
  
    [image: Light ‘em Up]
  


  
    
      
        
        LIGHT ‘EM UP

        BY KELLY JAMIESON

      

        

      
        This is a work of fiction. Names, places, characters, and events are fictitious in every regard. Any similarities to actual events and persons, living or dead, are purely coincidental. Any trademarks, service marks, product names, or named features are assumed to be the property of their respective owners, and are used only for reference. There is no implied endorsement if any of these terms are used. Except for review purposes, the reproduction of this book in whole or part, electronically or mechanically, constitutes a copyright violation.

      

      

      

      
        
        LIGHT ‘EM UP

        Copyright © 2024 Kelly Jamieson

        Print ISBN-13: 978-1-988600-86-4

        Ebook ISBN-13: 978-1-988600-85-7

      

      

    

  


  
    
      LIGHT ‘EM UP

      A BEARS HOCKEY NOVEL

      
        BANG BROTHERS HOCKEY

        BOOK 5

      

    

    
      
        KELLY JAMIESON

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BANG BROTHERS HOCKEY SERIES

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Meet the Bang Brothers—five hot hockey-playing brothers who are allergic to commitment.

        The brothers are about to face off against their newly-retired mother…who suddenly has plenty of time to play matchmaker. Add in their baby sister and some secret dating, a single dad, an accidental pregnancy, a marriage of convenience, and a wrong bed—or two—and these siblings are not going to know what hit them!

      

      

      
        
        Lace ’em Up

        Show ’em How

        Hit ’em Hard

        Lock ’em Down

        Light ’em Up

        Hook ’em Hard
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        Dear Diane,

        It's hard to believe you're gone. More than hard; it's devastating. Lars says time will ease the band of pressure that cuts across my chest when I think of you. But no amount of time will make me miss you any less. I suppose the passing years will only result in an acceptance of reality.

        I lost my best friend.

        Just the other day, I picked up the phone to tell you about the twins' mess at school. It involved crazy glue (stolen from the teacher's supply closet) and googly eyes! Needless to say, Jakob was NOT happy. He's been so serious and severe the last few years; it's a good thing he has the twins to make him crack a smile now and then.

        Anyway, I picked up the phone to tell you, and then I remembered. Oh, the waves of anguish are unbearable and relentless whenever I remember. My therapist says that's normal. In fact, it was her idea that I write to you. She said it could be cathartic. Healing.

        Little does she know we'd cork a bottle of wine and spill our guts, no doubt dissolving in laughter, whenever one of us needed to heal a heartache. Your bad breakup with Joe. My sadness when Jakob divorced. Your mother's passing. Leif nearly being expelled from university. We've seen each other through all the ups and downs.

        It's difficult for me to move forward and start a new chapter without you.

        But I bought this diary. And now, I'm sitting here, at the kitchen table, writing to you.

        The house is quiet. Lars left early for practice. And the kids… they're all grown up. After years of pinching their cheeks and reminding them that mother knows best, they're out into the world. Blazing trails and finding their footing.

        That's another reason I can't accept you're gone. You, Diane, with your flashing blue eyes, loud, boisterous laughter, and penchant for mischief — how can you be gone? I contacted your niece and nephews after your funeral. They were kind and gracious. But they don't remember you the way I do. I'm not sure anyone does. And that sits heavy on my chest, keeping me up at night.

        What's a life without love? Without friendship? Without family?

        Lars and I are coming up on thirty-five years of marriage. I know how fortunate I am to have married the love of my life and then stayed married for thirty-five wonderful years. I'm blessed to have birthed six healthy, beautiful children who all pursued their passions and are making their way in the world.

        And yet, I can't help but wonder — are they fulfilled?

        None of them are close to family. None of them have found or kept love. They're…adrift. Just like you were before I forced you to join my family. "An honorary Bang," you laughed. But I saw the happiness it brought you. It was the same happiness I felt. 

        King's in his thirties and hasn't had a serious relationship since college. Jakob is a single parent struggling with raising children on his own. Jensen and Annie are still thick as thieves but on opposite ends of the country. Leif avoids commitment like the plague. And Tanner's living his best life, partying like it's his job.

        When will they settle down? Find the type of happiness I've known for over half my life? I don't mean to sound old-fashioned — although I can admit that I am in many ways, but I want more grandbabies. And to know that my children are fulfilled. Happy. In love.

        I want them to find what Lars and I share. Love, respect, commitment. Trust.

        I want them to have everything I wished for you, Diane. And perhaps the most challenging part of letting you go is knowing you didn't have the great big love you desired.

        It's true what they say: life is too short.

        Which is why I have an idea. A plan, really, although I haven't told Lars yet. I think the kids — all of them — need help. A mother's touch, so to speak, since I obviously know best. And, with Lars coaching the junior league, he's either at the rink or traveling with the team. Most of the time, I'm on my own. It's lonely without you to come by for a cup of tea or meet for lunch. Depressingly so.

        My therapist thinks a change of scenery will help.  She thinks I should shake up my routine.

        And so… what if I visit them? The kids. I can help them. Cook their favorite meals. Look after the boys so Jakob can go on a date or two. Give them the nudges they need or, in some cases, the well-placed shoves. It will be an adventure, Diane! For all of us.

        I just need to run it by Lars, but… soon, I'll write to you from King's place in Oakland. Isn't that grand? I'll be living my best life in the sunshine well before the first snowstorm hits Minnesota. If you were here, I know that would delight you!

        I miss you, my friend. I'll write more soon.

        Love, Stella

      

      

      Light ’em Up is book five in the Bang Brothers Hockey series. If you haven’t read the others, it can totally be read as a standalone, but you’ll enjoy reading all “Mama Bang’s” efforts to find love for her children! Light ’em Up is also set in the world of my New York Bears hockey team, book so you’ll meet up with familiar characters if you’ve ready those books. Happy reading!
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      Annie

      Is it possible to be the most experienced skater on an NHL team and also the least experienced when it comes to hockey? Yep, because that’s me, a former competitive figure skater hired as a skating coach for the New York Bears this season.

      Excitement rushes through me, tingling in my veins.

      I know you’re probably thinking NHL players already know how to skate, or they wouldn’t be there. Which is true. But there’s a lot they can learn to be even better, some of them in particular. And that’s my job.

      I still can hardly believe this has happened. After I had to give up my competitive figure skating dreams, I taught skating for a couple of years, then coached hockey at a D1 college. But I wanted more. I looked for for an NHL job for a couple of years, and now, finally, I’ll be working with the New York Bears. They weren’t my first choice and living in New York City wasn’t my first choice, but I’ll definitely take it. I know it’ll be a challenge, but I’ve always loved a challenge.

      It’s exciting, but also terrifying.

      Right now, day one of training camp, we’re in Coach Gary Shipton’s office going over who’s here at camp man by man. I’ve been watching video, observing some of the players skating informally, learning my way around the practice facility. I’ve met the staff and even a few of the players.

      “There are fifty-four players on the roster,” he tells me. “Thirty forwards, eighteen defensemen, and six goaltenders. We’ll want your feedback on all of them, which will help us make some tough decisions in the next couple of weeks to get the roster down to twenty-one to be cap compliant.”

      I nod. I’m well aware of the pressures of training camp for players—I have five brothers who play in the NHL—and I’m learning about the pressures facing the staff as well. We have to pick the best players and develop the best roster we can to give the team a chance of winning. Which means, winning the Stanley Cup.

      Just thinking that gives me goosebumps.

      When Gary gets to left winger Logan Coates, my body tenses.

      Logan and I have a history. A very brief, intense history which I’ve never shared with anyone. If that one night was the only thing we shared, I wouldn’t be so stressed about working with him. But there’s more than that.

      A few years ago, Logan badly injured my brother in a game. The fury has faded, mostly. But not my hatred of Logan Coates for what he did to Jensen.

      I knew Logan plays for the Bears, of course. Which was one of the reasons the Bears weren’t my first choice of team to work for. But he’s one player on a whole team and chances are good I won’t have to have much to do with him.

      Besides, I can’t let all that bother me. I’m a professional, here to do a job.

      I can do this. I had to develop mental toughness as a young figure skater. It takes a lot of guts to launch yourself in the air over and over, knowing you’re going to fall hundreds of times, knowing you’re going to be bruised and sore and maybe worse, knowing every time you fail you’re going to be frustrated and angry. You can’t do that without being gangster.

      I was criticized over and over and over, by my coaches—it’s their job—and by judges—it’s their job, too—and my peers. I had to learn to accept that and learn from it and do better no matter how demoralized and discouraged I felt.

      So I can handle dealing with some jerk hockey player. With five brothers, I’ve done it all my life. Ha.

      “Logan’s got a lot of drive,” Coach Shipton says. “Quick release, soft hands, and he doesn’t mess around with the puck.”

      He doesn’t mention Logan’s reputation as an enforcer.

      “Not a great skater,” he continues. “But good at finding open ice. Great shooter.”

      Not a great skater.

      Well, shit.

      I mean, I should be happy about that because that’s why I’m here—to help these guys skate better. But I’m less than enthusiastic about working with Logan Coates.

      I focus on Gary’s analysis of each player, making notes on my iPad of things for me to watch for.

      Next, Gary takes me into the gym where the players are doing their fitness testing on day one of training camp.

      “Guys come to camp in amazing physical condition,” he says as we watch vertical jump tests. “Almost all these guys work their asses off all summer.”

      Again, I know this. I know how my brothers train in the off season. And I can see how fit these athletes are as I watch sprints, pushups, pullups, and more.

      After the physicals, we all have lunch. The players head to the lounge and I eat with the coaching staff in the coach’s lounge. The Apex Practice Facility in Westchester County, New York is amazing, state of the art with all kinds of amenities. The weight room alone is mind-boggling. I’ll be using it myself to stay in shape, now that I don’t train eight hours a day.

      Then we head to one of the classrooms, set up like a theatre with tiered seating and comfortable chairs. The coaching staff are all at the front of the room, along with the GM, assistant GM, and the new team owners who bought the team at the end of last season. I watch as players file in and find seats, now dressed in street clothes. I catch sight of Logan Coates with his backwards ball cap, and our eyes meet.

      His gaze moves over me and a small groove appears between his eyebrows. Those thick eyebrows shoot up as recognition dawns, then draw back down together in a perplexed pucker. His head jerks back.

      The play of emotions on his face is almost amusing. I get it, buddy. I’m not happy either.

      One of his teammates says something to him and he takes a seat and leans in to listen.

      I press my lips together and do a couple of deep, calming breaths.

      Tag Heller, one of the new team owners, opens the first team meeting of the season with a welcome back speech for the players. He’s relaxed and at ease in front of the players, and I can see they’re all listening intently. The other Heller brothers, Jase, Logan (a different Logan), and Matt throw in the odd comment, sometimes joking, sometimes serious. I feel respect for them in the room, which is a good thing

      Tag turns things over to Brad Julian, the general manager of the team. He, too, seems to be highly regarded by the players, but I sense there’s also respect between Brad and the Hellers. It wouldn’t be surprising if the Hellers wanted to fire Brad and hire their own GM, but Brad is still here and it’s good to have that consistency for the players.

      I keep my focus on Brad and not Logan Coates. Even though I’m so tempted to look at him to see if he’s looking at me.

      “Last year, our season ended too early,” Brad says. “We missed out on the playoffs. At the end of last season we challenged players to think about their training over the summer. How they prepare for games.” He takes a swallow of water from a bottle he holds. “We’re going to continue on that. We all need to do our part to make that happen. A lot falls on the coaching staff, and we’ve made some changes to strengthen that. I’ll let Gary talk to you about that.”

      He takes a seat and coach Gary Shipton steps forward.

      “Thanks, Brad. I’m really excited about this season. And about this camp. We have some great talent here. Let me just say this: I want to win.” He pauses to let that sink in. “I want all of you to want to win. Here at camp, we’re going to set the tone right away of how we want to play as a team. I want you to feel free to play in the offensive zone using instinct and letting skill takeover. But we’re also going to work on how we defend. Are we going to play man versus man in our zone? How is our battle game looking in the defensive zone? Do we need to engage in some three-on-three battle drills to elevate our commitment?”

      He saunters across the small dais. “Here’s what you can expect. We’re going to practice fast. We’re going to move a lot. We won’t spend a lot of time at the boards, in fact, we may not even stop during a forty-minute practice. We’ll look at special team strategies in video reviews with our fantastic video coach, Cal Crider.” Cal waves. “We’ll have time before practices to work on our power play. Mike Clark, our goalie coach, likes to work with the guys before practice, too. So get ready to work hard.”

      He strolls back.

      “This year, we want to emphasize more than just physical toughness. We want to emphasize mental toughness.”

      He looks around. Everyone’s rapt.

      “And we want to emphasize skills. Basics, but at an elite level. And that’s partly why we have some new faces in the coaching team this year. Viktor’s still here, of course.” He gestures to assistant coach Viktor Meknikov, who grins and lifts a hand. “Some of you have met our new assistant coach, Scott Meyer.”

      Scott steps forward and lifts a hand.

      “I know a couple of you guys worked with Scott back in the Western Hockey League,” Gary says. “We also have someone not only new to the team but in a brand new role. Please welcome Annie Bang as our new skating coach.”

      Lifting a hand, I smile and step forward, acknowledging the smatter of applause.

      “For those of you who don’t know Annie, she is a champion figure skater. With her partner Ivan Koskov, she won medals for pairs skating in US championships, Skate America, Four Continents Championships, and I could go on. They competed in the Olympics. When she retired from figure skating, she turned first to teaching…”

      Hearing those words “retired from figure skating” still gives me that stabbing feeling in my heart. But I keep my smile in place.

      “…then to coaching, and most recently worked the last two seasons at Bayard College with their men’s and women’s D1 hockey teams as skating coach. We’re incredibly lucky and happy to have her joining the team here and you’ll be getting to know her better as she works with the team on improving our skating skills.”

      I’m so glad he didn’t mention my brothers. I don’t want to be defined by them. This is my accomplishment. My career.

      I look down at the New York Bears track suit I’m wearing. I did it. I made it to the NHL. Now I just have to show them I belong here.
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      The next morning, I’m on the ice with some of the players and the coaching staff. The players are divided into two groups for training camp, with one group on the ice at nine o’clock, the other at eleven. There’s a mix of veterans and newbies in each group.

      I catch the looks from some of the guys—the smirks, the eyebrow lifts. I’ve encountered a lot of sexism in my career. As a young figure skater, I had to share the arena with hockey players. They called us figure skaters pretentious divas who took over the sound system and chewed up the ice. They’d snicker at us and cheer every time we fell.

      It made me tough. I can handle these guys.

      As they skate laps warming up, I join them. I get low into my knees and push harder. I sail past the hockey players, their legs pumping hard, mine barely moving. When the whistle blows and we gather around Gary at the board, I see them exchanging glances. I love the expressions on their faces as they look at me—identical open mouths and bewildered eyes.

      I smile.

      The coaches get the guys doing drills, barking out commands and blowing their whistles. I stay out of their way to observe. At one point I glide up to big Dman Jake Colman and say, “Hey, Jake. Can I offer a suggestion? Bend your knees a little more going into those turns…it’ll help with your edges.”

      He gives me a look. It’s clearly a what-the-fuck-do-you-know look. He’s six-five, two hundred twenty-five pounds. I’m five-two, about one ten now. I hold his gaze steadily and nod encouragingly.

      He ignores me.

      I’m acutely aware of the Heller Brothers watching from a box above the ice. Obviously I want to make a good impression. But if these players ignore me, it looks worse for them than it does for me. I swallow a sigh.

      At the end of the first session, as the guys are leaving the ice, Jake skates slowly past me and taps the top of my head. “Good job, little coach.”

      “Hey!”

      He stops and looks over his shoulder at me.

      I glare at him. “Yes, I’m short. But do not ever pat me on the head. I am not a child and I will fuck you up.”

      Jake’s mouth drops open.

      I smile.

      The other guys are biting back laughter and I catch a couple of glances of interest. Including from Logan Coates.
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      Logan

      I still get nervous before training camp.

      Nobody but me is ever going to know that, though.

      This is my fourth season in the NHL. My fourth full season; I spent a couple of seasons in the AHL and got called up a few times while there. I’ve been training hard all summer. Even so, I get nervous about the fitness testing and the risk that some young pup could perform better than me at camp and steal my spot on the roster. Nothing is guaranteed. Especially since my last two seasons have been…unexceptional.

      I know I’ll never be the best player on the team. I was a fourth-round draft pick and I’ve had to fight my way up to the majors. I’m still fighting, now for more ice time and a spot on the third line. So I try to ease my nerves by telling myself training camp is an opportunity. An opportunity to show the team how hard I’ve been working, how much I want this.

      But I won’t let anyone see me sweat.

      Okay that’s a total lie, I sweat like a horse. I mean, I won’t let anyone see me metaphorically sweat. Nobody knows how scared I am that I’ll always be seen as second rate. A fourth liner forever. Just like my dad. On the outside, I’m confident. Cocky, even. I play with grit. But hitting guys and finishing the check and then being caught out of position doesn’t help the team. I need to focus more on taking the puck rather than taking the body, even though my dad keeps hounding me about playing tough.

      Just thinking about my dad gives me a bad taste in my mouth. Ugh.

      It’s day two of training camp and we’re on the ice for the first time. And so is Annie Bang.

      “I’d like to bang her,” Beav says in my ear, looking her way.

      I slide him a sideways glare. “Shut the fuck up.”

      His eyebrows rise. But he shuts up and skates off.

      Jesus bungie jumping Christ.

      Speaking of banging Annie Bang…my palms break out in a sweat in my gloves.

      It was six years ago, the night I met her. A long time ago. It still lives vividly in my fantasies, however.

      Years after that, I was playing against Jensen Bang in Los Angeles. Everyone knew the Bang brothers—all five of them play in the NHL I didn’t know any of them very well; just from playing against them over the years.

      That night my desperate attempt to divest Jensen of the puck in the dying minutes of a game went horribly wrong. I still to this day swear I wasn’t trying to hit him. I was honestly trying to stop, because he didn’t have the puck, but I ended up falling on him. I know how it looked. I got suspended for four games and was crucified in the media and by the fans for a “dirty hit.”

      When that incident happened, I didn’t make the connection between Jensen and Annie right away, but the whole thing blew up on social media and I realized I’d banged Jensen Bang’s sister. And then I’d injured him. I’d reached out to Jensen, and I considered reaching out to Annie, but my agent told me I’d said what I needed to say to the media and to let it drop.

      I watch Annie Bang lap all of us on the ice effortlessly. Some of the guys are impressed. Okay, sure, she can skate. But figure skating is entirely different from hockey.

      I have to ignore her. I have to put in my best effort. I have goals for this season.

      I skate my ass off doing the drills the coaches have us working on, focusing on hockey and not Annie. Until the end of our session and we’re all leaving.

      And she busts Jake’s balls.

      It’s all I can do not to laugh. Especially at the look on his face. I meet my buddy J-Bo’s eyes and he’s fighting back laughter, too.

      Jake stomps off and I risk a glance at Annie. Our eyes meet in a brief but mighty punch to the gut.

      She’s aware of me, too.

      I turn away and head to the locker room. My heart rate slowed a bit after that practice, but now it’s racing again. Shit, shit, fucking shit.

      I shower and dress on auto pilot, getting ready for my meeting with Coach Shipton, my head full of confusion. I don’t want Annie Bang here. She’s a figure skater. She can’t teach us anything. But also…she’s still hot as fuck.

      And that move with Jake—ballsy. Bold. Badass.

      I fucking loved it.

      But I still don’t want her here.

      “Hey, Logan,” Coach greets me when I walk into his office. “How was your summer?”

      “It was really good.” I slide the glass door closed behind me and take a seat across the desk from Coach. “I did a lot of training but had some fun, too.”

      We make small talk and then Coach gets into the meat of it. “So. Like Brad said earlier, we made some moves over the summer. As you know, James was traded to Pittsburgh. We got draft picks in return, and we used those to draft some really good prospects, in our opinion.”

      I nod. James, who we called Red, had been around for a long time. The loss of an experienced veteran, not to mention our second line center, leaves a huge hole.

      “Brad also talked about our draft strategy and getting the best players available at the time. Which means right now, a lot of our talent is waiting in the wings. And then there’s the issue of Bergie’s injury.” Our team captain got his Achilles tendon sliced up. “We don’t expect him back in the lineup until possibly December.”

      I bob my head again.

      “So our first line from last season is intact. For now.”

      That’s Easton Miller, Jay Bobak, and Brandon Smith. Also known as Millsy, J-Bo, Brando.

      “But at this time of year, nothing’s guaranteed,” he adds. “Our second line last year was Red, Bergie, and Cookie.”

      Two of those guys are out.

      “There’s opportunity for some guys to make an impression and fill that line.”

      Me. That’s me. I clamp my lips closed, though.

      “We’ve got two experienced guys here on PTOs. One winger, one Dman. And we’re light on experience in our forwards.”

      “Yeah.”

      “I also mentioned how we want to focus on our identity. We want to be more than physically tough. We want mental toughness. We want smarts.”

      “I know I’ve been known as more of a physical player,” I say. “But I’ve been working on trying to play smarter. I did a lot of work over the summer with Jimmy Bilinksi.”

      Coach nods, recognizing the name of a former player who now does training. “Good, good. Glad to hear that.”

      I smile tightly. He just said a lot of stuff but I’m not sure where he’s going with it.

      “We’d like to see you do well this year.” He leans forward. “You’ve got a few years of experience under your belt. You’ve got talent. Good hands, good at finding open ice. Great shooter.”

      “Thanks.” My thoughts are darting all over the place.

      “What I’m telling you is, there’s opportunity here for you. We want you to succeed. We’d love to see you playing more minutes. Maybe even second line with Axe or Morrie. Or maybe with another center.”

      Gulp. Is he really saying what I think he is?

      Top six? I was hoping to move up to the third line!

      “We give all you guys the opportunity in camp.” Coach meets my eyes. “The rest is up to you to show us what you got.”

      “Absolutely.” My breath has gone shallow. “I want to play smarter. I know in the past I’ve sometimes put myself out of position for the sake of a hit. I don’t want to sacrifice my positioning to make a hit that leaves the other guys at a disadvantage.”

      “But still use your body to force the puck away from players.”

      “Yeah.”

      “You’re good at that. I love to see the puck knocked off an opponent’s stick and taken the other way because of smart body checking. You know who’s good at that?”

      I think. “Nate.”

      “Yeah. But I’m really thinking of Jackson Wynn.”

      He plays for the Chicago Aces. I can see the comparison.

      “He’s so good at finessing though players and using his stick in unison with his body.”

      I nod. I admire Wynn.

      “He plays the game with his mind, then puts his body into action.” He pauses. “You have good hockey intelligence.”

      “Thank you.”

      “One thing we would like to see you work on is your skating.”

      I frown. “What?”

      He nods. “We have our new skating coach this year. She’s going to be a great asset.”

      “I know how to skate,” I say, trying for humor.

      “Of course you do. But it’s not one of your strengths.” He pauses. “If you want this, you’re gonna have to work for it.”

      I let that sink in, then lift my chin. “That’s what I want, too.”

      “Great.” He smacks his hand on the desk. “I can’t wait to see what you’ve got for the rest of camp.”

      “I’m looking forward to it, too.” I stand.

      “Your dad must be proud of you.”

      I pull in a slow breath through my nose. What the fuck do I say to that? My dad’s not proud of me unless I’m slamming bodies into the boards or dropping the gloves. “I guess so,” I reply awkwardly, feeling like a puck just settled in my gut.

      “He was quite the agitator,” Coach says with a reminiscing smile. “The game’s changed a lot since his day.”

      “Yeah, it has.” Too bad my dad doesn’t see that.

      Now I’m done for the day. Sometimes I carpool with the guys who live in my building, but today our schedules are different. So I find my buddies Evan Russell (Russ) and J-Bo to go for lunch. At the last minute, Barbie joins us (real name Igor Barbashev). We hit up a nearby place, Hudson Valley Market. It’s great to hang with my buddies again after the off season.

      The waitress takes our order with a big smile and flirty glances for all of us. She’s new here, I think. The other waitresses are older women who roll their eyes at us.

      J-Bo returns her smile with one of his own. His bad-boy appearance—long dark hair, beard and moustache, dark eyes, well-worn leather jacket—always appeals to chicks.

      Oddly, Barbie’s broken nose and missing tooth also appeal to women. But he’s happily married and doesn’t notice. Russ also pays more attention to the menu than the flirty waitress, although her gaze lingers on his face and shoulders. He’s more of a clean-cut guy, with thick hair the color of maple syrup and an easy smile.

      Hell, the waitress even looks at me with interest.

      “So Millsy’s married off now. Who’s going to be next to bite the dust?” J-Bo asks.

      “I’m not comfortable with the term ‘bite the dust,’” I say. “You make it sound like his life is over because he’s married.”

      They all look at me.

      I grin. “What? It’s true.”

      J-Bo nods slowly. “You’re right.”

      “My life is not over,” Barbie says in his Russian accent. “My life started the day I married Nadia.” We all groan at that and he grins. “Is true. She is my life.”

      I roll my eyes but inside I’m a little envious. I’ve had girlfriends, but I’ve never been in love. I’m not actually sure if I believe in love. In my family, love is something you use against someone to get something from them. “Cookie’s next.”

      “Hmmm. Could be.” Russ purses his lips. “Or Morrie. He and Kate seem pretty serious.”

      “What about you?” I ask Russ. “You and Hannah have been together a while. When are you gonna propose to her?”

      I fully expect him to say “soon” or even “I don’t know” but instead he frowns, one corner of his mouth turning down. “I don’t think that’s going to happen.” He pauses. “We broke up.”

      “What!” We all gape at him, everyone making shocked noises. “What happened?”

      He makes a face. “Long story.”

      “Ah, shit, man, I’m sorry.” I shake my head.

      “Yes.” Barbie nods. “Nadia will be sad. She loves Hannah.”

      “Crap.” J-Bo makes a face. “Sorry, man.”

      Conversation segues to training camp and which rookies we think are going to make the team. Our first draft pick this year seems to be a good player.

      “I hear he’s going back to college,” Murph says. “Boston University.”

      “Probably for the best,” I say. “Get him more experience, a little stronger.”

      “Yeah. I think Brickards will make it this year,” Russ says.

      We drafted the guy two years ago and last season he got called up for a few games and played well. “Yeah, I agree.” I’m also aware that Brick plays left wing like me and could be my competition for a spot on that third line. Or maybe the second line? “Also it’ll be interesting to see how the guys they signed over the summer fit in to the roster.”

      “Do you think things are going to be different this year, with the new team ownership?” I ask my buddies.

      “Hard to say.” Russ rubs his chin. “They did say they weren’t going to make a lot of changes right away.”

      “They can say whatever they want,” I point out. “It’s what they do that matters.”

      “So cynical,” Russ says.

      “Realistic,” I correct him.

      “It adds a little pressure to training camp this year,” Russ says.

      “Oh, yeah.” I’m already putting pressure on myself to do better, and having to prove myself to new owners doesn’t help.

      “They made some good moves over the summer,” J-Bo says.

      “According to Coach, that was all Brad,” I say. Our general manager, Brad Julian, is a smart guy. “I think we’re all glad Brad’s still here.”

      “Yeah.”

      Russ shrugs. “The Hellers have lots of experience too.”

      All four brothers had great careers in the NHL. They moved on to other endeavors after they retired from playing. Tag managed the NHL team in Winnipeg for a long time.

      “It has to be better than last year,” J-Bo says. “All the bankruptcy rumors about Mr. D’Agostino made things kind of tense.”

      I tried to ignore all that, but yeah, it did play on our minds.

      “It made him tense,” Barbie says with a rueful smile. “He was a bear sometimes.”

      It definitely affected our play and despite a desperate run at the end, with several hard-fought wins, we finished out of a playoff spot.

      We move on to some gossip about why the coach in Seattle got fired and a big social media disaster that unfolded on TikTok involving a few teams.

      “Stay off social media,” I say, shaking my head. “It’s dangerous.”

      “Like a field full of land mines,” Russ agrees. “We’ve all seen it.”

      “Like that picture of Kravchenko with a cucumber up his ass that got circulated all over the socials,” I say.

      “Christ. Yeah. His girlfriend was a whack job.”

      “I don’t know why it was such a big embarrassment. Nothing wrong with a little back door play,” Russ says.

      The rest of us remain silent.

      “Oh, come on,” Russ says. “You all probably like it.”

      “Maybe so, but having your naked ass all over the internet is never great,” I say.

      “Also food up the butt is not a good idea,” J-Bo adds.

      “I saw a post on Reddit from a guy who wanted to put a cheeseburger up there,” Russ says.

      We all make horrified noises.

      “Fuck off.” I scowl at my buddy.

      Russ laughs. “I swear. But it was Reddit. Who knows.”

      “That would definitely lead to an infection,” I say with a shudder. “Jesus.”

      “Things can get sucked in there,” J-Bo says. “Don’t risk a trip to the ER with something weird up your butt.”

      “Have you watched that show ‘Sex Sent Me to the ER?’” Barbie asks. “Holy shit, some people are weird.”

      “Evergreen comment,” I agree.

      We’re all laughing now.

      “I learned from that show never to eat hot sauce before going down on a woman,” Russ says, to more laughter.

      “I once gave a woman an orgasm so intense she ended up in the ER,” J-Bo says.

      We guffaw. “Bullshit.”

      He laughs. “Okay, it wasn’t me. I saw it on TV.”

      “One chick got appendicitis from swallowing a condom.”

      This gets a roar of laughter loud enough to have other patrons in the restaurant looking at us.

      “Okay, change of subject,” Barbie says. “Let’s talk about tart cherry juice.”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “Is that some kind of sex euphemism for virginity?”

      He gives me a what-the-fuck look. “What? It’s juice.”

      “Loco has a dirty mind,” J-Bo says. That’s my nickname. “Okay, what is it?”

      “It’s good for recovery,” Barbie says. “Tons of nutrients. Helps with muscle soreness and strength.”

      “Huh.” Russ tips his head. “Have you been drinking it?”

      “Yes. I am a believer.”

      “I’d try it,” I say.

      “Make sure you get the kind with no sugar,” Barbie says. “I read a book about recovery this summer.”

      “That’s important for a guy your age,” Russ deadpans, then cracks up when Barbie nails him with a glare.

      “What else did it say?” I ask, always interested in doing better. “Anything new?”

      “Whole foods rich in antioxidants, whole carbohydrates, and lean protein,” Barbie says. “Also sleep. Lots of sleep. Seven to nine hours.”

      “I love sleep,” I say with a sigh.

      “You love being in bed,” J-Bo corrects me.

      “How do our conversations always come back to sex?” I demand.

      “You’re the one with the dirty mind.” He shrugs.

      It’s tough to argue with that. I do have a dirty mind. I do like sex.

      And now I’m thinking about Annie Bang again.
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      Later, I get home to my apartment on the eleventh floor of a newish high rise in the Lincoln Square neighborhood. It’s easy to get to the practice facility in Westchester County from here, and also easy to take the subway to the arena on game nights. It’s not a super swank building, but it’s modern and spacious for New York. I like that it’s close to the river with a walking path and lots of green space.

      When I walk in my door, I’m attacked by a killer dog. Just kidding, Teemu isn’t a killer, he’s a goof and he’s excited to see me. I’ve had him for about a year now. He’s some kind of mix of terrier and poodle, we think, so not very big, with crackhead hair. He’s really smart and cute. I’m not biased; this is objectively true.

      I need to take him for his walk but first I head to my office and sit down in front of my laptop. Soon I’m googling Annie Bang. The pictures that come up are way different than the image she presented today, wearing a baggy black Bears track suit, sneakers, a ponytail, and no makeup. There are tons of photos of her in skimpy, glittery costumes with bright lips and false eyelashes. Her blond hair is up in a bun in some pics and long and loose in others. Wow. Stunning.

      Fuck. That’s irrelevant. This is a problem.

      She’s a coach.

      It’s still hard to wrap my head around it, but she’s a fucking coach. I can’t be leering at her tits and ass. I can’t be thinking about putting my hands on her again. Definitely can’t be thinking about kissing her and tasting her and⁠—

      She hates me.

      And that pisses me off.

      I don’t know why. Yes, Annie Bang is hot. Like, set things on fire hot. I already knew that. Jesus, we spent basically a whole day and night together in bed, burning up the sheets, burning off athletic energy in sweaty, lusty games.

      I close my laptop and turn to Teemu. “Okay, buddy, you’ve been patient. Let’s go. Walk? Wanna go for a walk?”

      Teemu knows those words and goes bananas, yipping and spinning while I grab my phone and my keys. I clip his leash onto his harness and take him for a nice long stroll along the river.

      I’m skeptical of what Annie can teach us. I know there are a few other teams who’ve hired figure skaters as skating coaches, but we sure as shit don’t need to know how to do triple axels and camel toe spins or whatever. I find myself unreasonably irritated by the prospect of learning how to skate. I know how to skate.

      Put her out of your head.

      Sure, sure.

      “Okay, let’s go home!” I say to my dog and we turn around.

      In my bedroom, I throw myself down on the bed to nap and Teemu joins me. I love napping. I love sleeping. It’s my superpower.

      I awake to my phone pinging. I fumble around for it and find a the group chat has blown up with dinner plans. I add my message that I’m in, then rub my eyes and check the time. Shit, I really crashed. It’s nearly five.

      Another text arrives.

      
        
          
            
              
        RUSS: Wanna play ping pong until we go?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        LOGAN: Okay Meet you down there in ten.

      

      

      

      

      

      This building has a recreation room, as well as a gym, although I rarely use it since we work out at APF, the practice facility.

      I strip off my clothes, scrub my face with cold water, and change into a pair of dark jeans and a fitted button-down shirt that’ll be okay for dinner. I check my phone for any other messages—oh hey, there’s one from Mindy, who I went out with last week. Just saying hey.

      Do I want to respond? I’m not sure. I shove my phone into my pocket.

      Russ and I get into a heated game of ping pong, smashing the little plastic ball back and forth across the table. Neither of us are that good, but we have eye and hand coordination and I also have a killer instinct, so I deliberately drive the ball into places that are hard for him to get to. I’m thrusting my arms into the air in triumph when Millsy and his wife Lilly walk in. They also live in the building.

      I do a victory dance and Lilly laughs. “You guys,” she says. “Not competitive at all.”

      “I play to win, baby,” I say, moving toward her. “Hey, gorgeous.”

      “Hi, Logan.” Her eyes sparkle up at me. She’s really pretty and super nice and Millsy’s a lucky guy.

      “Want a turn?” I ask her, handing her my paddle.

      “Sure!”

      Russ turns his paddle over to Millsy and we watch them battle it out until the others show up—Josh Heller (Hellsy) and his wife Sara, Owen Cooke (Cookie) and his girlfriend Emerie—and we head out for dinner in the new restaurant the girls want to try.

      “This place is fancier than I thought,” I say as we’re shown to a big, curved booth. The restaurant is called Brunswick Grill, so I expected something casual, but crystal chandeliers hang above us, the walls are all paneled in wood, and velvet drapes separate different parts of the restaurant.

      “As long as the food is good.” Millsy opens his menu.

      The girls order wine but my teammates and I stick to water. There’s a lot of seafood on the menu, as well as a lot of spicy dishes, and I debate what to have. I don’t want anything that’s going to slow me down tomorrow. I end up ordering grilled halibut, which comes with Mediterranean beans (protein and fiber) and something called salmoriglio, which I have to quickly google. It’s a condiment made with lemon juice, olive oil, garlic, salt, and herbs. Sounds delicious. Hopefully it’s not too garlicky or I’ll reek on the ice tomorrow when I start sweating. Did I mention that I sweat a lot?
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