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      Easton:

       

      Hockey isn’t forever.

       

      The money, excitement, and glory of being a professional hockey player meant more to me than a family, a home, and a forever. Another man has my forever, and I have hockey. I thought making the big bucks and playing against the best in the world would feel better than this. Instead I’m empty and hollow, like a big piece of my heart was hacked off. There's something missing. Something big. Something I can never get back.

       

      Caroline:

       

      I loved him, but he wasn’t the love of my life.

       

      My husband died too young, too suddenly, too tragically. I was unprepared with no education, no job skills, and no future plans. When a DNA test reveals my twins' true parentage, I have no choice but to do the right thing. I turn to the one man who’d turned his back on me all those years ago.

       

      I'd been shut out from his life, and I'd shut him out from mine. Can two strangers make a family? Do we have what it takes to forgive and move on?

    

  

  
    
      To Tera, my fabulous editor, who always does her best to make my books better.

    

  

  
    
      While starting a new series is exhilarating and motivating, it’s also daunting and scary. An author never truly knows how a series will be received by their readers. All we can do is write the best book we can and hope and pray it hits the mark.

      “The Scoring Series” is a continuation of the Seattle Sockeyes®. Shutout takes place the season following the team’s championship season. These are the young guys on the team, many of them rookies. I hope you’ll follow their stories as they fight to score in professional hockey, life, and love.

      Thank you for following me on this journey. It’s been an incredible ride so far, and I hope we’ll be together for many years to come.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          Two Years Prior

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ~~Easton~~

      

      

      

      Being a stalker was new to me, but I was a quick learner.

      I wasn’t able to find her on social media. Either she didn’t have a profile or she’d locked it down, which wouldn’t be unusual for a cautious single woman who always thought stuff through rather than flying by the seat of her pants like I had the tendency to do.

      Once I’d made my decision, I’d tracked Caroline down via an online service and paid forty dollars to get her address.

      I hadn’t seen her in years.

      I’d never been a huge hookup guy. More of a guy who dated a woman exclusively. I’d been dating the same woman all through my first few years of college, and we’d recently broken up. The split had been mutual. The relationship had run its course. I found myself looking for something I’d lost, something I’d walked away from, and wondering what could have been.

      I guess I was feeling melancholy.

      Hockey had always been enough for me, but lately it wasn’t. I was searching for that elusive thing called happiness, and eventually I turned to Caroline.

      Chalk it all up to loneliness.

      Caroline and I had enjoyed each other for a couple months when we were both teens. I’d been in Chicago for a summer hockey program taught by a well-known, highly respected former professional player. She’d just finished high school one year early and was working at the rink where I was skating.

      I’d ended it and most likely broken her heart. I hadn’t given her much thought until lately. Oh, there’d been moments when she’d invaded my sleep or crept into my daydreams. We were both older, hopefully wiser, and I was curious what’d happened to her.

      So here I was. Prepared to see if the old spark might still be there.

      I parked my rental car with the heavily tinted windows across the street from her address and waited, praying her neighbors wouldn’t notice and call the police. She lived in a nice subdivision near Chicago comprised of newer homes. The kind of subdivision families lived in, not normally a place where singles lived. I ignored that red flag. She probably rented a room with a few other women, or maybe she was a nanny. The Caro I knew had ambitions. She was going places. Her life was completely mapped out, while I’d just stumbled through life with only one goal in mind—playing professional hockey.

      Hours later, I’d consumed most of my sandwich and soda with no sign of Caro. I was ready to give up when the front door opened. An average-sized guy walked out holding the hand of a little girl with blonde curls. I wasn’t good at judging kids’ ages, but she couldn’t be more than a few years old.

      This had to be the wrong address.

      I was about to turn the key in the ignition when the door opened again. A beautiful blonde woman hurried out the door, chasing a little boy, who barreled toward the man. The man picked him up and spun him around, while the woman smiled up at them. I heard their laughter through my rolled-up windows.

      Pain slammed into me harder than a sucker punch by the best enforcer in the league. Agony burned through my veins to every part of my body until the anguish was so great I went numb. I didn’t know how my lungs continued to breathe in the air around me or how my heart managed to keep pumping. Surely, it’d formed multiple cracks in the last several seconds.

      My strong reaction caught me off guard. Yeah, what we’d had had been fucking hot, and I’d like a do-over on ending it, but to have it affect me like this? I shook off the unwelcome emotions and denied their existence. Ours had been a young love, nothing more.

      I stared, willing my mind to make sense of what I was seeing, to tell me this wasn’t her but an apparition. No matter how hard I tried to convince myself this woman wasn’t Caroline Jones, I knew the truth. I knew her smile, her laugh, the way the sun glinted off her golden hair, the way she tilted her head when she was listening intently. I knew the way her body moved with the grace of a gazelle. Yeah, I knew it all.

      And there was one more thing I knew.

      This guy had Caro and his kids, while I had hockey.

      I’m not sure which one of us was luckier.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter One

          

          
            New Beginnings

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ~~Caroline~~

      

      

      

      He might not have been the love of my life, but I loved him.

      And now he was gone.

      Mark was buried in a hole, and I was left to raise six-year-old twins on my own.

      That fatal night over three months ago seemed like yesterday. The knock on the door, the policeman standing on my porch at one a.m., the panic rising inside me at the grim look on his face. Mark had been late getting home from work. Nothing unusual there. My husband had been a workaholic. He’d apparently fallen asleep at the wheel and perished in a fiery crash. He’d only been a mile from home.

      Ours had been a comfortable relationship, not a white-hot passion, not even in the beginning. He’d been a good provider, a great father, and a decent man. He’d treated me well. I had no complaints.

      For three months, I’d struggled with my new reality. Now it was September. My six-year-old twins were in first grade, and I was a twenty-four-year-old single mother without a career. I needed to fight past my grief and devise a plan for my future and my children’s. It was time.

      I’d struggled my entire life with a niggling doubt I’d never be good enough. I’d depended on Mark and his family to take care of me, while I’d done nothing to take care of myself or have personal security if the worst should happen. And the worst had happened.

      I was the daughter of an alcoholic father who couldn’t hold down a job and a mother who went through men as quickly as she changed outfits. I’d been told my entire childhood that I was worthless and screwed up everything I touched. The summer after I’d graduated high school and gotten a full-ride academic scholarship, I’d found out I was pregnant and proven them right again.

      For the next six-plus years, I’d concentrated on being the best wife and mother possible, and I’d pulled it off. Without Mark to depend on, those insecurities came flooding back.

      Mark had a small life insurance policy, which covered our living expenses for about a year. The clock was ticking, and I’d wasted three months already. I needed a career plan, and I needed it yesterday.

      Not knowing what else to do, I drove to my in-laws’ house. They’d become the parents I’d never had. Howard Mills had recently retired with intentions to move to a warmer Arizona. The only things holding them back were the kids and me.

      Fran opened the door before I knocked and wrapped me in her arms for a warm hug. I hugged her back and squeezed my eyes shut to stem the tears that were so close to the surface every time I saw Mark’s parents.

      Fran stood back and ushered me into her inviting house. Soon I was seated on the patio in the afternoon sun with a glass of wine in my hand.

      “Where’s Howard?” I asked.

      “Golfing. Where else?” Fran smiled kindly at me. These people had been my rock since Mark had died. They’d been there for me at every turn, and guilt rose inside me with the knowledge they were postponing their retirement plans because I was an emotional mess wandering without direction.

      “Of course.” I took a sip, savoring the simple pleasure of a good bottle of wine.

      We chatted about nothing for several minutes. She told me about their search for an Arizona house. Throughout our conversation, the underlying current of sadness floated below the surface. Fran, who’d always been proud of her appearance, had aged at least ten years since Mark had died, as had Howard. My heart bled for them, just as it bled for my children. We were all struggling to deal with our grief in the best way possible.

      “How are the kids doing?” She’d seen them a few days ago, so she was well aware, but always hopeful, she lived for the day I’d say they were doing well.

      “Not much has changed. Heath is noncommunicative and sullen except when he’s playing hockey. Hailey is the opposite, acting out and demanding attention.”

      “I’m so sorry they’re going through this. If I could take on their pain, I would.”

      “I know. We all would. Only time will heal the wounds for all of us.” If I had a dollar for each time I’d said those very words in the past three months, I’d be a wealthy woman.

      “Mark’s life may have ended, but ours continue on,” she said.

      “Fran,” I said, saying the one thing that’d been on my mind for the past month. “I don’t want to hold you guys back. Don’t stay here on my account.”

      “You’re family, the only family we have left. We’re here for you because we want to be. Your happiness and the twins’ are our number one priority.”

      I so wanted to be worthy of their devotion, but I also had to stand on my own two feet and find my way in this world. “I appreciate your concern. You know I do. I can’t let the two of you continue to sacrifice for me. I’m a big girl. Mark’s life insurance will cover expenses for a while until I get things on track.”

      “I wish Mark had left more or that there was something we could do.”

      “You gave birth to and raised an outstanding man who cared for us, made sure we didn’t lack for anything, and kept us safe. You’ve done more than most parents.”

      Fran’s stricken expression caught me off guard. I searched my statement for something that might be upsetting to her and came up with nothing but confusion.

      “Fran? What’s wrong? What did I say?”

      Fran stared at the hands clenched tightly in her lap. When she met my gaze, her expression was guilt-ridden. “I never gave birth to Mark.”

      “What?” Her voice had been so low I’d barely heard what she said and had obviously misinterpreted her words.

      “There’s something you should know, something we never told Mark, and I live with that mistake every day.”

      I frowned, and my stomach clenched as my imaginative brain ran through the possibilities. “What is it?”

      “Don’t look so stricken. It’s not bad, just something you should know. Mark should’ve known, too, be we never found a way to stop perpetuating the lie.”

      “What lie?”

      “We aren’t his birth parents.”

      “You aren’t?” My mouth fell open, and I gaped at her in absolute surprise. “But he looks so much like you and Howard.”

      “That made our secret so much easier to keep. We adopted him as a newborn. His real mother never saw his face, never got to hold him. We understand she was very young, and the father wasn’t in the picture.”

      “I had no idea.”

      “Nor did Mark.” Fran’s face was lined with guilt. “We denied Mark the right to know his family. I don’t want that to happen to the twins. They have a right to a relationship with people who share their genetics.”

      “No matter what, you’ll always be their grandparents, genetics be damned.”

      Fran’s eyes were unusually misty, and she dabbed at them with a napkin. “As a nurse, I’m fully aware genetics play an important part in a person’s health.”

      I nodded, not sure what she was getting at exactly. Being a worrier, I immediately jumped to the worst conclusion. Had Mark had some kind of hereditary health issue I wasn’t aware of?

      “Don’t panic, Caro.” Fran reached out and patted my hand, guessing accurately what I’d been thinking. “There’s one half of the twins’ relatives we know nothing about. I’d been meaning to have this conversation with Mark, but I’d put it off until too late. Now I can only fix it for his children. I think you need to have them DNA tested. I’ve looked into it, and via DNA testing on a popular genealogy site, you’ll be able to find out close matches for relatives, background, and possible genetic health concerns.”

      “I don’t know,” I hedged, not sure why I was balking at this idea.

      “Heath and Hailey most likely have another set of grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins… They deserve to know them, especially considering we have such a small family unit. Why not expand that unit?”

      “What if they’re not interested in knowing them?”

      “Then that will be that. No harm done. Wouldn’t you rather know than not know? What if Mark has parents out there who wonder about him? Howard and I always thought there’d be time to tell Mark he was adopted. We waited for the right moment, and we waited too long. I don’t want to make such a mistake with his children. They deserve to know, and we need to know.”

      Fran needed to know. I understood her guilt and her dilemma. Out there somewhere was a family we knew nothing about with their own life stories. I recalled filling out a form for my health insurance that asked several questions about the health of my relatives and known health issues in my family. My twins would be at a disadvantage as they’d only have one half of the picture. The more I thought about it, the more curious I was about these mystery people who shared a portion of my children’s DNA. Genetics played a larger role in our lives than many of us cared to admit.

      “Okay, what could it hurt? How do we do this?”

      “I took the liberty of sending for kits. They’re on the desk.” She smiled gratefully at me, and the guilt lines on her face softened. “Mark would want this.”

      I nodded agreement. I didn’t know what Mark would want, but he wasn’t here to tell us.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Two

          

          
            The Puck Brothers

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ~~Easton~~

      

      

      

      We were the young guys.

      The guys with our entire NHL careers ahead of us.

      We were cocky. We had the world by the tail, and nothing and no one could stop us. Our mutual love of partying and women had brought us together, along with our complete and total disinterest in long-term relationships. It was safe to say that every one of us had been burned before and learned our lessons. I knew I had. I might’ve been a one-woman man before, but now I played the field, didn’t stay with one woman more than a week, and didn’t get attached.

      We were also wasted drunk and worried as hell about who would make the final cuts tomorrow, but none of us expressed our doubts. After all, we were invincible.

      The regular season started the first week of October. We’d battled for a spot through the last two weeks of preseason games in September. Now it was showtime.

      Axel raised his glass and grinned at us. Half of his beer sloshed over the side and soaked our nachos. We didn’t care. We raised our glasses for our tenth toast of the night.

      “To the”—Axel paused, deep in thought, mostly because his inebriated brain was soggy with alcohol—“the Puck Brothers! Long may we puck and fuck and have lots of luck.”

      “Hear! Hear!” we said in unison.

      “The Puck Brothers. I like that.” Ziggy burped and bumped fists with Axel. “And as the first official meeting of the Puck Brothers”—Ziggy held up his right hand, and the rest of us followed his lead—“we’ll hit our pucks in the net, keep our dicks well exercised, and live life to the fullest.”

      “Hear! Hear!” I slurred.

      Steele, who rarely said much, raised a hand like he was in fucking grade school. All heads turned to him, because raising his hand was just plain weird, even to our alcohol-muddled brains.

      “What?” Axel, our self-appointed leader, asked over the rim of his beer glass.

      “We might not all make the team.”

      Axel frowned and narrowed his eyes. “We’re making the team. All of us. We’re inseparable.” His gaze swiveled to two women walking by in tight dresses so short a guy could see the bottoms of their delectable asses.

      Steele blinked a few times, as if confused, and shook his head. “If you say so.”

      “I say so.” Axel’s eyes stayed glued to the blonde’s ass.

      “Skate and party till we drop. We’ll play the field and enjoy every minute of it. We are the Puck Brothers,” Kaden shouted and raised his glass. Answering shouts of agreement and clinking glasses solidified our Puck Brotherhood.

      “Let’s sweeten the pot. First one to bite it, we’re gonna take it out on their ass.”

      More drunken shouts of agreement, even though most of us had zero idea what we were agreeing to.

      Steele raised his hand again. “Bite what—monogamy?”

      We all stared at each other and roared with laughter. Was this guy for real?

      “Yup,” Ziggy said.

      “How will we determine if someone has bitten it? And who chooses the penalty?”

      More eye-rolling and groans and snickering.

      “Don’t know. We’ll decide when we need to.”

      “But—” Steele still took issue with our lack of clear rules.

      Kaden emptied the last of the pitcher into his glass and took a long swallow before answering, “Whatever. We don’t need rules. We’re having fun here.”

      “Hear! Hear!” Axel raised his glass, and we did another toast. Steele didn’t ask any more dumb-assed questions, so I guess he was mollified.

      We toasted one more time. I guzzled the last of my beer and looked to the future. Life was fucking good.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Three

          

          
            A World Turned Upside Down

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ~~Caroline~~

      

      

      

      The first week of October, Fran called me over to her house. The results had arrived.

      When I got there, Fran was pacing back and forth in front of the desk in the den, and Howard was seated in front of the monitor. The screen was dark. He had the patience of a saint and was solid as a rock.

      He winked at me and indicated one of the chairs placed in a semicircle in front of the monitor. “Are you ready for this?”

      I nodded and slumped into my seat. Fran sat next to me, fidgeting. I clasped my hands in my lap so tightly my fingernails dug into my palms, but the pain didn’t distract me. I was edgy and nervous for reasons I couldn’t explain. I didn’t know Mark’s biological relatives, and there was nothing to worry about, but worrying was my middle name.

      “Did you peek?” I asked them.

      Howard gave me one of those looks that said, I can’t believe you’re asking me this. Fran shook her head.

      “He wouldn’t let me,” Fran said.

      “All right then.” Howard woke up the computer and navigated to the home page of the genealogy app. He logged in. “I took the liberty of reading through their instructions. Let’s jump right to the meat of the matter. We’ll review the closest DNA matches to see what we can find. Everyone ready?”

      I chewed on my lower lip, and Fran gripped the arms of her chair. We both nodded.

      Whatever was inside had the possibility of profoundly affecting my twins’ lives, and I hoped we were doing the right thing. As my grandmother used to say, sometimes it was best to let sleeping dogs lie. What if we awoke not just a dog but a monster? What if my twins’ grandfather was a criminal? Or even worse, a serial killer? My imagination took hold and threatened to run wild. I forcibly tamped it down.

      “Let’s do this,” I said with more confidence than I felt.

      Howard clicked on the menu option for viewing possible DNA matches. We held our collective breaths, and even Howard’s hand shook ever so slightly. The list was somewhat long and arranged by highest level of DNA shared to lowest.

      The first name on the list hit me like a punch to the gut. I blinked several times as the screen swam in front of me. I stared hard at the top name, certain I was hallucinating or having a bad dream or needed to be locked up in the psych ward. All those options were preferable to the truth screaming through every brain cell in my skull. The room was so hot, so very hot. I was being smothered by the heat.

      I’d expected to see a list of names I didn’t recognize. That wasn’t the case.

      The room spun around me. I tried to focus, but I was looking down a long tunnel of blurry images from my past. My spine turned to mush, refusing to hold up my body. I leaned to one side, leaned more, and more. The chair tipped, and I fell into a black abyss of blissful nothingness.

      

      I woke on the couch with Fran sitting beside me and Howard hovering in the background. Pillows elevated my feet.

      “What happened?” I heard a shaky voice ask the question and looked around for the speaker before realizing that’d been my voice.

      “You fainted, honey.” Fran ran a warm washcloth over my sweaty forehead.

      “For how long?”

      “Less than a minute. Just lie here and don’t try to get up just yet.”

      I fainted? I’d never fainted in my life. As my body functions returned to normal, the reason behind my incident became all too clear.

      I knew that top name on the list.

      Rosalee Black.

      Oh, my God.

      “Honey, are you going to be okay? Do we need to call 911?” Fran and Howard leaned over me, both their faces lined with concern.

      “No, no. I’ll be okay once the shock wears off.”

      “You saw something. What was it?”

      I closed my eyes to buy time, faking that I was resting. I didn’t want to tell her. She’d hate me. So would Howard. How could they not hate me? I’d lived a lie for six-plus years and hadn’t realized it. But my ignorance was no excuse for a cold, hard fact I should’ve seen. Neither child looked like Mark.

      They looked like…

      Him.

      I’d never given it much thought. Never once questioned how Mark and I had the athletic ability of a slug, while the children were insanely talented athletes, even at their young age. And they were both natural-born skaters.

      Of course they were.

      “Caro, honey, are you okay?”

      My eyes fluttered open, and I focused on those two worried faces in my line of vision. I had to tell them before they did their own research and figured it out. I wouldn’t let that happen. This was my story to tell, my transgression to admit.

      “That summer I graduated a year early from high school, and Mark went to Europe, we broke up for a few months.”

      “Yes, we remember.” Fran’s gaze darted quickly to Howard and back to me.

      “I met someone when I was working at the skating rink. He was there for a summer hockey program for talented junior players. His name was Easton Black.” My heart pounded in my chest as I waited for their reaction.

      “Black?” Howard’s voice cracked slightly, and he sat down hard on the coffee table. Good thing he was a slight man, or he’d have broken the thing in two.

      “The first name on the list was Rosalee Black.” Fran stated what we all knew, but I was relieved I didn’t have to explain further.

      “His mother.”

      “Mark isn’t the father of the twins?” Fran stood and backed away from me as if I were carrying a highly contagious disease. She held her hands over her mouth and stared.

      “It appears not.” I sat up slowly, needing to face these two people from a sitting position. “I am so sorry. I never knew. Mark and I got back together within a week of Easton leaving, and I…I didn’t know. You must think I’m a horrible person.” I buried my face in my hands, and the tears came and wouldn’t stop. I cried with huge sobs shaking my body. At some point in time, Fran sat next to me, and Howard sat on the other side of me. Fran rubbed my back, and both said nothing.

      “Do you hate me?” I asked finally. These two were all I had in this world except for my kids and my best friend, Juniper.

      “No, honey, we don’t hate you,” Fran insisted, but her gaze was full of confusion and uncertainty.

      “You made a mistake, but that doesn’t mean we stopped loving you. We’ll get through this together.” Howard was in his take-charge mode, and I was fine with that.

      I didn’t deserve the love of these people. They’d already forgiven me for passing my children off as their son’s children, not that I’d intentionally done it, but in my mind, ignorance was no excuse.

      “What do we do now?” I said.

      “Easton needs to know. It’s the right thing to do. He’s their father.” Howard looked to Fran for confirmation, and she nodded. Despite the shock of a few minutes ago, they’d both recovered remarkably and were already looking to the future.

      I was stuck in the present and the past.

      I had to tell Easton. I didn’t have an option.

      It was the right thing to do.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Four

          

          
            Holding All the Cards

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ~~Easton~~

      

      

      

      That next morning, Coach Gorst called me into his office. It was a typical rainy day in Seattle. Leaves were turning colors and covering the sidewalks, soon to give way to an oppressive gray that would dominate the next several months. In a few days, the regular hockey season began, and I wanted to be on this team so badly I could taste it.

      As I was going into the coach’s office, Axel walked out. His head was down, and he didn’t glance in my direction, but he mumbled, “Good luck.”

      I grimaced and braced myself for the news. Up until I’d seen the devastated expression on Axel’s face, I’d been confident I’d made the team, but that very confidence eroded with every passing minute. My preseason play was as good as any rookie’s, and better than many of the veterans’ performances. I’d done everything asked of me by the coaching staff, laying my heart and body on the line to make this team.

      Getting sent down wouldn’t be the end of the world and only meant a player needed more development time, but I’d wanted to be one of those guys who didn’t have that happen. Besides, in my way of thinking, I was already behind most of my peers. I’d played four years of college hockey and had sat out an additional year for an injury, which equated to more development time than most of the players in rookie camp. Five years spent at the college level. In some ways, maybe I’d been stupid to go that route, but at the same time, I knew in my heart I’d done the right thing for me. The injury had shown me I had what it took to come back and deal with adversity.

      Drawing in a deep breath, I steeled myself for whatever was to come and opened the door.

      Coach Gorst glanced up from his computer monitor and waved me toward a seat. “Be right with you, Easton.” He tapped on his keyboard for a very long, excruciating minute. I studied his face, but he gave nothing away.

      Gorst was relatively young in the world of NHL coaches. I doubted he was even forty yet. When he’d been hired by the Sockeyes four years ago, his coaching methods had been progressive and unorthodox. With the success he’d had, including winning the Cup last season, many other teams duplicated his approach to coaching.

      He was fiery, tough, and had high expectations. He was known for his ability to get the best out of his players by capitalizing on their strengths and improving on their weaknesses. He emphasized basics, such as good skating and using your edges like a figure skater did. He even employed figure skaters to teach the finer points of skating.

      I’d been the model student for Gorst’s teachings, never complaining and always giving 100 percent, yet here I was, worried I might not make the team. I clasped my hands in my lap, gripping them so hard that I was cutting off the circulation. Loosening up the viselike hold, I took a few deep, calming breaths.

      And waited.

      Gorst looked up and pushed his chair away from his desk. He rose and crossed from behind the desk to sit next to me at the small conference table in his office. There were a few short raps on his door, and he shouted, “Come in.”

      Team captain Isaac “Ice” Wolfe entered the room and took a seat next to Gorst. His face wore its usual stone-cold expression. He’d earned his nickname. I couldn’t recall him smiling once during our entire training camp. Usually, he was scowling.

      “Easton, your stats are some of the best in the nation for a rookie. Hell, even for a veteran.” Gorst’s words almost seemed rehearsed.

      Did I hear a but in there? I tamped down my growing excitement and forced a neutral expression on my face. Now my fingernails were digging painfully into my palms, but the pain didn’t distract me from this man who would set the course for my future with his next words. I glanced at Ice, who scrutinized me intently, as if gauging any signs of weakness. His scrutiny only amped up my nervousness. I was sweating now. If they kept me in suspense much longer, sweat would be trickling down my brow.

      “You’ve become
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