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      The judge peered down at me through thick, black-framed glasses that looked way too small on his round face and balding head. He appeared less happy to be sitting on the bench than I was to be standing across from it.

      Didn’t really blame the guy. Probably sucked to have to be at work, dealing with assholes like me, the day after Christmas.

      As for me, spending thirty-six hours in the county jail lock-up wasn’t exactly a great holiday, but I’d also had worse.

      I tugged on the cuff links at my wrists, straightening my dress shirt neatly pressed beneath my seven-thousand-dollar gray pinstripe suit, and awaited his verdict while he sniffed into a tissue and pretended like he was reading my file for the first time.

      “All assault charges against the woman have been dropped,” he muttered, loud enough for everyone in the courtroom to hear, but that wasn’t a surprise.

      Like I’d drug, kidnap, and sexually assault my sister for fuck’s sake, but the media liked to spin the tale of me being the bad guy. The bar brawl I got into on Christmas Eve was merely more fodder for their entertainment. I didn’t care enough to correct them, and having a sister was a secret I’d kept for long enough.

      “And it appears it’s your lucky day that the victim of your physical attack is also refusing to press charges.” The judge sneered at me over the rim of those glasses.

      He probably figured I was some rich prick, a professional athlete who could get away with murder. He wasn’t altogether wrong, but that was only because the kind of men I’d ever considered murdering were the men who kept my sister and mom hooked on drugs and sold their flesh for payment.

      Chad Attler, also known as Crank to those who knew his street name, wouldn’t press charges against me, but he was first on my hit list. Had he died the other night, I wouldn’t have lost any sleep over it.

      “However, the club you destroyed during your tantrum has not been so understanding. For your charge of disturbing the peace, you will face sixty hours of community service. You will also pay for the damages accrued, totaling seventy-two thousand, three hundred and twenty-six dollars…” He glanced down at the paper in his hand and looked back up at me. “And thirty-nine cents.”

      I scoffed, unable to help it. Thirty-nine cents? They couldn’t have rounded?

      Next to me, my attorney shoved his elbow into my arm. “Shut up, Masters.”

      The judge glared. “Is something amusing to you, defendant?”

      “No, Your Honor.”

      Except for the fact that for me, seventy-two thousand dollars wasn’t much of a hardship even if I suspected the total wasn’t nearly that high. On top of the fine I’d assuredly receive from the hockey league and my team’s general manager, the other night’s fiasco would end up costing me a pretty penny.

      Every penny absolutely worth it to feel Crank’s bones shatter beneath my fists and ribs break under my feet.

      Fucking asshole.

      The judge kept talking. I responded when necessary. Once his gavel pounded and he announced “case dismissed” I turned to my lawyer. “Thanks, man.”

      I shook his hand as he rolled his eyes. “Stay out of trouble until this community service is done or you’ll be spending more than a day and a half in jail.”

      I didn’t make promises I couldn’t keep.

      I’d do anything to keep my sister as safe as I possibly could. “See you around, Banks.”

      Jordan Banks was a great lawyer and had my respect. He’d helped me out of more than one jam and had even ensured my sister wasn’t stuck with a public defender after she got picked up on a possession charge one night. He’d also helped me get her an emergency bed in one of the best rehab facilities in the state while I was locked up.

      For now, and hopefully for the next ninety days, Lucy was safe. That was all that mattered.

      I spun on my heels, walked down the small aisle and pushed open the doors leading me out of the courtroom, only to pull to an abrupt stop as Gabby Taylor and her husband—and my teammate—Joey, jumped to their feet.

      She rushed to me, hands going to my biceps as she frantically scanned my face. “You were hurt.”

      I flinched from the contact of her hands on me before relaxing and brushed my finger over the gash on my cheekbone. The one hit Crank had gotten in. Hurt like a bitch due to the rings he wore, but I’d made him pay for that, too.

      “I’m fine. Just a cut. Had worse during games. What are you two doing here?”

      Joey’s brows tugged in and he shook his head. “Didn’t want you to come out of here alone.”

      “I insisted. We didn’t realize the hearing would be closed though,” Gabby said. “Are you okay? The other night…”

      “Was nothing.” I gently shook her off. For some damn reason, I was drawn to this woman. Not in the way that made me an asshole, but from the first night Gabby slid into a booth across from me at the bar Joey owned where the team tended to hang out, she’d made it her mission to include me. She was so damn nice, I’d actually felt bad being a dick to her.

      She took my effort not to be a dick as me being a good guy. She was wrong, but she had some crazy magic ability to make the world seem less shitty. Somehow, I’d become friends with both of them over the last few months. Not in a hang out every week or anything, but neither of them irritated me as much as others, so I didn’t mind their occasional company.

      That they were there, though, was surprising.

      When was the last time someone ever showed up for me? Definitely not since I was in college a decade ago.

      I grabbed my keys from my pocket and flipped the ring around my thumb. “I need to get to the team’s offices. Meeting with Coach and Pete in an hour.”

      “We know,” Joey said. “We’re taking you.”

      “Not necessary.” I started walking for the exit, keys in hand, when Joey called out from behind me.

      “Where’s your car, asshole?”

      Shit. I dropped my head and stared at the floor as his chuckle grew closer. His hand slapped my shoulder and gave me a quick shake. “That’s what I thought. We’re taking you. The team should know we’re behind you. Whatever’s going on, we support you.”

      Fuck, that felt good. Almost wiped away the embarrassment that I’d forgotten I didn’t have a fucking car here because I’d come straight from holding to the courthouse, the suit brought to me by my lawyer’s assistant. Hell. That meant my car was still parked near the club where I’d found Lucy. Probably hocked for parts by now.

      Something else to add to the bill of this shitty holiday season. Why…. why they always had to fall apart around Christmas was an answer I would never receive.

      “Thanks, Joey.”

      “Thank Gabby. It was all her idea.”

      “Of course it was,” I muttered.

      He played it off like he wasn’t being a good guy, a good friend, probably because he knew not to push me too far. I’d told him once I had problems with my family, but he’d never asked for more information. He wasn’t going to get it that day either, even if I saw the questions lingering behind his eyes still focused on me.

      A smile twisted his lips and he shrugged. “Come on. Let’s go hear the rest of the damage and then figure out how to move on from it.”

      Oh, if only the shit in my life was that easy. I’d have done it years ago. Unfortunately, my shit had followed me my entire life, literally from Detroit to Las Vegas, and the hits kept coming.

      There was no way this was the end of anything.

      I’d never be able to move on from the filth that clung to me.

      But whatever, I’d let Joey and Gabby think this was a one-off.

      No sense dragging them down with me.
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      “We’ll be right here and can take you home when you’re done.”

      Joey’s tone left no room for argument. Gabby stood next to him, her hand curled around his arm and rested on his forearm. The two of them stood in front of the elevator we’d just exited like they’d physically prevent me from leaving without their help.

      I had bigger things on my mind than arguing with them.

      “Fine. Any chance we can swing by and see if my car is where I left it first?” I shoved a hand through my dark black hair and cringed. I needed a cut before it got too much longer, but it was never a priority during the season.

      Assuming I’d have much of a season left after the other night.

      “Of course we can. Good luck.” Gabby grinned softly, worried eyes narrowing on me as she rested her head against Joey’s bicep.

      He slid his arm around his wife and nodded. “It’ll all work out.”

      Right. Of course he’d think that. As much as I actually respected Joey, he came from the iconic Taylor family, where everything for them, and people like them, always seemed to work out. Hell, he’d woken up married to Gabby, not remembering a damn thing, and within months they knew they were supposed to be together.

      Not that I planned on ever being shackled to a human with a lifetime commitment, but life didn’t work that smoothly for me.

      Current predicament being the perfect example.

      I headed toward the general manager’s office, already knowing how this conversation would go—not great would be putting it mildly.

      Coach Viktor, the team’s head coach and a man who had always had my back, opened the door and stood in the doorway as I approached. He was the only person in my life who knew the truth about my circumstances. He was a hard coach, a guy who didn’t care about anything other than hockey, but he’d been there for me in ways other people couldn’t possibly understand. I owed him my life, literally, and the concern tightening his features made me fight down the urge to apologize for disappointing him.

      “Had to be done,” I said instead.

      “There’s always another choice,” he replied.

      Yeah, yeah. He’d think so. He’d been telling me I had another choice since the first time I ended up in jail.

      He stepped back, gesturing for me to enter first and I wasn’t the least bit surprised to find Pete Garner sitting behind his large black desk, hands clasped together, forearms resting on it, head tilted to one side. He wore a superior smirk I would relish punching off his face if ever given the chance.

      My hands clenched into fists at his smug appraisal of me, a tic in his jaw as he caught my glare while I took my seat on the other side.

      “Do you have anything to say?”

      I smoothly kicked my ankle over my other knee and brushed non-existent lint off my suit while keeping my gaze trained on him. “I figured you’d have enough to say for the both of us.”

      With a heavy sigh, Pete continued. “I was able to speak with the judge and was given permission to assign your community service.”

      Huh. That wasn’t what I was expecting.

      Paid in more ways than one to be a famous movie star, I supposed. That it’d been twenty years since his face had been on a big screen didn’t matter. Not that I didn’t know how privileged I was now. But I slugged through generational filth to get to where I was.

      This guy had been acting since he was ten. His mama acted. Her dad acted. Now he waved his status as owner and GM in all our faces. He was born to a former Canadian player who married his movie-star mom, but I didn’t think Pete had ever swung a stick longer than the six inches tucked in his Tom Ford or Gucci dress pants.

      Besides, he hated me. If I wasn’t the best damn defenseman in the league, my ass would have been gone a long time ago. There was no doubt. Coach Vik had come between us about ready to blow our fuses more times than I could count.

      His chin dipped, blue eyes narrowed on me. “So, do you want to explain what happened this time?”

      He hated the attention I brought to the team off the ice. Not that I blamed him for that one. Too bad you couldn’t choose your family—or their drama.

      “Nope.” I clasped my hands together and set them in my lap. Was I being a dick? Yeah.

      Did I care? Not particularly. As long as my community service wasn’t picking up trash left on the Strip in the middle of spring break week so it’d be mixed with vomit and other bodily fluids, I didn’t care what this guy thought of me.

      Even if I did tell him, he wouldn’t understand.

      He shot a glare to my coach, who was standing at my back, silently supporting me even if he wanted to reach out and wring my neck, and sighed again.

      “All right.” Pete slid a thin file in my direction. “Here are the details. As I’m sure you know, the success of our team over the last several years, particularly last season, has brought a renewed interest in the sport of hockey. The youth league registrations doubled this year and we’re in need of a new coach. Season started a couple weeks ago but the dad who was the head coach took a job in another state.”

      “Coach,” I deadpanned. Sweeping up vomit didn’t sound so disgusting anymore.

      “Who would have thought, huh? You can thank Vik for this one. Let’s say my idea wasn’t going to be so… fulfilling.”

      God, if only I could smack off his smirk.

      “Fine.” I grabbed the file and flipped it open and couldn’t stop my jaw from dropping, brows raising. I couldn’t school my expression in any way. “You want me to coach the Squirt division?”

      What in the hell would I do with a bunch of nine and ten-year-olds?

      A hand clasped down on my shoulder and gave me a gentle shake. Of course. Of-fucking-course.

      “It’ll be good for you, Dom. Those kids need someone to look up to.”

      Exactly like he figured I needed all those years ago. I hadn’t been ten, but the age didn’t matter much.

      Fuck. My. Life.

      I bit down on my tongue.

      “Not my first choice,” Pete reiterated. “Or my second. But remember, for some damn reason, these kids look up to you, so don’t fuck it up.”

      “Right,” I muttered and glanced back down at the spreadsheet. Ages and weight of kids with jersey sizes and numbers. Addresses. Emails and phone numbers. Babysitting a bunch of kids would be painful. They could have at least given me the Bantam division. A few fourteen-year-old teenage assholes would be easier to handle. But kids?

      Pete kept talking like I wasn’t internally freaking out. At ten, I’d only been playing for a couple of years. At eight, I was a late starter to youth hockey, especially in Michigan. Those first few years were a struggle, mostly for attention since my sister had been born a year earlier. I skated with a chip on my shoulder, a need to be seen, a desperation to please the only person in my life who had ever selflessly loved me.

      And Coach Vik knew it all.

      “Two days a week… three to five. You’ll get your workouts in other times. I talked to the youth league commissioner, and we readjusted their game schedule around most of our away games so you won’t miss much time with them.”

      It wasn’t even a slap on the wrist. It would still be hell on Earth.

      For me—and the kids who had to deal with me.
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      “Ben! Come on! Get your shoes on and grab your water from the fridge!”

      Muffled thumps and grunts came from his bedroom at the top of the stairs while I glanced again at my watch.

      We were going to be late.

      Again.

      I hated being late. Especially on the days Evan noticed. Fortunately, at least for today, he was out of town, but he’d know somehow.

      He always knew when I screwed up.

      A groan sprung from my throat as my chest tightened. It’s just a practice. He’s only ten. I inhaled deep for a count of four and exhaled, panic still growing in my chest.

      “Ben!”

      “What!” he shouted, grinning at me at the top of the stairs. Shoes on. Hockey gear, at least what he could already wear, on. “I’m right here.”

      “Come on, kiddo. We’re late.”

      His messy mop of blond hair in dire need of a haircut I kept procrastinating bounced as he jogged down the stairs.

      His gear was in the back of my SUV, unwashed since we’d forgotten to take it out of my trunk after last Tuesday’s practice. Then Christmas hit. My first Christmas Day I hadn’t spent with him since the day he was born. The fact he was right next door—because yeah—my ex moved into the woman’s house he was having an affair with—our neighbor and my now ex-friend two days after I caught them cheating, didn’t matter. I hadn’t gotten to see his face light up with excitement when he saw what Santa brought him. I’d had to feign the excitement on Christmas Eve. It wasn’t the same.

      Fortunately for me, right after Christmas, Evan took Kristi on a two-week trip to Hawaii, so Ben was all mine. At least for now.

      As for me, I was struggling to be a single mom even if I’d always essentially been one during my marriage. But finding out your husband was screwing your best friend, and they’d been doing it for a while and you hadn’t been smart enough to catch signs?

      That was pretty damn humiliating.

      So was having to see them on an almost daily basis.

      I swore they made out harder and longer in their driveway when I pulled into mine just to prove their point.

      Which I still wasn’t sure what it was—that they were cheating assholes?

      As much as I tried not to let it bother me. It did. Hell on Earth was having to live next door to your ex-husband because you couldn’t afford to sell the home he’d bought at the top of the market that had since crashed and you’d listened to him since you were nineteen and pregnant and had dropped out of school, so now the only work you were qualified to do wasn’t nearly enough to keep your son in the life he’d always been used to.

      I blew out a breath, and opened the doors to my Aviator, my one splurge once I was awarded child support and alimony. If I had to watch Evan and Kristi ram their tongues down each other’s throats, they could watch me drive a brand new, top-of-the-line, sixty-five-thousand-dollar vehicle. Did I need the extravagance? Nope.

      Did I enjoy seeing Evan’s jaw lock every time he saw it?

      Yep.

      Was I bitter and petty?

      Definitely.

      A heavy sigh left me as I climbed into the car.

      “Wait!”

      I jumped at his shout. “What, Ben?”

      “My water. I forgot it.”

      My head hit the headrest. “Go get it. But hurry!” I called out as he was already taking off and running toward the front door. It took him forever to punch in our security code and then he was back, closing the door and rushing out to the SUV.

      “Door!” I called out and he almost fell off our porch as he jogged back to hit the lock button.

      The SUV shook and rattled as he slammed the door and mumbled a sorry.

      “Don’t slam—”

      “The door. I know. I said I was sorry.”

      Two more days until he was back in school. Two more days until he was back in school.

      But then I wouldn’t get to see him. The story of every mother. Your kids drove you to the edge of insanity and then you went even more crazy when you didn’t get to see them all the time.

      “Hey.” I turned and looked at him over my shoulder as I backed out. “How about if after practice tonight we go out to eat instead of me cooking?”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah.” Because he’d been through a hell of a lot in the last year and none of it was his fault. I could get my shit together for him for a night. The haircut could wait.

      Again.

      “Dave and Buster’s?”

      I playfully glared at him. “Only if you promise not to whine when I say it’s time to leave.”

      His mouth opened to speak but I cut him off.

      “But I promise you can play for one hour.”

      His lips pursed. Pushed to one side. Gave me such a flashback to his father I had to hide my flinch. “Deal.”

      He held out his fist and I tapped my knuckles back at him.

      He was ten and his main form of communication was fist bumps instead of hugs and cuddles. Damn, I missed those.
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      I was convinced there had to be a special place in heaven for parents who sat through their child’s sporting event practices. I wasn’t even sure the sport mattered. They all had their negatives, but up near the top had to be sitting your butt on a metal bleacher in an ice-cold arena when outside the temperature was in the mid-sixties. I sat for two hours, twice a week wrapped in a winter coat no Nevadian should have ever owned, thick fur-lined gloves and hat on while clutching a hot chocolate or coffee—let’s be real, normally it was coffee, and fought cringing at how absolutely uncoordinated my child was on skates.

      It was akin to watching a giraffe slip across the ice. Part of that was because Ben got his dad’s height. He was always one of the tallest kids in his class, and while he possessed an average set of athletic skills, once he was strapped into skates and wearing ten pounds of gear, he lost all sense of hand to eye to foot coordination.

      He swung at the puck, slipped and crashed into the boards on his knees. Again. My own legs locked, fighting the urge to run to him to make sure he was okay. It wasn’t the first or second time he’d wiped out. Closer to the twelfth, this practice alone. Despite the amount of time he spent practicing, despite the open skate hours we attended so he could improve because he really wanted to make Dad happy, I’d yet to see any sign of said improvement.

      The coach, a new guy who skated so effortlessly it appeared he’d been born on skates, slid to a stop in front of Ben and offered him his hand. He pulled him to his feet, said a few words, and the entire time he spoke, my kid gazed up at the guy like he was a god among mortals.

      “What the hell?” I muttered and glanced around at the nearby parents to check if anyone else had noticed him. None of the other moms seemed to be paying attention to anything other than the book in their hands or their cell phones.

      I’d never seen this guy before, although an email had gone out yesterday alerting us to the change in schedule plans for practices—because that was so quick to rearrange—so I knew we had a new coach after the last dad had a transfer in his job, but this guy didn’t at all look like any kind of dad I’d ever seen.

      His thick, black dark hair fell around his ears, brushed at his shoulders as he continued talking to Ben. Ben nodded. The guy pointed to his skates, gestured with his hands like how he should use his hockey stick. Ben was enraptured by him, and yet this guy looked like he wanted to take the puck and chuck it into the glass.

      Pissed didn’t bring to describe his face. Every visible muscle on this guy, and there were a lot of them despite the fact he had on black athletic pants and a tight-fitted, long sleeve gray shirt with the Vipers logo at his chest, radiated irritation.

      But he reached out, playfully patted Ben on the helmet and I dragged my gaze off the guy to my son, who wobble-skated away, glancing back to the coach with a tremulous look on his face.

      “Poor kid,” I muttered.

      His dad played hockey growing up, he played in high school and college in Wisconsin. He’d hung up his skates after his sophomore year, but to hear Evan say it, he was forced into quitting because his coach hated how awesome he was and didn’t appreciate Evan’s talent. Essentially, he’d gotten cut, lost his scholarship, and had to move back home to finish his business degree. We’d met when he’d moved back home. I was working on my nursing degree at a community college. He was going to the local university.

      Six months later, I was pregnant.

      Both our parents fuh-reaked to put it mildly. We were married three months later.

      Ben was born six months later and when he was two, Evan got a job in a northern suburb of Vegas working for a pharmaceutical sales company. Not a bad gig, and he worked hard.

      The problem with Evan was he always thought he was the best at everything, and especially hockey which meant regardless of what sport Ben tried and didn’t excel in, his dad was always right there, Hockey’s gotta be your thing. You could be great like your dad once was. You gotta try hockey.

      Two weeks after his dad moved out and into our next door neighbor’s house, Ben came to me and demanded I put him in hockey.

      He absolutely sucked at it. Every time Evan came to a game it ended in a shitshow. Evan frustrated at Ben for not listening, despite Evan’s demands being different from the coaches. Ben was usually in, or very near, tears.

      No one ever lived up to Evan’s expectations—least of all his ex-wife or his son.

      A whistle was blown signaling the end of practice. The kids skated off the rink, stumbling at the door, and then there was the smacking of sticks and skates on the floor as they jostled and rushed to the locker rooms. It’d take Ben another ten to fifteen minutes to change out of his gear, which would give me a few minutes to talk to the new coach.

      What were the chances he had any hope of improving before their next game, scheduled for the day after Evan and Kristi returned?

      Evan somehow always found a way to get out of helping with shuttling Ben to any after-school activity or sports practice, but he rarely missed a game.

      Funny how that worked.

      I tried to tamp down my irritation at my ex-husband so I didn’t take it out on the coach. He’d removed the goals from their posts on the ice and was lazily skating in my direction where I stood at the door that would take him to the locker rooms.

      His scowl was still firmly etched in place and as he skated closer and I could take in that scowl in a closer way, swear to God I forgot the English language.

      He was so… damn… a god among mortals. I’d nailed it from sixty yards away in the stands. He was just….

      Staring at me with a question in his double arched, thick black brows.

      Further scrambled my senses too, which meant when I opened my mouth, what came out wasn’t a question or an introduction, it was, “My kid sucks.”

      Those brows jumped. He scanned the empty rink like he was trying to figure out which kid would have been mine and then shuttered any expression on his face.

      My chest squeezed. Because he didn’t just shutter his expression. It was closed down. Where for a moment I saw surprise, or maybe amusement at my blunder, there was now nothing good. Only a void of dark, cold nothing that somehow sent a blast of heat all straight down to my iced and frozen toes in my Ugg boots.

      “Which one is yours?” he finally asked.

      “Ben.”

      He gave me a blank stare.

      Of course he didn’t know anyone’s names. It was his first day coaching.

      “The one who spent more time sliding into the boards than he did on his feet.”

      “Right.” He shoved his tongue to the side of his cheeks. “He, um…” Those brows furrowed as he sought for the words, making me roll my lips together. If he was trying to not be offensive, I was the one who brought it up. “He has a lot of heart and a great attitude.”

      I laughed and then covered my mouth with my gloved hands to hide it as he once again got a confused look. “I’m not paying you to tell you what I already know about my own kid. What I wanted to ask was, is there any hope he can get better?”

      For a moment, I swore the guy was amused, and then that too was wiped away. “Anyone can get better if they want it hard enough.”

      “By the next game?”

      “Why?”

      I chewed my lip. Coach Lors had understood my predicament. He’d known because he knew Evan. He knew because his wife and I used to do playdates together and she knew all about why Evan left me, mostly because she’d been at my house several times with Kristi. We might have grown apart when the boys went to different elementary schools, but Dave Lors had still known what worried me.

      “His dad… um… used to play hockey. Was good, too. But he well…”

      “Needs Ben to be even better.”

      Yeah. This guy got it, too. “Right.”

      “Can’t promise anything before the next game. Can’t even promise anything with me as the coach. This isn’t exactly my normal gig, you know?”

      “It’s not?” Now it was my turn to be confused. If he wasn’t a dad and didn’t volunteer to coach the team, who the hell was he?

      “Uh. No.” He scratched at his beard, black and thick and dark like the rest of him and that one move, maybe nerves? Well, there was another rush of heat sparking in my toes all over again except this time it traveled north. What would a beard like that feel like…

      “I’ll see what we can do,” he said, and the fantasy that’d been blooming popped like a balloon.

      This was some kid’s dad. He was Ben’s coach.

      I had no right thinking anything about him.

      “Right. Thanks. Then, I’ll just…” Be disappearing before he saw the lust blossoming all over my cheeks. Something I hadn’t felt in a long time. I shoved my thumb behind me and stepped back right as Ben rushed out of the locker room.

      “Mom,” he called, a bright grin on his pink cheeks.

      “Thanks, Mr. Masters. I’ll do better next time, I swear it.”

      “Like I said, you’ll get there. And it’s Coach. Not Mr. anything.”

      “By next practice,” Ben assured him.  I’d seen that stubborn press of his jaw before.

      Shit. He so badly wanted to make his dad happy.

      “We’ll get there,” Mr. Masters repeated. “See you later.”

      He lifted his hand and Ben high-fived it. “You’re awesome! Bye!” He turned to me, grinning like a maniac. “Let’s go to Buster’s!”
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      “—arrested or something but now he’s coaching and he’s just the coolest and he was kind of rude or maybe just rough, but he wasn’t mean even if we could tell he didn’t really want to be there but he was cool. Especially when Steve shoved me to the ice again. He made him do laps because that wasn’t cool team play.”

      Woah. Wait a minute. What?

      “Arrested?”

      “Yeah. Last week or something I don’t know. Geez, Mom, it was on the news like everywhere.”

      What in the hell was Ben talking about?

      In my defense, he’d been rambling about hockey practice from the time I took his gear bag and tossed it into the back of my SUV and he hadn’t stopped. I’d zoned him out approximately three minutes later because that was sometimes the only way I could withstand the constant chatter from my back seat. Ben took the volume on the radio as a sign to only speak louder and faster, so I’d already turned that down and was zipping through the streets on autopilot.

      Until he said the word arrested.

      I pulled into a parking spot in front of Dave & Buster’s and turned around to face him in the back seat. “Who was arrested?”

      “Have you been listening to me at all?”

      Shit. “Sorry, bud. Must have zoned out. So tell me, who was arrested?”

      “My coach. Dominick Masters.” He gave me a what the hell how can you not listen to me look before it was replaced with that earlier sense of wonder. “I mean, can you believe it? We have a real life Viper coaching us. Isn’t it awesome? He’s so cool, he’s like the best D-line guy in the league. Dad freaking loves him because he’s so mean and doesn’t let any other team get even close to their goalie Dubiak. He’s like…”

      “A god?” I asked.

      And slowly, pieces were clicking into place. Why he skated so effortlessly. Why he’d said this wasn’t his thing. Why he was so… intense.

      “Yeah. Like that. He’s like some hockey god. And as a defenseman, he has more goals than any other defensive player, like ever and he does it every year. And he’s my coach. Isn’t that so cool? Our team is going to have to be awesome now. Dad’s going to lose his mind. And Mr. Masters is going to turn me into the best player, like, ever, too. Hey, can I call Dad tonight and tell him?”

      When Ben got excited, he sounded like a video playing at two times the normal speed.

      Today it was closer to five times. He was talking so fast he almost sounded like a squirrel on speed so it took me a moment to catch on to everything.

      “Why was he arrested?” I went back to where the story had caught my attention and frankly, the only part of what Ben had said.

      “Dunno.” He shrugged. “Happened like right before or after Christmas though. Spent a night in jail or something too. I mean, he’s so mean he’s been to jail. My friends are totally going to freak when I tell them.”

      Jail. Arrested. And they had him now coaching youth hockey? Alarm bells rang in my ears making Ben’s chatter blur to the background.

      “So can I call him? Dad?”

      The bells screeched to a stop. Ugh. How I would have loved to say no to that. Phone calls never went well.

      “Yeah, Ben. We’ll check the time difference, but when we’re done here, we’ll try to call Dad.”

      “Awesome,” he breathed. And then those lips pushed to the side. “It’ll make him happy, right?”

      I fucking hated Evan and his narcissistic, unrealistic expectations. “I’m sure you’ll always make your dad proud of you,” I said, which wasn’t exactly what he asked, but the best I could hope for. Even then, it wasn’t really the truth. No one made Evan proud unless they were doing exactly what he expected, and his expectations were unreasonably high for everyone but himself—most especially Ben’s.

      I fought back the heavy sigh growing in my chest. “Come on. Let’s go eat.”

      Where he could play, and I could put my Google skills to work because I had a coach to check out who was arrested and in jail and was now a part of my kid’s life.
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      She was there. Again. I tried to fight finding her in the small crowd that had admittedly grown from just a handful of moms to now at least a dozen dads and older kids, presumably once word who the new coach was got out. Especially a week ago, after a few practices and then my first game coaching, when Gabby and Joey Taylor showed up to lend their support.

      If our owner considered the mayhem that would follow once people found out there was a Viper coaching a youth team as his community service for assaulting a drunk fuck at a bar on Christmas Eve, he was definitely getting it.

      But there was Ben’s mom, gloved hands cupping a cup I figured was coffee or hot cocoa from the concession stand, never once dipping her attention to her phone like most of the other moms.

      Nope.

      Her focus was on Ben, cringing every time he fell or missed a pass, silently throwing up a fisted hand when he nailed a drill.

      Her smile could light up the arena if the lights went out. She was so damn proud of every stride and skill he hit.

      As for me, I couldn’t figure out the tightening sensation in my own chest every time I caught sight of her.

      Yeah, she was attractive. A blind man could see it from the simple and sweet way she talked. The way she laughed. Add in those dark green eyes of hers, a small dimple in her cheek, and her bright pink lips, and yeah, she was hot.

      But I didn’t fuck innocent women, especially single moms who were looking for their next marriage proposal and resettling down.

      The women I took to bed, rarely more than once, knew the score. I came over, we both came, and I left.

      I didn’t have time for anything else during the season and I didn’t care enough about relationships in the off-season to ever attempt something so demanding.

      And in my experience, women demanded a lot. Time. Attention. Affection. Care. Effort. Commitment. Rings. Weddings. Vows.

      Please.

      None of that was me outside my commitment to continue being the best damn defenseman in the league.

      A shot went wide and a kid two sizes bigger than Ben slammed him into the boards. Not hard. Enough to make him lose his footing.

      “Ben!” He spun, grabbed on to the wall to rebalance himself. I waved him over and glanced at my roster. Our team was scrimmaging and even though it’d been two weeks since I started coaching, I still struggled to remember their names. “Stephen. Go in for Ben.”

      “On it, Coach.” He leaped over the board like a pro and slid onto the ice and into his spot before Ben made his way across the ice to me.

      “I screwed up, huh?” he asked, his eyes only meeting my chest.

      Ben grew up in a part of Vegas—and I knew that because for some damn reason I looked them up—where the homes held happy marriages and the standard two point five kids, most yards with pools and probably pool maintenance men as well as lawn care companies and housekeepers on a bi-monthly basis.

      He just had an asshole for a dad. Probably friends with dozens of kids who had dads who were proud of them and felt that burn every time his dad criticized him.

      I knew that because I’d been one of the kids with a good, decent dad. It was easy to spot one living vicariously through their kid.

      Although, it was his dad who sealed the deal on proving he was a dick at the last game. The man stood at the wall, as close to the bench as he could get, and shouted louder than any of us coaches on either team combined. None of it good. All of it critical of his kid. From the way he stood, to missed passes, and every time Ben skated to the bench for a line change, his dad was right there, drilling him before the assistant coaches or I could say anything.

      “Actually, I was going to tell you that shot was good. Nice and hard, just off on your aim, but it looked good.”

      “Really?” Two blond brows arched and his gaze rose to my shoulder.

      So the shot was soft and way off its mark. Who gave a shit. The kid was ten.

      “Yeah, kid. You were looking good out there today. Been practicing?”

      I listened to him chatter about all the hours his mom brought him in for free skate while keeping an eye on the team scrimmage, but other than Ben, most kids had been playing for years and knew what they were doing. The kid who slammed Ben into the boards, Carter, had an attitude but at least he was an equal opportunity offender when it came to defense.

      “My uh… my dad says I don’t skate right. Too bent over. Said it’s why I keep missing everything.”

      Yeah. He did. Simple mechanic practice could fix that with a bit of work though.

      “Here’s what we’re going to do,” I told him without thinking for a damn second about what I was actually doing. “You’re going to come here tomorrow at this same time. I’ll talk to your mom. And you’re going to skate with me and some of the guys before we need to get warmed up for our game later.”

      As I mentioned the team and our practice, his eyes turned to the size of hockey pucks. “For real?”

      “Yeah.” What the fuck was I doing? I couldn’t take it back now. “I’ll hook you up with Joey. You know him?”

      “He’s like… the fastest guy in history.”

      And it’d be good for his ego to hear that from a ten-year-old, too.

      “Sure he is.” He wasn’t. Not in history, but he was by far the fastest skater on our team, neck and neck with our center Kane. “I’ll call him. He’ll give you tips if you want him to.”

      What the hell was wrong with me? I was throwing out names left and right and now I had to ask the guys on the team for a goddamn favor. I could already imagine Gabby’s smile. So damn bright it was infectious, even when I didn’t want anything to do with anyone.

      “Holy cow.”

      I blew my whistle, signaling a line change, and grabbed Carter’s attention as he skated toward the bench.

      “You want it?”

      “Yeah, I want.”

      “Good. Now get back on the ice, and remember, tight and quick snapshots. That’ll improve speed and accuracy. Got me?”

      “Yeah. Coach. I got you. And um… thanks.”

      He skated off the ice, wobbled a second before straightening his ankles like I’d been teaching him, and before Carter skated up to me, took the time to glance back at his mom.

      Her smile was soft, a slightly worried look on her face. I gave her a nod, trying to let her know all was good before looking at the bruiser in front of me, standing with attitude and a pinched expression.

      “Can I tell you something, kid?”

      “Name’s Carter.”

      I knew his name. Obviously. Hated his attitude. “Yeah, well, until you’re eighteen, you’re a kid and I gotta ask you something.”

      He didn’t respond. Little shit. He was ten, for fuck’s sake. When he stayed silent, I asked, “Do you know, even if this team wins a championship at the end of the season, all you get is a piece of shit plastic trophy?”

      His pinched expression fell.

      Fuck. Maybe that was too harsh.

      “So?”

      “So, you’re not out there playing for scholarships and agents and getting signed to a junior league.”

      “I will someday.” At least he had a goal.

      “Until then, you’re risking ruining our team’s roster by chucking them all into the boards so damn hard. I’m not even sure that move is allowed in the league at your age yet, and we won’t win any game if you’re in the sin bin or ejected. So chill the hell out for a hot minute. These kids are your teammates, not your enemies. Work with them and not against them and they might actually give you the puck more.”

      He glanced at the ice. The scrimmage happening where most of the kids were playing tough but still giving each other a hard time and smiling, playing well, and having fun.

      And they should. I was never happier than when I was on the ice, even if I wasn’t fighting.

      “You understand what I’m saying?”

      After a minute, he nodded, and the anger dissipated. “Yeah. But I still want that piece of shit plastic trophy.”

      “Don’t say shit,” I reprimanded him and rolled my lips together to fight a grin.

      Maybe these cocky little kids didn’t completely suck.

      “Yeah, yeah. Can I get back out there?”

      I glanced at my stopwatch. “Thirty seconds. You can go in for Darren.”

      “You mean Derek?”

      “Whatever.” So I didn’t know all their names.

      He trudged off to the bench, grabbed his water. Right as I dragged my gaze back to the scrimmage, Ben got the puck. He dribbled it cleanly until a stick got caught on his skate. He fell forward, tripping over it, lost control of the puck but at the last second, he flicked his arm out, hit the puck.

      And it went straight between our goalie’s knees before he could stop it.

      “Nice goal!” I shouted while Ben spun out on the ice, on his belly, all four limbs straight out, making him look like a starfish.

      But that grin he had while he spun in a circle?

      Might have… maybe… matched my own.

      Fuck.
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      Dominick Masters was, in fact, a hockey god. Since that night over a week ago where Ben talked about him non-stop at dinner, I’d done some looking into him. Mostly, I wanted to know more about his arrest. Then I couldn’t stop myself.

      He’d been on more sports and men’s health magazine covers than any human had the right to be. He had more photos of his abs shown on fitness magazines than I could count. And boy—did I try to stop myself from counting—both the blocks of abs and the magazine covers.

      It’d been midnight before I could tuck away my phone, feeling a warm throb between my legs. It’d been way too long since I’d felt that lick of attraction dancing in my veins.

      Did I take care of myself thinking about Dominick Masters one night? Or two?

      Maybe more?

      What woman wouldn’t? The fact the viewing area in the stands for parents seemed to have grown since word slowly got out who our team coach was proved my point.

      Yet there he was, talking to my kid. Coaching him. He wasn’t raising his voice or screaming at him or scowling at him.

      He was coaching him.

      And I swear when Ben spun out and Dominick’s shout of nice goal echoed through the arena, well—his smile might have said he was damn proud.

      Which meant there wasn’t only a warm throb in places there should never be at a youth hockey practice, there was also one thumping in my chest.

      Get a grip, Holls. The last thing you need is a crush on a professional hockey player. Three months and the season’s done, and he’s back to living his life and you’ll never see him again.

      Despite the warning, I couldn’t stop my grin from blooming with pride for my son,  there was a flutter of excitement as the coach called the practice. He slapped his hand on Ben’s shoulder, and skated out to the ice, removing the goals and sliding them toward one end before he skated off the ice and disappeared down the hall toward the locker room.

      It was habit to meet Ben back near the home team bench after he was done in the locker room, a habit made during his first season when he still couldn’t carry all of his gear without tripping over his feet, so I waited, ignoring the buzz of my phone in my purse which could only mean one thing.

      Only one person texted and called repeatedly until he got what we wanted—which was ridiculous, since he had the ‘all new’ life he wanted. I figured he’d leave me alone, but no chance in hell of that.

      I swore now that Evan and Kristi were happily together, his second greatest joy came from not letting me forget it.

      My frustration bubbled as my phone continued to buzz and I decided to end the madness. I was digging in my bag when the soft scent of pine mixed with sweat and cold air, somehow, a thrillingly sexy combination wafted in my direction and I looked up, froze as Dominick strolled toward me, looking as equally comfortable walking on skates off the ice as he was on the ice.

      “I got a favor I need to ask you.”

      “Me?” My hand found my phone in my purse as it vibrated again and I quickly pulled my hand out, leaving the phone alone. What in the hell kind of favor could he need from me?

      “Yeah.” He cleared his throat, and a sliver of pink crept up his neck.

      My spine turned to steel. Was he… nervous?

      “Yeah, so, I kind of told your kid if he came here tomorrow, I’d have some guys on the team ready to help give him extra tips and skating time.”

      “You did…” My brows rose. “What?”

      “Yeah. I mean, I gotta clear it with them, but we have warm-ups before a home game tomorrow anyway, so I don’t think they’d mind.”

      “Um, wow. I’m sure Ben lost his mind when you offered that.” This definitely explained why he looked so excited.

      “A bit, yeah.” A twitch of his lips was all he gave me. He could barely even look at me he seemed so uncomfortable. But if he hadn’t wanted to do this—why did he?

      “Why?”

      His lips curled and then he swiped his hand over his mouth, heaving a sigh. “Can I be honest?”

      “I’d prefer that, yeah.” I’d had enough lies to last me a lifetime.

      “Because I kind of think his dad’s a dick, and I’m not sorry if that offends you or anything, but I’ve seen the way he talks to your kid and I don’t like it. And I don’t like how Ben makes a simple mistake and gets down on himself. Figured some tips from some pros would build him up and have the added bonus of sticking it to your husband.”

      “Ex.” As if that clarification was the point of this conversation.

      “Right. So?” He crossed his arms over his chest. Shoved his hands to his hips. That sliver of pink darkened and spread up his neck and he scratched at it.

      “So you’re offering extra help to my kid to shove it in his dad’s face how big of a jerk he is?”

      “When you put it that way, it doesn’t sound good.”

      “Why Ben? You have fifteen on the team.”

      He pressed his lips together, shrugged, and I swore a muscle ticced in his jaw like he was getting pissed. “Don’t know for sure. But if it’s a hassle—”

      “No. No, it’s not. If you’ve already offered it to Ben, I can’t say no now. Hell, this will make his year and I thought you being their coach was enough. But yeah… we can make it work. Definitely.”

      “Good. Good.” He nodded, like we’d somehow decided something of ultra importance, spun on his heels, and took off back toward the locker rooms.

      “What was that about?” A shoulder nudged me, and I grinned at Karly. Her son Tanner had become one of Ben’s best friends in the last year. She was also one of the best friends I’d made in the last year. The night she heard about Evan and Kristi, she showed up at my house with a few bottles of wine and a voodoo doll, surprisingly bearing a strong resemblance to Evan. I hadn’t asked how she got her hands on that so quick, but shoving tiny needles into his body while I cried and screamed and vented over wine helped make me feel better.

      “The coach invited Ben in for skate time with the guys from his team.”

      “Wow… That’s…”

      “Weird, right? It’s weird.”

      She winked, gave me a playful scan of my body. “Maybe he has a crush on the hot mom.”

      “Please.” I rolled my eyes. In my ridiculous, borderline stalker-ish search of him, I’d seen dozens of pictures of women he was photographed with. All candid, all on the streets of Vegas somewhere. Never a formal event but random pics of him with random women—none ever identified and not one seen more than once.

      If that was his type, I was most definitely not hot in his eyes.

      She bumped her hip into mine. “You don’t see what I see. What men see when they look at you and trust me, even Blake has said we need to get you back out into the dating world.”

      “I’ve dated.” Kind of. Sort of. If downloading dating apps, swiping for hours, and then deleting them two days later counted.

      “The guy you met for a drink who didn’t look anything like his profile doesn’t count. And didn’t he smell like cheese?”

      He’d been hot as hell in his pictures. Then he’d shown up for our date without a hat and dressed in nice clothes. His body was still nice, so was his style, but without that hat… he was just… no.

      “Catfished by a backward hat,” I muttered.

      Karly laughed. “We’ve all been there. So, are you bringing him? Ben?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Think I can come too?”

      She wiggled her brows playfully.

      “You have a husband you can’t even keep your hands off of.”

      “So.” She shrugged. “Hockey players are top-of-the-line sex fodder for my personal times.”

      “TMI, honey, T.M.I.”

      “Fine. But we’re doing dinner and drinks next time Ben’s with Evan.” A slightly psycho gleam swept across her face. “Hey… do you think if they go out, we could fuck with Kristi? Like stick ghost faces on their windows so she pisses herself when she opens her blinds? Harmless shit that’d scare her? Oh, I know! You could put one of those ghost voice makers in Ben’s pocket or something so she has to hear some creepy sounds all night. That’d be hilarious.”

      “You scare me,” I deadpanned. “Truly, I don’t even… can’t even handle what must go on in your mind.”

      She grinned. “It’s like one of those funhouses at a carnival where it’s all mirrors and madness and tricks and stuff.”

      Karly was crazy. Certifiably. God love her for it. I patted her shoulder. “Let’s maybe just keep it to dinner and drinks.”

      “Fine,” she huffed and knocked her hip into mine. “If I have to.”

      “Mom!” I spun at Ben’s cry and jolted as he dropped his bag and threw his arms around me. “Did Coach ask you?! Did he tell you what he said I could do? Isn’t it cool?! He even said he’ll get Joey Taylor to help me! Dad’s going to FREAK.”

      Dad. Right. Of course he’d be excited about his dad. Dominick’s words flickered through my mind.
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