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In Flight

Sophie Fournier, Book Eight

K.R. Collins


Chapter One

Sophie greets Armand Mason with a smile and a brief handshake. Mason is a middle-aged man with dark skin and even darker hair. He wears a green button-down, but the sleeves are rolled to his elbows in deference to the summer heat.

His grip is firm but not overpowering. He has callouses on his hands, in different places than Sophie does. She suspects his are from holding pencils or, maybe in this modern age, a tablet stylus. Sophie’s callouses are from gripping her hockey stick and from all the weightlifting she does.

Elsa shakes Armand’s hand next. “Thank you for agreeing to meet with us,” she says.

Elsa, who normally only has a scant few inches on Sophie, has closer to four today, because she’s wearing wedge sandals. They’re open-toed to show off her lime-green toenail polish. The color clashes with Elsa’s dress, a light-pink halter-top. The green-pink combination reminds Sophie of watermelon, but she’s smart enough not to mention it to Elsa.

While her girlfriend—and that’s still a thrill, thinking of Elsa as her girlfriend—is understanding of Sophie and her quirks, Sophie doubts that will extend to being compared to a watermelon.

Sophie doesn’t wear a sundress like Elsa or business casual like Armand. She wears black capri leggings and a black T-shirt boasting her team’s name and logo.

The Concord Condors are New Hampshire’s North American Hockey League team. Their logo is a condor with its wings stretched wide and a hockey stick clutched in its talons. Concord was one of the newest teams to be added to the league. The NAHL decided New England could support two teams, one in Boston and one in Concord, and that the proximity would create a rivalry which would sell tickets.

In the early years, there wasn’t much of a rivalry. Concord was where Boston fans went because the tickets were cheaper. Now, though, Concord is a proper NAHL team. They have a Maple Cup to their name, having won hockey’s most coveted prize in Sophie’s third season. She hasn’t managed to do it again, but she has a good feeling about this year.

Sophie gestures for Armand to sit at the booth she and Elsa picked out at the coffee shop. She and Elsa sit side by side opposite him. This year is going to be a good one, for many reasons. Yes, Sophie is chasing the Cup again, something she will do every year she’s still playing in the NAHL, but there are other things she’s focused on.

She has a girlfriend to take out on dates. She has a contract negotiation she wants done with before the summer is over. She has plans to go to Sweden with Elsa, then for Elsa to visit Sophie in Thunder Bay.

And, of course, she has this meeting with Armand Mason, a local architect.

Sophie and Elsa plan to sign contract extensions this summer, the two of them committing to Concord for as many years as they can. They’ve already committed to each other, for more than the eight or ten years their hockey contracts will last. Another declaration of their intent is this: planning a house together.

They’re going to build their dream house. They’ll have enough bedrooms for when their respective families come to visit or for when their teammates need a place to crash. They’ll have a sleek, modern kitchen where Sophie can cook when she has the energy and heat up team-prepared meals when she doesn’t. They’ll have an open living room with enough seating to host their teammates.

It will be perfect, and Armand is going to help them make it happen.

“Are congratulations in order?” Armand asks with a glance between them.

It isn’t an unfair guess, and Sophie feels a twinge of guilt for lying to him, for using him, as she smiles and says, “Not yet. We’re hoping by the end of the summer to have ironed out our new contracts. Once the ink is dried, we can begin building, but we wanted to start planning ahead of time. We think it will go well.”

Armand’s surprise morphs into a polite smile.

Sophie knows the assumptions people will make about her and Elsa. They see them together and think they’re a couple. They are a couple, but Sophie doesn’t want the wider world to know. So few things in her life are allowed to be hers, are private, that she clings to this one.

She was the first woman drafted into the NAHL. It means she’s been the first for a lot of milestones in the league. She is the face of her franchise, and in some ways she’s the face of the league. It’s a lot of responsibility, and she accepts that it’s part of the price of entrance.

She doesn’t want to be the first hockey player to openly date their teammate. She doesn’t want the pressure or the attention or the people who will dig into every detail of her life. She values her privacy. Even more, she values her relationship with Elsa, and she doesn’t want to constantly defend it against people trying to twist it into something bad.

Armand won’t be the only person to make assumptions based on Sophie and Elsa planning a house together, but there won’t be a lot of people like him, either. For most of the hockey world, Sophie and Elsa are simply Sophie and Elsa. They shared an apartment in Elsa’s first season in Concord, and they’ve shared a house every season since. There was a brief time when Elsa moved in with a boyfriend, but she was back with Sophie the next season.

Their relationship is teammates being teammates. Sophie is happy to feed into the misdirection, because it allows her to protect what’s most important to her. She and Elsa will plan their house, and pictures will leak from today’s meeting. The two of them will train with each other, first in Sweden then in Thunder Bay. At some point, they’ll sit down with Concord’s front office and sign matching contracts.

It isn’t the first time Sophie has spun a narrative. It is, by far, the largest scale deception she’s ever undertaken. Part of her feels guilty for it. There aren’t many out athletes, and this is an opportunity for her to be a role model and a spokesperson. The thought of it exhausts her. Maybe, it’s selfish. Or maybe, it’s self-preservation. She isn’t sure. She’ll bring it up with Dr. Malone in her next therapy appointment. For now, though, her relationship with Elsa is a well-guarded secret.

Elsa’s immediate family knows, and Sophie’s brother knows. Soon, Sophie will have to tell her parents, but she doesn’t intend to tell anyone else. Concord’s front office won’t be told, her teammates won’t be told. One day, she’ll tell a wider audience, either because it leaks or because she’s ready to, but she isn’t ready now. And Elsa isn’t pressuring her.

“We’d like to stay within a thirty-minute drive of Concord,” Sophie tells Armand once they each have their beverage of choice. Sophie has a smoothie which has too much sugar to be healthy, but there’s fruit in it so she can pretend.

Elsa doesn’t even make that small effort. Her iced coffee has several syrup shots and a tall spiral of whipped cream. It’s a toothache in a cup, but Elsa’s happy with it so Sophie doesn’t say anything.

“I don’t know if that limits what we can do,” Sophie adds because Armand is their architect, not their realtor.

“Are you looking to build a large house?” Armand asks.

“No,” Elsa answers, and she grins at Sophie’s look. “He’s thinking McMansion. We want space, but not that much.”

Armand smiles and ducks his head, almost bashful. “Large isn’t exactly a precise word.”

“A little bigger than what we have now,” Sophie says. She slides the pictures and specs of their current house across the table.

The house is a good size for them, but its true benefit is the attached in-law apartment. It’s the perfect place for their respective families to stay when they visit. They’re close enough to see, but there’s enough separation that Sophie and Elsa don’t feel crowded. Would it be weird to have two in-law apartments in their future house?

“The biggest upgrade will be in the size of the yard,” Elsa says. “We’re looking to put in a saltwater pool.”

“We aren’t,” Sophie says. She tries to frown at Elsa’s impish look, but Elsa’s too pleased with herself for Sophie to hold out for very long. They have playfully argued about their pool since they first considered the idea of building a house.

Elsa wants something whimsical and impractical, a saltwater pool with a grotto and a waterfall. Sophie thinks if she’s going to have a pool, it should be a lap pool, something with purpose. Unlike their disagreement over toasters, which was solved by buying two, Sophie doesn’t think this one will be solved by having a pool for each of their preferences.

Armand laughs at their antics and sips his tea before he pulls out a blank piece of paper. “Let’s make a list. No judgements yet, anything and everything you might want. Next session, we can whittle it down based on practicality and preference.”

“All right,” Sophie says.

Her life is measured in milestones; from leagues she’s broken into to hockey achievements, even to things like her first car, her first apartment lease, her first house. This is another milestone, planning a house with the woman she wants to live with for the rest of her life.

Under the table, where no one will see, Sophie reaches for Elsa’s hand. Elsa meets her halfway, and they lace their fingers together.

*

Elsa doesn’t linger long in Concord. She stayed longer than she usually does, because Sophie wanted at least two meetings with Armand before Elsa flew home to Sweden. Sophie tried, unsuccessfully, to convince Elsa to stay for the NAHL draft. And Elsa tried, equally unsuccessfully, to tempt Sophie to Sweden right away.

But Sophie has responsibilities to the league that Elsa doesn’t have or want, and so Elsa goes to Sweden and Sophie goes to Philadelphia.

Even if Sophie didn’t have obligations to Concord or the NAHL, she still would attend this year’s draft. For the first time in far too long, there are women at the draft. There are three of them: Elizabeth Schatz, a Canadian forward Sophie played with at the Winter Games last year; Jordan Cassidy and Andrea Segura, both American forwards.

Being at the draft, even eight years removed from her own, brings back memories. Sophie’s draft came on the heels of a season-long lockout that was blamed on her. She spent the months leading up to her draft unsure if she’d even be allowed to attend. She was, eventually, invited, but to pacify those uneasy with her presence, the Commissioner and the league’s owners agreed no team would be forced to draft a woman.

They had to opt-in by applying. That first season, only the Concord Condors were eligible to draft women. Concord took advantage of it and used their last pick, the last pick of the entire draft, to select Sophie. As Mr. Pauling, the team’s owner, told Sophie, there was no sense in wasting a higher draft pick on her. It was a smart business decision.

It was, not even Sophie can argue it wasn’t. But she was the best player in the draft, and she should have been selected in the first round, if not first overall. It’s one of those things she isn’t allowed to say. She’s supposed to smile and be grateful she was given the opportunity to play at all.

She is grateful, but she’s also angry, because it wasn’t fair. She broke into the NAHL, and she’s seen signs of change. Elsa, Gabrielle, and Lexie all went first round. Lexie—Alexis Engelking—holds the distinction of being the highest woman selected in NAHL history. The Indianapolis Renegades took her fourth overall. She wears the number four to remember it, maybe to drive her.

Her Indianapolis teammate, Chad Kensington, was the first overall pick at the draft. It’s no secret Lexie believed it should have been her chosen first and not him. Sophie doubts this is the draft where a woman will be selected first, but she hopes she’s still in the league when it does happen.

Sophie sits at Concord’s table on the floor at the draft, and she observes the bustle and the chaos as teams try to make deals or figure out who they’re going to draft when the person they wanted is taken by someone else.

She doesn’t participate, beyond a few hellos.

Kansas City makes a deal with Quebec. They send Nathaniel Summers to Quebec and pick up a player, a prospect, and a pick at this year’s draft. That pick is used on the second day to select Jordan Cassidy in the fourth round.

Two picks later, Elizabeth Schatz is drafted to the Boston Barons.

Sophie smiles and claps in case the cameras pan to her. Part of the rivalry between Boston and Concord is due to Sophie and Dmitri Ivanov, Boston’s star player, entering the league in the same season. They’re friends more than rivals, despite what the league wants. Schatz will be well taken care of there, but part of Sophie hoped Elizabeth would be her teammate in this upcoming season.

During the seventh round, Andrea Segura is drafted to the Edmonton Hydras. It’s a good showing, and Sophie leans back in her chair and makes a note to get their phone numbers so she can add them to the group chat.

*

Sophie knocks on the hotel room door. When it opens, Segura is on the other side. Her hair is loose, today’s curls almost completely gone. She wore a beautiful orange dress to the draft, but she’s in her pajamas and barefoot now.

“You’re Sophie Fournier,” Segura says.

“Sophie?” Schatz sprints to the door. Her cheeks are flushed, more red than pink, and she sways into Segura’s side.

“I see you’ve been celebrating,” Sophie says.

“Come in, come in.” Schatz grabs Sophie’s hands and tugs her into the room. “I went to dinner with my family, and they’re over the moon for me, of course, but you get it.”

Sophie waves to Cassidy. Cassidy, who has a makeup wipe in one hand and a beer in the other, nods in response.

“Do you want a beer?” Schatz asks.

Sophie accepts a beer from Segura and sits on the edge of one of the beds. Schatz and Segura sit side by side on the other while Cassidy removes her makeup in the bathroom with the door open.

“You’ll tell us the real shit, right?” Segura asks. “Who should we be on the lookout for?”

Ah, Sophie’s least favorite talk but one of the most important she’ll have with any new addition to the NAHL. “Anthony Sinclair. He plays for Denver, and he won’t hesitate to hurt you. And he spews some nasty shit.” Sophie’s been on the receiving end of his hits and his insults. “There are guys on your team whose job it is to deal with him. Let them.”

“Do as you say, not as you do?” Cassidy asks with a grin.

“You break one guy’s nose in your second season, and no one ever lets you forget it.” Sophie mock sighs. She lost her composure, big time, against Sinclair in her early days in the NAHL. She cross-checked him in the face, broke his nose, and she faced the consequences for it. A couple years later, she didn’t retaliate when he slammed the butt of his stick into her side and took her out of the final game in the International Hockey Tournament. She hasn’t retaliated to any number of creative insults he’s thrown her way. The closest she’s come to losing her cool again was last season when he hit Elsa.

It was an open-ice hit, and Elsa landed awkwardly. Sophie thought she landed on her neck, maybe her head. It took two of Sophie’s teammates to hold her back. If they hadn’t, she would have dropped her gloves and hit Sinclair. She wouldn’t have regretted it.

“Keep away from Chad Kensington,” Sophie adds.

“He’s the heart of American hockey,” Cassidy says, not like she’s arguing, more like she’s curious.

It’s Schatz who scoffs and says, “Not the heart. More like—” She makes a jerk-off motion with her right hand.

Sophie laughs, even though it isn’t polite, and she probably shouldn’t. She knows Chad Kensington likes to hit on younger women, ones who are more likely to be starstruck by him. There was a kerfuffle a few years ago involving a picture of him kissing one woman in a bar while his hand was up the skirt of another. There are rumors too. Rumors that he’s a selfish teammate. That he puts people down in order to look better by comparison. All Sophie knows for sure is that she doesn’t like him and there’s a weird tension between him and Lexie.

Not that whatever inter-team trouble Indianapolis might be having kept them from winning the Maple Cup in back-to-back seasons.

“I can’t believe I’m going to play for Boston.” Schatz sighs and looks over at Sophie. “You’re friends with Dmitri Ivanov, right? I guess you’ve only played against him, but I’ll be able to play with him.”

“No crushes on teammates,” Cassidy says from the bathroom. “That’s Hockey 101.”

“A captain crush is different from a crush crush,” Schatz insists.

Segura looks at Sophie as if her word is final on this. Sophie gives an awkward shrug. “Usually, I am the captain.”

Segura laughs and nudges Schatz. “Fournier was your captain at the Games, right? Do you have a captain crush on her?”

“I’m not drunk enough for this,” Schatz declares.

Cassidy wanders over, apparently done in the bathroom. She hands Schatz and Segura two glasses each, then wrestles with the cork on a bottle of champagne.

“You’ll get better at that,” Sophie says with a nod to Cassidy’s efforts. “There’s a lot to celebrate in the NAHL.”

“Like the Cup?” Schatz sighs wistfully.

Segura waits for Cassidy to fill her glass then holds up her phone. “Selfie time!”

Sophie groans but before she can beg off, Schatz plants herself on Sophie’s lap, keeping her where she is. Segura and Cassidy crowd in on either side of them.

“Lower your glasses,” Sophie tells the women. “Social Media 101.”

They take a picture with the four of them, and Sophie takes a picture of just her and Schatz. It isn’t a great picture, but Sophie opens her text conversation with Dima, Dmitri Ivanov, and sends it to him anyway, with strict instructions to take care of Schatz now she’s his teammate.

“Oh.” Segura sounds disappointed and a little bit hurt as she scrolls through her phone. After a moment, she tosses it away with a disgusted noise. “People are dicks.”

“Fuck ’em and drink,” Cassidy says. She tops off each of their glasses.

“There isn’t anything wrong with protecting yourself,” Sophie says. “You can stay off social media entirely. You can curate your platforms. You can have everything pass through your PR team before it reaches you.” She wishes the evening could be all champagne and giggles, but there are some hard truths she should share with these women before they enter the NAHL. “If they think it will hurt you, they’ll say it. And if it does hurt you, they’ll say it more.”

“Is it worth it?” Segura asks.

“That’s a decision you have to make for yourself.” Sophie curls an arm around Schatz’s waist, for her own comfort more than Schatz’s. There are ways the league is better for women than when Sophie first entered the league, but there are many ways in which it hasn’t changed.

Johanna Achenbach is put down, because she isn’t as good a goalie as Gabrielle Gagnon, but none of the male goaltenders in the league are measured against Gabrielle. If they were, they would all fall short too.

Sophie and Lexie are pitted against each other, because they’re both women. Sophie’s labeled a failure because she only has one Maple Cup to Lexie’s two. And Lexie is a failure, because she doesn’t have the scoring titles or international success Sophie has.

More women in the league means more competition, more ways for the talking heads and analysts to highlight how they aren’t good enough, but Sophie won’t allow that to divide the women who have made it.

“I should add you to the group chat,” Sophie says.

“That’s real?” Cassidy asks.

“It is. None of you will have another woman on your team. This helps us keep from feeling alone. I have Elsa, and I’m grateful for it, but I still call Lexie sometimes so we can shout at each other. I listen to Mads talk about playing in New Mexico. Gabrielle and I exchange stories about suffocating media.”

Sophie’s phone dings, but it isn’t a message from one of the other women in the NAHL. It’s a Snapchat from Dima. In the video, Dima grins and waves at the camera. His black hair is a mess, and there are dark circles under his eyes.

“I will care for your little sapling,” Dima promises. He crouches down next to a small plant and pours some clear liquid over it.

Segura sounds judgmental as she asks, “Did he just water that plant with vodka?”

“Probably.” Sophie saves the video for future blackmail. “There will be ups and downs in the league. We share the good stuff and talk through the bad stuff. And we look out for one another.”

“Like when Madison Plante fought Alstead for taking Gabrielle Gagnon out,” Schatz says.

“Exactly.” Sophie cards her fingers through the tangles of Schatz’s hair. “We compete against one another, and none of us will go easy on you on the ice. But off the ice, we’re here for one another.”

Sophie was the only woman in the NAHL in her rookie season. It was lonely and when her sophomore season rolled around, she thought she’d have Elsa on her wing and Gabrielle in her division. But Elsa stayed in Sweden and Gabrielle played for Quebec’s minor league team, and Sophie spent another season as the only woman in the NAHL.

There still aren’t very many of them, but she isn’t alone, and she wants to make sure none of them ever feel alone either.


Chapter Two

After the draft, Sophie flies out to her parents’ house in Thunder Bay. It’s a short stopover before she goes to Sweden. She would avoid it, but there’s an important conversation she needs to have, and she knows it’s one she should have in person.

“Do you want to go shopping with me?” Sophie asks her mom.

They’ve never done the traditional mother-daughter bonding. Sophie has always been more tomboyish than stereotypically girly. And, for most of her life, hockey has taken up all her time and focus.

Maybe, at twenty-six, it’s too late for this kind of request, but Sophie finally feels as though she can take the time to do something indulgent. Clothes shopping with her mother isn’t at the top of her wish list, but it’s something.

“Shopping?” her mom echoes.

They’re in the kitchen. Sophie’s mom is a restless person, like Sophie, but instead of only feeling settled when she’s on the ice, her mom just needs something in her hands. Right now, her mom is reorganizing the Tupperware drawer, but she pauses in order to give Sophie her full attention.

Sophie has always felt a bit intimidated by her mother. For as long as Sophie has known her, she has had a husband, children, a job, and a house. It’s all seemed effortless. Maybe it’s the nature of being a parent, but in comparison to her mom, Sophie has always felt as though she was falling short of her mom’s example.

Her mom would be devastated if Sophie ever admitted it but for all the incredible things Sophie has done with her life, when she compares herself to her mom, she only sees what her mom’s accomplished that Sophie hasn’t.

Sophie’s mom loves her, something Sophie has never doubted. Her well-meaning attempts to set Sophie up with her neighbors’ sons or coworkers’ daughters is because she believes everyone else should love Sophie too. Sophie never understood it, and she didn’t particularly want it. But now that Sophie has Elsa, she wants to tell her mom.

“I want a few sundresses,” Sophie says. She tries not to be offended at her mom’s shocked expression. “You know I’m only here for a week. It’s because I’m flying to Sweden.”

“Sweden?” her mom repeats. Then, questioningly, “Elsa?”

“Elsa,” Sophie confirms, rather than saying there’s no other reason for her to go to Sweden.

“And you want sundresses for your visit?” her mom asks slowly, her words measured. She sounds as if she’s drawing conclusions and is giving Sophie the time to tell her they’re wrong.

“I do. I’m—we’re—” Sophie planned what she was going to say. She practiced. And now, all those carefully chosen words are gone.

“You’re…” her mom prompts.

“Dating,” Sophie says in a rush. “Elsa and I are dating.”

Sophie’s mom draws in a sharp breath. She covers her mouth with her hands. Her eyes fill with tears. Sophie hopes this is a positive sign.

“Oh, sweetie.” Her mom holds her arms out. “Will you hug me?”

“Mom,” Sophie groans, but she submits to the hug.

“I’m so happy for you. Will the two of you visit us as well?”

“That’s the plan. We’re going to train in Sweden and then stop by Concord to sign our extensions and then I’d like to bring Elsa here to meet you and Dad. I mean, she’s met you, obviously, but meet you meet you.”

“Sophie.” Her mom cuts off her babbling by cupping Sophie’s face between her hands. “We’ll be happy to host the two of you. Maybe Elsa will tell me the truth about these house rumors.”

“I’ll tell you,” Sophie says. She hasn’t yet, because she wanted her mom to know the honest answer and not the story Sophie and Elsa are spinning to the press. “We’re building a house. And after we go to Sweden, we’re going to sign matching contracts.”

Her mom’s eyes shine with tears, but Sophie thinks they’re happy tears. “You don’t do anything by halves, do you?”

“I love her,” Sophie says. Her mom knows what a monumental confession that is.

What her mom doesn’t know are all the details. She doesn’t know that Sophie first met Elsa at a U-Tournament in Zurich. She doesn’t know that if Sophie hadn’t been invited to the NAHL draft, she was going to Sweden to play with Elsa. Her mom doesn’t know that after Elsa signed her first extension with Concord, Sophie tattooed Elsa’s number on her hip.

Sophie has known since Zurich that Elsa was special. She didn’t realize the degree to which Elsa was special to her until recently. They were teammates, and Sophie thought that was all she wanted. But she wants Elsa to be in her life after hockey. She wants Elsa to be more than hockey.

Hockey is where it began for them, but it won’t be where it ends.

“We’re keeping it quiet,” Sophie tells her mom. “Immediate family only, for now. I don’t want my relationship to be a headline or a talking point.”

“I won’t tell anyone,” her mom promises. Then she hesitates, and Sophie knows the question she’s about to ask.

“I’m going to tell Dad,” Sophie says.

“He’ll support you. It might take him some time to come around, but he will support you. He loves you as much as I do.”

He does but he shows it differently. Sophie knows she wouldn’t be in the NAHL without her dad pushing her to be better. But all he does is push. Somewhere, they went from hockey being the thing that bonded them to hockey being the only thing that bonded them.

“It can wait for tonight,” Sophie’s mom says. “You and I have some important shopping to do. Are you planning to sightsee while you’re in Sweden?”

“We’re going to train,” Sophie says. Then, at her mom’s frown, she sighs and says, “Yes, we’re going to do some sightseeing as well.”

*

Sophie gets on a plane at seven in the morning and lands in Linköping at ten in the evening. She hates time zones. She hates airplanes too, with their cramped seating and subpar food. She kept up with the hockey news on the flight to keep herself from sleeping.

Quebec picked up Johanna Achenbach. It was obvious she wasn’t going to play for Regina this season. They made her the starter last season when they traded Scott Pearce to Philadelphia. It should have been a moment for celebration, but in Jo’s first start, she was booed by her own fans. Regina’s front office chose her, but the fans rejected her.

And now she’s in Quebec. It’s a tough market to play in, especially for a goalie. Quebec’s legacy is Five-Hole Billy. There’s even a statue of him outside Quebec’s arena. William Loiseau backed the team to their record-tying five back-to-back Maple Cup Championships. Then, in Game Seven in what would have been their sixth win, the puck trickled through Loiseau’s legs. It was overtime and his mistake cost Quebec the game, the championship, and a record. Loiseau was driven out of the province and supposedly Canada itself.

The only reason Sophie believes Quebec won’t be a disastrous landing spot for Jo is that Gabrielle plays in Quebec. She is the best goaltender in the world, and if anyone can mentor Jo, it’s her.

It does mean that Quebec picked up Nate Summers, a talented center, at the draft and now Jo at the start of free agency. They’re gearing up for a serious run at the Cup. It isn’t a surprise. Every team in the league wants to win the Cup, but Quebec has taken some definitive steps toward it. Sophie can’t help but wonder who Concord will sign or trade for in order to shore up their own chances.

Sophie takes a cab to Elsa’s house, because she didn’t want their reunion to happen in a crowded, public airport. The sidewalk outside Elsa’s house is a better place for it. This late at night, it’s too dark for even any lurkers to see much.

It means Sophie can fall into Elsa’s hug. She tucks her face against Elsa’s neck and inhales deeply. “Hi,” she mumbles.

“Hi.” Elsa wraps her arms around Sophie.

“I hope your family isn’t waiting up for me.” Sophie’s body thinks it’s mid-afternoon, but her mind is exhausted.

“They’re excited to see you.”

“In the morning?” Sophie asks hopefully. She needs a long sleep, a hot shower, and a solid breakfast before she’s up to seeing anyone.

“All right. I’ll smuggle you in.” Elsa laughs and picks up one of Sophie’s bags. “Come on. I’m in the in-law apartment. The house is for my parents. I’m not here enough to need an entire house.”

The house is moderately sized, and the in-law apartment is similar to the one Sophie and Elsa have back in Concord. It’s difficult to see any details of the house in the evening light. Elsa opens the front door to the apartment and ushers Sophie in first.

The door opens into a living room with a plush beige carpet. Sophie’s feet sink into it. She can’t wait to feel it on her bare toes. She pauses long enough to take her shoes off, then Elsa leads her through the living room and into a hallway. Sophie catches a glimpse of mismatched artwork on the walls before Elsa turns her into the first bedroom.

Sophie isn’t surprised by the clashing styles, of the artwork or even the furniture. Elsa has a Dalí and a Pollock hanging in their room in Concord. She likes what she likes, whether it goes well together or not.

Sophie leaves her bag on the floor and goes to look at the pictures hanging on the walls. There’s a framed picture of the Condors after their Maple Cup win. Next to it is a picture of Sophie and Elsa holding the Maple Cup between them. Sophie is staring at the Cup as if all her dreams have come true. Elsa looks at her with the same expression.

They’re so young in that picture. Elsa doesn’t even have an A on her sweater yet, marking her as one of Sophie’s alternate captains.

“This year,” Elsa says. She comes up behind Sophie, and Sophie gratefully leans back against her.

“This year,” Sophie agrees.

*

After an early run and a joint shower, Sophie and Elsa join Elsa’s family for breakfast in the main house. Elsa’s mom looks like Elsa except half a foot shorter and her blonde hair is going white. Elsa’s dad has a mischievous glint in his eyes, which must be where Elsa gets her impish behavior from.

When Sophie tries to shake Elsa’s dad’s hand, he pulls her in for a hug instead. And then Elsa’s grandmother, a woman with short gray hair and a welcoming smile, kisses Sophie’s cheeks. Afterward, she pushes Sophie toward one of the chairs at the table.

“I can help,” Sophie says, because it seems rude to sit and wait for someone else to cook for her, then serve her.

Elsa’s grandmother waves her off, as if she doesn’t even need Elsa to translate to know what Sophie said.

“Has Elsa told you the best places to visit?” Elsa’s mom asks.

“We’ve picked some places to go,” Sophie answers neutrally.

This, apparently, is an invitation for Elsa’s parents and grandmother to talk over one another as they name their favorite sights in Sweden. Sophie’s overwhelmed at the first few and by the time they wind down, she is looking at Elsa with a hint of fear. There’s no way they can visit all those in one summer, but she doesn’t want to disappoint Elsa’s family.

Elsa smiles as if she can hear Sophie’s panic. “We don’t have to do it all this summer.”

“Oh,” Sophie says. Then, “Oh.” There isn’t anything to do but draw Elsa in for a kiss, something brief and sweet, because it’s early in the morning and they have an audience. She squeezes Elsa’s hands. “What do we want to do on this visit, then?”

“Today, we’re going to a museum,” Elsa says. “Someplace quiet and cool. Once you’ve adjusted to the time change, we’ll go for a bike ride around Roxen Lake. Maybe we’ll even have a picnic and go for a swim.”

Sophie wrinkles her nose. “A bike ride and swimming in the same day?”

Elsa laughs and dips in for another quick kiss. “Fun swimming. Like we’ll do in our saltwater pool.”

“We aren’t going to have a saltwater pool,” Sophie says, but she’s pretty sure she’s already lost this fight. Armand’s latest designs had a sketch of the backyard with three different sized pools. To distract herself from Elsa’s smug face, Sophie turns toward Elsa’s family. “Has Elsa told you we’re designing a house?”

“It’s very nice,” Elsa’s mom says politely, with the tone of someone who hates it but doesn’t want to offend anyone.

“She thinks it’s too big for only the two of us,” Elsa says.

“We need room for our families to visit,” Sophie says. “And we need the space to host team events. I guess most of the time it’ll only be the two of us. We could petition the front office for a rookie?”

“No,” Elsa says. “It’s for us. Everyone else is only allowed to visit.”

Sophie shrugs and doesn’t push. There are times she’s wanted a rookie or two, people to make her home seem less echoing and lonely. All those times have coincided with a lack of Elsa in her home. She doesn’t mind their house being only for the two of them.

She and Elsa exchange a smile which Elsa’s family politely ignores, then they sit down at the table to eat breakfast together.

After breakfast, Sophie and Elsa train. They eat again, have a short nap, then they go into Linköping to view the Linköping Castle. The castle is a museum now. They go on a tour and walk side by side. Their hands brush, but Sophie isn’t daring enough to hold Elsa’s hand, not even in Sweden.

They eat dinner in a quiet corner of a bustling restaurant. It takes most of Sophie’s remaining energy to lift her silverware, so Elsa carries the conversation for the two of them. Sometimes, her words trail off and when Sophie looks up, Elsa is staring at her with a fond smile. It never fails to make Sophie squirm, embarrassed and pleased to be the focus of Elsa’s attention.

By the time they’re done eating, the sky is beginning to grow dark. The day’s activity and the time change catch up with Sophie on the trip to Elsa’s. Sophie is happy to change into her pajamas once she’s in the room she and Elsa are sharing. She covers a yawn and waves Elsa off when she reaches for her own pajamas.

“You should hang out with your family,” Sophie says. “I’m going to be boring and sleep.”

“Sleep in this instead.” Elsa tosses a shirt at Sophie’s head.

Sophie catches the shirt and shakes it out to look at it. It’s dark green with the logo of Gothenburg’s hockey team. Sophie can’t help but laugh as she turns it over to see NYBERG and the number 13 on the back. “I’m in your apartment, in your bed, sleeping with you, and it isn’t enough?”

It’s a teasing more than a scolding because Sophie switches out her current sleep shirt for Elsa’s. Elsa grins as she slinks over to Sophie. She hooks her fingers in the waistband of Sophie’s pajama pants and tugs lightly on the elastic.

They’re close enough that Sophie can feel the heat from Elsa’s body. Elsa’s telegraphing her intentions obviously enough for Sophie to pick up on them. And Sophie had said she wanted to get into bed. Of course, she planned to sleep, but she’s adaptable. She can put sleep off for a little while.

“Did I put your shirt on so you could take it off again?” Sophie asks.

“You could leave it on,” Elsa suggests. She guides Sophie down onto the bed, until Sophie is laid out for Elsa’s greedy eyes. Before Sophie can become self-conscious at being on display like this, Elsa kneels on either side of Sophie’s thighs. She rucks up Sophie’s shirt and presses a kiss to the sensitive skin just below Sophie’s bellybutton.

It isn’t new to her, the way Elsa likes seeing Sophie in her clothes. Sophie spent years not understanding the kind of relationship Elsa wanted with her. And even now that they’re together, there are still boundaries, because they’re keeping their relationship private. In these moments they have alone, if Elsa wants to see the proof of her importance to Sophie, if she wants Sophie to wear shirts with Elsa’s name, then it’s an easy thing for Sophie to give her.

Sophie will even admit that it isn’t only for Elsa’s benefit. Sophie likes it too, the way Elsa stakes her claim. Of course, Sophie did it first, when she inked Elsa’s importance on her skin. With a grin of her own, Sophie tugs down her pajama pants until her crossed hockey stick tattoo is visible. She brushes her thumb over the 93 on one side and the 13 on the other.

Elsa nudges Sophie’s hand out of the way to press a kiss there as well.

“You and me,” Sophie says, and it’s a fact as much as a vow.

Elsa’s next kiss has the sting of teeth.

*

As much as Sophie enjoys her time in Sweden, sightseeing, spending time with Elsa’s family, and having Elsa to herself without the pressures of a hockey season, they do eventually have to leave. The farewells happen at the house, which Sophie quickly realizes is because it would cause a scene at the airport if they did it there.

Elsa and her mom hug each other tightly and talk for a long time. Elsa and her dad both tear up for their goodbyes. For Sophie’s part, she exchanges an awkward half-hug, half-handshake with Elsa’s dad which makes the man laugh and shed more tears.

Elsa’s grandmother presses a full winter set of knit gear into Sophie’s hands. There are mittens, a scarf, a hat, and socks. Unlike the previous gifts Sophie’s received, the crowns aren’t hidden, tucked away inside a pattern or flap. Everything is a rich blue with bright, bold, yellow crowns.

“These are lovely,” Sophie says, because it’s polite to thank someone for a gift. “But I’m Canadian.”

“For now.” Elsa’s grandmother pats Sophie’s face and shuffles to hug her granddaughter.

Sophie sighs and thanks Elsa’s grandmother in Swedish before she accepts a hug from Elsa’s mom. Even if Sophie and Elsa get married one day, she won’t wear anything so blatantly nationalistic. Sophie’s proud to represent Canada at the Winter Games, and she’ll grudgingly do it at any future International Hockey Tournaments. The headlines she would cause by wearing Swedish knitwear aren’t worth it.

But she takes the gift in the spirit that it’s meant; as far as Elsa’s family is concerned, Sophie is one of them now. It makes her think about commitments. Sophie and Elsa are dating, and they’re building a house together. When they return to Concord, they’re going to sign matching contracts, a commitment to Concord, yes, but also each other. It isn’t anything as binding or recognized as a marriage, but it’s a step in that direction.
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