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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          SKATING ON THIN ICE

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “One more time,” Coach LaBoulay shouted across the ice. Sarah blew out a breath and skated in a circle with her hands braced on her hips. She had been practicing quads for her routine for the past two hours. She perfected the quadruple toe loop and quadruple Salchow and could do the triple axle and lutz, but to make it to the championships, Sarah needed to up her game and perform quads. Coach wanted her to aim for six in a row. At twenty-two, she was past the typical prime for most women’s figure skating competitors, trying to make it to the Olympics for the first time.

      Sarah finally had her chance. When she was sixteen, Sarah nearly lost her dedication to getting back on the ice after she fractured her ankle at practice right before the World Championships until her grandpa told her one of his many phrases to keep her going: “Life is like a gumbo. Sometimes, when the roux burns, you have to start from scratch, add all the ingredients, and it only gets better the longer it simmers.”

      “Sarah!” Coach LaBoulay shouted her name again.

      “Alright, already,” she shouted, skating around the rink. She got into position, feeling the wind of her speed pass across her face, the exhilaration in her muscles prepping for the spin. She was in the air, mentally counting her rotations. “One, two, three, four, five,” she heard her teammates start to clap prematurely, breaking her concentration. Her momentum failed, and she landed shakily, twisting her ankle slightly, but she shook it off.

      Coach LaBoulay shouted, “Again!”

      Sarah skated the rink twice, doing a few forward and backward moves and a small jump to test her ankle. It felt fine, so she went for it, this time tuning everything out around her.

      “I can do this,” she breathed, picked up her momentum, and was once more spinning in the air, counting the rotations in her head. “One, two, three, four, five, six.”

      She did it!

      Excitement coursed through her veins, and a huge smile graced her lips as she tuned into everyone cheering—or that was the case until she landed hard on the sore ankle. The loud pop and the instant pain that radiated up her leg dropped her to the ice, landing hard and sliding a bit. She lay in pain, staring up at the ceiling of the rink, tears streaming down her face.

      Coach skated over to her side and leaned over her. “You alright?” He knelt beside Sarah when she shook her head.

      Sarah couldn’t stop the tears from flooding her eyes. Her voice trembled. “I think it's broken.”

      Coach LaBoulay sighed, “Let me see.” He straightened her leg, unlaced the boot, and started taking it off. Sarah involuntarily moaned out in pain. She bit her lips together and tried not to show how badly it hurt.

      “Mariah,” the coach called out to one of the younger teammates. “Go get the wheelchair. “Jessamine, let the medic know that we will need X-rays.” The girls took off.

      “Let the ice keep the ankle cool until I get you in the back.”

      Coach stood up and skated off the ice to the other girls and started having them do skills practice on the other end of the rink.

      Sarah knew her career was over. Her grampa's words, which had given her confidence only a few minutes earlier, didn’t comfort her anymore. She was too old now to start over. Why did she push herself for six quads for the World Championships? She should have saved that for the Olympics once she was ready. That dream would never happen; it was now null and void.
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        * * *

      

      Two months flew by, and Sarah’s grampa left to return to Cypressville, LA, her hometown. He needed to return to his farm. He had left it in the care of friends long enough, and with the Thanksgiving holiday approaching, they needed to spend it with their family. Sarah still had the boot on and couldn’t put more than twenty pounds on her ankle after surgery, but at least she could get around on crutches now.

      Sarah’s door opened, and in came her best friend, Jane. “Knock, knock,” she said, rolling her suitcase behind her. I just saw Grampa George leave. He got in the cab that just delivered me. I’m so glad I got to see him. It’s been so long.”

      Jane took a deep breath and was about to start talking again. But before she did, Sarah hurriedly interjected. “Thanks for coming up to spend Thanksgiving with me. I hate that I can't go home yet, but my therapy and medical expenses are all paid for here. I didn’t want to put Grampa out more than I already have.”

      “Girl, you need to stop that. Your grampa would give you the stars and the moon if you asked, and before you interject with your grumbling,” Jane got her there because Sarah was about to say something. “Your grampa doesn’t care what you do as long as you're happy. He told me he prayed for a Christmas miracle for you this year. He doesn’t like seeing you so sad.”

      Sarah sighed. “I know. He told me the same thing, but my life’s dream is gone. There is nothing left for me to do now.”

      Jane rolled her eyes. “Good grief, Sarah, you are acting as if the world has ended. You are only twenty-two, and you’ve never dated. Maybe it's time you find yourself a man to focus on instead of only the ice.” Then Jane chuckled to herself.

      “What’s so funny about me finding a guy?” Sarah asked, a bit peeved that her friend thought her dating was laughable.

      Jane blushed, “It's stupid, but I just thought, I hope you find Mr. Nice instead of Mr. Ice.”

      Sarah groaned. “Geez, Jane, your jokes have not improved over the years.” She hobbled to the sofa and sat down, leaning her crutches next to her. “How long can you stay? Please tell me you can stay at least a week?”

      Jane followed Sarah, sat on the other end of the sofa, and leaned back on the cushion. “I’m exhausted. That flight was not the best.” She peeked open one eye and glanced at Sarah. “I can stay until Sunday to spend Thanksgiving with you and black Friday. It's been so long since we’ve been able to shop like crazy ladies. I hope you will be up for it. Do you still have the wheelchair? I don’t mind pushing you everywhere so you don’t get burnt out.”

      “Jane, how are you still breathing?” Sarah sometimes forgot how long-winded and fast-talking Jane could be.

      Jane chuckled, "I had six cups of coffee at the airport during my layover. I wanted to make sure I didn’t fall asleep and miss my connection, but now that I’m here, I want to crash.”

      Sarah stood back up and picked up her crutches. “Come along, then. Let me show you to our room so that you can get some sleep. Tomorrow, you get to go grocery shopping for Thanksgiving dinner while I go to physical therapy.”

      The following morning, Sarah woke up to the sun streaming on her face and the cold Autumn air freezing her room from the open window. “Jane,” she shivered and pulled the covers to her chin. “Why are you hanging out the window like a fool when it's four degrees outside?”

      Jane laughed, “It's not four degrees. It can't be more than forty.”

      Sarah sat up, “Celcius Jane, we're in Canada. It's not Fahrenheit.”

      Jane shut the window and turned around, facing Sarah. “I don’t get it. You skate in an ice rink seven days a week. How can a little northerly wind make you all trembly cold.”

      “It's because I’m not moving around. Anyway, what were you doing?”

      Jane breathed out a long sigh, “Enjoying the view; it's beautiful here. The leaves are red, orange, and yellow, and the wind is crisp and clean. To top it off, I can see the water from the window and smell freshly baked bread nearby. This area is so peaceful. Thank you so much for inviting me to stay with you. I am grateful now you talked me into getting my passport. I honestly never thought I would travel or fly in a plane anywhere. I thought I’d be stuck at home forever.”

      “Jane, we both need a life check. Like you told me, you are twenty-two and have a whole life ahead of you.”

      Jane shook her head. “I need to stop blabbering my mouth so much, then I won’t have to hear my advice hit me in the face.”

      Sarah moved the covers back and shifted to hang her legs off the bed. She grabbed her crutches, leaning on the nightstand, and stood up. “Well, I better get ready. A cab will be here for me at nine to pick me up for my appointment.”

      “When you’re done, there are fresh scones for breakfast,” Jane said as Sarah headed to the bathroom.

      “What time did you wake up?” Sarah asked, then yawned, still trying to wake up herself.

      “Early. The smell from the bakery made me itch to make something, so I found my way to the store and bought a few baking goods. But I ran out of Canadian bills and need to go to the bank again later.”

      “You don’t have to do that. I have provisional money for food; it's in the envelope next to the fridge, and you can take what you need out. I also have a list, but they may not have everything. You are a great cook, so I figured it would be incredible no matter what we have.”

      Jane made a noncommittal sound and said, “I forgot that they don’t celebrate American Thanksgiving here, and I am an okay cook; nothing special.”

      “Yeah, right,” Sarah said, walking out finally.

      A few minutes later, the shower ended, and Jane sat at the kitchen island. Sarah picked up a scone, took a bite, and moaned as the scone melted in her mouth. “Yeah, right, you are only okay.” She took another bite of her scone, “Seriously, this is heavenly. You could easily open your own bakery.”

      Jane shook her head. “No way that would mean I’d have to wake up at the crack of dawn to start baking, and I prefer to sleep in.”

      Sarah shook her head. “Um, weren’t you the one up at the crack of dawn making scones this morning?”

      “That is only because airline delays messed up my sleep. I will probably sleep in until after you get home from physical therapy every day. How is that going, by the way?”

      Sarah closed her eyes and tilted her head back.

      “That bad?” Jane asked.

      “It's not bad; it's just why bother working so hard when I will never skate again. You know—my career is over, so I’ve been doing the bare minimum to get by so I can walk without these crutches.”

      “Hmm. I was wondering why you were taking longer to recover this time. When you had your first surgery, you worked your butt off to get back on the ice fast.”

      “There is no need to anymore. Coach LaBoulay called last night after you fell asleep and told me that he and the team were leaving at the end of the week. If I hadn’t injured my ankle, I’d be flying to France now with my team and attending the competition. It was my last chance to get a gold medal to get into the Olympics, but nope, I’m not that lucky. I got the short end of the stick and broke my ankle and ruined my life.” Sarah picked up her third scone. “So here I am, scarfing down scones because I don’t have to keep my weight down anymore, I don’t have to compete anymore, and I don’t have a passion anymore; my life is over.”

      Jane rolled her eyes. “And I thought I was the dramatic one. Girl, I am telling you it’s time to take your focus off of yourself, find one of the gorgeous tall Canadian men, and have fun for once.  You've always been too focused. Why not be a typically young adult and have a fling, fall in love, and who knows, maybe you might even decide to get married and have a bunch of kids and make your own?” Jane looked up in thought and giggled.

      “What now, you think it's comical that I could have kids?”

      She chuckled again. “No, I was just imagining you having six kids, and they all tell you that they love the ice but want to be hockey players.”

      Sarah groaned. “Not in my house! I won’t have any brutes in my little family. They will all be graceful figure skaters or something else altogether. I may never tell my children I was a pro skater.”

      A horn honked.

      “That’s my ride. I’ll be back in about three hours.” She got up and hobbled on her crutches. “Thanks again for going shopping for me. I have no clue what I will do when I’m on my own again.”

      “I don’t mind, but you know Sarah, you can always come home. We have physical therapy places in Louisiana, too, you know.”

      Sarah sighed, “I know.” She walked down the steps slowly and got into the cab. She did know, but she also knew that her dream would really be over once she went home. Going home meant she’d have to figure out a new life plan, and she wasn’t quite ready for that reality.
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          I’M NOT THE PUCK

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The air hung heavy with sweat and the satisfying scent of victory. Towels littered the floor, and the sounds of showers mingled with the post-game chatter. The Halifax Hurricanes won again, and Alex, the veteran center, stretched out on a bench, drying off his shaggy hair. A hard hand clapped his shoulder as Matthews, a veteran defenseman, sat beside him.

      “Did you see the move Ivanov pulled in the third? Pure magic!”

      Zelepi, the goalie, was heading to the shower and whipped his towel at Alex. “Better watch your back, Holstead, or you might lose your position as team idol.”

      Everyone laughed, and Alex threw a playful punch at Zelepi’s arm.

      Alex puffed out his chest and whipped his hair back, imitating a fashionista. “Hey, I still got a few good years left in me. I won’t lose my mantle that easily, but I gotta admit a couple of these rookies might take me out in the next year or two, the way they are performing. I’m impressed.”

      Benson, Alex’s best friend and the team's winger,  joined in, “Are you talking about Ivanov?”

      Alex nodded. Benson, a huge red-headed beast of a man with half his teeth missing, stuck his veneers in and then said, “That kid is fast as a bullet on the ice. Reminds me of myself at his age… only missing one thing.”

      “And that is?” Alex chuckled. Benson shook out his thick, curly red locks, splattering water droplets on them all. “These luxurious locks,” he said, grinned, and “a new set of pearly whites.”

      Matthews grinned, “Speaking of hair, did you see the new defensemen, Jenö?” He whistled and shook his hand like he burned his fingers. He looked like he walked straight out of a boy band, so fragile.”

      Alex shook his head in humor. “Hey, don't judge a book by its cover, Matthews. Remember what happened last year with that "tough guy" rookie you went on about in the beginning? He was all bark and no bite, gotta give the newbie a chance to show us what he’s got.”

      Matthews scoffed, “Yeah, yeah.”

      Alex watched Benson scan the room. He was giving each of the new members a once over, and as they caught his eye, he nodded to them individually. Being the captain, Benson liked to show the rookies who the team Alpha was, and at six-six, the tallest member of their team by two inches, Alex falling right behind him at six-four, the newbies showed him respect.

      Benson turned to Matthews, “But seriously, even though some of these rookies look like babies, I like to believe they bring a fresh energy to the team. It keeps old dogs like us on our toes, right, Holstead?”

      Alex nodded. “Absolutely. Competition breeds excellence. And who knows, maybe one of these kids will be the next big thing.”

      Zelepi emerged from the shower with his towel around his neck. “Just as long as they don't steal my starting spot, we’re all good.” Louder, he shouted, “Rookies hear that? My crease, my rules!”

      Everyone was laughing when the locker room door swung open. Coach Talbot was gruff and never smiled, but he was a well-respected coach in the NHL. He had just transferred to the Halifax Hurricanes two seasons before, and he, Alex, and Benson hit it off well. They tended to get drinks after a win, which was as loose as the two players ever saw their coach.

      Coach Talbot whistled through his teeth. “Alright, alright, break it up. Celebrate tonight, but tomorrow, it's back to work. We got a long season ahead of us, especially you rookies,” he shifted his fingers from his eyes to the five new guys. Tomorrow, we will start double the time on those drills.”

      The rookies, hanging back from the team's veterans, nodded eagerly. Alex watched them, a flicker of something akin to pride in his eyes. He had a good feeling about their team — change was coming.

      Coach Talbot hung back and waited for everyone except Benson and Alex to leave.

      “Holstead, I’m appointing you captain of the rookies for a couple of weeks. I want you to work one-on-one with Ivanov to get him up to speed with some of your signature moves. No drinks tonight because we have an early day, men.”

      Coach walked out, and Alex turned to Benson, “Long season indeed. And it seems it is full of surprises.”

      Benson whispered conspiratorially in Alex’s ear. “One drink won’t knock us down. We are two sturdy lads.”

      The men left the locker room rejuvenated from the win and ready to celebrate at the after-party Coach had no clue about.
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        * * *

      

      The air thumped with music, and the post-game euphoria was tangible in the crowd at the bar downtown. Alex sat at the bar watching his teammates, with a woman on his side hanging on his every word and his best friend Benson on the other side kissing two different women on and off.

      He wondered when they both became players with the women. The woman beside him ran a finger down his chest and whispered, "Let's go to my place for a private after-party.”

      Alex stood as if to leave, then remembered that he had to be ready for the morning's practice. He kissed her and looked at Benson. “Sorry, ladies. We have an early morning tomorrow.”

      Benson immediately dropped his arms from the girl's waist. “Way to ruin the party, man,” but he looked to his companions with regret written all over it, “he’s right. Maybe next time, though.”

      The ladies pouted and tried to convince Alex that they could still perform even with little sleep. Her words boosted Alex’s drunken ego, and he almost changed his mind about heading home with the lady. Then he realized he didn’t even know her name. When had he become so shallow? He turned, picked up the shot on the bar, and gulped it down.

      Zelepi interrupted, “Ladies, there's no need for long faces; I’m free tonight.” Like a flock of seagulls, the women latched on to Zelepi, leaving Benson and Alex.

      Feeling his ego bruising after the woman left so quickly, Alex threw his arm around Benson, “You know, brother,” he pointed to Ivanov, “he may be fast.” He drank another shot, “I’ll give him that.”

      Alex swayed a bit. The alcohol made his vision blur for a second. He caught himself on Benson. He held his hands on his shoulders and stared at him in his face, aiming for a whisper. He failed, and his voice rose instead. The words of the lady who left his side rang in his head that he was capable of doing anything these kids could do and, better, even drunk. His words slurred, “These punks haven’t seen anything yet. Does the coach want me to show them the ropes tomorrow? It's more like I'll show them how a real champion plays!”

      Benson, just as drunk, egged him on. “Give 'em hell tomorrow. I’ve got your back. Us veterans need to show these pipsqueaks who the real men are.”

      They both laughed. Zelepi, Matthews, and the ladies raised their glasses to them.

      Slurring his words and suddenly feeling like a loser, Ivanov, his second, was fast as lightning and had a strong arm. He would be playing circles around Alex in a month with more training. Alex turned to Benson. “You know I still got it right. You saw me out there tonight. I made the win at the last second. I still have the golden touch.”

      Benson chuckled and squeezed Alex’s shoulder, “Relax, Alex. Coach wouldn’t have asked you specifically to train the rookie if you weren’t the best. Just make sure you work them extra hard. Now let's get home, coach will be pissed if we don’t have our heads on straight tomorrow.”

      Alex nodded, “Sounds good to me! This season's gonna be a piece of cake.”

      As they walked out, Alex lost his balance and fell into Benson.

      Benson gave him a look of concern. “You can make it home?”

      “Sure I can. You don’t have to babysit me.”

      Benson had drank just as much as Alex had, but Benson didn’t seem nearly as phased. “You know what, I live closer. You can stay at my place tonight and head in to practice together. I will make you my hangover brew in the morning.”

      He got in the cab, leaned his head back, and fell asleep, completely forgetting what his best friend had said.
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        * * *

      

      The four rookies were doing skate drills. The rhythmic scrape of blades echoing on the ice made Alex’s head pound. Benson’s hangover cure didn’t work. His tongue was thick in his mouth, and his joints ached. His old knee injury flared up, and he felt old for the first time in his career. Alex’s eyes blurred as Ivanov sped by. That kid was one hell of a player. Before long, he’d be out on the sidelines, and Ivanov would be the team's light.

      This sluggish feeling was why Alex hated drinking and gave it up nearly four years ago. He shouldn’t have let his aging ego make him binge again.  Plus, his mental health after a night of bingeing always made him depressed. He was getting too old for this life. Thirty-two was their prime to most people, but he was getting up there in hockey. Most of his friends had retired or were about to retire. Emotionally, he felt like he was still in his early to mid-twenties and hated that his body was telling him otherwise. He wasn’t ready to let go of this part of his life yet. He had to prove to himself that he was still just as great or greater than he was in his youth.

      Alex whistled and motioned with his hand to have the rookies line up so he could show them what he wanted them to work on in their next drill. He had Benson drop the puck, and before Alex could show the men the pass he wanted them to work on, Andreson exploded forward with surprising speed. Within seconds, Alex saw three things: Benson’s eyes widened, he motioned his hand for the kid to stop, and shouted, “Not your turn, Anderson.”  Alex’s reflexes slowed from his hangover, and he skated to the side, but his timing was off. A sickening crack echoed through the rink as Alex crumbled to the ice. A loud swear word flew from his mouth as he held the scream in his throat.

      Alex lay on the ice, moaning. Benson, Anderson, and the other men hovered around him. Anderson, freaking out, “I’m sorry, I jumped the gun,” his voice trailed off.

      Moments later, Alex was in the medics office. His knee was being wrapped in a temporary splint as he waited for the ambulance to transport him to the hospital. The ever-stoic Coach Talbot looked pained, and when Alex made eye contact, all he could see was disappointment in the man's eyes. Alex deserved it he screwed up.  Alex should have done what coach said and just gone home. If he had, his reflexes would have been better.

      The doctor finished wrapping him up. “Well, the bad news is you won't be able to play the rest of the season. The good news is that surgery will fix this, along with some extensive rehab, and before you know it, you will be back in the game.”

      The doctor stood up and took his leave. Coach Talbot shook his head at the situation and walked the Doctor out. Silence hung heavy in the air at the horrible news.

      Benson broke the tension and squeezed Alex’s shoulder. “We’ll get you back on the ice, Holstead. This isn’t over.”

      Alex managed a weak nod. Shame burned in his eyes as he glanced down at his injured knee, a stark reminder of his reckless behavior last night, trying to act young again. Harsh realities were setting in. “And the season is over,” he snapped his fingers, “just like that.”

      “You'll be back. You’ve been here before and have always come back a force to be reckoned with. Just focus on recovery. We'll miss you out there, but we'll hold down the fort.”

      Alex nodded, but his heart wasn't in it. This time felt different. Last night, he’d been determined to show the newbies how he could dominate, but now it was a lost cause, and there was a huge chance he may never play pro again.
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