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Four minutes remained in the second period when Adam Johnson slammed into the boards from a hard check and pain shot down his left leg. When he found himself lying on the ice, it seemed everything went silent. The crowd, the announcers, music. Nothing. All he felt was pain shooting through his back as he stared at the ceiling of the arena. 

The scrape of skates against ice echoed in his ears. The noise of the arena seemed far away. At least two television cameras would zero in on him and his pain. He liked being on screen, but he much preferred when it was for a goal scored or even a penalty taken. 

Someone was standing above him. He tried to focus on the person. Doctor? Was he that bad? No, it was the team trainer. Thank God. He waved off the questions about his head. “No, my back and legs. There was a shooting pain after the hit and my back is killing me.” Worse than the pain was his fears: Was this how he left hockey? Was this how his career ended? Was he too old to recover from a normal check?

“Let’s get you off the ice and we’ll have doc look at you.”

“Yeah, let me see if I can roll.” He attempted to move and his body screamed in pain. “No, I need you to help me.”

Adam set his teeth against the pain as they lifted him. His body protested, but he forced his body into the dressing room, amid cheers from the crowd. Support was good, no one was booing him.

With a shit-ton of help, he undressed and the doctor looked him over. They put ice on his back and they could do nothing more until morning when he would have proper scans. They gave him some strong painkillers and someone drove him home and got him into bed. He didn’t recall who when he woke in the morning.

The pain dulled by morning, so he skipped the pain pills he’d left on his nightstand. A car, courtesy of his agent, picked him up with coffee and a bagel. He ate on the way to the medical center where they conducted a physical on him. Then they did an MRI and x-ray, before sending him back to the waiting room.

Was this the end of his career? Injuries with less pain had ended careers before. He could be grateful he wasn’t nursing a concussion or worse, in the hospital with something broken. Or maybe something broken would explain why he hurt so badly. Even if he recovered, he’d never be a first liner again. His ice time had been reducing since his marriage ended.

He no longer enthralled Monique and her group, he was of no use to them now that he lacked superstar status. What would he do if he couldn’t play hockey? He was single, divorced, and unemployable. Hockey was the only thing he knew. At least he had a lot of money, it wouldn’t keep him warm at night, but being rich and lonely was better than a poor loser.

The doctor called him back into the office. “At least four weeks rest, then we can check again to start light exercise and physiotherapy.”

“How long until I can play?”

“Probably three months. At the earliest. Look, Mr. Johnson, you’re thirty-seven and this isn’t your first back injury. You won’t heal quickly. These things take time.”

Three months. With the season winding down, he’d watch the play-offs from the sidelines. Lucky for the team they didn’t rely on his skills to win. There was always next season, if he healed. He wanted to shout at the asshole doctor. He called Adam old. Old. Fuck, he wasn’t old. He was going to play until he was forty-five. He had good years left.

As Adam let the anger wash over him, the truth turned to despair. He was old. Where the hockey world was concerned, he was too old, he partied too much and he was an asshole to too many people. He looked at the doctor and frowned. “Can I have a pain killer in the meantime?”

“Yes. And, lots of rest. Apply ice fifteen minutes out of every two to three hours.”

He limped to the car and told the driver they had a prescription to pick up before heading home. He was tired. When he got home, he could call Monique and she’d come to cheer him up. With sex.

The thought made him wince. Didn’t he once play with a broken hand? As a teenager. But even that didn’t make the top ten list of stupid things he’d done in his life. His ex wife probably had a list of the terrible choices he’d made. He’d call her later and ask her to send it over. She was the only one who took his calls anymore. Her brother, Doug, took them when he wasn’t busy with his four stepchildren, but they’d never be close again. At least, he still had Monique. Even if he hadn’t talked to her in a week.

Thanks to traffic, it took an hour to get back to his apartment. Once he got home, he collapsed onto his bed and grabbed the remote and turned on Sports Talk, then dialed Monique. She answered with, “Hello?”

“Hey baby, I’m lonely and hurting. Why don’t you come cheer me up? I miss you.”

“I have a life,” she answered with a hiss. “I can’t just come over for sex whenever you want.”

That was news to him. “Oh you have a job this week. Why was I paying your rent last week?”

“I had to buy a pair of cute shoes. I’ll show them to you Friday.” Monique giggled.

Adam groaned. “Right. Aren’t you going to ask me how my back is?”

“Why?”

She hadn’t heard about his hit. Didn’t give a shit about him. “Do you ever watch when I play?”

“It was Laney’s birthday last night. We went out for drinks and I met a cute guy.”

“And?” Adam sighed. Classic Monique, if she felt Adam’s attention was wavering, there was a cute guy to make him jealous and get his attention back.

“And what? We made out.”

“I thought you and I were dating?”

She sounded bored. “We’ve always been casual Adam. You knew that. Hell, I think you were the one who said that. Back when you were talking about getting your ex-wife back.”

He pinched the bridge of his nose. In a flash of poor choices where he tried to get Amy back, a move that topped the list of mistakes he’d made in the last twenty years. It had also happened almost three years ago. “Never mind.” He was tired of the games, the bullshit. He was too old, too tired, and in too much pain.

“I thought we talked about this when I got upset when that girl was grinding you on the dance floor.” That was six months ago, and he wasn’t grinding, he was trying to get away when Monique had a meltdown in the middle of the bar.

“And you made me apologize a thousand times and buy you diamond earrings to go with your Christmas necklace.”

“Yeah, but you were playing last night, you weren’t with me, and he bought me a few drinks. I owed him.”

“What about all the money I’ve given you? You don’t owe me?” Adam felt his anger rising, he’d left his wife for her.

“Adam, you never want to be out past midnight and you barely drink or dance when we go out. And few people know your name.” He could picture her pout.

“So that’s it? I’m not a celebrity and I don’t want to party like I’m twenty, so I’m out?”

“Come on baby, don’t be angry. It was you that first said we wouldn’t be together forever.”

It wasn’t the first time he’d heard those words from her. And yeah, he said them to her before. During their frequent break ups, but it never felt like this. Never felt final. “Well, fuck you very much, Monique.” He ended the call and deleted her from his contact list. When she got over her little tiff, she’d call him again.

He pushed himself off the bed and hobbled to the kitchen. He dumped a second pain pill into his mouth and chased it with a swallow of iced tea. 

Fuck her and fuck everyone else. He returned to the bedroom and called his agent. He was done with everything in this city. Time to retire. He’d sell his place, go somewhere new, start over. It wasn’t the first time.

But five minutes later, he was on the phone with his ex-wife, Amy Black-Jones. “I swear to god, Adam, I will change my number. This had better be an emergency.” She spoke in hushed tones through clenched teeth.

Adam tapped his fingers on his coffee table. “I tried your brother, but he wasn’t answering, so you were up next. I have no one else I can talk about this with. Can you humor me?”

“Where’s Monique?”

He expected Amy to throw his girlfriend’s name in his face. It was a tired line, but one Amy couldn’t let go of. “We broke up.”

“Again. I’ll humor you on one condition. That we limit these little chats to once a month, like you promised Scott a month ago.”

“Is he still jealous?” Adam smirked. He and Scott had been team mates when Scott and Amy dated. There had been some bad energy between them, in fact Adam might have tried to break them up on his quest to win Amy back. Something he apologized for in person and with an expensive baby gift.

“He’s only mad that I didn’t let him punch you out for all the shit you pulled with me. And with me and him.”

“I know he’s out of town. Tell him next time he’s in Vancouver to call me, we can go out for drinks. Old teammates and all that.” Adam would apologize again.

“You’ll have a better chance of meeting him in a boxing ring.” Amy’s wit cut deep, reminding him she was more than the trophy wife he tried to make her. She enjoyed his money, but she was intelligent.

“We could do that too. I only call when he’s on the road, you know. Unless it’s an emergency.”

“Jeez, Adam, just spit it out and let me get on with my life. I have kids and a job.”

Fine, he got straight to the point. “Should I retire?”

“You should have retired three years ago. Problem solved.”

As if it was that easy. He hadn’t planned on retiring for a few more years, so he hadn’t thought out his post retirement phase. What would he do? Where would he live? “What will I do if I retire?”

“I dunno, move back to Calgary and take care of your parents. Get in coaching with a team there. There’s gotta be a bunch of them. There’s a ton of things.”

“You think I should retire?”

“You’re thirty-seven, honey. No one lasts forever. Stop pretending you are eighteen at some point. Maybe you should get counseling for that.” She only called him honey when she was calling him on his bullshit. 

“I don’t know what I’d do with my time.”

“You need to evaluate whether you are still helping the team win games, or are you taking up cap space? What’s best for the team?”

Fuck her. She pushed his buttons so he would hang up on her. “Retire and sell the condo,” he said. “I’ll talk to you later.”

“You’re welcome,” she said, sweetly.

He pushed the end call button with his thumb. Still a bitch. It surprised him that Amy recalled his name at all, up on her mighty mountain of being right, while she stood over him. Did she enjoy telling her new husband how wrong he was about everything under the sun? She’d had a lot of practice during her first marriage. It wouldn’t be hard to continue in her second. Nothing had been good enough for Amy so eventually Adam stopped trying.

That was a lie. He told that story so many times, he believed it. He’d never tried with Amy. The only way to get his attention was to bitch at him until he noticed. Then he’d try for a couple weeks until he got bored.

His relationship with Monique was similar, except, Amy stuck around for ten years. He and Monique had at least a dozen breakups in the less than three years they were together.

Sometimes, they stayed apart for a week. Once it had lasted almost four months before she showed up on his doorstep. She liked his money, she liked to be on his arm as one of the most recognized men in the city. Once he healed, she’d be back in his arms. No big deal. But retiring, that was a bigger step. He shook his head. “Admit it,” he said out loud, “you’re scared to quit.” 

He dialed, Tash, his agent. “I’m done,” he told her. “I’m no good for the team anymore. And I’m taking up money and bench space a younger player could sit in. And fuck if anyone knows if I’ll even play next year. It could screw me for the rest of my life.”

“It’s not that bad. But are you saying you’re retiring?”

“Everyone thinks it’s a good idea,” Adam said, recalling his conversation with Amy. Retire and sell the condo.

“What do you think?”

“I think I can’t play, but I don’t want to be out of the game entirely. I’m thinking I’ll go back to Calgary.”

“So your condo?”

“Put it on the market, Tash. I need to leave the city.”

“All right. I’ll get in touch with the people we need. Do you want to announce it now? Or at the end of the playoffs? During the summer?”

“Right away is fine. As soon as we can get everything squared away.”

Tash paused. “Okay, Adam. If you’re sure. If you change your mind in the next seventy-two hours, we can reverse things.”

“I’ve changed my mind three times during this conversation. Just pull the plug on everything. I want to leave gracefully before people call me too old for this game.”

“Hey, you’re still one of the best players the league’s seen in the last ten years.”

Adam ran his hand through his hair. He longed for the glory days, when his name was on everyone’s lips. “I was. Not anymore. Just do it. Call me if you need me to do anything. Press and interviews and all that shit.”

“Probably the usual stuff, talk radio, a couple newspaper interviews. Maybe a TV interview. We’ll see.” Press used to be his favorite thing to do. Now, few people wanted his time and attention.

“I want to relax, heal my body.” He was tired and he was grumpy.

“All right, I’ll get the ball rolling if you’re sure.”

“Yes. Just do it, Tash. Now.” He hung up the phone and leaned forward with a groan. He gripped his phone, ready to call Tasha and tell her he’d made a mistake. He couldn’t go back now. It wasn’t fair to the team for him to keep playing. He couldn’t lie to himself about it anymore.

He was about to lie down to wallow in self-pity when his phone rang. “Okay, I talked to the best selling real estate agent in town. She’ll come to you with the paperwork. One of her suggestions was to hire a stager. She gave me the name of the best one, and a couple others. They aren’t that cheap, but they come in and do repairs, painting, minor updating, and staging the house. If you have clutter, they’ll help you store it. Anyway, it’s supposed to help both sell faster and for a higher price.”

“Sure, whatever it takes to get me out of here.”

“You haven’t heard the prices.”

“I don’t care about prices. Just call the top one, get the first appointment you can. Throw my name around, the team, whatever you need to say. Let me know if I need to meet people. It’s not like I’m going anywhere.” Adam’s voice was a growl, but he didn’t fluster his agent. She was good at her job and she knew how to handle moody sports stars. 

“I will call you back when I know anything.”

Adam lifted his legs up on the sofa and pulled a blanket over himself. He turned the television on and let himself drift away.
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Libby Theron stretched her legs out on the picnic bench. She thought about lying down and soaking up the sun when a teenage girl ran up. The girl bounced in front of her, glancing over her shoulder. Paige grabbed Libby’s arm and tugged. “You gotta come back, otherwise the boys will slaughter us.”

“It’s a water fight and I’m already soaked. I can’t.” She slumped to prove her point. “I’m exhausted.” 

“Come on, everyone else abandoned us. I think the guys did too, so if you come, you’ll be the only grownup left and we’ll win.” Paige grinned, and tugged again.

Libby groaned with exhaustion and lack of resolve. When she’d signed up for this end of the year party she imagined pouring juice for the teens and roasting hot dogs and marshmallows. And spending time with Bryce, perhaps flirting with him. Finally, getting the courage to take the reins with him, because he still hadn’t made a move. Every time they met at these events, they flirted. And she would go home and make a plan to ask him out, or at least for his phone number the next time she saw him but she chickened out every time. She was a modern woman, she had to suck it up today. 

Instead of all that, they pulled her into the thick of a water balloon fight, when the temperature was barely warm enough to wear shorts. This was not what she planned for her first weekend in May. The girls grinned as Paige dragged Libby to where they had stockpiled a bunch of balloons. Someone was filling them from the tap. 

The benefits of being a Big Sister far outweighed the time and energy she put in. She made a difference to these girls. Especially Paige. When they were matched nearly two years before, Paige was sullen and coming close to failing seventh grade. Her mother had died ten months before, and her father struggled with raising Paige, her brother and sister in the wake of his own loss. Both sets of grandparents tried to help, but they were grieving.

Paige still had moments of anger and sadness. Libby had taken grief counseling sessions to learn how to help her new friend through the troubling times. Paige and her family were making headway into getting back to a new sense of normal.

Libby peeked around the corner. The guys were hidden, but Bryce’s head popped out from behind a piece of lawn furniture and a balloon came sailing toward her. She ducked back in time. She had some choice words, but kept them to herself. “I thought you said the other adults had bailed?”

“Well, everyone on our team left,” someone said, with a giggle.

Libby sighed as she peeked out. How many guys were out there waiting to pelt her with water-filled bombs? She cursed wishing she pushed for the pool party. “We need a plan. I think half of you should sneak around the other way and try to catch the boys unaware. Then we can hope our half soaks the rest.”

They agreed and everyone gathered as many balloons as they could manage and set off. The plan was all for naught as the guys caught the sneaking group and overwhelmed the remaining ones. 

She surrendered to Sam and Bryce, who stood over her each holding an overfilled balloon. Bryce offered to help her to her feet, but before he could move Sam dropped his balloon on her, which broke with a good splash on the top of her head. 

The announcement that hot dogs were ready caused a stampede of teenagers, which left her alone with Bryce. “Bugger,” she said at Sam’s retreating back.

Bryce took her glasses off and set them aside. He magically had a towel and was rubbing her hair with it. “I can’t see without my glasses,” she protested.

“I know, but they are so waterlogged, you can’t see with them either. And, I see how pretty your eyes are.” He brought the towel down around her shoulders. 

Oh shit, okay. Libby dropped her eyes to the ground and gave herself a pep talk, look into his eyes, flirt, ask for his number. Then she looked up to see his blue eyes staring at her with a warm smile that chased away the chill from her wet clothes. Stick to the plan, she told herself, say something clever, make him laugh, then ask for his number. She opened her mouth to speak, but he bent his head and kissed her. It wasn’t unexpected. They’d been flirting for ages, it seemed, but they spent most of their time among impressionable teenagers, not the best time for romance. 

She put her hands on his shoulders and kissed him back. He was a passable kisser. She brushed off the lukewarm feelings of his kiss, he was probably nervous about their chances of being caught. This wasn’t exactly the time to push her against the wall and give her a kiss that weakened her knees. Especially since, there were voices and shouts that seemed to get closer. He pulled away, brushing his thumb over her lower lip. “We’ll finish this later.”

She nodded. “Yeah, good. Later.” She coughed and stumbled back a few steps, putting her hands in her back pockets.

“Maybe supper tonight?” He grabbed her glasses and perched them on her face again. “You’re adorable. In case I hadn’t told you.”

She wanted to wrinkle her nose. Adorable? She knew she was short, but adorable? Way to kill the moment. Her shoulders dropped in disappointment, as she realized she couldn’t go out with him tonight.. “I have to meet a client tonight. Tomorrow?”

He shook his head. “Family dinner for me.”

She sighed. After months of flirting, he finally asked her out and she was getting blocked by work and a family dinner. She wanted to kick something, instead she gave him a wan smile. “Life.” Now was the time to ask him for his number, she reminded herself, but her mouth had gone dry. She used to have confidence, before Elissa. No her boss wasn’t to blame, her ex Dan was. He stole all her self confidence, along with all her money.

Bryce grinned and touched her mouth again. “Well, how about, give me your phone number before you split, and we can go over our schedules together?”

Libby’s soul sagged with relief he was finally taking initiative and saving her from having to. She couldn’t find it in herself to ask for what she wanted. “Sounds good. We should get over there before they eat it all.”

They walked to the tables together, chatting about nothing. At the group, Bryce got pulled away to celebrate victory. Ginny, another volunteer, sidled up to her. “What were you doing?”

“Being a bad influence. Glad no one could see us. They’d kick us out.” Libby grinned as she gave Bryce a side eye. He was watching her and gave her a little wink as he rubbed Sam’s head. She giggled as she returned her attention to Ginny.

“He kissed you?” Ginny’s eyes were wide.

Libby nodded.

“Finally. Did he ask you out?” Ginny grinned. “Did you ask him out?”

“We need to find time in our schedules. You know how busy I am.”

“Letting your boss take advantage of you,” Ginny said. “And spending your free time working on sainthood.”

“I don’t do that much.” Libby rolled her eyes. “We’ll exchange numbers and figure it out.”

Ginny handed over a hot dog. “I think I’m more excited than you.”

“I want to keep this quiet until I know what is happening. Okay?” Libby gave her a pointed look.

Ginny nodded. “All right. You let me know when something happens.”

“Have you considered dating instead of living through me?”

“Of course. But with the last string of losers I’ve had, I’ve given up on dating for the rest of this year.” Ginny’s curls bounced as she shook her head.

“It’s May, Ginny.”

The older woman sighed. “I know. I need new batteries already.” Ginny was in her early thirties, but she’d been through a cancer diagnosis, followed by divorce. 

“What do you need batteries for?” Paige came up behind them.

Libby blushed. God, just what she needed. “Remote control,” Ginny said, easily.

Libby checked her watch. She had to leave in twenty minutes if she was to get ready and make it into the city for her meeting. “I can’t stay much longer.”

Paige made a face. “Why?”

“Elissa assigned me this one yesterday. Last minute, emergency for a friend or someone rich or something. Who knows? And I need the money.”

“Yes, so you can start your own business,” Ginny and Paige finished.

“You’ve talked about this for months. I’ve seen the work you do. You could go it alone. Find another job. Get away from Elissa before she works you to death.” Ginny glared as if her words needed emphasis. 

No one knew why Libby worked so hard for her boss but everyone knew she did. And everyone could see Elissa Fergus was a nominee for the worst boss of the decade. “I’m fine.” She had her reasons for doing what she did, but she would not dwell on them. And she didn’t need to explain herself to anyone. “What about that guy you were dating from the deli?” Libby asked, changing the subject.

“He had no ambition. He didn’t want a better job, or apartment. He spent his downtime playing guitar, and if he needed extra money, he sold pot.”

“Classy,” Libby remarked. She let Ginny rant a while longer than she excused herself. She needed to change before she could head to work.

On her way to the city her boss called her cell phone. Libby found a place to pull over so she could answer. “You’re at Mr. Johnson’s condo right?”

“I’m heading there now. The meeting is in an hour.”

“Our biggest client ever, I expect you to be early. Don’t screw this up Libby. I’d be at this job with Mr. Johnson but I had the big Schuly renovation meeting today already.”

“Biggest client ever?” And Elissa wasn’t going to be there? Weird.

“Adam Johnson.” Elissa couldn’t have sounded more excited if she said the Prime Minister or Justin Bieber. 

“Who?” Libby had never heard the name before, but between work and volunteering, she barely had time to sleep let alone watch TV or keep up with celebrity gossip.

“Adam Johnson, huge hockey star. God, Libby, don’t you pay attention to anything? He was all over the scandal sheets when his wife found he cheated on her many times during their marriage. The whole divorce was public, probably because she was freaking gorgeous herself.” Elissa gushed with gossip over a man who skated well. Big deal.

“Oh, that Adam Johnson.” She had no freaking clue who her boss was talking about, but she’d search it online later. Right now, she had to hurry to his condo. “Right. Anything I need to know?”

“Don’t be late.”

Go fuck yourself. Libby smiled at the phone and used her most pleasant voice. “Sounds good. I’ll call you after the meeting.”

“I’m busy this evening, Libby. That’s the other reason you’re taking this one. I’ll call you when I get home.” Elissa all but growled before she ended the call.

Libby rolled her eyes as she turned the screen on her phone off and headed back to the road. At least she was wearing the gray knit dress Elissa liked. She actually smiled at Libby once in this dress at the office. She’d figured out who Adam Johnson was later.
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The mousy little woman who showed up on his doorstep surprised Adam. She was supposed to be the best stager in the greater Vancouver area. Given what he was paying this woman he expected her to be taller. More substantial. And blonder. He preferred blonds. That was a ridiculous thought. Why did it matter what he preferred? He wasn’t sleeping with her. All that mattered was that she could sell his place faster and for more money. And he wasn’t paying her, he was paying her firm.

And she was ten minutes late. With a frown and little more than hope, he opened the door. “Hello,” he said.

She balanced a clipboard on her left forearm, attached to a hand that held an enormous bag and extended her right hand to him. “Hello, I’m Libby Theron. Sorry I’m late, I live further out. And then my phone gave me bad directions.”

“Adam Johnson. Nice to meet you. No problem.” He shook her proffered hand, but realized she was already edging past him into the condo. She set her bag by the door and turned in a circle, her eyes darting over the space as she scrutinized it.

Adam felt self-conscious about it suddenly and for no reason, most of the decorating choices had been Amy’s. He figured Monique would redecorate when she moved in, but she preferred her own place, and he didn’t care what color the walls or the pillows were, so long as the sofa was comfortable and television was large.

Libby turned to the closet just inside the front door and smiled. “Great, front entrance closet. Buyers always want storage.” 

Unsure what else to do, he stood and watched her hang up her coat. It was like watching a peep show as she revealed herself. At least, his body reacted as if he were watching one. He followed her knee-high boots to a scant inch of skin, before cutting off at a gray knit dress, that looked soft. He could especially appreciate where it stretched over her breasts. When his eyes made it to her face, he saw her disapproving eyes behind her glasses. 

So she had the naughty schoolteacher look down to a tee, a hot sexy tee. He cleared his throat. “Right, would you like something to drink? Water, a glass of wine?” Good grief, why was he suddenly attracted to someone who was not his type? Had it been that long since he’d gotten laid? Two weeks, maybe three since his injury. And he hadn’t seen Monique the two weeks before that. Five weeks was a drought for him. The longest he’d gone in years, since before Amy.

“Nothing thank you. I apologize for assessing your place as soon as I walked in the door. I’m not much for small talk.”

“Me neither. Right to the point.” Right into bed. He should stop, she was a professional woman and he’d never been a professional a day in his life. Adam lived for fun and excitement. And what excited him most was wondering what the patch of skin between her boots and skirt felt like. What it would taste like. If he could maneuver his way closer, he’d find out what she smelled like.
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