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      “Look out!”

      Alek Bergeron jumped out of the path of a pint-sized boy wielding a hockey stick just as the kid slammed into the boards. None the worse for wear, eight-year-old Gunner Ferguson let out a frustrated groan, his tongue visible through the gap where one of his incisors had yet to grow in. The expression on the boy’s face was a lot like his father’s, the Milwaukee Mayhem’s star center Denis “Gus” Ferguson, after Gus lost the puck to a rival player.

      “You need to learn to feel the puck with your stick so you can keep your eyes focused ahead,” Alek advised Gunner. “Otherwise, your sister will deke you out of your skates every time.”

      The boy’s younger sister sprinted past them, skating as though she were born wearing blades. Given that she’d been chasing her father and older brother since she could walk, it was no surprise that five-year-old Grace was a natural on the ice. She took the corner of the rink like a speed skater, hanging on to her balance as well as the puck right before she shot it toward the net.

      “That’s my girl!” Gus called from the other end of the rink despite the puck veering wide right of the goal.

      Gunner snorted. “Dad told me I had to let her steal the biscuit at least twice today. That way, she wouldn’t whine the whole way home.”

      “You’re a good big brother.” Alek patted the top of Gunner’s helmet.

      “Yeah. But now I’m going to show her how it’s done.” He raced off to grab the puck as it rebounded off the far boards before shooting it into the empty net with a perfect flick of his wrist.

      “Well played, Gunster.” Timothée Valentine, the Mayhem’s right winger and league heart throb, skated over to high-five the boy.

      Two tween girls, likely belonging to someone in management, trailed Valentine, the pair sporting adoring looks. The team had broken training camp that day, and everyone within the organization was at the practice facility getting in some last-minute downtime with their families. The grueling seven-month regular season would kick off the following week.

      “Excellent shot,” Gus praised his son as he weaved his way through the other players and their kids enjoying the free skate on the practice ice.

      Grace snowplowed into her brother, nearly decapitating him with her stick when she went to wrap her arms around his neck in congratulations. The siblings’ playful camaraderie brought to mind a similar brother and sister Alek had known once upon a time. His chest burned at the thought. He quickly squeezed his eyes shut to keep the memories from seeping in and destroying the balance he’d carefully cultivated over the past decade.

      “There are treats in the canteen,” Gus said to his kids as he guided them to where Alek leaned against the boards next to the exit gate. “Go snag one of Mom’s chocolate peanut butter cupcakes for me before they all get eaten.”

      Gunner tossed his stick to his father and raced off the ice, barely pausing to put on his skate guards. Gus lifted Grace onto the bench behind the glass, kneeling to unlace her skates.

      “Do you want a cupcake too, Uncle Alek?” Grace asked.

      Alek stepped off the ice amid a stream of his teammates who were headed in the direction of the dressing room. “You betcha.” He bent down to remove the cumbersome pads that guarded the goalie’s legs. “I never pass up anything your mom bakes.”

      “Hey! What about me?” Valentine asked, his fan club having skated off in the other direction.

      Grace giggled. “You’re not my godfather.”

      Valentine made a show of clutching his chest. “But I thought I was your boyfriend, Gracie?”

      If looks could kill, the stink-eye Gus leveled at his teammate would have incinerated him. Not that Valentine cared. His long lashes, matching dimples, and glossy dark curls got him out of as much trouble as they got him into.

      “Okay. I’ll save you a cupcake, too,” she promised before racing off in her stocking feet, calling for her brother to wait. She blew a kiss in the direction of her father before she disappeared.

      The adoring grin Gus wore as he and Alek followed Valentine into the dressing room had Alek’s chest twitching again. Almost as if he envied the guy or something. Which was ridiculous.

      Both men were at the top of their game on a team poised to make a strong run for the Cup this year. Sure, when Gus left the ice, he went home to his magazine-cover-worthy family. His wife of ten years kept the home fires burning during the season, raising their two amazing kids while working as an occupational therapist.

      When Alek went home, it was to an empty house. Just the way he liked it. Everything within his place was exactly what he wanted and where he wanted it.

      His twin sister accused him of being a neat freak. His teammates joked he was an old fart who lived in a mausoleum. Alek ignored them. So what if he lived his life in an orderly and predictable way? He spent half of every week on the road constantly surrounded by nineteen teammates. The solitude his house provided helped to ground him, allowing him to focus on what was really important: hockey.

      That didn’t mean he was a monk. Companionship was easy to find for a professional athlete with his notoriety. If his sister was to be believed, Alek’s “piercing blue eyes and thick sable locks” didn’t hurt when it came to attracting the opposite sex, either. And if he wanted to experience the chaos of family life, he had plenty of kids to play “funcle” to, including his sister’s year-old twins.

      But his relationships were always on his terms. And never if they interfered with his goal of winning the Cup. After all, that had been the mission from the moment he picked up his stick as a professional. It had eluded him for seven seasons so far, and Alek was starting to get a little twitchy.

      It didn’t help that his dad was recently diagnosed with early-onset Parkinson’s Disease. While most guys at thirty still saw their lives spread out before them, his father’s illness was a gut-punch reminder that there were no guarantees in this world. Given everything his parents had done to help him get to this level of play, Alek wanted his dad to share in the joy of hoisting the Cup.

      Before his dad’s health issues, the only ticking clock was how long Alek’s body would allow him to play. Now, though, the clock seemed to be a lot louder and faster. He sat on the bench in front of his stall and tugged at the laces of his skate in frustration.

      “What’s eating you all of a sudden?” Gus asked as he shoved his kids’ hockey sticks into his equipment bag. “If I know my wife, she’s already packed a to-go box of cupcakes for you. Not to worry.”

      Which was likely true. Claire Ferguson never missed a chance to feed Alek as if he were one of her own children. Unlike with her kids, however, cupcakes didn’t make everything better.

      “Nothing,” Alek replied, trying to muster up a smile. His funky mood was on him, not Gus. “Just focused on getting my head together ahead of the season.”

      Valentine groaned. “Oh, man, Ice-Berg. The season is still a week away. No need to be a fun sucker and queue up your speech about putting in the work. Every guy here knows you never miss a practice, a morning skate, a training session, or a game unless blood is spewing from some part of your body.” Valentine bowed. “Believe me, we all strive to emulate your work ethic. It’s just that some of us have a life outside the rink.”

      Alek had a life. So what if his looked a little lonely to the guys because he didn’t have a family or girlfriend constantly distracting him? He wasn’t like Valentine or most of the other hockey players in the room, who all possessed unlimited talent. Alek never believed he’d make it to the pros. It took him twice as much grit and hard work to earn a job between the pipes.

      The nickname Ice-Berg didn’t just refer to his glacier-colored eyes, but also his menacing single-minded focus. And being the best had his undivided attention for the time being. That and winning the Cup.

      Gus paused from wiping his skate blades, shooting Alek a compassionate look. He was the only person within the organization aware of his father’s prognosis. His friend knew how much Alek wanted to go all the way this season for his dad.

      “We’ve got this,” Gus said with quiet conviction.

      “You know what you need, Ice-Berg?” Zach Picard, the Mayhem’s captain said from across the dressing room. “You need a woman. Someone to help you relieve all that preseason . . . tension.” He punctuated the last word with a waggle of his eyebrows.

      Alek shook his head at his teammate. Sex seemed to be the captain’s answer to everything. Picard was a “no strings attached” player with a puck bunny eagerly waiting for him in every city. Alek found it hard to believe that all the women were cool with it. Yet Picard skated from ice rink to ice rink with no drama impeding his game.

      The Mayhem’s newest addition, Brad Merriweather, looked up from his dressing stall. “Bergeron had a woman, except he let some pro football player steal her away. Oh wait, it wasn’t a steal. Bergeron practically walked her down the aisle and handed her over to the guy.”

      Every man in the room suddenly stopped what they were doing. Merriweather had a reputation for being brash and a bit of an asswipe. Since joining the team this summer, the defenseman had lived up to that hype.

      Unlike Picard, Alek’s recent love life had not been drama-free. The Milwaukee media had a field day when the woman Alek had been seen around town with ended up marrying the Growlers quarterback. It didn’t help that punches were thrown at a charity gala that both men attended. No one cared that they were defending the woman’s honor. Instead, social media managed to make more of the incident than was necessary. As usual.

      The silence stretched as everyone waited to see if Alek would react.

      “You’re misinformed, Merriweather.” Valentine’s French Quebec accent was much more clipped than normal as he jumped to Alek’s defense. “Bergeron and London are friends. That’s all. She and the quarterback were high school sweethearts.”

      While Alek appreciated the save—Valentine was more than just a pretty face and a wicked stick handler—his recitation of the facts wasn’t entirely accurate. Alek had thought he’d found “the one.” And it still stung. Not the part about her choosing another guy over him. Alek begrudgingly had to admit London and Trey were meant for each other.

      The idea that he had been so off base about London’s feelings made Alek question whether or not he was cut out for a long-term relationship. After all, he’d been wrong about a woman’s love once before.

      The tidbit about him and London remaining friends was true, however. The best part about it? Alek continued to be a thorn in the side of the Milwaukee Growlers quarterback.

      “If you’re ready to get back out there,” Valentine continued as he tugged a Mayhem hoodie over his curls, “the influencer I’m dating has a friend. I’m happy to set you up.”

      Gus covered up his laughing gasp with a cough. Valentine’s content creator girlfriend had the annoying tendency of adding a rising inflection to the end of everything she said. Carrying on a conversation with her felt like a game of twenty questions. No doubt her friend was the same.

      And the last thing Alek wanted was to get involved with a woman whose day revolved around social media. As one of the league’s premier goalies, he already spent enough of his life in the very judgmental public eye. It turned out that once a player signed a lucrative contract, every fan felt it was their God-given right to pile on when that player had an off game. After the Mayhem didn’t make it out of the first round of the playoffs last season, fans—and more than a few hockey pundits—blamed Alek despite the team being short two starting defensemen.

      “I think Ice-Berg is interested in something more substantial.” Picard eyed Alek critically. “In fact, I think something more long-term might do you some good.”

      Here we go again.

      “For the hundredth time, I’m not getting a dog,” Alek told them.

      “What’s your beef with dogs?” Valentine demanded. “Why do you hate them?”

      “I don’t hate dogs.”

      Gus laughed. “He tolerates ours just fine.”

      “We are on the road half of every week,” Alek argued. “There’s no way to take care of a dog.”

      It was his standard argument. The fact of the matter was he wasn’t a dog person. For some reason, though, that made him some sort of monster.

      “You’re just afraid a dog would mess up your neatly ordered mausoleum,” Valentine accused.

      “Will you guys shut your pieholes? I wasn’t going to suggest a dog,” Picard interjected, quieting the room. The captain turned to Alek. “Now that you’ve officially entered the dirty thirties, you probably should get serious and start looking for a wife.”

      The rest of the guys laughed while Alek shot his captain the bird. “You’re only a year younger than I am.”

      “But I have the stamina of a nineteen-year-old,” Picard declared. “I don’t need a wifey to tuck me in at night yet.”

      This was met with a chorus of guffaws.

      “You know, there’s a lot to be said for settling down,” Gus argued. “For one, it’s easier to concentrate on the game when you know who’s warming your bed at night.”

      “Why would any guy want to settle down?” Merriweather sounded as though someone had told him the hockey season had been canceled. Given that the guy was married with two little kids, Alek found his teammate’s reaction odd. Judging by the looks the other guys were doling out, he wasn’t the only one.

      “What?” Merriweather shrugged. “Don’t lie and tell me you married guys aren’t chomping at the bit to escape from under the honey-do list and get back out on the road. To sleep through the night without being woken up by your whining kid. Or to not have to listen to your wife tell you she’s ‘too tired’ when you want some.” He winked at Alek. “The ladies are never too tired on the road, am I right? Why give up a sure thing for a ball and chain at home? In fact, I’m happy to be your wingman this season. Not to brag, but I do pretty well with the chicks myself.”

      The strained silence was back except for a whispered exchange between the two Swedish players. Alek didn’t speak the language but whatever they said was uttered in a tone laced with disgust.

      When no reply was forthcoming, Merriweather hefted his equipment bag onto his shoulder. “Suit yourself. But my offer stands. Later,” he called before sauntering from the dressing room.

      Picard heaved a sigh. “Something tells me that guy could be a handful this season.”

      For the most part, the players tried to police bad behavior within the confines of the dressing room. The guys liked to keep the outside distractions to a minimum. It helped them play better as a unit. A rocky marriage during the season could seriously mess with the team’s mojo, though.

      “Yeah. I feel sorry for his wife. She’s already got her hands full with two kids under the age of three.” Gus grabbed his bag, exchanging a look with Alek. “Do you want to come by the house for dinner?”

      Alek appreciated the offer, even if it was a pity ask. As much as he enjoyed spending time with the Ferguson family, he had no intention of butting in on one of their last nights of togetherness before the season.

      He shook his head. “Thanks, but no thanks. I have some stuff to take care of at home.”

      Picard laughed and gestured to Alek’s longish hair. “He’s got to wash his flow tonight.”

      Gus looked like he was going to call him out on his lie. Instead, he released an exasperated sigh. “Stop by the canteen to pick up your cupcakes before you go.”

      He and Picard headed in the direction of the party. The Swedes followed them out.

      “I’m going to tell that jerk-off Merriweather that you already have a wingman,” Valentine said as he made his way to the door. “And it’s me. Picard’s right. You need a woman. Leave it to me. St. Valentine will find you the perfect happily ever after this season.”

      Alek scoffed loudly in the now empty dressing room. As much as he appreciated his teammates having his back, he didn’t need them focused on finding him his “happily ever after.” He was resolved that one wasn’t in the cards for him. Besides, the Mayhem’s number one priority this season was to win the Cup. End. Of. Story.

      He reached for his cell phone and keys right as the phone buzzed. It was likely Claire demanding that he join them for dinner. Except when he went to slide the phone to talk, the number on the screen wasn’t hers.

      It was one he thought he’d blocked nine years earlier. A number that belonged to the guy Alek expected to stand up for him at his wedding to his college girlfriend. Until that same guy ran off and married her himself.

      Alek swore as he hit the Do Not Accept button. For the first few months, Jamie called repeatedly. Alek never picked up. He had nothing to say to his former best friend. The calls only stopped when he blocked Jamie’s number.

      A hazy memory stirred. He vaguely recalled unblocking Jamie after consuming too much alcohol to numb the pain the night he’d learned of his father’s diagnosis. Fortunately, he’d fallen asleep before any drunk dialing could take place. Well, he’d remedy this situation right now.

      He was opening the phone’s screen to reapply the block when Jamie’s number popped up again.

      “Ah, what the hell? He’s never going to get the hint without hearing it directly from me,” Alek mumbled before sliding his finger across the screen. “What do you want?”

      The line was quiet for a long moment before a small voice spoke up. “Is this really Alek Bergeron?”

      Alek immediately regretted his ugly tone. It wasn’t Jamie. Just some random kid.

      Except why is he calling from Jamie’s number?

      “Yeah,” he said cautiously. “Who’s this?”

      There was an excited gasp before the boy spoke again. “I’m Finn. Finn Cobert. And I’m your biggest fan.”

      Right.

      Jamie had a son. Alek’s mom had mentioned that at some point during the past nine years. The boy must be somewhere around Gunner’s age. Leave it to Jamie to use his kid to weasel his way back into Alek’s life. He was going to be disappointed, though, because it wasn’t going to work.

      “Good to know. Hey, Finn, if you’re calling for an autographed stick or sweater, have your dad reach out to my publicist. I’ll be glad to send you one of each.” It wasn’t the boy’s fault his father had screwed Alek over.

      “Cool! Thank you. But that’s not why I called.”

      Of course it wasn’t. He could almost sense Jamie hovering in the background, waiting for Alek to take the bait. The guy had never met a stranger and couldn’t stand it when anyone was miffed at him. He was used to being the beloved center of attention. A cool breeze brushed against the back of his neck as if Jamie was saying, “Gotcha.”

      “Look—"

      “Please don’t hang up.” Finn’s excitement had dimmed. “I feel like I know you. My dad and I watched all your games whenever they were on the hockey channel. Even on school nights. He always told me bedtime stories about all the crazy things you got up to when you were roommates in college. Especially when you traveled overseas to play against each other in Europe.” Finn paused to suck in a breath. “He said they were the best days of his life. Well, except for when me and him were doing something fun together.”

      The boy’s voice cracked before it trailed off. His use of the past tense had Alek instinctively bracing his shoulder against the wall.

      “Finn, can I talk to your dad?”

      The boy ignored him. “Dad told me that if he couldn’t be here and I ever needed anything, I should get in touch with you. That you were him in a different place. And you would always have my back.”

      The room felt like it was spinning. Alek dropped onto the bench. “Finn, put your dad on the phone. Please.”

      The boy was silent for so long, Alek thought he had hung up. Until he said the words Alek wasn’t prepared to hear.

      “I can’t. My dad and my mom are dead.”
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      Sheridan Cobert’s heart raced as she hurried from room to room. While it was nice to know that particular organ was still functioning after everything she’d been through the past several days, she wasn’t pleased with the universe for giving her a reason to bring it back to life. Apparently, the universe didn’t have a mercy rule. It simply continued to test her.

      A fine sheen of sweat broke out on her forehead. Her nephew was the only other living member of her immediate family, and she’d already lost him. It wasn’t like Jamie and Madison lived in a mansion anymore. For the past several years, their house was a modest rancher with three bedrooms and two baths. Sheridan knew all its nooks and crannies intimately because she’d grown up inside it. Given the amount of grief its four walls had endured over the past two decades, it was a wonder the place was still standing.

      There was no sign of Finn in the kitchen. Not that there was room to move in there anyway. Neighbors stood practically shoulder to shoulder, trying to organize the fridge and freezer so they could cram in the never-ending stream of casseroles that kept appearing at the side door.

      She peeked into the den, where the late afternoon sunlight flickered off the wall of trophies belonging to her brother. Jamie’s friends congregated in the room, drinking and reminiscing about his short-lived glory days. Some of the people gathered were from as far back as middle school and his junior team. Others were regulars from their father’s bar, where Jamie held court every night.

      Make that used to hold court.

      She pressed her palm against the wall as another wave of sorrow washed over her. It had been like this since she’d gotten the news of the fatal car accident three days before.

      This can’t be happening.

      Except it was. And not even her library of self-help books seemed to be of any use to her right now. The only thing she knew for certain was that she had to be strong because there was a little boy who was hurting likely more than she was.

      If only she could find him. She’d looked in every hiding place in the house. Finn wasn’t in any of them.

      Sheridan stepped outside to check the backyard. The kids from the local hockey team Jamie coached milled about aimlessly, trying in vain to look cool despite their shock and heartache. Finn worshipped those kids, shadowing them everywhere. Except not today.

      That left her with only one other place to look. Behind the door she had been dreading opening since she arrived back in New Hampshire yesterday.

      Jamie and Madison’s bedroom.

      She forced herself to turn the knob and was rewarded with the muffled sound of her nephew talking to someone. Hattie, the family’s big Bernese Mountain dog, greeted Sheridan with a forlorn sigh and a swish of her tail. The dog didn’t bother lifting her head from where it rested on Jamie’s favorite sweatshirt. Sheridan dragged in a rough breath. The poor animal was hurting, too.

      She glanced over at the display of photos on the dresser, her eyes immediately drawn to a photo of Jamie and Finn she’d taken years earlier when her nephew was a rambunctious tow-headed three-year-old. She’d expected his hair to have darkened to the same brunette shade as hers and Jamie’s, but so far, it hadn’t.

      Her brother’s hazel eyes, so similar to her own, were shining with the unbridled joy of a man at the top of his hockey career. It had been a long time since she’d seen Jamie look that happy. She choked back a sob, realizing she never would again.

      Finn’s voice filtered out from the partially opened closet door.

      “My dad and mom are dead,” she heard him say.

      “Finn!” she cried as she yanked the door all the way open to find him huddled beneath his mother’s dresses, still hanging neatly from the rod. He had a cell phone pressed to his ear. “Where did you get that phone? And who in the world are you talking to?”

      God, she sounded like the worst kind of shrew. Not exactly how her interactions with her nephew usually went. She was supposed to be Finn’s favorite aunt. Never mind that she was his only aunt. But she had no idea who he was telling such delicate and personal information to. She’d watched enough Dateline to know how easily someone sinister could prey on a grieving little boy.

      “It’s Dad’s phone,” Finn replied, his tone defensive. “The policeman brought it back this morning while you were at the funeral home.”

      She swallowed roughly. Finn had begged to go with her. To not be left among a house full of mourners. But picking out caskets was not something an eight-year-old boy should ever have to do. She knew that firsthand. Her father had been too distraught to do it when her mother died eighteen years ago. She and Jamie had done it for him.

      Sheridan forced her features to relax so as not to scare Finn any more than he probably already was.

      “Okay. Why are you hiding in a closet? And who are you talking to?” Those were fair questions. He couldn’t hate her for asking, could he?

      “It’s Alek Bergeron.”

      His curt answer had her reaching out to steady herself with a hand on the doorjamb. She pressed the other hand to her roiling belly.

      Alek Bergeron.

      He’d been such a fixture in her life during Jamie’s college years. She’d had such a crazy crush on the guy. More than a crush. She believed he was her forever love—right up until he became the source of her greatest humiliation.

      She hated how much she still missed those penetrating light blue eyes of his, and how, when he focused them on her, Sheridan used to feel like she was the center of the universe.

      At least his universe.

      And how many times since their mortifying last encounter had she longed for that easy smile of his? The one that always seemed to make everything better. She was a little bit ashamed, thinking what she wouldn’t give to have it aimed at her right now. To have him help shoulder the grief and the pain of this unbearable loss. Always the steady one, Alek would know how to navigate through the tough days and months ahead with more certainty than she could muster.

      Except that wasn’t ever going to happen. The friendship they once shared had dissolved beneath the weight of some very bad decisions made nearly a decade earlier. Guilt for the part she played in the drama gnawed at her chest.

      “He wants to talk to you,” Finn said, refocusing her attention on the here and now.

      A painful lump formed in her throat as she took the phone from Finn’s outstretched hand and pressed it to her ear.

      “Hello?” she croaked.

      “Sher.”

      Hearing the deep timbre of his voice again made her knees buckle. She slid down the wall to the floor, landing beside the dog.

      “Christ, Sheridan. Is it true? Are they . . . are they gone?”

      Tears burned the back of her eyes. She nodded forcefully before realizing he couldn’t see her.

      “Yes,” she managed to utter. “It’s true.”

      Alek’s sigh sounded tortured. She could picture him running his fingers through his thick hair like he always did when he tried to come to grips with a difficult situation.

      “When? How?” he asked.

      She cleared her throat, but the pain remained. “Thursday evening. They were coming home from Finn’s back-to-school night.”

      He gasped. “Finn wasn’t with them, was he? Is he injured?” he demanded.

      The concern for her nephew, a boy he’d never met, was so like Alek that the knot strangling Sheridan began to loosen. She was thankful the man she knew and adored was still there. Even after everything that had happened.

      “No. He was with a babysitter.”

      She glanced at Finn, still sitting in the closet, his arms wrapped around his knees as he listened intently.

      “Thank goodness,” she added as she shot him a soft smile.

      “Yeah,” Alek agreed. “How is your dad taking it? And you?” His voice softened. “How are you, Sheridan?”

      Of course he wouldn’t know about her father. Why would he? The break nine years ago had been clean and permanent.

      “As my dad predicted, he didn’t live to see his sixtieth birthday,” she told him.

      Alek made an agonized noise, and she immediately felt sorry for hitting him with more bad news.

      “He was never the same after my mom died. It literally broke his heart when Jamie had to step away from the game,” she explained.

      It had broken all our hearts.

      Jamie, leading the league for points scored during his fourth season, took a punishing cross-check from an opposing player. He went down hard on the ice when a teammate tripped and landed on the back of Jamie’s neck. Her brother was lucky that the only damage was a loosening of the first and second cervical. Doctors were able to fuse the two using part of Jamie’s pelvis. But it was the end of his promising career. No team would take a chance on their star player receiving a hit that could paralyze him.

      She swallowed roughly. “The one consolation was my dad passed away in his sleep.”

      His fractured breathing was the only sound audible on the other end of the phone.

      “It’s okay, Alek,” she reassured him in much the same way she’d comforted her older brother for most of their lives. “We’re okay.”

      She reached over and laid her hand on Finn’s forearm.

      “We’re going to be just fine,” she said as she gently squeezed.

      Finn shook off her hand and jumped to his feet, startling the dog.

      “He needs to be here,” he demanded.

      Hattie barked in solidarity as she stood, too.

      “Dad would want him here. Alek, will you come? Please?” He was shouting now, his face growing blotchy red as his bottom lip curled in defiance.

      Confused, Sheridan struggled to stand. Her nephew was the most even-natured kid she knew. “Finn, you need to be reasonable. Your dad and Alek were friends a long time ago.”

      “Best friends!” Finn yelled. “And a best friend would come to his best friend’s funeral. I know Dad would have gone to his.”

      Somehow, the thought of Alek dying made her chest ache even more than it already did. She’d barely survived him breaking her heart years before. Yet knowing he was no longer walking on this earth would be even more unbearable, she realized.

      “Finn,” she said, wondering how best to reason with the boy whose world was already turned upside down.

      “I’ll be there,” Alek announced loud enough for her nephew to hear.

      She’d forgotten for a moment that he was on the other end of the phone.

      Oh no. No, no, no.

      Sheridan was hanging on by a thread as it was. Seeing Alek again would likely unravel the shred of equilibrium keeping her sane right now.

      “The service is tomorrow afternoon.” She tried to dissuade him. “I—I doubt you’ll be able to get a flight.”

      “I said I’ll be there, Sheridan. And I will.”

      The line went dead. Finn jerked his chin up and down once, then he turned on his heel and stormed out of the room. Hattie gave her a pitying look before trotting after him.

      Sheridan’s knees gave out, and she plopped down on the bed, mystified by what had just transpired. How had Finn known to call Alek? Were he and Jamie communicating again? Was that the reason for the recent strain in Jamie’s marriage? Surely, Alek wasn’t trying to resurrect his relationship with Madison?

      But why not?

      He’d loved Madison first. He’d planned to propose to her. Sheridan had even seen the ring. And the fact that he remained single all these years could mean he was still in love with her late sister-in-law. For all she knew, Madison could have remained in contact with Alek all this time. The very thought had her doubling over on the bed.

      “Oh, honey.” Her aunt swooped into the room and was suddenly beside her, wrapping Sheridan in her arms.

      “You’ll get through this,” Aunt Eileen reassured her. “You have to do what you’ve always done. Take things one day at a time.”

      She rested her cheek on the older woman’s shoulder. “Yeah, but I always had Jamie to hold me up.”

      “The way I remember it, it was always you holding him up. And your dad, too,” her aunt said with an exasperated huff.

      Sheridan sighed. “Thank goodness for you and Uncle Alan riding to the rescue.”

      Shortly after Sheridan’s mom passed away from a long battle with leukemia, her father’s cousin and her husband relocated from New York to help Ed Cobert raise his young children and run his popular bar. It took her father more than a year to recover from the loss of his wife. His son’s prowess on the hockey rink was the bright spot that eventually got him out of bed in the mornings. It didn’t take long for a young Sheridan to realize she needed to do everything she could to make Jamie’s life as easy as possible so he could continue his success on the ice. It was the only way she knew how to patch her broken little family back together.

      “I think Finn hates me,” Sheridan whispered.

      “Don’t be silly. He doesn’t hate you. He hates the situation. You, of all people should be able to relate. It’s easier for him to take it out on you because, deep down, he knows you’ll always be there for him.” She chuckled softly. “At least that’s what the therapist used to say to me about your brother.”

      Sheridan sat up and swiped at her eyes. “Jamie was a beast that first year, wasn’t he? I guess I know what I’ll have to look forward to then.”

      “Then you’re going to raise him?”

      She turned to her aunt, dumbfounded. “Was there ever any question?”

      Aunt Eileen sighed heavily. “You’ve spent nearly all your life caring for one Cobert male or another while giving up so much of your dreams.”

      It hadn’t been that bad. Sure, when most young girls were at sleepovers or cheer camp, she’d been shadowing her brother from hockey rink to hockey rink, making sure he had whatever he needed to play well. But she never thought of it as “giving up” anything. She’d loved feeling useful.

      Necessary.

      By the time she got to high school, her brother was playing college hockey nineteen miles away at Dartmouth. Sheridan visited campus almost daily to drop off some home cooking or Jamie’s laundry. There wasn’t time for Friday night pizza dates or dance parties. Not that she cared. She had already found the guy for her: her brother’s roommate, Alek Bergeron. She’d been a goner the first time he’d smiled his seductive grin at her.

      It was hard to believe that Jamie and Alek had become instant friends. Their personalities couldn’t have been more opposite. Where Jamie was carefree and spontaneous, Alek was thoughtful and dependable. He had to work twice as hard to be the player Jamie was. In the beginning, he was the dark to Jamie’s light until they started to wear off on each other. Thanks to Alek’s work ethic, Jamie focused more on honing his skills. Alek, in turn, took himself less seriously, relaxing and enjoying life more.

      They somehow made sharing a room work, too, despite Alek living by the rule that everything had its place. And that place was usually out of sight. On the other hand, Jamie’s side of the room looked like a nursery of raccoons lived there. It was one area Alek refused to bend and the only source of tension in their relationship.

      Well, until Jamie ran off and married Alek’s girlfriend.

      “You’re finally living for you,” Aunt Eileen continued. “Helping others while traveling the world. You have the freedom to go wherever the wind takes you with nothing tying you down.”

      Sheridan’s therapist saw things a little differently, claiming that Sheridan refused to commit to any one place or person because she hadn’t yet cut the apron strings with her brother. The good doctor pointed to her string of failed relationships as evidence.

      She’s going to have a field day with this new plot twist.

      “Finn is going to need some stability while he adjusts,” her aunt pointed out as if Sheridan didn’t already know that. “You’re a traveling nurse. You can’t uproot him every time you take a new job. And you’ve finally got your dream assignment in Spain. You spent a year perfecting your Spanish. Are you really going to turn that down?”

      “If not me, then who? Madison’s mother was fifty-two—practically a senior citizen—when she adopted her. Even if she wasn’t suffering from the early stages of dementia, she’s in no shape to take on a little boy.”

      “Of course not,” her aunt countered. “It wasn’t her I had in mind.”

      Sheridan took in her aunt’s raised eyebrow and shook her head. “You’d take him? Don’t be silly. I doubt an eight-year-old boy would enjoy living at The Villages in Florida,” she argued.

      Her aunt laughed. “Puh-lease. He’s his father’s son. He’d have all the ladies doting on him.”

      “You can’t be serious?”

      “Of course not.” Her aunt waved a hand around the room. “Uncle Alan and I would move back here. It’s not like we haven’t done it before.”

      “Don’t take this the wrong way, but you were twenty years younger then. You don’t really want to trade warm, sunny Florida for winters in New Hampshire any more than I do. And for all your talk about living one’s life for themselves, you’re not practicing what you preach.” Sheridan stood from the bed. “No. Like you said, I go where the wind blows. And that wind is blowing me home to take care of my brother’s little boy again. Nurses are in great demand. And if by some chance I can’t find a job, it’s not like I don’t know how to run a bar.”

      “That’s a lot for a young woman to take on. Finn won’t be an adult for another ten years.”

      Her aunt’s assertion that Sheridan would likely be doing it alone stung. “I can handle it,” she said with more gusto than she felt.

      Aunt Eileen sighed. “Well, we will always be an airplane ride away whenever you need backup.”

      “Promise you won’t run off anytime soon, though, okay?”

      “You’re not getting rid of us that easily.” Aunt Eileen gave her a warm smile and linked her arm through Sheridan’s. “We are here as long as you need us.” They walked toward the door.

      “Good. The funeral is going to be difficult enough, but coming face-to-face with Alek Bergeron again may send me into a deeper tailspin for a few days.”

      Her aunt stopped in her tracks. “Alek? I didn’t realize you two were still in touch.”

      “We aren’t. Or weren’t. I came in here to find Finn on the phone with him.”

      “How is that possible?”

      “I don’t know. But Finn was talking to him as if they were long-lost frat brothers or something.”

      “That’s . . . an interesting development.” She gave Sheridan’s arm a gentle squeeze. “It will be good to see him, won’t it?”

      For you, maybe.

      Sheridan never shared with anyone what she’d overheard Alek saying that long ago night. It was too embarrassing. Nine years later, she still got the sweats thinking about her nearly spectacular gaffe. At least he never knew about her crush on him.

      Well, she wasn’t a lovesick teenager any longer. And there would be a buffer of nearly a hundred people at tomorrow’s service. She could put on her big girl panties to handle a couple of minutes in Alek Bergeron’s orbit without giving anything away. She had to. Because the secret she had been keeping from him all this time would likely cause him to think even less of her than he already did.
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      A tsunami of memories threatened to overwhelm Alek as he climbed the steps to the Barn Burner bar the following afternoon. He and Jamie had spent many evenings enjoying life within its doors. Not that Jamie’s father let them get into too much trouble. Ed Cobert rode Jamie harder than their coaches when it came to conditioning and training for his time on the ice. Jamie’s dad toiled for years in the minor league. He was determined his son would make it to the pros.

      As if there was ever any doubt that Jamie would be drafted. The right winger was a natural talent who didn’t require much training, just an ice rink to showcase his skills. If that wasn’t enough, Jamie’s smile and “aw shucks” demeanor would put Valentine to shame if the two had ever been on the same team. Everyone gravitated to Jamie, both on and off the ice.

      Coming from Canada, Alek had been grateful to have a New Hampshire local for a roommate. Their easy friendship was solidified that first day when Jamie showed up in their dorm room with a signed photo of him with Ovechkin and the latest Xbox. The fact that his father owned a bar twenty minutes from campus was the icing on the cake.

      “Are you alright?” his mother asked when Alek hesitated on the final step.

      He patted the fingers she had wrapped around his biceps. “I’m good.”

      She gave his arm a squeeze, prodding him to move forward. He stalled a moment longer, however.

      “Thank you for coming with me,” he told her.

      Not that he had any choice in the matter. Peri Bergeron was a force of nature who rarely took no for an answer. A celebrated interior designer, she let her clients think the choices were theirs. But Alek and his dad knew better.

      Once she heard the news about Jamie and Madison, she insisted on meeting Alek in Boston and accompanying him to the funeral.

      “Don’t you need to stay with Dad?” Alek had protested.

      “Your father is still perfectly capable of taking care of himself and will be for a very long time,” she’d maintained. “Jamie was practically a second son to me. I can’t not be there.”

      It was true. In typical Peri fashion, she’d taken Alek’s motherless roommate under her wing, cheering as loudly for Jamie as Alek at every game his parents attended. She’d even chaperoned their summer in Europe, attending pro hockey camps following their freshman year.

      “And Madison . . .” she continued. “Well, she was important to you both.”

      Alek never understood the way his mother always tiptoed around the subject of his ex. She’d never come out and said it, but he got the sense that both she and his sister believed Madison more guilty of betrayal than Jamie, which was out and out ridiculous. They were both guilty. But Jamie broke a sacred man code as old as time: Never poach your best friend’s girl.

      Still, he was glad to have his mum by his side today. As Sheridan predicted, coordinating flights into Boston had been tricky. Alek had to wait at the airport for his mum’s plane to arrive from Ottawa, putting them behind from the get-go. The funeral service was already underway by the time they slipped into the back row of seats.

      At the gravesite, Alek had purposely hung back behind the crowd. He was a little uneasy about meeting Jamie and Madison’s son. Not to mention seeing Sheridan again after all this time.

      His relationship with her had been collateral damage from the fallout of Jamie and Madison’s marriage. It wasn’t until Sheridan was no longer in his life that he realized how much having her around had meant to him.

      Since Alek had redshirted his freshman year at Dartmouth, he still had two years of eligibility to play college hockey left when Jamie stole his girlfriend and turned pro. One of his junior league coaches convinced Alek to transfer to Minnesota, where he’d have the eyes of more pro scouts on him. Given everything that had gone down, transferring was a no-brainer. He was happy to cut ties with everything and everyone involved with Jamie, including his little sister, who was off to Syracuse for her freshman year of college anyway.

      “We don’t have to go in,” his mother said, offering him an out.

      He shook his head. Sheridan and Finn were innocent in everything that went down back then. They deserved his condolences after such a tragic loss. The pain of losing both parents at such a young age was unimaginable to Alek. And Sheridan . . . she continued to be the supportive rock he’d come to know, keeping her hand on her nephew’s shoulder throughout the burial.

      But who was holding on to her?

      That concern was enough to get his feet moving. He held the door for his mother and followed her inside. He wasn’t surprised at the size of the crowd. Everyone Jamie met immediately became a friend.

      He was glad to see not much about the Barn Burner had changed since he had been there last. Hockey sticks signed by teammates of Ed Cobert and later Jamie hung crisscrossed on the walls. Multicolored string lights wound through the glasses lined up behind the bar. High-top tables surrounded the U-shaped bar, each with a view of one of the twelve televisions mounted from the ceiling. The doors to the patio, with its outside seating and river views were flung open to accommodate the overflow of guests. The replica of the Cup gifted to Jamie’s father by a movie production company that once filmed a hockey film inside the Barn Burner still stood in its place of honor next to the beer taps.

      And in the center of it all was Sheridan Cobert, doing what she always did, making sure everyone else was being taken care of. She smiled softly at an elderly woman dabbing at her eyes, eventually reaching over to comfort the woman with a pat on her shoulder. Some things would never change.

      Except some things about his best friend’s little sister had changed. Gone was the overdone makeup she wore during high school. The adolescent chubbiness of her cheeks had disappeared, too. She’d grown into a refined woman who looked comfortable in her own skin. Confident even. Her brown hair no longer hung to her waist. Instead, it cascaded softly to her shoulders. The color was lighter, too, with sun-kissed strands of blond making it shine even in the bar’s low light.

      Alek was suddenly desperate to catch her attention. To see if her hazel eyes still had those green flecks that sparkled like emeralds when she laughed. To find out what and who made her happy. To catch up on all the things he’d missed about her these past years.

      He edged through the crowd surrounding her, only to be stopped in his tracks with a waist-high body check.

      “You came!” a boy cried as he wrapped his arms tightly around Alek.

      There was no doubt who the boy belonged to. His blond hair and blue eyes were dead ringers for Madison’s. Anyone looking at Finn would have thought Jamie played no part in his conception.

      He gently placed his hand on the boy’s head. “You betcha. I promised I would be here.”

      Finn gazed up at him with shiny, red-rimmed eyes and a bashful smile. “Sheridan said you were just being nice, but I knew you’d come.”

      Something about Sheridan doubting him didn’t sit well with Alek. He looked up to find her studying him, her expression unfathomable.

      “Sheridan, sweetheart,” his mother said as she pulled Jamie’s sister into a hug. “It’s been too long.”

      “My dad hung some of your sticks on the wall.” Finn gripped Alek’s hand and began to tug him away. “Come on, I’ll show you.”

      “Sure, buddy. Let me say hello to your aunt first, then I’m all yours.”

      Alek’s mum jumped in to run interference. “Can you show me where the ladies’ room is, Finn?”

      The boy looked like he wanted to refuse.

      “I’ll be right here,” Alek assured him.

      Finn exchanged a look with Sheridan, who nodded at her nephew. His shoulders slumped as he sighed and let go of Alek’s hand.

      “Yes, ma’am. It’s in the back.”

      They walked away, leaving Alek and Sheridan staring at each other in awkward silence.

      “How are you?” Alek finally asked before plowing his fingers through his hair. “I’m sorry. That was a ridiculous question. It’s just . . .”

      “I’m fine, Alek,” she said softly. “Finn’s emotions have been all over the place. You are the distraction we didn’t know he needed. Thank you for coming.”

      A distraction? Thank you for coming? Seriously?

      Nope. That wasn’t working for him. He closed the distance between them, wrapping his arms around her and pulling her body against his. She didn’t resist. She didn’t relax either.

      “Sheri,” he whispered against her hair.

      His plea seemed to do the trick because the tension seeped from her body, and she rested her cheek against his chest. She gulped a sigh as her fingertips gripped the back of his shoulders. Alek lowered his head and buried his face into her neck, inhaling her floral scent.

      “It’s okay. I’ve got you.” He swayed side to side as he rubbed her back.

      He had no idea how long they stood that way, and he really didn’t care. Having Sheridan in his arms felt like coming home from a long, stressful journey. Like a missing piece was suddenly put back into its place.

      “I’m back!”

      Sheridan jerked out of Alek’s arms at the sound of Finn’s voice. The boy stepped between them, grabbing hold of Alek’s wrist again.

      “I want to show Alek around,” Finn told Sheridan with a touch of rebelliousness in his tone. “And to introduce him to the guys on Dad’s team.”

      Sheridan bore it with another one of her soft smiles as she caressed her nephew’s cheek.

      “I’m sure Alek would enjoy that.”

      Alek wasn’t so sure. Not if it took him away from her. Except Finn was hurting, too. And if “distracting” her nephew helped them both, Alek would do his part.

      He brushed his knuckles against the back of her hand. “We’ll catch up later?”

      “Of course,” she replied with a guarded smile before she turned to a couple and thanked them for coming.

      “This way.” Finn led him through the throng of people.

      Several heads turned as he and Finn walked past. Alek nodded in acknowledgment while keeping pace with Jamie’s son.

      “See!” Finn pointed to a collage of photos on the wall. “That one is when you and Dad were in college.”

      Alek recognized the photo. It was him and Jamie right after they’d won the Ivy League championship junior year. Finn’s voice rose as he gestured to another one.

      “And that one is when you shot a goal into the empty net when you played on Tier One hockey for Canada, and Dad played for the US.” Finn laughed. “Dad said he didn’t try to deflect it when it went past. That way you’d know what it felt like to actually score a goal.”

      Of course Jamie was still making that claim all these years later. Alek bit back a grin as he shook his head. He didn’t bother to point out that Finn’s father hadn’t even been on the ice at the time.

      He glanced at another photo from his college days. This one of a smiling Madison standing between he and Jamie at center ice, her arms draped around both their shoulders. It was one of many pictures the three took together. In this one, Madison and Jamie were sharing a smile. Feeling like a fool, Alek wondered how often they did that without him noticing.

      “Dad put up some from your pro days over here,” Finn pointed out.

      Alek tore himself away from the picture and wandered over to another collage. Just as Finn said, a series of photos of him defending the Mayhem net hung on the wall. He was surprised to see them there, given that he wasn’t drafted into the pros until after he’d cut off all communications with Jamie.

      “Ed was very proud of you, too,” a familiar voice said behind him.

      He turned to find Jamie’s Aunt Eileen standing with her hands braced on Finn’s shoulders.

      “Although Jamie added to it, obviously,” she continued.

      “Dad has a bunch of magazine clippings in a file in the office,” Finn added. “He has The Hockey News when you were on the cover after you won the Vezina Trophy two years ago. It’s in a frame on his desk. I’ll go get it.”

      Finn dashed off before Alek could call him back. Not that his voice was working all that well right now. He shook his head in bewilderment.

      “I’m not going to apologize for Jamie and Madison. What they did was . . .” Eileen sighed. “It was inexcusable and not what you deserved. But I honestly think Jamie was naive enough to believe you’d come around and he wouldn’t have to choose between the two of you.” She rested her palm against his biceps. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry about the way things went. Had I known they were going to come back from the draft in Las Vegas married, well . . .”

      “Don’t,” Alek said as he pulled her in for a hug. “If I’m being honest, Jamie did me a favor. Playing pro hockey was a pipe dream for me. I always figured those games in college would be the end of my career.” He dropped his arms and returned his gaze to the photo of the three of them. “But I was so damn pissed at Jamie that I worked my ass off to get a shot at being drafted so I could stop every one of his shots on goal when we played against each other.”

      Eileen chuckled. “It’s a good thing he didn’t know that because he would have been insufferable taking the credit.”

      Alek laughed along with her because she was right. He gestured in the direction where Finn was fighting his way through the crowd to get to the office.

      “He’s a good kid,” he said to Eileen. “I’m surprised he’s their only child.”

      Eileen’s face dimmed. “Madison suffered from some nasty postpartum depression after he was born. She was afraid to be alone with him. Not very convenient when your husband is not home half the time.”

      “I can imagine. But at least they had you to help.”

      Jamie’s aunt shook her head. “Not me. Sheridan dropped out of Syracuse and spent two years in Boston playing nanny.”

      “Of course she did,” he murmured.

      “And now she’ll be dropping everything to take care of him again.” Eileen sighed.  “She’s been applying for a position in Spain for a couple of years. She’s finally gotten it, and this happens.”

      “Spain?”

      Eileen nodded. “She’s a traveling nurse. A good one, too.”

      A nurse. That fit. Something that felt a lot like pride coursed through him.

      “And it’s just her? She’s not involved with anyone?” He wasn’t sure why he asked. Except Sheridan deserved to have someone taking care of her for once. Especially now.

      “She’s never in one place long enough.” Eileen sounded a tad disappointed before she arched an eyebrow. “And you? What’s your excuse for remaining single?”

      Alek shook his head. “We’re not going there.”

      Eileen opened her mouth to argue when, lucky for him, Finn arrived with the shadow box containing the magazine.

      “It’s heavy,” Finn announced with a gasp.

      “Here. Let me hold it.” Alek reached out to take the big wooden box from the boy’s hands at the same time as Finn lost his grip. The glass-topped box shattered on the concrete floor.

      The conversations around them stopped. Finn’s bottom lip began to tremble as he choked out a sob. Alek dropped to his haunches to pick up the broken pieces.

      “It’s okay, bud,” he tried to reassure the boy. “Accidents happen. This can be fixed.”

      “No,” Finn wheezed. “It was Dad’s, and now it’s g-gone t-too.”

      Alek jumped to his feet when the wheezing turned into gasps. Finn patted his chest as he struggled to pull in air. Sheridan was by his side in an instant.

      “Finn,” she said much more calmly than Alek felt. “Look at me. Focus and breathe.” She pressed an inhaler to his lips. “One, two, three.”

      The little boy wrenched his shoulders up and down as he inhaled the medicine.

      “Again,” Sheridan commanded, and they repeated the process.

      When he was breathing somewhat normally once again, she leaned down and whispered something into his ear. Tears began to slowly roll down his face. She pressed her lips to his forehead when Eileen stepped in.

      “Uncle Alan has the nebulizer set up in the kitchen,” Eileen said quietly as she steered Finn in that direction. “Let’s go get some juice in those lungs, and then maybe we can find a popsicle.”

      As soon as they were out of sight, Sheridan wrapped her arms around her middle and sighed heavily.
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