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Grounded

Sophie Fournier, Book Six

K.R. Collins


To my family


Chapter One

End of an era?

Sophie Fournier is no stranger to the heralding of the end of her hockey career. People have tried to tear her down since she first put on skates, but none of them have succeeded. Even though it was Coach Butler who was fired and tossed out of Concord, it’s her career everyone claims is over.

Oh, the articles mention the Maple Cup she won, but they refer to it as if it happened two decades ago. As if it wasn’t just a few seasons ago and a historic moment for the sport. It was the first Maple Cup in Concord’s history, and she captained her team to victory and became the first woman to lift hockey’s greatest trophy.

None of the articles mention the International Hockey Tournament win from last February. There, she captained Team Canada to a win on the international stage. Does everyone believe her talent evaporated between then and now?

She was injured in the tournament, and she never fully healed, because her team needed her and her coach demanded her presence. With the season over, she will heal, and she’ll return next season better than she’s ever been.

End of an era.

Fuck. That.

★

When there are competing voices in the locker room, no one wins.

I’m looking forward to the opportunity to coach a team with the toughness and endurance to succeed at the end of a long season.

Sophie reads every article Butler is quoted in, and she watches every clip from his exit interviews. She swears at her computer and shakes her fist at the TV and excises the worst of her temper before she sits for the interviews Mary Beth, Concord’s PR manager, arranges for her to do in response.

It’s important for the coach and the captain to be on the same page.

No, shit. Sophie was on Butler’s page. For much longer than she should have been. She knows a divided team doesn’t make it far, and she knows how stubborn Butler is. There was no middle to meet in because he wouldn’t budge. By being on his page, she lost Elsa.

Elsa Nyberg is Sophie’s teammate. She was Sophie’s winger, when Butler didn’t split their line, she was Sophie’s alternate until Butler stripped the A from her jersey. She was Sophie’s roommate until, furious Sophie sided with Butler over her, she moved in with her boyfriend.

She’s still Sophie’s best friend, and Sophie will repair their relationship this season. With a fresh season ahead of them, Elsa will move back. With a new coach behind the bench, they’ll be reunited on the top line. The only reason Sophie couldn’t hold the team together at the end of last season was because her injury in the IHT kept her off the ice.

It was Butler’s fault she was hurt. He was behind Team USA’s bench at the IHT, and he gave his heavy hitters the green light to take runs at her. It was Anthony Sinclair who took her out, but it was done with Butler’s blessing. She still beat Team USA, and Butler didn’t forgive her for it, even once they were back in Concord with the same condor stitched onto all their gear.

With Sophie on injured reserve, he set about breaking the team next. He killed their confidence, insulted their hockey IQ, and took a group of highly motivated athletes and made them dread coming to the rink every day. She knows the start of this upcoming season will be spent undoing the damage he caused. She doesn’t know how long it will take or if there will be any long-standing consequences.

She wishes time would speed up and it was August already. She doesn’t want a summer to linger over everything that went wrong. She wants to dig in and fix it.

Instead, she sits for interviews, and smiles, bland and boring, as she answers stupid questions with even stupider, scripted answers. This isn’t what she’s meant for. She’s meant to be on the ice, with skates on her feet and a stick in her hands.

She wishes she could ditch her media responsibilities. She wishes she could answer truthfully, with all the fury she uses when she’s alone in her room.

She can’t do either of those things, so she does the next best one.

She goes to Wisconsin.

★

“I didn’t think you’d show.” Lexie picks Sophie up from the airport. Even with the obnoxiously large sunglasses which cover half her face, Lexie manages to project derision.

Alexis Engelking is the American forward who went fourth overall at her draft. It’s easy to remember; fourth woman drafted fourth overall. She even made it her number, but she did it out of spite, not pride. She’s a woman who runs on spite, always dialed up to eleven, the perfect foil to Sophie’s bland Canadian personality.

Sophie doesn’t hate her the way the media wishes she would, but she doesn’t particularly like her either. Lexie’s made it her mission to not be Sophie, which means constant attacks from someone Sophie hoped to be an ally.

Still, Lexie extended an offer to train together this summer. Sophie knows there will be plenty of competition. And she could use a little spite in her summer.

“I told you I would,” Sophie answers. She has a pair of sunglasses of her own and a Boston Red Sox cap she wears with the brim tipped low. Lexie promised her discreet summer training, a break from the media vultures who want to pick at the mess Butler left in his wake.

Sophie trusts they won’t be bothered here, if only because Lexie has her own reasons for being left alone this summer. Indianapolis, Lexie’s NAHL team, made it all the way to the Maple Cup Finals. It all came down to Game Seven. It took triple overtime, but the Boston Barons were victorious over the Indianapolis Renegades.

Chad Kensington, one of Lexie’s teammates, picked up the nickname Mr. OT, because he scored three OT series-winners throughout the playoffs. He closed out each round right up until the finals. He couldn’t get it done when it mattered, and Indianapolis ended their season without the Maple Cup, the same as every other team in the North American Hockey League, except for Boston.

Lexie isn’t the captain, but she and Kensington share the responsibility for being the face of the franchise. The media, happy to build up the duo during the season and the playoffs, is even happier to tear into them with the loss.

So yeah, Lexie’s equally motivated for a quiet, intense summer training session.

★

Sophie isn’t sure she has another hill left in her. Her quads are tight, her calves burn, and her shirt is soaked through with sweat. Now is as good a time to stop as any.

Lexie’s hair sticks up in every direction, the short strands wet from sweat and the water Lexie splashed on her face three hills ago. Her face is red with exertion. She wipes her face on her equally sweaty arm and casts a challenging look in Sophie’s direction. “I bet I beat you on this next one.”

Sophie takes inventory of her body again. She matches Lexie’s grin. “Loser buys lunch.”

★

They can’t train nonstop. When they aren’t pushing each other in the weight room or outside, they watch shitty TV in the house they’re renting. Lexie complains about how tight her IT bands are while she rolls out. Sophie uses a stretch band to work on her flexibility.

Sometimes, in the evening, they don’t do anything at all. Sophie assumed Lexie would be too twitchy for inactivity, but she surprises her. This evening, Lexie gives Sophie control over what they watch. “Pick something good.”

It’s a lot of pressure. She settles on Legally Blonde, and braces for Lexie’s mocking.

Lexie shrugs and digs into a pharmacy bag. She pulls out three bottles of nail polish. “Pick one.”

Sophie eyes them as if they’re grenades. “Why?”

“We’re bonding. Pick one or I’ll pick for you.”

One of the choices is a flagrant magenta. It’s too loud for Sophie and no doubt what Lexie would pick for her. She points to the more sedate blue-gray. Lexie rolls her eyes but sets it aside, along with the magenta. “I’ll do you first and then I’ll do me. I don’t trust you.”

“I’ve never really done this,” Sophie says.

“Duh,” Lexie says.

She unscrews the nail polish and bows her head over Sophie’s hands. Her hair slips down, covering her eyebrows. Both sides are shaved and what hair she does have on top is short. She styles it during the season, in ways which would give Mary Beth fits if Sophie ever did something so daring. Lexie can pull it off. Sophie’s hairstyles are simple: curls for interviews, braids for games. She doesn’t do swoops or spikes or Mohawks.

Lexie hesitates before she starts on Sophie’s first nail. She holds up the magenta. “Are you sure I can’t tempt you?”

“Positive.”

Lexie huffs but obligingly uses the blue-gray. “Has anyone ever told you you aren’t any fun?”

“All the time.”

Lexie’s quiet as she paints Sophie’s first nail and then her second. “You aren’t actually no fun.”

“It’s easier to let people believe it. I rocked the boat enough by being a girl playing hockey. I’m as boring as I can to make up for it.”

Sophie and Lexie have different philosophies on managing the pressure of the NAHL. Hockey is a homogenous sport. It hates any kind of outlier or difference. The fact that Sophie dared to play while female pushed the limits of the sport. She’s careful she doesn’t push more.

Lexie, of course, lives out and proud and loud. She wages an all-out assault on hockey culture and dares it to hold out longer than she can. Sophie thinks it sounds exhausting.

“How’s it worked out for you?” Lexie asks.

“I’m here, aren’t I?”

Lexie rolls her eyes.

“I have a Maple Cup.” Sophie’s tone is sharp, and she takes a brief satisfaction at Lexie’s flinch, because she almost had a Cup. “I have a captaincy. I have a team I love. If I could go back and tell my younger self I would have this one day, I would have done anything. I did do anything, and it was all for the hope I’d make it. You can be the firecracker. I just want to be left alone.”

“But you don’t.” Lexie doesn’t look up from painting Sophie’s nails, but she gives Sophie her full attention anyway. “You want everyone to notice you. You want them to like you. Sophie Fournier and the tragic tale of Bobby Brindle’s scorn.”

“I looked up to him as a kid. Turns out he’s an asshole.” It’s a flip answer. The truth is deeper than that. Brindle was part of the Montreal Mammoths’ history-making five-Cup run. Her first hockey jersey had his name and number on the back. Her mémé taught her to love the Mammoths, and she would watch old footage of his games for hours in her grandparents’ basement. She thought he was one of the greatest hockey players of all time.

Then she met him.

He dismissed her when she was still in prep school, playing for Chilton Academy. While other broadcasters were debating if she could break into the NAHL, he wouldn’t even discuss it. He was one of the most vocal when a lockout ground the NAHL to a halt, the season before she’d be draft eligible. He claimed she was the reason for the lockout and then he complained about the league caving to political correctness and pressure when they grudgingly invited her to the draft.

Her résumé doesn’t matter to him. She has gold medals and championships and even a Maple Cup under her belt, but to him, she’s still an interloper. It makes her wish she’d broken his point streak in her rookie season. Or the one after it or the one after that. This season. She’ll overwrite him in the record book. It won’t change his attitude. He’ll still dismiss her every chance he gets. But it’s his era which is over. There are no more games for him to win, no more records for him to set. She still has her whole career to make her mark on the NAHL.

“Most hockey players are assholes,” Lexie says.

“You would know best. There’s a lot of chatter about the red, white, and blue line.”

Alexis Engelking, Chad Kensington, and Logan Steele. They’re three American-born players, all drafted high in the first round, and they all play for Indianapolis. It’s a lethal line, unbelievable talent packed into it. Most teams dream of having one player of their caliber. Three is unheard of, and more than one team lodged complaints about the draft format after Indianapolis was able to snap up all three players in only two years.

Of course, young talent often brings trouble with it. Despite Bobby Brindle’s attitude, there’s no disputing that Sophie is the best player on the Concord Condors. There are a lot of people who will argue she’s the best in the entire NAHL. Indianapolis doesn’t have the same certainty. All three players are good, and all three believe they’re the best. Sophie’s heard many stories about the blowups in Indianapolis when their pride gets in their way.

“Logan’s an idiot. Chad’s an asshole. And he’s superstitious as hell. He puts his gear on the exact same way every game: left side, then right. He has to eat the same food, down to the brand, at the exact same time. Do you remember our 7-2 blowout? He claimed it was because he had fish instead of steak the night before. It’s a fucking excuse. You don’t prepare to win by being fussy. You do it by putting in the work. He’s lazy as shit.”

Sophie’s never been able to rely on superstition the way some of her teammates have. Years and years ago, Daniel Mathers replaced his jock and then put up four points in a game. He hasn’t changed his jock since. There are guys who tape their stick a certain way because once they scored a big goal and now, they can’t deviate. Sophie takes comfort in routine as much as the next person, but she doesn’t put her faith in superstition. Like Lexie, she puts her faith in herself.

“The guys told me to stop fucking with his system.” Lexie finishes the first coat on Sophie’s left hand and moves to her right. “If he can’t handle change, he’s a liability. I’m making him better.”

There are other rumors Sophie’s heard. There’s evidence for the way Lexie and Kensington will race for the puck after one of their teammates scores their first NAHL goal. The media adds it to a long list of competitions between the two superstars. But Sophie heard it was because Kensington used to snatch the puck and then not give it to the player until they did some kind of stupid shit like tie his skates for a week or take him out to dinner.

“Losing sucked. We were so fucking close and—” Lexie cuts herself off with a grunt.

Sophie doesn’t know what it’s like to be so close and lose. She was swept in the first round, and it sucked. She lost in the second round and hated it. But the one time she made it to the finals, she won the Maple Cup.

“We should have won,” Lexie says.

“I would say better luck this year, but we’re winning it this season.”

“Your team is in shambles, and you don’t have a coach. Not even you can single-handedly drag your team for an entire season and the playoffs.”

“I thought that’s why I was training with you this summer.”

Lexie grins, predictably puffing up at the compliment.


Chapter Two

“It’s Friday night, we’re going out,” Lexie announces.

“There’s no we.”

“There’s no I in team or whatever.” Lexie pulls on Sophie’s arm. “Come on, we’re going clubbing.”

“Fuck no.” Sophie stays where she is, happily seated on the couch. “Go have phone sex with your boyfriend again. That should be enough fun for a Friday night.”

Lexie’s fingers slacken and slip from their hold on Sophie’s arm. Unlike Sophie, she hasn’t had a lifetime of practice shielding her thoughts. Her surprise and panic are clear as day on her face.

“It’s a secret.” Sophie figured out something was going on when Lexie would shut herself in her room to talk to someone. Normally, she lives her life on center stage. Sophie didn’t intend to eavesdrop, but the walls are thin here. Once she heard enough to realize what was going on, she put on her noise cancelling headphones. “I won’t tell anyone.”

Lexie runs a hand through her hair. She’s uncharacteristically somber. “I fucked it up the first time. I’m better now. Or trying, at least. It’s easier without the whole world knowing.”

Sophie is a keeper of secrets. Her own, what few she can keep from the prying eyes of the media and her own PR team. But others as well. Christian Spitzweg, one of her teammates, came out to her in her third season. Last year, Dmitri Ivanov told her he was not only dating Alina Osipova but also her skating partner, Alexander Godunov. She never would have imagined Lexie handing her a secret to guard, but she won’t betray her confidence.

“I’ll go get my headphones,” Sophie says.

“Hell no.” Lexie hoists Sophie to her feet and herds her toward the stairs. “We’re going clubbing.”

“What happened to phone sex?”

“First, dancing. Then, we’ll come home and I’ll tell him all about it.” She laughs at the expression on Sophie’s face and hauls her upstairs to go through Lexie’s closet.

Elsa used to do this as well, play dress-up with Sophie before they went out. It’s different with Lexie. Every time Sophie tries to protest, Lexie talks over her or throws clothes at her head to muffle what she says. The two women also have different styles. Elsa loves dresses, the tighter and shorter the better. She gravitates toward bright colors and loud patterns.

Lexie plucks a pair of dark-green overall shorts from her closet.

“No,” Sophie says, because her style doesn’t match Elsa or Lexie’s.

“Calm your tits, these are for me.” Lexie plucks a strapless, stretchy bra out of her dresser drawer and tosses both articles of clothing on her bed. She strips her shirt off and throws it in the direction of her laundry basket.

“Where’s your shirt?” Sophie asks.

“You’re cute,” Lexie says with a laugh.

★

Lexie’s bra is her shirt. It means a lot of skin on display because her overalls and the bralette don’t do much to cover her. She tried to put Sophie in a pair of overalls as well, but Sophie’s ass is too big for the two of them to share clothes. It means she’s in her comfort jeans and a T-shirt.

“This way, all the attention will be on you,” Sophie says when Lexie scoffs at her.

“It would be anyway.”

“Your modesty is what I like most about you.” Sophie grabs the keys off the counter and leads the way to the car. She drives because it means Lexie can’t make her drink once they’re at the club.

Club might be a generous word for the place they go. There’s a huge parking lot because the venue is a converted warehouse. Lexie flashes their IDs to the bouncer and strolls in like it’s some fancy place in LA and not a dimly lit room with sticky floors in the middle of nowhere Wisconsin.

Lexie pulls Sophie along as Sophie searches for the pool tables. They’re a reliable excuse to keep from dancing, one she uses all the time back in Concord. There are no pool tables here. No darts either. Lexie drags Sophie to the bar which is moderately better lit than the rest of the place.

Lexie leans back against the bar and surveys the room as if she’s hunting for her first target. Sophie’s seen hockey players cower under Lexie’s full attention. Here, a few brave souls stare back.

“Have fun,” Sophie says. She drifts down the bar until she finds a less crowded pocket of space. She requests a bottle of water and there’s barely any wait before she has it in hand. She untwists the cap as a woman sidles over. Like Sophie, she’s in jeans and a T-shirt. She has a plaid, short-sleeve shirt over it but it’s unbuttoned.

Sophie sips her water and tugs at her own shirt. She’s already sweating.

“Are you looking for a quiet night?” The woman nods at Sophie’s water.

“Always.” Sophie offers a self-deprecating smile, one which works well on the media.

The woman settles into the empty space next to Sophie. “I’m Trish.” She fans herself with a drink coaster. “Is it too soon to ask if you want to get out of here?”

Sophie chokes on her next sip of water. People rarely hit on her and never so directly. She glances at the woman—Trish—and finds her grinning. Sophie wipes her mouth. “I’m the driver tonight so I can’t disappear.” She scans the crowd and then points out Lexie. Lexie downs two shots and stalks onto the dance floor.

“Wow. You thought you’d have a quiet night?”

It’s Sophie’s turn to grin. “She can have all the loud.”

They lapse into silence for a beat before Trish says. “I’ve given you my name, now it’s your turn. You’re new at this, aren’t you?”

Sophie has a few ideas of what this is. The answer to all of them is yes. She rolls her water bottle between her hands. “I’m Sophie. I’m, uh, not from around here.”

“I would’ve remembered seeing you.” Trish gives her another slow smile, and Sophie can’t help but draw into herself.

She knows what Trish wants, and it’ll be better for everyone if she realizes it won’t happen. “Look, my night ends with driving Lexie home so…” Sophie hopes she won’t have to finish the rejection. She doesn’t have much experience being hit on by women. The few men who have hit on her, none of them take rejection well.

Trish’s eyes crinkle at the corners as she smiles. “You’ve never chatted someone up just to chat?”

Sophie shakes her head.

“Here’s the deal.” Trish’s smile goes from teasing to something kinder. “You can tell me to fuck off, and you won’t see me again. Or, knowing you’re driving your friend home at the end of the night, we can have a harmless flirt.”

Sophie doesn’t understand. And then, because she won’t see Trish again after tonight, she asks, “Why?”

“Because it’s fun. The butterflies in my stomach when I make a cute woman blush, the moment of uncertainty after a joke before I’m rewarded with a laugh. I’m not saying the endgame isn’t worth it, but the journey’s good too.”

Every year, Sophie laces up her skates, pulls her Condors jersey over her head, and sets out on a mission to win the Maple Cup. The…journey isn’t what she’s interested in. She’s interested in the shiny silver trophy which tells everyone she was good enough.

Trish laughs. “I’m sorry, you look like a suspicious cat.”

“I’m goal-oriented,” Sophie says.

“All right, I can work with that. The goal is to make sure you have a good time before you bring your friend home. You’re not from around here, so, how’d you end up here?”

“Vacation with a friend. I needed something different.”

It isn’t much to go on, but Trish isn’t deterred. “You have a bit of an accent. Are you from the east coast?”

“Canada, actually.”

“No, shit! Can you speak French? I want to learn all the dirty stuff. Girls fucking love it when you can talk dirty in a different language.”

★

It takes Lexie three hours to dance with every person brave enough to approach her. When she’s done, she struts up to Sophie and Trish and slings a sweaty arm around Sophie’s shoulders. “Should I walk home?”

Sophie elbows her and apologizes to Trish. “I’m sorry about her.”

Trish laughs and waves it off. “It was nice to meet you, Sophie.”

“You too.”

When they reach the car, Lexie buckles herself in and props her feet up on the dash. “You let her put her hand in your pocket. I didn’t know you did that with women.”

It turns out flirting is like navigating the media. There’s an expected script and once Sophie figured out the patterns, she was quick to pick up the back-and-forth. There are dangled promises, implied answers, and even a physical side, little touches and coy looks. Unlike with the media, Sophie could relax. She and Trish both knew the flirting wasn’t going anywhere so Sophie had the freedom to loosen up. Against all expectation, she had fun.

There’s something off about Lexie’s tone though. If it was anyone else, Sophie would say she sounded hurt. “We were only talking.”

“Not even you’re that oblivious. She was putting the moves on you. You think I can’t tell? I’ve been doing this since I was a teenager.”

Oh, it is hurt. In Lexie’s first season in the NAHL, The Sin Bin plastered pictures of her kissing girls all over the internet. The story wasn’t a day old before Lexie issued a clarification. She isn’t a lesbian, she’s bisexual. She told Sophie she wasn’t outed because she was never in. Still, she’s the first out player in the NAHL. And now she thinks Sophie’s been keeping secrets.

“I’m not—” Sophie huffs. She isn’t whatever Lexie thinks she is. She isn’t sure she’s anything. Boys have never interested her and last year she kissed Gabrielle, another woman in the league, to see if girls interested her. They don’t either. “We both knew I was driving you home at the end of the night. Nothing was going to happen.”

“Did you want it to?”

“No.”

“Why not? She was hot. I would’ve.”

“Did you know not all women in the NAHL are the same?” Sophie asks, falling back on what’s become something of a canned line.

Predictably, Lexie rolls her eyes. “Fuck you.”

“Save it for your boyfriend.”

Lexie’s startled into a laugh. “You think that’s the kind of dirty talk we share? I thought you listened in.”

“No, no, no,” Sophie says, because Lexie can jump to an even more incorrect conclusion. “I accidentally overheard and then made sure never to again.”

“We do threesomes, you know.”

“Bullshit. You’re terrible at sharing, and I doubt there’s a man in the world who can keep up with you and someone else.”

Lexie turns to Sophie, delighted. “Why thank you.”

“I called you selfish and difficult, how did you twist it into a compliment?”

“I knew this summer was a good idea,” Lexie says.

For the sake of her sanity, Sophie lets the subject drop.

★

Sophie and Lexie aren’t the only hockey players enjoying their summer. Sophie wakes up to a text from her brother. It’s a blurry picture of a guy kissing one woman while his hand is up the skirt of another. Colby tells her it’s supposedly Chad Kensington.

Since his source is The Sin Bin, Sophie doesn’t jump to believe it. The Sin Bin claimed Sophie was fucking Dima in her first season and by her second, it claimed she was hockeysexual. She pulls up the website on her computer, anyway. The article is the lead headline. Kensington Remembers How to Score. It’s clearly a dig at how his point production dried up in the Maple Cup finals.

The picture Colby sent her is the same one from the site, but on her computer, it’s much larger. It’s still grainy. The guy in the picture is shortish and white. He has light-brown hair, and his tongue is in some woman’s mouth. He could be Kensington. He could also be a hundred different hockey players.

She texts the article to Mary Beth. She doesn’t know if the PR crews on different teams talk to each other. If this is going to explode into a story, Sophie wants Lexie to be prepared. She leaves her computer open and her phone on the table as she makes breakfast.

By the time Lexie comes down in a pair of boxer shorts and a tank top, the oatmeal is simmering. Lexie’s hair, a mess when they left the club last night, currently defies gravity. It sticks up in spikes like a disgruntled hedgehog.

“Laugh it up,” Lexie grumbles. She turns toward the oatmeal as if she can smell it. “Enough for two?”

“Yeah, but I’m not serving you.”

Lexie rounds the counter on the way to the cabinets. She pauses at the sight of Sophie’s laptop. “What the fuck is this? And who’s Mary Beth?” Lexie holds up Sophie’s phone.

Sophie snatches it from her hands and answers. “I hope I didn’t wake you up.”

“That honor goes to Lucille. She decided four in the morning was when she wanted breakfast, and she yowled outside my door until I got up. Cats. Why are you jumping at rumors? You know you can’t trust anything from that site.”

“If the article was about one of our guys, you’d have already called me with an action plan. No one’s called Lexie.”

“It isn’t a story,” Mary Beth says firmly.

★

The second woman in the picture comes forward to say the picture was taken moments before she slapped Kensington across the face for slipping his hand up her skirt. Mary Beth texts Sophie to remind her this isn’t her team, and she doesn’t need to be involved.

Still, Sophie can’t help but notice she’s had more communication with her PR team than Lexie has.

“Would you stop it?” Lexie pushes away from the table and groans. “What’s your thing? Not all women in the NAHL are the same? I don’t clean up other people’s shit.”

“Does he do this kind of thing a lot?” Sophie asks.

“No,” Lexie snaps. “I mean, he hits on women who are out of his league all the time, because everyone’s out of his league. But there’s a line, and he knows what it is.”

Knowing there’s a line doesn’t mean he always does the right thing. Sophie doesn’t say it because Lexie looks on the verge of throwing a punch or two.

“My PR team hasn’t reached out to me because they know better. Would you do it? Of course, you would. You’d let them play dress-up and do your hair and then you’d sit and answer questions like a fucking angel.”

“This isn’t the kind of mess I clean up.” Sophie has spent the summer smoothing over Butler’s parting jabs and softening the speculation that Concord’s locker room is a pot waiting to boil over. She’s a good distraction, and Concord doesn’t hesitate to trot her out when needed.

“At least when I tried to drown the season in alcohol, I did it in the privacy of my own home.” Lexie runs her hands through her hair and growls when it isn’t long enough to pull.

★

A fan at the bar claims it was Steele, not Kensington in the picture. The woman in the skirt asserts it was Kensington. The woman he was kissing can’t be reached for comment. Instead of becoming a non-story, hockey media latches onto it. The summer is slow for news, and so The National Sports Network brings on a geometry professor to try to determine the height of the player in the picture so they can say whether it’s Kensington or Steele.

Sophie watches the segment in horrified disbelief.

“Turn it off,” Lexie says.

Sophie turns it off and heads outside for a walk. The sun dipped down below the trees, but it hasn’t cooled off much since their afternoon workout. It’s a muggy heat, the kind which sticks to her skin. It’s better than being cooped up with Lexie’s temper.

She turns down a side street and answers her phone when Colby calls.

“This is a train wreck,” her brother says. “Are you watching right now?”

“I was but Lexie wanted it off.”

“Shit, you’re training with her. Does she have the inside scoop?”

Sophie smiles even as she shakes her head. Hockey players, even if they’re not professionals, are such gossips. Lexie hasn’t said anything definitive, but the way she talks, she sounds pretty sure it was Kensington. There’s no way she’s going to tell anyone that, and Sophie won’t talk either.

“It’s weird neither of them have made a statement,” Colby adds.

“Not that weird,” Sophie says. At first, it was. Enough time has passed for Indy’s silence to be deliberate. “They haven’t decided who they’re throwing under the bus yet.”

“What? No!”

Sophie talks over her brother’s protests. “The Renegades lost in the finals and now there’s this fiasco. Indy will pick one of them to hang their disappointment on and then move on from the season and the summer. It’ll be a clean slate.” Sophie laughs but it’s a hollow sound. “Team is family. The bonds of brotherhood. Blah, blah, bullshit.”

“Sophie—”

“Concord did the same thing,” Sophie points out. “They wrapped the season’s failure around Butler and tossed him out.” It could easily have been her instead. It will be soon unless Sophie proves why Concord was right to keep her.

She and Lexie need to up their training. They both have long seasons ahead of them.

★

Before the story is a week old, Indianapolis trades Logan Steele.

He’s a talented young player, the press release reads. This trade isn’t an indictment or judgment of recent events but an opportunity for Logan to grow with a different organization. We wish him the best in Santa Fe.

There’s already a bunch of articles talking about Steele’s lack of maturity as if to try to show the trade was made for reasons other than the bar picture. Mary Beth has sent Sophie two texts to remind her this isn’t her responsibility.

It might not be Sophie’s, but she knows whose it is now. She leaves Lexie to glare at her eggs and slips outside to call Madison Plante. Mads is a fellow Canadian, a stocky defensewoman who plays for Santa Fe. Lexie’s managed to keep out of this mess, but it’ll be different for Mads.

“I guess I should have expected a call from you,” Mads says when she picks up.

Sophie’s collected several firsts in the NAHL; first woman drafted, first woman to play, first woman to wear an A and then the C. Mads has some of her own as well. She’s the first defensewoman drafted and, two seasons ago, she became the first woman to drop her gloves against a male player. Santa Fe will still use her to soften Steele’s image.

“You don’t have to do it,” Sophie says.

“He’s a first-round draft pick, and I’m a stay-at-home defensewoman picked late in the draft. I’m easy to replace.” Mads is practical and already resigned. “Do you think he did it?”

“No, I don’t.” As much as Sophie loves her brother, she won’t gossip with him. But Mads is the one who has to play with Steele, and Sophie trusts Lexie’s judgement enough to believe it was Kensington. “But whether or not he did, you don’t owe him anything.”

“He’s my teammate.”

And Mads is loyal. Sophie pinches the bridge of her nose. “If you need anything, call me. I haven’t been in this particular situation, but I know this song and dance.”

“You have your own shit to deal with.”

“It’s a coaching change. It’s making headlines because it’s the summer and they’re all bored.”

“How bad did it get?”

My team’s a mess, my best friend moved out, and my coach dragged me through the mud on his way out. Sophie shrugs even though Mads can’t see her. “There’s some damage control to do, but we’ll be fine.”

“You can talk about it,” Mads says. “You should be able to come to us the way we can come to you.”

“If I need anyone, I will,” Sophie promises.

She doesn’t plan on needing anyone.

★

Concord drops the short list for their new head coach amidst all the Indianapolis drama. Sophie’s tempted to laugh, because somehow, she is cleaning up Indianapolis’s mess. Or, at the very least, distracting from it.

At first glance the list is nothing special; two former NAHL coaches, one college coach, and one Juniors coach. With any other team, the list wouldn’t make waves outside its market. But the Concord Condors aren’t any other team.

The Juniors coach, Mark Elison, is the current coach of the Grand Rapids Steamboats. He has a long tenure with them, long enough that he was Lexie’s coach for a year. The hockey media must think it’s Christmas in July. Every reporter will run something about how Concord always caters to Sophie Fournier.

“Elison?” Sophie demands when Mary Beth calls her. Does Concord enjoy making her life more difficult?

“He has a reputation.” Mary Beth is collected in the face of Sophie’s anger. “The Steamboats were a mess when he stepped in. No one wanted to play there. Prospects gave interviews before the draft telling the team not to draft them. He changed the culture there.”

Sophie’s heard whispers of what happened in Grand Rapids, about the hazing which consistently went too far. And maybe those whispers were true. Maybe even worse happened, and Grand Rapids became a black hole. And maybe Mark Elison swept in and saved them, but Concord isn’t Grand Rapids.

All anyone will care is that Elison coached Lexie and now Concord wants him to coach Sophie.

“Next summer, I’m going somewhere with no phone and no internet access,” Sophie says.

Mary Beth laughs as if Sophie’s joking.

★

Sophie fiddles with her smoothie as Lexie paces the length of the kitchen. After her third pass, Lexie whirls on Sophie. “Spit it out.”

Sophie taps her fingers against her glass. Those whispers about Grand Rapids, Sophie never dug into them. She didn’t play in Juniors, and she had enough on her plate navigating Chilton Academy and then the NAHL.

“You played for the Steamboats for two years,” Sophie says. She doesn’t know how to ask are you okay or do you want to talk about it without inviting a punch to the face.

Lexie rests her elbows on the counter and holds Sophie’s gaze. “You told me you would’ve done anything for even the hope of making it to the NAHL.”

Sophie nods.

“Well.” Lexie pushes off the counter. “I guess we’re not so different after all.”


Chapter Three

Sophie doesn’t spend the entire summer training with Lexie. She has endorsement responsibilities and media events and, toward the end of the summer, she has a wedding to attend. Theodore Augereau, Teddy to his teammates, is getting married. He bans all hockey talk from the event which Sophie suspects is an unnecessary attempt to protect her. She’s spent most of her summer talking about Concord and the coaching situation. She can do it again with her teammates.

One of her teammates, Jeffrey McArthur, picks her up from the airport. His copper beard is trimmed short, and his hair is neat as well, as if his wife Marissa ordered him into a barbershop in anticipation of the wedding. Sophie can’t judge. She has her own salon appointment to make her hair picture perfect for the wedding.

Merlin bounces on his toes next to Sophie as they wait for her luggage. He grins and refuses to tell her why he’s so happy or why Marissa didn’t come to the airport as well.

“You bought a house this summer,” Sophie says once they’re in his rental car. “What happened to an apartment being too big for two people?”

Merlin shrugs but his smile doesn’t dim a bit. “It was time.”

Sophie eyes him warily. Hockey players are odd, but Merlin’s acting even stranger than usual. They drop her bags in her room and then he practically hauls her down the hallway to his hotel room. Before she can demand to know what’s going on, he opens his door and ushers her inside and—

“Oh.” Sophie blinks as she takes in Marissa and her rounded stomach. “Um, oh wow. Congratulations.”

Marissa beams and rubs her hands over her belly. “Thank you. Teddy and Alyssa know, of course, but we haven’t told anyone else really.”

Sophie nods. Merlin’s married and having his first kid. Teddy’s getting married. Her team is growing up and Sophie…isn’t. Even Lexie has someone. But for Sophie, a family of her own has always been an abstract concept. It’s slotted into her after hockey part of life; something that will just happen.

But relationships don’t just happen. How many times has she heard the story of Merlin and Marissa’s first meeting? Merlin was a dumbass and got himself hurt and because he didn’t want to admit it to his coach or his trainers, he went to the local ER instead. He met Marissa there and yeah, they now have a house and a marriage and a baby on the way, but it took years.

Sophie shakes herself out of her maudlin thoughts. She has hockey. She doesn’t need anything else right now.

★

The wedding ceremony is beautiful. Teddy slips a ring on Alyssa’s finger and kisses her in the church. Those were the two things he told Sophie he wanted out of the day. Everything else was window dressing. When they recite their vows, Sophie’s chest grows tight, full of longing for something she doesn’t even want.

She likes the idea of having someone to come home to after a long road trip, but she doesn’t need a spouse. For the past few years, it’s been Elsa she comes home to. Or rather, who she comes home with. She isn’t interested in romance, but she doesn’t want to be alone. Living with Elsa is the perfect solution. And, if things became less perfect with the addition of Brandon, well, Sophie’s adaptable. Sharing her house with Elsa and Elsa’s boyfriend is still better than being on her own.

After the ceremony, everyone goes to the reception hall. Sophie isn’t the only one relieved when she steps inside and is met with the air-conditioned cold. It’s a relief from the sticky summer heat, especially since Sophie is in a three-piece suit. It was certainly an honor to be part of the wedding party, but she’s sweltering in all her layers.

She follows the noise until she finds one of the tables reserved for hockey players. There are guys from Teddy’s previous teams, but she homes in on the people she recognizes, familiar faces from the Condors. As always, Kevlar and Theo are side by side. Kevin Faulkner and Theodore Smith are d-partners and best friends. Currently, Kevlar is telling a story which has Theo in stitches even though he’s probably heard it at least once before.

Kevlar’s jacket hangs over the back of his chair, and he rolled his shirt sleeves up. His tattoos curl around his dark skin and tell even more stories for anyone who knows how to read them. Theo grew his hair out this summer, and he’s rocking a man bun. Sophie hopes he buzzes his head before the season begins.

Merlin and Marissa are sitting next to each other as well. Merlin has an arm slung over her chair, but he leans toward Kevlar and Theo, grinning at the story. On Kevlar’s other side is Elsa and—

Sophie’s brain screeches to a halt.

Elsa?

Sitting at the table, her skin golden with her summer tan, is Elsa. Her hair is up in an elaborate twist, and she wears a light summer dress. She’s laughing at the story too. Sophie is frozen, still a distance away from the table. Elsa didn’t tell Sophie she was flying in for the wedding. They didn’t part on good terms at locker room cleanout, but it’s been almost the whole summer. It should be water under the bridge.




OEBPS/CoverDesign.jpg





OEBPS/image0.jpg





