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Chapter 1


          

          
            Do we need to disinfect it?

          

        

      

    

    
      Penny

      

      My last exam was done for the fall semester. Vermont was doing the whole snow-covered Christmas card thing it did every winter. There was less than a week till Christmas, and I should have been excited about that.

      After dawdling across campus and stopping for a coffee I didn’t want, I had nothing else to do but go back to my dorm. Half the students were gone by now, the other half popping in and out of rooms talking about parties and presents and family. Since my plans had blown up, I wasn’t in the mood to join them.

      Seeing my best friend Faith waiting by my door was both a surprise and a relief. I needed to get out of my head.

      “Hey, Faith.”

      “Penny.” Faith pushed herself off the wall and gave me a forced smile. That smile worried me. It wasn’t her big, happy, confident smile.

      “Come on in. Want something to drink?”

      I didn’t have much in my room other than water, but she was welcome to this coffee I hadn’t even tasted yet.

      She shook her head and followed me in.

      The room was smaller than the one we’d shared freshman year, but it was all mine. I’d left the lights blinking on the small Christmas tree I’d set up in the corner and they showed the place was a bit of a mess. I still had notes I’d been studying on my desk, and my suitcase was open on the end of the bed, with nothing but a pair of socks in it. Faith wandered over, picked up the socks and put them back down. Hunh.

      “What’s wrong, Faith?”

      She dropped on the edge of the bed.

      “Would you please come to Toronto with me for Christmas?”

      She’d asked me to come with her a week ago, when I’d heard my grandmother had fallen and broken her hip. My mom and stepdad had flown to be with her in California, but insisted I stay to finish my exams. I couldn’t find a last-minute flight this week, and that meant I couldn’t join them. Grandma was doing well but needed my mom to help her now that she’d been sent home. My dad had gone to Hawaii to spend the holidays with his new wife’s family. That left me without plans, and Faith didn’t like the idea of me spending the holidays alone.

      “I told you not to worry about me. I’ll be fine. Mom’s got the freezer stocked with food.”

      “I know, but I might need you.”

      That grabbed my attention. Faith did not ask for help. She was playing with the end of her long blonde braid, a sure sign that she was upset.

      I sat down beside her.

      “What is it?”

      “It’s Seb.”

      Seb was Sebastien Hunter, her boyfriend. He was a hockey player, drafted by the Toronto Blaze, currently playing on their farm team in Hamilton, Ontario. They were stupidly in love, but they’d had some problems in the beginning.

      “Tell me.”

      Her fingers twisted faster in her hair.

      “He’s been acting weird the last couple of weeks.”

      I pulled her hand away from her hair before she had nothing but a collection of split ends.

      “Define weird.”

      Her hand gripped mine. This wasn’t like Faith. She had been the starting goalie of our school’s women’s hockey team for the last three years and been drafted to play by the women’s league team in Toronto. She was tough, and smart, and normally confident in her skin. I envied that.

      “Every time we talk, he’s been asking for my schedule while I’m home.” Home being Toronto, where Faith had grown up and where her parents still lived. And next door to Hamilton, where Seb was playing.

      “That’s weird?”

      “It is when he doesn’t just want to know that I’m driving home tomorrow, and when I have to come back to Vermont.” It was a seven- or eight-hour drive to Toronto from Burlington, where we were both seniors. “He wants to know what I’m doing every day I’m home. Am I coming to his games early? Will I be spending Christmas Eve with my parents? Christmas night? New Year’s Eve? How long will I be with them? And in the middle of a conversation, he’ll suddenly space out.”

      I frowned. That wasn’t like Seb.

      He’d been at school here until last spring, so I’d got to know him pretty well. He was sweet, quiet, and laid back. Not a guy to worry about details like Faith’s schedule for Christmas. And he was crazy about Faith. No way he’d flake out on her. Not after their history. Not unless something was up.

      “What do you think is going on?”

      Her hand gripped mine almost to the point of pain, and I knew.

      “No way, Faith. No way is he cheating on you.”

      Faith and Seb had started dating when they were in high school. Seb was a year older, and when he came to university in Vermont, there’d been a mix-up in communication. A major one. She thought he’d cheated and cut off all ties with him. When she came to the same school here a year later, they’d had to see each other since they both played hockey. With some help from Seb’s hockey buddy Cooper and me, they’d been able to figure out there’d been no cheating and get together.

      But they’d had more issues to work out. Faith found it hard to trust guys because her dad was a serial cheater.  She’d taken some counseling here on campus to help her through.

      Faith and Seb were solid, I knew that. But she still worried when they’d had to be apart this year. They’d only long-distance dated for two weeks before breaking up that first time. I understood why she’d think of cheating before anything else.

      She drew a long shaky breath. “I know, logically, that he wouldn’t do that. But he’s acting weird. Something is going on. And if he’s found someone else…well, it’s going to be really hard. I wouldn’t ask you to come if you were going to be with your family. But since you’re not, could you come home with me? That way, if there is anything wrong, I have someone.”

      Faith didn’t share her feelings with many people. We hadn’t been roommates after freshman year since she’d moved into a house with some of her hockey teammates, but we’d stayed close.

      I wrapped my arms around her.

      “There’s nothing bad going on, I’m sure of it. But I’ll come with you, okay? Even though I’m going to need headphones to block out the sex sounds with you and Seb reuniting, and Cooper and whoever.”

      Cooper and Seb were roommates. Cooper was playing for the Blaze, who’d drafted him as well. Cooper had his good points, but he was a total player, and I really hadn’t wanted to be sleeping on the couch while he had women over.

      Faith pulled back. “That was the next thing I had to convince you. Cooper isn’t going to be home for most of break.”

      “Really?”

      “The Blaze have games on the east coast until Christmas, and since Cooper’s family lives in Connecticut, he decided not to fly back to Toronto but to stay there and rejoin the team when they have their next game in Boston. You can have Cooper’s room till he gets back.”

      I knew Cooper. His room would be nice. But…

      “Do we need to disinfect it?”

      She snorted. “We can change the sheets for sure. And maybe mess up his stuff a bit. Just to bug him when he gets back.”

      “Maybe you should have led with that. Because messing with Cooper sounds like a lot of fun.”

      Faith was looking like herself again. Apparently, she just needed someone to have her back if anything went wrong. I didn’t know what was up with Seb, but maybe I could let him know he was freaking her out, and they’d get things settled.

      “Oh, I had something else to tempt you.” She paused, giving me a cat with the canary grin. I braced myself.

      “The day after we get there, Seb’s team has a game. The whole team hangs out together at a bar after, so I can introduce you to his teammates. And he’s having an Ugly Christmas Sweater party, at his place. With his teammates. Who we will introduce you to.”

      Faith hadn’t intended for me to say no. She knew that when it came to men I had a type, and that type was athletes. They were just so damn fit. I had a weakness, so sue me.

      “Okay, I’m completely in. When are you leaving?”

      I was relieved to say yes. Christmas on my own would suck. And I’d been offered a chance to meet some hockey players. Professionals.

      A girl could dream, right?
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