life by this point. I mean, twenty-five's not old by any means. But I really thought I'd at least have a husband by now, maybe a baby. I push those thoughts away. “Seriously, I can’t believe we’re in our third year teaching.” 
 
    She nods. “Yeah, it’s pretty crazy. I can’t believe they haven’t fired us yet.” 
 
    I tip my head back and laugh at that. “So true.” Stephanie and I were roommates in college. We met the first day of our freshmen year and have been best friends ever since. She’s had my back so many times, just like I've had hers. “I’m glad it’s worked out the way it has,” I tell her seriously. “I would be lost without you; I'm so glad we get to teach together.” 
 
    She stops her drink midway to her mouth. “What’s going on? Why are you sentimental all of a sudden? Is it your time of the month?” 
 
    I scowl and shake my head. “No. Can't I just be thankful for my best friend?” 
 
    She grins. “Of course. I’m thankful for you too.” 
 
    The door opens to the coffee shop, and several teens walk inside, bringing the cold air with them. “Hey, aren’t you that lady?” somebody asks. I don’t realize they’re talking to me until I look up and see several teens standing at my table.  
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “It’s her.” 
 
    “Uh, hi,” I say to the group gathered around my table. “Can I help you?” 
 
    “Are you one hit wonder?” the kid in front asks, officially ruining this coffee experience for me.  
 
    Stephanie wheezes, like she’s trying to hold in a laugh. I don’t even bother looking at her. I decide to hit it head on. “Yes, it’s me.” 
 
    They grin and high-five each other like they’ve just met a real-live hero. I’m not, in case anyone was wondering. I look at Stephanie, hoping she’ll see that I’m ready to go. She takes a last drink of her coffee and stands to her feet.  
 
    “Excuse me,” I say as politely as I can manage. “We’re leaving.” I’m hoping they will move, so I don’t have to physically push my way through the group.  
 
    “What’s he like?” somebody asks me.  
 
    “Yeah, what’s he like?” somebody else echoes. 
 
    “Who?” I ask in confusion. 
 
    “Aiden Brooks.” 
 
    Oh. What to say? That he’s a broody, scowling, irritable man who doesn’t know how to smile? Somehow, I don’t think that’s what they want to hear from me.  
 
    “Uh, he’s very...” I pause for the briefest of seconds. “Nice,” I finally say, hoping my face doesn’t show how badly I'm lying.  
 
    The kid who asked the question laughs. “Aiden Brooks isn’t nice, like ever.” 
 
    Then why did you ask? That’s what I want to say, but I settle instead on, “Well, we didn’t really talk; so I wouldn't really know.” 
 
    “Yeah, he couldn't talk after you hit him in the—” 
 
    “Oookay.” That’s my cue. I grab my empty chai cup. “Excuse me.” I push through the group and throw my cup in the trash. With a wave at Anna, I follow Stephanie out the door. She turns to me. “Not a word,” I say, putting my hand up. She grins but turns away and keeps walking. I follow, squeezing my hands tightly. I take a breath and try to release the tension in my shoulders. It’s fine; they’re just kids.  
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 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    The weekend passes slowly. That might have to do with the fact that I holed myself up in my apartment after my run-in at the coffee shop. I even ordered delivery for my groceries, which I never do. But I couldn’t face going out. Now, the time for hiding is done. I have to go to school. Honestly, I'm dreading it. I feel like I'm going to be sick. These people all know me; my students were in the stands when it happened. There’s no way I'm getting past it at school. The only hope I have is to endure the teasing and laughter today in hopes that everybody gets it out of their system today and forgets about it tomorrow. Maybe everybody even forgot all about it over the weekend. 
 
    My hopes that everybody forgot are dashed the moment I step into my classroom and turn on the lights. My room is decorated in green balloons, and there’s a huge sign hanging across the white board that reads, “One Hit Wonder.” I shake my head, even as I chuckle softly.  
 
    I make my way to the teacher meeting. I open the door, and spontaneous applause rings out. I shake my head as I make my way to my seat. When is anybody ever on time for teacher meetings on Monday mornings? 
 
    “Glad you could join us,” Principal Goodman says with a huge grin. Everybody laughs, and I decide to just go with it.  
 
    I wave my hand like a princess and curtsy. “The One Hit Wonder has arrived; you can start now.” Everybody roars with laughter, and I just shake my head. I sink into the chair next to Stephanie. She wraps an arm around my shoulder and squeezes.  
 
    “You’re such a good sport,” she whispers.  
 
    I shrug. I mean really. What else am I going to do? At least everybody’s teasing me about it and not asking for my resignation. I blow out a breath. If this is the worst that happens, I can handle it. The tension begins to ease in my shoulders. Maybe the worst is passed.  
 
    I should have known. Nothing is ever that easy for me. 
 
      
 
    ____________ 
 
      
 
      
 
    The first time I get an inkling that something’s up is when I see Principal Goodman poke his head in my door. He steps inside. But when I look at him, he motions to keep going. I turn back to my class and keep teaching. The class comes to a close, and I dismiss my students. I notice that Dante is still sitting in his chair. He looks a little lost. “Dante?” I ask quietly. “You okay?”  
 
    His head jerks up. “Yeah.” He shoves his chair back and walks towards the door. I grab the backpack he left behind.  
 
    “Dante.” He turns back. I hold up his bag with a smile. “You forgot this.” 
 
    He reaches out his hand to take it, and my eyes catch on a dark spot on his arm. I’m so startled that I don’t realize he’s already grabbed the bag and turned away. I want to call after him, but Principal Goodman is waiting to talk to me. I briefly consider saying something, but I really shouldn’t until I know for sure what I saw. Maybe it was a shadow? Or an ink stain? A sick feeling fills my stomach. Somehow, I don’t think it was. All I know, is I'm going to have to find out. I’m a mandatory reporter. I need to talk to Dante first thing tomorrow. I push those heavy thoughts aside as I face my boss. “What can I do for you, Sir?” 
 
    “There’s a woman waiting for you out in the hall,” he says quietly. 
 
    “A woman?” I ask. 
 
    “Yes.” His voice is quiet, like we’re conspirators. I bite my lip to keep from smiling.  
 
    “And she wants to talk to me?” 
 
    “Yes,” he whispers again.  
 
    “Okay.” I put my hand on the doorknob. 
 
    “She’s his agent,” he whispers, stopping me.  
 
    His words stop me. “Whose?” But I already know what he’s going to say.  
 
    “Aiden Brooks.” 
 
    I nod and wait a beat, making sure I’m composed. “Thanks for the heads up,” I tell him as I push the door open and step confidently out into the hallway. That confidence dissipates in a moment when I see the woman waiting for me. She’s the same woman who was here the other day, and she looks just as perfect as she did the other day. Today, she’s wearing a dark pencil skirt and jacket over a red blouse. Her heels are probably designer heels, and her dark hair is long and liquid smooth down her back. Not a single hair is out of place. I’m suddenly regretting the jeans, boots, and long-sleeved blue shirt I put on this morning. Next to her, I feel practically dowdy. She doesn’t even bother looking up from her phone. I let it go for a moment before my patience ends. “Can I help you?”  
 
    Her head lifts a moment later. I watch as her gaze tracks the length of me, and I know I've just been judged and found wanting. I fight the urge to cross my arms over my chest defensively. “Brielle Campbell?” she asks, as if she didn’t stand in my classroom just a few days ago.  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I’ve been trying for two days to get ahold of you,” she says in a huff. 
 
    Confusion warps my mind. “Uh, I'm sorry.”  
 
    “Do you never answer your phone?” she asks, looking pointedly at the phone in my hand.  
 
    I frown. “Did you need something?” I try to keep my voice friendly.  
 
    “Yes, I needed to talk to you on the phone, but since you wouldn’t answer it,” she huffs again. She pulls out her phone and swipes something. “Are you available Thursday night?” she asks abruptly.  
 
    “For what?” I ask in confusion.  
 
    “To go out to dinner with Mr. Brooks.” My eyebrows must hit the crown of my head. I’m so shocked, I can’t even form a reply. “Well, are you?” she snaps.  
 
    I finally find my tongue. “Um, why?” It’s all I can manage.  
 
    “It’s in response to all the social media. PR for the Green Thunder wants Brooks to take advantage of the press they’re getting because of what you did.” She says the words as if I did something horrible. “As his agent, I don’t advise it; but he has to do what the team asks of him. It’s in his contract. So hence this dilemma he’s found himself in.” 
 
    I stare at her as if she’s speaking in a foreign language. “The dilemma being that he has to take me out?” I ask, just to clarify.  
 
    Her eyes snap to mine. “Yes. It’s not because he wants to.” She makes sure I know that. Why does that sting? “Mr. Brooks wants me to be sure to inform you that this is in no way, shape, or form a date. He’s simply taking you to dinner because PR has demanded he do so.” 
 
    “Goody,” I mumble under my breath.  
 
    Her eyes snap to mine again with more fire in them. “Do you understand?” 
 
    “What?” I ask, even though I know what she’s asking.  
 
    “That this is not a date,” she snaps.  
 
    I can’t help messing with her. “Oh, I don’t know. I mean if he’s taking me to dinner...” I shrug nonchalantly.  
 
    Her eyes narrow and she steps forward. “I know what this probably looks like to somebody like you.” I frown at her words. Somebody like me? But she’s moved on. “I know that you want to make something out of this, something more than it is. Don’t,” she says harshly. “Mr. Brooks would never actually go on a date with the likes of somebody like you.”  
 
    Her words strike at me harshly, but I refuse to let it show. “What time should I be ready?” I ask. 
 
    She steps back. “For what?”  
 
    “My date?” I ask. I bite my lip to keep from smiling when she practically snarls at me.  
 
    “Mr. Brook’s car will be at your home at 7 sharp to pick you up. Try to wear something appropriate for your dinner,” she says. She turns and strides away. I’m kind of speechless. I mean the fact that anybody can walk in those heels, let alone stride like that demands respect.  
 
    “Do you need my address?” I call out after her retreating back. 
 
    “Already have it.”  
 
    Yeah, that’s not disconcerting at all.  
 
    “What did evil Barbie want?”  
 
    I nearly jump out of my skin at Stephanie’s voice so near my ear. “Don’t do that!”  
 
    “What?” she asks, eyes wide.  
 
    I put my hand on my heart. “You scared me.” 
 
    “Are we a little jumpy?” she asks. 
 
    I shake my head. “Yeah, after dealing with...what did you call her?” 
 
    “Evil Barbie?” Stephanie whispers it, making me laugh.  
 
    “Yeah, I think the name fits. We should call her EB for short.” 
 
    “Definitely. Now, who is she and what did she want?” she asks.  
 
    I shake my head again. “She’s Aiden Brook’s agent.” 
 
    Stephanie’s eyes widen. “Really?” I nod. “What did she want?” 
 
    “That’s the crazy part. She said that I’m supposed to go to dinner with him on Thursday night.” 
 
    Stephanie’s eyes practically bug out of her head. “Seriously?” 
 
    “Yeah, but it doesn’t matter. I’m not going.” 
 
    “Why not? Are you crazy?” Stephanie asks. 
 
    “No. He doesn’t want to; she said his PR person is making him do it, or something. Not that I want to go with him or anything, but especially not if he’s being forced to take me.” 
 
    “Did she really say that?” she demands. 
 
    “Yeah, she made a big deal about making sure I know it’s not a date.” 
 
    “Well, that’s ridiculous and completely unacceptable. It’s not even professional. Good grief. Who does he think he is?” Stephanie spouts off.  
 
    “I know, right.” I roll my eyes. “That’s why I'm not going.” 
 
    “Good. He doesn’t deserve to go on a date with you.” 
 
    “I don’t know that I'd go that far,” I say dryly as I grab my bag. “But if he seriously wanted to go out to dinner with me, even if he’s being forced to, the least he could do is ask.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she agrees with me. We leave the school building and walk to our cars. “We’ll get past this, Bri. It will all blow over.” 
 
    “You know, everybody keeps saying that; and yet, here we are.”  
 
    “Yeah, but it hasn’t even been a week yet. Just wait until after their next game. People will forget all about you,” she says. 
 
    “Wow, thanks.”  
 
    She laughs. “That’s not what I meant.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” I tease her. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    That night, when I finish the papers I was grading, I pull out my phone. I stare at it for a moment before I google Aiden Brooks. I read his bio, and then I click on a video. I stare wide-eyed as he slams somebody into the boards. I cringe when the guy falls down and doesn’t get back up. I stare at it. Nothing like that happened at the game I attended, but it was still intense, even violent at times. I click on a few more videos, then read a few articles about Aiden Brooks, the bad boy of hockey. He's got quite the legacy in the AHF. He’s known far and wide as one of the meanest players on the ice. I bite my lip. The stuff they say about him...I turn off my phone. I need to focus on something else. My mind drifts back to Dante, and a sick feeling fills my stomach. I need to talk to him tomorrow. I don’t know if he’ll open up to me, but I have to try. It’s my duty as his teacher, even if he doesn’t like it. I know without a doubt that he won’t; he’s a private kid as it is. He's quiet to the point of being obstinate at times. I’ve had a few run-ins with him, nothing terrible but enough to know he’s got an anger problem. I’d chalked it up to the fact that he’s a teenage boy, but now, I wonder if it’s something worse. I go to bed that night, dreading talking to him the next day.  
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 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next day passes without me getting a chance to talk to Dante. He’s absent, and that makes me feel even worse. I wonder if I should pay him a visit, but I don’t know if that will make it worse. I’m afraid that sooner or later, I'm going to have to let Principal Goodman know my suspicions.  
 
    On Wednesday, he’s back in class; but he leaves before I can catch him. Thursday passes exactly the same way. Somehow, he’s out the door before I even get the last words out of my mouth. By Friday, I've decided that enough is enough. I will talk to him today.  
 
    My morning passes quickly; I have a hard time focusing on my other classes. I keep rehearsing what I’m going to say to him in my head. By the time lunch rolls around, I'm too sick to eat. I’m worried and mad at myself that I somehow missed this. I leave lunch early, giving the excuse that I have to get ready for class. I can tell Stephanie doesn’t buy it, but she doesn’t say anything. I pace my classroom as I wait for my students to show up. When they finally do, I do my best to lighten up and focus. The hour seems to drag; I'm so ready for it when the bell finally rings.  
 
    Dante quickly grabs his bag and throws it over his shoulder, but I'm prepared today. I stand at the door. He can’t go out without walking right past me. His eyes lift and meet mine for a moment before he drops his head and walks past me. “Dante, wait a minute, please. I want to talk to you.” He comes to a halt but doesn’t look at me. I can tell he’s considering leaving anyway. “I won’t keep you long,” I promise. I wait for the room to clear out before I turn to close the door.  
 
    “Miss Campbell,” somebody calls out, stopping me. I look up and frown to see Principal Goodman walking towards me. But that’s not what makes me freeze. No, it’s the tall, scowling hockey player behind him. I stare as they walk toward me.  
 
    Shoot. No, no, no. I want to hide, but I've never been one to hide from my problems.  
 
    Principal Goodman beams at me. “Mr. Brooks was looking for you.” 
 
    I wipe the scowl from my face and force a smile. “Yes?” I ask. 
 
    He doesn’t look at me. He faces the principal expectantly. It takes my boss a moment. “Oh, I have a meeting to get to. I'll leave you to it.” He turns and walks away. I watch him for a just a moment before I turn back to the tall man in front of me.  
 
    Before he opens his mouth, I suddenly remember Dante. I whirl around. “No.” I step into the classroom. He's not there. “No, no, no.” I look down the hallway in both directions. I blow out a breath and close my eyes; he’s gone.  
 
    I open my eyes and stare at the chest of the man in front of me, the one I currently want to hit. Repeatedly. He’s the one who made me lose the opportunity to talk to Dante. Now, he’ll never give me an opportunity to talk to him. He’ll know I'm on to him. An even worse thought hits. What if he doesn’t come back at all? Worry hits my gut, making me sick. I'm going to have to figure out where he lives and pay him a visit.  
 
    “Are you done having a meltdown?” a low voice asks, snapping my attention back to the man in front of me. I take a deep breath and ask for patience.  
 
    Pushing aside my worry for Dante, I force a smile. “What can I do for you, Mr. Brooks?” 
 
    His eyes narrow at me. “You stood me up.”  
 
    I blink. “No, I didn’t.” 
 
    “I showed up to a restaurant to meet you, and you weren’t there. That’s the very definition of being stood up, I believe.” His words are low and angry.  
 
    I remember the videos I'd watched the night before, and I keep myself very calm. “Well, Mr. Brooks, while I am sorry that you showed up to a restaurant without a date, a very rare occurrence, I’m sure.” His eyes narrow again. “You cannot stand somebody up if you never agree to go on a date in the first place. Oh, no, I'm sorry. Dinner.” 
 
    He frowns even more. “Rebecca said she told you about it.” 
 
    “Rebecca is it? Good to know. Yes, your agent did show up. She spoke about dinner or something. But I never once agreed to go. So therefore, I am not in violation of standing you up.” 
 
    He stares at me. “You said no?” His words are incredulous like he can’t believe anybody would turn down an invitation to dinner with him. I can’t help it; I laugh.  
 
    “Actually, I didn’t. I didn’t get a chance to say anything. Your agent just assumed I was going; that’s her fault. Besides, I don’t go out with somebody when they can’t even ask for themself,” I say, pinning him with a look. I step towards my classroom. “Now, if you’ll excuse me.” 
 
    “You have to.” 
 
    I stop and turn back to him. “Excuse me?”  
 
    He at least has the decency to look chagrined. “PR told me I have to take you on a date.” The words sound so pained coming from him, I almost laugh. Almost. “Believe me, I don’t want to do this either.” 
 
    “Wow, thanks. Look, if you’re trying to convince me, you’re failing miserably,” I tell him, crossing my arms over my chest.  
 
    His scowl deepens. “I just mean that I can’t say no to Chloe.” 
 
    “Oh,” I say knowingly. “Chloe, is it?” 
 
    “It’s not like that,” he says, irritated. “She’s...” 
 
    I lift my eyebrows. “Hot, beautiful, way above your league,” I fill in, not that I've even met this Chloe person.  
 
    “Scary,” he says. 
 
    I laugh. “Sorry.” I wipe the smile from my face. “Well, I'm sorry this Chloe person is so scary, but I really can’t help you. I’m not going out with you.” I turn away, prepared to grab my bag and leave when a thought hits me. “Wait.” I spin back around. He smirks at me, as if he’s unsurprised I changed my mind. I ignore it. “I’ll go with you.” 
 
    “I’m shocked,” he says dryly. I bite my tongue. I really don’t want to go out with him, but I want something more than not wanting a date with him. For that, I'll put up with it for the night.  
 
    “When and what time?” I ask, anxious to be out of his presence.  
 
    His scowl is back. “My driver will pick you up at your house at seven tomorrow night. Be ready on time.” I roll my eyes and turn away from him. I put away my papers and take longer than usual to pack up my bag. When I finally turn around, I don’t see the annoying hockey player anywhere in sight. Phew. I nearly sag with relief. I turn off my lights and head towards my car. Stephanie already left for the day; she told me earlier.  
 
    That night, I spend time looking in the records I have access to as a teacher. When I see there’s no address on file for Dante. I frown. How could they have possibly missed that? I’m frustrated and irritated. When I check my sugars, I see they’re dropping. With a sigh, I make my way to the kitchen to find something to eat. I should take the time to make myself a salad, but I settle for a microwavable bowl of Ramen. I work on some of my papers while I eat. After I finish, I push back the papers and head into the living room. I need a break from grading papers for a little bit.  
 
    I pick up the remote and click through the channels. I stop when a hockey game pops up. I see the dark green and don’t even have to look at the name to know which team it is. Against my will, I sit and watch some of the game. My eyes drift repeatedly to number ninety-eight. I don’t know why. He’s an absolute jerk. Yet, on the ice, he’s different. He's still got that edge to him, but it’s rounded out somehow. There’s a grace and agility to him as he flies up and down the ice. And then he slams somebody into the boards. I jerk and turn the channel. What am I doing? I end up watching just a few more minutes before heading into my room for the night. It’s a long, restless night for me. When morning finally comes, I'm tired and frustrated. But more than anything, I'm worried about Dante.  
 
    My classes pass in a blur, and finally, eighth-grade English is upon me. I manage to keep my focus where it needs to be until the final bell rings. Once again, I'm positioned right at the door. Dante is the first one at the door. “I need to talk to you, Dante,” I say in a quiet voice. “Wait just a moment, please.” 
 
    He looks like he’s going to argue, but he steps back sullenly. I wish each of my students a happy weekend as they leave. Finally, the last student leaves. “Dante,” I say, turning back to him. He won’t look up, and my heart goes out to him. “I wanted to ask you a question.” He tenses up at that, confirming my fears. I’m pretty sure there’s something going on at home. But I’m not going to bring it up just yet; I want to earn his trust first. So instead, I ask, “Would you like to go out to dinner with Aiden Brooks?” His head shoots up, his shocked eyes finding mine. He says nothing. “You know, number ninety—” 
 
    “I know who he is,” he interrupts me.  
 
    “Oh, good. Would you like to go to dinner with him? Well, and with me, because I’ll be there.” 
 
    “You’ll be there?” he asks. I nod. “Why?” 
 
    “Oh, that’s such a good question. One I don’t really have a good answer to. All I know is that his PR person is making him do it because of the other night for some reason.” 
 
    “When you hit him with the hockey stick?” he asks. 
 
    I grimace. “Yes, thanks for bringing that up.” 
 
    He gives me a small smile, and I feel like pumping my fist in victory. I decide to reel him in. “He invited me, but he didn’t really want to, you know? They're making him. And I don’t really want to go either, so I thought asking somebody else to go would be nice. That way, he and I don’t have to make awkward small talk all night. Would you be willing to do that? To help your old teacher out?” I ask with a grin.  
 
    “You’re not old,” he says with a trace of a smile. I wait and try not to act impatient. He shrugs. “Sure.” 
 
    “Yes?” I ask, hope blossoming in my chest.  
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Do you need to ask your parents?” I ask without thinking and then instantly curse myself when his eyes go dark.  
 
    “They’ll be fine with it,” he says a little too quickly, and my heart squeezes in my chest. I want so desperately to help him, but I keep my mouth shut. It’s enough for now that he’s going to go out with us. I’m hoping it will help me to continue to gain his trust, enough that he’ll eventually tell me what’s going on at home. I know I can’t push too hard too soon, and I don’t want to have to get the authorities involved unless I know for sure. I’d rather hear it from him first.  
 
    “I need to pick you up, because Mr. Brooks’ car is picking us up at 7 at my house.” 
 
    “The car not a driver?” he asks, smirking.  
 
    “That’s exactly what I thought,” I say with a grin. I hold my breath, hoping he’ll tell me the address.  
 
    “Can I just go home with you now? That way you don’t have to make an extra trip?” he asks.  
 
    I force a smile. “Sure, that’s a great idea.” I turn away so he doesn’t see the concern on my face. When I turn back, I point the way. “Let’s go.” 
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 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    My phone rings as I walk through my front door. I hold open the door for Dante and put my phone up to my ear. “Hey, Stephanie.” 
 
    “Do not ‘hey, Stephanie,’ me.” I raise my eyebrows. “Did you really send me a text saying that you are going on a date with Aiden Brooks?” 
 
    “Uh, I did. What's the problem?” I ask.  
 
    “What’s the problem?” she screeches at me. I hold the phone away from my ear. “You told me over text.” 
 
    “Oh.” I’m finally starting to get it.  
 
    “This is not something you send over a text. This is a big deal, a huge, whopping big deal.” 
 
    “I don’t really think it is,” I say. 
 
    “It is,” she argues. I drop my bag off in my room.  
 
    “Feel free to look around and chill; we don’t have to go for several hours,” I say to Dante. 
 
    “Who are you talking to?” Stephanie suddenly whispers.  
 
    “Why are you whispering?” I ask out loud. 
 
    “Is he there?” she asks, still whispering.  
 
    “Who?”  
 
    “Oh good grief. Aiden Brooks!” she says, back to full voice.  
 
    “No, why would he be in my apartment?” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know. Why are you going on a date with him?” she asks. I have to admit; she does have a point. “I thought we were on team we hate Brooks.” 
 
    “I don’t think we hate him, but yes we are still firmly on team we don’t like Brooks.” 
 
    “Then why, may I ask, in the name of all that’s holy, are you going out with him?” she asks, exasperated.  
 
     I look over at Dante. “It’s complicated.” 
 
    “It’s really not, Bri. 
 
    “It is, but I can’t talk to you about it right now. Listen, I’ll explain everything later.” 
 
    “You’d better,” she says. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do,” she calls out before hanging up. I shake my head and look at Dante.  
 
    “Are you hungry?” He shakes his head. “Well, I am. I’m going to make a snack.” I head into the kitchen and grab a bag of microwavable kettle corn. A few minutes later, I head back out to the living room. I grab my insulin pump device out of my pocket and put in the insulin I need. When I put it back in my pocket and look at Dante, he’s looking at me curiously.  
 
    “Was that a phone?” he asks, though he looks like he knows it’s not.  
 
    “No, it’s my insulin pump device. It’s how I give myself insulin,” I explain. “I’m a Type 1 Diabetic.” I leave it at that because that’s usually all people want to know, but he surprises me.  
 
    “My grandfather was diabetic, but he didn’t have one of those.” 
 
    I nod, unsurprised. “Do you know if he was Type 1 or Type 2?” He shakes his head. “Did he have it when he was young?” Again, he shakes his head. “I’m going to guess that he had Type 2   then.” 
 
    “What’s the difference?” he asks.  
 
    “The biggest difference is that in a Type 2 diabetic, their pancreas makes less insulin than it used to. In Type 1, the pancreas doesn’t produce any insulin.” I give him a gentle smile. “Basically, my pancreas is broken. I’ll be on insulin the rest of my life.” 
 
    He surprises me with his next words. “Maybe you could get a pancreas transplant.” 
 
    I smile. “Yeah, maybe.” 
 
    “I’m sorry that you have that,” he says solemnly, and my heart tugs.  
 
    “Thanks, Dante; but I’m okay. I’m really blessed. I have a lot of things to be thankful for.” 
 
    We end up putting on a movie, and the time passes quickly. When the movie finishes, I stand and stretch. “I need to get ready; feel free to watch whatever,” I say as I pass off the controls to him.  
 
    I disappear into my bedroom. I stand before my closet for a few minutes before I decide that I’m just going to stay in what I'm wearing. It’s comfortable and warm. I do run a straightener through my hair and refresh my makeup and add perfume and deodorant. I’m on my way back out when I hear a knock at the door. A quick glance through the peephole reveals my best friend. I open the door, and she sweeps in.  
 
    “All right, we don’t have much time.” 
 
    “For what?” I ask.  
 
    “To get you ready,” she says. 
 
    “I am ready.” 
 
    She glances down at what I'm wearing. “That’s what you’re wearing for a date with a famous hockey star?” 
 
    I scowl. “Yes. It’s fine.” 
 
    “What if he takes you to a restaurant that has a dress code?” 
 
    I grin. “Well, then I guess we won’t be able to eat there then.” 
 
    She still looks unsure. “Are you sure you don’t want me to—” 
 
    “Did you say hi to Dante yet?” I ask her, distracting her. Her eyes widen in surprise.  
 
    “Dante, I didn’t know you were here.” She shoots me a questioning glance but walks over to him. “How’s it going?”  
 
    “Good,” he says with a shrug.  
 
    “Dante’s going to dinner with us tonight,” I inform her.  
 
    I see her begin to mentally connect the pieces. “Awesome. You keep Miss Campbell in line tonight, all right?” I roll my eyes but smile when I see him smirk.  
 
    We hear a knock on the door, and I turn in surprise. Panic hits me quickly. “He’s early. Why did he come early? He should have let me know.” 
 
    “Hey,” Stephanie calls out, nodding her head at Dante.  
 
    Oh yeah. I take a breath, settling my nerves before calmly approaching the door. I peek through the door and breathe a sigh of relief when I realize it’s not a famous hockey player. I open the door for the older gentleman with silver hair, wearing a suit.  
 
    “Miss Campbell?” he asks.  
 
    “That’s me,” I tell him with a smile.  
 
    “Good. If you will just follow me; I will lead you to the car.”  
 
    “Oh, let me grab my bag,” I tell him and grab it quickly. “Ready?” I ask Dante. He looks uncertain for a moment, and I will both the driver and the hockey player to respond correctly to Dante coming. I wish I had a way of letting Mr. Brooks know so he wasn’t surprised. But it’s not like I have his phone number or anything, and I'm pretty sure you can’t just look it up in white pages like you can the rest of us mere mortals. “Come on,” I urge Dante again. Then just to make him feel secure, I turn to the driver. “I didn’t catch your name.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Miss. It’s Donovan.” 
 
    “Donovan, this is Dante, one of my students. He's going to accompany us this evening.” I hold my breath, but Donovan doesn’t let me down.  
 
    Without missing a beat, he turns to Dante and puts out his hand. “Pleased to meet you, Dante.” Dante hesitantly places his hand in the older man’s, and I can’t help but smile. “See you later,” I call out to Stephanie. I have a feeling she’s not going anywhere until I get back and she gets all the information she wants. I mentally sigh. So much for sleep tonight. I try not to begrudge her, though. I would be the same way if the roles were reversed.  
 
    When we get outside, I see the elegant black town car pulled up right next to the curb. I glance around quickly; I’m surprised nobody tried to steal it. It’s still running. I grimace but hide it behind a smile when Dante looks at me. Donovan opens the door for us, and we slide in. I look around and whistle. “This is nice,” I say to Dante. He huffs out a laugh as if he can’t believe he’s stuck with me for the night. I’m kind of surprised that Mr. Hockey Player isn’t here but also not surprised. He probably couldn’t lower himself to have to come pick us up.  
 
    The drive takes a little longer than I thought it would, and I realize with a frown I never found out where we were going for dinner. I probably should have asked, but it’s too late now. I try to keep Dante entertained, but it fizzles out after a while. I think we’re both nervous. When we finally stop, I look out the window and swallow. It looks fancy. Really fancy. Donovan opens the door for us, and I climb out with Dante right on my heels. I look up and up some more. The restaurant is huge; I’ve never seen something so fancy. I swallow as a sick feeling fills my stomach. I glance at Dante and then down at myself. A couple walks past us. He’s in a nice suit, and she’s in a really fancy evening gown with a fur wrapped around her shoulders. I turn to Donovan and motion for him to come close.  
 
    “Uh, is Mr. Brooks inside?” I ask soft enough that Dante can’t hear me.  
 
    Donavon pulls back. “He is, Miss.” 
 
    I swallow. This is going to be painful. “Would you mind asking him to come out here?” He looks at me curiously. “I, uh, I don’t think we’re dressed nice enough to go into a place like this,” I whisper quickly.  
 
    Donavon’s eyes soften, and he smiles at me. “I will call Mr. Brooks and tell him you wish to speak to him.” I frown; I don’t really want to, actually. But it seems like I'm going to have to. Donavon pulls out a sleek phone and slips away to make the call. I walk back to Dante.  
 
    “Is everything okay?” he asks quietly, trying to act chill.  
 
    “Oh yes. Donovan is just letting Mr. Brooks know we’re here,” I tell him, trying to convey that there’s nothing to worry about. I face away from the front doors. Another couple walks past. They eye us as they walk past. If I didn’t think before that we didn’t fit here, I definitely do now. I scowl at how Stephanie’s never going to let me live this down. She called it. I don’t get to dwell on that thought because I hear a voice behind me and know that my time of reckoning has come. I take a breath and turn around and nearly swallow my tongue. I stare as Aiden Brooks strides toward us.  
 
    “Donavon said there was a problem,” he says in a low voice, his forehead furrowed.  
 
    I can’t say anything; I'm still trying to recover from seeing Aiden Brooks in a suit, and not just any suit. I’m pretty sure this one is custom designed for him. I don’t know one thing about suits, but even I know that this suit reeks of money. He looks at Donavon and then back at me. “Um,” I finally manage to get out. I see Dante shuffling nervously out of the corner of my eye, and it instantly makes me forget my own discomfort or whatever this is that I’m dealing with. I meet his eyes. “I don’t like...” I scramble, trying to come up with something. “...this place,” I finally say.  
 
    He stares at me. “You don’t like this place,” he repeats slowly.  
 
    “Nope.” That’s my story, and I’m sticking with it. He stares at me like he can’t figure me out. Yeah, I can’t even figure me out most of the time, Buddy. So best of luck to you. “I think we should go out for pizza,” I tell him.  
 
    His eyebrows rise even more. “Pizza,” he says slowly.  
 
    Now, I'm starting to get annoyed. Seriously. Is he going to repeat everything I say? Before I can say anything, he sees Dante. I watch as Dante stiffens, and I almost shake my head. This is going to go badly; I already know it. I should have warned him Dante was coming. In fact, I should have never agreed to this in the first place. This night is going to crash and burn. I open my mouth to say something quickly, but Aiden Brooks beats me to it.  
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 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    The words die in my throat as he opens his mouth. Aiden sticks out his hand. “I’m Aiden. What’s your name?” 
 
    I stare in shock. Dante doesn’t answer right away. But when he does, Aiden smiles at him and shakes his hand. Smiles. At him. I don’t think I could be more shocked than I am in that moment. Aiden turns to Donovan. “I’m not really feeling this restaurant tonight. How about pizza instead?” 
 
    Donavon smiles. “I know just the place.” 
 
    Aiden turns to us. “Can I ride with you guys?” 
 
    I stare at him, still in shock. Dante shrugs, and I mumble under my breath something about it being his car. At least, that's what I think I said. Did I mention my brain is still in shock? Aiden Brooks is capable of being nice. He opens the door and motions for Dante to get in. Dante does, and then he does a crazy thing. He takes off his suit jacket. I stare. I don’t really know why. I’ve seen other men take of their suit jackets before, but this is like on a whole other level. He folds it over his arm and then turns to me. When he lifts an eyebrow, I jerk myself back to the present. He smirks at me, and I scowl at him before climbing in after Dante. I hold my breath, wondering where he’s going to sit; but I relax when I realize that he’s going to sit in the front passenger seat. I close the door behind me and settle against the dark leather seat.  
 
    “Everybody settled?” Donovan asks.  
 
    “Yes, thank you,” I manage to call out. And then we’re moving once again. I can’t say that I’m sad to see the fancy restaurant disappear. I don’t belong in a place like that. I stare out the window as we drive. Finally, we leave behind the really expensive restaurants, and I start seeing ones I recognize again. Donovan pulls up to the curb and puts on his four-ways. He climbs out of the car, but I open the door and climb out before he can get to us. We don’t need that kind of treatment; we’re just ordinary people.  
 
    “Are you hungry?” I ask Dante as we look at the pizza place. It looks normal, thankfully, nothing like the last place we were at. I barely catch his nod.  
 
    “What kind of pizza do you like?” I ask him.  
 
    “Whatever kind,” he finally mumbles.  
 
    I grin at him. “Ooo, that sounds delicious. The whatever kind. I think I’ll try that too.” 
 
    Aiden steps up next to us. “Hungry?” he asks Dante. Dante merely shrugs. “Well, I’m starving. Let’s go eat.”  
 
    I look around. “Is Donovan going to join us?” I ask. 
 
    “No,” Aiden says without a backward glance at me. We walk towards the restaurant, and Aiden holds the door for Dante and me. When I glance up at him, I notice he has a baseball cap pulled low over his forehead. I get the impression that he’s trying to hide who he is. Surely that can’t be necessary though. I look at his outfit—dress shoes, dress pants, a white button-down shirt that’s open at the top, and a ball cap. On any other guy, it would look ridiculous. On him...I refuse to let my mind go there.  
 
    “Good evening,” the hostess says. “Three?” 
 
    “Yes,” I say when Aiden doesn’t speak up. She leads us to a table.  
 
    “I need to go the bathroom,” Dante mumbles before we slide into the booth. I watch as Aiden slides into the bench seat on the left, and I decide to sit on the other side. “Look, Mr. Brooks,” I say leaning forward, talking quickly before Dante comes back. He frowns, but I continue. “I’m really sorry about that other restaurant. I’m sorry we weren’t dressed appropriately. I really didn’t think you’d take us to a fancy restaurant.” 
 
    “I didn’t know there was more than just you coming,” he responds stiffly. “And why didn’t you think I’d take you to a nice place?” He’s scowling. Shocker.  
 
    I shrug. “I don’t know. Maybe because you hate me.” 
 
    He stares but doesn’t contradict my words. I see Dante coming back to the table. “I’m sorry about inviting Dante along without asking you. I should have asked. But I’ll pay for him and me of course.” 
 
    He shakes his head. I get the idea he would roll his eyes if he could. “You’re not paying for either of you.” He smirks, but it’s cold. “You would like that, wouldn't you? Be able to tell everybody that I took you out and made you pay?” 
 
    I shake my head and sigh. Dante’s almost back, so I don’t say anything. Our waitress drops off the menus and takes our drink order. I order a diet, Dante orders an orange soda, and Aiden gets water. I suddenly wonder if he can even eat pizza. He is a professional athlete, after all. He certainly doesn’t look like he eats pizza. “Do you eat pizza?” I suddenly blurt out. His eyes meet mine from across the table. I’m suddenly glad he’s not right across the table. “I just feel bad for suggesting pizza. I didn’t really think about it, but I bet you don’t eat pizza with being a professional athlete and all that,” I say, waving a hand at him.  
 
    “All what?” he asks, totally serious.  
 
    I shake my head; I’m not falling into this trap with him. He’s constantly looking for ways to embarrass me. A group walks past us, and I watch in fascination as he dips his head and looks at the table for moment. When his head comes back up, I stare at him. “Are you really that worried about people seeing you?” I ask skeptically.  
 
    He arches a brow. “You do know what I do for a living, right?” he asks dryly.  
 
    I roll my eyes. “Yes, I was there.” 
 
    Our waitress comes back with our drinks and asks for our order. I look across the table, wondering if I should order. Before I can ask about it, Aiden starts ordering. He orders three large pizzas, a salad, and an order of breadsticks. He hands the waitress the menu but then stops. “Did you want something else?” he asks me, his voice a low growl.  
 
    “Uh, no. I think you ordered plenty. In fact, I think we can probably share with the tables around us.” I smile at him, but he just frowns back. I look away and take a drink of my diet soda.  
 
    Aiden turns to Dante, effectively dismissing me; which is fine by me. He starts asking him questions about school. Shockingly, Dante actually answers. I can barely get him to say two words to me. While they’re talking, I pull out my device and put in insulin to cover my dinner. I slip it back into my pocket. It’s not like I try to keep it a secret, but sometimes it’s just easier than explaining. Because as soon as I tell people I have diabetes, either one of two things happen. Either they get all sympathetic and sad for me and act like I'm going to die soon, or they get all judgy and start asking if I should be eating the things I'm eating. Either way, it’s just better to keep it to myself; I've learned that the hard way over the years. 
 
    I sit and mostly listen, content to just let Dante bask in the attention. I notice he’s wearing long sleeves again tonight, not that I would expect anything else. It’s cold out, but still. I sigh to myself; I'm really going to have to figure out what to do. I need to stop in and talk to the school secretary and see if they can track down an address for me. I study his face while he’s talking. He’s still so young. He shouldn’t be dealing with whatever it is he’s dealing with at home. This is his first year in my class, so I don’t know him all that well. But he’s a sweet kid, a little gruff around the exterior; but he’s respectful. Absently, I wonder what he’s doing for Thanksgiving. And I wonder if it would be against school policy for me to invite him to my mom’s house for Thanksgiving.  
 
    “All right, here we go.” Our waitress places the first of three huge pizzas on our table. I grin at Dante, whose eyes are taking in these amazing looking pizzas. As soon as all the food is dropped off, Aiden looks at Dante.  
 
    “Go ahead, Champ. Dig in.”  
 
    I look away as Dante sits and stares. My heart hurts. I recognize that uncertainty. Aiden must too because he takes Dante’s plate. Without asking, he puts one of each slice on Dante’s plate, topped with a breadstick on top.  
 
    Dante gives him a mumbled thanks and picks up the piece. I swallow, trying not to think too hard. Aiden fills his entire plate with salad, barely leaving any for the rest of us. I’m suddenly grateful I grabbed some first.  
 
    “Excuse me,” somebody says, startling me. I look up at a guy standing at our table. “Are you Aiden Brooks?” I shift my gaze to Aiden. He gives a short nod. The guy grins. “I knew it! Would you sign something for me?” He looks around and pats his pockets, like he’s trying desperately to find something. Movement catches my eye, and I turn to see Aiden signing a napkin with a marker. Where’d he get the sharpie? My mind absently wonders. Aiden slides the napkin across the table. The guy’s eyes widen. “Thanks, Man!” He picks up the napkin like it’s way more valuable than what it is...still a napkin.  
 
    “I’d appreciate if you’d keep it to yourself, though,” Aiden says in a low voice. “While I try to eat.” 
 
    The man instantly sobers up. “Oh, right. Of course. It was great to meet you, number ninety-eight.” 
 
    Aiden nods shortly. “You too.”  
 
    The guy puts out his fist and Aiden fist bumps him. I watch as the guy walks over to the bar area and yells something to his friends. I look back at Aiden, whose jaw is tight. “He’s not going to keep it to himself, is he?” I ask. Brooks gives me a dark look, and I go back to my salad. It only takes seconds for word to spread Aiden Brooks is in the house. Soon, more people gather at our table. I take it all in, not sure what to make of it. Dante’s eyes meet my own, and I just shrug. I don’t know if this a normal occurrence or not.  
 
    “Hey,” somebody says, bumping me. I was just putting a slice of pizza to my mouth and end up dropping it back on my plate.  
 
    I look up in surprise. “Are you his wife?” a guy asks. He's shoved, and he bumps into me again.  
 
    I laugh out loud. “Oh no.” 
 
    “Are you his girlfriend?” his buddy asks. 
 
    “Also no,” I tell them.  
 
    “So you’re just banging each other?” the first guy asks. 
 
    I choke and feel my face heat. “What? No!”  
 
    “What? You’ve got the body for it?” one of them says. 
 
    I stare at them, mortified. I don’t know how to get them to leave; they’re completely inappropriate. My eighth-grade student is sitting across from me! More people crowd around us, and I don’t know what to do. This is getting completely out of hand.  
 
    “Aiden Brooks is in the house!” somebody yells, and everybody around us cheers.  
 
    I look across the table at Aiden, unsure what to do. He’s not looking at me. His eyes are shooting daggers at the crowd gathered around our table. I suddenly remember those videos I saw of him slamming guys against the boards in hockey games and wonder if I should worry.  
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 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    “All right, everybody, back off. Let him be,” a voice says above the crowd. There’s grumbling, but eventually people go back to their seats.  
 
    “Thank you,” Aiden says in a low voice.  
 
    I turn to see a gray-haired man standing at our table. “My pleasure. It’s not often I get to have the famous Aiden Brooks at my restaurant,” he says with a gracious smile. “I’m sorry about all that. Can I get anything for you?”  
 
    When Aiden doesn’t say anything, I take the lead. “I think some boxes would be great. Thank you.” I don’t know about anybody else at my table, but I'm ready to go. I look up at Aiden, but he just pulls his hat low. He looks on edge, and I suddenly have compassion on him. “How about you head out to the car? Dante and I can grab the leftovers.” 
 
    His head lifts. “So you can make a big deal about me leaving you to pick up everything?” he practically snarls at me. “Yeah, no thanks.”  
 
    I’m taken aback, but I bite my tongue. I don’t want to say anything in front of Dante. I look away, willing the owner to return quickly with the boxes.  
 
    Aiden pulls out his phone. “We’re coming out; have the car ready.” He hangs up without another word. I’m glad I'm not Donovan. I can’t keep the frown off my face. That’s no way to treat anybody, let alone somebody who works for you.  
 
    The owner returns with the boxes and hands them to me. “Thank you,” I tell him graciously. I hand one to Dante, and he helps me pack up the pizza. I notice absently that we didn’t really make much headway on the pizza. I glance at Aiden, but his eyes are on his phone, his jaw tight. The owner helps us, and we’re packed up and ready to go in record time.  
 
    “Can I get you anything else?” the owner asks, and I can see the worry beneath his smile. 
 
    When Aiden says nothing, I step in again. “No, this was great. Thank you so much.” I grab a box, and Dante grabs another one. When Aiden makes no move to grab the last box, I reach out for it. But he stops me by putting his hand on the box and pulling it from my grasp. I resist the urge to roll my eyes and slide out of the booth. I wait for Dante to go in front of me. I turn back to the table one last time to make sure I grabbed everything. Suddenly, I remember the bill. “Oh.” I reach into my purse and grab my wallet. I’m suddenly grateful I got cash out the other day. I had plans for it, but oh well. Easy come, easy go. I pull out three twenties and hold them out to Aiden as he untangles himself from the booth. He stands to his full height, towering over me, briefly distracting me for a moment. I always forget how big he really is. He takes a step forward and scowls down at me.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    What, what? I suddenly remember the money in my hand. “Oh, here.” I thrust the money at him. His scowl deepens.  
 
    “So you can tell everybody I made you pay for dinner?” He pushes my hand back to me. I frown up at him. 
 
    “I wouldn’t tell anybody anything. I’m just offering to pay for Dante and me. You didn’t even know he was coming.” 
 
    “I know,” he says, obviously irritated. “Let’s go.” 
 
    I sigh and pocket the money; I'm not going to argue with him. I need the money anyway. I turn and follow Dante out of the restaurant with Aiden right on our heels. We get close to the door, when somebody steps right in front of me, causing me to stop suddenly. I take a step backward to avoid running into the waiter and step right into a hard body. I stiffen and step forward as soon as the waiter moves. I walk quickly out the door, not turning back to see if he’s following. Donovan’s waiting with the car running, and I follow Dante to the car.  
 
    Donovan eyes the pizza boxes. “Did you actually eat any food?” he asks with a smile.  
 
    “We got a little overrun,” I tell him. He frowns and eyes his boss. “Would you like some pizza?” I offer. 
 
    He turns back to me. “No, Miss. I’m fine, thank you.” He smiles at me and opens the door for us. I crawl in behind Dante. Donovan closes the door behind us, and Aiden climbs in the front seat. It’s silent as we drive. I wait for a little bit, trying to relax in the stress-filled car.  
 
    “Uh, Donovan, would you mind if we drop off Dante first?” I ask quietly. 
 
    “Of course, Miss Campbell. What’s the address?” he asks.  
 
    I look to Dante, who’s been staring out the window up to this point. He rattles off the address quietly, and I do my best to memorize it. Apparently, I won’t need to talk to the secretary after all. I wait a minute or two, then pull out my phone and write the address down in my notes app. I can’t help but celebrate the tiny win. The night might have been a disaster but at least I got Dante’s address, and I’m going to get to see where he lives.  
 
    The ride is long and quiet, and I struggle to stay awake. I take notice when we pull into a low-income neighborhood. I take in the houses as we roll slowly down the street. “This one,” Dante says quietly. Donovan stops in front of a house that looks more like a run-down shack than a house. There’s no driveway and barely a yard. “Thank you,” Dante says before opening his door. 
 
    “Wait,” I say. “Here. Take a box of pizza with you.” 
 
    His eyes dart to the front seat. “Uh, that’s okay.” 
 
    I reach up and flick the back of Aiden’s neck. He jerks and turns in his seat. I can’t see his eyes in the dark and under his hat, but he looks in Dante’s direction. “Take the pizza,” he says gruffly. 
 
    “Oh okay.” Dante takes the box. “Thank you for tonight.” He closes the door and walks up to his house.  
 
    “Did you seriously hit me?” I hear from the front seat.  
 
    I watch Dante, making sure he gets in okay. He does and closes the door behind him, but I don’t feel any better about it. I knew some of my students were from poor homes; our school is in a low-income area after all. But seeing it up close is a different thing altogether.  
 
    “Brielle!” Aiden snaps at me from the front seat, surprising me.  
 
    “What?” I ask in alarm. 
 
    “Did you hit me?” he asks in a low, incredulous voice.  
 
    “Oh. Yes.” 
 
    It’s silent for a moment. “Why?” 
 
    “Because Dante was looking to you to see if it was okay to take pizza with him. He wouldn’t take my word for it. And I didn’t hit you; I simply flicked the back of your neck.” 
 
    He turns in his seat and faces me. “Are you serious right now?” 
 
    “Oh, calm down, you big baby. It’s not like it hurt. Besides, aren’t you the one who hurts people for a living?” I stare out the window, still thinking about Dante. 
 
    “Back to your house?” Donovan asks, breaking the silence.  
 
    “Yes, thank you,” I tell him and sit back against my seat. I’m going to have to figure out what to do about Dante.  
 
    The rest of the ride is silent. When we stop outside my apartment building, I grab my bag and open my door before Donovan can climb out. “Thank you for tonight,” I tell Aiden. I’m just about to close the door when I hear his voice.  
 
    “Take the pizza.” 
 
    “No thanks, I don’t really eat pizza.” I close the door.  
 
    “Then why did we go to a pizza place?” he asks through his now-open window.  
 
    I shrug. “I thought Dante would enjoy it.” I turn to face him, but I can’t see his face in the dark. “I had a great time.” 
 
    “It was a terrible night,” he says in a low voice.  
 
    I shrug. “I think Dante had a good time, and that’s what counts.” 
 
    He opens his door suddenly, and I step back to avoid getting hit. “Who is he, and why did you bring him anyway?” he asks, coming to stand in front of me. I take a small step backward. 
 
    “He’s one of my students, and...” I fall silent. I’m not sure how much I want to tell him.  
 
    “And what?” he prompts. 
 
    I take a breath. “I’ve been worried about...him,” I settle on. “I wanted to get a chance to spend some time with him.” I shrug. “I thought it would be good for him.” I look up at him. “For some reason, he seems to like you.” I let the words have their intended impact. I’m expecting a scowl, but he surprises me.  
 
    He gives me a smirk. “For some reason?” he asks in a low voice. 
 
    “Yep, I don’t get it, but who am I to judge,” I say, unable to let it go without rubbing it in further.  
 
    He stares at me and shakes his head. “You’re an enigma, you know that?” 
 
    I smile sweetly at him. “Thank you.” 
 
    “That wasn’t a compliment.” 
 
    “Oh, I know.” I turn away from him. “Thank you for tonight.” I don’t hear anything else from him as I make my way inside my apartment building. When I close the big front door, I peek out through the window of the lobby. He’s still standing there, staring up at my building. I climb the stairs to my apartment, my mind running through the events of tonight. I start making a plan for what I’m going to do about Dante.  
 
    My phone buzzes on the nightstand, alerting me that I have a text. I pick it up and glance at it. Stephanie. I swipe to see what picture she sent me. I stare at the picture. It's of Aiden and me at the restaurant. We’re sitting at the table with the pizzas between us. I don’t know when somebody took the photo, but Aiden and I are staring at each other. To an outsider, it would look like we’re mesmerized by  each other. I scowl. What it doesn’t show is that we were probably staring each other down. I read the caption that goes with the picture that somebody posted online.  
 
    “Brooks and his ‘one hit wonder’ out for dinner together. Is there romance in the air?” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “There’s something in the air,” I mumble. Out of curiosity, I scroll down and read the comments. My eyes widen.  
 
    He deserves better. 
 
    Who does she think she is? 
 
    They don’t go together at all? 
 
    Does she even own a dress? 
 
    He must hate being seen in public with her. 
 
    What's with her hair? 
 
    My phone dings again, and I look at the new message from Stephanie.  
 
    Stephanie- Don't read the comments.  
 
    I text her back.  
 
    Me- Too late.  
 
    She texts back a sorry and frowny face.  
 
    Stephanie- none of it’s true. 
 
    Stephanie- they're just jealous. 
 
    I look at my phone again. Somehow, I don’t think Ryan25 is jealous, nor is reallyluckysteve. I sigh and toss my phone next to me on the bed. It takes a while for me to go to sleep that night.  
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 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
    I’m up early the next morning, despite the fact that it’s Saturday. I pick up my phone to check the time and groan when I see all the notifications on my phone. I toss my phone aside and stare up at the ceiling. Taking a deep breath, I push away all the negativity. I refuse to let anybody take away my joy. I grab my headphones and turn on Christmas music. I grab a sweatshirt to throw over my pjs and make my way to my kitchen. A few minutes later, I'm sipping my coffee, a smile on my face. I have my notebook in front of me. I’m busy writing down what I need to accomplish for today. This is my last free Saturday before I start my pop-up shop next weekend. A thrill goes through me. I absolutely cannot wait!  
 
    When my to-do list is set and my plans finalized for the day, I drink the last of my coffee and stand to my feet. It’s going to be a good day! I head to the shower, ready to face this day head-on.  
 
    The first thing I do when I'm in my car is drive back to Dante’s house. I’m nervous, but it needs to be done and I want to get it done today. My phone rings before I get there. A quick glance tells me it’s my mom. I grimace, but I know I have to take it. If I don’t, she’ll just keep calling. I put my earpiece in. “Hi, Mom.” 
 
    “Bri! Why didn’t you tell me you were dating that famous hockey player?” 
 
    I nearly groan. “Because I’m not.” 
 
    “But you went out with him. I saw the pictures all over online.” 
 
    I grit my teeth. Thank you to my younger sister for getting my mother on social media. “Listen, Mom, you can’t believe everything you see on social media.” 
 
    She continues as if she didn’t hear me. “It said that you were obviously in love.” 
 
    Case in point. “Like I said already, you can’t believe everything you see or read, Mom. We weren’t even on a date.” 
 
    “It said you were; it says you went to...let me see,” she pauses for a moment. “Pizza Parlor.” 
 
    I sigh. “We did go there, but it wasn’t a date, Mom.”  
 
    “Honey, if you went out with a guy, it’s most definitely a date. I don’t know what you kids call them these days, but it’s definitely a date.” 
 
    “First of all, it wasn’t a date. Second, you’re not that old, Mom,” I remind her. “His team people made him take me out,” I tell her. She finally listens. 
 
    “Well, that’s okay.” 
 
    “Not really.” I sigh. “He didn’t want to go out with me; his team made him.” 
 
    “Are you sure, Honey?” 
 
    I laugh. “Oh yeah, I'm sure. He made no bones about the fact he’d rather be any place other than with me.” 
 
    “Well that’s not very nice, and here I thought I liked this guy. Well, just for that, I'm not going to watch their hockey game tonight.” I smile at my mom’s words; she’s nothing if not loyal. 
 
    “Thanks, Mom.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to thank me for.” She makes a noise of dissent. “I’ll tell your sister so that she doesn’t watch their game either and your brother.” 
 
    “Oh no, please don't tell Noah anything about all this. I—” 
 
    “Too late. He called this morning, and I filled him in with everything,” my mother says as calmly as if we were talking about the weather.  
 
    I keep in my grunt of frustration, barely. My brother is like a dog on a bone with things. If he gets any hint of what’s going on or feels like I'm not being treated right, it’s going to be a mess. “Well, just tell him that there’s nothing there. Aiden was just doing his duty.” 
 
    “Are you sure, Sweetie? It’s not that I don’t trust you, but here’s another picture. It says—” 
 
    “Mom, stop reading things online!” I pull onto Dante’s street. “I need to go; I’ll check in with you later, okay?” She gives me a distracted goodbye. I put the car in park and dial my sister’s number. She’s younger than me by six years and is living her best life in between college classes and working at the local library.  
 
    “Bri, hey!” 
 
    I smile at the sound of my baby sister’s voice. “Hey, Amber. How are you?” 
 
    “Good. How are you?”  
 
    “I’m good. What are you up to?” I ask. 
 
    “I’m at the library today,” she fills me in. 
 
    “Working or studying?” I ask, because she’s always at the library.  
 
    “Both.” I can hear the smile in her voice. “I’m studying now, and my shift starts in a little over an hour.” 
 
    “Are you getting enough rest?” I ask, unable to resist being her older sister for a moment.  
 
    “Yes, Mom,” she says, but there’s no hostility in her voice.  
 
    “Speaking of Mom,” I segue.  
 
    “What’s wrong with Mom?” she asks quickly.  
 
    “Nothing, I just wanted to thank you personally for getting mom hooked on social media.”  
 
    “Uh, oh, what did she do?” she asks carefully. 
 
    “Nothing yet; she just keeps reading everything online and telling me about it. I keep telling her not to believe everything she reads.” I say all this trying to feel out my little sister to see if she knows anything about what's going on between me and Aiden Brooks.  
 
    “What is she reading and telling you about?” she asks, confused. I breathe a sigh of relief; she doesn’t know about it. Not yet, anyway; and I'll do everything in my power to keep it that way. The nice thing is her head is always buried in a book, so she’s not on social media often. “Brielle?” she asks, bringing my attention back.  
 
    “Nothing, I just wanted to say thank you. Anyway, everything going well for you?” I ask. 
 
    “Not so fast. What aren’t you telling me?” 
 
    I grimace. “Nothing,” I say and try to redirect the conversation again. “Any upcoming events?” 
 
    “You’re avoiding this conversation. What's going on?” she asks. “Brielle. You know I'll just find out.” 
 
    Her threat is real. With her investigative skills, she should have gone into the police academy or Quantico. “I’m glad you’re doing well. I’ve got to run. Listen, we should get together sometime soon. I’m thinking about heading to Mom’s one night this next week before my store opens next weekend.  
 
    “Uh-huh,” she says absently, and I know I’ve lost her.  
 
    “All right. I’m hanging up now. Love you, Little Sister.” 
 
    “Not little.” 
 
    “To me you are,” I respond. 
 
    “I’m nineteen,” she retorts.  
 
    I chuckle. “I’ll check in soon. Love you.” I’m just about to hang up when I hear her screech. I wince. “Aren’t you in the library?” 
 
    “Not anymore I'm not. What is this?” she demands. 
 
    I bite my lip and go for innocence. “What is what?” I ask sweetly. 
 
    “You went on a date with Aiden Brooks?” her words are high and shrill. 
 
    I frown. “How do you know who he is?” 
 
    “Brielle, everybody knows who he is,” her voice is condescending.  
 
    “Well, obviously not everybody; because I sure didn’t.” 
 
    “You didn’t know who Aiden Brooks was?” she asks in shock. 
 
    “Quit saying his name,” I mumble. “You sound obsessed.” 
 
    “That’s because I am! He’s like one of the hottest players in the AHF and definitely the most aggressive and mean.” 
 
    I cringe. I’ve heard those same things, but I still don’t like it. “When have you ever watched hockey?” I ask her, still shocked she knows who he is.  
 
    “I don’t watch hockey, but I still know who he is. I’ve seen enough of his clips on news feeds and everywhere else. Isn’t there like a life-size painting of him on that one building downtown?”  
 
    I have no idea what she’s talking about. “I don’t know.”  
 
    “Anyway, back to the matter at hand. You went on a date with Aiden Brooks and didn’t even tell your own sister.” 
 
    “It wasn’t a date,” I grind out. 
 
    “Oh, oh,” she says. Then she laughs hysterically. I can only imagine which video she’s watching now. “Oh, Brielle,” she gasps. She’s laughing so hard she can't breathe.  
 
    “It’s not that funny.”  
 
    “Oh, but it is,” she responds, still laughing.  
 
    “Okay, well I’m going to hang up now.” 
 
    “No, don’t,” she says, trying and failing to stop laughing. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “No, you’re not, but I love you anyway,” I tell her. “I really do have to go.” I've been sitting outside Dante’s house, and I need to get in there and get this done.  
 
    “Real quick, what did you call me for?” she asks. 
 
    “I already told you—to thank you for getting mom on social media.” 
 
    “Oh no. Mom’s seeing all this?” she asks. 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Oh, I bet she’s all over this. She probably wants a grandchild by next week!” 
 
    I laugh at the insanity of all of it. “Exactly. Anyway, I need your help convincing her that there’s nothing to any of it; but you know how she is. She believes everything she sees or reads.” 
 
    “What do you mean none of it’s real?” 
 
    “It’s a long story but the short version is my class won tickets to the game. You saw what happened there. Because of all that, the team’s PR person made him take me out. It wasn’t a date, and he by no means wanted to be there. Anyway, it’s over and done with now. I’ll never see him again, but I need Mom to get that.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Bri,” she says tenderly. “Are you sure there’s nothing there.” 
 
    “Oh yeah. He’s so not into me. He didn’t even talk to me all night.” 
 
    “Well, now I hate him,” she says.  
 
    I laugh. “Thanks for the support hatred.” 
 
    “Of course! I’ll talk to mom and tell her to let it go.” 
 
    “Thank you! I owe you!” I say gratefully. 
 
    “Remember that next week when I come to your hot chocolate shop!” 
 
    I laugh. “I’ve got you.” 
 
    We say our goodbyes and hang up. I take one more look at the dilapidated home and then grab my purse and phone and walk up to the front door. I take a deep breath and knock on the door. I wait a minute or two before knocking again. When still nobody comes, I walk around to the side of the house, wondering if there’s a side door. I don’t see anything and don’t want to get reported to the police for trespassing, so I make my way to my car. I sit there for a few minutes watching the house. There’s no movement that I can see. Finally, I start my car and pull away. I don’t like it. I wonder if Dante is in there, or if maybe he’s out for the day. Knowing there’s nothing else I can do for now; I start my errands for the day.  
 
    On Monday, I can start setting up my shop; so today is a busy day for me. My online orders have already been placed for my bulk ingredients. Today is more about décor and other individual items I need. I can’t help but grin as I travel around town with my Christmas music blaring. I’m getting so excited for opening week next week!  
 
    The weekend passes in the blink of an eye; and before I know it, I'm back at school Monday morning. “Hey, do you know anything about Dante’s home life?” I ask Stephanie quietly while we wait for our Monday morning teachers’ meeting to start.  
 
    “Not really. Why?” she asks curiously. I don’t get a chance to tell her because Principal Goodman starts the meeting.  
 
    Rob slides into the chair next to mine just as he starts. I smile at him. “Morning, Rob,” I whisper. 
 
    “Morning, Bri,” he says just as quietly.  
 
    My mind wanders during the meeting, which is probably why I'm still sitting when everybody else has moved on after the meeting. “You good?” Rob asks, surprising me. I didn’t realize he was still there. 
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    “Hey, Rob,” I start. I’m just about to ask him if he knows anything about Dante’s home life but realize he hasn’t had him yet. “Never mind,” I shake my head.  
 
    “What is it?” he presses. 
 
    I meet his eyes and smile. “Sorry, I was going to ask you about a student but realized you wouldn’t have had him yet.” 
 
    He nods. “You doing well?”  
 
    “I am. How about you?” I ask him. 
 
    “Good.” I start toward the door when he stops me. “Bri, I wanted to ask you something.” 
 
    I turn to him, giving him my undivided attention. “What is it?” I ask kindly. I’ve always liked Rob; he’s a nice teacher. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    He stuffs his hands in his pockets. “I was wondering if—” 
 
    “Bri!” Stephanie shoves her arm through mine. “I was looking for you. Let’s go!” 
 
    “Wait.” I untangle my arm from hers. “Rob wanted to ask me something.” I turn to him. “Sorry about her. What did you need?” Stephanie stands next to me. He looks from her to me and seems to deflate.  
 
    “Never mind. I'll catch you later.” He’s gone a moment later, leaving me staring after him with a frown on my face. 
 
    “Well, that was odd,” I say after he walks away. “I wonder what that was all about.” 
 
    Stephanie rolls her eyes. “You are so clueless sometimes.” 
 
    I frown. “What?” 
 
    She looks around, making sure nobody’s around. “He’s so into you, Brielle. He was going to ask you on a date.” 
 
    I laugh. “No, he wasn’t.” 
 
    “Yes. He was,” Stephanie says adamantly. 
 
    I frown. “I don’t think he was.” Then I look at my best friend. “Was he?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then why did you cut him off?” I ask. 
 
    “Because you would have said yes.” 
 
    We start walking down the hallway to our respective classrooms. “Well, first of all, you don’t know that.” Even as I say the words, I know she’s right. I wouldn’t have had the heart to tell him no; I wouldn’t want to hurt his feelings. “Besides, would that be such a bad thing?”  
 
    “Yes!”  
 
    “I don’t see how,” I tell her.  
 
    “Because you want a guy that sweeps you off your feet like you read in those romance books you love,” she says knowingly.  
 
    “That’s not...” I stop and shrug. “Okay, you have a valid point.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” she says.  
 
    I grin. “Thank you.” I’m still shaking my head when I get to my classroom.  
 
    My morning passes quickly, and so does the afternoon, honestly. I’m sad when Dante doesn’t show up for class in the afternoon. But I don’t get a chance to worry about him for long because it’s such a busy day. After school, I make the drive over to Christmas Village. A sigh of contentment fills me when I pull onto the main road. All the storefronts are in the process of decorating for the big weekend. I see all the pop-up shops in place ready to go, and I grin. It’s my absolute favorite time of the year.  
 
    After parking, I grab several of my bags and head over to my shop. Each shop is like a miniature wood log cabin. They only measure about six feet end to end. And there's only enough space for one to three people to actually work behind the serving counter that people walk up to and order from, but they’re the best. They’re absolutely adorable, especially once they’re decked out in Christmas lights and décor.  
 
    I make my way to mine and wave at Stacey. She owns the candle shop next to mine. We’re always next to each other. Wes and Megan are on my other side. They make the absolute best Christmas cookies that look like they belong in a magazine, not in your stomach. I wave at them; they’re busy setting up too. It looks like they’ve been here for several hours. “Looking good,” I call out. 
 
    “Hey, Br!” 
 
    I make it to my shop and drop off my hundred-and-one bags before making another trip back to my car. “I’m here,” Stephanie calls out. “Put me to work.” 
 
    I give her a hug. “Thanks so much for coming.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Between the two of us, it only takes two more trips to cart everything over. The first thing I do is hook up my portable speaker to my phone and turn on Christmas music. I grin as it starts, and Stephanie just shakes her head. “It’s coming,” I tell her with a grin. 
 
    “I still have six more days before I can listen to it.” 
 
    I shake my head. “You and your no-Christmas music rules.” 
 
    We get to work separating bags and organizing things. The nice thing is they lined every available inch of wall space inside these shops with shelves. It really comes in handy when there’s such a small space. Once everything is sort of organized, I pull out the big pieces first. I pull out my frother and steamer machines and get those set up. “All right. Now the fun part,” I tell Stephanie. I pull out my hammer and nails kit and my glue gun.  
 
    She laughs. “You’re armed and ready.” 
 
    “I’m armed and dangerous is more like it.” I pull out all the pre-lit greenery. “Let’s start with the hard part.” I grab the step stool and together we begin stapling the greenery into the sides and around the top of the shop. Next, we add extra lights. Then I get to work putting up my sticky wallpaper on the back wall that gives the idea of white tile, even though it’s just a wall sticker. While I do that, Stephanie works on hanging the pre-lit wreaths under the counter on the front of the shop.  
 
    Once the “wallpaper” is on the back wall, I can start decorating it. I string several sets of fairy lights from one end to the other. Once those are all hung, I take my tulle and run it over the lights. The end result is whimsical, and I love it. Stephanie helps me hang some bright colored bulbs from the tulle. Then we work on the counter. I pull out my tray of brush bottle Christmas trees in pinks, whites, blues, and teals. Around the trees are white fluff for snow and more fairy lights. I put it on my countertop that I've covered with more of the white tile “wallpaper.”  
 
    “It’s looking really good,” Stephanie says.  
 
    “It is; thank you so much for your help.” 
 
    “Are we almost done for the night? I’m starving.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah.” I realize for the first time that it’s completely dark. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize it had gotten so late.” 
 
    “No worries. Are you good to call it quits for the night?” she asks. 
 
    “Yes.” I finish putting away everything and pull down the piece that closes over my counter. I put the lock box on. “Let’s go. Where do you want to eat?” 
 
    “Let’s grab sandwiches from Pete’s.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan; I'll meet you there.” I head to the car and pull out my medical device. I cringe when I see my numbers dropping. I really should have checked more often this afternoon and had a snack. I grab a glucose tablet from my bag and make the short drive to Pete’s.  
 
    “How’s my favorite two customers?” Pete calls out from the back when we step inside.  
 
    “Hey Pete.” I wave at him as we head to the counter to order.  
 
    “What can I get for you?” the sweet girl at the counter asks. 
 
    “I’m going to do a hot ham sandwich.” I turn to Stephanie. “I’ve got yours.” 
 
    “No, you don’t.” 
 
    “Come on Stephanie; you helped me all afternoon. Let me get it for you.”  
 
    She steps away and waits stubbornly. Finally, I turn back to the girl. “I guess that’s it.” She smiles and gives me my total. I fill my cup with diet soda and find a nice booth for us to sit in. When Stephanie slides in, I frown at her. “You should have let me pay for you.” 
 
    “Why? You’re just a poor teacher.” She laughs, and I shake my head. 
 
    “You do realize we have the same job,” I say dryly.  
 
    “Yes, but my parents are rich.” She reminds me of that often, not in a way to make me feel like less; but to remind me that she’s okay on the low salary we make as teachers in a low-income area school. “Oh, look, the game’s on.” 
 
    I turn in my chair to look at the tv behind me. “It’s hockey,” I say in surprise.  
 
    “Wow, you’re so observant,” she says straight-faced.  
 
    “No, I just didn’t realize...never mind.” I watch for a few minutes, just as mesmerized as I was the last time. Without fail, my eyes are drawn to the tall guy in the middle of the ice. No matter how many times I tell myself not to, my eyes always go back to him. I watch as he flies down the ice, chasing down a guy on the other team. I will never get over watching how fast he is.  
 
    “Bri.” I startle and turn around. The girl from the counter is standing there with my sandwich. 
 
    “Sorry, thank you.” She returns a moment later with Stephanie’s. I stare down at my toasted ciabatta roll with honey ham, black forest ham, melted gruyere, spinach, and chipotle sauce. “This was such a good idea,” I tell Stephanie. I put in my insulin after I take the first bite. With my numbers still low, I don’t want any more insulin until I eat a little.  
 
    “How are you doing with all that?” Stephanie asks, nodding to my device.  
 
    “Good. My next appointment’s coming up. But everything’s been good.” 
 
    “That’s good.”  
 
    We’re both quiet after that. I practically inhale my sandwich. “I didn’t realize I was so hungry,” I tell her.  
 
    She’s about to take a bite when she lowers her sandwich, her eyes on the screen behind me. She winces. I immediately turn around. “I don’t know if you want to...” 
 
    I ignore her and stare at the screen and wince as number ninety-eight slams a guy into the boards. The hit is so hard, the guy falls to the ice a moment later. I watch as Brooks is sent to the penalty box. They replay the hit several more times. The hit is violent and harsh, and I hate it. I turn back around and look at my sandwich, but I've lost my appetite.  
 
    “I wonder what set him off?” Stephanie asks, her eyes still on the screen.  
 
    I shake my head; I hate that kind of violence. It makes me sick. I pull out my phone and check what I’ve missed. I haven’t missed much this afternoon. Two funny memes from Amber, a political text, and a missed call. I check to see who it’s from. I'm surprised to see it’s from Noah, my brother. I frown. My mom must have called and told him about everything because he never calls. I make a mental note to return his call when I get home.  
 
    “Are you ready?” Stephanie asks. I nod and we pack up and head to our cars.  
 
    “Thanks again for tonight.” 
 
    “I’m glad I could do it. I’ll see you tomorrow,” she says and we hug before going to our cars.  
 
    On impulse, I google on my phone what radio station the game is on. When I find it and turn it on, the commentators are still talking about Brooks’ hit. I almost turn it off, but they move on. I listen to the game the rest of the way home and take in everything they say. Everything is new to me; I've never watched hockey. But I really enjoyed the game I watched, and I'm enjoying trying to learn the game now. It’s something fun and new to conquer. I’m only glad a certain cocky hockey player isn’t around to rub it in. 
 
    I try calling my brother before bed, but it just goes to voicemail. I don’t worry about it again.  
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 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thankfully, Dante is back in class the next day; but he somehow manages to avoid me. The next few days pass quickly in a mix of school and getting ready for my shop opening on Friday night. In the blink of an eye, it’s Friday.  
 
    The day seems to drag, but I'm pretty sure that’s because I'm really looking forward to tonight. It's opening night for Christmas Village, and it’s going to be a great night. The only thing that distracts me from my excitement is seeing Dante. His head stays down all of class. When I try to call on him, he just stays silent. My heart hurts for him; I really want to help him. I just don’t know how.  
 
    I’m sitting at my desk when an idea hits me. My students are all working on a writing assignment, so it’s a rare, mostly quiet moment. I pick up my phone and look up tickets to upcoming games. Tickets are almost a hundred dollars each. I put my phone back down and think about it. It would really cut into my Christmas budget. But when I think of the smile on Dante’s face when we were at the game, I bite my lip.  
 
    After class, I catch Dante. “Hey, question for you.” I make sure everybody has left before I say what I want to say. “How would you feel about going to another Green Thunder game?” He’s been looking at the floor, but when I say that, his head pops up.  
 
    “Really?” The hope in his eyes nearly crushes me. If I hadn’t already decided to get the tickets, I would have then.  
 
    “Really,” I say with a smile. 
 
    Then his expression changes, grows wary. “Why?” 
 
    Why? My mind scrambles quickly to come up with a reason. I make a decision on the spot. “It’s going to be payback.” 
 
    “For what?” he asks in confusion. 
 
    “For the work I'm going to get you to do for me.”  
 
    He doesn’t even bat an eye. “What kind of work?”  
 
    “Have you ever been to Christmas Village?” He nods. “I have a shop there. I could use some help over the next few weeks.” I watch him carefully.  
 
    “Which shop is yours?”  
 
    I smile. “Hotta Choc-o-lotta. Would you be willing to help me? I would pay you with hockey tickets to a game.” I hold my breath.  
 
    He nods. “Okay.” 
 
    “Okay,” I repeat. “Can you start tonight?” He nods. “Do you need a ride?” 
 
    “No. What time?”  
 
    “4pm would be great.” 
 
    He nods and then leaves the classroom. I watch him go and give in to the urge to dance. I do a quick spirited dance right in the doorway and tip my head back. Thankfully, nobody’s around to see it, which I forget to check for until after my dance. With a smile on my face, I pack up for the day.  
 
    With Christmas music blaring, I drive into town. I park far away to leave spots for shoppers. I wave to the other shop owners as I make my way to my shop. I unlock the lock box and uncover my shop. I plug in the lights and watch with satisfaction as my shop comes to life. I step back and smile. My sign is lit with white lights, highlighting the pinks and blues against the white background. I step inside and begin the process of getting ready for tonight’s customers. I take my standing chalkboard and do a once over on it before I set it outside next to my shop. On it is all my specials for tonight. I always try to do a regular hot chocolate and a white hot chocolate; those are my two standbys. After that, each weekend I have different specialty hot chocolates. Tonight’s specials are Winter Wonderland and Razzmatazz. There’s a short description of each drink on the sign as well as Christmas artwork.  
 
    I get all my equipment ready to go as well as my syrups, whipped cream cans, and each of the toppings I'll need for each drink. When I feel ready, I pull out my phone and check the time. It’s after four, and I wonder what happened to Dante. I don’t have any time to worry about him because I need to get ready for business. I make sure my card reader is ready to go, and my cash box is organized and ready for business. Then promptly at five o’clock, the bell in the clock tower in the center of town chimes. At the last chime, I hear the people who have gathered around the huge tree in the center of town begin to count down from ten.  
 
    Ten, nine, eight...When they get to one, the tree lights up. I smile and join in the cheering. And then, it’s time for business. I watch as the first few skaters take to the ice. I smile and turn my attention to my first customers of the season. “Hi, welcome to Hotta Choc-o-lotta. What kind of hot chocolate can I get for you tonight?” The couple looks at my list of drinks for tonight.  
 
    “What’s the Winter Wonderland?” she asks. 
 
    I smile. “That’s one of my most popular drinks. It’s my white hot chocolate. It’s served in a glass mug that’s lined with blue cotton candy gel swirls on the inside of the cup and topped with whipped cream, white chocolate shavings, and a whisp of cotton candy. I know it sounds weird—white chocolate and cotton candy, but it’s one of my most popular ones.” 
 
    The woman looks at her husband, her eyes dancing. “I have to try it.” He shakes his head, like he doesn’t understand before asking what’s in the Razzmatazz.  
 
    “The Razzmatazz is hot chocolate with rich dark chocolate syrup swirls on the inside of the cup. We infuse our homemade fresh raspberry sauce into the hot chocolate, along with a splash of heavy cream. It’s topped with whipped cream, a drizzle of rich chocolate sauce, fresh raspberries, and shaved chocolate.  
 
    “I’ll take one of those,” he says.  
 
    “Great. I'll get right to it.” After they pay and I slide their drinks over to them, I thank them and watch them leave. That's when I see Dante standing off to the side. “Dante, come on in.” I leave the door open for him as I take the next order. I’m busy making a few kids’ hot chocolates when he comes inside and closes the door.  
 
    “Sorry, I'm late.” He gives me no other explanation, and I don’t ask for one.  
 
    I start by showing him quickly how to make the steamed milk for each of my hot chocolates, whether it’s a white hot chocolate or regular. The night speeds along, and I’m pleased with the sales. Amber and one of her friends show up, making my night. I talk to them for a few minutes before I get back to work. I close up for the night and turn off the lights and lock up my shop. “That was a great first night. Thanks for your help,” I tell Dante. He nods. “Do you need a ride home?” 
 
    “No.” He says nothing more, and I want to ask him again. But I don’t. I walk to my car but keep my eye on him without looking too obvious. He gets into a car that’s idling in the parking lot, and I watch it drive away. I sigh but choose not to let it get me down.  
 
    When I get home that night, I'm too keyed up to go right to bed. I look online for tickets again. I realize a lot of games are on Fridays, Saturdays, or Sundays. Fridays and Saturdays won’t work for me because of my shop. So, I look for other nights that would work. When I see a Tuesday night game, I click on it. It's not as expensive as some of the other games. I decide to snag them. When I look at the date, I realize they’re for the upcoming Tuesday. I debate for a moment but choose to go ahead with it. I'm not sure how many games will fit into my schedule; I need to snag this one while I can. Once I have my confirmation code, I close my laptop and smile. I can tell Dante about it tomorrow night when and if he shows up to help me.   
 
    On Saturday night, Stephanie shows up to help as well. “Thank you; I can’t tell you how much I appreciate it,” I tell her.  
 
    “I like doing it,” she says with a shrug.  
 
    I tell her about Dante in case he shows up. He surprises me by showing up right at four. I catch him right as he comes inside the cramped shop. “Hey, I've got something to show you.” He doesn’t say anything as I pull out my phone. I open up the app and show him the tickets. 
 
    “You got the tickets?” he asks.  
 
    “I did, and they’re for this Tuesday. Does that work for you?” I panic slightly and realize I really should have checked with him before I bought them. When he nods, I breathe easier.  
 
    The night flies by; our shop is much busier than it was the night before. I run the same specials all weekend, so we make the same drinks as Friday night. Just like last night, Dante gets a ride home; and I choose not to worry about it. Then it’s back to school on Monday.  
 
    By Tuesday night, I’m already tired. But I'm really looking forward to the game, much more than I thought I would. I’m pretty sure hockey is growing on me. Dante stays with me after school and comes over to my house. I work for a little bit while he watches something, and then it’s time to get ready for the game. We leave really early because I want to have plenty of time for city traffic, parking, and waiting in line.  
 
    When we finally get through the line and make our way into the arena, I grin. “You excited?” I ask Dante. He returns my smile with one of his own. That alone makes the night worth it. We make our way to our seats with extra time to spare. We settle in and watch the warm-up. My eyes quickly scan the ice, but I don’t see a certain tall player. I do, however, see Rico and Sebastian. The clock winds down, and we get ready for the game to start.  
 
    The lights dim slightly, and the announcer gets things going for the evening. The crowd boos the other team when they’re announced. Then the lights go off completely, and smoke starts billowing from the ice rink. The crowd stands to their feet and cheers wildly as the Green Thunder players are announced. Brooks is announced last, and this time I'm not surprised by it.  
 
    The regular lights come back on and both teams get into position to start the game. The ref drops the puck, and we’re off. The first period flies by in the blink of an eye without either team scoring. During the second period, I elbow Dante and point to the huge screen hanging above the ice. I wave and grin at the camera. Dante gives a half smile before the camera pans away. Over the next period, we make it on camera two more times. I don’t think anything about it until I check my phone during the break between second and third period.  
 
    Stephanie- You're famous.  
 
    That’s all she says, and then she sends me several screenshots of Dante and me. It’s the same shots I already saw. 
 
    Me- Yep, I know.  
 
    I send back with an eye roll emoji. 
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 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
    I’m stretching and still texting with Stephanie when somebody stops in the row in front of us and calls my name. I look down and see a man wearing a Green Thunder polo. “Are you Brielle Campbell?” he asks.  
 
    I nod, trying to figure out who he is and what he wants. “I was sent to find you and ask you to please come to the friends and family waiting area after the game.” 
 
    “Why?” It’s the first thing that pops into my head.  
 
    “I’m not exactly sure. I was just told by staff to pass on the message,” he responds. 
 
    “Okay, thank you.” He turns to walk away. “Wait. Where is it?” He gives me a quick set of directions and then leaves. 
 
    I take my seat, wondering what that’s all about. I shake it off as we head into the third period. The Green Thunder play really well and score two goals. Dante and I are on our feet for both of them. Aiden scores one and Sebastian the other.  
 
    “That was amazing!” I turn to Dante. “Wasn’t that great?” 
 
    He smiles. “Yeah.” 
 
    I sit back down, waiting for the crowd to thin. “I have to check in with somebody on the team’s staff. Is that okay with you?” He nods, and we wait a little longer. When there’s finally enough room to move, we begin our journey to the team’s locker room. It takes a little bit to get there, and we get lost at least two times. Finally, I see an area with couches and chairs and mostly women sitting, I stay back a ways; I'm not really sure who needs me here and why. I do know that I do not want to be confused with this set of women. They’re the wives and girlfriends; I looked it up after the staff guy told me about it. Yep, I don’t want to get close to that crowd. They’re also all dressed to the nines, like professional models. Definitely not my kind of people. I stay where I'm at and wait for somebody to tell me what the team needs from me.  
 
    We don’t wait long before the first players come out. I don’t recognize any of them. Soon, however, I begin to recognize some of the players. Sebastian comes out. He’s about to head the other way when he sees me and changes direction. “So, you came back to watch me play?” he asks with a grin. “Was it as good as you thought it would be?” 
 
    I just shake my head at him. “You’re terrible.” Then I point at Dante. “Have you met Dante yet?”  
 
    “Can’t say that I have. Hey Man.” He puts his fist out and Dante bumps it after a moment’s hesitation. I can see the question in Sebastian’s eyes when he looks back at me. 
 
    “Dante’s one of my students, and he’s helping out at my shop,” I say by way of explanation. I just happen to look over and see Aiden walk out.  Even from a distance, I can see the moment he sees me; his eyes narrow. He strides toward me like a man on a purpose. Several of the women turn and look at me, but I don’t look back. My gaze is fixed on the broody man coming my way. On a side note, the man looks really good. I'm surprised to see he’s wearing a black suit jacket again and matching pants, a light blue dress shirt, and a tie. I swallow when he gets close; then I take a deep breath.  
 
    Oh that was a bad idea. I suck in a huge amount of his cologne. I blow out my breath slowly; it’s just cologne. Don't overreact. But it’s hard not to when he stands in front of me in a suit, freshly showered, smelling really good. He looks at Sebastian and then at me. “What are you doing here?” he demands. 
 
    I look up at him in confusion. “I don’t know; I was told to come back here.” 
 
    He must just notice Dante because he takes a step back. “How’s it going, Dante?” he fist bumps him. “Did you enjoy the game?” Dante nods. “I’m just going to steal Miss Campbell for a moment; I'll bring her right back.” Without a word to me, he snags my elbow and pulls me along with him. We walk past the other women and players gathered in the waiting area. He pulls me around a corner and stops. He lets go of my arm. “Why are you here?” he asks with narrowed eyes. “You know we’re not a couple, right? I had to take you out; it wasn’t a real date.” 
 
    I take a step back. “Wow, you’re full of it aren’t you? I am not here because of you. I came to the game with Dante. The only reason I'm back here is because some guy asked me to come back here.” 
 
    “Did you con your way into getting free tickets from the team?” he asks, his voice low.  
 
    My mouth opens in shock. “No!” I try to take a calming breath. “Look, I don’t know what your problem with me is; but it needs to stop. I went online and bought tickets for Dante as a way of saying thank you for helping me with my shop, not that it’s any of your business. So I suggest you take your little attitude and just leave.” I should have just stopped there, but I’m on a role. “I used my hard-earned money to buy tickets for tonight’s game to try to connect with Dante and let him know I appreciate what he’s doing. I also hoped for a good bonding experience. But apparently, that’s not a good idea.” I frown up at him and cross my arms across my chest. “Next time, we’ll try the Tidals game. Maybe they won’t yell at me for showing up.” 
 
    His scowl deepens. “Don’t go to one of their games.” 
 
    I lift an eyebrow. “Whyever not?” 
 
    “Because they’re a bunch of—,” he pauses. “Jerks, and they’re our rivals.” 
 
    I take a deep breath; I just need to get out of here. Just be kind. Kindness always wins. I paste a smile on my face. “Well, anyway, good game. I need to get Dante home; he has school tomorrow.” I don’t bother saying anything else. I simply turn and walk away. Thankfully, the waiting area is mostly empty. I find Dante right where I left him; Sebastian seems to be keeping him entertained. I force a smile to my face. “Ready to go home?” Dante nods, and I turn to Sebastian. “Night.” 
 
    He watches me for a moment with a pensive look on his face. “Do you want me to walk you out?” 
 
    “No, we’ve got it. Thank you.” We begin making our way through the hallways until we get to the parking garage where I parked my car. It takes a little bit, but finally we get on the road. “What was your favorite part of the game tonight?” I ask.  
 
    “All of it,” he says quietly. 
 
    I beam at him. In spite of everything that happened at the end that soured it for me, it really was a fun night. I turn on the Christmas music, and we ride home in comfortable silence. I pull up and stop in front of his house. “I’ll see you in class tomorrow.” 
 
    He ducks out of the car. Just before he closes his door, he gives me a quiet, “Thanks.” I can’t stop smiling the entire way home. It was a great night, despite the run-in with a certain hockey player. I push the interaction from my mind. I still wonder why that guy had me go to the family and friends waiting area, but I'm not going to let it ruin my good night.  
 
    It takes me a little bit to relax enough to fall asleep that night. I’m still hyped up from the game, but finally, sleep claims me. The next morning, I’m busy getting ready when my phone rings. It’s not a number I recognize, so I answer it. I never know if a parent is trying to get ahold of me, so I always try to answer. 
 
    “Hello.” 
 
    “Hi, is this Brielle Campbell?” 
 
    “Yes,” I tell the woman, wondering who it is and how long this is going to take; because I really need to get going so I’m not late. I stick my phone between my ear and my shoulder.  
 
    “Oh, good. My name is Chloe. I’m calling on behalf of the Green Thunder.” Her name rings a bell; I remember Aiden telling me about their PR person, Chloe. “I have some paperwork I need you to sign. I meant to meet with you last night after the game, but I got stuck dealing with something.” 
 
    “Paperwork?” That’s the only thing my mind latches onto.  
 
    “Yes, nothing to worry about. I just need you to sign an NDA—a non-disclosure agreement for the tickets and going out with Aiden Brooks. It should have been signed before you went out with him; but somebody dropped the ball. Anyway, I should have just done it myself; so I take full responsibility. Like I said I wanted to take care of it at the game last night when I saw you were there, but it didn’t work out. Is there a time I could meet with you? It would take less than five minutes of your time, and I would be happy to drive to you.” 
 
    “Should I be worried about this agreement?” I ask. 
 
    “Oh, no, not at all. It’s just standard procedure for us; it just covers our team and its players. Nothing to worry about. You’re just signing that you aren’t going to go around talking about anything you hear in confidence while with our team or one of our players—that’s the shortened version.” 
 
    Her calm demeanor puts me at ease. “Okay. When and where do you want to meet for me to sign it?” 
 
    I hear the sound of paper rustling. “I’m free today around 3. Does that work for you? I can come to your school.” 
 
    She surprises me that she knows that much about me. “Okay, sure, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “I don’t; I'd just rather get it done. All right. I’ve got it on my calendar. I’ll see you tomorrow at 3.” 
 
    We hang up, and I realize I need to get hauling or I’m going to be late. I get to school a few minutes late but still manage to get to my room and get ready before my students show up. The day passes quickly. After I dismiss my students, I sit at my desk for a little bit to get a head start on grading some papers I assigned. When my phone rings with an unknown number, I answer anyway.  
 
    “Hello, is this Brielle Campbell?” 
 
    “Yes, it is,” I say somewhat distractingly. I’m just about to hang up, because I'm pretty sure it’s a sales call but I figure I'll give it about ten more seconds.  
 
    “I’m calling from The Green Thunder box office to inform you that two tickets will be available at the box office for every home game for the rest of the season.” 
 
    I stop what I'm doing, so I can think through what the person on the other end just said. “Uh, I'm sorry, what did you say?” The guy on the phone says the same thing again.  
 
    “Why?” It’s the first thing that comes to mind.  
 
    I can tell I must have thrown the guy, because it’s silent for a minute. “I’m not exactly sure. Mr. Brooks just said to call you and tell you that two tickets would be available for each home game.” 
 
    “Mr. Brooks?” Now, I know he must be lying. “Look, I'm sure you’re just doing your job, but there’s no way Mr. Brooks did any such thing.” I don’t add that he hates me and thinks I'm trying to follow him around like a crazy fan.  
 
    “Listen, Miss Campbell,” the man starts to lose his calm tone. “I don’t know all the details; I just know what Mr. Brooks said. There will be two tickets for each home game. If you don’t want them, that’s on you. You can contact Mr. Brooks and tell him that.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” I try to return to my senses. “Thank you for calling and letting me know; I really appreciate it.”  
 
    “Have a good day, Ma’am.” 
 
    He hangs up, and I pull my phone away from my ear and stare at it. There must be some kind of mistake. I don’t get a chance to dwell on it because Chloe from PR arrives. 
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    The woman strides into the room, looking every inch a confident and professional woman in her pencil skirt and blazer and silk blouse. She’s even wearing heels, and her hair seems perfect. Every inch is perfectly straightened. I take all this in in the two seconds it takes for her to clear the doorway to my room. “Bri?” I manage to nod. “Hi, we spoke on the phone. I’m Chloe.” 
 
    I put my hand out. “It’s nice to meet you,” I finally say. 
 
    “It’s nice to meet the woman who’s responsible for bringing so much press our way.” 
 
    I cringe. “I don’t think me hitting your star player with a hockey stick is exactly what you’re going for.” 
 
    She laughs. “Oh, we’ll take what we can get. Personally, I think he had it coming to him. Aiden is...” she pauses and cocks her head. “Aiden.” I’m not really sure what that means, and I don’t care to know. “Anyway, let’s get this paperwork signed, shall we?” 
 
    She walks over to my desk and slides a file folder my way. Opening it, she points to the first page. “I put a marker by each line that requires your signature.” I stare at the document, my eyes skimming over it quickly. “Feel free to take the time to read it,” she tells me. “But I promise there’s no crazy clauses like promising the team your firstborn child.” 
 
    My eyes widen. “Well, that’s good, I guess.” She moves away from my desk, already engrossed in her phone. I take a few minutes to read over the first few pages. Eventually, I sign everything that needs to be signed. I close the folder and slide it to the edge of my desk. She’s on a phone call, so I get back to my work.  
 
    “Did you sign everything?” she asks when she finishes. I nod, even as she thumbs through each page. “Perfect. Thank you so much. I really appreciate it, Brielle. I’m sure we’ll be seeing each other again. Take care.” She walks confidently towards the door.  
 
    “Wait.” I stand to my feet and walk around the corner of my desk. “Do you know anything about the two tickets?” At her blank gaze, I explain. “Somebody from the office of the Green Thunder called me and said two tickets would be waiting for me for every game. They said Aiden Brooks called it in, but that can’t be right.” 
 
    She looks thoughtful. “Hmmm. Aiden’s never had anybody come to his games,” she says, and I get the idea she’s talking more to herself than me. Still, her words hit me like a physical blow to the chest.  
 
    “He’s never had like family or friends come to his games?” I blurt out before I think about it. 
 
    She frowns at me for a moment. “I shouldn’t really talk about this to you, but since he sent the tickets. Yes. Aiden is...” she pauses. “How do I put this? A loner, not really a team player off the ice, if you get my drift.” I don’t, but she keeps going. “He always keeps to himself, never gives his tickets to anybody.” She looks at me again, and I feel a little like a fish in an aquarium with the way she’s studying me. “Hmmm.” That’s all she says. Then she turns away. “Well, if the office said they’re there for you, then they’re there for you.” She leaves without another word or glance back.  
 
    I’m still staring out the window when Stephanie comes in, eyes wide. “Who was that woman?” 
 
    I blow out a breath. “That was Chloe, the Green Thunder’s PR person.” 
 
    Stephanie turns curious eyes on me. “What did she want?” 
 
    “I had to sign some forms for her.” 
 
    “Why?” she immediately asks. 
 
    “Some like PDA forms or something,” I explain as I start packing up my stuff. 
 
    “What? So you don’t like kiss Aiden in public or something?” she asks. 
 
    “What?” I choke. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “You said PDA. You know, public display of affection?”  
 
    I shake my head. “I don’t remember what it was called; some forms so that I don’t like blab about Aiden Brooks or the team or anything like that, not that I know anything about any of them.” 
 
    “Oh, you mean an NDA,” she says. 
 
    “Yeah, that.” 
 
    “Phew, that’s good. You don’t want to sign away your PDA rights,” she says with a grin.  
 
    I just roll my eyes and grab my bag. We walk out of the building together. “So, I got a call from the office for the Green Thunder today saying that there will be two tickets waiting at the box office for me for every home game,” I say without looking at her. 
 
    She stops me with a hand on my arm. “What?” 
 
    I shrug. “I don’t know. They just called and told me that.” 
 
    We start walking towards our cars. “That’s crazy,” she says.  
 
    “I know.” I don’t tell her that Aiden’s responsible for it. I don’t want her to think there’s something going on between us, when there obviously isn’t. I don’t really know why he did it; the only thing I can think of is that he feels guilty for the way he treated me. He should, and if he wants to give me free tickets because of it...Well, I'm not a fool to turn them down. I think of taking Dante, and I grin.  
 
    “That’s crazy, Bri.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “When can I go with?” 
 
    I look at her curiously. “You want to go to a hockey game?” 
 
    “Of course. It’s a free ticket, and it’s hockey. Do you know how hot hockey players are?” I roll my eyes but don’t say anything. Aiden fits the description for sure. I push away that thought; my mind doesn’t need to dwell on the surly hockey player. “So, when’s the next game?” I shrug, and she turns to me. “You didn’t look it up?” 
 
    “I’ve been a little busy,” I say dryly. 
 
    She pulls out her phone. “I’ll look right now.” We’re at our cars now. I throw my bag in the backseat. “Tonight!”  
 
    I turn to her. “Tonight?” 
 
    She nods excitedly. “What time are we going?” 
 
    I run a hand through my hair. “I don’t know. I’m not sure if I’m up for another late night driving into the city.” 
 
    “What are you, like ninety? Come on. Let’s go. I haven’t gotten to go to a game yet.” She gives me a little pout, and I shake my head.  
 
    “All right, fine. What time’s the game?”  
 
    “Eight.” I frown; it’s late. “And don’t say it’s too late,” she says before I can say anything. I bite my tongue. “What time do we need to get there?” 
 
    I sigh, resigning myself that I’m going to a hockey game tonight. Who needs sleep? “We should get there by seven.” 
 
    “Okay, I'll pick you up at six.” She rubs her hands together. “I’m excited.” 
 
    “I didn’t think you even liked sports,” I tell her. 
 
    “Oh, I don’t; I hate sports.” 
 
    “Then why are we going?” I ask in exasperation. 
 
    “Because I want to check out this Aiden guy.” 
 
    “If that’s why you’re going, then don’t. We won’t even see him; he won’t even know we’re there.” 
 
    “You say that, but social media says otherwise,” she says, shaking her phone at me. 
 
    I scoff. “Oh, well. Yes, please believe social media over the word of your friend.” 
 
    “I don’t believe that there’s nothing going on between you two,” she says pointedly. 
 
    “There’s really not. He accused me of conning free tickets out of all this and made sure I knew that we didn’t go on a date because he wanted to. He had to,” I say using finger quotes. 
 
    She scowls. “Well, now I want to meet him for a totally different reason. I’m going to talk to him and set him straight about my best friend.” 
 
    “Please don’t.” 
 
    “I’m going to,” she says, and I groan. When she puts her mind to something, there’s no stopping her. “You’re the nicest person on the planet, and you would never con anybody for anything.” 
 
    I walk around to my driver’s side. “Let’s just agree to watch the game and then go home afterwards and leave the nice, or not so nice, hockey players alone.” 
 
    “No can do.” 
 
    I shake my head. It doesn’t really matter; we won’t see them anyway. But I don’t tell Stephanie that. “All right. I’ll see you at six. Are you sure you don’t want me to drive?” 
 
    “Nope, I’ve got it. I’ll see you at six.” She starts walking to her car before turning back. “Wait, what do you wear to a hockey game? Is it dressy?” 
 
    I shake my head. She’s worse than I am when it comes to sports. “No, you usually wear a team shirt or jersey, but since neither of us have one of those, just wear something casual and warm.” Then remembering it’s Stephanie, I add, “Wear jeans and a t-shirt or sweatshirt. Do you even own a t-shirt?” 
 
    She cocks her head like she’s thinking. “I think I have one in my drawer.” 
 
    I shake my head. One. That's the difference between her and I. “You can borrow one of mine.” 
 
    “Uh, no thanks. I’ll find something. Until tonight.” She climbs into her car and waves. I wave back, wondering if taking her to the game tonight is a good idea. Doesn’t matter. I watch her drive away. We’re going to the game tonight whether I want to or not.  
 
    Before I'm ready, it’s six. I meet Stephanie at the door. “How’s this?” she asks. I bite my tongue to keep from smiling. She’s wearing dark wash jeans that I'm pretty sure cost more than my entire wardrobe. She’s paired it with trendy brown booties and a cashmere sweater with a matching scarf. Knowing this is as casual as she’s going to get, I nod. “You look great.” 
 
    I grab my phone and slide it into my jeans. “Is that what you’re wearing?” she asks.  
 
    “Yep.” I grab my bag and lock the door behind me. I don’t bother explaining away my outfit; she’ll see soon enough that my sneakers, worn jeans, and faded sweatshirt are perfectly acceptable for tonight.  
 
    We begin the trip into the city, and I'm thankful Stephanie chose to drive. It gives me a chance to just think through my week and what I need to do for both school and my shop. I keep my phone out and make a to-do list on my phone. All too soon, she pulls into the enormous parking lot and begins the tedious process of getting a parking spot. When we step out of the car, she looks around with wide eyes. “Are all these people going to the game?” 
 
    I laugh and link my arm with hers. She has no idea what she’s in for tonight. We avoid the regular check-in line and make our way to the box office. I’m nervous. What if they don’t actually have tickets for me? What if we have to pay? What if we can’t get in? 
 
    “How can I help you?” a woman asks, putting a stop to the commentary in my head. 
 
    “Um, hi. I received a call from the box office about two tickets that would be waiting here for me.” 
 
    “Name?” the woman asks.  
 
    “Oh, Brielle Campbell. I’m not sure how it works or if there’s even tickets. If not, that’s no problem. We can...” 
 
    “I see them right here,” she says, interrupting me. A moment later, she hands me two tickets. “You can go right through there,” she says, pointing to a side door where there’s a security officer.  
 
    “Next,” she says, effectively dismissing us.  
 
    I stare down at the tickets and walk towards the door. I show the security officer the tickets, and he lets us through without batting an eye. We’re seated before I even realize what is happening.  
 
    I'm at a hockey game. Again.  
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 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
    The excitement in the arena is contagious, and I find myself once again cheering along with everybody else. I do feel guilty that I didn’t bring Dante, and part of me wonders if I shouldn’t have come without him. I somehow don’t think the Aiden Brooks would be quite so generous to just me. I laugh at Stephanie, who looks so out of place in this arena. I’m finally starting to relax when suddenly, I see my face on the jumbotron. I freeze for a moment and then catch myself. I elbow Stephanie and point to the jumbotron. She grins and waves along with me. I keep smiling, but I’m starting to wonder why the camera is still on us.  
 
    “Is it always this long?” Stephanie asks through her smile next to me.  
 
    “No,” I mutter, while still trying to look happy. We both settle back into our seats and try to ignore the fact that our huge picture is still displayed on the screen. And then it changes. Finally. And then the color drains from my face. My picture is back with Stephanie cut out this time, and a huge red heart surrounds my photo. People are cheering, and lots of people have located me in the stands now and are looking at Stephanie and me and cheering. Well, me. They’re looking at me. I want to bury my face but don’t want to look rude. Then the screen changes again, and it’s a picture of Aiden and me on our date. I have no idea who took the photo, but it looks like we’re having an intimate date together. Which we weren’t, for the record. There's no sign of Dante or the pizza between us. The noise level is rising, and my face is flaming.   
 
    “Well, at least you’re not famous or anything,” Stephanie shouts next to my ear. I can’t even scowl at her or elbow her like I want to. The screen finally changes, and I breathe a sigh of relief. And then it starts.  
 
    Kiss. Kiss. Kiss. Kiss. The entire arena is yelling it.  
 
    “Um, I think you’re supposed to go down there,” Stephanie yells over the noise.  
 
    My eyes shoot to the ice, and I freeze. Aiden is standing at the wall staring up into the stands at us. He motions me forward, and I stare at him. When he does it again, I shake my head quickly. He motions more forcefully this time.  
 
    “You have to go down there,” Stephanie shouts. I shake my head again. “Come on. Put on your big girl panties and get down there.” She pulls me to my feet and shoves me towards the entrance to our row, which promptly sends me tripping over people’s feet. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I tell them loudly. I look back at Stephanie and she waves me away. I can’t even see if he’s still down there, and I don’t know what to do. Suddenly, Chloe appears in my line of sight.  
 
    “Come on, Brielle,” she calls out loudly. She waves me forward, and find myself walking towards her, despite myself. As soon as I get to the end of the row, she snags my elbow and escorts me down to the ice. “I figured if you hadn’t come by now, you weren’t coming; so, I came to get you.” She takes me right up to the glass, where Aiden is still standing. She leads me over to the area where the players sit, and we step inside the box or window or whatever this thing is called. Aiden skates over and stops in front of me. All the noise around me fades as I stare up at him. With his skates on, he’s so much taller than me.  
 
    He takes his helmet off and stares down at me. He leans towards me, and my eyes widen. “For the crowd,” he says loud enough for me to hear. It's worthy to note that he says all this while still scowling. At me.  
 
    My startled eyes meet his. “What?” 
 
    “Just go along with it,” he says. He leans closer, and I take a step back. He reaches out and puts his hand around my back. “I’m going to kiss you,” he says. I stare at him in shock. “Is that okay? For the crowd?” I continue to stare at him. He’s lost his mind; or maybe I’ve lost my mind.  
 
    “Brielle,” he says, shaking me lightly. “Okay?” I nod. I don’t know why I nod; I just do. And then he kisses me. It’s over before it’s even begun. He lifts his head slightly and frowns at me. “You good?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah, yeah. I’m good.” I step back, and he drops his arm from around my back. 
 
    “Good. Thanks for playing along. Enjoy the game.” And then he skates away, and I’m left staring at his back. I stand there a few moments longer, wondering if it’s possible to just melt into the floor or maybe disappear. I know I can’t; I have to face reality. And that means turning around and facing the audience behind me. I leave the box and look for Chloe, but she’s nowhere to be seen. I start making my way back to my seat. Thankfully, they start announcing the visitors; and the crowd is more focused on booing the other team than they are on me. I’m able to slink back to my seat without too much fanfare.  
 
    When I finally drop into my seat and duck low, Stephanie turns and looks at me. She doesn’t say anything; she couldn’t even if she wanted to. Our team is being announced now, and the crowd is deafening. I have a feeling we’ll be talking about it later, though. Yay me.  
 
    The game pretty much passes in a blur; I don’t really remember anything. I’m more than relieved when it’s over. That is, until I see Chloe making her way to me once again. “Oh great,” I mutter under my breath. 
 
    Stephanie turns to me. “What’s wrong? Oh.” She must spot Chloe. 
 
    “Phew, that was a feat,” she says when she finally gets through the crowd and to where we’re still sitting. “Here.” She thrusts something at me. I take it and open it up. It’s a jersey. I look back at her. “That way you can look like you belong,” she explains. I turn it over and see it has a last name and number I don’t recognize. “It’s the only one I had available. Sorry it’s not Brooks’ jersey.” 
 
    “Oh, no it’s totally fine. Uh, thank you.” 
 
    She looks up from her phone. “Put it on.” 
 
    I blink. “Right now?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure somebody will catch you leaving the game and photograph it. It would be really nice if you could actually wear something that represents the team, since you don’t even wear team colors.” 
 
    I feel a little bit like a child sent to the principal’s office. Without another word, I throw it over my head, over the shirt I'm already wearing. It’s big enough to cover it. “Much better,” Chloe says absently. “Can you follow me?” She doesn’t even wait for an answer before walking away. 
 
    I glance at Stephanie. “I guess that means you’re supposed to follow,” she says dryly.  
 
    “I guess I don’t have a choice,” I mutter and begin making my way through the row to follow Chloe. Thankfully, the seats are mostly cleared out by now. We hurry to catch up with her, and I can’t help but admire how she’s able to walk so quickly in heels. It’s truly remarkable.  
 
    As we’re walking, I hear my alarm beep on my phone. I check it quickly and see my numbers dropping...probably from the adrenaline. I reach into my bag and pull out a glucose tablet and pop it into my mouth. Chloe leads us through a back hallway; I recognize it from the last time I came down here. When we get to the waiting area, I stay back once again. All the girlfriends and wives sit and chit chat. “Are they like the Stepford wives?” Stephanie whispers, her eyes wide. 
 
    “Shh,” I say, hoping nobody heard her comment. 
 
    “But they’re all like...perfect,” she continues. 
 
    I turn to face her. “Yes, I know. But I'm trying to hide over here, so keep it quiet.” Her eyes look over my shoulder. “Stop looking at them,” I whisper again. 
 
    “Uh, Brielle,” she starts. She doesn’t say anything else; she doesn’t have to. 
 
    “Why are you wearing that jersey?” a low voice asks from behind me. 
 
    I whirl around and put my hand on my chest. “You scared me.” I look up at Aiden and take in the scowl. I glance down at the jersey I’m wearing. “Chloe gave it to me,” I say defensively. “Not that it’s any of your business.” 
 
    “Wrong answer, Sweetheart.” His words are low and cold, despite the endearment. It feels more like a curse word somehow. “Everything about you is my business, until the world unpairs us.” His scowl is so fierce; I laugh. I can’t help it; it just slips out. “What?” he barks. 
 
    “Sorry. I’m sorry.” I laugh again. The whole thing is ridiculous. The guy hates me, and yet we keep getting paired together. His eyes narrow even more as I try to pull myself together. I wipe my eyes and try to act like a sane person. “I’m sorry; I think I’m tired. Anyway, we’re not paired up; you don’t need to pretend otherwise. You obviously can’t stand me.” 
 
    “Actually, you do have to stay paired together; it’s in your contract,” Chloe says, appearing next to me.  
 
    “Good grief, do any of you announce your arrival?” I mutter with my hand on my chest again. 
 
    Chloe raises her eyebrows. “A little jumpy, are we?” 
 
    I blow out a breath. “What’s this about a contract?” 
 
    She waves a dismissive hand. “The papers you signed.” 
 
    I stare at her. “But you said they were nothing, just a PDA.” Stephanie snorts next to me, and I catch my mistake. “PDN, PDR, whatever.” I feel my face getting hot.  
 
    “It’s an NDA,” Chloe says slowly and distinctly. “And in it, you agreed to do what you needed to be a part of this—” she looks between Aiden and I—”relationship until a point and time we no longer need your services.  
 
    “I-I-” I fumble around, totally lost.  
 
    “Yes?” Chloe asks with her stupid, perfectly waxed and darkened eyebrows.  
 
    “Don’t you think she should probably be wearing my jersey if we’re supposed to be together?” Aiden asks. His voice makes me shudder; it’s so cold and threatening. If he asked me for all my money, I’d give it to him right now. He doesn’t even need a knife or a gun.  
 
    “I didn’t have one on hand,” she says dismissively. “I needed one quickly for photographs.” 
 
    I fight the urge to roll my eyes. “Nobody’s taking my picture.” 
 
    She doesn’t answer me, she’s on her phone again. Then it’s in my face. I blink and stare at her phone. It’s a picture of Stephanie and I walking through the chairs, following Chloe. It’s on social media. Already. “You were saying?” Chloe asks.  
 
    I rub my hands over my face. “Can I go home now?” I’m tired. The fun of the game has long worn off; I'm pretty sure it left the moment Aiden kissed me. I can feel my face heating, just remembering. I can’t believe he kissed me in front of all those people. I look everywhere but at him.  
 
    “Aiden will walk you out; and please come back here after each game, so people can catch the two of you together,” Chloe says without looking up from her phone.  
 
    I glance at Aiden. “Uh, we don’t really have to do this. I don’t think he wants—” 
 
    “He has to. His image needs a change, and this seems to be doing it. The coaching staff, the team’s manager and owner, and the team’s PR all agree. Be sure to wear the jersey to games from now on, and I’ll work on seeing what I can do for tickets for you for away games. Remember, make this look real, people. Another date or two and pictures would be great.” She walks away, leaving me staring after her.  
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 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
    “She’s so intense,” Stephanie breathes out next to me. “I’ve got to go to the bathroom; I'll be back in a minute.” 
 
    I rub my forehead and try not to think about the panic that’s threatening to overtake me at everything she just said. “I’ll walk you out when she gets back,” Aiden says, sounding like he’s been sentenced to a life sentence without parole. We wait near the exit.. 
 
    “Bri!” I turn to see Sebastian coming towards us, a huge grin on his face.  
 
    “How’s our number one Green Thunder fan?” He hugs me, surprising me.  
 
    “I’m...” I’m not really sure what to tell him.  
 
    “Love your jersey,” he says with a grin and a jab to Aiden’s ribs. Aiden all but ignores him.  
 
    “I don’t even know whose it is,” I tell him with a shrug.  
 
    “That’s Gunner’s, our team captain,” he says with a huge grin. 
 
    “Oh.” That’s all I manage to say. 
 
    “Can’t wait to tell him you were wearing his jersey,” Sebastian says with a glance at Aiden.  
 
    “Come on, let’s go,” Aiden says stepping past Sebastian.  
 
    “You two going out?” Sebastian asks, sounding delighted. 
 
    “Oh no, Grumpy Gus is just walking us to our car in the chance that somebody takes a picture,” I say with obvious distaste. 
 
    Sebastian hoots with laughter. “Grumpy Gus, can I use that? Can I call you that?” He must be oblivious to the look on Aiden’s face; he has to be or he wouldn’t be laughing the way he is.  
 
    “Let’s go,” Aiden says when he sees Stephanie coming, and I follow him, hoping he doesn’t murder me in a back hall and leave my body for the rats. I almost have to run to keep up with him; his legs are so much longer than mine. Finally, I can’t do it anymore.  
 
    “Can you slow down please?” I huff and puff. 
 
    He glances down at me with a scowl on his face. Shocker. “Don’t you exercise?” 
 
    I blow out a breath and count to ten. Finally, I look back up at him with a smile. It might be forced, but it’s a smile. “I do...well, sort of...anyway, that doesn’t change the fact that your legs are like a mile long. Maybe you could slow down a tad so this short-legged person could catch up with you.” He glances down at my legs and then away. It’s quiet as we walk; even Stephanie stays quiet behind me. When we get outside, I’m half expecting cameras to go off; but the lot is nearly empty, just a bunch of expensive cars. I have a feeling we just found the parking lot where the players park.  
 
    I look around. “Um, how do you get to the regular people parking lot? You know, for all of us who drive regular cars?” 
 
    “Why did you park in regular parking?” he all but growls at me as we change direction. I don’t even bother responding. By the time we finally get to the area where Stephanie’s car is, I'm exhausted.  
 
    “Well, thanks,” I tell him when we finally get to Stephanie’s car. Without a word, he turns and starts walking back in the direction we just came from.  
 
    “You know, seems to me that she’s doing you a favor,” Stephanie calls out after him.  
 
    I turn to her. “What are you doing?” I hiss. 
 
    “She’s doing all this for you, because you have a terrible image that your team’s trying to turn around,” she says, loud enough for him to hear. 
 
    “How did you know that?” I whisper. I’m shocked; she doesn’t follow sports at all, even more so than me. 
 
    “I googled it,” she whispers back. “Well, and you both are all over social media.” 
 
    “Still?” I question. 
 
    “Yeah, everybody says that the team is using you to help bring around his image because he’s known in the league for his bad temper and for fighting all the time. They think that you are giving him, and I quote,” she puts up her fingers... “positive vibes.” 
 
    “Positive vibes. What are we, hippies?” I ask. 
 
    “You know, you do give off that air, just a little. I mean he doesn’t; he just gives off mean and violent vibes, but you...” She cocks her head to the side. “I see how they could get that.” 
 
    “You do realize I can hear you, right?” Aiden asks from right next to me suddenly, causing me to jump.  
 
    “Why are you always so quiet?” I demand with a hand over my heart. “You scared me.” 
 
    “Do you think you ladies could continue this conversation from inside your car on the drive home?” he asks. 
 
    “Not until you listen to what I'm saying,” Stephanie says as she crosses her arms over her chest. Oh boy; that’s not good. It’s never good when Stephanie gets pushed too far. “I think you need to understand what’s going on here,” Stephanie tells him.  
 
    “Come on; it’s late,” I say, trying to get her to let it go. A shiver runs through me. I pull my coat around me and decide to go sit in the car since it’s already running.  Her car is way cooler than mine in that she’s got a remote starter. I walk around and pull the handle. 
 
    “Are you coming to the next game?” Aiden asks, stopping me. 
 
    I turn back to him. “When is it?” I ask, considering.  
 
    “Thursday night.” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I tell him, shifting my weight from one foot to the other and blowing on my hands.  
 
    “If you do, let Chloe know so she can tell me so I know if I need to wait for you in the family and friends lounge.” 
 
    I frown. I'm pretty sure it’s usually the other way around; that I will wait for him. But I’m too cold and too tired to care. “How about I just text you if I decide to come,” I tell him. 
 
    “I don’t give out my number,” he says in response.  
 
    “Right, of course. Well, I'll be sure to let Chloe know.” 
 
    “And bring the kid; he’s easier to get along with,” Aiden says.  
 
    Stephanie stares at him, open-mouthed. I bite my lip to hide my smile. I actually thought about bringing Dante; it’s the only reason I considered going to the game on Thursday at all. Aiden strides away after that, leaving Stephanie fuming in his wake. I don’t wait any longer to climb into the car. I blow on my hands again and put them over the vents. 
 
    Stephanie slides into the driver’s seat. “Good grief, he’s obnoxious.” 
 
    “Yep.” That’s all I have to say about him.  
 
    “Why are you doing this for him?” she asks as we begin the drive home.  
 
    I’m quiet for a few moments as I think about what to say. “Well, it first started because of my class. That’s how I went to the first game.” 
 
    “Yeah, and then things got out of hand with social media,” Stephanie points out. 
 
    “I know,” I say quietly. 
 
    “I get how you got into it, but why are you continuing to do it? Why are you pretending to be anything to him? He’s a grade A jerk.” 
 
    I stare out the window. “I don’t really have an answer. Mostly, it’s because I got caught up in it before I even really realized what was going on. By that time, Chloe had her hooks in me. I think, though, that part of me deep inside wants to help him.” 
 
    “But he’s such a jerk.” 
 
    “Sometimes the people who are the biggest jerks to others have been hurt the worst,” I remind her.  
 
    “Seriously? That’s what you’re going with?” she asks, glancing over at me. 
 
    “I don’t know what his story is. He’s so guarded, so untrusting, so...” 
 
    “Deliciously sexy?” Stephanie throws in. 
 
    “I thought you hated him and thought he was a jerk,” I point out with a smile.  
 
    “He is a jerk; a hot one.” 
 
    I shake my head. “I guess I want to be his friend,” I finally say after some time. “I don’t think he has a lot of those.” She doesn’t say anything else, and I turn on Christmas music. It’s late by the time she drops me off at my apartment. I crash in bed, hoping I'll be able to get a few good hours of sleep.  
 
    When my alarm goes off in the morning, I groan out loud. But I sit up. I need to get going for the day, so I'm not late. A quick check of my numbers tells me I need to get some insulin in my system and eat breakfast.  
 
    It’s a fairly normal day at school, and the day passes quickly. So does the next day. Then Thursday night, I find myself back at a Green Thunder game. This time, I bring Dante. Even though he doesn’t say much; his eyes speak of his excitement. I settle in my seat and smile; I'm glad I decided to bring him. We win the game, and head to the family area after the game, much to Dante’s delight. Several of the players stop and make a point to talk to Dante. When Sebastian stops, I smile at him. “Thanks for that,” I say nodding at Dante. 
 
    His confused gaze meets mine. “What?” 
 
    “Didn’t you ask your teammates to stop by and talk to Dante?” I ask quietly enough that Dante can’t hear me.  
 
    “I wish I could, but nope. That wasn’t me.” His words surprise me. I look back at Dante, whose eyes are wide as he talks to the hockey players. “It was probably Aiden,” he says. 
 
    I let out a small laugh. “Yeah, probably not.” 
 
    Sebastian frowns. “Why don’t you think it could be him? He's a good guy with a soft heart.” 
 
    I stare up at him. “Are we talking about the same guy?” 
 
    “Aiden’s a good guy,” he says again. “People judge him all wrong; he gets a bad rap.” 
 
    I can’t imagine why; I think to myself but keep quiet. I’m glad I do when I see the man himself walk towards us. Aiden fist bumps Dante and talks to him in low tones. I’m not close enough to know what he’s saying, but I can read body language and Dante is eating up every minute of Aiden’s attention. A moment of unease hits me, and I wonder if maybe it’s a bad idea introducing somebody like Aiden into Dante’s life. I bite my lip. He's already got a chip on his shoulder most days. I walk over to the two of them with that thought firmly in mind. “Ready to go, Dante?” 
 
    Dante looks at me in surprise but nods. “Have a good night,” Aiden tells him. Sebastian fist bumps him and then leaves. Aiden turns to me. “Did you enjoy the game?” 
 
    His question surprises me and throws me for a loop. “Oh, uh, yeah. Congrats on the win. Again.”  
 
    “Are you coming to the next game?” he asks in a low voice. 
 
    “When is it?” I ask and mentally make a note to download the Green Thunder schedule on my phone so I can have some kind of idea of what’s going on.  
 
    “Saturday,” he responds. 
 
    “Oh. No, I won’t be able to attend,” I tell him. He takes the news in stride. I’ve got my shop this weekend.  
 
    “The game after that?” he asks.  
 
    “When is that one?”  
 
    “It’s not for a week and a half. We have several games on the road this upcoming week.” I’m kind of surprised; it’s the most he’s ever said. “Do I need to have Chloe look into getting you tickets for the away games?” he asks, sounding pained. 
 
    Ah, that’s why he’s talking to me. “No, I won't be able to; thanks though.” I don’t even know where the games are, but it doesn’t matter. I’m not planning on driving however far to see a hockey game. We stand in awkward silence for a moment or two. “All right. Well, good game again. Have a good night; we’ll see you next time.”  
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 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
    Friday morning comes a little too early for me. “Late night?” Stephanie asks with a knowing grin when I see her in the hall before school starts.  
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I tell her with a smile.  
 
    “Did you see that video I sent you?”  
 
    “I saw it come through last night while I was at the game but forgot to watch it,” I tell her honestly. 
 
    She shakes her head. “I can’t believe I'm getting replaced in your life by a sport.” 
 
    I pull up the video she sent me. “You’re not, and if this is another one of those diabetic alert dog videos, I'm not watching it.” She’s constantly sending me videos of diabetic dogs alerting their owners when their numbers are too low or too high.  
 
    “Just watch it; please,” she pleads with me. “This one’s really good.” 
 
    “They’re all really good.” I click play and watch as a diabetic dog alerts the parents of a young girl during the night. The parents head into the girl’s room and realize her glucose reader isn’t reading, so they wake her and prick her finger. I wince when I see her numbers are over 400. Not good. I finish the video and pocket the phone. “You do realize I'm not a little girl, right?” 
 
    She rolls her eyes. “You need one even more than a little girl does because you live by yourself.”  
 
    I sigh. We’ve had this argument too many times to count. “I can’t afford one.” And that’s been my argument since day one. I think any alert dog is amazing; it blows my mind what they can do. Diabetic dogs can literally smell when their owner’s blood sugar is too high or too low, both of which are dangerous for a diabetic patient. I do sometimes fear what would happen if I didn’t hear my alarms especially for a low; because I can pass out and not be able to treat myself. I know a diabetic dog would be amazing, but those dogs are in the twenty-to-thirty-thousand-dollar price range. And of course, there’s the money to take care of them. I just don’t make that kind of money. What I don’t tell Stephanie is that the extra I do sometimes have at the end of the month and from my shop goes towards helping my mom out with my sister’s college bills. So yeah, no diabetic alert dog for me anytime in the near future.  
 
    “Promise me you’ll at least think about it.” She’s like a dog on a bone with something like this, so I just nod. “You know I would give towards it.” 
 
    And that’s the other part that I hate—she always offers to help me pay for one. Call me stubborn, but I don’t want her to have to do that. So, we just continue arguing about it. “Have a good day, Stephanie,” I call out over my shoulder as I make my way into my classroom.  
 
    I’m surprised in the afternoon when Dante’s the first one in my classroom. “Miss Campbell, guess what?” I’m taken back by his enthusiasm; he’s usually really quiet.  
 
    “What?” I ask with a smile.  
 
    “My dad said he’ll sign me up for youth hockey at the community center.”  
 
    “That’s so great, Dante. When does it start?” I ask. 
 
    “Soon. I just need to get my dad to sign the paperwork and pay the money.” 
 
    He’s so excited, I just fist bump him and walk back to my desk. I worry that his dad won’t follow through. I don’t have a whole lot to back that up, just a feeling and the fact he doesn’t really seem to be around. But I can’t judge a person based on assumption, so I push the thought from my mind and choose to be happy for Dante.  
 
    After school, Stephanie jumps in with me, and we drive over to Christmas Village. “Are we allowed to listen to Christmas music yet?” 
 
    She scowls at me. “Is it the Christmas season yet?” 
 
    I point at the Christmas decorations all around Christmas Village. “The decorations say it is.” 
 
    “Well, the calendar says it’s not,” she argues. “Next week is Thanksgiving. Let’s focus on the current season. Everybody always wants to rush to the next season.” 
 
    I shake my head and grin. We’ve had this argument since our freshman year in college. Her words catch my attention, though. “I can’t believe next week is Thanksgiving. Are you traveling to your parents’ house?” 
 
    “Yep.”  
 
    I glance over at her. “You know you can celebrate with us.” 
 
    She sighs. “I know, but I did that last year. I should probably go home this year and face the parents.” 
 
    Her parents are loaded. Because of that, they’re kind of impossible. Her mom is especially difficult. “I wish I could go with you, but—” 
 
    “But you need to do Thanksgiving with your mom and sister,” she says for me. “Is your brother around for Thanksgiving this year?” 
 
    “Oh, who knows?” My brother is like a nomad, always wandering. His job keeps him on the go, but I think he hates coming home too. I’m not sure what happened to him in high school, but he pretty much graduated, left, and never came back.  
 
    We park and get out of the car. The smell of fresh cut pine greets me, and I take a deep breath. I smile and wave at the other shop owners as I make my way to my shop. I unlock the cover and pull it back. Stephanie helps me to get everything ready while I work on writing my menu on the chalkboard. “What are the specials this week?” Stephanie asks.  
 
    “Caramelicious. Each cup starts with three homemade salted caramels from Kara’s Kandy Kitchen, then a blend of white hot chocolate and milk chocolate. Each cup is lined with caramel, whipped cream on top, a caramel drizzle, and one more caramel on top.” 
 
    “Mmm, that sounds so good,” Stephanie says. “What’s the other one?” 
 
    “Mint to Be.”  
 
    She grins. “Let me guess—peppermint?” 
 
    I grin back. “How’d you guess? Yes, it’s my peppermint hot chocolate. This one starts with two peppermint chocolate candies on the bottom that melt into my white hot chocolate. Each cup gets a white chocolate drizzle that I’ve tinted with red food coloring to make it pink, whipped cream, crushed candy cane pieces on top, and an old-fashioned peppermint stick.” 
 
    Stephanie groans. “How do people ever decide?” 
 
    I grin. “Hopefully, they have a hard time and keep coming back to try more.” 
 
    We finish setting up, and I smile. Being here in my shop is my happy place. I love everything about it— from the lights, to the décor, to the drinks, the customers...it’s all my favorite. I see customers heading my way. “You ready?” I ask Stephanie. She gives me a thumbs up, and it’s game on.  
 
    Dante comes about an hour later and stays for an hour, maybe two before leaving. I’m too busy to do more than just wave and thank him for helping. I’m busy serving an older couple when a few guys stop at my shop. I don’t notice them at first, but I hear their comments.  
 
    “Whoa, Dude. Look at those drinks. How much sugar is in one of those drinks?” 
 
    “It’s like diabetes in a cup,” another one says.  
 
    I stiffen but keep making my drinks. I hate it when people say stuff like that. “If you don’t like the drinks, you can keep moving,” Stephanie says from right next to me. That of course just eggs them on.  
 
    A chorus of “whoa’s” and more starts up, but I just ignore them and keep making the drinks. I finish and hand them to the couple. They say thank you and move on.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Stephanie says. 
 
    “For what?” I ask. 
 
    “For jerks that say stuff like that.” 
 
    I wave her off. “It’s fine. Most people don’t have a clue what they’re talking about. Besides, I love what I do, and a bunch of idiots aren’t going to change that.” We sell a few more drinks after that and then close for the night.  
 
    “Hey, I’m not going to be able to help tomorrow night,” Stephanie tells me when I drop her off at her place.  
 
    “You know you don’t have to work every shift with me,” I remind her. “I can’t even pay you yet.” 
 
    “And you’re not going to; I’ve already told you that. I just do it for fun.” 
 
    “Well, I appreciate you so much,” I remind her.  
 
    “I know.” She grins and hops out of the car, giving me a wave before going inside.  
 
    The next morning, I do a few errands and clean my house before heading over to Christmas Village for the night. It’s definitely the busiest it’s been since we opened, and the season hasn’t even officially begun yet. I get busy taking orders and making drinks. It’s definitely slower without Dante and Stephanie, but I just keep at it. The rush finally dies down and settles after nine. I’m at least able to take a breather. I’m busy checking my numbers on my device, which is why I don’t see the next customer.  
 
    “Hey, what’s a guy gotta do around here to get a drink?”  
 
    I turn around and pocket my device. My numbers are starting to drop a little; I make a mental note to eat a snack soon. I take in the tall guy in front of me and smile. “Sorry. What can I get for you?”  
 
    He glances at the board and then back at me. “You got anything a little less sugary?” 
 
    I keep the smile firmly planted on my face. “No, but there’s a coffee shop that direction if you would like.” 
 
    “Nah, I’m good. How about...” he looks at the sign again. “Just an original hot chocolate. Could you keep off some of the extras?” 
 
    I smile and take a deep breath. “Of course.” I take his card and run it while I prep his drink. After giving his card back to him, I finish his drink and hand it to him. “Here you go.” 
 
    “Thanks.” He smiles and reaches out for the cup. His hand brushes mine, and I release the cup quickly once he has it. He blows on it before taking a sip. “Hmmm. That’s actually pretty good.” 
 
    “Did you think it wasn’t going to be?” I ask before thinking.  
 
    He grins. “I shouldn’t have underestimated you, Doll.” I just smile at him and wipe down the serving counter. I’m used to comments like this; I've learned to let it just roll off my back, like a duck. “So,” he begins, surprising me. I thought he would move on by now. “What’s fun to do around here?” 
 
    I glance up at him and realize once again that he’s really tall. He reminds me of Aiden. I frown and push that thought from my head. “Well, there’s all these great shops to visit. There’s also the ice-skating rink in the center that's fun if you’re into ice skating.” 
 
    He grins at me. “You don’t have any idea who I am, do you?” 
 
    I blink because I have no idea. Then it hits me. “Oh, are you one of the Green Thunder players?” 
 
    He scowls, and I'm taken back by the fierceness of it. But he wipes it away and grins again. “No, Doll. Wrong team.”  
 
    I stare at him because I literally have no clue who he is. “I’m with the Red Devils from Minnesota.” 
 
    “Oh wow. That's great. I’m sorry I didn’t recognize you. I’m not really that big into hockey. You’re a long ways from home if you’re from Minnesota.”  
 
    “Nah, just a few hours-drive.” 
 
    I nod and absently wonder why he’s still here. When he doesn’t disappear, I try to make small talk. “So are you visiting for the holidays?” 
 
    “You could say that.” His answer is vague, but I let it go. “Hey, can I get a picture with you? This is my first time at your shop, and I want to commemorate this amazing hot chocolate.” 
 
    I smile and nod. “Sure.” Though I’m pretty sure he doesn’t care about the hot chocolate, I'll do it. If he shares it and it gets me more business, I’ll take it.” I lean forward, but he stops me. “No, come on out; so we can see you.”  
 
    I reluctantly walk out the side door and stand next to him. He puts his arm around me, surprising me. But I try to hold myself loose and not stiff and smile for our selfie. “Awesome. Thank you.” He’s busy with his phone, so I step back inside my shop. I need to close down for the night. 
 
    “Have a good night,” I tell him, but he barely acknowledges me. I finish up for the night and make my way to my car, wondering about the weird interaction with the guy. I get kind of a bad feeling about it but shake it off; it was just a picture with a customer. There’s nothing to worry about.  
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 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
    My phone ringing wakes me early the next morning. I grab for it and open my eyes, squinting at it. It’s Chloe. 
 
    “Hello.” My voice is still groggy, but I try to make it sound like I've already been up for the day. 
 
    “Brielle, hi it’s Chloe. I was wondering if you were available to drive to the stadium to meet with me for a few minutes.” 
 
    I frown. “Uh, right now?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s rather urgent.” 
 
    Her words have me sitting up straight in bed. “What’s wrong?”  
 
    “We just need to talk to you about some things,” she says vaguely. “Could you come to the stadium to meet?” 
 
    I glance at my phone. “It’s seven in the morning.” 
 
    “Yes, I know. I’m sorry for the early call; but this can’t wait.” 
 
    Her words are really making me nervous. “Can’t you just tell me what this is about?”  
 
    “I’d rather not over the phone. Just come to the stadium as soon as possible. Call me when you get here, and I’ll tell you where to go.” The call ends, and I stare at my phone as dread fills my stomach. 
 
    What could they possibly want from me at seven am on a Sunday? I force myself from my warm bed, trying not to glance back enviously. I was really hoping to sleep in today. With a sigh, I head to the shower. After my shower, I feel much more awake. I dress in a dressy pair of jeans and a soft blue sweater before pulling on my soft brown boots.  
 
    A few minutes later, I'm behind the wheel, full-on panicking. I wonder if it’s about the tickets to the games, something about Aiden, maybe something about my class going to the game.  
 
    I pull out my phone when I get to the stadium and call Chloe. “Hey Brielle, go to gate A. The security guard there knows to let you in. Park in the private parking lot and come in that entrance. I’ll let you in.” I follow her directions. Thankfully, Aiden took us to the private parking lot the other night by mistake or I wouldn’t have known where it was. I glance in my rearview mirror one last time and add lipstick before taking a deep breath and heading to the door.  
 
    True to her word, Chloe meets me at the door. “Thanks for coming on such short notice,” she says, all business. I follow her without a word, feeling like I'm going to be sick. She opens a door and ushers me into a conference meeting room. There’s a long table with two men already sitting around it. I swallow and step forward with a smile. “Good morning.” 
 
    Both men turn my way and stand. “Brielle, this is Stan, our team manager, and Charlie, the team owner.” I shake both of their hands. I recognize both of them from seeing them on tv. The fact that they’re both here, as well as the PR manager for the team, does not help to calm me. Not at all. 
 
    “Please have a seat, Miss Campbell,” Stan, the manager, says. I do and try to keep myself calm.  
 
    “Am I in trouble?” I blurt out. So much for staying calm.  
 
    “No, of course not,” Chloe says, the picture of professional calm. “There’s just something we wish to discuss with you.” She looks to the other two men. The manager nods at her, and she turns back to me. She wastes no time getting right to it. She opens her phone and slides it to me. “Do you remember this photo?” 
 
    I take her phone and stare down at the picture of me standing next to the Red Devil’s hockey player. Unease slithers up my spine. I hand her back the phone. “Yes, it was taken last night.” 
 
    “You realize he is a player for the Red Devils.”  
 
    I’m not really sure if it’s a question or a statement, but I nod. “I do.” 
 
    “And do you realize that he is on the team of our biggest rival?” 
 
    Okay, that I didn’t know. “No.” I answer honestly. I decide to speak up. “I’m not really sure what this is about. But you should know that he came to my shop, ordered a hot chocolate, and then asked for a picture. I didn’t do anything wrong.” Chloe cocks her head to the side, as if she’s thinking. But I continue. “He’s not the first customer to ask for a picture. It’s really not that big of a deal.” 
 
    “But it is, Miss Campbell,” the owner says, speaking up for the first time.  
 
    “I don’t understand,” I tell them.  
 
    “Blake Grossan plays center for the Red Devils,” the owner continues, as if that’s supposed to mean something to me.  
 
    Chloe must see the confusion on my face. “The Red Devils are our biggest rivals, and Blake is Aiden’s biggest rival. He plays the same position as Aiden and is second in the league, second only to Aiden. He’s been after the number one spot for years and has done everything in his power to get Aiden off his game and to mess with his head. The fact that you were with him when you’re supposed to be dating Aiden is not good. People are going to see that and think that you either dumped Aiden or you’re two-timing him, both of which are not good and are going to be used against Aiden. It also doesn’t look good for the team.” 
 
    I stare at her as my mind whirls with everything she is saying. Before I can say anything, the general manager leans forward. “You agreed to date Aiden; this is not part of the agreement. You can’t be with that idiot from the Devils. I don’t know why you are out to ruin our image and ruin Aiden’s image, but he can’t afford any more damage to his image.” 
 
    “Okay, first of all,” I say, having had enough. “I took a picture with one of my customers. That's all it was; a picture. Second—” 
 
    “But that picture is with Aiden’s biggest rival.” 
 
    “But—” I try again.  
 
    “And he has his arm around you,” the owner points out.  
 
    “It doesn’t matter how it happened, the fact of the matter is that it happened; and we need to fix it,” Chloe says. “Now, here’s what I propose.” 
 
    I sit back in my chair as she talks, trying to hold back the threatening tears. I hate being in trouble, and I hate having people mad at me or not happy with me. This whole thing is a mess; I wish my class had never won the tickets in the first place. Then I wouldn’t be in this mess. Chloe slides a paper across the table to me. I pick it up numbly. 
 
    “Those are all the games for the rest of the season. You already have tickets to the home games; I'll make sure you get tickets to the away games as well. You need to be at the airport thirty minutes before take-off. You can only take one bag; make sure it’s not too large. When the team stays overnight, the team will book you a room in the same hotel the team stays in and cover your meals. I feel like it should be said that you are seen as Aiden’s girlfriend, so try to refrain from being caught in any other situations with other men.” 
 
    I stare at the schedule, trying to wrap my head around everything. I feel like I'm drowning. “I can’t make it to any Friday and Saturday games,” I say when she finally comes up for air. 
 
    It’s absolutely silent in the room. “Why not?” she asks.  
 
    “Because my shop is open then.” I meet her eyes and will myself to be strong.  
 
    She glances over at the manager and owner before nodding. “Fine. No Friday and Saturday games. The next game is Monday night in Arizona.” I blink. “The flight leaves at six in the morning. Be there by five-thirty. From there, you will fly to California for the game Wednesday night. The guys have another game Friday night, so they’ll stay there. I booked you for a flight Thursday at one pm.” 
 
    “I can’t do that. I have to teach—” 
 
    Chloe waves her hand. “Your principal okayed it; he’s getting a substitute teacher to cover your classes on Monday and the half day on Tuesday. There’s no school on Wednesday, so it’s perfect.” 
 
    I can only stare at her. My world feels like it’s spinning out of control, and there’s nothing I can do to stop it. She gives me more details, but I can’t take anything else in. My mind is already buzzing.  
 
    It’s not until I get home later that I realize I’m going to miss most of Thanksgiving at my mom’s. I make a cup of tea and hope it will help settle me and my nerves. I think of what all I need to do before tomorrow morning. I rub my hand over my face. I can’t believe this is happening. I stare at my phone; I'm going to have to make a few unpleasant phone calls.  
 
    The first call is to my mom to let her know that I won’t be able to make Thanksgiving until the afternoon. I can’t bring myself to tell her why; I'm just not ready for that conversation yet. She always makes a big deal about me not being married yet, and she’ll use this as her opportunity to try to push me on Aiden again. 
 
    The next call is to Stephanie. It goes about as well as I thought it would. 
 
    “What?” I hold the phone away from my ear and take a deep breath. “They can’t do this to you! Tell Principal Goodman what's going on; he’ll put a stop to it.” 
 
    “He already approved a substitute teacher for my classes,” I explain. 
 
    “Really? Well, that’s ridiculous. This is crazy, Bri! They can’t take over your life like this.” 
 
    “I know.” I shake my head. “I don’t know how to stop it, though. Everything’s so out of control.” 
 
    She’s silent for a moment. “Oh, shoot.” 
 
    “What?” I ask. 
 
    She sighs. “I was just looking up the picture from last night.” 
 
    “How bad is it?” I ask. 
 
    She groans. “It’s everywhere.” She sighs again. “They’re making a huge deal of it, Bri. There’s a picture of you and this Blake guy next to a picture of you and Aiden, and it’s...it’s blowing up. Don’t look it up, and don’t read the comments,” she orders. 
 
    “I do have some self-preservation,” I mutter. 
 
    “I should have been there last night; I'm sorry.” 
 
    “This isn’t your problem; it’s mine,” I remind her. “Besides, even if you were there, he probably would have still done the same thing.” 
 
    “I think he had this all set up, Bri.” 
 
    “I know.” I’ve had time to think about it, and I think the same thing. It’s all too coincidental that he just happened to show up at my shop, which is like four hours from his hometown. He takes a picture with me, and everything blows up.  
 
    “He must really hate Aiden,” Stephanie says. 
 
    “Well, Aiden is kind of a jerk on the ice,” I mutter. 
 
    “Yeah, but that’s the game. This guy is taking it next level. He seems like the bigger jerk to me.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I don’t say anything else about it, because what else is there to say. “Will you check in on my classes for me? And check on Dante?” 
 
    “You don’t even need to ask. And I’ll let Rob know where you are when he follows me around like a lost puppy because you’re not there.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “He won’t do that.” 
 
    “Oh, but he will. It’s okay, Bri. Everything will be okay.” 
 
    I’m not really sure about that, but I choose to believe it will be.  
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 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
    “It sounds like you’re locked in for this next week, so go to those games. Do what you want to do to get through this next week. That will give us time to figure something out,” she says, trying to reassure me.  
 
    I’m not really sure what there is to figure out, I know she’s just trying to help me. “Well, I have a lot to do before tomorrow morning because apparently, I'm flying to Arizona.” The thought makes me sick.  
 
    “Are you going to be okay flying?” Stephanie asks in concern. 
 
    I swallow. “I’ll be fine. I’ll put on my big girl pants and make it work.” Even as I say it, I feel my nerves take over. I’ve only actually flown one time when I was about ten. I hated it so much, I never wanted to do it again. Part of it was the stress in the airport. Because of my medical supplies, including needles, getting through security was a nightmare. I’ve never wanted a repeat experience. “Thanks for listening,” I tell Stephanie.  
 
    “Call me anytime. You've got this, Bri. What time do you have to leave your house?” 
 
    “She told me to be there at five-thirty; so I’m planning to leave at four-forty-five. That should leave me enough time to get to the airport; traffic should be a breeze that early.” 
 
    “Ooo, that’s early.” 
 
    I totally agree. “I’ll see you when I get back.”  
 
    We hang up and I toss my phone on my bed. As much as I want to crawl back into bed for the day, I head to the kitchen instead. I need a coffee and a notebook. I need to plan out my life. Stat.  
 
    A half hour later, I feel more ready to tackle the week. First off, laundry. Followed by cleaning my house, packing, getting all my medic supplies for the week, and prepping snacks for traveling. Before I know it, the day is gone. I climb into bed and set my alarm for four-thirty. It pains me to think about getting up that early, but I try not to think about it. I’m not sure how long I toss and turn, before finally falling asleep. My alarm goes off before I'm ready, and then I'm off and running. I stand at my front door and do a double check. I’ve got my medic bag packed inside my big purse, my phone, my wallet, and my bag with my clothes. I put my coat on and open my door and head down the stairs and outside. Bright headlights blind me, and I put my hand up to block the light. “What?” 
 
    “Come on, you’re going to be late,” Stephanie calls out as she climbs out of the car. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I ask. “It’s four-thirty in the morning.” 
 
    “Tell me about it,” she mumbles and takes my bag from me. We load up and jump into her car, where the heat’s on high. I rub my hands in front of it.  
 
    “Why did you pick me up?” 
 
    She shoots me a glance. “Did you really think I was going to let you drive yourself to the airport and have to park your car there all week? What kind of a friend do you think I am?” 
 
    I’m pretty sure I've never been more thankful for my friend than at this very moment. “Thank you, Stephanie. Really.” She waves off my thanks. We listen to music as we drive, but it’s mostly quiet. When the signs start appearing for the airport, my stomach starts rolling. “I think I'm going to be sick.” 
 
    “You’ll be okay,” she says, trying to help me. “You have your medic bag and snacks?” 
 
    I smile, despite myself. “Yes, Mom. Thanks.” 
 
    Stephanie drives up to the gate that Chloe sent me in a text message. She puts her four-ways on, and we jump out quickly before we get the sign from airport security to keep moving. I double check to make sure I have everything. “Thank you,” I tell her and hug her tight. 
 
    “You’ll be fine.” She pulls back. “Call me before you take off and when you land.” 
 
    I grin at her. “I thought you said I was going to be fine.” 
 
    “You are, but you can still call me,” she says. 
 
    “I will; I promise.” 
 
    I walk towards the entrance and don’t look back. As I walk through the sliding doors, I take a deep breath and put on my confident smile. I head to the counter to check in. Thankfully, the line is super short. When I show the man my ticket on my phone, he shakes his head. “That’s a private chartered flight. You need to go to a different area for that.” 
 
    My stomach drops. “Is it far?” 
 
    He gives me directions, and I start on my journey. I walk and walk and walk. I have to stop three different airport employees to find my way to the chartered flight. “Chloe and I are so going to have a nice chat,” I mumble to myself. I’m so frustrated. I’m sweating, and I'm pretty sure my numbers are dropping. But I haven’t had a chance to check because I'm trying to make it to my flight on time. When I finally get to the right spot, an employee opens the door and points across the tarmac. I stop. “There? That’s my flight?” He nods. I take a deep breath and step outside. The cold air hits my cheeks and helps me cool down a little. I practically run across the parking lot. The plane is already running, and nobody is outside the plane. This is bad; really bad. I feel like I'm going to throw up. Everything in me wants to turn around and run away. I almost hope the plane leaves before I can get there, to spare me the humiliation. But of course, that's not what happens.  
 
    I finally get close to the plane. I could die in humiliation when the door opens and the stairs descend. Mortification fills every cell in my body when a guy I don’t recognize steps out. “Can I help you?” 
 
    “Uh, is this the plane for the Green Thunder?” 
 
    I can tell he’s about to tell me to get lost when a familiar figure appears behind him. Relief fills me at the sight of Sebastian. “She’s with us,” he says and jogs down the steps. “Cutting it a little close, huh?”  
 
    I open my mouth to tell him what happened, but before I can, another familiar figure ducks under the doorway. My mouth dries up at the sight of Aiden. He stops at the bottom of the stairs, eyes narrowed. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “What’s going on?” another voice joins our little gathering. I look up with dread. Coach Seers is standing at the top of the stairs with arms crossed. He obviously recognizes me, but he does not look happy to see me. “We were supposed to leave five minutes ago. Why are you here, and why are you holding us up? Aiden, deal with your girlfriend. You know the wives and girlfriends are not supposed to fly with us.”  
 
    “I’m not—” 
 
    Aiden turns to me, his body tense, eyes flashing. “Why are you here?” He demands.  
 
    Does nobody on this team communicate with each other? I’m about to lose my cool when another coach calls out. “She has to go with us. Let’s go.” Coach Seers glares at me. “You made our team late for the first time this year. Congratulations. Get your stuff and get on board.” He turns away before turning back. “And no fraternizing, romantic or otherwise.” 
 
    My face flames a thousand degrees, and I wish I could just melt into the asphalt. “Come on,” Sebastian says. “Don’t worry about Coach. He’s always like this before a game. Well, after games as well. Basically, all the time.” He tries to take my bag, but I hang on to it like a lifeline.  
 
    “Go,” Aiden tells him. “We’ll be right there,” he says in a low voice. Sebastian looks between the two of us and then jogs up the steps. “I don’t know why you’re here, and I don’t know how you got Coach to clear you.” He puts up a hand when I try to talk. “And I don’t want to know. Stay away from me and the team. We’ve got a game to play. It may be nothing to you, but this is our livelihood.” Without another word, he turns and strides up the stairs. I debate for just a moment running across the tarmac and going back to the airport, calling up Stephanie and begging her to come pick me up. But then I think of having to sit at the table with the general manager and team owner and Chloe. I think she’s the scariest one of the bunch. That thought sends me right up the stairs. I would rather face the entire team than those three around the table again.  
 
    That's how I find myself standing at the front of a chartered airplane with an entire AHF hockey team facing me. “Nice of you to join us,” somebody calls out from near the back. 
 
    “Hey Brooks, I didn’t know we could bring our girlfriends with.” 
 
    “I can’t even bring my wife!” somebody shouts from the back.  
 
    I stand there frozen for a moment. “That’s because she’s hot,” another guy shouts.  
 
    “Knock it off,” Coach Seers says. “I don’t know why she’s here, but Chloe cleared it. So, she’s here to stay. Deal with it.” 
 
    I find the closest empty seat and sink into it, shoving my bag beneath my seat and clutching my purse to my chest. The flight attendants begin their flight instructions, and I stare out the window. I close my eyes and will back the tears threatening to fall. Thankfully, the noise picks up again, but without comments about me this time. Somebody sits in the seat next to me; I can feel their presence. I don’t want to open my eyes and see Aiden’s piercing green eyes. But I decide I need to deal with it head on. I open my eyes and relax when I realize it’s not Aiden.  
 
    “Hey,” Rico says with a smile. “You okay?” 
 
    I blow out a shaky breath and give a weak laugh. “Oh, yeah, just peachy.” 
 
    “Rough morning?” he asks.  
 
    “More like rough weekend.” I don’t get further past that before I'm thrust back against my seat. My eyes widen, and I grip the armrest. Hard.  
 
    “You don’t fly much, I take it,” he says with a small laugh. 
 
    “No,” I gasp out.  
 
    He pats my hand. “It will be okay. I’ve flown hundreds of times, and I've never crashed once.” 
 
    I think his words are meant to be a comfort, but they’re not. They’re really not. He leans away from me for a moment, and I squeeze my eyes shut. I feel him leave a moment later. I guess he had enough of my drama. The plane shudders, and I bite my tongue to keep from crying out. We’re going to die; I’m sure of it. I feel a presence in the seat next to me and want to say something to Rico; but I can’t. My eyes are squeezed shut. When the plane hits turbulence again and shakes hard, I grab his hand and squeeze.  
 
    “It’s okay. We’ll be through the worst of it in seconds.” 
 
    The voice that hits my ears is not Rico’s. That low voice can only belong to one person. In the midst of my panic, I don’t even care. I don’t care that I’m currently squeezing Aiden Brook’s hand. He’s like a lifeline in the midst of a turbulent sea. I’m not letting go.  
 
    “We’re safe,” he says quietly. For a moment, he almost seems gentle. Kind. I’m afraid to open my eyes, because when I do, I know this version of Aiden will no longer exist.  
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    The plane finally levels out and stops shuddering. I still hang on to his hand, terrified to let go. “You can let go now,” he says quietly. “We’re at altitude.” I slowly release his fingers, but I still don’t look at him. “Is this the first time you’ve flown?”  
 
    I shake my head. “I flew once when I was younger, but it didn’t go well.” 
 
    I can see him nod out of the corner of my eye. I don’t say anything, and neither does he. I’m still trying to calm my racing heart and convince myself that we’re not dying. Several minutes pass before he turns to me and studies my profile. “Why are you here?” he asks softly. 
 
    I laugh. It’s not elegant or dainty; it just bursts out. I shake my head and wonder what to even say. Finally, I turn my head towards him. His piercing green eyes meet mine, way too close for comfort. I pull back a little. “The truth?” He nods. I take a deep breath. I need to tell him everything, so he knows what’s going on. I don’t trust this team enough that anybody’s communicating with anybody. “Did you happen to see social media from Saturday night?” I ask, hoping he’ll know what I'm talking about. His face stays blank. “Okay, well, this guy from another team…I guess they’re your rivals. Well, he showed up at my shop.” 
 
    Aiden frowns and interrupts me. “What guy?” 
 
    “I’m getting to that. His name is Blake something or other.” His eyes narrow, but I keep going. I need to get this off my chest. “Anyway, I had no idea who he was, even after he told me. Then he asked to get a picture with me. I didn’t think it was that big a deal. A lot of my customers do that. Anyway, I guess it stirred up all sorts of stuff online because you and I are supposed to be...well, whatever it is we are. So yesterday, your manager, owner, and Chloe called me in for a meeting. They told me that I made a mess of things.” I sigh. “Their way of fixing it is that I have to be at all the games for the foreseeable future; well, at least the games that don’t fall on Fridays and Saturdays.” I continue because I'm on a roll. “And I wasn’t late this morning. I got here in plenty of time, but I didn’t know where the chartered flight was and had to walk across the entire airport.” I feel myself deflate and lean against my seat. “I’m sorry,” I say softly.  
 
    He doesn’t say anything, and I'm about to talk some more, just to get rid of the awkward silence, when he speaks. “What’s on Fridays and Saturdays?” 
 
    I turn to him, forgetting how close he is. Again. “I work on the weekends at my shop.” He obviously has no clue what I'm talking about. “I own a pop-up shop that’s part of Christmas Village.”  
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    I stare at him. “Are you serious? You’ve never been to Christmas Village?” 
 
    “Never heard of it. What is it?” 
 
    I get comfortable and begin to tell him about my favorite place. I tell him first about my shop; then I tell him about the other shops, the ice rink in the center of it all, the sights, the sounds. He says nothing, just listens. When I finally sputter out, he nods once. “Sounds like a great place.” 
 
    “It is. You should come visit some time.” The words slip out of my mouth before I think about it. I hurry to add something to make it less awkward. “So, you can check it out. All of Christmas Village. Not just my shop, of course.” 
 
    He eyes me for a moment. “Maybe I'll do that.” His words surprise me, and I can’t help but smile at him. “Do you feel better now? About flying?” he clarifies. He nods at the window. “It should be smooth sailing from here on out.” I turn to look out the window. When I look back, he’s gone. I stare at his empty seat for a minute.  
 
    Hmmm. I try to rest on the plane but find myself too wired after the morning I’ve had. I finally settle back in my seat and read a paperback I brought with.  
 
    Coach Seers stands up when we land and goes over information for the team, but I tune him out. I stare out the window at the unfamiliar terrain. I can’t believe I’m in Arizona. I power my phone on and send a text to Stephanie so she knows I’m alive. Coach finishes up, and the guys begin to gather their gear. A few of them stop and offer to let me go first, but I just wave them on. Finally, when there’s only a few players left, I grab my bag and stand up. Aiden’s the last one down the aisle.  
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    I don’t argue with him. When I step out into the aisle, he reaches out and takes my bag from my shoulder. “I’ve got it,” I tell him and try to take it back. 
 
    “For the cameras,” he says and motions me ahead of him.  
 
    Oh right. The cameras. I walk down the steps, thankful to be on solid ground again. There’s a huge bus waiting, and I follow the players that way. Aiden surprises me by falling into step next to me. Although, it shouldn't really be surprising. Because cameras. When we get onto the bus, Aiden hands my bag to me and walks to the back of the bus, leaving me alone. I find a seat and sit by myself. I fight against the discouragement I feel. There’s no reason for me to feel this way; he’s made it obvious he wants nothing to do with me. The time on the plane was a rare moment of kindness; he was trying to help me not be scared. That’s all there is to it.  
 
    It’s about an hour drive, and I find myself dozing on and off. Finally, we stop at a hotel. I’m so thankful; I'm hoping to just crash. Nobody wants me around, so hopefully I can just make myself scarce until the game tonight. We get about three hours here before we have to load up to go over to the arena. That works for me. Once again, I let everybody off first, ignore the endless flirting from each of the guys as they pass and ignore the guy who’s irritated with me because his wife isn’t allowed to come. Thankfully, the bus empties out and I’m free to follow. The guy who first came out of the airplane when I showed up late this morning is the one that gives me a room card. Without another word to anybody, I make my way to my room. I need to crash for a few hours.  
 
    I unlock my door and drop my bag, kick off my shoes, turn down the covers, and tuck myself in. I’m out in minutes. When my alarm goes off two hours later, it takes me a minute to remember where I’m at. It takes me a bit to come fully awake. I slept so hard. I finally make my way to the bathroom and get ready. I freshen up my makeup, adding lipstick, eye shadow, and mascara. I run my straightener through my hair and leave it down. I reapply deodorant, brush my teeth, and spritz myself with perfume. Then I dress in my favorite soft, fleece-lined black leggings and pull on my jersey over my long-sleeved white t-shirt. I slip on my comfy brown boots, I put on my coat, grab my wallet, and my medic bag; and I’m ready to go.  
 
    When I get to the lobby, I’m one of the first ones to arrive. I snag a chair and check my email on my phone while I wait. When I hear the chair slide across the tile floor a few minutes later, I look up.  
 
    “Hi, I’m Zac.” 
 
    I smile and put out my hand. “Hi, Zac; I’m—” 
 
    “Brielle Campbell. Everybody knows who you are,” he says with a grin.  
 
    “So are you and Aiden really a thing? Because if not, I'd like to throw my hat in the ring.” He grins at me with a look so mischievous, I can’t help but laugh.  
 
    “Stevens,” somebody says, and we both turn our heads. I see a guy I recognize from the team head our way. “No fraternizing before games,” he says, towering over us with arms crossed. 
 
    Zac doesn’t seem fazed in the least; meanwhile, I'm slightly terrified. “Brielle, have you met Gunner yet? Our captain?” Zac asks me. 
 
    “Uh, no.” I put out my hand to the intimidating large man in front of me. He looks down at my hand a moment before he finally takes it. “It’s nice to meet you,” I tell him. 
 
    “Same.” He releases my hand quickly and pins Zac with a look. “Let’s go; I mean it.” 
 
    Zac groans good-naturedly. “Come on, Taskmaster.” But Gunner is unrelenting. Finally, Zac stands up. “Nice to finally meet you,” he tells me. He takes my hand and kisses it like we’re in a movie or something. I tug my hand back, but not before he grins. “I’ll be seeing you around.” He disappears a moment later.  
 
    A few minutes later, the rest of the team shows up and we load up. I sit by myself again as we drive over to the arena. It’s just a few minutes away. We pull in easily because right now, the arena is almost completely empty. I can imagine how busy it will get in the next two to three hours, though. I’m not sure if I should follow the players off the bus or wait until the driver parks and then go in. My answer comes in the form of Aiden. He stops at my row and motions me forward. I grab my bag, make sure I have my phone and slide out in front of him. We’re immediately met with camera flashes. I stop walking and go as far as taking a step backward. A hand at my back keeps me moving forward. It takes me a minute to realize that it’s Aiden. I stare up at him, but he doesn’t look at me. He also doesn’t acknowledge the cameras, the questions, the people just watching. He must be used to it by now. Me, on the other hand, I don’t know what to do with myself.  
 
    We finally get inside, and I breathe a sigh of relief because they’re all still outside. I look around the hallway, not sure where I’m supposed to go. “You’ll go that way. That hall will lead you to the main entrance where you can show your phone and get to your seat,” Aiden says, startling me for a moment. 
 
    “Thank you. I appreciate it.” I start down the hall that he pointed out. 
 
    “Brielle.” Aiden’s voice stops me, and I turn back. He’s frowning as he walks towards me. “What are you wearing?” I look down at my team jersey, the one Chloe got me.  
 
    “I know what you said about wearing your jersey, but this is the only one I have right now,” I tell him, not wanting to go down this road again.  
 
    He shakes his head. “It’s not that. You can’t wear our jersey here; they'll tear you to shreds. Do you have anything else to wear.” 
 
    I stare up at him, eyes wide. “No, I...you guys made such a big deal about me wearing a jersey; and now I shouldn’t be?” 
 
    “Not at an away game, not when you’re by yourself.” He nods to my shirt. “You’re wearing a shirt underneath. Just take the jersey off.”  
 
    I suddenly remember that, like an idiot, I chose to wear my black lace bra. I feel my face heat. “No.” There’s no way I can wear my worn-out, white, practically see-through t-shirt over my black bra.  
 
    He studies my face a moment. “Okay. I’ll take care of it.” Without another word, he turns and strides away, leaving me staring after him in confusion.  
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    I make my way to the box office. I’m surprised to find somebody already running it; I thought I’d have to wait. I’m able to get through easily and make my way into the arena. It’s weird that it’s so empty. I find my seat and settle in, wishing I'd brought a blanket. Without people, it’s freezing in here. I blow on my hands, trying to warm them, while I check my phone.  
 
    I’m working my way through my email when a shadow covers me. I look up and see Aiden standing above me. He’s holding something black in his arms. He frowns down at me. “Are you cold?”  
 
    I blow on my hands again. “Yes because it’s freezing in here.” I shrug. “But it will warm up when all the people get here, right?” I shoot him a smile, but he continues scowling.  
 
    He hands me what looks like a sweatshirt. “It’s the only one I could find that didn’t have our team name on it.” I take it from him and open it up.  
 
    “It’s huge. Is it one of your teammates?” I ask. In true Aiden fashion, he doesn’t answer. I try to hand it back to him. “I don’t need it. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    He pushes it back at me. “You need to wear it to cover up your jersey.” 
 
    I stare at him for a moment and then decide it’s not worth the battle. “I so don’t understand this team. I get in trouble for not wearing a jersey; now I'm in trouble for wearing one. I can’t win,” I mutter. I finally get the monstrosity of a sweatshirt over my head and pull it down. It goes almost to my knees. I look up at Aiden and grin. “I guess I’ll be warm at least. Well, tell whoever’s sweatshirt this is, thank you.”  
 
    “It’s mine.” His words are so low, I almost don’t hear them.  
 
    “Well now I really feel bad. Are you sure you don’t need it?” I ask. He nods. Without another word, he turns and strides confidently away. “Hey, Aiden,” I call out before I think about it. He turns back to me. “Thank you and good luck on your game.” He doesn’t even acknowledge my words and disappears a moment later. I settle back into my seat with a sigh and turn my attention back to my phone. I take a selfie of me and send it to Stephanie. She responds immediately. 
 
    Stephanie- what in the world are you wearing? 
 
    I grin.  
 
    Me- a sweatshirt 
 
    Stephanie- but why? 
 
    Stephanie- it looks hideous. 
 
    Stephanie- I thought we talked about this. 
 
    Stephanie- im dressing you for the next game. 
 
    I shake my head at each incoming text she fires off. 
 
    Me- its Aiden’s  
 
    Stephanie- why? 
 
    Me- I was wearing a Green Thunder jersey. 
 
    Stephanie- isn't that the point? 
 
    Me- yeah I thought so but he said no and made me cover up. 
 
    Stephanie- with his sweatshirt? 
 
    Me- yep 
 
    Stephanie- interesting 
 
    Me- yeah  
 
    I hesitate and then decide to tell her about the plane ride.  
 
    Me- he sat by me on the plane for a few minutes during lift-off and held my hand. 
 
    Stephanie- I don’t know what to say. 
 
    Stephanie- I'm totally shocked. 
 
    Me- yeah, I was too. 
 
    Me- I mean I kind of held his hand, more like squeezed the life out of it. 
 
    Me- then I told him all about christmas village. 
 
    Stephanie- oh boy, did he take off then? 
 
    Me- ha, but no 
 
    Me- he listened. 
 
    Stephanie- hmmm 
 
    Me- I think it was our first real conversation, well one that happened without threatening of any kind, anyway. 
 
    We text a little bit longer. The arena starts slowly filling up until it’s game time. I quickly decide that I do not like away games, not at all. I sit alone, surrounded by screaming fans of the other team. Every time one of our guys takes a hit or the home team scores, they scream and holler. But the worst part is when the Green Thunder score. The booing, yelling, cussing...it’s a lot. And I decide I hate being by myself. The joy I usually experience at these games is sucked right from my soul. It doesn’t help that we have a terrible game. We end up losing three to two.  
 
    The end of the game buzzer sounds, and the crowd erupts around me. I’m just thankful the game is over. I have a headache, and I’m cold. So very cold. I’m looking forward to getting back to the hotel and getting into my warm bed. I wait for the stadium to clear out before I make my way back the way we came. When I get to the hallway I came through earlier, I follow the signs to the visiting team’s area. When I get there, I expect to see other wives and girlfriends; but it’s empty. I sit in one of the chairs and wait, passing the time by looking at social media.  
 
    Finally, the door opens and the team begins to file out. I smile and stand to my feet. My smile is quickly wiped away when I see the scowls on their faces. One guy slams the door against the wall, and my eyes widen. I take a few steps back to stay out of the way. I don’t see Aiden in the first group, but I follow the team out to the waiting bus. I sit in the seat nearest the front and squeeze myself against the side of the bus, as if to escape the anger and frustration coming off these guys. We’re about ready to pull out when Aiden finally boards the bus. He walks right past my seat without acknowledging me. I can see anger in every line of his body. I cringe and look out my window. I wonder what they do to let off frustration after a game like this. I get why they’re frustrated. It’s not just that they lost; they played really badly. It’s actually the worst I’ve ever seen them play.  
 
    The coaches are the last to board. They sit down, and the bus pulls out. The ride to the hotel is quiet, tense, and uncomfortable. My body is tight and alert. I feel like a fight is going to break out any moment. As soon as we stop, I'm the first to stand and exit the bus. I don’t look back as I make my way into the hotel and to my room. I breathe a sigh of relief when I'm finally in my room, alone. It’s not until I sit on my bed that I realize I’m still wearing Aiden’s sweatshirt. “Oh well,” I tell myself. I am not tracking him down tonight; I don’t want to get my head bitten off. I really hope they’re all in a better mood tomorrow.  
 
    The next day, we fly from Arizona to California. Thankfully, I’m with the team this time; so I know exactly where to go at the airport. Aiden doesn’t sit by me during takeoff, not that I expected him to. I handle it a little better than I did the last time.  
 
    The flight is over almost before it even starts, and just like that we’re in California. I can’t help but grin as I stare out the bus window. This may not have been ideal, how all this came about, but I can’t believe the traveling I'm getting to do.  
 
    We make our way inside, and the guys head off to prepare for their game. I go through security and settle in my seat inside the arena. I’m wearing Aiden’s sweatshirt again. If he noticed, he didn’t say anything. I’m not wearing the jersey tonight. I put on the sweater I was planning on flying home in, so wearing his sweatshirt has nothing to do with covering the jersey. No, it’s simply about self-preservation. It’s so that I don’t freeze to death. I blow on my hands and mentally remind myself to get gloves for the next game.  
 
    I’m on my phone when I hear my name called. “Brielle Campbell.” I look up to see a guy with a lanyard around his neck.  
 
    “That’s me,” I tell him with a smile.  
 
    He smiles back. “Good. This is for you.” He hands me a reusable shopping bag. I take it hesitantly.  
 
    “It’s okay; it’s not going to reach out and bite you,” he says with a grin. “Mr. Brooks wanted to make sure it got into your hands before the game.” 
 
    “Oh, thank you,” I manage to say. He leaves, and I look at the bag. I open it up and stare into it. I pull out an incredibly soft, thick blanket. I look back for the guy, but he’s long gone. I look back inside the bag and pull out the softest scarf and gloves set. When I look back in the bag, there’s nothing else. No card, no explanation. I’m so shocked, I don’t know what to think. But seeing as I'm cold, I wrap the scarf around me and put the gloves on. They’re so soft. Next, I undo the tags on the blanket and wrap it around me. It’s so warm! I wish I had Aiden’s phone number so I could text him to say thank you. I take a selfie and send it to Stephanie instead. She doesn’t respond right away, and I go back to looking at my phone. I’m going to need to start bringing work to do on my phone while I wait at these games. I’m filled with restless energy, but I make myself stay in my seat. The arena will fill soon enough, and I don’t want to crawl over people to get back to my seat.  
 
    The game is nothing like what I expect it to be. If I thought last night’s game was rough, that's nothing compared to this game. The hits are harder on the ice, and the crowd is way worse. I sink into my seat, wondering if it was a good idea to come here. The crowd is rough and violent and make no bones about the fact that they hate our team. Our guys must feel it because they play rougher than usual. Aiden doesn’t make it two minutes into the game before he’s in the penalty box. I cringe when they score during that time. As soon as he’s out of the box, he’s charging up the ice.  
 
    By the second intermission, I'm ready to just be done. I pull my blanket tightly around me, as if that can somehow protect me from the violence. We go into the third period down three to two. I will them to win; I don’t think I can handle another loss. They were so awful after last night’s loss.  
 
    With four minutes left in the game, Sebastian scores, tying the game. People yell and curse and holler all around me, and I sink deeper into my chair. The closer we get to the end of regulation time, the rougher the crowd gets. With under a minute left in the game, Aiden gets a breakaway. I’m on my feet only because that’s the only way to see the game because everybody’s standing in front of me. I watch as he fakes and gets past the first defender and the second. I hold my breath as he approaches the goal. He fakes, then shoots. Score!  
 
    I bite my tongue at the last minute to keep from cheering but can’t keep the smile off my face. I watch as the guys huddle up and celebrate. There’s only twenty seconds left when they face off. They hold them off and win the game. I take a deep breath and grin. It will be a much happier ride back to the hotel tonight. 
 
    “What are you grinning at?” a guy next to me asks. I wipe the smile off my face and turn to him. He and his buddy are staring at me like I'm a foreigner. Then he smiles. “You’re that girl.” 
 
    “Uh...” 
 
    “You’re Aiden Brooks’ girl.” 
 
    I don’t really know what to say to that, and I don’t want to blow whatever it is we’re supposed to have, so I nod and smile. “Yeah.” 
 
    The guy turns to his buddy. “That’s Aiden Brooks’ girl.” 
 
    They both shake my hand like I’m royalty and introduce themselves. We chat for a moment or two before it’s our turn to head out of the row. I follow the crowd and then realize I have no idea how to get to our team’s area. “Hey, Guys,” I ask my new friends. “Do you know how to get to the players’ area?” 
 
    They stare at me for a moment before the guy that sat next to me, Tim, I think, nods. “Yeah, follow me. I won’t be able to get through, but I can at least point you in the right direction.” 
 
    “Thank you!” 
 
    He grins. “Sure. What are rivals for?” 
 
    I laugh and follow them. “The team’s locker room is right through there,” Tim points at the door. 
 
    “Thank you, I really appreciate it.” They grin and leave me there. There’s security at the door, but I show the badge I use at away games, courtesy of Chloe. The officer opens the door for me, and I walk through. I sit in one of the chairs and wait for the team to come out. I’m busy looking at my phone instead of my surroundings, which is why I blame myself for what happens next.  
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    It takes me about three players to realize I’ve made a terrible mistake. I stand to my feet. I need to get out of here and get to the away team locker room, not the home team. I don’t make it before I'm stopped.  
 
    “Hey Gorgeous,” a guy says, stopping me.  
 
    I turn back with a forced smile. “Hi.” I turn back around and keep walking.  
 
    “Wait, who are you and why are you back here?” 
 
    My body tenses. “I’m sorry; I went the wrong direction.” 
 
    The guy walks over to me, a frown on his face. Another player stops him. “Wait, that’s her.” He smirks.  
 
    “Who?” the first guy asks.  
 
    “Ninety-eight’s girl.” 
 
    The guy turns back to me. “No kidding.” I don’t like the look that comes over his face. A few more of the other team players come out of the locker room and gather around us. I take a step back and try to keep the panic off my face. 
 
    I pull out my phone and open it quickly. I take a step back and glance down, pull up my text messages and add Chloe’s name.  
 
    Me- help. 
 
    Me-wrong locker room. 
 
    I send it, hoping she will call me and give me a way out of here. “I’m sorry. I’m in the wrong place. I’ll just leave.” 
 
    Somebody reaches out and grabs my arm. “Wait, there’s no need to hurry off.” 
 
    I face the team that has now surrounded me, cutting off my escape. “Okay, guys.” I give a small laugh. “Just let me go, okay?” 
 
    “But why, when this is so much more fun?” the first guy asks. I don’t recognize him without a jersey and number from the game, but I have a feeling he’s one of their lead players.  
 
    He steps into my private space, and I push away the panic that’s threatening to take over. One of the other guys grabs his arm. “Back off, Anders. Let her be.” 
 
    He shrugs off the hold. “We’re just having a little fun.” 
 
    “Seriously, Anders, let her be,” somebody else says. 
 
    He doesn’t listen. He leans close, and I take a step backwards, right into another player. I have nowhere to go. “You don’t want to do this,” I tell the tall guy in front of me.  
 
    “Oh, I do. I really, really do.” 
 
    He leans towards me, and I turn my head. When he gets too close, I put my hands on his chest and push. He doesn’t move an inch, but he laughs. He grabs my hands, trapping them against his chest. “Let me go!” I demand and try to free myself.  
 
    “I would listen to her if I were you.” 
 
    The words are low and harsh, and I recognize them instantly. Relief floods me. Aiden's here. I turn my head and lock eyes with him. His eyes look darker than normal, and his body is tight with anger. Just like that, my relief turns to dread. Aiden’s here, and he’s a fighter.  
 
    “Hey Man, it’s not a big deal. We were just messing around,” one of the other guys says.  
 
    The Anders guy still hasn’t let go of my hands. I give a small, indiscreet tug; but he holds fast. “I told you to listen.” From the corner of my eye, I see Aiden stride towards us. I haven’t been in the hockey world for long, but even I know what will happen if Aiden gets into a fight with these guys. Besides the fact it’s an entire team against one, I’m sure he’ll get into trouble. The other guys move when Aiden reaches our little circle. “Release her.” His words have an edge to them. The guy holding my hands shoves me backwards, into Aiden’s chest. He steadies me. I turn away from the team and face Aiden. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I say quietly. He’s staring at the guy behind me, but he glances down, just for a moment. His eyes scan my face. “Come on, let’s just go,” I say.  
 
    “Yeah,” the guy behind me says in a snarky voice. “Run away now.” 
 
    Suddenly, Sebastian and Rico are there. They step between Aiden and Anders. “Let’s go; everybody cool it,” Sebastian says. I’m tense, waiting to see what’s going to happen; but Aiden steps back. “Let’s go,” Sebastian says.  
 
    And then somebody puts their hand on my lower back, and we’re moving towards the door. It opens before we get there, and Gunner, the captain, steps out. He looks over all of us and then over at the other team. “Back on the bus, now.” His voice is sharp. His eyes narrow at me as I walk past, but I don’t stop to chat. My heart is still hammering away inside my body, and I feel like I'm going to throw up. I wonder if my sugars are dropping; I wouldn’t be surprised if they were from the aftermath of adrenaline.  
 
    Nobody says a word as we walk down a long hallway, followed by another one. Eventually, we head to a set of double doors where I can see the bus waiting outside. When we step outside, the door to the bus opens. Rico and Sebastian climb aboard. Gunner stops Aiden. “What was that?” he demands.  
 
    “That was my fault,” I say right away.  
 
    Gunner turns an icy gaze on me. “If I was talking to you, I would have addressed you.” 
 
    “Leave her alone,” Aiden says. 
 
    The coach and several assistants climb off the bus. “Brooks, explain.” Coach Seers says. I should stay quiet; I already got barbecued once.  
 
    “It’s my fault,” I say for the second time that night. I ignore Gunner’s look. “I ended up at the wrong locker room.” 
 
    Coach turns to me and curses. “How’d you manage to do that?” 
 
    “I asked two guys, and they led me there,” I tell him honestly. 
 
    He gives me a look. “Let me guess—they from the other team?” I nod, hating myself, hating tonight. I just want to go home and forget about any of this. “This is why we don’t take along wives and girlfriends,” he says with a look at Brooks. 
 
    “None of this is her fault,” Aiden says in a low voice that still contains traces of the tension from just a few minutes ago. “You don’t want her along, then talk to the people that are making her do this.”  
 
    Coach stares at Aiden and cusses again. “Let’s go. Enough of all this...” He continues mumbling as he climbs onto the bus. I keep my head down and climb the steps and slip into the first seat I see. I stare out the window and hunch down as much as possible. I’m shocked when a big body drops into the seat next to me. He’s so tall and broad shouldered that we touch shoulders, but I don’t look at Aiden. I can’t handle anybody else being mad at me.  
 
    He doesn’t say a word as we pull out. The guys behind us start carrying on, and the noise level picks up. “You okay?” he asks me. I nod, but I still don’t look at him. “Did he hurt you?” I don’t miss the hard edge to his voice.  
 
    “No. I’m fine.” 
 
    He’s quiet for a little bit. “Guys like him are—” he catches himself on whatever he was going to call him. He glances at me; I can tell from the corner of my eye. “I’m glad you’re okay.” Neither of us says anything after that. The bus rolls to a stop and I look out, expecting to see our hotel.  
 
    “Where are we?” I ask. 
 
    “The restaurant next to the hotel,” he says. 
 
    Oh good.  
 
    The team passes us as they exit, but I continue to stare out the window. Finally, Aiden stands, and I follow him out. As soon as we’re off the bus, I turn to Aiden. “I’m heading to my room.” 
 
    He frowns. “Shouldn’t you eat something?” 
 
    I wave him off. “I’m fine.” I walk away; I just want to get to my room. I don’t make it very far before I hear him call my name. He jogs towards me.  
 
    “Let me see your phone,” he says in that low voice of his. I just want out of this night that won’t end, so I hand it over. The faster I get this done, the faster I can go to bed. “Here.” He returns my phone. “Now you have my number.” 
 
    I look down at my phone then back up at him. “I thought you didn’t give out your number,” I say, throwing his words back at him.  
 
    His eyes meet mine. “I don’t.” He motions me forward. “I’ll walk you up to your room.” 
 
    I’m already shaking my head. “Please don’t. I'm fine; go join your team and celebrate tonight’s win. You deserve it. And thank you for everything you did tonight—the blanket and scarf and gloves and getting me out of there with the other team.” I don’t look back as I walk away.  
 
    When I get to my room, I dress in my pj’s as quickly as possible. I eat a quick snack of cranberries and nuts so my numbers don’t go wonky and then brush my teeth. I’m in bed minutes later. I stare up at the ceiling. What a terrible night. I close my eyes, hoping sleep will find me and I can just forget this night ever happened. Thankfully, the team will go their separate way tomorrow; and I can go home. And then I’ll call Chloe and tell her I can’t do this anymore. She can tell the world that Aiden dumped me, and I can get back to my life.  
 
    After a long, restless night, I get out of bed and take a long, hot shower. It’s not until I'm ready to go for the day that I remember what day it is. It’s Thanksgiving. I take a moment to mentally push away my bad attitude. I have so many blessings; there’s no room in my life for the negative. I take a deep breath and begin to make a list out loud of all the things I’m grateful for.  
 
    “My family, my apartment, heat, a car, a chance to teach, the ability to walk, money for food and electricity, friends, a warm bed and roof over my head, the chance to attend these hockey games, a job and steady income, the chance to influence the next generation—” 
 
    My phone rings, cutting off my gratitude exercise. I take a deep breath when I see who’s calling. “Hey Chloe.” 
 
    “Brielle, I’m so glad I caught you. Your flight’s been canceled.” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “The flight I had you scheduled on overbooked, and they canceled the last passengers to book.” 
 
    I close my eyes. “Okay, so what do I do?” 
 
    “You’ll have to travel with the team for now, and I’ll figure out a way to get you home. I promise.” 
 
    I take a deep breath. “Okay. Thank you for helping me.” 
 
    “Now, for the second reason I called you.” 
 
    Here it comes.  
 
    “I heard about everything that happened last night. I'm so sorry; that’s terrible. I’m so glad you’re okay. I want you to know that I’m really sorry for everything. But thank you so much for trying. I think it helped Aiden’s image, and that's what we were after. You can still have the two tickets for each home game.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I finally interrupt.  
 
    “About stopping all this,” she responds.  
 
    “The thing with me and Aiden?”  
 
    “Yes. Aiden called me last night and made it clear that it needed to stop and that you needed a way out.  And also that you are not supposed to travel with the team anymore. He made that part pretty clear. Anyway, stay with the team until I can get you home; then you don’t have to ever do it again.” 
 
    “I...okay.” She hangs up a moment later, and I stare at my phone before sitting on the side of the bed. I guess I won’t be spending Thanksgiving with my mom and sister after all. I groan, thinking about that call. My mom can forgive a lot of things but missing a holiday? That’s a really big deal.  
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 Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
    I find out from Chloe via text that the team is meeting in thirty minutes. I quickly call my mom and explain what’s going on and promise to find a way home. Then I finish packing my bag and head downstairs. I'm very aware of the fact that I’m wearing my travel clothes which consists of my softest black leggings, flat brown boots, and a worn sweatshirt that’s seen better days. I would have straightened my hair had I known I was traveling with the team, but I didn’t have time. So I left it in a sloppy updo.  
 
    When I get to the lobby, Aiden’s the first one to see me. He frowns and walks over to me. “I thought you were flying home.” 
 
    “My flight got canceled.” 
 
    He stares at me. Without breaking eye contact, he pulls out his phone. “Chloe, we talked about this.” He takes a few steps away, and I find a chair to sit in.  
 
    “Hey, if it’s not our team beauty,” Zac, whom I've nicknamed the team flirt, says and drops into a chair across from me.  
 
    I smile at him briefly and then look down at my phone, hoping he’ll catch my drift. He doesn’t. “You going to cause any excitement at tonight’s game?” 
 
    The coaching staff walks out the front doors, and the rest of the guys follow. I walk to the luxury bus with Zac right on my heels. I take my usual seat at the front, and Zac surprises me by sitting next to me. When I look at him in surprise, he shrugs. “What? It’s not like you have to keep sitting with Aiden. Everybody knows it’s not real. Aiden told everybody last night.” 
 
    I try not to act neither surprised nor disappointed, as neither of them are the right response in this case. I mentally berate myself. There‘s nothing to be disappointed about; there was never an us to begin with. I watch as Aiden leaves the hotel, a bag slung over his shoulder. I make myself look away, although he looks pretty good in his dark suit. He climbs the steps and stops at our seat.  
 
    “Move.”  
 
    That’s all he says. One word, yet it lets me know exactly how Aiden’s doing this morning. If I were Zac, I'd be running for the hills. That‘s all I'm saying. “You can stop the act, Aiden; we all know it’s not real.” 
 
    “Move.” There’s a little more threat to Aiden’s voice this time. Apparently, Zac gets it because he stands to his feet and shoves past Aiden. Aiden watches him go a minute before sliding into the seat beside me. I catch a whiff of his cologne and battle not to sigh and close my eyes. There’s something about Aiden that is so masculine and raw and edgy. I never knew I had a thing for edgy guys, but...I push those thoughts from my mind. It’s way too dangerous to think like that with the man I’m thinking about sitting right next to me.   
 
    I take a steadying breath. “You don’t have to sit here. Everybody knows it’s not real,” I say quietly. He doesn’t say anything, and I let it go. We ride for a while before I finally get up the courage to ask, “How long is our trip?”  
 
    “Three hours.” 
 
    I nod. “Thanks.” I dig my headphones out of my purse and turn on music to listen to, hoping it will relax me. I close my eyes and rest my head against my seat. The lack of sleep I got last night is starting to catch up with me. The movement of the bus lulls me to sleep.  
 
    I wake up sometime later and realize something instantly. I’ve been using Aiden’s shoulder as a pillow. I freeze. After a few seconds, I realize I’m going to have to just own up to it. I sit up. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    He doesn’t look at me. “It’s fine.” 
 
    I’m mortified, and I sink in my seat and look out the window. The rest of the trip finishes quickly, which I'm thankful for. There’s a car waiting to take me to the airport, courtesy of Chloe. I follow the team off the bus. When I grab my bag, Aiden takes it from me. “I can get it,” I tell him. 
 
    “I know.” He walks next to me over to the car and opens the door and puts my bag in for me. “Text me when you get home.” 
 
    I look up at him, surprised. He meets my eyes and waits for me to say something. “Okay.” I stand there for another awkward moment before climbing in the car. He closes the door without saying anything else. I put my head against the seat and sigh. I'm just happy to be going home.  
 
    It’s an incredibly long day, and I don’t get to my house until almost midnight that night. I open the door to my apartment and smile a weary smile. I’m home. I don’t bother unpacking; I'll face that tomorrow. It only takes me a few minutes to get ready for bed. I stare at my phone for several minutes wondering if I should text Aiden. Surely, he’s sleeping by now. I don’t want to wake him, but I did tell him I'd text him. After debating a while longer, I finally open my text messages and pull up his name. I send him a simple two-word text. 
 
    Me- I'm home. 
 
    It doesn’t take him but a minute or two to text back. 
 
    Him- good 
 
    I stare at my phone, wondering if I should say something else. But when he doesn’t, I put my phone on the nightstand and close my eyes. I’m asleep in minutes.  
 
    My alarm wakes me the next morning before I'm ready for it. I groan and sit up. As tired as I am, I make myself get out of bed. Today will be a huge day at Christmas Village. It opens at ten this morning. Black Friday is typically our biggest day of the year. Thinking about the day ahead of me has me smiling. I put all the awfulness of the trip behind me and focus on the day ahead of me.  
 
    When I get to Christmas Village, I step out of my car and take a deep, cleansing breath of cold, crisp air infused with pine, cinnamon, and the promise of snow. I close my eyes a moment. This is where I belong. I make my way to my shop, waving at other shop owners as I pass. 
 
    “You’re alive!” 
 
    I turn in time to be nearly mauled in a hug by Stephanie. I laugh. “Of course, I'm alive.” 
 
    She scowls. “Well, I wouldn’t know by how few texts you sent.” 
 
    I shake my head. “It goes both ways, you know. You didn’t text me either.” 
 
    She waves me off. “Tell me about your trip. Was it amazing?” 
 
    “Actually, it was pretty terrible.” 
 
    She laughs, then stops. “Wait. You’re serious.” 
 
    “Totally.” 
 
    “What happened?” she asks. 
 
    “What didn’t happen?” I turn on my machines.  
 
    “Spill,” she tells me.  
 
    I face her. “Are you sure? It’s a lot.” 
 
    “I want to know everything.” 
 
    So as we get ready, I tell her everything that happened in the last few days. When I finish, she stares at me. “I told you it was crazy; I warned you,” I remind her.  
 
    “I can’t believe that guy wouldn’t let you go. That’s terrible, Bri!” 
 
    I shudder, remembering. “Yeah, it’s not anything I want to experience again; that's for sure.” 
 
    “And I can’t believe those guys led you to the wrong locker room. What jerks!” 
 
    “But you know what all this reminded me?” I turn to her.  
 
    “That you need to take self-defense classes?” she asks. 
 
    “Uh, no. I was going to say that it reminded me that this is where I belong. Well, here and teaching. Not on the road with a pro-hockey team.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” her answer is non-committal, but it doesn’t bother me. I know I speak the truth.  
 
    I look out at all the shops and the kids already ice skating and grin. “I’m so excited that this weekend is finally here! Oh, did you listen to Christmas music yet?” I ask excitedly. 
 
    “Yes, because now it’s actually the Christmas season,” she tells me. I grin as I tie on my Christmas apron. 
 
    “You ready for this?” I ask. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Did you have a good Thanksgiving, by the way?” I ask her.  
 
    She shrugs. “It was fine.” I’ll have to ask her more about it later because right now, we’ve got our first customers of the day.  
 
    “What’s the Peanut Butter Overload?” a young mom asks. 
 
    I smile at her and describe the drink. “We put a drizzle of peanut butter and chocolate around the inside of the cup before we put in our original hot chocolate infused with our peanut butter sauce. It’s topped with whipped cream, peanut butter chocolate candies, and a peanut butter cup that we slide onto the rim of the mug.” 
 
    The mom grins at me. “I’ll take it.” 
 
    Stephanie helps me for about an hour and then takes off. “Thank you so much for your help!” I give her a hug. “Have fun shopping.”  
 
    Dante surprises me in the next hour by showing up. “Hey, Miss Campbell. I didn’t know if you needed any help.” 
 
    I grin at him. “Of course I need help. Get on in here.” He gives me a small smile and comes in the side door. “How about you keep the regular hot chocolates coming, and I’ll decorate the tops?” He nods. “How was your week?” 
 
    “Okay,” he responds. 
 
    “How was your Thanksgiving?” 
 
    He shrugs. “Fine.” 
 
    I want to ask him more, but it gets busy again and I have to put the conversation on hold. During the next lull, I turn to him. “Did you get into that hockey league?” He doesn’t say anything. “Dante?” 
 
    “No.”  
 
    I watch him for a moment, and my heart breaks for him. He has the weight of the world on his shoulders. “It didn’t work out?” I prod. He simply shrugs. If I couldn’t read the clear disappointment on his face, I would think he didn’t care. But he does care, and it breaks my heart. “You know, if you just need a ride to practices, I could take you,” I say cautiously. 
 
    He looks over at me. “It’s okay, Miss Campbell.” 
 
    I don’t know what to say or how to help. “What league are you trying to get into?” 
 
    He doesn’t answer at first. “Any of them,” he finally mutters. I decide right then and there that I am going to figure out how to get him into a hockey league. I make a mental note to start searching tonight. “Are you any good?” 
 
    He drops his head. “Probably not.” 
 
    I berate myself for asking that question. “Do you go ice skating often?” 
 
    “I gotta go.” Without another word, he balls up his uniform and throws it on the counter. He shoves open the door and stalks away from the shop. I watch him go, heartbroken. It’s all my fault; I pushed him. A sick feeling settles in my gut. This is just not my week. I keep messing everything up; nobody’s happy with me right now. 
 
    “Are you Brielle Campbell?” a rough voice asks. 
 
    I lift my head and take in the white-haired man standing in front of my shop. “I am,” I tell him with a smile. “What can I get for you? Our specials for the weekend are on the chalkboard.” 
 
    “I’m not here for a hot chocolate,” he says waving me away. “I can’t have one of those...all that sugar.” 
 
    I’m curious now. “What can I do for you then?” 
 
    He looks me right in the eye. “I’m here because of my grandson. I want to know if you’re good enough for him.” 
 
    “For whom?” I ask in confusion. 
 
    “My grandson—Aiden.” 
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    I do a double take. If I look past the white hair and beard, I can see Aiden. It’s in the eyes. “Oh, my goodness. You’re Aiden’s grandpa? It’s so nice to meet you.” I put my hand out across the serving counter. “Well, you already know I’m Brielle. What's your name?” 
 
     It takes him a moment, but he puts his hand out. “Archie.”  
 
     “Nice to meet you, Archie. You must be so proud of Aiden.” 
 
    He releases my hand. “I am.” His voice is gruff, like he doesn’t use it much. I smother a smile; he’s so much like Aiden.  
 
    I know I need to tread lightly because I don’t know anything about Aiden’s family, but I'm supposed to as his girlfriend. So I steer clear of anything present. “You must tell me what he was like as a little boy. He must have caused you so much trouble.” 
 
    That brings a “not quite there” smile to his face. “He was a little devil.” 
 
    I laugh out loud. “Oh, I bet he was.” I know the adult version of Aiden; I can’t even imagine him as a child.  
 
    “Did he run you ragged?” I ask. 
 
    He shakes his head. “That boy had so much energy; he was always getting into trouble. That’s why I put him in hockey. He needed a place to channel that energy.” 
 
    His words surprise me. “You put him in hockey?” 
 
    He looks taken aback. “Well, who did you think did? His deadbeat dad?” I wince but try to cover my reaction swiftly. “His dad didn’t care about anybody but himself. The best thing that ever happened to this family was the day he left.” He looks off. “Course, Aiden didn’t feel that way. Broke his little heart.” This is breaking my heart. “He was only six, you know.”  
 
    I take a guess. “And his mom was your daughter?” I ask softly. 
 
    A soft light enters his eyes. “Yeah. She was a good person; she just...” he pauses and looks down. “She just didn’t know how to do it on her own. Aiden was so busy and into so much as just a little guy. She just,” his voice breaks. “I don’t know how I failed her. I wish I would have known how deeply she was struggling.” A bad feeling starts to settle in the pit of my stomach. He lets out a sigh that is so deep, it sounds like it’s from the depths of his soul. “Well, that was a long time ago.” He looks around Christmas Village. “Christmas is always the hardest; she loved Christmas.” And just like that, I feel like the wind is knocked from me. I can’t catch my breath, and my heart breaks for a little boy that I didn’t even know back then and for this dear man that I’ve only known for a few minutes.  
 
    I swallow past the lump in my throat. “I’m so very sorry for your loss.” I put my hand on his arm. He looks down at his arm in surprise, and I wonder if I shouldn’t have touched him. He is after all practically a stranger, but then he pats my hand and I feel like it was the right thing to do. It’s quiet for a moment, and I'm not sure what to say so I fall back on what I know. “You know what you need?” I ask him with a smile. 
 
    He gives me such an Aiden smile; it makes me smile even more. It’s not even really a smile; it’s more like a smirk. “You need a mug of hot chocolate.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know about that.” 
 
    “I do,” I tell him without missing a beat. “Now, what kind?” I tap my chin with my finger like I’m actually thinking, although I’m really not. I already know I’m making him my original hot chocolate. I love matching people to a hot chocolate. Stephanie calls it my special gift. I don’t know about that, but I love making a hot chocolate that matches everything a person is looking for. “You know Christmas Village is best enjoyed while walking around with a mug of hot chocolate,” I say by way of conversation as I finish steaming the milk for his drink.  
 
    “Is that so?” he asks, still a little gruff. 
 
    “Definitely. You feel all the nostalgia of the holiday better with warm hot chocolate inside your belly.” My words have the desired effect. He gives a small chuckle. Mission accomplished. “Have you walked through Christmas Village yet this year?” I add the whipped cream to his hot chocolate and then drizzle on some chocolate sauce.  
 
    “I haven’t been back here since my wife passed.”  
 
    I look up at him, startled. “Oh my goodness; you’ve really been through it. I’m so sorry. When did she pass?” 
 
    “Not long after our daughter died. I think she couldn’t handle the loss.” His words are so quiet, I almost don’t hear them. My heart hurts for him and for Aiden; they’ve known so much loss. “She loved Christmas almost as much as our daughter did.”  
 
    I reach under the counter and pull out my “Closed for a break” sign and put it on my serving counter. I pull off my apron and put it on the prep counter before walking out the side door. I walk over to him and grin up at him. “Ready?”  
 
    “For what?” he asks, eyebrows bunched together.  
 
    I lift my eyebrows. “I told you that the best way to experience Christmas Village is when you’re drinking a mug of hot chocolate.” I point at his mug. “You have the hot chocolate; now, let’s experience it.” 
 
    He stares at me like I've lost my mind. “What about your shop?” he asks gruffly. 
 
    “It will be fine until I get back. I’m taking a break. See the sign? Now, let’s get to it.” I rub my hands together. “Where to first?” He stays quiet, and I look around for a moment. “This way.” I look up at him. “Ready?” He gives me a nod, and I smile. I lead us over to the ice-skating rink. We lean against the wooden fence posts and watch the kids and teens and a few brave adults skating around the rink. “I bet you’ve spent many hours around one of these.” He nods. “Was Aiden always good?” I ask. 
 
    “Good heavens, no.” he says, and I laugh. “Getting that kid to stay on his feet in a pair of skates was a feat.” He shakes his head, and I grin. I’m imagining a younger Aiden, falling over and over again.  
 
    “What changed? Did it just click for him one day?” I ask. 
 
    He shakes his head. He stares down at his hot chocolate. I don’t push him to try it. Whether or not he wants to is up to him. He looks out at the ice again, and I wait for him to answer. “We put a hockey stick in his hand.” 
 
    I look up at him confused. “What?” 
 
    He stares at the ice. “We put a hockey stick in his hand, and suddenly he could skate. It was the craziest thing.” He shakes his head. “That kid was born to play hockey.” I can’t help but agree with him. I’ve watched him play, and I've heard what the commentators and sportscasters have said about him. He really is one of the best. “I wish his mom and grandmom could have watched him play pro.” His words are so soft, I have to strain to hear them.  
 
    I smile at his words. “They would have been so proud, huh?” 
 
    He nods. “His grandma thought he walked on water.” He smiles. “She would have been his biggest fan—worn his jersey to every game.” He gives his head a small shake and reaches up to wipe the corner of his eye. He coughs and clears his throat. I look away and wipe my own eyes. “Sorry about that; I don’t usually talk about my late wife.” 
 
    “What was her name?” I ask him softly.  
 
    “Susan.” 
 
    “That’s a beautiful name.” He pulls out his wallet and pulls out a faded small photograph. I take it reverently. “A beautiful name for a beautiful person,” I tell him.  
 
    “She was.” His words are gruff.  
 
    “And your daughter? What was her name?” I ask him. 
 
    “Ann Marie.” he says after a beat. 
 
    “Another beautiful name.” I grin up at him. “Your poor wife; she was the only one without an A name.” 
 
    “We used to tease her about that,” he says fondly.  
 
    “So you’ve probably been to hundreds of Aiden’s games. Do you ever get tired of them? You can tell me honestly; I won’t tell him,” I say with a conspiratorial grin. 
 
    He doesn’t smile back. He stares out at the ice. “It’s been a long time since I’ve been to one of his games.”  
 
    I wonder why, but I don’t feel that it’s my place to ask. “Well, let’s keep going. There’s so much more to see.” We walk on the sidewalk through the center of town. I’m careful to keep my pace slow, but he seems to have no problem keeping up. I show him the huge tree in the center of town, the wall mural over by Betty’s, the ponies the kids ride, the horse-drawn carriages you can rent. Then I introduce him to Stacey from the candle shop near mine and buy him a cookie from Wes and Megan’s shop, before we end up back at my shop. “Well, was it what you remembered it to be?” I ask him. 
 
    “In some ways it’s changed a lot over the years, but it’s still the same village it used to be,” he says. “Susan and I used to come here every year. We’d bring Ann Marie, once she was old enough. But then Ann Marie died and soon after, my Susan. Never found a reason to come back here.” 
 
    “Did you enjoy it, or was it too hard?” I ask him. 
 
    He looks around and takes a deep breath. “It was good.” 
 
    “Good.” I try to change the topic and move it to a less heavy topic. “So when’s the next game of Aiden’s you’re going to?” 
 
    “Don’t go to those games anymore.” The gruffness returns.  
 
    “You should; I know Aiden would love to have you there.” I don’t actually know that, but I'm sure it’s true.  
 
    “I don’t think that’s true,” he says quietly. “Aiden and I had a falling out a few years ago.” He sighs. “We both said some things we shouldn’t have said.” He falls silent. 
 
    “Well, everybody has those. The important thing is that you choose to forgive and move past it.” 
 
    “I think it might be too late for Aiden and I.” His words are sad. 
 
    “That’s not true; it’s never too late. You love Aiden; I can hear it in your words. You wouldn’t be here to scout me out if that weren’t true,” I tell him. I get an idea. “Come with me. To the next game,” I clarify. 
 
    He frowns. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.” 
 
    “It’s a wonderful idea. I have two tickets to every home game. Come to the next game with me. You can watch Aiden play.” 
 
    “I watch him play every game on my tv,” he says gruffly. 
 
    “See, you already watch him play. This would be even better; you can watch him play in person.” 
 
    He shakes his head. “I don’t think he’d want me there.” 
 
    “Well, I can’t speak for Aiden; but I can speak for myself. Come to the game with me; we can watch Aiden play together.” I give him my most winsome smile.  
 
    He stares at me a moment and then shakes his head. “Aiden didn’t stand a chance, did he?” he mutters. 
 
    “I’m not really sure what that means, but if it means you’ll come with me to the game, I'll take it!”  
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    “When is this game?” he asks gruffly. “And it better be a home game, because I can’t travel like I used to.” 
 
    “Of course, it will be a home game, I think.” 
 
    “You think?” he questions. 
 
    “Well, I don’t exactly know when the next game is. I need to look it up. But I can do that right now.” I pull out my phone and quickly pull up the Green Thunder’s home page. “Okay, their next game is...” I scroll past the games they’ve already played. “Wow, they don’t give these guys a break, do they? Okay, the next game is Tuesday night. It’s a home game at seven. I’ll come pick you up.” 
 
    “I can drive myself,” he says gruffly.  
 
    “Where’s the fun in that?” I return. “Besides, it’s stupid for both of us to pay for parking. Okay, what’s your address so I can pick you up?” He gives me his address, under duress; but I get it. “Oh, that’s not far from where I live. Great. I will pick you up at four-thirty, so we can drive into the city and get to the stadium on time. Does that work for you?”  
 
    “Oh, now you’re asking me?”  
 
    I grin at his petulance. “Sorry.” He shakes his head, but I can tell he’s not really upset. “I’ll see you Tuesday.” 
 
    He nods. “Okay.” He lifts his mug. “Thanks for the hot chocolate; it was okay.” He turns and walks away, and I grin at his back. I put away my closed sign and put my apron back on. I know I lost some sales while I was walking around, but it was worth it. I can’t believe I met Aiden’s grandpa.  A little part of me worries about Tuesday night, but I have to choose that it will be okay. Customers approach my stand, and I get back to work making drinks.  
 
    During a short lull, I eat my turkey deli sandwich and apple that I brought from home. Soon after that, Dante shows up to help. “Hey, I’m so glad you’re here. It’s been crazy.” We work during the rush and make hot chocolate after hot chocolate.”  
 
    “Hey Miss Campbell.” I turn to him in the first lull we’ve had for a while. “I need to go.” 
 
    “Of course, go ahead. Thank you for your help.” 
 
    He stands there for a moment. “Uh, I was wondering if...” he scratches the back of his neck. 
 
    “What is it, Dante?” I press in. 
 
    “Uh, would it be possible to go to another hockey game again sometime? Not like anytime soon or not at all if it’s too expensive or—” 
 
    “I’d love for you to come to another game with me. Let me look at the schedule and see.” I pull out my phone. The schedule is still pulled up on my phone. A quick look shows they don’t have a home game after Tuesday night for a little bit. I hate putting Dante off or making him feel like he’s not invited. I make a snap decision. “Tuesday night. Seven pm. Does that work? I’ll pick you up about five.” 
 
    His eyes light up. “Yeah. Thanks!” 
 
    I smile. “Of course. Thank you for all your help.” 
 
    He leaves, and I quickly pull up my internet. I need to get another ticket for Tuesday night’s game pronto. By some miracle, there’s a ticket available in the same row as the two tickets Chloe sent me. It’s not by the other two seats, but at least we’ll all be in the same row. I’ll put Dante and Archie next to each other, and I’ll take the other seat. I grimace at the price, but I try not to think about it. I’ll just have to find a place to cut an extra hundred from somewhere else in my already tight budget. But once I get the ticket, I feel really good about it. It will be a fun night with Dante and Archie.  
 
      
 
    _____________ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Saturday is just as busy as Friday, and by the time I get home on Saturday night, I am completely worn out. But I feel good; it was a great weekend. I use Sunday to crash and get prepped for the week. Monday morning rolls around before I'm ready for it.  
 
    I slide into my seat next to Stephanie just as Principal Goodman starts the teachers’ meeting. He waxes eloquently about helping students stay focused on school for the next few weeks before Christmas break and then goes over the schedule. After he dismisses us, I’m just about to head to the door when he calls my name.  
 
    “Principal Goodman, what can I do for you today?” I ask with a smile.  
 
    He doesn’t return it. “I just want to make sure that you’re staying focused and are still putting in the time that your students deserve. I know you took some time off last week, and I okayed it; but you really need to keep your focus on your students, not hockey.” 
 
    I stare at him trying to understand where this is coming from. He was the one that gave the approval for me to travel before I even knew about it. Before I can say anything, Stephanie joins the conversation. “She’s totally focused, right?” she asks, looking at me. I nod because I don’t know what else to do. “Great. Let’s get to our classes.” She puts her arm through mine and pulls me towards the door.  
 
    We walk out into the hall, and I turn to her. “What-” 
 
    “Not yet,” she says quietly. We walk the rest of the way to my classroom. She closes the door behind us. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I ask, amused. “You act like we’re undercover or something.” 
 
    “We’re not, but I wanted to fill you in on what’s going on.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” I immediately ask.  
 
    “It’s Faith.” I groan and set my bag on the floor before dropping into my chair behind my desk. “Is she causing problems again?” 
 
    “I heard her making a big deal last Tuesday about you being gone.” 
 
    Faith happens to be the sister-in-law of our dear principal and often makes use of that connection. “I don’t understand. He's the one that told Chloe I could go. He approved it before I even did; Chloe made it sound like I didn’t have a choice because he wanted me to go.” 
 
    “It’s fine. You know how Faith is; he’s just covering his backside and trying to smooth things over with her before she makes an even bigger deal,” Stephanie says.  
 
    I sigh. “I hate having people upset with me.” 
 
    “I know. Don’t think about it. I’ve got to get to my class. You good?” 
 
    “Yeah, thanks.” 
 
    “Of course.” She disappears, and I try not to be frustrated. Somebody knocks on my door.  
 
    “Come in.” 
 
    The door opens, and Rob steps inside. “Hey Rob,” I say with a smile.  
 
    “Welcome back.” 
 
    I grin. “Thanks. Did you have a good Thanksgiving?”  
 
    He leans against one of the desks. “I did. I got to spend the day with my family. How about you?” 
 
    “I ended up traveling that day, so it was what it was.” 
 
    “That’s terrible. You missed Thanksgiving?” he asks. 
 
    I shrug. “Yeah, but it is what it is. At least I’ll have Christmas.” The first bell rings. “Well, I better get ready for class.”  
 
    He stands up. “Yeah. I’ll let you go. It’s good to have you back.” 
 
    “Thanks, Rob.”  
 
    After he leaves, I plug in my Christmas lights. I haven’t even had a chance to do that yet. I take a deep breath and calm my spirit. I need to focus on what’s most important right now, and that’s teaching. The first of my homeroom students walk in, and I smile brightly. “Good morning.” 
 
    “Good morning, Miss Campbell. We saw you on tv at the game.” Well, so much for that. We’re right back at hockey again.  
 
    I get a break during third hour, and I spend it looking online for hockey leagues for Dante. I’m not feeling too hopeful; most have already started for the year. But I'm not giving up; I know I can find something. I finally find a youth league that still has openings, but they close this weekend. I bite my tongue as I think through it. I’d have to get him to tryouts either after school tonight or on Wednesday or Thursday night. The bell rings for class to end, and I get ready for next hour.  
 
    At the end of my class after lunch, I stop Dante. “Dante, can I speak with you for a moment?” He stays behind, and I wait until all my other students are gone. “So, I have good news. I found a hockey league that’s still taking players.” 
 
    He looks up, and I see cautious hope on his face. “Really?” 
 
    I smile. “Yes, but we have to figure out when to get you there for tryouts.”  
 
    His face changes. “Tryouts?” 
 
    I pause. “Yes.” Suddenly, I’m rethinking everything. “Dante, have you ever played hockey before?” 
 
    His head dips. “Not for a team or anything.” 
 
    “Can you skate?”  
 
    He looks up at me and smirks. “Yes, Miss Campbell. I can ice skate.” 
 
    “Oh, phew you had me worried. So what’s the problem?” 
 
    He shrugs. “I’ve just never played on a real team before. I don’t really have any training or skills or anything.” 
 
    “I’m sure it’s fine. Let’s just try it, okay?” I pull up my phone and look at the details. “They have tryouts every night this week. We obviously can’t do Tuesday or Friday. When do you want to try? Tonight, Wednesday, or Thursday?” 
 
    “I guess Thursday,” he says, still somewhat reluctantly. 
 
    “Perfect. Tryouts are from three to four, so we can go over there right after school.” I look back at my phone. “Let me just see what else...” I read further down. “There’s a link for what you need to have.” I click the link. “Do you have skates?” I ask, looking up from my phone.  
 
    He shakes his head. “I just always rent them from the ice rink.” 
 
    “That’s okay; we can figure that out. What about a hockey stick?” He shakes his head. I continue down the list. “A helmet?” I scan further down the list—shoulder pads, gloves, elbow pads, hockey pants, neck guard, mouth guard...” I look up from the list. “Good grief; that’s a lot of stuff. Do you have any of that?” He shakes his head. “Okay. It’s okay; we’ll figure it out. Let’s not go crazy yet; let’s see if you make the team first.” I wince. “I’m sure you’ll make the team, Dante. You at least need a stick and skates, so I’ll start looking for those. What size are you?" 
 
    “Thirteen.” 
 
    I look down at his feet. “Really? Good grief. You’re going to be tall!” That makes him smile. “Okay, you’d better get to your next class; I'll figure this out.” 
 
    “You don’t need to do any of this, Miss Campbell; it was a dumb idea.” 
 
    “It’s not a dumb idea, Dante. Now let me see what I can do; you go to class.” He leaves, and I take a deep breath. This is going to be a lot more involved than I realized. I scan further down my phone quickly before the next class comes in and gasp at the cost of what it will cost if he actually makes the team. I stare at my phone. I'm in serious trouble. I take a breath and push aside all my worry; I need to focus on the next class.  
 
    After school, I stay at my desk and catch up on the work that I’m behind on from last week. Around four-thirty, I call it quits for the night and head home. As soon as I step inside, I find my small remote and push the button. A smile comes across my face when all my Christmas lights come on. I kick off my shoes and settle on the couch. After grading some papers, I grab my current Christmas romance read and spend some time relaxing and reading. It feels good; it’s been way too long. It’s time for bed before I know it. I need to get good sleep because tomorrow night will be another late night of hockey.  
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    The next night, we walk into a packed arena. It's just a few minutes before the game starts; traffic was crazy, and it took a little longer than I thought to pick both Archie and Dante up. But we’re here; that’s what counts. I help Archie and Dante get to their seats before I crawl over several people to get to my seat. When I look back down the row, I see Dante talking to Archie. It brings a smile to my face; I hope they both have a good time.  
 
    The excitement ramps up, and soon it’s time for our team to come out. I cheer along with everybody else as each of the players skate out. Aiden, of course, is called last. I smile when I watch him skate out and wish I was sitting next to Archie, so I could see his face. The game gets underway, and I lose myself in the excitement of it. The Green Thunder have a great first period and are up by one when the first intermission hits. I stand and stretch and make my way over to Dante and Archie, now that our row has cleared out a little bit.  
 
    “What do you think?” I ask both of them. 
 
    Dante grins wide. “It’s a great game.” 
 
    “It is, isn’t it?” I turn to Archie. “What do you think? How is it watching your boy?” 
 
    He turns to me. “Good.” His voice is gruff, and he doesn’t say anything more, but I'll take it. I make my way back to my seat when people start coming back to their seats. The second period doesn’t go quite as well, and the other team scores twice. I’m tense as we enter the third period. It takes them almost the entire period to finally score and tie the game. I breathe a sigh of relief. Even though I won’t be traveling home with them tonight; I don’t forget what it felt like when they lost on the road. I can’t imagine how much worse it would be at home. I hold my breath as Gunner gets the puck and sends it across the ice to Sebastian. He shoots and misses, and the buzzer sounds. I put my hands on my forehead and groan along with the rest of the stadium. I take a breath and try to still my racing heart.  
 
    “We’re headed to overtime,” the announcer announces.  
 
    I watch as both teams prepare for overtime. I watch as Sebastian, Aiden, and Gunner take the ice. I remember reading that in overtime, only three players and the goalie play instead of the usual five. I put my fist to my mouth. “Come on,” I breathe. I rub my hands together; I'm so nervous.  
 
    Five minutes goes on the clock. I take a breath. “Here we go,” I mumble. It’s sudden death; first team to score wins. Gunner and the other team’s player meet in the middle. The ref drops the puck, and we’re off. It’s a constant back and forth. Every time one team gets close, they pull back to the middle and reset. It’s making me crazy. We’re under two minutes remaining. They get the puck and the other team makes their way to their net. “Come on, Rico!” I mutter. They shoot; Rico saves it. “Yes!” I scream along with everybody else. He sends it to Sebastian, and then they’re on the move. Sebastian passes it to Gunner who gets hit against the boards but somehow manages to get it to Aiden. Aiden passes it to Sebastian who takes it behind the net. He comes around the corner of the net and shoots, but their goalie stops it and sends it to his player. Aiden steals it away! And then he’s on a breakaway.  
 
    Go, go, go. I’m silent as I watch, barely breathing. And then he shoots. SCORE! The place erupts. I jump and scream along with everybody else. I watch as Aiden’s teammates clobber him. I finally take a full breath. I can’t wipe the smile off my face as I take my seat and wait for the crowd to disperse some. It takes a little bit because everybody’s still celebrating the win. Finally, our row clears out enough that I’m able to make my way over to Archie and Dante. “Well, what did you think?” 
 
    Dante grins widely. “That was awesome!” He high fives me, and I turn to Archie.  
 
    “Archie?” 
 
    He nods his head. “That was a pretty good game.” 
 
    “And your grandson got the winning shot,” I remind him.  
 
    He gives me a small smile. “Yes. Yes, he did.” 
 
    “Come on. Let’s start making our way down to the locker room. It will take them a little bit, but we can go that way.” I see Archie’s hesitance. “Come on; he’ll be happy to see you.” I really hope I'm speaking the truth.  
 
    “Did you tell him I was coming?” he asks. 
 
    “Oh, uh, no. I wanted it to be a surprise.” I cringe inwardly at the white lie. I wonder on our way there if I made a huge mistake, if maybe I should have let Aiden know. Well, it’s too late now; whatever happens, happens. I really hope Aiden is happy to see his grandfather. I don’t know what happened between the two of them, but I hope they can get past it.  
 
    The closer we get to the waiting area, the more nervous I get. I lead Archie to a comfortable chair, so he can sit and wait; but I can’t sit. I pace, being sure to keep a good distance between myself and all the other wives and girlfriends. After what seems like hours, the door to the locker room opens and players start coming out. There’s lot of cheering and carrying on. I smile at all of it; I'm really happy they won. Even though I've been preparing myself all day, I’m not ready when Aiden comes out, especially when he comes out smiling. He never smiles. He’s not looking at us; he’s responding to something Sebastian said. When he turns around, his eyes scan the room and then land on me. I hold my breath as he walks towards me. The short walk gives me a chance to study him. He’s wearing a navy suit and white dress shirt with a navy tie. Classic. He stops in front of me, and I grin up at him.  
 
    “Good game, Aiden.” He smiles. Smiles. And it about knocks me over. While he’s in a good mood, I decide to rip the band aid off.  
 
    “I brought somebody to see you,” I tell him nervously. 
 
    Dante steps over to us.” Good game,” he says to Aiden. “That last goal was incredible.” Aiden fist bumps him.  
 
    “Thanks, Dante.” 
 
    Aiden turns back to me. “Come on, I’ll walk you out.” 
 
    “Wait, I've got somebody else here who wants to see you.” I can see the confused look on his face. And then he looks over and sees his grandfather. He goes completely still, and my breath freezes in my lungs. 
 
    “Good game, Aiden,” Archie says. Aiden still says nothing; he looks frozen.  
 
    I step closer to the two of them. “Archie and I met at Christmas Village,” I say trying to smooth things over. “I invited him to the game, so he could watch you play.” I try to sound confident, but the reality is I'm anything but. I feel sick; this is not going the way I thought it would go. Then Aiden shocks me. He steps forward and wraps his arms around his grandfather. Archie is stiff at first, but then he returns the hug. I look away, feeling emotional.  
 
    “Thanks for coming, Pops,” Aiden says softly.  
 
    Archie pulls back and puts a hand on Aiden’s shoulder. “I’m proud of you, Son. You played well tonight.” I don’t really know what went on between these two, but I can tell that a wall of some sort has come down between them. Aiden takes a step back, and then it’s awkwardly quiet.  
 
    “Well, we got to see the hero of the game; now, we’d better get on the road. Some of us have school tomorrow,” I say, elbowing Dante.  
 
    “I’ll walk you out,” Aiden says.  
 
    “You don’t have to; I've got these two strong men to walk me out,” I say, smiling at Archie and Dante. “Are you up for the walk, Archie?” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    Aiden comes with us anyway. We begin our commute back to the car. Dante and Aiden take the lead, and Archie walks slightly behind them, leaving me to bring up the rear. But I don’t mind; it gives me a chance to just watch. Dante grins from ear to ear and talks to Aiden almost non-stop. And Archie, though he tries to act like he’s not paying attention, listens to every word they exchange.  
 
    It’s a long walk back to the car. When we finally get there, I can tell Archie is winded. If we do this again, I definitely need to figure out a way to pick him up somehow. I unlock the doors and watch as Dante fist bumps Aiden and says goodbye. When Aiden turns to Archie, I walk past them to the driver’s door, wanting to give them privacy. “Night, Aiden; great game.” I pull open my car door.  
 
    “Wait a second, Brielle,” he says. I turn toward him, but he’s facing Archie. “Thanks for coming tonight. It was good to see you.”  
 
    Archie nods. “You too, Boy.” They both stand there a moment, like neither of them knows what else to say. “I’ll see you around.” He walks around to the passenger door and climbs in, leaving me and Aiden by ourselves.  
 
    Aiden turns to me, and I suddenly find myself nervous. He gives me a look I can’t interpret. But maybe that's because it’s dark, and I can’t see his expression clearly. “How did you get him here?” he asks in a soft voice.  
 
    I figure he doesn’t want his grandfather to hear, so I keep my voice soft as well. “I just invited him. Well,” I cock my head. “I don’t really know that I gave him a choice. I kind of just said that this was what we’re doing, I think.” I shrug. “I don’t know, but it worked.” 
 
    He stares down at me, and I suddenly feel like a bug under a microscope. “I’ve been trying to get him to come to one of my games since I started playing pro.” 
 
    I stare at him, wide-eyed. I’d figured he hadn’t invited him. I shrug. “Well, maybe he just needed a push in the right direction.” 
 
    “Maybe,” he says non-committal. He’s still staring down at me, and I don’t know what to do about it. “You’re something else, aren’t you?” he mutters the words so softly, I wonder if he meant to say them out loud. I definitely don’t respond, because I have no idea what to say.  
 
    “Well,” I take a step backwards. “I need to get everybody home, so I’d better get going.” 
 
    “How’d you get a third ticket?” he suddenly asks. 
 
    “Oh, I just bought it.” 
 
    “Stop spending your money,” he almost growls at me, surprising me. “I can get tickets for you; just let me know.” 
 
    “You know, that would mean I'd have to call you or text you,” I can’t help but give him a hard time because he was so nasty to me about giving out his number.  
 
    “Why is it that the people I don’t want to bother me are the ones that do, and the ones I want to bother me never do?” he mutters. 
 
    “Hmmm, a life question to ponder,” I say, not wanting to know which group of people I would be grouped into. “Well, I gotta,” I point my thumb in the direction of my car. I open my car door and settle into the seat. He surprises me by leaning down, so he can see into the front seat.  
 
    “You want to go to dinner sometime this week, Pops?”  
 
    I hold my breath as I wait for Archie to answer. “Yeah,” he says gruffly. “You gonna invite her?” There is no doubt in my mind who the her is here.  
 
    I feel Aiden’s gaze on the side of my face, but I don’t look at him. “Brielle, would you come to dinner with us?” His voice is almost tender, and it feels...intimate.  
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    I sigh dramatically. “I suppose, if I have to. But I have to warn you, boys. I’m a very expensive date. If we get chicken nuggets, I want a full twenty to myself.” 
 
    Neither of them say anything, and I feel like hitting my head against the steering wheel. I turn to Aiden first. “I don’t get it,” he says with a frown. I turn to Archie next, but he’s staring at me with the same look of confusion.  
 
    “O come on, People.” 
 
    “She’s talking about McDonald’s,” Dante says from the backseat.  
 
    “Thank you! At least Dante gets me.” 
 
    “He’s an eighth grader,” Aiden says quietly.  
 
    “So? What are you saying, Aiden?” I say, turning to him.  
 
    He smirks at me and pats the window frame. “I’ll let you go. Call me when you get home.” I nod as if his words aren’t a big deal. But as I drive away, I think through his words because it is a big deal. His words have me wondering...did he mean to say that? Or did he mean for me to text him and he just said the wrong thing?  I manage to put it from my mind and ask Dante and Archie questions on the way home to keep the conversation going. We drop off Dante first.  
 
    “Bye, Dante. See you at school tomorrow.” 
 
    “See you; thank you.”  
 
    I watch to make sure he gets to his door safely. “He’s a good kid,” Archie says. 
 
    I nod. “He is.”  
 
    He says nothing more as we drive to his house. When we stop, he turns to me. “Thank you.” It’s all he says before slowly climbing out of the car; but I feel his words deep in my soul.  
 
    I turn on Christmas music as I drive home with a smile on my face. My spirit is full. I eat a snack when I get home; the hot dog from the game just wasn’t enough. When I’m in bed for the night, I stare at my phone, debating. I finally settle on a simple text. 
 
    Me- I'm home. Great game tonight. 
 
    The bubbles appear right away, and I wait for his response.  
 
    Aiden- you were supposed to call. 
 
    Me- oh, I thought maybe you meant text. 
 
    Aiden- I always say what I mean. 
 
    I don’t know what to say to that. 
 
    Aiden- thanks for bringing Pops tonight. 
 
    Aiden- I owe you. 
 
    Me- you don’t owe me.  
 
    Then a thought hits me. I tap his name and call him. “I thought of something,” I say as soon as he answers. 
 
    “That was fast.” He sighs. “Okay. What is it?” 
 
    “Is there any place to get used hockey equipment? I figured if anybody would know, it would be you.” 
 
    “Why?” he asks. He doesn’t sound upset, just curious. 
 
    I blow out a breath. “Dante’s trying out for hockey, and if he gets in, he’s going to need a bunch of stuff.” It’s quiet, and I suddenly regret my rashness. “Never mind. I’m sorry; I shouldn’t have asked.” 
 
    “No, you just took me by surprise. Why are you getting his equipment?” 
 
    “I don’t really know what the deal with his dad is, but I don’t think he’s a good person. I’ve seen bruising on Dante, and whenever I ask about his dad, he’s always really cagey. But I don’t think his dad’s really ever around. When I went over there to talk to him, he—” 
 
    “You went over there to talk to him?” he cuts me off. 
 
    “Yes, I wanted to confront him about the bruising on Dante’s wrist.” 
 
    “Was anybody with you?” 
 
    “No, it was just me. I—” 
 
    An expletive flies from him, and I pull my phone back, surprised. “Brielle, you can’t go into a dangerous situation like that by yourself.” 
 
    “It’s not dangerous,” I tell him.  
 
    “And yet, you just said he was hurting Dante,” he says dryly.  
 
    “Well, yeah but...I mean he’s not going to hurt me.” 
 
    “Please don’t go over there by yourself. Call me if you want to go talk to him, but don’t go by yourself.” 
 
    I laugh. “I can’t call you.” 
 
    “Why not?” he asks.  
 
    “Because I’m not going to call you; that’s ridiculous. Besides, you’re never around. But I get it, I won’t go back there by myself. I’ll take Stephanie with me next time.” 
 
    “The friend you brought to the game?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He groans. “That’s worse.” 
 
    “Okay, well, let’s not worry about that for now. Back to my original question. Is there any place I can get equipment for Dante? I can’t afford to buy everything new. Is there some place to get like used equipment or maybe even rent stuff.” 
 
    “I can get him everything he needs.” 
 
    I frown. “Well, no, that’s not what I meant. Can you just direct me somewhere where I can get the stuff?” 
 
    “I’ll take care of it,” he repeats.  
 
    “Aiden," I start.  
 
    “Brielle,” he says right back, and I frown. “I have access to a bunch of equipment; it won’t be a problem.” 
 
    “Oh, you won’t have to pay for it?” 
 
    He’s quiet a moment. “Sometimes, I don’t think you get what I really do.” 
 
    He sounds so indignant, I laugh. “I know what you do; you’re a professional hockey player.” 
 
    “Then let me get him the stuff. I’ll get one of my sticks and a pair of skates to start with. What size is he?”  
 
    “What do you mean your sticks?” 
 
    "I have a line of hockey sticks, Brielle, and skates and whatever else he needs. Anything I don’t have; my agent can get for him.”  
 
    “But you don’t need to do all that. I can—” 
 
    “Brielle, this is what I do. I can sponsor him. I can give him the equipment and sponsor his team. Shoot, I can outfit his whole team if I want. This is what I do.” 
 
    “You have a line?” 
 
    He sighs. “Like I said, I don’t think you really get what I do.” 
 
    “Huh. Well, I guess if you don’t mind, that would be amazing.”  
 
    “Is he any good?” he asks. 
 
    “I have no idea, but I'll know by Thursday night,” I tell him. 
 
    “What’s Thursday night?” 
 
    “Tryouts.” 
 
    “Let me know how it goes,” he says, surprising me.  
 
    “Thanks. I will. Well, I better go. I've got school in the morning, and you probably have...whatever it is you hockey players have.” 
 
    “Practice.” 
 
    “Right. Practice.”  
 
    It’s quiet a beat. And I prepare to hang up. “Brielle.” 
 
    “Hmmm.” 
 
    “Thanks for what you did tonight. It really means a lot.” 
 
    “I didn’t really do anything, but I'm glad you were happy. I wasn’t really sure. Later, I thought maybe I should have texted you; but I didn’t want to bother you.” 
 
    “You aren’t a bother.” 
 
    “Well, I just mean I know you’re so busy,” I tell him. 
 
    “Well, I appreciate you bringing him to the game. Can you really do dinner with us this week?” 
 
    “Of course. When and where?” I ask.  
 
    “You can’t do Friday or Saturday night, right?”  
 
    “Right. I have my shop at Christmas Village then.” 
 
    “How about tomorrow night?”  
 
    “Sure. When and where do you want me to meet you?”  
 
    “I’ll pick you up,” he says.  
 
    “You don’t need to do that; I'll just meet you somewhere.” 
 
    “I’m picking you up, Brielle. Does six work for you?”  
 
    “Yes, six is great. Thanks.” 
 
    “I’ll see you then.” 
 
    “Wait,” I say stopping him. “Is it going to be like that dressy place you tried to take us last time?” 
 
    “Do you want to go to a dressy place?” he asks instead. 
 
    I grimace. “Not really. Can we just go somewhere casual? Or wait, does that work for you because people know you everywhere you go.” 
 
    “It’s fine. How about the pizza place we went before? Would that work?” he asks.  
 
    “Perfect.” 
 
    “All right. See you then. Bye, Brielle.” 
 
    “Bye, Aiden” 
 
    The next day, I find myself smiling every time I think about my plans for the evening. “What’s the smile for?” Stephanie asks as we walk to our cars after school.  
 
    “I’m just looking forward to tonight. I’m going to dinner with Aiden and his Grandpa.” 
 
    Stephanie stops walking and turns to look at me. “I thought this wasn’t serious.” 
 
    “What? Oh no, it’s not like that. Yeah, it’s totally not serious. I’m just going to create a buffer between the two of them. They’ve been estranged for a while. I'm basically there to talk, because neither of them do.” I notice the way she’s looking at me. “What?” 
 
    “Are you sure there’s not more going on?”  
 
    “Positive.”  
 
    She doesn’t look like she agrees, but she drops it. “Well, have fun; let me know how it goes. We need to get together sometime soon, if you can fit me in your busy social calendar.” 
 
    I grin and shake my head. “Yes, let’s do it soon. Christmas movie night.” 
 
    Stephanie nods. “Definitely. Take pictures tonight.” 
 
    “Why?” I ask with a laugh.  
 
    “So I can see how not serious it is,” she responds.  
 
    I grin and shake my head. “Sure.” 
 
    When I get home, I spend a few minutes doing a few things around the house. I eat a snack so my numbers aren’t wonky for dinner. Before I know it, it’s time for Aiden to pick me up. I look down at my flare black leggings and soft pink sweater that I wore to school today. Hopefully, that’s good enough for tonight. I slip on pink pearl earrings and run a brush through my hair. I put on some lipstick and add some fresh mascara. I hear a knock at the front door and hurry out. I open the door and realize just how big Aiden is. Sometimes I forget, but I don’t right now. “Come on in. I just need to get my coat and boots.”  
 
    He follows me inside my apartment that suddenly seems so much smaller with him in it. I grab my coat and watch as he takes in my apartment. “You have four trees,” he says.  
 
    I grin. “I do, but two of them are small. I don’t think they count.” 
 
    He stares at the corner of the room. “What is that?” 
 
    “It’s a book tree,” I tell him. 
 
    He looks at me. “What’s a book tree?” 
 
    “It’s a Christmas tree made out of books. This tree is specifically made out of my Christmas romance books. And they’re piled in the shape of a tree. See the lights around and through the books. Doesn’t it look like a tree?” 
 
    “Not at all.” 
 
    I shrug. “Well, it’s all over social media. All the bookstagrammers are all doing it.” 
 
    “What the—” he glances over at me quickly. “What’s a bookstagrammer?” 
 
    I smile at him. “It’s a person who reads books and reviews them and shares about them online so others will read them as well.” 
 
    He’s still staring at my book Christmas tree. “How many Christmas books do you have?” 
 
    “As many as I can. Well, this is my apartment. Ready to go?” I have my coat and boots on and bag in hand.  
 
    He takes his time looking around my small living room and kitchen. “You really like Christmas,” he mutters. 
 
    I beam at him. “I do. That’s because it’s the best time of year. I love everything about Christmas.” I look around and see what he’s seeing. “I know it’s a bit much. Stephanie says it looks like Christmas threw up in here.” I give a shrug. “But I like it.” 
 
    He turns to me. “It suits you.” 
 
    I grin. “Because I'm crazy and chaotic.” 
 
    “No...” he pauses. “Well, maybe a little.” 
 
    I laugh. “I’ll take that as a compliment.” I turn off the lights. “Are you ready to go get your Grandpa?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    We walk down the stairs of my apartment building and out the front door. “This way,” he says, putting a hand on my lower back to guide me. He leads me to a dark gray car that I’m sure is probably really expensive. After opening the front door for me, he closes it and walks around to his side. I settle into the expensive leather seats and smile. I’m looking forward to tonight.  
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 Chapter 30 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Soon after, we’re on our way to the restaurant with Archie settled in the back seat. When we pull up in front of a restaurant I don’t recognize, I frown. “I thought we were going to that pizza place.” 
 
    Aiden glances over at me. “That was before I remembered you said you don’t really eat pizza.” 
 
    “Oh, I'm fine.” 
 
    “I know, but I want you to enjoy tonight.”  
 
    His words bring a warm pleasure to me. “Thanks, Aiden.”  
 
    He opens my door for me and then helps Archie out. “I need to go park,” Aiden says. “I’ll be right in.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks.” I walk with Archie to the door. “Are you hungry, Archie?”  
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Good. Me too.” 
 
    We walk inside, and I’m happy to see it’s not too crazy opulent. It looks just like a normal restaurant. We approach the hostess stand. “How many in your party?” she asks without looking up. 
 
    “Three,” I tell her.  
 
    “That’s going to be an hour,” she says, still not looking up.  
 
    I glance back at Archie. “Is there any way to get a table sooner if we sit—”  
 
    “No.”  
 
    I notice there are no seats for Archie to sit in while we wait. “Is it possible to wait in the bar while we wait?”  
 
    She finally glances up. “No, and it’s actually an hour and a half wait.”  
 
    Okaaay. I force a smile. “Thanks. Do we need to give you a number or—” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I feel a presence behind me, right before Aiden puts a hand on my lower back. “We good?” he asks in a low voice. 
 
    “It’s going to be an hour to an hour and a half wait,” I tell him. He frowns. “Should we just go somewhere else?” 
 
    “Did you give them my name?” 
 
    I stare up at him. “Uh, no. Should I have?” 
 
    “I called ahead.” 
 
    “Oh.”  
 
    He approaches the hostess, and I stand back. “Excuse me,” he starts off. Wouldn't you know, she actually lifts her head right away.  
 
    She beams at him. “Hi, what can I do for you?” 
 
    “Brooks, party of three.” 
 
    She looks down at her podium. I don’t know what they wrote in her little black book, but it seems to do the trick. “Oh, Mr. Brooks. Yes. Welcome; we’re so glad your party could join us.” She turns and grabs three menus.  
 
    Archie and I follow Aiden and the hostess to our table. Aiden gets stopped several times on the way, but Archie and I just keep going. “There you go. Your waitress will be with you momentarily. But please let me know if you need anything in the meantime. My name’s Ashley.” 
 
    “Well, Ashley, maybe next time you can treat his girlfriend with some respect,” Archie mumbles. I whirl to him as my cheeks flame. The girl actually has the decency to look embarrassed.  
 
    “It’s fine, all good. Thank you.” She leaves our table, and we settle into our chairs. I choose the seat next to Archie.  
 
    “What did I miss?” Aiden asks when he arrives at the table and looks at the two of us.  
 
    “Oh, nothing,” I hurry to say. 
 
    “The waitress was acting like a jerk. She told Brielle here that it would be an hour wait. When Brielle asked if there was any way we could shorten it, she copped an attitude and said our wait would be and hour and a half. She was real insolent, that girl,” Archie says in obvious disapproval. 
 
    Aiden turns around. “It’s fine. Let's just let it go, please?” I ask. Aiden faces me. “What are you going to get?” I ask him, hoping to redirect him.  
 
    “The chicken special.” He says the words but sounds distracted. I look for the specials and find the meal he’s getting. I read through the listing—grilled chicken, asparagus tips, broccoli, brown rice, and a salad. “What?” he asks. I look up. “What’s that face for?” 
 
    “It just sounds so healthy,” I tell him.  
 
    “That’s because it is,” he says with a smirk. 
 
    “Well, to each his own.” I look back at the menu. “Of course, if I ate like that, maybe I'd lose weight.” I say the words sort of without thinking.  
 
    “Nah,” Archie says. “Where’s the fun in that?” 
 
    I grin at him. “Right?”  
 
    The waitress appears a moment later to take our order. I end up ordering a plate of pasta with chicken, white garlic sauce, fresh tomatoes and basil, freshly grated parmesan, and some other stuff that sounds amazing. “Oh, Aiden,” I grab my purse. “I was going to give you that paper I printed off.” I search through my purse. “Hmm. Maybe I left it at my apartment. Stink. Well, when I find it, I can screenshot it and send it to you.” 
 
    “What is it?” he asks. 
 
    “Oh, it’s all the equipment Dante needs if he gets on the team.” 
 
    He sits back in his chair. “I think I can figure out what he needs.” 
 
    It's my turn to smirk. “I’m sure you can, Mr. Hockey star; but I just wanted to have the printout to make sure we had everything.” 
 
    He gives me an intent look, but I'm distracted by the arrival of the salads. Suddenly, I'm starving. I think about my pasta coming and pull my device out and put it in my lap so I can add the insulin I need. After I put it away, I take a bite of salad. “Mmm, this is good.” We’re quiet as we each eat our salads, and then the main course comes. “Oh, this is so good. Anybody want to try a bite?” Aiden and Archie both stop with forks halfway to their mouths. “What?” I ask. 
 
    “Did you just ask if we wanted to try a bite of your meal?” Aiden asks, and his look is so horrified I laugh. I look at Archie and see a matching expression on his face.  
 
    “What? Have you guys never shared meals before?” 
 
    “No,” Aiden says. “When I order a meal, I order it for me, not for other people.” 
 
    “Well, let me help break you out of your stodginess.” I use my fork to scoop up some pasta and chicken. “Here.” I hold it out to him, but he doesn’t move forward. “Oh, come on. Just take the bite.” I raise my eyebrows at him. “You play hockey for a living and slam full-grown men into the boards, and you can’t try a bite of my pasta.” My words seem to do the trick. He leans forward and takes a bite. “See? That wasn’t so hard, was it? Okay, my turn.” I point to his plate. 
 
    He looks just about as terrified as when I offered him a bite from my plate. He reluctantly spears a piece of chicken and a piece of asparagus. I frown. “What?” he asks.  
 
    “Maybe not the asparagus.” 
 
    He gives me his trademark smirk. “Looks who’s not being brave now.” 
 
    “Fine.” I lean forward and take the offered bite. I barely keep from spitting it back out. He laughs when it take a drink of water. “I do not get people that eat asparagus. It's right up there with peas and lima beans.” 
 
    “Asparagus is good,” Archie says. 
 
    “You two are so related,” I say shaking my head.  
 
    “Excuse me, are you Aiden Brooks?” a guy asks as he approaches our table. Aiden nods. “I knew it. Will you sign my napkin?” 
 
    I watch in amusement as Aiden signs the napkin. After that, word must have spread that Aiden is in the house because there’s a constant flow of people trying to see Aiden. I turn to Archie at one point. “Want to head out?” 
 
    He nods, and we stand up. I debate a moment, looking at the bill. I finally pull out two twenties and slide into the black book the waitress brought. I catch Aiden’s eye for a moment and nod at the door. He gives me a brief nod, and I start towards the door with Archie. I get all the way to the door when I realize we don’t have keys for the car. “I need to go back and get keys. Here, why don’t you sit here. I’ll be right back.” I make sure he’s settled on the bench seat before I make my way back to Aiden.  
 
    When I get to the back, I can’t even see Aiden because he’s surrounded. I debate going over to him, but I hate to make Archie wait. So, I make my way through the group of people. The moment Aiden sees me, relief shows in his eyes. I wonder for a moment if he doesn’t enjoy the attention as much as I thought he did. He stands to his feet and pushes his chair in. “Thanks everybody for your support. If you’ll excuse me, my girlfriend and I need to go.” He walks over to my side and puts his hand on my lower back, propelling me towards the door. We’re almost to the front where I left Archie when he speaks. “Thanks for coming back for me; I was having a hard time getting out of there.” 
 
    I look up at him. “I was actually just coming to get the keys.” I shrug. “But I’ll take the credit.” 
 
    He shakes his head. “Well, thank you either way.” We stop by Archie. “I’ll pull up the car,” Aiden says. He disappears through the front door, his long legs eating up the distance fast. A few minutes later, he pulls up in front of the restaurant.  
 
    “You ready?” I ask Archie. He goes to stand up and has a little trouble, so I put my arm through his and help him to his feet. “That was a great dinner,” I say, so he doesn’t focus on the fact that I’m helping him. We walk out the front door, and Aiden meets us. He stands on the other side of Archie, but neither of us touch him. He seems to have it. Aiden opens the back door for Archie, and I climb in the front. Aiden closes my door once I’m inside. He walks around to the driver’s side and slides in. “Everybody good?” Archie makes a small sound of assent, and I nod. “I’m going to drop you off first, Archie, if that’s okay and then you, Brielle.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” I tell him. 
 
    “You don’t live together?” Archie asks, and I go still. I hadn’t thought about that. Before I can think of what to say, Aiden handles it smoothly. “Not yet.” I smirk, and Aiden’s eyes meet mine for a second. I grin at him, and he looks away.  
 
    The ride home is smooth and quiet. We listen to Christmas music, and I enjoy being able to look at lights instead of focus on driving. When we get to Archie’s house, I climb out and open his door. It takes him a moment to get out, but he doesn’t need any help. Aiden comes around the front of the car. “I’ll walk him in; you can stay in the car, so you don’t get cold.” 
 
    I wave him off. “I’m fine.” I walk with them to the front door. “Archie, do you have your keys? I’ll unlock the front door.” He digs in his pockets and hands them over. I walk up the three front steps and unlock the door, pushing it open and walking inside. It takes me only a second to find the lights. I look around the house. It’s a little dated but exactly what I would picture for him. “I love your house,” I tell him when he comes inside. “But you’re missing something.” 
 
    “What?” he answers gruffly.  
 
    “A Christmas tree,” I say brightly.  
 
    “Don’t need a tree,” he says in response. 
 
    “But you do; everybody needs a tree. Don’t worry. Aiden and I will get you a tree,” I say almost without thinking. I feel Aiden look over at me. “Right?” I ask him.  
 
    “Haven’t had a tree in a good long time; don’t know why I need to start now,” Archie mutters. 
 
    “Because a Christmas tree brings life to your home,” I tell him. 
 
    “She has four Christmas trees in her living room,” Aiden says to Archie.  
 
    “Four?” Archie asks. 
 
    I grin. “What? I love Christmas.” I look around the living room. “Do you need anything before we go?” He shakes his head. “Are you sure? You don’t need me to grab a blanket, slippers, a drink?” 
 
    Archie turns toward me. “I managed just fine before you came along, and I'll manage again after you leave.” I smile at his grumpy attitude.  
 
    “Okay. Well thanks for coming out tonight. I had a great time.” I walk over and give him a hug. He gives a small “oof” and doesn’t hug me back, but that’s okay. “We’ll see you soon.” I walk over to the door and wait for Aiden but then think better of it. I walk out the front door and close it quietly behind me. I take in the stillness around me and breathe in the cold, crisp air. 
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 Chapter 31 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The door opens only a few moments later and Aiden steps out. “You should have sat in the car; it’s freezing.” 
 
    I shrug. “I was enjoying the peace and quiet.” 
 
    “And the cold,” he mutters. We walk down the steps, and he opens my door for me. I put my hands in front of the heat, trying to warm up. I was only outside for a few minutes, but it was enough to chill me. 
 
    “I turned on the heater for your seat, but if you get too hot you can turn it off,” Aiden says after he closes his door.  
 
    “Oh, thank you.” I wiggle around in my seat.  
 
    “You okay over there?”  
 
    “I’ve never had heated seats before; I'm just soaking it in. Literally.” I laugh at my own joke. 
 
    “How old is your car?” he asks dryly.  
 
    “Hey now, don’t judge my car.” 
 
    He puts up his hands. “Not judging.”  
 
    We drive in silence for a few minutes. “Hey, I’m sorry for volunteering you to get a tree with me for Archie. I shouldn’t have done that. I know you’re crazy busy. You don’t need to; I can do it on my own.” 
 
    He shrugs. “I don’t mind helping.” 
 
    “Yeah? Okay, good because I'm going to need your muscles.” 
 
    It’s quiet for a second, and then he laughs. An honest to goodness laugh, and it makes me smile. He shakes his head. “You’re something else, you know that?” I don’t wipe the smile off my face the rest of the ride home.  
 
    When we stop, I turn to him. “Thanks for tonight. I think Archie really had a good time.” 
 
    He turns his head to me. “Did you?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. The food was great, thank you.” 
 
    “That reminds me.” He shifts in his seat and hands me something. “Here’s your money. When we go out, I cover the bill, okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” I say, taking my money back. “Are you sure? I don’t want you to have to feel like you have to pay for everything.” 
 
    He gives me that look he’s been giving me lately, and I can’t figure out what it means. “When we go out, I’ll get the bill.” I nod, wondering at his words. It almost sounds like it’s something we might do again.  
 
    “Well, thank you for dinner and a great night.” I put my hand on the handle.  
 
    “Brielle,” he says, stopping me. I turn back to him expectantly. “I called Chloe.” 
 
    “Okay,” I say, because I’m not sure what exactly that means. 
 
    “I’m sorry about everything we’ve put you through. You never asked for any of this, and I'm pretty sure nobody even asked you. And I'm sorry for that. I told Chloe to let you be. You don’t need to go to any more games, especially away games. I’m sorry things got so out of hand.”  
 
    I sit back in my chair. “So does that mean I don’t get my two free tickets anymore?” 
 
    He frowns. “You can still get two tickets to any home game.” 
 
    “Good.”  
 
    “Good?” he repeats. 
 
    “Yes, because I've become a hockey fan. Who knew? And I really like taking Dante; he loves the games.” 
 
    He stares at me. “Are you sure? Because you don’t have to do this because of me or our dating or whatever.”  
 
    I open my eyes wide. “Are you breaking up with me?” He gets a stricken look on his face, and I burst out laughing. “Your face.”  
 
    He scowls. “I’m glad you think this is funny.” 
 
    I laugh again. “Seriously, is it okay for me to use the tickets or do you want to give them to someone else?”  
 
    “They’re yours.” 
 
    “Thank you.” When he doesn’t say anything else, I open my door. “Thanks for tonight.” 
 
    “Wait, I’ll get your door,” he says, but I’m already moving.  
 
    “Stay in the car where it’s warm. Thanks for a great night.” I hurry to the front door of my apartment building, so he doesn’t have to get out in the cold. When I get to the door, I turn back and wave before letting myself in. I jog up to my apartment with a smile on my face. 
 
      
 
    ___________ 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next afternoon, I stand outside, trying desperately to stay warm. I really wish I would have known Dante’s tryouts were going to be outside. Thankfully, I was wearing my coat; but I don’t have a scarf or gloves or anything. I do my best not to think about it. I bite my thumbnail; I’m nervous. I projected nothing but confidence on the ride over here with Dante, but now I can’t help but feel the nerves. I was able to get him some skates for cheaper than I thought. I overnighted them on Tuesday and got them yesterday, as well as a hockey stick. They’re not high end by any means, but hopefully they’ll be good enough for today. I bite my thumbnail again. I didn’t get him any of the other equipment yet; hopefully that’s not a problem for today. It seems like some of the other kids don’t have all the equipment yet either.  
 
    I hold my breath as I watch Dante finish lacing his skates and skate out onto the rink for the first time. I breathe out slowly when I see that he can skate. I know he told me he could, but seeing it makes me feel better. He looks over at me and gives me a small nod. I smile at him, trying to portray a confidence I don’t feel. He skates around for a few minutes along with the other kids. Somebody blows a whistle, and I lean forward to see. There’s a guy wearing skates with a whistle around his neck—Dante’s coach. And just like that, my nerves are back again in full force. I really want this for Dante. I look around the crowd again to see if I see anybody that could be Dante’s dad, but I don’t see anybody that fits the bill. I make a mental note to myself to go over to his house again and try to meet his dad. But for now, I focus on the tryout.  
 
    The coach has the kids gather around as he gives instructions. I can’t hear from here. They start by doing some warmup laps. Then they transition into some drills using pucks and sticks. Thankfully, Dante is keeping up. He looks at least on the level of the rest of them; so far at least. 
 
    “How’s he doing?” 
 
    I startle and whirl around, putting a hand to my chest when I see Aiden. “You scared me!” 
 
    He raises an eyebrow. “A little nervous?” 
 
    “Yes! This is killing me. I hate the stress of it, and he’s not even my kid.” He smirks at me and leans against the railing next to me. I study him for just a moment before I do the same. He’s wearing dark athletic pants and a coat, and he’s got a ball cap pulled low over his forehead. I figure he just came from practice. “If you’re trying to get people not to recognize you, I don’t think it’s working,” I say as I lean against the railing next to him.  
 
    He glances over at me and frowns before looking around. His arrival definitely didn’t go unnoticed. Whether people actually recognize him or just notice him because he stands out with as tall and built as he is, I'm not sure. But he’s definitely drawn some attention. “Don’t worry; I’ll protect you,” I say patting his hand. He gives me a skeptical look. I nod confidently. “I’ll be your security guard and won’t let anybody get too close.” 
 
    He looks me up and down. “I don’t think you’re built for that.” 
 
    I don’t know why, but his words make me blush. “I’m stronger than I look,” I tell him, fighting through the blush. 
 
    “That, I don’t doubt,” he says before turning his attention back to the kids on the ice. “I’m sorry I didn’t get the equipment for him. My agent’s making it difficult. Again.”  
 
    “Oh, it’s fine. I was able to get a few things.” I don’t tell him that I waited until the last minute, hoping he’d come through for me. 
 
     “How’s he doing?” he asks. 
 
    “Good, I mean, I think. I’m obviously not the expert here, but I think he’s at least as good as the other kids.” We watch for a moment. “Right?” I ask, uncertainly. I look over at him when he doesn’t answer, but his attention is locked in on the kids. So I let him watch and stay quiet. I blow on my hands again and a rather violent shudder runs through me. That gets his attention. 
 
    He frowns. “Are you cold?” 
 
    “No, I’m hot in this balmy weather,” I say without missing a beat. 
 
    He just stares down at me. “I was going to offer to keep you warm, but not now with that smart mouth of yours.” 
 
    “Oh please, I take it back.” He opens his arms.  I stare at his arms and then look at his face. “What are you doing?” 
 
    He rolls his eyes. “I’m trying to help you warm up; come here.” 
 
    I frown. “I thought you meant you had like an extra blanket or gloves or a scarf or something.” 
 
    He snags my wrist and pulls me forward. “Come here.” Then the most amazing and confusing thing happens. He pulls me against his chest and wraps his arms around me. My back settles against his firm...make that very firm...chest. His head is right next to mine when he asks, “Is that better?” 
 
    “Am I supposed to be warm already?” I ask. 
 
    He squeezes me for a moment. “You are such a pain.” 
 
    I grin. “I know.” 
 
    We both turn our attention out to the ice rink when the coach starts watching the kids individually. I hold my breath when it’s Dante’s turn. “Relax,” Aiden says against my ear. “He’s doing fine.” 
 
    I try to, but it’s no easy thing. “I just really want this for him,” I say quietly. 
 
    “I know.” He doesn’t say anything more. We just stand together and watch the rest of the tryout.  
 
    I don’t know when it happened, but I realize at some point that I'm no longer shivering. No, I'm quite toasty warm. “You make a good blanket,” I tell him when it looks like the tryouts are wrapping up.  
 
    “Thanks,” he says, humor in his voice.  
 
    I put my head against his chest and realize just how tall he is. I’ve always known, but I think it hasn’t registered in my mind just how tall until I realize that my head doesn’t even meet his shoulders. He leans down to my ear. “Hey, I wanted to ask you something,” he says in a low voice. 
 
    “I’m listening,” I say.  
 
    “Would you—” 
 
    “Aiden Brooks!” somebody shouts. 
 
    I feel his body stiffen behind me as we both turn our heads in the direction of the shout. 
 
    “It’s Aiden Brooks!” 
 
    There's a murmuring of voices around the rink, and then suddenly people are gathering around us. “Do you want me to keep them away? I know karate,” I say so only he can hear. He chuckles and relaxes slightly, which is what I was after.  
 
    “No, but thanks for offering.” He squeezes me lightly. 
 
    “Good, because I don’t actually know karate. I’d probably just hurt myself instead of anybody else.”  
 
    “I got this. Why don’t you get Dante; I’ll meet up with you later.” 
 
    I turn slightly towards him. “Are you sure?” His eyes meet mine for just a moment.  
 
    “Yeah.” Then he shocks me by leaning forward kissing the side of my temple. “I’ll call you.” And then he untangles himself from me and walks toward the gathering crowd, leaving me staring after him.  
 
    “Miss Campbell!” I turn towards an excited Dante. “I made the team!”  
 
    “You did?!” I swallow him in a bear hug; I can’t help it. “I knew you would. I’m so proud of you!” I pull back. “Let’s go celebrate!” He grins and nods. We walk over towards my car, and I glance back one last time at Aiden and the crowd around him. He looks over at me, and our eyes meet for a moment. He nods, and I smile and wave. “Come on, let’s go eat our weight in pizza.” Dante laughs and we climb into the car after putting his skates and stick in the trunk.  
 
      
 
     

  

 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter 32 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After Dante and I eat our weight in pizza, I take him back to his house and drop him off with a promise that I’ll help him get hockey equipment for when practices start on Monday. When I get home, I call my mom because it’s been too long.  
 
    “Hey Mom.” 
 
    “Is this my daughter? I don’t recognize the voice because it’s been so long.” 
 
    I roll my eyes and shake my head. “You know it’s me,” I say with a smile. “I’m sorry I haven’t called for a while; I've been so busy.” 
 
    “Too busy to call your own mother?” 
 
    “No, I should have called by now. I’m sorry, and I'm really sorry I missed Thanksgiving.” 
 
    “It’s okay, Baby; I know it was out of your control. We missed you.” 
 
    “Did you and Amber have a good time?” I ask. 
 
    “We did. Your sister is becoming quite the baker.” 
 
    “Is she?” I smile. That doesn’t surprise me. She's always been good at whatever she puts her mind to.  
 
    “Yes, she made these pecan bars that were to die for.” 
 
    “Ooo, that sounds good.” 
 
    “Your brother called. He asked about you.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “You should call him. He wanted to know all about you and this hockey player. Speaking of, when am I going to get to meet him, Brielle?” 
 
    “Aiden?” 
 
    “Yes. Aiden Brooks, the hockey player that you are currently dating. When am I going to get to meet him? You've never dated anybody; I really want to meet this special young man.” 
 
    I frown. “Well first of all, you make him sound like a sixteen-year-old boy. Secondly, we’re not really dating, Mom. It's just for publicity so that his image can get back on the right track.” 
 
    It’s quiet a moment. “So you’re not really dating him?” She sounds so disappointed; I can’t help but chuckle.  
 
    “No, Mom.” 
 
    “But what about my grandbabies?”  
 
    I close my eyes and tip my head back. “Mom, that right there is why I can’t ever bring any guys that I date over. You’ve got to stop with the grandbaby thing.” 
 
    “Well, it’s just that I want grandbabies; and heaven knows your brother’s not going to give them to me anytime soon.” She sighs. “If I promise not to mention the g word, will you bring Aiden over? I know you’re not dating, but I'd still like to meet him.” 
 
    “I’ll have to ask him; his schedule’s really hectic. But if he’s willing, maybe we can come over sometime around Christmas.” 
 
    “That would be really great, Honey; and I promise to keep my mouth shut about you know what.” 
 
    I smile. “That would be big of you.” 
 
    We talk a little longer and finish, and I work on some papers before heading to bed. I absently wonder if Aiden ever got away from his fans at the outdoor rink. I feel bad; maybe I shouldn’t have left him there. But I figure he’s a big boy; he’s used to this. It’s his career. 
 
    Friday flies by, and then it’s Saturday night. With the Christmas season now in full swing, my shop is hopping. Saturdays are always the busiest. It makes me happy, though.  
 
    Dante comes to help in the late afternoon. “Hey Dante, I'm so glad you’re here.” I put him to work making the regular hot chocolates.  
 
    “Oh my goodness, those look amazing,” a middle-aged woman says, stopping at our shop.  
 
    “I’m glad you think so,” I tell her with a smile. “What can I get for you?”  
 
    “Hmmm, how about It’s a Marshmallow World?” 
 
    “Good choice. Let me get that started for you. This one is one of my favorites.” I start by putting homemade marshmallow sauce in the bottom of the cup and then drizzle some on the sides. Next, I pour in the fresh hot chocolate Dante just made. Then I add mini marshmallows, chocolate drizzle, and a homemade marshmallow in the shape of a gingerbread man on the rim of the cup. “One Marshmallow World,” I say as I slide it forward.  
 
    “You just made my night,” she says loudly and then shows off her drink to the group she’s with. I smile, satisfied.  
 
    “Hotta Choc-o-lotta,” somebody says loudly. “I like it.” I look up in surprise. 
 
    “Sebastian, what are you doing here?” 
 
    “He wouldn’t stay away when I said I was coming here,” Aiden says, stepping into view. “He’s like a puppy,” he says in a dry voice.  
 
    I beam. “I’m so glad you guys are here. Did you come to experience Christmas Village?” 
 
    “No we came because—” Sebastian starts, but Aiden cuts him off. 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    Sebastian rubs his side. “Ow.” 
 
    “You guys were trying to ditch me,” Rico says, showing up next.  
 
    “Hey Rico,” I say with a wave. 
 
    He grins. “Hey Bri. We came to see you and to check out your shop.” 
 
    “We came to check out Christmas Village,” Aiden corrects.  
 
    Rico turns to him and then looks back at me. “Sure we did.” He winks at me.  
 
    Sebastian puts both elbows on the counter. “What’s good?”  
 
    “Hey Dante,” Aiden says to Dante, who’s been silent behind me since the three hockey players showed up.  
 
    “Dante, my man! I didn’t see you over there,” Sebastian says, leaning forward and fist bumping him.  
 
    Sebastian turns back to me. “So, what do you have?” 
 
    “You have to read the menu,” Rico says, smacking him in the back of the head.  
 
    “It’s a Marshmallow World. That has marshmallow sauce and regular hot chocolate, mini marshmallows, chocolate drizzle, and a homemade marshmallow.” Rico stops reading and looks at me. “You really like marshmallows.” 
 
    I just shake my head and leave them to it. He and Sebastian go back to the menu, reading my two specials out loud as well as the white hot chocolate and regular hot chocolate. Aiden leans forward. “This is really nice.” 
 
    “Thanks. I love it,” I tell him with a grin.  
 
    “It suits you.” I don’t get a chance to respond to him, because Sebastian and Rico are back at the counter.  
 
    “Okay, which one should I get?” Sebastian asks.  
 
    I look between them, uncertain. “I don’t know. Is it okay? I don’t want to get in trouble for making you guys lose the next game because of a sugar overdose.” 
 
    “She thinks we’re going to lose,” Sebastian says looking at Rico. “Did you hear that?” 
 
    Rico shakes his head. “No respect.” 
 
    “Aiden, deal with your girl,” Sebastian says. I pretend not to hear him call me Aiden’s girl. 
 
    “Okay,” I say, putting up my hands. “I just know that Aiden eats really good and—” 
 
    Sebastian turns dramatically to Rico. “Again, the disrespect.” 
 
    “Okay, fine,” I say, laughing. “What can I get for you?” 
 
    “I want The Noggin,” Rico says. He reads off the sign. “Regular hot chocolate, steamed egg nog, cinnamon, whipped cream, and a dash of cinnamon sugar.” 
 
    “I think she knows how to make it,” Sebastian says, shaking his head. “It’s her drink.” 
 
    “I was just reading it out loud,” Rico protests.  
 
    “Well, at least now we know he can read,” Sebastian says to Dante.  
 
    “Dante is the one that actually makes the delicious hot chocolate,” I tell them as we prep the drinks.  
 
    “Mmm, no pressure; but we’re watching,” Sebastian says. Dante smiles and keeps making the drinks. 
 
    While he’s working on that part, I turn to Aiden. “What can I make for you, Aiden?”  
 
    His piercing green eyes meet mine. “I’m good,” he says quietly. 
 
    “What kind of answer is that?” Sebastian asks. “Your girl wants to make you a drink; you let her make you a drink.” 
 
    I shake my head. “It’s fine.” 
 
    “It’s not fine,” Sebastian indignantly says. 
 
    “Yeah, she’s the whole reason we came here tonight,” Rico says.  
 
    I meet Aiden’s eyes and laugh when he shakes his head. “What’s your favorite one?” he asks instead. 
 
    “Of these? The Marshmallow World,” I tell him.  
 
    “I’ll try that one.” 
 
    I grin. “One Marshmallow World coming right up.” I know he’s going to hate it, but oh well. It’s the thought that counts. I appreciate him trying. It takes a few minutes, but we finish making all three drinks. I slide them forward carefully.  
 
    “How much do I owe you?” Sebastian asks, pulling out his wallet.  
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” I tell him.  
 
    He gives me a look and then turns to Aiden. “No wonder she drives a piece of junk car.” 
 
    “Hey,” I say, offended.  
 
    Sebastian shakes his head like he’s disappointed before he pulls a hundred out of his wallet. I look down and realize there’s already another hundred bill sitting on the counter. Rico sets another one down. “Guys, stop,” I tell them. “You way overpaid.” 
 
    “I don’t hear anything, do you?” Sebastian asks Rico.  
 
    “Nope,” Rico says as he takes a big sip of his hot chocolate. I cringe right as he yelps. “That’s hot!” 
 
    “Hence the hot in hot chocolate,” Aiden says in a low voice. I meet his eyes and share a smile with him. He shakes his head and lifts his shoulders, like he doesn’t know what to do with them. “Do you ever get a chance to skate?” Aiden surprises me by asking and nodding at the ice rink behind him.  
 
    “Oh, no. I don’t ice skate.” No less than three heads turn to me.  
 
    “What do you mean you don’t skate?” Sebastian asks, looking horrified. 
 
    “Like ever?” Rico asks. 
 
    “I’ve never ice skated,” I tell them. 
 
    “Never?” That was from Aiden. 
 
    “You guys; it’s not that big a deal,” I tell them. 
 
    “It is,” Sebastian says, and Rico nods. “It is because you’re dating our man Aiden here. You do know that he’s one of the best defensemen in the AHF.” 
 
    “I am aware of that, thank you. I know how good he is.” I glance at Aiden and see him watching me carefully.  
 
    “Well, this is a tragedy that we need to rectify immediately,” Sebastian says.  
 
    I shake my head and look at Aiden, expecting Aiden to bail me out. “I don’t usually agree with him, but on this I do,” Aiden shocks me by saying. “You have to ice skate at least once if you’re supposed to be my girl” I look away. I know he’s just saying it for show, but it makes me feel unsteady.  
 
    “Can you take a break or can Rico run it for you for a few minutes?” Sebastian asks. I try to keep the horror off my face but apparently don’t succeed. “Look at her face,” Sebastian hoots.  
 
    “Hey, I could make those drinks,” Rico says defensively. “They wouldn’t probably look like Bri’s drinks, but I could do them.” 
 
    “I’m sure you could, Rico,” I tell him. 
 
    “Patronizing,” Sebastian mumbles under his breath.  
 
    “Can you come skate with us, just for a few minutes?” Aiden asks. He looks so hopeful, I can’t say no.  
 
    “All right, but nobody’s running the shop. We’ll just close it for a few minutes.” I turn to Dante, but before I can say anything, Aiden’s on it.  
 
    “Dante, come with us.” 
 
    I put out the closed sign and head out the side door. “I’ve got to grab my skates,” Sebastian says and starts towards the parking lot.  
 
    “Me too.” Rico follows behind.  
 
    “I need to grab mine, and I got a pair for you, Bud,” Aiden says to Dante. Dante’s eyes widen.  
 
    “Really?” Dante looks to me.  
 
    “Go,” I tell him with a grin. “I’ll just go rent skates at the pavilion like the non-skater I am.” Aiden frowns. “I’m just teasing. Go! Get your skates.” They follow the other guys to the parking lot, and I go stand in line to rent a pair of skates.  
 
    “Well, as I live and breathe. Bri Campbell, are we finally getting you out on the ice?”  
 
    I smile. “Yes, Mr. Donaldson.” He’s been on me forever to come skate.  
 
    “What made the difference? Why tonight?” he asks, curious.  
 
    “Well tonight, I've got a few special visitors that talked me into it,” I tell him. 
 
    “Who?” he asks curiously. 
 
    “Just keep your eyes on the ice; you’ll know when you see them.” I wave and make my way back to the rink.  
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 Chapter 33 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I watch, amused, as the three hockey players make their way back over to the rink. If they thought they weren’t going to be noticed, they’re sadly mistaken. There’s a crowd of people just sort of following them. Some people stop them, others just smile and wave. I sit on a bench and work on lacing up my ice skates. It’s just like lacing up roller skates from when I was a little girl.  
 
    By the time the guys get back over to the ice, I'm pretty sure everybody knows that some of the Green Thunder players are here. Anybody that didn’t know will know in about thirty seconds when they hit the ice. I sit back and enjoy watching them take the ice. Spontaneous applause and cheering ripples around the rink. Sebastian and Rico, of course, ham it up. Aiden waves at the crowd and skates over to me. He stops in front of me and puts out his hand. “Ready?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Aiden. I'm going to be terrible at this; I don’t know if this is such a good—” He pulls me to my feet, and I wobble precariously. He puts his hands on my sides, steadying me.  
 
    “We’ll take it nice and slow,” he says in a relaxed, confident voice. I look at everybody else and worry this is a bad idea. “Hey, eyes on me. Just block everybody out. I’ve got you; I won’t let you fall.”  
 
    I grip his arms as I wobble again. “Why is this so ridiculously hard? It’s so much harder than roller skating,” I gasp.  
 
    He keeps me steady. “You’re right,” he says, his face deadpan. “You are terrible at this.” 
 
    I throw back my head and laugh. When I look back at him, he’s smiling. “You’ll get it; soon it will be easy,” he encourages me. “One foot in front of the other. There you go.” 
 
    “Oh my word this is harder than it looks!”  
 
    Dante skates past us. “Good job, Miss Campbell!” 
 
    “Oh just go away, Showoff,” I tell him with a teasing grin. I nearly fall again, but Aiden keeps me from falling. 
 
    “Focus on me.” 
 
    I look up at him. “You are so tall; do you know that?” 
 
    “I am aware of that,” he says dryly.  
 
    “How are you going backwards? I can’t even skate forwards!”  
 
    He gives me his trademark smirk. “I’ve been doing this awhile.” 
 
    Sebastian and Rico fly over to us, spraying us with ice when they stop on a dime. I gasp, and Aiden scowls at them. “Wow, thanks guys,” I tell them. 
 
    “You’re doing great,” Rico encourages. 
 
    “You’re really not,” Sebastian says with a grin. 
 
    “Wow, thanks Sebastian. You're so encouraging,” I say dryly. “Go back to your doting fans.” I haven’t failed to notice how the rink is getting busier and busier, and there’s quite a crowd gathering around the rink. I look at the crowd and groan. “I’m so glad I will forever be immortalized the night the Green Thunder came to the Christmas Village skating rink. 
 
    “Just focus on me,” Aiden says, but he’s still smirking. We make the first lap, and I feel a little steadier on my feet. “Want to try it on your own?” 
 
    My eyes widen. “Are you leaving me?” 
 
    “Not until you’re ready, but you do realize you have to try it by yourself at some point, right?” 
 
    “No, I do not realize that, Aiden; thank you.”  
 
    He smiles down at me. “I’ll stay as long as you need me.” 
 
    “Forever?” I say, laughing. When I look up him, though, he’s giving me that look again, the one I don’t know what to do with. A cheer goes around the rink, and I look over to see Sebastian and Rico entertaining the crowd. “You can go over and join them,” I tell Aiden. 
 
    “I’m fine.” We go another lap, and I’m more steady now.  
 
    “I’m going to let you go,” Aiden says, and I look up in a panic. “You’ll be fine. I’ll skate behind you.” 
 
    “So you can catch me when I fall?” 
 
    “Yeah, something like that.” 
 
    I give a big, dramatic sigh. “All right, Aiden; but if I fall, I'm blaming you.” 
 
    “I think I can take that risk. Ready?” he asks. 
 
    “No.” He grins and let’s go of each of my hands. He makes sure I'm steady and then moves to my side. I don’t move; I just stay still. “You do realize you have to move, right?” he asks.  
 
    “I think I’m just going to stay right here.” Somebody flies past us, and I shriek in surprise.  
 
    “It’s safer to keep moving,” he says. “Come on.” He gives me a little push, and them I'm moving. I focus on moving one foot in front of the other. I’m shocked when I don’t immediately fall over.  
 
    I look over at him. “I’m doing it!” No sooner do I say this than my feet slip, and my arms flail. He grabs me and steadies me. 
 
    “You were saying?”  
 
    I hit his chest lightly. “I don’t like you.” He laughs, and I can feel it vibrate through his chest. It makes me smile. I push off lightly. “Okay, let me try this again.” We start making our way around the rink again.  
 
    “You’re doing it, Miss Campbell,” Dante says as he skates past. I smile and wave but stay focused on what I'm doing. We do another lap, and I take compassion on Aiden. “Go, I've got this.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” he says. But Rico and Sebastian skate over to us soon after that.  
 
    “Are you going to stay with Grandma all night?” Sebastian asks with a grin.  
 
    “Hey!” I say indignantly. Aiden meets my eyes. “Go. I’m fine.”  
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    I laugh. “Yes, go; keep the boys away from me.” 
 
    “I will.” He skates off, and I watch him go, admiring the strength of him. For as big as these guys are, it’s amazing to watch their agility on the ice. The crowd cheers when Aiden joins the other two, and they show off for the crowd. I smile and watch their antics. I skate a little longer before I decide I've had enough and need to get back to my shop. I slow to a stop, so I can turn around and skate over to the bench I left my boots at. That was a bad idea. Right as I turn, Sebastian comes flying towards me, skating backwards. I try to move but can’t get out of the way fast enough. He plows into me, and we both go down, though he does try to catch me somewhat. We’re a tangle of limbs and skates, and I'm too busy laughing to try to start the daunting task of getting back up. Aiden skates over to us, stopping on a dime. 
 
    “Are you okay?” he asks, reaching out for my hands. “Idiot,” he says, kicking Sebastian’s leg. 
 
    “She stopped right in front of me,” he defends himself. “I tried to stop. Sorry, Bri; you okay?”  
 
    I’m still laughing. “Yeah, I'm fine.” 
 
    “Ready?” Aiden asks. I nod and he pulls me to my feet. The momentum sends me forward, right into him. He wraps his arms around me. “You good?” he asks in a low voice. 
 
    “Yep, just cold and wet.” I feel the backside of my leggings and frown at Sebastian. “Thanks for that.” 
 
    Sebastian’s back on his feet, much more graceful than I will ever manage. “You’re welcome.” He grins and skates off. I shake my head. “I’m trying to get over to that bench,” I tell Aiden. He helps me over to the bench and helps me sit. “I’m going to put on boots; it’ll be safer for me and everybody else. You go.” He skates backwards and then turns and skates away. I take off my skates and put back on my boots, thankful to be steady once again. I take my skates over to the rental center. 
 
    “How’d you do?” Mr. Donaldson asked with a grin.  
 
    “I’m pretty sure everybody saw how I did,” I tell him, and he chuckles. He looks back out at the rink.  
 
    “Thanks for bringing the Green Thunder players here tonight. I’m pretty sure it will be a record night for rentals.” 
 
    “Oh, I didn’t have anything to do with them coming tonight,” I tell him. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure you had everything to do with them coming.”  
 
    I shrug. “Well, thanks for a great night.” 
 
    I walk back over to the rink, so I can walk on the sidewalk to be able to get back to my shop. Aiden sees me and skates over. He stops in front of me. “Are you going back to your shop?”  
 
    I nod. “Yes.” 
 
    “Kiss!” Somebody shouts, and I jerk in surprise.  
 
    Somebody else joins in and within seconds, the entire crowd is shouting for us to kiss. My face is flaming, and I stare up at Aiden, mortified. He chuckles. “Do we give them what they want?” 
 
    “Well, I would like to just disappear on the spot, but I don’t think that’s possible.” 
 
    He moves closer. “Come here,” he whispers.  
 
    “Oh good grief, you’re so much taller now with skates on.” 
 
    “We’ll make it work,” he says. He puts an arm around my back and pulls me close. I stand on my tiptoes, and he has to bend way over. But his lips meet mine in a gentle kiss. It only lasts a moment, but it’s good. Really good. His eyes meet mine as everybody cheers around us. I hear the cheering, but it sounds like it’s coming from far away. Then Sebastian flies up next to us and slaps Aiden on the back, ruining the moment.  
 
    “Make your way over to Bri’s hot chocolate shop if you want to have this guy serve you some of the best hot chocolate in the state!” he yells over the crowd. The crowd bursts into applause, and I turn wide eyes to Sebastian.  
 
    “You’re welcome,” he says with a grin. 
 
    “You didn’t even ask Aiden!” I yell over the crowd. 
 
    “Oh, he doesn’t mind,” he says with a sly grin and then skates off. 
 
    I shake my head and look up at Aiden. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It’s fine; I'm used to him.” 
 
    “You don’t have to,” I say, giving him an out.  
 
    “I want to; it will be fun. Just tell me what to do.” He skates over to the bench and removes his skates and puts sneakers back on. “Let’s go.” 
 
    We make our way through the crowd. Aiden gets stopped a few hundred times, so I make my way over to get ready for what I'm assuming will be an onslaught. Dante is already waiting. “Oh good. Thanks, Dante. Did you hear Sebastian’s announcement?” 
 
    He nods. “That’s why I came over.” 
 
    “Thank you!” I unlock the door and step inside. We start getting everything ready. “Hang on to your hat; it’s about to get very busy.” I look at the line forming at my stand and take a deep breath. The door opens and Aiden ducks inside.  
 
    “Put me to work.” I throw him an apron that he puts on without batting an eye. I smile when I see him in it.  
 
    “What?” he asks. 
 
    “Nothing. All right.” I show him what I want him to do, and we get started.  
 
    It’s much trickier with Aiden in the shop; he’s just so big. He seems to make the space so small. We get right into making drinks. The time flies by as we make hot chocolate after hot chocolate. I know, hands down, it will be a record night for sales for me. It doesn’t surprise me that Aiden is able to keep up; he’s one of those guys that can do anything. What does surprise me is the amount of times he touches me. He does it almost without thinking, I think. A brush of my shoulder with his shoulder, a hand at my back, pushing my hair over my shoulder when he leans close to listen to my instructions, a touch at my side. I don’t know what to make of it.  
 
    We serve hot chocolate late into the night, far past closing time. But I can’t bring myself to turn away any customers that want to be served by the famous Green Thunder defenseman. Finally, sometime close to midnight, we serve the last customer and begin the daunting task of cleaning up. It’s just Aiden and I now; Dante caught a ride home a few hours ago.  
 
    
“You don’t have to stay for cleanup,” I tell him. 
 
    “I don’t mind.”  
 
    I’m sure he has a million other things he could be doing, but I'm thankful for his help. When we finally finish and lock up the shop for the night, he walks me to my car. “Thank you so much for your help tonight. That was a crazy night!” 
 
    “I’m glad I was able to help.” He looks around. “This is a really nice set-up; I'm glad we came and got to experience it.” 
 
    “Well, I'm pretty sure that was a record night for sales; so thank you for that.” 
 
    He smiles. “You’re welcome.” 
 
    He waits until I get in the car and start it. “I’ll follow you home.”  
 
    “You don’t need to do that,” I tell him.  
 
    “I know; I want to.” 
 
    “Okay. Thanks again for tonight. Oh, and thanks for the skating lesson.” 
 
    “We’ll turn you into a skater yet,” he says, and I laugh. 
 
    “Yeah, maybe. Night, Aiden.” 
 
    “Goodnight, Brielle.” 
 
    When I get home, he waits for me to unlock the door and go inside before driving off. Within minutes, I'm in bed and asleep. 
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    Monday comes bright and early. I nearly trip over a box at my front door when I leave my apartment for the day. I look down in surprise. I don’t remember ordering anything. I take it back inside and give into my curiosity. I grab a knife and slice it open. I open the box and stare down in surprise. Inside is a gorgeous pair of white ice skates. There’s a note inside. It simply reads: 
 
     For next time 
 
     Aiden 
 
    I don’t wipe the smile off my face the entire drive to school. I’m sitting in my seat for teacher’s meeting when Stephanie sits down next to me. “Hey,” she says with a brighter than usual smile.  
 
    It makes me instantly wary. “What?” I ask cautiously. 
 
    “How’s the famous teacher doing?” she asks. 
 
    “Do I even want to know?” I ask. 
 
    She grins and pulls out her phone and begins to read. “Aiden Brooks and his girlfriend were spotted getting all cozy at a local hockey rink and then again at Christmas Village.” 
 
    “Okay, lower your voice,” I interrupt.  
 
    “Don’t you want to see the pictures?” she asks. 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    “Oh come on. Why not?” she asks. 
 
    “Because it’s not real; we’re just doing it for the sake of his career and public image.” 
 
    “This doesn’t look fake, Brielle.” She puts her phone in my face, and I see the picture of Aiden and me. It’s from Dante’s tryouts. His arms are around me, and he’s looking down at me with an expression on his face that makes it look like he really cares about me. I push it back to her. “It’s just for the cameras.” 
 
    She looks at me skeptically. “That’s why he’s all over you?” 
 
    “He wasn’t all over me. I was cold, and he held me so I could get warm. That’s it. End of story.” 
 
    “What about this one?” She shows me a picture of us on the ice skating rink when he’s helping me skate. My head is thrown back as I laugh at something, and he’s holding my hands and watching me with a smile on his face. 
 
    “He was just helping me learn to ice skate.” I hand her back her phone.  
 
    “So there’s nothing real between you and Brooks?”  Rob asks from my other side, totally surprising me and catching me off guard. 
 
    “Oh, hey Rob.” He looks at me earnestly, and I feel like I need to tell him the truth. “No, we’re doing this just to help his public image, but I need you to stay quiet about it, okay?” 
 
    “So you’re not really dating him?” he asks.  
 
    “No, it’s just for his public image,” I repeat.  
 
    “Good,” he says with a nod. 
 
    “See,” I say, turning back to Stephanie. “He gets it.” She just shakes her head as Principal Goodman starts the meeting.  
 
    After lunch, I check in with Dante. “Hey, there’s a home game tonight. It’s the last one before a series of away games. Do you want to go?” 
 
    He doesn’t even think about it. “Yes.” 
 
    “Great. Your practice ends at five, and the game starts at seven. If we leave right from your practice, we can get there in time.” 
 
    “Thanks, Miss Campbell.” 
 
    “We’ll leave right after school to get you to your practice.” He nods and then disappears. I prepare for my next class. Right before we end class, I see my phone ring with an unknown number, but I silence it. After class, I see I have a phone message. I click on it and listen. It’s a recorded message.  
 
    “This is a recorded message for the residents of The Russel-Down Apartments. We regret to inform you that there has been a substantial fire in the apartment building. All residents were evacuated and are safe. At this time, the fire marshal has deemed the building to be mostly a total loss. We don’t know when or even if we will allow residents to possibly come back inside and salvage anything. Right now, each resident needs to find temporary housing. We are sorry for this inconvenience. Be sure to reach out to your insurance company to start a claim.” The message stops abruptly, and I stare at my phone. I click to play the message again. When it ends the second time, I stare unseeing at my computer; I don’t even know how to process what I just learned.  
 
    Maybe it’s a mistake; maybe it isn’t as bad as they think it is. I put a hand over my mouth and take a deep, settling breath. I need to go over there and see what I'm dealing with. I glance at the clock. I have one last class and then I need to take Dante to practice. I walk down the hall to Stephanie’s classroom. 
 
    “Hey,” I say when I walk inside. 
 
    “Hey,” she says with a smile.  
 
    “I need a favor. Would you be willing to combine your last class with mine?” 
 
    She frowns. “Of course, but what’s wrong?” Since I don’t even know what to say, I just play her the message. Her eyes widen more with each word.  
 
    “Bri! I’m so sorry.” She wraps me in a hug. “Yes, go. I’ll take your class. You go figure out what’s going on. Call me when you know more.” She looks me in the eye. “Are you going to be okay going by yourself?” 
 
    I nod. “Yeah.” 
 
    “We’ll figure this out,” she tells me. “You can come live with me.” 
 
    While I appreciate her offer, she only has a one-bedroom apartment like me. Granted, hers is a lot nicer; but still...only one bedroom. I get into my car and drive numbly across town. I can’t even get close. There are still firetrucks on the street. There's still smoke coming from the building, but no trace of fire. I stare at the building. I don’t know what they were smoking when they said we could get back in to get our stuff. The building is mostly gone. My section of the building is totally destroyed. My apartment’s not even there anymore, it’s just buried in a pile of rubbish. I stare at the building. I’ve never really been a “stuff” person; I don’t need “things” to make me happy, but this...knowing I've lost everything hurts. The thoughts of what I lost begin to flood my mind, some a bigger deal than others. My Christmas trees, my chair, my bed and bedspread, all my books, my coffee pot. Another thought hits me...all my pictures from my childhood that I kept in a box in my closet. My closet! I realize I've lost all my clothes, my pajamas, my boots! I back away slowly and make my way back to my car. I only have a little bit of time before I need to get Dante.  
 
    I make the drive back to school, numb. I park at the school but don’t go in. I pick up my phone and call my mom. 
 
    “Hey, Honey, how’s your day going?” 
 
    Her voice makes me emotional. “Hey, Mom,” my voice breaks. 
 
    “Brielle, what’s wrong?” My throat closes, and I can’t get the words to form. “Brielle?” I can hear the worry in her voice. 
 
    “My apartment burnt down,” I finally manage to push out. 
 
    She gasps. “No! Are you okay? Were you there?” 
 
    “No, no, I'm fine. It happened sometime this morning. I’m safe, but...everything’s gone. I lost everything.” 
 
    “Oh, Honey, I’m so sorry. Oh, my goodness. Where are you? I can come get you.” 
 
    I take a deep, settling breath. “I’m okay. I’ve got to go get Dante and take him to his hockey practice; and then I have a game to go to tonight.” 
 
    “Oh honey, that’s too much. Why don’t you just not go?” 
 
    I shake my head, even though she can’t see it. “I have to take Dante to his practice, and I already told him I'd take him to the game.” 
 
    “I think he’d understand, Honey.” Her voice is so compassionate. 
 
    “I know, but I want to take him. I don’t want to think about everything else right now.” It’s all too much. I take a breath; I need to get Dante and stay strong. “I’ve got to go; I'll check in later. Can I stay at your house tonight?”  
 
    “Of course, you don’t even need to ask. I’ll make up the sofa bed for you.” 
 
    “Thanks, Mom. I love you.” 
 
    “I love you too, Honey. I'm so sorry, but we’ll get you through this, I promise—your brother, sister, and I. I nod, even as tears clog my throat.  
 
    I wait for Dante and give myself a pep talk. I’m safe; nobody got hurt. It’s just stuff; I can replace it all, find a new apartment. It will be okay; I still have so much to be thankful for.  
 
    By the time Dante gets to the car, I'm somewhat back in control. I make a call to my insurance company during the practice and get the process started. It takes almost the entire practice to finish the call. By the time we get back to the car, I feel drained and numb. But I try to put on a good front for Dante. He talks about his practice and the game tonight.  
 
    We make it to the game without a lot of time to spare and settle into our seats. The game is good, but even that isn’t enough to take my mind off of the mess I’m in. Sometime in the third period, it hits me. My apartment and everything with it is a total loss. 
 
    The weight of all of it hits me, and the tears come. Thinking about the fact that I don’t own even a pair of underwear besides the ones I’m wearing, funny enough, is the thing that sends me over the edge. Once the tears start, I can’t get them to stop. Thankfully, the thousands of screaming fans around us keep it hidden. I rub my eyes and try to stop crying, but I just can’t.  
 
    When the game comes to a close, I have to look up at the scoreboard to know that we’ve won. I rub my eyes several times, trying to get them to clear up. I stand up with Dante and follow the crowd as everybody slowly makes their way to the exits. My hope that Dante will just want to go home dies when he turns to me with excitement. “Can we go see the team?” I nod, unable to say anything because of the lump in my throat.  
 
    The entire walk to the locker room, I berate myself. Nobody died; I'm fine. There’s nothing to be upset about, but my body and heart don’t listen to me. We wait off to the side for the other players to come out. Surprisingly, Aiden is one of the first ones out the door. He smiles when he sees us and starts forward. I see the moment he notices my face. His eyes narrow and he strides towards me. “What’s wrong?” he asks in a low voice. I shake my head and glance at Dante. 
 
    “Hey Man,” Aiden says, turning to Dante. 
 
    “Good game!” Dante says.  
 
    Aiden fist bumps him. “Thanks. I’m going to talk to Miss Campbell for a moment; we’ll be right back.” Aiden intertwines his fingers with mine and pulls me forward. Sebastian comes out of the locker room and grins when he sees us. When he gets close, he too frowns. “Do you mind staying with Dante a minute?” Aiden asks. 
 
    “Yeah, you okay, Bri?” he asks in concern. I simply nod. Aiden tugs me along, and we go around a corner and into a private room. Then he turns his full attention to me.  
 
    “What happened? Who do I need to hurt?” 
 
    I smile, despite my pain. “It’s really not that big a deal. I’m sorry.” I wipe my eyes.  
 
    “There’s nothing to apologize for, but I need to know what we’re dealing with. Talk to me, Brielle.” 
 
    I shake my head and try to laugh. “It’s really not that big a deal. My apartment b-” I swallow as I get stuck on the words...”burnt d-down" I pause. “ I’m sorry,” I whisper as the tears come in earnest and a sob comes out.  
 
    He pulls me into his arms. “I’m so sorry,” he says as I cry in his arms. 
 
    “I’m s-sorry; I th-think I must ju-just be tired.”  
 
    His arms tighten around me. “It’s okay to not be okay,” he says softly. He holds me for a few minutes while I cry against him. “I’ve got you,” he murmurs. “It’s okay. We’ll get through this.” I’m not sure how long I cry against him, but the tears finally dry up and exhaustion hits me. “Come on. We need to get you home to bed. Everything will seem a little more bearable in the morning.” He pulls back and looks at my face. I don’t bother hiding, even though I'm sure I'm a sight right now. “What if I just have Sebastian run Dante home?” he asks softly. I nod. I feel bad making him do it, but I don’t really want Dante to see me like this. “I’ll be right back.” He strides away, leaving me alone. I take a breath and close my eyes as bone-weariness settles in. 
 
    Aiden’s back moments later. He takes my hand again. “Come on. Sebastian said he’d do it. Let’s get you home.” I keep my head down as we walk past his teammates. Thankfully, they let us pass without stopping us, though a few of them must have asked Aiden questions because I could hear his low voice a few times. Aiden leads us through the back entrance the players use. Minutes later, I’m settled in his car with the heat on full blast.  
 
    “What about my car?” 
 
    “I’ll make sure it’s taken care of,” he tells me. I don’t argue with him; I'm too tired to care about it.” 
 
    “Can you take me to my mom’s house? I can tell you where to go.” 
 
    He glances over at me. “Is that where you want to go?” 
 
    I shrug. “I don’t have anywhere else to go.” 
 
    He reaches over and picks up my hand and wraps his around it. “Your hand is ice cold,” he says worriedly.  
 
    I realize for the first time that I really don’t feel well. I grimace; I need to check my numbers. I pull out my phone. A quick check of my app shows my numbers are dipping really low. I open my bag and grab a glucose tablet, all while looking out the window.  
 
    When we stop, I look out the front window and then over at Aiden. “Where are we?” 
 
    “We’re at my house. Say the word, and I'll take you to your mom’s house. But otherwise, you can stay with me. I have a spare room you can sleep in; it has its own bathroom. Stay here unless you really want to go to your mom’s.” 
 
    “The sofa bed's really not that great,” I say quietly. 
 
    “Sofa bed? No. Stay here with me. The bed in the spare room is a really nice one, a thousand times better than a sofa bed. Come on.” He squeezes my hand and opens his door. Before I realize what he’s doing, he’s at my side. He opens my door and pulls me to my feet. He wraps his arm around me and pulls me against his side as we walk up to his front door. On any other day, I would stop and take it all in—seeing his house for the first time. Tonight, I just want to bury myself under a blanket and go to sleep.  
 
    He unlocks the front door and ushers me in as he turns on the lights. “Come on.” I’m conscious enough to take off my shoes. He puts his hand on my lower back and leads me to a bedroom. I don’t really notice much; I just want to go to sleep. I do realize that my low numbers are contributing to this sort of fog I'm experiencing, but I know the glucose I took will help in the next few minutes. I shoot off a text to my mom telling her I’m staying at a friend’s house instead. She texts back right away asking if I’m okay. I tell her I’m just tired, and I’ll check with her in the morning. Thankfully, she lets it go.  
 
    Aiden turns on the lights in the room and guides me over to a bed. “I don’t have anything, not even a pair of underwear.” I’m not even embarrassed when I say the words. There’s just a numbness to me now.  
 
    “I’ll take care of you, I promise.” 
 
    I hear his words but they don’t really register. He leaves for a moment and comes back with something he pushes into my hands. “Here’s a shirt to sleep in for tonight and a pair of my sweatpants. They’re going to be huge, but at least it’s something.” He bends down so we’re eye to eye. “I’m going to leave, so you can get changed. Are you sure you’re okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I tell him, though the words are a little garbled and sound funny even to my ears. I blink and try to clear my vision. “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll be out in the living room; just come out when you’re done.”  
 
    I nod. When he leaves, I sink onto the bed. I feel so overwhelmed and out of control. I take a breath. I just need to focus on changing and going to bed. I'll feel better in the morning. I stand up and walk over to the bathroom. I need to go the bathroom first. I blink when black spots fill my vision. Uh-oh. I need sugar. I turn back around to get my medic bag, but the world goes sideways with the movement. I stumble to the side but can’t catch myself. The floor comes rushing up at me, and that’s the last thing I remember. 
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    My mind is whirling. I can’t believe I passed out; I haven’t done that since I was twelve. I look over at Aiden, who’s leaning against the doorframe. His gaze locks on mine, and I bite my lip at the intensity there. I look away and try to focus on what the paramedics are saying. I try not to get frustrated by the belittling tone as they say things like... 
 
    “You really need to watch your numbers.” 
 
    “Can’t let your numbers go that low.” 
 
    “Keep an emergency kit on you at all times.” 
 
    They go on and on, as if I was recently diagnosed. I’ve had this disease since I was young; I know the ins and outs. Yes, my sugars went too low; and that’s my fault. I’ll be careful not to let it happen again, but I would like to think that the extreme circumstances led to the severe drop. I suddenly panic when I realize all my medical supplies are gone, lost in the fire. I had a stash of insulin in the refrigerator, and it’s all gone.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” Aiden’s low voice penetrates through my fog. I shake my head. “Brielle.” I look around the room and realize the paramedics are gone; I don’t even remember them leaving.  
 
    I look up and meet his intimidating stare. “It’s fine; I just realized that all my medical supplies and refills are gone. It’s fine; I'll get them replaced. I’ll call my doctor and see what they can do. I just have to call sooner than later because the bottle of insulin I have in my bag is almost gone. I can’t let it run out and not have a refill. I can’t go without insulin, like at all. I need insulin for every bite of food that enters my mouth, even when I'm not eating I often need it. But it’s fine; I call my doctor—’ 
 
    “Brielle.” His voice stops my tirade. I look up and meet his eyes and bite my tongue.  
 
    Before he can say anything, I blurt out. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. It won’t happen again. Please don’t leave.”  
 
    He comes and sits on the bed next to me. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    I reach out and touch his hand. “I know that all of this isn’t real, but I still want to be friends. Please don’t let this ruin our friendship; I'm so sorry. It won’t happen again.” 
 
    He stares at me, his eyebrows pinched. “Baby, what are you talking about?” 
 
    I’m so caught up in myself, I don’t even catch the endearment. “I don’t want you to leave.” 
 
    He shakes his head and reaches out and rubs my cheek softly with his thumb. “Baby, I’m not leaving. I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Everybody leaves when they find out about my diabetes. That's why I don’t tell anybody.” The words come out before I can stop them, followed by tears. Suddenly, I'm crying; and I can’t stop. He reaches forward and pulls me onto his lap and wraps his arms around me.  
 
    “I’m not leaving, Brielle.” I keep crying. He holds me for a while without saying a word. Then he asks, “Did your father leave after you were diagnosed?” I nod my head; I'm incapable of anything more. “Oh, Sweetheart.” He pulls me close. “I’m sorry. I'm so, so sorry.” I feel him take a deep breath, but he says nothing. He just holds me. Somewhere in the midst of my world falling apart, I feel him. I feel the strength of him, his sturdiness; and it makes me feel grounded, like he can keep me from being overtaken by the storm. I settle against him, seeking his warmth, needing his strength. He grabs a blanket from the end of the bed and wraps it around me, while still holding me. I close my eyes and just let myself be held.  
 
    When I open my eyes, I see the bright sun. “Oh no.” I throw back the covers and sit up. I grab my phone and realize with dread that it’s nearly eleven. “No, no.”  
 
    The door to my room flies open, and Aiden strides in. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “It’s almost eleven; I’m supposed to be at school!” 
 
    “I called your principal and told him about the fire at your apartment building. He said to take the day off.” 
 
    I take a deep breath. “Really?” 
 
    He nods solemnly. “Yeah.” He takes a few steps closer. “How are you feeling?”  
 
    “No, no, no, no,” I say taking a step away from him. “Don’t get that expression on your face?” He gives me a confused look. “This is why I don’t tell people about my diabetes—because this is what happens. They go all crazy on me and ask me all the time if I'm okay. You didn’t even know about it yesterday and—”  
 
    “Yeah and I found you on the bathroom floor, bleeding and unconscious.” He shakes his head. “Not going through that again, Baby. You and I are going to discuss every aspect of your diabetes, so I can know how to help you to keep that from ever happening again. Then I'm putting you on my insurance, so you can have access to the best doctors. I did a ton of research last night. I know I don’t know everything yet, but I'm willing to learn. I’ll learn about all of it, so that never happens again.” 
 
    I cross my arms, because I'm feeling oddly out of sorts. I feel like everything is different between us.  “You do realize that I'm pretty sure we have to be family for me to be on your insurance, right,” I say, trying to make him laugh. 
 
    “Okay,” he says, like it’s no big deal. I just shake my head. Men.  
 
    A thought hits me. “Aren’t you supposed to be at practice?” He shrugs, and my eyes narrow. “Aiden, are you supposed to be at practice right now?” 
 
    “I didn’t go.” 
 
    My eyes narrow. “You didn’t go?” Each word is slow and distinct. 
 
    He scowls. “You passed out on me last night; I wasn’t going to leave you by yourself this morning.” 
 
    I groan. “This is why I don’t tell people! Because this happens! What’s going to happen when you don’t show up at practice?” 
 
    He shrugs. Again. “They’ll fine me, maybe make me sit out a game.” 
 
    “No! Aiden, what did you do? Go, go right now! Maybe you can still get there. Please, please go.” 
 
    He steps close to me, so close that he’s in my space. “I will miss every practice for the rest of the season if I need to.” 
 
    Horror fills me. “No. Aiden! Hockey’s your life!” 
 
    “No.” He shakes his head. “You’re my life, Brielle.” 
 
    His words startle me into silence. “What?”  
 
    He takes a step closer. “It took me thinking I was losing you to bring me clarity. You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me, and I almost lost you.” He takes a deep breath. “But with that happening, it made me realize what's really important in this life.” He reaches up and tucks a hair behind my ear. “You are the most beautiful person I know, Brielle, inside and out. I don’t think I was really living until you came into my life.” 
 
    I eye him, trying to decide if he’s being for real. “Is this just an overreaction to me passing out last night?” 
 
    He smiles, a beautiful full smile. “No, Baby. Although, it did help give me clarity.” 
 
    I stare at him. “I think I may need to go back to bed and start this day over.” 
 
    He chuckles. “I’ll give you time to get used to the idea. Come on; let’s feed you.” He starts towards the door and stops, turning back around. “I feel like I should warn you. You’re mine now, and I don’t share.” He nods over to a vase of flowers.  
 
    “What are those from?” I ask. He doesn’t answer, and I walk over to the arrangement. I pull out the note.  
 
    Brielle, 
 
    I heard about what happened at your apartment building. I’m so sorry. If you need                  anything, be sure to reach out to me. Know that I’m only a phone call away.   
 
    Rob 
 
    “Who’s Rob?” Aiden asks with his arms crossed, as he leans against the door frame. 
 
    My eyebrows rise. “You read it?” 
 
    “Of course, I did. It’s flowers, addressed to my girl.” 
 
    His words make me warm all over, and I smile to myself before looking over at him. “Don’t I have to agree to be your girl?” 
 
    “You will,” he says confidently.  
 
    I grin. “Oh, I will, will I?” I walk towards him and poke a finger in his chest. “Somebody is awfully confident,” I say in a low voice, that comes out huskier than I was planning on.  
 
    He puts his hands on my hips and pulls me forward. “I’m very confident.”  
 
    I cock my head. “What if I say no?” 
 
    He shrugs. “Then I’ll keep pursuing you until you say yes. And Brielle,” 
 
    “Yes?” I say breathlessly.  
 
    “I should warn you. I am very competitive; I always get what I go after.” 
 
    “Always?” I ask. 
 
    He nods affirmatively. “Always.” 
 
    “Okay,” I say teasingly. “Show me what you’ve got.” I grin at him; I love teasing him.  
 
    He tugs me closer and transfers one hand from my hip to the middle of my back. I stare up at him. “Can I kiss you now?” he asks, low and slow.  
 
    I blink. “You want to?” 
 
    He shakes his head. “Why is it the one woman I actually want to pay me attention doesn’t?” he asks in a low voice. 
 
    I sigh. “Such problems.” 
 
    “It is a problem.” He pulls me even closer. “I’m going to kiss you now.” 
 
    I grin. “Is that a promise or a threat?” 
 
    “A promise.” 
 
    “Promises, promises,” I say teasingly. I don’t even finish the second word before his lips are on mine, and then I’m no longer laughing. His lips effectively silence me. Every thought leaves my mind, and I'm hopelessly caught up in his kiss. He gentles it and then pulls away. I sigh; I can’t help it.  
 
    “You’re perfect, do you know that?” he asks softly.  
 
    I can’t even talk; I'm so blown away by the kiss. “Now, as much as I'd love to continue doing that and only that today, I need to stay focused.” He takes me by the hand and leads me to the couch. Once I'm seated, he pulls out a notebook. “Okay, now tell me everything I need to know.”’ 
 
    I blink, still trying to come out of the haze that his kiss put me under. I look at the notebook and then back at him. “You’re really serious.” 
 
    “Absolutely. This is how I learn all my plays. I write them down myself and then learn them that way.” 
 
    I nod; somehow that doesn’t surprise me. He’s so intense. I take a breath. “Okay. The long and short of it is this—I need sugar when I go low and insulin when I go high.” He writes as I talk. “I can’t put anything in my mouth ever without insulin.” He nods. “I do that through my pump and device. I wear two devices at all times—an insulin pump and a continuous glucose monitoring system.” I show him each device. “Right now, my monitoring system is on my arm, and my pump is on my belly. I move them around to different sites.” He studies each device in fascination. I show him how I give myself insulin with my handheld device and how I can check my numbers on my phone at any time. I explain how I can prick my fingers if I need to and how I administer insulin in a shot if I need to. I also show him my emergency kit for when my numbers go too low. 
 
    “That’s what they did when you passed out; they put that stuff in your nose.”  
 
    I nod. “That raises my numbers quickly and is used when I can’t administer sugar by mouth, like last night.” 
 
    “So last night, that’s what I should have done,” he says. 
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    “Well, you didn’t know that, but yeah. If you had looked at my phone and saw that my numbers were low, you could have administered it.” He continues writing.  
 
    “Is there any way to cure it, heal it?” he asks. 
 
    I shake my head. “Not right now. Maybe someday. I could eat right and exercise the rest of my life and it wouldn’t change anything. People get confused because sometimes Type 2 Diabetes can be turned around with diet and exercise, but not Type 1. My pancreas simply doesn’t work. Without getting a new pancreas, I can’t undo this diabetes. My pump acts as my pancreas now, sort of.” His eyes meet mine, and I don’t like the seriousness there. “It’s okay, Aiden. I can live a long, healthy life; it just looks a little different than everybody else’s.”  
 
    “I’m sorry,” he says and shakes his head. “This shouldn’t be something you have to deal with for the rest of your life.” 
 
    I give him a gentle smile. “But it is. And while I wouldn’t choose it because it really stinks sometimes, I'm grateful for it.” 
 
    “Grateful?” he questions. 
 
    “Yes, because at least it’s not cancer or something terminal. I get to still live this beautiful life, and I'm so grateful for every single day. And diabetes has made me stronger; it’s made me who I am. While it doesn’t define me, it’s made me realize that every single day is a gift and this life is a gift. And I'm so thankful for each and every day.” 
 
    “You’re amazing, Brielle. I hope you know that, like really understand that,” Aiden says and I smile. I can’t help it. “I’m going to get a list of groceries; feel free to add anything to it that you want. You need lots of snacks, right? To keep on hand so your numbers don’t go low? And juice?” 
 
    “It’s okay, Aiden. You don’t have to do all that.” 
 
    His eyes meet mine. “Brielle, I’m going to take care of you; get that through your beautiful head. I’m working on groceries. What are we going to do about everything else? Clothes, cosmetics, feminine stuff, medical supplies...Do you want me to start ordering stuff? Do you want to go out and get stuff? Do you want my card and you can go online and order?” 
 
    I blink; that’s a lot of questions. First things first. “Aiden, you’re not paying for my stuff.” 
 
    He puts his pen down and looks at me. “Let’s get this over with now.” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    He shakes his head. “You’re the only person in my life that doesn’t seem to get the kind of money I make. Everybody always wants to spend my money.” He smirks. “Except you, the one person I actually want to spend money on.” 
 
    “But I don’t want you to spend money on me.” 
 
    He smiles. “I know; that’s exactly why you’re the one I want to spend it on. Just let me. I make a lot of money between what I'm paid to play and endorsements.” 
 
    “Fine, only because right now I'm broke,” I mutter. He fights a smile; I can tell. “But nothing expensive.”  
 
    “Define expensive,” he says. 
 
    “Like nothing over fifty dollars.” He gives me a skeptical look. “Fine a hundred dollars.” 
 
    He laughs. “Brielle, I'm going to spend more on you than a hundred dollars.” 
 
    “Fine,” I say in exasperation. “But nothing crazy.” 
 
    “You mean like the car I’m planning on getting for you?” 
 
    I choke and stand to my feet. “Aiden! That’s exactly what I'm talking about. You can’t buy a car for me!” He laughs, stands to his feet and kisses my forehead.  
 
    “And that’s why you’re amazing.” He pulls back and heads to the kitchen. “You should probably know right now that I’m not great at moderation. When I'm all in, I'm all in.” 
 
    “You do know I've watched you play, right?” I ask dryly. He chuckles. Once he’s gone, I look around for the first time. I was too preoccupied to do so before. “Wow, Aiden, your home is beautiful. I can’t believe you have a fireplace!” It has a large mantle across the top that’s bare right now. I smile, just thinking about how fun it would be to decorate the wide wooden piece. The rest of the living room is the same. Neutral colors, a brown handcrafted coffee table, soft leather couches. It just needs some rugs, throw pillows, some blankets, candles, and a Christmas tree. I can see it now.  
 
    “Uh, oh. I know that look. You’re redesigning the living room, aren’t you?” Aiden asks as he hands me a plate with a sandwich, apple slices and a few cheese cubes. I show him how I add insulin for what I’m going to eat and then wait before I can eat; I have to allow the insulin time to work.  
 
    I blink. “Thank you. You didn’t have to do that.” 
 
    “I know,” he says simply. “What are you thinking about for in here?” he asks. 
 
    I smile. “I love it.” 
 
    “Seriously, I want to hear your thoughts. I know it’s bare; I never really had a reason to decorate at all.” He glances at me. “Until now. Go ahead. Tell me what you’re thinking.” 
 
    “Well,” I turn back to the fireplace. “I think some greenery and white lights with a few Christmas bulbs would look beautiful across the top. A few Christmasy throw pillows and a throw blanket or two for the couches. An area rug or two for the floor.” I walk over to the corner of the room. “You know what should go here, right?” I ask with a grin.  
 
    He smirks at me. “Let me guess. A tree?” 
 
    “Ding, ding, ding. A Christmas tree here, a few candles around the room, a Christmas book for the coffee table, maybe a wreath or two or some Christmasy pictures for the walls.” I turn in a full circle. “Yeah, that's what I'd do.” 
 
    He walks over to me and stops in front of me. “Do it.” I look up at him. “Do all of it. I’ll give you my card. Order whatever you want. When the tree comes, I'll help you set it up. Make it beautiful, Brielle. Make it ours.” Then he bends and kisses me again. It’s soft and tender with a hint of spice, kind of like the man himself. His phone rings, and he looks at it and frowns.  
 
    “Take it,” I tell him softly. He gives me a peck on the cheek and then walks into the kitchen to take the call. When he comes back, he’s scowling. “What’s wrong?”  
 
    “They want me to come in.”  
 
    I laugh at his fierce scowl. “Can you imagine? They want their star player to come to practice? What is this world coming to?”  
 
    “I wanted to make sure you were okay. “ 
 
    “I know, and I'm okay. My numbers are fine.” I show him my phone. “See?” 
 
    “I’m scared to leave you,” he says quietly.  
 
    “I know, but I'll be fine. I promise. What happened last night was just a result of the day I had, and it shouldn’t have even happened. That was my fault. I haven't passed out since I was twelve. I’ll be fine, okay? Now go to practice, where you belong.” 
 
    “I don’t belong here?” he asks with a smirk. 
 
    But I don’t smile. “No, Aiden. You belong on the ice; you were born to play hockey. You have a gift, an incredible, undeniable gift. And I'm so glad I get to watch you play.” 
 
    “You like watching me play?” 
 
    I stare up at him. “Are you kidding? I love watching you play! Now, go or I’m not going to be able to watch you because you’ll be on the bench.” 
 
    “Okay.” He nods. “But call me if you need anything, anything at all.” 
 
    “I will; I promise. Go.”  
 
    He takes a few steps backwards. “Fine. Only if you’re sure. I need to go change real quick. I’ll leave you my card.” He holds up a card. “Order what you need, please.” I hesitate. “Or I'll do it for you. I have no problem with that, but you might find it easier to buy stuff. I mean I could guess at your bra and underwear size, but—” 
 
    “Fine!” I interrupt. “I’ll do it.” I walk over and snatch the credit card out of his hand. He grins at me before disappearing down the hallway. 
 
    He comes back a moment later. “Hey, Brielle, have you seen...oh there it is.” He grabs a black t-shirt and shrugs it on. I haven’t said a word or moved or looked away because...well just because. I mean I knew he was a professional athlete and defined and all but seeing him without a shirt on. Phew! Is it hot in here or just me?  
 
    Aiden turns to me and gives me a slow grin. He doesn’t say anything, just grins. It’s like he knows what he’s doing to me. I don’t even know what he’s doing to me; it’s like he’s turned my brain to mush. Once he leaves for the day, my mind finally clears...somewhat. I get started on writing a list of what I need to replace.  
 
    Stephanie calls not too long after that. “I didn’t hear until just now what happened. I’m such a terrible friend; I didn’t even realize you weren’t here today. It’s terrible.” 
 
    “How did Rob know and you didn’t?” I ask.  
 
    “It was probably in my email for this morning, but you know I never read those.” 
 
    I shake my head. “Well, that’s how you didn’t know.”  
 
    “Tell me what happened. Are you at your mom’s now?” 
 
    “Uh actually no; I'm at Aiden’s.” 
 
    She gasps. “You’ve been holding out. Okay spill it. I want to know everything!” 
 
    I fill her in on everything that’s happened the last few days. Sheesh I sound like a basket case even in my own head. “My life is crazy,” I sum it all up.  
 
    “Boy, you got that right!” she says. “What do you need? What can I do?” 
 
    “Can I start by getting the clothes I have at your house? That would at least give me something.” We both keep a drawer of clothes at the other person’s house for spontaneous overnights.  
 
    “Definitely. I’ll bring it over after school today. What else?”  
 
    “I don’t know. I have to use Aiden’s card to get stuff, but I feel like I'm taking advantage of him.”  
 
    “You’re not. If he offered, then let him do it. Besides, it’s not like he’s hurting for money.” 
 
    “I know,” I say somewhat reluctantly. 
 
    “I mean the alternative is walking around nude in his house.” 
 
    “Stephanie!”  
 
    “And while I don’t think he’d be opposed to that,” she continues, “we should probably get you some clothes.” 
 
    I shake my head. “I can’t even.” 
 
    “You know you love me,” she says.  
 
    “I do.” 
 
    After we finish on the phone, I text Aiden. 
 
    Me- is it okay if Stephanie comes over after school to bring me some clothes I had at her house?  
 
    Aiden- of course. 
 
    Aiden- you don’t need to ask. 
 
    His text makes me smile, but I don’t text him back; I don’t want to bother him any more than I already have. Using the notebook Aiden left behind, I begin a list going room by room in my mind of what I need to replace. I need to do it both for myself and for my insurance company. It’s a daunting process and takes a lot longer than I thought it would. I finally finish just a few minutes before Stephanie arrives with my clothes from her house.  
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 Chapter 37 
 
      
 
      
 
    When she lets me know she’s arrived, I open the door for her. “Thank you so much for coming over.” 
 
    “Of course.” She hugs me tightly. “I’m so glad you weren’t there.” 
 
    “Me too. Have you seen what's left of it yet?” I ask. 
 
    She nods. “It’s awful; I'm so glad nobody was hurt.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I take the bags from her hands and frown. “These are heavier than clothes should be.”  
 
    She shrugs. “I stopped and got some cosmetics; I knew you wouldn’t use his card.”  
 
    I look in the bags and see shampoo, body soap, a nice makeup kit, a brush, straightener, deodorant, and more. “You shouldn’t have done all that; it must have cost a fortune.”  
 
    “It did, but you’re worth it. Now,” she rubs her hands together. “Tell me how you ended up moving in with Aiden.” 
 
    “Phew. It’s been a crazy few days; that's for sure. So, I passed out last night,” I tell her. 
 
    Her eyes widen. “What? Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine, but Aiden called 911. The paramedics had to give me my emergency medicine to get my numbers up. I cut my chin when I fell. It was a mess.” 
 
    “Oh my word. You should have called me; I'm so glad you’re okay. That's so scary. How did Aiden handle it?” 
 
    “Not so well,” I admit. “I think it might have like flipped a switch in him or something.” 
 
    “How so?” she asks.  
 
    I shift. “He’s like real...” 
 
    “Real what? Come on; you’re killing me here,” she says.  
 
    “I don’t know; he’s just...different.” I can’t bring myself to say the things that Aiden said to me. First, because it’s personal to me and second, I just don’t know if I'm reading more into it than what is really there. I guess time will tell if he really meant the things he said. 
 
    Stephanie doesn’t stay long. She’s always got stuff going on; I gave up a long time ago trying to keep up with her. When it gets close to dinner time, I wander into Aiden’s kitchen and look through the fridge and cupboards. I do a quick google search to read what hockey players eat. It matches up with what I've seen Aiden eat. I dig through his fridge and find some fresh salmon. I find onions and a red pepper and some broccoli and celery. I pull all of it out as well as the bag of mixed greens. I pull my phone out again to text Aiden. 
 
    Me- sorry to bother you- what time do you get home tonight? 
 
    He doesn’t text back for another hour, and I'm glad I went ahead and made the food. For one, I'm hungry; for two, he’s on his way. I hear the front door open while I'm topping the salad with veggies.  
 
    “Just a warning,” I call out. “I took over your kitchen. See, this is why you should never let anybody stay in your home; they will completely take over.” When I don’t hear anything, I turn and face him. “Hey, are you okay?” 
 
    “You just,” he pauses. “Surprised me.” He closes his eyes and sniffs. “It smells so good.” 
 
    “Oh good. I made some salmon and veggies; then I read that you need good carbs too. So I made some brown rice and seasoned it so that it’s hopefully flavorful.” He’s giving me that look again—the one I can’t decipher. “What?” 
 
    He walks over to me and stops. “Thank you.” 
 
    “It’s not that big of a deal, Aiden. I mean it’s just a meal; you’re letting me live here with you for the time being.” 
 
    “It is a big deal; thank you. Let me drop off my bag, and I'll be right back.” 
 
    When he comes back, he walks over to the pot of rice and lifts the lid. He takes a bite and then takes a bite of salmon. “How is it?” I ask. 
 
    “So good. Can we eat now?” he asks, his gaze hopeful.  
 
    “Yes. I’ll grab the plates.” 
 
    We sit down to eat at the kitchen table. It’s intimate, and yet it works somehow. I watch in amusement as Aiden practically shovels it in. “How was practice?” I ask after he’s eaten some. “Are they going to let you play in the next game?” 
 
    He nods. “Yeah. I’ll be fine. Speaking of games, we have several on the road. I'll be gone for several days.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    There’s a knock at the front door, and I pause with my fork halfway to my mouth. “Oh good. That’s Rebecca,” he says and stands to his feet. I swallow. 
 
    Rebecca, his agent with perfectly styled hair and clothes that make her look like she just walked off the front cover of a magazine, walks into the room, loaded down with bags. “There,” she huffs. “I got everything on the list, not that this is what you pay me for,” she says, glaring daggers at Aiden.  
 
    He doesn’t seem bothered at all by her words or her tone. “Thanks, Rebecca.” She looks over at me and then back at Aiden. Her eyes narrow. “I thought you were only dating once in a while in public. This does not look like a public date.” 
 
    “That’s because it’s not. We’re having dinner together, a really good dinner that Brielle made. And it’s not a date; she moved in with me.” 
 
    Rebecca spins around so fast, it’s a wonder she doesn't fall over in her heels. “What?” She looks at Aiden first then at me. “You have got to be kidding.” 
 
    Aiden walks back into the kitchen, and Rebecca follows him. “We’ve talked about this; you have to let me know about what’s going on in your life so we can prepare for things...well, things like this! You now have a woman living with you! Do you know what that will do to your image?” 
 
    “I don’t care.” 
 
    “Well I do. You pay me to care, Aiden. You pay me to keep you from making mistakes like this.” 
 
    It’s absolutely silent in the house. “If you want to keep getting paid, I suggest you do more of what I ask and less of what you want to do.” Aiden’s voice is frosty, and he levels his dark gaze at Rebecca. “And Brielle is in my life to stay; so get used to it.” 
 
    “You’re making a huge mistake, Aiden.                        ” 
 
    He stares her down. “Get out and don’t bother coming back. You’re fired.” 
 
    She stares at him and then throws me one last hateful look before storming to the front door. The slam of the door echoes through the stillness of the house, and I stare at the table in front of me instead. I finally look up. “Aiden, I am soo sorry.” 
 
    He sits down at the table across from me. “There’s nothing to be sorry for. You didn’t do anything.” 
 
    “But she left because of me.” 
 
    “No, she left because I fired her,” he corrects me. 
 
    “Because of me.” 
 
    “No, Brielle. Because of me.” 
 
    I sit back in my chair. “Maybe me coming here was a mistake; I didn’t want to bother you. And now, things are already getting all messed up for you. This is why I didn’t want to come here.” I finally look at him. 
 
    “You done?” he asks. 
 
    “I guess?”  
 
    He leans forward. “I was already thinking of letting her go; she’s been a thorn in my side for some time. So, don’t worry about it. And understand this, Brielle. You being here, with me, is not a mistake. Now, let me see what she got and see if she got the right stuff.” He opens the bags and starts pulling out stuff. It only takes a moment to see what it is.  
 
    “Aiden, what is all this?” There’s glucose tablets, syringes, alcohol wipes, lancets, ketone strips, small juice bottles, packs of nuts and dried fruit, peanut butter crackers, and more. “You didn’t need to do all this.” 
 
    His eyes meet mine. “Let me help,” he says quietly. I don’t say anything. What is there to say? “I bought this today. They said it would pair to your device, so I can see your numbers in real time and get alerts.” I stare at the smartwatch on his wrist.  
 
    “But you don’t need to do all that,” I tell him.  
 
    “Brielle, what happened the other night...I don’t want to happen ever again, and if I can help with that, then you’d better believe I'm going to. Can you help me set it up?” 
 
    I don’t even know how to react; I'm so overwhelmed right now. I finally move over to his side and look at his watch. It’s similar to the app on my phone. I put in the numbers for my glucose monitoring system and help him get it all set up. “There. See?” I pull out my phone and show him my phone. “See? Ninety-eight.” 
 
    “So your blood sugar is ninety-eight right now?” he asks. I nod. “And that’s good right?”  
 
    “Yeah.”  
 
    “When do you start going low?” 
 
    “For me, I start feeling sick around seventy or eighty. The number will go red when I'm low.” 
 
    “And when do you start going high?” he asks. He's so serious about it, it tugs at my heartstrings. 
 
    “At one hundred ten, my pod will start sending insulin into my body.” 
 
    “Okay. And it’s dangerous if you’re continuously high because of the damage it does to your organs, right?” he asks.  
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Have you ever heard of a diabetic dog?” he asks, looking at me. 
 
    “Yeah, I have; but they’re really expensive.” I look at all the stuff he bought. “I can’t believe you got me all this.”  
 
    “It’s not a big deal.” 
 
    “Well, I think it is; so thank you.” I reach out on impulse and hug him. His arms wrap around me, and he pulls me into his chest. I put my head over his heart and let myself just be held in his arms for a moment before stepping back. “I need to change my insulin pod tonight. Do you want to see how it works?” 
 
    “Yes.” His answer is immediate.  
 
    “Okay, let me get my medic bag; and I'll show you.” When I come back to the kitchen, he’s waiting. “I can’t believe you’re interested in all this.”  
 
    “I’m interested in anything that has to do with you, Brielle; and I also want to take care of you. You live under my roof now, and I don’t ever want you to go through what you went through again. That was terrible.” 
 
    “Okay, let me show you how this works.” I talk him through how each part works. He helps me, and I can’t believe how much easier it is having somebody help me. “Wow, that was so much easier than trying to do it by myself.” 
 
    “Good. Anytime I'm home, I want to help, okay?” When I don’t say anything, he puts a finger under my chin and lifts it gently. “Okay?” I finally nod. He studies my face. “You don’t have to do this alone; let me help you.” 
 
    “Why?” I ask. 
 
    “Because you’re always helping everybody else; let somebody help you for a change. Come on; you look exhausted. Let's pick up and get to bed.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me.” I really do feel tired all of a sudden.  
 
    “I keep meaning to ask you,” Aiden says as he starts the dishwasher. “There’s this Christmas party I have to go to this weekend. It’s a fundraiser for charity, and all the Green Thunder players have to go. I was wondering if you’d go with, as my date.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Aiden; I have my shop.” 
 
    “It’s Sunday night.” 
 
    “Oh.” I pause. “Sure, if you want to.” 
 
    “It’s not something I really want to do, but I have to go.” 
 
    “Okay, if you’re sure you want me there with you.” He stares at me long enough that it makes me uncomfortable. “What?” 
 
    He walks towards me slowly until he’s right in front of me. I look up at him. “You need to get it through your head that I always want you with me.” He leans forward. “It’s okay; I'm still getting used to it too,” he whispers right before he kisses me on my forehead. I close my eyes, feeling so, so much. He pulls back and looks into my eyes. “But we’ll figure it out.” 
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    The guys leave for a set of away games, and I don’t see Aiden for several days. I text a few times, but I'm learning that Aiden’s not really a texting guy. He doesn’t get in until late Saturday night; I try to stay awake but don’t quite make it. I hear the front door open and open my eyes trying to wake up.  
 
    Aiden walks over to the couch where I fell asleep. “What are you doing still awake?” he asks quietly. 
 
    “I was waiting up for you,” I tell him and then yawn.  
 
    “You should have gone to bed. Come on, Baby. I’ll help you to bed.” He pulls me to my feet, and we start down the hall.  
 
    “Wait.” I stop and turn back. “Did you see?”  
 
    “The Christmas decorations?” he asks. 
 
    “Yeah, do you like it?” While he was gone this past week, I took advantage and put up a Christmas tree, some throw pillows, a blanket, a few Christmas candles, and some lights.  
 
    “I love it,” he says, leaning forward and kissing me on the lips. I sigh and lean against him. “Thank you for doing that; it’s perfect.” 
 
    “I’m glad you like it; I was trying to go with neutrals that I thought you would like,” I tell him.  
 
    “I like anything you like,” he tells me. “But it really is beautiful; thank you.” 
 
    “I used my own money,” I feel the need to tell him.  
 
    He sighs. “Of course, you did. Come on; let’s get to bed.” 
 
    The next day, Aiden sleeps in. I figure he’s exhausted from his road trip. I’m up early, so I decide to make breakfast for both of us. I put on my Christmas music on my phone and start making breakfast. I’m so wrapped up in my own world that I don’t realize at first when Aiden joins me. That is until he wraps his arms around me and pulls me against his very firm chest. “Good morning,” he says against my ear. “You’re spoiling me. I could get used to this.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Yeah.” He kisses my neck, and I'm glad I'm leaning against him because my legs feel a little weak. “What can I help with?” He releases me and snatches a piece of bacon.  
 
    “Want to make the eggs? I scrambled some already in the bowl.” 
 
    “On it.”  
 
     Oh, and there's hot coffee in the pot; I just made it a few minutes ago.” 
 
    “Thanks.” He pours himself a cup after he puts the eggs in the pan. “You want coffee?”  
 
    “I’m good; I already have a cup; thanks.” 
 
    We work side by side at the stove. I look up and smile at him. “What?” he asks curiously. 
 
    “You’re just so relaxed.” I smile. “It’s good.” He’s wearing a graphic t-shirt and a pair of dark sweatpants and is barefoot. “Relaxed is a good look on you.” We work together to finish breakfast and sit and eat at the small kitchen table.  
 
    “That was really good; thank you.” He pushes his plate away. “About tonight, are you still good to go with me to the Christmas gala?” 
 
    “Christmas gala?” I repeat. 
 
    “Yeah, I told you about it, remember?” 
 
    “No, you said it was a Christmas party.” I cock my head. “A gala sounds like a little...more.” He makes an expression that has me worried. “Aiden.” 
 
    He scratches his neck. “It’s a gala; it’s black tie.” 
 
    My eyes widen. “Black tie? Aiden, I don’t have anything to wear to something like that.” 
 
    “I took care of it.” 
 
    “What do you mean you took care of it?” I ask. 
 
    “I had your friend Stephanie help pick out some dresses for you. They’re supposed to get delivered this afternoon.” 
 
    I stare at him. “Why didn’t you tell me about any of this?” 
 
    He gets a sheepish expression on his face. “I just really wanted you to go with me, and I was afraid you’d say no if you knew how lavish it was.” 
 
    “Well, lavish does sound really extravagant and not at all me, but I'd go with because you asked me. We have to just be up front and honest with each other if we want to make this work.” 
 
    “I know.” He sounds so dejected; it makes me fight a smile. “That’s what Sebastian said.” 
 
    “Sebastian? I knew I liked that guy.” 
 
    His head pops up. “No.” He takes a step towards me. “You do not like Sebastian.” He takes another step. 
 
    “What if I do?” I challenge, a big grin on my face as I back up a step.  
 
    “You like me, Baby; no other guys.” 
 
    “I don’t know Aiden. I feel like Sebastian just gets me.” 
 
    I know the instant he’s going to spring for me; I can see it in his body. I turn and run from him. I hear him behind me, and I run towards my bedroom. I don’t make it; he’s on me in seconds. He grabs me and swings me around. I shriek and try to escape. “You know you can’t run from me, right? I’m faster than you are.” 
 
    “Only because you have ridiculously long legs,” I pant, though we both know it’s because he’s a professional athlete and I'm just a teacher who doesn’t exercise near as much as she should. He tugs me forward. “So just so we’re clear, who do you like?” he asks. Before I can answer, his lips meet my own. He kisses me until I can’t even remember my name. When I pull back so I can catch my breath, I stare up into his gorgeous green eyes. “Who do you like?” he asks, his voice husky. It makes me ridiculously happy that he’s as undone as I am. 
 
    “Only you, Aiden,” I whisper. I reach up and run my hand along his cheek. He closes his eyes at the touch and turns towards my hand. “Thanks for getting dresses for me.” 
 
    His eyes open and meet mine. “I’m not trying to make you feel like less; I just want to take care of you.” 
 
    “I know. Thank you.” I mean the words; he’s done nothing but taken care of me and been good to me. “Thanks, Aiden.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Are they expensive?” I can’t help but ask. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” is his response.  
 
    I groan. “That means they totally are.” 
 
    “Only because I want you to feel good tonight; that’s all. I don’t care what you wear, ever. You’re always beautiful, Brielle.” 
 
    I look up at him. “You know you’re the only one that calls me that?”  
 
    “What? Your name?” he asks in confusion. 
 
    “Yeah, everybody always just calls me Bri. I love it when you call me Brielle.” 
 
    He smiles. “Good to know. I’ve got to go over to the gym for a few hours. Stephanie should be here soon with the dresses.” 
 
    “What time do I need to be ready to go?” 
 
    “It’s starts at seven; we should leave about six.” 
 
    I nod. “Okay, I'll be ready.” 
 
    “I really appreciate you going with me tonight; it’s going to make the night a thousand times better.” He kisses me one more time before leaving. “I’ll see you tonight. Call me if you need me.” He stops at the door and looks around the living room. “Have I mentioned how much I love the Christmas décor?” 
 
    I smile. “I’m so glad.” 
 
    “I enjoyed coming home before, but with you here now and the house so beautiful,” he shakes his head and his eyes meet mine. “It’s everything now.” 
 
    I’m pretty sure my heart melts in my chest. “I’m glad. Now go show your team who’s the best.” He grins and leaves. I sit back at the table with a sigh and sip on my coffee before tackling some work I need to finish before school tomorrow.  
 
    Stephanie shows up around noon. “Hey, what are you doing here so early?” 
 
    “Early? I’m so late! I wanted to be here at ten,” she says as she pushes past me, her arms laden with bags.  
 
    “Why?” I ask as I close the door behind her.  
 
    “Wait, there’s more,” she says and drops everything off on the couch. “Wow, this is beautiful; he has a gorgeous home, and because we have so much to do to get you ready for tonight. Now, come help me.” I try to keep up with her rapid change of topics but give up and help her grab more from the car. 
 
    “What is all this stuff?” I ask.  
 
    “To get you ready for tonight.” 
 
    “Did you buy all this?”  
 
    “No, my dear, that was all your man.” 
 
    “Aiden bought all this?” I ask in horror. “What did you do?” 
 
    “Nothing that he didn’t want me to do and stop worrying. You do know how much he makes in a year, right?” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “No, but he doesn’t make it to spend it all on me in one day,” I retort. 
 
    “He could buy all this like a million times over,” Stephanie says.  
 
    I stare at the couch that’s covered in bags. “Again, what is all this?” 
 
    “It’s to get you ready for the Christmas gala. Now, let’s get going. We’re already behind. The stylist and nail technician are coming in an hour, and we need to know what you’re wearing.” 
 
    “Oh good grief,” I mumble.  
 
    Stephanie turns to me. “I know you think I'm over the top, and I usually am. But in this case, I’m not. I looked at pictures from other years. It’s a big deal, Bri. It’s a huge deal in the hockey world, and it’s not just hockey players, though a lot of them will be there. Other sports players will be as well as other A-listers—actors, musicians, movie producers. Every major news outlet will be there; there’s even a red-carpet entrance for all the big wigs.”  
 
    “Okay, you can stop talking now,” I tell her. “I get it.” 
 
    “It’s not just about you,” she continues. “You are a reflection on Aiden now,” she continues. 
 
    “Okay, I get it; you’ve made your point a hundred times over. What do I need to do?” 
 
    Stephanie rubs her hands together excitedly and gives me a wicked grin. “I’ve always wanted to give you a makeover. First, let’s organize everything.” 
 
    I pull out my phone and shoot off a text to Aiden. 
 
    Me- I think you made a mistake getting stephanie involved. I'm pretty sure she spent your entire bank account, and she’s going to give me a makeover. (insert evil laughter) 
 
    He texts me back almost immediately. 
 
    Aiden- my bank account can take the hit, no worries. 
 
    Aiden- don’t let her change you too much I love you just the way you are.  
 
    I stare at the words and reread them. 
 
    “What are you staring at like that?” Stephanie asks. I look up, stunned. I hand her my phone. She reads the texts and puts her hand on her heart. Her wide eyes meet mine. “Oh Bri.” 
 
    “I know I'm overthinking it and reading into it, but—” 
 
    Stephanie shakes her head. “He meant what he wrote.” 
 
    “He can’t possibly love me,” I whisper. 
 
    “Why not?” Stephanie demands, hands on her hips. “What’s not to love? You’re the best person I know, Bri. You have a heart of gold, and you’re not bad to look at.” 
 
    I laugh; I can’t help it. “Thanks, Steph. Will you help me? I want to look good for him tonight and for the papers and all that.” 
 
    Stephanie steps back into her dictator mode. “That’s why I'm here. Let’s start with dresses.” She picks up several garment bags. “Lead the way to your room, and I’ll show you what we’re dealing with.” 
 
    Once in my room, she starts taking each dress out of its bag. There are five dresses, and each of them are exquisite. “How many dresses did you think I needed?” I ask dryly. 
 
    “Well, I love each of these but it’s hard to know without seeing them on you. Start trying them on.” 
 
    I point to the gold dress in the middle. “I know right now; that one’s not going to work.” 
 
    Stephanie puts a hand up. “You’re trying all of them on, and then we’ll go from there.” 
 
    “Okay, fine.” I pick up the first dress and head into the bathroom.  
 
    “Where are you going?” she asks.  
 
    “To change.” 
 
    “Come on, Miss Modest. Just change.” 
 
    “Fine.” I look at all five dresses and decide to get the gold one over with first. “Here goes nothing,” I mumble.  
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    I wiggle my way into the gold one. “I can’t believe you picked this out for me,” I mutter as I pull and tug and finally get it settled. It’s tight and shorter than anything I've ever worn before, coming only to about mid-thigh. Then there’s the plunging neckline and almost non-existent back. “This is ridiculous.” 
 
    Stephanie grins. “You look smokin’ hot in it. Can you imagine how Aiden would respond to seeing you in that dress? He’d swallow his tongue.” 
 
    “I am not wearing this dress, Stephanie.” 
 
    “Oh, I know.” 
 
    I turn to her exasperated. “Then why did you get it?” 
 
    “For you to show Aiden,” she says with a shrug. I turn back to the mirror and turn halfway, so I can see the back. 
 
    “It would be fun to wear this out to the living room and make him think I'm wearing it to the party,” I think out loud. 
 
    “Exactly!” Stephanie’s eyes gleam. “And I have a pair of heels that you’ll look killer in.” 
 
    I bite my lip; it does sound fun. “Okay, but you can take it back, right? I’m only going to wear it for a minute. I’ll keep the tags on.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” she waves her hand as she looks through the bags. She pulls out a shoebox. “Got them.” She pulls out the most beautiful gold, shimmering heels that look a mile high.  
 
    I give her a skeptical look. “Those are beautiful, but I don’t think I can wear them without killing myself.” 
 
    “You can totally do it; it’s just from here to the living room. Try them on; we’ll practice.” I take them and slip them on and laugh. 
 
    “These are so tall.” 
 
    “You can totally pull them off. It's not like you need to worry about being taller than Aiden,” she says dryly. I finally get them on and study myself in the mirror. “Admit it, you look hot.” 
 
    I grin and turn again. “I can’t wait to show Aiden.” 
 
    “Okay, now back on track. What are you actually going to wear tonight?” 
 
    I try on all the dresses and decide on an elegant red dress. I know it’s the one as soon as I try it on. It’s a floor length gown with an A-line, flowing skirt. The top is sequined with a round neck and three-quarter length sleeves with a red ribbon that’s high waisted.  It’s elegant and classy. “That one’s perfect; it screams Christmas,” Stephanie says after we settle on it. “How about these heels?” She pulls out a silver sparkly sandal that has a mile-high chunky heel, a strap around the ankle, and a strap across the toes.  
 
    “I’m going to freeze in those, if I can even walk in them,” I tell her. 
 
    Stephanie shrugs. “The price for beauty. Now, try them on.” I put out my hand, and she hands them over. When I put them on, I can’t argue that they go perfectly with my dress. “Perfect. Now go shower, so your hair is clean and wet, so the stylist can do it.” 
 
    “You sure are bossy,” I tell her as I shrug out of my dress. 
 
    “You’ll thank me later.” 
 
    When I finish my shower, the hair stylist and the nail technician are here. “So, this is your project,” Stephanie says to them when I enter the room.  
 
    “Thanks,” I say dryly to my best friend, but both women smile at me. 
 
    “Hi, I’m Brielle.” 
 
    “Yes, we know,” the taller of the two says. “I’m Stacey, the nail technician.” 
 
    “And I’m Amy; I'll be doing your hair. What are you thinking for your hair? Mr. Brooks said to spare no expense. We’re a little short on time, so I want to get going.” 
 
    I look at the clock. “We have five hours.” 
 
    “Yes, and that’s barely enough time to do what we need to do. I’m thinking a fresh cut, highlights, and a blow out and half updo.”  
 
    I blink while Stephanie says, “Do it.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s get right to it.” 
 
    She sets me up in a portable chair and raises me up. “Because of time, I'm going to do your nails while she does your hair,” Stacey says. “Is that okay with you?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “I’m thinking this gorgeous red gel to match your dress. What do you think?” 
 
    “It’s perfect,” I tell her.  
 
    “All right. I’ll start with your toes.” 
 
    “You don’t need to,” I start to say, but Stephanie interrupts again. 
 
    “Yes, she does. You’re wearing sandals.” 
 
    I look over at the technician. “I guess that's a yes.” She smiles and gets to work. The doorbell rings.  
 
    “I’ve got it,” Stephanie says and leaves the room.  
 
    She comes back a moment later. “Everybody, this is Raoul. He's the makeup artist.” 
 
    I give Stephanie a surprised glance. A guy? She gives me a look that says, Trust me. I look at Raoul. “Nice to meet you.” 
 
    “The pleasure is mine.” He kisses my hand, and I fight the urge to giggle like a schoolgirl. I refuse to look at Stephanie, knowing I will totally laugh.  
 
    The next hours pass agonizingly slow in a slow dance of technicians each doing their art. I’m not really sure it’s worth it, until they all finish and I get to look at myself in the mirror. “Oh, wow.” Everybody in the room laughs. “I actually look beautiful,” I say in awe. 
 
    Raoul comes and stands beside me in the floor-length mirror. “No,” he says in his clipped accent. “You were already beautiful; we just enhanced it.”  
 
    I bite my lip. “Thank you, each of you,” I tell them sincerely. 
 
    They all start packing up their equipment and head out. And it’s none too soon because I hear Aiden come home. “Why was there a guy in my home?” I hear him ask Stephanie, and I fight a grin. I don’t hear her response, but I do hear his and it makes me laugh. “A makeup artist?” he asks skeptically. “Fine.” He doesn’t sound too pleased, and I can picture his scowl. Funny how that scowl used to make me crazy; now I love it.  
 
    “Where are you going?” I hear Stephanie loud and clear this time. 
 
    “I’m going to see my girl,” he says, and my heart melts again.  
 
    “No, you’re not. She's going to come out,” Stephanie argues. 
 
    “Why can’t I just go see her?” he practically growls. 
 
    “Because she’s going to come to you.”  
 
    “When are you leaving again?” he asks in an irritated voice, and I laugh out loud this time.  
 
    “I’m coming, Aiden. Can you go to the living room? I’ll be right there; I promise,” I tell him. 
 
    “Why do you listen to her and not me?” Stephanie whines. 
 
    “Because you’re not her.” 
 
    I grin at his response, and then I can’t hear anything more. I take a breath and look at myself in the mirror. I shake my head. The dress is so over the top. I would never wear it in public. My boobs are practically falling out of it, but I want to tease Aiden with it before I change into my much more conservative dress. The door opens, and Stephanie walks in. 
 
    “He’s so frustrating,” she complains. She grabs her purse.  
 
    “Wait, are you leaving?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah. I don’t want to be here when he sees you in that dress. I don’t want to be around for what happens next.”  
 
    A blush heats my cheeks. “Nothing’s going to happen.” 
 
    “Right,” she says sarcastically. “Either way, I'm leaving. Take lots of pictures. I’ll come over after you leave and pick up.” 
 
    “You don’t need to,” I tell her. 
 
    “I know.” She faces me. “Enjoy tonight; soak it all in. You deserve a Cinderella night.” 
 
    “Thank you...for everything,” I tell her.  
 
    “You’re welcome. Now, go get your man.” She leaves a moment later, and I blow out a breath trying to work up the courage to go see him. Now that the time has come, I'm totally chickening out. I don’t know if I can go show him.  
 
    A knock sounds on my bedroom door. “Brielle?” 
 
    My eyes open. “Aiden? What are you doing?”  
 
    “Stephanie said she didn’t think you’d work up the courage to come see me,” he says, and I can hear the humor in his voice. “I’m going to come in, okay?” Panic hits me; the time is here. There’s no more avoiding it. “Brielle?” 
 
    “Okay,” I say, my voice breathless.  
 
    The door opens, and Aiden steps inside and stops. He stares. His eyes make a slow trip down my entire body and back up. His eyes meet mine, and I shudder at the heat there. Then just like that, it’s gone. His eyes harden. “No. Absolutely not. Absolutely, freaking not,” he says running a hand over his hair. He’s so worked up; I can’t help it. I throw back my head and laugh. “I’m glad you find this so amusing,” he growls.  
 
    I laugh again and try to stop when I look up at him. “I’m not really wearing it tonight; it was just to get a rise out of you.” I cock my head to the side. “I think it worked.” 
 
    His eyes track down me again, and my body heats with his lingering look. When he meets my eyes, he takes a step towards me. The intensity in his eyes makes me take a step backward, but he keeps coming. So I keep moving backwards. His green eyes darken more with each step. When I have nowhere else to go, I lean against the wall. He cages me in, a hand on either side of my head. He leans forward until our lips are only a breath apart. “That’s fine. You can tease me all you want. But just know this,” his lips brush my collarbone, and I forget to breathe. “The next time you wear that dress, you’d better be prepared for the consequences.” He leans forward and brushes a kiss on my neck near my ear, and I shiver. “I promise. The next time you wear it, you won’t be laughing.” He kisses me one more time in between my neck and shoulder, and I can’t keep my quiet gasp inside. He pulls back and meets my eyes. “You’re so beautiful, Brielle...both inside and outside.” He shakes his head. “I don’t deserve you, but I'm sure not giving you up.” 
 
    I wrap my arms around his neck. “I don’t want you to give me up,” I tell him before I meet his lips with my own and try to tell him how I feel about him through my actions rather than words. He groans low in the back of his throat and pulls me closer. He kisses me over and over again. When I open my mouth to him, he consumes me. I pull him closer, needing this moment. He finally pulls back but keeps his forehead against mine.  
 
    “Brielle,” he whispers, his eyes closed.  
 
    “I know,” I whisper back and try to catch my breath. He pulls back just enough to look into my eyes.  
 
    “You know you’re everything to me, right? You have to know that.” I blink, trying to keep back the tears. “No, don’t do that.” He wipes my eyes gently. “Stephanie will kill me if I mess up your makeup.”  
 
    I laugh. “You don’t know how true that is.” I still at his expression. “What?” 
 
    “I love your laugh,” he admits. “I could listen to you laugh all day.” I smile. He reaches into his pocket. “I got you something for tonight.” He pulls out a small red box and hands it to me. I open it and stare in awe. 
 
    “Aiden, they’re beautiful.” Inside the box is a gorgeous pair of silver, glittering, dangling Christmas trees. I look up at him. “Thank you, but you didn’t have to do that.” 
 
    “I know. Try them on.” 
 
    I pull them out of the box and put them in my ears. “How do they look?”  
 
    “Perfect.” His gaze on me is soft. “Now, what are you actually wearing tonight because I really don’t want to get into a fight tonight.” 
 
    “Isn’t that kind of your thing?” I ask. 
 
    “It used to be, but I think you’re taming me.” 
 
    I grin. “So, no fights tonight?” 
 
    “Not if you don’t change that dress,” he says.  
 
    “Okay.” I push on his chest lightly. “You go out; I'll change and we can leave.” 
 
    “You know I'd get into a fight for you, though, right?” he asks. 
 
    I shake my head. “No fighting.” 
 
    “Only if I need to keep other men away from you,” he says with a grin, and I can’t help but grin back. I had no idea how prophetic his words would turn out to be.  
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    I change into the red dress and get almost the same reaction from Aiden. It made the long afternoon more than worth it.  
 
    Somehow, I make it inside the building without tripping in front of all the flashing cameras. Now, we’re inside; and it’s like something out of a magazine. I can barely keep my eyes on where I'm walking next to Aiden, my hand secure in his bigger, stronger one. Everywhere I look is something new and beautiful to look at, and that’s not even the people. I’m so glad Stephanie prepared me for tonight. Every woman I see is as dressy or dressier than me. I’m so glad I had help getting ready. We don’t make it very far into the room before we’re swarmed by Aiden’s teammates. His hand tightens on mine, and I cling to his as we’re swallowed up in the group. 
 
    “Elle,” Sebastian says, using his broad shoulders to push through the crowd. “Do people ever call you Elle?” he asks.  
 
    “No,” I answer. 
 
    He grins. “Good. Elle, you look beautiful.” I shake my head at his antics. Rico pushes his way through next. The goalie finally stands next to us.  
 
    “Bri, you look gorgeous.” He leans forward and surprises me by kissing my cheek. I feel Aiden step close to my back. Then he puts a hand around my stomach. Rico looks down at it and then steps back, a big grin on his face. “Somebody’s feeling possessive tonight.”  
 
    “Only when people can’t keep their hands to themselves,” Aiden says pointedly, no trace of humor on his face. 
 
    Rico lifts his hands. “I didn’t touch her with my hands.” I take Aiden’s hand in mine and turn to face some of the other players, gathered around us. I greet each and every one of them, most by name. I'm surprised when Coach Seers joins our circle.  
 
    “Brielle,” he greets me by name. I try to hide my shock. “I can’t thank you enough for all you’ve done for our team.” 
 
    I blink. “Uh, I'm not sure...” 
 
    “You’ve tamed the beast,” he says, putting his hand on Aiden’s shoulder. The guys all around us all react with hoots and hollers. 
 
    “That’s not an easy task,” Gunner, the team captain says with a smirk at Aiden. 
 
    “Like you’re any better,” Aiden mutters, and the team once again reacts good naturedly. 
 
    The MC for the night calls for everybody to start finding their way towards their seats. Aiden puts a hand on my lower back as we make our way to the other side of the huge ballroom. We get stopped at least a dozen times on our way. We finally make it to our seats, and I'm happy to see some familiar faces at our table. Sebastian and his date, Rico, and Gunner are all at our table. Though Gunner looks like he’d rather be anywhere else than here. Aiden pulls out my seat, and I settle in next to Gunner, with Aiden on my other side. “What’s wrong, Gunner? Do you not like these kinds of things?” Sebastian and Rico both laugh, and I take compassion on the big guy. “It’s okay; this isn’t really my scene either,” I say quietly.  
 
    “Elle,” Sebastian says from across the table. “This is Emily.” I look at the model-gorgeous brunette next to him.  
 
    “Nice to meet you,” I tell her with a smile. She gives me a cool nod, and I let it roll off my back. We chat for a few minutes, and then the formal part of the night starts. I settle back in my seat, knowing we’re going to be here a while. Aiden warned me. A loud beeping sounds, and I cringe. I quickly grab my clutch purse and pull out my device and try to silence it. Aiden’s watch sounds next. I can feel eyes on us, and I feel my cheeks burning. Aiden leans close and wraps an arm around my shoulders and whispers in my ear. “I’ll get you something to eat.” 
 
    I put my hand on my leg, stopping him. “I’ll just take a glucose tablet. I'm sorry.”  
 
    He pulls back and frowns at me but doesn’t stop me as I get a glucose tablet out of my purse and eat it as discreetly as I can. I catch Sebastian frowning across the table at me, but I try to ignore it. When I look over at Aiden, he’s glaring at somebody that turned to look at us. He shifts closer and wraps his arm around me again. “You okay?” I can hear the worry in his voice. I nod and smile at him. He doesn’t remove his arm from around my shoulder, and I relax against him. I keep an eye on my numbers and get a bad feeling when they go up for a little bit but start dropping again. I’m kicking myself because I waited too long to eat, and I'm reaping the consequences of that now. My stomach starts getting sick, and my hands are starting to shake. I lean forward, and Aiden turns back to me. I don’t even say anything before he’s standing and pulling me to my feet. He wraps his arm around me and pulls me against his side. “Hang in there, Baby.” We start forward. The exit to the room suddenly seems miles away. I swallow hard. I’m shaky and feel like I'm going to be sick. I hate this feeling. My legs feel heavy, and I'm having a hard time moving. Aiden is practically holding all my weight now, and I would die of embarrassment, but all I can focus on right now is not throwing up. Sebastian suddenly shows up in front of us. He holds out a glass of orange juice and hands it to me. Aiden takes it from him and moves us so that my back is against the back wall. He and Sebastian block me from the crowd. Aiden hands me the juice and I throw it back, draining it in several swallows. I close my eyes and will the juice to work quickly. I feel Aiden shift closer, supporting my weight. I can hear them whispering, but I don’t hear what they’re saying. Finally, the juice starts working, and my vision begins to clear. I open my eyes and see Aiden’s concerned gaze right in front of me.  
 
    I give him a small smile. “I’m okay,” I whisper. I see his relief and feel bad I made him worry.  
 
    “We’ll stand here until you feel strong enough to walk out,” he says just as quietly. We stand there a little longer until I finally nod at him, and then we make our way towards the door. Aiden keeps an arm around my waist. Sebastian, I notice is close on my other side; but he doesn’t touch me. We finally exit the room and walk a little distance away, where there’s a sitting area. Aiden helps me sit, and I blow out a breath.  
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I tell him. “I should have eaten more this afternoon.” 
 
    Aiden’s scowl is firmly in place. “It’s not your fault; I should have made sure you ate. And I should have thought through the fact that we don’t eat for hours at this stupid thing.” 
 
    “Hey,” I put my hand on his leg. “I’m okay, Aiden.” 
 
    “I’m not. You were like dead weight, Brielle. You scared me.” He shakes his head. “It’s my job to take care of you, and I failed.” 
 
    “No, it’s my job to take care of myself and I should have eaten before we left. This is on me,” I tell him sternly.  
 
    “No,” Aiden retorts. “It’s on me.” 
 
    “It’s your turn,” Sebastian says, pointing to me. I can’t help but laugh. I appreciate him trying to lighten the mood.  
 
    “How did you know to bring juice?” I ask him curiously.  
 
    “My niece is Type 1,” he surprises me by saying. “I heard your alarm go off and recognized it.” 
 
    “Well, thank you; I really appreciate it,” I tell him. 
 
    “Yeah, thanks, Man,” Aiden tells him. He stands up. “Can you stay with her for a minute? I'm going to track down something for her to eat.” 
 
    “I’m fine, Aiden; I can wait.” But he just gives me a look and then disappears. Sebastian watches him go and then turns back to me.  
 
    “I do believe the man has fallen,” he says. “Can you put in a good word for me for best man?” 
 
    I huff a laugh. “I think you’re getting ahead of yourself.” 
 
    He shakes his head, his expression serious for a change. “I’m not. I know Aiden, and he’s an all or nothing kind of guy. And he has the same intensity around you that he has on the ice. Just be good to him, Bri. That’s all I ask.” His gaze darkens. “And be faithful to him, or you’ll answer to me.” 
 
    “Threatening my girl, really, Hart?” Aiden asks, appearing suddenly. 
 
    Sebastian shrugs, not showing an ounce of remorse; and it makes me happy. I’m glad he has Aiden’s back. “I won’t,” I tell Sebastian, letting him see the sincerity in my gaze. He gives me a firm nod and then stands to his feet.  
 
    “Better get back to my date.” He disappears a moment later.  
 
    Aiden settles onto the couch with me and hands me a plate. “Take a few bites, and then we’ll go.” I know arguing with him is pointless; I also know I need food in my stomach. So, I take a few bites. When I'm feeling better, I turn to him. “I’m fine; let’s go back in and finish the evening.”  
 
    “Brielle,” he starts, but I stop him. 
 
    “I’m fine, and I can’t let diabetes dictate my life. I refuse to let it. Now, let’s get back in there.” He stares at me intently before sighing and standing to his feet. He helps me to my feet and we make our way back to our table. We make it for the last of the comments, and then they start serving food.  
 
    Sebastian’s date stares at me from across the table. “There’s always somebody that has to be special, isn’t there,” she says to Sebastian. Sebastian frowns, but before he can say anything, I respond.  
 
    “Yep that’s me—special.” Sebastian’s frown deepens, but I know how people like her are. They’re like sharks; there’s no trying to reason with them. Our table is quiet, and you can feel the tension around the table. Only when she gets up to go to the bathroom does the tension ease.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Elle,” Sebastian says.  
 
    I wave him off. “It’s fine.” 
 
    “Where’d you find the gem?” Aiden asks, not amused.  
 
    Rico leans forward. “You good, Bri? You didn’t look too good there for a few minutes.” 
 
    “I have Type 1 Diabetes,” I tell him. “My sugars dropped. Sorry to make a scene.” 
 
    He frowns. “You didn’t make a scene. Are you okay now?”  
 
    I smile at him. “I’m good, no worries.” Rico’s eyes jump to Aiden’s, but he doesn’t say anything.  
 
    “My mom has diabetes,” Gunner mutters next to me. “Nasty disease.” 
 
    “Well, I'm thankful for insulin, that’s for sure. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be here,” I tell him and realize too late I probably shouldn't have made that comment in front of Aiden, who’s still wound tight from my low scare. I put my hand on his leg again, and he closes his hand around mine. I give him a gentle smile, letting him know I'm okay. He squeezes my hand but doesn’t say anything. Emily comes back to the table and sits next to Sebastian. The guys talk, and I relax when everybody seems to be at ease. After dessert, I turn to Aiden.  
 
    “I need to use the restroom; I'll be right back.”  
 
    “You good?” he asks in a low voice. 
 
    I give him a reassuring smile and pat his hand. “I’m good; I'll be right back. Did you happen to see where the restrooms are?”  
 
    He stands. “I’ll walk with you.” I take his hand and we make our way to the bathroom. After getting stopped several times, I squeeze his hand. “I’m just going to go; I'll be right back.” I release his hand and walk towards the bathroom. I don’t regret leaving him behind. It was either that or having an accident because I waited too long to pee. I have to wait in line but finally get to use the restroom. I'm walking down the hall, looking at my phone when I run right into somebody, somebody tall and big. 
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    “I’m so sorry,” I gasp. I look up and still. It's the guy from the Red Devils, the guy that came to my shop and caused a huge stir. I take a deep breath and immediately look for Aiden. I can’t see him, but I can’t see much from where I am in the hallway. “Hi, Blake,” I say as calmly as possible.  
 
    A big grin splits his face. “You know my name.” 
 
    “What do you want?” I ask. 
 
    “Hey, that’s no way to greet an old friend,” he says. 
 
    “I wouldn’t exactly say we’re friends.” I lift my eyebrows and cross my arms. “The last time you came near me, you caused a lot of problems.”  
 
    A slow grin fills his face. “But Sweetheart, that’s what I do.” 
 
    I take a small step backward. “I’m going to get back to Aiden now.” 
 
    His expression changes. “Of course, you are.” 
 
    I try to take a step around him, but he moves, effectively blocking me. I sigh and look up at him. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “It means that girls like you are all the same.” 
 
     “And what exactly do you mean by that?” I ask. 
 
    “It means that nice girls like you always fall for bad guys like Brooks.” He shakes his head. “He’ll just use you and dispose of you, Honey, just like he has all the other ones.”  
 
    I scowl at him. “Don’t call me that.” I try to step around him, and he moves again, blocking me. I start to get a little worried at this point.  
 
    “Don’t call you what, Honey? What should I call you?”  
 
    “How about nothing? Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to get back.” 
 
    He steps close. “No, I don’t think so.” He steps so close; I can smell the alcohol on his breath. Panic begins to build in my chest. I don’t deal with people that are drunk; ever. “You know what I think?”  
 
    “Not really,” I tell him, but he doesn’t seem to listen. 
 
    “I think you went for Brooks because he’s the big star, has all the fame. You're just like all the other girls. You don’t care for anything but the big name, the money, the endorsements.” 
 
    I take a step backward, but he follows. “That’s not true.” 
 
    His face morphs into a cruel expression. “It is true. You puck bunnies are all the same.” He grabs at my hands, and I fight him off, panic fueling me. He pushes me against the wall, using his body to hold me in place. It’s not a fair fight. He’s so much bigger and stronger, and panic causes me to freeze for a moment. Then adrenaline kicks in, and I fight against him as his lips brush mine. I jerk my head to the side and try to knee him, but he uses the weight of his body to keep me still. I push my hands at his face, and he grabs my arm, yanking my pod from my arm in the process, causing me to cry out in pain. Suddenly, he’s ripped away from me; and Aiden’s there. He slams his fist into Blake’s face. Blake roars in rage and crashes into Aiden. I stumble backwards as more people join the fray. Sebastian grabs me and moves me out of the way of the fight.  
 
    He bends down to look into my eyes. “Are you okay?” he asks, his voice grim. I nod, even as the tears drip down my cheeks. “I’ve got to go stop Aiden from killing him. Stay here.” Then he’s gone. I look over and see Rico and Zac are now in the middle of it as well. There are several guys I don’t recognize, and I figure they’re from Blake’s team. Then Gunner’s there, and several of the Green Thunder coaches, trying to break things up. It takes three of them to pry Aiden off Blake, and I look away as the tears drip down my face. I close my eyes and lean my head against the wall. I hate this—all of it. A bright light flashes, and I lift my hand.  
 
    Great, now the media’s here to capture my humility. Gunner steps in front of me, effectively blocking me from the cameras. “Let’s get you out of here.” I don’t have it in me to argue. He shoves his way through the crowd, not letting go of my arm. I keep my head down and let his big body block me from view. We finally get outside, and he leads me to a car I don’t recognize. He opens the door, and I slide in without a word. He stands outside my door for a moment with his phone up to his ear. He swears and puts his phone down. “What a mess.” He shakes his head and then kneels next to me. “Are you okay?” 
 
    I nod, but I'm not. Not really. I just want to go home and go to bed. Gunner frowns and leans forward. “Are you bleeding?” He turns on the light on his phone and shines it on my arm. My sleeve is torn, and there’s a trail of blood down my arm. “Did that piece of—” he catches himself. “Did he do that to you?” 
 
    “My insulin pod got ripped out,” I say quietly. He curses again and palms his neck. He stands up and fishes his keys out of his pocket. “I have to get back in there and clean this mess up.” His phone rings. “Yeah. I need you to stay with Aiden’s girl.” He waits a beat. “Yeah. I’m at my car.” He looks around. “G7.” He hangs up after that. “Rico’s on his way.” 
 
    “You don’t have to wait with me,” I tell him, but he doesn’t answer. We don’t have to wait long before Rico shows up. He and Gunner talk quietly, away from the car. Then Gunner strides away. 
 
    “Thank you,” I call out after him. He turns and nods and then heads back in. Rico climbs into the driver’s seat and starts the car. He starts backing out. “What are we doing?” 
 
    He glances over at me. “I’m taking you home. Is that okay?” 
 
    I look back at the building. “Is Aiden okay?” I ask softly. 
 
    “He’s fine. Blake’s not, but...” he shrugs. I glance back again, and he takes compassion on me. “He won’t be able to come out for a while. It’s going to take time to get to the bottom of the mess. Can I take you home?” I nod and sit back against my seat.  
 
    “Gunner doesn’t mind us taking his car?” I ask. 
 
    “No, he told me to take you home.” 
 
    It’s quiet as we drive. “Would it be possible to take me to my mom’s house?” I ask softly. He shoots me a glance, and I think that he’s going to argue.  
 
    “Sure. Where does she live?” I give him the directions and stare out the window as we drive.  
 
    “What’s going to happen to Aiden?” I ask when I can’t take it anymore. Rico doesn’t answer right away, and that worries me. “Will he get kicked off the team?” I ask, my heart in my throat.  
 
    “No,” he answers quickly. “They’ll probably fine him heavily and make him sit out a few games at the most.” I stare out the window, more weary than I've been in a long time. The events of the last few weeks catch up to me, and I feel like I'm drowning. The tears drip from my face, but I make no effort to wipe them off. My device alarm sounds, but I ignore it. When it beeps again, Rico glances over at me. “Are you okay? Do you need to do something about that?” 
 
    “My numbers are climbing because I'm not wearing an insulin pod.” I can feel his gaze on me. “Blake ripped it out,” I say emotionless. “I’ll get a new one on when I get to my mom’s.” 
 
    He curses, copying Gunner’s reaction. “I should have helped Aiden beat him to a pulp.” I don’t respond. Soon, we pull into my mom’s driveway. There are no lights on, but I figured she’d probably be in bed. Good thing I have a key.  
 
    “Thanks for the ride,” I say lifelessly and climb from the car. I’m halfway to the door when I realize he’s walking beside me. I continue to the front door and open it. I turn on the light and blink when I see Amber on the couch, with textbooks scattered across her lap.   
 
    She blinks and stands to her feet. “Bri? What are you doing here?” Then she sees Rico, and she frowns. “Weren’t you dating the other hockey player?” She gets a good look at me and gasps. She sets her books aside and stands. “What happened to you?” She turns her fierce gaze on Rico, the hulking goalie next to me.  
 
    “It wasn’t him; this is Aiden’s friend, Rico,” I tell her.  
 
    “Mom!” Amber shouts as she pulls me into her arms. There’s a rustling, and then my mom appears, wrapping a robe around her.  
 
    “What’s going on?” she asks. 
 
    “Bri’s hurt,” Amber tells her. My mom comes out into the light and sees my arm.  
 
    “Baby,” she gasps. “What happened?” I shake my head. It’s all too much. “Who are you?” I hear her ask. 
 
    “I’m Rico, one of Aiden’s teammates,” he says before I can say anything.  
 
    “Who did this to her?” my mom asks, hands on her hips.  
 
    “It was another player from another team,” he explains. “Don’t worry; Aiden took care of him. He won’t be playing hockey for a while.” 
 
    “Good,” my mother says with a nod of approval. Her arms wrap around me, but I just feel empty and cold. It's not her arms around me that I want right now. “It’s okay,” I hear her tell Rico. “We’ll take care of her.” I don’t get to thank him, but I make a mental note to thank him later. “Amber, make a bed on the couch,” my mom orders, in full mom mode. She touches my arm gently. “What happened?” 
 
    “My pod got ripped out.” 
 
    “Oh, Honey. Why don’t you get your stuff and put one back on.” 
 
    I walk numbly over to the chair and sit and pull out my medic bag. Thankfully I kept it on me tonight, even though it doesn’t really go with my outfit. I sit quietly and work on my pod as I'm hit with the thought that Aiden would help me if he were here. He's the only one that’s ever been interested in that side of my life. I almost smile as I picture him sitting here doing it for me and asking if he was doing it right. My heart squeezes, and I hope he’s all right. I hope he’s not in trouble. My mom and sister work on the bed while I put a new insulin pod on, this time on my belly.  
 
    Mom and Amber fuss over me for a little bit but finally let me be when I tell them I just want to get some sleep. Nobody mentions Aiden, and I'm thankful for that. Amber gives me some of her clothes to change into, but I don’t have the energy to. I settle on the couch and stare up at the ceiling, wondering what tomorrow will bring. I dread going to school, but I have to. It's the last week of school before Christmas break. I sigh wearily and try to just relax. I’m almost asleep when I hear a knock on the front door. I sit up and push down the blankets. There’s no doubt who’s on the other side of that door. I take a deep breath before I open it.  
 
    Aiden stares down at me. His face is bruised, and he has a cut on his cheek. His tie and suit are long gone, and he’s missing buttons on his dress shirt. He looks disheveled and a mess. But he’s here. I throw myself into his arms, and he catches me and wraps his arms tightly around me. I breathe in the scent of him and feel myself relax for the first time in hours. “Are you okay?” I ask softly because I have to know. 
 
    He pulls back and looks down at me. “Are you okay? Gunner told me he ripped out your insulin pod?” He looks at my arm and fingers the torn sleeve, his expression dark and fierce. He shakes his head. “I should have done more to him.” I shiver from the cold, and he ushers me inside and closes the door. He stares down at me. “I’m sorry I didn’t keep you safe.” He mutters something low. “This whole night was a disaster from start to finish. I’m so sorry, Brielle; but please give me another chance. Please, Baby.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I ask softly. 
 
    “Please don’t leave me,” he whispers, tucking my hair behind my ear. “I need you in my life. I had no idea how much I was missing in life until you came crashing into it. Now that I know how amazing my life is with you in it, don’t make me go back to life without you. If you want me to leave hockey, I will. You’re so much more important to me than hockey. Hockey's just a game; you...” he shakes his head. “You’re my whole life.” He tenderly cups my face with both hands. “I realize it may be too early for me to say this to you, but I don’t care. I love you, Brielle. I love you so much. I didn’t realize I was capable of loving someone this much. When I saw him touch you, lay his hands on you, hurt you...” he shakes his head. “I heard you cry out, Brielle, and...” he squeezes his eyes shut for a moment, and I'm shocked to see a tear slip out of the corner of his eye and track down his cheek. He makes no movement to wipe it off. I stare at it, entranced. “I am so sorry he hurt you.” His words are so filled with pain, it hurts me. I wrap my arms around his middle and hold on tightly to him. He wraps his arms around me and holds me close. 
 
    Something shifts and settles into place deep inside my soul. It’s like we’re two parts of the same whole, destined to be together. I lay my head on his chest, right above his heart; and he cradles the back of my head with his huge hands. I marvel at his gentleness with me, yet he’s the same man that destroyed another man because he hurt me. “I’m not leaving you,” I say softly. The hand that’s stroking my hair stills. “I was never planning on it.” 
 
    “Then why didn’t you come home?” he asks quietly. “Or answer any of my phone calls?” 
 
    “I didn’t want to be alone; that’s why I came here. And my phone must still be on silent from the gala. I’m sorry.” I pull back and look up at him. “And I don’t want you to leave hockey, Aiden. You were made to play hockey. What you have is a gift; I would never ask you to give that up. I’m so sorry that it’s all at risk because of me.” 
 
    “No, it’s not because of you; it’s because of him. Let him take all the blame,” he says tightly. 
 
    “Okay, but Aiden, if you want me,” I meet his eyes and let him see my love for him. “I’m yours,” I whisper. He crushes me to his chest and buries his head in my hair. I stand on my tiptoes, wanting to be closer to him. His lips crash into mine, and he lifts me. I wrap my legs around his waist and hang on to his shoulders as he kisses me with all the leftover fear and worry and uncertainty from tonight. Then the kiss slows, and becomes something different, something more. It’s filled with promise and life and a glimpse of the future.  
 
    He pulls back and stares down at me, his piercing green eyes filled with intense emotion. “I’m not letting you go, Brielle. You're the one pure thing in my life. Can we go home now?” 
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 Chapter 42 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A pounding on the door wakes me early the next morning. I sit up in bed, groggy. I glance at my phone. It’s only six in the morning. We didn’t get home and to bed until two in the morning; I'm definitely feeling it this morning. Somebody pounds again. I climb out of bed. “Aiden?” I call out.  
 
    He passes my room, barefoot and shirtless. “I’ll see who it is; stay here.” 
 
    I wait in my room, wondering who’s bothering us this early. Then I hear a voice I recognize. “Where is she?”  
 
    I sigh. My brother’s here. I throw a sweatshirt over my pajamas and make my way out to the living room. “Noah,” I say quietly. He whirls towards me. He looks me over, scowling as he does.  
 
    “Are you okay?” he asks gruffly.  
 
    I nod. “Aiden, this is Noah, my big brother,” I say to the man who looks like he’s ready for a repeat of last night. He loses a little of the aggression. Noah, however, does not.  
 
    I give him a hug that he stiffly responds to. I take in the scruff and longish hair and rumpled clothes. “Did you come here straight from the other side of the world?” I ask in gest. He shrugs, and my eyes widen. “Noah, you didn’t need to come home.” 
 
    “My little sister got hurt. Of course, I needed to come home,” he says gruffly. I don’t even know exactly what my brother does, other than that it’s some kind of security stuff all around the world. He’s basically the guy you send when you lose all hope. He’s kind of like the Liam Neeson of security.  
 
    “I’m fine,” I tell him.  
 
    “You shouldn't have gotten hurt in the first place,” he says, scowling at Aiden when he returns with a shirt on.  
 
    “She shouldn’t have,” Aiden agrees, standing protectively behind me.  
 
    “And yet she did.” My brother turns his frosty look on Aiden, and I sigh. I’ve seen grown men cower at that look.  
 
    “She did,” Aiden agrees again. “And then I took care of the guy that hurt her.” 
 
    Noah studies his face, his own face expressionless. “Can he walk?” he asks. 
 
    “Not yet, and he won’t be playing hockey for some time,” Aiden says in a cold voice. 
 
    Noah nods. “Good.” 
 
    I rest my head against Aiden’s chest. “Okay, are we good now?” Noah nods once. “Can you stay for breakfast?” I ask. 
 
    He’s already shaking his head. “I fly out in less than an hour.” 
 
    “Where to this time?” I ask, knowing it’s useless to try to convince him to stay.  
 
    “Bosnia.”  
 
    I wrack my brain to try to remember where that even is on the map. “Be safe,” I tell him and give him a hug. “Thank you for coming to check on me. I love you.” He just nods; he’s always been the kind of guy to show you he loves you by his actions, not words—hence him flying here just to check on me. “Check in with mom while you’re here. At least call her and let her know you’re still alive.”  
 
    “I will.” He turns to Aiden, and I have to give Aiden props for not being scared of my brother. They shake hands. “You hurt her; I'll find you.” 
 
    Aiden doesn’t even bat an eye. “I won’t.” He's gone a moment later, leaving both of us staring after him. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but your brother is one scary dude.” 
 
    “Oh, I know.” I look at my watch. “I’ve got to get going or I'm going to be late. Are you heading in?” I ask. He shakes his head. “Why?” 
 
    “I’m not practicing with the team for a few days,” he says in a relaxed voice as he sits on a stool at the counter.  
 
    Dread fills me, and I turn to him wide-eyed. “You heard from the team.” He nods. “What’s the verdict?” 
 
    “I’m out the next two games and all the practices in between. Oh, and a fine.”  
 
    I bite my lip. “How much?” I whisper. 
 
    “It’s fine, Baby; don’t worry about it.” 
 
    “How much Aiden?”  
 
    He studies my face. “Twenty-five.” 
 
    “Twenty-five dollars?” I ask.  
 
    He gives me an Aiden smile. “Thousand.” 
 
    My eyes widen, horrified. “Twenty-five thousand?! What are you going to do? I'm so sorry!” 
 
    He takes my hand and pulls me in between his legs. “I appreciate that you’re not after me for my money, believe me. But you need to understand something. I make a lot of money, Brielle,” he says as he pushes my hair over my shoulder. “Twenty-five thousand is nothing for me. I don’t say that to make a big deal about it; it’s just money. But I say that so that you know that it’s fine. Really. Now, you go get ready for school. I’ll make you breakfast and then drive you to work.” 
 
    “Really?”  
 
    He shrugs. “I never get to. I can today, and I want to.” 
 
    After I first shower, I dress in a soft pink rounded neck shirt and a long gray sweater, jeans, and soft gray boots. I put on some silver hoops and throw up my hair in an easy updo. I head back to the kitchen, and Aiden hands me something wrapped in foil. “It’s a breakfast burrito, and here’s coffee.” He grabs his wallet and keys. “Come on; I'll drive.” 
 
    We settle in his car, and I work on the burrito he made me. “This is really good; thank you.” 
 
    He puts his hand on my leg. “You’re welcome. How are you feeling today?”  
 
    “Well, it’s definitely been an intense week.” 
 
    “Yeah,” his voice is grim. “Have you heard anything about your apartment?”  
 
    “I turned in everything for insurance. I don’t expect to hear anything for quite some time.” He nods. “Are you going to be okay today?” I ask and put my hand on top of his.  
 
    “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “When’s the next game?” I ask softly. 
 
    “Wednesday night.” He squeezes my leg gently. “It will be fine.” 
 
    We drive the rest of the way in comfortable silence. “Thanks for breakfast.” I lean over and kiss him before I climb out of the car.  
 
    “I’ll walk you over,” he says and climbs out of the car. 
 
    We walk hand in hand towards the school when I stop. “Oh, I forgot my coffee in the car.” 
 
    “I’ll grab it. Go in where it’s warm; I’ll bring it to you.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I say as I shiver in the cold. I step inside where it’s warm. 
 
    “Bri,” Stephanie says right before she plows into me. She pulls back. “I just saw all the news from last night. What in the world? Are you okay?” 
 
    “It was a night; that’s for sure. Noah showed up this morning; that’s how crazy it was.” 
 
    Her eyes widen. “Noah showed up? Oh boy, did he beat Aiden to a pulp?” 
 
    “No, he didn’t; but thanks for the vote of confidence,” Aiden says dryly from right behind me. I take a step back and into him, and he rewards me by wrapping an arm around my middle. He kisses my temple. “I’ll let you go. Have a good day. Love you.” 
 
    “I love you too,” I tell him before turning and kissing him on the lips. He pulls me close for a moment and then reluctantly releases me. “I’ll see you at home tonight.” 
 
    He kisses me briefly one more time. “Bye, Baby. Have a good day.” He strides towards the exit, and I can’t help but stare at him.  
 
    When I turn back, Stephanie is staring at me with eyes as wide as saucers. “I’d say the gold dress worked its magic.” I laugh. We start towards our teachers’ meeting, and Rob joins us on the way.  
 
    “How was your weekend, Bri?” he asks.  
 
    “Oh, it was eventful,” I tell him.  
 
    “That’s nice,” he says, totally clueless as to what I'm talking about. “You look nice today, Bri.” I pause for a moment and wonder if Stephanie was actually right about Rob. Maybe he did think there was something between us. I open my mouth to say something, but a low voice behind me sounds before I can.  
 
    “She does, doesn’t she?” I turn and see Aiden striding towards me, his gaze intense and steady on me. “I forgot to give you your coffee, Baby,” he says. He hands it to me.  
 
    “Oh, thanks.” 
 
    He steps close. “I’ll see you at home, Love.” Then he pulls me into his arms. His lips meet mine, and I gasp when he pushes against my lips. He takes advantage of the gasp and pushes his tongue into my mouth. His tongue strokes mine, and a sound escapes my throat. I am unaware of anything else but Aiden. When I can’t possibly go without air any longer, he pulls back. His eyes are dark with desire. He leans close so that his lips are right next to my ear. “That sound you made, Baby. It makes me want to do things to you, things you can’t even imagine.” His voice is dark and deep with desire. I shiver in his arms and try to control my breathing. When he pulls back, I grasp his arms, steadying myself.  
 
    “Not fair,” I whisper to him. He grins at me, unapologetically before wrapping an arm around me and pulling me against his side.  
 
    “I’m Aiden,” he says, putting his hand out to Rob. 
 
    Rob takes his hand, looking a little pale-faced. “Rob.” He shakes Aiden’s hand and then hurries into the room for our teachers’ meeting.  
 
    I elbow Aiden’s side. “You did that on purpose.” 
 
    “Course I did,” he says, pulling me close against his side. “He sent you flowers, and he was looking at you with that look. And nobody looks at you like that except for me.” 
 
    I laugh. “All right, Caveman. You better go; I need to get to my meeting.” 
 
    His eyes meet mine, all traces of humor aside. “Be careful today; watch your numbers.” 
 
    “I will.”  
 
    He kisses me one last time and then leaves. I watch him until he rounds the corner and then head into teachers’ meeting.  
 
      
 
    ____________
  
 
      
 
    Monday, Tuesday, and Wednesday fly by in a whirl of Christmas parties and fun at school. I head home after school on Wednesday, wondering how Aiden will handle the game tonight. When I walk inside, I notice that the lights are off, and the blinds are closed. Only the Christmas lights light up the living room. When I round the corner, I stop and stare. Aiden turns to me. “I was trying to replace the one you lost, but it doesn’t look as good as yours did,” he says sheepishly.  
 
    “Aiden, it’s amazing,” I breathe out. He's made a Christmas tree entirely of books and even put lights around it and a big red bow at the top. “I can’t believe you did all this and got all these books.” I recognize a lot of the titles as my eyes rove over the tree. They're all Christmas romances that I lost in the fire. I blink and wipe my eyes.  
 
    “No, don’t cry,” he says and takes me into his arms. “It’s supposed to make you happy.” 
 
    “You make me happy,” I say in a choked voice. He pulls me close and kisses my forehead.  
 
    “Good because you make me so happy.” We stand together for a few minutes, admiring the book tree.  
 
    “I invited Dante to come over and watch the game with us tonight. I hope that's okay,” I tell him.  
 
    “That’s great. Are you hungry? Dinner's almost ready?”  
 
    After dinner, we settle into the living room and get ready to watch the game. Dante shows up just a few minutes before the game starts. I thought Aiden would be nervous, but he’s been chill. “Are you going to be okay?” I ask him in the kitchen as we pop the popcorn for the game.  
 
    He reaches out and pulls me into his arms. “Stop worrying about me. I’m fine, I promise. Am I disappointed I can’t play tonight? Yeah.” He bends low. “But I’d do it again in a heartbeat. I don’t regret for a moment what I did.” He tucks my hair behind my ears. “The fear on your face.” He breathes deep. “I’d miss a whole season to keep that from ever happening.” I blink back tears, and he wipes them away gently. “Don’t cry for me, Love.” 
 
    “I don’t deserve you,” I say as I wrap my arms around his middle. His arms come around me, holding me tight as he chuckles.  
 
    “You got that wrong. I don’t deserve you.” He kisses me briefly, then takes my hand. “Come on, Dante’s waiting.”  
 
    After a painful loss, Aiden stands up. “Come on, Dante; I'll drive you home.” 
 
    “Oh, I can come too,” I say standing up.  
 
    “You stay here, Love,” Aiden says, easily. “I’ll just run him home and be back.” He gives me a look that has me understanding; he doesn’t want me there.  
 
    “Okay. Be safe,” I tell him. He nods and kisses me. After they leave, I get a text from Aiden saying that he’s going to talk to Dante’s dad tonight. 
 
    I pass the time picking up the house and getting ready for bed, but then I'm pacing the living room, waiting for Aiden to get back. I breathe a sigh of relief when I hear the front door open. “Hey, how did it go?”  
 
    He shrugs out of his coat. “Good. I got to meet his dad.” 
 
    I bite my thumbnail. “And?” 
 
    He pulls my finger from my mouth. “I made it clear that Dante is under my protection now, and that I keep a watch over him.”  
 
    “Do you think he understood?” I ask. 
 
    Aiden nods. “He knew who I was; he knows what I'm capable of. I don’t think he’ll hurt Dante again. I also think he needs some help, and I told him I want to help. We talked for a while, and he said he would check into a rehab tomorrow. I told him I’d drive him over.” 
 
    “What about Dante?” I ask. 
 
    “I told him he could live with us until his dad comes back. I should have checked with you first. Is that okay?”  
 
    “It’s your house,” I say without thinking.  
 
    “It’s our house,” he corrects.  
 
    I breathe out a sigh of relief. “You think he’ll really go?” 
 
    “I hope so,” Aiden says. 
 
    “You’re a good man,” I tell him. He takes my hand.  
 
    “Come on, let’s get some sleep.” 
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 Chapter 43 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I’m fast asleep when somebody shakes me. I open my eyes, groggy. “Aiden?”  
 
    “Hey, Sweetheart, your numbers are climbing really high. I didn’t wake up until just now.” I’m confused and disoriented. “Can you sit up?” He climbs onto the bed next to me and helps me sit up. I feel foggy and terrible.  
 
    I throw back the covers and stagger to my feet. He reaches out and steadies me. “Sick,” I tell him. I try to get to the bathroom, but I stumble on the way. He sweeps me into his arms and takes me to the toilet. I lean over and throw up. He pulls my hair back. “Hang on, Brielle. I’ll get your medic bag.” He disappears, and I lay my head on the toilet. I feel terrible.  
 
    He comes back moments later. “Okay, Baby. Let’s get some insulin into you.” I don’t move while he works. He shows me my numbers. They’re just reading HIGH. That’s not good; that’s why I feel so sick. “How much insulin?” he asks. I tell him and he preps the syringe. “Okay. I’m going to put it in.” I feel a pinch and hold myself still. “It’s in.” He puts away the medical supplies and then sits on the floor behind me. “I’ve got you,” he says softly, and I let myself lean against him. I can’t hold myself up.  
 
    I’m not sure how many hours we stay there on the bathroom floor together. Eventually, he lifts me and carries me to his bed. He kisses my forehead and tucks me in. Hours later, he wakes me again. “Your numbers are dropping after all that insulin. Take a sip of orange juice.” He helps me sit up and take a drink. “Go back to sleep,” he says, dropping a kiss on my forehead. I'm back asleep within minutes.  
 
    When I wake the next time, I reach for my phone and gasp. It’s almost noon. Before I can shoot out of bed, I see a note on the nightstand.  
 
    Just so you don’t panic, I called your principal this morning and told him you wouldn’t be in. He said not to worry about it because it’s just Christmas parties.  
 
    I lean back against my pillows. I check my numbers; they’re finally stable. I head into the shower. I feel grimy after throwing up during the night. After a shower, I feel so much better. I pull on my softest leggings and a long sweatshirt and make my way out to the living room. Aiden’s on the couch, watching a hockey game. He stands when he sees me. “Hey, how are you feeling?” he asks in a concerned voice. 
 
    “Better. I'm so sorry about all that last night.” 
 
    “I’m just glad you’re feeling better. I have soup when you’re ready. Your numbers are finally stable,” he says.  
 
    I stop and look up at him. He's got dark circles under his eyes. “You stayed up all night, didn’t you?” 
 
    “I was worried about you,” he says tenderly.  
 
    “I’m sorry; I feel terrible.” 
 
    “Don’t,” he says. “How did you ever manage all this when you lived by yourself?” he asks. 
 
    I shrug. “I had to just make it work.” 
 
    He frowns and shakes his head. “Let’s get some food in you.” After I eat, I feel much better.  
 
    “What’s on the agenda for today? I can’t believe we’re both home together,” I tell him. He smiles and takes my hand.  
 
    “The guys have been worried about you and have been asking to come over. I keep putting them off, but I don’t think I'll be able to much longer.” 
 
    “They can come over,” I tell him. 
 
    “Are you sure? They’re a lot.” His pained look makes me laugh.  
 
    “It’s fine; I can handle them.”  
 
    Rico, Sebastian, and Gunner show up less than an hour later. “Were you waiting around the corner?” Aiden asks with a shake of his head.  
 
    “We were worried about our girl,” Sebastian says, pushing him out of the way and coming into the house.  
 
    “You mean my girl,” Aiden corrects.  
 
    “Exactly,” Sebastian agrees.  
 
    “If she’s yours, then she’s one of us; and this team protects its own,” Gunner shocks me by saying.  
 
    I blink back tears and meet Aiden’s gaze. He gives me a soft gaze. “What have you been up to?” Sebastian asks. He stops in front of the book tree. “What in blue blazes is that?” 
 
    “It’s a book tree,” I tell him defensively. “And don’t knock it. Aiden made it for me.” Sebastian turns to Aiden with a grin on his face. I just know he’s about to trash Aiden. “Not a word. It’s my tree that he made for me, and I love it.” 
 
    We settle in the living room, and everybody takes a chair. Aiden and I take the love seat. “Hey Bri, so remind me to never make your sister angry,” Rico says and shudders. “She’s scary. And also, is she single?”  
 
    I shake my head. “She’s nineteen and very focused on her studies.” He gives me a thoughtful look but doesn’t say anything. I wonder what’s going on in the goalie’s mind. Scratch that. I don’t think I want to know. The guys laugh and talk and eventually turn on a hockey game. I lean against Aiden’s chest and listen, so content. These guys are quickly becoming like family to me.  
 
    I’m in the kitchen later, getting ready to bring popcorn when I hear their conversation. “You’re changing,” Sebastian says. “I can see it, and it’s good.” 
 
    “We can all see it.” That’s Rico. “You’re different with her.” 
 
    “She’s an angel to put up with you,” Gunner says gruffly. 
 
    “She’s my angel,” Aiden says. “I know I don’t deserve her.” 
 
    “Oh, well if you’re not going to keep her, can I ask her out?” Sebastian asks. I hear a smack and bite my lip to keep in the laugh. “Dude! I was just kidding!” It’s quiet a moment and then Sebastian talks again. “You know you need to lock her down. She’s the best thing that ever happened to you; don’t let her go.” 
 
    “I have no intention of doing that,” Aiden growls at him.  
 
    “Popcorn,” I call out, letting them know I'm coming back. I settle against Aiden on the couch when we hear the doorbell. Aiden moves to get up, but Rico jumps up.  
 
    “I got it.” 
 
    He comes back a minute later with Dante following. “Dante, hey.” I move, and Aiden stands up.  
 
    “Hey, Man. How’s it going? Here, come help me in the kitchen a minute.” They disappear into the kitchen and I watch them go, worried. The guys are quiet as we wait for Dante and Aiden to come back. Aiden gives me an easy smile when they come back out. He settles next to me on the couch and pulls me up against his chest.  
 
    Sebastian pats the couch next to him. “Dante, my man, you get to sit with me. How lucky for you!” Dante gives a small smile and eases onto the couch. The guys get back to yelling at the game. After a few minutes, Aiden leans forward next to my ear.  
 
    “His dad checked himself into a rehab today. Dante’s with us at least through Christmas.” 
 
    I turn to him. “We don’t have any presents for him.” 
 
    “I know; we’ll get him stuff. We’ll take care of him.”  
 
    I settle against him again, and he strokes my side absently as he watches the game and interacts with the guys. I don’t think he’s even aware. My mind wanders as I think through what we could get Dante for Christmas. We’ll have to get right on it because we only have a few days. Christmas is on Monday, and it’s already Thursday.  
 
      
 
    _____________ 
 
      
 
    Before I know, it’s Christmas morning. I don’t know how it snuck up on me so fast. The weekend was a blur. Dante and Aiden both helped me on Friday and Saturday at the shop, and we picked out a tree for Archie on Sunday and helped him set it up. He was gruff the entire time, but I think he appreciated it.  
 
    I’m the first one out of bed. I throw on a sweatshirt and make my way out to the living room. I turn on all the Christmas lights and then make a pot of coffee for Aiden and me. Then I start making a batch of homemade hot chocolate and look for the fixings I bought.  
 
    I pull out the breakfast casserole I prepped last night and put it in the oven; then I prep the ham for lunch and get it ready for the oven. Aiden comes into the kitchen looking adorably sexy in just a pair of sweatpants and mussed hair. I grin and walk over to him. “Hey, Handsome, Merry Christmas.” He smiles  at me and pulls me into his arms.  
 
    “Merry Christmas, Beautiful.” He gives me a kiss that I feel all the way to my toes.  
 
    “Now, go put on a shirt so I can focus and so we don’t scare away our guest,” I whisper. 
 
    “You can’t focus when I don’t have a shirt on?” he asks with a grin. “I think you need to just have more discipline,” he says, stepping close.  
 
    “How about I take my shirt off? And we can see who has more discipline?” I counter.  
 
    He swallows. “I’ll go put a shirt on.”  
 
    I can’t help but grin as he walks away. I pull the breakfast casserole out of the oven and put the ham in next. “That smells so good,” Aiden says, wrapping his arms around me when he gets back. “You’re such a good cook.” 
 
    I turn in his arms. “Good, you have a shirt on.” I glance over to make sure Dante’s not down here. “Do you think we got enough for him?” 
 
    Aiden raises an eyebrow. “I think we’re at risk of getting him too much, Baby.” 
 
    “I just want to make it special for him.”  
 
    He kisses me. “It will be.”  
 
    Dante walks into the kitchen, just as Aiden steps away. “Merry Christmas, Dante.” I give him a big hug. 
 
    “Merry Christmas,” he says quietly. 
 
    “Merry Christmas,” Aiden tells him, giving him a fist bump. “Want to help me get a fire going in the fireplace?” They disappear and I finish in the kitchen and make my way out to the living room, where the fire is crackling in the fireplace. I take a deep breath. My life is so full; I don’t know what I did to be so lucky. I watch Aiden with Dante and can’t help but be overcome with emotion at how much I love him. I wipe my eyes quickly, lest either one of them see me crying on Christmas.  
 
    Archie joins us mid-morning. He’s gruff, but I catch him almost smiling when nobody’s watching. He and Aiden have come such a long way. They’ve forgiven each other for the careless things they said to each other years ago when they were both grieving in their own way, and I can see they’re both trying.  
 
    It’s a perfect Christmas, more than I could ever ask for. Aiden and I watch in contentment as Dante opens his presents. Most of them are hockey gear from Aiden, but some of them are presents we picked out together.  
 
    Aiden loves the hockey stick ornament I gave him and the framed photo of us at the ice rink, the one where he has his arms around me and is looking down at me. I got him a few other things, but I'm pretty sure he likes the photo the best.  
 
    Aiden gives me a Green Thunder jersey that says property of Brooks on the back. I can’t stop grinning at it; I love it. He also gives me too many other gifts—books, a journal, a beautiful coffee mug, jewelry, a gorgeous sweater, and more.  
 
    But the highlight of the morning comes after we finish all the presents. Aiden stands up. “I have one more present for you, Brielle.” 
 
    “Aiden,” I groan. “You already got me too much already.” 
 
    “You’re going to like this one, I promise,” he says before disappearing. He comes back moments later carrying a big box with a red bow on it. He sets the box down, and it moves. I jump back because it startles me. Then I hear a little sound, and my eyes shoot to Aiden. He gives me the gentlest smile. “Open it,” he encourages.  
 
    I drop to my knees beside the box and open the lid. I put a hand to my mouth as I stare down at an adorable golden retriever. Tears spring to my eyes because I know why he did this. “Aiden,” I say, my voice cracking. He kneels next to me and wraps an arm around my shoulders. He reaches in and picks up the little guy, who wiggles and licks his hand.  
 
    “This is Ripley. He’s just a few weeks old.” He holds Ripley up close to his face. “This is your new owner, Ripley. It’s your job to take care of her when I can’t.” Ripley just yips at him, and I laugh through my tears. I wipe my eyes quickly and take Ripley. He’s so soft. He yips and licks my face, and I laugh in delight.  
 
    “He’ll go back today, and they will train him to be a diabetic dog,” Aiden says quietly. “They’ll bring him back when he’s ready to do his job.” The tears are falling in earnest now. I lean against him with Ripley cradled in my arms. Aiden kisses my temple.  
 
    “Thank you,” I manage to get out in a choked voice. I look up at him. “I love you.” 
 
    His gaze is so tender. “I love you more than life itself, Brielle.” Then he kisses me. It’s a kiss that’s so full of love and the promise of the future we’re going to build. Together. 
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 Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
    Michigan Daily News 
 
    It seems that hockey’s most sought after bachelor has recently been taken off the market. Aiden Brooks was seen kissing his fiancé after their last win. You can clearly see the large engagement ring on Brielle Campbell’s finger. Sources close to the couple say that they’re clearly in love and wouldn’t be surprised if the couple tied the knot before summer. 
 
    Being in love seems to be good for Brooks. The last ten games have been the best of his career. Campbell has been at every one of Brooks’ games, obviously his good luck charm. The Green Thunder have their sights on a Stanley Cup this year, and they might just get it. They've got a tough road ahead of them and some of their biggest competitors coming up, but this season just might be theirs for the taking.  
 
    We were able to sit down with the happy couple for a personal interview. While they wouldn’t spill the news about when the wedding would be, they did say they don’t plan on waiting long after hockey season. Campbell was quoted as saying they’re “focusing on hockey right now.”  
 
    When asked how the couple met and fell in love, they smiled at each other and said it was because of “the tickets.” We can only assume this is in reference to the tickets Campbell’s class won to the Green Thunder game back in November.  
 
    We will follow this story closely and report when we know more.  
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
      
 
    Not ready to be done? How about a bonus from Aiden’s point of view? 
 
    Read from Aiden’s point of view when he finds her on the floor of the bathroom.  
 
    Click the link below to get the bonus! 
 
    BONUS 
 
   

 
  
   To My Readers 
 
      
 
      
 
    I can’t keep the smile off my face as I finish writing Brielle and Aiden’s story. This is one I hadn’t really planned on writing; it just kind of came about. I was deep into writing Defender when I had a conversation one morning with my husband about a Christmas book idea about a teacher whose class wins tickets to see a hockey game and the hockey player who comes to deliver them. When he gets there, she doesn’t recognize him or even know what sport he plays.  
 
    I sat down and cranked out a mind map for the story, and the ideas just kept coming. Then I had to put it on hold to finish writing Defender and then Defier. Then I was all in and racing against the clock to get this book written in time for Christmas. I loved every moment of it.  
 
    This book is near and dear to my heart because of our youngest child Macey. Macey was diagnosed with Type 1 Diabetes two and a half years ago (at the writing of this book). The five days we spent in the hospital, most of those in the ICU, were the hardest thing we’ve had to experience to date. I remember the trip in the ambulance, the doctors telling us they were worried about brain swelling, the fact that her numbers were higher than they’d ever seen, the very real danger she was in. Then there was the nightmare of blood draws every hour, shots every little bit, finger pricks, and more. It was horrifying for our little five-year old.  
 
    I will never forget sitting next to her on the hospital bed and having to tell her that we were going to have to continue the finger pricks and the shots even after we went home, that she was really sick. She cried, and I cried. I held her as best as I could, even as she was hooked up to so many cords, it made it difficult.  
 
    Those early days at home were awful. She would get 8-10 shots a day and finger pricks at least hourly. It was so hard. I wasn’t sure we were all going to make it through, but things got better eventually.  
 
    I am so happy to say that now she wears an insulin pump and a continuous glucose monitoring system, and that’s changed everything. It’s so much easier to handle.  
 
    Diabetes is a terrible disease, and so many people don’t understand it. People don’t realize there’s a difference between Type 1 and Type 2...that no amount of exercise or eating well can undo Type 1 Diabetes. Her pancreas does not work, and it never will. She will be on insulin for the rest of her life and cannot eat anything without putting insulin into her body. She experiences the highs and the lows that I wrote about for Brielle in this book. The part where Brielle passes out and hits her chin is taken directly from Macey’s story. That happened this summer.  
 
    The reason I wrote Brielle’s story as a Type 1 diabetic is because I wanted a story for Macey to relate to when she gets older. She’s often told me her fear is growing up and having to deal with diabetes without me. I know she’ll be okay when the time comes, but I wrote this story to give her hope.  
 
    God is good and says he won’t give us anything we can’t handle, and I know he loves our Macey more than we do. He will take care of her. While it’s been hard, I am so grateful. I’m grateful for modern medicine and for amazing nurses and doctors. And I'm so thankful for our story. We don’t have it nearly as bad as some people do. I’ll never forget some of the stories we heard of what other children were going through while we were at CHOP (Children’s Hospital of Philadelphia).  
 
    All I can say is I’m grateful to God for his goodness. So that’s why I wrote this book in a nutshell...thank you for indulging this mama’s heart.  
 
    Thank you for reading it and for your support! It means the world to my family and me! 
 
    From my heart, 
 
    Amanda  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Stay in Touch 
 
      
 
    For all things pertaining to A. J. Manney Books, including release dates, teasers, and more, be sure to follow A. J. Manney Books on Facebook and Instagram.  
 
      
 
    Check out my author website to discover your next escape into the world of fantasy fiction! ajmanneybooks.com 
 
      
 
    Sign up here to be in the know for upcoming books, release dates, teasers, and more!   
 
      
 
    While you’re waiting for the next book, check out my other books.  
 
      
 
      
 
     True Marks Series 
 
      
 
    The Sicario Clan Series 
 
      
 
    The Protector Series 
 
      
 
    Wolves of the Northwoods Series 
 
      
 
    Defender Series 
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