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LOCKER ROOM, KINGS’ Stadium, 1 p.m.

Tuffer Demson fingered the diamond ring in his pocket. The Connecticut Kings would play the Columbus Bobcats today. They had to win. Every game counted double now that the playoffs were around the corner. Or at least that’s the way he felt. He chewed on his lip. The pressure ratcheted up to four times that of a normal game. 

The young defenseman planned to propose that night to his live-in girlfriend, Alexia Sebastian, the coach’s daughter. Pete Sebastian, the coach, had taken a dim view of her dating Tuffer, and an even more negative eye to her living with her boyfriend. Ever since she’d moved in with him, Coach Bass had singled him out to work harder and improve his performance on the field. 

He had bounced back and forth between his belief that the coach would be relieved to have Lexie become an “honest” woman versus shacking up, and the nagging suspicion that coach would rather have her marry Attila the Hun than Tuffer Demson. He made good money and adored Lexie. She was everything he wasn’t – polished, smart, social, and accomplished. Tuffer considered the phrase “a little rough around the edges” when applied to him to be a compliment, considering he had no social graces and didn’t do well in school.  

Never a player on the dating field, Tuffer had hoped to find the right woman and make her his. He longed to have a marriage like his mother and stepfather—warm, close, and caring. They were best friends. Lexie was the sweetest girl he’d ever met, and she treated him with respect. Besides, she was smokin’ hot, and their love life ignited his fire every time.

“Got your head in the game, Demson? We need to win,” Coach said, scowling.

“Yes, sir. I do, Coach. I do.” But it was a lie. Tuffer worried that Lexie might turn him down. Sure, he made good money, but for how long? He saved every penny he could for the day when football turned its back on him. He knew he wasn’t the brightest bulb. He’d never been a star at school, stealing a spot at a lesser college using his football talents. He’d never have a better chance to make a pile of money than on the field. That was obvious.

After football, he had no idea what he’d do to earn a living. The time to snag a great wife was now. He figured he’d better get a commitment from Lexie while he was in his prime, before she realized she could do a whole lot better.

“What are you standing around for, Demson? Put on your uniform and get out there.” Coach’s brow furrowed. Tuffer figured the older man must be nervous about beating the Columbus team, The Bobcats, had been giving them considerable trouble this season, as usual.

He removed his hand from his pocket and opened his locker. Time to get his head in the game before Coach Bass chewed it off.

“You look like you’re gonna hurl,” Trunk Mahoney, the most seasoned defenseman, said.

Tuffer yanked on his jersey. “Feel like it too.”

“What the hell?” Trunk straightened his shoulder pads and faced his teammate.

“Nothing.”

Trunk grabbed the younger man’s arm. “It’s not nothing.”

Quietly, Tuffer said, “I’m proposing tonight. To Lexie.”

“No, to Minnie Mouse. Of course, to Lexie. That’s great, kid!” Trunk grinned and slapped him on the shoulder.

“I don’t know. She might say ‘no’.”

“Aw, come on. Never. She’s livin’ with you, right? You’re makin’ it happen for her, right?”

“Trunk. That’s private.” Tuffer pulled his pants on.

“Nothing’s private in here, buddy. What more could she want?” Trunk slipped his jersey over his head. 

“Someone with a better brain?” Tuffer yanked his jersey on. 

“Bullshit. She’s lucky to get you. Come on. We’ve got a game to win.”

The coach interrupted their conversation. “Guys! Get your butts out on the field! Let’s wipe out the Bobcats, so we can go home and eat! Cream ’em. No overtime! It’s Thanksgiving!”

The men cheered and followed Coach Bass. Trunk walked with Tuffer.

“They’ve got a new wide receiver. Some tool named Thompson. Number twenty-five, I think. Grind the fucker into the ground,” Trunk said.

“Got it. Twenty-Five.”

A cold wind whipped down the field, icing Tuffer’s face, but not his body. Lexie had picked up heavy-duty, thermal long johns for him. He had ’em on. Another reason to marry the girl—she put his welfare first and took good care of him. Maybe not quite as good as his mom did, but then, no one can do it better than a guy’s mother.

As he stood for the national anthem, his mind wandered. He wondered what she’d be doing now. He figured she’d be watching the game on television from the warm, spacious kitchen at Coach’s house, while she helped prepare the big meal.

He glanced up at the stands. His mother waved. She and his stepfather had a blanket under their butts and one over their legs. His mom had insisted they both wear down parkas. He hoped they’d be comfortable. He’d been too embarrassed to ask if they had on long underwear.

Trunk nudged him. “Come on. Get your head in the game.”

“Sorry.” He loped along behind Mahoney to set for the kick-off. Griff Montgomery, the quarterback, had lost the toss, and so they were receiving. Due to injuries to some of the receiving team regulars, Tuffer and Trunk had been recruited by Coach Bass to be on the special team for the kick-off. The whistle blew, and he focused on the ball and protecting his teammates.

The pressure was on as the Kings fought for a wild card position in the playoffs. They’d had a mixed season, and now, they were super focused on turning their record around and squeezing in to get a shot at the Super Bowl.

Trunk secured the ball on their own twenty-five yard line, with some help from Tuffer, who kept the Bobcats from causing a fumble. After that, with some great blocking by Bullhorn Brodsky, the Kings got close enough to score a field goal. Tuffer and Trunk returned to the field for the kick-off to the Bobcats. Despite their efforts, the opponents managed to return the ball to their own thirty-five-yard line.

And the battle continued.

Halftime, the Kings trotted back to the locker room to thaw out, plan strategy, and use the bathroom.

“I know it’s cold out there. Believe me, my ass is frozen solid. But we’ve got to heat this up,” Coach Bass said.

Tuffer forced his attention to Pete Sebastian’s words, but his nerves were on high alert. The coach shot him a couple of questioning looks. Uh oh. He knows.

After the pep talk, the older man stepped closer to the defenseman. “Something up, Demson? Better not be about my daughter.”

“No, Coach. I’m fine,” he lied.

“Good. Get your fuckin’ ass in there and do something! Make Lexie proud.”

The knitted brows and harsh tone sent a shiver down Tuffer’s spine. Even after living with Lexie for several months, it seemed the coach hadn’t made his peace with their relationship. The young man swallowed then grabbed a bottle of water.

“Okay, Dems, let’s go. Let’s do the reverse again,” Trunk said, giving his teammate a playful slap on the back.

He let out a breath, nodded, and followed the experienced man back onto the field.

The whistle blew, the men set, and the ball was snapped. Trunk went left, Tuffer went right, and they sacked the quarterback. High fives, chest bumps, and a broad smile on the coach’s face rewarded Demson. The Kings got the ball back, and the struggle to the goal was on.

* * * *
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THE SEBASTIAN HOME

Before the game started, Lexie and her father’s second wife, Jo Parker Sebastian, headed for the store. There were last-minute items to buy for the big dinner ahead. They were expecting eight for the meal. Jo planned to prepare plenty of food, as Pete always brought home a player or two who didn’t have anywhere else to go.

They headed for the tony gourmet shop in town call Chef’s Apron. Lexie held the door for her stepmother.

"How about some bread?" Jo asked.

The younger woman wrinkled her nose.

"But Lyssa makes that great garlic toast. For during the game or before dinner?"

"If you want it," Lexis said, wandering over to the window.

Jo touched her stepdaughter's shoulder. "Are you okay?"

"I guess." She shrugged.

"That doesn't sound good. What's wrong?" Jo put her hand on her stepdaughter’s arm.

"Tuffer’s parents are coming tonight."

"I'm glad they could make it. I want to meet them."

"They're real nice. Even dad won't be able to criticize them."

"Then, what's the problem?" Jo eyed the fresh bread section.

"It's just that... It's kinda silly."

Jo took a number and got on line. "What?"

"I was hoping Tuffer and I could have some time alone. I think there's something he wants to ask me." She stared at her hands.

Jo's head snapped up. She narrowed her eyes. "Do you mean what I think you mean?"

"How long were you dating dad before he proposed?"

"Long enough. Why?" Jo turned her full attention to Lexie.

"No reason. Tuffer and I have been dating for almost a year. Is that long enough?"

"It depends. Your father and I were older. He'd been married. We knew more."

"Did you feel more? Because I can't imagine you could’ve loved dad more than I love Tuffer."

"You do?" Jo’s eyebrows shot up.

"There'll be too many people around. He has to take care of his parents."

"Are they invalids?"

"No. But he'll want to. Not want to leave them alone."

"You'll still love him as much after the holiday."

"Don't tell dad, okay?"

"Okay. Probably give him a heart attack, anyway. Which bread do you want?"

"The boule."

"We'll take two boules," Jo said to the person behind the counter. On the way out, she slipped a wedding cake brochure in her pocket.

When they arrived home, Alyssa was in the kitchen making carrot soup. As she stirred the broth, she sang a Christmas song from her childhood to her infant stepbrother sitting in his high chair. Butch kicked his little legs and stuffed Cheerios in his mouth. She waved, but kept singing when her twin sister joined them.

“Don’t sing that, okay?” Lexie said.

“Why not?”

“That was mom’s song. I don’t want to hear it.”

“You still hate her, don’t you?” Alyssa picked up the salt and shook it over the large pot.

“I don’t hate her. Well, no, that’s not true. I do kinda sorta hate her.”

“After all these years, you should be past that now.”

“She has been gone forever, hasn’t she?”

“Yep. Would you taste the soup? I think it needs more salt.” Alyssa dipped a big spoon in the bubbling liquid.

“Yum. That’s delish. Perfect. No more salt,” Lexie said. “Wait ’till Tuffer tastes that.”

“He’ll be asking you to make it every week,” Lyssa commented.

“And I’ll send him over to your house,” her sister replied

“Has he been good?” Jo asked, dropping her bundles on the kitchen table then stopping at the highchair where her infant son sat.

The baby shrieked with joy upon seeing his mother.

“Butch has been a doll. But he always is,” Lyssa said, beaming at the child.

“He must take after you, Jo,” Lexie said. “Dad doesn’t have such an even disposition.”

Jo pulled out three jars of gourmet baby food from the cabinet. She reached into the box of Cheerios. After dumping a small handful on his tray, she heated up his food. “I think your father has a very even disposition,” Jo remarked.

Both girls burst out laughing. “Haven’t you been watching him on the field?” Lexie asked.

“Oh my God, he shouts every curse word he knows,” Lyssa said, shaking her head. “I hope Tuffer’s parents won’t be offended.”

“They’re regular people. They won’t care,” Lexie added.

“Lexie, are you doing the stuffing? Where’s the schedule?” Jo asked.

The young woman strolled over to the fridge and glanced at a paper tacked up with a magnet. “Hmm. Yep. My name is next to the stuffing. I’d better get started.”

“We need to put that bird in the oven in—” Jo checked her watch. “Twenty minutes. Can you do it?” Jo stirred the baby’s cereal and meat together. Butch grabbed three Cheerios in his little fist and shoved them into his mouth.

“I’m on it. Twenty minutes? Piece of cake,” Lexie said.

Jo smiled as she sat down and dipped a tiny spoon into the mush. Her son’s eyes lit up. He grinned and kicked his feet as his mother scooped up a bit of his meal.

“Butch is a good eater,” Lyssa observed.

“Just like his dad,” Jo said.

“Next year we might have to get a bigger turkey,” Lexie responded, opening the fridge.

* * * *
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THE KINGS STRUGGLED against the Bobcats. The tense game had ended up in a tie, fourteen all in the fourth quarter. Coach Bass paced along the sidelines, rubbing the back of his neck.

The Bobcats had moved steadily down the field, ending up in the red zone. The Kings had kept them at bay for a couple of downs, but they threatened to break through with every play.

“Take twenty-five,” Trunk instructed Tuffer as they lined up for the snap.

He nodded then scanned the sea of helmets, looking for the nimble wide receiver. They set, and the ball was hiked. Tuffer backed up, turned, and took off full speed, heading for number twenty-five. Sure enough, the ball was coming his way.

Demson overran his man. Twenty-five had slowed down and turned to receive the pass. Tuffer watched, helpless, keeping his eye on the ball. The quarterback threw too hard. The receiver reached up. The ball came in fast, and a tad high. The receiver stretched, spreading his fingers to grab it, but tipped it, instead.

The velocity of the throw sent the ball sailing up and away. It soared a few feet, coming down right in front of Tuffer Demson. The defenseman plucked it out of the air then stood for a moment, not knowing what to do. A loud “run!” hit his ears. It was his pal, Trunk. The young man took off, heading for the Bobcats’ goal, which seemed miles away. For a big man, he had speed.

Bobcats charged
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