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      My brothers are both older than me, and loving the two of them is impossible at the best of times. Ten years ago they turned their backs on me, and I want to forgive them, but I can’t.

      Jason was the eldest son, hair as curly and dark as mine, his eyes that same deep Westman-Reid brown he and I had inherited from my asshole of a dad. Big brother one was currently sitting in the chair behind Dad’s old desk, looking as if someone had pissed in his Wheaties, and tapping a pen rhythmically on the leather blotter. I didn’t think he was that happy, but then, he’d been the one closest to Dad, the golden boy, so I guessed Dad dying was a big downer in his charmed life.

      Cameron was the middle son, and I know the books said that the middle children are supposed to be the negotiators, the ones to placate their siblings with kind words. Only Cam was not doing that right now. He was pacing, throwing things, and I imagined his personal grief was manifesting itself in the glorious temper that also came from my dad. He looked more like Mom, blond, blue eyes, kind of pretty, but not quirky or fey enough for my modeling agency to book him.

      “You want what? You’re both mad. Over my dead fucking body will I stay here and work with you. No.” I was horrified. I didn’t drop the F-bomb much in general, but what they’d just said was enough to have me using fuck as punctuation.

      “Say that again!” Cameron snapped, right in my face. “I dare you.”

      Never let it be said that I am the kind of man who backs down on a dare. Last time someone had dared me to do something, I’d ended up getting arrested, and pictures of my naked butt appeared all over social media.

      “No,” I repeated. That wasn’t a no about the dare; that was a nod to the proposal that I work with my brothers for a year on their failing hockey team.

      “No! The fucker said no.” Cam was apoplectic and began pacing the office again, going from one end where Dad had kept his vinyl record collection, and finishing at the other where the family portrait hung, before repeating this all over again. Of course, that meant I looked at the painting—Mom sporting the Westman-Reid diamonds, elegant in a sapphire ball gown that matched her eyes, and Dad in a morning suit. To the left was Jason appearing to be around twenty or so, looking like the prep school Ivy League asshole he’d always been. To the right Cam, cute even then, and with not one hint of temper in his expression. Then there was me, sitting on the arm of a chair, aged twelve and fully aware then that I didn’t belong in the painting. Leigh wasn’t in the picture, typical hypocritical Westman-Reid shit. Clearly having the child in the wheelchair in the painting would’ve detracted from my dad’s sheer awesomeness or some such shit. Funny how I’d never noticed she wasn’t in the picture.

      Four years after this painting, I was told to leave the mansion. I guessed I was lucky that Dad hadn’t cut me out of the painting as brutally as he had cut me out of his life.

      “You realize so much will be lost if you don’t agree,” Jason was calm as if talking to me sensibly might get me to change my mind.

      I crossed one leg over the other, pulling at my pants until the crease fell just so. I took pride in my clothes, but the move was more of a delaying tactic than sustaining my tailored elegance.

      “That’s not my problem,” I said.

      The chair I sat on rocked violently as Cam smacked the back of it. “Not your problem? Do you know how much the team would lose?”

      I guessed the question was rhetorical, but I couldn’t stay quiet. “So your kids have to have loans for college, and you don’t get to vacation on an island in the Bahamas. Sucks to be you.”

      “Jesus Christ, you’re a fucking asshole,” Cam exploded, and placing a hand on either side of the arms of my chair, he then leaned right into my face—so close I could see the darker blue in his eyes and imagined the scarlet lightning of temper exploding from them at any minute. “Do you have any idea of what you’re talking about?”

      I peered around him in my most deliberate fashion and stared at Jason. “Are you going to get him out of my face, or do I need to call 911?”

      “Cam, back down,” Jason ordered, and finally after a staring match that seemed to last hours, Cam threw his hands in the air and resumed pacing.

      “Many people depend on the Raptors to be able to support their families,” Jason explained in his level-headed way.

      “You can’t guilt me into this, Jason. Dad threw me out at sixteen, with no money, no idea of what to do, and I hitchhiked my way to New York. I worked my butt off to make something of myself there, and Gilded Treasures is more than enough to support over three hundred staff and models. I made something of myself despite dear old Dad, and I owe this family nothing.”

      “What about Mom?” Cam snapped.

      “The same woman who stood next to Dad and watched him kick me out, then ignored my calls and cut me out of her life as efficiently as if she’d used a blade?”

      “She’s not well,” Jason said, tiredly.

      A small prick of concern pierced the act I had going on, but I wasn’t going to let it sway me. She had washed her hands of me a long time ago, and she meant nothing to me now. I pushed aside that traitorous sympathy and focused back on Cam and Jason. “Maybe she should stop drinking,” I said.

      That was clearly the wrong thing to say. Cam dragged me out of the chair and walked me backward until I hit a wall. He lifted me onto my toes, easy when he was built like a linebacker with all the physical qualities of the Incredible Hulk.

      “Mom has cancer,” he said, and that poke of concern became slightly bigger.

      “Cameron, stop,” Jason ordered and pushed his way between us. I’m not sure why he was stopping Cam from beating me up. He’d never done it when we were kids, so why now? “She didn’t want him to know,” he said as he shoved Cam backward.

      Yep, and there it is, the cherry on the icing of the proverbial shit cake. I brushed myself down.

      “Of course, she doesn’t want me to know. She probably assumed I don’t care, and she was right.” I feigned a complete lack of concern, but even after all these years, it was her betrayal that hurt the most.

      Cam moved in front of me, although he kept his distance.

      “She didn’t want her illness to sway you one way or another with what Dad put in motion.”

      I looked at my nails and huffed. “And that’s the story she’s sticking to, right?”

      Cam slammed a hand into the wall next to my head. He was taller and bigger than me, just like Jason, and if the two of them decided to take it upon themselves to kill me, they could. At five ten, I was completely vulnerable.

      I wasn’t the same stupid kid who’d left the house at sixteen. Not the one who’d adored Cameron and admired him as if he was a shiny, heroic genius. Or who’d been the only one to stop Jason from losing his cool all the time.

      I was Mark Westman-Reid, twenty-six, owner of a thriving modeling agency, an apartment, with a scarlet Lamborghini parked outside the mansion to prove it. Not to mention owning a loft looking out over Central Park or having a Porsche that sat in the garage as a spare.

      That Mark was a very different person, and my brothers needed to know that.

      “One year,” Cameron said and closed his eyes briefly.

      “What about Leigh? What is our sister’s role in this?”

      Jason and Cam exchanged looks, and I’d have even gone as far as to say they both appeared regretful.

      “You know Dad just wanted to look after her,” Cam said finally. Then he changed the subject. “One year as part owner of the Raptors is all the will states. The three of us can fulfill the conditions of Dad’s will, and we’ll buy you out.”

      “Buy me out? Huh. What with?”

      The family had invested in the Arizona team before I’d left home, and even though I wasn’t a hockey fan, I was a businessman, with advisors and investors, and my own goddamn corner office. I knew business, and I didn’t have to be a fan of hockey in general or the Raptors themselves to see that the team was failing.

      Their eighteen-thousand seating capacity Santa Catalina Arena was barely forty percent full on good nights, and the players were in and out of trouble about as often as Cam had been as a kid. They were close to the bottom of the league, and their reputation was shit among the other teams. There was violence, a couple of DUIs, rumors of steroid abuse, and worst of all, no franchise wanted to set up stalls in the place for game nights. All of that I’d read in one article on the NHL website.

      They’d had some good picks for the last draft, and clicking on both those links had given me a good understanding of what that meant. The team had picked up a couple of good rookies. Other than that, they’d made no changes to the players.

      Worst of all, it seemed the team had one player who was a mean son of a bitch who’d gone out of his way to hurt the league’s darling, Tennant Rowe, which meant that now the Arizona Raptors were the bad guys.

      They were fucked six ways to Sunday. The latest article on the Raptors’ website talked about a last-minute coach hired from an east-coast college with no NHL-level experience at all. Dad had to have been desperately scraping the bottom of the barrel for that. Money breeds money, and Rowen something or other wasn’t going to save a team hell-bent on self-destruction.

      And Dad had wanted his three sons to work together for a year? Why? What the hell reason could he have for making us do this? If we didn’t, then the last of Dad’s money was going to charity, and the team would be wound up. Finished. And it was doubtful that it could be sold on to any other unsuspecting schmuck.

      “We have financing in place if we need it,” Jason defended, but I’d forgotten what I even asked. I was done here, and for my own sanity, I needed to leave.

      “No,” I repeated and slipped out of the room. They didn’t follow me, but I could hear the rumble of voices behind the door.

      “What did you say?”

      I turned to face Leigh with a smile and leaned down to give her a hug. Leigh was the only true innocent in all of this, and I wished I could say that I’d kept in touch with her, but I’d have been lying. The oldest of all four of us, she’d been a passenger in a car accident aged five and was confined to a wheelchair. I don’t remember much about her growing up. She’d been this ghost who’d passed through my life on her way to rehabs or for operations. At least she hadn’t been next to Dad when he’d thrown me out, though, and I had affection for her, just not the kind that was enough for me defy my father and keep in touch.

      Not even as a grown-ass man had I reached out. That was on me. Maybe now he was gone, I could think about visiting her. On days when my asshole brothers weren’t there, of course. Or Mom. God forbid I bump into my mom.

      “I said no,” I was honest and to the point.

      She half smiled, then wheeled herself down the hall to the front door, and I followed. “I thought you would. You don’t owe us anything.”

      “I don’t feel a part of this family,” I murmured. “You get that, right?”

      “Likewise,” she said and smiled again. She was another blonde, like Mom and Cam, and was so pretty. I wonder how she’s doing? Had she ended up at college? What was her role in the family, apart from the one everyone looked after? And why did I feel as if I was abandoning her. “Did they tell you about Mom?”

      I nodded. The part of my brain processing the news was mostly taken up by the fact that I’d decided my position on the Raptors situation, and I was sticking to it.

      “Not that it matters,” she added.

      “Huh?”

      “Part of her died with Daddy.” She held out a hand, and I took it without hesitation. “You know, the part where she couldn’t make her own choices, the part that Dad made her lock down, her life, her joy, her painting. It’s crappy timing that the moment he dies and sets her free is the same time she gets cancer. Life sucks, you know.”

      I crouched down next to her and looked up. “Mom didn’t care about me. Our brothers stood by and let Dad cut me out of this family. I’ve lost that spark of love for the way they represent family. Do you understand?”

      “I’m in a wheelchair. I’m not stupid,” she said wryly.

      I felt embarrassed at the way I’d worded my question. “Sorry, I didn’t mean…”

      “I’m teasing you. Did you know you have three nieces and a nephew?”

      “You send me the family newsletter every year, sis.”

      “Annie, Deborah, Monica, and Lewis,” she counted them off on her fingers. “I bet they’d love to meet their uncle Mark.”

      “The roaming gay uncle who made a living stripping his clothes off for money?”

      She shook her head. “No. The successful businessman who started as a model, who made curly hair famous, and now runs his own modeling agency, owns an apartment overlooking Central Park, and drives a Lamborghini.” She waved at the shiny red car, and I sat next to her on the short wall of the porch, feeling as if this conversation had a purpose. “You have a business manager, right?”

      “Lucas.”

      “Let him run your company. He could cover you being on the west coast. You know the will only stipulates two hundred working days spread over the year. You could be more to your nieces and nephews. You could take me out for dinner. We could talk about our past, maybe look forward to our future. You never know, you might one day forgive Mom and Jason, and maybe there will be a miracle, and you could even be friends with Cam. But you won’t know that unless you give us all a chance.”

      “I don’t know anything about hockey.”

      “I don’t imagine that getting kicked out of your home and onto the streets with no money meant you knew a damn thing about modeling either, but look at you now.”

      “I don’t like the cold.”

      “We live in Arizona.”

      “Ice is cold.”

      “I’ll lend you a jersey.”

      The banter was a hundred kinds of cute, and an overwhelming rush of self-pity stole my breath. She must have seen it in my face, and she patted my head.

      “Come on, Mark, give this family issue a week. Take it a day at a time. We can go out for a beer. We can watch hockey together. I’d like to get to know my little brother again.”

      “What about Mom?”

      “She’s away right now, at an all-inclusive spa in Sedona. She went there with a trunk of books, three cases of wine, and it’s closer to the clinic she’s attending. She’s grieving over losing Dad at her own pace.”

      “What kind of cancer does she have?”

      “Breast cancer.”

      “Did she know about this insane clause in Dad’s will?”

      Leigh shrugged. “I wouldn’t be surprised if she encouraged him to put it in there.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Now’s not the time to talk about all that, Mark. Now is the time to go back into the office, calm Cam down, and talk to Jason rationally. See if there’s something you can get started. Do it for the family that fucked you over, show them you’re the bigger man, come home for a while and be Uncle Mark.”

      She held out a hand, and I gripped it, pressing a kiss to her knuckles.

      “I wish you’d been home more when…”

      “Yeah.” She shook her head sadly. “Me too.”

      

      I walked back into the office without knocking and took a mental picture of what I was looking at. Cam at the window, arms crossed over his chest, staring out at the manicured lawns of the Westman-Reid estate. Jason slumped in the chair I’d been sitting in, pale and almost appearing as if he was going to cry.

      “One week,” I announced, and both men were startled out of wherever their thoughts had taken them. “I’m giving this one week, but I have conditions.” I sat on the edge of Dad’s desk and glanced between my brothers, both of whom wore mirrored looks of bewilderment.

      “What conditions?” Cam asked and uncrossed his arms.

      “My own office, access to every scrap of financial data for the past ten years, personal meetings with every single player, links to game film, someone to explain the rules of the game, and a place for Leigh to work with us if she wants to. That’s nonnegotiable. If we want to turn this team around, then as part of this management team of three, we cut out all the deadwood: the skaters who don’t give a shit, the managers getting fat skimming from the meager income we make. And most of all, we negotiate with this new coach, whatever his name is⁠—”

      “Rowen Carmichael.”

      “Him. We tell him to get the hell out and find a team at his level.”

      “He’s already in place at the arena, and Dad gave him a loophole-free contract,” Cam warned.

      I fronted both of them. “I don’t give a shit about a loophole-free contract.”

      “Mark—”

      I held up a hand. “No negotiation on any of this. I want a real coach, not some half-assed college wannabe. I want Rowen Carmichael gone.”
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      Waking up in a new bed with the sun shining in my face could’ve been poetic. Maybe. If the mattress wasn’t too soft. I rolled to my side to get the desert sun out of my eyes, and my spine snapped with short, loud cracks as if someone had just fired up a popcorn popper.

      “Ouch, fuck,” I groaned. First thing on the agenda after a run was finding a new mattress. Yes, I was being ungrateful. Sue me. The team had provided a rather nice apartment with a cactus right outside on my patio and all the furnishings, and one perk that I’d requested—a big-screen TV. That was all I cared about for my downtime—a widescreen for viewing Aragorn and Bilbo, Luke and Leia, Aslan and Jadis, Jon and Tyrion. Obviously, I’d overlooked the need for an extra-firm mattress. I’d fix that today after morning skate.

      The alarm on my phone went off. I sat up, slid from under the covers, then padded to the window and let the sun warm my face. The buzzing of my phone died down. Eyes closed, I basked, my lips parted, and my throat exposed. Sure, the sun might cause a few more wrinkles. So what? I was over forty now and not looking to impress anyone. Although it would’ve been nice to have someone to share the rush of this monumental moment in my career with. Someone who didn’t think I was making the single worst decision ever. Even worse than my decision to date Carl back in college, according to my sister.

      God, Carl had been a simpleton. Spoiled, rich, hung up on the aesthetic of everything, vapid, and lost in the beauty of his own face and the faces of others. Aspiring model. Incredibly beautiful but lacking any redeemable value at all. I’d learned quickly that wealthy pretty boys were not my thing unless it was a quick hookup. Otherwise, I kept a wide berth from men who placed the value of beauty over the more important attributes such as loyalty, patience, humor, and a solid work ethic.

      My phone sounded again, ruining my morning moment in the sun. Smiling at the big green cactus with its arms raised skyward, I jogged over to where I’d left it, saw the incoming call, and rolled my eyes to the ceiling. One of the heirs. The eldest maybe? There was a slew of Westman-Reid children, at least four, which is a slew in my book. Anything over two is just showing off.

      “Morning,” I said into the phone as I rummaged around in my carry-on for a pair of shorts. My running shoes were in a box… somewhere in this new place of mine.

      “Coach Carmichael, I’m happy to finally catch up with you. Seems you made quite a splash when you arrived yesterday.”

      I dug down deep into my bag and snagged my running shorts. “Just letting the players know where I stand.” Now, where were my shoes? I turned in circles several times, looking at the boxes and bags piled up in the corners of my bedroom. I tucked the phone between my head and my shoulder and stepped into my shorts, tugging them up over a pair of black briefs.

      “It sent a message. Listen, could we have a morning meeting at my parents’ house, say nine or so?”

      “Which kid is this again?”

      “Jason. The eldest son.”

      “Ah.” He sounded as if he were proud to be the oldest, like he’d done something special to earn his birth order. Rich boys. Such jerks. “Well, Jason, I can’t do a meeting at nine. I’ll be at the barn by eight.” If I could find my fucking running shoes that was…

      “Oh, I’m sorry, but I… the barn?”

      “Yeah, the barn. The rink. The big oval place where they make ice and men with sticks skate on it in pursuit of a puck.” A long silence followed my explanation. Aha! A box marked shoes! I hurried over to it and tugged the flaps open. There lay my Nikes. “I can see you around two in the afternoon. I have some things to discuss with you about player and coaching staff changes that need to be made.”

      “I, uhm, well, isn’t it usually the owners and the general manager who⁠—?”

      “My input is guaranteed in the contract I signed with your father. If you want to turn this sideshow you call a team around, then you need to listen to me. I know this game, and I know what it takes to win,” I said as I bounced around on one foot while pulling on a gray sneaker. “I’ll see you at two. Send me directions.”

      I hung up, found my earbuds, pulled up the Eagles’ The Long One album on my music app, used my nose spray, slid my left shoe on, and set off for a cool five-mile run to purge the whiny voice of Westman-Reid the Eldest Son out of my brain.
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        * * *

      

      I was waiting for the players when they arrived. Most gave me a meek smile as they entered the Raptors’ dressing room; some seemed wary, others cocky as if they were unimpressed with me and my stupid blue broom. They’d all be feeling the bristles of the clean sweeping that was about to commence. Each man got a small jerk of my head to indicate they were to stand along the far wall, the one with “Play Hard, Play with Passion, Play to Win” running along near the ceiling. Pretty words. Shame the team had no clue how to put any of that into practical application. All this team knew was strife and chaos. I could feel the discord in the locker room.

      When everyone had lined up, I stepped forward, wearing my new Raptors jacket and my shiny whistle dangling around my neck.

      “Morning, gentlemen, today is the first day of Raptors training camp. Today is also the first day of your time under me.” I walked back and forth in front of my men, thin tablet in hand, making eye contact with every player I passed. I could learn a lot from looking into a man’s eyes. “I’ll be running you all through conditioning sprints today, so I hope you all ate your Wheaties.”

      They all grumbled, which was nothing out of the ordinary. All the players hated the assessment drills. Speed sprints were killer; I knew that. I’d skated them fifteen years in a row during my time with Montreal. Such was life for a hockey player.

      “Before we hit the ice, I’d like all the rookies to step forward,” I said, then stood at the end of the row of beefy men. Five players broke from the ranks. Five fresh-faced young lads with the glow of youth on their smooth cheeks. They all seemed edgy as if they thought I might flog them or something. “You five will join me for dinner tonight. I’ll buy a new grill, since grilling is the only cooking I can do well. I’ll text you the place and time.” There were nervous titters from the five rookies. The vets were trying to figure out what I was all about. They’d find out given time.

      “Okay, hit the gym, then be on the ice at nine sharp.” I glanced at the big round clock over the door. The one with the fierce-looking hawk clutching a hockey stick in its talons. “And a heads-up, I loathe people being late. Being late is a sign of disrespect, and I will not be disrespected. Anyone showing up late once will find their ass taking part in a bag skate. If you show up late twice in one season, your ass will sit out a game. If you show up late three times, your ass will be sent down to the minors.”

      Eyes flared as wide as dinner plates, rookies and vets alike. No one said a word, though they all stared and bobbed their heads. I left them there against the wall and went off in search of my new office. It was a bleak little space by the therapy room, but it had been freshly painted, which was nice. A soft tan color with a red stripe that ran around the middle of the room. I’d brought a small box of personal items in today, and so after sending out a personal message to my fellow coaches, I began placing things around on the desk or on top of a bookshelf in the corner.

      On the top of the small bookshelf, I put a picture of Anatoly Tarasov, a famous Russian bench boss with a finesse-over-force style. I arranged the image so that it faced the desk and I could see the quote attributed to him written over it when seated:

      

      Speed of hand, speed of foot, speed of mind.

      Train for each of these, but never forget, the most important is speed of mind.

      

      This was my coaching motto. Hockey was no longer a game of gorillas on skates itching for a fight. The game had evolved. Coaching had evolved with it. Some teams, it seemed, were still back in the early seventies—this one being a prime example. It was up to me and the people I had under me to drag the Raptors into this new era of speed of hand, foot, and mind. A sharp rap on the door jarred me from hockey philosophy. I called them in. Four men entered. I shook hands with them all, getting their names and positions. Video coach was Todd Walsh, defensive coach Craig Millerson, goalie coach Art Schaffer, and associate coach Pete Dunne.

      “Thanks for coming. This won’t take long.” I rested my ass on the edge of my ugly metal desk, folded my arms over my spiffy new jacket, and stared directly at Pete Dunne. “Your services to this team are no longer required,” I told Pete.

      He stared openly at me for several long minutes. The other men looked up and down, side to side, any which way they could not to make eye contact with me.

      “I have a contract,” Pete coughed out.

      “Which you will be released from.” Pete gasped like a goldfish out of its bowl. “This team is changing direction. Your coaching technique does not jibe with our modern philosophy of five-man team systems, individual player skill, puck possession, and speed of mind. You’ve become mired in the old ways and allowed this creeping sickness that is team disharmony and low standards to flourish. So, as they say on Drag Race, sashay away.”

      “I have a contract!” He blustered and bellowed all the way home or more than likely to the general manager, who would call the owners. Which was fine. I’d tell the Gucci Boys the same thing I’d just told Pete. The other coaches waited with bated breath. “You’re all safe. I’ve read over your résumés and have seen the effort you’ve been making. The old coach was a dinosaur. We’re a bit more advanced.”

      “So, we’re mammoths?” Todd, my defensive coach, tossed out, which broke the tension nicely. “My wife would agree. You should hear her bitching about the hair on my back.”

      We all had a nice chuckle over Todd’s hairy back. I was thankful for the levity Todd had brought into the room. I tended to be kind of dry, according to several past lovers and my family. Also, direct, although why being direct was a bad thing, I didn’t know. I thought being forthright was something rather admirable.

      “Let’s go run the players through their paces, shall we?” I motioned at the door Pete had left open. They all nodded, relief clear in their expressions.

      I led them to the ice and then worked my new team into sweaty, gasping blobs on wobbly skates. The rookies were whipped, the veterans half-dead, but I now had a pretty good idea of who had spent the summer training and who had spent it loafing. Tomorrow, I’d start setting up preliminary lines and begin easing this team of bullies and cheap-shot kings into the Rowen Carmichael way of playing hockey.

      After the players limped off the ice, I spent a good hour in my office, setting up my computer and touching base with the nearest Mattress Maven store in downtown Tucson. They assured me my new bed would arrive in an hour, so I went home to wait for the delivery. After it was in place and the old, soft, shitty thing hauled away, I put clean sheets on my new mattress, patted it, and grinned when it never moved. Like petting a hardwood floor. Perfect.

      My fridge was barren, so I made a mental note to stop and shop on the way back from the Westman-Reid estate. I’d need enough food and drink for hungry men. Lots of Dr Pepper—my favorite drink—and steaks, potatoes, and stuff for a big tossed salad. Maybe some bread and other staples as well. I prattled off a shopping list into my phone, then called for another ride. I’d also need a car. Something sporty maybe, since I wouldn’t need to worry about crippling snow or ice storms. I could own a car without studded tires or chains or four-wheel drive. How exciting.

      The driver, José, was a personable enough fellow, skinny with a soft Mexican accent, who whistled long and low when we were granted permission to enter the Westman-Reid grounds. Huge gates opened slowly, and José and I both gaped at the mansion rolling into view.

      “Sweet Virgin Mary,” José whispered.

      “You can say that again,” I replied, handing him his fare and a nice tip. He steered the Toyota carefully around a white Mercedes, a black BMW, a red Lamborghini, and a soft blue Porsche.

      “Ostentatious much?” I asked all the cars parked in front of the sprawling manse. It was like walking into the set of Dallas or Dynasty. “Unreal,” I mumbled, then went to knock on the ornate front door. It was pulled open by an older man in a dark suit. Obviously a butler, who bowed politely and fawned properly as he led me up a sweeping grand staircase to ”the master’s office” where I was left to dawdle in the hall like a waif.

      I tugged my suit jacket down, removed the tie I’d put on, pulled my jeans up, and walked into the office without knocking. Three men and a lovely young woman in a wheelchair all gasped when I threw the door open and strolled in.

      Two of the males were ordinary looking enough, dressed well of course, but lacking in any real appeal. The third one, seated in a wingback with one leg crossed over the other, was striking. And I mean the kind of striking that made a man pause just to admire him as one would a painting in the Louvre. He had deep brown eyes framed with thick dark lashes, a beautiful head of dark curls, and lips that were ripe and plump. His scruff was artfully done and his clothing top of the line but not screaming about how much it cost. A delicate gold watch on his slim wrist was the only accessory I noted. He was stunning. Pity he was one of the owner’s whelps.

      “Coach Carmichael, you’re early,” the big man behind the even bigger desk said as he rose to his feet. “Please come in and sit down. Can we ring the staff to bring you anything?”

      “I’m fine,” I replied, shaking the cool hand, then releasing it.

      “Very well. Let’s get to know each other. This is my brother Cameron, my sister Leigh, and my brother Mark.” I nodded at them all, then sat in a fat leather chair about ten feet from Mark Westman-Reid. I could smell his cologne. It was heady and spicy with a hint of musk and floral. Nice. “We’ve been trying to keep up with you. You’ve created quite a stir since you arrived in Tucson.”

      Jason chuckled the way powerful men do when they think they’re being funny. I arched an eyebrow. The titters died off.

      “Did you seriously fire Pete Dunne without even consulting us?” Mark went straight for the jugular. “You can’t⁠—"

      “Mark—” Jason interrupted him.

      “—he can’t do that kind of shit,” Mark finished. He stood and moved toward me, looming over me, and I copied immediately. If there was a showdown, then I wanted to face it head on.

      “I can. And I did. The man was a boil on the backside of professional hockey.”

      Leigh giggled, then quickly covered it with a tiny hand. Mark, he of the kissable lips, stared at me as if starfish were dancing on my head.

      “You don’t have the right to hire and fire at will.” He was angry, “who do you think you are? You’re the last person my dad should have hired.”

      Jason, Leigh, and Cameron sat quietly on the sidelines, so I guessed it was Mark who was leading this show.

      “Please carry on.” I wanted to hear all about why I wasn’t suitable for the job I’d been hired for.

      “You coached at a college.”

      Ah. So we were going straight there.

      I held up a hand. “Irrespective of whether or not I should have been hired, my contract with your father has a proviso that gives me the right to hire and fire who I wish with regard to those serving under me.” I let that sink in. “Please feel free to read over my contract and understand that I am here to stay.”

      “We will of course,” Jason hurried to say after Mark began chewing his own tongue off in frustration. “But perhaps if you’d give us a heads-up with regards to your plans, we’d be able to⁠—”

      “Fine, I plan on flying out to Seattle at the end of the week to speak with the person I want to hire as my assistant coach.”

      All four Westman-Reid children sat in stunned silence. Had I said a bad word? I was an old hockey player; perhaps a stray F-bomb had fallen out of my mouth. Jason blinked as if he had sand in his eyes. Cameron’s mouth fell open. Leigh sat primly in her wheelchair, bright eyes steady on me, and Mark with the huge brown eyes was so furious he couldn’t seem to find the words.

      “Did I stutter?” I asked when the silence dragged on.

      “No, no, of course not, we just weren’t…”

      “No way are you going to Seattle to hire anyone,” Mark snarled, his pretty eyes sparking with heat and passion. It was a look that did wonderful things for his already handsome features. Cameron and Jason began throwing words at Mark. Mark flung words back at his brothers. I rolled my eyes for Ms. Leigh, and she smiled sweetly at me.

      “When you’ve finished, boys, I suggest you check my contract…” I remained as genial as I could manage. The Westman-Reids were no better than squabbling kids.

      “I’m going with you,” Mark said and crossed his arms over his chest, as if he’d won the entire argument.

      I could’ve put my foot down. I could’ve told him to get the fuck out of my plans, but something in his eyes dared me to say no, and I never backed down from a dare.

      “No skin off my nose,” I said nonchalantly.

      He loved that and pulled himself tall. “And I will approve any and all contracts offered.”

      “No.”

      “You have no say in this⁠—”

      “Now listen here, boy⁠—"

      “I’m not a boy!” Mark growled. No, he wasn’t. I had to agree with that. Now that he was on his feet, it was clear he was all man. Lean yes, but nearly as tall as me. He lacked my bulk, but he wasn’t scrawny or twinky.

      “Sorry.” He sniffed at my apology. “You’re free to come along, but your input won’t mean shit to me unless you know hockey. Do you?”

      Mark’s righteous indignation fled. “I know enough.”

      “Uh-huh. I’ll be hiring who I deem to be a good fit for me and the vision of the team I’m building.” I held out my arm, flicked my sleeve out of the way, and read my watch. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to go buy groceries. I’m having the rookies over for dinner tonight.”

      I bowed to Ms. Leigh and walked out of the master’s office, smiling to myself as the voices of the three Westman-Reid male heirs exploded into a heated discussion behind me.
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