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      phoenix pierce

      I thought that after winning the Stanley Cup two seasons ago, my team was destined for greatness.

      Seriously.

      Epic. Fucking. Greatness.

      At one point, the Austin Arrows were the up-and-coming team in the National Hockey League. Under my father’s watchful eye, year by year, they went from decent to good to better. Then they transformed into something phenomenal. The year my father died, I took over and devoted all of my energy to taking them to the top.

      Don’t get me wrong, I’m not Superman, leaping tall buildings and all that shit, but I think I deserve a pat on the back for at least motivating them enough—combined with a brilliant coaching staff and their own natural talent—to get them where they were all destined to go.

      Unfortunately, that was short-lived.

      Epic turned to embarrassment.

      Instead of holding their heads high and coming back to defend the championship, the team I now refer to as what the fuck happened took us from first place to dead last. I’m not joking. From number one to number thirty. But it doesn’t stop there… They topped it off by doing it two fucking years in a row.

      I’m sure you want to know how the hell anyone even pulls that shit off, right?

      That’s a question I’ve asked my coaching staff a million times, trying to understand how we could go from bathing in six-hundred-dollar bottles of champagne to entertaining the notion of becoming a waiter at the Waffle House.

      Okay, maybe it wasn’t that dramatic, but it wasn’t fucking pretty.

      Even the sports commentators can’t keep from snickering when they have to talk about the Arrows.

      Quite frankly, it’s pathetic, so chuckle on, assholes.

      I sure as shit don’t know what happened to cause the downslide, and being that I own the damn team, I’m pretty adept at what’s going on. Usually, anyway. Obviously—as my husband and wife (that’s a story for another day) like to tell me—I’ve been doing little more than praying for rain in the desert.

      And if one more person tells me to look on the bright side, by coming in last, we were entered into the NHL draft lottery, I’m going to punch them square in the face. Let me tell you that winning the draft lottery—which, as it turned out, did earn us the first-round draft pick—was not worth it. Oh, sure, we grabbed up some phenomenal prospects, including a left winger who could very well be the spur that gets us into the play-offs this year, but I would’ve preferred not to follow our Cup win with devastating seasons the way we did.

      It sucks.

      Which is why Tarik and I are currently en route to one of the Arrows’ practice facilities to have a little heart-to-heart with Coach Moen before everyone shows up for the first regular-season practice on Monday morning. I’ve disguised my visit as a good-natured drive-by. You know, the kind that makes it look as though I’m inhaling rainbows and shitting glitter, when I’m really not. Seriously, I’m not. I don’t have to play nice because this is business and there’s a lot of fucking money invested in this team, but I’m going to pretend I am.

      Now that training camp is over and this year’s team is in place, it’s time I get my mug all up in their business and let them know we won’t stand for another shitty season. I’m all tapped out of nice at this point. What gets me the most, I guess, is the fact that the actual players morphed into people I was even embarrassed to acknowledge. No lie.

      As is par for the course, this year’s training camp started with fifty-six players, and we painstakingly dwindled that down. Sometimes we reduced by three, sometimes eight, once even sixteen. All the way until we narrowed it down to the twenty-three men whose names were on the official opening-day roster submitted to the league last week.

      It wasn’t easy, let me tell you. And watching as we lost six of the seven preseason games gave me a bit of heartburn, as well, but I’m holding out hope for this year. We’re skating well, have solid puck handling, the team looks strong. Much stronger than last year, but we’ve still got a long way to go.

      Admittedly, I couldn’t let go of some of my key players, no matter how much of a disgrace they’ve been to the team. But I’ve got my eye on one of them in particular right now. Kingston Rush, a.k.a. Mount Rushmore.

      Here’s a guy who was the league’s top goalie two years ago, with three Vezina Trophies under his belt. Quite frankly, he’s a beast and a huge asset to this team—when he’s on his game, that is—so I’m hoping a little extra attention might go a long way.

      I have an idea of what got his jock strap in a twist; I simply need to dig deeper to get to the root of it. Something, or rather someone, turned him from the easygoing, mysterious badass to an instigator who started picking fights with everyone. Not only that, but he was publicly accused of hitting a woman.

      Now, before you start thinking he’s a bad guy, the woman recanted her statement, but never openly admitted that she lied. Instead, she chose to disappear off the grid. I personally believe she did fabricate the story—if I didn’t, I would’ve kicked Rush’s ass myself—I simply don’t know why she did it, but I intend to find out.

      Trust me, there are more who need my attention, but I’m only one man, and right now, getting Kingston back on top of his game is my only focus. He’s my priority, and I’m giving him one last shot.

      Hell, I’m giving them all one last shot.
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      kingston rush

      
        
        Goalie |  6’3”  |  215 lbs  |  36 yrs old from Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      Focus. Puck, Patience. React.

      Focus. Puck, patience. React.

      “Good luck out there tonight,” someone calls from my left.

      I nod my head, keeping my focus internal. Or trying to. For me, this is usually the easy part. Keyword being usually. Unfortunately, the phone call from this afternoon has fucked my world to shit, and usually isn’t cutting it.

      I know you’re getting ready for a game, but I need to tell you something, and it can’t wait.

      Shaking my head, I try to dispel that stupid voice, to stop it from rattling around in my brain. It seems to be stuck there.

      This thing between us… Well, I don’t see it going anywhere. You’re too focused on yourself, and I deserve more attention than you give me.

      More attention, my fucking ass.

      If I don’t get my head in the game, this is going to be one fucked-up night. I’m ready to tear someone limb from limb with my bare hands, and it’s been nearly three hours since she called me.

      I’ve met someone, Kingston. He’s nice and funny. He’s an architect, by the way. Good money, you know. And oh, he’s … God, he’s great in bed.

      The words still feel like a slap, taking me completely by surprise.

      Don’t get me wrong, you’re not … bad. He’s just better.

      I heard her fucking giggling, for fuck’s sake. Then she moaned.

      Fucking bitch!

      There is so much going on around me that it takes every ounce of mental fortitude to tune it out. Generally, I’ve got one thing in my head right before a game. Tonight’s cerebral billboard should read like this: Focus. Puck, patience. React. Focus. Puck, patience. React.

      Nothing else.

      For an hour before the game, that should be the only thing that flutters through my gray matter. I started that early on in my career, casting all the other bullshit out of my head. And it usually works for me. Right now, it’s doing dick to get my mind where it needs to be. It’s all I can do to keep pacing, tapping my stick every so often as I try to draw up mental images of how I expect this to play out. Instead, I can practically see her lying there, another man hovering over her.

      Fuck.

      The sad part is, I wasn’t that close to her anyway. Our relationship was more superficial than anything, and it was by no means serious. For fuck’s sake, I wasn’t in love with her, I’m merely taken aback by her … execution. Not to mention the timing of it.

      Someone taps me on the head with their glove, then another. I know my teammates are silently wishing me luck. It’s what they do. It’s what we all do. I won’t say that I don’t need it—tonight especially—because anything can happen on that ice. But I was fucking born for this, and that means I need to shut the rest of the shit off and focus.

      Focus. Puck, patience. React.

      “We’ve got this, Rush,” another teammate calls as he passes.

      You’re damn right we do.

      Oh, and you might want to turn down the dirty talk.

      I try to block out the voice in my head, but I can’t. She had the fucking audacity to call me three hours before the game. A very important game, I might add. These days, every game is important, considering we’re hovering at the edge of being in last place. Not only in the Western Conference but in the entire fucking league. If we don’t win damn near every game left, that’s exactly where we’ll be. Last fucking place. Two years in a row… I don’t want to think about the repercussions of that.

      Now that I think about it, the kinkiness factor is a little much, too.

      The lights in the arena shut off, the announcer rumbles our introduction, but as is generally the case, he sounds so disinterested he might as well simply call us “the other team.” However, it’s our cue to go out onto the ice, so we do. Since this is an away game, we’ll have to endure Detroit’s theatrical entrance while we do last-minute warm-ups.

      Really, Kingston. Thanks for a good time. But I’ve got another man to warm my sheets, so your services are no longer needed.

      The minute I step out onto the ice, I know this night’s going to be shit. I can feel it in my bones.

      

      I stare blankly at the mirrored wall behind the bar. Every now and then, the bartender crosses in front of me, breaking my concentration. Studying the fucking bottles lining the glass shelf isn’t exactly rocket science, though.

      I’ve been sitting here for the past half hour drinking a Sam Adams and trying to persuade my overtaxed brain to give up and call it a night. I declined the invite from some of the guys to go out for drinks. After our brutal loss, it would probably be smart to relax a bit, but I can’t bring myself to do it.

      “Mount Rushmore?”

      I cast a cautious glance over my shoulder and see a skinny brunette standing there, smiling at me. I cock an eyebrow, waiting.

      “Can I get a picture?”

      I want to tell her no. I want to tell her to leave me the fuck alone. I’d rather sit here and have a pity party without interruption, thank you very much. Instead, I turn on the stool and face the other girl holding the camera. The brunette leans in, getting rather cozy for a second while her friend figures out the iPhone. When it appears their acquired picture is all good, I sit up straight and wait for the questions to come. I’m quite familiar with having very little privacy, especially after a game.

      Turning to the brunette, I wait, but…

      I frown when she takes her friend’s arm and disappears as quickly as she arrived. She says nothing, doesn’t even look back.

      “Okay then.” Pivoting back around, I grab my beer.

      I’m tempted to put the cold bottle against my eye. The damn thing’s swollen and will likely be black by tomorrow. It’s a trophy I took home from tonight’s game, given to me by one of their asshole forwards who felt it necessary to bowl me over in the net. Most of the time, one of my teammates would right the wrong, but tonight I was too pissed off to let it go. Rather than take a deep breath, I discarded my mask and my gloves, and the two of us went to blows.

      To add insult to injury, I was ejected from the game.

      No doubt I deserved it. The black eye, for sure. So did the other guy. He took a five-minute major and got back in while I scolded myself repeatedly in the locker room. Regardless, we’ll both be sporting shiners tomorrow.

      Glancing down at my phone, I check the time, then nod to the bartender to pay my tab.

      I’m wicked tired, and if I don’t give up now, I’m only asking for trouble.

      Quite frankly, I’ve had enough of that today.

      It’s definitely in my best interest to call it a night.
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        Friday, October 7th

      

      

      kingston

      Backing up, I barely tap the crossbar, then move forward, bending at the waist, my breathing even, eyes focused.

      My left leg pad feels a little off, but I don’t have time to adjust it, so I push the thought away.

      Staring straight ahead, I watch as the center comes racing toward me. He’s handling the puck like a pro—probably because he is one—shifting side to side, gaining speed as he barrels down on me.

      Pressing my knees together, I lock my blades in the ice, preparing to block the shot with my body. My left glove is up, my right curled low around my stick as I wait patiently, counting down the seconds before he reaches me. I know his moves; he likes to come in high, so I’m expecting that in the back of my mind. He retreats, which is certainly not what I’m anticipating. My mind races with how I’m going to stop this. He gears up again, rears back… What I see to be a slap shot quickly morphs into a wrist shot as he moves closer, just as I originally thought. I shift my stance, lower my glove an inch, and catch the puck in the air.

      Boo-yah! Take that!

      “Nice save, Rush,” Spencer Kaufman, the Austin Arrows first line center, as well as the team’s captain for the fourth straight year, huffs as he stops directly in front of me, spraying me with ice.

      “You’re getting a little predictable there,” I tell him honestly.

      Spencer frowns, but I know how his mind works. Now that it’s out there, he’ll be working on paying attention to the shots he takes. That and coming up with a way to bust my balls with his next one.

      “Let’s do it again,” he grumbles, nodding toward the puck in my glove.

      I toss it up in the air, watching as it drops to the ice before Spencer taps it with his stick and heads in the other direction.

      While he gets in position, I ditch my glove, grab the water-filled Gatorade bottle sitting on the net, spray some in the direction of my mouth, then toss it back down and get into position again.

      The sun wasn’t even up when I stepped into the locker room this morning and then hit the ice for some one-on-one time with Spencer. Although technically, I don’t have to be at the rink until Monday morning, I decided I’d get in a little extra ice time today. Because we’ve got the brass heading our way next week, which will ultimately throw off every damn thing on the schedule, I figured it probably wouldn’t hurt.

      Exactly one week from today, we have the first official game of the season, which explains the endless array of shit on my mind. Because of that and the other crap I’ve been dealing with, I’m finding it difficult to focus. Yet I made it through training camp in one piece, which is a good thing.

      Truth is, the mere fact that I’m here this morning at all is a godsend. Since my physical qualities certainly surpass my mental ones, I made it through training camp without issue. I watched player after player being cut from the roster while I held my breath, expecting to be next, although my contract secures me on the team—not necessarily between the pipes—for two more years.

      My mediocre ass was in net for three of the seven preseason games, and I proved my lack of concentration by winning only one. Coach put in our backup goalie for the other four games, and he blew them all. Let’s just say, it’s not a good indicator of what the year might bring.

      However, I did manage to secure my spot in the net once again, so there is that.

      I wish I could say that it’s due to my unwavering God-given talent, but I know it’s solely due to the fact that Phoenix Pierce—the team’s owner—actually thinks I’m a fairly decent guy—which I am. Granted, with a .903 save percentage—the lowest of my career—my stats from last year suck big, hairy donkey dicks, and there are a dozen other players within the league who could easily take my place.

      Hell, sometimes I wonder how I haven’t been sent back down after my shitty performance last season. During one of the last games before the season ended, I was yanked from goal after giving up three in the first seven minutes—the absolute worst of my career—followed by a fight I instigated.

      In my defense, I had to deal with some major bullshit last year.

      Nevertheless, I haven’t spent the last eighteen years of my life busting my ass in the NHL just to be knocked down or forced into retirement. I’m one of the lucky ones. I’ve sustained a few injuries during my career, sure, but nothing major. Even at thirty-six, my body’s in prime physical condition, and I’m not ready to give up yet.

      Okay, maybe not prime—there are some unusual pops and creaks from time to time—but I damn sure have no intention of letting those stop me.

      I wish I could say the same for my mental state.

      “Hey, Optimus!”

      I glance over at the sound of a voice being projected loud and far.

      Coach is standing at the open doors, hands cupped around his mouth as though he’s trying to bounce his voice off mountains. I peer over at Spencer, a.k.a. Optimus (yes, just like the fictional Transformer character), but he’s focused on the puck.

      I try to get Spencer’s attention by standing up straight. He doesn’t notice. When he lines up a shot and gets ready to take it, I point in the direction of the open doors. Nope. No go, either. Spencer takes the shot, and I drop into position, managing to deflect it back behind the net with my body. It’s pure instinct on my part not to let a puck into the net.

      “Son of a bitch,” Spencer growls when he passes by me. “Damn sure not looking forward to this right now.”

      I don’t know what this is, but that doesn’t stop me from grinning, more than thankful that I’m not even eligible to be the captain or an alternate, due to the fact that I’m a goaltender.

      Following Spencer with my eyes, I watch as he slowly glides over to where Coach is standing. I can’t help but wonder what they’re discussing because Coach is trying to look casual—one shoulder resting on the wall, arms crossed over his lean chest—and not doing a good job of it. Instead, he looks constipated.

      Rather than interrupt, I lay my stick over the top of the net, pull off my gloves, and push up my mask before grabbing my water bottle. I don’t pretend not to be listening in. Inquiring minds want to know. I’m not shy. I don’t give a shit if they notice me, either. Being that we’re only a few days away from the regular season kicking off, there’s no telling what’s taking place behind closed doors.

      Coach leans in and talks to Spencer. I watch, being full-on nosy. Less than a minute later, Spencer is heading back my way.

      “’Sup?” I ask, hoping like hell my buddy will fill me in. Otherwise, I’ll spend the whole fucking day trying to figure it out on my own.

      “Phoenix is on his way in. Coach said they want to talk to me before everyone gets here on Monday.”

      “Bro, I do not want to be in your skates right about now.”

      “Yeah, thanks. I’ve gotta shower and meet him in Coach’s office.”

      I nod, not knowing what to say.

      Whatever they want can’t be good. Although I can tell he’s as curious as I am, I know Spencer didn’t bother asking what they want to chat about because it doesn’t matter. He’s been summoned.

      “Good luck with that,” I call to him as he saunters off the ice, heading toward the locker room.

      Spencer flips me off over his head.

      I can’t help but laugh.

      I get the feeling it’s going to be a long day.

      If not for me, then definitely for Spencer.
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      ellie kaufman

      “Bianca! Come on!”

      Good night, Nurse! Even as the saying pops into my head, I can see my brother rolling his eyes and telling me to get a new phrase because that one’s getting on his nerves.

      It is what it is.

      But seriously, what on earth could possibly be taking Bianca so long? It’s not like my twelve-year-old daughter is putting on makeup or anything. She’s in seventh grade, for Pete’s sake.

      How hard is it to roll out of bed, pull on some clothes and shoes, grab her backpack, and come downstairs? Until this week, I thought the answer was, “It’s not.” In fact, that’s typically a pretty simple feat for my kid.

      Today, not so much.

      I toss back what’s left of my cold coffee before heading to the bottom of the stairs once again.

      “Bianca! The bus’ll be here in two minutes!”

      I pace the entryway anxiously, peering out the narrow window that runs parallel to the front door and then up to the top of the stairs. Back, forth. Back, forth. Window, stairs. Window, stairs.

      Nope, no Bianca.

      I make one more pass as though that’s going to make my daughter magically appear. I even squint—because, you know, squinting always makes people appear faster.

      Nope, still nothing.

      “Shit.” I grab the rail and put my foot on the bottom step. “Bianca! Come on, girl. Bus! One minute!” Or less.

      When I’ve counted to ten and she doesn’t appear, I have to wonder if she’s gone back to sleep.

      I insert a significant amount of impatience into my voice this time. “Bianca!”

      One, two, three, four⁠—

      “Can you take me to school?”

      Well, at least she’s awake.

      “Why?” It’s not that I have a problem with taking her to school, but this is the third time this week that I’ve had to, which means she’s missed the bus more often than not. That’s very unlike her.

      “I’m finishing my homework.”

      I sigh. “Why didn’t you do it last night?” I yell back.

      No answer.

      This would’ve been a whole lot easier if I’d simply gone up there, but that would’ve required me to tackle those sixteen steps and … well, I don’t have enough energy to do that unless I’m required to stanch blood flow or administer CPR or … something equally important. Luckily, I’ve never encountered either of those when it comes to my kid. Knock on wood.

      Knowing Bianca’s reason for procrastinating doesn’t matter; I head to my bedroom to change out of the pajamas I’d put on a short while ago. I pull on a pair of thin leggings and an oversized sweater, then slide my feet back into my slippers and return only to hear the bus passing the house. Since there isn’t much time before we have to leave, and I know my kid will be starving by lunch, I grab a granola bar and one of the small bottles of chocolate milk from the fridge. If I leave it up to my daughter, she’ll snatch a bag of chips and a Mountain Dew—certainly not the breakfast of champions.

      After I peek at the clock and pour what’s left in the coffee carafe into my mug, I glance around the kitchen. The dishes from last night’s dinner are still in the sink, which isn’t surprising. If I open the trash can, I’m sure I’ll find that it hasn’t been taken out, either. Bianca and I share those chores most of the time, but last night, before I went back to work, she promised me she would get them done.

      Sometimes, I don’t know what to do with that kid. If she weren’t so freaking awesome, I might be tempted to throttle her.

      “Okay. I’m ready,” Bianca huffs, storming into the kitchen.

      I turn around to take in the sight of my daughter for the first time this morning.

      What the…?

      With my coffee mug halfway to my lips, I stop and stare.

      My kid is only twelve—twelve and a half if you ask her—yet sometime in the last year, she got the crazy notion that she was all grown up. In many ways, she is, I won’t lie. A lot of that has to do with the fact that I’m a single mom and her father has never been in the picture. During a wild and crazy girls’ night in Vegas on my twenty-first birthday, I kind of had a one-night fling with a hot guy I met in the sports book at one of the casinos we visited. Truth is, aside from agreeing to meet up at a club on the strip, we didn’t do a whole lot of talking, and we definitely didn’t share many details about ourselves—other than our first names—which was probably due to the copious amounts of alcohol we’d consumed.

      Needless to say, one thing led to another and … well, as you can probably figure out by now, what happens in Vegas doesn’t always stay in Vegas.

      So, after a few hours of sweaty naked time, apparently, the condom broke. And that’s how I found myself single and pregnant at twenty-one. The first thing I learned during my pregnancy—after, of course, finding out that morning sickness is, in fact, a real thing—was that there are a lot of men named James in the world. I mean, a lot.

      It’s safe to say my skills as a private investigator suck, so I’ve never found him. I’ve done my best to explain to Bianca what happened because I believe in being brutally honest. It might not paint me in the most favorable light, but that’s okay. I accept my mistakes, and above all else, I don’t have any regrets. After all, that one fuzzy night brought me the greatest thing I could ever hope for—my daughter.

      The fact that he’s not in the picture is okay because Bianca and I … we make a pretty good team. Sometimes I feel guilty, though—to both him and to her. I hate that they’ve never met, but honest to God, I don’t know how to fix that, so I’ve learned to live with it. Before my parents died five years ago, I had their complete support, which was a blessing when she was little. And since then, my older brother, Spencer, and his best friend, Kingston, have been great male role models in her life. I consider us lucky in that regard.

      “Here.” I thrust her breakfast toward her, ignoring the fact that there is a neon pink streak in her hair that wasn’t there at dinner last night. Now, I’m no Nancy Drew, but I’m pretty sure that’s the reason she didn’t get her homework done.

      “Thanks.”

      I decide not to give her too much crap for a couple of reasons. One, it’s too damn early, and no kid is going to retain a lecture when their brain is still fuzzy from sleep. And two, my brain is too fuzzy to come up with a decent lecture. So, I let it go as we hop into my car and head to school.

      “Do you think we can bring Gabby to a hockey game soon?” Bianca asks, her eyes never turning my direction.

      “Probably.”

      My brother is the captain of the Austin Arrows, and since the day he signed with them years and years ago, I’ve managed to rarely miss a home game. For the most part, Bianca always goes with me unless she’s spending the night with her best friend.

      “Why?” I ask. “Does Gabby want to go?” Gabby has never shown much interest in hockey before, although she has attended a couple of games with us.

      “Yeah. She said it’d be cool.”

      I can’t help but wonder if this has anything to do with my daughter’s most recent crush on the Arrows’ new backup goalie. Last year, I’m pretty sure her crush was on Colton Seguine, the cocky defenseman, but I could be wrong. Those infatuations have changed so frequently as of late.

      I can understand the allure, because I happen to have a crush on one of the players myself, and he just so happens to be my brother’s best friend to boot. However, I’ve managed to keep that to myself over the years, and I intend to take it to the grave.

      “I’ll call her mom and see what she says. Maybe in a couple of weeks?”

      “Cool.” Again, Bianca doesn’t look at me when she speaks.

      “You got everything?” I ask, although it’s too late at this point because we’re only a block from the school.

      “Of course.”

      I realize why my daughter isn’t looking at me. I think she believes she has successfully hidden her pink hair, probably because I haven’t said anything. I don’t know why she would think I’d be able to overlook something so glaringly obvious, but I decide to let it go. There will be plenty of time when I pick her up to question her new hair color. For now, I sympathize with the fact that she has to go to school and spend the next eight hours trying to stay awake.

      Unable to find anything more to say, I allow Bianca to turn up the radio for the next thirty seconds as I pull in behind the other parents also dropping their kids off. Despite the music, the lack of conversation is almost deafening, but I somehow manage to hold my tongue. As soon as I’m stopped in front of the school, Bianca flings the door open, grabs her bag, and hops out.

      “Hey!” I call after her.

      She bends down and peeks into the car.

      “I love you.”

      Bianca smiles sweetly. “I love you, too, Mommy.”

      “Oh, and we’ll be talking about your hair when I pick you up.”

      In a flash, her smile disappears, as well as her face, when she stands up and closes the door. I watch as she hurries toward the building, not once looking back to wave like she normally does. I can’t help but chuckle. I love that kid with my whole heart. I have a feeling her teenage years are going to test my patience, but I think every parent feels that way.

      However, I don’t have time to think about that now, because I need to get home and go to sleep. While Bianca spends her day learning, I get to spend my day snoozing. That way, in only eight short hours from now, I can get up and start my day—or rather night—all over again. After all, I own the Penalty Box, the most popular sports bar in all of Central Texas.

      

      At three fifty-three, I’m once again in front of the school, only this time I’ve slept, showered, downed another cup of coffee, and I’m dressed for work. I won’t go in for another couple of hours, but I prefer to be proactive.

      I watch as kids begin spilling out of the school, scattering in all directions. Some go toward the line of buses, others to the cars parked in an endless stream at the parent pickup, and some starting on their walk home.

      The second my daughter steps outside, I see her. She’s chattering away with her best friend, using her hands in the same animated fashion she seems to do everything. There’s a wide smile on her face, and I notice she touches the pink strand in her hair, apparently proud of it. And yes, it looks cute on her. Doesn’t mean I don’t plan to talk to her about it. I’ve never been the overly overprotective sort, so the fact that Bianca didn’t ask before she did it hurts me a little. We’ve always been close, and I don’t want to lose that with her.

      It takes her a little longer than normal to get to the car, and I think that’s because she’s worried I’m going to get on to her. I’m certainly planning to have a chat—what kind of mom would I be if I didn’t?—but I’m not going to turn it into a bitch session. She doesn’t need that, nor do I.

      When Bianca finally gets in the car, I smile at her. “How was your day?”

      “Good.” Her tone is a little clipped, perhaps defensive, so I give her a moment to get settled while I pull out of the parking lot and head toward the house.

      “You have any homework?”

      “Yep.”

      Definitely defensive.

      I peer over at her. “So, you wanna tell me about the pink hair?”

      “Everyone’s doing it,” she says quickly.

      I wonder how long it took her to come up with that as her first response. Hopefully not long, because she could’ve done so much better.

      “Well, that’s nice, but you’re not everyone, so I’d like to know why you did it.”

      Bianca stares out the window. “Because I wanted to.”

      “Did Gabby color her hair?” I know she didn’t because I looked when they came out of the school.

      “No. Her mom wouldn’t let her.”

      Well, at least Gabby asked her mother.

      “Why didn’t you ask me first?” It’s the only answer I really care about.

      “Because you would’ve said no.”

      I chuckle. I can’t help it. “You think so?”

      I think back to when Bianca was eight. She wanted her ears pierced. I didn’t have a problem with it, so I took her and got them done. At nine, she insisted on a pair of boots with a slight heel. I didn’t have a problem with those, either, so I bought them for her for Christmas. When she was ten, she insisted she wanted to wear a bikini. I was a little more hesitant about that, but I finally caved. The kid can be really persuasive. We found a cute one that wasn’t ridiculously revealing. Then, when she was eleven, she wanted her cartilage pierced. Since I have mine done, I decided that was okay for her, too.

      When she turned twelve, her choice of clothing changed drastically. Gone were the young-girl clothes, and on to the pieces that were a little more adult. Tighter jeans, tank tops, training bra, that sort of thing. I went with it, trusting my daughter to make the right choices for herself. She convinced me to get her hair cut. The long, dark locks disappeared, and a short, cute bob took their place.

      All of those times, she talked to me, told me what she wanted, asked permission even. So, I guess I’m having a difficult time with the pink hair, more so because it came out of the blue and there was no conversation beforehand.

      Bianca doesn’t say anything for the rest of the drive. I can tell as soon as I pull into the driveway that she’s preparing to bolt. Before she can leave me in her dust, I stop her with a hand on her arm.

      “Hey,” I say, turning to face her. “I don’t mind the pink hair, but I really wish you had asked me first. I think I’ve been pretty lenient, don’t you?”

      She shrugs.

      “Do I really tell you no that often?”

      She shrugs again.

      I hate this part. The part where her lips seem to be glued together, and I get to do all the talking.

      “Talk to me, Bianca. I’ve been pretty lenient, haven’t I?”

      Bianca’s gaze slides to her lap. “Yeah. I guess so.”

      “Next time, I expect you to talk to me first. Okay?”

      Bianca nods.

      “About anything,” I add. “You can talk to me about anything, kid. I’m your mom, and I love you. I’m here for you to talk to.”

      There’s a sheen of tears in Bianca’s eyes when she looks back at me. I know she feels guilty, which she should. I didn’t mean for her to, but my heart mends a little because it’s obvious she didn’t want to defy me.

      Not too much, anyway.

      I give her arm a gentle squeeze. “I love you, kiddo.”

      “I love you, too, Mommy.”

      And once again, all is right with the world.

      At least for today, anyway.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            chapter three

          

        

      

    

    
      kingston

      “Bro, I seriously need a beer,” Spencer grumbles in my ear when I answer the phone.

      It’s after seven and I’m sitting at home on my ass, planning to relax for the weekend, knowing Monday’s going to be hell.

      “I could go for a beer,” I tell him. “Want to meet me at the Penalty Box, or would you rather stop by here?” It doesn’t really matter to me, although I wasn’t planning to go out again tonight if I didn’t have to.

      “I’ll swing by there. Don’t want any prying ears for the shit I need to talk to you about.”

      That piques my interest. “Got it. See you in a few.”

      Twenty minutes after I hang up with Spencer, he’s walking into my house, and he doesn’t even bother to knock. He probably drops by at least once a week, which means he’s as comfortable here as I am. I’m used to it, so I simply grab two beers and meet him in the living room.

      As I pass one over, I grin. “Tell me. Are they scratching the whole team and pulling up from the farm?” It’s my attempt at a joke, but it doesn’t seem to work on Spencer, and that’s when I realize he’s seriously worked up.

      I knew he was dreading the meeting with Phoenix, but surely it wasn’t that bad. The guy looks like someone ran over his dog. Twice.

      When he plants his ass on my couch, I drop to the chair across from him, crossing my ankle over my knee while I study him closely. He’s physically present, but I’m not so sure he’s accounted for. “Talk to me, man. How was the meeting with Phoenix?”

      Spencer looks up and meets my gaze. He’s frowning, which isn’t a good sign. “She fucking works for the Austin Arrows.”

      I frown, my beer bottle pressed to my lips, completely lost. I want to say, “Phoenix is a guy, bro,” but I don’t think that’s what Spencer’s referring to. At least I hope not. If so, we’ve got an entirely different issue here.

      He clearly sees my dilemma, because he elaborates, “Amber North works for the fucking Arrows.”

      And by elaborate, I mean he keeps rattling on about shit I know nothing about.

      “Do I know Amber North?” Based on the way he says her name, I probably should.

      “My ex.”

      I take a swallow of beer, then chuckle. “You’ll have to be a little more specific. There’re quite a few of those.”

      Not that I’ve kept track, but Spencer hasn’t been in a serious relationship in all the time I’ve known him. A couple of months at most, which in my head isn’t serious. I wouldn’t go so far as to call him a man-whore, but he does have a penchant for the bunnies.

      Spencer sighs, then leans back, clearly not amused. “I went into Coach’s office this morning, and Phoenix was there waiting for me,” he explains. “I walked in, took a seat where Coach directed me, and the next fucking thing I know, Mark Coleman walks in.”

      I’m still trying to understand where the ex-girlfriend plays into this, but I’m not about to interrupt. Spencer looks like he’s choking on every damn word. I don’t want to hinder his progress.

      “I hardly even noticed the guy.”

      “That’s kind of hard to do, considering he’s what? Six five?”

      “Somethin’ like that. But seriously, I hardly see him because my attention was drawn to the redhead standing at his side. She looked like a deer caught in the headlights of an oncoming freight train.” Spencer frowns as though he’s reliving that moment. “I seriously doubt she was surprised to see me, but she acted like it. When Mark introduced her, I couldn’t even acknowledge her, man. I was too stunned to move.”

      “Did she suck in bed? Or was she psycho?” I’m trying to understand why this particular chick has him so worked up. “Did she roast your nuts or what?” I’m drawing a serious blank when it comes to this girl.

      “Because she’s Amber North.”

      Again, I don’t know what the hell that’s supposed to mean, but Spencer doesn’t seem to care that I’m out of the loop.

      “Mark then rattles off an introduction, but I know she doesn’t need one. She already fucking knows me. Pretty damn well, considering I dated her for a grand total of four fucking years.”

      I sit up, grinning. “Oh, shit, bro. She’s the chick who Dear John’d you via voice mail?” This is fucking priceless.

      I’ve known Spencer for a long damn time. There’s a long string of women who’ve ventured through the revolving door of the man’s bed, but there was only one chick who he’d been with for any length of time. She happened to be in his life around the time that I met him back in college. She burned him pretty damn bad. Apparently, her name is Amber North.

      Spencer glares at me. He’s clearly not as amused as I am.

      “I have no fucking idea what they hoped to accomplish during that meeting, but at that point, I checked the fuck out. It pissed me off that she blindsided me.”

      “You think she should’ve given you a heads-up? When’s the last time you talked to her?” To my knowledge, Kaufman’s never talked to her since he listened to her sad tale on his voicemail years and years ago.

      “That’s beside the point,” he says with a snort. “And yes, I think she could’ve warned me. Instead, I sat there like a dumb ass. I damn sure couldn’t focus on whatever the hell they were talking about. The only thing I could think about was the fact that I was sitting next to the woman who dumped my ass seventeen years ago without giving me a fucking reason.”

      I down more of my beer while I watch my buddy. He’s kind of pathetic right now, and I can’t help but be entertained by it. I know he would feel the same way if I were the one sitting here whining like a little girl. Clearly, seeing this chick again has fucked with his head.

      “Does she look good?”

      Spencer’s eyes lock on mine. “What?”

      I smirk. “This ghost from your past. Did she age well?”

      “Fuck off, man.”

      “What?” I hold my hands up in mock surrender. “I can’t help it. This is like one of those Lifetime movies my mother used to watch.”

      “This ain’t fiction.”

      “No, but it’s fucking funny.”

      Spencer glares at me.

      Okay, fine. It’s funny to me.

      “The next thing I know, I’m agreeing with Coach and I have no clue what the hell he even said.”

      “Then what?”

      Spencer shakes his head, taking a long draw on his beer. Setting his arm on the armrest, he stares at his beer bottle dangling from his hand while he talks. “I only caught a little of what he said. Something about having a discussion with the team on Monday. He mentioned sharing his plan and then talking to the players one at a time.”

      Fuck.

      Out of all the shit Spencer just laid on me, that’s the only damn thing I can focus on. I know exactly what Coach plans to do. He intends to read us the riot act, then he’ll likely be personally busting my balls.

      “Did he say who?”

      Spencer shakes his head. “Not specifically, just that there are a few he wants to talk to. Said they’re his main focus this season, and he wasn’t referring to their abilities on the ice.”

      Yep, I’m totally fucking screwed. It isn’t a coincidence that ESPN did a segment on bad boys in sports—their title, not mine—just last night. My fucking name and picture were plastered all over the damn thing thanks to the bullshit that went down last year. My guess is that Coach saw it, and he wants to get a jump on it now before it’s the only thing people talk about this season. Almost makes sense to me.

      But one thing I don’t understand… “So, why’d they want you there?”

      His smile is devilish. “Oh, that’s the best fucking part.” The sarcasm is practically dripping from his lips. “I’m supposedly an integral part of all this.” Spencer uses air quotes as he mocks Phoenix. “He wants me involved in all of it, and he was kind enough to tell me he’d share his reasons for that later.”

      “You’re the captain. What’d you expect?”

      “I didn’t sign up to be a damn mediator for this shit.”

      That’s Spencer’s favorite line. Considering the guy cherishes the role as captain when it comes to rallying the troops and pulling the team together as one, it’s mostly bullshit. He’s a phenomenal team captain. Not a single player doubts that he stands behind them one hundred percent. Never mind the fact Spencer likes to pretend he’s a hard-ass.

      Busting my buddy’s balls would be so easy right now. Rather than jump on the opportunity, I nod as though I understand. I don’t. I seriously want to interrogate Spencer in an effort to find out more about what they’re going to talk about, but I know that wasn’t the reason he stopped by. Had this Amber chick not been there, I doubt Spencer would’ve told me a damn thing.

      I figure it’s time to get the subject back to Spencer. “Did you talk to her? This Amber girl?”

      Spencer shakes his head, then lifts his bottle to his mouth. “No, but I think she wanted to.” He takes a long drink. “I bolted as soon as Phoenix said he was done. She tried to stop me, but I blew her off. I didn’t know what the hell to say to her.”

      “You going to give her a chance to explain?” Personally, I don’t think he should so much as look her way, but what the hell do I know? I am damn sure not in a position to give relationship advice. To anyone.

      “Actually, I think I’m gonna do what I’ve been doing all this time.”

      “Which is?”

      His smile is mischievous once again. “I’m gonna pretend she doesn’t exist.”

      “Sounds good in theory, bro.”

      But we all know how that shit usually ends.

      Probably a lot like this conversation.

      Quickly and without resolution.

      
        
          [image: Hockey Stick divider]
        

      

      bianca

      One, two, three…

      Four, five, six…

      While I wait for Gabby to text me back, I lie on my bed and stare at the ceiling. It’s still covered with those little glow-in-the-dark stars my mom put up when I was seven. Right after Grandma and Grandpa died. She did it so I wouldn’t be sad anymore. It didn’t work, but I never told her that. They don’t glow much anymore, but they’re still cool to look at sometimes. I always find myself counting the big ones. One time, I got to sixty-one before Gabby finally texted me back.

      Seven, eight, nine, ten…

      I should be asleep, not only because I’m tired but also because Mom likes for me to go to bed by eleven on the weekends, nine thirty on school nights. Sometimes I do, but most of the time Gabby and I text until I can’t keep my eyes open. Tonight, we’ve been going back and forth for at least an hour now.

      My mom’s at work, but I know she’ll be coming home to check on me at some point. She’s already come by twice and will probably be by at least two more times. She does it randomly, and never in any sort of pattern that I can easily figure out. I think that’s the point. She trusts me, but only to a certain degree.

      I guess most parents are that way. Although my mom is probably cooler than most. I know Gabby’s mom wouldn’t let her stay at home by herself at night. Not even if she worked only a couple of minutes away. But my mom is definitely cool like that.

      My phone vibrates.

      
        
          
            
              
        Gabby: So she wasn’t mad about your hair?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Not about the color, no. She was more upset that I didn’t ask her first.

      

      

      

      

      

      That was the part that shocked me.

      I knew last night when I decided to put the pink streak in my hair that my mom was going to be upset. I didn’t realize she was going to be more upset that I didn’t ask, though.

      I was surprised she didn’t say something this morning, and I think that made it worse than if she had yelled at me. I thought about it all day while I was at school. Even during English when I was sitting next to Joseph Barker—the cutest boy in the whole school. Sometimes I think he likes me, but other times I think he wants to be friends because he knows that Optimus, the captain of the Austin Arrows, is my uncle. I’m pretty popular because of that.

      The pink hair was a big hit, too. A couple of girls said I wouldn’t do it, but I showed them. It wasn’t that hard once I figured it out. The worst part was having to bleach the strand of hair before I could color it. It smelled awful, and it felt like it took forever. The biggest problem was getting the color off the sink so my mom wouldn’t know. I kind of expected her to be angry that I did it at all, but she didn’t seem too mad this morning. Still, I worked myself up all day only to have her bring it up so calmly in the car. I wonder if parents plan it that way.

      
        
          
            
              
        What about the other thing? Did you tell her yet?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        No. I’m not sure I will, either.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Don’t you think she’ll be mad when she finds out?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Probably, but I don’t plan for her to find out.

      

      

      

      

      

      Gabby’s referring to the new Facebook profile I created. My mom let me have a Facebook account last year, but she monitors it. She’s nice enough not to comment, but she friends me on all of my accounts, so I know she sees everything I do and say. Sometimes she even logs in so she can see the notifications and messages. She tells me that she doesn’t let me go out in the world without supervision, and she’s not going to unleash me on the Internet without supervision. I kind of get it, even though it feels like an invasion of privacy. I told her that once, and she said, “Bianca, you’re twelve. You don’t get to have privacy.”

      Since I don’t want her to know about what I’m planning to do, I had to create a new account. I heard Joseph say he has two accounts, and his parents don’t know about the second one. That’s how I got the idea, anyway.

      
        
          
            
              
        Did you block everybody?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Everyone I can think of, yeah.

      

      

      

      

      

      Because I don’t want my mom to find the account, I used a fake name—Belle, which is part of my first name and my middle name—and blocked everyone that I know, including my mom, Uncle Optimus, Gabby. Even myself. That way, no one can find it.

      
        
          
            
              
        Have you posted yet?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Not yet. I’m still working on what it should say.

      

      

      

      

      

      A couple of months ago, I came up with a brilliant idea. I’ve seen a lot of posts where someone is looking for another person. I’ve seen a couple where someone holds up signs saying everything they want to say, without actually speaking. Like, “I’m looking for my twin brother who was given up for adoption.” Or, “I’m looking for my biological mom.” That sort of thing.

      It gave me the idea to look for my dad. Since Mom said she tried to find him but never could, I don’t think she’ll mind. Why would she? After all, he’s my dad. And since she hasn’t dated anyone in a really long time, I think maybe it’ll be good for her, too.

      Sometimes I dream about my dad finding us. In my dreams, he’s always so happy to meet me. When I told Gabby that, she said it would be even better if he would then realize he had missed my mom and we’d eventually be a family.

      It would be so cool if I could find him and surprise her.

      
        
          
            
              
        Well, you have to tell me when you do. I want to see if you get any likes. Or comments.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        You’ll be the first to know. Promise.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I need to go to bed before my mom comes in and gets mad. You still planning to come over tomorrow?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Yep.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Cool. See you then.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        K. Night.

      

      

      

      

      

      I drop my phone onto the bed and stare at the laptop on my desk. I really should do the post, but I haven’t figured out what it should say yet. Every time I think about it, I come up with nothing. I figure one of these days it’ll make sense, and as soon as it does, I’ll post it.

      And then, if I’m lucky, my dad will come find us and we’ll live happily ever after.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            chapter four

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Monday, October 10th

      

      

      kingston

      As is my usual routine, I was up at six o’clock this morning.

      For the most part, except for when the team travels, it isn’t much different than any other practice day. I went for a run along Lady Bird Lake Trail, came home, showered, then hopped in my truck and headed to the rink for practice.

      Rather than having a smile planted firmly on my face as I generally do on the first day of practice after training camp is over, this time I’m battling the random nonsense running through my head. I’ve been dreading this since I heard that Phoenix is stopping by for a chat with the team, but even more so after my conversation with Spencer on Friday night.

      No way can I deny that today I would prefer to stay in bed and ignore all the shit that has been going down for the past few months. Since my job is at stake—being a professional hockey player might be my passion in life, but it’s a job nonetheless—I have to suck it up and go in. Face the music, as they say.

      Although I know what’s coming—translated to the verbal ass beating I’m going to receive—I can’t not go. The last damn thing that the Austin Arrows need is another black mark on an already tarnished reputation.

      And to think, a little more than two years ago, we were riding high from our Stanley Cup win.

      That damn sure isn’t the case anymore.

      Regardless, I owe it to the team and to myself to be at my best, no matter how fucked up we’ve allowed the situation to get. And Lord help us all, it is a clusterfuck of epic proportions.

      As I head across the parking lot, shouldering the bag that contains some extra clothes, I keep my eyes down, my attention on the asphalt beneath my feet. My brother once told me that if you do it right, you become invisible. Some people might think it’s cool to have fans who want nothing more than to meet you and get your autograph, but there are times when it becomes a nuisance. Like right now, when I want nothing more than to sneak inside and get this day underway.

      For about thirty seconds, it works … right up until I hear someone calling my name.

      “Mount Rushmore! Can I get your autograph? It’s for my son.”

      Stopping on the sidewalk, I smile at the woman sporting jeans and a faded, wrinkled T-shirt. If I’m not mistaken, that’s syrup over her left breast. I lift my eyes to meet hers. The first thing I notice is that there’s a huge thumbprint smudge on her glasses.

      Clearly she isn’t here to hit on me like some of the chicks I’ve encountered. She looks flustered and tired and, more than likely, really did hit the arena during practice just to get her kid an autograph.

      “What’s his name?” I gladly take the hockey stick from her hand, along with the Sharpie marker.

      “Carson,” she answers quickly. “He told me what you look like so if I did come down, I’d find you. Tomorrow’s his birthday. He’ll be fifteen.”

      I try to think what description the kid could’ve given her that would make me stand out. Brown hair, brown eyes, beard, six three… I look like damn near every other guy on the team, minus the beard, of course.

      I smile as I scribble a note on the stick. “Does he play?”

      “He does. He’s a goalie. Wants to play pro one day.”

      Her smile reflects the pride she has in her son. I like that.

      “And his grades?” Sure, it’s a personal question, but one I make a point to ask when it comes to kids and hockey. Natural skills, honed by practice, are good to have, but brains are more important, no matter what professional sport you want to play.

      “He’s a smart kid. All As and Bs.”

      “Tell him to keep those grades up.” I offer a quick smile. “And hang tight a minute, I’ll send someone out with some stuff for him. Cool?”

      “You really don’t have to do that.” Her eyes widen behind the thick, dark rim of her glasses. “But thank you so much.”

      “Sure thing.” I hand back the stick and the marker.

      As I move past the other loyal fans who have gathered outside to get a glimpse—and possibly an autograph—of their favorite Austin Arrows player, then into the building and down the narrow hall to the locker room, I mentally prepare myself for…

      “Rush! Conference room! Now! Everyone else, you’ve got thirty seconds!”

      That.

      “Fuck,” I mutter, dropping my bag on the floor with a resounding thud. I glance around, looking for someone who can take care of the woman outside. When the young kid who helps out with gear saunters by, I grab him by the back of his shirt.

      “Hey, Dixon. Do me a favor.”

      The kid spins around with a huge grin on his face. “Sure, what’s up, Rush?”

      “There’s a woman outside. Dark hair, ponytail, glasses. Her son’s name is Carson. Take her some stuff. Her kid’s birthday is tomorrow.”

      “Like what?”

      I shrug. “I don’t give a shit. Get some autographed stuff. Pictures, pucks, whatever.”

      “Autographed by who?”

      I cock an eyebrow as I watch the kid, trying to figure out if he’s serious. Surely not. Except, he doesn’t move, which leads me to believe he is. Christ.

      “By me.”

      “Oh. Okay.”

      Lord help us all.

      As the guys all pile into the hallway and head toward the conference room, I grumble good mornings as we bump one another. Not exactly the way I was hoping the morning would start, but these days, I don’t have much of a say in anything.

      However, a little ice time before we have our asses handed to us would’ve been nice.

      Well, that or breakfast.

      I take a deep breath as I step into the conference room, mentally preparing myself for what’s coming. Although the room is relatively big, stuffing twenty-three hockey players into it reduces the size drastically. It’s like trying to stuff twenty-three queen-sized beds into a closet.

      Just as I expect, Coach is at the front of the room, chatting it up with a smoking-hot redhead wearing a too-long skirt and impressive heels. Coach Darren Moen—we simply call him Coach—has been the absolute best thing that has happened to this team. No doubt, the Austin Arrows have been mediocre for quite some time. The big guys have made a few coaching changes over the years, pulled talent from the AHL and ECHL to strengthen our lines, but often, we just couldn’t get there. Then he came along and changed history.

      It was only about six or so years ago before we became anything to write home about. But I honestly believe we won the cup because of the brilliance of our owner and our head coach. Unfortunately, Coach also gets the credit for the absolute clusterfuck of a season for the past two years. But that’s the way it works; you take the bad with the good.

      Beside Red is a ginormous black guy sporting a suit—the infamous Mark Coleman—which, if I do the math correctly, means the ginger must be Amber North, the bane of Spencer’s existence. I’m thinking this season is going to get rather interesting because of that alone.

      I give Coleman a cursory glance. As usual, he looks more like a celebrity than a guy who spends his time with hockey players, but who am I to judge? He’s a nice guy, but I know there’s only one reason he’s here. It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to know that before this is over, my day is going to go from bad to worse.

      Figuring it’s too early to give in to the trepidation curling around my spine, I opt to take a seat in the back, farthest away from the circus show gearing up at the front. The team is already riled up, and it has everything to do with the public relations duo, who are both currently scanning us one by one. The chick might be hot, but I suspect she’s working on a way to have every one of our balls in a vice.

      And definitely mine.

      I can honestly tell you, I’m damn sure not looking forward to that, even though I’ve been anticipating this for a while now. What has my nuts shriveled even more is the sight of the almighty Phoenix Pierce—the owner/general manager of the Austin Arrows—talking to Spencer not far away from Red. Beside Phoenix is another guy in a suit. A guy who looks a hell of a lot like a lawyer.

      Shit.

      For some reason, I got the impression from Spencer that Coach was going to be the one delivering the message today. Apparently, I was wrong.

      I try not to stare at them; instead, scan the rest of the room, attempting to take it all in and pretend I’m not sizing everyone up, which I am. Aside from a shit ton of testosterone, there is a long, narrow table on one side, a small table with what appears to be coffee near the door, and too many fluorescent lights shining down from up above. Other than that, an abundance of chairs and a bunch of bodies that’ll be filling them any second now.

      “What’s up, Rush?” Colton Seguine, a.k.a. Seg, asks with a fist bump.

      I don’t answer; it’s not necessary. It’s a guy thing. The return bump is the answer to whatever the question might’ve been.

      Along with the players, it seems the coaching staff and the equipment team have made an appearance, as well. They’re all huddled in a corner, probably trying to ensure they’re out of range of any stray verbal bullets. The only people missing from this soiree are the other bigwigs, but I figure Phoenix’s appearance is enough. After all, he is the alpha of the pack.

      Speaking of alpha… Standing sentry in the far corner is a formidable-looking guy we all know to be Phoenix’s bodyguard/husband, Tarik Marx, also known as the Arrows’ spokesman. As much as I’m used to seeing him and Phoenix together, it’s a little odd not to see their wife at their side. Then again, I know Mia doesn’t have much to do with the team in this regard. She’s a smart woman.

      The last of the players arrives, and Coach closes the door, then leans against it. His attempt to appear laid-back is not quite working. Then again, it’s definitely going to be bad if Coach thinks we’re going to try and make a break for it.
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      kingston

      As hurried as they’d been to get us into the room, it takes nearly half an hour to get everyone settled down. A few guys opted for coffee, all of them bitching that we weren’t treated to breakfast, which is the norm. I can’t say I blame them. My brain is a little fuzzy from lack of food, but I’m ready to get this show on the road so I can get on with my day.

      I watch as Spencer and Phoenix go their separate ways. Phoenix turns to speak with Coleman, while Spencer makes a beeline for the back, taking the empty chair right beside me.

      “What’s up, Rush?” Spencer greets quietly, clearly not expecting a response.

      I offer a curt chin nod, but I remain silent.

      “So glad you boys could show up on time today,” Coach says, still maintaining his position against the door.

      A few grunts rumble from the group, but no one speaks.

      “I’m sure every damn one of you would prefer to be out on the ice, but as you already know, we’ve got more important things to discuss before we can get this season underway,” Coach rattles, his eyes snapping from one player to the next. “Think of it as the first day of kindergarten when we gather around and go over the rules, because clearly no one has ever gone over them before. I’m hoping since we’re starting off this way, we’ll figure out how to not screw this season up the way we did the last two.”

      Taking a deep breath, I lean back in my chair, plant one ankle over the opposite knee, and give Coach my best fuck-off stare. I get it. This meeting is long overdue, even I have to admit that. Still, I can tell by the tone that it isn’t going to be pleasant. Sure, the coaching staff has the right to be worried about all the shit that’s going on, specifically after our less-than-stellar seasons. The fact that we fucking came in last place two years in a row, while we managed to get into a heap of shit thanks to some individuals’ personal matters—of which I’m smack in the middle—a stern talking-to is certainly warranted. From the looks of this circus show, they’re hoping this year will be significantly different. Although they might not believe it, I’m on board with that plan. However, I prefer to be spoken to like an adult and not a recalcitrant child.

      Phoenix steps forward, and all eyes go to him. “I’d like to introduce you to Phil Carson.” Phoenix nods in the direction of the suit standing a few feet to his right. “He’s the team’s general counsel, and he’s here as a personal favor today.”

      Great. Do we need a fucking lawyer? Especially one who makes guest appearances?

      “I’m going to get right to the point. I get it. No one’s perfect, shit happens, it’s not what it looks like, and all that bullshit. I’ve heard it all, as have you, so I’m not gonna stand up here and reprimand you like a bunch of fucking five-year-olds. You’re grown men. Man up and own your shit. It’s your responsibility.”

      Phoenix glances around the room slowly, meeting everyone’s gaze, including mine.

      “But what I am gonna tell you is that we won’t have another year like the last two. This team went from being on top of the world to being the fucking algae beneath the rocks at the bottom.” The frustration in Phoenix’s tone is thick. “The media’s been having a field day because, along with repetitive shitty seasons, many of you have provided them with enough broadcast ammunition to take out an entire fucking country. For some unknown reason, you’ve been acting like a bunch of children with no parental supervision, and you’ve embarrassed me and the rest of this team.”

      Pretty apt description, if I do say so myself.

      Phoenix takes a breath. “But that’s behind us. This year, we’re starting anew. If you’re sitting in this room right now, it’s because we want you to wear the Arrows jersey. You’ll probably notice there are several people who are no longer here, and as far as I’m concerned, they don’t deserve to be. That’s the way it goes. We’ve got a lot of work ahead of us, and I’m only looking for guys who want to give me all they’ve got.”

      Phoenix glances toward the door. “Coach Moen has some ideas on a few changes in the lines. He knows what he’s doing, and with some of the young players we’ve acquired, it makes sense.” Phoenix pauses as he glances at all the faces. “But it’s not only about how well you play on the ice that counts. It’s also about the fans. In fact, every single thing you do should have the fans’ best interests in mind. If it weren’t for them, you wouldn’t be here right now. You wouldn’t get the chance to shine because no one would give a fuck.

      “We’ve let the fans down in a big way. Not only did we not live up to our potential on the ice, but we haven’t been putting them first. In case you didn’t notice, I purposely worked training camp so that we kept practices local this year. I want you to be accessible to the people who matter most. And you need to make yourselves available to them. Whether it’s a simple acknowledgement to the arena when you’re out there or it’s doing something for the community… That’s your job. They come back for you, not for the fucking popcorn.”

      The mere mention of popcorn makes my stomach rumble, and I realize I probably should’ve had something more than a protein bar.

      “And because we’re focusing on the media aspect, I’ve asked for some help from Mark and the newest member of the Arrows organization.” Phoenix’s gaze darts to both of them, then back to the team. “The two of them are going to take on the difficult task of rebranding this team and getting us back to where we were two years ago.”

      Great. Rebranding. I seriously doubt that has anything to do with our logo or jerseys.

      “Mark? The floor’s yours.”

      Mark steps forward. “I’m sure a lot of you know me. I’m around a lot. Looks like I’m going to be around a lot more for a while. In case I am a new face for you, my name is Mark Coleman. I’m one of the greatest hockey players to have ever graced the ice.”

      I can’t help but smile. I’ve heard this one before.

      “Not really.” Mark chuckles. “I played on a mini mite team once. For a season.” His smile widens. “Okay, a week. Sucked pretty good, and the first time I was knocked on my ass by a scrawny white kid with a stick, I said fuck this shit.” He’s all shiny white teeth at this point. “But that doesn’t mean I don’t know hockey. More importantly, I know the fans. I know what they want because I make a point to listen to them. I’m the executive director of media relations for the Austin Arrows. I’ve been in this role for going on a decade now.” Mark looks around, studying all the faces. “I don’t expect to become your best bud, the guy you invite over for a beer … except for you.” Mark points at me, of all fucking people. “I expect you to invite me over for a beer, Rush.”

      I nod. Coleman and I go way back. I like the guy.

      Mark’s face turns solemn. “But seriously, I do want us to develop a working relationship that will be the most beneficial for this team.” Mark glances over at Red, then back to the team. “Because of the nature of this task, I’ve asked our director of community relations to join me. She’s new to the Arrows organization, but she’s not new to hockey. I’d like you to give a warm welcome to Amber North.”

      I’m tempted to look at Spencer, but I refrain. I’m sure he’s attempting to bite his tongue off right now.

      The redhead steps up, and Mark takes a step back. “Thanks, Mark.” She smiles, but it falters slightly. “My name is Amber North, and as Mark said, I’m the director of community relations. I know for a fact that none of you know me, because I’ve spent the last decade with Florida working in their media relations department.”

      I mentally disagree with her, since I know for a fact there is one person who does know her.

      “I was born and raised in a small town not too far from here, but after college, I headed east. I’m glad to be back on Texas soil and to be part of this organization.” Her smile seems forced, and if I’m seeing things correctly, her gaze slides right over to Spencer before darting across the room again. “I hope going into this that you don’t see me as the enemy. If we can work together, I think we’re going to come out on top once again.”

      “I’d like her to be on top,” someone whispers from my left.

      We’re hockey players; of course someone is going to say something crude. It’s expected.

      “Fuck off, Evans,” Spencer grumbles under his breath.

      But that, I didn’t expect.

      I glance over at Spencer. The guy looks like someone has a pair of pliers on his nuts, squeezing the life out of him. I lift an eyebrow, and Spencer shakes his head.

      Phoenix speaks up. “What I’m asking Mark and Amber to do might be a little outside of their job descriptions, but we know drastic times require drastic measures. And guys, this is the last fucking straw.

      “With their help, we’re going to be focusing on each of you as individuals. It’ll be a divide-and-conquer type thing. They’ll be working with you, devising a plan on how to improve the image of the team through you.”

      A few guys grumble.

      Phoenix frowns. “If you don’t like it, there’s always someone ready to move up and take your spot. Just say the word,” he snaps, his voice continuing to rise. “I don’t have the time or the patience for this shit, and neither does Coach Moen. You’ve shown exactly what you’re capable of, taking home the Cup, and I fully expect that we’ll do that again this year. Or get pretty damn close. But, in the process, you’re going to have to work your asses off. Not only on the ice, but also by earning the fans’ respect once again. And if you can’t tell me right now that you’re willing to give one hundred fifty percent, then you can walk your ass right out that door.”

      I don’t budge. I’ll give two hundred fifty percent if that’s what Phoenix requires. Hockey is my life; this is my dream. No damn way am I going to let our failed seasons derail my career. I’m too far in for that to happen.

      “I’m taking your silence to mean you’re in,” Phoenix says, addressing everyone in the room. When no one speaks up, he continues, “Good. Now, I’m giving you back to Coach Moen. He’s got a practice to get underway. I have complete confidence that we’ll overcome this.”

      When it’s clear the lectures are over, I get to my feet along with everyone else in the room. I make it just a few feet shy of the door when I hear Spencer call my name.

      Damn it.

      Turning, I see Mark and Red … err … Amber … along with Phoenix, Tarik, Spencer, Coach Moen, and Phil the Lawyer standing in a huddle.

      “You can stay.” Phoenix nods in my direction.

      Well, fuck.

      Just when I think I might survive the morning.
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      ellie

      As I lie on my bed, staring at the ceiling, waiting for Noelle to call me back, I pull up Twitter and shoot off a tweet: Sleep is overrated. But only to people who don’t need to freaking sleep.

      I’m hoping she sees that.

      It’s been a long morning already. Once again, Bianca refused to be ready in time to catch the bus, so I had to take her to school. Granted, she seemed in a better mood today, and I even told her I liked the pink hair, which I’ve actually gotten used to. However, once I got back from dropping her off, I got caught up in watching the morning news and didn’t get to sleep when I should have. And now, I’m so tired I can hardly keep my eyes open, but I know my business partner wouldn’t be calling me unless it was urgent.

      Well, mostly urgent.

      Okay, she wouldn’t be calling unless it was important. To her. She’s done this plenty of times before.

      Like the time she called because she found a box of chocolates and wanted to know if they were mine. They were. She ate them anyway.

      Then another time when she called to ask if I knew where the mop was. I didn’t. She found it when she went out to the floor and saw one of the busboys cleaning up a spill.

      Another time when she called to see if I had checked the weather or not. I hadn’t. She was worried that she should’ve brought a coat with her to work (although she doesn’t ever have to go outside).

      But my favorite was when she called me from the phone at the bar to see if I’d seen her door key. She insisted she’d lost it the night before. I asked her how she got into the building to call me…

      Not only is she my business partner, Noelle Dexter is also my best friend, and I love her to the moon and back, so I can forgive her for never letting me sleep.

      Second only to my daughter, my sports bar—the Penalty Box—is my pride and joy and has been ever since Noelle and I opened the place three years ago. When my parents tragically died in a boating accident, they left enough money for me to kick-start my dream. Being that I’m a single mother, I had lost sight of that dream for a while, never believing it would come to fruition.

      Prior to their sudden and tragic deaths, I had been saving every penny I could to be able to make my dream a reality. My brother had offered to loan Noelle and me the money for the bar, but we both refused. We wanted to make it on our own, and we didn’t want another partner in the business, although he would’ve been a great partner.

      Although bittersweet, the money has come in handy, giving me an opportunity to provide for my daughter in ways I never thought possible and allowing my big brother to stop worrying so much. So, after we found an impressive piece of real estate in the booming city of Cedar Park, Texas, Noelle and I opened up the bar, and we haven’t looked back.

      Due to the fact that both Noelle and I enjoy working, we decided in the beginning that we would split the shifts. Because I’m the main bartender—a profession I pursued when I was eighteen—we figured it was best if I worked the late shift when the bar is busiest, while Noelle comes in when we open at eleven. She handles the lunch rush and is far better at dealing with the kitchen than I am.

      Fortunately, we’re at a point where we do enough business to hire people to fill in for us, so now we pretty much work because we want to, not because we have to. I’m more than willing to do my fair share, but I refuse to focus solely on working. They say that when you own your own business, you work more—which I find to be true—but I’ve always made sure not to get my priorities mixed up. My daughter is my main focus, and the last thing I want to do is to neglect her because of the restaurant.

      I glance over at the clock on my nightstand.

      It’s eleven fifteen.

      That means I’ve been asleep for roughly two hours, and Noelle has been at the restaurant for probably an hour. The lunch rush is always hectic, which I assume is why she had to practically hang up on me less than a minute into our conversation.

      Rolling over, I set my phone on the pillow. Surely I’ll hear it if I go back to sleep. There’s no telling when she’ll call me bac⁠—

      My phone rings and I snatch it up, hitting the talk button. “What’s up?”

      “Sorry ’bout that. We’re slammed. And I’m so, so sorry for calling and waking you up.”

      “No problem,” I tell her, although my tone says it’s definitely a problem.

      “Where’s the extra chicken wings that you ordered on Friday? I thought they were supposed to be delivered today?”

      I roll onto my back again. “I have no idea. I’m not there.”

      “Well, no shit. And neither is the chicken. Lance is freaking out.”

      I smile to myself, thinking about our infamous chef. The guy’s definitely good at what he does, but he’s a bit of a diva when he doesn’t have what he needs. Not that I would ever let him know I thought so. I’d probably lose an eye or something. He’s got some pretty sharp knives in that kitchen.

      “I really don’t know,” I explain to Noelle. “It’s supposed to be there by now. Do you want me to come in and check on it?”

      “God, no. I know how you are when you haven’t had any sleep. It ain’t pretty.”

      No, it really isn’t. “The invoice is on my desk. Just give them a call. They’re really good about responding.”

      “Okay. That’s what I needed. Now go back to sleep while I continue dodging Lance as best I can. But if we don’t have wings for the evening crowd, he’s gonna go apeshit.”

      “Send one of the guys over to Costco. They can grab enough to make it through the day.”

      “Good idea.”

      Clearly Lance is already losing it because otherwise, Noelle would’ve figured this out on her own.

      “Oh, and remind me to tell you about Bianca’s hair,” I tell her as a huge yawn escapes me. I meant to tell Noelle about it on Friday, but it totally slipped my mind. Since she went on a weekend trip with her parents and her sister, we didn’t have our customary wine night, either.

      “Will do. Night.”

      When the phone disconnects, I drop it onto the bed, grab my extra pillow, and cover my head. I wish I could turn off the ringer, but with my luck, Bianca’s school would call and I’d definitely lose points for being a good mom.

      I yawn loudly, close my eyes, and give myself over to sleep once again.
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