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A Homemade Hanukkah

 

By Eliana West

An Emerald Hearts Novella

 

Noah Stern’s patients at Seattle Children’s Hospital don’t mind his OCD quirks. He loves his job as a physical therapist. Working with children is easy. Checking in on Gideon “the Beast” Wilder at his remote mountain cabin as a favor for the owner of the Seattle Emeralds proves to be anything but easy. Gideon seems determined to live up to his nickname. But beneath his surly demeanor, Noah glimpses a man who is longing for love.

Seattle Emeralds star player Gideon Wilder doesn’t want company, especially a physical therapist with a charming smile and eyes that sparkle when he laughs. Noah Stern’s arrival on his doorstep is an unwelcome interruption, complicated when an avalanche traps them together for Hanukkah. Gideon came to his cabin to nurse both the physical injury that ruined his soccer season and a heart broken by failed relationships. People he dares to love always leave him. Noah will surely do the same.

With each homemade Hanukkah gift, Noah tames the Beast. When the snow clears and Hanukkah comes to an end, Gideon’s fear takes hold before he realizes that Noah’s presence in his life has been the greatest gift of all. Will Noah accept Gideon’s belated Hanukkah gift—Gideon’s heart?


For those who are being held in places where they cannot see the light.
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Chapter One

 

 

“OKAY, JAMIE, who else are we inviting onto the ark? We have a Tyrannosaurus Rex named Gerry and a Pterodactyl named Suzy.” Noah gently flexed the little boy’s ankle and tried to distract his patient from the stretching discomfort. “I don’t think we’ve invited a Stegosaurus to live on Noah’s Ark.”

He glanced toward Jamie’s dad, who was standing off to the side, watching his son with a worried smile. Jamie was healing nicely, and this was his last appointment. Noah would miss the little guy, but not having his father hovering nearby watching his every move. Noah did a quick check, scanning the room to make sure nothing was out of place.

The little boy with brown curly hair and light brown eyes grinned. “Can we name it Henry?”

“Sure. Henry’s an awesome name.”

Noah exhaled, trying to steady his nerves as he flexed Jamie’s foot. Normally a parent being close by wouldn’t bother him. But this was Dane Prescott, the owner of Seattle’s Major League Soccer team, the Seattle Emeralds.

Granted, Dane stood by, observing their session with approval and hadn’t questioned any of the exercises Noah put his son through to rehabilitate his ankle. It was a serious sprain with a tear in his tendon, but Jamie had the advantage of youth and would be back on the soccer field in no time. Any worries Noah had about Jamie being pressured into playing the sport quickly vanished. Jamie eagerly expressed his enthusiasm for his favorite sport at every appointment. Today Jamie arrived wearing a Seattle Emeralds’ jersey. He limped through the door and turned around, stretching his little arms to point at the name on the back of his jersey.

“Look, Dr. Noah, Nick Anderson signed it for me. He said he would if I got a good report card and I did and he did,” Jamie exclaimed, turning back around with a big grin on his face.

“That’s great, Jamie, but remember, I’m not a doctor, just a physical therapist.”

“But you make people better, like a doctor.”

Noah took the compliment. He didn’t have the heart to argue with the little boy gazing up at him with the solemn wisdom only a six-year-old could have. It was that childlike wisdom that made Noah want to work with kids.

Noah could have been a doctor, but he’d decided against it because medical school would have aggravated his condition. He’d worked hard to carve out a career that he loved with a level of stress that he could manage.

He carefully taped Jamie’s ankle and turned to his dad. “Jamie has made an excellent recovery, but he should take it easy when playing indoor soccer. It’s best if he starts with short sessions of ten or fifteen minutes and gradually builds up to a full game.”

“Got it. I’ll let his coach know. The holiday break will give him extra time to heal. There aren’t any games or practices until after New Year now.”

“Aww, Dad. Can’t we practice a little?”

Dane ruffled his son’s curls. “We’ll see, kiddo.”

“Okay, Jamie.” Noah lifted Jamie off the table and dropped to his knee so he could be at eye level with his patient. “As much fun as we’ve been having, I think you’d rather be playing with your team than coming here, right?” Jamie nodded. “Then I need you to listen to your dad and your coach and take care of your ankle.”

Noah let out a little grunt when Jamie threw his arms around his neck with a tight squeeze. “Thank you, Dr. Noah. I don’t want to come back, but I still want to be your friend. Is that okay?”

“Of course, Jamie.” Noah hugged him back, blinking back tears. If only everyone could love as unconditionally as a six-year-old. Jamie didn’t care if Noah had to keep his supplies organized by size, color, and sometimes texture. “Have a great Christmas, Jamie.”

Jamie pulled back and put his little hands on Noah’s cheeks. “Are you going to have a good Christmas?”

Noah glanced at Jamie’s father. These conversations could be awkward, but Noah didn’t hide who he was. “I’m not going to celebrate Christmas. I’m Jewish, so I celebrate a holiday called Hanukkah.”

Jamie’s face lit up. “Like my friend Eli.”

“Like your friend Eli,” Noah said with a note of relief.

“Are you going to play dreidel with your friends?”

“I sure will,” he lied.

“Come on, Jamie, we’ve taken up enough of Noah’s time. He’s got other kids that he needs to make better,” Dane said.

Jamie went over and grabbed his dad’s hand. Dane held out his other hand to Noah. “Thank you. I couldn’t have asked for anyone better to take care of Jamie.”

“Don’t let Holly hear that—or her husband—or you might lose one of your star players.” Noah shook his hand.

Dane laughed. “True. Children’s Hospital is lucky to have both you and Holly.”

“And the Emeralds are lucky to have Nick Anderson.”

“Anytime you want tickets, let Nick know, and we’ll make sure to hook you up.”

Noah blew out a sigh of relief after Dane and Jamie said their goodbyes and left. Dane was an easy parent to work with, but it still made Noah nervous having the owner of the Emeralds watching him. Noah was surprised when Holly, his coworker, declined taking the case even though her husband, Nick Anderson, played for the team. However, Holly insisted Noah should handle it instead.

His partner in crime was waiting for him when he returned to his station.

“How did it go?” Holly perched on Noah’s desk, her hands wrapped around a cup of hot chocolate.

“It went well. Jamie will be back on the soccer field after the holidays.”

“Speaking of holidays.” Holly folded her arms in front of her. “What are you doing for Hanukkah this year?”

“Nothing.” Noah shrugged.

Holly frowned. “What about going home?”

“We’ve talked about this, Holly. I love my family, and they love me, but we… stress each other out. I’m hyperaware of everything I do, and my parents are overprotective, constantly hovering, expecting me to have a meltdown at any minute.”

“Oh, Noah.” Holly gave him a sympathetic pat on the shoulder.

Holly was one of the few people Noah confided in about his childhood struggles with anxiety and his obsessive-compulsive disorder. Adverse reactions to some medications he’d first been put on created manic moments that scared Noah as much as it did his parents. His siblings also had to live with Noah’s constant doctors’ visits, mood swings, and the need to create order in his world. They were unconditional in their love, like his parents, but his struggles took their toll. Noah didn’t lie when he said he loved his family. He did, but it hurt too much knowing how much stress he caused them. Phone calls and emails were fine, but in-person visits were better kept at a minimum. They would all gather at his childhood home in Portland for the holidays, but Noah wouldn’t be there.

“Do you want to—”

“Be a third wheel? Thanks, Holly, but no.”

“You wouldn’t be a third wheel. Nick’s family is coming out again, and Noelle and Hugh, and Joy and Jason. We’ll all be together, and you’re welcome to join us.”

Noah’s heart squeezed. “I appreciate the offer. I really do. We’ll be together at Christmas.”

They both volunteered to work over Christmas for their own reasons. Working with Holly on Christmas Eve and Christmas Day was something Noah looked forward to.

“I don’t like thinking of you sitting at home alone, knitting.”

“There’s nothing wrong with knitting.”

“No, of course not,” Holly scoffed. “It’s the sitting home alone part. What about that guy who works in patient intake? Maybe he needs a date for Hanukkah.”

“Scott?”

“Yeah, that guy. What about him?”

Noah shook his head. “He’s not my type.”

“Why not?”

Scott was cute, and that was the problem. He reminded Noah of a giant blond teddy bear with his blond curly hair and big brown eyes. He had those round cheeks that would turn bright pink when he blushed or spent too much time in the sun. Looks weren’t everything, and it was the fact that the guy always seemed so happy that sent Noah running in the opposite direction. There was nothing wrong with being happy, but he had too much energy for Noah. He needed a partner who would be content to sit quietly.

“He’s… too much for me. I need someone who is okay with being in the same room but not having to talk.”

“Oh, I get it. You like dark and brooding.”

“I suppose so.”

Holly tapped her finger against her lips. “We can work with that.”

“Whoa.” Noah put his hands up. “I am not a project. I’m perfectly happy with my life and don’t need to be set up.”

“Fine,” Holly said with a huff. “But you still need to do something fun for yourself for Hanukkah.”

She was right. An idea popped into his head. A few days in a cozy cabin wouldn’t be a bad idea. Cross-country skiing and evenings by the fire knitting would be nice. He remembered the cabin he’d rented last summer in a small town called Blink in the northeast part of the state. He’d spent a long weekend hiking and paddleboarding on a small lake with turquoise-blue water fed by a glacier. It would be as charming in the winter as the summer. As soon as his shift was over, he’d check and see if the place was available.

“I promise I’ll treat myself to something fun.”

Hanukkah at a cabin in the woods sounded perfect. He wouldn’t be able to get away for all eight nights, but if the cabin was available for the first three days of the holiday he had off, it would be a nice way to celebrate.

That night Noah curled up on his couch and pulled up the rental site on his laptop. He grinned and clicked the booking button without hesitation. He put his laptop aside and picked up his planner. Knitting and his planner helped keep him from getting overwhelmed. The rhythm of creating stitches eased his anxiety, and writing everything down in his planner kept his OCD from taking over. There were two things Noah would always splurge on: yarn and planners.

Last Hanukkah, he’d treated himself to a new planner with a brown leather cover. He opened the planner and wrote in the dates for his stay at the cabin and then turned to the section where he kept lists and started a new packing list. When he finished, Noah picked up his phone. Taking a deep breath, he called home.

“Honey, is everything okay?”

Noah winced. His mom didn’t realize that she’d stopped answering his calls with a simple hello a long time ago. It wasn’t her fault. It was his.

“Everything’s fine, Mom.”

There was a sigh of relief before the routine of questions began. How was work? What knitting projects had he made lately? Was he seeing friends? Was he dating? Was he eating enough? And….

“Are you sure you’re doing okay without meds?”

“Mom, the skills I’ve worked on in therapy are working well for me. I know I gave you a hard time, especially when I was in high school, but I’m twenty-seven, and I think I’ve shown that I can do okay on my own.”

“I’m sorry, sweetheart. You’re right. Are you coming home for Hanukkah this year? We’d all love to see you.”

Noah glanced at the picture on his bookshelf from the last family gathering he’d attended, Passover, two years ago. Both of his brothers and his sister were a mix of their parents, with his mother’s dark curly hair and brown eyes, and Dad’s sun-kissed skin from his Sephardic heritage. In the picture Noah stood opposite his siblings, next to his mother. Noah’s light ginger-blond hair, blue eyes, and freckles, stood out from everyone else in his family. His great-grandfather’s DNA made a sudden appearance when Noah was born. It was one more thing that set him apart. His OCD and anxiety only widened the breach.

“I don’t know yet. I’m not sure about my schedule,” he lied.

A beat of silence followed, his mother’s disappointment palpable on the other end of the line. “Well, we’ll miss you, and if you change your mind… you don’t have to call, just show up.”

“I will,” Noah said, even though he knew he wouldn’t. “I’ve mailed presents. They should be there in the next day or two, if I don’t make it.”

“I’m keeping yours here in case you do.”

It was the same stalemate every year and the reason Noah stopped expecting to receive anything for Hanukkah.

“I’ll check in next week. Love you, Mom. Tell Dad I love him too.”

“We love you too, sweetheart.”

Noah hung up and reached for the mitten he was making to finish the pair. The soft fuzzy yarn that swirled in a mixture of blues and purples slipped through his fingers, and the rhythm of the classic stockinette stitch soothed him. As the mitten took shape, his anxiety eased, and he daydreamed of his Hanukkah in the woods, alone.


Chapter Two

 

 

“YOU DON’T have to keep checking on me,” Gideon growled into the phone.

“I’m not checking in on you as your coach. I’m checking in on you as a friend. Everyone is worried about you holed up in the mountains by yourself. What are you doing with your time?”

“I’m reading, playing FIFA, watching game film, and just… hanging out.”

Another heavy sigh on the other end of the line made him wince. “I don’t know, Gideon. Sounds like you’re hiding out more than anything.”

“You know I’m not a people person. If I were back in Seattle, I’d be doing the same thing. I like it up here. I have everything I need.”

“Except access to proper physical therapy for your knee.”

“I’m doing my exercises,” he lied.

The beat of silence on the other end of the line indicated Hugh wasn’t falling for his bullshit. Gideon fidgeted. A long uncomfortable pause followed before Hugh Donavan, his former teammate turned coach, finally said, “I’ll back off, but I’m still gonna call and check on you once a week.”

“Fine.” Gideon hung up.

Two minutes later, the phone rang again. He glanced at the caller ID and let out a frustrated groan. He got up and started pacing as he answered. Pacing always helped when he had to take these particular calls.

“I’m fine, Mom,” he said, trying to temper his annoyance so it didn’t come through and raise his mom’s hackles any more than they always were.

“Are you doing your exercises?”

“Yes.” The lie came easier this time. “I’m doing everything that the doctor said to do, and I’ll be fine to head back to the field when training starts.”

The brief silence meant she was calculating her next words. “I know we’ve talked about this a number of times. But your father and I really feel that it’s important to have a backup plan. Soccer won’t last forever. What are you going to do when it ends? Why don’t you come home for Hanukkah this year and we can talk about it?”

“Where is home?”

He wasn’t being rude. His father’s position in the diplomatic corps meant they could be anywhere in the world.

His mother sighed. “We’re at the townhouse in Washington for a month. You could come home, and we could talk about your future.”

That definitely wasn’t going to happen.

“I need to stay here so I can do my PT,” he lied.

“Professional sports are hard on bodies. Athletes have a lot of joint problems as they grow older, not to mention the risk of traumatic brain injuries—”

“Gotta go, Mom. Thanks for calling.”

Gideon cut his mother off before she could finish the speech he practically had memorized. He set his phone to silent and walked over to the floor-to-ceiling window at the front of his cabin, the first place he’d ever had that felt like home. While others admired his childhood travels, they didn’t grasp the challenges of always being the new kid and lacking a sense of permanence.

When he arrived in Seattle after being traded to the Emeralds, he knew he’d found the place he wanted to call home. Gideon traveled around the state for a month, exploring different regions from rain forests to the ocean, before training camp started. Seattle, Spokane, Tacoma, and the smaller towns in between. When he stumbled on a piece of land in the woods two hours northeast of Seattle, he knew he’d found his sanctuary. No matter what, even if he got traded again, this was the place he wanted to come back to. He stood on this very spot, googled a local real estate agent, and bought it. He found an architect and a builder who could fulfill his vision. His dream getaway, a small cabin with an open floor plan and a loft bedroom facing a wall of windows. Having it ready in time for him to hide away and recover from his injury was a bonus he didn’t want but needed. The cabin was the perfect spot to heal his body. And his broken heart.

The trade to Seattle came as a surprise. He’d played well in San Diego. Sure, he hadn’t connected with his teammates, but that was normal for him. Why make connections that weren’t going to be permanent, anyway? It was a lesson he’d learned early, traveling from country to country with his parents. Even in boarding school and college, no one stayed in his sphere for long. Then he met Craig.

Craig Bryce worked for a marketing and event company. They met at an event Craig’s company put together for the team. Gideon was instantly smitten. Craig wasn’t his usual type, not that he really had one. He wasn’t typically attracted to guys who were bigger than he was. But he’d lost himself in the former football player’s muscled arms, taken in by his hazel eyes and sandy beachboy-blond hair. For the first time, Gideon allowed himself to believe he might have found something permanent. Until the news of his trade came. When Craig said he wasn’t willing to leave his job in San Diego, Gideon didn’t take the hint. He’d been such a lovestruck fool he had offered to quit soccer altogether and stay in San Diego to be with Craig.

Gideon watched the drifts grow higher. He leaned his arm against the cool glass, hoping the chill would freeze his memories. But he couldn’t forget the expression on Craig’s face when he told Gideon it didn’t matter where they lived. Craig wasn’t interested in a long-term relationship with him. He’d coldly listed all the things that made Gideon unworthy of his love. The one that hurt the worst was when he said Gideon was too clingy, too demanding. All the quiet evenings at home snuggling on the couch, staying in bed all weekend making love weren’t as romantic as Gideon believed they were. He squeezed his eyes shut, trying to block out the sharp look of distaste in Craig’s eyes as he told Gideon how he’d held him back and kept him from having any fun.

“I was planning on waiting to break up with you after the team gala. But now that you’ve been traded, I don’t have to fake it anymore. I wasn’t sure I could for much longer anyway.”

“Why wait for the gala?” Gideon forced the question past the lump in this throat.

Craig shrugged. “We look hot on camera. You’re a good lay. I figured we’d have one last fuck before I called it quits.”

He’d put the side of his personality that earned him the nickname the Beast away for those months with Craig. But on the drive up to Seattle, he’d given that part of himself free rein again to protect his heart. He arrived in Seattle cloaked in his aloof, irritable persona. Yeah, he was an asshole, he was the Beast, and he planned to keep it that way.

Despite his guarded heart, he yearned for someone to love him, someone to share his life with, more than a lover. He craved someone who would be a friend, a partner, family. He wanted quiet dinners at the table, evenings snuggling on the couch, and lazy weekends in bed. Gideon wanted all the things he’d missed growing up.

How will you find someone if you keep pushing everyone away?

Being alone would be better than being made a fool of again.

But a hug would be nice.

With a grunt, Gideon pushed away from the window and limped over to the woodstove. He opened the glass front door, added another log, and admired the flames for a moment. He’d splurged on a European design with a sleek modern style with a larger glass opening so he could see the flames. The energy efficient unit kept the cabin warm and toasty even on the coldest days. Gideon glanced toward the dwindling woodpile. He would have to make a trip out to the woodshed and replenish his supply. Rubbing his leg, decided he could avoid going out into the cold for another day.

 

 

THE NEXT day, Gideon eased himself into the leather armchair after an agonizing trip to collect firewood. He put his leg on the ottoman with a grunt and rubbed his knee. He’d barely settled when his phone pinged with a message from his coach, as if the man somehow knew Gideon was hurting.

Are you getting tired of the snow yet?

No.

The three dots on the screen faded and reappeared a few times. Then, Noelle and I could come out and spend a day with you if you want some company.

I’m fine.

Gideon could almost hear Hugh’s sigh of frustration even through the text.

I’ll check in on you in a day or two.

Gideon put his phone away and pulled his e-reader off the small table next to the chair. He didn’t need people. He had plenty of close fictional friends. They were better than people because he could always count on them to be there.

He glanced at his phone again. With an exasperated huff, he picked it back up and replied to Hugh’s last message.

Okay.

His old team was a close-knit group, but the Emeralds were next level. They all hung out together. Hugh, Nick, and a few of the other players made regular visits to Children’s Hospital. Hugh’s and Nick’s wives worked at the hospital. The team and the hospital staff often socialized together like one big… family.

Visits to Children’s Hospital were out of the question. He’d probably make a kid cry. Instead of visiting, Gideon made anonymous donations. He’d listen to his teammates talking about their visits or a party they’d all been at together. Summer barbecues, birthdays, weddings: there was always some reason they were all getting together. Gideon envied it from the sidelines.

They always extended an invitation to Gideon. Invitations he didn’t accept. It was probably some kind of team rule, and they were doing it out of obligation. No one really wanted the Beast around, including his parents. He couldn’t remember a time in his early childhood when he didn’t have a nanny. His parents sent him to boarding school and college, but they were too busy to visit for parents’ weekends or take vacations together. When they managed to lure him for a visit, it was always to lecture him on the need to have a “real” career. Either that or to find a nice professional man to settle down with. Of course they would prefer if he was Jewish, but it wasn’t a requirement. They also lamented his lack of friends.

Gideon learned early on that friends only stayed around long enough to take advantage of whatever they could get from him. He’d been naïve when he arrived at boarding school and desperate to make friends. He’d been happy to buy video games or candy for kids who said they were his friends. When he’d been studying in a quiet corner of the library and overheard a group of his classmates laughing about how gullible he was and scheming about what they could get him to buy them next, Gideon learned the unvarnished truth. People he thought were friends always wanted something from him or ended up moving on and leaving him alone. The same thing happened with boyfriends. The first man he thought he’d fallen in love with didn’t even wait until Gideon returned from a road trip to tell him he was leaving. Gideon walked into the apartment they had shared for three months and saw a note and an empty closet where Alessandro’s things used to be. The candlelight dinner Alessandro promised would be waiting for him was a lie.
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