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        Detroit, Michigan

        December 31

      

      

      

      “Because it is a truth, that should be universally acknowledged, that the sister of a hockey player will forever have hockey in her future.” Breanna Karlsson leaned forward, drawing on the purple eyeliner with a steady hand. Too much and she’d look like a clown, but just the right amount and hello, world. “And that’s especially the case for the twin sister of someone regarded as one of the NHL’s top forwards.”

      Laughter flowed from the phone propped up against the mirror and switched on speaker. “You poor thing. Really feeling for you here,” Holly Travers said, her Australian accent holding friendly sarcasm. 

      Bree grinned and carefully swiped on mascara. “And so you should. I can't believe that all the guys I know either play hockey or want to talk about hockey as soon as they know I’m the sister of the Brent Karlsson.” She wrinkled her nose. 

      “So what are you going to do?”

      “I don’t know. I think this coming year I should swear off dating hockey players. I can never tell if the guys I date are interested in me or interested in getting to know him. Mind you, the way he’s been acting lately…”

      “What’s happened?”

      “Oh, Holl, I wish you were here. You’d pull him down a peg or three. He’s gotten so arrogant, like the air we plebs breathe down here isn’t good enough for him. Remember I told you about his girlfriend? Apparently she’s going to be at the party tonight. I can't wait.”

      “Yeah, it sounds like it,” Holly said, her irony-detector working well. 

      “I cannot believe my brother would fall for someone like her. Did you see those pictures I sent of her that she’d posted online?”

      “Yep.”

      “Don’t you think she looks like a—”

      “Yep.”

      “I can't get over how he’s so shallow as to go for a girl like that. She’s so fake.” Fake hair, fake tan, fake b—

      “I’ll be praying for him.”

      Bree exhaled. “Thanks, Holl. That means a lot.” And was probably something she should do more of, too. “I really feel he needs a God-intervention and to have the right woman come along soon. Hey, I’d better go. Mike’s coming to collect me, and I don’t want to be late.”

      “Mike?”

      “Mike Vaughan. Remember him? Another of Brent’s friends, plays for Boston, and here for New Year’s. I’m pretty sure you met him when you stayed with us all those years ago. We’ve known him forever.”

      “Another hockey player, huh?”

      “Don’t tease. No, he’s just a friend. One of the good ones, but he’s not my type.”

      “No tingles and toe curls?”

      “Alas, no.” 

      “Alas? Does that mean you’d like there to be?”

      “Stop making mischief. No, Mike is not my type. Never has been, never will be, so put that out of your head. Things have gotten so sad I think I’ll have to find someone like one of your young men.”

      “Well, if you teach Sunday school, maybe you will. At least four-year-old boys have no problem sharing their emotions.”

      A knock came at the hotel door. 

      “Ooh, I should go. I’ll snap a pic and send it to you so you can tell me if I look okay.”

      “Bree, you always look beautiful.”

      “And comments like that are why you’re my best friend.”

      Holly chuckled. “Go, have fun. And happy New Year! I’m praying it’s the best one yet, and that you’ll meet the man of your dreams.”

      “Thanks, Holls. I’ll be praying for your man to make an appearance too. Happy New Year to you.”

      “Yeah, it’s January already here in Australia.”

      The knock came again.

      “Oops! Gotta go. Bye!”

      Bree ended the call, checked her appearance in the mirror one more time, and made a face at her reflection. Blessed with Karlsson genetics, she’d never owned Holly’s petite frame, except maybe when she was ten. At least this dress didn’t accentuate the curves newly acquired since Christmas. She twisted. Well, maybe she should keep her coat on, and buttoned across the waist…

      A third knock. 

      “Oh! I’m coming!” She rushed to the door and opened it to see Mike, his hand raised as if to knock again. “Oh, hi. I’m so sorry. I was chatting to Holly—remember her? She’s the Australian girl who stayed with us on exchange years ago and is now training as a short track skater. Did you know she wants to represent her country at the Games in a couple of years? I think she’s so impressive, and probably will make it because she’s so dedicated and trains so hard, and—” 

      “Breathe, Bree.”

      She laughed and obeyed. “Hi, Mike.”

      “Hi, Bree.” He smiled.

      Well, she might not get tingles and toe curls, but she couldn’t deny the handsomeness of the man. Fair hair, blue eyes, even features, and a smile that conveyed sincerity and laid-back good humor. Not to mention a physique that demonstrated his commitment to his sport. 

      She gestured to his evening attire, the navy suit stretching across broad shoulders, his straw-blond hair carefully styled for once. “You look nice.”

      “I aim to please.” His lips pulled wider, and the light in his blue eyes seemed to confirm the truth of his words, causing an interesting twinge in her upper torso.

      Which was ridiculous. Mike had been a family friend forever. She certainly wasn’t interested in someone like him. All that talk of boyfriends before had made her a little loopy. Obviously her body just needed time to get the memo: no dating hockey players this year.

      “Just give me a second more.”

      She grabbed her bag, touched both earrings to ensure they were still there, and wrapped a scarf around her neck. Perhaps that should be her New Year’s resolution…

      A nod. That would be her resolution. One she would keep. Unlike last year’s to avoid chocolate and do thirty minutes’ exercise every day. She sucked her tummy in. Turned back to Mike and smiled. “So, how do I look?”

      “You look…” He gave her the once-over and swallowed. “You look great.”

      “Oh good. For a minute there I thought you didn’t know what to say and were just trying to be polite, and I’ve tried to make an effort tonight, because it’s not every day a girl gets to go to an NHL team’s New Year’s Eve party. Hey, do you mind taking a quick photo?”

      “Uh, sure.”

      She handed him her phone and posed in front of the door: tummy in, chin up, face angled. He took a couple of pictures.

      “Does one of them look okay?” She shifted close and peered at his handiwork.

      “They all look great, Bree.”

      “Hey, we should get one of us together. I’m sending a pic to Holly.”

      “I’ll take it with my phone.” He stretched out his arm, she leaned close to his face, smiled, and he snapped a photo.

      “Let me see.” She looked at the image and nodded. “Hey, we look good.”

      “Yeah.” 

      “Can you text it to me? Then I’ll send it to Holly.”

      “Sure.” 

      They spent the next minute sending photos, then she finally closed the door. “I’m still surprised you came tonight.”

      “Brent asked, and for once I can come. I hope you’re not disappointed.”

      “No, not at all. I was just saying to Holly how good it is to have someone involved in the hockey world who is a friend, who I don’t have to worry about.”

      His brow wrinkled. “Worry about? Has someone been bothering you?”

      “Oh, no. Not really.” At his frown, she hastened to reassure. “No, not at all. No, it’s just something else I think I’ve decided that I should do differently this coming year.”

      “And what’s that?”

      But the way he looked at her, all sincerity and care, made her strangely reluctant to share. Mike was a nice guy. It didn’t seem right to lump him in with the others, but he played hockey, so must be included. But it still didn’t mean she wanted to admit her New Year’s resolution to him. 

      His lips twitched.

      “What?”

      “Nothing.”

      “It’s not nothing. Go on, tell.”

      “Is this another resolution?”

      He knew her too well. “Maybe.” 

      “Like the year you decided not to eat bread anymore?” He chuckled softly. “How long did that last?”

      Three days. But seriously, how did—“You remember that?”

      “I pay attention, Bree.” 

      Huh. They moved to the elevators, her heels clicking along the tiles. “Well, anyway, I’m so glad you’re here.”

      He glanced at her as he pressed the down button, his features pulling into a smile. “And why is that?”

      She stepped in next to him and nearly toppled, so clutched his arm. “Well, I want your opinion on something. You know Brent better than anyone, except his family.”

      “Brent?”

      “Yeah, you know that twin of mine? Your best friend since grade school? Hockey World’s hottest upcoming forwards edition?”

      “Oh, that Brent.” His mouth twitched. “Yeah, I’ve heard of him.”

      She swatted his arm. “I want your advice. And tonight should be the perfect opportunity. You know he’s going out with this Chloe girl?”

      His lips thinned. “Yeah.”

      “Well, I really think he’s getting a little carried away with his own publicity, chasing a girl like that.”

      “To be fair, I don’t think he’s the one doing all the chasing.”

      “Well, he’s not exactly discouraging her, is he? And he should. She’s bad news. He needs a good girlfriend—someone who’s a Christian. Not someone like a Chloe.”

      “He is an adult, Bree.”

      “An adult making dumb choices. Come on. Would you want to see Chloe end up marrying him?”

      Mike chuckled. “I don’t think he’s thinking marriage just yet.”

      “He better not be. He’s barely known the girl two minutes.”

      “Which is why I don’t think you should be worrying.”

      “Yeah, but you should’ve heard him at Christmas. He was all ‘I want you to meet Chloe,’ ‘We should’ve invited Chloe.’ He’s never acted like that before.”

      “Have you met her?” he asked.

      “No. That’s what I’m doing tonight. And that’s why I’m glad you’re here, to back me up.”

      He released a low whistle. “You want me to meet someone for the first time and agree with your prejudice?”

      Ouch. “Come on, Mike, it’s not prejudice to make assumptions about someone when they post pictures of themselves in swimsuits that barely cover important parts.”

      “Isn't it? I must’ve misunderstood what prejudice is.”

      She frowned and pulled her arm away. “I didn’t think you were like all the rest.”

      “All the rest?”

      “Guys. Happy to absolve a woman just because she’s beautiful.”

      “You think she’s pretty?”

      “Well, yes.” Pretty plastic, too, but she sensed saying that would not go down well with Brent’s best friend. How had she misread him?

      “Bree, I’ve never met Chloe, so I’d like to reserve judgment until then.”

      “But haven’t you seen the pictures on the internet?”

      His lips tweaked to one side. “I don’t go looking through the internet for pictures of other guy’s girlfriends.” He glanced at her. “I didn’t think you would, either.”

      Luckily the elevator stopped, the doors finally swooshed open, and the sounds of the party overrode everything, removing the need for her to reply. Not that she’d known exactly what to say. This man kept confounding her. She’d known him nearly all her life. How could he not see things as she did?

      A tall figure near the doors to the function room straightened. Brent. Bree pasted on a smile, even as she checked out the woman standing next to him in a white dress so tight you could watch her digestive system ripple. So this was Chloe. A swift glance up and down… Yep. Exactly as she’d imagined. Too low, too high, too—

      “Finally,” Brent said. “You sure took your time.”

      “Why do you always assume it’s me who takes a long time to get ready?” Bree pushed her dark hair over her shoulder. “Why couldn’t it be Mike who was primping for ages?”

      “Because I know you both too well.”

      “Hmph. Well, perfection takes a while. Anyway, hello, Brent. Good game tonight.” She reached up to give him a hug. Six inches taller, made less so by these heels. These heels that meant she towered over his girlfriend. 

      She supposed she should act like a Christian. “Hello.” Fake smile. “You must be Chloe.”

      “Hi.”

      The woman’s heavily-mascaraed and silver-shadowed blue eyes did their own quick scan. Bree sucked in her stomach a little more. It wasn’t fair that some girls got looks in both the face and figure departments. And what was with the basic “Hi”? Surely as Brent’s sister, Brent’s twin sister, any girlfriend of his should try a little harder to be friendly.

      Brent did the introductions, and Chloe’s eyes lingered on Mike, her smile curving into something that seemed edged with interest. Indignation rose in Bree’s chest. Seriously? Eyeing off another man right in front of her own boyfriend?

      “So what do you do, Chloe?” Mike asked, ever the gentleman.

      “Oh, I’m a model.”

      Of course she was. Bree caught Mike’s glance and rolled her eyes. “And what exactly do you model?” she asked sweetly. 

      “Breanna.” Brent frowned at her. “She’s just getting started.”

      “That must be why I’ve seen so many pictures of you on the internet,” Bree said, fake-smiling some more. Look, she was being interested, asking questions. Which was way more effort than Chloe was making.

      “I’m not sure what photos you’ve seen,” Chloe said with a coy look up at Brent under false lashes. Yep. Fake blonde hair, fake tan, fake lashes, and judging from the skinniness of everywhere else, fake curves on top.

      “So, did you two meet at church?” 

      Brent hooked an eyebrow at Bree. “Seriously?”

      She narrowed her gaze at him. What had happened to the boy who had made a Jesus commitment in his mid-teens? “Seriously. How is church these days, Brent?” 

      “I didn’t know you went to church,” Chloe cooed up at him, fake nails—talons, really—digging into his upper arm. “That’s so sweet.”

      “Maybe you should ask him to take you,” Bree said, her fingers—talon-free—clenching. 

      She grew vaguely aware of Mike moving closer, touching her arm. She sucked in a breath, released it slowly. 

      “So.” Chloe uncoiled herself from Brent’s side, eyes shifting back to Bree. “What do you do?”

      “I work in a preschool.” Wholesome, family-focused. Why did that seem so boring now?

      “She’s the assistant director of one of Toronto’s leading childcare centers,” Mike added.

      Bree glanced up at him, surprised. His gaze warmed, tiny gold flecks dancing in the depths of his blue eyes. 

      “Told you I paid attention.”

      She echoed his smile with one of her own. 

      “So how long have you two been a couple for?”

      “What?” Bree shifted her attention back to Chloe. “Do you mean Mike and me? We’re not together. Mike’s been a family friend for as long as I can remember. We’re just friends.”

      “Yeah. Just friends,” Mike echoed, shifting away. 

      Brent glanced at his watch, then placed a hand on Chloe’s lower back. “Shall we go in, babe? I’m getting hungry.”

      “When are you not?” Bree muttered, noting Brent’s watch seemed brand new. How much had that cost? She glanced at his product-enhanced upswept hair. Wait—did he have highlights now? Where had her down-to-earth, fun-loving brother gone? Even his tease held an edge these days.

      She couldn’t help but observe Chloe slink her way into Brent’s side again. Ugh.

      At least she didn’t have to pretend politeness inside the function room, the noise and music providing a million distractions. Shoulders slumping, she trailed behind as Brent led the way to a buffet table filled with mouthwatering deliciousness. But the knowledge she must appear a size fourteen to Chloe’s size four made her hesitate.

      “Are you hungry?” Mike asked.

      She was starving. But also self-conscious. And didn’t want to start stuffing her face if Chloe wasn’t eating. Maybe that’s what she needed to do to lose weight. Just not eat.

      “Bree?”

      “Oh, I might get something later.”

      “You sure?” 

      She eyed the platter of savories wistfully. Perhaps if she danced later, she could earn some calories now. Or—Chloe edged into view; Bree bet no-one had ever called her thunder thighs—maybe not.

      “I might just have water.”

      And maybe some lettuce. Weren’t lettuce and celery supposed to have negative calories?

      “I’ll be back in a moment.” 

      She watched Mike disappear into the feeding frenzy, then stepped back, glancing around her. She recognized most of the guys here, either from visits to games or from the roster, and so smiled and nodded and managed some small talk, but the music made it hard to hear. Brent seemed to have disappeared with Chloe—she didn’t want to think where—and Mike was chatting to someone by the table, probably fending off questions about why a Boston player was welcoming in the new year here in Detroit.

      Bree knew a sudden pang of loneliness and felt a ridiculous urge to leave, to find a space where she could cry and sift through this tumult of emotions. Because this hustling, burly, super-fit, model-on-arm scene wasn’t her, wasn’t where she wanted to be. She’d once loved glamming up for nights like this, but now it seemed she didn’t belong. Everything felt topsy-turvy, too awkward and artificial. Truth be told, she’d rather be at home watching a chick flick, eating ice-cream, and wearing fluffy slippers instead of these ridiculous heels. Was she getting old or something? 

      “Hey, it’s Bree, isn't it?”

      She turned, caught the hockey player’s eyes sliding from her chest to her face. Ugh. This was why she didn’t want to date athletes. Even if they professed to be Christians or attended church, too many seemed too focused on bodies, often appearing to want only one thing, more like a player than a gentleman. Not that she needed a Mr. Darcy type—she’d always thought him a little too aloof to ever really be the kind of guy she’d want to marry—but it wouldn’t hurt for guys to be a little courteous at least. “And you are?” Apart from sleazy.

      “Alex Turner. I play with Brent.”

      She nodded. Fought the desire to cover her neckline with a dozen paper napkins. Not that she was showing too much skin—or much at all, really, compared to some girls here tonight—but apparently some guys weren’t like Mike and didn’t know how to treat a woman respectfully. Mike’s eyes had never strayed below her chin.

      “Are you having fun?” he asked—or maybe more like yelled.

      “Not really,” she replied. “I find some people here a little sleazy, to be honest. I don’t like being looked at like I’m a piece of meat.”

      He choked, muttered something she didn’t hear, and quickly slunk away.

      Good riddance. Honestly, why did women put up with guys looking at them like that? Or maybe they liked the feeling of power that came with attractiveness.

      That so wasn’t her. She sighed, her gaze sliding past guys she didn’t recognize to the one she did. God bless Mike. Faithful, easygoing Mike. An ever-present haven from her brother’s tease. If he weren’t Brent’s best friend, and if she hadn’t vowed never to date hockey players, he might even be worth consideration as boyfriend material. He caught her gaze, and her discomfort eased as she returned his smile.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Mike’s heart skidded. If asked to describe his ideal woman, Breanna Karlsson would tick every box. She always had, ever since he’d first known the Karlsson family through school and church and hockey all those years ago. Her eyes met his and drew him once more into her beauty. The violet-gray eyes, the perfect skin, the dark, glossy hair he yearned to touch. 

      But despite years of admiration, he’d never allowed his feelings to kindle into anything warmer. What was the point when Brent had pretty much warned every guy to stay away? Mike had seen the way Brent had snapped at other guys and taken the “out-of-bounds” caution to heart. But now, with Brent distracted, maybe he could see if there might ever be a chance.

      Thumping music, more house techno than Keith Urban, thudded through his ears. He winced, moving between chattering groups, and found Bree in a slightly quieter section, now pensively staring out the window.

      “Here you go.”

      She turned, nearly toppled. Mike held out an arm to catch her. “Whoa.”

      “Sorry!” Her jolt of movement jogged his elbow. Sauce now dripped down his shirt sleeve. “Oh no! Let me fix that.”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      But apparently it did. She tugged free one of the paper napkins he held and dabbed at the stain. “I’m so sorry, Mike. I’m getting everything wrong tonight.”

      “Hey, it’s okay. It’s all okay. Even the whole Brent and Chloe thing will be okay.”

      She blinked rapidly, as if fighting tears. “How do you know?”

      “I have a feeling.”

      “What, like a feeling they’ll grow old together and live happily ever after?”

      “Yeah, not that.”

      “Thank goodness.” She exhaled. “Wait, are these feelings of yours trustworthy?”

      “Some can be.” And others probably should be locked in a box and thrown—with key—into Boston Harbor. 

      She finished her ministrations and drew him closer to the window overlooking the Detroit River. “Okay, so do you agree?”

      “About Brent?”

      “Yeah, him and Chloe. Don’t you think they’re just so wrong for each other?”

      Yes. But… “I still think the man can make his own choices.”

      “It’s like he’s been blinded by her gorgeousness.”

      Did she say that because she didn’t see herself as pretty? Why did so many women seem to judge their worth on their looks—and assume all men judged the same way—when it was their heart and character that proved the real deal in lasting attraction?

      Still, he had to stand up for his man. “Do you really think Brent so shallow?”

      “I don’t know what to think anymore.” She bit her lip. Eyed him in a way that made him long to amend his earlier comment that she looked great to something more appropriate, like “I think you’re the most beautiful woman here tonight.”

      But he sensed this fractured relationship with her brother needed something deeper than his own admission of attraction.

      “Bree, I agree Brent isn't the same guy who started in the NHL six years ago. He’s playing really well, and I guess it’s natural he’s a little caught up in his own world.”

      “You’re not.”

      “I’m not the one being featured in Hockey Today.”

      “You play just as well as him.”

      Pleasure filled his chest. “I didn’t think you noticed.”

      “Of course I do. If it’s not the Wings or Toronto, then Dad’s always got the Boston games on.” 

      Oh. Right. The warm satisfaction trickled away. “Your dad, huh?”

      “And me. When I’m home.” 

      And not on a date? His chest grew tight.

      “Anyway, stop fishing for a compliment.” She swatted his arm playfully. “So, what are we going to do?”

      “About Brent?”

      “Don’t you think he needs some kind of intervention? Holly said she’s praying for him, which I already do. But I don’t think it can hurt to help God a little.”

      “Holy Spirit’s little helper, huh?” His eyebrows rose.

      “What’s wrong with that?” 

      “Was that your way of helping before, with that super subtle dig about church?”

      Her smile flashed brighter than the disco lights bouncing around the room. “He didn’t appreciate that, did he?”

      “I think you need to be careful, Bree, and not act in a way that will damage your relationship.”

      “Please. Give me some credit.”

      “I know you’re smart and caring, and you love your family and want what’s best for them. But I also know you can get pretty passionate at times.”

      “Well, of course I do. That goes along with caring and loving someone, doesn’t it?”

      He stared at her for a moment, then dropped his eyes. Truth burned in his chest. Was this his moment? “Bree, I, uh, was wondering—”

      “There you two are. What are you talking about?” Brent—once more entwined with Chloe—glanced between them.

      Mike couldn’t very well answer “You.” 

      “Just a little project I was thinking on for the new year.” Bree shot Mike a mischievous look.

      “Is that something to do with your preschool?” Chloe asked.

      “No. Another little project. I might even see if Granny Violet is interested in helping me. She’s always invested in the best interests of her grandchildren.” She raised her eyebrows at Mike.

      Yep. He knew what she was hinting at. Granny Violet was the Karlsson family prayer warrior. He could only smile and shake his head.

      “I’d like to meet this grandmother of yours,” Chloe said, batting eyelashes Mike was pretty sure were fake. They made her brown eyes look a bit like a Jersey cow. 

      “One day,” Brent said, then turned to his sister. “You eaten anything?” 

      “Not yet.”

      “That’s gotta be a first.” He clicked his fingers celebrity-style, and a server appeared and offered a tray of savory pastries. 

      Bree hesitated, glanced at Chloe then back at the tray, then snatched one, moaning a little as she stuffed in a mini spring roll. “Oh, that’s so yummy.”

      Somehow, a little piece of sauce-flecked flaky pastry flew from her mouth to land on Chloe’s slinky dress, the red spot smack dab on the part of her chest covered by fabric. “Oh, I’m so sorry!” Bree moved to help clean it away.

      “Ugh. Get away from me,” Chloe said, inching away, her nose wrinkled in disgust.

      “Breanna.” Brent’s eyebrows plunged, his expression as cold as Lake Ontario in the grip of winter.

      “It was an accident.” 

      Brent’s stormy glance revealed his skepticism, pushing words from Mike’s throat. “Come on, man. You don’t think Bree did it deliberately?”

      “I know you don’t like me,” Chloe said to Bree, fluffing her hair behind one shoulder as she pushed her lips—were they artificially inflated?—into a trout pout. “I can't help it if your brother wants to spend time with me rather than you.”

      Bree’s mouth sagged. “I beg your pardon?”

      “Sooner or later you have to cut the cord and live your own life—and let others live theirs.”

      “You’ve got it wrong.” Hurt pinched Bree’s face.

      “Brent, baby, could we go?” Chloe said in a wheedling voice. “I don’t feel welcome here.”

      Brent glanced at Bree and shrugged, then with a “Thanks for coming, man,” fist-bumped Mike and walked away.

      Bree’s breath caught, and she turned to Mike, tears shining in her eyes. “Can you believe that?”

      “That was pretty cold.” His heart twisted at her shaken expression. How could Brent let his girlfriend insult his sister like that? “I’m sorry, Bree.”

      Should he wrap his arm around her? Give her a hug? Show her not all guys were cruel?

      She blinked rapidly, shook her head, and drew herself up. “See how bad he’s getting? He really needs us. Please say you’ll help me with the breakup project.”

      God forgive him. But his desire to help Bree had less to do with wanting Chloe out of Brent’s life—cold as she’d been to poor Bree—and more with wanting to wipe the bewildered sadness from Bree’s face. And if it meant she spent more time with him, then he wasn’t opposed to that. 

      “I’ll help you.”

      “You will?” Her face lit, and his heart gave another painful throb. “Oh, thank you. I knew I could count on you.” She grinned, lifting her chin, reverting to that spunky sass he’d always admired about her. “Now.” She clutched his arm again, sending tingles up his spine. “What exactly do you propose we should do?”
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      The sound of the Toronto vs Boston game blared through the living room. Bree glanced at the TV, following the play for a little while when Mike’s number 78 jersey was on the screen. She watched him defend, working with his partner to stop Toronto from getting a puck in their net. Steady, a calm temperament, trustworthy. The comments from the TV hosts matched what she knew about Mike Vaughan. 

      His shift finished and she turned away, refocusing on the activity for work tomorrow. Why she had thought color coding nearly a thousand buttons was necessary she no longer recalled. At least the mindless activity meant she could turn her thoughts to more important matters.

      She smiled. To know Mike was on her side provided a measure of reassurance, something she was hoping would be further bolstered by the arrival of Granny Violet very soon, when she’d share the plan she’d discussed briefly with Mike a few days ago.

      “Bree? Can you help me in here?”

      “Sure, Mom.” She swept the remaining buttons to one side of the coffee table and moved into the kitchen. Granny Violet was a fan of teacups and scones and all the tasty delicacies that made her visits fun—and made it so hard for Bree to lose her muffin top.

      Oh well. Diet starts tomorrow and all that.

      She helped dish out the cream into one cut glass dish, then carefully spooned the strawberry jam into another as her mother pulled the trays of scones from the oven. Mmm, scones.

      The sound of a car drew her to the window. “She’s here.”

      “Go out and help her, won’t you, dear? It’s pretty slippery still.”

      “Sure thing.”

      Bree hurried to open the door and assist her grandmother inside. “Hi, Granny V!”

      “Breanna, darling. How are you?”

      “Fine and dandy now. Thanks so much for coming.”

      “Well, your message made it sound a little urgent.” Grandmotherly concern shone in her faded blue eyes as she cupped Bree’s chin. “Is everything all right, dear?”

      “Everything’s okay with me.” Bree held open the door. “It’s that brother of mine you should be concerned about.” 

      “Really? What is Dean up to now?”

      “Not Dean. He’s fine. Very happy enjoying married life with Laura. They called earlier. Apparently Vancouver has a chance of snow. No, it’s Brent who is the worry. But let me take your coat and gloves, then I’ll grab some tea and scones and we can chat in the den. Dad’s watching the game, and Mom’s finishing up in the kitchen.”

      “This doesn’t concern them?”

      “Well, maybe not as much as it concerns me.”

      She led the way down the hall, past the stairs lined with family photographs, to the room Dad sometimes used as an office but which mostly functioned as a second, more private, living area. “Okay, it’s best you get comfy, because this might take a while. I’ll be back in a moment.” She ducked back to the kitchen, collected the tray and returned to the den.

      “What is this about, dear?” her grandmother said, taking a seat in the thick-armed plaid sofa, and accepting the teacup Bree handed her, already prepared the way Gran preferred.

      “I need your help with a special project.” Bree drew in a breath. “Mike Vaughan—you remember Brent’s best friend?—and I met Brent’s new girlfriend last Sunday. Remember at Christmas how Brent kept going on about wanting to invite Chloe here? Mom and Dad weren’t eager; they’ve never met her, and judging from my encounter, I don’t think they’re rushing to see her anytime soon.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      Bree recounted the exchange, admitting to her faults—Mike had rightly pointed out her prejudice, something she’d later confessed to God—but expressing her concern. “I think she’s leading him astray.”

      “Brent is capable of making his own decisions, Bree. Are you sure this Chloe girl wasn’t right in pushing some of your buttons?” Gran sipped her tea, eyeing Bree from over the gold rim. “What’s happening in your life, darling? Do you have a young man who is interested in you?”

      What? This conversation wasn’t supposed to steer this way. “I—no. There’s no one, Gran.”

      “What about this Michael person, Brent’s friend? Is he someone special?”

      “No! He’s just a friend. Someone equally concerned about some of Brent’s recent choices,” she insisted, taking her own cup and giving a defiant slurp.

      “I see. And what is it you want from me?”

      “I want you to pray with me for him.”

      “I already do, darling. I pray for all my grandchildren, that they would be healthy, happy, and walking in God’s purposes.”

      “But it’s that last one—I don’t think he is. He’s not going to church anymore. Chloe didn’t even know he used to.” She shook her head as she carefully smoothed on cream and butter and handed a freshly-dressed scone to her grandmother. “You know how I’ve always had this sense when something’s wrong with him? Like that time he broke his hand a few years ago? I knew. It’s a twin thing. And I just know he’s not happy now. He’s caught up in being the object of hero worship. It’s like a sticky spider web, and now he’s struggling to get out.”

      “Don’t you think you’re being a little dramatic, Bree?” Mom’s voice came from the doorway, holding her pink mug that said ‘Teachers do it better.’

      Bree glanced over her shoulder. When had she come in? “Mom, did you see those pictures of Chloe? How can he think this is normal?”

      “Your brother has to learn.”

      What? They were excusing him too? She took a breath, forced pleasantness to her face, her voice. “And that’s what I want help with. I want him to learn he doesn’t have to settle for a girl like Chloe. Not when there are so many other lovely ladies out there.”

      Mom moved to settle on the couch next to Granny V. “So what are you suggesting?”

      “I’m suggesting we think of all the good potential girlfriend candidates we know and start mentioning them to him. I mean, I know we can pray, but God helps those who help themselves.”

      “You know that’s not in the Bible, Bree,” Granny V said with an indulgent smile.

      “Yes, well, it mightn’t be actual Scripture, but—”

      “In fact, I think the Bible tends to encourage faith and patience, my dear. We can't twist God’s arm simply because we want him to hurry up and agree with our plans.”

      “You’re sounding a little too much like Mike,” Bree grumbled.

      “Mike?” Mom pinched a scone from the plate centering the coffee table. “Do you mean Mike Vaughan? Have you seen him recently, Bree?”

      “Yes, Mom. Remember the New Year’s Eve party? He escorted me to that.”

      “He is a nice boy. Well, a man, I suppose. Tell him hello from me the next time you chat with him.”

      “Yes, Mom.”

      “Are you seeing him?” Mom persisted, studying Bree as she took a ladylike bite of her scone.

      “That’s what I want to know, too,” Granny Violet said, eyes wide with interest, her teacup abandoned.

      “He’s just a friend. A friend of Brent’s, and someone else concerned about that brother of mine.”

      “I’ve always liked Mike,” Mom continued. “Such a nice young man, always so respectful.”

      Yes, he was that.

      “He’s been a Christian for as long as I’ve known him.”

      True.

      “And quite handsome too, wouldn’t you agree, Bree?”

      Yes, but—“Mom, I’m not interested in him. In fact, I’ve decided not to date any hockey players ever again. Or at least for this year.”

      “Oh? Why is that?”

      “Because I never know if they like me or just like being linked with Brent’s sister.”

      “But Mike wouldn’t be like that.”

      “Mom!”

      Granny V leaned forward to deposit her plate on the coffee table. “Now, now, Pamela. Don’t distress the dear girl. She’s obviously made up her mind.”

      “Thank you, Gran,” Bree mumbled, her arms crossed as she studied her mother mutinously. “Can we please get back to the subject here? Brent is the one with the actual relationship. Not that it really is a relationship. It seems comprised of kissing, mostly”—anything more she wouldn’t dare suggest in front of her grandmother—“and they’ve only known each other five minutes.”

      “So why are you so worried? Surely this will blow over soon.”

      “Mom, I’ve seen girls like this before. They sink their hooks in, and before you know it, they’re living together.”

      Granny Violet’s breath drew in, and she shook her head. “The state of the world these days.”

      “Exactly. Which is why I really feel we should do something about it before it’s too late.”

      “Bree, I really feel you should leave well enough alone.” Mom tsked. “Brent is smart enough and knows what’s right and wrong.”

      Did he, though? He might have the smarts, but he sure didn’t appear to be applying any.

      “I will pray for him, Breanna. Don’t you worry.” Her grandmother’s eyes held assurance.

      “Thanks, Gran. He needs it.”

      “And I’ll be praying for you. I want you to be happy too.”

      “I am happy. I’m just not happy with him right now.”

      “And if I can think of anyone I’d like to see as part of this family, then I’ll let you know.”

      Bree exhaled. “Thanks, Granny V. I plan on doing the same.”

      “Now, this Michael person. I would like to see him. He sounds like a catch.”

      “Gran, we’re talking about Brent, not me, remember?”

      Her grandmother chuckled. “Yes, yes, I was forgetting.”

      That mischievous smile didn’t look like she’d forgotten one jot.

      Mom’s brow wrinkled. “I wonder if Hazel’s daughter might still be single.”

      “Mom, she’s a doctor. I don’t think she’d have much time for him.”

      “Hmm. Maybe you’re right. What about…I don’t know, what about Holly?”

      “Holly? Please. She’s in Australia, Mom. And she’s way too sensible to ever fall for him.”

      “Well, I don’t mind putting my thinking cap on and putting out a quiet word to see who’s free.”

      “They have to be a Christian, and we have to like her enough to think she could fit into our family.”

      Gran nodded. “I’ll ask around at the Home, too. You never know who has a granddaughter who might be perfect.”

      Bree sat back in her chair. Smiled. “Thanks, Gran.”

      “And while I’m at it, I’ll ask around for you too.”

      What? This wasn’t supposed to be about her. “You really don’t need to,” she stated.

      “No hockey players, is that correct?”

      “I’d prefer someone who doesn’t like sports at all.”

      “I’ll see what I can do.”

      The door wheezed open, and Dad appeared. “So this is where you all are. Hello, Violet. How are you?” He kissed his mother-in-law’s cheek.

      “I’m fine. But all this talk has left me thirsty. Now, do you think I could have another nice cup of tea?”
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      Boston

      Beantown’s skyline twinkled gold and white beyond his apartment windows. Mike sank down into the leather chair—his one indulgence, which he figured his body well and truly earned—and stared at his reflection glowing against the dark night. Tonight’s game had not gone well. Ten goals to two? He winced. Training would be brutal tomorrow if tonight’s “pep” talk from the coach was any sign.

      His phone buzzed. He glanced at it, found his first smile in what seemed like forever. 

      SORRY ABOUT YOUR GAME. YOU PLAYED WELL. PS THE PROJECT IS A GO!

      Bree. 

      He tapped his phone to find the picture from the other night, the two of them grinning up at the camera like the couple she’d so adamantly declared they weren’t. Another wince. How could he get her to change her mind?

      Another buzz. Another message. STILL UP?

      Brent’s ever pithy code for “Do you have time to talk?”

      Well, yes. He sure did. He pressed some buttons, and Brent’s name was chased by a ringing sound, then Brent’s voice. “Yo.”

      “Hey.”

      A slurping sound—Brent, like Mike, wasn’t opposed to eat-talking—was followed by a gulp. “Man. That was brutal.”

      “Yeah. Not our best. Finished with a minus four.”

      “Ouch.”

      “Uh huh. I bet my agent is hoping I don’t get too many more of them before contract negotiations begin again this summer.”

      “Truth.” Another slurping sound. 

      Sometimes Mike liked to wonder exactly what Brent was eating in these calls. “Linguine?”

      “Huh? Oh. Close. Leftover spaghetti. Chloe made it the other night.”

      The casual way he said it sparked concern. “She’s staying over?”

      “What? No.” A beat. “Dude, you sound like that sister of mine.”

      “Bree cares about you, man.”

      “Yeah, well, I don’t need her kind of care.”

      Mike swallowed the words he wanted to say. Talking with Brent these days felt like a delicate tightrope of speaking truth and showing grace.

      “Hey, don’t misunderstand me. Bree’s great and all that, but she made her dislike of Chloe pretty plain.”

      When in doubt, leave it out. Mike said nothing.

      “Don’t you think? She was pretty rude the other night.”

      “To be honest, I didn’t think she was the only one.”

      “What? So you don’t like Chloe either.” Hostility lined Brent’s voice.

      “Chloe was pretty rude to Bree, and you took her side. From where I was standing, it seemed you barely spoke to your sister all night, when you’d specifically asked her to come. I kinda got the feeling that she only came because you wanted her there, and then you and Chloe barely spoke to her. How did you think that would go down?”

      A beat. Another. “You seem pretty tight with her.”

      “With Bree?” 

      “At the party you and her practically ignored everyone else.”

      So said the pot to the kettle. “That might be because she needed someone to talk to.”

      “She knows some of the guys,” Brent protested.

      “Yeah, some of the guys who were getting tanked or had half-dressed women draped over them.” He winced. Had he really said that last bit aloud?

      “Look, Chloe’s a model, and just because you and Bree are all conservative doesn’t mean we all have to be.”

      “Wow.” Mike couldn’t think of what else to say. Lord, help me out here. “To be clear, I didn’t actually mean Chloe with the half-dressed women thing.”

      Silence. 

      “Did you even say goodbye to Bree when we left?”

      More silence.

      “Brent, your sister loves you. And yes, she’s worried that you might be getting in too deep too fast with Chloe, and yet you asked her to meet Chloe and she did. She showed up, man. But—let’s be real—Chloe didn’t exactly go out of her way to make an effort with her.”

      Dial tone.

      Mike blinked. Seriously? Had the dude hung up on him? This thing with Chloe must be worse than he’d thought. God, unsnare him.

      He pushed to his feet and snagged a bottle of water from the fridge. Stared at the skyline some more. Wondered where else he’d like to live if negotiations fell through once he hit free agency in June. Glanced at the phone when it rang again. 

      “Yeah?”

      “Sorry about that. Dropped the phone.”

      Mike’s chest eased. “’Kay.”

      “Seriously? I didn’t say goodbye?”

      “You did to me, but unless you caught her the next morning, you didn’t to Bree.”

      “Wow.”

      “Yeah.”

      “I mean, Chloe was wanting my attention all night, and I didn’t realize…”

      Mike let that sit in the air between them.

      “I should probably apologize.”

      “Might go better for you,” he agreed.

      A grunt. “So, you and Bree.”

      Mike choked. “There is no me and Bree.”

      “You sure?” Suspicion hung on the words like a dark cloud.

      “If you’re asking do I like her, then yes, she’s a great girl, we get along really well. But I’m pretty sure she just thinks of me as another brother. So we’re friends, and that’s it.”

      “You…and her.”

      “Again, let me reiterate, there is no me and her.” Although, now he thought about it, the texts and photos might suggest otherwise. Not that Brent would ever see his phone. Maybe it was time to go on the offensive. “Why? Have you got someone you’d like to see her with?”

      “What? No.”

      “So you trust Bree to choose a man she likes?”

      “She’s not stupid.”

      “No, not at all. And she’s not likely to pick someone because he earns a lot of money or wears the right clothes.” Another wince. Why were all his comments sounding so pointed tonight? He could only hope Brent didn’t think he meant—

      “Is that another dig at Chloe?”

      Maybe. He worked to make his voice sound placatory. “How did you two meet?”

      “At a bar. Alex’s girlfriend introduced us.”

      More tightrope walking time. “Does she have any faith? Any church experience?”

      “Man, do you have to go on about it?”

      “Actually, as a friend who has known you longer than most, I think I have a responsibility to remind you of what you once asked me to say.”

      A groan. “Here we go.”

      “You asked me to let you know if you ever started falling away from God, remember? Consider this me letting you know.”

      Silence.

      “I think that’s the thing that’s got Bree so concerned.”

      More silence.

      He counted to ten. “You need to call her and apologize.”

      A beat. Two. Three. “Yeah.”

      Mike yawned. “It’s getting late. Tonight’s game was one to forget. I’m going to bed.”

      “Yeah. ’Kay.”

      The dial tone buzzed in his ear.

      Mike blew out a breath and slumped back in his sofa. Well. That had been unexpected. His soul might feel as gnarled and tangled as the abandoned fishermen’s ropes in the harbor, but at least he’d finally had the chance to say what needed to be said.

      He switched off the lights, moved to his bedroom, plugged the phone into charge.

      Changed, slipped under the covers, and closed his eyes.

      His phone buzzed. He cracked open an eyelid. Reached for his phone. 

      DID YOU SAY SOMETHING TO HIM? HE JUST TEXTED TO APOLOGIZE!

      He smiled. Tapped out his reply.

      I’M GLAD.

      A moment later Bree’s reply came. 

      ME TOO. THANKS SO MUCH. YOU’RE THE BEST! SWEET DREAMS X.

      He swallowed, wishing the X was not usual Bree-ness and might one day be something she actually meant. As for sweet dreams…

      He closed his eyes and tried not to think of Bree.
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      Bree glanced up at the hands of the white plastic clock—hands that were moving way too slowly for this time on a Friday night or for her to scrounge up enough patience to pretend this was okay. Not that she was known for patience at any time of the day, but on Friday nights it seemed especially hard, as if some people thought their lives more important than others—such as, say, those who had been caring for their children for ten hours already today. 

      “What is it with parents who think it’s okay to swoop in after six with nothing more than a hurried apology?” Sylvie Miles, Bree’s fellow Friday night detainee, complained. “Like saying sorry can ever really fix things.”

      Bree bit her lip, sensing where this was about to go. 

      Sylvie’s grumbling took on a cooing tone as she crouched to play with Max Hammerson, whose father was a perpetual Friday night offender. “If your daddy wasn’t such a good-looking man, I’d be very unhappy.”

      “Sylvie,”—really shouldn’t talk like that about the clients—“did you have somewhere you needed to be?”

      “I have a date.”

      “With Jarome?”

      “That was last week. Once was enough with him.”

      “Oh. So who’s tonight’s candidate?”

      “Mark? Mike?”

      Her heart tensed. Then she told herself not to be silly. Mike was in Boston. Had another game tonight. And there were millions of Mikes in the world.

      “Mack? I can’t remember. It’s a blind date. My sister set us up. How about you?”

      “Nope. No date for me.”

      “Why not? You’re pretty. You could go out and hook up with someone easily enough.”

      “Hooking up isn't really my scene.”

      “Too straight and narrow, huh? Oh well, your loss.” Sylvie adjusted her fitted black shirt covered in silver-stitched spider webs. Sylvie’s usual Gothic-type garb was perfect for Halloween but not always appropriate for general wear in front of small children. But Moira’s pointed comments about staff attire seemed to bounce off Sylvie like a spilled M&M tumbling down the street. “Seriously, you should consider a blind date. Or any kind of date. You know Mr. Perfect won’t tumble down your chimney.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Are you?” Sylvie’s brow wrinkled. “You’ve seemed a little distracted of late.”

      “Might be the new diet.”

      “Ooh, what is it this time? No carbs? No sugar? No flavor?”

      Bree laughed. “You might be right about that.”

      “You need to find a man happy to love you as you are.”

      “As do you.”

      “Oh, I’m not settling for anything less, honey. He’s got to love all this”—she waved her hands up and down her curvy figure—“and more.”

      “Hence all the blind dates?”

      “It’s only been four. But I think I need to go back online and see who else is out there. For a city this large, there seems to be a severe shortage of men.”

      And even less for a Christian girl wanting a Christian man.

      A noise of falling wooden blocks drew their attention to the small boy still awaiting collection. 

      “Max, are you having fun there?”

      The two-year-old smiled and clapped his hands. 

      “Do you think we need to feed him? It’s getting pretty late.”

      “See if he wants a banana, and I’ll try the number again.”

      Bree shifted to the office, pressed redial on the phone. It went straight through to voice mail, as it had done earlier. She rang his mom’s number, earned the same result. 

      Parents. They had the full gamut of them here—everyone from the over-protective helicopter parents to those whose disinterest in their offspring sometimes made her wonder why they’d chosen to have children at all. She loved all her charges, from those with the bright, sparky personalities to the quiet, more gentle souls, and couldn’t wait until it was her time to be a mother. Which would likely be years down the track, seeing Mr. Right was proving so elusive.

      She pushed back her shoulders, re-entered the main room. “No answer. Still.”

      Sylvie’s nose wrinkled as she glanced up from playing with Max. “I think he needs a change.”

      Awesome. Why parents always seemed to have a special intuition to arrive just after their charges needed a change was a mystery she’d yet to unravel. 

      “Here, give Max to me to change. You can chat to his father while I do so.”

      Sylvie’s green eyes lit. “My pleasure,” she purred. 

      Bree frowned at her. “You remember our staff-client protocols, don’t you?”

      “Of course. But it doesn’t stop a girl from looking, does it?”

      “He’s married, Sylvie.”

      “I heard their marriage is on the rocks. And really, who can blame him? That wife of his might be an executive, but she’s such a royal pain in the—”

      “I’m going to change Max now. Please let me know when Mr. Hammerson arrives.”

      “Mr. Hammerson. Also known as Dave.”

      Bree shook her head, permitting a small smile at Sylvie’s tease. Sylvie didn’t really mean anything by it, she knew. She was just as romance-focused as Bree could be. 

      Bree picked up Max, wrinkling her nose at the smell, and drew him to the change table in the corner. Several efficient moves later he was clean and smelling of baby powder, his fat cheeks wobbling as he gurgled away. “Oh, you’re such a gorgeous boy, aren’t you?”

      He grinned, revealing a row of tiny teeth like chips of pearl.

      She stroked his super-soft hair. How wonderful it would be to be a mom, to have her own child. Not that she often admitted to that. People—Holly, mainly—seemed to think wanting to have children and a cozy family of her own some form of fifties throwback, like Bree had no real ambitions for her life. But she couldn’t help it. She had no grand dreams of gold medal glory or clawing to the top of some high-powered executive ladder in a big corporation. All she’d wanted since she was a girl was to have a sweet family of her own—someone she could love and cherish, someone for whom she could be Mommy. Did that make her a dinosaur?

      A door slammed, a deep male voice. “…so sorry. Max?”

      “Bree is just changing him.”

      “She’s still here? Good. I need to speak with her.”

      Bree sighed. Looked like her night would stretch on even later. Still, when she’d accepted the assistant director role, this was what she’d signed up for. Moira Bridges had wanted someone who would allow for her to have more days off, so Bree was often in charge. 

      She picked Max up and moved back into the main room. “Hi, Mr. Hammerson.”

      “Bree. How are you?”

      “Daddy!” Max ran to him, where he was swooped up and cuddled against a wide chest.

      Okay, she couldn’t deny Dave Hammerson was easy on the eye, with that dark hair and eyes. She could even admit he was the kind of man she’d always thought her type, a bit like Toronto’s Daniel Walton, who’d started attending her church occasionally. Tall, dark, and dreamy. But—she harnessed her thoughts back to the present—staff and client protocols were to be observed. And there was that issue with Dave’s wife. Sorry, God. 

      “How is Linda?” Maybe her eyes would pay attention to her ears.

      “Well, that’s what I wanted to talk to you about.” He sighed. “Things have been pretty rough lately, between her work and mine.”

      “That can happen.” She knew of too many relationships strained by distance and odd hours, the pursuit of professional promotion coming at the cost of “I do’s”.

      “Mmm, well.” He covered Max’s ears, kissed the top of his head, and said in a lower voice, “She’s left me.”

      “Oh, I’m so sorry to hear that.” Sympathy welled. Poor man. No wonder he was running late. He probably didn’t know which way was up, let alone what time he was supposed to collect his son. She tickled Max’s jean-clad knee. “Did you want to talk in my office?”

      “Sure.” 

      She moved to the room she used on Wednesdays and Fridays and cleared Moira’s folders from the visitor’s chair. She waved a hand at Sylvie, who stared at her wide-eyed through the glassed barrier, and gave a thumbs up to release Sylvie to her date, but she didn’t move. Never mind. If Dave was going to stay, then staff-client protocols said it would be good to have someone else on the premises. She found a set of toy trucks and placed them on the floor for Max to play with.

      When he was settled and happily vrooming away she asked, “So, how are things going? How is Max coping?”

      “He doesn’t know yet.”

      Poor little mite. “May I ask if you’ve sorted out arrangements with Linda?”

      He sighed. “It’s still so new that nothing’s been arranged yet.”

      “Fair enough.” She chewed her lip. “Are you planning to keep Max enrolled here?”

      “For as long as we can, yes.”

      “Oh good. He’s made such excellent progress in recent months. He barely cries at all now.”

      “You’ve done a wonderful job with him.” Dave’s eyes met hers warmly. “I don’t know how I would have managed otherwise.”

      “The staff here are wonderful. So many years of experience.”

      “Yes, but not everybody connects with him in quite the same way as you have.”

      Hmm. A peek at the clock. It was getting much later than she was comfortable with. “I’m truly very sorry about your situation. Was there something in particular you wished to talk about?”

      “Not really. Just letting you know that things may be a little tricky over the next few weeks. Linda is leaving most of the Max situation to me, and I’m trying to juggle big projects at work—I’m working on that new tower project downtown.”

      She nodded like she knew which tower he meant. He worked at one of Toronto’s most prestigious architecture firms, so anything he worked on would likely be expensive and striking in design.

      “So it may mean that I’m a little haphazard with some of my hours in upcoming weeks, between juggling work, trying to find new routines, and such things.”

      “I understand.”

      He slouched back in his seat and smiled. “You’re really understanding, Bree. Far more than Mrs. Bridges.”

      Something in his voice made her stand, dim her smile back to neutral. “Well, if that’s all?”

      “Thanks, Bree. You’re a lifesaver.”

      “We like to do all we can to ensure the best outcomes for the children.” She gestured to the door.

      Fortunately, he took the hint, collecting Max as he preceded her. “Well, thanks again.”

      “Of course. Now, as it’s nearly seven, I’m afraid we must charge you overtime.”

      “It’s that late? Oh. How careless of me. Perhaps I should make things up to you and get you dinner.”

      “We have places to be, Mr. Hammerson,” she said firmly, no smile now. Heaven forbid Sylvie had heard him. “I’ll simply add tonight’s late charge to your account. Oh, and I’m afraid Max will need dinner as soon as possible. We weren’t sure what time you’d get here, so he’s had a banana and some milk, but that’s all. See you next week.”

      He nodded, and with another apology and smile, finally left.

      “Bye, Max.” She waved.

      “Bye, Miss Bwee,” Max said, settling his thumb in his mouth as he leaned his head on his dad’s shoulder. 

      “Phew.” Bree locked the front doors firmly behind him. “Dave Hammerson is not an easy person to get rid of.”

      “You really want to get rid of him? I think he’s so fine,” Sylvie said, fanning herself from the door. “Did I really hear him invite you out on a date?”

      “No, you did not.”

      “Um, last I checked, when a man asks a woman out for dinner, that’s counted as a date. So I guess it really is over with him and Linda now.”

      “It sounds that way.” Poor Max. How challenging this would be. God, be with that family.

      “So, will you take him up?”

      “I beg your pardon?” Bree closed the blinds. Did a final check.

      “Take up Dave’s offer and go out with him.”

      “No.” As far as she knew he wasn’t a Christian, and, “There’s that staff-client protocol, remember?”

      “Oh. That.” Sylvie shoved her mass of tight curls into a high ponytail. “He’s got that whole swoony Dan Walton thing going on, don’t you think?”

      Perhaps a diversion in topics would be best. “Did you know he goes to my church?” She’d take any chance to interest Sylvie in God, shallow as the reason might be.

      “Who? Dave or Dan?”

      “Dan.” She had no idea if Dave went to church—yet another reason to throw him in the box marked definitely unavailable. She wanted someone who followed God and tried to live his ways at least.

      “Really? When does he go? Does he go every Sunday? Even after games? Maybe I should come.”

      “You’re always welcome.”

      “I’ll think about it.”

      “I’ve met him a few times,” Bree continued. “He’s pretty down to earth.”

      “Oh, of course you have.” Sylvie’s face shifted to something Bree couldn’t quite decipher. “All those hockey parties you go to.”

      “I don’t go to that many.” 

      “You go to more than anyone else I know. How was that New Year’s thing, anyway?”

      “It was okay.”

      “Okay? Oh, to be you with your lifestyles-of-the-rich-and-famous friends.”

      Bree eyed her. Honestly, it sounded like Sylvie was jealous. The other workers knew she was Brent Karlsson’s sister, but rarely mentioned it. That fact was one of the reasons work had always been a safe space, relatively free from the petty enquiries for free tickets and the like that seemed to exist in most other places she knew. Nobody here tried to take advantage of her connections, apart from the odd parent who liked to talk hockey with her, as if she were some kind of expert and paid attention beyond her brother’s games.

      “Got any pics? I bet you looked good.”

      Bree reluctantly fished her phone from her bag. Tapped the buttons until she found the photo Mike had taken. 
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