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			Overtime


			Professional hockey star Sarah Brennan can handle brutal body checks and playoff pressure, but studying Irish literature under the sharp-eyed Professor Claire Joyce might be her toughest challenge yet. Claire’s disdain for athletes is legendary—and personal, thanks to a failed marriage to a pro athlete. The only catch? 


			 


			Her hockey-obsessed ten-year-old daughter worships the ice Sarah Brennan skates on.


			 


			As Sarah contemplates life after her final season, she finds herself drawn into the warm orbit of Claire’s small family. But with Claire’s walls built as solid as center ice, it’ll take more than a hat trick to prove that sometimes the best plays happen after the final whistle.


			 


			OVERTIME is a charming romance about second chances, found family, and scoring the goal that matters most.


			









Praise for the works of Tracey Richardson


			Ten Days in May


			Ten Days in May is a character driven story, one that is dependent on growth and change. It works because Cam and Brooke stand up to the challenge; they change in ways that engage readers’ hearts as well as their minds. That’s largely because Richardson scripts solid developments for these women. She also constructs reliable backstories, ones that make sense for the characters as well as the story. Readers walk away with a clear understanding of who these women are and where they came from. Their pasts are neatly threaded with their present, providing readers with a full-circle romance that is heartwarming as well as endearing.


			-Women Using Words


			This exquisitely written book is full of food for thought and a joy to read. I loved the characters (including Wendy the dachshund) and their captivating journeys. Dignity and hope come to mind if I had to sum up this book in a few words. A very worthy tribute to the pandemic and how it changed lives and a very worthy tribute to love and second chances and a very worthy tribute to lives lived well.


			-Henrietta B., NetGalley


			Thursday Afternoons


			A fun and sexy book that will tug at your heartstrings. The pace of the book is excellent, and at no point are you left feeling uncertain about Ellis and Amy. The chemistry between them is there in spades. I loved the way Tracey Richardson amped up the tension when everything is revealed and the chapters that follow. This made it really easy for me to connect with the story line and the characters.


			-Les Rêveur


			There’s no manufactured conflict here that can be resolved with a frank discussion over a cup of coffee. Ellis’s and Amy’s careers have them at odds and they both have so much at stake. The side characters gave me even more reasons to become invested in the book and their plotlines are seamlessly woven together. Good stories always make you want to go back to the beginning and start again, and this is definitely one of those. It has everything from steamy, lust-filled sex, to dramatic tension and a great slow-burn romance between two amazing, beautiful women inside and out. If you’re looking for a book that gives you everything you’re craving at once, then this is positively the book for you.


			-The Lesbian Review


			I’m Gonna Make You Love Me


			Claire and Ellie might just be my favourite couple that Tracey Richardson’s written so far. There are some great side characters between Claire’s best friend Jackson, and Ellie’s roommate and cousin Marissa, plus her family. They help us get to know the leads better and are integral to both of the women’s character arcs. Richardson’s writing is easy to sink into and this book was no exception. The romance has a nice burn to it that’s slow, but not too slow, and I marveled at how natural Claire and Ellie’s journey from former boss/employee to happily ever after was. If you’re a fan of contemporary romances, especially those with age gaps or opposites attract pairings, I recommend picking up I’m Gonna Make You Love Me. I thoroughly enjoyed it and will be reading this one again (especially if a spinoff happens!).


			-The Lesbian Review


			What a fun story with lots of fantastic music to read along to. One of my favourite tropes is age-gap romance and this did not disappoint; I really enjoyed this unraveling of the romance. The pace was perfect and I hadn’t realized I had read so long until I had finished the book in one sitting. It was easy to like both characters and the chemistry for both Ellie and Claire was there from the moment Claire returns Ellie’s pup home. This story had happily ever after written all over it from that moment on.


			-Les Rêveur


			Heartsick 


			This was such a sweet story of heartbreak turned friendship turned love. I knew I’d enjoy the story from the get-go because it’s a Tracey Richardson book but I was really drawn to the characters over and above the storyline itself.


			-Les Rêveur


			Delay of Game


			There are so many things to love about this book. There are great characters working to be together in a seemingly impossible situation. The scenes on the ice were wonderful and visceral, but without slowing down the story. I’ve heard it said that in some sport romances, the sport scenes can get in the way of the plot, which is definitely not the case here. The action on the ice is as important as what happens off the ice, both in terms of character and plot development.


			-The Lesbian Review


			With a story set around the very real rivalry between the Canadian and US women’s ice hockey teams, this book has a realistic edge to it to go along with the romance that is the main focus of the tale. Although the romance is given slightly more weight, there’s enough of the hockey story to keep sports fans truly interested. Richardson clearly knows hockey, and all the scenes around practice, training, and actual matches come across as very authentic.


			-Rainbow Book Reviews
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Chapter One


			Sarah Brennan was good at figuring things out. Good at being on time, too. But good at being a university student again? Not so much. There was a decade and a half of rust on her old textbooks and rust on the ability to get herself to the right building and into the right classroom on time, it seemed. The feeling of ineptitude squeezing her insides was unfamiliar—and unwelcome. Suddenly she was that eighteen-year-old freshman on a hockey scholarship all over again, steeped in her own insecurities, faking it until she got comfortable.


			The University of Toronto was not Sarah’s alma mater. If it were, she wouldn’t be left staring up at the indistinguishable gray buildings, retracing her steps twice, before arriving at yet another marble corridor lined with identical classroom doors. If finding the right classroom was some kind of IQ test, well, she’d failed miserably. She tried to console herself with the thought that professors were rarely on time anyway, but her galloping heart was not so easily convinced. She crossed her fingers.


			Fuck. The door was locked. The door that announced classroom 1112. It was the right classroom, Sarah confirmed by frantically checking the email on her phone. So why the hell was it locked? Placing her ear against the frosted glass, she could hear the professor speaking. Shit. She put her knuckles up to the window, but paused, taken aback by her own cowardice. It surprised her, this sinking feeling in her stomach, the hesitation to knock, the feeling of being a helpless kid. She was a pro hockey player, for fuck’s sake. This was just a class on modern Irish literature. No one was going to bench her or saddle her with a fine or otherwise punish her for being late. There was no need to worry about getting expelled from the course or even a failing grade; she already had a university degree. This was strictly for fun, an interesting distraction from the grind of games, practices, workouts. Something to keep her mind sharp, because if today’s tardiness was any indication, her mind needed a little sharpening. 


			Sarah tapped lightly after considering—and discarding—the idea of going home and forgetting about the whole thing and withdrawing from the class. But that would truly make her a coward, and she was no coward. The door opened suddenly, pulled by a woman not quite as tall as Sarah and with a hardened expression on what was otherwise a pleasant face. Glasses covered inquisitive blue eyes. Her hair was so dark it almost looked black, but up close, Sarah could see swirls of subtle shades of brown and auburn, all pulled back in a severe ponytail. 


			“Yes?” asked a voice as sharp as a skate blade.


			“I, ah…” 


			Sarah hadn’t felt this incompetent, this blameworthy, since she was eleven and accidentally let the cat out the back door. Poor Alma ended up being taken in by another family who thought she was a stray that they therefore didn’t have to give back. Sarah’s mother told her she would just have to live with the fact that Alma had a new family. 


			“I think I’m supposed to be in there.”


			“A little late, are we?”


			“I’m very sorry. Are you Professor Joyce?” 


			An obnoxious tilt of the chin, eyes narrowed to slits behind the glasses. “I am. Who’s asking?”


			“Sarah. Ah, Sarah Brennan.” 


			Professor Joyce looked her up and down, pursed her lips in silent judgment, clearly displeased at the interruption. It seemed like an hour before she stepped aside to let Sarah pass, and it was like walking past a cool breeze. Sarah rushed to the nearest empty seat at the back of the room as three dozen or so pairs of eyes swung in her direction. Whatever. Sarah ignored them, fished around in her knapsack for her iPad so she could take notes. She’d made far more embarrassing mistakes on the ice in front of thousands of people; this was nothing but a momentary irritation. Move on, people, nothing to see here.


			“Let’s get back to what I was talking about before the interruption.” The professor’s faint Irish accent resembled a blunt instrument intended to pound Sarah a little more before she let her off the hook. Undaunted, Sarah smiled. The professor was actually kind of cute when she was pissed off.


			“Some of the…the…ah.”


			Sarah’s smile spread wider. Something about getting under the professor’s skin shot a little thrill through her. Oh yeah. She was going to enjoy this class.


			“Excuse me, ah, the things I want you all to concentrate on, as we make our way through the reading list, is to be alert to the central role played by cultural nationalism in shaping Irish writing. And vice versa, of course. We will look at how Irish literary culture was both promoted and suppressed, historically. How censorship impeded and inspired Irish writers. We’re going to identify major themes in Irish literature over the last hundred and thirty years or so and how those themes were influenced by historical and political challenges. You will see fairly quickly how Irish writers, in a country subjugated, ignored, and oppressed by the British, broke free of those invisible chains and demanded to be heard. And ultimately, we will discuss the importance of the role of writing in Irish society, its transformation over the twentieth century from a revolutionary tool to something celebrated and respected around the world.”


			Sarah took a steadying breath. She had always been good in school, had proved herself as much more than a Division 1 scholarship jock at Boston College by completing her applied mathematics degree summa cum laude, plus tacking on a minor in literature. She’d always been a sucker for reading novels in her spare time—on buses, in taxis, on planes, whenever she had a few minutes. The minor in literature had been for her own pleasure, same as this course. She could do this course, she knew she could, though at the moment she felt woefully out of practice.


			The professor spent the next thirty minutes summarizing the history of Ireland from the mid-1800s to present day, before reminding everyone to start reading the first couple of books from the syllabus—the syllabus Sarah hadn’t received because she was late.


			“Oh, one more thing.” Professor Joyce looked at Sarah. “Sarah Brennan, please stay after class and see me.”


			Sarah stuffed her iPad in her knapsack. If Professor Joyce wanted to wield her power over her some more, like, if this shit was fun for her, well, have at it. Sarah could take it.


			“Come with me to my office,” the professor said as she gathered her things, slid them neatly into a leather messenger briefcase that looked like it had a few miles on it. The woman didn’t look at Sarah, but clearly expected her to be right behind her as she strode down the corridor and up a set of stairs, her comfortable heels hitting the floor in perfect rhythm. More doors. Claire Joyce stopped at one marked 2340, opened it with a key from her pocket, and promptly ignored Sarah for another minute while she removed her papers from her case, made room on her desk, adjusted her glasses, draped her tailored suit jacket on the back of her chair, powered up her laptop, and finally sat down.


			“Have a seat, please.”


			Power tripper. Sarah kept her mouth zipped and sat.


			The professor clicked a few buttons on her laptop, peered at the screen. “I haven’t seen you around here before, Sarah Brennan. It says here that you’re a mature student, that you already have a degree from Boston College. In mathematics. And…literature, it seems. Hmm.” A grunt that could be interpreted as approval or dismissal, it was hard to tell. “I’m curious. Why are you here?” 


			The question sounded innocent enough, but those blue eyes on her were unsettling. Things were going on behind those eyes that Sarah had no chance of deciphering. “I’m just here to take a course. Your course. I thought it would be interesting.” 


			“I see. Why?” 


			Sarah flashed her most earnest, winsome smile, the same one she’d used in that deodorant commercial she did three years back, when the professional league she belonged to was getting underway. The smile was her default whenever she felt nervous. And she hated feeling nervous. She dropped the smile. “I, ah, want to keep my mind sharp. I feel like, in my line of work, it’s…it’s a different kind of mental sharpness. Not the book kind. And I want the book kind. I miss the book kind. I mean, I read a lot, but it’s not the same as critical evaluation and analysis. I would like a better understanding of the genres, modes, styles, and cultural history of Irish writing. And…all that.” Sarah closed her mouth to keep from rambling any further.


			“I see,” was all the professor said.


			You should be a poker player, Sarah thought without admiration. “May I have the course syllabus?”


			The professor slid a piece of paper across the desk to Sarah. The reading list: Wilde, Yeats, O’Brien, Joyce (James, not Claire), Williams, Doyle, Keegan, Boyle. Okay, not too bad. She could get through those easily enough in the next four months. Not much else to do on the long bus and plane rides. She folded the piece of paper and stuffed it in her back pocket.


			“I don’t like to email my students the syllabus, or, funnily enough, they don’t bother showing up to the first class. Speaking of which, if you plan to make a habit of being late, please don’t bother to come. It’s disruptive to the class.”


			“It was an aberration that won’t happen again, I assure you.”


			The professor nodded. She seemed to soften a little, perhaps realizing she was being a little hard on her newest student or that she’d made her point as a hard-ass and could let up now. There was almost a smile at the corner of her lips. “Tell me, Sarah Brennan. What is it that you do when you’re not running around trying to find classrooms in strange buildings?”


			“When I’m not lost on university campuses, I’m trying not to look lost on the ice.”


			A blank stare.


			Sarah cleared her throat against her joke that fell so decidedly flat. “I play hockey. For the Toronto team.” Another blank stare, and Sarah wanted to roll her eyes. “In the women’s professional league.”


			“Oh.”


			Exactly the kind of uninformed response that was all too common—even in her own family—and it drove Sarah nuts. Clearly the professor had no idea that women played professional hockey or that the city had a team and that Sarah was a member of that team. It wasn’t that her ego needed stroking by having a stranger recognize her name or her face. What bugged her was that Professor Joyce’s ignorance was another dismal reminder of how far women’s hockey had yet to go. Three years and still the league was invisible to far too many people.


			Briefly, Sarah thought about turning the tables, giving the professor a little lesson on the appeal of hockey and the importance of women’s sports. She decided not to engage because it was probably a waste of her time. “I’ll be seeing you, professor.”


			“Right. Next Tuesday, I suppose.”


			“Next Tuesday,” Sarah replied without enthusiasm. 


			She felt the professor’s gaze, less condemning and more curious this time, follow her out the door.


			









Chapter Two


			“Mom, Mom!”


			Maddie burst through the front door, holding her Wonder Woman overnight bag in one hand and something else in her other hand, a rolled-up poster, by the look of it.


			“Hi, sweetheart.” Claire hugged her daughter to her chest, ignoring the pinch from the plastic shell of the little suitcase digging into her side. “Matt. Hi.”


			“Heya, Claire.”


			Claire’s ex-husband towered over them both as he stood in the foyer, his big hands spread out awkwardly like he wasn’t quite sure what to do next. It had been more than five years, these acts of shuttling Maddie between their homes. Maddie had long ago learned to take it all in stride. The adults, however, had been a little slower in getting used to the new order of things, but they had a routine down now that worked, with co-parenting drama kept to a minimum. 


			“How were things at Dad’s?” she asked out of habit, her arm still around her daughter’s shoulder. She both loved and hated it when Maddie was away. Curling up with a book and a glass of wine without attending to anyone else’s needs was heavenly to Claire. For about an hour or two. Then she’d start missing Maddie like crazy, but she kept her loneliness to herself.


			“Good, Mom. I got another birthday present!”


			“Your birthday was a week ago, alannah.” Maddie seemed to think turning ten was a particularly noteworthy milestone, like thirteen or sixteen or eighteen, and deserving of weeks of gifts and attention. She was into her second decade, she had smartly reminded her parents. Wasn’t that worth something big?


			“I know. But Dad and Laurie got me this fantastic new poster. And it’s my favorite hockey player!”


			Not this again. Ever since Maddie started playing hockey last winter, it was all she talked about. Summer brought no reprieve, because she had insisted on participating in two different hockey camps. She supposed her daughter was right in her insistence that her dedication and all the extra coaching would make her a much better player, but she knew nothing about hockey. Less than nothing. She flashed a look of frustration at Matt, but his response was a guilty smile and a what-can-you-do shrug. He wasn’t fooling Claire; he was thrilled that his daughter had taken up playing sports. A chip off the old block. 


			“Dad, wanna help me hang it up in my bedroom?”


			“I’ll let your mom help you with that later, sport. I gotta run. I promised Laurie I’d cook tonight.” 


			Matt was out the door and down the front walkway before Maddie’s shoes were off and she was tugging her mother’s hand. “Come on, Mom, let’s go put the poster up. Can we please?”


			“Supper’s almost ready, honey. How about we put it up later?”


			“But it’ll be dark soon. I want to make sure it’s not crooked. And I want the afternoon light to hit it just right.”


			Claire laughed. “What are you, an interior designer?”


			“Maybe someday. After I’m done being a professional hockey player.”


			Claire blinked in surprise. “Sorry? What’s this about a professional hockey player?” Last month she wanted to be a veterinarian. The month before that it was a chef.


			“Dad says I can if I want to. I mean, if I’m good enough. But I have a lot of catching up to do because some of the kids on my team have been playing twice as long as me. He says I have a lot of work to do the next year or two, but that I can do it if I really try.” Maddie raced up the stairs.


			Claire swore under her breath. Why did he have to encourage this kind of nonsense? A life in pro sports was the last thing she wanted for Maddie—a short career fraught with all kinds of unknowns. She’d need to have a talk with him, tell him to cool it with the hockey stuff. 


			“Well, look, honey, he’s right in that you can do anything you want, as long as you try really hard and put the work into it.”


			“I know all that, Mom. And I can’t wait.”


			Claire followed Maddie up the stairs, though much less energetically. So she wanted to be a pro hockey player like her new student, Sarah Brennan. Great. Just great. At least Maddie was only ten. There was lots of time between now and adulthood for her to change her mind at least another fifteen times or so.


			In her bedroom, Maddie made quick work of unfurling the poster. She took it to the wall over her bed and held it up, pinning one corner, directing her mother to pin the other. They stepped back, Maddie wide-eyed and grinning at the poster with almost religious zeal. Claire’s stomach took a major altitude drop. The poster was of none other than Sarah Brennan, dressed in her hockey uniform, her face smiling like she hadn’t a care in the world. Which was probably accurate. Cares and Sarah Brennan seemed to be strangers.


			“Isn’t she awesome?” Maddie gushed. “And she’s so pretty, too. Don’t you think, Mom?”


			Claire couldn’t find her voice, so deep was her shock. Or maybe it wasn’t shock so much as irritation at this little invasion, at this persistent stone in her shoe known as Sarah Brennan. It was bad enough that Sarah had gotten off on the wrong foot in class, now she was right here, taking up all kinds of space in her daughter’s head. Claire stalled, trying all kinds of mental gymnastics to convince herself that nothing would come of a harmless little crush on a hockey player—even if the player was an unworthy idol in her mind. It would pass, she told herself. Her composed smile came late and was forced, and she could see that she hadn’t fooled Maddie, who stared at her mother in a silent challenge, her arms folded defiantly across her chest.


			To put things right, Claire conceded that Sarah Brennan did, indeed, look like a really great player.


			“She is a great player. She’s the captain of the team. And she’s been to the Olympics with Team Canada and everything!”


			Claire made herself look at the poster. Really look. For Maddie’s sake she could admit Sarah Brennan was likely a very good player, but she would not admit, never admit, that Maddie was right about Sarah being pretty. In class, she’d been too annoyed, too exasperated, to register anything but the collar-length blond hair. But now she studied the hazel eyes that changed with the light and perhaps with her mood, too, and yes, they were indeed gorgeous. Her smile was killer, too, and could probably light up an entire city in a blackout. No wonder the team had made her their poster child. I’d probably have made her the poster child, too.


			Claire reminded Maddie that dinner was going to burn if they didn’t get to it. She didn’t have time to admire posters any longer or to talk about hockey.


			“But we just put it up.”


			“How about you stare at it after supper. If your homework is done. And it will be right there on your wall in the morning when you wake up, all right?”


			Maddie thought for a moment. “Mom, do you think someday I might be as good a player as Sarah Brennan?”


			“You never know, darling, you just might.” Claire was astounded to think that—okay, yes—those gorgeous eyes and that ridiculously bright smile would be staring down at them later as she tucked her daughter into bed.


			Over dinner, Maddie said, “Mom, do you think I’ll ever get to meet Sarah?”


			You’re not missing much so far, Claire thought churlishly, but that was chased by a wisp of regret. It was entirely possible that she had been a little hard on Sarah. Not likely, but, well, maybe. “You never know, darling, you never know.”


			“She lives right here in Toronto. I’m sure we’ll see her on the street or at the mall or something, won’t we? Like, she must walk around and shop like regular people. People like us.”


			“I’m sure she does.” And maybe even takes a course at the university because she’s bored with her life or something. Who knew?


			Later in Maddie’s bedroom, the two spent time reading their own books until Maddie started nodding off. Claire turned out the light and softly closed the bedroom door behind her. She pressed her ear against the door long enough to hear Maddie whisper, “Good night, Sarah.”


			Defeat made Claire lean against the closed door. She was outnumbered by Matt and Maddie. Sarah too. All of them athletes, all of them into sports. Matt had played professional football for a decade, his Canadian Football League career straddling the years before and after Maddie came along. By the time cumulative injuries forced him to retire at the age of thirty-five, Claire was long gone from the marriage. They eventually shared custody of Maddie, but not until after he figured out how to adapt to a world that was no longer consumed by practices and games and travel. From afar, she had watched as he descended more and more into a bottle and into his own grief at losing the career he loved. It took the help of a therapist, but he pulled himself together, found Laurie, started a new career building high-end homes. He seemed happy for the first time in many years, and while he and Claire had become sort-of friends, there was occasional friction. Like with this hockey stuff. She knew Matt wouldn’t agree with her about it. Sports was the one thing they had never agreed on. But she didn’t want to fight, and she didn’t want to be that person who discouraged her daughter from something she was so passionate about.


			No. Her best course of action was to hope another hobby came along. Or at least another idol.


			









Chapter Three


			The B-minus in bold red pen on her paper shouldn’t have upset Sarah. It wasn’t a big deal for a course she was simply taking for her own amusement, but it did bother her. It bothered the hell out of her. She didn’t do things in half measures, and she didn’t like her work—whatever work it was—labeled substandard. At Boston College, she worked her ass off to maintain a 4.0 GPA while playing on the team’s first line. It was why she didn’t have a social life for years, because she was either on the ice, in the gym, or in the school library. Her teammates called her Serious Sarah, and when it wasn’t that, it was Solitary Sarah. Whatever.


			Sitting at the back of the classroom, Sarah fired up her iPad and continued to fume. She looked around the room at her fellow students hanging on Professor Joyce’s every word—every sacred word—Joyce the guru on all things Irish literature, her disciples paying rapt attention. Sarah’s analysis of the use of color as symbols of meaning in the classic Oscar Wilde novel The Picture of Dorian Gray had been inventive, she thought, a good paper on the topic. They had been tasked with reading the novel and choosing a theme, a motif, a character, or symbols and to expound on their meaning. Sarah argued Dorian Gray’s innocence and then his degradation could be charted by Wilde’s use of colors. For instance, phrases describing Gray’s boyhood as “white purity” and sins described as scarlet in one passage. And a secondary character near the end, when Gray’s sins had nearly destroyed him, was described as having a face like a “white handkerchief.” Or, in other words, the passage was symbolic of Gray’s surrender and death. They were like little trail markers Wilde left for the reader, Sarah explained in her paper. Little breadcrumbs. Had she been wrong? She didn’t think so. But she did begin to wonder if the professor was on some kind of vendetta against her. Had being late for the first class really pissed her off that much?


			Professor Joyce asked a student named Jackson Dunn to stand up and explain to his classmates why his paper received an A (the only one to do so, Joyce announced pointedly). Sarah watched as the gangly, pimply-faced young man described almost exactly the same summation she’d made in her own paper. After that, she spent the rest of the lecture fantasizing about all the ways she might verbally—or not so verbally—tear a strip off the haughty professor. If she were a hockey player, Sarah imagined, she would squeeze her into a corner using her shoulder and hip, squash her good, right into the boards. Or maybe twist the blade of her stick between the professor’s feet until she corkscrewed to the ice. The fantasy wasn’t making her feel any better about her mark, unfortunately. There was only one way to find out why she was being treated so unfairly.


			At the end of class, she approached the professor. “Can I speak privately with you, Professor Joyce?” 


			The professor took her sweet time shuffling her papers, slipping them practically one page at a time into her messenger bag. Students filed past solo or in groups, but a couple of them lingered, jettisoning any chance of a private conversation. Just when Sarah was about to give up, the professor said, “Follow me to my office.”


			Neither spoke on the way up to the next floor. Sarah decided she would not lose her temper. She would not give Joyce any reason to kick her out of the course, would not give her the satisfaction of watching the star hockey player leave campus with her tail between her legs, a failure. Well, not this hockey player. 


			With the door closed and the professor seated, Sarah stood clutching a printout of her essay in her hand.


			“All right. What is it that’s so urgent?” Calm and cold as an ice-covered lake. Did she want Sarah to genuflect, too? Kiss her ring?


			Evenly, Sarah said, “I don’t deserve a B-minus on this paper. I would like you to consider a revision.”


			A skeptical peer over her glasses, her eyes shards of blue. “And you’re basing this on…?”


			“On the fact that Jackson Dunn said basically the same thing and he got an A.”


			“I see. And do you know Jackson Dunn? Outside of class?”


			“Are you suggesting I cheated?” 


			“I’m simply doing my due diligence in asking the question.”


			Sarah’s blood pounded in her temples. This was absurd. “Ask something else. Because I did not cheat.”


			“All right, then, how about this. So you’re a professional athlete wanting to expand your mind. Why my course on Irish literature?”


			Should she be impressed that the professor remembered she was a pro athlete? “I like to read novels. I find Irish authors particularly appealing, and I want to learn more about the authors and their work.”


			“Are you sure this isn’t some experiment in tracing your family roots? Immersing yourself in the culture of your ancestors? Because with a name like Brennan…I suppose you might be curious about your roots.”


			The woman was infuriating. Did she really think it was any of her business why someone wanted to take her course? Sarah was in no mood to indulge the professor’s ego. 


			“With a name like Joyce and with your accent, you’re clearly Irish. Is teaching this course a way for you to immerse yourself in the culture of your ancestors?”


			Sarah regretted her words as soon as they were out of her mouth, and not because Professor Joyce’s jaw clamped so tightly that her mouth practically disappeared. What she regretted was dropping into the gutter with her and slugging it out, because it was the high road she usually took, not…this. Opponents on the ice were always trying to get under her skin, throw her off her game, and she had no trouble rebuffing and ignoring that crap there. Did she have to put up with it here, though, in the halls and classrooms of higher education?


			“I was born in Ireland and lived there until I was almost eleven. I can assure you I’m not on a path to discover things about ancient ancestors.”


			“Neither am I.” A truce might be a good idea. Sarah tamped down her insolence. “Will you please look at my paper again?”


			They stared at one another until the professor blinked. “Is that your essay in your hand?”


			“Yes.” Sarah handed it over, but not before her gaze landed on a framed photo on the windowsill beyond the professor’s chair. How had she not noticed it before? The picture was of a young girl in a hockey uniform, skates and stick planted firmly on the ice, a proud smile eating up her face. The kid’s hair was the same dark shade as the professor’s, same thick waves, same blue eyes too. Sarah smiled. She had been that kid once too, so eager to be in her skates every minute of the day, playing the game she loved. Seeing the kids, the young girls especially, grow their passion for hockey was what kept her in the game. It fed her commitment, her desire to play clean, to play well, to be a good teammate and a good person. She knew those kids watched her every move, looked up to her as one of their heroes. It might seem silly to some, but not to Sarah.


			“Who’s the young hockey player?” she asked. The girl was around the same age that the game had begun to consume Sarah, and consume her it did. The night before game days, she would set out all her equipment, pack it and repack it in her bag, and the next morning she’d make her parents drive her to the arena at least two hours early. She could still remember the tingle of nervous excitement in her belly that turned to fire in her veins whenever she stepped onto the ice. She still got those same butterflies before every game, the fire too.


			The professor didn’t reply. She didn’t even look up from reading Sarah’s essay until she was done. “All right. I’ll bump your mark up to an A.” No apology, no further explanation. Not even a facial expression as she handed the essay back to Sarah.


			“Thanks.” Sarah turned to leave, then changed her mind at the door. “You know, if you give me half a chance, you might come to realize that I’m not such a terrible person.”


			The professor looked up at her. “Okay. I’ll remember that.”


			With a nod, Sarah indicated the framed photo. “You should bring your…daughter?…to one of my games. She’d enjoy it. As might you.”


			Professor Joyce’s eyes widened and her mouth slackened into an O.


			Sarah winked at her before leaving.


			In the hall, she threw a triumphant fist into the air.


			









Chapter Four


			“You know,” Claire said to her colleague and friend, Nora Farouk. “I think I’d rather go to the dentist than to this thing tonight.”


			Nora snaked her arm through Claire’s and laughed. “I know you would. A root canal to be exact. Am I right?”


			“You’re always so much more graphic than I am.”


			“I like vivid descriptions. Which is why I teach creative writing, remember? And you, literature.”


			“Yeah, okay, so I’m an aesthete who enjoys other people’s writing.” It wasn’t a new joke between them. “Remind me again why I couldn’t have just sent Darlene flowers and a nice note?”


			Darlene Levy was the head administrative assistant in the English Department, who was calling it a career one day after her sixtieth birthday. Nora and some of the other professors and admin folks had organized a farewell dinner for her at the Northbound Brewery, a popular pub in the city’s Distillery District.


			“Because Darlene was the best, and we all love her. Including you.”


			Claire did love Darlene, but get-togethers like this? Not so much. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been in a brewery or pub. The noise assaulted her the instant they stepped inside, and she had to close her eyes and take a deep breath to get her bearings. The noise was mostly talk, the music dialed back to a reasonable level. It was warm and people were laughing loudly. They were happy, and for a moment Claire envied their ability to have fun, to discard their worries so easily and so publicly. She had never been one of those people to dive right into a party, to let loose, the way Matt could or the way her parents did when she was young. The whole concept of a cocktail party sounded like torture to her. As proof, it had been years since she’d been out for a night that involved a little alcohol and lots of conversation. Apparently people still did those kinds of things.


			Claire and Nora joined the large table of ten after bumping their way through the throng. The server was efficient—she was on them instantly for drink orders. Nora ordered a negroni. “Would you like one too, Claire? They’re all the rage.”


			“What is a negroni? Actually, forget it. I’m afraid to know.” Wine, a gin and tonic, a hot whisky—these were the sum of her drinking adventures.


			“How about a gimlet?”


			“I don’t know what that is either.”


			“A cosmo? An old-fashioned?”


			“You can go through the whole alphabet, and I still won’t know what these are. Luckily, I do know what wine is.”


			“At forty-one, it’s time you learned your cocktails, Claire.” Nora promptly ordered a French 75 for her friend before Claire had a chance to object. 


			“You’re looking to get me drunk on whatever a French 75 is?”


			“Yes. You’ve stumbled upon my plan to successfully convince you to take that daughter of yours to a women’s professional hockey game later this fall.” Nora’s family was hockey mad. “I figure a little alcohol will help me state my case. Or rather, help you respond positively to my case.”


			“Well, bring on the drinks, because it won’t work. Matt can take Maddie to see a game sometime, since he seems to think this hockey thing is such a fantastic idea. Maddie’s already been bugging us to go. When does the season start anyway?” 


			“I think it starts soon. A couple more weeks or something.”


			Months ago, Claire had confided in Nora how much Maddie loved hockey and how badly Claire wished she didn’t. How had her life taken this unexpected veer into the world of sports again after all these years? She was supposed to be done with going to sporting events, talking about sports, pretending first that it was football she liked and now hockey. For Maddie, she would at least try. For now. But please, god, get her off this hockey kick soon.


			“It’s just one game, that’s all. No biggie.”


			“Have you met my kid? A game or two this year, and next year she’ll want season tickets.”


			Claire took a sip of her cocktail. Gin, lemon juice, simple syrup, and prosecco, Nora explained. It was actually amazingly good. More precisely, it tasted like a fist in a silk glove.


			“Okay, so you can go to a couple of games for now. You’ll survive it, I promise, and it might even be fun. Who’s Maddie’s biggest hockey hero at the moment? McDavid? Crosby? That Bedard kid in Chicago?” The names rolled off Nora’s tongue like everyday household words.


			Claire rolled her eyes. “None of the above. It’s Sarah Brennan. She plays for the Toronto team. Maddie even has a poster of her to prove her undying loyalty.” Nora didn’t need to know that Sarah Brennan was in one of her classes, because she was just another student. No need to belabor the conversation.


			“Ooh, nice! It’s a woman player she’s styling herself after. I like it. Way to go, Maddie, good choice. And it’s perfect that this Sarah Brennan plays for the Toronto team.” Nora spoke casually to the others around the table, glancing occasionally at her phone in her lap and furtively tapping away. She turned to Claire and whispered, “Oh, wow, she’s a hottie!”


			“Who?”


			“Sarah Brennan.”


			“You’re Googling her?”


			“Of course. She’s quite the star player. Thirty-six years old, been to three Olympic Games. Maddie could do worse, you know. In fact, I think Maddie should meet her idol one of these days, wouldn’t that be cool? She’d love that. It can’t be that hard to arrange a meeting. All you have to do is look at the team’s social media accounts, they usually say what the players are doing for public appearances. Want me to keep an eye out, Claire?”


			Over my dead body, Claire thought. “Look, I’d do anything for Maddie. I just don’t—”


			“Holy crap!”


			“What?”


			Nora ignored her and leapt out of her chair so quickly that it wobbled and nearly toppled over. She grabbed Claire by the arm and tugged. “Come on.” 


			“If you think I’m going to dance…”


			“No, no. There’s someone you need to meet.”


			Claire followed her friend through a labyrinth of tables before coming to a stop in front of a group of rowdy women, more than a dozen of them in all. They were boisterous, but they didn’t seem to be drunk, and they weren’t obnoxious like the kind of bar people who wanted everyone in the place to hear their precious and spectacular conversation, sprinkled with bouts of appropriately loud laughter. Only a few glasses of beer stood on the table—no shot glasses, no pitchers. Nora tapped on the shoulder of a blonde who was seated before them. The woman turned and settled hazel eyes on Nora.


			Oh. My. God. It was Sarah Brennan. It was bad enough that they’d been talking about her, now she was here? In the same pub? Was there no escaping her? Bloody hell. Claire tucked herself further behind Nora in the vain hope of becoming invisible, and prayed Sarah wouldn’t notice her.


			Nora reached for Sarah’s hand to shake. “Oh, it—it really is you! I’m so happy to meet you. I thought that was you over here. From your photos.”


			Sarah rose from her chair, shook Nora’s hand. “I’m Sarah. Nice to meet you, too.” 


			“It’s not often I get to meet an actual professional hockey player. Matter of fact, my friend’s daughter is a huge fan of yours, like the biggest ever, and we just had to come over here and meet Maddie’s idol.”


			Claire took a minute to furtively watch Sarah. Her smile was easy and unhurried, her expression open and friendly. Did she have to be so…so…damned nice about being interrupted? So gracious? She was explaining to Nora how she loved meeting fans, loved talking about hockey, especially with girls who had hockey dreams. 


			“This is almost our whole team. We’re sort of celebrating that training camp starts in a couple of days. It’s…not something we do a lot…Here, I mean. This.” She motioned to a half-empty glass in front of her, as though she didn’t want Claire and Nora jumping to the wrong conclusions. It was sort of…cute.


			As if reading her mind, Nora turned and whispered to Claire, “Could she be any more adorable?” To Sarah, she said, “My friend’s daughter would absolutely love to meet you one day or get you to sign a puck for her or something. It’s funny, because we were just talking about that. Weren’t we, Claire? Where are you?”


			Nora stepped aside, exposing Claire, who wanted nothing more than to disappear into the floor. While she tried to think of something to say, since running away wasn’t a mature option, she noticed the expression on Sarah’s face go from friendly to surprised to guarded, then back to friendly again, all in the blink of an eye. It wasn’t something she expected Nora to notice.


			“Hello,” Sarah said to her. Not exactly warm, but not cold. “Nice to see you again, Professor Joyce.”


			Oh, crap. She could feel Nora’s eyes drilling into her. She’d be upset that Claire hadn’t fessed up about knowing Sarah, and she had no defense, no excuse. Sweat trickled down her back. She was burning up. Was she getting hot flashes already? Christ.


			“You…” Nora pointed in surprise from Claire to Sarah. “Know one another from class? What class?”
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