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Chapter 1


          

        

      

    

    
      Miikka

      

      Flights from the U.S.’s East Coast to Anchorage, Alaska, are long, and I check the time on my laptop repeatedly. I just want to be home already. Well, I’d be down for a few drinks with the guys if we don’t land too late, but it’s already ten o’clock local time, and we have another hour in the air. 

      The team I play hockey for, the Alaska Blizzard, has just finished a long road trip, and we’ve got a handful of home games coming up. Hopefully, we’ll make the playoffs too. There’s going to be a lot going on, and I’m ready. 

      It’s been a long season, with coaching changes and a few players getting traded, but I live and breathe hockey. Normally, I love it, but I’ve noticed that over the last year, I’m feeling a little lonely. I have friends on the team and my friends and family back home, and life is pretty good in general, but the breakup with my longtime girlfriend last fall hit me harder than I expected. 

      The irony is that it isn’t because I have a broken heart—it’s the realization that I spent a decade waiting for a woman I hadn’t loved for a long time. It’s disheartening and frustrating, considering all the potential girlfriends I’ve missed out on along the way. 

      We had an open relationship since we spent nine months of the year thousands of miles apart, but I always assumed we would end up together, so I stuck to the occasional hookup. In retrospect, I was naïve, and the loneliness I feel now that it’s officially over surprises me. 

      “Miikka.” One of the team’s assistant coaches, Drake Riser, sinks into the seat next to me. 

      I look up in surprise. I like the burly coach who just retired from playing last year, but we don’t usually hang out on flights. “Hello, Coach.” 

      “I need to talk to you about something.” 

      “Okay.” 

      “It’s come to my attention that you haven’t done any of your community outreach obligations.” 

      I groan. 

      A native of Finland, I don’t speak much English, and when I do, I tend to mix up words, phrases, and grammar. I keep telling myself I need to learn, but between games, practices, meetings, and working out, when I have free time, I like to relax. Learning English feels too much like school, and I’ve never liked school in the first place. 

      “I know it’s a hassle, but you have to do it, Miikka. You’re the only guy on the team who doesn’t do any appearances, visit the hospitals, attend the season ticket holder events… It’s not optional.” 

      “But…” My voice trails off. “This is difficult. My English…no good.” 

      Drake nods. “I understand, but take one of the other guys and go to one of the hospitals. The kids don’t care if you can speak English as long as you have goodies to give away.” 

      I only understand half of what Coach is saying, but I get the gist and nod. “Yes, okay. But the season is almost over now?” 

      “There are always opportunities for community outreach, my friend.” He pats me on the shoulder, gets up, and moves to the back, leaving me grumbling under my breath. It’s not that I don’t want to, but it’s so hard for me to talk to fans. I should have done something about learning English a long time ago, but I’ve put it off, and now it’s going to be a problem. 

      Leaning forward, I nudge my teammate and roommate, Logan Pelletier. “What?” Logan pulls his headphones off and looks back at me. 

      “Go to Henley’s?” 

      Logan shakes his head. “I’m wiped, man. Let’s go tomorrow night.” 

      I want to protest but finally nod. “Yes. Okay.”

      I’m tired too.

      

      Charli

      

      Walking toward my car in the parking lot of the school where I teach kindergarten, I realize I’m running late. I’ve taken half a day off for an appointment with my optometrist, and I have plans for an early dinner with a girlfriend, but it’s hard to leave with crying five-year-olds clinging to my legs. I love my students, but they can be a little needy sometimes. 

      Now, I’m barely going to get to the office in time.

      “Miss Charli, are you leaving?” The loud little voice pulls me out of my thoughts, and I turn to smile fondly at Niko Petrov, one of my students, and his mother, Dani. 

      “I’m going to a doctor’s appointment,” I tell Niko. “But I’ll see you tomorrow.” 

      “I was at the dentist.” Niko frowns. “And now I’m here but you’re leaving. It’s not fair.” 

      “I’m sorry, buddy.” I smile at Dani, who is gently tugging on Niko’s hand. 

      “Come on, Niko. Miss Charli has to leave, and you have to get inside.” 

      “Bye, Miss Charli!” Niko waves as he follows his mother inside, and I pull out my keys. 

      I’ve just reached my ten-year-old Toyota when I see that the rear passenger-side tire is flat. 

      “You have got to be kidding me.” I grunt. It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve changed a tire, but the timing really sucks since I’m already late. Pulling out my phone, I quickly call the optometrist’s office to explain I’ll be late and am relieved to hear they will wait for me. 

      I put my purse and laptop in the car and pull out the lug wrench and jack. It’s February, cold and dreary, but luckily it isn’t snowing. I crouch down and attempt to get the lug nuts off. 

      When the first one doesn’t budge, I move to the next one, finding it also stuck. 

      “Shit,” I mutter, wiping my hands on a towel I found on the back seat. I manage to get the third and fourth nuts off, but the fifth is also stuck, and I sit back in frustration. 

      “Come on, you bastard,” I hiss, getting to my feet and stepping on one side of the X-shaped wrench, hoping my body weight will help turn the lug nut. It doesn’t budge, and I growl in annoyance. “Dirty, no good, rotten, ugly-as-fuck piece of shit!” I yell, kicking the tire.

      “Wow, that’s a lot of hostility for an innocent tire,” Dani remarks as she approaches from behind me.

      I grimace. “I stood on the damn thing and those three lug nuts aren’t moving!” 

      “Do you have a roadside assistance plan?” Dani asks.

      I shake my head. “No. I can’t really afford it, and I’m usually more than capable of changing my own tires… But I’m just not strong enough to get these lug nuts off.” 

      “Let’s see if we can do it together.” Dani crouches down, and we work side by side to attempt to release the lug nuts. 

      After another ten minutes with no progress, Dani sits back and shakes her head. “I think we’re going to need reinforcements. Lucky for you, I have a team of professional hockey players at my disposal.” 

      “I feel terrible putting you out like this,” I admit, worrying my lower lip nervously.

      “It’s no big deal.” Dani stands up and pulls out her phone, calling what appears to be her husband. She speaks for a minute or so, smiles, and hangs up. “Okay, he’s in the middle of something, but one of our friends is on the way. He’s bringing WD-40, so it shouldn’t be a big deal at all.” 

      “You’re a lifesaver,” I say gratefully. “I’m just annoyed I’m wasting half a day off to change a tire.” 

      “I’m sorry.” Dani looks apologetic. “I hope it wasn’t for something super fun.” 

      I laugh. “It was my yearly optometrist appointment. I was going to get fitted for contact lenses.” 

      “Oh.” Dani cocks her head. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you without your glasses.” 

      “It’s been a long time,” I say softly. “But I was hoping for a change. Not today, I guess.” 

      “That sucks. And unfortunately, I’m going to have to abandon you because I have an appointment as well.” 

      “Oh, please don’t miss anything for me,” I say. “I’ll wait for your friend to get here. And thanks again.” 

      “Let me know if you need anything!” Dani smiles and waves.

      I watch her go a little wistfully. 

      Dani is one of those women other women love to hate—tall, beautiful, married to a hot, rich guy, and nice too. Not to mention she has a great kid. I try to never play favorites in my classroom, but there’s usually one child every year that gets closer to me than others, and this year it’s Niko. 

      He’s a well-behaved, intelligent kid with a quirky sense of humor and a tiny streak of mischief that makes him delightful. Whenever he’s upset, he reverts to his father’s native language, Russian, and says “nyet” in the most insolent voice I’ve ever heard. 

      Luckily, that doesn’t mean anything more nefarious than “no,” and I laugh about it to myself, though I always remind him that using another language isn’t an acceptable way of dealing with things when he’s upset. 

      Unfortunately, many of the other kids in the class quickly learned “nyet” as well, and some days it’s all I can do not to pull my hair out when twenty-two five- and six-year-olds alternate saying the word for hours on end.

      Those are the exceptions, though. 

      Normally, I love teaching kindergarten, and this year’s class is exceptionally well-behaved and cute. Niko is still my favorite, though, and I’ve become friendly with Dani and Sergei. A black truck pulls up, and a red-haired man I’ve never seen before stops in the spot across from my Toyota. 

      He sticks his head out the window and looks at me. “You are Charli?” 

      He has an accent I can’t quite place, but I nod. “Yes.”

      “I am Miikka.” He gets out of his truck, and for a moment I can’t do anything but blink. He isn’t traditionally handsome, but he’s tall and built, with an unmistakable air of athleticism. 

      As he approaches, the muscles in his thighs visibly flex even through his jeans, and I can’t help but let my gaze travel up to what appears to be a wide chest beneath his bomber jacket. 

      Wow. He’s nice to look at.

      He gives me a little grin and holds out a can of WD-40, forcing me to meet his eyes. “This will fix.” 

      For a moment, our gazes lock, and my heart skips a beat. Then he turns and squats beside me, spraying the remaining three lug nuts liberally. 

      “That’s brilliant,” I breathe. “Thank you for coming. Where’s Sergei?” 

      He says something I don’t catch, and I frown. Had that been another language? Not Russian, but maybe something Scandinavian? Miikka whistles as he works, replacing my lug wrench with one of his own and cheerfully removing the lug nuts. 

      “Oh, thank you,” I say happily. “I can change a tire. I just wasn’t strong enough to take off the—” He interrupts me with a torrent of words that mean nothing to me.

      I blink. 

      He stares back.

      Then he laughs. “Sorry. I forget.” 

      He scratches his head, pulls out his phone, types into it, and seems to be reading what’s on the screen. “I am already here and…happy to change tire. My mother would not be happy if I let a lady change her own.” His accent is thick, and he stumbles over several of the words, but it’s no less endearing, and I can’t help but smile back. 

      “Then thank you. Let me get the spare.” I move to the trunk, reaching for it just as he gently nudges me out of the way, shaking his head. 

      “Is okay.” 

      I watch him with a secret smile, trying not to notice the way his T-shirt rides up and exposes a flat, firm stomach. As he tightens the lug nuts again, his biceps flex, and since he’s taken off his jacket, I have an excellent view of them through his long-sleeved T-shirt. He looks pretty damn sexy stretched out on the ground, and I have to avert my eyes to keep from licking my lips. I can’t remember the last time I’ve met such a gentleman, and one who’s incredibly hot has to be a first. 

      “Hmmm.” He mutters to himself in whatever language he speaks and doesn’t look happy. 

      “What’s wrong?” I ask worriedly, crouching down beside him. 

      “No okay.” He puts the tire on the ground and frowns. 

      I glance down and sigh. 

      Well, this is going to suck. 

      My spare tire is flat.
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      Miikka

      

      I’m happy to jump in and help when Sergei asks me to give Niko’s teacher a hand changing a tire, but I’m not prepared for someone as cute as she is. She’s not flashy or built like the strippers at the clubs I frequent, but there’s something captivating about her, especially those blue eyes lurking behind her glasses. 

      Too bad I can’t get a closer look. 

      “It’s okay,” I say finally. “We fix.”

      “I just… Shit.” She puts her hands on her hips and looks up at the sky, muttering something about bad luck, but I don’t catch most of it.

      “Come. We go to fix.” I gently touch her arm. 

      “I guess I don’t have a choice.” She seems irritated but gives me a little grin. “You know that saying, if it wasn’t for bad luck, I’d have no luck at all?”

      I have no idea what that means, so I stick to what I know. “We go?” I motion to my pickup truck. “We fix, come back?”

      “Yes, okay.” She doesn’t seem to have any qualms about getting into the truck of a stranger, but since she’s friends with Dani and Dani sent me here, I figure she isn’t too worried about it. 

      I pull onto the street after putting her spare tire in the back, glancing at her. She seems lost in thought, and since I don’t have much English to draw on, I don’t try to engage her. I keep glancing at her in my peripheral vision, though, because the more I look at her, the prettier she gets. 

      It only takes a few minutes to get to the tire place, and I carry the tire for her as we go inside. One of the employees greets us and grimaces as he looks over the spare.

      “I don’t think I can fix this,” he says, turning it. “Your spare is shot.”

      “Shit.” Charli makes a face. “Can I buy another? How much would it cost?”

      “Another spare is going to cost almost as much as a new regular tire,” the man replies. “You’re better off just getting a new full-size one.”

      “But I can’t drive the car the way it is and…” Her voice trails. 

      “How far away is the car?” the man asks.

      “Maybe seven miles?”

      “I can probably get your spare into good enough shape to make it ten or fifteen miles, but if you try to drive beyond that, especially if we get any bad weather, it’ll be dangerous.”

      “Yes, okay, do that, please.” She sighs heavily. “And will you have time to put on the new tire for me if I bring it back here? I have to work tomorrow and don’t have any other way to get there.”

      “It’ll be a few hours, but sure, I can get it done before end of day.”

      “Okay. Thanks.” 

      She sinks into the nearest chair, and I sit beside her. 

      “Sorry if I’m ruining your day,” she says after a moment. “I hope I’m not keeping you from anything.”

      “My English bad,” I say after a long hesitation. 

      “Is it?” She peers at me through her big, round tortoiseshell glasses. “It seems okay.”

      I shake my head, typing into my translation program and letting her read the results: No, it’s terrible. That’s why I’m using a translating program. Otherwise, it would be impossible to understand me. My teammates tease me about it all the time. 

      She frowns. “That’s terrible. Why would they tease you? Where are you from?”

      “Finland.” I give her a little shrug. “No time for study with hockey.”

      “Do you play for the Blizzard too?”

      “Yes. I am Miikka Laasonen.” I hold out my hand, and she shakes it, smiling at me.

      “I’m Charli Bartosiewicz.”

      “Charlie? Like boy?”

      She grins. “Short for Charlotte. But I go by Charli.”

      “Chaaaar-lot…” I draw out the sound of the A and cock my head. “I like this. Very pretty.”

      “Thank you.” 

      There’s a faint blush on her cheeks, and I wonder why telling her she has a pretty name embarrasses her. She’s adorable in a geeky librarian sort of way. Her chestnut hair is pulled to one side in a long braid over her shoulder, but even braided I can see golden highlights shot through it. 

      She’s petite, maybe five-feet-two or so, and though it’s hard to see her eyes through her glasses, they’re definitely blue, and everything about her is fairly delicate—her features, her figure, even her smile, which seems shy. And though she isn’t my usual type, I’m drawn to her for some reason.

      “Okay, the spare is ready to go,” the guy at the shop says, approaching us. “If you want your regular tire done today, you’ll need to get back here soon, though, or I can’t promise anything.”

      “It shouldn’t take long. Thank you.” Charli gets up and pays him.

      I notice she pays cash, carefully counting out a handful of bills before stuffing the rest back in her purse. I take the spare tire from the guy and we head back out to my truck. She gets in without a word, lost in thought again, and it occurs to me that maybe she can’t afford a new tire. 

      Hell, based on what I’ve seen on her car, she needs four of them, but it isn’t my place to tell her that. I want to help somehow, even though I barely know her. It’s the way I was raised. I make a lot of money and have a great life, so if this shy schoolteacher needs new tires, I’m happy to help her. 

      Except I’ve learned early on that many women don’t like that sort of thing and are instantly suspicious of my intentions, so I tend to keep to myself in these situations, no matter how much I want to reach out.

      We get back to her car, and I quickly put the spare on. As I check the other tires, I’m sure she isn’t going to be happy when she gets back to the tire place. 

      “Thank you so much for your help, Miikka,” she says when I put her jack and wrench back in her trunk. “I have to get back to the tire place so he can fix this today.”

      “You want I come?” I ask slowly. When she starts to protest, I raise a finger, indicating she should wait as I type in my translator and then read the results: A woman alone often gets taken advantage of at places like that. If I come, and they think I’m your boyfriend, they probably won’t try to upsell you or anything.

      She shakes her head. “Oh, I’ll be okay. I’ve been on my own for a long time. I’m sure it’ll be fine. It’s just one tire.”

      I shift uncomfortably. “I think maybe all tires bad.”

      Charli stares at me. “What do you mean?”

      “All new tires, Char-lot.” 

      “Shit.”

      

      Charli

      

      I’m not sure whether to laugh or cry. 

      As Miikka predicted, I need four new tires, and they aren’t cheap. There goes my plan to renovate my master bathroom. I’ve been saving up to gut it, but now I have to dig into that fund. What bums me out the most, though, is that I’m missing my eye appointment. I was so excited about getting contact lenses again. 

      I wore contacts all through high school, but then my life imploded, and I switched back to wearing glasses. After graduating from college, it seemed fitting for a kindergarten teacher, so I haven’t bothered changing anything. But I’m turning twenty-five this summer, and it seems like a good time to make some updates, even if it’s just something as small as contact lenses.

      Today has turned into a comedy of errors, but I’m glad I took Miikka up on his offer to come with me, even though I barely know him. The man at the tire store tried to sell me a thousand dollars’ worth of tires, talking about all-season this and bad weather that. But Miikka nipped it in the bud, pointing out that my small, older car doesn’t need anything that expensive.

      After a few negotiations, my car will soon have four new tires, and I’m sitting with a hunk of a hockey player who’s been the one bright spot in my day. 

      “You are sad?” Miikka asks me as we wait, sinking down next to me and apparently not that anxious to leave yet. 

      “It just seems like one thing after another lately,” I say ruefully. “I had to get a new battery not that long ago, and the water heater in my house broke two months ago, all while I’m trying to renovate my master bathroom.” 

      “You live alone?” he asks. 

      I nod. “And it’s a really old house. My grandfather left it to me, but it seems like I have to fix something every other week. It’s better than renting since I don’t have a mortgage, but I have repairs all the time, so it’s almost the same thing.” I pause, noticing a bit of confusion in his eyes. “Am I talking too fast?” 

      He smiles sheepishly. “Yes. Maybe.” 

      “I’m sorry.” I pull out my phone and start typing. I find a translation program and type in what I just said. Then I hand him my phone since I can’t pronounce the words in Finnish. 

      He reads it and nods. “Yes. Much work, houses.” 

      “And not much money, as a teacher.” 

      He seems to be thinking about something and then cocks his head. “You teach me?” 

      “What?” I’m not sure what he means. 

      “You can teach English?” 

      “Well, yes, I suppose, but—” I begin. 

      “I give money, you teach?” 

      “I…” I occasionally tutor children who are falling behind, but I’ve never done it for money. 

      “I buy—” He motions to the cash register. “You teach, one month.” 

      “I…” I’m at a loss for words. Tutoring might be fun, and doing it in exchange for these new tires means I can continue my bathroom remodel without dipping into my savings. 

      “Please?” He gives me an impish smile, and I laugh. 

      How bad could this be? He’s a professional hockey player and the best-looking guy I’ve met in a long time, so it seems like a win-win for me. 

      “Yes, okay. I’ll tutor you in English. But don’t you travel?” 

      He nods. “Yes.” He pulls up the team’s schedule on his phone and shows me their days off. “Here. After practice.” 

      “Remember, I work until three o’clock every day.” 

      He types a response into his translator, and I lean over to read it: On days we don’t have a game and we’re not traveling, we can meet after you finish work. When I travel, maybe we can talk on the phone for a little while each night to practice? 

      I nod. “Yes, that works for me. Are you sure you want to give me the money up front, so to speak?” 

      He looks at me blankly, and I go back to the translator. He reads over my shoulder and then nods emphatically. “Yes! This okay.” 

      “Thank you.” 

      “You are welcome.” He looks around. “We start now?” 

      I laugh. “Sure. Let’s talk and I’ll get a feel for how much you know.” 

      “I understand, but talking, not so good.” 

      “That’s okay. We’ll get there.”
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      Charli

      

      I talk with Miikka for two hours while we wait for my car to get done, and I can’t remember the last time I’ve had so much fun essentially doing nothing. He’s sweet and funny, and I don’t mind his difficulty communicating because it isn’t hard to figure out what he wants to say. We mostly use the translator, but I’m using our conversation to gauge how I’ll teach him going forward.

      “Food?” he asks when the car is finished. “I am hungry. You come?”

      “Oh, I don’t think⁠—”

      “Is long day,” he says gently. “Pizza?”

      I hesitate but then smile and nod. “Okay. Yes.”

      We’ve just sat down and ordered at a small, local Italian place when Dani’s name flashes on the screen of my phone. I answer right away. 

      “Hey!”

      “Did Miikka get your tire changed?” Dani asks.

      “Oh, he’s been a lifesaver,” I respond, giving her an abridged version of the day’s events.

      “So you’re at dinner?” Dani asks, surprise in her voice. “Together?”

      “Yes.” I pause. “Why?”

      “Miikka is one of my favorite guys on the team,” she says. “I adore him. He just, you know, usually goes for…wilder women.”

      “Oh. Well, that has nothing to do with me. I’m going to tutor him in English.”

      “That will be really good for him,” Dani responds after a slight hesitation. “He’s been complaining about his English since I’ve known him.”

      “Okay, well, thank you so much for your help today, and I’ll talk to you soon.” I disconnect and look over at Miikka. The more time I spend with him, the hotter he gets, so I have no trouble imagining him with some supermodel or movie star or something—all things I definitely am not.

      “Okay?” he asks when I meet his eyes.

      “Dani was checking in to make sure the car was okay.”

      “Dani is good friend,” he says.

      “We got to know each other because she’s the room mom for my class,” I explain.

      He frowns. “Room…mom?”

      “It’s when a mother of one of my students helps me with parties, special events, comes and reads to the class—oh!” My eyes widen. “I have a great idea! What if we set a goal for May? It’s only March, so you have plenty of time, but you’ll practice reading and speaking, and then you can come talk to the class. They’ll be so excited—they love the Blizzard. You can read to them.”

      He blinks. “You want I read to children? In English?”

      He looks so horrified that I start to laugh. “That’s what you’re paying me for, right? To teach you? The kids love when Sergei comes, so we’ll plan for you to do it toward the end of the school year. Oh, please say yes.”

      He hesitates but then nods. “If you think this is good, okay.”

      “So tell me about you. How long have you lived in the U.S.?” I ask.

      “I go Canada when I am fifteen to play Major Juniors. QMJHL. I play in Quebec.”

      “You went alone? Without your family?” 

      “Yes. I stay with billet family. They are Finnish, so easy for me.”

      “But not much practice with English,” I point out.

      He shakes his head. “No. This bad.”

      “And then?”

      “I play in Nova Scotia, then come to Alaska.”

      “How old are you?”

      “Twenty-four.”

      “Me too. I’ll be twenty-five in June.”

      “For me, October.”

      “I’m older than you,” I tease.

      He grins. “Is okay.”

      We talk all through dinner, and I forget about my disrupted plans, my tires, and even the fact that I can’t reschedule my appointment with my optometrist for a week or two. 

      Miikka is adorable, easygoing, and really handsome. He has pale blue eyes beneath light eyebrows, a straight nose, and full lips that make me think about kissing. He’s laid-back, and when it comes to his broken English, between the translation programs on our phones and my ability to read between the lines, it isn’t a big deal at all. I’m looking forward to seeing him again.

      “So when do you want to meet next?” I ask him.

      “Two days,” he responds. “Tomorrow we have game, so I must go to morning skate, then nap.”

      “I don’t get to many games,” I say ruefully.

      “You want ticket?” he asks.

      I hesitate. 

      He’s already been so kind, and it feels like I’m getting the better end of the deal, but I love hockey and normally don’t splurge on the tickets, so this is a rare opportunity.

      “Yes.” He encourages me with his quirky smile. “Is fun.”

      “Okay. Yes. Thank you.”

      “I will leave name at gate?” 

      “The gate or the will call window?” 

      He frowns. “I don’t know. I will tell Dani, yes?”

      “Perfect.”

      He pays the bill, and we walk out to our respective vehicles. “See you tomorrow?” he asks.

      “Yes. Thank you. You’ve been very kind today. I can’t say thank you enough.”

      “One time is good. Hei hei!” he says, waving as I pull out of the parking spot. 

      I think that means goodbye.
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        * * *

      

      My students are at lunch the following day when I get a text from Dani.  

      DANI: Miikka asked me to get you a ticket. It’ll be at will call. Is that okay?  

      CHARLI: Yes. Thank you. I wonder if he knows what the process is. I’m guessing he doesn’t have many guests?  

      DANI: No, but it’s fine. I got you a seat with the WAGs, so you won’t be alone. My friends Hailey and Whitney know you’re coming, and they’ll make sure you don’t feel weird.  

      CHARLI: You didn’t have to do that. But what’s a WAG?  

      DANI: Wives and girlfriends. Hailey is married to Kane Hatcher, and Whitney is married to Jake Carruthers.  

      CHARLI: Oh, okay. Well, thank you. Will I see you tonight?  

      DANI: Absolutely. Hailey and Whitney will bring you back to the family lounge after the game so you can say hi.  

      CHARLI: That’s wonderful. I have to go pick up the kids from the cafeteria, but I’ll see you later!

      I close my phone and do a mental jig. 

      I’m more excited than I should be over a ticket to a hockey game, but more than that, I’m looking forward to seeing Miikka again. It’s been a couple of years since my last date, and last night’s dinner had felt like one. The fact that it was with a hunky professional athlete makes it that much more fun.

      Not that I’m expecting or interested in anything long-term—guys like him don’t go out with mousy little kindergarten teachers—but a little attention from someone of the opposite sex might be good for me. I’ve been alone for far too long. 

      One terrible high school relationship changed the course of my life, but maybe it’s time to dip my toe in the waters once more. 

      Either way, I’m going to the game tonight.
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      Charli

      

      I get to the arena early and treat myself to a glass of wine. I stroll through the noisy concourse to the section listed on my ticket and head down the aisle toward my seat.

      “You must be Charli.” An attractive brunette stands up when I reach my row, and I look up at her.

      “Yes, hello.”

      “I’m Hailey.” She smiles. “Dani told us to look out for you, so come join us.”

      “Thank you.” I squeeze into a seat between Hailey and a pretty blonde.

      “I’m Whitney,” the blonde says. “Nice to meet you.”

      “So you’re Niko’s teacher?” Hailey asks.

      “I am.”

      “That’s awesome,” Whitney says. “You must have the patience of a saint!”

      I laugh. “Sometimes. They’re usually very sweet, but there are days when I wonder what I was thinking.”

      “Have you been teaching long?” Whitney asks.

      “This is my third year,” I reply. “I was lucky to find a job right out of college, but I had to relocate here from Seattle. Everything kind of fell into place because my grandfather passed away and left me his house here in Anchorage. They had a shortage of teachers when I applied, so it worked out perfectly.”

      “Is your family here?” Hailey asks.

      I shake my head. “They’re in Kansas.”

      “Must be hard to be so far away.”

      “Not really.” I shrug. “We’re not that close. Where are you guys from?” I deftly deflect that line of questioning because I never talk about my parents. 

      To say we weren’t close is an understatement, but I haven’t told anyone here in Alaska, except my friend Kendra, the reasons why, and I’m not going to start now.

      “Hi, sorry I’m late.” A pretty brunette with curly hair and freckles, whom I recognize, sinks down beside Hailey. “We had a lab in labor, and I didn’t want to leave her.”

      “Hi, Sara.”

      “Oh, hey, Charli, how are you?” Sara asks. She’s Niko’s nanny, so I know her fairly well. “How nice you came to a game.”

      “Miikka invited her,” Hailey says with a grin, wiggling her eyebrows.

      “Really?” Sara’s eyes widen. “Oh, finally! The boy has been so desperate to fall in love…and he finally chose someone normal.”

      “Oh, no,” I say hurriedly. “I’m tutoring him in English. That’s all. We’re not dating or anything.”

      “But he invited you tonight, didn’t he?” Whitney asks. “He wouldn’t have done that if he didn’t like you.”

      “I think he’s just being kind.”

      “He’s never invited his hairdresser or the woman who cleans his house to a game,” Sara points out.

      “He’s just being nice,” I repeat softly. “And anyway, it wound up being Dani who got me the ticket.” I’m not used to being the center of attention like this and hope I’m not blushing, since I seem to do that often.

      “Miikka needs a nice girl like you,” Whitney says. “He’s dated some real crazy ones, if you know what I mean. He says he wants to settle down, but then he goes after women who are the opposite of that.”

      “And he’s so self-conscious about his English,” Hailey adds.

      “Well, that’s why he hired me,” I point out. “So I can help him speak better English.”

      They all turn to look at me as if I’m saying something new.

      “What?” I ask after a moment.

      “You’re in the perfect position to show him—” Hailey cuts off mid-sentence. “Wait, you’re single, right? I mean, are we playing matchmaker for nothing?”

      “I’m single, yes, but you’re still playing matchmaker for nothing. He’s not interested in me that way, and I’m really not looking for a boyfriend.”

      “How come?” Sara asks, raising her eyebrows. “I mean, it’s cool if you’re not into men or you don’t believe in marriage or whatever, but if you’re straight, most of us need the Big D once in a while. Right?”

      “Absolutely!” Whitney agrees, grinning.

      “Too bad Dani isn’t here.” Hailey giggles. “She would tell us all about Sergei’s very big D!”

      “And Miikka being Miikka, my guess is a humongously big D!” Sara bursts out laughing. 

      I’m positive I’m bright red as I shake my head, despite the laughter escaping me. 

      “I’m straight, definitely, but it’s been a while since I’ve had any D, much less the big kind, so I’m not even sure how I’d go about that.”

      We all dissolve into giggles, and I gulp down my glass of wine. It’s been years since I’ve sat and talked about…penis size with a group of fun-loving women. They’re obviously comfortable enough around each other to talk this way, but I don’t have those kinds of girlfriends. 

      My two friends here in Anchorage are both teachers I work with, and while Stacy and Kendra are great, they’re fairly quiet and shy, like me. We mostly talk about work or books or some new restaurant we want to visit, though we occasionally discuss men and dating. Stacy has recently gotten involved with someone, so we haven’t seen her in a while.

      “We all need some D now and then,” Sara says firmly. “And if it’s been a while, Miikka might be the perfect solution.”

      “Not if I’m going to be his English tutor,” I say softly. “I could use the money, so I wouldn’t want to do anything to screw that up.”

      “Well, if a roll in the sheets is off the table, we’re back to matchmaking,” Whitney says, setting us all off again.

      As much as the subject matter pains me, I can’t help but warm to them. They’re so friendly and easygoing, and it’s nice to feel like I’m part of them. Part of anything that doesn’t include five-year-olds and books. 

      I convinced myself a long time ago that I don’t need complications like men and girlfriends who like to party, but that was college. This is real life now, and it seems like it’s time to have a little fun. Maybe not the kind of fun one has with a hunky Finnish professional hockey player, but something in between nothing and Miikka.
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        * * *

      

      The game is fantastic, and I find myself swept up in the excitement of it, cheering with the other ladies and drawn to the redheaded Finn I’m watching. He’s breathtaking on the ice, so fast and powerful that it mesmerizes me for a while. Every time he has the puck, I have to force myself not to jump to my feet and scream, “Go!” 

      Lots of other fans are doing it, but it feels different to be here among the players’ families, like I can’t allow myself to get as caught up in it as I want to. Certainly not the way I do when I watch on TV by myself. 

      Completely lost in the game, I’m almost disappointed when it’s over, even though the Blizzard wins and the WAGs are laughing and cheering.

      “Ready to go say hi to Miikka and the others?” Hailey asks me. 

      “Um, sure.” I’m not sure what else to say, so I follow them to a private elevator that takes us to a lower level of the arena where the family lounge is located. 

      “So the players come down here after most home games to say hi to their guests and families,” Whitney tells me. “This has been a tough season so far, with the head coach getting pregnant, then the new head coach’s wife getting cancer, and them bringing in a first-year assistant coach from another team.” 

      “How did I not know the head coach was a woman?” I ask, frowning. “That’s pretty uncommon in the league, isn’t it?” 

      “Absolutely. Laurel is amazing. She coached me and Dani when we won our gold medals at the Olympics,” Hailey grins.

      “That’s awesome. You guys are all pretty impressive.” I pause, turning to Whitney. “You look so familiar, too. Are you an actress?”

      Whitney smiles. “I’m a model. I’m the face of Raven Cosmetics.” 

      “Oh! I’ve seen your face in the makeup department of the department stores. Now I know why you look familiar.” 

      “Do you use our products?” 

      I flush. “Unfortunately, your stuff is pretty high-end and out of my price range.” 

      “Well, next time I see you, I’ll bring you some samples.” Whitney winks and moves over to where someone is calling to her. “See you later!” 

      “Hey.” Dani comes in and grins at me. “Did you have fun?” 

      “It was incredible. Thank you so much for inviting me. I’m going to be exhausted tomorrow morning, but it was worth it.” 

      “I’m glad.” Dani squeezes my arm. “The guys are showering and changing clothes, but they’ll be up soon.”

      “No worries.” 

      I stick close to Hailey, somewhat intimidated now as I look around at the beautiful women and children in the room. These are the families of the players, and for the first time in a long time, I feel very alone. Normally I don’t mind, but this feels poignant somehow, like a mockery reminding me that I have no one in my life. Not even a best friend. Not like these women. 

      I remember Dani’s conversations from earlier, about how she and Sara have been best friends since freshman year of college and how Hailey was Dani’s roommate while training for the Olympics. There’s a group of them that hang out; they all spend time together both personally and professionally. 

      “Here they come.” Hailey nudges me back to the present, and I turn, my eyes falling on Miikka the second he walks into the room. He’s laughing at something one of the guys is saying and doesn’t notice me at first, but Hailey gives me a little nudge forward, and I have no choice but to acknowledge him. 

      “Hey, Miikka.” 

      “Hello!” He grins happily. “You are here!” 

      “Yes. Thank you for inviting me—I had a great time.” 

      “Logan!” He calls to one of his friends. 

      “Hey.” Logan walks over to us and smiles at me. “Hi. I’m Logan.” 

      “Charli.” I shake his hand, thinking he’s cute but looks way too young to be a professional hockey player. 

      “This is Charli!” Miikka tells him. “I tell you about.” 

      “Huh?” Logan looks confused. 

      “She is teaching,” Miikka says happily. 

      “I’m tutoring him in English,” I supply helpfully. 

      “It’s about time,” Logan says. “We’ve been telling him to take a class or something. He’s got a bunch of community outreach appearances to make, so he really needed to up his game. So to speak.” 

      “Well, I’ll do my best to get him there.” I say the words, but they feel a little hollow. I had hoped that maybe he wanted me to teach him English as just an excuse to see me, but apparently not. He actually needs a teacher, and I’ve been convenient. 

      I shouldn’t be disappointed, but I am. 

      No matter what the WAGs said earlier, Finnish hockey hunks don’t make passes at girls wearing glasses. 

      Or something sad like that.
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