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the ones who so selflessly protect and cherish,


who love with their whole heart,


who are generous with their attentiveness


in ways that impact others more than they could ever know…
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CHAPTER 1
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YES, SIR


Will


“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”


I growled the words, ripping my mask off as I skated past our wide-eyed assistant athletic trainer. She was new to the team, joining us for her first season, and I didn’t mean to make her pale as a ghost with my reaction to the message she’d delivered — but I couldn’t help it.


Grumpy was my natural state of being lately.


And I was extra grumpy at the moment from being interrupted in the middle of our practice by a trainer telling me my daughter was here.


Ava was my fucking world. Other than hockey, she was all that mattered to me. I looked forward to every minute I got to spend with her.


The issue was that she should have been at home right now with the newest nanny I’d hired — not standing in the penalty box.


I tried and failed to school my breathing the closer I got, both frustrated by a clear sign my latest nanny had bit the dust, and worried something might have happened to Ava. But she looked content as could be, perched on the seat inside the box, pressing up onto her toes to get a better look at the rink through the glass. She was watching the rest of the team as they ran drills, her mop of dark brown curls falling out of the ponytail I’d tried to wrangle them into earlier that morning.


Like me, my daughter didn’t smile much. It was an unfortunate side-effect to having me as a father and the only steady parental figure in her life.


But right now, her eyes were big and filled with excitement — well, as much excitement as she was capable of showing, anyway. The kid loved hockey just as much as I did, and any time I let her come to the arena, she lit up like I’d taken her to Disney World.


Except this time, I hadn’t let her come. This wasn’t an approved visit.


She was supposed to be at home — playing house or running in the yard or swimming in our pool.


Instead, she was watching pucks fly.


And it wasn’t her nanny standing beside her and making sure she didn’t fall.


It was Chloe Knott — her kindergarten teacher.


She stood out like a sore thumb, not just because the stands were empty, but because that woman wouldn’t be able to blend in anywhere no matter how hard she tried.


Her bright copper wave of hair was lobbed just above her shoulders and parted down the middle, her brown eyes framed with thick, dark lashes that dusted her rosy cheeks every time she blinked. Other than that blush, her skin was like porcelain, pale and smooth like she bathed in sunscreen every morning before leaving the house.


She wore a long black skirt with white polka dots and a white t-shirt with a rainbow on it. Under the rainbow, it said no rain, no rainbow. Jade green arches dangled from her ears to complete the look, and they shimmered in the stadium lighting the closer I got.


I remembered the relief I’d felt in my chest the first time I’d met her, how she’d warmed at the sight of Ava as if she were her only student. Chloe had bent down to her level, looking her right in the eye and talking to her like an adult. She’d managed to get my daughter to smirk, and I’d felt the weight on my chest dissipate.


It was one thing to have Ava in a half-day of early learning last year, but to have her officially in school had put my emotions through the wringer. I didn’t want her to grow up. I didn’t want to have to face everything that came with school — bullies, friendships breaking down, the struggle of learning.


I wanted her to hold onto her innocence forever, to always stay this young.


“I’m so sorry, Mr. Perry,” Chloe said when I was close enough to hear her. She smiled apologetically, her coral-painted lips curving up just a fraction as she looked at Ava and then at me. “I didn’t know what else to do.”


I could put the pieces together before I even got an explanation.


After the run of bad luck I’d had with nannies over the summer, I’d made sure to let Miss Knott know when I hired a new one. I’d also written consent for Miss Knott to be able to drive Ava to me should anything happen.


She had already been added to my approved list from when she’d tutored Ava in the first semester of the year, as my daughter had struggled with speaking in front of a class of twenty kids. When Ava finally started feeling comfortable, she excelled — but I didn’t revoke Miss Knott’s access even now that we were in the second semester, because I had a feeling I’d need her.


The fact that I couldn’t depend on anyone I’d hired to care for Ava thus far made me grind my fucking teeth.


To me, it was simple — if you had a job, you did that job. Properly. End of story.


Apparently, that was asking too much.


When I joined Miss Knot and Ava in the box, I immediately shut the door behind me just in case a puck came flying our way. And even though it didn’t do much to block out the noise of practice, I was instantly aware of how the three of us fit in the tight space.


I was particularly aware of how close I stood to Chloe.


The modest skirt and t-shirt she wore did absolutely nothing to hide her curves, and I was as irritated as I was surprised by the fact that I noticed those curves at all. I cataloged the way her ample breasts stretched that damn rainbow on her chest, how her hips made that polka dot skirt flare, how soft her arms and legs were…


I thought that side of me was dead. I hadn’t so much as cast a woman a second look since my wife passed, other than to take care of my needs when I had to.


But the awareness buzzing beneath my skin proved my theory wrong.


Because I was very attuned to my daughter’s teacher at the moment.


“What happened?” I grumbled more forcefully than I meant to.


“Hi, Daddy,” Ava said, not bothering to take her eyes off the rink.


I softened, just a bit, leaning in to sweep her hair off her face and kiss her cheek. “Hey, Pumpkin.”


Chloe lowered her voice a little, all while keeping a close eye on Ava to make sure she didn’t fall off the bench she was standing on.


“I tried calling,” she explained, her eyes sympathetic. “No one came to pick Ava up. We tried the number you left us for Ava’s new nanny, and when that failed, we tried your cell, and then the emergency contact you have on file. When we didn’t get an answer, I took it upon myself since I had your permission on file. I tried your home address first, but no one was there. So…”


“You came here,” I finished, pinching the bridge of my nose on a sigh. The emergency contact I’d put down was my uncle — the closest thing I’d ever had to a father, since mine had been a shell of himself after my mother passed. But my uncle was a lineman, a dangerous electrician job that fulfilled his thrill-seeking nature, and he was on the road more than he was home anymore.


“I’m sorry,” she said again, and when I looked at her, she was biting her lower lip as if she’d done something wrong. She was also wringing her hands together, nervously tucking her hair behind her ear only to untuck it again, and shifting side to side.


I’d never seen someone wear their anxiety like that — especially when they were doing someone a favor, not being a burden in any way.


I blew out a breath. “Not your fault I seem to have a knack for finding the worst nannies in the world.”


“It’s okay, Daddy. We are doing our best.”


Again, Ava didn’t take her eyes off the rink when she said those words. When I messed up, which was often, those were the exact words I used. Now, she was echoing them back to me, and Chloe smiled, glancing at my daughter before her eyes found me again.


I couldn’t even find it in me to be pissed off — mostly because, at this point, I was just tired. I’d tried everything, from personal recommendations from my teammates’ wives to working with a recruiter.


So far, every nanny I’d hired had either been unprofessional, under qualified, or unavailable for the hours I needed them.


I’d dealt with everything from older women who couldn’t keep up with Ava’s energy to younger women who pretended to be a nanny only to attempt to shoot their shot with me when Ava was asleep.


Why was this so goddamn difficult?


If Jenny were here, she’d know what to do.


Then again, if Jenny were alive, we wouldn’t need a nanny in the first place.


My chest tightened the way it always did when I thought about my late wife, the mixture of complicated emotions all too familiar.


“It’s me who should be sorry, and I am,” I finally said to Chloe, ruffling my kid’s hair before I looked at her teacher again. “Thank you for bringing her here.”


“Of course.”


Chloe’s eyes flicked between mine, those impossibly wide brown irises watching me with uncertainty.


“I can watch her,” she offered suddenly, her voice louder than it had been. The offer seemed to surprise her as much as it did me, because she nervously grabbed her elbow with the opposite hand. “I mean, it seems like you’re a little tied up. Unless you want to call her nanny?”


“Oh, I want to call her ex nanny many things,” I grumbled.


Chloe smiled. “I’m happy to take her to my place, or to yours — whichever you’d prefer.”


I tilted my head to the side. “Really? I’m sure you have plans.”


She snorted at that — like actually snorted. “Trust me — I have nothing better to do.”


I grabbed the back of my neck, looking at the time on my watch before I glanced behind us at where practice was in full swing. I knew if I needed to leave, Coach McCabe would understand. It was rare for me to ask for anything, and I was a leader on the team.


But I didn’t want to leave. We had a big home game tomorrow night against a team fighting us for a spot in the playoffs, and I needed the ice time.


“If you’re sure you don’t mind… just this one time,” I clarified quickly. “And I’ll pay you.”


“That won’t be necessary.”


“I’ll pay you,” I reiterated.


Chloe offered a soft smile, her fingers twiddling with her skirt. “Yes, sir.”


My nostrils flared at that, for a reason that was entirely inappropriate, and I mentally slapped myself before turning my attention toward Ava.


“You’re going to go spend the afternoon with Miss Knott, okay?” I said, lifting her into my arms so I could look her in the eye. “And I’ll pick you up after work.”


“Can’t I stay here?”


She didn’t whine those words. In fact, she said them as if she didn’t actually care what I responded with. Her lips were turned down, her eyes seemingly bored.


She had my feigned indifference down pat.


I hated that I’d rubbed off on her.


“Not today, Pumpkin,” I said, kissing her temple. I sat her down then, squeezing her hand. “But if you behave, we can talk about you coming to the game tomorrow.”


She considered that, and then nodded, but still didn’t show any emotion when she said, “Okay.”


Chloe arched a brow at Ava, then at me, and shook her head on a soft smile. “Don’t worry about picking her up,” she said. “I’ll bring her home around six?”


“That would be perfect.”


I wondered if she heard the relieved exhale leaving my chest. I’d seen her in action at the school, knew about her outstanding reputation as a teacher and a babysitter, and remembered all too well how she’d helped my daughter find confidence to speak in the first semester of tutoring. The way Ava was too shy and uncomfortable to speak those first few weeks of kindergarten was something I hadn’t been equipped to deal with, but Chloe had found the solution easily.


Knowing Ava was with her meant I could focus on practice.


Of course, I still had rage for my former employee simmering under my skin — but I’d deal with that later.


“Maybe you could have dinner with us,” Ava said, and she did so on a shrug that indicated she didn’t care either way. “Chef Patel always makes too much food for just me and Daddy.”


I tried to give my daughter a warning glare that would tell her not to put me on the fucking spot like that, because as much as I was thankful for her teacher stepping in to help, I wasn’t eager to have anyone joining us for dinner.


Chloe peeked up at me, and for a moment, I thought she looked pleased by that idea. But the second she saw my face, her smile dropped.


She cleared her throat. “Oh, that’s okay, sweetie. You and—”


“You’re more than welcome,” I cut in. I hoped the words didn’t sound as forced as they felt, that she didn’t notice how much my teeth gritted together when I said them.


At that, Chloe tilted her head a bit, as if she could read right through the lie.


Then, she smiled. “Okay, then. Dinner it is.”


I blinked.


I hadn’t expected her to take that offer seriously.


I certainly hadn’t expected her to accept it.


And something about her satisfied smile as she took Ava’s hand and led her through the tunnel told me she knew it, too.
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CHAPTER 2
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THE FURTHEST THING FROM COOL


Chloe


“Your house is like the circus Daddy took me to,” Ava said, standing just inside the front door of my small home with her Tampa Bay Ospreys backpack still strapped to her shoulders.


She didn’t seem particularly excited about the observation.


Then again, this kid was rarely excited about anything.


Her curly hair — which was almost as long as her father’s — had completely fallen out of her hair tie at this point, and she swept it out of her eyes as she looked around at the organized clutter.


I couldn’t fault her for her assessment. Between my current knitting project, my half-sewn skirt I was working on, the paint-by-numbers craft I’d started and then abandoned after three glasses of wine, and the array of colorful cat toys strewn throughout the house — it kind of did look like a circus.


“A circus, huh?” I asked, taking her backpack and hanging it by my door. “Well, we better be on the lookout for acrobats and tigers.”


“There’s one!”


Ava pointed at Nacho just as he came scampering over from somewhere in the back hallway, his fluffy orange tail flicking back and forth. The cat wasn’t scared of anything, not even a kindergartner, and he trotted right up to Ava and arched against her leg.


“This is Nacho,” I told her as she bent to pet him. She didn’t smile like most kids would when having their fingers running through silky fur. She didn’t say awww or giggle, either. No, she wore the same look of indifference I was used to her showing in class.


Now that I’d been around her father a few times, it was easy to see the apple didn’t fall far from the tall, thick, muscular tree.


Still, even this was an improvement over where she’d been at the beginning of the school year. Will had hired me to work with her after school in the first semester, as she had lost her confidence to speak once she was in a class with twenty other students.


I learned quickly that Ava just needed a little patience, and, honestly? Indifference. She didn’t want the baby talk and the nonstop attention. She didn’t need cookies for a job well done or an over-the-top celebration.


“He’s soft, isn’t he?” I asked.


Ava nodded, and it wasn’t long before my other two fur children joined us.


“This one is Pepper, and that one is Coconut,” I told her, signaling to each of them.


Pepper was a gray striped tabby and the skinniest of the three, no doubt the runt of his litter. He had more energy than any five-year-old I’d ever taught.


Coconut, on the other hand, was standoffish and untrusting of everyone — even me. She curled her tail underneath her as she sat beneath my sewing table, a full ten feet away from us, her bright blue eyes narrowed and assessing Ava.


I didn’t mean to become the stray cat mom. It just sort of… happened.


Pepper was the first. I saw him on the side of the road on my way home from work one day, and when I’d taken him to the local animal shelter, they’d told me that if I left him, he’d be put down.


The memory of that still made me angry and upset today, but then again, I understood. They were overrun. They didn’t have space.


And so, he became my first baby.


Nacho showed up at my back porch a few months later, meowing for food with his fur matted and gunk in his eyes.


I’d no sooner taken him in before Coconut appeared in my backyard, although she’d stayed distant for weeks before she’d graced us with her presence inside. I’d left food for her on the porch and made sure she had water, too.


It took two weeks for her to let me close enough to pet her.


Then, when the temperature dipped below sixty one night — a rarity in Tampa — she’d croaked a meow at me when I opened the door and sauntered inside like she already owned the place.


Now, I was a certified cat lady at the ripe old age of twenty-six.


“Do you have any pets?” I asked Ava.


“No. Daddy says cats are assholes and dogs are too much work.”


I slapped a hand over my mouth to stifle my laugh. I was fairly certain her daddy wouldn’t approve of that language, but I was also pretty sure he didn’t know how to filter himself around her. She probably didn’t even know asshole was a “bad word.”


“He’s not wrong,” I told her. “You hungry?”


Ava nodded, standing from where she’d been scratching Nacho behind one ear. The fact that she wasn’t trying to pick him up by the neck told me she had more restraint than most of the children I taught.


“I’ll make us a snack,” I said, nodding toward my abandoned artwork on the coffee table. “Any chance you can help me with that? I started it the other night, but I’m not very good at painting.”


Just as she didn’t like baby talk, I learned early on with Ava that she also didn’t respond to what I referred to as my “teacher voice.” Where I was usually sing-song sweet and peppy with my kids, Ava responded better when I spoke to her like an adult. She liked an even, emotionless tone.


I couldn’t imagine why.


An image of her father crossed my mind as Ava sat on her knees, picking up the paintbrush and wetting it in the cloudy glass of water before she wiped it over one of the dry paints. We’d experimented with watercolor last semester, and I was impressed she remembered just what to do.


She then promptly started painting all over the place, no care for the numbers or lines on the butterfly image.


I just chuckled.


Better for her to make a mess of it than for it to sit unfinished on my table for months.


I turned on my Bluetooth speaker as I rounded into my kitchen, putting on a kid-friendly, but not annoying, playlist. That was literally the name of the playlist on Spotify — Kid Friendly, Not Annoying.


That last part was essential, since I spent most of my day listening to either kids or cartoons singing.


I could keep an eye on Ava through the window cut out in my kitchen, only a bar and a couple of stools between us. Not that I really felt like I needed to. Out of all my students, Ava was the easiest to handle.


So, with her occupied and my hands mindlessly working to make us a snack tray, I let my thoughts drift to Will Perry.


The man was a magnetic force.


Tall as a tree, muscles like a bull, and the saddest golden-brown eyes I’d ever seen.


The first time I’d met him, I’d had to actively work to keep myself from drooling. He was an exact replica of the cover model for one of the Harlequin romances I’d snuck into our house when I was fourteen — one I’d kept hidden from my mother and grandmother and re-read more times than I could count.


His chestnut hair was long and unruly, flowing to his shoulders and highlighted by the sun with strands of gold like he was Hercules. He had the kind of jaw that could cut glass, it was so sharp, and though his pouty lips never did curve into a smile, that didn’t make it any less difficult to not stare at his mouth.


He was just… beautiful. Achingly so. The way the last sunset on a beach vacation is.


I didn’t have to hear his life story to see that he’d been through pain. He wore it like armor, his lips in a thin line, brows furrowed, hand tight around his daughter’s like he didn’t trust anyone to properly care for her.


Judging by how fast he’d gone through a half-dozen nannies since Ava started school, he had reason to feel that way.


Today, that severe gaze of his had been tinted with anxiety.


And so, without even thinking twice, I’d offered to help.


Not that I wouldn’t have helped even if I did stop to think before opening my mouth. I was so desperate for something to do with my spare time that I’d jump at practically any opportunity. There were only so many nights I could spend sewing a new outfit, knitting a scarf that I’d never wear because it’s too damn hot in Florida anyway, or bingeing the latest true crime podcast.


You could go on a date, a voice whispered in my brain, but it was snuffed out by the louder voice that reminded me all the reasons that wasn’t a good idea.


The most prevalent being that my matriarchy would likely disown me.


I grew up in a house ruled by scorned women. My mother was a single mom, raising me to be independent from the time I could walk in some sort of effort to spite my father and every other man on Earth. She was brought up by a single mom, too — my grandmother, who was not too shy to remind her daughter what a constant disappointment she was for following in her footsteps despite my grandmother’s warnings.


After my father left, Grandma moved in with us. And between the two of them, I was surrounded by an ever-present reminder that all men were trash.


And after the one experience of my own with the opposite sex in college? I had to agree.


I didn’t think of boys much when I was younger, but when I turned thirteen, something inside me just… clicked. I was instantly boy crazy, hyperaware of every time a boy so much as looked at me, let alone brushed past.


By the time I was in high school, I was sneakily watching romance movies on my laptop and hiding books in my room like they were paraphernalia. I spent multiple nights a week under my comforter with my eyes wide as I read Wattpad stories. I listened to the few friends I had tell me stories of dating and going to first, second, or third base with my phone in hand, feverishly taking notes.


But I knew better than to even try to date in my household.


It wasn’t until I left for college that I had enough guts to kiss a boy. It was slimy and gross and didn’t do much for me, but I didn’t want to be a virgin my entire life, so I let the guy have his way with me in the back bedroom of a house party.


My head hung off the bed the whole time, and he had an old Chingy song playing on his speaker.


It hurt at first. Then it was just uncomfortable.


It lasted approximately forty-eight seconds, and to this day, I still counted them as the worst of my life.


Add in the fact that the jerk bragged to his friends the next day before promptly making me out to be some kind of Stage 5 Clinger, as he’d put it, and it was then that you could say my appetite for romance was snuffed out like a match flame.


It had devastated me that my mom and grandma were right.


I’d wanted so desperately to have the kind of love I’d seen in The Notebook. I’d even dreamed about something as hilariously inevitable as the stubborn, helplessly love-sick situations in No Strings Attached or Friends with Benefits.


I wanted to be the average girl who turned the head of the billionaire, or the shy bookworm who got the quarterback, or the cool advertising account manager who fell for her childhood best friend.


But I didn’t have a childhood best friend.


I was the furthest thing from cool.


And my only experience with a boy had left a taste in my mouth so sour, I still wasn’t rid of it even seven years later.


So, here I was, twenty-six and devoted to my life as a teacher. I didn’t watch romance movies anymore, but instead indulged in crime documentaries. I didn’t listen to love songs, but to podcasts about how cool ants are. I didn’t go on dates, but instead spent my evenings with my three cats and my current project — be it sewing, knitting, painting, or some other craft I saw on social media.


To some, I knew it seemed an unfathomable existence. It sounded lonely and pathetic.


But I liked being alone. I liked throwing my all into my classroom, into the students whom I had the chance to plant seeds with at the perfect age for them to sprout. I never felt lonely, not with my cats, my mom, and my grandma.


I did, however, feel stuck sometimes — like I wasn’t living life, but rather that life was living me.


“Oops!”


I blinked out of my thoughts as Ava sent the glass of murky water toppling, and instead of moving to clean it, she just looked over her shoulder at me.


I smirked, grabbing the tray of fruits, veggies, and crackers I’d put together and bringing it with me into the living room — along with a towel.


“Don’t worry, my little angel bug,” I said, pressing the towel into the wet carpet. “Life’s no fun without making a mess once in a while.”
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CHAPTER 3
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MR. TURKEY


Will


Chef Arushi Patel was proof that angels were real.


It had been Uncle Mitch who’d first found her. Shortly after Jenny died, when I could barely keep my kid alive and drag my ass to work, I came home one day to find her in my kitchen. My uncle knew I needed help, but he also knew I wasn’t capable of seeking it out myself.


A normal, well-functioning person would have been shocked by a stranger in their home.


But I was numb to everything at the time.


I hadn’t so much as questioned her presence, tending to Ava as Chef Patel cooked me my first hot meal not from a drive-thru in weeks. When I finished eating, she cleaned up the kitchen, crossed her arms, arched a brow at me, and said, “We doing this?”


I’d had her on a weekly payroll ever since.


Tonight, she was whipping up an elevated version of chicken nuggets and macaroni and cheese — something Ava loved, but I could also tolerate, with Chef putting her spin on it. The chicken was always well-cooked and juicy, seasoned to perfection without too much breading, and the pasta was so good I’d licked my plate clean the first time she made it. Add in that she always somehow found a way to sneak in vegetables and get Ava excited about them, and you could say Chef was first on my short list of things in life I was grateful for.


“Thank you for accommodating an extra guest,” I said to her as I sat at the kitchen island, wincing a bit as I did. Practice had been brutal, and so had the last few games. January was when every team in the league started getting a clearer picture of whether they had a shot at the playoffs or not, and we were hungry for the Cup this year.


“Are you kidding? I’m just happy you have a guest.” She shook her head as she stirred the pasta. Her black hair was pulled into a tight ponytail that swung a bit as she did. “I was beginning to worry you didn’t have any friends.”


“I have plenty of friends,” I grumbled.


“Uncle Mitch doesn’t count.”


“I have my team.”


“Oh, that’s right,” she said, leaning a hip against the edge of the stove and tapping the wooden spoon against her chin. “I think I met a few of your teammates. One time. In the five years I’ve known you.” She pointed the spoon at me. “You must be so close.”


I leveled her with an unamused look as she shot me a wry grin. Chef Patel loved to give me shit.


I’d never tell her that I secretly liked it, too.


At the rink, I was all business. I always had a team to wrangle and a game to win. Somehow, in the last nine years, I’d gone from a decent rookie, to a promising rising star, to a fucking train wreck, and then to the best goalie in the league.


I was now a veteran player for the Tampa Bay Ospreys, and for the first time since I’d been a part of the franchise, we had a real shot at the Cup.


My sole focus rested in getting us there.


Which didn’t leave much time for friends.


My teammates were like family, though. I may not have shown it as much as I should have, or in the ways most people were used to — but they knew I loved them. They knew I was there for them. Hell, if it wasn’t for me slapping them upside the head sometimes and making them think straight, half of them would probably be sent down to the AHL, or completely wiped from any league.


I would push them. I would remind them of their priorities. I would show them how to play better, faster, stronger.


But no, I wasn’t going to party at the local puck bunny spots after a win, nor was I going to crack open a beer and shoot the shit at a barbecue in the off-season.


I didn’t want friends.


I wanted a team.


I wanted the Stanley Cup.


And I wanted my daughter to be okay.


That last part was always the most difficult of the equation. Not only was I struggling more often than not to be a good, present father with a career that demanded so much of my time and attention, but I also apparently had a massive ineptitude when it came to finding a nanny to help me balance it all.


A heavy sigh left me at the thought of Ava standing in the car line waiting for the last sorry excuse for a nanny I’d hired — the one I’d promptly fired just thirty minutes ago. Actually, I’d let Chef Patel do the honors. She was all too eager after I’d told her what happened. Chef thought of Ava like her own daughter at this point, and she never did like that nanny.


I wasn’t too proud to admit that I wasn’t exactly the easiest guy to work for, but I also wasn’t going to apologize for laying out the expectations I had for my daughter’s caretaker.


It shouldn’t have been so fucking hard to find a competent female figure for Ava to connect with and look up to, to learn from and feel safe with.


But fuck if it wasn’t the most difficult game I’d ever played.


The security system announcing that someone was at the front gate shook me from the thought. I tried not to groan out loud as I pushed the button on my phone app that granted access, but Chef Patel chuckled — which told me I didn’t succeed.


“It’s just dinner,” she said in a way a mother might scold a child for throwing a tantrum over cleaning their room. “Besides, I looked up your friend,” she added, waggling her brows. “She’s quite pretty. Don’t think you’ll have to suffer too much.”


I ignored that comment and made my way to the driveway just in time to see Miss Knott opening the back door of an old Honda Accord.


Chef was wrong.


Miss Knott wasn’t quite pretty — she was fucking gorgeous.


Even after what I could assume was a long day of herding little brats at the private school she taught at, she still had a glow about her. I’d been annoyed that I’d even noticed her shapely body when she’d come to the rink earlier. Now, with practice over and nothing else calling my attention, it was all I could do not to stare too hard at those curves as she bent down to help Ava out of her booster seat, the swell of her ass framed perfectly by that damned polka dot skirt.


Fucking Christ.


She handed Ava her backpack as I straightened my shoulders and brought my eyes away from her backside. My daughter slipped the straps over her shoulders with a blank stare, dragging her feet a little on her way over to me.


“Hey, Pumpkin,” I said in greeting, ruffling her hair when she made it to me. “Have fun?”


“Yeah,” she said — in the way someone might sound if they were telling you about a root canal. “I painted a butterfly.”


“A butterfly? That sounds pretty. Can I see it?”


“Nacho threw up on it,” she said, and then she was heading inside without further explanation or waiting for me to follow. “Guess you were right. Cats are assholes.”


She disappeared inside the house with me internally cursing myself for how blatantly unaware I was of my mouth around my kid. I heard Chef Patel greeting Ava inside at the same time I heard a soft giggle behind me.


I turned slowly, cocking a brow when I found Chloe with one arm crossed over her abdomen and the other covering her mouth as she fought back another laugh.


“Find that amusing, do you?” I asked.


“Oh, immensely so.”


I shook my head, nodding toward the front door. “Please, come in.”


I really did try not to grit the words, but I was fairly certain I failed in that attempt as Chloe smirked to herself and led the way inside. She paused once she was in the foyer, and I shut the door behind us.


“I didn’t even think to ask if you had a booster seat,” I said.


“Always have one in the car.”


“You have kids?”


Her cheeks flushed red enough you’d have thought I asked her if she was wearing panties.


“No. Just like to be prepared as a teacher, and a babysitter. I take care of my neighbor’s kids sometimes.”


I nodded. “Well, thank you. For bringing her to me, and even more so for taking her to your house while I finished up at the rink.”


I pulled my wallet from my back pocket, thumbing out a few hundred-dollar bills and handing them to her.


Chloe blanched, blinking before her wide eyes slid to mine. “That’s entirely unnecessary.”


I blinked back at her, but didn’t smile or drop my hand.


With an exasperated sigh, she took the money, slipping it inside the purse she had on that looked like a gold coin. She snapped it shut again before folding her hands together.


“Um, would you like something to drink?” I asked, so out of practice having a guest in my house I was practically breaking out in hives.


“Wine would be great.”


Shit.


Chloe smirked at my expression. “You don’t have wine, do you?”


“He doesn’t drink,” Chef Patel said, rounding out of the kitchen and wiping her wet hands on a dish towel. She threw it over her shoulder before stepping down to greet Chloe with an outstretched hand and her million-dollar smile. “Fortunately for you, I do — and I have a stash in the kitchen.”


“You do?” I asked.


Chef rolled her eyes at me, then looked at Chloe and pointed her thumb my way. “No one better on the ice. But at home? This one’s about as observant as a turkey.”


I narrowed my eyes. “A turkey?”


“Gobble, gobble,” she said with a saccharine smile, and then she hooked her arm through Chloe’s and led her toward the kitchen. “I’m Arushi Patel, but you can call me Chef.”


• • •


Dinner was served a short ten minutes later, Chef Patel making sure we were all settled and taken care of before she kept herself busy cleaning up the kitchen. I was thankful she was still close enough to where we were in the informal dining area that she could help me carry the conversation with Chloe because I was as good at small talk as I was at braiding my daughter’s hair.


I must have worn my discomfort on my sleeve, too, because as soon as dessert was cleared away, Chloe smiled into her napkin, blotting at her lips before folding it on the table. “Well, I’m sure you’re ready to relax. I’ll get out of your hair and be on my way.”


Before she could stand, Ava said, “But I wanna show you my room.”


Chloe’s eyes shot to mine before she smiled at my daughter. “Maybe we could save that for another time.”


She was doing that thing again where she shoved her hair behind her ears only to immediately fix it the other way, her lips pinned between her teeth, weight shifting from one hip to the other.


“You’re more than welcome to stay,” I said, clearing my throat.


“Oh yeah?” She smiled like I’d told a joke. “Pretty sure you just checked the time on your watch for the tenth time since I got here.”


Chef Patel sucked her teeth at me as she cleared our dessert plates. “Manners of a goat.”


“First I’m a turkey, now I’m a goat?”


That almost got a smile out of my daughter, and then my phone was ringing. I frowned down at Carter’s name on the screen before standing and excusing myself out the back sliding glass door that led to our pool.


“Okay. You win. Why don’t you take Miss Knott up to show her your room?” I said to Ava. “I’ll be right back.”


I thought I heard another joke at my expense from my darling chef before I shut the door behind me and accepted the call.


“What?”


Carter barked out a laugh. “Well, hello to your grumpy ass, too.”


I rolled my eyes. “What do you want? It’s a school night.”


“How’s my favorite girl?”


“Currently as close to happy as she gets because she’s showing her kindergarten teacher around our home.”


There was a brief silence before he said, “Um… care to elaborate on why her teacher is there this late?”


“Not even a little bit. What do you want, Fabio?”


Carter Fabri was the closest thing I had to an annoying little brother. The kid had rolled up as a rookie last season with a feather in his hat and a grin the size of his home province. As much as he gave me gray hairs, I liked his attitude. I liked that when he was here, he was dedicated — no matter how much he partied in his off time.


The problem was that he wasn’t here long.


He rode the bench for a lot of his first season, coming in for sporadic line changes every now and then before he was sent down to the AHL to help them with playoffs. He came back to training camp for this season and stuck around for a few months, but he just wasn’t quite where he needed to be to stay put.


And so, he was back with our AHL affiliate once again.


I knew he had it in him to secure a permanent spot here in Tampa, he just needed to grow up a little bit. He also needed to get laid more or find some kind of way to beef up his confidence. As a center, he needed to be a leader. He needed to call the shots and communicate with his linemates without any hesitation.


As it was currently, he had the backbone of a grasshopper.


“I sent you a film clip,” he said, and my phone buzzed in my ear with the text arrival. “I need some Daddy P tough love because I’m about to lose my mind if I can’t figure out why this shit keeps happening to me.”


Daddy P was the nickname bestowed on me by my team. Daddy for obvious reasons, and P for Perry — or Pickles, depending on who you asked, because I was “cool as a cucumber.”


The Pickles side of that argument clearly hadn’t seen me at my lowest.


I watched the clip, seeing the error immediately. He’d cleared the puck up the middle only to lose control and have the opponent take it the other way and score.


In other words — a turnover.


He wasn’t back checking hard enough, and I told him as much, coaching him through the scenario and giving him some drill homework.


It took nearly thirty minutes to get him off the line, and as soon as I did, my phone rang again.


This time, it was Maven — fiancée to Vince Tanev, one of our right wingers and, in an interesting twist of events, a good friend of mine.


Well, as good of a friend as I let into my life, anyway.


“What?” I answered.


“Don’t what me, you prick.”


The difference in how she responded to my greeting compared to Carter wasn’t lost on me. Maven King was feisty. I liked that about her.


“I heard another nanny bit the dust today,” she said. “Was just calling to see if you needed me. I have a lot going on with the foundation right now, but I should be able to move things around to help.”


I pinched the bridge of my nose on a long sigh, feeling like an asshole — which was nothing new.


“Thank you,” I said. “I might take you up on that. Let me try to figure something out, but if I can’t…”


“I’ve got you,” she said. “You can take her to school in the morning before pre-game skate?”


“Yeah.”


“Give me a call after and let me know if you need me to pick her up. I could bring her to the game with me, too.”


I nodded. “Thanks, Mave.”


My head was pounding by the time I ended the call, and I made my way back inside to find the kitchen spotless and a note from Chef on the counter.


Pre-game pasta is in the fridge.
See you in a couple days, turkey.


I dragged my sore ass upstairs, nearly forgetting Miss Knott was still here until I heard her voice coming from Ava’s room.


I frowned, the words familiar as I crept closer, and when I made it to the door, I paused at the sight of her sitting against Ava’s headboard reading one of her favorite bedtime books.


My daughter was already sound asleep, one arm around her Ospreys stuffed animal fish, her mouth half-open and a little drool coming out.


Chloe startled when she saw me, glancing down at Ava with a soft smile before she carefully slid off the bed, replaced the book on Ava’s shelf, and tiptoed toward me. I waited until she was out of the room before I took her place, bending to kiss Ava’s forehead and turn on her night light.


I met Chloe in the hallway, and she waited until we were away from Ava’s room before speaking in a whisper.


“I hope you don’t mind, but after she showed me her room, she was already yawning. I ran a bath for her, checked on her a couple times, and laid out some pajamas for when she was finished. She brushed her teeth without me asking, and then asked if I’d read to her.”


I couldn’t articulate why, but there was a thick knot in my throat.


This.


This was what I had been looking for, what I needed. Someone who had common fucking sense. Someone who knew how to handle kids — no, not just any kid. My kid.


Someone who could figure out what needed to be done without asking me for a fucking play by play.


“How attached are you to your job?”


Chloe blinked at my question, and then chuckled. “Very much so. Why? Are you going to try to get me fired?”


“No, I want to hire you.”


She blinked again. “Oh.”


Her fingers wound together at her waistline, and I let out a long sigh. Not only had I burdened this woman, but now I’d made her uncomfortable.


Fan-fucking-tastic.


“I’m sorry,” I said. “It’s a stupid idea. Of course, you wouldn’t want to leave your position.”


“No,” she agreed.


I nodded, leading her down the stairs, and she followed on my heels for a moment before jogging to walk by my side. She tripped a little over her feet in the process.


“But that doesn’t mean I can’t work for you, too.”


I paused when we hit the bottom stair, arching a brow. “Are you saying you’d be interested?”


“What are you looking for, exactly?”


I blew out a breath. “A nanny,” I said honestly. “I need someone to get her up on the mornings I can’t be here, the ones when I’m traveling with the team. She needs after-school care, sometimes weekends, sometimes weeknights.”


She chuckled. “So… like all the time?”


I grimaced, shaking my head and walking toward the front door. “It’s not possible, I know. It’s just… you’d be surprised how what you did just today and tonight has far surpassed any other nanny I’ve had.”


“You’re really bad at letting people speak for themselves.”


I turned, nearly knocking her over when I did because I didn’t realize she was following so closely. My chest knocked against hers, and she let out a surprised laugh as I steadied her with my hands on her arms. She peeked up at me through her lashes with her cheeks burning pink.


From this angle, those curves that were already haunting me were on prominent display — especially that heavy bust of hers. She was soft in a way nothing else in my life was, and without meaning to, I stroked her arm with my thumb.


Then, I promptly cleared my throat and stepped back, scowling.


“I doubt you’d have time for everything I just listed.”


“You’d be surprised to know just how much time I have,” she said on a chuckle, tucking her copper hair behind one ear. She folded her arms across her chest then. “Let’s give it a try. One week — starting tomorrow. Whatever you usually ask of your other nannies, I’ll do. As long as you’re okay with her coming to my house?” She smirked. “I do have three asshole cats.”


“Three? Good God.” I shook my head, but then studied her, looking for red flags or warning signs. I already knew she was competent and good with kids. She did still look a bit flushed from me touching her, but she wasn’t trying to seduce me — which was a pleasant change.


And at this point, what other choice did I have?


“Are you allowed to do this? With her being your student.”


“Absolutely. I’ve nannied for many of my students.”


“Really?” That honestly surprised me.


“It’s a private school,” she reminded me. “The parents can be quite…”


She didn’t have to finish that sentence for me to understand. Just in the times I’d dropped Ava off, I’d witnessed the overbearing mothers who wanted to have a whole parent-teacher conference there in the car line. I’d also witnessed the fathers dropping their kids with barely a glance as they yacked away to someone on their cell phones, already doing business before eight AM.


“Let’s just say it’s not a problem,” she assured me. “I’ll let the principal know, of course, just so all the information is on the table. She’ll want to be aware. Other than that, Ava might have to hang around with me a little bit after school sometimes, or go in early with me, but she’s easy to handle. I’ll give her a job to do and she’ll be happy.”


There was that damned knot in my throat again because she already knew more about my daughter than any other nanny I’d had.


Ava didn’t want attention. She didn’t want you to watch her play or entertain her. She wanted something to do with her hands and to be left the hell alone.


No idea where she got that from.


“One week,” I agreed. “But you have to be honest and tell me if it doesn’t work out. I don’t want to take you from your boyfriend or anything.”


At that, her lips curled, eyes searching mine. “No boyfriend, Mr. Perry.”


The words were soft and timid.


And for some reason, they sent a jolt straight to my cock, just like hearing her say yes, sir had earlier.


I ignored the sensation, nodding as I opened the door for her while surmising that I needed to get laid soon so I didn’t keep having fantasies about my kid’s teacher and now, possible nanny. It wasn’t hard to find a woman to warm my bed, but I didn’t do it often — not until my agitation got to a point where I had no choice but to find a release that wasn’t my fucking hand.


Apparently, that time had come.


We walked to Chloe’s car, and once we reached it, I asked, “How much?”


“To nanny the easiest child in the world?” She tapped her chin. “Oh, I don’t know. Five grand a week.”


I considered the price for only a split second before I held out my hand. “Fair.”


Chloe gaped at me, laughing at my hand before she swatted it away. “I was joking.”


“I’m not.”


“That’s… ridiculous. That’s far too much.”


“To know my daughter is safe and cared for, I’d pay four times that price.”


She softened, her brows sliding together, and I hated the way she looked at me in that moment so much that I opened her car door and ushered her inside.


“I can take her to school in the morning, but I’ll need you to care for her after. I’ll send you an email with the gate and house codes, but I have to get everything changed since I fired my previous nanny today. It might take a couple days, so if you don’t mind taking her to your place until then?”


“Not a problem at all,” she assured me.


“I’ll make sure she has extra clothes. I have a friend who can come get her and bring her to the game.”


“I could take her,” she offered. “I mean, if you want. We need to test out every scenario, right?”


I nodded. “Fair point. I’ll have a ticket for both of you at the box office.”


She rolled down her window when I shut her door, the old car firing to life.


“See you tomorrow, Mr. Turkey,” Chloe said with a wink.


And then she reversed out of the driveway, giving me a headache while simultaneously saving my ass.
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CHAPTER 4
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DEAD INSIDE


Chloe


The next evening, I sat next to Ava in club level seats at the Tampa Bay Ospreys arena downtown, wide-eyed and taking in the scenery of my first hockey game.


The energy was palpable.


Fans streamed in from every direction, filling the seats and adding to the noise level with every passing minute. The jumbotron shot off announcement after announcement while the DJ played loud, upbeat music for the teams to warm up to.


I looked around in awe, taking in the various groups of fans. I saw everything from couples and families with young kids to groups of rowdy men sloshing beer and screaming women with hand-painted signs for their favorite players.


The game hadn’t even started yet, and the crowd was loud as hell.


Ava stood next to where I sat, pressing up on her tiptoes to get a better look at all the action. As usual, she didn’t wear a smile, but just like she had when I brought her to practice, she lit up like I’d never seen her before.


“You really like hockey, don’t you?” I asked her.


“Mm-hmm,” she said, barely acknowledging me as she watched the players warm up. It was almost seven-thirty, and from what her father had told me, she usually went to bed around eight or eight-thirty. But tonight was a special occasion, and she didn’t look the slightest bit sleepy.


I turned my attention back to the ice to where the players were, and I didn’t realize I was chewing at the skin on my lip until Ava said something about it.


“How come you move so much when you’re sitting still?”


I blinked, then chuckled, blushing a little as I realized she’d picked up on my nervous tics. I had a habit of wringing my hands together or fussing with my hair when I was uncomfortable — had ever since I was a kid. It drove my mom and grandmother absolutely batshit, but I had yet to find a way to control it.


To be honest, I rarely realized I was doing it at all.


“Just like to fidget, I guess,” I said. “You know, kind of like the fidget slinkies we have in class?”


“Those are kinda fun.” She looked at me then. “Maybe you should carry one in your purse.”


I rolled my lips together against a laugh. “Yeah, I probably should, huh?”


“Chloe?”


I turned toward the voice coming from above and behind me, finding a stunning woman smiling at me from the next row up. She had jet black hair styled in tight curls, her honey-colored eyes glowing against her warm brown skin.


“I’m Maven,” she said, extending her hand for mine.


“Oh! Hi,” I said, standing so I could turn to face her and take her hand. Will had told me about Maven. She was one of his teammates’ fiancée and helped out with Ava from time to time.


“Glad to see you made it in okay,” she said, and then she leaned over the seats to give Ava a hug from behind and a kiss on the cheek. “Hey, you.”


“Hi,” Ava said, but she kept her eyes on the ice, as if Maven was bugging her as much as I had been with my question.


“I’m surprised you’re not down there on the ice,” she said to Ava. Then, to me, she added, “Warmups are about the only time the kids can get their dad’s attention before the game.”


She nodded toward where a player was making faces at a little boy who couldn’t have been more than three years old to illustrate her point, and I smiled.


But Ava just shrugged. “Daddy needs to focus. I’ll see him after.”


Maven shot me an amused smile, her perfectly shaped eyebrow arching a bit. “Okay, as her teacher… is she always this serious?”


“Afraid so,” I mused with a grin of my own at the little angel. “I’m working on her, though.”


“Tough to soften up someone raised by Will Perry, I suppose.” Maven assessed me for a moment. “Well, I’m just a few rows up, if you need anything,” she said, pointing to her seat. When she did, a woman with rich brown skin and straight black hair cut in a sharp bob waved at us. “That’s Livia. She’s my best friend and also the team’s dentist.”


I waved back at her, my head spinning a bit.


The team had its own dentist?


“After the game, I can walk you to the friends and family lounge. That’s where we meet up with the players,” Maven explained.


“That would be lovely. Thank you.”


“Sure thing,” she said with that dazzling smile. “Oh, and… don’t be a stranger, okay? Just the way those guys down there are a family, we’re a team, too,” she said, as if I were a wife or partner to one of the players.


I hoped my skin wasn’t as red as it felt.


One last look at Ava had her chuckling to herself, and then she retreated to her seats. I watched her for a split second with her best friend, the way they so comfortably laughed and clutched each other’s arms like they had a million inside jokes.


It made my stomach ache.


I longed for a friendship like that.


It wasn’t that I hadn’t had the opportunity to make friends. I had a few in college. I had some at the school where I worked now. But for whatever reason, I just never… fit in, I supposed. They were nice to me when I was around. If there was a work event, we could all laugh and chat. But it was surface level. It never went deep.


The closest things I had to best friends were my mom and my grandma. We talked all the time, shared inside jokes, and leaned on each other through the good and the bad. Those women had sacrificed so much for me, from their bodies, energy, and time to what little money they had. They’d even gone into debt to put me through college.


I loved them. And I loved spending time with them.


But I could never talk to them about my deepest thoughts and desires, could never be one-hundred percent honest with them. Because so many of the things I thought about, so many of the things I wanted… well, they would never understand.


When I took my seat again, I let myself get lost in the daze of watching players dash this way and that on the ice. There were dozens of pucks on both sides of the rink, and the teams were skating around in a dizzying pattern taking shots on the open net.


My eyes lost focus, the fatigue from the day and the week catching up to me. Starting up the second semester of the school year always felt harder than the first. After the holidays, kids were restless — and so was the staff. We still had months to go, but it seemed everyone was counting down to summer break.


Add in the fact that I unexpectedly took on a second job, and I felt all kinds of off-kilter.


It wasn’t a job I didn’t feel prepared to take, otherwise I would have said no. I’d nannied for plenty of my parents before and always enjoyed getting to know my students better. I also enjoyed having something to do with my time other than be alone. I liked being at home, liked my crafts and my cats and my peaceful quiet. But in the same breath, I always felt like I was itching for a change in routine.


And this was certainly a change in routine.


It was also my first time nannying for someone as high-profile as Will Perry.


I shook my head at the memory of him dropping off Ava at school this morning. He’d slid a check for five-thousand dollars into my hand when he’d walked Ava to class, and although I’d tried with all my energy not to accept it, he’d insisted.


Five grand.


That was more than I made in a month.


There was absolutely zero chance that I’d continue to let him pay me such an astronomical amount, but arguing with a six-foot-four, two-hundred-twenty-pound goalie on the day he had a game didn’t seem like a smart idea.


Besides, that money could help me pay off the student loans my matriarchy was currently buried under. It could help me pay my own bills without stress.


That was the life of a teacher that so many left out. You had to love what you did because you certainly weren’t going into this career for the money.


I blinked, my vision coming back into focus, and found myself scanning the ice for that beast of a man I was now temporarily working for. I knew from the tiny blue and white jersey Ava was wearing that he was number twenty-eight. It was also fairly easy to spot the goalies, as they stood out among the other players.


When I found him, he was standing off to the side of where all the rest of the team was shooting pucks. He hovered close to the glass, facing the rink, and he skated in place, side to side, with his gaze locked somewhere on the ice ahead of him. Then, he crouched low, dodging this way and that with lightning-quick movements and fast-snaps of his limbs in various directions like he was blocking pucks.


The back of my neck tingled with awareness as I watched him, knowing that under that cage of a mask was the scowl that he wore so easily. He was menacing, on or off the ice — and yet, after dinner last night, I couldn’t help but wonder if there was a softness under that hard shell exterior.


The way he cared for his daughter, the way his chef seemed to care for him — it just seemed like there was more to him than met the eye.


And the poor man needed help.


That was more evident than anything else. He’d acted like I hung the moon rather than just helped his daughter get ready for bed. I knew he’d had a string of bad luck with finding a nanny, but had it really been that atrocious?


I marveled at his poise as he went through his warmup drills, the crowd getting louder and louder. I took my eyes off him long enough to pay attention to one of the announcements on the jumbotron, and when I looked at him again, my eyes shot wide.


He’d moved down to the ice now, onto his hands and knees, and he was stretching like he belonged on an Olympic gymnast team rather than a hockey team.


His hands were braced in front of him, holding his weight steady as he stretched his hips wide against the ice. One leg was bent, the other extended to the side, and he crouched low to the ice before rolling his hips forward and backward in a rhythm that made heat rush to my cheeks.


It should have been illegal for any man to have an ass like that.


And it should have been a felony for him to move his hips in that way, the way that made it impossible not to imagine what it would be like to be beneath him while he did it.


I tried not to stare. Really, I did. I attempted to focus on the other players, on the fans, on the bright orange fish mascot that was now making its way around the arena.


But my eyes kept snapping back to Will Perry.


He had both legs bent now, and he’d roll forward before extending his legs as straight as he could and then bending them again. After a while, he laid in a pancake stretch, his stomach and chest on the ice and his legs spread. But it wasn’t a passive stretch, it was active — his quads and hamstrings lifting him off the ice a few inches before he’d lower deeper into the stretch.


When he bent his legs and started rolling his hips again, I forced myself to look away.


Now was not the time to fantasize about my new boss — not when I was responsible for his daughter in the seat right next to mine.


Okay, in reality, I probably should never fantasize about him.


But he was a hot, professional athlete with a daughter he’d move mountains for.


I might have been celibate, but I wasn’t dead inside.


I managed to keep it in my pants through the rest of the warmup, and when the game actually started, Ava took her seat with something that almost resembled a smile.


“Let’s go, Daddy!” she screamed, and damn it if my heart didn’t melt into a puddle. This kid was so cute it hurt, and the way she loved her father… I knew he was the end all, be all in her eyes.


I was quiet most of the first period, mostly taking in the experience and trying to follow as best I could. I’d never watched a game of hockey in my life, never really watched any sport, to be honest, and I found myself taking my cues from Ava.


If she cheered, I did, too.


If she groaned and booed, so did I.


And if she growled in frustration, shaking the stuffed fish in her hands like she wanted to strangle it, I tried not to laugh and failed every time.


We got up long enough for both of us to use the restroom and get some popcorn during the first intermission. No one had scored yet. When we sat back down, I finally asked her, “So, what’s with the fish?”


I tapped the ugly thing on the tail, and Ava shoved a handful of popcorn in her mouth before shrugging.


“It’s for when we win.”


“When we win, huh? What happens then?”


“We throw the fish on the ice.”


I blinked, sure I’d misheard her, but she didn’t so much as glance my way with the statement. She was watching where they were doing some sort of game with a fan in the stands as the Zambonis smoothed the ice.


“Why?”


Ava frowned a little then. “I dunno. Daddy said it used to be real fish, but that got stinky. So now we throw fluffy fish.”


I was even more confused. Fortunately, a fan just above me leaned down and explained, “It’s an offering to the Osprey. She’s right — it did used to be real fish in the beginning. But several years ago, it shifted to toys. The team donates the stuffed animals to local shelters and kids in need.”


I offered the man a thank you before turning back to Ava with a light bulb going off.


She loved hockey, loved this team.


Maybe this was a way to get her talking more, to get her to open up a bit.


The game started up again, and I waited until a whistle blew before I leaned over to Ava. “So, what’s going on? Why did the guy in the stripes blow the whistle?”


“He’s the referee,” she said, singing the words in an almost exhausted tone. “They were offside.”


“What does that mean?”


She looked up at me then, blinking. “You don’t know what offside means?”


“I’m afraid I don’t know what any of this means,” I said, leaning in and whispering like it was a secret confession just for her. “Think you could help me understand? I don’t want to look silly.”


At that, Ava’s eyes widened even more, and she nodded emphatically. “Don’t worry. Daddy had to teach me, too.”


“So now you can teach me?”


“It’s like we’re switching places!”


“It is,” I agreed with a grin, tapping her nose. “It’s a good thing we have each other, huh?”


At that, her little brows tugged inward, and she grew quiet, nodding.


But then a fight broke out on the ice, and she grabbed me by the sleeve and tugged me down to her level to explain why.
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