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​ Chapter 1

 


Sophia Clark woke with a
scream in her throat. Her heart pounded in her chest as she sat up
in bed. She took a few deep breaths then turned to see if she’d
woken her husband.

As she touched the empty
half of the bed, the tears spilled over her eyes.

Tanner was gone.

He’d been gone for nine
months.

She recalled the telephone
call as if it happened moments before. She was rushing to get one
of the children somewhere. The details of where escaped her almost
a year later. It wasn’t important, none of it was, but in these
moments she wished she remembered something other than answering
the phone. “Hello?”

“ May I speak to
Sophia Clark please?”

“Hold on a second.” She
cradled the phone between her ear and shoulder. “Jaden, get your
hands out of your cup.” She bent to grab the cup from him. He
screeched in protest. “Sorry, it’s a zoo here today.” Every day,
but the caller didn’t need to know.

She spun on her heel and
grabbed his stuffed dog off the counter and handed it to him. “Go
ahead. Unless this is a telemarketing call. I don’t have time to
buy things.”

“This is Philip Yang,
Tanner’s supervisor.”

“Oh right. Did he forget
his phone again?”

“No, ma’am. Tanner was
injured today.”

The world slowed a little.
“What does that mean?”

“He’s in surgery.”

Sophia stopped and found a
chair. The world spun out of control, and her blood stopped.
“Surgery? What—what happened?”

“He was out on a call when
his car was hit on the driver’s side. The car didn’t have side air
bags. I’m sorry. God.”

“Okay, what hospital is he
at? I’ll get there when I get someone to watch the kids.” Her hands
shook as she tried to write the name. She gave up on the third try,
relying on her memory. The university hospital. Okay, her brain
rebooted.

She didn’t recall saying
goodbye to Tanner’s boss. She called her mother, her brother, and
her neighbor. No one answered the phone. Her head started pounding.
The two kids she had at home sensed that something was upsetting
their mother and demanded her attention.

On the third try, her
mother answered her cell phone. “What’s so danged important? I’m in
the middle of a meeting.”

“Tanner’s in surgery. He
was in an accident. And I have the kids. I can’t get there. I can’t
take them with me.” A sob broke from her chest. Panic rising
again.

“Okay. Take a breath,
honey. I’ll get there as soon as I can.”

Her neighbor, Kim, with
whom she often shared child care, called ten minutes after that.
“Sorry, we were having a crisis over paint sharing. What’s up?”

“Can I drop the kids off
with you?” She gulped down air, but the panic tightened on her
chest.

“What’s wrong, Soph?”

“Tanner—Tanner.” And that’s
when she lost it. Sobbing.

“I’ll be over in two
minutes.”

Thirty seconds later, there
was a bustle at the door. Kim didn’t knock, she barged right in.
The four children ran off squealing. “What’s going on?”

Sophia had gotten the sobs
under control, she wiped her face. “Tanner’s in surgery.”

Kim wrapped her arms around
Sophia. “For what?”

“Work. Hurt. Bad. Don’t
know.” He had to be okay. He had to be.

“I imagine you don’t. I’ll
stay with the kids here. I’ll pick up Mark and Gabi.”

“Mom.”

“They’ll be fine. I’ll
distract them they won’t even know you’re gone.”

Sophia shook her head. “My
mom is coming.”

“Call her and tell her I’m
here, so she’s not freaking out. Can you drive yourself? Or should
I call a cab?”

“I can drive myself. I’ll
call my mom on the way.”

“Oh hell no. You call her
before you leave. You are not driving and talking on the phone in
this state. Damn it, you’re lucky I’m letting you drive.”

Sophia pulled from Kim’s
arms and wiped her face again. Sophia made the call then ran to her
car.

Just recalling those
details exhausted her. Sophia wiped the tears away and peered at
the blurry numbers on the clock. Four fifty-six. She should get a
few more hours sleep. At least it was a preschool day and she would
have a few hours to herself.

A few hours to clean the
house and sit around wishing things were different.

She laid back down and
tried to go back to sleep, but with no one snoring beside her and
it being too late to take another sleeping pill, the plan failed.
She wrapped her robe around her and went downstairs to make
cookies.

* * *

Doug Black scrolled through
the offers he’d received. Toronto, Edmonton, Saskatoon.

He stopped and leaned back
in his leather office chair. It squeaked with the force of his body
weight. He adjusted his position. He didn’t spend enough time at
the computer to purchase a more comfortable chair.

Leaning closer to the
screen, he groaned. He didn’t need glasses yet, but reading
important things on a computer screen made his eyes ache. Screw
reading on this screen, he hit the print button and the moment it
finished he grabbed the papers. An offer to coach for Saskatoon
Cobras.

Sophia was in Saskatoon.
Where she lived with her husband and their four children. And she
hadn’t talked to him in three years.

Hello? She might not
remember him. Well, he was going there in the next few weeks,
anyway. He pulled out his cell phone and scrolled through the
contacts.

“Doug Black? Long time
since I heard from you. What have you been up to?” Kip Turner
sounded surprised but pleased. They had been teammates and friends
for a few years until Doug retired from hockey.

“Relaxing. Well, mostly. I
had a stressful first half of retirement when I still lived with
Hillary. After we broke up, I’ve just floated along in life. What
about you?”

“The baby is not a baby,
she’s a rough and tumble almost four-year-old.”

“It’s been that long?” Doug
rubbed his head. God.

“Yeah. Then we had a little
boy and another girl, three months ago.”

“Wow. Where do you find the
energy?”

“I don’t. Mandy does. I
told her I was too old.” She heard the smirk in Kip’s voice.

“I hear you. Speaking of
Mandy... could I speak to her?”

“Uh, yeah sure. I’ll check
if she has a free arm.” The rustle of the microphone being covered
sounded in Doug’s ear. “It’s Doug Black. I didn’t ask what.”

“Hi, Doug. How are
you?”

“Bored. Turns out
retirement is difficult. I applied for some coaching positions, one
is in Saskatoon. And I thought, Sophia, her husband, and I hit it
off and I should have supper with them when I’m in town.”

“You haven’t talked to
Sophia in the past, uh, year?” Mandy’s voice squeaked.

“No. I had relationship
issues, then I sort of traveled. I didn’t keep in touch. Not much a
single guy has in common with a married couple with four kids.”

“I suppose. Well, Sophia’s
husband, he was killed nearly a year ago.”

“What?” Doug lurched out of
his chair.

“Yeah, it was a horrible
car accident. She’s been pretty bad off.”

“Fuck, that’s
terrible.”

“Yeah.” They paused, each
lost in thought. “So did you like Sophia or Tanner more?”

Mandy’s question caught him
off guard. “What?”

“Who did you hit off with
more?”

“Sophia, I guess. I mean, I
liked them.” Doug didn’t want to admit with Sophia it was love at
first sight for him.

“Mmm. Well, when you get to
Saskatoon, you should call her and get her out of the house. I
suspect she doesn’t get out enough.”

“I guess not.” He wrote her
phone number on a piece of paper. “Thank you Mandy.”

“Good luck.” He stared at
his handwriting after he hung up the phone, blue letters that
spelled out Sophia. Had she changed in the past four years? Her
children certainly would have.

Sophia was single.

He wouldn’t call her once
he was in Saskatoon. He’d be intruding. She had a lot on her plate.
And he’d feel guilty for all those times he’d wished she was
single.

The moment he saw her walk
into the Turners’ backyard, he fell a little in love. Not real
love, just admiration of her beauty. Okay, he got turned on by just
her walking by. And she held a child in her arms. A baby. He’d
spent as much time as possible during the gathering just talking to
her. Half the time had been with her husband by her side. Sometimes
one of them would have to run off to deal with one of their
children. He couldn’t see her again. He’d want to pursue her and
even if she wasn’t married, she was a widow and dating her was out
of the question. The idea was ludicrous. He was awful for even
thinking about it.

She had four children.
Young children, though he couldn’t recall them. He’d never dated a
woman with children. After a horrific experience with his sister’s
child, he realized he preferred to avoid them all together.

Doug pushed his fingers
into his receding hairline. Too much time wearing a helmet had
ruined his once thick hair.

His Sophia was single. And
he was still a bastard for wanting her.

* * *

“You what?” Sophia shot out
of her chair.

“He’s coming to Saskatoon
for a job interview. You guys seemed like you hit it off and I
thought y’know, might be good for you to talk to someone new,”
Mandy said from her end in Calgary.

“You gave Doug Black my
phone number?” Sophia growled.

“Yeah. Should I call him
and tell him you changed your number and are no longer talking to
me?”

Sophia considered the idea.
At least the number changing.

Didn’t she see he had
married a year or two ago? She tried to recall, they’d been friends
online for a short time. But she was busy with her life and he with
his, so she hadn’t cultivated it.

“Did you—”

“Yeah. I told him.”

“So he’ll come and give me
his condolences.” Probably with a bunch of flowers. Worse than the
flowers had been the casseroles. As if not having to cook would
make it easier to grieve. She appreciated the gesture. She was
grateful not to think about what to feed the children. But, sitting
at the table night after night, staring at Tanner’s empty spot had
nearly driven Sophia around the bend.

“He might not even call
you. I’m not sure it was you he wanted to see.”

“Who do you think—” Never
mind. He wanted to see Tanner. To drink beer and talk about hockey.
“Of course. What would he have in common with me?”

“You both adore me.”

“Sure. Are you moving
here?” Sophia wished her best friend was closer so they see each
other more. Mandy was the only one who didn’t look at her with pity
when they chatted. She’d even drifted away from her neighbour Kim
in the last year.

“No. We are staying put
when Kip retires this year. Colton is settled into a nice middle
school.”

“How are we old enough to
have middle-schoolers?”

“I know. And Lucy has a
good preschool. And I might get to find a job when Kip
retires.”

“How exciting. I forget
what it’s like to work. I haven’t worked in almost fourteen years.
It was easier to stay home.” Sophia sighed. Marriage and four kids.
It all seemed so great.

“You could go back next
year. Ash goes to kindergarten.”

“I can afford to stay
home.” Hooray for insurance and lawsuits. Death left her rich. She
could pay for the kids’ university, never go to work, live in the
house. Comfort and depression rolled into one idea. “The kids need
me at home.”

“Whatever you think is
best. I want you to be happy, Soph.”

“I will. It’s just taking
time.” How many times had she told people that? Hundreds?
Thousands? She was tired of the phrase. How long could the wound
feel raw? How long would she have a hole in her life?

“I know. You should really
see Doug if he calls you. I’ll give you his phone number. You could
call him.” Mandy pushed Doug again. Sophia vaguely remembered the
man from Kip and Mandy’s four years ago. He seemed nice enough, and
he was handsome. There had been a lot of handsome hockey players in
the backyard. But what did she have in common with a professional
hockey player?

She jotted down his number
in her phone book. “If you want to come visit over the summer, you
could do that.”

“Yeah right. I’ll just jump
in the van with the four children. God, I don’t know how we do it.
When I say it, four kids, it’s exhausting.” Mandy sighed.

“Yep. At the end of the day
you see their little faces when they sleep, and it’s worth it.”

“Sleeping faces are great.
I have to get going. The rugrats will be up from their nap soon.
And Colton will be home and you know the story.”

“I do. It’s about the same
here. Have a good evening, Mandy. I love you.”

“Love you too, hon. If you
need anything—support, money, whatever. Call me, okay? I’ll do what
I can.”

“Yeah.” Sophia sighed.
Mandy couldn’t do the one thing Sophia needed, erase the pain. Turn
back time.

“And call Doug Black. You
need new people.”

“Goodbye, Mandy.” She hung
up before Mandy could pressure her any more.

The only thing she had
energy for was taking care of the children. Her life was in total
limbo. She rarely saw friends. She hadn’t cut her hair or bought
new clothes in the last year. When she wasn’t wearing sweatpants,
she was in pajama pants. She didn’t want anyone new.



​ Chapter 2

 


Doug punched Sophia’s
number into his phone but pushed the end key before hitting the
send button. Fucking baby. “Just dial the damn number.” And say
what? “Hey, Sophia, I haven’t talked to you in four years, how
about we have dinner?”

He went to the patio doors
of the hotel room and looked out on Saskatoon. It was barely a
city. No skyscrapers dotted the skyline. There were tall office
buildings, but this was not New York or Toronto.

He tried another pep talk.
“Just call her. The worst she’ll say is no. It’s just dinner.
Invite the kids. She won’t want to leave them. She can’t.”

He sat on the bed and
punched the numbers in again. He closed his eyes and pushed the
green button. After three rings, he fingered the red button.

“Hello?” a kid asked.

“Hello, is Sophia there?”
Awesome job asshole, her kid answered the phone, he should ask for
the mom. “Your mom. I guess.”

“Just a minute, please.
Mom, it’s for you.” There was a muffled sound as the phone
exchanged hands. Doug’s heart beat double time when he heard her
voice.

“Great, thanks, Mark.” She
picked up the phone. “Hello?”

Doug opened his mouth, but
no sound came out.

“Hello?” Sophia said
again.

“Sophia?” he croaked.

“Speaking. Who is
this?”

He coughed right in her
ear. Great. She should hang up on him. “Doug. Doug Black.”

Her voice took on a
cheerful tone. “Hi, Doug. Mandy told me she gave you my number. I
wasn’t sure you’d call.” False cheer. Forced. “How are you?”

“Good. How are you? Never
mind. I know how you are. I wanted to say I’m sorry first.” Doug
rubbed a hand over his face. Jesus.

“Thank you.”

Oh god. He babbled. Like a
teenager. Je-sus.. “So how are you?”

She laughed a little. He
wanted to picture her, but it had been years so he was left with a
vague image from his memories. “I’m good. It’s been a long time
since we talked.”

“Four years.” Well, four
years in July. “I didn’t know whether I should call, because it’s
been so long. And everything. but I’m in town, Saskatoon. And
you’re the only person I know here. It seemed wise to call and say
hi, and maybe we could get supper. Sometime. With the kids. You can
bring the kids. If you wanted to eat. With me.”

She laughed again. “Sorry.
I shouldn’t laugh. I don’t know if I can do supper. The kids have
so much going on.”

“Yeah, you’re right. I’m
intruding. I wanted to say hi and say I’m sorry again. I’m sorry
for your loss, all of yours. Tanner was a nice guy, great. You have
my number if you change your mind. I’m here for another eight days
or something. If it goes well, I’ll be here full time come fall. So
we might have another chance.”

“Thank you for thinking of
me. I’m flattered. I’m just not up to it. It’s not you or anything.
I like you. As a friend type.”

Well, that was a clear
rejection. He said, “I was asking as a friend type.”

There was a long pause and
he could almost hear her deep sigh. Doug decided he should stop,
just back off. “Okay, I’ll let you go. And take care.”

“Thank you again for
calling.” He hung up the phone and he listened to the dial tone for
a moment. Once he shook his head and closed his phone, he spent the
next ten minutes berating himself for acting like a
twelve-year-old. Of course, she didn’t want to go for supper with
someone who couldn’t form full sentences.

He stared out at the almost
city in the heart of the Canadian prairies. He tried to imagine
Sophia’s house out there. Her coming and going from the front door,
her car. If he accepted this job here, he would have to live out
here. When he retired, he’d returned home, Mississauga, Ontario. He
rented a place, sometimes traveled, sometimes played with his
investments. He wasn’t too keen on returning to the place where his
last failed relationship occurred now. It was his sister Amy who
pointed out he’d been choosing the wrong relationship. But he
pressed on in the relationship with Hilary, the bank manager, for
three years, despite Amy’s warnings.

What did his little sister
know, anyway? She was once divorced from his former best friend,
then married his new best friend. That was when he decided to stop
having friends. If he didn’t have friends, his sister couldn’t
marry them. He loved Amy and she was happy with Scott, but only so
much a man could take.

What would it be like to
live in Saskatoon? Near Sophia. He could befriend with her
children. She said she liked him as a friend. He could use a
friend. If she wasn’t too busy with 4 kids. Did she even have four
or was that Mandy? It seemed he’d never have children of his own.
He was too old for that now. That might be for the better. Children
were exhausting drains on your energy, on your freedom, and on your
bank account.

At a loss of what to do
next, Doug changed into shorts and a T-shirt. He needed to burn off
the excess nervous energy and there was a fully equipped gym
downstairs and a hot tub next door.

An hour later, when Doug
returned to his room for a quick shower, he heard his phone
beeping. He grabbed it as he threw off his sweaty clothes.

He squinted at the call
display. Lord, did he need glasses already? Was it Sophia? It took
three tries to input his voicemail pin code. Finally, it beeped one
new message at him. “Hi, this is Sophia calling you back. Okay, yes
it’s weird I’m calling you. The kids asked to go out for supper, so
we’re going to this pizza place called Freddy’s Pizza. The address
is—well you can find it. We’ll be there around six-ish. It occurred
to me you might be bored or lonely. Or something. So I thought I’d
invite you. Okay, see you later or not. Up to you.”

Doug laughed. Score. An
invitation to supper with Sophia. She felt sorry for him alone in
the big city. Okay that part wasn’t great, she made him sound
pathetic. But her message was as awkward as his phone call, which
relieved him of his embarrassment.

He looked in the mirror on
the wall. His gray shirt was wet under the arms. He wiped at a bead
of sweat as it rolled down his face. Well, he wouldn’t impress
anyone in this state. A quick shower. Women were lucky, if they
wanted to dress up they did their make-up. All he had was
cologne.

Probably not enough cologne
in the world to impress a widow, but he’d damn sure give it his
best.

* * *

Sophia mentally kicked
herself when she saw Doug walk into the restaurant at five to six.
What had possessed her to call him?

The image of him sitting
alone at a table for two came to mind, a single candle between
them. Or in his hotel room alone, looking at her with desire. She
shook the images away. She wasn’t looking for romance.

His hair was thinner in the
front and had grayed at the temples since the last time they’d met.
It didn’t detract from his looks. He had strong features. His nose
looked as it was broken once or twice. A hazard of his occupation,
she guessed. But the rest of him was a sight.

He must work out daily even
though he was retired, she used her computer to look him up before
she called him back. His jeans hugged his muscular thighs. His tan
skin stretched over thick biceps that looked as if he could lift
cars or even buildings. Shoulders that could take on the weight of
the world or her burdens. Corded neck muscles strained as he looked
around the restaurant, scanning the crowd. He lifted his hand in
greeting and even that was over-sized. What would he feel like
wrapped around her?

Stop staring, Sophia. She
turned her head to make sure none of her children had run off
during her gawking. “I didn’t think you would come.” That was a
rude greeting.

“Hello, Sophia. It’s nice
to see you.” He smiled at her.

She peeled herself off the
red vinyl seat where she’d waited, hoping it would put them on even
ground. It didn’t. She still had to look up at him. “I’m sorry.”
She held her hand out. She wanted to set a formal tone straight
off. “It’s good to see you.”

He took her hand and shook
it, then leaned in and kissed her cheek. His lips and skin warmed
her. His male scent wafted in as she breathed deeply. She closed
her eyes and sighed. She missed the smell of a clean shaved man.
Get it together, she chided herself. She pulled back with a quick
prayer that he hadn’t noticed. He smiled and met her eyes. Dark
brown chocolate eyes she’d like to indulge in. They sparkled.

Damn, he’d caught her sigh.
She looked down at Ashley and stroked her hair. Sophie would have
to watch herself. She couldn’t even look as if she flirted with
him. After this meal, they wouldn’t see each other again. Ever.

“How are you?” he
asked.

“Good. Good. How are you?”
Sophia rubbed her hairs together.

“Overall, good. So much has
happened in the past five years.”

“Four.”

“Just four? It seems like
longer.”

Every day felt a year to
her lately. “I know. You retired. My children don’t stop
growing.”

“I know. The baby isn’t a
baby. Your oldest boy, forgive me I’ve forgotten names, is a
teenager.”

“Nearly.”

Ashley tugged on Sophia’s
hand. “Mommy, who’s that man?”

“Guys, some of you might
remember Mr. Black from Aunt Mandy’s. He played hockey with Uncle
Kip. It was a long time ago. Ash was just a baby.”
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