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        October

        Tarrytown, New York

      

      

      He was, quite possibly, the ugliest man she had ever seen.

      Margarita Anastacia Moritello stared at the muted television screen as the mid-game interview continued. Curly red-blond hair fanned away from under the hockey helmet—Ronald McDonald with a mullet. His nose was skewed, with enough bump to suggest a visit to a plastic surgeon might be in order. Bushy eyebrows menaced over eyes so blue and cold they could be mistaken for an ice-strewn Hudson River. But it was his beard, full and messy, like a lumberjack’s, crawling over his face, that drew most attention. She could barely see his mouth, but he was talking, and from what could be seen, he was missing enough teeth she could almost drive her Volkswagen Beetle through them.

      “A face only a mother could love, poor thing,” Lacey Carruthers murmured from her chair near the big room’s empty fireplace, sidling a look at her. “Don’t you think, Emma?”

      Emma—easier to say than Margarita Anastacia and sounding less like a certain kind of drink—sipped her tea and nodded.

      “Hard to believe women find hockey players like him attractive.”

      “Really?” Emma almost choked on her tea. “Why?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe it’s the glamor, maybe it’s the money. I can’t see it myself, but then, I don’t need to.” Emma’s best friend smiled, stood, and moved up the creaking stairs to conduct the night rounds of the children’s rooms. No. Lacey Carruthers certainly didn’t need to worry about the handsomeness of other men. Not when she had her own handsome husband already.

      “Do you think he’s attractive?” Jacob Browne, Hopetoun’s direct support worker, asked Emma.

      Hadn’t she just made her opinion clear? “No,” she said firmly. Anyone of TJ Woletsky’s character, let alone his looks, would never appeal.

      Jacob studied her a moment longer, until she found herself wishing for Lacey to return from upstairs. Not that there was anything wrong with Jacob. It was just he had never tickled her fancy the way guys like Beau Nash or Dan Walton did. Not that she needed a guy to be handsome or play pro hockey, but it didn’t hurt. And the fact that both men were unapologetic about their Christian faith, which translated into good works like running camps for disadvantaged kids—she’d seen Dan’s amazing pictures on Instagram—meant they’d forever be a cut above the men she encountered in real life. Apart from her dad and brother, and Tim Carruthers, of course. And a million miles above the man whose history of fights was now being shown on TV.

      “All asleep,” Lacey reported, re-entering the common room and settling into the sofa next to Emma, cradling a cup of tea that smelled like peppermint. “They’re still on Woletsky?” she said, studying the TV. “Poor guy.”

      “Poor?” Jacob snorted, pushing back his floppy blond hair. “How can you say that? Woletsky’s just a highly paid goon.”

      “But don’t you ever wonder why he acts that way?” Lacey continued. “Tim and I talked about this the other day. I know TJ’s apologized for some of his hits before, like when he cracked Mike Vaughan’s ribs a few years ago. I don’t think he can be all bad.”

      Emma glanced behind her. “Don’t let Leona hear you say that.”

      Lacey sighed. “She’s still bitter, isn’t she?”

      “With every right,” Emma said, her chest heating. “After what he did to Nick.”

      “Poor Nick.” Lacey’s face softened.

      Nick Grenier, Leona Cherry’s nephew, was really the man deserving sympathy here. Emma’s heart panged as it did every time she thought about him. She really should see him again soon.

      A noise at the door stole their attention to where Leona wandered in, her weariness evident in her slumped shoulders and lumbering step. Emma immediately rose. “Would you like a cup of tea?”

      “Oh, yes, Margarita. Thank you, dear.”

      A glance at the TV showed the first intermission interview had—thankfully—cut to commentary for another game. Not New York’s, though. As the others enquired about Leona’s visit to Buffalo, Emma hastened to make her boss’s chamomile tea, her heart soft with compassion.

      Mrs. Leona Cherry, residence manager of Hopetoun Children’s Home, had had a trying few years, caring for her terminally ill husband whose death last year seemed to have precipitated her own health battles, which had necessitated Emma stepping into the management role a few times. Then Leona’s sister, Helen, had suffered a fatal heart attack in January, which was followed by TJ Woletsky’s mammoth hit on her nephew Nick earlier this month—a hit that had seen Nick’s team, Buffalo, fined by the league for questioning why Woletsky had only been assessed two minor penalties and a five thousand dollar fine for roughing, when all the commentators thought he deserved his fifth suspension at the very least. Hopefully Leona would feel too tired to insist on watching the rest of the game between Montreal and Woletsky’s team, L.A.

      Emma handed the tea to Leona, who thanked her wearily. “You’re an angel.”

      “Saint Margarita,” murmured Jacob, which provoked an exchange of rolled eyes between Lacey and Emma as Emma moved to resume her seat.

      A scream punctuated the night. Emma held up a hand. “I’m up, so I’ll go.”

      She hurried out of the spacious living room and up the stairs to the second floor, where the girls’ rooms were located. Whimpers came from behind a pale pink door. She flicked on the light and moved to the bed where a small figure gasped, eyes shut, cowering under the bedclothes.

      Emma gently rubbed the small form’s back. “Shh, it’s okay, Nessa. You’re safe.”

      Lord, please heal Nessa’s nightmares. Let her experience Your peace and sweet sleep.

      She continued whispering prayers, stroking the curly dark hair until the whimpers eased. Nessa had experienced too much horror for one so young. She needed all the love and security that Hopetoun could provide.

      Thank God that Karinda, a recent arrival to the group home, still slept. Nobody needed another night of broken sleep. Emma yawned, glanced around the girls’ bedroom once more, then carefully closed the door.

      She re-entered the big room and settled back into her seat. “Nessa. Poor sweetheart.”

      “What are we going to do with her?” Leona sighed.

      “Pray.”

      “Yes, yes, apart from that.”

      Emma slid a look at her boss. Why did she always sound like dealing with Nessa was a hardship? Hopetoun existed to help children needing additional support after traumatic experiences, providing a safe, nurturing, family-like environment in a group home while children waited to be matched to a foster family. Nessa had seen counsellors and psychiatrists, and Emma had driven her to the doctor’s just this afternoon. All of them said she would talk one day. The girl’s trauma meant that finding an appropriate home with a foster family who could understand her complex needs was taking longer than anyone liked.

      Leona offered an apologetic smile. “Sorry, Margarita. It’s been a tough week.”

      Emma nodded. With the recent bout of chicken pox and the furnace threatening to give up the ghost, this past week had been tough on all the staff. The part-time staff and volunteers who came in each day, like Jacob and Lacey, had a slightly easier time of it—they at least could escape the insanity that sometimes overwhelmed Hopetoun. Emma picked up her tea—cold now, but she took a defiant sip.

      “I don’t know how you can drink cold tea,” Lacey teased.

      “I think I’m too tired to care,” she admitted.

      “I can make you another one,” Jacob offered eagerly.

      “I’m fine. Sit down. The game’s about to start again,” she said, waving at the screen.

      The television flickered to show highlights of the other games being played tonight. Emma sat back and relaxed against the tattered cushions of the old sofa. Friday night. Hockey night. If she couldn’t be at a game—like tonight, when New York were playing in Texas—then watching favorite players like Montreal goalie Beau Nash on TV was a nice way to escape the worries. And the loneliness. And the fear that here she was, thirty-one and not-been-kissed-in-ten-years, destined to spend the rest of her Friday nights with television and a cup of tea for company. Not that she minded. Too much.

      Lacey’s phone buzzed. “It’s Tim.”

      Tim Carruthers, husband of her best friend Lacey, and New York’s captain. “Tell him good luck tonight,” Emma said.

      Lacey grinned, texting back. “He doesn’t need luck. He’s playing so hot right now. But then, he is so hot, right?”

      How to reply?

      “That’s nice, dear,” Leona murmured.

      Emma smothered a smile as coverage resumed of the second period of the Montreal-L.A. game. They’d switch over to the New York game soon, but any hockey was better than none. And if it meant a glimpse of Beau Nash, well, all the better.

      The L.A. players streamed onto the ice, and already she could feel Leona’s tension. It was there in her rigid shoulders, her fixed glare at the screen, as if she was gathering her hatred for the man who’d soon appear.

      A hiss escaped Leona as TJ Woletsky skated back onto the ice. Emma exchanged glances with Lacey. Maybe it was time to change the station.

      “Nash is playing well,” Jacob observed. “Hasn’t dropped a game since his move to Montreal.”

      “He must like it there,” Emma said, glad for the shift in focus.

      “I think he does,” Lacey said, casting Emma a glance. “Did I mention he might have a girlfriend?”

      “What?”

      “I don’t think it’s a secret. Or maybe it is. Tim told me a little while ago, and I may have forgotten to share.”

      “Oh well.” Emma gave an exaggerated sigh. “There go my dreams, crumbling into dust.”

      “You don’t seriously like a guy like him, do you?” Jacob scoffed.

      “Why not? He’s tall”—like, really tall—“and is a Christian, and seems so sweet, and I love his accent—”

      “Have you even met him?” he asked, one dark eyebrow raised.

      Well, no. But, “I’ve met a few hockey players over the years”—thanks to her work here—“and I can tell who’s a good one and who isn’t,” she insisted.

      “Like him,” Leona muttered, stabbing her manicured finger at the screen.

      Woletsky skated toward the goal, shooting to Damon, who flicked it forward to Pavel, who struck it back to Macoretti. L.A.’s shots were quick and clean. Pavel shot at the goal, but Beau blocked it.

      “Yes!” Emma clapped him on.

      The puck slid back to Woletsky, who took his turn shooting at the net, but Beau caught it in his right glove, holding on as Woletsky got in his face.

      “Woletsky’s such a jerk,” Jacob muttered.

      No argument from anyone here.

      A swift glance at Leona’s narrowed eyes and tight expression showed it was definitely time to change the channel. But before Emma could pick up the remote control, Woletsky had charged into the net in a move that saw Beau stumble backward, his head striking the pipes before he slumped to the ground, ominously still.

      Emma’s heart hitched.

      “Oh no!” Lacey cried.

      Jacob swore softly, but for once Emma didn’t reprimand him, her attention focused on Leona, who was breathing deeply, her brow furrowed, her hands clenched. “Leona? Are you okay?”

      “No. No, I’m not okay,” Leona cried, shaking her head with jerky movements. “How could they let him play again? This is exactly what happened with poor Nick!”

      Well, not exactly. Nick had been slammed into the boards, not a net, in a hit that the NHL had said was legal. Not that anyone here liked to admit that.

      They watched as medics surrounded Beau and the camera moved to where the back-up goalie was limbering up.

      “God, heal him,” Lacey murmured.

      “Amen.” Emma watched as Beau was stretchered off, then quickly changed the channel for the New York game. She clutched Lacey’s hand and gave a gentle squeeze. No wife wanted to see the reality of what could happen in a game like this. Not that anyone had ever died from playing hockey—that she knew of, anyway. But injuries happened and could be severe. Witness Nick’s possibly career-ending hit ten days ago.

      But even on this station, as the commentators gave a pre-game summary of New York’s game, there was already discussion of the Montreal-L.A. game, the hit on poor Beau replayed again.

      “Woletsky at it again,” the balding former-NHL player said, shaking his head. “How long is it gonna take before L.A. gets rid of him?”

      “He’s a liability, that’s for sure. I can’t see any team wanting him after this,” his graying co-anchor said. “Especially after what he did to poor Nick Grenier last week.”

      Leona inhaled sharply.

      “That’s right,” the sports host said. “Grenier, and now Nash, who has always been known as one of the good guys in the game. I really can’t see what Woletsky was hoping to achieve there.”

      “Apart from getting kicked out of the game?” his co-anchor said.

      “Here’s hoping,” Jacob muttered.

      “I can’t wait to see what the league does with him this time,” Lacey added.

      But when the referee assessed the hit as requiring only a ten-minute game misconduct, Emma and her fellow employees of Hopetoun House were as stunned as the sports hosts.

      “Are you kidding me?” Lacey shook her head. “No way is that fair.”

      “Montreal’s not gonna be happy about this, I can assure you,” the balding TV host said. “I think the league will be hearing from Tony Francois soon. Ten minutes for that kind of play?”

      “Everyone knows you don’t hit the goalie,” his co-anchor said. “This is a big mistake from both Woletsky and the ref. Considering Woletsky’s history, I would’ve expected a suspension at the very least. He’s played for three teams in the last four years, and how many times has he been suspended now? Four? And for what many would consider lesser hits. I think there’ll be plenty of people asking where’s the justice.”

      Jacob muttered a less-than-glowing opinion of the referee’s intellect while Leona pushed to her feet. “I can’t stand this. I’m going to bed. I hate this game. I hate that man!” she cried, pointing at the television, where Woletsky sat in the penalty box, expressionless, mouth-guard hanging free as, around him, red-clad Montreal fans pounded out their anger on the glass screens.

      “Leona,” Emma called, but her boss waved her away, instead heading to her bedroom on the floor above.

      Lacey grabbed Emma’s hand and drew her back to the sofa. “Leave her. You know she’ll only get further frustrated and upset the more sympathy she gets.”

      True. Emma sank back into her seat, her nerves as skittish as Mom’s cat Twinky.

      Hockey was amazing, the game so fast and requiring such skill, but at moments like this, she realized how brutal it could be too.

      She gripped Lacey’s hand, wishing she could impart assurance that Tim would be safe tonight. But she could barely watch New York’s attempts to thwart Dallas’s aggression, her mind and heart spinning with thoughts and prayers for what she’d seen tonight. Prayers for healing for Beau and Nick, for protection for Tim, for peace for their loved ones. And—as the sports commentators had pointed out—prayers that there would finally be justice for the thug who skated for L.A. Her skin crawled. Bile rose in her throat.

      TJ Woletsky.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Los Angeles

      

      

      “Woletsky, take a seat.”

      TJ nodded his response and sat down across the desk from his arms-crossed coach and L.A.’s general manager. Uh oh. He’d seen that look before. It never boded well. He slid a look at Phil Mowbray, his stony-faced agent, and braced himself.

      The GM looked at him, his expression hard. “I’ve just had Montreal’s GM chewing off my ear. They’re not happy.”

      No. He didn’t imagine they would be.

      “That hit on Nash was the final straw. Especially following the fight earlier.”

      “Yeah, but he started it—”

      “Enough!” TJ jumped as his coach slammed his fist on the desk, setting things rattling. “Sooner or later you’ve got to admit to your bad attitude and take some responsibility.”

      “But Coach—”

      “No. Don’t sit there and try and make excuses. You’ve been making excuses for as long as we’ve known you. We thought taking a chance on you would bring energy to the team, but you’ve brought exactly the wrong kind of energy.”

      TJ had always thought his coach’s motivational speeches, with their emphasis on energy and dynamics, a little too touchy-feely airy-fairy mumbo jumbo, like his previous girlfriend’s fixation with Feng Shui. He also figured now was not the time to share that opinion.

      Phil cleared his throat. “You brought my client here to do what he normally does, which is to use his skills for enforcing clean play.”

      Thanks, Phil. TJ settled more comfortably in his chair. That was exactly right. He’d always hated injustice and deceit. Maybe that was why he’d hated his childhood.

      “But the problem is that he’s not been.”

      Huh? Offense at being talked about instead of talked to spiked into protest. “Excuse me, Coach, but I have been. The league hasn’t found my actions illegal. You saw the penalty I got for Nash. Ten minutes, and I barely touched the guy,” he complained.

      “The problem is that nobody else saw it that way,” the GM growled.

      When the GM growled, it was time to shut up.

      “We knew we were taking a risk with you, with your reputation for hard hits. How many guys have you injured now? I seem to remember something about Mike Vaughan in Boston when you were playing for Florida.”

      “That was a clean hit, and Mike and I were friendly enough when we played together in Calgary. The guy invited me to his wedding, for Pete’s sake.”

      Phil nodded. He’d been there too.

      Why Mike had invited TJ to his wedding, and Thanksgiving the following year, TJ barely knew. But Mike had always been generous that way. Someone TJ’d almost dare count as a friend, if he had to count anyone. “Just because I play hard doesn’t mean I play dirty.”

      “That’s not how the fans see it.”

      The fans. TJ swallowed further protest. Fans meant dollars, which affected contracts. Like his. He folded his arms and glanced out the window, catching a glimpse of sparkling Pacific Ocean.

      “I was really hoping this could be a turnaround,” his coach said.

      Well, yeah. TJ had kinda hoped that too. A new team, a fresh start, a chance to finally redeem himself, to prove the critics wrong—

      “And there’s still time,” Phil said. “He’s signed for this season.”

      “But ever since that hit on Grenier, we’ve had sponsors threatening to leave, and now, with Nash too, let’s just say people’s patience has worn thin.”

      Wait. TJ’s gaze swiveled back to the GM. This wasn’t sounding good.

      “You’re a liability, TJ.”

      He clamped his mouth shut. Exactly what he’d known all his life. The problem child. Skating on thin ice forever. Booted from team to team, as if getting drafted in the first round all those years ago had been forgotten.

      “We can’t afford liabilities.”

      “Sir, Coach, I can do better. I will do better,” he assured, sitting straighter in his seat. “But you gotta know that I’m just trying to do the job you brought me here for. You wanted toughness, I bring toughness.”

      “You bring complaints,” the GM muttered.

      TJ cast a look at Phil, who had also now crossed his arms and seemed to be scowling at the GM’s fancy fish tank, as if little Nemo might be responsible for the GM’s bad mood. Uh oh. Looked like he wasn’t gonna get any more help from his agent.

      “I’m sorry, sir. If it makes anyone feel better, I apologized to Nash.” Via text, but hey. The dude wasn’t about to answer a call. They never did.

      “Did you speak to Grenier like we asked?” the GM said.

      Oh. That. “When I tried, he refused to pick up. I told you last time that I’d texted”—he hurried on, not liking the look the GM shot him—“and that I’d visit him next time I was on the east coast.”

      “So you haven’t.”

      Well, er, “No,” he owned.

      The GM sighed. Ah, the sound of disappointment. TJ knew it well.

      “I think you’d have to agree that whole incident was very unfortunate,” Phil said. “TJ can’t be blamed for what was essentially Grenier not properly watching the play. The league seemed to understand that, which is why he wasn’t fined more.”

      Judging from the scowl being shot Phil’s way, TJ didn’t think his agent was helping any.

      “Blaming the victim for what he didn’t do is not what we do here. Not when we’re talking about what you didn’t do.” Now the GM’s scowl was being levelled TJ’s way. “Woletsky, we’re trading you.”

      “What?”

      His question was echoed a second later by Phil. The tension ratcheted up more. Why hadn’t Phil done more to save him? What kind of useless agent was he?

      “For a seventh round pick.”

      TJ blinked. “Are you serious?” How insulting. Humiliation prickled his skin, made his gut clench. He gripped the chair’s wooden arms to force himself to not escape.

      “Where?” Phil asked.

      “New York.”

      New York? Why would an Original Six team want him? Maybe he could swallow the indignity—

      “Apparently their farm team thinks you’d be a fit.”

      “Hartford?” Phil asked.

      TJ’s coach—well, his former coach—nodded.

      TJ coughed. He couldn’t be serious. “This is a joke, right?”

      “No joke,” his coach said.

      “I’m gonna go play in the AHL?” Talk about a demotion.

      “If they’ll have you.”

      What? There were questions about whether he’d even play in the minors?

      He shot a panicked look at Phil, who’d sunk his head in his hand, and knew there was no hope for him there.

      No. He’d give anything to not go back to playing in hockey’s minor league. Goodbye, dream apartment with beach view. Goodbye, great climate. Goodbye, great life. Hello, the dynamics of professional sports. He swallowed a stupid desire to laugh—maybe his coach did know something about energies and dynamics after all—and forced himself to shrug, then stand. Not for anything would he let them see how much this cut him. He’d play the flippant card until the end. “Okay.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The hospital room was dim, shadows stretching across the floor. Emma waited in the doorway for the nurse to finish talking to Leona, but from what she could hear, it seemed to consist of “no change,” “no improvement,” and “no news.”

      Sadness crossed Emma’s chest as the slump in Leona’s shoulders grew more pronounced. Poor lady. Poor Nick. She prayed for both as she stood waiting, offering the nurse a small smile on her exit from the room.

      “Keep an eye on her,” the nurse murmured, inclining her head to Leona. “She looks really tired.”

      “Of course,” Emma said. Leona was exhausted. Emma’s workload reflected that, picking up the pieces Leona kept missing. Concern for her boss had led to Emma’s offer to chauffeur Leona here on Emma’s day off.

      She stole into the room where Nick lay, his form motionless under the blanket save for the faint movement of his chest. Her eyes filled, and she blinked tears back as she placed a gentle hand on Leona’s back. “Have a seat,” she whispered, pointing to the nearby chair.

      Leona wilted into it, and Emma shifted to the other side as Leona grasped Nick’s hand. “She said there’s been no change.”

      Emma nodded as if she hadn’t already heard.

      The past two weeks had proved to be a rollercoaster of emotions, trying to buoy Leona’s spirits while dealing with the Home’s issues as well as concerns of her own. But at least Nick was out of the coma, even though his concussion and other injuries would keep him off the ice for months, if not forever. Poor Nick. How long would he remain here? He’d need a haircut soon—his dark hair was getting longer—and judging from the scruff on his chin, he still refused to be shaved. A twinge crossed her chest.

      The room was silent save for Leona’s rasping breath and Nick’s soft exhalations. Sorrow arrowed through Emma at the waste of life he represented. How could a game he loved bring him so undone? But even though Leona’s hatred was fixed and forceful, Emma knew it was unfair to lay the whole blame at Woletsky’s feet. Accidents happened. Even if it would’ve gone a long way for him to offer Nick an apology.

      Her gaze trailed to Leona, to the dark shadows under her eyes that testified to too many late nights due to her fears. Too many late nights pleading with Hopetoun’s board of trustees, begging for more money. Winter was soon approaching, and the furnace needed replacing. As assistant residence manager, Emma did what she could to support, but Leona was growing increasingly brittle. She really needed a break. Emma had hoped today’s visit would bring a change in her demeanor, but no joy. God bless Lacey for deputizing at the Home today.

      Leona released a heavy sigh, sparking fresh concern. “What is it?” Emma asked gently.

      “I don’t know what to do,” Leona said. “Should I keep him here? It’s so expensive.”

      It was. But the compensation awarded by the NHL’s player fund dealt with most of the astronomical medical costs. Besides, what was the alternative? Leona could scarcely look after him at Hopetoun. “It’s a good thing he has insurance.”

      Leona shuddered. “I can’t imagine what would happen otherwise.”

      “And it’s a good thing you’re able to be here to visit, and that this didn’t happen in Vancouver or someplace far away.”

      “I suppose you’re right, but oh, it’s hard to be positive sometimes.”

      True.

      Nick stirred, long dark-lashed blinks finally shuddering to awareness. “Oh, Nicholas,” Leona cried. “It’s so good to see you.”

      He blinked and drew back, as if uncertain he thought the same.

      Emma shoved the uncharitable thought down and ventured a small wave. “Hi, Nick.”

      He shifted as if moving to face her, but the agonizingly long time he took made her scamper to join Leona on the other side of the bed. Here, with her back to the door, he’d avoid sunlight in his eyes.

      “Hi.” His voice was flat, and there was no animation in his gaze.

      “How are you feeling today?” Leona asked.

      His attention shifted to Emma, and she recognized the weary resignation of being asked that same question every time his aunt came. Sorrow dug deep. How could Emma help him when his aunt—her boss—barely knew what to do?

      “Have you had any visitors?” Emma asked, dreading to know the answer.

      He squinted, as if questioning her intelligence.

      “I’ll take it that’s a no, then.”

      His top lip curled in a sneer. “Can you see anyone wanting to visit me?”

      She pressed her lips together, but her eyebrows rose of their own accord as her head tilted to his aunt.

      He exhaled. “Apart from you two, of course.”

      Leona sighed heavily. “I wish people would understand how hard this is.”

      “Yeah, it’s pretty hard for you,” he said sarcastically.

      Emma coughed. “Leona, do you think Nick might like a snack?”

      Nick rolled his eyes at Emma, at her code for “distract Leona,” but he played along. “That’d be great. The food here isn’t wonderful.”

      “Oh, but it’s costing so much,” Leona complained.

      He shot Emma another look as if to say look what you’ve done.

      She shrugged, keeping her gaze narrowed on him until he turned away.

      “Margarita, dear, will you be okay if I leave you for a few moments?”

      “I’ll manage,” she promised.

      After checking what Nick wanted to eat, then worrying aloud if it might make him gain weight before admitting that perhaps that might be a good thing after all, Leona finally left.

      “Whew,” Emma said, wiping at her brow.

      Nick’s lips flickered into what could almost be a smile. “Thanks for making me fat.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      Okay, so that was definitely a smile, small though it was. She shifted closer, grasped his hand. “So, what have you been doing?” she asked. “How is therapy going?”

      He shot her a look as filled with skepticism as the look he’d shot his aunt before.

      “So it’s going well, then?”

      “You’re real funny,” he mumbled.

      “I know.”

      She squeezed his hand, glad to see that today, at least, he’d found something of the sense of humor she remembered from high school. Nick had been good at hockey even then, spending so much time playing that she’d tutored him in math. They’d lost contact when he moved away and only reconnected a few years ago when she took the job at Hopetoun. She’d been pleasantly surprised to find her new boss’s nephew was someone she knew from over a decade ago. Not that they’d had much to do with each other. Until the hit from TJ Woletsky, which had seen Nick in a coma for days and stuck motionless in bed for what would likely prove weeks. And despite the efforts of the staff and all the encouragement she and Leona could offer, his spirits seemed little better than when he’d first wakened.

      “What’s going on in your world?” he asked slowly.

      She glanced at him in surprise. This was the first time he’d asked about her in a long time. Their conversations in recent years had been swift and mostly focused on hockey. She swallowed, thinking Nick wouldn’t like to know about hockey or the latest incident involving the man who’d inflicted damage on another. So instead, she told him about her brother and sister, Marc and Rose, and their jobs in the city at the FDNY and the Rockettes.

      “Rockettes, huh?”

      “Yeah. Marc surprised us all.”

      This did score a small chuckle, something she’d count as a win.

      She squeezed his hand again. “Rose has worked so hard. It’s wonderful to see her scoring such a gig.” Even if she was only the swing dancer at this stage. “She and Marc are sharing this tiny apartment, which apparently works well when he’s on shift. He likes to come back home to Mom and Dad’s when he’s not on call, so they’re making it work.”

      “Proud big sister, huh?”

      “Yes.” And sometimes envious big sister, too. But she was doing her dream job, so she couldn’t complain. And it wasn’t like she had skills or interest in dancing or dealing with fires. “I’m hoping to catch up with them sometime soon.”

      He nodded. “And you?”

      She shrugged. “Same old, same old. Kids are doing well, although Nessa—you met her before—she still has her nightmares, and Brandon is still struggling along.” Poor little man. “It’s Halloween soon, so we’ll probably do a party of some sort. We’re supposed to do some pumpkin carving soon, too.”

      Something she still really needed to organize. In past years these kinds of events had seen visits from various groups—including Tim and his teammates—happy to splash a little joy, something which the children had always responded to well. Who didn’t love a nice surprise, something that proved a point of difference in their day? It was a little like Nick’s own ordeal, stuck here in a hospital room, seeing the same faces day by day. Anything that could bring brightness or cheer was welcome, and part of Emma’s role was to provide a steady diet of entertainment and distraction, which meant coordinating the occasional outing squeezed around medical and counselling visits. It was often easier for people to come to the Home, which saw volunteers with music expertise, art therapy, gardening, and more. But with all of her extra duties, Emma hadn’t been as organized as she preferred to be.

      “You should come,” she said. “I’m sure the kids would love to see you.”

      “Me?” This time Nick’s laughter held mockery as he slid his hand from hers. “Nobody wants to see me, Emma. Didn’t you get the memo?”

      “But the children—”

      “Especially the children,” he muttered. “You really want them seeing someone like me? ‘Hey, look, kids, this is what you have to look forward to. You’ll be a has-been at thirty.’ Yeah, thanks but no thanks.”

      She pressed her lips together and bowed her head.

      “You should go,” he said roughly.

      “But Leona—”

      “Comes here because she feels guilty or has some stupid sense of family duty that makes her come. She doesn’t care for me.”

      “You’re wrong,” she countered. “You’re always on her mind. She cares for you deeply. What do you think she’s doing, up here as often as she is?”

      “She comes because you make her.”

      She swiped her hair behind her ear. Well, yes, that might be true, but also, “She loves you, Nick.”

      “I don’t know why.”

      She stifled a sigh. When he grew morose like this, she felt renewed appreciation for Leona’s patience. “You know we care about you,” she said softly, looking into his eyes, willing him to believe her.

      His gaze held hers for a long time, then his lips flattened and he turned away. But this time, when she placed her hand upon his, he didn’t shrug it off. So she squeezed his hand and bowed her head and prayed. Prayed for Nick. For Leona. For the kids. For health, a sense of purpose, and God’s direction. And that one day they might be able to forgive the man who had brought them to this place.
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        * * *

      

      TJ halted outside the opened door, the room revealing a woman beside Nick Grenier’s bed. The woman’s wavy dark hair flowed halfway down her back and held reddish glints, and the sight of her holding Nick’s hand did something strange to TJ’s heart. Okay, so he had an intellectual understanding of what happened when a guy got injured and the consequences for his family and friends. But TJ himself had never experienced major injury, and having little in the way of either family or friends meant he’d never really thought through the ramifications. Hospitals. Tears. Broken dreams. He knew about that last one, at least. But that moment of intensity passing between Nick and the woman before—for all his cluelessness, he wasn’t that stupid, at least—hit him harder than a puck to the face, slamming guilt through his chest.

      He gritted his teeth. He hated feeling like he was desperately in the wrong when he was here trying to make things right. Hated standing here filled with indecision, wondering whether he should stay or leave. He tied his hair back, then tugged his plaid shirtsleeves over his forearms, covering the ink, glad he’d taken his agent’s advice for once and trimmed his logger-like beard. He had no desire to put people more offside than his usual sparkling personality did. But everything about today had already proved a challenge, his trip through this part of upstate New York everything he remembered from ten years ago: dirty, run down, and depressing. No wonder people thought he was a perfect fit.

      A shuffle beside him drew his attention to a nurse. “Can I help you?” she asked softly.

      “I, uh, I’m just waiting,” he muttered, gesturing inside the room.

      “You’re not family, are you?”

      He shook his head no.

      “A friend?”

      Nope, not that either. Nick and the woman there would probably count him an enemy. He shrugged.

      She glanced inside and nodded. “I’m still new here, but from what I’ve been told, he doesn’t have much family—an aunt, or something. I think that one is his girlfriend.”

      He hadn’t known Nick had a girlfriend. He felt even worse. “I, um, might come back later,” he muttered.

      It wasn’t like he hadn’t tried. He’d already sent the dude an apology message, like he usually did. He’d never actually visited any of them before. Of course, none of them had ever been in the hospital for this long before. But hey, he’d done all he could.

      “You can go in,” she encouraged.

      Go in and spark new nightmares for the man in the bed and his girlfriend? He shouldn’t have come. This was a bad idea. He chewed his bottom lip.

      “Go on. It’ll do him good to see a fresh face.”

      Yeah, probably not this face.

      But before he had a chance to slip away, she’d entered the room, her fingers firmly grasping his sleeve and propelling his feet, still reluctant to move.

      “Look! You have a visitor,” she said brightly.

      Nick’s eyes widened, and the woman beside him gasped. Gut clenching, TJ glanced at her, got a glimpse of an open mouth and blue eyes behind glasses before his gaze swung back to Nick, whose scowl said TJ should’ve gone with his first, second, third, and fourth instincts and gone directly to the city instead of side-tracking here. “Hey,” he offered with a lift of his hand.

      “You.”

      “Me.”

      Nick’s sneered look suggested he didn’t think TJ amusing. “What are you doing here?”

      “I was in the neighborhood.”

      Nick released a soft curse, which scored tight lips from the girlfriend.

      “Came to see how you are. Say I’m sorry.” Again.

      “You’ve seen, now you can leave.” Nick glanced away.

      Come on. “You know it was an accident, right?” He glanced at the woman, now shooting him her own narrowed stare. “It wasn’t intentional.”

      Her eyebrows lifted, sparking his defensiveness.

      “Stuff happens,” he insisted.

      “Stuff always happens around you,” Nick muttered.

      Yep. It did. Had done so all his life. Witness his mom and dad’s stellar blame game as they pinned their issues on him. Sure, he hadn’t made it easy on them, but he’d realized long ago that the bombshell his mom dropped on him before releasing the hand grenade that had blown up his world hadn’t been his fault. Was it any wonder people thought him such a screwup, with that lurking in his past?

      “Believe it or not, I am sorry.” TJ bit back the desire to point out that if Nick hadn’t been looking away he’d likely be okay. How not to apologize, that.

      “You seriously expect me to believe you?”

      “That’s on you.” He shrugged. “Take it or leave it.”

      “Wow. That’s your idea of an apology?” Nick scoffed.

      Okay, so that hadn’t been much better. But apologizing wasn’t something he’d practiced much. Apparently he had some work to do.

      The woman placed her hand on Nick’s, which seemed to calm him down. Would that TJ had his own personal peacemaker.

      “Okay, then. See you around.”

      Hope not—he could almost hear the words not said aloud. With a nod to the woman, who still eyed him askance, he pivoted and left the room. Only to encounter an older woman in the hall, whose mouth swung open as the candy bars she was holding spilled to the ground.

      Great. A fan. Or non-fan, as the case seemed to be. “Here, let me get those for you,” he said, reaching to collect the spilled candy.

      “You’re TJ Woletsky, aren’t you?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Don’t!” she cried, shooing him away. “Don’t you dare touch this!”

      Yep, definitely a non-fan. He backed away.

      “How dare you come here?” she said, her graying hair escaping a plastic clip dangling past her ears.

      He backed farther away, hands held palms up. “Just came to offer my regrets.”

      “Regrets?” she screeched. “I’ll give you regrets!”

      With a speed he’d never have anticipated, she flew at him and slapped his face, her nails catching his cheek above his beard. As she shrieked about Nick and illness and money, he gently wrestled her hands away, conscious that she was older and frail-looking and that there were nursing staff hurrying from the other end of the hall.

      Nick’s girlfriend raced from the room. “Leona, leave him,” she commanded, tugging the old woman away.

      Huh. So the girlfriend did speak.

      The nurse from before panted, catching her breath as she asked what was going on.

      “That man!” The Leona woman pointed to TJ. “He’s the one who put my nephew in a coma.”

      The nurse blinked. “I thought you were a friend.”

      “Friend? He’s evil,” Leona hissed with old-lady crazy eyes.

      Well, he’d never been a saint, but—“That’s going a bit far.”

      A slight movement drew his attention to the girlfriend, whose twitch of the lips vanished as she pointed to her left cheek. “You’ve got some blood.”

      He swiped a finger and examined his fingertip. So he did.

      “Come on, Leona,” she said, wrapping an arm around the woman and ushering her away with placatory words.

      “It’s probably best you leave now,” the nurse from earlier said sternly. “And don’t plan to return.”

      “No problem.”

      He strode out the hall to where he’d parked his bike, then shrugged on his jacket and tugged on the helmet. He’d done what L.A. had asked, gone above and beyond, and had no intention of returning. Or seeing either Nick or his crazy aunt again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “Now, Brandon, can you please find me the yellow triangle?”

      Brandon Smith, one of Hopetoun’s kids awaiting placement, slowly lifted his head.

      Emma offered a smile she hoped looked encouraging, digging deep for patience as he took his time before finally pointing to the pyramid-shaped piece. “Very good!”

      He smiled his gap-toothed smile, and her heart knew another twist. Poor Brandon wasn’t ever going to be high on the placement lists for wished-for kids, not with his intellectual delay and teeth that would forever need expensive correction. It was just another example of how shallow this world could be, that those children deemed to have sweet smiles could zoom ahead in life while the plain and challenging ones forever lagged, their sweet natures quite overlooked. Not that looks automatically secured a golden future. She knew that only too well.

      “Read?” he asked, pointing to the book waiting on the side of the table.

      She nodded. “As soon as we put the rest of the puzzle pieces away.”

      “Puzzle.”

      “That’s right.” She encouraged him to find the pieces, waiting as he took his time.

      “You’re so patient,” said Lacey a few minutes later, the story now read and Brandon having joined the others watching TV. “I don’t know how I’ll ever be patient enough to be a mom.”

      Emma grabbed her arm. “Is there something you’re not telling me?”

      “No! No.” The amusement filling Lacey’s face faded. “I’m starting a new round of IVF, so here’s hoping.” She crossed her fingers.

      “I’ll be praying,” Emma promised.

      “Thanks.”

      It seemed an odd thing that just as some deserving kids could not find homes, neither could some deserving couples gain a family. And while there might seem to be an automatic answer connecting the two, it wasn’t always that easy. And who could blame Lacey and Tim for wanting a family of their own rather than taking on someone else’s child? Some people’s parenting skills made her question God’s wisdom in allowing them such a privilege—witness many of the children here—while denying other worthy candidates such a joy. Emma’s former college roommate had been married to Tim for five years now, and just as back then, Lacey had never shied away from sharing her private thoughts. Not that Lacey was privy to all of Emma’s secrets.

      The Home’s phone rang, and Emma scurried to Leona’s office to answer it. Leona’s absence today—unsurprising after her stressful encounter with Woletsky yesterday—had drawn new pressures, some of which were thankfully alleviated by Lacey’s staunch assistance. God bless her friend and her willingness to step in and help again.

      “Phone’s ringing!” called Lily.

      Emma gave the small blonde girl a quick pat on the shoulder as she hurried past her before snatching up the insistent machine. “Hello? This is Emma at Hopetoun.”

      “Ah, Emma, this is Richard.” Mr. DeVries, the president of Hopetoun’s board of trustees. “I wonder, is Leona available?”

      “I’m afraid not,” she said.

      “Oh.”

      He sounded so nonplussed that she explained. “I’m afraid she had a trying day yesterday and was unable to come into work today.”

      “I see.”

      Richard DeVries was a compassionate but business-savvy man, perfect for the role he undertook for no recompense or glory.

      “Is there something I can help you with?” she asked.

      He sighed, and she knew a disconcerting twist within. “John, the accounts clerk, mentioned something, but it’s probably nothing. Nothing to worry about at the moment, anyway,” he added. “Perhaps you can let her know I’m eager to speak to her when she returns.”

      “I’ll pass it on,” she promised. Although, whether the same could be said about Leona’s desire to speak to him remained to be seen. Sometimes she got the feeling Leona didn’t like Richard overly and avoided him. And John.

      She said goodbye and replaced the phone, her gaze falling on the calendar. With only another week until Halloween, she really should’ve planned the pumpkin carving and party by now. A sigh of her own escaped.

      “Sounds serious,” Lacey said from the door.

      “I’m just kicking myself for not being as organized as I would normally like.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Can you believe I haven’t done anything about the pumpkin carving? I usually have this sorted, but this year I feel like I’m forever behind.”

      “You’ve had a lot on your plate, covering for Leona as much as you’ve done.” Lacey eyed her. “You deserve a pay raise.”

      “Yeah, I get the impression from what Leona says that there’s not enough in the budget for that.”

      “Maybe you deserve her job.”

      Emma shrugged. Maybe she did. But she wouldn’t put her hand up for it. Not when it seemed to be the one thing keeping Leona going. Between Leona’s concern for Nick and finances and her own health battles, Emma would do whatever she could to help her feel a sense of ease. And if that meant taking on some of Leona’s duties for no extra pay, well, that was okay. It was what God would want her to do, anyway.

      “So what will you do?” Lacey asked.

      “About what? Oh, the pumpkin carving?” Emma shrugged. “I’ve got no idea. I don’t suppose Tim has anyone he can spare?”

      Lacey laughed. “I can ask. There’s always a few newbies willing to do whatever.”

      “Thanks. You know I hate to ask.”

      “Sure you do,” Lacey teased. “Any chance to have a hot guy make an appearance, right?”

      “Can I help it if it comes with the territory?”

      But Emma knew that part of professional hockey’s culture was to give back to the community, and one of the ways they did that was through partnering with various charitable organizations. Whenever Tim or his team members had visited the Home, they’d always been very well regarded, and Emma liked to think that they enjoyed their time here too. It probably helped that the Home was situated not too far from the Rangers’ practice facility, so it wasn’t too far out of most players’ way to be asked to attend something here.

      Theirs was a funny town—less than an hour from Times Square, depending on the traffic, yet a world away in pace and noise. She loved living here. Loved that she had a job in her hometown. Loved that her parents lived nearby. Loved that she could be passionate about a sport and sometimes see the players downtown at the local store. Some of the players had houses around here, given that the training facility was nearby and most of them preferred to live close to their practice location rather than try to deal with the sky-high rents in the city. The team used the local airport for their trips to play away rather than deal with JFK, so it made sense to live close. The fact that Lacey and Tim lived in the next town over made things even better.

      “So you’ll ask him then?”

      “Absolutely. You’ll have some people here. What day?”

      “Whatever day works best for them. I should’ve gotten this arranged weeks ago, so I know their schedule will be tight, but honestly, I’ll take whoever he can give, whenever they can make it.”

      “I’ll mention it to him now,” Lacey said, dragging out her phone.

      “You’re a star.”

      “Yes, I am,” Lacey said, quickly tapping a message on her phone. “There. All sent.”

      “Thanks so much.”

      “We’ll have someone here. Who knows? Maybe he’ll prove to be your man of destiny.”

      Emma rolled her eyes. “Please.”

      “Well, it doesn’t seem to be Jacob.”

      She coughed. “Sure isn’t.”

      Lacey laughed again. “He just tries a little too hard, doesn’t he?”

      “And is a little too young.”

      “A year or two shouldn’t matter, Em.”

      “He’s twenty-four.”

      “Oh.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Yeah, okay, well, let’s not worry about him, then.” Lacey hooked her arm through Emma’s as they made their way back to where the children were finishing watching the Wiggles DVD. “We’ll trust God will bring along Mr. Right soon.”

      “Sure,” she agreed, like she hadn’t been praying that these past ten years. Ever since the man she’d thought so right had proved to be so very wrong. She swallowed, pushed her glasses higher. “Okay, kids, who’s ready for break time?”
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        * * *

      

      TJ glanced around the room. More than a few players looked less than thrilled to see him. More than a few had been on the receiving end of his fists. Still, this was hardly his choice. The captain, Tim Carruthers, gave the usual guff about being glad he was joining the team, but TJ could tell it was only half-hearted. This morning’s meeting with the coaching staff had just reinforced just how thin the ice was here.

      The GM had been blunt. “Nobody wants you here, Woletsky. Your attitude and penalty time mean you’re a liability. We’re only taking you to get one of L.A.’s picks, so don’t think you’re doing us any favors.”

      Ouch. Who needed a punch to the head with comments like that?

      “This is your last chance, Woletsky, or it’s back to the minors for you. You’re gonna have to show us you’re willing to change, or I will be packing you off to Connecticut before you can say tomorrow.”

      TJ looked around the locker room again. Each time he glanced at someone, their gaze would drop or they’d turn to the person next to them, avoiding eye contact with him like they’d catch the plague. Only Tim stared back, his head tilted to one side.

      TJ lifted his chin. The captain set the tone for the room, and the fact that Carruthers hadn’t backed down drew a small measure of respect. He’d encountered too many people who said one thing to his face then another behind his back, and had no time for them. He’d had enough of that growing up.

      Carruthers glanced at his phone, and TJ exhaled and resumed taping his stick. He knew he was lucky to have not been sent to the minors. Phil seemed to have done his job right for once and had convinced someone somewhere that it was a waste of TJ’s salary and his skills to be playing there. But the GM hadn’t been too impressed, telling TJ he had one shot to prove himself.

      “You’re lucky McDermott got shingles and is out for a few weeks. We’ll see how you go in the next game, whether you can fit with the team and prove you’re worthy of being here or else it’s goodbye. Comprende?”

      TJ had nodded, thanked him, and promised to do whatever it took to win their trust. And he meant it.

      Carruthers stood and drew near, unsmiling. “Nick Grenier is a family friend. I hope you’re sorry for what you did to him.”

      Sorrier than he’d ever know. “Despite what everyone thinks, it wasn’t my intention to injure him.”

      “No?” Carruthers raised an eyebrow. “Just rough him up a little? Send him into a coma for a week or two?”

      The room had grown silent. He didn’t need to look at the faces to feel their enmity. The cold air in the room was sucking all life away. “I’m very sorry for that.”

      His voice sounded too flat. From the death stares still coming his way, it didn’t seem like anyone believed him. He swallowed. “Really, I am.”

      Carruthers studied him a moment longer before nodding slightly, as if partly satisfied. “In that case, welcome to the team.” He held out a hand, and TJ grasped it in a long power struggle that revealed to each other the years of strengthening exercises. Better let Tim win.

      He joined the procession out to the ice, knowing this practice session would be another test. The guys who had something to prove didn’t mind giving him the occasional shoulder barge. Others were too scared to do more than the courtesy tap. He tried to rein in his temper, but one of the unfriendly taps soon tipped him over the edge, sending his mouth into action. He knew most of these guys. Knew what would get their goat. For some it was a crude comment about their girlfriend or wife. For others he might question their sexuality. Most tried to ignore him, but after enough, even the saints snapped eventually.

      Tim skated near, breathing hard. “This is how you prove you can play in a team?”

      This was how he survived. “It’s just talk.”

      Tim pointed to the corner, barking at the others to continue shooting. TJ supposed it was fortunate the coaches were huddled on the side, probably trying to figure out how best to use him. If they used him at all. McDermott might be out, but they could call up a guy from Hartford. TJ might be lucky to get on the fourth line.

      “I don’t think you really understand the situation,” Tim said.

      “That I’m on probation?” TJ asked.

      “That they don’t want you here. That nobody wants you here.”

      “Actually, the GM already said that.”

      Tim’s eyebrows rose. “And you don’t think they’re looking for a way to get rid of you?”

      TJ shrugged. “The way I see it, I might as well retire.”

      “Wow.”

      “Wow what?”

      “I really didn’t expect you to be a quitter.”

      Quitter? “Look, you’ve just told me nobody wants me here. Looks like they just want me to go to Connecticut, which is next door to playing in the ECHL. I might as well go play in Slovakia.”

      Tim eyed him for a long moment, brow lowered, arms crossed. “You were drafted the same season as me, weren’t you? You went the first round, though.”

      TJ shrugged. “So?”

      “I was drafted in the third round, and ever since then I’ve had to prove myself, prove to every team I played for that they should’ve picked me first. Do you know how hard I’ve worked?”

      Nope. And he didn’t care.

      “Have you just coasted all these years? Traded whatever skills those scouts saw in you for a big mouth and bigger chip on your shoulder?”

      “No.”

      “Then how do you get away with having such a bad attitude? I don’t understand it at all.”

      “Nobody says you have to.”

      But something about Tim’s words stung. Okay, maybe he did have a little bit more self-respect than that. Those scouts all those years ago had offered him a lifeline out of small-town Loserville and all the associated fun of being the pastor’s kid when that pastor’s world had imploded. There was a reason he’d never gone back, and his skating and puck handling skills had everything to do with it. No way did he want to prove those critics right. “What do you want from me?”

      “I want you to prove them wrong. Show them the first round pick you were, that you still could be. Show them you’re more than just an enforcer, that you have skills they need.” Tim looked over his shoulder. “I probably shouldn’t say this, but the fourth line lacks the energy you could bring. But only if you’re prepared to pull your finger out and contribute. And not just the hits and talking smack, but the goals, the passing—that’s what that line needs.”

      He nodded. He’d wondered the same, having watched a few replays of New York’s games, but why was Carruthers telling him this? “Why do you care?”

      Tim shrugged. “I don’t,” he called, skating off, which provoked a huff of amusement.

      Clearly the man had his own reasons for saying what he did, but it had triggered something inside. So for the rest of their practice, TJ kept his head down, staying focused, attending to whatever the coaches said, doing his best to keep his nose clean. Keeping his mouth shut was a strange sensation, especially as he’d relied more on that than on his passing ability in recent years. But there was something kind of fun in rediscovering the skills that had seen Ohio draft him as the thirteenth pick all those years ago.

      He joined the others skating off the ice, until Coach Koder beckoned him near. “Thirteen.” A small concession to his usual number. Unlucky for some, lucky for him. Sometimes. “You’ll be skating with Jenner and Desi.”

      Fourth line. TJ nodded.

      “I don’t want to see any of your usual tricks tomorrow, understood?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Koder raised an eyebrow at that, like the sir came as a surprise. “I don’t know why you’re here, but I suggest you make the most of it. McDermott won’t be back for a while, and there’s plenty of men hustling for your place. You’re just lucky you’re here right now.”

      Lucky? Maybe he was. He knew his dad didn’t believe in luck, believed such circumstances were proof of God’s ways being higher than man’s own. But TJ’s luck had never been anything he could count on, so he knew it was only a matter of time before he’d be booted on. He nodded to the coach anyway and trudged up the tunnel to the locker room.

      He tugged off his helmet. Sat in his stall. Wondered if he’d be here long enough for the suspicious glances being thrown his way to change. Jenner and Desi hardly acknowledged him, and he wondered if he should make an effort to convince his line-mates that he was a nice guy.

      Except he knew he wasn’t. And trying to win people’s approval had never been his style. And while he hoped to prove the GM and all his critics wrong and play well tomorrow, he also hoped that his line-mates would be professional enough to let private differences lie.

      “Woletsky.” He glanced up. Carruthers jerked his chin. “You’re coming with me.”

      “Why?”

      “Don’t argue.”

      Okay. He stuffed his protest down. “Where, then?”

      “You’ll see.”

      Great. So he had a captain who liked to play mind games. A minute later they were in a different room, and he was meeting another team employee whose pretty face and honey-blonde hair was just his style. But judging from the way she eyed him, like she was here under protest and he was slime, now wasn’t the time to point that out.

      “Tim wants me to talk to you about some of the community organizations we’re involved with.” She shot a look at Tim as if questioning his sanity before her gaze returned to TJ. “We’re always getting requests from different groups wanting to partner with us or to have someone from the team make an appearance. I have been advised”—she shot Tim another glare—“that you would be someone who would be very willing to participate in such events.”

      “I don’t know where you got your intel, but—” TJ stopped, his own glance at Tim revealing the captain shaking his head. Right. “—but you’re absolutely right. Anything you want, I’ll be your man.”

      She cringed, like she thought he was making a pass. Which he wouldn’t mind owning if he thought he could get away with it. But judging from her expression, he definitely couldn’t. “Your community service man, I mean. Nothing else. Promise.”

      “Thank you for clearing that up,” she said stiffly.

      “You’re welcome,” he said as meekly as he knew how. See? He could do nice guy. Maybe.

      She started spouting a list of activities and organizations, including kids’ safety talks at city firehouses, serving Thanksgiving dinner, visiting a kids’ home.

      “Sign me up to everything,” he said. They wanted him to fail? He’d show ’em.

      She checked about police checks and clearances for such things, like she thought his reputation for brawling on the ice naturally lent itself to a jail term as well.

      His chest heated. “Listen, sweetheart, I don’t know what you’ve heard, but I’m as clean as Timmy here.” He jerked a thumb at his captain, whose look of amusement had faded. Okay, so that might’ve been pushing it. He needed the guy on his side. One guy on his side would make a nice change. “I would’ve thought L.A.’s front office had sent that stuff across already,” he added in a far more conciliatory-sounding tone.

      “We’ll need you to sign forms for the state of New York as well,” she said.

      “Sure.” He watched as she moved to collect a clipboard with a bunch of papers on it. “What, now?”

      “No time like the present,” Tim said. “You didn’t have other plans for today, did you?”

      Apart from figuring out someplace to live? Or was all this way too soon to think long-term? Maybe he should stick it out in the hotel a little longer. “Nope.”

      “Good.”

      TJ scrawled his name on a bunch of forms, most of which he barely read, trusting the girl not to be lying when she said what they were for. He finished the last one, dating it with a flourish. “There.”

      “Thank you,” she said, not looking at him, like she thought her eyeballs might catch a fungal disease.

      “Good,” Tim said, clapping him on the back.

      “Hey, I want you to know that I’m happy to do whatever it takes.”

      “Whatever it takes?” Tim asked, a slight smile on his face.

      TJ shrugged. “Sure.”

      He’d do whatever it took to prove New York needed him here. And not that maybe he needed them more.
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